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Preface

 


The
American Civil War remains the central event in African American
history. It redefined the place of every person of African descent
in American society not only by destroying forever the institution
of legalized slavery in this country, but also by weakening the
traditions of state-sponsored racism that had permitted slavery in
the first place. The impact of the war on American racial mores was
made all the more powerful because African Americans took an active
role in securing their right to fight in the war. Although far from
being passive actors throughout the pageant of American history,
the constant agitation in support of equal rights, most notably by
African American abolitionists in the North, people such as
Frederick Douglass, Martin Delany, Thomas Morris Chester, Frances
Ellen Watkins, Mary Shadd, and Robert Purvis, served to keep
pressure on lawmakers to advance the cause more quickly. When real
change came, it came swiftly, due in part to the military
exigencies of the war, but also owing to the increasingly
belligerent tone taken by African American activists, whose
mounting impatience in the face of bureaucratic stonewalling took
the form of impassioned speeches and pleas, calls to action, and
highly effective alliances with local white abolitionists, all of
which served to highlight the absurdity of denying them a chance to
prove themselves equal in all measures.

Moreover, the war was the ultimate showdown
for African Americans against the most tangible aspects of racism.
Each cartridge fired in battle was a furious blow against slavery,
an uprising no less significant than those led by Toussaint
L’Ouverture and Nat Turner. To each African American not in
uniform, the campaigns of “their troops” became heroic odysseys to
be followed faithfully in newspapers and letters. In Harrisburg,
getting news about the African American soldiers was somewhat
difficult because the only available newspaper that covered news of
the U.S. Colored Troops, as they were officially designated, was
the Philadelphia Christian Recorder. Local subscribers to
that newspaper, persons such as A.M.E. minister Joseph A. Nelson,
merchant William Toop, or barber Samuel Stanton, whose shop stood
in the African American neighborhood of Tanner’s Alley, would have
been the best sources of current news. The assignment of local man
T. Morris Chester as field reporter with the Army of the James by
the Philadelphia daily newspaper the Press added greatly to
the available coverage of actions involving African American
troops. Chester documented the day-to-day lives, activities,
heroism, and deaths of Northern sons and husbands on the
battlefield and in camp. The resulting portrait of African American
soldiers was gratifying to Chester’s readers because it showed
these troops to be competent and often brave, but not super heroic.
Mostly, it showed them to be average soldiers. This was important
because it placed their performance on par with white soldiers, and
it did so without condescension or bias.

If the Civil War was the central event in
African American history, the third year of that war, 1863, was the
crucial year for African Americans living in south central
Pennsylvania at the time. It was a year of monumental events, all
hastened by the war to occur in quick succession. Not only was it
the year in which President Lincoln activated the Emancipation
Proclamation, the National Conscription Act was written to include
African Americans, Governor Andrew of Massachusetts began filling
the ranks of his two black infantry regiments, and African
Americans were finally permitted to fight as national troops—those
were all significant national events—but the most dramatic event of
the year, particularly to local citizens, was the Confederate
invasion of Pennsylvania in late June. Taken individually, any of
these events would have marked a momentous year, but with all
occurring within a time span of six months, Harrisburg’s African
American residents must have thought they were caught up in an epic
endgame. It is clear why they turned to their faith and employed
biblical references to give voice to an incredible surge of
emotions throughout this period. Politics and sectional differences
seemed insufficient catalysts for events of such formidable
proportions. Such a series of events, it was reasoned, could only
have a transcendent origin, as when the gods of Mount Olympus
deigned to interfere with mortal matters. But this was wholly
unlike Zeus’ swanlike dalliance with Leda, or Aphrodite’s jealous
torture of Psyche. These events had a dark, retributive, Old
Testament quality to them. Hadn’t old John Brown, even as he stood
in the shadow of the gallows four years earlier, predicted a bloody
dawn for society’s long night of crimes? To Harrisburg’s African
American community, these were the events that heralded that dawn.
The climactic battle at Gettysburg during the first three days of
July, though it involved no African American regiments, was
regarded for years by blacks as something approaching Armageddon.
Writing from the front lines in Beaufort, South Carolina in late
1864, a soldier in the Third U.S.C.T. Regiment referred to the very
mention of Gettysburg as having “magic powers in making the heart
of every true patriot in the land beat quickly. Thank God that was
won!” He went on to ask for God’s continued blessing to help them
“put down this unholy rebellion.” The Christian Recorder
published a letter a mere month after the battle, in which the
writer declared, “The soil around Gettysburg has been consecrated
by the best blood of the nation.” That same newspaper, at the end
of the year, published a reflection from one-time Harrisburg
resident and eloquent anti-slavery activist Junius C. Morel, who
pronounced Gettysburg “a monument of undying fame” in resistance to
the slave power.

The assault on Fort Wagner, although
involving African American troops—the much-heralded Fifty-Fourth
Massachusetts regiment—and occurring two weeks after Gettysburg,
did not garner more than a mention in the daily papers of
Harrisburg, but received good coverage in the Christian
Recorder a few weeks after the actual battle. It never assumed
the ultimate good-versus-evil mantle that African Americans
continued to associate with the earlier battle at Gettysburg, but
it came to represent something even more important: proof that
African American troops could and would fight with the same valor
and ferocity as white troops. By war’s end, the unsuccessful charge
against the ramparts of Fort Wagner had taken its place in the
litany of battles associated with black sacrifice, standing tall
next to Milliken’s Bend, Petersburg, and Fort Pillow. The charge at
Fort Wagner and the mass entry of African American men into the
ranks of the United States Colored Troops rounded out the Year of
Jubilee, not as a grand finale, but more as a coda. It was evident
to African Americans that, despite the mythic scale of the year’s
events, there was much more work to be done.

The stories of the persons in this book
reflect the broad range of African American experience in south
central Pennsylvania from colonial times to the middle of the Civil
War. Beginning with the story of the area’s only well known
enslaved man, Hercules, the rescuer of John Harris, and continuing
through periods of slavery, anti-slavery, and war to the triumphant
welcome home parade for the U.S. Colored Troops in Harrisburg,
these stories introduce many additional characters seldom
encountered in the standard local histories. From entrepreneurs
such as George Chester and Edward Bennett to unobtrusive matriarchs
and laborers such as Judy Richards and Joseph Popel, each person
portrayed here played an important role, some more prominent than
others, in the events of their time. A few of these actors on the
hometown stage of history had unwelcome parts, rising from a
position of utter obscurity to having their names on the lips of
nearly every citizen within days. Rachel Parker and William Smith
were victims of sensational crimes, while the tragic Chloe and the
notorious Ben Stewart were convicted of capital crimes and paid
their debt to society with their lives. Others achieved public
recognition slowly and laboriously, garnered through their tireless
work, humanitarian efforts, or selfless devotion to a cause. Men
like the highly respected Stephen Smith, the scholarly William
Whipper, and the iconoclastic Junius Morel became important leaders
of their times, giving voice to, and highly influencing, African
American opinion and thought. Less prominent but no less
influential were the women who supported these and other men:
schoolteacher Charlotte Weaver, the daughter of abolitionist and
Underground Railroad agent Jane Chester, and evangelist Amanda
Smith.

These persons helped take Pennsylvania and
the nation from colonial dependence to a period of new optimism
born of faith and patriotism. From pre-revolutionary freedom
seekers to industrious merchants in a growing river town to
unflinching color bearers advancing through a hail of minie balls
toward the enemy line, each had a specific dream to follow. No one
knew how events would unfold; they only knew that they had to
pursue that dream. All the while, they sensed a great flow of
history swirling around them, changing their lives forever. Those
whose lives spanned the war years saw the greatest change, and they
were justly proud of their accomplishments. They had saved the
Union, unchained their brethren, and gained a voice in democracy.
Before the Civil War began, few could envision the breadth of
changes that would be wrought in the crucible of America’s
bloodiest conflict. Few as well could have foreseen the level of
sacrifice that would be required of every American. Perhaps old
John Brown saw it coming, but even he, in his most violent moments
at Pottawatomie Creek and Osawatomie, probably never dreamed of the
carnage that would result from four years of vicious fighting.

The impact of the Civil War on the African
American community is still visible today. Stand in the middle of
any old African American burial ground and look around. A great
number of the men who were of fighting age in 1863, 1864 and 1865
went off to war. Those who survived and returned to their hometowns
eventually got on with their lives, but their tombstones, inscribed
with the initials “U.S.C.T.” will forever reflect the sacrifice
that they made. Still more may be hidden in forgotten graves
beneath the grass underfoot, and though their final resting places
may be unmarked by enduring granite tablets, their lives were
certainly not un-mourned. In Harrisburg’s Lincoln Cemetery stands a
noble marker, an obelisk, to commemorate those dead. It reads,
“This monument erected in memory of the colored soldiers and
sailors of Dauphin C. who gave their lives for the Union in the
rebellion and to the unknown dead.” This is not a modern marker. It
was placed by the still grieving but intensely proud mothers and
fathers, brothers, and sisters of local African American Civil War
soldiers.

From a modern viewpoint, African American
history radiates outward from the Civil War. We can point to the
events of 1776, 1780, 1850, or 1859 as important milestones on the
long road to emancipation and freedom, and we can trace the roots
of many important events that followed back to the war. It is
important to be aware, however, that those enslaved persons,
abolitionists, workers, teachers and soldiers whose stories follow
were not aware of the grand scheme of history, as we now understand
it. We have an obligation to them to try to understand their
actions from the point of view of persons struggling with the great
issues of their day. Slavery, anti-slavery, African American
rights, the fugitive slave laws, secession, and the justification
for war itself were all hotly debated in taverns, on street
corners, and in homes. While most people had similar understandings
of right and wrong, many disagreed on what courses of action to
take. Ultimately, most people did what they felt they had to do.
Some made poor choices, some made good choices, and a few rose to
lead and inspire others. Sooner or later, however, they all came
together on the road to Jubilee.
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Part I: Introduction

 



Chapter One—The Torrent

 


 History flowed around them that year like the
swift waters of the Susquehanna River at flood level. Caught in a
torrent of events and carried forward with an awesome momentum that
had been fed by slavery, abolition, and war, Harrisburg’s African
American residents were buoyed by their faith. It was faith that
kept their heads up, kept them fighting against the swirling eddies
of racism, and reassured them that they would, like Noah, find
their Mount Ararat. Although the rapid onrush of events threatened
to overwhelm them, they were far from being unprepared; they knew
it was coming. They could tick off each fierce storm that had
heralded the deluge: Stono, Southampton, Christiana, Harpers Ferry,
and Sumter. They had listened attentively to those who, with eyes
cast toward gospel-gray skies, predicted calamity. John Brown, his
dream of an African American homeland shattered, had warned
everyone. From his Charles Town jail cell, on the day he would die,
he wrote, “The crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away
but with Blood.”1 While most people observed a ranting
madman on his way to the gallows, African Americans perceived a
prophecy of doom for the country. Brown’s prediction carried
special weight with them because they trusted him. This trust had
not been placed blindly, nor had it been given freely. Too many
others, men of high principles with dreams of moral righteousness,
had taken this trust lightly and broken with it when the weather
got rough, abandoning their African American friends to the storm.
Brown’s impatience with lofty ideals kept him from such infidelity.
He believed himself to be “an instrument in the hands of
Providence,” and with such humbling responsibility came a solitary
sense of purpose. The destruction of slavery was as much his
responsibility as anyone’s. He believed it.2 He had
faith in that vision. He was also similarly parsimonious with his
trust, working mostly with African Americans, reasoning that white
people would rather go home and read their Bibles than commit
themselves to the bloody work of revolution.3 Captain
Brown understood the nature of the evil that had infested his
country, their country, so when his final words reached them, they
listened.

Even as they mourned, though, they prepared.
They could not vote, but they could petition. They could not fight,
but they could work. They could not openly aid the weary fugitives
from bondage that crossed the Susquehanna into their town, but they
could quietly hurry them into their homes and churches, change
their clothes, feed them, and discreetly send them or guide them on
their way. All of this took faith, and it took a tremendous amount
of patience. Fortunately, their faith taught patience. They had
learned the lessons of Job, and so they persevered, forever
preparing, forever agitating, and paddling steadily through the
rising tide of history. Then it came, the thunderhead harbinger of
change. Out of “the City of Washington, this first day of January,
in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty
three,” President Abraham Lincoln, citing military necessity,
issued the document for which they had been praying. Freedom!
Lincoln’s Proclamation made the long-awaited promise of freedom a
reality, but not just freedom. It proclaimed slaves to be “forever
free,” making it a covenant with destiny, restoring a right
unlawfully deferred by American founding fathers for eighty-seven
years. In this “Proclamation of Freedom,” imperfect and filled with
limitations though it was, African Americans saw a familiar
“instrument of Providence”: the ghost of old John Brown. It was a
document every bit as revolutionary as Old Osawatomie himself, and
with its release the waters surged and the ancient order began to
erode.

It was appropriate that they gathered, at the
start of this year of the Lord, one thousand eight hundred and
sixty-three, in a church to respond to this momentous event. Faith
had gotten them this far and it was faith again that allowed them
to recognize the hand of God in the document. The Bethel A.M.E.
building on Short Street was humble in size, but it occupied a
major role in the salvation of local souls. The Reverend Mifflin
Gibbs oversaw an active congregation that included many of those
who did man’s work by day and the Lord’s work by night, maintaining
an active presence in that shadowy operation known as the
Underground Railroad. It was work at which they and others in the
city had labored long and patiently, Job-like, and the good
reverend might have made reference to the long-suffering Old
Testament patriarch as he offered a prayer to begin the meeting.
Then the choir began to sing the old Charles Wesley hymn, “Blow Ye
the Trumpet, Blow,” and the congregation joined in to make the
words reverberate throughout the cold, dark alleys around Short
Street:

Blow ye the trumpet, blow!

Let all the nations know,

To earth’s remotest bound:

The year of jubilee is come!

The year of jubilee is come!
4

It was a particularly appropriate choice,
imbued with new meaning, and it set not only the mood for the
evening’s work, but also the tone for the coming months. That
night, three Harrisburg men, chosen for their erudition and piety,
hammered out a soaring response to Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation of
freedom, beginning with the bold statement “Resolved, That we, the
colored citizens of the city of Harrisburg, hail the 1st day of
January, 1863, as a new era in our country’s history.”5
From that brash beginning, they continued to write, very aware that
they were documenting much more than mere approval of their
president’s actions. Their words also had to reflect the anger and
frustration of their community with more than two centuries of
abuse and torment. It also had to warn of the imminent end of their
willingness to abide such injustices. The task was great, but these
men were well suited to it. Amid the congregational celebrations
around them, they labored into the night to finish the document.
They were: John Wolf, the schoolteacher who had sheltered the
self-emancipated-slave-turned-abolitionist Frederick Douglass on
his visit to the town sixteen years earlier, Samuel Bennett, scion
of the venerable family known by white townsfolk merely as
chimneysweeps and waiters, but who in their world were pillars of
the African American community, and the Reverend David Stephens of
Wesley A.M.E. Zion, whom fate would shortly propel into the vortex
of war. When they were done, the words of Wolf, Bennett, and
Stephens ascended majestically from the finished resolution,
invoking the Goddess of Liberty, the omnipotence of truth, and the
fires of freedom. It was work of which they could be justly proud
(if pride could be tolerated, just this once, in the Lord’s house).
By the time the final hymn had been sung, their resolution was
approved, voted upon, and readied for presentation to the world. It
marked an auspicious start to the New Year for Harrisburg’s patient
African American community. Business accomplished, their exit into
the smoky night air of Short Street was a triumphant one, but pride
was tempered by the realization that the wooden threshold of the
Bethel church had become a gateway into a new era, as they defined
it, and there was much work yet awaiting them. Perhaps one of those
congregants, as they pondered the evening’s events on the walk
home, thought of the line from the popular song “We Are Coming
Father Abraham,” penned by James Sloan Gibbons and published the
previous year in the New York Evening Post: “Oh we dare not
look behind us, but steadfastly before.”6

Mere weeks passed and another storm blew in.
This was a nor’easter, originating in Massachusetts, and it looked
big. It was heralded by earnest men sent out by the Bay State’s
honorable governor, John Andrew, in search of volunteers for the
first African American regiment from a free state. Finally, black
soldiers could and would fight for the Union. News of this
development was borne on the wind into the bustling African
American neighborhoods known as Tanners Alley and Judy’s Town long
before any of these agents actually reached Harrisburg, though some
local men had already made the trip to Boston and were mustered
into Uncle Sam’s service before any sort of official meeting was
planned. When the meetings were finally arranged they created
intense excitement, but also a tumult, as long-held grievances were
aired. Too dark-complexioned to be considered for service to the
Keystone state, constitutionally disenfranchised, and still
generally despised by their European-descended neighbors, African
American men in Harrisburg, as well as their brethren in similar
meetings elsewhere in the state, paused to speak their minds before
plunging into the unknown waters. After all the points were
debated, the arguments were made, and the air was cleared, however,
they still volunteered by the score, and if it was not eagerness to
prove loyalty to a system that treated them as second-class
citizens that stirred them, perhaps then it was a keen desire to
demand payment for a two-century-old debt at the tip of a bayonet.
The gales of this latest storm were forcing a change in the
Keystone State’s political weather, driven by a torrent of tears
for the fallen men of ’61 and ’62, and by the realization that
white men alone could not hold back the impending flood. The rising
waters were battering against the levee of the old order now.
Harrisburg’s blacks sensed that it would not long hold.

No one could remember spring storms as fierce
as those of 1863: the draft, Charleston Harbor, Chancellorsville,
Brandy Station. The last squall promised dire consequences, as it
soon became apparent that a butternut wave was surging north. Ever
mindful of the dark clouds, African Americans convened an emergency
“War Meeting” in Tanners Alley to prepare. The Reverend David
Stevens, one of the three men who had crafted his community’s
response to Lincoln’s Proclamation a few months earlier, was there,
as were many more who had been at the Bethel Church in January.
Unlike the January meeting, however, this gathering included men
uniformed in the Union blue of a much-cheered Massachusetts
regiment. Speeches were made, cheers were given, and “John Browns’
Body” was sung. A sense of exhilaration permeated the hall until
late into the evening, making this meeting palpably different from
all the previous recruitment efforts. Even the local newspaper
reported it as “one of the most enthusiastic negro meetings we ever
saw.”7 It finally broke up one hour short of midnight
with the departing crowd, reminiscent of the Short Street meeting
at the beginning of this momentous year, singing, “The year of
jubilee is come.”8 Three hours later, the reason for the
celebration became apparent as one hundred and thirty African
American men boarded railroad cars for Boston, intent upon
enlisting in the Fifty-Fifth Massachusetts Infantry. It was a
celebration of community and family. Harrisburg’s mothers and
fathers bid a bittersweet farewell to their sons, and wives said
lingering and tearful goodbyes to their husbands. No one knew who
would be returning, or when. With a shrill warning blast from its
steam whistle, the train lurched slowly into motion, carrying many
of Harrisburg’s young black men away from their families and into
the night.9 Just days later, the storm of the year
began.

It began with shocking headlines preceded by
the dire warning, “Latest by Telegraph. Highly Important!” Then,
“Occupation of Hagerstown by the Rebels. The Rebels Advancing on
Pennsylvania. To Arms! To Arms!”10 Governor Andrew
Curtin, seeing that Pennsylvania was bleeding itself white with the
loss of so many able-bodied African American men to Massachusetts,
immediately put a stop to the hemorrhaging with General Order
Number Forty-Two. It expressly forbade “people of color” from
enlisting in “any organization of colored volunteers to be
furnished from other states.”11 Though he would not yet
give them guns, their service would be required with pickaxes in
the defenses being constructed across the wide Susquehanna. All the
while, refugees continued to cross the bridge into town, a trickle
at first, in carts loaded with possessions, driving livestock
before them. Soon the trickle became a steady stream, with more and
more people on foot, carrying packs, leading footsore and weary
children. Then the stream became a torrent of humanity of all
colors: dazed, lost, suddenly homeless, with neither food nor
money, so abrupt was their flight. Harrisburg offered the
impression of safety, but many remained panicked, particularly the
many African Americans among the throng. They told stories of
neighbors and friends being herded south, into bondage, by gray
invaders. Even more frightening was the daily progress of the Rebel
tide as it crept closer to Harrisburg, sweeping aside whatever
resistance it encountered. By Monday, 29 June, Carlisle was
occupied and the authorities had lost communications with York.
Suddenly Harrisburg’s promise of safety seemed an illusion. The
local newspaper sought to ease worries, but when it quoted
“military men of experience” who pronounced the fortifications on
the heights at the western end of the Camel Back Bridge “the best
and most formidable erected during the present war,” it provided
little comfort to those who had experienced the horrors of slavery
firsthand.12

At the height of the crisis, permission was
finally secured to equip and arm two companies of men among the
local African American men. Captained by Henry Bradley and Thomas
Morris Chester, these recruits drilled at the eastern end of the
Camel Back Bridge,13 but they were far too few and the
hour was far too late. The floodwaters of history had reached their
zenith for these citizens now, and as events thrust them further
along they did their best, kicking and paddling, to maneuver, avoid
rocks and most of all to keep their heads up, because their faith
told them that the waters must eventually recede. This was the year
that their unbowed faith and their violent history collided in one
awesome series of events that would forever change their world. All
that came before seemed to be leading up to it, and all that
followed would be influenced by it. It was the year of our Lord,
eighteen hundred and sixty-three. It was the Year of Jubilee.

 


 



 



Chapter Two—The Bridge—Thursday, 25 June
1863

 


The bridge leaped from the dusty riverbank
and soared into the air before settling down, clumsily, on a
massive stone pillar that held it safely above the slowly flowing
brown water. Then it leaped once more, to repeat the maneuver again
and again, until it gained a respite on a large island in the
middle of the river. The effect must have been wondrous to the
people that now approached this marvel of engineering after
descending the narrow and muddy cut that dipped under the tracks of
the Northern Central Railroad, past newly dug rifle pits sparsely
occupied by soldiers, to emerge far below on the western bank of
the Susquehanna River. Here they were confronted by a bustle of
activity as men uniformed in Union blue marched by, passing in the
direction from which they had just come, and wagons filled with
barrels and crates and loads hidden beneath canvas tarpaulins drove
off of the stone ramp from the huge bridge onto the muddy road,
forcing them to crowd along the side and into the weedy gutters of
the thoroughfare to avoid being trampled. This frantic buzz of
activity probably did not impress them nearly as much as the sight
of the magnificent bridge itself. By now, they were accustomed to
the mad scramble of people in the path of an invading army, having
witnessed it in Chambersburg, in Carlisle, and in Gettysburg. It
was as if the entire ordered world was suddenly plunged into chaos,
like a large anthill smashed open under the iron shoe of a mule.
People ran in all directions, some fleeing in abject terror,
wailing with grief and worry as they gathered stray children and
bundled them, along with some blankets and extra clothing, on the
back of a skittish horse, while others hurried toward the threat
with ancient fowling pieces at their sides, mustering whatever
misguided notions of patriotism and heroism they could conjure up
to mask their fear. Some ran toward the foe for entirely different
reasons, driven by an insatiable desire to get a glimpse of the
infamous “Rebs,” despite, or perhaps because of, the palpable
threat to their liberty and even their lives. There was no order to
this sudden release of energy. People ran in opposite directions,
all intent upon their own purposes; but whether fleeing, fighting,
or gawking, the effect was that of an entire town that had lost its
senses to the panic of the hour. Indeed, the refugees who now found
themselves at the side of a wide river, surrounded by hurrying
troops and careening wagons, were victims of that same panic. They
had been aroused by the shouts and ravings of frantic friends and
neighbors in those towns, routed from their homes, hurried onto the
turnpike roads with what few possessions they could carry, their
children in their arms or hurrying alongside, toward the supposed
safety of Harrisburg, whose church spires and capitol dome they
could now see on the opposite riverbank, at the end of that long
bridge.

It was a flight born of decades of fear.
Awakened in the middle of the night by hysterical shouts and rumors
of the imminent arrival of southern soldiers, they had hurriedly
bundled together a lifetime of memories into a quilt tied at the
ends, frantically choosing between the most irreplaceable treasures
and the most necessary supplies. Some were luckier than others,
having a wagon and a mule onto which they loaded furniture, tools,
cook pots, clothing, and bedding. Others carried everything on
their shoulders, loaded down with packs that nearly touched the
ground. All, initially, hurried as fast as their encumbrances would
allow. Men and women drove dangerously overloaded wagons as family
members scurried behind. Children ran, fell down, cried, and were
picked up. People shouted at each other in irritation and
excitement, jockeying for position on the main road out of town,
each convinced that enemy riders would shortly thunder over the
hills behind them with revolvers blazing and chains at the ready to
kidnap and carry them into Maryland and Virginia, all because of
the darkness of their skin. Politics had little to do with it,
although there was probably not a Copperhead, as the Republican
press had dubbed those who opposed the war, among them. They were
Unionists, but their motives for supporting the war effort had less
to do with preserving the Union and more to do with destroying the
hated institution that had once enslaved many of them and continued
to enslave their brethren. Many knew personally the cruel bite of
the lash, and the unbearable pain of seeing family forcibly taken
away—sold downriver—never to be seen again. For some, these
memories were as fresh as the previous month, while others had been
breathing the free air of Pennsylvania for many years. Still others
had never known bound servitude, having been born proudly free in
the Keystone State, of free parents. Yet all were now mixed
together, sharing a common desperate plight, keeping a wary eye on
the last ridge that they had just crossed, listening fearfully for
the sudden thundering of army-shod war horses galloping down upon
them. But as mile after mile passed with no signs of riders, their
panic ebbed and their pace slowed. Fatigue began to set in after a
few hours of tramping along the turnpike, and most assumed a slower
but still steady gait. Night’s darkness gradually yielded to the
creeping light of dawn. Irritated speech gave way to occasional
conversation, which was in turn replaced by the simple act of
placing one foot ahead of the other.

For those that did not travel much, the
transition from town to countryside was as interesting as it was
gradual. The familiar houses built with their front doors along the
main road thinned out as warehouses and factory buildings, and then
stables and mills, took their place. The acrid smell of coal oil
burning in the streetlamps gave way to the distinctive stench of
the tan yards, and then mellowed into the mildew and musk of
sawdust, hay, lumber, and manure. The turnpike became narrower and
more uneven as it began to thread through a countryside filled with
fields of ripening grain and white bank barns. The road that was
hard-packed and smooth from frequent travel close to town soon
became muddy and rutted. Here it descended through stands of
sweet-smelling honeysuckle to cross a brook, shaded by groves of
tall maple trees, then climbed back into the sun, past thickets of
green canes heavy with raspberries. There it wound around an
outcropping of gray fieldstone, damp with soft, green moss on the
side that did not see the sun. At another point, dogs barked in
farmyards and cows moved leisurely in green fields that were well
defined by a peculiar construction of rails and posts known locally
as “cattle high and hog tight.” It was truly beautiful countryside,
and most of the travelers might have appreciated it more had they
been passing through it under different circumstances. But today
they were footsore and bone weary. They passed through a series of
small towns along the way, some of which were little more than a
handful of houses and outbuildings sitting astride a crossroad.
After a while, they all began to blend together in the sameness of
their weatherboard-clad walls pierced by a few undecorated windows,
well-tended kitchen gardens surrounded by whitewashed pickets to
keep the chickens out, and lines of newly washed clothes and linens
strung out behind the house to whiten in the sun. Occasionally they
observed a stylish home constructed of locally produced brick,
painted to match the owner’s fancy and pierced with windows that
were pointed at the top, like a cathedral. Even more impressive
were the large fieldstone mansions of two stories, studded with
multi-paned windows, with smaller windows around the doorway,
columns of contrasting quoins at each corner and a portico in the
front. But most of these houses did not sit with their grand front
doors on the turnpike, inviting inspection like an honest working
man’s home, but were set back from the road at the end of long
lanes flanked by columns of trees and rubble walls, defying anyone
who dared to walk up the long formal lane and knock on the large
entrance door to disturb the owner’s repose. Many of them ensured
their solitude with threatening dogs that sometimes chased the
travelers and made sure that they stayed in the road.

They passed many people. At first, in the
morning, the people on the farms and in the small crossroads towns
took great interest in them, asking them where they were from and
where they were headed and why they were on the road with all their
possessions. Some of the weary refugees welcomed the excuse to stop
for a while and trade their stories for some water from these
folks. A few of the country dwellers were very alarmed to hear the
stories of marauding rebels, but most took the news easily, either
believing it to be a false alarm—similar news had caused such
uproar in previous months, and nothing had come of it—or confident
of protection in their status as simple farmers with no interest in
the war. Very few expressed any sympathy for the travelers,
although some would part with some bread and apple butter if the
travelers happened to have a few coins to spare, and most only
grudgingly allowed the use of their well, particularly as the day
wore on and the novelty of seeing a family of blacks in flight wore
off. More than a few of the farmers blamed the refugees for their
plight, for the war, and for the general inconvenience and
misfortune that was sure to come. Wasn’t the entire war, the
farmers argued, about freedom for the black man? Why should a
Pennsylvania farmer care if southern farmers wanted to keep their
slaves? What was the sense of all this death and destruction for
such a frivolous crusade? More than a few times the farmers
punctuated their debate with curses and profane talk, much to the
distress of the travelers. Today, however, was not the time to
argue the value of freedom, particularly with people who took no
pains to hide the scorn that they felt for this rising tide of
humanity. Besides, the travelers sensed that these people were not
expecting an answer, as they did not see a rational, intelligent
human being under the layers of dust-caked clothing. They saw only
a stream of weary men, women, and children that was increasing by
the hour and would surely bring trouble in its wake. Already there
were many hundreds of frightened refugees on the road, and all were
headed in the same direction. They passed slower family groups,
helping some that were in distress, and joined with others if for
no other reason than to increase the safety that is found in
numbers. They learned to ignore the stares, the jokes, the curses,
and the insults that they heard in the towns, and in time the
townspeople, too, simply ignored them as they tramped on by. They
simply kept moving on, intent upon reaching a safe place. The miles
passed slowly.

To some of them it was a familiar trek. They
knew the land, the fields, and the barns, having journeyed this way
previously on business or errands. Some regularly sold produce,
meat or game to the vendors in the old market sheds that stood on
the square in Harrisburg. A man could make a tidy profit if he got
his cabbages to the greengrocer or his fresh fish to the fishmonger
before everyone else got there and the price fell. Some visited the
town regularly, to buy nails, or bolts of cloth, or a pair of
shoes, and they admired its tall church steeples, its impressive
courthouse and state government buildings, and its bustling rail
yards. They knew the towns along the way; they even knew the long
bridge, having crossed it numerous times, and most importantly,
they knew the people that lived a few blocks away from the markets
in Harrisburg. Good people lived in the densely settled
neighborhood that they called Tanner’s Alley. They would find help
there, among the fine souls that attended the Wesley church at the
end of the street and the Bethel church around the corner, and
among the sturdy men that populated the Masonic lodge there. That
was their hope. So when the long journey ended, and they finally
arrived at the river and found themselves engulfed in a whirlwind
of activity, with soldiers hurrying to ascend the muddy cut to get
to the top of the bluff, men shouting at each other, steam engines
chuffing, locomotives whistling, and wagons driving fast and
bumping hard along the road, they probably took little notice of
the din. In front of them was the bridge that seemed to stretch
forever as it undulated as if alive, uncoiling snake-like, across
the wide river. It rose from the piers and then fell in the middle,
as if the span was too much to bear, yet it spewed forth columns of
armed men, officers on horses, wagons of supplies, all without
creaks and groans or swaying corridors or collapsing beams. It
certainly seemed safe enough. If the bridge, with its
truss-and-beam wavelike construction, inspired these refugees to
see it as a living thing, they would only be following tradition.
The citizens of Harrisburg had long ago imagined an exotic beast in
its numerous humps, nicknaming this vital link to the west shore of
the Susquehanna River the “Camel Back” Bridge.

The people who were preparing to cross this
three-quarter mile-long construction were African American refugees
from throughout the Cumberland Valley.14 They, along
with many white refugees, had been arriving at Harrisburg for
several days now. At first there were only a few, arriving in small
groups by wagon or on horseback, many loaded with provisions and
valuables, including livestock, which they were trying to keep out
of the hands of foraging Confederate soldiers. Some were farmhands,
leading horses and mules that belonged to white employers. Others
were hired teamsters who were driving wagons loaded with
merchandise quickly unloaded from general stores in Carlisle,
Mechanicsburg, and New Cumberland. Many of these earlier arrivals
did not linger in Harrisburg, but paused in town only long enough
to rest themselves and their team before striking out for points
farther east. They did not stand out among the increasing tide of
persons, mostly white merchants and farmers, who were beginning to
appear in town with droves of horses, the entire stock of their
business in their wagons and with rumors of invasion on their lips.
But as those dread rumors turned into sensational headlines in the
local newspapers, the tide of humanity that was being disgorged
from the bridge onto the capital city’s Front Street began to
include more and more African Americans whose motivation to flee
had nothing to do with protecting possessions and everything to do
with preserving their freedom.

The bridge itself represented more than just
a means of crossing a wide but shallow river. It was a link to a
safe haven. As the refugees ascended the well worn stone ramp that
led to the entrance of the first part of the bridge—architect and
accomplished bridge builder Theodore Burr had designed it in two
sections, each crossing from an opposite shore to meet on Forster’s
Island, in the middle of the river—their attention was probably
riveted upon completing their long and tiring journey in the
perceived safety of Pennsylvania’s capital city. That feeling of
safety may have been bolstered by the sight of so many armed
troops, cannons and impressive looking rifle pits that they had
passed along the road that circumvented Hummel Hill, the heights
that towered over the bridge, and on which was situated the newly
designated Fort Washington, the destination for those same soldiers
and cannons. Even if they knew nothing of cannons and rifle pits,
they may have taken comfort in the wide expanse of the Susquehanna
River flowing between them and any invading Confederates. It was
about three quarters of a mile wide at this point, and to civilians
it seemed to constitute a formidable water obstacle to any military
maneuvering. But what they might not have known was how shallow
this river was. The western side was so low that rocks could be
observed sticking out of the water, and the eastern side was not
much more than two feet in depth.15

If the safety aspect proved to be illusory,
the symbolism of the Camel Back Bridge as a means to gain and keep
freedom was very real, especially to African Americans. Fugitive
slaves had been crossing this same bridge for decades in their
flight from bondage. One of many routes of the Underground
Railroad—the surreptitious network of anti-slavery activists that
helped fugitive slaves gain their freedom—ran from Carlisle to
Harrisburg along the turnpike road and across the bridge. Slave
catchers often stationed themselves near the bridge to observe the
comings and goings of African Americans and used the bridge as an
escape route to hustle captured blacks to the west shore side,
where they were removed from the easy reach of those in
Harrisburg’s African American community—and there were many in that
community—who would come to their aid. One such attempted
kidnapping occurred in September 1849 when some fugitives, a family
of five, arrived in Harrisburg after a long flight out of bondage.
They succeeded in passing safely into the city, where they found
refuge, but several days later one of the men in the family was
observed by two slave catchers who were scouting out the
neighborhoods near the bridge. The North Star, a newspaper
published in Rochester, New York by
escaped-slave-turned-abolition-activist Frederick Douglass, picked
up the story and reported what happened next: “On Saturday the
29th, inst, as one of their number was passing along Front street
on the river bank, he was pursued by two men, and after a
considerable chase they overtook him, and endeavored to get him to
the bridge. Fortunately, two colored men observing the chase,
joined the parties, and effected the release of the fugitive, his
pursuers making good their escape across the river.”16
Had the Harrisburg men not come to the aid of this fugitive in such
a timely manner, he would have been quickly carried by his captors
through the dark bridge to the other side of the river, probably to
a waiting carriage for a ride back to enslavement. In this
incident, the bridge marked a clear division between freedom and a
return to slavery.

That distinction was not always so tangible,
particularly in the decades when slavery was common throughout the
commonwealth, a period that ran from colonial times through the
1830s. Locally, slaves could be found in Dauphin, Cumberland, York,
Lebanon, Lancaster, Adams, and Perry counties some fifty years
after the commonwealth passed legislation to end it. Slavery
was coming to an end by that time, though, and slaves mixed
freely with free blacks in the larger towns of all these counties.
Toward the end of that era, Harrisburg was beginning to gain a
sizable free black community, and only then could be seen as a
possible destination for freedom seekers. Fugitives knew that they
could count on their free brethren to provide food, shelter, new
clothes, and most of all the anonymity that a large town could
offer by allowing new arrivals to blend in with the African
American populace. The local black community also secured housing
and jobs for these new arrivals with local employers, and many
persons who were formerly enslaved settled down in this welcoming
town, to a newfound life of freedom. State laws friendly to
fugitive slaves provided a degree of comfort, and the Mason-Dixon
Line came to represent, to many freedom seekers, the line between
freedom and bondage. The intervening counties of York, Adams, and
Cumberland provided an extra buffer zone bordered by the
Susquehanna River. That line of safety, delineated by the river,
was temporarily erased, however, after the passage of the federal
Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, when most of the guarantees against
kidnapping and assurances of personal liberty were taken away by
Congress. Liberty’s border was again in flux. Sometimes freedom and
the lines that defined it were as difficult to see as the tiny dot
of light at the end of Theodore Burr’s long wooden bridge.

Freedom on this day, particularly to the
African American refugees that ventured onto the wooden floor
joists of Mr. Burr’s most famous covered bridge, meant escaping the
invading troops of General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern
Virginia. The specific troops that threatened their liberty were
elements of Brigadier General Albert Gallatin Jenkins’ Virginia
Cavalry Brigade that had swept into Chambersburg the previous week
and had since been terrorizing the countryside as they drew
steadily closer. In front of the marauding southerners were Union
soldiers in full retreat. On Monday, 15 June, fifty army wagons
under the command of Colonel A. T. McReynolds rolled through
Greencastle in Franklin County, a vestige of the scattered garrison
of Brigadier General Robert Milroy in Winchester, Virginia.
Milroy’s command, consisting of about 7,000 men, had been overrun
by a Confederate force of more than 12,000 soldiers under the
command of Lieutenant General Richard S. Ewell. Ewell’s Second
Corps had been ordered to clear the Shenandoah Valley of all Union
troops, which they did easily, in preparation for Lee’s planned
invasion of Pennsylvania. Milroy’s garrison was outnumbered and in
full retreat, attempting to reach Charles Town, Virginia, when a
night flanking maneuver by Major General Edward Johnson’s division
cut them off on the morning of 15 June. Union losses were more than
4400, including 2400 who surrendered, while the Confederates lost
less than 300 men.17 McReynolds’ wagon train, the
remnants of his garrison at Berrysburg, was driven by tired,
battle-shocked men who had just barely escaped from Ewell’s
encirclement, and who were desperately trying to reach Harrisburg.
General Milroy had also escaped, and passed with some other
survivors through Carlisle a week after the fiasco on the
fifteenth, arriving in the county seat of Cumberland on Tuesday the
twenty-third, just two days before this group of refugees reached
the bridge. Their headlong and breathless flight had been triggered
by the reports from the military men that Confederate troops were
not far behind.18

While most African American communities
across the country could and did work to foil slave catchers,
usually with subterfuge and not infrequently with outright violent
confrontation, resistance against armed soldiers was another matter
altogether. Faced with an advancing army that, according to
reports, was rounding up African Americans with little regard for
whether they were Pennsylvania-born residents or long escaped
slaves, immediate flight became the only rational option. You
simply could not oppose veteran soldiers the same way you could
face down the occasional Maryland or Virginia farmer who came
looking for people who “stole themselves,” or even the professional
slave catchers who were disparagingly referred to as “bloodhounds.”
Most acts of aggression by blacks against slave holders who
appeared in their communities, claiming one or more persons as
property to be taken south, involved intimidation by large crowds,
kicks and punches, thrown rocks and bricks and assaults with clubs
or sticks. Lethal weapons, by comparison, appeared only rarely.
However, in sharp contrast to the protesters, when local
authorities attempted to restore order by dispersing the crowd—for
the slaveholders often had a legal if not moral right to their
claims and could appeal to the sheriff or constable for help—they
effectively employed armed deputies or local militia, a tactic that
almost always stopped the fighting. Even the most violent and
notorious example of resistance against slave catchers, which
occurred in Christiana, Pennsylvania on September 11, 1851, was
quieted with the appearance of an armed fifty man posse and a party
of United States Marines. The resistance, which was incorrectly
described as a “riot” by early historians, shocked the nation not
because of the casualties—slaveholder Edward Gorsuch was killed and
five others in his party, including his son and two nephews, were
wounded—but because of the boldness of the resistance itself. This
was not a confrontation with an angry crowd throwing brickbats and
tussling with fists. This was a shootout between nine well-armed
men and about fifty highly defiant African Americans, and a few
whites, armed with shotguns, pistols, pitchforks, axes and clubs.
Nor was it a riot caused by inflamed tempers and high emotions.
This was an organized defense summoned by an agreed-upon signal.
The resistance was led by a twenty-nine year old former slave named
William Parker, who had organized an informal black militia and
fortified his two-story stone farmhouse against attack. When slave
holder Gorsuch’s party showed up at Parker’s door before dawn and
demanded that he turn over the men that were hiding inside,
Parker’s wife Eliza summoned the defenders by blowing on a horn
from the second story window, sounding a pre-arranged signal that
quickly brought help. Despite the threat by the slave catchers that
they would bring 100 men from Lancaster to put down the resistance,
Parker held firm, telling U.S. Deputy Marshal Henry H. Kline,
“Don't bring a hundred men, bring five hundred. It will take all
the men in Lancaster to change our purpose or take us alive.” The
taunt by Parker was not an idle threat. He had dedicated himself to
resisting the slave powers in the country and had a strong
following, telling a neighbor that whites should keep away when the
fight comes because “They have a country and must obey the laws.
But we have no country.”19 When the fight was over,
slaveholder Edward Gorsuch lay dead and his son Dickinson was
severely, although not mortally, wounded. Four more men in his
party, all Marylanders, were also wounded. Deputy Marshal Kline and
his men escaped injury and possible death by retreating from the
thick of the fight. Two of Parker’s men were slightly wounded.
Parker knew that when word of the resistance got back to Lancaster
that more government men in greater numbers—numbers too large to
resist—would arrive to arrest him and his defenders. Although he
had initially vowed not to be taken alive by them, he thought
better of what he knew would be futile resistance, and when word
that a fifty-man posse was approaching his house, he made an escape
northward, eventually arriving in Canada.20

To African Americans it was a clear lesson:
even noble William Parker, whose bravery in defying an immoral law
led to what some consider the opening shots of the Civil War, knew
enough not to face off against armed soldiers, no matter how
righteous the cause. He and his men saw no advantage in being
martyrs. What chance, then, did simple farmers and laborers have
against seasoned enemy troops, when they wanted only to be left
alone? It did not matter that many were Pennsylvania-born of free
parents, and indisputably free. It did not matter that some could
trace free parentage back beyond the revolution. Those things could
be presented in court. The testimony of your neighbors could set
you free if slave catchers unjustly hauled you before a local
judge. But slaveholders, or even the more mercenary slave
hunters—those who made it their business to track fugitives for a
price—were very different from battle-hardened soldiers. The war
had changed everything because it brought soldiers. In the decades
before the war, slave hunters could be avoided, challenged, tricked
or outrun. African Americans that could prove they were free,
either by possessing documents to that effect, or by the testimony
of their neighbors, had the least to fear—at least until 1850.
Until that year, anyone who seized a free person and took them away
from their home could face kidnapping charges, although such legal
protections were inconsistent, and did not remove all fears.
African Americans, especially those living close to the Maryland
border, were still highly vulnerable to slave hunters and
kidnappers. These same slave hunters were emboldened by the greater
powers allowed them under the Federal Fugitive Slave Act, passed in
1850 as part of the Compromise of 1850. Before the passage of that
hated law, African Americans living in Pennsylvania enjoyed nearly
a quarter century of protection under the commonwealth’s Personal
Liberty Laws. Those laws forced slaveholders to supply written
documentation of ownership and set severe penalties for kidnapping.
It was these earlier laws that tripped up the slave catcher Edward
Prigg in April 1837 when he took Margaret Morgan and her children
from York County back to Maryland as escaped slaves. Prigg was
arrested and convicted of kidnapping in Pennsylvania, but the case
went all the way to the Supreme Court, where, in 1842, Justice
Joseph Story read the opinion that overturned the Pennsylvania
ruling and invalidated the 1826 Personal Liberty Laws. In the
opinion of the court, the Pennsylvania laws violated the
constitution’s fugitive slave clause as well as the 1793 Federal
Fugitive Slave Act, which allowed slaveholders to pursue slaves
into other states. Though it ruled in favor of Edward Prigg, the
Supreme Court left one big loophole as part of its ruling. It took
a strong states’ rights stand by noting that the federal government
could authorize state officials to enforce these laws, but it could
not compel them to do so.21 Pennsylvania lawmakers
seized on this opportunity to rewrite their personal liberty laws,
making them stronger and cleverly reworking them to get around
Justice Story’s complaints that they were unconstitutional.

The new series of laws, passed from 1842
through 1847, did several important things. They eliminated the
sojourner span, which had previously been set at six months, and
which had allowed a slaveholder to bring slaves into the state as a
visitor without fear that the slaves could claim their freedom. The
new laws prohibited unnecessary force in capturing a fugitive
slave. They also prohibited the use of Pennsylvania jails to hold
fugitives before hearings. The most important law, however, forbade
Pennsylvania officials from participating in the capture of
fugitives, or from enforcing the 1793 Fugitive Slave Act. This last
law effectively denied the use of state courts to slaveholders for
hearings, and forced them to travel to federal courts, which were
almost always further away and thus more inconvenient. All these
new laws made it harder for slave catchers to find, hold and prove
their claim on those they accused of being fugitive slaves, as they
were designed to do. They also made places like Harrisburg, with
its burgeoning free black population, a desirable destination for
fugitives. Harrisburg contained a cadre of dedicated anti-slavery
activists who directed the reception, feeding, clothing and
transportation of fugitives that appeared in town. When
slaveholders tracked fugitives to the town, the intricate network
of hiding places made locating the fugitives very difficult,
particularly when the law prohibited local authorities from
participating in the capture. Harrisburg authorities, however, were
not always faithful to the non-compliance provisions of the 1847
act. In September 1849, when the two slave catchers chased and
caught one of a family of five fugitives who had made it to
Harrisburg and attempted to drag the man to the Camel Back Bridge,
where they apparently had reinforcements waiting on the Cumberland
County side, the fugitive was rescued by two local black men who
sent him and the rest of his family to hide in the Tanners Alley
neighborhood until evening, when they could be safely conducted
further north. Fearing a raid by the slave catchers on the
neighborhood, a watch of twenty-five or thirty black citizens was
set up at Short Street to safeguard the fugitives for the night.
County sheriff Jacob Shell, in company with several deputies and at
the request of the slave catchers, ordered the men of the watch to
disperse. When they refused, a scuffle ensued. The outnumbered
sheriff called upon a local militia company for assistance, which
assembled at Third and Market streets just before midnight and
marched upon the neighborhood. Finding the watch disbanded, the
militiamen arrested what few blacks they could find in the
vicinity, beating several who resisted, and firing upon at least
one who fled. Despite the militia’s success in scattering the watch
group, the slave catchers were unable to find the fugitives the
next day.22 Shell and his deputies were clearly in
violation of the non-compliance portion of the law.

If things went well for the slave catchers
and they succeeded in finding fugitives, the laws prohibited
slaveholders from using the local jail to hold their catch. Many
had to find shelter with a sympathetic property owner or pay to
lodge themselves and their captives in a hotel, a situation that
was less than ideal from a security standpoint. Finally, slave
catchers faced a hostile local black population when they attempted
to leave town with their prisoners. Harrisburg’s black community
quickly learned the value of assembling a large, angry force of
citizens to intimidate visiting slaveholders. Local historians
chronicled numerous “slave riots” between 1825 and 1850, with
various outcomes, but even unsuccessful demonstrations proved to be
invaluable learning experiences for those who would stand up
against invading slave catchers. As Harrisburg’s black community
grew, it provided additional benefits for fugitives: for those that
decided to stay in town for a while—any many did—there was plenty
of employment, housing, and perhaps most important, a good chance
of remaining undiscovered among the growing population.

With the passage of the federal Fugitive
Slave Law of 1850, though, much of that security evaporated. The
heart of the new law, passed in September of that year, gave hope
to southern slaveholders for the easier recovery of their escaped
slaves. In many northern states, the 1793 federal law allowing
slaveholders to pursue their slaves into other states was being
ignored or defeated by anti-slavery advocates who cited state laws,
such as the Personal Liberty laws of the 1840s in Pennsylvania,
which effectively obstructed capture. The new law provided sweeping
changes in the method of dealing with fugitive slave cases,
providing for a specially appointed federal commissioner, instead
of state courts, to hear cases. The process would involve a hearing
before the commissioner, instead of a trial, with only the sworn
testimony of the slaveholder, or his or her agent, required to
secure possession of the slaves. The alleged slaves were not
permitted to testify at all, and did not have the right to legal
counsel or to call witnesses to testify on their own behalf. An
attorney could speak for the defendants, but because no notice of
the hearing was required, most accused fugitives had no time to
secure help. Indeed some hearings in Harrisburg were held in the
pre-dawn darkness and in one instance local attorneys hired to
defend the accused slaves rushed almost directly from their beds to
the commissioner’s office, only to be refused time to prepare a
defense.23

In addition to the hearing changes, the new
law mandated that all citizens must help enforce the law and the
harboring of fugitives or the obstruction of the law was punishable
by a fine or imprisonment. It supported the appointment of armed
men to escort slaveholders and their slaves back to the south.
Perhaps most controversial was the fee system, which seemed to
amount to a federally sanctioned bounty on captured slaves. Federal
commissioners who returned alleged slaves to slaveholders received
fees of ten dollars per slave returned, but only a five-dollar
total fee if he released the captives.

Appointed by U.S. Chief Justice Roger B.
Taney on 30 September 1850, Harrisburg’s United States Commissioner
was local lawyer Richard McAllister, who approached his new
appointment with unabashed pro-southern sympathies. One of his
first actions was to issue a warrant to several slave catchers for
six fugitives known to be living in Wilkes-Barre. The capture of
the slaves, reported in the anti-slavery newspaper the National
Era, bemoaned the fact that little could be done on behalf of
the slaves owing to “the charter of abominations, The Fugitive
Slave Law.”24 In October, in two separate incidents,
African American women in Harrisburg were seized by white slave
hunters. In both instances the women were not taken south, but only
because they could quickly prove their free status. In November,
Commissioner McAllister issued a warrant for four alleged fugitives
known to be in town. Constable Solomon Snyder and helper John
Sanders arrested the men, and, without even bothering with a
hearing, took the captives immediately to the professed owner in
Baltimore to collect a $1,000 reward. This blatant circumvention of
the hearing process brought strong protests from Harrisburg’s black
community. Two local citizens brought charges of kidnapping against
Snyder and Sanders, but the pair escaped punishment in an April
1851 trial.

McAllister heard numerous cases during the
next year, beginning in January with a Virginian who claimed a
local young man, David, as his property. David was returned with
the slaveholder without protest. In April, however, Constable
Snyder and another local man, Michael Shaeffer, arrested an entire
family. Daniel Franklin, his wife Abby, daughter Caroline, and an
infant were brought before Commissioner McAllister as the property
of two separate slaveholders in Maryland. The Franklins had escaped
together two years prior and settled in the large African American
community at Columbia, Lancaster County, where the infant child was
born.

As the family was led through the darkened,
pre-dawn streets of Harrisburg to the Commissioner’s office, word
of the capture spread quickly through Harrisburg’s black community.
In was in this instance that attorneys Mordecai McKinney and
Charles Coatesworth Rawn were awakened with the news, and who
rushed to McAllister’s office only to be denied time to learn the
situation and prepare a defense. A reporter from the
Philadelphia Ledger wrote, “The thoroughfares of this
usually demure borough were again thronged, early this morning,
with an excited and threatening populace—the colored community.
From the clenched teeth of one and all was hissing forth the news
that a man and wife, and a baby, had arrived in their midst in
custody as fugitive slaves, and were about to be remanded by the
Commissioner.” Another reporter portrayed a sense of desperation on
the part of Harrisburg blacks at the dramatic events unfolding
before their eyes, naming physician and community leader William
Jones and others who “rushed around the corners a little,” unable
to help the fugitives. The Franklin’s infant child, being born free
in Pennsylvania, was taken by family friends, but the rest of the
family was returned south with a young man representing the two
slaveholders.25

A man named Bob Sterling was brought before
Commissioner McAllister in August 1851 as the property of a female
slaveholder, who, upon observing the crowd of blacks who gathered
around the office during the hearing, requested that the
commissioner assist her in getting her slave back home.
Harrisburg’s African American community was quickly learning the
value of making public demonstrations, at least in numbers, as a
show of protest against the law and of support for the fugitives.
In this case, the slaveholder’s fears did not prove groundless.
Because she was not taking Sterling home until the next day, she
lodged him in a local hotel, Pennsylvania jails still being denied
to slaveholders as holding areas, and during the night a fire was
set in the hotel, probably as a crude attempt to make a rescue. It
failed, however, and the woman returned south with her
slave.26

Commissioner Richard McAllister and his
constables were roundly hated in African American communities
throughout central Pennsylvania and were regularly lambasted in
widely distributed anti-slavery newspapers. That unpopularity did
not necessarily extend to the white community, though, at least not
in the first year after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of
1850. But it definitely increased in 1852 when residents witnessed
a rising number of fugitive slave incidents, escalating levels of
violence, public demonstrations, and accusations of improper and
illegal behavior in carrying out the duties of his office. White
dissatisfaction with the way in which borough officials were
complying with the federal law manifested itself at the polls the
following year. In a March 1853 election that saw an unusually high
voter turnout, the three borough constables who had assisted
McAllister in catching fugitive slaves were turned out of office.
McAllister, as an appointed official, could not be voted out of
office, yet he, too, began to feel the heat and looked to newly
elected Democratic president Franklin Pierce for a new higher
appointment. He was disappointed in his office-seeking trip to
Washington, though, and not long after returned to Harrisburg,
where he resigned his position as slave commissioner. The vacant
post was not refilled, and slave catchers were thenceforth forced
to travel to Commissioner Edward Ingraham’s office in Philadelphia,
which was the closest federal authority.27

Harrisburg again became a little bit safer
for freedom seekers, and the Camel Back Bridge again became the
gateway to safe haven, until the war brought enemy soldiers to the
shores of the Susquehanna River. The men of Confederate Brigadier
General Albert Gallatin Jenkins’ command were the vanguard of a
much larger force. Originally under the command of General “Jeb”
Stuart, Jenkins’ troopers were now functioning as the eyes and ears
of Confederate General Richard Ewell. Reconnoitering the back roads
of Franklin and Cumberland Counties, Jenkins’ men advanced steadily
from Chambersburg to the railroad bridge at Scotland before falling
back to near Greencastle to wait for the infantry to catch up.
These first raids had been the cause of an earlier panic that had
sent some Pennsylvania residents fleeing, including many African
Americans. But the real invasion awaited the arrival of Ewell’s
seasoned infantrymen, and on 22 June, Jenkins’ 1500 cavalrymen,
emboldened by any lack of serious resistance and backed by several
divisions of infantry, again headed north. Their advance was noted
with alarm in Harrisburg, where Major General Darius N. Couch, a
seasoned corps commander, now head of the Department of the
Susquehanna and charged with protecting the Pennsylvania state
capital, telegraphed the following message to Brigadier General
Joseph F. Knipe at Shippensburg: “Last night fifty rebel cavalry
were stealing horses near Maria Furnace, Caledonia Springs and
Millerstown—Gettysburg cavalry pursuing them.”28

Horses were not the only goods that the
southern cavalrymen were rounding up. Accounts exist of the hunting
of local black residents by these advancing forces. On the same day
that some unknown informant had reported the stealing of horses
near Maria Furnace, which is in southwest Adams County, Greencastle
resident Charles Hartman recorded in his diary that he had been
forced by invading Confederates to help capture black residents of
the town. Although Hartman did not note the exact units that were
running down African Americans, he did write that Confederate
cavalrymen were involved in the often-violent hunt. This activity,
which ostensibly was to find and return fugitive slaves who had
taken shelter in Pennsylvania, had been occurring for a good week
prior to the advance. Chambersburg residents were shocked by the
round up of terrified African Americans on 14 and 15 June by
elements of Jenkins’ brigade. Numbers ranged from about 50,
reported in the local newspaper, to as many as 250, according to a
local diarist. Town resident Rachel Cormany wrote of witnessing
women and children hunted and driven off “by droves.” Some, she
noted, had been raised in the town and were clearly not
“contrabands,” a term used to denote fugitive slaves. Cormany’s
observations were backed up by another resident, Jacob Hoke. Hoke
termed the hunt “revolting,” and described a scene in which blacks
fled the town to hide in local wheat fields, but were captured by
cavalrymen riding through the fields and firing at them. He also
noted that some of those captured were freeborn Pennsylvania
citizens, two of whom were released when Hoke enlisted a friend to
plead their case with General Jenkins personally.

Jenkins continued to round up African
Americans in the following days, sending successful raiding parties
into Mercersburg and McConnellsburg in Fulton County. Soldiers from
commands other than Jenkins’ Brigade also participated in capturing
black civilians. On 25 June, men of McNeil’s Rangers, part of
Brigadier General John Imboden’s cavalry brigade, captured numerous
people, including a free man, Sam Brooks and long time residents
John Philkill and Findlay Cuff.29

Stories of such atrocities from frightened
refugees spread rapidly through African American communities in the
Cumberland Valley. Soon all blacks, free and fugitive alike, had
their worst fears realized: The advancing Rebel soldiers were
actively rounding up all black people and taking them south into
slavery. It may have been an exaggeration, as not all Confederate
units were involved in such “slave hunts,” but in times of war,
such stories were accepted as truth. That was all it took to put
thousands of blacks throughout the Cumberland Valley on the road to
Harrisburg. Most took flight with little more than the clothes on
their backs, and others took scarce minutes to pack what few
possessions that they could load onto a wagon or mule. On Thursday,
25 June, the Harrisburg Daily Telegraph, in an article
entitled “The Harrisburg Bridge,” reported:

This outlet for thousands of refugees from up
the Cumberland Valley was thronged with a moving mass of beings
pouring into this city all day, and the arrivals from up the valley
surpassed anything we ever saw. Wagon load after wagon load of men,
women and children poured into the city from morning till night,
many of them contrabands and free negroes, seeking to escape from
the grasp of the Southern rebels. The sight of these defenceless
people was truly pitiful, but few of them knowing which way to
turn, and all depending on the generosity of the people east of the
Susquehanna for support and sustenance. Where many of them go,
after reaching this city, we know not, but many remain in our
midst, unable to sustain themselves without aid from our citizens,
numbers of whom have plenty to give, and will give, willingly,
without a murmur or feeling of regret.30

The Camel Back Bridge had again become the
portal to safety, although for how long, none could say. That same
edition of the Telegraph that reported the throngs of
refugees crossing into Harrisburg also listed the distances of
towns along the Cumberland Valley Railroad, noting, “The rebels
appear to have advanced along this line of railroad since they
crossed the border.” Occupied towns were listed, one after another,
with Harrisburg being the next obvious target. The rail lines
themselves were an escape route for those who had the means. Scenes
similar to those around the Harrisburg Bridge were reported:

The scenes at the railroad depots are full of
interest. Each train that arrives from the south on the North
Central or on the Cumberland Valley road, brings its load of
fugitives. There are congregated at the depot the old and the
young, mistress and maid, strong men and weak children, white and
black, all commingled in one common mass, panic stricken, weary,
hungry and exhausted. Baggage is piled up like huge stacks—trunks
and carpet sacks are continually accumulating, while amid the pile,
which rears its leather and brass nails, we noticed at least a
dozen boxes containing coffins with the bodies of those who have
already offered themselves a sacrifice that freedom might be
sustained and the country preserved from utter
ruin.31

So it was that the living and the dead
crossed the bridge on 25 June, “commingled,” as the newspaper
noted, “in one common mass.” Those whose skin was dark had,
perhaps, the most to lose, as they were fleeing enslavement, or
re-enslavement, and this war was now a struggle to end that hated
institution. Many had experienced slavery and all of its horrors,
and would do all they could to ensure they never experienced it
again. Some would die, rather than return to bondage. But it is
worth noting that they now shared a haven with the lifeless bodies
of those who had already given all in the fight against that evil.
Events were clearly pointing to a climactic fight in which many
people, black and white, had already resolved to make a stand here
at the bridge. All the while, the bridge kept disgorging frightened
masses of people into freedom’s last refuge on the Susquehanna’s
eastern shore.32

 


 



 



Chapter Three—Origins

 


Imagine leaving your family, your friends,
the familiar place of your birth, knowing, or perhaps hoping, you
would never return, knowing it would be the last time you saw the
fields in which you had played as a child and the streams from
which you had fished. How would it feel? Would you be able to do
it?

Could you walk casually away from your home,
as if you were simply on your way to carry out one more mundane
task, wearing a mask of practiced indifference to hide your
desperate longing to study for one last time every tree, stump and
rock, every cow, pig, chicken and horse, and especially every
familiar person that you passed, because you expected never to see
them again? Could you bid goodnight to your aunt, your sister, your
grandfather, and your cousin, making it sound the same as any other
night’s farewell, because you needed them to think it was going to
be like any other night? Could you still speak with them in a
steady voice, all the while aching to let them hear the sorrow that
was clawing its way up from your soul, burning like a hot coal
through your chest and into your voice?

Could you give your mother one final kiss,
wish her pleasant dreams, and look into her comforting face long
enough to fix it forever in your mind, for you would need to keep
that image safe in your mind’s eye during the arduous journey
ahead, but not gaze long enough to let her suddenly and fearfully
recognize the intentions in your eyes? Could you turn away, at
last, to hide a gathering tear, listening to her tell you to put on
an extra shirt because it was getting cold, and hearing the catch
in her voice and the sudden fade into choking silence that told you
your ruse had failed, and she knew? Could you still, even then,
walk down that familiar path between cabins, through struggling
vegetable patches, past the tumble-down wall and out onto the
moonlit road without looking back?

Would you be able to do it?

 


May 1749, Harris’ Ferry

 


It was the
time of year when the Susquehanna River, engorged with spring
freshets, typically ran faster and up to twenty feet higher than
normal. To travelers passing through this remote portion of
Lancaster County, standing on the eastern bank of the river and
surveying the broad rush of muddy turbulence that flowed between
them and the far shore, it must have seemed a formidable obstacle.
A crossing would be treacherous and tricky, but it was also
necessary if they wanted to continue their journey westward. That
was why they had come to this place. It was here, on the path from
Lancaster to Carlisle, that John Harris had built a small post to
conduct trade with local Native Americans. A crude but sturdy
wooden stockade enclosed his small house, a reminder that the
forces of nature were not the only things that constituted a threat
to travelers and merchants in these parts.

In addition to trade, there was another
business conducted here, and it was the real reason they had come
to this spot on the river. As the travelers walked closer to the
raging waters to peer at the far shore, which was about two-thirds
of a mile distant, they probably looked down the sloping bank to
the river’s edge to see a large, flat raft tied securely to the
riverbank. This was the conveyance, piloted by skilled ferrymen,
which would bear them across the wide river and deposit them,
safely they hoped, on the opposite shore. John Harris’ ferry, which
had been in existence for little more than a decade and a half by
now, was the chief place to cross the Susquehanna, and was well
known throughout the colony. Though its founder, John Harris
senior, had died the previous December, his son, John Harris, Jr.,
now capably operated the business. Someone, perhaps the younger
Harris himself, had probably hailed the party from the settlement’s
surrounding cultivated fields as it emerged from the woods,
trudging along the rutted path that served as a road. The arrival
of travelers and visitors to a back county settlement was a big
event, even in places that existed to take advantage of their
business. Travelers brought news and stories of the larger world to
the isolated farmers in Pennsylvania’s hinterlands, and most
sojourners would have eagerly exchanged news with anyone who had
some to share.

News of any kind was welcome in the backwoods
of Pennsylvania, and the trading post was an excellent place to
catch up on recent happenings in Philadelphia, Lancaster, Carlisle,
Sunbury, which was then called Shamokin, Baltimore, and other
locations near and far. Travelers sometimes brought mail, the
occasional newspaper, and gossip. All these things were the
currency of social exchange to the backcountry farmers, who keenly
felt the social as well as physical isolation of the frontier. No
bit of information was too insignificant to share. One item of
interest on this particular spring day perchance involved the
sighting of a black man whose identity was unknown to either Harris
or the travelers, and who had recently appeared at the post. They
probably speculated as to who the man was, and from where he had
come. All they knew was that he claimed to be free born, and said
he was on his way to Philadelphia. He had produced a pass that
backed up his claims, but somehow, hearing about it, they doubted
his story. He was too far out in the wilderness, too far from his
destination. They probably decided, after some debate, that the
stranger was a slave who had run away from his master. If that was
indeed their conclusion, they were partially correct.

His name was Scipio, or at least that was the
name by which his erstwhile master in Prince George’s County,
Maryland, had addressed him. The man’s true name, if different,
will probably never be known. Scipio escaped in the early spring
from the estate of Captain Thomas Prather, a wealthy Maryland
landowner who claimed him as property with no more say in the
matter than that given to a horse or a cow. Scipio, as we now know,
had other ideas, and lit out on his own. Some months after Prather
discovered that Scipio was missing, probably after the news finally
got back to him of the unknown black man spotted at the remote
ferry on the Susquehanna, he placed an advertisement in a
regionally popular newspaper, the Pennsylvania Gazette. In
the text of squire Prather’s advertisement is our only clue to
Scipio’s appearance and personality. Prather described his missing
man as being “of short stature,” and even stated that the he “plays
on the banjo and can sing,” as if the fugitive was prone to haul
out a musical instrument and break into song at any point. The ad
further told of the encounter at Harris’ Ferry, and of the pass,
and noted, in an almost disdainful aside, that Scipio “pretended to
be a free man.” Actually, Prather was wrong on that point. There
was no pretension. Scipio, or whatever this early freedom seeker’s
true name was, obviously did not acknowledge the legitimacy of his
enslavement. He had clearly demonstrated his own view of the
situation by choosing to leave. By seizing his freedom he was
shouting to his would be owner, and the world, that he was indeed a
free man.33

Scipio’s story is important, even though he
probably was not the first formerly enslaved African American to
pass through this area on a flight from bondage. It is significant
because it establishes a time, a place, and a description. But most
of all, it puts a name and a personality behind this early
Underground Railroad escape that took place on the banks of the
Susquehanna at the future site of Harrisburg. Scipio had a pass and
an intended destination, both of which suggest a planned escape,
rather than a sudden opportunistic flight from bondage. Merely
heading north to escape slavery was not a strategy in 1749, as
Pennsylvania was still a slaveholding colony, but his decision to
head for Philadelphia shows awareness of the possibilities of
concealment there, among the growing free black population. How did
he know that? Who supplied the pass? How did he successfully find
his way to Harris’ Ferry from Prince George’s County? We may never
know the answers to those questions, and we may never even know if
Scipio had any help at all. However, we do know he was a real
escaped slave who successfully made his way here long before more
organized escape routes and safe houses were established. The
advertisement placed by Thomas Prather, seeking Scipio’s return, is
evidence that purposeful, prepared freedom seekers, of which Scipio
is an example, were escaping through this area at a very early
date, long before the town of Harrisburg was even established. They
would continue to do so for the next 116 years, and in
ever-increasing numbers.

Scipio was not the first black man to reach
this area. As the travelers in 1749 might have noticed, there were
others of African heritage, if not actual birth, at the trading
post. One man in particular might have impressed them because he
had been there long enough to become a regular part of the
operation. He would have been much older than Scipio, but was, even
at that point, a man of imposing stature. He was a vital part of
the operations at the trading post and ferry, at least in his
earlier days, and had probably been the elder John Harris’ right
hand man. He led an eventful life on the frontier, witnessed many
historic changes, and his descendants established the foundation of
what would be a thriving free black community in Harrisburg; a
community that would play a major role in helping future fugitive
slaves find safe harbor. But even more intriguing is the idea that,
if not for the quick thinking and fast actions of this man, there
might not even be a Harrisburg, as we know it today. This man,
newly freed, was once a slave to the elder John Harris, and his
name was Hercules.

 


Hercules

 


The
white man came out of the southeast, following the waterways from
Conoy, where he had begun his first trading operation in 1705. The
Native Americans in that area had expressed their unease with the
proximity of his storehouse and log outbuildings, the operation
being too close to their settlements for comfort, so he had been
keeping his eyes open for other opportunities. He could not stay
permanently in a place where he was not wanted. A trader must
maintain good relationships with his neighbors as a matter of sound
business practice. Now he was moving north and west. He remembered
the day when, on a trading expedition to some of the Shawnee
villages along the Swatara Creek, he had first seen this new place.
The land was smooth and even where the small creek emptied into the
wide river, and the river current was calm over the shallow stone
riverbed. He saw then that it was perhaps the best place to ford
the broad expanse of the Susquehanna River for many miles, giving
it great potential as a trading post. It would become his new home,
he had decided, and he had returned to Conoy with plans to pack up
his trading operation and move it to the large and unsettled area
that appeared on maps labeled with its Native American name,
“Peshtank.” Now, as he reached his journey’s end, at the spot that
would soon bear his name, John Harris would not be returning to
Conoy with pelts and other items of commerce. This time he was here
to stay.

John Harris’ arrival on the Susquehanna River
at Peshtank, early in the 1700s, did not mark the first time that
the trader had packed up and moved in search of a new opportunity.
It was at least his third major move. Born in Yorkshire, England
and brought up in the brewer’s trade, Harris moved to London when
he came of legal age, tarrying in the big city for a few years
before making the decision to undertake the rigorous ocean crossing
to America. He landed in Philadelphia, where, at the age of about
twenty-five, he was eventually able to secure a letter of
introduction to a local influential citizen, Edward Shippen.
Shippen, who would eventually serve as the town’s second mayor,
also hailed from Yorkshire, and the older Shippen rapidly became
great friends with the young Harris. Although he would only serve
two years as mayor, Edward Shippen, as one of the wealthiest and
therefore most influential men in the province, proved to be a good
friend and valuable contact. During the several years Harris spent
in Philadelphia, Shippen helped him obtain a contract to clean and
grade the streets of the town. Ever hopeful for a better
opportunity, the young Harris worked hard, bided his time and
finally saw an opportunity. Perhaps taking advantage of his close
friendship with the Shippen family, Harris applied for a license to
set up a trading post on the frontier. Provincial authorities, as
it turned out, were eager to send ambitious English Protestant
entrepreneurs into the wilderness to act as buffers against the
equally ambitious French Catholic traders who were spreading
eastward from the Ohio Valley. John Harris fit the bill, and in
1705, at about thirty-two years of age, he received a permit to
begin trading operations along the Susquehanna River.

It was a wizened and experienced John Harris
who set himself up a short time later at this new location in
Peshtank, perhaps as early as 1707, with plans to profit from the
regular movements of Native Americans who crossed the river at this
place on their way east and south for trade and sometimes war.
Unlike his earlier move across the ocean, neither fellow countryman
nor family member probably accompanied Harris to this place,
although we do not know for sure if he was completely alone. But
whether alone or with help, he worked at a steady pace, eventually
building a log post and stockade on the banks of the river. The
work was difficult, but he had the experience and drive to realize
the vision that he had formed in his mind when he first saw this
place. He was also probably a single man, and supporting a family
was not yet a responsibility that he had to bear. He needed only to
survive, at first, but he went well beyond mere survival. His
instincts turned out to be sound. This was a good location, and it
was not long before his operation began to turn a nice profit.
Packhorses and mules bearing his pelts, the currency of colonial
America, were soon making their way from his trading post toward
Philadelphia. His name and reputation began to be known in
Philadelphia as well as in Native American villages along the
river, among traders and travelers. Harris’ place, as it came to be
called, flourished. At some point, then, if he did not already own
one, he purchased a slave. 34

African slaves had been held in colonial
Pennsylvania and Delaware almost from the start, but in relatively
few numbers. The arrival of the merchant ship Isabella at
Philadelphia in 1684, with 150 Africans among its cargo, quickly
changed the situation. The English settlers, critically short on
labor, eagerly purchased every slave. With this newfound acceptance
of slaveholding came a blossoming of the slave population in the
growing provincial town. By 1705, the year that John Harris
received his license to trade along the Susquehanna, an estimated
one in fifteen households in Philadelphia held a
slave.35 While it is possible that Harris owned a slave
prior to his entry into frontier trading, it is not likely. Slaves
were costly, and Harris was not wealthy. One historian recorded
that the Yorkshire man made the trip to America with only sixteen
guineas (a guinea was a coin worth slightly more than a pound) as
the sum of his worldly possessions. While that amount was more than
most immigrants brought with them, it was certainly not a fortune.
It reflected more his tradesman status, having been trained as a
brewer in Yorkshire. Yet he was a tradesman without a situation,
and therefore had to manage his limited funds with care. Later, in
1698, he signed a petition against the denial of voting rights to
citizens with real estate holdings valued at less than fifty
pounds, showing his slow growth in net worth. His eventual
application for a trader’s license suggests that even by then he
possessed more ambition and business sense than financial
resources. After all, a frontier trader’s life was extremely harsh
compared with that of a merchant or contractor in the city.

He probably bought his first slave in
Philadelphia. There were few other places to obtain anything of
real value, other than what could be had by bartering with other
traders on the frontier. Philadelphia was the place to obtain
supplies, tools, horses, fine cloth, clothing, blankets, rum,
coffee, books, playing cards, and any other worldly good that could
not be fashioned, grown, duplicated or hunted. It was also, for
anyone living in the Delaware Valley or the interior, the place to
buy slaves. From the landing of the Isabella in 1684 until
the year 1712, when high duties were imposed upon the sale of
slaves in an attempt to reduce their importation, slaves were
readily available. Most were brought into the port of Philadelphia
as part of a ship’s cargo that might include many other types of
merchantable goods. During this early period, few slaves were
imported directly from Africa, the slaves on board the
Isabella being notable exceptions. Almost all slaves brought
into Philadelphia during John Harris’ time were born in either the
West Indies or South Carolina, or had lived in those places for
enough years to become “seasoned” to the North American climate.
They generally spoke English or another European language and could
easily adapt to the type of work that would be expected of them in
the colony of Pennsylvania.36

In looking to purchase a slave, John Harris,
like any prospective slaveholder of his time, had two basic
options. He could purchase a slave newly arrived as part of the
cargo of one of the merchant ships that sailed into port, or he
could seek out a slaveholder who was selling a slave that he no
longer wished to own. There were advantages and disadvantages to
each approach. In considering a newly arrived slave, he would need
to judge from his own inspection the slave’s relative health,
strength, intelligence, willingness to work, ability to understand
English, and suitability for frontier life. Accurately determining
all these qualities from a brief visual inspection of a group of
slaves, for they were usually exhibited in “parcels” from a ship’s
docking place on the wharf, would have been very risky. It is
unlikely that he would have accepted the judgment of the ship’s
captain to answer these questions, or the merchant’s factor, if
there was one. Those persons would have had little time to observe
the slaves in any meaningful occupation, as well as the fact that
they had a stake in the cargo and therefore might not be entirely
truthful in describing the slaves’ qualities. Instead, as a
seasoned trader, Harris would probably have trusted his own
instincts to guide his choice. The only advantage to choosing from
among a parcel of slaves was that he could compare several persons
of similar characteristics, choosing the one who appeared to be the
healthiest, most energetic, quickest of mind, and most suitable for
spending years working alongside him in the wilderness.

In buying from a private owner who was
offering an enslaved person for sale, he had the advantage of being
able to inquire in good faith as to the various characteristics of
the slave: whether he worked hard and diligently, how facile his
mind was in grasping and following directions, how susceptible to
sickness he was and how many times, if any, he had run away. Harris
knew he could better trust the truthfulness of the answers from a
private seller than from a ship’s captain, not that the captain
would necessarily be trying to mislead him, but the private holder
of a slave would have been able to observe the slave over a longer
period of time. Also, because Philadelphia had a small population,
consisting of only several thousand persons at this point, the
private owner was more likely to be acquainted with Harris and
therefore considered more reliable. Another advantage in buying
from a private owner was that privately held slaves were healthier
than those who had just endured even a brief voyage and the trauma
of being shipped away from their former home, friends, and family
members. Although not as physically depleted as those slaves who
had suffered the infamous “middle passage” from Africa, a traumatic
ordeal that many did not survive, the slaves who were shipped into
Philadelphia from the West Indies or South Carolina had still been
subject to horrible conditions on board ship, were separated from
friends, and were being forced into an unfamiliar land. The
corresponding disadvantage to buying a slave from a private owner
was that the buyer was not choosing the most suitable person from
among several slaves, but was simply choosing to buy or not to buy
a single offered slave.

Before making any of these choices, John
Harris would have had to locate slaves for sale, whether from a
private seller or from a ship at a wharf with a parcel of newly
arrived slaves. He did not have the advantage of being able to
browse through newspaper advertisements of slave sales, as
slaveholders would do in later years when they began searching for
another person to own. There were not yet any newspapers in town.
Philadelphia acquired its first newspaper, the American Weekly
Mercury, in the year 1719, which was years after Harris’ first
excursion in search of a slave. He probably purchased his first
slave from a source that he discovered either from word of mouth or
from a posted broadside, those being the primary means of
communication in the very early years of the province. Or he may
have learned about, or stumbled upon, a public auction. These
“vendues,” as they were called, were a popular method of
liquidating possessions in early America, and could include almost
anything, from furniture to tools, real estate to produce, and
livestock to human chattel. They generally required a highly
conspicuous location, in order to attract the largest crowd, and
were therefore often held in front of taverns in rural districts,
or at the increasingly popular coffee houses in the larger towns of
the Northeast.

Many slaves were sold at coffee houses in
Philadelphia. Based upon the popular coffee houses in London, which
began appearing in the middle of the 1600s, American coffee houses
replicated the comfortable atmosphere of the London establishments
as a place to gather, relax, share news, make deals, discuss
politics, and of course sip coffee. They were quite unlike public
taverns in that coffee houses generally posted strict rules that
forbade liquor, swearing, gambling, and inappropriate dress. The
original coffee houses in London charged a penny admission,
generally as a cover charge to provide newsletters and newspapers
of the day and an assortment of current books. Patrons were
expected to use their best manners and treat every other patron as
an equal. While we do not know if the coffee houses of Philadelphia
charged admission, we do know that they had similar rules and were
considered prime places for spirited political debate and
intellectual discussion on a variety of subjects. The tradition of
transacting business at coffee houses also began in England, a
notable and important example being the gathering of stockjobbers
at the coffee house of Edward Lloyd to hold public sales of ships
and cargoes. Within a few years, the actual underwriting of those
ships and their cargoes also was done at Lloyd’s Coffee House. In
the mid-1770s, some of the underwriters banded together and removed
their business to another location, forming a society that became
known as Lloyds of London, which is today the worlds’ oldest and
largest risk insurance market. Philadelphia coffee houses, like
their London counterparts, were also places where influential men
conducted much of the business of the province. The most famous of
Philadelphia’s coffee houses paid tribute to its British
predecessors in its name: the London Coffee House. The London
Coffee House was unique in that it included, in a prominent spot
out front, a specially built platform to exhibit enslaved persons
offered for public sale. Although it was not opened until 1754,
decades after John Harris would have been in town on such business,
there were predecessors that also held slave
vendues.37

Whatever his method of doing so, John Harris
acquired a male slave and brought that slave to Peshtank with him
when he returned to work his trading post. While we do not know
exactly when, where or in what manner Harris acquired this slave,
we do know that he called the slave Hercules, after the famous
figure from Greek mythology. It was an interesting choice of names.
Neither the slave bought by John Harris nor his namesake was
destined for an easy life. John Harris’ Hercules was of African
heritage, but whether he was born on that continent or in the
Americas in unknown. Nothing is known about his origins or his life
before he came to the banks of the Susquehanna with Harris, and
precious little after that. We do not know how or when he acquired
his name. Perhaps his real name was not Hercules. Perhaps he had a
traditional African name given to him by his family soon after his
birth. “Hercules” may have been the name by which the Europeans
distinguished him because his true name, if they even bothered to
know it, sounded strange to their ears. Nevertheless, Hercules is
the name by which he came to be known and by which he is recorded
in local history, and it is probably only coincidental that, like
the Greek hero for which he was named, he also experienced a
lifetime of trials, forced labors and bondage. The two figures
share another similarity in their lives: both are said to have
performed a heroic rescue. The mythological Hercules, after
performing the twelve labors, performed a feat of heroism by
rescuing a Trojan princess, Hesione, from a rampaging sea monster
sent by the god Poseidon. Hercules of Paxtang, which was the
European version of Peshtank—Europeans had just as much trouble
with Native American names as African names—would shortly perform a
rescue of equally heroic proportions, at least in the annals of
local history.

The story is a cornerstone of Harrisburg
history, although when it occurred it was little more than a nasty
incident that affected the lives of only two persons. In its
retelling, it has assumed considerable importance, probably because
if the “Attempt to Burn John Harris,” as one artist titled his
rendering of the storied event, had been successful, the town would
not be named Harrisburg today, but would be named for some other
trader or settler who would have arrived to take his place. No one
recorded the details of the event at the time and the people
involved only spoke of it later, to family and perhaps close
friends. Because of this, the story filtered down through several
generations before anyone wrote it down, and by then it had
acquired the types of details that only an active imaginative and
proud relatives can invent.

It happened in the early years when John
Harris had established his trading post in Paxtang, probably before
1718 and certainly before his marriage to Esther Say a few years
later. Hercules was with him by this time, but was working out of
sight when a group of Native Americans moved through the trading
post on their way to or from an eastern expedition. This was not
unusual, as tribes from the west and the north regularly tied up
their canoes near the post to continue their journey on foot. These
frequent excursions of Native Americans were a good source of
income for Harris, and he had always maintained a very good
relationship with them. This particular group, for some reason
though, became angry with Harris and seized him, tying him to a
nearby mulberry tree near the riverbank. His life was clearly in
danger, as it appeared from their actions that his captors intended
to burn him alive. Before he was harmed, though, a larger group of
Native Americans from the other side of the river arrived to subdue
the hostile group and John Harris was freed. Leading Harris’
rescuers to the scene of the crisis was Hercules, who had earlier
observed the trouble brewing and had slipped away to find
help.38

He must have acted quickly, perhaps using
instincts honed by years of brutal frontier life, in order to
return in time to save Harris and ensure the future of
Pennsylvania’s capital city. One has to wonder whether he realized
the irony of his actions, in saving the life of the man who
enslaved him. By freeing Harris from his captives, the slave was
preserving his own bondage. We will never know if Hercules, even
for an instant, considered leaving Harris to his fiery fate and
striking out on his own, a free man. Perhaps he briefly calculated
the risks of fleeing, of his chances of making it safely back to a
settlement, of being exposed to all the dangers of the wilderness,
and his chances of finding a new life, whether free or as a servant
to a new master. Or perhaps he never gave any of that a thought.
After all, we do not know anything of his life before becoming
Harris’ slave. It could be that, compared with previous
experiences, life with John Harris, as harsh as it could be in the
threatening wilderness of Penn’s Woods, was not so bad. In fact he
probably had had other chances to run away, or even to sneak up on
Harris with a tomahawk and, with one blow, gain his freedom—it
wouldn’t have been unusual; slaves had been killing their enslavers
for centuries—but he didn’t. Like his mythological namesake, he
became the heroic rescuer.

John Harris was relieved and grateful. Local
lore says that he manumitted Hercules on the spot, but that is not
true, and regardless of how he felt about the man as a rescuer, he
kept him as his property until the day he died. It would prove to
be a good long lifetime, during which Hercules witnessed many major
changes in the growing settlement. The first would come only a few
years later when John Harris married Esther Say, a relative of his
good friends, the Philadelphia Shippens. They married in Old Christ
Church in that city and John Harris brought his young bride—he was
about fifteen or twenty years older than her—to his trading post on
the frontier. Esther Harris proved to be a hardy frontier woman who
took an active role in running the trading post and all the other
operations as well as tending to the household. It was not long
before the little family began to grow, first with two daughters,
Elizabeth and Esther, born two years apart, and then John in 1726.
Three more sons would follow: William, Samuel, and David. In
between were other births, children who died young and were buried
near the frontier house.

It was not only the Harris family that
Hercules observed growing. Settlers were crossing into the
Cumberland Valley and making inroads into the great Pennsylvania
wilderness. Around the time that his first child was born, John
Harris constructed a real house for the family rather than have
them continue in the log post and stockade that had served him for
so long. Shortly thereafter, he opened a tavern and ferry for the
growing stream of travelers, and the settlement became known as
Harris’ Ferry. About this time, Joseph Kelso settled on the
opposite side of the river and would soon have a hand in the ferry
business as well. In the late 1720’s or very early 1730’s, Tobias
Hendricks settled along the rude road that ran from Harris’ Ferry
to Carlisle. Within ten years, Hendricks’ house would be a landmark
tavern on that route. Several miles upriver, Benjamin Chambers
built a gristmill that would later be known as Hunter’s Mill, after
his brother-in-law Samuel Hunter, who inherited it.

Through all this growth, Harris’ Ferry
thrived. By the time that John Harris’ youngest son, David, was
born, in 1737, a regular road, not a packhorse trail, had been
built between the ferry and Lancaster city. The county of Lancaster
had been established eight years earlier, hacked out from old
Chester, one of Pennsylvania’s three original counties. Paxtang and
Derry became official townships in the new county.39
Hercules, season after season, year after year, witnessed it
all.

As a slave in the Harris family, Hercules
would have had a very close relationship with his owners. Paxtang
was a frontier township, and had no room for the type of plantation
social hierarchy that would develop in the southern colonies.
Provincial Pennsylvania slaveholders, particularly those in the
rural areas, typically worked side-by-side with their slaves,
sharing not only chores, but frequently also the same dinner table
and sleeping quarters. Many of these same Pennsylvania farmers, if
success rewarded their later years so that they could boast of a
grand Georgian manor house constructed of fine cut stone,
discontinued the close association with their slaves and moved
them, if they allowed them to sleep in the house at all, to a
pallet near the fire, or at best restricted them to a tiny attic
room. More frequently, they quartered them in the old cabin from
which the family had moved, unless that was occupied by the family
of the owner’s married son, or assigned them quarters in a corner
of the barn. But in the earliest years, owners and slaves shared
the limited space of a cramped cabin.40 As the Harris
family grew and the tavern came into operation, Hercules may have
gotten his own quarters, possibly in the trading post within the
stockade.

Given his strength and years of experience,
Hercules was surely a vital part of the Harris household and
therefore would have been expected to perform or help with a wide
variety of frontier jobs such as clearing timber and preparing land
for cultivation. He would also have been responsible for many of
the daily chores, such as chopping wood, tending livestock, hoeing
crops, and maintaining tools, fences and structures. As the Harris
children grew, they would have assumed many of these
responsibilities as well, in accordance with the custom on small
farms of everyone working together regardless of status. Hercules
was probably also allowed to hunt and fish to provide food, a task
commonly assigned to slaves. As the ferry business grew in
importance, it appears that John Harris employed Hercules to help
run it. Robert Harris, grandson of John Harris, stated that the
slave was sometimes employed on the large wooden flats that were
poled across the river, laden with cargo or passengers. At one
time, according to the grandson, Hercules again saved the life of
John Harris when a steer that was being transported across the
river on one of the flats became a danger and threatened the
trader.41

Crossing the Susquehanna by ferry flat was
not easy. It required considerable strength to push the wooden flat
across the wide river without being swept downriver with the
current. An account of the experience, recorded about seventy years
later by a traveler, Francis Cuming, gives some idea of what it was
like. Writing in the early winter months of 1807, Cuming no doubt
crossed on a flat that was larger than what was piloted many
decades earlier by John Harris and his workers, yet the description
is useful because the technique of getting a cargo laden wooden
flat across the river remained essentially unchanged:

"On Saturday, 24th, I arose early, but the
ferry-boat not being ready, I partook of an excellent breakfast
with my friendly host and his family, and at ten o’clock I embarked
in a large flat with the Western mail and several passengers and
horses. The flat was worked by nine stout men with short
setting-poles shod and pointed with iron, to break the ice and
stick in the bottom. Only one set or pushed on the upper side,
while eight set on the lower side to keep the boat from being
forced by the current against the ice, while a tenth steered with a
large oar behind. A channel for this purpose had been cut through
the ice, and was kept open, as loaded wagons could cross the river
in a flat with more safety than on the ice.”42

John Harris’ ferry flat would have been
smaller, and therefore would have required something less than a
ten men crew. Cuming was also crossing in January or February, when
ice crusted the river, making the crossing more difficult, yet as
Cuming noted, it was safer for wagons to cross by ferry flat than
to risk driving over the ice. Because of the inherent danger, ferry
operators had to employ strong men whom they trusted. For John
Harris, Hercules was one of these men.

In addition to the Harris children, Hercules
had other helpers. John Harris probably employed local persons as
the need arose, but as his fortunes grew he also acquired
additional slaves. When he made out his will, in November 1746, he
listed three distinct enslaved persons other than Hercules. The
first was “the negro Boy called Toni,” whom he bequeathed to his
son William. To his daughter and oldest child, Elizabeth, now
married to John Findley, he left “the negro girl called Cherida.”
To his second daughter, Esther, who was soon to be married, he left
“the child whereof the negro Woman is now pregnant.”43
This bequest is unusual because he was providing for the
disposition of a slave that had not yet been born. The pregnant
slave, not named, is clearly described as a woman, whereas the only
other female slave named in the will, Cherida, is described as a
girl. This is an important distinction because the terms “girl” and
“woman,” although they had no firm definitions when used concerning
the ages of slaves, would not have been used in the same legal
document to describe the same female. Cherida, then, was not the
pregnant slave whose unborn child was to become the property of
John Harris’ daughter Esther. That person remains nameless in the
will, and to this day.

While it is possible that some of the persons
identified as slaves in the will of John Harris are related to
Hercules, it is only speculation. Hercules did have a wife and
children, apparently. Historians note that the descendants of
Hercules were living in the city in the decades before the Civil
War. An 1859 letter from Harrisburg resident William M. Awl to
George W. Harris, great grandson of John Harris, recollects being
told of two of Hercules’ children who died young and were buried
somewhere on the Harris property.44 Unfortunately, the
names of his wife and children are unknown, as are the names of
their owners. It is possible that Hercules’ family was owned by a
nearby settler, and not by the Harris family.

John Harris senior, Hercules’ owner, died on
17 December 1748, and was buried under the mulberry tree at which
he nearly met his fate some three decades earlier. The burial site
was his choice, made known by him before his demise. His family had
protested, wanting him to be properly interred in the yard of the
Paxton Presbyterian Church, a little more than two miles to the
east along the Lancaster road, but Harris held his ground, telling
them that if they buried him at the church, he would rise up and
walk back to his homestead and his chosen grave. And so it happened
that John Harris the trader and ferryman was buried on a high point
of ground at his ferry, beneath the storied mulberry tree. Many
years later, an impressive marker was installed, inscribed in Latin
“A Cruce Salus,” (salvation by the cross) “John Harris of Yorkshire
England.” Within that eternal salvation lay a second more earthly
deliverance: that of the freedom from slavery afforded Hercules by
a provision in Harris’ will. Of several slaves owned by John
Harris, and mentioned by name in the will, only Hercules was set
free. Possession of the other slaves passed to Harris’s children,
Elizabeth and William, and wife Esther. Hercules, however, perhaps
because of his well-timed rescue, or perhaps because he had served
Harris many years at the trading post, helping to build a thriving
trade over the past thirty harsh years, gained his freedom with a
single line that began “It is my will that my negro man Hercules be
set free.”45 This brief item in an unassuming legal
document, filed in Paxtang Township, County of Lancaster, was the
humble beginning of a vibrant and politically active free black
community in what would eventually be the city of Harrisburg.

 


Seeds of Community

 


 When John Harris senior made out his last
will and testament, in late 1746, he carefully provided for the
disposal of his real estate, trading business and all other
property. Line by line, item by item, each parcel of land and item
of value was divided among his children and wife, according to his
wishes, but also according to custom. The bulk of his estate, which
included the lucrative trading post and ferry, went to his eldest
son and namesake, John. At only twenty-two years of age, the
younger John Harris inherited a considerable estate and incredible
responsibility. Not only was he now responsible for the management
of an increasingly popular and important ferry across the
Susquehanna River, but he was also assuming the role of negotiator
between Philadelphia and local Native Americans. Frontier traders
played a key part in maintaining smooth relations between Native
Americans and the provincial government in Philadelphia, a role at
which his father had excelled. Fortunately, John Harris the son was
up to the task. But he would soon be faced with unimaginable
obstacles and problems brought on by forces far beyond his
control.

Harris’ son William Augustus, a few years
younger than his brother John, received a substantial parcel of
land that his father had “purchased of James Allcorn, lying on the
River below [John Harris, senior’s] Dwelling plantation containing
one hundred & seventy two acres & a half.” William also
inherited rights to purchase “a tract of land on the west side [of]
the River” opposite the homestead, and the “negro Boy called Toni.”
The first tract of land, considerable in size, was adjacent to
Harris’ original patent of land and expanded his holdings to the
east and southeast along the river, generally from present day
Paxton Street. Harris the Elder had added one stipulation in his
will regarding this land: that the manumitted slave Hercules “be
allowed to live on a part of the tract purchased of James Allcorn
left to my son William.”46 It is important to note that
the former slave held no rights to the land beyond occupancy and,
presumably, the right to farm enough land to sustain him and his
family. But even without ownership, Harris’ provision gave this
black family a place to live that could be called home, and to
which they could claim a right that was written in ink, sealed with
wax and filed with other official county papers for anyone to
see.

It seems only natural that Hercules continued
to be a part of the Harris family’s life, and apparently continued
working for the young John Harris at the ferry. He was a skilled
laborer and knew the business of the trading post and the ferry.
Though he had a home on land next to the plantation, he was
probably not self-sufficient; it makes sense that he would continue
in the occupation that had employed him for so long prior to the
death of his owner. Evidence of this employment is found in some of
the younger John Harris’ account books. An entry dated July 13,
1754 states “Black Hercules Dr. (drawn?) to sundrys, £28, 18s, 5d.
Settled and clear.” Another lines notes “Mem’d’m. That Hercules
worked for me abt. one year, w’ch is in Part of my Acco’t, the old
Book tells the time.”

Harris continued to record transactions with
the freedman, writing in his ledger, for 8 September 1761 “1 lb
Powder & 2 lb Shott for Hercules, 4:8. 6 Kerby Hooks, for
Hercules, 1:6.” This entry clearly shows that Hercules was actively
engaged in hunting and fishing, both necessary activities to keep
food on the table. Wild turkeys were particularly abundant and
popular at the time, as was venison. His fondness for fishing
continued into his old age, and visitors to the ferry wrote of
seeing him in the 1760s, sitting on the riverbank with a fishing
pole.47

During this time, fugitive slaves continued
to move through the vicinity of Harris’ Ferry. Many local farmers
and residents were slaveholders, and these freedom seekers
generally came from local farms. Unlike later times, when fugitives
generally headed in a northern direction to put as much distance as
possible between themselves and southern slave catchers, these
escapees wandered the countryside in search of a new beginning.
Some settled briefly on a farm or near one of the many iron
foundries that dotted the rural Pennsylvania countryside. In many
such locations, few questions were asked and cheap labor was in
high demand. Others set their sights on finding lost relatives or
friends. Quite a few tried to make their way toward formerly
familiar areas where they had family, or toward Philadelphia, where
a growing free black population was said to offer aid and shelter
to runaways. One such runaway was Dick, who had escaped from Paxton
Township farmer John Postlethwaite on 19 May 1766. Postlethwaite
may have thought Dick would return on his own after a few days,
because he did not immediately advertise for his return. Slaves
sometimes took off for days at a time, hiding out in the woods or
on neighboring farms, protected by other slaves, until finally
deciding to return of their own accord. Slaveholders were somewhat
tolerant of this behavior, often giving only a mild punishment for
a few days of impromptu absence. Slaves who took flight
spontaneously often did so out of anger, and were seldom adequately
equipped to deal with a prolonged absence, taking no extra clothing
or food, and generally having no plan of escape beyond simply
leaving. In this case, however, days turned into weeks, and weeks
into months, and Postlethwaite finally decided his wayward slave
was not returning on his own. He placed an ad in the
Pennsylvania Gazette on 4 September 1766, nearly four months
after Dick’s escape. Postlethwaite’s advertisement gives us an
excellent description of Dick:

“RUN away from the Subscriber, in Paxton
Township, Lancaster County, on Monday, the 19th of May last, a
certain Negroe Man, named Dick, about 5 Feet 6 Inches high, a slim
built black Fellow, about 23 or 24 Years old, speaks good English,
some Low Dutch, and some French; had on, when he went away, an old
Hat, Blanket Coat, good Leather Breeches, old Stockings, good
Shoes, but a good deal too large for him, tied with Strings.”

Dick exhibited several qualities that weighed
in his favor if he was to be successful in his escape. He was young
and seemingly in good health—fugitive slave advertisements usually
mentioned health problems and injuries as means of
identification—and he was evidently intelligent, having learned at
least three languages. Linguistic faculty was another positive
trait for runaways, allowing them to move effectively through more
of the diverse ethnic communities that made up parts of the early
colony. Despite his “too large” shoes, Dick was also dressed well
for travel, taking hat, coat, sturdy pants, and “good shoes.”
Postlethwaite thought that Dick would make his way east, noting
that because he had “formerly lived with one Mr. Hunt, in the
Jerseys, it is thought will make that way, or towards
Philadelphia.” He offered a six-dollar reward for Dick’s return,
which was about average.48

Whether Postlethwaite ever recovered his lost
slave is unknown. Also unknown is whether Dick actually passed
through Harris’ Ferry in his escape. If he had, he risked being
captured and jailed, as he did at any place where he might be
recognized. A successful escape required the avoidance of public
places and conspicuous appearances. Six dollars was enough money to
convince most able-bodied men to attempt a capture, particularly if
the potential fugitive was only “5 Feet 6 Inches high, [and]
slim built.” Jail cells in Lancaster and Reading were
frequently filled with “suspected runaways” awaiting owners to come
claim them, pay their charges and take them back home. Neither John
Harris elder or junior is known to have played a part in capturing
any runaway slaves that came through the ferry, but their
willingness to hold slaves—John Harris, Jr. registered three slaves
in 1780—demonstrates that they held no anti-slavery sentiments that
might have caused them to conveniently look the other way, as some
farmers or iron masters did. Because there were no slaves captured
at the ferry in his time, we will never know if Hercules would have
ever been involved, one way or the other, with a fugitive. Would
this former slave, who was so often described as a “faithful
servant” to the Harris family, have helped capture another human
being trying to escape bondage? After all, he had saved the life of
his former owner, an action that only served to prolong his own
bondage. Or would this man, who knew firsthand the ordeals of
slavery, have surreptitiously offered aid, or a means of escape?
There is at least one documented incident of an escape from the
ferry while Hercules lived here that leaves open the tantalizing
possibility that he may contributed to one fugitive’s bid for
freedom.

John Harris senior’s widow, Esther Say, like
her husband, was born in England and had connections to the
powerful Shippen family of Philadelphia. She was also adventurous,
outgoing and extremely capable, and it is not surprising that she
would eventually remarry. Because tradition dictated that Harris
should will the business, land and most of the property to his
eldest son, Esther had little reason to remain at the ferry. She
was courted by widower William Chesney, of East Pennsboro, in
Cumberland County and on June 1, 1752, married him at Paxton
Presbyterian Church. This was the second marriage for both of them.
William Chesney had a son, also named William, who later moved to
York County. In March 1769 the younger William Chesney, Esther
Say’s stepson, was staying with John Harris at the ferry when a
slave of Chesney’s, William Keith, escaped. William was an older
slave. At forty years of age he was older than most slaves in the
colony. Chesney, after waiting a bit for him to return voluntarily,
advertised for his lost slave in June, writing:

“RUN away, on the 13th of March last, from
the Subscriber, at Sasquehanna, near Harris Ferry, a Negroe Man,
called Will, alias William Keith; he is about 5 feet 9 Inches high,
thin visaged, a little Pock marked, not very black, about 40 years
old, a smooth talking Fellow, can be very mannerly, reads and
writes, and is a Cooper by Trade and is also very handy about a
Farmer's House; he is well acquainted in Philadelphia, having
learnt his trade there, and lived several years ago with Dr.
Graham, of that city; he had on, when he went away, a brown
homespun Cloth Coat, pretty much worn, yellow buttons; an old white
Flannel Jacket, Buckskin Breeches, and an old Felt Hat. He told on
the Road, that he was a free Negroe, formerly belonging to one Mr.
Blunston, of Lancaster County.”

Like the slave Dick, who had escaped a few
years earlier, William was obviously intelligent; he could read and
write and understood human nature well enough to be described as “a
smooth talking fellow.” He was skilled in the coopering trade but
was also somewhat worldly, having lived in Philadelphia and
Lancaster, and he was mannerly, probably from having lived with a
physician for some time.49 With all these traits, and
his experiences living in large towns, what would have caused this
older, rather genteel man to suddenly take to the road from such a
remote spot, in which the newly built gray stone mansion of John
Harris was still the only substantial home for many miles? There
must have been an opportunity that was not available in York or
Lancaster, or Philadelphia. Like Hercules, he was older, skilled,
and intelligent, and the family connection meant that the two men
might have been acquainted for some time. Perhaps William Keith
knew of Hercules’ nearby home, with his own garden, livestock, and
sheds, and perhaps he envied the freedom of this once enslaved man,
so like himself. Is it possible that Hercules provided the needed
venue for escape, at that particular time and place, perhaps
sheltering him in his home, which was not far from the new Harris
mansion? Like many questions surrounding this legendary man, an
answer will probably never be known, but if he did take that chance
and offer aid to a fellow human being fleeing the great injustice
of slavery, he would have been participating in a noble tradition
of covert aid, which was carried on by his spiritual and lineal
descendants in Harrisburg for years to come.

 


 



Part II: Rising Waters

 



Chapter Four—Legacy of Slavery

 


 FOR SALE,

Two Negro Servants;

THE man, aged 30 years, a slave for life,
has been brought up on a farm, and is acquainted with the tanning
business. The girl, 21 years, has 7 years to serve, and is
acquainted with all kinds of house-work. For further particulars,
enquire of the editors of this paper.

Sept. 26, 1805.

 


A NEGRO FOR SALE

A healthy stout Negro wench, about
thirty-three years of age. She is excellent for cooking, washing,
and any kind of house or kitchen work, and understands feeding
cattle, and any work necessary on a farm.

For terms apply to the Printer.

--Slave advertisements from Harrisburg
newspapers.50

 


Hercules may be the most famous African
American slave to have inhabited the environs of Harrisburg, but he
was only one of thousands. Many local farmers, innkeepers,
craftsmen, and iron foundry owners depended upon slave labor to
supplement their workforces, and in some cases used slaves as their
sole source of labor. This practice began with the first settler to
this area, gained strength through the early years of the
revolution, and began to wane after 1780. It persisted in rural
areas longer than in the cities, and was particularly well
entrenched in Cumberland and Lancaster counties. Slaveholding
continued in Pennsylvania far longer than intended by the
law—Lancaster slaveholders were still registering slave children at
the local prothonotary office as late as 1831—and slaves could
still be found in most Central Pennsylvania counties into the early
1840s.51

 


Agricultural Slaves

 


 As in the rest of Pennsylvania, the
majority of slaves in the Harrisburg area lived and worked on
farms, but how they were used by the farmer-slaveholders differed
significantly from how slaves were used on the large plantations of
the lower south, with its rows of slaves planting and harvesting
crops under the supervision of an overseer. Factors such as
climate, variety of crops, diversity in the work force, and estate
size tended to cause Pennsylvania slaveholders to employ
agricultural slaves in a manner unique to the Middle Atlantic
States.

Few slaveholders in Pennsylvania held enough
slaves at one time for their estate to be considered a plantation,
at least in the modern sense of the term as it applies to large
agricultural estates common in the southern states. That term
implies, to our modern minds, a vast planted landholding, worked by
a large force of resident slave laborers. In fact the term
“plantation” was used fairly frequently in eighteenth century
newspaper advertisements to describe substantial Pennsylvania
farms. A typical example is the following description from the
Pennsylvania Gazette:

“To be Sold, at Private Sale,

A Valuable Plantation or Tract of Land,
containing 140 acres, … late the estate of Thomas Fitzwater,
deceased; there are on the said premises a two story stone
dwelling-house, with a never failing spring of good water near the
door, and a stone spring house over the same, a good barn and
stabling, two good bearing apple orchards, and a variety of other
fruit trees, a good proportion of wood land, and meadow well
watered; the plough-land is of a good quality, very natural to
clover, divided into suitable fields, and under good fence. Any
person inclining to purchase may know the conditions, by applying
to the subscribers. 11th Mo. 10th, 1800.”52

Although 140 acres pales by comparison to the
thousands of acres, and even tens of thousands, common to southern
state plantations, this advertisement accurately describes a very
typical Pennsylvania farm of the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. The term "plantation" is here used in the older sense of
a relatively self-sufficient farm, easily worked by a family,
perhaps including, but not requiring, the aid of one or two hired
men, servants, or slaves. There were, of course, landholders in
Pennsylvania with vast amounts of land in their estates. Few,
however, had most of that land under cultivation. These large
estates were often subdivided into smaller farms and woodlots, with
at least some of the acreage under lease to tenant farmers. There
were other factors however, in addition to size, which
differentiated Pennsylvania farms from southern plantations.

An obvious difference was climate. The
northern climate dictated strict seasons for planting, tending,
harvesting, and processing crops. Typically, only about five months
of the year were spent in the labor-intensive planting to
harvesting cycle. The other seven months were spent in less
labor-intensive work, such as the processing and marketing of
crops, clearing land, maintenance, and even domestic chores.
Northern agricultural slaves, therefore, experienced a wide variety
in their daily work. In his work Many Thousands Gone: The First
Two Centuries of Slavery In North America, Ira Berlin notes,
"Moving from job to job as labor demands changed, slaves found
themselves in the field one day and in the shop the next, smithing
horseshoes, tanning leather, making bricks, or repairing houses,
barns, and furniture. On other days, they could be back in the
field or driving a wagon, piloting a boat, or delivering a
message."53 The demand for such variety in the work
experience and skills of slaves is clearly shown by reading some of
the advertisements from this period offering slaves for sale. The
unidentified slaveholder who was advertising the thirty-three year
old woman, in the advertisement that opened this chapter,
highlighted her wide variety of skills when he wrote, “She is
excellent for cooking, washing, and any kind of house or kitchen
work, and understands feeding cattle, and any work necessary on a
farm.” Obviously, such a range of talents made this female slave
much more valuable than one who was limited only to housework.
Dauphin County slaveholder Patrick Hayes, in 1799, advertised for
sale a nineteen-year-old man who “is well acquainted with all kind
of farming work.” Although Hayes did not list the various types of
work in which the slave was experienced, he indicated that the man
could handle almost any type of work he might encounter. This
ability to perform a great variety of work was a distinct asset in
a setting where many types of crops were grown, and the slave would
often be trusted to take care of all types of different chores.
Because most Pennsylvania farmers owned few slaves, individual
slaves were usually entrusted with a great deal of responsibility
and even independence to ensure that necessary work was completed.
In another very typical slave advertisement, a seller who wished to
remain anonymous sought to sell a slave child: “For Sale, A Stout,
healthy, serviceable Negro Boy, About 12 years of age; who has to
serve until 28; very active and smart about a house, but more
particularly used on a farm. For further particulars, enquire of
the Editor.”54 The characteristic "stout" description in
such ads implies good health, while "active and smart" implies
industriousness. The advertiser noted that the child would be
useful either around a household or on a farm. Note that the
slaveholder remained anonymous by having the printer act as an
agent. This child was born about 1794, and if he were held to the
full sixteen years remaining in his indenture, would have remained
a slave until 1822, when he reached twenty-eight years of age and
would have to be manumitted, according to Pennsylvania law.

Another difference between Pennsylvania
agricultural slaves, and those used on southern plantations was in
the diversity of forced labor used by these farmers. Pennsylvanians
were not dependant upon slaves for their supplemental labor needs,
but seemed equally divided among using European indentured servants
and black slaves. While the influence of Philadelphia Quakers in
the latter half of the eighteenth century cannot be discounted in
discouraging slave use, the average Pennsylvania gentleman farmer,
who often favored the title of “yeoman,” seemed more influenced in
his choice of help by the relative costs of slaves versus
indentured servants. War, economic downturns, and import duties all
played a part in pushing the prices for slaves and indentured
servants and redemptioners either up or down.

As noted earlier, the year 1684 saw the first
commercial sale of slaves in Pennsylvania as the British merchant
ship Isabella landed at Philadelphia with a cargo that
included 150 African slaves. They were immediately purchased by the
local Quaker settlers, who were in need of manpower to help clear
the land in the three-year-old colony. Slave imports after that
year were small in number until the 1730's, when a decrease in the
duty levied upon imported slaves, combined with a laxity on the
part of the provincial collector to collect any imposts at all
between 1731 and 1761, combined to allow a surge in the number of
slaves brought into the colony by slave merchants. The imports
leveled off again, probably owing to a preference by buyers for
European indentured servants and redemptioners, until the start of
the Seven Years' War.

The war, which began in 1756, caught the
British army short of manpower. Recruiting sergeants began to
recruit new Scots-Irish and German laborers who had been arriving
in the colony in large numbers. One of their standard procedures
was to visit a nearby farm and impress all the white servants into
royal army service. The recruiting sergeants would only take white
servants from the farms, as blacks were not at that time commonly
used as soldiers in royal regiments. Because the Crown did not
compensate the servant owners for the full value of these servants,
and sometimes gave no compensation at all, farmers lost any money
they had paid for the laborer’s term of service, or money paid to
redeem the German servant, for which the servant had been
indentured to the farmer. Pennsylvania farmers who wished to
purchase labor, faced with a probable financial loss if they bought
European servants who were likely to be taken by the army,
therefore felt obligated to turn to African slaves as a safer
investment of their funds for forced labor. A petition to
Provincial Governor Robert Morris protesting these recruiting
practices was published in the Pennsylvania Gazette. It
pleaded for the halt of such practices because it forced local
farmers to buy slaves:

“But if the Possession of a bought Servant,
after Purchase made, is thus rendered precarious, and he may at any
time be taken away from his Master at the Pleasure of a recruiting
Officer, perhaps when most wanted, in the Midst of Harvest or of
Seed time, or in any other Hurry of Business, when another cannot
be provided to supply his Place, the Purchase, and of course the
Importation of Servants will be discouraged, and the People driven
to the Necessity of providing themselves with Negro Slaves, as the
Property in them and their Service seems at present more
secure.”55

Governor Morris replied that he was in
agreement and sympathy with the Pennsylvania farmers, but referred
to a previous plea to British Major General Shirley that was not
successful. In essence, Morris told the complainants that they
could ask the courts for redress. This answer was not what the
common farmers wanted to hear, so they did what they had to do to
protect their investments in labor. The numbers of Africans brought
into Philadelphia ports reached its high point in the next several
years as a result of this new demand.

A common economic factor that influenced the
farmer’s decision of whether to buy African slaves or European
servants was the duty that was imposed upon the importation of
slaves. The duties, which considerably increased the investment
required to obtain an African slave, were set high specifically to
discourage their sale, therefore forcing buyers into purchasing the
terms of European indentured servants instead. Often, the
imposition of these duties were driven by the general public’s
unease with the unfamiliar looks, language, sounds, cooking, rites
and beliefs of newly imported Africans, and particularly by the
occasional public gatherings of blacks in town on holidays. As
early as 1700, Pennsylvania slave dealers were required to pay a
duty of twenty shillings “for every Negro, male or female,
imported, if above sixteen years of age,” and six shillings each if
below that age. Six years later the duty was raised to forty
shillings “per head” on “Imported Negroes.” Of course this duty was
passed directly along to the slave buyers. The forty shilling
surcharge held steady for another six years until the colony was
rocked by shocking news out of New York City of a deadly “Negro
plot” there. In April 1712, several blacks in New York used arson
as a method for signaling a general revolt and to ambush whites
that responded to douse the blaze. Several whites were killed and
many more blacks died in retaliatory fighting, or were brutally
executed after order was restored. The bone-chilling news severely
rattled Philadelphia area residents who, during this same period,
had been observing their neighbors buying up African slaves almost
as fast as they became available. In response to rising public
fears about the sheer numbers of African slaves in their town,
lawmakers passed a prohibitory duty act in June 1712, described as
an act to “Prevent the Importation of Negroes and Indians” into the
colony. The duty of £20 per head that was mandated by the act was
indeed prohibitive and might have stifled the slave trade into
Pennsylvania forever, had it not been disallowed by England the
following year to accommodate the Asiento with Spain. The
Asiento, a particularly callous plan to bolster England’s
economy and enrich its upper and merchant class, centered on a
contract awarded to the English South Sea Company to supply African
slaves to Spain’s colonial markets around the world. The company
would buy wholesale lots of slaves in Africa and transport them to
Jamaica, where the weak and sick ones would be left to die from
neglect—many still in chains right on the docks—and the best slaves
transported to Spanish markets in South America. Those slaves
deemed healthy enough for sale, but not fit enough to command the
best prices in the Spanish ports, were often transported to British
North America—many of them into Pennsylvania—to be disposed of for
whatever price they would bring.56 Pennsylvania’s £20
duty on imported slaves, imposed the year before the Asiento
was signed, posed a severe threat to the profitability of the
trade, not so much because it sharply limited the number of slaves
that could be shipped to Philadelphia, but because it was a model
for elimination of the African slave trade that was likely to be
mimicked by other British North American colonies. When England
slapped down Pennsylvania’s prohibitory duty act of 1712, it not
only shut down the first really effective effort to destroy the
African slave trade in the new world colonies, but it likewise
opened up a new and spectacularly cruel era that would forever
shape the political, economic and social order here.

A third factor that influenced the
utilization of slaves on Pennsylvania farms was the nature of its
agricultural makeup. The type and variety of crops being planted in
Pennsylvania differed considerably from those being grown in the
south. Grains such as wheat, rye, and corn were popular, with few
farmers giving most of their acreage over to one specific crop.
Tobacco was grown in small quantities and in certain areas, but
cotton, rice, indigo, and sugar cane were too tender for the
climate. The Pennsylvania farmer therefore grew a great variety of
crops, both for his own use and for market, all on considerably
fewer acres. This meant that there was no need for work gangs, but
more commonly one or two slaves working side by side with the
farmer in the field. Just as the pioneer John Harris had worked
closely with his slave Hercules, entrusting him with important
tasks, and working alongside him to ensure their mutual survival,
so did other local farmers for generations after, who shared the
burden of work with their few slaves, sometimes owning an entire
family group. This arrangement not only allowed for a closer
working relationship between slave and slaveholder, but it fostered
stronger relationships betweens slaves and servants on neighboring
farms. Entrusted to travel locally for the purpose of conducting
their master’s business with nearby neighbors and businessmen,
slaves took advantage of the opportunity to visit with each other
and formed friendships and relationships with slaves and servants
on these neighboring farms. They forged these alliances not only
with other black slaves, but frequently also with the poor white
indentured servants they met, whose freedom, although less
constricted than complete slavery, was similarly limited. These
relationships, which crossed not only the lines of enslavement, but
also of race and gender, often resulted in mutual friendships,
economic and social alliances, and even marriage. Lancaster borough
slaveholder George Ross lost two bound laborers when his English
servant girl, Ann Bourghton, ran away with his black slave Bob in
January 1766. After a lengthy description of each slave in the
runaway ad placed by Ross in the newspaper, he added “they will
probably pass for Man and Wife.”57 Although Ross’
implication was clear that they were not married in his eyes—the
indenture for bound white servants almost always included a clause
forbidding marriage or fornication—it is highly possible that the
escape of Ann and Bob was motivated by their legal inability to
live as man and wife, despite dwelling in the same household.

The close working arrangement between slave
and slaveholder, black and white, mirrored the living arrangements
most common among slaves and slaveholders in Pennsylvania. Instead
of separate slave quarters or cabins common on southern
plantations, most slaves lived in the slaveholder's house, although
often in the attic, loft, cellar, or a small back room. Sometimes
the slave's only living space was a sleeping pallet near the
fireplace. The furnishings allowed to slaves contrasted
considerably in value from those of the slaveholders themselves,
being always of a lesser quality. The 1776 estate inventory of Dr.
John Calhoon, of Chambersburg, Cumberland County, listed the
owner’s “bed, bedstead, hangings and cloathes,” valued at £22, as
compared with a “Negro bed [and cloathes],” listed a few lines
below, valued at £2 and ten shillings. The value of the “Negro bed”
was less than half of the £5 value listed for a child’s
bed.58 Meals were most often taken together with the
family, or in the case of wealthy slaveholders who lived in large
stylish houses, particularly in the city, in the kitchen
immediately after the family had been served. Historian Darold D.
Wax, in his article “Slave Labor in Colonial Pennsylvania,” cited
European traveler Sarah Kemble Knight, who in a 1704 trip through
the mid Atlantic states observed farmers and their slaves eating at
the same table, from the same dishes. The food allowed to slaves
was generally the same food available to the family. At the end of
the day, after all chores had been completed, slaves and family
members in the smaller households would have shared a common space
before going to bed. Ailing slaves were generally permitted, even
in the wealthiest households, to share the common living spaces
with the owning family. The slave York, a twenty year-old worker
originally from Peter Grubb’s iron forge at Mount Hope, injured his
back and was allowed to stay with Lancaster attorney Jasper Yeates
as a house servant, but Yeates was not happy with the man, writing,
“He spends 13½ hours out of the 14 in the chimney corner with his
great coat and hat on.”59

As described above, Pennsylvania did not
utilize the plantation system of slave labor on farms, however
there were some estates in the Harrisburg area that are considered
to be similar to plantations in their method of management. One was
Fort Hunter, located north of Harrisburg in modern Susquehanna
Township. Owned by Archibald McAllister, Fort Hunter utilized
anywhere from three to seven slaves at one time, used hired white
and black laborers, and hired blacks from neighboring farms as
needed by seasonal demands.60 At Fort Hunter, McAllister
raised traditional crops, distilled applejack whiskey, made cider
for sale and for use in his tavern, the “Practical Farmer,” and ran
a saw mill as well as a dairying operation. The estate consisted of
about 300 acres, 120 of which were under cultivation at one point
in 1796. In April 1828, McAllister offered to rent the estate “for
one or more years.” In addition to the tavern, the operation
included the mansion, a substantial fieldstone stable for the use
of tavern guests, a springhouse, a smokehouse, a “ciderhouse,” and
a larger distillery “worked by steam.”61

Archibald was the son of Richard McAllister,
of Hanover, York County. Richard bequeathed two slaves for life,
Cato, and Cato's son Jack, to Archibald upon his death in August
1795. Prior to that acquisition, Archibald McAllister had
registered five slaves in the county seat of Lancaster on 11
September 1780, in accordance with the Gradual Abolition Act of
1780. He listed his residence as "London Derry Township," and his
occupation as "Gentleman.” The five slaves registered on that date,
all described as "slave for life," were: Ned, aged 52; Isaac, aged
20; Jem, aged 8; Nance, aged 10; and Sal aged 14. McAllister
increased his slave holdings when he married widow Elizabeth Carson
of Paxton Township, who then owned a male slave named Pompey. At
least twenty-two slaves have been associated with owner Archibald
McAllister on this estate between the years 1780, when he
registered five slaves, and 1829, when he was forced by financial
difficulties to sell the property. There were at least two distinct
slave family groups at this estate, and possibly more. Of the
twenty-two slaves registered by McAllister between 1780 and 1825,
five have been determined to have had the surname Craig, and two
others, Cato and Jack, shared a father-son relationship, although
their surname has not been discovered.62 One of the
Craig slaves, Sally, had been with the McAllister family for over
sixty years, giving her entire life in service, when financial
disaster struck and McAllister placed her up for sale, along with
his other, much younger, slaves:

“The Time of Colored People For
Sale.

I wish to dispose of all my colored people
at private sale:--One female slave, aged about sixty one years,
strong and active of her age, she is an excellent washer, baker and
cook, and understands the management of a dairy, and soap
boiling.

Also, a female aged about twenty years, has
eight years to serve; she understands all kind of house work, and
is stout and healthy.

Also, a male aged about twenty four years,
has four years to serve, remarkably stout and healthy, and
understands all kinds of farming whatever.

Also, a female aged twenty two years, has
six years to serve, stout and healthy, understands all kind of
house work, a good cook and ironer; in short, she understands every
kind of work that belongs to a respectable family.

Archibald M'Allister. December 9.”

Unwilling to change masters at her age and no
doubt highly insulted and hurt by McAllister’s callous actions,
Sally took charge of her destiny ten days later and ran away from
the only home she had known for six decades. When a week passed and
Sally did not return to Fort Hunter, Archibald McAllister placed an
advertisement seeking her return in the local newspaper, but he was
able to offer little as a reward: “Ran away from the subscriber at
Fort Hunter, six miles above Harrisburg on the 19th instant, a
female slave, named Sall Crage, aged about 60. I hereby forewarn
all persons from harboring her, and will pay $2 to any person who
will deliver her to me at Fort Hunter. Archibald M'Allister.
December 24, 1828.”

The idea of a sixty-one-year-old woman
venturing out into the world with no assets or supplies, a few days
before the onset of winter, conjures up visions of a tragedy in the
making. Sally had little time to prepare for her escape, as only
ten days had passed from the placing of the sale ad and the day she
ran away. Perhaps she had warnings, or perhaps she knew from the
earlier offer to rent the estate, or from other signs, that her
master planned to liquidate his human assets. It is possible that
she had a plan and a destination in mind. At her age, she must have
established numerous contacts in the surrounding neighborhoods with
people on whom she knew she could depend in a crisis, and this was
certainly a crisis. Whether due to the pitifully small reward, or
to her success at finding safe harbor, Sally Craig was never
recovered by McAllister, who also failed to sell all of his slaves
by the time financial problems forced the sale of his assets at a
sheriff’s sale in 1829. At least one slave was listed among his
assets, and it was not Sally Craig.63

Southeast of Harrisburg, near Middletown, was
another large estate, Tinian, owned by the Burd family. This was,
like Fort Hunter, a typical agricultural estate that held from four
to seven slaves at one time, and possibly more. James Burd founded
his estate in 1755, and the elegant stone mansion, of thirty by
forty feet, was probably constructed about 1767 on land granted to
him for his service as commander of Fort Augusta, at modern day
Sunbury, during the French and Indian Wars. Ownership of Tinian
stayed in the Burd family for generations, passing down to his son
Joseph. Like Fort Hunter, Burd’s estate could boast of many
substantial outbuildings, including one of the largest wooden barns
in the area when it was assessed in 1798, measuring thirty by
ninety feet. A wooden still house, measuring nineteen by thirty
feet, and a wooden whiskey house measuring eighteen by twenty-four
feet, attest to the importance of Colonel Burd and the hospitality
of the estate for visiting military and political figures.

James Burd, who lived 1726 to 1793, was an
ardent patriot, organizing the people in and around Middletown at a
meeting in 1774 in support of the Hanover Resolves, and he served
as an officer in the Revolutionary War, commanding the Fourth
Battalion of Lancaster County Militia. His wife, Sarah, was the
daughter of the influential Philadelphia merchant and jurist Edward
Shippen. Burd cultivated and maintained strong ties to prominent
and influential people in the state, often welcoming them to his
home near Middletown. Visitors to Tinian would probably have seen
or interacted with the Burd family slaves: Lucy, Cuff, Dina, and
Venus. Over the course of the next few decades, Colonel Burd and
his son Joseph would also register several children born to slaves
on their estate, including Lucy, John, and Hannah.64

There seem to have been additional slaves in
the Burd estate that are not documented by surviving records. Most
of what we know about the Burd family slaves comes from surviving
registration entries with county clerks after passage of the
Gradual Abolition Act of 1780, but incidental comments in
historical accounts mention “a number of slaves” in the family as
early as 1768. Unlike the majority of local slaveholders, Colonel
Burd arranged to have his slaves quartered in separate log cabins
that stood apart and at a considerable distance from the family
residence.65 This extra expense would not have been
practical had Colonel Burd owned just a single family of slaves,
and seems to indicate that there were at one time more than the six
slaves documented by county clerks from 1780 onward.

Still another well-known estate, lying one
half mile to the west of Tinian, was Walnut Hill, owned by Captain
James Crouch, an officer of the Revolution, and his son Edward
Crouch, a U.S. Congressman from 1813-15. Although not as famous for
hosting visiting dignitaries as the Burd estate, Walnut Hill was a
sizable property, and its operation was similar in scope and use of
slaves to that of Tinian and Fort Hunter. The Crouch family may
even have owned more slaves than their neighbors, the Burds, having
registered no less than fourteen slaves from 1780 onward. In the
year 1780 alone, James Crouch traveled to Lancaster to "enter as
his property" eleven slaves, who ranged in age from 60 years to
nine months old. Prior to that, James Crouch had already sold at
least two young slaves, a Mulatto boy of no more than three years
old and an eighteen-month-old female child, to neighboring farmer
William Hay. There probably were several family groups among the
blacks on Crouch’s estate, although relationships among registered
slaves are difficult to determine from the scant details provided
to the county clerk. At least two of the slaves registered in 1780
at Lancaster, a “Negroe Woman,” named Lucey, and a seven year old
“Negroe Boy” named George, were mother and son.66 Some
of the slaves registered by Colonel Crouch were sold after his
death in 1794. Kate, who was registered at age nine as the “Negroe
Girl” Ket, was sold at some point to Northumberland County farmer
Roan McClure, from whom she ran away in September 1801. McClure
advertised locally for her return, noting in the ad that she was
“with child” and that she was “raised by Capt. Crouch deceased late
of Paxton.”67

Walnut Hill, which at 159 acres was somewhat
smaller than nearby Tinian, could boast of an impressive stone
barn, measuring thirty-three by eighty feet. The mansion itself was
described as a “substantial stone structure,” and the entire estate
was upgraded by Colonel Crouch’s son Edward when he inherited it
after his father’s death. Upon his death in 1827, the estate passed
to his son-in-law, Benjamin Jordan. At least some of the Crouch
family slaves were still living at Walnut Hill in 1820, and were
present when the estate passed to Jordan a few years later. A few
more acres had been added to the estate and all slaves had long
disappeared from Walnut Hill by the time it was sold by the Jordan
family, in 1872, to Dauphin County businessman John Motter. Motter
further updated the structures and land, and commissioned the
building of a substantial and stylish Carpenter Gothic barn,
designed by master carpenter Daniel Reichert, and now known locally
as the Star Barn.68 For decades, thousands of motorists
traveled past the distinctive Star Barn on their daily commute
along Interstate 283 in Swatara Township, yet few knew that this
landmark structure stood upon the site of one of the area’s few
slave-run plantations, the Crouch estate at Walnut Hill.

Pennsylvania slaveholders, even those who
owned large amounts of land, therefore did not manage plantations
as we now think of them. Rather they owned farms or estates
consisting of a great variety of crops, an admixture of a labor
supply consisting of slaves, indentured servants, and hired hands,
and greatly diversified duties and chores that depended upon the
weather, season, market conditions, and family needs.

 


Industrial Slaves

 


 The need for iron implements and products
became immediately apparent to settlers in colonial Pennsylvania,
and several industrious entrepreneurs, taking advantage of the
region’s abundant supply of the necessary raw materials, were quick
to establish small furnaces to fill the need. Furnaces began
appearing in the colony as early as 1716, with the first forge in
Lancaster County making its appearance in 1726. Iron furnaces and
foundries, many of which could be found tucked into the remote
hills of Central Pennsylvania, utilized large workforces to handle
the tons of raw materials—iron ore, limestone and wood for
charcoal—required by iron production. Most iron masters found that
African American slaves made ideal ironworkers, and used them, in
addition to free black and white laborers, to fill out their worker
ranks. Pennsylvania’s charcoal iron furnaces made extensive use of
African Americans as both skilled and unskilled laborers, and even
small furnaces used a handful of slaves in a system similar to
plantation management. Perhaps the best locally documented example
is Cornwall Iron Furnace in Lebanon County, which began as a
bloomery in 1737 on Furnace Creek, to take advantage of the area’s
immense ore bank. Cornwall, owned initially by the Grubb family and
later by the Coleman family, owned six or seven slaves at any one
time as furnace laborers and domestic slaves while under the
Grubb’s management, and utilized up to seventeen slaves in later
years when owned by Robert Coleman. Coleman registered or was
associated with owning at least twenty-seven slaves in his
lifetime, using these slaves at one of his various iron
works.69 In addition to owning slaves outright, the
operators of Cornwall furnace also hired large numbers of slaves
from neighboring farms as its workload demanded. This operation and
use of slaves was very typical of Pennsylvania iron producers in
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Iron furnaces required lots of hard,
backbreaking work. The raw iron ore, and the limestone that
supplied the flux for iron smelting, had to be mined or dug from
the earth and transported to the furnace. Charcoal, another
component of the iron making process, was obtained from the
skillful smoldering of hardwoods, which meant that trees had to be
felled and cut into manageable pieces. An iron furnace could easily
use charcoal from an entire acre of trees every day. The wood,
therefore, had to be transported for longer and longer distances to
reach the colliers, as woodchoppers quickly cleared out the nearby
sources of timber. Mules and horses provided much of the
transportation, but they needed much care. All these relatively
unskilled jobs, ironmasters found, could be easily filled by
slaves. African American slaves, although more expensive to obtain
than European indentured servants, held several advantages over
hired white laborers. As forced labor, they had no choice in the
type of work they were given, and could not balk at the hard,
dirty, dangerous work, which might include long days of digging ore
and limestone and chopping wood. White laborers who tired of the
work could simply move on to another employer when their typically
short-term indenture expired. Ironmasters also found that is was
very difficult to attract free workers to the furnaces, which by
necessity were located in very remote, heavily wooded areas.
Married men were reluctant to move their families so far from the
comforts and services, not to mention the other employment
opportunities, offered in towns. The brothers Curtis and Peter
Grubb, owners of Cornwall Furnace, were periodically forced to
advertise for men to fill the unskilled positions of woodcutters,
carters, and common laborers, as well as for the more skilled
positions of colliers, carpenters, and wagoners.70 They
filled these positions with free men, both black and white, and
slaves. Slaves, when purchased for use at the furnace, were the
most expensive type of labor in initial cost, but once bought
required no wages, cost less to feed and clothe than indentured
servants,71 and most of all were permanent laborers who
could have no choice in the location where they would work. The
account books of Cornwall Iron Furnace, from 1762 through 1764,
record the following slaves and values: Prince, £70; Sam, £60; Tom,
£60; Jam [James], £55; Hercules, £52, 10 shillings; and Mingo, £47,
10 shillings; for a total investment in purchased slaves of £345. A
few years later, an inventory of the slaves in Peter Grubb’s estate
at Mount Hope Furnace showed that he owned Nancy, valued at £100;
Bill, £80; Terry, £37½; Rachael, £5; and Negro York, £60; for a
total slave investment at that location of £282½.72 In
addition to those slaves, the Grubbs also owned and used slaves at
Hopewell Forge, located on Hammer Creek, a few miles southeast of
Cornwall, and Union Forge in Lickdale. Clearly, although they
employed many different types of workers, slaves made up a valuable
and costly portion of the Grubb Family’s labor force.

Another option to purchasing slaves outright
was to hire them for months at a time from local farmers, as
demanded by the seasonal workload. This worked out well for the
iron furnace owners, as they could avail themselves of the benefits
of forced labor, without taking on the responsibilities of caring
for these same slaves as they became old and infirm later in life.
Peter and Curtis Grubb hired numerous slaves for temporary work at
their furnaces, carefully recording the exact number of days of
employment of each slave, in order to compensate their owners for
the labor. An entry in the Cornwall Furnace account book for 9
April 1764 lists sixteen slaves, along with the amount due their
owners. “Negroe Orrange,” for instance, belonging to “JG” [Jacob
Giles], had earned 13 shillings for his owner in a space of time.
Many of the slaves worked for extended periods at the iron furnace,
some year round, and the Grubbs reimbursed their owners at the rate
of £25 per year. Compensation was based upon the number of days
worked, and was calculated to the half day. Eight slaves belonging
to farmer Benjamin Welsh worked at Cornwall Furnace for all or most
of the months between April 1764 and May 1765, costing the Grubbs
more than £191 in wages paid to Welsh. A typical entry for a slave
named Dick reads “Negro Dick (BW) for his Work from Apr 1st 1764 to
May 25th 65, 12 Ms 9ds @ £25 p ann” for a total compensation to
Welsh of £26, 9s, 6½p for that slave’s labor. Sometimes the exact
nature of the labor was recorded. A November 1765 entry records
debits for “Cordwood to Sundry Accounts,” logging “Negro Orrange
for Cutting 50 Cords Wood at 2/3.” When added together, the
woodcutting labor of the seven slaves recorded in this column cost
the Grubbs eighteen pounds and 16 shillings in
total.73

Of the money due the slave owners for their
slaves’ labor, the Grubbs deducted various expenses. On 24 July
1765, Grubb recorded an expense of 14 shillings for a blanket for
Negro Dick, belonging to “BW,” [Benjamin Welsh]. In November Welsh
was charged four shillings and two pence for two-and-a-half yards
of osnaburg, a course, cotton clothing material, used by Negro Ned.
In that same month, slaveholder Adam Rhoads was charged 15
shillings for four yards of linsey, a linen and wool mixed fiber
cloth, used by Negro Phillis. An expense of a different nature was
recorded in October 1765, when the Grubbs charged the account of
Benjamin Welsh one pound and five shillings for “Negro Ned…paid for
taking him up when run away.”74 This was not a lot to
expend to recover a slave, indicating that Ned had not gotten far
when he was recaptured, and certainly not far enough for Grubb to
have to pay a considerable reward for his capture. Although slaves
frequently ran away from the iron furnaces, the account books of
Cornwall Furnace have few entries related to recovery expenses.
That may be because the slaveholders themselves, and not the
furnace owners who temporarily employed the slaves, were more often
the ones to pay for advertisements and offer rewards. Nathaniel
Giles, for instance, offered four pistoles (a Spanish gold coin
worth a little more than a pound on the Philadelphia market) for
his slave, thirty-five year old Sam, who had run away from the
Cornwall furnace in August 1761. Giles thought that Sam would head
for Philadelphia, as he had been purchased there the previous year,
and he offered the reward to anyone who could return the fugitive
slave to the iron works.75

Although loss of valuable labor represented
the most apparent problem to the iron industry caused by runaway
slaves, there were occasional other problems caused by these
freedom seekers. Enslaved workers who slipped their chains and took
off for the safety and freedom of the surrounding wooded
countryside did not always head directly for nearby towns, or seek
to put as many miles as possible between themselves and their
former owners. Some remained relatively close by, choosing to live
for months or even years on the land with which they were familiar.
Peter Grubb advertised in 1781 for the slave Abel, who had run from
Chester County slaveholder James Sharps two years previously. Abel,
he suspected, had made his way toward a cedar swamp in Delaware
that harbored a community of free blacks. Abel had apparently
secured a bogus pass from a co-conspirator, a free black named Nat.
These remote communities of free blacks often provided shelter to
escaping slaves, in the tradition of the maroon settlements in the
West Indies. Even though their role in aiding and sheltering
runaways was well known, as Grubb acknowledged in his
advertisement, it was difficult for local authorities to control or
regulate them. The escaped slave Abel had been at large for two
years by taking advantage of one remote cedar-swamp camp, a
testament to their durability, or elusiveness.76
Communities with large numbers of escaped slaves not infrequently
suffered the pain of hunger, and combated it with stolen animals,
produce, and other supplies that might prove valuable for survival,
and that could be easily taken away from unaware inhabitants,
usually at night. The densely-wooded hills surrounding iron
furnaces, like the previously mentioned cedar swamps, provided an
ideal environment for escapees, offering shelter, fuel, food (for
those skilled in hunting, trapping, and fishing) and most
importantly, hiding places.

Even with an abundance of resources in these
woods, some fugitive slaves found that they needed more. Two such
men took to banditry near Peter Grubb’s Cornwall Furnace in the
late 1780s. Benjamin Moore, a collector for Lebanon Township, in
what was now Dauphin County, was riding his horse along the road
that led from the land around the furnace to Lancaster—probably
modern day Route 72—on a spring morning in 1787. He was carrying
more than 400 pounds in public money, some of it in newly printed,
uncut £5 notes. Not far from the furnace, where the road wound in
and out of the thick stands of oak, pine, and chestnut in what was
then known as “Grubb’s Hills, he was accosted by “two black
coloured Villains, one an elderly man with a ragged coat, about 5
feet 6 inches high, the other a young man, short and fat.” The pair
demanded money from the government man, threatening him with a
firearm if he did not immediately comply. Moore must have tried to
bolt from the scene, or balked at the outrage being committed upon
an official emissary, because the man with the gun shot and killed
the mare on which government man was riding. Unable to get away,
Moore was forced to surrender his charge of public monies to the
bandits, and the pair fled into the hills with the
loot.77

Not all slaves who lived in remote locations
in the woods around iron furnaces were fugitives. Some trusted
slaves performed work as colliers, which required them to live for
long periods on their own while they tended the mounds of
smoldering hardwoods that were slowly being turned into the
charcoal burned by furnaces. Because charcoal was lighter and
easier to transport than wood, the mounds of freshly cut wood were
located near to where it was logged. When finished burning, the
resulting charcoal was then loaded and driven to the furnace. Since
a busy iron furnace could easily use the charcoal produced by an
acre of wood each day, the logging operation moved steadily further
from the furnace as nearby stands of timber were depleted,
resulting in charcoal mounds that were increasingly further away as
well. It was the job of the collier to make sure that the burn was
carefully regulated, so that valuable charcoal was produced,
instead of worthless ash. Colliers usually lived in rude solitary
huts near their charcoal mounds. It was a position of great
responsibility, and one that required a lot of trust on the part of
the ironmaster, since supervision of the collier was almost
nonexistent most of the time. It required an independent man, with
a large amount of initiative. One such collier was a slave
belonging to the Grubb family, and later the Coleman family, named
Dick.

Although Dick became a highly trusted slave,
being given the respectful, or playful, title “governor” later in
his life by the family, Dick had a rebellious streak that
occasionally surfaced, and like many other slaves, he occasionally
took off. One of the best descriptions of the man comes from a
runaway ad placed by the family attorney, Rudolf Kelker, Jr., in
1796. In April of that year, Dick took his leave of the Cornwall
Furnace. The family believed he was headed toward Hartford County,
Maryland, “as he lived in the early part of his life” there.
Kelker’s advertisement gives an excellent description of this
valuable slave:

“Governor Dick... is an elderly man, bald
headed, about five feet ten inches high, stout made, has a down
look, is slightly marked on each of his temples with the small
scores usual to some of the natives of Africa, has large feet, and
a remarkable scar on the great toe of his right foot, occasioned by
its being split with an axe. He is by trade a rough carpenter, and
values himself greatly on his dexterity in that occupation. Had on
when he went away, a new drab-coloured coatee, with metal buttons,
jacket and overalls of the same, a new wool hat, and took with him
some old clothes.”78

Note the mention of small scores marked on
each of Dick's temples, "usual to some of the natives of Africa."
These traditional tribal markings are only rarely found on slaves
working in this area and time period. Most slaves in rural
Pennsylvania during this time were either born in the region or,
more rarely, were brought from plantations in the Caribbean
Islands. Governor Dick, who was about sixty years old when he
escaped that Sunday in April, had retained the strong cultural ties
to the homeland of his ancestors, and might even have been born in
Africa, captured at a young age, and brought on a slave ship to a
northern port. Imports of slaves directly from Africa to
Philadelphia wharves, however, were rare about the time that Dick
was probably captured and enslaved, and we already know he had
spent “the early part of his life” in Hartford County, Maryland. It
is therefore more likely that he was brought from Africa to the
West Indies, and only later, after being “seasoned” to the American
climate, diseases, and work, shipped to a mainland colony, probably
Virginia or Maryland, before being purchased by the Grubb family to
work at one of their iron furnaces.79

Regardless of his place or birth or journey
into enslavement at Cornwall, Dick showed his talent at carpentry,
among other skills, and had the patience, initiative, and work
ethic to take on the responsibility of being a collier for the iron
works. He built a collier’s hut near a spring on a prominent hill
well east of the Lancaster road, and tended numerous mounds of
slowly burning wood from that place. It was such a good location,
and Dick remained there so long, that the hill itself was soon
associated with the solitary enslaved collier. Years after Dick was
gone, Governor Dick’s hill, located near modern Mount Gretna, saw
the construction of a sixty foot observation tower, and it became
the center of an 1100 acre nature preserve and park now enjoyed by
thousands of hikers. The fate of Governor Dick the slave remains in
question. He is often confused with another Grubb/Coleman slave
named Dick, a man who was born about 1760 and remained at the
ironworks at least through 1807. Both slaves were registered at
Lancaster on 6 October 1780. The age of the elder slave, registered
simply as “Dick,” was given as fifty years, while “Little Dick” was
listed as being twenty years old.80 The name "Little
Dick" was probably used to differentiate this slave from the elder
Dick, born thirty years earlier. It is not known if “Little Dick”
is related to the older man. Dick was listed as a slave at Cornwall
Iron Furnace for 1800 and 1807, according to a source derived from
the Pennsylvania Septennial Census records. His age was reported as
40 in 1800, which is consistent with his age at registration, and
50 in 1807, the latter record seeming to be an estimated
age.81 It appears that this second slave named Dick is
the one often confused with the original Governor Dick, the
collier, who escaped on a spring day in 1796.

 


Tradesmen and Others

 


 Beyond farms and iron furnaces, slaves in
central Pennsylvania could also be found working at inns, employed
as house servants, and even plying skilled trades. Unlike the
agricultural and industrial slaves, who spent much of their lives
on isolated farms or in small industrial communities, these slaves
were usually found in towns, living and working in proximity to
other slaves, bound servants, both black and white, and free
persons of color. They generally experienced more freedom of
movement, action and most importantly, association, as they moved
through their daily chores. They were generally as well informed on
regional events as on local gossip, and frequently had friends and
family in nearby towns, with whom they sometimes were able to keep
in contact.

When Pennsylvania law required all residents
to register their slaves in accordance with the 1780 Gradual
Abolition Act, the Harrisburg area was still known as Harris’
Ferry, and was a part of Paxton Township, Lancaster County. All
slaveholders in this area were required by the new law to travel to
the county seat in Lancaster to enter the names of their slaves
into a register kept by the county clerk there. Slaveholders had to
provide the names and ages of slaves that they owned, and give
their own place of residence and occupation. From the surviving
Lancaster County slave register, transcriptions of which are in the
collection of the Lancaster County Historical Society, we can get
an accurate picture of the persons who owned slaves in present day
Dauphin County, and their occupations at that time. Sixty-nine
Lancaster County slaveholders, who had places of residence that
would correspond to present day Dauphin County, registered 162
slaves. Forty-five of those slaveholders listed their occupation as
“farmer,” and held sixty-eight, or 42 percent, of the slaves in
present day Dauphin County. The rest of the slaves were registered
by persons with varied occupations and situations. Jacob Awl, a
tanner, held six slaves at this time. He would register more at a
later date. Surveyor John Clendenin registered three slaves that
might have been a family: a man, a woman, and a child. Also listed
are two millers and two blacksmiths, with three slaves each; a
“clerk,” John Montgomery, who was actually a legal clerk and who
would, in 1785, be commissioned a Justice of the Peace for the
newly formed Dauphin County. Montgomery held two slaves: Tom, aged
twenty-five years, and Margaret, aged fifty-five years. Harrisburg
tradesman Mary Smith listed her occupation as “gloverist” when she
registered the twenty-two year old slave Sussanah at Lancaster. Her
registration is typical of the format used by most slaveholders in
complying with the new law:

“Paxtang, October the 14th, 1780.

In pursuance of the act of the Assembly for
the gradual Abolition of Slavery, Mary Smith, Gloverist, of Paxtang
Township, in Lancaster County, Do hereby Enter with the Clark of
the Sessions of said County the following Person, a Sleave during
her life, viz: Shusanah, a Negro Wench about twenty-two years of
age and owned by me.

Mary Smith.

To John Hubley, Esq'r. Clark of the
Sessions of Lancaster County.”82

The “gloverist” Mary Smith was one of four
females from what would become Dauphin County registering slaves in
Lancaster Borough and she was the only female tradesman to register
a slave. One female listed no occupation and the other two women
registered as widows. One slaveholder, William Plunket, listed his
occupation as “Dr. of Physick.” Plunket married Esther Harris,
daughter of trading pioneer John Harris I. Plunket was a doctor and
an officer of the provincial service, and was suspected of being a
loyalist during the Revolutionary War. Blocked from joining the
Continental Army, Plunket remained a civilian throughout the war.
He retired to Sunbury, where he died and is buried. On 25 October
1780, Plunket registered the slaves Toby, aged twenty-five, and
Ben, aged twenty-three.

In addition to the occupations listed in the
register, we know that there were at least three operators of
ferries: Maxwell Chambers, who registered four slaves; John Harris
II, who registered three slaves; and William Kelso, with four
slaves. John Gilchrist, who listed his occupation as farmer, was
also a successful miller, and Archibald McAllister, who has already
been discussed above, ran several businesses at which his slaves
were employed, including a dairy, an inn, a sawmill, and a
distillery.83

A subsequent clarification of the Gradual
Abolition Act, passed in 1788, required that all children of slaves
had to be registered as well. This act to “explain” the 1780 act
called for the registration of all children born to previously
registered slaves before 1 April 1789, or within six months of
their date of birth. Because Dauphin County had since been
organized as a separate county, this register was kept in
Harrisburg. One hundred and ninety-four children of Dauphin County
slaves were registered over a period of thirty-seven years by
ninety-seven slaveholders, providing an additional source of
information about the occupations in which slaves were engaged in
Dauphin County. From this new list, we find three doctors, one
judge, and a merchant. Jeremiah Sturgeon, who registered the slave
child Dinah, operated a still. John Capp, who registered slave
children James and Hannah, ran a lumber and iron business in
Harrisburg. David Patton, of Lower Paxton Township, had a
well-known tan yard. Patton registered the slave child Isabella,
and a year later registered a child named Rachel. Although Patton
does not appear on the 1780 slave registration lists, an 1800 list
of slaves in Lower Paxton Township shows him as owning a
twenty-four-year-old female slave named Hagaor [Hagar], who he
probably acquired sometime after the registration period. It is
likely that Hagar was the mother of the two female children that
Patton later registered in Harrisburg. Those children would not
have been listed on the 1800 list of slaves for two reasons: as
children of slaves due to be manumitted by law at age twenty-eight,
the state did not recognize their condition as that of a slave, but
rather they were classified as bound servants. Even if they had
been considered true slaves by the local authorities, the 1800
listing was compiled from the Septennial Census, which only counted
slaves over the age of twelve, for tax purposes. The fate of the
two young girls is called into question, however, because in late
1781 Patton sold his farmland and tannery in Londonderry Township,
and although the advertisement listed, along with the 197 acre
“plantation” and land, “a strong and healthy Negro Wench about 24
years of age (a slave for life.),”84 it made no mention
of any slave (or servant) children.85

These tradesmen slaveholders nearly always
used their slaves as laborers in the business, and the slaves, by
necessity, became skilled in the various occupations. When slave
William Keith escaped from his owner William Chesney at John
Harris’ ferry in 1769, Chesney advertised that the missing slave
was “a Cooper by Trade,” and “is well acquainted in Philadelphia,
having learnt his trade there.” The tanner Jacob Awl trained at
least one of his slaves, Peter, in the tanning business.
Unfortunately, Peter was not able to make great use of his skills
to avoid the indignation of being publicly auctioned, along with a
woman named Grace, as part of the estate after the death of his
owner in 1800:

“Will be exposed to Public Sale on Monday
the 27th Day of January inst. at 10 o'clock in the Forenoon, at the
Dwelling-House of Mrs. Awl in Lower-Paxton. A NEGRO MAN called
Peter, about 22 years of age, an excellent Tanner to trade, a Negro
Woman called Grace, likewise horses, a Sleigh, Plow, a quantity of
Leather, and a number of Household and Kitchen Furniture. Taken in
execution as the property of Jacob Awl, and will be sold by Henry
Orth, Sheriff, Harrisb. January 2d, 1800.”86

Jacob Awl registered a total of ten slaves
during his lifetime, but only two, Grace and Peter, remained with
the family by the time his estate was liquidated at a sheriff’s
auction in January 1800. It appears, though, that Peter was not
auctioned off to the highest bidder, because a few months later he
was still listed on the tax roles living with Awl’s widow, Sarah.
The female slave Grace, however, is not found anywhere on county
tax lists,87 and although Grace dropped from view after
this sale, Peter remained with the Awl family for quite a few more
years, gradually making the transition into freedom.

The eighteenth century tanning business was
very unpleasant and workers were exposed to harsh chemicals and
very strong odors. Of all the skilled trades, this one also seems
to be the most frequently occurring in slavery documentation. In
1765, an unnamed Chester County tanner decided he had had enough of
the business and offered his entire “Stock of Soal [sic], Upper and
Saddle Leather” to be sold. In addition, he offered for sale “A
Strong likely Negroe Man, about 25 Years of Age, has had the Small
Pox, and been used to work in a Tanyard, will suit either a Tanner
or Farmer; is not sold for any Fault, but I having declined the
Tanning Business, have no further Use for him.” The Marcus Hook
tanner boarded the slave at Matthias Slough’s house in Lancaster,
so that local tanners could examine the man as a possible addition
to their work force. Tanning was also the trade of Bill Bevis,
slave of Middletown tan yard owner John Croll. Croll came from York
to settle in Middletown, and although the tan yard is long gone,
the Croll house still stands at 163 West Main Street in the
borough. Croll used Bill, who he described as “a strong built
fellow, about 5 feet 10 inches high, rather stoop shouldered,” in
the tan yard next door to the house, but in June 1805 Bill ran
away. It is not known if Croll ever recovered him. Another tanner
who taught the trade to his slave was John Patrick, of Lancaster
and later of Baltimore. Patrick’s slave Paul ran away or was
seduced away some time in late 1771, and showed up in Amherst
County, Virginia, where he and a white companion were jailed. Paul
described himself to the Virginia jailor as “a tanner by trade.”
Similarly, tanner Emmanuel Reigart, who operated a tan yard on East
King Street, and later on Queen Street, in Lancaster, advertised
that his runaway “Mulatto servant man, named Larry…has worked three
years at the tanning business.”88

Very often, proof of special skills was
revealed in the runaway advertisements placed by slaveholders,
because they believed the fugitive slaves would seek work that
utilized their special skills. Benjamin Clark, who lived near
Jonestown, advertised for his escaped slave, Anthony Welsh. Welsh,
he noted, “is a butcher by trade.” The fugitive, who was born in
New Jersey and had a facility for languages, speaking both English
and Dutch, took a butcher’s steel and a hone with him when he left
in July 1772. Welsh made it back to New Jersey, but was captured
and imprisoned in Gloucester in September.89

Elsewhere in central Pennsylvania, Carlisle
shoemaker William Blair registered two slaves, including Philip,
who was about eight years old in 1780 and probably just learning
the shoemaking trade. In 1799, Blair decided to get out of the
shoemaking business and put his property and slave up for sale,
advertising in the local newspaper, “To Be Sold, By the subscriber
a Negro Man duly registered, about Twenty-six years old, a Shoe
maker by trade, a very good workman, as his master intends to leave
off trade.” In the same newspaper Blair offered for sale the “half
lot and buildings whereon he now dwells.” The ad to sell Philip ran
at least through 11 December 1799, but he was not immediately
successful, because “Phill the slave of William Blair” was indicted
in March 1800, along with two other slaves, for riot and mayhem,
when they attacked a local man and knocked out one of his
teeth.90

Thomas Butler, a Carlisle blacksmith, owned a
slave named Abel, “of middle age and size.” Abel was not a content
worker, however, and repeatedly ran away, making an escape in
September 1763, and again in August 1770. By the time of his second
escape, Abel’s master had moved his smith business several miles
outside of town. Each time he ran away, Abel, whom Butler described
as “a smith by trade,” was captured and returned.91

Carlisle watch and clockmaker John Gemmill
lost a slave named Abraham in September 1764. The teenaged Abraham
was “this country born,” according to Gemmill, but also had both
ears cut with African tribal markings, indicating that tribal
traditions persisted with slave communities in this region. Gemmill
had apparently trained the young man to a certain extent in the
trade before he ran away, as the slaveholder advertised that the
runaway could “do a little in Silver Work,” skills that would have
constituted a portion of the clock and watch making trade. Abraham
had probably run away from Gemmill before, or was mistrusted by the
clockmaker for some reason, because the slave was wearing an iron
collar, a form of punishment usually reserved for habitual
runaways, when he escaped. This time, Abraham was not alone, but
went off with an army deserter. Years later, in 1780, John Gemmill
registered two slaves at Carlisle: York and Flora.92
Abraham was not among the slaves registered, so it is possible he
was successful in his 1764 escape, although it is also possible
Gemmill sold the runaway after recovering him.

John McCune, of Southampton Township,
Cumberland County, was a successful farmer and miller. He taught at
least one of his slaves, Levi, the trade of miller. When Levi ran
away in 1802, McCune noted that skill on the runaway advertisement,
in case Levi tried to find employment in a mill. Slaveholder
Jonathan Jones, of Manheim, advertised that his young runaway slave
Nathaniel Nixon was skilled as “a very active hostler.” Lancaster
merchant Christian Wirtz noted of his runaway slave Dan, “he can
work a little at the saddler trade.” Prominent lawyer George Ross,
also of Lancaster, lost two bound servants that ran off together
and would “probably pass for man and wife”: twenty-year-old Ann
Bourghton, a white serving girl, and a thirty-year-old “Negroe man,
named Bob… a Skinner by Trade.” Bob was one of eight slaves
registered in Lancaster from the Ross household.93
Farmer John Williams, who lived along the Yellow Breeches Creek in
Allen Township, noted of his absconded slave Aleck that he was
“very fond of… shewing his exploits in arithmetic,” and that he
“has followed stilling.” In addition, Aleck could read and write in
English and German, and “endeavours to excel in whatsoever he
undertakes.”94 With such math and language skills, as
well as the drive to excel, Aleck was a significant loss to
Williams.

Another large group of slaves in central
Pennsylvania worked as domestic help in the many inns and public
houses that appeared on the corners of town squares, and along the
turnpikes of the region. Because of its centralized location in the
river valley between the populous eastern and western parts of the
state, the Harrisburg area has always been an important stop for
those passing through, whether they were settlers crossing the
Susquehanna at Harris’ Ferry, drivers taking a Conestoga Wagon
loaded with goods from Reading to Pittsburgh, lumbermen piloting
huge rafts between the states’ northern forests and a market below
Middletown, or travelers pausing in their journey from New York to
Virginia. After 1812, Harrisburg became a destination for state
lawmakers, when the capital was moved from Lancaster to the
borough. Public roads connecting nearby towns, bridges, stage
lines, canals, and later railroads all contributed to the need for
places in which weary travelers could rest. Harrisburg, as well as
Carlisle, Middletown, Reading, Lancaster, and York, could all boast
of numerous inns, and helping the owners of these public houses to
accommodate the increasing numbers of travelers were hired servants
and, frequently, slaves.

Early travelers through this area might have
stopped at the inn of Tobias Hendricks, on the road that led from
Harris’ Ferry to Carlisle. Upon his death in 1799, an inventory of
Hendrick’s possessions included five slaves, David, Prince, Betty,
Charity and Violet, all valued between £100 for the men and up to
£500 for the women. All these slaves probably worked to some extent
in the inn, with the women probably assuming the bulk of the
cleaning, fire tending, cooking, and laundry, which may account for
their higher value. George Hook kept a tavern in Carlisle at the
southeast corner of Pomfret and Bedford Streets. A 1762 inventory
of his estate listed a black slave, Juk, as well as two white
indentured servants. The Sign of the Turn Tavern, on Main Street in
Carlisle, was run by various proprietors, including Robert White,
from 1774-1779. In February 1778, White advertised to sell his
sixteen-year-old slave, noting she “can cook, wash, and do most
sorts of house-work.”95

In Hampden Township, David Briggs ran the
Silver Springs Tavern for several years, and employed several
African Americans there in various roles. One of the slaves was
Philis, a slave who would have been born prior to 1780, and had
probably been with the family for many years. She was the only
slave-for-life listed on Briggs’ estate inventory after his death.
In August 1804, a few months after he died, Hannah Briggs put
Philis up for sale, probably to help settle some of the estate
debts, advertising, “For Sale, A Strong Healthy Mulatto Wench, a
good cook and excellent house maid, she is duly recorded a Slave
for Life, and sold for no other fault but the want of a Master.
Apply for terms to Hannah Briggs, Silver Spring, August
2.”96

The White Swan Inn, in Lancaster, was a
well-known public house run by Matthias Slough, who was associated
with more than nineteen slaves during his lifetime. Slough was a
Revolutionary War officer, politician, and very highly respected
local citizen, and at one point was proprietor of a stagecoach line
that ran from Lancaster to Harrisburg. One of the most famous
slaves at Slough’s inn was Dinah McIntire, a slave woman who served
Slough as much as forty years before gaining her freedom by 1800.
According to her obituary, she was born in Princess Ann County,
Maryland circa 1706, and was purchased by Matthias Slough circa
1759. Census records show that by 1800 she was free. She engaged in
fortune telling at Slough's White Swan Inn, and eventually owned a
house at West Vine and Strawberry streets. Throughout his career,
Slough bought and sold many slaves, sometimes boarding slaves at
his inn for potential buyers who wished to see them, as he did for
the Marcus Hook tanner, discussed earlier. At another time, Slough
sold a female slave who was becoming pregnant too frequently,
selling her apart from her children: “To be sold, By the
Subscriber, in the Borough of Lancaster, A Likely Negroe Wench, fit
for Town or Country Business, about 27 Years of Age. She has a
likely Child, which will not be sold with her; her breeding fast
being the only Reason of her being sold. Matthias Slough.” The inn
run by Slough was the scene of at least one public auction of
slaves. On 28 July 1769, the property of Thomas Smith, James
Wallace, and James Fulton, including "several slaves," were sold at
a public sale by Sheriff James Webb.97

In Harrisburg, the Golden Swan Inn (not to be
confused with Matthias Slough’s White Swan Inn, of Lancaster) was
located near the ferry, “just on the edge of town,” according to
traveler Margaret Van Horn Dwight. Its actual location was given by
William Henry Egle as “at the foot of Second Street and Paxtang
[Paxton] Street,” and was apparently known as The Buck Hotel, or
Sign of the Buck, at the time. Rees’ public house is mentioned in
Dwight’s book A Journey to Ohio in 1810. Dwight wrote of
staying at Rees' house in November 1810, while waiting to cross the
Susquehanna to their next stop in East Pennsboro Township on the
way to Ohio. While there, Dwight's party was accused by Rees' black
servant of theft:

"Sunday eve-- East pensboro' township--
P--

"We left Mr. Rees' yesterday ten o’clock--
& after waiting some time at the ferry house, cross'd the
Susquehanna with considerable difficulty-- The river is a mile wide
& so shallow that the boat would scrape across the large stones
so as almost to prevent it from proceeding--. . .I should like to
have staid at Mr. Rees' till we reach home if it was possible,
notwithstanding we had like to have all lost our characters there--
While we were at breakfast, the black wench miss'd nearly 4 dollars
of money, & very impudently accused us with taking it, in
rather an indirect manner-- I felt at first very angry, but anger
soon gave place to pity for the poor girls loss-- It was money she
had been saving to buy her a dress-- but she left it about very
carelessly in the closet where any one might have taken it who was
so disposed-- But had I been inclined to steal, I could not have
stolen from a poor black girl-- I would rather have given her as
much-- I never felt so queerly in my life-- To be suspected of
theft was so new & unexpected to me, that I was wholly
unprepar'd for it-- We went to Mr. Rees & begg'd him to take
some method to satisfy the girl we were innocent but we could not
prevail on him to, tho' we really wish'd it-- He gave the girl a
severe scolding & desir'd us not to remember it against them,
or to suffer ourselves to be made a moment uneasy by it, & both
himself and Mrs. Rees were extremely sorry any thing of the kind
had happen'd-- The girl continued crying & assuring us her
money had been safe all summer till then & nobody had been near
it but us-- I, nor any of us had any doubt that the landlord's
sister, whom I before mention'd, had taken it--. . ."

Dwight gives the name of the sister as
"Babby;" Rees had a sister named Barbara. Dwight also mentions that
the money was not found before they left Rees' inn.98
Although the black servant girl was not identified by name in
Dwight’s account, surviving records allow us to speculate on her
identity. Jeremiah Rees (or Reese) was born in Cumberland County,
where his father, also named Jeremiah Rees, dabbled with inn
keeping (he briefly ran Tobias Hendrick’s public house after
Hendrick’s death), but it wasn’t until the younger Rees moved to
Harrisburg about 1800 that he entered the business in earnest by
marrying the daughter of Caspar Smith, then owner of the Golden
Swan Inn. Rees inherited the Golden Swan upon the death of his
father-in-law, and continued the business of sheltering travelers
at the inn, under “The Sign of the Buck,” who were waiting to cross
the river at the ferry. As there were no bridges yet spanning the
Susquehanna at this time, Rees’ inn did a brisk business and he
employed several people, including his sister-in-law, in addition
to slaves, to run the inn. In 1792, a Jeremiah Rees, innkeeper, of
East Pennsboro Township, Cumberland County, registered the slave
child Phillis, daughter of Tira. Since Jeremiah Rees, later owner
of the Golden Swan was only sixteen years old in that year, this
slaveholder was probably his father. There are no known records
showing that the younger Rees registered any slaves or children of
slaves during his lifetime, but he apparently did buy slaves for
use in his business. Some time after 1788, farmer Richard Dearmond
of West Hanover Township registered the child Rachel, daughter of
one of his slaves-for life, probably Dinah. Dearmond subsequently
sold Rachel to Jeremiah Rees, and although the details and date of
this transaction are not known, it is documented in Harrisburg’s
1821 registry of free African Americans, which was compiled from
1821 to 1826. In that registry, Harrisburg resident Rachel Thomas
is listed as being "brought up by Mr. Dearmon and Sarved her time
with Jary Rees."99 Because diarist Margaret Dwight was
nineteen years old at the time she recorded her experiences at
Rees’ inn, it is unlikely that her reference to his “poor black
girl” was for the older slave Tira, mother of Phillis. It is more
likely that one of the slave children, either Phillis or Rachel,
both of whom were closer in age to Margaret Dwight, was the black
servant who lost her savings.

The opening of the Harrisburg Bridge, in
1817, may have dampened Rees’ business at the Sign of the Buck Inn
for a while, but he took advantage of the new route to cross the
Susquehanna by taking a post as toll collector, first at the
western end, from 1819 to 1839, and later at the eastern end from
1847-1856. As toll collector, Rees was in a strong position to
interact with fugitive slaves who arrived at his tollhouse, seeking
to cross the Camel Back Bridge to a temporary haven in Harrisburg.
The complicity of toll takers in allowing fugitive slaves to cross
the Camel Back Bridge in safety is not fully understood at this
time, although it is reasonable to assume that their attitude
toward the Underground Railroad and fugitive slaves played a large
part in how Underground Railroad conductors used the bridge.

Other inns in Harrisburg that were run by
known slaveholders include the house on the southeast corner of
Market Square, kept in 1796 by Andrew Lee, who registered three
children of slave mothers: Hannah, Ellis and Becky. Lee’s
establishment was also the starting location for a stage line that
ran from Harrisburg to Lancaster and Carlisle. That same year, John
Elder, who had registered the slave child William, operated a
tavern. Slaveholder John Gilchrist, who had registered
twenty-one-year-old Rachel, “a slave during life,” at Lancaster on
5 October 1780, kept a public house in addition to his farm and
mill. By July 1800, Gilchrist was also recorded as the owner of
thirty-six-year-old Tobb. Leaving Harrisburg along the road that
led to Reading, the next location at which regular inns could be
found was Hummelstown. An inn at Hummelstown was kept by John Fox,
who had come to the town about 1799 and started a family that would
be prominent in politics and the law. In 1807, Fox was recorded as
the owner of Eve, age 45. North of Harrisburg, Archibald
McAllister, at Fort Hunter, used some of his slaves to run his
tavern, The Practical Farmer.

Even after the period of slavery ended and
African Americans began making the difficult transition from
bondage to various levels of freedom, many remained employed in
varying capacities at local public houses. At first, most lived at
the inns in which they were employed. Even if they were no longer
held as slaves, free blacks who worked as waiters, laundresses,
stable hands, and porters often lived in a room in the inn as a
condition of their employment. Later, as the free African American
community in Harrisburg developed, free black hotel employees found
lodging with local black families, or in one of the houses kept by
a few African American entrepreneurs. Regardless of the time
period, however, slaves, black servants and free blacks who were
employed at Harrisburg area inns and taverns would play a valuable
role in their community, owing to their proximity to the many
travelers, workers, politicians, distinguished hotel guests, and
white servants with whom they interacted each day. As local
historian Benjamin Matthias Nead wrote, “The taverns of the towns
and inns of the roadsides were the social, military and business
centers of the community, as well as the
news-depots.”100 It was the news, gossip, and knowledge
of who was in town that these workers shared with their neighbors,
all of which was potentially invaluable to those who would aid
fugitive slaves who came to them for aid and protection.

A group of slaves related to those who worked
at the inns, and equally valuable at collecting gossip, news, and
knowledge of local events, were those who were owned by wealthy
families and employed strictly as domestic servants. The heads of
these families, who often listed their occupation as “yeoman” or
“gentleman,” saw the ownership of black slaves in a different light
than many of the farmers, ironmasters, and innkeepers who kept
slaves, as opposed to European bound servants, out of perceived
necessity. Many of the wealthiest landowners in central
Pennsylvania, in what was considered very rural country, were well
read and kept up, albeit belatedly, with the latest fashions, news,
and gossip from the cities of Europe. The physical isolation of the
frontier, and the time that it took for news to filter down to
places like Harris Ferry, Middletown, and Carlisle, took its toll,
and the wealthiest landowners felt cut off from the social
institutions and titles that had provided status in Europe as well
as Philadelphia. Wealth was increasingly seen, in the new world, as
the measuring stick whereby a person could establish his place in
society. Symbols of wealth included a country house situated on a
250 to 300 acre plantation, an elaborate wardrobe, a riding horse,
and according to historian Allen Tully, “by the late 1720s the
black slave.” A good example of this category of slaveholding is
seen in the advertisement from Bucks County blacksmith William
Hart, who in March 1783 sought to reclaim his runaway slave, Cuff.
The twenty-three-year-old Cuff ran away on Christmas Day 1782. Hart
described his slave as “an active fellow with horses, has been used
to driving a carriage and tending race horses.”101
Losing the man who looked after his racehorses and drove his
carriage was probably not the type of surprise that Hart expected
on Christmas Day. These criteria for respect in the thickly
populated counties around Philadelphia—black slaves to tend a
stable of horses, staff a well-appointed country house, and drive a
shiny barouche—would also hold up in the lightly settled townships
of Paxton and Derry, and would establish the pattern of slave
ownership among the landed elite through the 1780s.

Change in these attitudes came slowly to the
Susquehanna Valley. Unlike Chester County and the settled regions
close to Philadelphia, in which the influence of Quakers was
bringing about a substantial erosion of support for slaveholding by
the 1750s, rural Lancaster and Cumberland Counties still depended
upon black slaves to fill a great variety of labor roles that, in
the east, were increasingly being filled by European immigrants and
white indentured servants. These white bound laborers generally
stayed in the east, forcing rural slaveholders to keep their
slaves. Even as late as 1783, three years after passage of the
Gradual Abolition Act, a survey of slaves in Lancaster Borough
shows that the fifty-five slaves held there were domestic servants
to the households of that town’s wealthier citizens.102
A similar pattern can be observed among the slaveholders of Dauphin
County, many of whom, despite listing themselves on the slave
registration papers as “farmers,” were the most politically
powerful and socially situated persons in the region. John Carson,
who inherited his fathers’ substantial estate, Carson Hall, was a
state assemblyman, county judge and registered no less than ten
slaves during his long and influential life. He married Sarah
Duncan, sister of another very influential Cumberland County
jurist, Thomas Duncan. James Cowden, a respected member of the
Paxton Presbyterian Church, where he and many of his family members
are buried, is another example of a locally prominent person who
consolidated social status through marriage. Born in 1737, James
Cowden commanded a company of men in the Revolutionary War. He
married Mary Crouch, daughter of James Crouch, on 20 March 1777. In
1793, he was appointed Justice of the Peace for Lower Paxton
Township, and in 1795, Governor Thomas Mifflin appointed him an
Associate Judge of Dauphin County. In 1809, Cowden was a
presidential elector. James Cowden died 10 October 1810 at age 64.
In his will, dated 22 September 1804 and proved 31 October 1810,
Cowden left his wife Mary her "choice of the black girls.” This
could mean any one of the four females he registered as slaves, out
of a total of six. One of these girls apparently chosen by Cowden’s
widow was Dinah, who was born about 1788 and served the Cowden
family for many years as a wet nurse. Dinah lived a long life, and
has the unusual distinction of being buried in Paxton Presbyterian
Church Graveyard, in Paxtang, along with many of the most
influential and powerful people of the region. Her tombstone gives
her date of death as 1 April 1878. Historian William Egle records
Dinah's tombstone epitaph as "Dinah / Died April 1, 1878 / In the
90th year of / her age / 'Well done good and faith- / ful
servant.’”

Born outside of Harrisburg at Coxestown,
later called Estherton in honor of his mother Esther, Cornelius Cox
was a slaveholder who held the rank of colonel as a commissary
officer in the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. He
served as an elector from Pennsylvania during the 1792 presidential
elections and voted for George Washington. He was buried in the
city graveyard behind Fourth Street, but when that graveyard was
sold for redevelopment his substantial family obelisk was removed
to the newly established Harrisburg Cemetery, where it may still be
seen today. He owned, at various times, at least fourteen slaves,
although by 1800 the county tax list listed only two
slaves-for-life still living with him. David Elder and John Elder
belonged to one of the most distinguished Dauphin County families,
as sons of the Reverend John Elder, of Paxton Presbyterian Church,
and registered one slave apiece. Brothers Thomas and Joshua,
however, each held more slaves as befitted their political
importance and social rank.103

As the son of John Elder, the "Fighting
Parson" of Paxton Church, it should not be a surprise that Thomas
Elder first made a name for himself in the military. His
involvement with local militia led to participation in the Whiskey
Rebellion, after which he was appointed to the rank of Lieutenant
Colonel. He commanded the Sixty-Sixth regiment of Pennsylvania
Militia from about 1799 to 1804. Though his militia experiences
were confined to his early years, people in Harrisburg would refer
to him as "Colonel" for many years. Even before his short-lived
military career, Thomas Elder was busy establishing himself as a
lawyer. He was educated in Philadelphia and upon his return to
Harrisburg, studied law with John Hanna, being admitted to the
Dauphin County Bar in 1791. His legal career would span more than
forty years, during which time many young men would in turn come to
Harrisburg to study law under him.

He developed an intense interest in public
improvements as he watched Harrisburg grow from a frontier trading
post to a bustling town. He played an important role in the
creation of both the Harrisburg Bank and the Harrisburg Bridge
Company, and served long terms as president of each institution,
being president of the Harrisburg Bridge Company from its creation
until 1846, and serving as president of the Harrisburg Bank from
1816 until his death in 1853. As Harrisburg's leading banker for
almost forty years, Thomas Elder was the man responsible for
developing most of the town's economic infrastructure. He had
maintained a correspondence with Joseph Heister for over two
decades prior to Heister's election as Governor of Pennsylvania.
That relationship led to Heister's appointment of Elder as state
attorney general in 1820, a post he held until 1823.

The biographical details above constitute
most of what is said about Thomas Elder during tours of the
Harrisburg Cemetery. Seldom is the subject of Thomas Elder's
slaveholding brought up. The practice of owning people was not
uncommon in Pennsylvania during the early decades of his lifetime,
and quite a few of the Scots-Irish families that worshipped with
his father at Paxton Presbyterian Church held slaves. Thomas was
thirteen years old when Pennsylvania passed its Act for the Gradual
Abolition of Slavery in 1780. That act, together with a
supplemental act in 1788, required that all slaves, and children of
slaves, be registered with the county clerk. From those surviving
registries, we know that Thomas Elder registered two slaves, Lydia
and Henry, both children born after 1 March 1780. By law, both
would be manumitted on their twenty-eighth birthday.

Other members of the Elder family owned
slaves. As noted above, his brothers John and David had each
registered one slave. His brother Robert, a farmer in Swatara
Township, placed a young Negro boy up for sale in 1808,
advertising: “He is stout, healthy, and active, and understands all
labour on a farm, as well as any of the colour. He is likewise a
good waggoner, and careful of horses, knowing very well how to
feed, & to take care of them --Any person wanting such a boy,
by calling on Samuel Elder, in Harrisburg, may know his price, or
on the owner living in Swatara township, Dauphin county.” Note that
his point of contact, Samuel Elder, a family member, was
Harrisburg's constable at the time.104

Another brother, Joshua Elder, was a judge,
having been appointed by Governor Mifflin, who recorded the loyalty
oaths for this part of Lancaster County. He campaigned vigorously
for the formation of Dauphin County from Lancaster County, later
held the position of prothonotary, and in 1810 was elected burgess
of the Borough of Harrisburg. He registered at least a dozen slaves
over several years, including one man named Charles, who escaped in
November 1804. Joshua Elder advertised for Charles' return in the
11 January 1805 issue of the Lancaster Journal, describing
the man as: “forty years old, about 5 feet 8 or 9 inches high, a
stout made fellow, has some scores down his cheeks common to the
Guinea negroes, and is fond of strong liquor. He went off in a
drunken frolick, and took with him only his wearing clothes, which
were an old blue cloth coat with large metal buttons, broad striped
swans down jacket, coarse shirt and trowsers, half worn shoes, yarn
stockings, and a good fur hat.”

The Elder family was connected by marriage to
other Pennsylvania families that enslaved people, including the
Cox, McAllister and Simpson families, and thereby defined its
relationship to local African Americans through this institution.
Like many Pennsylvania slaveholders, Thomas Elder and his brothers
kept slaves until the practice became economically impractical in
this area. They had grown up with enslaved persons in the family,
and apparently saw nothing wrong, either morally or legally, with
the practice.105 The Elder family slaves, like those
African Americans held as domestic slaves in the mansions of many
of Dauphin County’s most influential persons, saw the famous and
the powerful pass through those doors, and interacted with those
persons at various levels. Some, such as the Cowden’s slave Dinah,
were like members of the family, and maintained an intimate
relationship with the family and children. Others, like Charles,
who took off from Judge Elder’s estate, may have only known the
family in a very impersonal way. All these domestic slaves,
however, like their counterparts at the inns and taverns, were in a
position to learn valuable news, make contacts with other black
slaves and white servants, and to establish communication networks
that in the coming decades would prove invaluable to the
anti-slavery struggle.

 


Buying a Slave

 



Just imported from Africa, and to be sold by JAMES SIMMONS, At
his Store in Tun Alley, a Choice Parcel of young SLAVES.

-- Pennsylvania Gazette, 24 May 1759

 


Many central Pennsylvania farmers,
landowners, ironmasters, innkeepers, and tradesmen all used slaves,
but although some brought slaves with them when they migrated to
the region, others had to purchase slaves once they were
established here. Central Pennsylvania residents who wished to
purchase a slave had several options. They could buy a slave in a
privately arranged sale from a neighbor or acquaintance that had a
slave for sale. They could also read their local newspapers, or
regional newspapers, such as the Pennsylvania Gazette, for
advertisements of slaves being offered for sale. Some of these were
private sales, while others were public sales or auctions,
generally held to settle the estate of a deceased slaveholder.
Despite, however, the relatively large number of black slaves in
the rural counties of the Susquehanna Valley, finding a slave for
sale could be difficult. The steady demand for labor kept most
sources of workers, free or bound, in short supply. Regional
growth, the demands of war on local manpower, laws limiting imports
of slaves, and high tariffs placed on imported slaves all
contributed to spotty supplies of available slaves.

Another option was to visit a professional
dealer in slaves. Most local people who wished to purchase a slave
found themselves, at least in the earliest decades, traveling to
Philadelphia or Baltimore to find a suitable selection from which
to choose. Ever since the year 1684, when the British merchant ship
Isabella brought its cargo of 150 African slaves into port,
Philadelphia was the chief location to buy a slave for Pennsylvania
farmers, landowners or industrialists. Although the up and down
tariffs kept yearly imports of Africans small in number until the
1730s, it was always possible to find single slaves, if not
“parcels” of slaves offered for sale, usually right on the wharfs.
Prior to passage of the Gradual Abolition Law by the Pennsylvania
legislature in the year 1780, the sale of slaves by merchants was
legal. Several slave merchants were located in or near
Philadelphia, as the ports and wharves of that city made it easy to
import slaves on merchant ships. When, in 1761, legislation was
passed imposing a hefty £10 duty on imported slaves, the mercantile
firms simply landed the slave ships at wharves in Delaware and New
Jersey, and took customers to the slaves for inspection. Many of
the Pennsylvania merchants who sold slaves also carried a large
inventory of other items, and none are known to have been solely
involved in slave trading.

The advertisement above from merchant James
Simmons was placed in the Pennsylvania Gazette on 24 May
1759, and is typical of the ads placed by Philadelphia merchants
offering slaves for sale. Many times, the slaves would be sold
right from the slave ships tied up at one of the city's wharfs. An
example is that of the slaves being sold from the schooner
Penelope, as advertised in the 14 August 1760 issue of the
Gazette: “Just imported from the Coast of Africa, in the
Schooner Penelope, now lying at Mr. Hughe's Wharff, A Parcel of
likely Negroe Boys and Girls, and to be sold by Thomas Carpenter,
on board said Schooner.” The following year a similar sale was held
at Cooper’s Ferry, in New Jersey, as advertised in the 1 October
1761 issue of the Gazette: “Just imported in the Sloop
Company, Captain Hodgson, from the Coast of Africa, A parcel
of likely Negroe Slaves; Which may be seen on board said Sloop,
lying off Cooper's Ferry. For Terms, apply to Samuel and Archibald
McCall, and James Wallace and Company.”

Note that the last advertisement mentions the
name of the Philadelphia mercantile company, McCall, Wallace and
Company, which was selling the slaves. The previous advertisement
notes that the slaves were "to be sold by Thomas Carpenter, on
board said Schooner," but we do not know if Carpenter, like McCall
and Wallace, was a local merchant, nor do we know how involved he
was with the local slave trade. A few Philadelphia merchants
immersed themselves deeply into the slave trade. A prominent
Philadelphia mercantile firm which dealt in slaves was Willing,
Morris and Company, whose advertisement, from the 6 May 1762 issue
of the Pennsylvania Gazette, says: “Just imported from the
Coast of Africa, in the Brig Nancy, and to be sold at
Wilmington, in New Castle County (where Attendance is given) by
Willing, Morris, and Company, of Philadelphia, One Hundred and
Seventy fine Gold Coast Negroes. N.B. In the West India Islands,
where Slaves are best known, those of the Gold Coast are in much
greater Esteem, and higher valued, than any others, on Account of
their natural good Dispositions, and being better capable of hard
Labour."

An interesting aspect of the advertisement by
Willing, Morris and Company, is that they brought the slave ship
into the port at Wilmington, Delaware, thus avoiding the heavy £10
duty newly imposed upon imported slaves. This had become a common
practice among Pennsylvania slave merchants, who would often
provide transport from Philadelphia to Wilmington for anyone
wanting to inspect the slaves at the ship. Paying the duty, which
was strictly enforced by the provincial collector, then became the
responsibility of the buyer if the slave was taken across the
border into Pennsylvania. Accounting of the payment of that duty
was kept by Thomas Coombe, Sr., Collector of the Port of
Philadelphia. Failure to pay the duty frequently caught up with
owners of slaves, as seen in the case of Thomas Norris, an
innkeeper from Bristol. In December 1762, Norris resold at auction
a recently purchased female slave to Edward Broadfield, a producer
of preserved fish, for £50. Unfortunately for Broadfield, Norris
had neglected to pay the tariff to Collector Coombe when he brought
the girl into Pennsylvania, which at £10 constituted 20 percent of
the purchase price. Broadfield did not know of the outstanding duty
when he bought the slave, and Collector Coombe “forcibly seized”
the slave from Broadfield when he tracked the slave down that July.
Edward Broadfield was understandably outraged over the oversight,
and published a complaint against Thomas Norris in the 4 July 1763
edition of the Pennsylvania Gazette, declaring that he
considered the sale of the slave “null and void.” Presumably, most
dealers in slaves were more honest with their customers than was
Norris.

A survey of newspapers available in
southeastern and central Pennsylvania in the early to middle 1700s
for advertisements placed by merchants who dealt in black slaves
turns up the names of twenty-three mercantile firms that included
slaves as a part of their standard inventory. Another three
merchants advertised “parcels” of black slaves for sale, available
for viewing at locations other than their own established store.
These advertisements date from August 1732 to September 1766, the
peak years for the importation of black slaves into Pennsylvania,
and do not account for all the commercial sales of slaves. One of
the earliest advertisements is from the firm of Allen and Turner,
located on Turner’s Wharf. Merchant Joseph Turner, whose wharf was
a regular point of sale for slaves, dealt in slaves for a period of
at least twenty years, and he usually joined in with other persons,
most often fellow merchant William Allen, in this trade. His first
ad for slaves was published in the Gazette on 28 August
1732: "Just arrived from St. Christopher's, a Parcel of Fine Negro
Boys and Girls, to be sold by Allen and Turner.” On 13 May 1736, he
advertised, along with Alexander Woodrop and William Allen, "Just
arrived from Barbadoes, several likely Negroes; among which are two
likely Women bred to House work.” That same year, on 12 August, in
conjunction with partner William Allen, he advertised, "A Parcel of
likely Negro Boys and Girls to be sold by Messrs. Allen and
Turner." Joseph Turner’s activity in the slave trade continued
through the early 1750s. On 30 August 1750, William Bird advertised
for the return of two "Negroe Men" who had run away from the Union
Iron Works in West Jersey. He asked that if captured, they be
returned to "Messieurs Allen and Turner, in Philadelphia." A 23
November 1752 ad from the firm of Allen and Turner publicized,
"Five Negroe Men and boys, and one Negroe woman; to be viewed on
board the Ship Mary, at Joseph Turner’s Wharff."

There may have been additional merchants who
regularly sold slaves in Philadelphia during this period, and there
were also commercial sales of slaves in this city after 1766. But
advertisements placed by merchants who were importing slaves
dropped off dramatically after the middle 1760s, mostly owing to
the increased pressure against slaveholding imposed by the Quakers.
Ever since the first formal protest in 1688 by several members of
the Germantown Monthly Meeting, in which the practice of holding
slaves was questioned on the most basic of moral principles,
Quaker’s considered the following question: “There is a saying that
we shall doe to all men like as we will be done ourselves; making
no difference of what generation, descent or colour they are. And
those who steal or robb men, and those who buy or purchase them,
are they not all alike?” The Germantown Protest set the tone for
all future debates over slavery in Pennsylvania. From the very
start, it was debated as a moral, rather than an economic issue.
Despite that, it took the monthly meetings decades to decide
against the holding of slaves by members. Once this happened,
however, the pressure on members to manumit their slaves was
strong. By the 1770s, Quakers who still held slaves were subject to
censure within their meeting, as in Bucks County, where the
Middletown Monthly Meeting noted, in 1777, "The following Friends
still persist in holding slaves: Jonathan Willett, Joseph Thornton,
John Jenks, and William Rodman [the latter having it under
consideration]"106 With most Pennsylvania Quakers now
against the holding of slaves, public scrutiny of those who
supported the slave trade increased. Philadelphia merchants, in
order to preserve their good standing with customers, many of whom
were Quakers, quickly dropped slaves from their inventories of
available goods.

Of the merchants who sold slaves in
Philadelphia, none were solely slave merchants. Almost all the
advertisements for the commercial sale of slaves also included
lists of other goods for sale at the merchants’ place of business.
Edward Jones, doing business in Norris Alley, advertised in 1740,
"Just Imported from Antigua, in the Brigg Martha, Gurnay Wall
Commander, and to be Sold by Edward Jones in Norris' Alley. A very
likely Parcel of young Negro Men and Women, Boys and Girls. Also
Rum, Sugar, Ginger and Coffee.” Rum and sugar, and other products
of the West Indies, were frequently mentioned in ads for parcels of
slaves recently imported from the islands. The firm of Kearny and
Gilbert, on Water Street, advertised, “Several likely Negroe Men,
just imported. Also Barbados Rum, Muscovado Sugar, Molasses and
Cocoa." Several months later, this same company offered “a Parcel
of choice Gold Coast and Windward Slaves, Men, Boys and Girls; also
rum, Sugar, Cannon, Ship Muskets, Swivel Guns, Shot and Cordage.”
Slaves imported from South Carolina were often brought in with
products from that region. Thomas Bartholomew, doing business on
Arch Street, advertised in 1761 that he had “Just imported from
Charles Town, South Carolina, in the Brig Hannah, Captain
Noarth, A Parcel of likely young Negroes, and a large Quantity of
Carolina Soal Leather, in Hides or Half Hides; also some Rice and
Indigo.” The mercantile firm of Caleb Emerson and Alexander Graydon
first advertised African slaves along with European servants on 6
October 1737. Their trade continued to include both European and
African people through 1741. This ad, which includes an unusual
variety of additional goods for sale, includes several African
slaves: "To Be Sold, By Emerson and Graydon, in Front Street, near
the Draw Bridge, Several likely Negroes, Men, Boys and a Girl; a
parcel of very neat fashion'd Looking Glasses, viz. Peer Glasses
and Sconces of sundry sorts: A variety of Irish Linnens, neat
Fusees, Muskets, Cutlashes and Gun Powder, &c.” Alexander
Graydon, in addition to his mercantile business, was educated for
the pulpit and had a strong interest in science, literature, and
the law. Not only was he considered to be an able authority on such
matters, when consulted in the genteel coffeehouses of
Philadelphia, but also he was eventually appointed as President
Judge of Bucks County. Two of the sons of judge, merchant, and
slave dealer Alexander Graydon studied law, and they in turn raised
socially prominent families in Harrisburg, where they would play a
significant role in the rising slavery
controversy.107

Philadelphia merchant John Inglis, in 1734,
included a long list of items in stock, in addition to African
slaves: “To be sold in Lots or singly, a choice parcel of Negroes
lately imported, consisting chiefly of young Men and Girls, bred to
Plantation Business; also Jamaica Rum, Sugar of sundry Sorts,
Molasses, Cotton, and Pimento, likewise a fashionable fresh parcel
of Mercery Goods, consisting of Lutestrings, brocaded strip'd &
waved Ducapes, Ducapees, Surines and Armillas, Choice of
Haberdashery and Cutlery Ware with other Sorts of Merchandize. The
Sale to begin on Friday Morning at John Inglis's House in Second
Street, opposite to the Post House.”108

Like other Philadelphia mercantile firms,
merchant John Inglis advertised various types of labor for sale, in
addition to black slaves, his stock frequently including "sundry
likely English servant men, husbandmen and tradesmen, very cheap
for ready money or the usual credit.” Buying servants and slaves on
credit was common, as seen in an ad from Walnut Street merchant
Hugh Donaldson, whose inventory included not only “Muscovado Sugar
in Barrels, Carolina and English Soal Leather,” but also “three
Negroes, viz. One very fine Boy, about 13 or 14; one about 16; and
a Fellow about 30 years old,” all to be sold “for Cash or short
Credit.” Garrett and George Meade, who also did business on Walnut
Street, offered to “dispose of” their newly acquired stock in black
slaves “on the most reasonable Terms.” Water Street merchant James
Child, in 1765, advertised a lot of “likely new Negroes” with the
notation that “Good Bonds will be taken in Payment. Several decades
earlier, Robert Ellis, another Water Street merchant, advertised “A
Parcel of likely Negro Boys and Girls just arrived in the Sloop
Charming Sally…for ready Money, Flour or Wheat.” Ellis also
noted that the sloop was due to sail from his wharf to Charleston,
South Carolina in the next fourteen days, and he possibly planned
to ship the flour or wheat that he obtained in barter for the
slaves to that port. Two years earlier, while doing business with
partner John Ryan, he advertised a “parcel” of slaves with a
discount for cash payment, offering, “Three or four Months Credit
will be given on good security, or an abatement of Twenty Shillings
made in each Slave on present Payment.” Although most commercial
slave sales in Pennsylvania originated with Philadelphia merchants,
a few could also be found closer to Harris’ Ferry. Prior to his
relocation to his homestead Tinian, near Middletown in present day
Dauphin County, James Burd sold imported goods from his store in
Lancaster, including the occasional slave, as seen in this 1765
advertisement:

“To be Sold by James Burd, in Lancaster,
Wholesale or Retail, Madeira Wine, Teneriffe Ditto, Malaga Ditto,
Jamaica Spirits, Antigua Rum, Philadelphia ditto, Brandy, Coffee,
double refined Load Sugar, single and Lump ditto, and Muscovado
Sugar. As likewise a Negroe Man, has had the Small Pox, about 30
Years of Age, fit for country Business; he drives a Waggon well,
and is a very handy Fellow, and might be very serviceable at an
Iron Works. Whoever inclines to purchase said Negroe, may have Time
to pay the Money, fixing Security, and paying Interest.”

Commercial slave merchants sometimes even
influenced the terms of slave sales arranged through private
sellers. Slaveholder Stephen William, who had a flour mill at
Milford Mills (modern day Hulmeville), on Neshaminy Creek, Bucks
County, offered to sell “A very likely Negro boy, has had the small
pox, this country born; six months credit will be allowed the
buyer, giving security.” Buying slaves on credit persisted as long
as slaves could be found for sale. In 1798, Thomas Parker of
Lancaster bought an African American woman from John McKay of
Little Britain Township, spreading his payments to McKay out over
four years, the last payment of principle and interest being due in
August 1801.109

If rebates for ready cash and easy financing
were not enticing enough to sell their human inventory,
Philadelphia slave merchants stood ready to circumvent the law to
avoid tariffs, if need be, all in the name of making a sale. It was
noted earlier that Willing, Morris and Company landed slaves in
Wilmington, and transported potential buyers from Pennsylvania to
Delaware in order to avoid the £10 import duty. Similar tactics
were employed by Garrett and George Meade, who sold their non-human
wares from their Walnut Street store, but sold their slaves from
the New Jersey side of the river. Beginning in 1762 they
consistently advertised their “likely new Negroes” would be
available for inspection and sale from either Roberts’ Ferry or
Daniel Cooper’s Ferry in New Jersey. Customers were explicitly
instructed to inquire about purchasing slaves at the Philadelphia
store, just in case anyone was not clear on the expected procedure,
in this case of an advertised “Parcel of stout, likely, young Gold
Coast Slaves … Purchasers are desired to call at said Garrett and
George Meade's Store in Walnut street, from whence they will be
attended to the Place of Sale.” Other merchants who did business in
Philadelphia but maintained their slave sales from New Jersey or
Delaware included John Isaac Redwar, Thomas Riche, David Franks,
Daniel Rundle, Anthony Stocker, and Benjamin
Fuller.110

Of all the mercantile firms listed, the most
interesting, and prolific, in terms of slave trading, was the firm
of Willing and Morris. Thomas Willing and Robert Morris both came
from merchant families, although Thomas Willing had much more
substantial financial means and social status, as head of the firm
established by his father, Charles Willing. Robert Morris was
working for Charles Willing when the old man died of yellow fever
in 1754, and quickly came to the attention of Charles’s son Thomas
when he took over control of the family business. Thomas Willing
had been educated in the law, in London, and aside from his
mercantile business, held positions of increasing power and
responsibility in Philadelphia, serving as councilman, alderman,
judge, and even held the office of mayor. These positions gave the
young Willing incredible influence and insight into the needs of
the developing colony. Robert Morris, meanwhile, had come from more
meager beginnings. Orphaned at age fifteen, Morris became an
apprentice to Charles Willing, at whose firm he proved himself with
hard work and a keen eye for risk. A few years after the elder
Willing died, Morris partnered with Thomas Willing to establish the
most successful trading firm in colonial and revolutionary
Pennsylvania. Willing and Morris were masters of the triangle
trade, sending Pennsylvania raw goods, such as fur and lumber, to
England and the West Indies, shipping finished goods, such as
furniture, from England to the colonies, and importing rum, sugar
and slaves from the West Indies to Philadelphia.111

Both Thomas Willing and Robert Morris became
patriots during the Revolution, and both played significant and
heroic roles, Willing as an Associate Justice of Pennsylvania’s
Supreme Court, a member of the Committee of Correspondence, and as
a delegate to the Continental Congress. Prior to the Revolution, he
also strongly supported the local protests against the Stamp Act
and spoke in support of the Port of Boston, which had been occupied
by British troops in the wake of the Boston Tea Party. Morris
covertly worked to import vital arms and gunpowder for the
Continental Army, and was instrumental in making the financial
arrangements that supported the revolutionary government of the
United States after the war began. As leaders in the struggle for
American independence from Great Britain, Thomas Willing and Robert
Morris have unquestioned patriotic histories. It is perhaps because
of these roles that many persons have questioned whether they were
actually strongly involved in the slave trade. The Revolution,
after all, championed the equality of all men, and although it was
widely applied only to white men, in Pennsylvania the ideals of
equality brought forth from the revolutionary government the
fledgling nation’s first gradual abolition law, which will be
examined more closely later.

But in the 1760s, Willing and Morris were
deeply involved in slave trading. The first advertisement in the
Gazette for slaves advertised by Willing, Morris and Company
is dated 11 May 1758, about one year after the formation of the
partnership: “Just imported in the ship Carrington, Samuel Appowen
master, from Barbados, and to be sold by Willing and Morris, At
their store in Front street, near Walnut street, A Negroe Man, a
goldsmith by trade, blows the French horn or trumpet, and is very
fit either to follow his trade, or for an armourer of a privateer.
A likely young Negroe woman. Also Barbados rum, muscovado sugar,
&c. They have likewise a parcel of cambricks and lawns; an
assortment of Manchester goods, silks, anvils, beck irons,
sailcloth, anchors, &c. &c. all which will be sold at the
lowest prices.”

The advertisement above shows evidence of the
triangle trade between England, the West Indies and the North
American colonies, which brought slaves, rum and sugar from
Barbados, and finished goods from England. A similar mixture of
English and Caribbean goods would characterize their subsequent
advertisements. In September 1760, the company advertised, "Just
imported, and to be sold by Willing, Morris, and Company, a parcel
of likely young Negroes; also rum, sugar, cordage, cables, anchors,
carriage and swivel guns, with shot to suit them." A few days
later the company advertised that it had "new Negroes," implying
that these persons were imported from outside of the mainland
colonies and not from South Carolina: "Likely new Negroes, At
Fishbourn’s Wharff, to be sold by, Willing, Morris, and
Company." Another ad in the Gazette, dated 12 February
1761, gives details on two slaves, probably sold by Willing and
Morris as agents for a client. They advertised, "To be sold by
Willing, Morris and Comp. A likely young Negroe man, that has been
used to work at the house carpenter trade; also a likely Negroe
boy, about 16 years old, used to wait on a family.” Another ad, a
month later (12 March 1761) also mentions a few slaves: "Just
imported in the ship Pretty Nancy, John Reddick, Commander, from
Lisbon and Madeira, and to be sold by Willing, Morris, and Company,
a cargoe of choice Lisbon salt, and a few pipes of the best Madeira
wine. --- They have also for sale, two Mulattoes, and a Negroe
man.”

A later ad, dated 7 May 1761, also advertised
imported slaves. Note that, even though they had their own wharf in
Philadelphia, the company landed the slaves in New Jersey to avoid
payment of the £10 tax imposed upon imported slaves: “Just imported
from Barbados, in the Ship William and Mary, George Nicholson,
Master, and now lodged at Mr. Daniel Cooper's Ferry, on the Jersey
Shore, A Negroe Man, and two New Negroe Boys, who are to be sold by
Willing, Morris, and Company. The Purchaser to pay the Duty lately
imposed by Act of Assembly, if brought into this Province.

Said Willing, Morris, and Company, have also for Sale Madeira, and
an Assortment of other Wines, Rum and Sugar, &c.”

Up to this point, the company had imported
small groups of black slaves. However, in May 1762, they brought in
on the Nancy a huge group of 170 slaves from the Gold Coast
of Africa. That ad, which is printed near the beginning of this
section, went well beyond simply announcing the sale. It trumpeted
the “fine” quality of the African slaves, implying that they
possessed superior attitudes and work ethic, even offering a sort
of testimonial that “In the West India Islands, where slaves are
best known, those of the Gold Coast are in much greater esteem, and
higher valued, than any others, on account of their natural good
dispositions, and being better capable of hard Labour.” This new
venture, announced as it was with boasting and fancy advertising,
proved relatively successful, as within a month, all but
thirty-four slaves had been sold. Twenty of those slaves, “men,
women, boys and girls,” remained at Cooper’s Ferry, in New Jersey,
in June, according to a follow-up ad. However, the diseases of the
new world, combined with the horrible rigors of the middle passage,
had taken a toll on some of the slaves. In the same ad, the firm
noted that “Fourteen slaves of the said cargo, [were] left at
Wilmington, under the care of Doctor John McKinley, who will sell
them off, as they recover their Health.”112

The company also held bonds for persons who
bought slaves on credit. On 1 September 1763 the company
reorganized, running the following legal notice dissolving the old
partnership and forming a new one: "The Co-partnership of Willing,
Morris and Company, being now dissolved, all persons indebted to
the said Company are desired to make immediate payment, more
particularly those who are indebted on bond for Negroes, sold in
the Lower Counties.” The old company apparently held a substantial
debt for buyers of slaves in bonds, or loans--enough of a debt that
they emphasized this particular indebtedness in their announcement.
This did not stop their trade in human cargo, though. As the
reformed Willing and Morris, several years later, the company still
sold people as part of their inventory, as shown in this 27 June
1765 ad: "Five servant men, and a large quantity of empty bottles,
to be sold by Willing and Morris.” The previously advertised
"servant men" may have been African slaves, although because race
was not specified it is more probable they were Irish servants with
from five to seven years to serve, as other advertisements from the
company mention Irish servants being imported in merchant ships
(see 18 April and 2 May 1765, Pennsylvania Gazette). The
following advertisement from Willing and Morris, a month later,
dated 25 July 1765, shows a continued trade in African slaves. Note
also the listing of other items for sale:

“Just imported in the Ship Granby, Jos.
Blewer Master, Seventy Gold Coast Slaves, of various Ages, and both
Sexes, to be sold on board said Ship, lying at Mr. Plumsted's
Wharff, by Willing and Morris, and a part of them are intended to
be sent, in a few Days, to Duck Creek, there to be sold by Mr.
Thomas Murdock, for Cash or Country Produce. The said Willing and
Morris have for Sale, at their Wharff and Stores, below the
Drawbridge, Barbados Rum, Sugar, Coffee, Madeira, Teneriffe,
Lisbon, Malaga, Port and Fyal Wines, by the Pipe, Hogshead or
Quarter Cask; Bristol Beer, Brandy, Geneva, Shrub, Lemon Juice
preserved, Cordage, Sail Cloth, empty Bottles, Glass 6 by 8, 7 by
9, and 8 by 10, Sides of Glass, Boxes of Glass Ware, plain and
painted Chests of China Cups and Saucers, a few Casks of Liverpool
China Ware, 6, 8, 10, 30d. and sheathing Nails, a Quantity of
Mahogany Logs, and many other Articles. Three indented Servants to
be disposed of.”

As noted in the last line of the above ad,
the company also bought and sold the time of Scottish and German
immigrants in the 1760s and 1770s, selling them for a term of years
in payment for their passage from England and Europe. A 19 November
1771 ad offered for sale "350 Freights of Palatines, all in good
Health; their Passages are to be paid to Willing and Morris.”
Regardless of whether they sold African slaves, West Indian slaves,
or European servants, Thomas Willing and Robert Morris stood as one
of the most prominent and visible partnerships that offered human
beings to interested buyers for ready money or credit.

While Philadelphia remained a popular
destination for the purchase of slaves, not all buyers sought out
commercial dealers or the stores of merchants for their purchase.
Many sales were made in much less formal locations between
strangers who met for that purpose. Public sales, or auctions of
slaves, could be attended in the city at various places. One very
popular location for the public sale of slaves in Philadelphia was
the London Coffee House. Chapter three described the popularity of
European style coffee houses in Philadelphia, and the variety of
business conducted therein. Any number of items might be
encountered for sale on any given day, with slaves being only one
of the possible goods offered for public auction. But for those who
wished to sell a slave, or a lot of slaves, at a highly visible
vendue, the London Coffee House was the preferred choice. The sale
of slaves at this location became so common that the house had a
special block placed at the front for just such purposes. Slaves
sold by public auction at this location were less likely to be
newly arrived Africans, but blacks already owned by local
slaveholders. Persons wishing to purchase a slave would watch the
local newspaper for published notices of sales, and either bid in
person or designate someone to act as an agent and bid on their
behalf. The following advertisement is unusual in that fourteen
slaves are up for auction. Most public slave sales at this location
involved one or two slaves at one time; this event no doubt drew a
large crowd for its novelty: "To Be Sold, On Saturday the 27th
Instant, at the London Coffee House, Twelve or Fourteen valuable
Negroes, consisting of young Men, Women, Boys and Girls; they have
all had the Small Pox, can talk English, and are seasoned to the
Country. The Sale to begin at Twelve o'Clock."113

More common are advertisements such as the
ones listed below. Slaveholders wishing to sell one or two slaves
arranged for "publick vendue" at the Coffee House and placed
newspaper ads giving the details of the sale. Note that Saturday
seemed to be a very popular day to sell slaves at that location.
All but two of the following ads give Saturday as the day of the
sale (all ads are from the Pennsylvania Gazette):

“On Saturday next will be sold at publick
Vendue, at the London Coffee house, about Noon, A very strong
likely Negroe Boy, about 17 Years old, has had the small pox,
understands taking Care of Horses perfectly, can lay Cloth, and
wait on Table for a Gentleman Family, and can do every Part of hard
Labour. He will be put up at Fifty Pounds, and not under. Enquire
of Mr. Judah Foulke.” (4 May 1758)

“A Likely Negroe Wench, that can cook and
wash, and has had the Small Pox, to be sold at public Vendue, at
the London Coffee House, on Saturday the 20th Instant, at Twelve
o'Clock.” (11 December 1760)

“To be sold by public Vendue, at the London
Coffee House, on Saturday the 30th Instant, a likely Negroe Wench,
fit for Town or Country Business. She has had the Smallpox and
Measles. N.B. She is not sold for any Fault, but on Account of the
Decease of her Master.” (28 January 1762)

“Philadelphia, April 27, 1762. On the Tenth
of next Month, between Twelve and One o'Clock, will be sold, at the
London Coffee House, two likely Negroe Men, and a Negroe Woman;
they are sold for no Fault.” (29 April 1762)

“To be sold by public Vendue at the London
Coffee house, on Saturday, the 17th Instant, at Eleven o'Clock in
the Forenoon, a lusty spry Negroe Man, about 30 Years of Age, is a
Tanner and Currier by Trade, but is exceeding capable of learning
any other Business.” (15 March 1764)

“To be sold by public Vendue at the London
Coffee house, on Saturday, the 24th of November inst. at Twelve
o'Clock, A very likely healthy Negroe Girl, between 17 and 18 Years
of Age, fit for Town or Country Service; she has been about five
Years in the Country, has had the Smallpox, can cook, wash and
iron. N.B. The Duty already paid.” (22 November 1764)

“To Be Sold, By publick vendue, at the London
Coffee House, the 15th day of April instant, A Likely Negroe man,
about 18 or 19 years of age. Also a likely Negroe woman with a
female child, who has had the small pox; can both be recommended
for their honesty.” (2 April 1767)

An important selling point, included in five
of the previous seven ads, is that the slaves have “had the small
pox.” One of the slaves has also had the measles. Smallpox was a
highly communicable disease that took a heavy toll on colonial
populations. It was spread by contact with an infected individual,
and by that means spread rapidly through closely packed groups of
people, such as occurred in European cities, or slave ships.
Although most Europeans experienced the disease early in life,
spreading quickly as it did there owing to the much higher
population density, the disease was relatively rare in the sparsely
settled regions of colonial Pennsylvania. Those who had never been
exposed to it were the most susceptible, meaning that the disease
struck hardest when large numbers of previously unaffected people
gathered together, as in the tiny alleys, crowded markets, and
bustling wharves of Philadelphia. All it took was one infected
individual to be introduced among a group of susceptible neighbors
to spark an outbreak, which made it all the more fearsome in
pre-Revolutionary Pennsylvania. When outbreaks occurred among those
who had never previously been exposed to the disease, the results
were debilitating and often deadly.

It began with headaches, muscle aches and
high fever, and gradually got worse, with nausea and vomiting.
Within days, the telltale rash would emerge, first in the mouth and
then spreading to the face and the rest of the body. The rash
progressed from red spots to raised bumps that filled with pus, to
hard pustules that would scab over. When all the scabs finally
dried and fell off, often leaving the person with prominent scars,
the disease had run its course and only at that point was the
person no longer contagious, however all the linens and bedding,
blankets and clothing associated with their care remained highly
contaminated. Once fully recovered, the person had a very high
resistance to the disease and was highly unlikely to be a carrier.
Slaves, having come through the middle passage in crowded,
unsanitary conditions, or being imported from large slave
communities in the West Indies, were frequently exposed to the
disease from the European slave factors and sailors, and were
particularly at risk during an outbreak. Small pox had an
incubation period of two weeks or more from the time the victim
first contracted the virus from a contagious individual, during
which the victim showed no symptoms, so no one really knew who
might be carrying the disease. Perfectly healthy-looking people
could be highly infected and not even know it. This covert nature
of the disease was what enabled it to be brought into the middle of
healthy populations by people who felt fine, working and living
alongside them, until the onset of the sickness. People became
highly suspicious of strangers moving in among them. After all, no
one knew with whom they had been in contact. But those who were
known to have already suffered through and survived the disease
were safe, thus the strong preference for buying slaves who were
warranted to have already “had the small pox.”

Not uncommonly, the spectacle of people being
sold like livestock at public auction was a sale of last resort,
resulting from a failure to sell the slave privately. The next few
advertisements indicate that the slaves were to be sold at the
London Coffee House if not sold privately prior to the announced
sale date. The first two of these are both from caulker John
Merrit, and although the ads are dated more than five months apart,
appear to concern his interest in selling the same slave woman,
whom he had previously (August 1764) tried to sell on his own. As
can be seen below, Merrit was not successful and was now planning
to exhibit her for sale at the coffee house. As a caulker in
Philadelphia, Merrit’s specialty would have been to make the many
wooden ships that came into port watertight by packing oakum into
the seams. Oakum was a specialty item produced by separating
lengths of worn hemp rope into individual fibers and then coating
it with pine tar. This dirty, tedious job was not infrequently
performed by slaves and prisoners. In 1747, Abraham Shelley, keeper
of the Workhouse in Philadelphia, advertised that he had “good
oakum” at reasonable rates. Some of that oakum may have been
produced by the slaves that Shelley kept at the Workhouse or by any
of the runaway slaves that were kept there instead of at the local
jail. Keeper Joseph Scull also sold oakum from the Workhouse as
early as 1739. It was a major source of revenue for that
institution: an audit of the books from May 1769 to May 1770 showed
that thirteen tons of oakum had been picked during that period by
about 125 inmates, sixty of whom were children under age five. The
report was published in the Gazette as “General State of the
Accounts of the Contributors to the Relief and Employment of the
Poor, in the City of Philadelphia, from May 8, 1769, to May 12,
1770.” Merrit’s slave woman, from her description, had probably not
been used to pick oakum: “To Be Sold, By public Vendue, at the
London Coffee house, on Saturday the 8th Day of October at 11
o'clock, if not sold before at private Sale, A Likely healthy
Negroe Wench, about 24 Years of Age, this Country born, has had the
Small Pox, and Measles, understands Town and Country Business well,
can Wash, Iron, Cook very well. For further Particulars enquire of
John Merrit, on Society hill, in Almond street, near the Blue
bell.” (29 September 1763)

“To be sold at the London Coffee house, at 12
o'clock, on the 17th of March, a likely healthy Negroe Woman, about
25 Years of Age, has had the Small Pox and Measles, can Wash well,
and is a good Cook; she can be well recommended for her Honesty.
Any Person inclining to purchase the said Negroe before the Day of
Sale, may apply to John Merrit, Caulker, in Almond street, Society
hill, near the Blue Bell.” (8 March 1764)

“To be Sold on Saturday next, at 12 o'clock,
at the London Coffee house, if not sold before by private Sale, a
likely Negroe Woman and Child; she can cook, and do all Sorts of
House Work, and is fit for either Town or Country Business. Enquire
of Samuel Simpson, in Chestnut street, near the corner of Third
street.” (9 May 1765)

“A likely Negroe Man, To be sold by public
vendue, at the London Coffee House, on Saturday, the 19th instant
May, if not sold before. He understands all kinds of housework, can
wait on table, and tend horses; he has also some knowledge of
country work. Any Person inclined to buy him at private sale, is
desired to apply to the Printers.” (10 May 1770)

“To Be Sold, A Strong healthy Negroe woman,
fit for country business, about 24 or 25 years of age; she is sold
for no fault but want of employ. For further particulars, enquire
of the printers hereof. If she should not be disposed of before
Saturday, the 24th of July next, she will then be sold at the
London Coffee house, at 12o.” (28 June 1770)

The last two ads above, it may be worth
noting, did not include the seller’s name, but preserved a bit of
anonymity by instructing interested persons to “inquire of the
printer.” Such anonymous ads became common after the 1770s. Even if
no slave auction was scheduled, persons looking to purchase slaves
could use the Coffee House "on market days" as a meeting place to
arrange a sale: “Philadelphia, August 24, 1774. The subscriber is
now wanting a number of Negroes, men, women, boys or girls,
farmers, house Negroes, or tradesmen, that are real slaves, and
good titles; all persons that have such to dispose of, please to
apply to me, at the London Coffee house, on market days, from
eleven o' to one, at other times at my house, the north end of
Second street, opposite to the Bath. Should I be gone in the
country, please to leave descriptions of the Negroes, and where to
be found, with Mr. John Young, junior, sadler, in Market street.”
(31 August 1774)

Privately arranged sales, however, became the
most common method of buying and selling chattel labor. Either
slaveholders could inquire among friends and acquaintances whether
it was known if any slaves were for sale, or they could watch the
newspapers for advertisements listing slaves for sale. Slaveholders
in the rural counties could not always find slaves available when
they wanted them, and often resorted to contacts in Philadelphia or
other large cities. Such was the case with Lancaster attorney
Jasper Yeates, who in 1770 wrote to his brother-in-law Edward Burd
in Philadelphia. Yeates has been married for only three years, and
apparently was seeking a servant, either a white indentured servant
or a black slave, to serve in his relatively new household in
Lancaster. Unable to find a suitable servant locally, Yeates turned
to his family contact in Philadelphia, where, presumably, a greater
variety of help could be found. Burd replied to Yeates in a letter
dated 5 July 1770, beginning “I received your Favor of the 2d.
Instant, In which you seem inclined to purchase a Negro Boy if no
white Servt can be procured for you.” His search would not be easy,
however. Edward Burd made inquiries of Samuel Howell, a Water
Street merchant, who regularly imported European servants. Howell
told Burd that “he had no servants of any kind at this Time to
dispose of but expected a Palatine Ship in the Fall.” It is
possible that Burd was uncomfortable looking for a black slave, as
he tried to talk Yeates into considering a German indentured
servant instead, noting, “Uncle Jo. last Fall got a Dutch Lad who
cost him £26 or £27 & was to serve him 7 Yrs.-- he learnt the
English Language in a few Months, is very diligent & handy
about everything.” As he developed his argument against buying a
slave, Burd revealed that finding African American slaves in
Philadelphia was getting difficult:

“I don't know where you could get a Negro
Lad, but if you could [not] would it not be better to take a Dutch
one, as being in general more active strong & diligent &
apter to learn & better disposed to do their Business & the
loss is not so great in Case of their dying or turning out ill--
however the Inconvenience of Nero [sic] Servants & the Trouble
of teaching them their Duty is very great & if you could get a
Negro Boy to answer your Description it would suit, I imagine very
well,-- but they are rare Ones. I don't know of any Negroes to be
sold, but if I knew your Determin.n I would make Inquiry. .
.”114

Jasper Yeates eventually obtained black
slaves, registering three slaves at Lancaster in 1780:
twenty-two-year-old Phillis, twenty-year-old Patty and
sixteen-year-old Prince. Despite this, the difficulty with which
Edward Burd had in locating a young black slave for his
brother-in-law is indicative of the declining interest among
Philadelphians for obtaining new slaves. After achieving a record
high number of Africans imported in 1762--probably about 500
slaves--importation of slaves slowed to the point that, by 1770,
only about 30 per year were being brought into the port at
Philadelphia. At the same time, ships of Scots-Irish and German
immigrants were arriving in larger numbers, from only a few ships
in the late 1750's, to nineteen ships in 1770, the year of the
letter above. Typically, Burd urged Yeates to consider a "Dutch
Lad," reflecting the swing in popular preference back toward
European servants.

Burd, however, does not seem to have explored
another popular method of buying a slave, which was to deal
directly with a private owner who had a slave to sell. Many
thousands of slaves were bought through privately negotiated
transactions among friends, family members, and between complete
strangers. Such was the course James Hamilton, a successful lawyer
in Carlisle, Cumberland County, decided upon in attempting to
purchase a slave in 1798. As Jasper Yeates had done eighteen years
earlier, Hamilton turned to the resources of the big city, and
decided to use Philadelphia agents Cranston & Alexander to
purchase a slave he had heard was being offered for sale at a city
wharf. Unfortunately for Hamilton, his information was faulty, as
the agents replied, “We are favored with yours of the 11th. Inst.
handing your check on the Bank for 100 Dollars & desiring us to
purchase a Negroe Boy to be heard of at the Lewistown Stage office
on Levi Hollingsworth's Wharf-- We have made every Enquiry possible
there but cannot hear of any such Boy for Sale nor is there a Stage
office on this wharf.”115

A few years later, Hamilton made another
attempt to buy a slave, but this time wrote to a friend, John
Brown, who was living in Philadelphia. In an undated (probably
November or December 1802) letter, Hamilton described the
merchandise he had seen advertised in The Pennsylvania
Gazette, writing, "This day I saw an advertisement in the
Philadelphia Gazette of a number of paintings to be sold on
Thursday at the Merchants Coffee House." He asked Brown to act on
his behalf and spend twenty or thirty dollars for one. He then
noted, "I also observe in the same paper an advertisement of a Girl
who has sold for want of employment," and authorized Brown to buy
her for "100 or 120 dollars if of pretty good character.” Brown did
attempt to purchase the slave, but was unsuccessful. In a reply to
Hamilton, dated 14 January 1803, in which he introduced his nephew,
Isaac B. Parker, who was to study law under Hamilton, Brown
described the seller as now "indifferent about
selling."116 By summer, Hamilton, or Brown acting on his
behalf, had located two more possible servants: a Mulatto boy, and
a girl whose race is not specified. Again, as explained in the
following letter from John Brown to James Hamilton, Brown was
unable to complete the purchase of these individuals for
Hamilton:

“Philad. 15th July 1803

Dr Sir

I have had the pleasure to receive yours of
the 9th and immediately went after the negro boy but found he had
been sold a few days before for 120 dollars--He was a small weakly
Mullato and belonged to a Mr. McCannagh a broker who has a family
and I think would not have parted with him if he was good for
much--indeed he intimated as much to me. As for the Girl She now
refuses to go to the country on any account altho I have made use
of every persuasion to induce her and her Master is willing to part
with her—therefore we must give her up. I am sorry that I can not
succeed in getting you servants that will be useful but indeed I
see but very little prospect--every body is complaining in that
here round those that are advertised [sic] in the papers are
generally sold for faults--I cannot think of sending any but such
as have a good character as I am sure you would have trouble
without any use. . .”117

Brown’s letter to Hamilton illustrates an
important but little examined point about the private purchase of
slaves in Pennsylvania following the revolution, which is that
intricate negotiations often had to be made, frequently taking into
account the will and preferences of the slave. The sale of the
female slave fell through because the girl “refuses to go to the
country (the term used for the back counties of Pennsylvania) on
any account.” Brown even tried “every persuasion to induce her,”
but to no avail. This scene, which occurred in 1803, is very
different from the more accepted image of slaves being forcefully
dragged away from family by a new master to unknown parts. Other
instances can be found from this time period where the seller of a
slave seemed inclined to take the wishes and preferences of the
slave into consideration. In 1808, Joshua Elder, who was discussed
earlier, advertised in a Harrisburg newspaper to sell his
twenty-two-year-old “Negro Man” who, he noted, “is fond of working
with horses, and wishes to go into the country.” Even more
remarkable is the case of a “Mulatto girl” named Ruth, who,
following the death of her Londonderry Township master, William
Frazer, in 1816, was given a pass to travel on her own, in “order
to hunt another master.” The administrator of the estate quickly
came to regret allowing this slave that much choice, as after
several weeks he had lost track of her. It appears that Ruth had no
intention of returning herself to bondage, but had instead headed
for freedom in another county.118

Such respect for the feelings and preferences
of the slave was a new phenomenon, born of the Enlightenment-bred
rhetoric of the Revolution. As a member of the Committee of
Correspondence in 1772 Boston, Samuel Adams carefully laid out the
natural rights of man, numbering liberty second only the right to
life. “When men enter into society,” he wrote, “it is by voluntary
consent; and they have a right to demand and insist upon the
performance of such conditions and previous limitations as form an
equitable original compact.” Adams was referring to the natural
rights of colonists, of course, not slaves. But his inspiration was
from James Otis’ The Rights of the British Colonies, in
which Otis attributed natural rights to “all men…white or black.”
But what aspect of slavery can ever remotely be viewed as
“voluntary consent?” Pre-Revolutionary era treatment of black
slaves is more typically seen in cases such as the Mulatto slave
Harry, who on a summer day in 1756 “absented himself from his
master’s service.” At twenty-five years of age, this “nimble lively
fellow,” had “formerly belonged to George Johnson, in Frederick
county in Virginia; from thence assigned to one John Lindsay; from
thence to John Clark, of Lancaster; from thence to one Cookson,”
before finally being sold to Thomas Bartholomew in Philadelphia. At
that point, Harry apparently decided to strike out on his own,
declaring himself a free man,119 much to the dismay of
his latest owner. Unlike the slave girl that James Hamilton’s
friend John Brown tried his best to persuade to “go into the
country,” some four decades later, Bartholomew’s Harry was an
unwilling party to the removal to Philadelphia. Such treatment and
attitudes were the norm in pre-Revolutionary Pennsylvania, and were
far from rare even when Hamilton continued his search for a slave
in the early 1800s.

An extreme example is seen locally in the
case of Chloe, of East Pennsboro Township. By the time she was
thirteen, the slave Chloe had been sold and resold seven times.
Chloe was originally registered by Cumberland County ferry operator
William Kelso in 1789 as a seven-year-old "Negro child." Upon
Kelso's death, possession of Chloe passed to Kelso's minor daughter
Rebeckah. In 1794, Rebeckah transferred Chloe to Philadelphia
merchant John Harland. Within a few months, Chloe was subsequently
sold by Harland to Peter Gerandan for 118 Spanish milled dollars. A
month after that sale, Peter Gerandan sold Chloe to L. Crousillat
for the same amount he had paid to Gerandan. Five months later, in
March 1795, L. Crousillat sold Chloe to Oliver Pollack, again for
the price of 118 Spanish milled dollars. Pollack was a resident of
Cumberland County, although the transaction was recorded in
Philadelphia. Pollack kept Chloe until November 1796, at which time
he sold the thirteen-year-old child to Andrew Carothers, of East
Pennsboro Township, for £60.120 At which point in this
series of exchanges was Chloe consulted for her “voluntary
consent?”

Cumberland County slaveholder Robert Clark
owned several slaves, including a man named Eanus, and his son.
Some time late in 1799 or early 1800, Clark, who lived in
Southampton Township, sold Eanus’ young son to Jesse Kilgore, in
nearby Newton Township. Unlike the situation with the slave girl in
Philadelphia, whom John Brown could not convince to leave her city
master, this sale was not dependent upon the wishes of the boy or
his father. The child was removed from the home of his family at
Clark’s house and taken to Kilgore’s house, where he was expected
to remain, probably until his twenty-eighth birthday. The child,
however, was not happy with his new master and ran away in the
spring of 1800, eventually finding his way back to Clark’s house,
where he intended to stay with his father. Kilgore soon found out
where his missing slave had gone, and traveled with his brother,
William Kilgore, to reclaim the boy. They arrived at Robert Clark’s
house on 5 April, and determined that the child was in Clark’s
kitchen, with his father. What happened next serves to illustrate
not only how little attitudes toward slavery had changed in the
back country of Pennsylvania, as opposed to those in Philadelphia,
but also the horrors of slavery as it tore families apart. Eanus
was with his son in the kitchen of Robert Clark’s house, being only
recently reunited with the young boy after the heart-wrenching sale
of the child to Jesse Kilgore. The Kilgore brothers entered the
kitchen to confront the runaway child. Jesse “took him by the
shoulder and told him to come along,” according to court documents.
Eanus could not bear the sight of his son being torn away from him
again and began crying. He got up and took hold of the boy, to
attempt to keep him there, although he must have known the
hopelessness of his situation. Jesse Kilgore got the child away
from Eanus and started to leave with him. He must have anticipated
trouble, because he took out a rope that he had brought along for
such an emergency, and began to tie the child up. This was too much
for Eanus, who left the room. Seeing his child being forcefully
taken away, tied like an animal, caused the father to resort to
desperate measures. Eanus left the room and found a gun, which he
brought back into the kitchen. Leveling it at the Kilgores, he
threatened that “if they didn't leave the boy alone he would blow
them all up.”121 The potentially deadly confrontation
between the Kilgore brothers and the enslaved Eanus was about as
far from Samuel Adams’ “equitable original compact” as it could be.
While Philadelphia slaveholders were beginning to see their slaves
as human beings, possibly possessing some rudimentary rights, such
was not the case in the rest of the commonwealth. Unlike the
comparatively “enlightened” attitudes of post-Revolutionary
Philadelphia slaveholders toward the institution, the relationship
between most central Pennsylvania slaveholders and their slaves,
even at the start of the nineteenth century, remained bound by the
same social norms that existed more than one hundred years before.
In the case of Eanus and his son, the child was not allowed to
remain at Clark’s house with his father. Eanus succumbed to the
legal reality of the situation, knowing that even if he shot the
Kilgores, he would not be able to keep his son. He put down his
gun, and for his desperate action to try to preserve his family,
was charged with assault and battery.

By the early 1800s, most central
Pennsylvanians that wished to buy a slave could find one advertised
locally. James Hammill, of Shippensburg, was able to purchase
one-year-old twin sisters Bett and Kesiah from Robert Shannon in
1802. John Clark, of Donegal Township, Lancaster County, looked
beyond Pennsylvania’s border to secure his slave. He was able to
buy fourteen-year-old Lawson Taylor from a Delaware slaveholder in
1814. Clark paid three hundred dollars for the teenaged boy, whom
he would have had to register as a bound servant, rather than a
slave, in order to get around Pennsylvania’s prohibition against
importing slaves from other states. Such machinations to circumvent
the law were not uncommon.122 About this same time, in
Carlisle, James Hamilton was still eager to obtain a slave years
after his earlier attempt had proved fruitless. Hamilton's contact
in Philadelphia, by 1811, was a relative of John Brown, William
Brown Parker. Like Brown, Parker continued to search for slaves to
purchase for Hamilton. In a series of letters to Hamilton, Parker
described his first attempt at securing a young male slave. Writing
on 27 October, 1811, Parker said “On my return to the City I Called
at the House where the black Boy was for Sale, his Master informed
me he was then in the Country at his Fathers a few Miles from the
City, but that he expected him home in the Course of a week. I
Called a second time but he had not returned, when he does he will
let me know, he had about 8 years to serve, his price for him is
$140.” Parker had to leave town for a while, and was not able to
return right away to finalize the sale, as Hamilton desired. When
he did return, he was disappointed to find that “the Negro Boy
which I last wrote you about, was sold during my stay in the
Country, to a person in Lancaster Co.” Fortunately, Brown had
another lead. Writing in late November, Brown described how he
eventually met a Mr. Humphreys, who had an eleven-year-old slave
for sale: “I have been this morning with Mr. Joshua Humphreys of
this City, who advertises a black Boy for Sale, who has between 11
& 12 years to Serve, he says he is an excellent waiter, and
understands taking Care of Horses and driving a Carriage--he is
between 15 & 16 years of age--his price is $150. Should the
above meet your approbation you can send on a Check by the return
Mail.”

This description of the slave and his
experience apparently sounded good to Hamilton, who gave his
approval for the purchase, and Parker completed the sale upon
receipt of Hamilton's check. In subsequent letters, Parker gave
additional details about the slave, whose name was Luke, and
discussed the problems of transporting Luke from Philadelphia to
Carlisle, reporting in December that the slave “is now ready and
will be sent forward by the first waggon going your way that will
take charge of him. I have had the Indenture made out in the usual
way and in your name--with the receipt for the amount paid at Mr.
Henry's shall be forwarded you by some safe hand.” In response to
James Hamilton’s inquiries for more details about his new purchase,
Parker offered the following descriptive details: “In a former
letter I gave you a Sketch of the Negro Boys Character, as I
received it from his Master Mr. Joshua Humphreys, a Gentleman of
respectability and veracity, his reasons for disposing of the Boy
are these, That once when he was sent to Market he appropriated a
5d. bit or a 11d. to buy Cakes for himself out of the Money that
was given to him, but he believes him to be perfectly honest
otherwise, that he is in no way given to Liquor, or telling
falsehoods--.”

Parker continued: “Mr. Humphreys has not
other Complaints against him than merely using a small trifle of
money in the manner above stated, and that by his being sent into
the Country, he will become a valuable Servant and grow up strictly
honest. He has waited on Tables and been intrusted with the Key of
the Side Board where the Liquor was, and that in no Instance he was
found to use any of it. He is capable of taking Care of Horses and
driving a Carriage well, which he has done for the last 2 years, to
the entire satisfaction of Mr. Humphreys, he was brought up from a
Child by Mr. Henry Hollingsworth of this City, son in Law to Mr.
Humphreys, who sold him about 2 years ago for want of employment,
for him, his parents are decent people of Colour, belonging to Mr.
Hollingsworth's Father.”

James Hamilton agreed to the sale, satisfied
with the details provided by Brown. From the description of Luke’s
experiences in Philadelphia, we can see that Hamilton was
apparently looking for a suitable black house servant. Luke was
brought up in the household of the prominent Hollingsworth family
of Philadelphia, and had been subsequently sold to merchant Joshua
Humphreys. As a house servant to both owners, Luke had waited on
the family at meals, run errands, went to market, cared for horses
and drove a carriage. Although Luke seemed like an ideal servant,
Brown acknowledged his imperfections, and hinted that shipping him
in a wagon from Philadelphia to Carlisle, like so much cargo, was
not a wise move, particularly in winter, as it would give the slave
“more inducements to run away if he was so disposed.” To avoid that
possibility, Brown found a young Philadelphia man, home for the
Christmas holiday, who was studying at Dickinson College in
Carlisle. The student, Martin Leiper, son of Philadelphia merchant,
quarry owner, and building contractor Thomas Leiper, agreed to take
charge of Luke and deliver him to James Hamilton when he returned
to Carlisle to resume his studies. Shortly after the New Year
holiday, Luke was safely delivered to his new master in Cumberland
County.123

In January of the next year, William Brown
Parker sent a letter to James Hamilton detailing his expenses
regarding Luke, and taking care of the matter of the indenture,
which remained with him. Parker, having successfully arranged for
the delivery of Luke to Hamilton at Carlisle, wrote that he must
still send the indenture for the child. Because children of slaves,
born after 1780, were not subject to being held for their entire
life as slaves, an indenture that spelled out the precise time of
bondage was substituted for a deed. It should be noted that not all
slaveholders held deeds for their human property. Very often, the
proof of ownership was in other official documents, such as wills,
tax records, bills of sale, and on registration rolls at the county
courthouse. After 1780, however, indentures became increasingly
common, and by the time of the sale documented in these letters,
they were a legal necessity. Because this document was so
important, Parker did not trust just anyone with its safe delivery,
writing, “I have waited untill now in expectation of some person
going to Carlisle with whom I Might send the Indenture, and the
receipt for the Taxes, but as none has yet offered, I will keep
them a little longer in hopes to find one.”

Parker also kept careful accounting of the
costs associated with the purchase of a slave. In a statement on
the reverse side of the letter, he gives a detailed breakdown of
the fees and costs involved in buying Luke. From the original price
for the slave, paid to Mr. Humphreys, is added four dollars and
seven cents in taxes, three dollars for the cost of hiring a horse
to take the slave from his old home to the stage station, ten
dollars for the stage fare to Carlisle, including “supper &
expenses,” and a one dollar legal fee, paid to the city alderman
for transferring the indenture. Altogether, Hamilton paid $168.09,
not counting the cost of corresponding with William Brown Parker,
to purchase his house slave from a private Philadelphia seller. Six
months after his purchase, Hamilton was already dissatisfied with
Luke. In a letter dated 18 July, 1812, Parker writes, “. . .I am
really sorry to find from your letter that Luke is Complained of so
soon--but as he is young, we must overlook triffling offences--and
as he advances in years, I hope his Conduct will
improve."124 It appears that James Hamilton’s insistence
on finding a slave in the larger city did not yield a better
servant than he might have found locally. He might have saved
himself some time, money and trouble by doing as most central
Pennsylvanians did during this time period: by searching the local
newspaper and buying a slave from a neighbor.

 


 “May Pass by that Name”

 


One of the most essential rights accorded to
free people is having control of their own name. A name is more
than an identifier. It is the essence of a person’s identity.
People adopt nicknames, change their names legally, and either
ignore or use middle names as a means to shape their own unique
identity. Losing control over your name, and that of your children,
was one of the deadening qualities of slavery. On a whim,
slaveholders could erase decades of family history by assigning an
arbitrary name to a new slave. But there is evidence that naming
practices were not mere whims, but were actually designed to break
a slave’s spirit. Enslaved persons in Pennsylvania, like slaves in
the rest of the country, were given short names that often were
familiar versions of more formal names. The spelling of a slave's
name usually varied considerably between different documents
associated with that slave, even to the point of sometimes
appearing as a completely different but similar sounding name,
indicating that slaveholders cared little about maintaining a
unique identity for individual slaves through a name. Very few
surnames are associated with slaves prior to the revolutionary
period, although there are indications that many slaves actually
had surnames, often of their own choosing, which they either
decided not to share with their owners, or which were disregarded
as unimportant by their owners.

Early slaveholders in Pennsylvania, like
their counterparts in other states, assigned names to the people
they enslaved as a means not only of identification--few
slaveholders wanted to bother to learn the African name of the
person he had just bought--but also as a means of defining their
authority in the new relationship of master and slave. To emphasize
their role as the dominant party, and to help demean the role of
the slave, slaveholders usually chose short, familiar versions of
formal names. A Lancaster County slaveholder, widow Elizabeth
Ramsey of Bart Township, registered a new slave infant, born of the
slave Hester, on 5 August 1789 as follows: "Now these are to
certify [that] She the said Hester, was on the Night of the
Thirteenth or the Morning of the fourteenth Day of March Last,
Delivered in my house of a Male Child by us Named Peet." There is
no evidence in the registration document, that the slave mother
Hester had any say in the choice of a name for her new son. Rather,
Ramsey and members of her family seem to have chosen the name, in
much the same manner as family members decide on the name of a new
pet. Pete was the official name reported, and not Peter, which was
the norm in most surviving documents, indicating a preference for
short familiar names. So the names "Pete," "Jem," or "Joe" were
used, instead of "Peter," "James," or "Joseph." "Rebeccah,"
"Virginia," and "Abigail" became "Beck," "Gin," and "Abby." Some
names, such as "Dinah," "Sukey" and "Cuff" do not have formal
equivalents, and seem to have been used almost exclusively for
slaves.

As time passed, however, the naming
privileges gradually began to shift from the slaveholder to the
parents of the enslaved child. In 1797, John Whitehill of Donegal
Township, Lancaster County, registered with the clerk "a female
child which seems to be called Susanna or Sooky by her and by the
family in general, the daughter of negro Hannah, a female slave."
John Hubley, the Lancaster County clerk responsible for keeping the
slave registration books, in 1809 recorded "that his mulatto
servant wench who is duly registered at Lancaster, was on the 12th
day of January last past, delivered of a female mulatto child which
she named Rachel." Five years later Hubley would again register a
child, the four month-old son of his slave Hannah, "which she named
Nelson." That same year, John Gundacker, of the Borough of
Lancaster, reported to the clerk "that his mulatto servant wench,
Grace. . .was on July 12, 1814, delivered of a male mulatto child,
which she calls and has named Abraham." The majority of
registrations of slave children do not indicate who named the
child.125 Perhaps the reason that those instances noted
above did record the information was because allowing the slave
mother to pick a name for her child was a novelty, and showed a
certain humanitarian gesture on the part of the slaveholder.

The sources of names varied tremendously. In
addition to shortened, familiar versions of formal names,
slaveholders sometimes chose names that reflected their education,
tastes, and heritage. Names derived from classical sources were
very popular. "Caesar" was quite commonly used as a male name, as
was "Nero," and "Pompey." "Cupid" was the name given to a male
slave in Bucks County, continuing a popular tradition of honoring
Roman culture. Greek mythology is represented by "Hector," for the
mythical Trojan warrior, and was used as a male slave name in
several counties. Women were given such classical Roman names as
"Dido," "Venus," and "Flavia," and were also named for the Greek
goddess Athena. A female slave in Lancaster County, born in 1815,
was named Sabina, perhaps for the ancient Italian peoples the
Sabines. While the importance of such names to antiquity would seem
to give a certain dignity to their bearers, the very essence of the
slave's status made the names a sort of cruel joke by the
slaveholders. At least one name of an African king, Juba, a
Numidian king who was defeated by Julius Caesar in 46 BC in the
African War, was used by two different Cumberland County
slaveholders for male slaves.

Most given names in eighteenth and nineteenth
century American society were biblically derived, and as noted
above, those names were often given to slaves in a shortened form.
Slaveholders therefore looked to the Bible for additional
inspiration in naming their slaves, utilizing the names of such
prominent biblical figures as Moses, Jonah, Hagar, and Caspar, as
well as some less well-known figures, such as Ishmael, Tamar, and
even place names, such as Aram. A slaveholder in Cumberland County
used the name "Ham," who, from the biblical story, was one of
Noah's three sons and the father of four sons who populated the
southern hemisphere, including Africa, after the great flood. Cush,
one of Ham's sons, has also been used as a male slave name. "Abel"
appears as a male slave name in several counties, but "Cain"
appears only once, used by Cumberland County slaveholder John Steel
to name a male slave. "Adam" and "Eve" appear frequently throughout
slave records, although those names were not used exclusively for
slaves.

Place names seem to have been popular as
slave names. Slaveholders gave many of their slaves the names of
towns, regions, or places from all around the world. "Boston" was a
male slave name used in Lancaster and Bucks counties. Certain
names, "York," "Derry," "Cornwall," "Lancaster," and "Dover" either
reflect the heritage of the slaveholders or make reference to those
local places with the same names. Other slave names definitely
refer to locations in the old country, paying homage to London,
Cambridge, Edinborough, Plymouth, Sheffield, Sligo (for County
Sligo, in Ireland), and Weymouth, to give some examples. A few
slaves were named for what was probably their own place of origin,
as evidenced by the slaves named Africa and Jamaica, who appear in
the registration lists. It appears that only male slaves received
names referring to geographical places. No females in the lists and
records had such obvious names, although the names "Carolina" and
"Charlotte" do appear. These names, however, are traditional names
from which those place names were derived.

There are a few possible place names among
the names of female slaves, making reference to the ancient
northern African city of Zama and the ancient Phoenician city of
Tyre--although this could also be a variant spelling of "Tyra." The
name "Cooba" also appears, which could be a misspelling of "Cuba."
As a general rule, though, female slaves were not named for local
or old country locations.

Some names cannot be explained except through
the vagaries of the slaveholder. A Lancaster County slaveholder
named a female slave "Billander," a misspelling of bilander, which
is a small, two-masted boat used on the canals in Holland. "Beach,"
"Bead," and "Beaner" all appear in Cumberland County as female
slave names. In Dauphin County, the female names "Team," "Pug," and
"Pink" appear in registration records, while the name "Lemon"
appears in Lancaster County records as a female slave name four
times. Patrick Campbell of Cumberland County registered a male
slave named "Cunk."

Some slaves were named for famous people, as
were the two male children in Lancaster who were registered as
"Napoleon Bonaparte." One slave was born in 1813 just prior to
Napoleon's exile to Elba, and the other was born in 1826, more than
ten years after the death of the French emperor. No doubt America's
fascination with all things French contributed to this naming
instance, although the choice is ironic in that the revolutionary
government of France had abolished slavery in 1794 and Napoleon is
credited with destroying the old feudalistic system and instituting
the egalitarian ideals of the revolution throughout the extent of
the empire. One of the slaveholders who registered the child
Napoleon Bonaparte also registered two separate male children, one
in 1802, and one in 1818, with the name "Voltaire." The choice of
this eighteenth century French philosopher's name for a slave again
seems ironic, as Voltaire opposed slavery as an unpopular practice,
but justified the enslavement of blacks as inferior peoples: "As a
result of a hierarchy of nations, Negroes are thus slaves of other
men ... a people that sells its own children is more condemnable
than the buyer; this commerce demonstrates our superiority; he who
gives himself a master was born to have one." (Essay on General
History and on the Customs and the Character of Nations,
1756.)

Names that in some way describe the slave,
referring to either physical or character traits, were less common
but do show up occasionally. Two female slaves in Lancaster County
bore the name "Comfort" and another was named "Temperence," a
misspelling of the word meaning moderation and self-restraint. In
that same county we also find female slaves named "Dark," and
"Zilla," meaning shadow, and a male slave named "Sable," meaning
black.

Very few slaves show up in records with their
original African names intact. Slaveholders disliked and
discouraged the use of names that sounded strange to them, and as
noted above, the power to rename a person at will reinforced the
role of the slaveholder as the person in charge. Only one known
slave was registered locally with a name that may be African in
origin. William Hay of Londonderry Township, Lancaster County
(later Dauphin County) registered a twenty-six-year-old female
slave named "Dembigh" in 1780. "Dembigh" is very close to the
African "Dembi," a traditional male name meaning "peace." No other
instances of traditional African names have become known, showing
how thoroughly original African names were suppressed among slaves
brought to Pennsylvania. One additional instance, from Philadelphia
County, does specifically mention the slave's African name, and
helps to explain this phenomenon. The item is a runaway notice from
1763, which advertises for the return of "Jupiter, though it is
likely he may call himself by his Negroe Name, which is Moeyon, or
Oantee."126 This runaway slave appears to have been a
recent import from Africa, as the ad notes he spoke very little
English. The date of the ad corresponds with a time period in which
many slaves were being brought into the port of Philadelphia
directly from Africa. Despite the slaveholder's awareness of his
slave's original African name, he refers to him by the slave name
"Jupiter," and no doubt used that name in official papers
concerning this slave. If not for the escape of this slave, the
African names "Moeyon" and "Oantee" would never have been preserved
to give a true identity to this man.

Slaves were rarely given surnames when being
named by their owners. A first, or "given" name was all by which
Pennsylvania slaveholders would acknowledge their enslaved persons.
Upon registration, in papers relating to the sale or transfer of
ownership of a slave, and in other legal documents, few slaves were
allowed the dignity of being identified by anything other than a
single name. Those few surnames which do appear in legal documents
are usually found in documents dated after 1788, the point at which
Pennsylvania began to require registration of the children of
slaves. Surnames appear with increasing frequency in slave
registrations during the first two decades of the nineteenth
century, although even in the final few years of registrations,
most returns still did not mention the surnames of those slaves
being recorded.

Unlike given names, enslaved people appear to
have chosen their own surnames in cases where a surname did not
already exist for them. This contradicts the popular belief that
slaves were assigned the surname of their master. However the
surviving slave registration documents clearly dispute this myth,
as only one slave out of several thousand documented, a manumitted
slave from Philadelphia, had a surname that was the same as the
slaveholders that released him from bondage. While surnames do not
appear in the majority of the registration documents, slaves who
have been traced from slavery into free society, where surnames
were a necessity, did not use any of the surnames associated with
past masters.127 Even in the pre-Revolutionary era, when
surnames were rarely associated with slaves, those who did have
them did not use the same name as former masters. Evidence of this
appears in the wording of runaway notices that list both the
slave's given name and the name that the slaveholder believed the
slave will use. As early as 1755, Mordecai Moore of Chester County
placed an advertisement for a slave "named Jack, but is generally
known by the name of John Powell." William Chesney of York County
placed an ad in the Pennsylvania Gazette in 1769 for a slave
who had managed to get away while Chesney and the slave were
traveling through an unsettled area of what is now Dauphin County:
"Run away, on the 13th of March last, from the Subscriber, at
Sasquehanna, near Harris Ferry, a Negroe Man, called Will, alias
William Keith." In Cumru Township, Berks County, the slaveholder
David Evans advertised in 1770 for his escaped slave "Dick, alias
John Linch." In late December 1794, Benjamin Duncan of Dauphin
County placed an ad in the Pennsylvania Gazette for the
escaped seventeen-year-old slave he listed only as "Sam." That
slave was captured and jailed five months later in Chester County,
giving his name to the jailor as "Sam Roach."128

That slaveholders considered these surnames
illegitimate, or an alias, underscores the belief that these were
names chosen not by the slaveholders, but by the slaves themselves,
perhaps as a way to counter their status. As previously mentioned,
the surnames also do not appear to have any relation to the
slaveholder to which the slaves were associated. If indeed the
slaves chose their own surnames, they did not choose the surnames
of the slaveholders associated with them, as commonly believed. A
look at the known slave surnames shows that most were commonly
found surnames in the local area: Miller, Martin, Smith, Butler,
Stewart, George, and Jenkins all show up in Dauphin County. Cogan,
Harris, Armstrong, Collins, Parker, and Green are slave surnames
found in Cumberland County. Lancaster County had slaves named
Lewis, Jackson, Hunt, Brown, Bailey, Myers, and Peters. The
preponderance of common surnames among slaves, and the belief that
those surnames were chosen by the slaves themselves, suggests that
slaves chose surnames with a desire to fit into everyday society,
and not to be set apart from it.

Even though slaves were assigned slave names
by slaveholders, the slaves did not necessarily accept and use
those names, especially in the company of anyone other than the
slaveholder. Many slaves who had lofty-sounding mythological names,
or belittling informal names, used common names of their own
choosing in private. Runaway slaves, in particular, were known to
change their names. In 1778, a thirty-six-year-old Bucks County
slave who was captured on suspicion of being a runaway identified
himself to the jailor as Tim, but the jailor determined that his
slave name was Ben. Tim, or Ben, was in the company of another
slave who "calls himself HARRY, sometimes WILL," according to the
advertisement placed by the jailor. That same year, a slaveholder
placed an advertisement in the Pennsylvania Packet seeking
the return of "Sukey Brown," who had run away with her husband
James, a free black. "Sukey," however, was by that time going by
the name of Lucy Brown.

Jacob Shoemaker, of Berks County, purchased
at public sale a jailed runaway slave named Bill from the county
jailor "for his prison fees, for the space of five months" in 1776.
Shoemaker later found that the slave's "right name is Jerry,
imported from Barbados, and run away from his master in Carolina."
Another runaway, "London," temporarily taken into custody in 1778
in Delaware, made good a second escape from a bounty hunter seeking
to return him to his owner in Cumberland County. The owner, James
Young, noted that he was "a cunning artful fellow," and that he
"changed his name to Daniel Anderson." Ironmaster Peter Grubb of
Lancaster County's Hopewell Forge placed an ad in 1781 for the
return of Abel, a slave who ran away from a Chester County
slaveholder two years earlier. Grubb noted in the ad, "It is
probable he will pass for a freeman, he having got a pass from a
free Negroe, named NAT, and may pass by that name."129
Runaway slaves became so adept at the name game that jailors,
advertising for slaveholders to come pick up their escapees and pay
their costs, quickly learned to phrase their ads cautiously, using
terms such as "he calls himself..." and "she says her name is..."
to identify a jailed slave, rather than simply listing the name
given by the prisoner. Such was the power of a name. Masters
wielded them like a club, using them to usurp a person’s personal
history and replacing it with a spurious label that was worn by
most slaves with the same sense of degradation as if it were a
brand of ownership. Slaves, in turn, often refused to recognize an
imposed name, and steadfastly referred to themselves by a name of
their own choosing. Furthermore, over the years they increasingly
insisted upon the right to name their own children. Even if they
could not ultimately control their children’s destinies, they were
determined at least to influence them.

 


Life—“Our colored people”

 


 For more than a century, published
histories of Pennsylvania have downplayed the role that slavery
played in the development and growth of the state, and have
portrayed the treatment of black slaves by white masters as humane
and kind. A typical example is from History of Cumberland and
Adams Counties, published in1886, which opines:

“It is said that "slaves were generally
allowed to share in all family and domestic comforts, from long
residence in families they attained to much consideration and
affection, and seldom were made the subjects of cruelty. In many
respects their position in the families to which they belonged was
preferable to that which was awarded to hirelings for only brief
terms of service.”130

A similar description can be found in Ellis
and Evans’ History of Lancaster County, published in 1883,
which states: “The system which permitted slaves to be held for
life was no more rigorous, nor were they treated any more severely
than were the "redemptioners," who were sold into servitude to pay
the cost of their passage from Europe to America. The records of
our courts fully attest the frequency of runaway redemptioners,
who, in many cases, were harshly treated. Slavery as it existed in
Pennsylvania was rather of a mild type, and her citizens did not
care to carry on a traffic in slaves, and make profit by breeding
them for another market.”131

Both texts quoted above go well beyond merely
soft-pedaling the subject of how slaves were treated. Instead, they
reject outright any notion that local slaveholders used cruel
measures to manage and control their slaves. The first text hides
behind an anonymous quotation that posits the “preferable” lives of
slaves with families who showed them “much consideration and
affection” as opposed to the less desirable lives of hired workers.
This sentiment is echoed in the passage from the Lancaster County
history printed above, which notes that the lives of black slaves
“was no more rigorous, nor were they treated any more severely than
were the ‘redemptioners.’” The truth is that both European
indentured servants and African slaves were generally treated
horribly by their owners. The argument that slavery was not so bad
when compared with the system of indentured servitude, which
flourished in this area at about the same time, is an old fallacy
that attempts to pit one type of bound labor against the other in
order to establish a relative scale of abuse and therefore
vindicate those who practiced one or the other. But the second text
goes one step further by broadly proclaiming “slavery as it existed
in Pennsylvania was rather of a mild type.” Regardless of how it
compared with the treatment of white servants, slavery as it
existed in Pennsylvania was anything but mild. It was at best cruel
and unjust. At its worst, the practice of slavery in Pennsylvania
exhibited feats of spectacular barbarity, inhumane treatment, and
utter rejection of the basic humanity of those enslaved.

Myths about the nature and persistence of
slavery in Pennsylvania are not limited to antique texts. Several
relatively modern local histories perpetuate the myth of
well-treated local slaves who return the kindness of their masters
with intense loyalty. In This Was Harrisburg, published in
1976, authors Steinmetz and Hoffsommer completely ignore the
existence of slavery in central Pennsylvania, with the exception of
recounting the tale of the rescue of John Harris by his “devoted
slave Hercules,” noting, “Harrisburg owes its existence to the
faithful devotions of a black slave.” Throughout the remainder of
the book, not a single mention is made of the contributions of any
other African Americans to the settlement of the frontier or the
development of the city, leaving the reader to assume that the only
role played by blacks in Harrisburg’s early history was that of the
“devoted slave.” A nearly identical portrait of black enslavement
is found in A History of Paxton Church, in which the author
at least acknowledges that a significant number of local families
owned slaves, but then erroneously reports, “slavery had been
outlawed in Pennsylvania with the passage, in 1780, of the ‘Act for
the Gradual Abolition of Slavery.’” The master-slave relationship
is mischaracterized and oversimplified in the book as a very
benevolent one, instead of the complex mix of dynamics involving
power, control, trust, fear and loyalty, that it actually was. Even
modern, official sources tend to repeat old misinformation. An
official state website in 2008, in an article called “What Was Life
Like in Pennsylvania” states “By 1800, Pennsylvania also had
abolished slavery.”132 With no additional details, this
statement falsely prompts the reader to imagine a land free of
bondage for blacks.

Cruelty exhibited by white slave holders
toward black slaves took many forms. At its most basic level, the
very idea that one person could own another person—which is
inherently unjust and cruel—was the foundation upon which the rest
of the practice rested. If one accepted the premise that ownership
of a human being was just, it was but a small step to also accept
the premise that this “property” must be a lesser specimen of being
than the owner, and therefore not worthy of the same treatment. In
Pennsylvania, this second step was almost mandatory, in order to
continue to justify slavery. The notion of equality was very
strong, bolstered by the Quaker teachings that every human being
contained an “inner light” that guaranteed their basic humanity.
This spiritual equality extended to everyone, male and female.
Women in the Society of Friends enjoyed an equality of public
speech, travel, and personal finances. The traditions of equality
from English law were encoded in William Penn’s Charter of
Privileges, signed in 1701. Into this atmosphere came other groups
of people—German, Scots-Irish, English and Welsh—who celebrated
their individuality and self worth, even as they were often forced
to indenture themselves for years to pay for their passage from
Europe. These were the notions of equality that later sparked and
fed the fires of revolution. Such ideas were strong in the minds of
Pennsylvanians, so it took a lot of rationalization to justify the
enslavement for life of other people. That rationalization took
root and blossomed in the notion that skin color was a clear
delineation of value. As late as 1852, this idea was being
propounded in the hall of the House of Representatives in the
capitol in Harrisburg by advocates of African colonization as a
reason to remove free African Americans from Pennsylvania and
resettle them in Liberia, on the west coast of Africa, at state
expense. In an address to the governor and both houses of the
legislature, William V. Pettit, of the Pennsylvania Colonization
Society, characterized blacks as “a race with whom it seems in the
order of Providence there can be no amalgamation, no
homogeneousness—a race which must always be a distinct and
incongruous people—to whom our climate is not congenial, who seem
not to be of us.” Pettit set up a clear “us” and “them” dichotomy
in which whites were meant to occupy the United States, and blacks
clearly, in his view, were not. But in his speech, he took this
idea even further, by portraying the enslavement of Africans by
whites as merely one step in a heavenly plan to establish the
United States as a great white Christian nation:

“That the all wise and just One should permit
these people to be forcibly and wickedly torn, even from their
heathen homes, to be carried to distant shores, and there in
bondage and degradation to be made the instruments of opening a
land which He designed to bless, even to the enlightening and
healing of the nations; and there, in return, to receive the light
of the Gospel, with all its attendant blessings of civilization and
liberty, in order that they, or their descendants, might carry it
back to bless the land of their forefathers. Wonderful as it is, it
may nevertheless be so, and exhibit one of His ways of bringing
good out of evil.”

Pettit’s fellow speaker, Reverend John P.
Durbin, added the voice of religious authority to Pettit’s
argument, quoting from scripture “God hath made of one blood all
nations of men,” but then expounding, “God gave Africa to the race
from which our colored people come.” In that single sentence,
Durbin neatly divorced all African Americans from being God’s
people, and instead made them derivations and property, as in “our
colored people.” Again turning to scripture, Durbin seized upon the
phrase “God…hath determined the bounds of their habitation,” asking
“Who can doubt but the ‘bounds of the habitation’ of these people
are in Africa?” In begging the question of why, then, God permitted
Africans to be enslaved, Durbin provides the tidy answer:

Perhaps this wise and mysterious Providence
has permitted their bonds in order to prepare them to be the
instruments of Christian civilization and religion to their vast
and populous country. Had they remained in their own country, they
would have remained pagans; in their slavery and exile, they have
become Christians in their ideas and feelings, …Return them to
Africa, and they will form a Christian republic whose light and
civilization will illuminate and reform the western part of that
great and gloomy continent. …And if such be the designs of
Providence, who shall estimate the guilt and punishment of our
people, if we refuse to send home these prepared missionaries, now
that God, by the signs of the times, is intimating His will that we
not enter upon the work.

The argument that people of African descent
benefited from slavery because they were introduced to Christianity
in the new world is not original with Pettit and Durbin. Both
speakers were merely using that old rationalization as a starting
point and tacking on colonization as the solution that would bring
the “designs of Providence” to fruition. In essence, Pennsylvania
slaveholders had been doing God’s work all along, though they did
not know it. The real guilt should come not from owning slaves, as
Reverend Durbin would have it, but from refusing to purge the
shores of America of their descendants. It was an intricate bit of
rationalization to justify not only owning a person, but believing
that ownership was also just.133

Because owning a slave in Pennsylvania meant
more than just owning that person’s labor. You also owned their
freedom of movement, their daily routine, and their evening repose.
You owned the food they ate, the clothes they wore, and the tools
they used. You owned their spiritual life, their social life, and
their love life. You owned everything from the cloth that swaddled
them on their day of birth, to the pine board that marked their
grave, on which, written with a stick of your charcoal, was the
name that was not even theirs, because it had been chosen, and
therefore owned, by you. If white slaveholders believed that black
slaves had souls, they would have laid claim to those too, but that
acknowledgment would have undercut the rationalization that made
this system of labor viable. In short, you owned and controlled
everything about a slave except his nightly dreams. Denied physical
possessions, robbed of a history as well as a future, and faced
with the same bleak prospects for all future generations,
Pennsylvania slaves, like slaves throughout the New World, endured
the waking nightmare of total bondage. It was no less mentally
cruel, no less crushing to the human spirit, to be held as a human
slave in Pennsylvania than in any other place that the wretched
trade touched. Such mental abuse was acknowledged from the very
start by those who could see through the economic and social
rationalizations for slavery and witnessed the horrible wrongs
being imposed upon blacks. The words of four Quakers, writing from
the Germantown meeting on 18 February 1688, amply summed up the
fear of bondage found in all human hearts with this opening
question for members of the monthly meeting to consider: “Is there
any that would be done or handled at this manner? Viz., to be sold
or made a slave for all the time of his life?” The protesters,
Garret Hendericks, Derick Up De Graeff, Francis Daniell Pastorius,
and Abraham Up Den Graef, saw the question as a simple extension of
the Golden Rule to racial equality, arguing “There is a saying that
we shall doe to all men like as we will be done ourselves; making
no difference of what generation, descent or colour they are.” To
the antislavery men of Germantown, the horror of slavery could be
conveyed by asking their audience to imagine themselves being
forced into the same condition. No mention was made of the physical
torments or deprivations. The Germantown Protest was based upon the
human need for “liberty of ye body” as much as for “liberty of
conscience.”

The passage of years brought increased
anti-slavery sentiment to the free people of Pennsylvania, which in
1780 resulted in the passage of legislation to gradually dismantle
the institution in the state. The actual legislation refers to
Pennsylvania slavery as abhorrent, and acknowledges “the sorrows of
those who have lived in undeserved bondage,” while the actions of
the slave holding class has “cast them into the deepest
afflictions.” Like the Germantown protesters of nearly 100 years
earlier, the framers of Pennsylvania’s new law also sought to
convey the mental pain of slavery, “the greatness of which can only
be conceived by supposing that we were in the same unhappy case.”
Clearly, slavery was not viewed at the time as “rather of a mild
type,” or as a condition in which those in bondage were treated
with “much consideration and affection.” Nor did it improve much in
the decades after the gradual emancipation law. An antislavery
writer, identified only as A. Ploughan, produced a lengthy
editorial against the practice for the premier issue of the
Farmers’ Instructor newspaper in 1800. This three-column
denunciation of slavery sought to be “a warning to avoid those
rocks upon which almost every nation have split.” The writer
continued in very vivid language:

A state of slavery, of all conditions, is the
most infernal; language cannot paint the deplorable state of a
slave—Ignorance, despondency, and meanness of soul, are the certain
consequences of slavery,--a condition wherein the people must
submit to the most horrid abuses, the most cruel insults and
contempt; in a word, a slave is an inhabitant of the deepest region
in the abyss of misery, and the place of torment is his
abode.134

Despite this strong anti-slavery missive in
its premier issue, the Farmers’ Instructor was not a
newspaper devoted to the anti-slavery cause. Subsequent issues
would include plenty of advertisements from slaveholders attempting
to sell slaves, or to recover escaped slaves.

The emotional pain of slavery was evident
from the families torn apart. We saw earlier how Lancaster
slaveholder Matthias Slough sold a young woman as punishment for
the crime of “breeding fast.” His words in the advertisement “She
has a likely child, which will not be sold with her” must surely
have masked a world of torment for the unnamed woman. Although some
Pennsylvania slaveholders made efforts to keep slave families
together, there were no legal guarantees. Even after passage of the
1780 Gradual Abolition Act, the Pennsylvania Antislavery Society
found it necessary to lobby for stronger legislation to prevent the
breakup of slave families and fought against the practice of
sending pregnant slaves out of state so that their newborn children
would not be born under provisions of the gradual emancipation law.
But any legal protections were contingent upon the family being
together in the first place. A great many slave families in
Pennsylvania were divided among two or more different owners. The
mere existence of an adult male slave and an adult female slave in
a household did not guarantee the two were married, and researchers
cannot assume that enslaved children in the same household are
related to either of the enslaved adults. In examining the slave
registration records of Chester County, historians Gary B. Nash and
Jean Soderlund determined that “at least 36 percent of Chester
County slave children lived in household without their
parents.”135

In addition to the mental and emotional
cruelty inherent to slavery, Pennsylvania slaves were also subject
to physical cruelties, some of which are quite shocking for their
brutality. Shackles, fetters, and iron chains were liberally used
to control the movement of slaves, sometimes to keep them moving or
working together, as when two or more slaves were chained together,
or more frequently to restrain individual slaves from moving at
all. One of the most frequently mentioned restraint devices
associated with Pennsylvania slaves are iron collars. These
barbaric devices were generally made of two half-rings, each large
enough to fit half-way around the neck, hinged together at one end
so that they could be closed around the wearer’s neck, completely
encircling it in a solid iron collar. The joint where the two
halves closed would then be secured with rivets or locked in a
manner that was not easily undone. Often the collar included a ring
to which a chain could be attached and sometimes they included one
or more protruding prongs. They were a very distinctive item,
easily distinguished from similar looking iron hardware, as shown
by a 1782 inventory of the estate of Mary Buchanan of Carlisle,
which listed in a line “1 Negroe Collar” among an assortment of old
tools.136 In later years the iron collar came to
symbolize, for anti-slavery activists, the cruelty of slavery.
William Lloyd Garrison published in 1837, without further editorial
comment, the following brief advertisement from a New Orleans
newspaper: “$25 Reward.— For the black woman, Betsey who left my
house in the Faubourg, McDonnough, about the 12th inst., when she
had on her neck an iron collar.” To the readers of The
Liberator, any extra commentary was unnecessary. The words of
the slaveholder himself were indictment enough. The same paper
reported years later on the punishment handed down by a New Orleans
tribunal against a slave named Smith, who was convicted of robbery.
In addition to seventy-five lashes, Smith was sentenced to wear a
three-pronged iron collar for six months.137

The iron collar was not a southern
peculiarity, though. As already seen in many advertisements for
runaway Pennsylvania slaves, iron collars were in common use in the
Keystone State as a punishment device. Isaac Whitelock, of the
Borough of Lancaster, sought the return of his black slave Will,
who had run off in the summer of 1750 along with a white servant
named Mearns. The slave could be identified in part, Whitelock
noted, by “an iron collar about his neck.” It is very possible that
this was not the first time that Will had tried to run away. The
“collar about his neck” was more than a simple restraining device,
and more even than a sign that the wearer was a slave. Most
Pennsylvania slaves were not encumbered with iron collars. They
were, after all, an extra expense in an age when the spending of
every penny was carefully weighed for its necessity. They caused
the wearer considerable discomfort and eventually pain, where the
soft flesh eventually chaffed raw against the hard metal. The
resulting wound was subject to infection, and the wearer risked
injury by trying to remove the collar with crude methods and tools.
The iron collar, therefore, was much more than a standard method of
controlling slaves. It was simply too expensive, risky and cruel
for everyday use, but was reserved for special circumstances. It
signified that its wearer was a rebellious slave, and in
particular, one who was prone to running away. Such might have been
the case with “a Negroe Lad named Abraham” who ran away from
Carlisle clock and watchmaker John Gemmill in the autumn of 1764.
The teenaged Abraham was born in the North American colonies but
carried the visible marks of his African heritage, being “cut in
both ears” according to Gemmill. In addition to the African tribal
markings, the young man ran away wearing few European clothes,
being outfitted simply in a blanket coat and buckskin breeches. He
did wear stockings and buckled shoes, a wise protection against the
rocky South Mountain ground. Gemmill thought that the young man had
run off in the company of a local army deserter, and that the pair
had broken into the shop of a local tailor on the night of their
escape. Regardless of the truth of the clockmaker’s allegations,
Abraham must have proved himself rebellious in other instances,
because his owner had fastened an iron collar around his neck prior
to his escape.138

Rebelliousness certainly describes the cases
of several other slaves in Central Pennsylvania. Lancaster butcher
Christopher Reigart reported the loss, in December 1763, of his
eighteen-year-old slave named Jack. The forty-shilling reward
offered by Reigart must have been effective, as Jack was soon back
in his possession, but not for long. In the early summer of 1764,
Jack had again made his escape, but Reigart again captured his
rebellious slave despite lowering the reward to thirty shillings.
After the July escape attempt, Reigart had an iron collar with a
pointed prong fitted around Jack’s neck as punishment. The prong is
a vicious improvisation added to the iron collar, intended to
increase the amount of suffering endured by the wearer. Slaves who
wore these devices described how they made it impossible to rest
comfortably or to sleep lying on your back or stomach. In his
advertisement, Reigart described the prong as “short” and “a little
crooked at the point.” Exactly what length a prong had to be to
constitute being described as short is not known. Surviving images
of iron slave collars with prongs show prong lengths of between
about six and twenty inches. None of these prongs would probably be
considered “short,” and these do not show pointed prongs, but
rather devices in which the ends have been turned. Points on prongs
of medium or long lengths would have presented an unnecessary
danger to others who got close to the slave, so points probably
only appeared on collar prongs of a few inches or less. In fact,
Reigart wrote that the prong “might be pretty easily hid or
covered,” thus reinforcing the idea that the prong on this collar
was less than a few inches in length. The device, it turns out, did
not deter Jack from again running away the following month. In
August of that same year, Reigart was forced to buy yet another ad
in the Pennsylvania Gazette, offering a twenty-five shilling
reward for Jack’s return. This time, Jack was not alone. He ran
away with another teenaged slave named October, who belonged to a
man named Henry Helm. It is not known if Reigart ever recaptured
Jack after his third escape, but the following spring Henry Helm
offered for sale a slave who matched October’s description. Being
sold was yet another type of punishment for rebellious
slaves.139

Another central Pennsylvania slaveholder who
employed the use of an iron collar after a slave repeatedly ran
away was Curtis Grubb, iron master at Cornwall Iron Furnace. In the
early 1770s, Grubb purchased a slave named Jack, a young man
belonging to Robert Craig, in Donegal Township, Lancaster County.
Jack had apparently caused his Lancaster master considerable grief,
as he had been confined in the Lancaster workhouse near the time
that he was purchased by Grubb, but the ironmaster was apparently
not deterred from adding this rebellious slave to his industrial
work force. It was not long before Jack took a strong dislike to
the hard, lonely work in the remote woods of Cornwall, and took off
on his own. Grubb, being accustomed to having to chase after
wayward slaves and indentured workers, soon had Jack back in his
possession, this time with an iron collar around the young man’s
neck as punishment. Three months later, Jack again attempted to get
away, still wearing the punitive collar. He remained at large for
at least six months, more than doubling the time he was able to
elude capture, but Grubb eventually found him and returned him to
work at the furnace. Jack’s experience at Cornwall was not
atypical. At Hopewell Furnace, near Reading, ironmaster Mark Bird
had a similar situation at about the same time with a highly
experienced and trusted slave named Cuff Dix, “a hammerman by
trade.” In September 1774, Dix made his escape, already fettered by
“a lock and chain about his leg.” This type of restraining device
was also quite common among Pennsylvania slaveholders, and though
it might not have been as inhumane as an iron collar, was still
more punitive than utilitarian in use. Bird captured Cuff Dix, or
the slave returned of his own volition, but he ran away again the
following year. The ironmaster again placed an advertisement in the
Pennsylvania Gazette, but after five months and no results
was forced to place yet another ad. In each advertisement, Bird
made mention of the iron collar around the slave’s neck, placed
there as punishment for his earlier transgressions, but noted “it
is likely that he soon got that off.” This acknowledgment of the
experienced hammer man’s metalworking skills is also a hint that
the earlier use of iron fetters was equally ineffective once the
man gained his freedom. In fact, Dix may indeed have made short
work of the iron collar once he got away. He was captured a short
while after the appearance of the second ad, in Chester County, and
the jailor there made no mention of an iron collar around the neck
of the captured slave.140 Dix was eventually returned to
the Hopewell Furnace, but as noted in the next chapter, he did not
stay long.

The use of iron collars was not limited to
male slaves, nor was its use spurned by men of the cloth. The
respected minister John Roan, of Londonderry Township, resorted to
using one of the cruel devices on his twenty-three-year-old slave
Pero, who ran away in the spring of 1773. This might not have been
Pero’s first attempt at freedom, as Roan had already clapped a
collar on his neck before the young man made his escape. At the
time of Pero’s escape, Roan was pastor of the Newside Presbyterian
Church, in what is now Lower Paxton Township. The New-Siders, being
strongly influenced by the charismatic Great Awakening preaching of
evangelist George Whitefield, broke away from the established
congregations at Paxton and Derry, and established their own
congregation and church between the two places. Though the schism
was eventually repaired, hard feelings existed between those
adherents of each congregation, which might account for Roan’s note
in the runaway ad that “he had an iron collar about his neck, but
it is supposed the collar is taken off by some ill-disposed
neighbour.” Samuel Martin, another Dauphin County slaveholder,
offered to pay forty shillings reward to anyone who returned his
eighteen-year-old “Negroe wench,” who had run away in June 1769.
The young girl, who Martin said “was formerly the property of Mr.
Samuel Kennedy, near the Cross roads,” had been away for more than
eight months by the time Martin place his ad. Whether the young
slave, who is not named in the ad, was upset by being sold away
from her former master, was otherwise unruly, or simply caused the
Dauphin County slaveholder to be suspicious is not known, but he
had taken the precaution of placing an iron collar around her neck.
The teenaged girl had not been able to remove it before making her
escape and Martin thought the possibility was good that she was
still wearing it when he composed the ad eight months later.
Another teenaged girl, although not a Pennsylvania slave, is also
documented as being punished by wearing an iron collar at about
this time. The Baltimore owner, William Payne, advertised for his
fourteen-year-old slave Hagar in Pennsylvania newspapers,
indicating that she may have been hiding across the Mason and Dixon
line. Even at age fourteen, the enslaved child appears to have
experience with taking to the open road, as Payne wrote, almost
indignantly that “she is supposed to be harboured in some Negroe
Quarter, as her Father and Mother encourage her in these
Elopements, under a Pretence that she is ill used at home.” His use
of an iron collar to restrain and punish her is noted, as is her
clothing, which he described as “very much patched, and … ragged.”
As if these conditions were not enough, Payne also describes
another too common type of abuse: “a Scar under one of her Breasts,
supposed to be got by Whipping.”141

Though the use of iron collars by
Pennsylvania slaveholders seems to have been most common in the two
decades leading up to the Revolutionary War, there is ample
evidence that this spiteful form of punishment persisted well into
the post war decades. Lancaster County slaveholder Jonathan Royer,
a Leacock Township farmer, acquired an African American slave named
Thomas Morgan sometime after 1790. Morgan showed his discontent
with his condition by running away from the Royer farm, first in
the summer of 1805, at which time Jonathan Royer offered a
thirty-dollar reward for his escaped man. At some point, he
recovered Thomas Morgan, but the slave bided his time until the
same time the next year, almost to the day, when he again ran away.
Royer offered a somewhat reduced reward this second time,
advertising a twenty-dollar reward to “whoever apprehends the said
run-away.” Morgan’s third escape try came in the late winter of
1808, at which time Royer, advertising in the Lancaster
Journal, offered just ten dollars for the return of his slave.
This advertisement offered up a new bit of information on Morgan,
noting that he “has lost one of his fore teeth.” Although we do not
know if this was due to dental decay, or was an intentional wound
inflicted upon the slave as punishment for his frequent escapes, we
do know that the latter possibility was a less common punishment
for runaways in previous decades. When he finally got his hands on
the elusive Morgan, Royer resorted to a more vicious means of
punishment by having an iron collar with two prongs secured around
the man’s neck. Thomas Morgan was still wearing the brutal iron
collar when, in August of 1809, he made his fourth and final escape
from the Royer household. The last ad placed by Jonathan Royer to
find his persistently wayward slave offered a mere five dollars as
reward. This advertisement, which made particular note of Morgan’s
“iron collar with two prongs around his neck” was placed nearly
three decades after the State of Pennsylvania sought to ameliorate
“the deepest afflictions” of people exactly like Thomas Morgan with
its Gradual Abolition law.142 Clearly, the sentiments of
the Philadelphia-based legislators did not coincide with those of
such rural slaveholders as Thomas Royer. It seems as if the life of
a slave in Pennsylvania, even as late of 1809, was closer to the
“abyss of misery” described by Harrisburg’s A. Ploughan in 1800,
than to the slave-free state claimed by a state-run website in
2008.

As previously hinted, Pennsylvania
slaveholders sometimes resorted to much more violent punishments,
inflicting whippings, beatings, and worse, upon those slaves
unfortunate enough to be recaptured. In 1773, Reading jailor John
Whitman reported that he had imprisoned a man named Will, whom he
suspected of being a fugitive slave. The man, who Whitman thought
belonged to a Frederick, Maryland owner, had a scar on his forehead
and a back “full of scars, by severe whipping.” Whippings were not
confined to states below the Mason-Dixon Line, however. Slaveholder
John Campbell, of Mount Joy, Lancaster County, suspected that his
missing slave, John Lewis, had absconded with a mare from his farm.
He offered a reward of fifty dollars for the slave and mare, or
forty dollars for the slave alone, noting the young man “is
somewhat marked on the back with the whip, and stutters in his
speech.” Farmer John Bolton, of Chester, advertised for his
twenty-five year old slave, Will. In addition to wearing an iron
collar, Will’s back, Bolton wrote, was “cruelly scarred with severe
whipping, for running away,” but he noted, lest he be accused of
cruelty, that the brutal whipping had been meted out to the slave
“before I got him.” Ironmaster John Patton, of Centre Furnace, near
present day State College, advertised for two slaves who had
escaped from his industrial operation. The two young people, John
and Flora, apparently ran away together. John, who was twenty-two
years old, probably did the talking for the pair, as Flora spoke
only “bad English,” and “a little French.” It is in the description
of Flora, however, that we find evidence of severe abuse by someone
in her enslaved past. Patton described the eighteen-year-old girl
as having “a scar on her upper lip,” and in acknowledgment of a
much more despicable practice, “letters branded on her breast.”
While these tortuous punishments were known to have been used in
the 1740s, 1750s and even 1760s—decades leading up to the more
enlightened years of the Revolution—the brutal punishments noted
above occurred much later. The hapless Will, with a back full of
scars, was captured in Reading in 1773. John Lewis, from Mount Joy,
was only twenty-six years old, yet he bore scars from the whip when
he escaped in 1798. Will, from Chester, was even younger, at age
twenty-five, and was so horribly scarred that his master felt it
necessary to add a disclaimer that he was not the one responsible
for the terrible scars. That occurred in 1783; and Flora, at
eighteen years of age—barely out of childhood—was cruelly scarred
on her face, possibly from beatings, and had been branded with
searing irons on her breast. Flora showed the signs of these
atrocities in Pennsylvania in 1799, just a year shy of the new
millennium.

Whippings and beatings inflicted upon slaves
for offenses could be extremely brutal, and occasionally resulted
in the death of the slave. In April 1800, William McAllister of
Mifflin County was visiting his brother John McAllister, in Tyrone
Township, then Cumberland County. In the late morning of 14 April,
William McAllister discovered that someone had cut the strap that
secured his saddlebags, and seven French Crowns and five dollars
were missing from the bags. McAllister immediately accused his
brother’s slave, Caesar, of taking the money, but the slave denied
both cutting the strap and taking the money. McAllister did not
believe the slave’s denial, and he was determined to punish him. In
court testimony, his brother John described how William “took
[Caesar] to an apple mill, fastened a rope about the negro's neck
& put him over the sweep of the mill. Then he stripped off his
clothes and whipped him and told him to give back the money.”
William continued beating the slave through his denials and after a
while brought the broken man back to the farmhouse and left to
conduct some business in the nearby town of Landisburg. By the time
he returned, after dark, Caesar had died of his beatings.
Cumberland County authorities prosecuted both men for the death of
the slave, and the trial that September received press coverage at
least as far away as Philadelphia as Philadelphia merchant Thomas
Cope commented on it in his diary. Both men were found guilty of
murder, and were sentenced by Judge John Joseph Henry to five years
each in the Philadelphia penitentiary.143

 


Death

 


The well to
do people among our early settlers had slaves. When they died they
had to be buried. Many of these servants were buried on the outside
of our old cemeteries. Such is the case on these grounds, where
slaves were buried on the outside of the cemetery fence, and west
of the second place of worship or The Log Church.

--Nevin Moyer and Earle W. Lingle, “Wenrich’s
Records”144

 


Historian Nevin Moyer’s observation that many
slaves were buried outside of the walls of established church yards
reinforces the concept that blacks were perceived in colonial and
even post Revolutionary Pennsylvania to be of a lesser species than
whites, which added to the rationalization for holding them as
slaves. Rural families who maintained family burial grounds, and
who owned slaves often buried those slaves on their own land, just
as they buried family members in small plots on their land. The
slave burial sites, however, were often located in a different
location remote from the family plot. An example of this can be
seen in Susquehanna Township, Dauphin County, for burials related
to the McAllister family at Fort Hunter. The McAllister family plot
is surrounded by a gated wall on land that once was part of the
large and impressive estate of Archibald McAllister. Slaves and
free blacks who worked on the estate are buried in a separate
location, on hilly land that was once owned by the McAllister
family. The site, now referred to as the African American Burial
Ground, is the final resting place for some of the people who were
servants at Fort Hunter, including members of the Craig family. The
Craigs were slaves and servants at Fort Hunter for many years. The
earliest record that mentions the family name is the registration
by Archibald McAllister of several slave children: Lucy Craig,
James Craig, and Eliza Creag. He also registered the slave child
Andrew (surname not given), whose age matches one of the persons
interred at the site. These were probably all children of Sally
Craig, a slave for life, registered in 1780 simply as "Sal."

From later records, we know that Sally's
surname was Craig, and, as noted earlier in this chapter, that she
ran away in 1828 when McAllister advertised to sell her in local
newspapers. Sally Craig never returned to Fort Hunter and her fate
is unknown. Some of her descendants remained nearby, however, as
seen by these graves that date from as late as 1899. Five persons
buried at this site are identified, four of whom are known to be
members of the Craig family. One grave is marked but lacks
identifying information on the stone, and one grave has a base for
a marker, but the marker is missing. It is not known how many
persons are buried in this graveyard, and if unmarked graves are
present. There is evidence that a low stone fence or border once
surrounded this burial place.145 Because most of these
markers were placed by free blacks in the decades following
slavery, we have this record of their life, etched in stone and
marking the location of their final resting place. However nearly
all slaves buried during the actual years of slavery in this state
were not so well honored. Few had anything more than a temporary
marker placed upon their grave, often made of wood. Those markers,
if any were placed at all, soon rotted away and the actual site has
long since been lost, dug over, or built upon.

For those rural slaveholding families that
did not have available land on which to bury their slaves, or who
did not want to inter them on their own land for whatever reason,
an option that was exercised locally was to bury the slave in or
near their church burial yard. Unlike modern cemeteries, with their
family plots and pleasant grassy landscape—a style that did not
come to Harrisburg until 1845—colonial-era burial grounds usually
began as plots of land adjacent to a church. Deceased congregants
were buried in simple rows, generally in the order in which they
were buried. Sometimes enough room was left between graves so that
a spouse or child could be later interred next to their kin, but in
the oldest churchyards, more often that not, deceased family
members were simply placed in the ground at the next spot in the
row. Often, when available funds could be raised, the church
membership would elect to build a permanent wall around the burial
ground to delineate and separate these grounds from areas used for
other activities. Sometimes these walls were built decades after
the first congregants were interred on the grounds. Paxton
Presbyterian Church probably provided burial on its grounds for
settlers who worshipped within its log walls as early as the 1720s,
yet did not build a wall around the burial yard until
1792.146 Regardless of whether a stone wall enclosed the
churchyard, or its boundaries were not formally marked, any
individual buried within its limits had to be members of good
standing in the church. Burial in the colonial churchyard was
almost always denied to strangers, those defined as unrepentant
sinners, and slaves. Yet those persons had to be buried somewhere,
and because the church’s burial ground was often the only nearby
place available, church authorities made concessions and allowed
the dead persons in any of those categories to be buried on its
land, but well apart from the final resting place of the faithful,
outside of the official churchyard.

The custom of burying slaves outside of the
fence that surrounds the church burial grounds is common in this
area. It has been documented at the Hanover Burial Grounds in East
Hanover Township, Dauphin County. In addition to slaves, the land
outside of the fence was also used to bury "the Devil's people."
According to Wenrich's Records, The 1791 “Rules and
Regulations of the Church” defined this as a person who "falls from
his faith, (and) officers of the church are to go to him 1 - 2 - 3
times, and then if he falls again, and dies, he is to be buried on
the outside of the grave yard with the Devil's people" and not on
the inside of the fence, with "God's people."147 To be
classified as one of "the Devil's people" was not to be taken
lightly in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The name
"devil" was perhaps the worst description that could be given to a
person, implying complete disrepute in the eyes of the church.
Those deemed "Devil's people" were not even given the simple
respect of having their graves marked, effectively consigning them
to oblivion once the memory of their lives faded. This mirrors one
of the chief concerns of the damned in the upper circles of Dante's
Inferno, of being forgotten on earth:

But when you are once more in the sweet
world

I beg you to remind our friends of me.

Slaves, at least in colonial times, were
afforded the same treatment at death; their graves went unmarked
and their place of burial was outside of the fence with "the
Devil's people." Baptisms of slaves and their children did not
start to show up in church records in the area that is now Dauphin
County until the beginning of the nineteenth century. The slaves of
colonial times were either considered to be not worthy of eternal
life and burial with "God's people, or, perhaps more in line with
their property status which was similar to livestock, not capable
of understanding and achieving salvation.

Because such burials were not recorded, and
graves were not permanently marked, the actual number of slaves
buried outside of the walls of old church burial grounds is not
known. According to a locally published township history book,
there are 1157 graves within the fieldstone walls of the Hanover
Burial Grounds, of which 879 are, or were at one time, marked. Many
of the known slaveholders for East and West Hanover Townships are
buried in this place, beginning in 1739. The township history book
reports that there are fifty slaves buried here, although it does
not identify the source of that information. Local lore holds that
more than one hundred additional slaves are buried outside of the
cemetery wall, which was constructed in 1797. For this reason,
according to tradition, no one was permitted to plow or dig around
the wall.148 Today, the wall is surrounded by grass at
the front and woods around the remaining sides, which seems to
indicate that there is some truth to that belief. Of the one
hundred and fifty slaves believed buried in this location, none
have yet been identified. Those slaves acknowledged to have been
buried inside of the walls were probably slaves buried in later
years, even as late as the early decades of the nineteenth century.
Most, as noted above, were kept outside of the walls.

Slave burials have been noted by historian
Nevin Moyer at Wenrich’s Cemetery, in Lower Paxton Township,
Dauphin County. Wenrich's Cemetery is located on Route 39, just
east of Linglestown. It is located next to St. Thomas United Church
of Christ, and shares its history with that church. The church was
established in 1730 on land donated by Francis Wenrich, and
originally served the Presbyterian, Episcopalian, and Lutheran and
Reformed faithful of the area. The original church building also
housed the local school until it was replaced in 1794. The second
church, or "log church," was located just to the west of the first
building, and was in use through 1856, when the present church was
built.

Like the church, the cemetery evolved in
sections: the first burial ground, or "old cemetery," was located
on the hill, west of the original church building and next to what
became the second church building. A new section of the cemetery
was begun about fifty feet west of the original burial ground and
the second church. The newest burials are in the western half of
this portion of the cemetery. The area between the old burial
ground and the new cemetery, a strip of land some fifty feet wide,
was filled with graves starting sometime in the 1840s, judging from
dates on the tombstones. It became known as the first addition to
the old cemetery, and is the part of the cemetery believed to have
originally been a burial ground for slaves. Moyer wrote, “These
fifty feet west of the old church site, up to the Meese plot, was
the first addition to the old cemetery. In this strip the slaves of
Colonial days were buried, that were brought to the church for
burial. Nearly every grave that was dug, the grave diggers came on
human bones, buried long ago. A full grown body was dug upon in
Oct. 1938. They were bones of slaves.”149

None of the slaves buried at Wenrich’s are
identified in any known records. It is also not known how many
slaves are buried here. There could be as few as a dozen, or as
many as several hundred. The age of the burial grounds, and the
importance of this church to the colonial community, tends to
support the belief that a large number of slaves are interred in
unmarked graves here. The most probable period of time in which
slaves were brought here for burial is in the years from the
church's founding in 1730 until the building of the second church
in 1794. Because attitudes towards slavery changed drastically
during the Revolution, and especially after 1780, when the Gradual
Emancipation law was passed, it is unlikely that many slaves were
buried here in unmarked graves after the 1770s. That half century,
however, from 1730 until 1780, encompasses a time when hundreds of
slaves toiled in the surrounding fields and lived in the
communities served by this church.

At least one area colonial churchyard does
have marked “slave” graves, but some of the graves were moved to
the burial site decades after the Civil War. The four persons
interred, George Lorrett, Lucy Lorrett, Dinah, and a former slave
named George Washington, are all identified as former slaves in
published church histories and in a walking tour guide to the
historic burial grounds. Washington was reported to have come north
during the Civil War with the Ninth Pennsylvania Cavalry, and
little else is known about him. The Lorretts are identified as
church members, and Morton Glise’s history of the church notes that
former slaves were welcomed into the church and several worshipped
there regularly. An example of a former slave being allowed to
worship at the church can be seen in the story of Dinah, one of the
African Americans buried in the churchyard. Dinah was born into
slavery in 1788, and was registered as required by law by her
owner, James Cowden, at Harrisburg in April 1789. Cowden had
married Mary Crouch, the daughter of another prominent Dauphin
County slaveholder, James Crouch, whose Walnut Hill estate was
profiled earlier in this chapter. James Cowden had not registered
any female slaves of childbearing age, so it is possible Dinah was
a child of one of the Crouch family slaves. As the child of a
slave, born after 1780, Dinah would have to be legally manumitted
by her twenty-eighth birthday, which would have been in 1816.
Cowden died before that, however, in 1810. In his will, which was
written a few weeks before he died, he left his wife Mary her
"choice of the black girls," one of whom was the young Dinah, now
twenty-two years old. Dinah apparently stayed with Mary Cowden and
served her family, according to Glise, as a “faithful ‘Mammy’ to
several generations of Cowdens.” After her term of slavery expired,
Dinah was placed on the Cowden family payroll as an employee, and
probably accompanied the family to services at Paxton Church. She
lived to ninety years of age, and when she died in 1878 many of the
Paxton congregants showed up to pay their last respects. Glise
wrote of her funeral at the church, “She was a jolly, friendly
person who was beloved by everyone who knew her. When funeral
services were held for Dinah in the Church it is reported that more
carriages were here for her funeral than were present at the
funeral of any white person for many and many a year.” Someone,
possibly the Cowden family, paid to have a substantial tombstone
carved with the following epitaph and placed on her grave in the
churchyard: “Dinah / Died April 1, 1878 / In the 90th year of / her
age / 'Well done good and faith- / ful servant.”

Despite the fact that she died thirteen years
after the end of the Civil War, and spent sixty-two years of her
life as a free woman, the dehumanizing legacy of slavery followed
her to the grave and was chiseled on the stone that marks her
grave: Dinah was buried without a last name.150

George and Lucy Lorrett, who are buried next
to Dinah, are possibly kin to her. Both were originally owned by
James Crouch, whose Walnut Hill farm was one of the few plantation
style estates in the Harrisburg area. By the time that the 1780
Gradual Abolition law mandated that all slaves had to be
registered, Crouch already had eleven slaves ranging in age from
nine months to sixty years. Two of these slaves were Lucy, who was
in her thirties, and her seven-year-old son, George. According to
her tombstone, Lucy lived 100 years. Stories of centenarian slaves
and former slaves became commonplace in the decades following the
Civil War, and many have been shown to have been errors or
exaggerations caused by a combination of improper recordkeeping and
the aging effects caused by the harsh life of a slave. But Lucy
really was at least close to 100 when she died in 1847. Crouch had
reported her age, in 1780, as thirty, but because he reported all
the ages of his adult slaves in numbers rounded to the nearest
decade, this was probably an estimate.151 If Lucy was
actually 100 years old when she died, then her actual age at
registration was probably thirty-three years, which is not an
unreasonable assumption. Few other details are available on Lucy,
but Glise included the following notes on her son George: “George
Lorrett is said to have been the first black person to own property
in Dauphin County. It is said also that at his death he was the
last slave in the County, having steadfastly refused to accept his
freedom. Although he lived as a free man, he considered himself as
belonging to the Crouch family for the rest of his life for reasons
of personal security.”152

George Lorrett, nicknamed "King George," was
a well-known personality around Harrisburg in the years just before
his death in 1862. However, it is possible that he was not the
first African American to own property in Dauphin County.
Harrisburg had a well-established free African-American population
by the 1820s, and several blacks owned and operated businesses in
the city. The story of Lorrett's refusal to accept his freedom,
preferring the "security" of white ownership is nothing more than
an apocryphal tale originally meant to bolster the pro-slavery
sentiment that was strong in this area at that time. George
Lorrett, after he gained his freedom, was a property owner, and he
lived for at least four decades on a farm that he owned in Lower
Swatara Township. The farm became known as "Black George's Farm,"
to local inhabitants, and was remembered by historian William Henry
Egle, who printed an article about the farm in his "Notes and
Queries" column. It was on this farm that George and his mother
Lucy lived as free persons, and it was on land belonging to this
farm that both were originally buried. The land and farm eventually
was sold to Jacob Ebersole, who in 1888 had the bodies of Lucy and
George Lorrett re-interred in the Paxton Church burial
ground.153

Beyond these four persons, none of whom were
interred within the walls of the Paxton Church burial grounds while
actually enslaved, no reports of slave burials at this location
exist. If this church followed common practice of burying slaves
outside of its walls, as occurred at Hanover Church and Wenrich’s
Church, and there is no reason to believe it prohibited such
burials, as many of its members owned slaves, then there are
unmarked slave graves along the outside perimeter of the early
churchyard. Like Wenrich’s, there may be areas of the present
burial grounds that originally held the mortal remains of slaves in
unmarked and long forgotten plots, but which was subsequently used
for nineteenth century burials when the cemetery expanded. In his
sesquicentennial history of the church, historian Mathias McAlarney
acknowledged, “In early times, no distinct limits were set, and the
people buried their dead anywhere, according to their fancy, in the
clearing to the south and south-east of the church. Graves were
seldom marked, and a few have obliterated all traces of them.” Even
in 1890, the current wall, McAlarney warned, did not “by any means
include all of the graves of Paxtang.” Years later, Morton Glise
added, “Some of the area enclosed by the wall has been buried over
twice—once with unmarked graves and a second time with marked
graves. When digging graves today, it is not uncommon to unearth
the remains of bodies buried two centuries ago.”154
Given that, prior to the erection of the stone wall that
encompasses Paxton Church Cemetery “no distinct limits” marked
where church members were laid to rest, and where deceased slaves
were buried, and given that early, non-permanent markers rotted
away, or graves were not marked at all, it is probable that some of
those persons buried over, or disinterred by accident as late as
the 1970s, were the long forgotten bones of Paxton area slaves.

 


 



 


 Chapter Five—Dogs, War,
and Ghosts

 


Where in the tangled thicket lay

The panther lurking for his prey;

Or heard unharmed in swampy brake,

The hissing of the poisonous snake.

--John Collins, “The Slave Mother” (excerpt)
For the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Fair, Philadelphia, 1855
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“Unlike the men, more ferocious than wild
beasts…”

 



Nineteenth century anti-slavery poets created vivid and terrifying
settings through which their heroes and heroines, desperate and
set-upon fugitive slaves, determinedly and defiantly struggled.
Typical of these is the “sad slave mother” of Philadelphia native
John Collins’ poem, an excerpt of which opens this chapter. She
braves “secret and dangerous paths,” through “tangled thicket,”
teeming with lurking panthers and poisonous snakes. Prickly
brushwood and thorns tear her flesh. Despite these dangers, she
holds to her northern course “In search of freedom and a
grave.”

A similar grim determination is shown by the
escaping slave Eliza Harris, from Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
clutching her infant child, Harry, to her chest as she leaps into
the frigid Ohio River, perilously, even foolishly, balancing on ice
floes in a mad attempt at escape. Author Harriet Beecher Stowe
painted a thrilling and unforgettable image for her readers with
the following passage:

“The huge green fragment of ice on which
she alighted pitched and creaked as her weight came on it, but she
stayed there not a moment. With wild cries and desperate energy she
leaped to another and still another
cake;--stumbling,--leaping,--slipping,--springing upwards again!
Her shoes are gone,--her stockings cut from her feet,--while blood
marked every step; but she saw nothing, felt nothing, till dimly,
as in a dream, she saw the Ohio side, and a man helping her up the
bank.” 156

Each image of escape quoted above is crafted
in the romantic tradition of man fighting against awesome natural
forces. The danger is palpable to the reader, and carefully
sketched out to draw forth a strong emotional response in favor of
the innocent fugitive. Eliza’s heroic leap from one ice chunk to
the next, with the prospect of drowning beneath rushing dark and
frigid waters, or being brutally crushed between giant frozen slabs
with a single slip or misstep, was a favorite scene for Stowe’s
readers. So cherished was this scene of peril that when the book
was turned into an early stage play, the staging of the
escape-over-the-ice scene often disappointed theater patrons
because theaters were unable to adequately recreate the intense
emotional drama that readers of the novel had invested in the same
passage from the book. An 1853 review in the Philadelphia Sunday
Dispatch called Eliza’s escape scene from the National
Theater’s production “poorly managed,” complaining, “Instead of
jumping from piece to piece, she kept on one cake of ice, which was
moved very slowly, and in a manner which spoiled all the thrilling
incidents of what might have been a very exciting
scene.”157 In response to popular demand, the theater
company improved its special effects so that the scene might
properly thrill a theater audience, and the stage play of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, in six acts, moved out from the large cities and
began playing the smaller towns in Pennsylvania in December 1853. A
traveling company presented it in Norristown, Lancaster, Lebanon,
and Harrisburg.158 It played well in most northern
locales, and continued to do so for decades after the end of the
Civil War, but despite the improved staging, the theater version
never eclipsed the popularity of the book.

Popular images, however gruesome or
thrilling, paled against the reality of the actual dangers faced by
most freedom seekers. While panthers and frozen rivers provided
vicarious thrills for nineteenth century readers, the fugitive
slave faced far nastier perils from the moment she or he stepped
away from the plantation without permission. Every force in nature
became a potential threat; every person met along the way was a
possible assailant. Homes and inns, which traditionally offered
warmth, rest and nourishment to weary travelers, became suspected
traps. The prospect of collecting reward money, which was sometimes
a substantial sum and very appealing to a poor farmer, made every
resident a possible bounty hunter. Freedom seeker James Curry, in
his 1840 narrative of escape published in Garrison’s
Liberator, expressed a preference for facing wild animals
rather than slave hunters when he wrote of an incident on his
journey to freedom “In that afternoon I was attacked by a wild
beast…I thought surely I am beset this day, but unlike the men,
more ferocious than wild beasts, I succeeded in driving him away.”
Wild animals presented a danger when they were accidentally
encountered, and even predatory beasts such as wolves could be
warded off or avoided, but only men, using all their intelligence,
tools, and domesticated animals as help, would hunt down other men
for profit. As newspapers became more prevalent, notices of runaway
slaves, some with extensive descriptions, commonly appeared next to
advertisements for stage lines and local inns. The Farmer’s
Instructor and Harrisburgh Courant, a short-lived newspaper in
Harrisburg in the first decade of the nineteenth century,
frequently published advertisements from Maryland slaveholders
seeking the return of fugitives. An advertisement from May 1800
offered fifty dollars for the return of “Mid,” a runaway from the
plantation of Leroy Hughes in Frederick, Maryland. Hughes described
the escapee as a Negro man, thirty-two years of age, who “calls
himself Middleton Garrett.” Hughes believed that Middleton had not
taken off on his own, noting “It is believed some free person has
taken him off.”159 The reward that Hughes promised for
the capture of his wayward slave, fifty dollars, was a tidy sum
when compared with common wages of that time period: laborers on
the Schuylkill and Susquehanna Canal in nearby Middletown earned
five dollars per month in winter and six dollars per month in
summer. Soldiers were paid three dollars per month in that same
time period. Local merchants advertised whiskey at forty-seven
cents per gallon and bacon at nine cents per pound.160
Fifty dollars for the return of a slave, then, could induce many
people to risk a potentially dangerous capture attempt.
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