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To Alice, Cleo, and Oskar
and to all young people working for social and
environmental justice. You give me inspiration in the
present and hope for the future.
—GW

For Jimmy Summers, my brother in spirit.
—RGC
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A HIDDEN CHAPTER OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

In 1775, when the American Revolution began and colonists took up arms to free themselves from British rule, slavery existed in every one of the thirteen colonies. In 1776, when the Founding Fathers signed the Declaration of Independence, declaring that “all men” were entitled to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” they didn’t really mean everyone. The American Patriots did not fight to give life, liberty, and basic civil rights to five hundred thousand African Americans enslaved in the North and South. Yet African Americans living in Boston, where Patriot passions blazed, and those living on isolated southern plantations heard talk about liberty and equality.

And those ideas were as contagious as smallpox.

In 1775 and again in 1779, the British issued a proclamation offering freedom to slaves owned by Patriots. Hundreds, then thousands of men, women, and children fled to British army territory—and freedom. Sixty thousand African Americans became Black Loyalists—loyal to Great Britain—because this was their best chance for freedom.

George Washington understood their choice. He wrote: “Liberty, when it begins to take root, is a plant of rapid growth.” Among African Americans, the “liberty plant” took root in many places, in many ways. Most slaves in the American colonies did not flee to the British during the Revolution. But they sought freedom in other ways: by joining the Continental army, by buying their freedom from their owners, and by running away. Then came their struggle for equality.

This book tells the story of a hidden chapter of the American Revolution: how African Americans answered the Revolution’s cry for freedom. The thirteen people in this book include men and women, free and enslaved, northern and southern, African-born and American-born; soldiers, preachers, farmers, merchants, housekeepers, a sea captain, and a poet. It describes the risks they took, the hardships they faced, and the victories they won.

Four of these people wrote their autobiographies. A few more wrote letters, speeches, and poems. Others were described in interviews and essays. One left only his name and scraps of information on official lists and documents.

To learn more about these people, I traveled from Virginia to Nova Scotia to visit plantations, towns, and cities to find their traces. Some became influential leaders. Some ventured far from home. Many worked to end racial oppression. Others lived quiet lives, known only to friends and family.

But these African Americans of the Revolutionary era—the ones who remained in America and the ones who sailed away with the British after the war—shared a vision. They had heard the claim that all people are free and equal . . . and they believed it.
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FIGHTING A WAR FOR FREEDOM






When the American colonies went to war against Great Britain in April 1775, young men—and many not so young—flocked to join the fight. Each colony had its own troops, called militias, but the American Revolution saw something new: a Continental army drawn from all thirteen colonies. In the north, freemen, black and white, enlisted.

But not for long.

In July 1775, General George Washington, commander in chief of the Continentals and a Virginia slave owner, bowed to pressure from his fellow southerners in the Continental Congress and barred any more African Americans from joining the army.

By December 1775, realizing that he needed all the men he could get, Washington persuaded Congress to let free African Americans enlist. No enslaved soldiers, though. Slave owners feared that armed slaves, desperate for freedom, would turn their guns on their masters.

BLACK LOYALISTS

While the American Patriots squabbled about blacks in their army, Lord Dunmore, British royal governor of Virginia, promised freedom to slaves who escaped from their Patriot masters and joined the British. Hundreds of men, women, and children fled to his camp. He took them all in, those who could serve in the army and those who couldn’t, and they became Black Loyalists.

BLACK PATRIOT SOLDIERS

As the war dragged on year after year, the state militias could not fill their quotas of soldiers. Beginning in 1777, northern states began to adopt new policies. White men could send their slaves to fight in their place. Some owners promised these substitute soldiers freedom after the war. Some states passed laws that allowed enslaved men to enlist, promising them freedom if they survived. But only able-bodied young men were given this chance; enslaved women, children, and old men were out of luck. At one point, the Continental Congress, in need of soldiers, asked South Carolina and Georgia to recruit three thousand slaves for the Continental army. The two states wouldn’t even consider it, fearing violence from armed slaves.

In 1778–80, the British army captured Savannah, Georgia, and Charleston and Camden, South Carolina. British general Sir Henry Clinton repeated Lord Dunmore’s promise: “All Negroes that fly from the enemy’s country are free. No person whatever can claim a right to them. Whoever sells them shall be prosecuted with the utmost severity.” Thousands more fled to freedom by joining the British army.

BLACK AND WHITE FIGHTING TOGETHER

For the first few years of the war, both the British and Continental armies used African Americans not as fighting men but as officers’ servants or as “pioneers,” who dug fortifications, foraged for food and supplies, and repaired roads and bridges. African American women served the British army, too, as cooks, laundresses, and servants. By the end of the war, though, African American men fought alongside white men on both sides. They suffered and died in battle and in the dreadful epidemics that plagued both armies. A seven-year smallpox epidemic stalked the armies wherever they marched and killed more people than enemy bullets.

Despite the many terrible hardships, African American men chose to go to war for freedom—their own and their countrymen’s.

THREE SOLDIERS

Boston King, an enslaved South Carolinian, escaped to the British army, gained his freedom, and fought for his liberators. After the war, he moved first to Canada, then to Africa, using his freedom to reinvent himself several times in his “pursuit of happiness.”

Agrippa Hull, born free, joined the Continental army in 1777 when he was eighteen and served until the war ended, six years later. He traveled thousands of miles away from home, served under famous Revolutionary heroes, and witnessed large-scale slavery in the south. When he returned home to Stockbridge, Massachusetts, after the war, he recounted his war stories for the rest of his long life. Massachusetts had abolished slavery in 1783, but Hull helped slaves escaping from nearby New York State.

James Armistead Lafayette, enslaved in Virginia, joined the Continental army and became a spy for the Americans, then a double agent. When the war ended, James remained enslaved but continued his fight for his liberty with the help of the Marquis de Lafayette.

The Revolution’s cry for freedom inspired them all.
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CHAPTER ONE

BOSTON KING

(ca. 1760–1802)

Boston King sat at his desk at Kingswood School in Bristol, England, and stared at a stack of blank paper. Friends had urged him to write the story of his life, but how to begin? He was used to preaching sermons, but writing a book was another matter. King was lucky to know how to read and write, for few American slaves learned those skills.

Boston King had been many things in his thirty-four years: carpenter, British soldier, Nova Scotia fisherman, Methodist preacher, emigrant from the United States to Canada and later to Africa. His life had been one dangerous adventure after another, and his spiritual life had been full of turmoil. Boston’s father led family prayers during his son’s childhood, but it was many years before Boston called himself a good Christian. Should he write about his spiritual struggles or his worldly adventures?

He would tell it all.

He picked up a quill pen and began to write: Memoirs of the Life of Boston King, a Black Preacher. Written by Himself, during his Residence at Kingswood School.
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As a boy, Boston had privileges other enslaved children didn’t. His parents held important jobs on Richard Waring’s rice plantation near Charleston, South Carolina. Boston’s father had charge of the slaves who worked in the fields. His mother worked as a seamstress and nursed the other slaves. Boston had woods to explore, a river to swim in, and hills to roll down until he got dizzy.

“MY FATHER WAS STOLEN AWAY FROM AFRICA WHEN HE WAS YOUNG.”

—Boston King

Boston’s mother may have used scraps of fine cotton left over from the Waring family’s clothes to make his shirts and trousers. Other enslaved children wore rough linen or woolen clothes. Boston would have spent his days with his mother in the big house. Other children stayed in the slave quarters while their parents worked in the rice fields. When Boston was six, he began running errands for his master. From the big house to the storage sheds to the stables, Boston would roam, carrying messages and bundles.

At age nine, he began tending cattle with older boys. From them he learned “the horrible sin of Swearing and Cursing.” It was all good fun until one night he “dreamt that the world was on fire,” and God sent sinners tumbling from the gates of heaven “into the greatest despair and confusion.” That scared Boston so much that he quit swearing and “bad company.”

CARPENTER’S APPRENTICE

When Boston was sixteen, his owner, Richard Waring, apprenticed him to a carpenter in nearby Charleston. Learning a skilled trade would make the young man more valuable to Waring. It would also give Boston opportunities to make his own money by working evenings and Sundays. He might even buy his freedom someday.

“I DREAMT THAT THE WORLD WAS ON FIRE, AND THAT I SAW THE SUPREME JUDGE DESCEND ON HIS GREAT WHITE THRONE !”

—Boston King

But the carpenter was a brutal man who “beat me severely, striking me upon the head, or any other part without mercy,” Boston wrote. When other apprentices wrongly accused him of stealing, he was beaten so badly he couldn’t work for weeks. Waring threatened to take him back to the plantation and the carpenter never whipped him again. “I began to acquire a proper knowledge of my trade,” King wrote.

He was on his way to becoming a master carpenter, and these skills would serve him well in years to come.

CHOOSING FREEDOM

In May 1780, the British army captured Charleston, and Boston faced a hard choice. The British offered freedom to slaves, and now was his chance! But if he fled, he’d never see his family again. If Britain lost the war, the British might abandon him to slavery. It was a gamble: slavery in the world that he knew or freedom in a dangerous, unknown world.

Twenty-year-old Boston chose freedom. “I determined to . . . throw myself into the hands of the English. They received me readily, and I began to feel the happiness of liberty, of which I knew nothing before.”

The privileges he had known as a child and the protection he received from Waring were nothing compared to freedom. Now he could choose his own path in life.

“I BEGAN TO FEEL THE HAPPINESS OF LIBERTY, OF WHICH I KNEW NOTHING BEFORE.”

He was also free to choose a new name. Slave owners’ account books listed first names only. Freed slaves chose a family name thoughtfully. Some took their masters’ names as a link to their past. Boston chose to honor the British ruler and named himself Boston King. He joined the British army as a free Black Loyalist.

LIFE IN THE BRITISH ARMY

King’s newfound “happiness of liberty” vanished a few weeks later when he caught smallpox. This deadly disease raged through the country from 1775 to 1782, spread by soldiers on the march. Smallpox killed more than 130,000 people, more than all the battles of the war. Luckily for King, an English soldier, his first white friend, nursed him back to health and helped save his life. Later, when the Englishman was wounded, King cared for him in the hospital, “rejoicing that it was in my power to return him the kindness he had shewed [me].”

King tramped through the mountains and swamps of North and South Carolina with the army. Once, when his company was surrounded, he crept thirty miles through enemy lines to a British outpost to get help. He survived ambushes, sieges, bloody battles, capture by the enemy, and escape back to Charleston.

LIVING FREE IN NEW YORK

When British forces withdrew from Charleston in 1782, King took passage on a British ship to New York City, the British army headquarters. He joined thousands more freed slaves there and met Violet, a refugee from North Carolina. Enslaved couples were forbidden to marry legally in the south. But now, in New York under British rule, Violet and Boston King were married.

Life in New York seemed safer, but not easier. King tried to find work as a carpenter, but he owned no tools. He became a house servant, “but the wages were so low that I was not able to keep myself in clothes,” he wrote. He found another place as a servant but was cheated out of his wages.

Ever resourceful, he took a job on a pilot boat, guiding ships into the harbor. All was well until he was captured by the crew of an American ship. King’s freedom meant nothing to them; he was a Loyalist—an enemy to America—and a runaway slave. They sold Boston King to a man in New Jersey.

ENSLAVED AGAIN

King never revealed the name of his new owner, only that he gave King meat once a day and milk twice a day. Even better, in the evenings he could attend school to learn to read the Bible. “But alas,” wrote King, “all these enjoyments could not satisfy me without liberty!”

Freedom lay just across the Raritan River in New York, but so did danger. One slave caught trying to escape was jailed with arms and legs locked in the stocks day and night. King wrote, “This was a terrifying sight to me, as I expected to meet with the same kind of treatment, if taken in the act of attempting to regain my liberty.”

What to do? He could remain enslaved in fairly comfortable conditions or make a run for freedom. Once again, he chose freedom. In the middle of the night, he slipped past two guards on the shore and waded into the water. He heard one guard say, “I am sure I saw a man cross the river.”

“WE SAW OUR OLD MASTERS COMING . . . AND SEIZING UPON THEIR SLAVES IN THE STREETS OF NEW-YORK.”

King froze until he heard the other reply, “There is no such thing.”
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During the night, King crept through the marshes along the shore, waited for low tide, then waded across the river to Staten Island. He couldn’t walk across New York Harbor, though. The sun would soon be up and he would be caught by watchmen on American ships anchored in the harbor. He crept along the shore and finally managed to steal a small boat, elude the watchmen, and row back to New York City. “My friends rejoiced to see me once more restored to liberty,” he wrote.

That liberty was threatened again after the British surrendered to the Americans in 1783. Talk ran through New York that the freed slaves would be sent back to their former owners. King wrote: “This dreadful rumour filled us all with inexpressible anguish and terror, especially when we saw our old masters coming . . . and seizing upon their slaves in the streets of New-York.” Boston and Violet hid from the slave catchers and put their trust in the British. They were rewarded when the British refused to return the Black Loyalists to slavery.

STARTING OVER IN NOVA SCOTIA

King, his wife, and three thousand other Black Loyalists sailed to Nova Scotia, a British colony on the east coast of Canada, in the summer of 1783. The couple received Certificates of Freedom along with a spade, an ax, 2 yd woolen cloth, 7 yd linen, 2 pairs stockings, 1 pair mitts, and one pair of shoes. Not much to build a new life in the wilderness.

The British promised them farmland and provisions for a year, and King, twenty-three years old, set to work building a home before the harsh Canadian winter set in. He found that his “farmland” was dense forest—the soil thin, growing seasons short, and harvests poor. So he and Violet, along with many other Black Loyalists, went to work for a time as servants for some of the twenty-seven thousand White Loyalists who had fled the United States. Few other jobs were available.

Though the Black Loyalists were poor in worldly goods, they had a rich religious life. Boston and Violet King had met Methodist minister Moses Wilkinson in New York. Daddy Moses, as he was called, blinded and crippled by smallpox, became the most popular preacher in Nova Scotia. His rousing sermons encouraged joyful shouting, singing, and foot stomping.

Violet King became a fervent Methodist, but Boston was tormented by doubts about his own sinful nature. Back and forth he swung between fear and faith. Several times he thought he heard a voice, perhaps God, whisper in his ear, “Peace be unto you,” and that voice finally won him over. “All my doubts and fears vanished away: I saw, by faith, heaven opened to my view; and Christ and his holy angels rejoicing over me.”

“I SAW, BY FAITH, HEAVEN OPENED TO MY VIEW; AND CHRIST AND HIS HOLY ANGELS REJOICING OVER ME.”

King’s Methodist friends urged him to preach to them, but he “was conscious of my great ignorance and insufficiency for a work of such importance.” They insisted and he finally gave in. Daily prayer meetings in the settlers’ homes gave him plenty of chances to preach and pray and tell the story of his doubts, fears, voices, and salvation.

HARD TIMES

Preaching was not a paying job, and King scraped together a living however he could. One harsh winter, food supplies nearly ran out and some people even starved to death. Boston King, whose strength and determination had helped him survive in wartime and escape from slavery, walked from town to town looking for work. At last, a man hired him to build a wooden chest, and King worked all night and delivered the chest the next morning. The man didn’t like it, refused to pay, and ordered a different chest.

“BEING PINCHED WITH HUNGER AND COLD, I FELL DOWN SEVERAL TIMES, THRO’ WEAKNESS, AND EXPECTED TO DIE ON THE SPOT.”

As King trudged the miles home through three feet of snow, “being pinched with hunger and cold, I fell down several times, thro’ weakness, and expected to die on the spot.” When he finally reached home, he found just one pint of cornmeal left for him and Violet. But the next day, he built the second chest, delivered it, and was paid in food. He sold the first chest to another man so his family could survive for a while longer.

News of King’s carpentry skills spread, and luck began to favor him. Three fishermen hired King to build boats for them, and he earned enough to survive the winter. The following year, he built more boats and went on a fishing voyage for several months. He returned with barrels of mackerel and herring and money in his pocket—enough to buy Violet some new clothes.

Twenty-seven thousand White Loyalists had emigrated to Nova Scotia after the war. Not all of them fared as well as Boston King. As he saw it, their “distressing” financial state was

              owing to their great imprudence in building large houses, and striving to excel one another in this piece of vanity. When their money was almost expended, they began to build small fishing vessels; but alas, it was too late to repair their error . . . and [they] were compelled to flee to other parts of the continent.

Boston King was motivated not by vanity but by good sense and hard work. He preached to Methodists, both black and white, which brought him “great satisfaction.” He again worked as a servant for “a gentleman, who gave me two shillings per day, with victuals [meals] and lodging; so that I was enabled to clothe myself and family, and provide other necessaries of life.” King’s carpentry skills brought some extra money for a few luxuries.

THE SIERRA LEONE COMPANY

In 1791, eight years after he had arrived in Nova Scotia, King heard a visiting white Englishman, John Clarkson, announce a plan to start a colony of former slaves in Sierra Leone, on the west coast of Africa. A group of abolitionists in London, England, had bought land there and formed the Sierra Leone Company. Africa had many natural resources that other countries needed, and they hoped that Black Loyalists could prosper as farmers and traders.

The settlers could also show Africans an honorable alternative to slave trading. Africans were both perpetrators and victims of the slave trade. They made war on neighboring tribes, captured their victims, and sold them to ships’ captains who carried them to the Americas.

John Clarkson reported that Black Loyalists were the right sort of people for the Sierra Leone colony. “The majority of the men are better than any people in the labouring line of life in England: I would match them for strong sense, quick apprehension, clear reasoning, gratitude, affection for their wives & children, and friendship and good-will toward their neighbours.” He seemed to be describing Boston King.

The abolitionists in London hoped that the Black Loyalists would help convert Africans to Christianity, and this inspired King. He had conquered many challenges in his life. Now he wanted to preach to and teach the Africans.

              It was not for the sake of the advantages I hope to reap in Africa, which induced me to undertake the voyage, but from a desire that had long possessed my mind, of contributing to the best of my poor ability, in spreading the knowledge of Christianity in that country.

ON TO AFRICA

Boston and Violet King sailed for Africa in January 1792, in one of the fifteen ships carrying twelve hundred settlers. For sixteen days, they endured violent storms. Many grew ill, and sixty-five passengers died. Violet King lay near death but survived to reach Sierra Leone.

In the new settlement called Freetown, the rainy season soon brought drenching downpours, thunder, lightning, and gale winds that blew off the thatched roofs of the houses the settlers had just built. They lived in a sea of mud that brought disease, and Violet King, still weak from the sea voyage, became sick with malaria and died. King hardly had time to grieve before he fell ill, but thanks to a strong body that had survived smallpox and famine, he fought off malaria.

Freetown was governed by a group of white Englishmen from London, and King worked for the English governor as a carpenter during the week. On Sundays, he preached to the Africans through an interpreter, but that wasn’t enough for him. He wanted to teach and preach all week long.

When the governor appointed him as a teacher in a nearby African school, King had high hopes but limited success. He soon had twenty children in his school. He taught them English. He taught them to read. And he taught them the Lord’s Prayer. But he couldn’t convince the children’s parents to come to church.

OFF TO ENGLAND

King worried that his lack of education was causing him to fail to convert the Africans. King could read, write, and preach, but he had had no formal schooling. When the governor, impressed with his dedication, offered to send him to school in England, King sailed away on the next ship.

If he believed he had shortcomings while in Africa, that belief grew stronger when he arrived in London and met “wise and judicious people, who were greatly my superiors in knowledge and understanding.” He vowed never to show his “ignorance and inability,” and when the English Methodists asked him to lead a service, he refused. After more urging, he finally climbed into the pulpit and spoke. Their praise touched his heart and he later wrote:

              I found a more cordial love to the White People that I had ever experienced before. In the former part of my life I had suffered greatly from the cruelty and injustice of the Whites, which induced me to look upon them, in general as our enemies. . . . But on that day the Lord removed all my prejudices.

He traveled on to Kingswood School in Bristol, a boarding school for sons of ministers, where “[I] endeavoured to acquire the knowledge I possibly could.” Taking time out from his studies, he wrote his memoirs. He may have felt out of place, a man in his thirties, sharing a classroom with teenage boys, but

THE FINAL CHAPTER
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