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Leisure, the escape from the tedium of everyday existence, is found in all cultures including those in which slavery exists.  At first glance the terms “slavery” and “leisure” may seem to be contradictory, mutually exclusive terms.  However, the need to mentally and physically break the bonds of one’s circumstances – albeit temporarily – applied equally if not more so to Caribbean and North American slaves of African descent.  The creolization of slave leisure activity forms began almost immediately upon their arrival in the Americas, some of which represented a continuation of African traditions while others were adopted from white society.  A few forms of leisure even afforded slaves an opportunity to elevate their status relative to that of fellow slaves, compete on an equal footing with whites, and in some instances win their freedom.  This paper will examine the creolization of some forms of slave leisure activities from the most easily cross-culturally transportable, to forms that required special apparatuses or venues.  It is not intended to be an exhaustive inquiry into all forms of slave leisure.  The time period covered will be from the earliest days of the transatlantic slave trade to Emancipation.  Finally, there will be some discussion of the impact of slave leisure on North American and Caribbean culture that continues to this day.


The transatlantic slave trade might be viewed as a “mass transfer of traditional cultures from one continent to another.”
  With that transfer of cultures came new forms of communication, including new forms of storytelling and dance.  “Creolization,” the process of cultural adaptation, forced Africans to adopt European-centric attitudes, values, religions, and art forms. 
  But it also allowed for the transfer of African traditions to the Americas.


Life for the average Caribbean and North American slave comprised a continuous cycle of toil and privation briefly interrupted by forms of amusement.  A slave’s desire for leisure activities – psychological escapism – when not engaged in forced labor was a natural one shared by white laborers and slaveholders.  By participating in various forms of recreation whenever the opportunity presented itself, a slave could “break the routine of…harsh daily existence,” and at the same time create social unity with others under bondage.
  To slaves, leisure represented freedom in the sense that their time and activities were highly regulated by masters, state laws, local ordinances, and society in general.  Leisure was their time to engage in activities of their choosing.  It’s interesting to note that two modern synonyms for the word “leisure” are “free time” and “freedom.”  


A slave’s leisure activities came with restrictions that varied depending on locale and the whims of their owners.  Some slaves had severe restrictions placed on their free time activities.  Others, such as those in Barbados, enjoyed relatively few restrictions.  One observer visiting that island in the latter part of the eighteenth century described the highways as being busy with slaves (carrying travel documents) taking “full advantage of their leisure time…travelling all night, going to or returning from a distant connection, in order, without sleep, to be in due time to go through a hard day’s labour, after their nocturnal adventures.”
  While these nighttime excursions “lightened the load of slavery,” their activities reached a point that complaints were made and laws passed by urban authorities due to slaves’ “reveling, gameing, [sic] and swearing,” on Sundays.
 


One of the oldest and simplest forms of entertainment extant in most cultures is storytelling.  The advantages of storytelling over other forms of leisure is that only a speaker and listener are required, no special venues or gear are needed, stories can easily be transplanted from one culture to another, and they can be readily passed from one generation to the next.  Written history may not have been a byproduct of West Coast African cultures, but a tradition of oral history – epitomized by Griots, wandering poet-musicians and repositories of oral traditions – was and still is an integral part of West African society.  Storytelling was the one commodity slaves could bring with them even if stripped of all clothing and personal possessions during the Middle Passage. 


It’s appropriate that an investigation into the creolization of slave leisure begins on Barbados, the western-most Caribbean island and the one closest to the African continent.  From the earliest days of the transatlantic trade, visitors to Bridgetown, Barbados may have had their sleep interrupted by slaves sitting on doorsteps of the town late into the night “chattering together and telling ‘nancy’ stories,” which the white chronicler likely confused with African stories of the spider trickster/folk hero named Anansi (also known as Kompa Nanzi on the Netherlands Antilles, Annancy on Jamaica and Grenada, Aunt Nancy on the South Carolina and Georgia coasts) whose origins have been attributed to the Ashanti tribe in Ghana.
  The same or similar Anansi stories told by slaves on Barbados were also being recounted on the island of Jamaica and on the barrier islands of the Georgia coast.
  The appeal of Anansi, whose cunning and scheming often backfired, may be a reflection of circumstances in which slaves found themselves where survival depended on one’s wits.  Whether the stories came to North America directly by slave ship or were later transported by slaves purchased in the Caribbean is unknown, but the evidence demonstrates the enduring nature of particular stories within the storytelling tradition that persisted and spread throughout American slave societies.


Over time new stories emerged and spread throughout the slave culture.  Another animal prominently featured in storytelling traditions of Western and Central Africa was that of the trickster hare.  It is possible that the Anansi and hare stories merged in Africa or later in the Americas.  Regardless, stories of Bruh (brother) or Br’er rabbit gained widespread appeal among slave populations, especially in North America.  Bruh Rabbit often engages in battles of wits with Bruh Wolf (later Bruh Fox, also a lizard in one version).  The “Tar Baby” tale traces its origins directly to one of the Anansi stories, in which the spider hero captures a fairy using a doll covered with sticky gum.  Bruh Rabbit was likely a substitute for slaves who used their wits to overcome their circumstances and take revenge on adversaries who represented the white man.  However, like Anansi, Bruh Rabbit’s best-laid plans could backfire on him.  In one tale related by a former slave on Sapelo Island, he steals Bruh Wolf’s magic hoe.  By uttering the magic command “swish,” the woe could rid an entire field of weeds by itself while the owner relaxed beneath a shady tree.  Problems arise when Bruh Rabbit realizes he doesn’t know the magic words to make the hoe stop, and it proceeds to destroy the entire crop.
 


“Fly away” stories were tales of escape circulating among slaves, which may have helped them psychologically rise above their circumstances.  In one version related by the grandson of a slave, newly arrived slaves from Africa returned home by saying, “‘Kum buba yali kum buba tambe, Kum kunka yali kum kunka tambe,’ quick like.  Then they rise off the ground and fly away.  Nobody ever seen them no more.  Some say they fly back to Africa” [translated from Gullah].
  In another version, the newly arrived slaves flew back to Africa from the moment they disembarked from the slave ship.
 

Singing and dancing represent two other easily transportable leisure forms that underwent a process of creolization.  Dancing, accompanied by singing and instruments, was integral to almost every aspect of African life, “in celebration and in mourning, during marriage and initiation rites, in preparation for war, to insure a good hunt and a profitable harvest, for healing, and to make social statements.”  A stranger to an African tribe might be asked not “Where are you from?” but “‘What do you dance?’ because dancing was so prevalent, so complex, so distinctive, and so important among the native peoples of Africa that a person’s nationality could actually be ascertained by the way they danced.”
  To reduce the death rate among slaves during the Middle Passage, slavers resorted to a practice called “dancing the slaves,” in which slaves were brought from the hold on deck where they were encouraged to dance under threat of a cat-o’-nine-tails.
  Because of their shackles, male slaves often could do little more than frantic hopping, possibly the origin of a dance that evolved on American shores in which slaves remembered their Middle Passage.  


In the same way that the traditional African life patterns became fragmented, American slave dances became fragmented.
  However, the slaves’ “ability to adapt, reinvent, and acculturate themselves allowed for the transformation of traditional forms of African dance into new African-American dance forms.”
  Distinct characteristics of traditional African dance – moving feet close to the ground, crouching, animal mimicry, improvisation, and polyrhythmic body movements – evolved into new dance forms such as the calenda, the chica, and the juba in the Caribbean and the Buck, Pigeon Wing, Buzzard Lope, the Fish Tail, the Snake Hip, and the Camel Walk on the barrier islands of the southeastern United States.


Just as African stories were reinvented and migrated across slave populations in the Caribbean and United States, African slaves brought with them their peculiar dances that underwent metamorphoses in this side of the Atlantic.  The plantation stick dance evolved from the Angolan and Kongolese martial art form of capoeria, a combination of acrobatics, fighting, and dance using a musical instrument made from a “flexible tree limb, a string or cord, a small stone, a gourd, and a striking stick.”
  The dance allowed slaves to practice the movements of hand-to-hand combat, “leaping and contorting to avoid body blows or arrows,”
 and they could do so in public and before white observers.  However, one wonders if slaves, over time, understood the dance’s original significance.  The stick dance later found its way into minstrelry, usually performed by a dancer disguised as a tottering elderly man leaning heavily on a walking stick who suddenly breaks into a wild dance and jumps over the cane.


Another aspect of African dance kept alive by slaves was the use of mockery and satire to make social commentaries or “laugh at the irony found in difficult situations.”
  Creolized song and dance afforded slaves an opportunity to ridicule or satirize the master or whites in general.  The cakewalk and corn-shucking dances provided a safe means of defiance that allowed slaves to secretly assert themselves while keeping a personal level of resistance alive.  


Most plantation dances were “circle” or “ring” dances, performed by members surrounded by a group of other dancers who kept rhythm with feet stomps and shuffles and hand claps and who exhorted dancers on with song and words of encouragement.  The “ring shout” represents a creolized version of African circle dances whose origins might be traced to the BaKongo practice of etching cosmograms – cross and circle symbols representing life, death, and rebirth – on the ground and dancing over the figures to invoke spirits.  The dance evolved out of the Protestant belief that secular dancing is sinful and the slaves’ cultural heritage in which movement played an important part in sacred expression.  Like some of the Caribbean dances, the ring shout was a type of dervish that could last for hours with men and women falling to the ground “prone and quivering” in transformed states of ecstasy while the remaining dancers closed the gaps and continue to move in a circle.


Weekend dances were a routine part of plantation life for many slaves as evidenced by the following recollection from the Slave Narratives database, one of numerous examples across the southern United States in which former slaves recounted weekend shindigs:
“We had Saturday afternoon off, every Saturday morning the women slaves would wash Maser’s folks clothes and ours too, the men would shave and clean up because we would always have a dance somewhere Saturday night.  We never had picture shows to go to like we do now.  Dancing was all the enjoyment we had and believe me we sure did take advantage of our Masers freedom on that night and all tried to have a real good time.  We could dance and court our boys or girlfriend on these special nights as Maser he never bothered us.  On Sunday we would lie around and sleep as we would be up so late on Saturday night dancing.
 

One Jamaican chronicler observed that music and dancing was integral to the lives of slaves who frequented “in the negro houses in an evening, and once a week, a general assemblage took place under the auspices of one negro, who invited people from the neighboring estates. On such occasions it was customary to ask leave of their master to ensure a license for a greater duration of their obstreperous mirth, which, from the usual vicinity of his dwelling to the Negro-houses, he must necessarily hear.”
 


Benjamin Latrobe, a noted architect visiting New Orleans in 1819, chronicled a Sunday afternoon gathering of 500 to 600 blacks assembled in Congo Square.  “They were formed into circular groupes [sic] in the midst of which…was a ring, the largest not 10 feet in diameter. In the first were two women dancing…hardly moving their feet or bodies.  The music consisted of two drums and a stringed instrument…which no doubt was imported from Africa.”
  In cities where large concentrations of African-born slaves resided, the dancers often moved in rings by nationality.
  


A visitor to a Savannah, Georgia plantation, Emily Burke, observed Sabbath recreations for slaves during her 1840s Georgia sojourn.  “Some were trundling the hoop, some were playing ball, some dancing at the sound of a fiddle, some grinding their own corn at the mill, while others were just returning from fishing or hunting excursions.”
  But weekends weren’t the only time slaves were allowed to sing and dance as Burke also noted.  “About seven o’clock in the summer season, the colored people would generally begin to assemble in the yard belonging to the planter’s residence…Here they would kindle little bonfires…[and]…join in a dance around the burning fagots.  In this manner was spent the greater part of the summer evenings.”  She goes on to write that white members of the planter’s family gathered on the piazza, and “sometimes at the request of a favorite slave I have seen the white children engage in the waltz or take their places in the quadrille.”


Slave musicians, often drummers and fiddle players usually accompanied singing and dancing.  John Couper, a barrier island planter on the Georgia coast, taught some of his slaves to play the bagpipes, the clarinet, and the violin.
  A former Couper slave, Ryna Johnson recalled in a 1930s Georgia Writer’s Project interview (translated from the Geechee) that, “We use to have big frolic and dance in a ring and shout to drum.”
 

The above passages point out the common practice of allowing slaves, especially in urban settings, to earn money and the custom of letting them engage in some form of revelry on Saturdays.  That slaves were permitted to sing, dance and imbibe alcoholic drinks on Saturday afternoons and evenings appears to have been a widespread custom in urban environments and on plantations, at least the larger ones.  Like the forced singing and dancing aboard slave ships, the policy of ritualized revelry may have been intended more to avoid insurrections than the altruism of slave owners.  However, as is noted on the following pages, the intended result could also lead to rebellion, the very thing slave owners feared most.


“Games of chance” are cited in a number of late eighteenth century accounts of the British slave trade and indicate that gaming, too, survived the transatlantic crossing.  James Fraser, a ship captain wrote that slaves “have frequent amusements peculiar to their own country…such as little games with stones or shells,” probably referring to wari (a.k.a., warri, mancala, oware, adjito), an ancient West African board game.  The game is comprised of a wooden board with hollowed out bowls called houses.  Each house contains 4 stones for a total of 48.  The first player to capture 25 stones wins.  Because onboard insurrections were not uncommon, such games likely served as a means of crowd control.  Captain Fraser served on slaving vessels during the 1770s and 1780s, and his account of Middle Passage amusement doesn’t mean all slave vessels throughout the transatlantic slave trade history provided such amenities.  Because many ships were so crammed with slaves that one male couldn’t turn over, gaming was likely a rare occurrence aboard many slave ships.
  

Evidence that gaming among slaves survived the Middle Passage can be found as early as 1692 when legislators in Barbados passed laws aimed at curbing “drunkenness among slaves working on the waterfront and frequenting the taverns…the constant gambling of slaves in the towns,” desecration of “the Sabbath and disturbing other holidays by firing squibs [fireworks] into, and from, houses.” 
  In St. Augustine, too, slaves frequented local taverns and participated in gambling and card games.
  

During the Middle Passage, slaves who were allowed to “game” very likely had nothing to bet on or with.  However, once established in the Americas, slaves could acquire private property by either honest means, or, as the following 1777 advertisement points out, through dishonesty:

“A MAN SLAVE, about 20 years of age, to be sold, not for his good qualities, though he has many….but…to send him some distance from his fellow servants, on account of his bad examples, viz. dealing rather freely with the property of others [stealing], to support him in gambling….”


Vestiges of African harvest celebrations and religious ceremonies, complete with masks, music, song and dance, appeared on Caribbean and North American plantations in nuanced, creolized forms influenced by similar Euro-centric customs.  In addition to an accepted tradition of weekend slave “parties,” seasonal festivals on a much larger scale became customary.  


“Crop Over” festivals afforded slaves an opportunity to “ritualise their relationships to the plantation world with song and dance.”  Depending on the island or the plantation, the festival began (usually in August) the day of the last sugar cane harvest or at the conclusion of the sugar making “when the enslaved gangs assembled around the boiling house, dancing and roaring for joy.  The overseer distributed salt fish and rum, and the “feast would be followed by a ball.”
 Even though slaves were able to celebrate a sugar, rice, or cotton harvest, it doesn’t mitigate the fact that many slaves – especially those on Caribbean sugar plantations – endured year-round back breaking work, and many died or suffered life long physical ailments as a result of their labors.

On some plantations where the master didn’t sanction crop over festivals, slaves held them secretively.
  Reasons why master prohibited revelries ranged from religious convictions to fear of revolt.  The 1816 Bussa plantation rebellion on Barbados was attributed in large part to the overindulgence of slave owners who allowed “constant parties and dances on Saturday and Sunday evenings (at which they [slaves] were most gaily attired).”  The leaders of the uprising, well aware of William Wilberforce’s attempts to abolish slavery, later admitted to plotting their freedom during dances and pre-Christmas parties.
  This and other revolts, like the South Carolina Stono Rebellion of 1739, forced authorities to clamp down on revelries, at least temporarily, and in many cases led to decrees prohibiting the use of drums by slaves for fear that they could serve as means of communicating further uprisings.


On North American plantations, the harvesting and shucking of corn represented an important seasonal event.  Slaves from nearby plantations (additional hands) might be called to join the festivities.  The harvested corn would be divided into two piles.  Two teams were assigned to shuck each pile with the winning team receiving a prize.  Corn shucking included abundant amounts of food and ended with a combination of African-American plantation dances and European style social dances.  Competition could be intense, with the person who endured by dancing the hardest and the longest being considered the best of the group.
  

The slave narratives database bears out that, like the weekend dances, harvest celebrations were common practice:

“About the most fun slaves had was at them corn shuckings.  The general would get high on top of the corn pile and whoop and holler down leading that corn shucking song until all the corn was done shucked.  Then come the big eats, the liquor, and the dancing.  Cotton pickings was big fun too, and when they got through picking the cotton they ate and drank and danced until they couldn’t dance no more.” [Translated]



During the colonial period, New England slaves gathered to dance on ‘Lection Day (or Negro Election Day) and Pinkster Day to pay tribute to their ancestors, another African tradition.  The festivities were widely attended by white onlookers who watched slaves celebrate by dancing to fiddle music.  The ceremonies took on a stately aspect where “kings” and “governors” were elected, followed by a coronation parade and an inaugural speech.
  

Carnival, a European Lenten festival transplanted to the New World, afforded yet another creolized celebration for slaves on the Caribbean island of Trinidad.  Like the crop festivals, slaveholders viewed Carnival as a means to diffuse tensions inherent in master-slave relationships, but they also saw it as a threat in that it provided slaves the opportunity to congregate in groups to plot insurrections.
 

Carnival was, and still is, a highly developed and competitive festival that included the annual productions of new Carnival songs.  While white elites attended masquerade balls, slaves created their own Carnival traditions including the tradition of spraying each other with mud and sewage (modern revelers use body paint
) and the Canboulay, featuring violent stick fights between rival groups.


In St. Augustine, Florida, Carnival musicians and costumed revelers filled the streets.
  But Carnival in North America was not as intense as ones held in Brazil or on Caribbean islands.  New Orleans slaveholders and slaves practiced a milder, less competitive version of Carnival known today as Mardi Gras, featuring parades, dancers, and marching bands. 

In the early to mid nineteenth century, New Orleans saw the rise of mixed black and white dances in ballrooms and taverns, an off-shoot of Quadroon Balls, where white men sought quadroon (one quarter black blood) mistresses.  With the influx of Haitian slaves during the end of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, legislation was passed for “the assemblies of slaves for the purpose of dancing or other merriments” to take place only on Sundays and to end before dark.  The laws were created in part out of fear of large slave Voodoo dances held after dark.  Drums were allowed.   In Congo Square, “wild Sunday dances among the black slaves” took place, along with cockfighting and dog fighting.
 


Latrobe, visiting New Orleans in 1819, describes the instruments used during a Congo Square Sunday dance:

“The music consisted of two drums and a stringed instrument.  An old man sat astride a cylindrical drum about a foot in diameter, & beat it with incredible quickness with the edge of his hand & fingers.  The other drum was an open staved thing held between the knees & beaten in the same manner…The most curious [stringed] instrument…was imported from Africa.  On the top of the fingerboard was the rude figure of a man in a sitting posture, & two pegs behind him to which the strings were fastened.  The body was a calabash.  It was played upon by a very little old man, apparently 80 or 90 years old.”
  


Slaves held dress balls in St. Augustine as early as the 1790s.  As on Barbados, periodic laws aimed at banning late night revelries were often ignored.
  On the island of Jamaica, slaves organized formal, lavish all night affairs known as “Dignity Balls,” that required an entry fee.  A British army officer visiting Bermuda in 1830 described one such occasion:

“When dancing was over the company was ushered into the supper room, where a table was set out covered with a profusion of cakes, preserves, wines, etc; that the Black women appeared in full costume, lace, satin and flowers; and that, in short every thing was conducted with the same taste as in the higher circles of society.  They had Spanish dances and quadrilles, country dancing not being considered genteel.”  


Black musicians played violins, fiddles, flutes and drums on these occasions.  Another observer in 1823 noted that some domestic slaves were disassociating themselves from African musical forms, preferring the influence of European music instead.


Solomon Northrup, a free black man kidnapped into slavery on a Louisiana plantation for ten years, wrote that slaves where he labored weren’t allowed to hold weekend dances or celebrate harvest festivals.  His account reinforces the fact that not all slaveholders allowed regularly scheduled time for leisure.  According to Northrup, Christmas provided “the only respite from constant labor the slave has through the whole year.”  He describes it as “a time of feasting, and frolicking, and fiddling–the carnival season with the children of bondage,” and a different planter would host a Christmas supper usually attended by three to five hundred slaves from surrounding plantations.
  Lizzie Atkins (Texas) described her memories of a slave’s Christmas this way:

On Christmas we would all get up early to see what Santa brought us slaves, as he always brought us a big sack of candy, nuts and fruit.  We nearly always had a bunch of fireworks of some kind too, and we would all have a good time. That night both young and old would have a great big dance and the Negroes picking banjos and beating tin pans to make merry music.  Then we all went home happy but that was only once a year, and we had a big eggnog too.”
 


How long did it take for these African leisure forms to spread?  Probably about the length of time it took slaves to travel from Africa to the Caribbean, from the Caribbean to ports like Charleston and New Orleans, and from these ports to inland plantations.


Common sporting skills brought to the Americas by Africans included “wrestling and boxing, foot racing, and jumping contests.  Thus Africans who were later enslaved and transported to the New World nevertheless brought with them a rich culture of sport.”
 

For slaves who exhibited superior athletic ability, a few leisure activities offered avenues of advancement in status, elevating their positions in the plantation hierarchy equal to or above those formerly reserved for house servants and artisans.  As early as the first days of colonial America, slaves played prominent roles in spectator sports, adopting and excelling in them.  Of these, boxing and horseracing were among the most important throughout the nineteenth century.
  It wasn’t unusual for planters to place wagers on their fastest horses, ridden by slave jockeys, or pit the toughest slave of one plantation against another in boxing matches.  There were even “battle royal” matches where six or more blindfolded slaves were placed in a ring and flailed away at each other until one emerged the victor.  


A number of slaves earned their freedom through boxing.  Perhaps the best known is Tom Molineaux, born 1784 in Georgetown, District of Columbia.  His owner offered Tom one hundred dollars and his freedom if he could defeat a slave from a neighboring plantation.  Molineaux won the bout and sailed to London at age 24 where he worked out with Bill Richmond, another former slave (some texts indicate he was freeborn) billed as “The Black Terror.”  Tom unsuccessfully fought two championship matches in England, and his boxing career soon steadily declined due to excessive drinking and dishonest managers.  He died penniless in Ireland at the age of thirty-four.
  


The progression from inter-plantation sporting events to regional and national venues was a logical step.  Considering that considerable amounts of money were involved, the progression was a fairly predictable one.  Horseracing was perhaps the first sport in which integration between black and white athletes took place in North America.  Slave jockeys competed with whites jockeys in the South and in the northern states.  In 1677 a black jockey competed against a white in Richmond, Virginia with three hundred pounds of tobacco at stake.  


Austin Curtis, one of the earliest renowned slave jockeys, achieved national fame before the American Revolution, helping to turn his North Carolina master’s “stable into the winningest, most profitable racing power in the American Colonies.”
  Curtis, freed after the revolution by a special act of the North Carolina general assembly, went on to become a thoroughbred horse trainer.  Another slave jockey, Charles “Charley” Stewart of Virginia, earned so much money he required an agent to handle it.  He later went on to manage a thoroughbred operation and hire employees of his own.  As was the case with boxing, a number of other jockeys won their freedom through racing horses.

Stakes on quarter mile horse races were sometimes in the form of cattle or tobacco crops, worth as much as a hundred thousand British pounds in one instance.  Everyone from the colonial social hierarchy – the gentry, slaves, backwoodsmen – attended with wagers being made at all levels of the social ladder.  One 1823 race on Long Island drew an estimated sixty thousand spectators.


Another slave jockey named “Monkey” Simon, a four-foot, six-inch hunchback born around 1780 has been described as the “the forerunner of the modern ‘showboating’ super-athlete.  Witty, hilariously sarcastic, vastly entertaining, Simon brazenly took on the most famous man of his day, the general and future president Andrew Jackson, not once but again and again.”
  In a famous encounter with Jackson, an avid horse racer, the general warned Simon, riding a horse named Haynie’s Maria, not to spit tobacco into the eyes of his rider or horse when they “are about to pass you.”  Simon, who could “get away with it because of his tremendous talent, his handicap, and his size,” replied, “Well, Gineral…I’ve rode a good deal agin your horses, but [swearing] none were ever near enough to catch my spit.”
  In addition to his athletic talents, Simon played the banjo and was known to create extemporaneous ditties that mocked and cajoled.  He was also known for good-natured “you’re so ugly” barbs.   In Jackson’s final years at The Hermitage, an old friend asked him if there was anything he ever failed to accomplish.  “Nothing that I remember,” Jackson replied, “except Haynie’s Maria.  I could not beat her.”
 


Boat races provided another venue in which slaves could participate in organized sporting events and where slave owners could gamble on the outcome.  On the Georgia coast, six-oared crews, dressed in bright colors, covered half-mile courses in under two-and-a-half minutes, rowing hollowed cypress boats over thirty feet in length.
  Liverpool Hazzard, a slave on Pierce Butler’s coastal Georgia rice plantation, recalled that for three months before a race the master “wouldn’t let any of us do any work.  He would lock us up if we did.  We’d just eat and practice and make our muscles strong…. Old marster… would bet $500 every time.  When we would win, there’d be some celebrating.  Step all night long.  Everybody would make a fuss over us.  Everyone wanted to be on marster’s crew.”




Not only did slaves find ways to entertain themselves and their masters, some entertained audiences on a much broader scale, some by choice, others by means of exploitation.  Millie and Christine McCoy [or McKay] and Blind Tom belong to the latter group.  Millie and Christine, conjoined twins born in 1851 on the Alexander McCoy plantation near Whiteville, North Carolina, were sold at an early age to a showman named Joseph Pearson Smith for $40,000.  He taught the girls to sing, dance, play music, and speak several languages.  They were billed as the “Two-Headed Nightingale” and entertained audiences, including a stint with the Barnum circus, for most of the nineteenth century, surviving until 1912 when they died of tuberculosis.
  


Beginning in 1857, Thomas Greene Bethune (Blind Tom), a blind autistic slave from Georgia, thrilled American, European, and South American concert hall audiences with flawless piano performances.  One Philadelphia newspaper account of Tom (during the Civil War no less) when he was eleven marveled at his ability to repeat “any piece, no matter how long or difficult, on hearing it once…and the words…of any song in any language,” even playing backwards, facing away from the piano.
  


Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield, born a slave in Natchez, Mississippi and adopted by a Philadelphia Quaker, became a renowned opera singer best known for performing the music of Handel, Bellini, and Donizetti.  Dubbed “The Black Swan,” she debuted at Metropolitan Hall in 1853 to an audience of four thousand whites and a year later held a grand performance for Queen Victoria in London.
 


In New Orleans, Signor Cornmeali (“Old Corn Meal”) sang in a “fine baritone voice, which he easily transformed into a ringing falsetto” as he traveled the area with his cart and horse selling Indian corn meal.  His popularity grew to the extent that he was invited to perform onstage at the St. Charles’ Theatre.  Cornmeali influenced some of the great white minstrels of the day, including George Nichols and Thomas “Jim Crow” Rice.
 Cornmeali also influenced another black banjo player and entertainer from the New Orleans area, John “Picayune” Butler, who established a reputation as a musician and a clown traveling through the Mississippi Valley region as early as the 1820s.”
 


Although the historical literature provides ample examples in which slaves found time for leisure and in some instances fame, wealth, and prestige, it doesn’t follow that they enjoyed comfortable, productive lives as anecdotal evidence might suggest.  Indeed, the body of historical evidence reveals most of the enslaved endured lives of severe hardship relative to that of whites, and even time for leisure activity was a privilege that could be denied at any time.


Caribbean and Southern plantation owners surely learned what slave owners and military leaders of antiquity knew--all work and no play can lead to extreme discontent and rebellion.  The fact that slaves were allowed to participate in sports and other amusements was not done so much out of altruism but as a means of control, not to mention the fact that many a planter prospered financially from betting on his slaves.


The lineage of slave leisure can be directly traced to current forms of entertainment.  Tales of the trickster Anansi creature, kept alive in the form of Br’er Rabbit, morphed into more recent incarnations like Bugs Bunny and the Road Runner cartoons of the twentieth century.  “The Wizard’s Apprentice,” from Walt Disney’s 1940 animated film Fantasia, mirrors the story of Br’er Rabbit’s run in with the magic hoe.  Redd Foxx’s and Will Smith’s “you’re so ugly” verbal jabs can be traced to quick-witted slaves like “Monkey” Simon.  The tradition of gaming lives on in the form of numbers games – like bolito – cards, dice, and other games of chance.  When news of a modern athlete’s rags-to riches-to rags tale surfaces, as in the case of Mike Tyson, one hears the sad echo of Tom Molineaux’s life story.  


Relatively modern musical forms – like gospel, blues, jazz, rock, and rap – trace their lineage to Africa.  When a radio station plays “Blue Suede Shoes,” written by Carl Perkins who grew up working side-by-side with black cotton pickers, one hears the refrain of field hollers, shouts, chants – the rhythms and syncopations of West African music blended with Western influences, tempered by generations of field hands and roving musicians like Signor Cornmeali and John Butler.  The power chords of modern rock resonate to an iron string that runs straight through to Delta Blues artists and their predecessors.  When Elvis Presley – influenced by the music and dance of southern blacks – moved to the music he heard, he reflected dances brought over from West Africa.  Through him one catches glimpses of the free form, uninhibited gyrations of Congo Square dancers reveling in their free time and celebrating their shared culture.


Ironically, an apt metaphor is that of a chain with links extending from modern performers to vaudeville, to minstrel shows, to life on the plantation, to ships crossing during the Middle-Passage—all the way back to the African villages from which many present forms of leisure and entertainment originate.  The slave ships brought more than a new labor force out of which nascent economies grew, they brought the seeds from which much of current and future leisure and entertainment would evolve.  


The creolization of slave leisure forms is an ongoing evolution.  It continues to mutate, shift, and blend through the interplay of blacks, whites, and new arrivals to America’s cultural melting pot who bring their own interpretations of existing leisure forms to the mix.
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