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Editor’s Introduction: The Historical Journal of Massachusetts (HJM) is 
proud to present as our Editor’s Choice Award for this issue Jared Ross Hardesty’s 
Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighteenth-Century Boston (NYU 
Press, 2016). In each issue, we highlight a book that relates to New England 
history which the editors feel is particularly noteworthy and would be of special 
interest to our readers. Hardesty’s study represents an important new addition to 
the burgeoning field of African American history in New England. 

Instead of relying on the traditional dichotomy of slavery and freedom, in 
Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighteenth-Century Boston, Jared 
Ross Hardesty argues that African enslavement in Boston needs to be analyzed 
as part of a continuum of unfreedom. Hardesty masterfully reconstructs this 
eighteenth-century Atlantic world of unfreedom stretching from Europe to 
Africa to the Americas. Boston itself represented a hierarchical, socially and 
economically stratified world, and African slavery existed alongside many other 
forms of oppression and degrees of bondage, including Native American slavery, 
indentured servitude, and various types of apprenticeships. Hardesty argues that 
enslaved African Americans were less concerned with the abstract categories 
of “ freedom” and “emancipation” than with navigating and ameliorating 
their everyday conditions. Their actions focused on achieving greater degrees 
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of autonomy, privilege, protection for their families, and a recognized place in 
Boston’s society. 

As reviewer Christopher Cameron writes, Hardesty “provides a new 
conceptual framework for understanding the lived experiences of enslaved 
Africans, moving beyond a focus on resistance as a means of achieving freedom. 
Through meticulous research, Hardesty has reconstructed the everyday lives, 
motivations, desires, and social worlds of those in bondage.” He concludes that 
Unfreedom “ is a must read for anyone interested in slavery, African American 
culture, and early American history.” Similarly, Joanne Pope Melish, author of 
the seminal study Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and “Race” 
in New England, 1780–1860 (Cornell University Press, 2000), writes that, 
“This book offers a fresh and inventive interpretation of what much previous 
scholarship has dismissed as a relative lack of resistance of New England slaves to 
their enslavement, an argument that has in turn supported the myth of northern 
slavery as a ‘mild’ institution.” 

Chapter titles and topics include: “A World of Unfreedom,” “Origins,” 
“Deference and Dependence,” “Social Worlds,” “Laboring Lives,” “Appropriating 
Institutions,” and “The Fall of the House of Unfreedom.” The following selection 
is excerpted from chapter two. Hardesty begins with the case of three enslaved 
Africans in Boston—Mark, Phillis and Phoebe—convicted of poisoning their 
master, John Codman, in 1755. He uses their case to unravel and explore the 
many forms that slave resistance and agency took, alongside those of free blacks, 
poor whites, indentured servants, apprentices, and other bound and “unfree” 
groups. Enslaved people believed they had rights and sought, in myriad ways, 
to assert their needs and negotiate the terms of their bondage. By the mid-1700s 
African slavery had been well established in Massachusetts. In 1752, Black people 
made up 10% of Boston’s population. On the eve of the Revolution, Massachusetts 
had over 5,200 Black residents, more than any other New England colony. 

Jared Ross Hardesty is a professor of history at Western Washington University 
and a scholar of colonial America, the Atlantic world, and the histories of labor 
and slavery. He is the author of two other books: Black Lives, Native Lands, 
White Worlds: A History of Slavery in New England (Bright Leaf, 2019) 
and Mutiny on the Rising Sun: A Tragic Tale of Smuggling, Slavery, and 
Chocolate (NYU Press, 2021). The following excerpt is from the second chapter 
of Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighteenth-Century Boston 
(pages 43-46, 51-56, and 60-70) and is reprinted with permission of New York 
University Press. It has been slightly altered to fit HJM formatting; subheadings 
and illustrations have been added.

*   *   *   *   *
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On 2 July 1755, the Middlesex County Court in Charlestown, 
Massachusetts, summoned the coroner and a jury to explore the suspicious 
death of John Codman (1696-1755) , a prominent merchant and Charlestown 
native. Codman, the jury concluded, “Came to his death By Poison Procured 
by his negro man servant Mark.”1 Throughout July and early August, the 
court examined Codman’s death and found that not only Mark but two 
of Codman’s domestic slaves, Phillis and Phoebe, were also involved in the 
poisoning. After the investigation, the trial proceeded quickly, and the court 
found the three guilty of murdering Codman. Phoebe was sold out of the 
colony, while Mark and Phillis were sentenced to death. Their gruesome 
executions became something of local legend. Since the slaves were convicted 
of murder and petit treason—an old English legal statute that meted out 
severe punishments for servants who murdered their masters—Phillis was 
burned at the stake, the recommended punishment for female servants, while 
Mark was hung in front of the “greatest Number of Spectators ever known 
on such an Occasion.”2 That was not the end of Mark’s punishment, however. 
His body was taken to Charlestown Common and “hanged in Chains, on a 
Gibbet erected there for that purpose,” to serve as an example to any other 
slave contemplating the murder of his or her master.3

At first glance, the case of Mark, Phillis, and Phoebe was one that echoed 
the horrors of slavery everywhere: slaves, upset with their condition and 
wanting to be free, murdered their masters only to be gruesomely executed 
by the state. Upon further investigation, however, it appears that the murder 
of John Codman was anything but ordinary and certainly out of desperation. 
In the early 1750s, Mark had been living and working on his own in Boston 
with his wife and child, and Codman forced him to return to Charlestown 
after he repeatedly ran afoul of the law, while Mark’s wife and child stayed 
in Boston. In 1752, a Suffolk County justice of the peace issued a warrant for 
Mark’s arrest, which claimed he “had come to reside in Boston” and had been 
told repeatedly to leave but refused, and a Boston newspaper noted that Mark 
was “well known for his Roguery.”4 Phoebe had also been recalled in recent 
years from Boston, where she had been living with her husband, Quaco, but 
she never gave a specific reason. After the death of Codman’s wife a few years 
prior to his murder, the slave owner had grown more distant from his family 
and abusive and domineering toward his bondsmen and bondswomen. To 
protest Codman’s increasing heavy-handedness, the three slaves attempted 
to remove themselves from their master’s presence and spend time with their 
families in Boston, but he forced them to stay in Charlestown. In an act of 
desperation, they burned down one of his outbuildings, hoping he would sell 
them to a new, more lenient and benevolent master. Only when this failed 
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Phillis admits to poisoning her master with “potter’s lead” or “arsenick.” Source:  A. 
C. Goodell, The Trial and Execution for Petit Treason, of Mark and Phillis (1883). This 
38-page booklet transcribed many of the court documents.
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did the three slaves begin plotting Codman’s demise. Instead of immediately 
murdering their master in the name of liberty, Mark, Phillis, and Phoebe 
engaged in subtler forms of resistance, ones that allowed slaves to negotiate 
the hierarchical, unfree world they inhabited.

The case of John Codman’s slaves is important for understanding the 
world that enslaved Bostonians inhabited and how they adapted to that 
world. For white Bostonians, African slaves had a place in society that could 
not be altered. Changing one’s status violated the social hierarchy and God’s 
law. No matter how great the “Fondness of Freedom,” in the words of Cotton 
Mather, it was intolerable for slaves to gain their liberty and freedom, which 
would threaten the very fabric and stability of colonial society.5 Instead of 
violently and futilely challenging this paradigm, slaves like Mark, Phillis, and 
Phoebe carved out spaces for themselves and laid claim to a set of customary 
rights and privileges due unto them as a servile class, appropriating the 
hierarchical worldview of their masters to their own advantage. Only when 
this failed to produce the desired results did the slaves turn to violence and 
murder, making the case of Codman’s slaves an exception, not the rule.

The form of resistance employed and the world inhabited by Boston’s 
slaves was the product of a cultural transformation that had taken place in 
Boston beginning in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, 
just as hundreds of Africans began entering the town. The culture shifted 
from a hierarchical Puritan one, with an emphasis on equity, to a similarly 
hierarchical, divinely inspired, and monarchical culture obsessed with 
deference to one’s social superiors and defined by ties of dependence. A 
parallel phenomenon happened throughout British North America, and 
Boston’s experience both mirrored and differed from this bigger trend. As 
closer ties with Britain followed the Glorious Revolution, Bostonians began 
to adopt the monarchical culture of late Stuart and early Georgian England. 

These cultural ties led to an increase in trade and fostered an ever-growing 
economic rift between the merchants and gentlemen who had access to 
British goods and credit and everybody else, many of whom sank into a state 
of dependence. Increased commerce also brought a need for labor that could 
not be satisfied by local sources. Employers of all stripes turned to traditional 
forms of servitude in addition to African and Indian slaves to fill the void. 
The burgeoning Atlantic economy, however, challenged the monarchical 
order by enriching common people and making wealth, not birth, the basis 
for status. These social climbers, clinging to their newfound status, created 
and fostered legal categories of bondage and dependency for the laborers and 
others—unfreedom—to maintain this “natural” order.6
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The cultural shift, economic stratification, and need for labor in Boston 
completely restructured society. Bostonians were now part of an artificially 
maintained order and a legally sanctioned continuum of unfreedom, with 
wealthy white men at the top and the classes dependent on their wealth, 
enterprise, charity, and patronage—women, children, artisans, servants, and 
the poor—below. At the bottom of this system were enslaved people of color, 
placed there because of their legal status as property and the color of their 
skin. Slaves fell into the chain of unfreedom in complicated ways and created 
their own adaptations to this Euro-American society.

Examining Boston through a lens of unfreedom forces us to reassess 
slavery in the town. While unique, slavery was nevertheless one of many 
forms of bondage and unfreedom in a complicated web of dependency and 
deferential relationships. Slaves were at the bottom of the hierarchy, but other 
factors such as gender, age, and wealth subordinated some people to others. 
In the end, for white Bostonians, slavery was a solution—and not always a 
preferred one—to the economic and cultural problems created by increased 
ties to Great Britain and imperial economic growth. By examining slavery as 
part of a complex and hierarchical continuum of unfreedom, we are able to 
eschew teleological, modern concepts of freedom. Moreover, it allows us to 
understand slavery not only as an exceptional denial of liberty in which skin 
color created a permanent and inheritable bondage but also as one of many 
ways to control labor in the American colonies.7

A TRANSFORMED COLONIAL ECONOMY 

Increased commerce with England and other parts of the Atlantic world 
beginning in the late seventeenth century enriched a small number of 
Bostonians and created, for the first time, significant economic stratification. 
While these newfound trade connections created employment opportunities 
for laborers and artisans, most of the wealth went to the great merchants and 
owners of associated enterprises. According to the historian Gary Nash, in 
the fifteen-year period from 1684 to 1699, the wealthiest 5% of Bostonians 
controlled almost 26% of personal wealth, while in the decade before the 
American Revolution, they controlled over 46% of personal wealth, down 
from a high of almost 55% in the years 1726–1735.8 Economic inequality 
was nothing new in Massachusetts, as Nash’s seventeenth-century statistic 
demonstrates, but it took on special significance for two reasons. After the 
cultural transition discussed earlier, wealth mattered and became a marker 
of one’s social class and place in society. Economic stratification was also key 
to accelerating the move toward slavery and coerced labor, as the market-
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based Atlantic economy also generated a level of poverty unknown in Boston 
before the eighteenth century. A new class of dependent poor emerged and 
helped to reinforce notions of hierarchy, deference, and status.

Given the boom-and-bust cycles of the Atlantic economy, devastating 
imperial wars, and agrarian problems, it is no surprise that the amount of 
poverty grew dramatically during the eighteenth century. Except for a few 
wealthy merchants, their sycophants, and royal officials, almost everyone, 
including skilled workers, lived on the precipice of poverty. This group, 
composed of “blacks, seamen, laborers, and poorer artisans who might dip 
below the minimum level of subsistence when unemployment increased,” 
constituted between 30% and 40% of Bostonians by 1771.9 Women also 
fell below the poverty line. Imperial wars and shipping disasters widowed 
a large number of Boston’s women, both wealthy and poor, and by 1742, 
there were more than 1,200 widows in a population of 16,382.10 For the 
more “respectable families,” town leaders responded to female poverty by 
offering spinning classes and even opening a factory where the women could 
work and sell the cloth they made. While the factory required a large capital 
investment and “continuous and careful management,” it was unable to 
compete with cloth manufacturers in Britain, and the Board of Trade in 
London looked down on such endeavors.11 Such willingness to invest huge 
sums of money in a failed project and to raise the ire of imperial authorities 
indicated just how desperate Bostonians were for a solution to rampant and 
widespread poverty.

This class living at the edge of subsistence, called the “near 
poor” by the historian Allan Kulikoff, played an important role in 
defining the culture of dependence in eighteenth-century Boston.12 

Drawing on English tradition, both the town and the Massachusetts General 
Court responded to increased poverty through the establishment of official 
institutions, notably the Overseers of the Poor. One of the techniques 
employed by the Overseers and other governing bodies to alleviate the worst 
effects of poverty was known as “binding out.” Binding out involved placing 
the poor, usually children or widows but sometimes able-bodied men, 
into households in order to be cared for, gainfully employed, or taught a 
trade.13 Not only does this solution illustrate the intersection of poverty and 
dependence, but it also demonstrates how immersed Bostonians were in the 
latter. Dependency was both a legally sanctioned status through which the 
state forced the poor to live with and serve their social betters and a solution 
believed to help the poor.14

If poverty and the culture of dependence were related, then slavery 
both influenced and was affected by this relationship. As noted earlier, the 
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ownership of African slaves was a sign of a person’s wealth and status. Slaves 
were also productive property who could work for wages and helped support 
their owners. Those same widows who worked in the cloth factory understood 
this. Many of them owned slaves or attempted to purchase slaves, as a white 
woman who could purchase a male slave “could earn more by hiring him 
out than by working herself.”15 Widows, then, employed slave labor and were 
protective of their wealth-generating property. For example, Mary Minott, 
a Boston widow, owned a slave woman, Parthenia, and was friendly with 
Parthenia’s enslaved husband, Jeffs, a slave belonging to Elizabeth Allen, 
another Boston widow. Christopher Minot (his relation to Mary is unclear) 
accused Parthenia, Jeffs, and another slave, Richard, of stealing his sealskin 
chest containing cash and “english coin."16 Christopher made the charge 
on 13 December 1770, but Mary covered for Parthenia and her husband.17 
On that night, she claimed her slave went to bed around eight or nine p.m. 
after a “hard day at work” and “complaining she was not well.” About 
an hour later, Jeffs came over to Mary’s home and went into Parthenia’s 
room. Mary did not go to bed until one or two in the morning and had 
no reason to believe Parthenia had left to burgle Minot. Likewise, she 
declared that she “never knew [Parthenia] guilty of any stealing."18 

Whether Parthenia robbed Christopher Minot or not, it is clear that 
Mary Minott defended her slave and that it was Jeffs, not Parthenia, who was 
later convicted.19 Mary’s deposition indicates she had a friendly relationship 
with her bondswoman. Moreover, had Parthenia, a hard worker according 
to Mary, been found guilty of stealing, Mary would have been deprived of 
her labor, as the slaves allegedly stole enough property to warrant jail time, 
if not capital punishment. Slaves like Parthenia were an important form of 
capital for widows living on the precipice of poverty and investments to be 
protected at all costs.

THE WORLD OF BOSTON’S FREE BLACKS

Poverty and the culture of dependence also affected how slaves became 
free and what life was like for free blacks. In 1703, the colony passed “An 
Act Relating to Mulatto and Negro Slaves,” which required masters to post 
a fifty-pound security bond in order to prevent freed slaves from becoming 
a burden on an already overwhelmed poor relief system.20 Given the limited 
amount of specie and money in the colonies, it would have been hard for 
even the wealthiest masters to pay that amount to the state. Nevertheless, 
some slaves did become free.
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The majority of free blacks in Boston faced a life of racial degradation, 
lacked basic political freedoms, were coerced into laboring on public works 
projects, and faced other social limitations, such as a prohibition on carrying 
canes while walking about town.21 Many free blacks were impoverished and 
part of the transient and dependent poor who traveled throughout eastern 
Massachusetts looking for work. Robert Love, a Boston constable, kept a 
diary of all the men, women, and families he “warned out” of Boston for the 
years 1765–1766. Of the seven people of African descent he ordered to leave, 
five were free.22 Of the seventy-four blacks and mulattos warned out of Boston 
between 1745 and 1770, less than half were slaves warned out alongside their 
owners, while freed men and women made up a clear majority.23 Boston’s 
free black population did not fare much better than did the transients from 
surrounding towns. King’s Chapel in Boston regularly distributed poor aid to 
congregants. Its rolls were full of free blacks who received money, including 
“Negroman Primus,” who received more than sixteen pounds of aid from 
1753 to 1756.24 Likewise, Christ Church (Old North Church) gave aid to the 
Humphreys, a family of free black parishioners.25 

The experience of the Humphreys and Primus could not have been more 
different from that of Cesar Lyndon. Lyndon was a slave belonging to the 
Newport, Rhode Island, merchant and future governor Josias Lyndon. Cesar’s 
diary, the only slave diary known to exist, documented his life working as 
Josias’s clerk and secretary.26 Lyndon gave Cesar quite a bit of autonomy and 
control over his day-to-day life—not to mention access to the merchant’s vast 
financial resources. Cesar was, in the words of one historian, “not reluctant 
to spend money either unnecessarily or extravagantly.” Since Cesar’s master 
provided for all of his living expenses, he used the profits generated from his 
many business endeavors, such as renting garden plots to fellow blacks, to 
buy silk gowns for his wife and luxurious silver buckles to adorn the clothing 
he received from his master. He engaged in Atlantic commerce and bartered 
for china teacups and a looking glass from Suriname. His generosity was 
something of legend, and he hosted a picnic in the 1770s for a number of his 
enslaved friends. 

In a hierarchical society where one’s status was on public display, Lyndon 
successfully “asserted his ability to play the part of gentility.27 Of course, 
Lyndon was an exceptional figure. Not all slaves had masters with vast 
reserves of financial capital or possessed the skills, knowledge, or autonomy to 
become successful entrepreneurs. Cesar’s slave status, however, never seemed 
to be an impediment. He had to navigate a world in which he was technically 
chattel, but compared to many free blacks, Lyndon possessed a much greater 
degree of independence, despite his legal enslavement. Becoming free, then, 



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Winter 202412

was not necessarily an avenue for blacks to become independent. In many 
ways, free people of color were more constricted after “freedom,” forced to 
rely on public and private poor relief and unable to escape dependence.28 
Likewise, not all slaves were confined to the bottom of the hierarchy, and 
socioeconomic diversity among people of African descent challenges our  
understanding of black Boston’s social order and solidarity.

THE UNDERGROUND ECONOMY & VARIETIES OF BOUND 
LABOR

A final way that poverty and slavery intersected in colonial Boston was 
in the creation of an underground economy in which slaves stole goods from 
their masters and sold or gave them to people on the margins of colonial 
society, namely, free blacks and widows. Sarah, a slave belonging to the 
merchant John Powell, and Peter Saveton, a free black laborer, stole a pair of 
“Pattoons,” a blanket, a “parcel of Wearing linen,” six bottles of wine, shirts, 
and other various goods amounting to over five pounds from Powell on 20 
December 1721.29 The Court of the General Sessions of the Peace later found 
Exeter Turner, a free black porter, and his wife, Luce, guilty of receiving 
goods from Sarah and Saveton.30 Likewise, the free black porter John Cuffy 
and his wife, Jane, received—most likely bought—a stolen rug from Primus, 
a slave of the upholsterer William Downes. Although the court acquitted 
Cuffy, his wife, Jane, received a twenty-pound fine.31 It is important to note 
that slaves were not Robin Hoods stealing from the rich to give to the poor, 
because enslaved thieves often targeted marginalized people, as when Bristol 
and Hector stole a few “large fowles” from the widow Frances Banister, only 
to allegedly give them to Hester Holt, another Boston widow.32 Rather than 
serving a charitable purpose, Boston’s slaves were able to take advantage of 
the underground economy, proximity to their masters’ possessions, and the 
knowledge gained by working in the town’s streets in order to profit—more 
than just economically—from theft.

Slaves served a role in pilfering the goods or money that fueled the 
underground economy. One letter to the editor of the Weekly Rehearsal 
noted how slaves were “much addicted” to stealing and that their masters 
were wont to punish them and even “screen[ed] them from the Hands of 
Justice.”33 As frustrated as this letter writer was, it was not an innate proclivity 
to crime and unwillingness to punish that drove theft perpetrated by slaves. 
Rather, it is indicative of a desire to resist the social degradation of slavery and 
poverty in colonial Boston. Luxury goods, even ones purchased with stolen 
money, helped to improved one’s status. Although illicit economic activities 
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aided marginal Bostonians in their resistance to the poverty and unfreedom 
generated by the economic stratification, it was ultimately futile. There was 
never any real change, courts thoroughly and effectively chastised thieves 
and the recipients of stolen goods, and participation in the black market 
only reinforced negative stereotypes of the lower classes, especially the bound 
laborers working in the town’s burgeoning economy.

In the early spring of 1723, a group of slaves burned buildings across 
Boston, leading the imperial official Thomas Moore to note how “masters will 
rather be burnt in their beds by [their slaves] than suffer English servants to 
come hither to work.”34 While Moore undoubtedly exaggerated Bostonians’ 
love of slavery, he did understand their desire for bound labor or labor of any 
type, and this need created legal dependence. The number of laborers required 
fluctuated with Atlantic economic cycles, but increased trade activity in the 
eighteenth century demanded a larger, more specialized, and more dynamic 
workforce. Manual labor in premodern societies was, according to Gordon 
Wood, considered problematic, however, “associated with toil and trouble,” 
and most people, or so the “better sort” believed, “would not work if they 
did not have to.”35 This alleged difficulty led to a legal code that “subjected 
manual wage workers, not merely indentured servants, to legal compulsion 
in fulfilling their labor agreements.”36 

Table 2: Runaway Servant Advertisements in Boston, 1700-1750

 *Other British includes Scottish & Welsh

Deference and Dependence
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Laborers at the bottom of the colonial hierarchy, like African slaves, 
Native American servants, and non-English servants, were even easier to 
legally coerce into working. In New England, many of these bound laborers 
were young and born in the Americas. They accepted servitude as part of 
a passage to adulthood, while simultaneously possessing limited rights and 
recourse against an oppressive labor regime. As Moore noted, however, very 
few European indentured servants arrived in Boston, and most imported 
laborers were African slaves.37 The labor force of the town contained myriad 
forms of bound labor, all with varying rights and liberties within the system. 
Boston’s labor demands, then, created a continuum of unfreedom that 
literally bound workers to employers, and slaves and servants to masters.

Despite the increase in nonwhite bound labor in the early eighteenth 
century, some Bostonians realized there were long-term negative consequences. 
Samuel Sewall’s condemnation of slavery, The Selling of Joseph, acknowledged 
this preference. “All thing[s] considered,” Sewall began, “it would conduce 
more to the Welfare of the Province, to have White Servants for a Term of 
Years, than to have Slaves for Life.” Sewall understood that Boston needed 
labor but expressed his concern about the difference between white servants 
and African slaves: “[Slaves] can never embody with us, and grow up into 
orderly Families, to the Peopling of the Land: but still remain in our Body 
Politick as a kind of extravasat Blood.”38 A stable, cohesive, and ultimately 

Samuel Sewall (1652–1730) was a judge in the Salem witch trials who later 
publicly repented his role. In 1700, he wrote The Selling of Joseph, the earliest 
antislavery document published in New England. The pamphlet begins, “The 
Numerousness of Slaves at this day in the Province, and the Uneasiness of them 
under their Slavery, hath put many upon thinking whether the Foundation of it 
be firmly and well laid; so as to sustain the Vast Weight that is built upon it.” 
(emphasis added) Portrait of Sewall by John Smibert (1729), Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston.
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white society concerned Sewall more than slavery did. While Sewall offered 
many critiques of African slavery, one of his main concerns was not about 
the type of labor—he did advocate bound labor after all—but the kind of 
laborer and the length of servitude.

It was only with the rise of a free-labor ideology among white, working-
class Bostonians in the mid-eighteenth century that race and status became 
popular issues. John Adams, writing after the American Revolution in 
response to a number of questions about slavery in Massachusetts, believed 
it was the “multiplication of labouring white people” that stopped wealthier 
Bostonians from hiring African slaves and taking away white workers’ jobs. 
While Adams was not known to be a man of the people, he claimed that 
his class-laden argument was popular among the “common people,” who 
“would not suffer the labour, by which alone they could obtain a subsistence, 
to be done by slaves.” He concluded with an ominous prediction that had 
it continued to be the case that gentlemen were allowed to own slaves, 
“the common white people would have put the negroes to death, and their 
masters, too, perhaps.”39 Working-class resentment toward slavery—most 
likely exacerbated by the unstable economic situation in eighteenth-century 
Boston—enforced a racialized free-labor regime, but not until the late 
colonial and revolutionary era.

The antislavery and anti-African ideologies conveyed by Sewall and 
described by Adams were ultimately ideas adopted slowly, while slaves and 
other unfree laborers multiplied prodigiously in Boston. In fact, the largest 
number of slaves entered Massachusetts after Sewall published his tract, 
despite laws passed with Sewall’s support to prevent their entrance and bring 
in white indentured servants. In 1705, for example, a clause attached to an act 
preventing interracial liaisons forced anyone who imported a slave to register 
the slave with the impost office and post a four-pound bond.40 Slave owners 
flagrantly ignored the law, forcing the provincial legislature to reissue it several 
times throughout the colonial period. Likewise, the government passed “An 
Act to Encourage the Importation of White Servants” in 1709, to no avail.41 

Moore, characteristically exaggerating, noted how Bostonians would force 
ship captains carrying white servants “to carry them back again upon their 
own charge, or else they must not trade in this country.”42 Freelabor ideology 
was just as ineffective at deterring bound labor as statutory law was. Runaway 
slave and servant advertisements appeared throughout the 1770s and 1780s.43 

These failures illustrate that in a hierarchical society where the possession of 
bound labor was demonstrative of one’s status and there was a need for any 
labor, free or unfree, ideology lost to cultural norms, pragmatism, and cold, 
calculated economic decisions.

Deference and Dependence
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Examining runaway advertisements in the local press provides a better 
understanding of the composition of bound labor in eighteenth-century 
Boston.44 Between the years 1700 and 1750, over ninety unique, Boston-
based runaways appeared in the town’s newspapers.45 While the sample size 
is relatively small and the data subjective because not all servants ran away, 
it reveals some trends about the bound workforce in Boston. Over 40% 
of the runaways, or thirty-eight, were African slaves, confirming that they 
represented one of the dominant forms of unfree labor in the eighteenth 
century. More surprisingly, the second most common type of runaways were 
Irish indentured servants, who made up about 26% of the sample. From 
the mid-seventeenth to early eighteenth centuries, the English shipped 
large numbers of Irish to the West Indies to labor in the sugarcane fields. 
Given New England’s close trading relationship with the Caribbean, it is 
not surprising that many indentured servants arrived in Boston.46 The third 
most common type of runaway laborers were Indian servants, who came 
from both local tribes and from the Carolinas. The rest of the servants were 
either English, from other parts of the British Isles, French, or unknown (see 
table 2). Despite the preponderance of free labor, then, Boston’s workforce 
contained a large and ethnically diverse group of unfree laborers. While most 
working Bostonians were technically free, there were many who were not 
and, as demonstrated earlier, were bound in a number of ways. 

Traditional forms of English servitude existed in Boston. Apprenticeship 
for children and adolescents, boys and girls, was quite common. There were 
two types of apprenticeship, according to the historian Carl Bridenbaugh: 
voluntary and compulsory.47 Besides teaching adolescents a trade or 
important life skills, apprenticeship was a way of maintaining the status quo 
and reaffirming hierarchy and deference. This latter purpose is important 
for understanding compulsory apprenticeship. Also known as pauper 
apprenticeship, this form of indenture allowed the state, usually town officials, 
to bind out poor children to masters, who would help these children, as the 
historian Ruth Wallis Herndon notes, “take up their place in society.” 

The forced removal of these poor children from their homes and into 
apprenticeship was common throughout the American colonies and England. 
It was particularly common in New England because potential masters and 
government officials worked together to ensure the “proper place of poor 
children in a hierarchically organized society.”48 Pauper apprenticeship, 
then, was not only a vital labor source but a way to integrate the poor into 
monarchical society. It was less of a solution to poverty than a way of ensuring 
order and stability in a volatile economic climate.
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Colonial law bound people of color, just like the poor, in a variety of 
ways to harness their labor and enforce the status quo. From the beginning 
of settlement in the 1630s, New Englanders bought and sold Indian slaves 
and servants.49 Although Indian slavery was eventually outlawed in the late 
seventeenth century, the historian Margaret Newall notes these laws were 
often “short-lived and unenforceable,” and before 1700, “Native American 
servitude was the dominant form of nonwhite labor.” By the eighteenth 
century, however, Indian servitude had become the second-most-common 
form of unfree, nonwhite labor after African slavery and transformed into 
an entirely different institution. Large numbers of nonnative Indians from 
northern New England, the Carolinas, and Spanish Florida entered New 
England port cities as part of the growing pool of bound labor. Colonial 
officials designed new ways to regulate these Indians, often lumping them 
with African slaves in laws regulating slave behavior. Likewise, for the native 
Indians remaining in southern New England after King Phillip’s War, 
judges and other magistrates sentenced them to servitude for minor criminal 
offenses.

Many of these newly imported or newly indentured Indians mostly 
served in New England’s urban centers, namely, Boston.50 Once there, these 
slaves became enmeshed in the same networks as bound African laborers. 
Titus, an Indian servant belonging to the Charlestown merchant John Hay, 
“formed a Correspondence” with James, an Indian servant living in Boston, 
and another James, a black slave belonging to John Fisher in Dedham. These 
three men created a theft ring that stole eighteen pounds worth of bills of 
credit and “one half pound of the best Virginia Tobacco” from Indian James’s 
master, Richard Draper.51 Like African slaves, Indian slaves participated in 
the underground economy and interacted with other unfree and marginal 
peoples.

ENSLAVED AFRICANS

Nonetheless, the most important source of bound, nonwhite labor 
in eighteenth-century Boston was African slavery. Enslaved blacks were 
readily available given the town’s connections to the Atlantic market and 
its merchants’ participation in the transatlantic slave trade. This availability 
meant that the ideological justifications for African slavery echoed those of 
other British slaveholders throughout the empire.52 The clearest illustration 
of these justifications for slavery came from John Saffin, in his reply to 
Samuel Sewall’s Selling of Joseph. In this tract, which refuted Sewall point 
by point, Saffin used the Bible to justify slavery. Sewall may have noted 
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God’s prohibition on “man Stealing” in Leviticus, but Saffin argued that the 
“Israelites were forbidden (ordinarily) to make Bond men and Women of their 
own Nation, but of Strangers they might.” Africans, as strangers, were eligible 
for enslavement. Likewise, once again echoing early racial thought, Saffin 
justified the enslavement of Africans because they were the “seed of Cham 
[Ham] or Canaan.” Slavery was actually good for blacks, Saffin reasoned, 
because Europeans brought them “out of their own Heathenish Country, 
where they may have the Knowledge of the True God, be Converted and 
Eternally saved.” Saffin continued listing these common eighteenth-century 
justifications for slavery and even agreed with Sewall that all men, no matter 
what their race, were descendants of Adam, but their common humanity did 
not rule out slavery.53

More importantly, however, and perhaps unique to New England, Saffin 
ended his tract by successfully integrating the hierarchies of race and class. 
He began by acknowledging how “we are to love, honour and respect all 
men according to the gift of God that is in them.” Nevertheless, it would 
be a “violation of common prudence, and a breach of good manners, to 
treat a Prince like a Peasant,” and a gentleman “would deem himself much 
neglected, if we would show him no more Defference than to an ordinary 
Porter.” Saffin agreed with Sewall that all human beings were God’s 
children, but that did not mean they should violate the natural, divinely 
inspired hierarchy to enforce this spiritual equality. Even more problematic 
were the slaves themselves. If one could not violate the social order for other 
Christians, then Bostonians should be careful not to “tender Pagan Negroes 
with all love, kindness, and equal respect as to the best of men.”54

Saffin’s warning illustrates the intersection of class and race in colonial 
Boston. He acknowledged that all Christians were equal as God’s creation 
and Adam’s descendants and also part of a social order inspired by that same 
God. White Bostonians regarded Africans, as non-Christians and foreign 
strangers, as culturally inferior, placing them at the very bottom of Boston’s 
social order. Black slaves, then, unlike pauper apprentices, were never really 
meant to be incorporated into the colonial body politic. Rather, they were 
always outside and thus at the bottom of an oppressive hierarchy designed 
to harness unfree labor. Europeans could not conceive of a life outside of 
labor for Africans. Saffin’s retort to Sewall’s insistence that Bostonians free 
their slaves clearly sums up this perspective, as it was “to be feared that those 
Negroes that are free, if there be not some strict curse taken with them by 
Authority, they will be a plague to this Country.”55



19

THE CASE OF MARK, PHILLIS & PHOEBE: CONTENDING 
RIGHTS

Cultural transformation, economic stratification, and a need for labor 
may have forged the chain of unfreedom that defined relations and the social 
order in eighteenth-century Boston, but it remains to be seen what slaves 
thought of, and how they lived in, this world of deference and dependence. 
Both of these issues can be understood by returning to the case of Mark and 
Phillis, the two slaves from Charlestown, Massachusetts, who were convicted 
and executed for murdering their master, John Codman. The high-profile 
nature of the case and the large number of people involved means that 
there is a large documentary record, including testimony and depositions, 
where we can hear the slaves’ voices and see how they understood the world 
they inhabited. Issues that concerned white colonists, such as status and 
reputation, also concerned their African counterparts, but in different ways. 
More importantly, however, slaves adopted the monarchical value system 
and interpreted it as giving slaves a set of customary rights and privileges, 
including the right to marry and have a family, live where they pleased, and 
labor on their own terms, while also being protected from abuse. Masters 
sometimes tried to keep slaves outside the hierarchy and deny them the 
customary privileges of living in an Anglo-American society, but slaves 
insisted they were indeed part of that class system.

The legal proceedings provide interesting insight into how Boston’s slaves 
adapted to monarchical culture. Most importantly, the enslaved appropriated 
a set of rights to benefit themselves, their families, and their communities. 
Codman’s murder reveals some of these liberties that slaves viewed as 
traditional and as coming with their place in the natural order. Never once 
throughout the trial did Mark, Phillis, or any of the other slaves mention their 
desire for freedom as a motive for killing Codman. Rather, Mark and Phillis 
both claimed they were unhappy with Codman as a master and desired a new 
one. Phillis acknowledged this when confessing to burning down Codman’s 
“Workhouse.” Mark, she related, believed that Codman would have to sell 
his slaves as punishment for destroying his property.56Since that measure 
failed and Codman became much more draconian after it happened, his 
slaves resorted to murder not to be freed but to “have another master.”57 

This desire to have another, perhaps better, master suggests that slaves 
believed masters had certain duties to their chattel, and enslaved people had 
rights, ones that Codman—at least as Mark, Phillis, and Phoebe understood 
them—neglected. Before moving forward with an exploration of these rights 
and duties, however, it is important to remember that this section concerns 

Deference and Dependence



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Winter 202420

“First View of Codman Estate,” c. 1872.

Although John Codman (1698-1775) did not grow up on this estate, 
he was raised in prosperous surroundings that included the labor of 
enslaved Africans. His guardian, Charles Chambers (1660-1743), was 
the “progenitor of the Chambers-Russell-Codman clan. The multiple 
intersections among these three prominent families over four generations 
began in 1708 when Chambers was appointed guardian of orphaned 
John Codman I of Charlestown.” Chambers was a sea captain who had 
investments in more than 16 ships, some of which were based in Antigua 
& Barbados and supplied their plantation economies. 

Chambers built this Georgian mansion in the 1730s in what was then 
Concord (today’s Lincoln). It was situated on a high hill “where its size 
and placement were meant to impress, serving as a daily reminder of 
the owner’s mastery over land and people,” including slaves. Chambers’ 
grandson, Charles Russell, also a slaveowner, served as the judge in the 
trial of Mark, Phillis and Phoebe for John Codman’s murder by poisoning.

Source: “Bonds of Family, Bonds of Chattel,” Historic New England 
(Winter 2021). Photo: Digital Commonwealth.
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how slaves conceived of rights and duties, not how these actually worked in 
law. Indeed, if we follow the common law, some of Codman’s actions were 
justifiable. As Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes later explained in his 1881 The 
Common Law, “duties are logically antecedent to legal rights.” Following 
this legal formulation, the relationship between Codman and his slaves, 
especially Mark, would have functioned something like this: Codman had a 
public duty to control and closely monitor his slaves, ensuring they did not 
endanger the public good, and that duty superseded any of his slaves’ alleged 
rights.58

Common law aside, Codman’s slaves felt that their master neglected a 
number of rights and duties. These fall into four broad categories: the ability 
for them to labor on their own terms, the ability to live away from their 
master’s home, the right to maintain a family, and protection from abuse. 
The first two, the right to labor and be mobile, seem to have been Mark’s 
chief complaints. In his confession, Mark noted how Codman had been nice 
enough to let him live in Boston with his wife, but, as Phillis’s interrogation 
reveals, he was quite upset with Codman for making him move back to 
Charlestown.59 As Mark’s run-ins with Boston authorities demonstrate, 
however, Codman could not risk allowing Mark to remain in Boston, or he 
might be held responsible for his slave’s actions. Nevertheless, Mark felt bitter 
about the whole ordeal, and the “Reason he gave” Phoebe and Phillis for 
burning Codman’s outbuilding was that “he wanted to get to Boston.” It also 
seems that someone had offered to purchase Mark for £400, but Codman 
had refused.60 By refusing to accept the offer, Codman only added insult to 
the violation of Mark’s belief that he had the right to live and work where he 
pleased.

The right to live away from one’s master was also tied into the liberty to 
maintain a family. Both Mark and Phoebe married slaves living in Boston, 
which complicated their relationships when Codman would not let them 
reside there. Mark also had a child, whom he could not visit, and when an 
apothecary’s slave named Robin delivered the arsenic to poison Codman, he 
told Phillis he was there to “see Mark very much about his Child.” Mark told 
Robin to use that alibi as a way of avoiding suspicion in case he encountered 
anybody else in the Codman household. His subterfuge indicates that the 
other slaves, if not Codman, knew that Mark cared about his child and that 
the separation bothered him.61 

Phoebe, on the other hand, did not have children and wanted to live in 
Boston with her husband, Quaco. The enslaved man often visited Phoebe 
in Charlestown, although it is unclear whether Codman approved. Quaco 
claimed in his deposition that the poisoning was Mark’s idea and that he 
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told Phoebe “not to be concerned wth. Mark about Poyson on any accot. 
whatever.”62 Mark’s confession, however, offers a different, more plausible 
explanation. Mark implicated Quaco. It was Phoebe who first decided to 
poison Codman and approached Carr, another apothecary’s slave, but he 
refused to give her any arsenic because she confessed she “had a Design 
to Poyson somebody in the House.” Carr also told Quaco, who pretended 
to be angry with her when he later spoke with Mark. Nevertheless, Mark 
believed Quaco “was as knowing in this Affair” as he was himself and 
wanted Codman dead so he could get Phoebe “over to Boston to live with 
him.”63 Only Codman’s death could restore Phoebe and Quaco’s right to 
have a proper family life.

Finally, Codman failed to adequately protect his slaves and could be an 
abusive master. While his earlier life is not well documented, only three 
years prior to his death, Codman’s wife, Parnell, died. He never remarried 
and instead turned the management of his household over to his two 
daughters. He was also “free to indulge his darkest moods.”64 Shortly before 
his murder, Codman struck another one of his slaves, Tom, in the face and 
severely damaged his eye. Tom later told Mark he “did not care” that Phoebe 
poisoned Codman and hoped his master “wou’d never get up again for his 
Eye’s sake.”65

Even more disturbing, however, was Codman’s relationship with Phoebe. 
Although it is never explicitly stated, it is clear that Codman had a coercive 
sexual relationship with Phoebe and perhaps also Phillis. Mark noted how 
Phoebe was Codman’s favorite slave, and he “treated her better than any of 
[the] Servants.”66 It is possible that this preferential treatment came in return 
for sexual favors. Likewise, when asked why Mark would poison Codman, 
Phillis replied that not only did Mark want a new master, but he was “uneasy 
and . . . concerned for Phoebe and [her] too.”67 Phillis did not comment on 
the matter further after her ominous statement, nor did the authorities ask 
her to, suggesting that Codman was doing something—most likely sexual—
to his female slaves that caused Mark to contemplate murder. 

The final piece of evidence that suggests sexual abuse was Phoebe’s 
punishment. Unlike Mark and Phillis, she was not convicted of petit treason 
and sentenced to death but was sold out of the colony, most likely to the 
West Indies. Caribbean slavery may have been a death sentence unto itself, 
but Phoebe never appeared in the summons, indictment, conviction, or writ 
of execution. Unlike the other main actors, her deposition and interrogation 
do not exist. Quite simply, authorities muted Phoebe and ordered her sold to 
avoid embarrassing Codman. Had she received the death penalty, she would 
have had to meet with a minister, who would offer spiritual guidance and 
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serve as a confessor. Like Mark, she would have confessed her sins publicly, 
giving her the perfect forum to describe Codman’s sexual crimes. Phoebe 
became a liability to Codman’s reputation as a respectable gentleman and 
had to be removed from the colony. Codman, by abusing and raping his 
slaves, violated the very essence of a dependent relationship—that the strong 
protect the weak and the weak labor for the strong—and paid with his life.

These “rights” claimed by John Codman’s slaves were not recognized by 
whites except in the few statutes protecting slaves. Rather, enslaved people 
adapted their conceptions of rights and liberties from dominant British 
culture. They confronted this aspect of monarchical culture on their own 
terms with their own interpretations. There was also no coherent set of rights 
to which slaves laid claim. Mark, Phillis, and Phoebe wanted a new master, 
the ability to labor and live away from their master, the right to a family, and 
protection from abuse. What they wanted, however, is not indicative of what 
other slaves wanted. In fact, the customary rights that slaves came to believe 
they held could be highly individualized. Nevertheless, understanding the 
slaves’ interpretation of traditional liberties and status helps to understand 
how they adapted to an unfree world and explains slave rebellion, running 
away, and even murder in the absence of modern conceptions of freedom.

CONCLUSION

In early eighteenth-century Boston, newly arrived African slaves 
entered a place that had undergone a dramatic cultural transformation over 
the previous decades. That these societal changes and slave importation 
coincided was no accident. Colonists’ eschewing their Puritan hierarchy in 
favor of a traditional English monarchical model brought them closer to the 
mother country. These close relations fostered commercial development but 
only enriched a few and created serious economic inequality. Boston’s social 
elite, not having landed nobility like their English counterparts, turned to 
legal mechanisms, consumption, and ostentatious displays of wealth, one of 
the most important being the ability to command the labor of slaves, to 
display their status. Middling artisans and professionals quickly copied their 
social superiors, and slave ownership became commonplace throughout the 
town. Moreover, increased trade also created a demand for labor, one that 
Bostonians filled from any available source. Despite growing demands for 
free, white labor, merchants, business owners, and artisans turned to bound 
labor, the most important being enslaved Africans.

Cultural transformation, wealth disparity, and a need for labor created a 
stratified, unfree world built on deference to social superiors and dependence. 
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Everyone had a place in the natural and divinely inspired hierarchy and had 
liberties fitting their station. Status determined one’s place in society, but it was 
race that pushed Africans to the bottom of this order. Legal statutes defined 
Africans as servants but also singled them out as somehow irredeemable, 
prone to crime, and unable to be incorporated into colonial society, thus 
forever confining them to the lowest tier of the social order. While it is hard 
to discern how slaves interpreted and adapted to this changing world, it seems 
that African slaves, like every other class of people in this society, believed 
they possessed a set of defensible, customary rights.

In early eighteenth-century Boston, chattel slavery, an Atlantic invention, 
and traditional European conceptions of class intersected and merged to create 
a distinctive social order.68 The combination of these two structures produced 
a hierarchy built on varying degrees of unfreedom. By conceptualizing 
slavery as one of many forms of bondage, we are forced to think beyond 
simplistic dichotomies of slave/free and white/black. Moreover, it forces us 
to historicize the meaning of freedom. Slavery was a legally defined and 
codified institution. Freedom, however, was amorphous, ever changing, and 
defined by its context. In a system meant to command-and-control labor, 
degrees of freedom and unfreedom were glaringly apparent, but only the 
latter was legally defined. What is obvious, however, is that even in such a 
seemingly unfree place, the people at the bottom of the hierarchy could push 
back, asserted their own autonomy, and fought for the rights they believed 
they possessed. Boston’s slaves did this by laying claim to an identity outside 
of being chattel, creating families, and fostering a dynamic community.

HJM
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Executions, 1755. There are only two known cases of people being burned 
at the stake in colonial Massachusetts, both were enslaved African women. In 
1681, a “negro servant” referred to as “Maria” was convicted of arson in Roxbury 
for an attempted murder of her master. 

Boston Evening Post, Sept. 22, 1755: “The fellow was hanged and the woman 
was burned at the stake.” Mark’s body was then taken to Charlestown Common 
and “hanged in Chains, on a Gibbet erected there for that purpose.” Most likely 
the body was left in chains until it rotted; this was to serve as an example to any 
other slave contemplating the murder of their master. Indeed, this site became a 
well-known landmark. Over four decades later, in a letter describing his famous 
ride, Paul Revere wrote: “I set off upon a very good Horse . . .  After I had passed 
Charlestown Neck, and got nearly opposite where Mark was hung in chains, I 
saw two men on Horse back, under a Tree. When I got near them, I discovered 
they were British officer[s].” Revere then describes how he managed to escape 
them. (Letter to Jeremy Belknap, c. 1798) 

Revere’s letter has an interesting history. On the website of the Paul Revere 
House, Nina Rodman writes that, “When visitors to the Paul Revere House 
learn about the Midnight Ride, they are often surprised that Revere was not 
celebrated for that mission during his lifetime. Although Revere did not become 
famous overnight, he did have a sense that his contributions would be important 
to record for the future. In 1798, twenty-three years after the Midnight Ride, 
Paul Revere responded to a request from Jeremy Belknap, the corresponding 
secretary of the Massachusetts Historical Society, and provided a more polished 
recounting of his Ride than two previous versions written in 1775.” Source: 
www,paulreverehouse.org, accessed 2/10/24.
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“Writ of Execution, or Death Warrant.” 
The court’s language is revealing. “Whereas . . . [the jury] did on their Oath Present 
That Phillis a Negro woman of Charlestown . . . not having the fear of God before her 
Eyes, but of her malice forethought contriving to deprive the Said John Codman her 
Said master of his life and him feloniously and Traitorously to kill and murder, she 
the said Phillis . . . did of her malice forethought willfully feloniously and Traitorously 
put a Deadly Poison called Arsenick into a Vial of Water and thereby did then and 
there Poison the same water – and That the said Phillis knowing the water aforesaid 
to be so poisoned did then and there feloniously willfully and traitorously and of 
her malice forethought put one spoonful of the same water so poisoned into a pint 
of the said John watergruel [sic] and thereby poison the same watergruel  . . . with a 
felonious and traitorous intent and design . . . that the said John her said master then 
being should then and there eat the Same Watergruel so poisoned and thereby be 
Poisoned killed and murdered.” Source: Goodell, Trial and Execution.


