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Slave stealing women, slave-owning women, and stolen
slaves in the American South
Laura R. Sandy

Department of History, University of Liverpool, Liverpool, UK

ABSTRACT
Slave stealing has not attracted scholarly attention; the women
branded as kidnappers and “Negro thieves” are almost
completely absent from the historiography of American slavery.
Free women, across the spectra of race and class, played central
roles in these dangerous, illegal, “unfeminine” ventures. On the
other side of the law, slave-owning women were also embroiled
in slave stealing cases. They frequently filed suits attempting to
retrieve their stolen enslaved people. Both slave stealing and
slave-owning women, despite their differing motivations exposed
the fragility of the gendered identity that underpinned social and
political authority in the South. Their behaviour complicates
traditional definitions of female resistance under slavery. These
women protested their treatment by their communities,
governors, and family, proving willing to break, or manipulate,
the law to advance their interests. Testing the pillars on which a
patriarchal slave society rested, placed them at the centre of local
and national dramas, which revolved around trafficking and
owning human property. Their actions were destabilizing and
underlined the ambivalent nature of Southern law and custom,
and they contributed to a sense of insecurity over the future of
slavery and the growth of sectionalism, which led to the outbreak
of the American Civil War.
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Slave stealing has yet to attract significant attention in the extensive historiography of
American slavery. More strikingly, the part that women played in these both dramatic
and everyday crimes, as thieves, as victims of theft, or, indeed, as stolen chattel, has
been ignored. Although it has been acknowledged in a few studies that the theft of
the enslaved was a common occurrence, most key works on American slavery have
failed to recognize the practice at all.1 In fact, research that has dealt with kidnapping
and illegal trafficking under slavery has almost exclusively focused on the “Reverse Under-
ground Railroad”: the name given to the practice of kidnapping free African Americans,
often from the northern states, the most famous case being Solomon Northup.2 Neverthe-
less, the crime of slave stealing spans the history of North American slavery. Securing the
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human property of an emerging slave-owning class was one of the earliest legislative con-
cerns in colonial America, and defending ownership and guarding against theft remained
a pressing issue until emancipation.

The significance of slave stealing as a destabilizing phenomenon within society ran
deep. Incidence was high. Individuals, small groups, and larger gangs were accused of,
arrested, and placed on trial for a wide array of activities that were viewed as theft of the
enslaved and their labour. Slave stealers and the aggrieved parties, who sought the res-
toration of their stolen property and compensation, persistently appear in legal and
government records, plantation papers, newspaper advertisements, and a variety of
other sources. Motives were varied. Some were criminals greedy for profit. Others
were friends, family members, or people in sexual relationships with the enslaved.
Many were acting on personal bonds of affection. Conductors on the “Underground
Railroad” and other practical abolitionists moved by ideological commitment were
also, legally, slave stealers.3 Yet the slave-owning class and the law often made little dis-
tinction between the two groups. By the first half of the nineteenth century, the debates
surrounding the threat posed to property rights in human chattel were not just about
the emerging abolitionist sentiment in the North but also focused on both non-slave-
holding Southern whites and free people of colour too. Private and public discourse and
reactions to slave stealing became a barometer of the slavocracy’s fears for the future of
their “peculiar institution” and provide significant insight into the anxieties that drove
the South towards secession. Indeed, slave stealing can be placed at the nexus of social,
political, and cultural instability arising from the practice of Southern slavery. In some
instances, it was indicative of the hitherto largely unrecognized extent of organized
crime in the South. Such crime thrived in the shadow of slavery, with networks that
linked the legal slave trade to criminal enterprises and an illicit “underground slave
trade” in which kidnap, forgery, and fraud determined possession of the enslaved.
More than this, however, the intensely human dramas that played out around cases
of theft of the enslaved are a stark indicator of the South’s persistent inability to
create a robust legal framework that secured slavery as a system, in which the enslaved
were mere chattel while recognizing that they were also, in fact, people, capable of
autonomy.4

Understanding slave stealing as a gendered phenomenon offers a particularly illumi-
nating approach. That some women, such as Patty Cannon, were involved in the kidnap-
ping of free African Americans for sale into slavery has received brief attention in the
literature.5 However, women’s involvement in the theft of enslaved people has been
largely ignored. Yet the assumptions surrounding women and their treatment in court,
as either perpetrators or victims of slave stealing, reveal the potential for women to
manipulate an otherwise constraining patriarchal authority to their own advantage. In
particular, looking at female slave-owners’ view of their rights, their responses to the
theft of their enslaved people, and their efforts to retrieve their stolen property (or to
obtain compensation for it) highlights the very important point that their “fundamental
relationship to slavery” was “economic at its foundations.”6 As Stephanie Jones-Rogers
astutely remarks, southern women “took part in economic activities that historians of
slavery have either overlooked or alleged never happened.” Thus, they should be
viewed not as simply part of a masculine slaveholding world, but as central to the
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operation, mechanics, and defence of slavery, and just as heavily invested in the growth of
capitalism as their male kin. However, women slave-owners who tested, manipulated, and
pushed past the gender constraints placed on them by a patriarchal society did not just
play a part supporting slavery as a tool of “nation-making,” but simultaneously under-
mined the gendered pillars upon which the nation’s unity rested.7

The legal framework to protect slaveholders against slave stealing was formulated at
the same time as the existence of slavery was secured in the North American colonies.
In the seventeenth century, the first laws dealt with both the theft of indentured servants
and the enslaved.8 By the early eighteenth century, the crime was deemed so serious that
those convicted of it were threatened with “death without benefit of clergy.” In the nine-
teenth century, the laws that punished “outlaws” who took part in the theft of the
enslaved moved away from the death penalty and, instead, punished the perpetrators
with jail time and fines. Yet laws remained severe and increased in severity as the sectional
crisis deepened.9 As slavery evolved and spread, so too did the legal codes regarding the
theft of the enslaved, and they increasingly encompassed all manner of activities. To “steal
and entice away”; the “abduction and stealing of slaves”; “larceny of a slave”; “kidnap-
ping,” “conveying,” “carrying away,” “removing,” “secreting,” “harboring,” and “decoying”
of a slave to “purloin and decoy” enslaved property and also “aiding and abetting slaves”
to escape or evade their labour were all considered to be forms of slave stealing.10

The increasingly severe penalties risked by “Negro thieves” reflected the growing inse-
curity about slavery felt by enslavers in the antebellum period. Indeed, these fears were
evident even before the Missouri Crisis pushed debates over slavery’s future to the fore
of national politics in 1819. Thus, they are a useful reminder that the plantocracy’s world-
view was shaped as powerfully by a perception of internal disorder in the South as it was
by any external threat from the North. In 1817, the “inhabitants, freeholders & Citizens of
the Isle of White county,” Virginia, petitioned the state’s General Assembly about the
“evils” of slave stealing and requested harsher, “severe & exemplary” punishments be
meted out to the perpetrators; “base & immoral white persons & free persons of
colour.” They suggested that “Free persons of colour who were guilty of such crimes
should be deemed felons, as they had been in the earliest laws of the state, and “punished
by Death” if found guilty. Moreover, the petitioners linked the “intercourse between slaves
and free persons,” black and white, to “a spirit of disobedience” among the enslaved. They
predicted that it would lead to insurrection & blood. The petitioners of 1817 were not
entirely wrong, and their request could be viewed as a prescient warning to Southern
governors, politicians, and slave-owners about the potential threat that slave stealers
within their own borders posed to their way of life. The petitioners concluded their
plea by requesting the state government to use its “constitutional powers” to ensure
that “security” was no longer threatened by their attacks. The subject continued to be
hotly contested in private and public, and similar petitions were filed across the South
as slavery spread, an indication that the seemingly unsolvable problem of slave stealing
exacerbated hostility and conflict over the regime.11

Although a link was being drawn between slave stealing and “a spirit of disobedience”
among the enslaved, Southern courts actually struggled to define the precise role of the
“stolen property” in these cases. In the end, they largely excluded the notion of enslaved
people’s resistance, or even some measure of culpability being assigned to them, in
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prosecutions for slave stealing. Many believed that the threat to slavery came from free
people within their own communities. Rather than acting as agents in their own theft,
the enslaved were “stolen,” “kidnapped,” or, at least, “enticed” by an insidious internal
enemy: “slave stealers,” “Negro jockeys,” “Negro thieves,” “black-birders,” or “man stea-
lers.”12 Slave-owners, who “supposed” that their enslaved runaways had been stolen
and were being “harbored by some white person,” were often willing to offer additional
rewards if they too were captured and convicted. The scale of slave-owners’ fears
reflected the scale of the problem. For example, in the 1849 session of the Virginia
General Assembly, it was agreed that any person who stole slaves or concealed fugitive
slaves should “pay the sum of five hundred dollars,” an extremely hefty fee almost five
times that of the fine imposed earlier in the century. By the 1850s and into the 1860s
the fine for stealing slaves was anything from “$10 to $50 for every day of harbouring”
another person’s slave.13 Thus, despite the numerous laws passed with the intention of
securing enslaved property and defending enslavers against the growing threats of
illegal trafficking and abolitionism (although the latter was never explicitly mentioned
in any laws that were passed), slave stealing persisted and proved to be one of the
most difficult problems of slave management.14

Frequently, the theft of the enslaved was a collective act. Slave stealing and the
business of “forgery & Stealing of Negros and Selling them” was, in fact, one of the first
types of organized crime that existed in America.15 By 1817, one planter claimed the
“avaricious and unprincipled” thieves and “outlaws,” who trafficked stolen slaves along
specific routes to traders and vendors who accepted or produced false titles, in order
to sell them to unsuspecting or the unconcerned buyers, were a growing problem and
a threat to national security.16 It is clear that alongside the “Underground Railroad” an
“underground slave trade” existed too. It comprised of specific networks, routes, and
accomplices. Illicit slave trading occupied a grey area in the law and in everyday life
and was a relentless source of worry in the South. The increasing commentary on the
problem after the 1807 and 1808 acts of abolition, as the exasperated remarks of this
planter and the residents of Isle of Wight county, demonstrate, reflect a predictable
upsurge in slave stealing after the end of the transatlantic slave trade and accompanying
the spread and growth of the domestic slave trade. For example, Lewis Robards, a legit-
imate Lexington slave dealer, used the services of slave stealers in rural eastern Kentucky,
and was prosecuted for his crimes. Many other “respectable” slave traders also dabbled in
the underground slave trade.17 One of the most infamous gangs that stole slaves (as well
as kidnapping free African Americans) was led by a woman, Patty Cannon; this organiz-
ation, which participated in numerous criminal activities, operated in Delaware in the
1820s. Cannon and members of her biracial gang stole and secretly shipped African Amer-
icans, enslaved and free, out of Delaware to the Deep South. There they were met by col-
laborators and sold illegally to those who did not ask questions about deeds of sale or
other legal documents, or who were willing to produce forgeries. Cannon and many
members of her gang were caught and prosecuted, and Cannon herself and some of
the most notorious members were executed for the array of crimes they committed.18

However, beyond such large-scale criminal enterprises, there existed many more per-
sonal and localized incidents of slave stealing by women. Free African American women
who attempted to assist family members to escape slavery could be accused of slave
stealing, as the 1744 case of Esther Roberts, who was alleged to have stolen her enslaved
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spouse, Stepney, illustrates.19 Similarly, in 1764 Bolling Stark recounted the “theft” of his
enslaved man, Bob, who was in a sexual relationship with a free white woman. The
woman in question became pregnant and the couple had a child. The pair had not
simply breached the laws against “miscegenation,” which punished those who partici-
pated in interracial sex or marriage, but slave labour had been lost in the process, in
this case permanently when the couple absconded. While Bob’s owner admitted to his
correspondent that Bob was a “runaway,” overall he took the legal stance that his free
female lover and collaborator was to blame. Bob had been “decoyed away by a white
woman.”20

As Kathleen Brown has noted, “poor white women, especially the widowed and unmar-
ried found their activities scrutinised by their neighbors.” A lack of a husband to keep
them under control, supposedly, encouraged them to socialize more frequently with ser-
vants and the enslaved. Such mingling promoted “illegal trade and illicit sexual activity,”
posed pressing danger to those who owned bound labour, and, more generally, threa-
tened social order. For example, in 1775 a courtroom heard that Anne Braithwaite’s
alleged “disorderly house entertains and harbours Negroes.” She sold alcohol and
offered the chance to “game at cards” and gamble. In return, Anne and those like her
drew revenue from welcoming or “enticing Negroes” into their homes and taverns.
Thus, from the early colonial period, many juries and communities in the Chesapeake
and the Lowcountry grew weary of single women who, despite condemnation and the
threat of punishment, transgressed boundaries of race and the law and, instead, turned
enslavers’ lost or stolen property and expense into their own profit.21

Similarly, the involvement of women in slave stealing transcended class barriers, with
wealthier slave-owning women at the heart of some more purposeful, organized criminal
endeavours. In the 1830s, Louisianan Mrs. Elizabeth McWaters knowingly purchased some
enslaved people who had been “feloniously” taken from their “true and lawful” owners, in
Mississippi, by William Rummels and Abraham Jones. The pair “clandestinely conveyed”
slaves across state lines, changing their names, and then traded them using a “pretended
act of sale.” Though those who purchased stolen slaves were sometimes not aware that
the documents were forged, other women, like McWaters, were fully cognisant. The situ-
ation was, however, even more intricate. McWaters had employed one of the thieves,
Abraham Jones, as an overseer in 1835–1836, prior to her purchase of the stolen
slaves. Jones claimed, in a case he bought against her before her death, that she and
her family were “indebted” to him for his many services as an overseer, for money he
had loaned them, for the hire of his own slaves on their plantation, and for buying and
selling slaves for them.22

At first glance, it might be tempting to conclude that a dishonest overseer and his
accomplice stole enslaved people and then encouraged his female employer to buy
them. However, delving deeper into the multiple inter-locking suits and petitions that
emerged over a decade reveals much more about the character of Mrs. McWaters and
the part she played. Only fully exposed after her death, it appears that she was not just
fully aware of the illegal nature of her purchases and working alongside Rummels and
Jones to conceal the true identities of the stolen slaves (by changing their names), but
that she may have devised the slave stealing scheme. Furthermore, she had herself pre-
viously used the accusation of slave stealing, to which she was subject, in an attempt to
retrieve one of her slaves from a relative. Two years after Jones, her slave-stealing overseer
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sued her for unpaid debts, and over a decade before Mississippian slave-owners sued her
heirs and estate for compensation o their stolen slaves, McWaters accused a male relation
of “illegally and wrongfully” taking one of her enslaved women, Minerva. She demanded
the immediate return of her stolen property, $20 per month for the duration of Minerva’s
lost labour, and also $100 in damages.

Elizabeth McWaters played both sides of the laws of slave stealing to achieve her aims.
She and Patty Cannon and many others illustrate that women understood, manipulated,
and transgressed the laws of slavery. They frequently stood at the heart of slave-stealing
controversies, and their actions unveil the complexity of the web that surrounded slave
ownership.23 At the end of the 1830s, John Peters likened the theft of his mother’s
slaves by another slave-owner to an “invasion.” Slave stealers, regardless of sex and
class, assaulted “the feeling interest and patriotism of every Southerner,” and breached
rights which were “guaranteed to us by Solemn compact and the fundamental laws of
this Govt.” The theft of a slave was not simply an attack on an individual owner, but a
grand affront to all loyal American citizens and patriots. In his mind, slave stealing rep-
resented the ultimate attack on the American nation and its government.24

There was another category of women branded as slave stealers who more frequently
grabbed national attention: abolitionists. These slave stealing women had a more point-
edly humanitarian and political purpose and, again, came from and worked together
across classes and the colour-line. In Kentucky, Delia Webster attracted notoriety after
she worked with Calvin Fairbank helping enslaved runways. In 1844, the pair were cap-
tured and tried for their crimes. The law dealt with Fairbank more harshly than
Webster, who was viewed as more dangerous than his female counterpart. By involving
female accomplices, Fairbank (and men like him) challenged slavery and undermined
Southern patriarchy and ideals of womanhood. He was sentenced to fifteen years in
the penitentiary and spent over a decade in jail. However, the law treated female aboli-
tionists like Delia Webster more sympathetically, due to their sex.25

Typically, Delia Webster has received less historiographical attention than male aboli-
tionists, yet her story is gripping. As a female agent of the abolitionist movement, her
experiences and treatment after her capture in many ways allowed her to be more
effective. Originally from Vermont, Webster later worked as a teacher in Kentucky and
co-founded the Lexington Female Academy. She successfully assisted many enslaved
people in their escape across the Ohio River to freedom. After her capture, like Fairbank,
she was placed on trial as a “Negro thief.” However, a desire to conform to gender stereo-
types led prosecutors to publicly endorse the notion that women, as “naturally depen-
dent” creatures, relied upon male guidance, and could be easily cajoled into aiding
these thefts, but were not the instigators of them. Usurping the agency of white
female abolitionists in the courtroom meant that women tended to receive lighter sen-
tences than the despicable men who allegedly led them astray. Thus lawmakers portrayed
Webster as misguided rather than consciously protesting slavery. The jury of married men,
rather than convict Webster, presented her with a petition to be sent to Governor William
Owsley, asking for her to be pardoned “on account of her sex.”Webster, however, refused
to sign a document that predicated a pardon on her status as a woman, although the jury
remained undeterred and sentenced her in 1845 to only “2 years in the Kentucky peniten-
tiary for aiding and abducting slaves.” After merely two months in prison, where Webster
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won the sympathy of her warden, who appealed on her behalf to the new governor of the
state, John Crittenden, was pardoned and released.26

Shortly thereafter, Webster published her account of the episode, entitled A History of
the Trial of Miss Delia A. Webster. In it, she denied being an abolitionist, despite rapidly
resuming her abolitionist activities. Webster’s trial and punishment for slave stealing
had not deterred her from her work and she even audaciously returned to Kentucky,
the state that had convicted her. Partly funded by the abolitionist movement, she pur-
chased a farm on the Ohio River that became an Underground Railroad station. Arrested
and jailed again in 1854, this time Webster escaped to Indiana, where authorities later
captured, imprisoned, and placed her on trial under the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act,
though the judge discharged the case because of a lack of evidence. Webster continued
to aid enslaved runaways and operate as part of the Underground Railroad. When the Civil
War erupted, she, along with other female abolitionist-slave stealers such as Harriet
Tubman, served the Union cause as a nurse. Societal perception of women as the
weaker, inferior sex could work in favour of white women participating in the Under-
ground Railroad. In Delia Webster’s case, the swift commutation of her sentence provided
her the opportunity to quickly resume illegally “aiding and abducting” the enslaved to
freedom, while her male accomplice lingered in jail, his pleas for a pardon were repeatedly
denied. Women like Webster cannily exploited contemporary assumptions about their
womanly “irrational” and “dependent” nature (or the need to publicly uphold such
beliefs) to further their own, very calculated, subversion of slavery. Indeed, of the two,
she proved to be a more dangerous and effective slave stealer.27

On the other side of the law, slave-owning women, married and single, became
embroiled in slave stealing cases and the misappropriation of enslaved labour. They
filed numerous suits focussed on the issue of human property theft, and their petitions
and part in the legal proceedings further highlight the contradictions of race, slavery,
and patriarchy that pervaded the South and fuelled the fear of instability and attack.
Whether the culprits were their husbands, kin, acquaintances, or strangers, slave-
owning women fought to maintain and defend their ownership of enslaved property
and bring to account those who contravened their rights as enslavers. In fact, some
married women used the crime of slave stealing for a dual purpose: to justify a divorce
that would release them from patriarchal control. Their petitions provide new and intri-
guing insights into the act of slave stealing, its impact on female slaveholders, and the
mechanisms in place to secure enslaved property. Indeed, the defence of the rights of
married female enslavers supports the contention that “historians have neglected these
women” because their actions “do not conform to prevailing ideas about white women
and slave mastery.”28 More broadly, these cases and the various controversies surround-
ing them shed light on understudied areas of slavery, such as the slave hire and mortgage
systems, collective ownership of enslaved people, term slaves, and, crucially, the world of
small-scale slaveholders who owned ten or fewer slaves, but who were the majority of
enslavers.29 Until topics such as these are integrated into the history of North American
slavery, the story will remain partial and skewed towards the elite or “plantocracy,”
who were actually no more than “an extremely small subset” of enslavers.30

Missouri Boyett lived in Sumter County, Alabama. She owned ten slaves “in her own
right” and, at the time of her petition, in 1845, had never been married. Her father died
in 1839 and she and her mother remained on the plantation to “carry on the farm”
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alone. However, on the death of her mother, Missouri was left on the plantation “without
any other white person.” Though she continued to “control and manage” her property
and slaves, she professed that she was not formally educated, “scarcely able to read
and write” and “without education or knowledge of business”. At this point, in 1843,
she decided to employ Andrew Edwards, a man whom she believed “was her friend,”
as an overseer. Edwards immediately began “a system of fraud, and villany,” laying the
groundwork to steal her enslaved people. Firstly, he undermined her character and credi-
bility in her community. Then, he “alarmed” her by claiming that there was controversy
over her mother’s will and that it was “necessary for protecting her rights” to hire some
of her slaves out of state. Aware of the faith that she placed in his “honesty & friendship,”
Edwards preyed on Missouri Boyett’s “ignorance.” Presenting her with what he claimed
was a slave hire contract, “a paper which he bought ready prepared,” he tricked her
into signing a bill of sale for an enslaved man named Abram, who was then taken to Mis-
sissippi. The deceptions continued, encompassing four more of her slaves, and another
man became involved to help sustain the ruse. James Alford “colluded” in “these fraudu-
lent transactions,” “aiding and abetting the said Edwards in his nefarious attempts” to sell
Boyett’s slaves beyond her reach and for his own profit. Without a husband or family, Mis-
souri Boyett became the target of a slave stealing scheme, constructed by a man she knew
well and had placed “full confidence in.” And yet, despite her vulnerable situation and her
lack of education, she fought back, using the courts and her knowledge that they were
keen to protect all who “possessed” enslaved people in their “own right.”31

It was not only single women who were duped by the deceitful predators. Many tar-
geted those who were illiterate or unfamiliar with paperwork related to different slave
financing schemes, such as deeds of sale, mortgages and slave hire agreements, and
insurance. When, in 1840, Polly Lowrance’s husband Joel became indebted, she mort-
gaged her own enslaved people, Tempy and her son, John Solomon, to John Fisher.
The latter agreed to advance the money for the debts that Joel owed, and in exchange,
he would retain the mortgaged slaves until he was repaid. However, Polly “not under-
standing the form of a Mortgage,” was duped into executing “a Bill of Sale,” rather
than a mortgage. Indeed, the sum in the document amounted to Joel’s exact debt and
to much less than the value of the enslaved, which helps to explain the ease with
which the deceit passed. Two years later, the Lowrances requested the return of Polly’s
mortgaged slaves. However, Fisher denied their request, claiming that he had purchased
the slaves, rather than transacting a loan through a mortgage. He then hastily sold Tempy
to William Little, “a Negro trader, who soon after took her out of the country.” It is likely
that the Lowrances did not wish to fall back into debt and thus could not afford to fight
Fisher, who retained John Solomon until his death. At this point, perhaps with more
resources at their disposal, when Fisher’s heirs advertised John Solomon for sale at a
public auction, the Lowrances took legal action. As John Solomon was still living within
the state, Polly and Joel petitioned the courts for the return of the stolen enslaved
man. They argued that having “much more than paid” their debt and bearing in mind
Fisher’s fraudulent conduct, their enslaved man should be returned, and they should
receive compensation for the loss of Tempy. Despite an appeal from Fisher’s heirs, the
request was granted, and Polly was compensated for the theft and damages inflicted.32

Aside from the gangs, strangers, or members of the local community who menaced
and swindled those who did not fully understand the complexities of the legal and
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financial framework of slavery, closer to home, theft and dubious deals took place within
family units. Petitions detailing feuds and affairs, in which family members accused each
other of slave stealing litter, Southern archives. Family members persistently preyed on
female kin and attempted to infringe upon their property rights. Husbands stole the
enslaved property of their wives, children stole their mothers’ slaves, and even those
placed as guardians of child slave-owners misappropriated their enslaved inheritances.
Good knowledge of their victim’s character and circumstances was an advantage. In
1833, Frances Clure, an illiterate Virginian widow, who stated that she was “entirely unac-
quainted with transacting business” of slavery, was tricked by her nephew, Hugh Chand-
ler. In a similar ruse to that used by the overseer who deceived Missouri Boyett, her
nephew claimed Clure’s enslaved people were about to be confiscated to settle her
late husband’s debts. He “clandestinely, artfully and fraudulently” convinced her to sign
her property over to him for her supposed protection. Chandler was not working
alone. Once the deed was signed, his partners “by stealth, under cover of night,
claimed took and carried away” her slaves from her plantation. Clure asked that the
deed be annulled, and her stolen slaves returned, and the court granted her request.33

In Georgia, Jane Ward and Sarah Gray collectively owned eleven slaves who had unlaw-
fully come into the possession of Joseph Gray, a relative of Sarah’s, who refused to return
them, and instead “converted and disposed of the said Negroes to his own use and
benefit.” Ward and Sarah Gray calculated their value and sought $6000 in damages.34

Further South, in Mobile, Alabama, a controversy erupted over the enslaved grandson
of a wealthy free African American woman named Margaret Collins, who had been
placed in the care of his aunt. Rather than treating him as a relative, the boy’s aunt
hired him out as a slave. In her petition, Collins demanded that the court act to
prevent “disposing of him” out of state, return her enslaved grandson to her, and force
her daughter to pay her the ill-gotten proceeds from hiring out her nephew.35

Southern marriages could be particularly treacherous when it came to women’s rights
to their enslaved property, and many husbands appropriated and exploited their wives’
enslaved people for sexual gratification or financial gain. Some husbands lived in open
adultery with enslaved women, while others attempted to hide their illicit relationships
in a variety of ways that amounted to theft. In Louisiana, Joseph Tisdale went to great
lengths to both maintain and conceal his relationship with an enslaved woman, Louisa,
who was owned by his wife, Mary. In her petition, Mary stated that Joseph took the
enslaved woman from her and told her that she had been sold to a buyer in Texas. At
the time of the petition, after the death of her husband and seven years after the
alleged sale of Louisa, Mary had just discovered that her enslaved woman had not
been sold and was not in Texas. Louisa was, in fact, still in New Orleans, where she had
been living as Joseph’s concubine and passing for a free white person. Although hus-
bands controlled their wives’ property in marriage, and thus Joseph’s actions were not
beyond his spousal rights, his treacherous and adulterous conduct contested the
notion that he was a law-abiding and dutiful husband. Although Mary exploited this
idea in her petition, exposing her late husband’s transgressions and his poor treatment
of her, this was not the crux of her case. Firstly, at the beginning of the plea, she asserted
her rights as a slave-owner, stating that enslaved Louisa had been given to her by her
father and was, therefore, her personal legal property, along with the woman’s seven-
year-old child, Lydia. The enslaved child was possibly the offspring of her husband’s
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affair, but this is not clear from the records. Nevertheless, Mary expected the court to
support her desire to reclaim the stolen enslaved mother and daughter, assets which
her husband’s affair and deceit had denied her. Those who judged her case agreed
with her viewpoint.36 Similarly, on Christmas Day 1850, Catherine Ferguson’s husband
“secretly abandoned his house” and “carried off” one of his wife’s enslaved women as
he “fled to parts unknown.” The court promptly supported Ferguson’s right to retrieve
her stolen slave and remove her husband as guardian of their shared assets, conferring
the authority of control solely upon her.37

While some husbands stole enslaved women to continue sexual relationships, others
had financial gain in mind. They evidently viewed the theft or misuse of their wives’
enslaved property as a legitimate act and a method of sustaining and financing their life-
styles, regardless of their wives’ rights or interests. Southern courts, in most cases, did not
agree and supported women’s rights of ownership. When Mary Ann Owens petitioned the
courts in Kentucky in July 1841, she stated that her husband, Grandison Owens, while
drunk and without provocation, beat her mercilessly, and in one instance shot at her
and hit a dog instead. Mary took refuge from the abuse at her mother’s house. Since
then, her husband had sold off her property and, on the death of her mother, informed
Mary he intended to secret away and sell her inherited enslaved people. Still married, but
without familial protection, Mary Owens asked that she be granted a divorce and protec-
tion of her property and enslaved people from theft and that her husband be compelled
to reach a financial settlement with her over items he had already sold.38 A year later, also
in Kentucky, an attack on the property of Elizabeth Gray had even more serious impli-
cations. From the estate of her deceased husband, Elizabeth retained the use of enslaved
Lucy and her child during her lifetime, before they were inherited by her children. John
P. Fox. Gray’s new husband, however, forged a bill of sale for her slaves, sold them,
and disappeared; they were found in the possession of the slave traders, Edward and
Robert Crutchfield. Gray petitioned for a divorce from Fox and for restoration of her
stolen slaves. The court ruled in her favour on both accounts. Married women with chil-
dren left at the mercy of devious, thieving husbands were, as courts recognized, placed in
a more vulnerable situation than single women, and thus the courts regularly interceded
to defend the property rights of wives and children who owned slaves.39

Orphaned minors were in some instances allowed to marry, so slave-owning girls were
a tempting target for suitors or families who wished to make a profit from a young bride’s
inheritance and lack of parental protection. In 1850 Flora L. Ewing Cheatham, a minor,
petitioned the Bedford County court in Tennessee, via her guardian, claiming that her
husband, who was a minor too when they wed, had plotted with his father to steal her
slaves. Now twenty-one years old and an adult, the husband and his father, secretly
and fraudulently, abducted her inherited enslaved man Porter and clandestinely run
him off to Tennessee, where they sold him to a trader named Joseph Thompson. Flora
described how, after marrying Nicholas Cheatham, she left him after a month or two
because his language to her was such as a gentleman would not employ to his slave
much less his wife, and his conduct was marked with cruelty and inhumanity. While
fighting for the return of her enslaved man in Tennessee, Flora simultaneously filed for
a divorce in Kentucky. In her attempts to recover her stolen slave she used agents who
tracked down the slave trader, Thompson, and then suggested that enslaved Porter be
placed in jail for safe-keeping until the matter was resolved. Wishing to avoid the loss
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of the stolen slave, about the witching hour of midnight, Porter was “mysteriously spirited
away by a son of Thompson. Thompson’s business partner, William Little, who had been
part of the dubious dealings with Polly Lowrance’s enslaved people, then hid Porter. Flora
declared that she had never assented to the sale, and argued that Kentucky laws barred
her husband from claiming Porter by marital right. Flora’s petition was successful, and
payment and restitution were granted.40

The numerous cases scattered across the South indicate that poverty, avarice, and
marital or family feuds motivated the dishonest to steal the property of wives or
female relations. The problems related to slave stealing cases were often complicated,
and resolving them proved costly and time-consuming. Some cases dragged on over
years. Others involved the theft and transportation of stolen slaves, not simply to a
nearby city or region, but to another state, in which different legal codes or lack of
local obligation meant they were much harder to retrieve. The dependent legal status
of women in a patriarchal society could make it difficult for them to assert their
rights, especially in marriage. Yet the determination of Southern courts to protect the
right to hold human property often worked in their favour, aiding them to secure redres-
sal from both outright theft and grasping or menacing husbands or relatives.41 Indeed,
women suing for divorce had improved chances of success if their husbands had stolen
one or more of their enslaved people. Conversely, when slave-ownership was not at
stake, Southern women were less likely to be protected or supported by the law, as Vir-
ginian Mary Lawry discovered. In 1843, after her husband was imprisoned for stealing
another man’s slave, Mary petitioned for a divorce not simply because her husband
had been convicted for slave stealing, but also because he had had “illicit intercourse”
with the stolen enslaved woman. Although the husband had deserted his wife and chil-
dren, committed both a serious crime and adultery with a slave, her petition was
rejected. In cases such as these, the court made it clear that Southern women had
few rights. Though seemingly contradictory, the message was in sync with the
South’s robust defence of slavery as an economic right rather than a racial imperative.
While defending “true womanhood” was an important rhetorical tenet of Southern
honour and identity, it became dispensable if property rights were not directly attacked.
Thus, in such cases these women were left as social pariahs and economically vulner-
able; not only bound to their unfaithful or incarcerated husbands but with “children
to maintain.”42

However, as with female abolitionists, ideological constructs surrounding “woman-
hood” sometimes worked in favour of unmarried poorer women with children who
were actively involved in slave stealing, even though the crime was viewed so seriously.
For example, Nancy White petitioned the Governor of Kentucky asking to be released
from jail halfway through her sentence “for assisting in the escape of slaves” and for
“stealing a horse” in 1863. While some slaves were coerced, many others, hoping to
gain freedom, willingly conspired with free whites. This was an example of the feared
interracial cooperation between non-slave-owning whites and the unfree, which was
deemed one of the gravest threats to the Southern society and stirred communities
to collectively petition for solutions, such as harsher laws and including poorer whites
in slave ownership.43 Nevertheless, in 1865, at the height of the sectional tension,
perhaps aware that the law treated women less punitively, Nancy White crafted her
plea carefully, stating that:
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The law proved me guilty and therefore it will profit me nothing to plead innocence at
present. I certainly did go as far as the Ohio river with parties who I suppose were guilty
of the offence. But as for myself there was no inducement whatever to influence me to
take a part in the act. And what I did do I did it ignorant of the anormity of the Crime. But
suppose I am guilty—God knows, and I feel that I have suffered Sufficiently already to
attone for the offence.44

Despite her admission of guilt and the fact that that she had also stolen a horse, an indi-
cation that she was one of many poorer whites, who at least associated with the enslaved
and sometimes aided their escapes, White expressed regret and claimed her crime was
ignorance, not theft or abolition. She then focussed on her status as an ailing single
mother of humble means, without wider family support, who “may not have long to
live” and had “a little Daughter” to maintain and protect. The petition won her the
favour of the authorities, who pardoned and released her. Against the backdrop of
growing sectional conflict, slave stealing, an activity which already existed in that grey
area between crime and social protest, had acquired a clear political dimension: it
forced wealthy slave-owners to consider the cohesiveness of Southern society and
raised worrying concerns about the loyalty of non-slave-holding whites and those on
the margins. Slave stealing was, quite clearly, an omnipresent component in the
South’s psychological preparation for the momentous act of secession.

The unusually detailed records related to slave stealing, especially court cases,
present entirely new perspectives on the lives of women enmeshed in the volatile
slave society of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century South. Exploring the part
they played in slave stealing cases offers insight into their involvement in the system
of slavery and their daily preoccupations, and exposes a variety of new avenues and
themes that have been relatively neglected historiographically. Analyzing the involve-
ment of free women, black and white, in the diverse incidences of slave stealing demon-
strates the ambivalent nature of Southern law and custom when dealing with those who
trafficked human property and those it affected. Both slave stealing women and slave-
owning women, despite their differing motivations, challenged contemporary gender
conventions and exposed the fragility of the constructions of gendered identity that
underpinned social and political authority in the South. In broad terms, their actions
complicate traditional definitions of protest and resistance in Southern slave society.
These women rejected or opposed their treatment by their communities, governors,
and kin, and proved willing to break or manipulate the laws of slavery to advance
their own interests, be they monetary, emotional, or ideological. Their challenges regu-
larly tested the foundations upon which a patriarchal slave society rested. In the South,
they brought into focus the precarious position of a planter class that was kept in place
by racial inequality, the subjugation of the enslaved, and the subordination of women.
While their part has been underestimated, female slave stealers and slave-owners alike,
clearly demonstrate that those viewed as dependent, second-class citizens had an
important and disruptive part to play in the nation’s contest over the “peculiar insti-
tution.” On a grander scale, female participation in a wide variety of acts that daily
defied the codes and dogmas of race, class, and gender that governed the American
society indicates that these women were not peripheral, but lead actors in local and
national dramas which revolved around the right to own human property and the legiti-
macy of the institution of slavery. Although women slave stealers and women slave-
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owners were often at different ends of the legal spectrum, their actions were socially
and culturally destabilizing and heightened the fears of threat posed by “disloyal”
poor whites and “disorderly” women. In doing so, they moulded antebellum Southern
political thought and contributed to the febrile anxieties and contradictions that
drove a conservative society to take the radical, and ultimately fatal, decision to go to
war to defend slavery.
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