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 HIGGS FAMILY PROPERTY

THERE ARE ONLY TWO KNOWN PHOTOGRAPHS OF LUCY HIGGS NICHOLS, a Black American woman who was born into bondage, escaped enslavement, joined the ranks of the Indiana 23rd Regiment in the Civil War as a nurse, and fought Congress for her veterans’ pension. In one large black-and-white group photo from 1898, she stands resolute and dignified with a serious but kind expression. She is surrounded by several veterans of the Civil War more than thirty years after they mustered out. Her stately gown and dark skin distinguish her from her male counterparts. She is one of them and yet distinctly different. The photograph is powerfully symbolic of Lucy’s life. In a country where slavery coexisted with the belief in “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” Black men and women had to forge new paths toward equality. Lucy’s quest—for freedom from enslavement and toward equal rights for Black women in Reconstruction America—forms the foundation of the modern civil rights movement. Her harrowing story is just one example of the many Black Americans whose acts of resistance guided a nation toward a more just future that guaranteed inalienable natural rights for all.

Lucy Higgs was born into bondage in 1838. By the time she was eight years old, she had moved between three different states and been at the mercy of four different masters. Although the property of only one family over her twenty-four years of enslavement, her young life was marred by instability, as she was passed between heirs, separated from family members, and moved numerous times.
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Civil War and Spanish-American War veterans’ reunion, English, Indiana, 1898. Courtesy of the Floyd County Library, New Albany, Indiana.



The only known facts of Lucy’s early childhood are eked from the records of her enslavers, the Higgs family of North Carolina. Their family dynasty casts a shadow over Lucy’s early life. Before Lucy was even born, in the early 1800s, Jacob (1768?–1822) and Sally Higgs (1772–after 1837) were influential members of their community. The Higgs family farm of about 625 acres—a massive farm for that time period—was in Halifax County, North Carolina, near Scotland Neck. Jacob and Sally had three daughters—Sally, Judith (Judea), and Mary—and four sons—Joseph, Jacob, Reuben and William (Willie). The 1810 census included ten enslaved people belonging to the Higgs household.

Much of what is known about the Higgs family is gleaned from court documents, such as Jacob Higgs’s will and testament. In the early 1800s, the last will and testament of a man, especially one with significant holdings such as Jacob Higgs, reveals the familial hierarchy of white men and women as well as the fates of the people they enslaved. All the material, land, and human possessions belonged to the patriarch of the family. Jacob Higgs’s will, signed on December 22, 1816, left his wife Sally two feather beds and other furniture, three horses, and provisions to support her and family for one year. He “lends” his wife, for her lifetime, the tract of land on which he lived and many household possessions, such as spinning wheels and kitchen appliances plus four “negroes”: Jacob, Charles, Gary, and Harvey. Dower laws in the 1800s essentially guaranteed widows the immediate support they needed to survive but little or no independence or ownership to sell property. Therefore, the people enslaved by Jacob Higgs and listed among his possessions may only be lent to his wife. They would eventually become the possessions of his sons and daughters.

Jacob had already established a profitable lifestyle, and he wanted to ensure that his children, particularly the boys, benefited from his hard work. Slave ownership in North Carolina was highly desired by upwardly mobile white landowners seeking to develop a monoculture (or restricted crop) farmstead for the market. While costly by the 1800s, slave owning offset a labor shortage and was the path to economic wealth. To his son Joseph, Jacob gave 230 acres and $150 to complete his education. To his son Willie, he gave another tract of land on Deep Creek—a substantial 430 acres—on the condition that he paid his brother Joseph $300 on his twenty-first birthday.

In contrast, to his daughter Sally, he gave one enslaved woman named Siller[?] and her child Meranza plus her mother’s slaves on her mother’s death. To Judea, he promises sufficient funds to purchase her own female slave and $250 for her education. Families who owned slaves made calculated decisions in the distribution of wealth to their heirs, and that may have looked different at different points in the lives of their children. Slave-owning parents were reluctant to give land to their daughters and more frequently gave them slave property. The expectation was that girls would maintain control over those slaves. By the late eighteenth century, southern slaveholders also recognized the virtues of educating women to meet their responsibilities as republican mothers. Unlike their northern neighbors, southern families did not typically educate their daughters with the goal of careers, nor did schools develop as frequently. Education, however, must have been a priority for the family because Jacob Higgs leaves money for education only to his younger sons Jacob and Reuben. Ultimately, however, when Jacob died in 1822, he did leave both enslaved people and legacy money, or a fixed sum of cash, to his four sons, including Reuben, who was at the time only twelve years old.

Jacob’s wife Sally also left a will dispersing of property she had inherited, namely, slaves and farm animals. In her 1837 will, she bequeathed to her son Joseph two slaves: a woman named Beaty and a woman named Winney. To Jacob, she gave two slaves, Austin and Charles, plus some farm animals. To her son Reuben, she gave Nancy, Preston, Delila, and Delila’s children. One of these women may have been the mother of Lucy, the heroine of this story, who was born only a year after this will was written. She also gave Reuben one slave named Viney in a trust for her daughter Sally. By leaving the slave in Reuben’s name, she ensured that Sally maintained functional ownership of Viney. The matriarch stipulated that the slave not be sold on behalf of paying any debts for her daughter’s husband William Whitehead and that the slave go to her grandchildren on her daughter’s death. This interesting stipulation points toward Sally Higgs’s understanding of coverture laws. Without the stipulation, coverture doctrine decreed that, on marriage, a woman’s property passed into the hands of her husband. All her real property (land, slaves, wealth, and so on) came under his control. While he could not sell it without her consent, he did maintain control over and benefit from her property. Coverture laws worked on the assumption that a family functioned best if the male head of a household controlled all of its assets. Sally Higgs’s will ensured that Whitehead could not control the slave assets that she bequeathed, and he would not inherit them on her daughter’s demise. She closes her will with a statement of compassion for an enslaved woman by the name of Sarah, stating, “It is my will and desire that my sons Joseph and Reuben take particular care of my negro woman Sarah and see that she does not suffer.” In the wake of her husband’s death around a decade prior, Sally had clearly established a caring relationship with one of the enslaved women in her care, highlighting the paradox of benevolent slaveholders.

It is in the shadow of the Jacob Higgs family legacy that Lucy was born enslaved to the Higgs family in Halifax County, North Carolina, on April 10, 1838. There are no surviving records to confirm who Lucy’s parents were. It is possible that Lucy descended from one of the people enslaved by the Higgs family—someone named in the last will and testament of Sally Higgs. Or perhaps she was the daughter of a slave purchased many years later.

Because the names of her parents are unknown, it is not clear how she received the name Lucy. Although African American slaves did not usually hold traditional African naming ceremonies, they did follow African tradition of naming children after relatives, a way of honoring the deceased and connecting past to present. Female babies received the name of their grandmother more often than that of their mother. Lucy was a common name for enslaved Africans and their descendants because the African names Latsi, Lesa, Leshe, Lisa, Lulu, Lumusi, Luri, Lusa, Luce, and Lushinda were often shortened to Lucy. Colonial slaves and their descendants generally controlled the naming process, but short-form names were often used because they could more easily be connected to the African origins, and slaveholders generally abided by these choices.

While no evidence of Lucy’s childhood experiences survives either, accounts of the lives of other enslaved children help paint a picture of what Lucy’s life might have been like. Enslaved children grew up all too quickly—they were essentially children without a childhood. They experienced separation, hunger, terror, misery, and despair from a very young age despite many efforts by their parents to shield them. They witnessed violence and lived in a perpetual fear of being sold. The trauma of living a life in bondage is likened to living in a perpetual state of war, and the psychological ramifications could be as severe.

Although the parents of children born into bondage are equally devoted to the well-being of their children as their free, white counterparts, children of slaves did not often have the benefit of long-term stable relationships with their parents, immediate kin, or even the fabricated extended families of fellow bondspeople. Many traditional African cultures were matrilineal, and women could rely on the support of other women in the community. Enslaved women who bore children, however, did not have that emotional and physical support system, and men were routinely sold separately from their families. The threat of separation loomed omnipresent.

Lucy’s mother probably worked throughout her pregnancy. In some cases, pregnant enslaved women were assigned lighter labor loads alongside older slaves and children. There are accounts, however, of women being forced to work through excruciating medical conditions with little regard for health or comfort. Miscarriages were a common occurrence, often brought on by the labor load. Birth, too, was fraught with risk in the nineteenth century, especially for enslaved mothers, who often relied on female relatives or friends to deliver their babies rather than doctors or midwives like their white counterparts. If the mother were a slave, her child would be born a slave, too, regardless of the conditions of the father’s freedom. Lucy’s mother may also have had to raise Lucy without a father because the men were so often sold separately from their families. Unlike African communities that relied on a community of support after childbirth and during child-rearing, enslaved people in smaller slaveholding households would have been more isolated with fewer options for help from their community.

In the North American slave system, where ownership of people went on in perpetuity, parents had to teach children how to be children and slaves simultaneously. Children of slaves also became a financial matter for their owners. Each successful reproduction was a “profitable part of plantation life,” according to Andrew Flynn, a white owner of at least forty slaves in Mississippi. As such, many slaveholders even acknowledged the marital relationships of their slaves, believing that a “happy” union could also be a profitable one. Lucy’s father may have been from another household, a union “abroad,” which most enslavers discouraged. If they had a child from the union, the profit of childbirth went to the enslaver of the mother.

The particular experiences of enslaved people varied according to several factors, including the region of the South, the crop they cultivated, the size of the plantation or farm, the wealth and disposition of the owners, and the composition of the slave community. The only consistent thing was that enslaved people’s lives were contingent on the lives of their white owners. How we understand Lucy’s life is based on the documented experiences of other slaves for whom there is more evidence. Lucy’s future as a child born enslaved meant that she would work for the family from a young age. She would have learned to call the adult and child members of the household “Master” and “Missus” as a form of deference and respect, even for infants. Lucy was also likely brought up playing with her enslaver’s children. As they aged, the white children took on the role of master, and the enslaved were their servants.

At what age Lucy began working is unknown. As Booker T. Washington once stated, “From the time that I can remember anything, almost every day of my life has been occupied in some kind of labor.” Enslaved children had virtually no legal rights. Laws regulating child labor were not yet in place when Lucy was a young girl, nor would the laws have necessarily applied to the enslaved population. Young enslaved people were forced to work in all types of weather and for long hours. Children were introduced to jobs at a young age and expected to perfect their performance as they grew. The risk was that as they perfected a task, they became more valuable and, thus, more likely to be sold for a profit and separated from family. The typical age for a child to be put to work varied according to the standards of the owners. Often, the readiness of a child to perform labor was based on the “fractional hand system,” a scheme that was devised to determine when a person was of age, young or old, to work full-time. Very young or very old people would be classified as “quarter-hand” or “half-hand,” where a fully able-bodied adult would be a “full hand.” Their classification not only would determine how much they worked at what tasks but also may have influenced how much food they received. In some settings, children would be working as soon as they could walk, gathering sticks for firewood, for example. As children matured, they received more demanding jobs based on their gender. Many of the men learned marketable trades, such as blacksmithing, that would prove useful after emancipation. Most girls learned skills, such as spinning, that were considered women’s work, and therefore they were relegated to domestic servitude post-emancipation because they did not usually learn trades. Lucy might have learned a wide range of skills in her youth, survival among them.

The only constant in Lucy’s young life was change. The 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s were tumultuous times for the Higgs family, and Lucy’s fate was bound to their misfortunes. Lucy was born legally the property of the Higgs family, as were her older brother Aaron and sister Angeline. At some point before 1839, Reuben Higgs, then twenty-nine years old, took ownership of one-year-old Lucy and her siblings. At
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