ment, a larger proportion of
Virginia’s black population
achieved freedom than at any time
until the Civil War ended slavery.
Despite considerable obstacles,
these free black men and women—
their number in these early years
was quite small—formed families,
acquired property, earned
community respect, and helped
establish a distinctive African
American culture. One member of
this group was Anthony Johnson,
an immigrant who rose from
slavery to prominence on Virginia’s
Eastern Shore.

Johnson came to Virginia
aboard the English vessel James in
1621, just two years after the first
blacks had arrived in the. colony. As
a slave known simply as “Antonio a
Negro,” Johnson found life a
constant struggle for survival.
Working in the tobacco fields of the
Bennett plantation located on the
south side of the James River, he
endured long hours, poor rations,
fearful epidemics, and haunting
loneliness— conditions that, more
often than not, brought an early
death fo slaves as well as
indentured servants. Johnson,
however, was a tough, intelligent,
and lucky man.

Exactly how Johnson achieved
freedom is not known. Early records
reveal that while still living at the
Bennett plantation, he took a wife,
“Mary a Negro woman.” Anthony
was fortunate to find her. Because
of an exceedingly unequal sex ratio
in early Virginia, few males—
regardless of color—had an
opportunity to form families.

Anthony and Mary reared at least
four children. Even more
remarkable, in a society in which
most unions were broken by death
within a decade, their marriage
lasted more than forty years.
~Sometime during the 1630s,
Anthony and Mary gained their
freedom, perhaps with the help of
someone named Johnson. Their
bondage probably ended through
self-purchase, an arrangement that
allowed enterprising slaves to buy
their liberty through labor. Later,
again under unknown
circumstances, the Johnsons
migrated to Northampton County
on the Eastern Shore of Virginia.
During the 1640s, they acquired
an estate of 250 acres on
Pungoteague Creek, where they
raised cattle, horses, and hogs and
cultivated tobacco. To work these
holdings, Anthony Johnson
apparently relied on the labor of
indentured servants and at least
one black slave named Casor.

As the “patriarch of
Pungoteague Creek,” Johnson
participated as fully as most whites
in Northampton society. He traded
with wealthy white landowners
and apparently shared their
assumptions about the sanctity of
property and the legitimacy of
slavery. When two white
neighbors attempted to steal
Casor, Johnson hauled them into
court and forced them to return his
laborer. On another occasion,
Johnson appealed to the court for
tax relief after an “unfortunate fire
destroyed much of his plantation.

The Johnsons also maintained
close ties with other free blacks,

"

such as Anthony Payne and
Emmanuel Driggus, who had
similarly attained freedom and
prosperity through their own
efforts. Johnson’s strongest links
were with his family. Although his
children lived in separate homes
after reaching adulthood, his two
sons laid out holdings in the 1650s
adjacent to their father’s plantation,
and in times of crisis, parents and
children participated in family
conferences. These close bonds
persisted even after the Johnson
clan moved to Somerset County,
Maryland, in the 1660s, and
Anthony Johnson'’s subsequent
death. When he purchased land in
Somerset in 1677, Johnson's
grandson, a third-generation free
black colonist, named his :
plantation Angola, perhaps in
memory of his grandfather’s
African homeland.

Interpreting Johnson's
remarkable life has proved
surprisingly difficult. An earlier
generation of historians considered
Johnson a curiosity, a sort of black
Englishman who did not fit neatly
info familiar racial categories. Even
some recent writers, concerned
about tracing the roots of slavery
and prejudice in the United States,
have paid scant attention to Johnson
and the other free blacks on the
Eastern Shore.

Most historians would now
agree that Johnson's life illustrated
the complexity of race relations in
early Virginia. His surprising
progression from slave fo
slaveholder and his easy
participation in the world of the
white gentry and in a network of
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that decree.

. A'few months after Anthony Johnson died in 1670, a Virginia court ruled that because’
“he was a Negro and by consequence an alien,” the 250 acres of land that he had
‘owned should revert to England. Shown here is a portion of the court document with

black friendships and family fies
emonstrated that relations among
blacks and whites conformed to no
single pattern in the fluid society of
mid-seventeenth-century Virginia.
ather, they fook a variety of
rms—conflict, cooperation,
xploitation, accommodation—
depending on the goals, status,

experience, and environment of
the participants. Race was only a
single factor—and by no means
the decisive one—shaping
relations among colonists.

The opportunities that had been
available to Anthony Johnson and
other Virginia blacks, however,
disappeared during the last quarter

of the seventeenth century. A
growing reliance on slave labor
rather than white indentured
servitude brought about a rapid
increase in the black population of
Virginia and an accompanying
curtailment of civil liberties on racial
grounds. The rise of a group of
great planters who dominated the
colonial economy soon drove free
black farmers into poverty. No
longer did they enjoy the security,
as had one black farmer in the
1640s, of having “myne owne
ground and I will work when |
please and play when | please.” It
is not surprising that after 1706, o
time when Virginia's experiment in
a genuinely multiracial free society
was all but over, the Johnson family
disappeared from the colonial
records. When modern Americans
discuss the history of race relafions
in the United States, they might
consider the factors that allowed
some of the first blacks who settled
in America to achieve economic
and social success.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why do you think that the
narrative of Anthony Johnson’s
life might surprise most
modern Americans?

[

Do you think that the experiences
of Johnson and his black
neighbors suggested the
possibility of creating a lasting
social order in which race was
less important than class?

What does the story of Anthony
Johnson tell us about the characier
of race relations in seventeenth-
century colonial America?

w



