
Copyright © 2020 by Hourly History.




    All rights reserved.


Introduction

Isabella “Belle” Baumfree was born into slavery in 1797 in the town of Swartekill, New York. By the age of 30, she had simply walked away from slavery and declared herself a free woman. A fiery abolitionist and women’s rights advocate, she remade herself and gave herself a new name in 1843—Sojourner Truth. Isabella lived as a slave; Sojourner chose to live free, in charge of her own life, and as an activist for freedom. Because she is best known by her own chosen name of Sojourner Truth, that is how she will be referred to throughout this book.

Sojourner lived the life of a preacher and lecturer, fueled by the desire to see slaves, especially women, live a life free of bondage and male domination. Her simple, uncomplicated ways made her relatable to middle-class white women, who were among her greatest supporters.

Sojourner lived her life precisely as she pleased, and she didn’t hesitate to challenge—or sue—any white person who stood in her way. Although she was illiterate all her life, she knew how to hold an audience. Her speech “Ain’t I a Woman?” is still considered one of the most riveting women’s rights speeches ever given.

During the Civil War, Sojourner encouraged black men to sign up for the Union and fight for their freedom. During these years, she also met President Lincoln.

Sojourner Truth became famous for her passionate speeches and her refusal to give up. When she died in Battle Creek in 1883, her funeral was the largest the town had ever seen.


Chapter One

Born a Slave

“Whenever I hear anyone arguing for slavery, I feel a strong impulse to see it tried on him personally.”

—Abraham Lincoln

Sojourner Truth was not born in the South, as one might expect of a slave. She was born in Upstate New York, an area that had been settled by the Dutch. Ulster County, where she grew up, was a rural backwater. Approximately half of the households in the area owned slaves. Unlike Southern slave plantations, farmers in Ulster County usually owned only a single slave; some of the richer ones owned two or three. There was no stigma attached to owning slaves even though it was the North, and slave families were frequently broken up and sold separately at auctions. In Ulster County, there was no shame in doing so.

In the South, where plantations could house up to 20 or more slaves, a separate slave culture invariably developed. Not so in New York, where the slaves took up many of the customs and the Dutch language of their owners. Sojourner, for example, did not speak English until she was an adult.

There is no record of her birth since the birth of slave children was hardly worth recording, but what is known is that she was born circa 1797 to two slaves named James and Elizabeth Baumfree. James and Elizabeth were both owned by the Hardenbergh family. The youngest of about ten children, Sojourner was given the name Isabella. Her most vivid childhood memory, which she would later record, was her parents’ despair each time a child was taken from them and sold to some other family.

Her parents’ owner, the wealthy Colonel Johannes Hardenbergh, provided her parents with a small cottage where they could do their own farming and sell the produce for profit. When Johannes died, his property, including the slaves, went to his son. He moved them from the cottage and gathered them into the main house, where the children had to sleep in a cold, damp basement.

At the age of nine, Sojourner was sold (along with a flock of sheep) to an Englishman named John Neely for $100. Torn from her parents’ arms, Sojourner was Neely’s only slave and he was determined to get his money’s worth. He was cruel and beat her regularly. After a couple of years, she was sold to the Schryver family in Port Ewen, New York.

When she was 12 years old, she was sold again to the Dumonts, who in effect became Sojourner’s family. She would stay with them until she was nearly 30. During those years, Sojourner married and gave birth to five children. It is unclear what the situation in the Dumont household was, but John Dumont beat and raped Sojourner, and it’s possible she was sexually abused by his wife. Despite this, it seems that Sojourner felt safe in the Dumont household and worked hard to please her owners. (It makes one wonder what she’d had to endure in her previous homes.)

When she was about 16 years old, Sojourner fell in love with the slave of one of the Dumonts’ neighbors. However, Robert’s owner refused to allow him to have children outside of his own property (slave children were a valuable commodity) and forbade any marriage between the two. When Mr. Catton found out that Robert had been sneaking out to see Sojourner, he beat him mercilessly. Meekly, Robert backed away from the relationship and died not long after. Sojourner never forgot this incident. It was just another reminder of the inhumane treatment of slaves. It was made clear to them that they didn’t even own their own lives and had no rights whatsoever. It is not known for certain, but Robert may have been the father of Sojourner’s first child.

In the end, it was Mr. Dumont who chose the man who would become Sojourner’s husband. Thomas had been previously married, but since his wife had been sold, Dumont decided that Sojourner and Thomas would marry. According to him, such an important decision could not be made by slaves.

One of the couple’s children, Diana, was sent to school, an unheard-of situation in the area. It is not known how or why she ended up in a school. Later in life, Diana’s only memory of her time there was that the teacher ignored her.

It is assumed that every slave had thoughts and dreams of freedom, and between the years 1826 and 1827, Sojourner would turn that dream into reality. She would leave her husband and her children, except for the youngest, and transform herself into a free woman. Step by step, she worked toward her own emancipation. Thomas, who wasn’t sure he could function in a free situation, did not join her.

Sojourner had already discussed her emancipation with Mr. Dumont. New York laws were changing, and on July 4, 1827, slaves in the state of New York had to become emancipated. The children, however, would not qualify for unconditional emancipation and would have to work toward their freedom by being relegated to indentured servitude. Dumont had already promised to release Sojourner on July 4, 1826, but he reneged on that promise.

By this point, Sojourner had found God, a God uniquely her own, and she worshipped him in her own unique way. Her God told her to leave, along with her youngest child, Sophia, on the appointed day. This she did, without getting Mr. Dumont’s permission. Sojourner simply walked away from her owner and her family and kept walking. She made the simple decision to no longer be a slave.

After she walked for five miles, an acquaintance directed Sojourner to the house of Isaac and Maria Van Wagenen, known abolitionists. The Van Wagenens welcomed her and Sophia into their home. Dumont soon found them there and demanded their return since he hadn’t given his official approval to their leaving. To appease him, the Van Wagenens gave Dumont $20 for Sojourner and Sophia if he would permit them to stay for a year. Satisfied, Dumont took the money and left.

Sojourner was able to enjoy a year of peace and simple joys, something entirely new to her. She now had the time to think about life, and her thoughts turned to religion. Her interests were especially directed toward the Methodist Church. By the nineteenth century, the Methodists of New York had embraced the concept of simple living. Excesses were to be avoided. For Sojourner, this was an interesting concept. According to Mrs. Dumont, Sojourner had been known for her wild ways and love of alcohol and tobacco in her youth.

Sojourner found Jesus and reformed—except for the smoking, which she would continue to enjoy for the next 40 years. She had spent her life unloved, abused, and overworked. Now, with Jesus, she finally had a friend.


Chapter Ten

Late Life and Death

“We do as much, we eat as much, we want as much.”

—Sojourner Truth

Living in her home in Battle Creek, Sojourner became ill in 1883. The woman who had traveled everywhere was now in her late eighties and becoming frail. She spent her remaining time with her daughters, with whom she had been reunited. She never did see her son Peter again, the child she fought for in court, after he disappeared on his whaling trip.

By November, Sojourner was weak and wasting away. She died on November 26, 1883, aged 86. Her final words were, “Be a follower of Lord Jesus.” Her funeral, one of the largest the town of Battle Creek had ever seen, brought people from everywhere. Carriages just kept pulling up to the Congregational and Presbyterian Church as people came to pay their last respects to the former slave who was now a well-known and beloved icon.

In an obituary, the Christian Reporter called her a “most remarkable character.” Even the New York Times ran an obituary. The Chicago-Inter-Ocean referred to her as “the most wonderful woman the colored race has ever produced.” She was certainly respected by the most notable men of her time, such as Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass. In 1999, a 12-foot moment was erected in her honor in her hometown of Battle Creek.

Sojourner Truth was the first black woman and former slave to become famous on a national level. Well into the twenty-first century, she remains a symbol of hope and freedom.
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