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The Flying Slave

The night is dark, and keen the air,
And the Slave is flying to be free;
His parting word is one short prayer;
O God, but give me Liberty!
Farewell — farewell!
Behind I leave the whips and chains,
Before me spreads sweet Freedom’s plains

--William Wells Brown
The Anti-Slavery Harp: A Collection of Songs
For Anti-Slavery Meetings, 1848
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PREFACE

This study examines African American participation in the great overland trails
emigrations that occurred in the nineteenth century. It focuses on the history of African
Americans on the California, Oregon and Mormon Trails from 1841 to 1869, when the
transcontinental railroad was completed. The study explores three interrelated themes: black
emigrants’ experiences on the overland trails, their perceptions of the journey, and their
perceptions of the West and their new communities. Chapter 1, “Race, Slavery, and Freedom,”
discusses the early presence of people of African ancestry in the West and their roles in the
exploration and settlement of the region. It also provides an overview of the changing status of
African Americans, the state of race relations, and the nature and scope of slavery and freedom
in the United States from the colonial era through the dawn of the great overland migrations of
the nineteenth century. Chapter 2, “The Jumping-Off Places,” focuses on the bustling river towns
where black and white pioneers outfitted themselves for the trail. It explores the cosmopolitan
and commercial character of the towns, discusses entrepreneurial black residents who made
livelihoods from the overland trade and facilitated black (and white) emigration, examines the
economic and racial barriers that impeded black overlanders, and discusses the strategies they
used to overcome these obstacles. It concludes with a discussion of the ways in which free and
enslaved blacks negotiated the perilous racial terrain of the jumping-off towns where they were
especially vulnerable to foul play and slave catchers. Chapter 3, “The Providential Corridor,”
reviews the complex of overland trails, including the main Oregon, California, and Mormon
Trail routes and the less-traveled southern trails. This chapter provides an analysis of the
experiences and perceptions of African Americans on the trails. It discusses their contributions to

the exploration, mapping, and development of the routes, examines their participation in the
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responsibilities and hardships that attended the journey, and looks at their interactions with
Indians and their interactions with their white trail mates. Chapter 4, “Sweet Freedom’s Plains,”
looks at the expectations black men and women had of the West. It discusses the pragmatic and
intangible factors that motivated them (enslaved and free) to venture across the plains in numbers
that cannot be determined precisely. To evaluate the degree to which black expectations of the
West were fulfilled, the chapter concludes with a discussion of specific African American
emigrants and their varied experiences. Chapter 5, “Place of Promise,” highlights the stories of a
number of black pioneers who arrived in the West and began the process of community-building.
This complicated task often included establishing themselves as free people first, then carving
out a place in the emerging economies of the West, challenging the barriers that prevented them
from achieving their goals, and sometimes, as the remarkable story of Rachel Brown in Ohio and
her husband David Brown in California’s gold fields shows, making a complete break with their
old lives.

It is difficult to speak of a “representative” African American Western experience
because of the many unique circumstances that shaped black western emigration. The stories
included in this report reveal the individuality of the black overlanders. However, their stories
also show that black men and women who crossed the plains shared common experiences
regardless of their status or the circumstances that set them on the western trails. What is most
evident is that for the great majority of black overland emigrants, the West represented a testing
ground for determining whether they and all African Americans could have a stake in the

American dream.?

! | am indebted to Blake Allmendinger’s discussion of a representative black western experience and the notion of
the West and the American Dream. See Blake Allmendinger, Imagining the African American West (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2005), xvi, 15.



The nature and scope of African American participation on the trails prompt a number of
questions that point to a need for a re-conceptualization of the migration narrative so that it more
accurately reflects the nature, complexity, and racial diversity of the western pioneers. One of the
key issues examined in this report concerns the extent of black participation in western
emigration. How many African Americans went west? Estimates of the total emigration vary by
hundreds of thousands. It is virtually impossible to produce a definitive figure for the total
number of African Americans who made the overland journey. The research presented in this
study suggests that every African American emigrant identified by name in the trails literature is
representative of scores, if not hundreds, of other unidentified black emigrants. This challenges
the popular assumption that the black presence in overland emigration was negligible.?

Related to the first question is that of identity: who were these African American
overland travelers? While slaves made up a significant portion of black overlanders, free blacks
composed a portion of the total. African Americans, enslaved and free, often held positions of
authority and responsibility in wagon train companies. Sometimes financially secure, generous
black emigrants covered the costs for white overlanders who were without funds to undertake the
expensive journey.

Another issue in this study is the question of how black emigrants determined the end of
their journey. Why did they decide to stop where they did? For African Americans, the overland
journey was more open-ended than that of their white counterparts. Many African Americans
experienced the overland trip as a series of sojourns along and detours from the Oregon and

California Trails. Their approach to permanent Western settlement was conditioned by the racial

2 For examples of numbers of unidentified African American overlanders, see National Park Service, Historic
Resource Study: Mormon Pioneer National Historic Trail, by Stanley B. Kimball (Denver: Denver Service Center,
May 1991), 6; Rudolph M. Lapp, Blacks in Gold Rush California (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 25-26;
Quintard Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier: African Americans in the American West, 1528-1990 (New York:
W.W. Norton, 1998), 83.



climate that prevailed at the locations in which they stopped. A racially hospitable location and
economic opportunity were the most compelling factors in determining when African Americans
had arrived at the end of the tralil.

This study also examines African Americans’ expectations of the overland trip. Clearly,
black and white emigrants shared goals of economic advancement and prosperity, and both
groups perceived the overland journey as a means to those ends. However, black expectations
also were informed by a determination to leave slavery and oppression behind. This was doubly
true for African American women who struggled under the dual yoke of racial and gender
discrimination. Therefore, every step along the overland trails affirmed African Americans’
aspirations and agency.

This study considers black emigrant perceptions of the natural environment of the trails
and the West. Reflecting their unique position and aspirations in nineteenth century America,
some black overlanders (often trappers, traders, and mountain men) conferred their own symbol-
laden designations on geographic landmarks along the trails. Related to the issue of black
perceptions of the natural environment of the trails is that of African American expectations of
the West. Most African Americans, like their white counterparts, perceived the West as a
pristine, natural environment that held the promise not only of freedom but of transformation.
Black men and women also admired their new western home for intangible, aesthetic reasons in
addition to the material benefits it offered.

Finally, the study examines the issue of how African American western emigrants fared
when they reached their final destination. How did they fit into their new communities? How did
they make a living? Was there a conflict between expectations and reality in the West? How did

they establish themselves as free people in the West?
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Methodology

Methodologically, this work places African American emigrants, their experiences, and
their self-perceptions at the center of the story of overland emigration. It attempts to understand
what these overlanders valued as black people living in nineteenth century America, and what
they expected of themselves and their new homes in the West. One reviewer observed a
perceived imbalance in this report insofar as the majority of the stories and examples presented
seem to illustrate the courage and perseverance of African American overlanders. Where, the
reviewer wondered, are the stories of blacks who engaged in dishonest or shameful activities?
After all, the history of overland migration abounds with tales of corrupt, treacherous, and
violent whites who exploited emigrants. For example, the accounts of so-called “white
Indians”—white men who disguised themselves as Indians and preyed upon emigrant wagon
parties, then blended in with the white emigrants—occur throughout trails literature. Are there
comparable tales about African Americans? This seeming “imbalance” is rooted in the inherent
problems of doing the history of African American overlanders, not in any bias or desire to
conceal the truth. Accounts about black emigrants’ activities, positive or otherwise, are scarce.
Clearly, there were no “black Indians.” However, the stories (in Chapter 3) of George Berryman,
the desperate slave of an unscrupulous black owner, the “runaway slave” and dubious “sheriff”
who swindled a party of white emigrants in Texas, and “negro Andy” who participated in the
rape of an Indian woman, show that some African Americans engaged in villainous activities on
the trail. But accounts of black misdeeds are, like other stories of black overlanders, limited.
Trails literature tends to disregard the activities of blacks. Most of the stories that exist are told
by whites, some of whom were not exactly unbiased observers. In addition, black overlanders

and their descendants would have been unlikely to write about or publically share stories of
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behavior that was less than admirable. This aspect of the African American overland experience
perhaps is buried deep in the family lore of generations of black pioneer families. Mindful of
these challenges, this report has attempted to retrieve the stories (whether laudable or
disreputable) of the black men and women who traveled the overland trails, and place them
firmly within the history of western emigration and settlement.

This report is indebted to and draws deeply from earlier scholarship on African
Americans in the West. | have relied on Delilah Beasley’s pioneering Negro Trail Blazers of
California for a wealth of detail about black western settlers. Beasley’s book is one of the
earliest works to take a professional approach to the subject, even though she was a self-taught
researcher and historian. The personal stories, manumission papers, and other primary sources
included in her book have been invaluable. Other early scholarship of the black western
experience that has been enormously helpful for my research include Kenneth Wiggins Porter’s
edited volume, The Negro on the American Frontier, the works of W. Sherman Savage published
in The Journal of Negro History, and the work of Sue Bailey Thurman.®

Since the 1970s, there has been a renewed interest in the West and African American
western history that has produced an abundance of outstanding scholarship. This report has
incorporated the pioneering works of Jack Forbes, William Loren Katz, Rudolph Lapp, James
Fisher, and John W. Ravage for their rich research on the black experience in the West. Of
course Quintard Taylor’s groundbreaking book, In Search of the Racial Frontier: African

Americans in the American West, 1528-1990, has set a new standard for all scholars working in

® Delilah Beasley, The Negro Trail Blazers of California (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1919);
Kenneth Wiggins Porter, ed., The Negro on the American Frontier (New York: Arno Press and the New York Times,
1971); W. Sherman Savage, “The Negro in the Westward Movement,” Journal of Negro History 24, no. 4 (October
1940): 531-539, and “The Negro in the History of the Pacific Northwest,” Journal of Negro History 13, no. 3 (July
1928): 255-264; and Sue Bailey Thurman, Pioneers of Negro Origin in California (1949; repr., San Francisco: A
and E Research Associates, 1971).
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the field of African American western history. In addition, the works of John D. Unruh, Jr.,
Merrill J. Mattes, Dale L. Morgan, and William H. Leckie are touchstones in the field of western
and overland trails scholarship. Richard V. Francaviglia’s remarkable book, Mapping and
Imagination in the Great Basin: A Cartographic History, has added a new dimension to our
understanding of the landscape and the geography of the American West.* This work also
incorporates diaries, journals, census records, maps, government documents, and other primary
and secondary sources to tease the stories of African American emigrants from the general
narrative of overland migration.

My effort to hear the voices of black emigrants has been an exhilarating and sometimes
frustrating task. Contemporary white diarists and commentators (the most prolific chroniclers of
the overland emigrations) tended to be racially condescending or dismissive of the African
American presence. These sources can be tremendously useful but not necessarily representative
of the realities of African Americans’ contributions to the overland emigration story. Because of
the paucity of specific information on black overland emigrants, most of the words and
descriptions of African Americans, by necessity, have come from white diarists and observers.

Nevertheless, these sources, no matter how casual or disdainful the observation, indicate that

* Jack Forbes, African Americans in the Far West: A Handbook for Educators (Berkeley: Far West Laboratory for
Educational Research and Development, 1970); William Loren Katz, The Black West: A Pictorial History, 3™ ed.
(Seattle: Open Hand Publishing, 1987); Lapp, Blacks in Gold Rush California; James Fisher, “A History of the
Political and Social Development of the Black Community in California, 1850-1950” (PhD diss., State University of
New York, Stony Brook, 1971); John W. Ravage, Black Pioneers: Images of the Black Experiences on the North
American Frontier (Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 1997); Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier;
see also Quintard Taylor and Shirley Ann Wilson Moore, African American Women Confront the West, 1600-2000
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003); John D. Unruh, Jr., The Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants
and the Trans-Mississippi West, 1840-60 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1979); Merrill J. Mattes, Platte River
Road Narratives: A Descriptive Bibliography of Travel Over the Great Central Overland Route to Oregon,
California, Utah, Colorado, Montana and Other Western States and Territories, 1812-1866 (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1988); Dale L. Morgan, ed., Overland in 1846: Diaries and Letters of the California-Oregon Trail,
vols. 1 and 2 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1963); William H. Leckie and Shirley A. Leckie, The Buffalo
Soldiers: A Narrative of the Black Cavalry in the West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003); Richard V.
Francaviglia, Mapping and Imagination in the Great Basin: A Cartographic History (Reno: University of Nevada
Press, 2005).
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African Americans were a key aspect of the overland migration. What emerges from the brief
references to blacks in white accounts is a picture of black agency, capability, and purpose that
most white contemporaries could not or would not acknowledge.

I have also drawn on oral histories, interviews, and reminiscences of black emigrants and
their descendants for this report. | personally conducted interviews with emigrant descendants
whom | identified during the course of my research. While oral history can pose problems for
historical accuracy (e.g., memory dims with the passage of time, second-hand accounts can be
unreliable, or the interviewee can have a selective memory), it is an invaluable tool for
illuminating the personal, for gaining alternate perspectives, and for allowing the marginalized to
enter the mainstream. Because many (if not most) black overlanders were illiterate, their only
option was to transmit their stories and experiences orally. Their stories have been preserved and
carried down through time as family lore. I have included oral histories in this study, fully aware
of their inherent problems but convinced of their importance in gaining insight into what African
American emigrants believed about themselves, unfiltered through the perceptions of whites.
The descendants of African American pioneers, though removed in time from the actual events,
are the living repositories of the experiences of black emigrants. My objective in using oral
histories and recollections is, as nearly as possible, to let the black overlanders speak for
themselves. In this way we can learn what they valued enough to preserve and pass along to

succeeding generations.
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Style and Format

In quoting from primary source documents | have chosen to retain the peculiarities of
nineteenth-century spelling, grammar and word usage. Some documents contain words, phrases,
and racial epithets that may be offensive to modern readers. In each case, the words or phrases
are in quotation marks or block quotes; | have kept the original text and have not changed the
wording. The citations used in this study (footnotes and bibliography) follow the Chicago style
as outlined in the manual by Kate L. Turabian.® The footnotes are done in the “complex notes”
format shown in the Turabian manual. That is, to avoid cluttering the text with reference
numbers when several sources are cited to make a single point, the cited sources are grouped into
a single footnote. The citations in the footnote are listed in the same order that the references

appear in the text. The listed citations in the footnote are separated by semicolons.®

% Kate L. Turabian, A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 7" ed. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2007).
® For more on complex notes, see Ibid., 153.
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INTRODUCTION

The Western migration that carried nearly 500,000 emigrants over the Oregon, California
and Mormon Trails from 1841 to 1869 (the year the transcontinental railroad was completed)

was “one of the largest peacetime mass migrations in human history.”’

Despite the passage of
time, however, the story of western migration continues to influence popular imagination and our
national culture. In the public’s perception, western migration is replete with tales of rugged
individualism, perseverance, ingenuity and heroism and their opposites. The popular
understanding of the movement evokes iconic, albeit mistaken, images of straining teams of
oxen and horses (rather than mules) yoked to creaking wagons driven by hardy pioneers of
European stock, who steadfastly piloted their “prairie schooners” through relentless plains,
searing deserts, and heart-stopping mountain passes.® The traditional western narrative, no matter
how compelling, falls short of the real story of overland migration and the diversity and conflict
that defined this undertaking. African American men, women and children were western

pioneers too. Enslaved or free, they were an integral part of the human tide that undertook the

long journey across the continent. However, the journals, diaries, and letters of white emigrants,

" For total emigration numbers of 500,000, see Mattes, Platte River Road Narratives, 5. Mattes explains his reasons
for revising his earlier estimate of 350,000 for the period 1841-1866, which was included in his earlier work, The
Great Platte River Road: The Covered Wagon Mainline Via Fort Kearny to Fort Laramie (1987; repr., Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1979). A number of factors contributed to his revision of the 350,000 figure, including
broader coverage of emigrant accounts that indicate higher totals, going beyond the numbers shown in the Fort
Kearny and Fort Laramie registers to include all probable non-registrants on both sides of the Platte, and allowing
for the probability of higher figures for 1859-1866 migrations to Colorado, Nevada, Idaho, and Montana as well as
California, Oregon and Utah. For a more conservative estimate of just over 300,000, see Unruh, The Plains Across,
especially Table 1, 119, in which he sets the 1848 pre-gold rush emigration subtotals at 18,847; and Table 2, 120, in
which he sets the 1840-1860 grand total at 296,259. He places the total number of overlanders who emigrated to
Oregon, California, and Utah from 1840 to 1860 at 315,106. Todd Guenther, “*Could These Bones be from a
Negro?’” Some African American Experiences on the Oregon-California Trail,” Overland Journal 19, no. 2 (Summer
2001): 45, also uses the 350,000 figure.

& Archeologist Todd Guenther has stated that the last documented wagon trains rolled through South Pass in present-
day Wyoming in 1912Guenther, “Could these Bones be from a Negro?,” 45.



with few exceptions, are typically indifferent to the black emigrants who traveled overland with
white pioneers, sharing the same hazards and dangers that comprised daily life on the trails.

Black people, like their white counterparts, crossed the plains for myriad personal,
economic, social, and political reasons. The lure of free land, new business opportunities, and
individual autonomy were aspirations shared by both groups. But African American pioneers
were not merely “black white [men],” as some American Indians saw them and some white
Americans expected them to be.® African Americans also trekked westward for reasons rooted in
their unique experiences as black people in nineteenth-century America, a nation that relegated
them to a subordinate status.

Slaves usually had no choice and no voice in the decision to go west. Each unwilling step
down the trail separated them from their families and loved ones left behind. A slave’s only
solace was that he or she could somehow gain freedom at the end of the trail—freedom for
themselves or eventually for loved ones back home. That cherished hope, so different from the
hopes of white emigrants, sustained enslaved black overland pioneers along the way. Black
emigrants who were already free went west largely to escape social injustice and economic
repression. The “wild” West, especially gold-rush California, was a tumultuous place where
industriousness and ingenuity could sometimes trump lines of caste, race and class.

Whether African American pioneers came across the trails as free people or under the
dominion of westbound white slave-owners, they did so with an abiding conviction that they
were more than anonymous laborers or disposable chattel property. For them the journey held
out the possibility that in the West they would be able to establish themselves as human beings

worthy of dignity, respect, and freedom.

® Guenther, “Could These Bones be from a Negro?,” 53.



Clearly, the lives, hopes, and expectations of nineteenth century black people differed in
critical ways from those of white people. As a result, African Americans understood and
experienced the westering journey in ways that white emigrants could not. The study of the
African American experience on the trails broadens our understanding of the nature, scope, and
meaning of westward migration. The experiences of the thousands of black men and women who

came west compel us to reconsider the traditional narrative of our nation’s history.



CHAPTER 1
RACE, SLAVERY, AND FREEDOM
The Early Black Presence
People of African descent have been an integral presence on the American continent
since the early days of Spanish and other European exploration. African Americans who set out
on the overland trails in the nineteenth century were not the first black people to journey across
the continent in search of freedom, riches, land, and adventure. Historian Quintard Taylor has
noted that “African American life in the West began with nature’s violence” when Esteban (also
known as Estevanico), the Moroccan slave of Spanish explorer Andrés Dorantes de Carranza,
accompanied his owner on Panfilo de Narvéez’s 1527-1528 treasure-hunting expedition in the
Gulf of Mexico. Narvéez’s fleet was destroyed by a hurricane and Esteban, cast ashore with 15
other men, became the first African to set foot in what would later become Texas and the western
United States. He and his party endured many hardships, including a starvation winter on a
sandbar near present-day Galveston. They were captured by coastal Indians and spent five years
enslaved by them. By September 1534, Esteban was one of four survivors of the original party.
He and this small group, led by Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca, escaped their captors and fled into
the interior, where they encountered friendly native people. Esteban’s skill and fluency in sign
language thrust him into the important roles of interpreter, ambassador, and negotiator with the
native populations of the region. His efforts helped the depleted band of conquistadors survive an
eight-year, 15,000-mile march across the Southwest. With the help of the Shuman Apaches,
whose guidance Esteban helped secure, the group crossed the Rio Grande and trudged through

Chihuahua and Sonora, finally arriving in Mexico City in July 1536.



While Esteban is the first and best-known black explorer with the Spanish, he was not the
only one. In 1540-1542, Francisco Vasquez de Coronado’s expedition retraced Esteban’s path to
the northern frontier. Coronado’s company included an entourage of more than 1,000 people,
among whom were Africans and Indians. A free black man served as interpreter for Juan de
Padilla, the friar for the Coronado company. When Padilla remained behind to minister to the
Kansa Indians in 1541, the black interpreter stayed with him.*

Nearly 300 years later, a black man named York would travel the West some 40 years
before the great overland emigrations commenced. York made his journey as the personal
servant and slave of Captain William Clark, who, with Meriwether Lewis, led an exploratory
expedition from St. Louis to the Pacific in 1804 to 1806. York was the first documented
American slave to cross the continent. As Esteban did for his party three centuries earlier, he
contributed crucial interpreting, trading, and scouting skills to the Lewis and Clark Corps of
Discovery expedition. Although much about him remains a mystery, York has been described as
“large, dark, agile and strong,” and his ability to establish rapport and negotiate with Indian
tribes was notable. (see Appendix, Chapter 1, Photo 1). York was recognized and treated as a
full member of the party, engaging in decision- making, voting, and hunting. However, his
considerable contributions to the expedition were not rewarded with freedom. Instead, Clark

chose to hold onto him for another 10 years after the trip, much to the dismay and anger of the

1% Esteban, a native of Azamor, on the Atlantic shore of Morocco, was also known as Estevanico, Estevan,
Estebanico, Black Stephen, and Stephen the Moor. For Esteban’s story and the presence of other early blacks with
Spanish expeditions, see Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 27-43; Donald E. Chipman, “Estevanico,”
Handbook of Texas Online, published by the Texas State Historical Association,
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fes08, [accessed January 3, 2012]; George P. Morehouse,
“Padilla and the Old Monument near Council Grove,” Kansas Historical Collections 10 (1908): 472-479. See also
“Isabel de Olvera Arrives in New Mexico,” in Taylor and Moore, eds., African American Women Confront the West,
31; Dedra S. McDonald, “To be Black and Female in the Spanish Southwest,” in Taylor and Moore, African
American Women Confront the West, 32-52; A. D. F. Bandelier, ed., The Journey of Alvar N(fiez Cabeza de Vaca
(New York: A.S. Barnes, 1905), 52-54, 65; and Rick Moss, “Not Quite Paradise: The Development of the African
American Community in Los Angeles Through 1950,” California History 75, no. 3 (Fall 1996): 222-224.
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black man, who wanted to be freed and reunited with his wife in Kentucky. Clark resorted to
beating, imprisoning, and threatening York with sale in an unsuccessful effort to break his
defiance. Clark finally freed him in 1816, but the black explorer’s final fate is unclear. William
Clark contended that York hated being free and died while attempting to return to him. Mountain
man Zenas Leonard provides another account, which has York living among the Crow Indians as
a respected member of the tribe in the 1830s. Still another version of the story contends that
York remarried and spent a comfortable life as the owner of a drayage service operating between
his home in Louisville, Kentucky, and Nashville, Tennessee.* York, mountain man James
Beckwourth, mapmaker T. H. Jefferson, and other black frontiersmen helped blaze the trail for
overland emigrants who would make their way west in the coming decades.*?
The Question of Race

Early explorers like Esteban, de Padilla’s interpreter, York, and Beckwourth undoubtedly
were of African ancestry. But the issue of race—who was “white” and who was not—became a
pressing one for the Europeans who colonized the “New World.” From the beginning, race has
been a complex and contentious subject in America. By the sixteenth century, it was becoming a

social rather than a national or biological identity. By the time of the great overland emigrations,

1 Darrell Millner, “York,” The Black Past: An Online Reference Guide to African American History,
BlackPast.org, http://www.blackpast.org/?g=aaw/york [accessed September 18, 2010]; Darrell M. Millner, “York of
the Corps of Discovery: Interpretations of York’s Character and His Role in the Lewis and Clark Expedition,”
Oregon Historical Quarterly (Fall 2003): 2-25

http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/ohg/104.3/millner.html [accessed September 18, 2010]; Taylor, In
Search of the Racial Frontier, 48-49.

12 These are only a few of the early black explorers who lived and worked in the West before the era of overland
emigration. Other significant African American trailblazers include Edward Rose, the son of a white trader and a
black-Cherokee woman who joined the Manuel Lisa fur trading expedition to the Bighorn River in present-day
Wyoming in 1806. He periodically worked as a guide, hunter, and trapper for several fur-trading companies, but
lived as a valued member of two Indian nations, learning their languages and customs. The Absaroka (Crow) nation
adopted him in 1807, and the Arikara did so in 1830 in what is now South Dakota. Rose allied himself with the
Indian societies against potential enemies and was an important link with world of the fur traders. See Taylor, In
Search of the Racial Frontier, 49-50. Peter Ranne, a black member of Jedediah Smith’s Southwest Expedition of
1826, trapped beaver throughout the Cache Valley and traveled as far as present-day San Bernardino, California.
Polette Labross was a “mulatto” (a person of mixed race) who took part in Smith’s second expedition in 1827. See
Ronald Coleman, “A History of Blacks in Utah” (PhD diss., University of Utah, 1980), 28-29.
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it was being used (though not always successfully) to thwart attempts by African Americans (and
others) to contest their status and define themselves.

Beginning in Hispaniola in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Spanish
explorers slaughtered and attempted to enslave the Indian peoples they encountered, believing
them to be culturally and racially inferior. Historian Winthrop Jordan has written that among
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europeans, “the most common assumption was that the
original color of man was white.” Deviation from the original was evidence of degeneration and
inferiority. Variations from the original needed to be eliminated or, at very least, controlled for
the sake of a well-ordered and moral society. Therefore, the need to differentiate between
“white” and “other” gave rise to a system of racial categories based on an “imagined quantum of
blood” and certain physical characteristics.*

In the territories held by Spain and Mexico, an elaborate system of racial classification
was put in place. The Spanish “Sistema de Castas” (System of Castes) was a hierarchy of more
than 40 racial classifications (castizo, morisco, mestizo, mulatto, indio, negro, etc.) designed to
delineate degrees of whiteness. For social and political purposes negro (black) was the least
desirable, while espafiol (Spanish) was the most desirable. Under this system, people of African
ancestry were also vulnerable to enslavement, exploitation, and marginalization, but still might
achieve a measure of social and economic mobility. This was particularly true on the frontier of
New Spain (what is now northern Mexico and the southwestern United States) where people
were needed to establish settlements. African American history curator Rick Moss has observed

that the type of rigid social discrimination based on race that had emerged in the United States

3 Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812 (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1968), 248-259; Nicholas Hudson, “Nation to ‘Race’: The Origin of Racial
Classification in Eighteenth-Century Thought,” American Society for Eighteenth Century Studies 29, no. 3 (Spring
1996): 247-264, especially 252-258; Walter Johnson, “The Slave Trader, the White Slave, and the Politics of Racial
Determination in the 1850s,” The Journal of American History 87, no. 1 (June 2000): 13-38, especially 16-17.



“failed to take root in the complex multiracial society” of the Spanish and Mexican territories of
the West. With the American takeover of the Mexican holdings in the mid-nineteenth century,
however, the relative social fluidity enjoyed by people of color ended.**

White Americans began to set aside the long-held definition of race as nationality and
adopted a new one that emphasized ethnicity and color. As early as the first decades of the
seventeenth century, European colonizers on the eastern seaboard were enacting laws designed
to define “white” and “other.” For blacks and Indians, consignment to the category of “other”
often meant enslavement. Permanent, hereditary servitude (chattel slavery) became the primary
indicator of race, and color became “the sign of slavery.”*® African Americans and other people
of color, including Indians, Asians, and Hawaiians (Kanakas) were classified as “others,” and
were given the same racial identity and social status. By the nineteenth century, the “one drop
rule” was the standard for determining race in the United States. It dictated that an individual
with any degree of “African blood” was black and therefore presumed to be a slave or subject to
enslavement. The one-drop rule took precedence over parentage and birthplace. It was invoked
irrespective of skin color or degree of “whiteness,” and it blocked social and economic mobility.

Race became an expedient means by which to confer or deny inclusion in society.*

Y Herbert G. Ruffin 11, “Sistema de Castas (1500s-ca.-1829),” The Black Past: An Online Reference Guide to
African American History, BlackPast.org, http://www.blackpast.org/?g=aaw/sistema-de-castas-1500s-ca-1829
[accessed July 4, 2011]; Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 37-48; McDonald, “To Be Black and Female in
the Spanish Southwest,” 35-49; Moss, “Not Quite Paradise,” 225.

15 Theresa Zackodnik, “Fixing the Color Line: The Mulatto, Southern Courts, and Racial Identity,” American
Quarterly 53, no. 3 (September 2001): 420-451, especially 420-430, 432, 433 for quote, and 448 n26.

18 Jordan, White Over Black, 44-98; Hudson, “Nation to Race,” 248-253; and Zackodnik, “Fixing the Color Line,
420-430, 432-433, 448 n26, 451 n90. A Negro was defined as having as little as one-fourth, one-eighth, one-
sixteenth, one-thirty-second, or one drop of “black blood.” In addition, inspections of skin, hair, nose, teeth,
fingernails, and even feet were used to determine race. See also Victoria E. Bynum, ““White Negroes’ in Segregated
Mississippi: Miscegenation, Racial Identity, and the Law,” Journal of Southern History 64, no. 2 (May 1998): 247-
276, especially 266; and Johnson, “The Slave Trader, the White Slave,” 21-25.
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The Evolution of Their Status

The transformation of the status of black men and women occurred as European
settlement of North America increased and the demand for labor rose. By the time of the great
overland migrations, black people lived within a political and social context that had been
established to deny them their humanity, restrict their liberty, and frustrate their aspirations. The
racially restrictive environment in which black western emigration took place evolved over a
relatively short period of time and was influenced by a number of economic, social, and political
factors.

In the seventeenth century, when the British established colonies in North America,
people of African descent were among the first settlers, arriving as slaves, indentured servants, or
free people. Although historians continue to debate the legal status of the first black arrivals in
the colonies, black residents and white indentured servants alike often shared the same state of
“half freedom.”*" In many cases, blacks’ status was indistinguishable from that of white
indentured servants. Until the mid-seventeenth century, a number of black colonists were able to
benefit from permeable racial boundaries that often allowed them to successfully petition for
freedom, purchase their liberty, and own property.*®

Nonetheless, census records and other documents show that white colonists routinely

differentiated between themselves as “Englishe’” and blacks as “Negroes,” and black colonial

" Winthrop D. Jordan, “Modern Tensions and the Origins of American Slavery,” The Journal of Southern History
28, no. 1 (February 1962): 20.

'8 For a discussion of black colonists successfully gaining freedom, see Warren M. Billings, “The Case of Fernando
and Elizabeth Key: A Note on the Status of Blacks in Seventeenth-Century Virginia,” William and Mary Quarterly,
Third Series, 30, no. 3 (July 1973): 467-474, especially 471-473; and Darlene Clark Hine, William C. Hine, and
Stanley Harrold, The African American Odyssey, combined 4™ ed. (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2010),
60. For a discussion of similarities between white indentured servants and blacks, see Lois E. Horton, “From Class
to Race in Early America: Northern Post-Emancipation Racial Reconstruction,” Journal of the Early Republic 19,
no. 4, (Winter 1999): 562-649, especially 630-631.



10

residents experienced different treatment than their white counterparts.*® Whites often identified
blacks arriving in the colonies not by name (as was the case for white arrivals), but by color, age
and sex—as they might identify horses or cattle. Field labor was assigned routinely to black
servant women, while indentured white women generally worked around the home. Typically,
white indentured servants who ran away were punished with extra time added to their terms of
labor. However, as early as 1640, captured black runaway servants in Virginia were being
sentenced to lifetime servitude.?

As the cultivation of lucrative staple crops like tobacco and rice expanded and began to
drive colonial economies, the demand for a permanent labor source increasingly targeted
Africans and their descendants. The ambiguous racial status of the earlier period hardened into a
system of chattel slavery that cast people of African ancestry into permanent, hereditary
bondage.?* By the mid-seventeenth century, chattel slavery had become a visible presence in all

thirteen colonies, and it dominated race relations in the colonial era.

19 Quotes from Jordan, “Modern Tensions and the Origins of American Slavery,” 22.

%0 For a detailed discussion of the distinctions white colonists drew between themselves and black colonists, see
Jordan, “Modern Tensions and the Origins of American Slavery,” 22-23. Jordan notes that the John Punch incident
of 1640 was the first “definite indication of outright enslavement” in any English colony. In this case, the General
Court of Virginia punished an interracial group of indentured servants who had run away and were recaptured. The
two white men were ordered to serve their masters for an additional year, and the colony for three more. John Punch,
the black runaway in the group, was sentenced to “serve his said master or his assigns for the time of his natural
life.” Later that same year in Virginia, a band of seven runaways was apprehended. This time, six white men in the
group were sentenced to additional years of service, but the lone black man in the party received none. Jordan
speculates this was because he was already serving for life. See Jordan, White Over Black , 75. For the status of
blacks in the early British colonies, see Hine et al., The African-American Odyssey, 53-54, and 59 for the account
John Punch and the treatment of black and white runaways. Also see John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, Jr.,
From Slavery to Freedom: A History of African Americans, 7" ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 1994), 56-61; Russell
R. Menard, Migrants, Servants and Slaves: Unfree Labor in Colonial British America (Aldershot, United Kingdom:
Ashgate, 2001); and Billings, “The Case of Fernando and Elizabeth Key,” 467-474.

“YFor a detailed examination of the transformation of the status of black people from ambiguous status to chattel
property during the colonial period, see Jordan, White over Black; Edmund S. Morgan, American Slavery, American
Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New York: Norton, 1975); Peter H. Wood, Black Majority: Negroes in
Colonial South Carolina, from 1670 through the Stono Rebellion (New York: Knopf, 1974); Joanne Pope Melish,
Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and “Race” in New England, 1780-1860 (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1998); Ira Berlin, Many Thousand Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America (Cambridge:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998).
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The Contagion of Liberty

When the American Revolution plunged colonists into the War for Independence, white
American revolutionaries, proclaiming themselves slaves to British oppression, compared their
struggle against British political and economic control to the plight of the blacks they themselves
held in bondage. Their wartime declarations of egalitarianism and their rhetoric of inalienable
rights often were extended to include black people. Revolutionary zeal even led some white
Americans to propose the abolition of slavery altogether.??

The contagion of liberty that gripped white Americans in the Revolutionary era also
spread to the African American population. Blacks embraced the egalitarian philosophy and
viewed the war as their pathway to freedom. Historian Gary Nash has called the American
Revolution the “largest slave uprising in our nation’s history.” Regardless of the uniform they
might wear, African Americans fought to liberate themselves. Ten to 20 times more blacks
(mostly slaves and some free), however, allied themselves with the Loyalists forces rather than
with the Patriots. Many blacks perceived Britain to be more advanced in the anti-slavery fight.
This perception was fueled in part by events that had taken place in England as revolutionary
fervor was building in America. The 1772 Somersett decision (sometimes spelled Somerset)
gave black and white abolitionists cause for optimism. The closely-watched case involved a
slaveholder who had returned to Great Britain from Virginia with his slave, and wanted to sell
him to a plantation in the Caribbean. The court handed down a carefully worded decision that
denied slave-owners living in Britain the right to deport their slaves back to the colonies. The

ruling did not affect the 14,000 black slaves held in Britain, nor did it abolish slavery throughout

22 For the impact of Revolutionary rhetoric on abolitionism during the war, see Leon F. Litwack, North of Slavery:
The Negro in the Free States, 1790-1860 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 5-7; Horton, “From Class to
Race in Early America,” 637-638; and Gary B. Nash, Race and Revolution (Madison: Madison House, 1990), 3-20,
58-59, 91-110. For a meticulous analysis of the impact of Revolutionary ideology and the problem of slavery, see
Jordan, White Over Black, especially 269-342.
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the British Empire as some mistakenly believed—that did not happen until 1833. Nonetheless,
anti-slavery forces in Britain and America hailed the Somersett decision as a signal of slavery’s
imminent demise.?®

African Americans also had other, pragmatic reasons for allying themselves with the
British during the Revolution. In an effort to quell the uprising in its early stages, royal officials
had established lines of informal cooperation with slaves and offered to grant perpetual freedom
to any slave or indentured servant who left his or her owner to join the British forces. By 1774 in
Virginia, British officials had begun to consider exploiting the tension between slaves and their
owners, and to encourage slave rebellions as a strategy to preserve British rule. In 1775, John
Murray, the fourth earl of Dunmore and Virginia’s last royal governor, promised freedom to all
slaves and indentured servants who enlisted in the British army. Thomas Jefferson estimated that
nearly 30,000 blacks in Virginia alone fled to the British forces in response to this decree. In
other parts of the South and in the North, thousands of slaves escaped to the British whenever

they were nearby.?

%% Nash, Race and Revolution, 57-59; Gary B. Nash, “African Americans in the Early Republic,” Magazine of
History, 14, no. 2 (Winter 2000): 12. In the case of Somersett v. Stewart, the slave James Somersett sued for his
freedom and received it because his owner had brought him from Virginia to England and then attempted to ship
him to Jamaica. In the 1772 ruling, the English court held that British laws did not uphold slavery. The court ruled
that slavery was so “odious” a matter that its existence and protection required positive law; that is, laws that were
specifically passed by the government and in the law books. The court decided that no slave could be removed
forcibly from Britain and sold. This ruling heartened British anti-slavery forces and led many blacks and whites on
both sides of the Atlantic to believe, mistakenly, that slavery had been abolished throughout the British Empire. In
reality, it did not grant liberty to blacks held in bondage, nor did it change the status of slaves in Britain’s overseas
colonies. For details about the complexities and implications of the Somersett case, see George van Cleve,
“*Somerset’s Case’ and Its Antecedents in Imperial Perspective,” Law and History Review, 24, no. 3 (Fall 2006):
601-645; Jerome Nadelhaft, “The Somersett Case and Slavery: Myth, Reality, and Repercussions,” The Journal of
Negro History 51, no. 3 (July 1966): 193-208; Deirdre Coleman, “Janet Schaw and the Complexions of Empire,”
Eighteenth-Century Studies 36, no. 2 (Winter 2003): 169-193; and Karen Robbins, “Power among the Powerless:
Domestic Resistance by Free and Slave Women in the McHenry Family of the New Republic,” Journal of the Early
Republic, 23, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 47-68.

2 Nash, Race and Revolution, 59-62; Thomas Jefferson to William Gordon, July 16, 1788, in The Papers of Thomas
Jefferson, vol. 13, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953-1958), 364; Woody Holton,
“*Rebel against Rebel’: Enslaved Virginians and the Coming of the American Revolution,” The Virginia Magazine
of History and Biography 105, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 157-192; Charles W. Carey, Jr., “*These Black Rascals’: The
Origins of Lord Dunmore’s Ethiopian Regiment,” Virginia Social Science Journal, 31, (1996): 65-77.
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White Americans denounced the British for inciting slave uprisings and forbade black
enlistment in state militias and the army. However, in light of the overwhelming black response
to the Dunmore Proclamation, and faced with mounting troop shortages, George Washington
lifted the ban on black enlistment in the Continental Army. American fighting forces actively
began to recruit African Americans. Historian Benjamin Quarles noted that black loyalties were
not to a “place nor to a people, but to a principle.” Nowhere was this more evident than in the
ranks of Lord Dunmore’s “Ethiopian Regiment” who fought alongside British troops wearing
uniforms emblazoned with the motto, “Liberty to Slaves.”?*After winning independence,
however, most white Americans quickly abandoned their egalitarian ideals in favor of the
economic and social practicalities of nation-building.

Permanent, Hereditary Chattel: A Snapshot of Antebellum Slavery in the South, Indian
Territory, and Border States

After the Revolution, a great deal of the new nation’s economic prosperity was dependent
on slave labor, and the majority of African Americans resided in the South as slaves. Four
million men, women, and children lived under a system of chattel slavery that dominated every
aspect of their lives. While each southern state had its own set of slave codes, all followed a
common pattern. Most prohibited slave gatherings (including religious services) without white
supervision, forbade teaching slaves to read, and prohibited them from bearing firearms, legally
marrying, or traveling without the written permission of their owners or overseers.

Free blacks in the South, although they did not have owners, were nonetheless far from
free. Most Southern black codes placed the burden of proof of freedom on the black person.

Failure to prove free status could result in enslavement. This was also the case for failure to pay

% Nash, Race and Revolution, 60-61; Carey, “These Black Rascals,” 61-72; Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the
American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1961), vii. “Liberty to slaves” quote in
Holton, “‘Rebel against Rebel’,” 182.
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debts, court fines, or taxes. Black laws prevented free black southerners from voting, holding
office, or testifying in court against a white person. Georgia laws barred free blacks from owning
property.”®

In the early national era, slavery became more deeply entrenched in the South and
gradually faded out in the North. In 1793, the introduction of the cotton gin caused a boom in
cotton production and rapidly expanded southern slavery beyond the Appalachian Mountains.
The success of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin encouraged slaveholders to try their hand at growing
cotton in southern Missouri in the early 1800s. Other planters brought in slaves, mostly from
Kentucky, Virginia, Tennessee, and North Carolina, to grow other crops in areas that could not
support cotton. By 1810 there were 3,011 slaves and 607 free blacks living in Missouri Territory;
the 1820 census recorded 97,797 “bondsmen” and 376 black freemen.*’

The lot of plantation slaves in the Old South is well known, but plantations were rare in
the border states. In Missouri, most slaveholders were small landowners who kept one or two
slaves or a single black family, and these toiled as general field and farm workers and domestic
servants. Fieldwork included planting and processing cotton, tobacco, and hemp, Missouri’s
primary crops. Slaves often worked as crew on Missouri River boats or as blacksmiths and
engineers in the iron industry, and a considerable number labored in lead and salt mines—hired
out by owners who collected their pay.?

Missouri joined the Union as a slave state in 1821 under the terms of the Missouri

Compromise, legislation designed to maintain the delicate balance of slave and free states. The

% Encyclopedia of Black America, ed. W. Augustus Low and Virgil Clift (New York: Da Capo Press, 1981), s. v.
“Slavery.”

27 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census of the United States, 1860. The 1810 data is from Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1864, 601, and 1820 data is from the Fourth Census for the United States, 40, as
reported in Harrison Anthony Trexler, Slavery in Missouri, 1804-1865 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1914),
9, http://www.dinsdoc.com/trexler-1-0b.htm [accessed April 12, 2011].

% Trexler, Slavery in Missouri, 20-26; Encyclopedia of Black America, s. v. “Slavery in selected states: Missouri.”
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state’s constitution prohibited slaves from being emancipated without the consent of the slave
owner and without compensation to the owner, and state law restricted a slave from owning any
personal property, including his or her own clothing, furnishings, and work tools; from buying
and selling without written permission; and from entering contracts. In 1860, a Missouri court
heard the case of a slave who had been sold by his master after having purchased his own
freedom and despite holding a receipt proving payment in full. The court denied the bondsman
the right to sue his owner and refused to enforce any contract between master and slave “even
where there might be complete fulfillment on the part of the slave.”* The year that case was
heard, Missouri was home to 114,931 slaves (about 10 percent of the state’s total population),
and 3,572 free blacks.*® This was a relatively low proportion of slaves compared to Southern
states, but Missouri was a western border state, not a keystone of the Old South. It was,
nonetheless, deeply steeped in southern mores, culture, and law. Other territories and states
settled largely by Southerners developed similar traits.

In the early 1820s, Southerners moving west to join Stephen Austin’s American colony in
Mexican Tejas carried slavery along with them. By 1825, there were 443 black bondsmen in
Tejas.® Despite Mexico’s abolishing slavery in 1829, authorities made no attempt to eliminate
slavery in its northern provinces. By 1835, “fully 10 percent of English-speaking Texans were
slaves.”*? The Texas Revolution against Mexico flared that year largely over slavery issues, and
the resulting Republic of Texas legalized the institution. At that time, 1836, approximately 5,000

black bondsmen lived there; four years later, the Texas slave population numbered 11,323.% The

2 Redmond (colored) v. Murray et al., 30 Mo., quoted in Trexler, Slavery in Missouri, 64.

%0 1860 Census, reported in Trexler, Slavery in Missouri, 9.

%1 Alwyn Barr, Black Texas: A History of African Americans in Texas, 1528-1995 (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2" ed., 1996), 17.

% Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 4.

% Barr, Black Texas, 17.
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new republic’s constitution stated that free black individuals already living in Texas must
petition congress for permission to remain, but the legislature later voted to allow them to stay.
Free blacks had no rights of citizenship, however. Black persons—anyone of at least 1/8 African
blood—could not vote, own property, or testify against whites in a court of law.** Texas joined
the Union as a slave state in 1845, and on the eve of the Civil War in 1860 the slave population
there stood at 182,921, or 30 percent of the state’s total population.®®

Slavery expanded into present-day Oklahoma in the 1830s as a direct result of the forced
relocation of American Indian tribes from their homes in the South to Indian Territory.
Cherokees and Creeks (Muskogee), in particular, had adopted some distinctive Southern social
and economic practices, including plantation agriculture and black slavery. The Cherokee alone
took several hundred African American slaves to Indian Territory in 1838; of those, 175 died on
the Trail of Tears. Chickasaws, Seminoles, and Choctaws were slaveholders, as well. By 1860,
more than 7,000 slaves (about 14 percent of the total population) resided in Indian Territory.
So deep were the tribes’ Southern roots that in 1861 the Cherokee Nation would issue a decree of
support for the South in the “War of Northern Aggression” and muster troops to fight for the
Confederacy.*’

Political tensions reached a boiling point when the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854
repealed the Missouri Compromise, established Kansas Territory, and permitted residents to
determine by popular vote whether they would enter the Union as a free state or a slave state.

Within days of the act’s passage, hundreds of Missouri “emigrants” surged into Kansas to claim

* Ibid., 8.

%1860 Census, reported in Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 76.

% Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 64, 67.

%" Declaration by the People of the Cherokee Nation of the Causes which have Impelled Them to Unite their
Fortunes with those of the Confederate States of America, Tahlequah, Cherokee Nation, October 28, 186, repr., n.d.,
http://www.unitednativeamerica.com/cherokee.html [accessed April 12, 2011].
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land and help carry the vote for slavery; and non-resident abolitionists likewise flooded in to
ensure that Kansas would be a free-soil state. “Bleeding Kansas” became a violent flashpoint of
the North-South conflict over the western expansion of slavery as raiders of both persuasions,
pro- and anti-slavery, crossed the Missouri-Kansas border to punish the opposition. In 1860, as
civil war loomed, the U.S. Census documented only two slaves and 625 “Free Colored” residents
in Kansas.*® In the South and the border states, slavery rested solidly on a legal and social
foundation established to ensure that African Americans remain perpetual, hereditary chattel
property and that the small free black population would languish as a powerless, subordinate
class.

Northern “Unfreedom”

In the North, where economies did not depend on slave labor after the Revolution,
legislatures and courts quickly moved to abolish slavery and adopted a policy of gradual
emancipation. These actions compelled African Americans to continue in bondage for a specific
number of years after the enactment of the state’s abolition laws, or until they or their children
reached a specified age.* In 1800, nearly 37,000 northern blacks, most residing in New York
and New Jersey, remained in legal servitude. By 1830, Northern states had virtually abolished
slavery, with only 3,568 blacks, most in New Jersey, still in bondage.*

Although Northerners had distaste for chattel slavery and adamantly opposed the

expansion of slavery into the western states and territories, most did not want free blacks

% Kansas State Historical Society and the Kansas Collection of the University of Kansas, “Immigration and Early
Settlement,” Online 1854-1861, A Virtual Repository for Territorial Kansas History
http://www.territorialkansasonline.org/~imlskto/cgi-bin/index.php?SCREEN=immigration [accessed April 12,
2011].

% Nash, Race and Revolution, 34.

“0 These Northern states abolished slavery: Vermont in 1777, Ohio in 1802, lllinois in 1818, Indiana in 1816,
Massachusetts and New Hampshire in 1783, Pennsylvania in 1780, Rhode Island in 1784, Connecticut in 1784 and
1797, New York in 1799 and 1817, and New Jersey in 1804. See Litwack, North of Slavery, 3, 14-15.
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migrating into Northern cities. This attitude grew out of fear that a flood of cheap black labor
would undercut white men’s wages; later, out of poor whites’ perception that they were being
drafted to fight on behalf of slaves in the Civil War; and in no small part out of white society’s
deep-rooted racial prejudices. To discourage free African Americans from settling in their
communities, Northerners passed “black laws” that denied black residents citizenship, suffrage,
and property rights. For example, in 1788 Massachusetts barred blacks from residing there
longer than two months under penalty of imprisonment, whipping, and hard labor. By 1803,
Indiana had banned blacks from testifying in court, from voting, and from serving in the militia.
Additionally Indiana levied a $3 tax against all black men. Similarly, Ohio required blacks to
post a $500 bond upon entering the state. Even Wisconsin, with the smallest black population of
the Old Northwest, passed an anti-black suffrage law. African Americans living under black laws
often bore the brunt of white violence and had no recourse to redress their grievances in the
courts or by petition. In 1839, Ohio black laws forbade African Americans from petitioning for
any reason whatsoever.**

As early as 1827, Cincinnati, Ohio city officials began harshly enforcing state black laws,
targeting its 2,258 African American residents (9.4 percent of the total population of 24,148).
Citing economic competition from black workers, city fathers implemented a campaign intended
to curb black population growth by imposing fines and barring blacks from skilled trades.** In
response, African American residents organized an emigration society, hoping to resettle
Cincinnati blacks elsewhere. Canada seemed like a promising place to many black residents. In

June 1829, the emigration society elected Thomas Crissup (who had migrated to Cincinnati

“! Katz, The Black West, 54-55, 57.

“2 Nikki Taylor, “Reconsidering the ‘Forced’ Exodus of 1829: Free Black Emigration from Cincinnati, Ohio, to
Wilberforce, Canada,” The Journal of African American History 87 (Summer 2002): 283-302, especially 290-291.
For population numbers, see especially 285.
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before 1820) and Israel Lewis (who had settled in the city after escaping slavery with his wife) to
travel to Upper Canada and purchase land for an all-black settlement. After meeting with and
receiving encouragement from John Colbourne, the Lieutenant Governor of Upper Canada,
Crissup and Lewis bought 4,000 acres for $1.50 an acre (the present-day equivalent of
$143,000). The land was located in Biddulph Township, along the Au Sable River, less than 20
miles from Lake Huron and the Thames River and eight miles from Lake Erie, in Ontario,
Canada. They named the settlement Wilberforce, after British emancipation advocate William
Wilberforce. It was intended to be an independent, rural agricultural settlement where farmers
would raise cattle and cultivate crops. Before the exodus could begin, however, whites in
Cincinnati began a week-long rampage against blacks in the city. The August 1829 outbreak of
rioting, in which mobs of rock-throwing, armed whites destroyed black homes, buildings, and
businesses, gave more urgency to African Americans’ plans to leave Cincinnati.*

During the riot, between 1,100 and 1,500 blacks fled Cincinnati.* Some individuals and
families, many without the resources to travel far, fled to nearby cities such as Glendale,
Hamilton, and Lebanon, but returned once the situation had calmed down. However, a group
under the leadership of James C. Brown, a former Kentucky slave who had purchased his
freedom, set out for Canada. This group mobilized all its resources to make the 377-mile journey
on foot and with wagons through Ohio, across Lake Erie from Sandusky, and on to Canada.
Between 460 and 2,000 black emigrants made the trip to Canada, but most never settled in
Wilberforce, preferring to live in the more established Canadian cities where work was more

readily available.

*% Taylor, “Reconsidering the ‘Forced” Exodus,” 283-302. For the enforcement of black laws and oppression of
blacks, see 286-287. For a discussion of immigration plans to Canada before the 1829 race riot and Wilberforce, see
287-293.

* Taylor, “Reconsidering the ‘Forced’ Exodus,” 291.

* Ibid., 289, 292.
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Just one year after the Cincinnati riot, white mobs in Portsmouth, Ohio forced 80 of the
town’s 200 black residents to flee. In 1835, another riot in Cincinnati targeted abolitionist
officials, abolitionist presses, and black neighborhoods and businesses. In 1846, Ohio whites also
objected to the presence of freed slaves who had been emancipated by Senator John Randolph of
Roanoke, Virginia. Randolph’s will called for the manumission of his 383 slaves, who were to be
resettled in a free state on land purchased with funds from his estate. The executor of the will
paid $38,000 to buy 3,200 acres of land in Mercer County, Ohio, for the former slaves, but
hostile whites confronted the black newcomers when they attempted to settle in Carthagena
(northwest of Columbus). The freedmen were forced to seek shelter with sympathetic white and
black families or to move on.*

Race riots also erupted in other northern urban locations, including Detroit, Philadelphia,
Utica, and Buffalo. This violence killed and injured hundreds of African Americans and
devastated black communities. The New York City draft riot of 1863 was the grimmest of the
northern race upheavals. Mobs of angry whites (many of them Irish immigrants who resented
that blacks were exempt from the draft and feared black workplace competition), tore through
the city, lynching blacks from street-corner lamp poles, murdering others in their homes, and
burning down an African American orphanage. Upwards of 100 black people were killed in the

four-day rampage.*’ The climate of anti-black hostility and violence that prevailed in the early

%8 J. Stephen Ellingson, “Understanding the Dialectic of Discourse and Collective Action: Public Debate and Rioting
in Antebellum Cincinnati,” The American Journal of Sociology 1, no. 1 (July 1995): 100-144, especially 116-117;
Joan E. Cashin, “Black Families in the Old Northwest,” Journal of the Early Republic 15, no. 3, Special Issue on
Gender in the Early Republic (Autumn 1995): 449-475, especially 451-452; J. Reuben Sheeler, “The Struggle of the
Negro in Ohio for Freedom,” The Journal of Negro History 31, no. 2 (April 1946): 208-226, see especially 212-214.
For an account of Randolph’s former slaves and their heirs’ legal battle to reclaim their land, see Frank F. Mathias,
“John Randolph’s Freedmen: The Thwarting of a Will,” The Journal of Southern History, 39 no. 2 (May 1973): 263-
272.

*" For a detailed account of anti-black violence in northern cities, see James M. McPherson, The Negro’s Civil War:
How American Blacks Felt and Acted During the War for the Union (New York: Ballantine Books, 1991 edition),
69-78; Leonard R. Riforgiato, “Bishop Timon, Buffalo, and the Civil War,” Catholic Historical Review 73, no. 1
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nineteenth century America led to the formation in 1830 of the American Society of Free
Persons of Color, which held its first convention in Philadelphia. Outraged by the Cincinnati riot,
the Society advocated black colonization to Canada and initiated the black convention
movement—a movement that would spread westward with the black overland emigrants.*

By the 1850s, some 200,000 Northern blacks, freed or free-born, lived in a state of
“unfreedom.” Thanks to black laws that deprived them of basic civil rights, African Americans
were reduced to living as squatters in the states in which many had been born and had resided for
generations.*

The Nature of Freedom in the West

Freedom in the West did not come easily. Historian William Loren Katz has noted that
black laws established in the East “moved westward with the pioneer’s wagons,” spreading first
to the western territories carved from the Old Northwest (lowa, lllinois, Indiana, and Ohio).*® In
these regions, fear of the increasing influx of African Americans resulted in constitutional
provisions or legislation intended to prevent their entry and restrict their rights.

In the territories of New Mexico, Arizona, and Nevada, African Americans made up a
small percentage of the total population. Like their counterparts elsewhere in the West, blacks in

these places were plagued by exclusionary laws and discriminatory policies.

(January 1987): 62-80; Michael P. McCarthy, “The Philadelphia Consolidation of 1854: A Reappraisal,”
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 110, no. 4 (October 1986): 531-548, especially 533-535; Carl E.
Prince, “The Great ‘Riot Year’: Jacksonian Democracy and Patterns of Violence in 1834,” Journal of the Early
Republic 5, no. 1 (Spring 1985): 1-19; and John A. Williams, “The Long Hot Summers of Yesteryear,” The History
Teacher 1, no. 3 (March 1968): 9-23.

“® For a summary of the free black convention movement emerging in the aftermath of the Cincinnati riot and the
public dialogue among African Americans about emigration to Canada, see Taylor, “Reconsidering the ‘Forced’
Exodus of 1829,” especially 295-297.

“® Litwack, North of Slavery, 15. The term “unfreedom” was used in an influential article by historians Oscar and
Mary F. Handlin, “Origins of the Southern Labor System,” The William and Mary Quarterly 7, no. 2 (April 1950):
199-222. See especially 200, 204, 206.

%0 Katz, The Black West, 54-55, 57.
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Indian indentured servitude and slavery and Mexican peonage were the major sources of
coerced labor in New Mexico Territory. The Compromise of 1850 was the important factor in
determining slave policies in New Mexico. A key part of the legislation provided that slavery in
New Mexico (and in Utah Territory) would be determined by popular sovereignty. In New
Mexico Territory, African American slaves never exceeded a dozen or so, and the total black
population remained small.>* Despite the relative absence of African Americans in the territory,
New Mexico legislators rapidly established an array of anti-black laws. To prevent fugitive and
freed Texas slaves from coming into New Mexico, officials enacted a law in 1856 that limited
the number of free blacks who could enter the territory. New Mexico’s first slave code was
established in 1859. The measure restricted slave travel, prevented blacks from giving testimony
in court, and limited slave-owners’ right to arm slaves except in defense against Indian raids.>

Even before the Civil War, the southern portion of New Mexico Territory, generally
referred to as Arizona, was a hotbed of Southern sentiment. In 1860, the inhabitants living there
took matters into their own hands and named the region the Territory of Arizona, making the
town of Mesilla (the main route between Texas and California) the territorial capital. Pro-
Confederate residents of the Territory of Arizona (Americans and Mexicans) voted to secede

from the Union in 1861 and declared the region to be the Confederate Territory of Arizona. In

%! For a discussion of the creation of the New Mexico Territory and the Compromise of 1850, see B. Sacks, “The
Creation of the Territory of Arizona,” Arizona and the West 5, no. 1 (Spring 1963): 29-62, part 1 of 2 parts. In 1860,
New Mexico’s black population was only 85 (of a total population of 93,516). By 1870, that number had increased
to 172 (of a total population of 91,874). In 1870 Arizona Territory, blacks numbered 26 (of a total population
9,658). For population figures, see Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 74-76, 104, especially the charts “Black
Population in Western States and Territories, 1860,” 76, and “The African American Population in Western United
States and Territories, 1860-70,” 104. Taylor’s figures for blacks in New Mexico, Arizona, and Nevada Territories
are based on the 1860 Census, iv. See also U.S. Bureau of the Census, Negro Population in the United States, 1790-
1915 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1918), 43, 44; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistics of the
Population of the United States, 1870 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), 3; and Michael F.
Doran, “Population Statistics of Nineteenth Century Indian Territory,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 53, no. 4 (Winter
1975): 501.

52 Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 74-75; Barret Kaubisch, “New Mexico Territory Slave Code (1859-
1867),” The Black Past: An Online Reference Guide to African American History, BlackPast.org,
http://www.blackpast.org/?g=aaw/new-mexico-terriory-slave-code-1859-1867 [accessed April 14, 2011].
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1862, after Union forces defeated the Confederates in the crucial battle of Glorieta Pass, the
federal government regained control of the area. That same year, Congress banned slavery in all
the territories. In 1863, Congress recognized Arizona (now located west of the 109™ meridian)
as an official territory of the United States. African Americans in the new Arizona Territory,
however, continued to be legally discriminated against and prohibited from participating equally
with whites.

Similar conditions prevailed for the small African American population in Nevada. The
federal census of 1860 enumerated only 44 blacks living in the portion of Utah Territory that
would later become Nevada. Blacks residing there made up 0.6 percent of the total population
and clustered around the Virginia City and Gold Hill areas in the western part of the territory.>*
Nevada historian EImer R. Rusco has observed that “Nevada was racist during the territorial and
early statehood period.”*® Although there was a great deal of anti-slavery and pro-Union
sentiment in the territory, Nevada lawmakers made it clear that their priority was to “legislate for

white men.”>®

%3 Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 75; Kaubisch, “New Mexico Territory Slave Code.” For a discussion of
Avrizona Territory, the Confederate Territory of Arizona, and pro-southern sentiments, see Martin Hardwick Hall,
“The Mesilla Times: A Journal of Confederate Arizona,” Arizona and the West 5 no. 4 (Winter 1963): 337-351;
Sacks, “The Creation of the Arizona Territory,” part 1, especially 58-59; B. Sacks, “The Creation of the Territory of
Arizona,” Arizona and the West, 5, no. 2 (Summer 1963): 109-148, part 2 of 2 parts. For a discussion of the Battle of
Glorieta Pass, see National Park Service, CWSAC Battle Summaries, “Glorieta Pass,” A Project of the American
Battlefield Protection Program, http://www.nps.gov/hps/abpp/battles/nm002.htm [accessed April 26, 2011]; Robert
G. Athearn, “West of Appomattox: Civil War beyond the Great River: A Stage-Setting Interpretation,” Montana
Magazine of Western History 12, no. 2 (Spring 1962): 2-11; Lewis D. W. Hall, “A Summation of Events,” Montana
Magazine of Western History, 12, no. 2 (Spring 1962): 12-15.

> For black Nevada population figures, see EImer R. Rusco, “Good Time Coming?” Black Nevadans in the
Nineteenth Century (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1975), 14-16, 124, especially Table 1, Black Population of
Nevada, 1860-1870. Rusco’s population figures are based on Daniel O. Price, Changing Characteristics of the
Negro Population (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1969), 9, 13.

% Rusco, “Good Time Coming?,” 21.

% Rusco, “Good Time Coming?,” 22. This statement was made by Territorial Assemblyman Abraham Curry, who
was objecting to a House resolution that proposed banning the sale of firearms and ammunition to Indians. Curry
opposed the provision, observing that Indians relied on these resources for their livelihood. He conceded that
territorial representatives had met “to legislate for white men, but that was no reason for starving the Indians.”
Curry’s remarks are quoted in Andrew J. Marsh, Letters from Nevada Territory, 1861-1862, ed. William C. Miller,



http://www.nps.gov/hps/abpp/battles/nm002.htm�

24

In 1861, the Nevada legislature passed a measure banning slavery, but subsequently
enacted laws that limited the franchise to whites and prohibited non-whites from holding office,
serving on juries, testifying against whites in court, and joining the militia. No provisions were
made for the public education of non-white children, and intermarriage between whites and
nonwhites (including backs, mulattos [mixed race], Indians, and Chinese) was criminalized.
When Nevada entered the Union in 1864, lawmakers drafted a constitution that continued the
earlier racial policies, but in 1865 the law governing testimony was modified to allow blacks to
testify in court under limited conditions. However, the state constitution specifically excluded
African American children from public schools unless separate schools were established for
them.>

Like the Northern states, far western territories also established anti-black emigrant laws.
Peter H. Burnett, a newly elected member of the Oregon provisional government in 1844,
introduced a bill that banned slavery from Oregon Territory but exacted severe penalties on any
black people who wished to reside in the territory. The Oregon Provisional Government enacted
that bill, known as the Oregon Black Exclusion Law, or, infamously, as the “Lash Law,” in June
1844. Specifically, Burnett’s law required all black persons over the age of 18 to leave Oregon
within two years (if male) or three years (if female), or be subjected to 20 to 39 lashes from a
whip. This treatment was to be repeated every six months “until he or she shall quit the
territory.” However, the law was amended six months later, before going into effect: instead of
being whipped, a black person found guilty of remaining illegally in the territory would be

forced to labor for a white “employer” for a short period, after which the “employer” had six

Russell W. McDonald, and Ann Rollins (Carson City, Nev.: Legislative Counsel Bureau, 1972), 553. Marsh was the
official reporter of the Nevada legislative sessions for the Sacramento Daily Union newspaper.

> For a detailed discussion of territorial and state anti-black legislation in Nevada, see Rusco, “Good Time
Coming?,” especially 21-38.
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months to get the black person out of Oregon or pay a $1,000 fine. The law was repealed in
1845, before it went into effect.>®

In 1846, Oregon became an official possession of the United States; its territorial
legislature was organized in 1849. In September of that year, the legislature passed a bill that
required black and mulatto newcomers to leave the territory within 40 days, but that exempted
African Americans already in residence. This law remained in effect until it was replaced by the
1859 Oregon constitution, which banned black migration into the state and prohibited blacks
from voting. The black exclusion stipulation was not removed from the state constitution until
1926, and the outdated clause banning black suffrage was removed the following year. Oregon’s
1850 Homestead Act, in addition, excluded blacks from claiming free land from the
government.*

California entered the Union as a free state in 1850 by way of the Compromise of 1850,
which barred slavery there but established a stronger national fugitive slave law. Unlike the
weakly enforced Fugitive Slave Law of 1793, the 1850 federal law was harsher and more
comprehensive. It required all U.S. marshals, their deputies, and even ordinary citizens to help
arrest suspected runaways. Those refusing to comply with the law could be fined or imprisoned.
The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 made it virtually impossible for African Americans to prove that
they were free, but slave owners or their agents merely had to provide legal documentation from
their home state or have a white witness testify to a federal commissioner that the captured black

person was a slave. Federal commissioners were paid $10 for every captive returned to slavery

%8 US Slave, “Oregon Black Exclusion Laws,” http:/usslave.blogspot.com/2011/04/oregon-black-exclusion-
laws.html [accessed August 29, 2011]; State of Oregon, “Oregon Racial Laws and Events, 1844-1959,”
http://www.ode.state.or.us/opportunities/grants/saelp/orraciallaws.pdf [accessed August 29, 2011].

%% Quintard Taylor, “Freedmen and Slaves in Oregon Territory, 1840-1860,” in Peoples of Color in the American
West, ed. Sucheng Chan, Douglas Henry Daniels, Mario T. Garcia, and Terry P. Wilson (Lexington, Mass.: D.C.
Heath and Company, 1994), 77-79.
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and only $5 for those declared free. In 1852, some 300 black slaves, illegally held by white
owners, labored in California’s goldfields, and an undetermined number worked as domestic
servants.®® The free state of California had, by far, the largest number of “bond servants west of
Texas.”® As in other states, California’s state legislators also established a bulwark of black
laws that severely restricted free blacks and left them vulnerable to exploitation. Denied
citizenship, blacks could not legally settle on public land. In addition, they were barred from
voting, holding public office, serving on juries, attending public schools, and using public
transportation. In 1852, state lawmakers passed a bill that prohibited blacks from testifying in
court against whites.®? Despite its free status, California had its own fugitive slave law.
California’s Fugitive Slave Act of 1852 denied the freedom claims of slaves who were brought
into the state by Southern whites. It required that recaptured black fugitives be returned to their
owners, and imposed a $500 fine and a prison sentence on any white person who helped a former
slave escape arrest. The law was effective for one year but was extended in 1853 and again in
1854.%

In 1858, the fugitive slave case of Archy Lee galvanized the African American
community in California, revealed how deeply entrenched anti-black sentiment was in the West,
and highlighted the uncertain conditions under which black Americans lived. (see Appendix,

Chapter 1, Photo 2). Archy Lee, an 18-year-old Mississippi slave born in 1840, traveled to

% Hine, et al., The African American Odyssey, 141, 238-244.

® Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 78.

%2 Shirley Ann Wilson Moore, “We Feel the Want of Protection: The Politics of Law and Race in California, 1848-
1878,” in Taming the Elephant: Politics, Government, and Law in Pioneer California, ed. John F. Burns and
Richard J. Orsi (Berkeley: University of California Press with the California Historical Society, 2003), 108-109. For
a detailed account of California’s black laws, also see Eugene Berwanger, “The Black Law Question in Ante-
Bellum California,” Journal of the West 6, no. 2 (April 1967): 205-220.

% Moore, “We Feel the Want of Protection,” 109. Katz notes that in California, slavery had “powerful defenders”
who by 1852 had “convinced the legislature to pass a broad and arbitrary fugitive slave law” that permitted slave
owners to remain in the state for an indefinite time, thus institutionalizing slavery despite its being outlawed in the
state constitution. See Katz, The Black West, 134; Berwanger, “The Black Law Question in Ante-Bellum
California,” 214.
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California overland in 1857 with his owner, Charles Stovall, from Carroll County, Mississippi.
Stovall, whose family owned a plantation, claimed he went west “for the benefit of his health,”
and never intended to make California his permanent home.®* However, the circumstances under
which Stovall and Lee began their trip across the plains together are unclear. The most plausible
explanation comes from an 1858 interview with Lee, published in the Alta California newspaper.
In this account, Lee said that he had stabbed a white man who had tried to kidnap him as he
labored at Stovall’s mill in Choctaw County, Mississippi. Lee stated that after stabbing the white
man, he went into hiding near the mill until Charles Stovall “appeared with a buggy and took
him and drove away with him.”®

The two men ferried across the Mississippi River at Memphis and made their way to the
plantation of John Carnes in Cape Girardeau County, Missouri. Stovall left Lee there for several
months. In court documents, Lee claimed that Stovall’s brother William took him from Missouri
to Kansas, and then on to the “crossing of the Platte,” where they met up with Charles, who was
traveling in a Missouri train bound for California. Lee and the Stovalls continued with the train,

with Lee driving the ox-team and cooking for the party.®® When they reached Carson Valley, on

Nevada’s western border, the exhausted oxen were unable to cross the Sierra. Stovall purchased

% Rudolph M. Lapp, Archy Lee: A California Fugitive Slave Case (1969; repr., Berkeley: Heyday Books, 2008).
This is the best, most detailed account of the Archy Lee case. For this quote, see “Affidavit of C.A. Stovall,” filed
March 29, 1858, in BACM Research, “African-American Slavery: California Fugitive Slave Case: Stovall v. Archy
Lee Legal Papers,” http://www.paperlessarchives.com/FreeeTitles/StovallvArchy.pdf [accessed May 5, 2011].

® The newspaper interview is reprinted in Lapp, Archy Lee, 9, 52-53. For the original newspaper interview, see the
Alta California, “Archy’s Story,” March 31, 1858. Original of the Alta California newspaper is in the California
State Library, California Room collection.

% For Stovall’s and Lee’s differing versions of events, see “Petition and Affidavit of C. A. Stovall,” January 8, 1858,
“Affidavit of C. A. Stovall” filed March 29, 1858, and “Brief for Respondent and Statement of Facts,” April 1858,
all in BACM Research, “Archy Lee Legal Papers.” Also see National Archives, “Slavery in California, the Case of
Stovall v. Archy, a Slave,” especially “Petition and Affidavit of C. A. Stovall,” January 8, 1858 (ARC ldentifier
295969), “Brief for Respondent (and Statement of Facts),” ca. April 1858 (ARC Identifier 295967), all in Our
Archives: Our Voices. Our History. Our National Archives, an online project of the United States National
Archives, http://www.ourarchives.wikispaces.net/Slavery inCaliforniatheCaseofStovallv.Archy [accessed May 3,
2011]. Also see Lucile Eaves, A History of California Labor Legislation: With an Introductory Sketch of the San
Francisco Labor Movement (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1910), especially “The Last California
Fugitive-Slave Case,” 99-104.
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a 160-acre ranch and remained there with Lee for several months. They pushed on to
Sacramento, arriving there in October 1857.%’

Although Stovall testified in court that he had always planned to return immediately to
Mississippi upon reaching Sacramento, he opened a private school and taught for a few months.
He also hired out Archy Lee for wages, which made up a significant portion of Stovall’s income.
However, Lee, with the encouragement and support of the free black community in Sacramento,
claimed his freedom, citing California’s free soil. He ran away and found refuge among
Sacramento’s free black population but was subsequently arrested. Black and white abolitionists
rallied around him, providing legal and financial assistance. Lee was silent during most of his
appearances in court, but in January 1858 when Judge Robinson asked him what his wishes
were, he clearly replied, “I don’t understand what you are speaking of but | want it to come out
right. 1 don’t want to go back to Mississippi.” After a series of complex legal maneuvers, the
state Supreme Court held that the state’s Fugitive Slave Law applied if the slave owner was only
temporarily residing in California. In other words, Lee was considered an escaped slave who was
not protected under California law. Despite Stovall’s lengthy residency, the court ruled in his
favor. However, as Stovall prepared to sail from San Francisco with Lee, abolitionists blockaded
the ship. Archy Lee won a reprieve while his supporters fought the extradition order in court. In
April 1858, after weeks of intense legal wrangling, Lee was declared free.®® In the spring of
1858, Lee was among the estimated 400 African Americans (almost 10 percent of the state’s

black population) who left California for British Columbia when gold was discovered along the

%7 Lapp, Archy Lee, 9, 52-53; Alta California, March 31, 1858; BACM Research, “Archy Lee Legal Papers,”
“Petition and Affidavit of C. A. Stovall,” January 8, 1858, “Affidavit of C. A. Stovall” filed March 17, 1858, and
“Brief for Respondent and Statement of Facts,” April 1858; National Archives, “Slavery in California.”

% Lapp, Archy Lee, 48-62. Archy Lee quote is in Lapp, Archy Lee, 8. See also Moore, “We Feel the Want of
Protection,” 109-111; “Affidavit of C. A. Stovall,” filed March 29, 1858, and “Affidavit of S. J. Noble,” filed March
29, 1858, in “BACM Research, “Archy Lee Legal Papers™; Eaves, A History of California Labor Legislation,”” 100-
104.
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Fraser River. By 1862, he was back in the United States, working as a barber in Washoe,
Nevada. In 1873, Sacramento newspapers announced his death.

African Americans in California responded to the attacks on their liberty with concerted
action. In 1852, they organized the Franchise League and unsuccessfully petitioned the state
legislature for full civil rights. Taking a more aggressive approach in 1855, they organized the
Convention of Colored Citizens of the State of California. At the first Convention of Colored
Citizens, 49 male delegates from 10 of the state’s 27 counties met at St. Andrews African
Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) in Sacramento, where they gave their highest priority to
overturning the anti-testimony and fugitive slave laws. Subsequent conventions in 1856, 1857,
and 1865 targeted voting restrictions, public school segregation, and segregation on public
conveyances. A number of convention participants, such as Mifflin Wistar Gibbs, Jeremiah B.
Sanderson, and Peter Lester, had been leading abolitionists in their home states before
emigrating to California in the early 1850s.”

In Colorado, African Americans also fought against black laws that had begun to replace
the territory’s earlier race-neutral laws. The most egregious of Colorado’s black laws, enacted in
1864 by the territorial legislature, limited voting to white males. This law reversed the territory’s
first election law of 1861, which had given the franchise to all males 21 or older. In addition, the
1861 law had extended the franchise to Indians, who were declared citizens by treaty.”* Outraged

by the erosion of their rights, black Coloradans waged an intense campaign of petitioning and

% vVirtually nothing is known about Lee’s life in Canada. However, he returned from British Columbia after the
outbreak of the Civil War. In 1862 the black-owned Pacific Appeal newspaper reported that he was working as a
barber in Washoe, Nevada. In 1873, black newspapers and white newspapers in Sacramento reported that Archy Lee
had been found buried in the sands along the banks of the American River, seriously ill but refusing help. He was
taken to the county hospital in Sacramento, where he died. See Moore, “We Feel the Want of Protection,” 11; Lapp,
Archy Lee, 64.

" Moore, “We Feel the Want of Protection,” 116- 117.

™ Forbes Parkhill, Mister Barney Ford: A Portrait in Bistre (Denver: Sage Books, 1963). For discussion of
Colorado’s race-neutral laws, see especially 124-125; and Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 124-125.
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lobbying territorial and national politicians between 1864 and 1867. This campaign was
spearheaded by prominent black Coloradan Barney Ford, a former Virginia slave who had
traveled overland from Missouri to Denver in 1860, and Kentucky-born former slave William
Jefferson Hardin. Under their leadership, African Americans worked relentlessly to block the
territory’s admission to statehood without a guarantee of black voting rights. The territorial
legislature and the U.S. Congress, for a time, virtually ignored their efforts. However, in January
1867, Congress passed the Territorial Suffrage Act, which regulated voting in the territories and
gave all male residents (excluding Indians) the right to vote. As a result, some 800 black male
westerners gained suffrage. Thus, for the first time since 1861, black men in Colorado cast their
ballots in the 1867 municipal elections held in Denver and Central City.”

In Montana, suffrage also became the most pressing concern for blacks when the territory
was created in 1864. The organic act that authorized the territory’s creation restricted suffrage to
white males. After intense debate (most of which centered on Wisconsin Senator James R.
Doolittle’s contention that no blacks resided in Montana), the Senate and House of
Representatives reached a compromise that removed the whites-only voting provision, and
instead broadened the franchise to male United States citizens. However, black men still could
not vote in Montana because they did not legally have full right of citizenship. Not until the
passage of the Territorial Suffrage Act in 1867 and the ratification of the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Amendments in 1868 and 1870, respectively, did African American men receive

citizenship and the right to vote in federal and territorial elections.”

2 Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 124-125; Parkhill, Mr. Barney Ford, 134-138.
73 H
Ibid., 121.
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Utah: Slaves and Saints

The treatment and status of African American emigrants to Mormon Utah were unique.
They lived within a system that was unlike any other in the antebellum West. Historian D.
Michael Quinn has written that Utah was the “only western territory where African-American
slavery and slave-sales were protected by territorial statute.”’* Black overlanders who entered the
Salt Lake Valley as part of the Mormon exodus to the West came both as free people and as
slaves. Many of them were Mormon converts, but all of them were excluded by law and religious
doctrine from full participation in society.

At least three slaves, Green Flake, Hark Lay, and Oscar Crosby (who were
euphemistically called “servants” by their white Mormon owners), were part of the first
contingent of 143 Latter-day Saints in 1847. Green Flake and Hark Lay had converted to
Mormonism before they began the journey to Utah, and Oscar Crosby was baptized into the faith
two weeks after arriving in July 1847.” They represented a fraction of the black men and women
who settled in territorial Utah. Historian Newell G. Bringhurst has estimated that between 110
and 119 slaves and free black men and women were brought or freely emigrated to the Great
Basin within the first four years of Mormon settlement. The years 1847 to 1850 marked the peak
of black emigration to the region.”® At the close of 1847, 10 African Americans had arrived in

the territory with other Mormon groups. By 1848, some 50 black people lived in the Salt Lake

™ D. Michael Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of Power (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1994), 659;
Ronald G. Coleman, “Blacks in Utah History: An Unknown Legacy,” Utah History to Go, an online project,
http://historytogo.utah.gov/people/ethnic_cultures/the peoples of utah/blacksinutahhistory [accessed January 2,
2011]; Coleman, “A History of Blacks in Utah, 1825-1910,” 32-36.

" Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 71; Jack Beller, “Negro Slaves in Utah,” Utah Historical Quarterly 2
(October 1929): 122-123; Dennis L. Lythgoe, “Negro Slavery in Utah,” Utah Historical Quarterly 39 (Winter
1977): 41-42; William E. Parrish, “The Mississippi Saints,” The Historian 50, no. 4 (August 1988): 492; Coleman,
“Blacks in Utah History.”

"® Newell G. Bringhurst, Saints, Slaves and Blacks: The Changing Place of Black People Within Mormonism
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Publishing, 1981), 218, and especially Table 9, “Number of Blacks (Slave and Free)
Who Apparently Migrated to Utah during the Period 1847-1850,” 224.
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Valley among a general population of 1,700. The federal census of 1850 reported 24 free persons
of color in Utah, and 26 slaves. The 1860 census counted 59 African Americans living in Utah
Territory—30 free, and 29 slaves. Many, if not most, black arrivals were converts to
Mormonism. However, race excluded them from equality. In Utah Territory (as in New Mexico
Territory), the popular sovereignty clause of the Compromise of 1850 dictated the context for
slavery. "’

The Mormon position on blacks and slavery was contradictory, but it ultimately reflected
prevailing antebellum white racial attitudes and practices, despite the fact that many Mormon
leaders (including Vermont-born Brigham Young) had come from regions where strong anti-
slavery sentiment existed. In addition, Mormon doctrine condemned all forms of human
bondage, and some Mormon leaders were vocal in their opposition to slavery. Mormon
newspapers condemned the “slaveholder who deprives his fellow-beings of liberty,” and
proclaimed that the institution of slavery had turned the United States into “an asylum for the
oppressed.” Some accounts claim that in 1836 in Kirtland, Ohio, church founder Joseph Smith

had personally ordained Elijah Abel, a former slave and Mormon convert, into the Mormon

" For black population in Utah, see Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 72; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
“Historical Census Statistics on Population Totals by Race, 1790 to 1990, and By Hispanic Origin, 1970 to 1990,
For the United States, Regions, Divisions, and States,” Table 59, Utah —Race and Hispanic Origin: 1850 to 1990,
online project of the Population Division, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., Working Paper Series, No.
56, September 2002, http://www.census.gov/population/wwwdocumentation/twps0056/twps0056.html [accessed
May 19, 2011]; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Seventh Census of the United States, 1850 (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office), 993. See also 1860 Census; and Coleman, “Blacks in Utah History.” For a discussion
of Mormon persecution, anti-Mormon violence, and general nineteenth-century perceptions of Mormons, see Will
Bagley, So Rugged and Mountainous: Blazing the Trails to Oregon and California, 1812-1848 (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 2010), 291-293, 370-372; Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of Power, 82-141, and The
Mormon Hierarchy: Extensions of Power (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1997), 241-261. For the Mormon
position on African Americans and slavery, see Newell G. Bringhurst, “The Mormons and Slavery: A Closer Look,”
Pacific Historical Review 50, no. 3 (August, 1981): 337-338; Bringhurst, Saints, Slaves and Blacks; Quinn, The
Mormon Hierarchy: Extension of Power, 286-287; Lester E. Bush, Jr., “Mormonism’s Negro Doctrine: An
Historical Overview,” Dialogue 8 (1973): 11-68; Ronald G. Coleman, “‘Is There No Blessing for Me?’: Jane
Elizabeth Manning James, a Mormon African American Woman,” Taylor and Moore, African American Women
Confront the West, 144-162; James B. Christensen, “Negro Slavery in the Utah Territory” 18 (Third Quarter 1957):
298-305, especially 299 for black population; and Nathaniel R. Ricks, “A Peculiar Place for the Peculiar Institution:
Slavery and Sovereignty in Early Territorial Utah,” (master’s thesis, Brigham Young University, 2007), especially
18-49, 99-124.
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priesthood.”® In his 1844 campaign for the presidency, Smith’s published platform, Views of the
Powers and Policy of the Government of the United States, denounced the peculiar institution,
and called for the “break down [of] slavery” and the destruction of the “shackles from the poor
black man.” His opposition to slavery did not advocate black equality, however; instead he
proposed that the 3.2 million slaves be emancipated and then relocated to Texas, which was at
that time part of Mexico, or to Canada. "

Mormon opposition to slavery reached a peak in the 1840s after the Latter-day Saints
were expelled from Missouri and had established their new headquarters in Nauvoo, Illinois.
However, as early as the 1830s, when anti-Mormonism was becoming more widespread and
violent, Mormon leaders had begun to temper their religious opposition to slavery, hoping (in
part) to avoid incurring persecution from anti-abolitionist forces. Therefore, in 1835, church
membership approved an anti-abolition resolution that declared:

We believe it just to preach the gospel to the nations of the earth
and warn the righteous to save themselves from the corruption of
the world; but we do not believe it right to interfere with bond
servants, neither preach the gospel to nor baptize them, contrary to
the will and wish of their masters, nor to meddle with or influence

them in the least to be dissatisfied with their situations in this life
thereby jeopardizing the lives of men. Such interference we believe

"8 Nauvoo Neighbor, September 10, 1845, and Latter Day Saints Millennial Star (published in Liverpool, England),
September 1843, both quoted in Bringhurst, “The Mormons and Slavery,” 332; Bringhurst, Saints, Slaves, and
Blacks, 37-39; Newell Bringhurst, “*The Missouri Thesis” Revisited: Early Mormonism, Slavery, and the Status of
Black People,” in Black and Mormon, ed. Newell G. Bringhurst and Darron T. Smith (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press: 2006), 13-33; Margaret Blair Young, “Abel, Elijah (1810-1884),” The Black Past: An Online Reference
Guide to African American History, BlackPast.org, http://www.blackpast.org/?q=aaw/abel-elijah-1810-1884
[accessed July 7, 2011].

7 Joseph Smith, Jr., General Smith’s Views on the Government and Policies of the United States (Nauvoo: John
Taylor, 1844), online at the Joseph Smith Home Page, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, from the L.
Tom Perry Special Collections at Brigham Young University,
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/cdm4/document.php?CISOROOT=/NCMP1820-1846&CISOPTR=2836 [accessed
May 10, 2011]. See also Bringhurst, “The Mormons and Slavery,” 3, 332; Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins
of Power, 119; Timothy L. Wood: “The Prophet and the Presidency: Mormonism and Politics in Joseph Smith’s
1844 Presidential Campaign,” Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society 93, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 167-193,
especially 180-182; and Bush, “Mormonism’s Negro Doctrine,” especially 13-22.
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to be unlawful and dangerous to the peace of every government
allowing human beings to be held in servitude.®
Thus, Mormons adopted the position of opposing slavery while rejecting its immediate
abolition. When Brigham Young ascended to church leadership after Smith’s murder, his
“attitude toward African-Americans differ[ed] from the founding prophet’s.”®" Young found
justification in church doctrine for slavery and black subordination. In an 1852 speech before the
Joint Session of the Legislative Assembly in Utah, he declared that church teachings held that
blacks were descended from “Ham and Canaan” and were in league with Cain and the devil.
Their lineage, therefore, condemned African Americans to be the “servant of servants.” In
another speech, he proclaimed that the “seed of Canaan . . . will inevitably carry the curse which
was placed upon them until the same authority, which placed it there, shall see proper to have it
removed.”®
After Utah Territory was officially established as a result of the Compromise of 1850,
Young, who claimed to own no slaves, nevertheless welcomed slaveholding Mormons into Utah.

Speaking before territorial lawmakers in 1852, he made his position on the issue clear, declaring,

“I am a firm believer in slavery.” He also maintained that if “a master has a Negro, and uses him

8 The text was originally published in the Latter Day Saints Messenger and Advocate, August 1835; Timothy L.
Wood: “The Prophet and the Presidency,” 180-181; Bringhurst, “The Mormons and Slavery,” 331.

& Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of Power, 286-287, quote on 659.

8 For Young’s position on slavery and the inferior position of blacks, see “Speech by Governor Young in Joint
Session of the Legislature, giving counsel on a Bill in relation to African Slavery, given at Salt Lake City on Friday,
January 23", 1852, (Reported by George D. Watt; BPP, HDC),” in The Teachings of President Brigham Young, vol.
3, 1852-1854, ed. Fred C. Collier (Salt Lake City: Collier’s Publishing Company, 1987), 26, 27 (hereafter cited as
Collier, "Governor Young's Speech, January 23rd, 1852”); Collier, The Teachings of President Brigham Young,
“Governor Young’s Speech, February 5™, 1852, (hereafter cited as Collier, "Governor Young's Speech, February
5" 1852”); Collier, “Governor Young’s Speech , February 5%, 1852) 44, 45; “The Message of Governor Brigham
Young, delivered to the Council, and House of Representatives of the Legislature of Utah Territory, at Salt Lake
City, on Monday, January 5", 1852, (Reported and prepared for delivery by Thomas Bullock and Thomas W.
Ellerbeck; DN, vol. 2:18-#5, 1/10/52),” 16. See also Brigham Young interview by Horace Greeley, July 13, 1859,
reprinted in The Salt Lake Tribune, August 15, 1993,
http://www.utlm.org/onlineresources/sermons_talks_interviews/brighamgreeleyinterview_july131859.htm [accessed
May 12, 2011]; Bush, “Mormonism’s Negro Doctrine,” 22-27; and Bringhurst, “Mormons and Slavery,” 336.
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well, he is much better off than if he was free.”* He further observed that “the Negro in the
Southern states are much better treated than the laboring classes of England.” In 1852, Young
urged the legislature to adopt “An Act in Relation to Service” which legally recognized the
enslavement of black people in the Great Basin.®* He saw the Act as a way to appease wealthy
and politically connected Utah slave owners, to reach out to slaveholding Southern Mormons, to
curry favor with proslavery representatives in Congress, and to limit the importation of slaves
into Utah.® The 1852 Act elaborated Mormon views of slavery, portraying black bondage not as
chattel slavery but as indentured servitude. It cast Utah’s Mormon slaveholders in the role of
benevolent masters who were urged to use their black servants with “all the heart and feelings, as
they would use their own children.”®

The Act also laid out Utah’s slave code, which, unlike Southern slave codes, placed more
emphasis on the regulation of slave owners than on their chattel property. Utah’s slave code
prevented slave owners from selling their slaves out of the Territory without the consent of the

slaves. It forbade slaveholders from engaging in “sexual intercourse with any of the African

race” under penalty of fines ranging from $500 to $5,000. It required owners to furnish slaves

8 For accounts of the creation of Utah, see Bagley, So Rugged and Mountainous, 370-372, and Quinn, Mormon
Hierarchy: Extensions of Power, 236-240. Young was virulently anti-black. Citing theological reasons, Young
opposed intermarriage between blacks and whites even within the Mormon faith, but condoned intermarriage
between Mormon men and Indian women. For example, when informed that a black Mormon man had married a
white Mormon woman in Boston, Young stated that he would have both of them killed “if they were far away from
the Gentiles,” instead of in Boston. By contrast, Young urged Mormon elders to marry Indian women as part of
God’s plan to make Indians “a White and delightsome people” and to “learn them the [Mormon] gospel.” Young’s
statement about the marriage of a black Mormon man and a white Mormon woman is quoted in Quinn, The
Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of Power, 478. For Young’s comment about Mormon elders and Indian women
intermarrying, see Scott G. Kenney, ed., Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, vol. 3 (Midvale, Utah: Signature Books,
1983), 241, as quoted in David L. Bigler and Will Bagley, The Mormon Rebellion: America’s First Civil War, 1857-
1858 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2011), 29. For the quotes regarding Young’s support of slavery, see
Collier, “Governor Young’s Speech, January 23", 1852,” 26-28.

8 «Collier, “Governor Young’s Speech, February 5", 1852,” 218.

% For a succinct summary of the Act see Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier,” 73-74. For a more detailed
account of the Act, see Bringhurst, “Mormons and Slavery,” 332-338.

8 For Young’s views on slavery, see Collier, “Governor Young’s Speech, February 5, 1852,” 45. See also
Bringhurst, “Mormons and Slavery,” 336, and Dennis L. Lythgoe, “Negro Slavery in Utah,” Utah Historical
Quarterly, 39 (Winter 1971): 52.
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with sufficient food, shelter, clothing, and recreational opportunities. It called for owners to
provide schooling for slaves between the ages of “six and twenty years” for “not less than
eighteen months.” In addition, the Act required Utah slaveholders to prove that their human
property had come into the Territory “of their own free will and choice.”®’

Despite its benevolent veneer, the Act was a culmination of anti-black sentiments that
had begun to emerge before the Mormon pilgrimage to the Great Salt Lake Basin. In Nauvoo,
Mormon leaders had begun to restrict African Americans’ political and civil rights by legally
preventing them from voting, holding municipal office, marrying whites, and joining the militia.
These racist trends intensified in the wake of Joseph Smith’s murder and western emigration.®
By early 1852, Utah blacks, enslaved and free, were banned by the territorial legislature (and by
municipal officials in later Great Basin settlements) from voting, holding public office, and
belonging to the territorial militia. These anti-black proscriptions were also written into the
constitution of the proposed Mormon state of Deseret in 1856, 1860, and 1862.%°
No Rights to be Respected

The landmark Dred Scott decision of 1857 left no doubt about the precarious situation in
which nineteenth-century African Americans lived. This ruling increased the vulnerability of all
blacks, regardless of residency or region, to enslavement or re-enslavement.*® Dred Scott was a

Virginia-born slave owned by John Emerson, an army doctor living in Missouri. Emerson took

Scott along when he was transferred to posts in the free state of Illinois and the free territory of

8 Original quotes from “An Act in Relation to Service,” in Acts, Resolutions, and Memorials of the Legislative
Assembly of the Territory of Utah (Salt Lake City, 1855), 160-162, quoted in Bringhurst, “Mormons and Slavery,”
335. See also Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 73-74.

% Bringhurst, “Mormons and Slavery,” 336-337.

8 Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier,” 73; Bringhurst, “Mormons and Slavery,” 337; Lythgoe, “Negro Slavery
in Utah,” 51-54; Ricks, “A Peculiar Place for the Peculiar Institution,” 121-130; Coleman, “Blacks in Utah History.”
% For an account of a free-born, Northern African American who was kidnapped and enslaved, see Solomon
Northrup, Twelve Years a Slave, ed. Sue Eakin and Joseph Logsdon (1853; repr., Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1979). For vulnerability of escaped slaves in the north, see Jean Fagan Yellin, Harriet Jacobs: A
Life (Cambridge: Basic Civitas, 2004), especially 41, 49, and 109-111.
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Wisconsin in the 1830s. While on free soil in 1836 or 1837, Scott married Harriet Robinson, a
teen-age slave owned by Major Lawrence Taliaferro, the Indian agent for Wisconsin Territory.
(see Appendix, Chapter 1, Photo 3). In October of 1837, Emerson left Fort Snelling for an
assignment in Saint Louis, leaving Dred and Harriet in Wisconsin to be hired out. Emerson was
subsequently posted to Louisiana, where he married Eliza Irene Sanford in February 1838. The
Emersons demanded that Dred and Harriet Scott join them in Louisiana, and the black couple
voluntarily traveled back to the slave state. In September 1838, the Emersons and the Scotts
stopped in St. Louis and then moved on to Fort Snelling. While en route, Harriet gave birth to the
couple’s first child, Eliza, in October 1838. Next, Emerson was transferred to Florida in May
1840, leaving his wife and his slaves in St. Louis with his father-in-law, Alexander Sanford, who
hired out Dred and Harriet. In 1842, Emerson returned to St. Louis and moved to Davenport,
lowa, with his wife, but left his slaves in Missouri.*

Emerson died unexpectedly in December 1843, and three years after his death, Dred and
Harriet Scott, with the support of white friends and attorneys, filed separate law suits in Missouri
courts for their freedom. They argued that because they had resided where slavery was illegal,
they had become forever free. They had a strong case under long-standing Missouri legal
precedence that held “once free, always free” in adjudicating freedom suits. Harriet Scott’s suit
was set aside pending the outcome of her husband’s claim.®* Scott lost his first suit, won his
second, and lost again on appeal in the Missouri Supreme Court and again in the U.S. Circuit

Court. In the final appeal, Dred Scott v. Sanford, the United States Supreme Court, with chief

° Missouri State Archives, “Missouri’s Dred Scott Case, 1846-1857,” the Missouri Digital Heritage Collections,
African American History Initiative, http://www.so0s.mo.gov/archives/resources/africanamerican/scott/scott.asp
[accessed May 19, 2011].

%2 Missouri law held that slaves who were taken to free states or territories were freed, even if they returned to the
slave state of Missouri. Missouri’s judicial standard maintained that once the bonds of slavery had been broken, they
did not reattach. See Missouri State Archives, “Missouri’s Dred Scott Case.”
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justice Roger B. Taney of Maryland writing for the majority (who were predominantly
Southerners), ruled that black people “had no rights which the white man was bound to respect;
and that the negro might justly and lawfully be reduced to slavery for his [the white man’s]
benefit.” The 1857 decision held that Scott was not a free man even though he had lived in areas
where slavery was illegal. The court also maintained that Scott and all slaves were property, and
that Congress could not pass legislation (including the Missouri Compromise or the Kansas-
Nebraska Act) that would prevent slave owners from taking their human property into any
territory. %

After the ruling, the Scotts’ new owner, Dr. Calvin Chaffee, a Massachusetts abolitionist
and member of Congress who married John Emerson’s widow, Irene, eventually freed Dred and
Harriet. The couple later settled in St. Louis, Missouri, where Harriet worked as a laundress and
Dred was employed as a porter at the Barnum Hotel. In 1858, less than 16 months after gaining
his freedom, Dred Scott died of tuberculosis. In 1876, Harriet died in St. Louis, where she had
resided since her husband’s death with her daughter and son-in-law, Lizzie Scott Madison and
Wilson Madison.**

The Dred Scott ruling became the most important legal decision on the issues of slavery,
freedom, and race in antebellum America. It legally stripped African Americans of their
personhood and legitimated the practices of slave-catchers who scoured the country for runaways

or any black person they might encounter. Moreover, the ruling further entrenched the institution

% For Taney’s opinion, see Taney, Opinion of the Court, U.S. Supreme Court, Scott v. Sandford, 60 U.S. 393,
Cornell University Law School, Legal Information Institute,
http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/historics/lUSSC_CR_0060_0393_ZO.html [accessed May 20, 2011]; U.S.
Supreme Court, Dred Scott v. Sanford, 60, U.S. 393 (December Term 1856), Westlaw,
http://laws.findlaw.com/us/60/393.html [accessed May 19, 2011].

% Missouri State Archives, “Missouri’s Dred Scott Case.”
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of slavery in the nation’s economic and social life, outraging abolitionists and heartening pro-
slavery forces.*

Many African Americans, enslaved and free, undertook their overland journeys within
this harsh political and social milieu. The racial laws and customs of nineteenth-century America

informed their every step across the plains.

% For an examination of the Dred Scott case and its legal, social, cultural, and political implications, see David
Thomas Konig, Paul Finkelman, and Christopher Alan Bracey, eds., The Dred Scott Case: Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives on Race and Law (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2010). For a comprehensive
examination of the Dred Scott decision, see Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Dred Scott Case: Its Significance in
American Law and Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979).
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CHAPTER 2
THE JUMPING-OFF PLACES

Getting to the Jumping-Off Places

Thousands of hopeful travelers, black and white, poured into towns and outposts along
the Missouri River during the mid-nineteenth century to prepare to “jump off” onto the overland
trails. From these places, travelers would cross the Missouri River and begin their long overland
trek. Historian Merrill J. Mattes defined the jumping-off places as the “Missouri River border
towns” which served as trailheads for the “feeder lines” that converged onto the Great Platte
River Road. (see Appendix, Chapter 2, Map 1). They were the spots where people outfitted for
the overland trip before “jumping off” into the lawless (at least initially) “Indian Territory” west
of the Missouri River.*® However, for many the overland journey began long before they got to
the jumping-off places or set foot on the Oregon, California, or Mormon trails. Like their white
counterparts, African Americans, free and enslaved, traveled from the East, the deep South, and
the Midwest to get to the jumping-off towns.

In January 1847, a group of enslaved black overlanders began making their way to the
West as part of the Mormon exodus to Utah. The four men, Oscar Crosby, 32, Hark Lay 22,
Henry Brown, age unknown, and an unnamed man owned by Mississippi Mormon John H.
Bankhead, were part of an advance team for a brigade of Mormons known as the “Mississippi
Saints” who were leaving the South for Utah.?” The advance team left Mississippi on January 10,

1847. The initial party of two wagons included the “four colored servants” and David Powell

% Mattes, The Great Platte River Road, 103.

%7 Coleman, “A History of Blacks in Utah, 1825-1910,” 30-33; Parrish, “The Mississippi Saints,” 490-499; Beller,
“Negro Slaves in Utah,” 122-124; Lythgoe, “Negro Slavery in Utah,” 40-42. See also Miriam B. Murphy, “Those
Pioneering African Americans,” in Utah History to Go,
http://historytogo.utah.gov/utah_chapters/pioneers_and_cowboys/thosepioneeringafricanamericans [accessed March
24, 2011].
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(brother of Mormon pioneer John Powell), Daniel M. Thomas and family (who brought their two
slaves, Phileman and Tennessee), and Charles Crimson. John Brown, a white Mormon convert,
was directed by Brigham Young to shepherd the group to Winter Quarters, Nebraska, where they
would rendezvous with other Mormons awaiting departure to the West.*®

The thousand-mile journey to the Mormon trailhead in Nebraska took them across
Mississippi and through Tennessee, Kentucky, and Missouri. The trip took a heavy toll on the
entire party, as severe storms, freezing temperatures, and exhaustion plagued the emigrants. John
Brown wrote in his journal, “As we traveled northward the weather became extremely cold. At
St. Louis, where we were joined by Joseph Stratton and his family, we purchased more teams
and wagons. A few days later Bryant Nowlin and Matthew Ivory overtook us, and we now had
six wagons. But the mud was so heavy that we had to lay over several days.” Brown added that
the temperature turned bitterly cold, “giving us the severest kind of weather, which was
extremely hard on the Negroes.” He declared that “this journey from Mississippi was the hardest
and severest trip | had ever undertaken.” However, he also noted that “the negroes suffered
most.”%

John Brown’s journal does not indicate why the African Americans in the party were
hardest hit by the inclement conditions. Certainly, everyone, regardless of race, engaged in the
hard work needed to accomplish the journey and felt the effects of the harsh conditions.

However, slaves, whether they labored on southern plantations or on their journey across the

plains, typically shouldered the most taxing and dangerous duties. Nearly everyone, regardless of

% Coleman, “A History of Blacks in Utah, 1825-1910,” 32-33; Parrish, “The Mississippi Saints,” 493-498; Lythgoe,
“Negro Slavery in Utah,” 40-43; Beller, “Negro Slaves in Utah,” 122; John Brown, Autobiography of Pioneer John
Brown, 1820-1896, ed. John Zimmerman Brown (Salt Lake City: Stevens and Walls, Inc., 1941), 72.

% Brown, Autobiography of Pioneer John Brown, 72. See also Kate B. Carter, The Story of the Negro Pioneer (Salt
Lake City: Daughters of Utah Pioneers, 1965), 7-8; Parrish, “The Mississippi Saints,” 499; Beller, “Negro Slaves in
Utah,” 123; Lythgoe, “Negro Slavery in Utah,” 43-44.
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race, walked, but unlike white travelers, slaves rarely were permitted to ride in the wagons.
While trudging endless miles on foot, slaves also were required by their owners to carry
additional supplies.'® Slaves routinely cleared trails, rescued animals from icy rivers, rounded
up stray livestock, and extracted wagons and animals that had become mired in the mud. Whites
performed these tasks too, but slaves were on call 24 hours a day and were forced to do their
masters’ bidding under all conditions, without any choice in the matter. They often worked
without sufficient food, water, clothing, shelter, or rest. There is nothing to suggest that the
experiences of the “four colored servants” in the Mormon party, who seemed to have had
nothing to protect them from the cold, were any different.

Slaves in the antebellum South were particularly susceptible to pneumonia, influenza,
and other respiratory ailments. Historian Eugene Genovese notes that pneumonia was a “steady
slave killer” after 1845 throughout the South. Genovese states that by 1850, “planters more or
less assumed that their slaves would be troubled regularly by pneumonia and related diseases.”***
Winter and spring months were the worst time for slaves who were “much exposed to the
inclemencies of the weather.”*% It is not surprising, therefore, that two of the six slaves who
embarked on the mid-winter overland trip from Mississippi to Nebraska succumbed to lobar
pneumonia, an illness known in the antebellum period as “winter fever.” Brown recorded in his
journal that his slave Henry Brown “took cold and finally the winter fever set in which caused

his death on the road.” John Brown buried Henry Brown in Andrew County “at the lower end of

the round Prairie, eight miles north of Savannah, Missouri.” By the time the party reached

1% For an 1849 account of an overland slave carrying additional supplies at the behest of her owners, see the journal
of Joseph Alonzo Stuart, “Notes on a trip to California,” 14-16, WA MSS S-619, Yale Collection of Western
Americana, Beinecke Library, Yale University. Also described in Lapp, Blacks in Gold Rush California, 30.

191 For a discussion of slave health and susceptibility to diseases, see Eugene D. Genovese, “The Medical and
Insurance Costs of Slaveholding in the Cotton Belt,” The Journal of Negro History 45, no. 3 (July 1960): 141-155,
especially 150-151 for the quotes.

192 This statement is from the Medical Society of the State of North Carolina, Transactions at the Third Annual
Meeting, May, 1852, 77, as quoted in Genovese, “The Medical and Insurance Costs of Slaveholding,” 150.
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Council Bluffs, the black man owned by John H. Bankhead likewise had died of winter fever.
Brown does not mention the location of the nameless slave’s burial place.*®
First Impressions

By the early 1840s, the Missouri River was the boundary between the settled United
States and the Western frontier. Some emigrants traveled directly overland from their old homes
in the East, the Upper Midwest, and the South to the Missouri River jumping-off places. Many
others boarded riverboats or traveled overland to St. Louis, at the confluence of the Mississippi
and Missouri rivers (The sights and sounds of that busy multi-cultural city, especially shocking
scenes witnessed at the slave markets, are described in numerous emigrant journals.) From St.
Louis, travelers continued by steamer up the Missouri to Independence, Kansas City, and points
north, where their real adventure would begin.***

Many overlanders stopped temporarily in Independence, Westport (present-day Kansas
City, Missouri), St. Joseph, and Council Bluffs, bustling Missouri River towns where they could
obtain the items they needed for the long trek. Most emigrants were fascinated, overwhelmed,
and frequently appalled by the sky-high prices, teeming crowds, incessant cacophony, and
raucous environment they encountered in these places.'®

A new arrival in Missouri observed that St. Joseph contained “some two thousand five
hundred inhabitants and at present is a very busy place on account of the California emigrations

which seems to center here . . . [The] place contains four good sized Hotels, about twenty stores

103 Coleman notes that when Brown’s party arrived at Winter Quarters, at least six or seven other African Americans
were already there. These included Isaac and Jane Manning James and their sons, Sylvester and Silas, a free black
family who had converted to Mormonism; and two slaves, Elizabeth (Lizzie) Flake and Green Flake (no relation),
who were owned by James and Agnes Flake. See Coleman, “A History of Blacks in Utah, 1825-1910,” 31-35. See
also Brown, Autobiography of Pioneer, 72; Parrish, “The Mississippi Saints,” 499-500; and Lythgoe, “Negro
Slavery in Utah,” 43-44.

104 Mattes, The Great Platte River Road, 104,

195 For a comprehensive discussion of the jumping-off towns, see Unruh, The Plains Across, 111-117; Mattes, The
Great Platte River Road, 103-135; and Bagley, So Rugged and Mountainous, 171-176.
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and the residue is made up of groceries, bakeries, & C.”*° Emigrants, often carrying their life
savings, became prey for the thieves, gamblers, and desperadoes who swarmed the jumping-off
towns. Overland diarist Lucius Fairchild decried the presence in St. Joseph of “thieves enough to
steal a man blind.”*"’

While waiting to jump off for California in Kanesville, lowa (near Council Bluffs), in
April 1850, at least one black overlander fell victim to such thieves as he was preparing to join a
California-bound company. The unnamed black man, identified only as being from Wisconsin,
suffered a severe setback to his emigration plans when two white men he had hired to work for
him on the journey stole his teams and outfitting gear. Edward H. N. Patterson, of Oquawka,
Illinois, witnessed the incident while waiting to leave Kanesville with his wagon company.
Patterson wrote in his journal that a “gentleman of color from Wisconsin came here [to
Kanesville] last night to join two teams which he had fitted out, well—he found his teams and
was very summarily dismissed by his hired white men, one of whom drew a pistol and ordered
him to vamose.” The black man left but he “set about devising some plan by which to recover his
teams.” Patterson also noted that “in the meantime, taking advantage of the night[,] the
gentlemen who were ‘bound for California at the nigger’s expense’ eloped, and are now in
Nebraska, where | wish them no harm—but hope the Indians may strip them; their rascality
deserves no better fate.”*® There is no indication whether the black man recovered his property

or was able to continue his journey west.

1% Emigrant Silas Newcomb in 1850, quoted in The Federal Writers’ Project of the Works Progress Administration,
The Oregon Trail: The Missouri River to the Pacific Ocean (Washington, D.C.: Oregon Trails Memorial
Association, 1939), 49.

97| ucius Fairchild to J. C. Fairchild and family, May 5, 1849, quoted in Unruh, The Plains Across, 114.

198 Edward H. N. Patterson, journal entry dated Friday, April 19, 1850. Patterson’s journal entries were published in
the Oquawka Spectator, Summer and Fall, 1850, in a series titled, “Overland Journal, Impressions by E. H. N.
Patterson.” The entire series is located in the Oquawka Spectator microfilm holdings of the Abraham Lincoln
Presidential Library, Springfield, Illinois. See also University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Illinois Newspaper
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In addition to robberies, murders and assaults were commonplace in the towns along the
Missouri River. In 1846, emigrant and future historian Francis Parkman wrote that even in
relatively small Westport, “whiskey, by the way, circulates more freely . . . than is altogether safe

in a place where every man carries a loaded pistol in his pocket.”'%°

(see Appendix, Chapter 2,
Photo 1). Parkman also noted that in Independence a “multitude of shops had sprung up to
furnish emigrants and Santa Fe traders with necessaries for the journey; and there was an
incessant hammering and banging from a dozen blacksmiths’ sheds, where the heavy wagons
were being repaired, and the horses and oxen shod. The streets were thronged with men, horses

and mules.” *°

(see Appendix, Chapter 2, Photo 2). Clearly, the emigrants were the economic
life-blood of the jumping-off towns, which fiercely competed with each other to attract the
business of westbound travelers.***
Cosmopolitan Crossroads

By the time of the great overland emigrations, the jumping-off places had long-
established reputations as racially, culturally, and ethnically diverse communities. Men involved
in the Upper Missouri and Rocky Mountain fur trade outfitted for their journeys or even
established homes or headquarters in some of these towns—for example, Joseph Robidoux at
Council Bluffs and St. Joseph; and Independence was a bustling outfitting town for trade on the

Santa Fe Trail. These activities attracted an international assortment of hunters, trappers,

roustabouts, missionaries, laundresses, cooks, traders, tourists and other adventurers, many of

Project, Oquawka Spectator (Henderson County), oclc no. 11347317, 1848-1908, Record Set Name: Henderson
County Quill, Notes: filed under Stronghurst.

199 Francis Parkman, The Oregon Trail: Sketches of Prairie and Rocky Mountain Life, 6 ed. (Boston: Little, Brown,
and Company, 1877), 8.

"% 1bid., 6.

111 See, for example, Walker D. Wyman, “The Outfitting Posts,” Pacific Historical Review 18, no. 1 (February
1949): 14-23, especially 16-23; “Circular to California Emigrants,” in The Daily Missouri Republican, March 27,
1850; “Independence, California Outfits, &c.,” a letter signed by “Justice,” in The Daily Missouri Republican, n.d.,
courtesy of Bill and Annette Curtis, Independence, Missouri.
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whom were African American. Over time, this “heterogeneous mix resulted in a separate society
of mixed-bloods: children of men of all nationalities and races and their Indian wives.”**? Their
offspring, many of whom were of African descent, became important “bilingual, multicultural
buffers in the merger of Indian with non-Indian society.”**?

The jumping-off towns were cosmopolitan commercial arenas where buyers and sellers
conducted their businesses in an international and multicultural setting. Manuel Harmony, a
native of Spain who became a partner in the New York City shipping and commission firm of P.
Harmony Nephews and Company, engaged in transporting English goods to Independence for
freighting via the Santa Fe Trail. Dofia Gertrudis “La Tules Barcelo, the shrewd New Mexican
businesswoman, famed monte dealer, and gambling impresario, invested $10,000 in the Santa Fe
trade in the boom year of 1843. Charles llfeld, a German Jewish immigrant to New Mexico, was
one of a number of prominent Jewish merchants who operated mercantile stores and engaged in
the Santa Fe trade. Similarly, Wyandotte Indian Chief William Walker leased a warehouse in
Independence and his tribe also invested in the Santa Fe trade.'*

In addition to their roles as emigrant provisioning stations, the jumping-off towns also

became economic, social, and racial crossroads where blacks and whites, native-born and

foreign-born, business people and laborers, Indians and Mexicans, men and women, and

112 Betti Vanepps-Taylor, Forgotten Lives: African Americans in South Dakota (Pierre: South Dakota State
Historical Society Press, 2008), 32.

13 |bid., 32. For Vanepps-Taylor’s original source of the quote about bilingual culture, see Herbert T. Hoover, “The
Avrrival of Capitalism on the Northern Great Plains: Pierre Choteau, Jr., and Company,” in South Dakota Leaders:
From Pierre Choteau, Jr. to Oscar Howe, ed. Herbert T. Hoover and Larry J. Zimmerman (Vermillion: University
of South Dakota Press, 1989), 6-10.

14 For Manuel Harmony, see Mark L. Gardner and Mark Simmons, eds., The Mexican War Correspondence of
Richard Smith Elliott (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1997), 239, n. 42; U.S. Department of Education, “A
Tale of Two Trails: The History of the Oregon Trail,” by Amy Trenkle, Teacher-To-Teacher Workshops, Online
Report, National Park Service, 2005, 5. For Dofia Gertrudis Barcel6, see Richard W. Etulain, Western Lives: A
Biographical History of the American West (Albuquerque: Center for the Southwest, University of New Mexico,
2005), 74-83; and Sophia Truneh, “The llfelds: A Family Story of Jewish Pioneers in New Mexico,” Southwest
Jewish History 3, no. 2 (Winter 1995), http://parentseyes.arizona.edu/bloom/sjhilfeld.htm [accessed May 3, 2011].
For more about Jewish merchants in the Santa Fe trade, also see William Patrick O’Brien, “Olam Katan” (Small
World): Jewish Traders on the Santa Fe Trail,” Journal of the Southwest, 48, no. 2 (Summer 2006): 211-231.
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residents and transients interacted on a routine basis. Oregon emigrant J. Quinn Thornton
described Independence in 1848:

Here might be seen the African slave with his shining black

face, driving his six horse team of blood-red bays, and

swaying from side to side as he sat upon the saddle and

listened to the incessant tinkling of the bells . . . some

[wagons] driven by Spaniards, some by Americans resembling

Indians, some by negroes, and others by persons of all

possible crosses between these various races.**
Doing Well and Doing Good

African Americans, enslaved and free, were important figures in the jumping-off places

as emigrants seeking provisions, as businessmen selling provisions, and as laborers in
construction and road building.™® Indeed, some African Americans who never set foot on the
trails nonetheless became key players in the story of black overland emigration. They managed
to do well financially by carving out livelihoods from the lucrative emigrant market. In addition,
their work often benefitted African American emigrants who were frequently denied access to
services by white merchants and outfitters. These black entrepreneurs helped build and sustain
the African American communities that had taken root in towns along the Missouri River. The
stories of Emily Fisher and Hiram Young expand our understanding of this aspect of black
overland emigration.

Emily Fisher, born a slave in Kentucky around 1808, settled in Independence in 1836

when her white owner and father, Adam Fisher, purchased a farm on Jones Road just east of

115 3. Quinn Thornton, Oregon and California in 1848, quoted in Elizabeth McLagan, A Peculiar Paradise: A
History of Blacks in Oregon, 1788-1940 (Portland: The Georgian Press, The Oregon Black History Project, 1980),
14.

118 \vanepps-Taylor, Forgotten Lives, 32. For reference to slaves helping to build towns and roads in Missouri, see
William J. Curtis, A Rich Heritage: A Black History of Independence, Missouri (Kansas City, Mo.: Better
Impressions Publishing, 1985); Ted Stillwell, “Sam Shepherd and the Broadaxe,” The Independence Examiner,
January 3, 2002; Michael Dickey, “George Caleb Bingham’s Missouri,” Friends of Arrow Rock, Summer
Newsletter, 2007, http://www.friendsar.org/binghamsomo2.lhtml [accessed August 8, 2010]; and The City of
Independence Heritage Commission, “Independence Historic Survey,” ca. 1976, 11.1-11.
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Independence. Emily married a slave named Rowan, who was also owned by Adam Fisher. The
couple had two sons, Rowan, Jr., and Shelby, and a daughter named Sarah. In the late 1850s,
when Emily was a woman in her early 40s, Adam Fisher manumitted her. He purchased a hotel
in Independence, which Emily managed. After Adam Fisher died in 1860, Emily became the
owner and manager of the hotel, thus becoming Jackson County’s first black businesswoman.*’
(see Appendix, Chapter 2, Photo 3).

Her success rested on her considerable culinary, housekeeping, and business skills.
Author Tricia Martineu Wagner writes that Emily Fisher ran the hotel “as she saw fit.”**® This
perhaps explains why she opened her establishment to black and white travelers, an unusual
situation in the jJumping-off centers, where hotels and restaurants vied with each other for white
emigrant business but typically refused service to black travelers. Most black overlanders had to
rely on their own devices to secure accommodations while they waited to contract with a
westbound wagon train. Fisher’s hotel, located on the northeast corner of Main and Maple
streets, gained a reputation for its outstanding service and clean linens. African American
emigrants could now enjoy safe and comfortable accommodations before setting off on the trail.

Fisher’s reputation among emigrants of all races was further enhanced when she invented
a “healing salve,” the recipe for which came to her “one night while [she] was sleeping.” She did
a booming business selling it to overland travelers but she never revealed the recipe. In addition
to these accomplishments, her donation of an initial load of bricks made it possible for the

African American community in 1886 to construct the first black church in Independence—the

7 William J. Curtis, “Emily Fisher: First Independence Black Business Woman,” Kansas City Genealogist 36, no.
2 (Fall 1995): 76-77; Tricia Martineau Wagner, It Happened on the Oregon Trail (Guilford, Conn.: Morris Book
Publishing, 2005), 115-117; Adrianne DeWeese, “Top 10: The People and Places Who Made Up a Rich Black
History in Independence,” Independence Examiner, February 19, 2010; Encyclopedia of African American Business,
ed. Jessie Carnie Smith, Millicent Lownes Jackson, Linda T. Wynn (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2006), s.v.
“Black Business Development in Missouri,” 58.

118 \Wagner, It Happened on the Oregon Trail, 117.
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Second Baptist Church, which is the oldest black church building in the Kansas City area. Unlike
her hotel, the church still stands. Emily Fisher was buried in the town’s Woodlawn Cemetery in
1887.1°

Hiram Young, like Emily Fisher, was not an overland traveler, but as historian W.
Sherman Savage has noted, he “not only aided the western movement but prospered by it.”*?
Young, a former slave described as a “tall, dark skin colored man,” was born in Tennessee circa
1812. He was taken to Green County, Missouri, by his owner George Young, but purchased his
freedom in 1847. He married an enslaved woman named Matilda. He may have bought his wife
out of slavery before purchasing his own freedom so that his children, taking the status of their
mother, would be recognized as free born, and so that his freed wife would be better able to help
him in his business dealings.***

Between 1847 and 1850, Hiram and Matilda Young lived in the Missouri town of
Liberty, approximately 20 miles east of the Kansas border. Liberty gained the reputation of being
the “outfitting center of Independence.”*? In 1850 Hiram, his wife, and their infant daughter,
Amanda, moved to Independence, where he made a living as a carpenter. Young, who could not

read or write, had to rely on white businessman William McCoy (who was Independence’s first

mayor) to act as his business agent. Nonetheless, by 1851 Young had opened a modest

119 Ted Stillwell, “Emily Fisher and Her Healing Salve,” unpublished manuscript in the personal collection of Bill
and Annette Curtis; Encyclopedia of African American Business, “Black Business Development in Missouri” 58;
DeWeese, “Top 10: The People and Places Who Made Up a Rich Black History in Independence,” Independence
Examiner, February 19, 2010. It should be noted that by 1860, however, very few people started their journey west
from Independence; instead they headed out from Kansas City or other more westward points.

120 savage, “The Negro in the Westward Movement,” 534-535.

121 Hiram Young was described by James Thomas, a former slave, Missouri businessman, and contemporary of
Hiram Young. See James Thomas, From Tennessee Slave to St. Louis Entrepreneur: The Autobiography of James
Thomas, ed. Loren Schweninger (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1984), 99; Mark L. Gardner, Wagons for
the Santa Fe Trade: Wheeled Vehicles and Their Makers, 1822-1880 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 2000), 34-35; Bagley, So Rugged and So Mountainous, 335; and William P. O’Brien, “Hiram Young: Black
Entrepreneur on the Santa Fe Trail,” Best of Wagon Tracks, 4, no. 1 (November 1989): 1-4,
http://www.santafetrail.org/the-trail/history/best-of-wagon-tracks/Hiram_Young.pdf [accessed May 30, 2011].

122 0’Brien, “Hiram Young,” 1.
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establishment on north Liberty Street in Independence to begin the “manufactory of yokes and
wagons—principally freight wagons for hauling govt. freight across the plains” and supplying
drayage wagons and ox yokes for the Santa Fe Trail trade. His success expanded with the
emigrant trails traffic. His company established a virtual monopoly on the ox yoke
manufacturing business, turning out approximately 50,000 yokes and 800 to 900 wagons a
year.'?

Overland emigrants made up a significant portion of Young’s business. His newspaper
advertisements announced that his company could supply emigrants with wagons, ox yokes, and
other provisions “at the shortest notice.”*** His wagons were equipped to haul 6,000 pounds
pulled by six teams of oxen. Young branded each wagon with the initials of the purchaser and
proudly emblazoned each wagon with the logo “Hiram Young and Company.” The wagons were

so popular with overland emigrants that they became known as “Hiram Young” wagons.'?®

(see
Appendix, Chapter 2, Photo 4). James Thomas, a contemporary of Hiram Young and himself a
businessman and former slave from Tennessee, noted that “Wagons of his [Young’s] make could
be seen on the plains from Kansas City to San Francisco.”*?° Many emigrants who outfitted
themselves in the jumping-off towns undoubtedly began their journeys in wagons built by Hiram
Young, pulled by oxen wearing yokes made by Hiram Young.

Young’s factory and farm also provisioned emigrants with equipment and foodstuff they

would need for the trip. His foundry and blacksmith shop in Independence housed seven forges

and employed 20 men. His 480-acre farm in the Little Blue Valley, six miles east of

12 0’Brien, “Hiram Young,” 1.

2 |bid.

% Ibid., 2.

126 Thomas, From Tennessee Slave to Saint Louis Entrepreneur, 99.
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Independence, employed nearly 60 workers and produced livestock, corn, and wheat.*’

Young’s
enterprises provided emigrants with the essentials for overland travel. The census of 1860 shows
Young’s wagon factory to be the largest industry in Independence. It lists him as one of the
wealthiest men in Jackson County, with real estate valued at $36,000 and personal property at
$20,000. He simply described himself as a “colored man of means.”*?®

Hiram Young built a thriving business empire and created a solid economic base that
served western emigration and at the same time benefitted the African American community.
More importantly, his business endeavors provided him the opportunity to aid slaves, giving
them a pathway to freedom even in the midst of slavery’s stronghold. He employed dozens of
workers in his shops regardless of race, and paid them equally. While Young frequently
contracted with slave speculators and local slave owners (such as Jabez Smith, the largest slave-
holder in Jackson County) to buy slaves to work in his numerous enterprises, this was a means to
an end. Ever mindful of what he and his wife had endured as slaves, he did not treat his enslaved
employees as human chattel, but rather like paid apprentices.*?® While in his employ, they were
paid the “going wage of five dollars a day” and received rigorous training in the trade *“so that

each one of them would be able to be totally independent when they were free.”*®

127.0’Brien, “Hiram Young,” 1-2; Thomas, From Tennessee Slave to St. Louis Entrepreneur, 99; Bagley, So Rugged
and Mountainous, 335.

128 O’Brien, “Hiram Young,” 1. For original source of “colored man of means,” see Affidavit of Hiram Young,
1881; Estate of Hiram Young, Deceased v. The United States [No. 7320 Cong.], National Archives.

123 Annette W. Curtis, Jackson County, Missouri in Black and White: Jabez Smith, His Slaves, Plantations, Estate
and Heirs, vol. 1 (Independence: Two Trails, 1998), 67-68, 87, 95, 105-106. Many thanks to Bill and Annette Curtis
for making Hiram Young’s business and probate records available to me. See Hiram Young Business in Jabez Smith
Probate, October 17, 1856, voucher no. 41, regarding the slave named Sam hired out to Hiram Young; also January
5, 1856, voucher no. 7, regarding Hiram Young’s hiring a of slave named William from the estate of Jabez Smith.
30 young was not the first African American in a jumping-off town to employ slaves and give them the opportunity
to purchase their freedom. John Berry Meachum, a former slave from Virginia who used his skills as a carpenter and
cooper to buy his own freedom, arrived in St. Louis in 1815. After purchasing his wife and children, he opened his
own cooperage business in St. Louis, where he employed at least 20 slaves he purchased with the intent of teaching
them marketable skills. Once they had repaid most of their purchase price from their earnings, Meachum freed them.
See Encyclopedia of African American Business, s. v. “Black Business Development in Missouri,” 58; “ St. Louis
Historic Preservation, “Mound City on the Mississippi: A St. Louis History—People, John Berry Meachum,” n. d.,
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In this way, some of Young’s slave employees could obtain the means to purchase their
own liberty. Some would become emigrants themselves, perhaps setting out for the West in
wagons that they helped build while in the employ of their black benefactor. Therefore Young’s
businesses, operating within the context of slavery, challenged the foundations and assumptions
upon which slavery rested. Independence historian and Hiram Young scholar Bill Curtis notes
that this angered many “rank and file” whites who resented Young’s status as a free, prosperous
black man who aided slaves. James Thomas, another black businessman in Independence and an
acquaintance of Young, recalled in his autobiography that “many would have liked to have a
finger in his [Young’s] business but all such he kept off from.”*

Young further challenged prevailing racial practice by opening his “well furnished home”
to his employees regardless of race when they needed a place to live. Daniel Flanagan was
among the many Irish immigrants who were employed in his shops. Flanagan, an apprentice
wagon-maker who learned the trade in New York, arrived in Independence in 1847. He went to
work in Young’s shop shortly after and boarded in the Young household. In the 1970s, historian
Bill Curtis interviewed Josephine Flanagan Randall, Daniel Flanagan’s granddaughter. She
recalled that her grandfather “was especially grateful because Hiram Young . . . brought a white
Irishman . . . into his home to be his student.” Randall added that Hiram Young “made her

grandfather a prosperous merchant.”*%

http://stlcin.missouri.org/history/peopledetail.cfm?Master 1D=1126 [accessed August 5, 2010]. See also Dictionary
of Missouri Biography, ed. Lawrence O. Christensen, William E. Foley, Gary R. Kremer, and Kenneth H. Winn
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1999), s.v. “Meachum, John Berry.”

1 0’Brien, “Hiram Young, Black Entrepreneur,” 2; William Curtis, telephone conversation with the author, August
29, 2009; Thomas, From Tennessee Slave to Saint Louis Entrepreneur, 99.

132 For 1970s interview with Josephine Flanagan Randall, see Bill Curtis and Annette Curtis, “Searching for the Real
Hiram Young,” unpublished manuscript, 5-7, in the personal collections of Bill and Annette Curtis, Independence,
Missouri; Shirley Ann Wilson Moore, telephone conversation with William Curtis, August 29, 2009; see also
“Daniel Flanagan,” in The History of Jackson County, Missouri: Containing a History of the County, Its Cities,
Towns, Etc. (Kansas City, Mo.: Union Historical Company, Birdsall, Williams & Co., 1881), 888.
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The Civil War eroded Young’s wagon business in Independence and he and his family
became short-distance travelers on the overland trail when they fled Independence for the safety
of Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, during the war. There Young resumed business. In 1868, he
returned to Independence “to find that much of his old business was destroyed and the Santa Fe
Trail commerce gone.” He subsequently opened a planing mill with moderate success. Young,
himself illiterate, was a strong supporter of education and in the late 1860s he helped establish
Independence’s first and only school for African American children. In 1874 he helped raise
money to construct the Douglass School building. Hiram Young spent his last years embroiled in
a long, unfruitful lawsuit against the federal government, claiming Union troops had destroyed
his property. He died without a will in 1882 with his estate in debt, and he, like Emily Fisher,
was buried in Woodlawn Cemetery.**® (see Appendix, Chapter 2, Photo 6.).

The Cost of Crossing

Overlanders who crowded the streets of the Missouri River towns were dismayed by the
high cost of outfitting. Emigrant William Rothwell flatly accused merchants of engaging in a
“general system of extortion.”*** High prices resulted from the “law” of supply and demand,
seasonal fluctuations, and frequent shortages. Therefore, trail staples like flour, bacon, rice,
beans, sugar, and coffee commanded top dollar. These non-perishable items could be transported
easily and constituted the backbone of the trail diet.'*®

In 1845, guidebook authors like the controversial Lansford W. Hastings advised overland

travelers to purchase “at least, two hundred pounds of flour, or meal; one hundred and fifty

133 0’Brien, “Hiram Young: Black Entrepreneur,” 1-2; Curtis and Curtis, “Searching for the Real Hiram Young,” 3.
34 Unruh, The Plains Across, 111-117, especially 112 for the quote from William Rothwell’s letter to his parents,
May 5, 1850. The original is in William Renfro Rothwell, “Journal and Letters, 1850,” a typescript archived at the
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. See also Bagley, So Rugged and Mountainous, 130,
171-173.

135 National Park Service, National Historic Trails Auto Tour Route Interpretive Guide: Western Missouri Through
Northeastern Kansas, by Lee Kreutzer (Salt Lake City: National Trails System-Intermountain Region, September
2005), 5.
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pounds of bacon; ten pounds of coffee; twenty pounds of sugar; and ten pounds of salt.”** Five
years later, California-bound emigrant and diarist Adam Mercer Brown wrote in 1850 that in St.
Joseph, “the weather was cold and damp. Prices were high, corn and oats running $1.00 [the
2009 equivalent of $28.30] per bushel and horses priced between $40 and $100 a head” [the
2009 equivalent of $1,130 and $2,830 respectively].**” J. L. Campbell’s 1864 emigrant
guidebook directed travelers to purchase 12 sacks of flour, 400 pounds of bacon, 100 pounds of
coffee, 50 pounds of salt, 200 pounds of sugar, 50 pounds of rice, and two bushels of beans for a
cost of $270 (the equivalent of $3,800 in 2009 dollars). When other necessities like wagons,
oxen teams, yokes, axles, rope, nails, tents, mining equipment, and cooking utensils were
included, total outfitting costs rose to $570.85 (2009 equivalent of $8,040).*

In addition to staple foods, wagons, oxen, mules, horses, yokes, harnesses, and other
equipment represented crucial and potentially unaffordable expenses. In 1846, a yoke of (two)
oxen in Independence sold for $25. By the spring of 1849, the price had climbed to between $45
and $65. Prices for mules ranged from $30 to $100 a head. These prices could be prohibitive, as
a group of Salt Lake City-bound Mormons (most from Liverpool, England) discovered while
they preparing to depart from Keokuk, lowa, in 1853. Church emigration agent Isaac C. Haight,
in charge of outfitting the group, underestimated the costs of overland travel. His original
calculations of $60,000 (the modern equivalent of $1.2 million) fell woefully short, and his

attempts to borrow money in St. Louis failed. The company was forced to borrow $1,000 from a

138 |_ansford W. Hastings, The Emigrants’ Guide to Oregon and California: The 1845 Pioneers’ Guide for the
Westward Traveler (1845; repr., Bedford, Mass.: Applewood Books, 1994), 143.

37 Adam Mercer Brown, “Over Barren Plains and Rock-Bound Mountains,” Montana: The Magazine of Western
History 22, no. 4 (Autumn 1972): 18.

138 3. L. Campbell, Idaho: Six Months in the New Gold Diggings, The Emigrant’s Guide Overland (Chicago: John R.
Walsh, 1864). Microfiche copy in the California State Library, Sacramento, California. See also a reproduction of
Campbell’s section on “Provisions and Equipment Recommended,” Wyoming State Historic Preservation Office,
The Bridger Trail, http://wyoshpo.state.wy.us/btrail/images/big/pa/119.jpg [accessed July 19, 2010].
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wealthy Mormon emigrant, and it received additional assistance from the church’s Perpetual
Emigrating Fund Company before it could depart for Salt Lake City.**®

Occasionally, African American overlanders served as financial benefactors to cash-
strapped whites in the wagon trains. When George W. Bush, a black man, and family left
Savannah Landing in Michael Simmons’ wagon train headed for the Oregon Country, Bush took
with him profits from the sale of his farm and virtually all his possessions. He also carried some
$2,000 in silver coins, which he transported in a “double or false floor” of his covered wagon.
The money represented his life savings earned from his prosperous farming and business
ventures in Missouri.*® The Bushes were in better financial condition than many of the white
families who traveled in the 84-wagon train. John Minto, a 22-year-old British emigrant who
became Bush’s friend and confidant during the long trip, wrote in his journal that “it was

understood that Bush was assisting at least two of these [Michael Simmons and Gabriel Jones] to

get to Oregon.” Bush purchased six wagons for the journey, which cost about $1,000 to outfit

39 Dollar equivalencies to today’s money varied over the three decades of the overland emigration. The modern-day
money equivalencies in this report are approximations. The comparative prices are based on the Consumer Price
Index (CPI), which calculates the cost of things that the average household buys such as food, housing,
transportation, medical services, etc. The CPI is the most useful measure when comparing the historical costs of
consumer goods and services to those of today. See “Measuring Worth: Seven Ways to Compute the Relative Value
of a U.S. Dollar Amount, 1774 to Present,” http://www.measuringworth.com/uscompare [accessed May 30, 2011].
For fluctuating oxen prices, see Unruh, The Plains Across, 114. For mule prices, see Wyman, “The Outfitting
Posts,” 17. For the story of Isaac C. Haight and the Keokuk, lowa, Mormon party, see William G. Hartley, “LDS
Emigration in 1853: The Keokuk Encampment and Outfitting Ten Wagon Trains for Utah,” Mormon Historical
Studies (Fall 2003): 49-51.

140 George W. Bush has also been called George Washington Bush. His middle name, or lack thereof, sometimes
causes him to be confused with George Washington, another African American who crossed the plains in 1850 and
founded Centralia, Washington. John Minto traveled with Bush to Oregon Country and referred to himas G. W.
Bush in his journal. There is no indication that the middle initial stood for the name Washington. In order to avoid
confusion, | have used the name George W. Bush in this report when referring to the African American man who
went to Oregon Country in 1844 in the Simmons-Gilliam party. See John Minto, “Reminiscences of Experiences on
the Oregon Trail in 1844, 11,” The Quarterly of the Oregon Historical Society 2, no. 3 (September 1901): 212, 219,
241; Clackamas Heritage Partners, Historic Oregon City Presents: End of the Oregon Trail Interpretive Center,
“Black Pioneers and Settlers - George Washington Bush,”
http://www.historicoregoncity.org/HOC/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&i [accessed December 29,
2008]; and National Park Service, “George Washington Bush and the Human Spirit of Westward Expansion,” The
Museum Gazette (February 1999),
http://www.nps.gov/untold/banners_and_backgrounds/expansionbanner/gwbush.htm [accessed July 29, 2010].



http://www.measuringworth.com/uscompare�
http://www.historicoregoncity.org/HOC/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&i�
http://www.nps.gov/untold/banners_and_backgrounds/expansionbanner/gwbush.htm�

56

them all. The wagons were “carefully and thoughtfully stocked with provisions enough to last a
year.” He gave four of the fully loaded wagons to other families in his party who were cash-
poor.**! By the time they reached Fort Bridger (in the modern state of Wyoming), the company,
which had split from the larger Gilliam train, was in dire straits. Many had run out of supplies
and clothing. Bush’s generosity once again saved the day. He purchased flour “at the wildly
inflated price of $60 a barrel, sugar at $1 a pound, and calico at $1 a yard” so that all members of
the party were “fed, clothed, and supplied” before they continued.'*?

The overland journey was costly for everyone, but for poor black men and women it was
virtually impossible to cover the expenses. In Ohio, Rachel Brown, the wife of a black
overlander, cited economic reasons for her refusal to join her Argonaut husband, David, in
California. In 1853 she wrote him, “my Dear | don’t think It would be profitable for me to come
as | think It would Cost so much & you will be home soon . . . . | have not the money to come
with. . .. It will cost so much & mother said I could not go with . . . . [S]he could come a long &
she was not able to Do that.”**® Rachel and David Brown will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5
of this report.

Because of the staggering costs of travel, African Americans who went west by the

overland route usually traveled as members of companies organized by whites. Historian

11 For the number of wagons in Bush’s party, see Oregon-California Trails Association, Census of Overland
Emigrant Documents, Document ID #44 MINO1, Minto, “Journey Description,” 2. For Bush assisting others in the
party, see Minto, “Reminiscences of Experiences on the Oregon Trail in 1844, Part 2,” 212; and Bagley, So Rugged
and Mountainous, 336. See also Katz, The Black West, 73-77; Savage, “The Negro in the History of the Pacific
Northwest,” 259; “A Negro Pioneer in the West,” The Advertiser Journal [Kent, Washington] (December 23, 1920;
repr., The Journal of Negro History 8, no. 3, July 1923): 334; and Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 82. For
Bush providing carefully stocked wagons, see Clackamas Heritage Partners, “Black Pioneers and Settlers - George
Washington Bush,” and National Park Service, “George Washington Bush and the Human Spirit.”

142 National Park Service, “George Washington Bush and the Human Spirit.”

143 Rachel Brown’s letter is from the exhibition, “I Remain Your Affectionate Wife, Until Death . . . Seven letters
written to David Brown, a Colored Man (in Downieville, California) From his wife and mother-in-law Rachel Ann
Brown and Sarah Smith (in Lancaster, Fairfield County, Ohio).” See letter “To Mr David Brown from Rachel A
Brown,” dated October 14, 1853. The original letters, discovered and collected by John Mark Lambertson, are in the
National Frontier Trails Museum in Independence, Missouri. Hereafter cited as “The Brown Letters.” Thanks to
John Mark Lambertson for providing me with copies of these remarkable documents.
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Rudolph Lapp has speculated that there is “no record of any overland company organized solely
by and for blacks” because the money necessary for such an undertaking would have been
extremely difficult for black men and women to obtain in the mid-nineteenth century.***

Almost all black travelers found that overland travel posed some unique obstacles due to
prevailing racial attitudes and practices. Slaves, of course, had no choice in the decision or
method of overland migration. They traveled with their owners as chattel property who
performed much of the work and shared the hazards of the trail. However, free blacks desiring to
go west encountered challenges in the jumping-off towns that added to their expenses and their
anxieties. Like white emigrants, free blacks sometimes could contract with wagon companies in
their home states for a flat fee that would cover their transportation and board. Ohio emigrant
David Brown entered into this type of agreement with Sturgeon and Crim’s company when he
set out for California in 1852. His contract required him to pay $150 (equivalent of $4,300 in
2009), with $50 (equivalent of $1,430 in 2009) payable in advance and the balance paid before
setting out on the trail sometime “between the first and fifteenth of April next.” Brown’s fee
entitled him to transportation and board, but the company owners were “not bound to furnish
clothing or to pay doctor’s bills” for him or any of the other travelers.**> African American
overland emigrants could also try to find a westbound company willing to transport them in
exchange for labor. If they already resided in or had managed to get to one of the Missouri River
towns, they might wait there until they could sign on with a company willing to accept their

money or services in exchange for a place in the party.**

144 | app, Blacks in Gold Rush California, 25.

145 Contract for transportation from Lancaster, Ohio, to Marysville, Ohio, Thomas Sturgeon, Samuel Crim, David
Brown, February, 1852, in Beasley, The Negro Trail Blazers of California, 87-88.

1% For a detailed description of contracts for overland trail transportation, see John Phillip Reid, “Binding the
Elephant: Contracts and Legal Obligations on the Overland Trail,” The American Journal of Legal History 21, no. 4
(October 1977): 285-315, especially 293-310.
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Illinois freeman Henry Finley secured a place in an Ohio wagon company bound for the
gold fields of California. Finley’s 1849 journey began in Illinois, where he encountered Major
John Love’s wagon train as it rolled through the state. Offering his services as company cook,
Finley was hired on even though most wagon train charters prohibited black members in any
capacity.'*” That same year, Harry Withe, a young, unmarried black man, petitioned the
organizational meeting of another California-bound wagon company from Hagerstown, Indiana,
to sign him on “to accompany them to California as per agreement hereafter to be entered into.”
The April 1849 company lists identify Withe as “Harry With, coloured boy.” His position in the
train was listed as “cook.”**

While white emigrants, too, used these options to secure passage west, black overlanders
always faced a racial component that complicated and often delayed their start across the plains.
Since many wagon companies had charters that expressly excluded black members, African
American emigrants had to invest more time and effort in persuading white companies to
transport them. In the spring of 1859, one-time slave Clara Brown found an opportunity for
western passage among the white gold-seekers who had recently arrived in Leavenworth. After
spending many days down on the levee listening to the newcomers discuss their emigration
plans, Brown approached Colonel Wadsworth’s party and offered her services in exchange for
passage to Colorado. Despite objections from some of the white members of the party, she
ultimately convinced them that her value as a cook outweighed their prejudices against traveling

with an African American woman of mature years. Clara Brown biographer Roger Baker notes

that Brown, a frugal and savvy business woman, might have had the funds to book passage on

7 app, Blacks in Gold Rush California, 26. For discussion of wagon train charters excluding blacks, see Guenther,
“Could These Bones be from a Negro?,” 46. For a brief discussion of Major John Love in the Mexican War, see
William Henry Perry, J. H. Battle, and Weston Arthur Goodspeed, The History of Medina County and Ohio (1881;
repr., Evansville, Ind.: Unigraphic, 1972), 132.

148 _app, Blacks in Gold Rush California, 27
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one of the Concord stagecoaches that regularly made the 687-mile trip from Leavenworth to
Denver in a matter of days; but she, like other black travelers, “would not have been welcome as
a paying passenger in a public conveyance.” Therefore, signing on as a cook for Colonel
Wadsworth’s overland company was “less a matter of economic than of social necessity.”**°
Such prejudices imposed an additional economic burden on black emigrants, who were forced to
spend extra money and time waiting in the jumping-off towns for a white company willing to
take them on.
Negotiating the Racial Terrain

Most of the Missouri River outfitting towns were strongholds of slavery that bristled with
anti-black sentiment. Slave-hunters routinely patrolled the Missouri border, preying on
vulnerable African Americans. Charlie Richardson, a former slave in Warrensburg, Missouri,
recalled in a 1930s interview, “I remember some tough men driving like mad through our place
many times, with big chains rattling. We called them slave hunters.”**® Slave dealers and
slaveholders paid a bounty ranging from $25 to $100 for each captive, and slave-catchers did not
hesitate to kidnap a free black person or steal a slave from his owner.™ All blacks were fair

game. Ever vigilant, African Americans had to negotiate the racial terrain of the jumping-off

places as carefully as they would plot their way across the plains.

%9 Kathleen Bruyn, “Aunt” Clara Brown: Story of a Black Pioneer (Boulder, Col.: Pruett, 1970), 24-25; Roger
Baker, Clara: An Ex-Slave in Gold Rush Colorado (Central City, Col.: Black Hawk, 2003), 14-15, 21. The
Leavenworth & Pikes Peak Express Company began running Concord coaches to Denver in April 1859. Baker notes
that Brown’s arrival in Denver on June 6, 1859 suggests her departure date from Leavenworth was sometime in mid-
April 1859.

150 Charlie Richardson, Missouri State Museum, “Slavery’s Echoes: Interviews with Former Missouri Slaves,
Quotes from Exhibit Panels, Panel 6: A-Freedom and B-Selling,”
http://www.mostateparks.com/sites/default/files/se_panels%5B1%5Dpdf [accessed July 21, 2010].

51 For slave-catchers patrolling the Missouri border, see James L. Hill, “Migration of Blacks to lowa, 1820-1960,”
Journal of Negro History 66, no. 4 (Winter 1981-1982): 291-292. Missouri State Archives, Missouri Digital
Heritage, “Missouri’s Early Slave Laws: A History in Documents, Laws Concerning Slavery in Missouri Territorial
to 1850s,” http://www.s0s.mo.gov/archives/education/aahi/earlyslavelaws/slavelaws.asp [accessed August 1, 2010].
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William Wells Brown spent most of his young adult life as a slave in St. Louis working
as a tavern keeper’s assistant, factotum for the newspaper office of abolitionist Elijah P. Lovejoy,
and steward on a Mississippi River steamboat. He escaped to freedom on New Year’s Day 1834
and went on to become a renowned abolitionist lecturer, writer, and conductor on the
Underground Railroad. His 1847 autobiography recorded some of the dangers that befell African
Americans in Missouri, observing that “Missouri, though a comparatively new state is very much
engaged in raising slaves to supply the southern market.”**?> He warned that African Americans
risked the “danger of being arrested” by slave hunters who swarmed into Missouri and nearby
free states such as lowa, Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. Kentucky slave Dave Boffman was one
who suffered such “arrest.”*>®

Dave Boffman was born on the Baughman plantation in Crab Orchard, Lincoln County,
Kentucky, circa 1820. He arrived in California in 1851. Like so many other enslaved blacks who
were taken west, Boffman (a phonetic spelling of his owner’s surname, which he adopted when
he purchased his freedom) viewed his trip across the plains as an opportunity to free himself and
his loved ones. However, as also was the experience of many other African American emigrants,
his overland journey would yield bittersweet rewards.

Boffman’s original owner, Henry Baughman, owned one of the largest cotton plantations

in central Kentucky and held nearly 100 slaves. In 1837, Dave Boffman married 16-year-old

152 william Wells Brown, The Travels of William Wells Brown, a Fugitive Slave and the American Fugitive in
Europe. Sketches of Places and People Abroad (1847, 1853; repr., ed. Paul Jefferson, New York: Marcus Weiner
Publishing, Inc., 1991),
http://books.google.com/books?id=021VODKxz7KC&pg=PA238&Ipg=PA238&dg=William+Wells+Brown+Narrat
ive+of+a+Fugitive+Slave [accessed July 26, 2011], 57; William Wells Brown, Narrative of William W. Brown, A
Fugitive Slave. Written By Himself (1847; digital repr., Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 81,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/brown47/brown47.html [accessed August 4, 2010].

153 Brown, Narrative of William W. Brown, 95. For slave hunters overrunning free states, see Hill, “Migration of
Blacks to lowa,” especially, 290-292. For accounts of the vulnerability of fugitive and free blacks to slave hunters,
also see Stanley W. Campbell, The Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law, 1850-1860 (New York:
W.W. Norton, 1970).
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Matilda, a slave on the same plantation. The couple had six children, three boys and three
girls.*>* When Henry Baughman died in 1843, Dave, Matilda, and the children were given to
Henry’s grandson, Newton Baughman. In the summer of 1848, when news of the gold discovery
in California reached Kentucky, Newton Baughman caught gold fever and began to make plans
to go west with his wife and daughter. The Baughmans left Kentucky that summer and took
Dave and his family with them. They stopped in northwestern Missouri, where Newton
purchased a farm at Lafayette Township, Clinton County. After a brief sojourn there, Baughman
prepared to set out for California. To finance the trip, he sold three of Dave and Matilda’s
children to a slave trader. Baughman promised Dave the opportunity to purchase his freedom if
the slave accompanied him to California and worked the diggings with him. Baughman set the
price of Dave’s freedom at $1,000 (the present-day equivalent of $29,000).*>° Boffman readily
accepted, hoping not only to gain freedom for himself, but also to free and reunite his family.

In May 1851, Boffman and Baughman started out for California, planning to follow the
Platte to Fort Kearny and then continue along the California Trail to Sacramento. Boffman’s trek
across the plains was fraught with danger and drama. At the outset, he was somehow separated
from his owner but decided to press on to Fort Kearny on his own. He kept a sharp lookout for
the slave-catchers who lurked around the departure points for the overland trails, knowing they
would not hesitate to kidnap vulnerable black people whether they were slaves, fugitives, or free.
But as Boffman trudged along the trail, he encountered a party of armed slave hunters with
bloodhounds. His only recourse was to dive into the river and swim to the other side as the slave-
catchers’ bullets pelted the water. Boffman escaped this gang of slave-catchers but had to plunge

into the water to avoid capture on two more occasions before finally reaching Fort Kearny. He

154 Phil Reader, “Uncle Dave’s Story: The Life of Ex-Slave Dave Boffman,” Parts 1-2. Santa Cruz Public Library,
http://www/santacruzpl.org/history/articles/207/ [accessed July 21, 2010].
155 Reader, “Uncle Dave’s Story,” Part 1.
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found his owner waiting for him there. This was the first of three encounters with slave-catchers
in which he was forced to take to the water to avoid capture.**®

After stopping over at the fort to rest for a few days, Boffman and Baug