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1

The Creation of a
Slave Society
1664—1714

onmouth County, the shoulder of New Jersey’s
l \ / l coastal plain, reaches from Raritan Bay on its north-
eastern extremity, past the Navesink and Shrewsbury
rivers, to Metedeconk’s Atlantic outlet at the southeast, and
inland as far west as Allentown. The county saddles the inner
and outer coastal plains of New Jersey. The fertile sandy clay-
and-marl soil of the inner plain, initially thought to be infertile,
proved capable of supporting a prosperous, slave-based agricul-
tural society during the colonial and post-Revolutionary eras.
The outer coastal plain, located primarily in the county’s south-
ern portions, lacks clay and supports agriculture only along
higher elevations. During the colonial era the coast from Sandy
Hook southward, too marshy for good harbors, supported a
small maritime economy, including fishing and whaling. Behind
the sandy beaches and marshes lay the pine barrens, which origi-
nally covered much of southern Monmouth.
The Dutch claimed the region, from 1615, as part of New
Netherland. However, the ten thousand colonists who settled
New Netherland between 1623 and 1664 moved north and south
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of Monmouth County, either to New Amsterdam (Manhattan),
Long Island, or strategic waterways like the lower Hudson and
Delaware rivers. Monmouth County’s modern history stems
from the English conquest of Dutch New Netherland in Au-
gust 1664. On October 28 of that year a coalition of Quakers
and Baptists from Long Island and Rhode Island purchased from
the Leni Lenape Indians a tract of land reaching from Sandy
Hook westward to the Raritan River and southward from that
line for twelve miles. On April 8, 1665, Richard Nicholls, ap-
pointed by the Duke of York to be New York’s first governor,
gave legal recognition to this purchase by issuing the settlers a
patent on the tract, the terms of which granted them a degree
of autonomy within the larger political context of New York.
The Quakers and Baptists immediately set to work establishing
two towns, Middletown and Shrewsbury.!

The Long Islanders among them came from an area that
had, over a period of four decades under Dutch rule, become
increasingly dependent on slave labor. Now, under English rule,
slavery was formally recognized in New York through the so-
called Duke’s Laws, promulgated on February 10, 1665 to gov-
ern the colony’s English-speaking communities. If the Duke’s
Laws encouraged servitude, the Monmouth Patent virtually dic-
tated it. Key among its features are clauses that required settlers
to maintain “an able Man servant or two such weaker Servants”
and that granted additional acreage to masters with more ser-
vants. Another clause permitted land grants only to “Christian
Servants,” hampering acquisitions by free blacks and Indians
who had not converted.?

To those able to meet these requirements, the terms of the
Monmouth Patent were intentionally liberal and tolerant. Set-
tlers received farms averaging over 200 acres, a figure that com-
pares favorably with, say, the modest patents of seventy-five acres
allotted the Dutch settlers of Bergen County. Moreover, as the
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Thomas Gordon, Map of the State of New Jersey, 1834 (detail
showing Monmouth County). Courtesy of Monmouth
County Historical Association.
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original purchasers themselves represented more than one Prot-
estant denomination, it was clear from the outset that Monmouth
would have sectarian sympathies as ecumenical as those of Rhode
Island.

In general, small agricultural communities characterized the
county’s early development. Town centers were composed of
churches, mills, and taverns surrounded by dispersed, indepen-
dent farms. Similar communities developed in the eighteenth
century. For instance, Upper Freehold, in the southwestern cor-
ner of the county, coalesced from a scattering of tiny villages
settled around 1700. These patterns of habitation broadly affected
black families. Divided among farmsteads spread across the land-
scape, blacks were close enough to retain ties yet inconveniently
distant from each other.

Ethnic Composition of Early
Monmouth County

A diverse group of masters from other origins and denomi-
nations joined the Quakers and Baptists in developing the
Monmouth Patent. Among the first were Barbadians, often the
younger sons of planters, who could bring their African chattel
with them secure in the knowledge that the Duke’s Laws rec-
ognized slavery. Immigrants from the West Indies were joined
by Huguenots and Presbyterians attracted by favorable land
grants and religious tolerance. The “servants” these settlers brought
were an equally diverse lot, some African, some Native Ameri-
can, some European. Whether by reason of race, language, coun-
try, or class, they were sure to differ from their masters in beliefs
and customs, thus further enriching the county’s ethnic base.

After November 25, 1672, when the Duke of York annulled
the Monmouth Patent, this social diversity was increased. Until
then Monmouth residents had had a basis for claiming exemp-
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tion from the laws of New Jersey, which required landowners to
pay quitrents. To eliminate this basis was one of the annulment’s
intended effects. Another effect, perhaps unintended but no less
important to the county’s destiny, was to bring the Monmouth
Patent under the more relaxed codes for immigration and resi-
dence found elsewhere in New Jersey (from 1684, East Jersey).
Still, by the first decades of the eighteenth century only a mi-
nority of the county’s frecholders were slaveholders.

The true ethnic multiplicity of Monmouth’s earliest immi-
grants is partly disguised by conventional labels. While the Dutch,
who migrated into Monmouth from Kings County (Brooklyn)
in the 1690s were the most widely known ethnic group and well-
represented among slave-owning families, other groups were
present within the initial settlements. Thus, Spanish, Germans,
and French were among the “Dutch” who emigrated from
Holland, and Scots embarked from disparate clans and coun-
ties.® Blacks arriving in the middle colonies in the late seven-
teenth century similarly originated from a wide spectrum of
societies along Africa’s western coast or, after a brief “season-
ing,” from the West Indies.

Once in Monmouth County, whites and blacks melded into
parallel charter societies even as they retained older cultural
mores.* Part of this melding was achieved through intermar-
riage. It goes without saying that Africans, cast into this frontier
in sparse and scattered lots, could scarcely expect easy access to
partners from their own nations. Yet even among Dutch, En-
glish, and Huguenot families, intermarriage dissolved, genera-
tion by generation, ethnic dissimilarities. This was indicative of
Monmouth’s religious tolerance, for elsewhere the Dutch, at
least, rarely intermarried. As white families expanded, intermar-
riage meant that slave owners throughout the county often were
related. For example, family records indicate continual inter-
marriages between the (English) Holmeses and (Dutch)
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Hendricksons, two of the largest slaveholding families in the
county. Huguenot families also intermarried with other groups.

Socializing also crossed ethnic boundaries. Tavern licenses
and account books for Monmouth show drinking and carous-
ing across ethnic groups. Such relationships greatly enhanced
social controls over slaves because bondpeoples could rarely cir-
culate anonymously.® Not that they did not try. Among the early
statutes of East Jersey was an act forbidding any person to buy,
sell, or barter “with slaves” for any “rum, brandy, wine, or strong
drink.”¢ In this, as in many other things, African Americans were
increasingly being defined as a caste apart.

Establishment of a Slave Economy
in Monmouth

Of course, it is not surprising if any slave—regardless of
color—be seen as something or someone other. In New
Netherland, from which many of Monmouth’s slaveholders
came, slavery seems to have been predicated on the assumption
that non-Christians, especially those taken in battle, could ethi-
cally be held in bondage. Such were the Native Americans taken
as slaves and also, presumably, the Africans sold to Dutch slavers
by rival nations.

The Dutch, who together with the Portuguese then domi-
nated the world slave trade, used Africans from the outset to
develop a viable infrastructure in New Netherland—clearing
forests or building roads, fortifications, and public works.” But
in a frontier where the cost of importing provisions was enor-
mous, slaves performed no service more valuable than under-
taking the arduous work of breaking new sod, tilling stony soil,
and raising crops. Evidence of this value appears in a directive of
March 1660 from the city council of Amsterdam to Peter
Stuyvesant, director of New Amsterdam. The council, aware
that the costs of provisions for New Amsterdam’s growing gar-
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rison were becoming onerous, transferred some slaves from
Curagao to the colony, explaining to Stuyvesant that “agricul-
ture would be beneficially promoted by Negroes, . . . and the
prosperity of [New Netherland] is, for the most part, depen-
dent thereon.”® Four years later Stuyvesant requested more
slaves, writing, “These Negroes have afforded a great relief in
the purchase of provisions for the Garrison. . . . We [now] have
a great need for a few slaves to truck the provisions.”™

The “need” for slaves in developing Monmouth’s first farms
was no less evident to its purchasers. The terms of the Monmouth
Patent required individual settlers to bring one or two slaves or
indentured servants. Help was essential in every phase of settle-
ment, beginning with the initial construction of homes. The
first homes were not log cabins, but tents and dugouts. Richard
Hartshorne, an early settler and slave owner, wrote that it was
important to have three or four sons or servants to cut timber
and plant corn quickly. Settlers and their slaves dug square pits
in the ground, cellar fashion, six or seven feet deep, and as long
and broad as feasible. Wooden foundations lined with bark kept
out soil. Next the cellar was covered by a floor, followed by
walls, and then a roof of spars insulated by bark and green sod.
In this crude hut lived the master, his family and the slaves.
Such homes served for several years until the sale of good har-
vests permitted larger dwellings.

The next task was clearing the land of dense foliage and
trees. Settlers borrowed girdling and burning methods from
Native Americans. Girdling was done by making an incision
though the bark around the trunk, leaving the tree to die. Knowl-
edgeable observers advised settlers to arrive in April in order to
spend the summer clearing land and building homes. Hartshorne
described the best crops as Indian corn and maize, rye, barley,
oats and flax, all of which required extensive farm labor."

Unfortunately, there are few records for assessing the pur-
chase and use of slaves for agriculture in Monmouth County.
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Farmers in Monmouth doubtless were important customers of
the slave traders. But lists of purchasers survive infrequently and
imports were spread over a wide region, so that the exact extent
of Monmouth County’s participation in the seventeenth-cen-
tury slave trade cannot be precisely fixed.

Perhaps even less is known about the influx of indentured
servants into the county. That they were present from an early
stage is suggested by a 1683 East Jersey statute “against aiding
runaway servants,” occasioned specifically by cases in Shrews-
bury.!! The continued presence of indentured servants in
Monmouth is suggested by the notices of white runaways from
New Jersey, which began to appear with the establishment of
newspapers in the early eighteenth century. Early colonists were
also willing to pay contract workers from Europe, luring them
with advertisements such as one aimed at prospective Scots-Irish
immigrants which maintained that “ordinary servants” after la-
boring six or seven years could, with thrifty behavior, attain the
“beginnings of a Comfortable Lively-hood.” While indentured
and hired labor continued to play a role throughout colonial
times, in the end it was slavery that grew.!?

Small farms meant small slave holdings. Of ten estate inven-
tories listing slaves and recorded for Shrewsbury between 1680
and 1710, the average holding was less than two slaves per es-
tate. Accordingly, while there were occasional deliveries of twenty
or more slaves to the Monmouth region, most imports into
eastern New Jersey arrived in small lots. The emphasis in single-
slave transactions was on younger, healthy slaves, who probably
had been in the West Indies only a few years, given the over-
whelming human turnover in the islands. There was a reverse
trade as well. New Jersey slaveholders occasionally shipped
bondspeople back to the West Indies. For example, Daniel
Hendrickson paid £10 to transport two young African men for
sale in Martinique.!?
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Between 1718 and 1764, 480 slaves from the West Indies were
imported into Perth Amboy, located in Middlesex County a
few miles from Monmouth. This total averages about ten per
year, and not all went to Monmouth. Similarly, slaves imported
into Philadelphia, which supplied Upper Freehold, came in small
parcels, with few exceptional years, until the Seven Years’ War
in the 1750s.14

In the early eighteenth century, mid-Atlantic masters began
purchasing large contingents of slaves directly imported from
Africa. Seven large shipments of Africans to New York and New
Jersey arrived between 1715 and 1734, all from the “Coast of
Guinea.” The Dragon, New York Postilion, and the Catherine
and Mary docked in New York City within three weeks of each
other, the last two on the same day, September 12, 1717. The
three vessels brought a total of 266 slaves. The next vessel arriv-
ing directly from Africa, the Crown Galley of London, docked
on June s, 1721. In 1725 fifty-nine slaves arrived from Africa in a
Rhode Island slaver. The Catherine, owned by John Watts of
New York City and Arnot Schuyler, a large slaveholder in Bergen
County, arrived in Perth Amboy in the summer of 1731, and in
New York a few weeks later. Two years later the Catherine re-
turned with a second load of 100 slaves, docking at Perth Amboy
and then New York City. Monmouth County farmers purchased
many of these slaves in Perth Amboy just before the harvest.!s

Ironically, the first real slave community in Monmouth was
industrial rather than agricultural, being established at Lewis
Morris’s iron mine and forge at Tinton Falls, in Shrewsbury
Township. There Morris brought about forty enslaved men and
women in 1677. By the time of his death, in 1691, that number
had increased to sixty-seven: his inventory of the plantation at
Tinton Falls included “22 male Negroes, 11 women, 6 boys, 3
girls, and 25 children under ten years of unknown sex.”

Because of its concentration of slaves, Tinton Falls was an
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anomaly in Monmouth. Yet Morris’s enterprise was important
to Monmouth for two reasons (a third will be discussed later in
this chapter). First, Morris employed both free white and en-
slaved African labor in his extensive operation, and he allotted
the former special exemptions. Workmen, he decreed, were free
from arrest for debt and from impressment into the militia.
Morris also used white laborers as skilled labor and reserved
hard physical labor for his Africans. Blacks and free white labor-
ers lived in separate dormitories on the property. Naturally, these
measures established unequal, race-based ranks among the la-
borers. In a society where the concept of servant implied bond-
age, such differentation took on increasing weight as time passed.

The second reason for Tinton Falls’ importance derives from
the economic and political clout of the Morris family, several of
whom became key ruling figures in colonial New Jersey. After
the founder’s death in 1691, his nephew, also named Lewis Mor-
ris, inherited the Tinton Falls plantation. A potent figure in the
economy of New Jersey and its future governor, Morris’s use of
slavery set the tone for other Monmouth residents.'®

The Character of Early Slaves

Enslaved Africans came into New York and New Jersey from
Jamaica, Barbados, Curagao, and Antigua, colonies character-
ized by intensive staple crop slave economies, heavy slave mor-
tality, little cultural interaction between white and black beyond
brutal management, and the retention of African culture. Each
colony would experience powerful slave uprisings by the 1730s.
Jamaica was unable to defeat or control its maroon population,
and Barbados’ and Antigua’s slave revolts were repressed only
by the savagery evident in New York City in 1712 and 1741. While
Monmouth’s slaveholders wanted healthy bondsmen, they had
to accept and learn to control assertive young Africans.!’
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Map of Tinton Manor, Lewis Morris Plantation, c. 1695.
Courtesy of Monmouth County Historical Association.

Unquestionably Africans brought on the slave ships had a
vast array of experiences. For many, brought directly from Af-
rica in mass sales, the Middle Passage required immediate adap-
tation to new cultures. Part of this required unity among
unrelated Africans. The diaspora created an Atlantic culture of
many tongues.!® The Middle Passage brutally married African
identities with European and American cultures. Similarly, the
West Indian slave trade, bringing blacks almost individually into
New Jersey, propelled them into a polyglot society. Each person’s
reaction to this differed. Some found solace from their bondage
in African mores; others mixed cultures, while a few doubtless
followed the manners of their master’s race.
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Slave trading in small lots had unanticipated consequences.
Blacks brought to New Jersey in small groups experienced very
different passages from those imported by the hundreds. It can
be presumed that ships bringing individual blacks from the West
Indies used them as sailors or hands. Seafaring sometimes
brought blacks into contact with sympathetic whites. Enslaved
African men and white sailors, who were among the most noto-
riously egalitarian of early American workers, identified with each
other’s plight. As Orlando Patterson has reported, “Sailors and
Negroes are ever on the most amicable terms.” There was much
“mutual confidence and familiarity between them . . . in the
presence of the sailor, the Negro feels a man.” Such experiences
enabled a number of Monmouth slaves to hire out as seamen,
or, if necessary, to escape by boat.'?

Growth of Monmouth’s Slave Population

By 1680 Shrewsbury and Middletown had a combined popu-
lation of about 900, including about forty-eight slaves, account-
ing for 5.3 percent of the total county population, spread over a
wide geographic area. This proportion is slightly smaller than
the 5.9 percent slave population estimated for New Jersey gen-
erally and considerably smaller than the 12.2 percent slave popu-
lation of Dutch-dominated New York. However, by 1691, there
were sixty-seven slaves at Lewis Morris’s Tinton Falls plantation
south of Shrewsbury. Adding this number to the 1680 popula-
tion brought the total number of enslaved blacks to at least 117.
This increase raised the black percentage of East Jersey’s popu-
lation to 13 percent of the total, a figure which placed the colony
fourth in British North American.? :

Over the next hundred years the black population of colo-
nial Monmouth grew steadily, as illustrated in Table 1. By 1726,
the time of the first recorded census, Monmouth’s black popu-
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lation had jumped to 433, the 258 male and 175 female blacks
constituting almost 9 percent of the county’s population. The
next census, taken in 1737, showed a black population of 362
males and 293 females, accounting for nearly 10 percent of the
local population. In 1745 the last surviving colonial census for
East Jersey counted 513 enslaved males and 386 enslaved females,
slightly more than 10 percent of the county’s total population
and the largest black population in East Jersey.

Assessors for the counties of East Jersey refused to complete
a census in 1771, making impossible an accurate accounting of
African Americans just before the Revolution. However, county
constable Richard Stout did enumerate the adult slaves in
Monmouth. Stout’s total of 536 included 158 blacks in Freehold,
165 in Middletown, 97 in Shrewsbury, 9 in Dover, and 4 in
Stafford. Stout counted only adult males and females, omitting
slaves under the age of sixteen or those unable to work, which
customarily meant anybody above forty years of age.?! Demog-

Table 1
Population of Monmouth County, New Jersey,
1726-1784

1726 1738 1745 1771 1784

White 4,446 §5431 7,728 9,840 11,576
Black 443 655 899 1,394 1,640
Total 4,879 6,086 8,627 11,234 13,216

All numbers except for those for 1771 come from the census of that
year. The 1771 figures are estimates. See Evarts B. Greene and Vir-
ginia D. Harrington, American Population before the Federal Cen-
sus of 1790 (New York, 1932), 88-112; Peter O. Wacker, “Origins and
Settlements,” in Land and People: A Cultural Geography of
Preindustrial New Jersey (New Brunswick, N.J., 1975), 189—205. For
method used for the 1771 estimate, see Stella H. Sutherland, Popu-
lation Distribution in Colonial America (New York, 1936), 98-99.
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rapher Stella Sutherland estimated the white population of East
Jersey for 1771 as 85 percent of the 1784 tax census. Applied to
the black population, this method gives an estimate of 1,394
blacks in the county in 1771, a number in line with contempo-
rary growth patterns in the colony.

By 1784, blacks in Monmouth numbered 1,640, or nearly
four times the total of five decades earlier. During this span, the
white population had only doubled. Although the white popu-
lation remained larger, blacks remained important to rural soci-
ety during the late colonial period.?

Factors in the Growth of
the Slave Population

Two factors, the slave trade and natural reproduction, ex-
plain the growth of the black population of colonial Monmouth
even as slave ownership was declining in northern cities. In the
growth of its slave population, Monmouth County resembles
the rural countryside around Philadelphia and New York City.
However, Monmouth was more distinctly rural than those ar-
eas, and the steady growth of its slave society illustrates how
valuable bonded labor was just before the Revolution.??

Some of the demand for new slaves was met, as has been
seen, by the foreign slave trade. And in this New Jersey’s colo-
nial rulers helped by making the region a duty-free zone through-
out most of the colonial period. Britain’s governing bodies had
two chief motivations for imposing no duty on slave imports.
First, the Royal African Company wished to bolster imperial
profits. Acceding to this wish, the English Privy Council regu-
larly revoked any customs. For example, when in 1713 the as-
sembly, more to raise revenues than to discourage slavery, ordered
a £10 duty on any slave brought into New Jersey for purposes of
sale, the Privy Council quickly disallowed the measure. In suc-
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ceeding years New Jersey, like other colonies, resorted to tem-
porary duties, but these lasted only until vetoed in London.
Finally, the Privy Council, trying to halt such actions, ordered
royal governors not to accept any legislation creating tariffs for
slaves.?*

Economic incentive worked with its usual efficacy. New Jer-
sey and New York became attractive secondary markets for the
African and West Indian slave trade in the early decades of the
eighteen century. By the 1760s, New Jersey had also become an
appealing market for Philadelphia slave traders.?® Some of the
trade was legitimate, but because New Jersey charged no duties
on slaves, importers and masters from New York and Pennsyl-
vania found it convenient to unload a small lot in Jersey, sell a
few slaves locally, then smuggle the rest to the larger colonies.

The second motivation for eliminating tariffs on slaves was
simply the demand of New Jersey’s citizens for a ready supply of
laborers. By the late 1720s the supply of free or contract laborers
whom farmers could hire during harvests was quickly dwindling,
as is suggested by the narrowing gap between numbers of white
males and females. Some younger men were leaving Monmouth
to seek cheaper, more accessible land elsewhere.?¢ Others, ac-
cording to members of New Jersey’s assembly, had gone
privateering in the West Indies, never to return. Those that re-
mained charged exorbitant wages. Moreover, the success of the
linen industry in Ireland and wars in Europe meant that tradi-
tional sources of white laborers had dried up.

Although the poorest of Europeans might still be willing to
trade their freedom for passage to the New World, indentured
servants had been tried and, in many instances, found wanting.
Thus, Francis Harrison, a customs official and advocate of in-
creased slavery in the mid-Atlantic colonies, found little interest
among New Yorkers and East Jerseyans for indentured servants.
The people, he wrote “(especially the Dutch who are % of these
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colonies) are unwilling or rather in cases of necessity only take
any white servants knowing by experience from their neighbors
of Virginia & Maryland &ct that the worst in the world come
out of Bridewell and Newgate.”?” Little wonder, then, that in
1744 members of New Jersey’s assembly rejected Governor Lewis
Morris’s proposal for a duty on slaves, retorting that “it would
be more for the Interest of the People of this Colony to encour-
age at this time the Importation of Slaves.”?

For some the attractions of slave labor extended beyond the
specifics of shifting demographics. One such advocate was Francis
Harrison, who identified two further reasons why the slave trade
could profitably expand in New Jersey. First, he contended, free-
holders “manure no land but their own.” Second, he noted that
slaves were the key “portion which young men have from their
parents or received with their wives when they set out in the
world.” Similar views were no doubt espoused by many
Monmouth County immigrants who were purchasing Africans,
perhaps for the first time.

Morris’s plantation at Tinton Falls was perhaps the first place
in Monmouth where natural reproduction significantly increased
the number of enslaved African Americans. Perhaps Morris
sought to encourage reproduction and not merely to econo-
mize when he chose not to provide separate housing for the
sexes. In any event, and probably unbeknownst to Morris—sev-
enteenth-century Europeans normally showed little interest in
African customs—this compound style of living reinforced Afri-
can cultural heritage and doubtless promoted the practice of
polygamy. Present also at Morris’s plantation was the first Afri-
can cemetery in the county, creating a sacred space for the black
community around Tinton Falls.?®

Elsewhere in the county, an important obstacle to nuclear
family development among blacks was the diffusion of related
slaves between a number of farms. Just as Africans were not
always imported in small groups, so did Monmouth slaveholders
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not always limit themselves to owning one or two slaves. The
Monmouth Patent, after all, encouraged through the incentive
of increased acreage larger aggregations of bondsmen on land
grants. In practice, however, no farm in Monmouth County
was large enough to support more than a dozen slaves. This
contrasts with the West Indian and southern plantations, where
masses of slaves toiled. In Monmouth, family ownership, a sig-
nificant factor in the county’s labor system, often split black
families.

The most common condition for Monmouth’s slaves was
to live and work in ethnic isolation, remote from potential hus-
bands or wives. Such living arrangements clearly could not sup-
port the development of black nuclear families. Accordingly,
African Americans in Monmouth revived African traditions of
extended, consanguinal families. Unlike the stem families that
dominated white settlements in Monmouth, the core of slave
families was a single adult, with closer relations to other adult
blacks than to a single person.*

A master or mistress’s death was a frequent cause for sales
or distribution of slaves among several relatives. John Anderson
of Freehold, for example, died in 1736 and ordered that the ser-
vices of “Negro Judy” be divided between his son and daugh-
ter. Four other slaves were to be split among four children. Later
John Pew of Middletown gave his wife “Negro Phillis,” one
daughter “Negro Dorcas,” another daughter “Negro girl Effe,”
and a “Negro Man Ephraim.” The hardships suffered by the
black family through this commerce are obvious. Unlike the
South, however, where enslaved blacks were often sold faraway,
Monmouth allowed its Africans to remain in geographic prox-
imity, preserving some family connections. The difficulty lay in
the fact that the master, mistress, or overseer controlled access
to black family members. Black families during slavery had to
base family connection on emotional attachment more than prox-

imity.®!
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Table 2

Slave Family Composition,

1680-1775

1680-1726 1727-1746 1747-1775

Nuclear Family 2 2 9
Single Male 8 13 23
Single Female 6 2 1
Women and Children 4 4 17
Complex Groups 4 16 16
Couples o 10 I$
Total 24 47 91

Source: “Monmouth County Wills, 1680-1775,” Archives Section,
Division of Archives and Record Management, New Jersey Depart-
ment of State, Trenton, N.]J.

Evidence about family formation in census and probate
records, shown in Table 2, indicates that Monmouth’s blacks
had mixed chances for family development and reproduction.
Although single men and women were the most common con-
figuration among slave holdings, women, children and complex
groups of several generations accounted for the bulk of slaves in
the county. In seventy-one estates inventoried with slaves be-
tween 1680 and 1746, there were only four black nuclear fami-
lies. At the same time, increasing parity between numbers of
males and females gradually supplanted earlier gender imbal-
ances.

The black gender imbalance in seventeenth-century Mon-
mouth is characteristic of a small agricultural society. During
the eighteenth century it gradually shifted from 189 males for
every 100 females, in 1726, to 132 males for every 100 females, in
1745, sustaining an annual growth rate for blacks of between 4
and s percent.?? This was accomplished within a system of small-
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farm slavery in which the average size of slave holdings on ninety-
five estates inventoried between 1743 and 1775 increased only by
a factor of 2.83.3

Children also appear in probate records with greater regu-
larity, revealing the effects of natural reproduction. Gary Nash
and Jean Soderlund have argued that for Philadelphia slaves to
make the transition to a self-sustaining population, family units
needed an average of at least one girl per adult woman. In
Monmouth County probate records, enumerated in Table 3,
the number of slave girls for the entire colonial period was 79
for every 100 woman during a time of rising black population.
Looked at more closely, one sees that the ratio improved sub-
stantially from 73 girls for every 100 women, in Monmouth’s
first fifty years, to over 83 girls for every 100 women, in the pre-
Revolutionary period.

Other data suggest that Monmouth’s blacks may have been
numerically sufficient for sustaining their society. Across East
Jersey and in Monmouth specifically, the black population tended
to be a bit older than the white. In 1738, for example, almost 60

Table 3
Gender Distribution of Slaves in Estate
Inventories and Wills, 16801775

1680-1735$ 1736-1750 1751-1775
Wills Mentioning Slaves 25 34 37
Enslaved Men 23 37 46
Enslaved Women 1§ 24 40
Enslaved Boys 10 20 25
Enslaved Girls 1 20 33
Total Enslaved 59 101 144

Source: Monmouth County Wills and Inventories, New Jersey State
Archives.
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percent of East Jersey’s black population was over sixteen years
of age whereas among whites only s1 percent were over sixteen.
In West Jersey, the percentage of blacks over sixteen dropped
from 60 to 5o percent between 1737 and 1772, suggesting a large
increase in the number of children. It seems reasonable that
such patterns were even truer in East Jersey, with its heavier
emphasis on slavery. This may also be seen in the number of
black children per female in Monmouth, which rose steadily in
the colonial period, reaching a peak in 1750 of 166 children for
every 100 mothers. Finally, the number of children counted in
wills after 1735 was five times greater than during the first half
century of settlement.

Slaves as Property

In the marginal, barter society of New Netherland’s first
decades, Africans could be exchanged for beaver skins or for
provisions such as pork and peas.?¢ As the colony progressed to
a specie economy, slaves took on an additional value related to
but partly independent of the value of their service.

Francis Harrison, the custom inspector, observed that slaves
were the most important part of a young woman’s dowry. In
fact, slaves generally accounted for a significant portion of a
white family’s wealth.?” Their numbers and monetary value can
be ascertained through probate records. Bequeathals of slaves
ran across all levels of society from Monmouth’s earliest de-
cades. Among the well-to-do, widow Elizabeth Brown of
Shrewsbury bequeathed eight slaves to her daughter and five to
her son. James Tallman’s estate included twelve slaves.3® Bonds-
men accounted for much of a middling farmer’s estate. Thomas
Huitt of Shrewsbury left eight slaves worth £210 to his wife in
1712 in an estate worth £479. The majority of holdings were
much smaller, the average slaveholder owning but two chattel.
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Yet even poor men could own slaves. The most extreme ex-
ample is Thomas Wobbly of Shrewsbury, whose one slave was
worth £12 in an estate totaling only £29 in 1702.%

This pattern of small-family slaveholding was typical of the
mid-Atlantic region. What is unique about colonial Monmouth
County is the reliance of certain key families on slavery, as re-
vealed once again through probate records. Of 294 estates that
inventoried slaves between 1680 and 1800, fourteen families ac-
count for ninety-one, or 30 percent of all, slave masters. All four-
teen were among the oldest Monmouth families and are
represented in the records across several generations. One fam-
ily alone, the Covenhovens, is represented twenty-four times,
or 8 percent of the total. Clearly, slave ownership became a sig-
nificant, permanent investment across the generations.*

Laws of Slavery in Colonial
Monmouth County

Although ownership patterns intertwined the lives of gen-
erations of slaves and masters, and although slaves were often
referred to as the “kitchen family,” an ironclad slave code
undergirded any sympathetic relations between white masters
and black slaves. Through a bewildering succession of govern-
ments, New Jersey’s proprietors, governing bodies, and legisla-
tors constructed, statute for statute, the most repressive legal
system in the North.

During the first decades of Dutch New Netherland, slaves
could (and did) successfully petition for manumission. In the
beginning, then, the difference between slavery and indentured
servitude there was less pronounced than it later became. But as
the New World grew less new, and as the sense of possession
became more entrenched, the Dutch became less inclined to
part with their slaves.
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English rule brought the aforementioned legal recognition
of slavery through the Duke’s Laws of 1665. Following the divi-
sion of the colony into East and West Jersey in 1676, East Jersey’s
first assembly was convened to formalize its new government. A
period of political complexities ensued, ending when East Jer-
sey was sold to a group of twelve proprieters in February 1682.
With stability came a new focus of legislative energy spent on
supplementing, then supplanting the Duke’s Laws. As part of
these new laws, the assembly enacted, beginning in 1683, several
statutes aimed at curtailing independent black activities in the
colony.*!

As slaves could not be citizens of East Jersey, the assembly
could not regulate slaves directly. Instead it placed conditions
on the actions of its freemen. As mentioned above, the act of
May 1683 made it illegal to buy, sell, or barter with slaves for
alcohol or commodities.*? In theory, at least, this law had three
major effects. First, it made it difficult for slaves to gather in
licensed taverns and forced them to congregate at illicit
groggeries. Second, it was devised to make it difficult for them
to fence stolen items, but, in fact, sustained an underground
economy. Third, it closed to slave entrepreneurs all markets for
production (whether of home brew, garden produce, or handi-
craft), thereby forcing them to earn whatever cash they could
through services alone. In short, it denied all but the most am-
bitious blacks any legal leverage with which to purchase free-
dom. County laws restricted slaves even further, barring them
from hunting, using pistols, or even from tending hogs.

A black in Monmouth County had one owner but many
masters. In John Locke’s formulation of 1669, “Every Freeman
... shall have absolute power and authority over Negro Slaves.”*?
Although early New Jersey statutes did not make this declara-
tion outright, legislators consistently emphasized the responsi-
bility of citizens to assert their authority over servants and slaves.
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For example, any white male who found a black more than five
miles away from his master’s home was required to whip and
imprison the slave as a fugitive. In an act of February 28, 1683,
harboring escaped servants also became a crime. Such laws sug-
gest that masters had difficulty keeping slaves and servants at
home—and that opinion was already divided as to whether mas-
ters had the right to do so.*

The law itself took a more liberal turn when a slave was
charged with a capital crime, granting him the same right to
justice as a freeman. This liberality was put to the test in Octo-
ber 1695 in Monmouth County when several blacks were ac-
cused of murdering their master, Lewis Morris of Passage Point.
The attack may have been in revenge for Morris’s earlier mur-
der of a black woman, which New Jersey courts refused to in-
vestigate, despite pleas from the slaves. In any event, seven slaves
in this case pleaded not guilty to a charge of shooting Morris
with a handgun. At the end of the trial, five of them were ac-
quitted; two others, Agebee and Jeremy, were convicted. Jer-
emy then escaped. After he was recaptured, his hand was cut off
and burned before his eyes, after which he was hung until “dead,
dead, dead.” Agebee suffered a similar fate.*s

Like all corporal punishments, this one was intended to in-
timidate; and intimidation required more extreme means in a
society where tolerance for disfiguring punishments was higher
than today. Still, in its violence the punishment of Jeremy and
Agebee exceeded legal penalties applied to whites in East Jersey.
The society of seventeenth-century Monmouth County was, of
course, not the first or the last in which local authority, freed
from direct oversight and restraint, exceeded its lawful man-
date. Neither was rural society unique in its virulent admixtures
of racism and cruelty, nor in the resulting and recurrent horrors
that smoldered there.*

When the details of the case came to the attention of the
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East Jersey assembly, the legislators realized that it did not make
good economic sense to spend so much money to prosecute
personal property. Accordingly, in February 1696 the East Jer-
sey legislature passed a statute directing that enslaved felons
should be summarily tried by a court consisting of one to three
justices of the peace—retaining, however, the jury of “twelve
lawful men of the neighborhood.” Thereafter, capital trials of
slaves were to be conducted much more swiftly.

In 1704 East Jersey legislators codified laws for blacks by
cither affirming earlier legislation or substituting stiffer penal-
ties. What previously were county laws governing slaves now
applied to the entire colony. The first clause, for example, for-
bade sales of “Rume, Wine, Beer, Syder, or other strong drink,”
to slaves. Additional clauses reaffirmed the duty of white per-
sons to arrest wandering slaves and transport them to their mas-
ters for whipping, with fees set for rewards. Such requirements
widened the gap between white and black. Jury trials were or-
dered for capital offenses, while petty thefts could be decided by
only two justices of the peace. A controversial new clause man-
dated castration of blacks who raped white females or who ran
away three times. The Privy Council in London quickly disal-
lowed this law as contrary to nature—albeit without noting that
the existence of slavery itself depended on law that had since
the time of Justinian been considered contrary to nature. Fur-
ther squeezing the rights of blacks, the lawmakers ruled that
the children of free blacks could not inherit or purchase any
land in the colony.*

In 1714, made anxious by the slave conspiracy in New York
City two years earlier, New Jersey legislators strengthened the
slave codes. They continued earlier injunctions forbidding black
marketing and “frolicking,” indications that the laws were diffi-
cult to enforce. A significant new law required that any master
wanting to manumit his slave must post a £200 bond or in-
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struct his estate to pay £20 annually for the slave’s maintenance.
This edict effectively curbed voluntary emancipation in New
Jersey except by the most determined masters.*®

By the second decade of the eighteenth century, African
Americans in Monmouth County had been stripped of most
civil rights by repressive legislation. White citizens feared that
emancipated slaves would become a burden on the community,
even as they labored to make it impossible for free blacks to
survive economically. In fact, only one black received public as-
sistance in Shrewsbury before the Revolution; three more were
aided during it.* The laws did not foreclose black freedoms,
but they clearly limited methods of gaining them.

The slave codes lasted throughout the colonial period. They
were augmented by clauses tacked onto other legislation. Thus
in a statute forbidding all New Jersey residents the use of large
steel traps for muskrats or foxes, free persons were to be fined
but slaves whipped for violations of the code. As time passed
New Jersey’s colonial government took increasing interest in
the discipline of slaves, even offering slaveholders the option of
having the state whip their chattel for them. Masters had only
to bring unruly slaves to the workhouse, and seasoned profes-
sionals would whip thirty stripes into each of their backs.*

The Role of Religion

Laws alone could not create a peaceful slave society. Euro-
pean theologians and sympathetic slave masters accordingly at-
tempted to inculcate religion into their servants in hopes of
rendering them docile. When servants were bondsmen, this aim
came into conflict with the common notion that it was permis-
sible to enslave others so long as they were non-Christians. Dutch
settlers were the first New Jerseyans to confront this issue by
choosing possession over principle—though they did not do so
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without a struggle. Indeed, during the first decades of New
Netherland, the Dutch Reformed Church welcomed blacks, and
the Dutch West India Company of New Amsterdam set the tone
for the region by obeying the 1618 Council of Dordrecht decla-
ration that Christians could not remain enslaved. During the
1640s Africans working as servants of the Dutch West India
Company routinely gained freedom through assimilation and
by baptism into the Reformed Church. Subsequently, these Afro-
Dutch became frecholders.

But by the 1650s, as the economic seductions of slavery grew
more addictive and as theological reasons for manumissions ac-
cumulated, religious scruples and practical economics reached
an impasse in New Netherland. In a lengthy treatise, ¢ Geestelijk
roer van’t coopmans schip (“The Spiritual Rudder of the Merchants’
Ship”), published in 1638, the Reformed minister Godefridus
Cornelisz Udemans offered an answer. Addressing his thoughts
to both the West and East India companies, Udemans argued
that Christians could only be sold as slaves if they were captured
in a just war or purchased for a fair price from their parents or
other competent masters, practices common in Angola, a prin-
cipal source for Dutch slaves. The merit of Dutch slavery,
Udemans opined, was that it benefited Africans and kept them
from “popish mischief.”

Udemans’s arguments were all the Dutch in the New World
needed to rationalize slavery and the slave trade.! Reassured,
Reformed clerics began espousing the belief that conversion to
Christianity was a privilege Africans had abused. In the 1660s
Dominie Selwyns advanced this view when, rejecting demands
by the Classis of Amsterdam that he catechize slaves in rural
Brooklyn, he noted that blacks “wanted nothing else than to
deliver their children from bodily slavery, without striving for
piety and Christian virtues.” By the English conquest in 1664,
Reformed ministers had virtually ceased catechizing or baptiz-
ing blacks.52
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The Quakers and Baptists who founded Monmouth County,
whatever their other doctrinal differences, agreed that it was
permissible to enslave non-Christians. The same may be said of
the second wave of settlers, which added Dutch Reformed,
Huguenot, Methodist, and Scots-Presbyterian colonists to
Monmouth’s mix. Together with the Quakers and Baptists, these
Christians would over the next few decades offer a plethora of
dogmas and doctrines to African hearers. And if the invitation
to join in eternal salvation was perhaps offered somewhat coolly,
ifat all (nudged, as shall be seen, by events beyond the pulpit or
plantation), it was because so many of Monmouth’s masters were
willing to hold fellow Christians as slaves. The colonists knew
where their priorities lay: in eighteenth-century Shrewsbury, for
example, ownership of slaves was widespread across all these
religious denominations.

Of the several developing relationships beween sects and
slaves, two in particular merit closer study for what they show
us about the earliest generations of African Americans in
Monmouth County. The first concerns a denomination, the
Church of England, that had the advantage—and disadvantage—
of unique access to the source of political power in the colonies.
As the state religion, the Church of England could hardly be
viewed dispassionately by those who had left England to escape
religious persecution. Nor could the church hope to make many
converts among the Protestant disaffected in the New World.
To do more than serve its existing flock, to significantly expand
its minority congregation, Anglicans would have to recruit
among those without strong Christian affiliations.

In the late seventeenth century, secret Crown instructions
to royal governors ordered them to “facilitate and encourage
the Conversion of Negroes and Indians to our Christian reli-
gion.” The Reverend Alexander Innes, formerly chaplain to the
fort in New York City, initiated Anglican services in Middletown
in parishioners’ homes in the late 1680s. Innes’s lengthy tenure
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established the Church of England in Monmouth but did little
to convert African slaves. Elsewhere, however, Anglicans be-
came the denomination most visible in proselytizing Africans.>?

To do this required, of course, the assent of owners. The
initial barrier to Anglican success among slave owners was the
controversy over baptism. English theologians dealt with this
persistent issue by attempting an “invasion within” that recon-
ciled sacred teachings with slavery. So construed, Christianity
could be seen not as a threat to the peculiar institution but as
the strongest bulwark against disloyalty and insurrection.** Sav-
ing a soul, pastors reassured anxious slaveholders, does not re-
quire one to relenquish a body. In London, Morgan Godwyn,
an Anglican proponent of missions, insisted that baptism was
no mandate for manumission. At the same time, he insisted that
failure to teach Christianity to slaves invited a secular, licentious
reading of the Bible and God’s intentions.5*

Amidst hostility from other denominations, principal sup-
port for proselytizing blacks came from wealthy colonists and
crown officials, but from few other colonists.*® To reconcile mis-
sionary efforts with their parishioners’ determination to keep
slaves, Anglicans turned to the legislature for support. In 1704
the New Jersey Assembly ruled that admission to the faith did
not alter civil status. A clause in the black codes passed that year
addressed baptism and slaves’ rights to emancipation. The as-
sembly noted, in terms Godwyn would have recognized, that
the “Baptizing of Slaves is thought by some to be a sufficient
Reason to set them at Liberty.” Calling such a belief “ground-
less,” the assembly decreed that baptism “shall not be the rea-
son” for setting free any slave. Anglicans were, however, a
minority in East Jersey, and despite their influence in the legisla-
ture, ethnic differences, as well as differences in faith, prevailed
over the coastal plain. Law or no law, many slave owners still felt
that church membership led to emancipation, a step few were
willing to undertake.%”
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Enter the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in For-
eign Parts (S.P.G.), a newly instituted evangelical arm of the
Church of England. For its inaugural mission to the colonies in
1695, the society chose South Carolina, the most populous slave
colony. After successes there the S.P.G. spread to other colo-
nies, arriving on Monmouth County’s doorstep seventeen years
later when, in 1712, George Ross carried the society’s work into
the Delaware Valley region.5® By the third decade of the eigh-
teenth century, the society had established branches in
Shrewsbury and Freehold. Yet the initial efforts of S.P.G. mis-
sionaries faltered in northern rural counties such as Monmouth,
and in the end the Anglicans could claim but few black adher-
ents. At this point, the church’s primary accomplishment seems
to have been legitimating slavery. Anglican paternalism simply
failed to reach the vast majority of Monmouth blacks.

In examining why, we cannot overlook the slaves’ own
African forms of spirituality. Blacks did not passively accept
Christian messages. The relationship of seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth- century Anglicans to their rite and faith may have seemed
too constrained and abstract, too ready to deny people in bond-
age the possibility of earthly freedom. An African slave offered
Christian fellowship had first to undergo catechism before he or
she could be baptized into the faith. As the Anglican Church
was centered in its rites, catechism entailed the study of liturgi-
cal texts and chant. This was a rather tall order for unlettered
African farm hands. Rather than accept a faith that merely en-
forced deference, African Americans turned elsewhere and com-
bined their own spiritual heritage with European religious
practices to create a unique, blended belief system that could
sustain their humanity. The primary importance of this amal-
gamation lies, of course, in the effect it had on generations of
humans. It is also significant historiographically, insofar as dis-
cussions of slavery have typically emphasized the contrasting
roles of paternalism, on the one hand, and economics, on the



30 SLAVERY & FREEDOM IN THE RURAL NORTH

other.% Examination of the black religious experience in colo-
nial America supports a third reading of history, in which black
solidarity and group identity are forged out of the crucibles of
race and slavery.*

The Anglican campaign no doubt stimulated some
slaveholders belonging to other Protestant sects to reconsider
the merits of Christian conversion. In any event, such conver-
sions increased during the eighteenth century. The evangelical
New Lights in the Presbyterian and Methodist faiths, who
preached a version of salvation less hierarchical than that of the
Anglicans, were heard by slaves and unintentionally inspired them
to seek temporal grace. The best chance for legal manumission
through religious affiliation came, ironically, through a sect that
discouraged African membership, the Society of Friends; from
the 1750s the Quaker church shifted toward gradual emancipa-
tion of all slaves owned by church members.

The Anglican goal of converting slaves met with particu-
larly sharp resistance from Dutch Reformed slave masters, who
moved into Monmouth County in increasing numbers from 1690
onwards. Deeply held animosities stemming from class inequi-
ties of the 1680s, the Leisler Revolt of 1689, the dislike of En-
glish governance, and dark suspicions that slave baptism inspired
the revolt of 1712 in New York worsened Dutch attitudes to-
ward English rule and church.®!

As the Dutch population spread throughout East Jersey, the
church split between anglicized clerics eager for government
favor in New York City and more pietistic pastors in rural re-
gions, who regarded Anglican efforts with suspicion. In a soci-
ety, where one observer concluded, the Dutch “if opportueinity
presents would Sacrifice the English,” conversion of slaves was
fraught with political consequences. Subsequently, members of
the Reformed church regarded Anglican efforts as religious im-
perialism and expended much energy channeling the spiritual
potentials of African slaves.®?
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Having lost the political contest with England for America,
and lacking the Anglicans’ leverage in the assembly, the Dutch
avoided direct confrontation. They did so by using not weekly
Sabbath services but the annual celebration of Pinkster, a cel-
ebration of Pentecost, as their primary religious interaction with
Africans. Curiously, this nonintensive approach to conversion
succeeded where the sustained, coordinated effort of the En-
glish had proven relatively ineffectual.

Widely observed as a sacred and folk holiday throughout
Europe, Pentecost ranks among the great festivals of Christian-
ity.® Pinkster was a major festival in the middle-Atlantic colo-
nies, especially in rural pietistic churches. Pinkster functioned
both as an agriculturally based community gathering and as a
deeply private religious occasion. Its observance created a tem-
porary community among Africans and Dutch and a safety valve
for household tensions. The public face of Pinkster shall be ex-
amined in the next chapter. Here the focus is on the festival’s
spiritual dimensions.

Observance of Christ’s sacrifice and resurrection occurred
in Pinkster when the Holy Ghost rushed through the heart or
home on a “Holy Wind” and provoked “speaking in tongues”
among the participants. “Holy Wind” consisted of powerful
preaching by males or females of any caste. Ecstasy happened
when the participant, whether master or slave, became a “mouth-
piece of God.”* The ecstatic moments of Holy Wind and speak-
ing in tongues served as replacements for church baptisms and
acted as spiritual conversion. Dutch slaveholders could accept
their slaves into the sanctity of the faith in the safety of their
homes, without concern for the potentially emancipating effects
of Anglican baptism. Among slaves, moreover, Pinkster ceremo-
nies sustained promises of sacred equality.

Pinkster also differed from Anglican education in that its
observance did not require perfect English, literacy, or com-
mand of scripture. Huguenots used similar pietist methods.
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Pinkster’s hallucinatory effects—its dreams, trances, visions—
prepared slaves for the enthusiastic equality found later in
Methodism.%

Summary

By 1714 slavery was firmly entrenched as the condition of
life for Monmouth County’s black residents. Harsh, punitive
laws restricted personal and economic mobility. Present from
the beginnings of the county, Monmouth’s black population
grew apace, reaching 9 percent of the total inhabitants by 1726.
The steady but small supplies of African and seasoned West In-
dian blacks changed in the 1720s to larger shipments arriving
directly from Africa. Christian influence on Monmouth’s bonded
people led to occasional manumissions but was generally not
significant in these early years. The Anglican church mustered a
strong effort to dissociate Christianity from emancipation, while
Dutch Reformed slave masters preferred domestically based ritual
to church services. As the institutions of colonial society devel-
oped, legal, religious, economic, and social freedom became vir-
tually inaccessible for Monmouth’s blacks.
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