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45 The First Wave

slogan “Liberty.” A rash of slave revolts and cons spiracies spread through the Cq

ribbean and the southern colonies in the 17705, Inorrs authoribies iim:mmui

]

two slave conspiracies led by black water pilots in Hu- Carolinas. The leaders
were whipped and their ears cropped; a free black pilot by the name of Thomas
Jeremiah, who was probably innocent, was c,>\c<‘x1iui.7'

With the outhreak of the War of | sendence, African Americans waged

Hnaey
their own battle for emancipation. Despite the voluminous rhetoric on libern
i

ide
produced by the patriots, the British were the first fo recrint slaves as 4 matter
of military policy Historicalls, most slave societies have been reluctant io ari
slaves, but European powers, especially the Spanish, recruited free blacks, even
slaves during moments of crisis, whether ‘fhu were hehting cach other or Na
tive American nations or both. Slaves were an essential source of manpower
m colonial America, and even slaveholders could not attord 1o ignore that fact
during nmes of war, But milit arv service did not autornatically transiate into
freedom or even into more privileges for slave soldiers, though the Spanish
did grant rights to their free black militias. The American Revolution changed
that, thanks to the British governor of Virginia, John Muarray, Barl of Dunimore.
His Proclamation of Novernber - 1775, oftered freedom to slaves and anv oth-
ers who would ifs;hi for the British, raising the stakes consider: bl for blacks
who wished to remain loval. The idea originated with runaway slaves who of-
fered their services to Dunmore. In Massach asetts a handful of black men had
done the same to the British governor, Thomas (L;a:;c. After Lord i)m;morc‘s
Proclamation was issued. over a thousand simcx as well as some white servants

and convicts escaped to the British in Vi mginia. Dunmore’s Roval Ethiopian
Regiment fought in the tattered clothin g of xL es but no doubt subscribed to

the sentiment of the legendar white sashes proclaiming “Liberty to Slaves”

o

that they supposedly donned. Manv succumbed to s nallpox. and onlv around
three hundred, including women and children. lefl Virginia with Dunimore

\ rican Americans fought on both sides to gain their freedon. Abolition-
ists, arguing for M;M\ military service and citizenship during the Civil War,
ru%)\mcd the history of black patriots who had helped secure the liberties of
the white Republic. A handful of black men. ncluding Havnes and one Prince
Fisterl mmk astave belonging to a local farmer. fought with the ragtag colonial
militia 1y the §>;atiim t>i‘i,cxingi{m and Concord in 1775, At a decisive moment
in the Battle of Bunker Hill o black :s{)i(iiu’, either Peter Salem, a slave prom-

ised his frui(imm i)} his patriot master, or Salem Poor. a ; : ‘ik-uhai‘f} honorable
black soldier, purportedly disimvszaahm hims >§ by killing the officer leading

"7

the British charge, Maj. John Pitcaim. One hundred ;md ity African Ameri-




Revolutionary Antislavers

cans fought at i%zmkw HJH When Washington took charge of the Continen-
tal Army, he and the Co ntal Congress, in October 1775, banned :\?f‘émsl

\mericans f}'(ms SETVING 01 iiw ,\vm‘rium side. In the aftermath of Dung
Proclama . Washingtor allowed free blacks, bt not slaves. 1o enlisi m ﬁii‘
armv, (iu‘ismn supported by (I(»ng:u,‘sx“

Some states allowed masters to use their slaves as substitutes and received
compensation for them, Patriot forces used slaves confiscated from Tories for
military labor and in some southem states offered slaves themselves as bounties
for militan xmm’-c. 1)<>>'>c1;zté<m at Valles Forge forced Washington to lift his
ban, as he and the Continental Congress accepted a proposal to allow Rhode
ves. A 1778 law i Rhode Island enlisted and freed shives.

though it was later rescinded. The 1st Rhode Island Re giment, which initialls

1

Bsland to recruit sl

contained all-black companies, was chosen | by Washington as part of a com-
bined Rhode Island Regiment to lead the (,(n;mu;niz;i Army i the final Battle
of Yorktown. Two other all-black companies fought on the patriot side, the Mas
sachusetts Bucks of America, led by an ,\fi‘%c;m American, Col. George Middle-
ton, and the 6th Company from a Con cut battalion. A French contis xguz?
of fve hundred stiii:m:\ probably mchsdui André Rigaud and Henri Chr
tophe, leaders of the Haitian Revolution

All the northern states followed Rhode Island in allowing slaves to enlist and

granting them freedom for their militan service. Virginia and Marvland ;1H<m ed

=

onhy free blacks to serve, though many slaves in the (,{ esapeake, pretending to
be free or in lieu of their masters, joined the ( ontinental Am \\ 1@ SOTTe

masters freed slaves they owned for their aazmiz;w SeTVice, <>i§m’\ remanded
them back 1o %E;i%t’;‘y Virginda freed slaves who had served i the patriot forces,

but the govermment there also sold state-owned si wes who had served 1 the

navy, The Continental (‘ ongress, responding to British gencral Herre Clinton's
Phillipsburg pm(l mation of 1770, which offered ‘/z‘u?dum and even gave con-
hiscated patriot fand 1o si;um who declared lovalty to the Crown, and to British
wilitary success in the fower south, approved of 51\{ enlistment in Georgia

nd South Carolina, T'his plan was the brainchild of John Laurens, Washing-
ton's aide-de-camip, whose distaste for sla ery matehed his patriotic zeal, Fdu-
cated i Geneva and influenced by the egaliturian ideas of the French pohtical
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Laurens recommended recruiting slaves

and freeing them after their military service. \’\Qisiiinymm other zi%dwdt-cww;x

Hamilton, who proposed a similar plan to Governor Jav in New York. o ported
i, and Laurens procured a commission to lead ni(\ii A reghuent, i,w,ig de-

,
rided for his ;z?hrswd 1’;45?11;«.\% Laurens has onlv recently been recogized for

lis abolitionist belie - Despite his efforts, both states refused the nre oposition,

i
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