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AUTHOR’S NOTE
SOV

of Asian Americans, Edgar Wickberg of the San Francisco Chronicle

concluded: “What is needed now is an entirely different way of
studying and teaching American history — one in which ‘different
shores’ are seen as equal points of departure in a story of multidimen-
sional ethnic interaction. Takaki’s book will surely provide one of the
basic sources.” What I have written in the following pages is an attempt
to respond to this reviewer’s challenge. For A Different Mirror: A His-
tory of Multicultural America, 1 have chosen only two of the Asian
immigrant groups — the Chinese and Japanese — in order to illustrate
Asian-American history, and have drawn from my previous work for
many of their voices and stories. In this new study, I seek to present
their experiences within a more inclusive multicultural context. This
broader and comparative approach opens the possibility of understand-
ing and appreciating our racial and cultural diversity — Native Amer-
icans as well as peoples from different “points of departure” such as
England, Africa, Ireland, Mexico, Asia, and Russia. This is the story of
our coming together to create a new society in America.

l N HIS APPRAISAL of Strangers from a Different Shore: A History
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A DIFFERENT MIRROR

a taxi to my hotel to attend a conference on multiculturalism.

Hundreds of educators from across the country were meeting to
discuss the need for greater cultural diversity in the curriculum. My
driver and I chatted about the weather and the tourists. The sky was
cloudy, and Virginia Beach was twenty minutes away. The rearview
mirror reflected a white man in his forties. “How long have you been
in this country?” he asked. “All my life,” I replied, wincing. “I was born
in the United States.” With a strong southern drawl, he remarked: “I
was wondering because your English is excellent!” Then, as [ had many
times before, I explained: “My grandfather came here from Japan in th
1880s. My family has been here, in America, for over a hundred years.’
He glanced at me in the mirror. Somehow I did not look “American
to him; my eyes and complexion looked foreign.

Suddenly, we both became uncomfortably conscious of a racial divide
separating us. An awkward silence turned my gaze from the mirror to
the passing landscape, the shore where the English and the Powhatan
Indians first encountered each other. Our highway was on land that Sir
Walter Raleigh had renamed ““Virginia” in honor of Elizabeth I, the
Virgin Queen. In the English cultural appropriation of America, the
indigenous peoples themselves would become outsiders in their native
land. Here, at the eastern edge of the continent, I mused, was the site

I HAD FLOWN FROM San Francisco to Norfolk and was riding in
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of the beginning of multicultural America. Jamestown, the English set-
tlement founded in 1607, was nearby: the first twenty Africans were
brought here a year before the Pilgrims arrived at Plymouth Rock. Several
hundred miles offshore was Bermuda, the “Bermoothes” where William
Shakespeare’s Prospero had landed and met the native Caliban in The
Tempest. Earlier, another voyager had made an Atlantic crossing and
unexpectedly bumped into some islands to the south. Thinking he had
reached Asia, Christopher Columbus mistakenly identified one of the
islands as “Cipango” (Japan). In the wake of the admiral, many peoples
would come to America from different shores, not only from Europe
but also Africa and Asia. One of them would be my grandfather. My
mental wandering across terrain and time ended abruptly as we arrived
at my destination. I said good-bye to my driver and went into the hotel,
carrying a vivid reminder of why I was attending this conference.

QUESTIONS like the one my taxi driver asked me are always jarring, but

I can understand why he could not see me as American. He had a narrow

but widely shared sense of the past — a history that has viewed American

as European in ancestry. ‘“Race,” Toni Morrison explained, has func-
mssaq to the “construction of American-

ness”: in the creation of our national identity, “American” has been

173 fem 201

But America has been racially diverse since our very beginning on
the Virginia shore, and this reality is increasingly becoming visible and
ubiquitous. Currently, one-third of the American people do not trace
their origins to Europe; in California, minorities are fast becoming a
majority. They already predominate in major cities across the country —
New York, Chicago, Atlanta, Detroit, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and
Los Angeles.

This emerging demographic diversity has raised fundamental ques-
tions about America’s identity and culture. In 1990, Time published a
cover story on “America’s Changing Colors.” “Someday soon,” the
magazine announced, ‘“‘white Americans will become a minority group.”
How soon? By 2056, most Americans will trace their descent to ““Africa,
Asia, the Hispanic world, the Pacific Islands, Arabia — almost anywhere
but white Europe.” This dramatic change in our nation’s ethnic com-
position is altering the way we think about ourselves. “The deeper sig-
nificance of America’s becoming a majority nonwhite society is what it
means to the national psyche, to individuals’ sense of themselves and
their nation — their idea of what it is to be American.”
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Indeed, more than ever before, as we approach the time when whites
become a minority, many of us are perplexed about our national identity
and our future as one people. This uncertainty has provoked Allan Bloom
to reaffirm the preeminence of Western civilization. Author of The Clos-
ing of the American Mind, he has emerged as a leader of an intellectual
backlash against cultural diversity. In his view, students entering the
university are “uncivilized,” and the university has the responsibility to
“civilize” them. Bloom claims he knows what their “hungers” are and
“what they can digest.” Eating is one of his favorite metaphors. Noting
the “large black presence” in major universities, he laments the “one
failure” in race relations — black students have proven to be “indiges-
tible.” They do not “melt as have all other groups.” The problem, he
contends, is that “blacks have become blacks”: they have become “eth-
nic.” This separatism has been reinforced by an academic permissiveness
that has befouled the curriculum with “Black Studies” along with “Learn
Another Culture.” The only solution, Bloom insists, is “‘the good old
Great Books approach.”

Similarly, E. D. Hirsch worries that America is becoming a “tower
of Babel,” and that this multiplicity of cultures is threatening to rend
our social fabric. He, too, longs for a more cohesive culture and a more
homogeneous America: “If we had to make a choice between the one
and the many, most Americans would choose the principle of unity,
since we cannot function as a nation without it.” The way to correct
this fragmentization, Hirsch argues, is to acculturate “disadvantaged
children.” What do they need to know? “Only by accumulating shared
symbols, and the shared information that symbols represent,” Hirsch
answers, “‘can we learn to communicate effectively with one another in
our national community.” Though he concedes the value of multicultural
education, he quickly dismisses it by insisting that it “should not be
allowed to supplant or interfere with our schools’ responsibility to ensure
our children’s mastery of American literate culture.” In Cultural Lit-
eracy: What Every American Needs to Know, Hirsch offers a long list
of terms that excludes much of the history of minority groups.*

While Bloom and Hirsch are reacting defensively to what they re-
gard as a vexatious balkanization of America, many other educators
are responding to our diversity as an opportunity to open American
minds. In 1990, the Task Force on Minorities for New York emphasized
the importance of a culturally diverse education. “Essentially,” the New
York Times commented, “the issue is how to deal with both dimen-
sions of the nation’s motto: ‘E pluribus unum’ — ‘Out of many, one.”



A DIFFERENT MIRROR

Universities from New Hampshire to Berkeley have established American
cultural diversity graduation requirements. “Every student needs to
know,” explained University of Wisconsin’s chancellor Donna Shalala,
“much more about the origins and history of the particular cultures
which, as Americans, we will encounter during our lives.” Even the
University of Minnesota, located in a state that is 98 percent white,
requires its students to take ethnic studies courses. Asked why multi-
culturalism is so important, Dean Fred Lukermann answered: As a na-
tional university, Minnesota has to offer a national curriculum — one
that includes all of the peoples of America. He added that after grad-
uation many students move to cities like Chicago and Los Angeles and
thus need to know about racial diversity. Moreover, many educators
stress, multiculturalism has an intellectual purpose. By allowing us to
see events from the viewpoints of different groups, a multicultural cur-
riculum enables us to reach toward a more comprehensive understanding
of American history.®

What is fueling this debate over our national identity and the content
of our curriculum is America’s intensifying racial crisis. The alarming
signs and symptoms seem to be everywhere — the killing of Vincent
Chin in Detroit, the black boycott of a Korean grocery store in Flatbush,
the hysteria in Boston over the Carol Stuart murder, the battle between
white sportsmen and Indians over tribal fishing rights in Wisconsin, the
Jewish-black clashes in Brooklyn’s Crown Heights, the black-Hispanic
competition for jobs and educational resources in Dallas, which News-
week described as “a conflict of the have-nots,” and the Willie Horton
campaign commercials, which widened the divide between the suburbs
and the inner cities.

This reality of racial tension rudely woke America like a fire bell in
the night on April 29, 1992. Immediately after four Los Angeles police
officers were found not guilty of brutality against Rodney King, rage
exploded in Los Angeles. Race relations reached a new nadir. During
the nightmarish rampage, scores of people were killed, over two thou-
sand injured, twelve thousand arrested, and almost a billion dollars’
worth of property destroyed. The live televised images mesmerized
America. The rioting and the murderous melee on the streets resembled
the fighting in Beirut and the West Bank. The thousands of fires burning
out of control and the dark smoke filling the skies brought back images
of the burning oil fields of Kuwait during Desert Storm. Entire sections
of Los Angeles looked like a bombed city. “Is this America?” many
shocked viewers asked. “‘Please, can we get along here,” pleaded Rodney
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King, calling for calm. “We all can get along. I mean, we’re all stuck
here for a while. Let’s try to work it out.””

But how should “we” be defined? Who are the people “stuck here”
in America? One of the lessons of the Los Angeles explosion is the
recognition of the fact that we are a multiracial society and that race
can no longer be defined in the binary terms of white and black. “We”
will have to include Hispanics and Asians. While blacks currently con-
stitute 13 percent of the Los Angeles population, Hispanics represent
40 percent. The 1990 census revealed that South Central Los Angeles,
which was predominantly black in 1965 when the Watts rebellion oc-
curred, is now 45 percent Hispanic. A majority of the first 5,438 people
arrested were Hispanic, while 37 percent were black. Of the fifty-eight
people who died in the riot, more than a third were Hispanic, and about
40 percent of the businesses destroyed were Hispanic-owned. Most of
the other shops and stores were Korean-owned. The dreams of many
Korean immigrants went up in smoke during the riot: two thousand
Korean-owned businesses were damaged or demolished, totaling about
$400 million in losses. There is evidence indicating they were targeted.
“After all,” explained a black gang member, “we didn’t burn our com-
munity, just their stores.”®

“I don’t feel like I’'m in America anymore,” said Denisse Bustamente
as she watched the police protecting the firefighters. “I feel like I am far
away.” Indeed, Americans have been witnessing ethnic strife erupting
around the world — the rise of neo-Nazism and the murder of Turks in
Germany, the ugly “ethnic cleansing” in Bosnia, the terrible and bloody
clashes between Muslims and Hindus in India. Is the situation here
different, we have been nervously wondering, or do ethnic conflicts
elsewhere represent a prologue for America? What is the nature of mal-
evolence? Is there a deep, perhaps primordial, need for group identity
rooted in hatred for the other? Is ethnic pluralism possible for America?
But answers have been limited. Television reports have been little more
than thirty-second sound bites. Newspaper articles have been mostly
superficial descriptions of racial antagonisms and the current urban
malaise. What is lacking is historical context; consequently, we are left
feeling bewildered.?

How did we get to this point, Americans everywhere are anxiously
asking. What does our diversity mean, and where is it leading us? How
do we work it out in the post—Rodney King era?

Certainly one crucial way is for our society’s various ethnic groups
to develop a greater understanding of each other. For example, how can
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African Americans and Korean Americans work it out unless they learn
about each other’s cultures, histories, and also economic situations? This
need to share knowledge about our ethnic diversity has acquired new
importance and has given new urgency to the pursuit for a more accurate
history.

More than ever before, there is a growing realization that the estab-
lished scholarship has tended to define America too narrowly. For ex-
ample, in his prize-winning study The Uprooted, Harvard historian
Oscar Handlin presented — to use the book’s subtitle — “the Epic Story
of the Great Migrations That Made the American People.” But Handlin’s
“epic story” excluded the “uprooted” from Africa, Asia, and Latin
America — the other “Great Migrations” that also helped to make “the
American People.” Similarly, in The Age of Jackson, Arthur M. Schles-
inger, Jr., left out blacks and Indians. There is not even a mention of
two marker events — the Nat Turner insurrection and Indian removal,
which Andrew Jackson himself would have been surprised to find omit-
ted from a history of his era.”®

Still, Schlesinger and Handlin offered us a refreshing revisionism,
paving the way for the study of common people rather than princes and
presidents. They inspired the next generation of historians to examine
groups such as the artisan laborers of Philadelphia and the Irish im-
migrants of Boston. “Once I thought to write a history of the immigrants
in America,” Handlin confided in his introduction to The Uprooted. “1
discovered that the immigrants were American history.” This door, once
opened, led to the flowering of a more inclusive scholarship as we began
to recognize that ethnic history was American history. Suddenly, there
was a proliferation of seminal works such as Irving Howe’s World of
Our Fathers: The Journey of the East European Jews to America, Dee
Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: An Indian History of the
American West, Albert Camarillo’s Chicanos in a Changing Society,
Lawrence Levine’s Black Culture and Black Consciousness, Yuji Ichi-
oka’s The Issei: The World of the First Generation Japanese Immigrants,
and Kerby Miller’s Emigrants and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus
to North America."!

But even this new scholarship, while it has given us a more expanded
understanding of the mosaic called America, does not address our needs
in the post—Rodney King era. These books and others like them fragment
American society, studying each group separately, in isolation from the
other groups and the whole. While scrutinizing our specific pieces, we
have to step back in order to see the rich and complex portrait they
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compose. What is needed is a fresh angle, a study of the American past
from a comparative perspective.

While all of America’s many groups cannot be covered in one book,
the English immigrants and their descendants require attention, for they
possessed inordinate power to define American culture and make public
policy. What men like John Winthrop, Thomas Jefferson, and Andrew
Jackson thought as well as did mattered greatly to all of us and was
consequential for everyone. A broad range of groups has been selected:
African Americans, Asian Americans, Chicanos, Irish, Jews, and Indians.
While together they help to explain general patterns in our society, each
has contributed to the making of the United States.

African Americans have been the central minority throughout our
country’s history. They were initially brought here on a slave ship in
1619. Actually, these first twenty Africans might not have been slaves;
rather, like most of the white laborers, they were probably indentured
servants. The transformation of Africans into slaves is the story of the
“hidden” origins of slavery. How and when was it decided to institute
a system of bonded black labor? What happened, while freighted with
racial significance, was actually conditioned by class conflicts within
white society. Once established, the “peculiar institution” would have
consequences for centuries to come. During the nineteenth century, the
political storm over slavery almost destroyed the nation. Since the Civil
War and emancipation, race has continued to be largely defined in re-
lation to African Americans — segregation, civil rights, the underclass,
and affirmative action. Constituting the largest minority group in our
society, they have been at the cutting edge of the Civil Rights Movement.
Indeed, their struggle has been a constant reminder of America’s moral
vision as a country committed to the principle of liberty. Martin Luther
King clearly understood this truth when he wrote from a jail cell: “We
will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all over the nation,
because the goal of America is freedom. Abused and scorned though we
may be, our destiny is tied up with America’s destiny.”2

Asian Americans have been here for over one hundred and fifty years,
before many European immigrant groups. But as “strangers” coming
from a “different shore,” they have been stereotyped as ‘‘heathen,”
exotic, and unassimilable. Seeking “Gold Mountain,” the Chinese ar-
rived first, and what happened to them influenced the reception of the
Japanese, Koreans, Filipinos, and Asian Indians as well as the Southeast
Asian refugees like the Vietnamese and the Hmong. The 1882 Chinese
Exclusion Act was the first law that prohibited the entry of immigrants
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on the basis of nationality. The Chinese condemned this restriction as
racist and tyrannical. “They call us ‘Chink,” > complained a Chinese
immigrant, cursing the “white demons.” “They think we no good! Amer-
ica cuts us off. No more come now, too bad!” This precedent later
provided a basis for the restriction of European immigrant groups such
as Italians, Russians, Poles, and Greeks. The Japanese painfully discov-
ered that their accomplishments in America did not lead to acceptance,
for during World War II, unlike Italian Americans and German Amer-
icans, they were placed in internment camps. Two-thirds of them were
citizens by birth. “How could I as a 6-month-old child born in this
country,” asked Congressman Robert Matsui years later, “‘be declared
by my own Government to be an enemy alien?”” Today, Asian Americans
represent the fastest-growing ethnic group. They have also become the
focus of much mass media attention as “the Model Minority” not only
for blacks and Chicanos, but also for whites on welfare and even middle-
class whites experiencing economic difficulties.!3

Chicanos represent the largest group among the Hispanic population,
which is projected to outnumber African Americans. They have been in
the United States for a long time, initially incorporated by the war against
Mexico. The treaty had moved the border between the two countries,
and the people of “occupied” Mexico suddenly found themselves “for-
eigners” in their “native land.” As historian Albert Camarillo pointed
out, the Chicano past is an integral part of America’s westward expan-
sion, also known as “‘manifest destiny.” But while the early Chicanos
were a colonized people, most of them today have immigrant roots.
Many began the trek to El Norte in the early twentieth century. “As I
had heard a lot about the United States,” Jesus Garza recalled, “it was
my dream to come here.” “We came to know families from Chihuahua,
Sonora, Jalisco, and Durango,” stated Ernesto Galarza. “Like ourselves,
our Mexican neighbors had come this far moving step by step, working
and waiting, as if they were feeling their way up a ladder.” Nevertheless,
the Chicano experience has been unique, for most of them have lived
close to their homeland — a proximity that has helped reinforce their
language, identity, and culture. This migration to El Norte has continued
to the present. Los Angeles has more people of Mexican origin than any
other city in the world, except Mexico City. A mostly mestizo people
of Indian as well as African and Spanish ancestries, Chicanos currently
represent the largest minority group in the Southwest, where they have
been visibly transforming culture and society.'*

The Irish came here in greater numbers than most immigrant groups.
Their history has been tied to America’s past from the very beginning.
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Ireland represented the earliest English frontier: the conquest of Ireland
occurred before the colonization of America, and the Irish were the first
group that the English called “savages.” In this context, the Irish past
foreshadowed the Indian future. During the nineteenth century, the Irish,
like the Chinese, were victims of British colonialism. While the Chinese
fled from the ravages of the Opium Wars, the Irish were pushed from
their homeland by “English tyranny.” Here they became construction
workers and factory operatives as well as the “maids” of America. Rep-
resenting a Catholic group seeking to settle in a fiercely Protestant society,
the Irish immigrants were targets of American nativist hostility. They
were also what historian Lawrence J. McCaffrey called “the pioneers
of the American urban ghetto,” “previewing” experiences that would
later be shared by the Italians, Poles, and other groups from southern
and eastern Europe. Furthermore, they offer contrast to the immigrants
from Asia. The Irish came about the same time as the Chinese, but they
had a distinct advantage: the Naturalization Law of 1790 had reserved
citizenship for “whites” only. Their compatible complexion allowed
them to assimilate by blending into American society. In making their
journey successfully into the mainstream, however, these immigrants
from Erin pursued an Irish “ethnic” strategy: they promoted “Irish”
solidarity in order to gain political power and also to dominate the
skilled blue-collar occupations, often at the expense of the Chinese and
blacks.'s

Fleeing pogroms and religious persecution in Russia, the Jews were
driven from what John Cuddihy described as the ‘“Middle Ages into the
Anglo-American world of the goyim ‘beyond the pale.’ ” To them, Amer-
ica represented the Promised Land. This vision led Jews to struggle not
only for themselves but also for other oppressed groups, especially
blacks. After the 1917 East St. Louis race riot, the Yiddish Forward of
New York compared this anti-black violence to a 1903 pogrom in Russia:
“Kishinev and St. Louis — the same soil, the same people.” Jews cheered
when Jackie Robinson broke into the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. “He
was adopted as the surrogate hero by many of us growing up at the
time,” recalled Jack Greenberg of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund. “He
was the way we saw ourselves triumphing against the forces of bigotry
and ignorance.” Jews stood shoulder to shoulder with blacks in the Civil
Rights Movement: two-thirds of the white volunteers who went south
during the 1964 Freedom Summer were Jewish. Today Jews are consid-
ered a highly successful “ethnic” group. How did they make such great
socioeconomic strides? This question is often reframed by neoconser-
vative intellectuals like Irving Kristol and Nathan Glazer to read: if
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Jewish immigrants were able to lift themselves from poverty into the
mainstream through self-help and education without welfare and af-
firmative action, why can’t blacks? But what this thinking overlooks is
the unique history of Jewish immigrants, especially the initial advantages
of many of them as literate and skilled. Moreover, it minimizes the
virulence of racial prejudice rooted in American slavery.'¢

Indians represent a critical contrast, for theirs was not an immigrant
experience. The Wampanoags were on the shore as the first English
strangers arrived in what would be called “New England.” The en-
counters between Indians and whites not only shaped the course of race
relations, but also influenced the very culture and identity of the general
society. The architect of Indian removal, President Andrew Jackson told
Congress: “Our conduct toward these people is deeply interesting to the
national character.” Frederick Jackson Turner understood the meaning
of this observation when he identified the frontier as our transforming
crucible. At first, the European newcomers had to wear Indian moccasins
and shout the war cry. “Little by little,” as they subdued the wilderness,
the pioneers became ‘“‘a new product” that was ‘“American.” But Indians
have had a different view of this entire process. ‘“The white man,” Luther
Standing Bear of the Sioux explained, “does not understand the Indian
for the reason that he does not understand America.” Continuing to be
“troubled with primitive fears,” he has “in his consciousness the perils
of this frontier continent. . . . The man from Europe is still a foreigner
and an alien. And he still hates the man who questioned his path across
the continent.” Indians questioned what Jackson and Turner trumpeted
as “progress.” For them, the frontier had a different “significance”: their
history was how the West was lost. But their story has also been one of
resistance. As Vine Deloria declared, “Custer died for your sins.”"”

By looking at these groups from a multicultural perspective, we can
comparatively analyze their experiences in order to develop an under-
standing of their differences and similarities. Race, we will see, has been
a social construction that has historically set apart racial minorities from
European immigrant groups. Contrary to the notions of scholars like
Nathan Glazer and Thomas Sowell, race in America has not been the
same as ethnicity. A broad comparative focus also allows us to see how
the varied experiences of different racial and ethnic groups occurred
within shared contexts.

During the nineteenth century, for example, the Market Revolution
employed Irish immigrant laborers in New England factories as it ex-
panded cotton fields worked by enslaved blacks across Indian lands
toward Mexico. Like blacks, the Irish newcomers were stereotyped as

10
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“savages,” ruled by passions rather than “civilized” virtues such as self-
control and hard work. The Irish saw themselves as the “slaves” of
British oppressors, and during a visit to Ireland in the 1840s, Frederick
Douglass found that the “wailing notes” of the Irish ballads reminded
him of the “wild notes” of slave songs. The United States annexation
of California, while incorporating Mexicans, led to trade with Asia and
the migration of “strangers” from Pacific shores. In 1870, Chinese im-
migrant laborers were transported to Massachusetts as scabs to break
an Irish immigrant strike; in response, the Irish recognized the need for
interethnic working-class solidarity and tried to organize a Chinese lodge
of the Knights of St. Crispin. After the Civil War, Mississippi planters
recruited Chinese immigrants to discipline the newly freed blacks. Dur-
ing the debate over an immigration exclusion bill in 1882, a senator
asked: If Indians could be located on reservations, why not the Chinese?1®

Other instances of our connectedness abound. In 1903, Mexican and
Japanese farm laborers went on strike together in California: their union
officers had names like Yamaguchi and Lizarras, and strike meetings
were conducted in Japanese and Spanish. The Mexican strikers declared
that they were standing in solidarity with their “Japanese brothers”
because the two groups had toiled together in the fields and were now
fighting together for a fair wage. Speaking in impassioned Yiddish during
the 1909 “uprising of twenty thousand” strikers in New York, the char-
ismatic Clara Lemlich compared the abuse of Jewish female garment
workers to the experience of blacks: “[The bosses] yell at the girls and
‘call them down’ even worse than I imagine the Negro slaves were in
the South.” During the 1920s, elite universities like Harvard worried
about the increasing numbers of Jewish students, and new admissions
criteria were instituted to curb their enrollment. Jewish students were
scorned for their studiousness and criticized for their “clannishness.”
Recently, Asian-American students have been the targets of similar com-
plaints: they have been called “nerds” and told there are “too many”
of them on campus.?*

Indians were already here, while blacks were forcibly transported to
America, and Mexicans were initially enclosed by America’s expanding
border. The other groups came here as immigrants: for them, America
represented liminality — a new world where they could pursue extrav-
agant urges and do things they had thought beyond their capabilities.
Like the land itself, they found themselves “betwixt and between all
fixed points of classification.” No longer fastened as fiercely to their old
countries, they felt a stirring to become new people in a society still
being defined and formed.2

11



A DIFFERENT MIRROR

These immigrants made bold and dangerous crossings, pushed by
political events and economic hardships in their homelands and pulled
by America’s demand for labor as well as by their own dreams for a
better life. “By all means let me go to America,” a young man in Japan
begged his parents. He had calculated that in one year as a laborer here
he could save almost a thousand yen — an amount equal to the income
of a governor in Japan. “My dear Father,” wrote an immigrant Irish girl
living in New York, “Any man or woman without a family are fools that
would not venture and come to this plentyful Country where no man
or woman ever hungered.” In the shtetls of Russia, the cry “To America!”
roared like “wild-fire.” “America was in everybody’s mouth,” a Jewish
immigrant recalled. “Businessmen talked [about] it over their accounts;
the market women made up their quarrels that they might discuss it
from stall to stall; people who had relatives in the famous land went
around reading their letters.” Similarly, for Mexican immigrants crossing
the border in the early twentieth century, El Norte became the stuff of
overblown hopes. “If only you could see how nice the United States is,”
they said, “that is why the Mexicans are crazy about it.”!

The signs of America’s ethnic diversity can be discerned across the
continent — Ellis Island, Angel Island, Chinatown, Harlem, South Bos-
ton, the Lower East Side, places with Spanish names like Los Angeles
and San Antonio or Indian names like Massachusetts and Iowa. Much
of what is familiar in America’s cultural landscape actually has ethnic
origins. The Bing cherry was developed by an early Chinese immigrant
named Ah Bing. American Indians were cultivating corn, tomatoes, and
tobacco long before the arrival of Columbus. The term okay was derived
from the Choctaw word oke, meaning “it is so.” There is evidence
indicating that the name Yankee came from Indian terms for the En-
glish — from eankke in Cherokee and Yankwis in Delaware. Jazz and
blues as well as rock and roll have African-American origins. The “Forty-
Niners” of the Gold Rush learned mining techniques from the Mexicans;
American cowboys acquired herding skills from Mexican vaqueros and
adopted their range terms — such as lariat from la reata, lasso from
lazo, and stampede from estampida. Songs like “God Bless America,”
“Easter Parade,” and “White Christmas” were written by a Russian-
Jewish immigrant named Israel Baline, more popularly known as Irving
Berlin.2

Furthermore, many diverse ethnic groups have contributed to the
building of the American economy, forming what Walt Whitman saluted
as “a vast, surging, hopeful army of workers.” They worked in the
South’s cotton fields, New England’s textile mills, Hawaii’s canefields,
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New York’s garment factories, California’s orchards, Washington’s sal-
mon canneries, and Arizona’s copper mines. They built the railroad, the
great symbol of America’s industrial triumph. Laying railroad ties, black
laborers sang:

Down the railroad, um-hub
Well, raise the iron, um-hub
Raise the iron, um-hub.

Irish railroad workers shouted as they stretched an iron ribbon across
the continent:

Then drill, my Paddies, drill —
Drill, my heroes, drill,

Drill all day, no sugar in your tay
Workin® on the U.P. railway.

Japanese laborers in the Northwest chorused as their bodies fought the
fickle weather:

A railroad worker —
That’s me!

I am great.

Yes, I am a railroad worker.
Complaining:

“It is too hot!”

“It is too cold!”

“It rains too often!”
“It snows too much!”
They all ran off.

I alone remained.

I am a railroad worker!

Chicano workers in the Southwest joined in as they swore at the
punishing work:

Some unloaded rails

Others unloaded ties,

And others of my companions
Threw out thousands of curses.?
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Moreover, our diversity was tied to America’s most serious crisis: the
Civil War was fought over a racial issue — slavery. In his “First Inaugural
Address,” presented on March 4, 1861, President Abraham Lincoln
declared: “One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought
to be extended, while the other believes it is wrong and ought not to be
extended.” Southern secession, he argued, would be anarchy. Lincoln
sternly warned the South that he had a solemn oath to defend and
preserve the Union. Americans were one people, he explained, bound
together by “the mystic chords of memory, stretching from every bat-
tlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over
this broad land.” The struggle and sacrifices of the War for Independence
had enabled Americans to create a new nation out of thirteen separate
colonies. But Lincoln’s appeal for unity fell on deaf ears in the South.
And the war came. Two and a half years later, at Gettysburg, President
Lincoln declared that “brave men” had fought and “consecrated” the
ground of this battlefield in order to preserve the Union. Among the
brave were black men. Shortly after this bloody battle, Lincoln acknowl-
edged the military contributions of blacks. “There will be some black
men,” he wrote in a letter to an old friend, James C. Conkling, “who
can remember that with silent tongue, and clenched teeth, and steady
eye, and well-poised bayonet, they have helped mankind on to this great
consummation. . . .” Indeed, 186,000 blacks served in the Union Army,
and one-third of them were listed as missing or dead. Black men in blue,
Frederick Douglass pointed out, were “on the battlefield mingling their
blood with that of white men in one common effort to save the country.”
Now the mystic chords of memory stretched across the new battlefields
of the Civil War, and black soldiers were buried in “patriot graves.”
They, too, had given their lives to ensure that the “government of the
people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.”2*

Like these black soldiers, the people in our study have been actors in
history, not merely victims of discrimination and exploitation. They are
entitled to be viewed as subjects — as men and women with minds,
wills, and voices.

In the telling and retelling
of their stories,

They create communities
of memory.

They also re-vision history. “It is very natural that the history written
by the victim,” said a Mexican in 1874, “does not altogether chime with
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the story of the victor.” Sometimes they are hesitant to speak, thinking
they are only “little people.” “I don’t know why anybody wants to hear
my history,” an Irish maid said apologetically in 1900. “Nothing ever
happened to me worth the tellin’.””2

But their stories are worthy. Through their stories, the people who
have lived America’s history can help all of us, including my taxi driver,
understand that Americans originated from many shores, and that all
of us are entitled to dignity. “I hope this survey do a lot of good for
Chinese people,” an immigrant told an interviewer from Stanford Uni-
versity in the 1920s. “Make American people realize that Chinese people
are humans. I think very few American people really know anything
about Chinese.” But the remembering is also for the sake of the children.
“This story is dedicated to the descendants of Lazar and Goldie Glaub-
erman,” Jewish immigrant Minnie Miller wrote in her autobiography.
“My history is bound up in their history and the generations that follow
should know where they came from to know better who they are.”
Similarly, Tomo Shoji, an elderly Nisei woman, urged Asian Americans
to learn more about their roots: “We got such good, fantastic stories to
tell. All our stories are different.” Seeking to know how they fit into
America, many young people have become listeners; they are eager to
learn about the hardships and humiliations experienced by their parents
and grandparents. They want to hear their stories, unwilling to remain
ignorant or ashamed of their identity and past.2¢

The telling of stories liberates. By writing about the people on Mango
Street, Sandra Cisneros explained, ‘“‘the ghost does not ache so much.”
The place no longer holds her with “both arms. She sets me free.” Indeed,
stories may not be as innocent or simple as they seem to be. Native-
American novelist Leslie Marmon Silko cautioned:

I will tell you something about stories . . .
They aren’t just entertainment.
Don’t be fooled.

Indeed, the accounts given by the people in this study vibrantly re-create
moments, capturing the complexities of human emotions and thoughts.
They also provide the authenticity of experience. After she escaped from
slavery, Harriet Jacobs wrote in her autobiography: “[My purpose] is
not to tell you what I have heard but what I have seen — and what I
have suffered.” In their sharing of memory, the people in this study offer
us an opportunity to see ourselves reflected in a mirror called history.?”

In his recent study of Spain and the New World, The Buried Mirror,
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Carlos Fuentes points out that mirrors have been found in the tombs of
ancient Mexico, placed there to guide the dead through the underworld.
He also tells us about the legend of Quetzalcoatl, the Plumed Serpent:
when this god was given a mirror by the Toltec deity Tezcatlipoca, he
saw a man’s face in the mirror and realized his own humanity. For us,
the “mirror” of history can guide the living and also help us recognize
who we have been and hence are. In A Distant Mirror, Barbara W.
Tuchman finds “phenomenal parallels” between the “‘calamitous 14th
century” of European society and our own era. We can, she observes,
have “greater fellow-feeling for a distraught age” as we painfully rec-
ognize the “‘similar disarray,” “collapsing assumptions,” and “‘unusual
discomfort.””2

But what is needed in our own perplexing times is not so much a
“distant” mirror, as one that is “different.” While the study of the past
can provide collective self-knowledge, it often reflects the scholar’s par-
ticular perspective or view of the world. What happens when historians
leave out many of America’s peoples? What happens, to borrow the
words of Adrienne Rich, “when someone with the authority of a
teacher” describes our society, and “you are not in it”? Such an expe-
rience can be disorienting — “a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as
if you looked into a mirror and saw nothing.”?

Through their narratives about their lives and circumstances, the peo-
ple of America’s diverse groups are able to see themselves and each other
in our common past. They celebrate what Ishmael Reed has described
as a society “unique” in the world because “the world is here” — a
place “where the cultures of the world crisscross.” Much of America’s
past, they point out, has been riddled with racism. At the same time,
these people offer hope, affirming the struggle for equality as a central
theme in our country’s history. At its conception, our nation was ded-
icated to the proposition of equality. What has given concreteness to
this powerful national principle has been our coming together in the
creation of a new society. “Stuck here” together, workers of different
backgrounds have attempted to get along with each other.

People harvesting
Work together unaware

Of racial problems,

wrote a Japanese immigrant describing a lesson learned by Mexican and
Asian farm laborers in California.’
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Finally, how do we see our prospects for “working out” America’s
racial crisis? Do we see it as through a glass darkly? Do the televised
images of racial hatred and violence that riveted us in 1992 during the
days of rage in Los Angeles frame a future of divisive race relations —
what Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., has fearfully denounced as the “disuniting
of America”? Or will Americans of diverse races and ethnicities be able
to connect themselves to a larger narrative? Whatever happens, we can
be certain that much of our society’s future will be influenced by which
“mirror” we choose to see ourselves. America does not belong to one
race or one group, the people in this study remind us, and Americans
have been constantly redefining their national identity from the moment
of first contact on the Virginia shore. By sharing their stories, they invite
us to see ourselves in a different mirror.3!












Before Columbus: Vinland

ROM THE SHORE, the small band of Indians saw the floating
F island pulled by billowy clouds and the landing of the strangers.

Never before had they seen such peopie. The newcomers looked
like animals — monstrous, hairy, and pale skinned, their eyes the color
of the sea and their hair the color of the sun. In their hands, they carried
shiny sharp sticks that looked like long vicious claws. Their foreign
speech sounded like gabble. Confused and frightened, the Indians
quickly hid beneath their skin-covered boats, hoping to appear like three
mounds on the beach. They could hear footsteps approaching; suddenly
their boats were violently overturned. All but one of them were captured.
Paddling away frantically, the lone survivor looked back and saw red
stains darkening the beach.!

Led by Thorvald Eiriksson, son of Eirik the Red, the Vikings had
sailed from Greenland to the New World. He had been told about this
land by his brother, Leif, who had sailed south from Iceland about the
year 1ooo and reached a place he called “Vinland,” an old Norse term
for grassland or pasture. In the wonderful country to the south, Thorvald
had learned, the grass tasted “sweet” and the rivers teemed with salmon.
“This is a beautiful place,” Thorvald exclaimed when he first saw what
is now known as Newfoundland. “I should like to build myself a home
here.” After their initial encounter with the Indians on the beach, Thor-
vald and his men pitched camp and went to sleep. Suddenly, they were
attacked by Indians armed with bows and arrows; Thorvald was
wounded. “You must carry me out to the headland where I thought it
would be good to live,” the dying leader told his men. “You must bury
me there, and put a cross at my head and another one at my feet, and
from then on you must call the place Krossanes [Cross Head].”?

Shortly afterward, another group of Vikings sailed to Vinland. Among
them were Thorfinn Karlsefni and his wife, Gudrid. They found a land
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of great abundance: “Every stream was full of fish. They dug holes where
sea and land met at high tide, and when the sea went down again, there
was halibut lying in the holes. There were plenty of animals of all kinds
in the forest.” Then one day, the colonists were approached by some
Indians. “Dark, ugly fellows, with ugly hair on their heads” with “large
eyes and broad faces,” the “Skraelings” came out of the forest and were
frightened by the bellowing of the cattle. “They ran towards Karlsefni’s
farm and wanted to get into the houses; but Karlsefni had the doors
bolted. Neither of the two groups understood the other’s language. Then
the Skraelings took their packs off and undid their bundles, and offered
goods for sale; they wanted weapons more than anything else in ex-
change. But Karlsefni refused to sell any weapons.” Instead, he offered
them some cheese for pelts. Karlsefni “caught” two Skraeling boys,
“taught them to speak the language, and had them christened.”

The next year, the Indians returned to the site, rowing around the
headland from the south. “There were so many of them that it looked
as if charcoal had been strewn on the water.” They wanted to trade for
red cloth and swords. Suddenly, one of the Indians was killed as he tried
to steal some weapons. During the fierce battle, the Vikings retreated
up the riverbank, where they successfully resisted the Indian attacks.
“Now it’s hard to know what to do,” Karlsefni said, “because I think
they will come back a third time, and then they will come as enemies
and there will be very many of them.” The following spring, Karlsefni
and his fellow colonists abandoned their plans to settle the country and
returned to Greenland. They realized that “although this was a good
country, there would always be terror and trouble from the people who
lived there.”*

And so this first European settlement in the New World came to an
end and remained virtually unknown to the Western world. The Norse
people on Greenland had been cut off from their homeland, and when
a Norwegian missionary arrived there in 1721, he found only the ruins
of farms and churches. Only the Viking sagas, handed down orally and
recorded in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, preserved the story
of the first encounter. This Viking contact remained unacknowledged
until 1960 when, on the northern point of Newfoundland at L’Anse
aux Meadows, archaeologists found a group of overgrown housesites
with ancient Norse tools and artifacts dated by carbon 14 analysis at
about A.D. 1000.

About five hundred years after Leif Eiriksson’s voyage to Vinland,
Christopher Columbus made his crossing and changed the course of
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history. Unlike the Viking expeditions, his project was sponsored by the
king and queen of Spain and was the focus of immense and wide interest
throughout Europe. Moreover, the printing press was now available to
spread the exciting news of Columbus’s amazing “discovery.” At first
the admiral thought he had reached Asia. After he sighted land on
October 21, 1492, the explorer wrote in his journal: “I am determined
to go to the mainland and to the city of Quisay [Hangchow] and to
present Your Highnesses’ letters to the Grand Khan.” Two days later,
he recorded: “I wish to depart today for the island of Cuba, which I
believe should be Cipango [Japan], according to the description that this
people give me of its size and wealth. .. .” But soon he was astonished
to realize that he had encountered a new land between Europe and Asia.
This most momentous accident of history opened the way to efforts by
Spain, Portugal, France, Holland, and England to colonize the continents
that would be named the Americas. Unlike the Vikings, however, the
new strangers stayed.’

23



2

(e N

THE ‘“‘“TEMPEST’’ IN THE
WILDERNESS

The Racialization of Savagery

relate the strangers to what was familiar in their world. Traditional

Penobscot accounts had described the earth as flat and surrounded
by ocean, the “‘great salt water,” ktci-sobe-k. Beyond this body of water,
there were other islands and countries inhabited by “tribes of strangers.”
The Indians of Massachusetts Bay, according to early reports by the
Eng'ish, “took the first ship they saw for a walking island, the mast to
be u« tree, the sail white clouds, and the discharging of ordnance for
lightning and thunder. . . .”” They were seized by curiosity. By word of
mouth, the fantastic news spread, and the “shores for many miles were
filled with this naked Nation, gazing at this wonder.” Armed with bows
and arrows, some of them approached the ship in their canoes, and “let
fly their long shafts at her. . . some stuck fast, and others dropped into
the water.” They wondered why “it did not cry.” The native peaple were
struck by the “ugliness” and ‘‘deformity” of the strangers — their
“white”” complexions, hair around their mouths, the eyes with “the color
of the blue sky.” They tried to identify the visitors. According to Roger
Williams, the Indians in Rhode Island used the term Manittoo, meaning
“‘god,” to describe excellence in human beings and animals. When they

I N THEIR FIRST encounters with Europeans, the Indians tried to
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saw the English arriving on their ships, they exclaimed: “Mannittowock.
They are Gods.”

Indian dreams had anticipated the coming of the strangers. In New
England, an old Wampanoag story told about a wise chief foretelling
the arrival of Europeans: “On his death-bed he said that a strange white
people would come to crowd out the red men, and that for a sign, after
his death a great white whale would rise out of the witch pond below.
That night he died . . . and the great white whale rose from the witch
pond.” Another version of this story recounted how the old man was
describing his approaching death when suddenly “a white whale arose
from the water off Witch Pond.” The chief said: “That’s a sign that
another new people the color of the wha'z [would arrive], but don’t let
them have all the land because if you do the Indians will disappear.” In
Virginia, a Powhatan shaman predicted that “‘bearded men should come
& take away their Country & that there should be none of the original
Indians be left, within an hundred & fifty years.” Similarly, an Ojibwa
prophet had a dream many years before actual contact between the two
peoples: “Men of strange appearance have come across the great water.
Their skins are white like snow, and on their faces long hair grows.
[They came here] in wonderfully large canoes which have great white
wings like those of a giant bird. The men have long and sharp knives,
and they have long black tubes which they point at birds and animals.
The tubes make a smoke that rises into the air just like the smoke from
our pipes. From them come fire and such terrific noise that I was fright-
ened, even in my dream.”?

Shakespeare’s Dream about America

“O brave new world that has such people in’t!”” they heard Miranda
exclaim. The theatergoers were attending the first performance of Wil-
liam Shakespeare’s Tempest. This play was first presented in London in
1611, a time when the English were encountering what they viewed as
strange inhabitants in new lands. The circumstances surrounding the
play determined the meaning of the utterances they heard. A perspica-
cious few in the audience could have seen that this play was more than
a mere story about how Prospero was sent into exile with his daughter,
took possession of an island inhabited by Caliban, and redeemed himself
by marrying Miranda to the king’s son.?
Indeed, The Tempest can be approached as a fascinating tale that
(;erved as a masquerade for the creation of a new society in America.
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Seen in this light, the play invites us to view English expansion not only
as imperialism, but also as a defining moment in the making of an
English-American identity based on race. For the first time in the English
theater, an Indian character was being presented. What did Shakespeare
and his audience know about the native peoples of America, and what
choices were they making in the ways they characterized Caliban? Al-
though they saw him as “savage,” did they racialize savagery? Was the
play a prologue for America?

The Tempest, studied in relationship to its historical context, can help
us answer these questions. While Othello also offers us an opportunity
to analyze English racial attitudes, as Winthrop Jordan has demonstrated
so brilliantly, our play is a more important window for understanding
American history, for its story is set in the New World. Moreover, the
timing of The Tempest was crucial: it was first performed after the
English invasion of Ireland but before the colonization of New England,
after John Smith’s arrival in Virginia but before the beginning of the
tobacco economy, and after the first contacts with Indians but before
full-scale warfare against them. This was an era when the English were
encountering “‘other’ peoples and delineating the boundary between
“civilization” and “savagery.” The social constructions of both these
terms were dynamically developing in three sites — Ireland, Virginia,
and New England.*

One of the places the English were colonizing at the time was Ireland,
and Caliban seemed to resemble the Irish. Theatergoers were familiar
with the “wild Irish” onstage, for such images had been presented in
plays like Sir John Oldcastle (1599) and Honest Whore (1605). Seeking
to conquer the Irish in 1395, Richard Il had condemned them as “savage
Irish, our enemies.” In the mid-sixteenth century, shortly before the
beginning of the English migrations to America, the government had
decided to bring all of Ireland under its rule and encouraged private
colonization projects.®

Like Caliban, the Irish were viewed as “savages,” a people living
outside of “civilization.” They had tribal organizations, and their prac-
tice of herding seemed nomadic(a‘gven their Christianity was said to be
merely the exterior of strongly rooted paganism. }‘They are all Papists
by their profession,” claimed Edmund Spenser in 1596, ‘but in the same
so blindly and brutishly informed for the most part as that you would
rather think them atheists or infidels.” To_the colonists, the Irish lacked
“knowledge of God or good manners.” They had no sense of private
property and did not “‘plant any Gardens or Orchards, Inclose or im-
prove their lands, live together in setled Villages or Townes.” The Irish

)
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were described as lazy, “naturally” given to “idleness” and unwilling to
work for “their own bread.” Dominated by “innate sloth,” “loose, bar-
barous and most wicked,” and living “like beasts,” they were also
thought to be criminals, an underclass inclined to steal from the English.
The colonists complained that the Irish savages were not satisfied with
the “fruit of the natural unlaboured earth” and therefore continually
“invaded the fertile possessions” of the “English Pale.”¢

The English colonizers established a two-tiered social structure: \
“Every Irishman shall be forbidden to wear English apparel or weapon \
upon pain of death. That no Irishman, born of Irish race and brought
up Irish, shall purchase land, bear office, be chosen of any jury or
admitted witness in any real or personal action.” To reinforce this so-
cial separation, British laws prohibited marriages between the Irish
and the colonizers. The new world order was to be one of English over
Irish.”

The Irish also became targets of English violence. “Nothing but fear
and force can teach duty and obedience” to this “rebellious people,”~
the invaders insisted. While the Engllsh were generally brutal in their
warfare practices at that time, they seemed to have been particularly
cruel toward the Irish. The colonizers burned the villages and crops of
the inhabitants and relocated them on reservations. They slaughtered
families, “‘man, woman and child,” justifying their atrocities by arguing
that families provided support for the rebels. After four years of bloody
warfare in Munster, according to Edmund Spenser, the Irish had been
reduced to wretchedness. “Out of every corner of the woods and glens
they came creeping forth upon their hands, for their legs would not bear
them. They looked anatomies of death; they spake like ghosts crying
out of their graves.” The death toll was so high that “in short space
there were none almost left and a most populous and plentiful country
suddenly left void of man and beast.” The “void” meant vacant lands
for English resettlement.

The invaders took the heads of the slain Irish as trophies. Sir Hum-
phrey Gilbert pursued a campaign of terror: he ordered that “the heads
of all those . . . killed in the day, should be cut off from their bodies and
brought to the place where he encamped at night, and should there be
laid on the ground by each side of the way leading into his own tent so
that none could come into his tent for any cause but commonly he must
pass through a lane of heads. . . . [It brought] great terror to the people
when they saw the heads of their dead fathers, brothers, children, kins-
folk, and friends. . . . After seeing the head of his lord impaled on the
walls of Dublin, Irish poet Angus O’Daly cried out:
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O body which 1 see without a head,

It is the sight of thee which has withered up my
strength.

Divided and impaled in Ath-cliath,

The learned of Banba will feel its loss.

Who will relieve the wants of the poor?

Who will bestow cattle on the learned?

O body, since thou art without a head,

It is not life which we care to choose after thee.®

The English claimed that they had a God-given responsibility to “‘in-
habit and reform so barbarous a nation” and to educate the Irish
“brutes.” They would teach them to obey English laws and stop “robbing
and stealing and killing” one another. They would uplift this “most filthy
people, utterly enveloped in vices, most untutored of all peoples in the
rudiments of faith.” Thus, although they saw the Irish as savages and
although they sometimes described this savagery as “natural” and “in-
nate,” the English believed that the Irish could be civilized, improved
Mﬁi&a&ej&wﬁmﬂur&” In short, the difference

etween the Trish and the English was a matter of culture.?®

As their frontier advanced from Ireland to America, the English began
making comparisons between the Irish and Indian “savages” and won-
dering whether there might be different kinds of ‘‘savagery.”

The parallels between English expansionism in Ireland and America
were apparent. Sir Humphrey Gilbert, Lord De La Warr, Sir Francis
Drake, and Sir Walter Raleigh participated in both the invasion of Ireland
and the colonization of the New World. The conquest of Ireland and
the settlement of Virginia were bound so closely together that one cor-
respondence, dated March 8, 1610, stated: “It is hoped the plantation
of Ireland may shortly be settled. The Lord Delaware [Lord De La Warr]
is preparing to depart for the plantation of Virginia.” Commander John
Mason conducted military campaigns against the Irish before he sailed
to New England, where he led troops against the Pequots of Connecticut.
Samuel Gorton wrote a letter to John Winthrop, Jr., connecting the two
frontiers: “I remember the time of the wars in Ireland (when I was young,
in Queen Elizabeth’s days of famous memory) where much English blood
was spilt by a people much like unto these [Indians]. . . . And after these
Irish were subdued by force, what treacherous and bloody massacres
have they attempted is well known.”!!

The first English colonizers in the New World found that the Indians
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reminded them of the Irish. In Virginia, Captain John Smith observed
that the deerskin robes worn by the Indians did not differ much “in
fashion from the Irish mantels.” Thomas Morton noticed that the ‘“Na-
tives of New England [were] accustomed to build themselves houses
much like the wild Irish.” Roger Williams reported that the thick woods
and swamps of New England gave refuge to the Indians engaged in
warfare, “like the bogs to the wild Irish.” Thus, in their early encounters,
the English projected the familiar onto the strange, their images of the
Irish onto the native people of America. Initially, “savagery” was defined
in relationship to the Irish, and the Indians were incorporated into this
definition.!?

The Tempest, the London audience knew, was not about Ireland but
about the New World, for the reference to the “Bermoothes” (Bermuda)
revealed the location of the island. What was happening onstage was a
metaphor for English expansion into America. The play’s title was in-
spired by a recent incident: caught in a violent storm in 1609, the Sea
Adventure had been separated from a fleet of ships bound for Virginia
and had run aground in the Bermudas. Shakespeare knew many of the
colonizers, including Sir Humphrey Gilbert and Lord De La Warr. One
of his personal friends was geographer Richard Hakluyt, author of
widely read books about the New World. The future of Englishmen lay
in America, proclaimed Hakluyt, as he urged them to ‘“‘conquer a coun-
try” and “to man it, to plant it, and to keep it, and to continue the
making of Wines and Oils able to serve England.”®3

The scene of the play was actually the mainland near the “Ber-
moothes” — Virginia. “The air breathes upon us here most sweetly,”
the theatergoers were told. “Here is everything advantageous to life.”
“How lush and lusty the grass looks! how green!” Impressed by the
land’s innocence, Gonzalo of The Tempest depicted it as an ideal com-
monwealth where everything was as yet unformed and unbounded,
where letters, laws, metals, and occupations were yet unknown. Both
the imagery and the language revealed America as the site of Prospero’s
landing: it was almost as if Shakespeare had lifted the material from
contemporary documents about the New World. Tracts on Virginia had
described the air as “most sweet” and as “virgin and temperate,” and
it soil “lusty” with meadows “full of green grass.” In A True Reportory
of the Wracke, published in 1609, William Strachey depicted Virginia’s
abundance: “no Country yieldeth goodlier Corn, nor more manifold
increase. . . . [W]e have thousands of goodly Vines.” Here was an op-
portunity for colonists to enhance the “fertility and pleasure” of Virginia
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by “cleansing away her woods” and converting her into “goodly
meadow.”*

Moreover, the play provided a clever clue that the story was indeed
about America: Caliban, one of the principal characters, was a New
World inhabitant. “Carib,” the name of an Indian tribe, came to mean
a savage of America, and the term cannibal was a derivative. Shakespeare
sometimes rearranged letters in words (“Amleth,” the name of a prince
in a Viking era tale, for example, became ‘“Hamlet”), and here he had
created another anagram in “Caliban.”s

The English had seen or read reports about Indians who had been
captured and brought to London. Indians had been displayed in Europe
by Christopher Columbus. During his first voyage, he wrote: “Yesterday
came [to] the ship a dugout with six young men, and five came on board;
these I ordered to be detained and I am bringing them.” When Columbus
was received by the Spanish court after his triumphal return, he presented
a collection of things he had brought back, including some gold nuggets,
parrots in cages, and six Indians. During his second voyage in 1493,
Columbus again sent his men to kidnap Indians. On one occasion, a
captive had been “wounded seven times and his entrails were hanging
out,” reported Guillermo Coma of Aragon. “Since it was thought that
he could not be cured, he was cast into the sea. But keeping above water
and raising one foot, he held on to his intestines with his left hand and
swam courageously to the shore. ... The wounded Carib was caught
again on shore. His hands and feet were bound more tightly and he was
once again thrown headlong. But this resolute savage swam more fu-
riously, until he was struck several times by arrows and perished.” When
Columbus set sail with his fleet to return to Spain, he took 550 Indian
captives. “When we reached the waters around Spain,” Michele de
Cuneo wrote matter-of-factly, “about 200 of those Indians died, I believe
because of the unaccustomed air, colder than theirs. We cast them into
the sea.”1¢ .

Similarly, English explorers engaged in this practice of kidnapping
Indians. When Captain George Waymouth visited New England in 1605,
he lured some Abenakis to his ship; taking three of them hostage, he
sailed back to England to display them. An early seventeenth-century
pamphlet stated that a voyage to Virginia was expected to bring back
its quota of captured Indians: “Thus we shipped five savages, two canoes,
with all their bows and arrows.” In 1614, the men on one of Captain
John Smith’s ships captured several Indians on Cape Cod. “Thomas
Hunt,” Smith wrote, . . . betrayed four and twenty of these poor savages

30



THE “TEMPEST” IN THE WILDERNESS

aboard this ship, and most dishonestly and inhumanely . . . carried them
with him to Maligo [Malaga] and there for a little private gain
sold . . . those savages for Rials of eight.” In 1611, according to a biog-
rapher of William Shakespeare, ““a native of New England called Epnew
was brought to England . . . and ‘being a man of so great a stature’ was
showed up and down London for money as a monster.” In the play,
Stephano considered capturing Caliban: “If I can recover him, and keep
him tame, and get to Naples with him, he’s a present for any em-
peror. . ..” Such exhibitions of Indians were “profitable investments,”
literary scholar Frank Kermode noted, and were “a regular feature of
colonial policy under James I. The exhibits rarely survived the
experience.”!”

To the spectators of these “exhibits,” Indians personified “‘savagery.”
They were depicted as “cruel, barbarous and most treacherous.” They
| were thought to be cannibals, “being most furious in their rage and
| merciless . . . not being content only to kill and take away life, but delight
to torment men in the most bloody manner. . . flaying some alive with
the shells of fishes, cutting off the members and joints of others by
piecemeal and broiling on the coals, eating the collops of their flesh in
their sight whilst they live.”” According to Sir Walter Raleigh, Indians
had “their eyes in their shoulders, and their mouths in the middle of
their breasts.” In Nova Brittania, published in 1609, Richard Johnson
described the Indians in Virginia as “wild and savage people,” living
“like herds of deer in a forest.” One of their striking physical char-
acteristics was their skin color. John Brereton described the New England
Indians as “of tall stature, broad and grim visage, of a blacke swart
complexion.”8

Indians seemed to lack everything the English identified as civilized —
Christianity, cities, letters, clothing, and swords. “They do not bear arms
or know them, for I showed to them swords and they took them by the
blade and cut themselves through ignorance,” wrote Columbus in his
journal, noting that the Indians did not have iron. George Waymouth
tried to impress the Abenakis: he magnetized a sword “to cause them
to imagine some great power in us; and for that to love and fear us.”?

Like Caliban, the native people of America were viewed as the
“other.” European culture was delineating the border, the hierarchical
division between civilization and wildness. Unlike Europeans, Indians
were allegedly dominated by their passions, especially their sexuality.
Amerigo Vespucci was struck by how the natives embraced and enjoyed
the pleasures of their bodies: “They . . . are libidinous beyond measure,

31




BOUNDLESSNESS

and the women far more than the men. . .. When they had the oppor-
tunity of copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled
and prostituted themselves.” Caliban personified such passions. Prospero
saw him as a sexual threat to the nubile Miranda, her “virgin-knot” yet
untied. “I have used thee (filth as thou art) with humane care,” Prospero
scolded Caliban, “and lodged thee in mine own cell till thou didst seek
to violate the honor of my child.” And the unruly native snapped: “O
ho, O ho! Would’t had been done! Thou didst prevent me; I had peopled
else this isle with Calibans.”2

To the theatergoers, Caliban represented what Europeans had been
when they were lower on the scale of development. To be civilized, they
believed, required denial of wholeness — the repression of the instinctual
forces of human nature. A personification of civilized man, Prospero
identified himself as mind rather than body. His epistemology was reliant
on the visual rather than the tactile and on the linear knowledge of books
rather than the polymorphous knowledge of experience. With the self
fragmented, Prospero was able to split off his rationality and raise it to
authority over the “other” — the sensuous part of himself and every-
thing Caliban represented.

But could Caliban, the audience wondered, ever become Christian
and civilized? The Spanish lawyer Juan Gines de Sepulveda had justified
the Spanish conquest of Indians by invoking Aristotle’s doctrine that
some people were “‘natural slaves.” The condition of slavery, Sepulveda
argued, was natural for “persons of both inborn rudeness and of in-
human and barbarous customs.” Thus what counted was an ascriptive
quality based on a group’s nature, or “descent.””!

On the other hand, Pope Paul III had proclaimed that Indians, as well
as “all other people”” who might later be “discovered” by ““Christians,”
should not be deprived of their liberty and property, even though they
were outside the Christian faith. Christopher Columbus had reported
that Indians were “very gentle and without knowledge of . . . evil.” He
added: “They love their neighbors as themselves, and have the sweetest
talk in the world, and gentle, and always with a smile.” In The Tempest,
Gonzalo told theatergoers: “I saw such islanders . . . who, though they
are of monstrous shape, yet, note, their manners are more gentle, kind,
than of our human generation you shall find many — nay, almost any.”
Thus, Indians were not always viewed as brutish by nature: they could
be acculturated, become civilized through “consent.”?

Indeed, Caliban seemed educable. Prospero had taught him a Euro-
pean language: “I ... took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each

82



THE “TEMPEST” IN THE WILDERNESS

hour one thing or other. When thou didst not, savage, know thine own

meaning, but wouldst gabble like a thing most brutish.” Defiantly, the

native retorted: ‘“You taught me language, and my profit on’t is, I know
how to curse. The red plague rid you for learning me your language.”

Clearly, Caliban was no mere victim: capable of acculturation, he could

express his anger. A Virginia tract stated that the colonists should take

Indian children and “train them up with gentleness, teach them our

English tongue.” In the contract establishing the Virginia Company in

1606, the king endorsed a plan to propagate the “Christian Religion to

| such people” who as yet lived in “darkness and miserable ignorance of
the true knowledge and worship of God.” Three years later, the Virginia
Company instructed the colony’s governor to encourage missionaries to
convert Indian children. They should be taken from their parents if
necessary, since they were ““so wrapped up in the fog and misery of their
iniquity.” A Virginia promotional tract stated that it was “‘not the nature

vof men, but the education of men” that made them “barbarous and |
uncivil.” Every man in the new colony had a duty to bring the savage/
Indians to “civil and Christian” government.?,

8 All of these cultural constructs of Indians at this point in time were
either the fantasy of Shakespeare or the impressions of policymakers
and tract writers in London. What would happen to these images on
the stage of history?

The first English settlement in the New World was in Virginia, the
home of fourteen thousand Powhatans. An agricultural people, they
cultivated corn — the mainstay of their subsistence. Their cleared fields
were as large as one hundred acres, and they lived in palisaded towns,
with forts, storehouses, temples, and framed houses covered with bark
and reed mats. They cooked their food in ceramic pots and used woven
baskets for storing corn: some of their baskets were constructed so
skillfully they could carry water in them. The Powhatans had a sophis-
ticated numbering system for evaluating their harvests. According to
John Smith, they had numbers from one to ten, after which counting
was done by tens to one hundred. There was also a word for “one
thousand.” The Powhatan calendar had five seasons: “Their winter some
call Popanow, the spring Cattaapeuk, the sommer Cobattayough, the
earing of their Corne Nepinough, the harvest and fall of the leafe Ta-
quitock. From September until the midst of November are the chief Feasts
and sacrifice.”*

In Virginia, the initial encounters between the English and the Indians
opened possibilities for friendship and interdependency. After arriving
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in 1607, the first one hundred and twenty colonists set up camp. Then,
John Smith reported, came “the starving time.” A year later, only thirty-
eight of them were still alive, hanging precariously on the very edge of
survival. The reality of America did not match the imagery of the New
World as a garden; the descriptions of its natural abundance turned out
to be exaggerated. Many of the English were not prepared for survival
in the wilderness. “Now was all our provision spent . . . all help aban-
doned, each hour expecting the fury of the savages,” Smith wrote. For-
tunately, in that “desperate extremity,” the Powhatans brought food and
rescued the starving strangers.?s

A year later, several hundred more colonists arrived, and again they
quickly ran out of provisions. They were forced to eat “dogs, cats, rats,
and mice,” even “corpses” dug from graves. “Some have licked up the
blood which hath fallen from their weak fellows,” a survivor reported.
“One [member] of our colony murdered his wife, ripped the child out
of her womb and threw it into the river, and after chopped the mother
in pieces and salted her for his food, the same not being discovered
before he had eaten part thereof.” “So great was our famine,” John
Smith stated, “that a savage we slew and buried, the poorer sort took
him up again and ate him; and so did diverse one another boiled and
stewed with roots and herbs.”2¢

Hostilities soon broke out as the English tried to extort food supplies
by attacking the Indians and destroying their villages. In 1608, an Indian
declared: “We hear you are come from under the World to take our
World from us.” A year later, Governor Thomas Gates arrived in Virginia
with instructions that the Indians should be forced to labor for the
colonists and also make annual payments of corn and skins. The orders
were brutally carried out. During one of the raids, the English soldiers
attacked an Indian town, killing fifteen people and forcing many others
to flee. Then they burned the houses and destroyed the cornfields. Ac-
cording to a report by commander George Percy, they marched the
captured queen and her children to the river where they “put the Children
to death . . . by throwing them overboard and shooting out their brains
in the water.”?”

Indians began to doubt that the two peoples could live together in
peace. One young Indian told Captain John Smith: “[We] are here to
intreat and desire your friendship and to enjoy our houses and plant
our fields, of whose fruits you shall participate.” But he did not trust
the strangers: “We perceive and well know you intend to destroy us.”
Chief Powhatan had come to the same conclusion, and he told Smith
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3

that the English were not in Virginia to trade but to “invade” and
“possess” Indian lands.?

Indeed, Smith and his fellow colonists were encouraged by their cul-
ture of expansionism to claim entitlement to the land. In The Tempest,
the theatergoers were told: ““I think he will carry this island home in his
pocket and give it his son for an apple.” Prospero declared that he had
been thrust forth from Milan and “most strangely’” landed on this shore
“to be the lord on’t.” Projecting his personal plans and dreams onto the
wilderness, he colonized the island and dispossessed Caliban. Feeling
robbed, Caliban protested: “As I told thee before, I am subject to a
tyrant, a sorcerer, that by his cunning hath cheated me of the island.”
But the English did not see their taking of land as robbery. In Utopia,
Sir Thomas More justified the appropriation of Indian lands: since the
natives did not “use” the soil but left it “idle and waste,” the English g

had “just cause” to drive them from the territory by force. In 1609,
Robert Gray declared that “‘the greater part” of the earth was “possessed
and wrongfully usurped by wild beasts . . . or by brutish savages.” A
Virginia pamphlet argued that it was “not unlawful” for the English to
possess “part” of the Indians’ land.?

But the English soon wanted more than just a “part” of Indian ter-
ritory. Their need for land was suddenly intensified by a new develop-
ment — the cultivation of tobacco as an export crop. In 1613, the colony
sent its first shipment of tobacco to London, a small but significant four
barrels’ worth. The exports grew dramatically from 2,300 pounds in
1616 to 19,000 the following year, and to 60,000 by 1620. The colonists
increasingly coveted Indian lands, especially the already cleared fields.
Tobacco agriculture stimulated not only territorial expansion but also
immigration. During the “Great Migration” of 1618—1623, the colony
grew from four hundred to forty-five hundred people.

In 1622, the natives tried to drive out the intruders, killing some three
hundred colonists. John Smith denounced the “massacre” and described
the “savages” as ‘‘cruel beasts,”” who possessed “‘a more unnatural brut-
ishness” than wild animals. The English deaths, Samuel Purchas argued,
established the colonists’ right to the land: “Their carcasses, the dis-
persed bones of their countrymen . . . speak, proclaim and cry, This our
earth is truly English, and therefore this Land is justly yours O English.”
Their blood had watered the soil, entitling them to the land. “We, who
hitherto have had possession of no more ground than their [Indian]
waste, and our purchase . . . may now by right of War, and law of Na-
tions,” the colonists declared, “invade the Country, and destroy them
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who sought to destroy us.” They felt they could morally sweep away
their enemies and even take their developed lands. “We shall enjoy their

cultivated places. . . . Now their cleared grounds in all their villages
(which are situated in the fruitfulest places of the land) shall be inhabited
by us.”%

In their fierce counterattack, the English waged total war. “Victory
may be gained in many ways,” a colonist declared: by force, by surprise,
by famine in burning their Corn, by destroying and burning their Boats,
Canoes, and Houses . . . by pursuing and chasing them with our horses,
and blood-hounds to draw after them, and mastives to tear them.” In
1623, Captain William Tucker led his soldiers to a Powhatan village,
presumably to negotiate a peace treaty. After he concluded the treaty,
he persuaded the Indians to drink a toast, but he served them poisoned
wine. An estimated two hundred Indians died instantly, and Tucker’s
soldiers then killed another fifty and “brought home part of their heads.”
In 1629, a colonist reported, the English forced a hostile Indian leader
to seek peace by “continual incursions” and by “yearly cutting down,
and spoiling their corn.” The goal of the war was to “root out [the
Indians] from being any longer a people.”3!

What happened in Virginia, while terrible and brutal, was still based
largely on the view that Indian “savagery” was cultural. Like the Irish,
Indians were identified as brutal and backward, but they were not yet
seen as incapable of becoming civilized because of their race, or “de-
scent.” Their heathenism had not yet been indelibly attached to distinc-
tive physical characteristics such as their skin color. So far at least,
“consent” was possible for Indians. What occurred in New England was
a different story, however, and here again, the play was preview.3

Although the theatergoers were given the impression that Caliban
could be acculturated, they also received a diametrically opposite con-
struction of his racial character. They were told that Caliban was “a
devil, a born devil” and that he belonged to a *‘vile race.” “Descent”
was determinative: his “race” signified an inherent moral defect. On the
stage, they saw Caliban, with long shaggy hair, personifying the Indian.
He had distinct racial markers. “Freckled,” covered with brown spots,
he was “not honored with human shape.” Called a “fish,” he was mock-
ingly told: “Thy eyes are almost set in thy head.” “Where should they
be set else? He were a brave monster indeed if they were set in his tail.”
More important, his distinctive physical characteristics signified intel-
lectual incapacity. Caliban was “a thing of darkness” whose “nature
nurture [could] never stick.” In other words, he had natural qualities
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that precluded the possibility of becoming civilized through “nurture,”
or education. The racial distance between Caliban and Prospero was
inscribed geographically. The native was forced to live on a reservation
located in a barren region. “Here you sty [to lodge, to place in a pig
pen or sty] me in this hard rock,” he complained, ‘“‘whiles you do keep
from me the rest o’ the island.” Prospero justified this segregation, charg-
ing that the “savage” possessed distasteful qualities, “which good natures
could not abide to be with. Therefore wast thou deservedly confined
into this rock, who hadst deserved more than a prison.” The theatergoers

saw Caliban’s “sty” located emblematically at the back of the stage,.

behind Prospero’s “study,” signifying a hierarchy of white over dark
and cerebral over carnal.®

This deterministic view of Caliban’s racial character would be forged
in the crucible of New England. Five years after the first performance
of The Tempest, Captain John Smith sailed north from Virginia to ex-
plore the New England coast, where again he found not wild men but
farmers. The “paradise” of Massachusetts, he reported, was “all planted
with corn, groves, mulberries, savage gardens.” “The sea Coast as you
pass shews you all along large Corne fields.” Indeed, while the Abenakis
of Maine were mainly hunters and food gatherers dependent on the
natural abundance of the land, the tribes in southern New England were
horticultural. For example, the Wampanoags, whom the Pilgrims en-
countered in 1620, were a farming people, with a representative political
system as well as a division of labor, with workers specializing in ar-
rowmaking, woodwork, and leathercrafts.3*

The Wampanoags as well as the Pequots, Massachusets, Nausets,
Nipmucks, and Narragansets cultivated corn. As the main source of life
for these tribes, corn was the focus of many legends. A Narraganset
belief told how a crow had brought this grain to New England: “These
Birds, although they do the corn also some hurt, yet scarce one Native
amongst a hundred will kill them, because they have a tradition, that
the Crow brought them at first an Indian Grain of Corn in one Ear, and
an Indian or French bean in another, from the Great God Kautantouwits
field in the Southwest from whence . . . came all their Corn and Beans.”
A Penobscot account celebrated the gift of Corn Mother: during a time
of famine, an Indian woman fell in love with a snake in the forest. Her
secret was discovered one day by her husband, and she told him that
she had been chosen to save the tribe. She instructed him to kill her with
a stone ax and then drag her body through a clearing. “After seven days
he went to the clearing and found the corn plant rising above the
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ground. . . . When the corn had born fruit and the silk of the corn ear
had turned yellow he recognized in it the resemblance of his dead wife.
Thus originated the cultivation of corn.”

These Indians had a highly developed agricultural system. Samuel de
Champlain found that “all along the shore” there was “a great deal of
land cleared up and planted with Indian corn.” Describing their agri-
cultural practices, he wrote: “They put in each hill three or four Brazilian
beans [kidney beans]. . .. When they grow up, they interlace with the
corn . .. and they keep the ground very free from weeds. We saw there
many squashes, and pumkins, and tobacco, which they likewise culti-
vate.” According to Thomas Morton, Indians “‘dung[ed] their ground”
with fish to fertilize the soil and increase the harvest. After visiting the
Narragansets in Rhode Island, John Winthrop, Jr., noted that although
the soil in that region was “sandy & rocky,” the people were able to
raise “good corn without fish” by rotating their crops. “They have every
one 2 fields,” he observed, “which after the first 2 years they let one
field rest each year, & that keeps their ground continually [productive].”
According to Roger Williams, when the Indians were ready to harvest
the corn, “all the neighbours men and women, forty, fifty, a hundred,”
joined in the work and came “to help freely.” During their green corn
festival, the Narragansets erected a long house, “sometimes a hundred,
sometimes two hundred feet long upon a plain near the Court . . . where
many thousands, men and women,” gathered. Inside, dancers gave
money, coats, and knives to the poor. After the harvest, the Indians
stored their corn for the winter. “In the sand on the slope of hills,”
according to Champlain, “they dig holes, some five or six feet, more or
less, and place their corn and other grains in large grass sacks, which
they throw into the said holes, and cover them with sand to a depth of
three or four feet above the surface of the ground. They take away their
grain according to their need, and it is preserved as well as it be in our
granaries.” Contrary to the stereotype of Indians as hunters and there-
fore savages, these Indians were farmers.>

However, many colonists in New England disregarded this reality and
invented their own representations of Indians. What emerged to justify
dispossessing them was the racialization of Indian ‘“‘savagery:” Indian
heathenism and alleged laziness came to be viewed as inborn group traits
that rendered them naturally incapable of civilization. This process of
Indian dehumanization developed a peculiarly New England dimension
as the colonists associated Indians with the Devil. Indian identity became
a matter of “descent”: their racial markers indicated inerasable qualities
of savagery.
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This social construction of race occurred within the economic context
-of competition over land. The colonists argued that entitlement to land
required-its utilization. Native men, they claimed, pursued “no kind of
labour but hunting, fishing and fowling.” Indians were not producers.
“The Indians are not able to make use of the one fourth part of the
Land,” argued Reverend Francis Higginson in 1630, “neither have they
any settled places, as Towns to dwell in, nor any ground as they challenge
for their owne possession, but change their habitation from place to
place.” In the Puritan view, Indians were lazy. “Fettered in the chains
of idleness,” they would rather starve than work, William Wood of
Boston complained in 163 4. Indians were sinfully squandering America’s
resources. Under their irresponsible guardianship, the land had become
“all spoils, rots,” and was “marred for want of manuring, gathering,
ordering, etc.” Like the “foxes and wild beasts,” Indians did nothing
“but run over the grass.”?’

The Puritan possession of Indian lands was facilitated by the invasion
of unseen pathogens. When the colonists began arriving in New England,
they found that the Indian population was already being reduced by
European diseases. Two: significant events had occurred in the early
seventeenth century: infected rats swam to shore from Samuel de Cham-
plain’s ships, and some sick French sailors were shipwrecked on the
beaches of New England. By 1616, epidemics were ravaging Indian
villages., Victims of “‘virgin soil epidemics,” the Indians lacked immu-
nological defenses against the newly introduced diseases. Between 1610
and 1675, the Indian population declined sharply — from 12,000 to a
mere 3,000 for the Abenakis and from 65,000 to 10,000 for the southern
New England tribes.3

Describing the sweep of deadly diseases among the Indians, William
Bradford reported that the Indians living near the trading house outside
of Plymouth “fell sick of the smallpox, and died most miserably.” The
condition of those still alive was “lamentable.” Their bodies were cov-
ered with ““the pox breaking and mattering and running one into another,
their skin cleaving” to the mats beneath them. When they turned their
bodies, they found “whole sides” of their skin flaying off. In this terrible
way, they died “like rotten sheep.” After one epidemic, William Bradford
recorded in his diary: “Forit-pleased God to visit these Indians with a
great sickness and such a mortality that of a thousand, above nine and
a half hundred of them died, and many of them did rot above ground
for want of burial.”?

The colonists interpreted these Indian deaths as divinely sanc-
tioned opportunities to take the land. John Winthrop declared that the
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decimation of Indians by smallpox manifested a Puritan destiny: God
was “making room” for the colonists and “hath hereby cleared our title
to this place.” After an epidemic had swept through Indian villages, John
Cotton claimed that the destruction was a sign from God: when the
Lord decided to transplant His people, He made the country vacant for
them to settle. Edward Johnson pointed out that epidemics had desolated
“those places, where the English afterward planted.”+

Indeed, many New England towns were founded on the very lands
the Indians had been living on before the epidemics. The Plymouth
colony itself was located on the site of the Wampanoag village of Paw-
tuxet. The Pilgrims had noticed the village was empty and the cornfields
overgrown with weeds. “There is a great deal of Land cleared,” one of
them reported, ““and hath beene planted with Corne three or foure yeares
agoe.” The original inhabitants had been decimated by the epidemic of
1616. “Thousands of men have lived there, which died in a great plague
not long since,” another Pilgrim wrote; “and pity it was and is to see
so many goodly fields, and so well seated, without men to dress and
manure the same.” During their first spring, the Pilgrims went out into
those fields to weed and manure them. Fortunately, they had some corn
seed to plant. Earlier, when they landed on Cape Cod, they had come
across some Indian graves and found caches of corn. They considered
this find, wrote Bradford, as “a special providence of God, and a great
mercy to this poor people, that here they got seed to plant them corn
the next year, or else they might have starved.” The survival of these
pallid strangers was so precarious that they probably would have per-
ished had it not been for the seeds they found stored in the Indian burial
unds. Ironically, Indian death came to mean life for the Pilgrims.*
However, the Puritans did not see it as irony but as the destruction
of devils. They had demonized the native peoples, condemning Indian
religious beliefs as “diabolical, and so uncouth, as if. .. framed and
devised by the devil himself.” The Wampanoags of Martha’s Vineyard,
wrote Reverend Thomas Mayhew in 1652, were “mighty zealous and
earnest in the Worship of False gods and Devils.” They were under the
influence of “a multitude of Heathen Traditions of their gods. .. and
abounding with sins.”#
To the colonists, the Indians were not merely a wayward people: they
personified something fearful within Puritan society itself. Like Caliban,
a “born devil,” Indians failed to control their appetites, to create bound-
aries separating mind from body. They represented what English men
and women in America thought they were not — and, more important,
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what they must not become. As exiles living in the wilderness far from
“civilization,” the English used their negative images of Indians to de-
lineate the moral requirements they had set up for themselves. As so-
ciologist Kai Erikson explained, “deviant forms of behavior, by marking
the outer edges of group life, give the inner structure its special character
and thus supply the framework within which the people of the group
develop an orderly sense of their own cultural identity. . . . One of the
surest ways to confirm an identity, for communities as well as for in-
dividuals, is to find some way of measuring what one is not.” By depicting
Indians as demonic and savage, the colonists, like Prospero, were able
to define more precisely what they perceived as the danger of becoming
Calibanized.®

The Indians presented a frightening threat to the Puritan errand in
America. “The wilderness through which we are passing to the Promised
Land is all over fill’d with fiery flying serpents,” warned Reverend Cotton
Mather. “Our Indian wars are not over yet.” The wars were now within
Puritan society and the self: the dangers were internal. Self-vigilance
against sin was required, or else the English would become like Indians.
“We have too far degenerated into Indian vices. The vices of the Indians
are these: They are very lying wretches, and they are very lazy wretches;
and they are out of measure indulgent unto their children; there is no
family government among them. We have [become] shamefully Indian-
ized in all those abominable things.”*

To be “Indianized” meant to serve the Devil. Cotton Mather thought
this was what had happened to Mercy Short, a young girl who had been
a captive of the Indians and who was suffering from tormenting fits.
According to Mather, Short had seen the Devil. “Hee was not of a Negro,
but of a Tawney, or an Indian colour,” she said; “he wore an high-
crowned Hat, with straight Hair; and had one Cloven-foot.” During a
witchcraft trial, Mather reported, George Burroughs had lifted an ex-
tremely heavy object with the help of the Devil, who resembled an Indian.
Puritan authorities hanged an English woman for worshiping Indian
“gods” and for taking the Indian devil-god Hobbamock for a husband.
Significantly, the Devil was portrayed as dark complected and Indian.*s

For the Puritans, to become Indian was the ultimate horror, for they
believed Indians were “in very great subjection” of the Devil, who “kept
them in a continual slavish fear of him.” Governor Bradford harshly
| condemned Thomas Morton and his fellow prodigals of the Merrymount
\ settlement for their promiscuous partying with Indians: “They also set
‘ up a maypole, drinking and dancing about it many days together, inviting
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the Indian women for their consorts, dancing and frisking together like
so many fairies.” Interracial cavorting threatened to fracture a cultural
and moral border — the frontier of Puritan identity. Congress of bodies,
white and “tawney,” signified defilement, a frightful boundlessness. If
the Puritans were to become wayward like the Indians, it would mean
that they had succumbed to savagery and failed to shrivel the sensuous
parts of the self. To be “Indianized” meant to be decivilized, to become
wild men.*

But they could not allow this to happen, for they were embarking on
an errand to transform the wilderness into civilization. “The whole earth
is the Lord’s garden and he hath given it to the sons of men [to] increase
and multiply and replentish the earth and subdue it,” asserted John
Winthrop in 1629 as he prepared to sail for New England. “Why then
should we stand starving here for the places of habitation . . . and in the
meantime suffer a whole Continent as fruitful and convenient for the
use of man to lie waste without any improvement.”*

Actually, Indians had been farming the land, and this reality led to
conflicts over resources. Within ten years after the arrival of Winthrop’s
group, twenty thousand more colonists came to New England. This
growing English population had to be squeezed into a limited area of
arable land. Less than 20 percent of the region was useful for agri-
culture, and the Indians had already established themselves on the
prime lands. Consequently, the colonists often settled on or directly next
to Indian communities. In the Connecticut Valley, for example, they
erected towns like Springfield (1636), Northampton (1654), Hadley
(1661), Deerfield (1673), and Northfield (1673) adjacent to Indian
agricultural clearings at Agawam, Norwottuck, Pocumtuck, and
Squakheag.*

Over the years, the expansion of English settlement sometimes led to
wars that literally made the land “‘vacant.” During the Pequot War of
1637, some seven hundred Pequots were killed by the colonists and their
Indian allies. Describing the massacre at Fort Mystic, an English officer
wrote: ‘“Many were burnt in the fort, both men, women, and chil-
dren. . . . There were about four hundred souls in this fort, and not above
five of them escaped out of our hands. Great and doleful was the bloody
sight.” Commander John Mason explained that_God had pushed the
Pequots into a “fiery oven,” “filling the place with dead bodies.”” By
explaining their atrocities as divinely driven, the English were sharply
inscribing the Indians as a race of devils. This was what happened during
King Philip’s War of 1675—76. While one thousand English were killed
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during this conflict, over six thousand Indians died from combat and
disease. Altogether, about half of the total Indian population was de-
stroyed in southern New England. Again, the colonists quickly justified
their violence by demonizing their enemies. The Indians, Increase Mather
observed, were “so Devil driven as to begin an unjust and bloody war
upon the English, which issued in their speedy and utter extirpation from
the face of God’s earth.” Cotton Mather explained that the war was a
conflict between the Devil and God: “The Devil decoyed those miserable
savages [to New England] in hopes that the Gospel of the Lord Jesus
Christ would never come here to destroy or disturb His absolute empire
over them.”*

Indians, “such people” of this “brave new world,” to use Shake-
speare’s words, personified the Devil and everything the Puritans
feared — the body, sexuality, laziness, sin, and the loss of self-control.
They had no place in a “new England.” This was the view trumpeted
by Edward Johnson in his Wonder-working Providence. Where there
had originally been “hideous Thickets” for wolves and bears, he proudly
exclaimed in 1654, there were now streets “full of Girls and Boys sport-
ing up and down, with a continued concourse of people.” Initially, the
colonists themselves had lived in “wigwams” like Indians, but now they
had “orderly, fair, and well-built houses . . . together with Orchards filled
with goodly fruit trees, and gardens with variety of flowers.” The settlers
had fought against the Devil, who had inhabited the bodies of the In-
dians, Johnson observed, and made it impossible for the soldiers to pierce
them with their swords. But the English had violently triumphed. They
had also expanded the market, making New England a center of pro-
duction and trade. The settlers had turned ‘“this Wilderness” into “a
mart.” Merchants from Holland, France, Spain, and Portugal were com-
ing here. “Thus,” proclaimed Johnson, ‘“hath the Lord been pleased to
turn one of the most hideous, boundless, and unknown Wildernesses in
the world in an instant. . . to a well-ordered Commonwealth.”s

But, in a sense, all of these developments had already been acted out
in The Tempest. Like Prospero, the English colonists had sailed to a new
land, and many of them also felt they were exiles. They viewed the native
peoples as savages, as Calibans. The strangers occupied the land, be-
lieving they were entitled to be “the lord on’t.””st

Still, in Shakespeare’s fantasy, race as a social construction had not
yet been firmly formed, and Caliban’s qualities as “other” not yet def-
initely fixed by race. What happened in history, however, was a different
story.
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The English possessed tremendous power to define the places and
peoples they were conquering. As they made their way westward, they
developed an ideology of “‘savagery,” which was given form and content
by the political and economic circumstances of the specific sites of col-
onization. Initially, in Ireland, the English had viewed savagery as some-
thing cultural, or a matter of “consent”: they assumed that the distance
between themselves and the Irish, or between civilization and savagery,
was quantitative rather than qualitative. The Irish as “other” was edu-
cable: they were capable of acquiring the traits of civilization. But later,
as colonization reached across the Atlantic and as the English encoun-
tered a new group of people, many of them believed that savagery for
the Indians might be inherent. Perhaps the Indians might be different
from the English in kind rather than degree; if so, then the native people
of America would be incapable of improvement because of their race.
To use Shakespeare’s language, they might have a “nature” that “nur-
ture” would never be able to “stick” to or change. Race or ‘“‘descent”
might be destiny.s

What happened in America in the actual encounters between the
Indians and the English strangers was not uniform. In Virginia, Indian
savagery was viewed largely as cultural: Indians were ignorant heathens.
In New England, on the other hand, Indian savagery was racialized:
Indians had come to be condemned as a demonic race, their dark com-
plexions signifying an indelible and inherent evil. Why was there such
a difference between the two regions? Possibly the competition between
the English and the Indians over resources was more intense in New
England than in Virginia, where there was more arable land. More
important, the colonists in New England had brought with them a
greater sense of religious mission than the Virginia settlers. For the Pu-
ritans, theirs was an “errand into the wilderness” — a mission to create
what John Winthrop had proclaimed as “a city upon a hill” with the
eyes of the world upon them. Within this economic and cultural frame-
work, a “discovery” occurred: the Indian “other” became a manifest
devil. Thus savagery was racialized as the Indians were demonized,
doomed to what Increase Mather called “utter extirpation.” Once the
process of this cultural construction was under way, it set a course for
the making of a national identity in America for centuries to come.s

A World Turned Upside Down

Indians viewed these developments very differently. One of their legends
told about a creature named Ki-wa-kwe-skwe, “woman wandering in
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the woods.” She was a cannibal, and a boy whom she called her brother
lived with her. She always kept her back turned toward him to hide her
face. She also taught him to hunt rabbits and offered him frequent meals
in order to fatten him. Once a rabbit came to the boy and said: “You
have already killed a great many of us. That is enough; don’t hunt us
too persistently or you will exterminate us. Henceforth do not obey that
woman who is ordering you. She is not your sister. On the contrary, she
is a bad magician who is only lying to you and just fattening you up
until you are prime, when she will kill and eat you. For her food is
human beings.” That night the boy pretended to fall asleep, and he had
a chance to see the woman’s face, her true cannibalistic self. The next
morning he ran away, with the evil spirit woman in pursuit. A heron
and a porcupine tried to protect the boy and killed the woman repeatedly,
but she kept returning to life. Finally, an old man came to his rescue
and ordered his dog to tear the evil woman to shreds. The old man then
took the boy to the village where his father and mother lived. “And
when the people saw that the boy who had been stolen was still alive,
lo, there was great rejoicing and feasting.” What happened in history,
however, had a much different ending.**

Like the rabbit of this story, a Narraganset leader tried to warn his
fellow Indians about the English invaders. “You know our fathers had
plenty of deer and skins, our plains were full of deer, as also our woods,
and of turkeys, and our coves full of fish and fowl,” Miantonomo told
the Montauks of Long Island in 1642. “But these English having gotten
our land, they with scythes cut down the grass, and with axes fell the
trees; their cows and horses eat the grass, and their hogs spoil our clam
banks, and we shall all be starved.” Miantonomo called for pan-Indian
unity to resist the strangers: “For so are we all Indians as the English
are, and say brother to one another; so must we be one as they are,
otherwise we shall all be gone shortly.” They should attack the colonists,
and “kill men, women and children, but no cows.” They should raise
the cattle for food “till our deer be increased again.”’ss

In 1735, twenty-seven Pequots complained to the governor of Con-
necticut that the English settlers had encroached on their lands, planting
wheat fields and allowing their cattle to roam into Indian cornfields. The
Pequots protested: “We see plainly that their chiefest desire is to deprive
us of the privilege of our land, and drive us off to our utter ruin.” The
native people of America were finding that the white strangers from
across the ocean were threatening their way of life. In a 1789 petition
to the Assembly of Connecticut, the Mohegans lamented that ““the times”
had been “Exceedingly alter’d”:
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Yea the Times have turn’d everything Upside down, or rather we have
Chang’d the good Times, Chiefly by the help of the White People. For
in Times past our Fore-Fathers live in Peace, Love and great harmony,
and had everything in Great plenty. When they Wanted meat they
would just run into the Bush a little ways with their Weapons and
would Soon bring home good venison, Racoon, Bear and Fowl. If
they Choose to have Fish, they Wo’d only go to the River or along
the Sea Shore and they wou’d presently fill their Cannous With Veriety
of Fish, both Scaled and shell Fish, and they had abundance of Nuts,
Wild Fruit, Ground Nuts and Ground Beans, and they planted but
little Corn and Beans and they kept no Cattle or Horses for they
needed none — And they had no Contention about their Lands, it lay
in Common to them all, and they had but one large Dish and they
Cou’d all eat together in Peace and Love — But alas, it is not so now,
all our Fishing, Hunting and Fowling is entirely gone, And we have
now begun to Work on our Land, keep Cattle, Horses and Hogs And
We Build Houses and fence in Lots, And now we plainly See that one
Dish and one Fire will not do any longer for us — Some few there
are Stronger than others and they will keep off the poor, weak, the
halt and the Blind, And Will take the Dish to themselves. Yea, they
will rather Call White People and Molattoes to eat With them out of
our Dish, and poor Widows and Orphans Must be pushed one side
and there they Must Set a Crying, Starving and die.®

Aware of these changing times, Delaware leader Neolin warned In-
dians in the 1760s that they must either return to their original state
before the arrival of white people or face slow extinction at the hands
of the settlers.

What is to be done, and what remedy is to be applied? I will tell you,
my friends. Hear what the Great Spirit has ordered me to tell you!
You are to make sacrifices, in the manner that I shall direct; to put
off entirely from yourselves the customs which you have adopted since
the white people came among us; you are to return to that former
happy state, in which we live in peace and plenty, before these strangers
came to disturb us, and above all, you must abstain from drinking
their deadly beson [liquor] which they have forced upon us for the
sake of increasing their gains and diminishing our numbers. . ..
Wherefore do you suffer the whites to dwell upon your lands? Drive
them away; wage war against them.’’
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But by the 1760s, the strangers and their descendants had established
colonies and had also begun a movement that would lead to the creation
of a new nation. An emerging question was: What would be the Indians’
future in the republic? One of the Founding Fathers who addressed this
issue was a young lawyer and planter who would later become president
of the United States. In 1781, as governor of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson
declared to the Kaskaskias that whites and Indians were both “Ameri-
cans, born in the same land,” and that he hoped the two peoples would
“long continue to smoke in friendship together.”” At the same time,
Jefferson advocated the removal and even the destruction of hostile In-
dians. “Nothing will reduce those wretches so soon as pushing the war
into the heart of their country,” he wrote to a colleague in 1776. “But
I would not stop there. I would never cease pursuing them while one of
them remained on this side [of] the Mississippi. ... We would never
cease pursuing them with war while one remained on the face of the
earth.” In his view, Indians were to be civilized or exterminated.s® ﬂ\Z

To civilize Indians meant, for Jefferson, to take them from their hunt-
plained to the Shawnees why they had no choice but to accept \
civilization: “When the white people first came to this land, they were
few, and you were many; now we are many, and you few; and why?
because, by cultivating the earth, we produce plenty to raise our children,
while yours . . . suffer for want of food ... are exposed to weather in
your hunting camps, get diseases and die. Hence it is that your numbers
lessen.” They were, in other words, victims of their own culture, not the
decimation of their game to satisfy the voracious fur trade, the intro-
duction of unfamiliar diseases, the appropriation of their lands, and the
brutal warfare waged against them.s*

In blaming the Indians for their own decline, Jefferson insisted that
the transfer of Indian lands to whites had been done fairly and legally.
“That the lands of this country were taken from them by conquest,” he
argued in Notes on the State of Virginia, “is not so general a truth as
is supposed. I find in our historians and records, repeated proofs of
purchase. . . .”” If Jefferson’s denial of guilt contained a quality of de-
fensiveness, there was a reason for it. In the original manuscript, he had
written and then crossed out: “It is true that these purchases were some-
times made with the price in one hand and the sword in the other.”

" In order to survive, Jefferson declared, Indians must adopt the culture
of the white man. They must no longer live so boundlessly; instead, they
must enclose farms as private property and learn arithmetic so they

",
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would be able to keep accounts of their production. “My children,”
Jefferson told the Cherokees, “I shall rejoice to see the day when the red
man, our neighbors, become truly one people with us, enjoying all the
rights and privileges we do, and living in peace and plenty as we
do. . .. But are you prepared for this? Have you the resolution to leave
off hunting for your living, to lay off a farm for each family to itself, to
live by industry, the men working that farm with their hands. .. ?”
“Indians must learn how,” Jefferson explained, “a little land, well cul-
tivated, was superior in value to a great deal, unimproved.” He offered
a grisly analogy to illustrate his point: “The wisdom of the animal which
amputates and abandons to the hunter the parts for which he is pursued
should be theirs, with this difference, that the former sacrifices what is
useful, the latter what is not.” Possibly Jefferson did not fully realize the
implications of this metaphor. Likened to ‘‘animals,” Indians could sur-
vive by “amputating” their lands and leaving them behind for whites,
the “hunters.”¢!

Jefferson, however, was actually more concerned about white expan-
sion than Indian survival. Civilizing the Indians was a strategy designed
to acquire land for white settlement. As \s president, he assured the Indians
that whites would respect their ir territorial possessions. ‘“We take from
no nation what belongs to it,” he told them. “Our growing numbers
make us always willing to buy lands from our red brethren, when they
are willing to sell.” He elaborated: “Your lands are your own; your right
to them shall never be violated by us; they are yours to keep or to sell
as you please. . . . When a want of land in a particular place induces us
to ask you to sell, still you are always free to say ‘No’....”¢

However, while he offered these assurances, Jefferson worked to create,
conditions that would make Indians “willing to sell.” In an 1803 “Con- |
fidential Message” to Congress, he explained how this could be done.
First, encourage them to abandon hunting and turn to agriculture. “The
extensive forests necessary in the hunting life will then become useless.”
Second, sell more manufactured goods to Indians by multiplying the
trading houses and bring them into the market. This policy, Jefferson
predicted, would lead the Indians to transfer their lands to whites. On
February 27, 1803, in an “unofficial and private” letter to Indiana gov-
ernor William Henry Harrison, Jefferson recommended: “To promote
this disposition to exchange lands, which they have to spare and we
want, we shall push our trading houses, and be glad to see the good
and influential individuals among them run in debt, because we observe
that when these debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they/

N

48



THE “TEMPEST” IN THE WILDERNESS

become willing to lop them off by a cession of lands.” To destroy Indians
financially, Jefferson favored federal over private trading houses. While
private business had to make profits, government enterprise could sell
goods to Indians at prices “‘so low as merely to repay us cost and
charges.” By this process, he continued, white settlements would grad-
ually “circumscribe” the Indians, and in time they would either “incor-
porate” with whites as “citizens” or retreat westward beyond |
civilization.$

All Indians, regardless of whether they were farmers or hunters, were
subject to removal, even extermination, if they continued in their “bar-
barism.” Should any tribe be foolhardy enough to take up the hatchet
against the United States, the president wrote Governor Harrison, the
federal government should seize the whole country of that tribe and
drive them across the Mississippi as the only condition of peace. During
a conflict between the United States and England in 1809, President
Jefferson warned his Indian “children”: “If you love the land in which
you were born, if you wish to inhabit the earth which covers the bones
of your fathers, take no part in the war between the English and
us. . . . [T]he tribe which shall begin an unprovoked war against us, we
will extirpate from the earth, or drive to such a distance as they shall
never again be able to strike us.”¢*

But Jefferson’s feelings toward Indians were complex. In a letter to
John Adams, he described childhood memories of Indian chiefs visiting
his home. “They were in the habit of coming often. . .. I knew much
the great Outasette, the warrior and orator of the Cherokees. He was
always the guest of my father, on his journeys to and from Williamsburg.
I was in camp when he made his great farewell oration to his people,
the evening before his departure for England. . . . His sounding voice,
distinct articulation, animated action, and the solemn silence of his peo-
ple at their several fires, filled me with awe and veneration, altho’ I did
not understand a word he uttered.” Jefferson explained to Adams that
these early “impressions” had created “attachment and commiseration”
for the Indians which had “never been obliterated.”ss

Jefferson’s hope was to save the Indians. In this letter to Adams, he
noted how the Cherokees had “enclosed fields” as well as livestock and
had chosen to advance themselves “in civilization.” But any Indians who
rejected assimilation would face a different future. “These will relapse
into barbarism and misery, lose numbers by war and want, and we shall
be obliged to drive them, with the beasts of the forest into the Stony
mountains.” Ultimately, for Jefferson, Indians as Indians would not be
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allowed to remain within the borders of civilized society. A century or
) earller, Puritans had celebrated the dlsappearance of wolves and bears
in “new”” England; no son and men like

U wilderness for a new nation. The very transformation of the land em-

blematized progress, the distance whites in America had come from the
time when barbarism had been dominant:

Let a philosophic observer commence a journey from the savages of
the Rocky Mountains, eastwardly towards our sea-coast. There he
would observe in the earliest stage of association living under no law
but that of nature, subsisting and covering themselves with flesh and
skins of wild beasts. He would next find those on our frontiers in the
pastoral state, raising domestic animals to supply the defects of hunt-
ing. Then succeed our own semi-barbarous citizens, the pioneers of
the advance of civilization, and so in progress he would meet the
gradual shades of improving man until he would reach his, as yet,
most improved state in our seaport towns. This, in fact, is equivalent
to a survey, in time, of the progress of man from infancy to the present
day.s¢

Here was a vision of progress — a Jeffersonian version of John Win-
throp’s “city upon a hill” and Edward Johnson’s New England of the
“wonder-working Providence.” The land was not to be allowed to “lie
waste without any improvement,” the early forefathers had commanded,
and now the republican “errand into the wilderness” was requiring the
citizens of the new nation to subdue the land and advance their frontier
westward. Such a view carried dire consequences for the Calibans of
America called Indians. Jefferson, like Prospero before him, saw the
triumph over the continent and the Indians as the movement from “‘sav-
agery” to “civilization.”
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THE “GIDDY MULTITUDE”
The Hidden Origins of Slavery

UT CALIBAN COULD have been African. As they watched The
Tempest in London, the theatergoers were aware of this possibility.
Some might have seen Africans in England. In 1554, according to
trader William Towrson, five “Negroes” were transported to England
where they were “kept till they could speak the language,” and then
they were taken back to Africa as translators for English traders. Two
decades later, in 1578, voyager George Best stated: ““I myself have seen
an Ethiopian as black as coal brought into England, who taking a faire
English woman to wife, begat a son in all respects as black as the father
was. . ..” Best speculated about the cause of the African’s skin color:
“It seemeth this blackness proceedeth rather of some natural infection
of that man, which was so strong that neither the nature of the Clime,
neither the good complexion of the mother concurring, could anything
alter. . . .
“Freckled,” dark in complexion, a “thing of darkness,” Caliban was
a “bastard”: his father was a demon and his mother was Sycorax, a
witch who had lived in Africa. As historian Winthrop Jordan noted,
what struck the English most about Africans was their color. “These
people are all blacke, and are called Negros, without any apparell, saving
before their privities,” wrote an English traveler during his visit to Cape
Verde in the 1560s. In the English mind, the color black was freighted
with an array of negative images: “‘deeply stained with dirt,” “foul,”
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“dark or deadly” in purpose, “malignant,” “sinister,” “wicked.” The
color white, on the other hand, signified purity, innocence, and
‘goodness.?

To the English, Caliban seemed to personify what they considered
African traits. “Brutish,” he belonged to a “vile race”; he was sexually
interested in Miranda, threatening to people the isle with little Calibans.
In travel reports, the theatergoers could read about Africans as “a people
of beastly living, without a God, law, religion.” Their color allegedly
made them “‘Devils incarnate.” The Devil had “infused prodigious Idol-
atry into their hearts, enough to rellish his pallat and aggrandize their
tortures” when he was ready to “fry their souls, as the raging Sun had
already scorched their coal-black carcasses.” Africans were also said to
be cannibals: they allegedly ate human beings as the English would eat
“befe or mutton.”

Described as a “monster,” Caliban appeared onstage at a time when
the English were reading about associations between apes and Africans.
In his Historie of Foure-Footed Beastes, published in 1608, Edward
Topsell reported that apes could be found in “all that desert Woods
betwixt Egypt, Athiopia and Lybia,” and offered the following com-
parison: the men with their “low and flat nostrils” were “Libidinous as
Apes,” and their thick lips were like the lips of apes. In one scene, Caliban
appeared as a “strange beast”; hiding on his knees under a cover, he
seemed to have “four legs.”*

In 1611, when Shakespeare’s play was first performed, there were no
African Calibans in Virginia. Indeed, the introduction of Africans was
something that had not even been considered at the time. As it turned
out, the presence of Africans in America did become a reality. But how
they came to be enslaved and numerous has been largely “hidden” from
our understanding of the making of multicultural America.

A View from the Cabins:
White and Black Laborers in Early Virginia

Galiban, as described in the list of actors, was not only a “‘savage’ but
also a “‘deformed slave,” The audience heard Prospero refer to him as
“Caliban, my slave.” “We cannot miss him,” declared the master. “He
does make our fire, fetch our wood, and serves in offices that profit us.”
In history, Caliban turned out to be African. Some Indians were enslaved:
captured in wars by the English colonists, they were shipped as slaves
to the West Indies. Indian slavery, however, did not develop in the con-
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tinental colonies. Indian slaves could escape and find refuge outside the
settlements, and formidable Indian military power deterred the English
from exploiting them as slaves.

Eight years after the first performance of The Tempest, a Virginia
colonist recorded a significant moment in the history of the English New
World. “About the last of August,” wrote John Rolfe in his diary, “came
in a dutch man of warre that sold us twenty Negars.”s

These twenty Africans had probably been captured in wars or raids
by enemy tribes before they were sold to the Dutch slaver. Their ordeal
must have been similar to the experience of Olaudah Equiano. After he
had been captured by members of another tribe, he was marched to the
seacoast.

The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived [he recalled]
was the sea, and a slaveship, which was then riding at anchor, and
waiting for its cargo. These filled me with astonishment, which was
soon converted into terror. . . . When I was carried on board I was
immediately handled, and tossed up, to see if I were sound, by some
of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had got into a world of
bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me. Their complexions
too differing so much from ours, their long hair, and the language
they spoke, which was very different from any I had ever heard, united
to confirm me in this belief. . . . When I looked round the ship too,
and saw a large furnace or copper boiling, and a multitude of black
people of every description chained together, every one of their coun-
tenances expressing dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my
fate; and, quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless
on the deck and fainted. . . .1 was soon put down under the decks,
and there I received such a salutation in my nostrils as I had never
experienced in my life; so that, with the loathsomeness of the stench,
and crying together, I became so sick and low that I was not able to
eat. ... [After a long voyage, the slaves finally sighted land.] We
thought . . . we should be eaten by these ugly men...and... there
was much dread and trembling among us, and nothing but bitter cries
to be heard all the night from these apprehensions, insomuch that at
last the white people got some old slaves from the land to pacify us.
They told us we were not to be eaten, but to work. . . .¢

Though they had been “sold,” the first twenty Africans might not
have been slaves, persons reduced to property and required to work
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without wages for life. Like many English colonists who were also sold
as indentured servants, many or possibly all of them were bound by
contract to serve a master for four to seven years in order to repay the
expense of their passage. While Africans continued to be transported to
Virginia during the next several decades, they remained a very small
population. But what happened to them paved the way for the estab-
lishment of slavery in Virginia as well as Maryland, the Carolinas, and
Georgia, and would have consequences for all of America down the
corridors of time.”

In the early days of the Virginia colony, most workers were white
indentured servants. In fact, 75 percent of the colonists came as servants
during the seventeenth century. In 1664, the Council of Foreign Plan-
tations reported that the colony’s population had been “increased prin-
cipally by sending of Servants.” Production and the improvement of
property depended on these workers. Describing how one planter with
six indentured servants had made a thousand pounds with one crop of
tobacco, John Pory of Virginia observed: “Our principal wealth. ..
consisteth in servants.”®

Coming mainly from England but also from Germany and Ireland,
these men and women were the outcasts of society. As described by
historian Abbot Emerson Smith, they included convicts, “rogues, vag-
abonds, whores, cheats, and rabble of all descriptions, raked from the
gutter,” “decoyed, deceived, seduced, inveigled, or forcibly kidnapped
and carried as servants to the plantations.” They were regarded as the
“surplus inhabitants” of England. Virtually all of these indentured ser-
vants came without families.’

Like the Africans, many white indentured servants came involuntarily,
“spirited”” here by unscrupulous recruiters. The “spirits,” an Englishman
reported, “take up all the idle, lazie, simple people they can entice, such
as have professed idleness, and will rather beg than work....” In an
English court, Christian Chacrett was accused of being “a Spirit, one
that [took] up men and women and children and [sold] them on a ship
to be conveyed beyond the sea” to Virginia. Some of the servants were
victims of the Irish “slave-trade.” English poor laws for the correction
and punishment of rogues and idle people were enforced in Ireland, and
this led to the wholesale kidnapping of young Irish women and men to
supply the labor needs of the colonies. One of them, John King, recalled
how he and others were ‘“‘stolen in Ireland” by English soldiers. Taken
from their beds at night “against their Consents,” they were put on a
ship. “Weeping and Crying,” the Irish captives were kept on board until
“a Lord’s day morning” when the ship set sail for America.!°
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Coming from different shores, white and black laborers in Virginia
had very limited understanding as well as negative notions of each other,
and mutual feelings of fear and hostility undoubtedly existed.

Still both groups occupied a common social space — a terrain of racial
liminality that had not yet developed rigid caste lines. White and black,
they shared a condition of class exploitation and abuse: they were all
unfree laborers. Sometimes they had to wear iron collars around their
necks. When they were recalcitrant, they were beaten and even tortured.
They were required to have passes whenever they left their plantations.
White and black, laborers experienced the day-to-day exhaustion and
harshness of work. They had to cut trees and clear brush, plow the soii
and prepare it for planting. In the hot and humid tobacco fields, they
worked side by side — their backs bent over row after row of tobacco,
their arms sore from topping young plants, their legs cramped from
carrying heavy loads of tobacco leaves to the wagons, their nostrils filled
with dust, and their ears stinging from the barking commands of their
masters. Weary from work, they returned to their roughly built cabins
and huts where they were fed a dreary mess made from ground Indian
corn called “lob-lolly.” A white servant in Virginia was undoubtedly
expressing the anguish of many laborers, whether from Europe or Africa,
when he wrote: “I thought no head had been able to hold so much water
as hath and doth daily flow from mine eyes.”!!

Occasionally, perhaps often, whites and blacks ran away together.
Court records indicated repeated instances of blacks and whites con-
spiring to escape together. In one case, the Virginia court declared:*
“Whereas [six English]...Servants...and Jno. a negro Ser-
vant . . . hath Run away and Absented themselves from their . . . masters
Two months, It is ordered that the Sherriffe . . . take Care that all of
them be whipped . . . and Each of them have thirty nine lashes well layed
on. . ..” The problem of whites and blacks absconding together became
so serious that the Virginia legislature complained about “English ser-
vants running away with Negroes.”?

Some blacks and whites formed another kind of partnership. In 1630,
the Virginia court decided that Hugh Davis was “‘to be soundly whipped
before an assembly of negroes and others for abusing himself to the
dishonor of God and the shame of Christianity by defiling his body in
lying with a negro.” The court again punished a white man and a black
woman in 1640: “Whereas Robert Sweat hath begotten with child a
negro woman servant belonging unto Lieutenant Sheppard, the court
hath therefore ordered that the said negro woman shall be whipped at
the whipping post and the said Sweat shall tomorrow in the forenoon
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do public pennance for his offence at James city church in the time of
divine service.” Similarly, William Watts, a white man, and Mary, a
black servant, were punished for fornication in 1649. A year later, a
white man and black woman, found guilty of having sexual relations,
were required to stand clad in white sheets before a congregation. In
1667, the court convicted Irish servant John Dorman of getting a “Negro
woman” with child. Between 1690 and 1698 in Westmoreland County,
fourteen white women were punished for having illegitimate children;
at least four of these nineteen children were mulatto.!?

Increasingly, black servants were separated from white servants and
singled out for special treatment. In#1640, for example; the Virginia
legislature passed a law stating that masters should furnish arms to all
men, “excepting negros:” Blacks were also serving longer time periods
for indenture as punishment for running away. In 1640, for example,
three runaway servants — two white men and a black man — were
captured and returned. They were each given thirty lashes. In addi-
tion, both white men were required to work for their masters for an
additional year and for the colony for three more years. But the third
runaway received the most severe punishment: ‘“BeingiaNegro named
Jobn Punch shall serve his said master or his assigns for the time of his
natural Life here or elsewhere”” During the same year, six white men
and a black man were arrested for running away. Communicating be-
tween two plantations, they had carefully planned their escape and gath-
ered “corn powder and shot and guns”; after stealing a skiff and sailing
down the Elizabeth River, they were apprehended. One of the white
men, Christian Miller, received an especially harsh penalty — thirty
lashes, an “R” (for Rogue) to be burned into his cheek, a shackle on
his leg for at least a year, and seven years of service to the colony after
he had completed his obligation to his master. The Negro Emanuel was
given a similar punishment, except he was not ordered to serve additional
time, implying he was required to labor for life. In other words, he was
a slave.™

Some estate inventories showed that African laborers were more val-
uable than English indentured servants, indicating that the former had
a longer period of bound service. For example, the inventory of the estate
of William Burdett, dated November 13, 1643, included this list:

Ib tobacco
Sarah Hickman to serve one year at 0700
John Gibbs to serve one year at 0650
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Nehemia Coventon Aged 12 years to serve

8 years at 1000
Symon Caldron a boy very Lame and 14 years old

to serve 7 0500
William Young another boy full of the scurvey

to serve six years at 0600
Edward Southerne a little Boy very sick

having seven years to serve at 0700
Michael Pacey a boy to serve six years at 1100
Caine the negro, very ancient at 3000
One negro girl about 8 years old at 2000
32 goats young and old at 2500
A parcel of hogs at 1800

What was happening was evident: Africans, unlike whites, were being
degraded into a condition of servitude for life and even the status of
property. According to the Virginia court records of 1642, Thomas Jacob
transferred a “negro Woman Susan” to Bridgett Seaverne and her son:
“I do hereby declare that I have given the negro unto them and their
heirs and Assigns Freely forever. . . .” Two years later, William Hawley
borrowed money from William Stone and provided as collateral “my
Negro Mingo.” In 1646, Francis Pott sold a Negro woman and boy to
Stephen Charlton “‘to the use of him . . . forever.” "Willssprovided that~
white servants were to serve their “full term of time” and Negroes:
‘forevers” African slaves as well as their future children could be in-
herited. A 1648 deed included a provision for a “Negro woman and all
her increase (which for future time shall be born of her body).” In 1652,
a Negro girl was sold to H. Armsteadinger “and his heirs . . . forever
with all her increase both male and female.”” A year later, William Whit-
tington sold John Pott “one Negro girl named Jowan; aged about Ten
years and with her Issue and produce during her (or either of them) for
their Life time. And their Successors forever.” In 1645, Ralph Wormeley
presented in court a certificate of a gift to Agatha Stubbings in “Con-
sideration of Matrimony”” — “Four Negro men and Two women . . . Ten
Cows, six Draft Oxen.”¢

Clearly, blacks were enslaved before 1660. Yet historian Oscar Hand-
lin asserted: “The status of Negroes was that of indentured servants and
so they were identified and treated down to the 1660s.” What Handlin
failed to recognize was de facto slavery — chattel bondage in practice
if not in law. By the 1650s, according to Alden T. Vaughan’s count, 70
percent of the blacks in Virginia were serving as slaves.!”
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In 1661, the Virginia Assembly began to institutionalize slavery, to
make it de jure. A law regarding the punishment of servants referred to
“those Negroes who are incapable of making satisfaction by addition
of time.” In other words, they were required to serve for life. Eight years
later, the Virginia legislature defined a slave as property, a part of the
owner’s “estate.”!®

English colonists in Virginia did not develop the institution of slavery
for Africans on their own: they knew of its existence elsewhere in the
English New World. In the West Indies, Africans were slaves. In 1636,
Governor Henry Hawley and the Council in Barbados resolved “that
Negroes and Indians, that came here to be sold, should serve for Life,
unless a Contract was before made to the contrary.” In New England,
the Puritans believed: that captives of a “just war” could be enslaved;
after their victory over the Pequots in'1637; they shipped Indian captives'
to'the West Indies in exchange for African slavess Eight years later, in a
letter to his brother-in-law, John Winthrop, Emanuel Downing calculated
the economic potential of such exchanges: “If upon a Just war [with the
Narraganset Indians] the Lord should deliver them into our hands, we
might easily have men and women and children enough to exchange for
Moors [Africans], which will be more gainful pillage for us than we
conceive, for I"doe-not see-how we-can-thrive-until.we get.into.asstock
of slaves sufficient to do all our business.” Twenty black slaves, Downing
added, could be maintained cheaper than one English servant, A colonist
in Massachusetts attempted to breed two of his African slaves. “Mr.
Maverick was desirous to have a breed of Negroes,” an English visitor
reported in 1639, “and therefore seeing [that his Negro woman] would
not yield by persuasions to [make] company with a Negro man he had
in his house; he commanded him [to go to bed with her] which was no
sooner done but she kicked him out again, this she took in high disdain
beyond her slavery.”®

Slavery did not develop in New England, however, for the region did
not produce a staple crop and therefore did not have a significant need
for labor, slave or indentured. In the 1650s, a contemporary observed
that colonists in New England do their own work and “so have rarely
above one Servant.” But, he added, “Virginia thrives by keeping many
% servants.”’?°

Indeed, Virginia was developing into a tobacco-producing colony, and
the need for labor was expanding. Yet, the African population increased
very slowly. In 1650, Africans constituted only 300 of Virginia’s 15,000
inhabitants, or 2 percent. Twenty-five years later, of the colony’s ap-
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proximately 32,000 inhabitants, they totaled only 1,600, or 5 percent.
The Barbados represented a striking contrast. By 1645, there were 5,000
blacks in the islands and 20,000 by 1660, constituting a majority of the
total population.?!

Why was it that English settlers in Virginia did not seek more “gainful
pillage” by increasing their stock of African slaves?

Carrying to Virginia negative images of Africans, English settlers &

undoubtedly felt hesitant about peopling their colony with Calibans.
Unlike their counterparts in the Barbados, they were not businessmen
seeking to make money and return to England. Rather, the Virginians
had brought their families with them and were planning to stay. They
were making new homes for themselves and had to determine who

should and should not settle in the colony. To them, religion and race

mattered greatly.

Initially, religion served to identify different racial groups. The English
colonists viewed themselves as Chiristians'and the Africans as heathens.
But this line was shortly ruptured by the conversion of Africans to
Christianity. Hence, laws were passed that separated race from religion.
In 1667, Virginia declared that “the conferring of baptism does not alter
the condition of the person as to his bondage or freedom.” Three years
later, Virginia enacted a law declaring that “no negro or Indian,” though
baptized and free, should be allowed to purchase Christians. The dis~

-tinction was no longer between Christianity and heathenism or freedom

and slavery, but between white and black.? -

This division based on race helped to delineate the border between
savagery and civilization. In the wilderness, the English colonists felt a
great urgency to destroy what historian Jordan described as “the living
image of primitive aggressions which they said was the Negro but was
really their own.” Far away from the security and surveillance of society
in England, the colonists feared the possibility of losing self-control over
their passions. “Intermixture and insurrection, violent sex and sexual
violence, creation and destruction, life and death — the stuff of animal
existence was rumbling at the gates of rational and moral judgment.”
If the gates fell, the colonists feared, so would civilization. Thus, they
projected their hidden and rejected instinctual parts of human nature
onto blacks. Jordan imagined them insisting: “We, therefore, do not lust
and destroy; it is someone else. We are not great black bucks of
the fields. But a buck is loose, his great horns menacing to gore into us
with life and destruction. Chain-himgeither chain-him-or expel his black
shape from our midst, before we realize that he is ourselves.” Internal
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boundaries of control were required, or else whites would be swept away
by the boundlessness of the wilderness.??

The vision of Virginia as a colony for the settlement of English fam-
ilies, combined with the powerful negative feelings and fears that the
English harbored toward Africans, generated pressures to minimize the
number of blacks in the colony.

During the last quarter of the century, however, the black population
of Virginia increased steeply to 9,000 and possibly even to 20,000 out
of 63,000 for the entire colony. Their proportion was around 2§ percent
in 1715 and over 40 percent by 1750. “There were as many buyers as
negros,” Francis Nicholson commented on a sale of 230 slaves in Virginia
in 1700, “and I think that, if 2000 were imported, there would be
substantial buyers for them.” “The negroes are brought annually in large
numbers,” a visitor to Virginia reported. “They can be selected according
to pleasure, young and old, men and women. They are entirely naked
when they arrive, having only corals of different colors around their
neck and arms.” Unlike the first “twenty Negars,” these Africans arrived
as slaves. A 1705 Virginia law provided that “aliséfvantsimportediand
brought into this country, bysseavorsland;*who ‘were not christians in:
their native country . . . shall be . . . slaves;and as such be here bought*
and sold notwithstanding a conversion to christianity afterwards.””*

Why was there such a dramatic turn away from white indentured
servants and toward enslaved blacks? According to Handlin, planters
suddenly realized the advantages of having laborers bound for life. “By
mid-century the servitude of Negroes seems generally lengthier than that
of whites,” he explained; “and thereafter the consciousness dawns that
the blacks will toil for the whole of their lives, not through any particular
concern with their status, but simply by contrast with those whose years
of labor are limited by statute.” Soon laws institutionalizing slavery for
blacks were passed, and it became “obvious which was the cheapest,
most available, most exploitable labor supply.”2

But, as we have seen, such ‘“consciousness” had “dawned” much
earlier, at least in practice. Moreover, if the planters were aware of the
advantage of slaves in the 1650s, why did they wait until after 1675 to
change their labor force? Other factors must have come into play. First,
as historian Russell Menard noted, there was a decrease in the number
of indentured servants migrating to Virginia after the 1670s. This would
have produced pressure to draw from an African labor supply. Despite
this shortage, however, planters still did not seem to prefer African slaves
to white servants. “It was not until at least a decade after the decline in
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the supply of servants,” Menard observed, “that the number of blacks
imported each year rose above a trickle. . ..” Second, as conditions in
Virginia improved, both whites and blacks were living longer. Hence,
where earlier it had been more expensive to invest in blacks as slaves
than in whites as indentured servants, it became less of a risk as longevity
increased for everyone. Lifetime servitude had become more profitable.
But something else also happened after 1675 that opened the way for a
switch from indentured white labor to black slave labor.2

“English and Negroes in Armes”

That “something” occurred within white society in Virginia. To under-
stand race relations by focusing on race sometimes obscures; indeed, the
“hidden” origins of slavery were rooted in class. Here again, The Tem-
pest might be illuminating. The theatergoers were given a scenario that
was uncanny in its anticipation of what would happen in Virginia. What
they saw on the stage was an interracial class revolt to overthrow Pros-
pero. When the jester Trinculo and the butler Stephano first encountered
Caliban, they found him repulsive — a fishlike monster and a devil. They
gave him wine, and the inebriated Caliban offered to show Trinculo
every “fertile inch o’ the island” and worship him as a god. Defying
Prospero, Caliban chanted:

’Ban, ’Ban, Ca-Caliban
Has a new master. Get a new man.

A fierce desire drove the subversive stance: “Freedom, highday! highday,
freedom! freedom, highday, freedom!” Complaining about how Pros-
pero had colonized his island, Caliban concocted a plot for rebellion. If
Stephano would kill Prospero (‘‘knock a nail into his head”), Caliban
declared, the butler would become the lord of the island and husband
of Miranda. Caliban promised Stephano: “She will become thy bed.”
Stirred by these promises, the butler exclaimed: “Lead, monster; we’ll
follow.” Warned in advance about the “foul conspiracy of the beast
Caliban and his confederates,” Prospero unleashed his hunting dogs
against the rebels: “Fury, Fury! There, Tyrant, there! Go, charge my
goblins that they grind their joints. . ..” A victim, Caliban was also an
actor, a participant in the making of events. What attracted Stephano
and Trinculo to his revolutionary leadership was their shared “other-
ness” rooted in class.?”
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Like Prospero, the English settlers had brought to America not only
racial prejudice but also a hierarchical class structure. While a few were
from the aristocracy and many were from what could be called the
middle class, most English colonists migrated to Virginia as indentured
servants. They planned to complete their period of indenture and become
landowners. According to Governor William Berkeley, white servants
came with a “hope of bettering their condition in a Growing Country.”
They thought the American expanse offered the possibility of starting
over, creating new selves and new lives. Land in Virginia, taken from
the Indians, was available and cheap, and each freeman could claim title
to fifty acres. Perhaps they could even become wealthy, for a new cash
crop, tobacco, offered farmers the opportunity to enter the market. Like
the butler Stephano and the jester Trinculo, they wanted to become
“lords” of land in America.?

The very abundance of land and the profitability of tobacco produc-
tion, however, unleashed a land boom and speculation. Colonists with
financial advantage quickly scrambled to possess the best lands along
the navigable rivers. Representing a landed elite, they dominated the
Virginia Assembly and began to enact legislation to advance and protect
their class interests. They passed laws that extended the time of inden-
tured servitude for whites and increased the length of service for white
runaways. In this way, they minimized competition for lands and at the
same time maximized the supply of white laborers by keeping them in
servitude for as long as possible.?”

Consequently, white freemen increasingly found it difficult to become
landowners. In 1663, the House of Burgesses turned down a proposal
to levy taxes on land instead of polls. Such a basis for taxation, it was
argued, would limit the suffrage to landholders, and such a restriction
would be resented by “the other freemen” who were “the more in num-
ber.” The majority of freemen, the burgesses were acknowledging, did
not own land. Thirteen years later, two members of the Virginia council,
Thomas Ludwell and Robert Smith, estimated that at least one-fourth
of the population consisted of “merchants and single freemen and such
others as have no land.” A growing group of tenant farmers existed.?

Hopes of landownership became dreams deferred for many English
colonists. Frustrated and angry, many white workers felt they had been
duped into coming to America. In 1649, pamphleteer William Bullock
warned planters about the men and women who, “not finding what was
promised,” had become ““dejected’” and recalcitrant workers. In England,
they had been viewed as the “Surcharge of necessitous people, the matter
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or fuel of dangerous insurrections.” In Virginia, they became an even
greater threat to social order, forming what the planter elite fearfully
called a “giddy multitude” — a discontented class of indentured ser-
vants, slaves, and landless freemen, both white and black, the Stephanos
and Trinculos as well as the Calibans of Virginia. They constituted a
volatile element. In the early 1660s, for example, indentured servant
Isaac Friend led a conspiracy to band together forty servants and “‘get
Arms.” He issued the rebellious cry: “who would be for Liberty, and
free from bondage.” Others would join the revolt, Friend promised, and
together they would “‘go through the Country and kill those that made
any opposition,” and would “either be free or die for it.” The authorities
were informed about Friend’s plan and quickly suppressed the plot.
Again, in 1663, a Gloucester court accused nine “Laborers” of con-
spiring to overthrow the Virginia government and sentenced several of
them to be executed. This incident gave planters a frightening example
of “the horror” in Virginia — the presence of “villains” engaged in a
“barbarous design” to subvert “rights and privileges” in the colony.’!
But unruliness and discontent continued to grow. Fearing this landless
class, the Virginia legislature restricted the suffrage to landowners in
1670. Governor William Berkeley was worried about the explosive class
conditions in his colony where “six parts of seven” of the people were
“Poor Indebted Discontented and Armed.” The ownership of guns was
widespread among whites, for every white man had a right to bear arms
and was required by law to have a gun in order to help defend the colony.
The landed elite distrusted this armed lower class of whites so much
that they were even afraid to organize them for military service. On one
occasion, in 1673, Governor Berkeley raised troops to defend Virginia
against Dutch warships, but he did so very reluctantly. Of the men he
enlisted in his army, Berkeley apprehensively noted, at least one-third
were freemen or debtors. They could not be trusted, he cautioned, for
in battle, they might revolt and join the enemy “in hopes of bettering
their Condition by Sharing the Plunder of the Country with them.”32
Three years later, the very revolt Berkeley feared took place. One of |
the landholders in the upcountry was Nathaniel Bacon, a friend of Berke-
ley’s and a member of the Virginia council. Seeking to protect settlers
against the Indians, he helped raise a militia. Bacon recognized the danger
of organizing armed men who came from the ranks of the “giddy mul-
titude.” But Bacon calculated that an expedition against the Indians
would serve a dual purpose — eliminate a foe and redirect the white
lower class’s anger away from the white elite to the Indians. The unruly
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and armed poor would focus on the external red enemy, rather than on
the legislature’s high taxes and the governor’s failure to provide for
defense against the Indians. “Since my being with the volunteers,” he
wrote to Berkeley, ““the Exclaiming concerning forts and Leavys has been
suppressed and the discourse and earnestness of the people is against
the Indians. . . .”%

Bacon’s actions shocked Berkeley and his council, who were more
worried about armed white freemen than hostile Indians. In their view,
Bacon’s followers were a “Rabble Crew, only the Rascallity and meanest
of the people . .. there being hardly two amongst them that we have
heard of who have Estates or are persons of Reputation and indeed very
few who can either write or read.” Ignoring their concerns, Bacon led
a march against the Indians, killing Susquehannahs as well as friendly
Occaneechees. He justified his expedition as a “Glorious” defense of the
country. But the governor angrily declared Bacon a rebel and charged
him with treason, an act punishable by death. Bacon retaliated by march-
ing five hundred armed men to Jamestown.?*

Blacks joined Bacon’s army: they realized that they had a greater
stake in the rebellion than their white brothers in arms, for many of
them were bound servants for life. White and black, Bacon’s soldiers
formed what contemporaries described as “an incredible Number of the
meanest People,” “every where Armed.” They were the “tag, rag, and
bobtayle,” the “Rabble” against “the better sort of people.” A colonial
official reported that Bacon had raised hundreds of soldiers “whose
fortunes & Inclinations” were ‘“‘desperate,” and that almost all of them
were either “Idle” and would not work, or in debt because of “De-
baucherie or Ill Husbandry.” Bacon had unleashed a radical class bound-
lessness that threatened the very foundations of order in Virginia.3s

The rebels forced Berkeley to escape by ship and burned Jamestown
to the ground. Shortly afterward, Bacon died, probably from dysentery;
Berkeley then returned with armed ships. Like Prospero with his hunting
dogs, the governor violently suppressed the rebellion. At one of the rebel
fortifications, Captain Thomas Grantham encountered some four
hundred “English and Negroes in Armes.” Lying to them, Grantham
said they had been “pardoned and freed from their Slavery.” Most of
them accepted his offer, but eighty black and twenty white rebels refused
to surrender. Promised safe passage across the York River, the holdouts
were captured when Grantham threatened to blow them out of the water.
All of the captured “Negroes & Servants,” Grantham reported, were
returned “‘to their Masters.””
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By force and deceit, the rebels of the “giddy multitude” had been
defeated, but they had fought in what historian Edmund Morgan called
“the largest rebellion known in any American colony before the [Amer-
ican] Revolution.” Bacon’s Rebellion had exposed the volatility of class
tensions within white society in Virginia. During the conflict, the specter
of class revolution had become a reality, and the scare shook the elite
landholders: they were no longer confident they could control the “giddy
multitude.” Five years after the rebellion, planters continued to harbor
fears of class disorder and urged the king to keep royal soldiers in Virginia

o ‘“‘prevent or suppress any Insurrection that may otherwise happen
during the necessitous unsettled condition of the Colony.” Large land-
owners could see that the social order would always be in danger so
long as they had to depend on white labor. They had cometo'a crossing.,
They_could open economic opportunities to white workers and extend .
wpolitical privileges to them.™But this would erode their owneconomic
advantage and potentlally undermine their political hegemony. Or they
could try to reorganize society on the basis of class and race. By im-
porting and buying more slaves, they would decrease the proportion of
white indentured servants. They would then be able to exploit a group
of workers who had been enslaved and denied the rlght to bear arms
because of their race. To increase.the.black 1 d mean to
createra-biracial.society. However, such a dcvelopmcnt could help the
planters control an armed white labor force and possibly solve the class
problem within white society.3”

While such a scenario of the “hidden” origins of slavery might not
have been a deliberate strategy, what was so striking about the transition
from white to black labor was its timing. The planter elite were becoming
increasingly concerned about the growing discontent and rebelliousness
among white servants during the 1660s — the very moment when the
legislature made slavery de jure. During this time, the black population
began to increase, an indication that planters had started shifting to this
source of labor. But it was still not clear whether Africans would become
the major work force and slavery would become the primary system of
labor. After Bacon’s Rebellion, however, the turn to slavery became sharp
and significant. Even though the supply of white indentured servants
seemed to have declined at this time, planters did not try to expand their
recruitment efforts. Instead, they did something they had resisted until
then — prefer black slaves over white indentured servants. In a letter to
Ralph Wormely in 1681, William Fitzhugh noted that there were “some
Negro Ships expected into York now every day.” “If you intend to buy
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any for yours self, and it be not too much trouble,” Fitzhugh added,
‘... secure me five or six.” The growing dependency on slave laborers
rather than white indentured servants can-b€ measured decade by decade
from the tax lists of Surry County. Slaves constituted 20 percent of
households in 1674, 33 percent in 1686, and 48 percent in 1694. In
other words, by the end of the century, nearly half the work force in
Surry County was black and enslaved.?

Moreover, what the landed gentry systematically developed after the
rebellion was a racially subordinated labor force. After 1680, they en-
acted laws that denied slaves freedom of assembly and movement. The
“frequent meeting of considerable number of negroe slaves under pre-
tense of feasts and burials” was “judged of dangerous consequence.”
Masters and overseers were prohibited from allowing “any Negro or
Slave not properly belonging to him or them, to Remain or be upon his
or their Plantation above the space of four hours.” Militia patrollers
were authorized to visit “negro quarters and other places suspected of
entertaining unlawful assemblies,” and to “take up” those assembling
“or any other, strolling about from one plantation to another, without
a pass from his or her master, mistress, or overseer.” The gentry also
disarmed blacks: in an act entitled “PreventifigiNegroes-nsurrections,”
the legislature ordered that ‘it shall not be lawful for any negro or other
slave to carry or arm himself with any club, staff, gun, sword or any
other weapon.” The planter class saw that black slaves could be more
effectively controlled by state power than white servants, for they could
be denied certain rights based on the color of their skin.?®

Although the number of white indentured servants entering Virginia
declined sharply after 1700, the white lower class did not disappear. In
1720, in Christ Church, Virginia, out of 146 householders, only 86 were
landowners. The landed elite continued to view the white lower class as
a bothersome problem. The planters offered a carrot: in 1705, the as-
sembly provided that upon completion of their term, white servants
would not only be entitled to fifty acres of land but would also be given
ten bushels of Indian corn, thirty shillings, and a musket. The planters
also wielded a stick: they petitioned the legislature in 1699 to pass a
law punishing ‘‘Vagrant Vagabond and Idle Persons and to assess the
Wages of Common Labourers.” In 1723, the assembly enacted a poor
law that empowered county courts to punish “vagrants” by giving them
thirty-nine lashes or by binding them out as servants. The law com-
plained that “diverse Idle and disorderly persons,” who had “no visible
Estates or Employments,” frequently “strolled from One County to
another”” and would not labor or pay their taxes.*
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By then, landless white Stephanos and Trinculos were less likely to
join with enslaved black Calibans on a class basis. The cultural gap
between white and black workers had widened in the late seventeenth
century. Where the early black arrivals had been “seasoned” in the
Barbados and were often able to speak some English, new blacks were
transported directly from Africa. These Africans must have seemed es-
pecially strange to whites, even to those who occupied a common ex-
ploited class position.*!

This cultural chasm between the whites and blacks of the “‘giddy
multitude” was transformed into a political separation as the landed
gentry instituted new borders between white and black laborers. Four
years after Bacon’s Rebellion, the Virginia Assembly repealed all pen-
alties imposed on white servants for plundering during the revolt, but
did not extend this pardon to black freemen and black indentured ser-
vants. Moreover, the gentry reinforced the separate labor status for each
group: blacks were forced to occupy a racially subordinate and stig-
matized status, one below all whites regardless of their class. Black was
made to signify slave. In 1691, the assembly prohibited the manumission
of slaves unless the master paid for transporting them out of the colony.
New laws sharpened the lines of a caste system: who was ““black” was
given expanded definition. Earlier, in 1662, the legislature had declared
that children born in. Virginia should be slave or free according to the
condition-of the-mother: In 1691, the Virginia Assembly passed a law
that prohibited the “abominable mixture and spurious issue” of inter-
racial unions and that provided for the banishment of white violators.
The assembly took special aim at white women: the law specified that
a free white mother of a racially mixed illegitimate child would be fined
fifteen pounds and that the child would be required to be in servitude
for thirty years. The effect of these laws was not only to make mulattoes
slaves but also to stigmatize them as black. Moreover, the legislature
also denied free blacks the right to vote, hold office, and testify in court.*

Meanwhile, the Virginia elite deliberately pitted white laborers and
black slaves against each other. The legislature permitted whites to abuse
blacks physically with impunity: in 1680, it prescribed thirty lashes on
the bare back “if any negro or other slave shall presume to lift up his
hand in opposition against any christian.” Planters used landless whites
to help put down slave revolts. In the early eighteenth century, Hugh
Jones reported that each county had “a-gréat fitimber-of disciplined-and
armed militia, ready in case of any sudden eruption of Indians or in-
surrection-of ‘Negroes.” In 1705, Virginia legislated that “all horses,
cattle, and hogs, now belonging, or that hereafter shall belong to any
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slave, or of any slaves mark . . . shall be seized and sold by the church-
wardens of the parish . .. and the profit thereof applied to the use of
the poor.” Here was a policy to transfer farm animals and food from
slaves to poor whites. Later, during the American Revolution, the Vir-
ginia Assembly went even farther: to recruit white men for the struggle
for liberty, the legislature rewarded each soldier with a bounty of three
hundred acres of land and a slave — “a healthy, sound Negro between
ten and thirty years of age.”*

The Wolf by the Ears

As the governor of Virginia during the Revolution, Thomas Jefferson
supported the broadening of landownership, for he believed it provided
the basis of social and political stability. Like the Virginia planters before
him, Jefferson worried about class tensions and conflicts within white
society. The New World, he saw, offered something Europe could not —
an abundance of uncultivated land. Americans would remain virtuous
as long as they were primarily involved in agriculture, and this would
last as long as there were “vacant lands” in America. In his Notes on
the State of Virginia, Jefferson observed: “Those who labor in the earth
are the chosen people of God, if ever He had a chosen people, whose
breasts He has made His peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine
virtue. . . . [Let] our workshops remain in Europe. . . . The mobs of great
cities add just so much to the support of pure government, as sores do
to the strength of the human body.”*

In Jefferson’s judgment, the way to avoid class conflicts in American
society was to open opportunities for white men to become farmers. As
free individuals and owners of property, they would become responsible
citizens. “Here every one, by his property, or by his satisfactory situation,
is interested in the support of law and order,” Jefferson observed. ‘“‘And
such men may safely and advantageously reserve to themselves a whole-
some control over their public affairs, and a degree of freedom, which,
in the hands of the canaille of the cities of Europe, would be instantly
perverted to the demolition and destruction of everything public and
private.” Jefferson’s was a vision of a republic of independent and vir-
tuous yeoman farmers.*

Jefferson himself, however, was an elite planter. A beneficiary of the
seventeenth-century turn to slavery, he was a slaveowner and actively
participated in the buying and selling of slaves. “The value of our lands
and slaves, taken conjunctly, doubles in about twenty years,”” he coolly
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calculated. “This arises from the multiplication of our slaves, from the
extension of culture, and increased demands for lands.” His observation
was not merely theoretical: Jefferson’s ownership of lands and slaves
made him one of the wealthiest men in Virginia. Yet he continued to
expand his slaveholdings. In 1805, he informed John Jordan that he was
‘“endeavoring to purchase young and able negro men.” In a letter to his
manager regarding “a breeding woman,” Jefferson referred to the “loss
of s little ones in 4 years” and complained that the overseers had not
permitted the slave women to devote as much time as was necessary to
care for their children. “They view their labor as the 1st object and the
raising of their children but as secondary,” he continued. ““I consider
the labor of a breeding woman as no object, and that a child raised |
every 2 years is of more profit than the crop of the best laboring man.” *
By 1822, Jefferson owned 267 slaves.*

Jefferson was capable of punishing his slaves with great cruelty. He
used James Hubbard, a captured runaway slave, as a lesson to discipline
the other slaves: “I had him severely flogged in the presence of his old
companions.” On another occasion, Jefferson punished a slave in order
to make an example of him in “terrorem” to others and then sold him
to a slave trader from Georgia. Jefferson wanted him to be sent to a
place “so distant as never more to be heard among us,” and make it
seem to the other slaves on his plantation “as if he were put out of the
way by death.”*

Jefferson felt profoundly ambivalent toward slavery, however. He
could see that the switch from white to black labor in the seventeenth
century had been terribly unfortunate, for this had led to the expansion
of an immoral institution. “The love of justice and the love of country
plead equally the cause of these people [slaves],” Jefferson confessed,
“and it is a moral reproach to us that they should have pleaded it so
long in vain. . ..” As a member of the Virginia legislature, he supported
an effort for the emancipation of slaves. In his Notes on the State of
Virginia, he recommended the gradual abolition of slavery, and in a
letter to a friend written in 1788, he wrote: “You know that nobody
wishes more ardently to see an abolition not only of the [African slave]
trade but of the condition of slavery: and certainly nobody will be more
willing to encounter every sacrifice for that object.””*

Jefferson personally felt guilty about his slave ownership. In a letter
to his brother-in-law, Francis Eppes, on July 30, 1787, he made a reveal-
ing slip. Once “my debts” have been cleared off, he promised, “I shall
try some plan of making their [his slaves’] situation happier, determined
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to content myself with a small portion of their liberty [crossed out]
labour.”” He tried to excuse himself for appropriating only their “labour,”
not their “liberty.” In a letter to a friend written only a day earlier,
Jefferson exploded with guilt: “The torment of mind, I will endure till
the moment shall arrive when I shall not owe a shilling on earth is such
really as to render life of little value.” Dependent on the labor of his
slaves to pay off his debts, he hoped to be able to free them, which he
promised he would do the moment “they” had paid off the estate’s
debts, two-thirds of which had been ““contracted by purchasing them.”
Unfortunately for Jefferson, and especially for his slaves, he remained
in debt until his death.*

In Jefferson’s view, slavery did more than deprive blacks of their
liberty. It also had a pernicious and “unhappy” influence on the masters
and their children:

The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise
of the most boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism on
the one part, and degrading submissions on the other. Our children
see this, and learn to imitate it; for man is an imitative animal. This
quality is the germ of all education in him. From his cradle to his
grave he is learning to do what he sees others do. If a parent could
find no motive either in his philanthropy or his self-love, for restraining
the intemperance of passion toward his slave, it should always be a
sufficient one that his child is present. But generally it is not sufficient.
The parent storms, the child looks on, catches the lineaments of wrath,
puts on the same airs in the circle of smaller slaves, gives a loose to
his worst of passions, and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised
in tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it with odious peculiarities. The
man must be a prodigy who can retain his manner and morals un-
depraved by such circumstances.*°

Slavery had to be abolished, Jefferson argued, but when freed, blacks
would have to be removed from American society. This had to be done
as soon as possible because slaves already composed nearly half of Vir-
ginia’s population. “‘Under the mild treatment our slaves experience, and
their wholesome, though coarse, food,” Jefferson observed, “this blot
in our country increases fast, or faster, than the whites.” Delays for
removal only meant the growth of the “blot.” Jefferson impatiently
insisted: “I can say, with conscious truth, that there is not a man on
earth who would sacrifice more than I would to relieve us from this
heavy reproach, in any practicable way. The cession of that kind of
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property . . . is a bagatelle which would not cost me a second thought,
if, in that way, a general emancipation and expatriation could be
effected.”s!

But how could a million and half slaves be expatriated? To send them
away all at once, Jefferson answered, would not be “practicable.” He
estimated that such a removal would take twenty-five years, during which
time the slave population would have doubled. Furthermore, the value
of these slaves would amount to $600 million, and the cost of trans-
portation and provisions an additional $300 million. “It cannot be done
in this way,” Jefferson decided. The only “practicable” plan, he thought,
was to deport the future generation: black infants would be taken from
their mothers and trained for occupations until they reached a proper
age for deportation. Since an infant was worth only $22.50, Jefferson
calculated, the loss of slave property would be reduced from $600 million
to only $37.5 million. Jefferson suggested that slave children be shipped
to the independent black naticn of Santo Domingo. “Suppose the whole
annual increase to be sixty thousand effective births, fifty vessels, of four
hundred tons burthen each, constantly employed in that short run, would
carry off the increase of every year, and the old stock would die off in
the ordinary course of nature, lessening from the commencement until
its final disappearance.” He was confident the effects of his plan would
be “blessed.” As for taking children from their mothers, Jefferson re-
marked: “The separation of infants from mothers . .. would produce
some scruples of humanity. But this would be straining at a gnat, and
swallowing a camel.”s?

One of the reasons why colonization would have to be a condition
for emancipation was clear to Jefferson: blacks and whites could never
coexist in America because of “the real distinctions” which “nature”
had made between the two races. “The first difference which strikes us
is that of color,” Jefferson explained. This difference, “fixed in nature,”
was of great importance. “Is it not the foundation of a greater or less
share of beauty in the two races?” he asked rhetorically. “Are not the
fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of every passion by greater
or less suffusions of color in the one, preferable to that eternal monotony,
which reigns in the countenances, that immovable veil of black which
covers the emotions of the other race?”” The differences between the
races, in Jefferson’s view, also involved intelligence. He publicly stated
his “opinion” that blacks were “inferior” in the faculty of reason. How-
ever, he conceded that such a claim had to be “hazarded with great
diffidence” and that he would be willing to have it refuted.s?

But Jefferson received challenges and evidence contradicting his claim
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with a closed mind. For example, he refused to consider seriously the
poetry of Phillis Wheatley. In 1773, this young black writer published
a book of Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral. Her poems
stirred interest and appreciation among many readers. Praising them, a
French official living in America during the American Revolution wrote:
“Phyllis is a negress, born in Africa, brought to Boston at the age of
ten, and sold to a citizen of that city. She learned English with unusual
ease, eagerly read and reread the Bible . . . became steeped in the poetic
images of which it is full, and at the age of seventeen published a number
of poems in which there is imagination, poetry, and zeal. . . .” In one of
her poems, Wheatley insisted that Africans were just as capable of Chris-
tian virtue and salvation as whites:

"Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land,
Taught my benighted soul to understand

That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:
Once I redemption neither sought nor knew.
Some view our sable race with scornful eye,
“Their colour is a diabolic die.”

Remember, Christians, Negroes, black as Cain,
May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.

During the American Revolution, Wheatley proclaimed:

No more, America, in mournful strain
Of wrongs, and grievance unredress’d complain,
No longer shalt thou dread the iron chain,
Which wanton Tyranny with lawless hand
Had made, and with it meant t’enslave the land.

Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song,
Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung,
Whence flow these wishes for the common good,

By feeling hearts alone best understood,

1, young in life, by seeming cruel fate

Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat:
What pangs excruciating must molest,

What sorrows labour in my parent’s breast?
Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d
That from a father seiz’d his babe belov’d:
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Such, such my case. And can I then but pray
Others may never feel tyrannic sway?

Like Jefferson and many theoreticians of the American Revolution,
Wheatley understood the meaning of the struggle for liberty. She, too,
identified British tyranny as a form of slavery, but Wheatley reminded
her readers that her understanding of freedom was not merely philo-
sophical, for it tragically sprang from her black experience — the slave
trade, forced separation from parents, and bondage in America.**

Whether Jefferson read her poems is not known, but he contemp-
tuously dismissed her writing: “The compositions published under her
name are below the dignity of criticism.” Jefferson considered blacks
incapable of writing poetry. “Misery is often the parent of the most
affecting touches in poetry,” he observed. “Among the blacks is misery
enough, God knows, but no poetry. Love is the peculiar oestrum of the
poet. Their love is ardent, but it kindles the sense only, not the imagi-
nation.” Jefferson caustically commented: “Religion, indeed, has pro-
duced a Phyllis Whately [sic]; but it could not produce a poet.”
Significantly, Jefferson had misspelled her name.*

Like Phillis Wheatley, Benjamin Banneker challenged Jefferson’s
“opinion” of black intellectual inferiority. On August 19, 1791, the free
black mathematician from Maryland sent Jefferson a copy of the almanac
he had compiled. “I suppose it is a truth too well attested to you, to
need a proof here,” Banneker wrote in his cover letter, “that we are a
race of beings, who have long labored under the abuse and censure of
the world . . . that we have long been considered rather as brutish than
human, and scarcely capable of mental endowments.” Noting that the
almanac would soon be published, Banneker explained that he was send-
ing Jefferson the “manuscript” of the work so that it could be viewed
in his “own hand writing.”s¢

Seeking to do more than demonstrate and affirm the intelligence of
blacks, Banneker also scolded the author of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence for his hypocrisy on the subject of slavery.

Sir, suffer me to recall to your mind that time, in which the arms of
the British crown were exerted, with every powerful effort, in order
to reduce you to a state of servitude: look back, I entreat you . . . you
were then impressed with proper ideas of the great violation of liberty,
and the free possession of those blessings, to which you were entitled
by nature; but, Sir, how pitiable is it to reflect that although you were
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so fully convinced of the benevolence of the Father of Mankind, and
of his equal and impartial distribution of these rights and privileges
which he hath conferred upon them, that you should at the same time
counteract his mercies, in detaining by fraud and violence, so nu-
merous a part of my brethren under groaning captivity and cruel
oppression, that you should at the same time be found guilty of that
most criminal act, which you professedly detested in others.

The American Revolution, in Banneker’s mind, had unleashed a new
idea — “liberty” as a natural right. Commitment to this principle de-
manded consistency. The overthrow of the British enslavement of the
colonies required the abolition of slavery in the new republic.s”

On August 30, 1791, Jefferson responded: “Nobody wishes more
than I do to see such proofs as you exhibit, that nature has given to our
black brethren, talent equal to those of the other colors of men; and
that the appearance of a want of them is owing merely to the degraded
condition of their existence. ...” But actually Jefferson did not take
Banneker seriously. In a letter to Joel Harlow, Jefferson claimed that the
mathematician had “a mind of very common stature,” and that the black
scholar had aid from Andrew Ellicot, a white neighbor who “never
missed an opportunity of puffing him.”s#

Parsimonious toward Wheatley as a poet and skeptical about Ban-
neker as a mathematician, Jefferson was unable to free himself from his
belief in black intellectual inferiority. Like Prospero, he inisisted that, to!
borrow Shakespeare s poetic languagep“nuitiire” could notimprovethe

“nature” of blacks! Comparing Roman slavery and American black
slavery, Jefferson pointed out: “Epictetus, Terence, and Phaedrus, were
slaves. But they were of the race of whites. It is not their condition then,
but nature, which has produced the distinction.” Black slaves in America,
on the other hand, were mentally inferior: “In general, their existence
appears to participate more of sensation than reflection. . . . [I]t appears
to me that in memory they are equal to the whites; in reason much
inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and
comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they
are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.”**

In Jefferson’s view, blacks were a libidinous race. “They [black men]
are more ardent after their female,” he claimed; “but love seems with
them to be more an eager desire, than a tender delicate mixture of
sentiment and sensation.” The black man, he added, “preferred” the
white woman with her “flowing hair”” and “more elegant symmetry of
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form” as “uniformly” as the male “Oranootan for the black woman of
those of his own species.” Dominated by their passions, blacks threat-
ened white racial purity, Jefferson believed. “This unfortunate difference
in color, and perhaps of faculty,” Jefferson argued, “is a powerful ob-
stacle to the emancipation of these people. Many of their advocates,
while they wish to vindicate the liberty of human nature, are anxious
to preserve its dignity and beauty. . . . Among the Romans emancipation
required but one effort. The slave, when made free, might mix with,
without staining the blood of his master.” For Jefferson, interracial sex
and racially mixed offspring would rupture the borders of caste. Such
crossings had to be tabooed, for racial liminality undermined social
order. To be betwixt and between would dangerously blur the division
between white and black.s

What worried Jefferson more than the threat of miscegenation was
the danger of race war. “Deep-rooted prejudices entertained by the
whites,” he anxiously explained, “ten thousand recollections, by the’
blacks, of the injuries they have sustained; new provocations; the real
distinctions which nature has made and many other circumstances, will
divide us into parties, and produce convulsions, which will probably
never end but in the extermination of one or the other race.”*!

Unless slavery were abolished, Jefferson feared, whites would continue
to face the danger of servile insurrection. Commenting on the slave revolt
in Santo Domingo, he wrote to James Monroe in 1793: “It is high time
we should foresee the bloody scenes which our children certainly, and
possibly ourselves (south of Potomac) have to wade through, and try to
avert them.” In 1797, referring to the need for a plan for emancipation
and removal, Jefferson anxiously confessed to a friend: “If something
is not done, and soon done, we shall be the murderers of our children.”
Three years later, an attempted slave revolt shook Jefferson like “a fire
bell in the night.” The Gabriel Prosser conspiracy was crushed, and
twenty-five blacks were hanged. Though the insurrectionary spirit
among the slaves had been quelled in this instance, Jefferson warned, it
would become general and more formidable after every defeat, until
whites would be forced “after dreadful scenes and sufferings to release
them in their own way.” He predicted that slavery would be abolished —
“whether brought on by the generous energy of our own minds” or “‘by
the bloody process of St. Domingo.” In Jefferson’s nightmare, slaves
would seize their freedom with daggers.s

By Jefferson’s time, it had become clear that the seventeenth-century
planters had not fully considered the explosive consequences of changing
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from white indentured servants to black slave laborers. They wanted to
diminish the presence and power of a white proletariat, armed and
numerous. Africansslavessseemed to 6ffer a'solution.to.the problem-of
class conflict'within white society.sSlavery enabled planters to develop
a disfranchised and disarmed black work force. Negative images of
blacks that had predated the institutionalization of slavery in English
America dynamically interacted with economic and political develop-
ments on the stage called Virginia.

Driven by immediate economic interests and blinded by a short time
horizon, the planters had not carefully thought through what they were
doing to black people as well as to American society and future gen-
erations. They had created an enslaved “giddy multitude” that constantly
threatened social order. “As it is,” Jefferson cried out, “we have the wolf
by the ears, and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice
is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.” Jefferson had hoped
America would be able to abolish slavery and remove the blacks. But,
by then, it was too late. Like Caliban, blacks had been forced to become
slaves and serve in “offices that profited” their masters, who, unlike
Prospero, could not simply free them and leave the island. “All torment,
trouble, wonder, and amazement inhabits here,” the English theatergoers
heard the old counselor Gonzalo pray. “Some heavenly power guide us
out of this fearful country!”¢
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Prospero Unbound: The Market Revolution

IKE JOHN WINTHROP, Jefferson believed Americans had a spe-
L cial destiny and responsibility: “The eyes of the virtuous all over

the earth are turned with anxiety upon us, as the only depositories
of the sacred fire of liberty, and . . . our falling into anarchy would decide
forever the destinies of mankind, and seal the political heresy that man
is incapable of self-government.” Here was a republican vision of “the
city upon a hill.” To be self-governing meant that men in America no
longer needed a parent country, especially a king. Like Prospero, they
would re-create themselves in the New World.!

If Americans were to be a virtuous people, would all of the people
in the new nation be allowed to become Americans? Shortly before the
beginning of the American Revolution, Benjamin Franklin noted that
the number of “purely white People” in the world was proportionately
very small. All Africa was black or tawny, Asian chiefly tawny, and
“America (exclusive of the new comers) wholly so.” The English were
the “principle Body of white People,” and Franklin wanted more of this
type in America. “And while we are . . . Scouring our Planet, by clearing
America of Woods, and so making this Side of our globe reflect a brighter
Light to the Eyes of Inhabitants in Mars or Venus,” he declared, “why
should we in the Sight of Superior Beings, darken its People? Why in-
crease the Sons of Africa, by Planting them in America, where we have
so fair an opportunity, by excluding all Blacks and Tawnys, of increasing
the lovely White. . . 22

Independence had given new importance to this question. The Found-
ing Fathers needed to define political membership for the new republic.
In Congress, they enacted the Naturalization Act of 1790. In supporting
this law, they affirmed their commitment to the “pure principles of Re-
publicanism” and their determination to develop a citizenry of good and
“useful” men. Only the “worthy part of mankind” would be encouraged
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to settle in the new republic and be eligible for citizenship. Prospective
citizens would be required to go through a probationary period so they
would have time to understand republican principles and demonstrate
“proper and decent behavior.” Through this careful screening, the gov-
ernment would exclude “vagrants,” “paupers,” and ‘“bad men.” But the
policymakers went further in their efforts to create a homogeneous so-
ciety. Applicants for naturalized citizenship were required to reside in
the United States for two years as well as provide “proof” of good
character in court and document their republican fitness. They also had
to be “white.” This law reflected what Thomas Jefferson envisioned as
a society composed of “a people speaking the same language, governed
in similar forms, and by similar laws.” The Naturalization Act excluded
from citizenship not only nonwhite immigrants but also a group of
people already here — Indians. Though they were born in the United
States, they were regarded as members of tribes, or as domestic subjects;
their status was considered analogous to children of foreign diplomats
born here. As domestic “foreigners,” Native Americans could not seek
naturalized citizenship, for they were not “white.”?

Republicanism provided a psychology that would fuel economic ac-
quisition and expansion in America. In the act of independence, Amer-
icans had seized not only power from the king but also the freedom to
create a vibrant economy. The Protestant ethic had defined work as
virtuous, requiring the habits of self-control and the accumulation of
wealth as a sign of salvation; republicanism was now proclaiming
worldly goods as markers of virtue. The war for political independence
had secured economic freedom for America: freedom to convert Indian
lands west of the Appalachians into private property, to trade whenever
and with whomever they wished, to import products like tea and mo-
lasses without paying taxes to an external authority, to issue their own
currency, to develop their own manufacturing, and in general, to expand
the market.*

This republican “errand into the wilderness” generated a frenetic
pursuit for individual materialistic success. Visiting the United States in
the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville noticed ‘‘an inordinate love of material
gratification” among Americans. Democracy itself seemed to be its
source. “When the reverence that belonged to what is old has vanished,”
he explained, “birth, céndition, and profession no longer distinguish
men . . . hardly anything but money remains to create strongly marked
differences between them and to raise some of them above the common
level.” Money had become the nexus of social relations. “When all the
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members of the community are independent of or indifferent to each
other, the co-operation of each of them can be obtained only by paying
for it: This infinitely multiplies the purposes to which wealth may be
applied and increases its value.” Unbound, like Prospero, white men
were no longer restrained by laws made in the old country as they ushered
America into the era of the Market Revolution — the “take-off” years
that transformed America into a highly complex industrial economy.?

In 1800, the United States had a population of six million, of which
only 320,000 were listed as urban. A large percentage of the rural pop-
ulation was engaged in subsistence farming, growing food crops mainly
for their own needs. Living in the interior regions, many of these farmers
found that the transportation of surplus crops to the market was too
expensive. The cost of carrying a ton of goods only thirty miles overland
was as much as shipping it three thousand miles from America to Europe.
Thus commercial activity was limited to the areas near the seaboard and
navigable waterways.

By 1860, this static economy had been transformed. Advances in
transportation such as the steamboat and the railroad now linked the
three major regions — the East, West, and South. Each region repre-
sented a division of production. New England and the Middle Atlantic
states concentrated on manufacturing and commerce and relied on the
West for foodstuffs for its growing urban population and the South for
raw cotton to supply its textile factories. In 1860, the total value of
manufactured goods in the East was $1,270,937,679, compared to only
$540,137,811 for the other two regions combined. The western states
of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois exported grain and livestock to the East
and South while depending on the East for manufactured goods. In 1860,
the West shipped a million barrels of flour and 31 million barrels of
grain through Buffalo to the East, and $185,211,254 worth of produce
through New Orleans to the South. The South, mainly Georgia, South
Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, became the cotton king-
dom, producing fiber for the textile mills of the East and purchasing
foodstuffs from the West and manufactured goods from the East. Mean-
while, cotton had become the country’s most important export product.
Cotton constituted 39 percent of the total value of exports from 1816
to 1820 63 percent from 1836 to 1840, and over 50 percent from 1840
to 1860.

The causes of this tremendous economic transformation were mul-
tiple. The shipping boom of the early 1800s had enabled merchants like
Francis Lowell to accumulate capital to invest in manufacturing ventures.

81



BORDERS

The proliferation of banks and the expansion of the credit system made
it possible for farmers to borrow money and buy land for commercial
agriculture. Technological progress introduced new machinery and
paved the way for factory production. Government intervention in the
form of protective tariffs and the development of transportation also
contributed to the advance of the market. The transportation revolution
laid vast networks of turnpikes, canals, and railroads across the country:
between 1815 and 1860, freight charges for shipments overland had
been reduced by 95 percent.¢

But the most “decisive” impetus of the Market Revolution was cotton.
“Cotton was strategic,” observed economist Douglass C. North, “be-
cause it was the major independent variable in the interdependent struc-
ture of internal and international trade. The demands for western
foodstuffs and northeastern services and manufactures were basically
dependent upon the income received from the cotton trade.” Dominant
in the export trade, cotton was crucial in the development of inter-
regional specialization. The income derived from the export of cotton
helped to finance enterprises throughout the American economy.’

The development of the cotton export sector depended on the ap-
propriation of Indian lands and the expansion of slavery. The major
cotton-producing states — Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana — were
carved out of Indian territory. Tribe after tribe in the South was forced
to cede their lands to the federal government and move west of the
Mississippi River. Eleven treaties of cession were negotiated with these
tribes between 1814 and 1824; from these agreements the United States
acquired millions of acres of lands, including one-fifth of Mississippi
and three-quarters of Alabama. Sales of Indian lands were followed by
increases in the slave population: between 1820 and 1850, the number
of slaves jumped from 42,000 to 343,000 in Alabama, 33,000 to 310,000
in Mississippi, and 69,000 to 245,000 in Louisiana. Cotton production
in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana, and Mississippi nearly dou-
bled, from 559,000 bales in 1833 to 1,160,000 ten years later.

The Market Revolution opened the way to the making of an even
more multicultural America, for it led to the massive influx of laborers
from Ireland, the war against Mexico with its annexation of the South-
west territories, and eventually to American expansion into Asia and
Chinese immigration to America. The inclusion of these new groups of
Calibans created a greater “‘pluribus,” a raciaily and culturally diverse
“giddy multitude” that challenged the vision of Jefferson’s “homoge-
neous” America and Franklin’s society of “the lovely White.”” The econ-
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omy fastened these different peoples to each other, their histories woven
into the tapestry of a greater “unum” called America. Working in the
textile mills of New England, Irish immigrant women manufactured
fabric made from cotton grown on former Indian land and picked by
enslaved blacks; meanwhile, Irish immigrant men labored in New En-
gland shoe factories, making shoes from hides shipped by Mexican
workers in California. Chinese and Irish railroad workers laid the trans-
continental tracks that closed the frontier and changed forever the lives
of Indians in the West. America was becoming a nation of peoples from
many different shores.

But as the Market Revolution buttressed the institution of slavery
and the westward expansion into Indian territory, the very boundlessness
of this racial and ethnic diversity generated a need to reinforce interior
borders. This dilemma of preserving racial homogeneity while becoming
a multicultural society perplexed the policymakers of the new nation.
They were especially concerned about two of the groups. “Next to the
case of the black race within our bosom,” worried James Madison, “that
of the red on our borders is the problem most baffling to the policy of
our country.”®
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TOWARD THE STONY
MOUNTAINS

From Remouval to Reservation

Andrew Jackson: Symbol for an Age
O N FEBRUARY 16, 1803, President Thomas Jefferson wrote a

letter to a political leader in Tennessee regarding federal policies

toward Indians. The government, he informed Andrew Jackson,
must advise the Indians to sell their “useless” forests and become farmers.
The Founding Father was confident that the young westerner would be
able to advance the borders of a homogeneous America. Indeed, under
Jackson’s leadership, the United States achieved one of Jefferson’s
goals — the removal of the southern Indians toward the “Stony
mountains.”!

Jackson’s fortunes, both economic and political, were tied to what
happened to the Indians. In 1787, he moved from North Carolina to
Nashville, where he practiced law, opened stores, and engaged in land
speculation — lands that had originally belonged ta Indians. Like Pros-
pero, he had migrated west, seeking a new environment offering the
possibility of re-creating himself. Jackson paid $100 for 2,500 acres at
the Chickasaw bluffs on the Mississippi and immediately sold half of
this property for $312. He kept the rest of the land until 1818, when
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he sold it for $5,000. Jackson had personally negotiated the Chickasaw
treaty and opened the area to white settlement in 1814.

Meanwhile, Jackson had led American troops against the Creeks in
Mississippi and conquered “the cream of the Creek country” for the
expansion of the “republick.” During the war against the Creeks, com-
mander Jackson dehumanized his enemies as “‘savage bloodhounds” and
“blood thirsty barbarians.” When Jackson learned that hostile Creeks
had killed more than two hundred whites at Fort Mims, he vowed
revenge. ““I know,” he told his soldiers, “you will teach the cannibals
who reveled in the carnage of our unoffending Citizens at Fort Meems
that the thunder of our arms is more terrible than the Earth quakes of
their Prophets, and that Heaven Dooms to inevitable destruction the
wretch who Smiles at the torture he inflicts and who neither spares female
innocence, declining age nor helpless infancy.” Jackson furiously de-
nounced the Indian capture of a white woman, who was confined to a
post, “naked, lascerated,” and urged the “brave sons of Tennessee” to
wipe away this “‘blushing shame.”

Shortly before the Battle of Horse Shoe Bend in March 1814, Jackson
raged in letters to Major General Thomas Pinckney. “I must distroy
those deluded victims doomed to distruction by their own restless and
savage conduct.” Calling them “savage dogs,” he wrote: “It is by the
charge I distroy from eight to ten of them . .. have on all occasions
preserved the scalps of my killed.” At the Battle of Horse Shoe Bend,
Jackson and his troops surrounded eight hundred Creeks and killed
almost all of them, including the women and children. Afterward, his
soldiers made bridle reins from strips of skin taken from the corpses;
they also cut off the tip of each dead Indian’s nose for body count.
Jackson sent clothing worn by the slain warriors to the ladies of Ten-
nessee. In a letter to his wife, he wrote: “The carnage was dreadful. . . .1
hope shortly to put an end to the war and return to vour arms, kiss my
little andrew for me, tell him I have a warriors bow and quiver for him.”
In a letter to Thomas Pinckney, Jackson boasted that he had conquered
Indian lands, the “valuable country” west of the Cosee and north of the
“allabama.”?

But Jackson shrouded the destruction of Indians and the appropri-
ation of their lands in a metaphysical mantle of moral justification. After
the bloody victory, Jackson told his troops:

The fiends of the Tallapoosa will no longer murder our women
and children, or disturb the quiet of our borders. ... They have
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disappeared from the face of the Earth. In their places a new generation
will arise who will know their duties better. The weapons of warfare
will be exchanged for the utensils of husbandry; and the wilderness
which now withers in sterility and seems to mourn the desolation
which overspreads it, will blossom as the rose, and become the nursery
of the arts. ... How lamentable jt is that the path to peace should
lead through blood, and over the carcases of the slain!! But it is in
the dispensation of that providence, which inflicts partial evil to pro-

_duce general good.

His soldiers were advancing civilization, Jackson insisted. Their violence #
was an_instrument of progress.*

Revered as a victorious hero of Indian wars, Jackson was elected to
the presidency of the United States in 1828. As chief executive, Jackson
supported the efforts of Mississippi and Georgia to abolish Indian tribal
units and extend state authority over Indians. These states then opened
Indian territory to settlement, even allowing whites to take improved or
«cultivated Indian tracts. As Jackson watched the states violate federal
treaties with tribes, he pleaded presidential helplessness. “If the states
chose to extend their laws over them,” he told Congress, “it would not
be in the power of the federal government to prevent it.” Actually, treaties
and federal laws had given authority over the Indians to Congress, not
the states. The 1802 Indian Trade and Intercourse Act had provided that

landigws could be made except by treaty with a tribe, and that
fedsw—qthan state law would operate in Indian territory. In 1832,

after the Supreme Court ruled that states could not legally extend their
jurisdiction into Indian territory, Jackson simply refused to enforce the
court’s decision.’

Jackson’s claim of presidential powerlessness and his failure to uphold
the law functioned as a facade for collaboration and conspiracy. Behind
the scene, he actively worked for Indian removal. General John Coffee
laid out the strategy. “Deprive the chiefs of the power they now possess,”
he wrote to the president, ‘‘take from them their own code of laws, and
reduce them to plain citizenship . . . and they will soon determine to
move, and then there will be no difficulty in getting the poor Indians to
give their consent. All this will be done by the State of Georgia if the
United States do not interfere with her law.” All Jackson had to do was
stay out of the way.¢

In his support for the states, Jackson went beyond noninterference:
he employed “confidential agents” to manipulate the chiefs. Their secret
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mission, as stated in a letter from Secretary of War John Eaton to General
William Carroll, was to use bribery in order to persuade “the Chiefs
and influential men.” “Since no circumstance is too slight to excite their
suspicion or awaken their jealousy, presents in your discretion to the
amount of not more than $2000 might be made with effect, by attaching
to you the poorer Indians, as you pass through their Country, given as
their friend; and the same to the Children of the Chiefs, and the Chiefs
themselves, in clothes, or otherwise.””

4 In his justification for Indian removal, President Jackson explained
that eﬁ?t_o_civilizet____}ﬁl_giﬁl;had.ﬁaﬂgd. Whites had purchased their
lands, thereby thrusting them farther into the wilderness, where they
remained in a “‘wandering state.” Some Indians had become civilized
and agricultural, Jackson acknowledged, but they had set up “inde-
pendent” nations within the states. Such “foreign” governments could
not be tolerated, and the Indians would have to submit to state authority.
But Jackson did not think that they could survive within white society.
“The fate of the Mohigan, the Narragansett, and the Delaware is fast
overtaking the Choctaw, the Cherokee, and the Creek. That this fate
surely awaits them if they remain within the [states] does not admit of
a doubt.” Like the tribes before them, they would disappear. “Humanity
and national honor demand that every effort be made to avert so great
a calamity.”®
Driven by “feelings of justice,” Jackson declared that he wanted “to
- preserve this much-injured race.” He proposed a solution — the setting
, aside of a district west of the Mississippi “to be guaranteed to the Indian
“tribes as long as they shall occupy it.” Beyond the borders of white
society, Indians would be free to live in peace and to have their own
governments ““as long as the grass grows, or water runs.” Jackson advised
( Indians to seek new homes in the West and follow the example of whites:
\ restless and boundless, whites were constantly seeking to improve them-
\selves and settle in new places. “Doubtless it will be painful [for Indians]
to leave the graves of their fathers,” Jackson declared. “But what do
they more than our ancestors did or than our children are now doing?
To better their condition in an unknown land our forefathers left all that
was dear in earthly objects.”®
Insisting that he wanted to be “just” and “humane” toward the In-
dians, Jackson claimed his goal was to protect them from the “mercenary
influence of white men.” Seeking to exercise ‘“‘parental’” control over
them, he regarded himself as a ‘@g’,” concerned about the welfare

of his Indian “children.” But if these “children” refused to accept his
— e
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advice, Jackson warned, they would be responsible for the consequences.
“I feel conscious of having done my duty to my red children, and if any
failure of my good intentions arises, it will be attributable to their want
of duty to themselves, not to me.”°

Like the early Puritans, Jackson affirmed the “errand into the wil-

erness” in his justification for Indian removal and destruction. What
happened to the natives of America, he argued, was moral and inevitable.
Indian graves, while stirring “‘melancholy reflections,” represented prog-
ress — the extension of civilization across the expanse called America.
Nothing, Jackson insisted, was to be “regretted.” “Humanity has often
wept over the fate of the aborigines of this country, and Philanthropy
has been long busily employed in devising means to avert it,” Jackson
explained in a message to Congress, “‘but its progress has never for a
moment been arrested, and one by one have many powerful tribes dis-
appeared from the earth. To follow to the tomb the last of his race and
tread on the graves of extinct nations excite melancholy reflections.” But
“philanthropy could not wish to see this continent restored to the con-
dition in_which it was found by our forefathers.” The philosophical
president then asked: “What good mmer a country covered
with forests and ranged by a few thousand savages to our extensive-
Republic, studded with cities, towns, and prosperous farms . . . filled
with all the blessings of liberty, civilization, and religion2”*

Native Americans saw the chicanery of this metaphysics. Like Caliban
cursing Prospero, Cherokee leader John Ross declared that “the perpe-
trator of a wrong” would never forgive ‘“his victims.” But President
Jackson maintained a legal and moral posture. Acting under an 1830
law providing for Indian removal, Jackson uprooted some seventy thou-
sand Indians from their homes and drove them west of the Mississippi
River. Removal was carried out in two ways — indirectly through land
allotment and directly through treaty.!?

The Land-Allotment Strategy: The Choctaw Experience

Instituted by President Thomas Jefferson, the land-allotment program
became the principal strategy for taking territory away from the Creeks,
Chickasaws, and Choctaws. In the 1805 Choctaw Treaty, the federal
government had reserved certain tracts of land for individual Choctaws.
Jefferson told a delegation of chiefs: “Let me entreat you . . . on the land
now given to you, to begin to give every man a farm; let him enclose it,
cultivate it, build a warm house on it, and when he dies, let it belong
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to his wife and children after him.” The aim of Jefferson’s policy was
the transformation of the Choctaws into farmers.!?
Actually, the Chocta&d_MissiSﬂanhad been horticulturalists since.

long before the arrjval of w They employed the slash _and bumx
method to clear areas for planting corn, beans, squash, pumpkins, and

watermelons. To prepare the ground, they used a digging stick, a short
heavy pole of hard wood with a sharp point. Then, in the early summer,
they celebrated the Green Corn Dance, a ceremony to bless the fields.
After the harvest, they laid out the corn in small lots to dry, and then
layered the corn between grass and clay mortar in little piles, “each
covered and arranged side by side,” looking “like a big mud dauber’s
nest.” The Choctaws prepared the corn in various ways. “First they roast
it in the fire and eat it so,” a French traveler reported. “When it is very
tender they pound it and make porridge of it, but the most esteemed
among them is the cold meal.”"*

Before contact with the strangers from Europe, the Choectaws pracﬁ
ticed communalism. Living in towns and organized in chiefdoms, the
hunted in groups and distributed the deer among themselves; they also
shared common grain reserves. After the harvest, the people erected a
large granary. “To this each family carries and deposits a certain quantity,
according to his ability or inclination, or none at all if he so chooses,”
reported a visitor. This “public treasury” supplied individual tribal mem-
bers in need as well as neighboring towns suffering from crop failures.
Reciprocity provided the basis of Choctaw community and social rela-
tions. Critical of European individualism and possessiveness, they con-
demned the English for allowing their poor to suffer from hunger. Trader
James Adair reported that the Choctaws were “very kind and liberal to
every one of their own tribe, even to the last morsel of food they enjoy.”!s

By the early nineteenth céntury, many Choctaws had turned to stock-
raising. Domesticated cows, horses, and pigs on enclosed farms replaced
wild deer in open hunting preserves. Chief Franchimastabe explained
that Choctaws would now have to raise cattle and live like white men,
for the time of “hunting and living by the Gun” was nearly over. Choc-
taws also cultivated cotton for the market. Some of them had extensive
operations: Greenwood LeFlore had 250 acres of cotton fields worked
by thirty-two slaves, and David Folsom had 150 acres with a labor force
of seventeen slaves.¢

Even after they had become property owners and producers for the
market, the Choctaws were still iot wanted in Mississippi, Tor they

were the wrong color, unable to cross the racial border and blend into
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Benjamin Franklin’s society of “the lovely White.”” Agent Stephen Ward
reported that the Choctaws were becoming civilized persons and land-
owners, but none of this mattered to many white Mississippians. “I
know an Indian will be an Indian,” one of them declared in a local
newspaper, “because we have had plenty of Indians in Natchez, and can
you show me who has been civilized by being brought among us?”17

-~ In January 1830, the Mississippi state government abolished the sov-
ereignty of the Choctaw Nation. Any Choctaw who opposed state au-
thority would be subjected to a thousand-dollar fine and a year in prison.
In September, federal commissioners met with the Choctaws at Dancing
Rabbit Creek to negotiate a treaty for acquiring their lands and removing
them beyond the Mississippi. Robert H. Grant, a trader in the Choctaw
Nation, reported that “there was a strong, and I believe universal feeling,
in opposition to the sale of any portion of their remaining country in
Mississippi.” The Choctaw representatives turned down the offer: “It is
the voice of a very large majority of the people here present not to sell
the land of their forefathers.” Thinking that the meeting was over, many
Choctaws left. But the federal commissioners refused to accept no for
an answer and bluntly told the remaining chiefs that the Choctaws must
move or be governed by Mississippi state law. If they resisted, they would
be destroyed by federal forces in a few weeks. A treaty was finally secured
by intimidation.'s €—

“We are exceedingly tired,” wrote Chief David Folsom in a letter to
Presbyterian missionaries. “We have just heard of the ratification of the
Choctaw Treaty. Our doom is sealed. There is no other course for us
but to turn our faces to our new homes toward the setting sun.” Years
later, Chief Cobb told Captain J. McRea, an officer in charge of removal:
“Brother: Our hearts are full. Twelve winters ago our chiefs sold our
country. Every warrior that you see here was opposed to the treaty. If
the dead could have counted, it could never have been made, but alas!
Though they stood around, they could not be seen or heard. Their tears
came in the raindrops, and their voices in the wailing wind, but the pale
faces knew it not, and our land was taken away.”?

The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek provided that the Choctaws cede
all of their 10,423,130 acres to the federal government and migrate to
lands west of the Mississippi River. Not all of the Choctaws were required
to leave, however. Choctaw families and individuals were instructed to
register with an Indian agent within six months after ratification of the
treaty if they wished to remain in Mississippi and receive a land grant.
Seemingly, the program gave Choctaws a fair chance to succeed in white
society as individual landowners.?°
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Federal certifying agents, however, proceeded to collaborate with land
speculators to transfer Indian lands from the tribes to individual Indians
and then to whites. Speculators took Indians by groups from one agent
to another and had them sign contracts for land grants. Often the spec-
ulators were the federal agents themselves. After they secured lands for
individual Indians, speculators made loans to them in exchange for their
titles as collateral, and then they took over the deeds when the Indians
failed to repay their debts.

Meanwhile, many whites simply took possession of Indian lands.
“Owing to the law of the State of Mississippi passed at the last session,
granting permission to the whites to settle in the Choctaw Nation,” a
contemporary reported, “hundreds have come in and are squatting on
the lands in all directions.” Once they occupied Indian lands, they usually
offered to pay for the property. “For the most part, every purchaser of
cultivated reservations have made small advances to the Indians, with a
promise to pay the balance when the Indians make a good title; which
can hardly be effected, owing to the remote residence of the Indians
when they remove to the west.”!

.= The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek and the land allotment program
unleashed white expansion: speculators, farmers, and planters proceeded
to take Indian lands “legally,” while absolving themselves from respon-
sibility for Indian removal. Whites could not be blamed if Indians got
into debt, lost their lands, and had t6 move beyond the Mississippi. “Our.
citizens were disposed to buy and the Indians to sell,” explained Secretary
of War Cass. “The improvident habits of the Indians cannot be controlled
by [federal] regulations. . . . If they waste it, as waste it they too often
will, it is deeply to be regretted yet still it is only exercising a right
conferred upon them by the treaty.” Indians were responsible for their
own ruin. Behind the blame, however, was a hidden agenda. In a letter
to General John Coffee, April 7, 1832, President Jackson wrote: “The
object of the government now is, to have all their reservations surveyed
and laid off as early as we can.” Once Indians had been granted their
individual land allotments, he added, they would “sell and move to the
West.” Jackson reassured Coffee: “When the reserves are surveyed it
will require but a short time to compleat the ballance and have it into
markett. . . .2

A year after the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, thousands of Choc-
taws began their trek to the new territory west of the Mississippi River.
“The feeling which many of them evince in separating, never to return
again, from their own long cherished hills, poor as they are in this section
of country,” wrote an army officer, “‘is truly painful to witness. . . .” But
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what was even more distressing to see was the suffering. While en route
to their new homes, many Choctaws encountered terrible winter storms.
One eyewitness recorded the experience of several hundred migrating
Choctaws: “There are very aged persons and very young children in the
company; many had nothing to shelter them from the storm by day or
night. The weather was excessively cold, and yet . . . not one in ten of
the women had even a moccasin on their feet and the great majority of
them were walking. . . . One party came to us and begged for an ear of
corn apiece [to relieve] their suffering.” Not only the cold weather but
also diseases like cholera stalked the migrants. “Not a family but more
or less sick,” reported Lieutenant Gabriel Rains to his general; “the
Choctaws are dying to an alarming extent. . .. Near the agency there
are 3,000 Indians and within the hearing of a gun from this spot 100
have died within five weeks. . . . The mortality among these people since
the beginning of fall as far as ascertained, amounts to one-fifth of the
whole number.”2

A French visitor witnessed the Choctaws crossing the Mississippi
River on their way to the West. “It was then the middle of winter,”
reported Alexis de Tocqueville, “and the cold was unusually severe; the
snow had frozen hard upon the ground, and the river was drifting huge
masses of ice. The Indians had their families with them, and they brought
in their train the wounded and the sick, with children newly born and
old men upon the verge of death.” Before his eyes was a microcosm of
the epic story of Indian retreat before white expansion. “Three or four
thousand soldiers drive before them the wandering races of the aborig--
ines; these are followed by the pioneers, who pierce the woods, scare
off the beasts of prey, explore the courses of the inland streams, and
make ready the triumphal march of civilization across the desert.” Whas
struck Tocqueville was how whites were able to deprive Indians of their
rights and exterminate them “with singular felicity, tranquilly, legally,
philanthropically, without shedding blood, and without violating a single
great principle of morality in_the eyes of the world.” Indeed, he wryly
remarked, it was impossible to destroy men with “more respect for the
laws of humanity.””?

Uprooted, many Choctaws felt bitter and angry. “The privations of
a whole nation before setting out, their turmoil and losses on the road,
and settling their homes in a wild world,” one of them declared, “are
all calculated to embitter the human heart.” In a “Farewell Letter to the |
American People, 1832,” George W. Harkins explained why his people
had left their ancestral lands: “We were hedged in by two evils, and we
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chose that which we thought least.” The Mississippi legislators, he in-
sisted, were not qualified to become lawmakers for a people so dissimilar
in culture as the Choctaws were to whites. A “mountain of prejudice”
would continue to obstruct “the streams of justice.” Thus the Choctaws
chose to “suffer and be free” rather than live under the degrading in-
fluence of laws where their voices could not be heard. But they went
unwillingly, for their attachment to their “native land”” was strong. ‘“That
cord is now broken,” Harkins cried out, “and we must now go forth
as wanderers in a strange land!”%

The Choctaws denounced the president for betraying them. “The man
[Andrew Jackson] who said that he would plant a stake and draw a line
around us, that never should be passed,” a Choctaw charged, “was the
first to say he could not guard the lines, and drew up the stake and
wiped out all traces of the line.” The angry protester urged his com-
patriots to resist “‘the gloom and horrors of the present separation.”
They should establish themselves in their “destined home” so that they
would never be uprooted by whites again and would be able to “live
free” forever.2¢

The total cost of Choctaw removal, including salaries for the agents
and land-fraud settlements, was $5,097,367.50. To pay for these ex-
penses, the federal government sold the Choctaw lands to white settlers
and received $8,095,614.89. In the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, the
government had agreed that it would not make any profits from the sales
of Choctaw lands. The Choctaws sued in federal court and won
$2,981,247.39, but most of the awarded sum went to pay their lawyers.>”

The Treaty Strategy: The Cherokees’ Trail of Tears

.= In the beginning, according to Cherokee legend, water covered the entire
earth and all of the animals lived in the sky. One day, a beaver dove
into the ocean, and created land by bringing mud to the surface and
fastening it to the sky with four cords. Then the Great Buzzard flew to
earth. “When he reached the Cherokee country, he was very tired, and
his wings began to flap and strike the ground, and wherever they struck
the earth there was a valley, and where they turned up again there was
a mountain.” This beautiful land of valleys and mountains became the
home of the Cherokees.?s <—

But, like the Choctaws in Mississippi, the Cherokees in Georgia were
dispossessed, their lands “legally” moved into the “markett.” In 1829,
the Georgia legislature had passed a law extending state authority over
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the territory of the Cherokee Nation. The law also provided that any
member of the tribe who tried to influence a fellow Cherokee to remain
in Georgia would be imprisoned, and that no Cherokee would “be
deemed a competent witness in any court of this state to which a white
person may be a party.” They were given a choice — leave the state or
be subjugated by white rule.?’

In a message to the General Council of the Cherokee Nation in July
1830, Chief John Ross protested the new policy. He criticized President
Andrew Jackson for refusing to protect the Cherokees against Georgia’s
illegal and unfair actions. Jackson’s inaction had placed their relationship
with the federal government in “a strange dilemma.” Ross urged his
fellow Cherokees to stand united against Georgia and Jackson. Again,
on April 14, 1831, he warned: “The object of the President is. . . to
create divisions among ourselves.” Ross warned that Jackson’s strategy
was to divide and conquer: “Will you break sticks to put into the hands
of the president to break your own heads with?”3

The Cherokees refused to abandon their homes and lands. The federal
government, they insisted, was obligated to honor the treaties guaran-
teeing the sovereignty of the Cherokee Nation and the integrity of their
territory. In a protest to Secretary of War Lewis Cass on February 6,
1834, Chief Ross condemned Georgia’s lawlessness: “The right of prop-
erty and even the life of the Cherokee is in jeopardy, and are at the
mercy of the robber and the assasin. By these acts the citizen of Georgia
is licensed to come into immediate collision with the Cherokee individ-
ual, by violence, if he chooses, for any and everything that is sacred to
the existence of man upon earth. And the Cherokee is denied the right
of appearing before the sanctuary of justice created by law for the re-
dress of wrongs.” A month later, Chief Ross wrote directly to Presi-
dent Jackson: “The relations of peace and friendship so happily and
so long established between the white and the red man . . . induces us,
as representatives of the Cherokee nation, to address you [as] Father.
The appellation in its original sense carries with it simplicity, and the
force of filial regard.” By treaty, the Cherokee people had placed them-
selves under the protection of the federal government, which in turn
had given “assurances of protection, good neighborhood and the solemn
guarantee” for the territorial integrity of the Cherokee Nation. A good
father, the Cherokee chief insisted, should honor his promises to his 5
children.3!

But the appeals fell on deaf ears in Washington. Instead, President
Jackson instructed Commissioner J. F. Schermerhorn to negotiate a treaty
for Cherokee removal. Schermerhorn secured an agreement from John
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/{idge, the head of a small proremoval faction of Cherokees. According
| to the terms, the Cherokees would cede their land and be removed in

i

i

exchange for a payment of $3,250,000. The treaty was signed in Wash-
ington on March 14, 1835, but it needed to be ratified by the tribe in
full council to be valid.

Schermerhorn arranged to present the treaty to the Cherokee council
at a meeting in New Echota, Georgia, to be held in December. To Sec-
retary of War Lewis Cass, the commissioner wrote: “We shall make a
treaty with those who attend, and rely upon it.” What he meant was
that only the proremoval faction would be permitted to attend. Before
the meeting took place, the Georgia militia jailed Chief Ross and sup-
pressed the Cherokee newspaper in order to restrict information about
the meeting and to curb criticism. “The manner of seizure of the public
press,” Chief Ross protested in a letter to his people, “could not have
been sanctioned for any other purpose than to stifle the voice of the
Cherokee people, raised by their cries from the wounds inflicted upon
them by the unsparing hand of their oppressors, and that the ear of
humanity might thereby be prevented from hearing them.” With the
opposition to removal silenced, Schermerhorn proceeded to sign a treaty
at New Echota.??

The treaty was a sham: only a tiny fraction of the entire Cherokee
Nation attended, and none of the tribal officers was present. According
to Schermerhorn’s own report, only about three to five hundred Cher-
okees out of a population of over seventeen thousand were present. Chief
Ross and the antiremoval Cherokee leaders tried to block the treaty’s
approval in Congress. “This instrument,” they declared to the Senate,
“purports to be a contract with the Cherokee people, when in fact it
has been agreed upon, in direct violation of their will, wishes, and
interest, by a few unauthorized individuals of the [Cherokee] Na-
tion. . . .”” Some government officials confirmed that the treaty was in-
deed a fraud. In a letter to Secretary Cass, Major W. M. Davis described
what had actually happened at New Echota: “Sir, that paper. . . called
a treaty, is no treaty at all.” It was “not sancticned by the great body
of the Cherokee,” and was made “without their participation or assent.”
Davis charged that “Mr. Schermerhorn’s apparent design was to conceal
the real number present. . . . The delegation taken to Washington by Mr.
Schermerhorn had no more authority to make a treaty than any other
dozen Cherokee accidentally picked up for the purpose.” Clearly, the
treaty was chicanery; yet President Jackson “relied upon it” and Con-
gress ratified it.3

The treaty let loose thousands of white intruders, who seized the

95



BORDERS

“ceded” lands, murdering many Cherokees and forcing others to
abandon their farms. In a letter to President Jackson, proremoval leader
Ridge complained about the atrocities:

We come now to address you on the subject of our griefs and afflictions
from the acts of the white people. They have got our lands and now
they are preparing to fleece us of the money accruing from the treaty.
We found our plantations taken either in whole or in part by the
Georgians — suits instituted against us for back rents for our own
farms. . . . Even the Georgia laws, which deny us our oaths, are thrown
aside, and notwithstanding the cries of our people . .. the lowest
classes of the white people are flogging the Cherokees with cowhides,
hickories, and clubs.**

Most of the Cherokees refused to migrate. In the spring of 1838,
Chief Ross again protested against the treaty by presenting Congress
with a petition signed by 15, 665 Cherokees. But the federal government
dismissed it and ordered the military to carry out an order for forced
removal.’s

In command of seven thousand soldiers, General Winfield Scott
warned the Cherokees that they had to cooperate: “My troops already
occupy many positions . . . and thousands and thousands are approach-
ing from every quarter to render assistance and escape alike hopeless.
Will you, then by resistance compel us to resort to arms . . . or will you
by flight seek to hide yourself in mountains and forests and thus oblige
us to hunt you down?”” The soldiers first erected internment camps and
then rounded up the Cherokees. “Families at dinner were startled by the
sudden gleam of bayonets in the doorway and rose up to be driven with
blows and oaths along the weary miles of trail that led to the stockade.
Men were seized in their fields . . . women were taken from their wheels
and children from their play.” The process of dispossession was violent
and cruel. “The Cherokees are nearly all prisoners,” the Reverend Evan
Jones protested. “They had been dragged from their houses. .. al-
lowed no time to take any thing with them, except the clothes they had
on. Well-furnished houses were left prey to plunderers, who, like hun-
gry wolves, follow in the train of the captors. . . . The property of many
have been taken, and sold before their eyes for almost nothing — the
sellers and buyers, in many cases having combined to cheat the poor
Indians.”3

From the internment camps, the Cherokees were marched westward.

96

¥



TOWARD THE STONY MOUNTAINS

“We are now about to take our final leave and kind farewell to our
native land the country that the Great Spirit gave our Fathers,” a Cher-
okee informed Chief Ross. “We are on the eve of leaving that Country
that gave us birth. . .. [IJt is with [sorrow] that we are forced by the
\authority of the white man to quit the scenes of our childhood.”?

The march took place in the dead of winter. “We are still nearly three
hundred miles short of our destination,” wrote Reverend Evan Jones in
Little Prairie, Missouri. “It has been exceedingly cold . . . those thinly
clad very uncomfortable . . . we have, since the cold set in so severely,
sent on a company every morning, to make fires along the road, at short
intervals. . . . At the Mississippi river, we were stopped from crossing,
by the ice running so that boats could not pass. . ..” The exiles were
defenseless against the weather and disease. “Among the recent immi-

grants,” wrote a witness near Little Rock, “there has been mu
and in-seme-neighberhoods the mortality has been great. . . . Since lasr

October about 2,000 immigrants have come. Twenty-five hundred more
are on their way . . . much si and m. ity a > Quatie
Ross, the wife of the chief, died of pneumoma at Little Rock. “Long
time we travel on way to new land,” one of the exiles recalled bitterly.
“People feel bad when they leave Old Nation. Women cry and make sad
wails. Children cry and many men cry, and all look sad when friends
die, but they say nothing and just put heads down and keep on going
towards West.”’38

Removal meant separation from a special and sacred place — their
homeland created by the Great Buzzard. A Cherokee song acquired new /
and deeper meaning from the horror of removal:

Toward the black coffin of the upland in the Darkening Land
your paths shall stretch out.

So shall it be for you. . . .

Now your soul has faded away.

It has become blue.

When darkness comes your spirit shall grow less and dwindle
away, never to reappear.

A Cherokee recalled how there were so many bodies to bury: “Looks
like maybe all be dead before we get to new Indian country, but al-
ways we keep marching on.” By the time they reached the new land
west of the Mississippi, more than four thousand Cherokees — nearly
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one-fourth of this exiled Indian nation — died on what they have bitterly

remembered as the “Trail of Tears.”*?

Where the Buffalo No Longer Roam

Beyond the Mississippi River lived the Plains Indians — the Cheyenne,
Arapaho, Kiowa, Sioux, and Pawnee. Inhabiting central Nebraska and
northern Kansas, the Pawnees depended on buffalo and corn for their
sustenance. Both sources of life were celebrated in Pawnee legends. When
the Pawnee people were placed on the earth a long time ago, they wan-
dered from place to place and lived on roots and berries. But food became
scarce, and they suffered from hunger. Then one day, a young man looked
into a cave and saw an old woman; he followed her into the cave and

found another country with game ana fields. “My son,” she told him,

“the gods have given you the buffalo. The buffalo are to run out of this .
cave, and the first buffalo that shall go out shall be killed by your people.

Tts hide must be tanned, the head must be cut off, and the skull set up
on this high hill. When the meat and everything has been cut off from
the skull, it must be taken to the village and put in the lodge.” Next,
the old woman gave the young man four bundles of corn of different
colors, braided together: “These are the seeds for the people. . . . Now
you must go and give the seeds to the people, and let them put them in
the ground.” With their buffalo and corn, the Pawnees were self-
sufficient.*

The buffalo hunt was a sacred activity, historian Richard White noted,
and rituals guided the Pawnees in their migrations to the hunting grounds
during the summers. Before the start of the hunt, they performed a
ceremony. Pantomiming the buffalo, they chanted:

Listen, he said, yonder the buffalo are coming,
These are his sayings, yonder the buffalo are coming,
They walk, they stand, they are coming,

Yonder the buffalo are coming.

Now you are going to trot

Buffalo who are killed falling.

In another song, they described a herd of buffalo that had been sleeping
on the plains. A calf, awakened by a frightening dream, warns grand-
father buffalo:

Grandfather, I had a dream.
The people are gathering to surround us.
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Truly they will surprise us. . . .

They drove you near the village,
And then the playful boys killed you.
Truly they will surprise us. .. 4

The hunt was highly organized. When the Pawnees located the buffalo,
they would form a horseshoe with the open end facing the animals. At -
the two points, men on foot would begin the attack, shooting the buffalo
at the edge of the herd. Then men on horses would charge. “When
sufficient buffalo were killed for food and other needs, the butchering
began,” a Pawnee told his grandson years later. “This was neither a
delicate or pleasant task.” Skinning the buffalo in the winter was very
difficult, for the “meat and skin would begin to freeze and the blood
would cake and ice on the hands.” In the summer, “the flies and gnats
would become unbearable and it was then the young boys would offer
to wave willow branches over the carcass, and at the same time drive
away the dogs that would follow the hunters from the camp. .. .”#

Strict taboos limited the buffalo kill to what the Pawnees were able

Ato consume, thus conserving this crucial food supply. Nothing was
0§¢ wasted — the hides became tepees and robes, the horns spoons, the
VW2 bones tools, the meat food. “The flesh, vitals, and even the intestines,

%g' all had their place in the Pawnee cuisine,” reported John B. Dunbar in
1880. “The small entrails were carefully separated, freed from their
contents by being pressed rapidly between the fingers, then braided
together and dried with the adhering fat, forming in this condition a
favorite relish. The integument of the paunch was preserved and eaten.
The liver was frequently eaten raw while retaining its natural warmth,
and was deemed a delicacy.”*

The Pawnees were also farmers. In the spring, the Pawnees planted
corn. They knew the time had come, for they could smell “the different
perfumes of the white weeds.” “As soon as the frost was out of the
ground, these patches were cleared up and planted,” reported a witness.
Planting corn was a sacred activity: during the ceremony, women pan-
tomimed the breaking of the ground with decorative hoes made from
the shoulder blades of buffalo. Songs thanking Mother Corn and cele-
brating the growth of the plant accompanied their motions:

The ground now she clears. . . .

My mother the earth comes sidewise. . . .
Now the earth is dug into my motber. . . .
Earth lively Mother Corn. . . .
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It is budding. . . .

The sprouts are coming out. . . .

The earth they are tossing it about. . . .
Life movement.*

“The corn was hoed twice, the last time about the middle of June,”
a contemporary reported. “Immediately thereafter they started on the
summer hunt and remained away till about the first of September, when
the young corn had attained sufficient maturity for drying.” In the fall,
the Pawnees harvested their crops and prepared for winter.*

In their ceremonies for hunting buffalo and planting corn, the Pawnees
brought out their tribal sacred bundles, containing the artifacts that
symbolized the sources of sustenance and life. The Pawnees believed that
the bundles had been given to them by gods. One of the bundles, for
example, contained “a buffalo robe, fancifully dressed, skins of several
fur bearing animals . . . the skull of a wild cat, stuffed skins of a spar-
rowhawk . . . and the swallow-tailed fly catcher, several bundles of scalps
and broken arrows taken from enemies, a small bundle of Pawnee ar-
rows, some ears of corn and a few wads of buffalo hair. . . .4

During the early nineteenth century, the Pawnees began to participate
in the fur trade. Although they were able to resist the introduction of
liquor because the chiefs had banned alcohol in the villages, they found
the market threatening them in other ways. “The foundations of Pawnee
life were undermined in the course of the fur trade, generally imper-
ceptably, sometimes catastrophically,” observed historian David J. Wis-
hart. “Pre-contact conceptions of nature were gradually supplanted:
commerical motivations intervened and hunting was secularized; the

idea of reciprocity with the environment was slowly abandoned; wildlife

overkill became more feasible and common.” Contact due to the fur?y
trade also led to the introduction of new diseases like smallpox, which
reduced the Pawnee population from ten thousand in the 1830s to four
thousand fifteen years later.*”

By then, an even greater threat to the Pawnees had emerged — the

railroad. In his 1831 annual message to Congress, I@M&dzﬂub
JWW&W&WMM@

xtending trade ow ains. The entire country

had only 73 miles of railroad tracks in 183 0. Ten years later, track mileage

measured 3,328 miles, then stretched to 8,879 in 1850 and 30,636 in
1860 — more than in all of Europe.*® -

As its tracks traversed the continent, the railroad was ushering in a
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new era. In 1853, a newspaper editorial welcomed the ascendency of
steam-driven transportation: ‘“The human race very soon need not toil,
but merely direct: hard work will be done by steam. Horses themselves
, _are rapidly becoming obsolete. lwﬂmui_hkdndmmm_vzdm#
r\,')"'% merely traditional.” Horses and also Indians would have no place-ia
‘\0,\0‘ modern America. As the railroad crossed the plains and reached toward
the Pacific coast, the iron horse was bringing the frontier to an end.*

“What shall we do with the Indians?” asked a writer for The Nation
in 1867, as the Irish crews of the Union Pacific and the Chinese crews
of the Central Pacific raced to complete the transcontinental railroad.
The “hm” must not be obstructed. The Indians must
either be “exterminated” or subjected to the “law and habits of in-
dustry.” Civilizing the Indians, he suggested, would be “the easiest and
cheapest as well as the only honorable way of securing peace.” This
would require the integration of Indians into white society. “We need
only treat Indians like men, treat them as we do ourselves, putting on
them the same responsibilities, letting them sue and be sued, and taxing
them as fast as they settle down and have anything to 250

Two years later, in his annual message to Congress, President Ulysses
S. Grant reflected on what the railroad portended for the Indians: “The
building of railroads, and the access thereby given to all the aggjgultﬁE\T
and mineral regions of the country, is rapidly bringing civilized settle-
‘ments into contact with all tribes of Indians. No matter what ought to
be the relations between such settlements and the aborigines, the fact is
they do not harmonize well, and one or the other has to give way in the
end. A system which looks to the extinction of a race is too horrible for
a nation to adopt without entailing upon itself the wrath of all Chris-
tendom and engendering in the citizen a disregard for human life and
the rights of others, dangerous to society.”s!

That year, the transcontinental railroad was completed, and an iron
line now adorned the face of America from coast to coast. Secretary of
the Interior J. D. Cox boasted that the railroad had “totally changed”
the nature of the westward migration. Previously, settlement had taken

lace gradually; b ilroad had “pierced” the “very center
desert,” and every station was becoming a “nucleus for a civilized set-
tlement.” Similarly, the editor of the Cheyenne Leader trumpeted the
train as “‘the advance guard of empire”: “The iron horse in his resistless *
‘march to the sea’ surprises the aborigines upon_their distant_hunting

grounds and frightens-the buffala from the plains where, for untold ages,

his face has gazed in the eternal solitudes. The march of empire no longer
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proceeds with stately, measured strides, but has the wings of morning,
and flies with the speed of lightning.” As the railroad advanced to the
Pacific, this mighty engine of technology was bespangling towns and
cities across America, their lights glowing here and there on the
horizon.$
Behind the “resistless” railroad were powerful corporate interests,
deliberately planning the white settlement of the West and the extension
of the market. Railroad companies saw the tribes as obstacles to track
construction and actively lobbied the government to secure rights-of-
way through Indian territory. They pushed for the passage of the 1871
Indian_Appropriation_Act, which declared that “w
nation or tribe within the territory of the United States shall be ac-
_knowledged or recognized as an independent nation, tribe, or power,
with whom the United States may contract by treaty.”” Explaining the
law’s significance, an attorney for a railroad corporation stated: “It is
not a mere prohibition of the making of future treaties with these tribes.

It goes beyond this, apd destroys the pblitical existence o ibes.”

Armed with the 1871 Indian Appropriation Act, railroad companies

rapidly threw tracks across Ameri
settlement.>?

Rail lines through Indian territory suddenly recompositioned the pop-
ulation in terms of race. By the tens of thousands, whites were scurrying
across the Mississippi. They were lining the Missouri border “impa-
tiently awaiting the privilege of locating in the Territory,” reported the
St. Joseph Gazette in 1852. “There is no portion of the territory of the
W is more desiraﬁmm
raising purposes, or which would in a short period of time be filled with
so large and prosperous population.” Two years later, the white popu-
lation numbered 2,732; by 1860, it had jumped to 28,826. Similarly,
the Indian territory between Kansas and Texas had a white population
of only 7,000 in 1880; by 1889, five years after the completion of the
railroad in this region, the white population had exploded to 110,000.
When President Benjamin Harrison announced the opening of the Okla-
homa District to white settlement, sixteen trains carried thousands of
whites over the line on the day of the great “run” — the dramatic race
to stake out homesteads in what had been Indian territory. All of this

was by whites as rogress, the advance of civilization.’*

Indians viewed the railroad very differently. They watched the i iron
horse transport white hunters to the plains, transformin
into_buffalo killing fields. They found carcasses littering and rotting
e medillp Ly BEER
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along the railroad tracks, a trail of death for t alo, whic

logical disaster and a grim future for his people: “The great herds that
once covered the prairies are no more. The white men are like locusts
when they fly so thick that the whole sky is like a snowstorm. You may
kill one, two, ten; yes, as many as the leaves in the forest yonder, and
their brothers will not miss them. Count your fingers all day long and
white men with guns in their hands will come faster than you can count.”

72(The_s&c,imat_tiO;n_9&’411.xffa.ln.s1gxquc.c.l._thsu:nd_n.ﬁ_thL’&vlgtzgam;a.of
life.ss

P

Along with the advance of the railroad and the increasing arrival of
white settlers came a cry for Pawnee removal. “Pawnee Indians are in
possession of some of the most valuable government land in the Terri-
tory,” The Nebraskian editorialized. “The region of the country about
the junction of Salt Creek and the Platte is very attractive and there
would immediately grow up a thriving settlement were it not for the
Pawnees. It is the duty of Uncle Sam to remove the Pawnee population.”’s¢

The Pawnees also found themselves under attack from the Sioux, who
were moving south into their territory, also pushed by white settlers and
driven by the decline of buffalo herds. Mainly a horticultural people,
the Pawnees were militarily vulnerable. Women were murdered in the
fields, earth lodges destroyed, corn crops burned, and food caches
robbed. In 1873, a Pawnee hunting party was attacked by the Sioux at
Massacre Canyon, and more than a hundred Pawnees were killed.
Stunned by this tragedy, the Pawnees had to decide whether they should
retreat to federal reservations for protection and survival. “I do not want
to leave this place,” Chief Terrecowah declared. “God gave us these
fands.” Lone Chief echoed: “I have made up my mind to stay here on
my land. I am not going where I have nothing.” But most Pawnees felt
they had no choice, and followed the lead of Good Chief and migrated
to a reservation in Kansas.s?

On the reservation, one of their songs reminded them of their home
in Nebraska:

N

It is there that our hearts are set,
In the expanse of the heavens.

The very identity and existence of the Pawnees had depended on the

boundlessness of their sky and earth. But now railroad tracks cut across
their land like long gashes, and fences enclosed their grasslands where
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buffalo once roamed freely. Indians had become a racial minority on
lands they had occupied for thousands years.(‘lf the white man had
stayed on the other side of the big water,c:§l’awnee chief Likitaweelashar
sadly reflected, “we Indians would have heen better off for we are neither

hite men nor Indians now.” Another Pawnee, Overtakes the Enemy,
angrily exclaimed: “To do what they [whites] called civilizing us . . . was_
to destroy us. You know they thought that changing us, getting rid of
“our old ways and language and names would make us like white men.
But why should we want to be like them, cheaters and greedy? Why
should we change and abandon the ways that made us men and not the
beggars we became?”’s?

The world as the Plains Indians had known it was coming to an end,

and the Indians of many tribes felt bitter toward whites. An Arapaho
song described the hardships and hunger:

My children, I when at first I liked the whites
My children, I when at first I liked the whites
I gave them fruits.
I gave them fruits.

Father have pity on me

Father have pity on me

I am crying for thirst

I am crying for thirst

All is gone — I have nothing to eat.

Similarly, many Sioux denounced the whites for taking their lands. “The
white men have surrounded me and have left me nothing but an island,”
protested Red Cloud. “When we first had this land we were strong. Now
our nation is melting away like snow on the hillsides where the sun is
warm; while the white prople grow like blades of grass when summer
is coming.” A song expressed a refusal to give up their Sioux culture:

The great grandfather [The president]
has said

so they report

“Dakotas

be citizens,”

he said . . .

but
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it will be impossible for me
the Dakota ways
Them
I love. ...>
ggnheir love for the land and for their traditional ways had inspired
any Plains Indians to resist white westward expansion. Neither whites
nor their goods were welcome in their country. A Pawnee chief told a
white man who tried to offer gifts of blankets, guns, and knives: “You
see, my brother, that the Ruler has given us all that we need; the buffalo
for food and clothing; the corn to eat with our dried meat, or for
cultivating the ground. Now go back to the country from whence you
came. We do not want your presents, and we do not want you to come
into our country.” The Plains Indians had struggled to preserve the
buffalo herds, a chief source of life and economic independence for them.
Whites had no right to hunt buffalo, Pawnee chief Patalasharo com-
plained, because “our fathers owned both the land and the animals
feeding on it. We sold the land to the whites, but reserved the buffalo.”
As he watched engineers surveying for a railroad in Wyoming, Red Cloud

told them: “We do not want you here. You are scaring away the
buffalo.”s0
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Slavery and Its Discontents

ders”; rather they were within what James Madison called the

“bosom” of the republic, living in northern ghettos and on
southern plantations. David Walker lived in both of these worlds. Born
in North Carolina in 1785, he was the son of a slave father and a free
mother. Walker himself was free: according to southern law, children
inherited the status of their mothers. Living below the Mason-Dixon
Line was a painful contradiction for him: he saw people who shared his
color defined as property. Somehow, Walker learned to read and write;
he studied history and pondered why blacks in America were in such a
wretched condition.!

Walker continued to reflect on this question after he moved to Boston,
where he sold old clothes. Freedom in northern society, he realized, was
only a facade for the reality of caste. Blacks were allowed to have only
menial jobs. “Here we are — reduced to degradation,” Walker observed.
“Here we are cleaning the white man’s shoes.” Resentful of stereotypes
of blacks as savages, Walker ¢ red that whites were the true bar-
barians: the ensm'mﬂlT_/—Tgf’bE?:stL:he selling and whipping of slaves —

SR UL N G W YR 2 SRR
such practices were signs of savagery, not civilization. Slavery, he be-
lieved, could be destroyed only through violence. “Masters want us for
their slaves and think nothing of murdering us in order to subject us to
that wretched condition — therefore, if there is an attempt made by us,
kill or be killed.”>

u NLIKE INDIANS, blacks were not outside white society’s “bor-
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In 1829, Walker published his revolutionary thoughts in an Appeal
to the Colored Citizens of the World. Southern legislators denounced
the pamphlet as “seditious™ and restricted its circulation; even northern
white abolitionists like Benjamin Lundy and William Lloyd Garrison
criticized it as “inflamatory” and “injudicious.” A year later, Walker
died, mysteriously. What he had presented was a candid, disturbing
assessment of the condition of blacks: they had been reduced to slaves
in the South and pariahs in the North.?

Racial Borders in the Free States

Very few blacks lived in the North. They were “free,” for the northern
states had abolished slavery after the American Revolution. In 1860,
they represented 225,000, or a hardly noticeable one percent, of the
total population. Their presence was far from pervasive, and blacks
certainly did not threaten the racial homogeneity of white society. Yet
they were the target of virulent racism. “The same schools do not receive
the children of the black and European,” Alexis de Tocqueville observed
in the 1830s.

In the theaters gold cannot procure a seat for the servile race beside
their former masters; in the hospitals they lie apart; and although
they are allowed to invoke the same God as the whites, it must be at
a different altar and in their own churches, with their own clergy. The
gates of heaven are not closed against them, but their inferiority is
continued to the confines of the other world. When the Negro dies,
his bones are caste aside, and the distinction of condition prevails
even in the equality of death.*

Indeed, everywhere in the North, blacks experienced discrimination
and segregation. “The colored people are . . . charged with want of desire
for education and improvement,” a black protested, “‘yet, if a colored
man comes to the door of our institutions of learning, with desires ever
so strong, the lords of these institutions rise up and shut the door; and
then you say we have not the desire nor the ability to acquire education.
Thus, while the white youths enjoy all these advantages, we are ex-
cluded and shut out, and must remain ignorant.” Transportation facil-
ities were often segregated. In Philadelphia, blacks were allowed to ride
only on the front platforms of streetcars, and New York City had sep-
arate buses — one exclusively for blacks. Told their presence in white
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residential districts would depreciate property values, blacks found
themselves trapped in squalid slums.’

Although they were free, blacks were restricted in their right to vote.
Ironically, the political proscription of blacks often accompanied the
advance of democracy for whites. In 1821, for example, the New York
constitutional convention expanded suffrage for free “white” male cit-

tzenst they had to own property, or they could qualify in other ways

such as paying taxes, serving in the militia, and working on the highways.
On the other hand, bwww
to vote. The Pennsylvania constitutionatconvention of 1838 was more
direct: it simply established universal “white” manhood suffrage and
thus disfranchised blacks completely.

Blacks also suffered from attacks by white workers. Time and again
in northern cities, white mobs invaded black communities, killing black
people and destroying their homes and churches. Philadelphia, the “city
of brotherly love,” was the scene of several bloody antiblack riots. In
1834, rampaging whites forced blacks to flee the city. Seven years later,
in Cincinnati, white workers used a cannon against blacks, who armed
themselves to defend their families. The mayor then persuaded about
three hundred black men to be jailed for their own security, assuring
them that their wives and children would be protected. But the white
rioters attacked again, and order was not restored until the governor
sent troops.

Victims of discrimination, segregation, and violence, blacks in the
North encountered a powerful cluster of negative racial images. These
stereotypes contributed to the conditions of racial degradation and pov-
erty, which, in turn, reinforced prejudice.

Blacks were denounced as “immature,” “indolent,” and “good-for-
nothing.” As one white Pennsylvanian charged, they were “‘simply unfit,”
“naturally lazy, childlike.” Stereotypes of blacks as children were linked
to notions of black intellectual inferiority. In his research on racial dif-
ferences in intelligence, Dr. Samuel Morton of Philadelphia measured
the cranial capacities of the skulls of whites and blacks. Finding that
those of whites were larger, Dr. Morton concluded that whites were
more intelligent. But the skulls of the whites that Morton examined
belonged to men who had been hanged as criminals. Thus, as historian
Thomas F. Gossett has remarked, it “would have been just as logical to
conclude that a large head indicated criminal tendencies.” This presum-
ably “scientific evidence” of black mental inferiority, however, was used
to support the notion of white supremacy and to justify racial segre-
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gation. An Indiana senator, for example, declared in 1850: “The same
power that has given him a black skin, with less weight or volume of
brain has given us a white skin, with greater volume of brain and intellect;
and that we can never live together upon an equality is as certain as that
no two antagonistic principles can exist together at the same time.”*

While northern whites generally viewed blacks as childlike and men-
tally deficient, they also feared them as criminals. During the 1820s,
Pennsylvania’s governor expressed apprehension about the rising crime
rate among blacks, and newspapers repeatedly reported Negro burglar-
ies, Negro robberies, and Negro assaults against whites. The image of
the black criminal led whites to restrict black migration into certain
states. Ohio and Indiana required entering blacks to post a $500 bond
as a guarantee against becoming a public charge and as a pledge of good
behavior. The editor of an Indiana newspaper demanded the law be
enforced in order to “drive away a gang of pilferers.””

Moreover, blacks were seen as threats to racial purity — what Ben-
jamin Franklin had described as “the lovely White.” In Pennsylvania,
whites petitioned the legislature to enact an antimiscegenation law, and
Indiana and Illinois prohibited interracial marriages. Everywhere, white
social sentiment abhorred white and black relationships. “It is true,”
observed Tocqueville, “that in the North ... marriages may be con-
tracted between Negroes and whites; but public opinion would stig-
matize as infamous a man who should connect himself with a Negress,
and it would be difficult to cite a single instance of such a union.” Fears

/" of miscegenation triggered demands for exclusion and political pro-
scription. In a petition to the Indiana legislature, whites called for the
exclusion of blacks, warning that their wives and daughters would be
“insulted and abused by those Africans.” At the 1847 Illinois consti-
tutional convention, a delegate explained that the failure to restrict black
migration was tantamount to allowing blacks “to make proposals to
marry our daughters.” Efforts to disfranchise blacks were often ac-
companied by denunciations of interracial sex. A delegate to the 1821
New York constitutional convention advocated the denial of suffrage to
blacks in order to avoid the time “when the colors shall intermarry.” In
Wisconsin, opponents of black suffrage warned that political rights.
granted to blacks would encourage them to “marry our sisters and

aughters.”*

Fears of interracial unions stirred demands for segregate 00ls.

Whites petitioned the Indiana Senate to establish segregated schoo s. The
committee on education agreed that the Negro ior and
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that the admission of Negro children “into our public schools would
ultimately tend to bring about that feeling which favour their amalgam-
ation with our own people.” When Massachusetts prohibited racial dis-
crimination in the public schools, a northern newspaper cried: “Now
the blood of the Winthrops, the Otises, the Lymans, the Endicotts, and
the Eliots, is in a fair way to be amalgamated with the Sambos, the
Catos, and the Pompeys. The North is to be Africanized.””

The North for blacks was not the promised land. Although they were
not slaves, they were hardly free. Under slavery, they were forced to
work; as wage-earners, they were excluded from many jobs. In New
York, white dock workers attacked blacks seeking employment. In Cin-
cinnati, white mechanics opposed the training of young blacks, and white
cabinet shop workers demanded the dismissal of a recently hired black
worker. Unable to find skilled jobs, many blacks were pushed into menial
labor. In the 1850s, 87 percent of New York’s gainfully employed blacks
held menial jobs. Blacks were painfully aware of their grim prospects.
“Why should I strive hard and acquire all the constituents of a man,”
a young man complained bitterly, “if the prevailing genius of the land
admit me not as such, or but in an inferior degree! Pardon me if I feel
insignificant and weak. . . . What are my prospects? To what shall I turn
my hand? Shall I be a mechanic? No one will employ me; white boys
won’t work with me. ... Drudgery and servitude, then, are my pro-
spective portion.”!?

Was Sambo Real?

Meanwhile, in the South, four million blacks were slaves, representing
35 percent of the total population in 1860. Like Caliban, they served
the Prosperos of the master class. They constituted the essential labor
force in southern agriculture for tobacco, hemp, rice, sugar, and espe-
cially cotton cultivation. The majority of the slaves worked on planta-
tions, agricultural production units with more than twenty slaves.

Work on the plantations, according to historian Kenneth Stampp,
began early in the morning when a horn awakened the slaves an hour
before daylight. “All work-hands are [then] required to rise and prepare
their cooking, etc. for the day,” a plantation manual stated. “The second
horn is blown just at good day-light, when it is the duty of the driver
to visit every house and see that all have left for the field.” Work was
highly regimented. A glimpse of plantation labor was captured by a
traveler in Mississippi:
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First came, led by an old driver carrying a whip, forty of the largest
and strongest women I ever saw together; they were all in a simple
uniform dress of a bluish check stuff, the skirts reaching little below
the knee; their legs and feet were bare; they carried themselves loftily,
each having a hoe over the shoulder, and walking with a free, powerful
swing, like chasseurs on the march. Behind came the cavalry, thirty
strong, mostly men, but a few of them women, two of whom rode
astride on the plow mules. A lean and vigilant white overseer, on a
brisk pony, brought up the rear.!

A slave described the routine of a workday: “The hands are required
to be in the cotton field as soon as it is light in the morning, and, with
the exception of ten or fifteen minutes, which is given to them at noon
to swallow their allowance of cold bacon, they are not permitted to be
a moment idle until it is too dark to see, and when the moon is full,
they often times labor till the middle of the night.” After they left the
fields, they had more work to do. “Each one must attend to his respective
chores. One feeds the mules, another the swine — another cuts the wood,
and so forth; besides the packing [of cotton] is all done by candle light.
Finally, at a late hour, they reach the quarters, sleepy and overcome with
the long day’s toil.”»2

To manage this enslaved labor force, masters used various methods
of discipline and control. They sometimes used kindness. “Now I con-
tend that the surest and best method of managing negroes, is to love
them,” a Georgia planter explained. “We know . . . that if we love our
horse, we will treat him well, and if we treat him well, he will become
gentle, docile and obedient . . . and if this treatment has this effect upon
all the animal creation . .. why will it not have the same effect upon
slaves?” But masters also believed that strict discipline was essential and
that power had to be based on fear. South Carolina’s Senator James
Hammond, owner of more than three hundred slaves, fully understood
the need for the absolute submission of a slave to his master: “We have
to rely more and more on the power of fear. We are determined to
continue masters, and to do so we have to draw the reign [sic] tighter
and tighter day by day to be assured that we hold them in complete
check.” Employing psychological reins, masters tried to brainwash their
slaves into believing they were racially inferior and racially suited for
bondage. Kept illiterate and ignorant, they were told they were incapable
of caring for themselves.’

To many white southerners, slaves were childlike, irresponsible, lazy,
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affectionate, and happy. Altogether, these alleged qualities represented
a type of personality — the Sambo.

“Slaves never become men or women,” a traveler in the South com-
mented. Slavemasters frequently referred to adult blacks as “grown up
children,” or “boys” and “girls.” Regarding themselves as guardians,
they claimed their slaves had to be “governed as children.” Unable to
plan for their future, slaves would not “lay up in summer for the wants
of winter” and “accumulate in youth for the exigencies of age.”’*

Slavemasters repeatedly complained about the problem of laziness,
saying their black laborers had to be supervised or they would not work.

ves were freed, they would become “an i ra d
_society.” Slavemasters insisted that blacks had to be kept in slavery;
otherwise they would surely become “indolent lazy thievish drunken,”
working only when they could not steal.’s

But slavemasters also cherished the bonds of affection they claimed
existed between themselves and their childlike slaves. In his Black Dia-
monds Gathered in the Darkey Homes of the South, Edward Pollard
exclaimed: “I love to study his affectionate heart; I love to mark that
peculiarity in him, which beneath all his buffoonery exhibits him as a
creature of the tenderest sensibilities, mingling his joys and his sorrows
with those of his master’s home.” Slaveholders described their slaves as
the happiest people in the world, working little and spending the rest
of their time “singing, dancing, laughing, chattering, and bringing up
pigs and chickens.” “At present we have in South Carolina,” one slave-
holder boasted, “two hundred and fifty thousand civilized and peaceable
slaves, happy and contented. . . .” In their private journals, masters re-
corded moments of closeness with their slaves. One of them scribbled
into his diary on January 1, 1859: “The hands as usual came in to greet
the New Year with their good wishes — the scene is well calculated to
excite sympathies; notwithstanding bondage, affections find roots in the
heart of the slave for the master.”

But the boast betrayed nervousness. The image of the slave as Sambo
had special significance: the whole Western world was ideologically op-
posed to southern slavery, and therefore masters felt compelled to justify
their peculiar institution as a “positive good.” If they could show that
their slaves were happy and satisfied with their condition, then perhaps
they could defend themselves against their moral critics. They insisted
that “ours is a patriarchal institution now, founded in pity and protection
on the one side, and dependence and gratitude on the other.”"”

The planter class also had to persuade the white nonslaveholders of
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the South that slavery was right. In 1860, only §.5 percent of the southern
white population were slaveholders. In fact, the vast majority of whites
had no vested economic interest in slavery. One of them, an Alabama
farmer, was asked by a northern visitor what he thought about eman-
cipating the slaves, and he replied:

Well, I’ll tell you what I think on it; I’d like it if we could get rid on
’em to youst. I wouldn’t like to hev ’em freed, if they was gwine to
hang ’round. They ought to get some country and put ’em war they
could be by themselves. It wouldn’t do no good to free ’em, and let
’em hang ’round, because they is so monstrous lazy; if they hadn’t
got nobody to take keer on ’em, you see they wouldn’t do nothin’
but juss nat’rally laze ’round, and steal, and pilfer, and no man
couldn’t live, you see, war they was —if they was free, no man
couldn’t live — and this ere’s the other. Now suppose they was free,
you see they’d all think themselves just as good as we, of course they
would, if they was free. Now, just suppose you had a family of chil-
dren, how would you like to hev a niggar steppin’ up to your darter?
Of course you wouldn’t, and that’s the reason I wouldn’t like to hev
’em free; but I tell you, I don’t think it’s right to hev ’em slaves so;
that’s the fac — taant right to keep ’em as they is.!®

Thus, there were moral misgivings among white southerners them-
selves. “We must satisfy them that slavery is of itself right,” the defenders
of the institution declared, “that it is not a sin against God.” Time and
again they insisted that the slavemaster was “enlightened,” “humane,”
and “Christian,” and that the slave was “submissive,” “docile,”
“happy,” “conscious of his own inferiority and proud of being owned
& governed by a superior.”"®

Many masters had doubts about the morality of the peculiar insti-
tution. “Slavery,” admitted the governor of Mississippi, ““is an evil at
best.”” Similarly, a white Virginian anxiously confessed: “This, sir, is a
Christian community. Southerners read in their Bibles, ‘Do unto all men
as you would have them do unto you’; and this golden rule and slavery
are hard to reconcile.” One slaveholder jotted in his diary: “Oh what
trouble, — running sore, constant pressing weight, perpetual wearing,
dripping, is this patriarchal institution! What miserable folly for men to
cling to it as something heaven-descended. And here we and our children
after us must groan under the burden — our hands tied from freeing
ourselves.” Few slaveholders could “openly and honestly look the thing
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[slavery] in the face,” a European traveler in the South observed. “They
wind and turn about in all sorts of ways, and make use of every argu-
ment . . . to convince me that the slaves are the happiest people in the
world.”?

While claims that slaves were Sambos helped to comfort anguished
consciences, they also offered the masters psychological assurances that
their slaves were under control. Surely happy slaves would not come at
night and slit the throats of their masters. In reality, slaveholders were
terrified by the specter of slave rebellion. Aware of the bloody slave
revolts in Santo Domingo in the 1790s, they were warned by an Amer-
ican official in Haiti: “Negroes only cease to be children when they
degenerate into savages.” After the brutal suppression of the 1822 Den-
mark Vesey slave conspiracy in Charleston, a worried South Carolina
slaveholder warned that blacks were “barbarians who would, IF THEY
CQU@W

— Holding what Thomas Jefferson had called the “wolf by the ears,”
masters lived in constant dread of slave insurrection. Southern news-
papers frequently reported news of slave unrest and “evidences of a very
unsettled state of mind among the servile population.” Married to a
Georgia planter, Frances A. Kemble reported that slaves were ““a threat-
ening source of constant insecurity’’ and that “every southern woman”
lived in terror of her slaves. A Louisiana slaveholder recalled tense times
“when there was not a single planter who had a calm night’s rest,” and
when every master went to bed with a gun at his side.?

Here was a society almost hysterically afraid of a black “giddy mul-
titude.” The master-slave relationship was dynamic, contradictory, and
above all uncertain. Sambo existed and did not exist. What was the
reality? How did the slaves themselves view their own behavior?

There were slaves who appeared to be Sambos. Asked about whether
he desired freedom, a slave replied to a curious visitor: “No, massa, me
no want to be free, have good massa, take care of me when I sick, never
’buse nigger; no, me no want to be free.” In a letter to his master who
was away on a trip, a slave ended his report on plantation operations:
“The respects of your affec. Svt. unto D|eath] in hopes ever to merit
your esteem. Your most dutiful servant. Harford.”? "~

But slaves who behaved like Sambos might not have actually been
Sambos: they might have been playing the role of loyal and congenial
slaves in order to get favors or to survive, while keeping their inner selves
hidden. Masters themselves sometimes had difficulty determining a
slave’s true personality. “So deceitful is the Negro,” a master explained,
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“that as far as my own experience extends I could never in a single
instance decipher his character. . . . We planters could never get at the
truth.” For many slaves, illusion protected them from their masters. “The
only weapon of self defence that I could use successfully, was that of
deception,” explained fugitive slave Henry Bibb. Another former slave
explained that one had to “know the heart of the poor slave — learn
his secret thoughts — thoughts he dare not utter in the hearing of the
white man.”?

Indeed, many slaves wore masks of docility and deference in order
to shroud subversive plans. Every year thousands of slaves became fu-
gitives, making their way north to freedom, and many of these runaways
had seemed passive and cheerful before they escaped.

No more peck o’ corn for me,
No more, no more;

No more peck o’ corn for me,
Many tousand go.

No more driver’s lash for me.
No more pint o’ salt for me.
No more hundred lash for me.
No more mistress call for me.?s

After his flight north, fugitive J. W. Loguen received a letter from his
former owner. “You know that we reared you as we reared our own
children,” wrote Mrs. Sarah Logue; “that you was never abused, and
that shortly before you ran away, when your master asked you if you
would like to be sold, you said you would not leave him to go with any
body.” In his reply, Loguen caustically remarked: “Woman, did you
raise your own children for the market? Did you raise them for the
whipping-post?” The ex-slave boldly proclaimed his love for liberty:
“Wretched woman! Be it known to you that I value my freedom. ..
more, indeed, than my own life; more than all the lives of all the slave-
holders and tyrants under heaven.”

Sometimes a slave would play the role of Sambo and then strike
directly at his tyrant. Slavemaster William Pearce told one of his erring
slaves that he would be whipped after supper. When the slave was called
out, he approached Pearce submissively. As soon as he was within strik-
ing distance, the slave pulled out a concealed ax and split his master’s
head. Nat Turner, according to historian Stampp, was “apparently as
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humble and docile as a slave was expected to be.” In Virginia on Au-
gust 22, 1831, he led seventy fellow slaves in a violent insurrection that
lasted two days and left nearly sixty whites dead. After his arrest, Turner
made a statement to the authorities. His master, he acknowledged, was
“kind”: “in fact, I had no cause to complain of his treatment to me.”
But Turner had had a religious experience: “I had a vision — and I saw
white spirits and black spirits engaged in battle . . . and blood flowed in
streams. . ..” A voice told him to wait for a sign from heaven: “And
on the appearance of the sign, (the eclipse of the sun last February) I
should arise and prepare myself, and slay my enemies with their own
weapons.” Turner carried out his mission, and a white Virginian ner-
vously observed: “It will long be remembered in the annals of our coun-
try, and many a mother as she presses her infant darling to her bosom,
will shudder at the recollection of Nat Turner.” The slave rebel’s action
was a frightening revelation to white southerners: smiling and holding
his hat in hand, Sambo could be planning their destruction.?”

The reality for many slaves may have been even more complex and
subtle than a duality of roles. Some Sambo-like behavior may have been
not so much a veil to hide inner emotions of rage and discontent as a
means of expressing them. Lying, stealing, laziness, immaturity, and
ignorance all contained within them an aggressive quality: they consti-
tuted, in effect, resistance to efficiency, discipline, work, and
productivity.

“Hands won’t work unless I am in sight,” a Virginia planter scribbled
angrily in his diary. “I left the Field at 12 [with] all going on well, but
very little done after [that].” Slaves occasionally destroyed tools and
machinery and treated farm work animals so brutally that they fre-
quently crippled them. “They can neither hoe, nor ditch, chop wood,
nor perform any kind of labor with a white man’s skill,” complained
a master. “They break and destroy more farming utensils, ruin more
carts, break more gates, spoil more cattle and horses, and commit more
waste than five times the number of white laborers do.” A continual
problem for masters was the stealing of chickens and pigs. But slaves
often viewed the matter differently: they were simply “taking” property
(pigs) for use by other property (themselves). In other words, the mas-
ter’s “meat” was taken out of “one tub” and put in “another.” “When
I tuk the turkey and eat it,” a slave said, “it got to be a part of me.”
This appropriation seemed justified because their weekly food allowance
was so meager, and their masters were profiting from their labor. Slaves
saw themselves as exploited workers. Even as they shucked corn, they
sang:
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Massa in the great house, counting out his money,
Ob, shuck that corn and throw it in the barn.
Missis in the parlor, eating bread and honey,

Ob, shuck that corn and throw it in the barn.

Resenting the unfair appropriation of their labor, many slaves feigned
illness and lied in order to avoid work. One planter complained that
slaves were sick on workdays but not on Sundays. One slave managed
to avoid work for many years by claiming he was nearly blind; after the
Civil War, he was suddenly able to see again and became a successful
farmer. Where masters perceived the destructiveness, lying, and laziness
of their slaves as mischievous, childish, and irresponsible behavior, many
slaves saw refusal to be exploited.?®

Unlike slaves on the plantation, many slaves in the cities did not have
to engage in such ambiguity. In 1860, there were 70,000 urban slaves.
They labored in textile mills, iron furnaces, and tobacco factories. Many
of them had been “hired out” and were working as wage-earners. The
hiring-out system generally involved a contract that specified the wage,
the length of service, some assurances concerning treatment, and the
type of work to be performed. In a contract signed on January 1, 1832,
for example, C. W. Thruston and his brother promised “to pay James
Brown Ninety Dollars for the hire of Negro Phill until 25 Dec. next.
And we agree to pay taxes & doctor bills. Clothe him during said time
& return him . . . with good substantial cloth . . . shoes and socks and
a blanket.”?

In this case it appears that the master found the job for his slave, but
this was not always the practice. Slavemasters would often simply let
their slaves find their own jobs and require them to make weekly pay-
ments. In effect, slaves were renting their own labor from their masters.
One Savannah slave used the hiring-out system imaginatively. First, he
purchased his own time from his master at $2 50 a year, paying in monthly
installments. Then he hired about seven or eight slaves to work for him.3°

The hiring-out system ruptured the border between slavery and free-
dom because it gave slaves a certain amount of bargaining power. While
traveling through Richmond, Virginia, an English visitor overheard a
conversation between a slave and a prospective employer:

I was rather amused at the efforts of a market gardener to hire a
young woman as a domestic servant. The price her owner put upon
her services was not objected to by him, but they could not agree
about other terms. The grand obstacle was that she would not consent
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to work in the garden, even when she had nothing else to do. After

taking an hour’s walk in another part of town I again met the two

at the old bargain. Stepping towards them, 1 now learned that she

was pleading for other privileges — her friends and favourites must

be allowed to visit her. At length she agreed to go and visit her pro-

posed home and see how things looked.
Unlike a plantation slave, this woman could negotiate her terms, insisting
on certain work conditions almost as if she were a free laborer.3!

Hiring out weakened the slave system. No longer directly under the
supervision of their masters, slaves could feel the loosening of reins.
They took care of themselves and had many of the privileges of free
persons. In fact, they were sometimes called “free slaves.” Many of them
were even permitted to “live out” — to make their own housing ar-
rangements by renting a room or a house. Living away from their mas-
ters’ watchful eyes, they enjoyed a degree of independence. Though they
were slaves, they were in contact with free laborers, black and white,
and saw what it meant to be free. “Hundreds of slaves in New Orleans,”
Frederick Law Olmsted noted as he traveled in Louisiana, “must be
constantly reflecting and saying to one another, ‘I am as capable of taking
care of myself as this Irish hod-carrier, or this German market-gardener;
why can’t I have the enjoyment of my labor as well as they? I am as
capable of taking care of my own family as much as they of theirs; why
should I be subject to have them taken from me by those men who call
themselves our owners?’ 7’32

No wonder one white southerner complained: “The cities is no place
for niggers! They get strange notions into their heads and grow discon-
tented. They ought, every one of them, be sent onto the plantations.”
A Louisville editor claimed that “negroes scarcely realize[d] the fact that
they [were] slaves” in the city. They became “insolent, intractable, and
in many cases wholly worthless.” They made “free negroes their asso-
ciates,” “imbibing” their feelings and imitating their conduct. Another
white southerner anxiously described the behavior of slaves in New
Orleans: “It was not unusual for slaves to gather on street corners at
night . . . where they challenged whites to attempt to pass, hurled taunts
at white women, and kept whole neighborhoods disturbed by shouts
and curses. Nor was it safe to accost them, as many went armed with
knives and pistols in flagrant defiance of all the precautions of the Black
Code.” Urban slaves did not behave like Sambos.*

How did plantation slaves behave during the Civil War as federal
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troops destroyed the authority of the slave system? The war, as historian
Eugene Genovese observed, was “‘the moment of truth.” Everyone —
white and black — understood the meaning of the conflict. “There is a
war commenced between the North and the South,” a planter told his
slaves. “If the North whups, you will be as free a man as I is. If the
South whups, you will be slaves all your days.” Information about the
war circulated through the slave quarters. Pretending indifference, house
servants listened intently as their masters talked among themselves about
the military and political events of the conflict. “We’se can’t read, but
we’se can listen,” a South Carolina slave told Union soldiers.>*

When slave Abram Harris heard that his master had been killed in
the war, he felt loss and sorrow. “Us wus boys togedder, me en Marse
Hampton, en wus jist er bout de same size,” he said. “Hit so did hurt
me when Marse Hampton got kilt kase I lubed dat white man.” There
were other instances of slave affection. “I shall never forget the feeling
of sickness which swept over me,” recalled a former slave. “I saw no
reason for rejoicing as others were doing. It was my opinion that we
were being driven from our homes and set adrift to wander, I knew not
where. I did not relish the idea of parting with my young master who
was as true a friend as I ever had.” Occasionally, expressions of loyalty
were accompanied by demands for respect. One slave told his master:
“When you’all had de power you was good to me, and Ill protect you
now. No nigger, nor Yankee, shall touch you. If you want anything, call
for Sambo. [ mean, call for Mr. Samuel — that’s my name now.”’3s

Slave Dora Franks felt very differently as she overheard her master
and mistress discussing the war: ‘“He say he feared all de slaves *ud be
took away. She say if dat was true she feel lak jumpin’ in de well. I hate
to hear her say dat, but from dat minute I started prayin’ for freedom.”
What was most striking was the way the presence of federal troops in
an area stimulated noticeable changes in slave behavior. A few days after
Union soldiers camped near her plantation, a slaveholder wrote in her
diary: “The Negroes are going off in great numbers and are beginning
to be very independent and impudent.” In The War Time Journal of a
Georgia Girl, Eliza Andrews described the strange behavior of one of
her slaves. Alfred, “one of the most peaceful and humble negroes on the
plantation,” was charged with attacking a white man. “I hope there is
some mistake,”” she commented fearfully, “though the negroes are getting
unruly since the Yankees are so near.” Mrs. Mary Jones recorded similar
disillusionment in her diary. “The people are all idle on the plantations,
most of them seeking their own pleasure,” she wrote on January 6, 1865.
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“Susan, a Virginia Negro and nurse to my little Mary Ruth, went off
with Mac, her husband, to Arcadia the night after the first day the
Yankees appeared. . .. She has acted a faithless part as soon as she
could.” On January 21, she reported that her “faithful”” cook, Kate, had
suddenly left the plantation. Disappointed and angry, Jones concluded:
“Their condition is one of perfect anarchy and rebellion.”

Indeed, during the war, plantation discipline generally disintegrated.
“The wretches [are] trying all they can,” complained a slaveholder in
Texas, ‘it seems to me, to agrivate me, taking no interest, having no
care about the future, neglecting their duty.” Many slaves engaged in
work slowdowns; others refused to work. Masters had difficulty ex-
tracting obedience. With the coercive power of the government focused
on the battlefronts, many slaves became assertive, redefining their re-
lationships with their masters.>”

Slaves were impatient, ready to break for freedom. An old slave who
had fled to the Union lines told the Yankees: “Ise eighty-eight year old.
Too ole for come? Mas’r joking. Neber too ole for leave de land o’
bondage.” During the war, some half million slaves ran off to the federal
lines. In 1863, a northern clergyman asked a Virginia slave whether she
had heard of the Emancipation Proclamation. “Oh, yes, massa!” she
responded, “we all knows about it; only we darsn’t let on. We pretends
not to know. I said to my ole massa, ‘What’s this Massa Lincoln is going
to do to the poor nigger? I hear he is going to cut ’em up awful bad.
How is it, massa?’ I just pretended foolish, sort of.”” Shortly after this
conversation, she ran off to the Union lines. Another slave remembered
the day the Union troops arrived at his master’s plantation located on
the coast of South Carolina: “De people was all a hoein’. . . . Dey was
a hoein’ in de rice-field, when de gunboats come. Den ebry man drap
dem hoe, and leff de rice. De mas’r he stand and call, ‘Run to de wood
for hide. Yankee come, sell you to Cuba! run for hide!” Ebry man he
run, and my God! run all toder way! Mas’r stand in de wood. . . . He
say ‘Run to de wood!” an ebry man run by him, straight to de boat.”3*

—> Watching their once loyal slaves suddenly bolt for the Union lines,
many white southerners jettisoned their opinions about their slaves as
Sambos. Emily C. Douglas was shocked that her trusted slaves had
deserted her: “They left without even a good-bye.” Notions of slave
docility were nullified. ““You can form no idea of my situation and anxiety
of mind,” an overseer wrote to his employer in 1863. ““All is anarchy
and confusion here — everything going to destruction — and the ne-
groes on the plantation insubordinate — My life has been several times
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in danger.” In the minds of many whites, blacks had changed from
children into savages. “The “faithful slave’ is about played out,” a slave-
holder observed bitterly. “They are the most treacherous, brutal, and
ungrateful race on the globe.” Similarly, a Georgia planter condemned
the “ingratitude evinced by the African character.” “This war has taught
us the perfect impossibility of placing the least confidence in any Negro,”
he observed. “In too numerous instances, those we esteemed the most
have been the first to desert us.”’*

Many of the deserters were women. For them, freedom had a par-
ticular meaning, for they had experienced bondage in different ways
than the men. Like the men, they worked in the fields and the factories.
But, as women, they were also important for the reproduction of the
slave population. The federal government had prohibited the African
slave trade in 1808, and the South had depended on natural increase
for its supply of bonded labor. Slave women were viewed as “‘breeders,”
and the laws allowed masters to separate slave children from their moth-
ers and sell them. A South Carolina court, for example, ruled that “the
young of slaves . . . stand on the same footing as animals.” As mothers,
enslaved women bore a peculiarly heavy burden under slavery. They
knew their children were not even legally theirs and could be taken away
from them. Mothers were especially distressed over the future of their
daughters. One mother, Margaret Garner, tried to escape with her daugh-
ter: as she was about to be apprehended near Cincinnati, she killed her
own child. “Now she would never know,” Garner exclaimed, “what a
woman suffers as a slave.” Hers were the anguish and rage of a slave
mother — tormented feelings explored by novelist Toni Morrison in
Beloved.*

As slaves, many women found that more than their labor and their
children were appropriated: their bodies were regarded as property to
be used to satisfy the erotic pleasures of their masters. “The punishment
inflicted on women exceeded in intensity the punishment suffered by
their men,” Angela Davis argued, “for women were not only whipped
and mutilated, they were also raped.” A former female slave, Harriet
Jacobs, had made a similar observation: “Slavery is terrible for men;
but it is far more terrible for women. Superadded to the burden common
to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications peculiarly
their own.” As a fifteen-year-old slave, Jacobs herself had been victimized
by her master. “He peopled my young mind with unclean images, such
as only a vile monster could think of,” she recalled. “He told me I
was his property; that I must be subject to his will in all things. .. .1

121



BORDERS

shuddered to think of being the mother of children that should be owned
by my...tyrant. I knew that as soon as a new fancy took him, his
victims were sold far off to get rid of them; especially if they had children.
I had seen several women sold, with his babies at the breast. He never
allowed his offspring by slaves to remain long in sight of himself and
his wife.” Sexual exploitation of enslaved women was widespread in the
South. The presence of a large mulatto population stood as vivid proof
and a constant reminder of such sexual abuse. “Like the patriarchs of
old,” a southern white woman bitterly complained, “our men live all in
one house with their wives and their concubines; and the mulattoes one
sees in every family partly resemble the white children. Any lady is ready
to tell you who is the father of all the mulatto children in everybody’s
household but her own. These, she seems to think, drop from the
clouds.”#

Slave Son, White Father

One of these mulatto slave children was Frederick Douglass. As a young
slave child on a Maryland plantation, he had been sent by his master,
Thomas Auld, to live with his grandparents, Betsey and Isaac Bailey.
Grandmother Bailey was in charge of the children of the younger slave
women. Her cabin was isolated, located twelve miles from the plantation
and far away psychologically from the reality of slavery. “I had always
lived with my grandmother on the outskirts of the plantation,” Douglass
later recalled. “I had therefore been . .. out of the way of the bloody
scenes that often occurred on the plantation.”*

Douglass’s childhood years at Grandmother Bailey’s home were
happy and secure. Frederick was never hungry, for his grandmother was
skillful at fishing and farming. “Living here, with my dear old grand-
mother and grandfather,” he noted later, “it was a long time before I
knew myself to be a slave. . . . Grandmother and grandfather were the
greatest people in the world to me; and being with them so snugly in
their own little cabin — I supposed it to be their own — knowing no
higher authority over me . . . than the authority of grandmamma, for a
time there was nothing to disturb me.”*

But this period turned out to be somewhat short. As a young boy,
Douglass was placed in the home of Hugh Auld, his master’s brother
who lived in Baltimore. Sophia Auld had not owned slaves before, and
she initially regarded him as “a child, like any other.” Her own son,
Tommy, and Frederick “‘got on swimmingly together.” She was like a
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mother to him, the slave thought. Under her care, he was “well-off”:
he had a straw bed with a cover, plenty of food, and clean clothes. “Why
should I hang down my head, and speak with bated breath, when there
was no pride to scorn me, no coldness to repel me, and no hatred to
inspire me with fear?” Sophia seemed to say to him: “Look up, child;
don’t be afraid.”*

But the slave system soon came down on both of them. Shortly after
Frederick joined the Auld household, he developed a strong desire to
learn to read, and Sophia gladly agreed to teach him. The boy was
precocious and learned quickly. Sophia seemed almost as proud of his
progress as if he had been “her own child” and told her husband about
her new pupil. Hugh Auld scolded her severely, forbidding her to give
the young slave any further lessons. “If you give a nigger an inch he will
take an ell,” he angrily lectured her. “Learning will spoil the best nigger
in the world.” Master Auld’s fury had a damaging effect on Sophia. Her
husband’s ““iron sentences, cold and harsh,” disciplined her, and like
“an obedient wife,” she set herself like a “flint” against Frederick’s
education. “In ceasing to instruct me,” he later wrote, “‘my mistress had
to seek to justify herself to herself. . .. She finally became even more
violent in her opposition to my learning to read than Mr. Auld himself.”
She spied on him and even interrogated him about his activities. When-
ever she caught him reading a book, she would snatch it away.*s

But Douglass’s sense of selfhood had already been formed, and his

' experiences in Baltimore reinforced his inner urge for freedom. Urban
slavery was not as closed and coercive as plantation slavery. Indeed, in
Baltimore, which had a large population of free blacks, Douglass saw
that not all blacks were slaves. “I was living among freemen, and was
in all respects equal to them by nature and attainments. Why should I
be a slave?” On the wharves, the young slave met two Irishmen who
told him about the free society of the North, and he went home with
thoughts of escape and freedom pounding in his head. The city also
offered Douglass educational opportunities. Once he understood that
knowledge could be a path to freedom, he was determined to educate
himself. He carried a copy of Webster’s Spelling Book in his pocket when
he went outside to play and took spelling lessons from his white play-
mates. He bought an antislavery book, The Columbian Orator, with
money he had earned from blackening boots. In the urban environment,
he had greater freedom of movement and contact with a wider variety
of people and ideas than slaves on the plantation. “It is quite probable,”
Douglass speculated, “that but for the mere circumstance of being thus
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removed [to Baltimore], before the rigors of slavery had been fully fas-
tened upon me, before my young spirit had been crushed under the iron
control of the slave driver, I might have continued in slavery until eman-
cipated by the war.”#

Master Thomas Auld realized he had made a mistake. He complained
that “city life” had influenced Frederick “perniciously” and made him
restless. Consequently, Auld placed the sixteen-year-old slave under the
supervision of slave-breaker Edward Covey. His instructions were simple
and clear: Frederick was “to be broken,” transformed psychologically
into an obedient slave. “To make a contented slave,” Douglass later
explained, “you must make a thoughtless one. . . . He must be able to
detect no inconsistencies in slavery. The man who takes his earnings
must be able to convince him that he has a perfect right to do so. It
must not depend on mere force — the slave must know no higher law
than his master’s will. The whole relationship must not only demonstrate
to his mind its necessity, but its absolute rightfulness.”+

Reduced to a field hand for the first time in his life, Douglass was so
cruelly whipped and overworked that he felt Covey had indeed succeeded
in breaking his spirit. “My natural elasticity was crushed; my intellect
languished; the disposition to read departed; the cheerful spark that
lingered about my eye died out; the dark night of slavery closed in upon
me, and behold a man transformed to a brute!” But the young man did
not realize how greatly Grandmother Bailey, Sophia Auld, and Baltimore
had unfitted him for slavery. Thus, though he found himself in a “sort
of beast-like stupor between sleeping and waking,” he still gazed at the
sailboats skimming across Chesapeake Bay and exclaimed: “You are
loosed from your moorings, and free. I am fast in my chains, and am a
slave! . .. O, that I were free!...I will run away. ... I had as well be
killed running as die standing.”

Covey sensed the slave’s discontent and was determined to stamp out
any thoughts of freedom. While working in the treading yard one hot
August day, Douglass collapsed from heat and exhaustion. Too ill to
respond to Covey’s order to get up and work, he was savagely kicked.
Bleeding profusely, he crawled to Master Auld, pleading for protection
from the inhuman slave-breaker. Instead, he was scolded and ordered
to return to Covey. Douglass had not expected Auld to protect him “as
a man,” but he had hoped his master would at least protect him “as his
property.”’*

Douglass knew he had to defend himself. Back at Covey’s farm, he
violently resisted the slave-breaker’s efforts to tie and whip him. “The
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fighting madness had come upon me, and I found my strong fingers
firmly attached to the throat of the tyrant, as heedless of consequences,
at the moment, as if we stood as equals before the law. The very color
of the man was forgotten. . . . I held him so firmly by the throat that his
blood followed my nails.” In this supreme moment of physical confron-
tation, Douglass felt something profound. “I was a changed being after
that fight. I was nothing before — I was a man now. . . . I had reached
the point at which I was not afraid to die. This spirit made me a freeman
in fact, though I still remained a slave in form.”’s°
! The fight with Covey taught him a lesson he would always remember:
x“A man without force is without the essential dignity of humanity.”
Years later, after Douglass escaped from slavery and was active in the
abolitionist movement in the North, he broke from the moral suasion
approach of William Lloyd Garrison and moved toward the violent
strategy of radical abolitionist John Brown. After his meeting with Brown
in 1847, Douglass became less confident in the peaceful abolition of
slavery. “My utterances became more and more tinged by the color of
this man’s strong impressions.” Two years later, Douglass announced
that he would welcome the news that the slaves had rebelled and were
spreading ‘‘death and devastation” in the South. In 1859, he justified
Brown’s attack on Harpers Ferry — a bold attempt to seize arms from
an arsenal and lead slaves in armed insurrection. “Capt. Brown has
initiated a new mode of carrying on the crusade of freedom,” Douglass
declared, “and his blow has sent dread and terror throughout the entire
ranks of the piratical army of slavery.”s!

Yet violence against the oppressor was not easy for Douglass to em-
brace. Slavery, as he had experienced it, was too complicated and too
contradictory for him to have a single and clear set of attitudes toward
white southerners. The raised knife of revolt would be aimed not only
at people tragically ensnared in a vicious system, but also at people he
cared about — Sophia Auld and perhaps even his own father.

Douglass was never certain about his paternity. “In regard to the time
of my birth, I cannot be definite as I have been respecting the place. Nor,
indeed, can I impart much knowledge concerning my parents.” But he
thought that his father might have been Master Thomas Auld. “I was
given away by my father [Thomas Auld], or the man who was called
my father, to his own brother [Hugh Auld].” Told his father was a white
man and possibly his owner, Douglass bitterly condemned slavery as a
system that cruelly forced slavemasters to reject their slave children. Years
later, after the Civil War and emancipation, Douglass visited Thomas
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Auld, and as he stood at the old man’s bedside, he crossed a significant
border separating them. Douglass insisted that Auld call him “Freder-
ick,” ““as formerly,” and asked his former master to satisfy an old,
lingering, and anxious curiosity — his birthdate. The date of his birth
and his paternity were puzzling questions Douglass had linked in his
mind. Reminiscing about his escape, Douglass assured Auld that he had
not run away from him but from slavery. The two men had a warm
reunion. “He was to me no longer a slaveholder either in fact or in
spirit, and I regarded him as I did myself, a victim of the circumstances
of birth, education, and custom.”s?

Douglass was intensely aware of his biracial ancestry. Time and again
in his antislavery lectures he described himself as “the child -of a white
man” and “‘the son of a slaveholder.” During an antislavery tour abroad,
Douglass described England as “the land of my paternal ancestors.”
After the death of his wife Anna, he married Helen Pits, a white woman.
In defense of this marriage, he remarked that his first wife “was the
color of my mother and the second, the color of my father,” and that
“no one ever complained of my marriage to my former wife, though
contrast of color was more decided and pronounced than in the present
instance. . . .”” Angry over the racial exclusion of his daughter from a
private school, Douglass told one of the parents responsible for the
injustice: “We differ in color, it is true, (and not much in that
respect). . . .”’$

Descended from both white and black parents, Douglass hoped for
an integrated and interracial America, a society without racial borders.
In his opposition to black emigration and separatism, Douglass argued
that blacks were Americans and did not wish to return to Africa or form
“a separate union” in America. In his essay on “The Future of the
Colored Race,” Douglass predicted that blacks would be “absorbed,
assimilated,” and would “only appear as the Phoenicians now appear
on the shores of the Shannon in the features of a blended race.”s*

Black Nationalism: Nostalgia in the Niger

Douglass viewed the future of blacks in America very differently than
did Martin Delany, the leading black nationalist of the nineteenth cen-
tury. “I thank God for making me a man simply,” Douglass observed,
“but Delany always thanks him for making him a black man.” Delany’s
pride in his blackness was reflected in his passionate interest in Africa.
“Africa for the African race,” he declared, “and black men to rule them.
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By black men, I mean, men of African descent who claim an identity
with the race.”ss

Delany’s African identity was inspired by his parentage. He was born
in 1812 in Charles Town, (West) Virginia, the son of a slave father and
a free mother — Samuel and Pati Delany. Samuel Delany, the son of a
Golah chieftain, managed to purchase his freedom when Martin was
about ten years old. Pati Delany’s father was a Mandingo prince, Shango,
who had been captured as a youth during intertribal hostilities and
brought to America with his betrothed, Graci. Shango was given his
freedom because of his noble birth and returned to Africa; Graci was
also freed but remained in America with their daughter, Pati. During his
childhood, Martin had an intimate source of contact with Africa — his
Mandingo grandmother (who died at the age of 107).%¢

As a child, Martin learned that his membership in the black race
made him the object of white scorn. Pati Delany’s efforts to teach her
children to read and write aroused angry opposition from white neigh-
bors who were anxious to preserve their belief in black intellectual in-
feriority and were afraid of educated black rebels like Denmark Vesey.
White resentment was so intense that she felt compelled to move her
family across the border to Pennsylvania.

But even north of slavery, racism was prevalent. As a young man
studying in Pittsburgh during the 1830s, Delany experienced the bru-
tality of antiblack riots led by mobs composed of white workers.

As a journalist and as an antislavery lecturer during the 1840s, Delany
traveled widely throughout the North and often encountered racial hos-
tility and violence. On one occasion, a white mob in Marseilles, Ohio,
threatened to tar and feather him and burn him alive. Delany found that
white children, even while involved in play, were never too busy to notice
a black passing by and scream “nigger.” “As the deportment of indi-
viduals is a characteristic evidence of their breeding,” he noted, “so is
the conduct of children geperally observed as an evidence of the character
of their parents.”ﬂound the racial epithets not only “an abuse
of the feelings,” but alsc ~a blasting outrage on humanity.”’s”

His bitterness toward northern society was sharpened by an admis-
sions controversy at Harvard Medical School. In 1850, Delany along
with two other blacks had been admitted to the school. Their admission,
however, was conditional: upon graduation, they would have to emigrate
and practice medicine in Africa. Even so, their presence at Harvard
provoked protests from white students. Demanding the dismissal of the
blacks, they argued that integration would lower the “reputation” of
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Harvard and “lessen the value” of their diploma. The whites refused to
attend classes with the blacks. Racial integration at Harvard, they
warned, was “but the beginning of an Evil, which, if not checked will
increase, and that the number of respectable white students will, in
future, be in an inverse ratio, to that of blacks.” Finally, the angry
students attached a threat to their protest: if the faculty did not heed
their demand, they would transfer to another school.s

The faculty quickly capitulated, ignoring a student counterpetition
favoring the admission of the blacks. Deeming it “‘inexpedient” to allow
blacks to attend lectures, the faculty defended their decision based on
their commitment to teaching and academic excellence. They explained
that the presence of blacks was a ““source of irritation and distraction,”
which interfered with the “success of their teaching.” Furthermore, the
“intermixing” of the white and black races was “distasteful” to a large
portion of the class and therefore “injurious” to the interests of the
school.**

The incident filled Delany with rage. He was fully qualified for ad-
mission to Harvard Medical School. His letters of recommendation from
his private instructors, Dr. Joseph Gazzam and Dr. Julius Le Moyne,
provided evidence of his competence to study medicine. Two years later,
Delany issued his manifesto for black emigration — The Condition, El-
evation, Emigration and Destiny of the Colored People of the United
States. Emerging as a leading theoretician of black nationalism, he or-
ganized the National Emigration Convention; in 1859, Delany visited
Africa to secure a land grant for the settlement of American blacks in
the Niger Valley.

In his call for black emigration to Africa, Delany presented a detailed
analysis of the degradation and despair blacks were experiencing in
northern society. The inferior and dependent economic and social po-
sition blacks occupied in the North not only reinforced white prejudice,
but also inculcated feelings of inferiority and self-hatred among blacks.
“Caste our eyes about us and reflect for a moment,” Delany sadly de-
clared, “and what do we behold! every thing that presents to view gives
evidence of the skill of the white man. Should we purchase a pound of
groceries, a yard of linen, a vessel of crockeryware, a piece of furniture,
the very provisions that we eat, — all, all are the products of the white
man.” Delany argued that this condition of dependency with its constant
reminders of their subordinate status had an insidious influence on black
self-esteem. Black children, born under oppression, could not “be raised
in this country, without being stooped shouldered.” Black men and
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women, moreover, appeared to be satisfied as menial workers, “accus-
tomed” to being maids and cooks. They seemed to lack a sense of “self-
respect.” In Delany’s judgment, blacks had been so broken by white
oppression that they were actually helping to perpetuate their tragic
condition.*

Blacks would never achieve acceptance and equality in America, De-
lany contended, unless they changed their condition and became self-
reliant like whites — “a business, money-making people,” educated for
“the Store and Counting House.” Black liberation, he believed, depended
upon entrepreneurial success. They must strive to acquire what had
enabled whites to succeed — “a knowledge of all the various business
enterprises, trades<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>