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Revolutionary War
What comes to mind when you think about the



Enslavement During Colonial America
� While slavery existed in every colony 

at one time or another, the economic 
structure of farming (i.e., tobacco & 
rice) in the 1700s South grew to 
depend on the forced labor of 
Africans. 

� This growing demand for forced 
human-labor led to a prosperous 
“Slave Trade” from Africa to the 
colonies, building the economic 
wealth of many white colonists 
throughout the 1700s-1800s.

� At the onset of the War for 
Independence, at least 500,000 Black 
people lived in the colonies, of whom 
around 90% were enslaved.

Source
First auction of enslaved people in 

New Amsterdam 

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/africans-colonial-america


� African captives faced harsh conditions in colonial America.
� Work hours were long & grueling; living conditions were 

crude/insufficient; abuse from enslavers was common;  families 
were often broken apart

� For those enslaved during this time, there fewer places to escape 
to, since none of the colonies outlawed slavery prior to the 
Revolutionary War.

� There was a small chance a captive would be freed when their 
enslaver died, but it was equally likely that their family would be 
split up & sent to the enslavers surviving family members. (Source)

Engraving illustrates the 
fabrication of turpentine as 
enslaved men drain sap from trees 
into barrels. (Source)

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/africans-colonial-america
http://www.slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2273


RESISTANCE OF THOSE ENSLAVED
Despite the system into which they were forced, those enslaved resisted their 
bondage in many ways.
� Revolt and uprisings | Dangerous & rare, but they did occur (i.e., Stono

Rebellion, South Carolina, 1739
� Purchase freedom | Some enslaved people managed to work & save money 

to purchase their freedom. 
� Escape | A complex & risky decision, some enslaved people attempted 

escape. Some who were successful lived in maroon communities, such as in 
the Great Dismal Swamp. 

� Maintaining Culture & Humanity | Black people developed a vibrant culture 
that embodied a combination of African traditions & newly forged 
communities
o adopted Christian worship & made it their own; storytelling (as oral tradition & for 

sharing critical information); music, dance, and other forms of emotional 
sustenance 

What were some additional (perhaps less obvious) 
forms of resistance?



“Free Persons of Color” 
in Colonial America

� “Free persons of color” or “free Blacks” were terms used to describe 
people who were not white nor enslaved. It included African Americans, 
Native Americans, and people who were bi/multi- racial. 

� A small number (9%-10%) of Black people in Colonial America were free.
o While America’s free Black population would grow in later years, it generally 

increased far more slowly than both the white & the enslaved population.

� How was a Black person before the American Revolution able to be 
“legally” free?
� They were often bi-racial, free at birth if their mother was white or a free 

person of color herself. (Colonial law generally provided that a child's status 
followed that of its mother.) 

� Purchased their freedom and/or the freedom of family members. 
� Sometimes, elderly persons, someone sick or disabled, or in someway 

deemed "past labor,” were discarded & thus “free.”
� Very seldom was an enslaved person manumitted (freed) by a 

conscience-stricken enslaver.



Giving Credit Where 
Credit is Due

� The forced work of enslaved 
people & the contributions of free 
Black people supported the 
colonies & should be equally 
credited with America’s eventual 
success & prosperity.

� Despite discriminatory laws, 
attitudes & institutions during 
colonial times, Black people 
played a pivotal role in the 
formation of American society, 
challenging and even setting 
precedents for race relations. 



A Parallel Struggle for 
FREEDOM

§ By the 1760’s, colonists began to                                                                                    
wage a war of words & protests against                                                                        
the British. 

§ The Declaration of Independence became a symbol of human 
rights and personal freedom.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 

Preamble to the Declaration of Independence 

§ At the time he wrote it, Thomas Jefferson enslaved over 200 
men, women and children.

How do you think enslaved people and free Blacks 
would respond to white colonists’ calls for freedom, 
liberty & human rights?

The slave trade is “the 
most shocking violation of the 
law of nature…What is a 
trifling three-penny duty on 
tea compared to the 
inestimable blessings of liberty 
to one captive?”

-James Otis



“Whether fighting for the British 
cause or for the American cause, 
African Americans were fighting 
for freedom. It was a freedom 

struggle.” 
~James O. Horton

[The role of Black people] “in the 
Revolution can be best 

understood by realizing that his 
major loyalty was not to a place 

nor to a people, but to a 
principle.” 

~Benjamin Quarles



Petitions
� As white colonists began to 

wage a war of words and 
resistance against the British 
colonial government, Black 
people also called for their 
own personal freedom. 

� Their poems, letters, and 
petitions used the rhetoric of 
the age to appeal for slavery's 
abolition.

On Jan. 13, 1777, abolitionist Prince Hall and seven 
other African Americans presented a petition 
(pictured left) for freedom to the Massachusetts 
Council and the House of Representatives.

https://blackpast.org/aah/hall-prince-c-1735-1807


Running Away
� The Revolutionary period 

offered increased 
opportunities for self-
emancipation, and thus more 
enslaved people attempted 
escape/escaped. 

� Historians estimate between 
55,000 and 100,000 (9% -17% 
of all enslaved people) ran to 
freedom during these years. 

� Some hoped to join loved 
ones they had been separated 
from. Others ran to the British 
lines or formed maroon 
communities where they could 
live freely among themselves. 



Running Away
� As early as the 1690s Black people fled south to St. Augustine, 

Florida.
� By the 1700s, North Carolina also had a reputation as a haven for 

escapees:

“Fugitive slaves from VA & NC turned the 
Great Dismal Swamp into a sanctuary. The 
swamp was an ideal hideout. According to a 
1780s traveler, runaways were ‘perfectly 
safe, and with the greatest facility elude the 
most diligent search of their pursuers.’ 
Blacks had lived there ‘for twelve, twenty, 
or thirty years and upwards, subsisting
themselves...upon corn, hogs, and fowls...’ 
The runaways cultivated small plots of land 
that were ‘perfectly impenetrable to any of 
the inhabitants of the country around...’”



� The decision to flee was not an easy one and 
the risks were tremendous. 
o Those who ran away risked making the situation 

harder for family or friends left behind.
o Escape was not easy. Dehydration, starvation, 

injury, exposure, and numerous other 
challenges faced runaways.

o Enslaved people who were captured risked 
being tortured, executed, deported to the West 
Indies, & more. 

� Even those who were successful in escape still faced challenges.
o Those escaping to British lines often ended up in refugee camps that 

were poorly equipped to handle so many people. 
o Escapees lived with the trauma of enslavement, and the constant threat 

that they could be captured. 
(Source)

https://www2.umbc.edu/che/tahlessons/pdf/The_Untold_Story_The_Black_Struggle_for_Freedom_PF.pdf


• British Loyalists were aware of the 
benefit enslaved persons escaping & 
joining their side could bring.

• On Nov. 7, 1775  the royal Governor of 
Virginia, John Murray, Earl of 
Dunmore, issued a statement 
(Dunmore’s Proclamation) promising 
freedom to any person enslaved to a 
Patriot who would help the British.

• In May 1776, the NC General Assembly 
appointed a committee “to enquire of 
ways & means …to prevent the 
desertion of slaves.”

Running Away (Encouraged by British)



Revolt

� It was recognized by both Patriots & Loyalists that the 
pending War would create a period of instability – which 
they worried could heighten not only running away, but 
the risk of revolts by enslaved people.

“If American & Britain should come to hostile rupture I am afraid an 
Insurrection among the slaves may and will be promoted.  In one of our 

Counties lately a few of those unhappy wretches met together and chose a 
leader who was to conduct them when English troops should arrive-which 

they foolishly thought would be very soon and that by revolting to them they 
should be rewarded with their freedom.” ~James Madison, 1774

The British intend to “to let loose 
Indians on our Frontiers, and to 
raise the Negroes against us…” 
~Joseph Hewes, a North Carolina delegate 

to the Continental Congress, 1775



� While uprisings were not common in the colonies, attempts 
were made - & they shattered incorrect stereotypes of 
compliant, contented enslaved people. 
o In Gloucester County, Virginia in 1663, known as “The Servants Plot,” 

white and black indentured servants rebelled against the colony’s 
exploitative tobacco cultivation industry. 

o In 1712 New York City, around 23 enslaved men armed themselves & 
killed at least 9 white enslavers.

o In 1739, South Carolina, up to 100 Black people participated in the 
Stono Rebellion, the largest uprising in the American colonies. 

� While no American revolts were successful, and they led to 
increasingly restrictive and inhumane laws, they did increase 
fear in enslavers.

� In response to such fears, in 1774, the North Carolina 
Provincial Congress banned the importation of enslaved 
people.

Revolt



Why would a Black person, 
enslaved or free, join…

The Loyalists?

The Patriots?



Joining the Loyalists
� Many Black people looked to the King’s 

troops as liberators & flocked to British 
lines.

� Within a month of Dunmore’s 
Proclamation, hundreds of Black men 
had joined the Loyalist fight in what was 
called “Lord Dunmore’s Ethiopian 
Regiment”.  

� It is estimated that throughout 1775-
1776, Dunmore had hundreds of Black 
men under his command.

Formerly enslaved, Cornelius Titus (aka 
Colonel Tye) fought for the Loyalists & led his 

own “Black Brigade,” the greatest guerilla 
fighting force of  the Revolutionary War. (Source)

https://www.nps.gov/gate/learn/historyculture/cornelius-titus.htm


• In NC, when the British fleet dropped anchor off Cape Fear in early 1776, 
many enslaved North Carolinians fled there. 

• The muster rolls of the British stationed off Cape Fear recorded the names 
of Black people who “deserted from the Rebels” or “fled for Protection.” 
• The HMS Scorpion, for instance, reported that thirty-six Black people, including 

at least eleven women, came aboard on March 3, 1776.

• In addition to Black Loyalist contributors on the field and in the British 
Navy, others were organized into the “Black Pioneers,” providing support 
through building fortifications, cooking, laundering, etc.

• Black Pioneers also provided valuable intelligence to the British regarding 
the roads and waterways of North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia.

“The [N]egroes are deserting from the Sea 
Coast... Three of mine were intercepted on 

their way and are now in Goal [jail].” 
~William Hooper, one of North Carolina’s signers of the 

Declaration of Independence



� Dunmore’s Proclamation & its 
instigation to desert, join the 
British, or even rebel became 
official British policy.

� It is estimated that 20,000 Black 
people aided the British.

� However, those who successfully 
made it to British lines often had 
to take shelter in refugee camps 
that were poorly equipped to 
handle so many people. Here 
many women and children 
suffered from starvation, disease 
and death. 



� Why would a Black man join the 
Patriots? Some believed that 
supporting America’s 
independence would mean that 
“all men are created equal” 
would grow to include them after 
the war as well.

� They wanted better lives, hoping 
service might bring them greater 
rights; success; freedom from 
slavery; income; land grants; 
and/or other opportunities.

T. Payton, Black Continental Soldier 
(National Military Park NC)

Joining the Patriots



Joining the Patriots
• Black men had long served in colonial 

militias and probably even saw action 
during the French and Indian War. They 
were often relegated to support roles, 
but nonetheless made important 
contributions.

• General George Washington and other 
colonists (especially those who 
enslaved people) opposed recruiting 
Black men, both free and especially 
those enslaved, into the Continental 
Army.

• As war with Britain broke out in the 
spring of 1775, however, Massachusetts 
patriots needed every man they could 
get, thus a number of Black men –
enslaved and free -- served bravely at 
Lexington and Concord and Bunker Hill.

Salem Poor , who was formerly 
enslaved but purchased his freedom in 

1769, performed so heroically at 
Bunker Hill that 14 officers wrote to 
the MA legislature, commending him 
as a "brave and gallant Soldier" who 

deserved reward. 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/poor-salem-1747-1780/


• After Dunmore’s Proclamation, General Washington relented & 
enlisted free Blacks to forestall their joining the British side.

• Hundreds of Black people fought in battle, as well as served as 
laborers, spies, guides, musicians, servants, weapons crafters, 
and more.

• By 1778, the 
Continental 
Army had 
dwindled to 
18,000 due to 
disease and 
desertion.  This 
forced 
Washington to 
approve plans 
for a Black 
Regiment of 
free Blacks and 
enslaved 
people.

Source

https://www.army.mil/article/97705/black_soldiers_in_the_revolutionary_war


� About 5,000 black soldiers served in 
the Continental Army & Navy during 
the American Revolution, including 
many from North Carolina.
o For instance, a Muster role for 

Continental Army Stationed at White 
Plains New York in August 1778 listed 
755 black soldiers; 58 of these soldiers 
were serving with the North Carolina 
Line

o At least 133 known Revolutionary War 
Veterans were “free people of color” in 
Coastal/Southeast North Carolina.

Black Patriots



The Harlowe Patriots



John Chavis
� Born free in Oxford, NC, around 

1763, Chavis enlisted in 
December 1778 in the Fifth 
Virginia Regiment, serving 
honorably for three years in the 
Revolutionary War. 

� He went on to become a 
prominent minister and educator, 
teaching both Black and white 
students in Raleigh.

“Tell them that if I am Black I am free born American & a 
revolutionary soldier & therefore out not to be thrown entirely 

out of the scale of notice.” 
John Chavis in an 1832 letter to Senator Willie P. Mangum



Black Patriots

� In North Carolina free Black men were subject to Patriot militia 
service requirements.

� In some cases enslaved people served as substitutes in the war 
for their enslavers, often on the promise that their freedom 
would be granted for doing so.
� For example, Ned Griffen, “a man of mixed blood,” was to win his 

freedom by substituting for his master, William Kitchen, a soldier in the 
North Carolina Brigade. Ned did so, but upon his discharge, Kitchen took 
back his offer and sold Ned. Ned petitioned the General Assembly in 
1784 and was granted his freedom “forever hereafter.”  

� In many cases, enlistment bonuses and pay would go straight to their 
enslavers.



Everyday Resistance

� Despite the various pathways to freedom that enslaved people 
risked, systemic barriers and dangerous threats to them and to 
loved ones kept many in their situation.
o How would an enslaved person survive & gain economic stability? How 

would they know where to go or what to do, if they had limited knowledge 
of the area beyond their place of enslavement? What would happen if they 
were captured? If they had family, could they survive together? Would they 
ever be able to live life in the open?

� Not taking the risk of escape or rebellion is understandable, but 
this doesn’t mean that enslaved people were compliant, docile, or 
content. 

� Enslaved people weighed their individual circumstances, and even 
when unable to escape, still  resisted in everyday acts of defiance.

“I was free, but there was 
no one to welcome me to 

the land of freedom. I was a 
stranger in a strange land.” 



Everyday Resistance
� slowing work, feigning illness, breaking 

tools, or sabotaging production
� theft
� secretly learning to read/write
� secret worship
� working on the side & saving money
� maintaining culture & community
� singing, dancing, & other forms of 

creative expression

“What right have we to expect oppressed peoples in the past to spill their blood 
on the barricades when they were fully aware of the hopelessness of victory 

and of the terrible consequences of defeat?” ~Eugene Genovese

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1980/04/17/why-didnt-slaves-rebel/


Black Contributions
� Regardless of which side they joined, Black 

people – free, enslaved - men, women, & 
children – contributed in many ways:
� Soldiers
� Spies/double agents 
� Servants to officers
� Served as laborers & craftsmen
� “Pioneers” who built fortifications, 

repaired/cleared roads, made weapons & 
ammunition, shod horses, etc..

� Provided support roles, such as cooks, 
launderers, powder boys, etc.

� Guides (due to familiarity w/ the landscape)
� Musicians
� Serving as thought leaders & abolitionists

� Black labor was foundational to the War &    
the growth of America and our economy. 

James Forten, a “Founding Father,” was a 
“free person of color” in Philadelphia, PA. At 
the age of 14, he volunteered as a "powder 
boy" on a British ship. After the Rev. War, he
went on to become a successful businessman 

and leader of Philadelphia's African 
American community. He was a prominent  
abolitionist, suffragist, & civil rights activist. 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/forten-james-1766-1842/


“This dreadful rumor [of 
reenslavement] filled us 

with inexpressible anguish 
and terror, especially when 

we saw our old masters, 
coming form Virginia, 

North Carolina, and other 
parts, and seizing upon 

their slaves in the streets…”  
~Boston King

After the War
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