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Preface
Far too many residents of New Jersey believe the present conditions of
race relations and the status of Afro-Americans characterize not only the
contemporary era but also the past. Today, a number of New Jersey
municipalities have black mayors and representatives in the state legislature, but less well known is the disenfranchisement of blacks in the preCivil War era. Today, despite a significant gap between black and white
incomes, blacks are employed as unskilled laborers, in skilled jobs, and
as professionals. Yet in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, most
New Jersey Afro-Americans were in the bondage of slavery. July 4,
1776, stimulates memories of Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, George
Washington, and other heroes of the American Revolution, but few have
heard of Prince Whipple or Jack Cudjo, black Jerseyans who served the
patriot military cause during the Revolution. Nor has July 4,1804, the date
New Jersey's gradual abolition of slavery law took effect, been imprinted in
the collective memory of the state's citizens. If our knowledge of the history
of Afro-Americans in New Jersey contains such omissions, it is my hope that
this work will generate new knowledge and interest in this too-often
ignored or only faintly understood topic.
This study covers in six sections the Afro-American experience in the
state from the colonial period to the present. The first section will focus on
the origins and growth of African slavery. T h e similarities to and differences
from slavery on southern plantations are explored. The second section
examines the contributions of blacks to the Revolutionary War effort and
the impact of the natural rights philosophy of the Revolution, economic
factors, and Quaker antislavery efforts on the state legislature's passage of
a gradual abolition law. T h e third section explores the ambiguous legal
status of New Jersey's free black population between 1816 and 1865. Of
particular concern are the racial attitudes, feelings pro and anti slavery, and
loyalties during the Civil War in a state noted for its lukewarm support of the
Union and Lincoln. The fourth section examines the period from the end
of the Civil War to the turn of the century: the establishment of black
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businesses, churches, newspapers, and other institutions maintaining black
culture. T h e fifth section studies the beginning of the twentieth century to
the end of World War II, when the black population grew rapidly from
southern migration to New Jersey's major cities as black southerners sought
a better life. Their experience in those cities, hardships from massive
unemployment in the Great Depression, and contributions to the American
victory during both World Wars testify to the resiliency of New Jersey's
black population. T h e final section covers the period from 1945 to the
present, analyzing those social, economic, and political factors responsible
for the shape of the Afro-American community today. It sets forth a retrospective view and discusses future prospects.
I. T h e Origins and Growth of Slavery
New Jersey's fertile soil, rivers, and forests became host to Dutch,
English, Swedish, and German immigrants joining the native LenniLenape Indians, but the labor needs of first the Dutch colony and later the
English one were unsatisfied by these early settlers and native Americans.
As European immigration continued into the colonies, the native populations fell victim to European diseases and enslavement. Other natives
migrated westward while the remainder proved too limited a source of
labor. White indentured servants were inadequate, for their terms of service
were limited and they often ran away. Like other colonies throughout the
Western Hemisphere, New Jersey turned to the importation and enslavement of Africans. Slavery is not generally associated with the North or New
Jersey by most Americans or New Jerseyans, but it was an important part of
the northern as well as the southern economy. New York and New Jersey
were the largest slaveholding states in the North with slave populations of
8 and 12 percent respectively through the colonial era.1 As Edgar McManus
noted: "For nearly two hundred years the North maintained a slave regime
more varied and complex than the 'peculiar institutions' of the South." T h e
northern slave labor force, unlike the primarily agricultural southern labor
force, was used in virtually every area of northern economic life. Blacks were
exploited not only on farms, but also as carpenters, shipwrights, sailmakers,
printers, tailors, shoemakers, coopers, blacksmiths, bakers, weavers, and
goldsmiths. New Jersey black bondsmen were a part of this diversified labor
system, making profits not only for the transatlantic slave traders and
shipbuilding industry, but also for virtually every sector of the economy. 2
Black labor was employed in the Jersey area even before English
colonization. As early as 1627, the Dutch West India Company brought
Africans into the New Netherland colony, which encompassed the Hudson
and Delaware River valleys, from ships they raided importing Africans into
Spanish possessions in the New World. T h e leaders of New Netherland
deemed black labor essential to their agricultural prosperity and the defense against hostile Indians. With Holland prosperous, the colony of New
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Netherland found it difficult to attract a sufficiently permanent Dutch labor
supply and increasingly relied on African labor to clear forests, build roads,
construct homes, and produce food to make the colony viable. Along the
Hudson Valley, where the land monopolies of wealthy Dutch estate owners
discouraged free immigration, African labor was especially important.
Dutch farmers had probably carried their slaves to the now New Jersey side
of the Hudson before the coming of the English in 1664, although the
earliest record of African slaves in New Jersey was made in Shrewsbury
in 1680.3
T h e English conquest of New Netherland in 1664 did not alter the
region's increasing reliance on black labor. Legal recognition of slavery in
the middle colonies began with the English occupation of the Dutch
colony, for during the period of Dutch control, the enslavement of blacks
had been based on custom and usage rather than on law. However, the
Articles of Capitulation, which transferred sovereignty from the Dutch to
the English, recognized Dutch slave titles. T h e following year a statute
making slavery a legal institution was promulgated by James, Duke of York,
to whom his brother, Charles II of England, had granted New Netherland.
James conferred the colony on John, Lord Berkeley, and Sir George
Carteret. Under their auspices New Jersey's first Constitution, the Concessions and Agreement, was issued in 1665.4
Under the provisions of the Concessions, every freeman who accompanied Governor Philip Carteret on his first voyage to New Jersey in 1665 was
promised a "headright" (land grant of 150 acres). Additional grants of 75,60,
45, and 30 acres in succeeding years were made to colonists for bringing in
indentured servants and slaves. T h e acknowledgement of the inadequacy
of white servitude and Indian slavery and the decision to rely heavily on
African slavery were not unique, but rather demonstrated the similarity of
New Jersey's thinking and action to those of other colonies.5 T h e Concessions gave legal recognition to slavery and encouraged settlement and
economic development by stimulating the introduction of African slaves
and white indentured labor.
T h e division of the colony in 1674 into the two separate political and
territorial units of East Jersey and West Jersey signaled the divergent paths
followed by these geographical areas regarding slavery and race relations in
the colonial period. T h e counties of Bergen, Essex, Monmouth, and
Middlesex, originally forming East Jersey, contained a black population
which numbered between 10 and 12 percent of the population on the eve
of the Revolution, and even 20 percent in some communities. In contrast,
the West Jersey colonies of Burlington, Gloucester, Salem, and Cape May
contained a black population of only 472 percent of the total at the time of
the Revolution. East Jersey's greater reliance on black labor was stimulated
by its proximity to New York City with its relatively large slave population
(20 percent by 1715), Kings County (Brooklyn), and the Hudson River
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Valley where large Dutch estates employed slave labor. Like the rich
farmland of Kings County and the Hudson River Valley, the fertile river
valleys of the Passaic and the Raritan encouraged the use of slave labor. East
Jersey became a magnet for the ambitious residents of New Netherland and
planters from Barbados. T h e Barbadian transplants were the first to receive
huge grants of land in seventeenth-century New Jersey. Both groups used
slave labor to fell trees and clear thousands of acres of wilderness. T h e New
York Dutch who crossed the Hudson or sailed from Long Island to
Monmouth County and the Raritan Valley established estates there in the
townships of Middletown, Freehold, and Shrewsbury. One of the earliest
records of African slavery in New Jersey comes from the estate of Colonel
Lewis Morris, a Barbadian planter, who in the early 1680s employed sixty
to seventy blacks in his Shrewsbury manor.6
Slavery existed in West Jersey but on a far less extensive scale. A significant portion of the land in West Jersey—pine barrens and marshlands
along stretches of the Delaware River—was unsuitable for farming. T h e
absence of significant Dutch migration and Barbadian immigration into
West Jersey meant that these two slaveholding groups had a very limited
presence in the area. West Jersey's proximity to the port of Philadelphia,
where white servants were abundant, and its distance from the more slavetrade-oriented port of New York contributed to the lower percentage of
blacks and slaves in the area. Finally, the English Quakers in West Jersey
supported the antislavery movement: evolving Quaker moral antipathy
to slavery culminated in a 1776 decision to read slaveholders out of the
Philadelphia and West Jersey meetings. Quakers had tried to lessen
the burden of slavery and encourage slave emancipations throughout much
of the eighteenth century and by the end of the century they sought to
abolish it.7
During the first half of the eighteenth century, thousands of blacks were
brought into New York and New Jersey from Barbados and Jamaica. In
1726, blacks numbered 2,581 out of a total New Jersey population of32,422.
By 1745, there were approximately 4,606 blacks in a population of 61,383 in
the state. T h e growing black population filled slots in a variety of occupations, not simply agriculture. Blacks became valued workers in small
industries like saltworks and tanneries. New Jersey's most ambitious
industrial enterprise was its ironworks, for which slaves provided much of
the skilled labor necessary for successful operation. Blacks filled part of the
need for labor caused by the expiration of the terms of white indentured
servants or their flight before their terms expired. Charles Read, the
well-known ironmaster in colonial New Jersey, employed slave labor
at a number of furnaces he built in Burlington County in the 1760s. T h e
Andover Iron Works in Sussex County, which employed slave craftsmen,
produced ironwares that were recognized for their superior quality
and craftsmanship. 8
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Copper mining was another important industrial enterprise in the colony.
T h e Schuyler family lands in Bergen County contained the most productive copper mines in New Jersey and ore mined with slave labor proved
quite lucrative. Blacks were also employed in the field of transportation, at
the Lambertville ferry in Hunterdon County. While most black males were
used in agricultural jobs, during the winter months when crops required less
attention owners utilized them in nonfarming jobs or hired out their labor
to other white employers. Black females were usually domestic workers;
however, as in the South, they were sometimes used for agricultural tasks.9
T h e versatility of slave labor in the North and diversity of occupations in
which they were employed brought blacks into competition with white
workers. In agriculture, the retention of African agricultural skills in hunting, animal husbandry, and pathfinding made them particularly valuable to
New Jersey planters. However, industriousness and skills in nonagricultural
pursuits made blacks a threat to white craftsmen and workers. Throughout
the northern colonies, this fear of potentially wage-lowering competition
influenced some nonslaveowning whites to favor abolition of the slave trade
and even of slavery. During the years between 1686 and 1691, New York
City white workers protested the use of black porters and even succeeded
in obtaining a city ordinance excluding them from work. Philadelphia
craftsmen in 1707 and 1737 petitioned the state assembly to exclude their
black competitors from the skilled trades. T h e reaction to skilled blacks,
whether slave or free, was divided. For nonslaveholding workers black
craftsmen were a threat, but to slaveholders they were a valuable source of
labor even with their enhanced ability to flee bondage successfully or plot
a revolt.10
T h e West Jersey area of the state provides an example of blacks'
accomplishments when the chains of slavery were removed. T h e settlement of West Jersey by Quakers and their early encouragement of
manumission and eventual advocacy of emancipation resulted in the
growth of a free black population. Cyrus Bustill, born a slave in Burlington
County in 1735, opened a successful bakery after gaining his freedom at the
age of thirty-six. Caesar Murray, also of Burlington, obtained his freedom
after serving twenty-five years in bondage. Murray, a shoemaker by trade,
opened up a profitable shop which allowed him to purchase the freedom of
his wife and children and to build them a comfortable home. Peter Hill of
Burlington County, while a young man, negotiated to buy his freedom in
regular installments from his master. Hill had acquired the skill of watch and
clock making from his owner, enabling him to start his own business and to
buy his freedom and that of his wife.11
Slavery contributed significantly to the economic development of the
state, but also produced an exploitative society lacking justice and equality
for all its members. T h e harsher attitudes toward slavery and race relations
characteristic of East Jersey prevailed in the laws after both Jersey provinces
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were reunited in 1702. A 1682 East Jersey law forbade any person to trade
with free blacks and Indian or black slaves. A 1694 law prohibited slaves
from hunting with guns unless accompanied by their masters. It imposed
fines on people who entertained slaves in their homes for more than two
hours. In addition, the law made it legal for anyone to apprehend a slave who
was more than five miles from his owner's home. A 1695 law established
slave courts where blacks accused of felonies or murder were tried before
three county justices of the peace and a twelve-man jury. A1704 New Jersey
law stipulated burning for slaves who committed arson or murder and
castration for those having "any carnal knowledge of a white woman."
Although this law was disallowed by Queen Anne, the brutality necessary
to maintain a system of slave labor remained apparent. A 1713 act of the
legislature incorporated all of the provisions of the 1704 law, but without
reference to barbaric forms of punishment. 12
New Jersey's 1713 law tightening the regulation of slaves was in direct
response to the fear and hysteria generated by the April 6,1712, uprising of
New York City blacks. On that date, after midnight, approximately twentyfour blacks armed with muskets and pistols gathered in an orchard outside
the town and set fire to a building. As whites rushed to put out the blaze, the
slaves attacked, killing nine and wounding seven. T h e town awakened and
counterattacked, forcing the outnumbered slaves to retreat. Some committed suicide rather than be taken alive. A total of seventy revolters were
arrested. Some were burned at the stake, others racked and broken on the
wheel, and gibbeted alive in chains. Massachusetts reacted by passing
a prohibition on slave importations and Pennsylvania and New Jersey
enacted duties on slave imports in order to limit the size of the black
population and possible slave rebellions.13
T h e New Jersey law itself was modeled after New York's slave code.
Aside from harsh punishments for the commission of crimes, it discouraged
voluntary manumission by requiring owners to post £200 security and pay
an annual sum of £200 to each slave they manumitted. This made manumissions too costly. T h e purpose of the law, in addition to discouraging
manumissions, was to defray any costs of government for taking care of
freed slaves who were assumed to be unable to provide for themselves. T h e
actual wording of the law reveals the hostility toward free blacks and the
intensity of racial stereotypes: "whereas it is found by Experience, That
Free Negroes are an idle, slothful people, and prove very often a Charge to
the Place where they are." A provision of the law also gave compensation to
owners of executed slaves out of concern for their financial loss in human
machinery. T o the colonial authorities, the loss of a slave's labor was far
more serious than the loss of a slave's life.14
Despite the severity of the 1713 law, slaves continued to plot rebellions
or defy authority. In 1737, the Pennsylvania Gazette carried a story of two
blacks imprisoned for plotting to poison their master. New Jersey's first
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significant slave conspiracy occurred in Somerville in 1734, also a year of
slave rebellions and conspiracies in the West Indies. A group of Somerset
County blacks became convinced that King George II had outlawed slavery
and that they were being held illegally. They planned to rise up against their
masters and seek refuge among the French and Indians, the traditional
enemies of the English. A spectator at the trial of the thirty blacks arrested
claimed that the conspiracy involved some several hundred slaves. T h e two
leaders were condemned to the gallows, one slave had an ear cut off, and
many others were given severe whippings. Similarly, three blacks in
Hackensack were convicted and burned alive for allegedly setting fire to
seven barns in 1741, shortly after New York City had experienced its famous
slave conspiracy and hysterical reaction. Fanned by the fears that a New
York insurrection or conspiracy would cross the Hudson, the hysteria had
spread to northern New Jersey.15
T h e dilemma facing New Jersey by the mid-eighteenth century was one
of security versus profitability. In 1713, probably in reaction to the New
York slave insurrection of the previous year, the New Jersey legislature
passed a £10 temporary duty on slave importations. However, the desire for
profits led the council to veto a duty passed by the assembly in 1744 because
the projected shortage of labor would cause great hardships. Black labor
proved too valuable and at mid century profits weighed more heavily than
security. In the 1760s, New Jersey attempted to place duties on slave
importations only to have them disallowed by the British government on a
technicality. Finally, in 1769, a £15 duty was placed on the importation of
slaves. Security considerations augmented by the decline in the market for
slaves in the northern colonies in the late 1760s culminated in the reduction
of African importations. 16
Economic and security issues were not the only factors responsible for
the tariff on slave importations. T h e moral objections to the slave trade and
slavery itself by West Jersey Quakers like John Woolman and John Hepburn
contributed, in some degree, to the climate for reduction of slave importations. As early as 1715, Hepburn told his fellow Quakers and Christians
in the colony that they risked eternal damnation by their slaveowning
practices. John Woolman, a tailor and storekeeper from Mount Holly, forcefully pointed out the contradiction between Christian teachings and slaveholding in a classic antislavery tract, "Some Considerations on the Keeping
of Negroes," published in 1754. Woolman affirmed the dignity of Africans,
Indians, and those enslaved at a time when religion and government failed
to acknowledge their humanity. T h e efforts of Woolman and Hepburn
along with economic and security factors were preparing the stage for the
abolition of slavery.17
With the onset of the Revolutionary crisis in 1775 and the evolving
confrontation with England, efforts by New Jersey Quakers to introduce a
gradual abolition bill and other bills to lessen the burden of slavery and race
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on blacks were temporarily discontinued. Governor William Livingston
postponed his appeal to the legislature to free the slaves until the Revolutionary conflict was over. Yet the remaining life of the slave-labor system in
New Jersey was quite short. By the time of the American Revolution,
slavery had become less essential to the economic life of the colony. T h e
increase in the number of small farms, white indentured servants, and white
wage earners reduced the reliance on slave labor. As the New Jersey
economy matured in the second half of the eighteenth century, blacks were
increasingly excluded from skilled trades and relegated to farming and
domestic service. Employers began to manifest a clear preference for white
over slave or free black craftsmen. By 1754, black slaves had been replaced
by Irish and Welsh miners in the Schuyler mines. With the end of the
French and Indian War in 1763, the demand for white militia troops
decreased, allowing white laborers to achieve prominence in the state's
economic life. T h e decline in importance of slavery between 1750 and 1804
is evidenced by the efforts of slaveholders to sell their slaves, or emigrate
with them, to the South. In the early colonial years, runaway white servants
were more common than fugitive slaves, but by the eve of the Revolution
runaway slaves had become as common as runaway servants.18
T h e "natural rights" philosophy promulgated during the Revolutionary
crisis tipped the scales in favor of emancipation. Yet emancipation in the
northern states did not produce equality or total freedom.
II. T h e Revolutionary War and Emancipation in New Jersey
T h e rhetoric of the Revolutionary period contained numerous references to British attempts to eliminate colonists' liberty and reduce them to
the status of slaves. Although the enslavement imagery used by patriots was
an exaggeration characteristic of the propaganda battles, it at least forced a
number of people to confront the contradiction between the real enslavement of blacks and the principles of liberty for which the Revolution was
fought. 19 John Dickinson, a Pennsylvania opponent of British policies,
clearly made the comparison: "Those who are taxed without their own
consent...are slaves. We are taxed without our consent... We are therefore—slaves." T h e anti-British Sons of Liberty passed resolutions terming
the Stamp Act a plot to enslave Americans. Rev. Nathan Niles preached
a 1774 sermon linking the plight of enslaved blacks to that of oppressed
colonists, and pointed to emancipation as the solution to the contradiction:
"For shame, let us either cease to enslave our fellow-men, or else let us cease
to complain of those who would enslave us." Before the American Revolution concluded in defeat for England, a number of those most active in the
cause of independence for the colonies recognized the impossibility of
reconciling the practice of slavery with their professions of freedom. 20
New Jersey's most forceful critics of slavery during the colonial era came
from the Quaker communities in Burlington, Gloucester, and Salem counties.

12

THE JOURNAL OF THE

Quakers petitioned the colonial legislature in 1773 and 1774 to end slave
importations and adopt measures encouraging voluntary manumission.
While these efforts to stimulate emancipation continued into the Revolutionary period, abolitionist sentiment waned in 1775 and 1776 as bills to
ameliorate the condition of blacks and provide for gradual emancipation
were disregarded by state officials and West Jersey Quakers. While the
conflict between the colonies and Great Britain ultimately stimulated the
growth of the "natural rights" philosophy which contributed to the abolition
of slavery in the northern states, the most immediate effect of the war was
to delay emancipation. T h e New-Jersey Gazette opposed emancipation on
the grounds that slave labor was essential to the economy and the war effort.
With many white males enrolled in the army, many white families were
dependent upon slave labor for their livelihood and their ability to provide
money and supplies for the army. Opponents of emancipation argued that
free blacks would refuse to work and become an unstable criminal element
plundering the countryside. Proslavery patriots greatly feared that emancipation would lead free blacks to revolt and establish a state of their own with
blacks ruling over whites. 21
T h e experience of free blacks in colonial New Jersey does not support
these fears, for free blacks were diligent workers and few, if any, had any
desire to establish a black state. T h e committee of correspondence of
Shrewsbury and Freehold, coordinating patriot opposition to the British in
the area, in 1775 ordered militia officers to confiscate all arms in the hands
of free blacks and slaves. On July 5,1776, Samuel Tucker, president of the
provincial Congress, requested the Continental Congress to relieve the
province of the responsibility for prisoners of war in New Jersey because of
the need to control the threatening situation of blacks arming themselves
in Somerset County. Limited manpower reserves in a county 15 percent
black increased colonial fears of black uprisings and plots with Loyalist
elements. Whether real or imagined, these fears revealed a fundamental
inability to perceive emancipation as a useful strategy for increasing black
moral support and even military involvement in the Revolutionary cause.22
Belief that slavery was economically and militarily necessary to the war
effort only partly accounts for the decline of the abolitionist movement
during the Revolutionary War. Many citizens were unable to conceive of
blacks as equal human beings and of America or New Jersey as a multiracial
society based on equality. In 1774 the citizens of Perth Amboy petitioned
Governor William Franklin of the province of New Jersey to refrain from
supporting a bill to make voluntary manumission of blacks easier on the
grounds that blacks "are a Very Dangerous People to have general freedom
in any Providence in his majasties Dominions." According to the petitioners, slavery would be more difficult to maintain if the bill were passed, as
blacks "will then have time to Consult any Plan thay Please to Lay, to
invade the inhabitance and accomplish thair un-humen Designs" reducing
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whites to a similar degraded and subservient status. In 1778 William
Livingston, the first governor of the state, proposed that the New Jersey
Assembly abolish slavery. T h e Assembly opposed his efforts and Governor
Livingston postponed his appeal for abolition. Support for the property
rights of slaveholders and the continuation of beliefs in black inferiority combined to delay emancipation in the state until after the American Revolution.23
America's war for independence occasioned numerous changes in policies on black enlistment in the patriot cause. Blacks served in northern
militia companies in engagements at Lexington and Concord in April 1775
and at the Battle of Bunker Hill. T h e early use of black soldiers did not
continue and within ten months after Lexington and Concord a pattern of
exclusion emerged. Most blacks were slaves and colonists believed blacks'
enlistment violated the property rights of their masters. They also feared
the army would become a refuge for runaway slaves. T h e army's Adjutant
General instructed recruiting officers not to enlist any vagabonds or blacks.
At a council of war in Cambridge, Mass., in 1775, eight generals agreed on
a policy of exclusion of both free blacks and slaves. T h e Continental
Congress decreed that already enlisted free blacks might reenlist, but
refused to accept any new black volunteers. By the summer of 1776, a policy
of racial exclusion had become the norm in the Continental Army. Yet,
before the year came to an end, doubts arose as to the wisdom of excluding
black enlistments. 24
British and American needs for troops forced changes in the recruitment
policies of both sides and the British initiative in recruiting black troops
stimulated Americans north of the Potomac to reverse their policy of racial
exclusion. T h e Royal Governor of Virginia, John Murray, Earl of Dunmore,
issued a proclamation on November 7,1775, promising freedom to slaves of
disloyal masters if they would flee the plantations and join his forces.
Dunmore's motivation derived from military necessity and manpower
shortages, rather than from abolitionist tendencies. Within the first week,
approximately 300 blacks made their way to Dunmore's forces and formed
the "Ethiopian Regiment" within his army. If not for the smallpox epidemic which infected his army, it is estimated that Dunmore would have
acquired 2,000 black followers rather than the 800 slaves who eventually
joined his forces. Dunmore became a hero among blacks, although he
offered freedom only to slaves of the rebel patriots and as governor had
withheld his signature from a bill to outlaw the slave trade. Paradoxically,
the patriots viewed Dunmore's proclamation as another example of British
tyranny while blacks who formed the "Ethiopian Regiment" were motivated
by the same love of liberty which led the colonists to revolt against England.25
Difficulties in raising volunteer forces after the first year of the war led
to decreasing opposition to the enlistment of free blacks. T h e use of black
troops gained many supporters in 1777 when Congress began to establish
troop quotas for the states. State recruiting officers were inclined to use

14

THE JOURNAL OF THE

blacks to fill quotas whenever possible and Washington and his generals
accepted troops the states sent regardless of color. Black recruitment by the
New England states became prevalent after 1777. Through wartime legislation New Jersey became one of the states with racially mixed ranks. T h e
New Jersey Militia Act of 1777 allowed the enlistment of free blacks,
limiting enlistments to men between the ages of fifteen and fifty "not being
slaves." Later legislation even contained the possibility of employing slaves
in military service, which was opened to "all able bodied effective recruits."
Servants, minors, and apprentices were exempted, but the law did not
exclude black men or slaves. T h e New Jersey Militia Act of 1781 simply
required service from "all men sixteen to fifty." A number of slaves who
hoped that participation on the side of the revolutionists would lead to
manumission joined their owners in the patriot cause. While the majority
performed in noncombatant roles like driving wagons for the Continental
Army, a smaller number served as soldiers against the British. Others
provided valuable intelligence to the local militia. In New Jersey as in other
northern colonies, opposition to military service of slaves was greater than
to that of free blacks.26
T h e Continental Army at Trenton employed a number of blacks as
wagon drivers, probably because many white farmers were reluctant to
leave their farms. Blacks were listed in the records as among those providing
the army with food provisions. Despite General Washington's warning
against using black soldiers as teamsters for fear they would flee to the
British with the wagons and horses, there is no record in New Jersey of black
desertion to enemy lines. It is not known whether these men were slaves or
free. However, records indicate that both slaves and free blacks served as
soldiers on the patriot side. Oliver Cromwell, a slave from Burlington
County, served as a private in the New Jersey Continental Line for a
lengthy period from 1777 to 1781. Cromwell fought in the battles of
Trenton, Brandywine, Princeton, Monmouth, and Yorktown and received
a federal pension. Jacob Francis also received a pension for his service in the
Hunterdon County militia between 1777 and 1781. As Frances Pingeon
notes in her study of New Jersey blacks during the Revolution: "James
Array of Readington, a descendant of one of the few landowning black
families of New Jersey, served in the Continental Line and the Hunterdon
County militia." Prince Whipple, a "free-born native African," crossed the
Delaware with General Washington on December 25-26, 1776, and also
served as Captain Abraham Whipple's bodyguard. Samuel Sutphen, a slave
from Somerset County, participated in numerous battles against the British
in New Jersey and New York between 1776 and 1780. He served with
Captain Lane and Colonel Frelinghuysen at the battle of Long Island and
his memoir is one of the best accounts of the war in New Jersey from the
ordinary soldier's viewpoint. 27
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Sutphen's participation in the war illustrates simultaneously the valor of
some of New Jersey's black soldiers and the inconsistent way authorities
rewarded black service. T h e state legislature on at least three occasions,
after confiscating the property of a Loyalist, granted freedom to a slave who
had performed military service. Sutphen, on the other hand, who had joined
the war effort in place of his owner, Caspar Berger of Readington, was not
manumitted. He served for twenty years after the conclusion of the war
before finally being allowed to purchase his freedom. Most New Jersey
slaves experienced little change in their status after the Revolution, but
New York and Rhode Island freed slaves for military service in the patriot
cause. In Connecticut, the courts ruled that enlistment with the master's
consent should result in automatic freedom. 28
During the war, British military commanders in the North attempted to
take advantage of the black desire for freedom in order to supplement their
manpower needs, as Lord Dunmore had done in Virginia. On June 30,1779,
British Commander-in-Chief General Henry Clinton ordered captured
black soldiers to be purchased for public service and promised any black
who deserted from an enemy master full security to follow any occupation
he wished while in the British lines. T h e purpose of Clinton's proclamation
of limited freedom was to entice blacks to the Loyalist side. T h t New-Jersey
Journal newspaper reacted with characteristic racism in sonnet form:
A proclamation oft of late he sends
To thieves and rogues, who only are his friends;
Those he invites; all colours he attacks,
But deference pays to Ethiopian blacks.
It is doubtful that many slaves believed British promises of freedom,
since Loyalists were some of New Jersey's largest slaveholders. Blacks most
familiar with the earlier public debate over slavery may have identified with
the goals of those in revolt against the English. Blacks in West Jersey, where
abolitionist sentiments were strongest, were probably more likely than
those in East Jersey to side with the revolutionists. 29
Pro-British blacks usually came from areas near New York and from East
Jersey towns where slavery was strongest and abolitionism weakest. Many
slaves escaped bondage when the British occupied New York and Philadelphia. Most of the runaway slaves in New Jersey were from East Jersey towns
invaded or raided by British troops. Blacks played an important role in
Loyalist raids on the East Jersey coast. On June 22, 1780, a contingent of
approximately thirty blacks, thirty-six Queen's Rangers, and thirty refugee
Tories landed at Conascung in Monmouth County. T h e blacks were under
the command of Ty(e), a black man with the title of colonel who frequently
conducted raids in the Sandy Hook area. Tye was noted for his courage and
was eventually killed in battle. Capt. Thomas Ward, a Loyalist of Bergen
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Fig. 1. A membership certificate of the New Jersey Society for Promoting the
Abolition of Slavery, established in 1793. (from broadsides collection in
Special Collections and University Archives)
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County, commanded a group of blacks who raided Elizabethtown, New
Barbados Neck, and the Bergen Hill area. In a March 12, 1777, letter Rev.
Alexander Macwhorter described a raid on Newark by British forces which
contained a number of black participants. Black Loyalists, like their patriot
counterparts, also furnished important military intelligence. Isaac Siscoe, a
free black from a family of landholding blacks in Bergen County, was an
inventive agent who provided the British with useful reports of rebel
activity. For blacks serving on either side, whether as substitutes for their
masters or as volunteers, a major motivation was the hope of freedom upon
the war's conclusion.30
If the patriot side did not fully reward all of the blacks who contributed
to their winning cause, the British also fell short of their promise. T h e
British did not desert their black supporters by complying with the preliminary articles of the Treaty of Paris (1783) ending the war, which required
them to withdraw without carrying away blacks or other American property.
In his evacuation of New York, Sir Guy Carleton formulated the policy that
refugee blacks who had crossed the British lines before the signing of the
provisional treaty (1782) were to be free and only those who came over
thereafter were to be returned to their American masters. T h e British
adopted Carleton's evacuation plan for the entire country. However, many
blacks were carried off without regard for their own wishes, especially the
slaves belonging to departing Loyalists. Many departing Loyalists abandoned their sick, helpless, and aged slaves to future American masters while
they evacuated only the healthy and the most economically useful. As at the
Continental Congress in 1776 which outlawed the slave trade for the
duration of the war, both Loyalist and patriot motivation during the
Revolution was heavily influenced by military and economic necessity
rather than by humanitarian concern.31
T h e democratic ferment spawned by the Revolutionary era resulted in
the formation of abolitionist societies, and in 1780 Pennsylvania passed a
gradual abolition act. Following the conclusion of the Revolution, New
Jersey passed laws which lessened the harshness of slavery, restricted the
slave trade from Africa into the state, and made manumission easier. A1786
law passed by the state legislature set fines for importing slaves into the
state from Africa, although it allowed the importation of slaves from other
states for temporary residence in the state. T h e act made manumission
easier while simultaneously providing special and harsh punishment for
freed blacks guilty of crimes. However, the law also provided punishments
for masters who abused their slaves though this provision was not enforced
with regularity. In 1788, New Jersey abolished special punishments for
slave offenses and specified that they were to be judged and punished as
offenses by other inhabitants of the state were punished. New Jersey passed
legislation in 1789 which provided that slaves could not be removed from
the state without their consent. 32
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Fig.2. Photo of one page in volume of slave manunmissions in Middlesex County,
N.J., 1800-1825. (from set of Middlesex County records in Special
Collections and University Archives)
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New Jersey's gradual movement toward emancipation reflected the
ambivalence of many of the state's residents toward the creation of a free
black population, an ambivalence also manifested by the New Jersey
delegation to the Constitutional Convention meeting in Philadelphia in
1787. William Paterson, a Jersey delegate to that convention, stated that the
Congress under the Articles of Confederation purposely avoided the terms
"slave" and "slavery" out of shame and substituted a description of the
institution. Paterson was both an owner of slaves and an advocate of
manumission and opponent of the slave trade, if not of emancipation.
Paterson and others of the New Jersey delegation opposed inclusion in the
Constitution of a provision which allowed the African slave trade to
continue for twenty years before the federal government could prohibit it.
Their opposition appears to be based not upon humanitarian concerns, but
rather on the belief that further slave importations coupled with counting
slaves for purposes of apportioning representatives in a national lesiglature
would weaken a small slaveholding state like New Jersey in the proposed
national legislature. Their opposition disappeared when each state was
accorded equal status in the Senate under the "Great Compromise" plan
developed at the convention. 33
Despite the compromises on the slave trade and slavery reached at the
Constitutional Convention, the abolitionist movement continued in the
state; the New Jersey Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery was
formed in 1793. One year later blacks gained some voting rights and in 1796,
legal residence in the state. Although emancipation bills were defeated in
1792 and 1794, abolition of slavery in neighboring states like New York in
1799 made emancipation in New Jersey appear to be just a matter of time.
T h e growth of New Jersey's white population during and after the Revolution decreased the reliance on slave labor. Between 1786 and 1800 the
population of whites increased at a rate six times that of blacks. T h e wage
rate fell as the supply of free workers increased and slavery diminished in
importance as a labor system. In 1804 the New Jersey Society for Promoting
the Abolition of Slavery petitioned for the abolition of slavery of the unborn.
This appeal set the stage for the state legislature's enactment of the gradual
abolition law of 1804. T h e law gave owners the right to the labor of slaves
born after July 4,1804, until the age of twenty-five for males and twenty-one
for females at which time they would become free. New Jersey became the
last northern state to provide some form of emancipation and contribute to
the formation of a region committed to free labor.34
T h e emancipation law reflected the concern for slaveholder property
rights in its gradual approach and indirect compensation of slaveowners. By
1830, two-thirds of the 3,568 blacks still enslaved in northern states resided
in New Jersey. Eighteen slaves were still listed in the New Jersey census as
late as 1860 and slavery was only totally eliminated by the Thirteenth
Amendment following the Civil War. T h e law itself allowed slaveowners to
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abandon black infants at one year of age to the local overseer of the poor,
who was responsible for boarding them with households until they reached
emancipation age. These guardians of black children received $3 a month
maintenance subsidy per child. Most of the slaveowners abandoned the
children, only reclaiming them in order to receive the monthly payments.
In effect, the law provided financial compensation and the use of black labor
to masters until the age of freedom. T h e abandonment clause of the 1804
law consumed 40 percent of the state's budget in 1809, before its
discontinuation due to widespread fraud. Although these shortcomings in
the law made abolition in the state a haltingly gradual and expensive
process, it was probably necessary to achieve the bipartisan support whiçjp
resulted in a thirty-four to four vote in the state assembly and twelve tp one
vote in the senate passing the 1804 law.35
no^-'
III. Beyond Bondage through the Civil War
New Jersey's provision for the gradual abolition of slavery did not gnal
the opening of a new era in the equal treatment of blacks, the acquisition
of voting rights, the end of racial stereotypes, or the acceptance of the black
presence in the state. Many New Jersey citizens feared that emancipation
would endanger their political and economic status by eventually increasing the large free black population. For many, the law threatened racial
purity and placed white workers at a competitive disadvantage vis à vis
black laborers who would work for lower wages. T h e existence of a large
free black population in New Jersey compounded these fears. By 1810 New
Jersey had approximately two freedmen for every slave ^ the stcxc. T h e
black population on the eve of the Civil War had increased to 25,336 out of
a total population of 646,699 and was proportionally twice the size of the
black population in any other free state.36
Fearful of the increasing black population, the state legislature passed an
1807 law disenfranchising black men, along with women. Perhaps due to
the egalitarian spirit of the American Revolution or simply an oversight, free
blacks and women had enjoyed the franchise since the Revolutionary era.
T h e persistence of racial stereotypes and the perception of blacks as a
degraded people contributed to the effort to establish a legal status devoid
of political rights for the state's black citizens. With the ratification of the
state's new constitution in 1844, the franchise was restricted to white male
citizens while property qualifications for voting were eliminated for whites.37
The Colonization Movement
Disenfranchisement of black New Jerseyans reflected not only an
objection to black political participation, but also the inability of white
citizens to conceive of the state as a multiracial society. Rev. Robert Finley
of Basking Ridge, a New Jersey resident already active in the colonization
effort, played an instrumental role in the 1816 founding of the American
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Colonization Society, an organization dedicated to removing America's
black population to Africa and eliminating the multiracial character of
the republic. 38
T h e founding meeting held in Washington, D.C., was attended by
Daniel Webster, Andrew Jackson, Francis Scott Key, and John Randolph,
among others. It was chaired by Henry Clay; Supreme Court Justice
Bushrod Washington was elected president of the Society. Governors,
congressmen, judges, mayors, and five Ivy League university presidents
attended the first meeting. Finley had a distinguished career as an educator:
preparatory school headmaster, instructor at Princeton Theological Semiiry, and trustee of Princeton University. T h e movement to colonize
'America's black population in Africa represented the organizational attempt
of An. "ca's elite to revive Thomas Jefferson's goal of a predominantly
white society free of an African presence. As early as 1777, Jefferson had
proposed a black colony in the area later named the Northwest Territory.
He t r e i v e d of this early colonization scheme as "the most desirable
measure that could be adopted for gradually drawing off this part of
our population." 39
^ Two months after the founding of the Society, Finley left New Jersey to
become president of the University of Georgia. He contracted tropical fever
and died in October 1817. With the departure and death of Finley, the
colonization movement in New Jersey lost headway. T h e provisions of the
state's gradual abolition law of 1804 suggested to many that there would be
a significant increase in the free black population by 1825. This expected
increasé provid ^ d the impetus for the resurgence of the New Jersey chapter
of the American Colonization Society (NJCS) and its reorganizational
meeting helfl in Princeton on July 14,1824. Members of the state's political
elite v ?re in attendance. T h e NJCS was reorganized by Robert Field
Stockton, a Princeton graduate, distinguished naval officer, and future
Democratic senator. Also in attendance were Theodore Frelinghuysen,
a future senator and Whig candidate for Vice President; General John
Frelinghuysen; Samuel Bayard, a Federalist state legislator and judge;
Governor Isaac H. Williamson; and Charles Ewing, Chief Justice of the
New Jersey Supreme Court.40
T h e NJCS claimed, like its parent national organization, to desire the
emancipation of all the slaves in America and the establishment of a colony
of free blacks which would Christianize Africa. T h e New Jersey legislature
endorsed a colonization resolution to achieve these goals in October 1825.
Since neither the NJCS nor the state legislature favored governmental
abolition of slavery, it is doubtful that southern slavery could have been
eliminated through voluntary manumissions by slaveholders enjoying the
financial rewards of a profitable economic system. Commodore Stockton
maintained that emancipated blacks could not be assimilated into a modern
and more advanced American society, asserting that the abolition of slavery
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without colonization would result in "the letting loose upon the community
of the United States such a body of men, who had no important interests at
stake, nor any common concern in the permanency of our institutions."
Although the NJCS held additional yearly meetings from 1825 through
1827, declining funds and insignificant progress toward colonization
resulted in a decade of organizational lethargy.41
In 1838 the NJCS was revived on a wider scale through the efforts of
William Halsey of Newark, the new colonization agent for the state. Halsey
succeeded in winning the support of several hundred middle- and upperclass
New Jersey residents, some three hundred of whom attended a public
meeting in Newark on June 30,1838. With increased financial support, the
NJCS purchased a ship, the Saluda, and in 1853 purchased 160,000 acres of
land for the establishment of a New Jersey settlement to be added to the
Liberian colony founded by the American Colonization Society (ACS). Yet
the effort of the NJCS, like those of the national organization, failed to
colonize significant numbers of blacks. T h e ACS colonized only 8,204
blacks between 1820 and 1853. Of these, 592 were residents of northern
states, and only twenty-four were from New Jersey. After 1853, only
seventy-eight emigrated to Liberia. Aside from the failure to obtain substantial emancipations from southern slaveholders, the opposition of the
free black population doomed the efforts of the Colonization Society to
promote black emigration.42
Exclusion of Blacks
At the time of the revival of attempts by the NJCS to promote black
emigration in the late 1830s, other New Jersey leaders sought to restrict the
civil rights of black residents and prevent the immigration of fugitive slaves.
An 1837 bill entitled "A Further Supplement to an Act Entitled an Act
Respecting Slaves" was passed by the New Jersey Assembly. T h e legislation had been introduced by assemblymen from Cumberland County
responding to petitions from South Jerseyites complaining of the influx of
fugitive slaves from the South into southern Jersey communities, condemning "these vicious intruders" and their negative influence upon black
residents, and making unsubstantiated charges that these two groups were
guilty of constant attacks upon the property of white residents. 43 T h e bill
was rejected by the Council as a violation of the constitutional rights of New
Jersey free blacks, but would have required all free blacks and mulattoes in
the state to register with their county clerks and all blacks from all other
states to present certificates of manumission to the local authorities in order
to remain in New Jersey. It expresses white fear of black migration to the
state and the desire to subject the state's Afro-American population to
discriminatory regulation.
Northern New Jersey legislators supported the bill despite the limited
impact any potential influx of blacks would have had on their counties,

