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A HISTORY OF 1S

Everyomne who knew
Anthony Benezet de-
scribed him as a man
who did good deeds and
asked nothing in return.
During the day he taught
white children and at
hight he taught blacks.
He soon discovered that
the black and white chil-
dren were equal in their
abilities (many whites
had a hard time beliey-
ing that). Benezet did

... gverything he could.to

'get Philadelphia’s slave
- owners.to.free.slaves.
When he died, in 1784,
hundreds of blacks
mourned at his funeral,

Powder boys were also

called powder mienheys,
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Freedom

Fighters

James Forten had to beg his mother to leg
him go to sea. His father had died when he
was seven and his mother depended on
him. Besides, he was her pride and de-
light. James was bright and full of fun and
willing to work hard and please. He'd gone
to Anthony Benezet’s well-known Quaker
school untii he was nine, so he could read
and write well and handle numbers, too.
Then he’d gone to work: first at Benezet’s
grocery store and then on Philadelphia's
docks. His father had been a sailmaker
. — > (sewing the heavy sailcloth with waxed
James Forten became thread took special skill). James learned
wealthy as a sailmaker (he (rade and eventually became one of

f‘nd i“:'”*";:al 3% @ Philadelphia’s most successful and wealth-
eaqer ° jf,e © blacks. iest sailmakers.

e wBut.when-James avars ditherewas a-war

and he'd heard those words, “all men are created equal.” They were
worth fighting for.

So he signed up on the Royal Louis, a privateer. The colonies had
small navies, but they didn’t amount to much against the great
English fleet. It was the private ships that were hurting England.
Congress allowed them to attack British ships and keep any profits
that they made.

James Forten became a powder boy. It was a dangerous job.
Eighteenth-century ships were wooden, and flammable. Cannons
were kept on deck, but gunpowder was stored below, where it was
more likely to stay dry and be safe from accidents. When fighting
began someone had to keep the cannons suppiied. It was powder

boys who did that, They needed to be small, fast, and fearless. They

being fought, and he wanted to be a part of it. Like everyone in N
.Rhilade-sl.phia;»-he"d>-‘seen-~George“Wa‘shington and Benjamin Franklin,
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FROM COLONIES TO COUNTRY

needed to keep running—up and down the -
ship’s stairs, or companionways—even if can-
nonballs were falling around them and men
were screaming in pain.

Which is exactly what happened on James
Forien’s first voyage out. The Royal Louis met a
British ship; there was an awful fight with ex-
ploding shells, screams, groans, and deaths.
But when the Royal Louis returned to Philadel-
phia, her guns were pointed at a captive Brit-
ish ship. It seemed as if all Philadelphia came
out to cheer. James Forten knew what it was
o be-treated-as-a hero; And-he -got-his stiare -

“of the profits when the English ship was sold.. Then.he, and the.

other crew members who survived, repaired their ship and were
soon bhack at sea. This time they were not lucky.

When the Royal Louis went after a British ship, two others ap-
peared out of the blue. The Americans had stumbled into a trap;
they were outnumbered; there was nothing to do but surrender.
James Forten and his mates were brought aboard a British ship as
prisoners. Now Forten had a special worry. In Philadelphia he was a
free person, but he knew that the British often sold black prisoners
to slave dealers in the West Indies—and James had dark skin, What
would the ship’s captain do with him? He was taking most of the
American captives to a prison ship—and that was a bad enough
fate. Would he take Forten with them? Even worse, would he sell him?

Later in his life Forten liked to iell the story of what happened
next. He said it was his skill at playing marbles—learned as a boy in
Philadelphia—that saved him from slavery. It so happened that the
British captain had a son who was about Forten’s age. When the
English boy saw the young prisoner playing marbles, he asked to play.
Forten beat him. But James Forten was so likable that the captain’s
son asked his father to take him back to England and set him free. The
captain said he would do i, if James would renounce his country.

Plan of an Alrican Ship's lower Deck, with Bhgroes in the propsrticn of nat quite 6ue t0 6 Ton, Slaves were packed

s P T TTITT into slave ships, but
this widely repro-
duced pictuve is an
exagoeration. it was
used to male people
vecoll at the horrors
of the slave trade.
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This -igih-contury, watereol: ..

or is titled Overseer Doing
His Duty. He lounges
around and smokes, while
barefoot slaves swing hoes
io clear still-burning tree
sivmps from new fields.

Tomn Paimne asked
how American slave
owners could “complain
so loudly of atiempis to
enslave them [by
Britain], while they will
hold se many hundred
thousand in slavery.”
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This slave auction was Forten wouldn't consider it. He was an American and he said, : y
' unusual for being held | “No! I shall never prove a traitor to my country!” and that was that, wai
Indoovs. Most were con- James Forten spent the next seven months in an overcrowded, Dec
ducted right on the sireet. stinking prison ship hefore he was released in a prisoner exchange. that
No one knows the numbers for sure, but about 5,000 black men and was
boys are said to have fought on the American side during the Revo- T
lutionary War (out of about 300,000 soldiers in all). A redcoat wroig, ple.
“No regiment is to be seen in which there are not Negroes in abun- ever
What weuld you dance and among them are able-bodied, strong, and brave fellows” . .1 cure
|50 Y - 'f}ygu,wgrg,a,plackaper,—‘-,_,‘ sriBome hetped* England  TheBritish promised to free any siaves alwa;
| son living in Philadeiphia who left their Patriot masters. (They.didn't-premise freedom to der ¢
::tz::;edt;m::;::t‘;f:v‘;z:: | slaves of Loyalists. Those slaves were returned to their owners.) In M:
typio.:al. Many of Philadei- the south it wasn’t easy to escape to the British lines. There were dren
! phia’s blacks supported lashings and other punishments for those who were caught. But tens do.) |
P the British. The English of thousands of black men, women, and children “voted with their socie
: offered freedom to slaves feet.” They made it to British camps. Others were captured by the knew.
(or so they said). But then British. Thomas Jefferson wrote of what happened on his plantation: phras
; there was that Declaration “He [Lord Cornwaliis] carried off about thirty slaves. Had this would
: of Independence to think been to give them freedom, he would have done right; but it was to Thi
ff!_ ! about, Black people un- consign them to inevitable death from the smallpox and putrid | ap4
: derstood the real meaning fever, then raging in his camp. This [ knew afterward to be the fate of taken
' of those words “allmen |t onty-seven of them., | never had news of the remaining three, but | ships.
i are created equal” jong bresume they shared the same fate.” One of the slaves who died of start v
before most whites did. .
‘ | fever was named Sam. He was nine years old. Another, Jane, was ten. Jeffers.
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Many white Americans-—especiaily in the South, where blacks
often outnumbered whites—didn't want black people to have guns,
They feared a slave uprising. So a year after the first battles a rule
was made: no blacks—free or slave—in the Continental army,

lowed to reenlist. But otherwise, blacks were excluded.

As the war went on—and on—some peopie began to see the non-
sense of that policy. By the summer of 1777, New England’s militjag
were using black soldiers again and promising them thejy freedoin.
Rhode Isiand had two black regiments. In Virginia, black soldiers

fought alongside white soldiers, Most of the southern states used
blacks as river pilots. and even, g,unn.e,t:s:..onc\‘shi']%f?'ﬁl?frmﬂy:fﬁi"‘I"??S‘,"*"
T ';'Hé*’(?éﬁfi'riéﬁ'f"éi’l"ei'l‘ihy changed its policy and began enrolling black

soldiers. But South Carolina and Georgia still wouldn't go along.
Two young officers on General Washington’s staff—John Laurens

(from South Carolina) and Alexander Hamilton (from New York)—

iried to get South Carolina to change its mind, They couldn’t do it.
Why would blacks fight for a nation that allowed slavery? This

was where there was some disagreement.

The fact is, the whole idea of equality seemed insane to some peo-
ple. Remember, the world of the 18th century was like g ladder, where
everyone had a particular rung to stand on, It seemed secure, and
sure. It was a world where everyone knew his or her place. You were
always looking up, or down, at others. Equality would knock the lad-
der on its side, Equality is horizontal, Everyone is on the same leve],

society would fal apart. And they were right, The society they
kiew—the society of the ladder—was going to he destroyed by that
Phrase “all men are created equal.” No one could tell where it
would lead, byt 30ine were scared.,

This new idea—that people all have equal rights—seemed wild
and radical. Equal rights? “Nonsense,” sajd some. If equality were
taken seriously it would change everything about People’s relation-
ships. It was going to happen, bug not overnight. You needed to
start with the idea. James Forten understood that. So did Thomas
Jetferson. So did many others,

COLONIES vO COUNTRY

A Leadimg Citizem

After the war, James
Forten becaime one

of Philadelphia’s most
Prosperous and influentia
citizens. He owned g large
sailmaking business that
employed both blacks and
whites. He helped found
an antislavery society
(with Benjamin Rush) and

‘can Methodist Church, He
Supported women’s tights
and peace movements.
When a white-owned
tirm closed {leaving
large debts owed to For-
ten and others), James
Forien went to the owney
and said, ‘4 came, sir, to
exXpress my regret at your
misfortune,... ¥ your lia-
bilities were all in my
hands, you should hever
be under the necessity of
closing your business,”
Forten acted as a bridge
between the black and
white communities, re.
spected by ail.

Philadelphia in
1765 had about 1,400
slaves and 100 free
blacks. In 1783,
Philadeiphia had about
400 slaves and more
than 1,000 frez blacks.
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A Monwmemntal Jonrney

he blue-robed Franciscan

missionaries had planned
to leave on Juiy 4, 1776, head-
ing a grand expedition with
arms and banners and a full
military escort. But it was aciy-
ally July 29 when they got
started, just two Cathalic friars
and eight other men. They
were "without noise of arms,”
which means they didn't have
guns. The small party was
being sent to find a way across
New Spain from Santa Fe (in
Mew liexico) to Monterey (on
the coast of California),

The Spaniards knew little of
that vast expanse of land—
licked by the Mississippi River
onh one of its edges and the
Pacific Ocean on the other. A
French explorer had written of
2 Great Sea of the North {prob-
ably the Great Salt Lake); he
said its waters fed into a great
river to the West, Everyone be-
lieved that river must exist.
The friars expected to find it.
(Later, Thomas Jefierson sent
Lewis and Clark searching for
the same river.)

The Spanjards had.no.idea

' +that—that very same July—a

liberty bell was ringing in Phila-
delphia. It would be heard in
Spain and around the world. If
the friars had known, they might
not have listened, They had
other things on their minds.

'They were taking a chance,
traveling without arms. But
Silvestre Veléz de Escalante,
who was 25 and kept a diary of
their journey, said guns “usu-
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ally terrify the tribes.” So, he
added, there “must be a suffi-
cient force or none at all.”
There would not be a sufficient
force. The officials in Mexico
were no longer generous, as
they had been more than 200
vears earlier In the days of
Coronado. This expedition,
said Spanish-born Escalante,
was in God’s hands.

Francisco Atanasio Domin-
guez, 36 and Mexican-born,
agreed. He and the others cele-
brated mass, asking for the
protection of the Virgin Mary,
Then—with leather bags
stuffed with necessities, 10
pack mules carrying supplies
to trade with the Indians, and
20 head of cattle to eai en
route—they headed northwest,
following the Rio Grande, the
Chama, the Navajo, the
Dolores, the Gunnison, and the
Colorado rivers, Thay were
traveling through Indian terri-
tory—unknown to Euro-
peans—and were expected to
explore and map as they went.
They could carry a few days’

. _g‘,wamr,,,fp;rtnthemsel-ves;';b.ut-'fthey

needed water each day for the
animals. So following rivers
made sense,

En early September, still in
Colorado, they were met by
“about eighty Yutas all on
good horses...we concluded
that they traveled together...to
find out whether any more
Spanish people were following
us.” Because the party was so
small, and without guns, they

were no threat to the Indians,
who rode on.

The explorers headed into
Utah, along the Green River,
across semidesert, following
trails blazed by buffalo. They
now had an Indian guide, who
killed one of the great beasts.
They ate heartily and gave
their guide a woollen cloal, a
hunting knife, and glass beads.

On September 17—while
friars and soldiers in Califor-
nia were celebrating the com-
pletion of a presidio at San
Francisco—Dominguez ang
Escalante were exploring the
tuins of an old pueblo in Utah.
Then they went on through
“low valleys of very soft earih,
the animais sinking and stum-
bling every instant in many fii-
tle holes.” (Were they prairie-
dog holes?) They reached the
Strawberry River, where
“there is an abundance o}
good trout, two of whiech
[were] killed with an arrow
and caught, and each one o
which would weigh somewhat
more than two pounds.”

ley with “good pastures,
many creeks and pretiy
groves of white cotion-
woods,” but empty of peopls.
Their guide told them the
Lagunas, who had once lived
there, “withdrew for fear of
the Comanches.”

The Spanish explorers met
and dealt peacefuily with
Comanches, Hopis, Utes,
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Lagunas, Yutas, Sabuaga-
nas—moire than a dozen differ-
ent Indian peoples—most of
wihoim had never seen men like
them before.

On top of a high ridge, “we
gaw in front of us and not very
far away many large columns
of smoke....We replied to them
with other smoke signals so
that if they had already seen
us they would not take us to be
enemies.” They knew the
Indians would “approach the

ANt see witat people had

coime here.” At about two
o’clock in the morning, their
indian guide “made a long
speech in his own language...
giving them to understand that
we were peaceable people.”

) hen they reached the val-
YW ley of the Greai Salt Lake
(near what is now Provo,
Utah), they were enchant-
ed with the land they saw.
“This is the most pleas-
ing, beautiful and fertile
site in all New Spain,”
Escalante wroie to
Spain’s Carlos . “It
alone is capable of main-
taining a settlement with
as many people as
Mexico City.” (Mexico Clity
in 1776—with 100,000
people—was larger than
Boston, New York, and
Philadelphia combined.)
Much later, Brigham
Young would enier the
same valley, say “This is
the place!” and setile his
iormon followers there.
They went on, past it

FROM COLONIES TO COUNTRY

Nebo in the Wasatch Range
{which scratches the heavens
at 11,877 feet). The weather
was now turning. “Tonight it
was so cold that even the
water which was near the fire
all night was frozen in the
morning.” Worse was to came.
Ahead were parched deserts,
rocky precipices, icy moun-
tains, impenetrable thickets,
and impassable chasms. The
Spaniards ate their horses in

order to.survive.. After. thag.,

they turned back.

n January 2, 1777, “we ar-

=% rived at the Villa de Santa
Fe.” The next day Dominguez
and Escalante gave their diary
to the governor, “because
everything stated in this diary
is true and faithful to what hap-
pened.” One of the party, a car-

tographer, made maps that
were amazingly accurate and
useful to others who came
later. But they didn’t find a
Great River to the West. They
didn't blaze a trail from Santa
Fe to Moniterey.

They did explore more than
2,000 miles of land—more
than their contemporary,
Daniel Boone, had explored in
his whole lifetime.

And they did it peacefully,

Swithoutinoiser ofr arms: 2 Tghmd

day, in Utah, you will find a
national monument, a town,
and a river all named Esca-
lante. And you’ll know why.

A modern arlist painted this piciure
of Escalante and Domingusz and
thelr party entering the valley of ihe
Great Salt Lale. Why do you think
the friar is ralsing his cross?




