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ABSTRACT 

 

THE MYTH OF THE SLAVELESS SOCIETY: BLACK POLITICS AND THE 

AMBIGUITIES OF ANTISLAVERY IN MASSACHUSETTS, 1641-1783 

Grant E. Stanton 

Daniel K. Richter 

The ñMyth of the Slaveless Societyò explores 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 

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

and Black enslavement across the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This narrative was, even 

at its creation, fatuous, illogical, and palpably erroneous. Nevertheless, it had a tangible impact 

on the shape of bondage and freedom in Massachusetts. Black free and enslaved 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 mechanisms of Massachusettsô high politics to lead the 

first interracial, organized, successful abolition movement in American history. As 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 gap that separates moral perception 

of a problem from taking concrete action against it. In the process, they gave birth to Americaôs 

first formal Black political tradition. 
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Studying the myth of the slaveless society in Massachusetts has several benefits. It helps 

us see that antislavery sentiment in the early Anglo-Atlantic was more powerful and widespread, 

yet even more contradictory and multifaceted than historians have previously appreciated. This 

fable was not believed in by all actors at all times, but it provided a pool of popularly accessible 

resources upon which colonists Black, white, and Indigenous drew upon to contest the reduction 

of human beings to absolute chattel goods. This study also offers historians the chance to expand 

our scope of exploration beyond Pennsylvania and its Quaker activists when scrutinizing the 

origins of the Anglo-American abolitionist movement, and it invites us to reconsider the place of 

antislavery agitation in the American Revolution. Finally, it compels us to appreciate the many 

ways Black men and women helped constitute and create the new American nation. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

Massachusettsô early history is shrouded in myths. Legend tells of a group of dissidents who fled 

religious persecution in England for the ñNew Worldò onboard the Mayflower in 1620.1 John 

Winthropôs fabled ñcity on a hillò is familiar to American schoolchildren who have learned that 

the eyes of ñall people,ò all the world, even all of history, rested on Boston when the Puritan city 

was founded in 1630.2 On the Fourth of July, Americans hear the tale of those hardy patriots who 

were massacred on Kingôs Street in 1770, who dumped tea into Bostonôs harbor in 1773, and 

who bore witness to the ñshot heard round the worldò at Lexington and Concord in 1775.3 These 

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 Massachusettsô centrality to early American history is reflected both in 

popular understandings of the nationôs past and in the fact that, along with Virginia, it is the most 

well studied of Britainôs North American colonies. But there is yet another, less familiar, myth 

that likewise first took root in Massachusettsô colonial past, is as dubious as the stateôs other 

early mythologies, and has never been the subject of scholarly analysis in its own right. This is 

the myth of the slaveless society.  

 
1 Derek Wilson, The Mayflower Pilgrims: Sifting Fact from Fable (UK: Society for Promoting Christian 

Knowledge, 2019). 

2  Daniel T. Rodgers, As a City on a Hill: The Story of Americaôs Most Famous Lay Sermon (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2018). 

3 Serena Zabin, The Boston Massacre: A Family History, (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2020); 

Benjamin L. Carp, Defiance of the Patriots: The Boston Tea Party and the Making of America (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2011); George C. Daughan, Lexington and Concord: The Battle Heard Round the World (New 

York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2018). 
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Historians have long attacked the notion that Massachusetts was free from the cardinal 

sin of holding and profiting from other human beings in bondage. Among the first was the 

abolitionist-historian George H. Moore. The so-called ñtormentor of Massachusettsò wrote 

shortly after the conclusion of the Civil War. He viciously attacked his contemporaries, like 

fellow abolitionist Charles Sumner, who earnestly, erroneously, believed that ñin all her annals, 

no person was ever born a slave on the soil of Massachusettsò and that, so far as any ñin point of 

factò were, ñit was never by sanction of any statute-law of Colony or Commonwealth.ò4  

Lorenzo Greene, the founder of modern studies of Black Massachusetts, joined this effort 

generations later. In 1942, he explored, far more carefully than Moore, ñthe social, political and 

economicò realities of buying and selling ñslaves upon Puritan institutions.ò5 At the turn of the 

twenty-first century, Joanne Pope Melish, in what remains the most influential account of the 

ñmythology of a free New England,ò attacked white-told ñnarrative[s]ò wherein Black bondage, 

when it was not denied outright, was cast as ñbrief and mild,ò something that never amounted, 

really, to ñslavery at all.ò6 More recently still, Margaret Newell and Wendy Warren, in 2015 and 

2016 respectively, struck against the idea that slavery was irrelevant even in the Bay Colonyôs 

 
4 George H. Moore, Notes on the History of Slavery in Massachusetts (New York, N.Y.: D. Appleton & 

Co., 1866), Sumner quoted on 21; John David Smith, ñGeorge H. Moore ï óTormentor of Massachusetts,ôò The 

Moment of Decision: Biographical Essays on American Character and Regional Identity, eds. Randall M. Miller 

and John R. McKivigan (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), 211-226. 

5 Lorenzo J. Greene, The Negro in Colonial New England (New York: Columbia University Press, 1942), 

Preface.  

6 Joanne Pope Melish, Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and ñRaceò in New England, 1780-1860 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 2-3, 6, 25. Margot Minardi has also made an important contribution to this 

subject in Making Slavery History: Abolitionism and the Politics of Memory in Massachusetts (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2010).  
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earliest days. Both concluded that Black as well as Indigenous enslavement not only existed but 

crucially contributed to New Englandôs emergent society.7 

This line of analysis has born fruitful scholarship for over a century and a half. But those 

who follow it have also been prone to overstating the case. When asking whether early Bay 

colonists disapproved of slavery, most have answered with ña resounding no.ò8 Though 

provocative, such a broad conclusion threatens to give birth to its own myth; namely, that 

agitation against chattel bondage was virtually nonexistent in the colony, let alone the larger 

British Atlantic world, prior to the onset of the imperial crisis.9   

 

 
7 Margaret Newell, Brethren by Nature: New England Indians, Colonists, and the Origins of American 

Slavery (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015); Warren, New England Bound. Jared Hardesty valuably added to 

this conversation as well by studying the importance of Black bondage later in Massachusettsô colonial history; 

Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighteenth-Century Boston (New York: New York University Press, 2016).  

8 Warren, New England Bound, 31. 

9 My work thus helps uncover what historian Christopher Brown suspected in 2008, and other scholars 

have begun to appreciate: that ñan antislavery prejudiceò did indeed ñpercolate below the surface of Anglo-

American culture between 1660 and 1760,ò circulating ñto an extent too often underestimatedò in both the colonies 

and the metropole; Brown, Moral Capital, 48, 55. Some of the most important work uncovering the strength of 

antislavery sentiment in the early Anglo-Atlantic are Holly Brewer, ñCreating a Common Law of Slavery for 

England and its New World Empire,ò Law and History Review, vol. 39, no. 4 (2021):765-833; John Blanton, ñThis 

Species of Property: Slavery and the Properties of Subjecthood in Anglo-American Law and Politics, 1619-1783ò 

(PhD diss., City University of New York, 2016); John Donoghue, ñóOut of the Land of Bondageô: The English 

Revolution and the Atlantic Origins of Abolition,ò American Historical Review, vol. 115, no. 4 (2010): 943-974, 

Fire Under the Ashes: An Atlantic History of the English Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 

and ñTransatlantic Discourses of Freedom and Slavery in the English Revolution,ò Storicamente, vol. 10, no.1 

(2014): 1-24; Guasco, Slaves and Englishmen; Joseph S. Moore, ñCovenanters and Antislavery in the Atlantic 

World,ò Slavery & Abolition, vol. 34, no. 4 (2013): 539-561; Philippe Rosenberg, ñThomas Tryon and the 

Seventeenth-Century Dimensions of Antislavery,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 61, no. 4 (2004):609-642; 

Nicholas Hudson, ñóBritons Never Will be Slavesô: National Myth, Conservatism, and the Beginnings of British 

Antislavery,ò Eighteenth-Century Studies, vol. 34, no. 4 (1996): 559-576; Douglas A. Lorimer, ñBlack Slaves and 

English Liberty: A Re-Examination of Racial Slavery in England,ò Immigrants & Minorities, vol. 3, no. 2 (1984): 

121-150. 
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It is undeniable in retrospect that, 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 

white colonistsô labor regime even as it simultaneously justified, regulated, and facilitated the 

perpetuation of Black and Native enslaved persons in their midst. But scholars have had a 

difficult time making sense of this myth as a phenomenon to be understood on its own, however 

loathsome, terms. They have thereby failed to appreciate the ambiguous potentials it could give 

rise to. They have neglected to observe the tangible influence it had in shaping the colonyôs 

social and legal regimes. And they have overlooked the unique advantages Indigenous and Black 

colonists were able to make of white colonistsô self-fashioning as they fought for their rights and 

recognition as human beings.10 

ñThe Myth of the Slaveless Societyò uncovers this history. Tracing the formation and 

influence of the idea that chattel bondage was fundamentally alien to a Protestant, civilized, 

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

 
10 Though no scholar has studied the myth of the slaveless society in this way, my work builds on a long 

tradition of scholarship exploring slavery and Black society in New England. Besides those mentioned above and 

below, see also Gloria Whiting, Belonging: An Intimate History of Slavery and Family in Early New England 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2024); Jared Hardesty, Black Lives, Native Lands, White Worlds: A 

History of Slavery in New England (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2019); Christopher Cameron, To 

Plead Our Own Cause: African Americans in Massachusetts and the Making of the Antislavery Movement (Kent, 

Ohio: The Kent State University Press, 2014); Allegra di Bonaventura, For Adamôs Sake: A Family Sage in Colonial 

New England (New York: Liveright, 2013); Richard A. Bailey, Race and Redemption in Puritan New England (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Catherine Adams and Elizabeth H, Pleck, Black Women in Colonial and 

Revolutionary New England (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010); C.S. Manegold, Ten Hills Farm: The 

Forgotten History of Slavery in the North (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010); Robert K. Fitts, Inventing 

New Englandôs Slave Paradise: Master/Slave Relations in Eighteenth-Century Narragansett, Rhode Island (New 

York: Garland, 1998); James Oliver and Lois. E. Horton, In Hope of Liberty: Culture, Community, and Protest 

Among Northern Free Blacks, 1700-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); and William Piersen, Black 

Yankees: The Development of an Afro-American Subculture in Eighteenth-Century New England (Amherst: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 1988). 
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state in 1783, my work reveals that at no point in Massachusettsô past was the practice of 

slaveholding uncontested. Moreover, it highlights the crucial role the enslaved themselves played 

in ensuring that 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 of the slaveless 

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

of a problem and taking concrete action against it.11 Ultimately, these men and women helped 

channel white aversions to slavery into the first organized, interracial, and successful abolition 

movement in American history.  

Recent scholarship has shown the many ways in which, despite white colonistsô 

protestations otherwise, the practice of holding Black and Indigenous persons in bondage in 

Massachusetts was far from distinct from elsewhere in British North America.12 But, at the same 

time, slavery in the Bay Colony was distinctive, due to the strength of its local mythologies. 

From start to finish white colonists there refused to clarify slaveryôs curious status as an 

ñadmixture of servitude and bondageò as Lorenzo Greene argued.13 Slavery never became a 

 
11 In referring to the distance and distinction of moral perception and moral action through this work, I am 

paraphrasing Christopher Brown, who was paraphrasing in turn the historian Moses Finley; Moral Capital: 

Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Moses I. Finley, 

Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology (Princeton: Markus Wiener, 1998). 

12 Warren, New England Bound; Newell, Brethren by Nature; John Wood Sweet, Bodies Politic: 

Negotiating Race in the American North, 1730-1830 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006); Christy 

Clark-Pujara, Dark Work: The Business of Slavery in Rhode Island (New York: New York University Press, 2018); 

Emily Jeannine Clark, ñóTheir Negro Nanny was with Child By a white manô: Gossip, Sex, and Slavery in an 

Eighteenth-Century New England Town,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 79, no. 4 (2022): 533-562. 

13 Lorenzo Greene, ñSlave-Holding New England and Its Awakening,ò Journal of Negro History, vol. 13, 

no. 4 (1928): 495.  
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social, legal, and economic ñinstitutionò in the Bay Colony as it did in so many other places.14 

Nor did this society ñconsciouslyò commit itself to slaveryôs ñperpetuationò as most scholars 

conclude.15 By dint of white colonistsô reluctance to admit Black and Indigenous laborersô status 

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 to sue their masters for abuse or 

to own property, marry, testify, and, crucially, petition the General Court for redress.16 My work 

suggests that, far from the result of an ñunthinking decision,ò slavery took root in Massachusetts 

due to white colonistsô willful refusal to think too hard about their actions; their refusal to 

consistently, critically, honestly examine an ever-widening gap between their visions of 

themselves and the reality of their practices.17  

The stories of three men guide us through distinct phases in the development of the myth 

of the slaveless society, and they reveal the ways in which Black activists consistently deployed 

that myth against the realities of their oppression across the colonial era.  

 
14  I follow M. Scott Heermanôs suggestion in this work that historians would do well to ñset asideò the 

ñcommon ideaò that slavery was an ñinstitutionò in early America; The Alchemy of Slavery: Human Bondage and 

Emancipation in the Illinois Country, 1730-1865 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2022), 5. 

15 Christopher Tomlins, Freedom Bound: Law, Labor, and Civic Identity in Colonizing English America, 

1580-1865 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 417n58. 

16 Edgar J. McManus, Black Bondage in the North (Syracuse University Press, 1973); A. Leon 

Higginbotham, In the Matter of Color: Race and the American Legal Process: The Colonial Period (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1980); Scott Hancock, ñóThe law will make you smartô: Legal consciousness, rights 

rhetoric, and African American identity formation in Massachusetts, 1641-1855,ò (PhD diss., University of New 

Hampshire, 1999); Thea K. Hunter, ñPublishing Freedom, Winning Arguments: Somerset, Natural Rights and 

Massachusetts Freedom Cases, 1772-1836ò (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2005). 

17 I make this point contra Winthrop D. Jordanôs arguments in White Over Black: American Attitudes 

Towards the Negro (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1968), 44-98. 
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At the turn of the eighteenth century, a man named Adam fought against John Saffinôs 

attempts to keep him in chains. His case helped launch a pattern of introspection in the colony 

over its labor practices that ebbed and flowed over the ensuing decades. In moves that would set 

the tone for later antislavery efforts in the colony, the Massachusetts General Court sought to 

curtail the importation of Black enslaved persons out of a complex set of motivations that were at 

once strategic, moral, economic, and xenophobic. All the while, white Bay colonists perpetuated 

the narrative that slavery did not exist per se in 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 sentiment presents to modern study, one being that white objections to slavery and 

the slave trade were almost always interlaced with both humanitarian and selfish concerns. 

Another is that recurrent condemnations of both by no means led to the abatement of either. 

Reexamining Adamôs challenge and recovering the influence his and othersô fights for freedom 

had on early Massachusetts opens a window for exploring the shape, extent, growth, and nature 

of slavery in a colony avowedly hostile to its entrenchment, while highlighting Black- and white-

led initiatives to curb its expansion long before the American Revolution.18  

 
18 My work thus builds upon a resurgence in scholarly interest in the origins of slavery in the Americas and 

more specifically those investigations, such as Wendy Warrenôs, which have placed Massachusetts at the forefront 

of such efforts; European Enslavement of Indigenous People in the Americas, ed. Rebecca Ann Goetz (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2024); James Walvin, A World Transformed: Slavery in the Americas and the Origins of 

Global Power (London: Little, Brown, 2022); Nikole Hannah Jones, et al. The 1619 Project: A New Origin Story 

(New York: One World Press, 2021); Padriac X. Scanlan, Slave Empire: How Slavery Built Modern Britain 

(London: Little, Brown, 2020); Gerlad Horne, The Dawning of the Apocalypse: The Roots of Slavery, White 

Supremacy, Settler Colonialism, and Captialism in the Long Sixteenth Century (New York: Monthly Review Press, 

2020) and The Apocalypse of Settler Colonialism: The Roots of Slavery, White Supremacy, and Captialism in 

Seventeenth-Century North America and the Caribbean (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2017); Herman L. 

Bennett, African Kings and Black Slaves: Sovereignty and Dispossession in the Early Modern Atlantic 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019); Katharine Gerbner, Christian Slavery: Conversion and Race 

in the Protestant Atlantic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Entangled Empires: The Anglo-
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By the dawn of the imperial crisis, the gap between vision and reality had grown so large 

that it could no longer be maintained. Some, such as the justices of the Superior Court of 

Judicature, continued to try. But when Somerset, a man claimed by the customs official Charles 

 

Iberian Atlantic, 1500-1830, ed. Jorge Canizares-Esguerra (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); 

James Horn, 1619: Jamestown and the Forging of American Democracy (New York: Basic Books, 2018); Donald 

R. Wright, African Americans in the Colonial Era: From African Origins Through the American Revolution (New 

York: Wiley Blackwell, 2017); Andrés Reséndez, The Other Slavery: the Uncovered Story of Indian Enslavement in 

America (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016); Gregory E. OôMalley, Final Passages: The Intercolonial 

Slave Trade of British America, 1619-1807 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014). Michael 

Guasco, Slaves and Englishmen: Human Bondage in the Early Modern Atlantic World (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2014); Brett Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance: Indigenous & Atlantic Slavers in New France 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012); Early Modern Virginia: Reconsidering the Old Dominion, 

eds. Douglas Bradburn and John C. Coombs (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2011); Travis Glasson, 

Mastering Christianity: Missionary Anglicanism and Slavery in the Atlantic World (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2011); Kenneth Morgan, Slavery and the British Empire: From Africa to America (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2007); Stephanie Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery: A Middle Passage from Africa to American 

Diaspora (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007); John K. Thornton and Linda M. Heywood, Central 

Africans, Atlantic Creoles, and the Foundation of the Americas, 1585-1660 (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2007). 

My work also builds upon recent scholarly attempts to recover the origins of the American abolition 

movement, arguing that we must push back the start of our investigations much further than most scholars have thus 

far attempted. Stanley Harrold, American Abolitionism: Its Direct Political Impact from Colonial Times into 

Reconstruction (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2019); Matthew Mason, Slavery and Politics in the 

Early American Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Kate Masur, Until Justice be 

Done: Americaôs First Civil Rights Movement from the Revolution to Reconstruction (New York: W.W. Norton & 

Co., 2021); Richard S. Newman, The Transformation of American Abolitionism: Fighting Slavery in the Early 

Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); J.R. Oldfield, Transatlantic Abolitionism in the 

Age of Revolution: An International History of Antislavery, c. 1787-1820 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2013); Paul Polgar, Standard-Bearers of Equality: Americaôs First Abolition Movement (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2019); Patrick Rael, Eighty-Eight Years: The Long Death of Slavery in the United States 

(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2015); Manisha Sinha, The Slaveôs Cause: A History of Abolition (New 

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 century; Nash, Freedom by 

Degrees: Emancipation in Pennsylvania and Its Aftermath (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); Nash and 

Sunderland, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphiaôs Black Community, 1720-1840 (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1988); Zilversmit, The First Emancipation: The Abolition of Slavery in the North 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967). See also James D. Essig, The Bonds of Wickedness: American 

Evangelicals Against Slavery, 1770-1808 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1982). Nicholas Woodôs 

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 Abolitionists (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania, forthcoming). Like other scholars, however, he focuses primarily on British North Americaôs Quaker 

communities. See, for instance, Jackson and Susan Kozel, Quakers and Their Allies in the Abolitionist Cause, 1754-

1808 (London, 2015) and Brycchan Carey, From Peace to Freedom: Quaker Rhetoric and the Birth of American 

Antislavery, 1657-1761 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012). James Stewart restates the still-standard 

narrative of American antislavery ï birthed in the Revolution, of limited significance until the 1830s ï in 

ñHumanitarian Reform and Antislavery,ò A Companion to the Civil War and Reconstruction, ed. Lacy Ford (New 

York: John Wiley & Sons, 2005). 
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Steuart, arrived in Boston in the 1760s, he heard a far louder chorus giving voice to the idea that 

Bay Colonists could no longer countenance human bondage in any form. The myth of the 

slaveless society was never more vehemently insisted upon or made more politically utile as an 

antislavery mantra in Massachusetts than after the Stamp Act Crisis ï ironically when slavery 

was at its greatest strength in the colony.  

My work reveals that Massachusetts experienced an efficacious and extensive antislavery 

shift during the early years of the imperial controversy. Its findings force us to dismiss the 

longstanding misconception that it was just ñQuakers and few other whitesò who turned at this 

time ñagainst the institution that had made British America rich,ò and it qualifies related 

contentions that patriot leaders necessarily saw ñantislavery as antiunion.ò19 That said, my 

findings also suggest that good reasons remain for questioning whether this pronounced 

expansion of antislavery expression was as sudden and dramatic as first appears.20 What 

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

 
19 Woody Holton, Liberty Is Sweet: The Hidden History of the American Revolution (New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 2021), 144; Robert Parkinson, Thirteen Clocks: How Race United the Colonies and Made the Declaration 

of Independence (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 Revolution (Naperville, IL: 

2005); Gerald Horne, The Counter-Revolution of 1776: Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United State of 

America (New York: New York University Press, 2013); Parkinson, The Common Cause: Creating Race and 

Nation in the American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press); David Waldstreicher, 

Slaveryôs Constitution: From Revolution to Ratification (New York, 2009); Patricia Bradley, Slavery, Propaganda, 

and the American Revolution (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1998); and Paul Finkelman, Slavery and the 

Founders: Race and Liberty in the Age of Jefferson (Armonk, 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 

Zelnik, ñSelf-Evident Walls: Reckoning with Recent Histories of Race and Nation,ò Journal of the Early Republic, 

vol. 41, no. 1 (2021): 1-38 for a recent review of these types of arguments. 
20 Elaine MacEacheren ñEmancipation of Slavery in Massachusetts: A Reexamination, 1770-1790,ò 

Journal of Negro History Vol. 55, No. 4 (1970); T.H. Breen, ñMaking History: The Force of Public Opinion and the 

Last Years of Slavery in Revolutionary Massachusetts,ò Through a Glass Darkly: Reflections on Personal Identity 

in Early America, eds. Ronald Hoffman, Mechal Sobel, and Fredrika J. Teute (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1997); Gloria Whiting ñEmancipation Without the Courts or Constitution: The Case of 

Revolutionary Massachusetts,ò Slavery and Abolition, Vol. 41, No. 3 (2020): 458-478. 
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movement understood that they could accrue ñmoral capitalò to their cause.21 Nor is it likely ï 

considering the longstanding aversions they expressed towards the practice ï that white Bay 

colonists suddenly realized slavery was wrong. Rather, my work reveals that revolutionary Black 

activists were remarkably successful in leading this large-scale shift in antislavery sentiment. It 

shows how they influenced white inhabitants, elite, middling, and lower-class alike, to speak up 

against slavery and the slave trade in prodigious numbers.  

Somersetôs experiences in Boston, and the connections he likely made with other Black 

activists, like the poet Phillis Wheatley, almost certainly informed his own fight for freedom 

after he was forcibly removed to London in 1769. By 1772, his suit for liberty from Charles 

Steuart resounded throughout the Atlantic world, and, contrary to most scholarly analyses, found 

its most positive reception among Massachusettsô patriot press. His case reinvigorated 

antislavery agitation in the colony, setting the stage for other Black activists ï led by Felix 

Holbrook, a man born in Africa and enslaved in Boston until 1769 ï to once more weaponize the 

myth of the slaveless society and seize the mechanisms of their colonyôs high politics. Through a 

series of petitions Holbrook and his allies presented to the General Court and the people of 

Massachusetts write large in the mid-1770s, these activists gave birth to a formal Black political 

tradition which helped forge white colonistsô vague and dispersive enmity towards perpetual 

hereditary bondage into a movement.22 Uniting with patriot leaders in the legislature, the press, 

 
21 Brown, Moral Capitol.  

22 I follow Sarah L.H. Gronningsaterôs analysis of Black petitioning in early national New York when I 

suggest that in Massachusetts, too, Black activists ñparticipated in the formal politicsò of their colony-turned-state 

ñmore than has been recognized or theorized,ò and that their story helps us to push back against historiographical 

tendencies which ñmiss the ways that black citizens . . . both practiced politics and effectedò change in early 

America.  Recovering the birth of formal Black politics in Massachusetts by the 1770s, I also heed Van Gosse and 

David Waldstreicherôs calls to undermine persistent biases among scholars that still cast high ñpolitical historyò as 
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and the courts to help topple the royal government and achieve the abolition of slavery in the 

newfound state, these menôs efforts were heard of and read throughout the colonies and across 

the Atlantic. The results of their campaign were ambivalent but, building on the efforts of the 

many who came before them, they at least ensured that Massachusettsô antislavery myths finally, 

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

 

ñwhite menôs history.ò  In the process, I join scholars of early America and the revolutionary Atlantic ï such as 

Laurent Dubois, David Hacket Fischer, and Bianca Premo ï who have shown the many ways Black actors were ñas 

much a part of the formationò as they were the ñinheritorsò of the Western republican tradition; Sarah L.H. 

Gronningsater, ñPracticing Formal Politics Without the Vote: Black New Yorkers in the Aftermath of 1821,ò 

Revolutions and Reconstructions: Black Politics in the Long Nineteenth Century, eds. Van Gosse and David 

Waldstreicher (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020), 116-138; Van Gosse and David 

Waldstreicher, ñIntroduction: Black Politics and U.S. Politics in the Age of Revolutions, Reconstructions, and 

Emancipations,ò Revolutions and Reconstructions, 1ï22. See also Van Gosse, The First Reconstruction: Black 

Politics in America from the Revolution to the Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2021); 

Laurent Dubois, ñAn Enslaved Enlightenment: Rethinking the Intellectual History of the French Atlantic,ò Social 

History, vol. 31, no. 1 (2006): 12; David Hackett Fischer, African Founders: How Enslaved People Expanded 

American Ideals (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2022); Bianca Premo, The Enlightenment on Trial: Ordinary 

Litigants and Colonialism in the Spanish Empire (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). See also 

John Saillant Black Puritan, Black Republican: The Life and Thought of Lemuel Haynes, 1753-1833 (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2002); Patrick Rael, Black Identity and Black Protest in the Antebellum North (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); David Scott, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial 

Enlightenment (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004); Alejandro de la Fuente, ñSlaves and the Creation of 

Legal Rights in Cuba: Coartación and Papel,ò Hispanic Historical Review, vol. 87, no. 4 (2007); Richard Newman 

Freedomôs Prophet: Richard Allen, the AME Church, and the Black Founding Fathers (New York: New York 

University Press, 2008); John C. Marquez, ñAfflicted Slaves, Faithful Vassals: Sevícias, Manumission, and Enslaved 

Petitioners in Eighteenth-Century Brazil,ò Slavery and Abolition, vol. 43, no. 1 (2022). My arguments here have also 

been informed by Jason Frankôs Constituent Moments: Enacting the People in Revolutionary America (Durham, 

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 Revolution (Norman, OK: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 2017); Alan Gilbert, Black Patriots and Loyalists: Fighting for Emancipation in the 

War for Independence (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013); Edward Countryman, Black Americans and 

the Revolutionary Era (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012); Douglas Egerton, Death or Liberty: African 

Americans and Revolutionary America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Gary Nash, The Forgotten 

Fifth: African Americans in the Age of Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006); Benjamin Quarles, 

The Negro in the American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pres, 1996).  
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COMING  TO TERMS 

ñThe Myth of the Slaveless Societyò pairs 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 in the revolutionary era. Reconstructing 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 form between the Bay Colonyôs founding and its 

reestablishment as a state. It treats antislavery as a commonly accessible discourse, a pool of oral 

and textual resources from which activists could draw on to contest slavery on various grounds. 

When fears grew tall that importations of African men, women, and children threatened to flood 

the colony with foreign laborers, this language was 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 liberty it was spoken.  

 Treating antislavery as a discourse, as a dialogic exchange that occurred between white 

colonists as well as with Black colonists, helps us observe that it was not just a handful of moral 

stalwarts who spoke antislavery sentiment into being in early America.23 It also shows us that 

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 iceberg.24 Furthermore, it 

 
23 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michale Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982). 

24  Jon R. Kershner makes a similar claim about early Quaker antislavery sentiment in ñTo Renew the 

Covenantò: Religious Themes in Eighteenth Century Quaker Abolitionism (Boston: Brill, 2018), 38. 
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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 colonial era. Nearly every author 

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 

ñhalfwayò measure toward the abolition of slavery. It was undertaken under its own logic for its 

own discreet objectives, though it was nevertheless always also enfolded with critiques of 

slavery itself. White observers throughout the colonial era conceived of the slave trade as the 

more unambiguously evil practice of the two, as well as the more immediate threat to their 

society. It was therefore the problem more urgently in need of redress. If the slave trade had 

greater priority over slavery in their minds, however, both were opposed as a result of a similar 

combination of moral, economic, prudential, and xenophobic concerns. After all, as many 

commentors noted, if the origin of enslavement was wrong, so then was its continuation within 

the colony; the buyer was as morally culpable as the stealer. ñAntislavery sentimentò in this work 

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 many white observers across the seventeenth and eighteenth century wished for the 

ñabolitionò of slavery and the slave trade, however, few indeed can be characterized as an 

ñabolitionistò if we take that to mean a man or woman who dedicated him or herself to 

consistently seeking the demise of either practice. Massachusetts antislavery discourse, as 

witnessed by its reliance on a myth that rejected chattel slavery while allowing for the 

perpetuation of lifelong hereditary servitude, manifested among white colonists almost 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 practically took what might better be 

described as an emancipative rather than an abolitionist approach to the problem. They focused 

on freeing individual enslaved persons in their midst ï via manumissions, limited indentures, or 

judicial fiat ï rather than seeking the immediate, categorical, abolition of slavery at home or 

abroad. And they focused on imposing fees on African importees into the colony throughout the 

eighteenth century, largely ignoring the Boston- and Salem-based traders who bought and sold 

human beings across the Atlantic.  

Nevertheless, scholars miss the mark when they insist that ñantislavery sentiment, policy, 

or legislationò was virtually nonexistent ñamong white English people before the late eighteenth 

century.ò25 Such may appear to be the case if we examine the colonial era with nineteenth-

century standards of what qualified as ñantislavery sentiment;ò i.e. as radical in nature, 

humanitarian in focus, and articulated as part of a dedicated, organized, movement. Sean 

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

through the lens of the nineteenth century ñis anachronistic.ò But he appears to do precisely that 

when he characterizes early white antislavery activists as categorically ñradicalò and neither 

ñambivalent, apologetic, [nor] conservativeò in their approach.26 We must bear in mind that 

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

 
25 Dana Rabin, ñSlavery, Law, and Race in England and its New World Empire,ò Law and History Review, 

vol. 40 (2022), 589.  

26 Sean Wilentz, ñThe Radicalism of Northern Abolition,ò New England Quarterly, vol. 96, no. 1 (2023), 

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 of life. We must also appreciate that such 

presumptions could be expressed by many less-than-resolute 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 historians have previously appreciated.  

Before slavery became politicized during the American Revolution in a way it had never 

been before, white Englishmenôs mythologies could pull observers in two directions at once. 

This includes those who have often been portrayed as proslavery advocates, such as the 

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 goods that he undercut 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 

ñanyone who urged the indefinite perpetuation of slavery for any reason whatsoever,ò it appears 

that it was only a very loud, very powerful, but relatively small coterie of British planters, 

merchants, and officials who spoke or acted full heartedly in slaveryôs favor throughout the 

seventeenth and eighteenth 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 connected.27  

 
27 Larry E. Tise, Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (Athens: 

University of Georgia Press, 2004). Some of the most recent work studying the Britons invested in slavery and the 
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On the other hand, if we define antislavery at its broadest as anyone who urged the 

curtailment of slavery for any reason whatsoever ï or, as Aisha Finch suggests, ñthe capacious 

range of ideas, practices, and embodiments that collectively refused and disrupted the logic and 

materialityò of chattel bondage ï it appears that many in Massachusetts, such as Mather, as well 

as elsewhere in the British Empire contributed to the formation of this ñethos.ò28  Even those 

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 found it radically at odds with Britainôs tradition of 

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 elements coalesced 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 reluctant to 

address: recognize their freedom or deny their humanity.  

 

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

Commerce in Captives, 1644-1865 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2023); Nicholas Radburn, Traders in Men: 

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

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

2022); David Richardson, Principles and Agents: The British Slave Trade and Its Abolition (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2022); Paula E. Dumas, Proslavery Britain: Fighting for Slavery in an Era of Abolition (New 

York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016); William A. Pettigrew, Freedomôs Debt: The Royal African Company and the 

Politics of the Atlantic Slave Trade, 1672-1752 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013).  

28 Aisha K. Finch, ñThe Unruly Temporality of an Antislavery Ethos: Early Black Feminism, Black 

Atlantic Protest, and the Repeating Rebellion,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 81, no. 1 (2024): 73. For earlier 

reviews of the historiography on early Anglo-American abolitionism, see William Palmer, ñHow Ideology Works: 

Historians and the Case of British Abolitionism,ò Historical Journal, vol. 52, no. 4 (2009); Robert P. Forbes ñóTruth 

Systematisedô: The Changing Debate Over Slavery and Abolition, 1761-1916ò and Manisha Sinha ñComing of Age: 

The Historiography of Black Abolitionismò in Prophets of Protest: Reconsidering the History of American 

Abolitionism, eds. Timothy Patrick McCarthy and John Stauffer (New Press, 2006). 
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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 ambivalent about the issue and could 

often exhibit antislavery and proslavery proclivities concurrently. This is significant because, for 

most individuals in any era, it takes strong moral commitments to not do something. Vague 

apprehensions against committing possible evil are easily overcome, though that does not render 

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 Colony all the way up to the 1770s. 

 ñBlackò and ñIndigenous,ò like antislavery, are also used in this work with broad strokes. 

ñNegroò and ñIndianò were the contemporaneously preferred terms to refer to such persons, and 

they have been abandoned. Regrettably, however, it is often impossible to tell whether a person 

described with either term so identified, and archival records do not carefully distinguish 

between who counted for each category. ñBlackò consequently characterizes multiple types of 

African-descended peoples together, including those of West African, Afro-Caribbean, African-

Indigenous, and African-European heritage, and ñIndigenousò refers to those who were 

construed at the time as hailing from myriad different peoples across the Americas. 

 The term slave trade is not so difficult to define as Black, Indigenous, or 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 Massachusettsô myths. Again, all pedantry aside, African and Indigenous men, 

women, and children were held in perpetual, hereditary, bondage in colonial Massachusetts. As 
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Stephanie Camp defined slavery in the Old South, so was it true in colonial Massachusetts that 

the practice typically entailed ñcultural alienation, reduction to the status of property, the ever 

present threat of sale, denial of the fruits of oneôs labor, and subjugation to the force, power, and 

will of another human being.ò29 Discursively, legally, politically, and morally, however, this 

construction of slavery is precisely what white Bay colonists across the seventeenth and 

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

their largely unsuccessful efforts to craft a liminal status for bound Black and Indigenous 

laborers as not-quite-slaves but not-quite-servants to understand how the myth of the slaveless 

society most immediately influenced colonial Massachusettsô labor practices. This is also 

essential for understanding how slavery was eventually abolished there. White Bay Colony 

enslavers refused to recognize that they wielded absolute, arbitrary authority over these men and 

women ï which was reflected and exercised in the colonyôs legal regime ï and just as adamantly 

refused to admit that they treated these men and women as depersonalized, kinless, merchantable 

property.30 So far as they convinced themselves that 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 ñslaves or servantsò in practice.  

 
29 Stephanie M.H. Camp, Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the Plantation 

South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 27.  

30 Scholars who have centered the ñchattel principleò as the defining feature of slavery include Finley, 

Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology; Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985); Claude Meillassoux, The Anthropology of Slavery: The Womb of Iron 

and Gold, trans. Alide Dasnois (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); David Brion Davis, Inhuman 

Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Seymour 

Drescher, Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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The term slaveless society is deployed in this work to highlight this tension. As with what 

Ira Berlin famously called ñslave societiesò and ñsocieties with slaves,ò a ñslaveless societyò is 

an analytical term, not one used by contemporaries.31 Unlike the former designations, however, a 

slaveless society was one, such as in colonial Massachusetts or early imperial England, where 

local observers perpetuated the contradictory fictions that chattel bondage per se did not exist 

among them ï though they recognized its existence elsewhere ï and that, so far as the enslaved 

persons among them were recognized, such laborers were dismissed as of negligible economic 

and social importance and as serving in morally unproblematic capacities akin to other bound or 

lower-class laborers, whatever they might actually be called. 

Many other colonies in the English-cum-British Empire argued that their labor regimes 

treated the enslaved with humanity, but few matched white Massachusettsô commitment to this 

claim by guaranteeing bound laborers enforceable protections through the law. Fewer still 

refused, as Massachusetts did, to legally enshrine the status of the enslaved as such. And none 

tried as hard as Massachusetts to limit or even erase the presence of African enslaved persons in 

their midst. The Bay Colony in fact never was a ñslaveless societyò or a ñsociety without slaves,ò 

nor did white inhabitants refer to their home using this terminology. But the description is used 

here to highlight the seriousness with which historians must approach white Bay Colonistsô 

pretensions to freedom, however absurd and contradictory they appear, as well as our need to 

better understand the unique advantages enslaved persons were able make of these pretensions. 

 
31 Ira Berlin, ñTime, Space, and the Evolution of Afro-American Society on British Mainland North 

America,ò American Historical Review, vol. 85, no. 1 (1980): 44-78; Many Thousands Gone: The First Two 

Centuries of Slavery in North America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000); Generations of Captivity: A 

History of African-American Slaves (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
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 Why characterize the slaveless society as a ñmyth,ò then? Myth is typically employed in 

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 influence human thought and action. They have 

a tangible effect on our lives. They are what make reality. Myths are among those ñstoriesò that, 

as Joan Didion put it, ñwe tell ourselves in order to live.ò32 They pour meaning into existence. 

They are an insistence of how things do, or at least ought to, 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 put it, ñtrue in spirit.ò33 

 
32 Joan Didion, We Tell Ourselves Stories in Order to Live: Collected Nonficition (New York: Everymanôs 

Library, 2006). My use of the word myth is also operationally similar to what some social theorists have described 

as ñreprésentations collectivesò or ñimaginariesò and what other scholars describe as ñnarrativity.ò See Emile 

Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. Mark S. Cladis, trans. Carol Cosman (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2008); Cornelius Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society, trans. Kathleen Blamey 

(Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1998); Samuel Moyn, ñImaginary Intellectual History,ò 

Rethinking Modern European Intellectual History, eds. Darrin M. McMahon and Samuel Moyn (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2014); Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003); Paul 

Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Vols. I-III , trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1984-1988); Dan Edelstein, The Enlightenment: A Genealogy (Chicago: 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, 1972); Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic 

Forms, Vol. 2: Mythical Thought (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955); Jacques Derrida, ñWhite Mythology: 

Metaphor in the Text of Philosophy,ò trans. F.C.T. Moore, New Literary History, vol. 6, no. 1 (1974): 5-74; Wendy 

Doniger OôFlaherty, The Implied Spider: Politics and Theology in Myth (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2010) and Other Peopleôs Myths: The Cave of Echoes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Mircea Eliade, 

The Myth of the Eternal Return: Or, Cosmos and History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971); Claude 

Lévi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning: Cracking the Code of Culture (Schocken, 1995); Aleksei Fyodorovich Losev, The 

Dialectics of Myth, trans. Vladimir Marchenov (New York: Routledge, 2003); Georges Sorel, Reflections on 

Violence, ed. Jeremy Jennings (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Paul Veyne, Did the Greeks Believe 

in their Myths?: An Essay on the Constitutive Imagination, trans. Paula Wissing (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1988). I thank Warren Breckman for the many insightful conversations we have had on this subject.   

33 Veyne, 89. 
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 To refer to the ñmyth of the slaveless society,ò then, is to describe a set of then-insisted-

upon fictions that obscured the facts of life as it was lived in early Massachusetts but which 

historians are now able to uncover. Nevertheless, these fictions were also 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 the myth that slavery 

fundamentally had no place in Massachusetts. Nor did all observers engage with it in the same 

way. Not everyone believed in this story as an accurate description of reality nor even a desirable 

prescription of what reality should be. But identifying the myth as such, then as now, did and 

does not dispel the power it once held. The story that Massachusetts was a society without true 

slavery manifested practically in the ambiguous legal status of the enslaved and the prospects 

they were able to make use of this ambiguity. It motivated attempts by non-slavers as well as 

enslavers to categorize bondspersons as mere ñvilleins,ò ñvassals, or ñServants for Life,ò in turn 

contributing to the emergence of what was likely the largest free Black population in the 

eighteenth-century Anglo-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 it did. Adam would not 

have had the means and opportunity to secure his freedom in 1703. Somerset would not have 

witnessed antislavery agitation become a major plank in the patriotsô political platform by the 

1760s. Nor would his trial have inspired an unprecedented outpouring of antislavery support in 

the early 1770s. And Holbrook and his allies would not have been able to imprint their vision on 
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the new state of Massachusetts, ensuring the Constitution of 1780ôs recognition that ñAll men are 

born free and equal.ò These activists and the many who came before them helped transform 

white colonistsô morally opaque misgivings into one of the richest refrains in Americaôs 

language of liberty.  
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PART I:  ADAMôS CHALLENGE  

 

Adam did not run away. He simply left. Always an ñunrulyò servant, he refused to go with John 

Saffin, the man who claimed him in bondage, when the cantankerous merchant went to tend to 

his farm in Bristol. On Saffinôs departure from Boston, Adam grabbed his clothes and walked 

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 upon Saffinôs return, Adam did not attempt to flee. 

Instead, he approached his erstwhile master and presented him with an invitation to meet with 

Samuel Sewall, a justice of the peace and one of Massachusettsô most prominent leaders. Saffin 

knew immediately what this summons meant: Adam had enlisted Sewallôs support. The Black 

manôs challenge ï premised on a promise of emancipation which Saffin refused to honor ï 

helped inspire Sewall to write one of the first anti-slavery pamphlets in North America. This 

pamphlet in turn sparked sustained 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 abolition at the state level 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 would-be enslaver has often been seen as 

exceptional, and the antislavery tract he helped inspire, The Selling of Joseph, has typically been 

seen as an ñaberrationò in the otherwise undisturbed growth of a ñproslavery consensusò among 

white New Englanders by the middle of the eighteenth century.34 Yet Adam was far from the 

only Black or Native person to successfully combat his ñwrongfulò enslavement in 

 
34 Christy Clark-Pujara, Dark Work: The Business of Slavery in Rhode Island (New York: New York 

University Press, 2016), 5. 
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prerevolutionary Massachusetts. Sewallôs pamphlet also tapped into a deeply rooted, yet morally 

opaque, antislavery tradition that stretched back to Massachusettsô founding, united the colony 

with wider concerns over the enslavement of human beings in the British Empire, and became 

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

contradiction between white colonistsô principles and their practices.   

Massachusettsô antislavery tradition was sustained and cultivated by dedicated 

individuals like Adam and Sewall. Nevertheless, if was not for the fact that broad swaths of 

white colonists objected to Black enslavement long before the onset of the imperial crisis ï for 

reasons that were as often strategic, prudential, and xenophobic as they were humanitarian or 

benevolent ï it is unlikely that that this outcome would have been achieved when it was. Part I of 

this work highlights the current ñof antislavery sentiment that bubbled just below the surface of 

New England society,ò as Kenneth Minkema puts it, throughout the colonial period.35 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 purposes, a society without slaves.36  

 
35 Kenneth Minkema, ñJonathan Edwardsôs Defense of Slavery,ò Massachusetts Historical Review, Vol. 4 

(2002), 35.  

36 Ira Berlin characterized Massachusetts as a ñsociety with slavesò ï in contrast to a ñslave societyò ï in 

his work ñTime, Space, and the Evolution of Afro-American Society on British Mainland North America,ò 

American Historical Review, vol. 85, no. 1 (1980): 44-78, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of 

Slavery in North America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), and Generations of Captivity: A History of 

African-American Slaves (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
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CHAPTER  1: MYTHS AND REALITIES  
 

ñ91. There shall never be any bond slavery, villinage or captivity amongst us; unless éò37 

With that simple conjunction, the authors of Massachusettsô Body of Liberties made 

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 here. Unless . . . The slave trade was not to be 

engaged in. Unless . . . No man or woman could bequeath perpetual servitude to their children. 

Unless . . .  

Historians have been right to point out that what came after ñunlessò ï ñunless it be 

lawfull Captives taken in just warres, and such strangers as willingly [sell] themselves or are sold 

to usò or those punished ñby Authoritieò ï was far more important than what came before. It 

permitted the expansion of Black and Indigenous slavery in the period immediately succeeding 

the Bodyôs passage.38 However, white Bay colonists themselves, both at the time and well after, 

appeared to place a great deal of stock in the charterôs supposed prohibition of chattel slavery. 

When the Body was revised and reprinted in 1672, for instance, a marginal note and index entry 

succinctly declared that, under its auspices, ñNo Bond-slaveryò was acknowledged and that 

ñBond-slavery [was] Not allowed, but servitude declared.ò39 Nearly a century later, observers of 

otherwise opposite political philosophies still agreed that Massachusetts law discountenanced 

 
37 ñThe Massachusetts Body of Liberties (1641),ò Hanover Historical Text Project, last accessed on 

November 20, 2023, https://history.hanover.edu/texts/masslib.html. Emphasis added. 

38 Ibid. 

39 The General Laws and Liberties of the Massachusets [sic] Colony: Revised & Re-printed (Cambridge: 

Samuel Green, 1672), 10, 173.  

https://history.hanover.edu/texts/masslib.html
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slavery. ñThe colonists, black and white, born here, are . . . entitled to all the essential civil 

rightsò of subjects, patriot leader James Otis declared in 1764.40 Royal Governor Thomas 

Hutchinson agreed with Otisô central premise seven years later. As he claimed, ña slave here is 

considered only as a servantò who had contracted their labor for ñLifeò but was otherwise 

guaranteed the protections of the law.41   

The manner in which white Bay colonists interpreted their foundational laws throughout 

the colonial era suggests that, however incredulous it may seem in hindsight, they perceived 

themselves as not only morally, but also legally bound to the principle that 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 

bound ñservantsò within their households and who afforded them the same rights and privileges 

as any other member of the lower social strata in a hierarchical world. Furthermore, they deemed 

the slave trade an abhorrent inhumanity incompatible with the principles of devout Christianity.42   

 Heeding Mosaic injunctions that forbade Christians from buying captives who were not 

taken in just war, such as Exodus 21:16, the General Court (the colonyôs legislative body) 

ordered the repatriation of two men who had been stolen from Africa in 1646 to avoid complicity 

in the slave trade ï ñsuch vile and odious courses, justly abhored of all good and just men.ò43 

 
40 James Otis, Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (Boston: Benjamin Edes and John Gill, 

1764), 36. 

41 Thomas Hutchinson to Lord Hillsborough, May 1771, Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), Vol. 

27:157-160. 

42 Josiah Cotton, Memoirs, 1726-56, Massachusetts Historical Society, 202-203, 211.  

43 Smith v. Keyser (1646), Elizabeth Donnan, Documents Illustrative of the History of the Slave Trade to 

America (Washington D.C.: Carnegie Institution, 1932), III:6-9; Larry Gagg, ñThe Troubled Voyage of the 
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Richard Saltonstall, the puritan divine who petitioned the Court on the menôs behalf, argued that 

ñstealing negersò was in direct contradiction to ñthe law of God and the law of this countryò and 

his fellow leaders in the legislature agreed. They ñallowe[d] nothingò by way of compensation to 

the colonists who had enslaved the men ï indeed they threatened the criminals with ñcapitallò 

punishment ï and spoke out strongly ñagainst [the] haynos and crying sinn of manstealing.ò44 

Legislators in Rhode Island, many of whom were former residents of the Bay Colony, 

subsequently went even further, enacting a law that expressly forbade holding ñblacke mankind 

or whiteò from being held ñfor service or slave forever,ò and a second that prohibited indigenous 

enslavement.45 The coloniesô leadership thereby exhibited their profound discomfort with 

treating human beings as commodifiable goods. 

Of course, all three measures were largely ineffective. When future captives were brought 

into Massachusetts, the General Court typically failed to indict their abductors without concrete 

evidence that those so enslaved were not ñlawfull Captivesò or had not sold ñthemselves.ò46 It is 

unclear, for instance, what happened to Hagar Blackmor when she claimed she was kidnapped 

from Jamaica in 1669, nor to an Indigenous man named Ninequabben when he made a similar 

 

Rainbow,ò History Today, vol. 39, no. 8 (1989): 36-41. This move paralleled similar efforts Parliament was then 

taking to ensure that white bond laborers in England were being taken to the Americas voluntarily; Acts and 

Ordinances of the Interregnum, 1642-1660, eds. C.H. Firth and R.S. Rait (Ontario: Tanner Ritchie Publishing, 

2005), I:681, 812. After their return to England, many former Bay colonists, such as William Aspinwall, hoped to 

restore ñman-stealingò as a capital crime; A Door of Hope: or, A Call and Declaration for the Gathering Together of 

the First Ripe Fruits unto the Standard of our Lord, King Jesus (London: 1660), 5.  

44 Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay, ed. Nathaniel B. Shurtleff (1853), II: 

98-9, 115, 129, 136 and III: 13, 46, 51, 58; The Saltonstall Papers, 1607-1825 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 

society, 1972), 1:138-9.  

45 Records of the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations (Providence: A. Crawford Green and 

Brothers, 1856), I: 243. 

46 Body of Liberties (1641). 
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claim in 1708.47 On the other hand, authorities protected Immanuel Basilio and Thomas Barter 

from bondage in 1709 and 1712, respectively.48 Similarly, Rhode Islanders did not seem to 

consistently heed their poorly publicized injunctions passed 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 was therefore antithetical to 

the Empireôs divinely sanctioned tradition of liberty. In the militantly protestant culture that 

emerged in the seventeenth-century empire, slavery (considered abstractly) was a bad thing. It 

was a practice relegated to uncivilized heathens, inhuman Muslim ñTurks,ò and, above all, 

Catholic ñSpaniard[s].ò49 Imposed upon humanity by Satan and his minions for millennia, it was 

 
47 For Blackmor see Warren, New England Bound, 153-4. For Ninequabben, see Zachary McCleod 

Hutchins, Before Equiano: A Prehistory of the North American Slave Narrative (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2022), 42-51 

48 The white servants Robert Collins and Grizell Simerell also successfully won their freedom on the 

grounds that they were stolen in 1672 and 1681, respectively. The trafficker John Haughton, for his part, though 

initially indicted for ñman stealingò a group of Indigenous persons, was acquitted by a jury in 1681. But then much 

later Bernard Troft was praised in 1705 for ñRedeeming and Returning . . . Two Indians Stolen and Sold into 

Slaveryò by a man named Fayal. For the Basilioôs story, see Hutchins, Before Equiano, 42-51. For Barter, see 

Dominik Nagl, ñThe Governmentality of Slavery in Colonial Boston, 1690-1760, Amerikastuden, vol. 58, no. 1 

(2013), 8-9. Collins and Simerell in Records of the Court of Assistants of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay, 1630-

1692 (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill Press, 1904), I:86-88; Haughton in Suffolk County Court Files, 1629-1797, 

Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), 1:99 (1681); Troft in The Acts and Resolves, Public and Private, of the 

Province of the Massachusetts Bay, (Boston, 1895), 8:123. Some, such as Thomas Gorges, Governor of Maine, were 

concerned of the ñlawfulness of taking [Africans] from theyr own countryò even before Smith v. Keyser; Thomas 

Gorges to Sir Ferdinando Gorges, May 19, 1742, The Letters of Thomas Gorges, ed. Robert E. Moody (Portland: 

Maine Historical Society, 1978), 95. 

49 A Brief Relation or Remonstrance of the Injurious Proceedings and Inhumane Cruelties of the Turks 

(London: 1657); Petition of John Eliot, 1675, https://nativenortheastportal.com/node/18119.  
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something that those who had seen the true light of Christôs message ought to fight against tooth 

and nail wherever it occurred.50  

The English propagandist, Richard Hakluyt, for instance, argued that the empireôs 

colonial projects in the Americas would succeed, through Godôs grace, in part by alliances that 

settlers would form with enslaved African and Indigenous people to throw off Catholic Spainôs 

ñintolerable yoke.ò51 Several decades later, the explorer Richard Jobson spoke for other 

chauvinists in the Empire when he insisted that, again unlike the Spanish, he and his countrymen 

ñdid not deale in any such commodities, neither did [they] buy or sell one another, or any that 

had our owne shapes.ò52 This statement was already untrue when it was penned in 1623, just as 

Hakluytôs dream of an interracial colonial liberation project was fanciful, to say the least. But the 

narrative of English antagonism to slavery that inspired and was reinforced by these publications 

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

 
50 This Manichean narrative structured Anglo-Americansô perception of their world throughout the colonial 

era. See, for instance, a piece from the Boston Post-Boy of November 6, 1749, reprinted from the London Gazette. 

As the author explained, liberty was ñthat great, that inestimable Privilege which Nature intended for Mankind, and 

was their Birth-right, ótill the ambitious Nimrods of the World, by wicked Stratagems, curtailôd the beauteous 

Blessing, and made us less than Men.ò See also Paul Dudley, An Essay on the Merchandise of Slaves & Souls of 

Men (Boston: 1732). For secondary literature on the creation and importance of this ethos in eighteenth-century 

Anglo-America, see Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2017); Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (New Haven, Yale University Press, 

2009); Branden McConville, The Kingôs Three Faces: The Rise & Fall of Royal America, 1688-1776 (Chapel Hill. 

University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Carla Gardina Pestana, Protestant Empire: Religion and the Making of 

the British Atlantic World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010); John Philip Reid, The Concept of 

Liberty in the Age of the American Revolution (University of Chicago Press, 1987); Gordon S. Wood, The Creation 

of the American Republic, 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1969). 

51 Richard Hakluyt, A Discourse Concerning Western Planting, Written in the Year 1584, ed. Charles 

Deane (Cambridge: 1877), 71-82. William DôAvenant played with similar themes in his opera, The Cruelty of the 

Spaniards in Peru (London: 1658).  

52 Richard Jobson, The Golden Trade: Or, A Discovery of the River Gambra, and the Golden trade of the 

Aethiopians (London: 1623), 112. 
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trade.53 This disparity between an idealized vision and harsh reality was difficult to maintain, and 

eventually became untenable in light of the proliferation of Black enslavement in the Empireôs 

American colonies. In 1701 Justice John Holt revived a dicta made in Cartwrightôs Case (1569), 

asserting that, though slavery may be allowed in the colonies, ñEngland was too pure an Air for 

Slaves to breathe in.ò54 This was but one of many attempts 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 ethos ï and all its contradictions ï from the 

metropole, as reflected in the Body of Liberties. Even as the charter recognized the permissibility 

of slavery in the colony for certain reasons, its authors nevertheless took pains to reject the 

reduction of human beings to chattel by stipulating that those so enslaved ñshall have all the 

liberties and Christian usages which the law of god established in Israel concerning such persons 

does morally require.ò55 The enslaved were to be treated as people, not property. To Bay 

colonists and other Englishmen at this time, such a stipulation essentially amounted to a 

repudiation of the enslavedôs status as enslaved. As the Puritan parliamentarian Henry Parker 

wrote three years after the Body of Liberties was ratified, ñwhere slaves are under the protection 

 
53 John Donoghue, ñóOut of the Land of Bondageô: The English Revolution and the Atlantic Origins of 

Abolition,ò American Historical Review, vol. 115, no. 4 (2010): 943-974; and Fire Under the Ashes: An Atlantic 

History of the English Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).  

54 Holly Brewer, ñCreating a Common Law of Slavery for England and its New World Empire,ò Law and 

History Review, vol. 39, no. 4 (2021); John Blanton, ñThis Species of Property: Slavery and the Properties of 

Subjecthood in Anglo-American Law and Politics, 1619-1783ò (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2016); 

John Donoghue, ñTransatlantic Discourses of Freedom and Slavery in the English Revolution,ò Storicamente, vol. 
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of other Laws than their lords wills . . . they cease to be slavesò in the true sense of the word.56 

Rather, they were ñservants,ò as English and Massachusetts enslavers stubbornly most often 

referred to bound Black and Indigenous persons all the way up to the imperial crisis.57 Indeed, by 

the end of the colonial period, ñServant for Lifeò had become Bay colonistsô preferred legal 

euphemism for designating Black and Indigenous enslaved laborers.58 Enslavers and legislators 

landed upon this distinct terminology ï though ñvassalò and ñvilleinò were also bandied about ï 

only after having spent decades grappling with the fact that those men and women who labored 

in bondage served perpetually, and passed on their status to their children, even if they were 

recognized as persons before the law. Most colonies in British North America, such as Virginia, 

were likewise initially reluctant to categorize their slaves as chattel.59 But unlike in Virginia or 

elsewhere in the Anglo-Atlantic, seventeenth-century Bay colonists refused to unequivocally 

inscribe slavery into law.   

John Cotton and Nathaniel Ward, the drafters of the Body of Liberties, were not being 

willfully obtuse, or guiltily prevaricating when they penned the ninety-first clause. They insisted 

that ñbond-slaveryò was forbidden in the colony, but long-term servitude was a provisionally 

 
56 Henry Parker, Jus Populi; or, A Discourse Wherein Clar Satisfaction is Given, as well Concerning the 

Right of Subjects, as the Right of Princes (London: 1644), 36-42.  

57 Kathy Chater, for instance, notes that of the 4,000 African-descended individuals she found in England 

up to 1807, only fifteen were demarcated as ñslaves;ò ñBlack People in England, 1660-1807,ò in The British Slave 

Trade: Abolition, Parliament and People, eds. Stephen Farrell, Melanie Unwin, and James Walvin (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 66-83. 

58 Boston Gazette, April 27, 1761. 

59 Thomas D. Morris, ñóVilleinage é as it existed in England, reflects but little light on our subject:ô The 

Problem of the óSourcesô of Southern Slave Law,ò American Journal of Legal History, vol. 32, no. 2 (1988): 95-137; 

Kathleen Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in Colonial 

Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); Edmund Morgan, American Slavery, American 

Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2003). 
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permitted exception. White criminals (including ñdisorderlyò adult men, ñnight walkers, typlers, 

Sabbath breakers . . . & such as absent themselves from the publicke worship of Godò), like non-

subject strangers and heathen captives, could also be held in slavery. Such bondage, however, 

was intended to be a remedial form of labor that would ideally, eventually, allow those so held to 

become (re)integrated into civil society.60 Much as in England, Massachusettsô air was too free to 

permit the reduction of persons to absolute property. Perpetual servitude, on the other hand, well 

that was a bit easier to breathe.   

Though the tension between property and perpetuity was just as difficult to maintain in 

New England as it was in Old 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, insisted that what Englishmen called ñslavish slaveryò ï the 

holding of persons as literal, absolute, property ï was a violation of Christôs golden rule, but 

humane servitude was unproblematic, even if it lasted a lifetime.61 Other Calvinists, such as 

 
60 Records of the Governor, V:241. For some examples of whites ñcommitted for a slaveò in the mid-

seventeenth century, see Records of the Court of Assistants, II:78-9, 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 Towner, A Good Master Well Served: Masters 

and Servants in Colonial Massachusetts, 162-1750 (New York: Garland, 1998), 58-66. 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, however, and, in 1752, 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, Massachusetts State Archives (Boston). For the widespread practice of placing poor whites 

into ñbond-slaveryò in the seventeenth-century English empire, see Donoghue, ñóOut of the Land of Bondage.ôò 

61 William Ames, Conscience with the Power and Cases Thereof (London: E.G., 1643). For studies on 

Anglo-American Puritanism broadly, see Perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century and From 

Colony to Province (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983); Edmund Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma: The 

Story of John Winthrop (Boston: Little and Brown, 1958); David D. Hall, Worlds of Wonder, Days of Judgement: 

Popular Religious Beliefs in Early New England (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990) and A Reforming 

People: Puritanism and Transformation of Public Life in England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

2012); Michael Winship, Hot Protestants: A History of Puritanism in England and America (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2018). 
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Robert Sanderson, blanched at the thought that ñman . . . should prostare in foro [to stand in the 

market], become merchantable ware, and be chaffered in the markets and fairs.ò62 And this 

sentiment was shared by the sometimes-colonials, sometimes-puritans, Samuel Risworth, 

Thomas Veneer, and Samuel Gorton, the last of whom played a crucial role in Rhode Islandôs 

1652 abolition law.63 Similar arguments appeared in other dissenting tracts, such as Richard 

Baxterôs Christian Directory, but also in Anglican- and nonsectarian-authored works such as 

Morgan Godwynôs The Negroôs and Indians Advocate and the Friendly Advice by Thomas 

Tryon, both of whom had witnessed the evils of British American slavery firsthand.64  

Baxter, Godwyn, and Tryon condemned African slave traders or West Indian enslavers as 

ñChristian Tyrants,ò ñthe common enemies of mankind,ò and ñmonstrous and inhumanly cruel 

[persons]ò of even more ñmonstrous opinion[s].ò65 All three men were hostile to the annihilation 

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 

 
62 Robert Sanderson, ñSermon VII, Greenwich, July 1638,ò The Works of Robert Sanderson, ed. William 

Jacobson (Oxford, UK: 1854), 177-178. 

63 Gorton argued that men should not be made ñto be a vassal to his own species or kindò after himself 

having been forced into slavery by Massachusettsô leaders; Samuel Gorton, Simplicities Defence Against Seven-

Headed Policy (London: John Macock, 1646), 42; Philip F. Gura, ñThe Radical Ideology of Samuel Gorton: New 

Light on the Relation of English to American Puritanism,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 36, no. 1 (1979): 78-

100; Guy Dixon, ñSamuel Rishworth of Providence Island, Councillor (1632-1638) and Abolitionist,ò Genealogists' 

Magazine vol. 30 (2012). For Veneer see The Banner of Truth Displayed (London: 1657) and A Standard Set Up 

(London: 1657), both of which Donoghue argues he was involved with; Donoghue, ñóOut of the Land of Bondage,ôò 

970.  

64 Matthew Haleôs Primitive Origination of Mankind (London: William Godbid, 1677) was another 

important work in this tradition, and helped influence Godwynôs more direct attacks against chattel bondage; 

Richard Baxer, A Christian Directory (London: Robert White, 1673); Morgan Godwyn, The Negroôs and Indianôs 

Advocate (London: J.D., 1680); Thomas Tryon, Friendly Advice to the Gentlemen-Planters of the East and West 

Indies (London: Andrew Sowle, 1684). 

65 ñChristian Tyrants,ò Friendly Advice, Tryon, 83-4; ñcommon enemies,ò Baxter, Christian Directory, 

558; ñmonstrous,ò Godwyn, Negroôs Advocate, 29, 12.  
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case that did not meet the standards of Christian servitude, as Baxter argued, ñBy right the man is 

his own and therefore no man else may have just title to him.ò66 Though even Tryon, the most 

radical thinker of the three, admitted a right to hold persons in a ñCaptivated Freedom,ò as its 

name suggests this condition mandated the recognition that enslaved personsô position in 

bondage was irregular and conditional, however long it might actually last.67 

 These writers exerted an important influence over conversations regarding justifiable 

slavery in Massachusetts and elsewhere in the colonies.68 Cotton Mather, for instance, quoted 

Baxter, in a piece dedicated to and inspired by Sewall, taking pains to condemn the slave trade ï 

ñto go as Pirates, and Catch up Poor Negroes . . . that have never forfeited Life, or Liberty, and to 

make them Slaves and sell themò ï as ñOne of the worst kinds of Thievery in the World.ò For 

Mather, human traffickers were ñto be taken for the common enemies of Mankind.ò Though he 

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 ñperpetual Vassalageò), he condemned those in his 

colony and elsewhere who treated enslaved persons as exploitable ñpossessionsò ï ñBeastsò 

 
66 Baxter, Christian Directory, 559. Other 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 being ñmost barbarously stolen out of their country,ò treated like mere 

ñcommodities.ò Marcellus Rivers and Oxenbridge Foyle were likewise dismayed that white servants in Barbados 

were ñattached as horses and beastsò to their masters, treated as ñRogues . . . made miserable, beyond expression or 

Christian imagination;ò Gardyner, Description of the New World (London: 1649), 6-9; Rivers and Foyle, Englandôs 

Slavery; or, Barbados Merchandize (London: 1659), 8. 

67 Philippe Rosenberg, ñThomas Tryon and the Seventeenth-Century Dimensions of Antislavery,ò William 

and Mary Quarterly, vol. 61, no. 4 (2004), 609-642.  

68 Bernard Rosenthal, ñPuritan Conscience and New England Slavery,ò New England Quarterly, vol. 46, 

no. 1 (1973): 62-81; David Whitford, ñA Calvinist Heritage to the óCurse of Hamô: Assessing the Accuracy of a 

Claim about Racial Subordination,ò Church History and Religious Culture, vol. 90, no. 1 (2010): 25-45; Christopher 

Cameron, ñThe Puritan Origins of Black Abolitionism in Massachusetts,ò Historical Journal of Massachusetts, vol. 

39, nos. 1 & 2 (2011): 79-107.  
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bought ñfor their meer Commodityò ï as ñIncarnate Devils, thoô they be no Christians whom 

they so Abuse.ò69  

Matherôs accusations were no mere superlatives. Referring to someone as a ñDevilò was a 

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 the mind of other 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 enslaver with an absolute ñArbitrary Power over his 

Servant.ò70 That is why white colonists could be punished with slavery as well.71  

Such rationalizations accorded with the thoughts of no less a luminary in British political 

philosophy than the puritan-raised John Locke. According to him, slavery could only ever be 

lawfully practiced as a probationary measure that never conferred the arbitrary dominion ñWest 

Indiesò enslavers claimed they possessed over African laborers by mere ñBargain and Money.ò72 

 
69 Cotton Mather, Theopolis Americana (Boston: Bartholomew Green, 1710), ñDedicationò and 21-23; A 

Good Master Well Served (Boston: Bartholomew Green and John Allen, 1696), 5. See also The Negro Christianized 

(Boston: Bartholomew Green, 1706) and Tremenda: The Dreadful Sound with which the Wicked are to be 

Thunderstruck (Boston: Bartholomew Green, 1721); Alden Vaughan, Roots of American Racism: Essays on the 

Colonial Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 55-81.  

70 Samuel Willard Compleat Body of Divinity (Boston: Bartholomew Green and Samuel Kneeland, 1726), 

614. See also Benjamin Wadsworth, The Well-Ordered Family (Boston: Bartholomew Green, 1712), 105-9. 

71 Besides local criminals punished with slavery (n.69), up 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, 

ñScotch Prisoners Deported to New England by Cromwell, 1651-52,ò Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical 

Society (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1928), 3rd Series, Vol. 6, 4-29; David Brion Davis, ñSlavery and 

Sin: The Cultural Background,ò in The Antislavery Vanguard: New Essays on the Abolitionists, ed. Martin B. 

Duberman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965).  

72 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2016), I: Section 129; 

Holly Brewer, ñSlavery, Sovereignty, and óInheritable Bloodô: Reconsidering John Locke and the Origins of 

American Slavery,ò American Historical Review, vol. 122, No 4 (2017): 1038-1078; John Dunn, The Political 
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Slavish-slavery ï that is, ñtrueò slavery, slavery as labor-for-laborôs sake, as a means for mere 

personal enrichment, and/or as a process of human commodification ï was utterly 

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

Mather and other Bay colonists, such as the slave trader Jonathan Belcher, saw themselves as 

practicing.73 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, not mere possessions 

akin to animals. ñThey are Men,ò not ñDogs.ò74 

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 those infidel wretches 

elsewhere in the world who treated enslaved persons like goods or ñBruitsò rather than as ñMenò 

or ñRational Creatures.ò75 But they were not being simply pharisaic. Massachusetts enslavers 

often agonized over their pious duties to enslaved members in their household, and 

 

Thought of John Locke: An Historical Account of the Argument of the ñTwo Treatises of Governmentò (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1969); James Farr ñóSo Vile and Miserable an Estateô: The Problem of Slavery in 

Lockeôs Political Thought,ò Political Theory, vol. 14, no. 2 (1986): 263-289 and ñLocke, Natural Law, and New 

World Slavery,ò Political Theory, vol. 36, no. 4 (2008): 495-522.  

73 Belcher expressed this sentiment when he insisted that enslaved families should not be broken up by their 

sale; Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1894), Ser. 6, 

vol. 7, 410.  

74 A Letter from a Merchant at Jamaica (London: A. Baldwin, 1709), reprinted in Jack P. Greene, ñóA Plain 

and Natural Right to Life and Libertyô: An Early Natural Rights Attack on the Excesses of the Slave System in 

Colonial British America,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 57, no. 4 (2000), 803; The Observator, January 28, 

1709/10, reprinted in Ruth Paley, et al. ñParliament and Slavery, 1660-c.1710,ò Slavery and Abolition, vol. 31, no. 2 

(2010), 272-5. 

75 Mather, Negro Christianized, 4.  
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conscientiously held themselves, as Ebenezer Parkman did, to the obligation of treating their 

ñservantsò as human beings of equal spiritual worth with themselves.76  

In naming one man ñOnesimus,ò for instance, Cotton Mather set an explicit reminder to 

himself that he possessed kinship and innate equality with the man he enslaved; one who was 

ñnot now as a servant [ŭɞ₁ɚɞɜ], but above a servant, a brother beloved, specially to meò 

(Philemon 1:16).77 Yes, Mather recognized, men and women like Onesimus were often held in 

lifelong servitude in Massachusetts that descended to their children; but he 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 those man-stealers and tyrants who sought to annihilate the 

enslavedôs humanity through their commodification. In 1696, for instance, when another 

enslaver stole one of his ñservantsò and shipped him off to the West Indies, Mather revealingly 

wrote in his diary how ñI could by no means recoverò him from the miscreant ñwho intended to 

make a perpetual slave of him.ò78  

Historians have been right to point out the limits of Matherôs moral vision, but they are 

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

 
76 The Diary of Ebenezer Parkman, 1703-1782, ed. Francis G. Walett, (Worcester: American Antiquarian 

Society, 1974).  

77 ŭɞ ɚɞɜ is rendered as ñservantò in the King James Bible and so has been preferred here. It is often 

translated directly as ñslaveò however, and Mather would have been familiar with this reading; Kathryn S. Koo, 

ñStrangers in the House of God: Cotton Mather, Onesimus, and an Experiment in Christian Slaveholding,ò 

Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society, 117, no. 1 (2007): 143-176; Daniel K. Richter, ñóIt is God Who 
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78 Diary of Cotton Mather, Vol. I: 1681-1709 (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 that these thinkers saw themselves as standing against and in 

which they ill-fit.79 Anthropologist Claude Meillassoux, on the other hand, makes a compelling 

argument that we should best understand enslavers like Mather as exhibiting ñan apologist 

ideologyò in defense of slavery. He astutely warns us against falling into the trap of reinscribing 

such apologetics, rightly pointing out that, in effect, this ideology provided ña moral backing for 

slaveryò irrespective of the shape it took in places like Massachusetts.80 But we might need to 

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 contingencies, this enabled.  

Mather and others like him undercut the grounds upon which slavery could be established 

and expanded in the English Empire by denying ñthe realityò that they held property ñin human 

beings.ò81 At the same time, however, their agonistic approach to the issue allowed, as Wendy 

Warren argues, ñordinary peopleò in Massachusetts to contribute to the expansion of slavery 

there by telling themselves that ñtheir own personal enactment of slaveholding was permitted, 

protective, and unproblematicò even as it became less exceptional, more permanent, and, in 
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many ways, more dehumanizing across the eighteenth century.82 They recognized that slavery 

per se was morally dubious, but not as it was practiced in Massachusetts. While white hostility to 

chattel bondage and the African slave trade curbed 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 Warren, New England Bound, 129. For similar arguments regarding Rhode Island and 

Connecticut, see Robert K. Fitts, Inventing New Englandôs Slave Paradise: Master/Slave Relations in Eighteenth-
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83 Data derived from ñSeries Z 1-19: Estimated Population of American Colonies, 1610-1780,ò Historical 

Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1957 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1961), 756, 

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957.html. 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 

the depression, 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 their non-engagement 

with slavish-slavery is indicative of the deep-rooted discomfort many of them held towards the 

practice itself. 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 really take place 

there.84 Nevertheless, the continual growth of enslaved persons in the colony did pose a threat to 

the myth that slavery was a negligible phenomenon in the Bay Colony. Resistance from the 

enslaved themselves also imperiled white enslaversô claims that their bondspersons labored in 

largely benign conditions. Enslaved men and women were consequently able to leverage white 

ambivalences to 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 

ñSociety of Negroesò dedicated to worshiping ñour Heavenly Master.ò The rules for the society 

were drafted by Mather himself, but the Black men placed themselves largely in control of 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 fitness as civil, 

rights-bearing, independent, fellow subjects ð however sincere they were in their piety ð  and 

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

 
84 Emanuel Downingôs claim that Massachusetts could not survive without a ready ñstock of slavesò in the 

1640s is often quoted as evidence of white Bay colonistsô desire for African slave laborers, but his recommendation 

went unheeded by the colonial governor, Moreover, few other statements of the sort have been found. Requests for 

European servants, however, were ubiquitous among colonial correspondents; Winthrop Papers (Boston: 

Massachusetts Historical Society, 1943), 3:247, 268-9, 4:6-7, 64, 65-66, 5:5-8, 38-9.  
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eighteenth century.85 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 enslavers, as others 

later would, to dare keep their fellow Christians in chains. Matherôs willingness to support this 

effort and the success of its formation also underscores how, as a rule which of course had many 

exceptions, seventeenth-century white Bay colonists were not intent on rendering enslaved 

persons in Massachusetts as ñkinless, depersonalized . . . thingsò as some historians have 

claimed.86 They were trying, and failing, to fit African enslaved persons within Massachusetts 

society as fellow, or at least potentially fellow, members of that society.87  

 Antislavery cleavages were not only the creation of religious elites who articulated the 

ñnice distinctionsò that differentiated the Bay Colonyôs slaveholding practices from others in the 

English Empire.88 It was common, perhaps even more common than the alternative, for 

seventeenth-century 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 Mather, I:176-177; Rules for the Society of Negroes, 1693, 
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Vol. 2: 1709-1724 (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing, 1957), 364 and 532, and John Eliotôs notes in his copy 
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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, willed the emancipation of the 

Middlesex-based ñMuddy and Yandoò after his wifeôs decease, though he had no scruples about 

passing on the enslaved persons in Barbados he claimed at his death.89 Perhaps ñperpetual 

servitude was the discouraged exceptionò rather than the norm in seventeenth-century 

Massachusetts, as Albert Von Frank argues. But, if so, this development was encouraged as 

much by concerns pragmatic as by apprehensions moral.90 What we might think of as late-term 

manumissions could prove quite attractive to even the most cynical of enslavers, conveniently 

freeing themselves as it did from the obligation of supporting their erstwhile servants after they 

were no longer useful.91  

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 

offer a security for any ñmolato or negroò they subsequently freed so as to ensure they would not 
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have to be supported by the public charge.92 Even 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 Betty should remain free after her white accomplice, Richard Keates, posted an ex 

post facto bond in her name in 1705.93 The General Court subsequently indemnified one Black 

man, William Brown, for his surety and granted the request of another, Scipio, that he ñbe made 

freeò without cost to ñthe Estate of his said late Masterò Rev. William Brattle.94 And a woman 

named Rose convinced her enslaver, Judge Nathaniel Byfield, to make an ñExceptionò for her 

from the law later still. An admitted congregant of the First Church of Boston, Rose 

demonstrated, said Byfield, that ñshe truly fears God, which obliges me to set her free from the 

Servitude she stands obliged to Me [for] both by Purchase & Custom.ò95 Rose convinced her 

enslaver 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. 
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their indentures in 1631 and 1636, followed by further legislation into the eighteenth century; Records of the 

Governor, 1:88 and 186; Clifford Shipton, ñImmigration to New England, 1680-1740,ò Journal of Political 

Economy, vol. 45 (1936), 234-239. 

93 Edward L. Bell, ñResearch Summaries of Massachusetts Freedom Suits, 1660-1784,ò (unpublished draft 

manuscript last revised April 18, 2022), 26-39.  

94 Journals of the House of Representatives of Massachusetts, Vol. 1: 1715-1717 (Boston: Massachusetts 

Historical Society, 1919), 134; Journals of the House of Representatives of Massachusetts, Vol. 2: 1718-1720 

(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1921), 224. 

95 Probate Records of Suffolk County, Massachusetts, Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), Vol. 31: 

1732, 421-6. See also Jamesô successful petition for his freedom in 1735 in the Journals of the House of 

Representatives, Vol. 13: 1735-1756 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1932), 215-16, 255, and Journals of 

the House of the Representatives, Vol. 14: 1736-1737 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1933), 172, 1745-

5, and The Acts and Resolves, Public and Private, of the Province of the Massachusetts Bay (Boston: Wright and 

Potter, 1904), 12:413-414. 
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Many Massachusetts enslavers continued to provide for late-term manumissions even 

when legally disincentivized against emancipating their ñNegro servants,ò then. And they were 

especially inclined to do so when enslaved individuals offered to provide or compensate them for 

their purchase and/or security.96 Such stipulations, mixed in with patriarchal presumptions of 

masculine independence, more often resulted in enslaved men than enslaved women receiving 

their freedom.97 Nevertheless, Joanna and Peter jointly bought their freedom from Edward 

 
96 Gloria Whiting has found that, between 1690 and 1730, at least twenty-nine wills from Suffolk County 

alone liberated the deceasedôs enslaved persons; Whiting, ñEndearing Ties,ò 142. Of course, enslaved persons who 

were liberated prior to their enslaversô death do not appear in probate records, and some Black laborers were 

considered indentured servants since their birth. See, for instance, Boston News-Letter, April 21, 1718, May 29, 

1721, or October 29, 1724, New England Weekly Journal, May 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 in 1695, Onesimusô deal with Cotton Mather, and Copheeôs with Ebenezer 

Pemberton; Angola in Suffolk Deeds (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1883), 2:297 and Melinde Lutz Sanborn, 

ñAngola and Elizabeth: An African Family in the Massachusetts Bay Colony,ò New England Quarterly, vol. 72, no. 

1 (1999): 119-129; Roco and Sue in The Pynchon Papers, eds. Carl Bridenbaugh and Juliette Tomlinson (Boston: 

Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1985), 2:482-3; Onesimus in Diary of Cotton Mather, 2:363; Cophee in ñDiary 

of Samuel Sewall, Vol. III,ò Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 

Society, 1886), Ser. 5, vol. 7:9. 

97 Women nevertheless were also able to acquire the means to secure their husbands freedom on a least a 

few occasions, such as when Hannah Wansamug paid off Eleazer Robbins on William Banksô behalf; Proceedings 

of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 3rd Series, vol. II (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1909), 196; 

Gloria Whiting, ñPower, Patriarchy, and Provision: African Families Negotiate Gender and Slavery in New 

England,ò Journal of American History, vol. 103, no. 3 (2016), n.21 595. For further study of the unique challenges 

Black women faced in Massachusetts, either in slavery or freedom, see Felicia Y. Thomas, ñEntangled with the 

Yoke of Bondage: Black Women in Massachusetts, 1700-1783,ò (PhD diss., Rutgers University ï New Brunswick, 

2014). For older scholarship on New England gender and familial norms, see Edmund S. Morgan, The Puritan 

Family: Religion and Domestic Relations in Seventeenth-Century New England (New York: Harper and Row, 

1944), John Demos, A Little Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth Country (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1970), Nancy Folbre, ñPatriarchy in Colonial New England,ò Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. 12, 

no. 2 (1980): 4-13; Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New 

England, 1650-1750 (New York: Knopf, 1980); Gloria L. Main, ñGender, Work, and Wages in Colonial New 

England,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 51, no. 1 (1994): 39-66 and Peoples of a Spacious Land: Families and 

Cultures in Colonial New England (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); Mary Beth Norton, Founding 

Mothers and Fathers: Gendered Power and the Forming of American Society (New York: Random House, 1997); 

Adams and Pleck, Love of Freedom; Lisa Wilson, Ye Heart of a Man: The Domestic Life of Men in Colonial New 

England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999); M. Michelle Jarrett Morris, Under Household Government: Sex 

and Family in Puritan Massachusetts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012). 
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Burleson in 1733 when they offered him £100 that they had likely saved up over decades.98 And 

some women acting solely, such as Lettice, were able to secure freedom for themselves, and 

even their children, by other means, such as through demonstrations of their piety.99 Due to late-

term manumissions, Black purchases of themselves or others, successful freedom suits like 

Adamôs, and Massachusettsô relatively high Black birth rate, perhaps 12% of Bostonôs Black 

population was free by 1708, and this number may have reached as high as 60% by 1771.100 This 

would have made Boston home to the largest free Black community, at least relative to its size, 

in the British Atlantic, as much as double that of Philadelphia and even exceeding Trelawny 

Town, a marron community in Jamaica.101  

 
98 Joseph Carvalho III, ñSlavery in Westfield: The Documentary Record, 1713-1790,ò Historical Journal of 

Massachusetts, vol. 47, no. 2 (2019): 79-80 and Black Families in Hampden Country, Massachusetts, 1650-1865 

(Boston: New England Historic Genealogical Society, 2011), 316-321. 

99 Lettice convinced John Staniford to manumit her and all four of her children ï Violet, Titus, Menza, and 

James ï after they were baptized in recognition for her devotion; Peter Benes, ñSlavery in Boston Households, 1647-

1770,ò Slavery/Antislavery in New England, ed. Peter Benes (Boston: 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 men but, if  there was at least one free 

woman or free child for every free Black adult man, which seems plausible given the high rate of late-term 

manumissions in the seventeenth century, that means that 12% of Bostonôs Black population did not labor in 

bondage by the end of the first decade of the eighteenth century. By 1771, there were 325 men and women, Black 

and Indigenous, recorded as ñServants for Lifeò in Bostonôs tax valuations, out of a combined population of color 

that amounted, in 1765, to 848. As enslaved imports declined to a trickle after the early 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 obligations. If we conservatively 

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 that time; Report of the Record Commissioners of the City of Boston Containing the Records of Boston 

Selectmen, 1701 to 1715 (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1884), 73-74; The Massachusetts Tax Valuation List of 

1771, ed. Bettye Hobbs Pruitt, (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1978), 2-46; J. H. Benton, Jr., Early Census Making in 

Massachusetts, 1643-1765 (Boston: Charles E. Goodspeed, 1905) 72-3.  

101 Gary Nash Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphiaôs Black Community, 1720-1840 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 33-34, 36. Michael Sivapragasam, ñAfter the Treaties: A Social, 

Economic and Demographic History of Maroon Society in Jamaica, 1739-1842,ò (PhD diss., University of 

Southampton, 2018), 239. See also David Beck Ryden, ñManumission in Late Eighteenth-Century Jamaica,ò New 

West Indian Guide / Nieuwe West-Indische Gids, 92(3-4), 211-244. https://doi.org/10.1163/22134360-09203054/; 

 

https://doi.org/10.1163/22134360-09203054/
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The prospect of eventual liberation was not always popular with the enslaved themselves, 

however, which often more closely amounted to proposed financial abandonment. Though Rose, 

Betty, Adam, and others jumped at the chance to eventually secure their liberation, others who 

were offered the same opportunity ï especially elderly enslaved persons for whom there was 

little prospect of being able to sustain themselves ï rejected it with the popular retort that 

ñMaster ate the meat, now he picks the bone.ò102 They insisted that, once their enslavers had 

received the best of their ñservantsôò most productive years, enslavers must support those same 

persons in their twilight. Violet, for instance, turned the myth of the slaveless society to her 

advantage precisely by insisting on her place as ñkith and kinò to the Parsons family. When she 

was told she was ñfree,ò she retorted ñNo.ò ñYou have had the best of me,ò she reasoned, and so 

ñyou and yours must have the worst.ò103 If she was a member of the family, as her enslavers had 

claimed when they needed her, then she had every right to remain when she needed theirs. 

Violetôs and othersô decisions to stay with their enslavers added a further layer of texture 

to Massachusettsô social and racial fabric, creating a community of people who were not legally 

free but who had reclaimed a substantial measure of control over their lives even in slavery. And 

they complemented the considerable population of liberated Black laborers whose very presence 

posed challenges to the colony even as it facilitated the emergence of a distinct Afro-colonial 

subculture. The mere existence of a large number of free Black persons made it much harder for 

 

Philip D. Morgan, ñThe Black Experience in the British Empire, 1680-1810,ò Oxford History of the British Empire, 

Vol. II: The Eighteenth Century, ed. P.J. Marshall (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998):465-486. 

102 J.H. Temple, History of Framingham, Massachusetts (Framingham: 1887), 237. See also William J. 

Brown, The Life of William J. Brown of Providence, R.I. (Providence: Angell & Co., 1883), 47. 

103 Theophilus Parsons, Memoir of Theophilus Parsons (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1859), 16-19. 
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white Bay colonists to indelibly equate skin color with enslavement from unthinking association. 

Thomas Bedunah, for instance, successfully sloughed off racial signifiers from himself and his 

children after becoming a successful farmer. By his death he was simply ñThomas Bedona of 

Roxbury . . . Husbandman.ò 104 Because of free people of color like the Bedunahs, Massachusetts 

courts only established color as a presumption of enslavement by the 1760s, far later than was 

the case in the southern colonies.105 Prior to that point, approximately when slavery was at its 

greatest strength in the colony, Massachusetts justices across the early eighteenth century 

preferred to keep open opportunities for enslaved persons to win their liberty rather than commit 

the colony unambiguously to chattel slavery. The very fact that an enslaved man named Ceasar 

could attempt, albeit unsuccessfully, in 1729 to pass himself off as a Jamaican 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 Empire.106  

Nevertheless, colonial leaders were often at pains to regulate the free African American 

community, especially in Boston. The city passed several restrictions across the eighteenth 

century as to when and with whom free Black persons could fraternize as well as others which 

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

 
104 See Whiting, ñóEndearing Ties,ôò 164-170. 

105 See Oliver v. Sale (1762), Godspeed v. Gay (1763) and Allison v. Cockran (1764) in Josiah Quincy 

Reports of Cases Argued and Adjudged . . . 1761 and 1772 (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1865), 29-33, 94-99. 

See Part II for a full examination of these cases.  

106 New England Weekly Journal, March 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 appeal in the New England Courant 

asking for support from ñsome tender-hearted Gentlemenò who would help provide him with a ñ20 l. Bondò for a 

misdemeanor he committed. It is a curious episode, both because Dingoôs enslaver refused to pay his surety, but also 

because of Dingoôs evident faith that he would receive support from the community. Placing this notice would have 

cost Dingo a few shillings, so he must have calculated it would be worth the price; New England Courant, July 15, 

1723. 
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white men were required to undergo.107 Though free Black men were still allowed, and required, 

to ñbe provided Arms and Ammunitionò in case of emergencies ï say, an invasion from French 

Canada ï when they were not thought so useful, or even considered a threat, local ordinances 

prohibited them from walking around on public holidays after dark.108 If they did so, they ran the 

risk of a ñsevere whipping at the House of Correction.ò If they fell into burglary, they could be 

ñTransported beyond [the] Sea,ò presumably thrown into enslavement in the Caribbean.109 

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 perhaps two-thirds of Massachusettsô Black population resided outside of Boston 

throughout most of the eighteenth century, most others were primarily clustered in other towns in 

Suffolk County, and the rest were scattered throughout the colony.110 Even in large towns, such 

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

 
107 Acts and Resolves, I:606-7; Report of the Record Commissioners of Boston, Containing the Boston 

Records from 1700 to 1728 (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1883), 173-5. 

108 Militia Discipline (Boston: 1735); Hannigan, 71-114. 

109 Report of the Record Commissioners of the City of Boston, Containing the Boston Records from 1700 to 

1728 (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1883), 174.  

110 Suffolkôs adult Black population numbered 1,215 in 1754. The colonyôs remaining Black adults were 

located in the following counties in order of size: Essex (362), Middlesex (339), Plymouth (121), York (116), 

Hampshire (74), Barnstable (66), Worcester (62), Bristol (61), Dukes (7); Collections of the Massachusetts 

Historical Society, 2nd Series, vol. 2 (Boston: 1815), 95-7. 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 Lemire, Black Walden: Slavery and Its Aftermath in Concord, Massachusetts 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), Carvahlo, ñSlavery in Westfield,ò and Christopher M. 

Spraker, ñThe Lost History of Slaves and Slave Owners in Billerica, Massachusetts, 1655-1790,ò Historical Journal 

of Massachusetts, vol. 42, no. 1 (2014): 108-141. 
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population often numbered only in the dozens.111 In smaller communities further to the west, 

meanwhile, the ministerôs enslaved person might be the only one the town members interacted 

with on a regular basis.112  

 
111 There were 77 ñNegroesò in Plymouth in 1764 and only 27 ñSlavesò in Taunton the decade before; 

James Thacher, History of the Town of Plymouth (Boston: Marsh, Capen & Lyon, 1835), 303; Samuel Hopkins 

Emery, History of Taunton, Massachusetts (Syracuse: D. Mason & Co., 1893), 677. 

112 Robert H. Romer, Slavery in the Connecticut Valley of Massachusetts (Florence, MA: Levellers Press, 

2009). 
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113 Plymouth Colonyôs population is included with Massachusettsô in 1690, Historical Statistics, 756. 
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The diffusive nature of slavery in Massachusetts proved a debilitatingly lonely 

experience for many Black people in the colony and abetted many white inhabitantsô felt sense 

that slavery was a rare and peripheral phenomenon in their society. The scarcity of Black 

enslaved persons, the unremarkable nature of the labor they performed ï which was, most often, 

little different than that performed by any lower-class white, or even well to do farmers ï the 

greater opportunities they had for acclimating to New England social norms, and the rights they 

were able to exercise by law also inhibited the means by which rural and urban whites could 

adopt the hard-set ideologies of African debasement that was both product and cause of Black 

slaveryôs widespread entrenchment elsewhere in North America.115 When William Greenleaf 

was accused of murdering ña Negro Servant of hisò in 1723, for instance, he was at pains to deny 

the charge and placed a ñFive Poundsò reward to hunt down the ñfirst Spreader of so malicious 

and notorious a Falsehood.ò116 Greenleafôs defense of his reputation would have been 

unnecessary in a society where Black laborers were regarded as sub-human beings. Indeed, it 

was essential in Massachusetts. Had Greenleaf been found guilty of the crime, as Thomas 

Maybee was for murdering his slave thirty years later, he might have been ñordered to be set on 

the Gallows with a Rope about his Neck,ò whipped fifteen times, imprisoned for ñsix Months,ò 

and forced to pay a three-year bond for ñGood Behaviour.ò117  

 
115 For the connection between slavery and racism in Virginia, for instance, see Brown, Good Wives, Nasty 

Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs and Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom.  

116 New England Courant, April 8, 1723.  

117 Boston Gazette, October 30, 1753. 
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In short, Black people might be seen as ñheathen . . . outlandish . . . and weirdò in 

Massachusetts, but this did not rise to ñan ideology of racial inferiorityò which cast them as 

inherent slaves insuperably alienated from the white community members they worked, ate, 

lived, and slept alongside.118 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 strong enough to overcome their professed aversion to chattel bondage. 

The fact is that the overwhelming majority of colonial Massachusetts whites owned no 

enslaved laborers at any point in the colonyôs history. Even at its peak in the mid-eighteenth-

century, slavery in the colony was only practiced by at most, and likely much less than, a seventh 

of all households.119 Though less-wealthy colonists could engage and profit from enslaved 

persons indirectly by hiring them out or taking them on loan, most enslavers for most of the 

colonial period were most usually members of Massachusettsô elite: governors, merchants, and 

ministers.120 Enslaved laborers were recognized for their essential role in making the households 

 
118 Karen and Barbara Fields, Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life (New York: Verso, 2022), 

128. As Jared Hardesty convincingly argues, ñrace matteredò in colonial Massachusetts, ñbut class and status 

mattered more;ò Unfreedom, 5. 

119 As the average white household size in 1750 Massachusetts was about seven, that means there was one 

Black person for every six-and-a-half white families by mid-century (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 practiced slavery even at its zenith. This coheres with Peter Benesô estimation that, of the 

four thousand Boston household records he could find between 1647 and 1770, only four hundred held enslaved 

persons; Benes, 15.  

120 This point is almost universally made by historians of colonial Massachusetts, but Nicole Maskiell 

explores it furthest in Bound by Bondage: Slavery and the Creation of a Northern Gentry (Ithaca: 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 home.121  

There were many exceptions to these general tendencies. But, by and large, possessing an 

enslaved man or woman was a luxury that few white people in 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 who did not, complementing charges that wayward local elites were acting 

ñiniquitously.ò122 With the exception 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 enslaver than that person produced. 

Economically, socially, and morally ï often in that order ï 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 African-descended bondspeople 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 

Massachusettsô soil proved more amenable to cash crops ï as amply attested by the short-lived, 

 
121 ñSquireò Edmund Quincy, for instance, insisted that he needed at least two enslaved persons to run his 

household. By 1758 he held five; Clifford K. Shipton, Sibleyôs Harvard Graduates (Boston: Massachusetts 

Historical Society, 1945), 7:107. 

122 See below and, for a few other examples, Philopatria [Thomas Paine], A Discourse Shewing that the 

Real First Cause of the Straits and Difficulties of this Province . . . is itôs Extravagancy (Boston: James Franklin, 

1721); New England Courant, March 19, 1722 and November 9, 1724; New England Weekly Rehearsal, September 

23, 1734; New England Weekly Journal, July 21, 1741; Boston Evening-Post, January 2, 1744 and September 8, 

1755.  
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slave-dominated, Puritan colony of New Providence.123 It remains the case, however, that both 

enslaved and enslavers made up a small minority in the province throughout the colonial era, 

with no large-scale plantations arising in its borders.124 Moreover, Massachusetts certainly would 

have imported more African captives than it did if there was not such consistent hostility to 

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 convince themselves holding enslaved 

persons was unproblematic, the grounds upon which Massachusetts colonists might have 

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

The scholar M. Scott Heerman has recently suggested that historians should ñset asideò 

the ñcommon ideaò that slavery, wherever it might be found, was always ñan institutionò in early 

America, and we may do well to think about the practice similarly in Massachusetts. Lacking 

both clear codification in the law and a large body of elites who were financially dependent on 

its perpetuation, slavery in the Bay Colony might be better understood as an ñadaptable set of 

practicesò rather than an organizing principle of their society.125 Operated and accepted by 

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

 
123 Karen Ordahl Kupperman, Providence Island, 1630-1641: The Other Puritan Colony (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1993), esp. 149-181 and ñErrand to the Indies: Puritan Colonization from Providence 

Island to the western Design,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 1 (1988); Alison Games, ñóThe Sanctuarye 

of Our Rebell Negroesô: The Atlantic Context of Local Resistance on Providence Island, 1630-1641,ò Slavery and 

Abolition, vol. 19, no. 3 (1998): 1-21.  

124 The only partial exception to this tendency would be the Royall family of Medford, who held scores of 

enslaved persons on their homestead; Alexandra A. Chan, Slavery in the Age of Reason: Archaeology at a New 

England Farm (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2007); C.S. Manegold, Ten Hills Farm: The Forgotten 

History of Slavery in the North (Princeton University Press, 2010).  

125 M. Scott Heerman, The Alchemy of Slavery: Human Bondage and Emancipation in the Illinois Country, 

1730-1865 (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 what historian Ira Berlin referred to as Southern ñslave societiesò or even 

most of the other Northern ñsocieties with slaves.ò126 Native, and especially African bondage 

helped build the colonyôs emergent market economy, but such contributions manifested less 

directly and obviously there than they did in other spaces in the British Atlantic.127 We can still 

usefully think of even somewhere like Massachusetts as a ñslave society,ò as historian Mark 

Peterson argues, but only insofar as we appreciate that the slaves their economy really relied on 

ñlived elsewhere.ò128 This also allowed white colonists ï elite, middling, and lower class alike ï 

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, a slaveless 

society.  

The non-institutionalization of slavery in Massachusetts helped nurture the widespread, 

however unrealistic, sense in the colony that slavery of any sort was an extra-ordinary feature of 

the colonyôs labor regime. And it allowed a contradictory but simultaneous move to justify that, 

to the extent it did exist, slavery there was something 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 which barely deserved the name. As a civil, godly, liberty-loving people, 

Bay colonists viewed Black chattel slavery ï rather than the, supposedly, temporary, remedial, 

 
126 Berlin, Many Thousands Gone. 

127 William Piersen, Black Yankees: The Development of an Afro-American Subculture in Eighteenth-

Century New England (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988); Hardesty, Unfreedom. 

128 Mark Peterson, The City-State of Boston: The Rise and Fall of an Atlantic Power (Princeton University 

Press, 2019), 634. 
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and humane bondage practices they engaged in ï much like their peers in metropolitan London 

did: it was a fundamental anathema.129 A tolerated indulgence in exoticism amongst the wealthy 

at home, something they disdained but pragmatically accepted and profited from where it 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 vision of themselves and the 

reality of their actions.  

 
129 This sense was hardly unique to either Old or New England. See, for instance, Sue Peabody, There Are 

No Slaves in France: The Political Culture of Race and Slavery in the Ancient Regime (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1996) or Benjamin Schmidt, Innocence Abroad: The Dutch Imagination and the New World, 

1570-1670 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001). For the English-cum-British case, see Carl 

Bridenbaugh, No Peace Beyond the Line: The English in the Caribbean, 1624-1690 (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1956); F.O. Shylon, Black Slaves in Britain (London: Institute of Race Relations, 1974); Anthony J. Barker, 

The African Link: British Attitudes to the Negro in the Era of the Atlantic Slave Trade, 1550-1807 (London: Frank 

Cass, 1978); Douglas A. Lorimer, ñBlack Slaves and English Liberty: A Re-examination of Racial Slavery in 

England,ò Immigrants & Minorities, vol. 3, no. 2 (1984): 121-150; Gretchen Gerzina, Black London: Life Before 

Emancipation (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1995); Nicholas Hudson, ñóBritons Never Will be 

Slavesô: National Myth, Conservatism, and the Beginnings of British Antislavery,ò Eighteenth-Century Studies, vol. 

34, no. 4 (1996): 559-576; Susan Amussen, Caribbean Exchanges: Slavery and the Transformation of English 

Society, 1640-1700 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Catherine Molineux, Faces of Perfect 

Ebony: Encountering Atlantic Slavery in Imperial Britain (Harvard University Press, 2012); Michael Guasco, Slaves 

and Englishmen: Human Bondage in the Early Modern Atlantic World (Philadelphia: 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 Massachusetts that we can 

begin to make greater sense of Adamôs confident defiance of his enslaver when he sued for his 

liberty, as well as the many challenges bound labor, Black as well as white, posed to the colonyôs 

inhabitants in the early eighteenth century. Though historians have concluded that ñfor more than 

half a century, public challenges to slavery per se virtually stoppedò in Massachusetts after 

Adamôs suit, his challenge launched a pattern of introspection in the colony over its labor 

practices.130 Antislavery sentiment, and legislative efforts to restrain the slave trade, ebbed and 

flowed across the ensuing decades. They tracked with the rise, fall, and resurgence of African 

importees into Massachusetts, shaping, and in turn shaped by, the antislavery arguments 

advanced by others in British Noth America. Debate over white and Black bound labor in 

Massachusetts nevertheless took on a distinctly utilitarian flavor in the early years of the 

eighteenth century, emphasizing the desirability of the former over the latter. By the 1740s 

critiques of Black enslavement became a regular feature of the Bay colonyôs public print 

discourse, and regained a greater moral emphasis, but they appeared recurrently before then in 

pamphlets (Appendix A), the press, and the legislature. Such discussion was influenced by the 

numerous informal political strategies Black enslaved persons deployed to contest their bondage 

in day-to-day life and was strengthened by Black challenges to their enslavement, such as 

Adamôs, in the courts.  

 
130 John Wood Sweet, Bodies Politic: Negotiating Race in the American North, 1730-1830 (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 60. 
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Enslaver John Saffin, despite being involved in the transatlantic slave trade and first 

living in Virginia, followed then-standard practice in Massachusetts in 1694 when he promised 

Adam that he would be freed after seven years of ñchearful [sic]ò service.131 Adam took this 

pledge seriously and, when his allotted time expired, refused to work for Saffin any longer. He 

boldly reclaimed his clothes and walked around Boston ñat his pleasureò like any other free 

man.132 Hijacking the myth white colonists told themselves that their society was fundamentally 

hostile to perpetual, hereditary, bondage, Adam dared the courts to clarify Massachusettsô much 

cherished ambiguity on the status of its enslaved persons. Nor was he the first.  

 Over half a dozen and likely more enslaved persons of African and Native descent in the 

colony had sued for their liberty prior to the series of trials Adam and Saffin initiated against 

each other between 1701 and 1703. Phebee, ñan Indian Maidò in Taunton, for instance, enlisted 

the help of local dignitary Robert Crossman when she rejected John Smithôs claim that she was 

ñhis slave for life.ò Like Adam, she had contracted with her enslaver to serve for a number of 

years and then be freed.133 Crossman, who was then a sitting member of the House of 

Representatives, submitted her plea to the Bristol County Court of General Sessions of the Peace, 

 
131 ñDocument signed by John Saffin regarding the emancipation of Adam (an enslaved person), 26 June 

1694ò Massachusetts Collections Online, Massachusetts Historical Society, https://www.masshist.org/database/537 

(accessed March 11, 2024). 

132 Documents from Adamôs and Saffin suits are reprinted in Abner Goodell, ñJohn Saffin and His Slave 

Adam,ò Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts (Boston, 1895), 87-112; and ñAdam Negroôs trial, 

1701,ò The Earliest African American Literatures: A Critical Reader, eds. Zachary McLeod Hutchins and Casander 

L. Smith (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2021), 61-67. 

133 Anne Marie Plane, Colonial Intimacies: Indian marriage in Early New England (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2000), 223-224. 
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which found in her favor.134 The judges ruled in 1701, shortly before Adamôs own suit, that 

Phebee only owed four more years of service. Decades earlier, Jethro ï ironically on Saffinôs 

recommendation as an estate executor ï was also ñfreed and sett att libertieò after he had 

completed two more years of service, despite claims Captain Willettôs descendants made that he 

remained their slave.135 Native and Black individuals were not only able to legally challenge 

their enslavement in Massachusetts, then. They did so in ways that reinforced, and relied on, 

nebulous legal recognitions of their personhood, especially their right to sue and form contracts.  

Adam followed in this tradition by insisting in his own trials that he was ña freeman and 

ready to prove his liberty,ò a seeming nod to the English plea de libertate probanda (ñfor 

proving libertyò).136 Though Black colonists 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 lawyers, Thomas 

Newton and Joseph Hearne. The plea is significant because it treated Adam as though he were 

accused by Saffin of being a villein ï a medieval laborer who was considered a form of real, 

though not chattel, estate who maintained basic rights and privileges and who could not be 

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

 
134 Robert Owen Crossman, A Genealogy of the Crossman Familyò Descendants of John and Robert 

Cossman of Taunton, Massachusetts (Crossman, 1977), 10-13.  

135 Bell, ñResearch Summaries,ò 25-58. Jethroôs case reported in Records of the Colony of New Plymouth in 

New England, ed. Nathaniel B. Shurtleff (Boston: William White, 1856), vol. 5, 216. See also, Anthony Shoplik and 

Jeffrey Glover, ñJames Indian, óAnswersô: An Indigenous Freedom Suit in Massachusetts Bay,ò New England 

Quarterly, vol. 95, no. 1 (2022): 66-84. 

136 Goodell, 94. 
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Unlike a writ of habeas corpus, which would have recognized Adamôs personhood 

entirely, or of trespass, which would have utterly eliminated any such recognition, de libertate 

probanda reinscribed the not-quite-slave-but-not-full -subject status of Black and Native 

ñservantsò in the colony. Such condition was first proscribed in the Body of Liberties and later 

reinforced by ambiguous tax laws that assessed them through ña New Valuationò as ñpersonal 

propertyò as part of an estate but separate from chattel.137 Though the writ was abated when 

Adamôs first trial was dismissed for improper venue, the action was used in future freedom suits 

in the colony as was a writ of de homine replegiando (ñfor replevying a man,ò another outmoded 

tool pertaining to lord-villein relations).138 These legal moves on behalf of freedom suers 

exemplified and helped perpetuate the fiction in Massachusetts that the enslaved were not truly 

enslaved but simply bound servants. A slave, after all, ñhad no inherent legal rights,ò but a villein 

did.139   

 
137 ñAn Act for Better Inquiry into the Ratable Estate, 1707,ò Acts and Resolves, I:615. This act stipulated 

that ñIndian and molatto servantsò were to be taxed as polls (i.e. adult males) but later legislation grouped ñIndian, 

negro and molatto servants or slavesò together under the category of personal property; Acts and Resolves, II: 514, 

540, 572, 611, 653, 684. By 1761 the language had changed to ñall Indian, Negro or Molatto Servants for Life from 

fourteen to forty five Years of Age;ò Boston Gazette, April 27, 1761. Sewall complained that he was unable to 

ñprevent Indians and Negroes from being rated with the Horses and Hogsò in Massachusettsô tax evaluations, but he 

was not implying they were rated literally as livestock. He was standing against the treatment of persons as any sort 

of property; ñDiary of Samuel Sewall, Vol. III,ò Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society (Boston: 

Massachusetts Historical Society, 1882), Ser. 5, vol. 7:86. 

138 Goodell, ñJohn Saffin,ò 94-5; Bell, ñResearch Summaries,ò 20-58. 

139 Dana Rabin, ñEmpire on Trial: Slavery, Villeinage and Law in Imperial Britain,ò Legal Histories of the 

British Empire: Laws, Engagements and Legacies, ed. John McLaren and Shaunnagh Dorsett (New York: 

Routledge, 2014), 206; John Baker, An Introduction to English Legal History (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2019), 499-516. See also Thomas D. Morris, ñóVilleinage é as it existed in England,ôò Simon P. Newman, A New 

World of Labor: The Development of Plantation Slavery in the British Atlantic (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2013); Claire Priest, Credit Nation: Property Laws and Institutions in Early America 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021). 
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 In submitting a plea of de libertate probanda, Adamôs lawyers departed from legal 

conventions in other colonies, which most often relied on writs of trespass via trover or detinue 

(ñto findò or ñto detainò property) when it came to their enslaved persons. Though it was not 

traditionally favored in English law, by deploying it Newton and Hearne seemed to be clumsily 

attempting to conform Massachusetts jurisprudence to recent developments in the metropole. In 

the 1667 trial Butts v. Penny, the Kingôs Bench had reversed decades of precedent and declared 

that ñnegroes are merchandise,ò but then this too was overturned shortly after John Holt was 

appointed as Chief Justice. He, along with his fellow judges, felt that making ñMerchandize of 

Negroe[s]ò was both ñunchristian and impiousò and ñ[Unc]ountenance[d]ò by English law, 

which they insisted on in a series of cases beginning with Chamberlain v. Harvey (1696).140 The 

Court ruled in that instance that ñno action of trespass would lie for the taking away a manò and 

agreed with Harveyôs attorney that no one could ñhave an absolute or general propertyò in 

persons, be they strangers, heathens, or infidels, not to mention fellow Christians.141  

In their attempt to transplant villeinage as a legal fiction in Massachusetts via de libertate 

probanda, then, Newton and Hearne were making a similar move as Holt. They sought to 

undermine Saffinôs claim to ñabsoluteò authority over Adam without prejudicing the 

permissibility of lifelong servitude. They also anticipated where Holtôs logic was heading. A few 

years after Adamôs trials, the Kingôs Bench negated the possibility that ña negro was a chattel . . . 

 
140 Blanton, ñThis Species of Property,ò esp. 272-376; Brewer, ñCreating a Common Law of Slavery,ò esp. 

774-6, 789-796; George Van Cleve, ñóSomersetôs Caseô and Its Antecedents in Imperial Perspective,ò Law and 

History Review, vol. 24, no. 3 (2006): 601-645. 

141 ñChamberlain v. Harvey (1696),ò Slavery Law & Power in Early America and the British Empire, 

accessed March 22, 2024, https://slaverylawpower.org/chamberlain-v-harvey-1696/. 
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and therefore trover would lie for himò in Smith v. Gould (1706), for ñno man can have a 

property in another.ò142 The Kingôs Bench did, however, allow for circumscribed claims upon a 

villein. 

It is at least plausible, if not likely, that Adamôs lawyers, or at least Sewall, apprised him 

of these developments in English law, thus strengthening the many reasons Adam had to be 

confident of his suitôs success. This confidence would have been misplaced, however, if his trial 

simply revolved around a case of a violated indenture contract.143 If it had, he certainly would 

have been returned to bondage given the considerable testimony that he had failed to faithfully 

uphold the terms of his service.144  

The precarious nature of Saffinôs claim on Adamôs perpetual labor was not lost on the 

enslaver. So, he sought to justify his countersuit by smearing Adamôs character, implying that 

the man deserved to remain in slavery due to his unwillingness to fulfill the contractual 

obligations of servitude. Saffin testified that Adam had been anything but ñquietò and 

ñIndustriousò in his bondage. He instead proved a truculent source of annoyance to Thomas 

Shepard Jr., to whom Saffin had leased Adamôs labor. Adam had not only acted ñTurbulent[ly]ò 

but had indeed threatened Shepard and his family on multiple occasions, making them ñdare no 

 
142 Quoted in Brewer, 823-4.  

143 Adam, via his lawyers, expressly noted that the bone of contention between he and Saffin was that he 

was ña freeman and ready to prove his libertyò whereas Saffin claimed ñhim as his slave [and] doth unjustly vex 

him;ò Goodell, ñSaffin,ò 94.  

144 As Nicholas Wood points out, ñscholars have offered little explanation for Adamôs eventual legal 

success,ò Let the Oppressed Go Free: Abolitionism in Colonial and Revolutionary America (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, forthcoming), 54. 
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longer keep himò in their home.145 Numerous observers swore that Adam behaved ñhimself very 

ill and untowardly in the Family,ò ñquarreling and beating the Children,ò even taking up 

weapons on different occasions and ñrun[ning] up to and endeavour[ing] to strike the said 

Thomas Shepard . . . and his Family.ò146 If this were true, Saffin argued, then Adam deserved to 

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

to uphold his end of the bargain. He was a menace to society and must be punished. Otherwise, it 

would prove ñto the great scandal and evill example of all Negros both in Town and country 

whose eyes are upon this wretched Negro.ò147  

 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 Isaac Addington, two of the colonyôs most prominent civil leaders. After approaching the 

men, Adam came to Saffin and informed him ï in a ñsawcy and surly mannerò ï that he ñmust 

go to Captain Sewall.ò Sewall proceeded to ñvery gravely admonishò Saffin on his misconduct, 

and Addington agreed that it would be ñunjustò for the latter to ñRecedeò from his promise.148 

Undeterred, Saffin filed suit with the Superior Court. Adam would not be cowed, however, and 

he continued to go ñabout the Town swaggering at his pleasure in defiance of me his master.ò149 

Bolstered by the support he found from Sewall, other white allies, and a ñfree negroò named 

 
145 Goodell, ñSaffin,ò 91. 

146 Ibid, 110. 

147 Ibid, 97. 

148 Ibid, 106. 
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Dick who provided ñsurety [for] his recognizance,ò Adam trusted that Massachusettsô legal 

system refused to countenance the ñunjust,ò absolute, bondage Saffin hoped to maintain him 

in.150 This trust was tested when two juries voted that, regardless of Saffinôs claim to his 

perpetual servitude, Adamôs actions had voided the contract. But in 1703, another jury for the 

Superior Court of Judicature, with Sewall presiding, ultimately ruled in his favor. They refused 

to find Adam ñto be a Slave,ò vindicating Newtonôs argument that ñliberty being a priviledge the 

greatest that can be given to any man save his life, it ought not be forfeited upon trivial and 

frivolous matters.ò151 When Saffin tried to go over the courtôs head and petition the colonyôs 

legislature for Adamôs return, the upper body, likely acting under Governor Joseph Dudleyôs 

influence, brusquely voted that he ñis referred to the law.ò152 The law, and all the contradictions 

it embedded, had declared Adam a free man.  

Sewallôs efforts on Adamôs behalf were crucial for ensuring the Black manôs eventual 

freedom; especially in light of Saffinôs efforts to rig Massachusettsô legal process in his favor. 

Just as importantly, Adamôs trials, and the actions of other persons in the colony who agitated 

against their enslavement, motivated Sewall to finally speak 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 entrenchment of slavery in Massachusetts for some time, 

having, by 1700, ñbeen long much dissatisfied with the Trade of fetching Negros from 

 
150 Ibid, 95. 
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Guinea.ò153 But he was concerned, like many others in the colony, first and foremost about the 

rising ñNumerousness of Slaves at this day in the Province;ò fearful that a recent upsurge in the 

importation of enslaved Africans into Massachusetts threatened to move the practice from the 

exceptional to the quotidian.154 The overthrow of the slave-hungry King James II had led to the 

dissolution of the Royal African Companyôs monopoly in 1697, ironically facilitating an 

unprecedented wave of African captives brought into North America.155  

Sewall was mindful of both the general ñUneasinessò the enslaved held towards their 

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 across the chasm that separates 

private thought from public action. His desire to speak out against slavery had waxed and waned 

before, and it was not until he was recruited by Adam and others to challenge their being 

ñunjustly held in Bondageò in 1700 that he was finally roused to act.156 Sewallôs Selling of 

Joseph, published just as Adam and Saffin became embroiled in their legal dispute, was one of 

the first unambiguous antislavery pamphlets published in North America. The circumstances of 

its appearance evince 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 enslaved themselves.  

 
153 ñDiary of Samuel Sewall, Vol. II,ò Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society (Boston: 

Massachusetts Historical Society, 1889), Ser. 5, vol. 6:16. 

154 Samuel Sewall, Selling of Joseph (Boston: B. Green, 1700), 1. 

155 William, A. Pettigrew, Freedomôs Debt: The Royal African Company and the Politics of the Atlantic 

Slave Trade, 1672-1752 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 11-45.  
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 Historians typically surmise that Sewallôs arguments in The Selling of Joseph proved 

unpopular with his contemporaries, that it had ñlittle effectò on Massachusetts society and 

quickly ñfell into oblivion.ò157 These scholars suggest that it was a singular call which poorly 

reflected the sentiments and practices of his society, at best amounting to ñthe unarticulated and 

outraged conscience of the old theocracy.ò158 True, Sewall noted that he was met with ñFrowns 

and hard Wordsò after the tractôs publication, but this statement most likely refers to the 

acrimonious response he encountered from Saffin and his allies, not from the public at large.159 

Sewall and Saffin had been at odds with each other long before Adamôs suit, and, if Sewallôs 

diary is any indication, he gave Saffin ï that ñSuperannuated Squierò ï some ñhard wordsò 

himself.160 Despite the opposition he met from Saffin, Sewall wrote of his confidence that he 

would ñcarry on and manage this enterprise with Safety and Success.ò His conviction was 

strengthened by the many allies, ñAbettor[s],ò and sympathizers he encountered both at home 

and in England in the course of his campaign.161 This included the above-mentioned Isaac 

Addington, but also the Rev. John Higginson of Salem, Boston Constable Joseph Belknap, 

Superior Court Clerk Addington Davenport, Vice-Admiralty Judge Nathaniel Byfield (Roseôs 

 
157 Warren, 244; See also Lawrence W. Towner, ñThe Sewall-Saffin Dialogue on Slavery,ò William and 

Mary Quarterly, vol. 21, no. 1 (1964): 40-52; Sidney Kaplan, American Studies in Black and White (Amherst: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 1991), 3-18; Richard Francis, Judge Sewallôs Apology: The Salem Witch Trial 

and the Forming of an American Conscience (New York: Harper, 2006); Sweet, Bodies Politic, 58-60; Mark A. 
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158 Von Frank, ñJohn Saffin,ò 262.  
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enslaver), the Rev. Timothy Woodbridge and Governor Fitz-John Winthrop of Connecticut, 

London-based American lawyer Henry Newman, New York Chief Justice William Atwood, and 

even Massachusettsô Attorney General 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 1703.162 

Though Cotton Mather is oft-quoted for his later complaint that Sewall ñpleaded much 

for the Negroes,ò this was not meant as a condemnation of Sewallôs antislavery activity. Rather, 

it was an attempt to shame him for treating Matherôs kinsman, Increase, ñworse than a Negroò 

when Sewall opposed Increaseôs appointment as president of Harvard College. 163 As we have 

observed, once his passions had settled, Mather would dedicate one of his tracts to Sewall. As he 

said, ñYou are willing to appear with me, in Testimony against all those Ways of Iniquity, 

against which my Sermon has Testifyed,ò including the heinous crimes of man-stealing and 

treating human beings as property. Hence, ñMy Prayôrs and Hopes for America, are Yours.ò164 

Mather was, apparently, not the only one so influenced. In the short-term aftermath of Adamôs 

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 

 
162 ñLetter-Book of Samuel Sewall, Vol. I,ò Collections, Ser. 6, vol. 1:245 (Paul Dudley), 322-323 

(Byfield), 325-326 (Higginson), 412 (Newman); ñLetter-Book of Samuel Sewall, Vol. II ,ò Collections of the 

Massachusetts Historical Society (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1888), Ser. 6, vol. 2:39 (Newman), 101 

(Davenport), 182-183 (Woodbridge); ñDiary of Samuel Sewall, Vol. IIò Collections, Ser. 5, vol. 6:16 (Belknap), 46 

(Atwood), and 150 (Winthrop). For Governor Dudleyôs hostility to Saffin, see Goodell, ñSaffin,ò 93 and 96.  

163 ñDiary of Samuel Sewall, Vol. II,ò Collections, Ser. 5, vol. 6:43.  
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the 1720s.165 Sewallôs arguments were still informing antislavery agitation both in Massachusetts 

and elsewhere in British North America decades later.166 

Far from anticipating an antislavery ethos that would not appear until the Revolution or 

channeling an out-of-fashion streak of puritan hostility to chattel bondage, Sewallôs pamphlet 

was eminently of its moment. He articulated new anxieties regarding Black slavery that emerged 

as white colonists continued to tell themselves that they did not really engage in the practice even 

while enslaved persons were being imported to the colony in precipitous numbers. He was, 

moreover, eminently conventional when he condemned ñMan Stealing,ò not slavery, as 

ñamongst the most atrocious of Capital Crimes,ò and was far from alone when he argued that ñit 

would conduce more to the Welfare of the Province, to have White Servants . . . than to have 

Slaves for Life.ò167 In a conclusion that looks anything-but-truly antislavery in principle (at least 

to modern eyes), Sewall reasoned that, ñas many Negro men as there are among us, so many 

empty places there are in our train Bands, and the places taken up of Men that might make 

Husbands for our Daughters.ò He believed that ñthe Sons and Daughters of New England would 

 
165 Gloria Whiting, ñRace, Slavery, and the Problem of Numbers in Early New England: A View from the 

Probate Court,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 77, no. 3 (2020), 423. 

166 The Philadelphian Quaker Benjamin Lay republished Sewallôs pamphlet alongside side his All Slave-

Keppers Apostates in 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. 

167 See Governor Dudleyôs letter to the Council of Trade in 1708 ï ñthe planters here do so much prefer 

white servantsò ï as well as Rhode Island Governor Samuel Cranstonôs claim that there was a ñgenerall dislikeò for 

African laborers in that colony, noting that ñthe inclination of our people in generall are to imploy servants before 

negroes;ò Calendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, Vol. 24: America and West Indies, 1708-1709, ed. Cecil 

Headlam (London: 1922), 110-1, 171-2; Donnan, Documents Illustrative of the Slave Trade, III:109-110. 
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become more like Jacob, and Rachel, if this Slavery were thrust quite out of doorsò (Genesis 

29:2-35).168 

There is a natural inclination to 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 ñfreed and sett at libertieò due to an earlier promise of manumission.169 And even in his 

response to Sewall, A Brief and Candid Answer (1701), Saffin granted it as ña certain and 

undeniable verity, That all Mankind are the Sons and Daughters of Adam.ò Though he did not 

think that meant that ñwe are bound to love and respect all men alike,ò Saffin was at pains to 

deny, or at least felt he had to deny, the claim 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 ñthough [theirs was] but for a time.ò Their status in perpetual servitude did not obviate 

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 property-in-

man. He also agreed with Sewall that Black slavery in the colony was a problem. ñWho doubts 

that?ò he asked. Far nastier in his proto-racism than Sewall ï he ended his pamphlet with a 

doggerel poem condemning ñThe Negroôs Characterò ï Saffin nevertheless did not far depart 

 
168 Selling of Joseph, 2. 
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from his interlocutor in this respect either.170 He would have heartily agreed with Sewall when 

the latter insisted that ñthere is such a disparity in their Conditions, Colour & Hair, that they can 

never embody with us . . . but still remain in our Body Politick as a kind of extravasat [sic] 

Blood.ò171 Though the men stood on opposite sides of Adamôs suit, both believed in the myth 

that Black persons, enslaved or free, could never truly belong in Massachusetts.  

If Saffin was not the full-throated advocate for slavery that many historians have taken 

him to be, neither then was Sewall such a firm detractor. Like William Ames, whom he quoted, 

Sewall was somewhat concerned with the conditions of the enslaved themselves. He believed 

they were ñCoheirsò of Adam and thus ñhave equal Right unto Liberty,ò but he did not conclude 

that this mandated their immediate emancipation.172 Like Saffin, Mather, and most other 

slaveholders in Massachusetts, Sewall had no qualms about holding Scipio in temporary bondage 

long after he penned his work.173 That said, Sewall did not appear to ever sell his ñservants,ò 

though some historians have conflated his identity with his wayward son, Samuel Jr., who did 

 
170 John Saffin, Brief and Candide Answer, reprinted in Moore, Notes on the History of Slavery, 251-256. 

171 Selling of Joseph, 2. It is possible Sewall made this claim more as an admission of other white colonistsô 
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was ñan Opression provoking to God;ò A Report of the Record Commissioners of the City of: Containing the Boston 
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actively sell African men and women from his warehouse in Boston.174 Such an act would have 

contradicted the elder Sewallôs religious obligation to treat them as members of his family rather 

than merchantable goods.  

In Sewallôs emphasis on replacing Black laborers with white, and his central concern 

with attacking ñMan Stealing,ò he exemplified mainstream sentiments in his society. As he 

noted, ñmanyò were then ñthinking whether the Foundation of it [slavery] be firmly and well 

laidò and Adamôs fight for freedom acted as the impetus for moving white colonists alongside 

Sewall from thought to action.175 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 response, the members of the town meeting of Boston reacted positively, instructing 

their representatives to the General Court in 1701 to promote the emigration of ñwhite servts and 

to put a Period to negroes being Slavesò in the colony.176 Thanks to Adamôs challenge, Bostonôs 

white, male, freeholders issued one of the earliest outright demands for the abolition of slavery in 

American history. This call signaled the beginning of a decades-long effort to curtail the 

 
174 Several advertisements in the Boston News-Letter and the Boston Gazette gave notice that ñMr. Samuel 

Sewallò hoped to sell off enslaved men and women. If Sewall the elder had placed the advertisements, however, he 

would have identified himself by the more respectable titles of ñCaptainò or ñJudge.ò Additionally, if he was as 

active in slave trading as the scholar Zachary Hutchins suggests, there surely would have been some mention of such 

sustained activity in his comprehensive diary. Hutchins dismisses the possibility that ñMr. Sewallò referred to Junior 

because the younger man lived in Brookline, not Boston, but the towns were less than five miles apart; Zachary 

McLeod Hutchins, Before Equiano: A Prehistory of the North American Slave Narrative (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2022), 32-63. For more on Sewall and sonôs troubled relationship, see Judith S. Graham, 

Puritan Family Live: The Diary of Samuel Sewall (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), esp. 

Chapter 11.  

175 Selling of Jospeh, 1. 

176 Records of Boston Selectmen, 1701 to 1715, 5. 
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importation of Black enslaved persons into the colony, an effort which would have never taken 

place had not Adam and other enslaved persons agitated for their freedom.177  

 

 A few years after Adamôs freedom suit, Sewall republished an antislavery treatise penned 

in 1704 by the London-based author John Dunton, titled The Athenian Oracle. This work 

responded to a query Sewall sent to Duntonôs sponsor, the Athenian Society, as to ñWhether 

Trading for Negroes . . . be in it self Unlawful, and especially contrary to the great Law of 

Christianity?ò178 The Athenian Society, though short lived, exercised a tremendous influence on 

Londonôs turn-of-the-century literary scene, receiving praise from no less a figure than Jonathan 

Swift, who later satirized slavery and the slave trade in Gulliverôs Travels (1726).179 Because of 

Sewallôs support, Adamôs challenge sent reverberations across the British Atlantic.  

Though originally addressed to an English audience, the Athenian Oracle was well-suited 

for New English consumption; not surprising given its author had spent some time in the Puritan 

colony, where he befriended Sewall and was made an honorary ñFreeman of Boston.ò180 Like 

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

 
177 James J. Allegro, ñóIncreasing and Strengthening the Countryô: Law, Politics and the Antislavery 

Movement in Early-Eighteenth-Century Massachusetts Bay,ò New England Quarterly, vol. 75, no. 1 (2002): 5-23. 

178 The Athenian Oracle, The Second Edition, Printed at London, 1704 (Boston: Bartholomew Green, 

1705); ñLetter-Book of Samuel Sewall, Vol. I,ò Collections, Ser. 6, vol. 1, 322n1. 

179 Helen M. Berry, Gender, Society, and Print Culture in Late Stuart England: The Cultural World of the 

Athenian Mercury (London: Routledge, 2016); Elaine Robertson, Gulliver as Slave Trader: Racism Reviled by 

Jonathan Swift (McFarland, 2006); John Richardson, Slavery and Augustan Literature: Swift, Pope and Gay (2003); 

Ann Cline Kelly, ñSwiftôs Exploration of Slavery in Houyhnhnmland and Ireland,ò Proceedings of the Modern 

Language Association, vol. 91, no. 5 (1976):846-855.  

180 The Life and Errors of John Dunton, Citizen of London (London: 1705), xi-xii, 89-137.  
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that man-stealing (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 

ñDealerò (i.e., purchaser) of enslaved Africans was ñas bad as the Stealer,ò thereby implicating a 

broad swath of English subjects for their participation in this evil, he reserved his strongest 

condemnation for those villains afar ï those ñmost horrid unnatural Sinnersò ï who raided the 

African coast and the reprehensible ñIslandersò in the West Indies, whose notoriety required no 

further elaboration. Drawing a sharp contrast between England and its degenerate offspring in 

the Caribbean, and thereby reinforcing the metropoleôs own variant of the myth of the slaveless 

society, Dunton argued that ñthe Law of Our Landò did not condone slavery. Instead, he 

contended that once an ñInfidelò had been nurtured in the true faith and baptized, they were 

subject to the same laws as other Christians. Notably, he did not say such persons were 

immediately liberated.181  

 Mather and a group of ministers had in fact lobbied to pass a law clarifying that baptized 

enslaved persons in Massachusetts did not have to be emancipated by the act of conversion in 

1694, almost certainly in response to the Society of Negroesô formation the year before.182 They 

 
181 The Athenian Oracle, The Second Edition, Printed at London, 1704 (Boston: Bartholomew Green, 

1705). 

182 ñPetition of Many Ministers of the Gospel . . . May 30, 1694ò Harvard Library last accessed November 

20, 2023, at https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:53243771$1i. Ironically, Matherôs grandfather, Richard, 

had helped ñRedeemò a converted woman named Dorcas from slavery after she baptized her son in 1652; Records of 

the First Church of Dorchester, 1636-1734 (Boston: George H. Ellis, 1891), 7; Gloria Whiting, Belonging: An 

Intimate History of Slavery and Family in Early New England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 

2024), 17-52; Deborah Colleen McNally, ñTo Secure her Freedom: óDorcas ye blackmore,ô Race, Redemption, and 

the Dorchester First Church,ò New England Quarterly, vol. 89 (2016): 533-555. For studies of the relationship 

between baptism and slavery elsewhere in the British Atlantic, see Rebecca Anne Goetz, The Baptism of Early 

Virginia: Hos Christianity Created Race (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012); Travis Glasson, 

ñóBaptism doth not bestow Freedomô: Missionary Anglicanism, Slavery, and the Yorke-Talbot Opinion, 1701-

1730,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 67 (2010): 279-318 and Mastering Christianity: Missionary Anglicanism 

and Slavery in the Atlantic World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); Gerbner, Christian Slavery. 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:53243771$1i


76 

 

hoped that such legislation would prompt enslavers to more actively encourage the conversion of 

their ñservants.ò But the General Court ignored the plea, suggesting that the legislators preferred 

to preserve the lawôs very haziness on the matter. Man-stealing was strictly prohibited in the 

colony (however poorly enforced), but nothing in the law prohibited holding persons, even 

Christians, in bondage, so it might be better to let the matter rest.  

Indeed, why would legislators clear up the issue? White colonists in Massachusetts were 

broadly unconvinced that the faith of the enslaved, or the longevity of their service, undermined 

their status in bondage anyways. Though white Christian criminals were no longer sentenced ñas 

slavesò by the early 1700s, even they were still regularly ñsoldò into term-servitude throughout 

the eighteenth century.183 And Indigenous persons captured in the colony, unlike Africans stolen 

from abroad, were undeniably enslaveable as a consequence of the ñjust warsò Massachusetts 

had waged against the Pequots and other peoples.184 That said, even in those cases some objected 

to the practice of selling Indigenous prisoners ñaway for slavesò to the West Indies. Just as 

purchasing African enslaved persons could make Bay colonists uncomfortably aware of their 

complicity in the sin of their initial capture, some fretted that selling Indigenous enslaved 

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

 
183 See n.69.  

184 Recent analysis has confirmed a long-standing argument that Native American enslavement was rarely 

an essential component of Massachusettsô labor regime, but they were exported in larger numbers to other colonies 

after the Pequot War and King Phillips War; Michael J. Fickes, ñóThey Could Not Endure That Yokeô: The 

Captivity of Pequot Women and Children After the War of 1637,ò New England Quarterly, vol. 73, no. 1 (2000): 

58-81; Wendy Warren, ñóThe Cause of Her Grief: The Rape of a Slave Woman in Early New England,ò Journal of 

American History vol. 93, no. 4 (2007): 1031-1049; Margaret Newell, ñóThe Rising of the Indiansô; or, The Native 

American Revolution of (16)ô76,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 80, no. 2 (2023); Andres Resendez, The Other 

Slavery: The Uncovered Story of Indian Enslavement in America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016); 

Whiting, ñRace, Slavery, and the Problem of Numbers.ò 
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the ñdangerous merchandizeò of selling ñsoules for money,ò as John Eliot feared.ò185 Ultimately, 

it was white colonistsô moral discomfort with Native and Black slave trading that formed the 

basis upon which an even wider sense emerged that the proliferation of enslaved laborers at 

home was harmful to their society. It was precisely because Massachusetts became ever more 

entangled in both slavery and the slave trade that white colonists continued struggling to separate 

themselves from both. 

 It was Adamôs and Sewallôs agitation which first helped activate such anxieties into a 

political effort that resulted in the colonyôs first legislation against the slave trade in 1705: a bill 

that placed a steep £4 impost ï a roughly 20% surcharge ï on enslaved importees.186 This law 

was significantly titled ñAn Act for the Better Preventing of a Spurious and Mixt Issueò and 

offered would-be importers a rebate if they re-exported the enslaved to elsewhere in the colonies. 

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

not ñunreasonably deny marriage to his negro with one of the same nation.ò187 Both provisions 

evinced Bay colonistsô greater concern of ridding themselves of the practice of slavery than with 

attacking its very existence, as well as their collective fears that Africans represented Sewallôs 

ñextravasat Bloodò in the body politic.188  

 
185 Petition of John Eliot, 1675, https://nativenortheastportal.com/node/18119; The Correspondence of 

Roger Willaims, ed. Glenn W. LaFantasie (Providence: Rhode Island Historical Society), 1:86-9, 108-109. 

186 Dudley reported a few years later that imported Black laborers typically cost ñbetween Ã15 and Ã25 per 

head;ò Calendar, 110. Sewall noted he had a direct influence on this law in his journal; ñSamuel Sewallôs Diary,ò 

Collections, Ser. 5, vol. 6, 143. 
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188 Sewall, Selling of Joseph, 2. 

https://nativenortheastportal.com/node/18119


78 

 

In a remarkable move, however, by crafting this legislation Massachusettsô leaders 

appear to have accepted an argument made by Abda Jennings a year earlier. He had successfully 

sued for his freedom in Connecticut based on the status of his white father. If the patriarch of the 

Jennings household, John, was a freeman, Abda believed, then so too were his progeny. The case 

made its way to Connecticutôs General Assembly, which upheld Jenningsô freedom, making it 

highly likely that Bay Colony legislators had the trial in mind when they crafted their ñMixôt 

Issueò bill.189 Breaking with legislators in other slaveholding colonies in the British Atlantic, 

such as Barbados, the Massachusetts General Court stipulated that children of mixed-raced 

couples were to be placed in the care of the white parent rather than the Black one. These 

authorities thus chose to craft the colonyôs interracial parentage laws in conformity with 

puritanical conceptions of the well-ordered, patriarchal household rather than adopt the doctrine 

of partus sequitur ventrem (ñthat which is born follows the wombò). Though this dictum was 

first established in North America in Virginia in 1662, and thus carried with it forty years of 

precedential authority, Connecticutôs General Assembly had explicitly rejected it in the Jennings 

suit, and Massachusetts followed in turn.190  

 
189 Miscellaneous, 1st series, 1635-1789, Connecticut Archives, RG001_010, Connecticut State Library, 

vol. 2, 21; Adam and Pleck, Love of Freedom, 47-49. 

190 Historians of race and marriage in Massachusetts have failed to appreciate the significance of this 

legislation and have often misinterpreted it as codifying partus sequitur ventrem. See, for instance, Kopelson, 

Faithful Bodies, 258-264. For studies of the principle in Virginia and elsewhere in the Americas, see Jennifer 

Morgan, ñPartus sequitur ventrem:  Law, Race, and Reproduction in Colonial Slavery,ò Small Axe, Vol. 22, no. 1 

(2018): 1-17 and Laboring Women: Reproduction and gender in New World Slavery (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2004); Sasha Turner, Contested Bodies: Pregnancy, Childrearing, and Slavery in Jamaica 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pres, 2017); Thomas D. Morris, Southern Slavery and the Law, 1619-

1860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).  
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As was the case with 1) a child born of two Euro-American servants or 2) a free Black 

man and an enslaved Black woman ï but not when 3) the white father was free and the white 

woman a servant ï the new law outlined that a boy or girl born to 4) a Black man and an 

ñEnglish woman, or a woman of any other Christian nationò was to join their motherôs 

household. But if they were born to 5) an Englishman, or other person of European heritage, and 

a Black woman, they joined the fatherôs household. In instance 4, both parties were to be 

whipped and the man was to be ñsold out of the provinceò while the white woman might be 

forced ñinto serviceò if she or her family could not afford to support the child. But in instance 5 

only the white man was to be whipped and forced to pay a £5 fine. The Black woman, 

mysteriously, was to receive no corporal punishment but she would still be ñsold . . . out of the 

province.ò191 Hostile as the bill was to interracial intimacy, it explicitly permitted what colonies 

like Virginia explicitly sought to avoid: the birth of free mixed-race children.192  

Partus sequitur ventrem still became customary in Massachusetts by the middle of the 

century, but at least as late as 1720 enslaved persons such as Mary Auter Note were still able to 

seize on the ñMixôt Issueò bill to acquire their liberty. She convinced two Boston juries (via a 

writ of de libertate probanda) that her descent from an unnamed white father guaranteed her 

 
191 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 Bessô child, but Barnard was initially ordered to pay surety for his two, alleged, ñwhite Childrenò before being 

acquitted. Though it is unclear what happened to these children, it is significant that the Court of General Sessions 

categorized them as ñwhiteò but, after a jury for the Superior Court of Judicature acquitted Bernard, they were 

reclassified as ñNegro Bastards.ò Meanwhile, in 1713, Coffee was shipped out and his child was left in the care of 

his lover, a white woman named Katherine; Records of the Court of General Sessions of the Peace for Suffolk 

County, Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), I:206, II:133-4; Suffolk County Court Files for the Superior Court 

of Judicature, 1715-1721, Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), 157; Suffolk County GSP Records, vol. 1712-

1719, 43. For other examples see Gloria Whiting, ñóEndearing Ties,ôò 157-160.  

192 Acts and Resolves, 1:578-9.  
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freedom.193 Wittingly or unwittingly, the ñAct for Better Preventing of a Spurious and Mixôt 

Issueò opened the door for freedom to those like Auter Note, and it represents the Bay Colonyôs 

first legislative effort to curtail African slavery. That said, legislatorsô intent in passing the bill 

was to decrease the presence of African-descended persons of any sort in the province, be it by 

birth or importation. From its first provision to its last, the bill  was molded by bigotry.  

The printer Bartholomew Green, who earlier published both The Selling of Joseph and 

the Athenian Oracle, endorsed such calculated efforts to suppress African enslavement in the 

colony a year later in his Boston News-Letter of June 10, 1706. The commentary he ran was the 

first such editorial ñin colonial American newspaper history,ò and it is notable that Greenôs paper 

was published under the ñAuthorityò of the Massachusetts government, suggesting some in the 

Court may have approached him to support this legislation. The cautious printer was generally 

averse to stirring up controversies of any sort, but in this moment he broke with his standard 

policy to make a strong case against ñthe Importing of Negroesò into New England.194 After all, 

Black people were ñgreat Thieves, much addicted to Stealing, Lying and Purloiningò ï Green 

took no note of their theft from Africa ï and they were unreliable allies in wars against the 

Indigenous. The further importation of ñWhite Servants,ò on the other hand, would help secure 

the country and prove ñbeneficialò to the Crownôs ultimate interest in settling North America 

with loyal subjects. Green, like the General Court, adopted a decidedly unhumanitarian approach 

to the issue, but his attack nevertheless exhibited a powerful hostility to slavery premised on the 

 
193 Bell, ñResearch Summaries,ò 54-8; Elaine Forman Carne, Ebb Tide in New England: Women, Seaports, 

and Social Change, 1630-1800 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1998), 146, 275.  
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practiceôs supposed economic inutility and the threat it posed to the colonyôs way of life. His 

arguments consequently may have tracked even more closely with other white Bay colonistsô 

social priorities than did either Sewallôs or Saffinôs.195   

The General Court followed its initial endeavors to restrain the presence of enslaved 

laborers in the colony by soon passing another measure which offered a ñbountyò on the 

importation of white servants.196 Additionally, the importation of ñIndian Servants or Slavesò 

was prohibited outright in 1712.197 The bounty placed on white servants and the levies placed on 

enslaved Africans importees were routinely strengthened across the coming decades.198 Even in 

the face of the Crownôs explicit and well-known opposition to restricting the slave trade, 

Massachusetts legislators across the early eighteenth century were intent on doing just that.199 

They almost certainly found encouragement in such efforts when they heard of similar 

 
195 Throughout his career, Green was at pains to publish nothing ñoffensive, light, or hurtfulò either in 

pamphlet form or via his newspapers, suggesting he saw his position here as uncontroversial. For more on Green, 

and the hesitancy of printers generally to publish anything contentious prior to the Revolution, either in newspapers 
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(Boston: 1714). 
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legislation passed by Rhode Island, Virginia, Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, Maryland, 

and South Carolina.200  

Large constituencies in these colonies shared the same underlying motivation as did those 

in Massachusetts. They were concerned that escalating influxes of African enslaved persons 

would eventually prove deleterious to the welfare of the social order. All  these 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 

Courtôs first attempts to limit enslaved importations, well over 1,000 white servants arrived in 

Boston by 1718, more than double the number of captive Africans.201 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 numbers, anywhere south to Florida (Table 1).  

 
200 W.E.B. DuBois, The Suppression of the African Slave Trade to the United States of America, 1638-1870 

(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1904).  

201 Governor Samuel Shute found that 126 white servants and 53 Black enslaved persons were ñimported 

and soldò into Massachusetts between 1717 and 1718 and believed there was ñno great differenceò in these rates 

across the previous seven years. He also noted that, of the Black enslaved persons, ñseveralò were reexported 

outside of the colony. Shuteôs report seems reasonably accurate as over 230 Irish men and women alone arrived in 

Boston in 1718 and many of them were most likely servants; Shute to the Board of Trade, February 17, 1719/20, 

ñLetters from Samuel Shute to the Lords Commissioners, enclosing copies of accounts and answers to the Lords 

Commissioners' queriesò (Correspondence; Financial Document; Submission, The National Archives, Kew, 

Colonial Office Records, 5/867, Part 2 1719/08/19-1720/02/17), accessed March 23, 2024, 
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Table 1                                                                                                                                          

Colonial American Population Numbers and Relative Black-White 

Percentages, 1770202 

Colony 

Total 

Population 

White 

Population 

Black 

Population 

Percent of Black 

Population Relative 

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 

 

 

 

  

 
202 Maineôs population figures are included with Massachusetts. All data except for Florida may be found in 

Historical Statistics, 756. Floridaôs population data is pulled from ñPlanation Culture: Land and Labor in Florida 

History,ò 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, but also by interweaving humanitarian 

sentiments ï at least somewhat more often ï into their expressed hostility towards the practice. 

Even when it came to the slave trade however, an inherently far more crying travesty in their 

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

saints.  

 An anonymous tract tendering ñSome Improvements that might be made in this 

Provinceò noted in 1716 that, when it came to perpetual, hereditary, bondage, the authorôs 

primary concern was the fact that ñSlaves . . . are a great hinderance to the Peopling and 

Improving the Country.ò The work has rarely been analyzed for its antislavery principles, as it 

deals primarily with the establishment of paper currency and a colonial banking system. Among 

the authorôs many suggestions, however, was a long argument opposing the presence of slavery 

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

shores, Massachusetts did not make itself party to ñthat Violence, Treachery and Bloodshed, that 

is daily made use of to obtain themò in Africa, and advocated that the Massachusetts legislature 

ñshould Enact, That twenty Years hence there should be no Slave in the Country.ò203  

 This recommendation is exceptional not only because, following Bostonôs 1701 

instructions, it is one of the clearest abolitionist statements made in the colonies prior to the 

imperial crisis, but also because it appeared at the behest ñof some of the Inhabitants of Boston.ò 

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

 
203 Some Consideration upon the Several Sorts of Banks Proposôd as a Medium of Trade (Boston: 1716), 
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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 providing a surer means of ñPeoplingò the countryside.204  

 The anonymous pamphlet and yet another commentary that followed in Greenôs News-

Letter (which largely reiterated his 1706 editorial) almost certainly influenced passage of ñAn 

Act for Encouraging Importation of White Male Servants, and the preventing Clandestine 

bringing in of Negroes and Molattosò in 1718, though the legislators also may have had in mind 

a set of freedom suits brought by Joan and John Jackson and Mariah and Tony Briggs the year 

before.205 Joan had been manumitted in Connecticut, but then surreptitiously brought into 

Massachusetts and held ñin Slavery unjustly and against Lawò by John Stone before she 

reacquired her liberty, as well as her sonôs, in Middlesex. The Briggs, meanwhile, won the 

liberation of their daughter, Molly, who had been enslaved against ñthe Law & Usage of the 

Provinceò in Plymouth in 1707. All three cases were again brought on pleas of de libertate 

 
204 Ibid.  

205 Boston News-Letter, March 3, 1718; The ñAct More Effectually to Secure the Duty on the Importation 

of Negroesò is recorded as having been negatived after a second reading in June 1718, but it was clearly in effect by 

1720; Journals of the House, 2:25. 27, 274. Governor Shute had written the Board of Trade in 1717 that ñI am of 
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transportation of persons from 16 to 40 years of age that it wouôd be of great service to these Provinces [New 

Hampshire and Massachusetts]: labour being very dear by reason of the scarsity of hands;ò Calendar of State 

Papers, Colonial Series, America and West India, Vol. 30: 1717-1718, ed. Cecil Headlam (London: 1930), 101. 

Indeed, labor was so scarce that New Englanders continued to ñcarry awayò ñgreat numbers of British semen and 

servantsò from Newfoundland even after the 1718 legislation, much to Whitehallôs irritation; Council of Trade and 

Plantations to Governor Shute, June 4, 1719, Calendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, America and West Indies, 
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probanda and they likely reminded the General Court that slavery had to be continually 

discountenanced lest the practice grew out of hand.206   

 Besides the persisting social and legal challenges Black enslaved laborers presented, and 

faced, in Massachusetts, they also ran away from their enslavers even when they were held 

ñlawfully.ò This too provoked white colonists to question the wisdom of their servitude. Such 

actions implicitly  threatened colonial enslaversô mythic pretensions that their bondspersons lived 

peacefully and prosperously in bondage. One or two runaways every now and then was to be 

expected. But at least three hundred New England enslaved persons were advertised as having 

left their masters across the eighteenth century, about 3 to 4 annualized and averaged. These are 

not large numbers, but the stubborn persistence with which enslaved persons ran away posed a 

living challenge to the practiceôs already precarious existence.207 It is significant that Black men 

had a far easier time fleeing their bondage than did Black women, the latter of whom accounted 

for only about 7% of runaway advertisements in the period, but also that they often did so hand-

in-hand with white servants.208 Such allies were very different in kind and effect than those like 

 
206 Adams and Pleck, Love of Freedom, 127, 131-135, 237, 239-240; di Bonaventura, For Adamôs Sake, 

197-204; Bell, ñResearch Summaries,ò 45-54. 

207 Antonio Bly, ed., Escaping Bondage: A Documentary History of Runaway Slaves in Eighteenth-Century 

New England, 1700-1789 (Lexington Books, 2012), 7, 21-202, and ñA Prince Among Pretending Free Men: 

Runaway Slaves in Colonial New England Revisited,ò Massachusetts Historical Review, vol. 14 (2012): 87-118. 

Bly notes that roughly eight hundred runaway advertisements were published across New England during this time. 

These typically ran for three issues apiece, and enslavers occasionally advertised for the same enslaved person in 

multiple journals. On the other hand, it was also not unusual for such notices to describe multiple runaways. It is 

safe to say then that the number of discreet runaways advertised across the region was somewhere around three 
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Sewall. But, nevertheless, they could be an important source of support when Black enslaved 

persons challenged their bondage.209 

 Similarly to Black enslaved persons, white bound laborers in Massachusetts faced 

oppressive circumstances despite their mastersô obligation to treat them as members of their 

family. Though white bound laborers only served for a time, their contracts were typically 

considered transferable goods, allowing them to be legally torn from their biological parents and 

siblings. Advertisements typically described them in dehumanizing terms, akin to inanimate 

objects rather than human beings. One Captain Watson, for instance, gave notice on a cold 

November day that he brought ñSea Coal, Men and Women Servants, with sundry other Goods,ò 

from Glasgow ñto be disposed of on reasonable terms.ò 210 As with African enslaved persons, 

these men and women would have been held on Watsonôs ship until they were ñsold.ò 

Prospective buyers would examine the servantsô physical conditions and negotiate with the 

captain until seller and purchaser came to terms. The laborersô indenture or ñcovenantò papers 

would typically bind them to four or five years of service, but contracts lasting over ten years 

were not unheard of. Such degradation was one thing. But the appalling working conditions 

under which white bound laborers toiled was another entirely. Even worse, and again much like 

their Black counterparts, white bondspersons also could be subjected to extreme, sometimes even 

fatal, violence by their masters. 211  

 
209 See also Daniel Meaders, Dead or Alive: Fugitive Slaves and White Indentured Servants before 1830 

(New York: Garland, 1993). 

210 Boston News-Letter, November 27, 271.  

211 Richard B. Morris, Government and Labor in Early America (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1946); Abbott Emerson Smith, Colonists in Bondage: White Servitude and Convict Labor in America, 1607-1776 
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 One such white bound laborer was Isaiah Thomas. Though born in Boston rather than 

shipped from Europe, the young man was thrust into indentured servitude when his mother was 

unable to provide for him. He was sold against both their will s to the printer Zechariah Fowle. 

Bright and ambitious, Thomas always disdained the ñservile and menial laborò he was forced to 

perform for his indolent master, and his resentment resulted in frequent beatings. After Fowle 

lost his temper and humiliatingly abused Thomas in the streets of Boston, the teenager turned 

fugitive, compelled to leave behind his family and seek refuge in Canada and then New 

Hampshire.212  

 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 Ezekiel Russell, 

complained that they were made ñnothing but a Negro slave of,ò they were, in almost every 

instance, being gratuitous.213 Despite the fact that Russellôs complaint implied that the treatment 
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he met with was unacceptable for a white man, yet unexceptional for a Black one, in practice 

many lower-class whites were still able to identify with the enslaved they worked alongside. 

Russell and Thomas proved powerful antislavery allies later in their lives, and white and Black 

laborers often formed strong bounds with each other, creating a ñcohesiveò lower-class 

community tied together by what scholar Christopher Sawula dubs ñshared cultural, social, and 

economic experiences.ò214  

 Many white servants likely felt connected with the colonyôs enslaved people in part due 

to the extreme religious and ethnic prejudices they faced themselves.215 The New England 

Courant complained in 1725, for instance, of the ñVagabondò Irish ï ñSt. Patricks Verminò ï 

who ñserve us for no other Purposes than to plague their Masters and Mistresses and debauch 

their Children.216 Fifteen years later, the Boston Post-Boy still decried the ñRank[s] of greasy 

Teaguelandish Slubberdegulliansò who filled the cityôs streets.217 It is little surprise then that the 

ñmany [white] Servants brought from other Countriesò ï the ñendless Swarmò ï often joined 

Black enslaved persons when they resisted their bondage, such as when an Irish servant fled with 

two Black men and a Black woman in 1724. These fugitives had stolen a shallop and two pistols 

 
214 Christopher Sawula ñFrom the Lower Sort to the Lower Orders: Labor and Self-Identity in Boston, 

1737-1837ò (PhD diss., Emory University, 2014). 13. For Thomasô and Russellôs contribution to Massachusettsô 

antislavery moment, see Parts II and III. 

215 George Francis Donovan, The Pre-Revolutionary Irish in Massachusetts, 1620-1775 (Menasha, 

Wisconsin: George Banta, 1932).  

216 New England Courant, January 4, 1725. 

217 Boston Post-Boy, January 14, 1740. Though Irish laborers met with the greatest prejudice among 

European laborers, even a large group of about seventy English servants ï ñB[r]oughtò by one Thomas Sanders from 

Maine ï were ñwarnedò out of Boston in 1722, as were a smaller group of ñfrench people;ò Report of the Record 
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in the night but fell aground at Castle Williams in Boston Harbor. They were found the next 

morning and ñall . . . committed to Prison.ò218 

 Elite colonists may have voiced strong objections to the nominally-voluntary-though-

less-than-desirable white bound laborers who came ñinto this Country.ò219 But such reservations 

were often outweighed by the selfish, proto-racist, and somewhat-moral concerns many had 

against the continued importation of enslaved Africans. After passage of the 1718 labor 

importation law, scores of ships laden with substantial ñparcellsò of white servants, and countless 

with smaller ones, continued to arrive in Boston over the next three decades, sometimes even 

surpassing the number of Black laborers brought in.220  

 Due to many white colonistsô aversion to African laborers and the slave trade, the colony 

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

 
218 New England Courant, May 11, 1724, and December 16 and May 4, 1724. For a few other examples of 
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219 New England Courant, April 15, 1723.  
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late 1720s (Figure 4). A smallpox epidemic had decimated the colony in the early 1720s, and 

workers of any sort were desperately needed to keep the economy afloat.221 The subsequent 

demand for labor thwarted the colonyôs anti-importation legislation and led to the largest influx 

of African enslaved persons Massachusetts would witness in the colonial era (Figure 5). 

Accordingly, despite their high cost and the passage of another ñAct to More Effectually Secure 

the Duty on the Importation of Negroesò in 1728, African enslaved persons were imported as 

never before.222 Hugh Hall, a Boston-based merchant who was heavily engaged in the slave 

trade, recorded about 60 African enslaved persons brought into Massachusetts from Barbados in 

1729 alone.223 Meanwhile, between 1725 and 1739, nearly 1,000 enslaved Africans were 

advertised for sale in the Boston Gazette, more than double that paperôs average rate.224  
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Figure 4225 

 

profitable tradeô: Slave trading in British colonial North America,ò Slavery and Abolition, vol. 10, no. 2 (1989), 107-

125; Gregory E. OôMalley, ñBeyond the Middle Passage: Slave Migration from the Caribbean to North Americaò 

1619-1807,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 66, no. 1 (2009): 125-172; Kwasi Konadu, The Akan Diaspora in the 

Americas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 162-201.  

225 Reformatted and amended version of ñAppendix J: Frequency of Bound Laborers' Appearance in 

Records by Decades,ò by Lawrence William Towner in ñA Good Master Well Served: A Social History of Servitude 

in Massachusetts,ò (PhD diss., Northwestern University, 1954), 438. Towner did not specify what records he used to 

create his original graph, but throughout his study he pulled extensively from probate files, court trials, newspapers, 

correspondence, and diaries. He presumably collated what he found throughout these sources. His findings are 

supported by Desrochersô conclusions, and Shuteôs and Hallôs estimations, but qualify Whitingôs conclusion that, in 

Suffolk County at least, white Bay colonists came to a ñnear-complete reliance on African slaveryò for their bound 

labor pool as early as the 1690s. Whiting did not consult Townerôs work, but the discrepancy between their analyses 

might be explained by the fact that ñNegro Servantsò were far more likely to appear than white servants in the 

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 of bondage elsewhere 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 were far less likely to 

still be held at their masterôs death than were Black ñservants for life.ò Fourth, white unfree laborers included 

apprentices and bound pauper children as well as imported ñcovenant servants,ò ñredemptioners,ò and convicts. 

These first two groups only served until they came of age, eighteen in the case of women, twenty-one for men, and it 
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Figure 5226  

 

is not clear Whiting considered either category of laborers in her study. All five types were also less likely to be held 

by elderly men or women who were near death and no longer directly engaged in business; Whiting, ñRace, Slavery, 

and the Problem of Numbers,ò 407. In another work, Towner found about 400 hundred local destitute children were 

bound as apprentices by the Boston Overseers of the Poor between 1734 and 1765 alone, a majority of whom were 

sold to buyers outside of the city; ñIndentures of Bostonôs Poor Apprentices,ò 435-468. 

226 Derived from data compiled in ñTable VI: Known Foreign Origins of Slaves Advertised for Sale in 

Boston, 1704-1781ò and ñTable VIII: Numbers of Slaves Per Advertisement, Boston, 1704-1781ò by Desrochers, 

ñSlave-for-Sale Advertisements,ò 646, 652. 
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Notably, ironically, Bostonôs newspaper advertisements also began to abandon the term 

ñslaveò around this time in favor or euphemisms like ñservantò or simply ñNegro.ò Exploring 

newspapers published between 1720 and 1760, I have found only fifteen distinct uses of the 

word ñslaveò in Boston advertisements referring to the sale or running away of Black and 

Indigenous individuals, compared to nineteen such instances from 1704 to 1714 alone.227 This 

hints at the possibility that white colonists were increasingly chagrined that slavery-in-fact had 

never been more important in their theoretically slaveless society. But it is also significant that, 

of those advertised as ñservant,ò ñNegro,ò or, less often, ñslaveò between 1725 and 1739, at least 

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 resurgence of African enslaved laborers predictably led to a 

renewed backlash among colonial whites, but also expanded reportage on another tool of Black 

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

 Self-destruction was another means by which Black men and women wrested some 

measure of control over their lives from their self-proclaimed Christian enslavers since enslaved 

persons first arrived in Massachusetts. By the 1730s, however, Massachusettsô newspapers 

reported on this phenomenon like never before. This shift was likely a result of the increased 

number of journals that were printed at this time, and the larger editions they now ran. But it also 

 
227 The first tally does not count when these advertisements were duplicated in other issues or other 
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1759. For the period before 1720, see Boston News-Letter, August 14 and November 6, 1704; January 15, October 8 
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February 17, October 27, 1707; January 28, and March 29, 1708; September 21, 1713.  
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came about due to the record wave of recent African importees. Many enslaved individuals who 

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

ñown Countryò by the act, a belief about death and the afterlife typical of many West African 

cultures. Indeed, she effectively arranged her own burial, perhaps mirroring the rites of her stolen 

home. She ñtook a Bottle of Rum & two Biskets . . . dug a hole & coverôd óemò before she ended 

her life. 228 It is unclear if she chose to do this because of heartache or direct abuse. Others at 

least clearly acted from disgust at the newfound horrors and humiliations they met with.229 But 

then others still simply gave in to unspeakable despair.230 It is unclear how Massachusettsô white 

community reacted to these deaths, but the mere fact of such reportage is significant. Black 

suicides likely proved an uncomfortable reminder to many white enslavers that their bondage 

system was not as benign as they so desperately wanted to believe. Enslaved personsô desperate 

actions also testified to the fact that, however ñdisagreeableò slavery may have been for white 

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

 If Black suffering in bondage influenced white Bay colonistsô thoughts at all, however, it 

continued to manifest in the latterôs prioritization of liberating themselves from evil, rather than 

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

 
228 Boston Gazette, May 29, 1733. 

229Boston Evening-Post, September 19, 1737. 

230 Boston Evening-Post, October 4, 1736. See also February 16, 1741, and July 27, 1742, and New 

England Weekly Journal, October 27, 1729, and November 19, 1733, for a few other episodes. Terri L. Snyder 

investigates colonial enslaved suicides extensively in her work, The Power to Die: Slavery and Suicide in British 
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even the abolition of slavery. The myth of the slaveless society, after all, was a story white 

colonists told to themselves, of themselves, for themselves.  

 

 Early eighteenth-century white Bay colonistsô emphasis on themselves, rather than the 

actually enslaved, when they moved to limit Black importations paralleled other, even ostensibly 

less cynical, protests that emerged elsewhere in the British Empire around this time, suggesting 

New Englanders were not acting in ideological isolation from other colonists. A group of 

Quakers in Germantown, Pennsylvania, for instance, opposed themselves to ñthe traffick of men-

bodyò in 1688, asking whether those ñwho steal or robb men, and those who buy or purchase 

them, are they not all alike?ò As they made clear, ñto bring men hither, or to rob and sell them 

against their will, we stand against.ò Though they radically suggested that ñsuch men ought to be 

delivered out of ye hands of ye robbers, and set free,ò they reveal that this call was as much 

motivated by their desire to show ñwhat manner ye Quakers doe rule in their province 

[Pennsylvania]ò as anything else. The Germantown protesters argued, like Sewall, Mather, and 

Ames, that white colonists must treat the enslaved ñin the manner we would be done,ò and they 

paralleled Puritan concerns when they fretted over the ñill report[s]ò made of them in Europe 

ñthat ye Quakers doe here handel men as they handel there ye cattle.ò Both themes were later 

picked up and expanded by subsequent Quaker activists such as William Sotheby and William 

Burling.231 Pennsylvania Quakersô concerns with the sins of slavery, like that of Bay Colonist 

 
231 ñGermantown Friendsô Protest Against Slavery, 1688 (Facsimile),ò Library of Congress, 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14000200/?st=text; Elizabeth Cazden, ñQuakers, Slavery, Anti-Slavery, and 

Race,ò Oxford Handbook of Quaker Studies, eds. Stephen Angell and Ben Pink Dandelion (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2013), 350-1; J. William Frost, ñQuaker Antislavery: From Dissidence to Sense of the Meeting,ò 
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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 ñNative of Americaò in 1713, raised the issue that not only was the ñmaking slaves 

of menò immoral and unlawful but also ñDangerous;ò for ñhow many live in Dangers, and how 

many have lost their Lives by their own and their Neighbours Negros?ò Therefore, the only way 

to rid Christians of this guilt and protect them from Black violence was to have the enslaved 

freed and ñsent to their own Country.ò If they chose not to do so, ñthey may be kept still (it being 

their Free Act)ò in slavery, but it would not be ñsafe to have them free in this country.ò 

Slaveholding may be a sin, but it did not outweigh the demands of self-preservation. Moreover, 

reducing the colonistsô reliance on slavery would have the further happier effect of precluding 

the possibility of a land which ñaboundsò with Black bondspersons who threatened poor whites 

with want of ñImployò and who endangered the rest of society with their mere presence.232 The 

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 eighteenth-century antislavery espousals were thus more limited in ambition and 

focus than they first appear, even among the Quakers. Nevertheless, it seems that such arguments 

mutually reinforced each other. Indeed, nearly all the statements made against slavery up to the 
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232 Arguments Against Making Slaves of Men (1713) reprinted in John Hepburn, The American Defence of 

the Christian Golden Rule (1715), 23-36.  
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imperial crisis depended upon nearly identical arguments, with nearly identical priorities, when 

condemning chattel bondage and the slave trade. This remarkable rhetorical consistency across 

space and time suggests that there was a greater degree of cross-pollination in colonial 

antislavery agitation than historians have typically appreciated.233 Moreover, it provides evidence 

that antislavery amounted to a well-known, if not yet regularly encountered, inter-imperial 

discourse in the eighteenth-century Anglo-Atlantic.  

 The ecumenically inclined John Hepburn, for instance, republished the ñNative of 

Americaò and the Athenian Oracleôs 1704 response to Sewallôs inquiry alongside his American 

Defense of the Christian Golden Rule in New York in 1715. Besides these works, he also pulled 

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 men within the antislavery tradition, 

Hepburnôs identification with them offers a provocation for us to do the same. An adamant 

enemy to ñthe buying and selling of the Bodies and Souls of men . . . the Merchandize of the 

Babylonian Merchants,ò Hepburn recognized that he was far from alone in his sentiments, even 

if most colonists, especially near his home in Long Island, ñcarriedò on the practice of slavery 

ñin profound silence.ò234  
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 Hepburn was almost certainly aware of Sewallôs Selling of Joseph as well, which would 

later influence the Pennsylvanian Quaker Benjamin Lay, and the New Yorkerôs 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 Colony.235 The year after Hepburnôs work was published, for instance, Quaker 

meetings in Dartmouth and Nantucket, where Chalkley was then preaching, resolved that it was 

ñinconsistent with truth for Friends to purchase slaves and hold them for life.ò Encouraged by 

these developments, a member of the latter church, John Farmer, wrote and presented an Epistle 

Concerning Negroes to the Newport and New England Yearly Meetings the following year in 

1717, and then the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting in 1718.236   

 Though it is unclear whether Farmerôs work was distributed among non-Quakers in New 

England and the mid-Atlantic, or even published ï it has unfortunately been lost ï it bolstered 

Sothebyôs campaign against the slave trade in Pennsylvania and most likely helped inspire 

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 

 
235 Though Hepburn does not mention Sewall by name, he refers to ñChurch-menò and ñPresbyteriansò who 

have ñpreachedò and ñprinted against [slavery] here in North-Americaò and it seems an unlikely coincidence that he 

would have decided to reprint the same extract of the Athenian Oracle as had appeared in Boston without also 

learning of Sewallôs pamphlet; Hepburn, 14; Henry J Cadbury, ñJohn Hepburn and His Book Against Slavery, 
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coincidence that Pennsylvanian Ralph Sandifordôs antislavery tract, Mystery of Inequity, was 

soon followed by Massachusettsô third locally authored antislavery tract.237 

 
237 Ralph Sandiford, A Brief Examination of the Times (Philadelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1729), reprinted 

and expanded as The Mystery of Iniquity (Philadelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1730); Pennsylvania Gazette, December 
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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 in 1729-1730 that he 

began writing down his thoughts on the subject, however. Coleman was likely influenced to do 

so by the publication of Sandifordôs work during those same years. It is also possible, however, 

that he was influenced by an enslaved woman named Dinah, whose husband Titus successful 

prosecuted for her liberty in 1728.238 The Dartmouth Monthly meeting had earlier reconsidered 

its stance on slavery when an unnamed Black man was beaten to death in 1711 by one of its 

members, Abigail Allen, and it is not impossible Coleman had caught wind of Dinahôs case as it 

made its way to the colonyôs highest appellate court in Boston.239 At the very least, his work was 

surely influenced in some respect by the enslaved persons he daily met with on Nantucket 

Island.240 Whatever the case, in 1733 Coleman printed, with the sanction of the New England 

Meeting, A Testimony Against that Antichristian Practice of Making Slaves of Men.241 The mere 

fact that Colemanôs work was published in Boston with the support of the regionsô Quaker 

establishment (something which even the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting would not do until 1753) 

suggests that the work was meant to be read by both Quaker and non-Quaker audiences. This 

further underscores that antislavery activism among the Friends should not be treated in isolation 

 
238 Bell, ñResearch Summaries,ò 60-61.   
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241 Elihu Coleman, A Testimony Against the Antichristian Practice of Making Slaves of Men (Boston: 

1733).  



102 

 

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 Massachusetts divines.  

 Colemanôs work, and the British-authored but locally read antislavery tracts that followed 

it in Massachusetts, reveals that antislavery was becoming a distinct feature of the colonyôs 

public print discourse by the middle of the eighteenth century, decades before the onset of the 

imperial crisis. Such arguments reacquired a greater moral orientation by the 1740s than they had 

in the early years of the century, especially, though counterintuitively, because of violent Black 

resistance to their enslavement in the Caribbean. Prudential concerns remained at the forefront of 

white colonistsô mind, however, and antislavery agitation in the colony still fell far short of a 

political movement. But thanks in large part to the actions of Black colonists abroad and at 

home, especially those converts in the Great Awakening who pressured their white revivalists to 

recognize the humanity of the enslaved, a social milieu had formed in 1750s Massachusetts 

wherein, just as in England, ñhatred of slavery, if not quite a universal valueò had become ña 

comfortable and even favored sentiment.ò242 The dispersion of this sentiment set the groundwork 

for the more politically salient antislavery activism that took place in the 1760s and 1770s.   

 This is not to say, of course, that antislavery advocates before the imperial crisis ignored 

social policy. Coleman, for instance, noted the ñmany sober Men that [have] spoken against this 

Practice, both by Writing and in their publick Assembliesò in the colonies, and made a fairly 

moderate case that enslavers should free their enslaved ñafter they had served them some time.ò 

 
242 Hudson, ñóBritons Never Will Be Slaves,ôò 561. 
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He insisted, much like the anonymous anti-banking pamphlet of 1716, that this would prove no 

great obstacle in Massachusetts as ñit is generally the richest sort of People that have them, that 

could do best without them, for the Poor are not so able to get them.ò If he was somewhat more 

concerned about the treatment of the enslaved themselves, however, for Coleman it was still the 

ñPractice of making Slavesò (i.e. the slave trade) and the keeping them in perpetual and 

hereditary bondage that tended to ñmany Evils,ò not their status as enslaved per se. He argued, 

echoing Sewall, Hepburn, and other writers in the British Atlantic, that they who stand ñready to 

receive [African captives]ò were ñas bad as if they had stollen them themselves.ò Nevertheless, 

once having them, enslavers should simply treat them humanely as they did any other servant, 

raising them to be good Christians despite their not having ñthe Understanding that some other 

Nations have.ò243  

 Whatever influence Colemanôs appeal may have had on his fellow Bay colonists, it is 

significant that his pamphlet appeared as the colonyôs importation of enslaved Africans reached 

its peak and amid a series of widely reported Black revolts taking place elsewhere in the British 

Empire. In the wake of these developments, his moral-ish attack against slavery was once again 

followed by more pragmatic ones. The Boston Gazette, for instance, tied concerns with African 

importations with colonial fears of enslaved rebellions when it complained of ñthe Black Tribe 

which now pour in upon us,ò and when it ran a piece from Antigua, in the wake of Black 

rebellions there, advising that ñmore Encouragement should be given to [the importation of] 

Whites . . . and less to Slaves.ò244 The printer Thomas Fleet was likewise concerned about such 

 
243 Coleman, iii, 4, 7, 8, 10, 12, 15, 16.   

244 Boston Gazette, July 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 

the Political State of Great Britain on the ñInconveniency of having Slavesò both in Fleetôs 

journal, the Boston Evening-Post, and as a self-contained pamphlet in 1736.245 The articleôs title 

was indicative of its decidedly pragmatic concerns. Its author was aghast at the ñdangerous 

Stateò of places like Jamaica given their ñhaving all Negroe Slaves, instead of White Servants.ò 

Fleet was none-too-subtly warning Bay colonists of what their home might look like if they 

continued to suffer the importation of African enslaved persons, arguing that ñno Man ought to 

be allowed to seek his private Advantage in that which may be destructive of the Publick.ò246 

Whether slavery was fundamentally wrong or not was besides the question ï though, in another 

entry, the Political State could not help but refer to it as that ñbarbarous Custom.ò247 The real 

issue was that it represented an existential threat to the colony and its white inhabitantsô way of 

life.  

 Approving of a plan in the new colony of Georgia to prevent ñthe introduction of negro 

(or other) slavesò in that province, Massachusetts leaders once more wed strategy and morality 

by passing another act in 1739 to reinforce the colonyôs earlier anti-importation efforts.248 As 

Governor Jonathan Belcher explained to his superiors in Britain ï indicating that the slave-owner 

 
245 Justin Pope, ñA Slave at the Press: Peter Fleet and Reports of Slave Unrest in the Boston Evening-Post, 

1735ï1758,ò Slavery and Abolition, Vol. 42 No. 4 (2021), 691-709. 
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247 Political State of Great Britain, Vol. 47 (London: T. Cooper, 1734), 247. 

248 ñAn Act More Effectually to Secure the Duty on the Importation of Negroes, 1738/9,ò Acts and 

Resolves, II: 981-2. 



105 

 

and -trader continued to suffer from the same cognitive dissonance as many others in 

Massachusetts ï he thought highly of the Georgia experiment and insisted that ñI was always in 

that way of thinking, that no part of mankind was made to be slaves to their fellow creatures. We 

have but few in these parts, and I wish there were less.ò249 Bay Colonists may have been further 

encouraged in such actions when they read of a petition the inhabitants of New Inverness 

presented to the imperial government against the introduction of slavery there. These Georgians 

avowed that slavery was ñshocking to human natureò and feared that it would prove to be ñour 

Scourge one Day or other for our Sins.ò250 These same concerns were voiced in Massachusetts 

throughout the middle decades of the eighteenth century. Despite passage of the 1739 bill, 

however, and the relatively ñfewò enslaved persons who lived there, white Bay colonists would 

only become more paranoid when confronted with intensive reportage of an alleged enslaved 

conspiracy in New York in 1741.251  

 Whispers of slave revolts were hardly unheard of in Massachusetts itself. Violent Black 

resistance to their enslavement can be construed as genre of informal political agitation which 

had long helped cultivate colonistsô sense that chattel slavery was not only morally problematic 

and economically imprudent, but dangerous.252 Bostonian Benjamin Coleman (no immediate 

 
249 Belcher was also likely motivated to make this claim as he had explicit instructions to veto any 

legislation that would hinder the empireôs African slave trade; ñThe Belcher Papers,ò Collections of the 
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relation to Elihu) wrote in 1723 with concern of the colonyôs rising Black population, for 

instance. He noted that ñthose slaves grow disorderly, taking their time in the nights for diverse 

wickednessò and even, allegedly, attempted to set the town on fire.253 It is unclear if there was 

any such conspiracy, but, crucially, the perception that Black enslaved persons attempted to burn 

Boston down elicited reflection on whether this slaveless society was adequately fulfilling its 

obligations to its ñservants.ò As Jonathan Sewall, Samuelôs son, lectured later that year, the 

ñLord seems to have a Controversy with his Peopleò for ñweò have not done ñour duty toò the 

enslaved. ñThe Lordò must make ñus more watchfull & Carefullò of their spiritual welfare.254 

 Black violence, real or imagined, not only highlighted the disparity between white 

colonistsô real and imagined treatment of their enslaved persons, however. It also activated class 

tensions between the slaveholding elite and those of more modest backgrounds. Such 

aggravations came to the forefront of public discussion, for instance, when the supposed arson 

plot initially resulted in the execution of only one man named Diego. This led James and 

Benjamin Franklin of the New England Courant to complain of the upper strataôs reliance on, 

and protection of, their enslaved. They argued that ñIt has been always thought, and it is now 

apparent, that Gentlemenôs Negroes, nursôd up for State only, and kept in Idleness and Plenty . . . 

 

also Kellie Carter Jackson, Force and Freedom: Black Abolitionists and the Politics of Violence (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), for a sustained treatment of enslaved violence-as-politics.  

253 Benjamin Colman to Robert Woodrow, June 11, 1723, Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical 

Society (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society), 77:131; New England Courant, April 1, 8, and 15, June 10, and 

July 1, 1723; Boston News-Letter, April 4 and 18, May 9 and 16; Boston Gazette, April 15, May 13, and 16, 1723. 

Newspapers recurrently reported on enslaved persons threatening to set fire in mid-century Massachusetts; Boston 

News-Letter, February 4, 1731; New England Journal, February 26, 1733, October 14, 1734, and August 26, 1734; 

Boston Gazette, January 3, 1737, and February 14, August 8, and June 20, 1749; Boston Evening-Post, April 1, 

1745, and February 13, 1749. 

254 Joseph Sewall, Two Sermons, unpaginated, Hatfield Historical Museum, last accessed June 27, 2024, at: 

https://archive.org/details/twosermonsjoseph00sewa/page/n1/mode/2up.  

https://archive.org/details/twosermonsjoseph00sewa/page/n1/mode/2up


107 

 

are the greatest Plagues of the Town.ò255 Massachusetts enslavers, in other words, were 

endangering the welfare of others by their continued reliance on their ñNegroes.ò  

 Ten years later, a Black man belonging to ña Gentleman in the Neighbourhoodò 

attempted to murder one Mr. Hill when the former was caught burglarizing the latterôs residence. 

ñThe Villainò was caught and sent to jail, but his enslaver ñoffered Mr. Hill Thirty Pounds not to 

prosecuteò and ñthe Negro [was] accordingly discharged.ò Fleetôs Weekly Rehearsal responded 

with outrage. An anonymous writer frothed at how rich masters ñconnive . . . [at] screening [their 

enslaved] from the Hands of Justice,ò exposing ñthe Lives and Estates of Mankind . . . to the 

Mercy of a Nation whose Mercies are no better than Cruelties.ò256 Twenty years later, Fleetôs 

journal (new dubbed the Boston-Evening Post) was still warning of the danger posed by 

ñGentlemenôs Slaves.ò He argued that ñit will not be for the Safety of his Majestyôs American 

Provinces to go on importing Slaves as they have done,ò especially in light of the ongoing Seven 

Years War with France.257 The printerôs conclusion was hypocritical to say the least given Peter 

continued typesetting the journalôs reactions to all these episodes. But the artisan could easily 

convince himself he was not among those ñGentlemenò enslavers who purchased the lionôs share 
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of Massachusettsô African captives. Nor was he the only one prompted to rethink the wisdom of 

Massachusettsô bondage practices after witnessing the fruit of decades of Black contestations to 

their enslavement.   

 Black violence in the mid-eighteenth-century Bay Colony complemented reports 

Massachusetts readers gobbled down of enslaved conspiracies elsewhere in the British Atlantic. 

Across the 1730s and 1740s, they read of how New York had also nearly been burnt to the 

ground, how Jamaicaôs Black maroons engaged in all-out war with the white planter elite, and 

how South Carolinaôs ñNegroesò were in open ñRevolt.ò258 In the middle of these scares, Richard 

Draperôs Boston News-Letter endorsed attempts to free the colony by selling its ñill-minded 

slavesò elsewhere.259 Moral concerns with slavery apparently had no role to play in Draperôs 

mind as they likely did not for many others at this moment. The enslaved must go, the society 

must become truly slaveless, even if that meant Massachusetts had to explicitly dirty its hands 

with the (re)sale of human beings. As this was impractical, though, white Bay colonists simply 

withdrew from purchasing the enslaved. After 1739, importations of African men and women 
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plummeted to their lowest levels in the eighteenth century. The Boston Gazette reported only 

twelve such shipments across the next twenty years.260 

 A group of prominent civil and commercial leaders in Boston similarly reacted to the 

danger posed by Massachusettsô enslaved population by forming a Society for Encouraging the 

Importation of Foreigners in 1750.261 Though they fell far short of their goals, the 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 the Societyôs first meeting, and two years later three 

hundred Germans arrived to settle in Braintree. Many of these latter migrants were ñPersons of 

Considerable Substanceò as well as indentured servants, and the Societyôs members likely felt 

that both sorts were needed to dilute the colonyôs Black population while strengthening 

Massachusetts against potential enslaved violence.262   

 Bostonôs obsessive interest in the 1741 New York arson conspiracy and the Stono 

Rebellion in South Carolina has long been recognized by historians. The cityôs reception of the 

First Jamaican Maroon War, however, has not received comparable analysis.263 On the one hand, 

such study bolsters the case that white Bay colonists were afraid of the danger the enslaved 
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posed despite their small numbers. On the other, however, it discloses how Massachusetts 

audiences, like many others in the British Atlantic, could receive the story of Jamaicaôs freedom 

fighters with puzzling applause, suggesting that many in the colony were harder pressed to 

identify with their West Indian countrymen than historians have recently argued.264 As in Britain, 

most in Massachusetts appear to have imaginarily conceived of slavery, in the words of 

Christopher Brown, as a ñpeculiarlyò Caribbean ñcustom tenuously related to [their] values and 

needsò whose ñresponsibility for the institution seemed to lie with those directly engaged in 

it.ò265 Before the war had even concluded, for instance, two British outlets that were widely read 

in Massachusetts, the Gentlemanôs Magazine and London Magazine, republished in 1735 the 

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

Thomas Cooperôs The Prompter.266  

 S¨amôs speech made a radical case for the ñlawfulnessò of the Jamaican Maroon War 

based on the natural ñRightsò and equality of the enslaved. Cooper also prefaced the appeal with 

his own attack on the pretense that ñthere could be any natural Injustice, in the Endeavours of a 

wretched Race, to deliver themselves and their Latest Posterity, from a Condition, to which 
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Death is a thousand Times preferable.ò Cooper assumed the Black voice of S¨am to counter 

Jamaican planters who insisted on the ñEase, and Luxuryò with which Black persons labored on 

the island, and he made a strong case for racial equality. It was ñEducation and Accident, not 

Difference of Genius, [that] have been the Causeò of the enslaversô reputed superiority. ñThey 

are not wiser by Nature, but more exercisôd in Art, than We [Africans] are. Not braver; but more 

crafty,ò nor did they have any ñPreference, in the Name of that Mysterious God, whom these 

Insulters pretend to worship.ò267 True Englishmen could no longer look on Caribbean planters 

with indifference. They were a blight on the Empire, libertyôs deviant stepchildren. 

 Cooper exemplified a perspective shared by many other observers throughout the Anglo-

Atlantic ï including ñsome no mean Men in Englandò ï and he met with a counterattack by the 

piqued Caribbean planter, Robert Robertson, who blamed the metropole for the islandsô 

dependence on African slavery.ò268  But Cooperôs arguments were also reinforced when 

Londonôs magazines later published ñA Letter to the Gentlemen Merchants in the Guinea Tradeò 

in 1740. Like most that came before it, this new attack was written explicitly with ñregard to the 

Welfare and Happiness of the Britons, as of the Negroes.ò Insisting that ñall Mankind are 

brought into the World with a natural Right to Liberty,ò the piece despaired at the ñhard Usage 

ye Negroes meet w[ith] in the West Indiesò and condemned their ñvery improperly calledò 

Christian enslavers.269 This was followed soon after by yet another piece, authored by the 

 
267 The Prompter, vol. 16 & 18 (London: 1734-5), 13-15; Gentlemanôs Magazine, vol. 5 (London: 1735), 

21-23; London Magazine, (London: 1735), 4-5, 13-15.  

268 London Magazine, vol. (April 1737), 191; Thomas W. Krise, ñTrue Novel, False History: Robert 

Robertsonôs Ventriloquized Ex-Slave in óThe Speech of Mr John Talbot Campo-Bellô (1736),ò Early American 

Literature, vol. 30, no. 2 (1995): 152-164.  

269 Gentlemanôs Magazine, vol. 10 (July 1740), 341. 



112 

 

notorious Samuel Johnson, who vindicated enslaved rebellions in New Spain. Massachusetts 

readers encountered through this latest entry valiant enslaved persons who ñescaped from the 

Tyranny of their Masters . . . [and] asserted their natural Right to Liberty and Independence.ò270 

Johnsonôs scathing portrayal of Englandôs enemies abroad complemented a lecture Paul Dudley 

(Sewallôs old friend) had given at Harvard earlier in the decade decrying ñthe Merchandise of 

Slaves & Souls of Men.ò Dudleyôs speech made no reference to Black slavery at all ï its entire 

raison dôetre was to condemn Catholics for enslaving humanity writ large both physically and 

spiritually ï but the work re-instantiated Bay colonistsô Manichean conception of the world. 

There were Good, liberty-loving Protestants like themselves. And there were Evil, villainous, 

Catholics; the true enslavers of both mind and body.271    

 After Johnsonôs work, yet another article appeared in the metropolitan press which was 

this time reprinted in Daniel Fowleôs newly established American Magazine (typeset in Boston 

by an enslaved man named Primus) in 1746.272 It surpassed any prior acclimations of Black 

freedom-seekers, though its author too argued that enslaved resistance to bondage in the 

Americas was no ñRebellion, Treachery, &c.ò at all but rather ña glorious Struggling for 

Liberty.ò  Contributing to a strain in British literature that contrasted ñnobleò African enslaved 

persons with their ñmonstrousò white enslavers ï developed in popular novels such as Aphra 

Behnôs Oroonoko: or, the Royal Slave (1688), the oft-retold romance of ñInkle and Yarico,ò and 
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many other outlets in the eighteenth century (Figure 6) ï the story of ñAmerciless [sic] Planter, 

and two generous Negroesò dismissed the ñabsolute Powerò a Virginian enslaver ñpretendedò to 

wield over his enslaved.273  

 The storyôs relator remarked at ñwhat a glaring Instance is here [told] of Barbarity in one 

bred among Christians.ò It was nothing less than a tale ñof a noble, disinterested Friendship, and 

true Greatness of Soul in these two unhappy wretches!ò ñHad they the Happiness of a proper 

Education, and been blesôd with the Lights of Christianity,ò he insisted, ñsuch Geniusôs, in all 

Probability, would have exerted themselves in a glorious Manner for the Service of their 

Country, or all Mankind.ò Criminal in the first instance to ñplunge [Africans] into irredeemable 

Slaveryò it was ñdoubly Criminalò that this happened at the hands of ñthe English, who on all 

Occasions shew the greatest Abhorrence of Slavery.ò274 This piece and those which preceded it 

presented a remarkable condemnation of chattel bondage based on the inherent immorality of 

slavery as well as the innate equality of the enslaved with their enslavers, especially considering 

the appearance of such texts so soon after the conclusion of the Jamaican Maroon War. But they 

were hardly exceptional. These publications were well in line with English mythical traditions 

that had displaced the reality of chattel bondage in the Empire for over a century past.  
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Figure 6 Depiction of Job Ben Soloman (Ayuba Suleiman Diallo) and William Ansah Sessarakoo (1749-1750), etching and 

engraving, unknown artist, based on paintings by William Hoare and Gabriel Mathias in 1733 and 1749, respectively. As told in 

the Gentlemanôs Magazine, these two men were ñbaselyò enslaved and won their liberation in London. Their stories mirror that 

of the two men in Massachusetts who were freed one hundred years earlier. By reading of Solomanôs and Sessarakooôs struggles, 

Londoners could applaud themselves for their love of liberty while erasing, much like Bay colonists did, their complicity in the 

slave trade.275 
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The Jamaican Marron War nevertheless marked a turning point in antislavery sentiment 

throughout the Empire. It now more prominently placed slaveryôs intrinsic immorality alongside 

its impolicy. This development spotlights how Black peopleôs resistance to their enslavement 

inside as well as outside the Empire put a fine point on many Englishmenôs prior misgivings 

towards the perpetuation of the practice in the colonies. Moreover, this shift was sharpened in 

Massachusetts by the self-scrutinizing tendencies of the Great Awakening and the challenges 

Black enslaved persons presented their coreligionists.276 In 1741, for instance, the town of 

Northfield sought to oust its minister, Benjamin Doolittle, in part because of his ownership of 

Abijah Prince ï glaring evidence, in their minds, of the ministerôs ñnotorious iniquity.ò This 

dispute eventually drew in no less a luminary than the protestant divine Jonathan Edwards, who 

came to his colleagueôs defense.277  

 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 
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277 For further analysis of the Northfield controversy, see Kenneth Minkema, ñJonathan Edwards on 
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region ï a colony-wide census recorded a mere 74 Black adults throughout the county in 1754 ï 

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 peripatetic minister-doctor 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 community, and he was seen by his congregants as more 

concerned with making money than tending to his flock. Long discontent with Doolittleôs neglect 

and cupidity merged with a sneaking suspicion that he was an Arminian heretic when the 

Northfield inhabitants became swept up in ña very great and general concernò by religious 

revivals. So they attempted to oust him from the pulpit.278 It was only when they attacked the 

minister for defending the ñlawful[ness]ò of slavery, however, that he felt compelled to ask 

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

 Doolittle was ñBaffle[d]ò and overwhelmed by his congregantsô attack on slavery, but 

Edwards warmed to the task, charging Northfieldôs faithful with hypocrisy when they channeled 

denominational and class resentments into moral exhortation. He countered that the church 

membersô ñobjections are not Conscientious but meerly to make difficulty & trouble for their 

Neighbours.ò As he pointed out, paralleling an argument he had read in the London Magazine a 

few years before, much as the Northfieldians may have complimented themselves for abstaining 

from slavery, they had never objected to the practice before and in fact they too ñEnjoy[ed] the 

privilegesò of it, benefiting as they did from the fruits of the Atlantic slave trade without 

 
278 Jonathan Edwards, A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God (Boston: Samuel Kneeland and 

Timothy Green, 1738), 12.  
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scruple.279 Even those Bay colonists who lived miles away from the Atlantic well knew the 

heinous crimes that were being perpetuated by other men far, far away, yet could convince 

themselves that such exploitation was not their immediate concern even as it proved essential to 

their way of life.  

Northfieldôs congregants would have objected that they were as hostile to the slave trade 

as they were to slavery, and that Edwards was being churlish and opportunistic himself in 

making such arguments. He, not coincidentally, owned several individuals throughout his life, 

which undoubtedly motivated him to claim that what he and Doolittle practiced was not true 

slavery at all; for ñslavery mainly Consists in . . . slavish cruel Labour.ò Edwards, like many who 

came before and after him, craftily used the myth of the slaveless society to protect enslaversô 

claims to their ñservantsò even in the face of its deployment as an antislavery refrain by others. 

There is nevertheless some truth in Edwardsô point that, ñall the diff[erence] there can beò 

between non-slaveholders in Massachusetts and those they accused ñis that they are not so 

immediate partakers.ò They too had to ñhave their slaves,ò just at the ñnext step.ò Edwards 

challenged Northfieldôs Calvinists to put their ñAnswers . . . in writingò if they truly cared about 

Black oppression and to speak out first and foremost against the slave trade, that ñfar more cruel 

slavery than that which they object against in those that have slaves here.ò280  

This they failed to do and, were it not for Edwardsô shorthand notes of his rebuttal, their 

protest against slavery, limited as it was, would have been entirely lost to history. It is unclear 

 
279 London Magazine, vol. (April 1737), 190-191; Edwards notes on the affair are reprinted in Minkema, 

ñJonathan Edwards on Slavery,ò 831-4. 
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what role Prince himself played in this episode, but, especially given he often labored for others 

in the Northfield community, it is more than possible he had complained of mistreatment by 

Doolittle, eliciting the townsmenôs compassion or, at least, inspiring them to make use of his 

plight to score their point. Other such small dramas surely played out across the colony and over 

the decades, especially by the mid-eighteenth century. And Northfieldôs affair reminds us that, 

even when it comes to well-documented, highly literate, eighteenth-century Massachusetts, the 

sources we have at our disposal only provide glimpses into a past era that has largely gone 

unrecorded. It provokes us to consider that the comparatively high frequency of documents 

speaking to the challenges slavery, and the enslaved themselves, presented to white colonists 

throughout this time and place are but ripples on the lake of their historical experience.  

Whatever was happening elsewhere in Massachusetts in the 1740s, at the end of the 

Northfield controversy the beleaguered Doolittle quietly sold, not manumitted, Prince to another 

man in town. Prince in fact orchestrated this exchange with the understanding that his new 

enslaver, Aaron Burtt, would eventually release him, and he was freed in 1751.281 But it is 

significant that the Northfield congregation did not come together to purchase Princeôs liberty 

after they made so much of his enslavement. If the townôs initial outrage evinces a greater degree 

of ñlocal . . . opposition to slaveryò in Massachusetts than historians have thus far appreciated, as 

Kenneth Minkema suggests, and exposes the greater moral orientation this sentiment was 

adopting by the 1740s, it also illustrates the persisting narrowness and partiality of white Bay 

 
281 After he secured his freedom, Prince went on to marry his wife Lucy Terry and joined the ranks of New 

Englandôs independent yeoman; Gerzina, Mr. and Mrs. Prince, 25-49; Sharon M. Harris, Executing Race: Early 
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colonistsô concerns when it came to perpetual, hereditary Black bondage.282 Many white 

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

Aspirationally limited as Massachusetts antislavery sentiment remained by mid-century, 

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 by continuing agitation from 

the enslaved themselves. James, for instance, won a declaration of his freedom from the General 

Court in 1737 with the support of Rev. Joshua Gee (an ardent Whitefieldian) and Grafton 

Feveryear (an old ally of Cotton Mather), both of whom helped provide him with a heavy surety 

of £200.283 He also received oblique support from Samuel Kneeland ï printer of the New 

England Weekly Journal and the revivalist Christian History ï when the publisher decided to 

reprint the Athenian Oracleôs antislavery attack whilst Jamesô petition was being deliberated 

upon.284 Adamôs influence, however indirectly, still lived on.  

Several years later, in May 1745, Peter Isaac successfully won his freedom in the 

Worcester County Court of Common pleas, and perhaps he too swayed othersô actions. The same 

month Isaac won his case, Worcesterite Esther Chandler refused to marry the minister Thomas 

Clapp unless he ñpromised to liberateò his enslaved laborers. He agreed to her demands (though 

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

 
282 Minkema, ñJonathan Edwardsô Defense of Slavery,ò 24. 

283 Geeôs support of James is noteworthy as he had at least two ñservantsò himself by his death in 1750, 

including a man he had named ñOnesimus;ò Probate Records of Suffolk County, Massachusetts, Vol. 44: 1750, 

Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), 447-450.    

284 New England Weekly Journal, June 21, 1737; Timothy W. Gloege, ñThe Trouble with Christian 

History: Thomas Princeôs Great Awakening,ò Church History, vol. 82, no. 1 (2023): 125-165.  
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that, a few years before his betrothal, he had encountered similar difficulties in his parish in 

Taunton as Doolittle had in Northfield. Clappôs parishioners swore that ñthey would never settle 

another rich manò after they kicked him from the pulpit.285 Whether they explicitly objected to 

the several enslaved persons he held is unclear, but not unlikely.  

Black activities elsewhere throughout Great Awakening New England helped 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 

preconceptions.286 In Canterbury, Connecticut, for instance, an enslaved man named Greenwich 

delivered an address to the congregants of the Church of Christ in 1754 on the subject of slavery. 

Arguing against the notion that Africans were the ñseed of Canaanò and thus cursed to be 

enslaved forever, Greenwich called forth to ñlet go every man his brotherò demanding that 

ñJustise must Take plase.ò His listeners must have been receptive to what he said. Not only had 

they extended Greenwich this extraordinary opportunity to educate them on the evils of slavery. 

They later accepted him as a full member of their congregation and he ñvoted on church affairs 

like any other male full member.ò287 

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 
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preached throughout New England in the 1740s. Whitefield intoned in speech and writing that 

whites were in no ñWay better by Nature than the poor Negroes.ò Both ñare naturally capable of 

the same improvement.ò288 Enslaved persons throughout the region surely made similar claims, 

though less formally, as did Greenwich and Whitefield.289 And they almost 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 (Figures 7 and 8).  

 
288 New England Weekly Journal, April 29, 1740; General Magazine and Historical Chronicle (May 1741). 

289 As the Old Light Congregationalist Nathan Bowen groused, ñCommon negrosò were exhorting ñtheir 

Betters even in the pulpit, before large assemblys [sic]ò throughout the period; ñExtracts from Interleaved Almanacs 

of Nathan Bowen, Marblehead, 1742-1799,ò Essex Institute Historical Collections, vol. 91 (1955), 169.  
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Figure 7 Jersey Nanny, engraving 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, a native of 

Boston who grew up during the Great Awakening, renders Arnold with quiet dignity despite her humble status and occupation. In 

the accompanying poem he argues that, through Arnold, ñNature her various Skill displays.ò He also makes the egalitarian claim 

that all human beings are descended from ñthe common Motherò and that, then, ñLadies, let not Pride resist her, / But own that 

NANNY is your Sister.ò290 

 
290 This print was advertised for sale in Boston by J. Buck in 1748. A copy is currently held at the Boston 

Museum of Fine Arts, https://collections.mfa.org/objects/171984.   
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Figure 8 Sea Captains Carousing in Surinam, with enlarged detail. Painting by John Greenwood, ca. 1755. Greenwood painted 

this scene at the request of its subjects, most of whom were Rhode Island-based slave traders. Though the merchants were 

amused at this satirical depiction of their own debauchery, the painting illustrates many of the vices Massachusetts colonists 

commonly associated with licentious West Indian enslavers, as well as Greenwoodôs personal disdain of them. The artist 

provocatively juxtaposes the scantily clad, miserable looking enslaved children cast to the sceneôs margins (detail) with the 

indulgent revealers. He also portrays himself fleeing the establishment with a candle, appalled by the sight before him.291 

 
291 John Greenwood, Sea Captains Carousing in Surinam, ca. 1755, held at the Saint Louis Art Museum, 
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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 mid-Atlantic and back. The Philadelphian Quaker Benjamin Lay, for instance, 

republished Sewallôs Selling of Joseph in his All Slave-Keepers Apostates in 1738, prompting the 

New England Yearly Meeting to endorse Englishman John Bellôs antislavery Epistle in 1741 and 

to prohibit the importation of enslaved Africans by non-Quakers in 1744.292 Shortly after this 

latest resolution, John Woolman preached against slavery throughout the northeast, resulting in 

the publication of his Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes in 1754.293 Woolmanôs 

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 

1760.294 Meanwhile, a year after Woolmanôs Considerations was published and Massachusetts 

conducted a census of the colonyôs Black enslaved persons, the congregational deacon Timothy 

Pickering convinced white Salemites to petition the General Court against the slave trade. He 

was an ardent antislavery spokesman throughout the rest of his life, and his children, Timothy Jr. 

and John, later supported efforts to abolish slavery as well.295 Even among those who were not 
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directly connected to these developments, however, such as Thomas Bacon in Maryland or John 

Wesley in Georgia, the mid-eighteenth centuryôs broader religious revivals helped push them to 

stand against chattel bondage, suggesting that many others in the colonies were similarly 

influenced.296  

 While some of these antislavery advances were better known in Massachusetts than 

others, colonists there did not only hear condemnations of slavery from religious enthusiasts. 

Antislavery attacks increasingly made an appearance in the colony via secular British sources in 

addition to the above-mentioned Athenian Oracle (which was regularly sold in Boston 

throughout the century), the Political State of Great Britain, and the Gentlemanôs and London 

magazines.297 Massachusetts readers also encountered antislavery ideas through a number of 

popular British compositions which ostensibly had little to say about slavery, but which would 

later influence future activists in the colony. These include poetical works such as Popeôs wildly 

influential ñEssay on Man,ò James Thomsonsô (of ñRule Brittaniaò fame) ñSummer,ò Richard 

Savageôs ñOf Publick Spirit in Regard to Publick works,ò and James Graingerôs ñThe Sugar-

Cane;ò prose literature by Aphra Behn, Richard Steele, and Jonathan Swift; and biographies and 

travel narratives such as John Atkinsô Voyage to Guinea, Samuel Johnsonôs Life of Sir Francis 
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Drake and John Newtonôs Authentic Narrative.298 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, were rarely reprinted in Massachusetts, and seemed to inspire no one in the 

colony to speak out in slaveryôs defense.299 This stark imbalance suggests that antislavery 

sentiment in Massachusetts had become as unexceptional, even prominent, a feature of print and 

public discourse in the 1750s as it was in England. 300  

 Bay colonistsô growing unease with slavery would only have been strengthened as the 

works of key thinkers from the continental Enlightenment also made their way to British North 

America. Among these were the widely read philosophes Montesquieu, Diderot, Louis de 

Jaucourt, and Rousseau, all of whom influenced the colonyôs more definitive shift against 

slavery in the 1760s and 1770s.301 Even more important, however, were those writers affiliated 
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with the emergent Scottish moral tradition: James Foster, Francis Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and 

George Wallace.302 As the historian Henry May noted, colonial North 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 whom, as scholar Roger Anstey points out, 

specifically condemned slavery.303  

 Foster, for instance ï whose insistence on the necessity of ñdifferent classes, different 

orders and degreesò was of a piece with New England social theories ï viciously attacked ñthe 

practice of [slavery in] modern timesò as ñmuch more criminal, a more outrageous violation of 

natural rightsò than any civilization had hitherto committed.304 Hutcheson likewise agreed that 

ñmen differ much from each other in wisdom, virtue, beauty and strength.ò But he thought it 

ñstrange, that in any nation where a sense of liberty prevails, where the Christian religion is 

professed, custom and high prospects of gain can so stupify the consciences of men, and all sense 

of natural justice.ò305 And Adam Smith was the most unsparing, condemning colonial slave 

holding practices so violently that one enslaver, Arthur Lee of Virginia, felt honor-bound to 
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respond.306 Wallace struck a less hostile tone shortly after Smithôs attack that resonated with 

earlier antislavery statements in Massachusetts, perhaps explaining why colonists there later 

more often utilized his work when they spoke out themselves. ñIt is monstrous to look upon 

human creatures as parts of our estate, and to maintain . . . men [like] brutes,ò he said. Indeed, 

ñMen and their liberty are not in commercio; they are not either saleable or purchaseable.ò307  

 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 addressed larger issues in 

socio-ethical philosophy. Despite this mid-century rise in antislavery sentiment, however, there 

remained many in England and Massachusetts alike who were unconvinced that holding African-

descended persons in bondage was morally problematic. This included some of the Bay colonyôs 

most prominent civil and commercial leaders, many of whom, such as the Belchers, Cabots, 

Clarkes, Faneuils, Pepperells, Vassals, and 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 trade.308 

 These families may have lent slave-trading a degree of prestige in colonial 

Massachusetts, as many historians have argued. But even some traders, such as Jonathan 
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Belcher, mentioned above, and William Vassal harbored misgivings about African enslavement, 

Moreover, few residents in the colony would have been aware that the wealth these families 

acquired stemmed from the slave trade.309 Such commerce made up only a fragment of even 

Bostonôs most invested merchantsô enterprises ï slave ships accounted for only ñabout six in 

every one thousand clearances in the cityò ï and, as historian Sean Kelley notes, few if any of 

these men could be considered bona fide ñslave traders,ò if, by that term, ñwe mean a merchant 

whose principal business was procuring captives in Africa.ò310 Even at the tradeôs 

prerevolutionary peak in the 1760s, Massachusetts merchants outfitted less than five ships per 

year for the African coast (Figure 9). Among those who were aware that these men and women 

were enriching themselves from commodifying human beings, however, some at least found it 

diabolical.    
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Figure 9311 

   

 
311 ñSlave Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database,ò last accessed November 20, 2023, at 

https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/database. 
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The Boston-born minister Jeremy Belknap, for instance, was aghast at such behavior, 

condemning Massachusettsô slave traders for perpetuating the ñmost damnable hypocrisy in 

making religion a cloke for their Avarice and Cruelty.ò They were not redeeming African men 

and women from ñheathenish darknessò by bringing them to the Americas, as they so often 

insisted. They were treating them like chattel goods. Belknap, ña product of both moderate 

Calvinism and the moderate Enlightenment,ò according to biographer George Kirsch, manifested 

from childhood a moral hostility to slavery that would soon become a distinctive feature of 

Massachusettsô political discourse. He blanched while reading the Gentlemanôs, London, and 

American magazines antislavery articles, commenting in the margins of these works on how men 

elsewhere in the world treated the enslaved not ñas humane Creatures . . . of the same species 

with himselfò but instead ñused them with the utmost Cruelty, whipping and torturing them for 

the slightest faults.ò312 Belknap was giving voice 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 mid-eighteenth century. Nor was he alone. As he grew into his 

maturity, 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 Pickering, and 

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 Kirsch, Jeremy Belknap: A Biography (New York: Arno Press, 1982), 49, 175, 189. 
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 These men had grown up learning the myth of the slaveless society; namely, 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 else. And these men would weaponize this belief when they 

perceived that Britain had fallen from its fabled perch. They had drunk deeply from a wellspring 

of antipathy to slavery that had obtained in Massachusetts and the metropole for over a century, 

one which had gained a new critical edge in the wake of newfound revelations in religion and 

reason. And they watched and worried as their home became ever more implicated 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 reality, and the 

colonial opposition movementôs espousals for liberty from imperial taxation helped them 

recognize that this abyss could no longer be ignored. But 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, and Felix Holbrook to make myth real.  

 



133 

 

PART II:  SOMERSETôS BOSTON 

 

Somerset arrived in Boston with Charles Steuart, the man who claimed him as property, in the 

early months of 1768.313 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 manservant.314 Both men, 

enslaver and enslaved, would have known Bostonôs reputation well before they set foot in the 

city. The ñMetropolis of Seditionò had already become notorious as a hive of anti-imperial 

agitation, a leader in the colonial protest movement. As he made his 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 the British Empireôs employ. Somerset, for his part, 

may have looked on with curiosity: who were these men and women making so much noise 

about ñliberty, liberty, libertyò? 

 It was neither manôs first encounter with a city in turmoil. Steuart previously served as 

Surveyor General of the Eastern Middle District from 1764 to 1767 (another customs-collecting 

 
313 Boston Chronicle, March 28, 1768, Boston Gazette, April 7, 1768, Boston News-Letter, April 7, 1768, 

Boston Evening-Post, 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; Charles Steuart Letterbooks, Vol. 1, 

Manuscript Am.1599, Historical Society of Pennsylvania. For more on Somersetôs life in the colonies prior to 

Boston, see Kirsten Sword, ñSomerset v. Steuart as an American Case: Reconstructing James Somersetôs 

Networks,ò Somerset@250: Facts, Interpretations, Legacies, eds. Matthew Mason and David Waldstreicher. Much 

of the substance of Part II will appear in the authorôs forthcoming chapter, ñSomersetôs Boston, Bostonôs Somerset: 

The Provincial Dimensions of an Imperial Controversyò also in Somerset@250.  

314 Boston Gazette, October 26, 1767; Boston Evening-Post, October 26, 1767; Dora Mae Clark, ñThe 

American Board of Customs, 1767-1783,ò American Historical Review, Vol. 45, No. 4 (1940): 777-806; Thomas C. 

Barrow, Trade and Empire: The British Customs Service in Colonial America, 1660-1775 (Cambridge, MA: HUP, 

1967), esp. 186-252.  
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post), in which capacity he traveled, with Somerset in tow, for nearly two-hundred days a year 

through New Jersey, Pennsylvania, New York, all the way to Canada, to collect his Majestyôs 

revenues.315 He held the unenviable distinction of ñcorrect[ing] and prevent[ing] future abusesò 

in colonial customs collections under his domain. Steuart proved successful at his job despite the 

maelstrom of discontent he encountered, especially after the passage of the Stamp Act. Salem, 

Perth Amboy, Albany, New York, even Quebec ï nearly all the ports under Steuartôs purview ï 

experienced upheavals of one sort or another as a result of Parliamentôs new taxes on stamped 

papers, and it was his job to squeeze them for more. As they rested in Philadelphia in December 

1765, after the yearôs travel was over, Somerset and Steuart could see the flames dance high into 

the night as Pennsylvanians turned their share of stamps into a sacrificial pyre on High Street. 

When they visited Steuartôs former residence in Norfolk earlier in November, tales circulated of 

the ñSons of Libertyò who formed during their absence. They reached New York in May 1766, 

just after the city celebrated the repeal of Parliamentôs dreaded legislation.316 Cheers hailing the 

colonistsô glorious victory over awful ñtyrannyò could still be heard along its streets.317    

 
315 Correspondence and Papers of Charles Steuart, Cashier and Paymaster, American Board of Customs, 

MSS.5025-5046, National Library of Scotland, Archives and Manuscripts Division. Steuart 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 James Parker, May 

29, 1767, quoted in M.S. Weiner, ñNew Biographical Evidence on Somersetôs Case,ò Slavery and Abolition, Vol. 

23, No. 1 (2002), 124. 

316 Steuart, Correspondence and Papers. 

317 For more on the Stamp Actôs reception in America, see Edmund and Helen Morgan, The Stamp Act 

Crisis: Prologue to Revolution (Chapel Hill, NC: UNCP, 1995).  
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 Steuart, like many well-paid officials in the British empire, had little but contempt for 

colonial agitatorsô paeans to freedom. It is unclear, however, what Somerset made of all this.318 

Maybe he too looked askance at those who whipped others while they yelped in rage. Maybe, 

like fellow enslaved people in Charleston, South Carolina, he felt eager to join the colonistsô 

calls for ñliberty,ò even if it made them tremble.319 Or perhaps he thought not much of either side 

of the imperial conflict but began now to think of how his own fight for freedom might take 

shape. Somersetôs thoughts and feelings are all but lost to us, as is all too often the case when 

trying to reclaim the 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 

nothing. Historians can nevertheless ascertain Somersetôs likely whereabouts in the fateful years 

of 1760s North America through Steuartôs little-examined correspondence. These documents 

allow us to reconstruct the circumstances that surrounded the end of Somersetôs time in the 

colonies and recover his possible connections to other Black enslaved persons in Boston ï such 

as Jenny Slew, Phillis Wheatley, and Felix Holbrook ï who would also engage in the fight 

against slavery.320 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 before making 

 
318 Despite Steuartôs hostility to the patriot cause, he does not seem to have garnered much ire in return. 

When most of the rest of the customs commissioners had to flee to Castle William in 1768, Steuart felt safe to 

remain in Boston proper; Essex Gazette, March 14, 1769; Boston Evening-Post, March 20, 1769.  

319 The Papers of Henry Laurens, eds. George Rogers, David Chesnutt, and Peggy Clark (Columbia, SC: 

USCP, 1976), 5:53. 

320 A. Francis Stewart, ñLetters from Virginia. 1774-1781,ò Magazine of History, Vol. 3 Nos. 3 & 4 (1906), 

151-161 and 211-218; Weiner, 121-136; Sword, ñAn American Case.ò   
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their way to back to North America, finding both a sender and receiver in Boston, a city 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 

opposition movement in Boston, who asserted that ñthe colonists are by the law of nature 

freeborn, as indeed all men are, white or Black.ò321 Such an outright statement of racial equality 

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 Jonathan Boucher celebrated Britainôs victory over France in the 

Seven Years War in 1763, for instance, he exhorted his parishioners to ñbestow some 

consideration on the case of those sad outcasts of society, our negro-slaves.ò Boucher admitted 

that slavery was ñlawfulò and premised his speech on the fact that ñslavery is to be objected to, 

not so much from itôs [sic] tendency to debase and injure slaves (though I am sensible it does this 

in a considerable degree), as from itôs [sic] being injurious to society at large.ò He nevertheless 

expressed his utter ñabhorrence of slaveryò and advocated for the ñgeneral abolitionò of the 

practice throughout the colonies by gradual means. Like his peers elsewhere in British North 

America who spoke out against slavery, Boucher was directly inspired by English mythical 

traditions which held that slavery was incompatible with the development of a civilized, modern, 

commercial society, and which insisted that nothing could justify a masterôs pretensions to 

ñunlimited authorityò over his enslaved. But he also sampled arguments from more recent 

 
321 James Otis, Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (Boston: Benjamin Edes and John Gill, 

1764), 43.  
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vintage, including Montesquieuôs claim that ñthe state of slavery is, in itôs [sic] own nature, 

bad.ò322  

 Boucher was not the only one in the Chesapeake to express his discomfort with slavery, 

and his sermon reflected a rising discomfort with the institution that was spreading even 

throughout the South. As in Pennsylvania, the Quakers took the lead in this shift, and Somerset 

could have heard rumors of their debates when they gathered just outside of Norfolk. Under the 

guidance of Edward Stabler and Robert and Samuel Pleasants, Virginia Friends began agitating 

against the slave trade and even called for the emancipation of enslaved persons held by their 

coreligionists.323 The most strident attacks Somerset may have encountered, however, came from 

one of the highest members of Virginian society, the plantation slaveholder Arthur Lee.  

In response to Adam Smithôs condemnation of colonial slaveholding practices in the 

Theory of Moral Sentiments, and 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 American policy in 1764. Lee condemned 

ñthe British merchants, who fix, like cankers, on [colonial estates], and utterly consume them,ò 

and implied that they were to blame for that ñtrade, the most unfortunate that could be devised . . 

. the importation of African slaves.ò Lee also complained that he and his fellow Americans ñare 

treated, not as the fellow-subjects, but as the servants of Britain.ò He did not merely vent his 

 
322 Jonathan Boucher, ñDiscourse I: On the Peace in 1763,ò A View of the Causes and Consequences of the 

American Revolution; in Thirteen Discourses (London: G.G. and J. Robinson, 1797), 38-9, 41,  

323 William Fernandez Hardin, ñLitigating the Lash: Quaker Emancipator Robert Pleasants, the Law of 

Slavery, and the Meaning of Manumission in Revolutionary and Early National Virginiaò (PhD diss., Vanderbilt 

University, 2013), 11-56. 
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resentment, however. He took this opportunity to make a deliberate case for the ñabolition of 

slavery,ò a question he considered ñof the utmost importance to the colonies.ò Reiterating 

common condemnations that portrayed European slave traders as ñbrib[ing]ò African kings into 

selling their subjects, and decrying Black enslavement as a rank violation ñof justice and 

humanity,ò Lee emphasized above all that slavery was injurious to white society. It hindered 

ñscienceò and ñcommerce,ò both of which flew ñfrom oppressionò and could only flourish 

ñunder the wings of liberty.ò More urgent still, ñthe very dangerò the enslaved posed to society 

was enough to advocate its abolition. Yes, slavery was ñrepugnant to justice,ò ñinconsistent with 

civil policy.ò It was ñmorally impossible that any nation should be happy or powerfulò that 

depended upon it. But most of all, as the many antislavery advocates in Massachusetts had 

previously cautioned, it ñendangers the community.ò324 

 Leeôs attack on slavery was 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 claim.325 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. 

Benezet 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 America (London: 1764), 20-22, 31, 

37, 39, 42-3. Lee reiterated many of these arguments in a subsequent article published in Virginia Gazette, March 

19, 1767, and republished in Pennsylvania Chronicle, May 11, 767, and Boston Post-Boy, December 26, 1768.  

325 Lee, Vindication, 10-16. Daniel B. Klein and Kendra H. Asher, ñAdam Smithôs Unmerited Censure: 

Revisiting a Satirical 1764 Pamphlet on Slavery,ò American Political Thought, vol. 11, no. 1 (2022): 48-72. Klein 

and Asher cast doubt on Leeôs authorship of An Essay in Vindication, but do not thoroughly provide their reasons 

for doing so. Comparing An Essay to Leeôs later antislavery attack in 1767, however, it seems highly likely he 

authored both works given their strong strategic homology and reliance on nearly all the same 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 presented an Epistle with John Woolman to the 

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting.326 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 Negroes, appeared in 1759 

and largely rehashed arguments that had been made repeatedly against slavery since the 

seventeenth century. As the title of his work suggests, it was the slave trade that remained the 

primary subject of Benezetôs scorn, at least in this early effort. Human trafficking was 

ñinconsistent with the Gospel of Christ, contrary to natural Justice, and the common feelings of 

Humanity, and productive of infinite Calamites to many Thousand Families . . . and 

consequently offensive to God,ò he wrote. But, however heinous man-stealing was, he was not 

yet ready to condemn those who actually held African men and women in bondage. He argued 

that ñevery Purchaser as he encourages the Trade, becomes partaker in the Guilt of itò ï as nearly 

every other Anglo antislavery writer had claimed before ï but Benezet also felt that there were 

yet many ñwell minded Persons, into whose Hands some of the Negroes have fallen, either by 

Inheritance, Executorship, or even some perhaps purely from Charitable Motives.ò ñThese I truly 

sympathize with,ò he said.327 It is hard to imagine Somerset felt the same. 

 
326  Maurice Jackson, Let This Voice Be Heard: Anthony Benezet, Father of Atlantic Abolitionism 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 31-56.  

327 Anthony Benezet, Observations on the Inslaving, Importing and Purchasing of Negroes (Germantown: 

Christopher Sower, 1759), 9, 4; Jonathan D. Sassi, ñAfricans in the Quaker Image: Anthony Benezet, African Travel 

Narratives, and Revolutionary-Era Antislavery,ò Journal of Early Modern History, vol. 10, nos. 1-2 (2013): 95-130. 
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 Whatever enslaved observers made of Benezetôs argument, it apparently proved popular 

with many of his white contemporaries, and this was almost certainly because of his cautious 

approach. Observations was quickly republished in 1760, followed up by another, longer, piece 

against the African slave trade in 1762.328 This new tract, A Short Account of Africa, 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 variety of accounts of the West African coast 

and quoted extensively from the Scottish moralists George Wallce, Francis Hutchenson, and 

James Foster.329 And, in the second edition, its epigraph was taken from Richard Savageôs poem 

ñOn Publick Spirits.ò330 Benezet thus artfully pulled together many threads of Atlantic British 

antislavery sentiment to help underscore not only the injustice of slavery, but also its 

unpopularity among the leading intellectuals of the day and its incompatibility, if rightly 

understood, with Britain's destiny. He implied that what he advocated for was eminently 

conventional.  

Benezet repeated in this new work many of the arguments he made two years before. But 

he now also forwarded a modest plan that would not only entail the abolition of the slave trade, 

but also the eventual liberation of Americaôs colonial enslaved. ñAs to those already purchased, 

or born among us,ò he suggested that they should be free after serving enough time to 

 
328 Anthony Benezet, Observations on the Inslaving, Importing and Purchasing of Negroes (Germantown: 

Christopher Sower, 1760). 

329 Anthony Benezet, A Short Account of the Part of Africa, Inhabited by the Negroes (Philadelphia: 1762) 

330 Anthony Benezet, A Short Account of the Part of Africa, Inhabited by the Negroes (Philadelphia: John 
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compensate enslavers for their initial purchase. He also recommended, however, that even in 

freedom they should still be watched by local Overseers of the Poor to make sure they made ña 

proper Use of their Liberty.ò And if they proved truculent in bondage, their time might be 

ñlengthen[ed]ò indefinitely. In this way, colonial sins would be absolved, the enslaved would 

ñgrow up to be useful Members of the Community,ò and the ñSecurity and Welfareò of the 

colonies would be achieved both by their absence and the greater immigration of whites ñwho, if 

not prevented, on Account of the great Number of Negroes, would be likely to come over into 

the Coloniesò in much greater numbers.331 Some of the enslaved, he threatened, might remain in 

chains the rest of their lives.  

Benezet thus neither represented a radical break in the Anglo-American antislavery 

tradition nor 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 been well received, as a 

second edition of this second work was pressed soon after the first. Benezet was genuinely, 

deeply concerned about the brutal treatment the enslaved met with North America, like many 

who came before him. But 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 certainly would 

have been nettled by the suggestion that enslaved persons had to continue to be overseen by 

white colonists even in freedom. 

 
331 Ibid, 70-1, 79. 
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 Many of the works Benezet, Lee, Boucher, and others pulled from in their attacks were 

widely read in the colonies, and their reuse of them raises the likelihood that Somerset was 

familiar with the larger currents of white Anglo-American antislavery agitation as well. He likely 

even heard of another work which made the most significant splash on the subject of Black 

enslavement in the 1760s. This was a pseudonymous tract concerning Two Dialogues on the 

Slave Trade, which Benezet excerpted at length in his A Short Account. The dialogues set one ñJ. 

Philmoreò against a slave trading friend of his, ñMr. Allcraft,ò who, by the bookôs end is 

convinced not only that he should no longer sponsor future African-bound freights, but that he 

should ñlay aside some part of my annual income, to redeem some of the blacks, and set them at 

liberty.ò332 Man-stealing remained the more urgent sin in this tract, but withdrawing from it was 

inextricably linked, in the reformed Allcraftôs mind, with freeing Black individuals currently 

held in chains.  

This pamphlet marks one of the most radical stances against slavery and the slave trade to 

appear in the pre-revolutionary era, as historian David Brion Davis notes, and Philmoreôs 

language was hostile indeed.333 He argued that forcing men and women into perpetual bondage 

was ñan affront put upon mankind, upon the whole human race, which should raise a generous 

resentment and indignation in the breast of every one, that partakes of the human nature, and 

have any notion of the dignity or it, or any sense of humanity.ò He even laid the ñheavy chargeò 

that ñWhoever does, by unjust force and violence, deprive another of his liberty . . . reduces him 

 
332 J. Philmore, Two Dialogues on the Man-Trade (London: 1760), 62.  

333 David Brion Davis, ñNew Sidelights on Early Antislavery Radicalism,ò William and Mary Quarterly, 
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to such a condition . . . as evidently endangers his life . . . is guilty of murder.ò But it was not 

only enslavers themselves who were guilty. ñWhy, all, that are concerned in carrying on the man 

trade, are accomplices in it, all, that encourage in this trade, are accessary to it.ò Purchasers were 

as bad as traders in the evil business, their claim on those they enslaved no stronger than those 

who had first stolen them. Nor were they the only ñaccessoriesò to this villainy. ñThe blame or 

guilt of it does in some measure lie upon the government, upon the whole legislature of 

England.ò334 Parliament, sacred libertyôs sanctioned guardian, was responsible for the 

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 and to directly pressure 

Parliament to take 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 agitation against the slave trade mightily. Spokespersons soon thereafter 

began to attack the British government directly rather than individual slave traders for slaveryôs 

perpetuation. We may observe, however, once we place Phillimoreôs strident rhetoric in this 

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 lay emphasis on slaveryôs violation of the golden rule, to 

 
334 Philmore, 19, 37, 44,  



145 

 

assert that ñman-stealing is a kind, and indeed the worst kind of sacrilege,ò to contend that 

protestant Englishmen should not lower themselves to the level of ñSpaniards,ò and to rely on the 

commonplace observation that ñthe receiver is as bad as the thief.ò Nor did Philmore see himself 

as a radical martyr swimming against the currents of his time. He saw his arguments as of a piece 

with English liberation traditions stretching back to ñMr. Lock.ò Even when Philmore argued 

that the enslaved could ñlawfullyò resist their bondage by force, even if that meant they may in 

the process ñdestroy their oppressors,ò Philmore was hardly novel, except in his claim that ñit is 

the duty of others, white as well as black, to assist those miserable creatures, if they can, in their 

attempts to deliver themselves out of slavery, and to rescue them out of the hands of their cruel 

tyrants.ò335 The substance of these arguments, as we have seen, had already been voiced two 

decades earlier in the wake of the First Jamaican Maroon War.  

The unexceptional nature of Philmoreôs argument in the mid-eighteenth century British 

Atlantic World is 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 

Benezetôs and Leeôs only slightly less inflammatory arguments, in colonial newspapers up to 

independence.336 Philmore himself noted in a letter he addressed ñTo the Guinea Merchants in 

England,ò that ñyou are sensible that most men make objections against [your trade]ò and other 

contemporaries agreed.337 Even in an unfavorable review of his work, the London Critical 

 
335 Ibid, 20, 22, 54. 

336 See, for example, Virginia Gazette (Rindôs), March 19, 1767; Boston Gazette, September 21, 1767; 

Boston Post-Boy, December 26, 1768; Pennsylvania Chronicle, May 11, 1767; Connecticut Gazette, September 18, 
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Review, for instance, noted simply that it was ñbadly conducted, and the arguments trite and 

hackneyed.ò The only thing truly objectionable about the workôs content was that it sought to 

ñdemonstrate what no man ever doubted, that it is inhuman, unjust, and a violence against the 

laws of nature, to steal, kidnap, buy, sell, and traffic in our species of a different complexion, as 

though they were cattle, or any other transferable commodity.ò 338 The Critical Reviewôs editors 

were bothered by Philmoreôs lack of lyricism, but they agreed with the author that the slave trade 

was dismal shame in a nation ostensibly dedicated to liberty. Just as in Massachusetts, many 

Britons by the 1760s were already convinced that the 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 Crisis of 1765 inaugurated a sustained political crisis in the Empire centering on 

colonial American liberties. It would have been nigh-impossible 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 just as he 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 

than the leader Massachusettsô ñpopular party,ò James Otis, Jr. 

By the time Somerset first made his trek from Virginia to Canda, Otis was already a 

celebrated ñpatriotò who had been cheered throughout the colonies since 1761 for his stands 
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against the imperial government (Figure 10). Otis had argued from his earliest days as a public 

figure that British officials were wont to wield ñinstruments of slaveryò such as the infamous 

ñWrits of Assistanceò ï blanket warrants which granted custom officials the right to inspect 

colonial households for smuggled goods at whim ï which he would oppose until his ñdying 

day.ò339 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 ñever vindicateò the ñRights of mankind . . . to the utmost of [my] 

capacity and power,ò expanding on his earlier claims that ñHe who donôt consider himself as 

related to every one of the human Race, is unworthy of the Name Man.ò340 Otis published his 

most influential work, The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved, in June 1764, 

shortly before Somerset made his way from Quebec to New Jersey. And in it he made the 

powerful claim that ñThe Colonists are by the law of nature free born, as indeed all men are, 

white or black.ò341  

Historians have had a difficult time making sense of Otisô attacks on Black slavery. His 

condemnations have often been characterized as a series of inexplicable digressions from his 

main agenda, contesting imperial authority over the colonies. Or they have been cast 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 
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North America was peopled by a ñcompound mongrel mixture of English, Indian and Negroò 

descent.342 Otis, much like Sewall before him, has been seen as aberrant, exceptional, and 

isolated, forwarding antislavery ideas ñthat were certain to upset even his most enthusiastic 

supporters.ò343 Like Sewall, 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 tongue both because of his 

deep investment in Massachusettsô myth of the slaveless society and, very likely, by his 

encounters with enslaved Black women and men in Boston.  
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Figure 10 The Hon. James Otis, jun. Esq, woodcut344 
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John Adams recalled that Otis had wed antislavery and anti-imperialism since at least the 

time he spoke out against the Writs of Assistance in February 1761. Otis pled for the ñpoor 

Negroesò as well as white colonists when he argued for the ñinherent and inalienableò rights of 

all mankind, and in terms that no ñQuaker in Philadelphiaò had ñever assertedò more strongly.345 

Adams wrote of this episode several decades after it took place, and so may have 

misremembered it, but it is not impossible Otisô mind had already turned to the subject of actual 

(rather than metaphorical) slavery in the wake of Benezetôs and Philmoreôs publications the year 

prior. Alternatively, Otis may have only begun to forge this link when he became involved in a 

legal action over the ñwrongfulò enslavement of Sudbury and Seymour Allen in October.  

It is unclear how Otis became involved in the case Oliver v. Sale (1762), but it is almost 

certain that the Allen brothersô refusal to let John Oliver claim them as slaves triggered the 

dispute. They, or more likely their mother, Catherine, a free woman, may have even approached 

Otis as a perceived ally in their cause, asking him to threaten Oliver with legal action if he 

persisted holding them.346 It would not have been the only time members of Bostonôs Black 

community approached the Otis household to champion their rights, and James may have been 

all the more eager to accept when he considered it would humiliate one of the Oliver clan ï fast 

supporters of the royal government and his familyôs hated foes.347 Whatever the case, after 
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Oliver realized that the Allen brothers would not roll over and accept their bondage, he sued 

Captain John Sale for fraud, alleging that he had been sold the ñfree Mulatto Boysò on the 

premise that they were enslaved. Sale countered, however, that he only sold ñhis Right, if anyò to 

their time or labor as servants.348  

Chief Justice Thomas Hutchinson, a slave owner himself and another of Otisô mortal 

enemies, presided over the case.349 He tried to aid Oliver, his extended kinsman, by querying ñis 

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 them to be Hops?ò Otis had earlier voided the 

potential comparison of people to property by noting that, due to Massachusettsô ambiguous 

laws, there was no legal presumption equating Blackness with slaveness in the colony. He 

concluded that ñit is impossible in most Cases to know whether they [Black colonists] are free or 

not.ò But now, dodging Hutchinsonôs effort to ensnare him in an extended debate about the 

property equivalence of Black enslaved persons, Otis presented a white woman named Lydia 

Whitaker as a witness to Oliverôs and Saleôs initial exchange. As she deposed, ñSale told [Oliver] 

that he would not sell [the Allens] for Slaves because he understood they were to be free after 

some time.ò Otis convinced the jury that Oliver was an arrant scoundrel who ñsaid he would run 

the risk of their ever getting free,ò and so they found for the defendant.350 The Allen brothers 

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 
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joined them in Massachusetts. But at least the siblings knew 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 Allensô dispute, and his arguments were certainly inflected in some 

respect by other Black Bostoniansô struggles against their bondage. In November of 1762, three 

months after he successfully defended Sale, Otis claimed categorically that the basis of his 

political philosophy was ñ1. God made all men naturally equal. 2. The ideas of earthly 

superiority . . . are educational, at least acquired, not innateò and that, consequently, ñNo 

government has a right to make hobby horses, asses and slaves of [its] subject[s].ò351 If he was 

sincere in his full-throated 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 of the British Empire. Otis activated the myth Bay 

colonists and metropolitan Britons told themselves that slavery was fundamentally inimical to 

their precious traditions 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 Otisô weaponization of British antislavery fictions that we can finally make 

sense of what he and other opposition leaders were trying to attempt in 1764 and thereafter. 

These men merged politics antislavery and popular in Massachusetts from the earliest days of the 

imperial crisis. By the time Somerset arrived in Boston, it had become a hotbed of both anti-

parliamentarian and antislavery agitation.  
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One difficulty which presents itself in disentangling Otisô abstruse moral, legal, and 

political thought is his apparently casual racism.352 As scholars of revolutionary antislavery 

politics have been quick to point out, Otis bridled at the notion that metropolitan Britons 

conceived of ñall the Colonists [as] Indians, Negroes or Molattoes,ò even as he stridently insisted 

on the innate equality of all human beings. He insisted on multiple occasions that ñNinety nine in 

a hundred in the more northern Colonies are white, and there is as good blood flowing in their 

veins, save the blood royal, as any in the three kingdoms.ò353 Read out of context, it appears that 

Otis was simply leveraging widely held British prejudices to insist that he and other colonists, as 

white men, were full-blooded members of the empire, marking them, like their white countrymen 

in the metropole, uniquely fitted for the robust liberties of civilized, Protestant men. Placed 

within his larger oeuvre, 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 Caribbean, were the spiritual heirs of Britainôs libertarian traditions. 

Included among these inheritors, moreover, were ñhis majestyôs [North] American subjects, 

white, brown and black . . . five million of as true and loyal subjects as ever existed.ò Otis not 

only insisted abstractly that all men, of whatever race, were created free and equal. He swore that 

all the inhabitants of British North America, indeed of all ñthe dominions of the British crown, in 

Europe, Asia, Africa, and America are . . . but one people, fellow subjects of the most gracious 
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sovereign on earth, joint heirs to the rights and privileges of the best civil constitution in the 

world.ò The only ones who might be written out of the proverbial will were those ñCreolesò in 

the West Indies who ñfollow the example of [tyrannical] politicians, and ever employ a negroe to 

whip negroes.ò354 

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 should be preeminent over the far 

more lucrative, but far more degenerate, enslavers in the West Indies. It was the North American 

colonies, he warned, that may ñif truly understood, be one day the last resource, and best barrier 

of Great Britain herself.ò355 The West Indies had led the 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 humanityôs hopes, the birthright liberty of mankind. 

Colonial writers eagerly took up Otisô convenient portrayal of imperial politics. When 

British Caribbean islanders failed to stand up against the Stamp Act, for instance, a widely 

republished article sneered. Its author wished that ñthey may, like the Blacks, whom they make 

Slaves of with Rigourò (Leviticus 25:44-46: ñover your brethren the children of Israel ye shall 

not rule, one over another, with rigorò), ñbe deemed to wear the infernal Badge of Stamps about 

their Necks, until they, like the brave Sons of Liberty on the Continent, become FREE!ò356 It is 
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doubtful that Somerset had the means or sufficient familiarity with colonial-imperial relations to 

keep studiously apace with the intricacies of New Englandersô convoluted posturing ï how they 

could simultaneously condemn the West Indies as slaveholders while largely 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 attack. They would have been itching to 

push the popular party to more explicitly include the enslaved in this oppositional ethos.  

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 in line with Britainôs self-professed hostility to absolute or arbitrary power of any sort 

by doing so. And they readily built on the condemnations Locke and others had lobbed at 

Caribbean planters for the past century. Otis referred to the West Indies disdainfully as ña parcel 

of little insignificant conquered islands,ò and, far from digressing from his main point, 

underscored his argument that they deviated from British traditions by launching into a sustained 

attack on chattel bondage. He warned that ñthat cruel slavery exercised over the poor Ethiopiansò 

in the Empire ñthreatens one day to reduce both Europe and America to the ignorance and 

barbarity of the darkest ages,ò for ñIt is a clear truth, that those who every day barter away other 

mens liberty will soon care little for their own.ò ñTo this cause,ò then, ñmust be imputed that 

ferocity, cruelty and brutal barbarity that has long marked the general character of the sugar-

islanders.ò Unlike in the northern colonies Caribbean planters ñcan in general form no idea of 

government, but that which in person, or by an overseer, the joint and several representatives of a 

Creole, and of the D---l, is exercisôd over ten thousands of their fellow men, born with the same 

right to freedom, and the sweet enjoyments of liberty and life, as their unrelenting task masters.ò 
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Otis found, by contrast ñnothing in the laws of my country [Britain], that would justify the 

parliament in making one slave, nor did ever professedly undertake to make one.ò357 Otis was far 

too well versed in English common law to believe this ï he surely knew better ï but 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 to dissever the rusted iron chains which bound 

both to the Caribbean.  

Otisô most unique move in this vein was not his insistence on the natural rights of all 

mankind, however, as this claim had been made recurrently by other antislavery Anglo-

American writers since the seventeenth century. It was his expansive definition of British 

subjecthood. As he emphasized, ñthe colonists, black and white, born here, are free born British 

subjects, and entitled to all the essential civil rights of such.ò This was ña truth not only manifest 

from the provincial charters, from the principle of the common law, and acts of parliament; but 

from the British constitutionò itself. No such explicit affirmation could be found in Locke or any 

of the British or European thinkers Otis engaged with. Here he was directly inspired by 

Massachusettsô local mythologies to make the erroneous case that neither its ñprovincial 

charter,ò nor any of the others in North America, denied Black colonists ñessential civil rights.ò 

358 More immediately, however, he was perhaps further stimulated to make this move by the 

trials and travails of another one of Massachusettsô Black bound ñservants.ò  
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The aptly named Briton Hammon published the story of his life and adventures as a 

Briton par excellence in Boston in June 1760, shortly before Otis began crafting his antislavery 

arguments (Figure 11).359 In Hammonôs telling, he was as loyal, civilized, devout, and Protestant 

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 to recognize either condition outside of the titleôs 

reference that he was ñA Negro Man, ---- Servant to General Winslow, of Marshfield, in New-

England.ò Published in the heat of the Seven Years War, ñHammonsô tale captured the ultra-

patriotic mood of the moment, evincing and encouraging a strong sense of English nationalism 

among whites and blacks alike,ò as literary scholar Zachary Hutchins observes.360  

Hammonôs narrative referred to the Empireôs indigenous enemies in North America as 

ñthose barbarous and inhuman Savages.ò He recorded his refusal to ñserveò with dreaded 

ñSpaniardsò who tried to conscript him on a boat ñbound to Old-Spain.ò He mocked the romish 

pretensions of a Catholic Bishop in Cuba. He fought ñin the Kingôs Serviceò against the French 

on the high seas. And he concluded his work by praising ñthe Providence of that GODò who 

ñfreedò him ñfrom a long and dreadful Captivityò from Britainôs many ñSavageò enemies and 

ñreturnôd [me] to my own Native Land,ò Massachusetts. He was restored to liberty as Winslowôs 

ñservantò so that he might show the ñGreat Things the Lord hoth done for me.ò Hammon, by 

telling his story, not only became the first Black man published in the Empire. He actively 

contributed to his societyôs mythologies by portraying his return to servanthood in Massachusetts 
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as a deliverance from slavery. At no point in the narrative did he clarify whether he was simply 

Winslowôs ñservantò or in fact his ñslave.ò This deliberate ambiguity helped reinforce the claim 

of a ñtrueò English Captain Hammon met in his travels. This fellow warrior insisted that the 

Black man too was an ñEnglishmenò and that he too could claim Massachusetts as one of its 

ñNativeò sons.361 Hammonôs intentions in writing this narrative are obscure and made all the 

more impenetrable by the fact that it was almost certainly heavily edited by a white accomplice. 

Neither his sincerity nor his cynicism would have changed the reception of his work, however. 

The fact remains that the pamphlet helped inscribe Hammonôs place ï and, by implication, the 

place of other Black Americans ï as constitutive members of the British Empire.  
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Figure 11 A Narrative of the Uncommon Sufferings and Surprizing Deliverance of Briton Hammon, 1760. 
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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 at least heard of the ñcelebratedò hero, and both 

may have been impressed by his claims to patriotic subjecthood.362 Somerset, 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 and its actions by the time he left in 1769. Although Otis 

and other opposition leaders came from slaveholding families, or, in the case of the wealthy 

merchants Richard Darby and Edward Sheaffe, even 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 slavery.363 

 Before Somerset began his travels across the colonies, there were few indications that a 

decades-long campaign against slavery and the slave trade was about to be unleashed in 

Massachusetts. Parliament dissolved the Royal African Company in 1750, allowing American 

slavers greater direct access to the continent. Exacerbating this development, the Seven Years 

War drained the Bay Colony of its available young men, Black as well as white, rocketing its 
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already insatiable appetite for labor to new levels.364 The result was an influx of African enslaved 

persons in numbers unseen in Boston since the 1730s.365 The 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 ï a 28% increase. This 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 women.366  

Most of the Black enslaved persons bound for Massachusetts in the late 1750s and early 

1760s were captives taken directly from Africa, a first in the colonyôs history. This included the 

young Phillis Wheatley, another prominent Black Bay Colonist whose poetry later became 

famous throughout the British Atlantic. As at the dawn of the eighteenth century, as well as in 

the 1720s and 1730s, the expanded presence of forced Black emigres near the end of the Seven 

Years War exacerbated racial tensions in the colony, leading to a resurgence in both anti-African 

as well as antislavery sentiment. Hammon had tried to combat the former tendency through his 

performance as a native member of Massachusetts civil society. But, by the 1750s, Bostonôs 

Black population reached its colonial peak at about 10% of the townôs inhabitants, and Hammon 
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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 

ï and possibly because Codman had sexually abused her ï Mark and Phillis met with 

exceptionally brutal demonstrative punishments, even by the Puritan colonyôs infamous 

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 stake in Cambridge, and Mark was 

hanged at the gallows before his body was dragged to Charlestown commons and gibbeted, a 

grisly public spectacle that was remembered for years to come.367  

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 ñThe People here are very much tired of Negro Servants; and It is 

generally thought that it would be for the Public good to discourage their importation.ò368 The 

year after, Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson likewise noted the rise of an ñopinion that 

the permission of slavery has been a public mischiefò in Massachusetts.369 Both men were 

enslavers themselves, and would soon act to curb this rise in antislavery sentiment, but both were 
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also mindful that there existed good reasons to oppose the practice besides what Hutchinson 

would later derisively refer to as the ñmeerly moral.ò370 

 White opposition to both slavery and the slave trade thus remained as multivalent and 

contradictory in 1760s Massachusetts as it had throughout the pre-crisis era. If it continued to 

range in spirit from the ostensibly benevolent to the selfish, xenophobic, and strategic, however, 

it now merged with the natural rights rhetoric wielded by the nascent opposition movement. Otis, 

for instance, led a renewed legislative effort in February 1764 ñto prevent the increase of Slaves 

within this Provinceò shortly before he made his declamations in favor of the natural, and civil, 

rights of colonists both ñblack and white.ò371  

(See Appendix C for a detailed record of this and other antislavery legislation in 

Massachusetts as well as a brief note on the colonyôs legislative procedures). 

Otis was temporarily ñbought offò by Bernard and Hutchinsonôs pro-parliamentary ñcourt 

factionò when he helped introduce this bill, and it met with ill-success.372 Otis was forced to draft 

it in conjunction with the court factioneers Timothy Ruggles, Edmund Trowbridge Sr., and 

Chambers Russell. All three men were slaveowners but, however narrowly they tailored the bill 
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to fit their own interests, it proved unpopular within their bloc.373 The bill was voted down after 

only a second reading, despite their factionôs two-to-one majority in the House. But this was to 

be expected. Otis was almost certainly alone in advocating for this legislation amongst the party. 

Those associated with the court faction were Massachusettsô traditional social leaders, and thus 

were far more likely than the popular party to own slaves or be engaged in the slave trade. The 

party leadership was also well aware that the imperial government had issued explicit orders 

barring legislation seeking to curb the slave trade.374 Any bill the House might pass would 

consequently never meet with ñconcurrenceò from the Council, the legislatureôs upper body, let 

alone the governor. As its further discussion would only serve to highlight the growing distance 

between the interests of the Crown and its colonies, the court-dominated House chose to quash 

the bill early in its legislative career.375  

Otisô dalliance with Bernardôs court faction was brief, and he redefected to the popular 

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 unpopular Stamp Act, Otis 

joined hands with several other leaders from the opposition in an attempt to end slavery in 

Massachusetts once and for all. This included all three of Bostonôs other representatives, Speaker 

of the House Thomas Cushing, Clerk of the House Samuel Adams, and merchant-prince John 
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Hancock. Across 1766 and 1767, these men produced and brought to the floor ñA Bill to prevent 

the unwarrantable and unusual practice or custom of inslaving Mankind in this province, and the 

importation of Slaves into the same.ò376 The title of this prospective legislation was significant, 

signaling as it did the popular partyôs hostility towards not just the slave trade but also slavery 

itself. It suggested that they were intent, or wanted to be perceived as intending, not only to limit 

the expansion of chattel bondage but to abolish the practice altogether. Not since Bostonôs 

instructions to its representatives in the opening years of the eighteenth century had such a clear 

emphasis on slaveryôs abolition been made in the realm of Massachusettsô high politics. Nor had 

a bill hitherto characterized slavery as ñunwarrantable and unusual.ò Such language erroneously 

framed the practice in Massachusetts as both de facto and de jure illegitimate; something 

innately contrary to its local 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 ñunwarrantable and unusual practiceò billôs scope and intent may have been 

politically unprecedented. But the popular partyôs support of it was far more familiar: it was only 

one among many political tactics they deployed in the wake of the Stamp Act to embarrass 

Bernardôs administration. That is why the governorôs allies in the General Court set themselves 

to the task of killing it.  
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Samuel Dexter, an opposition leader in the House who supported the legislation, recalled 

later in his life that, even had the bill ñpassed both Houses, Gov. Bernard would not have signed 

itò and it met with determined resistance before then.377 The ñunwarrantable and unusual 

practiceò bill was abandoned almost immediately after its proposal, and the opposition opted to 

replace it with another, somewhat more conventional, act that would have placed an impost of 

£100 on future imported slaves. Such a massive 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 beholden to the governorôs whim as it had been before 

the Stamp Act, the General Courtôs upper body nevertheless remained a bastion of Bernardôs 

ñprerogativeò interests.378 The legislation was pared down 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 enslaved persons 

that would-be importers ñforfeitedò in lieu of payment. The House rankled at the Councilôs 

efforts to dictate terms on the bill, and so rejected the upper bodyôs revisions in favor of its 

original vote. Bernardôs allies had successfully run out the clock, however, and the General 
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Court was prorogued.379 When the opposition re-presented the bill at the next session of the 

legislature, it was immediately tabled. Otis and his allies seemed to believe there was no point 

reviving it so long as Bernard remained in power.380 

Limited though the ñunnatural and unusual practiceò act ultimately became as it made its 

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 presented a ripe opportunity for the 

popular party to demonstrate how they were sincere advocates of both liberty and ñthe people.ò 

They gleefully deployed it to cudgel their enemies with charges of corruption, cupidity, and 

inhumanity even before its demise. As early as October 1764, for instance (a few months after 

Otis had rejoined the popular party), one ñP.P.ò of Salem offered a series of proposals in the 

popular partyôs premier journal, the Boston Gazette, to ñpromote the real interests of the 

colonies, and consequently those of the mother country.ò Among these was the suggestion that 

ñeach legislature in most of the colonies . . . discourage, and if possible put a stop to the 

importation of negroes from Africa, and elsewhere, by subjecting the same to a very heavy and 

even prohibitory duty.ò The General Court had tried to do just that ñthe last year,ò he cryptically 
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remarked. But, for some inscrutable reason, this effort was ñopposôd and lostò despite the 

manifest harms slavery and the slave trade presented to the Empire.381  

Boston subsequently witnessed an unprecedented glut of anti-slavery publications in 

response to the popular partyôs endeavors to end the slave trade, most of which appeared in the 

Boston Gazette or were written by those allied to the opposition. Deacon Timothy Pickering, 

another Salemite, launched a puritanical diatribe against the excesses of the British Empire in 

1766, indicting the rampant luxury and intemperance he saw poisoning Anglo-American society, 

as well as its reliance on slave labor. He bemoaned ñhow contrary is our slavery to the spirit of 

the gospel,ò tearing, as it did, children ñfrom their tender parents . . . by hostile means & theftò to 

be driven ñinto pens and sold like beasts.ò Curiously, he also took this chance to advocate for a 

return to seventeenth-century white bondage practices. The apostles did not sanction the 

enslavement of Africans, Pickering contended, but he thought that white debtors should be. For 

then ñprodigal fathers & mothers, sons & daughters would naturally say to each other, we must 

be industrious & frugal or we shall be sold by and by.ò382 This secondary suggestion almost 

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 believe, even as Hutchinson and his allies in the judiciary attempted to make it so.  

Benjamin Edes and John Gill of the Boston Gazette followed Pickeringô suggestions by 

proffering a rare commentary on a series of Black-led attacks in New Hampshire. They 
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concocted a potent mixture wherein anxieties against slavery, old and new, were 

indistinguishable. Recording how a group of Black men tried to free two ñRunaway Negro[s]ò 

from the enslaver who had recaptured them, the printers despaired how such was ñthe blessed 

Effects of bringing Negro Slaves into the Country! Scarce one in a hundred proves good for any 

Thing . . . Quid Domini facient, audeut cum talia Fures?ò (ñWhat would the masters do when 

their servants dare such things?ò) Slavery posed a danger to white society, as prior generations of 

Bay colonists had emphasized. But now there was someone concrete to blame for its 

perpetuation. ñThe Guinea trade continuedò in the colony ñin Spight of Reason and 

Humanity.ò383 

Edes and Gill published over half a dozen articles or advertisements against the slave 

trade over the next two years in support of the popular partyôs legislation. The most powerful 

support they lent to this endeavor, however, appeared in a pamphlet they published in February 

1767. Some Considerations on Slavery was the colonyôs first locally authored, dedicated 

antislavery tract since Elihu Colemanôs Testimony of 1733. The work was written by one of Otisô 

allies outside of the House, the merchant son of a Calvinist minister, Nathaniel Appleton, Jr., 

who personally presented his essay to obdurate delegates in the General Court.384 He condemned 

slavery and the slave trade in no uncertain terms, referring to its supporters as ñfools or knavesò 

who were comparable to parricides and ñwhoremongersò in their villainy.385  
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Appleton largely followed Otisô lead in this work. He too weaponized the myth of the 

slaveless society to score his point, noting erroneously that ñGreat-Britain, the envy of the world, 

does not permit a slave on her happy island, but gives to every one freedom, which stamps himò 

ï another pun ï in the ñimage of his God.ò Meanwhile, ñthe greatest number by far of these 

miserable creatures are fixôd on the West India islands, where their fate in general is so 

extremely hard as to shock a humane tongue to relate or a humane ear to hear.ò He conveniently 

dichotomized his home with the degenerate West Indies, claiming that, as far as he cared, if the 

only way the Caribbean planters could produce their ñamazing profitò was on the backs of the 

enslaved, ñlet them sink then!ò And if those throughout the empire who were engaged in the 

slave trade were to fall into ruin by its abolition, ñLet them, and beg.ò Appletonôs primary intent 

was to pressure Massachusettsô legislators to support the popular partyôs antislavery bills. But he 

also addressed much of his pamphlet directly to the ñPlanter[s].ò He pleaded with them to ñlet 

humanity prevail . . . to quell tyrannic sway; knock off the chains / of heart-debasing slavery; 

give to Man / of every colour, and of every clime, / Freedom . . . Servants, not slaves; of choice, 

and not compellôd; / The Blacks should cultivate the Cane-land Isles.ò He was implying that, 

should the West Indies follow the fictitious model of their northern continental peers by having 

ñservantsò rather than slaves, then they too would finally join in Britainôs glorious train of 

liberty.386  

Appleton nevertheless also noted the presence of the enslaved in British North America, 

complaining how even in his home colony so few enslaved persons were introduced to ñthe 

christian religion.ò He was clearly well versed in the antislavery arguments that preceded his 
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work in the Anglo-Atlantic, and he made his case against the perpetuation of slavery both in 

Massachusetts and elsewhere by reiterating nearly every point that had been made since Sewallôs 

pamphlet appeared over half a century before. He added a new twist, however, that the colonies 

must avoid the fate of ñblacken[ing] these fair northern climates, as the West-Indies are black.ò 

He also argued, in his less vicious tenors, that ñman-stealingò was strictly forbidden, that the 

purchaser of an enslaved man was as bad as the seller, that Christians must to do unto others ñas 

ye would that they should do to you,ò and that, though he saw no benefits from the system either 

for the enslaved or the enslaver, even if there were ñwe are not to do evil that good may come of 

it.ò387  

Practical concerns were also dominant in Appletonôs pamphlet, and, again like Sewall, 

Coleman, and others, he emphasized that ñBy the importation of black slaves, we prevent the 

importation of white servants.ò These men and women were cheaper to maintain, more 

industrious, and would help fill up, make more respectable, further secure ñour countryò from 

enemies within and without. Appletonôs only real novelty came when he noted rising racial 

tensions in the colony. He argued that ñour poorer sort of peopleò would gladly serve us for a 

supportò if they were not impressed with the thought that they were put ñupon a level with negro 

slaves; they being born free, canôt think of such a disgrace as they esteem it.ò388 It is unclear how 

much stock we can put into this assertion, and historians must be careful taking such 

commentary from the colonyôs social and economic elites at face value. It is very well possible 

that many lower-class whites continued to resent ñgentlemenôs negroesò in the 1760s as they had 
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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 

ñterrorizeò their ñbettersò in support of individual struggles for liberation.389  

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, and both goals seemed to appeal across 

Massachusettsô social strata for reasons that were benevolent, bitter, or both. Town meetings 

across the province ï public forums composed of a municipalityôs male freeholders ï began 

instructing their representatives to the General Court to oppose parliamentary tyranny by also 

opposing slavery. Salem, Worcester, Medfield, and even Boston endorsed statements (drafted by 

popular party leaders) that advocated for ñthe total abolishing of slavery among us.ò390 At the 

very least, their agents to the General Court must work to tear down ñthat standing Reproach to 

the Nations of Christendom,ò the slave trade, as Medfieldôs meeting put it.391 Juries from Suffolk 

to Essex to Hampshire County also began liberating Black enslaved persons in record numbers 

when they sued for their freedom.392  

Popular party polemicists encouraged this popular upswell via the press. They did so 

principally through the Boston Gazette, but also in Massachusettsô other journals. ñDaemoniacò 
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in the Boston Evening-Post of March 9, 1767, noted rising anticipation that ñthe Slave Trade 

should be prohibited by authorityò (i.e. the legislature) while the ñunwarrantable and unusualò 

practice bill was still in committee.393 The Boston Gazette likewise ran ñLibertasôò praise of the 

effort soon thereafter. He was ñvastly pleasedò with both Appletonôs Considerations and the 

Houseôs antislavery bill, remarking that it was a ñshameful &shocking Evil [slavery] into which 

this People have been strangely led, I mean strangely for our civil and religious Character in all 

other Respectsò are utterly hostile to it. To ñLibertas,ò as for many others, slavery remained an 

anomalous practice in the Bay Colony despite its long heritage there. He spread rumors that ñin 

every Question upon this Bill, there has been a very great Majority in Favour of it,ò implying 

that, should it be defeated, it would be due to the influence of corruption, cupidity, and 

tyranny.394  

Right or wrong as ñLibertasôò characterization of the court factionôs motives may have 

been, their influence was too strong to overcome, and the bill died. This led another writer in the 

Boston Gazette to lament that it had ñmiscarried for the present.ò This new writer dismissed the 

ñpopularò excuse that the slave trade brought Africans ñfrom a Land of Darkness, to a Land of 

Gospel-Light,ò arguing that ñthis Plea . . . is nothing but a vile, detestable, hypocritical Artifice 

to smooth over their antichristian, diabolical Covetousness, Cruelty and Murder.ò There was no 

excuse for forcing a ñShip-load of immortal Souls [to be] brought to Market.ò And why the slave 
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traders ñshould escape the Gallows is beyond the Power of the most able Civilian to prove 

consistent with out natural ideas of Justice.ò395 

No one was brave enough to offer arguments in slaveryôs defense in Massachusettsô 

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, going so far as to publish 

supportive essays on a few occasions. The Boston News-Letter, for instance, which was 

published by Richard Draper, the official ñPrinter of the Governor and Council,ò applauded the 

Boston Gazetteôs antislavery attacks, and even republished another antislavery piece the 

Virginian opposition leader Arthur Lee had composed in 1767.396 On a few occasions, however, 

they attempted to spin the issue in the court factionôs favor.  
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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 Evening-Post 

May 2, 1768 

January 20, 1772   March 9, 1767 

Boston News-Letter 

June 4, 1767  

December 31, 1767 

June 1, 1769 April 2, 1767 

February 15, 1770  

August 2, 1770 

Boston Post-Boy December 26, 1768 January 18 and 25, 1768 November 18, 1771 

Boston Chronicle March 2, 1769 February 8, 1768 

June 27, 1768 

January 30, 1770 

Essex Gazette 

November 8, 1768 

June 19, 1770  

August 7, 1770  

January 8, 1771 

October 22, 1771 

March 24-31, 1772      

Massachusetts Spy 

January 10, 1771  

June 27, 1771 

November 7, 1771 

February 27, 1772 

March 12-26, 1772  

April 9-17, 1772     

Table 2                                                                                                                                              

Antislavery Agitation in Massachusetts Newspapers, October 1764-June 1772.397 
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uncover at least a few more antislavery attacks. Reportage on the advancement of legislation against the slave trade 

in other colonies (such as Boston Evening-Post, October 29, 1764, or Essex Gazette, August 8, 1769) has not been 
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The News-Letter, for instance, chose as its antislavery champion William Warburton, the 

Bishop of Gloucester, a well-known critic of the colonial opposition who had mocked 

Massachusettsô fabled stories of its founding fathers.398 The Boston Post-Boy, published by John 

Green and Joseph Russell, who regularly sold enslaved persons at their adjoining auction house, 

ran a two-part exchange between one ñJ. Roxfieldò and the enslaved men ñQuash,ò ñQuambo,ò 

and ñCoromoa,ò who argued that colonial slaveholders were base dissemblers.399 And John Mein 

of the Boston Chronicle reacted similarly, rhetorically asking a straw-man, slave-owning, 

member of the opposition ñwith what face can you pretend to talk of burthens and 
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encroachments, when you yourself have encroached upon every thing that is held dear by 

mankind?ò400  

Government writers held no monopoly on the claim that the opposition could not speak 

out for their own liberties without including the enslaved ï it was a common refrain even among 

popular party polemicists ï and they appeared uncomfortable doing so in light of 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 in the Boston Gazette, 

assuming the name of ñSophistesò (i.e. a sophist) could satirize them even as he charged his 

allies with failing to have done enough. Slavery was obviously defensible ñfrom scripture, reason 

and the nature of things,ò he sardonically noted. For ñYou know when a gentleman walks out in 

a clear day, facing the sun, there will be a black shadow follow[ing] behind him . . . does not this 

extraordinary work of nature most remarkably indicate a white manôs superiority above a black, 

by the posteiour [sic] situation?ò He also played upon the oft-told story of the Curse of Ham, 

suggesting that ñsome of our American gentry to [the slave] trade . . . are descended in a right 

line from Nimrod the first hunter.ò Ergo, ñthey have a right to preheminence above all white and 

yellow menò as well as ñover the black descendants of this wicked Canaan.ò401 He was implying, 

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 
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might imagine; that ñpeople of the stamp of a Creolian planterò (once more, the pun) just might 

even make ñtheir own posterity, white as well as blackò their slaves.402 

ñSophistesò also took New Englandôs ñpuritan[s]ò to task in his more sober veins. He 

observed that they were and had always been those who made ñthe greatest noise and stir about 

liberty, reason and the rights of mankind.ò ñWith what faceò then, he asked ñcan such people fast 

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 others of theirs?ò He spotlighted how far 

Massachusetts had diverged from its mythical ideals, advising ñthese puritans to act a little more 

consistently with their boasted reason for the future.ò403 Contradictory as it may first appear, 

opposition writers like ñSophistesò commonly deployed the charge of hypocrisy against their 

allies to help motivate them to action and to strengthen the notion that the British Empire, and 

Massachusetts especially, had a particular roll to play in the advancement of liberty.  

Bostonôs essayists, in other words, had crafted a useful narrative of the popular partyôs 

attack on slavery by the time Somerset arrived in the city in early 1768, perhaps convincing him 

that they really were advocates for the 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 least restoring, Massachusettsô legendary legacy of liberty. One 

propagandist, who began his piece quoting an attack Cotton Mather had made on the slave trade 

in 1710, wrote that, though even ñNew-England . . . a Land of Lightò had been ñverily guilty 

 
402 Otis, Rights Asserted and Proved, 44. 

403 Boston Gazette, July 13, 1767.  



179 

 

concerning [slavery]ò for a long time, at least as of late ñWe . . . have had strong convictions of 

the greatness of this evil.ò It was these sentiments that had led the House to make at least some 

ñfaint essays towards freeing the land from the heinous guilt of injustice and oppression.ò But 

even these limited efforts to curtail slavery were thwarted, for there were those ñwho have 

thrown in clogs, to embarrass and divide the public councils relative to this affair.ò None other 

than ñprivate interestò could have affected this blockade, and now ñthe matter seems to be quite 

thrown aside.ò404 ñNo Beam No Moteò in the Gazette felt similarly, avowing that ñI canôt but 

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 Christianity.ò That was why he praised ñthe many who spoke to the Billò and the 

ñmajority in the votes in favour of it,ò but resented how ñthe violent opposition of two or threeò 

unnamed and unneeded-to-be-named men had doomed it to a legislative limbo.405  

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 among the opposition. It threatened to sunder their already ñuneasy coalitionò ï 

composed of what Stephen Patterson refers to as Bostonôs ñnascent republicans,ò the ñurban 

working class,ò and members of the ñcommercial communityò ï further between those who 

seriously sought the complete abolition of slavery, those who were more comfortable focusing 

their efforts on prohibiting the slave trade, and those who were reluctant to take any action 
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against either.406 Historians are thus right to question the extent to which the partyôs actions 

against slavery rose as high as their lofty rhetoric.407 Few if any in the colony were financially 

dependent upon bringing enslaved Africans to sale in Massachusettsô limited and inconsistent 

domestic market by the mid-1760s. Those who were the most deeply invested in slavery at home 

were typically royalists, such as Green and Russell of the Post-Boy or the Vassals and Royalls, 

intertwined families who hailed from, and held estates in, the Caribbean.408 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 true, god-fearing, protestants should have 

nothing to do. As even committed antislavery activists in the colony believed that prohibiting the 

slave trade would, eventually, lead to the demise of slavery itself ï Boston, in its town resolves 

had specified that ñfor the total abolishing of slavery . . . you move for a law, to prohibit the 

importation and purchasing of slavesò ï popular party leaders were able to forge a wide coalition 

of interests through legislation focused on dismantling the slave trade.409 In this way they could 

easily embarrass the British administration without compromising the partyôs brittle unity, while 

also offering white colonistsô moral absolution for their own culpability. 

The popular partyôs antislavery ambitions may have been quite limited even by the 

1760s. It is nevertheless significant that contemporaries took their attacks against slavery 
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407 Nicholas Wood, ñSomerset, the Bible, and the End of Hereditary Slavery in Massachusetts,ò 

Somerset@250: Facts, Interpretations, Legacies, eds. Matthew Mason and David Waldstreicher. 
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seriously. James Murray, for instance, Steuartôs fellow customs collector and closest friend in the 

city, rushed to buy a couple of ñBoysò in March 1767, when the ñunwarrantable and unusual 

practiceò bill was still before the House.410 He fretted that the trade to, and even within, the 

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, however, it would not have been the only time Somerset heard of this news.  

Somerset followed Steuart wherever he went throughout the city as his ñwaiting manò ï 

essentially his valet ï and likely developed a particular familiarity with the oppositionôs political 

strategy through conversations his enslaver had with Bernard, Hutchinson, and his fellow 

customs commissioners, such as the enslaver Benjamin Hallowell.411 Steuart also made Somerset 

run errands for him which would have allowed the enslaved man many and varied opportunities 

to speak with other Bostonians about the news of the day without fear of reprisal. It is unclear if 

Somerset was literate. If he was, then he could easily have kept apace of the oppositionôs 

antislavery legislation himself. If he was not, he 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.412 But he did not need to receive this information even from the newspapers. He and the rest 

of Bostonôs Black population would have heard the new refrains in Massachusettsô language of 

liberty spoken every day as they walked down the cityôs streets.  

 
410 Letters of James Murray, Loyalist, ed. Nina Tiffany (Boston, 1901), 158.  
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But then, what did Somerset and other enslaved people make of all this talk of liberty? 

On the one hand, because of the popular partyôs efforts in the legislature and the press, Somerset 

at least found in Boston one of the few places in the Atlantic world where advocations for the 

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 colony, a development made all the easier by Edesô and Gillôs republication 

of his latest track, A Caution and Warning to Great-Britain and Her Colonies. The printers 

proudly advertised that they sold the work at their shop in September 1767, noting pointedly that 

it was submitted to ñthe serious Consideration of ALLò and ñmore especially of THOSE in 

POWER.ò413  

Antislavery sentiment was beginning to flower in the Bay Colony from news and 

pamphlets to even the pulpit. Boston divine Charles Chauncy, for instance, preached in favor of 

the abolition of slavery in the same breath he argued against the Church of Englandôs colonial 

encroachments.414 And Salisburyôs Reverend Samuel Webster, like Salemôs Deacon Pickering, 

recurrently argued for abolition as part of his larger crusade for social and moral reform.415 The 

rise of antislavery agitation in Massachusetts gained speed alongside the colonyôs opposition 

movement, indicating that white Bay colonists were experiencing something akin to their own 

ñMansfieldian moment,ò as David Waldstreicher describes it, almost a decade prior to Mansfield 
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414 Charles Chauncy, The Appeal to the Public Answered (Boston, MA: Kneeland & Adams, 1768), 115-

117. 

415 Pickering in Essex Gazette, November 8, 1768; Samuel Webster in Boston Chronicle, March 2, 1769.  



183 

 

himself. As in post-Somerset England, Bostonian slaveholders could ñnever again . . . reassure 

themselves that everybody (who mattered) believed in slaveryò as an acceptable variant of 

servitude after the mid-1760s.416 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 partyôs advocates were highly paternalistic, if not 

outright racist, in their appeals ï most notably Appleton ï and the enslaved would have well 

noted that both slavery and anti-Black hostility were in many ways becoming more, not less, 

entrenched, in 1760s Massachusetts than ever before. The Boston News-Letter attacked a white 

woman in Connecticut who married a Black man and nobly ñbound herself to serve the Negroôs 

Master during his life; at the Expiration of which both are to be free.ò Draper was unimpressed 

by this performance, however. He was disgusted at the prospect of interracial unions, saying ñTo 

her is dueðtill spent her vital Flame, / Nothing but Infamy ï eternal Shame.ò417 Later, in 1765, 

he also ran ña description of an uncommon Animal lately found at or near Great-Barringtonò 

which resembled ñthe human Species in a considerable Degreeò but was yet too ñmonstrous.ò 

Though he noted that ñit is fearedò future such ñ[monsters] will invade this Western World, to 

the Disadvantage and Disquiet of many,ò he likely did more to convince his readers that enslaved 

Africans should be kept under strict control rather than convince themselves to act against the 

slave trade.418  

 
416 David Waldstreicher, Slaveryôs Constitution: From Revolution to Ratification (New York, NY: Hill and 
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The animus to which Draper gave voice was hardly new in Massachusetts, and Bostonôs 

enslaved in the 1760s may have been even more concerned about a decision Hutchinson and his 

fellow justices, the royalists John Cushing and Peter Oliver, made in Allison v. Cockran (1764). 

They upheld a lower court decision in Goodspeed v. Gay (1763) that found that trover could lie 

ñfor a Negro.ò419 The ruling not only 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 they had long 

enjoyed as pseudo-servants, pseudo-subjects. It tilted the colonyôs delicate balance between myth 

and reality into closer conformity with slavery as it was practiced elsewhere in the Americas.  

White colonistsô ambivalent approach to the problem of slavery in their society thus 

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 his fellow enslaved, 

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 fact that 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 1753.420 Enslaved persons in the colony began to take their masters to 
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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 actors helped give new life to a 

pattern in the colony, first established by Adam and Sewall, whereby white and Black agitation 

against slavery mutually reinforced and informed each other. An enslaved man named Prince, for 

instance, successfully sued for his liberty in 1763 by echoing Hammonôs claim (and possibly 

informing Otisô), that he was not only a ñfree manò but also ñone of his Majestyôs liege 

Subjects.ò Joseph Hawley for the defense seemed to sense the danger of this argument, 

responding that ñPrince was a negro and Slave and Servant for Life after the manner and Way in 

which Negroes in the American Governments and Colonies Subject to our sd Lord ye King are 

Servants and Slaves.ò Hawley was aware that slavery in Massachusetts was rooted in loose soil, 

and so tried to replant it in firmer terrain, but the jury did not buy it. Prince was freed and his 

enslaverôs lackies failed to appeal the decision further.421 They had little reason to hope the 

decision would be reversed. 

Prince fought for his freedom in Hampshire County, not too 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 

(Figure 12).422 Slew was born to a white woman and a Black enslaved man in 1719. She claimed 
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that John Whipple of Ipswich had illegally enslaved her in 1762, despite Edmund Trowbridgeôs, 

his lawyerôs, contention that ñShe has never been in Possession of her Liberty.ò423  

 
423 ñCourt Records of the Jenny Slew Civil Suit against John Whipple, Jr. (1766)ò African American 
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Figure 12 Detail of Jenny Slew, Ipswich Riverwalk Mural, Alan Pearsall, 2005424 

 
424 Viewable at: https://historicipswich.net/2023/05/11/freedom-for-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 to have joined her motherôs household according to the ñMixôt Issueò law of 1705. She 

would have thus served her motherôs master as an indentured servant until she reached her 

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 her in a twilight position of 

functional slavery but theoretically limited servitude. Whatever 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 the ñSon of Libertyò Benjamin Kent, one of Otisô associates.425 Kent eschewed the 

opportunity to ñenter into the Right of some Men to enslave othersò at this moment, but he 

connected Slewôs case ï in a legally unnecessary move ï to the larger conversations of the day 

when he noted that the right to absolute, arbitrary, authority over another ñin some Places seems 

established,ò such as in the ñWest Indies,ò much ñto the shame of human Nature.ò426 In 

Massachusetts, he implied, it was not so well founded.  

Justice Oliver and Cushing presided over Slewôs case, as they had in Allison. Though the 

former noted that ñthis is a Contest between liberty and Propertyðboth of great Consequence, 

but Liberty of most importance of the two,ò Cushing worryingly cited partus sequitur ventrem 
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and insisted, contrary to Otisô claim in Oliver v. Sale, that ñColour is a Presumptionò in favor of 

slavery in the colony. Cushing was not wrong, practically speaking, in either case. The very 

existence of Slewôs case illustrates how Massachusetts custom had subtly shifted by the 1760s 

towards the assumption that enslaved children followed the status of their mother, despite the 

stipulations of the ñMixôt Issueò law. Moreover, so few white colonists were sentenced to slavery 

in the eighteenth century that, even in a colony with less than two-percent enslaved persons in its 

population, there was a rising impression that slavery was the exclusive domain of people of 

African and Indigenous descent. Cushingôs very attempt to write this custom into case law is 

what ironically provided Slew with the means to contest her status, however, and he unwittingly 

opened the door to future freedom seekers who were similarly descended.427 Slew was declared 

free and won £4 for her troubles, plus court costs.428 After 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 encouragement from the novel opportunities opened up by the nascent imperial 

crisis. If the popular partyôs antislavery activities were encouraging the freedom suits, however, 

the freedom suits were pushing the popular party to act as well.   

 
427 John Adams recorded that Slew v. Whipple was an important precedent in establishing that ñnegroes are 

presumed to be slavesò but that it was sometime in the 1750s that the Superior Court had first found ñthat the 
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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 1760. He resisted, and they ñbound him in Fetters of Iron, 

Carried him away and sold him as a Slave for Life without haveing any right or authority to do 

so.ò The Middlesex Court of Judicature agreed, and charged the men with liberating Benson, 

which they did in April 1765.429 Benson ï along with Slew, Prince, and the Allen brothers ï was 

surely only one of many Black persons to have been held in ñwrongfulò enslavement in 

Massachusetts throughout the colonial era. It seems an unlikely coincidence, then, that, shortly 

after Bensonôs case was resolved, the House finally felt compelled to visit the problem, pairing 

the ñunwarrantable and unnaturalò bill in 1767 with another that sought ñto prevent Frauds in the 

Sales of Negroes.ò430 Although, as usual, 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, in 

their favor. Massachusettsô legal apparatus now appeared more likely to protect the enslaved 

rather than the enslaver (even if there were significant efforts to institutionalize the practice writ 

large), and at least forty men and women would successfully sue 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.   
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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 convince the courts that they 

were born naturally free, and thereby overcome the recently established ñPresumption . . . that an 

African black is a Slave.ò431 So, they remained in chains. Arguments 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 into New Englandôs discursive politics.  

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 she was at her enslaverôs home on King Street, close to Boston 

Commons, where the townôs riots against the Stamp Act took place.432 Only one of her pieces of 

poetry appeared in print in the 1760s ï a peon to Godôs redemptive grace in the Newport 

Mercury in 1767 ï but she wrote many others at this time which tied together antislavery 

advocacy, anti-imperial agitation, and Massachusettsô local mythologies.433 As she started her 

poem ñAmerica,ò ñNew England first a wilderness was found / Till for a continent ótwas destinôd 

round / From feild to feild the savage monsters run / Eôr yet Brittania had her work begun / Thy 

Power, O Liberty, makes strong the weak / And (wondôrous instinct) Ethiopians speak.ò 
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Charging Great Britain with shackling New England with an ñIron chain,ò Wheatley built on 

Otisô earlier claims to ask, ñwhat no more English blood? Has length of time drove from our 

viens / The Kindred he [America] to Great Brittania deigns?ò By doing so, Wheatley wrote 

herself into New Englandôs legacy. She promised through her performance that, should the 

colonies be embraced again in filial love, then ñO Brittain See / By this, New England will 

increase like theeò and prosper in glorious freedom.434  

Wheatley only reached widespread renown with the publication of her elegy to George 

Whitfield in 1770 and especially after the publication of Some Poems on Various Subjects in 

1773.435 But Somerset surely encountered her at some point during his time in Boston, and the 

two bondspeople may have talked at length. She was enslaved to John Wheatley, a high ranking 

ñfriend of the governmentò who inevitably crossed paths with Steuart on several occasions in the 

late 1760s.436 Steuart likely lived close to the Wheatleyôs in Bostonôs North End, one of the only 

Customs Commissioners who did not feel the need to flee to Castle Williams in 1768 to escape 

the colonistsô ire.437 And so perhaps the 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, 
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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 Bostonôs shores. We can only imagine how any such exchange may have looked, 

unfortunately. It is certain, however, that they were not the only two souls to think in this 

moment that their peoplesô time in bondage might be, just maybe, coming to an end.    

Somerset made at least some friends with his fellow enslaved Bostonians, and even some 

white colonists, while he lived in Massachusetts. Nathaniel Coffin, Steuartôs immediate 

subordinate, for instance, wrote to his boss that his ñChildrenò along with ñSapho & Tombo,ò the 

familyôs slaves, ñdesire to be mentioned in terms of the highest Friendship to able Sommerset 

Steuart.ò438 Somerset also probably knew, or had at least run into, James, a man enslaved to 

Richard Lechmere, a staunch supporter of the court party and the son of Steuartôs fellow customs 

collector, Thomas. If so, Somerset would have followed along all the more closely when he 

heard his friend sued for his freedom in 1769, shortly after Jamesô mother, Margaret, brought her 

own suit against William Muzzy. 439 By September James was a freeman. Perhaps his fight for 

freedom influenced Somersetôs decision to adopt his Christian name when he was baptized in 

England a year and a half later.  

Charles Steuart was called to England to care for his family, leaving Boston behind in 

October 1769. 440 Somerset may have been as reluctant to leave the city as his master was eager 

to. His preferences notwithstanding, however, he was once more forced to travel thousands of 
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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 twenty-two years. Extant records are silent as to why he did so. Perhaps Somerset was fed 

up, resentful of 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 

ñableò servant once too often or too harshly. Or perhaps Somerset 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 people he knew, and 

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 system in his favor, he was declared freed of 

Steuart on June 22, 1772.441 
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CHAPTER 5: THE PROVINCIAL DIMENSIONS OF AN IMPERIAL 

CONTROVERSY 

 

 Bostonôs influence on Somerset is a matter of speculation, but Somersetôs influence on 

the emergent antislavery movement in Boston is empirically demonstrable. By recovering the 

provincial dimensions of Somersetôs reception in the Bay Colony, scholarly claims that his case 

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 seem 

far less certain.442 Before news of Somersetôs trial reached Boston in the summer of 1772, the 

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 a group of Black 

petitioners to undertake what would become the first organized, interracial, even successful, 

campaign for abolition in American history, the subject of Part III.443  

 
442 Patricia Bradley, Slavery, Propaganda, and the American Revolution (Jackson, MS: UPM, 1998), 66-

80; George Van Cleve, A Slaveholders' Union: Slavery, Politics, and the Constitution in the Early American 

Republic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 31-38; Gerald Horne, The Counter-Revolution of 1776: 

Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United States (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 209-19; Thea 

K. Hunter, ñPublishing Freedom, Winning Arguments: Somerset, Natural Rights and Massachusetts Freedom Cases, 

1772-1836ò (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2005), 109-128; Edward Rugemer, Law of Slavery and the Politics of 

Resistance (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018), 180-83; Waldstreicher, Slaveryôs Constitution: From 

Revolution to Ratification (New York: Hill and Wang, 2009). Matthew Mason is one of the few to observe that ñthe 

Boston Patriot press became the forum for the most intense North American debate of Somerset;ò ñNorth American 

Calm, West Indian Storm: The Politics of the Somerset Decision in the British Atlantic,ò Vol. 41, No. 4 (2020), 734. 

443 For other recent studies on the subject, see Chernoh M. Sesay Jr., ñThe Revolutionary Black Roots of 

Slaveryôs Abolition in Massachusetts,ò New England Quarterly, Vol. 87, No. 1 (2014): 99-131; Christopher 

Cameron, To Plead Our Own Cause: African Americans in Massachusetts and the Making of the Antislavery 

Movement (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2014), 50-69; and Daniel Mandell ñóA Natural & Unalienable 

Rightô: New England Revolutionary Petitions and African American Identity,ò Remembering the Revolution: 

Memory, History and Nation Making from Independence to the Civil War, eds. Michael A. McDonnell, Clare 

Corbould, Frances M. Clarke, and W. Fitzhugh Brundage (Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013).  



196 

 

Before Somersetôs reportage the situation looked grim. In the enslaved manôs absence, 

Massachusettsô rising antislavery tide had receded, along with the colonyôs opposition 

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 1769 ï shortly before Somerset and 

Steuart disembarked themselves ï following a scandalous release of his private correspondence 

to imperial officials where he advocated for the curtailment of colonial liberties. Lieutenant 

Governor Hutchinson filled Bernardôs shoes until he was officially appointed governor in his 

own right in March 1771, despite his own attempt to resign from higher office. Between 

Bernardôs departure and his own assumption of the governorship, Hutchinson had been attacked 

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 Christian Seider ï a young 

boy whom Wheatley dubbed the ñfirst martyrò of the imperial cris ï at the hands of Steuartôs 

fellow customs officer Ebenezer Richardson in February 1770, and the ñmassacreò of five men, 

including the Afro-Indian, Crispus Attucks, by members of the 29th Regiment of Foot on King 

Street the notorious fifth of March.444 

The Boston Massacre helped Adams keep colonial agitation alit throughout 1770. But the 

recension in that same year of most of the Townsend Acts of 1767-1768, except for an innocuous 

tax on tea, threatened to cut the wind from the popular partyôs sails. By the early months of 1771, 

opposition leaders ï now styling themselves ñpatriotsò ï were scrounging for an issue that they 

 
444 Phillis Wheatley, ñOn the Death of Mr. Snider,ò The Collected Works, ed. John C. Shields (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1988); Serena Zabin, The Boston Massacre: A Family History (New York: Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt, 2020); Eric Hinderaker, Bostonôs Massacre (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017); Hiller 

B. Zobel, The Boston Massacre (New 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 Samuel Hallôs recently founded opposition journal, the Essex Gazette 

(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 they filed their case) in 1769, as did Job Tack in 1770, a blacksmith in Plymouth 

who objected to his sale to one Stephen Sampson.445 In neither 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 at this time, suing for the liberation of her child, Ned Lewis, based on her 

recently reclaimed status as a ñfree woman.ò What was notable about Cudjoeôs case was not only 

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 another freedom suer named 

Jude both insisted on their status as ñSubjects.ò446 They kept alive the notion that in the British 

Empire, and Massachusetts especially, those of African descent were either subjects or slaves, 

 
445 ñEssex County Freedom Cases,ò NorthShore Slavery, https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcases/; Bell, 

ñResearch Summaries,ò 78-81 and 85-86. 

446 ñEssex County Freedom Cases,ò NorthShore Slavery, https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcases/; Bell, 

ñResearch Summaries,ò 81-83. 
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198 

 

two irreconcilable conditions. They, like Adamôs before them, challenged Massachusetts juries 

to decide. 

The Essex Gazette and the Boston News-Letter both published articles against the slave 

trade in the months after the Boston Massacre, noting that it was ñcarried on by a nation that 

makes her boast of Liberty; that calls herself Protestant and Christian!ò ñEngland,ò they groused, 

was the supplier in this business. ñIn order to procure such, they encourage the African Princes to 

go to war with one another, and to spread wretchedness among their own humane, innocent, 

well-disposed subjects . . . See Anthony Benezetôs Caution and Warning.ò447 Earlier that year, 

both had also noted approvingly how in Philadelphia ñOur Quakers have just given a very 

singular proof of their humanity and love of libertyò by giving ñfreedom to all their negro 

slaves.ò ñTo what purpose, said one of the principal of them, is it to oppose the try--y of the 

British P-------t, whilst we ourselves set the example of tyranny.ò448  

The most significant antislavery attack to emerge in this period was in minister Samuel 

Cookeôs election sermon of June 1770. This work was reprinted in its entirety as a pamphlet by 

Edes and Gill, as the newly dubbed ñPrinters to the Honorable House of Representatives,ò and 

partially in Hallôs Essex Gazette. Cooke had preached to Hutchinson and the General Court 

assembled, exhorting them on how ñWhen the righteous are in authority, the people rejoice; but 

when the wicked beareth rule, the people mourn.ò Cookeôs points could not be missed, following 

as they did on the aftermath of Bernardôs departure and the chaos of the Boston Massacre. ñThe 

 
447 Essex Gazette, August 7, 1770; Boston News-Letter, August 2, 1770.  

448 Boston News-Letter, February 15, 1770; Essex Gazette, March 6, 1770.  
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faithful ruler,ò he lectured, ñwill not forget that he ruleth over Men-Men, who are of the same 

species with himself, and by nature equalðMen who are the offspring of God, and alike formed 

after his glorious image.ò Cooke reiterated at length the legend of Massachusettsô founding, 

reminding his audience of ñOur fathersò at every turn, warning them that only when they 

followed their noble progenitorsô example ñThen, and not till then, shall we be free indeed---

being delivered from the dominion of sin, we become the true sons of God.ò That was he why 

felt that he could ñTrust, on this occasion, [that] I may, without offenceðplead the cause of 

African slaves; and humbly propose the pursuit of some effectual measures, at least, to prevent 

the future importation of them.ò He argued that Massachusetts must live up to its ideals, for 

which the colony had been long in arrears. ñLet the time past more than suffice, wherein we, the 

patrons of liberty, have dishonored the Christian name,ïand degraded human nature, nearly to a 

level with the beasts that perish.ò He noted pointedly that ñLet not sordid gain, acquired by the 

merchandize of slaves, and the souls of menïharden our hearts against [Ethiopiaôs] piteous 

moans.ò Let it then be to ñthe glory of this province,ò and, especially, ñthis respectable General 

Assembly . . . to lead in the cause of the oppressed.ò Doing so ñwill avert the impending 

vengeance of heavenðprocure you the blessing of multitudes of your fellow men ready to 

perishðbe highly approved by our common Father, who is no respecter of persons, and we trust, 

an example which would excite the highest attention of our sister colonies.ò A ñFree American,ò 

appearing in the same pages the Essex Gazette reprinted Cookeôs sermon, agreed. Especially in 
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New Englandôs climes, he claimed, ñthe bare mention of [chattel slavery] would be enough to fill 

every Man, but especially every Free American, with abhorrence of the cruel bondage.ò449 

Bostonôs opposition leaders needed no further prompting to revive their dormant 

antislavery legislation, but they may have also taken note of a patriotic elegy published by the 

soon-to-be-famous Phillis Wheatley. She wrote on the occasion of George Whitefieldôs death 

and eulogized him in such a way as to write him into the colonial opposition movement and as a 

friend of the enslaved, while insisting that the enslaved themselves were among ñwe 

Americans.ò She remarked on how Whitefieldôs ñAmericans were burdenôd sore, / When streets 

were crimsonôd with their guiltless gore!ò a none-too-subtle reference to the Boston Massacre. 

Take God ñómy dear Americans,ò she, via Whitefield, said, ñBe your complaints in his bosom 

laid / Take him ye Africans, he longs for you; / Impartial Saviour, is his title due.ò She knew that 

ñNew-England sure, doth feel the Orphanôs smart,ò but, trust in God, she promised, and they 

would thrive.450 Wheatleyôs work was highly popular, quickly going through several editions in 

Boston and Salem alone, soon becoming the talk of the colony.451 Even Black Bay colonists 

were speaking out against British tyranny! Perhaps then they too really were among the 

ñAmericans . . . burdenôd sore.ò 

It was almost exactly a year after the Boston Massacre, five months after Wheatleyôs 

publication, and one month after Hutchinson took office, that the House once more deliberated 

 
449 Samuel Cooke, A Sermon Preached at Cambridge (Boston: Benjamin Edes and John Gill, 1770), 11, 13-
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451 Essex Gazette, October 16, 1770; Massachusetts Spy, October 11, 1770; Boston-Post-Boy, October 15, 
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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 Hadley, Joseph 

Hawley of Northampton, John Worthington of Springfield, David Ingersol from Great-

Barrington, and Daniel Oliver from Hardwick.452 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 law and made the initial motion that the House have ña Bill be brought in to 

prevent the Importation of Slaves from Africa.ò He may have done so primarily at the behest of 

the patriot leaders Thomas Cushing 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 all of the Houseôs proceedings due to their 

positions and the Houseôs substantial patriot majority. They largely determined what was 

presented for the Assemblyôs consideration and who was assigned to what committee. Both men 

were also fixated at this time on bringing the western counties into line with Bostonôs agenda, an 

effort Adams had spearheaded with Otis beginning with the Massachusetts Circular Letter of 

1768.453 They 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, rather than merely 

municipal, interest. They also likely delighted in forcing Ingersol and Oliver to participate in this 

 
452 For brief biographical details of these men, see Clifford Shipton, Sibleyôs Harvard Graduates (Boston: 
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action. Both men were heavily affiliated with the court party and would have been chagrined at 

their involvement in a bill clearly geared towards humiliating Hutchson. Even if they objected to 

any of the actôs provisions in committee, they would have been outvoted at every turn, and they 

had little hope of defeating it when 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 Hampshire County, making 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 before their County Court of Common 

Pleas a few years earlier. Worthington and Hawley had even been directly involved in Princeôs 

suit of 1763. Whereas the former, a soft patriot, had defended Prince in that case, Hawley, one of 

the western countiesô leading patriots, had defended Princeôs enslaver. Perhaps both men had 

only been acting in an impartial, professional, capacity in that instance, and we should not place 

too much stock in the arguments either made on their clientsô behalf.454 Perhaps they had been 

personally convinced by the impressive array of case law and philosophical reasonings that their 

colleagues presented on other enslaved personsô behalf over the subsequent years.455 Or, perhaps, 

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, 

 
454 Party affiliation had no clear influence on which sides Massachusettsô lawyers appeared in freedom 

suits. Though the patriots Benjamin Kent, John Lowell, and Theophilius Parsons appear to have been particularly 

dedicated representatives of the enslaved (representing 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 Legal Papers of John Adams, 2:55-58. 
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economically, and politically baneful. We will never know for sure. But, at the very least, the 

enslaved themselves had almost certainly influenced these legislatorsô thinking to some degree.   

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 

control of the General Court they would enjoy before Hutchinsonôs removal in 1774. The 1771 

ñBill to prevent the Importation of Slaves from Africa,ò unlike its predecessors, met with no 

serious opposition. It was ordered ñrecommittedò to Porter and his colleagues on April 16, four 

days after its introduction, but re-emerged only slightly modified, and slightly more specifically, 

as a ñBill to Prevent the Importation of Negro Slaves into this Provinceò by April 19. From there 

it was read twice more, passed to be engrossed, amended by James Otis, who had finally been 

elected to the Council, concurred in, and ñpassed to be enactedò all by April 24. The bill was 

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 sign.456 

No more willing to allow antislavery legislation to pass than his predecessor, Hutchinson 

summarily vetoed this latest bill ï as well as two others the patriots had passed threatening the 

royal governmentsô control in the colony ï on the grounds that they violated his instructions 

from Great Britain (Appendix D). Hutchinson claimed that signing the importation statute 

(which was ñof new and unusual natureò) was beyond the powers the Crown had granted 

Bernard or himself, but he also implied that even if he could, he still would not support such a 

ñmeerly moralò proposal. He explained to his superior, Lord Hillsborough, that ñthe chief motive 

 
456 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 47: 1770ï1771, (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 
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to this Billò was said to be ña scruple upon the minds of the People . . . of the Lawfulnessò of 

slavery. But if that were the case, he thought it was jurisprudentially meritless. Hutchinson 

insisted that Massachusetts law did not actually recognize slavery. There were only ñservantsò in 

the colony, he claimed, protected in their person and property, who had simply bound themselves 

ñfor a term of years exceeding the ordinary term of human life.ò457  This was a remarkably 

cynical move for a man who had done so much to undermine Black Bay colonistsô legal 

protections over the past decade. Hutchinson proved through his jockeying how fickle, flexible, 

the myth of the slaveless society could be. 

Though the patriots had hitherto successfully converted Massachusettsô self-righteous 

self-conceptions into a genuinely antislavery, though perhaps not abolitionist, force for the first 

time in the colonyôs history, the governor, at least in this moment, savvily restored it to its 

traditional grounds: an ideology which could simultaneously deny that slavery existed while 

protecting its perpetuation in practice. The matter was simply political in the spring of 1771, and 

Hutchinson knew the patriotôs legal footing was quite beside the point. His enemies were making 

use of the importation bill, along with the other acts the governor vetoed, to insist on the 

legislatureôs independence from parliamentary oversight. That was why Hutchinson was happy 

to make use of any argument at his disposal to combat their pretensions. He knew that the bill 

ñwill be again offered to me in another sessionò of the Court.458  

 
457 Thomas Hutchinson to Lord Hillsborough, May 1771, Massachusetts State Archives, Vol. 27 (Boston), 
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White colonial antislavery advocacy was indeed both self-serving and contingent, as 

Hutchinson implied in his letter. The patriots knew they had nothing to lose by forwarding this 

bill. If the governor signed 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 support from the popular-cum-

patriot party as it did if it was not so politically useful. The opposition leader John Hancock, for 

instance, was one of if not the richest man in the colony. His family fortune had been built, 

indirectly, on the back of enslaved laborers throughout the British Atlantic. Though he had never 

bought or sold slaves himself, he was closely associated with other Boston-based merchants who 

did. Moreover, when he inherited a man named Cato from his uncle in the early 1760s, Hancock 

kept him in bondage until he was 33, the age Hancockôs uncle stipulated in his will that the 

enslaved man should be freed. Cato was still a ñservantò in Hancockôs household while the 

representative helped draft and lobby for the original ñunwarrantable and unusual practiceò bill 

of 1767.459  

Massachusettsô newspapers, meanwhile, continued to blithely advertise the sale of human 

beings within the same pages they published essays condemning that ñshameful and shocking 

Evil.ò460 Between 1770 and 1775, it appears that no journal published more runaway and slave-

for-sale advertisements than did Edesô and Gilôs Boston Gazette (Table 3). Advertisements were 

the lifeblood of any paper and, as the most popular journal in the colony in 1771, the Boston 

 
459 William F. Fowler, The Baron of Beacon Hill: A Biography of John Hancock (Boston: Houghton 
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Gazette took full advantage of this critical revenue source, its own published criticism against 

enslaved advertisements ï ñis it not a glaring absurdity, that [they] should be soldò for ñNo 

Fault?ò ï notwithstanding.461 

Nothing more clearly underscores how fragile patriot support of the enslaved could be, 

however, then their pressesô coverage of a Black man named Andrew, 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, emphasizing as it did how the Bostonians may have been the aggressors in the conflict. 

Edes and Gill consequently slandered his character, suggesting he was dull witted and slow, of a 

lively imagination, and prone to lying.462 More vicious still was a pair of acrostics published by 

Isaiah Thomasô Massachusetts Spy in 1771 (Figure 4).  

 
461 Boston Gazette, July 18, 1768. Stephen Botein, ñóMeer Mechanicsô and an Open Press: The Business 
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No. 38 (1975); Jordan E. Taylor, ñEnquire of the Printer: Newspaper Advertising and the Moral Economy of the 

North American Slave Trade, 1704-1807,ò Early American Studies, (2020):287-323 

462 Boston Gazette, January 7, 21, 28, 1771; Massachusetts Spy, January 18, March 7, and March 14, 1771. 
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Table 3                                                                                                                                                           

Occurrences of "Negro" or ñNegroesò in Massachusetts Newspaper Advertisements, 1770-1775463 

Boston Gazette 354 

Boston News-Letter 306 

Boston Evening-Post 265 

Essex Gazette 155 

Boston Post-Boy 108 

Massachusetts Spy 73 

 

 

 
463 The outputs in Table 3 are illustrative, but far from definitive, compiled from a simple word search for 

ñNegroò and ñNegroesò in Massachusetts advertisements in the five years before Lexington and Concord via 

Americaôs Historical Newspapers, last accessed on June 6, 2023, at www.infoweb-newsbank.com. They 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 

illustrative of each paperôs publication rate of such content relative to each other. Note well, though, that enslaved 

advertisements were typically published three times apiece, and some of the journals occasionally published 

antislavery advertisements that used the word ñNegroes.ò If we cautiously assume the word search missed as many 

as one-third of all instances ñNegroò or ñNegroesò appeared in advertisements referring to the sale, auctioning, or 

escape of enslaved persons, and if we assume an average run time of three weeks for each such notice, the 

Massachusetts Spy, for instance, likely published not much more than thirty distinct notices with this content over its 

first five years. In the case of the Boston Gazette, at least, the results provided in Table 2 seem reasonably accurate 

as that journal published on average forty-eight slave-for-sale or runaway advertisements a year from 1720 to 1784, 

and the numbers given above suggest it was publishing seventy-one 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. Desrochers, Jr., ñEvery Picture Tells a Story: Slavery and Print in Eighteenth-Century New England,ò 

(PhD diss. Johns Hopkins University, 2001), 42. 
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Figure 13 Acrostics of ñAndrew Negroò in Massachusetts Spy, January 28 and March 7, 1771 
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The patriotsô support of antislavery legislation by no means entailed that they stood 

against anti-Black prejudice. Many among their number remained happy to advocate against the 

slave trade simply to halt the increase of Africans brought to Massachusetts. Nevertheless, many 

others were coming to sincerely believe that slavery was both wrong and morally outrageous. 

This included Thomas who, despite his occasional forays into nasty race-baiting, dedicated his 

time and effort more than any other white Bay colonist over the coming years to supporting both 

the antislavery movement in Massachusetts and the colonyôs Black activists.464 From 1771 

onwards, after Otis had more or less retired from active public life, only Thomasô fellow printers 

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 liberation. He printed Phillis Wheatleyôs first published poem in his Newport 

Mercury in 1767, as well as her Elegy to Whitefield in 1770.465 When he set up shop for the 

Essex Gazette in 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. Addressing a long complaint ñTo the English Nation,ò Pickering 

prayed that his countrymen ñreform such open publick Sinsò like slavery. ñIs this Christianity!ò 

he cried out, ñIs Oppression, Fraud, Violence, Theft, and Murder, Parts of it!ò No, it was mere 

ñcustom . . . a mighty Tyrantò that led ñAmerican Gentiles to enslave African Gentiles, so often 

 
464 Besides his attacks on Andrew, Thomas also condemned Lord Dunmore in 1775 ï after the Virginian 

governor issued his infamous proclamation offering freedom to enslaved men who left their masters to fight for the 

imperial government ï as a ñdoughty Ethiopian chief!ò and ñignominious Negro-Thief;ò Massachusetts Spy 

(Worcester), May 24, 1776. 

465 Newport Mercury, December 21, 1767; Wheatley, Elegiac Poem.  
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as we get them in our Power, not suffering them to enjoy either Liberty or Property.ò Pickering 

signed himself in this instance ña Fellow Probationerò ï i.e. someone who refused to consume 

British manufactures ï the first of many men Hall published who intertwined the patriotsô anti-

imperial agitation directly to their efforts to abolish slavery.466  

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 live in Caribbean bondage. Theirs was ñso remarkable 

an instance of an heroic and unshaken sense of friendship, among persons of a class that we have 

accustomed ourselves to consider, and indeed (often to the infinite disgrace of humanity) to treat 

as barbarians, that I could not dispense with the communicating it to the public.ò ñHear this ye 

Christiansò he said. ñHear it and blush!467 

Rusell, a self-dubbed ñSon of Liberty,ò and Thomas were of the same generation with 

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 slavery but to also 

empower the colonyôs Black writers.468 Russell was the first in Massachusetts to print 

Wheatleyôs Elegy to Whitefield (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 Gazette, January 8, 1771. This article also appeared in the Connecticut Gazette, January 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 had said on that occasion; Massachusetts Spy, 

October 6, 1770.  
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during the 1770s. He would switch political allegiances with some frequency before definitively 

realigning with the patriot party by 1775 ï he temporarily joined the court faction when he ran 

the Censor in 1771-1772, and then stood out as the colonyôs only radically centrist printer 

between 1772 and 1774 ï but he never wavered in his antislavery commitments.469 Thomas, 

meanwhile, threw himself into the opposition movement early on in his career, tying the two 

campaigns together. His Massachusetts Spy quickly became one of the most well circulated 

newspapers in British North America (enjoying more subscribers than the Boston News-Letter 

and the Boston Gazette combined by 1775) as well as the most prolific publisher of antislavery 

writings in the years leading up to independence.470  

Thomas began his antislavery career by republishing Pickeringôs attack from the Essex 

Gazette in January 1771, which he followed with an original piece by ñForesightò in June, 

perhaps the most unsparing antislavery attack to have appeared in British North America to 

date.471 Exclamations doted the diatribe, and the writer was nowhere more aghast that men were 

 
469 Literary historian Lyon Richardson briefly traces Russellôs printing career in A History of Early 

American Magazines, 1741-1789 (New York, N.Y.: Taylor & Francis, 1978), 159.  

470 Carol Sue Humphrey, ñThis Popular Engine:ò New England Newspapers During the American 
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ñdegraded to rank with brutes! bought and sold like perishing animals! By his equals!ðby his 

brother!ò than that this took place not only in ñBritain, that heavn favoured isleò but even in 

storied New England. ñYes, (I blush to speak it) New-England is stained with the horrid guilt of 

slavery!ò he said. Again, ñI reflect with astonishment, that slavery has been so permitted in New-

England---may God soon put a period to this great abomination! . . . Let all honest men who fear 

God and hate iniquity, unite their endeavours to relieve the oppressed, and wipe off the reproach 

of slavery from New-England, from America, from the British empire, and from the world.ò 

ñMay the legislators of Massachusetts set the noble example,ò he called. Only then ñwe may 

hope that God will smile upon us, that he will disappoint the machinations of our enemies.ò 

Otherwise, the colonists would be enslaved themselves, ña just punishment for our 

unrighteousness.ò472  

Committed as they were to ending slavery, especially in their home colony, Hall, Russell, 

and Thomas had a difficult time carrying the torch forward after Hutchinson vetoed the patriotôs 

antislavery legislation of 1771. Thomas reprinted a more conventional antislavery piece from the 

Pennsylvania Gazette in February 1772 ï which insisted, based in part on the example of the 

West-India islands, that slavery was simply unwise and dangerous ñcivil policyò ï and Hall took 

a brief potshot at Hutchinson a month later, asking ñWill our Governor consent that oppressed 

Africans may go free, and the yoke broke, the laws taken away that holds them in slavery?ò473 

Thomas took his own passing jab at Hutchinson ï observing that the governor scorned ñthe 

whole representative body in as cavalier a manner as a West India planter might be supposed to 

 
472 Massachusetts Spy, June 27, 1771.  

473 Massachusetts Spy, February 27, 1772; Essex Gazette, March 24, 1771  
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do at his Negroesò ï but was otherwise occupied collecting subscribers for a new pamphlet 

against the slave trade. 474 This would not appear until the fall of 1772 under Russellôs imprint, 

however, and the only other antislavery article to appear in the early months of the year came 

from the pen of the opposition writer ñConscienceò in the Boston Evening-Post. ñConscienceò 

addressed himself to ñthe attention of those greats who hold the reins of government,ò arguing 

that ñas soon as [the enslaved] had by their labour satisfied for all the expence [slaveowners] had 

been at in bringing them here they should have been 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 encouragement the English have.ò475 This was a powerful call not only for Black liberation 

but equal civil rights as fellow subjects in the British Empire, but no other writers in 

Massachusetts heeded 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 colonist was or aspired to be. 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 son of James Parker, one of Steuartôs old 

correspondents in the colonies. Nancy had been bequeathed by father to son but chose to sue the 

latter when he came of age, insisting she was ñfree born.ò The courts held for the plaintiffs in all 

 
474 Massachusetts Spy, July 23, 1772; Massachusetts Spy, November 7, 1771, March 26, 1772, April 9, 

1772. An advertisement for Swanôs work also appeared in the Essex Gazette beginning March 24, 1772, and 

appeared also in the Providence Gazette, March 28, 1772.   

475 Boston Evening-Post, January 20, 1772; reprinted in Connecticut Gazette, February 21, 1772.  
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three cases, who were awarded court costs along with their liberty.476 Several prominent patriots 

were involved in these cases ï including John Adams, Robert Treat Paine, and Nathaniel Peaslee 

Sargent ï making it highly unlikely that the party leadership was unaware of these developments. 

Nevertheless, neither these cases nor any of the other freedom suits that had preceded them were 

used as a rallying cry for abolition in Massachusettsô papers. This would soon change thanks in 

large part because of Somersetôs own trials in England.    

 

 Tensions simmered between Hutchinson and the patriot party until the fall of 1772, when 

the opposition initiated its next major sally against the royal governorôs regime. The first reports 

of Somerset v. Steuart arrived in New England in the spring and ï contrary to arguments made 

by some scholars that royalist presses in the region led and virtually monopolized discussions 

over the issue ï it was patriot printers in Rhode Island and Connecticut who made the earliest 

note of it.477 John Carter, of the Providence Gazette, and Thomas and Samuel Green, of the 

Connecticut Journal, observed that ñit is somewhat of an impeachment of the freedom of our 

constitution, to be informed that in France, that arbitrary government, all negroes and slaves 

become free, on coming into that kingdom.ò They thus hoped that the ñcause depending in the 

 
476 Nancy v. James Parker Jr. and Dinah Parker (1771) in ñEssex County Freedom Cases,ò NorthShore 

Slavery, https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcases/ and Bell, ñResearch Summaries,ò 85-88.  

477 Bradley, 66-80; Hunter, 109-128; Emily Blanck, Tyrannicide: Forging an American Law of Slavery in 

Revolutionary South Carolina and Massachusetts (Athens, GA: UGP, 2014), 44-45. Though more nuanced in his 

analysis, Waldstreicher likewise agrees with this scholarship that even the antislavery advocate Isaiah Thomas 

ñavoidedò printing ñthe trial and [its] full verdictò arguing that he ñinaugurated the local patriot pushback against the 

implications of Somerset;ò Odyssey, 163. For coverage of the Somerset case outside of Massachusetts, see 

Providence Gazette, April 25, July 25, August 1, September 12, October 3, and October 10, 1772; Newport 

Mercury, August 3, August 31, and September 14, 1772; New Hampshire Gazette, July 31, August 7, September 4, 

and September 11, 1772; Connecticut Journal, May 8, July 31, and August 21, 1772; New London Gazette, August 

21 and 28, 1772; Connecticut Courant, July 30, 1772. 

https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcases/
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Court of Kingôs Bench.ò i.e. Somersetôs, would remedy this default, resulting in a similar policy 

ñin favour of these injured unfortunates.ò478 The rest of New Englandôs patriot press followed 

Carter and Greenôs lead in covering the case, but it was Thomas and Hall in Massachusetts who 

most positively embraced the trialôs outcome, leveraging it as an important precedent to end 

Black slavery in the colony.  

 The Boston News-Letter and the Boston Post-Boy, the only remaining royalist-leaning 

outlets in New England by 1772, did provide more direct coverage of the case than did any other 

paper in the region, as the scholar Patricia Bradley observes. But this was due to the very 

ambivalence of their reportage. Draperôs News-Letter, for instance, quoted a nervous 

correspondent on July 23 who feared that if Somerset was successful it would ñbe a means of 

ruining our African Trade,ò resulting in ñthese black Gentryò invading England ñin too great an 

abundance, intermarry[ing] with our women, and thus in timeò leading the nation to ñbecome a 

Nation of Molattoes.ò479 Draper, as well as Green and Russell (Ezekielôs older brother) of the 

Post-Boy, exemplified the same ñlegalistic careò Matthew Mason argues characterizes southern 

newspapersô treatment of the trial, providing equal space to Steuartôs lawyers as to Somersetôs.480 

Each initially published as much information as they could on the case, running anxious 

correspondents who fretted that a holding for the plaintiff would prove ñdetrimental to those 

Gentlemen, whose estates chiefly consist in Slaves . . . it appears at first sight incongruous to 

suppose that a change of climate can deprive a persons of that property for which he gave a 

 
478 Providence Gazette, April 25, 1772; Connecticut Journal, May 8, 1772.  

479 Boston News-Letter, July 23, 1772.  

480 ñNorth American Calm,ò 737. 
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valuable consideration.ò481 They also printed more optimistic writers, on the other hand, who 

stridently argued that Somerset ñneither now is, nor ever was, the Property of his Masterò or that 

ñthe Slave-Trade, whatever 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 

nature.ò482 

 Draper, Green, and Russell continued oscillating over the case into early September, 

when they published another set of accounts alternately celebrating and bemoaning Somersetôs 

now-granted freedom. ñWho can help admiring the genius of that Government, which thus 

dispenses freedom to all around it?ò one queried. But another fumed meanwhile that the case left 

ñthe subject at Jamaica, or Barbados wholly without a hand to cultivate his plantations.ò483 

Draper was reluctant to walk this tightrope any longer, however, and he withdrew from the 

matter entirely thereafter, pushed out by more invested writers in the Boston Evening-Post, the 

Massachusetts Spy, and the Essex Gazette (Tables 4 and 5).  

The Post-Boy, however, soon found itself fighting a rearguard action in slaveryôs defense. 

It ran a long meditation on the illegality of Somerset in October, arguing, contrary to the claims 

Massachusettsô enslaved and their white allies had been making since the 1760s, that the 

enslaved were not and could never be ñnatural subjectsò of the Empire. They could not 

ñtherefore be considered as in the same rank, or entiuled to the same personal immunities, the 

same liberties and privileges, as his Majestyôs naturalized and denizen subjects; much less as a 

 
481 Boston News-Letter, July 23, 1772; Boston Post-Boy, July 27, 1772. 

482 Boston News-Letter, July 23-30, August 27, 1772; Boston Post-Boy, July 27, August 3, 31, 1772. 

483 Boston News-Letter, September 10, 1772; Boston Post-Boy, September 7, 1772. 
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free, natural-born Englishman.ò Rather, English law, according to this pundit, had explicitly 

ñdeclared [enslaved personsô] services a commodity, and set them up to public saleò and so the 

issue was ñresolvable into the simple idea of the established rights between a seller and a 

buyer.ò484 This argument was strengthened by another that appeared in January 1773, which tried 

to correct the record on the ñtrue state of the Africans in their own country, or in our colonies,ò 

perpetuating yet another myth. It was from ñbloody tyrannyò in Africa that the enslaved were in 

fact ñredeemed by the European traders,ò relocated to a place ñwhere their lives and properties 

are safe under protection of the laws,ò where ñboth humanity and self-interest renderò their 

servitude ñvery moderate,ò and where ñtheir slavery is little more than nominal.ò Perhaps there 

should be ñan actual prohibition of any future importation of themò into England ï for that would 

ñpreserve the beauty and fair complection of our peopleò ï but ñin the mean time, if the 

judgement of the law-courts should set free the negroes now in England, many ill consequences 

will follow.ò485  

 

 

 

 

 

 
484 Boston Post-Boy, October 5, 1772.  

485 Boston Post-Boy, January 4, 1773.  
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Table 4                                                                                                                                     

References to Slavery by Newspaper Edition, July 1772-April 1773486 

  BNL BPB BEP Spy EG BG Total 

Proslavery 

Commentary 

(Anti-Somerset, 

Pro-Marsham, 

or Proslavery 

Advocacy) None   

1772:   

Oct. 5  

1773:   

Jan. 4 

1772:   

Sept. 7  

Oct. 19    

Dec. 28 

1773: 

Feb. 8 None 

1773: 

Feb. 16 None 7 

Antislavery 

Commentary  

(Pro-Somerset, 

Anti-Marsham, 

or Antislavery 

Advocacy) 

1772:   

July 30 

1772:  

Aug. 3  

1772:   

Oct. 5  

Oct. 26*  

Nov. 30  

1773:  

April 26 

1772:  

July 30 

Aug. 6   

Sept. 17  

Oct. 1  

Oct. 22  

Oct. 29    

1773:    

Jan. 28  

Feb. 11* 

Feb. 18 

1772:  

Aug. 25  

1773:  

Feb. 9* 

Mar. 16 

1772:  

Oct. 5 

1773: 

Mar. 22 20 

Pro- and 

Antislavery 

Commentary 

1772: 

July 23* 

Sept. 10* 

1772:  

July 27*      

Sept. 7* 

1772:  

Sept. 21* 

Sept. 28* 

Oct. 12* None 

1772: 

July 28 None 8 

Neutral or 

Ambiguous 

Commentary  

1772:  

Aug. 27 

1772: 

Aug. 31 

1772:   

July 27      

Aug. 31 

1772:   

Aug. 27 

Sept. 3 

1772:  

Aug. 18 

1772:  

Sept. 21 8 

Total 4 6 13 11 6 3  43 

Table 5                                                                                                                              

References to Slavery by Partisan Press Distribution, July 1772-April 1773 

  Proslavery  Antislavery  Pro- and Antislavery  Neutral Total 

Patriot Press 1 14 1 4 20 

Boston Evening-Post487 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 Somerset to the end of the immediate debate it helped trigger. Asterisks indicate journal editions with multiple 

commentaries relating to Somerset or slavery. The Essex Gazette, March 23, 1773, also reprinted Phillis Wheatleyôs 

poem, ñRecollections,ò which has been excluded as it did not address the problem of slavery directly. 

487 At least four of the nine antislavery articles printed by the Evening-Post were written by authors who 

clearly identify as patriots, or use characteristically patriot language, whereas the remaining five are unclear in their 

party affiliations. These may have also been written by another patriot, however, the minister, Jeremy Belknap (see 

Part I and below). Six of the seven articles the Evening-Post published defending slavery were written by the pro-

government writer ñJohn Marsham.ò  
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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 of Somersetôs antislavery implications. Thomasôs Massachusetts Spy, for instance, only 

provided less coverage of the case than did his royalist competitors because he excised virtually 

all references to the arguments made in Stuartôs defense. While the editors of the Post-boy and 

News-Letter hemmed and hawed in July and August, Thomas wrote approvingly of how one of 

the ñcouncil[s] for the plaintiff went very spiritedly into the natural rights and privileges of 

mankind.ò488 He was also unique among New Englandôs printers for running the only full-length 

report of Somersetôs arguments, including his attorneyôs claim that ñthe law of England had 

constantly discountenanced slaveryò and that the practice ñviolated the natural rights of the 

slave.ò489  

Samuel Hall, who was now joined at his press by his sibling Ebenezer, departed from 

Thomasô strategy by providing ample coverage of the trial in its entirety, but he also made sure 

to pair these reports with separate antislavery attacks. The brothers ran a radical, locally authored 

condemnation of the slave trade on July 28, for instance, which ñsincerely wish[ed] that . . . 

every African . . . unite, rise, and cut off the crews of every singly vessel which comes amongst 

them for that vile purpose.ò The enslavement of ñthese poor mortals, who are naturally, in all 

respects, as much free born as any of the human raceò was, after all, a ñworse than diabolical 

custom.ò490 A month later they also republished Gordon Wallaceôs antislavery musings (which 

 
488 Massachusetts Spy, July 30, 1772. 

489 Massachusetts Spy, August 6, 1772. 

490 Essex Gazette, July 28, 1772.  
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Benezet had earlier reprinted in his Caution and Warning), wherein the Scottish philosopher 

assured his readers that the empire would not be ñruined by the abolition of Slavery.ò True, it 

ñmight occasion a stagnation of business for a short time,ò but, just watch, ñSet the Negroes free, 

and in a few generations this [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, it would be peopled by Philosophers and Men.ò491 Samuel and Ebenezer 

implied that Somersetôs victory would mark another important step ensuring the success of New 

Englandôs sanctioned ñerrand into the wilderness.ò 

A piqued royalist felt the need to speak out against this antislavery reflorescence on 

September 7. This author appeared in the pages of the Boston Evening-Post, which still dedicated 

itself to giving equal space to both pro- and anti-government voices, writing under the assumed 

name of the seventeenth-century biblicist, ñJohn Marsham.ò He categorically identified himself 

as a foe to both the patriot party and Massachusettsô emergent antislavery movement from the 

start. He scoffed at ñthe Sentiment many among us entertain of the African Trade, so calledò and 

the ñextremesò those exalting ñFreedom, Liberty, and the Rights of Mankindò had been ñcarried 

intoò in their opposition to it. He claimed that in Boston ñwe have it perpetually thundered in our 

Ears, and a Court of Common Law at home seems to have added their sanctionò to the idea that 

slavery was ña Disgrace for a People who make such Pretensions to Liberty.ò But enough was 

enough. After nearly a decade of, at least publicly, uncontested antislavery agitation in the 

 
491 Essex Gazette, August 25, 1772. The August 18 edition also ran more neutral coverage of the trial, 

noting merely that ñit is generally thought [the trial] will go in favour of the negro.ò 
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colony, someone had to speak up. Slavery was not only justifiable, according to Marsham. No, it 

was unreproachable, being ñfor wise Reasons . . . of divine Institution.ò492 

ñMarshamò recognized he was wading into this debate on the backfoot. Popular opinion 

in Massachusetts, at least as it was expressed in print, had moved so definitively against slavery 

by the early 1770s that even he made no argument against the claim that it was ñcontrary to 

every known ordinary Principle of human Nature, [that] these People are made Slaves in an 

absolute Sense.ò He contended however that ñOur general Notions of Freedom and the Rights of 

Mankind are wholly out of the present Question.ò He believed that ñThe Causeò of Black slavery 

was ñsupernatural.ò What he found in his ñBibleò would thus ñwarrant [his] Sentiments and [his] 

Conduct.ò He assured his readers that ñMany Things in Scripture seem repugnant to weak-

sighted Mortals,ò but it was clear that ñthe divine Author of these Pagesò mandated that the 

Africans are destined to be slaves to the rest of mankind and that was that. He advised ñall those 

whose Zeal has led them into studied Harangues on the Subject, to be more cautious and 

modest.ò493 The patriots could rail all they want. It was Godôs will that Africans be enslaved. 

Marsham went so far as to accuse his opponents of ñfighting against Godò by fighting 

against slavery, and his righteous declamation was answered in kind by a torrent of publications, 

the majority of which were produced by New Englandôs patriots.494 The first to respond was one 

ñBen Scotusò in the Spy on September 17. He shot back at ñour sage politician, Mr. John 

Marshamò in an address to ñLord Mansfield,ò the presiding judge in Somerset. ñScotusò 

 
492 Boston Evening-Post, September 7, 1772.  

493 Ibid. 

494 Ibid. 
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commended the justiceôs ñrighteous determination in the Negro cause,ò praying only that he had 

gone ña little farther in the way of [his] duty.ò Connecting the patriot cause to the pursuit of 

abolition, the pseudonymous writer warned Mansfield to ñemancipate yourself from the drudgery 

of supporting [Parliamentôs] reign of oppression and tyrannyò by doing greater justice to the 

ñNegroesò and ñthe peopleò so that ñmutual confidence and sincere affectionò may be restored 

between the colonists and their King. He should also, in the process, ñdeliver it as your candid 

opinion, that the acts of a House of Commons, many of whose members were seated in direct 

opposition to the fundamental laws of the land, cannot be legally binding on the people.ò495 Both 

the enslaved and the colonial legislatures should have the final right of self-determination.  

The Evening-Post followed up on this debate the next week by publishing another 

response to Marsham from ñCommiserator Africanorum.ò The piece was likely written by the 

patriot minister Jeremy Belknap (see Part I), who attacked ñMarshamôsò ñfalse Reasonings and 

Perversions of holy Scripture.ò ñI cannot keep silence,ò he claimed, ñwhen I see [the Bible] 

perverted to the dark designs of rooting out all the seeds of piety, virtue, and humanity.ò 

ñBesides, I am near a kin to the poor Africans, being made of the same one blood, and am like 

them in the body, they are my own flesh.ò He hoped, therefore, that ñthe governments in 

America, as well as in the mother country, will have shortly too just a sense of Liberty, to hide 

themselves any longer from their own flesh, and to put a stop to the importation of slaves.ò496  

 
495 Massachusetts Spy, September 17, 1772.  

496 Boston Evening-Post, September 21, 1772. A biographer claimed in 1822 that Belknap had written 

multiple tracts against Marsham in 1772 but did not specify his nom de plume, nor which journals he was published 

in. It seems likely though that he wrote the Evening-Postôs more biblically oriented tracts.; ñBiographical Memoir of 

Rev. Jeremy Belknap, D.D.ò Collections, Topographical, Historical 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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ñYò also joined in the fray via the Evening-Post, mocking ñwhatever Notions [Marsham] 

might have floating in his Noddle,ò but the Fleets, ever impartial, also published a continuation 

by ñMarshamò alongside these antislavery screeds. The royalist immediately resumed mocking 

these ñMen, who, while they vindicate the Rights of these Negroes, can yet tyrannize over, 

harass and oppress their Fellow-Citizensò the enslavers. It was a gross ñError . . . scattered in our 

Common Law Books, that when a Negro lands in England and is baptized, he commences 

instanter free.ò Thus, ñthose Declamations on the Subject [that] have been stuffed in the papersò 

amounted to nothing more than ñEbulitions of an heated imagination.497 ñMarshamò thought that 

both the common law and the sentiment of the people were against him. But neither mattered in 

the face of Godôs truth.  

The Evening-Post continued acting as a platform to both ñMarshamò and his critics for 

the next several months, in many ways replicating the News-Letterôs prevaricating performance 

from the summer. Peterôs son Pompey had replaced him at Thomas Fleetôs press by this point, 

setting the type for the journalôs numerous publications just as his father had before him. Though 

Pompeyôs master may have trembled at what he published, the second-generation enslaved man 

would have undoubtedly been cheered by the fact that never before in his lifetime had he seen so 

many white colonists speak out against slavery in such a short span of time. There was an 

excellent chance Pompey had met Somerset during his residence in Boston, perhaps making the 

experience all the more poignant when he set 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 Evening-Post, September 21, 1771.  
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demanding that ñreal believing master[s]ò should set their ñstolen servant[s] at liberty.ò498 The 

Evening-Postôs ñM. Cato,ò for instance, rebuked ñMarshamôsò critique of Somerset, wishing ï 

after he compared the barbarity of the slave trade to the ñhorrid bloodshedò of the Boston 

Massacre ï that ñthis glorious precedent will extend, in time, its agreeable and salutary influence 

to America.ò 499 Pompey and 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 

Somersetôs struggles. Isaiah Thomas ï who likely learned some of the tricks of his trade from 

Pompeyôs father as a young apprentice in the 1750s ï was similarly gripped by the possibilities 

of freedom he saw before him.500 As he editorialized in an advertisement for a pamphlet version 

of Somersetôs suit Ezekiel Rusell prepared two years after the case was first reported, upon the 

verdict depended ñthe future happiness of millions yet unborn.ò Thomas thus hoped it would 

prove ñinstrumental in abolishing [so] iniquitous and disgraceful a practice [as] Enslaving our 

 
498 Boston Evening-Post, October 26, 1772. See also its editions for October 5, 12, 19, and November 30, 

1772. 

499 Boston Evening-Post, September 28, 1772.  

500 Reputed for his fine type setting and woodcutting skills from an early age, Thomas was most likely 

taught the arts of his craft ï though he failed to admit as much ï by Primus, the man who frequently labored at his 

masterôs press. Its plausible that he also learned some lessons from Peter of the Evening-Post, who was well known 

as an unrivaled woodcutter. Though Thomas claims he was self-taught at print-laying, it is unlikely he could acquire 

such skills entirely on his own. As his mater was neither well-inclined nor well-equipped to pass on such skills 

himself, it seems likely Primus at least had a hand in helping Thomas get his start; Thomas, History, 128, 131-134, 

155. For more on Primus, who as enslaved by Daniel Fowle, see Jonathan Senchyne, ñUnder Pressure: Reading 

Material Textuality in the Recovery of Early African American Print Work, Arizona Quarterly, Vol. 75, No. 3 

(2019), 109-132. 
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fellow menò throughout the British Empire.501 With so much at stake, what else could Thomas 

do but unleash more vitriol against ñMarshamò? 

Thomas followed up ñScotusôò attack on Massachusettsô first public proslavery advocate 

by publishing more writers in the Spy in October who referred to the errant sinner as one of the 

many ñwho are the instruments of enslaving our common brothers in nature, the Africans.ò 

ñMantheo,ò borrowing his name from an Egyptian historian, took up five entire columns in the 

journal across two issues. He dissected ñMarshamôsò arguments one by one, concluding that 

ñevery moment that any one retains a freeman of Africa, as his slave, he is not only a destroyer 

of the natural rights of mankind, but a despiser of the laws of God, and a murderer to his own 

conscience.502 ñSimon Pure,ò who identified himself as a Quaker and a patriot, agreed with 

ñMantheoò a week later, offering a fantasized account of ñMarshamôsò last words before he was 

hanged at the gallows. ñMarshamò was not able to finish, however, as he ñwas unfortunately 

interrupted by the impertinent questions of half a dozen Black-a-moorsò who so shamed him 

with that ñhe looked as mute as a fish, and earnestly entreated Mr. Hangman to dispatch him as 

quick as possible.ò503 ñPureôsò rhetorical performance ï decidedly un-Friendly in nature ï treated 

ñMarshamò much like the effigies of royal officials Bostonians had been hanging and burning for 

the better part of a decade. This time, however, the onlooking crowd was composed of aggrieved 

Africans rather than white colonists.  

 
501 Massachusetts Spy, February 10, 1774.   

502 Massachusetts Spy, October 1 and 22, 1772.  

503 Massachusetts Spy, October 1, 22, and 29, 1772. 
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One of Thomasô greatest contributions to antislavery agitation in this moment came not 

from his own paper, however, but from a pamphlet he helped publish by the patriot James Swan, 

potentially the author of the ñBen Scotusò letter. 504 Swan, a recent émigré from Scotland, 

initially encountered some difficulties in getting A Dissuasion from the Slave Trade published. 

But with the help of Thomas, Russell, and the patriot ñsquireò Joseph Greenleaf, he was finally 

able to get it in print in November 1772, at the height of the Somerset controversy.505  

Swan had quickly ingratiated himself with the patriot party upon his arrival in Boston in 

1765. He was an active participant in the townôs ñSons of Libertyò and a standing committee 

member of Bostonôs North End Caucus by March 1772.506 Dedicating his Dissuasion to ñall 

friends of liberty,ò Swan, like Appleton before him, tied his hostility to slavery to his opposition 

to Parliament. ñEnslaving your fellow men, and using and massacring them as they do in the 

West-Indies and Southern Provinces,ò he claimed, ñis a matter of too great importance to be only 

slightly thought of.ò He trusted that his newfound countrymen held ñthat love of Liberty, with 

which every true English-man is, or ought to be possessed of,ò that they would ñdeclare 

 
504 ñBen Scotusò translates literally to ñScot Mountain,ò a fitting appellation for the Scottish-born Swan.   

505 Thomas had first solicited subscriptions for Swanôs proposed work on November 7, 1771, almost a year 

to the day before the pamphlet made its appearance in print. Thomas decided not to print the pamphlet himself, 

however (he rarely printed anything outside of his newspapers), and 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 the work on hiatus until the latter joined 

hands with Ezekiel Russell in October. Greenleaf and Russell apparently had their own falling out, though, and two 

different versions of the first edition of Swanôs Dissuasion came out under Greenleafôs and Russellôs respective 

imprints in November, though only copies from the latterôs press are now extant. Greenleaf then published an 

amended second edition of Swanôs work after he had established his own press in 1773; Massachusetts Spy, 

November 7, 1771, March 12, April 9, October 22, November 19, and December 17, 1772; Isaiah Thomas to 
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yourselves, as I do, well-wishers of the British Empire, and consequently enemies to Slavery.ò In 

fact, they would have to. After all, ñthe man who buys the Africans or Negroes is full as culpable 

as the stealer, and liable the same punishment,ò a ñjustly deserve[d] death.ò507 

 Again like Appleton, and Benezet, whose Caution and Warning he liberally quoted, 

Swan condemned slave traders as ñscoundrels,ò ñMen-wolves,ò ñthieves and murderersò 

deserving of death. Moreover, he explicitly wrote his work to encourage legislative action. 

Knowing now that this was not enough, however, Swan also called on unnamed ñpretended 

Judges and Governorsò (Psalm 2:10) in the colonies who had it in their power to limit or end 

slavery to wake from the ñnegligence you have sleeped in.ò508 Swan departed from his 

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 ñthat means will be taken by the Legislature of most, if not all 

the Provinces of North-America, and the West India Islands, totally prohibiting the importation 

of Negroes . . . and setting at Liberty with universal consent, every Negro throughout the whole, 

at least in North America.ò To him this would only be granting a restoration of that ñLibertyò 

which the enslaved ought to have ever enjoyed ñby the laws of God, of Britain, and the 

Plantations,ò as they did as the natural born subjects of New England. Swan was apparently 

encouraged by the Somerset decision to activate and expand the myth of the slaveless society to 

delegitimate chattel bondage throughout the entire Empire.509  
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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 first reports of Somerset 

reached Bostonôs shores that custom alone could not justify the enslavement of an individual, nor 

even could statue law. In a move that outstripped Mansfield, who had insisted that Parliament 

must pass a law for slavery to exist in England, Lowell contended slavery of any sort was ñvoidò 

being contrary to the ñLaws of God and reason.ò As Lowell was also an active member of 

Bostonôs North End Caucus, it is reasonable to assume that Swan would have been familiar with 

the arguments in Ceasar v. Taylor, informing his claim that it was contrary to ñEnglish Lawò for 

Africans to be held in chains ñwithout trial or proof of being guilty of crimes adequate to their 

punishments.ò 510 

Besides Lowell and Swan, other patriots in the courts, the press, and the legislature were 

working closely together to capitalize on this moment. After the overwhelming barrage 

ñMarshamò met with in Massachusetts, his name was mud in patriot circles; an object of popular 

contempt at the Boston town meeting later that year; a shorthand sobriquet for those who wished 

to perpetuate both literal and metaphorical slavery in the colonies.511 Few others rallied to the 

beleaguered biblicistôs cause, save for the occasional article in the Post-Boy noted above, and 

another that appeared in February, first in the Evening-Post and then, uncharacteristically, the 

Essex Gazette.  

 
510 Legal Papers of John Adams, 2:59-62; ñEssex County Freedom Cases,ò NorthShore Slavery, 
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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 his claims was unmistakable. ñSensibleò that it was ña 

delicate and frequently hazardous affair . . . to question the generally receivôd opinion, of the 

African or Negroes being originally descended from the same stock with the White Man,ò this 

writer nevertheless insisted that Africans ñhave little beside their shape that warrants us to claim 

kindred with them.ò512 He did not argue, like ñMarshamò that they were the descendants of 

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 

deserving 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 the Essex Gazette, especially in light of the fact that, just the 

week before, the Hall brothers published two separate attacks on chattel bondage insisting that 

the colonies ñhave a right themselves to prohibit [the African slave trade] in their own 

Assembliesò and that they should further declare ñthe children of the present Slaves free, after 

they become of age.ò513 Perhaps then they only offered it in the hopes that it would be rebutted, 

as it in fact was by ñL.X.Q,ò who quoted at length a satire Voltaire had written against 

polygeneticists earlier in the century ï ñYour Nose is long and ours [Africansô] is flat; your Hair 

 
512 Boston Evening-Post, February 8, 1773; Essex Gazette, February 9, 1773.  

513 Essex Gazette, February 9, 1773, both reprinted in the Massachusetts Spy, February 11, 1773.The first of 

these essays came from the famed British abolitionist, Granville Sharpe, in a letter to Benezet; Granville Sharp to 

Anthony Benezet, Old Jewry, London, August 21, 1772, reprinted in Anthony Benezet: From the Original Memoir, 

ed. Wilson Armistead (Philadelphia, PA: Lippincott and Co., 1859), 32-33; The second was written by Benjamin 

Franklin for the London Chronicle, June 20, 1772. 
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is strait and our Wool is curled; you are white and we are black; consequently . . . we make you 

our Slaves.ò514  Whatever the Hallsôs thinking, by April 1773 no one in Massachusetts was 

willing to give slavery any further defense. The Evening-Post ended the discussion it had 

unwittingly begun by publishing a concluding anti-Marsham rebuke. This author claimed, 

similarly to ñL.X.Q,ò that Africa was ñfull of inhabitants, of the same blood, and feelings with 

ourselves, who have a natural notion of liberty, and to whom slavery is a most intolerable burden 

and grievance.ò515 The center of debate had sifted since Somersetôs first reports, 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, was the Boston Gazette, the 

colonyôs still-leading patriot newspaper until the neophyte Spy overtook it in years forthcoming. 

Despite Edes and Gillôs singular support of antislavery agitation in the 1760s, in the early 1770s 

they now saw fit to do much less. After their publication of Cookeôs Election Sermon in 1770, 

they had almost entirely laid aside their antislavery advocacy. They published one passing note 

on Somerset in September 1772 that suggested ñBlacks are now free in this country.ò516 

Otherwise, their only reference to slavery in the immediate aftermath of the trial was a brief 

celebration of a ñnobleò Caribbean planter who sought to use ñfree Negroes, and not Slavesò to 

farm his estates.517 They continued lauding the progress of antislavery on the few occasions they 
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spoke up in the early 1770s, and they would resume publishing on the issue in spring 1773, but it 

was no longer a distinctive feature of their publication efforts. 

It is because of Edesô and Gillôs decision not to say more in this moment that historians 

have concluded that New Englandôs patriots, especially those in Massachusetts, met news of the 

trial with tongues tied. On this reading, the patriots were embarrassed by a move that seemed to 

place the imperial government, and not they, at the forefront of libertyôs cause. So, when 

confronted with Somerset, they chose to ignore or repudiate it, and even Thomas has been 

portrayed as having ñavoidedò printing ñthe trial and [its] full verdict,ò instead inaugurating ñthe 

local patriot pushback against the implications of Somerset.ò518 Other scholars suggest that the 

patriots at least sought to ñminimize agitationò over the case lest it jeopardize their fragile 

alliance with slaveholding colonies in the south who greater feared its implications.519 Such 

arguments are difficult to square with the fact that every other patriot press in New England gave 

the case substantial exposure, and that, in Massachusetts, Thomas and Hall full-heartedly 

embraced its implications. Swan, for his part, even excoriated Virginia and the other slave 

societies in British North America for their ñbarbarous usage [of the] poor Negroesò at length, 

wishing to raise ñin every breast an utter detestation and abhorrence of the horrid customsò they 

practiced.520 It is nevertheless plausible that Somerset had secretly frustrated Massachusettsô 

patriots, resulting in their limited coverage of the trial per se during the summer. Such behavior 

 
518 Waldstreicher, Odyssey, 163. 

519 Mason, 740. See also Robert Parkinson, The Common Cause: Creating Race and Nation in the 
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case that concern for southern slaveholders tamped down antislavery agitation in the revolutionary north.  
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would conform to a pattern historians have observed of patriots who lived elsewhere like 

Benjamin Franklin and Arthur Lee. Both of whom, the argument goes, reacted to the decision 

with ill -veiled unease.521  

Assuming that the Bay Colonyôs patriots reacted to Somerset with the same chagrin as the 

London-based Franklin and Lee, however, risks privileging an imperial perspective that only 

some contemporary observers of the controversy occupied. A different picture emerges if we 

bear in mind the local shape of antislavery politics in the province. From this vantage point, 

several striking features emerge. First, if anyone in Massachusetts felt ñthreatenedò by Somerset, 

as Nicholas Wood puts it, it was government publications such as the Newsletter and the Post-

Boy, not the patriot presses.522 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 just as many, if 

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 papers ï nor, for that matter, did the non-partisan Evening-Post ï 

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 to Somerset as they did. Though cosmopolitan colonials such as Franklin and Lee may 
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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 was the opposition that had been 

championing antislavery agitation in the colony for the better part of a decade. 

In fact, ñToryò charges of colonial slaveholding hypocrisy made little appearance in 

Massachusettsô pamphlets or the press, however much they may have dismayed patriots living 

abroad.523 The people of Boston indeed occasionally complained of how they were kept ñin 

ignoranceò of the ñbitter and cruel reflectionsò that were made at their expense in the London 

press.524 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 had been securely 

associated with the opposition party, not the government, for the better part of a decade.525 The 

strongest critics of the institution, and of colonial slaveholdersô hypocrisy, as we have seen, had 

come from among the patriotsô ranks, including those published in the Gazette, since 1764. 

Given it was a Massachusetts audience to whom the Boston Gazette was most directly addressed, 

there is little reason to suspect that an unlikely discomfort had finally muzzled its notoriously 

inflammatory maw.526 Even in slave-bound, pro-patriot Virginia ï wherefrom Lee hailed, 
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wherein none of the conditions in Massachusetts prevailed, and whereat the charge of hypocrisy 

should have struck hardest ï the colonial press still gave Somerset substantial coverage, as 

Helena Yoo Roth shows. This suggests that, however much ministerial writers howled, even 

Chesapeake slaveholders neither listened nor felt the need to ñbarkò back.527  

Massachusetts readers also appear to have paid little attention to southern slaveholdersô 

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 longstanding coverage of South Carolinaôs 

own efforts to curtail the slave trade.528 Even patriot leaders like Adams had little 

correspondence with the opposition in the lower south prior to the Coercive Acts of 1774, and 

what news he did hear likely would have contributed to a growing sense, expressed by 

abolitionists like Benezet, that slavery was under siege throughout North America.529 The 

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.  
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Why did the Gazette choose to stay silent on Somerset? The most likely answer is 

familiar, however banal: slavery, while a concern, was by no means a central concern to the 

patriot party; Bostonôs leadership simply prioritized interests white over Black in fall 1772. The 

Gazette was no longer the sole opposition press in the colony by that point ï as it was in the 

1760s ï and it is an unlikely coincidence that its antislavery coverage declined in the same years 

that first the Essex Gazette and then the Spy were founded (Figure 14). Edes and Gill could thus 

dedicate their already overflowing pages to other needs ï such as rousing western Massachusetts 

to action ï while allied writers in other papers took up the antislavery baton.530  
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Figure 14531 

 
531 As in Table 2, this graph depicts articles or advertisement with at least substantial antislavery attacks 

that appeared in Bostonôs patriot press. Hall founded the Essex Gazette in 1768, and Thomas took sole charge of the 

Massachusetts Spy in 1771. 
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Otis had fully abdicated to Adams as leader of the party in 1771, thus depriving the 

opposition movement of 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 become in the colony 

by 1772, among most it was as yet inchoate and reactive, requiring stimulation from dedicated 

allies and especially the enslaved themselves, like Somerset, in order to stay alive. Throughout 

the rest of the decade, it would take the committed few to forge Bay Colonistsô vague sense that 

slavery was wrong into a movement. If neither Somerset nor Boston immediately drove each 

otherôs fights for freedom, it seems certain that man and city still impacted each other in 

profound ways. Tied together by unseen 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 III:  HOLBROOKôS CAMPAIGN  
 

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 E).532 These activists weaponized Massachusettsô myth of the 

slaveless society ï much like Adam, and the numerous other Black and white antislavery 

advocates who came before them ï to champion their cause, demonstrating remarkable political 

acumen and savvy as they took hold of the revolutionary moment to fight for their freedom. The 

historian and minister 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 the Revolution. But even 

though they have been explored extensively, the ñfreedom petitionersò remain marginalized in 

histories of American abolitionism and misinterpreted even by the 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 maintained, the Massachusetts freedom petitions were in fact used to bolster 

it. Far from being able to do ñlittle to advance the cause of freedom,ò as many historians have 
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drafts. Much of the substance of Part III  appears in Grant Stanton, ñThe Freedom Petitions: Black Patriotism, Black 

Politics, and the Abolition of Slavery in Massachusetts, 1773-1783,ò Early American Studies, vol. 22, no. 2 (2024): 

262-304. 
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concluded, Holbrook and his allies ensured the downfall of slavery in their state.533 And far from 

simply exploiting revolutionary rhetoric in various ways, the Americans who wrote these 

documents helped constitute and create the new nationôs language of liberty.  

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 Holbrookôs campaign evinced African Americansô sincere ñamore patriaeò during the 

Revolution. Moreover, he insisted that Holbrook and his allies demonstrated the ñnativeò place 

of African Americans in the Republic at a time when serious questions were being posed about 

just how ñAmericanò African-descended people were, and whether they could coexist with white 

Americans as citizens.534 Nellôs contemporary and fellow abolitionist, George H. Moore, took a 

different tack eleven years later. He sidelined the petitionersô efforts and referred to the 

legislative efforts they inspired to abolish slavery in revolutionary Massachusetts as a ñsignal and 

completeò failure, evidence of white legislatorsô hostility to ñantislavery inflammation.ò535 By 

1883, the Black soldier, preacher, congressman, and historian George Washington Williams 

weighed in, finding a middle ground between Nellôs idealism and Mooreôs cynicism. Writing in 

the shadow of a failed reconstruction, Williams highlighted that, in fact, white patriots 

consistently supported Holbrook and his allies, even if only for ñstrategic and politicò reasons. 
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Williams nevertheless thought the petitionersô campaign spoke to Black colonistsô ñcertainò 

loyalty to the patriot cause.536  

Williamsôs interpretation was not the last word on the matter, and debate over what the 

freedom petitioners intended and accomplished in their appeals has since intensified. After 

Herbert Aptheker republished several documents from their campaign in his Documentary 

History of the Negro People in the United States, three dominant schools of thought have 

emerged.537 These track with prevailing readings of revolutionary Black thought generally, and 

for the sake of convenience we can think of them as the ñcontagion,ò ñappropriation,ò and 

ñradical alternativeò theses, respectively.  

The first of these interpretations, contagion, arose in the 1960s and was developed most 

notably by Benjamin Quarles. Following Bernard Bailynôs notion that a ñcontagion of libertyò 

spread throughout the colonies, scholars of this line of thinking often characterized enslaved 

claims for freedom in the Revolution as a ñspilloverò from white Patriot efforts.538 In its moment 
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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 recipients of white values, they 

posited a view of the freedom petitioners as canny agents who deliberately ñappropriatedò white 

discourse as a means to ñtranslate their aspirations and sufferings into a liberal language of 

natural rights.ò539 This framework remains 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 Sesay, and Jared 

Hardesty, build on this insight to explore how Black colonials ñusurped,ò as Emily Blanck puts 

it, the language of liberty to fight for their freedom.540 
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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 since the early 2000s that 

revolutionary Black actors did not simply adopt patriotic rhetoric but instead produced a distinct 

and radical ñalternativeò to white revolutionariesô creed. As Brooks makes clear, quoting 

political scientist Michael Dawson, African American thought was so divergent from patriot 

ideology that it ñócannot be fully situated within American liberalism.ôò541 Sinha agrees, arguing 

that African American rhetoric reversed ñthe symbolism of the American Revolutionò to such an 

extent that ñthe terms adoption, assimilation, or appropriation hardly do justice to [their] 

intellectual and political engagement.ò542  

There is much to be said in favor of all three perspectives, and each has made valuable 

contributions to historiansô understanding of early Black politics, broadly construed. Yet when 

applied to Holbrook and those who joined him, each approach fails to capture the full extent of 

what the petitioners sought and achieved through their campaign. Hampered by insufficient 
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conceptual frameworks that struggle to make sense of the petitionersô engagement with their 

colonyôs formal politics, historians have also been misled by several understandable, slight-but-

crucial misreadings of extant sources.543 These misreadings have led them to overemphasize 

white patriotsô antipathy to antislavery activism and to underemphasize the royal governmentôs 

own staunch opposition. Consequently, historians have lost track of white colonistsô strategic and 

moral interests in supporting the petitionersô efforts. Moreover, they have yet to appreciate how 

the petitionersô support of the patriot cause made actionable the radical potential of their appeals.  

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 day. No others 

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 alliesô petitions inspired not one but four different acts of 

legislation against slavery over the course of their campaign. Together Black and white patriots 

 
543 In a similar manner as Sarah L.H. Gronningsater in her study of black petitioning in New York, I argue 

in this work that ñmore than has been recognized or theorizedò Bostonôs black petitioners ñparticipated in the formal 
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(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020), 116-138. See also Van Gosse, The First Reconstruction: 
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Yorkò (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 successful abolition movement in Americaôs history.544 Succeeding, for a time, in 

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 state.545 

In what follows I revive Nellôs and Williamsôs basic insights and join them to the 

interpretive work of early American and revolutionary Atlantic scholars today who have shown 

the many ways Black actors were, as Laurent Dubois argues, ñas much a part of the formationò 

as they were the ñinheritorsò of the Western republican tradition.546 Doing so, I propose that 

Massachusetts freedom petitioners were constitutive of the American Revolution and the 

discourse that gave it life. A resistance from the inside, a calculated bet, the petitions represent 

 
544 Even Paul Polgarôs work on ñfirst movement abolitionistsòðalthough otherwise complementary to the 

arguments in this essayðoverlooks the importance of the freedom petitioners in leading the first organized, 
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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 slavery by themselves. 

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 society finally, if 

imperfectly, became reality. In doing so, they inaugurated one of the richest refrains in the new 

nationôs language of liberty. 
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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 colonyôs Council, Assembly, and people. In response to these mounting 

pressures, the perturbed governor 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 

managed was to further enflame his adversaries, raising for them the specter ñof total 

independenceò from what they conceived of as a state of abject subjugation.547 Theirs were not 

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 

Hutchinsonôs riposte, and capitalizing on the antislavery resurgence Somersetôs trial had 

encouraged in the colony, those who had actually experienced slavery in Massachusetts chose 

this moment to enter the American Revolutionôs battle rhetorical. Signing alone, but speaking on 

behalf of ñmany Slaves, living in the Town of Boston, and other Towns in this Province,ò Felix 

Holbrook asserted the right of Black colonists to freedom (Figure 15).  

 
547 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 49: 1772ï1773 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 

Society, 1980), 141.  
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Figure 15 First Freedom Petition, signed ñFelix,ò January 6, 1773548 

 
548 Reprinted in The Appendix (Boston: Ezekiel Russell, 1773). 
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Few records remain identifying Holbrook.549 He was born somewhere in West Africa 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 and Abia Holbrook, who ran the cityôs South 

Writing School, and was held by the couple until his manumission at Abiaôs death in 1769. The 

enslaved manôs literacy was almost certainly due to his service at the school, and he strove to 

make use of these advantages to become a respectable citizen in freedom. He joined Bostonôs 

Hollis Street Congregation the same year he was freed, was admitted in full communion in 1772, 

and soon joined by his wife, Susanna, whom he also married that year. Later, after the colonistsô 

simmering resentment again Great Britain transformed into outright violence, he enlisted in the 

Rhode Island Militia to fight for independence. Like 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 died in obscurity at no more than 60 years of age, the last record of 

his life an entry into the Boston Almshouse in 1792.550  

The story of Holbrookôs life ï from capture, to slavery, to freedom, to war, to poverty; 

from misery, to hope, to misery ï is worthy of a Shakespearean tragedy. What he said on January 

 
549 Though he only signed his name ñFelixò in this first petition, he is almost certainly the same man who 

went by ñFelix Holbrookò in subsequent documents from the campaign.   
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6, 1773, however, echoed across the colony and the centuries, ensuring his status as one of 

Americaôs most consequential early Black political activists. Writing at a renewed height of 

colonial-imperial tensions, he capitalized on British-American resentments and the spirit of 

liberty seizing the land by adding his own demands to those of white patriots. The citizens of 

Boston had claimed their rights ñas Men, as Christians, and as Subjectsò in their Votes and 

Proceedings the previous November ï a call to arms Samuel Adams and Bostonôs other patriots 

issued to the still-ambivalent Massachusetts countryside. In a similar fashion, Holbrook 

highlighted his own list of ñInfringements and Violationsò to argue against enslaved peopleôs 

ñunhappy State and condition.ò551 

His appeal was no mere parroting of his white countrymenôs claims. Holbrook made no 

argument against the governmentôs right to assume ñthe Powers of Legislation . . . in all Cases 

whatsoeverò as Boston had.552 In fact, he assured his audience, the three pillars of Massachusetts 

colonial government, that their decision was ultimate, saying, ñ[W]e presume not to dictate your 

Excellency and Honors . . . on the Subject.ò Nevertheless, he listed restraints and depredations 

made on Black colonists just as white Bostonians listed those the British imposed upon them. 

Holbrook argued that the enslaved labored to be Christian in a condition that was ñso unfriendly 

 
551 The Votes and Proceedings of the Freeholders and other Inhabitants of the Town of Boston, in Town 

Meeting Assembled (Boston: Benjamin Edes and John Gill, 1772), 2. Richard D. Brown, ñMassachusetts Towns 

Reply to the Boston Committee of Correspondence, 1773,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 25, no. 1 (1968):22-

39. The manuscript copy of Holbrookôs petition is now lost but he republished it in a pamphlet titled The Appendix 

(Boston: Ezekiel Russell, 1773). 
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to Religionò and that they lacked all requisites to ñeven Life itselfò: ñWe have no Property! We 

have no Wives! No Children! We have no City! No Country!ò553  

Holbrookôs performance repeated themes he almost certainly drew from other Black 

writers, such as Briton Hammon and Phillis Wheatley, as well as the colonyôs freedom suers. 

ñWe desire to bless God,ò he said, ñwho loves Mankind, who sent his Son to die for their 

Salvation, and who is no Respecter of Persons.ò And although he admitted that ñsome of the 

Negroes are vicious,ò he insisted on their place as ñKingôs Subjects,ò deserving protection from 

the laws like anyone else, save this, that they were ñevery Day of their Lives imbitteredò by the 

thought that ñlet their Behaviour be what it will, neither they, nor their Children to all 

Generations, shall ever be able to do, or to possess and enjoy anything.ò554 Such a claim 

amounted to a ñfundamental assertionò and recognition of enslaved peopleôs ñlegal personhoodò 

in Anglo-American jurisprudence, as John Blanton notes, and it implied their membership in the 

empireôs ñcommunity of rights bearing individuals.ò 555 Paraphrasing an antislavery argument he 

likely read in the Boston Gazette when he was still enslaved, Holbrook insisted that all of this, 

ñour greatest Unhappiness,ò took place despite no ñFaultò of their own.556 He placed the onus 

where it belonged: in the hands of Massachusetts enslavers. 

 
553 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773. 

554 Ibid. 

555 John Blanton, ñThis Species of Property: Slavery and the Properties of Subjecthood in Anglo-American 

Law and Politics, 1619-1783,ò (PhD diss., City University of New York Graduate Center, 2016), 10; Freedom 

Petition, January 6, 1773. 

556 Boston Gazette, July 18, 1768; Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773.  
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Holbrook provocatively juxtaposed his peopleôs position in slavery with the fundamental 

conditions of self-sufficient manhood, Christian virtue, and republican duty that undergirded 

eighteenth-century Anglo-American thought. In the process, he underscored just how fatuous the 

myth of the slaveless society had become by the 1770s. Slavery ï real slavery, slavery as 

depersonalization, slavery as dehumanization, slavery as unending degradation ï existed in the 

Bay Colony, and there was no longer any getting around that. He echoed biblical passages such 

as Romans 11:15 (ñwhat will their acceptance be but life from the dead?ò) and Psalm 49:20 (ñhe 

is like the beasts that perishò) to stress this point, while he simultaneously identified 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 un-Christian, unrepublican, and inhumane. They could no longer pretend their ñServants for 

Lifeò where anything but chattel slaves. Freeing them, then, could ñnever be productive of that 

least Wrong or Injury to our Masters.ò But, to the enslaved, it would ñbe as Life from the dead:ò 

redemption from social death, a consummation of the long-implied promise that they were 

included in the ambit of Massachusettsô fabled heritage of liberty.557  

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 

petitionersô campaign. Black enslaved men in Massachusetts, according to this line of reasoning, 

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 recognized as men. Patriarchalism was a pillar 

 
557 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773; Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study 
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of both British and West African eighteenth-century 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 presumptions in 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 children only 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 into Massachusettsô discursive public sphere in the lead up to 

independence. They were, at best, able to run away or sue for freedom in the courts, inflecting 

debate on the matter indirectly.558 

Holbrook and his fellow signatories may have presented themselves as independent men 

when they approached the highest realms of their colonyôs governance. But that does not mean 

they acted alone, nor that their campaign was undertaken separately from the activities of Black 

women in other spheres. It strains credulity that Susanna, Holbrookôs wife, did not play some 

role in her husbandôs arguments, advising him throughout the campaign, perhaps pushing him to 

undertake it shortly after their marriage. Alternatively, she may have convinced him to downplay 

 
558 For the unique challenges African American women encountered in colonial North America, especially 
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the overwhelming patriarchalism and religiosity that marked the activistôs first foray into 

politics. From April 1773 onwards, the petitioners began referring to ñthe supreme governor of 

the universeò and more inclusively noted that ñthe endearing ties of husband, wife, parent, child 

and friend, [the enslaved] are generally strangers to.ò They also more strongly insisted on 

concrete plans for achieving Black emancipation.  

Other women observers in the community almost certainly weighed in with their advice 

as well and a clear dialogue took place among seemingly 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 with the petitioners when they charged earlier that month that 

Massachusettsô enslaved were ñentitled to some compensation for all our toils and sufferings.ò559 

And it is surely no coincidence that Wheatley published her famous letter to the Indigenous 

minister Samson Occum, where she noted that the ñLove of Freedom . . . is impatient of 

Oppression, and pants for Deliveranceò on March 21, 1774, less than two weeks after 

Hutchinson vetoed legislation against the slave trade the House had passed in response to the 

freedom petitionersô campaign.560 Boston was a small place in the 1770s, and the cityôs even 

smaller Black population totaled less than one thousand strong, making it incredibly unlikely that 

 
559 Bell, ñResearch Summaries,ò 88-89. The notion that colonial blacks were due some sort of reparation 
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(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1920), 22ï23. 
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Wheatley and other Black women were not engaged, somehow, in helping the petitionersô gain 

political voice. 

Nor were they the only silent partners likely involved in the petitionersô campaign. From 

text and context, it is evident that Holbrook and his allies were working, often directly, with the 

patriot leadership. The petitioners of course addressed their remonstrances to both parties, ñhis 

Excellencyò Thomas Hutchinson and the patriot-led ñGeneral Court Assembled.ò What is 

striking, however, is that while Holbrook was content to rest his case on the collective 

governmentôs ñWisdom, Justice, and Goodnessò in his first appeal, he also took pains to 

recognize how the General Court, sans Hutchinson, was ñto us, the best Judge, under God, of 

what is wise, just, and good.ò Although historians should be cautious of reading too much into 

what may have been an incidental omission, throughout his petition Holbrook consistently 

followed formal protocol; he referred regularly to both ñyour Excellency and Honors.ò561 

Additionally, the only other time he referred solely to the legislature was to pray his arguments 

would ñhave their weight with this Honorable Court,ò suggesting that he largely sought relief 
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from the House and Council. Implicitly, he reinforced arguments that the colonial legislatureôs 

decision mattered most for determining what was ñwise, just, and good.ò562 

Considering the circumstances within which Holbrook presented his appeal strengthens 

this reading of his illocutionary force as well as his 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 wave; one which patriot leaders had been actively encouraging for nearly a decade 

and were still congratulating themselves on in the wake of Somersetôs suit. Literate or illiterate, 

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 and his loyalist allies stood almost alone as the practiceôs last bulwark. 

 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 because God ñhath 

lately put into the Hearts of Multitudes on both Sides of the Water, to bear our Burthens.ò563 

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 

Sharpe, one of Somersetôs fiercest supporters. Holbrook and his allies would allude to arguments 

made by both men in their later appeals and, if they saw the General Court as their most likely 

 
562 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773. 
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source of salvation, that does not mean that they thought that Massachusettsô patriots were alone 

in attacking slavery.564 

Indeed, given the timing of Holbrookôs first appeal, historians reasonably surmise that 

Somersetôs victory in England directly inspired him to further undermine slavery at home. But, 

strikingly, while Holbrook very likely knew or at least knew of the man himself when he stayed 

in Boston, he did not directly refer to Somerset nor to any number of other specifically British 

political or legal antislavery arguments.565 From a close study of the situation as it was unfolding 

in Massachusetts, as well the freedom petitionersô use of Somerset in their campaign, it appears 

their relation to his famous case is complicated and once more requires privileging contexts local 

over those imperial in order to understand the story.566 As with the newspaper debate over 

slavery that raged in 1772, Somerset indeed held an important role in the petitionerôs cause, but 

his influence in many ways manifested by second-degrees. 

It seems unlikely, for example, that Holbrook and his allies decided to act when they did 

simply because they had heard of Somersetôs success. Final reports of his trial had been 

published several months before they submitted their first appeal, and it is more likely that they 

were responding to the subsequent groundswell of support Somersetôs case had inspired in 

 
564 In the circular that succeeds Holbrookôs first petition, he and his fellow activists allude to arguments 
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Patriots: The Boston Tea Party and the Making of America (New Have.: Yale University Press, 2010), 208; Woody 

Holton, Liberty is Sweet: The Hidden History of the American Revolution (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 

2021), 120-121. 
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Massachusetts. Somersetôs trial certainly influenced the colonyôs antislavery movement both 

directly and indirectly for the rest of the next decade, as historian Nicholas Wood outlines.567 So 

far as the petitioners were concerned, however, the case is as conspicuous in its absence from 

their appeals as it is in the Boston Gazette. Their limited, at-best tacit, references to the case are 

peculiar not only because they likely knew Somerset personally, but also because Somerset could 

have added weight to their argument.  

As with the Boston Gazetteôs silence, there is no definitive answer as to why the 

petitioners avoided 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 could agitate for reform, 

reinforce their place as subjects of Massachusetts, and signal their inclusion in the patriot cause. 

As Richard Bushman and others have pointed out, and as Holbrook would well have known, the 

point of a petition was to present ñthe sufferings or grievances of the subject as graphically as 

possible,ò but it always also ñreaffirmed loyalty to the government in the very act of 

complaining.ò568 This point recalls Wheatleyôs claim that, in her critiques of the patriots, she 

desired ñnot for their Hurt, but to convince them of the strange Absurdity of their Conduct whose 

Words and Actions are so diametrically opposite.ò569 

 
567 Wood, ñSomerset, the Bible, and the End of Hereditary Slavery in Massachusetts,ò Somerset@250: 

Facts, Interpretations, Legacies, eds. Matthew Mason and David Waldstreicher. 

568 Bushman, 46-54. 

569 Boston Post-Boy, 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 government, as Abigail Adams 

later feared.570 Eschewing strategies adopted by white colonial abolitionists who, as 

communications scholar Patricia Bradley describes, flew ñin the face of revolutionary 

propaganda that stressed American innocence opposed to British venality,ò Holbrook chose to 

explicitly reinforce patriotic ideology and discursive symbolism.571 He could have brutally 

attacked the colonistsô self-image as righteous Christians and enlightened children of reason, as 

Benezet did when arguing that Americans were without ñRegard to the Precepts of the Gospel; 

the Feelings of Humanity, or the common Dictates of Reason and Equity.ò572 He could have 

suggested that the conflict was an instance of Godôs punishment for ñour enslaving NEGROES,ò 

as did the minister David Avery in 1777. Instead, Holbrook insisted that Massachusettsô enslaved 

would ñbe obedient to our Masters, so long as God in his sovereign Providence shall suffer us to 

be holden in Bondage.ò573 It appears then that Holbrook was advocating his cause based on his 

own interpretation of moral righteousness but which he deliberately ascribed to white patriots 

 
570 Sarter, Essex Journal and Merrimack Packet, August 17, 1774; ñTo Thomas Jefferson from Benjamin 

Banneker, 19 August 1791,ò Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-22-02-0049 (accessed November 28, 2023); Adamsô report on 

ña conspiracy of the negroesò is discussed below. 

571 Bradley, Slavery Propaganda, and the American Revolution, 83. 

572 Anthony Benezet, A Short Account of That Part of Africa Inhabited by the Negroes (Philadelphia: John 

Dunlap, 1762), 9. 

573 David Avery, The Lord is to be Praised for the Triumphs of His Power (Norwich, CT: Timothy Green 

and Judah P. Spooner, 1778), 1.  
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based on his knowledge of their past antislavery efforts and self-proclaimed, 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 performative capacity. Joanna Brooks and 

others are right to caution historians against reading early African American texts as ñtransparent 

transcriptsò of their thought.574 It does not follow, however, that every instance of Black 

engagement with revolutionary discourse could not be or never was a serious and authentic 

representation of shared ideology. Even putting aside the petitionersô repeated insistence on their 

sincerity, 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 cause.575 That would not have made the petitionersô support for white patriots 

inevitable or unconditional ï as the actions of other northern enslaved persons who supported 

Great Britain amply testifies ï but it does mean we should think twice before questioning their 

words. As Phillis Wheatley insisted in her own appeals to the patriots, the ñsame Principle lives 

in usò and that it was liberty, that ñwondôrous instinct,ò which made ñEthiopians speak.ò576 

Indeed, that made them act.  

 
574 Brooks, ñEarly American Public Sphere,ò 88. 

575 ñ[Freedom Memorial,] January 20, 1774,ò reprinted in the Massachusetts Spy, September 1, 1774. 

576 Wheatley, Essex Gazette, March 29, 1774; ñAmerica,ò The Poems of Phillis Wheatley, ed. Julian Mason 

Jr. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 125ï26. For further study of Wheatleyôs own 

ñremarkable bid to link antislavery to the patriot appeal,ò see Waldstreicher, ñWomenôs Politics, Antislavery 

Politics, and Phills Wheatleyôs American Revolution,ò in Revolutions and Reconstructions, quote on 34, Eric 

Slauter, ñNeoclassical Culture in a Society with Slaves: Race and Rights in the Age of Wheatley,ò Early American 

Studies, vol. 2, no. 1 (2004):81-122, and Akers.  
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Holbrookôs decision to cast his lot with the patriots and place his faith in the Court were 

vindicated when the House summoned a committee led by patriot leader John Pickering in 

February 1773 to redraft legislation against the future importation of enslaved persons in the 

colony.577 It was far from the complete emancipation Holbrook must have been seeking, which 

was beyond the Courtôs power in any case.578 It was, however, in line with his request that ñwe 

pray for Relief only, which by no Possibility can ever be productive of the least Wrong or Injury 

to our Masters.ò579 Moreover, it was a remarkable step; one unparalleled in the Anglo-American 

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 response. In effect, this 

action signaled white patriotsô continuing endorsement of at least gradual abolition and 

exemplified Black patriotsô ability to influence the shape of revolutionary debate.  

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 

 
577 Journals of the House, 49:208, 225. Pickeringôs father, Deacon Timothy (n. 24 above), was a fierce 

advocate for abolition, and may have influenced his support. Besides Pickering, the committee also included the 

arch-loyalist Thomas Gilbert and the patriot Joseph Gerrish of Newbury. Given the patriot practice of assigning 

ineffective ñToryò minorities to patriot-dominated committees, it is not surprising to find Gilbert assigned here. 

Indeed, Gilbert was likely furious with the assignment given he owned at least seven enslaved persons; Schutz, 

Legislators the Massachusetts General Court, 231 

578 Unlike a bill aimed at abolishing slavery, an impost bill could have conceivably received the royal 

governorsô assent. As we saw in Part I, similar acts had been passed several times in Massachusetts history, though 

none of these were as steep as the one-hundred-pound fine the patriots were proposing; James Allegro, ñóIncreasing 

and Strengthening the Countryô: Law, Politics, and the Antislavery Movement in Early-Eighteenth-Century 

Massachusetts Bay,ò New England Quarterly 75, no. 1 (2002): 5ï23. 

579 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773. As the House characterized Holbrookôs petition in its Journals ï

mostly likely by Adamsô hand, as he was Clerk ï it prayed ñthat [the Negroes] may be declared Free, on certain 

conditionsò; Journals of the House, 49:195. 
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to bring their case before the court of public opinion. They received logistical, and likely 

financial support from white patriot leaders even before Holbrook submitted his first appeal. On 

the same day the House heard Holbrookôs petition, Isaiah Thomas published an article by 

ñHumeò in the Massachusetts Spy, and Ezekiel Russell printed a pamphlet version of their 

appeal, which included ñHumeôsò arguments, only a week later.580 The timing of both tracts is 

significant, suggesting as it does that Thomas and Russell were not simply supporting the 

petitionersô goals, but had been in contact with the men, waiting to publish these attacks shortly 

after the House began considering their request. Indeed, ñHumeò wrote of the petition in the 

future tense, remarking that ñwhen the Petition comes before you, I hope, as I doubt not, you will 

think candidly of their dejected State.ò581 Given the petitioners submitted their appeal to the 

House when the session first opened on January 6, it is possible ñHumeò had simply read it as it 

was waiting to be formally introduced on January 28. He wrote of himself, however, as though 

he was not a sitting 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, ñHumeò insisted that the patriots could do no other 

than support the efforts of the enslaved to claim their freedom. In fact, ñHumeò identified 

Holbrookôs cause as one and same with the patriotsô, supplementing the petitionerôs arguments 

by likewise appealing to the myth of the slaveless society. He argued that slavery was unlawful 

 
580 Massachusetts Spy, January 28, 1773, and February 4, 1773; The Appendix (Boston: Ezekiel Russell, 

1773). 

581 Massachusetts Spy, January 28, 1773. 
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under Massachusettsô charter and that the enslaved held rights as British subjects.582 ñIt is plain,ò 

he said, ñthat at the granting it, there was an Intent, that all People who should ever inhabit 

within the province, should enjoy the same Liberties and Privileges as if in England.ò As he 

concluded, slavery was against ñthe Laws of Godò as well as Christôs admonition to do unto 

others. Therefore, to effectively secure the coloniesô rights to self-government, he directed his 

party to ñgive your Voice for freeing them.ò583 White patriots must champion the freedom of 

Black patriots as well as their own.  

Though ñHumeôsò identity is unknown, it appears that he was not alone in his support. 

The pamphlet in which his article and Holbrookôs petition reappeared, The Appendix, or, Some 

observations on the expediency of the petition of the Africans, living in Boston, &c. lately 

presented to the General Assembly of this province, also included two other antislavery 

statements by ñA Lover of True Libertyò and ñThe Sons of Africaò and was followed by a third 

commentor in the Massachusetts Spy. 584 All three further reinforced the substance of Holbrookôs 

appeal and its place in the patriot cause, and the title of the pamphlet suggested it was meant to 

be read as an addendum to James Swanôs Dissuasion from the Slave Trade. Perhaps then Swan 

was one of the contributors.  

ñA Lover of True Libertyò began his essay by praising Swanôs work and criticizing those, 

like ñMarsham,ò who stood opposed to it as the ñEnemies to the Liberties of Mankindò who 

were motivated to ñgive their Opinions more from Prejudice and sordid Self-interests, than from 

 
582 Ibid.  

583 Ibid. 

584 The Appendix; Massachusetts Spy, February 18, 1773. 
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an honest unbiassed Regard to the Rights of the Subject.ò He asked ñthose mighty Sticklers for 

Slavery, Whether the Africans were not born as free as British Subjects?ò And he argued that 

ñSlave-makingò was both ñexpressly against the Laws of Godò as it was ñrepugnant to the 

Charter of this Province.ò Indeed, he continued, ñLet it not be told in New-England! Publish it 

not in the Streets of America, that any of these People are yet held in Bondage!ò (2 Samuel 1:19-

24). Like Swan, he called on ñYe Judges of the Earthò (Psalm 2:10) to free the enslaved when 

they sued for their freedom in the courts. He was more hopeful, however, that ñgreat successò 

would come from Holbrookôs petition, ñsince Those, who are the Guardians of our Rights [the 

Assembly], are led and influenced by the true Principles of Liberty, and a fierce Desire to 

promote the good of Mankind.ò The author contended that such support was indispensable ñto 

shew, that, instead of being pretended Friends to Liberty, we are really hearty for the general and 

unalienable Rights of Mankind.ò ñA Lover of True Libertyò made support for Holbrookôs 

petition a litmus test for being a real or false friend of liberty and showed how the continuation 

of slavery would compromise the colonistsô opposition to Great Britain.585  

The ñSons of Africaò ï probably a white author, despite the alias ï likewise extolled how 

ñPatriotism [w]as a Virtue of the first Magnitude,ò noting that the ñPractice of Slave-makingò 

was in opposition to all those qualities that patriotism inspires.586 He mocked the ñfeeble Effortsò 

some, like ñMarsham,ò had made of late to defend the practice of slaveholding. ñAll the sacred 

 
585 Appendix, 4-7.  

586 In his essay the author refers to ñthe Negroesò as ñthis peopleò or ñthis poor People,ò and otherwise 

appears to sympathize with, but not share, their plight. Adopting a nominally black persona in revolutionary public 

debate was not unusual for white authors, and the use and frequency of such black ñvoiceò is explored by Bruce, 

Origins of African-American Literature, 39-91. 
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Ties of Nature, Reason, and Conscience have been violated to rob this poor People of the Gifts 

of God!ò he cried. Since the Massachusetts Court was a ñpatriotic Legislature,ò however, it was 

to be expected that its members will ñrelieve those who are now in Bondage,ò so that they may 

not incur ñthe Frowns of that God who loveth Righteousness.ò587 Although the author went 

further than Holbrook did with implied retributions, the ñSons of Africaò joined him to highlight 

slaveryôs intrinsic immorality and its inconsistency with patriotic values. It is possible that these 

white authors lent their support to the petitionersô campaign from afar. But it is more likely they 

coordinated with the freedom petitioners when making their arguments, establishing an 

interracial dialogue between ideas that were at once patriotic and antislavery. 

The Appendix also 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 anti-slave-trade committee, including Elbridge Gerry, a signer of 

the Declaration of Independence who would also prove a powerful antislavery voice at the 

national Constitutional Convention in 1787.588 The committee proposed a revised bill, which the 

House accepted and sent up for ñConcurrenceò to the Council on February 25, 1773. The 

Council, still more conservative than the popularly elected House, referred the bill for further 

consideration to the summer 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 

 
587Appendix, 10-12. 

588 Sean Wilentz, No Property in Man: Slavery and Antislavery at the Nationôs Founding (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2018). 
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colony in April (Figure 16).589 Their new appeal was modeled after Adamsô and Otisô 

Massachusetts Circular Letter of 1768 ï written to garner popular support for the opposition 

movement throughout the colonies ï and differed from Holbrookôs first petition in several 

respects.590  

 
589 Journals of the House, 49:195, 208, 225, 252, 259, 287. 

590 ñCircular Letter from the Assembly of the Massachusetts Bay, to Speaker of the Several Assemblies on 

the Continent of America, February 11, 1768, Correspondence, The National Archives, Kew, CO 5/757 Part 1 

1768/02/11, accessed June 23, 2024, https://www.colonialamerica.amdigital.co.uk/.  
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Figure 16 Freedom Circular, April 20, 1773, addressed to the ñRepresentative[s] of the town of Tauntonò591 
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In contrast to Holbrookôs appeal, which was formally presented before the General Court, 

the authors intended the circular letter to be read by individual representatives who would then 

bring it to their respective towns for their constituentsô approval.592 As a result, people 

throughout the colony heard Holbrookôs name in the spring of 1773, alongside his fellow 

signatories Peter Bestes, Sambo Freeman, and Chester Joie. These men are now, unfortunately, 

just as if not more obscure than Holbrook himself. Bestes, for instance, is the same ñBessò who 

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.593 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 

other towns in Massachusettsô interior. He had served in arms in the Seven Years War, and then 

moved to Holliston with his wife, Eleanor Oxford, where he died in 1797.594 Of Joie there is 

 
591 ñ[Freedom Circular,] Boston, April 20th, 1773,ò Massachusetts Collections Online, Massachusetts 

Historical Society, https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=443 (accessed November 28, 2023). 

Two other copies of the circular exist: ñBoston, April 20th, 1773,ò Library of Congress, 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.03701600/?st=text (accessed November 28, 2023); ñGeorge A. Plimpton 

Papers,ò box 52, folder 9, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library, New York, NY. 

Nicholas Wood has my thanks for bringing this last copy of the circular to my attention. 

592 Ibid. 

593 Chernoh Sesay, ñThe Dialectic of Representation: Black Freemasonry, the Black Public and Black 

Historiography,ò Journal of African American Studies 17, no. 3 (2013): 384ï85, and ñRevolutionary Black Roots,ò 

126ï28. 
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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 leadership when they praised ñthe efforts made by the legislative of this province in 

their last sessions to free themselves from slavery.ò They made note that ñthe divine spirit of 

freedom, seems to fire every breast on this continent.ò But they also strengthened the myth of the 

slaveless society to help ensure that antislavery remained a component part the patriot cause. The 

activists pointedly argued that only those ñsuch as are bribed to assist in executing the execrable 

planò of imperial tyranny could refuse their plea. This was an obvious allusion to Hutchinson and 

the royal government. But 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 ñSpaniards,ò the petitioners argued, ñwho have not those sublime ideas 

of freedom that Englishmen have, are conscious that they have no right to all the services of their 

fellow men.ò It was therefore impossible to imagine that the true inheritors of Englandôs sacred 

mission could fail to act against slavery.595 

The petitioners were more insistent in April 1773 than Holbrook had been in January, 

demanding ñthat ample relief which, as men, we have a natural right to.ò But they were also 

strategic, conceding ñthat it would be highly detrimental to our present masters, if we were 

allowed to demand all that of right belongs to us for past services.ò They assured the 

representatives that ñWe do not pretend to dictate to youò on the issue, and that they would never 

 
595 Freedom Circular, April 20, 1773.  
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ï perish the thought ï undertake anything other than ñpeaceable and lawful attempts to gain our 

freedom.ò They implicitly raised the specter of violent resistance to remind their audience of 

what white colonists so feared. Explicitly, however, they dismissed the possibility out of hand. 

The petitioners also flattered the representatives at the expense of the Governor, further feeding 

into patriot propagandizing by acknowledging ñour obligations to youò for contesting the slave 

trade. Naturally, this meant that the patriots must ñagain take [enslaved personsô] deplorable case 

into serious consideration.ò596  

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 hundreds of such letters would have 

been a large and costly undertaking which 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 presses pro bono or at least at a discount. Indeed, it appears that the 

circularôs distinctive capital ñכȭsò (depicted with a downturned lefthand curl and an upturned 

righthand curl in the head-stroke) and lower case ñẨtôs,ò as well as its lower case ñȓôsò (s), are the 

same Thomas used in other works at this time.597 If Thomas was indeed the printer of this work, 

he likely also played a role in introducing the petitioners to James Swan and John Allen, patriot 

antislavery writers whom Thomas and Russell had helped publish. 

 
596 Ibid.  

597 Compare the circular, for instance, with Thomasô printing of Hutchinsonôs History of the Colony of 

Massachusetts-Bay in 1774.  
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The Black activists directly approached Swan, for instance, asking him to reissue his 

Dissuasion along with their circular. In this new edition, he rededicated his tract to the General 

Court and Hutchinson, encouraged by the thought that they were ñinclined to relive in one degree 

or other the most dejected part of our species, from a slavery that is realy [sic] odious in the eyes 

of every true British subject.ò ñI expect a finishing of what was begun in the lastò session of the 

legislature, he said, but also that ñyou may do as much more for the relief of those that are here.ò 

This new edition of his work, however, ñappears in the world, at the earnest desire of the 

Negroes in Boston, in order to answer the purpose of sending a copy to each townò so that white 

Bay colonists might better realize that slavery was ñrepugnant to the spirit of their constitution.ò 

Again, he asked ñthat means will be used by the legislature of most, if not all the provinces of 

North-America, totally prohibiting the importation of Negroes, and setting at liberty those who 

are now in bondage.ò598 Like others at the time, 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 Samuel Dexter, a patriot 

leader in the Council, recalled in 1795, ñWhile [Holbrookôs] petition remained undecided upon, I 

was called out of the Council Chamber, and very politely presented with the pamphlet by 

Newton [Prince], who . . . said that the negroes had been informed I was against the slave-trade, 

 
598 James Swan, A Dissuasion from the Slave Trade (Boston: Joseph Greenleaf, 1773), v, vi-vii, ix, 12, 27, 

41. Emphasis mine. 
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and was their friend.ò599 The petitioners and their allies then carried their stack of letters back 

down to the representatives.  

Besides Swan, Dexter, and other members of the General Court, Holbrook and his allies 

also reached out to John Allen, whose Oration on the Beauties of Liberty was widely read and 

heard throughout the North. The effort was successful. Gaining Allenôs support, the petitioners 

ensured that audiences who relied primarily on oral communication for news and political 

discussion learned of their campaign as well.600 Including the circular in the third, fourth, and 

fifth Boston-printed editions of his Oration ï ñone of the most widely read sermons of the early 

1770sò ï Allen helped spread their message across New England.601 Like Swan, he added the 

circular as an addendum to his work, but he also incorporated its arguments and some of 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. 3, 387. For more on Prince, see n. 628 below.  

600 As Amy Elizabeth Winans notes, this approach ensured ñthat on a broad, local level, people who were 

not among the elite class read or heard about the petitions;ò ñSlaves and Citizens: Early African America and the 

Discourse of Nations, 1770-1820ò (PhD diss., Pennsylvania State University, 1998), 37, 50. On the importance of 

oral networks for early American knowledge dissemination generally, see Richard D. Brown, Knowledge is Power: 

The Diffusion of Information in early America, 1700-1865 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), chap. 5; 

Sandra M. Gustafson, Eloquence Is Power: Oratory and Performance in Early America (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2000).  

601 Bruce, Origins of African American Literature, 53; John Bumsted and Charles Clark, ñNew Englandôs 

Tom Paine: John Allen and the Spirit of Liberty,ò William and Mary Quarterly 21, no. 4 (1964): 561ï70. Ezekiel 

Russell, the printer for the third, as well as a fourth and fifth, edition of Allenôs work, claimed the petitionersô 

circular was ñrefused a placeò in an unnamed newspaper before making its way to his hands, but both the 

Massachusetts Spy and Essex Gazette printed it in June; John Allen, Oration on the Beauties of Liberty . . .The Third 

Edition and The Fourth Edition, carefully corrected by the Author (Boston: Ezekiel Russell, 1773), 75ï80; 

Massachusetts Spy, June 3, 1773; Essex Gazette, June 8, 1773. Allenôs oration was also, confusingly, reprinted in a 

ñthird edition, correctedò by Timothy Green and in a fifth edition by Ebenezer Watson, both of Connecticut, in 1773 

and 1774. Russellôs fifth edition of Allenôs work has not been found, but it was advertised in the Boston Post-Boy, 

May 3 and Massachusetts Spy, May 13, 1773.  
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speaking with the freedom petitioners, Allen now called on ñevery Christian and Son of Liberty 

in Americaò to ñlet the oppressed go free, that ye break every yokeò (Isaiah 58:6).602  

Allen began as many other writers had, insisting that ñEvery tie of nature, every sensation 

of humanity, every bowel of pity, every compassion as a Christian, engages me to speak for the 

Personal Liberty and Freedom of . . . the natives of Africa.ò But if that was true, why did he not 

speak out sooner? Why did he make no mention of this noble cause in the first and second 

edition of his Oration, or in the American Alarm published in February? It took prompting from 

Bostonôs Black activists for even this stalwart, early abolitionist to speak out, and he clearly built 

on their prior efforts. Riffing on the ñLoverôsò claims in the Appendix, for instance, Allen 

likewise cried out ñTell it not in Gath! Publish it not in the streets of Boston! Shall no plea be 

heard? Shall no argument prevail to let these oppressed one go free?ò (2 Samuel 1:19-24 and 

Isaiah 58:6). ñThis unlawful, inhuman practice is a sure way for mankind to ruin America,ò he 

warned, for God would surely exercise his wrath. Both ñthe Buyers and Sellers of Africansò 

were at fault for their enslavement, after all, no matter ñhowever you may gloss your practice 

with the pretence of christianizing these People.ò Alluding, like the petitioners, to the possibility 

of enslaved violence, he reminded his audience of the many ñill consequencesò that had arisen in 

the degenerate West Indies by the plantersô ñpeoplingò the islands ñwith these Africans.ò They 

deserved what they got when Black enslaved persons rose up, however, ñas these revolutions are 

occasioned by the cruel treatment they meet with from their Masters.ò603 

 
602 Allen, Oration, 75. 

603 Ibid, 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 positioned themselves against 

slavery, the issue remained one of sustained debate throughout the Empire. In 1773, for instance, 

the Caribbean enslaver Richard Nisbet also emerged with his response to patriot-abolitionist 

Benjamin Rushôs pamphlet An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in America, 

upon Slave-Keeping (reprinted in Boston in March and originally published in Philadelphia 

earlier that year).604 In Slavery Not Forbidden by Scripture, Nisbet defended the institution on 

the grounds that Africans were un-Christian and unconvertable, that they lacked basic humanity, 

and that they were brought to the Americas in the ñfair course of tradeò from a continent where 

they would supposedly have been far worse off.605  

Nisbetôs was not a solitary voice in a sea of otherwise egalitarian discourse. Harvard even 

held a commencement debate in July 1773 ï likely inspired by the petitionersô campaign and 

Somersetôs trial ï on whether slavery was ñagreeable to the law of nature.ò This discussion was 

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 become.606 As the negative 

position argued ï matching Nisbet, ñMarsham,ò and other proslavery writers almost step for step 

ï equality had no foundation in nature, natural superiority overrode the consent of the governed, 

 
604 Massachusetts Spy, March 27, 1773.  

605 Richard Nisbet, Slavery Not Forbidden by Scripture (Philadelphia: 1773), 25.  

606 Though not a leading patriot, John Boyle also printed the Boston edition of Rushôs Address upon Slave-

Keeping, as well as some of Phillis Wheatleyôs work, suggesting he may have at least held antislavery sympathies. 
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and slavery did in fact correspond with natural law.607 Such arguments nevertheless remained in 

a distinct minority in revolutionary Massachusetts. Few in the colony were avowed proslavery 

advocates, and no further ñMarshamsò appeared to fight the rising antislavery tide.608 

Proslavery arguments from ñMarsham,ò Nisbet, and others still played a role in how the 

petitioners presented their case. They emphasized, for instance, that Black colonists were 

ñdiscreet, sober, honest, and industrious[,] . . . virtuous and religious,ò that the enslaved ñwere 

unjustly dragged by the cruel hand of power from . . . a Populous Pleasant and plentiful country,ò 

and that they ñhave in common with all other men a naturel [sic] right to [freedom].ò609 By doing 

so, the petitioners not only advocated for their place in the patriot cause but also forwarded ñóa 

responseôò to arguments that would exclude them from it.610 The petitioners constructed their 

own mythological telling ï in a similar manner as Wheatley had done in her poetry ï of who they 

were and where they came from. They did so to combat the pretenses of their enslavers. The 

freedom petitioners insisted that, like white colonials, they could meet the criteria of robust 

Christian-republican citizenship, that they were not saved from barbarity, but stolen from a state 

of grace, and that, as patriots in company with white patriots, they were justified in seeking their 

 
607 Theodore Parsons and Eliphalet Pearson, A Forensic 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, 1770ï1823 (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1975), 303. See also Matthew Mason, Slavery and Politics in the Early American Republic 

(Chapel Hill.: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 9-41. 

609 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773; ñPetition for Freedom, May 25, 1774,ò Massachusetts Collections 

Online, Massachusetts Historical Society, https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=549 (accessed 

November 28, 2023); ñ[Freedom Petition], June 1773,ò reprinted in Massachusetts Spy, July 29, 1773, and Essex 

Gazette, August 3, 1773, also available in partial manuscript at Massachusetts Collections Online, Massachusetts 

Historical Society, https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=558 (accessed November 28, 2023). 

610 Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. 1: Regarding Method (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2010), 19 (ñresponseò). 

https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=549
https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=558
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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 standard-bearer of providential liberty.  

Holbrook and his allies did not naively trust that white colonistsô goodwill was enough to 

ensure their liberation, however. That is why in the circular letter they proposed that the enslaved 

would ñleave the province . . . to transport ourselves to some part of the coast of Africa,ò should 

they be made free.611 A clear reaction to emerging proslavery currents ï and the presumably 

royalist ñobjectionsò that Holbrookôs petition met in the House ï their scheme was the first of 

many plans the petitioners forwarded to assuage white colonistsô concerns about 

emancipation.612 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 petitions reached a widespread audience, none 

came close to the readership the circular enjoyed as part of Swanôs and Allenôs pamphlets, and 

none were purposefully distributed to towns throughout Massachusetts. Many of the 

communities this circular reached were towns the 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.613 Perhaps taking into account that they were no longer speaking to the predisposed 

 
611 Freedom Circular, April 20, 1773. 

612 As the petitioners would later emphasize, ñWe are sensible that many objections have, and may be 

objected against our liberation; but we [express] gratitude to those honorable gentlemen who spoke so much in our 

favor last sessionsò; ñ[Freedom Petition], June 1774,ò Salem Gazette, September 16, 1774, American Antiquarian 

Society.  

613 Sarah L. H. Gronningsater notes that a ñkey concernò in nearly any conversation about abolitionism in 

early America involved ñwho would bear the costs of ópoor reliefô for former slavesôò and that ñdebates over 
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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 double-edged sword.  

Such strategizing proved successful. The Boston Gazette reported that in May the town of 

Pembroke had dubbed the ñNegro Petition reasonableðagreeable to natural justice and the 

Precepts of the Gospelò and indeed, following the Appendixôs arguments, necessary so that ñthe 

Great Arbiter of Heavenò would favor the patriots in their struggle.614 The towns of Medford, 

Sandwich, and Leicester, as well as the districts of Spencer and Paxton, likewise declared in mid-

May that ñas we have the highest regard for (so as even to revere the name of) liberty, we cannot 

behold but with the greatest abhorrence any of our fellow creatures in a state of slavery.ò615 

Instructing their representatives ñto have a final period put to that most cruel, inhuman and 

unchristian practice,ò they joined towns that had already spoken out against slavery, such as 

Salem and Medfield, who reiterated their demands.616 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 historian Nicholas Woodôs conclusion that in 

early America ñinterracial and interregional networks . . .  helped the nationôs black petitioners 

 

emancipation . . . were as much about tax avoidance and jurisdictional fiscal responsibilities as they were about 

property rights or the virtues of abolitionò; Sarah L. H. Gronningsater, ñDelivering Freedom,ò 30ï31.  

614 Boston Gazette, June 14, 1773. 

615 Emory Washburn, Historical Sketches of the Town of Leicester, Massachusetts (Boston: John Wilson & 

Son, 1860), 442-443; Moore, Notes on the History of Slavery, 133ï34. 

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 same time ï all the 

more so considering that Thomas Denny, the representative for Leicester, Spencer, and Paxton, was on the 

committee overseeing the petitionersô slave trade bill. Medford quoted in Swan, Dissuasion from the Slave Trade, x; 

Salem in Essex Gazette, May 25, 1773, and Boston News-Letter, May 27, 1773; Medfield in Boston News-Letter, 

December 31, 1767, and March 25, 1773, and Boston Gazette, March 22, 1773. 



277 

 

achieve political voice,ò these towns helped further spread the petitionerôs message.617 Indeed, 

they were applauded by observers across the Anglo-Atlantic; at least as far south as Philadelphia 

and as far east as London.618 

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 letters were innocuous in 

themselves ï nothing in them departed from what Hutchinson had made emphatically clear only 

three months earlier ï upon reading them the Assembly became wild with fear and insisted that 

the documents proved Hutchinson sought to ñoverthrow the Constitution of this Government.ò619 

Mass protests erupted throughout Massachusetts, New England, and even the mid-Atlantic 

region. The governor was burned in effigy on Boston Common, and the Massachusetts House 

petitioned for Hutchinsonôs immediate removal.620 

Bostonôs Black petitioners brought forth their second appeal before the General Court 

assembled amid this upheaval (Figure 17). On June 25, 1773, playing on patriotic fears of 

 
617 Nicholas Wood, ñA óClass of Citizensô: The Earliest Black Petitioners to Congress and Their Quaker 

Allies,ò William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 74, No. 1. (2017), 112. 

618 Boston Gazette, July 12, 1773; Massachusetts Spy, July 15, 1773; Gentlemanôs Magazine, July 1773, 

358. Around this time, Benezet was also writing to antislavery activists in Pennsylvania, Virginia, and England, 

incorrectly reporting that ñThe people of New England have made a law nearly amounting to a prohibition of the 

[slave] trade, and, I am informed, have proposed to the Governor and Council that all negroes born in the Country 

should be free at a certain age;ò Friend Anthony Benezet, ed. George S. Brookes (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1937), 286, 289, 300. 

619 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 50:1773ï1774 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 

Society, 1981), 26. 

620 Bernard Bailyn, The Ordeal of Thomas Hutchinson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974), 

221ï59. 
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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 too were oppressed subjects of ñthe cruel hand of 

power,ò dragged and stolen from happy freedom ñto be enslaved.ò As white patriots feared for 

their rights, their liberties, and their livelihoods, the petitioners showed that they already lived in 

the grim nonlife of slavery. They were ñdeprived of everything that has a tendency to make life 

even tolerable.ò They now explicitly asserted, however, that they were ñentitled to all the 

privileges and immunities of [Massachusettsô] free and natural born subjects.ò621  

 
621 Massachusetts Spy, July 29, 1773.  
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Figure 17 Second Freedom Petition, Massachusetts Spy, July 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 were the successors of Massachusettsô mythical inheritance. They emphasized the 

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 they were deprived ñof that use of law, which he, who 

happens to have a white skin is intitled to.ò According to their reading of Massachusettsô 

mythologies, Black colonists and white colonists had equal rights before the law, common rights 

as men, and coequal status with ñother subjects.ò They agreed with ñHumeò and others who had 

written in their defense when they argued that there was ñno law of this province whereby our 

masters can claim our services.ò ñMere customò was what bound them in chains, but the spirit of 

Massachusetts law stood athwart the practice. ñNo person can have any just claim to their 

services unless by the laws of the land they have forfeited them, or by voluntary compact 

become servants,ò they said, ñneither of which is our case.ò622 

In this new appeal, 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 be ñmade free-men of this communityò by establishing a settlement where ñeach of us 

may there quietly sit down under his own fig-tree, and enjoy the fruits of his own labourò ï an 

allusion to Micah 4:4 and 1 Kings 4:25.623 Combining this request with observations that they 

were excluded from Massachusetts law for no other reason than color and custom, the petitioners 

 
622 Ibid. 

623 Ibid. This plan likely originated from similar proposals Anthony Benezet suggested in his own efforts to 

end slavery; Benezet, Short Account, 70ï71.  
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exhibited a shared vision of life that all colonists held dear. They implied that Black and white 

colonists could thrive together in pursuit of the same goals in the same land. 

The petitioners pointed out that this settlement plan removed ñall rational objections to 

our freedom.ò Indeed, they sought to counter all possible complaints that abolition would result 

in new burdens on the community by also proposing that masters could not deviously ñfreeò 

those who were too infirm, aged, or young to take care of themselves. Emancipation and 

settlement in the colony would thus be ñto the future advantage of the province.ò Massachusetts 

would be rid of the toxic effects of slavery, and the formerly enslaved would become active and 

hearty citizens working hand-in-hand with white colonists for its prosperity.624 As they made 

clear in their next address to the patriots, they hoped ñthat we may rejoice when you rejoice, as 

well as mourn when you mournò (Romans 12:15).625 

The House ordered the formation of another committee to respond to the petitionersô 

ñgreat expectations.ò This time it was made up of Massachusettsô best-known patriots. It 

included the representative of Taunton, future state attorney general, and signer of the 

Declaration of Independence, Robert Treat Paine; the Committee of Correspondence member 

Jonathan Greenleaf; and even Hancock and Adams.626 The committee considered ñwhat may be 

 
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 

ñrigid justice.ò This stems from their prior experience with the system of 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. Renouncing rigid justice, the petitioners seem to imply that the land for 

their proposed settlement would be given to them in lieu of what is due them financially; Ibid.  

625 ñ[Freedom Memorial], January 20, 1774,ò reprinted in the Massachusetts Spy, September 1, 1774. 

626 An earlier committee made up of patriots Richard Derby and Jerathmeel Bowers, as well as Greenleaf, 

had been formed on May 29 to redraft the anti-slave trade legislation. Apparently, a new committee was formed to 

respond to the new freedom petition; Journals, 50:7, 85. 
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proper to be doneò in light of the petitionersô request to receive ñunimproved Lands belonging to 

the Provinceò and referred the June petition to the next session of the legislature for further 

deliberation.627 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, including the Spy, 

the Boston Gazette (Adamsô personal organ), and the Essex Gazette, either published their 

appeals or ran supportive articles that pressured Hutchinson and the royal government to suspend 

their opposition to antislavery legislation.628  

On August 23, 1773, for instance, Benjamin Edes and John Gill ran a letter in the Boston 

Gazette purportedly written by an enslaved man who is ñhardly learnt to Read and Write.ò The 

argumentative style of the work suggests it may have been Holbrook himself writing, but if so, 

he struck out harder here than he or his allies ever had in their formal petitions to the House. The 

writer thought himself ñunhappyò that he was not previously ñable to thunder it in the Ears of 

[our] Oppressors, that the Slavery of black Men is repugnant to the Laws of a Free Constitution.ò 

So, he appealed now ñto the Conscience of all who Inslave us Negroes.ò Furthermore, he asked 

ñYe Sons of Liberty can you resent the taking away part of your Liberty by Arbitrary Power and 

not Pity our Miserable Case, who are stipôd of all, and rankôd with the Beasts that Perish?ò They 

and the ministers of the Gospel were ñWitnesses to the Miseries and shocking Inhumanities we 

 
627 Journals of the House, 50:17, 85. 

628 Alongside the petition, the Spy included a reprinting of Samuel Cookeôs antislavery, anti-Hutchinson, 

Election Sermon of 1770; Massachusetts Spy, July 29, 1773.  
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daily suffer, behold our Wives and Children taken from us, bought and sold like dumb Beasts, 

and often with less Regard.ò629  

A month later Thomasô Spy reported on the ñnovel caseò of Ceasar Hendrick, who had 

successfully won his freedom suit from Samuel Taylor (the first time such a report was made in 

the colony) and later still satirized polygeneticists who insisted that ñthe beasts of Ethiopia shall 

bow down to us.ò630 The Hall brothers took an even harsher track, reprinting the tale of the 

ñMerciless Planterò in November (see Part I), and, prior to that, a new article written by ñJustin.ò 

This author prayed that ñWould to Heaven these unhappy slaves [in the Caribbean] might 

succeed in their attempts, and make the authors of their miseries feel the effects of their 

vengeance!ò But West Indian planters were not the only ones guilty of this sin. How, then, ñCan 

we complain of infringements on our liberties, whilst we continue our fellow-creatures in the 

most absolutely slavery?ò631 The simple answer was that they could not, and they knew it. 

Forcing their way into their colonyôs formal political sphere, the petitioners demanded white Bay 

colonists finally answer the challenge Adam issued in 1700: free the enslaved or deny their 

humanity.  

 
629 Boston Gazette, August 23, 1773.  

630 Massachusetts Spy, October 21 and December 23, 1773; The satirical attack on polygeneticists was 

reprinted in Boston Evening-Post, March 28, 1774.  

631 Essex Gazette, October 26 and November 9, 1773. See also August 3, 1773, 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 modern-day Maine, wrote the Boston 

Committee of Correspondence ñwishing every kind of Happiness & Prosperity to the Friends of 

our Country White or Black.ò632 The House soon thereafter again responded to the petitionersô 

pleas. This was prompted by a memorial ñthe Africansò presented to the General Court to renew 

consideration of their June 1773 petition, which was read on the first day of the new session. The 

petitioners stated in their newest appeal that they ñsincerely hope[ed] and pray[ed]ò for the 

patriotsô success, hailing ñThe many stedfast resolutions made by this large province, to maintain 

their liberties and privileges.ò They consequently held ñgreat expectations of your taking up our 

last petition.ò Nevertheless, they also insisted that ñas men, and by nature [we] have a right to 

demand of your Honours in such a way, and in such a manner as your Honours would expect 

from such a body of fellowmen.ò They also expanded on their understanding of Massachusettsô 

legacy, arguing that slavery was a novelty that had not existed at ñthe first settling of this 

provinceò but had grown up ñwithout any colour of justice, but pleasure and custom, and against 

the wills or consents of our forefathers, or us their children.ò Whether white colonistsô 

ñforefathersò had willed or consented to the perpetuation of slavery was beside the point, they 

implied. The enslaved and their ancestors had been held in bondage against the law and spirit of 

the land. The petitioners knew that ñWe ask nothing from your Honours but what you would 

 
632 Boston Committee of Correspondence Records, 1772ï1784, 7:562ï68, MssCol 343, box 1, folder 7, 

New York Public Library, https://archives.nypl.org/mss/343#detailed.  

https://archives.nypl.org/mss/343#detailed
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desire yourselves, were you in our situation.ò 633 The petitioners now abandoned much of their 

prior supplication, appearing confident that popular support would ensure their success.  

This strategy apparently proved persuasive. On March 2, 1774, another bill ñto prevent 

the Importation of Negroes and others as slaves into this Provinceò was presented under the 

supervision of Adams, Hancock, Cushing, Pickering, Paine, Greenleaf, and even the enslaver 

William Phillips; that is, almost the entire patriot leadership in the House.634 This bill departed 

from its forebears by aiming to abolish not only the slave trade to Massachusetts, but also ñthe 

purchasing [enslaved persons] within the same.ò It was prefaced by the simple observation that 

slavery ñhad been found detrimental to the interest of his Majestyôs subjects,ò and the Council 

added an addendum clarifying that ñnothing in this Actò should be construed as effecting those 

already held ñin perpetual servitudeò in the colony. Nevertheless, the bill not only penalized the 

stealers but finally also the dealers. It imposed a £100 fine upon importers for every ñPerson or 

Personsò they brought into the colony ñas a Slaveò as well as an additional Ã50 fee on anyone 

who purchased them. If either purchaser or importer could not pay the piper, they would serve, 

ñfor every such offence,ò for every individual they imported or bought, ñTwelve Months 

imprisonment without Bail or Mainprise.ò This was an incredibly harsh sentence for a practice 

that had existed in the colony almost since its founding. Slave trading was not only discouraged, 

 
633 It 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 somewhat less formal and formulaically consistent than in petitions, and they 

do not appear to be addressed to the Governor, but only the Court. As the petitionersô appeal from summer 1774 

makes clear, they did not count it among their formal petitions; Massachusetts Spy, September 1, 1774. For 

examples of other memorials presented to the General Court in the same year, see ñThe Memorial of Charles Phelps, 

Esq; praying to be heard on his Petition before the two Houses,ò or Henry Young Brownôs, or Obadiah Dicksonôs in 

the Journals, 50:191, 92, 43 and 133. 

634 Massachusetts Tax Valuations, 1771, 30. 
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as it had been in the 1760s legislative efforts. It was criminalized. Even visitors from other 

colonies could only bring their Black ñservantsò with them for a space of twelve months and 

with the condition that ñduring said residence such Negro or other Person or Persons shall not be 

sold or alienated withinò Massachusetts.635 Colonists elsewhere had rights to their ñproperty,ò 

but Black men and women could no longer be brought into the Bay Colonyôs borders and held 

perpetually. Without such ingress, slavery in the colony would surely, eventually, die. The bill 

was rapidly read three times, sent to the Council on March 3, amended, returned to the House on 

March 4, and fully passed as amended the same day. But Hutchinson again refused his 

signature.636  

Hutchinsonôs veto was not exceptional considering his previous opposition to antislavery 

agitation. What was exceptional was the direct influence the petitioners had on the General Court 

to produce yet another act of antislavery legislation 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 ñearnestly wish you would compleat a Plan for their Reliefe. 

And . . . they ask it as a favor that you would by a Letter enable me to communicate to them the 

general outlines of your Design.ò637 Pickering did not leave a record of his response to the 

petitioners, nor do we have any direct evidence of their possible influence on his draft. But 

 
635 Massachusetts State Archives, vol. 9, 457ï58. Emphasis added. 

636 Hutchinson claimed he ñhad not had Time to consider the other Billsò the Court had passed that session, 

including the slave trade bill, effectively vetoing them; Boston Gazette, March 14, 1774. Journals of the House, 

50:221, 224, 226, 228, 237, 243. The House records of the billôs journey through the legislature do not exactly 

correspond with those written on the bill itself. The differences are immaterial here, but the latter have been 

preferred as they are more likely to have been taken at the time of the billôs debates.  

637 Adams to Pickering, January 8, 1774, in Writings, vol. 3: 1773ï1777, ed. Harry Cushing (New York: 

Putnamôs Sons, 1907), 104. 
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Adamsô request evinces both that the petitioners were connected with the patriot leadership, at 

least at this point, and that they were demonstrably familiar with Massachusettsô political 

machinery. They knew Adams had placed himself in charge of responding to their most recent 

appeal, and they appeared to know that he had tasked Pickering with crafting ñsuch a Bill as will 

pass the Two Houses.ò638 

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 patriot press is telling. Shortly 

after their latest appeals were read before the Court, Thomas once more published ñA Son of 

Africaò in the Massachusetts Spy. This writer, possibly the same one who adopted that alias in 

the Appendix, rejoiced at the Black activistsô success, noting that ñrays of lightò were beginning 

to ñfaintly break throughò that cloud of slavery which was ñBlackness and darkness itself.ò But 

he also adopted the petitionersô new critical edge, asking his fellow colonists to ñpull the beam 

out of thine eyeò (Matthew 7:5) so that they could clearly see the similarities between the case of 

ñGreat-Britain and that of the Africans.ò He insisted that ñAmericans canôt make a law to enslave 

the Africans without contradicting the law of God and the law of Great-Britainò on which their 

chartered rights and the patriot cause were founded.639 

 
638 Pickering had written Adams that summer, saying he had rummaged in the latterôs desk ñfor the [earlier] 

Negro Bills which have been before Houseò so that he might rework the patriotsô antislavery legislation. Though 

Adams might have held the earlier ñNegro Billsò simply in his capacity as Clerk of the House, his possession of 

them raises the likelihood that he had been managing the Houseôs antislavery efforts since Holbrookôs first appeal, if 

not since 1771; Pickering to Adams, July 5, 1773, Samuel Adams Papers, 1760-1803, New York Public Library, 

https://archives.nypl.org/mss/20#detailed (accessed November 28, 2023). 

639 Massachusetts Spy, February 10, 1774. 

https://archives.nypl.org/mss/20#detailed
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Claiming that there was no positive law to support slavery, that indeed there could be no 

such law, and that ñcustomò alone yoked Massachusettsô Black enslaved persons, ñAn Africanò 

asked, ñWhat can you impute it to? Are the Britains hearts harder than yours? Are not your 

hearts also hard, when you hold them in slavery who are intitled to liberty, by the law of nature, 

equal as yourselves?ò He suggested that Parliament could not and should not relieve the 

coloniesô legitimate grievances so long as these petitions remained unredressed. In doing so, he 

damned the opposition if they failed to continue making common cause with the enslaved.640  

A month later ñThe Preacherò joined in too, arguing that the ñrealò reason the patriots had 

not yet succeeded in achieving their liberty was that they had ñan Achan in the campò (Joshua 

7:9). As he explained, ñUntil this curse is removed, you cannot expect that the righteous Lord 

who loveth righteousness, and is no respecter of persons, will grant you success.ò ñThe 

Preacherò strengthened the tie between the two causes, insisting that ñIf slavery (that calamity of 

all calamities) was totally abolished in New-England, I should not fear what Satan, and all other 

tyrants in the universe, could do unto us.ò Slavery was nothing less than ñthe capital sin of New-

England.ò Should then that ñnoble and illustrious General Assembly of the Massachusetts-Bayò 

abolish it, they would ñset a glorious example for the world by giving liberty to all men in that 

 
640 Ibid. 
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government.ò641 Two weeks later, Wheatleyôs letter to Samson Occum appeared, praising her 

correspondentsô ñVindication of [the enslavedsô] natural rights.ò642 

No matter the weight of antislavery sentiment high and low, Hutchinson held fast and 

rejected the patriotsô latest bill.  

The petitioners were undeterred, however, and doggedly renewed their appeal once more 

in the summer of 1774 when the Court sat with Massachusettsô new governor, General Thomas 

Gage. If Bostonôs patriots, Black and white, were at first encouraged by Hutchinsonôs removal in 

the spring, their hopes were soon dashed. It became apparent that Gage was as hostile to the 

colonial opposition as his predecessor. He closed Boston Harbor under the Coercive Acts and 

eliminated the Assemblyôs right to nominate members of the Council. The patriot presses soon 

vilified Gage, and whispers of dark conspiracies circulated in the streets as never before.643  

On May 25, 1774, just five days after Gage curtailed the Assemblyôs rights, the colonial 

legislature met but apparently conducted no regular business. An unsigned draft of the Black 

activistsô third petition to the Court is dated from this first day of the new session (Figure 18).644 

It began by noting that that ñwe have in common with all other men a naturel right to our 

freedoms without Being deprivôd of them by our fellow men as we are a freeborn Pepel and have 

 
641 Massachusetts Spy, March 3, 1774.  Besides these essays, Thomas also continued publishing against 

slavery in his new enterprise, the Royal American Magazine, or Universal Repository of Instruction and Amusement, 

until he sold it to his old business partner Joseph Greenleaf. See Royal American Magazine, January, February, and 

May 1774.  

642 Massachusetts Spy, March 24, 1774. Wheatleyôs poem ñfarewell to Americaò had also appeared in the 

Spy and Essex Gazette on May 27 and May 18, 1773, respectively. 

643 Bailyn, Ordeal of Thomas Hutchinson, 293ï95. 

644 Freedom Petition, May 25, 1774. 
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never forfeited this Blessing by aney compact or argement whatever.ò The petitioners asked, 

ñHow can the master be said to Beare my Borden when he Beares me down, whith the Have 

chanes of slavery and operson against my will?ò They not only were unable to serve God as they 

ought, ñNither can we reap an equal benefet from the laws of the Land which doth not justfyi but 

condemes Slavery or if there had bin aney Law to hold us in Bondege we are Humbely of the 

opinion ther never was aney to inslave our children for life when Born in a free Countrey.ò If the 

appeal was brought before the House, however, it was not formally read, most likely because a 

committee was assigned to ñinquire and reportò on the status of all bills, including the one 

against the slave trade, that Hutchinson had refused to sign in March.645 No record in the 

Journals of the House tells of this committeeôs findings or of the petitionersô appeal, and the 

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 House, 50:247ï51. 
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Figure 18 Manuscript Draft of Third Freedom Petition, May 25, 1774646 
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The petitioners followed close behind and managed to resubmit their demands despite 

these obstacles, hoping that their white countrymen recognized that ñunder God [they] are no 

better than usò and that the legislature could ñat least to declare, that there is now Law whatever 

for keeping us in Bondageò (Figure 19). They wanted the Court to finally inscribe the myth of 

the slaveless society into law. As the House Clerk, Adams neglected to record the petitionersô 

newest appeal, most likely because a new bill for abolishing 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 months-long process into one day. 

Passing for the second time in four months at the hands of the patriot-led legislature, this bill too 

went nowhere, as Gage dissolved the Court shortly thereafter.647 He had discovered that the 

Court resolved to send delegates to the Continental Congress ï including Paine, Cushing, and 

Adams ï and his patience was at an end. He disbanded the legislature and called for new 

elections.  

 
646 Courtesy of the Massachusetts Historical Society, ñPetition for Freedom, 25 May 1774ò Collections 

Online, https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=549.  

647 Gage was excoriated for not signing the legislation in the Salem Gazette, December 19, 1774; ñAn Act 

to Prevent the Importation of Negroes, June 1774,ò Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), vol. 9, 460ï61; Journals 

of the House, 50:255, 271, 285; ñPetition for Freedom, June 1774,ò Massachusetts Collections Online, 

Massachusetts Historical Society, 

https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?old=1&ft=End+of+Slavery&from=%2Fendofslavery%2Findex.php

%3Fid%3D55&item_id=590 (accessed November 28, 2023).  

https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=549
https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?old=1&ft=End+of+Slavery&from=%2Fendofslavery%2Findex.php%3Fid%3D55&item_id=590
https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?old=1&ft=End+of+Slavery&from=%2Fendofslavery%2Findex.php%3Fid%3D55&item_id=590
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Figure 19 Third Freedom Petition, Massachusetts Spy, September 8, 1774 
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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, the Spy reprinted two documents from the 

petitionersô campaign that signaled their continuing support of his enemies; their hopes that 

ñGod would preserve [the colonistsô] liberties and privileges.ò648 Local government was, 

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 thousands.649 

Given how confused the times were in the summer of 1774, historians have had a 

difficult time reconstructing what took place with the petitionersô latest appeal. Some have 

mistakenly taken its omission in the legislative record as evidence that the Court did not take it 

up at all.650 Others have argued that the petitioners conveyed their support to the governor and 

Great Britain, supposing the unsigned draft from May was directed solely to Gage.651 And a 

 
648 Massachusetts Spy, September 1 and 8, 1774. Another paper Thomas had recently founded in Salem, 

The Essex Journal and Merrimack Packet, or, The Massachusetts and New-Hampshire General Advertiser, also 

published against slavery in the summer of 1774 (July 6 and 20, August 17, and September 7) as did Russellôs Salem 

Gazette (June 24, July 1, 15 and 29, and August 12) and, uncharacteristically, the Boston Post-Boy of August 15.  

649 Bailyn, Ordeal of Thomas Hutchinson, 293ï302.  

650 Sesay, ñRevolutionary Black Roots,ò 125. 

651 Jared Hardesty claims that ñthis appeal was not directed at the legislature. Rather . . . by appealing to 

Gage, the petitioners sent the message thatò they were ñstill loyal British subjects;ò Hardesty, ñDisappearing from 

Abolitionismôs Heartland: The Legacy of Slavery and Emancipation in Boston,ò International Instituut voor Social 

Geshiedenis, 65 (2020), 152-3. Jill Lepore made a similar mistake, despite examining the document directly; The 

Whites of their Eyes: The Tea Partyôs Revolution and the Battle over American History (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2010), 93. 
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much larger group of historians surmise that they went further, coordinating a violent plot 

subsequently described by Abigail Adams.652  

Adams wrote to her husband John on September 22, shortly after Gage triggered the 

gunpowder crisis, fearing there was ña conspiracy of the Negroesò in Boston. As she heard it, a 

group of Black men had solicited an ñIrishmanò to draw up a petition to Gage promising ñthey 

would fight for himò and help him ñconquerò Massachusetts if he promised to free them. The 

governor was apparently so taken with the notion that he at once investigated.653 Historians have 

generally not scrutinized Adamsô claims, and they have often conflated the ñIrishmanôsò petition 

with the freedom petitionersô campaign. Indeed, historians typically cite her letter as evidence 

that Great Britain had robust Black support even in radically patriotic Massachusetts.654 Yet 

compelling evidence suggests that both the conspiracyôs existence, and the petitionersô 

involvement in it, are implausible.  

 
652 See, for example, Blanck, Tyrannicide, 49; Judith Van Buskirk, Standing in Their Own Light (Norman, 

University of Oklahoma Press, 2017), 44; Sinha, Slaveôs Cause, 48, Gary Nash, ñThe African Americansô 

Revolution,ò The Oxford Handbook of the American Revolution, eds. Edward Gray and Jane Kamensky (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2013), 253; Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: The Hidden 

History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000), 226; Zilversmit, First Emancipation, 112. 

653 Abigail Adams to John Adams, September 22, 1774, Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/04-01-02-0107 (accessed November 28, 2023).  

654 Many historians have conflated the freedom petitioners with Adamsô conspiracy due to a misreading of 

Sidney Kaplanôs ambiguous wording in ñThe óDomestic Insurrectionsô of the Declaration of Independence,ò Journal 

of Negro History 61, no. 3 (1976): 249ï50, and his and Emma Nogrady Kaplanôs The Black Presence in the Era of 

the America Revolution (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1989), 12ï15. See, for instance, Ira Berlin, 

Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1998), 193; Cameron, To Plead Our Own Cause, 50; Countryman, Enjoy the Same Liberty, 43; Sylvia Frey, 

Water from the Rock: Black Resistance in a Revolutionary Age (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 53; 

Alan Gilbert, Black Patriots and Loyalists: Fighting for Emancipation in the War for Independence (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2012), 9; Van Gosse, ñAs a Nation, the English Are Our Friends': The Emergence of 

African American Politics in the British Atlantic World, 1772ï1861,ò American Historical Review, vol. 113, no. 4 

(2008), 1008; Gerald Horne, The Counter-Revolution of 1776: Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United States 

of America (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 214; Simon Schama, Rough Crossings: Britain, the 

Slaves, and the American Revolution (New York: Harper Collins, 2006), 22-3. 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/04-01-02-0107
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For instance, historians have found no other evidence of the plot than Adamsô letter, 

despite her claim that ñmuch better handsò than hers would also tell of it.655 Her account also 

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 written.656 If we 

consider that the petitionersô campaign may have inspired this rumor, its believability crumbles 

further. Indeed, its credibility all but totters when we reflect that their latest petition to the House 

had again been advertised in local newspapers just six days prior.657 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 Massachusetts.658 With so little support for 

Britain across the colonyôs Black population, it seems few in Boston would have been inclined to 

offer their services, let alone enough to form a conspiracy.659  

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 the Spy as well as in Ezekeil Russellôs newly founded Salem 

 
655 As the editors at Founders Online note, ñEverything about this rumored óconspiracy of the Negroesô was 

kept so óprivateô that the editors cannot further elucidate itò; Abigail Adams to John Adams, September 22, 1774, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/04-01-02-0107.  

656 Jason T. Sharples, The World That Fear Made: Slave Revolts and Conspiracy Scares in Early America 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020).  

657 Mandell, ñóNatural and Unalienable Right,ôò 45; Salem Gazette, September 16, 1774. 

658 Blanck, Tyrannicide, 54.  

659 Significantly, one of the few people in Boston who might have been willing to support Gage was 

Newton Prince, a pastry cook. He may have been the same ñlemon merchantò who approached Dexter on the 

petitionersô behalf in 1773. If that is true, his story is a poignant reminder of how contingent Black Bostonianôs 

support of the patriot cause could be. J. L. Bell, ñNewton Prince and the Struggle for Liberty,ò Journal of the 

American Revolution, December 2, 2014, https://allthingsliberty.com/2014/12/newton-prince-and-the-struggle-for-

liberty/ (accessed November 28, 2023). 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/04-01-02-0107
https://allthingsliberty.com/2014/12/newton-prince-and-the-struggle-for-liberty/
https://allthingsliberty.com/2014/12/newton-prince-and-the-struggle-for-liberty/
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Gazette, confirms what has long been suspected: that the same group of men produced all of 

these documents.660 The petitionersô reprinting verifies that their appeal was submitted to the 

General Court when it met in Salem in June, and it refers to itself as ñthe Third of us the 

Subscribers.ò661 Historians can now pair this copy of their petition with the manuscript drafts 

from May and June to confirm consistencies in syntax and spelling across the groupôs hitherto 

published and unpublished materials. Doing so reinforces the likelihood that they had written the 

drafts of their past, as well as future, appeals themselves.662 It is highly unlikely, then, they 

would have needed a white accomplice to write to Gage on their behalf.  

Significantly, it appears that Gage only began to countenance the idea of ñraising the 

negroesò in June 1775, several months after Abigail Adams reported her conspiracy.663 And this 

speaks to a last essential point against the petitionersô supposed involvement: from their own 

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, may still have tried to enlist his support. 

 
660 Though most historians have assumed this was the case, Thomas Davis, perhaps the most widely cited 

authority on the freedom petitions, argues forcefully that ñthe hands that produced the earlier petitions did not . . . 

produce the one dated 25 May 1774;ò ñEmancipation Rhetoric, Natural Rights, and Revolutionary New England,ò 

257; Massachusetts Spy, September 8, 1774; Salem Gazette, September 16, 1774.  

661 Salem Gazette, September 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 at the Massachusetts Historical Society (from 1777) is also a draft, and all three are 

unsigned and marked by numerous spelling errors and edits, it is almost certain that the petitionersô appeals, though 

drafted by their hands, were edited by white allies before being officially  submitted. Thomas or Russell may have 

fulfilled this function for them; ñPetition for Freedom, January 13, 1777,ò Massachusetts Collection Online, 

Massachusetts Historical Society, https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=557 (accessed November 

28, 2023), and ñPetition of Lancaster Hill,ò in Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), vol. 212:132, 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257750$1i (accessed November 28, 2023). 

663 Gage to Viscount Barrington, June 12, 1775, in Correspondence of General Thomas Gage, ed. Clarence 

Carter (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1933), 2:684. 

https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=557
https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257750$1i
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Nevertheless, after witnessing several years of royalist opposition to antislavery agitation in the 

colony, the petitioners could not have held much hope for a change of heart. If they were not, 

then, the men whom Adams feared, at least they would have agreed with her that ñit allways 

appeard a most iniquitious Scheme to . . . fight ourselfs for what we are daily robbing and 

plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we.ò664 Like Adams, the 

petitioners knew that white patriots could be doing more. 

For all the political and popular support that the freedom petitioners had mustered by the 

summer of 1774, legal abolition would not be achieved anytime soon. As Gage and the patriots 

moved ever closer towards war, the issue of (real) slavery temporarily withdrew 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 Worcester in central Massachusetts, Thomas 

published continually on other colonistsô refusal to ñbuy a single negro imported by the African 

merchants,ò Granville Sharpôs wish for the ñabolition of domestic as well as political slaveryò in 

British North America, and Thomas Jeffersonôs claim that ñthe abolition of domestic slavery is 

the greatest object of desire in those colonies, where it was unhappily introduced in their infant 

state.ò665 

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 Congress (the patriot body that reformed in 

 
664 Abigail Adams to John, September 22, 1774. 

665 Massachusetts Spy, July 28, September 1, October 6 and 20, and November 10 and 17, 1774. Russell 

also reprinted Sharpeôs letter in the Salem Gazette, November 4, 1774.  



299 

 

Concord after Gage dissolved the General Court) Joseph 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 occasionally taken as further evidence of white patriotsô 

aversion to ending slavery, this letter, too, has been misinterpreted by historians. In fact, the 

author argued for ñthe proprietyò of taking ñinto consideration the state and circumstances of the 

negro slaves.ò666 This is likely the same letter addressed to ñthe Hon. Provincial Congressò the 

Hall brothers would publish in January the next year, and it wished that ñall those hat [sic] are 

now under the cruel Yoke of Oppression and Slavery among usò be ñset at Liberty.ò In a 

fascinating turn, however, this work inverted the myth of the slaveless society to charge Boston 

with the crime of being ñthe first Port on this Continent that began this Slave Trade.ò That was 

why its harbor was ñthe first shut up by an oppressive Act.ò Only once the enslaved were freed 

would this sin be washed away. ñThen, and not till then, may we expect our Light to break forth 

as the Morning,ò the letter writer explained667 A committee was once more called for, but the 

current of events overtook the matter. Boston was soon besieged, and the legislatureôs regular 

business suspended.668 

 
666 The Journals of Each Provincial Congress of Massachusetts in 1774 and 1775 (Boston, Mass.: Dunton 

and Wentworth, 1838), 29; On a misreading of Harlow Ungerôs work, John Hancock: Merchant King and American 

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 letter with the petitionersô circular of 1773; Egerton, 58; Blanck, 36. 

667 Essex Gazette, January 31, 775.  

668 Journals of Each Provincial Congress, 29. 
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Shots were fired at Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775. Among other patriots, 

ñPrince, a negroò was wounded.669 Mayhem spread across the colonies, yet the faithful Spy soon 

reported that the Worcester County Committee of Correspondence ï likely under Thomasô 

direction ï had made a resolution. The countyôs patriot leadership declared on June 14, in 

response to another petition of ñthe NEGROES,ò that ñwhenever there shall be a door opened, or 

opportunity presented for anything to be done toward the emancipating the NEGROES; we [the 

Worcester Committee] will use our influence and endeavor that such a thing may be effected.ò670 

The Boston Gazette managed to continue heckling the royal government, satirizing Hutchinsonôs 

opposition to the patriotsô antislavery legislation in October.671 And far exceeding this, the 

Provincial Congress passed a resolution forbidding the sale of ñtwo negro menò in Salem. 

Echoing the petitionersô key arguments, the body proclaimed that ñthe selling and enslaving the 

human species is a direct violation of the natural 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 their struggles on for liberty.ò672 This statement went well beyond what the First 

 
669 Journals of Each Provincial Congress, 679; ñA List of the Names of the Provincials who were Killed 

and Wounded in the late Engagement with His Majesty's Troops at Concord, &c.ò (Boston, Mass.: Edes and Gill, 

1775), Massachusetts Collections Online, Massachusetts Historical Society, last accessed July 13, 2022, at: 

https://www.masshist.org/database/523.  

670 Massachusetts Spy, June 21 and 28, 1775.  

671 It stated, in a mock epitaph taken from the grave of a Concordian slave: ñHere lies the body of John Jack 

/ Native of Africa, who died March 1773.ò Of course, Hutchinson vetoed the patriotsô antislavery legislation in 

March 1774, but such details are rarely important to the colonial satirist; Boston Gazette, October 9, 1775. For the 

life and death of the real John Jack, see George Tolman, John Jack, the Slave, and Daniel Bliss, the Tory: The Story 

of Two Men of Concord, Massachusetts Who Lived Before the Revolution (Concord, Mass.: Concord Antiquarian 

Society, 1902).   

672 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 52, Pt. 1: 1776 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 

Society, 1985), 105ï6, 109. The text of the Congressôs resolve may be found in Nell, Colored Patriots, 45; and 

Moore, Notes on the History of Slavery, 153. 

https://www.masshist.org/database/523
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Continental Congress had declared in its own resolution against the slave trade in 1774, which 

was drafted in part by the petitionersô ally, Thomas Cushing.673 In principle it even outpaced 

analogous resolutions made by Rhode Island and Connecticut two years earlier.674 Never before 

had a government committed itself so expressly to these ideals. By the fall of 1776 the legislature 

called another committee, which included the antislavery writer Nathaniel Appleton, to consider 

ñthe condition of the African slaves, now in this State.ò675 And over the next two years the 

legislature protected Joseph Johnson, a woman named ñCuba,ò and at least two other men from 

bondage. The Provincial Congress refused to recognize enslaversô claims that these persons were 

property.676 

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 legislature and the courts, individual 

enslavers, such as Robert Pierpont of Boston, ñMajor Fullerò of Newton, and Jonathan Phelps of 

Salem ï animated, Ezekiel Russel declared, ñwith a Spirit of Liberty, and knowing that a 

 
673 Worthington Chauncey Ford, ed., Journals of the Continental Congress (Washington, DC: Government 

Printing Office, 1904), 1:53. 

674 Though both coloniesô resolves were in substance more effective than Massachusettsô narrow 

intervention, they were more modest in their justifications. Rhode Island merely held, for instance, that ñthose who 

are desirous of enjoying all the advantages of liberty themselves, should be willing to extend personal liberty to 

others;ò Records of the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, in New England, Vol. 7: 1770 to 1776 

(Providence: A. C. Greene and Brothers, 1862), 251; Public Records of the Colony of Connecticut, Vol. 14: 1772ï

1775, Charles Hoadley (Hartford: Case, Lockwood, & Brainard, 1887), 329.  

675 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 52, Pt. 2: 1776 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 

Society, 1986), 127. 

676 Petition of Josep Prout of Scarborough, September 10, 1777, 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257741$1i; Petition of Cuba, a Negro Woman, November 21, 1777, 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257729$2i; Petition of Joseph Johnson, July 14, 1778, 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257729$6i.  

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257741$1i
https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257729$2i
https://iiif.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 

Hypocrisyò ï were convinced to ñóunloose the Bondsôò of their ñvery valuableò enslaved 

laborers.677 

Of course, African Americans also participated in the fight itself. At least nine thousand 

Black men fought and died for the patriot cause (roughly 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 join either the continental or royal army.678 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 adult male population of color.679 Northern Blacks, like 

Boyrereau Brinch, often chose to fight for the side that seemed most likely to grant them 

freedom.680 Many free Blacks, however, like Salem Poor, may have fought as much to defend 

their homes, their families, and their livelihoods as anything else.681 And there were also many 

others, like Lemuel Haynes or James Forten, who appear to have supported the ñcommon causeò 

because of conviction. As Forten declared, when the British caught him and offered him a place 

 
677 Appendix, 12; Salem Gazette, August 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 thus could enlist; ñThe African Americansô Revolution,ò 254, 

261. See also Nash, The Forgotten Fifth: African Americans in the Age of Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2006), 8. 

679 John Hannigan, ñKingôs Men and Continentals,ò 163ï224, and ñPatriots of Color in Massachusetts,ò 

Minute Man National Historical ParkðNational Park Service, https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/john-hannigan-

patriots-of-color-paper-1.htm (accessed November 28, 2023).  

680 Kari Winter, ed., The Blind African Slave; or, Memoirs of Boyrereau Brinch, Nicknamed Jeffery Brace 

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004), 159. 

681 Hannigan, ñKingôs Men and Continentals,ò 205ï6. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/john-hannigan-patriots-of-color-paper-1.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/john-hannigan-patriots-of-color-paper-1.htm
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in England, ñNo, no! I am here a prisoner for the liberties of my country; I never, NEVER, shall 

prove a traitor to her interests!ò682  

Very little remains to tell us of the petitionersô part in the war. Holbrook, at least, joined 

the Rhode Island militia, and Prince Hall, who signed the last petition of 1777, may have served 

in Massachusetts alongside his son Primus.683 Even if we had copious documentation of the 

freedom petitionersô lives, we would likely find that, as with most white patriots, the factors 

influencing Black support for the war were complex and resist simplification. Benjamin 

Quarlesôs old formulation ï that African Americansô ñmajor loyalty was not to a place nor to a 

people, but to a principle [liberty]ò ï certainly remains incisive; but if taken to mean that loyalty 

to principle, place, and people is an either/or proposition, it also risks obscuring much.684  

Despite their liminal status in colonial society, free and enslaved Black persons in 

Massachusetts could be just as threatened by parliamentary impositions and Britainôs ñTirannical 

troops,ò as Scipio Fayerweather termed them, as white colonists were.685 This risk helps explain 

their overwhelming presence in the war. Working at the docks, for instance, was one of the most 

 
682 Forten quoted in Nell, Colored Patriots, 168. For Haynes support of the American Revolution, see Mia 

Bay, ñThe Revolution in Black and White,ò Journal of the Early Republic, vol. 43, no. 4 (2023):619-629; John 

Saillant, Black Puritan, Black Republican and ñLemuel Haynesôs Black Republicanism and the American 

Republican Tradition, 1775-1820,ò Journal of the Early Republic, vol. 14, no. 3 (1994): 293-324; Rita Roberts, 

ñPatriotism and Political Criticism: The Evolution of Political Consciousness in the Mind of a Black Revolutionary 

Soldier,ò Eighteenth-Century Studies, vol. 27, no. 4 (1994). 

683 Coughtry, ñHolbrook, Felix,ò 336; For more on Hall and his son, see Chernoh Sesay Jr., ñFreemasons of 

Color: Prince Hall, Revolutionary Black Boston, and the Origins of Black Freemasonry, 1770ï1787ò (PhD diss., 

Northwestern University, 2006), 19ï21. 

684 Quarles, Negro in the American Revolution, xxvii. 

685 ñ[Petition of Scipio Fayerweather], April 27th, 1776,ò Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), vol. 

180:416ï17. 
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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, if not more so than, white 

merchants, and the Black patriot minister Lemuel Haynes was surely not alone when he 

described the British as monstrous ñTyrants fillôd with horrid Rage.ò686 Indeed, when Holbrook 

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 had learned from his youth, the scripture of his 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 colonies collectively declared their independence on July 4, 1776. In doing so, they 

committed themselves to the self-evident truth that ñall men are created equal.ò The next year, as 

the British were reeling from a series of patriot victories in New Jersey, Prince Hall and 

Massachusettsô enslaved made their last effort to stake their claim to freedom.687 A minister, 

respected leader of Bostonôs Black community, and founder of the first African American 

Masonic Lodge ï along with his cosignatories Peter Bess (Bestes of the 1773 circular), Brister 

 
686 Lemuel Haynes, ñThe Battle of Lexington,ò (1775), reprinted in Ruth Bogin, ñóThe Battle of 

Lexingtonô: A Patriotic Ballad by Lemuel Haynes,ò William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 42, no. 4 (1985): 501ï6.  

687 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 House was in mid-session, and the last committee formed to consider the issue of 

slavery had been called for in October 1776, at the beginning of the session; Freedom Petition, January 13, 1777, 

Massachusetts State Archives, vol. 212:132ï33. 
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Slensen (Slenser), and Lancaster Hill ï Hall is the only petitioner for whom substantial evidence 

remains of his life (Figure 20).688 Significantly, he would become disillusioned with his 

compatriots by the warôs end, going so far as to revive the circularôs proposal for emigration in 

1787.689 In March 1777, however, Hall and his peers hailed the ñpresent Glorious struggle for 

Libertyò and wished the opposition would secure the blessings of ñHeavenò (Figure 21). Noting 

the failure of ñpetition after petitionò under the royal regime, how they have ñlong & patiently 

waited,ò they stressed how ñevery principle from which America has acted in the course of her 

unhappy difficulties with Great-Britain, pleads stronger than a thousand arguments in favor of 

your Petitioners.ò Slavery, like Parliamentôs impositions on the colonies, was ñin Violation of the 

Laws of Nature & of Nations & in defiance of all the tender feelings of humanity.ò690 

 
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 petition, gained 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, 

ñFreemasons of Color.ò Besides Bestes, none of the previous petitioners signed this appeal, though this is 

understandable given the conditions of the war. After Boston was occupied in 1775, the townôs population, white 

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.  

689 Though noting that slavery had been effectively abolished in Massachusetts after ratification of the 1780 

state constitution, Hall led this movement because he and other Black colonists continued to suffer from white 

prejudice, ñfind[ing] ourselves, in many respects, in very disagreeable and disadvantageous circumstances.ò 

Although the Court took up his appeal, nothing ultimately came of it; ñThe Boston Plan, 1787,ò Africans in 

America, Public Broadcasting Station, https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h59.html (accessed July 10, 2024). 

690 Freedom Petition, January 13, 1777. 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h59.html
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Figure 20 Prince Hall, unattributed postmortem portrait691 

 
691 Accessed at: ñPrince Hall,ò Grand Lodge of British Columbia and Yukon, 

https://freemasonry.bcy.ca/prince_hall/PrnceHll.jpg. 

https://freemasonry.bcy.ca/prince_hall/PrnceHll.jpg
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Figure 21 Fourth Freedom Petition, January 13, 1777692 

 
692 Courtesy of the Massachusetts State Archives. 




































































































































