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1. CHECKMATE

Elizabeth “Mum Bett”
Freeman Circa 1744–1829

When Bett arose from her bed of matted hay, she did not know that the day
ahead would be the worst of her young life. By the end of the morning, the
ever-present love of her mother and father would become only a memory.
Enslaved from birth, Bett’s owner, Master Hogeboom, even in death,
directed and dictated every aspect of her existence—including the structure
of her family.

Pieter Hogeboom of Claverack, New York, had been a prosperous Dutch
merchant and father of ten. Upon the reading of his will in 1758, his
children learned that they were to divide equally amongst themselves all his
“negroes and negresses.” Without any consideration of family ties, the
teenage Bett was issued to Hogeboom’s youngest child Annetje.

The wife of John Ashley and the mother of four children, Annetje lived
in Sheffield, Massachusetts. Although Bett’s grief-stricken parents pleaded
and appealed for her not to be taken away, their cries for mercy were
unheeded. The life Bett had known with her family was about to end.

As her heartbroken mother attempted to calm her scared and bewildered
child, an irritated voice barked for Bett to find a place for herself on one of
the wagons that was headed from Claverack to Sheffield. On the 25 or so
mile trip to Massachusetts, Bett’s only thoughts were of reunion with her
parents. But just as the sun began to hide its face for the night, Bett found
herself deposited at the back door of the Ashley mansion—too afraid to go
in, and too afraid to run.

By all measures, The Ashley’s were the wealthiest and most prominent
citizens of Sheffield, Massachusetts. The family operated a massive farm
that produced corn, rye, oats, flax, wheat, and tobacco. They also raised



various types of livestock, and owned iron and potash works, along with
carding, plaster, grist, and sawmills.

Put to work the evening of her arrival, Bett was assigned to carry water
and fan flies from the dinner table. In the days to follow, if a floor was dirty,
Bett swept it. If the silverware was dull, Bett polished it. Whatever needed
to be done, Bett was either to help with or perform the task herself. Annetje,
however, was never pleased with any of Bett’s efforts. Known to take
pleasure in finding fault with everything and everybody, most people
considered Annetje a demanding mistress who was easily provoked, ill-
tempered, and flat-out mean. In other words, a witch by another name.

Bett endured almost a decade of forced exile from her mother and father
before she received permission to marry an enslaved man from a nearby
farm. Their union produced a daughter—Lil Bett. Finally, Bett had an outlet
for the love she could not share with her parents. Being a wife and mother
gave her hope for the future—a future that would materialize from her keen
capabilities to listen and reason. Though she never spent a day in school,
nor learned how to read or write, her ability to ponder an issue and come to
a sound conclusion would be her gift to herself, her family, and the world.

Not long after the birth of her daughter, Bett noticed the Ashley house
was abuzz with talk of freedom, rights, and revolution. The people of
Sheffield were upset about how Great Britain treated them, and the Ashley
house was one of the places they gathered to complain about and talk over
their concerns. When they talked, Bett listened.

In January 1773, when a self-appointed committee of Sheffield’s
foremost citizens, which included five slaveholders, one known pirate, and
one suspected counterfeiter, met and drafted a document that spoke to their
grievances with Britain, Bett listened.

The Sheffield Declaration, also known as the Sheffield Resolves, blasted
what its authors felt was British tyranny against their rights to undisturbed
enjoyment of their lives, liberty, and property. While she waited on these
men, Bett listened and thought a lot about the freedoms to which they
claimed all people were entitled.

A few years later Bett listened to and considered the discussions she
heard about another document—The Declaration of Independence—which
spoke to certain rights and freedoms all people are due. Her husband even
joined the Continental Army and fought against the British for these rights,
which he was promised would also be his when the colonies won their war



with Britain. Though her husband was killed in the line of duty in pursuit of
these illusive freedoms, Bett continued to listen and think.

Five years later, Bett was still listening and thinking when she heard a
public reading of the new Constitution of Massachusetts:

All men are born free and equal, and have certain natural, essential,
and unalienable rights; among which may be reckoned the right of
enjoying and defending their lives and liberties; that of acquiring,
possessing, and protecting property; in fine, that of seeking and
obtaining their safety and happiness.

Bett mulled over these words. She thought about her parents who never
were free. She thought of her daughter who was not free. She thought about
her husband who had died in his quest to be free. She thought someone in
her family should experience freedom, and that someone should be her.

No one is sure what moved Bett from thinking about freedom to actively
seeking it. Some say it was the result of a scar received from a red-hot
kitchen shovel, courtesy of an enraged Mistress Annetje. Others said she
just made up her mind that, like her deceased husband, she was going to
fight for her freedom. Regardless of the reason, after more than 20 or so
years of listening and thinking, Bett made the leap from listener to doer.
From thinker to actor.

During the fall of 1780, the first item of business on Bett’s way to
freedom was to seek legal assistance from Theodore Sedgwick, an attorney
who, years before, served as clerk to the committee that produced the
Sheffield Resolves. Bett explained to Attorney Sedgwick why she wanted
him to sue her master, John Ashley, for her freedom, and upon what she
based her request for freedom. Aside from the legal implications of this
request, Sedgwick knew acceptance of this case would put him in conflict
with his friend, neighbor, and professional colleague, John Ashley, who at
this point served as a local judge. In the end, Sheffield made peace with any
potential social or political conflicts he might face and accepted Bett as a
client.

Immediately, Sedgwick set about laying the legal groundwork for his
case. First, he enlisted Tapping Reeve, founder of the first law school in the
United States, as co-counsel. Next, he asked Bett to find a male slave to join
the case, since women had limited legal standings in the courts. Bett



persuaded Brom, a slave owned by the son of John Ashley, to become a co-
plaintiff.

Nearly seven months later in May 1781, John Ashley and his son each
were served with a writ of replevin—a form of action taken for the recovery
of unlawfully obtained property. The writ stated that Bett and Brom where
being unlawfully detained and should be released. Both writs were ignored.
John Ashley also let it be known that he would only release Bett upon
receipt of a bond which assured her return to him if she lost her case. On
June 5th, the local Sheriff presented John with a bond and second writ of
replevin. He then escorted Bett and her daughter off the Ashley property.
While Bett awaited her August 21st trial, she lived with Attorney Sheffield,
his wife, and their three children—Eliza, Frances, and Theodore.

On the appointed day, in the Great Barrington courthouse, the defendants
John Ashley, Sr. and John Ashley, Jr. were represented by noted attorneys
David Noble of Massachusetts and John Canfield of Connecticut.

Noble and Canfield argued that the Brom-Bett suit should be dismissed
on the basis that Brom and Bett were the legal servants of the Ashley
families. Sedgwick and Reeve countered that, based on the Constitution of
Massachusetts, Brom and Bett were not the property of either of the
defendants, and as such, should be freed. It took the jury just one day to
deliberate the case. Their verdict: Brom and Bett were indeed not the
property of anyone but themselves. The jury also commanded the
defendants to pay 30 shillings in damages and court costs of six pounds.
The presiding judge pronounced Brom and Bett FREE!

Initially stunned with the results of the trial, John Ashley quickly
recovered and asked Bett to return to his home as a paid servant. She
graciously refused. In response, John Ashley appealed his case to the
highest court of Massachusetts—The Supreme Judicial Court. Six weeks
later, he withdrew his appeal.

To symbolize her new status as a free person, Bett changed her name to
Elizabeth Freeman. For the next 46 years, Elizabeth worked for, and was
associated with, the Sedgwick family. She helped rear and raise all seven of
the ten Sedgwick children who survived infancy. Bett also served as a
community midwife and nurse.

Following 22 years of paid employment, Elizabeth bought a 19-acre
farm on which she lived out her days with her daughter, grandchildren, and



great-grandchildren. Never again would Elizabeth Freeman be separated
from the ones she loved–her family.

###

“Any time while I was a slave, if one minute’s freedom had been
offered to me, and I had been told that I must die at the end of that
minute, I would have taken it just to stand one minute on God’s
earth a free woman.”

Elizabeth Freeman
Legally emancipated mid-wife and herbalist



Elizabeth “Mum Bet” Freeman

Image courtesy of Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston.



Elizabeth “Mum Bett” Freeman
Audacity Principle: Desire
The simple and profound idea that “Mum Bett” could muster an ounce of
optimism and hopefulness for a life of freedom is almost unimaginable. To
survive the everyday realities of being “owned” by another human being
required “Mum Bett” and others of her station to live a life of constant
debasement, submission, and contrived inferiority. Elizabeth had lived
through a forced and near lifelong separation from her parents, the death of
her husband in the American Revolution, and decades of relentless abuse
from Annetje Ashley for perceived infractions of insubordination. Still
“Mum Bett” continually tapped into her own inner sense of personhood to
dare perceive, think about, and ponder life as a free human being—even if
her freedom would have lasted just one minute. Not only was Mum Bett
expectant about her and her daughter’s future, she expressed her optimism
and desires to someone in a position to turn her hopefulness into a winning
legal argument.

After the Sheffield Sheriff failed on his first attempt to remove Bett from
the Ashley household, Bett remained optimistic. She did not beg the
Ashley’s for forgiveness or pretend ignorance of the Sheriff’s request.
When the Sheriff returned the second time, to collect her and her daughter,
Bett was ready to walk into her new life. Bett’s desire was not for a decent
life in the hereafter, but for a meaningful life while she was still on earth.
Bett knew if she wanted a new life, she had to seek a new way.

What amazing things would you like to see happen in your life? Right
now, not tomorrow, is the time to move your life forward.

Once Bett made the decision to legally fight for her freedom, she did not
turn back. Surely, Mistress Annetje’s wrath in the days and months leading
to Mum Bett’s departure from the Ashley household had not subsided or
abated. Still, Bett put forth a courageous spirit and displayed epic emotional
control as she awaited the day when she would hopefully leave the Ashley
house one final time.

It is amazing what we can do when we let go of fear and choose a
decisive plan of action, even if we do not instantaneously achieve our
desired outcome.



The next hurdle between Bett and her desires involved asking for help.
In relationship to the legal fight she planned to wage, Bett was aware of
society’s limited view of her as an uneducated and enslaved female. But
Bett did not let what she did not have stop her from obtaining what she
desired. Like the concepts of freedom that she had pondered over the years,
Bett actively assessed and evaluated all the people who had come in and out
of the Ashley home as it related to their ability and willingness to assist in
her quest for freedom.

Finally, she settled on someone who possessed the right education and
legal connections—Attorney Theodore Sedgwick. Bett did not let
Sedgwick’s friendship with the Ashley family stand in her way. Once she
committed to a better life for herself and decided that she would act on her
commitment, the next step was to march into Sedgwick’s office and make
her case. But her need for assistance did not stop there. Women had limited
legal standing in Massachusetts, and Attorney Sedgwick advised Bett to
seek a male co-plaintiff. Instead of losing heart, Bett readjusted and set out
to persuade Brom who was owned by Colonel John and Annetje Ashley’s
son, Major General John Ashley, to join her case. We do not know what
objections Brom may have presented, but he did make the choice to cast his
lot with Bett’s. Interestingly, after the Massachusetts Court of Common
Pleas ruled in Brom and Bett’s favor, Brom halfheartedly started a new life.
As opposed to striking out on his own, he chose to work as an employee for
his former master, Major General John Ashley.

Never let pride or fear stop you from seeking out others who can help
you achieve your goals and desires. Having a request denied is not the
worst thing that can happen. A denial is only confirmation that the wrong
person was asked for assistance. Go back and think about what you really
want, and the correct connection will manifest. When the pupil is ready, the
teacher will appear.

“There is no easy walk to freedom anywhere, and many of us will
have to pass through the valley of the shadow of death again and
again before we reach the mountaintop of our desires.”

Nelson Mandela
Former President of South Africa and Anti-Apartheid

Revolutionary



Elizabeth “Mum Bett” Freeman Resources

BOOKS
Mother of Freedom (Mum Bett and The Roots of Abolition)
Ben Z. Rose
(Enfield Publishing and Distribution Company, 2009)

Grade Levels 3-5:
A Free Woman on God’s Earth” The True Story of Elizabeth “Mumbet”

Freeman, The Slave Who Won Her Freedom
Jana Laiz
(Crow Flies Press, 2009)

Grade Levels 4-6:
Mumbet: The Story of Elizabeth Freeman
Harold W. Felton
(Dodd, Mead & Company, 1970)

Grade Levels 7-9:
Mumbet: The Life and Times of Elizabeth Freeman: The True Story of a

Slave Who Won Her Freedom
Mary Wilds
(Avisson Press Inc., 1999)

ONLINE SITES
blackpast.org
elizabethfreemancenter.org
mumbet.com
newenglandhistoricalsociety.com
massmoments.org

http://blackpast.org/
http://elizabethfreemancenter.org/
http://mumbet.com/
http://newenglandhistoricalsociety.com/
http://massmoments.org/


YOU TUBE VIDEO
Moments in Black History: Elizabeth Freeman

SITES AND MEMORIALS TO VISIT
Elizabeth “Mum Bett” Freeman Burial Site
Stockbridge Cemetery
Stockbridge, MA

The Colonel John Ashley House
117 Cooperhill Road
Sheffield, MA 01257
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