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PRETENDS TO BE FREE: 
Imagining Runaway Slaves 

 

An Introductory Essay for Students 
 

 
Runs falls rises stumbles on from darkness into darkness 
and the darkness thicketed with shapes of terror 
and the hunters pursuing and the hounds pursuing 
and the night cold and the night long and the river 
to cross and the jack-muh-lanterns beckoning beckoning 
and blackness ahead and when shall I reach that somewhere 
morning and keep on going and never turn back and keep on 
going 
 

         Runagate 
                Runagate 
                         Runagate 

 
If you were an enslaved individual in eighteenth-century 
New York or New Jersey, choosing to run away was a very 
difficult decision.  The opening lines from Robert Hayden’s 
poem Runagate Runagate capture both the confusion and 
determination present when enslaved individuals chose to 
run away and free themselves from the bonds of slavery.  
“Pretends to Be Free: Imagining Runaway Slaves” is an art 
competition based on the research and interpretation 
carried out by Philipsburg Manor, an outdoor history 
museum located in Sleepy Hollow, New York.  One of several 
historic sites owned by Historic Hudson Valley, Philipsburg 
Manor focuses on the story of enslavement in the colonial 
north and its effects on the commercial and cultural 
development of New York. 
 
Students visiting Philipsburg Manor often express anger at 
the system of enslavement and suggest that they would have 
resisted slavery through acts of sabotage, rebellion, 
physical violence against slave owners, and by running away.  
Not surprisingly, many enslaved individuals did exactly 
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what students suggest they would do if confronted by such 
a system. Although every type and individual act of 
resistance has its own story, there is much to be learned 
from the act of running away.  “Pretends to Be Free” is 
designed for students to: 
 

• Creatively and responsibly conceptualize the 
information published in New York and New Jersey 
newspapers during the eighteenth century 

• Understand that slavery in the colonial north was a 
complex and significant part of American history that 
must be approached with sensitivity 

• Recognize the uses and misuses of primary documents as 
a window into the past 

• Gain insight into and respect for the individuals who 
chose self-emancipation 

• Learn that history is ever-changing and always 
relevant to contemporary issues 

_______________ 
 

Contrary to popular belief, slavery in America was not 
limited to the southern states.  At the time of the American 
Revolution, slaves were present in all thirteen colonies.  In 
fact, by 1776, one of every five residents of the colonies was 
enslaved.  The largest slaveholding colony in the north was 
New York. By the middle of the eighteenth century, of the 
11,000 or so residents of New York City, about 2200 were 
enslaved. Most slave owners in New York owned between one 
and three individuals.  However, provisioning plantations 
along the Hudson River such as Philipsburg Manor and Van 
Cortlandt Manor each owned dozens of enslaved 
individuals. 
 
The life and labor of captive Africans in colonial New York 
is well-documented.  Surviving records of the colony note 
the development of New York’s “slave codes” and detail the 
harsh punishments given to enslaved individuals for arson, 
robbery, conspiracy and insurrection.  Shipping records 
attest to the size and scope of the transatlantic slave trade 
carried out by New York merchants.  Personal wills and 
probate inventories note the names, occupations and ages of 
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numerous enslaved men, women and children.  Recent and 
ongoing archaeological excavations in Manhattan, 
Brooklyn and eastern Long Island provide physical evidence 
of slavery’s brutality while also confirming the source 
cultures of captive Africans in America.  Many local 
newspapers printed advertisements for runaways often 
describing in detail the clothing, skills, education, physical 
traits and even perceived behavior of those who ran off. 
 
In New York, the hundreds of runaway advertisements that 
have been collected provide us with a wealth of knowledge 
about enslaved individuals and their community.  The ads 
show evidence of ongoing, active resistance by individuals 
against the institution of slavery and allow us a glimpse 
into the appearance, skills, personalities and motives of 
those who chose to run.  In their introduction to 
“Pretends to Be Free:” Runaway Slave Advertisements from 
Colonial and Revolutionary New York and New Jersey (New 
York: Garland Publishing, 1994), authors Graham Russell 
Hodges and Alan Edward Brown state that “advertisements 
culled from the newspapers of colonial and revolutionary 
New York and New Jersey offer rich evidence of African 
American resistance to servitude.” 
 
After researching these runaway ads, Hodges and Brown 
found that many enslaved individuals ran away during the 
busiest times of the agricultural season, a time when their 
absence would hurt the owners the most.  An example of this 
can be seen in the attached ad placed by George Mumford of 
Fishers Island, New York.  During the spring of 1754, at the 
height of the planting season, three of Mumford’s enslaved 
men and one white indentured servant ran away together.  
Because slaves were considered property, the act of running 
away was treated as theft.  Not only did these men “steal 
themselves” (and the clothes they wore), they also took a 
two-masted boat, a canoe, sixty pounds of butter, sixty-four 
pounds of cheese and some bread. 
 
With slavery legal and practiced in all thirteen colonies, 
freedom was hard to find and harder to keep.  In the 



 4 

eighteenth century, enslaved individuals often ran to find 
or maintain family.  Although marriage between slaves was 
not legally recognized, family ties were nonetheless strong.  
Forced separation of family members was common and often 
occurred with little or no notice to the enslaved 
community.  Two of the attached ads speak to the frequency 
with which enslaved individuals ran away to reunite with 
family.  One runaway notice is for Prince and Suck, a man 
and a woman with different owners who ran away together.  
Another speaks of a ten-year-old enslaved girl, Dinah, who, 
in April of 1778, was “stolen by her mother,” a woman named 
Cash.  A third ad refers to Violet, who in 1783 ran from her 
owner taking her two children with her. 
 
In addition to providing evidence of resistance and the 
importance of maintaining family connections at any cost, 
runaway advertisements also provide information about the 
skills and cultures within the enslaved community. The 
skills and education of enslaved persons were similar to 
those of white New Yorkers.  Because there were no legal 
restrictions against educating enslaved individuals, one’s 
job more or less dictated the amount of formal education 
received.  Slaves working as millers, carpenters, and 
blacksmiths needed certain mathematical skills to 
accomplish their tasks, while literacy skills were noted for 
several runaway boat pilots, man servants and traveling 
musicians.  The ability to read and write is apparent by the 
numerous references in advertisements to runaways who 
“forge their own pass” as a means of avoiding capture.  One 
of the attached notices mentions a fiddler, Mark Edward, 
who ran away in February of 1761. Enslaved musicians often 
traveled throughout the countryside performing at parties 
and dances.  This mobility provided numerous opportunities 
for self-emancipation. 
 
Much has been written about the ethnic diversity of 
Europeans in colonial New York, but the enslaved 
population was equally diverse.  Ritualistic scarification 
patterns and culturally specific names noted in runaway 
advertisements attest to the variety of nationalities present 
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in the enslaved community.  Venture, one of three enslaved 
men who ran from George Mumford in April of 1754, was 
described as “mark’d in the face, or scar’d with a knife in his 
own country.  Facial scarification was most prevalent in the 
Senegambia region of West Africa.  The Akan speaking peoples 
of modern Ghana and Togo were easily identified through 
their names.  The names Cuff and Cuffee were noted in 
numerous ads.  These names were a modified version of the 
Akan day-name, Kofe. 
 
It should be noted, however, that runaway advertisements 
were written by slave owners and written for people in 
support of slavery.  Advertisements that refer to women as 
“wenches,” men as “boys,” hair as “wooll” and numerous 
character traits ranging from deceitful and cunning to 
slow-witted and clumsy give more insight into the authors 
than the true nature of the individuals who ran away.  
While a significant resource, runaway notices must be read 
with an understanding that these are painful reminders of 
an era marked by grave inhumanity.  Documents written by 
slave owners about their slaves tell only one side of the 
story. 
 
Although runaway advertisements cannot be taken at face 
value, neither can they be discounted.  With few written 
records authored by enslaved individuals, runaway ads 
allow us to “put a face” on the past.  Once we learn to 
recognize the bias and read beyond it, these documents 
become more meaningful and useful both to scholars and 
students of history.  Taking the author’s biases into 
consideration it becomes readily apparent that enslaved 
individuals living in New York and New Jersey had ample 
reasons and opportunities to run away 
 
While many enslaved individuals ran away, others, however, 
chose not to for a variety of reasons. Acts of sabotage, 
violence, and running away were met with harsh 
punishments — both to the person or persons who ran or 
resisted and also to the families of those involved.  
Knowing that one’s family and friends could suffer for the 
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acts of another may have kept many from actively resisting.  
Those who chose not to run away often used other, more 
secretive methods of daily resistance including work slow-
downs, pretending to be sick, and acting incompetent. 
 

_______________________ 
 

The eight runaway advertisements selected for this project 
cannot be wholly representative of the large, diverse and 
multi-faceted population of people who chose to run away.  
However, the fifteen enslaved individuals noted in these ads 
each had personal reasons, motivations, hopes and desires 
for running away that may well have been shared by many, 
many others.  Some of these reasons may seem readily 
apparent in the notices, but others most certainly were 
hidden from the slaveholders who were the authors of 
these advertisements.  “Pretends to Be Free: Imagining 
Runaway Slaves” is a project that allows students to 
represent the other side of the story. 
 
A Note on the Following Advertisements: 
 
The runaway advertisements chosen can be found in 
Pretends to be Free: Runaway Slave Advertisements from 
Colonial and Revolutionary New York and New Jersey. 
(Hodges, Graham Russell and Alan Edward Brown, eds. New 
York: Garland Publishing, 1994).  Although the layout and 
choice of “period” fonts were reproduced using modern 
equipment, the spelling, syntax, punctuation, capitalization 
and contractions used in the original ads have been largely 
retained.  Perhaps the most recognizable difference between 
contemporary typeface and those used in 18th century print 
is the use of the long “s” (Èirt, perÇon).  Certain ligatures 
such as the double “s” (braß , veß el) were also used.  Although 
difficult to read at first, students should be aware that 
these characters are pronounced like the modern “s.” 
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