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INTRODUCTION

In  1784, Benjamin Freebody w rote to his master, Sam uel Freebody, from  

N ew  York City, asking to know  his future as a slave. In  his letter h e  outlined his 

service upon  a Rhode Island privateer that had  been docked in  British-occupied 

N ew  York, and  how  he had been m altreated by the sh ip 's captain. A fter he had  

been brutally punished for desertion (Benjamin contested the cap tain 's 

interpretation), he fled to heal his w ounds, only to suffer from  sm all pox.

U npaid for his service aboard the privateer, Benjamin w rote to Sam uel Freebody 

on two occasions to report the abuse of Captain Brattle, for m oney to pay  his 

debts, and  finally to know w hether he w ould  receive the freedom  his m aster 

once prom ised him. Before Benjamin's arrival in N ew  York in  1784, thousands of 

blacks had  m igrated to the d ty : freedm en, runaw ays from  revolu tionary  masters, 

and  slaves of w hite Loyalists. These black m en and w om en developed  social 

ties, m eeting to worship or enjoy each others' company. Indeed, Benjamin's 

d isputed  desertion was the result of his spending time am ong blacks in  the d ty . 

After being h ired  out by Captain Brattle to a British officer, Benjamin w ent to a 

local tavern to m eet w ith mem bers of N ew  York's black com m unity. U pon 

return ing  to Captain Brattle, the captain accused him  of runn ing  aw ay , and  had  

him  pub lidy  w hipped. Benjamin then  fled and  rem ained in  a local boarding  

house to recover from the injury and  w rite his m aster for assistance. While

1
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aw aiting w ord  from  Samuel Freebody, he  rem ained in  contact w ith  black 

freedm en and  slaves in  N ew  York. Through these netw orks he d iscovered  that 

the w ar w as ending  and  that blacks w ho h ad  served  in  the British m ilita ry  w ere 

leaving the d ty  to avoid re-enslavement. O ffered safe passage to N ova Scotia 

himself, Benjamin wrote his master once m ore (as he w as reluctant to leave him) 

requesting a id  for his debilitated condition.

In his letters, Benjamin described a d o se  paternal relationship w h ich  he 

fundam entally  cherished, bu t ultimately questioned after his experience aboard  

Brattle's ship. Furtherm ore, he described the presence of C aptain N orris in  N ew  

York City, w ho to Benjamin's "Grate Surprise . . . h ad  a  Power to take m e  up  

and  R eturn me to Rhode Island."1 Benjamin w as n o t ready  to leave N ew  York 

until he received his wages. Furthermore, he w an ted  to know  his sta tus as 

Sam uel Freebody's servant. While Freebody sa id  Benjamin w ould be free, 

Benjamin questioned his m aster's intention w hen  N orris w as sent to re trieve 

him. In his final letter to Freebody, Benjamin asked, "I hope your goodness will 

Com ply w ith  m y request to let me know  if Im  to be free or rem ained a Slave if 

your goodness will Consent to give m y discharg."2 Benjamin never re tu rn ed  to 

N ew port. Instead, he left for Nova Scotia w ith  o ther em ancipated blacks, using 

his service to the once Loyalist Brattle to claim  he served w ith the British 

military. Benjamin w as granted a certificate of m ilitary  service, and  sa iled  to 

N ova Scotia to live as a freedm an like the thousands of former slaves w ho  left 

their pa trio t m asters during  the Revolutionary W ar.

Benjamin Freebody's tale illustrates how  the Am erican Revolution created 

an  environm ent of social disturbance that enabled enslaved blacks to claim  and  

seize their freedom . D uring the Revolutionary W ar, num erous blacks fled  their 

m asters, som e joining the British arm y or convening in  British-occupied areas 

like N ew  York City, Charleston, and Savannah. They created new  social ties in
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3

these maritime com m unities, adapting and  form ulating political and  cultural 

bonds in the process. In  these seaports, they form ed families, communities, and  

churches; building cultural netw orks founded upon  religious beliefs and 

political aspirations. The era of the Revolution p roduced  a language of freedom  

that m any em ancipated blacks incorporated into their lives and relationships. 

M ore than dissolving the bonds of slavery, freedom  m eant social and  economic 

independence as well. As the w ar came to an end, they  sought ways to protect 

their newly-acquired freedom , either by  leaving the U nited States or form ing 

m utual-aid societies in  o rder to escape economic dependency. A lthough 

imperial w ars traditionally  created opportunities for slaves to run  away, they 

w ere never accom panied by  a libertarian vocabulary that had the capacity to 

challenge slavery. The Am erican Revolution p rov ided  such a language, enabling 

blacks throughout British N orth  America to m obilize and  protect their freedom. 

W hether using existing political and  legal institutions, or forming their own 

organizations, they banded  together to protect them selves from re-enslavement. 

So protective of their freedom , these m en and w om en ultim ately questioned 

whether it was possible to rem ain free in  post-war N orth  America. W hether in 

the loyalist controlled British N orth American colonies or the U nited States, 

freedmen w ondered if they and their families could avoid virtual enslavem ent in 

the hostile environm ent of racial discrimination. Bonded by the threads of a 

black Atlantic culture, these m en and  wom en considered the possibility of 

repatriating to Africa. H ere they hoped to institutionalize the ideas of economic, 

political, and social independence they had cultivated since the early years of the 

Revolution. The trad ition  of cultural creativity and  adaptation which defined the 

Black Atlantic for three centuries continued w ould rem ain a defining 

characteristic of the colonization m ovem ent in the Revolutionary Era.
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The American Revolution shook the Atlantic world. W ith  the emergence 

of the United States and the re-form ulation of the British N o rth  American 

empire, the lives of people in  Africa, Europe, and  the Am ericas w ere forever 

changed. Some British Americans were now  Americans, w hile  others rem ained 

loyal to their colonial identity, and now  lived in  other parts o f  the em pire (or in 

Britain). British Americans of African descent were also affected b y  the social 

w renching of the Revolutionary War. Some w ere free due to m ilitary service. 

O thers were gradually em ancipated because of revolutionary ideas about 

abolition. And still others returned to Africa, hoping to live a s  free people in 

their ancestral homeland. Despite the historic grow th of the free black 

population, though, m ost black Americans rem ained enslaved. In fact, slavery 

not only emerged intact in the southern United States, it w as strengthened by 

new  legislation protecting the institution, and  supported by dissenting  religious 

sects like the Baptists and M ethodists.3 In these complex w ays the American 

Revolution was a revolution in  black life. Am erican independence produced a 

soda l upheaval that dispersed blacks throughout the Am ericas, Europe and 

Africa. Furthermore, it generated a vocabulary of freedom th a t  began the demise 

of slavery in the Atlantic w orld, one of the m ost enduring social systems in 

W estern history. Slavery m ay have survived the Revolutionary W ar, bu t it 

w ould not continue unchallenged. In the Americas, Britain, a n d  Africa voices of 

protest argued against the holding of hum an chattel and dem anded  the abolition 

of slavery. Slavery traditionally connected the Atlantic w orld , and  now  its 

opponents used the social, political, and  cultural network the slave trade created 

to dem olish the institution that had  kept the Atlantic political econom y 

flourishing for nearly two centuries.
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The Atlantic World and African Creole Slavery

Since the beginning of European colonialism  in  the Americas, a  black 

Atlantic cultural, social, and economic system  tied the Americas w ith  Europe and  

Africa. Enslaved Africans produced resources tha t propelled the colonial 

economies and  labored aboard vessels that transported  those goods to Europe 

and Africa. In these capacities, slaves p layed critical roles in the em erging 

capitalist A tlantic w orld. W ithin this larger transform ation they forged cultural 

and social relations that served as the foundation  of an  Atlantic African 

Diaspora. Beginning w ith the "charter generation" of African creoles in  the 

sixteenth century, blacks in the Americas served as cultural and social conduits 

betw een Europeans and  Africans.4 Bom in  the commercial trading centers along 

the African and  Am erican coasts, they developed linguistic and social skills as a 

means to interact w ith  the various cultures that inhabited these trading 

entropots. They w orked as day laborers, artisans, and  m erchants, contributing to 

the comm ercial econom y of the Atlantic w orld. A long the N orth A tlantic littoral, 

they m aintained this position even as southern  p lan tation  societies tu rned  their 

attention to recruiting native African labor for intensive agricultural p roduction  

in the eighteenth  century.

A lthough historians have traditionally seen slavery as an economic and  

social system  incompatible w ith capitalism, others scholars argue that these 

systems of political economy com plim ented one another.5 Indeed, slavery w ould  

flourish in  Jeffersonian and Jacksonian Am erica as slaveholders adjusted the 

social, economic, and  political dimensions of forced servitude to industrial 

capitalism. In his s tudy  of slave economies in  the Americas and the Caribbean 

from 1492-1800, Robin Blackburn describes the w ays m odem  slavery was 

defined un d er a m ercantalist political econom y and  redefined during  the
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6

form ation of capitalism  in the eighteenth century. W hile slavery existed for 

centuries in  W estern societies, it proliferated during  the colonial period, 

m o d e rn iz in g  to accommodate to the political econom y of colonialism.6 As 

Blackburn states,

Capitalist developm ent in  Europe generated new w ants that could 
no t be m et from European resources . . . The plantation products 
w ere popular pleasures, w ith  dem and for sugar and  tobacco often 
acting as the lure draw ing w idening  circles of the population into a 
com m odity economy; the taxes o n  these products also supplied  a 
useful revenue for the major states.7

Even as Europe tu rned  away from  enforced servitude, European colonists

gravitated  tow ards slavery to supplem ent a chronic labor shortage. Invested in

the developm ent of intensive agricultural staples like tobacco and  sugar, they

tu rned  to African slavery because of their experience w ith  African servitude in

the late m edieval period and the latter's skills in  developing these commodities.8

By the eighteenth century, N orth Am erican plantations oriented their slave

economies to capitalize upon the grow ing Anglo-Am erican trading netw ork.

In this environm ent, African slaves w ere im portant players in facilitating 

comm ercial exchange throughout the A tlantic littoral. As m erchants, artisans, 

and  laborers in  the trading centers (known to contem poraries as factories or 

castles) they w orked w ith Europeans and Africans because of their ability to 

navigate am ong various cultures in  the sixteenth and  seventeenth centuries. 

W hile they  could use their social and  cultural skills to succeed in this 

environm ent, they were also vulnerable to enslavem ent because few Europeans 

an d  Africans accepted them as part of their respective cultures.9 As plantation 

economies searched for a rural African labor force, u rban  slaveholders along the 

N orth  Am erican Atlantic continued to im port Africans from  the W est African 

coast to serve as domestics, artisans, and  laborers into the eighteenth century. 

Like the creoles of the previous generation, A tlantic Africans of the eighteenth

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



7

century w ere familiar w ith Euro-American customs, sustaining the black Atlantic 

world. As laborers, these m en and  w om en w orked in  industries that served the 

Atlantic slave trade such as rum  distilling and iron m anufacturing. They also 

w orked as sailors aboard ships traveling throughout the Atlantic world. In this 

capacity they could trade goods they purchased in  seaports, while sharing and 

learning cultural practices.10

This study examines Atlantic slavery in two m aritim e seaports, and the 

w ays it affected the social and  cultural lives of enslaved Africans. In N ew port 

and  Halifax, these men and w om en lived along the Atlantic littoral, particularly 

in  m aritim e communities w hich fostered social and  cultural diversity. Even after 

British Americans in the Chesapeake and Lowcountries tu rned  aw ay from 

Atlantic creoles, slaveowners in  urban areas sought ou t slaves from  the West 

African coast and West Indies because of the cultural skills they held. The 

dynam ic social conditions of Atlantic societies reinforced cultural creativity and 

adaptation among slaves, w ho in  turn  contributed to this dynam ism  w ith the 

traditions they brought. W hen the American Revolution produced a language of 

nationalism  tied to citizenship and race, these m en and  w om en began to turn 

aw ay from  the Atlantic and tow ards building comm unities in places like Nova 

Scotia and Rhode Island, advocating for civil rights and  social justice.

M aritim e N ew port and  Halifax, Slavery, and the A m erican Revolution

This study specifically compares black comm unities in N ew port and 

Halifax to understand if the emergence of national boundaries and  political 

cultures influenced black culture and society in these seaports. As two 

comm unities settled by N ew  Englanders, these tow ns shared social and cultural 

characteristics even though fundam ental economic and  political differences 

inform ed their colonial relationship w ith Great Britain. Yet, as Atlantic societies
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they w ere connected to a larger w orld  th a t accepted social and  cultural 

heterogeneity. In this environm ent enslaved blacks could blend local customs 

w ith  those they brought w ith them . Furtherm ore, as the Revolution dispersed 

blacks throughout the Atlantic littoral, these communities received m en  and 

w om en w ho had  left behind relations, an d  now  had to adap t to life in  these 

seaports. H ere they established new  ties, practicing existing cultural form s such 

as evangelical religion while adjusting to new  social conditions.

W hile some historians have explored African Am erican com m unity 

form ation in  northern seaport cities like Philadelphia, N ew  York C ity, and  

Boston,11 few have looked beyond the U nited States to explore the consequences 

of the Revolution for blacks th roughou t the African D iaspora in  N o rth  America. 

H ow ever, in  her book, Sylvia Frey exam ines how  the m ilitary conflict unleashed 

a social m igration that spread sou thern  blacks throughout N orth  A m erica and 

the Caribbean, and how their revolutionary experience influenced their lives in 

the post-w ar period. In Water From The Rock, Frey illustrates how  their regional 

cultures defined the way they in teracted w ith  each other and  how  they  adap ted  

to the new  cultural environm ents in  C aribbean and N ova Scotia.12 Specifically, 

she discusses the ways similar view s of evangelical religious culture b rough t 

m any of these m en and wom en together even though they cam e from  different 

com m unities and social environm ents. In  her book, Atlantic seaports such as 

Charleston and  New York fostered a n  atm osphere that enabled form er slaves 

from  diverse backgrounds to develop cultural ties. Here they w orsh ipped  and 

banded  together to protect them selves from  racial discrim ination. M any of these 

m en and  w om en would draw  upon  this experience to battle sim ilar challenges in 

places like N ova Scotia.

Frey's study offers new  w ays to think about the revolutionary nature  of 

the A m erican Revolution. She show s how  the w ar and revolu tionary  ideas
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9

inform ed black resistance during  this period  and  how  revolutionary political 

leaders responded to slavery in  the post-w ar period .13 Specifically, she has 

described the ways slavery was in tegrated  into state-building and  southern  

jurisprudence in  the Revolutionary Age to structure the slave society that 

characterized the Antebellum South. H er pathbreak ing  book illum inates 

theoretical approaches to examine the lives of African Am ericans throughout 

British Am erica during the Revolutionary Era. By th inking about the w ays 

blacks w ere positioned in post-w ar society w e can ask questions about the 

relationship of slavery to freedom  in  the context of race and  citizenship. As 

political leaders struggled to bu ild  political society du rin g  and after the w ar, they 

attem pted  to integrate libertarian ideas w ith  state-building. In m any respects 

slavery challenged these ideas, and  blacks w ere am ong those voicing these 

contradictions when offered the opportunity . In  no rthern  cities during  the war, 

blacks used  the revolutionary language of liberty and  independence to argue for 

em ancipation. In British territories, black soldiers w rote letters dem anding land 

prom ised to them, in  order to secure the independence for w hich they had  just 

fought. Despite apparent allegiance differences, blacks supporting  either the 

British or the revolutionaries recognized that the w ar presented an  opportunity  

to acquire and secure freedom.

The issue of allegiance m akes the com parison betw een Halifax and 

N ew port all the more interesting. Such a com parative approach enables us to 

explore the complexities of black allegiance in  an  A tlantic context, and  the 

m eanings of freedom  blacks attached to their political loyalties. A lthough 

Halifax w as a  small m ilitary outpost prior to the w ar, the Loyalist m igration 

increased bo th  the black and w hite population  in  its afterm ath. Black Loyalists 

a ttem pted  to settle an  independent com m unity of em ancipated blacks in 

Birchtown, a tow n about a hundred  m iles sou th  of Halifax, but racial hostilities

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



10

and  scarcity of resources forced m any to m igrate to Preston, a  suburb of the 

seaport H ere they forged relationships w ith  enslaved Africans to form  

communities, using their status as em ancipated veterans to advance the issues of 

com m unity members. Similarly, black veterans in  N ew port worked to build 

social institutions such as the African Union Society to prom ote the welfare of 

the tow n's African Am erican population. Yet, the veterans of Halifax and 

N ew port drew  upon their m ilitary experience either as British or Continental 

soldiers to prom ote the interests of their respective communities. A lthough they 

seem ed to be w orking for the sam e ends (economic independence and  political 

rights), the m eans by which they advanced their concerns (petitions, memorials, 

and  civil suits) were influenced by  their different revolutionary experiences. 

W hile Haligonian blacks drew  upon  their loyalty to Britain to justify their claims, 

African N ew porters discussed their issues in terms of the libertarian language of 

the independence movement. By exploring the similarities and  differences 

betw een Haligonian and N ew port Africans w e m ay further understand the 

complex ramifications of the Revolution for blacks.

Few cities in the N orth  Atlantic were as profoundly affected by the 

Am erican Revolution as N ew port and  Halifax. While the w ar truncated 

N ew port's economic prosperity, it contributed to Halifax's emergence as the 

economic center of Atlantic British America. O n the eve of the war, N ew port 

was the economic, social, and  political capital of Rhode Island, and rivaled cities 

like Boston, N ew  York and  Philadelphia.14 But the w ar and  British occupation 

(1776-1779) ravaged the d ty  economically and  demographically, severely 

im peding the d ty  from  returning to its pre-w ar status. Halifax, in contrast, shed 

its image as a p rov indal N ew  England m ilitary outpost, becoming Atlantic 

British N orth  America's m ost vital seaport. Loyalist and  British m igration w ere
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the foundation of Halifax's dem ographic g row th  in  the late eighteenth century- 

even as the region suffered during  a post-w ar econom ic depression.

The black population in these seaports w as n o t im m une to the social, 

political, and  economic transform ations produced  by  the Revolution. D uring 

colonial N ew port's "golden age" ships unloaded African slaves to be sold  in 

N ew  England. As a result of its participation in  the slave trade, N ew port held 

m ore Africans enslaved proportionally  than  any  o ther N ew  England town. In 

fact, N ew port's prosperity was directly tied to the slave trade. This trade 

dem anded m anufacturing industries like distilleries and shipbuilding while the 

consum er economy depended upon  the disposable incomes from  m erchants and  

sailors. Ultimately, w hen the slave trade deteriorated  as a result of the 

Revolutionary War, the seaport's econom y faltered an d  constricted job 

opportunities for seamen, of w hom  a fair p roportion  were black. As num erous 

w hite N ew porters left for fortunes in  other A m erican seaports or the farm lands 

in w estern N ew  York and the Ohio Valley, African N ew porters m igrated to cities 

like Providence, New York, and Boston. In this social flux, enslaved and  freed 

black N ew porters tried to build social relationships and  a com m unity.

The blacks of Halifax w itnessed the opposite dem ographic trends. 

Beginning in  1781, Black Loyalists and  the slaves of white Loyalists w ere com ing 

to the seaport as the w ar was ending. Few w hite Haligonians held slaves on the 

eve of the w ar; and here slavery em erged in  the context of the seaport's 

connections to Atlantic economic trade  as well. Africans w ere often purchased  in 

Boston or the West Indies (key trad ing  areas for N ova Scotia) and  b rough t to 

Halifax as domestic servants and d ay  laborers. W ith  rum  distillation and  fishing 

tied to the sale and labor of African slaves, the seaport became linked to a 

commercial w orld characterized by  slavery. Slavery m ay not have been  as 

extensive in  Nova Scotia, bu t it perm eated everyday life as com m unities w ere
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required  to m onitor the actions of slaves, thereby becoming key players in  the 

slave — m aster relationship. As in  N ew port, slavery was a social system  th a t 

b rough t people together in an intricate, com plex web.

The influx of Black Loyalists and  slaves changed the dem ographics o f the 

population, disturbing slavery in  the colony. G iven that a large portion  o f these 

im m igrants were free and m ost had  come from  southern colonies such as 

V irginia and  the Carolinas, the social and  cultural dynamics betw een black 

H aligonians and  these imm igrants w ould  affect the African Halifax com m unity, 

particu larly  in their religious life. W hile Baptists and  M ethodists w ould  

eventually  receive the majority of black N ova Scotians, m ost blacks in  the  colony 

claim ed A nglicanism  as their denom ination in  the early years of resettlem ent. 

The popularity  of Anglicanism in this period  raises questions about the cultural 

heritage of those Afro — Americans who m igrated  from  the southern colonies, a 

denom ination to w hich m any southern  blacks w ere not attracted in the pre-w ar 

era. D id the social upheaval produced by the w ar also destabilize cultural ties? 

D id the Atlantic dim ension of the seaports in  w hich they resided during  an d  

after the w ar facilitate a  black Adantic w orldview ? The following study  explores 

these questions in  order to understand the w ays black Atlantic culture en d u red  

the larger political consequences of the A m erican Revolution.

Even though m any of the Loyal Blacks had  come from the sou thern  

colonies w here Baptists and M ethodits w as m ore popular am ong black slaves, in 

N ova Scotia black Anglicans outnum bered the other two sects. As w e w ill see, 

the reason w hy m ost black Nova Scotians practiced Anglicanism had  less to do 

w ith  the denom ination, and more to do w ith  the w ays this established local 

institu tion facilitated social and cultural autonom y. In this environm ent, N ova 

Scotian blacks continued the tradition of b lending  and  creating culture th a t was 

the hallm ark of Atlantic societies in the colonial period. Furtherm ore, they  used

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



13

this religious and social autonom y to prom ote a political discourse that valued 

freedom. Connecting evangelical religion w ith  Revolutionary ideas, they 

advocated independent landholding to protect them  from  economic dependency. 

Like blacks in other parts of the N orth  A m erican Atlantic, once they saw  tha t 

their new ly — acquired freedom  w as threatened by  racism  and declining 

economic fortunes, they considered leaving the continent for Africa.

The Black Atlantic and Republicanism in a Revolutionary Age

Recently, Graham  Russell Hodges has show n how  Loyal Blacks from  the 

Revolutionary War fused their religious ideas w ith  their m ilitary experience to 

develop a republican worldview . Politicized by  their m ilitary service and 

em pow ered by evangelical religion, they requested colonial and imperial 

institutions to provide them  w ith  resources to survive. Together, religion and  

politics informed their ideas of freedom, roo ted  in  independent landholding. 

They m aintained that in order to protect their independence, they needed 

adequate land and protection from  whites w ho tried to re-enslave them  or 

negotiate unfair labor contracts. However, it w ould be mistaken to characterize 

these m en and wom en as "liberal" m inded farm ers w ho viewed landholding as 

key to individual political and  economic prosperity. W hile historians such as 

Joyce Appleby have recognized this yeoman liberal im pulse in the Revolutionary 

period, the Loyal Blacks of N ova Scotia (m any of w hom  were trained artisans) 

valued independence and subsistence in an  entirely different fashion. 

Com petency, not competition, informed their ideas about economic freedom. As 

Daniel Vickers notes, competency w as a p re — m odem  idea of independence that 

placed family needs above the individual as a  w ay to protect family m em bers 

from  economic dependency.15
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Despite this traditional view  of land  and freedom , the Loyal Blacks found 

themselves in a revolutionary political situation. As free m en and  w om en, they 

rejected slavery as a viable social institution. Moreover, they  tu rned  to political 

officials to recognize their status as free people entitled to the sam e rights and 

privileges as other British subjects. In  their memorials and  petitions they 

dem anded lands prom ised them  from  w hen  they joined the British arm y, and 

used the legal system to challenge efforts of whites to reduce them  to dependent 

servants. Buttressed by an evangelical religious culture, these m en and w om en 

w orked collectively to preserve their freedom. In places like Birchtown, Preston, 

and  Clements they banded together and  built churches to protect them selves 

from  racial discrimination. These churches sim ultaneously reinforced their 

political culture and their independence. Determ ined to preserve their newly- 

acquired freedom, they left N ova Scotia w hen offered the opportunity . N early a 

third of the free blacks from N ova Scotia m igrated to Africa w ith  John Clarkson's 

Sierra Leone Company to construct political and social institutions that w ould 

sustain their political culture.16

By placing the Loyal Black Refugees (as the black veterans described 

themselves) within the larger political revolution of the N orth  Am erican Atlantic, 

we can see how the American Revolution affected black political ideas. As 

G raham  Hodges notes, they too absorbed the language of civic virtue and  

independence that galvanized artisans and  farmers th roughout Revolutionary 

America.17 Their inability to practice those ideas in N ova Scotia propelled  the 

black veterans to repatriate to Sierra Leone to preserve em ancipation for 

themselves and their fa m ilies.18 In docum enting the h istory  of the Loyal Blacks, 

H odges cements their experience in the broader ideological transform ations that 

perm eated the European and  A m erican revolutions. Lost in  his account, though, 

is the w ay the existence of slavery and its apparent strength  affected the Black
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Loyalists' decision to leave N ova Scotia. H odges overlooks how  slavery 

influenced post -  w ar political s tructures and  ideas, particularly race and 

freedom. T hroughout the A m erican Atlantic, the institution of slavery was 

under assault in  the early years of the  post -  w ar period. Its advocates and  

opponents w ere equally vocal abou t the fu ture of the institution, w ith  both  

groups d raw ing  upon  the language of liberty to support their cause. For 

supporters of slavery, the right to p rivate  p roperty  anchored their belief in  

hold ing  hum an  chattel. In the U nited  States, a  significant num ber of Am ericans 

elected to secede from  the British Em pire in  o rder to protect their interests in  

slavery and  the slave trade. Im perial legislation taxing molasses p roduction  

generated p ro test and  political upheavals in  places like N ew port, Rhode Island 

because it affected the tw in pillars of the local econom y -  rum  production  and  

the trade of African slaves. Tied to the slave trade, N ew porters resisted  all 

im perial efforts to curb the local income. They were am ong the m ost vocal 

opponents of British imperial policies and  am ong the m ost outspoken supporters 

of independence. While N ew port u ltim ately  pa id  an economic an d  political 

price for independence, it was a t the forefront of the resistance m ovem ent in  the 

years preceding the Revolutionary W ar.

The institu tion of slavery an d  its relation to the Atlantic comm ercial 

netw ork thus influenced political ideas and  inform ed a  language of resistance in 

colonial America. As historians such as E dm und  M organ have no ted , the 

m eaning of freedom  was especially po ten t in  slave societies because slaveholders 

understood the slave -  m aster relationship.19 As slavery became connected to 

other A tlantic industries such as ship  build ing  and  fishing, not to m ention rum  

distillation, A tlantic communities becam e equally invested in the com m erce of 

African slavery. Moreover, the natu re  of the colonial economic system  and  its 

dependence on  English capital and  m arkets influenced the w orldview  of British
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