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FASHION FOR FREEDOM
Saba Blyden-Taylor

Scholars of Transatlantic Slavery Studies like Steeve O. Buckridge have long observed
the vital importance of dress for enslaved people.t While Buckridge like Charmaine A. Nelson
has explored the relevance of slave dress both as materiality and artistic representation,?
significantly, Nelson alongside others like David Waldstreicher have also explored the textual
representations of enslaved dress in fugitive slave advertisements.? In this article | compare two
fugitive slave advertisements coming from homes of upper and middle class enslavers in which
clothing was exploited as a self-fashioning tool for escape.* During the period of Transatlantic
Slavery, running away did not necessarily result in permanent freedom, but often merely an
escape from where the enslaved person had been held in bondage.® An escape to freedom,
somewhere safer (ie. a ship or another plantation), or to find family.® Running away routinely
required disguise to “pretend to be free”” and to do so successfully, required premeditated
thought and planning about where to run, how to get there, and what to bring.®

According to white enslavers, runaways were not only stealing themselves - what Marcus
Woods has called an act of “self-theft”® - but such advertisements often included accusations of
the theft of clothing. Chattel under the law, enslaved people were considered property and
therefore were routinely barred from owning any belongings. Therefore, according to enslavers
and the white-dominated society at large, everything with which an enslaved person fled was
stolen, degrading their body to an item worth their value like that of the things they stole.® This
tendency to accuse the enslaved of theft worked to criminalize them and to degrade their
characters, associating blackness with anti-social behaviour like thieving and lying. The
pervasiveness of these beliefs allowed whites to falsely assume that all well-dressed black people
were not necessarily free, but disguising themselves to pass as free black people or free people of
other races.'* The description of clothing worn by an enslaved runaway was often a description
of disguise.'? As Waldstreicher has argued, “advertisements for runaways describe their clothing
in great detail: since few people had an extensive wardrobe, describing the clothes was as good
as describing the man or woman.”*® Surveillance of the enslaved was a daily occurrence across
slave majority and slave minority sites alike. But fugitive slave advertisements increased the
surveillance of black communities by incentivizing whites to hunt for, incarcerate, and turn over
enslaved people to their enslavers for a reward.'* Thus, it was not just people in one’s city
looking for them, but rather anyone who read the advertisement became a potential co-
conspirator.* In what follows, | compare two fugitive slave advertisements that note the
gathering and stealing of higher class items and clothes: that of Nemo and Cash in Quebec (fig.
1) and Ona Judge in Philadelphia. (fig. 2) Arguably, both advertisements make it clear that the
skills that benefited their enslavers, also aided the three enslaved people in their escapes.

It is unclear when and if Cash and Nemo were recaptured, but their enslaver Hugh
Ritchie reprinted his advertisement across a four week period on November 4, 11, 18 and 25,
1779.%6 All we know of their escape comes from the advertisement and, thanks to Frank



Mackey’s research, an inventory for Hugh Ritchie’s estate made in 1780 identifying a negro boy
in the stable, which is assumed to be Nemo.%’ If this “boy” was indeed Nemo, then one
possibility is that Ritchie may not have recaptured Cash.'® Another is that she died before Nemo
and Ritchie and was therefore not listed in the inventory.

Nemo’s recapture may have
been in part because he only had one
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change of clothes that was described
in great detail in the advertisement.
We will never know. But it would
seem that, given the large number of
things with which Cash was accused
of absconding, it would have been
difficult for her to carry all of it on
her own. Since most enslaved people
were strategically impoverished by
their enslavers, running away meant
on foot, making their journeys
tiresome, arduous, and dangerous.®
Running away in November in

Quebec would have been extremely
difficult due to the cold fall
temperatures. Runaways would have
needed heavier dress and appropriate
foot wear for their escapes and could not simply have left without wearing (bringing or
acquiring) seasonally-specific clothing and securing shelter during their flights. According to
Nelson, we can surmise that the abundance of clothes and material that Cash and Nemo took
were because Hugh Ritchie was a tailor.2’ The number of garments shows their well-organized
plan to use the clothing for their own dress, for warmth, or to trade or sell articles for whatever
was needed during their flights, like shelter. We must also then contemplate the surveillance they
avoided to gather these items before they fled.?

What is strange about this notice is that the items they took are separated into three
groups, “valuable Effects not her own,”?? “apparel belonging to herself’?% and “many other
articles of cannot be ascertained.”?* What we learn from this is that Ritchie’s tailor business
provided Cash with ready access to cloth and garments - many of which she likely had a direct
hand in making - but which may not have belonged to her or even to Ritchie, but to his clients.
The fact that Ritchie so atypically conceded that Cash departed with things “belonging to
herself,”?°> when enslaved people normally had one or two changes of dress, indicates perhaps a
pang of conscience as regards his theft of her labour in his tailor shop.?® In making her own
clothes and “stealing” them before her departure, we can denote Cash’s likely decision to
participate in what Nelson calls self-fashioning. Cash made the clothes to fit, adorn, and blend in,

Figure 1: Hugh Ritchie, “RAN-AWAY, From Subscriber, on Sunday
morning the 24th ult.,” Quebec Gazette, 4 November 1779, vol. 740, p. 3;
Bibliotheque et Archives nationales du Québec (BANQ), Montreal, Canada.
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and made sure to take them in her escape.?’ The advertisement states, “it is likely she may
change her dress”?® demonstrating that Ritchie was aware that she could pass for free with the
clothes and skills she had. Thus, although clothing was a gateway to catching people, it was also
a pathway to freedom.

Ona Judge was brought to Virginia to labour on George Washington’s plantation and
displaced again when he moved her to his house in Philadelphia to be his wife, Martha
Washington’s, lady maid.?° Ona fled as Washington’s second term was coming to an end
because she understood that it would be more difficult for her to seek freedom once back in
Virginia.*® As an enslaved woman owned by the president of the United States and his wife, Ona
was enslaved within the highest status household in the country. How did her labour as a
domestic give her access to upper class clothes and materials to help her start a new life for
herself once free? While Ona’s mixed-race identity allowed her to avoid field labour,3! her
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Figure 2: Frederick Kitt, “Advertisement,” Philadelphia Gazette
and Universal Daily Advertiser, 24 May 1796, p. 1.

distraught at the loss of a maid that “was
brought up and treated more like a child
than a Servant.”3® This quote by Martha suggests that Ona had more freedom to roam around the
house than was normal for an enslaved person, that knew where things were, and that she was
not subjected to heightened surveillance.®® What is interesting is that there were no subsequent
advertisements placed for Ona, but instead the circulation of the advertisement and knowledge of
who she was (being the First Lady’s maid), made her known across different states. “Even in
New Hampshire, Judge was not safe. Just a few months after arriving, she was recognized on the
street by a friend of Martha’s youngest granddaughter, Nelly Parke Custis.”*” Nelly was the




sister of the person who was to become Ona’s enslaver when the Washingtons died. The scope
of surveillance to which Ona was subjected surpassed the norm due to the celebrity of her
enslavers. Therefore, we must recognize how surveillance and the visual description of clothes,
dress, and stature both hindered and aided Ona’s escape.

If we compare Cash and Nemo with Ona Judge, it is clear that two main factors aided
them in their escapes: access to higher class clothing and materials, and the skill in making them.
In both cases, it seems that Cash and Ona - as seamstresses - were forced to do domestic labour
which allowed them to learn the habits, schedules, and possessions of those who held them in
bondage. Both advertisements also tell stories of what seem to be premeditated escapes. Using
their enslavers’ residences as the staging ground for their escapes, they capitalized upon the
lesser surveillance to gather clothing before fleeing. Stealing themselves,® their belongings, and
their trade, both women seemed determined to try to pass as free people and to make a living
from what they had once been forced to do. These advertisements allow us to see how
surveillance was used to criminalize black people and how dress was used to provide a visual
description of the runaway. For both Cash and Ona, skills that were once stolen from them,
became their tickets to freedom once on the run.
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‘AT THE SAME TIME WENT OFF A NEGRO WOAMN SLAVE...WHO HE CLAIM’D
AS AWIFE, WITH TWO SMALL CHILDREN’: ENSLAVED FAMILIES ESCAPING
SEPARATION IN LATE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY NEW JERSEY AND NEW
BRUNSWICK

Emily Draicchio

The impending threat of familial separation was an anxiety inducing and destructive
feature of Transatlantic Slavery for enslaved people. Over the course of four hundred years,
enslaved people, though natally alienated, formed numerous kinship and community
relationships with one another as well as with both free white and black people.! However, slave
marriages and parental bonds were not considered legitimate by the white ruling class; they were
not recognized legally nor socially.? Instead, slave owners used separation as a weapon to “strike
terror in the hearts of all slaves™® and in turn force enslaved people to behave according to their
demands.# Slave owners would threaten to separate enslaved husbands and wives, couples
consisting of both free and enslaved people, as well as enslaved parents from their children.
Enslavers also acted upon these threats as a form of punishment or to benefit themselves
financially by making a profit from selling enslaved family members.> This damaging practice
stripped enslaved people of their kinship and community bonds.

However, enslaved families resisted slavery throughout the transatlantic world by
running away from their slave owners as documented in fugitive slave advertisements. Fugitive
slave advertisements often provided warnings that enslaved people may be trying to reunite with
their family members.® As such, they often included names of relatives and their locations that
could be a town or an island away. While enslaved black males routinely fled alone or in pairs,
female flights, and those with family groups were far less common.” Rather than experience
separation and continue to endure physical, sexual, and psychological violence, enslaved families
chose to escape together and in doing so retained some control over their lives.® Although it was
easier and more promising to escape alone, they put their families before themselves and ran
away together because of the importance of these relationships.® This phenomenon occurred in
what some scholars have termed slave societies (i.e., the Caribbean and Southern United States)
and societies with slaves (i.e., Europe, Canada, and Northern United States).? Family escapes
were more common in slave majority, tropical, and semi-tropical regions where enslaved people
had more opportunities to form families. In comparison, the minority enslaved populations in the
North had an extra layer of trauma surrounding family separation since enslaved people likely
feared isolation as a form of suffering.!* As such, the creation and maintenance of families for
enslaved people in the North was imperative to survival and a pertinent aspect of regional slave
culture.?

Although not many families ran away in slave minority societies, the value in studying
these fugitive advertisements is significant to expose how separation was used as a weapon
against black enslaved families, how these families resisted and developed strategies to escape
together, and ultimately to offer a window into the lived experiences of enslaved families in
places where slavery has been strategically erased to put forth narratives of exceptionalism.®? |
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will therefore analyze two fugitive slave advertisements that record enslaved families absconding
in US state of New Jersey and the Canadian province of New Brunswick in 1781 and 1792
respectively. These advertisements challenge the narrative of Northern United States and
Canadian exceptionalism that romanticize the Underground Railroad to perpetuate an image of
themselves as racism-free havens.# Canada has been called a “synonym for freedom,” which is
ironic given the fact that until 1834 it remained a society from which enslaved black and
Indigenous people fled.'® The same can be said of New Jersey, which, although it was the last
Northern state to abolish slavery in 1804, is still perceived as a “benevolent [...] place [...]for
enslaved people trying to escape from the South.”'® Comparing these two advertisements will
thus provide us with a better understanding of black kinship bonds and experiences in northern,

slave minority societies.

Frank, his wife Phoebe (also
spelt Phiboe or Phebe), and their
eighteen-month-old son Obadiah ran
away from their enslaver John Wilson
on 23 July 1781, in Hackett’s Town,
New Jersey. Wilson announced their
escaped in a fugitive slave
advertisement that was printed in the
New-Jersey Journal (Chatham) on 8
August 1781. (fig. 1) There is little
information available on John Wilson
from Hackett’s Town in Sussex County,
however it is possible that he was either
married and died before Phoebe and
Frank escaped, or that he was a
Loyalist.}” Sources indicate that Phoebe
and her family ran away from a Mrs.
Wilson (not John Wilson), which could
have been his wife Mary Wilson. '8
Another possibility is that John Wilson

» paid by

Ten Hard Dollars Reward.

ANAWAY ‘laft night, frum the fubfcriber, &
R_ NEGRO MAN named FRANK, abuut 40
years of age, 5 feet 8 or 10 inches high, flesder
made, has fmall legs, remarkable large flat feet,
ftoops and hobbles very much in his walking ; had
on or took with him a long browa broad cloth

coat, a pair of blue plufh breeches, feveral cloth
. jackets, fome tow fhirts and trowfers. :

Alfo, ranaway at fame time, a Negro Wench
named PHIBOE, (wife cf faid Negro man) abous

0.Years of age very{alkalive.aclive_and fmart;
}?ad on or took '?vgnh th a dark brown chintz gown,

8 black calimanco quilt, fome fhort gowns und
pettycoate, befides feveral things fhe bas flolen.—
Shealfotook with her her male child aamed Oba-
diah, about 18 months old, but fmall of hisage;
he has a very large head and crooked legs.—

\  Whoever fecares the faid Negroes, that the fubfcri-

ber may have them again, fhall receive the abave
reward, and reafonable charges if brought kome,
JOHN -WILSON.
Hackett’s Town, July 24, 1781.

Figure 1: John Wilson, “Ten Hard Dollars Reward,” New Jersey

Journal (Chatham), July 24, 1781; Library of Congress, Newspaper

Microfilm 4542.

was a Loyalist farmer who left New Jersey in 1783 for New Brunswick with his wife, three
children, and one “servant.”® In New Jersey, he was likely a wheat and barley farmer who used
enslaved labour for planting and harvesting crops.?’ As such, Frank and Phoebe likely lived in a
rural region of Sussex County and may have deliberately escaped in the summer during the
wheat harvest season to further inconvenience Wilson.?

Frank, Phoebe, and Obadiah were likely motivated to escape for several reasons
including physical violence, sexual abuse, family separation, being forced to leave for the

Maritimes, or, given that they ran away in 1781, they may have viewed the heightening tension
from the Revolutionary War as an opportunity to escape for good.?? If the advertisements were
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written by Mrs. Wilson instead of John, her need for money - as a widow during the
Revolutionary War - and the routine exploitation of enslaved people to pay debts or act as credit,
may have provided the enslaved family with additional incentive for their flight. Indeed, Mrs.
Wilson may have intended to sell Phoebe, Frank, and their son to different people. Although we
can only speculate about their motives, it is clear from the fugitive advertisement that Phoebe
and Frank had a plan. Phoebe, who was described as an active, talkative, and smart forty-year-
old “Negro wench,”?® packed with her a chintz gown, a calamanco quilt (likely to keep Obadiah
warm), several short gowns, a few petticoats, and “several things she has stolen.”?* In producing
this advertisement, Wilson both indirectly and directly acknowledged that Phoebe, an intelligent
woman, had prepared for the journey ahead. Certainly, enslaved people like Phoebe and Frank
frequently outwitted their enslavers and in turn undermined the institution as a whole. Frank, a
“Negro man”?® who was “this country born”?® and between forty and forty-five years old, took
with him a long coat, pair of blue breeches, several cloth jackets, two shirts, and trousers.?” The
quantity of clothing taken by Frank and Phoebe may speak to their plan to pass as free black
people in New Jersey.?® This seems plausible when considering that 20 per cent of the black
population in 1790 New Jersey was free.?°

Another important note to consider is that Frank and Obadiah were described as having
physical disabilities. Frank was slender and had “small legs, remarkable large flat feet, stoops
and hobbles very much in his walking.”*° Similarly, Obadiah, who was small for his age, had “a
very large head and crooked legs.”3! These physical impairments and deformities were not only
present amongst the enslaved population throughout the transatlantic world, but they were also
produced by the system of slavery.3? In her research on disability and fugitive slave
advertisements, Stefanie Hunt-Kennedy argues that these physical impairments were caused by a
range of materially impoverished conditions in which the enslaved were forced to live, which
included malnutrition, inadequate clothing and housing, being forced to work in unsanitary
conditions, violence, labour accidents, and continual strenuous work on the body.3® While
Frank’s disability would have impacted the speed at which he was able to walk or run (if he
could do the latter), it is unclear if Obadiah, at only eighteen months old, was able to walk at all.
Therefore, it is possible that Obadiah had to be carried. The descriptions of Frank and Obadiah’s
physical disabilities along with the details of stolen clothing in the advertisement thus speaks to
Wilson’s hyper surveillance of the enslaved. Wilson intentionally used the information he
gathered through surveillance in the advertisement to limit Frank and Phoebe’s mobility and
ultimately recapture them. In doing so, Wilson’s advertisement also exposes the violence
inflicted upon the enslaved in northern states.

Since Phoebe’s husband and son were physically disabled, they would have experienced
difficulties running away quickly on foot. Their slower pace was probably heightened by the heat
of July and by the fact that both Phoebe and Frank were in their forties, which was considered
old for enslaved people in the United States. For example, between 1716-1783, only 11.15 per
cent of enslaved people over the age of thirty-five absconded, which was the lowest number out
of all age groups.®* Furthermore, Phoebe and Frank were likely worried about the possibility of

16



Obadiah crying while on the run. When
considering all of the things that possibly
slowed Phoebe’s family down, it is
interesting to consider that, three months
earlier on 21 April 1781, Phoebe and Frank
had run away with Obadiah and a free man
named Cuff on horseback.% (fig. 2) Wilson,
or maybe Mrs. Wilson, noted that they took
two horses with them. They probably used
the two horses to increase and facilitate
mobility since they could cover more ground

considering Frank and Obadiah’s disabilities.

However, the horses would also have made
them conspicuous given the value of such
animals, the impoverishment of the enslaved,
and the association of enslaved mobility with
walking.3¢ Cuff, whose race was not
identified but who was recorded as having a
free pass, may have helped Phoebe’s family
by forging, purchasing, borrowing, or
stealing free passes for them.3” The fact that

Fifteen I-i'.mtircd Dollars Reward.

AN AWAY fion the fu fc iber, the 218
Rin{hm, a Negro man named Frank, tha
country born, about forty-ave years old ; had on
a browna broad cloth coat, and blue p'uth breech.
es. — Alio went off at fame tiine, & Negro womsn
named Phebe, (wife of faid fellow) about forty -
vears old ; her clothes cannot be defcribed ; had
with her a male child, about{ixteen months old.—
They went off in company with a free feliow pama
ed Cuft, about twenty-five ycar< of age ; had om
a light blue cuat, and biue overalls. They tork
wirh them two horfes, one a large forrel, and the
other a bay, with a long taii, five years old this
{pring, Afteen hands high.—Whoever takes up
faid Negroes and horfes, fhall have the above re-
ward, and resfonable charges, if brought home,
paid by JOHUN WIiLSON.

N. 8. Thoogh the free fellow fheu'd have a
pafs, ic is expetted he will be appichended wich the
reite

Hackett’s Town, Aprd 23, 173¢;

Figure 2: John Wilson, “Fifteen Hundred Dollars Reward,” New
Jersey Journal (Chatham), April 23, 1781; Library of Congress,
Newspaper Microfilm 4542,

they escaped twice suggests that Phoebe and Frank engaged in what Charmaine A. Nelson has
called a “creolized counter-surveillance”® of their slave owner.

There is a drastic difference in the reward amount for the two advertisements. While
Phoebe’s family absconded to remain together because they deeply valued their kinship ties,
Wilson clearly valued the horses more since the monetary value of Phoebe’s family alone in July
was ten hard dollars, whereas the advertisement for April had a fifteen hundred dollars reward.*°
When considering these amounts, it becomes clear that Phoebe’s family also intended to
sabotage Wilson’s property by stealing his horses.*? In short, for white enslavers like the
Wilsons, black enslaved human life was less valuable than horses in New Jersey.

Given the distinct differences between the April and July advertisements in terms of
clothing, the inclusion of stolen horses, and a partnership with a free man, we can infer that
Phoebe’s family was likely captured in April and made a bid to run away again in July. The
question remains why again after only three months? | would like to suggest that, given the
proximity of the two escapes during the spring and summer months of 1781, one reason could
have been that Phoebe and Frank heard of an upcoming sale through which their family would be
separated. However, since, as Nelson contends, permanent escape was elusive and the printing
cycles of historical newspapers was often weekly (or at least not daily), Phoebe and her family
may have escaped on even more occasions that were not documented by Wilson because they
were recaptured prior to the next edition of the newspaper.** Further archival research in New
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Jersey would be required to determine

Three‘GJmeas R.e Wal'd' * whether Phoebe, Frank, and Obadiah were
R o recaptured again and subsequently
"R.A N-A ‘VV “A. Y. separated. However, their separation may

R?:ze‘"‘th ?:;’i‘:‘b:i :’:d::fesl[%}r‘t : = correlate with the Loyalist ship ledger in
% Mk ooy - which Wilson is listed as entering New

~ DICK HOPE\VF«‘LL Brunswick with one servant two years after
aboat 5 feet 9mchesi\";gn—very allive, ‘-'{ their escapes.*? Lastly, I suggest that Phoebe
and fuppoled to be pear.40 years of age. and Frank learnt from their mistakes on their

it ; b . . . .
= 3‘&;’; :oﬁ‘lﬁ"fx:g; s:?::;ﬁt: : first attempted escape in April. Specifically,
' although they may have covered more

metal buttons—a new felt hat, &c.
3 ;VA‘::CHA(:;“‘; ::nm:i weat off a Negro ground on horseback and acquired free
e S- ,f. A bT IA, passes in April, they may have not looked
who b slalortdaca Wik, ik e the part because they did not take any extra
fmall children—a boy about '5 years old, . fine clothing with them, which they did do
and a girl about 15 months—lhc is a- in July.*3
bout 30 years of ags, and now pregnant. :j , o
“~Had on when fae went off a green.? ‘} i Eleven years after Phoeb_e S fa_mlly s
duffle petticoat, with a baize fhort gown § ; escape, an advertisement was printed in the
::‘;h:f‘“d“‘(;c‘;‘ﬁ‘:‘fe -r;‘b;::;{;h:-n\‘{;te. %,  Saint John Gazette and Weekly Advertiser
ver will fecors faid run-awavs infiil i, ;o on 29 June 1792 by Joseph Clarke in
:ny goafl h?f this Provx{nc:h, t:rt h:hc Pr:r- ') / Maugerville, New Brunswick seeking the
ince of Nova-Scotia, fo that theirm X . «
ter may recover them, fhall be cnmlcd 7 return of Statia, a pregnant “Negro Woman
to the above reward. % . slave,”** her husband Dick Hopewell, a
arﬁexﬁ; ’c';:;ozi d"f;tl't:"hi:;g::’ ‘30 U black indentured servant, and two of their
conceal or employ faid run-awa n: children.* (fig. 3) Dick and Statia were one

i’?

:g:ﬁ’o?&‘cbia&m(“““d o the “"‘,‘°‘t # Y of several mixed enslaved and free couples
T T jOS‘EPH CLARKu H -_} _ﬁ/ in the Maritimes that attempted to keep their

M“".!”'w”f- 14th Fune, 17924 (M y.o families together by absconding.*® Clarke
Flgure 3: Joseph Clarke, “Three Guineas Reward Sin’: B was born in Stratford’ Connecticut in 1734
John Gazette and Weekly Advertiser, 29 June 1792; F4065, where he became a surgeon and married
Provincial Archives ofcl\ii\évdlirunswick, Fredericton, Isabella Elizabeth AIIeyne.47 When the
Revolutionary War broke out, Clarke who
remained loyal to Britain, brought his wife and eight children to New York and then to New
Brunswick in 1783.#8 Unfortunately, all records of Clarke’s estate were confiscated and
destroyed during the war, thus making it unclear if he owned enslaved people in Connecticut or
New York.*® However, we do know that Clarke entered New Brunswick with “four servants,”°
although these did not include Dick and Statia who came to be enslaved in his household after
his family’s arrival in Canada.>
Statia (also known as Stacey, Stacy, and Patience), absconded with Dick Hopewell (also
known as Richard Hopefield Sr.) and her children on 9 June 1792. She was described as a
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Figure 4: Richard Hopefield Sr., “Deposition,” Richard Hopfield vs. Stair
Agnew, July 5, 1805; RS 42. 9189 and 9190, Provincial Archives of New
Brunswick, Fredericton, Canada.

“mulatto cast”>? thirty-year-old
pregnant woman who “speaks
very fluently”®3 and was wearing
a duffle petticoat and a baize
short gown when she ran away.>
Dick was described as a “very
active”®® forty-year-old “indented
servant”® (sic) who “claim’d”®’
Statia “as a wife.5® Their children
were only described via their age
as “a boy about 5 years old, and a
girl about 15 months.”%® Like
Phoebe’s family, Statia’s family
was no doubt also slowed down
in their escape. Instead of
physical disability, Statia was
impaired by the fact that she was
pregnant in the heat of June and
had, along with her spouse, both a
toddler and baby to carry.
Similarly, Statia was considered
old for enslaved black people in
Canada where the average life
expectancy was 25.2.%0 Although
Dick was active, being forty was
likely also old for a formerly
enslaved person and for free
black people who were typically
impoverished in Canada.®!

Compared to Phoebe’s
family, Statia had some different
advantages. Unlike Phoebe and
Frank, Statia and Dick did not run
away with an abundance of

clothing. Instead, given Statia’s mixed-race complexion and her husband’s status as a free black
person, she may have exploited her fluent language skills and appearance to transcend the lines
of race and class by pretending to be a free white woman.%? Statia was in a good position to study
and emulate white people’s behaviours because she likely performed domestic labour.%3 In this
case, it is possible that Dick pretended to be Statia’s “slave.” However, since there were no clear-
cut categories of complexion and free status due to miscegenation and manumission, it is also
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possible that Statia pretended to be a free mixed-race person and that she, her husband, and their
children tried to pass as a free black family to maintain their kinship ties.®* This performance
could have been amplified given Dick’s fine clothing, which included a short wool coat, trousers
with white metal buttons, and a new felt hat.®> Although Clarke does not go into much detail
concerning Statia and Dick, he still exposes their intelligence.

Further information concerning their life and if they were recaptured and separated can
be gleaned from court documents concerning the habeas corpus case of their son Richard
Hopefield Jr. versus Stair Agnew in 1805.% Dick Hopewell’s (referred to as Richard Hopefield
Sr. in the court case) deposition for his son’s freedom provides details concerning his life before,
after, and while living in Canada. (fig. 4) Dick and his parents were born in Virginia and
enslaved by the Wood family. At sixteen, he was “captured by a British Privateer”®’ after serving
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Figure 5: Book of Negroes, Guy Carleton, 1st Baron Dorchester: Papers, Kew PRO 30/55/100, 10427, National Archives,
London, UK, pp. 66-67; Nova Scotia Archives, Halifax, Canada.

his owner during the Revolutionary War and was subsequently brought to New York where “he
was told a freeman”® by the mayor.®° Dick likely arrived in New Brunswick in 1783 as a free
black Loyalist where he married Statia and had several children.

Statia was born around 1765 in New York and was probably previously owned by
Gabriel Fowler who, as a Loyalist, fled to New Brunswick in 1783 with two enslaved people, a
“stout wench” named Stach and a child named Joe (possibly Stach’s son), as well as a free black
man named Richard Fowler, who was formerly enslaved in Virginia and “taken by a Privateer
four years ago & brought to New York.”” (fig. 5) If Statia was owned by Gabriel Fowler and
Stach was in fact Statia, is it possible that Richard Fowler was Dick (i.e., Richard Hopefield Sr.),
and that Statia and Dick were a couple prior to entering New Brunswick. The ages provided are
only a few years off and a newspaper account from the Royal Gazette in 1806 summarizing the
case of Joseph Clarke vs. Samuel Denny Street, the anti-slavery attorney who was Hopefield
Jr.’s lawyer in 1805, proves this claim to be promising.’* The newspaper account states that
Clarke took Street to court because his “Negro Boy”’2 had run away and was hiding with Street
who denied giving him back. (fig. 8) Clarke won the case by providing evidence of a bill of sale
from Gabriel Fowler for the mother of the boy and a permit from the police of New York
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2 allowing Fowler to “bring the
W11 i e o ~--_ Woman as his Slave to this
e A T reee 752 Country.”™ The enslaved boy was
7 = RS =0 i born in St. John and his father
’ P ' : “was a freeman who had run away
e AL gor S e e pow oo 222 from the Plaintiff [Clarke].”7*
i I % Z Ve tehiwrre AS Tt 2 From this information, it seems
2 ... thatthe case is referring to Statia,
o _ Dick, and their son who, from the
outset, intended to stay together.”
Prior to the above incident, it
appears that shortly after Statia
arrived in New Brunswick she was
owned by Phineas Lovitt, a
member of the House of
Assembly, who likely purchased
her from Clarke.”® According to
Dick’s deposition, he and Statia

Figure 6: Stair Agnew, “Certificates to Disprove Marriage,” King Vs. Wwere already married when she
Adgnew, Stair, 1805; RS 42. 9196, Provincial Archives of New Brunswick, was purchased as movable

Fredericton, Canada. property by Lovitt. Dick further
stated that he and Statia were almost separated before their escape from Clarke in 1792.
Sometime between 1783-1785, Dick declared that his “wife had been put on board a vessel by
one Phineas Leavitt [Lovitt] in order as the deponent was informed to send her to the West Indies
to be sold.””” Upon discovering this, Dick took his situation to the governor and as a result “she
[Statia] was relanded by order of Governor Carleton who set her at liberty.”’® Statia and Dick
“lived afterwards [...] in a state of freedom in said city St. John” where they had Hopefield Jr.,
whom Statia was pregnant with at the time of her abduction.” Seven years later, Statia “was
forcibly seized by Doctor Joseph Clark and carried off to Maugerville,” (sic) which correlates
with Statia and her family’s escape from Clarke in 1792.8% What happened to Statia underscores
the regular practice of kidnapping, re-enslaving, and separating free black people in the
Maritimes since the boundaries between “slave” and “servant” were easily manipulated in favour
of white enslavers and employers.8! From the fugitive advertisement and newspaper account, it
seems that after Clarke abducted Statia he employed Dick as an indentured servant. This was
likely a strategy adopted by Dick so that he could be with his family.

Unfortunately, the depositions in support of Agnew proved that Statia, Dick, and their
children were recaptured by Clarke, who sold Statia to Hewlett and their son Hopefield Jr.,
possibly the five-year-old boy in the advertisement, to Agnew, officially separating the
Hopefield family.®2 To remain together, Dick used the same strategy above and was hired by
Hewlett as an indentured servant before he was discharged in 1805.8 In addition, highlighting

\A,\‘.
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the physical separation of Statia and her family, the Hopefield Jr. versus Stair Agnew case also
sheds light on how Statia and Dick’s marriage was viewed in the eyes of law. Agnew provided
certificates from Joseph Hewlett “to disprove the marriage of Richard

Hopefield Senior with Patience (otherwise Stacey) [Statia] this negro woman of Ms. Hewlett.”84
(fig. 6) Agnew wanted to refute their marriage to counter Street’s argument that since Dick was
free, his son Hopefield Jr. should also be free. According to Hewlett, who owned Statia at the
time of the case, Statia and Dick were not formally married since Dick, while in service to
Hewlett, had “purchased from William Peters a negro woman with whom the said Richard now
lived and by whom he has had several children.”®® (fig. 7) Hewlett thought that Dick was Statia’s
husband. However, according to Hewlett’s deposition, Dick “declar[ed] himself not to be the
husband of the said Stacey” and “discounts being the father of” Statia’s child (i.e., Hopefield
Jr.).88 Hewlett’s claims were taken as factual although it was never confirmed by Dick whether
he purchased and married another enslaved woman. If he did purchase another enslaved woman,
is it possible that it was his daughter who was fifteen months old at the time of his family’s
escape in 1792?
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Not only were the Hopefields torn flied Buevic y /
apart, but their former owners strategically
discounted Statia and Dick’s marriage to : ! ~
legally bind their son “to serve the said Stair )
for his [...] life time.”®" In other words,
because Statia was enslaved and natally
alienated, her marriage to Dick was not
legally recognized, which in turn had
profound emotional and social impacts. s : e i
Hopefield Jr.’s parentage and Statia and ; oy 7
Dick’s marital status were at the heart of his 7 ARG
habeas corpus case that ultimately failed
since, as slavery is a matrilineal institution,
the court argued that his mother was
enslaved making him enslaved. For
slaveholders living in New Brunswick where

7 Sl

Figure 7: Joseph Hewlet, “Certificate,” King Vs. Agnew
Stair, January 31, 1805; RS 42. 9196, Provincial Archives of
New Brunswick, Fredericton, Canada.
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A(' the other Court eleven caufles
were entered for trial—four of them
were accommodated, and the remair.
der tried.  Four of thefe were of ve.-
1y lile importance, except to the pas
ties; butin the other three wese in.
volved queflions in which the public
are interefted, .

1. Thefirft was an a8ion of Tyo.
ver brought by Josepn CLARKE, Efq.
againfl SAMuEL D. STREET, Efq. for
a Negro Boy claimed by the Plain.
tifl.as his- S/ave. The Plaintiff gave

_inevidence a bill of fale from one

Gabriel Fowler to him for the mother

of the Boy iin queflion, and a permit

from the Police Office of New, York,
dated in 1783, to Fowler to bring the

Woman as his Slave to this Country.
— It appeared that the Boy was born
at or near'the City of Saint John af.
ter the date of the bill of fale, and that
his father, (i known) wasa free man ;
that he'had run away from the Plain-
tiff, and was harboured by the Defen.
dant. The converfion was fatisfac.
torily proved by an implied refufal
to deliver the Boy upon*demand.
The Counfel for the Dci{ndam moved
for a Nonfuit upon fourgrounds, viz.y

fl=Tha it did not fufficiently

.pgnr thatthe mother of the Boy was
a Slave, (For the general queflion of,
Slavery was notagitated.)

2d.—That it appeared that the Bo
was a baftard, or. otherwife: that his

_father was a free man; and in either

cafe be miuft be free, as by the Laws

of England, the ifTue follows the con
dition of the father and not of the
mother.

gd.-—That as there was no Law of
this Province creative of Slavery, and
us exiftence here depended wholly
upon the feveral Aéts of the Britith
Parliament, which were filent as to
the Children born of Slaves, they
could.got be bheldin Slavery, but were
entitled, as Britith {ubjeéis, born-in
this Province;.to all the benefits of
the Common Law of England, which
is the Law of this Country ; and
therefore, admitting that the Rule of
the Civil Law ** that the child fol-
‘““lows the condition of themother,”
fhould prevail, or that both the Pa-
rents of the Boy were African Slaver,
he being a native of this Province
mufl be free. :

4th.—That the a8lion of Trover
would not lie for a N2gro STave, be-
caufe no perfon could have that un«
controuled and unlimited property
in a Slave, which~was necellary to
fupport this a@ion. . "<

The Counfel for the Plaintiﬂr»‘.’f[‘»!fd

. in reply, that an a&ion like this 1.3

been brought in Nova-Scotia by Mr.»
wredthe opifion ©

De Lant€y's

. of Mr. Aplin, {upported by feveral

| this Province,) butthe

learned  Gentlenen in England,  (as
appcared by a Pamphlet| publifhed in
Chief JuRice
did not think that cafe of futhcient
authority, and direéled the Nonfuit,
upon the third and fourth grounds
moved by the delendant. . His Honor
was of opinion that the title to the
mother was fufficiently citablifhed §
and as to the fecond he was filent,

Figure 8: Anonymous, “Newspaper Account,” Royal Gazette (New Brunswick),
September 10, 1806; F3813. Provincial Archives of New Brunswick,
Fredericton, Canada.

there was no slave code, this
case was “undoubtedly a legal
triumph for the slave-owning
interests. They had received a
clear legal verdict in favour of
the continuance of Negro
slavery.”8

Given this information, it is
possible to paint a more
complete picture of Statia and
Dick’s life and how they coped
and resisted multiple family
separations beginning at least
in 1783. For instance, Statia
also went by the name
Patience. It is unclear whether
she chose to call herself Statia
or Patience since Clarke’s
advertisement called her Statia,
the court documents often refer
to her as “Patience, otherwise
called Stacey,” and Dick’s
deposition called her
Patience.®® Regardless of
which name she self-declared,
Statia took part in a common
occurrence amongst fugitive

enslaved and newly liberated people since changing one’s name signified their new free
identities.® In this case, it is probable that Statia also took the last name of her husband, which
represented not only self-ownership, but also the legitimacy of her marriage and commitment to
Dick Hopewell, who also changed his name possibly from Richard Fowler, to Dick Hopewell,
and finally to Richard Hopefield Sr. as per his deposition.®*
Of the 622 fugitive advertisements found in New York and New Jersey newspapers, only
19 enslaved families made a bid for freedom by running away together including Frank, Phoebe,
and their child.? In the Maritimes, there are 8 such fugitive slave advertisements for enslaved
families running away out of 30, and 3 in which enslaved people escaped with free black people
including Statia, her children, and Dick.®® Phoebe and Statia’s families were therefore some of
the few brave enslaved men, women, and children who, despite being discouraged by northern
slaveholders to marry and have chosen families, developed kinship bonds that they intended to
maintain at all costs by absconding together.®* The fugitive advertisements for Phoebe and
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Statia’s families expose the violence of slavery in northern states and Canada while subverting
their romanticised national narratives. They also highlight both the heterogeneity of the enslaved
and their intellect in which they developed strategies that used complexion, dress, language,
employment skills, networks of free people, and stolen items to assume free identities.®> Whereas
Statia’s family was re-captured and subsequently separated, it remains unknown what happened
to Phoebe’s family and if their strategies succeeded. Nevertheless, both cases underscore the
experiences of how two different, yet equally determined, black enslaved (and partially free)
families resisted their bondage in the slave minority societies of late eighteenth-century New
Jersey and New Brunswick.
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