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Young Elizabeth‟s World  

lizabeth Hemings began life when America was still a colonial possession. She lived through the Revolution in 

the home of one of the men who helped make it and died during the formative years of the American Republic, 

an unknown person in the midst of pivotal events in national and world history. Hemings lived at a time when 

chattel slavery existed in every American colony, but was dramatically expanding and thriving in the Virginia 

that was her home. She was, by law, an item of property—a nonwhite, female slave, whose life was bounded by 

eighteenth-century attitudes about how such persons fit into society. Those attitudes, years in the making by the time 

Hemings was born, fascinate because they are at once utterly familiar and totally alien. 

Most Americans today admit the existence of racism and sexism, even as we often disagree about examples of them. 

When we encounter these practices while studying the eighteenth century, we react knowingly. “These are the things,” at 

least some of us say, “that we‟re still working to overcome.” We also know that hierarchies, based on any number of 

factors, exist in every society, enriching the lives of some and blighting the lives of others. 

Yet, slavery is a different matter altogether. There are workers all over the world who live desperate lives with little 

hope of advancement for themselves or their children. There are women who are held in bondage and forced to work as 

prostitutes or to clean others‟ homes and care for others‟ families while their own families go unattended. None of these 

conditions approach the systematic degradation and violence of American slavery sanctioned by state and church. People 

were bought and sold against their will. They were defined in statutes as chattel or real estate. With the law‟s protection 

they could be beaten to death as part of legitimate “correction.” They were denied legal marriage. Slave women were 

unprotected against rape. Forcing a slave woman to have sex against her will was considered a trespass against her 

owner. If her owner raped her, it was no crime at all. What the violation meant to the woman was irrelevant. The law 

prevented slaves from giving testimony in courts against white people. It was a world where one could pick up the daily 

newspaper and see advertisements touting “Negroes for sale” and descriptions of “runaway slaves” complete with stock 

caricatures that made them instantly recognizable to all readers. These and all the other depredations of the slave system 

present a world that seems far removed from daily life in the United States in the twenty-first century. Though we hear 

echoes of that world and understand that its effects are still present, much about this time feels otherworldly. 

Understanding the path of Elizabeth Hemings‟s life requires some consideration of the contours of the community into 

which she was born, an elastic place with boundaries that expanded, contracted, shifted, and evolved over time. At the 

broadest level, Hemings was part of a large Atlantic world, comprising Europeans and Africans on both sides of that 

ocean whose lives were shaped by the demands of slavery. While the characteristics of that world must inform our view, 

a thorough investigation of all parts of it is beyond the scope of this book. Instead, we will draw the circle around 

Hemings more closely to look at the world she would have known most intimately—the world of an enslaved woman in 

eighteenth-century Virginia. 

To say to an American that Elizabeth Hemings was “born a slave” is to call forth a particular image of who she was, 

how she lived her life, and even how she spoke and carried herself. That is because slavery lives in the minds of most 

Americans as a series of iconic images: a slave ship packed tight with human cargo, a whip, the auction block, slaves 

speaking one universal and timeless dialect, black figures toiling in cotton fields. That last image—the cotton field—has 

most strongly influenced our view, freezing the institution in its antebellum period when cotton was “king” and when 

slavery had, in the view of one influential historian, been thoroughly domesticated.
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the nineteenth century, enslaved Virginians of African origin, and those of English extraction whose ancestors introduced 

slavery into the Old Dominion, had long since become Americans, and the institution that defined their existence together 

had adapted itself, it seemed, for the long haul. 

What had gone before, the process that brought those two groups into their “Americanness,” is largely the province of 

scholars of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. There are many reasons for this, but several immediately 

come to mind. First, American slavery at its beginnings—obscure, distant, and tragic—is probably for most people a less 

attractive point of focus than the story of the discovery and political founding of the American nation. If you like your 

history heroic—and many people seem to—the story of slavery in the early American period is simply not the place to go 

looking for heroes, at least not among the people most commonly written about. 

Second, with the exception of periodic bouts of “founders chic,”
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 in which the men credited with drawing up the 

blueprint for the United States are pitted against one another—Hamilton was really better than Jefferson, Madison was 

better than Adams, and Franklin was better than all of them—the colonial and Revolutionary period in America has so far 

failed to capture the cultural imagination the way the Civil War era has. There is no Gone with the Wind for the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, no literature wallowing in the romance of defeat, no passionate attachments to 

divisive symbols that live on to poison contemporary race relations and threaten the American future. The Civil War is 

over, but the politics that fueled it and helped design its aftermath are still very much with us, playing out in various racially 

charged and seemingly intractable disputes about desegregation, affirmative action, even the continued use in the public 

sphere of a Confederate battle flag that once flew against the United States of America. The years running up to, during, 

and after the Civil War mark the beginning of the America we know today—a modern country, powered by the market and 

free labor, multiracial in its composition (if somewhat uneasily), and at its most fundamental core, united. 

It is not as if no heroism or romance were to be found in the colonial period. Schoolchildren are told an uplifting story 

about English men and women escaping religious persecution to build their own cities upon the hill in what would become 

New England. Who could not identify with the urge to live one‟s life in peace and freedom, and not admire people willing 

to cross an ocean to do it? That some of the later immigrants to New England were Puritans, who almost immediately 

went about the business of persecuting those who did not toe their particular version of “the line,” does not diminish the 

attractiveness of those early aspirations. It was the idea that counts. We can (and do) without embarrassment draw a 

direct line from the dreams of those Americans in the making to our dreams today. 

Elizabeth Hemings‟s Virginia, however, presents a real problem. It is hard to associate the earliest Virginians who 

controlled society with any aspiration loftier than that of making a killing. The colony was, after all, founded by the Virginia 

Company. It was from the very beginning a moneymaking enterprise, a place for men seeking their fortunes with limited 

reference to spirituality, with no nod to sentimentality and, apparently, very few limits on how the moneymaking could 

proceed. In one historian‟s words, the people who settled the colony were all adventurers “in the fullest sense of the term,” 

men “seeking the main chance for [themselves] in that part of the new world which . . . seemed to offer [them] the best 

chances.” The term “adventurer” doesn‟t really do justice to the men who helped usher in this world, for we must instead 

think of what those high-stakes gambles actually entailed. Voracious land grabbing and land speculation, aided and 

abetted by the manipulation of public offices, made a relative handful of people wealthy.
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Those who had to rely chiefly on their physical labor to amass property were at a distinct disadvantage. By t he end 

of the seventeenth century, the white indentured servants who came to the colony hoped that, in a not too distant 

future, they too could own enough land to do more than subsist. Their dreams, however, were very seldom realized. 

That this economic and social system eventually came most fully into its own on the backs of enslaved Africans adds 

depravity to the overall picture of venality. Unless one is willing and able to overlook extremely important details about 

the fundamental nature of this society, the story of Virginia‟s origins does not lend itself to romanticizing. This is 

probably why for most Americans the national narrative begins at Plymouth Rock instead of Jamestown, even though 

the Virginia fortune seekers arrived more than a decade before the Pilgrims. 

All this seems worlds away from where we are now, but despite its comparative remoteness, the colonial period in 

America, as experienced in both the North and the South, in very critical ways helped define who we are today. For one 

thing, it was during that period that the basic meanings of “whiteness” and “blackness” were in the process of being 

defined for the American population. However it has been expressed over the years, the association of whiteness with 



power and privilege, blackness with relative powerlessness and second-class status, began to take shape in this time and 

has been a persistent feature of life in America ever since. It has survived Revolution, Civil War, massive immigration, two 

world wars, the Cold War, and the tremendous social upheaval during the latter part of the twentieth century. Because we 

are still living with this, it is worthwhile for us to consider the world that greeted the matriarch of the Hemings family in the 

mid-1700s. 

The Africans and the English 

By the 1730s, the decade in which Elizabeth Hemings was born to an African mother and an English father, the institution 

that would define her life and those of her descendants for years to come was firmly in place. Virginia was a full-fledged 

slave society 116 years after a small number of Africans (“negars”) arrived at Jamestown, the English colony on the 

James River. It was during those years that white Virginians transformed their laws, culture, and economy to make slavery 

based upon race the very foundation of their way of life.
4
 

The transformation was hardly instantaneous. Slavery in Virginia did not spring up overnight. It took time—spanning the 

last seven decades of the 1600s—for the English colonists, or the leading lights of the colony, to define the terms of 

engagement between Africans and the English in that corner of the New World. What they settled upon foretold a life of 

pain and struggle for the Africans and their progeny over many generations, and prosperity (or at least the hope of it) for 

the English and their descendants. Scholars have long debated the reason for this turn of events, why the Virginia 

colonists turned away from the labor of white indentured servants and decided to enslave Africans. Some have cited race 

and religion as the deciding factors, allowing men who jealously guarded their liberty to obliterate the liberty of others who 

were of a different color and different faiths. Other scholars suggest it was a straightforward economic calculation. Still 

others assert that it was some combination of these and other influences.
5
 

In the beginning, when the numbers of Africans were few, there was some ambiguity about their status in Virginia. The 

scant evidence that exists on this question suggests several alternative scenarios. While most Africans may have been 

treated as slaves for life from the very start, others became free in the years immediately following the arrival of the first 

group. Were these freed slaves treated as indentured servants, or had they been seen as slaves but emancipated for 

some reason by their owners—as happened occasionally all throughout the time of slavery in America? We may never 

know for certain. As the number of Africans increased—slowly at first—their labor was mixed with the indentured labor of 

Englishmen, and a smaller number of Englishwomen. For a good part of the seventeenth century, these two groups 

(along with a smaller number of Native Americans) worked side by side. In the words of the historian Philip D. Morgan, 

“they ate, smoked, ran away, stole, and made love together.” But Morgan also wisely cautions against seeing their 

situations as the same. Enslaved Africans were distinguished from their white counterparts by the “sheer nakedness of 

the exploitation to which they were subject.”
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Although the peoples of Africa and Europe were not unknown to one another, it is safe to say that the majority of 

seventeenth-century Africans and English people would not have been in extensive contact. There had been an African 

presence in Great Britain since ancient times, but not a substantial one until the beginning of the slave trade. Englishmen 

and their predecessors in the trade from other parts of Europe created outposts along the African coast in order to 

conduct the traffic in human beings, forming alliances with the leaders of those societies and having children with African 

women, who often became involved in the trade themselves.
7
 It was in the New World that the lives of these people with 

different skin colors became most closely entwined. They greeted one another in this land as strangers across a divide 

that was both physical and cultural, and each had views about the other that centered on notions of difference and 

inferiority. 

Negative views about the color black existed within English culture long before Englishmen actually encountered 

people with “black” skin. Black was evil. Black was dirty. Although other evidence suggests that people of African origin 

were not universally reviled in England, the tendency to see black negatively was definitely a part of English culture. 

Naturally, its view of whiteness carried all the opposite meanings. Color, then, became an expression of a person‟s 

essence.
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This was a two-way street, with the Africans thinking along the same lines about their white counterparts, but in the 



process reversing the conclusions. They saw themselves as different from whites and often imbued whiteness with 

negative characteristics. Whites were physically ugly—one “African ruler thought „all Europeans looked like ugly sea 

monsters‟”—cannibalistic, and disfavored by God. A seventeenth-century European traveler reported that some “local 

blacks” he had met said that “„while God created Blacks as well as White Men,‟ the Lord preferred the blacks.” Others 

referred to a Danish man as being “„as white as the devil.‟”
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 Once blacks and whites were together in the new world of 

Virginia, where Anglo-American colonists controlled society, only the whites‟ perception of the meaning of differences 

between the races counted. They could, and did, codify their understanding of what it meant to be black and what it meant 

to be white, with devastating consequences for people of African origin. 

Matters were complicated further because the “Africans” were anything but monolithic in their cultures. “Black men and 

women were transported to America as members of specific tribes—as Ibos, Yorubas, or Ashantis but not simply as 

Africans.”
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 Africa is the most linguistically, culturally, and genetically diverse of the continents, and though no one at that 

time could have dreamed it, the enslaved Africans, under the skin, at the genetic level, were more “different” from one 

another than the English were from their fellow Europeans. 

White Virginians, particularly members of the slave-owning class, did recognize that Africans were not all alike. Over 

the course of time in the early days of slavery, some planters even came to prefer workers who were brought from one 

region over those from others.
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 But respecting and preserving the culture of these very diverse people was never the 

point for the white colonists. Developing and maintaining a work force were the real issues, and as these goals were 

realized, all the various African ethnic groups were gradually subsumed under the category of enslaved black people. In 

that more literally minded age, surface appearances were what counted, and the various shades of black told Anglo-

Virginians everything they thought they needed to know about who could be a slave and who could not. 

In the end the physical differences—skin color, facial features, and hair type—between Africans and English people 

in Virginia helped create and maintain a critical dividing line. What the Africans “did” became less important than what 

they “were” as signaled by their physical appearance. Even if Africans chose to  adopt the mores of the English, they 

could never overcome the powerful view that the differences between the groups were elemental and largely 

insurmountable. As a result, the lowliest indentured white servants could be, and were, encouraged to identify w ith their 

white masters while distancing themselves from the blacks with whom they worked. 

Some historians have seen early examples of cooperation between Africans and white indentured servants in the 

seventeenth century as evidence that racial prejudice was a creature of slavery and argue that the institution taught white 

colonists to look down upon black people. They also suggest that the colonists‟ willingness to allow some of the early 

Africans to be freemen while others were enslaved for life reveals a degree of flexibility in race relations, and that flexibility 

suggests racial attitudes had not been firmly set.
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 Highlighting the variable experiences of the earliest blacks in Virginia is 

much less useful than keying in on the one constant in the lives of whites from Jamestown to Appomattox: they were 

never to be designated as chattel who passed their condition down to their children, and their children‟s children, in 

perpetuity. Significantly, this distinction between black and white was drawn well before Virginia became bound to slavery 

as the economic foundation of its society. 

And why wouldn‟t it have been? The Virginia colonists did not exist in a vacuum. They were travelers in the Atlantic 

world of which slavery was so much a part. Who Africans were, and how they had been used in that world for centuries, 

was well known to them. Long before the English got involved, the Portuguese had enslaved Africans, as had the 

Spanish. Englishmen certainly heard tales of the Arabs‟ enslavement of Africans that began centuries before Europeans 

even thought of the notion. The ease and swiftness with which blacks were written out of the social compact indicates that 

notions of essential difference and inferiority took hold very early on in the Virginia experiment. As more Africans arrived 

and the commitment to the economic system of slavery grew deeper, the perceived differences between whites and 

blacks provided a workable excuse for widening the social gap between indentured white servants and blacks, until that 

gap became a yawning chasm. 

Religion played a role in the process as well. The English colonists, of course, were Christians. Some Africans had 

converted to Christianity even before their arrival in the New World, but the overwhelming majority of them had not. They 

had their own religious traditions, and whether those traditions were animist or Islamic, those who adhered to them were, in 

the eyes of the English, “heathens.” At first, this difference was offered to explain why Africans alone were eligible for 



chattel slavery. Christianity is an evangelical religion of faith, not blood, and carries in its very heart the expectation that 

multitudes will become Christian through the ritual of baptism. The question arose, “What happens when an African 

heathen becomes a Christian?” Shouldn‟t that wipe away the stain of slavery? Some masters who wanted to free their 

slaves thought so, and for a time their actions appeared to threaten—albeit in a minor way—the stability of the institution. 

The Church of England shut down that avenue of emancipation when it confirmed that baptism of a slave into the Christian 

faith did not require the emancipation of that slave, an understanding that Virginia codified in law. Christians could, in good 

conscience, hold other Christians in bondage.
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In the end, the Anglo-Virginians introduced a form of chattel slavery unknown in their home country—a system of 

bondage based upon race. This was indeed a brave new world. Proceeding on an ad hoc basis, the colonists put together 

rules and customs to accommodate the new society taking shape. There was no direct precedent from their home country 

for doing what they did; in fact, it required them to break rather quickly with one important long-held tradition and 

understanding that they had carried with them across the Atlantic Ocean. That fateful deviation from English tradition—

one that would set the course of Elizabeth Hemings‟s life and the lives of her descendants—was the Virginia colonists‟ 

decision to abandon the English tradition that determined a person‟s status by the status of the father. In England you 

“were” what your father “was.” A person could be born free or as a member of a group of “unfree” people who existed 

during various points in English history—for example, a villein (serf) attached to the land of a lord or to the lord himself. 

Inventing the rules of slavery, in 1662, Virginians decided to adopt the Roman rule partus sequitur ventrem, which says 

that you were what your mother was.
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 This important departure from tradition had enormous consequences for the 

progress of slavery and the mapping of Virginia‟s racial landscape. Why take this route? Although the preamble to the 

legislation states the impetus for the law—“doubts have arisen whether children got by an Englishman upon a Negro 

woman should be slave or ffree”—there is no language explaining exactly why, in the context of Virginian colonial society, 

the ways of ancient Rome should emerge as superior to the more readily available and familiar English tradition. There 

are some reasonable speculations. 

One way to think about it is to imagine what might have been the course of slavery in Virginia had the colonists 

followed their English tradition. White men, particularly the ones who made up the House of Burgesses, the legislature in 

colonial Virginia, were the masters of growing numbers of African women, owning not only their labor but their very 

bodies. That these women sometimes would be used for sex as well as work must have occurred to the burgesses. 

Inevitably offspring would arise from some of these unions. Even white males who owned no slaves could contribute to 

the problem by producing, with enslaved black women, children who would be born free, thus destroying a critical 

component of the master‟s property right: the ability to capture the value of the “increase” when female slaves gave birth. 

That exact situation was at issue in 1655, when a mulatto woman, Elizabeth Key, who later married her lawyer, 

successfully sued for her freedom on the basis of the fact that her father was English. This case, and probably others that 

never made it to court but would have been part of the social knowledge of the community, caught the burgesses‟ 

attention, and they acted to close this possible escape route out of slavery for one potentially large category of people of 

African origin: the children of white fathers and enslaved mothers. The law passed in the wake of Key‟s case actually had 

two components—the new rule determining status through the mother and a provision for doubling the fine for mixed-race 

couples who engaged in sex over those levied against unmarried same-race couples. The historian Warren M. Billings, 

who was the first to do extensive work on the case, saw the law as a strong anti-race-mixing measure. “Writing a seldom 

used civil law doctrine, partus sequitur ventrem, into the statute indicates the depth of the lawmakers‟ desire to prevent 

miscegenation.” While the double fine reflects a wish to discourage mixed-race sex, the same cannot be said for partus 

sequitur ventrem. The doctrine assured that white men—particularly the privileged ones who passed the law, who would 

not likely have been haled into court for fornication even with white women—could have sex with enslaved women, 

produce children who were items of capital, and never have to worry about losing their property rights in them.
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Partus sequitur ventrem, then, was an important first principle in this nascent slave-owning society based upon race. 

Like all efficient legal rules, it achieved its aim—here, the maximum protection of property rights—with little or no 

intervention by the state or other third parties. The private conduct of men would have no serious impact on the emerging 

slave society as a whole. White men could engage in sex with black women without creating a class of freeborn mixed-

race people to complicate matters. Men, who can produce many more children than women, and who throughout history 



have been less subject to social stricture for their sexuality, constituted the greater potential threat for bringing this class 

into being. Following the dictates of their English heritage would have required some white men to tell other white men 

what women they could and could not have sex with, knowing full well the day might come when others would have the 

opportunity to return the favor. Under the rules of the game the burgesses constructed, there was no need to interfere with 

other men‟s conduct, even as the efforts to control white women‟s sexual activity grew ever more strenuous. Whatever the 

social tensions and confusion created by the presence of people who were neither black nor white, Virginia‟s law on 

inheriting status through the mother effectively ended threats to slave masters‟ property rights when interracial sex 

produced children who confounded the supposedly fixed categories of race. 

The “Full-blooded African” Woman and the “Englishman” 

As the daughter of an enslaved African woman and an Englishman, Elizabeth Hemings physically embodied the strange 

and devastating encounter between black and white in colonial Virginia. As we will see, Hemings‟s father indeed cared 

that his daughter might be in perpetual bondage. There was nothing he could do. His whiteness and free status could not 

save her from the fate ordained by seventeenth-century legislators. What loomed before her, at Bermuda Hundred, the 

Forest, Guinea, Elk Hill, and, finally, Monticello grew out of their very particular construction of slavery, status, and race. 

The law did not solve everything. The colonists could not simply ignore the fact that people like Hemings were neither 

“purely” African nor “purely” English—their physical appearance showed the melding of two different “types.” This could 

never have been totally ignored in a world that put great stock in surface appearances. When Isaac Jefferson, who would 

meet Hemings many years later at Monticello, described her as a “bright mulatto woman,” he was using a term adopted 

early on in America to categorize racially mixed people. Calling such people “mulattoes,” from the Spanish word meaning 

“mule,” insinuated that blacks and whites, though related, were close to being separate species, as a mule is the offspring 

of a horse and a donkey. Using this term in letters, legislative enactments, court opinions, and other documents seems to 

have been more wishful thinking than anything remotely descriptive. The English colonists, and their predecessors, knew 

that the analogy did not work. Mules, evidently as a consequence of their mixed parentage, are sterile. Children born to 

one black parent and one white parent are not, barring some personal physical impairment. This was not the first, nor 

would it be the last, time that pseudo-biological notions would be employed to degrade people possessing any degree of 

African heritage.
16

 

Naturally, mixed-race people could and did reproduce themselves, though there is no way to know how many people 

like Elizabeth Hemings existed at the time of her birth. We do know that sensitivities about the differences between blacks 

and whites were particularly heightened during her early childhood as large numbers of Africans were arriving daily into 

the colony. In contrast to previous generations who had undergone “seasoning” in various West Indian ports before 

arriving in Virginia, this new generation of enslaved Africans came directly from the continent with their languages, 

religions, and cultural practices intact. Language was a barrier to cooperation in some cases. But very often slave ships 

brought cargoes of people from the same region who disembarked together and were sold as a group. In addition, there 

was always the possibility of making contact with earlier captives from one‟s region. 

The shock, misery, and anxiety of being forcibly brought to a strange world by people who seemed equally strange, 

and who by their actions showed their willingness to impose their will through violence, was enormous. After the terror and 

uncertainty of the Middle Passage, many of the new arrivals clung to one another determined to face together whatever 

they were going to confront. From the Anglo-Virginians‟ perspective, these new arrivals seemed more “outlandish” and 

threatening, their greater numbers literally changing the face of Virginia. A child like Elizabeth Hemings, a mixture of the 

familiar and the increasingly frightening unknown, excited a whole host of reactions, from fascination to confusion and 

repulsion. 

Although mixed-race people like Hemings were a recognized category in early Anglo-American statutes, they enjoyed 

no advantages at law. The statutory listings of “negroes” and “mulattoes” were really a way to emphasize that mixed-race 

people had the same status as blacks. The defining fissure lay between those born slaves and those born free. Law in the 

books, of course, often operates very differently (and sometimes hardly at all) out in society at large. While being mixed 

race did not stop people from being slaves, it could affect the course of an individual slave‟s life, helping determine the 



type of work one performed and the likelihood that one might someday go free. During most of the time of slavery in 

Virginia, emancipated slaves tended to be of mixed race. That should not surprise. Some fathers wanted to free their 

children. It also makes perfect sense in a world fueled by white supremacy. Whites could reject equali ty for those who 

were not all white, but distinguish people who were partly white from the masses of blacks. There was a marked 

tendency to cast mixed-race people as superior to their black fellows, for no partly white person could be all bad. In the 

end, although the overwhelming majority of mixed-race slaves endured lives every bit as harsh as those of slaves who 

were not mixed, being mixed race mattered, and Hemings and others like her complicated in ways large and small 

whites‟ determination to create a slave society based upon race. 

Madison Hemings, one of Elizabeth‟s many grandsons, said one such complication arose early on in young Elizabeth‟s 

life. Hemings, speaking about his grandmother‟s origins, said that the disjuncture between having an enslaved black 

mother and a free white father was the source of conflict in Elizabeth‟s early childhood. Her father, “the captain of an 

English trading vessel,” met Elizabeth‟s mother, described as a “full-blooded African, and possibly a native of that 

country,” at or near Williamsburg. Captain Hemings wanted to buy his daughter, whom he had acknowledged as his “own 

flesh.” Even though he offered “an extraordinarily large price for her,” Hemings‟s owner, identified as “John Wales,” 

refused to sell the child. When this happened, Captain Hemings plotted to “take the child by force or stealth.” His plans 

were thwarted when “leaky fellow servants” of Elizabeth‟s mother alerted “Mr. Wales,” who then brought mother and child 

into the “great house,” where he could keep an eye on them. Hemings explained that his grandfather refused to sell his 

grandmother because he was interested in how this mixed-race child would turn out. After a while Captain Hemings gave 

up and left Virginia and his child.
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Exactly where in Africa Elizabeth Hemings‟s mother was supposed to have come from is unknown. That she was 

African fits extremely well with the demographic profile of Virginia at the time of her daughter‟s birth. The 1730s marked 

the high tide for importation of Africans into the colony. More were brought into the Old Dominion during this period than in 

any other decade in which the slave trade was legal. Newly imported Africans made up 34 to 44 percent of the colony‟s 

total slave population. The largest numbers were from Angola, followed by the Bight of Biafra (off the coast of Nigeria) and 

the region of Senegambia (Senegal and Gambia). The Williamsburg area had particularly high concentrations of people 

who had been born in Africa, making it a place full of Africans of diverse ethnic origins, native-born blacks, Anglo-

American colonists, and English seamen—a multicultural, multilingual province, where an English ship captain would 

likely encounter a “full-blooded African” woman.
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Under law Elizabeth Hemings‟s father had no right to her, and if he wanted his child, unless her owner in the spirit of 

generosity wanted to give her away, he would have had to buy her. If the owner refused, there was no recourse. But just 

who owned Elizabeth when she was born? Although John Wayles did live near Williamsburg, in Charles City County, he 

apparently did not own Elizabeth Hemings at her birth. Rather, he came into ownership of her when she was about eleven 

years old upon his marriage to Martha Eppes in 1746. The couple‟s marriage settlement (essentially a contract that, 

among other things, allowed the wife to retain control over property brought to the marriage, which in slaveholding areas 

very often meant slaves) included Elizabeth Hemings and, presumably, her mother because whoever owned the mother 

owned the child.
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 This confusion over ownership, and the tangle that emerges in sorting it out, reveals with great clarity 

what happened when human beings were treated as “things.” 

Martha Eppes Wayles‟s father, Francis Eppes IV, died in 1734. In a 1794 listing, Jefferson‟s Farm Book recorded 

Elizabeth Hemings‟s year of birth as “abt” 1735, but dropped the equivocation in other listings. So it cannot be said with 

certainty whether she was born just before Eppes died or just after. By his will drafted in 1733, Eppes set out with great 

specificity what property he wanted to leave to each of his children. When speaking of his daughter Martha, he wrote that 

he gave “unto my my daughter Martha Eppes Several negroes following, the negro woman Jenny, my negro girl Agge, my 

negro girl Judy, my negro girl Sarah, my negro girl Dinah. . . .” At the end of the section devoted to Martha, Eppes also 

gave her a share with her sister Anne in two male slaves, Argulas and Will, and a female slave named Parthena, stating, 

“[M]y will and desire is that the increase if any from ye said Parthena may be equally divided between them when they, or 

either of them shall come of age or mary [sic].”
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 Was one of these six the “full-blooded African” woman? 

Not one of those names is African, but we would not expect them to be, since most slave owners called their African 

captives by the names they wanted when they arrived in the New World, instead of what their names actually were. Two 



names in that group, however, are very closely associated with later generations of the Hemings family. “Sarah” was the 

name of Elizabeth‟s youngest daughter, more famously known by her nickname, Sally. In turn Sally Hemings would have 

nieces and a granddaughter named Sarah, and the name would continue in the family. As we will see, however, Sally 

Hemings more likely got her name from her father‟s family. “Parthena” was an alternate spelling of the name Parthenia, 

which stands out among the usual run of Marthas, Marys, Elizabeths, and Annes. Elizabeth Hemings would have a 

daughter and several granddaughters called Thenia in Jefferson‟s records, a diminutive of Parthenia. In the marriage 

settlement between John Wayles and Martha Eppes, the five female slaves given to Martha by her father are mentioned in 

the same order in which they appeared in Francis Eppes‟s will—Jenny, Aggie (now spelled with an ie), Sarah, and Dinah. 

The slave Judy, whose name appears between Aggie and Sarah, is rendered as Judah. Several other names were added 

in the next line of the will, “Kate, Parthenia [now spelled with an i], Betty and Ben, a boy.”
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Just which of these women was Elizabeth‟s mother? When preparing his will giving Elizabeth Hemings to his own 

daughter Martha, John Wayles makes clear that Elizabeth was the “Betty” referred to in the property settlement when he 

married Martha Eppes. Elizabeth must have been the daughter of one of the Eppes slaves given to Martha, as she had 

evidently not been born yet when the will was written. That the Eppes-Wayles marriage settlement lists these new names 

along with the five enslaved women given to Martha in her father‟s will suggests that in the years between 1733, when 

Francis Eppes willed the slave women to his daughter, and 1746, when the settlement was drawn, these women had 

given birth. Some, if not all, of the added names may represent their children who by law would automatically have 

belonged to Martha as well. 

Given the uniqueness of the name, and the prevalence of its diminutive in Elizabeth Hemings‟s family, it seems very 

likely that Parthenia, whose “increase” Francis Eppes said should be divided between his two daughters, was related to 

Elizabeth. She may, in fact, have been her mother. The provisions of his will indicate that Francis Eppes IV was a hard 

man. He clearly had no compunction about separating mothers from children to achieve some sort of parity between his 

own offspring, as sections of his will make clear. He wanted to be fair to each child (but with a tilt toward his sons), down 

to the number of “silver spoons” and “feather beds.”
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 Indeed, that was apparently the reason for having Martha and Anne 

Eppes share Parthenia and two other male slaves. They appear at the end of the section of the will as if Eppes had been 

rounding up a sum of money. He knew that to give Parthenia to one daughter would be giving that daughter a bonus. 

Parthenia would have children who would always belong to her owner, while Will‟s and Argulas‟s children might not, if the 

males were to have children with a woman owned by another. Eppes‟s resolution—sharing Parthenia and her increase—

contained a built-in cruelty, for while Parthenia could not be in two places at one time, she could have children who could 

be divided between two sisters, thus separating mother from children and siblings from one another. This outcome was 

avoided by means of partition, with Parthenia going to Martha, and the other two slaves to her sister Anne. Whatever her 

mother‟s name, any tussle over young Elizabeth Hemings occurred between Captain Hemings and some member of the 

Eppes family, not John Wayles. The Eppeses resided at Bermuda Hundred, in the immediate vicinity of Williamsburg. It 

was there that Elizabeth Hemings was most likely born. 

The Eppeses 

Elizabeth‟s owners, the Eppeses, were among the earliest arrivals to Virginia from their native England. The founding settler, 

Francis, served on the Council of Virginia in the 1630s. The family took up residence along the James and Appomattox 

Rivers in Henrico County, which would later be divided in two, creating a new county called Chesterfield. Like other arriving 

families of the day, the Eppeses achieved large landholdings through the headright system, a scheme designed to stimulate 

immigration to Virginia.
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In the beginning years of the colony, when the experiment seemed in danger of failure—with immigrant indentured 

servants dying of disease at alarming rates, starving, or being killed by Native Americans who resented the encroachment 

on their land—the owners of the Virginia Company decided to take drastic measures to get bodies into the colony to do 

productive work. Throughout the seventeenth century and into the beginning of the eighteenth, anyone who paid his way 

or for passage of other immigrants to Virginia received fifty acres of land for each person, hence the term “headright.” For 

a time, people received headrights for bringing in African slaves.
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Francis Eppes obtained seventeen hundred acres of land under this system, giving his family a valuable head start in 

the emerging colony.
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 As the years passed, members of the clan followed the standard practice of elites the world over, 

marrying into other families of similar “rank,” or sometimes even their own cousins. These unions further concentrated 

landownership within the small planter elite, although by the middle of the eighteenth century the Eppeses were no longer 

at the forefront of Virginia power and society. With the greater amount of land came the greater need for hands to work 

the fields of tobacco that quickly emerged as the colony‟s lifeblood. Until a population bust and improved economic 

prospects in England dried up immigration, white indentured servants provided the bulk of the work. The expansion of the 

slave trade provided a new labor source. In this way those who would later be called the first families of Virginia became 

enthusiastic promoters and beneficiaries of African slavery. 

Because there was no grant of land at the end of the indentured servant‟s tenure, the Virginia system led to huge 

inequities between families like the Eppeses and the average Englishmen and Englishwomen who came to the colony. By 

the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Virginia elites had taken the best land for themselves, leaving the former 

indentured servants land poor and resentful. Inequalities of class proved the source of great tension in the colony, 

fostering instances of rebellion great and small. These tensions were buried when race entered the picture as the prime 

dividing line for status within the colony. There would be no alliance between blacks and lower-class whites, who each in 

their own way had legitimate grievances against their overlords. Instead, poor whites, encouraged by the policies of the 

elites, took refuge in their whiteness and the dream that one day they, too, could become slave owners, though only a 

relative handful could ever hope to amass the land, wealth, and social position of the most prominent members of the 

Virginia gentry, who gained their place early on and would keep it for decades to come. 

By the time Elizabeth‟s owner, Francis Eppes IV, took his place at the family seat in Bermuda Hundred, this group had 

firmly established an identity and way of life. Determined to smooth out the rough edges of their origins, they aspired to 

gentility. They built fashionably large houses, spent their leisure time visiting other members of their social set, and attended 

hunting parties and horse races. Members of the Eppes family, in particular, were known for their fondness for horse racing. 

In sum, the Eppeses and their cohort sought to reproduce the accoutrements of upper-class life in England—to the extent 

that could be done in the still feral wilderness of Virgina.
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But Virginia was not England. It was a frontier society, complete with an inhospitable terrain and an often hostile native 

population that the colonists felt had to be conquered or removed. Upper-class Englishmen could dominate ordinary 

people who at least looked like them, who spoke the same language, and who, for the most part, had religious traditions 

they could understand. Imagine the scene. Virginia‟s soi-disant elite imported thousands of people who looked nothing like 

them, spoke foreign languages, and had cultures and religions that white Virginians could never have truly 

comprehended. The colonists knew exactly what it took to bring these people to their shores, into their fields, and into 

their homes. Theirs was a society built on and sustained by violence, actual and threatened. The Eppeses and their kind 

thus led a fragile existence among people they had to subdue, uncertain whether that job could ever really be done. 

This was the hostile world into which Elizabeth Hemings was born. Besides the story of a tug-of-war between her 

father and her owner, no other details of Elizabeth‟s earliest years at Bermuda Hundred survive. That story and what 

we know of her subsequent history suggest that her life as a slave who worked primarily in the house began during 

childhood, establishing a pattern for her family that would extend well into the nineteenth century.  

The house where Elizabeth worked as a child no longer stands. The Eppes family seat became Eppington, a structure 

built by Francis Eppes VI in 1766.
 
That residence would play a recurring role in the lives of Elizabeth and her children as 

they lived there off and on even after the family was moved permanently to Monticello. We do not have physical evidence 

of what young Elizabeth‟s immediate surroundings were like, but given her owners‟ wealth and prominence, in that very 

status-conscious environment, they would have built a home suitable to persons of their station. 

Before they were sent “into the ground” to cultivate tobacco or whatever crop their owners chose, or before they took 

their places as servants in the house, young slave girls were often used to serve as companions or playmates to the 

master‟s children, to run errands, or to watch over other slave children while their mothers worked in the fields. Their 

experiences and duties varied according to the material circumstances and needs of their owners, their mothers and 

fathers having no capacity to override the owners‟ control over their children‟s lives. Elizabeth, after being taken into the 

“great house,” apparently never made the transition to fieldwork. Instead, she began a life that would require daily 



interactions with and the immediate service of whites. She would come to know, indeed have to know, white people in 

ways that slaves more isolated from them would not. 

We can only wonder what this might have meant to the development of Hemings‟s attitudes about herself and her 

place in life, understanding that it must have meant something. There is some evidence from the actions of her children 

and grandchildren that the Hemingses saw themselves as a caste apart. Whether this was an idea born in their individual 

generations or whether the seeds were planted when Elizabeth, because of her mixed-race status, began to live a life 

different from that of other slaves cannot be known. We do know that at every stage of her existence Elizabeth Hemings 

ended up being singled out for special consideration. 

One obvious aspect of Elizabeth Hemings‟s story often gets lost in dealing with the gravely serious issues of slavery 

and race, and that is the issue of how she looked. Superficial as it is, appearance matters; and it matters even more for 

women—it probably mattered as much in the eighteenth century as it does today. The only physical description we have 

of Elizabeth Hemings is that she was a “bright mulatto” woman. But descriptions of several of her daughters and 

granddaughter refer to them as having been extremely attractive women. White men said this as well as black men. 

Elizabeth herself was able to attract males of both colors well into her forties, when by the standards of that day she would 

have been considered relatively old. Saying that whites reacted to Elizabeth Hemings in a particular way because she 

was mixed race, and thus physically more familiar to them, may not do justice to all that was going on with her. Not all 

mixed-race women would have been considered attractive. If Hemings, as a child and later as an adult, was seen as 

pretty, that might also account for the way people reacted to her, and not only in a sexual sense. Being pretty, of course, 

would not have made her free, nor would it have made those who dominated her life see her as an equal human being. 

Those truths, however, are not the only criteria for considering the important influences in her life. 

While work shaped the daily routines of slaves, and a few like Elizabeth were “favored” in some sense by their masters, 

being considered property made all slaves‟ lives inherently unstable. Designating an item (of whatever form) as property 

gives the owner the right to use, sell, and prevent others from having access to that item. Whim, caprice, careless 

indifference, cruelty, grim determination, self-centered passionate attachment—every emotion or thought that owners can 

have about their property ranged over the lives of Elizabeth and other enslaved African Virginians. They, this 

inappropriate property, responded as best they could within the small spaces their circumstances allowed, but the regime 

of private property set the tone, pace, and progress of their lives. When a master died, when one of his children got 

married, when a creditor had to be paid, a slave‟s life could be transformed in an instant. Husbands were separated from 

wives when they were given as wedding presents. Slave families, assets in the hands of executors, were often scattered 

to the four winds to pay off a decedent‟s debts. All of these things would touch the lives of various members of the 

Hemings family for more than a century. But one, the marriage of John Wayles to Martha Eppes, would turn out to be the 

signal event in the young life of the African and English woman who was to become the family‟s matriarch. 

 

 


