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 For millions of Africans, being captured and chained as slaves started a long, difficult, and sometimes deadly journey halfway across the world to an unfamiliar land—America. The hardships they endured so far continued as they were sold to the highest bidder and forced to labor for long hours every day for masters who treated them like lesser beings because of the color of their skin and their status in the terrible institution of slavery.


  Two in-demand crops—sugar and cotton—required large numbers of laborers, and the landowners wanted that labor as cheap as possible. The purchase of African enslaved people was a one-time investment, unlike that necessary to keep paid workers. These landowners allocated little to provide their slaves with shelter and clothing. For this, they expected backbreaking labor and unquestioning obedience. Many slave owners split up families, punished individuals harshly when they did not conform to expectations, and pushed legislation that kept the cruel institution alive and well.
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  Enslaved people resisted when they could— and sometimes braved death and grave injury to escape. Slave owners feared revolts of enslaved people most of all, though they happened infrequently. Individual slaves went so far as to petition state governments for assistance. One example is the enslaved woman Belinda, from Colonial America, who sought a pension from her master. She told the lawmakers that since she had been denied payment by her condition of servitude, she now requested a pension for her and her disabled daughter to save her "misery in the greatest extreme, and scatter comfort over the short and downward path of their lives." History does not record the result of Belinda's petition.

  
  
  

  The forces opposed to slavery grew over time. Courageous abolitionists like Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass spoke passionately about their experiences with the evils of slavery. Writers such as Olaudah Equiano and Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote popular books that called on society to outlaw human bondage. The voices of other abolitionists, like that of John Brown, became louder and their demands for an end to this inhumane institution reached a fever pitch.


  The issue of slavery divided the free North from the slave South. Decades of compromises between factions in the North and South held off civil war for years. Inevitably, though, it erupted with the election of the antislavery politician Abraham Lincoln as president.


  Though slavery is a shameful part of the United States's past, it is important to examine the documents, art, and artifacts of the time to understand how it came to be accepted by some and tolerated by others and to honor the lives and experiences of those who endured being considered little more than private property. The institution of slavery was legal and accepted by church and state alike, and it took untold suffering and death by enslaved people themselves and the soldiers who fought and died by the thousands to bring an end to this injustice.


  The history of slavery does not define the lives of black people in modern times, but the legacy of discrimination, segregation, and poverty that grew out of it—and spawned the civil rights movement of the twentieth century and beyond—continues to affect many Americans.


  Only by identifying the beliefs, practices, and institutions that created it can a full understanding of this difficult human experience be comprehended.
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  The roots of slavery sunk into American soil for several reasons. The most important was the need for people to perform labor inexpensively. Fresh from Europe, many property owners and others believed that a lower class of people should exist to serve them. Black people were looked down upon by many Europeans. Over time, great numbers of enslaved Africans were taken to America to work, often on huge plantations common in the South, and the culture of slavery led many to believe that it was a necessary evil.


  

  MUCH WORK TO BE DONE


  When the first Europeans arrived in Jamestown in 1607, they began to develop the area and build towns and cities. Many of these colonists had been accustomed to hiring servants to farm their land and keep their houses, and they looked for the same type of cheap, reliable labor in the New World.


  Initially, the American settlers hired white indentured servants from Europe. These servants would hire themselves out for a term of seven years, in exchange for a salary and passage to the New World. This form of labor did not work for several reasons. The pay, though quite low, was too high for the colonists to afford and still make a profit on their farms. In addition, there were not enough people in Europe who were willing to come all the way to a new land and work for seven years for the small amount of money that was offered. There was a great need for farm laborers and domestic servants, yet there were very few people willing to do the job.
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      Between building and farming, settlers in Jamestown were faced with a heavy workload in their new home. Native American allies helped them cultivate crops at first.


    


  


   

  American settlers had to look elsewhere for cheap, reliable labor. They considered Native Americans, who already lived in America, but this source of labor did not work either. Most Native Americans did not want to work for white colonists and were willing and able to fight for their freedom. Many of those who did serve as laborers, however, became sick and often died after being exposed to diseases brought over by the Europeans, such as smallpox.


  The American settlers finally found their source for cheap, reliable labor in black people brought over from Europe and Africa. These men, women, and children were strong and healthy, were often immune to many of the European diseases, and were physically able to do the work that was required. The first of these Africans to arrive in America were regarded as indentured servants, just like their white and Native American counterparts. But as time went on, black people were given fewer and fewer rights, until eventually they were not considered fully human.


  DEEP PREJUDICES


  The Europeans who settled the American colonies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were accustomed to having farm laborers to work their land and domestic servants to keep their homes. They had lived in that manner in Europe, and they expected the same kind of labor in America.


  Because African culture was so different from the way Europeans lived, many early American settlers thought of Africans as uncivilized savages. The few black people that they had seen in Europe were servants or enslaved. It seemed natural to them to use Africans as slaves to help them succeed in the New World.


  When the first black servants came to Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619, they were regarded as indentured servants, with the same rights and status as the white indentured servants who lived in America. Eventually, however, due to the colonists' racial prejudices, black servants lost these rights, while the white servants retained them. When courts ruled against servants who had broken the law, white servants had their servitude extended, while black servants became servants for life. Finally, the black servants became enslaved, with virtually no rights under the law.
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      The US Constitution is the oldest written consitution of a major nation. See transcription excerpt on page 52.


    


  


  

  America's early legal system allowed for slavery. The Body of Liberties, a group of laws enacted in 1641 in Massachusetts, outlawed slavery except in certain circumstances. Slavery was not illegal altogether; it was allowed in various situations. Other states enacted similar laws, expanding the circumstances under which slavery would be allowed. In effect, slavery was legal. The European custom of keeping Africans as slaves continued when America's government was created.


  The US Constitution, widely equated with the notions of freedom and justice, allowed for slavery in a few of its articles. In Article I, for example, the Constitution states that "representatives and direct taxes shall be apportioned ... according to ... [the] number of free persons ... [and] three-fifths of all other persons." This assumes the existence of people who are not free.


  

      Article IV deals with fugitive slaves, stating that any persons "held to service or labor in one State" who escapes into another, presumably free state, shall not automatically be free.
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  It wasn't until after the Civil War that the Constitution finally outlawed all forms of slavery in the United States.


  HUGE PLANTATIONS


  In the early American colonies, there was an abundance of land and very few people. The amount of crops that a person could grow on that land, therefore, depended on how many people he or she could get to work on it. Labor was in high demand.
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   The machine greatly sped up the removal of seeds from cotton fiber, revolutionizing the production of cotton and causing it to become the country’s leading export by the midnineteenth century.
 


   

  


   

  Initially, tobacco, rice, and sugar were grown on big farms in the American colonies. The invention of a machine called the cotton gin (which is often credited to Eli Whitney and dated to 1793) made it possible for cotton to be processed much faster than before. There was a great demand for cotton in Europe at the time and large amounts of empty land in America on which it could be grown. Therefore, large cotton plantations sprung up and the need for suitable labor rose higher than ever before.


  As the cotton-growing industry grew, the number of enslaved people in the United States grew with it. Greedy landowners paid good money for slaves who could work on their farms all of their lives. Between 1790 and 1810, the number of enslaved people in the United States more than tripled. Slavery, at least in the southern states, became viewed as an institution that was not only useful but now seemed necessary.
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 African slavery in the United States existed from the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries. Most of those captured and enslaved were from West Africa, where they had lived in small villages. Alongside family members, they grew crops like yams and grains, and herded cattle and other livestock. Certain villages were skilled in wood carving, metalwork, or pottery.


  Europeans initially traveled to Africa in search of gold and other treasures. After the demand for slaves in America skyrocketed, however, many went to Africa in search of people to enslave. Slave traders created wars between villages and took advantage of the fighting by purchasing Africans who had been captured by their enemies. They also persuaded Africans to kidnap people from enemy villages to sell as slaves.


  After being captured or purchased, African enslaved people were forced to march shackled and chained together as far as 1,000 miles (1,609 kilometers) to coastal trading posts, where they were held in underground dungeons or prisons until they boarded slave ships. According to PBS.org, only one-half of the people who started this grueling march survived it. Those who did survive, however, had no idea of the horror that was to come.
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      Once they were captured, African enslaved people were chained together and marched hundreds of miles to the coast, where they would board ships and eventually sail to America.


    


  


   
  THE MIDDLE PASSAGE


  The trip to America on slave ships was extremely harsh. It usually took two to four months. Food was scarce, and space was even scarcer. Slave traders packed their ships with three hundred to four hundred slaves, each stuffed in spaces too low to stand up. Enslaved people were chained together from wrist to wrist or ankle to ankle and were forced to lie on their backs for hours or days at a time in a space the size of a coffin.
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  Many got sick and died. There were very few washing facilities for the slaves on the ships, and they often had to lie in their own and others' excrement and blood. Diseases like smallpox, yellow fever, and dysentery spread like wildfire in the close quarters. Since crew members of the ships couldn't bear the awful stench that surrounded the miserable enslaved people, they seldom cleaned the ships or removed dead bodies. Slaves were forced to lie side by side with the dead for days or even weeks at a time. Many enslaved went mad, and some jumped overboard to avoid facing more of the horrors that they had already seen.


  Some slave ship captains even forced sick enslaved people to jump overboard and drown, so that they would not contaminate the healthy. On one slave ship, 132 sick enslaved people were forced overboard so that the ship's captain would be able to collect insurance money. Insurance paid for dead slaves but not for sick ones.


  A MAN NAMED OLAUDAH EQUIANO


  Olaudah Equiano was born to a prosperous family in West Africa in about 1745. He was kidnapped by slave traders as a child and was sent to live as a slave in America. Gustavus Vassa was the name given to him by his owners. He
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  Olaudah Equiano's autobiography became a worldwide best-seller and is still recognized as one of the first works written in English by a former enslaved person.



  

    


  


  learned to read and write, and in 1766 he purchased his freedom. In his autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano, Or Gustavus Vassa, The African, he describes his capture and travels as an enslaved person:


  One day, when all our people were gone out to their works as usual and only I and my dear sister were left to mind the house, two men and a woman got over our walls, and in a moment seized us both, and without giving us time to cry out or make resistance they stopped our mouths and ran off with us into the nearest wood ... [I was taken] through different countries and various nations, till at the end of six or seven months after I had been kidnapped I arrived at the sea coast.



  Equiano was put on a ship:


  [It] was so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself, [and it] almost suffocated us ... The air became unfit for respiration from a variety of loathsome smells, and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died ... This wretched situation was again aggravated by the galling of the chains ... and the filth of the necessary tubs, into which the children often fell and were almost suffocated.


  One day, when we had a smooth sea and moderate wind, two of my wearied countrymen who were chained together (I was near them at the time), preferring death to such a life of misery, somehow made through the nettings and jumped into the sea.



  FOR SALE


  Once slave ships reached America, the enslaved went up for sale at auctions. Slave ship captains would prepare their human cargo for the auction to make them look young and healthy. The healthier the slaves looked, the more money the trader could fetch. The enslaved were fed fattening foods and cleaned and oiled. Any gray hairs were plucked or dyed.
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      This illustration of the stowage of the British slave ship the Brookes shows how overcrowded slaves’ quarters were.


    


  


   

  At the auction, potential buyers inspected the enslaved people who had arrived. Slaves were poked and prodded, and their teeth and muscles were inspected to determine how healthy they were and how much work they would be able to do. Sometimes they were forced to prance or jump to show their agility.


  The enslaved were then sold to the highest bidder. It didn't matter who had family or friends. Mothers were separated from their children, siblings were split up, and wives were taken from their husbands. The sorrow and humiliation would continue throughout much of their lives in America.
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 Most enslaved people endured miserable, difficult lives. Harsh punishment occurred when they did not follow directions—and even sometimes when they did. Poverty and constant toil characterized the life of an enslaved person.


  The enslaved worked very hard to keep the plantations, households, and businesses that they worked for running smoothly. Slaves had a broad range of occupations, ranging from farm laborers and household servants to skilled laborers and craftsmen. Some slave owners leased their enslaved people out to other farmers, landowners, or business owners.


  The majority of enslaved people worked from sunup to sundown in the fields of large plantations. They tended the crop and harvested it when it was grown. They worked under the close supervision of white overseers, who punished them for the slightest misdeeds, and black drivers, who forced them to work harder and faster. On some plantations, the overseers assigned a task in the morning. When it was complete, the slaves could attend to their own gardens and other needs.
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      This portrait of George Washington's family, painted by Edward Savage, shows Washington with his wife, grandchildren, and a house slave. Washington had forty-one enslaved people.


    


  


   

  Household enslaved people, often women and girls, worked as domestic servants, cooking, cleaning, and tending and caring for the children. They nursed the babies, cared for older children, cleaned the house, and cooked the meals. Enslaved men built and repaired houses, tended the livestock, and drove the carriages. All slaves worked very hard, often every day of the week, to keep things in the household running smoothly.


 

  A RENOWNED ABOLITIONIST


  Frederick Douglass was a slave who secretly educated himself after his master's wife taught him the alphabet and eventually became a great leader among his people. His autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, describes the living conditions of slaves in great detail.


  In one section of his autobiography, he described the separation of families:


  My mother and I were separated when I was but an infant-before I knew her as my mother. It is a common custom, in the part of Maryland from which I ran away, to part children from their mothers at a very early age. Frequently, before the child has reached its twelfth month, its mother is taken from it, and hired out on some farm a considerable distance off, and the child is placed under the care of an old woman, too old for field labor. For what this separation is done, I do not know, unless it be to hinder development of the child's affection toward its mother, and to blunt and destroy the natural affection of the mother for the child. This is the inevitable result.


  He also wrote about some of the basic living conditions:


  Here, too, the slaves of all the other farms received their monthly allowance of food, and their yearly clothing. The men and women slaves received, as their monthly allowance of food, eight pounds of pork, or its equivalent in fish, and one bushel of corn meal. Their yearly clothing consisted of two coarse linen shirts, one pair of linen trousers, like the shirts, one jacket, one pair of trousers for winter, made of coarse Negro cloth, one pair of stockings, and one pair of shoes...There were no beds given the slaves, unless one coarse blanket be considered such, and none but the men and women had these... [They were very tired, because] when their day's work in the field is done, the most of them having their washing, mending, and cooking to do...when this is done, old and young, male and female, married and single, drop down side by side, on one common bed,—the cold, damp floor,—each covering himself or herself with their miserable blankets; and here they sleep till they are summoned to the field by the driver's horn.
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Frederick Douglass served as a house slave in Baltimore, where his master's wife taught him to read. He wrote his autobiography to prove that enslaved people were capable of being articulate and intelligent.


    


  
  

  

    

  FAMILY LIFE


  Families were an important part of life for enslaved people, but they were also a source of much sadness. Most slave women had children, but unfortunately many children were sold off to different masters, never seeing their families again. A mother, father, daughter, or son could be sold at any time, and on numerous occasions the entire family was separated from one another. The enslaved often tried to obey their masters and work very hard so that they would not be sold to another master, but if the master needed money the slave might still be sold.


  Many slave masters sexually abused and impregnated enslaved women, resulting in children of mixed race. Even slaves who were married were subjected to rampant sexual abuse. The laws stated that all children of enslaved women would also be slaves, so even though these children had white—and often wealthy—fathers, they remained enslaved.


  Since a slave could be sold at any time, in many states it was illegal for enslaved people to marry. However, they developed their own traditions and customs for marriage. When a young man and woman wanted to marry, they went to an elder in their community, who prepared a ceremony. All of the community's slaves gathered together and prayed for the marriage. Then, a broom was placed across the doorway of the cabin where the couple planned to live. The couple held hands and jumped over the broom, thus becoming man and wife.
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      This image of a slave auction in America dates from around 1830. The largest American slave auction occurred in Savannah, Georgia, on March 3, 1859. At that auction, 436 slaves were sold.




   

    

  

   

  LIVING CONDITIONS


  Enslaved people's living conditions were harsh, and sometimes they got sick or died simply for lack of food or shelter. Slave owners wanted their slaves to survive because they were valuable property, but they also did not want to spend money keeping their slaves healthy. The enslaved were often left to fend for themselves, preparing their own meals and sometimes catching oysters or fish to live on, often after a long day of work on the plantation.
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  Enslaved people in America were often left without enough food. Some house slaves were able to eat leftovers from their masters' meals. Plantation workers, who worked from morning until night in the fields, were given a ration of food once a week or once a month, and they had to cook their own meals after their day's work was done. They were given a quantity of cornmeal and some meat, which they sometimes supplemented with food from their own gardens or fish from a nearby river. Since they had little time to cook their food, they made hoecakes out of cornmeal batter by cooking them on a hot hoe while working out in the fields.


  Enslaved people often lived in log cabins that were set in rows far from the big, beautiful plantation mansion. They usually lived in close quarters, with an entire family or several people living in a small, one-room cabin. Their bed was often just a crude mattress laid on the floor, and the furniture was scarce. Some slaves had gardens, in which they grew sweet potatoes, watermelons, or other crops, but they had to work in these gardens after their day's work was done, and they were frequently very tired.
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 The majority of enslaved people probably obeyed the wishes of their owners to avoid further suffering and make their way through life as well as possible. But many others rebelled against the injustice they faced.




[image: Image] This slave pass from 1845 was issued to a
slave named Alfred in Virginia. See
transcription on page 53.






  Resistance to slavery took many different forms.
Some enslaved people resisted in simple, everyday
ways, like doing
work incorrectly
or breaking tools.
Many attempted
escape. Some
used the Underground
Railroad,
a set of safe
places where
escaped slaves
could go to hide,
to ensure their
safe passage
to the North. There were also slave revolts, in which a group of enslaved people banded together to fight their white masters and take back their freedom.


  RESISTANCE TACTICS


  In order to get out of doing certain, more difficult tasks, enslaved people often pretended to be confused or stupid. They would go to the wrong place, bring the wrong tools, and pretend to never quite understand how to do the work that was asked. This type of resistance could prove quite costly to the slave owner, especially when slaves broke expensive tools or damaged valuable crops or when they left gates open and let the slaveholder's valuable livestock wander away. Enslaved people were not really confused or stupid, of course, but they pretended to be so in order to deceive and inconvenience their cruel masters.


  Some enslaved people would pretend to be sick to get out of doing certain work. They usually got away with it since smart slave owners recognized them as expensive assets and wanted them to get healthy. Enslaved women even pretended to be pregnant so that they would have less work to do and get more food to eat.


  Sometimes the everyday resistances turned into something more serious. Instead of just cooking the food improperly, an enslaved person might "accidentally" poison the master's food, causing the master and his or her family to get sick and possibly even die. Untended fires "accidentally" burned down barns, crops, and even the big, beautiful houses that the slave owners lived in. Some enslaved people even killed themselves, preferring death to a life of bondage.
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  RUNNING AWAY


  Many enslaved people tried to escape to the northern states or to Canada, where they would be free. Although there were numerous difficulties with escaping, many slaves tried anyway, and quite a few made it. The enslaved people who escaped had a number of challenges to face. First, they had no money and were able to bring with them little or no food and water. They had to beg for food from people who they hoped would be sympathetic to their plight. Unfortunately, they had no idea whom to trust. Even poor whites or free blacks might capture them and turn them in to their owners to receive the reward. In addition, their former masters, as well as many ruthless slave hunters with dogs, would be searching for them, and they had to find good hiding places.
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      When enslaved people dared to escape from their masters, notices like this one were posted. Slaves who made it to freedom worried about being turned in for the reward. See transcription excerpt on p. 53.



    


 

 

  

  Still, many enslaved escaped successfully and reached freedom. They dreamed up plots to fool their masters and the slave hunters who searched for them. Slaves who could write wrote passes for themselves or their family or friends. A pass stating that the slave was free to travel throughout the countryside was enough to avoid being taken by slave hunters. Enslaved people who were of mixed race and with light skin could dress in their masters' clothing and try to pass as white people. Some slaves who were light skinned escaped with a friend, one pretending to be the master and the other acting as his or her slave. Before the fugitive slave laws, which stated that slave hunters could search for and return slaves even in the free states, slaves near a free state could simply run across the border and seek refuge with abolitionists or free blacks.


 [image: Image]

  The punishment for attempting to escape was very severe. Slaveholders wanted to discourage their slaves from attempting to escape, so if an escaped slave was caught, the slaveholder would exact very strict punishments to make an example of that person. The punishment for trying to escape varied widely depending on the master and could range from a severe whipping to dismemberment or death. Many enslaved people who attempted to escape were sold to other masters far away, so that slave would most likely never see their families and friends again. Escape was a difficult way to resist, but if it was accomplished, the freedom gained was well worth the difficulties.
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      Fugitive slaves escape from Maryland in this 1872 wood engraving. The Underground Railroad helped more than one hundred thousand enslaved people escape from the South.


    


  


  

  THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD


  The Underground Railroad was neither underground nor a railroad, but instead was a secret way to help escaped slaves find their way to freedom. The Underground Railroad used many railroad terms to define different parts of the trip. A "station" was any place where escaped slaves could stop to eat and rest and where they would be safe. A station could be a safe house, a Quaker village, or even a barn. The "conductor" was the person who led escaped slaves out of the South to freedom in the North. People who ran the "stations," or who let enslaved people use their homes or barns to hide from slave hunters while they rested, were called "station masters." These people provided food, shelter, clothes, and money to help slaves along their way.


  The most famous conductor on the Underground Railroad was Harriet Tubman. Harriet Tubman was born enslaved, but she escaped by traveling 90 miles (145 km) from Maryland to Pennsylvania. After she made her successful escape, she made nineteen journeys back to the South and led approximately three hundred slaves to freedom. She and the slaves that she helped used secret passwords and traveled in disguises, usually traveling by night between safe houses or stations. She was hated by slave owners, and despite having a price of $40,000 (over $500,000 today) on her head, she was never caught.


  SLAVE REVOLTS


  Some slaves got a group together and planned an uprising. The band of slaves would gather weapons and fight their masters for their freedom. No slave revolt was successful, but all of them worried white slave owners tremendously.


  

  In 1739, an African man named Jemmy led a march of rebellious slaves from Stono, South Carolina, toward Florida, in hopes of reaching Mexico. Many slaves joined in their march, growing to almost one hundred people. The group, which became known as the Stono Rebellion, killed dozens of white people on its way. Finally, white colonists caught up with them, captured as many as they could, and executed them.


  In 1800, an enslaved man named Gabriel, who was a skilled blacksmith, started making swords and bullets out of metal. He recruited many other slaves throughout the state of Virginia, and they planned to attack their white owners on the night of August 30, 1800. Unfortunately for them, it rained heavily that night and they had to postpone their attack to a later date. Before they could actually carry out the attack, their plot was discovered. The slaves who had plotted the rebellion were arrested and tried, and Gabriel and twenty-five other slaves were executed.


  Nearly twenty years later, an enslaved man named Denmark Vesey spent four years carefully planning a revolt. Unfortunately, his plans were betrayed in May 1822, and thirty-five of the conspirators were executed, while forty-two others were deported, forced to leave their families and life as they knew it, to become slaves in another land.


  Finally, in 1831, an enslaved man named Nat Turner planned a rebellion. Nat Turner had been seeing religious visions for many years, and he believed that God wanted him to attack his white oppressors. One night in August 1831, Nat Turner and seven other slaves began killing white men, women, and children. The rebellion grew to involve more than forty men, and at least fifty-seven white people were killed. State and federal troops were sent out to stop the revolt, and more than fifty rebels were caught. The rebels were brought to trial, along with Nat Turner, who was found guilty and hanged.


[image: Image]


  Despite the fact that slavery existed across the South and in many other areas as well, it was not accepted by everyone. The economy in agricultural regions relied on slavery, and many Americans accepted that it was necessary for their lifestyle to continue as it did. Those who found slavery to be inhumane and immoral demanded that it be stopped. They wanted it abolished so they came to be called abolitionists.


  There were many abolitionists throughout the United States, but the main groups were free blacks, Quakers, Patriots, and later, many other people in the northern, free states.


  FREE BLACKS


  The free black people who lived in the United States during the time of slavery believed that the enslavement of their fellow black people was wrong. They knew that they were not inferior to whites and that they did not deserve to be enslaved. Many free blacks were former slaves who had been freed by their masters or who had managed to escape. They had seen firsthand the horrors that slavery brought to their people.


  The free black community created numerous organizations to help others in their community and to fight for the abolition of slavery. In 1787, the Free African Society was created by two free black men, Absalom Jones and Richard Allen. This society was originally created to help widows and the poor, but it was eventually expanded to fight slavery. In Philadelphia in 1830, the American Society of Free Persons of Colour was born. It was created to help members of the black community and to fight for the abolition of slavery.


  These organizations performed a number of functions in the fight against slavery. They helped runaway slaves who were on their way farther north or to Canada. They assisted people who had been slaves in getting jobs and homes. 
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    Absalom Jones, one of the founders of the Free African Society, is portrayed in this 1810 painting by Raphaelle Peale.



  


  
  THE QUAKERS


  The Quakers were another group who fought for the abolition of slavery. The Quakers are a Christian religious group who believe that all people should be treated with kindness and compassion. Quakers strongly believed that blacks and whites should both be treated fairly.


  In 1688, a proclamation protesting slavery entitled the Germantown Protest was published by a group of Quakers. It stated that "tho they are black, we cannot conceive there is more liberty to have them as slaves, as it is to have other white ones...And those who steal or robb men, and those who buy or purchase them, are they not all alike?"
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      Quakerism began in England in the seventeenth century. Considered radicals, Quakers believed in spiritual equality for men and women. They also allowed women to speak during worship services.


    


  


  
  

  Quakers who lived in the southern states refused to own slaves, and many boycotted slave-produced goods. In 1759, the Quakers decided to disown any member who was involved in buying or selling slaves, and in 1772, they officially condemned the slave trade by a unanimous vote.
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  SOLDIERS IN THE REVOLUTION


  The revolutionaries who fought for America's independence from Great Britain risked their lives to gain freedom for everyone in the United States. Yet many revolutionaries were slaveholders. It didn't make sense to grant "life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness" to only a choice few, leaving out thousands of enslaved black people, many of whom had fought for the revolutionary cause.


  This double standard led many people to think twice about slavery. As John Allen, a prominent white colonist, stated in the newspaper The Watchman's Alarm, "What is a trifling three-penny duty on tea [referring to taxation by the British] compared to inestimable blessings of liberty to one captive?" Many slaveholders who had fought so hard for their own freedom realized that it was hypocritical to hold others in bondage, and they freed their slaves or provided a will that ensured the people they had enslaved would be freed upon their death.


  STATES IN THE NORTH


  As time went on, more and more people became aware of the horrors of slavery and decided to join the abolitionist movement. Freed and escaped slaves in the North spread their stories through writing and speeches at antislavery meetings, convincing northerners that the slave trade was cruel and wrong. Books such as The Autobiography of Frederick Douglass, Uncle Tom's Cabin, and Fanny Kemble's Journal of a Residence on a Georgia Plantation added fuel to the fire. As whites in the North grew to understand the plight of black people in the South, they began to realize that slavery was very wrong. Many attended antislavery meetings and boycotted goods produced by slaves. Others organized fairs and rallies to promote the antislavery movement and to urge politicians to fight against slavery.
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    Abolitionist John Brown (18001859) believed that slavery was a sin. He eventually embraced violence in order to stop it.



  

As the United States added more territories to the West, there were bitter disagreements about whether slavery should exist in these new territories. This led to bitter and sometimes bloody clashes, like the one at Harpers Ferry, where John Brown, a militant abolitionist, raided the federal arsenal of weapons in an effort to arm enslaved people so that they could revolt. Although he was unsuccessful, many more people were beginning to understand the wickedness of slavery.
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 During his campaign for president in the 1860 election, Abraham Lincoln made it known that he opposed the institution of slavery. When he won the election, slaveholders in the South decided they had to act before Lincoln outlawed slavery entirely. They voted to secede, or leave the United States. Their actions started a war, and by the end of that war slavery was finished once and for all in the United States of America.


  By February 1, 1861, only three months after Lincoln was elected, seven states—South Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas—had all voted to withdraw from the Union. Although eight other states—Missouri, Kentucky, Arkansas, Virginia, Delaware, Maryland, Tennessee, and North Carolina—were slave states, they chose to remain with the Union for the time being.


  

  The seven states that seceded created a new government, the Confederate States of America. They believed that each state should make its own laws, instead of being subject to the laws made by a federal government, and since many of the voters in these states were slave owners, they knew that they would not abolish slavery on their own. They chose Jefferson Davis to be the president of this new confederacy.
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      This 1860 print, drawn by Henry Cleenewerck and lithographed by R. H. Howell, depicts the raising of the first flag of independence in the South. The scene shows a gathering in Savannah, Georgia.


    


  


  

  Some politicians tried to make a compromise with the Southern states, allowing for slavery in the South and in new southwestern territories. But President Lincoln adamantly opposed this compromise and prepared the country for war. Lincoln's official reason for going to war was to preserve the Union, while the Southern states' reason was so that each state could make its own laws regarding slavery and not be subject to the laws made by a federal government. But both sides knew that they were really fighting over whether new territories would be slave states or free states, and they knew that the underlying reasons for war were the issues of slavery and freedom and the economics around them.


  THE CIVIL WAR BEGINS


  The Confederacy took hold of all but four federal forts within the Southern states that had seceded from the Union. Lincoln decided to defend the four forts that were not yet taken, one of which was Fort Sumter in South Carolina. The Confederacy demanded surrender of the fort, and when it was not surrendered, they fired upon Union forces who remained at the fort. Thus began the Civil War (1861-1865), one of the deadliest wars in the history of the United States.


  Fort Sumter was quickly lost to the Confederacy, and four more states—Virginia, Tennessee, Arkansas, and North Carolina—seceded from the Union and joined the Confederacy. The four remaining slave states—Missouri, Kentucky, Delaware, and Maryland—chose to remain loyal to the Union.


  Frederick Douglass and other freed slaves urged blacks to join the Union army, and many slaves escaped and ran to the Union lines seeking freedom. Still, black people weren't initially welcomed into the Union army, and escaped slaves were actually barred from joining. It wasn't until the pool of white volunteers began to dry up, and more and more men were needed to fight what was becoming a long and grueling war, that the black population actually became a more significant part of the Union army.


  THE EMANCIPATION PROCLAMATION


  President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, freeing all slaves in Confederate-held areas. Although it freed enslaved people only in Confederate states, and not in slave states that remained loyal to the Union, the proclamation was the first step to outlawing slavery completely.
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      This copy of the Emancipation Proclamation shows scenes before and after slavery. See transcription on page 54.


    


  


  

  The Emancipation Proclamation said that "all persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State, [where] the people... [are] in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free."


  It also stated that "the Executive Government of the United States, including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of such persons," ensuring that slaves would have their freedom under the law.


  Lincoln wanted to make sure that the slaves would be freed peacefully and not rise up against their former masters, so he added "And I hereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from all violence, unless in necessary self-defence; and I recommend to them that, in all cases when allowed, they labor faithfully for reasonable wages."


  In order to accept former slaves into the military so that they could help fight the Civil War, Lincoln stated in his Emancipation Proclamation that "such persons of suitable condition, will be received into the armed service of the United States to garrison forts, positions, stations, and other places, and to man vessels of all sorts in said service." territories. Although many were still very poor and had to work hard just to get by, often doing the same work they did as slaves, now they were their own masters. They could choose whom they would work for, where they would live, and what work they would and would not do. They could marry and be certain that their family would stay together. If they chose, they could move away, seeking work in the city or farming land in the new territories. Finally, they were free.
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      This 1874 Thomas Nast cartoon shows representatives from the White League and the Ku Klux Klan carrying murder weapons.
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  Still, the struggle for equality was just beginning. For years, black people have been plagued by bitter discrimination and unjust treatment. White supremacist terrorist groups like the Ku Klux Klan burned down black churches, destroyed black towns, and even murdered innocent black citizens. Others discriminated against black people in the workplace and in schools. The black community was cursed with poverty and many were forced to struggle for their basic needs. Even now, over 150 years later, black people in America still struggle to break out of the hardships and toil that slavery and the legacy of slavery brought to them.
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  1619 Dutch merchants bring twenty African indentured servants to Jamestown, Virginia.


  1739 The Stono Rebellion breaks out near Charleston, South Carolina.


  1776 The United States declares its independence from Great Britain.


  1793 The cotton gin is invented, making the production of cotton faster and easier.


  1800 Gabriel's Rebellion is plotted in Virginia.


  1808 Congress bans the international slave trade.


  1822 Denmark Vesey's plot to revolt is uncovered.


  1831 Nat Turner's Rebellion breaks out near Jerusalem, Virginia.


  1852 Uncle Tom's Cabin, written by Harriet Beecher Stowe, is published.


  1859    On October 16, John Brown leads a raid on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry.


  1860    Abraham Lincoln is elected president.


  1861    Seven southern states secede from the Union. The Civil War begins at Fort Sumter, South Carolina.


  1863 The Emancipation Proclamation ends slavery in the Confederate states.


  1865 The Confederacy surrenders, ending the Civil War. The Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution is ratified.
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  US CONSTITUTION TRANSCRIPTION EXCERPT


  We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.


  Article. I.


  Section. 1.


  All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of the United States, which shall consist of a Senate and House of Representatives.


  Section. 2.


  The House of Representatives shall be composed of Members chosen every second Year by the People of the several States, and the Electors in each State shall have the Qualifications requisite for Electors of the most numerous Branch of the State Legislature.


  No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have attained to the Age of twenty five Years, and been seven Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State in which he shall be chosen.


  Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which may be included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons. The actual Enumeration shall be made within three Years after the first Meeting of the Congress of the United States, and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by Law direct. The Number of Representatives shall not exceed one for every thirty Thousand, but each State shall have at Least one Representative; and until such enumeration shall be made, the State of New Hampshire shall be entitled to chuse three, Massachusetts eight, Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations one, Connecticut five, New-York six, New Jersey four, Pennsylvania eight, Delaware one, Maryland six, Virginia ten, North Carolina five, South Carolina five, and Georgia three.


  SLAVE PASS 
TRANSCRIPTION


  Deep Creek [??]


  Jun 13th 1845


  The bearer, Alfred Wiggins an old family servant of mine, has permission to visit my brother, William Lee Edwards, Esqr, of Fairfax County, Va, at any time during the next three months. Alfred has a sister and other relatives in Alexandria, with whom he is at liberty to spend some time also. Masters of [??] are at liberty to convey him 6 mi from the above places.


  Lathorp G. Edwards


  Alfred also has permission to visit Washington D.C. or any other portion of the District of Columbia, or any other place he may desire.


  Wm Lee Edwards Fairfax [??]


  [??]


  RUNAWAY SLAVE 
TRANSCRIPTION


  $150 reward


  Ranaway from the subscriber, on the night of the 2d instant, a negro man, who calls himself Henry May, about 22 years old,


  5 feet 6 or 8 inches high, ordinary color, rather chunky built, bushy head, and has it divided mostly on one side, and keeps it very nicely combed; has been raised in the house, and is a first rate dining-room servant, and was in a tavern in Louisville for 18


  months. I expect he is now in Louisville trying to make his escape to a free state, (in all probability to Cincinnati, Ohio.) Perhaps he may try to get employment on a steamboat. He is a good cook, and is handy in any capacity as a house servant. Had on when he left, a dark cassinett contee, and dark striped cassinett pantaloons, new—he had other clothing. I will give $50 reward if taken in Louisvill; 100 dollars if taken one hundred miles from Louisville in this State, and 150 dollars if taken out of this State, and delivered to me, or secured in any jail so that I can get him again.


  William Burke, Bardstown, Ky., September 3d, 1838.


  EMANCIPATION PROCLAMATION
 TRANSCRIPTION EXCERPT


  By the President of the United States of America:


  A Proclamation.


  Whereas, on the twenty-second day of September, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-two, a proclamation was issued by the President of the United States, containing, among other things, the following, to wit:


  "That on the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State, the people whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free; and the Executive Government of the United States, including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of such persons, and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom.
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  abolitionist A person who fought to end slavery.


  abominable Very bad.


  agility The ability to move quickly and gracefully.


  ambivalent To have contradictory feelings about something or someone.


  arsenal A place to manufacture and store arms and military equipment.


  Confederacy The eleven Southern states that seceded from the Union in 1860 and 1861.


  discrimination Treating someone poorly because of their skin color.


  emancipate To set free or release from bondage.


  fugitive A person who has fled from danger or justice.


  indentured Bound by contract into service.


  mulatto A person with both white and black ancestors.


  plantation A large farm or estate, cultivated by workers living on it.


  prejudice A judgment formed before all the facts are known.


  secede To formally withdraw from membership in a political group or union.


  segregation The act of keeping people separate due to their skin color.


  servant A person employed to perform services for another.


  slave A human being who is owned as property.


  Union Another name for the United States of America.


  uprising An act of resistance or revolt.
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  Black History Canada


  Website: http://www.blackhistorycanada.ca The site includes overviews and selections on enslavement, black history in Canada, identity and assimilation, immigration, equity, and human rights.


  The Harriet Tubman Home 180 South Street Auburn, NY 13201 (315) 252-2081


  Website: http://www.nyhistory.com/harriettubman/home .htm


  Email: HTHome@localnet.com


  The site is located on 26 acres (11 hectares) and includes four buildings. Two of the buildings were used by Harriet Tubman.


  Harpers Ferry National Historical Park PO Box 65


  Harpers Ferry, WV 25425 (304) 535-6029


  Website: https://www.nps.gov/hafe/index.htm Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram: @harpersferrynps The park hosts a number of activities including guided tours, cultural resource programs, rock climbing, hikes, and more. Historic trades workshops bring the past alive. The site also includes abundant wildlife and other natural resources.


  John Freeman Walls Historic Site and Underground Railroad Museum 859 Puce Road Lakeshore, Ontario


  Canada


  (519) 727-6555


  Website: https://www.undergroundrailroadmuseum.org Facebook: @wallsmuseum


  Located on land used as a terminal for the Underground Railroad, the museum promotes Canadian and black history prior to the US Civil War, as well as during it and afterward.


  National Civil War Museum One Lincoln Circle at Reservoir Park Harrisburg, PA 17103 (717) 260-1861


  Website: http://www.nationalcivilwarmuseum.org Facebook: @The-National-Civil-War -Museum-13037974293 Twitter: @NCWM


  In association with the Smithsonian Institution, the museum uses its collection of more than twenty-four thousand artifacts, documents, manuscripts, photos, and other printed matter to tell the story of the Civil War and its effect on the nation. It is the only museum in the country that portrays the story of the Civil War from beginning to end in an unbiased manner.


  National Museum of African American History & Culture 1400 Constitution Avenue NW Washington, DC 20560 (844) 750-3012


  Website: https://nmaahc.si.edu Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram: @nmaahc Part of the Smithsonian Institution, the museum is committed to documenting African American life,
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  history, and culture. It contains nearly forty thousand objects and hosts many educational programs. It also hosts events around the country.


  National Underground Railroad Freedom Center 50 East Freedom Way Cincinnati, OH 45202 (877) 648-4838


  Website: http://www.freedomcenter.org Facebook and Twitter: @FreedomCenter The center endeavors to be a museum of conscience. It includes an education center and strives to convene community dialogues. It also covers challenges to freedom in comtemporary times in multiple places around the globe.
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“This slave family from the 1860s lived and worked together
inthe cotton fields near Savannah, Georgia. Enslaved families
often went home to one-room shacks after their day’ labor.
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BW\__ THE THIRTEENTH
AMENDMENT

The Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution
was made and ratified by the states in 1865,
outlawing slavery in all of the United States. It
states:

Amendment XIll

Section 1. Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude,
except as a punishment for crime whereof the party
shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the
United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.
Section 2. Congress shall have power to enforce this
article by appropriate legislation.

The amendment was passed at the end of the
Civil War, before the Southern states had been
brought back to the Union. It should have easily
passed in Congress. This was true of the Senate,
which passed it in April 1864. But the House of
Representatives required persuasion by Lincoln
himself, who saw to it that the Thirteenth
Amendment’s passage be added to the
Republican Party platform for the upcoming
presidential elections. The House of
Representatives passed the bill in January 1865.
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%[50 REWARD

RANAW AY from the subseriber,
the night of the Zd instant, a Zro m
who calls himself ¥ena JHay, about -
years old, 3 feet 6 or S inches hyQ
dinary color, rather chunky built, bu
head, and has it divided mo!nly on “one
side, and keeps it very nicely combed,
has been raised in the house, and isa ﬁrs
rate dining=room servant, and was in a
tavern in Louisville for 18 months. lE
“Zexpect he is now in Louisville trying 10
make his escape to a free state, (in all probability to Cincinnati, Ohio.). Pe
haps he may try to get employment on a stcamboat. e i% a_good €00k, and
is handy in any capacity as a house servant. Had on when he left, a ﬂlrk
cassinett coatee, and dark striped cassinett Knm]oons, new--he had of
clothing. X will give 50 reward if taken in Louisvill; 100 dollars if' tak 4
one hundred miles from Louisville in this State, and 150 dollars if taken
of this Ntate, and dehvered to me, or secured in any jail so that L can
again. WILLIAM B

Bardstowen, Ky., September 3d, 183S. oaa
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Escaping from a life of bondage to freedom, which
was often just over the state line, was incredibly
tempting. To counter the temptation and attempt
to stop enslaved people from running away, stiff
punishments were given to those who attempted
escape. Slave hunters were given large rewards
for catching escaped slaves. Here are some of the
rewards posted on runaway notices in the South:

+ “Reward of twenty shillings”

+ “$50 dollars paid to whomever returns him”

+ “Wanted dead—with his head separated from

his body”
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Harriet Beecher Stowe was an ardent abolitionist
who used her talent for writing to further the
abolitionist movement. In her novel, Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, she described the horrors that enslaved
people confronted every day:

Tell me that any man living wants to work all his days,
from day-dawn till dark, under the constant eye of a

master, without the power of putting forth one
irresponsible volition, on the same dreary,
monotonous, unchanging toil, and all for two pairs of
pantaloons and a pair of shoes a year, with enough
food and shelter to keep him in working orderl....l
say, besides, that ours is the more bold and palpable
infringement of human rights; actually buying @ man
up, like a horse,—looking at his teeth, cracking his
joints, and trying his paces, and then paying down for
him,—having speculators, breeders, traders, and
brokers in human bodies and souls...
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SLAVEHOLDERS

Since the American Revolution (1775-1783) was a
war fought for freedom, most people assume
America’s Founding Fathers stood for liberty and
justice for all. However, several of these men were
slaveholders. It wasn't until the mid-nineteenth
century that the US Constitution outiawed slavery.
‘The following Founding Fathers were slaveholders:
* Thomas Jefferson, who wrote that “all men are
created equal” in the Declaration of
Independence

+ George Washington, who led the American
Revolution

+ Patrick Henry, who stated “Give me liberty or

give me death”

Thomas Jefferson’s stance on slaveholding is.
especially contradictory. He called the institution
of slavery an “abominable crime” and successfully
outlawed the practice of international sales of
enslaved people in Virginia. Despite this, he owned
several hundred slaves, who worked on his estate
at Monticello. While he was quick to condemn the
evils of slavery, he also believed that it was a
necessary evil, and he acted according to those
beliefs.
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In 1807, Congress passed a law banning the
international slave trade that read:

Be it enacted, That from and atter the first day of
January one thousand eight hundred and eight, it
shall not be lawful to import or bring into the
United States o the territories thereof from any.
foreign kingdom, place, or country, any Negro,
mulatto, or person of color, as a slave, or to be
held to service or labor.

th of Capt. Ferrer, the Capinin of the Amistad,

Published in 1840, this illustration depicts the slave revolt on
board the Amistad in 1839, It involved fift-three slaves
purchased in Havana, Cuba.

Many slave traders, realizing that they could make
a great deal of money in the international slave
trade, broke this law.

‘The Amistad was a slave ship that attempted to
bring slaves to the Americas in 1839. The slaves
revolted, killed the captain, and took over the ship.
They landed in New York, and after over two years of
legal battles, it was decided that they should be
freed. The Amistad case was one small step toward
changing the lives of black people in America.
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Spirituals were songs that were sung by enslaved
people. They were often religious, and they often
had hidden meanings about slavery, escape, or
deliverance. In the late eighteenth century, they
gained popularity, and this continued until the
1860s, when slavery was outlawed.

One such song, which was said to have been
sung by Harriet Tubman, sounds rel us but
doubles as a signal to prepare for escape:

I'll meet you in the morning

When | reach the Promised Land

On the other side of Jordan

For I'm bound for the Promised Land.

Another well-known spiritual is “Swing Low, Sweet
Chariot.” The term “spiritual,” or Negro spiritual as
the songs are often called, comes from the King
James version of the Bible, Ephesians 5:19:
“Speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns and
spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your
heart to the Lord.”






