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< Introduction:
Reflections on Sex, Race, and Region

When Europeans settled within the early South, they quarreled
over many things—but few imbroglios were so fierce as battles over land.
Landowners might wrangle bitterly over boundaries with neighbors, and dis-
puted areas became known as “the devil’s lane.” Violence or even bloodshed
might befall those who ventured onto contested terrain.

We have borrowed this southern colloquialism to provide a provocative
title with several intentions. Perhaps too many of us walk straight and narrow
paths as scholars. We are taught to drive a hard stake when making a claim, to
build strong fences and few bridges. Most academic training rewards territo-
rial imperative. Southern history has remained a brawling, sprawling, con-
vivial enterprise for many of us, and we want to welcome more into the fold as
well as the feud. Compelling and extensive investigations in the area of race
relations and gender studies have opened vast new horizons. At the same time,
finding crossroads and blazing trails has been an arduous and drawn-out
process.

We like to think that this volume is an example of the ways in which our
interests as teachers and students, scholars and researchers, converts and skep-
tics converge. Our anthology brings together a variety of scholarly pieces:
talks from conferences, case studies, overviews, previews of coming attrac-
tions. These original essays demonstrate the ways in which our fascination
with sexuality, race, gender and region individually and collectively reshapes
our thinking about the colonial experience and moves us toward dissolving
artificial barriers.

As we expand our critical perspectives, we can transform boundaries and
navigate uncharted territory. We recognize that some may well feel their care-
fully cultivated fields are “going to the devil.” The demands on all of us grow
exponentially, in a limitless, chaotic fashion. As we overload our circuits, we
are increasingly bogged down by attempts to keep up with advances in schol-
arly specialties. Research findings seem more and more accessible—at the end
of a modem. But with all these advances, our tasks become more challenging,
not less difficult.

We recognize that information remains quite different from knowledge. To
this end, we bring together fresh and intriguing highlights of trends in colo-
nial southern history. Our collection is intended as an easy avenue into these
new and complex areas of research and interest, showcasing the diverse view-
points of contributors.

Academics rarely flock to taboo topics. Explorations of sexuality require
delving into the most intimate and exploitable personal relationships, with
sources difficult to locate and evidence tricky to interpret. Subtle and sub-
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stantial recastings of the complex dynamics at play are required. This topic is
well worth tackling and research is long overdue. “foday individuals challenge
the labels and “boxes” that society imposes - f;-'wi;'rﬂ'\* with regard to racial
definitions. "These kinds of definitions and dizpuies were a critical part of cul-
tural evolution in the early South. We sheu w b surprised to find these
contested issues of today so central to culviiit dubaics nearly four centuries
ago.

The broad influences of social contici are presentations of selves.
Individual identity is not simply a result of our biological equipment and sex-
ual orientation, our public and private racial designa imna our region of origin
and region of residence, but our responscs e ifose fuctaors within our projec-
tions of ourselves. With each added dimensic:n (relinion, color, class, to name
a few), the mix gets refined and redefined. 5o these factors are not “simply”
influences, but are the complex cluster of i “debate and reinterpre-
tation. The formation of self and society ret le layers. Think of sex,
race, and region as circles that might overiag siid hl\ idd to create patterns of
identity and experience—but they shift kalicidcucopically, according to dozens
upon dozens of shadings and reshapings. Criic cinall fraginent might recast the
entire design. If we try to build our models i include all the elements, all the
design possibilities, we discover that our caicgories wre considerably more
fluid than we initially conceived.

"Think of sex as something about which many tisy e ambivalent. Although
it can be a classification, it can also be an act. Giender roles, social conventions,
and sexual orientation are embedded within nearly all aspects of public behav-
jor, providing very distinct sets of expectations that shape and stylize human
contact. An act is just an act, but society provides a label keyed to context:
abomination, fulfillment of Biblical dictate, llicit desire, biological impulse,
reproductive necessity. And one single act might be #// the above, depending
on the person or persons involved. Indeed, within carly southern society, quite
clearly a single sexual act between two persons might be interpreted, on occa-
sion, as two very different acts in one: determined by the social constructions
imposed on each individual.

The following essays confirm that scx and race must be situated at the
heart of southern colonial history. The intersection between the two marks
an essential point of departure. Our collection demonstrates that the dynam-
ics created by colonization and nation-building cannot be fully appreciated
without careful attention to both sex and race. ¥vidence may not always pro-
vide abundant clues, but always awaits a ticw generation of scholars eager to
explore beyond the fences built by foremorthers and forefathers.

In the early South, as in most societies, the legal system was one of the
most visible arenas in which political and social dynamics played themselves
out. How different sets of colonizers constructed legal systems to shape colo-
nial attitudes and behavior is one of our central themes. Anglo-American
laws against interracial sex were designed to reinforee slavery as an institution
and to encode racism. The criminalization of interracial sex did not stem
white desire or halt “immoral” or coerced interracial unions with enslaved

ity




Introduction

women initiated by white masters. The law was designed to ensure the pro-
tection of slave property. Accordingly, white women who engaged in interra-
cial liaisons —especially females of the lower class—were subject increasingly
to punishment through these laws, while white men were not. Legal defini-
tions of gender difference served to enhance white male authority and estab-
lish a strict social hierarchy based on Anglo-American values by the time of
the American Revolution.

The Spanish Gulf maintained a social hierarchy of its own, based on per-
ceived differences of class, race, gender, and status. The Spanish legal code
bestowed rights and protections on both black and white women, giving them
more legal parity than Anglo-American women because of their status before
the bench. Moreover, unlike slave women in the Anglo-American South,
enslaved women in the Spanish Gulf could use the legal system to challenge
owners’ illicit behavior, like cruelty and rape. Spanish law also protected
female property rights, including their inheritances. Yet Spanish law was not
without its restrictions: after 1776, the Spanish crown introduced legislation
that made marriages between couples from different races and classes illegal,
mirroring similar laws already in place in Anglo-America.

Law was not the only arena in which colonial societies defined social status.
Religious institutions played a vital role in shaping people’s relationships with
each other. The Moravian Church exalted female spirituality and protected
female sexuality across racial lines for a brief period in the late eighteenth
century. At the same time Methodism, as patriarchal in organization as the
Moravian Church, fostered a safe haven for southern women, white and black,
who were free to express a gendered kind of religious enthusiasm. Southern
evangelical churches in general encouraged churchgoers to respect each other
across race and gender boundaries in the early Republic. In return, Afro-
Baptists and Methodist men and women of color all across the South requested
that their fellow white parishioners respect their rights as Christians.

Yet this respect had its limitations. While white women in these churches
could engage in sexual expressions of religious ecstasy, slave women did not
and could not. Slave women’s overriding desire for freedom for themselves
and their families, as well as white culture’s willingness to cast slave women as
immoral temptresses contributed to cultural censorship. Therefore, southern
black women in biracial evangelical congregations tended to express religious
ecstasy through liberatory visions, rather than the more overtly sexualized
expressions of love for Jesus that white women exhibited. While the evangel-
ical church encouraged its biracial congregations to consider the rights of all
Christians, such spiritual considerations did not always transcend secular
divides. The tensions that evolved from this disjuncture between belief and
practice enabled evangelical enthusiasts to cultivate a distinctly southern and
intensely personal relationship with God that complemented rather than chal-
lenged white society’s interest in maintaining race and gender differences.

Social constructions of difference erected barriers reflected in the formal
trappings of church and law through community and custom. One commu-
nity’s conviction that sexual identity was immutable compelled it to do battle

XV
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over the sex of a resident whose behavior challenged notions of gender differ-
ence. Sexual identity, the community decided, could take only one of two
forms, male or female. Even when evidence defied their binary logic, they had
no ability to adapt alternatives. Sexual identity, like racial identity, could be
contested, but the normative values of dominant white society, steeped in
European tradition, almost always prevailed.

Certainly the church and other governing bodies exerted enormous influ-
ence over early southern communities. But as our research indicates, the bat-
tles over land and questions of labor formed equally compelling influences on
red, white, and black in early America. The arduous labor needed to produce
crops within plantation society (tobacco, rice, indigo, and eventually short sta-
ple cotton), the threat of armed clashes between natives and invaders, the ten-
sions between the needs of settlers and the desires of plunderers provided
competing agendas.

The sexual and racial divisions of labor were much more fluid and complex
during the early colonial era. Several of the following essays highlight the
fluidity in class, gender, and race relations. For example, a man’s work and a
woman’s work was perhaps not so sharply divided until the development of a
stable population (one that could reproduce itself) and a balanced sex ratio. A
desperate shortage of bodies and the disproportionate number of men among
Africans and Furopeans throughout much of the era made the supplies and
demands of the southern colonial economy peculiar, fostering unique cultural
consequences.

With the maturation of colonial communities and the spreading stratifi-
cation that accompanied this development, white attitudes toward perceived
differences hardened. Racial, sexual, and gender roles grew increasingly rigid
over time. Authorities used these perceived differences to marginalize large
segments of any given community. Tracing these shifts, scholars can learn
more about social hierarchy, political authority, economic opportunity, and
the way in which individuals can fall victim to as well as exploit all three.

Most historians continue to define the colonial South as the point at which
European white males landed at Roanoke in 1588. We do not wish to dispute
this point, nor do we wish to begin with it, because we are concerned with
“place” as well as time in this volume—the unifying geographical expanse
redefined with each generation. Place is so important in our view of the
American past. As southern historians we can never escape it, and as historians
of the South, we may never want to.

We assembled pieces on the early South that focus on developments before
the closing of the external slave trade in 1808. The chronological designation
“early” provides a flexible time frame to cover over two centuries. We believe
this neither limits nor narrows our volume, but allows a user-friendly frame-
work.

Our essays tell us a great deal about different communities of women—
black and white, slave and free. Many refine our appreciation of patriarchal
patterns within newly settled plantation societies. What makes this set of
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essays especially exciting is the degree to which they deal with non-elite
whites, the free black community and enslaved Africans in the upper and
lower South, within Spanish, French, and British colonies, as well as within
emerging southern states.

Scholars working on the nineteenth- and twentiethth-century South have
stirred up considerable interest in race, color, ethnicity, status, class, sexuality,
and gender, areas in which colonial historical forays are only beginning to
yield riches. Yet the South being systematically deconstructed by researchers
revising the nineteenth century—the single South paradigm—has been dam-
aged, if not destroyed, through demographic and economic research demon-
strating the multiple and colliding worlds within colonial southern settle-
ments. So scholars of the early South are both behind and ahead of scholars
chronicling later eras.

We decided to begin our volume with three very different essays, different
from one another and decidedly different from the rest of the volume. Carol
Berkin, Peter Wood, and Catherine Clinton allowed us to reproduce in writ-
ten form talks they had delivered to scholarly forums. These scholars sepa-
rately address the topics of race, gender, and sexuality.

We were grateful to have Wood and Berkin’s perspectives as distinguished
scholars who have been reflecting on colonial history for the past quarter cen-
tury. They generously share theoretical insights, highlight transformations in
academic inquiry and illuminate, through their own distinctive observations,
the paths lying ahead. Including such material symbolizes our continuing
quest for dialogue. We scholars endlessly speculate and invite discussion, in
print and in person, unceremoniously or en garde—informed by who we are
and what we seek.

Launching our volume with this informal section, with Broad Strokes, we
hope to dramatize the open-ended quality of scholarly endeavor. We want to
convince readers of our commitment to digging deeper in the past—not just
scrambling up a twisted and often treacherous trail, to conquer dizzying aca-
demic heights.

Although we don’t want readers dizzy, we do want them bedazzled by the
methodological and interpretive bounty on display. These essays demonstrate
the imaginative use of traditional sources such as census manuscripts, statutes,
court records, legal documents, church records, pamphlets, sermons, wills, as
well as letters and diaries. These investigations uncover a host of shifting rela-
tionships that revise current historical wisdom. These pieces collectively chal-
lenge the image of the colonial South as a fixed backdrop to events that led to
the emancipation of enslaved African Americans in the nineteenth century.
The earliest southern settlements often were triracial. Native Americans,
European settlers, and enslaved Africans negotiated complex interactions
between each other that at times belied but generally bolstered the power of
European colonizers.

We decided to organize our remaining essays around regional categories,
familiar designations that nevertheless allow us to explore beyond traditional

xvil
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boundaries. We do not use the label “the Chesapeake” in the way that it has
been so successtully exploited by a previous generation of scholars working on
the pre-Revolutionary South (i.c., the Chesapeake, and the non-Chesapeake).
But we do include essays that cover Virginia and Maryland, in our first regional

designation.

These chapters feature new work in legal history—Ilooking at questions of
racial definition, gender definition, rape, miscegenation, crime, and punish-
ment in the early South. Some pieces examine the circles that enclosed and
the networks that bound women together in colonial settlements. Topics are
as varicd as state-mandated castration to one community’s resistance to a
cross-dresser. We know these essays might raise even more questions about
tolerance and limitations, customs and exceptionalism, the individual and the
community.

Part III, The Lower South, stretching from North Carolina to Georgia,
proves cqually bountcous and diverse. Essays trace the lives of African-
American women through their presence in households and church pews.
The psychosexual dynamics at play in biracial communities emerge by exam-
ining slander, piety, and other vital signs. We have strong evidence from pri-
vate and public records about the significance of religion in the lives of
women, black and white, in the early South. We appreciate the role played by
females as culture brokers, especially those few Indian women who rise from
the pages of southern history to tantalize us with their roles in colonial folk-
[ore This selection forms an important bridge to our fourth and final region.

We conclude with the Gulf South, delighted with the opportunity to give
this historical stepchild some measure of the attention it deserves. We have
charted the growing interest in this sprawling and complex region—from the
far reaches of Spanish St. Augustine to the Mississippi Delta. We know these
non-Anglo essays will prove engrossing and stimulating—from a case of
infanticide in Florida, to the contested terrain of gender, race, and class in
Louisiana during both French and Spanish rule.

'This book addresses questions within the framework of southern colonial
history, but our primary concern has not been to “fit” our pieces into the
wider perspective of current scholarship on colonial America. Rather, we
highlight the varied and distinctive experiences within the early South by the
sheer force of our examples. This showcase of contemporary scholarship, this
merging of exemplary research in the fields of race relations, gender studies,
and southern colonial history has been very long in coming, yet we hope that
the essays following will prove it was well worth the wait.

-

The idea for this book was prompted by a lively discussion by scholars
over margaritas and Mexican food during the June 1994 conference of the
Southern Association for Women Historians. The excitement over research,
the debate over ideas, the rising tide of enthusiasm drove one of us to distrac-
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tion until she was able to find a co-editor to share her vision for an anthology
capturing the intellectual heat generated by new work in southern colonial
social history. This co-editor had a last name that would follow hers in the
alphabet, a cheerful willingness to take on more work than she should have,
and consistently exercised better professional judgment—Ilike preventing her
co-author from dedicating the volume to the memory of a legendary colonial
historian who had taught at her undergraduate college—and was still living.
This co-editor prevented many more mistakes from the dedication page
onward, and together they were able to keep this book on the narrow but not
so straight path to publication, on schedule and on target.

Although as graduate students the co-editors had prowled the same library
stacks at Princeton, since they were from different generations, their paths did
not cross until much later. But once they struck up a friendship, this partner-
ship became an inevitable outgrowth of mutual regard.

We were blessed by the incredible crop of talented scholars willing to con-
tribute essays to the volume. Many are very distinguished in their respective
fields, and some are clearly destined for distinguished careers. Despite chal-
lenging requests for revisions, our contributors were tireless in their efforts
to meet rigidly imposed deadlines and high standards. We salute them with
gratitude.

Both Jacqueline Jones and Sylvia Frey took time from their busy schedules
to read the entire manuscript at a critical juncture, and provided us with key
suggestions. We appreciate their invaluable input.

Ellen Chodosh has been a terrific editor and we especially want to thank
Carolyn Michelman, both of Oxford University Press. Their careful atten-
tion, generous enthusiasm, and patient guidance made working on this man-
uscript particularly rewarding.

Both of us would also like to thank Randy Sparks and the College of
Charleston for supporting our work in southern history, women’s history,
and colonial history. We would each like to acknowledge the assistance we
received individually. Catherine Clinton wishes to thank the W.E.B. DuBois
Institute of Harvard University for its continuing support of her work and the
Greenwich Public Library for its abundant resources. Michele Gillespie
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I <«  Peter H Wood

“THE FACTS SPEAK
LOUDLY ENOUGH”

Exploring Early Southern
Black History

One day in the mid-198os, I received a phone call shortly after an
article had appeared in the New York Times discussing the discovery of Fort
Mose, the fortified eighteenth-century black village near Spanish St. Augus-
tine. The piece mentioned that some of the fort’s residents had escaped
from the English colony of South Carolina around the time of the Stono slave
uprising in 1739, and it cited my work on that revolt. “Hello,” said a voice.
“Are you the person who knows about the Stono Rebellion?” The caller
introduced himself as a movie producer, and I jokingly told him that I had
been awaiting his call for years. “This Stono thing sounds dramatic, Doc,” the
caller observed. “How can I find out about it? I’m leaving for the West Coast
tomorrow.”

“I guess the first thing you should know is that Stono was pretty violent,” I
replied; “People’s heads were cut off and placed on poles.” “Violence is no
problem for Hollywood anymore,” he responded briskly; “in fact they usually
like it nowadays.” “I’ve noticed,” I answered, “but let me explain. You see, in
this case several white storekeepers were murdered at the outset, and their
severed heads were placed on the front steps of their store.” There was a long
pause at the other end of the phone line as the man considered that image. I
tell you what, Doc,” he stated in a somewhat more distant voice, “why don’t I
just get back to you some other time, if anything happens to develop on this in
the future.” “Sure,” I said, as the phone line went dead.
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I offer this anecdote at the outset, because I intend to reflect briefly, and
invite others to reflect, on the intractable, almost indigestible, nature of cer-
tain small hard facts as they continue to emerge in the growing field of early
southern black history. The more we learn, the more we are faced by grim but
undeniable details of this kind that simply do not fit well with our overall
inherited picture of American—or southern—history. We can tell ourselves,
as the producer apparently did, that our audience is not ready to deal with
such details, or we can steadily adjust our understanding to incorporate fresh
evidence, even when troubling new material undercuts cherished images and
beliefs.

In exploring these thoughts, I make use of various personal recollections
before turning, in the second half of this essay, to a brief but detailed case
study. Occurring a generation after Stono, when the thirteen colonies stood
on the brink of political independence, it involves another brief moment of
intensified interracial violence in the colonial lowcountry that has interested
me for a long time. This glimpse into several lost encounters at the outset of
the American Revolution will provide a further chance to weigh new facts
against traditional images in the eighteenth-century South. But first, let me
begin with the simple reminder that our exposure to the complicated and
troubling details of early black southern history, indeed to its very existence, is
strikingly recent.

<

Nearly thirty years ago, as a graduate student in history at Harvard, I traveled
south to pursue research for a doctoral dissertation on slavery in colonial
South Carolina. One afternoon at the state archives in Columbia, [ set aside
my file cards (this was long before the era of laptops) and picked up a local text
for school students on the history of the Palmetto State. I was struck that it
contained only two references to African Americans in the first hundred
pages, for my note cards were already full of evidence concerning the lives of
early black Carolinians. The moment strengthened my resolve to help put
these people on the American map and to call my work, if I could ever finish
it, Black Majority. After all, it had become clear to me by now that one of the
thirteen original English colonies was more than half black by the time of the
American Revolution.

Other southern history scholars of my generation were having similar chal-
lenging and exhilarating experiences in archives across the region and around
the country. Not surprisingly, given the context of the Civil Rights
Movement, we were finding that matters of race had always played a larger
part in the story of southern history than many of the traditional mainstream
chroniclers had acknowledged over the years. Moreover, this centrality could
be documented, since far more records existed for the exploration of slavery
and its aftermath than we had been led to expect. Even in Columbia, where
Sherman’s army had brought heavy destruction, diverse and underutilized
resources abounded.! In my own case, though I had planned to move beyond
the American Revolution, I found so much rewarding early material that
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I ended my study with the bloody (and then virtually unknown) Stono
Rebellion of 1739.2

In addition, we were also finding that usable records concerning enslave-
ment stretched much further back in time than was generally assumed. Of
course, certain important books, articles, and document collections existed
regarding colonial slavery and white attitudes toward it. But, for the most part,
“the peculiar institution” was regarded and discussed as an antebellum phe-
nomenon. The attention of colonial historians was focused elsewhere, with
the lion’s share of scholarship continuing to concentrate in New England.
When a few experts on the colonial South did turn to consider race-related
issues, it was often as a result of political and social changes in the 1960s. For
example, Wesley Frank Craven of Princeton, a pioneer among scholars of the
early South, once noted that questions raised by visiting students from newly
independent African countries first prompted him to examine the demogra-
phy of enslaved black colonists in Virginia.

Much has changed in a short generation. An abundance of excellent schol-
arship has established beyond a doubt the centrality of race slavery to the first
half of southern (and of American) history. Textbooks that once sidestepped
the topic as a troubling contradiction to a vaunted “American consensus” now
compete to underscore and analyze the issue. Suitable primary sources foster-
ing further study are becoming better known and more accessible in the
199os; thorough research aids and specialized bibliographies continue to pro-
liferate. Moreover, the chronological longevity (as well as the geographical
diversity) of American enslavement—especially in the South, where it shaped
an entire culture—is slowly becoming more widely understood. And this
transformation is due, more than anything else, to the slow accumulation of
detailed and suggestive new evidence by scores of hard-working historians. In
all sorts of valuable ways, the study of African-American life under enslave-
ment has evolved into a mature field of scholarship.

The painful and impressive contours of early southern black history, from
the Middle Passage through Emancipation and Reconstruction, are now more
familiar and accessible in the academic community than they have ever been.
But so far the broader public audience is gaining only glimpses of this land-
scape and is still being unduly sheltered from the harshest and most revealing
aspects of the actual historical record. In part this is due to an unfortunate
combination of seemingly opposite forces. On one hand, the same white con-
servatives who have challenged new American history standards on all fronts
remain protective of the lingering myth of benevolent planters and incompe-
tent Africans; they continue to oppose any perspective that might further
undermine those cherished fallacies. On the other hand, a considerable num-
ber of African Americans, browbeaten by generations of white historical
mythmaking, are equally unwilling to re-open the can of worms that is “slav-
ery times,” fearing that their ancestors, rather than the oppressors, might once
again be demeaned by the process.

In short, there are those who, for varying reasons, would prefer to see the
discussion of slavery dropped altogether from the historical agenda. (A few, it
seems, would not be disappointed to return to the 1830s, when President
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Andrew Jackson proposed a law preventing the circulation of material on slav-
ery via the public post and Congress enacted a gag rule preventing debate on
the subject.) But another, nearly opposite, set of forces may also prevent the
American public from confronting the harshest elements of our own past. The
very success of revisionist historians over the past generation has created pres-
sures that seem to be dulling, rather than sharpening, our awareness of the
slavery experience and its meaning.

As enslavement and the early black experience becomes a more widely
acceptable topic in our schools and history texts, new pressures arise to mod-
erate its presentation to suit differing ages and varied points of view. Ironically,
as a more negative (and realistic) portrayal of “the peculiar institution” gains
precedence over earlier (more benign and naive) interpretations, then more
subject matter becomes available which many may wish to avoid, or to hide
from others. For those who previously professed that whippings and rapes
never occurred, that rebellions and revenge killings rarely took place, there
was little to evade in a discussion of slavery. But once the documentation has
been mustered, there is much provocative material available to be deflected,
downplayed, or ignored.

If the maturing of early southern black history has brought new and
unforeseen dilemmas, it has also brought significant gains. Perhaps the most
positive feature of this steady evolution has been the rapid development of
a diverse and talented new cadre of African-American historians of slavery.
After a century of distinguished but isolated black pioneers—generally unher-
alded and all too frequently ignored—a generation of independent men and
women has emerged since the 1960s to build collectively on the foundations
laid by their predecessors. Their appearance in integrated classrooms and
once-segregated research facilities promptly had a subtle but immeasurable
impact; their steady rise as respected authors, tenured professors, and outspo-
ken reviewers continues to enhance the study of U.S. history. Granted, their
absolute numbers remain too small, their academic situation remains too pre-
carious, and their varied voices are still not always heard in the mainstream
culture, but their growing presence represents an important and hopeful shift
on the scholarly landscape.

The integration of the historical workforce (including researchers, teach-
ers, even movie directors) is proceeding steadily, if much too slowly. But this
does not represent any magical solution in its own right. It is a partial means
to an end, but the more difficult challenge lies elsewhere. It is one thing to
express concern about who writes books and teaches classes and makes films
regarding southern history—something we have heard frequently in recent
years. But it is quite a different matter to worry, as all historians must, about
how to present troubling material from the past to receptive but uncertain
audiences in the present.

1 recall how this issue was brought to my attention discretely, but forcefully,
in 1971, when I submitted a draft chapter of my slavery dissertation to my
Harvard advisor. Troubled by the widespread brutality that the South
Carolina documents revealed, 1 had gone to considerable lengths to “spin” the
narrative, inserting numerous adjectives and asides to indicate my feelings of
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righteous indignation. “Sentimentality or ‘understanding’ will weaken rather than
strengthen what you have to say,” Bernard Bailyn scrawled in the margin beside
one particularly irate paragraph. “The fucts speak loudly enough.” It was valuable
advice, and I cut it out and saved it. More than twenty-five years later that
faded scrap of paper is still taped to the desk lamp in my study.

Since that time I have done some work regarding enslaved blacks at the
outset of the Revolutionary War. Although I have discussed this intermittent
research in several articles over the years, new work by industrious scholars
makes it possible to delve further into this topic. Most texts now give a brief
summation of Lord Dunmore’s proclamation in Virginia in November 1773,
in which the colony’ royal governor offered freedom to able-bodied African
Americans who would leave their masters and join the British cause. But the
implications of this controversial act still remain somewhat doubtful, inviting
further local research in all the colonies south of Chesapeake Bay. In this con-
text, consider the following incidents that took place along the southern coast-
line in winter 1775 and the early spring of 1776. Chronologically, they
occurred in the tumultuous months between the battle of Bunker Hill in
Boston and the signing of the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia.
But it remains hard to see them fitting neatly into most present-day represen-
tations of the patriot cause.’

News that black freedom had been sanctioned in Virginia had reached
South Carolina by early December. On Sullivan’s Island at the mouth of
Charleston harbor, fugitives hopeful of escaping slavery were gathering near
the so-called “pest house,” the small structure beside the water supervised by
a black man named Robinson and used to quarantine the sick off incoming
ships from Africa and the Caribbean. Ironically, this was the spot where many
of them, or their parents or grandparents, had first touched American soil as
slaves. Now, in the wake of Dunmore’s proclamation in Virginia, they hoped
the small island might be their gateway to freedom. From the sandy beach,
some refugees had already joined the British fleet and begun to participate
in raiding parties to liberate their comrades, encouraged by the loyalist gover-
nor, Lord William Campbell. The patriot Council of Safety, chaired by the
wealthy Charleston merchant and slave importer Henry Laurens, reported
that “Campbell had gone [to] great lengths in harbouring & protecting
Negroes on Sullivants Island from whence those Villains made nightly Sallies
and committed roberies & depradations on the Sea Coast.”

On December 5, Captain Jacob Milligan of the sloop Hetty reached
Charleston with a cargo of rum and sugar, but not before he had been seized
and searched by Captain Tollemache of the H.M.S. Scorpion. The next day
Milligan informed the Council of Safety “that there were considerable num-
ber of slaves upon Sullivan’s Island, and that he learnt huts were building for
them in the woods.”” Almost immediately, Laurens and the Council of Safety
commanded Colonel William Moultrie to dispatch a force of 200 men to
Sullivan’ Island “to seize and apprehend a number of negroes, who are said to
have deserted to the enemy.” The orders, issued on December 7, called for an
attack “this ensuing night.”® But the orders were not carried out for more than
a week, probably because black workers on the other side of the harbor, who
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had been ordered to build a bulwark at James Island, were openly refusing to
follow commands.”

These must have been anxious days for the growing contingent of people
on Sullivan’s Istand. The British naval officers anchored so close at hand
apparently lacked the space and the resolve to take more than a small portion
of the refugees on board their ships, even though their long boats were visit-
ing the Island regularly to refill their water casks. On December 10, Fenwick
Bull, a prominent local citizen, reported to the Council of Safety that he had
recently spoken with the commander of the man-of-war Scorpion, and Captain
Tollemache “did not deny having some of our negroes on board, but said thay
came as freemen, and demanding protection.” Regarding these isolated and

desperate persons the captain added, perhaps with only slight exaggeration,
“that he could have had near five hundred, who had offered.”®

A few of these people were apparently granted shelter, for on December 14
the Council heard a first-hand report regarding some of the refugees “that
a few days ago, when a report prevailed, that they were to be attacked upon
Sullivan’s Island, they were taken off the shore in boats sent from the
ships. ...” The eye-witness “declared that he saw a number of slaves belong-
ing to the inhabitants of this town on board some of the ships of war, and
on shore upon Sullivan’s Island, several of which he knew,” and the pressure
for action from frustrated slave owners increased. Finally, on the morning
of December 18, a party of 54 “Indian Rangers,” directed by Lieutenant
William Withers, carried out the orders to attack Sullivan’s Island.
According to the Council’s initial hasty report, they made a descent on that
Island burnt the House in which the Banditti were often lodged brought off
four Negroes killed three or four & also took White prisoners four Men
three Women & three Children destroyed many things which had been use-
ful to those wretches in the Houses—many of the Men of Wars Water
Casks, a great loss to them, exchanged a few Shot with Some of the Men of
Wars Men & came off unhurt.”

A private letter written a month later may give a more candid and informed
assessment of the operation. According to Josiah Smith, Jr., a force of fifty or
sixty men staged a pre-dawn attack on the encampment and “early in the
Morning sett fire to the Pest house, took some Negroes and Sailors Prisoners,
killed fifty of the former thar would not be taken, and unfortunately lost near
twenty that were unseen by them tll taken off the Beach by the Men [of]
Warrs Boats” (italics added).!9 If fifty unarmed black refugees had in fact been
massacred, preferring death over re-enslavement, the Council of Safety prob-
ably would not commit such a gruesome fact to paper in its report.!! But its
members, as we shall see, were not afraid to sanction such brutality where
their own chattels were concerned. Indeed, this apparent outcome may even
suggest a veiled meaning to the cryptic postscript in the original orders of
December 7: “P.S. [Ordered by six members.] The pest house to be burned,
and every kind of live stock to be driven off or destroyed.”!?

Embittered by the British “practice of harbouring & protecting our
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Negroes on board” their ships, Charleston merchants “refused to Supply
them” with provisions, and at the beginning of January several of the vessels
set sail. South Carolina leader Laurens suspected they were heading to
Savannah, where he feared they would seek supplies of “Bread & flour Beef &
Pork” from a populace that remained lukewarm to the resistance movement
building elsewhere. He rushed a letter to Archibald Bulloch (a Georgia
planter taking a leading role in what Laurens ironically called “the hearty
endeavours of a few to Save [the colonies] from Slavery”), warning the leader
that the British may plan to “come into your River, for overawing the friends
of Liberty & for giving energy to the projects for our Enemies.” After all,
various Georgians were hoping to violate Congress’s non-exportation agree-
ments by shipping their produce overseas under the protection of the British
Navy.!3

Moreover, the Council’s concern grew that mounting disturbances would
allow black workers to escape from their enslaved labor. A Spanish ship, the
San Miguel, was delayed in Charleston harbor until February 3 because a pas-
senger was discovered attempting to smuggle five fugitive slaves out of the
colony as stowaways.!* The prospects of black rebellion or escape seemed par-
ticularly strong in Georgia, with British ships off the coast and dissention and
uncertainty dividing the whites on land. “It was a wise Step to Strip the
Negroe Houses on both Sides [of] the Savanna of Arms & Ammunition,” the
Council wrote to the Georgia Council of Safety on January 19; “we highly
applaud it & are now taking measures in concert with Colonel Bull for having
an Armed force of 200 men in readiness. . . .”15 A few days later, in response to
messages from the beleaguered Georgia Provincial Congress, the Council
ordered Stephen Bull to lead this contingent of South Carolina troops across
the Savannah River to provide assistance. !¢

Henry Laurens, at the center of this maneuvering, felt particularly agitated.
He had recently received news of the accidental death of his youngest son in
England, and his mind was “further exercised by the prospect which the pre-
sent S[t]ate of affairs opens to my view, in which I See my Country & my dear-
est connexions Standing on the brink of a precipice & tottering.” He wrote to
William Manning in London that South Carolina patriots felt besieged from
all sides by colluding forces: “While Men of War & Troops are to attack us in
front the Indians are to make inroads on our backs—Tories & Negro Slaves to
rise in our Bowels.” But he warned defiantly regarding this “present unnatural
unjust & impolitic War on the part of Great Britain, that her Conquest will be
her defeat.”!”

By this time Laurens was well aware of Lord Dunmore’s proclamation,
with its significant impact in the Chesapeake, and he was also conscious that
the contents of his letter to Manning might well be reported to others in
England. He stressed general patriot commitment by grandly claiming that
Charleston residents were prepared “to put the torch” to their homes “with
their own hands in preference to” allowing “the Houses in that fine Town” to
ever serve as “Shelters for a Cruel Enemy.” Similarly, the wealthy slave trader
asserted (darkly and disingenuously): should England continue to threaten
“to manumit & Set free those Africans whom She Captivated, made Slaves,
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& Sold to us, the people are ready to anticipate the pious work.” For empha-
sis, Laurens added a footnote: “I do not deliver these remarks as my own opin-
ions[.] They are founded on declarations which I hear from the people every
day.”18

Soon messages from Colonel Bull in Savannah would provide another test
for Laurens and his Council regarding how far they would go to keep their
“property” out of British hands. On March rz, Bull reported that “There are
in this town at present” from the “Creck & Fuchee Indians about Seventy
men who are now Employ’d in the Service of the Province,” plus many friends
of the patriot cause, “but there are a great many Torys” as well. He added that
about twenty-five blacks, including nine belonging to Mr. Arthur Middleton,
had gone aboard the British man-of-war Cherokee below Savannah.!? The next
day’s dispatch contained an update regarding Middleton’ slaves: “am Sorry to
Acquaint you that I am well Informd between forty & fifty of his have Really
Deserted & above One hundred & fifty more the Property of others who are
now on Tybee Island” at the mouth of the Savannah River.2®

The next day, when Bull dictated his next dispatch to Laurens, he added an
extraordinary paragraph regarding a matter of utmost secrecy. He urged
Laurens “nor to have this last Paragraph read” to the entire Provincial
Congress, “but to be known only to the Council, for no one does, at least
ought to know, anything of the following matter but the Members of the
Council of Safety of this Province and myself, The matter is this,” he wrote in
his own hand:

itis far better for the Public and the owners of the deserted Negroes . . . who
are on Tybee Island to be shot if they cannot be taken, [even] if the Public is
obliged to pay for them; for if they are carried away, and converted into
money, which is the Sinews of War, it will only enable an Enemy to fight us
with our own money or property.’!

Since members of the Georgia Council of Safety proved “timid” about
agreeing to such a brutal mission, Bull sought authorization from his own
home colony of South Carolina for dispatching a party of Indian allies to cap-
ture or kill the runaways. “I have just this moment had proper and certain
Assurance that a good Leader and party of the Creek Indians are willing and
desirous of going to take the runaway Negroes upon Tybee Island if I choose
it,” he wrote. “But it must be kept a profound Secret, lest the Negroes should
move off, or they should ask for Arms, and so lay an Ambuscade for the
Indians.” He told Laurens that “all who cannot be taken, had better be shot by
the Creek Indians, as it perhaps may deter other Negroes from deserting, and
will establish a hatred or Aversion between the Indians and Negroes.”??

Bull’s message reached South Carolina’s revolutionary Council of Safety
late on the evening of March 16, and it was midnight when Laurens sat down
to compose a discrete reply. The Council had already dealt with a similar sit-
uation in the search-and-destroy mission to Sullivan’s Island three months
earlier, so in answering Bull’s request for permission to act, he chose his words,
repeatedly crossing out phrases. “Now for the grand we may say the awful
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business contained in your Letter,” he wrote; “it is an awful business notwith-
standing it has the sanction of Law, to put even fugitive & Rebellious Slaves to
death.” Here Laurens penned in the margin, “the prospect is horrible.” Then
he continued,

we think the Council of Safety in Georgia ought to give that encouragement
which is necessary to induce proper Persons to seize & if nothing else will
do to destroy all those Rebellious Negroes upon Tybee Island or wherever
they may be found, If Indians are the most proper hands let them be
employed on this service but we would advise that some discreet white Men
were incorporated with or joined to lead them, the loss which may result, to
proprietors ought to and must be borne by the Public.?3

Laurens continued that “those Royal Miscreants,” the British, bore full
responsibility for “every inglorious unavoidable act of necessity which we may
be driven to commit.” Still anxious to justify the massacre that he was sanc-
tioning, the future President of the Continental Congress went on to tell Bull,
in the grandiose language of the moment, that if the interests of one person,
or even one colony, were at stake,

we might submit to suffer great injuries in both Cases in preference to giv-
ing Orders for such sanguinary measures as may follow in consequence of
these—but when we consider that the loss of Georgia may be followed by
the Loss of—Carolina & eventually work the defeat of the American Cause
in which the happiness of ages unborn is included we dare not even hesitate
whether we should order or perform any act which is required by the first
Law of nature as well as by the Law of the Land.?*

Apparently Colonel Bull left Savannah before this letter arrived, and he
received word of it while on his way back to Charleston. “Could I have heard
from you but twelve hours sooner,” he wrote Laurens from Sheldon, South
Carolina, on March 26, “I should not have left Savannah as soon as I have
done, as there is one piece of service which I wanted to have put into execu-
tion, which I did not think myself properly authorised to do.”?’

In Bull’s absence, however, the attack that he did not wish to name had
already taken place the previous day. On March 23, a party of Georgia militi-
amen and roughly thirty Creek Indians invaded Tybee Island, burning what
shelters they found and seizing several white Loyalists and black refugees. As
with the Sullivan’s Island attack, evidence of casualties remains sketchy; one
British marine was killed and several others were apparently wounded. But
thanks to the skillful editors of the Laurens Papers, we do know that “The
British authorities condemned the patriots for committing atrocities during
the attack. They claimed that the militiamen, dressed and painted like Indians,
joined the Creeks in demonstrating ‘signs of the most savage barbarity’ that
even ‘exceeded the ferocity of the Indians.’”26

If the Hollywood producer mentioned at the outset backed away from the
Stono Revolt, how would he feel about these grim incidents on the edge of the

17
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American Revolution? After all, the Revolutionary Era remains the most
closely guarded treasure in our national mythology. Adding too much realis-
tic detail about the situation of African Americans at the moment when the
colonies were declaring their independence might well, in the words of James
Baldwin, “reveal more about America to Americans than Americans wish to
know.” Despite all that has changed in recent decades, lines that this distin-
guished black author composed in 1963 provide an appropriate close for a
discussion of the disconcerting facts that underlie African-American history
in the early South. Speaking of mainstream Americans, Baldwin observed,
“They are, in effect, still trapped in a history which they do not understand;
and until they understand it, they cannot be released from it.”?7

R
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CLIO’S DAUGHTERS

Southern Colonial Women
and Their Historians

My fourteen-year-old daughter, Hannah, owes her name to the
many New England women I encountered in the 1970s as I leafed through the
pages of Loyalist correspondence and pored over the diaries of Massachusetts
women writing during the Revolution. This historical legacy has not pre-
vented her, however, from preferring her mother’s forays into the study of
southern colonial women to any work on their northern counterparts. With a
judgment born of intimate contact, she observes that “You think southern
women are more interesting, Mom”; and with a flippancy that marks her as a
true teenager, she adds, “and it’s funny how your accent comes back while you
study them.”

There is a kernel of truth in both observations. A trace of the accent of my
native Mobile, Alabama, does return when I focus on the lives of southern
women—ah, but after thirty some years in New York City, it is little more than
a hint of what used to be. And, it is not so much that I find southern women
intrinsically more interesting than New England women, or the women of
Pennsylvania and New York, but rather that the particular problems we con-
front in an effort to understand southern women are problems that tax our
theoretical, methodological, and interpretive resources in the most interest-
ing ways. It is in reconstructing the lives of southern colonial women that we
are forced to confront the intersection of race and gender—it is possible
(though of course not advisable) to avoid this relationship and still produce a
respectable study of New England’s seventeenth-century farm wives, or
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Quaker women’s culture. And it is here that the careful, precisioned applica-
tion of quantitative methods has produced the finest demographlc portraits
of early American immigrants, female and male. Finally, the scholarship on
southern colonial women forces a reinterpretation of any generalization we
have developed——and canonized by usage—about gender ideals, and the
impetus or motive forces behind their change or persistence.

What interests me as well, however—and this may reveal a certain cranky
temperament—are the lacuna becoming evident in our research and our fail-
ure to escape certain traps and ruts that scholars of women in other regions
fell into before us. This essay atises from the concern that, like my daughter’s
favorite childhood character, Milo of the Phantom Tollbooth, we have wandered
into the doldrums and must, like Milo, “think” our way out.

years since Catherine Clinton, Jackie Hall, and I stood before an audience and
read off our “wish lists” for scholarship on southern women.! I won’t attempt
a complete tour through the literature—even if you were willing to pitch your
tents here in this room for several days, I could only accomplish an “if this is
"Tuesday, it must be Suzanne Lebsock’s turn.” Instead, I am going to exercise
what Michel Foucault would call Power and my son the Little Leaguer would
call a “fielder’s choice”—1I am going to focus on three areas of scholarship:
demographic studies, legal studies, and the study of women’s work roles, in the
home and in the field. After singing the praises of work already done, T will
take a little time to ask, as Lenin once did-what is to be done?

It was, of course, the demographers—Lorena Walsh, Lois Carr, Darrett
and Anita Rutman, Allan Kulikoff, and Russell Menard—who slew the New
England dragon and snatched the seventeenth century out of its Puritan jaws.
Through their many articles and books, these scholars have provided us with
a demographic portrait of the seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century
Chesapeake colonizing population. They have traced the unfolding through
time of their subjects’ lives and the differences over time in the lives of suc-
cessive generations. Their work has revealed the skewed sex ratio among the
immigrant populations, both European and African, the abbreviated life
expectancy for both sexes and races dramatized by the term “demographic dis-
aster,” the patterns of fecundity and population growth, and the process by
which a Creole population emerged with its salient characteristics of a bal-
anced sex ratio, greater longevity, and natural increase through carlier mar-
riage and expanded childbearing years.?

The focus and the fruits of this scholarship do not lie exclusively within the
domain of women’s history. Yet, its value to us is unmistakable. First, there is
the boost to our morale: we can glory in (or take momentary comfort in) the
fact that women are an indisputable center of demographic questions and
answers. No forced relationship herc—no need to justify or explain, no need
to insist on the legitimacy or the value of a new perspectiv
human population and reproduction simply has to have “women” in its index.

In more scholarly terms, this demographic literature has provided us with
knowledge about women’ lives and experiences of equal weight if not of iden-
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tical kind to that which New England diaries and sermons and letters earlier
provided about women of the northern colonies. Insofar as the family was the
core institution in white women’s lives, the setting in which much of their time
and their affective and physical energy was spent, then the effect of demo-
graphic patterns on the family tell us, perforce, much that is critical to our
understanding of these women. From these scholars, we have learned how
early death and speedy remarriage created the complex family structures cap-
tured in the phrase “now wives and Sons-in-law”—families constituted by
stepparents and stepchildren, half brothers and sisters, at the heart of which
a widow, or bride—a mother and wife—could most likely be found. And we
can see how shortened life expectancy atrophied the normative patriarchy of
the seventeenth century, led to a widow’s receiving a greater share of and a
greater control over her husband’s estate, and to greater responsiblity for the
welfare of her children and his heirs. In sum, we know much about the histor-
ically particular institutional environment in which colonial white southern
women operated and about the social world in which they functioned. In the
same vein, these scholars have outlined the demographic profile of African-
American women in the early South—similar in many regards to that of white
women insofar as sex ratio, childbearing, and mortality are concerned.
Although the chronology of the establishment of African American family and
community life is disputed within the literature, scholars like Gutman, Kuli-
koff, Cody, and Morgan have told us much about women’s lives as wives,
mothers, and daughters.> We know, among other things, that women were
less likely to be separated from mothers and sisters than men on larger
Chesapeake plantations, producing a multigenerational female community;
that women in their prime were expected to be caretakers to the elderly and to
the young; and that responsiblities and ties to family operated to diminish the
number of female runaways.

As most of us recall, in the Bible Numbers is followed immediately by
Deuteronomy. The study of laws and the legal status and identity they define
is another way of locating women within the southern colonial past. One of the
major contributors in this area is not a southern historian per se, for Marylynn
Salmon’s ambitious project has been to discover what women’s legal rights and
restrictions were, how they varied—both in theory and in practice—from
colony to colony, particularly with regard to coverture and its impact on prop-
erty rights and inheritance, and how they changed over time. In Women and the
Law of Property in Early America, Salmon helped us understand the legal para-
meters within which women could make efficacious choices and the legal insti-
tutions that policed the perimeters of those choices.* Salmon revealed to us the
great variation, both regional and among the individual colonies, in the laws
that governed white women’s lives, and she alerted us to the importance of dis-
tinguishing the options the law provided women—through, for instance, the
courts of equity and prenuptial contracts—and the real circumstances—Ilack of
resources, lack of knowledge, and the weight of custom and gender ideology—
that made such options unlikely to be exercised. Salmon displayed a keen sense
of the social impact of variations in the law, a sensitivity that has served us well
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as we attempt to measure the economic autonomy possible for colonial south-
ern women. For example, in her chapter on provisions for widows, she detailed
the consequences of the Chesapeake’s persistence in the practice of granting
widows dower in personalty as well as realty. This tradition—which ensured a
widow absolute rights to between one-third and one-half of a husband’ per-
sonal estate—died out in the English world by the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury. It remained, however, in Maryland and Virginia. The significance for
women of both colonies was considerable—although its impact depended on
a second legal definition: that is, whether slaves were personal or real property.
Maryland law defined slaves as personal property, thus providing widows
with an absolute ownership of up to one half of their husband’s labor force.
Virginia widows fared less well, for here slaves were considered real property
for the purposes of inheritance. Widows continued to receive their thirds in
personalty, but their society’s most valuable property, its human labor force,
was theirs only for life. Southern historians have pursued the implications of
this Chesapeake idiosyncracy further in recent years. Jean Lee, for example,
recalibrated the relative advantages of sons over daughters in Maryland
bequests to children, based on her shared understanding with Salmon that “in
plantation economies, bound laborers often were more valuable than the land
they tilled.”

Beginning with “The Planter’s Wife,” few scholars interested in women’s
power within their society, in their economic authority and material comfort,
or in measuring the respect accorded them as adults, have failed to turn to the
transfer of property from husband to wife as a major yardstick.® What they have
concluded is that seventeenth-century southern white women could expect to
inherit more than dower, and be responsible for some considerable part of their
widowhood——as executrixes of their dead husband’s estates—for the sustenance
and safekeeping of the family’s wealth and property. Whether this continued
into the eighteenth century, and, if so, for how long and in what subregions of
the South, remains unresolved. What remains unresolved as well is the mean-
ing of these inheritance patterns—to the individuals involved, to the larger
community, and to our understanding of gender relations in that era.

Whatever their number, and whatever their legal identities, white and
black women of the South spent much of their lifetime engaged in productive
(and reproductive) work. Women’s historians have clearly recognized this—
even if their male colleagues sometimes overlook the fact entirely. Our most
thorough knowledge of those activities constituting “women’s work”—includ-
ing the processing skills of household and garden known as housewifery and
the service or maintenance chores such as cooking, cleaning, mending, and
washing-—comes from New England scholars like Laurel Ulrich and from
broad studies such as Mary Beth Norton’s Liberty’s Daughters.” Scholars of
southern women, however, have appropriately refracted women’s work
through the prism of region—showing that the cash-crop economies of the
South and the attendent slave labor system meant that this work was allocated
differently in this region and that women’s relationship to their work—and to
each other—was different also. For example, Ulrich’s “neighborliness” model
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of the cooperative character of women’s labor, with its exchanges of basic
goods and services—and the skill specialization this cooperation permits—
has little explanatory power for the larger plantation communities. Here the
eighteenth-century mistress and her domestic slave women may sit together
and spin or sew, but the relationship is not “neighborly”; skill specialization
may exist, as some slave women are laundresses and others assist in the dairy,
but this is not a voluntary division of labors. As historians have long pointed
out, managerial skills were a critical part of the work repertoire of elite white
women, and these skills, too, must be distinguished from those found in
Ulrich’s households. For in seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century New
England, management is part of a mistress—apprentice relationship between
housewives and their daughters or their neighbors’ daughters, not between
white mistress and black slave.

Probably the most significant scholarship by a southern historian on
women’s work has been by Lorena Walsh, who has noted the more sharply
gendered division of labor based on social class among Chesapeake whites; the
relationship between social class and the obligation to perform “housewifery”
tasks (i.e., the concentration on housewifery by women in middling house-
holds, where there were fewer slaves to assign to such chores); and the emer-
gence of a gendered division of labor among plantation slaves after 1750.8 Her
account of the factors leading to “female” and “male” work assignments for
slaves bears particular mention. Walsh found that crop diversification and the
introduction of the plow, coupled with the rise of craft activities on the plan-
tations, operated to segregate man’s work from women’s work. The beneficia-
ries of these changes were the slave men who operated the plows and became
the blacksmiths, brickmakers, coopers, and other artisans. Slave women con-
tinued to perform the most basic and monotonous field chores, chores that
became synonymous with “women’s work.” Philip Morgan has found a simi-
lar trend toward gendered work in the rice colonies, where women were also
required to perform the most grueling and monotonous of the tasks.?

This compressed and hasty review hardly does justice to the demographic,
legal, or work literature on the prerevolutionary South. It excludes such inter-
esting work as Jan Lewis’s study of affect in the emerging genteel relationships
of the eighteenth century, Jean Lee’s challenge to the chronology of slave
culture set forward by Kulikoff, and the limited literature on Native American
women in the colonial era.!0 Yet, even talking much faster, T am afraid I can do
no more.

Instead, I want to spend my last few minutes—and pages—on “what is to
be done.” After many years in the profession, I am keenly aware that it is often
far easier to list what is missing than to suggest how to find it; easier to urge
others into the archival fray than to walk it yourself. Nevertheless, it does
seem to me that we make greater progress in our reconstruction and our
understanding of the past if we share our assessments of what those missing
pieces may be, cooperate on developing an agenda for the future, and open up
for discussion how the problems and the opportunities raised might be
approached. In historical scholarship, I am convinced that the cliché of “two
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heads are better than one” is more appropriate than the antithetical “too many
cooks.” So: here’s what this head has to offer:

First, I believe we continue to be hampered in our work by mutations of the
old “golden age paradigm.” Southern colonial scholars these days rarely pass
their time wondering if women declined or ascended into the industrial era;
this notion of an edenic preindustrial life for women was always more gripping
for scholars of New England. But, like the heart of an Anne Rice vampire, the
heart of the golden age theory—that is, an evaluative comparison across
time—threatens to beat forever. A comparative perspective inevitably limits
the kinds of questions we ask and the types of evidence we seek—but when the
comparison is judgmental rather than referential (and this is the legacy of the
“golden age theory”) it diminishes the interpretive power of our work. This
seems to me to be the problem of both the new demographic work on south-
ern women and the studies on women’s legal status. With the publication
of “The Planters Wife,” a debate began over the comparative advantages
enjoyed by seventeenth-century Chesapeake women over women of New
England—and vice versa. Such a debate—which creates a comparison across
space rather than time—offers little that is enlightening. In most cases, the
unequal supply of information about key variables makes the comparison
invalid. For example, the demographic data on southern women is more
extensive and more sophisticated than that on other colonial women. In many
cases, the factors examined are too narrowly defined to be satisfactory. And in
all cases, the historian implicitly exercises a subjective value system in deter-
mining what is “better” and what is “worse” in a woman’s life. Is it better, for
example, for a single woman to have great discretion in marital selection
because there are neither parents nor family members to consult or obey—
as Carr and Green and others find in seventeenth-century Maryland and
Virginia? Or does the advantage lie with the seventeenth-century New Eng-
lander, whose parents participate in this crucially important selection process?
Are southern scholars correct in interpreting the fact that Chesapeake hus-
bands leave their widows greater control over their estates as an indicator of
higher esteem for women of this region than women in New England enjoyed
or can we interpret the fact in the manner of Laurel Ulrich’s Good Wives or
more recently Lisa Wilson’s study of Pennsylvania widows, Life After Death,
who find that the assumption of such “male” duties is a burden rather than an
opportunity to exercise independent judgment or enrich their lives?!! What
we come down to, despite a careful mustering of evidence, is an interpretation
shaped by a subjective hierarchy of values.

“Better” or “worse”—no matter how elegantly or pedantically phrased—is
a primitive tool of the historian’s craft, reducing analysis to judgment. What is
needed, instead, is a deeper, richer contexturalizing of what we know. And
this, I would argue, leads us not simply to a careful look at modes of produc-
tion, social class, and race (although these are essential). It also suggests a
more materialist history. We need to look-——as scholars like Gloria Main and
Jim Deetz have done for colonial society in general—at the physical sur-
roundings, the daily routines, the tools of work, and the medical resources that
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affect women’s interactions and that particularize a life in real time and
space.!? If we seek, for example, to capture what motherhood meant to a
Maryland woman, we might do well to know more about sexual practice and
sexuality; what the physical process of childbirth was like; how infancy was
handled; what childrearing methods were current in her social class or race;
where children slept, ate, what they did in the course of a day, and so on. Some
of this is known; but it remains unintegrated, underutilized. I think here of
Karin Calvert’s recent book Children in the House and the value it would have
in the debate over parents’ attitudes toward infants in colonial society.!> We
might be able to exercise more informed empathy if we can picture the mate-
rial reality of swaddled infants and are familiar with the seventeenth-century
belief that newborns were not fully human, and would not become so, without
the consciencious and constant molding of both body and mind through a
process of maturation. If, as Michel Foucault urged, we search for answers to
the question “how do things happen?” we will place greater emphasis on the
small matters of everyday life and the forces that shape material reality.
Second, we must resist a causal hierarchy that makes gender the necessary
and sufficient variable in explaining women’s lives. Elizabeth Fox Genovese’s
Within the Plantation Housebold offers a good example of the benefits gained
when a scholar refuses to privilege gender above, or isolate it from, race or
class. Fox-Genovese insists that gender is situational and thus her women are
never just women, they are slave women, old women, young women, white
plantation mistresses, or members of the yeoman class.!* When Sarah Hughes
attends to the overdetermination in women’s lives in her article “Slaves for
Hire: The Allocation of Black Labor in Elizabeth City County, Virginia,” she
shows us one of its exquisite ironies: by hiring out a slave woman, and thus
separating her from her family and friends, a white widow was often able to
hold her own family together.!® We are correct to demand that the students of
class and of race consider the gendered meanings of both; but we must take
care to reciprocate, and carefully examine how class and race shape gender
ideals and women’s personal identities. Life, as country singer Rodney Crow-
ell puts it, “is messy.” The isolation of gender does not make it any less so.
Finally, let me make what is my own special pleading—that we write more
biography where it is possible. Appreciating as I do that the bias in early
American biography is toward the lives of the elite; appreciating as well that
elite experiences cannot be transferred whole and complete to illuminate the
lives of women of other classes and races—and sometimes cannot be trans-
ferred at all—let me nevertheless observe that historians must dig deep as well
as cut broad swathes. A good biography is, in its own way, an exercise in mate-
rialist history, for through it we can learn how the abstract ideas that consti-
tute ideologies take shape in the repeated experiences of a single life, in the
repeated choices an individual makes, in her habitual responses to the events
and people in her life. In short, a study of character is a window onto culture.

«
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WALLOWING IN A
SWAMP OF SIN

Parson Weems, Sex, and Murder
in Early South Carolina

\
bouth Carolina continues to lure us into its complex web: histori-
ans, tourists, preservationists, retirees, developers—promoting the exotic, the
eccentric, the Edenic qualities of the region. As a scholar fascinated by matters
symbolic as well as substantial, I periodically wade into South Carolina with
enthusiasm and abandon. I might agree on South Carolina as a metaphorical
Eden of colonial history. And if so, might suggest we explore not only Adam
and Ewve, but the equally compelling figure of the serpent, stand-in for Satan,
Beelzebub, Lucifer, the Anti-Christ, King of the Underworld, the Devil him-
self.
I have been pondering early southern history for the past quarter century.
I remember being asked during my first job interviews what kind of second
study T might pursue, as a follow-up to my dissertation, “The Plantation
Mistress.” I came up with a grand proposal: investigating an early southern
community, tracing its founding during the colonial period, developments
during the Revolution, and transformations in the antebellum era: to provide
thick and decp description of social change. Since I was anchored in a Yankee
camp where New England communities were afforded lavish treatment, 1
longed for the Montaillou! treatment for some corner of Georgia, South
Carolina, Florida—maybe even Louisiana—to receive this kind of nuanced,
concentrated attention. A couple decades later, I'm still waiting.
I could carry on and on about the essays and volumes I’d /ike to see. Given
the opportunity, I have promised myself a renewed acquaintance with the
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South Carolina archives. Perusing rolls prepared by the county authorities
offering depositions on crimes, tracking down some tantalizing evidence
encountered in wills. Some day I would like to do justice to unresolved ques-
tions that continue to rattle around in my head: what possessed certain colo-
nial communities to burn individuals at the stake and why were these individ-
uals never white males? And why do these incidents seem confined to South
Carolina and Virginia?

Fascinating work on gender and race and the intersection of the two topics
in the colonial South has drawn me back into the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries for this volume. My interest was piqued several years ago by a book
that began with the tale of an early nineteenth-century Carolina scandal that
the author mistakenly claimed was popularized under the title “the Devil
in Petticoats.” When 1 began putting together a book with Devil in the title,
memory drew me back to the supposedly sin-ridden South Carolina upcoun-
try. By the time I discovered the layers of errors and exaggerations surround-
ing this particular scandal, it was too late—I was hooked, on the trail of the
“virtual” South Carolina sensationalized in the works of the wildly popular
Reverend Mason L. Weems, the inventor of George Washington’s childhood
cherry tree, affectionately known as Parson Weems.

You, like me, perhaps have only quaint or vague notions of who Weems
was, what he represented to early Americans. I think we can’t really grasp what
a one-man wonder this industrious pamphleteer became—a true pioneer of
tabloid sensationalism. Ministers railing at the decline in public morals were
certainly nothing new, but the nature and extent of “putting the fear of God”
into the hinterland became a revolutionary challenge after America won its
independence. While the state disentangled itself from the church, religious
affiliation declined and lapses in faith reputedly reached epidemic propor-
tions. Before the early decades of the nineteenth century when the “Second
Great Awakening” rippled through the countryside, divines, congregants and
disbelievers were in turmoil. For the most elegant and erudite illumination of
these issues, I can recommend Christine Heyrman’s book, Southern Cross:
Reimagining Evangelicalism. But for today, I am going to highlight the career of
one young man who seized the day and forged his own brand of evangelical
fervor: the very Reverend Mason Locke Weems.

Born in 1759 into a family of wealth and position in Arundel County,
Maryland, Weems was the youngest of his father’s nineteen children. Weems’s
father was born in England, a nephew of the Earl of Wymss. Young Mason
was reared in Maryland by another uncle, a wealthy doctor who gave the
Weems family a princely inheritance, including an estate at Marshes Seat.
Mason Weems attended the Kent Free School before sailing for Scotland at
the age of fourteen. He studied medicine and surgery abroad until 1776.
Weems returned home, and, on the death of his father in 1779, inherited
slaves that he chose to emancipate.

In 1782, Weems returned to England to study for the ministry and, with
great difficulty, was ordained as an Episcopal priest in 1784 by the Archbishop
of Canterbury.? He returned to Maryland to become rector of All Hallows
parish in Anne Arundel County, a position he held for nearly five years.
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Reputedly he would preach at the drop of a hat, or offer a prayer in a ball-
room, but such demonstrations of piety were not always welcome. Indeed,
many of his enthusiasms were ill suited to the Anglican community he served.
Weems expanded his mission to open a school for girls, which was apparently
well received. When he additionally offered sermons on alternate Friday
evenings for the benefit of local African Americans, it is not difficult to imag-
ine how the wealthy planter elite of his parish responded. While these activi-
ties marked him as energetic and restless, they also signaled that his days as a
parish priest were numbered. Although we do not have any commentary from
Weems himself or his contemporaries on this shift to evangelicalism, we know
within a few years Weems drifted from an Episcopal post into a more radical
and complex career.

By 1792 Weems was an itinerant minister and bookseller—and peddling
what may have been his first literary effort, a tract entitled Onania. Weems
believed countryfolk were keen for tales of sin and redemption and resolved to
earn his living by meeting their needs in the pulpit and with his pen. He linked
up with publisher Matthew Carey of Philadelphia and became Carey’s agent
in the South. He clearly tapped into the growing hunger in the young nation
for religious revivalism.

After his marriage to Fanny Ewell, of Prince William County, Virginia, in
1795, Weems settled near her family home, Belle Air. His marriage at thirty-
five, along with subsequent children, required a steady and growing income.
He began to publish and distribute his own books, such as The Lover’s Almanac.
He hit on a winning formula with biographies of heroes of the Revolution,
including Benjamin Franklin, William Penn, General Francis Marion, and a
runaway bestseller on George Washington.

Weems’s mythic Life of Washington remains the text for which he is best
remembered, but during his own lifetime, he had an equally compelling rep-
utation as a moralist, a populizer of the gospel who spread God’s message in
an appetizing, zestful manner. His sermons and didactic tracts stirred the pas-
sions of commonfolk. Through a series of provocative titles beginning in 1799
with Hymen’s Recruiting Sergeant, Weems launched a tireless crusade: to van-
quish debt through sales of his works. By 1807 his “immuorality tales,” re-ren-
dering of notorious crimes laced with pastoral commentary, attracted a loyal
readership and increased his bank balance. Weems had a flair for the melo-
dramatic, with one finger on the pulse of the public and the other hand thrust-
ing forth a fistful of colorful titles: God’s Revenge Against Murder (1807), God’s
Revenge Against Gambling (1810), The Drunkard’s Looking Glass (1812), The
Devil Done Over (1812), God’s Revenge Against Adultery (1815), God’s Revenge
Against Duelling (1821), and The Bad Wife’s Looking Glass (1823). [Most of
these tracts were roughly fifty pages and cost twenty-five cents. Some
included a gaudy woodcut on the cover as well.]

Weems was indefatigable during his bookselling career. Perhaps he could
ill afford to slow down with a burgeoning family of ten children, the first born
in 1796 and the last in 1812. Only rarely did the peripatetic Weems settle in
one place. In 1802 he preached for several months at the Pohick Church in
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Fairfax County, Virginia—George Washington’s family parish—which he pro-
moted as Mt. Vernon Parish when he became the first president’s biographer.

By 1809, even with acquisition of his wife’s family estate, Weems remained
on the road and considered relocating his family to Georgia, a more conve-
nient home base for his travel schedule. During the period 1811-1814, he was
away from his wife and children for a single stretch of twenty-three months.
His sacrifice was great, but, in time, so was his fame.

Weems’s formidable output fueled his popularity, and he became one of the
best known clergy of his day. One critic observed “To an age that needed more
of his kind, he preached virtue and decent living in language that gripped and
seared and sickened.”

Weems cultivated a loyal flock during his southern sweeps. From his
adopted homestate of Virginia, he branched out into the Carolinas and
Georgia by 1804. In 1806 he spent the entire year in the deep South. This
same year, Weems republished his Life of Washington, which, for the first time,
included the infamous tale of young George and the cherry tree.* From this
point, until his death in 1825, Weems was a popularly recognized author.

One scholar has suggested that Weems perhaps labeled his initial efforts
“second editions” to offer the pretense of success to prospective buyers.’ He
may have been the first American author to boost sales through a book tour,
although his career seems to have been in some ways a permanent book tour.
It is not just his gift for promotion, but his product that commands our atten-
tion. An early twentieth-century critic argued:

He is the most delightful mixture of the Scriptures, Homer, Virgil and the
back woods. Everything rages, and storms, slashes and tears. . .. Itis in vain
that the historians, the exhaustive investigators, the learned and the accurate
rail at or ignore him. He is inimitable. He will live forever. He captured the
American people. He was the first to catch their ear. He said exactly what
they wanted to hear. He has been read a hundred times more than all the
other historians and biographers of the Revolution put together.®

Indeed, for well over a century American schoolchildren have been entranced
by Weems’s George Washington. Only in recent years has lack of evidence
and concern for accuracy tarnished Weems’s halo.

Weems’s eminence within his own lifetime was enhanced but not defined
by his role as Washington’s biographer. Paul Ford, Weems’s biographer, sug-
gests: “Weems is as typical a figure of the South as Cotton Mather is of New
England . . . by painting crime with lurid colors he tried to lead the lawless and
ignorant from their lives of excess. . . . His tracts were whips with which he
lashed the brutal or self-indulgent classes of the South.””

As a recent convert to the Weems bandwagon, it is my observation that we
can learn much from what I call his “wallowing in a swamp of sin,” his canny
choice of characters, his lurid portraits of moral mayhem. It was perhaps no
accident that two of his most sensationalist tales were set in South Carolina, a
state to which he frequently returned—the place where he retired when ill
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health overtook him, and the place where he died and was buried.8 He wrote
jokingly in 1821 as he was about to depart southward from Charleston on tour
that “my friends here tell me to make my Will & order measure[s] of my
Coffin before I set out—the country between being all made up of bogs &
swamps & dens of death. But I feel a fearlessness about it, that is, to my mind
tantamount to a good passport.”™

His first foray into the tabloid style came with a juicy story of seduction and
betrayal. Weems’s publication God’s Revenge Against Murder in 1807 was a
rousing success, as the subtitle enticed through dozens of editions for over a
decade: o, The Drowndd Wife of Stephens’s Creek, A Tragedy, lately performed with
unbounded applause, (of the Devil and his Court) by Ned Findley, Esquire, one of the
Company of Tragedians in the service of the Black Prince, who was so highly gratified
with Ned’s performance, that be instantly provided bim Rooms in one of his Palaces,
created bim a Knight of the most ignoble ovder of the Halter, clapped bracelets on bis
wrists, and an ornament vound bis neck; and in a few days, promoted him to the ridge-
pole of the gallows, at Edgefield Court-House, South Carolina. The frontispiece
included a poetic warning: “O Reader dear, I give you here/ A book to look
upon,/ That you may pray, both night and day,/ Nor go, where NeD has gone.”
(Again, this particular pamphlet had a special interest for me: Ned was a pop-
ular name in eighteenth-century nursery rhyme, frequently portrayed as a
notoriously bad boy on British porcelain, and is the nickname for my own son,
Edwin.)

Weems set the stage for this South Carolina scandal with vivid prose and
anecdotes: “A gentleman who happened to be at Edgefield court, on its first
session after the war [Revolution], assured me with his own eyes he beheld a
defendant, on the suit’s going against him, bounce out of the court-house like
a shot out of a shovel, and stripping to the buff, went ripping and tearing
about the yard like a mad man! damning both judge and jury for all the pick-
pocket sons of b-tch-s he could think of! and daring them to come out, only to
come out, and he’d shew ’em, d—n ’em, what it was to give judgment against a gen-
tleman like him!! 0 (Weems was liberal with exclamation points and italics to
heighten the impact of his language as well as using dashes to blunt the impact
of profanity.) In his opening paragraph in this tract, Weems awarded a back-
handed compliment: “Ned Findley, the hero of the following tragedy, was a
native of Edgefield district, South Carolina. It may excite the surprise of some,
that a district now so civilized should ever have given birth to such a monster.
But that surprise will cease, when it comes to be remembered that Edgeficld
is a mere nothing now to what it was in days of yore.”1

Edgefield was the fifth largest county in South Carolina. Snug against the
Georgia border, the lower Piedmont portion of the South Carolina upcoun-
try, Edgefield was a representative chunk of southern backcountry. During the
colonial period the area directly north of Edgefield (now Abbeville County)
became known as Long Canes, which one pre-Revolutionary claimed was “by
far the most fruitful of all the back settlements.”!? By 1787, the top quarter of
landowners in the district held three-quarters of the area’s taxable property,
with an average of seven slaves per household.’® But Edgefield was mainly
yeoman country, predominantly white farmers without slaves, well into the
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nineteenth century. And the white population of the upcountry jumped nearly
50 percent between 1790 and 1800.14

The backcountry settlements remained extremely cut off from the more
populated coastal regions. At the turn of the century, life in the Piedmont was
rough and tumble by comparison to lowcountry cousins: vagrants and bandits
roamed the region. Rachel Klein’s prize-winning study of South Carolina,
Unification of a Slave State, offers us numerous and notorious examples of
disorder: roads criss-crossed by marauding bands of highwaymen, gangs
descending on magistrates’ homes at midnight to drag them out for a dose of
outlaw justice, fire-hunting (setting fire to a woods at night and driving out the
animals for slaughter), and bandits willing to recruit runaway slaves, to break
into isolated farmsteads to torture and rob.!* Perhaps even more alarming,
white women turned up as willing participants in some of these plundering
hordes, which panicked authorities, determined to restore order and the good
name of the region.

The cry went out for schools, which might have “good effect, the Youth in-

our Back Country wlould] become valuable useful men, instead of being as
they are at present, brought up deer hunters and horse thieves, for want of
Education.”!6 The desire for moral fortitude may have been sprouting, but it
had a hard time taking root within a society where the gentry were so notori-
ously dissolute. A traveler commented that Carolina planters were climacti-
cally challenged: “The rays of their sun [seem] to urge them irresistibly to dis-
sipation and pleasure.”!” Perhaps this was why Baptist ministers in the South
did not demand abstinence from their flock, but merely censured church
members who drank too much.!8 Even with these relaxed standards, historian
Lacy Ford reports less than 8 percent of all white adults in the upcountry were
church members in 1799.1% Edgefield was a part of this lawless, irreligious cor-
ner of the state.

Weems’s sketch of these “days of yore” is evocative: Edgefield citizens
would “kick like so many . . . young Zebras hitched to a wagon” if even
touched by the “trammels of the law.”2% After carrying on for pages about this
degraded state, Weems blesses judges and ministers who reformed this den of
iniquity. He regrets that his anti-hero, Ned Findley, was “destitute of the milk
and honey of Canaan, how could he but long for the onions and garlic of
Egypt—DRINKING, GAMBLING, AND LEWDNESS.”2!

In 1807, Weems transformed the tale of a woman murdered by her hus-
band of eight weeks into an American fable: Cinderella meets the Prince of
Darkness. When Polly Middleton and her sisters were left motherless, her
father’s remarriage and dereliction of paternal duty led to her fall from grace.
His new wife exiled her stepdaughters to the kitchen: “There among the
slaves, they lived and labored, coarse, ignorant and neglected for several
years.””? Ripe for ruin, Polly’s vulnerability was exploited by a young man who
took “advantage of her confidence in him, and in one fatal moment blasted her
whole life’s happiness.”?3

Pregnant and unmarried, Polly was turned out by her own family. She and
her son lived hardscrabble in a cabin provided by her former lover. Then the
boy tragically dies at the age of five. When Middleton died intestate, Polly
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unexpectedly came into a large inheritance, and naturally was the prey of for-
tune hunters. She unfortunately accepted the proposal of Ned Findley—no
stranger to seduction.

Weems paints Findley’s early career as a drunken rake, highlighting Ned’s
aborted elopement with his employer’s thirteen-year-old daughter. Within
days of Findley’s marriage to Polly, he ostensibly tired of her and planned “to
rob her of her life! To hurl her out of existence!! that he might undisturbedly
consume her treasures among strumpets and gamblers!!”24

One Sunday afternoon while they were alone in a canoe, having been mar-
ried only eight weeks, Ned struck Polly with a paddle and knocked her over-
board. Weems’s depiction of the death scene is gory and sheer invention?: “he
barbarously beat her hands from the canoe with his paddle, and then with the
end of it against her breast, pushed her backwards, still stretching out her arms
to him, and crying for mercy, as long as she could, till choked by the bubbling,
blood-stained wave, her cries were silenced for ever!”26

Weems lays the blame squarely on her father who should not have followed
blindly the “Iraditions of Elders,” but should have broken with European con-
ventions to find a more perfect, American ethic that might “melt down hatred
with coals of love.”?” Forgiveness for the fallen woman was an extreme form
of Christian benevolence, and a departure from orthodoxy for which Weems
must be credited.

Findley’s arrest and subsequent execution prompt Weems to warn, “Tender
parents! think of the wretched Findley, and tremble for your sons! Like there’s
sic], his face was once bright with the smiles of innocence.”?® Weems’s last few
pages are filled with visions of Polly’s corpse: “Her long black hair, gather’d
under her neck, was clotted with blood. —Her mouth which was open, still
seem’d to plead for pity; and the horrors of death tho’ past, were strongly
painted on her ghostly countenance.”?® In his final paragraph, Weems chan-
nels his redemptive message through Polly Findley herself: “These eyes, tho’
darkened in death, shall see his glory. These, now bleeding ears, shall hear his
voice——and this poor mangled body shall come forth, and with an immortal
tongue, shall sing my great Restorer’s praise for ever.”30

This tract allowed Weems’s reputation to soar. The celebrated historian
David Ramsay wrote from his Charleston home on May 16, 1807: “I thank
you for your much esteemed Pamphlet ‘God’s Revenge on Murder.” No man
can read it without having his risible faculties often excited—No man can read
it without having both his horror of evi/ and his respect for virtue increased.
You have the art of blending instruction with amusement—while you keep
your readers in high good humour by the frolicksomeness of your manner,
you are inculcating upon them important moral and religious truths, conduc-
ing to their present and future happiness.” Excerpts from this endorsement,
not surprisingly, appeared on the frontispiece of future editions.?!

The success of God’s Revenge Against Murder stimulated a traveling museum
to incorporate not only “a Wax Figure, as Large as Life” of Mary Findley,
“that was drowned by her husband only eight weeks after Marriage,” but also
a representation of “William, her beautiful Son, at the age of five years.”3? In
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a letter in March 1809 Weems reported that his tract on Mary Findley outsold
Robinson Crusoe and The Vicar of Wakefield >3 A year later he complained of his
low stock: “[I have sold] near 8oo Dolls [dollars] and no School books, no
Religious books, nor even a Pilgrims progress & Washington & Findley all
gone—People tearing me to pieces for the first, and the last.”*

The same year Mary Findley made such a publishing sensation, another
South Carolina woman, Rebecca Cotton, was publicly assassinated after being
acquitted for her husband’s murder in, yet again, Edgefield District. Weems’s
last pamphlet, published in 1823, only two years before his death, provided a
colorful title: The Bad Wife'’s Looking Glass or God’s Revenge Against Cruelty to
Husbands, exemplified in the awful history of the Beautiful but Depraved Mrs.
Rebecca Cotton, who most inhumanly Murdered her Husband Jobn Cotion, Esq. for
which borrid act God permitted her, in the prime of ber life and bloom of beauty to
be cut off by ber bother Stephen Kannady, May sth 1807, with a number of Incidents
and Anecdotes, most Extraordinary and Instructive. Weems sent a part of this
manuscript to Henry C. Carey in Philadelphia and “begg’d [him] to put it,
instantly into the hands of some Artist good #z design who wd give us at once
the likeness of a very beautiful woman distorted or convulsed with Diabolical
passion, in the act of murdering, with up-lifted axe, her husband in sleep.”
This commissioned frontispiece never materialized, but the sensational pam-
phlet was published in Charleston.

Weems sketched the pitfalls of John Cotton’s beguilement with the beauti-
ful young Rebecca Kannaday, his preoccupation with her physical rather than
spiritual attributes. After many years of marriage and several children,
Rebecca allegedly bludgeoned her sleeping husband to death with an axe. Put
on trial for murder, she was acquitted. Still a striking young woman, she
attracted the sympathy of a wealthy widower on the jury. Colonel Ellis pro-
posed to her once he and his peers set her free. Rebecca became unhappy with
Ellis, her new husband, and stirred up trouble. She got into a financial dispute
with her brother Stephen, who had married one of Ellis’s daughters, and
feared the consequences of his sister’s dissatisfaction, as he believed Becky was
both capable of and guilty of murder. Deranged with fear that his sister was
going to do him in, Stephen Kannaday made a preemptive strike and bashed
in his sister’s head with a rock—in broad daylight on the steps of the Edgefield
courthouse—then ran away with his wife to the western frontier. The bare
bones of the tale provided Weems with a field day.?

“The Beautiful but Depraved Mrs. Rebecca Cotton” continues as a myste-
rious figure, despite Weems’s pamphlet. Despite my scouring probate and
census records, marriage, death and cemetery notices, deed books, and news-
papers of the region for the period, under any of her several names, Rebecca
Cotton remains invisible. The men to whom she was related and those she
married appear on occasion in the Edgefield County records. [One South
Carolina retelling of the scandal alleges that Becky killed off two husbands
before John Cotton. She supposedly dispatched her first spouse, Erasmus
Smith, by stabbing him through the heart with a mattress needle, then poi-
soned her second husband, Joshua Terry, wed shortly after Smith’s death.36
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Weems offered riveting detail about so much of the Cotton saga that it’s hard
to believe he skipped over the “beautiful and depraved” one’s knocking off her
first two spouses, if there was any truth to this claim.]

In Weems’s blow-by-blow description of the fable of Rebecca Cotton, the
theme of physical allure and spiritual pollution abounds. Following Cotton’
brutal slaying, Weems reminds readers: “Oh, learn the madness of those who
prefer the Creature’s to the Creator’s love. How often do unthinking youth,
caught by the beauties of the fair, forget #im who lent all their charms; nim
who formed the snowy bosom—the ivory neck—the love breathing lips—the
all conquering smile and eyes keen, darting their resistless glances to the rav-
ished heart.”¥” The way in which Weems dwells on Becky’s physical attributes
creates an erotic subtext for this southern soap opera.

In an unglamorous vein, Becky’s twelve-year old brother helped her bury
her husband’s body in the potato vault. Neighbors are suspicious of his sudden
disappearance and trap her young sibling into confession. By the time the
body is dug up, Becky Cotton is long gone, leaving behind her children and
dead husband. Captured and returned for trial, she escapes conviction.

Weems rages at her acquittal, claiming “her fair face saved her vile neck.”
Even more aggravating, Weems scorns “this self made widow [did] force her
way through the sacred nettings of the law, even as a beetle drives through the
slender webbings of a spider; not only extricating herself but enthralling her
enemy.” He bemoans that Ellis fell in love with her “at the tribunal, and while
her hands were scarcely yet free from the scent of her husband’s blood.”*®

But her deeds caught up with her, Weems intimates. And he offers an
account, taken from an “eyewitness”: Becky Cotton lingers for a day, placed
on a bed in a nearby house while visitors watched her “brains constantly ooz-
ing from her fractured skull . . . and [she] would go into such strong convul-
sions that ten men were scarcely able to hold her, while at the same time she
would pour forth such piercing shrieks and screams as were sufficient to call
tears and blood from the hardest hearts.”3? Following this fantasmagorical
deathbed scene, Weems “let[s] the curtain fall.”

At the tract’s close, Weems trots out allegories for good wives and counsel
for married couples: eight pages of advice literature. This follows the thirty-
plus pages of cinematic exposé of the bad wife’s murderous career, replete with
invented dialogue and vivid docudramatic renderings. Weems explains in his
opening lines: “But how can the world learn wisdom unless those cruel deeds
be published which provide God’s judgments? And for what end so worthy,
were writing and printing taught to mankind?”*0

So his tracts overflowed with fiendish plots, debauched characters, grisly
murders, forbidden tidbits. Weems riveted readers with layer upon layer of
foul deed. Fach tale showcases depraved sinners, graphic depiction of carnage,
all under the banner of “exposing” evil.

Sexual acts remained off stage in these pamphlets, but lust and animal pas-
sion were front and center. Weems employed lengthy literary foreplay, lead-
ing up to climactic acts of perversity and violence. In his portrait of Becky
Cotton, Weems paints a vampire-like hunger, as she like “any other wicked
agent [who] raging with malice, cannot vest on their beds unless they have shed
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innocent blood.”*! In Weems’s version, Becky Cotton does not merely kill her
husband with an axe, but, after a nap, strings him up from the rafters when she
thinks he may still be alive.

Certainly the Bible features fiends and sinners. Weems makes inspired ref-
erence to Cotton as Samson and, by implication, Becky, his Delilah. Yet
Weems knew the vinegar of Biblical truths might be sweetened by sugarcoat-
ing contemporary scandals with Christian commentary. Weems slaked the
public’s growing thirst for religious erotica, fulfilled his pastoral mission, and
sold more books to boot.

Each and every text was loaded with didacticism, and Weems believed the
ends justified the means. He fed the public a diet of crime and punishment to
fortify their souls. If individuals were aroused by these stories of unbridled
passions and profligate desecrations, how could he be blamed? If they gorged
on his tawdry tales for the wrong motives, was Weems at fault?

Yes, Weems made the desires of his protagonists sparkle like shimmering
mirages. Yes, he allowed his sinners to luxuriate in their plots and passions, to
wallow in that swamp. But Weems also tore away the veil with prophetic rage.
Offenses against God never went unpunished. Sinners could always repent
and sin no more. But make no mistake about it, evil would be avenged. Justice
might be postponed, guilt might be delayed, but eventually God evened the
score. Weems preached the power of the Old Testament, alongside his
Christian benevolence.

His message was embraced throughout the rural South, although William
Gilmore Simms asserted that God’s Revenge Against Murder “contained the
offensive inscription—‘Another Murder in Old Edgefield,”” and suggested,
“It was a long time before the Edgefieldians forgave him this indignity.”#?
Another South Carolina scholar charged that Weems characterized the
county as “pandemonium,” literally a home for devils.¥ Perhaps this percep-
tion of indictment led Weems to select a revival in Edgefield in 18og¢ as the
topic for his epistolary tract, The Devil Done Over, published in 1812. Weems
commended the fact that “seven hundred souls were added to the Baptist
Church in nine months.”** Finally, Edgefield soared like a phoenix during the
Second Great Awakening, rising from the ashes of past infamy.4

Historian John Chapman described that with the preaching of Lorenzo
Dow “no less than sixteen hundred persons in Edgefield joined the church” in
1809.% Chapman also credited the great earthquake of 1811 with deepening
the religious convictions of residents in the formerly debauched region.
Edgefield, once beset by scandal and corruption, transformed itself into a
fortress against destructive elements, a region redeemed rather than con-
demned. And Parson Weems, the tireless advocate of Christian virtue, of
rejecting things worldly in favor of spiritual renewal*” might take comfort and
pride in this sweeping southern revivalism. Armed with his fiddle, his
preacher’s passion, and his box full of tracts, Weems dove headfirst into the
swamps of sin the post-Revolutionary backcountry provided, a lifeguard of
souls with which to be reckoned.

Whether Edgefield was a ruined Eden or Weems took metaphorical liber-
ties, whether Mary Findley’ father or stepmother was more to blame for her
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demise, whether Becky Cotton did or did not nap while finishing off her hus-
band: these are beside the point. When Weems embellished to increase his
readership, we recognize his larger goals as a moralist, even while acknowl-
edging his failings as an historian.

Weems set out to make sin and redemption the central contending forces
within America. He urged Republican parents in the new nation to be more
vigilant with their roles, to lead children away from lives of corruption and
indulgence. He warned American youth to rein in their passions, to fulfill
their Christian as well as secular promise. As the nineteenth century unfolded,
swamps were drained, southern wilderness tamed, and Weems was laid to rest
in South Carolina.

Having spent so much time with this cranky yet endearing parson, I won-
der how Weems would translate in the modern era—not his work, but the
man himself. Having read both volumes of his correspondence, I'm sure in the
1990s Weems would have his own Website and perhaps his own cable chan-
nel.* Weems would flourish now as then because the American appetite for
scandal remains undiminished, our faith in our own righteousness seems
unshakable, and South Carolina’s Edenic aspirations still charm. In this spirit,
I'look forward to continued explorations of early southern history and future
personal encounters with South Carolina’s notorious and well-deserved repu-
tation for hospitality.¥

|

Notes

'This essay was prepared as a talk for the South Carolina Historical Association
at its annual meeting in March 1997 in Columbia, S. C.

1. Lam referring to Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s breathtaking bestseller Montail-
fou, which was translated into English and published in America by G. Braziller
in 1978.

2. This ordination was only achieved after difficult negotiations, as Weems, among
others, wanted to take vows, but was required to swear his allegiance to the
Crown of England. He consulted Benjamin Franklin, among others, for advice.
In August 1784, Parliament passed an Enabling Act that allowed “omission of
the Qath in the ordination of persons intending to serve in foreign lands.” See
Lawrence Wroth, Parson Weems: A Biographical and Critical Study (Baltimore,
Md.: The Eichelberger Book Company, 1911), 19-23.

3. Wroth, op. cit., 102.

4. Ttis difficult to determine this edition, which Weems claimed was the “5th,” but
we do know the book had been through more than one, if not indeed four edi-
tions before Weems added the infamous tale of young George’s inability to tell
a lie.
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4 <« Kathleen M. Brown

“CHANGED...INTO THE
FASHION OF MAN”

The Politics of Sexual Difference
in a Seventeenth-Century
Anglo-American Settlement

Ix 1629, the gender identity of servant Thomas Hall stirred
controversy among the residents of Warraskoyack, Virginia, a small English
settlement located across the James River from what the English optimisti-
cally called “James Cittie.” A recent migrant, Hall soon became the subject of
rumors concerning his sexual identity and behavior. A servant man’s report
that Hall “had layen with a mayd of Mr. Richard Bennetts” may initially have
sparked the inquiry that led to questions about Hall’s sex. Although fornica-
tion was not an unusual offense in the colony—the skewed sex ratio of four
men to every one woman and the absence of effective means for restraining
servants’ sexual activities produced a bastardy rate significantly higher than
that in England—Hall’s response to the charge and the subsequent behavior
of his neighbors were quite out of the ordinary. When allegations of sexual
misconduct and ambiguous gender identity reached the ears of several mar-
ried women, Hall’s case spiraled into a unique community-wide investigation
that eventually crossed the river to the colony’s General Court at Jamestown.!

Court testimony revealed that, while in England, Hall had worn women’s
clothing and performed traditionally female tasks such as needlework and
lacemaking. Once in Virginia, Hall also occasionally donned female garb, a
practice that confused neighbors, masters, and plantation captains about his
social and sexual identity. When asked by Captain Nathaniel Bass, Warras-
koyack’s most prominent resident, “wether hee were man or a woeman,” Hall
replied that he was both. When another man inquired why he wore women’s
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clothes, Hall answered, “I goe in weomens apparell to gett a bitt for my Carr.” As
rumors continued to circulate, Hall’s current master John Atkins remained
unsure of his new servant’s sex. But the certainty that Hall had perpetrated a
great wrong against the residents of Warraskoyack led Atkins to approach
Captain Bass, “desir [ing] that hee [Hall] might be punished for his abuse.”
Unable to resolve the issue, Warraskoyack locals sent Hall’s case to the
General Court at Jamestown, where details of the community investigation
and Hall’s personal history were recorded by the clerk. Two witnesses testified
to the community’s multiple efforts to gather physical evidence. Hall, mean-
while, provided justices with a narrative history of his gender identity.
Together, this testimony constitutes the main documentary trail left by the
person known variously as Thomas or Thomasine Hall. Other colonial
records reveal only a few additional details about this unusual servant and the
unprecedented investigation of Hall’s body, sexual history, and identity.
Despite the paucity of evidence, Hall’s case presents a nonetheless richly
detailed glimpse of an early modern community’s responses to gender trans-
gression, exposing to view a multiplicity of popular beliefs about sexual differ-
ence and the variety of uses to which they could be put by groups of people
with different stakes in the social order. In contrast to most of the known
European cases of gender transgression in the early modern period, the brief
transcript of the Hall case contains a vivid description of the efforts of ordi-
nary people (whom I define here as individuals who did not participate
directly in formal legal, medical, or scientific theorizing about sexual differ-
ence) to determine a sexually ambiguous person’s identity. Faced with an indi-
vidual who did not conform to conventional gender categories, the residents
of Warraskoyack gathered empirical evidence about Hall’s physical body. The
subsequent need to report their findings to a superior court compelled people
who normally did not articulate their views on sexual difference to define the
essence of maleness and femaleness. The Hall case not only provides docu-
mentary evidence of these beliefs, but offers an opportunity to reconstruct
what we might call “beliefs-in-action.” We can thus analyze each group’s artic-
ulation of sexual difference by comparing it to their investigatory method,
their claims (often implicit) to expertise, and their authority in the community.
Hall’s case also offers a unique chance to compare popular concepts of sex-
ual difference, about which little is known, with elite medical and scientific
discourses, about which much has been written in recent years. Many early
modern medical theorists and scientists worked within a predominantly
Galenic framework that emphasized anatomical parallelism and the potential
mutability of the sexes. Women were not a separate sex, according to this
model of difference, but an imperfect version of men. Lacking the vital heat to
develop external genitalia, women’s deformed organs remained tucked inside.
Early modern writers noted, however, that strenuous physical activity or man-
nish behavior could cause a woman’s hidden testicles and penis to emerge sud-
denly, an occurrence contemporaries explained as evidence of Nature’s unerr-
ing tendency toward a state of greater perfection.?
Scientific discourses that emphasized anatomical parallels and mutability
ultimately left the lion’s share of the work of producing gender distinctions
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to legal and religious institutions, local custom, and daily performance.
Borrowing liberally from religious and medical texts that assumed women’s
inferiority, legal interpreters enshrined gender differences in the laws govern-
ing marriage, property, and accountability for crime. Christian theologians
similarly reaffirmed gender differences in their divergent assessments of
men’s and women’s capacity for reason and their condemnations of boundary
violations as sinful and defiling. In daily life, meanwhile, family and neighbors
naturalized gender boundaries by insisting on the continuity of identity estab-
lished and affirmed through clothing, names, work, and the public approba-
tion accorded to heterosexual relationships. Law, religion and custom thus
stabilized gender, although they did so without access to a stable, biological
concept of sexual difference.’

When challenges to early modern categories of manhood and womanhood
arose in Christian Europe, as in the case of hermaphrodism or transvestism,
the burden of explicating gender differences fell primarily to the law in con-
sultation with academically trained doctors and scientific investigators. Legal
constructions of gender difference were generally less ambiguous that those
elaborated in the medical and scientific literature of the period because of the
law’s heavy reliance on gender categories to define and protect familial prop-
erty. Concerned mainly with preserving clear gender boundaries rather than
exploring anomalies, the courts also had the power to coerce individuals to
alter their gender performances. Instead of insisting that the hermaphrodite
had a “true” core sex that could be determined anatomically, early modern
legal authorities urged the individual to adopt either a male or female identity.
Echoing religious and philosophic treatises that categorized hermaphrodites
as monsters, legal discourse reaffirmed gender boundaries by refusing to
admit unstable or ambiguous sexual identities legally.

Transvestism, which typically took the form of women dressing as men
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, represented a different sort of
challenge. While the hermaphrodite embodied the slippery dualism of all sex-
ual identities under the Galenic one-sex model, the transvestite undermined
society’s ability to use clothing to stabilize distinct sexual identities.®

Accounts of Hall’s body and past, like most accounts of early modern gen-
der transgression, were presented in a legal setting where they were subject to
the needs of the court. Despite this legal context, the testimony in the Hall
case still permits a comparison between community examinations of an
ambiguous individual and the subsequent legal process. Energetic and het-
erogenous, the community investigations of Hall’s identity reflected different
philosophies and tactics from those used by Virginia’s General Court. While
justices inquired politely into Hall’s past, seeking historical answers to the
question of his identity, most of his neighbors responded to his fluctuating
persona with aggressive curiosity about what lay hidden in his breeches. The
settler population also had great difficulty reaching consensus; no single pop-
ular discourse of sexual difference informed their inquiries, nor did they agree
about the meaning of their findings.

The location of Hall’s case in a recently settled English colony may account
in part for the extraordinary historical visibility and heterogeneity of the com-
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munity’s responses to Hall. In addition to its distance from the structures of
metropolitan scientific and legal authority, Warraskoyack lacked both a parish
church and a local court. As in most settlements in Virginia in the 1620s, such
formal local institutions of authority simply did not exist. In their absence, the
responsibility for producing and maintaining gender distinction fell almost
entirely to laypeople. Popular ideas about sexual identity appear to have car-
ried more weight in Virginia than in England, although they were perhaps
more subject to challenge from other popular sources. The colonial site of
Hall’s case thus serves to illuminate not only the varieties of popular belief, but
the fractures and fissures in the community’ interest in preserving the gender
order.

Perhaps the most compelling feature of Hall’s case is Hall him/herself.
Hall’s life disrupted the attempts of justices and neighbors alike to treat
gender as a set of natural categories. For Hall, the “performance” of gender
identity appeared to be as malleable as a change of clothes and at least partially
motivated by opportunities for employment. The burgeoning commerce,
migration, and national rivalries of the early modern Atlantic world, more-
over, had in many ways helped to produce Hall’s complex personality. When
asked to explain his/her gender identity, Hall recited a historical narrative in
which the visible signs of gender were not the natural expressions of an inter-
nal identity, but communiques issued and manipulated for public consump-
tion. Although Hall seemed utterly at ease with gender as a choice of self-pre-
sentation distinct from the issues of identity—a posture we will examine more
closely—his metamorphoses provoked both his community and the colonial
arm of the state to discover and affix a permanent identity.5 Despite the
brazenness of Hall’s transgression and the importance of gender differentia-
tion to the colonial economy, Hall received a comparatively mild punishment,
raising additional questions about the significance of this case.

Let us turn now to the colony of Virginia and to Warraskoyack, the settle-
ment where neighbors and plantation commanders found Hall’s fluctuating
identity so perplexing.

|

By 1629, Virginia had enjoyed several years of peace and prosperity but was
nevertheless considered an undesirable and dangerous place by many
Englishmen and women. Two decades of warfare with local Indians culmi-
nated in an Indian attack upon the English population in 1622, a bloody event
that tarnished the colony’s early image as a paradise for settlers. Reports of
rampant disease, maltreated servants, and backbreaking labor, moreover,
filtered back to Fngland, discouraged female migrants and exacerbated the
skewed sex ratio and climate of lawlessness that prevailed among the colony’s
predominantly young, male, and unmarried settlers. The difficulty of attract-
ing dedicated ministers and supporting churches in a region where the sparse
European population was scattered over miles of riverine settlements rather
than clustered in towns further contributed to the colony’s reputation for
godlessness and immorality. In addition, by 1629, the colonial economy was
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firmly committed to the production of tobacco, a New World commodity that
had become fashionable in royal and aristocratic circles throughout Europe.
Despite the efforts of local officials to encourage economic diversification,
most of the colony’s landowners devoted themselves to tobacco and procuring
the labor necessary to its production. English laborers, especially men, were
the preference of most planters, although by 1629 a newcomer to Virginia
might have seen English women or African laborers, male and female, hoeing
rows of tobacco.”

A fledgling plantation in a colony where everything was relatively new,
Warraskoyack had been an English settlement for less than seven years when
Thomas Hall arrived. Founded on the site of an Indian village, the settlement
consisted of two plantations devoted to the production of tobacco. Bennett’s
Welcome, established in 1621 by London merchant and Virginia Company
investor Edward Bennett, had suffered tremendous losses during an Indian
attack in 1622 in which over fifty English men and women were slain. In 1628,
command and ownership of Bennett’s Welcome passed into the capable hands
of the founder’s nephew, Richard Bennett, who had arrived in the colony only
recently but whose political star was already rising.®

Warraskoyack also included the plantation known as Basse’s Choice.
Founded a year after the Bennett Plantation, the Bass settlement narrowly
escaped the ravages of the Indian attack. Captain Nathaniel Bass, plantation
commander and proprietor, was a political player to be reckoned with. In
1624, he represented the plantation in the House of Burgesses; within one
year after the Hall case, he became a member of the Governor’s Council.?

Compared to the English cities and towns the Virginia colonists had left
behind, Warraskoyack was a tiny community filled with newcomers. It is
doubtful that the settlement ever exceeded 200 people during the 1620s. After
the resettlement following the Indian attack of 1622, the population fell vul-
nerable to disease and its numbers again plummeted. By 1625, however, the
settlement began to grow slowly through immigration, reconstituting itself
with a steady stream of newcomers. Of the sixteen individuals named in the
Hall testimony, seven can be positively identified as residents of the colony in
1623, four years before Hall came to the attention of the General Court. Of
these, only three appear to have lived in Warraskoyack before 1627. When
Hall moved to Warraskoyack that year, he was entering a community in which
most members were as new to the area as himself.

Only two of those named in the court testimony could boast a lengthy
tenure in Warraskoyack: Bass, the plantation commander, and Alice Long,
who had married and born at least one child in Virginia since her arrival in the
colony in 1620.10 At thirty-nine and twenty-seven, respectively, both individ-
uals were seasoned veterans of the south side plantations, embodying what-
ever traditions had endured the traumatic and disrupted history of English
settlement. In 1629, while Bass enjoyed a position of political authority, Long
claimed informal influence among the several dozen women in the settlement.

A few other individuals who became involved in the Hall case had been in
the colony, if not in Warraskoyack itself, for several years before Hall’s arrival.
John Atkins, Hall’s new master at the time of the inquest at Jamestown, arrived
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in the colony in 1623. Roger Rodes, who appears to have been living in
Jamestown in 1625, was married to Dorothy Rodes, one of the matrons who
assisted Alice Long in her investigation of Hall’s body. John Tyos, described in
the court testimony as a former master of Hall’s, also had a history in the
colony long enough to have included association with at least two men named
Thomas Hall.!! The other individual with a major role in Warraskoyack’s
attempts to determine Hall’s identity was John Pott, the Governor of the
Colony who presided over the colony’s General Court. A medical doctor who
had lived in the colony since 1620, Pott did not reside in Warraskoyack, but
on one of several tracts of land he had acquired on the north side of the James
River.!?

The community investigations of Hall’s body that took place in Warras-
koyack in early 1629 occurred not at the behest of Governor Pott, however,
but as a consequence of local concerns for social order. Lacking many of the
traditional institutions of English village life, the small English communlty
depended instead on highly personal forms of authority. Three converging
lines of authority emerged as Warraskoyack residents mobilized personal net-
works to address Hall’s transgression. The first—embodied by Bass and
Bennett—derived its strength from the official mandates of the Governor, the
General Court, and the Crown. The second, which included John Tyos and
John Atkins, represented the community of masters and their interests in
maintaining existing labor arrangements with servants. The third, a source of
authority largely internal to the community, was constituted by women such
as Alice Long and Dorothy Rodes.

Boasting nearly as much influence as its male counterparts, female author-
ity in Warraskoyack accrued from the important role granted midwives and
matrons by English law. In cases in which the condition of a woman’s body
could influence the verdict or sentence, English courts constituted an investi-
gatory jury of women to conduct an examination. After searching the subject’s
body for evidence of recent sexual activity, pregnancy, or childbirth (or, in case
of suspected witchcraft, suspicious marks), the matrons reported their findings
to the court. With the exception of one fifteenth-century case in which a jury
of women was summoned to arouse an allegedly impotent man to erection,
these juries inspected only women’s bodies. After 1500, Juries of Matrons who
provided evidence in impotence cases did so as witnesses to the condition of
the wife’s genitalia. With minor deviations, the tradition of summoning the
matrons’ jury appears to have continued in Virginia. The testimony of a mid-
wife might occasionally substitute for that of a Jury of Matrons at the colony’s
General Court or, after the establishment of the county courts during the
1630s, at a local hearing.1?

The authority of the Warraskoyack matrons might also have derived from
the heightened significance of their legal and historical functions in Virginia.
In a small community that lacked rival institutions of historical memory, Long
and Rodes could claim authority based on a historical and gender-specific
construction of “experience.” As witnesses to and participants in the births,
weddings, illnesses, and deaths of Warraskoyack neighbors, women like Long
and Rodes were repositories of information about community relationships,
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personal histories, and identities. These activities did not naturally constitute
female authority. Rather, women’s authority derived from constructions of
tradition, and, more important, from their claims to interpret female bodies—
a practice that required constituting the subjects of their inquiry (women) as
well as their own authority to make sense of these bodies. Female authority to
interpret female bodies depended in part, however, on the apparent natural-
ness of sexual categories. Without the existence of two sexes, women’s claims
to special knowledge would have been unfounded and their unique roles in
courtroom and community unnecessary. Women such as Long and Rodes
thus had an important stake in protecting gender boundaries and enforcing
the rules governing sexual behavior. Their authority resided in categories of
sexual difference that Hall’s changes of clothes threatened to undermine.!4

This then was Warraskoyack in 1629, a community less than ten years old
overseen by men and women with a maximum of six or seven years of colonial
life under their belts, where intimate forms of authority diverged along gen-
dered lines.

<

The first to lay hands on Hall for the purposes of gathering information was a
group of women whose interest had been piqued by a “report” that Hall was
both a man and a woman. Groups of women usually searched only other
women at the request of a local court; their authority to glean information
from bodies rarely crossed gender lines and they did not usually initiate a
search without the backing of local officials. With Hall’s then-master, John
"Tyos, claiming his servant was female, however, the women decided that it
was appropriate to intervene. After searching Hall’s person for evidence of his
sexual identity, Alice Long, Dorothy Rodes, and Barbara Hall concluded that
“hee was a man.” Despite this new evidence, Master Tyos continued to swear
to Hall’s female identity, provoking John Atkins, who was contemplating the
purchase of Hall, to take the problem to plantation commander Captain
Bass.1s

Confronted with conflicting evidence—the rumors of Hall’s hermaphro-
dism and alleged fornication, Hall’s master’s claim that his servant was a
woman, and the married women’s findings that he was male—Bass asked Hall
point blank “whether hee were man or woeman.” Hall answered that he was
both, explaining that although he had what appeared to be a very small penis
(“a peece of flesh growing at the . . . belly as bigg as the topp of his little finger
[an] inch long”), “hee had not the use of the man’s parte.” Hearing this con-
fession, Bass ordered Hall to put on women’s clothes. Male impotence was
usually considered sufficient grounds for the annulment of marriages; for
Bass, it was a sufficient condition for assigning female gender identity. An
individual who lacked male sexual functions and sometimes dressed like a
woman, Bass may have reasoned, could safely be classified as a woman.!6

Bass’s decision did not sit well with the group of married women who
claimed to have seen evidence of Hall’s manhood. But with Hall parading
about Warraskoyack in the mandated female attire, they began to “doubt of
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what they had formerly affirmed.” Trooping over to Hall’s residence at the
home of his new master John Atkins, the group searched the female-clad Hall
while s/he slept, confirming their original judgement that he was a man. In an
unusual breech of etiquette, moreover, they insisted that Master Atkins view
the proof for himself. Atkins tiptoed to Hall’s bed but lost his nerve when
“shee” stirred in her sleep.

"Tenacious in their quest to reveal the “truth” to Atkins and to two other
women who had joined their ranks—and perhaps still harboring doubts them-
selves—the married women planned a third search of Hall’s person. When
Atkins finally saw the evidence of Hall’s manhood he was unimpressed and
asked Hall “if that were all hee had.” Perhaps Atkins, like Hall himself,
doubted the significance of the small “piece of flesh” protruding from Hall’s
belly and wondered whether there might be other anatomical clues.
Describing his identity for the first time as the presence of female anatomy
rather than as a lack or deformity of maleness, Hall told Atkins that he had “a
peece of an hole.” Atkins immediately insisted that Hall lie down and “shew”
these female credentials. After searching together in vain for Hall’s vagina,
Atkins and the married women concluded that Hall could not be a hermaph-
rodite. Although Hall’s penis may have been tiny and in poor working order,
it became for Atkins and the matrons, in the absence of other “evidence” of
femaleness, the dominant criteria for Hall’s social identity. In sharp contrast to
the language Hall used to describe his own freewheeling sense of chosen iden-
tities, Atkins ordered Hall to “bee put into” male apparel and urged Captain
Bass to punish him for his “abuse.”!’

As soon as Captain Bass reversed his decision about Hall’s gender identity
and proclaimed him a man, Hall became fair game for the men of Warras-
koyack. Hearing a “Rumor and Report” of Hall’s tryst with Mr. Richard
Bennett’s servant Great Besse, Francis England and Roger Rodes took advan-
tage of a chance meeting with Hall to conduct their own impromptu investi-
gation. Rodes declared, “Hall, thou bas beene reported to be & woman and now thou
ave proved to bee a man, I will see what thou carriest.” Assisted by England, Rodes
threw Hall onto his back. England later told the General Court that, when he
“felt the said Hall and pulled out his members,” he found him to be “a perfect
man.”!®

The declarations of evidence and the conclusions drawn from that evidence
bring us as close as I believe we will ever be to ordinary seventeenth-century
English people’s articulated beliefs in the essence of sexual difference and their
deployment of those beliefs to serve their own political and social interests.
Three groups of people—the married women, Hall’s former and present mas-
ters, and the plantation commanders—participated actively in these scarches
of Hall’s person. In the absence of a county court and church, these groups
represented the community’s interests in determining Hall’s sex. Significantly,
each group also had a personal stake in defending the boundaries of maleness
and femaleness. Married women who normally interpreted women’s bodies
for legal authorities intervened because Hall’s crossing of gender lines chal-
lenged fundamental gender differences on which their authority was based.
Hall’s masters’ interest in determining the sex of their servant suggested the
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significance of gender to the allocation of labor, an especially important issue
in this new settlement so single-mindedly devoted to producing tobacco.
Hall’s gender identity may have affected Master John Atkins’ decision to pur-
chase a servant as well as his assignment of work, the sexual intimacies he did
or did not attempt, and the company he allowed his servant to keep. Male ser-
vants would likely be pressed into militia duty at some point during their ser-
vice. Male and female servants also received different freedom dues and were
expected to assume different social and economic roles at the end of their
terms. Charged with keeping order in the community, plantation comman-
ders sought a permanent identity for Hall that would mollify the displeased
masters and matrons of the community, restore Hall to his proper place in that
community, and, above all, establish the commander’s ability to resolve com-
munity conflicts successfully.

Roger Rodes and Francis England, whose interests in Hall’s identity were
slightly more attenuated but who nonetheless asserted their right to intervene,
constituted a fourth group. Lacking any formal authority to search bodies
except in the case of grand jury inquests into murder, Rodes and England
could not claim the customary role or territorial interest of the matrons, the
immediate interests of masters, or the political authority of the plantation
commander. Marginal to the process of uncovering Hall’s identity, Rodes’ and
England’s belated search occurred only after the other groups had pro-
nounced their interpretations of Hall’s sex. Yet the two men still intruded
themselves into the process, perhaps seeing the unprecedented nature of the
case as an opportunity for expanding the scope of their own authority in the
community, for satisfying their curiosity, or for punishing Hall informally for
his masquerade.

The matrons of Warraskoyack, the community’s plantation commander,
and Hall’s masters were initially at odds over the issue of his gender, issuing
conflicting conclusions and repeating their processes of gathering evidence as
they struggled to move toward a consensus. After the matrons’ initial exami-
nation of Hall and their conclusion that he was a man, Captain Bass under-
mined them, reasoning from Hall’s confession of impotence, rather than from
the women’s testimony, that Hall was a woman. The married women did not
let this breech of their traditional legal role go unchallenged. To do so would
have been to suffer a severe loss of credibility and influence. It seems that they
may also have harbored doubts about the nature of the evidence they had
uncovered, for they quickly instigated a second search. When this examina-
tion confirmed their initial pronouncement, they enlisted a man from the
group of masters with an interest in Hall’s case, thereby creating a coalition of
women and men to confront Captain Bass. Despite their influence in Warras-
koyack, women’s word alone was not sufficient to lead Bass to change his
mind. In league with Atkins, however, the married women’s information per-
suaded Bass to contradict his own command and order Hall to don male
clothes.

In addition to their difficulties with rival male authorities in their commu-
nity, however, the married women faced the challenge of interpreting Hall’s
unusual body. As they did not describe their findings in detail—or those
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descriptions did not reach the records of the General Court—we can only
speculate about their analysis of the evidence. The presence of a penis, how-
ever small and ineffective, seems to have weighed heavily in their initial con-
clusion that Hall was a man. But their articulated doubts and subsequent
search for a vagina suggests the difficulty of fitting Hall’s body into familiar
categories.

Curiously, neither the matrons of Warraskoyack nor the male participants
in the investigation chose to involve Great Besse, the servant rumored to have
had a tryst with Hall, in their deliberations. In the absence of any additional
information about Hall’s alleged lover, we can only comment on the possible
and probable reasons for her silence in the court record. Besse could possibly
have been one of the tiny number of Africans who lived in the colony after
1619 and, as a consequence, may not have spoken much English; the chances
are, however, that she would have been described in the testimony as a
“negor” rather than as a “servant maid.” It is less likely that Besse was an
Indian, as few Indians were held as servants or slaves in the colony until the
middle of the century. A less intriguing but more plausible scenario is that
Besse was an Englishwoman whose link to Hall was so quickly proven to be
unfounded that there was no need to pursue her testimony.

«

Able to reach only a shaky consensus on the question of Hall’s gender identity
and unsure of how to punish his transgression, Warraskoyack locals sent Hall’s
case to the General Court at Jamestown. Under the leadership of the recently
installed Governor John Pott, the General Court declined to initiate their
own search of Hall’s body. Pott may have been reluctant to embroil himself in
a medical matter after having recently extricated himself from the seven-
teenth-century equivalent of a malpractice suit. Nor did the Court invite the
married women to report their findings directly. They listened instead to
Francis England’s and John Atkins’ accounts of Hall’s gender mutability and
then “examined” Hall juridically, eliciting a narrative of gender identity.!”

Hall explained that he had been christened Thomasine in England and
dressed accordingly in women’s clothes. When “she” reached the age of twelve,
an age at which many girls would have taken up residence with neighbors or
relatives to learn housewifery, Thomasine was sent by her mother to London
to live with an aunt. During her ten-year residence in the city, Thomasine
might have witnessed the crossover of male and female aristocratic fashions
that so disturbed James I. London’s female street culture might also have had
a profound impact on the young Thomasine, offering lessons in market savvy,
sexuality, and marriage to all who listened to the ribald balladry of an itiner-
ant performer or picked up a discarded broadside.?

If at this point in Hall’s narrative justices harbored hopes that an estab-
lished pattern of female identity, deeply rooted in Hall’s childhood, would put
an end to the confusion, they were to be sadly disappointed. Hall informed the
justices that when her brother was pressed into military service, Thomasine
“Cut of{f] his heire and Changed his apparell into the fashion of man” to
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become a soldier in the English force that intervened on behalf of French
Hugenots at the Isle of Rhe. Twenty-four years old when he made this trans-
formation, Hall was indeed lucky to survive his first year as a man, for the mil-
itary adventure proved to be a debacle. Hall returned to England, where he
“changed himself into woemans apparell,” resuming both female identity and
needlework. Residing in the port of Plymouth, which was by the mid-1620s
a point of embarkation for many colonial voyages, Hall remained a woman
until the opportunity arose to sail for Virginia. He “changed againe his appar-
ell into the habit of a man and soe came over into this Country” sometime late
in 162721

Both the evidence gathered by the community and Hall’s own historical
narrative of identity figured in the General Court’s sentence of Hall.
Compelling Hall to don men’s breeches, the Court acknowledged the physi-
cal manifestations of sex that were of such importance to the diligent matrons
of Warraskoyack. Governor Pott may have encouraged this anatomical inter-
pretation of gender identity, having previously served the colony as a doctor.
But the court found neither the physical evidence nor the sentence of an
imposed (and permanent) male identity sufficient. Their order that the male-
clad Hall should mark his head and lap with female accessories—*“a Coyfe and
Croscloth with an Apron before him”—attested to their power to punish by
inscribing dissonant gender symbols on an offender, in this case, by demean-
ing a man with the visible signs of womanhood. Such a sentence mimicked
Hall’s crime of diminishing the integrity of his male identity with female garb.
The sentence may also have been the justice’s admission that self-confessed
impotence, cross-dressing, and a history of female identity compromised an
individual’s claims to the political and legal privileges of manhood.

The Court’s decision that Hall should wear male attire topped by the
apron and headdress of a woman seems on one level to affirm Hall’s claim to a
dual nature by creating a separate category for him. Yet Hall himself never
expressed his hermaphrodism in this fashion, choosing instead to perform his
identity serially as either male or female. The Court’s mandate of a permanent
hybrid identity for Hall was thus both a punishment of Hall and an unprece-
dented juridical response to gender ambiguity. Denying Hall the right to
choose a single identity—a marked departure from the usual European treat-
ment of hermaphrodites—the judges asserted the importance of permanence
for concepts of gender even as they failed to define its essence. They may have
believed they had found a creative solution to the problem of defending the
boundaries of both maleness and femaleness from Hall’s transgressive behav-
ior. That they chose to shame him rather than inflict brutal corporeal punish-
ment also suggests that the Court recognized Hall’s value to his masters and
to the colony as a laborer.

The court never addressed the matter of Hall’s culpability for fornication.
Nor did it address the consequences of the court-ordered hermaphroditic
identity for Hall’s future sexual activity. Rather, it concerned itself with “pub-
lish{ing]” the fact that Hall was “a man and a woeman” in Warraskoyack so
that “all the Inhabitants there may take notice thereof.” In so doing the court
may have sought to prevent unwitting men from committing sodomy with the
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ambiguous Hall. Perhaps, too, the justices were trying to warn unsuspecting
women not to allow him too much intimacy. They did take the precaution of
requiring Hall to find sureties for his good behavior until the local court of
Warraskoyack discharged him. Good behavior in this case seems to have
meant permanent compliance with the court-ordered signature of hermaph-
rodism, the mixture of male and female garb.

The General Court’s interest in resolving the question of Hall’s identity
differed substantially from that of Hall’s Warraskoyack neighbors, who had
attempted to maintain gender boundaries by classifying Hall as one sex or the
other. The Court’s sentence, that Hall wear the clothing of both man and
woman, did not solve the dilemmas that had initially compelled Warraskoyack
residents to approach their plantation commander. Master Atkins, for
instance, was probably no closer to determining Hall’s work assignment or
freedom dues than he had been at the beginning of the investigation. Sadly, we
will never know just how Hall’s community addressed the problems raised by
the court’s sentence.

Despite the differences between the General Court’s focus on establishing
identity from a narrative of performance and the Warraskoyack matrons’
insistent search for readable physical evidence, the two groups may have
shared a belief that the changeable physical bodies and legal identities of
women mirrored changing female life histories. For the married women,
beliefs that female bodies were constituted of pliable matter that bore the
impressions of sexual activity made possible their own authority as inter-
preters of those bodies. Married women in most early European modern soci-
eties wielded influence in courtrooms in part because they had constructed a
folk science of extracting sexual histories from female bodies by “reading”
these marks. Virginity, recent sexual intercourse, rape, pregnancy, childbirth,
sex with the devil—all carried corresponding physical signs in the science of
midwifery and were probably equally significant, if not as systematically delin-
eated, for matrons called upon by their communities to translate this evidence
into legal testimony. When Hall’s body proved resistant to being read, the
married women may have been inclined to see the “piece of flesh” as a penis
and to categorize “him” as a man. For the General Court, conversely, Hall’s
historical narrative of shifting sexual identities may have effectively obviated
the possibility of declaring him a man. Having divulged a historicized and
mutable sexual identity, in other words, Hall made it difficult for the court to
assign him a legal identity defined by a presumed constancy of political and
economic function and an invulnerability to changes in sexual status.
Although courts across the early modern world recognized maturation to
manhood as an inherently teleological feature of male identity, adult manhood
brought a stabilizing conclusion, vulnerable only to age and death. Adult
womanhood, in contrast, was viewed by the courts as an inherently episodic
and unstable condition, subject to the changes of marriage, widowhood, and
remarriage. Hall’s changes of gender as an adult may thus have precluded him
from the privileges of manhood, provoking the court to tag him with clothing
that symbolized the mutable quality of female bodies and the tenuous nature
of female legal existence.??
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Although it is easy to appreciate the unique features of the Hall case, itis no
less important to identify the broad contours of early modern Atlantic history
that are implicated in Hall’s narrative of identity. Closer scrutiny of Hall’s
courtroom tale reveals that Hall’s text, as well as the life represented in it, were
emblematic of the destabilizing effects of military conflicts, imperial rivalries,
and colonial projects on early modern Europeans.

Hall situated his account of shifting identities in the context of the major
historical events of the early seventeenth century. In his narrative, English
military mobilization was a stimulus for the initial transformation “into the
fashion of 2 man.” Military defeat and a return to England led to a reaffirma-
tion of female social identity and domestic work. England’s colonial aspira-
tions in the New World created an opportunity for migration that Hall rather
significantly decided to seize as a man.

Hall’s mutability was also emblematic of the ambiguous and tentative iden-
tities of English peoples recently settled in the New World. Many conditions
contributed to the instability of English identities in Virginia, but among the
most significant challenges were the encounter with a Native American gen-
der division of labor that differed significantly from that of the English, the
demands of the colonial economy for a more flexible division of labor than
that which existed in England, the difficulty of translating English symbols
and institutions of political authority into a colonial idiom, and the existence
of powerful women in a society committed to, but only partially able to repli-
cate, English-style patriarchal institutions. Hall’s self-fashioned gender iden-
tity presented a baffling challenge to these already shaky articulations of
English identity and political authority. Reports of Hall’s hermaphrodism led
to public refutations of the conclusions of matrons, masters, and plantation
commanders. Hall’s ability to tangle the lines of authority, forcing residents of
the Warraskoyack to improvise, was perhaps most evident in the unprece-
dented co-ed search for female genitalia. The attempts of community leaders
and justices to define and “fix” Hall’s identity reveals the complex ways in
which the ideal of clear gender distinctions was an integral part of their vision
of an orderly, stable society.

Hall’s typicality among gender transgressors in the early modern Atlantic
world points to the connections between sexual identities, as constructed and
lived by individuals, and the major economic, political, and imperial events of
the day. Hall and the other ambiguous and cross-dressing narrators of his day
talked about gender contextually, representing their identities as interwoven
with imperial rivalries for new territory, trade, and military supremacy. The
similarities in their stories suggest that by the early seventeenth century, the
Atlantic world may already have had its own sexual culture in which the nar-
ratives of gender identity and those of mercantilism and colonization had
become mutually implicated in the practice of exploration, conquest, migra-
tion, and commodification.?3

What distinguishes Hall from the other subjects of these tales is the iden-
tity revealed by investigation. In almost every other case of non-aristocratic
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gender transgression in the early modern period, the ambiguous or “passing”
individual is revealed to be a hermaphrodite or a female transvestite. The end
of Hall’s story takes an unexpected turn, however, with the matrons’ conclu-
sion that Hall was really a man. Hall’s atypicality as the rare non-aristocratic
man discovered in woman’s clothing—in the rough and tumble world of a
British colony, no less—alerts us to another possible explanation for his oth-
erwise difficult-to-fathom behavior. In a world in which dressing as a man
brought women expanded economic and political opportunities, Hall found it
difficult to suppress his female identity. Although he offered a pragmatic and
environmental explanation for his cross-dressing that implied the occasional
economic advantages of being a woman, very few of his contemporaries, male
or female, would have agreed with him. Despite the attendant risks and disad-
vantages of being female in the seventeenth century, Hall found it personally
useful, necessary, or comfortable to occasionally dress as a woman.?*

Set against other transgression narratives of the period, Hall’s stands apart
both for the conclusions of his examiners that he was male and for the inabil-
ity of seventeenth-century medical or economic theories to explain his trans-
formation. Neither moving to a state of greater perfection nor adopting a
more expansive social role, Hall left his contemporaries—and indeed, leaves
us—baffled. We might hypothesize that early colonial Virginia, a settlement
in which English women were scarce, may have afforded enough opportuni-
ties for upward mobility to tempt an individual like Hall to try to take advan-
tage of them. He had, after all, renounced his male identity when such oppor-
tunities presented themselves in England. Yet such a theory raises as many
questions as it answers. If early seventeenth-century Virginia was so favorable
a place for women, why didn’t more women flock to the colony or more men
attempt to pass as female? A more plausible explanation may lie with Hall
himself. Perhaps “his” female identity was so deeply imbedded as a conse-
quence of a childhood and adolescence of female training and identification
that he could not shed it. His cross-dressing episodes in Virginia appear then
not as an opportunistic effort to achieve upward mobility, but as quite the
opposite: as episodes of selective, intermittent declension, compelled by an
identity deeply rooted in a history of female performance.

<

We can only speculate about what, if anything, the different conclusions about
Hall’s sex may have had in common. I have suggested that community inves-
tigations and legal examinations may have shared a belief in the historicity and
changeability of femaleness and the functional constancy of maleness, cven
though this conceptualization of difference ultimately led them to different
conclusions. It is important to note that this concept of female historicity pro-
vided no firmer grounding for gender differences than early modern scientific
theories, as male maturation to manhood was a crucial process in contempo-
rary definitions of maleness. The problem with using a construct of historic-
ity to define sexual difference only underlines the importance of performativ-
ity for understanding Hall, his narrative, and his complex sexual identity. As
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the perplexity of Hall’s neighbors and the sentence meted out by the General
Court suggest, ordinary people’s concepts of sexual difference could not be
easily reconciled with the behavior of an individual who periodically “changed
himself . . . into the fashion of man.”

<
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INDIAN FOREMOTHERS

Race, Sex, Slavery, and Freedom
in Early Virginia

Two women, both of them black according to twentieth-century
racial categories, had a conversation in 1937. Susie Byrd, a writer with the
New Deal’s Works Progress Administration, was looking for former slaves to
share their recollections, and had asked a Virginia woman named Octavia
Featherstone for her story. Featherstone talked about her triracial back-
ground—part white, part black, and part Indian—and about how, though
legally nonwhite and born during slave times, she had, in fact, never been a
slave. She closed the interview with an explanation: “I forgit to tell you how
and why we was free. You see Gramma bein’ a Indian, she came of de Indian
Tribe which cause our freedom. You know Indians was never slaves, so dey
chillun was always free, dat is cordin’ to law.”!

According to Featherstone, her Indian ancestry—and not her white fore-
bears—made it possible for her to be born free and live free in the 1850s. Her
tale raises questions worth pursuing. How did the law of slavery and freedom
lead, despite her African ancestry, to her free birth? What exactly was the legal
significance, if any, of her Indian ancestry? Her account, dating from the
twentieth century, points back toward other stories from the years between
the 1760s and the 18ros.

Race, sex, slavery, and freedom commingled with Virginia’s society, eco-
nomics, politics, and law in various and changing ways. In 1607, just before
three ships arrived from England to establish the colony of Virginia, the many
residents were all Native Americans. Over the next two centuries, newcomers
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and their progeny from both Europe and Africa soared in numbers, while
Indians seemed to vanish.” If the patterns had been more simple than they
were, it might be possible to speak as though everyone was either white or
black, and as though all blacks were slaves, whether in 1760, 1810, or 1860.
But such was not the case, and boundaries were not so clear. Indians refused to
vanish,’ and many Virginians were multiracial. Some mixed-race Virginians,
though born unfree, were designated to remain so only for specific periods,
though lengthy ones—eighteen, twenty-one, thirty, or thirty-one years. And
many nonwhites, though born into lifelong slavery, gained their freedom,
especially in the quarter-century beginning in 1782.

This essay focuses on the years between 1760 and 1810, especially the
1790s. It explores cach of these complicating features of Virginia’s social land-
scape. [t emphasizes one group, those claiming Indian foremothers, a group
that highlights the complexity of race, sex, slavery, and freedom in Virginia
during those years. Finally, it focuses on Virginia east of the Blue Ridge, a
region whose population, in the years between 1760 and 1860, was roughly
half white and half nonwhite, half free and half slave. Yet, in many counties
and for the region as a whole, it was often true that, while only a minority was
white, at the same time only a minority was slave. Tilting the balance was a
middle group of people who were free but not white. This essay takes another
look at their origins—who they were and how, though many of them had been
born into slavery, they came to be free.

R |

Multiracial Virginians originated as early as the 1610s, when John Rolfe and
Pocahontas married and had a son, "Thomas. No law then specifically gov-
erned interracial marriages or multiracial children. When such laws emerged,
lawmakers mostly had black Virginians in mind, though some laws specified
Indians as well, and some that did not nonetheless affected Indians too. In
1662 the Virginia legislature, feeling compelled to define the status of the chil-
dren of black women and white men, declared that such children would follow
the status of their mothers. Thus slave women would have slave children,
regardless of who the father was, while free women, whether white or not,
would have free children, again no matter who the father was.*

The 1662 law might have put an end to such questions, so that the crucial
question remained who was the mother, but again such was not the case. Race
and sex would combine in other patterns, too, to determine the racial and
social identity of the children of Virginia. A 16971 statute addressed the ques-
tion of mixed-race children of white women. First, the act in effect banned
interracial marriage by providing that any white person who married a non-
white—whether black, Indian, or multiracial-—must permanently leave the
colony within three months. But perhaps, then, legislators mused, an occa-
sional white woman, even though unmarried, would have a child whose father
was “negro or mulatto” (here lawmakers did not include Indians). If so, she
would be fined, and, if unable to pay the fine, would be sold as a servant for
five years. Regardless of whether she retained her freedom, she lost her child,




Indian Foremothers

who would be bound out as a servant until the age of 30. An act passed in 1705
changed the child’s indenture to 31 years.’

By the eighteenth century, two major rules had come into play to deter-
mine the destinies of mixed-race children. If the mother was black and the
father white, the law wanted only to know the status of the mother, for the
child’s status, slave or free, would follow the mother’s. But if the mother was
white, then the law inquired the identity of the father. If the father was black,
then the mother was penalized—fined or sold into five years of servitude—and
the child entered a very long period of unfreedom as a servant.

In 1723, the law went further by applying the penalties to the next genera-
tion—the mixed-race, nonslave grandchildren of white women with mixed-
race daughters. Speaking of young women, whether mulatto or Indian, who
were serving terms of thirty or thirty-one years as the mixed-race children of
white mothers, the new law said that, if they happened to have children dur-
ing their servitude, “every such child shall serve the master or mistress of such
mullatto or indian, until it shall attain the same age the mother of such child
was by law obliged to serve unto.”® Now the terms of 30 or 31 years were
inherited, from mother to child. In effect, a third category had been estab-
lished with reference to the 1662 law, and just as slave women bore slave chil-
dren, and free women bore free children, these long-term servants bore long-
term servants.

The rules changed again in the 1760s. Declaring the terms of thirty or
thirty-one years for mixed-race children of black men and either free white
mothers or women servants—that is, either the first or subsequent genera-
tions—to be “an unreasonable severity to such children,” in 1765 the legisla-
ture reduced the terms to eighteen years for females and twenty-one years for
males. These were the same numbers the legislature applied when unmarried
white women, whether servants or free, had white children who would other-
wise become public charges.’

One family’s story illustrates the complexity. An unnamed “Christian white
woman” had a daughter, Betty Bugg, whose father was black. Under the 1705
Virginia law, Betty Bugg became a servant to the age of thirty-one. During her
servitude, she had a son, who, while in his twenties, brought suit for his free-
dom. Against that effort, his master’s lawyer argued successfully in 1769 that
the 1705 statute required that mixed-race children like Betty Bugg (whose
mothers were not slaves) be bound out for thirty-one years but, silent on the
status of their children, presumably left them free. The 1723 act required chil-
dren of that next generation, too, to live as servants to age thirty-one, and,
since Bugg’s son was born after 1723, he was subject to that law. The 1765 law,
which set shorter terms of servitude, could not help him, because he was born
before its passage. Born after 1723 but before 1765, he was born too late to
gain his freedom at birth and too soon to obtain it at age twenty-one. Yet his
bondage was not defined in terms of life, for he, like his mother, would
become free at age thirty-one.®

Sarah Madden and her family demonstrate a variant version of the Virginia
laws of race and sex at work. Her mother, Mary Madden, who probably came
to Virginia from Ireland in the 1750s as an indentured servant, gave birth to a
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mulatto daughter, Sarah, on August 4, 1758. Sarah Madden, bound out until
the age of thirty-one, finally gained her freedom in 1789 (the year the U.S.
Constitution went into effect). In the meantime she had children of her own,
beginning with Rachel in 1776 (the year of the Declaration of Independence),
who presumably gained her own freedom at the age of eighteen in 1794.
Another child, David, born in 1780, likely gained his freedom at the age of
twenty-one in 1801, soon after his sister Betty, born in 1782, reached the age
of eighteen and shortly before Polly, born in 1785, did so.?

Sarah Madden’s seventh child, Fanny, came along on July 6, 1789, just
weeks before Madden turned thirty-one. Had Fanny been born a month later,
she would have gained her freedom at birth, instead of only in 1807. Nelly and
Nancy, by contrast were born in 1793 and 1796, so they were born free, as was
Willis, born in 1799. As for Sarah Madden’s daughters, they appear to have
waited until at least the age of eighteen before having any of their own chil-
dren. Thus Sarah Madden’s grandchildren (more precisely, her daughters’
children)-—like her own children born in the 17gos, but unlike herself and
unlike the children she bore between the Declaration of Independence and
the U.S. Constitution—were born free.!?

The decade between the Declaration of Independence and the Constitu-
tional Convention of 1787 brought important changes to the law of race and
slavery in Virginia. In 1778, during the American Revolution, the legislature
of the new state of Virginia passed a law declaring that “hereafter no slave shall
be imported into the Commonwealth by sea or land”—that is, whether from
outside the United States or even from another state. “Every slave imported
contrary to . . . this act shall become free.” The children of slave women would
continue to be born into lifelong slavery, but the only other way for new slaves
to come to inhabit Virginia would be if their owners moved with them from
another state into Virginia.!’ Sarah Madden’s children showed, however, that
long-term, mixed-race servants could still be born to women of the same
description under the series of laws that began in 1691 and continued through
1705, 1723, and 1765.

Four years later, in 1782, the state legislature went beyond curtailing the
growth of slavery through commerce and provided authority, for the first
time, for slaveowners to free their slaves. Owners could, without restriction,
emancipate slave women between the ages of eighteen and forty-five and slave
men between the ages of twenty-one and forty-five, provided the new freed-
people were “of sound mind and body.” Otherwise, the new right carried
significant restrictions. Slaves younger than eighteen or twenty-one and older
than forty-five, as well as slaves between those ages who were not “of sound
mind and body,” could be freed only if the former owners “supported” them,
that is, saw that they did not become charges of the county. George Washing-
ton, for one, freed all his many slaves. The law held without material change
until 1806, when the legislature mandated that, in the future, slaves who
gained their freedom must leave the state within a year or forfeit their free-
dom. County officials could still permit newly freed people to stay, but it had
become more doubtful, and by that time the willingness of slaveowning
Virginians to manamit some of their human property had receded.!?
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Beginning in 1782, therefore, slavery in Virginia was, in effect, redefined.
Enslavement was still defined as lifelong, and it was still inherited from a slave
mother, but owners could now free their slaves. As had been the case ever
since the 1662 law clarified matters, nonwhite women, if free, would bear free
children. In all those years there had never been many free nonwhite women,
so there had never been many nonwhite children born free. Beginning in
1782, through manumission, the number of people in Virginia who, though
nonwhite, were free began rapidly to grow. Whether slavery proved to be life-
long had become contingent—it now depended on how the new legal envi-
ronment in Virginia affected that individual. After growing rapidly in the
twenty-five years beginning in 1782, Virginia’s free nonwhite population,
though it continued to rise each decade from the 1810s through the 1850s, did
so at a much more modest pace.

As early as 1790, the number of free nonwhite Virginians reached 12,766,
or 4 percent of all nonwhites in Virginia. By that time, several Eastern Virginia
counties had populations in which the middle group—people neither white
nor slave—tipped the balance, so that more residents were free than slave,
even though more were black than white: Henrico, Northampton, Northum-
berland, Southampton, and Surry.!?

During the last half century of Virginia slavery, approximately one in ten
nonwhite Virginians were free. The number of free nonwhites grew by more
than 50 percent in the 1790s to 20,124, and then to 30,570 by 1810. The num-
ber of counties increased in which that middle group made it possible for a
majority of residents to be free even though only a minority of residents were
white. !4

«

There were three ways, not just two, in which the number of nonwhite Vir-
ginians grew in the late eighteenth century. Certainly some people were born
to free nonwhite mothers, and certainly far more Virginians gained their free-
dom from owners who, whatever their motivation, determined to manumit
one or more of their slaves. Yet a third group consisted of people who went to
court to force the question—contested the matter with people who had every
intention of remaining in the slaveowning business—and in that manner won
their freedom.

The courts were solicitous of such efforts. They demonstrated a willing-
ness to consider the freedom claims of Virginians and, with some frequency,
to come down on the side of freedom. Perhaps the relative prevalence of a
long-term, but finite, status of unfreedom—an intermediate station between
slave and free—helps explain why the courts felt obligated to scrutinize free-
dom suits as possibly meritorious. The possibility that white people might get
caught up in slavery offers another explanation. Still another reason for their
willingness to often side with the plaintiffs who sued for their freedom, relates
to ideas of human liberty that came out of the Revolution.

In one case, Nanny Pagee, who was held as a slave, along with her children,
sued for her freedom on the grounds that she had been brought illegally into
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Virginia from North Carolina as a slave after 1778 and thus should be free
and, moreover, that she was a white woman. The court, finding her (from
inspection) white, and with no evidence introduced to show her to be the
daughter of a slave woman, declared her free—after having been held as a
slave for over thirty years—and thus her children (though mixed-race off-
spring of a slave father) free as well.!l> But now we return to the matter of
Virginians who claimed Indian ancestry.

-«

A court document from the year 1790 offers another take on the questions
that Octavia Featherstone’s account of her free birth raises. In 1790, a white
man from Stafford County named James Howarth granted his slave Amy her
freedom, on condition that she first work for him another three years with no
pay except “necessary Clothes and Victuals.” In the spirit of the 1782 law, he
went on to pledge that, after the three years had passed, “should the said Amy
be incapable of maintaining herself through Age, Sickness, or Misfortune, I
will allow her a Sufficiency to subsist to prevent her” from becoming so poor
that the county would have to support her as a pauper. Then, offering a clue
to his motive in this gift of freedom, he noted: “Amy says she is originally enti-
tled to her freedom, being descended of Indian parents as her colour some-
what shews.” Howarth recognized that Amy might seek, and perhaps with
success, to “prove her right and title to her freedom.”1¢ Both of them saw the
possibility under Virginia law at that time. She no doubt accepted the deal so
she would not need to sue and take the chance she might lose, while perhaps
he made the offer because he would immediately lose her if she sued and won.

Late-eighteenth century Virginia newspapers contained advertisements for
people who were claimed as slaves, identified as claiming Indian ancestry, and
understood to have claimed their right to be free on the basis of that ancestry.
In October 1772, for example, Paul Michaux advertised from Cumberland
County for “a Mulatto Man named Jim, who is a Slave, but pretends to have a
Right to his Freedom.” Michaux explained that Jim’s “Father was an Indian, of
the name of Cheshire,” and Jim would likely “call himself James Cheshire, or
Chink.” About twenty-seven years old, he had “long black hair resembling an
Indian’s,” and “When he went away I expected he was gone to the General
Court to seek his Freedom.” In April 1773, a twenty-two-year-old man named
David left his Dinwiddie County owner, William Cuszens, who then adver-
tised that this “Mulatto Slave,” who “says he is of the Indian breed,” had gone
“down to the General Court, as I imagined, to sue for his freedom, but has
never returned.”!’

Other documents from eastern Virginia help fill in more of the picture of
race, sex, slavery, and freedom in the years around 18c0. Thesc are court cases
in which slaves acted to gain their freedom on grounds of Indian ancestry, as
Howarth anticipated that Amy might, and took their owners to court. More
often than not, they won their freedom, to judge from the cases that went all
the way to the Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals. At trial, slaves won those
cases, but then their owners, putting up more resistance than James Howarth
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seemed inclined to, appealed the decisions to Virginia’s highest court. And
those cases left a trail of records—though a more scant trail than historians
two centuries later might wish—showing the racial complexity of society in
general, and slavery in particular, in eighteenth-century Virginia.

All these cases originated in eastern Virginia (i.e., that is east of the Blue
Ridge) where slavery was so dominant an institution, affected so many peo-
ple’s lives, that in many counties slaves constituted a majority of all residents,
and most white families owned one or more slaves. Each time a slave or group
of slaves gained their freedom, they tlted the ratio among Virginians a little
less toward slavery and a little more toward freedom. The growing number of
Virginia residents in a special category, neither white nor slave, resulted in
part from a window of freedom that Virginia judges opened in the way they
interpreted the past as they decided what to do about suits for freedom in the
present. The following cases show how.

Robin v. Hardaway, a court case that arose in 1772 as relations between the
colonies and England made their way toward the American Revolution, offers
a glimpse of how the ideas of the American Revolution could affect thinking
about slavery and freedom for nonwhite Virginians. It also makes very clear
that slaves with Indian ancestry might draw on that background—their ances-
try and those ideas—to make a bid for freedom. Finally, it shows that such bids
made their way into the Virginia courts, where judges and juries had to decide
what to make of such arguments. Robin and his co-plaintiffs sued for their
freedom, in part claiming they were descendants of Indians. According to the
surviving records, Attorney Mason argued for their freedom:

The Indians of every denomination were free, and independent of us; they
were not subject to our empire; not represented in our legislature; they
derived no protection from our laws; nor could be subjected to their bonds.
If natural right, independence, defect of representation, and disavowal or
protection, are not sufficient to keep them from the coercion of our laws, on
what other principles can we justify our opposition to some late acts of
power exercised by the British legislature? Yet they only pretend to impose
on us a paltry tax in money; we on our free neighbors, the yoke of perpetual
slavery.!8

Among cases similar to Robin’s, another reached the Virginia Supreme
Court of Appeals in 1792, its record scant, its significance large. A number of
slaves owned by William Jenkins, among them one named Tom, “an Indian,”
sued for their freedom. They claimed descent from two Indian women, Mary
and Bess, one the grandmother of the other, who, decades before, had been
brought into Virginia and kept—wrongfully—as slaves. Given the general rule
under Virginia law, that each child inherited the status, free or slave, of his or
her mother, Bess’s children all grew up as slaves. In similar fashion, her daugh-
ters’ children were all slaves, and so on. But if Bess had been free, her children,
too, would have all been born free, and thus her daughters’ children.!®

In Northumberland District Court, Jenkins’s lawyer took the position that,
under a 1753 statute, Virginia clearly permitted such enslavement, but the
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court corrected him. He was informed-—to use the words reported in 1792—
that “he misstated the law.” The judge agreed that “there was a time at some
period in the last century” when a law permitted the enslavement of Indians
under certain conditions and, under that law, “many Indians were made slaves,
and their descendants continue slaves to this day.” But, he went on, “this law
was some time after repealed; from which period, no American Indian could
be sold as a slave, and . . . all such as had been brought into this country since
that time, and who had sued for their freedom, had uniformly recovered it.”
The jury found for the plaintiffs, that they should be free. Their putative
owner appealed the decision, but Virginia’s highest court upheld the District
Court.??

Pursuant to this single case, Jenkins lost his slaves, and Tom and the
unnamed others gained their freedom. But that case outlines a story that
relates to far more individuals than Jenkins, Tom, and those unnamed others.
As the lower-court judge stated, first, under a seventeenth-century law “many
Indians were made slaves” but, second, “all such [Indians] as had been brought
into [Virginia as slaves] since [its repeal], and who had sued for their freedom,
had uniformly recovered it.”

Moreover, cases like Tom’s continued to come before Virginia’s highest
court as late as 1831. In 1793, for example, Dick and Pat obtained their free-
dom from Williamson Coleman. The court ruled that a 1705 statute consti-
tuted “a compleat repeal of all former laws on the subject, and that since that
period, no American Indian, can be reduced into a state of slavery.”?!

In the twenty years between 1792 and 1811, the Virginia Supreme Court of
Appeals heard eighteen cases in which one or more Virginians challenged
their enslavement. Six of those cases, or one-third of them, involved plaintiffs
who called themselves Indians and who relied on their Indian ancestry as
the basis for their claim to freedom.?? In every instance, the trial court or
the appeals court or both sided with the plaintiffs and declared their right to
freedom.

Those cases point up the complexity as well as the operations of the law of
slavery and freedom in post-Revolutionary America. How, to begin with, did
these kinds of cases ever get into the courts? Moreover, they identify an
intriguing type of resistance to North American slavery. Resistance, after all,
could take many forms,?? and surely taking one’s master to court—sceking a
legal victory in a demand for freedom—was one such form. In addition, they
indicate a continuing strand in American social and cultural history that
relates to the presence of a group in eighteenth-century Virginia called at that
time “native American Indians.”?*

Virginia law permitted people held in servitude to challenge their bondage
and sue for their freedom, as had Nanny Pagee as well as Tom, Dick, and Pat.
A 1795 statute spelled out the procedure. On presentation of a petition for
recovery of freedom, the court assigned the person counsel, whose duty it was
to investigate and “make an exact statement to the court of the circumstances
of the case, with his opinion thereupon.” If persuaded that the case should go
forward, the court summoned the owner (“or possessor”) to answer the com-
plaint. Pending a trial, the owner had to give security, “to the full value” of the
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“complainant,” to permit the plaintiff to appear in court. The court phrased
the right in emphatic, though restrictive, terms: “Persons in the status of slav-
ery have no civil rights, save that of suing for freedom.”?

The same law that offered a remedy as well as procedural protection to the
slave, however, offered protection to the owner. Historian Robert McColley
has said of late-eighteenth century Virginia’s “true emancipators”—especially
Quakers—that such people “diligently investigat[ed] the legal titles by which
Negroes were held, and su[ed] for freedom whenever such titles were doubt-
ful.”26 To counteract such activities, the 1795 law provided that, for each
plaintiff who lost his or her case, anyone who had helped bring the suit was
liable to pay the owner $100. And a subsequent amendment stipulated that no
“member of any society instituted for the purpose of emancipating negroes
from the possession of their masters” could serve as a juror in such a case.?”’

In formulating a response to suits for freedom by people who claimed
Indian descent, Virginia judges created a history to guide their deliberations.
As late as 1682, they knew, the Virginia legislature had provided for the
enslavement of Indians.?® Yet a 1705 act had authorized “a free and open trade
for all persons, at all times, and at all places, with all Indians whatsoever.” In a
1787 case, in which Hannah and other Indians sued for their freedom, the
General Court decided that “no Indians brought into Virginia” since 1705,
“nor their descendants,” could be held as slaves there.2 In a brief account of
these developments, St. George Tucker wrote a few years later that he had
encountered an act apparently passed in 1691 with the same language as
the 1705 law, and thus “it would seem that no Indians brought into Virginia
for more than a century [since 1691], nor any of their descendants, can be
retained in slavery in this commonwealth.”30

A frequent figure taking the cases of Indian plaintiffs in manumission suits,
at least on appeal, was George Keith Taylor. Reputed to be one of the great
orators of his generation, Taylor was a Federalist politician who served his
native Prince George County in the state House of Delegates in the 179os.
He was also a son-in-law of Chief Justice John Marshall.’! In the years that
followed, this gifted orator took several leading cases to the Virginia Supreme
Court of Appeals. One was the case of Jacky Wright and her family.

In 1805, Jacky Wright and her children—Maria, John, and Epsabar—
brought suit to recover their freedom from Holder Hudgins. They won, and
Hudgins appealed to the Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals. St. George
Tucker was now a member of that court, where he propounded his thesis that
the acts culminating in 1682 had been repealed in 1691, rather than 1705, that
is, after only nine years rather than twenty-three. His colleague Spencer
Roane found Tucker’s position plausible, but concluded that accepting the
earlier date was unnecessary in this case to find for the Wrights. A unanimous
court, agreeing that Jacky Wright and her children were entitled to their free-
dom, affirmed the lower-court ruling.3?

The case of Hudgins v. Wrights gave judges occasion to speak to several
major questions about presumption and evidence in suits for freedom. That
case came to the Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals from the High Court of
Chancery, where George Wythe presided and where, on two separate
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grounds, he had ruled in favor of the Wrights. He pointed to section one of
the Virginia Bill of Rights—what he called the state’s “political catechism”—
that began with the declaration “That all men are by nature equally free and
independent.” Thus, as his words were later reported, “freedom is the
birthright of every human being,” and, “whenever one person claims to hold
another in slavery, the onus probandi [burden of proof] lies on the claimant.”
Quite aside from that line of argument, witnesses had testified that the family
descended, in the female line, from “an old Indian called Butterwood Nan,”
and her daughter Hannah “had long black hair, was of the right copper colour,
and was generally called an Indian by the neighbours, who said she might
recover her freedom, if she would sue for it.” Chancellor Wythe inspected
members of the family there in the courtroom and concluded that they—three
generations of females—appeared more or less Indian, not at all African, and,
in the case of Jacky Wright's youngest child, “perfectly white.” Thus—with-
out even having to rely on his radical statement of broader grounds for eman-
cipation—he decided that they were entitled to their freedom.??

On appeal to the state supreme court, George Keith Taylor, counsel for the
Wrights, argued: “From the beginning of the world till the year 1679, all
Indians were, in fact as well as right, free persons.” And if, he declared, “the
appellees [the Wrights] are descended from Indians, it is incumbent on the
appellant [Hudgins] to prove that they are slaves; the appellees are not bound
to prove the contrary.”3*In effect, the court agreed, though it “entirely disap-
prov{ed]” Chancellor Wythe’s reasoning as it might apply to black Virginians.
Judge Tucker made clear his premise that the Virginia Bill of Rights applied to
“free citizens” and by no means “overturn|ed] the rights of property.” And yet
he—and the rest of the court——had no difficulty affirming the substance of
Wythe’s decree. The Wrights must benefit from a presumption of freedom
the burden of proof fell on Fludgins. The Wrights should go free.?

Judges Tucker and Roane each wrote an essay on “natural history” and
elaborated on how “mere inspection” might establish a prima-facie case—a
presumption of slavery or freedom, to be rebutted by opposing evidence if
such could be supplied. Judge Tucker concluded that “all American Indians
are prima facie free; . . . where the fact of their nativity and descent, in a mater-
nal line, is satisfactorily established, the burthen of proof thereafter lies upon
the party claiming to hold them as slaves. o effect which, according to my
opinion, he must prove the progenitrix of the party claiming to be free, to
have been brought into Virginia, and made a slave between the passage of the
act of 1679 and its repeal in 1691.” Judge Roane’s version went as follows: “In
the case of a person visibly appearing to be a negro, the presumption is, in this
country, that he is a slave, and it is incumbent on him to make out his right to
freedom; but in the case of a person visibly appearing to be a white man, or an
Indian, the presumption is that he is free, and it is necessary for his adversary
to shew that he is a slave.” And yet, Roane pointed out, Hudgins “brings no
testimony to shew that any ancestor in the female line was a negro slave or
even an Indian rightfully held in slavery.”3¢

In a cluster of cases, twenty-two slaves, among them Pallas, sued for their
freedom in 1807. They produced evidence that they were “descendants in the
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maternal line of a native American Indian named Bess” who had been
“brought into Virginia in or about the year 1703.” The plaintiffs’ lawyer urged
that the jury be instructed that “no native American Indian brought into
Virginia since the year 1691, could, under any circumstances, be lawfully
made a slave.” Instead, the lower court placed the date at 1705. Thus, Pallas
and her colleagues lost the case, but they appealed to the state supreme court.
There, counsel for the putative owners urged the judges to uphold the lower
court and, moreover, overturn the decision in Coleman v. Dick and Pat that the
1705 statute had, in fact, repealed such laws as permitted reducing Indians to
slavery. But Judge Tucker and his colleagues, as Spencer Roane put it, “could
not agree that solemn decisions of the Court should be stirred.” As Tucker
observed, “the only question” was whether the act of 1691, as he had urged in
Hudgins v. Wrights, was “to be regarded as the law of the land.” The court
ruled that the crucial date was, in fact, 1691 and not 1705. Pallas and the oth-
ers were thus entitled to a new trial.?

The same appeals court that ruled in favor of Pallas and the Wrights had
difficulty achieving a libertarian outcome in another case. A slave named
Isabell sought to obtain her freedom from Elizabeth Pegram, and she had won
at trial in Petersburg District Court. She claimed to be an Indian, and she
showed that her mother, Nanny, had won a freedom suit, on the basis of her
Indian ancestry, back in 1799. Pegram’s attorney argued, though, that Isabell
might have been born before Nanny gained her freedom and thus the previ-
ous case, even if it could be admitted as evidence, could hardly be conclusive
in supporting Isabell’s claim. Isabell’s lawyer, George Keith Taylor, countered
that, as an Indian, she had a right to her freedom regardless of when she was
born. A unanimous court of appeals rejected that claim and ruled the record
of the lower court “too imperfect” to reach a determination. A second trial at
Petersburg ended as the first one had, with a judgment for Isabell but an
appeal by Pegram. The court of appeals reversed this decision, too, and sent
the case back for yet a third trial. Still to be determined, as Pegram’s counsel
had insisted, were two questions: On what basis had Nanny obtained her free-
dom? And had she given birth to Isabell before or after her being emanci-
pated? Isabell’s struggle no doubt continued, though her case did not rise
again to the state’s highest court.’® According to the law, if Nanny had been
freed on the basis of her Indian ancestry, her children, whether born before or
after she gained her freedom, should have become instantly free too.

«

Isabell’s tenacity supplies a metaphor for Virginia slaves’ quest for freedom in
the years between the 1760s and the 1810s. George Keith Taylor’s efforts on
her behalf were representative of one white Virginian’s struggle in the early
nineteenth century to adapt the law to the cause of freedom. His arguments
regarding Indian ancestry sometimes sufficed, sometimes not, to win freedom
for his clients. Either way, they gave evidence time and again that Indian
ancestry was, as Octavia Featherstone knew, connected with a greater likeli-
hood of freedom among nonwhite Virginians.
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The Indian plaintiffs in Virginia’s manumission cases were among
America’s “new people”—biracial, even triracial, descendants of people who
originated in Europe, Africa, and America.? Most slaves, even of Indian
descent, had no means of manipulating the legal mechanism that Virginia law
provided for a time to some descendants of Indian women. The child of a son
of an Indian woman could not hope to win a case on that basis, as only an
unbroken maternal line would satisfy the requirement. Thus most slaves in
Virginia, even among those with some Indian ancestry, could not hope to
make their way through that escape hatch from slavery to freedom. Some
could, and did, make their cases in the courts and find their paths to freedom.
Some no doubt retained that freedom, once they gained it. Moreover, free
mothers gave birth to free children, so the multiplier effect of emancipating a
slave woman continued to operate into the 1860s.*0 And, more often than not,
antebellum free nonwhites carried advantages in their cultural and economic
baggage-—in literacy and propertyholding, for example—into the post-Civil
War world.#!

If we place the plaintiffs themselves at the center of the story, then the “true
emancipators” were slaves themselves. Favorable outcomes in several of these
cases-—and the resulting rise in the number of free nonwhite Virginians—
came as a consequence of actions that slaves themselves took. Emancipation,
in this view, rather than resulting from initiatives taken by slaveholders large
or small, had its roots in resistance by slaves against those masters. In these
cases, emancipation resulted from actions taken not by owners but by their
slaves against those owners.*

Most nonwhite Virginians who lived free, though born slaves, gained their
liberty only in the convulsive events of the 1860s, but having Indian fore-
mothers provided a means for some slaves to obtain their freedom much ear-
lier. As late as the twentieth century, some Virginians displayed an awareness
of that dual fact—that they had Indian ancestry as well as African, and that it
had made all the difference in determining the slavery or the freedom of their
ancestors. What has tended generally to fade from view, nonetheless, is the
complex past of the eighteenth century, when three races continued to mix,
whatever the binary premises of later understanding, and when there were
intermediate stations between slavery, lifelong and inherited, and freedom
from slavery.®

Octavia Featherstone has led us back to identities other than only black or
white, African or Furopean, among Virginians. And she has reminded us not
only that some nonwhite Virginians were free during slave times, but that they
had to use the law to maintain or even create their opportunities. They may
have crafted those opportunities out of unpromising materials, but they
crafted them nonetheless.

Between them, Sarah Madden and Jacky Wright embody the triracial
nature of Virginia society as late as the American Revolution and the Farly
National era. Between them, they demonstrate the enormous power that race
and sex, in various combinations, could have in shaping people’s lives, in
determining whether, when, and on what conditions they might live their lives
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in freedom. Sarah Madden exemplified the long-term unfreedom that some
Virginians experienced, a status midway between starting out life free and
being born slave. The daughter of a European American and an African
American, she had to wait until the age of thirty-one to gain her own freedom
in 1789 and another eighteen years before the last of her unfree children
became free in 1807. Jacky Wright showed that, though born into lifelong
slavery, one might still obtain freedom. Wright, who had Indian ancestry,
whatever European and African ancestry she or her three children had, was a
grown woman before she succeeded in wresting freedom for herself and her
children in 1805 from Holder Hudgins.

In the years to come, the daughters of Sarah Madden and Jacky Wright
would no doubt have children of their own, and those children, born to free
mothers, would be born free. The Maddens would finally shake free of the
burdens of the 1691 law and its successors. The Wrights would finally see the
law of 1662 operate to produce free Virginians rather than slaves.

<
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6 « Diane Miller Somerville

RAPE, RACE, AND
CASTRATION IN SLAVE
LAW IN THE COLONIAL
AND EARLY SOUTH

,[n the late summer of 1810, a Prince William County, Virginia,
jury—all-white, all-male, as would be expected—was summoned to hear the
Commonwealth’s case against an eighteen-year—old slave who, it was charged,
had attempted to rape a young white woman, Elizabeth Vickers. The rape of
a white female by a slave was indeed a capital crime in Virginia as well as
the rest of the slaveholding South at this time.! Attempted rape by a slave,
however, was not yet punishable by death in Virginia. Instead, slaves convicted
of the attempted rape of a white female were castrated.? Ben, the property of
Major Thomas Ewell, thus faced castration for his alleged attempt on
Elizabeth Vickers if found guilty.

A guilty verdict, and the concomitant punishment of dismemberment,
however, was not a foregone conclusion, even in the racist, slaveholding South.
While Vickers’s race accorded her sufficient status to have had her complaint
officially received by local officials, and thus taken seriously, her whiteness did
notshield her from an investigation into her personal life, specifically her past
sexual history. Elizabeth Vickers testified that Ben, who had frequently passed
by the home she and her mother shared, had on occasion addressed her in “very
familiar language,” inquiring about “the number of sweethearts” Vickers had.
On the day of the alleged attack, Vickers told the court, Ben had passed by her
house and again spoke to her “in the same familiar terms.” She ignored the
affront and later—she did not such how much time bad elapsed—after having
gone some distance from her home, Ben attacked her. When she oftered resis-
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tance, Ben drew a knife with which he “cut and disfigured” her clothing.?

It seems probable that Vickers’s testimony about Ben’s improper conduct—
his use of “familiar language” with Vickers—was offered up as proof that the
slave had harbored sexual designs toward her for some time and then acted on
them at the first opportunity. James E. Heath, defense counsel employed by
Ben’s owner, however, turned Vickers’s own testimony against her by insinu-
ating that her failure to report the “insulting language” to the brazen slave’s
master actually had invited Ben’s attempt. Heath also demanded to know why,
if she really had struggled to resist Ben’s attack as she claimed, were there not
“the slightest marks of violence” on her body? Clearly, through this line of
questioning the defense intended to weave a version of the attack that sug-
gested the incident was not an unwanted assault, but rather a consensual act.#

The legal stratagem adopted by Ben’s counsel has been frequently
employed in sexual assault trials throughout American history continuing
to the present day, regardless of the race of the accused and the accuser. In
this particular case, the defense attack of the accuser was seemingly bolstered
by neighbors’ testimony maintaining that Vickers had earned a reputation
for cavorting with both black and white men. Hewel A. Perry testified, for
instance, that Vickers and her mother, Ann Vickers, “kept a house upon the
main Road where Waggoners, black as well as white frequently rested.” Seen
in the best light, the Vickers women may have earned their living servicing
weary travelers who passed by their house located on a busy “publick Road.”
A more cynical, less favorable interpretation of the circumstances would have
Elizabeth and Ann Vickers prostituting themselves. This latter version was
buttressed by Perry’s testimony. He informed the court that Elizabeth Vickers
had given birth to a “Bastard Child” and was supposed by others to be
“addicted to those practices which would naturally produce Children.”’

Despite the presentation of what the defense perceived as mitigating fac-
tors, namely, the accuser’s reputation for sexual deviance, Ben was convicted
of attempted rape and ordered to be castrated. A sympathetic court, however,
at the behest of Ben’s master, attached a recommendation for mercy to the
verdict. Although apparently convinced that Ben indeed had attacked Eliza-
beth Vickers, the court nonetheless was persuaded that inappropriate, inde-
cent behavior by the accuser had been partially responsible for Ben’ affront.
In the eyes of the white male jury members and court officials, Vickers’s status
had been degraded because of her own intimate relations with black and white
men outside of marriage. Her charge of attempted rape, therefore, was not
taken as seriously as that by a white woman who had not ventured outside the
boundaries of acceptable sexual behavior.

This specific case of attempted rape by a slave of a white female serves to
make several points this essay will elaborate. First, this court case exposes the
fallibility and inadequacy of relying solely on statutory law to draw conclu-
sions about the extent to which the white male population was animated by
deep-seated fears of black male sexuality. A very influential and highly revered
body of work premised on statutory evidence has argued for the presence of
widespread sexual anxiety among whites, citing as evidence laws that treated
convicted slave rapists and would-be rapists of white females harshly, as
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evidenced by slave codes; specifically, punishments of death and castration
usually reserved for African Americans. While in this case the accused slave
was convicted and sentenced to a harsh punishment, such claims fail to
account for the behavior of southern whites during and after Ben’s trial who
vigorously sought a reprieve for him. Most notably, Ben’s owner had plenty of
incentive to keep his slave—~and property—healthy and alive.

Other factors, for example, the formidable prejudices about poorer women
who did not conform to societal conventions of appropriate sexual behavior,
help explain why some whites lent their support to Ben, a black male accused
of sexually assaulting a white female. Elizabeth Vickers had behaved badly in
the eyes of her community, and that was, for some, grounds for the rough
treatment she received at the hands of a slave. Statutes, of course, made no
accommodation for mitigating circumstances. Yet juries and judges in the
early slave South frequently made such distinctions and fashioned their deci-
sions accordingly. A closer look at such cases, therefore, enables us to gauge
more accurately the racial, sexual, and class dynamics of a community in a way
that slave criminal statutes alone cannot.

In addition, closer scrutinization of those statutes that prescribed castration
for slave sex offenders and a look at the criminal proceedings of slaves charged
with rape or attempted rape yields findings that are incompatible with those
that regard castration as a manifestation of white sexual anxiety. Rather, I
argue that a multiplicity of factors and conditions account for the prescribed
punishment of castration. Furthermore, { contend that even when castration
was the stipulated punishment for convicted slave offenders, white community
members and/or courtroom participants sometimes sought to circumvent the
letter of the law and worked to spare convicted slave sex offenders from dis-
memberment or death.

Colonial and early American rape laws that held out either castration or
death for convicted blacks frequently are posited as proof that whites harbored
widespread anxiety about black male sexuality. Winthrop Jordan, for instance,
wrote that the “white man’s fears of Negro sexual aggression were . . . appar-
ent in the use of castration as a punishment in the colonies.”” One historian
even asserted that castration of slaves who made sexual advances on white
women was virtually axiomatic. “It almost goes without saying that the penalty
for a slave who dared lust after white women’s flesh was castration, first by the
law of the slave code, later by community justice alone.”® More recently, Peter
Bardaglio has argued that “anxieties of southern white males about black sex-
ual aggression found their most morbid expression” in the castration of black
males for the rape or attempted rape of white females.”

While it is true that slaveholders and local officials at times utilized castra-
tion as a means to control errant slaves, the punishment was never exclusively
used in cases of alleged sexual affronts. Indeed, at least three southern colonies
legally sanctioned castration of African-American men for an array of
offenses.!? Anxiety about black rape, however, was not the chief motivating
factor for prescribed castration. Initially at least, castration was not even
reserved for black rapists. In South Carolina, slaves who ran away for the
fourth time could be castrated.!! Virginia lawmakers sanctioned dismember-
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ment for troublesome “outlying” slaves.!? In fact, a North Carolina statute
excepted black rapists from castration, which was reserved for first-time
offenders of serious crimes other than rape and murder.!3 Historians Marvin L.
Michael Kay and Lorin Lee Cary have documented nineteen cases of North
Carolina slaves sentenced to castration from 1755 to 1767. In only five cases
were the crimes of the offending slaves stated and none of these were sex
crimes. Offenses included breaking and entering, stealing, poisoning, and
arson.'* Legally sanctioned castration of slaves, then, was hardly a punishment
reserved for the rape or attempted rape of white females.

Furthermore, some of the earliest legislation imposing castration on sex
offenders encompassed nonblacks. A New Jersey measure passed in the first
decade of the eighteenth century, for example, directed that any slave,
whether “Negro, Indian or Mallatto,” be castrated for attempted rape. The
wording of the statute suggests that slaves, whether of Indian or African
descent, were the object of this directive. Importantly, free blacks do not
appear to have been encompassed by this law.!* Pennsylvania’s statute permit-
ted castration of white men, although there is no evidence that the punish-
ment was ever carried out on whites.!¢ That some colonies legally sanctioned
castration for Indians and even whites calls into question the claim that the
castration penalty for sex crimes in the colonies was motivated primarily by
white stereotypes about black lasciviousness.

The myopic reliance on southern rape statutes to gauge white sexual anxi-
ety about blacks has proved an inadequate and problematic approach. Because
southern rape statutes have historically been race—specific, or perhaps more
accurately bondage—status specific, some historians have been too quick to
make the causal connection between law and societal behavior. Several
qualifications are in order. First, judging by colonial rape statutes it would
appear that southern legislative bodies took sexual assault very seriously,
regardless of the race of the alleged perpetrator. Several southern colonies,
and later states, held out the death penalty for both black and white rapists. In
Virginia, for example, prior to 1796 the law was equally harsh to free and
unfree, European and African descended rapists; death could be prescribed for
both.17 Likewise, colonial South Carolina sentenced black and white rapists to
death.'® Among southern colonies that did in fact treat black and white sex
offenders differently were Georgia, Maryland, and North Carolina.!® The
norm, however, for all British America seemed to hold out capital punishment
for all rapists regardless of color.

Second, experts in legal history have cautioned against making sweeping
generalizations about society on the basis of statutes alone. William M.
Wiecek, for one, asserts that “statutes are not evidence of actual societal con-
ditions. When a statute prohibits a certain type of behavior . . . it is no more
reasonable to infer from the enactment of the statute that such behavior was
common than to infer that it was rare.”? Moreover, as evidenced by the
attempted rape trial of Ben, implementation and prosecution of the law were
entirely different matters.?!

The castration of slaves as a form of punishment emerged and continued
not so much out of fears about black male sexual ardor but rather out of the
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slaves’ condition as property. In the colonial South, numerous crimes when
committed by slaves or African Americans were considered capital.?2 Since the
colonial treasuries were required to compensate slaveowners for executed
slave criminals, some colonies looked to dismemberment as a means not only
of punishing slave oftenders and detering would-be slave criminals, but doing
so at minimal cost.?3 The punishment of castration was serious, yet spared the
colonial governments the costly burden of compensating slave masters for the
loss of slave lives. One North Carolinian in 1737 complained about the high
cost of reimbursing masters for executed slaves:

[TThe Planters suffer little or nothing by it, for the Province is obliged to
pay the full value they judge them worth to the Owner; this is the common
Custom or Law in this Province, to prevent the Planters being ruined by the
loss of their Slaves, whom they have purchased at so dear a rate[;].24

The policy of reimbursing masters for condemned slaves came under
closer scrutiny during the French and Indian War when the cost of the war
strained colonial coffers even further. In an attempt to reduce the huge sums
paid in compensation for executed slaves, the North Carolina legislature in
1758 passed a law that substituted castration for execution in all but cases of
murder and rape.?’ During the years in which the law was in place, 1759 to
1764, officials castrated sixteen slaves.?® Once the war was over and dire eco-
nomic conditions eased, the North Carolina assembly rescinded the castration
clause and executions of convicted slave criminals resumed.?”

By the end of the eighteenth century, official use of castration to punish
recalcitrant slaves diminished substantially.?® In 1769, the Virginia legislature
severely circumscribed the use of castration as punishment, reasoning that
“dismemberment is often disproportionate to the offense.” Thereafter, cas-
tration of slaves was forbidden, except in cases of attempts to ravish a white
woman.2? Philip Schwarz, in his survey of crime among Virginia slaves, could
locate only four instances of officially sanctioned castration after passage
of this law.*® Among these, a Northampton County, Virginia, slave was cas-
trated in 1782 after the court was convinced he had attempted to rape a white
woman.}! Six months later another Virginia slave, Bob of Southampton
County, was castrated for the rape of his owner’s mother.??

Although difficult to gauge, it seems likelier that castration would have
been utilized more extensively by masters as a private means of retribution and
punishment or as a way to curtail “high spirits.”*? In a dispute over damages
arising from the sale of three slaves in 1818 that found its way before the
South Carolina supreme court, we learn of a belligerent slave who had been
castrated, presumably by private individuals, not officials. The slave appears to
have been castrated not for any sexual improprieties, but because of a “mali-
cious and vindictive” temper which had manifested itself as thievery and run-
ning away.’*

Not all white southerners approved of castrating slaves. Charles Janson
reported that in his travels through North Carolina, probably in the late
1790s, he came across a planter/doctor who had been pressed into service by
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a slaveowner plagued by a slave who had made repeated “attempts on the
chastity of his female neighbors.” The doctor reluctantly performed the cas-
tration on the slave but refused to accept payment, it seems, a reflection of the
doctor’s uneasiness.?’

Other white southerners shared the doctor’s apprehensions and misgivings
about the propriety of castration as an acceptable form of slave control, and it
was perceived by some eighteenth—century southerners as cruel and inhu-
mane. As evidence, in 1784, officials in Mecklenburg County, Virginia, out-
raged that a local slaveowner had directed one of his slaves to castrate another,
stapped him with a warrant. Henry Delong appeared before the county court
charged with “cutting and destroying the testicles of his Negro man Will.”
While Delong confessed to having ordered his slave Ned to castrate Will, the
court found the crime was not a felony and thus discharged Delong. Although
in the end Delong escaped punishment for his action, the fact that he was
ordered to appear before the court demonstrates that certain officials felt the
slaveowner had exceeded his authority.?¢

As late as 1850, authorities in Tennessee prosecuted a slave master who cas-
trated one of his slaves, again, not for any sexual infractions, but due to a “tur-
bulent, insolent” disposition. Gabriel Worley, described as a yeoman, “some-
what advanced in life,” and who was “remarkable for his kindness and
humanity toward his slaves,” had grown weary of Josiah’s repeated escapes and
harassment of other slaves. Worley banished all the female family members
from the premises, and with the assistance of his son and a “certain razor” “did
strike, cut off, and disable the organs of generation” of Josiah. Worley then
summoned a physician to dress the wound, with the court noting that Josiah
recovered quickly. Local officials nonetheless charged Worley with mayhem,
an act outlawed by Tennessee statute and sentenced him to two years in jail.
"Tennessee supreme court judges, sufficiently repulsed by the owner’ actions,
upheld his conviction and jail term.3’

'The personal use of castration at the hands of slave masters, as in these sev-
eral instances, most likely represented attempts to curb more general turbu-
Jent behavior in male slaves in much the same way that a farmer might neuter
a bull or horse. That masters would borrow from the pages of basic husbandry
manuals advising castration of unruly male livestock and apply these same
principles to their slaves, frequently regarded as chattel, should surprise no
one. Simply put, castration of slaves as a means to modify behavior and curtail
unruliness was an entirely logical extension of some of the most basic elements
of agrarian culture.

Yet the fact remains that many slaves did receive castration or death sen-
tences for the crimes of rape and attempted rape. In 1738, Jemmy, a slave
owned by James Holman of Goochland County, Virginia, was tried and con-
victed for raping Elizabeth Weaver. The court sentenced him to hang.38 Two
years earlier, one of Richard Bradford’s slaves, Andrew, was also sentenced to
die for raping Elizabeth Williams, the wife of Joseph Williams of Caroline
County, Virginia.’¥ When the alleged victim of a rape was a member of the
slaveowner’s family, retribution came even swifter. In 1775, Lancaster County
slave Natt was sentenced to die for raping Sarah James, the daughter—in-law
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of his owner, Walter James.*® Sometimes death alone was deemed an
insufficient deterrent to other would-be slave rapists. In the second year of the
eighteenth century, one Virginia slave hanged for the rape of a married white
woman. I1is head was subsequently placed on a pole as a warning to deter
“Negroes and other Slaves from Committing the Like Crymes and
Offences.”! In 1777, the body of Titus, a North Carolina slave, was burned
after he was hanged for the crime of rape.#?

Despite the harsh tenor of Virginia’s colonial rape statutes and the docu-
mented executions of convicted black rapists, some convicted slave rapists
actually got off relatively lightly. In 1724, Caesar, a slave owned by Gawen
Corbin of Spotsylvania County, appeared before the court charged with the
attempted rape and buggery of a four—year—old white girl. Although Caesar
was convicted, he received merely corporal punishment: twenty—one lashes,
one-half hour standing at the pillory, and both ears severely cropped.®® This
was a rather common form of punishment in the early eighteenth century, but
hardly one we would have expected to have been levied on a black slave con-
victed of attempted rape and buggery of a four-year—old white girl.

A similar account involving a free African American was recorded in 1737
in the Virginia Gazette. The Isle of Wight court convicted him of the
attempted rape of a seven—year—old white girl. The man was condemned, not
to die, but to receive twenty—nine lashes, an hour in the pillory, and then to be
sold in order to pay court costs and fees. The paper reported that he was “pil-
lory’d and much pelted by the Populace; and afterwards smartly whipp’d.”+*

Daniel, a slave belonging to John Brummall of Chesterfield County, Vir-
ginia, likewise cheated the executioner. Having stood trial in the fall of 1753
for raping Mary Danfork [?] he was sentenced to death by the jury. Daniel
eluded the hangman’s noose, however, by escaping from jail. Officials soon
recaptured him and wasted no time reinstating the original guilty verdict;
however, this time the court attached an addendum recommending the gov-
ernor reprieve Daniel. It seems that since Daniel’s flight, the court had
obtained information that caused it “to suspect the veracity of the witness
upon whom his testimony he was convicted.” The governor acceded to the
court’s wishes.** A Maryland slaveowner also proved successful in receiving a
pardon for his slave who had been convicted for breaking and entering, steal-
ing, and attempting to ravish a white woman. The pardon was granted con-
tingent upon the slave’s departure from Maryland within ten days.*

And in the same Virginia county where in 1775 a slave hanged for raping
his master’s daughter-in—law, roughly one week later the court heard testi-
mony in a similar case involving Tom, a slave owned by Nancy Dameron of
Northumberland County. Tom purportedly attempted to rape a white
woman, Chloe Carter. But rather than execute Tom the court decided that he

should:

suffer the Punishment of having each of his Ears nailed to the Pillory, &
then cut out, to be branded on the Cheek with a hot Iron & to receive thirty
nine Lashes well laid upon his bare Back at the publick Whipping Post.*7
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Occasionally, slaves who were brought up on charges of rape found them-
selves judged guilty of lesser crimes. In 1742 Virginia slave Jack was put on
trial for raping a white woman. Instead, he was convicted of assault and given
39 lashes.#®

These cases of African Americans convicted of rape or attempted rape of
white females but who were not executed demonstrate that justice meted out
to convicted black rapists was not universally harsh.*’ Even though the
statutes dealt with black rapists in an unequivocally severe manner, the end
result was not routinely a death sentence.’® Ample opportunity existed for
community members and government officials, motivated by various con-
cerns, to spare the life and limb of a black man convicted of sexually assaulting
a white female. If a white woman accusing a slave of rape or attempted rape
had a reputation for illicit sexual relations, either outside the bonds of mar-
riage, or across the color line, such as Elizabeth Vickers had, members of the
white male community at times utilized the discretion accorded to them by
the law and worked to forestall the implementation of the most severe pun-
ishments of death or dismemberment. In short, southern white elite males
who displayed considerable contempt for women of their own race, but not of
their own class, sometimes aided convicted black rapists and worked toward
the amelioration of harsh punishments.

Events unfolded in just this manner following the conviction in 1808 of a
Virginia slave for the attempted rape of a white woman, Patsey Hooker. The
slave, Peter, was sentenced to be castrated. Although no depositions or court
minutes from the trial have survived, we do learn something of the case from
white citizens of Hanover County who petitioned the governor of Virginia to
pardon Peter. Governor William H. Cabell’s office received two petitions on
Peter’s behalf, one signed by fifty—seven county residents, the other by numer-
ous freeholders including four magistrates who presided over the trial and the
attorney representing the Commonwealth in the case. Both letters present
that the accuser was a “common strumpet” and a “common prostitute,” a fact
alleged to have been conceded by the prosecuting attorney. In court, Hooker
admitted to having given birth to “several bastard children,” but she
adamantly denied ever having “been intimate with any negro.” While her
illicit sexual activities, established by the birth of children outside marriage,
were irrefutable, Hooker vociferously repudiated the change that she had had
sexual relations with men of color. The accuser’s murky sexual history helped
shape the decision of the all-white jury, which rendered a guilty verdict and
handed down a sentence of castration, the only recourse available to the court
given the conviction. Yet Hooker’s actions elicited some degree of empathy

and support for the accused whose fate of castration the petitioners believed
unwarranted and too severe.’!

«

In sum, the treatment of black males in southern rape statutes reflects not
white anxiety about black rape but rather the codified belief that blacks,
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specifically slaves, had to abide by a different, stricter set of legal standards to
ensure greater control of the region’s bonded labor force. Specifically, the
punishment of castration enabled colonial and state governments to spare
their treasuries the exorbitant costs of compensating slaveowners for con-
demned slaves convicted of serious crimes, among which were rape and
attempted rape. Castration served the dual purpose of saving money while
maintaining control over the slave population; it allowed colonial authorities
to punish felonious slave behavior and deter future slave crime while mini-
mizing the financial losses to individual slave owners and the colonial or state
governments.’?

Arguing that pardons and light sentences given to convicted African-
American sex offenders were common in the early South does not insinuate
that such men were treated “fairly” by southern courts.”? In fact, black males
accused of sexually assaulting white females did experience a high conviction
rate. Philip Schwarz, in his comprehensive study of Virginia slave crime, has
found that between 1706 and 1785, fifty-nine slaves were accused of rape and
attempted rape. Of those fifty, or 84.7 percent, were convicted. Still, a high
conviction rate of black rapists does not necessarily prove that white colonials
and early Americans were obsessed with fears of black rapists. Slaves charged
with hog-stealing, for example, experienced a higher conviction rate than
those charged with rape and attempted rape.’* Slaves brought before the
courts in the South in general were dealt with more harshly than the white
population. Slave rapists were no exception.

Instead, the evidence and arguments presented in this essay are meant to
question frequently repeated, but largely untested, assumptions about race
and sexuality in the experience of the American South. Historical analysis of
race and rape in the early South that focuses on rape statutes alone runs the
risk of reducing the region’s peoples to one—dimensional actors, Disneyesque
automatons programmed to respond purely on the basis of racial categories.
Such was not the case. Members of white communities recognized slave rape
laws as harsh and thus scrutinized circumstances of an alleged assault to deter-
mine whether or not death or dismemberment of the accused was warranted.
The race of the accuser and accused was certainly material, but numerous
other considerations weighed in, foremost among them the social standing of
the accuser: Was there any evidence of sexual transgression? Had she given
birth out of wedlock? Did she have a reputation for promiscuity or prostitu-
tion with members of either race? Well-off white southerners believed poorer
women, especially those without husbands, to be innately depraved.’® Thus,
the life of a slave was balanced against not merely the race of the accuser, but
by her behavior and demeanor as well. If an accuser fell short on any account,
as in trials initiated by Elizabeth Vickers and Patsey Hooker, white juries and
neighbors might well have circumvented the decreed harsh punishment pre-
scribed by law by any number of means including acquittal, finding the
accused guilty of a lesser offense, or petitioning the governor for reprieve or
pardon. Such actions taken by whites expose at once divisions along class and
gender lines as they reflect contempt for poor white women who in their eyes
made unfortunate, improper sexual choices.
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«

Prior to emancipation, African American men posed no political threat to
white patriarchal rule of the South. With the demise of slavery, however, and
the enfranchisement of black men, whites began to conflate politics and sexu-
ality and to associate newly won black political rights with black manhood.%
During Reconstruction, a time of considerable uncertainty and anxiety for
whites when social and political roles remained in flux, incidents of sexual
mutilation of black men rose. By contrast, the early South, characterized by
relative social, racial, and political stability, which hinged in large measure on
racial slavery, afforded white southerners the luxury of siding with slaves who
were charged with rape or attempted rape of white females. The postbellam
South, not the colonial or even early American South, unieashed the social
and political vertigo that eventually gave rise to the white obsession with black
rape of white women.

<
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KITH AND KIN

Women’s Networks in
Colonial Virginia

\’N/hen Dorothy Henry of St. Anne’s Parish in Essex County,
Virginia, died in 1709, she appointed “My very good friends Mr. John
Boughan and his wife Susanna and Thomas Lee” as her executors. Sixty years
later, Mary Jones signed a series of letters addressed to Frances Bland
Randolph “Your Unalterable Friend and Affectionate Cousin.” The gulf
between these two uses of the word “friend” is more than the simple passage
of time. Dorothy Henry’s trusted friends were two men and a woman, a
reflection of the integrated world of men and women in which she had lived.
She understood friendship as built on kinship and day-to-day contact. Friends
were people Henry could trust with her economic affairs. In contrast, Mary
Jones and Fanny Randolph built their friendship on kinship and emotional
support, what another Virginia woman referred to in 1772 as being a “Sister
of my Heart.”! The redefinition of women’s friendships in eighteenth-century
Virginia is part of a larger reorientation of men’s and women’s lives that led
women to retreat to a private world where women’s special friendships
flourished.” The transformation from a gender-integrated world to a gender-
segregated one gradually emerged as a product of kinship ties, women’s liter-
acy, and exclusion from the new, sophisticated commercial economy. That
transformation had different implications for black and white women. Black
women created their own networks without the support system available to
whites. Ironically, however, black women served as a means for maintaining
ties between white women.
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Fanny Randolph’s friendship with Mary Jones is readily recognizable to his-
torians of women as similar to those described by Nancy Cott, Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg, Anne Firor Scott, and other historians of post-Revolutionary
America.” These friendships developed most strongly between women of the
same age and race and provided support even after marriage. Women used inti-
mate, personal letters to maintain this closeness when separated. Dorothy
Henry’s patterns of friendship are less well understood, for there has been lit-
tle exploration of the patterns of women’s social connections before the era of
the American Revolution. The main source of evidence for later friendships—
letters and journals of women—are notably scarce for the colonial period.
There are no such collections of letters for Virginia women before the middle
of the eighteenth century. Historians, while admitting that colonial white
women lived in a web of neighborliness, have argued that they led isolated lives,
tied closely to the house and devoid of networks of support.* Such historical
judgments, however, have measured the colonial period against definitions of
friendship and support created in the nineteenth century. When historians look
specifically at the patterns of social contact of early eighteenth century women,
a different world view emerges.

"This essay explores the crucial period (1700-1775) during which women’s
social contacts moved from an integrated circle of family, neighbors, servants,
slaves, and mistresses to a dual system. Many women developed more
extended networks shaped by class lines, while continuing to participate in a
set of local contacts that transcended class and race. Because the traditional
sources for friendship studies—letters and diaries—are a product of the trans-
formation under study, such materials are available only for the latter part of
the period. Thus, this study has sought glimpses of women’s lives between the
lines of deeds and wills and the diaries of daily activities kept by men, and the
result is a partial reconstruction of patterns of women’s lives as they began to
invest female friendships with new meaning. This transformation is genera-
tional, and involves both social and economic factors. Most surprisingly, the
evidence suggests that the factors historians often consider isolating—illiter-
acy, childbirth, and housework—could generate social contacts, and contin-
ued to do so for women who were not part of the elite.

Dorothy Henry lived in a world that did not separate spaces or roles into
public and private spheres. Colonial homes often had only one to four undif-
ferentiated rooms. The typical Virginia plantation in 1709 consisted of one to
two rooms on the main floor and lofts above. Work, play, sleeping, eating, and
entertaining all took place in the same physical space. Men and women pur-
suing their separate tasks did so in a shared space. The physical arrangements
of colonial homes thus mitigated against gender or functional segregation. A
French visitor who attended a Virginia wedding in the 1680s, for example,
found himself bedded for the night in a room reserved for women and chil-
dren who were guests. The mixed sleeping arrangements, however, scandal-
ized no one. Much of Chesapeake life went on in a gender-integrated space.’

These social networks crossed racial lines in a number of ways. As several
of the essays in this volume document, interracial sex was a part of colonial
life, involving elites and non-elite whites with Indians and Africans. The very
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ability of some enslaved people to sue for their freedom based on their descent
from a free woman is a measure of the integrated nature of a neighborhood.
Those bringing such suits could often find whites in the area who could testify
about their family background because neighborhood social networks in the
years before 1776 gave whites opportunity to know personal information
about mixed race individuals.®

The 600-acre Henry plantation was home to at least fourteen people
(excluding overseers), including eight women, one white (Dorothy) and seven
black. Among the slaves were Nan and her daughter Beck. Dorothy’s and
Nan’s world was integrated by both gender and race. Slaves lived in two com-
munities whose permeable boundaries allowed passage from one to the other
every day. Even if Nan and her husbhand Tom lived in their own cabin, she
crossed into Dorothy Henry’s world on a daily basis. The enslaved women not
only hoed tobacco and corn with each other and the men, but they would have
worked with Dorothy Henry to milk the more than eight cows and prepare
cheese or butter. At night or in the winter, the women worked together on
making the sheets and bed furnishings Dorothy Henry carefully passed on to
her grandchildren.” The particular restraints of slave life meant that black
women were marginal members of these integrated networks. Dorothy
Henry, after all, set the parameters for the work they did together, and she
reaped more of its benefits. The women may have worked together stuffing a
featherbed, yet when they were done, Dorothy slept on the bed, not Nan.
Separate networks centered on black women kin and neighbors would
develop as the slave population became larger and increasingly native born.
Interestingly, the development of these networks for black women occurred
simultaneously with the development of a new privatized set of friendships for
white women, but for different reasons.®

Women'’s first lines of social contact were drawn in the neighborhood.
Local visiting could prevent isolation and be rewarding; seventeenth-century
Virginians relied mostly on local contacts. As a Huguenot visitor to Virginia
in the 1680s noted, “When a man has fifty acres of ground, two man-servants,
a maid and some cattle, neither he nor his wife do anything but visit among
their neighbors.” The visitor noted with surprise that “women ride their
horses at such a gallop when traveling that I marvelled they could keep so well
seated.” Whether at a gallop or a walk, Dorothy Henry rode a horse to visit
neighbors and willed the animal to her grandaughter Susan. In the eighteenth
century, elite families shifted their focus to a colony-wide network of others
with similar social standing. "This wider geographic network continued to be
gender integrated, however, for several decades. For more ordinary people
(both black and white), the neighborhood remained the center of social net-
works, although there is evidence to suggest that during the eighteenth cen-
tury their kin networks also spread beyond parish or county lines.”

Neighborhood visits crossed class lines. In the wedding attended by the
Huguenot visitor, many, but not all, of the guests were “of social standing.”
Kin could be of a different social station. Chesterfield County Justice of the
Peace Abraham Salle owned fifty-seven slaves in 1783, for example, while his
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cousin Joseph Salle was a yeoman farmer who worked his land with one slave.
Neighborhood visiting included attendance at church by people of all ranks
and trips to nearby farms to exchange goods and services. Local women with
skills in sewing, weaving, or other special household crafts might spend sev-
eral days at a neighboring plantation plying those skills. Work brought
women of different classes (and races) together.10

Neighborhood visiting among the galloping horsewomen of Virginia was
in part ritualistic. Certain occasions, such as childbirth, death, and the arrival
of a distant visitor to a neighbor’s house required visits by local women. These
were supplemented by more formal occasions such as parties, weddings,
funerals, and baptisms. Although many of these events had religious functions,
Virginians celebrated them in the home where women played important roles
in planning and directing them.!! All these events, except for childbirth, were
gender integrated and provided opportunities for women to meet both with
other women and with men. Slaves attended the events as servants to whites.
Weddings and funerals were public events to which families invited strangers.
In 1754, for example, Mrs. Salkeldat invited the sister of an officer in the
British army to her husband’s funeral even though the women had never met
before. Mrs. Salkeldat treated her husband’s funeral as a ritualistic social occa-
sion appropriate for first social contact among strangers. African Americans
had their own funeral rituals, but from the number of comments by whites on
slave funerals, it is clear that these, too, were integrated occasions.!?

Childbirth was the only ritual purely a woman’s event. It, too, cut across
racial lines. White women sometimes served as midwives for blacks, and black
women attended the deliveries of whites. Both Frances Bland Randolph and
her sister were expecting children in 1771 when her mother wrote to Frances

Your sister Banister has been very ill but I thank god she is now well again
but very bigg and heavy. She says you may have Cate as soon as she is deliv-
ered, pray Let me know when you’l want her if you are detirmin’d not to
come down, which wou’d give us great satisfaction. if it will be as convenient
to you both if not & it pleases God to permit me I'll come up as soon as your
sister can be left with safty.

In this case, Cate, a family slave and possibly a midwife, shared in the births of
her mistress’s family at the expressed request of the white women. The letter
also makes clear that the impending births would result in female travel no
matter what Frances Bland Randolph decided. Many women chose to travel
during their pregnancies. For example, Anne Rose was five months pregnant
when in June 1749 she went with her clergyman husband, Robert, to visit dis-
tant members of his frontier parish. Four months later, Anne Rose rode all day
in a lurching carriage to reach her parent’s home in Stafford County in order
to have her mother near as Anne gave birth. The Rose diary provides evidence
that other women made similar trips. The Roses had moved to the frontier
when Anne had her last child in 1749. With her mother dead and family dis-
tant, Anne relied on friends in her new location for help. Elizabeth Gaines and
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Martha Harvey not only hosted Robert on his travels, but they visited Anne at
least four times during her pregnancy and came to help the day after the baby
was born.1?

Although having children to care for might discourage female slaves from
running away, pregnancy did not. For example, Moll, “very big with Child,”
and her husband Roger escaped from John Shelton’s plantation in Hanover
County at the end of September 1739. One-quarter of the sampled advertise-
ments in the Virginia Gazette for escaped female slaves noted their pregnancy.
Moll and Roger may have run away in order to claim freedom for their child
or prevent it from being sold. Perhaps they, too, sought the comfort of kin.
(Moll was Virginia born.)!*

The earlier patterns of local visits and ritualistic occasions continued
throughout the century, even as some women began to develop more intense
friendships. The diary of Madame Browne, sister of a British officer in Vir-
ginia during the 17508, records that visits began before she had even moved in
to rented lodgings. Three weeks later she set out with her brother and James
Wood to meet his daughter. They arrived at 6:00 AM. “but to great
Disappointment she was out; but her Mother receiv’d us with a friendly well-
come.” Schoolmaster John Harrower’ journal from 1776 records a number of
these more spontaneous occasions when he and housekeeper Lucy Gaines
paid unannounced calls on local small planter families. These calls were part
of rituals of visiting used by yeoman and elite families to establish and main-
tain local networks. Spontaneous visits were a major factor in maintaining net-
works among slave women, since many of their opportunities to visit neigh-
boring plantations (and thus friends and kin there) came while on errands for
their white masters or mistresses. Thus they had less control over the timing
of visits than free women, and made visiting less of an elaborate ritual.l’

Colonial women built their closest friendships within the intersecting sets
of neighborhood and kinship. For many women, the two might be nearly
identical. Dorothy Henry’s and Mary Jones’ uses of the term “friend” are
equally revealing on this point. Henry used the term in her will to refer to her
granddaughter, grandson, and the granddaughter’s husband. Mary Jones cou-
pled “Friend” with “Cousin.” Virginians used “friend” to refer collectively
to an assortment of relations and neighbors. When Magdalene Chastain died
in 1732, her will specified choices for the residence of her three teenaged
children. All could live with their older brother Jacob Trabue, or daughter
Magdalenc could live with her godmother Elizabeth Dutoy, daughter Judith
with her Aunt Mary Flournoy, and son John James with his godmother
Susanna Farcy. All lived in the immediate neighborhood. In addition, so did
seven of Magdalene’s stepbrothers and sisters, her stepfather’s brother,
another brother and his wife’s family, and numerous other kin. The neighbor-
hood was her family.'® Family density increased over time. More than half of
those who married found their partner within five miles of home. By 1773, 70
percent of Prince George County, Maryland, families shared a surname with
another family in the county. Such measures cannot disclose how many more
families shared ties through female lines. Tronically, frontier migration simul-
taneously removed women from their neighborhoods. The reorientation of
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elite families to a colony-wide social network had the same effect. Women of
all classes left their home area after marriage. Kin networks stretched far
beyond the neighborhood, and families traveled to maintain family ties. Such
visits were not limited to members of the elite. Dorothy Pankey, a
Cumberland County widow who supported herself by weaving, died in 1772
while on a visit to her sons in Lunenburg County, for example.!”

Slave women also found themselves living in dense networks of kin that
coincided with their neighborhood by the middle of the eighteenth century.
Throughout the eighteenth century, natural increase complemented importa-
tion as Virginia moved steadily toward a population half black by 1775. As the
population climbed, so did the opportunities to build viable communities. As
the number of Virginia-born slaves rose, so did the number of slaves with fam-
ily networks in Virginia. Unlike most enslaved women at the beginning of the
century, Nan did not have to leave the plantation to be with her husband, but
after Dorothy Henry died, the small community of African Americans on her
plantation was scattered among five grandchildren on four nearby plantations.
Visits on Sundays and while taking care of errands helped the separated keep
in touch. Ironically, the very process that threatened slave families helped to
establish larger networks and communication lines, but left their ability to
maintain these ties dependent on the very masters and mistresses who had
caused the separation. Many of the enslaved women who ran away went to
join kin. Three of the five women whose escapes from slavery prompted their
owners to place advertisements in the Virginia Gazette were presumed to be
living openly in the state as free women, or traveling with forged passes. The
implications of the advertisements are clear: African American women had
networks that could hide and sustain them off plantation; there were enough
black women traveling that the escapees were not conspicuous, and they had
literate (presumably white) connections willing to forge a pass.!®

When long-distance geographic separation occurred, however, slaves had
tewer opportunities to maintain connection with family and friends. Their
ability to visit depended on the travel plans of their owners or special leave.
The experience of one Albemarle County mulatto woman may help illustrate
both the possibilities for networks and the constraints placed on black women.
When John Thompson died in 1765, the woman claimed to be a free person,
The evidence suggests that she was born near Petersburg and taken to
frontier Albemarle County to work on a new quarter of land claimed by
Thompson. Although the woman had friends in Petersburg who might help
her case, she needed a pass from a justice of the peace to travel safely to seek
them out.!” What is especially significant about the ties this incident uncovers
is that the whites also recognized that these kin and neighbor networks existed
and thus were willing to give permission for the travel.

The experience of William Byrd’s wife Maria Taylor Byrd and his daugh-
ters, Mina, Molly, and Anne shows how neighborly visiting, when reinforced
by class, could begin to form closer friendships. Maria Taylor Byrd seldom
traveled, except in the immediate neighborhood. Tradition relates that her
family would meet the Robert Carter family under a tree where their proper-
ties adjoined. There the women would picnic and quilt together. While the
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only evidence for this tradition is an heirloom coverlet, William Byrd’s diary
records that the most frequent place that his wife or daughters visited was
Shirley, the Carter plantation. In turn, Elizabeth Carter was the fourth most
frequent visitor at Westover. If Maria Byrd seldom traveled, others came to
her. At least forty-three women made a minimum of ninety-nine visits to
Westover in a two-year period, including a cousin of Maria’s who had been
abandoned by her husband. The most frequent visitor was Frances Pinkard,
who lived directly across the James River from the Byrds.?’ Maria Taylor Byrd
thus had a small inner circle of frequent visitors and close friends and a larger
network of occasional and ritualistic callers.

Weather and seasonality of work could hinder visiting. Most traveling by
women, either to court, or on visits, was done between February and August.
(See Charts A and B.) In general women stayed home in December and
January during the worst rainy and cold weather. But they traveled during the
spring when rain could turn roads to quagmires and soak clothes packed care-
fully in a travel trunk. While bad roads and mud could render travel more
difficult, women persisted. In 1775, Elizabeth Feilde expected a female friend
to visit even though roads were too bad for Feilde’s husband (a minister) to get
to church. What did deter women was heavy seasons of household work (such
as harvest) and poor health. July, August, October, and January were tradi-
tional months of illness.?

Visiting was an essential part of the oral culture that shaped Dorothy
Henry’s life and that of her slave Nan. In the first third of the eighteenth cen-
tury, only a third of white women and about two-thirds of white men could
write. Hence, people had to deal face-to-face.?? Letters obviously played a
lesser role in maintaining networks between those who could not write.
Dorothy’s news and business depended on oral communication with friends
and neighbors. Visiting was more than a social amenity—it was essential if she
(or Nan) were to sell surplus butter, market the tobacco raised by Nan and the
other slaves, or know someone who could draft her will.23 Thus the low liter-
acy rates for both men and women helped to encourage travel. Couples who
needed help with legal documents, for example, traveled together to county
courts where they could find someone to draw up their legal documents.
Thirty percent of women’s participation in legal documents came on such
occasions. In the Essex sample at the beginning of the century, every docu-
ment drawn up at court involved an illiterate woman.?*

Wills and deeds recover fragments of the gender-integrated networks of
women such as Dorothy Henry. The deathbeds of both men and women
attracted friends of both sexes, if the witnesses to deathbed wills are any indi-
cation. Analysis of the deed and will books of Essex and Henrico Counties
covering the year of Dorothy Henry’s death shows that while white women
participated as signatories 159 times in the two books, there was no pattern of
women witnessing for women. Women served as witnesses on thirty-four
occasions, but 8o percent of the time they witnessed men’s documents and
only 20 percent of the time did they witness documents for other women.
Women, however, were direct parties in more than 20 percent of the transac-
tions. The records for 1728-1731 reveal no change in this pattern.?’
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Women participated in these legal arrangements because they were part of
the world in which the documents were made. Men and women gathered to
support a dying neighbor—this was a standard social call of the day. Thus, the
most common kind of witnessing women did in this early period was of wills.
On the other hand, Virginians negotiated land sales over a mug of small beer
in their homes, then if one of them felt confident of the legal forms, that per-
son drew up the deed and called on those present in the house to witness it.
The document was not part of a larger ritual requiring the presence of
women. If women happened to be present, as Judith Bingley was when John
Ford and the Lansdons sat down with her husband to draw up deeds, they
might then be witnesses, but the pattern of signatures does suggest a prefer-
ence for male witnesses. Women signed only when there were less than three
(the number needed for witnesses) men present. Enslaved women, of course,
had no legal standing in such transactions (unless they were the property
being transferred), even though one might have poured the small beer Joseph
Bingley and William Lansdon sat drinking. Enslaved women could not testify
in civil matters at court, although indentured women could.?®

Along with knowledge of business transactions and court procedure, atten-
dance at county court days provided women with social opportunities.
Consider the families who gathered for business at Goochland County Court
in May 172¢9. William and Esther Lansdon, Anthony and Elizabeth Benin,
and Joseph Bingley came to court to prove a series of interrelated land trans-
actions negotiated and signed at home. All had modest farms in the King
William Parish area. The Lansdons and Bingley took those deeds with them
to court on May 20. There they met with Esther sister and brother-in-law,
Elizabeth and Anthony Benin, to arrange a swap of lands the sisters had inher-
ited. At court they found other neighbors, widow Susanne Kerner and James
and Sarah Holman, who also were there selling land. The women had time to
visit, catch up on local news, and discuss the health of Elizabeth Benin, who
was in the last trimester of pregnancy. This tangle of land transactions
brought neighboring women together both before and during court days. Of
this group only the Holmans might be considered members of the elite.?”

By mid-century this integrated world was receding, especially for more
elite, literate women. Analysis of the wills of fifty-two women who lived near
King William Parish shows women had a gender-integrated view of family
and community before 1750. After 1750, women increasingly favored other
women in bequests and sought witnesses among female relatives and neigh-
bors. Women born before 1690 showed some preference for other women in
their wills only one-quarter of the time. This rose to 4o percent for the
women born between 1700 and 1730. About two-thirds of women in the next
three decades favored other women. For the generation born after 1730,
female preference became the norm.28

The new emphasis on female friendships came as women withdrew from
public activity after 1750. The county court was an integral part of the com-
mercial system of Virginia. Here land transactions became final, estates were
settled, and debts collected. Court days traditionally provided a time and place
for people to meet and conduct business. The Virginia economy and court
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procedure became more complex in the eighteenth century as a commercial
credit economy involving hiring of money, and local book-debt moved
beyond a simple barter and exchange system.?? From a distance of two cen-
turies it is impossible to determine the extent to which the withdrawal was by
choice or coerced. The courts and taverns increasingly served as arenas for the
acting out of a competitive male culture that might seem a hostile environ-
ment to women who held different values.’® But such evidence does not
explain why male and female social rituals or values diverged. In addition, sep-
aration between men and women was incomplete. Older patterns of commu-
nity work and visiting continued, alongside the new.

Legal records documenting the clearance of women’s dower claims to land
show a decline in women's physical presence in court. Clearing dower rights
was the single most common reason for white women of all classes to appear
in court—that is what had brought Elizabeth Benin and Esther Lansdon to
Goochland Court in 1729, for example. The most common (and statutory)
method was to have husband and wife jointly sign a deed, then the wife attend
court where the judges privately interviewed her to ensure that her consent
was voluntary and informed. A majority of couples chose this method at all
times before 1778. However, the practice was in decline, and used mostly by
the small farmer, illiterate group that still relied on oral networking.

Logically, one would expect distances in sprawling frontier counties to
deter women from coming to court, but rates dropped after 1750 when all the
sampled counties were more compactand the courthouse more convenient. In
Essex and Henrico Counties during the first decade of the century, 7o percent
of dower releases were done in person at the court. In mid-century, in Gooch-
land County (carved from Henrico), over go percent of the releases were done
in person. However, by 1775-1777, the rate of personal releases returned to
70 percent, despite further shrinkage in the size of the county and more set-
tled conditions. In Lancaster, the decline was even more precipitous. There
only 35 percent of the women appeared in court to relinquish dower rights.?!

Early in the century, some of the minority of women avoided coming to
court by using powers of attorney or affadvits declaring their willingness to
relinquish dower. By mid-century, legal changes prevented use of powers-of-
attorney in land transactions. As women stayed away, the courts began
appointing several justices to visit a woman and examine her at her home.
Sixty-five percent of dower releases were home interviews in Lancaster
County during 1775-1777. In Goochland 11 percent of women relinquished
their claims to family property in this way. Another 19 percent simply signed
the deed at home. The court and home spaces became gendered in ways
unknown to white women twenty years before.*?

A variety of historical studies have documented that women less often
received appointment as sole administrator or executor of their husbands’
wills after 1750, thus reducing another common appearance in court. They
also received less economic independence in the bequests left to them by their
husbands, and this changed economic status meant that fewer women had
reason to appear in court because they had less property to protect or sell.
Furthermore, the changes in bequests and naming of executors suggest that
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fewer husbands after 1750 saw their wives as competent actors in management
of the family assets. This was especially true for wealthier families who prac-
ticed more sophisticated forms of commercial transactions. Women partici-
pated infrequently in these new forms of commerce.?3

Court appearances carried a very different meaning for enslaved black
women. Unable to legally inherit or transfer property (although they may
have had small quantities of personal goods), black women appeared in court
as a form of property (as children imported from Africa needing their ages
determined, as runaways being held until claimed by an owner, or as property
offered for sale during court days) or as a criminal defendent. Except for those
black women who sold things at the markets held in conjunction with court
days, enslaved women did not voluntarily attend county courts. Ironically,
white women’s withdrawal from the courts thus minimized the differences
between women with property and women who were property.

Just as illiteracy had encouraged women to attend court where they partic-
ipated in an integrated world of social and business relationships and had an
opportunity to visit with friends, growing rates of literacy provided women
with a way of avoiding court and still maintaining female friendships.
Women’s literacy rates in Goochland County had reached 50 percentin 1750.
Twenty-five years later, three-quarters of the women who appear in court
records in Goochland and Lancaster Counties could sign their names. Thus
they could turn to letter writing to sustain friendships between visits. (See
Chart C).

The process of becoming literate could also help to form friendships. Many
Virginia women received part of their educations in someone else’s home.
John Harrower, an indentured schoolteacher, took addtional boarding stu-
dents for his own profit. He accepted both boys and girls who then boarded
with the Dangerfields. Maria Carter had been sent to her grandmother’s for
schooling. Maria lived in a small world of women (black and white), with only
the intrusion of tutor Thomas Price.

I am awaked out of a sound Sleep with some croaking voice either Patty’s,
Milly’s or some other of our Domestics with Miss Polly Miss Polly get up,
tis time to rise, Mr Price is down Stairs, & tho’ I hear them I lie quite snugg
until my Grandmama raises her Voice, then up I get, huddle on my Cloaths
& down to Book, the to Breakfast, then to School again, & maybe I have an
Hour to my self before [Dinner] then the same Story over again till twi-
Light, & then a small [free] time before I go to rest.

Anne Blair took charge of her sister’s child Betsy so that the girl might take
lessons in Williamsburg. The advantage of the Blair household was access to
social occasions, which were another part of the education of a girl from an
elite family.3* A girl’s education was in part an initiation into a network of
women, even if seldom in a formal school.

Eighteenth-century letter writing was an art. Form books suggested proper
ways to handle all social situations while setting standards for language,
behavior, and humor. The description of Maria Carter’s day was actually her
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response to the challenge to write a “comical” letter. It was part of her educa-
tion. Virginia women, however, used a more personal style in letters to peers
than any of the models in form books. Anne Blair’s letters to her sisters are
filled with lively images, funny scenes (such as two girls firing bursts of flatu-
lence at each other in a “duel” over a British navy officer’s attention), and
direct addresses to the reader. Letters to non-kin friends remained closer to
the forms, but expressed more affection than the forms called for. Elizabeth
Feilde, for example, addressed Maria Armistead as “Dear Madam.” But in the
body of the letter she interjected the less formal “Oh! My Dear Friend.”?’

Women relied on these networks to pass along news and help in their
household duties. The surviving letters from Virginia’s elite women are filled
with mentions of small favors, such as finding material for a cap or women to
hire, acquiring sheet music, and swapping garden roots and seeds. In other
words, they werce used to extend the old neighborhood patterns based on
women’s work. Some needs of elite women, however, could not be met by
neighbors from a different class. Mary Blair Braxton would find few of her
near neighbors with spinets or music, but her sister Anne in Williamsburg
would know what to look for in the local shops.?

The letters themselves suggest that non-elite women were part of these net-
works. Frances Bland thought her daughter Frances Randolph would be inter-
ested in the death of Betty Carlos’s maid. Elizabeth Feilde discussed the skill
of a woman who was dyeing thread for Maria Armistead as though both knew
the woman. Women sometimes witnessed the deeds of women from families
of much greater status in the county. They were available because they were
present either visiting or working.}” Enslaved women might carry letters or
gifts between distant friends. As they furthered the long-distance (literate)
friendships of their mistresses, the (illiterate) enslaved women could maintain
their own face-to-face visiting networks. Either way, the evidence suggests that
women’s networks crossed race and class lines, but special friendship required
the safety and security that came with equals, especially relatives.

"The role of religion in the changing patterns of friendship is unclear. The
generation of women who came of age in 1750 to 1770 was both the most
affected by the Great Awakening and by women’s withdrawl to a more private
sphere. Neither the withdrawal nor the new emphasis on women’s friendship
correlate to an attachment to the Awakening. While religion may not have
had a causal role in forming this new women’s culture, the networks of women
did affect the spread of the Awakening, and church was a place that women
gathered. Before the Revolution, Virginia churches did not develop women’s
organizations or parish community life, but an informal social life did develop
as families visited after church and invited neighbors home for meals.?8

For African-American women, religion offered a precious opportunity for
visiting. It also continued their participation in community networks that
crossed lines of race and class. Proportionately more black women joined
churches than men. After 1760, a number of Methodist and Baptist congrega-
tions in the southside and piedmont areas of Virginia had a majority of mem-
bers who were black. Methodist mid-weck classes and Baptist prayer meetings
offered additional chances for women to meet together. Methodist classes
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were often single sex. Integration, however, does not imply full equality. Even
in the most open congregations, various practices reminded black women
both of their inclusion and their marginality by adapting church discipline to
fit circumstances of slave lives, by segregating seating, or by limiting their par-
ticipation in church decisions. Thus women were welcomed into a new kind
of “sisterhood” but one with limits.?”

By mid-century there were other signs in Virginia of a growing private
world for the elite. The very wealthy built new houses with more rooms.
Parlors and bedrooms became the public and private places for receiving
friends. Receiving friends, however, was a different process than neighbors
dropping in with some extra butter to sell. Women cemented friendship over
cups of tea served on special tables and with special dishes designed for this
occasion. Even more modest households began to acquire these small luxuries
associated with the rituals of friendship. Widowed Elizabeth Porter of Cum-
berland County could serve tea or coffee to neighboring women in her china
cups in 1767, but since she could not write, she still depended on the tradi-
tional face-to-face contacts of friends. Her friends were drawn from kin and
the neighbors with whom she had grown up and worshipped. Her world
was still an integrated one, but women had clearly become more important
than they had been to Dorothy Henry. The neighbors who gathered to help
her write and witness her will in 1772 were neighbors Sukey and Haskins
Lendrum and Sukey’s father. Sukey and Elizabeth probably attended a
Methodist women’s class together. Women with time to pursue friendships
bought that time with the labor of other women, especially slaves who had
assumed tasks in the household, gardens, dairies, and fields that might other-
wise have fallen to those now receiving friends. In Elizabeth’s case that work
was done by three women and a boy. Notyet influenced by the growing liter-
ature on women’s private role, she nonetheless had withdrawn from the
courts. Elizabeth had been absent from county court records for fifteen years
since she had appeared to present her husband’s estate inventory.#

The integrated world of Dorothy Henry, in which all aspects of life had
public connotations, had by the American Revolution begun to separate into
a private and public world. For women such as Elizabeth Porter, or the slaves
who supported her, that separation was partial. Accompanying it was a grow-
ing connection to other women. For the literate elite, this could be friendship
selected within a narrow class scattered through Virginia. For more middle-
class women like Elizabeth Porter or for her slave Jude, connections remained
tied to the neighborhood, but with increasing emphasis on gendered space
and friendships. Men staked out new, exclusive claims to the public sphere;
thus women began to cultivate a private garden of emotions and friends. The
process was still tentative. Women’s networks were still based upon neighbor-
hood and kinship. The neighborhood ties still expressed a public kind of social
contact where social unequals might meet, gossip, and negotiate about work.
As families spread over larger geographic areas, women had to travel longer
distances to maintain the ties to kin. Eventually growing literacy gave women
a tool to maintain contact when visits were impossible. The inner circles of kin
provided a safe place where a woman could drop formalities and release emo-
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tions. Thus, as women began to form more intense friendships, they devel-
oped first within the security of kinship and then radiated outward into the
community. Largely illiterate, poor white women and black women found
their friends and support among kin and neighbors, but increasingly only
from those of similar status. Virginia women’s networks became increasingly
stratified by race, gender, and class as elites fashioned a romanticized world of
temale friendship.
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“FOR THEIR
SATISFACTION
OR REDRESS”

African Americans and Church
Discipline in the Early South

Baptist and Methodist ministers who served in the early South
seldom experienced the public disgrace and humiliation of being dismissed
from their posts, but this was to be the fate of Reverend John Chalmers. In
1812, following a thorough investigation of the charges brought against him,
a specially convened meeting of the Quarterly Conference of the Baltimore
Circuit had no compunction in relieving Chalmers, a white preacher, of
his ministerial responsibilities for the biracial Methodist congregation in
Annapolis.! The trial and punishment of John Chalmers by his white peers
constituted a most unusual occurrence. What was even more remarkable
about this episode, however, was that the case against Chalmers had been ini-
tiated by Charity and Forty, two enslaved women members of his congrega-
tion, who alleged that their minister had made unacceptable sexual advances
toward them.

"The case of John Chalmers is instructive for several reasons, but principally
because it sheds significant light on what remains a largely unexplored dimen-
sion of the disciplinary structures and proceedings of the early South’s biracial
evangelical Protestant churches. During the last two decades of the eighteenth
century, the black membership of these churches grew at a dramatic rate and,
in most congregations, enslaved people heavily outnumbered free people and
women heavily outnumbered men.? Recent scholarship has tended to empha-
size what are usually depicted as the largely successful efforts of white Baptists
and Methodists to impose their value systems, their morality, and particularly
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their ideal of a gendered sexual morality, on their enslaved coreligionists.3
Behavioral conformity was sought, and church records suggest that it was
often achieved through the use of sanctions that ranged from private admoni-
tion and public censure to the ultimate punishment of excommunication.
Inadvertently, perhaps, the impression can all too easily be conveyed that the
disciplinary mechanisms of the biracial evangelical Protestant churches had a
single function, that their principal, if not their sole, purpose was to reorder
the moral priorities and behavior of enslaved church members who meekly
submitted to the demands being made of them by their white coreligionists.

Even the most cursory examination of the records of biracial Methodist
and Baptist congregations located throughout the eighteenth- and early
nineteenth century South reveals these disciplinary mechanisms in a rather
different light. They could be, and were, employed by Afro-Baptists and
Methodists on their own behalf, often with a considerable degree of success.*
After all, it was an appeal to the disciplinary mechanisms of their church by
two enslaved women that was to cost Reverend John Chalmers his career and
his reputation. The Chalmers’ case also exemplifies another crucial point:
Although religion is often depicted as a ool for the ongoing oppression of
women, under certain circumstances it could be employed by women as a lib-
erating and an empowering force.

While it is true that in the vast majority of biracial Methodist and Baptist
churches the names of enslaved church members appear in the disciplinary
records far more often as defendants than as plaintiffs, and that in some
churches they seem to have initiated no charges at all against their white core-
ligionists prior to the early nineteenth century, ° this should not be allowed to
obscure the significance of the number, character, and outcome of the charges
they did bring. Indeed, given the composition of the disciplinary bodies that,
by the late eighteenth century, were dispensing justice in most evangelical
Protestant churches, the remarkable thing is not that Afro-Baptists and
Methodists initiated so few charges but that they initiated as many as they did.

Disciplinary structures and procedures that had as one of thejr main pur-
poses the regulation and control of enslaved church members provided their
intended subjects with a crucially important means by which and through
which they could articulate and assert their own understanding of the rights,
rather than the privileges, they believed that their common religion, their con-
tinuing church membership, entitled them to. As Mechal Sobel has observed,
and as Charity and Forty’s successful complaint against Chalmers so amply
confirms, the right claimed by Afro-Baptists and Methodists to use the disci-
plinary structures of their churches on their own behalf, for their own reasons
and purposes, “was not simply an abstract right.”6

First and foremost among the rights claimed by Afro-Baptists and
Methodists were the often closely related demands for the right to an equality
of respect from their coreligionists and the right to protection against any
form of abuse, be it verbal, physical, or emotional, perpetrated against them
by any other of their fellow church members. Significantly, Afro-Baptists and
Methodists sought to secure these twin rights of respect and protection not
only from their white coreligionists but also from one another. This dual con-
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cern brought into often sharp focus imperatives and demands that could be
differentiated as much on the basis of gender as they were on the basis of race
and status. Moreover, the contest to secure the rights they sought, the charges
brought by Afro-Baptists and Methodists, could produce what, on the face of
it, might seem to be some improbable, and possibly only temporary and expe-
dient, alliances that cut across differences of race, status, and gender.

By the 1790s, the inescapable reality facing any church member, white or
black, elite or underclass, female or male, who contemplated pressing a charge
against one of their coreligionists of a different gender, race, or status was that
ultimately they might find themselves being forced to confront a white male
authority whom at best they might expect to be sceptical, and at worst entirely
unbelieving, of their claims.” In at least some churches, however, this had not
always been so.

In 1802, for example, the Dover Baptist Association of Virginia expressed
its concern and distaste at the fact that some of its constituent churches
“admitted to their church meetings, even for discipline and government, all
the members of the church, male and female, bond and free, young and old.
Others admitted all male members, whether slave or free.”® For some years
before 1802, however, the formally recognized authority in disciplinary mat-
ters enjoyed in some biracial congregations by women and enslaved church
members had been coming under ever-increasing, and generally successful,
attack from white male Baptists and Methodists. In 1783, for example, the
Charleston Baptist Association had declared quite categorically that “female
members may, when called upon, act as Witnesses in a Church; and when
aggrieved are to make known their Case . . . but they are excluded from all
Share of Rule or Government in the Church.” 9 A decade later, when it drew
up its Rules of Decorum, Virginia’s Black Creek Baptist Church decreed that
“No Woman shall speak in church, except it be by a Friend, otherwise asked
questions, & called upon to give evidence.”1% Also in Virginia, the Emmaus
(New Kent) Baptist Church declared that the free white male members of the
congregation would convene on the first Saturday of every month to arbitrate
on disciplinary matters. Cases would be decided by a majority of those present
and voting.1}

Some churches and associations acknowledged that white women could
have a role, albeit a strictly limited role, to play in disciplinary proceedings. In
1801, for instance, the Dover Baptist Association conceded that white women
church members might be “very useful in certain stages of discussion” and
that if individual churches so determined they “may admonish, reprove or
rebuke, either singly or united to others, others meaning a right to cite refrac-
tory members to appear before the church & may act as witnesses for or
against them.” The constituent churches of this association were also advised
that, if they thought the nature or gravity of the charge brought against one of
their members warranted it, they might first bring the matter to the attention
of a committee composed of persons whose sex was “similar to that of the
offender.” The churches were further advised that it would be appropriate
were they to appoint “the most considerable & experienced” of their members
to such committees.!? The language employed by the association strongly
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suggests that social status, as well as the duration of church membership,
would be a decisive factor in the composition of any committees appointed by
white male church members. A woman’s prestige, her reputation, would
determine whether or not she was invited by the white men in her congrega-
tion to sit in initial judgment on one of her church sisters. But, as the Black
Creek Church insisted in 1803, although they would be allowed to speak in
church “for their own satisfaction or Redress in any matter,” and to testify
against white male church members, under no circumstances would any
woman, however “considerable & experienced” she might be, be permitted
“to use authority over man.”" And what was true of white women was equally
true of enslaved Baptists and Methodists.

In r8o2, for instance, the Dover Baptist Association declared quite
unequivocally that it was wholly unacceptable for enslaved church members to
sit in judgment on the morality and behavior of any of their white coreligion-
ists. The association sought to rationalise the exclusion of bondpeople from
participation in the formal disciplinary proceedings of its member churches
on the grounds that “The degraded state of the minds of slaves render[s] them
totally incompetent to the task of judging correctly respecting the business of
the church, and in many churches there [is] a majority of slaves; in conse-
quence of which great confusion often arose.” Clearly this proposal had not
gone entirely unopposed because it was only after “some debate” that the del-
egates agreed “by a large majority” to recommend to the association’s con-
stituent congregations that “although all members were entitled to privileges,
yet none but free male members should exercise any authority in the
church.”™* Enslaved church members had been effectively stripped of the
right that obviously some of them had previously enjoyed of formal participa-
tion in the disciplinary proceedings of their congregations.

In some Baptist and Methodist churches, however, and in many ways par-
allelling the limited involvement in disciplinary matters granted to white
women, African-American men, but never African-American women,!’ were
appointed to serve as deacons and as class leaders. In addition to the ritual and
educational duties that these offices entailed, those appointed were usually
entrusted with another important responsibility by their white coreligionists:
“to have the oversight of our black members & to admonish [them].”!¢ In
effect, class leaders and deacons constituted a powertful intermediary layer of
authority, of black male authority, between Afro-Baptists and Methodists and
the white male government of their churches.

If the African-American deacons and class leaders of the early South kept
written accounts of their disciplinary dealings with the enslaved members of
their churches, and there is no firm evidence that they did, then the same have
not survived the passage of the years. However, it would seem entirely rea-
sonable to suggest that from the perspective of Afro-Baptists and Methodists,
and particularly perhaps from the perspective of enslaved women, the power
vested in the hands of class leaders and deacons was by no means inconse-
quential. But, like the power exercised by white male church members, the
formal authority exercised by an albeit minuscule number of black deacons
and class leaders was double-edged.
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On the one hand, black deacons and class leaders were expected by the
white men who had appointed them to keep a close and constant watch on, to
pry into, the morality and behavior of those placed under their charge. If they
thought it appropriate, they could counsel, caution, or censure those who
were brought to their attention without recourse to the higher white male
authority of the church. Those who might have felt dissatisfied with the treat-
ment they had received at the hands of their class leaders and deacons, and
who wished to take the matter further, had only one official recourse open to
them: to take their case to the white male dominated disciplinary bodies of
their church. With good reason, many might have believed that such an
appeal would be likely to fall on deaf ears; that their word would not be
accepted against that of a class leader or a deacon.

However, there was another, and from the standpoint of those black church
members who might find themselves in need of it, more positive and benign
use to which the authority of class leaders and deacons might be put. By
definition, the power vested in them to admonish their erring brethren, and if
necessary to report them to the disciplinary bodies controlled by white male
church members, meant that they constituted a potentially powerful source of
justice and protection for those enslaved church members who had been
unable to secure these either by their own efforts or through the intervention
of a family member or a friend. Indeed, for those who had fallen out with, or
felt in need of protection from, a family member, their class leader or deacon
might seem to be either the best or the only person to whom they could turn
for help. Although impossible to document, it may be safely assumed that if
the evidence produced by the plaintiff was not incontrovertible, if there were
no witnesses, and if a defense was offered by the accused, then the outcome of
the case was likely to depend on what weight the deacons and class leaders
concerned attached to the credibility, the prestige, and the reputation of the
accuser and the accused.

If there were occasions, albeit an unknown number of occasions, when the
credibility, prestige, and reputation of enslaved church members assumed a
crucial importance in the disposition of cases dealt with by black deacons and
class leaders, then these same qualities, or the perceived lack of them, could be
of even greater significance in the determination of those cases that brought
them into direct contact with the white male authority of their church. Afro-
Baptists and Methodists who, for whatever reason or motive, contemplated
bringing a case to the attention of that authority had first to consider two
weighty questions, particularly if their case involved an accusation against one
of their white coreligionists: Would they be believed and what might be the
repercussions, the possible cost to themselves, of making such an approach?

By the turn of the eighteenth century, even the most pious, respectable, and
honest enslaved church members must have entertained some doubt as to
whether their word would be taken against that of any of their white coreli-
gionists. Those doubts were well founded because the validity of slave testi-
mony was called into open question, and debated at length, by the white mem-
bership of some congregations. Lyville’s Creek Baptist Church, in Augusta
County, Virginia, was more explicit on the matter than most. In 1807, in a quite

u3



14

TIE UPPER SOUTIY

categorical and entirely unapologetic assertion of the inequality that would
now mark its disciplinary proceedings, the church declared that it would no
longer “hold the testimony of a black member valid as a white member.”1”

Significantly, however, neither Lyville’s Creek nor any other biracial
Baptist or Methodist church traveled the entire route to an exact duplication
of secular justice for their enslaved members. That is, Afro-Baptists and
Methodists were never denied the right—or as their white coreligionists had
come to regard it by the turn of the eighteenth century, the privilege—of
presenting their grievances to the disciplinary bodies of their churches.
Moreover, although its authenticity and worth might be called into serious
question, enslaved church members retained the critically important, and
potentially potent, right of testifying against their white coreligionists, some-
thing universally denied them in the world outside their churches. The con-
tinued willingness of Afro-Baptists and Methodists to exercise that right was a
profoundly significant aspect of their struggle to resist total domination,
whether spiritual or temporal, by their white coreligionists.

The cases that were initiated by Afro-Baptists and Methodists, and heard
by the white men who composed the disciplinary boards of their churches, can
be subdivided into two main categories: those that they brought against one
another and those that they brought against white members of their congre-
gations. But they can also be subdivided in another way: according to the gen-
der as well as to the status of plaintiff and defendant. There were several pos-
sible scenarios. For example, charges might be brought against a white woman
church member by an enslaved man or an enslaved woman; an enslaved
woman might bring charges against another bondwoman or bondman as well
as against one of her white coreligionists.

Arguably the dynamics, as well as the outcome, of particular cases were
strongly influenced, if not Jargely determined, by issues of gender just as much
as they were by issues of race and status. In the process, all church members,
women and men, as well as free and slave, could be made to confront, to
assess, and sometimes to amend the prejudices and stercotypes they held of
one another; they could be forced to rethink and reorder their own morality
and behavior.

No doubt many enslaved church members thought long and hard before
initiating a formal charge against one of their coreligionists, particularly if that
individual was of a different gender or status. At the very least, and this might
well have deterred some from proceeding, they would have to confront the
gender, as well as the social and racial, prejudices of the white men who would
sit in judgment on them. Indeed, with such serious doubt being cast on their
reputations, on their honesty and credibility as witnesses, by the late eighteenth
century, Afro-Baptists and Methodists had some reason to doubt whether they
could ever secure the justice and protection they sought from their white male
coreligionists. Yet in ways that must have confirmed their hopes, if not their
expectations, the church records reveal that many of the cases brought by
enslaved church members against their white coreligionists were determined
in favor of the black plaintiff. That this was so reflected a combination of var-
ious, and often essentially local, considerations that included the reputation
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and prior record of both the defendant and the accused; the pragmatic private
agendas, as well as the consciences and self-images, of the white men who sat
on the disciplinary boards; and the kind of public image they sought to project
of themselves and their church.

There were two fundamental forms of protection, one physical, the other
emotional and psychological and undifferentiated by gender, that male and
female Afro-Baptists and Methodists alike sought from their churches. The
records suggest that they were to find the former somewhat easier to obtain
than the latter. Where slave and owner belonged to the same congregation,
the disciplinary mechanisms of the church were there to be employed by those
bondpeople who were desperate enough, and determined enough, to seek
relief from various forms of physical abuse being perpetrated on them by their
master or mistress. Of course, there was always the possibility that, regardless
of its outcome, the mere fact of initiating such a case could result in even more
punishment being heaped on the head of the plaintiff. But bondpeople per-
sisted in bringing charges against those of their coreligionist owners who were
physically maltreating them and, as a consequence, kept alive the question of
the nature of the disciplinary relationship between Christian master and
Christian slave. Was that relationship to be characterized by the virtually
unencumbered power granted to slaveowners by secular law or should differ-
ent rules and standards apply to coreligionists?

Some congregations formally debated the theoretical issues posed by the
physical disciplining of their enslaved members; others were forced to con-
front that same issue as a direct result of charges that were initiated either by
or on behalf of their enslaved members. In 1772, for example, the white
church members of the Meherrin (South Side) Baptist Church in Lunenburg
County, Virginia, debated whether it was “lawful to punish our servants by
burning them & in any case whatsoever.” The reason they did so was because
one of their slaveowning number, Charles Cook, had been charged, by whom
it is not recorded but possibly by the bondperson concerned, with “burning
one of his Negroes.” Apparently without a dissenting vote, and probably
because the evidence against him was incontrovertible, the disciplinary body
of the church agreed that Cook’s behavior was totally unacceptable and that
his church membership should be suspended.18

The case brought against Cook was rare but not unique.!? Moreover,
charges of physical brutality were made against female as well as against male
slave owners. In 1797, for instance, South Carolina’s biracial Turkey Creek
Baptist Church expelled one of its white women members “for impiously
abusing her servant.”?0 The unspecified violence meted out by this woman to
one of her bondpeople conformed neither to her white male coreligionists’
expectations of someone of her sex nor to the restraint they deemed appropri-
ate from one of her social standing in the religious community.

Whoever initiated them, cases that charged Baptist and Methodist slave-
owners with the physical mistreatment of their bondpeople neither promised
nor implied that in future they and other owners would desist from employ-
ing physical force when it came to disciplining and punishing their bondpeo-
ple. There seems seldom, if ever, to have been any doubts raised by white
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Baptists and Methodists as to the legitimacy of the physical punishment of
their enslaved coreligionists and, in this sense, the rights claimed by the slave-
owning members of biracial churches remained largely intact. But the cases
brought by, or on behalf, of Afro-Baptists and Methodists had a significance
that went way beyond their number. They forced all white church members,
and not simply slaveowning ones, to confront the nature of the disciplinary
relationship between owner and slave and to persuade them that personal con-
straint was both a necessary and a desirable condition of continued good
standing in the church. Sometimes in formal statements, and sometimes less
formally through the disposition of particular cases, congregations laid down
clear guidelines that sought to govern the use of physical force by their slave-
owning members.”!

As far as enslaved church members were concerned, they could not expect,
and perhaps many of them did not hold out much hope, that their church
membership would necessarily provide them with complete immunity against
the possibility of being physically chastised by their coreligionist owners.
What they could reasonably hope for, however, was that their churches might
be persuaded to offer them a significant degree of protection against exces-
sively brutal treatment. The best that those Afro-Baptists and Methodists
whose owners did not share their church affiliation could hope for was that
their white coreligionists might be willing to intervene on their behalf, to pro-
vide a buffer of sorts between themselves and their owners.

Precisely the same was true when it came to the second form of protection,
a second right, sought by Afro-Baptists and Methodists from their churches:
the right to personal relationships in keeping with those sanctioned by their
churches; the right to a secure, unbroken, family life. Their white coreligion-
ists employed the disciplinary mechanisms of their churches, mechanisms of
their own devising, in order to impose on black church members their own
ideal of a gendered Christian sexual morality: a morality that demanded vir-
ginity followed by a monogamous lifetime marriage. The only acceptable
afternative was lifelong chastity. In every biracial Baptist and Methodist con-
gregation, everywhere in the early South, it was the failure, in one way or
another, of enslaved church members to live up to these ideals that accounted
for the vast majority of the disciplinary charges initiated against them by
their white coreligionists.?? However, the fact that alleged or proven sexual
improprieties comfortably topped the list of accusations brought against
Afro-Baptists and Methodists should not be allowed to obscure two highly
significant, and closely connected, points: first, these charges involved a
comparatively small number of black church members and, second, the vast
majority of Afro-Baptists and Methodists wanted nothing more than the com-
fort and the security of assured partnerships and family lives. Their agenda,
what they sought from their churches, from their white coreligionists, was
perfectly simple: the right to a marriage partner of their own, rather than their
owners’, choosing; the right to parenthood and to family life that would be
unimpaired by the enforced separation of husband and wife, parents and chil-
dren. These were rights that in theory, and all too often also in practice, went
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totally unrecognized in the secular world; they were rights that would receive
only limited protection by virtue of church membership.

The dilemma for white Baptists and Methodists was that the sexual moral-
ity, and particularly the Christian marriage, they demanded of enslaved
church members ran directly counter to the property rights claimed by own-
ers and had absolutely no validity in civil law. Many churches explicitly
acknowledged those rights by declaring that any of their enslaved members
who sought to marry must have the prior permission of their owners.?* Some
congregations intervened in other ways in the choice of marriage partners.
For example, around the turn of the eighteenth century, the Sharp Street
Methodist Church in Baltimore excommunicated some of its number who
had insisted on marrying “unawakened” partners.’* A few years earlier, in
1794, the disciplinary board of Smith’s Creek Baptist Church, in Shenandoah
County, Virginia, considered a case brought by Margaret Harrison, one of its
white women members, against an enslaved man named Joe. According to
Harrison’s account, Joe had spread “a scandalous report, as a truth.” The
church records do not reveal the substance of this alleged “report,” but the
initial inclination of the board was to believe Harrison. Joe was duly censured
but, a few weeks later, and possibly because of an appeal made directly by him
or on his behalf by another church member, a second hearing was convened at
which he was called on to give his side of the story.

As far as Joe was concerned, the results of this second hearing were mixed.
On the one hand, his reputation was vindicated because “upon hearing his
relation, the church was of opinion, that there was as much cause for
[Harrison] being suspended as him.” A formal vote was taken as to whether he
should be restored to full church membership and she suspended, with a
majority voting for “suspending her w. him.” But this was not to be the end of
the matter because, a month later, Harrison and Joe negotiated a settlement
with the church board that entailed both of them being restored to full church
membership. For Harrison, the price to be paid was the embarrassment of
forgiving Joe for bringing charges against him but she demanded something
of him in return. She agreed “that he might keep his Place in the Church, as
well as herself . . . but this she undertook on Condition that said Joe should
not have the Previledge sic of her wench Dine, as his Wife.” In what must
have been an immensely harrowing decision for him, when forced to choose
between his church and his prospective wife, Joe agreed to the condition laid
down by Harrison, and sanctioned by the church board, and was restored to
full church membership.?®

Joe’s case is indicative of the fact that enslaved church members could not
necessarily expect from their churches a cast-iron guarantee of their right to
marry a partner of their own choosing. However, there was another side to the
coin: they could appeal to their churches for, and sometimes receive, support
and protection in those cases that did not infringe on the rights claimed
by their owners. In 1803, for example, Joe and Milly, enslaved members of
Burruss’ Baptist Church, in Caroline County, Virginia, accused three of their
black male coreligionists of “interfering improperly in a proposed marriage.”

7
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"The records reveal neither who was involved in this “proposed marriage,”
whether it was Joe and Milly, their children or other of their family members,
nor the nature of the “interfering” being brought to the church’ attention.
But perhaps because no vested slaveowning white interests were involved, the
disciplinary authorities found in Joe and Milly’s favor and the three defendants
were found guilty as charged and their church membership suspended.26

Assuming that their choice of marriage partner meet with their owners’
and their church’s approval, the form of the ensuing marriage ceremony var-
ied somewhat from congregation to congregation, but it always involved the
couple concerned “entering into obligations to each other.”?” The problem
for white church members, and all too frequently the source of immense per-
sonal agony for their enslaved coreligionists, was the force of these “vows”
in societies where slaveowners were legally free to dispose of their human
property at will. In some cases, where they were held in bondage by their
coreligionists, if it ever became necessary, enslaved husbands and wives—and
presumably parents and children also—were able to use the disciplinary
mechanisms of their churches to secure an important degree of protection
against their enforced separation. In 1772, for instance, “two Black Brethren,”
members of the Meherrin Baptist Church, successfully charged a white
woman church member, Rebekah Johnson, with “the sin [of] . . . offering
something like parting of a Black brother & sister (Man & Wife).”?8

Albeit with variable results, formal or informal pressure might be brought
to bear on slaveowning members of biracial congregations to recognize the
integrity of slave marriage and family life. But, as with cases of physical bru-
tality, those Afro-Baptists and Methodists who did not share church member-
ship with their owners lacked any formalized institutional means of securing
the protection they so desperately sought. Those, the many who were forcibly
separated from their loved ones by their owners and who, after varying
lengths of time, might seek to forge new sexual relationships sanctioned by
their churches, met with varying responses from their white coreligionists.

The disciplinary boards of some churches were adamant that, however
painful for those concerned, and however pious and respectable they might
be, the enforced separation of enslaved couples provided no justification what-
soever for breaking their “vows of mutual constancy.” Other congregations
took a more realistic, and more compassionate, approach and decreed that
marriage vows remained in force “until death or removal.” Almost without
exception, though, Baptist and Methodist churches were entirely unsympa-
thetic, and seldom allowed the remarriage of the innocent party, in those cases
where a marriage had irredeemably broken down.??

Appeals made to their churches by enslaved church members for protec-
tion against physical abuse and for the rights they associated with marriage
and family life met with mixed results, but they were appeals that were made
by bondmen and women alike; they were not gender-specific claims and
assertions. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, there was one appeal that was, by its very
nature, gender specific: the right claimed by Afro-Baptist and Methodist
church women for protection against any and all forms of sexual harassment
and abuse that might be perpetrated against them by their male coreligionists,
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white or black; their assertion of a right totally denied them in civil law, the
right to their own bodies.

Any disciplinary charge initiated by an enslaved church member invited a
public examination of their own, as well as the defendant’s, character and
standing in the community; this was a particularly crucial consideration in the
bringing and determination of cases of a sexual nature. Enslaved women
church members who wished to press a charge of sexual misconduct against
one of their male coreligionists, especially if he was white, must have known,
and some might have been deterred from proceeding by the fact, that they
would be confronted by the gender, as well as by the racial, prejudices of those
white men who would try the case. Those gender prejudices raised the distinct
likelihood that they, just as much as the men they charged, would be the ones
placed on trial; that in all probability their integrity and motives would be
called into question; that they would be forced to defend themselves against
either the implicit or the explicit suggestion that they must have encouraged
the defendant in some way, that ultimately it was they who were responsible
for his behavior toward them. Women not only had to prove male culpabil-
ity—no easy task in cases that were usually of such a private nature—but also
to demonstrate beyond any shadow of a doubt their own innocence.

We can never know exactly how many enslaved church women were
deterred from bringing formal charges of sexual abuse against their male core-
ligionists or how many of their complaints might have been resolved by infor-
mal pressure being brought to bear on the accused, perhaps by the woman’s
family and friends, perhaps by other church members. But, perhaps because
of the absence or the failure of such informal pressure, there were women
who were confident enough, or angry or desperate enough, to take their cases
to the disciplinary boards of their churches. In keeping with these women’s
hopes, but contrary to what some of them might have feared, they were not
always denied the justice and the protection they demanded from these
boards.

Sometimes the justice or the protection sought by enslaved women church
members involved the initiation of formal charges against enslaved men in
their congregation who were sexually harassing them in ways that they found
unwelcome, inappropriate, and, quite possibly, also frightening. We do not
know, for example, what steps Dinah, a member of the Albermarle Baptist
Church, might have taken to try to deter York before bringing formal charges
against him for “attempting her chastity (or something of that kind).” Neither
do we know what defense, if any, York offered or if either party to the case
summoned witnesses to testify on their behalf. All the church records reveal is
that the disciplinary board fully accepted Dinah’s account, completely exon-
erated her of any blame, and excommunicated York.30

That the bringing of formal charges might be indicative of the failure
of informal methods of dissuasion is suggested by the case of Jim and Milley,
two enslaved members of Burruss’ Baptist Church, who belonged to the same
owner, 2 Mrs. Minor. Any appeals that Milley might have made to Mrs.
Minor, and any action that Mrs. Minor might have taken on Milley’s behalf,
proved fruitless because Milley formally accused Jim of making “improper
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solicitations and advances.” As in the case brought by Dinah, the disciplinary
board of Milley’s church accepted her account. Jim, however, received a lesser,
but nonetheless still a humiliating punishment than York. His church mem-
bership was suspended but, within a few months, he proved sufficiently con-
trite to be readmitted to the congregation.’!

At the same time that they constituted demands for protection, cases such
as those brought by Dinah and Milley represented powerful assertions of the
standards of sexual morality set for themselves by enslaved church women.
Moreover, they were insistent that these standards should be acknowledged as
right by all their male coreligionists, regardless of their race or status.

As the case of John Chalmers so clearly demonstrates, neither religious nor
secular status automatically protected a white male church member from for-
mal charges of sexual misconduct being made against him by an enslaved
church woman. Neither did religious or secular status automatically predeter-
mine the outcome of the case in the man’s favor. One might have expected,
and no doubt such a thought would also have crossed the minds of Charity
and Forty, that accusations of sexual impropriety brought by an enslaved
woman against their minister, arguably the most respected and respectable
figure in any church, would have shocked most members of the congregation
and been dismissed out of hand by the church’s disciplinary board. Many
members of Chalmers’ congregation might have been horrified by Forty and
Charity’s allegations, and some might have sought to silence or discredit the
two women. Others, including perhaps women whom Chalmers might also
have pestered but who were too afraid or too embarrassed to make publicly
known the fact, may well have applauded Charity and Forty’s action and done
whatever they could to support them. However, it was crucially significant
that the revelations of these two enslaved women were taken seriously by one
person who was both willing and able to press their charges against Chalmers.

Unfortunately, the records do not reveal how Reverend Guest, a white
preacher, first heard of the allegations being made against Chalmers by Charity
and Forty. The two women might have approached him for advice and help;
alternatively, he might have heard rumors and sought them out to hear their
side of the story. But, whatever the circumstances of their meeting, Guest was
convinced by what Charity and Forty told him. He may or may not have
remonstrated privately with Chalmers, but if so he was clearly skeptical of his
colleague’s explanation and possible assurances about his future conduct
because he determined to take the matter further. Guest summoned a meeting
of local preachers who were prepared to consider the charges against
Chalmers. Those present concluded that, although without “criminal inten-
tion,” Chalmers’ behavior with Charity “was highly imprudent & derogatory
to the character of a Christian and minister.” As for Forty, Chalmers’ “conduct,
with a woman professing veligion, was calculated to excite her to sin, and was very
reprehensible in him, both as a preacher and a man professing religion.” 32

There is no transcript of the proceedings of the meeting that heard the case
against Chalmers or any record of whether the verdict to convict him, and to
strip him of his ministry, was a unanimous or a majority decision. One may
safely surmise, though, that it was not a decision taken lightly. But that it was
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taken at all owed much to a factor that arguably was crucially significant in
many of the cases brought by enslaved church members, men as well as
women, against their white coreligionists: the support of an influential backer.
It took an enormous amount of courage on Forty and Charity’s part to make
public their grievances against their minister and clearly they were viewed as
reputable witnesses by the white preachers who found in their favor; without
Reverend Guest’s backing, however, those grievances might not have been
resolved in the way they were.

Enslaved church members brought a variety of cases against one another
and against their white coreligionists, and those cases had a significance out of
all proportion to their number. Albeit in profoundly different ways, cases that
were resolved in favor of enslaved plaintiffs sent out a clear message to every
church member, black and white, slave and free, man and woman, as to the
morality and behavior that was demanded of them if they wished to continue
as members of the church. If they deemed it necessary or appropriate, Afro-
Baptists and Methodists who were in dispute with one another turned to their
churches, in effect to the white male authority of their churches, for the jus-
tice or the protection they felt entitled to. But as far as enslaved church mem-
bers were concerned, the disciplinary mechanisms of their churches served
another, and arguably an even more significant, function.

Afro-Baptists and Methodists employed the disciplinary mechanisms of
their churches not to directly challenge the relationship between Christianity
and bondage, not to assert their right to secular freedom, but to publicly artic-
ulate their understanding of their rights as Christians. They demanded the
protection of their persons and their most highly cherished personal relation-
ships; they demanded from their white coreligionists an equality of respect
and esteem in their capacity as fellow Christians. They insisted on these not as
privileges but as rights. The struggle to secure these rights both reflected and
stemmed from the determination of Afro-Baptists and Methodists to play an
acknowledged part in shaping the character, the morality, and the behavior of
the religious communities they voluntarily co-inhabited with whites. This not
always entirely fruitless struggle would continue to characterize the South’s
biracial evangelical Protestant churches for the remainder of the antebellum
period.
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CRIMES OF LOVE,
MISDEMEANORS
OF PASSTON

The Regulation of Race and Sex
in the Colonial South

Al

From the beginning of European settlement sexual activity in the
South was multiracial. In the first years of the Virginia colony almost all the
settlers were male. This was generally true in other southern colonies as well.
Thus, while this essay focuses mostly on Virginia, the patterns I discuss apply
to other places as well.! Just as Virginia led the way in creating slavery in what
became the United States, so too did the first colony lead the way in stigma-
tizing and criminalizing love, and sometimes sex, between the races. Thus, in
trying to understand the contours and twists of the “devil’s lane,” it is both
appropriate and necessary to begin in Virginia.

-«

Throughout the seventeenth century there were far more European men than
European women in Virginia. The first three boats to arrive at Jamestown had
only men on them. Women began to trickle in after 1608, but they were few
in number. In the 1630s, for every six men sailing to Virginia only one woman
embarked. By the 1650s, the ratio of emigrants was down to three to one.?
Given the paucity of white women, it is not surprising that early on some
Englishmen had relations with Native American women. Most famous was
John Rolfe who married Chief Powhatan’s daughter, Pocahontas. This high-
level union between an Indian “princess” and an English leader had obvious
political implications. But Rolfe’s affection for his bride seems to have been
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genuine. His eager courtship suggests that English attitudes toward race were
hardly firm or preconceived in the early seventeenth century. Indeed, even in
the twentieth century, Virginians displayed an unexpected tolerance for
Indian heritage among people who were otherwise “white.”? This tolerance of
some Indian “blood” was necessary because more than a few “white” Virgini-
ans in fact had some Native American ancestry. Nevertheless, for a variety of
reasons, including Indian disinclination to choose English spouses, there were
in the end relatively few Indian-English marriages in early Virginia.*

The arrival of Africans broadened the base for this multiracial society;
whites and blacks developed liaisons that flowered into love and marriage.
"This happened among all classes of whites, but increasingly interracial mar-
riage blossomed between servants. Starting in the 1620s, a growing number of
blacks, as slaves and servants, worked side-by-side with white indentured ser-
vants. English indentured servants accepted black co-workers with little
regard for their race, and “the unfamiliar appearance of the newcomers may
well have struck them as only skin deep.” As Edmund Morgan has noted,
“The two despised groups initially saw each other as sharing the same predica-
ment. It was common, for example, for servants and slaves to run away
together, steal hogs together, get drunk together. It was not uncommon for
them to make love together.”

These interracial affairs of the heart affected only a few people. The small
number of interracial relationships may have been mostly a result of the rela-
tive shortage of women in early Virginia. White men always outnumbered
white women in colonial Virginia. In 1625, when all but a handful of the set-
tlers were white, an incomplete census found that there were nearly six men
for every woman in the colony. By the end of the century the white population
of the colony was still 6o percent male, and among adults it may have been as
high as 70 percent male. Gary Nash notes that in comparison to the colonies
in Latin America and the Caribbean, sex ratios among whites in Virginia were
almost reasonable. But, for the third or more of Virginia’s white males who
were unlikely to find a European wife, the fact that they were not as poorly sit-
uated as their Caribbean counterparts offered little consolation. Black men
were even worse off. In the seventeenth century they outnumbered their
female counterparts four to one, and for at least the first two decades of the
eighteenth century, two new African males arrived for every new female.b
Given these demographic constraints, lack of opportunity, if nothing else, lim-
ited interracial romance in the early colonial period.

But opportunities did present themselves, and men and women of both
races, to paraphrase George Washington Plunkett, “seen their opportunities
and they took ’em.” In 1656, Elizabeth Key, 2 woman of mixed ancestry, mar-
ried her white attorney, who had successfully sued for her freedom. At about
the same time Francis Payne, a free black male, married a white woman, while
sometime before 1671 Francis Skiper, a white man, married a black woman.
Scattered records suggest other marriages between whites, of both sexes, and
blacks of both sexes. Sex was of course not limited to marriage. In 1649, a
white man and a black woman did public penance in Norfolk for “fornica-
tion.” Between 1690 and 1698, at least seven white women were punished in
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just Westmoreland and Norfolk Counties for bearing mulatto children.
Similarly, between 1702 and 1712 white women gave birth to nine illegitimate
mulattoes in Lancaster County.’

In early Virginia, there were enough instances of interracial sexual liaisons
to trouble the authorities, once they decided that such relationships threat-
ened the social order. This fear did not emerge, however, until notions of race
were directly tied to status and political power. As the number of exploited
workers grew in Virginia, the leaders of the colony became increasingly fear-
ful of a servile rebellion. After 1660, when the black population began to grow
more rapidly, the fears of the elite increased. As Edmund Morgan has persua-
sively argued, racism became a tool for driving a wedge between the black and
white segments of the lower classes. After Bacon’s Rebellion, in 1676, the
“wave of the future” in Virginia was to “subdue class conflict by racism” that
“would sweep Virginians into their paradoxical union of slavery and freedom
in the eighteenth century.”® A major component of this creation of racism was
the concerted effort of the Virginia Housc of Burgess to prevent or control
interracial sexual relations.

"The fear and ultimately the criminalization of interracial sex also stemmed
from the creation of slavery. Slavery was unknown in English law.? Virginians
initially legitimized bondage becausc the slaves were “heathens,” who had
been purchased as slaves in their own country. A traditional defense of slavery
was that “captive heathens” were “really unfit for freedom.” As carly as the
thirteenth century, Europeans began to conclude that “true slavery was appro-
priate only for pagans and infidels.” Initially Virginia applied this rule to
Africans. Those who were Christian and “civilized” might be treated as other
Englishmen. Thus, in 1624, a Virginia court allowed a black named John
Phillip to testify in a proceeding involving whites because he was “A negro,
Christened in England 12 years since.”!? However, by the 1660s this justifi-
cation for slavery made no sensc. Some masters, prodded by conscience or the
Anglican clergy, baptized their slaves. Similarly, some Africans saw conversion
as a way out of their bondage and willingly accepted Christianity. In 1667, the
Virginia House of Burgesses solved this potential problem with a law “declar-
ing that baptisme of slaves doth not exempt them from bondage.”!!

As religion and foreignness receded as justifications for slavery, color or
race took over. If slavery was tied to color, then racial separation had to be
maintained. Otherwise, it would soon become impossible to tell the slaves
from their masters. Often laws reflect social norms. This may have been the
casc when colonial Virginia began to proscribe interracial sex. However, the
evidence suggests that the process was reversed. Virginia’s lawmakers quite
deliberately set out to alter social norms involving sex, in order to encourage
racial separation to both justify enslavement and encourage landless whites to
believe that they could rise in the social hierarchy at the expense of blacks.
Once legal mechanisms made it clear that interracial sex came with penalties,
it was only a small step to the development of social norms that precluded, or
at least frowned on, such relations.
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«

The earliest regulation of race and gender had little to do with sex or love; it
was, oddly enough, a tax law. In 1643, the House of Burgesses provided that
black women servants would be taxed at the same rate as male servants. White
female servants remained untaxed.!? This law was probably a recognition that
most African women were being used as field servants and should be taxed
accordingly. This law did not directly affect the black women, since their mas-
ters paid the tax. But, because the master had to pay taxes on African women
as though they produced as much as European or African men, the master had
a strong economic incentive to send African women into the tobacco fields,
even if that was not his initial intention when he purchased them.

In hindsight, this law can be seen as the beginning of a distinction between
black and white women. Unlike white women, black women—so the law
seemed to say—were fit only for the fields. While initially designed to reflect
the kind of work African female servants and slaves did, this statute had the
pernicious affect of lowering the status of blacks within Virginia society.
These extra taxes created a “cost of color”—a sort of civil penalty for being
black. This made life more difficult for free blacks who also had to pay this tax.
If they could not afford this cost, then they presumably would have been sold
into temporary servitude until the amount was paid.

"This law also placed a tax on interracial marriage between white men and
black women. At the time this law was passed, such marriages were legal.
Thus, the 1643 law led to the bizarre outcome that Francis Skiper, a white
Virginian, had to pay a tax for his black wife Ann."® He would not have had to
pay a similar tax for a white wife. Presumably other white men who married
black women also faced this marriage tax.

In the next two decades the Virginia lawmakers seem to have ignored the
small, but growing, number of black women in the colony. However in this
period Virginia, for the first time, openly acknowledged the existence and
legality of racially based slavery. Once recognized, the institution had to
be regulated. The status of black and mulatto children and the increase in
interracial sex that came with a growing black population, called for special
legislation.

In 1662, Virginia took its most important step in stamping the mark of the
law on people of African ancestry. The title of the act—"Negro womens chil-
dren to serve according to the condition of the mother”—only partially
explains the nature of the law. The full statute provided:

WHEREAs some doubts have arrisen whether children got by any English-
man upon a negro women should be slave or ffree, Be it therefore enacted and
declared by this present grand assembly, that all children borne in this country
shalbe held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother, And
that if any christian shall committ ffornication with a negro man or women,

hee or shee soe offending shall pay double the ffines imposed by the former
act.1*
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This statute applied to black human beings the civil law concept of partus
sequitur ventrem—which William Blackstone accurately explained meant that:
“Of all tame and domestic animals, the brood belongs to the owner of the dam
or mother.” The law was a clear break from the English common law rule that
a child follows the status of the father (partus sequitur partem).)s

Despite the origin of this rule, it would be wrong to assume that the
Virginia Burgesses had purposefully dehumanized blacks by saying that the
children of black women should be treated, in term of their status at law, in the
same way animals were treated. Rather, this law should be seen for what it was:
an attempt to regulate the emerging social and economic institution of slavery
in a way that would be most beneficial to the master.16

Any other rule would have created great problems for social relations. As
William Wiecek has noted, “To permit these mulatto offspring to take the sta-
tus of their father would not only be an anomaly—a slave woman raising her
children to freedom presents obvious difficulties—but it would also lead to an
unthinkable blurring of racial and social lines in a society that viewed misce-
genation as a ‘stain and contamination’ to white racial purity.”!”

Such problems would not have been insurmountable. Under common law,
children took the status of their fathers, and so bound women had raised free
children in Britain. Similarly, under ancient Jewish law slave women raised
the free children of their nonslave partners. But, neither bondage in Britain
nor slavery in other societies outside of the New World were tied to race.
However, the Virginia master class could only justify enslavement—and cre-
ate bondage—Dby tying race to status. The “stain and contamination” of race
may not have been a normative value by 1662, but clearly the legislature
hoped to make it one.

"This law also had an important economic component. In his Commmentaries
on the Laws of England, Blackstone explained that partus sequitur partem evolved
as a rule for determining who owned the offspring of domestic animals because
with animals the “male is frequently unknown” while “the dam, during the time
of her pregnancy, is almost useless to the proprietor . . . wherefore as her owner
is the loser by her pregnancy, he ought to be the gainer by her brood.”!® Of
course the father of the children of black women was usually ascertainable,
although social pressures might have militated against any serious attempt to
determine paternity. But the notion of recompense for the loss of service dur-
ing pregnancy made sense to the emerging slaveowners in Virginia.

In this law the twin engines driving Virginia toward slavery—racial differ-
ence and cconomic gain—merged over regulations of law, sex, and procre-
ation. Most whites assumed (incorrectly) that mulattoes were always the off-
spring of white men and black women. Thus, the 1662 law helped lead to a
presumption of enslavement for all blacks, to be rebutted only by showing that
the mother of the person in question had been free.

In addition to striking at the uncertain status of children of mixed parent-
age, this law was designed to prevent miscegenation itself. Declaring that a
man’s child would be a slave if the mother was also a slave would not necessar-
ily lead white men to decline to have sex with slave women—indeed, it could
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have been an incentive. By predetermining the status of a possible offspring,
white men might have been /ess concerned about the outcome of their sexual
adventures. Slaveowners were unlikely to bring bastardy charges against white
fathers, because the masters, after all, would gain the value of a new slave.
Furthermore, the main social (as opposed to moral) reason for bastardy laws
was to make sure that illegitimate children would be fed, clothed, housed,
educated, and prepared for adult life. The 1662 law obviated all these prob-
lems for the bastard children of slave women and white men: the owner of the
woman would pick up the tab and be handsomely recompensed by the value
of the new slave. Thus, rather than discouraging miscegenation and immoral
relations between slave women and white men, this law could easily have had
the opposite result.

This result might be especially true for masters who sought sexual
escapades with their female slaves. Fornication normally brought legal and
community sanctions. It, along with bastardy, was a minor crime, but a crime
nonetheless. But fornication with a slave woman was a misdeed at which the
law winked. The slave could not testify against the master (or any other
white), and the master was unlikely to report his own misdeeds and moral
weaknesses to the authorities. The law almost completely removed the likeli-
hood of punishment of white masters for interracial lust directed at their own
slaves, even as it appeared to raise the penalties for such activities.

The law tried to prevent such sex for the pleasure (and perhaps the profit)
of the white male participant by doubling the fine for any white who was con-
victed of fornication with a black. The phrase “any christian” in the law clearly
refers to whites. They would now pay a double fine for illegal sex with blacks.
But, in fact, this “fine” would most likely fall only on white men who had
relations with free black women, or white women who bore children with
black men. White women who bore illegitimate mulatto children also would
be prosecuted for fornication. They furthermore faced extra stigma for ignor-
ing the emerging racial taboos of the colony.

Besides directly tying race and ancestry to enslavement, this law also led to
the perverse result that masters who fathered children with their female slaves
would end up enslaving their own mixed-race children. The anti-fornication
provision may have been designed to prevent this. In the end it did not work
very well, and instead created conditions over the next two centuries where
thousands of southern white men would become the owners of their mixed-
race children.

Virginia might have avoided this problem by allowing for interracial mar-
riage. Because of the colony’s gender imbalance, many black women would
doubtless have ended up married to whites, and certainly more than a few
white women would have married black men. A fluid and expanding frontier
society was the ideal place for marriage to overcome race, as it had for John
Rolfe and Pocahontas. But, that would have undermined the separation of the
races—and the creation of slavery—that the legislature was trying to encour-
age. Thus, in the 169os, the Virginia legislature took steps to prevent interra-
cial marriage.
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In 1691, the House of Burgesses passed a law designed to prevent “that abom-
inable mixture and spurious issue which hereafter may encrease in this domin-
ion, as well by negroes mulattoes, and Indians intermarrying with English, or
other white women, as by their unlawfull accompanying with another.”!?
Under this law any white, male or female, marrying a nonwhite would be ban-
ished from the colony within three months. The law also provided that any
free “English woman” who bore a mulatto child would pay a special fine of
fifteen pounds or be sold as a servant for five years in order to raise money to
pay the fine. The mulatto child would be a servant until age thirty.2

In both these laws, race became the key to the legal infraction. The com-
mon act of marriage became criminal, with the severe penalty of banishment,
if only one of the parties was white. Giving birth to a bastard child was already
a violation of the law, but this statute made the penalty much worse if the
mother was white and the father was not. Moreover, this law made the child,
innocent of any infraction, subject to servitude for thirty years merely because
of the race of his or her parents. This servitude was imposed even though the
mother might be a free white woman and the father a free black man.
Significantly, this law did not affect white men who fathered children with
black women. The legislature may have already assumed that most black
women were slaves, and thus their children would be slaves. Mulatto slaves
might be inconvenient, but would not pose any great problem for the society.
Nor were they likely to become a burden on the community, since as slaves
they would be fed, clothed, and subject to discipline by their masters.

The 1691 statute also prohibited any master from freeing a slave within
Virginia.’! Thus, if slaveowners did father children with their slaves, and have
some compunctions about enslaving their children, they were debarred from
acting on any parental instincts. They could either raise their children as
slaves within Virginia or exile their children as free people. Fither way, the
slave children suffered for their color.

In 1705, Virginia once again tried to discourage marriages between whites
and blacks. Under the colony first comprehensive slave code, whites marry-
ing blacks could be jailed for six months and fined ten pounds. This act
reaffirmed the fifteen pounds/five years servitude penalty for white women
having mulatto children. The illegitimate mulatto children of white women
would be bound out by the churchwardens until age thirty-one. Unlike the
earlier law, this law did not have penalties for women having children with
Indians. Rather, the law only prohibited “that abominable mixture and spuri-
ous issue” of “English, and other white men and women intermarrying with
negros or mulattos, as by their unlawful coition with them.” Under this law,
ministers performing marriages between blacks and whites could be fined
10,000 pounds of tobacco—an enormous sum.?2

The 1705 law did not make interracial marriages null and void. This failure
of the legislature to nullify such marriages was a result of canon law, and the
understanding that once a marriage was solemnized, it could not be undone
by mere statute. Nevertheless, given the penalties for such marriages, it is
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unlikely that after 1705 anyone in Virginia would have wanted to enter into
them or perform them.??

The 1705 law also dealt harshly with the innocent mixed-race children
born to free white women. The mulatto “bastard child” of any “free christian
white woman” would be bound out as a servant until age thirty-one. A 1723
law further declared that any children born to females who were servants until
age thirty-one would also serve the mother’s master until age thirty-one. In
1765 the legislature changed this rule slightly, by reducing the period of servi-
tude to twenty-one years for mulatto boys and eighteen for mulatto girls.2
This reduction suggests that there were perhaps fewer and fewer white
women bearing mulatto children and thus less need for regulating interracial
Sex.

«

The success of laws punishing race mixing seems clear. Hostility to interracial
marriage and children of mixed ancestry grew during the eighteenth century.
So too did the female population. By the time of the Revolution, Virginia
effectively regulated interracial sex. Most whites accepted the norms, created
in the seventeenth century, that they should never marry a black. White men
understood that they could have relations with their slaves without suffering
any penalty. Because the children from such unions were born into bondage,
other whites seemed unconcerned. Such acts might violate moral or religious
laws, but in the eyes of the criminal code they were at worst forgivable misde-
meanors for which almost no white male was ever prosecuted. Most white
women, on the other hand, understood the severity of penalties for a relation-
ship with a black man.

Thus, it is somewhat surprising that Virginia’s revolutionary leaders would
spend much time trying to punish what was not happening very often. But
Thomas Jefferson, who in many ways spoke for his generation, was obsessed
in his fear of miscegenation, especially if it involved white women. During the
Revolution he used his political influence to try to exile white women who
chose black mates and to punish the children of such relationships simply
because they were of mixed ancestry.?’

Shortly after he signed the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson left the
Second Continental Congress to serve in the Virginia legislature. He
remained there until June 1779, when he became governor. This legislative
career was one of the most satisfying and creative periods in Jefferson’s life.
Early on he chaired a committee to completely revise Virginia’s laws and was
able “to set forth in due course a long-range program emphasizing humane
criminal laws, complete religious freedom, and the diffusion of education, and
thus to appear on the page of history as a major prophet of intellectual liberty
and human enlightenment.” During and after Jefferson’s service in the legis-
lature, Virginia adopted many of the committee’s proposed laws, including
bills for establishing religious freedom, creating public education, allowing
easier access to citizenship, reforming the criminal code, and abolishing pri-
mogeniture and entail.?6
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One of Jefferson’s goals was to modernize Virginia’s criminal code, incor-
porating the humane concepts found in the new criminology of Caesar de
Beccari. He reduced the number of capital crimes for white offenders to two
and removed various barbaric customs from the criminal code. Jefferson also
proposed a tighter slave code, increased penalties for slave criminals, and
retained “most of the inhumane features of the colonial slave law.”?7

Jefferson was proud of his law liberalizing rules for white immigrants seek-
ing citizenship. But this law, adopted just before he became governor, prohib-
ited free blacks from becoming citizens. Under another proposed law, which
did not pass, any slave manumitted in the state had to leave Virginia within a
year or “be out of the protection of the laws.” Another of Jefferson’s proposed
laws-—which the legislature also rejected— would have banished any white
woman bearing “a child by a negro or mulatto.” If she failed to leave the state
the woman would be outlawed and the child bound out for an unspecified
time, after which the child would be banished from the state.?

Jefferson’s proposed legislation for free blacks, manumitted slaves, and
white women with their mixed-race children conflicts with his endorsement
of the natural rights of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” A white
woman could not pursue her happiness with a black mate; a manumitted slave
could not exercise the liberty of living in the state of her birth with her
enslaved children and husband; a free black citizen of Massachusetts, who
might have been a veteran of the Continental line, could not pursue happiness
in Virginia.

Fortunately for Virginia’s free black population and its white female popu-
lation, the legislature rejected Jefferson’s harsh proposals. However, in 1792,
Virginia reaffirmed its opposition to interracial marriage with an act for “pre-
venting whitc men and women from intermarrying with negroes and mulat-
toes.” This law may have reflected fears that in the post-Revolutionary envi-
ronment social control might break down. Since 1782, Virginians had had the
right to emancipate their adult slaves within the state. Thus the growing pop-
ulation of free blacks might have been seen as a threat to the “racial purity” of
the white population. The 1792 law provided a $30 fine and a six-month sen-
tence for any white man or woman who married a black. Oddly enough, not
until 1849 would the Virginia legislature make such marriages “absolutely

void.”2?

<

Although Jefferson failed in his attempt to banish or outlaw any white woman
bearing “a child by a negro or mulatto,” interracial marriage remained illegal.
Moreover, the social norms and legal prohibitions that Virginia created in the
seventeenth century remained viable for more than two centuries in the Old
Dominion and throughout the South. Virginia’s early laws criminalizing
interracial marriages proved to be the most durable legacy of the colonial
response to race.

The anti-miscegenation laws survived the Constitution of 1787, the Civil
War Amendments of 186570 that otherwise created a fundamentally new
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racial order, and even the Brown revolution of 1954. They remained on the
books in Virginia and elsewhere in the South until 1967. At one time or
another, at least thirty-eight states prohibited racially mixed marriages, not
only between whites and blacks, but also, among others, between “Malayans,
American Indians, Chinese, Koreans, Japanese . . . [and] Hindus.” As late as
World War 11, thirty-one states still forbid racially mixed marriages. In 1956,
the Supreme Court refused to rule on the constitutionality of miscegenation
laws, in a decision constitutional law professors have difficulty explaining by
any theory of law. Sixteen states still had such laws on their books, in 1967,
when the Supreme Court found them unconstitutional in Loving v. Virginia. 3

«
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“FALSE, FEIGNED, AND
SCANDALOUS WORDS”

Sexual Slander and Racial
Ideology Among Whites in
Colonial North Carolina

Liaw suits for sexual slander provide valuable glimpses into
European-Americans’ ideas about race in North Carolina’s expanding slave
society. The damaging rumors of illicit sex that European settlers circulated
about each other reflected and reinforced the racial ideology by which they
identified themselves as “white” and as distinct from African Americans.
Significantly, these slurs underscored the notion of racial difference while
expressing both class tensions and ideas about appropriate gender roles.
Slanderers who used allegations of interracial sex to malign their wealthier
neighbors or to denigrate white women as “whores,” melded together notions
of race, class, and gender, implicating each concept in the construction of the
others. While historians have fruitfully examined colonial statutes to trace
the legal definitions of race, slander cases demonstrate how common whites,
in their interactions with each other, participated in the making of a racial
hierarchy.!

European-American men and women from all social ranks defended their
reputations against scandalous rumors by initiating defamation suits. (African
Americans could not sue for slander in the colonial courts, and none of the
plaintiffs in North Carolina’s sexual slander suits were black.) Since white
slander victims prosecuted those insults they found most damaging, the kinds
of sexual slurs they took to court reveal the limits of white respectability. As
the slave economy became entrenched in eighteenth-century North Carolina,
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allegations of interracial sex became insulting enough to prompt a court suit.
Plaintiffs responded by insisting that the harmful allegation was false, and
they vehemently disavowed the misconduct and professed their support for
social norms. Unlawful sex persisted in practice, but courtroom disclaimers
reinforced an official consensus about sexual propriety and confirmed whites’
understanding that sexual intimacy with blacks had become publicly inde-
fensible.

In these skirmishes over good reputations, the sexual double standard
played a prominent role. Over the course of the seventeenth century, white
men sued less and less for sexual slander, and by the turn of the eighteenth
they no longer appeared in court to deny accusations of unlawful sex with a
white woman. Indeed, by this time Furopean-American men could even boast
about their (real and invented) sexual exploits, defiling a white woman’s name
without harming their own. White men’s honor had become detached from
their sexual behavior, and rumors of illicit sex no longer required a refutation
in court. White women, by contrast, whose good name continued to depend
upon their reputation as chaste, prosecuted sexual insults with the hope that a
courtroom retraction of the offending words would restore their standing as
respectable women.?

The most degrading insults against white women contained graphic
descriptions of sex with black men. By depicting sexual acts between Euro-
pean-American women and African-American men as especially odious—
even perverse, slanderers implied that the liaison transgressed a natural
boundary as well as a legal one. Vindictive slurs that linked interracial sex with
other transgressions (such as sex with animals) underscored the notion that
blacks and whites were naturally, and properly, distinct. Sexual slander thus
bolstered the racial hierarchy at the same time that it reinforced the sexual
constraints placed on white women. Rumors of interracial sex were so injuri-
ous, however, that even some white men appeared in court to refute the
charge. Although only a few such cases exist, they speak beyond their numbers
to the damaging potential of racial slurs for both European-American men
and women. Sexual slander suits point to those insults that whites found most
damaging, leaving behind clues about European-Americans’ perceptions of
race in the eighteenth century.

The social context for this defamation was a colony in transition from a
frontier society to a more firmly established social order. Regional geography
impeded the rapid growth of the colonial settlement on the Albemarle Sound
just south of the Virginia border. The shifting sands of the Outer Banks
thwarted efforts to establish permanent harbors, and the swamps and rivers
made travel by land cumbersome. In these frontier conditions the colonial
population grew relatively slowly. Many immigrants were former indentured
servants who completed their terms of service in Virginia and then found they
could not afford to buy land there. In 1708, the Virginia Council reported that
“many of our poorer sort of inhabitants daily remove into our neighboring
Colonies, especially to North Carolina.” Even wealthier newcomers lagged
far behind their Virginia counterparts in the acquisition of land and slaves. In
1730, when over 100,000 whites and nearly 50,000 blacks resided in Virginia,
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approximately 27,300 whites and 5,500 blacks lived east of the mountains in
North Carolina.’

North Carolina soon gained a reputation as a particularly unruly colony.
Government officials and Anglican ministers complained about the difficulty
of imposing law and order on recalcitrant settlers who routinely refused to pay
quitrents, adhere to the tenets of the Anglican Church, or show respect to
local officials. The difficulty of establishing an effective government resulted
in a prolonged period of social fluidity and political instability.*

After about 1730, however, wealthy North Carolinians began to catch up
with slaveholding elites elsewhere. Prominent Albemarle planters moved to
the Cape Fear region, where they and investors from South Carolina began to
amass huge tracts of land and import large numbers of enslaved laborers to
plant them. By 1760, there were 84,500 whites and 28,200 blacks in North
Carolina. With the establishment of the colony’s political structure and the
entrenchment of slavery, the social hierarchy also hardened, a development
which happened in all the southern colonies, albeit at different times. In the
process, European Americans redefined their racial identity and sense of
honor.

A good reputation was a crucial asset in the credit-based economy and
oral culture of early North America, and wagging tongues could severely
undermine a person’s standing in the community. Plaintiffs therefore sued
their antagonists, demanding that they appear in court to retract their harm-
ful utterances. Based on English common-law rules regarding defamation,
maligned individuals in North Carolina could only sue against slander that
caused specific harm. Words considered “actionable” in court included alle-
gations of illegal behavior that, if true, could result in legal punishment. Or,
plaintiffs could complain that the offensive words, uttered out of “spite and
malice” in front of witnesses, had diminished the victim’s social or economic
standing. To demonstrate that scandalous rumors caused palpable injury (and
not just hurt feelings), plaintiffs typically began with the formulaic statement
that they had been “damnified in their good name” by “false, feigned, and
scandalous words” that caused their neighbors to “more and more withdraw”
from them. Male plaintiffs usually added that people no longer did business
with them, while women emphasized the economic harm that ensued from
their damaged marriages or marriage prospects. The fact that a plaintiff
brought suit against slander did not necessarily indicate innocence: some
plaintiffs initiated a suit preemptively to stave off prosecution for an unlawful
deed they had actually committed. But regardless of the guilt or innocence of
the plaintiff, slander suits reveal which insults whites considered damaging
enough to require public refutation.5

White men sued most often to defend their reputations as honest and trust-
worthy business partners. In addition to complaining about offensive catch-all
terms like “rogue” and “scoundrel” that encompassed a wide range of immoral
male conduct, male plaintiffs also sued against more direct insinuations of
shady business dealings. When, for example, Henry Hill announced in 1744
that Thomas Morris “was a Thief & had Stole a Beehive,” Morris sued for
slander in an effort to reestablish his reputation as an honest man.”
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Ugly words exchanged during financial disputes often sparked a separate
legal battle for slander. In 1693, for example, Robert Moline tangled with
Captain John Hunt over the inheritance of another man’s plantation. Moline
said Hunt was an “old Cheating Rogue” who “got his Estate by Cheating” and
that Hunt, a “darid stump handed Dog,” could “kis my arse.” For good mea-
sure, Moline added that Hunt’s “old Cuckoldy rogue for his wife . . . played
the whore with one Samuel Woodward for a stuf Gowne.” Lashing out with
gender-specific insults, Moline denounced John Hunt with a charge of finan-
cial corruption and smeared Elizabeth Hunt with the charge of bartering sex-
ual favors.®

While allegations of financial dishonesty prompted most slander suits
involving male plaintiffs, white men also protested slights against their ethnic
identity. In 1755, for example, William Caron sued Thomas Gidings for say-
ing Caron was “a dam Irish man and Damb the Scotch and Irish.” In the eigh-
teenth century, male plaintiffs refuted harmful slurs regarding financial
dishonesty and ethnic identity, but they no longer brought suit against the
charge of fornication with a white woman. In thirty-eight sexual slander cases
brought between 1695 and 1765, only eight plaintiffs were men, and none of
them sued against accusations of illicit sex with a white woman.?

By contrast, female plaintiffs sued primarily in defense of their sexual rep-
utations. Chastity (virginity for unmarried women, monogamy for wives, and
abstinence for widows) remained a prerequisite for female virtue and a pri-
mary measure of a white woman’s standing in the community. Unmarried
white women, called “spinsters,” carefully defended their reputations from
rumors of licentiousness, lest the taint of loose morals jeopardize their chances
of making a satisfactory marriage.

Elizabeth Hacket, for example, wasted no time suing John Nichols, a brick-
layer, for slander in 1744. Hacket, self-described as “a pious chast & honest
Virgin never known by any Man whatsoever,” was being courted for marriage.
In fact, she claimed, “Several Young men of Good name Character & Credit”
had “with great fervancy and protestations of Love & Sincerity Sollicited the
said Elizabeth in marriage.” But John Nichols intended to “deprive [her] of
a happy marriage” with the false accusation that she was the “damn’d whore”
of lawyer John Hull. Because this rumor threatened her nuptial prospects,
Hacket sued immediately.!?

Like Hacket, Sarah White was an unwed woman who cherished her repu-
tation as “untouched and unsuspected of the atrocious Crime of fornication.”
She sued Samuel Commander in 1755 for scaring away her suitors with the
appalling announcement that she was “a Damned Whore, and Run about the
County a whoring, and got [her] Living by whoring and [was] the Damnest
Whore in the Government.” Similarly, Tamer Jones took Joseph Ferrill to
court in 1754 for his public announcement that “he Knew a man that fuckt her
twice one Night.” Sometimes white parents sued on their daughters’ behalf.
In 1746, for example, John Swindal sued William Beaker for saying that he
(Beaker) “did Lye with” John’s unwed daughter. Four years later Mary
Davisson brought Abell Bordine to court for his claim that he had “Corpela-
tion” [copulation] with her daughter “at Sundry Times.” Widows could also
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suffer from sexual innuendo. Widow Elizabeth Riding planned to remarry
in 1763 when William Collins slandered her as unchaste. On hearing the
rumors, Riding’ fiancé, Hezekiah Sprewel, retracted his proposal and “doth
refuse to be married” to Elizabeth.!!

Married white women (often together with their husbands) also sued their
slanderers.12 Because a husband’s legal rights included sole sexual access to his
wife, the allegation that a married woman had committed adultery damaged
the husband’s reputation as a man in control of his household. Married
women typically charged that a malicious rumor ruined not only their own
reputation, but that of their spouse as well. In July 1744, for example,
Elizabeth Ward sued Edward Whorton for having “declared in a loud voice”
that Ward “is a whore a Publick whore and . . . he would prove it.” The slan-
der “greatly Hurt and damnified” her good name, Ward said, but “more espe-
cially,” Whorton’s “false feigned & Scandalous Words” angered her husband
William, who “the bed & Company of the Said Elizabeth hath refused.” This
formulaic wording sought to establish the specific harm Elizabeth sustained
from the slander, but it also protected William Ward, who officially eschewed
his wife lest her sullied reputation tarnish his own. Whorton retracted his
words and the Wards, “at the request” of the defendant, “Dismist the said
Suit.” By clearing her name, Elizabeth Ward also restored her husband’s
reputation.!?

‘The importance of a white woman’s reputation to her male kin turned sex-
ual slander into a means of slighting the local elite. While many word-sling-
ing encounters occurred between social equals fighting over a contested land
boundary or an outstanding debt, other slanderers, white women in particu-
lar, displayed disrespect for their social superiors by accusing elite women of
sexual misconduct. In 1728, for example, Mary Trotter, who ran a tavern in
Edenton with her husband, scandalized the Governor’s wife by announcing in
public that during the voyage to America Madame Everard became a whore.
Katherine Jolley was arrested in 1749 for calling justice of the peace John
Harvey a “rogue” and his widowed “Doughter Molley . . . a Common
Strumpit.” Insults that denigrated the wives and daughters of prominent men
also implied that since these patriarchs could not control the women in their
families, neither were they fit to rule the public at large.1#

Although white men could be harmed by sexual slurs against their female
relatives, their own sexual behavior was not at issue in these slander suits. In
fact, by the second quarter of the eighteenth century, men could brag about
their sexual exploits with white women, denigrating their target without
harming their own reputation (and perhaps even gaining esteem among their
male peers). In July 1735, for example, spinster Ann Hosey defended her rep-
utation from Thomas Stafford, Jr., who boasted that he had “lain with &
knock’t her Several times.” When several witnesses testified in court that they,
too, heard Stafford’s claim, he confessed to the slander and added laconically
“that it was false.” In fact, Stafford conceded, “he had no Carnal Knowledge
of hir Body Neither knoweth whether She . . . be man or woman.”!s

Stafford invented his sexual exploits and advertised them without fear
of punishment; when the distressed Ann Hosey sued in her own defense,
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Stafford simply retracted his statement. Not only did gender determine the
parameters of acceptable sexual behavior, it also shaped one’s relationship to
language. Ann Hosey feared the impact of Stafford’s words and responded
with an immediate countercharge of slander. Stafford, on the other hand,
could issue and retract his damaging statements with an ease that mocked the
urgency with which Hosey was forced to respond to them.

In 1750, Robert Hill announced that Hepsebeth Minshew, a single woman
under the age of twenty-one, “Came in to bed to me . . . with only her shift
on.” She was “a whore,” he declared, for “I .. . have layn with her.” The same
alleged act that made Minshew a “whore” did not diminish Hill’s moral stature
in the least. Similarly, Demsey '[rottman sullied the reputation of the unwed
Mary Garrett without soiling his own when he spread the word in 1763 that
he had “been seen fucking . . . Garrett two Times.” By the middle of the eigh-
teenth century, then, slander suits reflected a glaring double standard. As
white men’s reputations resided increasingly in their standing as businessmen,
their sexual behavior became a secondary (even unremarkable) aspect of their
honor. For white women, however, chastity retained its paramount impor-
tance. Allegations of illicit sex thus reflect a consolidation of the gendered split
in sexual mores among whites in the eighteenth century.

This sexual double standard was mediated, however, by whites” growing
fixation with race. With the spread of slavery in North Carolina, lawmakers
wrote increasingly detailed statutes that adjudicated race relations and pro-
hibited interracial interactions of all kinds, including sex and (more especially)
marriage. Virginia first outlawed interracial marriages in 1691, and by 1715
the North Carolina legislature had followed suit, prohibiting the marriage of
a white person to “any Negro, Mulatto or indyan Man or Woman.” The pro-
hibition of mixed-race marriages prevented whites from establishing legal
families with non-Europeans and declared illegitimate all mixed-race children
of white women, thereby safeguarding the transference of property from one
generation of white males to the next. This legislation dovetailed with the
remarkable stipulation (first passed in Virginia in 1662 and then adopted by
other colonies) that a child’s status as slave or free followed that of the mother.
"This extraordinary departure from English customs of patrilineage ensured
that the children of slave women by white men would be slaves; the fertility of
enslaved women became a means by which slaveowners increased their human
property.!”

The new legal categories of race took hold only gradually, and, despite the
prohibition, some interracial couples still got married. In 1725, for example,
John Cotton officiated at the marriage of Margaret MacCarty, a white woman,
to Ed Burkitt, a free black man. 'That same year Martha Paul, a free black
woman, and Thomas Spencer, a white man, married “according to ye form pre-
scribed by ye Church of England.” Some interracial unions never received
official sanction but lasted a considerable time. In 727, for example, “Severall
persons” in Edenton knew that Elizabeth Puckett, a white woman, had “left
her husband and hath for Some Years cohabited with a Negro Man of Capt.
Simon Jeffries.” People persevered in relationships that had been outlawed rel-
atively recently, and the imposition of a racial order took place only haltingly.!®
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The development of a racial ideology hinged on much more than legal
definitions of racial boundaries, and self-imposed rules also shaped the way
European-Americans thought about racial categories. European immigrants
drew on informal means of differentiating themselves from Africans, under-
scoring their racial identity as “white” in a number of ways. The violent abuse
of slaves, for example, which coincided with the courts’ growing disinclination
to brand or mutilate European servants, was one way in which everyday prac-
tice reinforced ideas about racial difference. Slanderous speech was another.
Slanderers who antagonized their victims with taunts of interracial sex, and
plaintiffs who heatedly denied such allegations, negotiated their reputations
by reinscribing the boundaries of race.!?

Accusations of interracial sex implied that whites who had sexual relations
with black partners were more debased than those who had illicit sex with
other whites. This was especially the case in slander that targeted white
women. In 1732, for example, William Symons publicly accused Mrs. Mary
Low, a white Quaker, of being “a Negro whore” (i.e., a whore with Negro
men), saying “that she was a proud Bitch with a Pack [of] Dogs after her.”
Four days later, his wrath unabated, Symons declared that Low “was a hore &
Robert Davis[] Negro could not satisfie her & [Symons] Desired her not to
send for his Negro Till she had wore out the said Davis[’] Negro.” Symons
also announced that Thomas Stafford (the slanderer who would also torment
Ann Hosey) “puled a Negro fellow . . . out of Bed from the said Mary.” Low
denied the accusations, pleaded chastity, and said she was “Extreemly hurt &
Damnified in her good name.”?°

Symons’s implication that Low craved sex with, but could not be satisfied
by, numbers of black men was a stunning degradation that suggested Low had
voracious, bestial sexual urges. By her antagonist’s account, Low’s insatiable
lust made her a promiscuous, irrational being. The stereotype of animalistic
black male virility—a familiar theme in later eras—was not yet the focus of
this slander: according to Symons, it was the white woman, Mary Low, whose
excessive sexuality led her to seek intercourse with numbers of black men,
showcasing her sexual depravity, Symons implied, by the very fact that she
freely chose and “sent for” black sexual partners.

Mary Willabe’s slanderer went a step further. William Clerk, a white
laborer, declared “openly and publickly” in September 1755 that Willabe, an
unmarried woman, was “a whore and the widow Godwin[’]s Negro-boy has
kept her Company all this Summer, and fuck’t her.” Not only that, Clerk con-
tinued, “My Dog . . . us’d to go this Summer to Elizabeth Vise’s, and fuck
Mary Willabe and Loin her.” The indiscriminate sexuality that Clerk ascribed
to Willabe, who allegedly had intercourse all summer with both a black man
and a dog, made her seem something less than human. At the same time,
Clerk’s slur degraded black men by making them literally interchangeable
with dogs in the accusation that Willabe had intercourse with both. Clerk’s
slander created a sense of perversity about interracial sex by linking it with
bestiality: a white woman who had sex with a black man, the defamation
implied, was likely to have sex with dogs as well. In allegations that linked pro-
jections of female sexual depravity with notions of black inferiority, ideas
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about sex and race built on one another and fortified the understanding that
both were grounded in a natural hierarchy.?!

White women also initiated allegations of interracial sex, although the per-
versity they implied generally took a different twist. Katherine Jolley, for
instance, spread the rumor in 1747 that both Ann the wife and Ann the daugh-
ter of planter Thomas Partree kept company with Jefferey, a free black man.
By insinuating that Jefferey had intimate relations with both the mother and
daughter of the Partree family, Jolley implied that generations of the Partree
women were depraved.??

Mary Hall added infanticide to her charge of interracial sex. In 1760, Hall
told Sarah Phips that Robert Gibbs was a rogue who had testified in a suit
against Hall’s husband “for a great deal of money when there was none due.”
When Sarah replied that Gibbs “did not look to be such a man for he seemed
to be very civil and his wife too,” Mary replied that Judith Gibbs “was as scan-
dalous as him for she had a negro bastard” which, on her sea voyage from
Virginia, “she threw over board.” Exemplifying both the gendered split in
slander and the concern with interracial sex, Hall accused Robert of financial
wrongdoing and slandered his wife with an accusation of interracial sex that
was compounded and (given the absence of such a child) made more plausible
by the claim of infanticide.??

Some of the venom in these allegations against white women stemmed
from the fact that mixed-race children born to a white woman were free. A
white woman who had sex with a black man committed multiple transgres-
sions: not only did she engage in illicit sex, but any child born of her Laison
turther blurred racial boundaries and increased the population of free African
Americans. Allegations of interracial sex discredited a white woman by tap-
ping into anxieties about the maintainance of “whiteness” at a time when
racial boundaries remained porous in practice, if not in law.

Despite the larger concern about interracial sex, court magistrates tended
to assume that white women who engaged in sexual relations with African-
American men did so of their own volition. The result was that one white
woman found herself pressed to sue a male slave for slander. In May 1756, a
slave named Ned boasted that he had sex with Elizabeth Flinn, an unmarried
white woman. Flinn complained to a magistrate that on a Saturday night Ned
“Did Attempt to go to bed” with her and then “out of Spite And Malice in his
heart having no forethought has Degraded and Scandalously told Lyes of one
Elizabeth Flinn.” For this breach of the peace, Ned was arrested and brought
to court to explain himself.?*

Ned’s pronouncements may or may not have reflected what happened.
Flinn may have voluntarily had sex with him and then felt dismayed by his
public boasts. To defend herself, she denied the encounter and called him a
liar. On the other hand, if Ned had sex with Flinn by force, she may have felt
unwilling to sue for rape and chose instead to represent the incident as mali-
cious fabrication. Finally, Ned may indeed have invented his exploits with
Flinn, and his talk may have been slanderous fiction as she claimed.?’

Regardless of what actually occurred, it is significant that in 1756 Ned
could make these declarations without fearing for his life. In later eras, white
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men in North Carolina would not have tolerated such words, even about a
lower-class white woman. But in the mid-eighteenth century, it was the white
woman, Flinn, who was put on the defensive by Ned’s scandalous pronounce-
ments. In the colonial period, slander that alleged interracial sex still func-
tioned primarily as an expression of hostility between whites, and not yet as a
justification for violence against blacks. The use of sexual insinuation to
malign and then murder African Americans would wait another century.?6

Plaintiffs who sued against charges of interracial sex were more likely to be
female, but, in a significant exception to the sexual double standard, a few
white men also sued against the charge of having sex with a black woman. In
1745, Dr. Josiah Hart prosecuted planter George Leaden for his assertion that
Hart “was no Doctor” because when William Burges hired Hart to “Cure his
Negro Whench’ Sore Eyes,” the doctor “began at the wrong end.” Hart had
“knockt Mr Burges’ Negro Whench,” Leaden continued, and was therefore
“Guilty of whoredom” with her. These accusations, Hart complained, had
“hurt, Blacken’d & made loose” his “Name, fame, & Credit.” As a result of
this deleterious “Blackening” of his reputation, Hart had “lost the opportunity
& advantage of advancing his fortune by Marriage, & also much of his
Bussiness and his Practice.” Although Hart may indeed have taken sexual
advantage of the enslaved female patient, he was effectively scandalized by the
accusation of “whoredom” with a black woman and sued to clear his name.?’

In August 1749, an indentured servant named Richard Towers spread the
news that he saw Samuel Overman, the eldest son of a wealthy slaveowning
Quaker, “between the Thighs of Negro Hester a Negro woman belonging to
Henry Dedon.” With the same phrases women used in slander suits, Overman
claimed that the vicious slander caused his wife to forsake his bed. The court
found Towers not guilty in July 1751, and Overman continued the case at his
own expense until April 1752, when he finally dropped charges and paid the
accrued court costs.?®

In 1763, Henry Horah, who owned a number of town lots and a tavern in
Salisbury Town, sued Barnaby Bowen, a laborer, for saying “[You] are a Negro
Fucker. I never fucked a negroe.” In an era when men generally refrained
from prosecuting for sexual slander, the fact that three male plaintiffs refuted
charges of interracial sex suggests that in the mid-eighteenth century, allega-
tions of sexual intimacy with a black woman—when spoken by another man—
could cause significant damage. In these cases, the plaintiffs were established
members in their community, and while Hart and Leaden were social peers,
Overman and Horah sued men of lower status than their own. Allegations of
sex with a black woman became a means of nettling established men in the
community, but only if the black woman belonged to another man (not the
plaintiff), in which case the sexual and racial transgression was tied to the
infraction of another white man’s property rights.?%

These suits do not indicate whether the plaintiff really objected to or
abstained from interracial sex. They do demonstrate that white men who
could brag with impunity about having “knock’t” a white woman, and whose
prerogatives included sex with slave women, sometimes sued against charges
of sex with a black partner. In other words, by the mid-eighteenth century,
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white men in North Carolina did not go to court to deny extramarital sex with
a woman unless she was black. Although untold numbers of white men con-
tinued to have sex with black women, the charge of interracial sex could pro-
voke a public denial in court. Courtroom refutations of interracial sex by
white men were rare, yet such cases demonstrate that sex with a black person
was becoming publicly inadmissible for whites of either sex.

There is another remarkable aspect about the sexual slander cases initiated
by male plaintiffs. "Three men, as we have seen, opposed charges of interracial
sex. One plaintiff fought allegations of sex with other men, and four others
denied accusations of sex with an animal. White men sued only against those
allegations of sexual behavior thought to be particularly heinous or perverted,
and interracial sex was included among those transgressions. For both white
men and women, slanderous allegations of sex with a black person and sex
with an animal evinced in nearly equal measure a white person’s alleged sexual
perversion and moral debasement. Sexual insults between whites thus
reflected and elaborated on racist ideas about African-Americans’ inferiority,
even though whites remained the overt target of the slander.

In fact, a justification of racial slavery was in the making. An Enlightenment
philosophy that announced equality in a state of nature had to explain inequal-
ity in social practice, and as ancient barriers to upward mobility crumbled,
ideas about gender and race conveyed the message that some hierarchies were
based on inherent and immutable differences. An ideology of race that
explained slavery by referencing “nature” enabled whites to find the radical
legal and social innovations of the seventeenth century incontrovertibly “nor-
mal” by the nineteenth.

In North Carolina, the grounding of race in biology occurred as the econ-
omy became increasingly dependent on the staple crops grown by enslaved
laborers of African descent. While legislators ensured that slavery would be
permanent and hereditary, writing laws that hardened the legal categories of
race, Buropean Americans conceptualized their own “whiteness” by empha-
sizing their perception of innate, biological distinctions between themselves
and African Americans. This did not happen smoothly or all at once, nor did
this form of racialist thought become hegemonic, but the “scientific” racism
that would become fully developed in the nineteenth century did gain a
foothold before the American revolution.

Sexual slander played its part in ascribing natural origins to race when it
evoked the presumed unnaturalness of interracial sex. As we have seen, this
“unnaturalness” was strongly informed by gender. Although white men could
feel the sting of allegations of interracial sex, slanderers hurled the most den-
igrating rumors against white women. Defamation that described a white
woman’s sexual liaison with a black man as a crime against nature reinscribed
both gender norms and racial diffcrence, with one apparently natural category
upholding the other. As we explore further the gendered dimensions of racial-
ist thought, it would be valuable to know when and how sexual slander shifted
its focus from the figure of the sexually depraved white women as a marker of
racial difference to the image of oversexed black men and women—part of a
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larger shift in attention from whiteness to blackness that made the former
invisible and normative and the latter deviant from the (white) norm.

We also need to know more about the connection between racial distinc-
tions and other divisions based on the body. Ideas about the anatomical dif-
ferences between men and women (the sexual organs themselves) underwent
a significant transformation in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
While a centuries-old one-sex model supposed that women carried inside
their bodies essentially the same sexual organs that men had on the outside, a
two-sex model developed in the eighteenth century that described women not
as inverted men, but as the complementary, inherently different, and even
“opposite” sex. Presumably, the idea of men and women as anatomical oppo-
sites did not grow independently of the conceptualization of race as a biolog-
ical divide, and these links require much more investigation.*?

Slander suits demonstrate how insulting allegations of illicit sex aided in
the construction of racialist thought among European Americans. Slanderers
who implied that interracial sex was disgusting and degrading as well as ille-
gal, and plaintiffs whose heated disavowals of sex with a black person left intact
the supposition that interracial sex was indeed abhorrent, propped up the per-
ception of “natural” racial difference. The slurs that European Americans
aimed at one another to express personal animosity and class tensions
reflected their developing ideas about race and underscored their own racial
identity as white. In the context of North Carolina’s growing slave economy,
sexual slurs bolstered the racism that accompanied the entrenchment of slav-
ery and provide a window into the intertwined workings of racial, class, and
gender hierarchies.

<
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INTERRACIAL SECTS
Religion, Race, and Gender

Among Early North Carolina
Moravians

/’xnna Maria Samuel, an African-American girl from Bethabara,
North Carolina, was a bundle of anomalies. Eleven years old in 1793, she was
a member of the Moravian Church, a religious fellowship that considered her
one of God’s elect and the spiritual equal of any white person, though the
church itself owned her as a slave. Raised by English-speaking parents, she
was also adroit in speaking, reading, and writing German, the native tongue of
the Moravian immigrants. And in a time and region not noted for the respect
given black females, Anna Maria was immersed in a church culture that
exalted female spirituality and rigorously protected-—even policed-—white and
black women’s persons and sexuality.

Biographical information about African-American women and girls in the
eighteenth-century South is hard to find, but the Moravian Church left a
biography of Anna Maria, in German, that gives rare clues to her life inside
this unusual fellowship. Her parents were Johann and Maria Samucl, the first
black Moravian couple in the South. Born and baptized on Christmas Eve,
1781, Anna Maria “enjoyed as a child the care and instruction of her parents,
as well as school lessons in our congregation. During her growing years one
noticed a special inclination by her to sing; she diligently applied herself to
learning verses and gladly attended the children’s services and congregational
meetings.” Anna Maria flourished in this atmosphere of worship, school, and
classical Moravian music, and her life’s carly trajectory pointed toward an
identity in Christ. “She expressed so frequently her desire to be taken in the
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congregation . . . to live in the world only for Him alone, and to partake of the
forgiveness and purification of her sins through Him, whereby she could grow
and prosper in His love.”!

The day she had long anticipated finally arrived—June 14, 1793, her entry
into the Single Sisters’ House, a communal dormitory in the central Moravian
town of Salem where adolescent girls and single women lived. “At ten o’clock
was the reception of two children, Elis. Stockburger and black Anna Maria....
After that they were seen in classes, then followed the festival homily.
[During] the congregation hour, they were warmly blessed by the congrega-
tion.” Anna Maria henceforth filled her days with a full routine of prayer
meetings, lovefeasts, festivals, house conferences, school, and chores that
made up life in the Sisters” House. With her companions in the house now a
surrogate family, she was a Moravian Sister—and all the while a slave.?

Because of her absorption into this Germanic culture, Anna Maria Samuel’s
life was highly unusual. But, in another sense, it dramatizes some of the com-
plexities creeping into southern life on a broader scale in the late eighteenth
century. Anna Maria was only one of a growing multitude of African
Americans to embrace Christianity during the Revolutionary period and in
the early years of the new republic. Drawn by a message of universal salvation
and freedom-—spiritual if not temporal—thousands found acceptance in evan-
gelical Protestant churches, most notably the Baptists and Methodists, and
including the Moravians. Black Christians created diverse faiths that provided
powerful religious and political sustenance in their struggle to survive slavery
and racial discrimination. At the same time, evangelical communities across
the South were nurseries of an emerging biracial religious culture based on
spiritual egalitarianism. Black and white Christians tested the meaning of spir-
itual and worldly freedom in their relationships to each other and to the larger
slave society. Along with a natural rights philosophy, the religion of the
revivals contributed much to a new fluidity and openness of racial boundaries
held ironclad for generations by slaveholding ideology.?

Yet we still know little about how black and white Christian worshipers
viewed themselves and each other as men and women. As much as with beliefs
about race and racial slavery, the Revolutionary age also saw a new flexibility
in gender relations and a concerted effort by many women to claim a greater
share of republican liberties. Evangelical churches proved highly attractive to
women, black and white, as vehicles of spirituality, organization, and even
leadership. But how did all these factors collide in a religious culture that
seemed so welcoming to so many? What happened in a region where social
relations among black and white southerners were prescribed not only by
whether one was slave or free, male or female, but now also Christian or non-
Christian?*

Although not widely recognized for its role in southern history, the
Moravian Church has long been considered an extraordinarily important
force in eighteenth-century European religious and cultural history. The
church traced its roots to an early Protestant sect from Bohemia and Moravia
in central Europe, the Unitas Fratrum, or Unity of Brethren, the followers of
reformer Jan Hus, who was martyred by the Catholic Church in 1415. During
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subsequent centuries of religious strife, the Unity was driven underground
antil a small group of refugees found sanctuary in 1722 on the estate of Count
Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf in nearby Saxony. Intrigued by the settlers’
legacy of a simple, heartfelt faith that appealed to his own brand of Lutheran
pietism, the count decided to revive the dormant sect in 1727 as the Renewed
Unity of Brethren. From these humble beginnings the Unity, under Zinzen-
dort’s dynamic leadership, would emerge as one of the most influential of all
the Pietist groups and would be known by the 1730s in the English-speaking
world as the Moravian Church because of its central European heritage. The
Moravian Brethren’s emotional rather than formalist approach to religion
strongly influenced John Wesley, George Whiteficld, and other important
figures of the transatlantic evangelical awakening.’

Africans’ connection with the Moravians began in the 1730s when church
missionaries began preaching to slaves in the Danish West Indian islands of
St. Thomas, St. Croix, and St. John. Like many Europeans, the Moravians
believed slavery was ordained by God, and they regarded Africans as a socially
inferior race. Unlike many Protestants, however, they believed that Christian
salvation should be open to all people regardless of racial identity or worldly
status, and evangelical work among the world’s non-Christians was central to
their self-perception as the messengers of divine redemption. By the mid-
eighteenth century, missionaries attracted thousands of African converts
throughout the Caribbean world.¢

European Moravians also built settlements in North America as religious
refuges and missionary bases for Native Americans. Brethren founded the
communal town of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, in 1741, and another Moravian
outpost was begun on a 100,000-acre trace of land in west central North
Carolina called Wachovia. The first town built there in 1753, Bethabara, was
followed by a cluster of other towns and farming communities, including
Salem, a so-called congregation town that became the religious, administra-
tive, and economic center of the Moravian settlement.”

Because church elders feared that overreliance on slave labor would breed
laziness in whites and eventually replace white workers, they generally forbade
Brethren in congregation towns from owning slaves privately. Instead, the
Moravian Church itself bought and owned slaves, leasing them to tradesmen
or proprietors of church-operated businesses who needed workers. On less-
regulated farms in the Moravian countryside, church members were given
greater latitude to own slaves. Collectively and individually, Moravian slave-
holding increased steadily from about twenty-five workers in 1780 to about
seventy in 1800, and about 300 by 1830. African and African-American men
worked on farms and in tanneries, breweries, and potteries, while women
served primarily as domestics in taverns and occasjonally in private homes.®

Some of these workers, including a number of recently arrived captives
from Africa, sought admission into the Moravian Church, probably for a com-
bination of reasons. Some, responding to the promise of universal redemption
preached by the Brethren, no doubt experienced the genuine spiritual rebirth
required of all converts and found the church a welcome place of worship.
Others may have been intrigued by the possibility of using religious fellowship
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to gain protection. Many must have reasoned that because they were held as
slaves in the tightly knit, exclusive Moravian communities, conversion would
be more likely to win them acceptance as congregational insiders and partici-
pants in the Christian drama. The number of black Moravians was small—a
dozen by 1790, several dozen by the early nineteenth century. It is difficult to
know how much of an African world view these converts retained or how fully
they embraced Christian concepts of sin and salvation. What is certain, how-
ever, is that their presence made the Moravian community a racially inte-
grated Christian family. From white Brethren’s perspective, black spiritual
inclusion in the fellowship was in no way intended to topple worldly order.
Ministers stressed that secular slavery was of relatively minor importance in
any case since all the redeemed—black and white alike—were servants of a
higher master, Christ.

African-American women were drawn with particular irony into the com-
plex moral realm of Moravian congregationalism because of the status of
Moravian women. The Brethren accorded women a high plane in spiritual
and social life, largely because of Count Zinzendorf’s insistence that men and
women were spiritually equal in the eyes of God. Moravian piety was spoken
of in strongly feminized terms, such as the Holy Spirit’s characterization as
“Mother.” The church drew strong parallels between feminine virtue and the
ideal of an emotional relationship with Christ, and consequently elevated the
place of women as spiritual nurturers of God’s elect people.

Although that principle did not necessarily mean that the sexes shared
power equally in Moravian communities, Moravian society offered women
critical avenues of responsibility and support. While men occupied most of
the prominent administrative posts, talented women could aspire to some
leadership role in Moravian theocratic structure. Women were appointed
Eldresses and Acoluths (a pastor’s assistant), served on important decision-
making boards, and for a time were even ordained as priests. Believing that
education should be open to both sexes, the Brethren sent boys and girls to
separate schools. And while individual will was generally subordinated to the
perceived good of the community, women were not helplessly subject to the
dictates of church authorities. Decisions regarding marriage, housing, and
economic status were made by the boards in consultation with women, who
could ratify or deny such arrangements.’

Perhaps most important, a unique feature of Moravian life called the choir
system guaranteed women access to important levers of power, protection,
and self-expression. Moravian congregations were divided into “choirs,”
which were not conventional choirs as we know them—though they did
sing—but rather groups composed according to affinities of age, gender, and
marital status. All married women belonged to one choir, all married men to
another. The elaborate breakdown also included choirs for single women, sin-
gle men, girls, boys, older girls, older boys, infants, widows, and widowers—a
total of eleven choirs. Each choir sat and worshiped together in church and
held separate daily study and prayer sessions.!?

Like a church within a church, the choir system provided women a vital
forum for religious development. Women taught, counseled, supported, and
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reprimanded each other on the path to higher knowledge. Female choir lead-
ers held regular interviews called Sprechen (“Speakings”) with their charges to
determine their spiritual condition and offer advice. They rigorously enforced
choir rules while reining in signs of deviation from the Unity’s moral codes.
Though not entirely independent of male oversight—since choir leaders
worked closely with ministers in supervising members—women lived and
worshiped largely in a world of their own devising.

The ability to create several distinctive sisterhoods within the Moravian
tellowship reached its most potent expression in the Single Sisters’ House in
Salem. Of all the choirs, only the Single Brothers, Single Sisters, and Widows
lived in their own accommodations, the first two groups in large complexes on
opposite sides of the town’s central square (nuclear family units lived together
but worshiped separately). Separate housing was designed to keep single con-
gregants well apart; fearing the evils of temptation, church elders never
allowed them even to meet or speak unsupervised. Within the enclave of the
Sisters’ House, several dozen single girls and women shared dormitory-style
sleeping arrangements, meals, work, and prayers. Single women earned
money as housekeepers, teachers, nurses, midwives, laundry workers, and
many kinds of artisans.!!

Black Sisters entered the intricate web of social relations afforded by
Moravian congregational life and the choir system as thoroughly as any white
woman. Regarded fully as Moravian Sisters, black women were assigned to
appropriate choirs and worshiped in the heavily ritualized cycle of prayer
meetings, communions, lovefeasts, and festivals that comprised the Moravian
liturgy. Moravian women from Africa sat on church benches with Moravian
women from Saxony and Wuerttemberg. Moravian Bishop August Spangen-
berg described the extent to which enslaved church members were enmeshed
in congregational life: “Because of our love to them we do not free them, for
they would be in a worse condition if they got free as if we kept them. Actually
they are not slaves with us, and there is no difference between them and other
brothers and sisters. They dress as we do, they eat what we eat, they work
when we work, they rest when we rest, and they enjoy quite naturally what
other brothers and sisters enjoy.” Even if allowances are made for the idyllic
tone of the Bishop’s claim, life probably was far less severe for black Sisters and
Brothers than for the great majority of enslaved African Americans elsewhere.
Because of their thorough incorporation into this society, black Moravian
women adopted German ways to a degree unmatched in eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century America. They spoke and sang in the German language.
They wore distinctive Moravian clothing, particularly the women’s Haube, or
cap. When they died, many black Moravian women were buried side-by-side
with white Sisters.!?

One of the first black female converts to the church in North Carolina, for
example, was an African-born woman called Patty, a domestic worker in the
Salem Tavern whom the Brethren bought in 1781. By the following year, the
church Elders noted that Party “has asked repeatedly about baptism.” They
arranged for her mistress in the tavern, Catherina Meyer, to give Patty lessons
in Christianity. By July 1783, the Elders described her as still “very troubled
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about Holy Baptism and has urgently requested it. The necessary instruction
in the redeeming truths and in Holy Baptism will be imparted to her before-
hand by Brother Fritz in the English language, which she understands best.”
Three weeks later Patty was baptized and christened Anna. Having consented
to an arranged marriage with another African-born convert named Christian,
she now joined the Married Women’s choir. In 1784, a Moravian diarist
reported: “One hundred and twenty partook of the Holy Communion. The
Negress Anna partook for the first time, after receiving the Confirmation
blessing.”!? Sister Anna, like other black Moravians, was now one of the cho-
sen, free in Christ’s ransom, though white Brethren left no doubt what kind of
liberty that was. As one enslaved convert, Jacob, was told in unmistakable
terms, baptism “does not mean he becomes free and the equal of his master.”14

Within this limited view of freedom, the Moravian choir system fostered,
or was intended to foster, a common gender identity across racial lines.
Women who prayed, studied, worked, and lived together would, at least in
theory, see each other not as black or white but as women sharing and living
in the salvation of Christ’s martyrdom. It is difficult to know if practice always
matched rhetoric. Surviving information tells us little, for example, about
whether young Anna Maria was treated exactly as any other adolescent in the
Single Sisters’ House, or whether she was ever regarded as a second-class
Sister. In all likelihood she partook of meals, slept in the dormitory, and wor-
shiped in the prayer hall on something like an equal footing with her white
companions. If so, the legal and social boundaries between slavery and free-
dom may well have blurred in the self-contained daily commotion of the
Sisters’ world.

The church sought to instill further sense of spiritual camaraderie through
the use of baptismal sponsors or godparents. Any child or adult baptized into
the Unity was appointed up to five sponsors who would assume a kind of
fictive kinship, reinforcing the convert’s sense of being assimilated into a new
family while helping to supervise the spiritual progress of the inductee.
Adult converts were always assigned godparents of the same sex, usually fel-
low choir members or Elders’ Conference officials. The white godparents of
early female African and African-American converts represented one more
cross-racial affective link between the slave and her new spiritual kin. Anna’
baptism, for example, was sponsored by the female Elders and Sister Meyer,
her mistress in the tavern. Whether the ideal of spiritual mentorship worked
in reality is another matter. One wonders how much sense of spiritual kinship
African-American women felt with others who regarded their blackness as a
mark of sin and a justification for their enslavement. Yet the practice of senior
community leaders sponsoring or guiding initiates into a community of faith
by separate gender lines was also well known among West African cultures,
and different forms of that concept, such as Moravian baptismal sponsorship,
were at least familiar to captive Africans in the Americas. Black Moravian con-
verts might well have transferred their notions of initiation and mentorship to
their new spiritual family, accepting the assistance of white godparents to ease
their entry into the congregation. !’

Congregational life afforded black Moravian women further sources of
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physical and social protection. At a time when slave marriages had no legal
standing and masters across the South often separated families through sale,
the Moravian Church sought to cultivate stable families among enslaved
Brethren. This attitude showed a mix of piety and pragmatism. In the church’s
view, black families should have equal access to marriage, a sanctified institu-
tion reflecting a state of Christian grace. Families, as other slaveholders were
discovering, also played a crucial role in social control by rooting bondspeo-
ple at home and undercutting the desire to run away. Though not legally rec-
ognized, slave marriages gained a certain sanction in the Moravian Church
and other evangelical churches—an obvious incentive for African-American
conversion. *

The church had a direct hand in negotiating marriages for white and black
members alike through a complex process involving the wishes of the prospec-
tive partners, the church’s interest, and the will of the Lord as determined by
the lot. Congregants were permitted to marry only within the church; those
who dared to marry “strangers,” or non-Moravians, were swiftly expelled. A
single man who wished to marry approached the Elders and proposed a match
(the Elders themselves could also propose matches). If they deemed the pro-
posal suitable, they put it to the Sister in question. If she agreed, the Elders
sought final approval from the lot, and, if an affirmative answer was drawn, the
couple were clear to marry. The process could break down if the Elders found
the proposed match unsuitable, if the woman declined the offer, or if the lot
came up negative. The intricate procedure guaranteed individuals a say in
their matrimony, although women were not allowed to initiate the marriage
proposal.'7

Black church members who wished to marry, or who the Elders thought
should marry, proceeded through this same elaborate series of steps. After
deciding in 1780 that Brother Johann Samuel of the Bethabara congregation
needed a family, for example, the Elders went to work to find him a wife. “The
only baptized Negro woman here is Maria, who works in the Tavern. Thus
there is no need to ask the lot about it, but rather to proceed,” they decided.
Samuel readily agreed to the match, and four days later the Elders reported:
“Maria has willingly accepted the marriage offer. The marriage will take place
Saturday in Bethabara.” Johann and Maria were the first Afro-Moravian cou-
ple in North Carolina; their daughter Anna Maria was born the next year.
Many other black Moravians took the same route to marriage and family
life.)®

Thus, the system of choosing or being matched to a spouse was both
restrictive and empowering for enslaved Moravians. They surrendered a
degree of control over family decisions to the church. Their choice of
prospective partners was limited to other church members. Since single
people had little or no chance to court under the watchful gaze of the Elders,
marriages based on love must have been rare. On the other hand, like white
Brethren they retained a voice in determining their partners. Men could take
an active hand in pursuing a wife, while women theoretically could veto a
match, though no black Sister is known to have done so.

Black Moravians gained assurance their marriages and families would
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remain intact—they were virtually guaranteed that they and their children
would not be sold as long as they remained in good standing in the church. In
the Moravian countryside where landowners had greater leeway to own slaves,
the church pressured masters not to sell baptized slave children. One church
board ruled in 1781 that when members “request to have children of their
still-heathen negroes baptized, it can occur on condition that masters be
bound on their conscience to raise them for the Lord, and not to sell them for
Profits to outside people.” The policy proved a strong lure for slave parents to
have their children baptized, and this comparatively high degree of stability
was no small consideration in a perilous world.!

Church moral codes provided an equally important defense for black
women. The Moravian religious culture that so rigorously policed the con-
duct of its adherents and frowned on unsanctioned sexuality would have
severely punished any white Brother who forced himself on a black woman, as
so many slave masters did elsewhere. Victims could have reported such crimes
to the Elders and appealed for justice. Black Moravian women thus lived in
relative security against the sexual exploitation by whites that differentiated
women’s experiences from men’s in slavery.2’

Black women could also turn to ministers or church boards for intervention
if they were mistreated or overworked. Anna (who was also called Nancy)
appealed to the Elders for help in 1796 while working at the Bethabara tavern.
“In Bethabara yesterday evening the Negress Nancy left the Steiners and
came here,” they reported. “Brother Hessler will talk to her and assure her
that she should go back to her workplace without fear of further conse-
quences.” Such safety valves could be particularly meaningful to African-
American women, who were so vulnerable to unchecked abuses under slavery.
The Moravian Church sponsored and protected black Sisters even as it
enslaved them. In the exclusive Moravian world where sacred and secular were
so entwined, fellowship provided a code of ethics that regulated black
women’s relations with white women, black men and white men. Their mem-
bership in the Unity entailed an ambiguous combination of forced labor, per-
sonal safeguards, exaltation of their femininity and spirituality, and limitations
on mobility and initiative.2!

In the late eighteenth century, a fragile and flawed age of interracial fel-
lowship seemed to guarantee black women an increased measure of respect
within the Moravian Church. At the end of the century, however, their posi-
tion began to erode as white Brethren rethought their ideal of including
blacks in their brotherhood and sisterhood of the spirit. Throughout the post-
Revolutionary South, slave restlessness often flared into overt resistance and
rebellion. It now appeared to white Moravians, who were increasingly com-
mitted to slavery, that allowing blacks and whites to worship together would
foster dangerous egalitarian notions among blacks. Other southern white
Protestants, including many Baptists and Methodists, began reaching the
same conclusions as antislavery voices previously fired by evangelical zeal
waned. Besides the social implications of interracial fellowship, some white
Moravians, attuning themselves to rising anti-black sentiment throughout the
new republic, now disdained the black Brothers and Sisters who shared their
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benches. As early as 1792, a church council admonished white Brethren: “We
must not be ashamed of those Negroes who belong to our community and, as
has happened before, let them sit all by themselves in congregational worship
and even during Holy Communion. They are our Brothers and Sisters and
different treatment of them will degrade ourselves to the rank of ordinary
people and will be a disgrace for the Community.” Thus, when Anna Maria
Samuel entered the Single Sisters” House in 1793, some congregants were
questioning whether she even belonged there, though church elders insisted
she did.??

These early refrains of resentment against blacks occurred as the Moravian
Church was also turning more conservative toward women. Count Zinzen-
dorf had shaped the Renewed Unity’s views on women during its first three
decades, but after his death in 1760 his successors pulled back from some of
his most radical positions, instead reasserting conventional Pauline wisdom on
the subordination of women to men. Women were gradually displaced from
positions in the top echelon of Unity leadership and were no longer ordained
as priests. This philosophical retrenchment worked its way into congrega-
tional life. Women still retained the ability to shape their own religious and
social world within the choir structure, but they were gradually stripped of
power in local church councils, and Moravian spirituality in general was no
longer described in such glowingly feminized terms.??

A dramatic incident at the end of the eighteenth century suggests how the
changes at work among North Carolina Moravians may have overlapped, and
just how cataclysmic they were. In the Moravian farming community of
Friedberg in 1797, a slave girl had been studying the Gospel with a minister in
preparation for joining the church. She asked to attend a meeting of the Single
Sisters and the minister agreed. Word of the plan Jeaked to the congregation,
however, and on the appointed day, as the girl walked into the prayer hall, the
Sisters stood up and stalked out in defiance. Amounting to a strike, the protest
was extraordinary both as an act of organized disobedience and an expression
of anti-black vehemence in a fellowship that prided itself on Christian meck-
ness and universal inclusiveness. Elders quickly reprimanded the protesters
that “not the slightest distinction between whites and blacks can be made in
matters of the spirit.” But any notions of gender solidarity that might have
applied just a few years earlier had vanished. White Moravians now found in
the negation of blacks a perfect foil to redefine their identities and declare
themselves to be Germans no longer, but Americans. In the same way, as their
own power in the church eroded, perhaps white Moravian women were pro-
claiming a newfound sense of racialized gender identity by rejecting black
women, whose status as black Christians and as women was rapidly slipping 2%

This growing sense of spiritual and social distance betweeen black and
white Sisters found further expression in the baptismal sponsorships that once
served to bind them. Increasingly, black women and men sponsored the bap-
tism of other black adult converts and children. Whether this shift occurred
by church design or by mutual preference among black and white congregants
is not known. But by the early nineteenth century, a web of African-American
godparents provided the focal points for an emerging sense of extended kin-
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ship and distinctive Afro-Moravian identity within the large Moravian church
famnily. The emergence of such race-specific networks signaled the breakdown
of cross-racial spiritual connections that had been based largely on gender.
More and more, white and black women went their separate ways.

Gradually, white Brethren erected more psychological barriers between
themselves and blacks. They mandated segregated burials and restricted black
participation in certain rituals. No more black single men or women entered
the Salem choir houses. Finally, African Americans were excluded altogether
from predominantly white congregations and from the choir system in 1822,
when a separate black congregation was founded. Black women now devoted
their energies and organizational talents to the life of the new church, partic-
ipating in worship, serving as godparents, and helping educate children. By
the time of her death in 1829, the oldest communicant member, Anna, had
witnessed a revolution in social relations during nearly half a century in the
Moravian Church.?

The Moravian Church’s exclusive congregational structure, choir system,
complex blend of attitudes on race, gender, and power, and melding of people
from central Europe, Africa, and America produced a culture unlike any other
in the early South. Yet the Moravian experience also suggests ways of probing
powerful social dynamics in scores of other evangelical communities that dot-
ted the South by the late eighteenth century. In opening doors to people long
shut out of power, the religion of the awakenings altered definitions of inclu-
sion and exclusion in the social order. The ideology of spiritual freedom in the
family of Christ challenged traditional assumptions that governed how the
awakened, white and black, slave and free, male and female, would regard each
other. Further study will reveal comparative regional and denominational dif-
ferences in how these changes played out.

But if the Moravian case was exemplary of larger social currents, then for a
time black women were forming ties of spiritual kinship with white women;
they were sheltered under the umbrella of the Gospel from the depredations
of white masters; and white people hailed their spirituality as equal to their
own. That social experiment was both inspiring and threatening, and in time
it collapsed under the weight of counter pressure from white men intent on
reasserting themselves at the head of a paternalist order above white women
and black men and women.?6 White women, it appears, also came to resent
the threat of spiritual parity with black women at the expense of their own
social and religious stature. With fragile alliances crumbling, the South was
launched on a frightening new day of resurrected racial and gender barriers.

<
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The author thanks Kathy Brown and the editors for comments on several ver-
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PASSION, DESIRE,
AND ECSTASY

The Experiential Religion of
Southern Methodist Women,
1770 1810

Wy whole soul is entranced, and all that is within me shall
praise the Lord- 1 amin debi, and in bonds, and whai must
be done, but that Jesus should seize my poor body.”

Sarah Jones!

Nlethodism was a religion of daily emotional experience, and for
southern women like Sarah Jones, the experience involved both soul and body.
Because their faith was also testimonial, Methodists strove to find language to
accurately depict their sublime encounters with the divine. The rhetoric
Methodists employed to describe their religious experiences exposes two
interesting paradoxes. First, in an age of supposed secularization, enslaved
Methodists continued to seck mystical, revelatory communion with God.
Second, Methodists were often accused of a somber asceticisim, of opposing
fun, pleasure, and the flesh. Yet white Methodist women experienced emo-
tional, romantic, and even physical ccstasy when communing with God.

Methodists emigrated from Britain to the South in the late 1760s and the
sect steadily grew in the final decades of the eighteenth century. Methodists
could count a few elite men in their ranks, but most of their southern converts
were common whites and slaves. A majority were women. In the Revolution-
ary and carly national South, there were clear distinctions in worship style and
doctrine between Methodists and most other Protestants, especially Anglicans
and their Episcopalian successors. The difference most important to under-
standing Methodists was, in biased terms they themselves used, between
“heart” religion—which they believed Methodism was, and “formality”—
which they believed characterized non-evangelical religion. Formality
afflicted individual Methodists just as it did competing churches, and when
men and women lost zeal, emotion, and bliss in their relations with God, they
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chided themselves for being “formal” or “cold.” To avoid such spiritual death,
Methodists sought frequent intense experiences of emotional intimacy with
God.2

While proponents of the secular Enlightenment and critics of the
Methodists (often one and the same) exalted reason over passion, logic over
emotion, and mind over body, white Methodist women unabashedly sought
out passionate, emotional, and physically expressive religion and black
Methodists, male and female, sought out mystical spirituality. By embracing a
faith of passion, and expressing that faith in romantic language of the senses,
these converts helped mold the “experiential” religion of the early Methodists.
Profoundly influenced by the distinct religiosity of blacks and white women,
Methodist-style revivalism swept the South and Southwest in the antebellum
years, proffering a clear alternative to the dispassionate worship of reason.
Although Methodism grew increasingly conservative in the nineteenth cen-
tury, the church retained its emphasis on intense emotional experience, a
legacy in large measure from these founding decades.?

The South on the eve of Revolution was one in which white women and
slaves were subordinates in a complex racial and sexual hierarchy. The values
historians most often associate with the South in this era—honor and inde-
pendence—are a testament to the hegemony of white patriarchs. Indepen-
dence, which encompassed both self-mastery and mastery over one’s house-
hold, was impossible for slaves and eluded all but the wealthiest of white
widows. White women’s relationship to the code of honor was always through
white men. Slaves were considered to be outside the circle of honor entirely.*

Southern defenses of slavery in the antebellum era would include, as if
it were obligatory, an analogy between the subordination of wives to their
husbands and the subordination of slaves to their masters. Whether these
defenses were penned by men of faith, who pointed to the Bible, or by skep-
tics, who pointed to “science,” the implication was the same: There existed a
natural hierarchy of man over woman, white over black. It is not coincidental
that the critics of enthusiastic religion shared terminology with the defenders
of slavery and patriarchy. White southern men ruled, it was said, because they
were less emotional, governed more by reason than passion, more subject to
mind than body. The mystical religion of black Methodists and the eroticized
spirituality of white Methodist women challenged the devaluation of revela-
tion, body, and emotion, and, at least implicitly, resisted the hierarchical
assumptions of the southern code. Perhaps most important, these southern
Methodists shaped their own imaginative universes with their distinct reli-
giosities, universes where “honor” and “independence” mattered far less than
“holiness” and “zeal.” In the context of the early South, this was no small
achievement.

Critics who condemned the Methodists for being both dour and enthusias-
tic did not understand Methodist values. The more somber side of Method-
ism, the side mistakenly linked with an aversion to pleasure, coexisted symbi-
otically with the ecstatic side. Converts did sacrifice some secular delights for
religious ones. Methodists defined themselves in large part by their abstention
from the worldly enjoyment of drink, dance, and gaming. Both men and
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women in the church would have agreed with John Littlejohn’s goal “to deny
myself of any pleasure . . . however pleasing to my own desires.” Most con-
version accounts of men or women included some description of the earthly
gratification left behind at conversion. As members, Methodists continued to
strive for self-denial, which they variously described as “mortification” or
dying to the world.

Death meant rebirth, however, into a different moral universe and way of
life. With this new life came different joys that more than made up, according
to Methodists, for the ones abandoned. Milly Stith received God’s “love and
power” in her conversion, and afterward saw “new beauties and [felt] new
pleasures.”” These new pleasures were often linked through language to
romantic encounters and provided a rich and vivid spiritual life that was
shared communally through testimony, correspondence, and conversation.

Methodists drew language for their spiritual accounts from a number of
sources. There is evidence to suggest that some white women read popular
romantic fiction, at least prior to joining the church, where such works were
forbidden. The Bible was, however, the most common source; even illiterate
evangelicals often committed large portions of it to memory and were able to
quote from it at length. Biblical descriptions of Christ as “the fairest among
ten thousand” and “altogether lovely” abounded in Methodist accounts.®

Second in importance were John Wesley’s many doctrinal tracts, letters,
sermons, and journal extracts reprinted in America and voraciously consumed
by American Methodists. Wesley had stressed love—{ervent love—both as the
basis of salvation and as God’s will for his relationships with humans and theirs
with one another. Equally critical to understanding southern Methodism was
the fact that Wesley sanctioned “religious zeal,” comparing it to having one’s
“passions aroused” in holiness. Mysticism and eroticized spirituality have an
ancient history; Wesley was certainly not the first to stress zeal or passion.
Although southern Methodists rarely alluded to early Christian texts, Wesley
himself was broadly read; through his writings, his followers in the South
glimpsed the older roots of the mystical, emotionally charged religiosity they
would embrace.”

American ministers were also influential. Through sermons and exhorta-
tions, preachers related their vision of Wesley’s God of love to their parish-
ioners. Clergy tried to appeal to the heart—to emotions and passions 50
derided by non-evangelicals. Several of the most beloved men were known for
weeping while they preached, “armed with the irresistible eloquence of tears.”
Members heard these powerful sermons and probably echoed some minister-
ial rhetoric. Clergy were the most emotionally expressive and mystical of male
Methodists, many sharing with laywomen a greater tendency to spiritual
visions, dreams, and encounters with spirits, Satan, or Jesus. Preacher Joseph
Pinnell, for example, wrote using language that few men echoed but that
many women did: “O how sweet is Love- it is the most noble [Passion] of the
mind. Tts sof[t] influence is spread over the belicvers soul- and makes every
duty sweet- Its rich perfume fills Heaven.”10

The relationship between men like Pinnell and his female parishioners was
not one-sided: women influenced their clergymen as well as being influenced
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by them, so much so that it is just as likely that Pinnell borrowed the language
of Methodist women as that they borrowed his. Ministers and women freely
shared their experiences with one another. In the funeral sermon for a
Baltimore woman, Christiana Lane, her minister fondly recalled that “many
were the happy moments we have enjoyed with each other in waiting upon
[God].” Some women so inspired their preachers that they were singled out
for special praise. Jacob Young, for example, described Elizabeth Russell as
“eloquent”; North Carolinian Sally Gordon had a “strong mind, and great
zeal, and influence” in the church.!!

In descriptions of pious women, preachers often emphasized the other-
worldliness of women’s spirituality. Francis Asbury found Sister Boydstone
“heavenly” in “words, looks, and gestures.” In a Kentucky service, Henry Smith
witnessed 2 woman fall senseless to the ground from “the overwhelming power
of God.” After four hours, she “revived” with an “angelic countenance” and
praised God using “language [that] seemed to belong to another world.” Smith
called her the most “enraptured soul” he had ever met. Ministers respected,
admired, and at times envied women for their ecstatic religiosity.!?

Although Methodist women clearly drew on religious sources to describe
their spiritual experiences, often quoting the Bible or John Wesley, their
voices emerge as more than a series of images drawn from others. Some
women used biblical language to describe a divine encounter without biblical
precedent. Others took a biblical metaphor, such as the idea of Jesus prepar-
ing a banquet, and embellished it with details of their own choosing. Women’s
accounts of communion with what they saw as a living God were, above all,
intimate. They shared God’s message of love or his beauty with others, but
during the moment of communion, divine attention was focused on the indi-
vidual woman.!3

Because of the Methodists’ close-knit communities, some of their rhetoric
and experience transcended race, class, and gender. White men in the church
certainly had visions and dreams and sometimes claimed to have seen Jesus or
to have touched a heavenly spirit. Although far less often than white women,
white men also occasionally fell unconscious or paralyzed during services, and
claimed otherworldly experiences when coming to. The differences between
the language of white men and women are nonetheless stark. White women
tended to use more of the five senses in their communions with God, while
men rarely described scents or touches.

White men’s visions of God, moreover, were often tableau from the Bible,
with the crucifixion being the most common. Benjamin Lakin, a profoundly
mystical Methodist preacher, had a waking vision in which he saw Christ
“sweating blood” for Lakin’s sins. Lakin also saw numerous signs of God in
the actions of birds, although birds seem to have been a more common motif
in the visions and dreams of women than men. Other white men, like white
women, heard the voice of God or, as one man did, felt the “blood of Jesus as
great drops washing my soul.” But men as visionary as Lakin were not the
norm, and few were as vivid and sensual as women. Even rarer was the man
who used erotic language to describe his encounters with God.1*

The direct testimony of black Methodists is less abundant than that of
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white women, but extant evidence suggests some parallels and differences.
Like white women and unlike white men, black men and women seemed more
comfortable with physical expressions of religion. Critics, for example, noted
that white women and African Americans shared a thirst for expressive reli-
gion, often lumping them together derisively. One man claimed that “no one
but negroes and weak-minded women” were susceptible to Methodist enthu-
siasm. The few surviving black-authored accounts from southerners who con-
verted before 1810 describe encounters where Jesus appeared, talked, and
touched the converts. The authors do not, however, employ eroticized lan-
guage to describe communion with God.’> Most evidence comes from white
ministers, men who may well have been reluctant to report any eroticized lan-
guage used by African Americans. It is also possible that slaves and former
slaves eschewed such rhetoric on purpose, to counter insidious racist stereo-
types of blacks as oversexed.

Although she may not represent the normative experience for black
Methodist women, the religious memoir of a woman identified only as “Old
Elizabeth” does suggest that slave and white women experienced God in dis-
tinct ways. Wealthy and middling white women were able to set aside a num-
ber of hours each day for communion with God. But, as a young slave,
Elizabeth often had to steal time with God while working for her master.
White women could retire to the woods for daily prayers; Elizabeth poured
out her “sorrow” in “the corners of the field, and under the fences.” Consider
too the difference between her conversion and that of many white women.
White women even of lower-class families, while “secking” religion, were
often incapacitated physically and emotionally. Several remarkable white
women were said to have remained paralyzed for days—a Virginia woman for
nine. William Ormond met a young woman who had visions of heaven
and hell during a thirteen-day fast. Elizabeth, in contrast, was in “seeking” for
six months, when she “could do nothing but weep” and “lost my appetite.”
During this time, she recalled, “still I was required to do all my duty.” For a
slave, there could be no lengthy paralysis or extended fast if they interfered
with a master’s profits.'6

Contrast as well the experience of white women who were unable to work
while in ecstasy with Elizabeth’s account: “many times while my hands were at
work, my spirit was carried away to spiritual things.” The sense of transport
she described when a slave is much closer to the language used by Richard
Allen, who when he was working to purchase his freedom found that “while
my hands were employed to earn my bread, my heart was devoted to my dear
Redeemer.” If Allen and Elizabeth were typical, it would seem that moments
of private physical rapture were not as crucial to enslaved Methodists as the
daily spiritual interaction with God through which they could psychically dis-
tance themselves from enslavement.!”

Elizabeth reported that her first direct encounter with a divine presence
was witnessed “with my spiritual eye,” an expression similar to that a preacher
used to describe an African-American woman who was blind, but who “sawe
by an eye of faith.” White women often had their first contact with Jesus him-
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self. Elizabeth, like the black Baptists of Mechal Sobel’s study, was led to
Christ by a “director, clothed in white raiment,” who “took me by the hand
and said, ‘come with me.”” She shared with white women the touch and sight
of the divine, but Elizabeth’ vision of hell was more elaborate than most white
women reported. She saw a “fiery gulf” and an “awful pit” and peered “to the
belly of hell.” Crying out to God for mercy, with each cry Elizabeth was lifted
further from the pit until she saw “the Saviour with His hand stretched out to
receive me.” Her director showed her a vision of a heaven of “light and love”
with “millions of glorified spirits in white robes.” Her account is surprisingly
similar to that of white minister Freeborn Garrettson, to whom “heaven and
hell were disclosed to view” and who was personally approached by two spir-
its, one good and one evil, before Jesus appeared to him.!8

Elizabeth’s encounter ended not with an ecstatic bodily experience, but
with a command of social purpose. She was “shown the world lying in wicked-
ness, and was told I must go there, and call the people to repentance.” Still,
some of Elizabeth’s language resembled that used by white women. She
related that “all my desire was to see the Saviour,” that she was “filled with
sweetness and joy” and was a “vessel filled with holy oil.” Many times she was
“anointed” or filled with light, but in only one occasion did she refer to the
physical nature of her relationship with God: “I was so full I hardly knew
whether I was in the body, or out of the body.” Even here, her emphasis is on
the mystical aspects of rapture and not the physical.!?

Elizabeth’s experience might not be representative of black women in the
early church, nor may her memoir reflect her full experience. Her oral
account was transcribed (and edited) for publication, the unidentified tran-
scriber noting that “her simple language has been adhered to as strictly as was
consistent with perspicuity and propriety.” Moreover, Elizabeth reported that
“many” white clergy she talked with claimed that “they did not believe in rev-
elation” as she did. She thus may have consciously shaped her account to con-
form more to the conventions of the white ministry. Consider the case of a
unnamed black woman of Maryland who asked for William Colbert’s help in
interpreting her vision. In Colbert’s words, she asked “what she must say when
she goes to pray, telling me that she sometimes sees something like milk
streaming down her breast; at other times something like a cake of ice or snow,
and sometimes something like a young child siting[sic] on her shoulder. She
wanted to know what these things meant.” Colbert told the woman it was “not
in my power to tell her” but that his duty was to encourage conversion and
holiness. Sarah Jones, who described Christ as a nursing mother several times,
might well have interpreted (and transcribed) this woman’s vision in a more
erotic idiom.??

Yet it may also be the case that slaves, who in services were physically
expressive, had private experiences of God distinct from free converts. Jarena
Lee, a New Jersey woman who preached in the North after 1811, described
physical encounters with Jesus and used romantic language in her journal. So
too did other free black northern women.?! African-American Methodist
women in the South experienced religion in ways shaped by gender, but the
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fragmentary records currently available suggest that race and civil status were
equally important factors in shaping their religiosity, and these factors may
account for the dearth of erotic imagery in their testimony.

White women’s direct testimony is more available than that of blacks, but
is still not ubiquitous. Fortunately for modern researchers, many of the letters
of one of the most influential southern Methodist women, Sarah Jones, were
preserved and published following her death.?? These letters offer needed
insight into the inner life and spirituality of Methodist women, and along with
other evidence, demonstrate that for many white southern women, religious
passion was to be courted and not feared.

Women variously described their quest for intimacy with God in romantic
language. Margaret Anderson wrote of her “ardent desires to behold” God
and how her “heart panted” for Jesus to “take possession” of her. Sarah Jones
experienced what she called the “fainting of my soul” and “longings of my
spirit” when she sought more of God: “I sink, I burn, I die, I glow to be fully
possessed of all thy killing charms, thy soul transporting smiles.” When
successful, she felt “floods of extatic joy and peace.” While men in the church
occasionally wrote of their “desire” or “longing” for Christ, women were
more effusive and more exact in the details of their encounters with Jesus.
Men rarely, for example, claimed to have been smiled at literally by the Lord
or to have seen Christ blushing.??

Male and female observers also noted women’s religiosity using rhetoric of
rapture and ecstasy. “Mrs. Killen,” a Maryland Methodist, was said to have
surpassed all others Ezekiel Cooper had observed “in the magnitude and
constancy of her ecstacy and joy.” Cooper found her so “enraptured in love
to God” on her death bed that he believed her “anxious to meet the
Bridegroom.” Killen expressed her resignation in the face of death and long-
ing to be with Jesus in terms of union: “O Jesus take me to thyself! .. . O come!
come! come! let me see thy face! Come receive me and let me receive and join
with thee in glory!”?*

The different meanings that common language might have had for men
and women is clearly discernible in terms like “Bridegroom.” Methodists had
a multitude of biblical synonyms for God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit, but
used “Bridegroom” more with women than men. It is significant that among
men in the church, the image of being the bride of Christ was primarily one
used by ministers. Preacher Daniel Shine, Jr., for example, told his disap-
pointed parents that he had nothing “against affinity” but that “singularity
is my station.” “I am espoused to and wed[d]ed to one Bridegroom,” he
explained, “who is call’d Jesus.” The vast majority of ministers, like Shine,
were single. ‘The church discouraged preachers from marrying because mar-
ried men, it was believed, could not balance a life in the itineracy and their
obligations to a wife and children, and because the financially struggling
church did not want to oblige its members to support a minister’s family.?®

Most women, unlike preachers, could expect to have more than a
metaphorical bridegroom at some point in their life. The comparison of
Christ’s relationship to the church with earthly marriage may well have had a
more profound and literal meaning for women. John Littlejohn assured one
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woman that God would “clothe” her “with the wedding garment.” Women
themselves spoke of Christ as a spouse, and as the following accounts indicate,
sometimes described Jesus as if he were a suitor wooing them. Christ was, for
example, Prudence Hudson’s “first love.” While God the father could be stern
and patriarchal, and therefore much like the southern masculine ideal, Christ
was like a sweet and caring husband, who returned women’s love and, perhaps,
their carnal desire as well.?6

White women experienced the divine and his love with all of their senses.
They shared with other Methodists the two most common sensory percep-
tions of God: sight and sound. “Old Elizabeth,” the freedwoman discussed
above who converted while a slave in Maryland, heard “a voice” that told her
to “rise up and pray,” an image common to male and female conversion
accounts. There is a qualitative difference between some aspects of men’s and
women’s visions, however. An inspired Sarah Jones spoke of Christ’s “lovely
face” and “charming voice,” and often saw him smiling at her, while men
tended to see, if they saw him smile at all, God smiling “on” them. While
white men conventionally heard Christ or a heavenly spirit describe Hell or
Heaven, urge them to convert, or comfort them with assurances they were
saved, women had a wider range of conversations, and in their accounts, the
voice of Jesus or angels was gentle and tender.?”

Margaret Anderson claimed that while lying in bed a spirit “whispered in
my ears softly, arise and pray.” Describing Jesus as a being who had words for
her alone, Sarah Jones wrote that he “answered to my heart; and O, I may just
say I heard the noise of his voice, and he uttered things which 1 cannot
unfold.” The intensely private speech of God to southern women, whether
directly to the heart or whispered in their ears, was only one of the ways
women personalized their encounters with the Lord.?8

Women, more than men, used language of taste. While men in the church
spoke of the “Lord’s table” both literally when describing the sacrament and
figuratively when describing Heaven, women could sometimes picture and
taste the bounty. Prudence Hudson, a Delaware Methodist, exhorted those
around her to “taste the sweets of religion.” When writing to fellow
Methodist Anne Smith, Sarah Jones mixed spiritual and literal metaphors. She
likened seeking Christ to gathering “delicious fruit”—rare melons that she
shared with him at a nightly banquet.??

Jones consumed and was consumed by Jesus: “I love him till I am swal-
lowed up. I am eating my honey with my honey-comb, and drinking my wine
with my milk, wrestling, diving and rising in hope extatic.” Here she was the
aggressor, reaching Jesus “by holy violence, breaking into the magazine of
divine jewelry.” As she became part of him through taste in a quasi-eucharis-
tic devotion, he “swallowed” her as well, with the result of their union being
ecstasy. In another “sacred banquet” with Jesus, Jones described having
“drunken with my beloved, until I am sick of love, and roll in tumbling oceans
of bliss immortal.” Jones was consumed on this occasion by God’s “flames”
that “boils my life and drinks my very vitals.”3°

Women also remembered the scent of Jesus or Heaven. One woman, after
a moving service in her home, claimed the house was “perfumed with the
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Glory of God.” Sarah Jones was entranced by the smell of Christ’s garments,
which “exhaled a fragrancy like a field which the Lord had blessed.” Women'’s
use of the language of sight, sound, taste, and smell undoubtedly made their
accounts more vivid when related to others. Their rhetoric shows as well how
intense their experiences of God were.’!

The most remarkable of all sensory perceptions of God that women expe-
rienced included the touch of Jesus or an aspect of him. Some of the images
women used were common to both male and female believers, although min-
isters were much more likely than laypeople to use sensory language in depict-
ing God. One metaphor men and women shared was describing Christ as a
fountain or likening communion with God to swimming in an infinite ocean.
Preacher John Kobler wanted to be like a drop of water in an ocean,
“swalowed up” in God’s will.3

Methodists often spoke of being washed clean with Christ’s blood (or “the
blood of the Lamb”), but women less frequently saw visions with blood.
When they did describe Christ’s blood, it was connected with the sacrifice of
the cross or the atoning power of the crucifixion. Sarah Jones told Susannah
Williams that she hoped “to meet your blood-besprinkled soul above, to rest
forever in the arms of Jesus,” but in her many letters, blood was a rarely used
image. Instead, Christ was like a fountain or ocean. “In him is a pure fountain
where I wash, and bath[e] my weary soul with the oinumnent of his name,”
Jones described. On other occasions, she wrote of “swimming in the very
ocean of his amazing, singular, astonishing love” or of swimming “in the full
rivers that issued from the throne of God” where “such seas of bursting glory
came rolling from IHeaven, I screamed out—weakness overpowered my
limbs.”33

Some women experienced the sacred touch in dreams or religious visions.
Margaret Anderson dreamed as a child that Christ had come into her bed-
room “and took me up in his arms and blessed me.” African-American wornen
in the church had similar experiences. “Old Elizabeth” saw Christ filled with
“an indescribably glorious light.” He then offered his hand to her.?*

While many Methodists described the recently deceased as being “in
Abraham’s bosom” or in Jesus’ arms, white women occasionally believed they
embraced God in this world. Sarah Jones vividly related one such encounter
with Christ: “Jesus’s hands, his soft and lilly[sic] hands! T as sensibly, through
faith, handled the sacred touch . . .. O, I leaned on his bosom 6l streams of
tears answered in witness.” Her ccstasy was immense. She felt “transported,
intranced, captured, delighted,” as, she wrote, “my heart flutters, my soul
blazes, my flesh trembleth, and my hands are so weak I can just set up.” Being
with Christ wrought profound emotions in Jones, who wrote that “Sometimes
I feel like my breath would cease in his embraces.” Like a lover struck by
Cupid’s bow, Jones felt Christ’s eyes leave “an arrow in my heart.” In another
devotional moment, Jones was given such a beautiful vision of Heaven that she
almost leapt out of her window, but remarked that “I found my arms clinched
around [Christ], and restraining power to hold me back.”#

Women occasionally experienced many different sensory perceptions dur-
ing the same devotional. Warning her fellow Methodists to “trim their lamps”
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because the “Bridegroom cometh,” Sarah Jones depicted a lover-God who
poured her wine: “I was buried in the ocean of shoreless, boundless love
immense. All my veins kindled and flamed, set on fire by Jesu’s radient smiles;
he looked like kindness itself, when he poured such a flagon of sweet wine for
me. .. the perfume is yet with me; the odours fly through my passions.”3¢

If sometimes women used all of their descriptive powers to explain their
communion with God, at other times they found language inadequate to the
task. Women’s claims of the failure of words were so frequent that they bear
closer analysis. Sally Fastland wrote a minister about “Jesus and his Love,” but
found that “oh my feeble pen—it, fails, it, fails, my unskillful hand falls short
here.” Fanny Lewis wished she had the powers of “an Addison or a Pope” to
convey her feelings at a camp meeting, but “alas! all description fails,” she
concluded. Susan Wyval, on her deathbed in 1810, was “in extacy, pouring out
her soul in torrents of praise to God, in language which seemed almost more
than human!” Wyval’s joy was indescribable: “O that I could tell you what I
feel; and what views I have of glory!—My tongue cannot express it!” Margaret
Anderson’s conversion came “when a stream of love and joy flowed into my
soul,” but such “inexpressible joy, as I must forever remain unable to express
or describe.”?’

Even the exceedingly vivid language Sarah Jones employed was inadequate
for her at times. “What do words signify, or figures mean, or nature’s voice
with all terrestrial things possess, to show my pleasures this morning?” she
asked in one letter: “They faint, grow dumb, and expressive silence points the
task beyond their skill: they borrow all that’s grand or eloquent below the sun,
but all is but a shadow, pale and glimmering.” Jones’s words are, despite her
claims of their inadequacy, revealing. Her God bears some resemblance to the
unknowable Lord of John Calvin, but only in that both Gods transcend
human powers of representation. Where Calvin sought the awful stillness of
the divine, Jones found the silence of language’s failure to represent “expres-
sive” and pleasurable. Southern Methodist women were comfortable conced-
ing the limitations of words, further testimony to their belief that faith was to
be experienced and not rationalized.’®

Although little is known about the relationships of some Methodist women
to their husbands, Jones’s spouse, Tignal, was described by a preacher as a man
“of violent passions and a most ungovernable temper.” He had ordered Sarah
to avoid the Methodists, and had threatened to shoot her if she disobeyed. She
did not obey him, however, and he aimed his gun at her on one occasion.
Sarah was resolute, and “accosted him mildly” by saying ““My dear, if you take
my life, you must obtain leave from my heavenly Spouse.” Tignal’s “virulent
temper” was eventually “softened and subdued,” but the wealthy slaveowner
still retained control over his affairs and children. Sarah wanted Tignal to free
their slaves, but he refused. She also, because of Methodist values, objected to
the worldly dress of her children, but Tignal insisted that their children dress
as others of their class did.3?

Sarah wrote few words about their relationship and in her prolific corre-
spondence with other Methodists, she mentioned her husband rarely, and
never in the intimate manner she used to describe her affection for Brothers
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and Sisters in the faith. She had several passionate but evidently platonic and
spiritual friendships with Methodist men and women. Her love and ardor for
Jesus and those who, like her, longed for “all Christ’s mind” more than “did a
suckling desire the breast” stands in marked contrast to the absence of ardor
revealed for Tignal. In response to a letter from William Spencer, Jones wrote
in terms she never used for her husband: “My burning heart thrills with
quicked life at reading the copy of love in golden capitols flaming from your
breast.”4

Her covenant partners—those people she had agreed to pray with at a set
time every day, even though physically separated-—evoked strong emotions.
“Come along—,” she wrote Jeremiah Minter, “I am ready to meet you in earth
orin Heaven. . .. Fire, fire blazes, and I am happy, happy, thrice happy; I feel
at emulous war with you.” Once, when Minter had just left her home for
another preaching appointment, she went to the guest room, “fell on my
knees upon the carpet, believing there you had lifted your hands and heart to
my adorable jesvus. ... God came down and 1 beld him and would not let bim go.”
She even had visions of a feminized Christ nursing her and Minter simultane-
ously, telling Minter “Sometimes by faith I see us around a rich table, and how
careful you are to help me; and at other times both spirits on Jesu’s breast as
twins, swallowing the streams of Love.”*!

Jones’s ties to Minter—who published her Devout Letters, merit special
attention, for they illustrate how some women’s friendships with other
Methodists involved a shared religious passion that may have rivaled or
exceeded in intensity the marital bond. Few women had a friend as odd as
Jones had in Minter, for he caused one of the greatest scandals in southern
Methodism. Minter, as an act of self-denial, had himself surgically castrated
and consequently was expelled from the itineracy. His relationship with Sarah
Jones seems not to have troubled Tignal. Alchough Sarah and Minter were
close before and after Minter became a self-described “eunuch,” any fear or
jealousy on Tignal’s part was quite likely alleviated by Minter’s surgery.
Nonetheless, some rumors persisted, even after Minter’s castration, that he
and Jones had a “carnal” relationship.*?

Celibate though their friendship, which Sarah Jones termed “our union, in
Jesus,” probably was, it was emotionally charged and spiritually intimate, as
were her friendships with other devout members. Jones’s circle of local
Methodist friends shared their spiritual correspondence with each other, read-
ing the letters together and inspiring one another. “Sister Taylor” showed a
letter she had received from Minter to Sarah and Sally Eastland. His words
“set” the three women “on fire.” Jones’s male covenant partners she addressed
as “my beloved brother” or “my very dear Brother,” or “precious Brother.”
Susannah Williams, who described one of her own visions to Jones, was “My
very well beloved.” Tignal, in contrast, she referred to dispassionately as “Mr.
Jones.” The most affectionate term she used for him in her numerous letters
was “my dear companion.”*3

Tignal’s power to thwart what Sarah believed were moral imperatives helps
account for her detachment. In a letter reporting how his decision about their
children’s dress grieved her, she called him “my head” and wrote that he “pos-
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itively commands my children to dress as others do.” Sarah agonized more
deeply over Tignal’s refusal to liberate his slaves. In 1788, striving to reconcile
her religious duty and her legal powerlessness as a wife, she took some refuge
in the idea of an omnipotent God who knew her “inmost mind” was opposed
to slavery and of a wrathful God who would “avenge” slaves by loosing his
sword on Virginia’s proud slaveholders. Although she did not meditate on
patrxarchal privilege, she clearly regretted her inequality and the moral dilem-
mas it raised for her: “I am bound, and must go on beneath it,” she wrote.

Over a year later, still struggling for inner peace, haunted by her perception
that “the oppressed [the family’s slaves] stare me through,” she resolved to “try
to be clear of their blood.” Finding comfort in Isaiah’ promise that those who
“despiseth the gain of oppressions” and “walketh righteously” would not be
consumed by God’s “devouring fire” at judgment, she renewed her commit-
ment to holy living. It is little wonder that Sarah’s rhetoric cooled when it
came to Tignal, the man whose intransigence and power placed her in such
moral quandaries.*

Sarah Jones was warmly attached to her fellow Methodists, but she
reserved her most fervent prose for encounters with Christ. Comparing the
language she used to describe her unequal relationship with Tignal and her
unequal relationship with her “heavenly Spouse,” it is evident that for her
Jesus was a preferable master. If she was “bound” to Tignal by law and custom,
and obliged to “go on beneath it,” her bondage to Christ was altogether dif-
ferent: “I am imprisoned, Love with golden chains hath bound my head, my
heart and hands, and I can truly say ‘tis a pleasing pain.— I feel my widening
soul a sacrifice to love.” Surrounded by slaves who were literally bound in
chains, committed to the idea that Christians could not be saved if they were
“clouded in Ethiopes blood,” Jones sought to clearly distinguish her bondage
to God from her subordination as a wife and from the cruel bondage of
slavery. Both Christ and Tignal had power over Sarah, but Christ ruled with
ardent love, not with the callous fiat of a southern patriarch.#

In other ways, it is possible to contrast her view of Tignal and Christ.
Tignal’s “virulent temper” had in the past been directed against Sarah, but
Jesus’s wrath was meant for unbelievers. To Jones, Christ was “kind and ten-
der,” “my dear jEsvs,” “my adorable, matchless, shining JESUS,” or “my
sparkling Jesus.” He could fill her with holy zeal to combat Satan or unbelief,
but one on one, Jones and her God shared sweet moments. If she lacked emo-
tional fulfillment in her marriage, which the available evidence suggests, she
found it in Christ.%6

Her eroticized language also suggests that she was physically as well as spir-
itually fulfilled by communion with Jesus. Once when praying, she “felt faint”
while love “blazes through my soul, as sharpened daggers.” The scene of her
rapture grew more vivid, as “Trees of Life dropped their delicious mellons; the
fertile soil became a Paradise, a garden of sweets . . . more delightful than
rosebuds in June.” When Jesus “draws nigh,” she continued, the “effulgent
beams of his brightness have overcome me. . . . T burn, I melt, I blaze, I sicken,
all faint with love divine . . . the fire of Jesu’s love hath taken possession of all
my soul, and every vein beats with young life and sweet salvation.” She wrote
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almost two years later of “a continual violent motion, exerting every faculty of
body and mind,” as she communed with God.¥

Jesus, in Jones’s visions, was neither stern nor demanding; she revealed that
“my choicest hours are with him alone.” She elsewhere penned that “the
smiles of my Jesus opened in a blush. . . . His full glory, and beaming counte-
nance, contended with all my sense and passions, until overwhelmed, I yielded
a solid sacrifice to love. . . . And I rolled in the spicey presence of the fountain
of gardens, drowned in the essence of beauty and comeliness.” Although
Minter substituted asterisks for one word in Jones’s following description, it is
clear that her reaction was spiritual and physical: “my adorable Jesus unveiled
his rosy face; and his sparkling eyes almost made me faint: I fell on the ground
and again pitched glory unto Heaven, it darted like lightning, and the thun-
derbolt struck somewhere about *«*«* [ thought.”

In the patriarchal, honor-driven white masculine culture of the South,
many white Methodist women faced opposition and even violent retribution
from male relations because of their beliefs. Some women were beaten by hus-
bands and fathers who tried to keep them from the Methodist church. Many
women were threatened with violence for their religion. The white patriar-
chal ethos demanded that husbands and fathers assert their will and enforce it.
By opposing Methodist women with violence or threats of violence, southern
men only heightened the contrast between themselves and the sweet and car-
ing Jesus of women’s experience. Although southern women’s faith was not
solely compensatory, the fact remains that some, like Jones, might have sought
in religion the eros, love, and solicitude that eluded them in marriage.*’

Enslaved Methodists, in contrast, were violently opposed by their owners
and white ruffians. For them, religion may have filled the void created by
monotonous and back-breaking labor, slave owner cruelty, and callous disre-
gard for their humanity. The God that “Old Elizabeth” and Richard Allen
experienced when enslaved was “kind and gracious,” but was not a lover. He
was merciful and powerfully infused them with a sense of self-worth and pur-
pose, but he was also a judge: Allen, like Elizabeth, feared for a time that “hell
would be my portion.” For slaves, who could expect little justice on earth, a
judging God who would avenge the wrongs done to them might well have
been more attractive than the romantic partner depicted by white women.°

Most white southern women in the church did not commit their experi-
ences to writing. Those who did shared much of Sarah Jones’s rhetoric. Sally
Eastland wrote that “when T hear from {Jesus], some times my poor [Eastland
drew a heart here| desolves in love.” During Jesus’s “love visits,” as she termed
them, “He’s left me as it {were] help less on the ground, ah sweet momentes,
how fain would I faint away in his arms.” Eastland’s mixture of her own faint-
ing and Christ’s embrace was part of a distinct idiom. So too was the language
of Mary Avery Browder, who, when praying, “felt [God’s] power in so won-
derful a manner that it occasioned my trembling body to fall down befor{e]
Him.™!

‘The public ecstasy of white women and black men and women became a
hallmark of Methodist services and camp meetings. Paintings and sketches of
revivals often depicted a group of white women in swoons or lying prostrate
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before makeshift altars. Literary evidence of black responses also abounds,
from both sympathetic Methodists and hostile critics. Henry Boehm arrived
as a lovefeast for blacks was in progress: “The dear people was shouting and
praising that God [had] maid them and redeemed them and converted
them. . . . it apeared as if glory was opened upon earth, see one and another
hoisted out through a window that was overcome with the power of God.
They carried them out and laid them under a tree, after they lay there a while,
they would get up and praice God.”*?

In camp meetings and churches across the South, Methodists, especially
white women and blacks, experienced God with both soul and body. This
physical and emotional style of religious rapture became identified with
southern Methodism. For white women, physical ecstasy was also part of their
private religious experience. For enslaved Methodists, mystical religiosity, the
evidence suggests, was primary. The “experiential” religion of these south-
erners posed a clear alternative to the growing emphasis on what opponents
called “rational” religion and what Methodists termed “formality.”

In the later decades of the nineteenth century, evangelical-style romanti-
cism would pervade the secular southern world as well as the religious. Jan
Lewis shows how even non-evangelical elites of Jefferson’s era began to use
the language of emotion and to seek intense emotional fulfillment in marriage
and family life.>3 Novelists of the antebellum years would attempt to combine
secular romance and religion in their works, portraying heroines with strong
religious values who sought romantic love from worthy men. Few non-evan-
gelicals, however, captured the intense emotional and physical experience of
early Methodists’ religiosity.

Mary Ann Peaco, who converted shortly after the Revolutionary War and
died in 1817, might effectively represent so many of her contemporaries. She
exemplified the zealous faith Wesley and his American missionaries hoped to
kindle in all southern hearts. In her eulogy, 2 minister recalled her “salutary
instructions” to himself and others, and Peaco’s frequent prayers, both alone
and in public. Her religion, he claimed, was “evangelical” and he contrasted it
favorably with opposing intellectual currents: “She had not the unfeeling phi-
losophy of the stoic, nor the dry and insipid religion of the formalist, that only
renders its subjects frigid and inanimate in devotion; but that which warms the
heart with fire from the heavenly altar.”%*

The romantic and at times erotic language white Methodist women used
to describe their heartfelt encounters with Christ and the mystical transport-
ing experiences of enslaved Methodists reveals that for this small but growing
number of southerners, the secular Enlightenment and its devaluation of
the passions, body, and feelings had little appeal. Instead, white women
embraced—literally and figuratively—a God who deeply affected those
aspects of the human experience that were associated by male critics with
women’s “weaker” nature. In exalting these so-called feminine characteristics
as evidence of special grace and intimacy with the divine, these women
inverted the rankings of male intellectuals. Black Methodists do not seem to
have used erotic imagery in their accounts, but their visions of heavenly beings
who personally appeared to them, who spoke to them, and who displayed
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heaven and hell in vivid detail indicate their rejection of “unfeeling philoso-
phy” and secularized Christianity. In fashioning their own systems of value
and meaning, white women and slaves refused to define themselves by a code
they did not create.

These inner worlds deepen our understanding of the early South, adding
layers of complexity to seemingly ordinary scenes. When “Old Elizabeth” was
at labor, was her master aware that she was sweetly communing with her God,
hearing words meant only for her to hear? When Sarah Jones was on her
knees, praying in the grove, did those who saw her comprehend the heights of
her rapture? The religious lives of women such as these reveal a far different
mentality than historians usually associate with the early South. Perhaps we
have listened too well to the critics, to elites who dismissed enthusiastic reli-
gion as the province of “weak-minded women,” to men who never cared to
look below the surface. For beneath the somber exterior of Methodist asceti-
cism and self-denial, beneath the exuberance of camp meetings, enslaved
Methodists experienced a soul-transporting, joyous intimacy with God that
gave meaning and purpose to their lives and white women experienced a rich
and vibrant world of passion, desire, and ecstasy.

<4

Noles

Research for this essay was funded in part by a National Endowment for the
Humanities Doctoral Dissertation Fellowship.

1. Sarah Jones to Edward Dromgoole, copy, n.d., Edward Dromgoole Papers,
Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

2. The literature on carly southern evangelicalism and Anglicanism is vast. See, for
example, Richard R. Beeman, The Evolution of the Southern Backcountry: A Case
Study of Lunenburg County, Virginia, 17461832 (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1984); John B. Boles, The Great Revival, 1787-1805: The
Origins of the Southern Evangelical Mind (I.exington: University Press of Ken-
tucky, 1972); Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790 (New York:
W. W. Norton, 1988); Donald G. Mathews, Religion in the Old South (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1977); A. Gregory Schneider, The Way of the Cross
Leads Home: The Domestication of Early American Methodism (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 1993); Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible
Institution” in the Antebellum South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978).

3. Some scholars argue that evangelicals were from the outset conservative. See
Rachel Klein, Unification of a Slave State: The Rise of the Planter Class in the South
Carolina Backcountry, 1760~1808 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Car-
olina Press, 1990), for the most compelling recent statement of this interpreta-
tion.

4. For southern honor, independence, and patriarchy, see Bertram Wyatt-Brown,
Southern Honor: Ethics and Bebavior in the Old South (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1982); Victoria E. Bynum, Unruly Women: The Politics of Social and Sex-
wal Control in the Old South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1992); Joan E. Cashin, A Family Venture: Men and Women on the Southern Frontier



Passion, Desire, and Ecstasy 183

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); Lacy K. Ford, Jr., Origins of South-
ern Radicalism: The South Carolina Upcountry, 1800—1860 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1991); Stephanie McCurry, Masters of Swmall Worlds: Yeoman
Housebolds, Gender Relations, and the Political Culture of the Antebellum South Car-
olina Low Country (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); T. H. Breen,
Tobacco Culture: The Mentality of the Great Tidewater Planters on the Eve of Revolu-
tion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985); Kenneth Greenburg, Masters
and Statesmen: The Political Culture of American Slavery (Baltimore: Johns Hop-
kins University Press, 1987).

5. July 26, 1777, The Journal of John Littlejohn, typescript, Baltimore-Washing-
ton United Methodist Historical Society, Baltimore, Maryland. For more infor-
mation on the Methodist ethos, see Cynthia Lynn Lyerly, “When Worlds Col-
lide: Methodism and the Southern Mind, 1770-1810,” Ph. D. diss., Rice
University, 1995, Chap. 2.

6. John Lednum, 4 History of the Rise of Methodism in America (Philadelphia: n.p.,
1859), 341; Nancy Simms to Ezekiel Cooper, May 17, 1793, Ezekiel Cooper
Letters, Ezekiel Cooper Collection, Manuscripts Library, Garrett-Evangelical
Theological Seminary, Evanston, Illinois; Methodist Magazine, August 1820,
302-303.

7. Milly Stith to [Francis Asbury?], December 17, 1802, Extracts of Letters, Contain-
ing Some Account of the Work of God Since the Year 1800 (New York: Totten for
Cooper and Wilson, 1805), 69.

8. Margaret Anderson read novels that “neither tended to piety or excited to
virtue” before converting to Methodism in 1809. Methodist Magazine, August
1820, 303. For a man who described Christ as “altogether lovely,” see “The
Experience of Richard Graves,” in Extracts of Letters, 23.

9. Many of John Wesley’s tracts, books, and sermons were reprinted by American
Methodists. One of his most popular was “The Character of a Methodist,” cited
here from Methodist Magazine, January 1797, 7-9. For Wesley on “zeal,” see
Avrminian Magazine, November 1789, 526~27, an idea Sarah Jones echoes after
reading one of Wesley’s sermons in Devout Letters: Or, Letters Spiritual and
Friendly. Written by Mys. Sarab Jones, ed. Feventiah Minter (Alexandria: Jeremiah
Minter, 1804), 48. For Wesley as a “seductive” preacher who “made his follow-
ers fall in love with him”(xii), see Henry Abelove, The Evangelist of Desire: John
Wesley and the Methodists (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990).

Wesley and his followers on both sides of the Atlantic had no patent on the
imagery discussed below. Any reader of the Song of Solomon could appropriate
the erotic language found therein and shape an experience of God to conform to
that language. Mystics were more likely to be found in Methodist churches than
Episcopalian, not because mystical rhetoric was unavailable, but because Epis-
copalian clergy discouraged visions. Baptists, some Presbyterians, even Quakers
of the era had religious experiences that sometimes included visions. The analy-
sis that follows should thus not be read as making unique claims for southern
Methodists. Nonetheless, accounts by travelers and other observers conven-
tionally cite the Methodists as being the most enthusiastic, the most physically
expressive, the most mystical of southern Protestants. The Wesleyan doctrines
of free will (not shared by the vast majority of other groups in this era) and holi-
ness (condemned by the vast majority of other Protestants in this era as a con-
ceit) predisposed Methodists to an intimacy (one might say familiarity) with
God beyond most other believers.



184

THE LOWER SOUTH

ro. Thomas Ware, “Sketches of the Life and Travels of Rev. Thomas Ware,” in

Ir.

Iz,

13.

4.

16.

7.

18.

19.

William R. Phinney et al., eds., Thomas Ware, a Spectator at the Christmas Confer-
ence (Rutland: Academy Books, 1984), 174; Joseph Pinnell to Brother and Sister
Shine, March 16, 1805, Danicl Shine Papers, Special Collections, Duke Uni-
versity, Durham, North Carolina.

Rev. Prior, 4 Funeral Sermon, Preached by the Rev. Mr. Prioy, Minister of the
Methodist Church at Baltimore, on the Death of Miss Christiana Lane, Who Departed
This Life, Friday, October 5, 1792 (Balimore: Samuel and John Adams, 1792), 115
Jacob Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer: O, the Nativity, Experience, Travels, and
Ministerial Labors of Rev. Jacob Young (Cincinnati: Swormstedt & Poe, 1857), 128;
for Sally Gordon, sec Historical Sketches, Wiltkes County, Methodist Church
Papers, Special Collections, Duke University.

Elmer T. Clark et al., eds., The Fournal and Letters of Francis Asbury, (London:
Epworth Press, 1958), 1:518; Henry Smith, Recollections and Reflections of an Old
Itinerant (New York: 1848), 82.

Scholarly works on religious eroticism and imagery that influenced the readings
in this essay include Caroline Walker Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption:
Lssays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion (New Work: Zone
Books, 1991), Chaps. 4 and 6 and Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the
High Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), Chap. 4; Eliz-
abeth Alvida Petroff, Body and Soul: Essays on Medieval Women and Mysticism
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

Lakin, “The Journal of Benjamin Lakin,” in William Warren Sweet, ed., Religion
on the American Frontier, 17783-1840. Volume 1V: The Methodists. (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1946), quotation on 215, birds also on 217-29, 232;
Robert Drew Simpson, ed., American Methodist Pioneer: The Life and Journals of
the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson, 1752-1827 (Rutland: Academy Books, 1984), 198.
For women and bird visions, sce Clark, et al., eds., The Fournal and Letters of
Francis Asbury, 1:441 and J. B. Wakeley, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years; Being
Reminiscences, Historical and Biographical, of Rev. Henry Boebm (New York: Nelson
& Phillips, 1845), 74.

. James Jenkins, Experiences, Labours, and Sufferings of Rev. Janes Jenkins, of the

South Carolina Conference (n.p.: 1842), 184. For black-authored accounts by pre-
1810 converts, see David Smith, Biography of Rev. David Smith, of the A. M. E.
Church (Xenia, Ohio: Xenia Gazette, 1881); “Old Elizabeth,” Mewmwoir of Old
Elizabeth, A Coloured Woman (1863 repr. in Six Women’s Slave Narrvatives (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988).

Memoir of Old Elizabeth, 4; Minton Thrift, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee with
FExtracts from His Fournals (1823: repr. New York: Arno Press & The New York
Times, 1969), 206-g7; September 11, 18c0; William Ormond Papers, Special
Collections, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.

Memoir of Old Elizabeth, 7; Daniel A. Payne, History of the African Methodist Epis-
copal Church (Nashville: Publishing House of the A. M. E. Sunday-School
Union, 1891), 74.

Memoir of Old Elizabeth, 5-6; July 13, 1802, Tenry Boehm Journals, Manuscripts
Division, Drew University, Madison, New Jersey; Mechal Sobel, Tinbelin® On:
The Slave Journey to an Afro-Baptist Faith (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1988), 113-14; Simpson, ed., American Methodist Pioncer, 44. Unlike the
accounts Sobel cites, Elizabeth does not describe her director as a “little man.”

Memoir of Old Elizabeth, 7, 14, ecmphasis added.



20.

2I1.

22.

23.

24.
2§.

26.

27.

28.

20.

30.

31.

32.

33

34
35
36.
37

38.
39.

Passion, Desire, and Festasy

Memoir of Old Elizabeth, 3, 17-18; August 24, 1794, William Colbert Journals,
Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, Illinois.

For Lee and other black Northern women, see Spiritual Narratives (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1988).

Jones’s Devout Letters were edited by Jeremiah Minter, but the rhetoric and
rhythm of the published letters are so similar to the unpublished letters found
from Jones to Edward Dromgoole in the Edward Dromgoole Papers, SHC, that
a careful reader must conclude the words are essentially her own.

Methodist Magazine, August 1820, 301; Methodist Magazine October 1820, 377;
Sarah Jones to Pemberton Smith, n.d., Devout Letters, 85. For a man who, after
being inspired by a conversation with Sarah Jones, felt “desire . . . for more of
Mind of my dear well beloved,” see James Meacham, “A Journal and Travel of
James Meacham,” [ Trinity College]| Historical Papers, 1912, 87. Here again, how-
ever, the language may well be influenced by Sarah Jones, whom he greatly
respected.

Ezekiel Cooper to John Dickins, October 1, 178¢; Ezekiel Cooper Collection.
June g, 1794, Daniel Shine to Daniel Shine, Sr., Daniel Shine Papers. See also
May 17, 1777, The Journal of John Littlejohn, 43.

The Journal of John Littlejohn, 33; Methodist Magazine, November 1826, 409,
emphasis added. Hudson converted in 1779. For women calling Christ their
“spouse,” see the account of Sarah and Tignal Jones.

“Old Elizabeth,” Memoir of Old Elizabeth, 5; Jones to Enoch George, October
11, 1792, Devont Letters, 125.

Methodist Magazine, October 1820, 375; Jones to William Heath, November 16,
1791, Devour Letrers, 99. Contrast such language with that of John Littiejohn,
who heard a “small still voice” in The Journal of John Littlejohn, 10.

Methodist Magazine, November 1826, 408; Jones to Smith, n.d., Devour Letters,
89-go.

First scene is from Jones to Smith, n.d., Devout Letters, 89—9o; second from Jones
to Mr. Loyed, n.d., Devout Letters, 63—64.

Simpson, ed., American Merhodist Pioneer, 181; Jones to William Spencer,
December 5, 1791, Devout Letters, 102.

February 11, 1790, The Rev. John Kobler’s Journal, Baltimore-Washington
United Methodist Historical Society.

The quotations of Jones are, in order, from her letters to Susannah Williams,
n.d., 87; to Mr Loyed, n.d., r12~13; to Jeremiah Minter, January 13, 1793, and
to Jeremiah Minter, January 25, 1790, 9~10, all from Devout Letters. The differ-
ent meanings of “blood” for men and women may help account for this dispar-
ity in images. For women who associated blood with menstruation, the image of
washing oneself clean with blood or bathing in blood may have had little appeal.
Methodist Magazine August 1820, 301; “Old Elizabeth,” Memoir of Old Eliza-
beth, 6.

Jones to Jeremiah Minter, n.d., 21~22; to William Spencer, November 18, 1790,
61; to Minter, n.d., 42, all in Devout Letters.

Jones to William Spencer, n.d., Devout Letters, 134.

Eastland to Edward Dromgoole, February 21, 1790, Edward Dromgoole
Papers; Extracts of Letters, 88; Methodist Magazine (May 1818): 181; Methodist
Magazine, October 1820, 376.

Jones to Jeremiah Minter, July 21, 1790, Devout Letters, 29.

Quotations from Thomas Ware, “Sketches of the Life and Travels of Rev.



186

40.

41.
42.

43-

44.

49-

50.
SI.

THE LOWER sOUTIT

Thomas Ware,” 168-6¢. For her disputes with Tignal over slavery and dress, see
Jones to Jeremiah Minter, December 1, 1788, Devout Letters, 2; Jones to Minter,
January 25, 1790, Devour Letters, 7; Jones to Susannah Williams, n.d., Devout
Letters, 88.

Both fetters are from Jones to Williamn Spencer, January [?], 1790, and Noven-
ber 18, 1790, Devout Letters, 57 and 62.

Jones to Minter, n.d., Devout Letters, 38, 44-45, 34.

Minter, A Brief Account of the Religions Fxperience, Travels, Preaching, Persccutions
from Lvil Men, and (zod’s Special Help in the Faith and Life, Etc., of Ferem. Mintes,
Minister of the Gospel of Christ, Wiritten by Himself, in His s 1st Year of Age. (Wash-
ington, D.C.: n.p., 181%), 13--14, and Jones to Minter, December 22, 1792,
Devout Letters, 138.

The reference to “My beloved brother” is from Jones to Edward Dromgoole,
n.d., copy, Edward Dromgoole Letterbook, Edward Dromgoole Papers. The
remaining quotes are, in order, from Jones to Minter, May 14, 1790, 16; to
Minter, n.d., 36; to William Spencer, January [?], 1790, 57; to Minter, May 14,
1790, 15; to Susannah Williams, n.d., 135; to Minter, May 14, 1790, 18; to
Minter, January 25, 1790, g, all in Devout Letters.

Jones to Susannah Williams, n.d., 88; to Minter, December 1, 1788, 2; to
Minter, January 25, 1790, 7, all in Devouz Letters.

. Jones to Edward Dromgoole, copy, n.d., Edward Dromgoole Letterbook,

Ldward Dromgoole Papers; Jones to Jeremiah Minter, December 1, 1788,
Devout Letters, 2.

. Ware, “Sketches of the Life and "Travels of Rev. Thomas Ware,” 169 and Jones

to Jeremiah Minter, May 15, 1791, 51; Jones to Minter, January 2, 1790, 4; Jones
to Minter, n.d., 39, 41, all in Devour Letzers.

. Jones to William Spencer, January [?], 1790, §7-58; Jones to William Heath,

November 16, 1791, 08, both in Devour Letiers.

. Jones to Edward Dromgoole, copy, n.d., Edward Dromgoole Letterbook,

Fdward Dromgoole Papers and Jones to '\Nﬂham Spencer, December s, 1791,

roz; Jones to Minter, May 14, 1790, 20, both in Devour Letters.'T'he omission of
the noun in this‘ letrer is interesting. Jones was alone in a grove when “the thun-
derbolt struck,” so the reference is most likely to a part of her body, although
there is no way to be positive.

Jan Lewis, The Pursuit of Happiness: Family and Values in Fefferson’s Virginia (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); for opposition to Methodist slaves
and white women, see Lyerly, “When Worlds Collide: Methodism and the
Southern Mind, 1770-1810,” Chap. 7.

Payne, History of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, 71, 75.

Fastland to Edward Dromgoole, February 21, 1790, and Browder to Drom-
goole, November 1777, copy, Edward Dromgoole Letterbook, both in Edward
Dromgoole Papers.

. July 19, 1800, Henry Bochm Journals. Because of the length of this quotation,

for clarity I have removed Boehm’s many unneeded punctuation marks, added
‘K 23 : k13 23
to his “the.

@,

an “e” to past tense verbs and a

3. Lewis, The Pursuit of Happiness.
. Methodist Magazine, July 1818, 273, 276.



13 <« Michele Gillespie

THE SEXUAL POLITICS
OF RACE AND GENDER

Mary Musgrove and
the Georgia Trustees

Early Saturday evening on August 12, 1749 the white residents of
Savannah learned that several dozen Lower Creek warriors and their chiefs,
accompanied by Mary Musgrove, her third husband Reverend Thomas
Bosomworth, and his brother Abraham, were nearing town. “Alarmed by the
beat of the drum” and fearing an Indian attack, the residents called out the
militia, who prepared to fire on the visitors as they approached the Upper
Square. The colony’s leaders wisely chose this moment to intervene, inviting
the chiefs and Reverend Bosomworth to engage in wine and talk rather than
combat. Mary Musgrove, once the most respected arbiter of Anglo-Creek
relations in the colony, was excluded from this session.!

As James Oglethorpe’s principle interpreter between 1733 and 1743, nego-
tiator for many thorny problems between the Creeks and the white colonists,
and the most popular Indian trader south of Augusta, Mary Musgrove, the
adult daughter of a Tuckabachee Creek woman and a white Carolina trader,
was insulted at her exclusion.? So great was her anger at the white leaders’ bla-
tant snub and her concern that her authority over both the Lower Creeks and
the English settlers had been sabotaged, that after several hours of waiting, she
entered the meeting room unbidden and proceeded to berate the leaders and
their “white town” for the successive abuses she and the Creek people had
endured at their hands. The white men responded to her outburst by treating
the nearly fifty-year-old woman like a child, admonishing her “to go home,
go to Bed and not expose herself.” To the astonishment of all in attendance,
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Musgrove not only refused to leave but rebuked those present for not recog-
nizing her status as leader of the Creek Nation. The Creeks in the room, she
stated, were “her People.” She added that all who resided on Creek lands,
including the English scttlers, were subject to her sovereignty.*

Mary Musgrove found herself in these circumstances because she was
the progeny of an interracial sexual relationship between a Creek woman and
an English man.’ Such interracial unions aided the exchange of cultures that
hastened both English colonization and Native American acculturation in
southeastern North America in the eighteenth century. No wonder then that
some English authorities sanctioned interracial marriage between Native
American women and Englishmen. Through these unions, colonizers sought
more than the fostering of peaceful relations with Native Americans—they
sought their conquest.® History and myth have linked famous Native Ameri-
can women from Pocahontas to Sacagawea to virtually every so-called suc-
cessful encounter, from the European point of view, between Europeans and
Native Americans in the New World. But the scores of anonymous Native
American women who engaged in sexual liaisons with European men, and the
children these liaisons produced, acted as mediators between these two cul-
tures and played an equally significant and enduring role in colonial history.”

This was especially evident in the Southeast where the history of native
peoples’ colonial encounters differed in kind from those in the northeastern
and mid-Atlantic regions of North America.? For southeastern native groups,
including the Creeks, Choctaws, Apalachees, and Catawbas, contact with
FEuropeans began with the Spanish who arrived in North America in the six-
teenth century. The conquistadors were the first European colonizers to
introduce the diseases that decimated the southeastern native populations.
They also introduced the native societies to the material culture that eventu-
ally involved them, if only peripherally, in the transatlantic trade system.

Unlike native peoples to the north, the southeastern indigenous groups had
adapted their reduced populations, political organizations and cultural prac-
tices in response to the Spanish presence over several generations of time and
prior to settlement by the English in Carolina. Thus English merchants and
their traders, eager to procure furs and deerskins from these Indians, discov-
ered in the late seventeenth century that the native peoples of the southeast
were already familiar with Europeans, their ways, and their goods. This famil-
iarity, along with native customs that sanctioned premarital intercourse and
exogamous marriage, made sexual relationships and marriages between
Native American women and white traders acceptable practice in most south-
eastern native societies in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.”

Although acceptable practice, neither sex or marriage between Native
American women and European men ensured that Native American women’s
subsequent lives, or the lives of their children, would be ordinary by Native
American standards. Instead, these women and their bicultural children were
forced to assume the mantle of “cultural broker.” Caught between two worlds,
they found themselves occupying the contested terrain between distinctly dif-
ferent cultures. Both of these worlds, moreover, anticipated not only that cul-
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tural brokers understood the differences that separated them, but could “bro-
ker” some measure of understanding between them. !

Despite their significance to the history of British settlement in the colo-
nial southeast, the voices of these women and their progeny are virtually
absent from the historical record with a few exceptions——almost always “half-
breed” sons such as Alexander McGillivray of the Creeks and John Ross of the
Cherokees who came to assume important leadership positions in their soci-
eties in the last half of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Mary
Musgrove, however, the daughter of an interracial union herself, achieved
significant standing among both the white settlers and the Lower Creeks in
the first half of the eighteenth century. Though she is probably the most fre-
quently cited woman in the history of colonial Georgia, Mary Musgrove
remains an enigmatic figure. She has alternately been celebrated for her criti-
cal role as Oglethorpe’s interpreter, vilified by those who view as extortion her
demand for prime coastal lands given her by the Lower Creeks, and pitied by
those who see her as the unwitting dupe of her conniving husbands and their
grandiose schemes.!!

While very few extant records document Musgrove’s own words, the texts
that describe her prove as revealing as those she penned herself. These docu-
ments indicate that Musgrove’s status as a “mixed-blood” woman proved use-
ful, at least at times, as she moved back and forth across two different cultures
for some five decades. The privileges Musgrove garnered as well as the draw-
backs she endured by virtue of her perceived racial and gendered status, how-
ever, were not unique to her alone. We simply know more about Musgrove
because her life experiences and their impact on the colonial enterprise
assured their inclusion in the official record. Musgrove was exceptional in that
she wielded substantial power as a cultural broker for the settlers and the
Lower Creeks alike during the first two decades of white settlement in
Georgia. Yet her circumstances, because they are relatively well documented,
can also help us begin to understand how scores of other women in colonial
Georgia, also the daughters of intercultural unions, negotiated the same
changing boundaries of race, gender, sex, and culture.

Historians have only recently come to appreciate the important role cul-
tural brokers played in the process of colonization. But the work produced,
particularly Richard White’s pathbreaking Middle Ground, has been both
sophisticated and compelling.!? As James Merrell has convincingly argued,
charting the cultural transformations in language, trade, and diplomatic cus-
toms that took place between indigenous societies and European colonizers is
as important for understanding the destruction of Native American societies
as the history of war, disease, and settlement.!3 The examination of compet-
ing notions of gender represents yet another critical battleground on which
Native Americans waged and eventually lost an important cultural war with
Europeans.

Mary Musgrove carefully cultivated her identity in response to the racial
and gendered boundaries she encountered in the colonial culture of Georgia.
As a “subjugated body,” her choices were shaped by each successive phase of
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English settlement. Like all bicultural women, her body literally and figura-
tively linked these two distinct societies. Musgrove’s life, then, can be used to
exemplify the process of colonization and the importance of shifting racial and
gendered boundaries in that process. Through Musgrove’s experiences we see
how and on what terms the English colonizers dominated and excluded from
the increasingly hierarchical world they were constructing those individuals
and social groups who proved most threatening to the establishment of their
authority.!

Little about Mary Musgrove’s youth can be fully documented since origi-
nal accounts about her and by her differ greatly. She was probably born
between 1700 and 1708 to a Lower Creek woman and a South Carolina trader
who lived together in the Creek town of "Tuckabachee, near the Chatahoochee
River. Though many historians dispute her version of her lineage, she claimed
late in life that her mother was the sister of two important Creek leaders, Brim
and his brother and successor Chigelli, thercby entitling her to call herself
“Princess Coosaponakeesa.” Musgrove also related that, at the age of seven,
she “was brought Down by her Father from the Indian Nation, to Pomponne
in South Carolina; There baptized, Educated and bred up in the principles
of Christianity.” She returned to her Creek town shortly after the Yamasces
and their allies attacked the Carolina frontier in the Yamasee War of 1715,
living with her refatives for as many as ten years before marrying Johnny
Musgrove.l?

Johnny Musgrove was also the child of an interracial liaison. His mother
was cither a Tuckesaw or Apalachicola Creek woman, whose identity is
unrecorded; his father, John Musgrove, was a wealthy South Carolina planter.
Mary and Johnny probably married in 1725 and lived in South Carolina for
seven years before moving to the Yamacraw settlernent in 1732, near the
future site of Savannah. The Yamacraws, perhaps a hundred in number, were
a mixed group of Creeks and Yamasees who had settled on this coastal site
only a few years before Oglethorpe’s arrival. The Musgroves had been invited
to establish a trading post at this settlement at the request of the Governor of
Carolina and Tomomichichi, the Yamacraw leader.1

By the 17208, Creek leaders had concluded that the best strategy for con-
tending with the influx of European colonizers was to maintain respectful but
removed relations with all three: the Spanish, French, and English. But from
the vantage point of the English, relations with the Creeks needed to be far
more cordial if the colony of Carolina and the proposed colony of Georgia
were to succeed.'” The Musgroves came to the aid of the English by negotiat-
ing peaceful relations between the settlers and the Creeks and Yamacraws.
Shortly after the official founding of Georgia in 1732, Mary Musgrove quickly
became Oglethorpe’s favorite interpreter, helping him secure two treaties and
two land cessions before his final departure from Georgia in 1743.18

If the Musgroves were brokers in this exchange of cultures, their trading
post was the intersection where such exchanges took place. The Creeks and
Yamacraws who bartered deerskins for blankets, guns, and rum turned the
Musgrove store into a kind of cultural crossroad where Creek and Yamacraw
families, traders, merchants, and English authorities exchanged not only
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goods but information. As a result, the Musgrove settlement came to serve
diplomatic and military purposes as well as commercial ones.!” The Mus-
groves’ ability to facilitate this cultural exchange brought them prosperity as
well as influence. Their holdings came to include not only their trading house,
but a soo-acre land grant from the King, a plantation six miles up the
Savannah River, several cowpens, indentured servants, and at least three
Indian slaves. In addition, the couple collected some 1,200 pounds worth of
deerskins each year from local hunters, assuring them good credit with the
merchants of Charleston.??

Because Mary Musgrove was especially influential with the Creeks, due as
much to her savvy as her alleged royal relations, Oglethorpe took great advan-
tage of her willingness to aid him. When war with the Spanish loomed on the
horizon, Musgrove successfully urged the Creeks to stand by the English,
much to Oglethorpe’s relief. Worried about the colony’s weak borders, Ogle-
thorpe subsequently convinced the Musgroves to establish a trading estab-
lishment sixty miles up the Altamaha River, where Mary Musgrove could
watch the Spanish and monitor Creek loyalties. Oglethorpe consistently
relied on Mary Musgrove as translator, fact gatherer and mediator during
almost all his negotiations with the Creek leaders during his decade in
Georgia. Nor did Mary Musgrove’s influence falter with the death of her hus-
band in 1735.

Shortly after John Musgrove’s demise, Mary wed Jacob Matthews, her for-
mer indentured servant and the current commander of twenty rangers sta-
tioned at her Altamaha trading house, Mount Venture.?! She continued to
assist Oglethorpe, who secured a substantial land cession from the Creeks in
1737-1738 with her aid. Although some Savannah residents felt she had mar-
ried beneath her—while Matthews was an Englishman, he was also her former
servant—no one could contest her continued influence with Oglethorpe and
the Creeks and the benefits this relationship reaped for the colonists.

In the fall of 1738, the leaders of four Lower Creek towns invited Ogle-
thorpe to meet them, with Mary Musgrove acting as interpreter. At this meet-
ing the chiefs informed Oglethorpe that they were besto