INDIVIDUAL STORIES – INDIVIDUAL HEROES
SLAVERY AND THE MAKING OF AMERICA delves beyond the concept of slavery as an institution and into the personal struggles and triumphs of the enslaved themselves.  Below are the stories of some of the men and women featured in the series.
Hour One:  The Downward Spiral 
Wednesday, February 9, 9-10 p.m.
John Punch
John Punch was a black indentured servant working on a small farm in Chesapeake Bay, Virginia, in the 1640s.  Day after day, Punch toiled in the fields, enduring unimaginable harassment and oppression as he helped to make tobacco the colony’s most profitable export.  He worked side-by-side with two white indentured servants, a Scotsman named James Gregory and a Dutch man who went only by the first name “Victor.”  With no hope in sight and facing unbearable work conditions, the three men chose to flee their master.  After crossing into Maryland, they were captured and sent before the colony’s highest court for sentencing.  For the white men, that meant indentured servitude for several additional years.  For Punch, a black man who had committed exactly the same crime, the sentence was servitude for life.  There was no law that said he had to be treated differently because he was black, but his infinitely harsher sentence was one of the first indications that being white came with privileges and benefits, and that skin color had the power to determine one’s status and fate.   

Emanuel and Frances Driggus

First appearing in public records in the mid-1640s, Emanuel Driggus was a Virginia slave belonging to Captain Francis Potts.  With him were his wife and children, only two of whom were guaranteed freedom after a certain amount of time, according to the terms of their father’s enslavement.  In 1657, facing financial problems, Potts sold two of the other youngsters, Thomas and Ann.  Powerless to fight his master’s cruel decision to split up the family, Driggus attained his freedom in 1661, but continued to see to the needs of his enslaved children.  Eventually, Thomas married a free black woman; because a child’s status depended on its mother’s status, his offspring were free.  

One of those children, Frances, worked for a local blacksmith named John Brewer.  In 1694, she found herself in court, charged by Brewer with the sin of fornication.  No partner was named, and the 17-year-old Frances was sentenced to 30 lashes and an additional two years of servitude.  Months later, she returned to court, this time charged with having a child out of wedlock.  Frances’ accusation that Brewer was the child’s father threw the court into an uproar, and, after sentencing her to another whipping, the justices passed the case on to a higher court.  Furious, Brewer attempted to assign Frances to another man, at which point Frances sued to fight the move.  The teenager fought for a year, arguing that Brewer was trying to take away her free status – ultimately, the letter binding her to Brewer was ruled invalid.  This remarkable story – of a woman who dared to tell her story in a world where the word of a black woman was generally meaningless next to the word of a white man – captures the essence of the enslaved spirit and the collective refusal to passively accept oppression.
Hour Two:  Liberty in the Air
Wednesday, February 9, 10-11 p.m.
Titus (“Colonel Tye”)

In the years leading up to the American Revolution, Titus was a young New Jersey slave bound to a mean-spirited man by the name of John Corlies, a Quaker.  It was the 1760s, and most Quakers were teaching their slaves to read and write, then freeing them when they turned 21.  Corlies refused to do either, but Titus taught himself a number of survival skills.  He made money selling animal skins and produce he’d grown, and committed to memory a detailed map of the region’s waterways and terrain.  Around him, the white colonists had begun denouncing British restrictions, and African Americans faced the new challenge of making their own desire for freedom heard amid the growing cries for liberty.  Then, Lord Dunmore, the royal governor of Virginia issued a proclamation saying that any black people who joined the British would be granted freedom.  Nearly 100,000 slaves fled Southern plantations to join Dumore.  Titus himself fled Corlies, and after serving under Dunmore for some time, returned to New Jersey as the leader of a mixed-race band of guerilla raiders conducting operations for the British.  “Colonel Tye,” as he was now known, used his intimate knowledge of the landscape to successfully raid supplies for the British troops.  The triumphant guerillas terrorized their former owners, kidnapped patriots and, above all, liberated their friends and family.  Colonel Tye was killed in battle in September 1780.  

Mum Bett
Mum Bett and her daughter, Lizzie, were domestic slaves in the rural Massachusetts home of Colonel Ashley and his wife, Hannah.  Hannah Ashley treated the women terribly; Mum Bett’s arm bore a scar from one incident in which she’d been hit with a red-hot coal pan just out of the fireplace.  Because the Colonel was an important public figure, Mum Bett was frequently present when he hosted political meetings and discussions; she was well-aware of the growing resentment of British taxation and control, she was familiar with the language used in pamphlets and other anti-British rhetoric, she understood the quest for life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  As the war wound down and Massachusetts drafted its state constitution,  Mum Bett sought the help of an attorney named Theodore Sedgewick, whom she’d met at the Ashley’s house.  She told him she knew she had certain natural rights and expressed her desire to sue Colonel Ashley for her freedom.  Sedgewick and Mum Bett won the case, which became one of several that led to the abolition of slavery in Massachusetts in 1783. 

Denmark Vesey
A freed carpenter in Charleston, South Carolina, Denmark Vesey helped found one of the first black churches.  Combining concepts from Christianity with the collective lessons learned from 150 years of bondage, Vesey spread a unique message that would ignite an explosive emancipation movement in the 19th century.  Despite attempts by whites to shut down the church, Vesey persevered, and in 1822 organized a milestone rebellion against slavery, inspired by the Bible.  When the authorities received leaked information about the rebellion, they executed Vesey, along with 36 others.  But his words and ideals would live on through those who followed in his footsteps.  
David Walker
Born free in Wilmington, North Carolina, David Walker learned to read and write in one of the city’s early black churches.  By 1820, he had arrived in Charleston, where he was exposed to the ideas of Denmark Vesey.  After Vesey’s failed rebellion, Walker headed north to Boston, where he experienced both virulent racism and a growing political consciousness among black people.  Calling upon what Vesey had taught him, he quickly became a leading voice in the black community.  In 1829, Walker set out to write about his life experiences, analyzing the slavery system and expressing his outrage over it.  Entitled An Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World, Walker’s “appeal” became the most important abolitionist document of the 1800s and is considered a call-to-arms that asked African Americans to empower themselves.  Walker drew from the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence and the Bible, posing questions such as “When shall we arise from this death-like apathy?,” calling Thomas Jefferson and America as a whole hypocritical, and underscoring the role black people played in shaping the nation.  Through an elaborate network of contacts, he was able to distribute the appeal up and down the Atlantic coast; copies were discovered as far away as North Carolina.  Threatened slaveholders in the South put out bounties on Walker’s head; in 1830, he was found dead in his doorway, the probable victim of a murder. 
Maria Stewart

Prior to Walker’s death, his cause was taken up by Maria Stewart, who had been born free but grew up as the domestic of a minister’s household.  Following the death of her husband, Stewart underwent a religious conversion and embarked on a public speaking campaign, referring to Walker as her mentor and attempting to carry his mission forward.  She became the first American-born woman to address an audience of both black people and whites about political issues, most notably the condition of black women.  Impassioned and particularly harsh on black men, Stewart evoked resentment within the black community and eventually had to leave Boston.  But her words – and those of David Walker before her – remain the backbone of the concept of African Americans as a nation within a nation.

Hour Three:  Seeds of Destruction 
Wednesday, February 16, 9-10 p.m.

Harriet Jacobs
Harriet Jacobs’ first owner ignored the law and taught her to read and write.  When that owner died, Harriet was given to the three-year-old daughter of Dr. James Norcom, who made her a house slave.  Norcom had fathered 11 slave children within his North Carolina home, many of whom he had sold off.  Quickly, he set his sights on Harriet, stalking her throughout the house, whispering obscenities into her ears and constantly reminding her that she was his property.  For years, Harriet did everything she could to resist Norcom.  When, at 15, she met Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, 15 years her senior, she became certain the well-connected attorney was the savior who would free her from Norcom’s grip.  By 19, she had given birth to a son and daughter, both Sawyer’s.  As technical “owner” of the children, Norcom threatened to send them to a plantation known for exceptionally harsh treatment of young slaves; Sawyer tried to buy his children from Norcom, but Norcom refused and sought revenge.  Desperate to save her son and daughter, Harriet determined that Norcom would lose interest in the children if she fled. Hiding in the nearby swamps until a permanent hiding place could be secured, Harriet eventually sought refuge with her grandmother, a free woman living in Edenton.  

At her grandmother’s house, Harriet was confined to a tiny space beneath the roof – home was now nine feet long, seven feet wide and three feet high.  Weeks later, Sawyer did buy the children and sent them to live with Harriet’s grandmother.  Terrified that she’d be exposed, Harriet remained confined to the tiny space.  For seven years she filled her time sewing, writing and reading, peering at her children through a tiny hole, suffering in the stifling air, with little light, as rats and mice ran over her bed.  When a neighbor’s slave threatened to blow Harriet’s cover, arrangements were made for her escape.  With the help of the Underground Railroad and a ship captain known for smuggling runaways, Harriet made her way to Philadelphia and then New York, where she found her brother.  Together, the pair relocated to Rochester, a hub of abolitionist activity.  There, Harriet met the Quaker feminist abolitionist Amy Post, who encouraged her to write down her unfathomable story as a contribution to the movement.  After reuniting with her children, she completed her autobiography, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, becoming the first woman we know about to pen a “slave narrative.” 
Solomon Northup
Solomon Northup, who lived in New York with his wife and three children, was one of the many free black people abducted by slave traders and brought to the South to be auctioned off.  In April 1841, at the age of 33, Northup found himself in one of the slave pens that lined the streets of Washington, D.C. – he had lived all his life a free man and was suddenly chained and bound, headed for years of enslavement in the cotton fields of Mississippi. “The idea came into my head that I had been kidnapped,” Northup wrote in his narrative, “But I thought that was incredible.  It could not be that a free citizen of New York should be dealt with this inhumanly.  It was a desolate thought.  I bowed my head and wept.”  More than a million black people were sent to the Deep South – nearly twice as many as were brought to America in all the years of the African slave trade.  

Louis and Matilda Hughes
Eleven-year-old Louis Hughes was “sold down the river,” as the phrase went – purchased and then transported down the Mississippi River to the Deep South, only to be sold for $380 in Virginia.  Ripped away from his mother, Hughes arrived on the plantation of Edward McGee in Mississippi, where the number of slaves left him awestruck.  His wealthy new owner assigned him to the main house, where the young boy worked as hard as he could but never seemed able to please McGee’s wife.  She often lashed out for no apparent reason, hitting Hughes or cuffing his ears as he went about his chores.  At 20, Hughes attempted to flee but was caught, returned to McGee and brutally beaten.  Back on the plantation he married Matilda, a cook also enslaved by the McGees.  Soon after, Matilda gave birth to twins.  Mrs. McGee refused to lighten Matilda’s workload, and the new mother was forced to neglect the babies.  Hughes watched as his wife was “almost run to death with work” – within six months, the twins were dead.

Hour Four:  The Challenge of Freedom 
Wednesday, February 16, 10-11 p.m. 
Robert Smalls
The son of a household servant enslaved on the McKee plantation in Beaufort, South Carolina, Robert Smalls was raised to maintain a sense of pride, self-worth and dignity.  At 12, unable to read or write but armed with other valuable skills McKee had taught him, Smalls went to live with relatives of his master in Charleston.  There, he found work on the waterfront, and within a few years was supervising a dock crew comprised of men twice his age.  The ambitious teen arranged to hire himself out, paying McKee $15 a month and keeping any additional income for himself with the goal of one day buying freedom for himself and later his wife as well.  Smalls and the woman he married when he was 17, Hannah Jones, spoke often of their future freedom, and during the first year of the Civil War, the visible presence of the Union fleet in Charleston Harbor was a constant reminder that there might very well be hope for them and for the enslaved as a whole.  Smalls was working on a Confederate ship when he began discussing a daring escape with some of the other enslaved black people.  On the night of May 13th, 1862, the white crew of the Confederate ship The Planter went home for the night and left the black crew to stand guard.  Dressed as its white, Confederate captain, Smalls led his wife, children and fellow enslaved soldiers on board.  A helmsman, he knew the signals and codes required to pass through different points in the harbor and safely navigated The Planter toward the Union fleet, where he turned the ship over to them and won his freedom.  Many slaves escaped during the Civil War, but none with as much enterprise – or Confederate property – as Smalls. 

Following the Civil War, Smalls returned to Beaufort and purchased the home where he’d grown up as a slave.  It was there that he also launched his political career, first as a member of the South Carolina State House of Representatives and then as a United States Congressman.  In that capacity he lobbied vigorously for his fellow Congressmen to help stop the widespread violence against Republicans in the South.

