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			Black women are a prism through which
the searing rays of race, class and sex are
first focused, then refracted. The creative
among us transform these rays into a
spectrum of brilliant colors, a rainbow
which illuminates the experience of
all mankind.

			MARGARET B. WILKERSON

		

	
		
			Prologue

			EVERY SMALL TOWN has its honored citizens. You can find their names on plaques in the library and in the history of the town, bound in leather and getting dusty on the shelves. Parks are created in tribute to them, and streets are named after them, and the people of the town remember them, even if they don’t always know why.

			Deerfield, Massachusetts, remembers Lucy Terry Prince. She came to the town when she was only about five years old. Ebenezer Wells bought her off a slave ship to help him with his housework. She was baptized in the First Church of Deerfield on June 15, 1735. The town history remembers that, when she was grown up, “she was noted for her wit and shrewdness” and the boys of the town flocked to her house “to hear her talk,” so we can assume that she learned her new language quickly and was a sociable child. When she was fourteen, she was admitted to “the fellowship of the church.” When she was sixteen, nearby Indians attacked that part of Deerfield known as “The Bars,” and teenaged Lucy wrote a poem commemorating the event. We don’t know whether it was her first effort, but it was the first and only poem of hers that was preserved.

			
				BARS FIGHT

			

			
				August, ’twas the twenty-fifth,
Seventeen hundred forty-six,
The Indians did in ambush lay
Some very valient men to slay,
Samuel Allen like a hero fout,
And though he was so brave and bold,
His face no more shall we behold.

			

			
				Eleazer Hawks was killed outright,
Before he had time to fight—
Before he did the Indians see,
Was shot and killed immediately.

			

			
				Oliver Amsden he was slain,
Which caused his friends much grief and pain
Simeon Amsden they found dead
Not many rods distant from his head.
Adonijah Gillett, we do hear,
Did lose his life which was so dear.
John Sadler fled across the water,
And thus escaped the dreadful.

			

			
				Eunice Allen see the Indians coming,
And hopes to save herself by running;
And had not her petticoats stopped her,
The awful creatures had not catched her,
Nor tommy hawked her on the head.
Young Samuel Allen, Oh, lack-a-day!
Was taken and carried to Canada.

			

			The adolescent Lucy Terry’s feelings for her neighbors were clearly not tainted with a sense of racial inferiority or even self-consciousness. The tone of the poem makes it obvious that young Lucy Terry considered the white people she described to be friends and neighbors. In fact, probably the most appealing quality of the poem is the evident affection the poet feels for her subjects. And the poem itself was treasured in Deerfield. Handed down from generation to generation, it was published in 1855 in History of Western Massachusetts by Josiah Gilbert Holland.

			In 1756, when she was about twenty-six, Lucy Terry married Abijah Prince. At this time, she was free, although it is not certain by what means. Wells may have freed her, or Prince may have bought her freedom. He was an established man, having served four years in the militia during the French and Indian Wars and, perhaps because of his service, having acquired his freedom and three parcels of land in Northfield, Massachusetts. He was older than his new wife by about twenty-five years. Sometime during the 1760s, he and Lucy acquired a farm near Guilford, Vermont, and moved their family there. Later, Abijah Prince was one of the founders of the town of Sunderland, Vermont. The Princes seemed to fit in well at Guilford, a town of culture and learning, with a library and musical societies. However, in 1785, the Noyse family—white neighbors of the Princes—threatened them with violence. Lucy and Abijah appealed to Governor Thomas Chittenden for protection, and he ordered the selectmen of the town to see to it that the Princes were bothered no more.

			The Princes had seven children. Lucy applied for the admission of one of her sons, Abijah, Jr., to Williams College. George Sheldon, historian of Deerfield, writes, “He was rejected on account of his race. The indignant mother pressed her claim before the trustees in an earnest and eloquent speech of three hours, quoting an abundance of law and Gospel, chapter and verse, in support of it, but all in vain. The name of no son of Lucy Prince graces the catalogue of Williams College.” In a later case, Lucy Prince won the day. A Colonel Eli Bronson tried to steal a lot belonging to the Princes in Sunderland, near the home of Ethan Allen. The case ended up in the Supreme Court of the United States. According to Sheldon, “our Lucy argued the case at length before the court. Justice Chase said that Lucy made a better argument than he had heard from any lawyer at the Vermont bar.”

			Lucy Terry Prince died in 1821. Her obituary in the Franklin Herald stated, “In this remarkable woman there was an assemblage of qualities rarely to be found among her sex. Her volubility was exceeded by none, and in general the fluency of her speech captivated all around her, and was not destitute of instruction and edification. She was much respected among her acquaintance, who treated her with a degree of deference.” The obituary writer, please note, considered Prince’s wisdom and eloquence extraordinary for a woman, not for an African American.

			Why have we told the story of Lucy Terry Prince at such length and in such detail? Because the meaning is in the details, in the respect she was given by her neighbors, in the affection she held for them, in her expectation that her son would be admitted to Williams College. Lucy Terry Prince was a citizen. Like many white citizens of the colonies, she had come to these shores as an unfree laborer, but she had passed into freedom and earned a place of prominence in her community. There is meaning also, though of a different kind, in the threat of violence from white neighbors in 1785 and the fact that Williams College rejected Abijah, Jr.

			This remarkable woman lived for close to a century. During her lifetime, America changed. Race changed in America. By the year of Prince’s death, slavery had been abolished in the North, and in the South it had become an institution of horrifying cruelty. If Lucy Terry Prince had been brought to this country and sold to a southern plantation owner in 1800, she would have occupied a status little higher than livestock. She would have entered into a world where beating a woman until she bled was considered routine labor management and selling away a child was good business practice. She would probably have married, but her marriage would not have been legal, and her husband might well have been sold. In that case, she would doubtless have been required to accept another man in her bed. She would almost certainly never have learned to read or write. She would almost certainly never have known freedom.

			Slavery is slavery. The lack of freedom in itself, regardless of condition, is an offense to human dignity. And conditions could sometimes be intolerable, even in the North and even in colonial days. Still, the possibility existed in the early years of this land for those who came here as slaves to become simply another part of the patchwork. White America destroyed that possibility. Slavery became not just unfree labor but one of the two great stains, along with the destruction of Native American culture, on this nation’s honor.

			Most Americans, when they think of the history of black women, think of that terrible stain. They do not think of Lucy Terry Prince. Or Phillis Wheatley, the second woman to publish a book in America, in 1773. Or Elizabeth Freeman, who sued for her freedom in 1781 and won, basing her case on the new constitution of Massachusetts. Or Elleanor Eldridge, who owned a wallpaper business and sold the best cheese in the town of Warwick, Rhode Island. These women make what happened in the antebellum years not just a disgrace but an American tragedy. They also make the rest of the history of black women understandable. The extraordinary achievements of black women in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries did not grow out of degradation but out of a legacy of courage, resourcefulness, initiative, and dignity that goes back to 1619.

			In the last two decades, the history of these women has been, and is being, uncovered in a completely unprecedented way. Historians are digging into the records of towns like Deerfield, Massachusetts, into court records and slave inventories and long-lost narratives. Much of the history of black women was lost forever because it was considered by almost everyone to be unimportant, but a great deal still remains and is being brought to light. We can see now that the courage, strength, and resourcefulness contemporary readers have come to expect from characters in the novels of Toni Morrison and Alice Walker and in the poetry of Maya Angelou, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Rita Dove are genuine. They existed in the characters and lives of thousands of black women from colonial America through the American Revolution to the terrible years of antebellum slavery. They are revealed in stories of Civil War spies and of resistance during the Jim Crow years, stories that move black women from the fringes of American history. A new look at the Civil Rights movement and an examination of the triumphs of recent years show what black women have to teach all Americans about survival. The history of black women in America is a remarkable story, covering almost four centuries, but there are themes that run through it from beginning to end.

			The emphasis by black women on community developed in the slave quarters where they taught their children—and especially their daughters—different codes of conduct for their fellow slaves and for the white masters. It grew in the mutual benefit societies formed by free African Americans, especially women, in the eighteenth century. It continued through the abolitionist societies and black churches of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Then, out of the churches, mutual benefit societies, and literary societies came the black women’s club movement of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. Faced with a total lack of services from the U.S. government, black women in the clubs raised money to build hospitals, fund college scholarships, and take care of the aged and the children of the community. Because of this emphasis on community and the skills learned in these organizations, black women became the foundation of the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s. For the first time in history, a political movement relied on the organizing skills of women.

			Interwoven with the theme of community is the priority placed on education. Again, the story begins in the slave quarters, where black women formed underground schools to teach reading and writing. It was illegal in most places in the South to teach a black person to read, but they managed it. That story goes on through the academies for free black children founded by young black women, some of them only teenagers. Then, after the Civil War, there were the floods of northern black women moving into the South to teach former slaves. There were the thousands of black women who functioned as leaders of their communities and who, during school desegregation and the combining of black and white schools, were the first to be fired. Today there are the forty or more black women who are college presidents and the black washerwoman who recently used her life savings to endow a scholarship at a southern university.

			Against this background the third major theme glows with truth, especially in today’s world. Black women’s history teaches us that, as important as the community is, each individual’s sense of worth and dignity must live inside that person. It must be nurtured and made strong, apart from the valuation of the world.

			These are all themes that will shape our chronological narrative. And, oddly enough, given the tremendous sufferings of black women, another primary theme is triumph. Quite simply, the way black women approach life works. It cannot overcome all obstacles, but it has enabled black women to shape the raw materials of their lives into an extraordinary succession of victories, small and large. From the beginning, they have done more than find ways to feed a family with little or nothing in the house. They have found ways to educate children, resist the oppressions of slavery, support their churches, build hospitals, register voters, and get elected to the United States Senate. Theirs is more than a story of oppression and struggle. It is a story of hope.
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			The heart of a woman falls back with the night and enters some alien cage in its plight, And tries to forget it has dreamed of the stars, While it breaks, breaks, breaks on the sheltering bars.

			GEORGIA DOUGLAS JOHNSON

		

		
		A YOUNG WOMAN stood on the shores of the New World. The place was Jamestown, Virginia. The year was 1619, the year before the arrival of the Mayflower at Plymouth Rock. We do not know this woman’s name, but we will call her Oni. She will be, for us, not a number—one of twenty slaves who were the first to be brought to North America—but the real woman she was. Oni may have been born in a town in West Africa, not far from the coast where European slave traders came to shop. Most of the women brought from Africa to the New World were from West Africa.

		
			She had been playing with her niece in the trees behind the village while her sister took laundry to the river to wash. She was hoping that Nnamdi, the chiefs son, would find her there. He had taken to flirting with her lately, and she thought he was very handsome. Her niece, Abiona, looked up at her and laughed. She smiled and nuzzled the child’s soft, dark hair.

		

		She may have been taken as the spoils of war or in payment for a debt. It is possible she was captured by a neighboring tribe.

		
			Suddenly, as she turned to lift Abiona into a rope swing, hands grabbed her roughly from behind. Swiftly, she was dragged through the trees and to a waiting boat. Her head banged heavily against the side of the boat as she was thrown in. When she came back to consciousness, she was being pulled to her feet and stood on a box. Dried blood stained her foot. Strangers surrounded her.

		

		We know that she was sold to slave traders and sent across the Atlantic Ocean in a Spanish frigate. A Dutch man-of-war raided the frigate and took over its human cargo off the coast of the New World. The Dutch ship then ran into bad weather. Supplies gave out. Disease and starvation ran rampant. Of the one hundred Africans on the ship, eighty starved to death. Their bodies were thrown overboard.

		
			She trembled now as she remembered the pale faces, the hands that pushed and pulled at her, the cold eyes that examined her. One of the traders had breathed in her face, and she had almost gagged from the smell. And then someone pushed her toward another boat, a large one this time. In it there were others who looked as frightened as she felt, but she couldn’t understand what they said to her.

		

		Whatever else we do or do not know about Oni, we can be certain that she was horribly, terrifyingly alone. The traders took her past. They robbed her of all that made life understandable—family, home, language, native land.

		
			Now, after months at sea, she was in a place strange beyond her imagination. She recognized a tree here and a plant there, but these were achingly vague similarities. It was difficult, almost, to believe that she was still herself. She reached out to the woman next to her, seeking comfort as she had on the boat. Although they spoke different languages, they had found a way to speak—with their eyes first, then with a few words here, a sign there. But the woman was gone. Oni saw her being pulled away by a tall man with skin as white as a snake’s belly, whiter even than the men on the boat. And then hands began to grab her again.

		

		Oni and the other women in that first ship were the first of thousands, tens of thousands, of black women who would be brought to labor in America. They would live lives of sorrow and toil, separation and loss, and often desperate humiliation. They would also create a new culture in this new land. Weaving fragments of their African past with rags and threads from a new, alien world, they would dress themselves in dignity, love, and even joy.

		Their story is history. There are few kings or military campaigns in it, but it is history in the purest and deepest sense, the record of what has happened to us—all of us—as a people. At its greatest moments and in its cruelest times, black women have been a crucial part of this country’s history. In 1624, just seventeen years after the first permanent settlement in North America was founded, 2 percent of the population of Virginia was black. In that same year, a woman known to us only as Isabel, wife of Antoney, gave birth to the first black child born in English North America. There were free African Americans in this country more than a hundred years before it was a country, and these black Americans were able to achieve property and status. By 1630, only eleven years after Oni landed in Jamestown, there was at least one black landowner in New Amsterdam. In 1644, a significant part of what is now Greenwich Village in New York City was owned by a group of African Americans. In 1651, Anthony Johnson founded a black settlement in Virginia which eventually included twelve homesteads, and he imported white indentured servants for use there.

		In these early years, some black women came to identify with their new country and to participate in its economic, cultural, and political reality in a way that would become impossible in later years. Others resisted fiercely their new condition in life. Still others died from the shock of their transplantation and the heartache of losing everything they knew and held dear. All of these women are part of the story, and that story begins back in Africa, where Oni should have lived out her life.

		O, YE DAUGHTERS OF AFRICA

		The second largest continent in the world, Africa is a huge, complex land mass occupied by thousands of tribes and nations. Generalizations about it should be made with considerable caution. Even West Africa, from which most slaves came, contained tremendous differences in culture, language, and political and economic structure. Nevertheless, there are some things we can surmise about Oni and her past, some experiences that were shared by most of the women who came to America from Africa.

		Like women the world over, Oni grew up expecting to get married and have children. She might have looked forward to being the one wife of her husband or she might have thought she would be one of several, but she looked at the young men in her village and wondered whom she would marry. There were also some expectations she shared specifically with other African women. Almost certainly she could have expected to participate in the economic life of the community outside her own home. Along the coast of West Africa, in particular, women were often traders, an especially important role in an area where the economy was still primarily mercantile rather than industrial. Oni could also have expected to own and control some of her own property after marriage without having to get permission from her husband. In many areas, women could buy and sell land or goods.

		In Africa, Oni probably would have participated in a separate women’s community which, at times, influenced the political actions of the larger community. Of course, women in all parts of the world had an effect through their husbands and sons, but African women often had formal structures through which to work, making decisions and effecting changes that had an impact on the entire tribe or nation. In these ways, African women had somewhat more power and autonomy than women in European countries. But how far did their power reach? Was Oni a matriarch in the making?

		Hardly. Women in Africa could trade, own property, and sometimes collectively influence political decisions, but they did not exercise power over men. In most places, for example, women, girls, and young children were not allowed to eat until the men and boys had finished, and they were forbidden to eat certain highly nutritious foods. Most tribes showed all the signs of a patriarchal culture, including the branding of women as “other.” As historian Claire Robertson put it, “[We] have no historical record anywhere of a matriarchal society in a sense equivalent to patriarchal, that is, where women held most positions of power and authority and dominated the society’s economic and ideological structure.” (Italics ours)

		Oni wasn’t a matriarch, then, but she was accustomed to being resourceful, determined, and somewhat independent economically. She probably had all of these qualities to a greater degree than the average young woman her age in, say, Belgium or France. To that degree, the enslaved African woman had a cultural advantage, a background that would help her survive in the New World—if she brought it with her. A great many writers and scholars, however, have argued that the horrors of the Middle Passage—the brutal ocean voyage between Africa and America—as well as isolation from members of the same language group, virtually wiped out all memories of culture and upbringing in African Americans. In their view, slavery was a great eraser, and enslaved Africans came to northern farms and southern plantations as blank slates on which their masters could write.

		Pointing out that most arriving slaves couldn’t even talk to each other, scholars have asked how they could share a culture. The answer, of course, is that they didn’t. They did, however, create a culture. And in doing that, they used what they had, what they had brought with them from Africa. Africanists have pointed out dozens of bits of evidence—the equipment African women made to process rice in the Georgia Sea Islands, the way they carried water on their heads, the images on appliquéd quilts and clothing, and so forth. And, of course, there are folktales, music, and dance.

		We can conjecture, then, that Oni brought from Africa traits that ranged from resourcefulness to the ability to weave baskets using the patterns of her grandmother. They must have seemed frail supports as she faced the loneliness and confusion of her new life, but they were all she had, and she used them, sometimes in amazing ways. She also brought an experience of slavery that was very different from the conception most people have of it today. One of the reasons slave traders went to Africa to do their buying is that slaves were available for sale. Slavery was an important part of most African cultures. But it differed in almost every possible way from the chattel slavery that would develop in the American South.

		“Unfree labor” has taken many different forms over history. It has included serfdom in Europe and forced labor on the Great Wall of China. The great philosophers of ancient Greece were waited on by slaves at dinner, and the pharaohs of Egypt used slaves to build their pyramidal monuments to themselves. Wherever labor has been in demand, some form of unfree labor has usually been found. Sometimes the word “slavery” is used when referring to unfree labor. Sometimes—usually when talking about forced labor in the history of Europe—less loaded words such as “vassalage” or “serfdom” are employed.

		In West Africa, there were many ways for a woman to pass into slavery. Enslavement of those defeated in war was a relatively common practice. It was a way of adding to the workforce of the community and to the wealth of the conqueror. Slaves were also obtained through kidnapping or in payment of debts. In most cases, these slaves were women, simply because most agricultural workers were women and because, in areas where polygyny was practiced, slave wives were greatly in demand. This may be one reason that fewer women than men were brought to the Americas; Africans simply outbid the Europeans for valuable female slaves.

		However, in most African societies an enslaved woman could usually look forward to passing out of slavery and into the status of citizen in the new community. Usually, the children of enslaved women attained freedom when their free fathers acknowledged paternity, and even those who remained slaves could rise in status. Male slaves could sometimes become patriarchs of free families, and both men and women who were enslaved themselves could, and did, own others. There were few second-generation slaves.

		This sort of slavery was far from benign, but it was also far from the condition that would develop in the United States in which, as the Supreme Court stated in the Dred Scott case, “a slave has no rights that a white man need recognize.” The chattel slavery that evolved in the American South in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was complete and often brutal. It was also virtually unprecedented. Until the development of the “peculiar institution” during the reign of King Cotton, the slave was almost always recognized as a person as well as an item of property. The American South changed all that, but it took about a century and a half for American slavery to become the cruelly vicious institution we remember today.

		SLAVES AND PILGRIMS

		In many history texts, slavery is scarcely mentioned until a few decades before the Civil War and then it is dealt with only in terms of the abolitionist movement. In The New York Public Library’s Book of Chronologies, for example, the first mention of slavery in the North American time line comes in 1820, with the Missouri Compromise. Slavery itself is not history, only the battle against it. We are thus led to believe that there were no black faces in the colonies, that the good Pilgrims never held anyone in bondage, except in the stocks. But there were, and they did.

		In fact, there were slaves in the colonies before there were Africans. About a quarter of a million poor, white indentured servants came to the colonies in the early years to find themselves in servitude that differed in no significant way from slavery, and not all of them came of their own accord. Convicts, women accused of prostitution, paupers, and orphans were taken off the streets of English cities and shipped to the colonies, where they were sold. Sometimes their capture and sale was legal. Sometimes they were kidnapped. All of this would change drastically in the decades to come, but when Oni was brought to these shores, her status was parallel to that of a white indentured servant in the colonies.

		There were differences from one place to another and from one owner to another, but it is likely that she was given a new name, put to work on a farm, called a servant, and encouraged, or required, to go to church. (In 1641, there were at least forty black members of Bouweire Chapel in New Amsterdam.) She might even, after a number of years, have been given her freedom. At that point, she could have continued to work for wages for her former owner or have married, bought a piece of property with her husband, and spent her life as part of a farming community. This is absolutely the best that could have happened, but it was possible.

		In the early colonies most black women were agricultural workers on farms or domestic servants in cities, often working alongside white indentured servants. Sometimes a farmer would use a slave or free family along with his own for work in the field and in the house. A free family would usually own only one or two slaves and, in the northern colonies, these slaves lived closely with the family. They attended the same churches and sang the same hymns. They received religious instruction and, so that they could participate in the church music, lessons in singing. Enslaved Africans brought with them to America a great many skills, and they also quickly learned European methods in many fields, from weaving to playing a musical instrument. Black men became highly skilled at working in iron, building boats, and playing the banjo or violin for colonial dances, as well as serving on board ships and working next to their masters in a variety of other businesses. Women, especially, were skilled agricultural workers and proficient in all kinds of textile work, from spinning and weaving to dressmaking. They made soap and candles, wove baskets, cooked, prepared medicines, and planted gardens. They also worked as midwives, delivering both black and white children. With their knowledge of herbal medicines and traditional African healing arts, they were often the only source of care in slave quarters and free black communities. They also nursed white families in their roles as domestic servants. In some areas, the entire population, black and white, depended on the services of a black nurse and midwife.

		Sometimes when a slave had completed her daily work for her owner, she was allowed to sell her labors. Or she made an arrangement with her owner to hire out her services for a certain amount, and if she could get more, she could keep it. In this way, ambitious workers could sometimes save enough money to buy their own freedom or that of the people they loved. This was not common, but it happened. These were the earliest black entrepreneurs.

		All laborers in the colony, whatever their ethnicity, were denied rights and privileges that landowners took for granted. For good or ill, their lives were in the hands of their employers. Whether they were overworked, physically punished, sexually exploited—all these were a matter of luck, depending on the character of the boss. However—and this is a big however—in the early days of the colonies, people could escape from this labor pool. Indentures ran out. Enslaved Africans earned their freedom. Once people owned land or set up in business, they moved onto a different level of society. This shift was so significant that extending the vote—the symbol of citizenship—to those men who did not own land was a major political issue. The legalization of slavery and the development of chattel slavery, however, changed everything. A family could be trapped in the laboring class not for a single lifetime but for generations. Movement out of it would be virtually impossible.

		It took many decades for the colonists to recognize slavery as a legal institution and to define it. However, between 1641 and 1717, every colony except Georgia legalized slavery. Georgia held out, even passing a law in 1735 banning the importation and use of slaves. That law was repealed fourteen years later, and in 1750, Georgia joined the other colonies in recognizing the “peculiar institution.”

		TO BE A SLAVE

		Defining slavery was not an easy task in a democracy, or rather, a group of democracies. And it is not easy for patriotic Americans to accept the fact that it was going on at the very time that colonists were chafing under the oppression of British rule and talking in lofty terms about freedom and the rights of man. Essentially, slavery, as a legal category, defined certain people as part people and part property. In the half century or so following 1641, hundreds of laws would be passed clarifying the position of these “part-people” socially and economically. But the most significant laws were those that defined exactly who could be classified as a slave and who could not. The white men in power decided right from the start that white people—with a very few exceptions—could not be enslaved. They could enter indentured servitude, which we have seen was a form of slavery, but they could not legally be slaves. For a number of reasons, Native Americans were seldom held as slaves in the colonies. For one thing, it was too easy for them to run away. They were also susceptible to European diseases and, when they lived around whites, their mortality rate was high. Besides, enslaving whole tribes was beyond the capability of most groups of colonists, so enslaving individual tribe members could lead to reprisals. And so, for slave labor, that left Africans and African Americans—black people.

		However, the issue was soon complicated. Children were born who were black and white. Or black and Native American. This was a completely natural result of the living conditions at the time, as enslaved Africans and indentured white servants often worked side by side. They relaxed together, rebelled against their situation together, became friends, and created families. This mixed population was problematic to the lawmakers. Could they be enslaved? Did their white blood protect them or did their black blood condemn them?

		It took a while to answer these questions, and different colonies answered them differently for a time. Then, in 1662 in Virginia, the fateful—and fatal—law was passed. In most places, at most times in history, children have been blessed or cursed by the social positions of their fathers. The son of a gentleman was a gentleman. The son of a serf was a serf. The mother’s status, while it might be a spot of tarnish on the family crest or a source of curdled pride to her déclassé children, was essentially irrelevant. But in the early 1660s—beginning with the 1662 Virginia law—the American colonies without exception passed laws stating that “all children borne in this country shall be held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother.” Children born to free women would be free, but children born to slave women would be slaves and, of course, the property of the woman’s owner.

		The 1662 law and its successors in other colonies settled the issue of who could be enslaved. At the same time, it altered the status of black women in the most profound way, by redefining their position as women. From then on, black motherhood was, at least for slaves, a legal curse. Henceforth, black women would be valued not only for their work, but for their ability to produce more workers. In later years, in the plantation South, this legal justification would undergird the horrifying sexual abuses of black women. In the North, it meant that slavery was not, as in Africa, a one-generation condition. Slavery would be inherited, and through the mother.

		The full implications for black women of the 1662 law were not immediately apparent, however, because in the second half of the 1600s and the first half of the 1700s, the African slave trade was thriving. In fact, it became easier and easier to buy slaves. In 1700, there were about 26,000 Africans and African Americans living in the colonies. By 1730, that number had grown to over 70,000. And then between 1740 and 1780, according to one estimate, 210,000 enslaved black people were imported into the colonies. So long as it was possible to buy slaves easily and fairly cheaply, black women were not pressured to produce children. In fact, one of the earliest torments black women faced in the colonies was completely contrary to the image of “breeder” that would one day be promulgated by southern slaveholders. In the beginning, they were often not allowed to become wives and mothers. Because the masters valued their productive labor more than their reproductive capacities, women workers seldom experienced love and family life as we understand it. The significance of this should not be underestimated. It was one of the most serious early oppressions of enslaved American women.

		TO BE A WOMAN

		In both the African cultures from which black women came and the American culture into which they were transplanted, a woman’s identity was bound up in and even defined by her familial roles. Her sense of self depended on fulfilling those roles, and many of the early enslaved black women were robbed of the opportunity to do so. This was particularly terrible in a society where limitations on women outside the family were so severe. In the 1600s and 1700s, there were few places in Western civilization where women enjoyed any significant degree of equality with men. In the colonies, Puritanism exacerbated the problem. Being “the cause of sin in the world” did not help women in their struggle against patriarchy.

		In the early years of settlement, the behavior of women was rigidly restricted in order to minimize their alleged tendencies to emulate Eve, tempting men away from righteousness. White women’s rights and resources belonged to their fathers or husbands, following the Christian religious precept that God is the head of the church and man is the head of woman. Women—black or white—could not vote, of course, or hold public office. Married women could not bring suit in court. They had no rights over their children. They also could not own property. There were cases in which a widow had her home or her farm sold out from under her by her son because she was not legally entitled to own it. Later, widows received some protection, but married women were still unable to own property in their own names.

		Women lived entirely under the power of men. A woman with a drunken husband could not, for example, take in laundry, save her money, and buy a home for her children and herself. The house would belong to her husband, who could sell it out from under her at any time. A woman could be admitted to a mental institution by her parents or, after she was married, by her husband or adult son without a legal or medical hearing. And husbands were free to beat their wives to secure obedience or conjugal privileges so long, in most places, as they did not use “a stick greater in diameter than a man’s thumb.”

		Of course, all the restrictions that applied to white women applied to black women as well. During the 1600s and early 1700s, free black men could often vote, own property, and even participate in some local government. Free black men voted in South Carolina until 1701, in North Carolina until 1715, and in Georgia until 1754. They also held public office. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, there was a black surety in York County, Virginia, and a black beadle in Lancaster County, Virginia. Later, white men robbed black men of these rights. But at no time did black women share in them.

		The social and economic position of women paralleled their legal position. A white woman who did not come under the protection of a man, either husband or father, was in an unenviable position. Virtually her only hope for employment was to become a servant or farm worker, no matter what her family background or education might be. When married, she worked in the home and, usually, in the field. More than half of the total white immigration during the colonial period was made up of indentured servants who, even after they were released from servitude, scratched a living out of the soil. The gap between the handful of “aristocratic” women—who enjoyed a certain amount of leisure—and all other women was enormous.

		Still, most white women could hope to be married and have families, while for black women this was not at all certain. Enslaved women in northern colonies were often isolated from other African Americans, living on farms that were at some distance from each other. Usually a woman would be the only slave—or one of two or three—living within the household. There might be no marriageable black man within a day’s ride, much less an assortment to choose from. Especially after interracial marriage was made illegal, many black women were left without possible mates.

		Some women married men from distant farms whom they saw only a few times a year, and some women ended up having short-term relationships that resulted in children. The mother and children in both cases became a family, but there were severe limitations on their freedom to live as such. Because the children were enslaved as well, there was always an authority higher than the parent’s, for one thing. Because the children had to work from a fairly early age, their time was structured and their lives were shaped by someone outside the family. Most terrible of all, a child could be sold away at any time.

		When enslaved women and men did marry—or have children without marriage—both parents suffered from the limitations on their families and their parental authority. Black men felt the pain of being unable to live as husbands and fathers and to care for their wives and children. And yet, defining oneself primarily as a worker rather than a parent was far more familiar to men. And the failure to be husband and father did not carry with it quite the social stigma and emotional devastation that the failure to be wife and mother did for black women.

		White colonial America denied many African American women in these early years the ability to perform the roles upon which most women depended for self-fulfillment and self-respect. In addition, because they did not perform those roles, they lost the protection that white women who were wives and mothers received. However, even then, many black women participated in families of a more loosely defined sort. These were not necessarily made up of people related by marriage or blood, and often their members did not share the same race or culture. But they functioned as family units. Black women connected to the people around them. They nurtured, supported, leaned on, and laughed with others. And within a few generations, biological extended families began to evolve. The African American family began to take shape.

		LIMBS OF EACH OTHER

		It took a tremendous commitment to make black families work in those early years, just as it has for the nearly three centuries since, but the difficulties were different. The first problem was the scarcity of potential mates. That was eventually overcome because, as there came to be two and three generations of African Americans in the colonies, the black population began to grow. For a number of reasons, the children of enslaved Africans were more likely than their parents to have children of their own who survived to adulthood. For one thing, the second and third generations of African American women began bearing children earlier than newly arrived African women had. When they reached the colonies, African women were many different ages—some past their peak childbearing years—and it often took years for women to recover from the physical debility caused by the Middle Passage. Also, African women were accustomed to nursing their children for a longer time and abstaining from sexual relations while they did. This significantly limited the number of children they bore. But, as they adapted to American culture, many black women began to wean their children earlier. They began to fall into the “every two years” pattern of white women.

		Slowly, the black population grew, and the outlines of the black family emerged. It was not always the small nuclear family that has been perceived as the American ideal, but it was an emotionally potent and enormously cohesive entity, especially given the circumstances. Often family members were sold away, but at this time they were usually sold to nearby farms, making it possible to maintain some contact. Frequently, a family was broken up by an owner who had more than one farm. Again, enslaved Americans worked hard to keep up connections. Herbert G. Gutman, in The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, recounts the story of the Addison family slaves.

		
			When Thomas Addison died in 1727, he was one of the county’s [Prince George County] largest slaveowners, owning seventy-one slaves, many adult Africans among them. At his grandson’s death in 1775, one hundred nine Addison slaves lived on three separate plantations. Two were adjacent to each other, and the third three miles away. The forty-year-old Ned and his forty-six-year-old wife Joan lived on the main plantation with their four youngest children. Joan’s older son Sam lived a few miles away. The sixty-four-year-old Jack Bruce and his fifty-six-year-old wife Sarah lived adjacent to the Addison’s Oxon Hill place. Three sons, ranging in age from fifteen to twenty-six, lived at Oxon Hill as did another son, a twelve-year-old, who lived with his older sister and her child.

		

		Early African Americans ensured the survival of the family by keeping roles flexible. Adults of whatever relationship took over the parenting responsibilities for children when necessary. Brothers and sisters provided care and support for each other. Even cousins could be as close as immediate family, especially if a person had been separated from closer kin. As late as 1799, George Washington’s Union Farm in Virginia showed this sort of variety in family structure. According to historian Brenda Stevenson, “Of the 36 slaves who resided at Union Farm in 1799, none lived together as a married couple or within a nuclear-structured family: there were three married mothers residing with their children but with abroad husbands; only one married man, and his wife lived elsewhere; four single mothers; four single men; three single women; and one orphan child named Jesse.” From what we know of kinship customs among early black Americans, Jesse was probably “adopted” by at least one of the adults. The entire group may have constituted a kind of extended family, with real and fictive cousins, aunts, and grandmothers.

		There is clear evidence that black families did everything they could to keep in touch with each other. In a study of 589 advertisements for runaway slaves in eighteenth-century Virginia, for example, about one out of every three fugitives had left to visit a family member living at a distance. Charleston, South Carolina, merchant Robert Pringle explained in 1740 that his only reason for sending the slave Esther on a ship bound for Lisbon was that “she has a practice of goeing frequently to her Father and Mother, who live at a Plantation I am concern’d in, about Twenty Miles from Town.”

		In the cities a black woman’s desire for marriage and family was more easily satisfied. By the late 1600s in Philadelphia, for example, there were eight thousand people, and half of the households had at least one slave. An enslaved woman who worked as a seamstress in one household could marry a man who worked as a carpenter in another. The father sometimes lived apart from his family, but he usually was an integral part of family life.

		Free black women occupied a different position from their enslaved sisters, in part because most free black Americans in the colonies lived in the cities. Here, they were much more likely to find work and were somewhat less vulnerable to being kidnapped and reenslaved. (This was a constant fear for free blacks during the decades before emancipation.) In addition, the slaves who were most likely to be able to buy their own freedom or that of another were those who worked in skilled occupations, most of which were located in the city.

		Free black women were often married. Indeed, many became free when their future husbands paid the slaveholder’s price for them. Some of the proud families who would become prominent abolitionists and founding members of the black elite began building their dynasties in these early years. The Remonds, the Fortens, the Bustills, and the Douglasses—no relation to Frederick—all set down roots in colonial America at a time when opportunities for free African Americans were not as restricted as they would soon become.

		A SORT OF FREEDOM

		If the conditions of slavery in the colonies are unfamiliar to most people, the very fact of free African Americans can be difficult to comprehend. And yet, by the middle of the seventeenth century, a free black population had begun to be a presence, and in the eighteenth century its members participated significantly in the life of the community as a whole. Before the hardening of laws and attitudes regarding slavery and black Americans, there was meaningful movement out of slavery and into the free state.

		Enslaved women gained freedom in a number of ways. Some bought their freedom with money they earned outside their appointed workday. Some were purchased and freed by free black men so that they could marry. Some women were freed when a master or mistress died. There were even cases in which a white woman left her home to an enslaved woman who had lived and worked closely with her. The black women, when freed, often used these homes for boarding houses, inns, restaurants, laundries, and dressmaking establishments.

		Over the years, a small but solid black working class emerged. By the eighteenth century, there were black business owners and town leaders as well. In 1736, for example, Mary Bernoon and her husband opened an oyster and ale house in Providence, Rhode Island, using the capital she had made by selling illegal whiskey. At about the same time, a black woman called “Duchess” Quamino set up a catering business in Newport. She was soon the most successful caterer in town. According to author Stephen Birmingham, “Free blacks virtually invented the catering business in America.” And it was black women, who had developed their cooking skills in white kitchens, who led the way.

		Lucy Terry Prince was a striking example of the possibilities for a black woman in colonial America. Her life is particularly significant because we know so many details, but it was because of her prominence in the town of Deerfield, Vermont, that we know so much more about her than about most women who lived in the colonial era. Lucy Terry Prince and her husband were active and respected members of their community. They expected and usually got treatment as equals with their white neighbors. And while the Princes were unusual, they were not unique among free African Americans.

		There are other black women of the time, about whom we know somewhat less than we do about Prince, who entered significantly into the mainstream community. Nancy Lenox Remond, whose family later became important abolitionists, set up a cake-baking business in Salem, Massachusetts, in the late eighteenth century. Eventually, she came to dominate the catering trade in that city, running an exclusive restaurant as well. Her daughters Cecilia Remond Babcock, Maritcha Remond, and Caroline Remond Putnam operated the Ladies Hair Work Salon in the same city. They developed the largest wig factory in the state and manufactured a popular hair-loss tonic—Mrs. Putnam’s Medicated Hair Tonic—which they sold wholesale and retail, both locally and through mail-order distribution.

		Elleanor Eldridge’s story comes down to us by way of a memoir. She was born free to Robin Eldridge and Hannah Prophet. Her father was captured in Africa and brought with the rest of his family to America on a slave ship. He received his freedom after serving in the American Revolution, although promises of material reward were not kept. Prophet, Elleanor’s mother, was the daughter of a Native American woman who had bought a slave husband. The two had seven daughters, of whom Elleanor was the youngest. Eldridge’s mother worked for the Joseph Baker family and, after she died, the family asked ten-year-old Elleanor to come live with them and work for them. The child’s mother had apparently been close to the Baker family, since Elleanor was named after Mrs. Baker.

		During her six years with the Bakers, Eldridge learned many of the skills she would use in her future business endeavors. According to her friend Frances Whipple McDougall, she was remarkably adept. “She learned all the varieties of house-work and every kind of spinning; and plain, double and ornamental weaving,” McDougall told memoirist Frances Greene. “This double-weaving i.e. carpets, old fashioned coverlets, damask, and bed-ticking, is said to be a very difficult and complicated process; and I presume there are few girls of fourteen capable of mastering such an intricate business. Yet she was pronounced a competent and fully accomplished weaver. At her next job, she added cheese-making to the list of tasks at which she had the reputation of excellence. The cheese she made was labeled ‘premium quality.’ “Clearly, the still-teenaged Eldridge was a bright, accomplished person.

		After the death of her second employer, Eldridge and her sister Lettise went into business together. In addition to weaving, they made soap and did some nursing. Soon, Eldridge bought a lot and built a house, which she rented out. A few years later, she went to live with another sister, in Providence, Rhode Island, and opened a painting and wallpapering business. She bought more real estate. And then more. An error, compounded by duplicity on the part of a white neighbor, led to the auctioning off of Eldridge’s Providence real estate to pay a small debt. The illegal maneuverings were apparently covered up by the local sheriff.

		Eldridge’s success as a businesswoman is evident in her ability to pay $2,700 to recover the property. The obstacles a black woman had to face are evident in the fact that she was forced to pay this money for property she already owned because of someone else’s mistake. A writer of the time stated, “No MAN would ever have been treated so; and if a WHITE WOMAN had been the subject of such wrongs, the whole town—nay, the whole country, would have been indignant: and the actors would have been held up to the contempt they deserve!”

		The life of another free black woman of the time gives early evidence of the dedication of black women to education and to community service. Catherine Williams Ferguson was born on a schooner in about 1774. Her mother, a slave from Virginia, was being sent to a new owner in New York when she gave birth to the little girl who would soon be known as Katy. When Katy was very young, her mother taught her what she knew about Christian scripture, which made a deep impression on her. Even after the two were separated, when Katy was eight, the child went to church services and became a member of the Murray Street Church in New York City. She was not, however, taught to read and write.

		By the time she was eighteen, with the help of two abolitionist women, Williams was free. Almost immediately, she got married to a man named Ferguson and began to have children, but both of the babies she gave birth to died when they were infants. Her husband died not long after the children. In the meantime, Katy had begun to make a living as a caterer and as a launderer of lace and other fine fabrics. But she was not satisfied with her modest financial success. She had other concerns. Katy Ferguson lived in a poor neighborhood near an almshouse, and all around her were children whose lives must have wrenched her heart. In 1793, when she was little more than a child herself, she started a Sunday school for them. Once a week, she took black and white children into her home to give them lessons in scripture and in the practical skills of life.

		Soon, the pastor of her church, Dr. John M. Mason, heard about Ferguson’s work and offered her space in his basement. He also found assistants who could provide the basic education that she, still unable to read and write, could not. Under Ferguson’s supervision, the Murray Street Sabbath School continued for forty years. It was New York’s first Sunday School. But Ferguson did not stop there. She helped the children find homes, and over the course of forty years, she took forty-eight of these children into her own home and cared for them until she could find them other places to live. Katy Ferguson died of cholera in New York in 1854. Her death was reported in the New York Tribune, which said that “thousands in this community have heard of or know Katy Ferguson.” In 1920, the city of New York opened a home for unwed mothers and named it the Katy Ferguson Home.

		We know about Elleanor Eldridge because the injustice committed against her led Francis Greene to write about her. We know about Katy Ferguson because her remarkable work with children led to recognition during her lifetime. But names and stories from this time of specific women—of any ethnicity—are extremely rare. For years the only names most people knew were Betsy Ross and Priscilla Alden, women who were known, respectively, for sewing and for saying, “Speak for yourself, John.” It is of some significance, then, that these stories exist at all. Even more striking is the story of Phillis Wheatley, an enslaved woman whose accomplishments transcended her condition in life.

		When Susannah and John Wheatley went to the docks in Boston in July 1761, they expected to come home with a personal servant for Susannah. They got more than they bargained for. They chose a pleasant little girl of seven or eight with the fine features of the Fulani, a people who lived at that time near the Gambia River in Africa. She was named Phillis, after the slave ship that brought her to America. Shortly after Phillis moved into the Wheatley home, the daughter of the house, Mary, saw her trying to make letters on a wall with chalk or charcoal. Mary decided to teach the young slave to read. Within sixteen months, Phillis could read and write English fluently and was learning Latin.

		Phillis Wheatley’s first published poem appeared on December 21, 1767, in the Newport (Rhode Island) Mercury. She was fourteen years old. Soon, she was a celebrity. Her poetry was being read and talked about all over Boston and throughout the colonies. Benjamin Franklin became a fan. Dr. Benjamin Rush wrote of her that her “singular genius and accomplishments are such as not only do honor to her sex, but to human nature.”

		Wheatley’s poetic model was Alexander Pope, and she was highly skilled in his elegant style but was usually more passionate than that ironic English gentleman. Indeed, unlike her owners, she was a fierce apostle of freedom and a fiery American patriot. Susannah and John Wheatley were loyalists, attending the Old South Church with many other Tories. Phillis attended the Old North Church, a gathering place for patriots. Both her mastery of the heroic couplet and her ardent love of liberty are apparent in this excerpt from the poem “To the Earl of Dartmouth.”

		
			Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song, Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung, Whence flow these wishes for the common good, By feeling hearts alone best understood, I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat: What pangs excruciating must molest What sorrows labour in my parents’ breast? Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d That from a father seiz’d his babe beloved: Such, such my case. And can I then but pray Others may never feel tyrannic sway?

		

		In 1772, Wheatley put together a volume of her work that included many patriotic verses. When her Boston supporters failed to come up with the money to publish it, she found a patron across the ocean. Selena Hastings, countess of Huntingdon, had read one of Wheatley’s poems and offered to publish her work in London. The resulting book—with patriotic verse removed—was a success. The Wheatleys sent Phillis to London for its publication, and she met many of England’s literary and social luminaries. She would have been presented at the Court of St. James, but Susannah Wheatley fell ill in Boston and asked her to return. The Wheatleys freed Phillis shortly after her return to Boston, in part because of pressure from her English admirers. She remained living with the Wheatleys for another four years and received financial support from them until John Wheatley’s death in 1778, even though, when Susannah died in 1776, Phillis married John Peters.

		An event that excites speculation occurred at the beginning of the Revolutionary War. When George Washington took command of the American army, Phillis Wheatley wrote him a letter in which she enclosed a poem in his honor. Washington invited her to visit him at his headquarters at any time and, later in the year, she did. Not long after, Washington reversed his long-held stand against black men serving in the Continental army.

		The years after Wheatley’s marriage were filled with financial hardship. Although Peters was a respectable black citizen who started out as a grocer and later became a lawyer, he was not a success in the world, and his pride apparently alienated Wheatley’s white friends. She continued to write, but her spirit and her health were affected by the deaths of her first two children. Phillis Wheatley died in 1784, at the age of thirty-one, of complications arising from the birth of her third child, who died with her.

		Sparse as they are, written records make it possible to report on these women who participated in the mainstream culture of the time. But it is important to remember that other African Americans, women as well as men, were simultaneously creating a separate culture. Its development was not usually recorded, and few names have come down to us. But that culture would influence American art, music, and dance forever.

		WOVEN INTO THE FABRIC

		In Albany, New York, on a sunny afternoon in the mid-1600s, a visitor could have climbed a low hill some distance from the center of town and looked down on a meadow filled with revelers. Hundreds of enslaved Americans gathered there, and at other spots around the colonies, to enjoy themselves at “slave festivals.” At festivals in Albany and Manhattan that took place from the middle 1600s into the 1700s, huge crowds danced and sang almost without stopping, while an equal number of white spectators watched and applauded. Both women and men joined in the primarily African singing, dancing, and music-making.

		In New Orleans during the 1700s, enormous crowds of slaves, both women and men, gathered every Sunday and on church holy days at a place called Congo Square, where the dancing and singing apparently began about three o’clock in the afternoon and went on until nine that night. There were many groups, or “tribes,” that took part, each claiming a specific part of the square for its own. Each group had its own band, which played banjoes, drums, and rattles. Women participated in every aspect of these festivals, as instrumentalists and chant leaders as well as dancers.

		The public festivals, and smaller gatherings on farms and plantations, were the cradles of what would become America’s most significant musical form—jazz. Gradually, the European elements of church music mixed with African rhythms, repetitions, and call-and-response patterns to form, first, spirituals and, eventually, jazz itself. As Linda Dahl says in her book Stormy Weather, “The root of jazz is Africa uprooted; jazz had its beginnings in slavery, when European melodies, harmonies and instruments were combined with, and refashioned for, African-born rhythms. And the purpose of the music was African-born…. The music of black slaves married the pain and pleasure of physical life with a permeating spirituality; one of the great, enduring strengths was that it did not sever the life of the body from that of the spirit.”

		Black artisans, too, were contributing to the cultural richness of the new land. Slaves who worked with iron, clay, baskets, and textiles all used the techniques and images of their African heritage. Black women were particularly influential in weaving and quilt-making. Although slaves were usually constrained to produce European patterns when they were working for their masters, they often drew on their own cultural memories for objects made for their own use. Too, the artistic sensibility of the woman who dyes, spins, and weaves reveals itself in her work if she is given any latitude at all, and slave artisans often were. African colors, patterns, and symbols became part of the folk art tradition in America.

		The artistic expressions of black women should also be recognized as part of a pattern of resistance. They affirmed an identity separate from that of “laborer,” the only one recognized by most of white society, and that in itself was a significant form of resistance to their enslavement. At the same time, they often preserved African traditions and values, which reinforced their identity as a people of worth and heritage. They forged a community that would, at times, bond together to push back the tide of oppression.

		And there was oppression, even if it was not rooted in the virulent racism that would later develop. Remember that, race aside, class divisions in the colonies were, as in England, extremely strong. The landowning classes believed themselves to be inherently superior, not just to slaves, but to anyone who had to hire out his or her labor. Workers and the families of workers were expendable as people and exploitable in the fields and kitchens. This was a time when physical force was considered an acceptable form of discipline for a stubborn or uncooperative servant. Children were put to work almost as soon as they could walk and talk. If you were a worker, life ranged from difficult to brutal. All of this was true of white and Native American servants, and it was true of African American slaves. Families were broken up by sale and inheritance. Restrictions on personal freedom ranged from onerous to intolerable.

		Generally, the position of African Americans was worse in the South than in the North. The average number of slaves held by a single owner in tobacco country was not one or two, as in New England, but between nine and thirteen. In rice country, it could be anywhere from thirty-five to seventy-five. The work was hard and the workday long. Sunday was the only day workers did not spend, from dawn to dusk, in the fields. Women worked alongside men in virtually every aspect of the plowing, planting, and harvesting. The personal relationships that often arose between a single slave and the family she worked for and with in the North were extremely rare in the South.

		Black Americans did not simply accept slavery itself or the conditions of slavery. There were many, in both the North and the South, who resisted slavery and resisted violently, including women. In 1663, African slaves and white indentured servants planned a revolt against their masters in Gloucester County, Virginia. Their plans were revealed, and they were beheaded. In 1681, an unnamed black woman was executed for burning down a barn in Roxbury, Massachusetts, presumably in an act of rebellion. In 1708, at least one black woman was involved in a slave revolt in Newton, Long Island, in which seven whites were killed. And black women were among those of the West African Coromantee and Pappa nations who participated in a slave revolt in 1712 in New York City. These were only a few of the dozens of slave rebellions in the 1600s and early 1700s.

		There were other, less violent acts of resistance as well. An English traveler named John Josselyn tells of an African woman whose name is not recorded for us. “Mr. Mavericks Negro woman came to my chamber window,” he recounts, “loud and shrill.” Josselyn went out to the woman and saw that she was greatly grieving. He discovered from others on the farm that she had been a queen in Africa. He went to ask his host what the matter was with her and whether he could help her. He was told that “Mr. Maverick was desirous to have a breed of Negroes, and therefore seeing she would not yield by persuasions to company with a Negro young man he had in his house, he commanded him, wil’d she nill’d she, to go to bed with her, which was no sooner done, but she kicked him out again.”

		Black women resisted by refusing to work, by engaging in sabotage, even by running away, although that was rare. (The dangers of the American wilderness were daunting). Some committed suicide, which was not necessarily an act of despair and defeat. According to contemporary reports, most enslaved Africans believed that death would return them to their families and country. That was, for a great many, a consummation devoutly to be wished.

		Accomplishment. Cultural expression. Resistance to oppression. These three characteristics distinguish the history of black women in America. At times they are in conflict with each other and at times they coalesce to create moments of glory, but they are always there. Within their scope, crucial values arise and develop, guiding the women of African America through a maze of cruelty and injustice.

		MOVING APART

		Gradually, the situation for slaves in the North and in the South began to differ more and more profoundly. While the northern colonies moved towards freeing slaves, southern colonies increasingly deepened the humiliation of slavery and denied freedom even to African Americans who were not
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