The Life and Travels of Nancy Gardner Prince (1799-1859)

A Black Woman’s Extraordinary Journey through 19th-Century America, Russia, and Jamaica

NANCY PRINCE WROTE ONE OF THE FEW SURVIVING
AUTOBIOGRAPHIES OF A FREE BLACK WOMAN in the
pre-Civil War United States. Her father, Thomas Gardner, a sailor, died shortly after Nancy was
born here in Newburyport, and her mother Mary remarried. Her maternal grandfather, Tobias
Wornton, shared with Nancy stories of being stolen from Africa and his life as a soldier during
the Revolutionary War and at the Battle of Bunker Hill. After the deaths of her grandfather
and stepfather in 1813, Nancy’s family became impoverished and the children were scattered.
Nancy gathered wild berries for sale in Cape Ann and worked as a servant. During the winter
of 1816, she traveled on foot and by horse and sleigh to Boston where she rescued her older sister
Silvia from a brothel.

“After seven years of anxiety and toil,” Nancy wrote, “I made up my mind to leave my country.”
At age 24, she married an older sailor named Nero Prince, who had been recruited as a Black
footman to the Russian Emperor in Saint Petersburg. Nancy and Nero sailed to Russia in 1824,
where they lived and worked in two Emperors’ courts for the next decade. Nancy learned French
and Russian, sewed children’s clothing, and ran a boarding house. When Nancy’s lungs became
weakened by the Russian winters, she returned to Massachusetts on her own. Nero died in Russia
before he could join her.

Back in the U.S., Nancy Prince lamented, “the weight of prejudice has again oppressed me.”
In Boston, she worked as a seamstress, delivered public lectures about her travels in Russia, and
became a member of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society. In the early 1840s, Nancy sailed to
Jamaica for missionary work. On a stormy return trip in 1842, Prince narrowly kept her freedom
after the ship Comet diverted to Key West and New Orleans. Nancy’s memoir chronicles how she
witnessed other Black passengers captured for sale into slavery.

The Woman’s Era newspaper recounts Nancy’s role in a dramatic 1847 Underground Railroad
rescue in Boston. Leading a group of Black women and children, Nancy saved her neighbor
Mrs. Dorsey by physically confronting a notorious slave hunter named “Woodfork” (Woolfolk),
hauling him out of the house, pelting him with stones, and chasing him away.

In 1850, Nancy published the first edition of her influential memoir, and in 1854 was invited
to speak at the National Women’s Rights Convention in Philadelphia. Nancy Gardner Prince died
of an illness in 1859, at the age of 60, and is buried in Everett, MA.

There are unfortunately no known images to date of Nancy Prince, but her memory lives on.

By Geordie Vining, Ali Tal-mason, Kabria Baumgartner, and Cyd Raschke (2023)

LECTURE BY MRS. PRINCE.
| A lecture will be delivered by Mrs. Nancy Prince,
on the manners and customs ol Russia, on Thursday
evening, the 21 inst. in Smith’s School Room, Belknap
| street, commencing at 7 o’clock P. M. Tickets 12,

Russia

RIGHT: Nancy Prince lecture announcement,
The Liberator, March 15, 1839, page 3
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September Bd, we set sail for New York. at 2 Gouigesy e Vi Coei AR AR 112 cts. to be had at the shops of J. B. Catler, Cham-

, . ’ 61 L Collections Online and Boston Public Library, | ber street, J. T. Hilton and L. Hutchinson, Brattle

o'clock in the afternoon. At 10 o’clock a gale Rare Books Department {street, Thomas Cole, Congress street, and also at the
{ door on the evening of the lecture,

MRS. PRINCE,

took us, that continued thirty-six hours; my

Some drawings of the cities of Cronstadt and Pe-
| tersburg will be exhibited. Mrs. Prince has resided
in the latter eity about ten years; and, consequently,
will be enabled to give an account of many interesting
| events which transpired during that time.

BELOW: Arabian Hall of the Winter Palace
with Black footman by Konstantin
Ukhtomsky, c. 1860

Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons

state-room was filled with water, and my baggage
all upset; a woman, with her little boy, and
myself, were seated on a trunk thirty-six hours,
with our feet pressed against a barrel to prevent
falling ; the water pouring over us at every brea-
ker. Wednesday, the 9th, the sun shone out so
that the Captain could take an observation. He
found himself in great peril, near the coast of
Texas. All hands were employed in pumping
and bailing. On the eleventh, the New Orleans
steamer came to our assistance ; as we passed up
the river,l was made to forget my own condition,
as I looked with pity on the poor slaves, who
were laboring and toiling, on either side, as far
as could be seen with a glass. We soon reached
the dock, and we were there on the old wreck a
spectacle for observation; the whites went on
shore and made themselves comfortable, while
we poor blacks were obliged to remain on that
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ABOVE: Cover of Nancy Prince’s 1850
autobiography A Narrative of the Life and Travels
of Mrs. Nancy Prince, Written by Herself
Courtesy of the Collection of the

Cape Ann Museum Library & Archives (acc. # 1881]

LEFT: Page 76 of the 1853 second edition
of Narrative of Mrs. Prince

Courtesy of Internet Archive (at archive.org) and
School of Theology, Boston University Collection
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broken, wet vessel. 'The people were very busy 3 - e O s el
about me ; one man asked me who 1 belonged D gt e T T i
By to, and many other rude questions ; he asked me _ ,'
et e where [ was born; I told him Newburyport. o
3 @0 “ What were your parents’ names ? ” I told him 22 ‘ TO THE BENEVOLENT. Jamaica

my father’s name was Thomas Gardner; his B Mrs. Nancy Prince, being about to establish a man-

val labor school for orphans and outcasts at King-
ston, Jamaica, requests the aid of the benevolent and
the liberal. Any donations iu money, children’s books,
or clothing,may be left at No.25 Belknap st.—25 Corn-
hill, before the last week of this month, where they
will be thankfully received, and where may be found
a pamphlet on the present state of Jamaica, written
by Mrs. Prince. Price 25 cents. [t may also be ob-
tained at No. 25, Cornhill. - o

Boston, Nov. 3, 1841, e o

LEFT: Nancy Prince 1841 appeal for donations to orphanage
in Jamaica, The Liberator, November 19, 1841, page 2
Courtesy of Digital Commonwealth Massachusetts Collections Online

and Boston Public Library, Rare Books Department

BELOW: Brig Echo 1841 passenger manifest, including
Nancy Prince, from Kingston, Jamaica, to Philadelphia, PA
National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) M425, Roll 58,

Lists 13 Jan to 23 Dec 1841, image 292 of 563, Courtesy of familysearch.org

scinted and sold by John C. Clark, 60 Dack Strect, Phitadelphii.
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