Emily Vaughan

Write a biographical study of someone whose life-story is pertinent on the themes of the module. What contributions did your chosen subject make with respect to black history, politics and/or culture? What makes their biography exemplary of Paul Gilroy’s concept of the ‘Black Atlantic’?

For this biographical study I have decided to cover the life and contributions of Sarah “Sally” Hemings, born in 1773 to Elizabeth “Betty” Hemings an enslaved mixed race-woman who was the daughter of a White English sea captain who later gifted both mother and child to John Wayles a white British slave trader and the father-in-law to one Thomas Jefferson who most famously Sally would have a sexual relationship with resulting in 6 children, all being fathered by the previous president. This biographical study of Heming’s life however will also be written with the work of Paul Gilroy’s work The Black Atlantic in mind, while writing I will be keeping Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic in mind and applying them when possible. 
Upon John Wayles death in 1773 Elizabeth Hemings and all eleven members of the Hemings family were inherited as property by his daughter Martha and her husband Thomas Jefferson, the family were delegated to Jefferson’s estate in Monticello and given working positions within the estate as house slaves there marks the beginning of Sally Hemings story. In her 1998 book Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy Reed writes about Martha’s reception and attitude towards the Hemings slaves, Reeds indicates that Martha was not inhospitable towards them and treated them “well” (Reed, 1998). As a result, Sally grew up in the Jefferson household alongside Mary (Maria) Jefferson as shown by her documented duties in the Monticello household which included a nursemaid-companion as well as a lady’s maid, chambermaid and seamstress (Monticello.org, 2017). After Martha died in 1782 following the birth of her daughter Lucy, Jefferson began his ventures in France acting as a diplomat. It wasn’t until 1787 when the 44-year-old Thomas Jefferson sent for his daughter Maria that the then 14-year-old Sally Hemings was escorting that the two would be reunited and it was this reunion many historians believe marked the start of their liaison. 
One of the most notable and even perhaps shocking aspect of Hemings story is of course the fact that she like so many slaves at Jefferson’s Monticello estate was owned by Jefferson who would later become president of the United States, however many of the so-called founding fathers of the US did in fact, own slaves. George Washington the first president that upon his death had ownership of over 100 slaves, one particular enslaved woman to note was Ona Judge Staines whose own story is captured by author Erica Dunbar offers a compelling comparison to Hemings own story. Staines attempted to escape slavery becoming a fugitive for years evading the Washingtons recapture and after this “embarrassment” was captured publicly the Washingtons ceased recapturing Staines, although the two women may differ in this matter neither Staines nor Hemings were freed from their enslavement perhaps highlighting that no matter how Black women went about obtaining freedom that the power unfairly remained in the hands of their masters (Dunbar, 2017). An interlinking point that could be made here in relation to Gilroy’s Black Atlantic is the attention he brings on the repeating pattern of Black women’s experiences being “simply substituted for its forerunner rooted in the lives of white men” The way I interpreted this is that often the lives and experiences of Black women are so closely linked to that of the white men whose lives they were a part of that along the way the story stops becoming their own and the cycle of them not having a voice repeats. No better point exemplifies Hemings story (Gilroy, 1993).
One similarity that remains between the two women though is the media’s role in the publicization of the ongoing affairs of the presidents and in the case of Sally Hemings her and Jefferson’s intimate relationship. In fact, the first report brought about publicly exposing the relationship was in 1802 by journalist James T. Callender, although this was not the first time Callender had implanted himself in the lives of the Jeffersons as he had attempted to blackmail Jefferson for a pardon for his sentence violating the Sedition Act as well as a position as postmaster of Richmond although given $50 his demands were denied; Upon realising this Callender published his exposé. In “The President, Again” Callender brings forth the accusation that Jefferson had fathered children with his slave quote “whom it delighteth the people to honour, keeps, and for many years past has kept, as his concubine, one of his own slaves. Her name is SALLY” (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012). Callender’s public outing of Jeffersons and Hemings relationship also had great cultural influence over another notable figure of Black history William Wells Brown. In 1853 Brown published the novel Clotel, this novel explores the fictional lives of Jefferson’s slave daughters; the novel is written to illustrate the democratic ideas' hypocritical nature in the face of African American slavery (Brown, 1853). There are many aspects of Brown's novel that could be comparable with Hemings for example the theme of betrayal, Throughout the narrative, readers will see that men "marry" their slaves and that each of them has a shadow family. They do not release their wives or children, and they frequently deceive the women into believing that they will be freed only in the end to pass them on still as property; this theme is also prevalent in the life of Harriet Jacobs. 
Moving away from the role of the press and author William Wells Brown let’s examine how the Monticello estate played an important role in both Sally Hemings life as well as its function as a talking piece about slavery and its reception from the North during her life. Designed by Jefferson to function as a plantation house a combination of freed workers, indentured servants and enslaved labourers were responsible for the construction and upkeep of the 5000 acres of land. In simplified terms, it would not be a stretch to state slaves built the founding fathers estate (Smith, 2021). There is here perhaps another interlinking point to be made with Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, enslaved Black people from the African diaspora-built Monticello as with other historically important buildings yet never given any recognition for it, no better point best demonstrates this than the cover of his book; Illustrated by influential African American artist Aaron Douglas. “Building more stately mansions” shows African American figures placed away from notable structures, the important figures building the structures and history not being credited an important theme in Gilroy’s work as well as in the Life of Sally Hemings (Douglas, 1994). The Monticello estate as it were functions as a fitting place for the Sally Hemings story and highlights the paradox of liberties in addition to the perversion of slavery. During Hemings lifetime the estate was held as a natural wonder for both the North and the South and was held as an ideal almost for the way slavery should operate. This romanticisation of plantations highlights the complicity from the North as they socially and economically profited from slavery aspects they conveniently romanticised; And in fact, this false image is even translated over to the story of Sally Hemmings and Thomas Jefferson, some writers attempt to frame the relationship as a forbidden love affair without addressing the implications of issues like ownership, age, consent or power dynamics (Monticello.org, 2017). 
Using the issue of romanticisation as a Segway to the discussion of women and how gender plays a key part in the life of Sally Hemings, during Hemings lifetime she was never able to obtain official freedom from Jefferson who never granted it to her. In addition to this Jefferson did not grant their children’s freedom until he died in 1826, although Beverly and Harriet Hemings were allowed to leave the estate in 1882; Although eventually granting their freedom as well as several other enslaved men on his estate the 200 other enslaved people on the estate were sold at estate sales as part of the property. Hemings battle for freedom and acknowledgement poses as an apt comparison to Harriet Jacobs, Jacobs most notable for her novel Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl although four decades after Hemings own story encapsulates many of the same struggles as Hemings. One way the two’s stories find similar ground is the hope that their children will have a better life than themselves and that the life and struggles they face will be worth it for their children’s future to quote Jacobs “The money I had earned, I was desirous to devote to the education of my children, and secure a home for them” (Jacobs, 1861). 
Although Hemings was unable to experience official freedom in her lifetime a sad reality experienced by most enslaved African Americans the Abolitionist movement was growing as the question of Black freedom began to become a major socio-political issue; unfortunately for Sally Hemings, the abolitionist movement would start in Britain and not see any major traction in America until the 1830s. This, of course, did not mean that an opposition to slavery did not exist in the US until then, the Quakers an originally British religious group whose main belief was that “every human being is of unique worth” condemned slavery (Furtado, 2013). Although Jefferson worked with many Quakers during his life, he was not always positive about them and in fact attacks their correspondence in 1810 as “being disloyal to the United States” (Burton, 2019). 
Although we have very few written documents from Sally and no biography written by her, we can only speculate from a contemporary standpoint about her knowledge or even acknowledgement about the abolitionist movement; however, during her time spent in France, there is no doubt that she would be exposed to abolitionist minded people who would display their contempt for the institution of slavery. In point of fact, French Law held the enslaved people brought to France could sue their owners for their freedom, it was this overhanging choice that may have influenced Hemings to turn down Jefferson's invitation back to America using what little leverage she had to secure the freedom of her children; She eventually agreed after Jefferson promised to grant her and their children “extraordinary privileges” and their children’s freedom once aged 21 (washingtonpost, 2017). 
As shown so far Sally Heming’s story is an extraordinary one highlighting many important aspects of slavery and gender during and around the period, her life also encapsulates many of the main themes of Gilroy’s Black Atlantic. Although mentioned only in passing Elizabeth Heming’s (Sally’s mother) captures the Routes of enslaved people of the African Diaspora through her mother; Sally’s grandmother was a slave named Biabaye, Elizabeth like so many other mixed-race children during the period was the product of sexual assault from Sea Captain John Hemings. Sea, Maritime life and Ships are one of the driving features of Gilroy’s narrative and Sally’s grandmother and heritage as well as the amount of time Sally was able to spend on ships capture Gilroy’s importance of them. Another way in which Hemings life bolsters Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic is through her own complex genealogical entanglements it demonstrates that race, as an idea as well as a historical and practical fact, has always played a crucial part in the national consciousness and in the case of Gilroy Sally Hemings not only functions as an interesting figure to view double consciousness through a racial lens but also a female one as Hemings would have had to have dealt with not only separate special treatment to other Black female slaves but also deal with the social expectations and pressures of climatising in White society while being of inter-racial heritage herself (Francis&Taylor, 2020).
Moving towards the final part of the essay I wanted to bring attention to some of the ways Sally Hemings has contributed with respect to Black history, despite the fact that she had little influence over her fate, Hemings must be considered a historical person for a variety of reasons. Sally Hemings “Reclamation” away from Jefferson demonstrates a shift of dynamics of the racial scales of the way history is often presented and as such gives a new voice to important Black female voices that went unheard. This also allows a new significance to be shed on the new generation of Jefferson’s and Hemings (Robertson, 2021). It’s not only historically we see Sally’s life being able to contribute however as politically she even if only slightly influenced racial politics, for example, the Novel Clotel influenced by Hemings also served as an instrument for rocking the racial boat of the times as many Black activist-intellectuals thought Brown's conversation between two generations of (socially) discarded (nearly-)white womanhood forced to walk an arduous route to love, marriage, and independence was too tied to nineteenth-century literature and culture.
Maintaining focus on Sally Hemings contributions with respect to Black history her impact on Black culture can also not be understated, one prime example of this is her exhibit in the Monticello estate. The exhibit functions to give Sally and her decedents a previously denied place in history and also functions as a continuous reminder of the disproportionate wealth and power held by white people today. The cultural impact on art, television and literature however also cannot be cast aside; One of the most striking art pieces influenced by Hemings in my opinion is the painting “Behind the Myth of Benevolence” produced by African American artist Titus Kaphar in 2014, quote “The woman who sits here is not just simply a representation, she’s more of a symbol of many of the Black women whose stories have been shrouded by the narratives of our deified founding fathers” no better quote captures what Hemings represents for Black women in a historical discourse (Culturetype.com, 2018). 
To summarise, What contributions did my chosen subject make with respect to black history, politics and/or culture? What makes their biography exemplary of Paul Gilroy’s concept of the ‘Black Atlantic’? In regards to the first part of the essay question, Sally Hemings functions as a tough figure, with no written history of her own and very few remaining written pieces of evidence Hemings has functioned (like many Black women of her time) in the shadows of history however I would say that it is her cultural impact that highlights her injustices and allows her the limelight previously denied as well as the opportunity for her to be an influence of Black women today. In regards to the second part of the question, Sally in my opinion functions as a good comparison to Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic and more attention could be paid to her as a case study for his concept of Double Consciousness not only from the angle of her racial identity but also as a woman, there are interesting ways Sally could function as a talking piece for modern intersectional feminism and contemporary social issues Black women face today.
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