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Chapter Five

FROM AMERICAN SLAVES TO HESSIAN SUBJECTS

Silenced Black Narratives of the American Revolution

Maria I. Diedrich

S

29 February 1788 was a day of jubilation for Kassel’s1 garrison: Landgrave Wil-
helm IX was visiting his troops. As an expression of his special bond with his 
soldiers, he deigned to serve as godfather at a twenty-four-year-old tambour’s 
baptism—a rare mark of favor, indeed. � e garrison church book records the 
tambour’s original name as Moritz Moses. He was renamed Wilhelm, after his 
powerful godfather, in whose prestigious Regiment du Corps he served.2

Only one day before this spectacular adult baptism, the garrison church book 
registers yet another baptism: this time for a more typical candidate, a baby girl 
christened Anna Elisabeth, after her godmother and maternal aunt Anna Elisa-
beth Ernst. As proud and grateful parents the register identifi es Marie Elisabeth 
(née Ernst) and Johannes Sabadon, who like Wilhelm Moses was a tambour in 
the landgrave’s Regiment du Corps.3 Expressions of joy at their baby’s christening 
must have mingled with a more solemn mood on the parents’ faces. For how 
could they forget that only nine months previously, almost to the day, their 
daughter Anna Christina—one year, ten months, and three days young—had 
passed away?4

What connects these baptisms and renders them special is the fact that both 
Wilhelm Moses and Anna Elisabeth were black. What also renders Landgrave 
Wilhelm’s visit special, indeed, is the fact that more than thirty of the soldiers 
parading before him in splendid uniforms were black, and among the crowds 
cheering their sovereign were the faces of their numerous black and mixed-race 
family members.5

Notes from this chapter begin on page 108.
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Starting in 1776, Landgrave Wilhelm’s father and predecessor to the throne, 
Friedrich II, had sent Hessian soldiers across the Atlantic to fi ght the American 
Revolution as British mercenaries—had sold them like slaves, his German and 
American critics would charge. Of these 16,992 men,6 approximately two-thirds 
returned to Kassel after the war; almost six thousand were killed in combat, died 
during their American sojourn, deserted, or opted to stay in the New World 
when the defeated Hessian forces were fi nally transported back to Europe. Fried-
rich II no doubt knew that a considerable number of the men he had sent across 
the Atlantic would never return to Hesse. But could he have anticipated how 
dramatically the physical composition of his forces would be changed by the 
American expedition? Could he have envisioned a Hessian Regiment du Corps in 
black and white? Could he have imagined regular black soldiers, formally enlisted 
in the Hessian regiments, and their dependents—not just three or four black 
faces adding exotic splendor to the Hessian troops, but a sizeable group of black 
Americans-turned-Hessians who had come to Kassel to stay?

Sources and Methodological Considerations

Between 1782 and 1783, more than one hundred black American women, men, 
and children boarded the ships returning the defeated Hessian troops to Ger-
many after the Paris Peace Treaty,7 and they settled in Kassel, then one of Germa-
ny’s most dynamic and attractive royal seats, with a population of approximately 
twenty thousand people.8 � e documentation available on this African diasporic 
move is scarce, scattered, and was never identifi ed or collected systematically. It 
exists in fragmented form only, for valuable material—especially community and 
church records—were destroyed during the bombing of Kassel in World War II. 
Even more importantly, the documentation available represents this black dia-
sporic experience exclusively through the white Hessian perspective and narra-
tive voice: Hessian journals and letters, army and court records, church books. 
Hessian soldiers and administrative staff  responsible for the military records often 
spoke little or no English, but they were the men equipped with the authority to 
assign—and more often than not that meant misassign9—a name and personal 
data to black American volunteers joining the troops, thus inventing and impos-
ing an offi  cial identity upon individuals whose personal identity was in fl ux. 
Also, the military records identify only those formally enlisted men; they do not 
include the numerous dependents that accompanied these soldiers, just as they 
do not mention the Hessian women and children traveling with the white Hes-
sian offi  cers and men; also, they failed to identify the black women, men, and 
children who came as personal servants or as slaves to Hessian offi  cers.

At the center of this black American-Hessian encounter are people of Afri-
can descent who joined the Hessian troops on the North American continent 
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94   |   Maria I. Diedrich

between 1776 and 1783. � ey were a highly diversifi ed group, considering their 
legal status: Hessian and British military papers, as well as documents held by 
state or local archives in Virginia, Georgia, the Carolinas, New Jersey, New York, 
Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Nova Scotia, Canada,10 show that the major-
ity consisted of young men in their teens and twenties who had run away from 
their masters to enlist with the Hessians—proud self-liberators. Some had been 
kidnapped as war booty by Hessian foraging parties and opted to stay with these 
troops, improving their situation and transforming themselves from slaves into 
common soldiers. Contemporary records also show that during the Revolutionary 
War many slaves-turned-soldiers did not run alone; encouraged and empowered 
by British liberation proclamations, they brought family and friends. At times, 
the entire population of a plantation sought freedom, shelter, and income among 
the British and Hessians.11 Yet not all blacks eventually transported to Germany 
were volunteers: Adjutant General Major Carl Leopold von Baurmeister’s letters 
and journals, Captain Johann Ewald’s diary, and the personal data of black refu-
gees listed in Graham R. Hodges’s � e Black Loyalist Directory reveal that many 
children and adolescents surfacing in the records had simply been confi scated as 
war booty12 without their consent and shipped back to Hesse as gifts to the nobil-
ity, like crates of exotic fruit. Many Hessian offi  cers, i.e., members of the lesser 
nobility and gentry, who were accustomed to an authoritarian system of lifelong 
serfdom back home, felt no compunction whatsoever about purchasing slaves at 
local auctions or stealing them from rebel plantations or households.13 So black 
self-liberators and slaves lived side by side in the Hessian army camps during the 
American campaigns, and they traveled to Kassel together, into a future that for 
them could have no tangible defi ners as they boarded the British ships in New 
York Harbor in the summer and fall of 1783.

All blacks aboard the British vessels heading for Europe had lived on the North 
American continent, and most had opted to leave this territory. But for the eigh-
teenth century, with the transatlantic slave trade still in full swing, this broadly 
defi ned locale “North America” does not necessarily imply that these individuals 
originated from the same place, or experienced the same national context; it is 
most likely that they did not even speak the same language.14 � e negotiation of 
individual and communal identity in which they were involved was most defi -
nitely one between worlds, of people in transit in more ways than one.

� e places of birth or origin the fugitives identifi ed for themselves upon enlist-
ing with the Hessian forces15 show that the majority were blacks whose ancestors 
had been kidnapped and transported to the Americas in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Consequently, their families had been enslaved for gen-
erations. � ese enlistees had been part of that complex communal venture of 
enslaved blacks reinventing themselves as African Americans, creating an African 
American language, identity, history, memory, and culture. Others came from 
the Caribbean or South America; most of these were multilingual, and spoke 
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Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, and/or French. Some of the fugitives, however, were 
fi rst-generation slaves: Johannes Sabadon escaped from his carpenter master for 
the Hessian camps in Philadelphia in 1777 or 1778 and claimed to be born in 
“Hautgerva, Africa”; other examples include tambour July/Juley, tambour Lon-
don, and tambour Wilhelm, all of whom stated that they had been stolen from 
Africa.16 � ese were men for whom the Middle Passage was raw memory, people 
traumatized and uprooted. � ese individuals were not yet African Americans, 
nor were they Africans. Not long before, they had been Hausa and Fulani, Asante 
and Yoruba, Igbo and Fon, people who defi ned themselves as members of a local 
community rather than a nation. � ey had never heard of “Africa,” this invention 
of European colonialism and the slave trade.17 � e New World reinvented them 
as African, as Negro, as slave, determined to transform them from human beings 
into chattel and, in the act, delete them from the human species, from culture 
and history.

� e defi ners of the women, children, and men that eventually traveled to Kas-
sel thus are diaspora and diff erence—personifi cations of what the transnational 
African diaspora and black Atlantic paradigms evoke as in-between identities and 
their in-between or plurilocations; fractured and variously connected disparate 
identities, geographies, and temporalities. � ese people in fl ux then interacted 
with Hessian soldiers, staff , and their dependents, who were also people in a 
transmigratory situation: many Hessians had been transported across the Atlan-
tic against their will, in a state of semibondage—a transnational in-betweenness 
these Hessians, in turn, were struggling to negotiate for themselves. Together, 
they migrated or returned to a particularist Germany where, the chapters in 
this volume contend, under the impact of the Enlightenment, scholars of all 
disciplines were beginning to write systematic and complex natural histories of 
the human species, determined to “scientifi cally” classify humanity and redefi ne 
nation in racial terms—Kant, Blumenbach, Herder, and, of utmost importance 
for Kassel, the anatomist Samuel � omas Sömmerring.18 � e white soldiers and 
their families returned to Germany with confl icting, often incompatible images 
of blackness and slavery fi rmly implanted in their minds—on the one hand, 
the degrading racial American identifi cation of blackness, African, Negro, and 
slavery; on the other, their abhorrence at the reality of American chattel slavery, 
combined with their admiration for the black self-liberators now transformed 
into fellow Hessians. In the decades that followed, the British controversies over 
the transatlantic slave trade, news of the Haitian Revolution, and the abolitionist 
campaigns in the United States were widely reported and debated in Germany. 
In the German debates, in turn, the privileged and exotic Mohr would gradually 
lose out to the Neger, and the Neger would become identical with the degraded 
slave, the essentialized racial inferior.

Any attempt to reconstruct this African diasporic experience and black 
American-Hessian interaction faces an overwhelming challenge: how can we 
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return a voice, how can we represent the agency and subjecthood of black women, 
men, and children who, as a rule, left no written documentation whatsoever and 
who are beyond the reach of oral history? In her pathbreaking biography of the 
illiterate abolitionist Sojourner Truth, Nell Irving Painter contends that the biog-
raphies of individuals who left no “caches of personal papers” can be written, pro-
vided we develop “means of knowing our subjects’ way(s) of making themselves 
known beyond the written word.”19 One way of identifying these “ways of mak-
ing themselves known,” I argue in what follows, is to make use of the analytical 
tools provided by African diaspora, black Atlantic, and transmigration paradigms, 
as well as postcolonial theory, critical whiteness studies, and discourse analysis, to 
revisit the existing white German texts, to identify, negotiate, and reconstruct at 
least fragments of the silenced black voice in the white Hessian narrative.

Blackness and the White Hessian Experience

� e white Hessian interaction with black Americans on the North American 
continent and in Kassel can only be deciphered if we keep in mind that many 
Hessians had, indeed, encountered black people before they crossed the Atlantic 
in 1776. Peter Martin’s Schwarze Teufel, edle Mohren (2001), Sander L. Gilman’s 
On Blackness without Blacks (1982), and Wolfram Schäfer’s “Von ‘Kammer-
mohren,’ ‘Mohren’-Tambouren und ‘Ost-Indianern’” (1988), as well as this vol-
ume, off er ample documentation of the presence of blacks in Germany ever 
since the Middle Ages. � ey were there as slaves; as sailors; as so-called Kammer-
Mohren (chamber moors), proudly displayed as tokens of wealth and power by 
the courts, the gentry, and rich merchants; and, fi nally, of increasing importance 
during the eighteenth century, as army musicians. European aristocrats and the 
bourgeoisie competed for Mohren, a competition that resulted in skyrocketing 
prices for Africans on European slave markets and even kidnappings of precious 
black staff . � is competition increased when a reformatting in military tactics, 
i.e., marching in formation, required that each regiment have its own musical 
staff , and black musicians became the fashion of the day.

Wolfram Schäfer’s sophisticated article on Kassel contends that the landgraves 
of Hesse-Kassel, never to be outdone when it came to displaying their wealth and 
power, had eagerly participated in this rush for exotic Mohren. Court records at 
the Hessian State Archive in Marburg reveal that the various landgraves, since 
the mid-seventeenth century, had invested enormous sums to have their power 
refl ected in gloriously dressed and usually fi nancially and socially privileged 
chamber moors. In fact, long before the American venture, Friedrich II’s personal 
Regiment du Corps boasted at least ten black musicians. Contemporary images 
of this Corps, held by the Murhardsche Library in Kassel and reprinted below 
(fi gures 5.1. and 5.2.), show these black tambours dressed in fancy uniforms and 
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wearing white turbans with red feathers to emphasize the exoticism of this black 
corps.20

� is means that the Hessian offi  cers and many commoners had interacted 
with privileged blacks before their departure for the North American continent. 
Furthermore, from Baurmeister’s, Ewald’s, and other Hessians’ journals and let-
ters, we can see that the Hessian offi  cers were aware of the landgrave’s predisposi-
tion to increase their numbers. Friedrich II could very well imagine a retinue in 
black and white. Colonel von Donop’s last will reveals21 that his offi  cers, in turn, 
knew of this craving and were eager to please their sovereign or other infl uential 
courtiers by making gifts of slaves—as a means of furthering their own careers.

Figure 5.1. Black tambour in a Hessian reg-
iment in the 1780s (Source: G. C. T. Stiens, 
Hochfürstliche Hessische Korps 1787, Signa-
tur 2° Ms. Hass. 267, Universitätsbibliothek 
Kassel Landesbibliothek and Murhardsche 
Bibliothek der Stadt Kassel).

Figure 5.2. Another black tambour in a 
Hessian regiment in the 1780s (Source: 
G. C. T. Stiens, Hochfürstliche Hessische 
Korps 1787, Signatur 2° Ms. Hass. 267, 
Universitätsbibliothek Kassel Landesbib-
liothek and Murhardsche Bibliothek der 
Stadt Kassel).
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In deciphering the Hessians’ conduct toward the black Americans with whom 
they would live side by side in the years that followed, it is essential to under-
stand that their images of blacks diff ered dramatically from the images they 
would encounter in revolutionary America. As the terminology they originally 
used—Mohren—illustrates, the Africans who came to live in Europe, though 
almost as a rule purchased as slaves, were associated not primarily with slavery or 
savagery but with the black Magi; with black saints and madonnas in German 
churches; with memories of the medieval Crusades and the exotic black women 
and men the returning crusaders brought to Germany; with the Turks and their 
spectacular black soldiers before Vienna; with Oriental splendor that the Ger-
man nobility and bourgeoisie emulated. Most court or chamber moors had been 
purchased as slaves, their legal status was precarious, and their situation was one 
of dependence. However, the offi  cers and commoners who went to the American 
war were members of a society that affi  rmed social inequality and dependence 
as natural. As subjects to a state in which status came with proximity to power, 
they perceived the moors as privileged, even pampered, individuals. � ese Hes-
sian images of black sainthood or of aristocratic and Oriental splendor clashed 
fi ercely with the misery of the American slaves—exploited, degraded, denied 
their humanity in their legal defi nition as chattel. � ese Hessians brought images 
of the Mohr to America, and there they began to add “Negro” and Neger, with 
implications of bondage and degradation, to their vocabulary, a transformational 
process of racialization that can be traced in Ewald’s, Baurmeister’s, and other 
white Hessians’ narratives.

From monthly journals of the various regiments, held by the Hessian State 
Archive in Marburg, we know that the Hessians began recruiting black Ameri-
cans as soldiers, personal servants, and nonmilitary staff  almost immediately 
upon their arrival in 1776 in New York, then one of the hubs of slavery in 
North America.22 Losses in manpower and vacancies the army faced in the fi rst 
two years, especially during the New York and Philadelphia campaigns—from 
epidemics, as well as soldiers being killed, wounded, taken prisoner, or desert-
ing—were often made up by enlisting black Americans as soldiers or hiring 
them as laborers. � e HETRINA23 papers document at least 150 such formal 
enlistments in military units, with most enlistees serving as musicians, but some 
also as fusiliers, grenadiers, musketeers, and privates. In addition, there were the 
camp followers of no offi  cial status—day laborers, personal servants, midwives, 
cooks, maids, laundresses, grooms, nurses, wagoners, prostitutes—who far out-
numbered the regulars from the very start. Reports often mention foraging par-
ties in which blacks became war booty. Recruiting or employing fugitive slaves 
in the Hessian army thus was an act of military expediency as well as a strategy 
to economically harm and subvert the authority of their rebel masters. For the 
majority of Hessians, who, after all, had come from a highly stratifi ed, authori-
tarian context, these practices did not result from humanitarian considerations, 
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antislavery sentiments, or moral or political convictions—at least during the early 
encounters, i.e., before black agency taught them to listen to a diff erent narrative, 
the black narrative, to see blackness with new eyes.

� at the Hessians still harbored the image of the prestigious and precious 
chamber moor became clear when offi  cers ordered Hessian army chaplains to 
educate and train black children they had bought or confi scated. � ese children 
were then sent back to Kassel as soon as the offi  cers felt they were “ready” for 
court display. For instance, Adjutant General Major von Baurmeister, who served 
as fi rst adjutant to all three Hessian commanders and wrote regular reports to the 
Hessian Minister of State and War Friedrich Christian von Jungkenn-Müntzer, 
mentions in a letter of 1 December 1777 a “negro boy about thirteen years old” 
whom Colonel von Donop, killed in action during the Philadelphia campaign, 
“bequeathed to your Lordship”—the act of transfer expressive of the boy’s status 
as property. After months of “instructions in the German language and also in the 
Christian religion” by Army Chaplain Georg C. Köster, he would be shipped to 
Hesse “at the fi rst opportunity,”24 von Baurmeister announced. Similarly, Hessian 
offi  cers had two black American children of unidentifi ed background—a girl of 
twelve and an adolescent boy—shipped to Landgravine Philippine. � ey received 
religious instruction and served as her personal servants, and in 1780, she had 
them baptized and confi rmed in her court chapel. � e confi rmation questioning 
was conducted in German, and both “answered in a lively manner, loudly and 
without hesitating.”25 � ese American slaves and Negroes were thus reinstalled 
as orientalized Mohren, though their legal status is not recorded. � ese examples 
illustrate that it did not take long for some members of the Hessian lower nobility 
to conveniently embrace America’s “peculiar institution”: when stealing and deal-
ing in slaves, after all, they behaved in accordance with the feudal or absolutist 
state’s strictly hierarchical understanding of the human species and the prescrip-
tions of the social and political discourses of the day, in accordance also with their 
specifi c Hessian context.26

However, even more important than Hessians “foraging for Negroes” was the 
interaction between the Hessians and black Americans that the slaves themselves 
initiated, an interaction, this chapter insists, that had a powerful transformational 
impact on the Hessian attitude toward blackness and slavery. American slaves, 
recent scholarship contends, were neither passive victims nor mere observers of 
a Revolutionary War fought by (and for) whites only; they redefi ned this war as 
their war of self-liberation. Many supported the patriots, hoping their service 
would be rewarded with personal emancipation at the end of the struggle for 
national independence. But tens of thousands also ran from their masters and 
struggled to cross the lines into British-occupied territory after Lord Dunmore’s 
famous proclamation of November 1775, which promised freedom to any slave 
joining the British forces—Jeff erson later spoke of more than thirty thousand 
black refugees in Virginia only. Succeeding British commanders would regularly 
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confi rm and expand this proclamation, which slaves all over the colonies eagerly 
embraced as liberation news and promise.27 Associating the Hessians with the 
British and, thus, with the British proclamation, these slaves off ered their service 
as their ticket to freedom and protection, to an independent income, to agency 
and ultimate subjecthood. � ere was relatively little need and incentive for the 
Hessians to compel blacks to enlist. In fact, they quickly learned that bondspeo-
ple kidnapped or foraged into service usually deserted at fi rst opportunity, as 
Baurmeister attested.28 It was the slaves themselves who made the decision to 
serve—certainly a powerful way of “making themselves known.”

During their seven years on the North American continent, the Hessians 
thus encountered black women and men not primarily as brutalized victims of 
American racism and chattel slavery, but as trustworthy, valiant soldiers, com-
petent midwives and nurses, skilled cooks and carpenters. � ey could not help 
respecting them for their personal courage, their stamina, their integrity. For the 
Hessian commoners and their dependents in the camps, fugitive slaves became 
fellow soldiers and laborers, buddies whose right to freedom they affi  rmed and, 
if required, defended.

� is transformational process, army documents reveal, impacted not only 
the lower ranks but also the Hessian offi  cers and their conduct toward blacks. 
Interacting with black soldiers and service personnel, these offi  cers learned to 
acknowledge that the black fugitives in their regiments and in their camps, in 
their daily conduct as freedpeople, refuted the core assumptions of American and 
German racisms. Even the most conservative offi  cers, coming from a society that 
affi  rmed inequality and strict hierarchies, found American chattel slavery to be 
simply incompatible with their notion of responsible patriarchy. Also, a consider-
able number of Hessian offi  cers, as well as Landgrave Friedrich II, were Masons,29 
who were fascinated with an Enlightenment creed that, brought up against both 
American racism and black agency, tended to translate into antislavery, libera-
tion activities. Reformatted from the perspective of the transformational impact 
of black and white interaction, the inhuman act of stealing or purchasing a 
black child could and occasionally did acquire a new, emancipating quality: 
Quartermaster Hunter, boarding the Polly, bound for Bremerlehe, in New York 
Harbor in August 1783, was accompanied by fi fteen-year-old John, whom he 
“bought … of Benjamin Carpenter of Jamaica, Long Island.” However, the entry 
“(Formerly the property) of the Quartermaster”30 in � e Black Loyalist Directory 
clearly attests that John had become a free man, and was traveling as the offi  cer’s 
personal servant.

Under the impact of American racial slavery and black self-liberation, Hessian 
offi  cers, commoners, and their dependents thus not only added Neger/Negro, 
with its implications of brutalization and essential inferiority, to their vocabu-
lary. A careful scrutiny of the army records, diaries, and war correspondence also 
confi rms the transformational power of black agency and its infl uence on white 
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perceptions: racial assignments became rarer as the war progressed, and inter-
action became routine. � e Negro/slave resurfaced as refugee, laborer, groom, 
forager, and guide, all assignations focusing on military rank, social class, and 
performance rather than race.

General Leopold von Heister, fi rst commander of the Hessian troops in North 
America, as well as his successor, General Wilhelm von Knyphausen, encouraged 
their offi  cers to enlist black runaways as soldiers and to hire them as personal 
servants and grooms, as wagoners and laborers. In a letter to the landgrave, 
written near Germantown, Pennsylvania, in October 1777, von Knyphausen, 
complaining of the disconcerting sickness rate among his soldiers, reported that 
the solution to this problem was the enlistment of black soldiers. He had fi rst 
accepted white American volunteers to the Hessian ranks, but the result had been 
desultory, “for neither can they march in line, and they are likely to return to the 
rebels. Also, they are not well suited as soldiers, on account of their cowardice and 
their undisciplined notions of freedom.” Fortunately, there was an alternative: 
“But we have recruited several Negroes as tambours for the infantry and grena-
dier battalions, and several have been performing well for the entire year.” He was 
especially pleased to report that “several have already decided to return to Hesse 
with us.”31 Von Knyphausen claimed that the decision to migrate to Kassel lay 
exclusively with these free black men. He was pleased to welcome them as assets 
to the Hessian troops and state—testimony to von Knyphausen’s awareness of 
how eager Frederick II was to increase his prestige by adding black musicians to 
his personal corps, and expression also of the nobleman’s belief in the superiority 
of his Hessian culture to which the refugees would and could adapt. But, above 
all, this letter was a tribute to the men’s performance as soldiers and potential 
Hessian subjects.

In the years that followed, increasing numbers of black adolescents considered 
too young for armed service were recruited as musicians, as tambours, trumpet-
ers, and fi fers, freeing mature white Hessian soldiers for service as musketeers or 
grenadiers. Also, offi  cers were urged not to use white Hessian soldiers as personal 
servants but to replace them with black refugees. Yet black Americans served not 
only as regulars and personal staff ; their familiarity with the local territory and 
structures, combined with their determination to be free, made them indispens-
able as spies, informers, foragers, and laborers.

During the Southern campaigns, especially into the Carolinas, Georgia, and 
Virginia between 1780 and 1781, the numbers of black Americans who enlisted 
as regulars—or at least accompanied and supported the troops—increased dra-
matically, to the point that they far outnumbered the actual troops, as Captain 
Johann Ewald of the Jaeger Corps reported in June 1781 from the Virginia cam-
paign. Ewald, a fi ercely disciplined, self-controlled, and authoritarian offi  cer, was 
exasperated at “a cavalcade” in black and white, which he compared in disgust to 
“a wandering Arabian or Tartar horde”:
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Lord Cornwallis had permitted each subaltern to keep two horses and one Negro, 
each captain, four horses and two Negroes, and so on, according to rank. But since 
this order was not strictly carried out, the greatest abuse arose from this arrangement 
… Every offi  cer had four to six horses and three to four Negroes, as well as one or 
two Negresses for cook and maid. Every soldier’s woman was mounted and also had a 
Negro and Negress for her servants. Each squad had one or two horses and Negroes, 
and every non-commissioned offi  cer had two horses and one Negro.
 Yes, indeed, I can testify that every soldier had a Negro, who carried his provisions 
and bundles. � is multitude always hunted at a gallop, and behind the baggage fol-
lowed well over four thousand Negroes of both sexes and all ages.32

Captain Ewald explicitly blamed Lord Cornwallis and his aristocratic decadence 
for what he castigated as multiracial Carnivalesque excess, which undermined 
the discipline, hierarchy, and order he proudly associated with European military 
conduct and code of honor.

With Lord Cornwallis’s capitulation at Yorktown, Virginia, in October 
1781, the dream of self-liberation through military service, which many ex-
slaves dreamed of, collapsed, although the British evacuated hundreds of enlisted 
blacks, and sometimes even their families. � ey were fi rst removed to New York, 
then, with the British recognition of American independence in November 1782, 
thousands were resettled in the Caribbean, Nova Scotia, or England; many would 
later join the Sierra Leone project.33 However, the majority were left behind, to a 
fate that spelled punishment and reenslavement. � e black Hessians who ended 
up in Kassel were among the fortunate self-liberators who were able to maintain 
their freedom by making the decision as free women and men to leave behind 
their in-between American home and embrace an equally precarious new dia-
sporic fate in Hesse.

Captain Johann Ewald’s Narrative and the Black Voice

� e Hessians were bureaucrats; they kept records of every man who enlisted 
with them. Similar to the famous British Black Loyalist Directory, they entered a 
name, place of birth/origin, approximate age, army status, regiment, salary, ben-
efi ts, equipment, and any career moves, reassignments, military misconduct, or 
punishments. In addition, local church books and the landgrave’s budget records 
provide information about income, benefi ts, housing arrangements, births, mar-
riages, deaths, baptisms, and confi rmations. But there is no authentic black nar-
rative, no documented black voice. Still, it is possible to identify at least traces 
of the black voice and reconstruct black agency by critically revisiting the white 
Hessian gaze and narrative.

As a test case for this critical revisiting and its applicability to my further 
research and writing, I will turn to Captain Johann Ewald’s Diary of the American 
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War. Ewald,34 orphaned son of a lower-middle-class family, was born in Kassel 
in 1744, joined the military service (Infantry Regiment Gilsa) as a cadet at age 
sixteen, and studied military science with the famous Jakob von Mauvillon at 
the Collegium Carolinum at Kassel. As captain of the elite Jaeger Corps, he left 
for North America in May 1776 and returned to Kassel in May 1784, after eight 
years of service in which he had participated in most of the major campaigns. He 
kept a diary, a curious medley of private and public narratives, a copy of which 
he sent to his superior in Hesse-Kassel, Minister of State and War von Jungkenn-
Müntzer, at regular intervals. Despite its semipublic quality, it is of high value 
because it represents the experience and perspective not of an administrator but 
a man of active service, with a focus always on military activities. In it, Ewald 
displays no interest whatsoever in the racial composition of the colonies or in the 
institution of slavery; in fact, he usually speaks of servants or Neger rather than 
slaves. All the same, black Americans are a continuous presence in his narrative, 
at fi rst surfacing only in the representational stasis of the formulaic reports on 
successful military expeditions “to collect Negroes and livestock,” or “to collect 
Negroes, forage, and cattle.”35 � ere is stasis also in the fact that throughout the 
American campaigns the black women and men he encounters remain the anon-
ymous “Negro,” “Negroes,” or “Refugees.” It is a stasis that must be qualifi ed, 
however: the common Hessian soldier in his text, as in all Hessian order books, 
regimental journals, letters, diaries, or memoirs of the day, is never identifi ed by 
name, either. Class rather than race thus defi nes the relationship between the 
white Hessian captain and the black Americans he meets.

And yet a close reading of the fi rst interaction Ewald reports on 26 November 
1776, only three weeks after his arrival in New York, reveals that this static “oth-
ering” of the black as an object of white agency is challenged from the very start 
by a discourse of black semi-individual agency that forces its way into the text 
and reformats the nondiff erentiating white voice and gaze. � is early encounter is 
representative of dozens of similar interactions narrated in this journal: a Hessian 
patrol captures “a Negro” who informs them “that an enemy corps stood in the 
vicinity of Newark, and also that there was a plantation situated an hour away 
which was not deserted by its occupants and had a stock of wine and beer.” Not 
only are the Jaegers able to successfully raid the plantation of its precious stock 
after “the Negro led us along the footpath through the woods”;36 the information 
he provides on patriot troops under General Henry Lee in the Newark area also 
proves reliable and enabling for the Hessian and British forces.

In this brief, tightly constructed episode, a pattern emerges that will be con-
fi rmed and strengthened in later years. � e “Negro” as war booty and tool trans-
forms himself into a valuable informer and guide, thoroughly familiar with the 
local setting and situation, on whom the Hessians rapidly learn to rely as knowl-
edgeable and trustworthy. He is not identifi ed by name, there is no description 
of his physical appearance or status, no reference to his blackness aside from the 
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all-inclusive identifi cation as “Negro,” and, most importantly, his motivation for 
turning informer is never investigated. � e narratives do not explicitly evoke slav-
ery; still, Ewald establishes a fi rm link between Negro and slave status. However, 
and this is of utmost importance, from that “Negro equals slave” identifi cation, 
he implicitly extrapolates not exclusively and reductively black victimization 
and degradation but the Negro as potential and actual Hessian ally and partner 
against the patriot as slave master: black American intelligence and agency claim 
the right to speak in the Hessian text and reformat the encounter as a partnership 
ultimately controlled by black individual agency.

� e impact of this black agency and voice in this journal becomes even more 
powerful and complex once we turn to the Southern campaigns of 1780, dur-
ing which Ewald and his men, for the fi rst time in their lives, enter a territory 
where people of African descent, as slaves, form a numerical majority. In the 
initial encounter with his fi rst black Southerner, which Ewald records on 14 
Feb ruary, we can identify two competing narratives: a white “master” narrative 
of black deprivation and degradation, a model of racialized “othering”; and par-
allel, or perhaps even clashing with it, the black narrative of self-empowerment 
and agency—two seemingly confl icting, even incompatible, narratives. And yet, 
within a few pages, they merge.

Ewald’s memories of the event are structured by the Hessian’s shock at not 
being able to communicate with “these people.”37 Cultural “othering” becomes 
a self-protective move to retain his authority as a white European and offi  cer; 
race and class intersect. � e Hessians are totally disoriented because they dis-
embarked without maps or guides on Simmons (now Seabrook) Island off  the 
South Carolina coast. All white inhabitants had fl ed from the island upon the 
approach of the British fl eet. Fortunately, the Jaegers get hold of “a Negro boy 
of eleven or twelve years who knew the way there.” Ewald’s text focuses entirely 
on the black child’s “poor dialect,” his Gullah—which the white offi  cer who 
depends absolutely on the boy’s knowledge calls simply “his gibberish.”38 And 
yet, the youngster reduced to and defi ned by “gibberish” enters the text as a calm 
and circumspect scout who guides the Hessians safely through “an impenetrable 
morass.” � e Jaegers know they can and have to depend on him, and Ewald 
expresses his sense of mutuality, while yet struggling to affi  rm the strict military 
hierarchy he has internalized through the man-above-child opposition, through 
the endearing yet emasculating formula of “our boy.”39 Six days into the march 
through unknown, swampy territory, Ewald admits that now “[e]ach party had 
its own guide,” runaway slaves who take them expertly through the Cox Swamp. 
And yet, despite their expertise, Ewald again complains that “none of us could 
manage to talk with these people because of their bad dialect, even had we spoken 
with the tongues of angels.”40 � e inability to communicate is located exclusively 
with the black “other.” � e black agency permeating the text clashes with the 
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writer’s Eurocentric reading and evaluation. In a situation in which black exper-
tise and power determine every move of the lost and desperate Hessian offi  cer, 
he imposes a reading of cultural hegemony upon them that defi nes the black 
experts’ language as defi cient “gibberish”—rather than admitting to the Hessians’ 
defi cient English. And yet the black guides “make themselves known” as experts 
in the narrative, triumphing over the white racial reading. � ey transform the 
white Hessian monologue into a dialogue.

� e multidimensionality and complexity of this episode is revealed in the for-
mula of “these people” that Ewald employs: on the one hand, “these” is a gesture 
of racialized and hierarchical distancing; on the other hand, Ewald’s usage of 
“people” illustrates that even after four years of exposure to the American slave-
holding context that reduced the slave to chattel, the black protagonists in his 
narrative defy this denial of their humanity. In fact, the longer Ewald remains in 
the South, the more he speaks of refugee, worker, laborer, sailor, usually without 
racial assignment, focusing on class rather than race. Also, after only one month 
in South Carolina, the communication issue simply disappears from his journal, 
to be replaced by Ewald’s expressions of sincere gratitude for the black support, 
both voluntary and enforced, upon which the European troops depend and 
which they receive from black Americans: gratitude for valuable information and 
precious work; for the enormous workloads they (are made to) shoulder during 
the diffi  cult approach of Charleston through treacherous swamplands, when 
they, together with unidentifi ed sailors and soldiers, carry cannons through end-
less marshes; for the information that the swamps can be crossed and drained; for 
hundreds of black workers who strengthen the redoubts and dig ditches around 
Charleston during the long and bloody siege.41

� e precarious alliance between black and white that the Hessian narrative 
constructs is strictly hierarchical up to this point. Ewald never mentions blacks 
as soldiers. � ey enter the text only as informers, spies, and workers who excel 
in whatever they do, but he leaves intact the hierarchy he as offi  cer constructs 
between the value of military and nonmilitary action, between a white European 
performance of the superior military task and the supportive, essential, yet infe-
rior service work performed by the army’s black allies. However, he also main-
tains this diff erentiation when elaborating on the labor performed by equally 
anonymous British sailors and laborers. When the European forces fi nally take 
Charleston in May 1780, the social hierarchy he has internalized reveals the 
essentializing, racialized dimension that defi nes it to its very core: Ewald writes 
that Charleston boasts a population of “six thousand whites and mulattoes … , 
without counting the Negroes.”42 His white gaze continues to battle the black 
agency that permeates his narrative. At the same time, the cultural hegemony 
Ewald evokes is constantly being challenged and undermined by a discourse of 
mutuality, dependence, and respect that is forced upon him by black agency. 
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� e battle between the black and the white voice pervades the entire narrative, 
revealing the power of both European discourses of class and race and of black 
determination to penetrate and subvert these structures.

� e balance is tipped from hierarchy toward mutuality during the second 
Southern military involvement of Ewald’s Jaegers in 1781,43 which takes Ewald 
to Richmond, Portsmouth, and Norfolk, into North Carolina, and ultimately 
to Gloucester and Yorktown, Virginia, where he witnesses Lord Cornwallis’s 
defeat in October. In May 1781, as commanding offi  cer in Norfolk, he trains 
twelve fugitive slaves as cavalry and even has them “mounted and armed.” � is 
decision is based on a scarcity of European personnel as a result of malaria and a 
long, bloody campaign. Yet the Hessian offi  cer also leaves no doubt that, despite 
their extremely brief training period, the refugees provide him with “thoroughly 
good service.” Given the chance to excel in the military realm, the black recruits 
perform as any good soldier should, without racial qualifi cation. � e explanation 
Ewald off ers at fi rst smacks of patriarchal condescension: “I sought to win them 
by good treatment, to which they were not accustomed.”44 Yet Ewald’s journal is 
full of similar references to the white Hessian commoners under his command, 
wherein he affi  rms his sense of paternal responsibility as an offi  cer, as well as the 
loyal service he receives in return. Again the Hessian notion of class stratifi cation 
is more important to the narrative than race.

� e degree to which black Southerners acquire voice and control in Ewald’s 
diary is revealed during the catastrophic British defeat by patriot and French 
troops in Virginia in the summer and fall of 1781. Only two days before Lord 
Cornwallis capitulates at Yorktown on 17 October, the British, facing shortages 
and military defeat, drive thousands of black camp followers from their camps. 
Although he is fully aware of the seriousness of the British situation, Ewald is 
appalled at this “cruel happening” he “would just as soon forget to record.” But 
he does record it. For him, these black Americans have transformed themselves 
into more than mere tools the army had “taken along to despoil the country-
side,” more than mere laborers they had used “to good advantage and set … 
free.” He embraces “these unhappy people,” “these unfortunates,” as “our black 
friends,” and he cannot bear to give them up to the mercy of “their cruel mas-
ters.” While, as a rule, the British act would be justifi ed as self-defense, Ewald 
affi  rms his personal responsibility as well as the blacks’ right to freedom, arguing 
that “we should have thought more about their deliverance at this time.”45 � e 
anonymous black war “booty” of the early journal—people treated as things who 
had to struggle for voice each time they performed in the white narrative—have 
reformatted themselves as women and men with the right to human respect, 
deliverance, and freedom.

Ewald’s diary constructs, marks, and mediates race and class diff erence and 
otherness. In this, it is representative of the autobiographical Hessian texts pro-
duced during and after the war. Yet the black presence—two hundred years later 
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Toni Morrison would diagnose an “Africanist Presence”—in the white narrative 
succeeds in renegotiating these static constructions of racial, social, and cultural 
alterity in diverse and complex ways. It thus initiates the intriguing dynamic of 
these narratives and powerfully challenges the exclusive authority of the white 
Hessian monologue.

On 3 November 1781, the defeated British and Hessian offi  cers boarded the 
vessels at Yorktown that would take them back to New York. Despite American 
protests, Ewald records that, thanks to Cornwallis’s intervention, more than two 
hundred black and white servants and camp followers “of both sexes” and races 
were on board the Andrew alone (the same holds true for other ships of the fl eet), 
hiding their faces; “probably,” he states, they “were contraband.”46 Ewald seems 
relieved that at least some of “our black friends” could be saved. � e black soldiers 
in Hessian service, as well as their dependents, would have to wait two more years 
in New York before they could be shipped to Hesse. � e memoirs of a fugitive 
black minister in the British forces, Boston King, published in 1798, recall that 
these New York years of waiting und uncertainty were marked by “inexpressible 
anguish and terror,”47 caused especially by the refugees’ dread that their former 
masters would track them down and reclaim the self-liberators as “property.”

Concluding Remarks

� e slaves’ decision to run from their American masters and enlist with the 
Hessians was an act of self-liberation. � at they continued to move and decide 
as free individuals—expressed, as we saw, in von Knyphausen’s statement that 
“some have already decided to return to Hesse with us”—was confi rmed as the 
time approached for the Hessians to depart from the North American continent. 
Like their white Hessian comrades, they chose between three options, which the 
HETRINA records document: large numbers simply deserted and opted for an 
American future, perhaps hoping against hope that the young republic would 
abandon the pernicious and inhuman system of chattel slavery. Others, perhaps 
connected through family ties, asked for regular dismissal, which was granted. A 
third group of approximately seventy regulars chose migration to Germany, and 
were supported in this by their white Hessian superiors—tangible proof that they 
had served to satisfaction and were acknowledged as fellow Hessian soldiers and 
subjects. Also, we have to add to our list an unidentifi ed number of dependents 
as well as offi  cers’ personal servants and purchased or foraged slaves. � ese depen-
dents and slaves certainly had little choice and limited agency.

� e last Hessian troops, among them Ewald and his Jaegers, arrived in Kas-
sel on 18 May 1784. � ey were inspected by the landgrave and, the profi table 
British subsidies having expired, dramatically reduced in numbers on the spot. 
Now considered military failures and fi nancial liabilities, many Hessian com-
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mon soldiers, all so-called strangers from other states, and especially all elderly 
and wounded servicemen, were dismissed from service, fi nally free(d) to return 
to their families and homes. “All services performed were forgotten and we poor 
‘Americans,’ who had fl attered ourselves with the best reception, were deceived 
in our expectations in the most undeserved way,”48 an embittered Ewald con-
cludes. However, the landgrave chose to confi rm all black American regulars, for 
they would enhance his glory among the German and European nobility and 
royalty. In his offi  cial proclamation for the returning troops, Friedrich II decreed 
on 31 October 1783: “No Negroes are to be dismissed; but they shall all be 
retained, and until they can be transferred to my First Batallion Garde they shall 
receive a monthly bonus payment from the accumulated peace budget from my 
royal chatoul.”49 Within months, all black Hessian soldiers were integrated into 
the landgrave’s personal elite corps and served in and around Kassel. American 
Negroes/Neger and fugitive slaves were thus redefi ned as privileged Mohren of an 
enormous representational value for their white sovereign and patron. � ey and 
their family members were transformed from American slaves into the landgrave’s 
subjects,50 with both the utter dependence on his goodwill and the powerful pro-
tection and respect their new position in court entailed in this strictly hierarchical 
society where, as Anne Kuhlmann’s chapter in this volume illustrates, status came 
with proximity to power. � ey had freed themselves from the terrors of Ameri-
can chattel slavery, hoping, perhaps against hope and their deeper knowledge of 
human nature, that by relocating to Hesse-Kassel, they would move toward a 
freedom beyond race, toward a freedom without racism. In a Germany that was 
in the process of developing “scientifi c” theories of race, racial diff erence, and 
racialized nationhood, race—though in the new and unexpected local German 
expressions this volume traces across time—would continue to be their and their 
descendants’ daily companion. But in Kassel they were free, their human status 
uncontested and affi  rmed.

Notes

 1. Kassel was spelled Cassell until 1928. For consistency, however, it will be spelled Kassel 
throughout this text.

 2. Kirchenbuch reformierte Gemeinde Kassel (KGK), Landeskirchliches Archiv Kassel (LKA), 
78.

 3. KGK, LKA, 78.
 4. KGK, LKA, 995.
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bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), esp. chap. 1.
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living in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, as well as a large number of “black poor” refugees 
living in England, migrated to Sierra Leone. � is exodus was organized and funded by the 
British abolitionist Sierra Leone Company.

 34. For biographical information on Johann Ewald, see Tustin, “Introduction,” xix–xxxi.
 35. Ewald, Diary of the American War, 120, 214.
 36. Ibid., 20.
 37. Ibid., 199.
 38. Ibid., 197.
 39. Ibid.
 40. Ibid., 199.
 41. Frey, Water from the Rock, 108–10; Schama, Rough Crossings, 100–20. For contemporary Hes-

sian renderings of the siege, see Bernhard A. Uhlendorf, ed. and trans., � e Siege of Charleston: 
With an Account of the Province of South Carolina: Diaries and Letters of Hessian Offi  cers (Cran-
bury, NJ: � e Scholar’s Bookshelf, [1938] 2007).

 42. Ewald, Diary of the American War, 240.
 43. After Charleston had been taken by the British and Hessian forces in March 1780, Ewald and 

his Jaegers were ordered back to New York. See Ewald, Diary of the American War, chap. 2.
 44. Ewald, Diary of the American War, 298.
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 45. Ibid., 335–36.
 46. Ibid., 343.
 47. Boston King, “Memoirs of the Life of Boston King, a Black Preacher: Written by Himself, dur-

ing his Residence at Kingswood-School,” in Unchained Voices: An Anthology of Black Authors 
in the English-Speaking World of the 18th Century, ed. Vincent Carretta (Lexington: University 
Press of Kentucky, 2004), 356. King’s memoir was originally published in London in 1798. 

 48. Ewald, Diary of the American War, 361.
 49. “Journal von dem hochfürstlichen Hessischen, des General Major von Knoblauch aus dem 

Amerikanischen Krieg, von anno 1776 bis anno 1783,” StAM 10e, I 12, 618−19.
 50. For a sophisticated analysis of the concept of subjecthood, focusing on Britain but also in many 

aspects applicable to the Hessian context, see Christopher Leslie Brown, “Empire without 
Slaves: British Concepts of Emancipation in the Age of the American Revolution,” William 
and Mary Quarterly 56 (1999): 273–306: “In the eighteenth century, the meaning of subject-
ship retained the quasi-medieval connotations of a personal bond between individual and lord. 
Subjectship could be natural or acquired. … In either case, subjectship was understood as natu-
ral, perpetual, and immutable, a civic analogue to the relation between parent and child. � e 
relationship entailed obligations: the monarch owed the subject protection, and the subject 
owed allegiance” (282). 
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