
AFRICAN AMERICANS DURING THE REVOLUTION

American colonists fought the British during the American Revolution. An African 
American named Crispus Attucks is considered its first victim, killed in the Boston 
Massacre in 1770. Crispus may have one day become a Patriot soldier in the 
Revolutionary War, but as a slave he could not. Let's find out why. ...  

During the Revolution, the British decided to ask slaves to join their side as soldiers. 
However, Southern Americans would not do the same because they were afraid the 
slaves would rise against them. The British promised slaves they would be freed, but 
that didn't always happen. Still, hundreds of slaves signed up. But, weren't there ANY 
African Americans in the Continental Army? Sure, there were some Northerners, 
mechanics, drummers and fifers. There were even some Southern slaves who were 
paid substitutes for their owners, but most people at the time did not trust African 
Americans with guns.

However, George Washington enlisted some African American men as early as 1776 
when he needed new soldiers. In February 1778, Rhode Island voted to officially enlist 
slaves in the military. Slaves gained freedom after the war, and their owners were paid. 
The 1st Rhode Island Regiment was a fine outfit of soldiers, loyal to the fight for 
independence. At its peak, this regiment had 600 African American members.

Peter Salem and Salem Poor were Revolutionary War heroes. These two African 
American soldiers fought bravely in several battles, including the Battle of Bunker Hill. 
Oliver Cromwell crossed the Delaware with General Washington, and then he fought in 
battle after battle. Oliver lived to be 100 years old, and he shared his stories of combat 
in war.

Edward Hector was a wagoner who stood up to the British and refused to surrender 
during the Battle of Brandywine. He grabbed some guns, tossed them into the back of 
his horse-drawn wagon and took off. Even though he probably had no gun himself, he 
saved enough weapons for his company to survive.

James Forten was 15 years old and free when he joined the Continental Navy. The 
British captured him at sea, but James made it home alive. He became a wealthy 
sailmaker in Philadelphia. James fought against slavery and for civil rights for the rest of 
his life.

Phillis Wheatley wasn't a soldier, but she was a famous poet during the Revolution. 
She was brought to Boston from Africa as a slave at age 7, but later she was set free. 
The Wheatley family taught Phillis to read and write. She put her skills to good use, 
writing poetry that promoted civil rights and the ending of slavery, or abolition. She 
was the first African American woman published. Phillis and many other African 
Americans helped the U.S. greatly during the Revolution. 
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