African-American Supplement for US History 1740’s to 1830’s


Teaching American History 

Lesson Plan Template

	Author:  Hill Pearsall

	Subject:  US History

	Grade Level:  11

	Class Time Required:

	Lesson Title:    African-American History Supplement  1740-1830’s


Essential Question:
	Can you name three key African American figures in American History prior to 1830?  Can you name three non-African-American figures from that same period?  (typically they can do the later)  Why do you feel this is so?   



Brief Description of Lesson:
	Students will be given a series of questions and primary source readings to expand their understanding of black leaders in early American history.  This will be a long term project (two to three weeks) given at the beginning of the semester.  Students will do this outside of class for the most part.


Lesson Plan Objectives:


Objective 1.02: Analyze the political freedoms available to the following groups prior to 1820: women, wage earners, landlessfarmers, American Indians, African Americans, and other ethnic groups.


Objective 2.04: Assess political events, issues, and personalities that contributed to sectionalism and nationalism.
	At the conclusion of this lesson students will be able to discuss the role of early black leaders in American history or historical figures that played a role in our history.  They will gain a greater understanding of the role of black figures in American history.


	Teacher Designed Objectives:  Students will understand how early black Americans have shaped the country and how there is a rich history of black Americans that doesn’t just involve slavery.  Many times slavery and rebellion is all students get in history class with regards to black Americans in our early history.  Students will analyze others aspects.


Materials Needed: (Print and Non-Print)

	Primary Sources:    1780 letter to the Mass. Assembly from Paul Cuffe, Letters between Benjamin Banneker and Thomas Jefferson, 1791,  Venture Smith biography, poems by Phillis Wheatley on Atheists and Lucy Terry Prince “The Bars Fight”
Secondary Sources:  Internet research sites, teacher created assignment


	Technology:  Computer and internet access.


Suggested Teaching Strategies:  
	Anticipatory Set (Jump-Starter Activity)

Pose the same question as the essential question:  Can you name three key African American figures in American History prior to 1830?  Can you name three non-African-American figures from that same period?  (typically they can do the later)  Why do you feel this is so?   

Also read an excerpt from a history book from 1960 that says, “



	Teacher led instruction
The teacher will mention some aspects of the research within the lecture, but most work will be completed by students.

	Guided Practice  
The teacher will take students to the computer lab to walk through one of the primary documents to demonstrate how to analyze it and to ensure that all students understand the goal of the project.


	Independent Practice

Completion of the teacher provided packet.

	Closure
As part of the project, students will write a reflective essay on their findings.  Students will be asked to share their thoughts.  Also,  refer back to the essential questions and ask it again.


Evaluation of Student Comprehension:

Initial walk through by the teacher to secure a basic understanding of the objective.  Periodic checks to ensure that work is being completed before the due date.  Completion of the packet and class discussion.  The teacher may also have a separate exam or incorporate information into regular assessments to ensure comprehension.  This would also help in making sure students meet benchmarks to complete the project on time.
Supplemental Information for Teachers:
Internet Resources:

http://www.infoplease.com/t/hist/cuffe-taxation-petition/   Paul Cuffe’s letter to the Mass. Assembly

http://www.eduplace.com/ss/hmss/5/unit/act5.1blm1.html  Benjamin Banneker letter

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h71t.html  Benjamin Banneker and Jefferson

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/index.html  Various other accounts on this website Africans in America from PBS

http://www.pbs.org/thisfarbyfaith/people/denmark_vesey.html Demark Vesey
Attachments:
Students will complete the following readings and research to gain a greater understanding of black leaders and figures in early American History.  Many times these contributions are overlooked or skipped due to a lack of time regarding the curriculum.  Some topics have links; some you will have to find.
Intellectuals and Entrepreneurs 

Paul Cuffe (http://www.infoplease.com/t/hist/cuffe-taxation-petition/) 

Use the internet to research this person and answer the following questions:

1. Give a brief background including: parents, birth, slave status.

2. Give a brief description of how Paul Cuffe made his fortune.

3. Analyze the role religion played in his actions and life.

Read the following document and answer the questions below.

In 1780 Paul and his brother John petitioned the Massachusetts government. The petition was denied, but the case helped pave the way for the 1783 Massachusetts Constitution, which gave equal rights and privileges to all (male) citizens of the state. This is a transcript of the petition submitted to the Massachusetts legislature.

To the Honorable Council and House of Representatives, in General Court assembled, for the State of the Massachusetts Bay, in New England:

The petition of several poor negroes and mulattoes, who are inhabitants of the town of Dartmouth, humbly showeth,—

That we being chiefly of the African extract, and by reason of long bondage and hard slavery, we have been deprived of enjoying the profits of our labor or the advantage of inheriting estates from our parents, as our neighbors the white people do, having some of us not long enjoyed our own freedom; yet of late, contrary to the invariable custom and practice of the country, we have been, and now are, taxed both in our polls and that small pittance of estate which, through much hard labor and industry, we have got together to sustain ourselves and families withall. We apprehend it, therefore, to be hard usage, and will doubtless (if continued) reduce us to a state of beggary, whereby we shall become a burthen to others, if not timely prevented by the interposition of your justice and your power.

Your petitioners further show, that we apprehend ourselves to be aggrieved, in that, while we are not allowed the privilege of freemen of the State, having no vote or influence in the election of those that tax us, yet many of our colour (as is well known) have cheerfully entered the field of battle in the defence of the common cause, and that (as we conceive) against a similar exertion of power (in regard to taxation), too well known to need a recital in this place.

We most humbly request, therefore, that you would take our unhappy case into your serious consideration, and, in your wisdom and power, grant us relief from taxation, while under our present depressed circumstances; and your poor petitioners, as in duty bound, shall ever pray, &c.

John Cuffe,

Adventur Child,

Paul Cuffe,

Samuel Gray, X his mark.

Pero Howland, X his mark.

Pero Russell, X his mark.

Pero Coggeshall.


Dated at Dartmouth, the 10th of February, 1780

4. What are the chief complaints made by Paul Cuffe to the Assembly?

5. What do they want the Assembly to do?

6. Why do you think Paul and John Cuffe signed their names, but the others have “X his mark”?

Benjamin Banneker

7. Was Banneker born a slave?  Explain.

8. How was he involved in the creation of Washington, D.C.?

9. What was he famous for publishing?  Give examples of what this published material was.

On August 19, 1791, Benjamin Banneker wrote a lengthy letter to Thomas Jefferson, then Secretary of State.   Citing Jefferson's own words from the Declaration -- the "Self-Evident" truth "that all men are created equal" -- Banneker challenged Jefferson and his fellows "to wean yourselves from those narrow prejudices which you have imbibed with respect to" African Americans. 

Excerpts from a Letter from Benjamin Banneker to Thomas Jefferson 

Maryland, Baltimore County, August 19, 1791. 

SIR, 
...I suppose it is a truth too well attested to you, to need a proof here, that we are a race of beings, who have long labored under the abuse and censure of the world; that we have long been looked upon with an eye of contempt; and that we have long been considered rather as brutish than human, and scarcely capable of mental endowments. 

Sir, I hope I may safely admit, in consequence of that report which hath reached me, that you are a man far less inflexible in sentiments of this nature, than many others; that you are measurably friendly, and well disposed towards us; and that you are willing and ready to lend your aid and assistance to our relief, from those many distresses, and numerous calamities, to which we are reduced. Now Sir, if this is founded in truth, I apprehend you will embrace every opportunity, to eradicate that train of absurd and false ideas and opinions, which so generally prevails with respect to us; and that your sentiments are concurrent with mine.... 

Sir, I freely and cheerfully acknowledge, that I am of the African race, and in that color which is natural to them of the deepest dye; and it is under a sense of the most profound gratitude to the Supreme Ruler of the Universe, that I now confess to you, that I am not under that state of tyrannical thraldom, and inhuman captivity, to which too many of my brethren are doomed, but that I have abundantly tasted of the fruition of those blessings, which proceed from that free and unequaled liberty with which you are favored.... 

Sir, suffer me to recall to your mind that time, in which the arms and tyranny of the British crown were exerted, with every powerful effort, in order to reduce you to a state of servitude.... 

This, Sir, was a time when you clearly saw into the injustice of a state of slavery, and in which you had just apprehensions of the horrors of its condition. It was now that your abhorrence thereof was so excited, that you publicly held forth this true and invaluable doctrine, which is worthy to be recorded and remembered in all succeeding ages: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, and that among these are, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness." Here was a time, in which your tender feelings for yourselves had engaged you thus to declare, you were then impressed with proper ideas of the great violation of liberty, and the free possession of those blessings, to which you were entitled by nature; but, Sir, how pitiable is it to reflect, that although you were so fully convinced of the benevolence of the Father of Mankind, and of his equal and impartial distribution of these rights and privileges, which he hath conferred upon them, that you should at the same time counteract his mercies, in detaining by fraud and violence so numerous a part of my brethren, under groaning captivity and cruel oppression, that you should at the same time be found guilty of that most criminal act, which you professedly detested in others, with respect to yourselves. 

I suppose that your knowledge of the situation of my brethren, is too extensive to need a recital here; neither shall I presume to prescribe methods by which they may be relieved, otherwise than by recommending to you and all others, to wean yourselves from those narrow prejudices which you have imbibed with respect to them... 

And now, Sir, I shall conclude, and subscribe myself, with the most profound respect, Your most obedient humble servant, 

BENJAMIN BANNEKER.





Copyright © 1999 Houghton Mifflin Company. All Rights Reserved.
10. Why is Benjamin Banneker writing to Thomas Jefferson? 

11. What can we deduce from this document about Thomas Jefferson’s views of race? 

12. What is the basis of Banneker’s argument that African Americans and whites are equal? 

13. Why does Banneker point out the inconsistency between the ideals of the Declaration of Independence and the reality in the United States? 

Less than two weeks after Benjamin Banneker wrote to Thomas Jefferson, Jefferson sent him a polite response (dated August 30, 1791).  Banneker provided Jefferson with an Almanac he had prepared.
Years later, in a letter to his friend Joel Barlow, Jefferson speculates that Banneker had help in developing the calculations for his Almanac, and refers to the "long letter from Banneker, which shows him to have had a mind of very common stature indeed..." 

To Mr. BENJAMIN BANNEKER. 
Philadelphia, August 30, 1791. 

SIR, 

I THANK you, sincerely, for your letter of the 19th instant, and for the Almanac it contained. No body wishes more than I do, to see such proofs as you exhibit, that nature has given to our black brethren talents equal to those of the other colors of men ; and that the appearance of the want of them, is owing merely to the degraded condition of their existence, both in Africa and America. I can add with truth, that no body wishes more ardently to see a good system commenced, for raising the condition, both of their body and mind, to what it ought to be, as far as the imbecility of their present existence, and other circumstances, which cannot be neglected, will admit. 

I have taken the liberty of sending your Almanac to Monsieur de Condozett, Secretary of the Academy of Sciences at Paris, and Member of the Philanthropic Society, because I considered it as a document, to which your whole color had a right for their justification, against the doubts which have been entertained of them. 

I am with great esteem, Sir, Your most obedient Humble Servant,

THOMAS JEFFERSON.

14. What is Jefferson’s tone in the letter?  Does he seem willing to help?  Explain.

Venture Smith

Venture Smith, born free in Africa but captured and enslaved at the age of eight, became a figure of mythical proportions in New England, where he was known for his great size and strength.   Legend has it that he was a giant, weighing over 300 pounds.  Venture's great size and unwillingness to suffer insult made him a problem for his owners, and he was sold several times before he was able to purchase his freedom in 1765, at the age of thirty-six.   Venture was eventually able to liberate his two sons, Solomon and Cuff, his daughter Hanna, his pregnant wife Meg, and their unborn child.   In his latter years, Venture suffered from blindness and ill health. In 1798, a narrative of his life, which he related to a local schoolteacher, was published. He died on September 19, 1805, at the age of seventy-seven.

CONTAINING AN ACCOUNT OF HIS LIFE FROM THE TIME OF PURCHASING HIS FREEDOM TO THE PRESENT DAY.

        MY wife and children were yet in bondage to Mr. Thomas Stanton…. I sold all my possessions… consisting of a pretty piece of land and one dwelling house. For the first four years of my residence there, I spent my time in working for various people on that and at the neighboring islands. In the space of six months I cut and corded upwards of four hundred cords of wood. In the aforementioned four years, what wood I cut at Long Island amounted to several thousand cords, and the money, which I earned thereby amounted to two hundred and seven pounds ten shillings. ….. Being after this labor forty years of age, I worked at various places, and in particular on Ram Island, where I purchased Solomon and Cuff, two sons of mine, for two hundred dollars each.

        It will here be remembered how much money I earned by cutting wood in four years. Besides this, I had considerable money, amounting to all to near three hundred pounds. After this I purchased a negro man, for no other reason than to oblige him, and gave for him sixty pounds. But in a short time after he ran away from me, and I thereby lost all that I gave for him, except twenty pounds which he paid me previous to his absconding. The rest of my money I laid out in land, in addition to a farm which I owned before, and a dwelling house thereon. Forty-four years had then completed their revolution since my entrance into this existence of servitude and misfortune.

        Solomon, my eldest son, being then in his seventeenth year, and all my hope and dependence for help, I hired him out to one Charles Church, of Rhode Island, for one year, on consideration of his giving him twelve pounds and an opportunity of acquiring some learning. In the course of the year, Church fitted out a vessel for a whaling voyage, and being in want of hands to man her, he induced my son to go, with the promise of giving him on his return, a pair of silver buckles, besides his wages, As soon as I heard of his going to sea, I immediately set out to go and prevent it if possible. But on my arrival at Church's, to my great grief, I could only see the vessel my son was in, almost out of sight, going to sea. My son died of the scurvy in this voyage, and Church has never yet paid me the least of his wages. In my son, besides the loss of his life, I lost, equal to seventy-five pounds.

        My other son being but a youth, still lived with me. About this time I chartered a sloop of about thirty tons burthen, and hired men to assist me in navigating her. I employed her mostly in the wood trade to Rhode Island, and made clear of all expenses above one hundred dollars with her in better than one year. I had then become something forehanded and being in my forth-fourth year, I purchased my wife Meg, and thereby prevented having another child to buy, as she was then pregnant. I gave forty pounds for her.

        During my residence at Long Island, I raised one year with another, ten cart loads of watermelons, and lost a great many besides by the thievishness of the sailors. What I made by the watermelons I sold there, amounted to nearly five hundred dollars. Various other methods. I pursued in order to enable me to redeem my family. In the night time I fished with set-nets and pots for eels and lobsters, and shortly after went a whaling voyage in the service of Col. Smith. After being out seven months, the vessel returned laden with four hundred barrels of oil. About this time I became possessed of another dwelling house, and my temporal affairs were in a pretty prosperous condition. This and my industry was what alone saved me from being expelled that part of the island in which I resided, as an act was passed by the selectmen of the place, that all negroes residing there should be expelled.

        Next after my wife. I purchased a negro man for four hundred dollars. But he having an inclination to return to his old master, I therefore let him go. Shortly after, I purchased another negro man for twenty-five pounds, whom I parted with shortly after.

        Being about forty-six years old, I bought my oldest child, Hannah, of Ray Mumford, for forty-four pounds, and she still resided with him. I had already redeemed from slavery, myself, my wife and three children, besides three negro men.

        About the forty-seventh year of my life I disposed of all my property at Long Island, and came from thence into East Haddam, Conn. I hired myself out first to Timothy Chapman for five weeks, the earnings of which time I put up carefully by me…. I then put my money together and purchased of said Bingham ten acres of land lying at Haddam Neck, where I now reside. On this land I labored with great diligence two years, and shortly after purchased six acres more of land contiguous to my other. One year from that time I purchased seventy acres more of the same man, and paid for it mostly with the produce of my other land. Soon after I bought this last lot of land, I set up a comfortable dwelling house on my farm, and built it from the produce thereof.

        Having reached my fifty-fourth year, I hired two negro men, ….and having received his wages, run in debt to me eight dollars, for which he gave me his note. Presently after he tried to run away from me without troubling himself to pay up his note. I procured a warrant, took him, and requested him to go to Justice Throop's of his own accord, but he refusing, I took him on my shoulders and carried him there, distant about two miles. The justice asking me if I had my prisoner's note with me, and replying that I had not, he told me that I must return with him and get it. Accordingly, I carried Mingo back on my shoulders, but before we arrived at my dwelling, he complained of being hurt… He then told me that if I would let him off my shoulders, he had a pair of silver shoe-buckles, one shirt and a pocket handkerchief, which he would turn out to me. I agreed, and let him return home with me on foot; but the very following night he slipped from me, stole my horse and has never paid me even his note. The other negro man, …. He worked at my house about one year, and then ran away from me with all his combs, and owed me for all his board.

        Since my residence at Haddam Neck, I have owned of boats, canoes and sail vessels, not less than twenty. These I mostly employed in the fishing and trafficking business, and in these occupations I have been cheated out of considerable money by people whom I traded with taking advantage of my ignorance of numbers.

        About twelve years ago, I hired a whale boat and four black men, and proceeded to Long Island after a load of round clams. Having arrived there, I first purchased of James Webb, son of Orange Webb, six hundred and sixty clams, and afterwards, with the help of my men, finished loading my boat. The same evening, however, this Webb stole my boat and went in her to Connecticut river and sold her cargo for his own benefit. I thereupon pursued him, and at length recovered the boat, but for the proceed of her cargo I never could obtain any compensation.

        I am now sixty-nine years old…..But amidst all my griefs and pains, I have many consolations; Meg, the wife of my youth, whom I married for love and bought with my money, is still alive. My freedom is a privilege which nothing else can equal……. I am now possessed of more than one hundred acres of land, and three habitable dwelling houses. It gives me joy to think that I have and that I deserve so good a character, especially for truth and integrity. 

15. What did you learn that surprised you most about Venture Smith being a black man in the late 1700’s and early 1800’s?

What were some examples of problems he encountered among his fellow men, especially those he hired or bought?  Give three examples.

16. Give examples of his wealth.

17. Why might some find his status (wealth) surprising even today?  Explain.

Authors

Phillis Wheatley (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2p12.html) 

18. What was Phillis Wheatly’s claim to fame?

19. Document her early life from Africa to America.

20. What was Phillis trained in instead of being a domestic servant?  Why?

21. When did she publish her first poem?  What happened that same year?

22. Before reading the poems, put yourself in Wheatley’s place.  What would you, having been a slave, write about if you were a poet\author during this period?

Boston July 1769: Wheatley poem on Atheism
Where now shall I begin this Spacious field

To tell what curses unbeleif doth yeild

Thou that dost daily feel his hand and rod --

And dare deny the essence of a God

If there's no heaven whither will thou go?

Make thy elysium in the shades below

If there's no God from whence Did all things spring

He made the greatest and minutest thing

With great astonishment my Soul is struck

O rashness great; hast thou thy sense forsook

Hast thou forgot the preterperfect days

They are recorded in the book of praise

If twas not written by the hand of God

Why was it sealed with Immanuels blood

Tho' tis a second point thou dost deny.

Unmeasur'd vengence scarlet sins do cry

Now turn I pray thee from the dangerous road

Rise from the dust and seek the mighty God

By whose great mercy we do move and live

Whose loving kindness doth our sins forgive

'Tis beelzebub our adversary great
With holds from us the kingdom and the seal

Bliss weeping waits us in her arms to fly

To the vast regions of Felicity --

Perhaps thy Ignorance will ask us where

Go to the corner stone, it will declare

Thy heart in unbelief will harder grow

Altho' thou hidest it for pleasure now

Methinks I see the consequence thou'rt blind

Thy unbeleif disturbs the peaceful mind

The endless Scene too far for me to tread

Too great, to accomplish from so weak a head

If men such wise inventions then should know

In the high Firmament who made the bow

That covenant. was made for to ensure

Made to establish lasting to endure

Who made the heavens and earth? a lasting spring

Of Admiration; to whom dost thou bring

Thy thanks and tribute, adoration pay

To heathen Gods? can wise apollo say

Tis I that saves from the lowest Hell

Minerva teach thee all thy days to tell.

Doth Pluto tell thee thou shalt see the shade

Of fell perdition for thy learning made

Doth Cupid in thy breast that warmth inspire

To love thy brother, which is gods desire

Look thou above and see who made the sky --

Nothing more lucid to an atheists eye

Look thou beneath and see each purling stream

It surely cannot a delusion seem

Mark rising Pheobus when he spreads his ray

And his Commission for to guide the day

At night keep watch and see a Cynthia bright

And her commission for to guide the night --

See how the stars when they do sing his praise

Witness his essence in celestial Lays

	
	Lucy Terry Prince

Bars Fight" was the first poem composed by an African American woman -- Lucy Terry Prince. When she was 22, two neighboring families were killed in an Indian attack in a section of Deerfield, Massachusetts called "the Bars," a colonial term for meadows. She later wrote a ballad called "Bars Fight" that was recited or sung for a century before it was first published in 1855. Such "captivity narratives" were popular during the colonial period, and an alternate version of "Bars Fight" was still recalled near the end of the 19th century.


"Bars Fight" 

August 'twas the twenty-fifth, 
Seventeen hundred forty-six; 
The Indians did in ambush lay, 
Some very valiant men to slay, 
The names of whom I'll not leave out. 
Samuel Allen like a hero fout, 
And though he was so brave and bold, 
His face no more shalt we behold 
Eteazer Hawks was killed outright, 
Before he had time to fight, - 
Before he did the Indians see, 
Was shot and killed immediately. 
Oliver Amsden he was slain, 
Which caused his friends much grief and pain. 
Simeon Amsden they found dead, 
Not many rods distant from his head. 
Adonijah Gillett we do hear 
Did lose his life which was so dear. 
John Sadler fled across the water, 
And thus escaped the dreadful slaughter. 
Eunice Allen see the Indians coming, 
And hopes to save herself by running, 
And had not her petticoats stopped her, 
The awful creatures had not catched her, 
Nor tommy hawked her on the head, 
And left her on the ground for dead. 
Young Samuel Allen, Oh lack-a-day! 
Was taken and carried to Canada. 

23. Describe the topics of both authors.

24. How did your answer from number 18 differ from the actual topics?

25. Why do you think they chose the topics you read about instead of slavery?

Patriots

 Crispus Attucks

In 1770, Crispus Attucks, a black man, became the first casualty of the American Revolution when he was shot and killed in what became known as the Boston Massacre. Although Attucks was credited as the leader and instigator of the event, debate raged for over as century as to whether he was a hero and a patriot, or a rabble-rousing villain. 

In the murder trial of the soldiers who fired the fatal shots, John Adams, serving as a lawyer for the crown, reviled the "mad behavior" of Attucks, "whose very looks was enough to terrify any person."

Attucks father was said to be an African and his mother a Natick or Nantucket Indian; in colonial America, the offspring of black and Indian parents were considered black or mulatto. As a slave in Framingham, he had been known for his skill in buying and selling cattle.

Attucks' occupation made him particularly vulnerable to the presence of the British. As a seaman, he felt the ever-present danger of impressment into the British navy. As a laborer, he felt the competition from British troops, who often took part-time jobs during their off-duty hours and worked for lower wages. A fight between Boston ropemakers and three British soldiers on Friday, March 2, 1770 set the stage for a later confrontation. That following Monday night, tensions escalated when a soldier entered a pub to look for work, and instead found a group of angry seamen that included Attucks.

That evening a group of about thirty, described by John Adams as "a motley rabble of saucy boys, negroes and molattoes, Irish teagues and outlandish jack tarrs," began taunting the guard at the custom house with snowballs, sticks and insults. Seven other redcoats came to the lone soldier's rescue, and Attucks was one of five men killed when they opened fire. 

Patriots, pamphleteers and propagandists immediately dubbed the event the "Boston Massacre," and its victims became instant martyrs and symbols of liberty. Despite laws and customs regulating the burial of blacks, Attucks was buried in the Park Street cemetery along with the other honored dead.

Adams, who became the second American president, defended the soldiers in court against the charge of murder. Building on eyewitness testimony that Attucks had struck the first blow, Adams described him as the self-appointed leader of "the dreadful carnage." In Adams' closing argument, Attucks became larger than life, with "hardiness enough to fall in upon them, and with one hand took hold of a bayonet, and with the other knocked the man down." The officer in charge and five of his men were acquitted, which further inflamed the public.

The debate notwithstanding, Attucks, immortalized as "the first to defy, the first to die," has been lauded as a true martyr, "the first to pour out his blood as a precious libation on the altar of a people's rights."

26. What reasons were given for Crispus Attucks’ hatred of the British?

27. How was Attucks shown as an instigator?

28. What made Attucks a mulatto?  Explain.

Slave Revolts\Liberation Movements

Denmark Vesey

In 1799, Vesey won the lottery and bought his freedom for $600. He could not purchase the freedom of his wife and children, however, and some claimed that this fact motivated his crusade to destroy the institution of slavery. 

Vesey joined the newly formed African Methodist Episcopal Church in 1817. He became a "class leader," preaching to a small group in his home during the week. White Charlestonians constantly monitored the African church, disrupting services and arresting members. An angry Vesey began preaching from the Old Testament, particularly Exodus, and taught followers that they were the New Israelites, the chosen people whose enslavement God would punish with death. 

In 1822, Vesey and other leaders from the African Church began plotting a rebellion. His chief lieutenant was an East African priest named Gullah Jack, who led conspirators in prayer and rituals and gave them amulets to protect them in battle. Vesey's theology of liberation, combined with Gullah Jack's African mysticism, inspired potential participants, and word of the rebellion grew. Vesey set the date for revolt on July 14, and men from Charleston and surrounding plantations planned to seize Charleston's arsenals and guard houses, kill the Governor, set fire to the city, and kill every white man they saw. But in June, several nervous slaves leaked the plot to their masters, and Charleston authorities began arresting leaders. Vesey was captured on June 22, and he and the conspirators were brought to trial. Despite torture and the threat of execution, the men refused to give up their followers. On July 2nd, Denmark Vesey and five other men were hanged. Gullah Jack was executed several days later, with the total number of executions reaching 35 by August 9th. 

In the aftermath of the Vesey rebellion, the African Church was burned down and authorities passed a series of laws further restricting the rights of Charleston slaves. Vesey became a martyr for African-Americans and a symbol for the abolitionist movement, while the increasingly militant politics of white America dragged the country toward Civil War. 

29. How did Vesey gain his freedom from slavery?

30. What was the reason or the rebellion?

31. Compare the roles of mysticism and Christianity in forming the rebellion.
32. Why did the rebellion fail?
Gabriel Prosser

Gabriel was born in 1776, on Thomas Prosser's tobacco plantation in Henrico County, Virginia. 
Gabriel was unusually intelligent, and unusually large; by the age of 20 he was six feet, two or three inches tall, and was enormously strong from his years of smithing. Even older slaves saw him as a leader.

Thomas Prosser hired out some of his skilled slaves, including Gabriel and Solomon, a practice that was common in Virginia at the time -- and one that allowed slaves more freedom than some Virginians were comfortable with. Although the state legislature made laws attempting to curtail hiring out, they were not enforced, largely because local merchants and artisans relied heavily on the cheap labor that they could get from hiring slaves, as opposed to white tradesmen.

Thomas Henry allowed Gabriel to hire himself out to masters in and around Richmond, giving him access to a certain amount of freedom, as well as money. Gabriel also met fellow hired slaves, free blacks, and white laborers, with whom he shared work and leisure time.

Many free blacks, though they faced overwhelming discrimination, managed to prosper as small business owners in the Richmond economy. Even more threatening to city authorities were the bonds that were formed among slaves, free blacks and working class whites, who worked and socialized together, especially in a city in which whites, and especially wealthy whites, were in the minority. Laws were passed curtailing socializing between slaves and free blacks, and interracial grog shops were raided.

Inspired by Saint Domingue (Haitian slave revolt) and spurred on by working-class talk of a truly egalitarian society, Gabriel decided it was time to act. He believed that if the slaves rose and fought for their rights, the poor white people would join them. His plan involved seizing Capitol Square in Richmond and taking Governor James Monroe as a hostage, in order to bargain with city authorities. According to later testimony, one of the conspirators also "was to go to the nation of Indians called Catawbas to persuade them to join the negroes to fight the white people." 

While the majority of the men were slaves, the conspirators also drew free blacks and a few white workers to their cause, especially as they began recruiting in Richmond. Two Frenchmen and militant abolitionists, Charles Quersey and Alexander Beddenhurst, joined the ranks as leaders. A slave recruit named King, when told of the plot, said, "I was never so glad to hear anything in my life. I am ready to join them at any moment. I could slay the white people like sheep."   They also amassed weapons and began hammering swords out of scythes and molding bullets.

By August of 1800, Gabriel's army was ready. Their plan, necessarily more elaborate now, included the taking of Norfolk and Petersburg by the men living there. Gabriel announced that they would move on the night of Saturday, August 30. As the lieutenants delivered news of the date to the outlying areas, a rumor of insurrection surfaced among Richmond whites, who reported it to Governor Monroe, who ignored it. 

On August 30, a torrential rain began, described by James Callender, a person in jail for violating the sedition law, as "the most terrible thunder Storm... that I ever witnessed in this State." A handful of men gathered at the appointed meeting spot, but it soon became clear that the quickly rising water would make key roads and bridges impassable. 

The conspirators decided to postpone until Sunday evening, August 31. But before they had a chance to carry out their plan, slaves in two different locations cracked under the pressure and told their masters. Soon Governor Monroe was alerted, and white patrols, later joined by the state militia, began roaming the countryside searching for rebels. 

When the trials began on September 11, Gabriel and Ditcher were still at large, and white authorities had no idea of how extensive the insurrection had been. But white Virginians were terrified at the thought of how close the danger had come. 

One strategy that the white authorities used was to offer a full pardon to a handful of slaves who were willing to give testimony against the other conspirators. 

On September 14, Gabriel swam to a schooner called Mary on the James River. Two black men on board, former slave Isham and a slave named Billy, identified Gabriel as the leader of the plot…..when the ship docked in Norfolk, Billy alerted white authorities to Gabriel's presence on board, no doubt thinking of the $300 reward being offered for Gabriel's capture. Gabriel was arrested. He received $50, far below what he needed to purchase his freedom.

On October 6, Gabriel was put on trial. Several witnesses came forward, but Gabriel himself refused to make a statement. He was sentenced to be executed.

In all, the trials lasted almost two months, and 26 slaves were executed by hanging; one more died by hanging while in custody. At least 65 slaves were tried; of those not hanged, some were transported to other states, some were found not guilty, and a few were pardoned. By law, slaveholders had to be reimbursed by the state for lost property, so in cases where slaves were executed or transported, their masters were reimbursed for their total worth declared by the court. Virginia paid over $8900 to slaveholders for the executed slaves.
33. How did some slaves, like Gabriel, have “extra” freedom?

34. How was this “extra” freedom a key part of the rebellion?

35. Why did the plot fail? (two reasons)

36. How did the state of Virginia deal with the loss of “property” when slaves were executed (or transported) after the plan was foiled?



