
Untold Stories: Remarkable
Achievements of African Americans
in Early North Carolina

North Carolina, a state with a rich and diverse history, has been home to African

Americans since its early days. Despite facing immense challenges and systemic

oppression, African Americans in North Carolina have made significant

contributions to the state's development and progress. In this article, we will delve

into the untold stories of their remarkable achievements, shedding light on their

resilience, accomplishments, and legacy.

Arrival of African Americans in North Carolina

African Americans have a long history in North Carolina, tracing back to the 17th

century when the first enslaved Africans were brought to the region by English

colonists. Throughout the colonial period and into the early years of statehood,

the population of African Americans grew steadily as a result of the transatlantic

slave trade.
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The role of African Americans extended beyond their contributions to plantation

agriculture. Many were skilled workers involved in a variety of industries, from

building and construction to blacksmithing and carpentry. Their labor was

instrumental in shaping the early North Carolina economy.

Struggles and Resistance

Enslaved African Americans endured unimaginable hardships, living under the

brutal and dehumanizing institution of slavery. Families were torn apart,

individuals were subjected to physical and psychological abuse, and their basic

rights were denied.

Despite the oppressive conditions, African Americans showed incredible

resilience and determination. Communities were formed, and cultural practices

were preserved through music, storytelling, and religion. Slave revolts and acts of

resistance such as running away or sabotaging their owners' property were also

common, highlighting their unyielding spirit.

Post-Emancipation Era
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The end of the Civil War marked a new chapter for African Americans in North

Carolina. Emancipation brought about newfound freedom, but the challenges did

not end there. The period of Reconstruction led to the emergence of black

political leaders and significant achievements in education with the founding of

black colleges and universities.

However, the Reconstruction era was short-lived, and African Americans faced a

wave of racial violence and the rise of Jim Crow laws, which enforced segregation

and perpetuated racial inequality. Despite these challenges, North Carolina's

African American community continued to make strides in various fields.

Contributions to Education

Education has been a cornerstone of African American progress in North

Carolina. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, HBCUs (Historically Black

Colleges and Universities) such as Shaw University, Saint Augustine's University,

and North Carolina Central University, were established to provide higher

education opportunities for African Americans.

These institutions played a crucial role in producing educators, lawyers, doctors,

and other professionals who would contribute to the betterment of North Carolina

society. Their influence and impact can still be seen today in the legacy of

successful African American alumni.

Influential Figures

Many African Americans in North Carolina rose to prominence in various fields,

leaving an indelible mark on the state's history. Some notable figures include:

Harriet Jacobs: Born into slavery in Edenton, North Carolina, Jacobs

escaped and became an abolitionist and author. Her autobiography,



"Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl," shed light on the realities of slavery and

gave voice to countless African American women.

John Chavis: Chavis was a free African American teacher who established

a school in Raleigh, North Carolina, in 1832. He played a pivotal role in

advocating for education equality, particularly for African Americans.

Dr. Charlotte Hawkins Brown: An educator and founder of Palmer

Memorial Institute, a renowned private boarding school for African American

students in Sedalia, North Carolina. Dr. Brown dedicated her life to providing

quality education and empowering the youth.

Legacy and Continuing Struggles

The legacy of African Americans in early North Carolina continues to shape the

state's society and culture. From music and literature to politics and civil rights

activism, their contributions have left an everlasting impact.

However, it is crucial to acknowledge that racial inequality and systemic

oppression still persist. African Americans in North Carolina, like in many parts of

the United States, face disparities in education, healthcare, employment, and

criminal justice.

Recognizing the past achievements of African Americans while addressing the

ongoing struggles is essential for creating a more equitable and inclusive North

Carolina.

The story of African Americans in early North Carolina is one of resilience,

determination, and remarkable achievements. From enduring the horrors of

slavery to making groundbreaking strides in education and other fields, they have

played a vital role in shaping the state's history and progress.



It is crucial to preserve and amplify these untold stories, ensuring that the

contributions and struggles of African Americans in North Carolina are rightfully

acknowledged and celebrated.
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Drawing upon 17th- and 18th-century sources, author Alan D. Watson traces the

history of African Americans, slave and free, in North Carolina through 1800.

Documents are used to outline the arrival of Africans, mechanisms for

maintaining slavery, slave resistance, manumission, and the challenges facing

free black. This book presents in an accessible format a variety of primary

sources that are suitable for classroom use and have appeal for anyone curious

about the lives of black North Carolinians during the state’s earliest years.
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