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Using Primary Source Documents: African Americans in the Revolutionary War

Steven Mintz
The Gilder Lerhman Institute of American History, devoted to promoting the study and love of

American history, presents a new column that will feature primary source materials from its

collection and describe the ways in which those documents can enhance students’ understanding

of and appreciation for America’s past.

Nothing brings the past to life quite like primary sources. Letters, diaries, trial transcripts, and other original documents allow us to hear the living voices of the past. By encouraging students to see history through opposing viewpoints – from the vantage point of loyalists as well as patriots and slaves as well as masters – primary sources can encourage a much more sophisticated understanding of the forces that have shaped our society.
Primary source documents are particularly useful in helping students understand the central role of slavery and of African Americans in the outcome of the American Revolution. Several thousand slaves won their freedom by serving both sides in the War of Independence, and thousands of others freed themselves by running away. In Georgia alone, five thousand slaves, a third of the colony’s prewar total, escaped. South Carolina lost a quarter of its slaves.

Both the British and American revolutionaries recognized slavery’s significance. In April 1775, Lord Dunmore (1732-1809), the royal governor of Virginia, issued a proclamation promising freedom to all slaves belonging to rebels who would join his army:

By His Excellency the Right Honourable JOHN Earl of DUNMORE, His Majesty’s Lieutenant and Governor General of the Colony and Dominion of VIRGINIA, and Vice Admiral of the same.

A PROCLAMATION

As I have ever entertained Hopes, that an Accommodation might have taken Place between GREAT-BRITAIN and this Colony, without being compelled by my Duty to this most disagreeable but now absolutely necessary Step, rendered so by a Body of armed Men unlawfully assembled , firing on His MAJESTY’S Tenders, and the formation of an Army, and that Army now on their March to attack his MAJESTY’S Troops and destroy the well disposed subjects of the Colony. To defeat such treasonable Purposes, and that all such Traitors, and their Abettors, may be brought to Justice, and that the Peace and good Order of this Colony may be again restored, which the ordinary Course of the Civil Law is unable to effect; I have thought fit to issue this my Proclamation, hereby declaring, that until aforesaid good purpose can be obtained, I do in Virtue of the Power and Authority to ME given, by His MAJESTY, determine to execute Martial Law, and cause the same to be executed throughout this Colony: and to ****** the Peace and good Order may be sooner be restored, I do require every Person capable of bearing Arms, to resort to His MAJESTY’S STANDARD, or be looked upon as Traitors to His MAJESTY’S Crown and Government, and thereby become liable to the Penalty of Law inflicts upon such Offenses; such as forfeiture of Life, confiscation of Lands, &. &. And I do hereby further declare all indented Servants, Negroes, or others, (appertaining to Rebels,) free that are able and willing to bear Arms, they joining His MAJESTY’S Troops as soon as may be, foe the more speedily reducing this Colony to a proper Sense of their Duty, to His MAJESTY’S Crown and Dignity. I do further order, and require, all His AMJESTY’S Liege Subjects, to retain their Quitrents, or any other Taxes due or that may become due, in their own Custody, till such a Time as Peace may be again restored to this at present most unhappy Country, or demanded of them for their former salutary Purposes, by Officers properly ****** to receive the same.


Some eight hundred slaves joined Dunmore’s forces, some wearing the emblem “Liberty to Slaves.” Dunmore’s appeal outraged Virginia’s slaveholders. The Virginia Assembly responded by denouncing Dunmore’s proclamation and threatening to execute fugitive slaves.

Virginia, Dec. 14, 1775

By the Representatives of the People of the Colony and Dominion of VIRGINIA, assembled in GENERAL CONVENTION

A DECLARATION


WHEREAS lord Dunmore by his proclamation, dated on board the ship William, off Norfolk, the 7th day of November 1775, hath offered freedom to such able-bodied slaves as are willing to join him, and take up arms, against the good people of this colony, giving thereby encouragement to a general insurrection, which may induce a necessity of inflicting the severest punishments upon those unhappy people, already deluded by his base and insidious arts; and whereas, by an act of the General Assembly now in force in this colony, it is enacted, that all negro or slaves, conspiring to rebel or make insurrection, shall suffer death, and be excluded all benefit of clergy: We think it proper to declare, that all slaves who have been, or shall be seduced, by his lordship’s proclamation, or other arts, to desert their masters’ service, and take up arms against the inhabitants of this colony, shall be liable to such punishment as shall hereafter be directed by the General Convention. And to that end all such, who have taken this unlawful and wicked step, may return in safety to their duty, and escape the punishment doe to their crimes, we hereby promise pardon to them, they surrendering themselves to Col. William Woodford, or any other commander of our troops, and not appearing in arms after the publication thereof. And we do farther earnestly recommend it to all humane and benevolent persons in this colony to explain and make known this our offer of mercy to those unfortunate people.


The British appeal to slave unrest outraged slaveholders not only in the South but in the north, especially after Sir Henry Clinton (1738-1795), the commander-in-chief of the British army in America from 1778 to 1782, promised protection to all slaves who deserted from the rebels. By suggesting that the Revolution was a war over slavery, he alienated many neutrals and even some loyalists.


Meanwhile, an American diplomat, Silas Deane (1739-1789), hatched a secret plan to incite slave insurrections in the British colony of Jamaica. Two South Carolinians, John Laurens (1754-1782) and his father Henry (1724-1792), persuaded Congress to

unanimously approve a plan to recruit an army of three thousand slave troops in South Carolina and Georgia. The South Carolina legislature rejected the proposal, which offered compensation to the slaves’ owners. In the end, and in contrast to the later Latin American wars of independence and the United States Civil War, neither the British nor the Americans proved willing to risk a fullscale social revolution by issuing an emancipation proclamation.
Nevertheless, many individual African Americans played important roles in the revolutionary struggle. Black soldiers served with valor at the battles of Lexington and Concord. In November 1775, however, Congress decided to exclude blacks from future

enlistment out of a sensitivity to the opinion of southern slaveholders. But Lord Dunmore’s promise of freedom to slaves who enlisted in the British army led Congress reluctantly to reverse it decision, fearful that black soldiers might join the Redcoats. African Americans fought at Fort Ticonderoga and the Battle of Bunker Hill, and a slave helped row Washington across the Delaware. By 1778, many states, including Virginia, granted freedom to slaves who served in the Revolutionary War.
A former slave, who fought in the Revolution, Peter Kiteridge recounts his background to the town officials of Newfield, Massachusetts. Now fifty-eight years old, with no compensation available for injuries, he seeks assistance supporting his wife and four children. Kiteridge was one of approximately five thousand free blacks and slaves who served in the American army during the Revolution.


Gentlemen I beg leave to state to you my necessitous circumstances, that through your intervention I may obtain that succour, which suffering humanity ever requires. Borne of African parents……and apprenticed in Boston, from whence I was removed to Roseley and from thence again to Andover into the family of Locerage, with whom as was then the lot of my unfortunate race, I passed the best part of my life as a slave. In the year of our Lord 1775 or 6 and in the twenty fifth of my age I entered into the service of the U.S. as a private soldier wherein I continued five years and contracted a complaint from which I have suffered in a greater or less degree ever since and with which I am now afflicted. After leaving the army to become a sailor for two years I was for some time in Newtown, from whence I went to Natick where I remained for a short time and then removed to Dover whence I was a day labourer during the period of seven years. Eight years past I removed to the place where I now live and have until this time by my labor assisted by the kindness of the neighbouring inhabitants been enabled to support myself and family. At present having arrived at the fifty eighth year of my life and afflicted with an unuseable arm as I apprehend with incurable diseases where by the labor of my hands is wholly cut off, am with it is the only means of my support. My family at this time consists of a wife and four children three of whom are so young as to be unable to support themselves and the time of their mother is wholly occupied in taking care of myself & my little ones – thus gentlemen in this my extremity I am induced to call on you for assistance; not in the character of an inhabitant of the town of Westfield for I have no such claim but as a stranger accidentally falling within your borders, one who has not the means of subsistence, and in failure one who must fail through want and disease unless sustained by your care. 

Source: Peter Kiteridge, 6 April 1806, “To the Selectmen of the Town of Newfield, Massachusetts.” The Gilder Lehrman Collection on deposit at the Pierpont Morgan Library, GLC 1450-702. An extensive collection of annotated primary source documents from the Gilder Lehrman Collection, on deposit at the Pierpont Morgan Library, is available online at: http://www.gilderlehrman.org/collection/archive.html
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