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From Gary Nash, The Unknown American Revolution: “Fighting to Be Free” 
If any group within America's diversified people came close to answering John 

Adams's plea that "we must all be soldiers," it was black Americans. No part of 

revolutionary society responded to the call for arms with anywhere near the enthusiasm 

of those who were black. Proportionate to their number, African American males—and 

some females—were more likely to join the fray than white Americans. But, as we will 

see, Adams should have been careful about what he wished for, because the "spirit of '76" 

manifested among enslaved and free blacks mainly took the form of fighting against the 

side that proclaimed all men were born free, equal, and endowed with certain unalienable 

rights. 

Those who fought at Lexington and Concord in April 1775 must have noticed the 

dusky Lemuel Haynes among the contingent of militiamen from Granville, 

Massachusetts, who rushed to the scene. Born in West Hartford, Connecticut, Haynes 

was twenty-two at the time. He was the son of a full-blooded African and a young white 

woman. After his mother gave him up when he was just five months of age, the town's 

selectmen indentured Haynes out to a farmer and Congregational church deacon in 

Granville, Massachusetts. There on the frontier he learned to plough, chop wood, and 

read. "I could vie with almost any of my age," he wrote many years later in telling of his 

love for books.37 

Full of martial ardor, Haynes joined the local militia in Granville in 1774. He 

marched with Captain Lebbeus Ball's militia company to arrive on the scene just a few 

days after the firefight between the minutemen and the redcoats at Concord and 

Lexington. Haynes then became part of the siege of Boston and the Battle of Bunker Hill. 

Fresh from this battle, his unit marched to secure Fort Ticonderoga. He mustered out after 

several weeks, reenlisted in October 1776, and was sent home with typhus a month 

later.38 

Haynes fought with his quill as well as his rifle; but the target of his quill was not 

the British but his fellow colonial Americans who practiced slavery. Now twenty-three, 

Haynes stole time in camp to work out "Liberty Further Extended: Or Free Thoughts on 

the Illegality of Slave-keeping." The only known essay by an African American of the 

revolutionary era, it drew from Anthony Benezet's Some Historical Account of Guinea, a 



 2 

pamphlet published in Philadelphia in 1771 to prod the Americans to cleanse themselves 

of slave trading and slave keeping. Haynes pointed to how the monster tyranny was 

"lurking in our own bosom" and argued that "an African ... has an undeniable right to his 

Liberty." Quoting the book of Acts in the Old Testament, he wrote that "It hath pleased 

God to make of one blood all nations of men, for to dwell upon the face of the Earth." 

"What is precious to one man," Haynes proposed, "is precious to another, and what is 

irksome, or intolerable to one man, is so to another.... Those privileges that are granted to 

us by the Divine Being," he continued, "no one has the least right to take them from us 

without our consent."39 

Haynes never published his essay. Perhaps he could find no publisher for it. But 

he carried his message with him after laying down his weapon to take up the ministry. 

For many years, he pastored white congregations in different parts of New England, 

preaching some five thousand sermons and becoming, in the words of his first 

biographer, "a sanctified genius." Marrying a white woman, he became the first black 

minister to white Congregational churches in New England. His life's work, his 

biographer reasoned in 1837, could "hardly fail to mitigate the unreasonable prejudices 

against the Africans in our land."40 

Among enlisted men, Haynes was unusual, indeed nearly unique, for fighting with 

words as well as bullets. But he was by no means the only free African American who 

joined the patriot cause in the early years of the war. 

Crispus Attucks, half African and half Wampanoag, had already shed blood in the 

Boston Massacre of 1770. "The first to defy, and the first to die," wrote a Boston poet a 

century later of the muscular Attucks, who had charged the British soldiers with a stout 

cordwood stick.41 At Lexington and Concord, Prince Easterbrooks was one of the first 

wounded patriots. After this, many more black New Englanders joined up, including one 

of Venture Smith's sons. Some of them were free but many were slaves, fighting 

alongside or in place of their masters. White Americans were fighting to protect their 

liberty; enslaved Americans fought to attain it. 

Those who fought as slaves held the hope that their masters would reward them 

with freedom. Sometimes they were actually promised it. Peter Salem signed up in the 

village of Framingham with his master's pledge of granting his freedom. Salem served at 
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Lexington and a few weeks later at Bunker Hill, where he killed Major John Pitcairn of 

the British marines, who led the attack on the patriots' fortifications. Salem later fought at 

Stony Point, Monmouth, and Saratoga, survived the war, and built a cabin in Leicester, 

Massachusetts. In another case, Salem Poor fought alongside his master, Lieutenant 

Thomas Grosvenor, at Bunker Hill. So honorable was Poor's performance that fourteen 

Massachusetts officers petitioned the Continental Congress to award freedom to this 

"brave and gallant soldier." Poor went on to fight with Washington's army at White 

Plains, New York, in 1776, and endured the trying winter of 1777-78 at Valley Forge. He 

became a small property owner after the war. In still another case, Prince Whipple, the 

slave of a New Hampshire officer, pulled the stroke oar on a small boat carrying George 

Washington across the Delaware River in a piercing snow and sleet storm on Christmas 

night in 1776. 

Peter Salem, Salem Poor, and Prince Whipple were the kind of men celebrated by 

William C. Nell, the first African American historian of the black revolutionary 

experience. Writing in the 18505, while he worked to integrate Boston's public schools, 

Nell hoped to further the abolitionist crusade by pointing to the blood shed by black 

Americans for the "glorious cause." Nell meant to stimulate racial pride while countering 

the white Negrophobia that had spread rapidly throughout the North in the early 

nineteenth century. Rather than reaching for a broad understanding of how those of 

African descent reacted to the revolutionary tumult, Nell focused on specific black con-

tributions to the struggle for independence. Harriet Beecher Stowe hoped Nell's The 

Colored Patriots of the American Revolution would "redeem the character of the [Negro] 

race," and abolitionist orator Wendell Phillips similarly wished that Nell's efforts would 

"stem the tide of prejudice against the colored race."42 

Intent on showcasing black patriots, Nell waxed eloquent about figures such as 

James Forten, the fourteen-year-old Philadelphia son of a free black sailmaker. Five years 

into the war, Forten enlisted on Stephen Decatur's privateer as a powder boy and soon 

"found himself amid the roar of cannon, the smoke of blood, the dying, and the dead" in a 

naval duel between Decatur's Royal Louis and the British Lawrence. When the British 

captured Decatur's ship after another battle at sea, the young Forten wore the colors of 

patriotism nobly, refusing the offer of the British captain to transport him to England to 
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stay with his son, who had befriended the black American lad aboard the British ship. 

"NO, NO!" exclaimed Forten, according to Nell, who based his account on oral 

recollections, "I am here a prisoner for the liberties of my country. I never, NEVER, shall 

prove a traitor to her interests." Noble as it was, this was far from a typical story. 

Nell's attempt to show that black Americans partook of the "spirit of'76" was 

unbalanced, ignoring entirely the large number of African Americans who fought on the 

British side. This is understandable and likely was intentional. What would Nell, the 

historian-activist, have done in the 1850s with evidence of the tens of thousands of slaves 

who sought freedom by fighting against the Americans? Probably he concluded it was 

best to bury this chapter of history because publicizing the general belief among slaves 

that life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness were best pursued with the British would 

have crippled the abolitionist cause. William Lloyd Garrison felt the same, publishing his 

Loyalty and Devotion of Colored Americans in the Revolution and War of 1812 on the 

eve of the Civil War with the same basic narrative. 

For black Americans who wanted to serve on the side of the Americans, the first 

battle was to acquire the right to fight. At first, free black men such as Cash Africa, from 

Litchfield, Connecticut, were welcomed into Washington's Continental army. Nearly 150 

served at Bunker Hill (along with six Native Americans). But pressure from white 

southern leaders to purge the army of African Americans led to Washington's general 

order on November 12, 1775 (just five days, ironically, after Virginia's Governor 

Dunmore had offered freedom to slaves reaching his encampment), to exclude them all, 

whether enslaved or free. Within six weeks, Washington partially reversed his general 

order; with congressional approval, he reopened the Continental army to free blacks, 

though not to slaves. Cash Africa was back in the army by 1777 and served for the 

remainder of the war. By one estimate, some five hundred Massachusetts free blacks 

served in the war, roughly one half of all free black men of military age in the state. A 

Hessian officer fighting with the British observed in 1777 "that the Negro can take the 

field instead of his master; and, therefore, no regiment is seen in which there are not 

Negroes in abundance, and among them there are able-bodied, strong and brave 

fellows."44 
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By the winter of 1777-78 Washington further amended his policy on black troops. 

Struggling to regroup his manpower-starved army, he accepted the plea of Brigadier 

General James Mitchell Varnum to raise a regiment of black soldiers from Rhode Island. 

The state's legislature quickly endorsed the idea with lofty language: "History affords us 

frequent precedents of the wisest, the freest, and bravest nations having liberated their 

slaves and enlisted them as soldiers to fight in defense of their country." But at heart, the 

motives were less lofty. In deeming the proposal "inspired by stark necessity," historian 

Lorenzo Greene is surely right.45 Rhode Island's First and Second Regiments, created at 

the beginning of the war, were composed mostly of poor white men, with a sprinkling of 

free blacks. By early 1778, the regiments were close to disintegration, their pay in arrears, 

uniforms tattered, and ranks thinned by disease, absenteeism, and desertion. One of its 

colonels described the First Regiment as "scandalous in its appearance in the view of 

everyone— as a result of their appearance townspeople provoke them with epithets of the 

Ragged Lousey Naked Regiment."46 If this was not enough, the term of enlistment for 

most men was up, and few were ready to reenlist under the three-year terms that had now 

been made the norm for Continental army service. Moreover, the British occupied much 

of Rhode Island, leaving the state's economy tottering. 

In these dire straits, Rhode Island's considerable slave population—about 3,700—

proved to be a godsend. In February 1778, desperate to fill the thinned ranks of its 

regiments, the state offered freedom to "every able-bodied Negro, Mulatto, or Indian Man 

slave in this state ... to serve during the continuance of the present war with Great 

Britain." Every black enlistee would be "immediately discharged from the service of his 

master or mistress, and be absolutely free, as if he had never been encumbered with any 

kind of servitude or slavery."47 Slaves could not simply walk away from their masters and 

enlist; this had to be done with the consent of their owners. But many of Rhode Island's 

slave owners found this proposal too good to turn down. Releasing their slaves relieved 

them of army duty themselves and promised to fill the state's quota for Washington's 

army. In addition, they would receive compensation for their lost slave property from the 

state legislature at the market price. However, many slave owners vehemently opposed 

the plan, since they would lose their strongest, most valuable slaves. 
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Roughly one of every four able-bodied male slaves in Rhode Island obtained his 

master's consent to enlist. The First Regiment (dubbed the Black Regiment many years 

later), where almost all of them served, became almost entirely black and Indian below 

the rank of corporal. Leading the regiment was Colonel Christopher Greene, an 

entrepreneurial Quaker from Warwick who had given up pacifism in 1775 to lead white 

Rhode Island troops. African and Indian names roll off the muster lists, which can still be 

viewed today at the Rhode Island Historical Society: Bristol Prime, George Sambo, 

Quam Cook, Quacko Wanton, Thomas Sachems, Narragansett Perry, Peter Mohawk, 

Aaron Sucknesh, and dozens more. About two hundred slaves enlisted to fight as free 

men in the Continental army. Their masters were promised about £120 each, equivalent 

today to about $2,400. 

The newly liberated slaves had to learn the manual of arms in a hurry. Luckily, 

Christopher Greene, their white commander, was a hardened veteran. He had been 

captured during the assault on Quebec on New Year's Day in 1776, returned in a prisoner 

exchange, and dispatched southward in November 1777 to defend Fort Mercer, a 

Delaware River fort guarding Philadelphia. Now in the summer of 1778, after a few 

months' training under his command, Greene threw his black recruits into the breach in 

the Battle of Newport, where a large American army, supported by a French fleet, sought 

to dislodge the British forces occupying Newport and southern Rhode Island. Assigned to 

a hot sector, the Black Regiment repulsed three assaults of Hessian mercenaries, 

inflicting heavy casualties and minimizing patriot losses in what became an American 

fiasco. From there, Rhode Island's First Regiment moved on to defend a post on the 

Croton River in New York, where an American Loyalist unit, in a surprise attack, killed 

Colonel Christopher Greene. The story passed down to William Nell, the Boston 

historian of The Colored Patriots, has it that Greene was "cut down and mortally 

wounded; but the sabres of the enemy only reached him through the bodies of his faithful 

guard of blacks, who hovered over him to protect him, and every one of whom was 

killed."48 

Sent south a few months later with Stephen Olney as their new white commander, 

the black Rhode Islanders fought at Yorktown in September 1781. There, they found no 

black southerners under arms for reasons we will examine in chapter 7. The French 
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officer Francois Jean Marquis de Chastel-lux described the First Regiment as three-

quarters black and, of all the regiments in Washington's army, "the most neatly dressed, 

the best under arms, and the most precise in its maneuvers" he had seen.49 Knowing of its 

previous exploits, Lafayette and Washington handpicked the Rhode Island regiment to 

participate in the assault on Redoubts 9 and 10, the strongholds that held the key to 

victory. Remembering the night of October 14, when he led the Black Regiment forward 

to storm the moated and heavily fortified redoubts, Colonel Olney recorded how "the 

column marched in silence ... many no doubt thinking that less than one quarter of a mile 

would finish the journey of life with them." By the time they mustered out in late 1783, 

after nearly five years of fighting, only one third of the former slaves survived to taste 

freedom as civilians.50 

Though white northerners turned to slaves and impoverished free blacks to help 

supply their manpower needs, they had to confront the awful reality that the British had 

already recruited great numbers of the same people. Chapter 4 showed how Dunmore's 

Proclamation of November 1775 inspired people such as Thomas Peters to make their 

break for freedom. But by mid-1776, what had been a small stream of escaping slaves 

now turned into a torrent. Over the next seven years, enslaved Africans mounted the 

greatest slave rebellion in American history. Wherever the British army moved, slaves 

bolted from their masters and headed toward British lines to claim freedom. Even when 

the British forces were small, slaves took their chances. For example, a week before 

Congress signed the Declaration of Independence, eight slaves belonging to Landon 

Carter, whose vast Virginia plantation lay along the Rappahannock River in Richmond 

County, made their break. "Last night after going to bed," he wrote in his diary, "Moses, 

my son's man, Joe, Billy, Postillion Tom, Mullatto Peter, Tom Panticove, Manuel, and 

Lancaster Sam ran away, to be sure to Lord Dunmore."51 

The main theater of war from 1775 to 1778 was in the North, and even in eastern 

Pennsylvania, where slave masters exercised their rule less harshly than in the South, the 

flight from slavery was remarkable. Thomas Peters, marching in the Black Guides and 

Pioneers, was among those who occupied Philadelphia in September 1777. There he 

watched droves of slaves, many of whom were women and children, fleeing to the 

British. Surveying the state's losses in 1779, a white legislator lamented, "By the invasion 
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of this state, and the possession the enemy obtain of this city and neighborhood, [a] great 

part of the slaves hereabout were enticed away by the British army."52 

In northern New Jersey, a slave named Titus, who renamed himself Colonel Tye, 

took a leading role. When his Quaker master refused to free his four slaves, as required 

by the Society of Friends, the twenty-one-year-old Tye fled. He somehow reached the 

British in Virginia in 1775. Several years later he was back in New Jersey, organizing 

other escaping slaves and free blacks to fight against the Americans. For five years, he 

led a local guerrilla band that fought alongside white New Jersey Loyalists to terrorize 

and kidnap patriot farmers, seize their crops and cattle, and control border posts between 

the British and Americans. At the bloody Battle of Monmouth near Freehold in June 

1778, where 750 African Americans were sprinkled through the fourteen American 

brigades, Tye captured an American militia captain and quickly earned respect from the 

British as an effective fighter. In the next year, Tye was part of a Tory brigade that 

plundered Shrewsbury in northern New Jersey. Hiding out in swamps and inlets, Tye led 

many raids, incorporating enslaved New Jerseyans bolting for their freedom into his 

ranks. All over New Jersey, white patriots held him in awe. 

Tye died of battle wounds and lockjaw in 1780. The first notice of his death in a 

local newspaper described him as "justly to be more feared and respected than any of his 

brethren of a fairer complexion."53 By this time, as chapter 7 will relate, the war had 

moved southward, where black rebels at the time also fled to the British in large numbers. 

 


