HAND OUT #1 

Olaudah Equiano and Elizabeth Freeman (Bett) aka Mum Bett

Olaudah Equiano

Olaudah Equiano was born in 1745 in present day Nigeria.  He was kidnapped from his village as a child and sold into slavery.  He endured the horrors of the Middle Passage aboard a slave ship, and later passed between several “masters” including a British Royal Navy Officer, who used him as a servant during voyages between England and North America.  After purchasing his freedom in 1766, Equiano moved to England and became active in the abolitionist movement.  He wrote editorials in newspapers, helped organize a group of black Londoners known as the Sons of Africa and petitioned the British crown to take action against slavery.  He became known as one of history’s earliest proponents for interracial marriage, which he argued would eliminate color barriers and inspire racial harmony.  Equiano’s biggest contribution to abolitionism came in 1789, when he published “The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano”, an autobiography now considered one of the first slave narratives.  He died in 1797.
Elizabeth Freeman (Bett) aka Mum Bett

In 1781, as the American Revolution raged, a Massachusetts slave named Bett approached abolitionist lawyer Theodore Sedgwick and asked him to help her sue for her freedom.  Bett had endured mistreatment at the hands of her master’s wife and she was determined to not to return to their house again.  She cited a surprising source: Massachusetts’ newly created constitution, which included a passage stating that all the state’s residents were “born free and equal”.  Sedgwick took the case.  In a landmark decision, the jury agreed and awarded Bett her freedom as well as 30 shillings in damages.  It was the first time that a slave successfully won emancipation in court.  Massachusetts abolished slavery I n 1783.  Bett went on to work as a domestic servant in Sedgwick’s home.  She also adopted a name that reflected her new status as a free citizen:  Elizabeth Freeman.
