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‘women during colonial and revolutionary periods are few.” Black women'’s histo-
ry has expanded greatly through studies of their experiences in the antebellum,
‘Civil War, and Reconstruction periods, and in the late 19th and 20th centuries,
including their transnational activities and connections.® African American
women’s history in the colonial and early republic eras, however, has the potential
to uncover the lives and experiences of countless African American women of
importance who remain hidden, as was the case with Charity Folks.

Although absent from the historical record, Charity Folks has remained hid-
den in plain sight. Charity Folks is visible to those who choose to see her. Like
other free black women, Folks advanced herself economically after manumission.
As historian Loren Schweninger pointed out, African American women were man-
umitted in greater numbers than their male counterparts and thus represented a
larger portion of the free black population; and before the great Emancipation,
they controlled a significant portion of black communities’ wealth.® This does not
mean that Folks’s ascent into the free black class was without its hardships. As the
studies by Cathy Adams, Erica Armstrong Dunbar, Wilma King, Amrita
Chakrabarti Myers, Shirley E. Thompson, and Elizabeth Pleck have made clear,
financial stability and success for free black women were often elusive. 0

Charity Folks is distinctive in other ways. Not just a successful property
owner, Folks was also a “Founding Mother.” Charity Folks’s descendants, the
Bishops of Maryland and New York, are counted among the most accomplished
African American families of the 19th and 20th centuries. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, the Bishops contributed to the African American freedom struggle over sev-
‘eral generations. Like other prominent families such as the Wrights, Bonds, and
Grimkes, Charity’s family line produced generations of “race men” and “race
~women.”"" During the 19th century members of the Bishop family were prominent
members of the free black communities in Annapolis and Baltimore; served as pil-
lars in the Methodist and Episcopal churches; and fought in the Civil War. During
“the 20th century, members of the Bishop family were pioneers in the fields of
~medicine and religion, and they participated in the ongoing struggle for black free-
“dom and equality in the United States. The royal status of the Bishops and others
like them was achieved, not ascribed, for what they have contributed to African
American advancement. Intergenerational achievement is the legacy of the
“Founding Mothers” and for that reason they should be respected and revered.

* This essay establishes Charity Folks as the founding mother of the Bishop
“family. I draw from over a decade of research that included oral interviews, review
of recollections in published family histories, and travel to archives and museums
on three continents. I use details of Charity’s exceptional life to cast light on the
experiences of other African American women in the period of the early republic.
This essay examines the architecture of slavery and public memory in Maryland;

CHARITY FOLKS, LOST ROYALTY,
AND THE BISHOP FAMILY OF
MARYLAND AND NEW YORK

Jessica Millward

‘90\ T»?n.a: Americans] are the only folk so great in number who have added to their
ori .@.E: racial possessions the language, the literature, the civilization, the culture, and the
E:mﬁz of an alien people. They seem a sort of crucible in which God is working out by
experitient the problem of the adjustment of races,

-—Reverend Shelton Hale Bishop, 1910}

But African memory does not disappear quiet]

: e . y into that good night. It mounts resistance
in both the African continent and the diaspora. ,

—Ngiigi wa Thiong'o, 20062

Charity Folks, born in 1757 in Annapolis, Maryland, was an African American
woman of distinction. Folks lived most of her life as someone else’s property;
however, following her manumission from slavery in 1797, she became one of mxw
wealthiest free black property owners in Annapolis. Despite her accomplishments
:,.6 personal history of Charity Folks is not well known. When Charity Folks mm
a_.mocmmaa in Annapolis, she is often conflated with her daughter, Charity Folks
Bishop, a prominent property owner in the 19th century. Historians of the early
republic era have also focused on the accomplishments of Charity Folks’s hus-
band, Thomas Folks. Until now, Charity Folks’s experience of bondage and free-
dom in Annapolis has escaped scholarly attention.

Charity Folks has been missing from the historical record for several reasons
The scholarship on African Americans in Maryland has focused almost exclusive-
ly on the free black population of Baltimore.* The free black population of
Annapolis continued to be small into the early 19th century. In contrast, the free
black community of Baltimore County—in particular Baltimore City—increased
E.EQ,OE in the decades preceding the Civil War.’ When the city of Annapolis in
this period is the subject, usually the focus is on white Annapolians, some of
whom owned Folks or members of her family.*

>._5 despite the increasing number of monographs published on African
American women’s history, the works on the experiences of free black and enslaved

Jessica Millward is Assistant Professor of History at the University of California, Irvine



26

ology is needed that orphans neither the African background nor her enslavement

It _wm:aﬁ,m w: facets of African American women’s lives meaningful. As a biogra- -
phical subject, Charity Folks also reminds us that the African American freedom °

struggle includes many actors who need to be recognized.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF SLAVERY AND
PUBLIC MEMORY IN MARYLAND

The public memory of enslavement in Maryland is almost exclusively associ-
mﬂwm with three figures: Kunta Kinte, the Gambian stolen from Africa in 1767 and
mmmortalized in Alex Haley’s bestseller, Roots; fugitive slave and abolitionist
Frederick Douglass: and abolitionist and Civil War scout Harriet Tubman.” The
Alex Haley memorial commemorating Roots sits on the Annapolis dock. Plaques

and .Swac:&m honor Harriet Tubman in Dorchester County, where she was born
and in Albany, New York, where she lived in her later years. Recently, a large stat-

ue was unveiled at Wye Plantation, where Frederick Douglass was born. '3 For

$18.00, o:.o can take a walking tour of the Fell’s Point area of Baltimore where
Douglass lived." If Baltimore is the Maryland city most associated with Frederick

Douglass, then Annapolis is certainly the city of Charity Folks. Many of the phys- -

ical m:,c&::% Folks inhabited, visited, or worked in are now part of the Historic
Annapolis Foundation, the Maryland Historical Trust, the National Historic Trust
or part of a city or state museum.

‘ Charity Folks did not meet Kunta Kinte, Frederick Douglass, or Harriet
Tubman, yet her life overlapped with theirs in key ways. Kunta Kinte and Charity
mw:& arc connected through John Ridout, the owner of Charity and the Lord
Ligonier, the ship that took Kunta Kinte out of Africa. Both Kinte and Folks were
between the ages of ten and twelve years old when the ship docked in the
>E§mo:m harbor in September 1767. Charity may have seen the ship from her
window in the attic of the Ridout house, a block away.'s She also may have wit-
nessed the captives ascend from the bowels of the vessels before being carted
away to the auction block.

Charity Folks shared a connection with Frederick Douglass through bond-
woman Sall Wilkes, who was enslaved in Annapolis and worked in a home

s

The Journal of African American History

the life and family history of Charity Folks, and her manumission; and the idea
&.E reality of freedom, as well as the ghosts of slavery. I argue that despite her
unfortunate absence from the historical record, Charity mO_wmrm:Q other enslaved
women ,ES her not only shaped the history of early African Anmerica, but also left
an imprint that is quite visible. As an example of the advantages of micro-history,
.m:m story of Charity Folks challenges scholars to reexamine their Bm%@&&o%mm
n conducting African American women’s history in the Atlantic World, A method-

£4
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“belonging to the Lloyd family, Douglass’s owners. Indeed, Douglass suggested
~ that Colonel Edward Lloyd fathered Sall Wilkes’s son William, who grew up
enslaved, but away from his mother on Lloyd's Wye Plantation in Talbot County.

William Wilkes was manumitted when he was a young adult.' Douglass noted
that free black pastors and businessmen in Annapolis, who shared social ties with

; Charity Folks and her kin, had negotiated Wilkes’s freedom.”

It is Harriet Tubman’s life, however, that most resembles that of Charity Folks.
Both women understood the sexually exploitative and vulnerable position of
bondwomen.' If they did not experience it personally, they knew other women
who did. Tubman’s family, like that of Folks, was an intricate web of enslaved and
manumitted African Americans.'” Both women were enslaved while their hus-

“bands were free. Though Folks acquired her freedom through legal deed, and

Tubman through flight, both women remained concerned about the fate of family
members and friends left in bondage.

Charity Folks differs from Kinte, Douglass, and Tubman in several key ways,
however. Folks did not flee bondage, as did Douglass and Tubman, nor did she die
enslaved like Kinte, or in poverty like Tubman. She was also not a contemporary
of Douglass or Tubman, both of whom are associated with antebellum abolition-
ist campaigns. Yet as a manumitted woman, Charity Folks is more representative
of the enslaved experience in Maryland than Kinte, Douglass, or Tubman. Charity
Folks and her family were like some 45,000 other bondpeople who were manu-
mitted in the decades following the American Revolution.? She lived her entire
life in the Chesapeake. This small geographic region boasted a remarkably fluid

~population of free, enslaved, and “quasi-free” African Americans. Charity Folks
- experienced all three statuses in the course of her life.

CHARITY FOLKS: A LIFE AND A FAMILY HISTORY

Charity Folks enters the historical record only as an adult and thus her early

life had to be pieced together using family narratives and public records. It is
'~ believed that she was born at Belair Plantation, twenty miles west of Annapolis,

-in the present town of Bowie, Maryland. Samuel Ogle owned Folks’s mother,

‘Rachel Burke. Ogle was the two-time governor of Maryland, and he and his wife,

‘Ann Tasker Ogle, were members of the most elite slaveholding families in the

\ nromm@a&nm. Rachel Burke may have been born in Virginia and came to Maryland

when Ann Tasker married Samuel Ogle.?' Like most slave-owning families, the
Ogles and Taskers transferred their bondpeople between properties and to other
family members. Thus, separation from her kin was a fact of life for Rachel Burke.

While precious few details exist about Charity’s mother, the man presumed to
be her father was a well-known figure in colonial America. It was rumored that
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Charity’s father was Ann Ogle’s brother, Colonel Benjamin Tasker, Jr.2 A politi-
cian, businessman, slave trader, and bachelor, Col. Tasker assumed the manage-
ment of Belair Plantation in 1752 upon the death of his brother-in-law Samuel
Ogle.* It is not clear when or how Tasker decided to use Burke to gratify his sex-
ual desires. He may have taken her as she measured grain in the cellar, forcing
other bondpeople to watch. He may have caught her unaware as she walked the
road lined with poplar trees leading from the mansion to the stables and back
again. She may have anticipated his desires from the moment she began tidying
the gold curtains, stays, and bed linens in his room. Perhaps Rachel resigned her-
self to the reality that sexual violation was inevitable, and slept with Tasker in
exchange for certain favors.

Charity likely learned at a young age that she was the product of her mother’s
rape. How much or how little Charity knew about her mother’s experience is
debatable.” Forced sexual experiences were common for enslaved women; sexu-
alized violence masqueraded as physical punishment and psychological torture.2¢
Charity and her mother lived in a world where violence against African American
women was not only normative, but legally sanctioned. If Charity knew her father
at all, it was through the memories passed down by others, or through the public
memorials erected in his honor. Charity was little more than three years old when
Col. Tasker died in 1760 after a lingering fever at the age of thirty-nine.”’

Charity Folks is described as being a “5 ft. 4 inches [tall], bright mulatto 2
There are few clues as to how Charity felt about her mixed-race background or the
role that it played in her identity formation. Yet it seems fair to say that Charity’s
African cultural heritage was the most influential in her life.?” It is possible that
Charity’s African forebears were members of the Akan peoples of the Gold

Coast.* Nearly three quarters of the African captives arriving in Maryland during

the 17th and 18th centuries were from the Gold Coast, the present-day Ghana.’!
The Akan are noted for the importance they place on land ownership, community,

and property; and these traits are reflected in several actions during Charity -

Folks’s life.

In the enslaved community where Charity was raised, she was exposed to the
cultures and belief systems of bondpeople from the West Indies. Ships owned by the
Ridouts and their associates often purchased Africans and “country-born” captives
from the markets of St. Eustasias, before continuing onto Maryland.* Thus, despite
being at least two generations removed from Africa, Charity Folks had exposure to
the continent regularly “in the appearance and intonations” of those around her®

For the first ten to twelve years of her life, Charity lived in the cellar at Belair
Plantation with her brother James and their mother. The family entered their quar-
ters through a stone archway that bore an eerie resemblance to “The Door of No
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Return” that their ancestors had walked through as they left the slave dungeons

- and boarded ships destined for the Americas.** They shared their living space with
- some fifteen to twenty other bondpeople, six horses, and fifty hogs and sows.**

They made their pallets on the floor and kept a lookout for the rats and mice feed-
ing on the beans, oats, wheat, and rye stored nearby.?

The Burke family’s time together was short-lived. Sometime between 1765
and 1767, Charity became the property of John Ridout and moved to Annapolis,
some twenty miles away. British by birth, John Ridout was the provincial secre-

tary for Maryland. Ridout’s descendants believe that Charity was part of the wed-

ding dowry Mary Ogle, Samuel and Ann Ogle’s daughter, brought to her marriage
with Ridout.?” It is equally possible that Charity became the property of John
Ridout when he served as executor of the estates of Benjanun Tasker, Sr. and

Benjamin Tasker, Jr.

As a young girl in her early teens, Charity found herself in a house with a mis-

 tress she knew and a master she did not know. The Ridout sons Samuel and Horatio

were abroad for much of her adolescence. That does not mean Charity was free
from sexual harassment, as she was in close contact with John Ridout and those
who visited him. Perhaps Rachel Burke anticipated Charity’s situation and

- explained to her daughter that if she could not avoid sexual exploitation, she should
‘use it to her advantage. Burke or other bondwomen may have taught the young
bondwoman to fashion an identity within the limited choices available to her®

Charity gave birth to at least five children while she was enslaved: Harriet

~Jackson (b. 1780), James Jackson (b. 1786), Hannah Folks (b. 1787), Mary Folks
(b. 1788), and Lil’ Charity Folks (b. 1793).% She would have been twenty-two
_ years old when Harriet was born—slightly beyond the age of first birth for most

bondwomen.*' There is some indication as well that Charity may have had anoth-
er son in addition to James since a family member once remarked that she pre-

ferred her son-in-law William Bishop to “any of the sons she ever had.”#

Charity’s eldest children James and Harriet bear the last name of Jackson.
Charity, however, does not appear ever to have used the name “Jackson.” The sur-
name Jackson does not exist on any slave inventories for the Ridouts, Taskers, or

- Ogles.* Nor was Jackson a prevalent surname of black or white families living at
that time in Annapolis. If Charity and Mr. Jackson were “married,” it was not for-

malized; nor could it be if either one of them was enslaved. Charity’s descendants

‘believe that “Jackson” was either a bondman who ran away, or a free black who
“passed away early in their relationship.* It is more likely that Mr. Jackson was
-enslaved and was sold or separated from his tamily when the children were young,

Charity’s relationship with Thomas Folks is much easier to reconstruct.
Shopkeeper and tavern owner John Davidson was the owner of Thomas Folks.®
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Charity and Thomas maintained an “abroad” relationship, spending most of their
time at the Davidson residence.* In 1787 John Davidson hired a midwife to deliv-
er Hannah, presumably the daughter of Thomas and Charity.” Charity and
Thomas had two other children, Mary and Lil’ Charity. Both were given the last
name Folks. As Thomas and Charity’s family grew, so, too did the number of
bondpeople in the Davidson home. If Thomas Folks was not the biological father
of any of the children bearing his last name, this did not prevent him from acting
as their father, or from taking an active part in the lives of his stepchildren, Harriet
and James. Records indicate that Thomas and James Folks spoke often about var-
ious matters concerning the family.*

The ability of Charity and Thomas Folks to begin and maintain a family tes-
tifies to the adaptability and complexity of kinship relations under slavery. For
example, Charity and Thomas’s daughter Hannah was born within a year of a free
black woman giving birth to Thomas’s son Henry.* Only Lil’ Charity resided with
her mother at the Ridout’s home in Annapolis; Charity’s other four children either
lived at Whitehall, the Ridout couniry home seven miles outside Annapolis, or at
one of the other Ridout farms in various parts of the Maryland countryside.®

Charity did get to spend time with her children, but it was limited. Her duties
allowed her to travel between the Ridout properties. She used these occasions to
see her children, but her main responsibility still was as a domestic in the Ridout’s
Annapolis home and Ridout Rowe, the three row houses adjoining the main home.
Taking care of the Ridout family and their visitors left Charity straining for time
to take care of her own. One can imagine how little time she had when important
visitors such as Benjamin Franklin and George Washington came to visit.! Her
duties included work at home as well as shopping for the household. Folks
shopped for lace, ribbon, silk, and wine in John Davidson’s store where she and
“Mayor’s Jemy.” “Carrolton Carroll’s Jack,” “Dulany’s Jack,” “Worthington’s
Sam,” and other bondpeople established credit on behalf of their owners.?
Charity’s social world was also expanded when she accompanied Mary Ridout on
holiday trips to places such as the Bath natural springs in what is now West
Virginia.>

Charity Folks was a hardworking domestic and her labors for the Ridout
household benefited from her African cultural heritage. She drew upon a huck-
ster tradition to haggle with local farmers over their crop, and discuss the price
of fish and oysters with watermen on the docks. It is also apparent that Folks was
skilled with roots and herbs. The Ridout garden consisted of peppermint and

with the spiritual world. The garden also contained other plants and roots grown
and used for their healing powers.™ There is evidence that Folks tended to mem-
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bers of the Ridout family when they were ill by mixing roots and herbs.% She no
doubt traded plants from the Ridout garden with those in need of a particular
herb or root.>®

If Folks’s day-to-day activities were informed by aspects of her African past,
80 too were her spiritual experiences. Her owners were Anglicans and Methodists.
Yet archeological findings at the Ridout house suggest that Charity’s spiritual
practices were more complex than the traditional Christianity practiced in the
Ridout home. Spiritual caches, for example, were found in strategic locations in
Styron house, the middle home of the three row house dwellings adjacent to John
Ridout’s home. The individual caches consisted of buttons, string, bone, and other
symbolic materials. They were placed in strategic places in a room running from
north to south and east to west. When viewed together, the caches transform into
a composite cosmogram.” Some African communities believed that cosmograms
offered believers protection over long periods of time.” Charity Folks spent a
great deal of time in the Ridout row houses, tending to Mary Ridout’s mother,
Anne Tasker Ogle.” She may have placed the items there over the course of the
years.

There is also evidence that Charity’s spiritual world syncretized Yoruba-
derived practices with Christianity. Archeologist Mark Leone has suggested that
two bondwomen Charity associated with at the nearby home of Charles Carroll
were responsible for taking a red shift and other items that went missing.*® When
combined with other materials, the missing items could have made an effective
altar or shrine to the orisha, Shango.®' The composite spiritual profile of Charity
Folks, therefore, strongly suggests that she welcomed contact with “the Most
High,” lesser deities, and her ancestors. She would have relied on all of them to
help her order her life and those of her family members in bondage.

Charity Folks’s position in the capital city of Annapolis generally, and the
Ridout home more intimately, also meant that she lived through the Age of
Revolution (1763-1823).%2 She remained in Annapolis while John Ridout, a pre-
sumed British Loyalist, relocated his family to the Whitehall plantation outside of
Annapolis or his property in western Maryland. She heard about the slave upris-
ings in the French colony on Saint Domingue from the bondpeople who arrived
when their owners resettled in Maryland. She would have served these slavehold-
ers when they called upon the Ridouts and voiced their opinions about how the
themes of liberty, equality, and fraternity were fine for the French, but held dan-
gerous consequences when espoused by oppressed Africans. Folks also lived
through the dénouement of the post-Revolutionary era and the War of 1812. Her
vision of freedom, while informed by a multiplicity of sources, nonetheless
remained centered on one goal: her and her family’s manumission from slavery.
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MANUMISSION: MYTHS AND REALITIES

Charity Folks received what appeared to be a splendid Christmas gift in
December 1797. Mary Ridout, acting as executor of her husband’s estate, chose to
“liberate, manumit, and set {ree” Folks for her “faithful services and dutiful behav-
ior.”® Ridout coupled her decision to free Folks with another benevolent act. She
liberated three of Charity’s five children—eight-year-old James, four-year-old Lil’
Charity, and infant Hannah. The elder Charity and Hannah received their freedom
the day the manumission deed was signed, but Ridout delayed manumission for
James until 1808 and for Lil> Charity until 1812. This family, by then spread over
three generations, experienced what is thought to be one of the most sought-after
legacies of the American Revolution for enslaved people—access to freedom via
legal deed.*

At first glance, the 1797 deed for manumission does look like a splendid
Christmas “gift.” Yet it was not a gift of immediate freedom. Manumission was
often a lengthy and difficult process, and Charity’s “gift” was only one marker in
the family’s long struggle for freedom. Rachel Burke, Charity’s mother, had
gained her freedom as an adult and had gone on to purchase the freedom of her
son James.*® In 1794 Thomas Folks bought his freedom from John Davidson.®’
John Ridout had manumitted Charity’s eldest daughter Harriet Jackson in 1786
when she was about five years old.® Five years later, John Ridout freed Mary
Folks, Charity’s third eldest child.® Thus, at least five members of Charity’s fam-
ily preceded her in the transition from slavery to freedom.

Surely Charity Folks was elated that her children had escaped the cruelties of
human bondage. Soon she learned, however, that maintaining their freedom was
another thing entirely. When Harriet and Mary were freed and Charity was still
enslaved, rather than stay at the Ridout house, Charity’s daughters lived with
either their grandmother Rachel Burke or their father, Thomas Folks, both free.
The fateful decision to separate from her children undoubtedly weighed upon
Charity, producing moments of relief that the children were free, as well as anxi-
ety that their freedom may be short-lived. To Charity’s heartbreak, the unease
about her children’s status proved well founded when local officials challenged
the legality of their manumission papers.™ As Charity and her family learned, free-
dom was difficult to achieve and challenging to maintain.

Charity Folks traveled back and forth between the Ridout house and those of
her free family members. Though the distance between the two residences was not
more than two blocks, Charity’s status as a slave separated her from her kin. With
the delayed manumission of James and Lil’ Charity under the terms of the 1797
deed, Folks undoubtedly traveled regularly from her free family’s home to visit
her enslaved children. Moreover, the historical record reveals that there were at
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least three instances when Charity was hired out for a time, and perhaps she used
the wages paid to buy her own freedom.” Whereas Charity was determined to pur-
sue her own liberation, it is clear that John Ridout’s decision to manumit her
evolved over time. The first codicil to his will, dated 1797, bequeathed to his wife
Mary Ridout “This] Negroes called Ruth, Hannah, Jack and Milly, also her trusty
Mulatto Charity.”’? Ridout at that time outlined his intention to free two of
Charity’s children still in bondage.” Plans to free Charity crystallized after she
nursed the family through a smallpox epidemic. Ridout drafted a second codicil to
his will in 1797.7 In it, he awarded Charity Folks her freedom, commencing in
1807.% Thus, Charity’s efforts and Ridout’s gratitude converged.

The exact nature of relationships within the Ridout household is open to spec-
ulation. There is a possibility that John Ridout fathered some of Charity’s children.
This would explain why he chose to free some of her children and not others,
While an illicit relationship may have existed between the owner and bondwoman,
the Ridouts often manumitted members of the same family.” In keeping with local

J

law, Ridout attested that Folks was capable and able to provide a livelihood for

“herself in freedom.” But he also went a step further and directed his heirs to pay

her the sum of twelve silver Spanish dollars and other “aspects of his estate.”” [t
is not clear what these “other aspects” in Ridout’s provision entailed, but they may

~ have included Folks’s use and eventual purchase of a house on Church Circle.”

Ridout also insisted that his heirs care for Charity Folks. Ridout drafted a separate

legal document binding his sons, Horatio and Samuel, to respect his wishes to dis-

tribute his property as outlined in his will and subsequent codicils.®

Knowing that many heirs might choose to ignore such a bequest for financial
or other reasons, Ridout made it a point to ask his wife to honor his wishes. In a
September 1807 letter to her mother, Mary Ridout mentioned that “he [John
Ridout] said Ruth and Charity had been two such faithful servants that he desired

‘more might be done for them than the rest. That if I survived him he requested me

if they were living to leave them a small annuity to maintain them comfortably, ™'

- Within two months after her husband’s death in 1797, Mary Ridout signed the
~ deed granting Charity immediate manumission. Ridout also allowed Hannah and

Lil’ Charity to “stay with their mother,” though time still remained on their terms

~of bondage.® Mary Ridout made no provision for James other than her intention
o grant him freedom in [812. He continued to be enslaved at a Ridout property

some distance from Annapolis, while his siblings lived as free or “quasi-free”

“ blacks in close proximity to their mother,

Charity Folks was not satisfied with her children’s delayed manumission. She

~knew enough about the law to make certain that the details of her freedom were
~not only spelled out, but executed as well. Charity understood in the summer of
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the ailing woman to honor John Ridout’s intention to free Hannah Lil’ Charit
@m James. pmﬁ, efforts proved successful. Mary Ridout returned ,8 nm;: in >umc%
:.wcﬂ Leaving little to chance, Mary was accompanied by her eldest son, Samuel
%Eosr the immediate past mayor of Annapolis, and her younger son gEoEmo
W&cwr a local barrister and powerful official in the Anne Arundel cczme% court
Charity Folks paid Ridout $1.00 to execute the manumission document. This m@m‘.
ture was more symbolic than anything, given that the Folks family already had
ge:,z‘_wfsm payments to free the children. The document freed James and Lil’
Q&:Q wza provided gradual manumission for Folks s grandchildren James, Ann
and William. Ridout’s deed also affirmed the legality of the ?.mio% aoozwﬁmﬁm
that freed Harriet, Mary, Hannah, and Charity ®
. Mary Ridout’s relationship to Charity Folks, however, generates more ques-
tions than answers. Descendants of the Ridouts suggest that Mary Ridout and the
g:aéc.m:m.: were close friends because they grew up together. Mary’s will indi-
mmam m:w since she requested that upon her death, Charity should receive Ridout’s
wearing apparel and feather bed. "™ Mary also bequeathed Folks an additional
one hundred dollars. The funds were derived from Ridout’s inheritance from the
estate A.% her uncle, Benjamin Tasker, Jr.% To be sure, the irony of inheriting mone
from Q%ﬁ,zwacﬁ or Tasker was probably not lost on the former bondwoman ’
. When Charity Folks was manumitted in 1797, she did not move far from .:5
Ridout rméa. Charity’s inheritance from the Ridouts translated into a home on the
corner of ﬂrcgr Circle and Duke of Gloucester Street, two short blocks from the
Ridout residence. Thus Folks began her freedom with money, and also with the
most ﬁzm&? expression of wealth in early America, @Eﬁwxww She also received
a tangible expression of wealth in African society, her family.® The 1810 census
lists ana\ Folks, Thomas Folks, and ihree of their children living in the same
vo:m@.ﬁzoéwéﬁ Charity Folks soon learned that manumission, while a blessin
I many ways, included some of the same pains she @%mz.msomm in slavery ¢

FREEDOM AND THE GHOSTS OF SLAVERY

B Huoa,\y.mﬁmomw,.. Americans in Maryland who had been manumitted like Chari

Folks, freedom did not mean a distancing from slavery. Folks continued to éoww,\
as a domestic for the Ridouts. Her daughter Lil’ Charity, and granddaughter
m:wwgé wo& earned wages by doing domestic work for whites in the area.s
>?a§ American women who were not fortunate enough to be manumitted ,Sww
a pension, or to have a mutually beneficial relationship with a patron supported
themselves in a variety of ways. They rented out rooms to boarders géoqw@a as
laundresses, and utilized their skills as hucksters to provide for their m&é.:aw.% A
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1787, for example, that Mary Ridout was terminally ill and she may have prodded
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few free black women worked as prostitutes in order to survive.” Yet, Charity
Folks was manumitted with a pension. Her continued work for the Ridouts, there-
fore, underscores her vision for financial success, as well as the reality that free

blacks were required by law to stay gainfully employed lest they be arrested and
thrown into jail.*!
~ For Charity Folks, aspects of the institution of slavery were visible every-

- where. A narrow street separated her free black household from Reynolds Tavern,

where bondpeople were bought and sold. She continued to frequent the market on
the docks, just feet away from slaving vessels. And on any given day she could
look out from her home on Church Circle to St. Anne’s Church where notable men

- were buried including Johns Hopkins, Charles Carroll, and his son Charles Carroll

of Carrolton. St. Anne’s Church was also the final resting place for Charity’s pre-

- sumed father, Colonel Benjamin Tasker, Jr. and her grandfather, Benjamin Tasker,

Sr. To be able to gaze upon the Taskers’ final resting place underscored the drama

“of Folks’s life, one that was exceptional and at the same time representative of the

movement from enslavement to freedom among African Americans in the

- Chesapeake region. Even near the end of her life, she could witness aspects of her

beginnings.

Slavery even existed within Folks’s own household. The 1820 census lists her
as the owner of one bondperson.” Yet, her grandchildren were still enslaved and
could have been living with Folks, or with their mother Harriet Jackson Calder,
Ten years later, however, three bondpeople resided in the Folks household, well

- after her grandchildren would have been manumitted.”® Perhaps it was not unusu-

al for the Folks family to own bondpeople. The 1830 census reveals that a consid-
erable number of free Africans and African Americans in Anne Arundel County
held people in bondage.” In some instances free blacks purchased members of
their family, or close friends, only to manumit them later. Sometimes enslaved
children and grandchildren were allowed to live with free black kin. And some
free blacks chose to purchase “chattel property™ to suit their labor needs. By own-
ing bondpeople who were not their kin, however, the Folks family was beginning
to distance itself from other free African Americans.”® That they owned slaves at
all shows that the Folks family was just as complex as the families of the slave-
holders who manumitted them.

Despite efforts to keep her maturing family close, decisions made in slavery
haunted Charity Folks in freedom. Family members remarked that Charity Folks
“appeared to have a greater fondness™ for Lil” Charity.” As the daughter who
remained enslaved while other children were manumitted, Lil> Charity was the
child with whom Charity Folks spent the most time and who held the greatest influ-
ence over her mother in later 1ife.”” Thomas Folks remarked that his daughter’s
influence “would carry his wife to hell.”™ Charity’s relationship with her older chil-
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dren Mary and James, on the other hand, was more strained very E&E because
both felt they were unfairly separated from their mother as young children.

Charity Folks’s obvious preference for one child over another wﬁ.om:cmm a
long-standing rivalry between Mary and Lil’ Charity. James Eowmw: believed that
his mother’s preference stemmed from “Mary being taken away from her mother
when a small child.” Mary was manumitted while still a child, and while wwa
mother and father were still enslaved. She left the Ridout home (if she was ever in
bondage there at all) and lived with free black family members. Perhaps she lived
with her grandmother Rachel Burke. She certainly lived with Thomas Folks after
his manumission in 1794, and census records list Thomas as head o;osmmwca._@
Freedom should have yielded Mary a happier life, yet it is ironic that for Kma\q it
was manumission, not slavery, which created the wedge through her family and
robbed her of her relationship with her mother.

The tension between Lil” Charity and Mary took its toll on the elder Folks.
One family member remarked that the sibling rivalry “caused her [Charity] a good
deal of trouble.”'! Folks feared that even after her death their hostility for one
another “would bring her grey hairs.”'” The sisters competed for men as well as
for their mother’s loyalty.!"” Upon their mother’s death in 1834, the two even
fought over eighteen inches of property separating their homes.'™ .

Charity Folks’s fondness for Lil Charity clearly made her o%a.q o.::a,n@:
uncomfortable, especially as the elder Folks aged. The tension in the family was

exacerbated when William and Charity Folks Bishop moved into the Folks home

on Church Circle after their marriage in 1821, Lil’ Charity reorganized the house
and ordered her brother James to remove the hogs he kept in their mother’s yard.
James removed the pigs, but a volatile argument ensued. He confronted his moth-
er for siding with his sister. The argument became so heated that James actually

drew “a knife on her [the mother] and called her ill names.”!s Charity Folks never

N 1 fanee 106
forgave her son and even refused to leave him an inheritance.

Charity Folks suffered a paralyzing stroke in carly 1834, when she was near-

ly seventy-five years old.'""” She regained her ability to walk, and some ability to

speak, but died within the year. She left real estate to each of her &8@ surviving
daughters and to one granddaughter.'® It should be noted that Charity Folks _mm.m
will at a time when many white men failed to use this legal document. Her will
and 1ts related codicils underscore the importance that she attached to kin and

property alike 1%

Charity Folks seemed to never forget a debt owed to her. For example, she

bequeathed to her granddaughter Elizabeth “one hundred and eighty dollars due to
»l0.

me from Mr. Samuel Ridout and all the interest thereon at the time of my death.

Her financial acumen may explain her success as a free black property owner. She
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had a clear understanding of what it took to succeed in free society, and she
worked hard to become a woman of property and social standing. Though she was
not formally educated, Charity gleaned an understanding of legal protocol from
experience and exposure to business transactions throughout her life.

In an eerie foreshadowing, Charity Folks anticipated being lost from history.
In her final years, she often felt displaced and feared being “turned out of
doors.”"" She obsessively searched for something lost, and “half of the time she
did not know what she was after.”!'? Family members and neighbors described her
as “deranged.”"® Given her age, her failing health, and the trauma of her past, it is
probably not surprising that Folks suffered from symptoms of dementia.

Part of Folks’s rootlessness may have stemmed from a sense that her position
as “mistress” of the house was being undermined in favor of her son-in-law,
William Bishop.'!¢ Ultimately, Bishop assumed the deed for the property and con-
trol over her residence, substantiating Folks’s fear that she was losing power
among her kin."'> A family friend even described a fight between William Bishop
and Charity Folks during which Charity remarked “that there was no other place
for her,” and that she might as well “set off to the graveyard.”""® This was the last
surviving account documenting the life of Charity Folks,

Charity Folks’s final resting place remains a mystery. Family members have
two theories about her burial location, One account suggests that she may be
buried with John and Mary Ridout at Whitehall. The Ridouts were buried without
headstones, as John Ridout believed that their graves might be prone to robbery.

‘Portions of Whitehall have since been sold and the exact location of the graves

remains lost. One of Folks’s descendants believed that a “Ridout” marker situated
close to the Bishop family burial plots in Annapolis’s St. Anne’s Parish Cemetery
had been reserved for Charity Folks.'? Situating Folks next to the Ridouts in death

‘expands the biological or fictive ties Folks may have had to the family. However,
“ this account is also disturbing because it paternalistically positions Folks as the

aithful and loyal servant who would rather lie beside her owners than her kin.
The second and perhaps more believable clue to her burial place appears in 2
family genealogical chart. Charity, “the wife of Thomas Folks and servant to the
wife of the governor,” is noted to have been buried in the Bishop family plot at St.
Anne’s Cemetery where eleven members of her family were also buried."* There
is no headstone to commemorate her grave, and so Charity’s life becomes some-
thing of a ghost story.""® She is like the “wandering spirits” who died onboard

ships during the Middle Passage without a proper burial, 20 Lacking a memorial,

she has been denied the possibility of being honored by the living.
Nevertheless, Charity Folks’s life continues to claim our attention. Belair

Plantation where she was born is now part of the city of Bowie museums. Tours
of Belair recently incorporated references to the bondpeople who worked there.
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The John Ridout house at 125 Duke of Gloucester Street is part of the National
Historic Trust. Reynolds Tavern, once owned by the Davidson family, who
enslaved Thomas Folks, is now a tourist site popular for its afternoon tea and din-
ner. There are also fainter outlines of Charity’s presence. Her home on the corner
of Duke of Gloucester Street and Church Circle has been replaced by a Bank of
America building. This fact is a bit ironic, given her financial success. Properties
once owned by Folks and her son-in-law William Bishop are sites for archeologi-

cal digs and continue to yield crucial details about black Annapolis. During the |

late 19th century, Folks’s property at 84 Franklin Street was sold to the Mount
Moriah African Methodist Episcopal Church as the site for their new building.'!
Frederick Douglass delivered the dedication address when the church opened its
doors in September 1874. Now part of the National Historic Trust, Mount Moriah
has been converted into the Banneker-Douglass Museum, Maryland’s official
repository for African American artifacts and documents.'2?

Banneker-Douglass Museum at 84 Franklin Street.
Courtesy of the Banneker-Douglass Museum, Annapolis, MD.

THE LEGACY OF CHARITY FOLKS

Charity Folks probably thought little beyond securing her family’s freedom
and ensuring their financial security after manumission. Yet, her greatest legacy—
greater than her material wealth or the places and spaces that have been commem- |

|
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orated as sites of historical significance—is present in the lives of her descendants.
Folks’s son-in-law William Bishop (1802-1870) was one of the twelve wealthiest
men in Annapolis, black or white. ' Charity Folks Bishop, her daughter and
William’s wife, owned sixteen properties at the time of her death in 1875.1* The
children of William and Charity Bishop expanded the family’s economic base and
furthered the family’s call to service in various forms. Rebecca Bishop, Folks’s
granddaughter and the only daughter of William Bishop and Charity Bishop, mar-
ried Peter Vogelsang of New York. The couple was among the notables of New
York society. Charity’s great-granddaughter and Rebecca’s daughter, Theresa
Vogelsang (1854-1888), married Josiah T. Settle (1850--1915), a prominent
lawyer and businessman from Mississippi. The Settles relocated to Memphis,
Tennessee, and owned a boarding house whose clientele included anti-lynching
activist and newspaper editor Ida B. Wells,!®

Charity Folks Bishop
From the Doris Moses Collection, Courtesy of the Maryland State Archives, Annapolis, MD.

The sons of William and Charity Folks Bishop also were prominent in their
respective fields. James Calder Bishop (1 824-1893) ran a tobacco shop and built
upon William Bishop’s considerable property holdings."** Moses Lake Bishop
(1833-1869) was one of the first African American midshipmen at the U.S. Naval
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Academy in Annapolis.'"”” Charity’s grandson William Henry Bishop I

(1824-1906), and his wife Elizabeth Chew Bishop (n.d.~1886), helped to estab- -

c% St. Mary’s Parish Church in Baltimore, an important African American
Episcopal congregation in the city.'>* Their son, and Charity’s great-grandson, Dr.

Hutchens Chew Bishop (1858-1937) served as the rector of St. Philip’s Episcopal

Church in Harlem.'® Consisting of a predominantly African American and West

Indian membership, St. Philip’s is considered to be the largest Episcopal congre-

gations in the country and is often touted as one of the most important.'¥

Em:ov@:m Chew Bishop followed in his great-grandmother’s footsteps by
acquiring property through shrewd business transactions as well. Working with
Harlem businessman John Nail, Bishop used his ability to “pass for white” to pur-
chase valuable real estate on Harlem’s 135th Street between Lenox Avenue and
>g£: Clayton Powell Blvd."' Bishop and Nail then rented the property, or deed-
ed it, to African Americans who faced racial discrimination in trying to move
,.:Eoé:.% Bishop also secured enough property to move St. Philip’s Church from
its original location on Mulberry Street in the Tenderloin district to 136th Street.!
In July 1917 Rev. Bishop allowed St. Philip’s to be used as the coordinating rwﬁ.&-
quarters for the NAACP’s “Silent Protest March,” following the murder of large
numbers of African Americans by white rioters in East St. Louis. ™

Hutchens Chew Bishop was succeeded as rector of St. Philip’s by his son
Shelton Hale Bishop (1889-1957). The successive leadership of father and mc_h
spanned nearly seventy years, often referred to as the “Bishop era,” and con-
cretized the royal lineage.'* Father Shelton Hale Bishop also exhibited his fami-
ly’s gift for religious vocation and once remarked, “I’ve never wanted to be any-
thing but a priest.”* During his tenure as rector, Father Shelton Hale Bishop
m:.m:m%g@a his father’s efforts to advance the Harlem community. Father Bishop
oversaw St. Philip’s efforts in developing the Lafargue Clinic dedicated to African
>:..5:om= mental health."”” He was a self-proclaimed pacifist and remained an
active member of the NAACP throughout his life.!

Descendants of Charity Folks also demonstrate her knowledge of root work
N,:a healing, though in more professional settings. Elizabeth Bishop Davis
(Trussell), M.D. (1920-2010), the daughter of Shelton Hale Bishop and Eloise
Carey, was professor emeritus of clinical psychiatry at Columbia University.' Dr.
Trussell, or “Beth,” as she was known to family, had a long and distinguished
carcer. She founded the Department of Psychiatry at Harlem Hospital Center, one
of the first community-centered mental health facilities in the country." Dr. &mim
also q.n::::oa active in academia. In response to Senator Daniel Patrick
Moynihan’s depiction of low-income black families as “dysfunctional,” she

b
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authored several scholarly studies on identify formation™ among urban youths

- Charity Folks, Lost Royalty, and the Bishop Family of Maryiand and New York 41

“and multigenerational trauma during pregnancy among African American

women. ! Dr. Davis’s awards and accolades included the 2001 Lifetime

. Achievement Award from the New York State Office of Mental Health and a 2003

“ Distinguished Life Fellow of the American Psychiatric Association.'* The late Dr.
Davis, true to her royal heritage, emerges ag just as distinct and memorable a
" woman as her great-great-great-grandmother.

* History should be a restorative process. The rediscovery of Charity Folks pro-
vides contemporary scholars with both a cognitive and physical map to under-

“standing the importance of enslaved women’s contributions beyond their lived

“experiences. Charity Folks, in any or all of her forms (enslaved woman, manumit-

ted woman, property owner, founding mother), testifies to the distinctly African-

~derived spirit of survival and adaptation during and after enslavement.
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