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Sojourner Truth

Occupation: Civil Rights Activist, Women's Rights Activist
Birth Date: c. 1797
Death Date: November 26, 1883
Place of Birth: Swartekill, Ulster County, New York
Place of Death: Battle Creek, Michigan
BEST KNOWN FOR
Sojourner Truth is best known for her extemporaneous speech on racial inequalities,
"Ain't T a Woman?", delivered at the Ohio Women's Rights Convention in 1851.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Born in New York circa 1797, Sojourner Truth was the self-given name, from 1843
onward, of Isabella Baumfree, an African-American abolitionist and women's rights activist.
Truth was born into slavery in Swartekill, New York, but escaped with her infant daughter
to freedom in 1826. Her best-known speech on racial inequalities, "Ain't [ a Woman?", was
delivered extemporaneously in 1851 at the. Ohio Women's Rights Convention.
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BORN INTO SLAVERY

Born Isabella Baumfree circa 1797, Sojourner Truth was one of as many as 12 children born to James and
Elizabeth Baumfree in the town of Swartekill, in Ulster County, New York. Truth's date of birth was not recorded,
as was typical of children born into slavery. Historians estimate that she was likely born around 1787, Her father,
James Baumfree, was a slave captured in modern-day Ghana; Elizabeth Baumfree, also known as Mau-Mau Bet,
was the daughter of slaves from Guinea. The Baumfree family was owned by Colonel Hardenbergh, and lived at the
colonel's estate in Esopus, New York, 95 miles north of New York City. The area had once been under Dutch control,
and both the Baumfrees and the Hardenbaughs spoke Dutch in their daily lives.

After the colonel's death, ownership of the Baumfrees passed to his son, Charles. The Baumfrees were
separated after the death of Charles Hardenbergh in 1806. The 9-year-old Truth, known as "Belle" at the time, was .
sold at an auction with a flock of sheep for $100. Her new owner was a man named John Neely, whom Truth
remembered as harsh and violent. She would be sold twice more over the following two years, finally coming to
reside on the property of John Dumont at West Park, New York. It was during these years that Truth learned to
speak English for the first time.
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BECOMING A WIFE AND MOTHER

Around 1815, Truth fell in love with a slave named Robert from a neighboring farm. The two had a
daughter, Diana. Robert's owner forbade the relationship, since Diana and any subsequent children produced by the
union would be the property of John Dumont rather than himself. Robert and Sojourner Truth never saw each other
again. In 1817, Dumont compelled Truth to marry an older slave named Thomas. Their marriage produced a son,
Peter, and two daughters, Elizabeth and Sophia.
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EARLY YEARS OF FREEDOM

The state of New York, which had begun to negotiate the abolition of slavery in 1799, emancipated all slaves
on July 4, 1827. The shift did not come soon enough for Truth. After John Dumont reneged on a promise to
emancipate Truth in late 1826, she escaped to freedom with her infant daughter, Sophia. Her other daughter and
son stayed behind. Shortly after her escape, Truth learned that her son Peter, then 5 years old, had been illegally
sold to a man in Alabama. She took the issue to court and eventually secured Peter's return from the South. The
case was one of the first in which a black woman successfully challenged a white man in a United States court.

Sojourner Truth's early years of freedom were marked by several strange hardships. Having converted to
Christianity, Truth moved with her son Peter to New York City in 1829, where she worked as a housekeeper for
Christian evangelist Elijah Pierson. She then moved on to the home of Robert Matthews, also known as Matthias
Kingdom or Prophet Matthias, for whom she also worked as a domestic. Matthews had a growing reputation as a
con man and a cult leader. Shortly after Truth changed households, Elijah Pierson died. Robert Matthews and Truth
were immediately accused of poisoning Pierson in order to benefit from his personal fortune. Both were acquitted,
and Robert Matthews, who had become a favorite subject of the penny press, moved west.

After her successful rescue of her son, Peter, from slavery in Alabama, the boy stayed with his mother until .
1839. At that time, Peter took a job on a whaling ship called the Zone of Nantucket. Truth received three letters
from her son between 1840 and 1841. When the ship returned to port in 1842, however, Peter was not on board.
Truth never heard from him again.
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FIGHTING FOR ABOLITION AND WOMEN'S RIGHTS

On June 1, 1843, Isabella Baumfree changed her name to Sojourner Truth, devoting her life to Methodism
and the abolition of slavery. In 1844, she joined the Northampton Association of Education and Industry in
Northampton, Massachusetts. Founded by abolitionists, the organization supported a broad reform agenda
including women's rights and pacifism. Members lived together on 500 acres as a self-sufficient community. Truth
met a number of leading abolitionists at Northampton, including William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass and
David Ruggles.

Although the Northampton community disbanded in 1846, Sojourner Truth's career as an activist and
reformer was just beginning. William Lloyd Garrison published her memoirs in 1850 under the title The Narrative
of Sojourner Truth: A Northern Slave. Truth dictated her recollections to a friend, since she could not read or write.
That same year, Truth spoke at the first National Women's Rights Convention in Worcester, Massachusetts. She
soon began touring regularly with abolitionisl George Thompson, speaking to large crowds on the subjects of slavery
and human rights. She was one of several escaped slaves, along with Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman, to
rise to prominence as an abolitionist leader and a testament to the humanity of enslaved people.

In May of 1851, Truth delivered a speech at the Ohio Women's Rights Convention in Akron. The
extemporaneous speech, recorded by several observers, would come to be known as "Ain't I a Woman?" The first
version of the speech, published a month later by Ohio Anti-Slavery Bugle editor Marius Robinson, did not include
the question "Ain't I a woman?" even once. Robinson had attended the convention and recorded Truth's words
himself, The famous phrase would appear in print 12 years later, as the refrain of a Southern-tinged version of the
speech. It is unlikely that Sojourner Truth, a native of New York whose first language was Dutch, would have
spoken in this Southern idiom.

Truth continued to tour Ohio from 1851 to 1853, working closely with Marius Robinson to publicize the
antislavery movement in the state. As Truth's reputation grew and the abolition movement gained momentum, she -




drew increasingly larger and more hospitable audiences. Even in abolitionist circles, some of Truth's opinions were
considered radical. She sought political equality for all women, and chastised the abolitionist community for failing
to seek civil rights for black women as well as men. She openly expressed concern that the movement would fizzle
after achieving victories for black men, leaving both white and black women without suffrage and other key political
rights.

ADVOCACY DURING THE CIVIL WAR

Sojourner Truth put her reputation to work during the Civil War, helping to recruit black troops for the
Union Army. She encouraged her grandson, James Caldwell, to enlist in the 54th Massachusetts Regiment. In 1864,
Truth was called to Washington, D.C., to contribute to the National Freedman's Relief Association. On at least one
occasion, Truth met and spoke with President Abraham Lincoln about her beliefs and her experience.

True to her broad reform ideals, Truth continued to agitate for change even after Lincoln's Emancipation
Proclamation. In 1865, Truth attempted to force the desegregation of streetcars in Washington by riding in cars
designated for whites. A major project of her later life was the movement to secure land grants from the federal
government for former slaves. She argued that ownership of private property, and particularly land, would give
African Americans self-sufficiency and free them from a kind of indentured servitude to wealthy landowners.
Although Truth pursued this goal forcefully for many years, she was unable to sway Congress.
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DEATH AND LEGACY
Sojourner Truth died at her home in Battle Creek, Michigan, on November 26, 1883. She is buried alongside

her family at Battle Creek's Qak Hill Cemetery. Until old age intervened, Truth continued to speak passionately on
the subjects of women's rights, universal suffrage and prison reform. She was also an outspoken opponent of capital ‘
punishment, testifying before the Michigan state legislature against the practice. She also championed prison
reform in Michigan and across the country. While always controversial, Truth was embraced by a community of
reformers including Amy Post, Wendell Phillips, William Lloyd Garrison, Lucretia Mott and Susan B. Anthony—
friends with whom she collaborated until the end of her life.

Truth is remembered as one of the foremost leaders of the abolition movement and an early advocate of
women's rights. Although she began her career as an abolitionist, the reform causes she sponsored were broad and
varied, including prison reform, property rights and universal suffrage. Abolition was one of the few causes that
Truth was able to see realized in her lifetime. Her fear that abolitionism would falter before achieving equality for
women proved prophetic. i
The Constitutional Amendment barring suffrage discrimination based on sex was not ratified until 1920, nearly four
decades after Sojourner Truth's death.
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Sojourner Truth Speeches and Commentary e

SﬂJﬂUBN[R TBUTH.

The Words Of Truth

Edited by Mary (. Butler
(This article first appeared in Heratige Battle Creek. A Journal of Local History. Vol. 8, fall 1997.)
It is often difficult for us to understand the impact that Sojourner Truth had upon her
audiences. Perhaps the best way to appreciate her oratorical skills, which were universally recognized, is to read her own

words, which still leap powerfully off the page, even though they come to us only through transcriptions.

ON WOMEN'S RIGHTS (The Ain't I A Woman Speech)

In May 1851 Sojourner Truth attended the Women's Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio. She delivered a simple but powerful speech
recorded in the June 21, 1851, issue of the Anti-Slavery Bugle, edited by Marcus Robinson (with whom Truth worked. ) It is this speech
which was trangformed into the "Ain't I a Woman?" legend b)/ Frances Dana Gage the orgam’zer of the convention. She published her
Gage's expanded description dthe speech, and the impact it had upon the convention, appeared less than a month after Harriet Beecher
Stowe published her article, "Libyan Sibyl," in the Atlantic Monthly. Together, these two highly romanticized views of Sojourner Truth
helped to create the public image of the ex-slave -- an image which still endures today.

The following is the original 1851 report by Marcus Robinson.
One of the most unique and interesting speeches of the convention was made by Sojourner Truth, an emancipated slave. It is
impossible to transfer it to paper, or convey any adequate idea of the effect it produced upon the audience. Those only can
appreciate it who saw her powerful form, her whole-souled, earnest gesture, and listened to her strong and truthful tones.
She came forward to the platform and addressing the President said with great simplicity: "May I say a few words?"
Receiving an affirmative answer, she proceeded:
I want to say a few words about this matter. [ am a woman's rights. I have as much muscle as any man, and can do as much
work as any man. I have plowed and reaped and husked and chopped and mowed, and can any man do more than that?
have heard much about the sexes being equal. I can carry as much as any man, and can eat as much too, if I can get it. I am as
strong as any man that is now. As for intellect, all I can say is, if a woman have a pint, and a man a quart -- why can't she
have her little pint full? You need not be afraid to give us our rights for fear we will take too much, -- for we can't take more
than our pint'll hold. The poor men seems to be all in confusion, and don't know what to do. Why children, if you have
woman's rights, give it to her and you will feel better. You will have your own rights, and they won't be so much trouble, 1
can't read, but I can hear. I have heard the bible and have learned that Eve caused man to sin. Well, if woman upset the
world, do give her a chance to set it right side up again. The Lady has spoken about Jesus, how he never spurned woman
from him, and she was right. When Lazarus died, Mary and Martha came to him with faith and love and besought him to
raise their brother. And Jesus wept and Lazarus came forth, And how came Jesus into the world? Through God who created
him and the woman who bore him. Man, where was your part? But the women are coming up blessed be God and a few of
the men are coming up with them. But manisina tight place, the poor slave is on him, woman is coming on him, he is

surely between a hawk and a buzzard.
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