
The Massachusetts frontier settlement of Deerfield was one of the westernmost outposts of New 
England in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Situated in the Connecticut River Valley, the 
village experienced several violent conflicts between its English settlers, Native Americans, and the 
French. The most well-known was the 1704 Raid on Deerfield, where French forces and their Native 
American allies killed over 50 settlers and took twice as many as captives. A little over four decades 
later, another Indian attack took the lives of Deerfield settlers. Eyewitness accounts described how five 
settlers were killed and one taken captive. One account stands out from the others – a poem describing 
the event by slave woman, Lucy Terry. Her work, “Bars Fight,” is the earliest known poem by a black 
writer in North America.  
 
Lucy Terry was born in 1730 in Africa, but at a very young age, was kidnapped and brought to Rhode 
Island on a slave ship. There, she was purchased by tavern-keeper Ebenezer Wells of Deerfield. During 
Jonathan Edwards’s Great Awakening, in 1735, Lucy was baptized (this record is, most certainly, how we 
know the year of her birth). Her baptism and the favor she curried with her owners allowed her to 
receive education in the church. Additionally, the Wellses were childless and, as such, may have 
integrated young Lucy more into their household and private lives than slaves usually were. Lucy was 
one of New England’s few literate slaves and became a noted storyteller in Deerfield. Despite her 
literacy, it’s quite possible that Lucy did not write “Bars Fight.” That is, the ideas and words are certainly 
her own, but scholars speculate that Lucy told and retold the story orally. The earliest print version of 
the poem dates from 1819 and later appeared in a book on western Massachusetts history in 1855.  
 
Despite the murkiness surrounding the poem’s penman, no one questions that Lucy was the voice 
behind it. She commonly recited poetry and told stories around her table in Deerfield and later, 
Guilford, Vermont, where she moved with her husband, freeman Abijah Prince, and children. But 
perhaps the reason we know so little of Lucy Terry, especially compared to another early African-
American poet, Phillis Wheatley, is because no written copy of her work exists.  
 
Indeed, Lucy and Phillis are interesting figures to compare and contrast. Both were slaves, but had 
acquired, through circumstance and their own natural intelligence, a level of education and respect rare 
for individuals in their situation. Both women were born in Africa and brought to America at very young, 
impressionable ages. Like Lucy, Phillis accepted Christianity and was baptized at a very young age.  
 
There, the similarities do not necessary end, but certainly grow less clear. Wheatley’s work focused 
largely on the privilege of Christianity and life in America, even in slavery, over Africa. 

  From On Being Brought from Africa to America  
’Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land, 
Taught my benighted soul to understand 
That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too: 
Once I redemption neither sought nor knew. 

 
Phillis is thankful for the opportunity to live in America; her arrival in the North American colonies saved 
her immortal soul.  
 
We do not know Lucy’s opinions on race relations. We can speculate, though, from the example we have 
of her poetry, that her work probably did not appeal as widely to a white, slave-owning audience as 
Phillis’s. “Bars Fight” is a very matter-of-fact, unsubtle version the bloody event of August 25, 1746. Had 
written copies of the poem been in existence, it is unlikely it would have been as popular as Phillis’s 
flowery language and praiseful topics.  

http://www.americaslibrary.gov/jb/colonial/jb_colonial_deerfld_1.html
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/phillis-wheatley


 
Lest we think, though, that Phillis had no issues with slavery and racism, we must look to the second half 
the above poem, her most famous:  
 

Some view our sable race with scornful eye, 
“Their colour is a diabolic die.” 
Remember, Christians, Negros, black as Cain,  
May be redin’d, and join th’ angelic train. 

 
Her appreciation is not without a reminder to her white readers of the potential of her race. Phillis 
hopes that her readers understand that, though dark-skinned and from a “Pagan land,” her African-
American cohorts are deserving of heaven as they, themselves, are.Whether or not Lucy would have 
agreed with Phillis’s initial thoughts on Christianity and life in America versus Africa, we can certainly 
imagine she would have appreciated this frank honesty!  
 
 Bars Fight 

August, twas the twenty-fifth, 
Seventeen houndred forty-six,  
The Indians did in ambush lay, 
Some very valiant men to slay 
Twas nigh upton Sam Dickinson’s mill, 
The Indians there five men did kill. 
The names of whom I’ll not leave out, 
Samuel Allen like a hero foute, 
And though he was so brave and bold, 
His face no more shall we behold. 
Eleazer Hawks was killed outright, 
Before he had time to fight, 
Before he did the Indians see, 
Was shot and killed immediately. 
Oliver Amsden he was slain, 
Which caused his friends much grief and pain. 
Simeon Amsden they found dead 
Not many rods from Oliver’s head. 
Adonijah Gillett, we do hear,  
Did lose his life which was so dear.  
John Sadler fled across the water, 
And thus escaped the dreadful slaughter. 
Eunice Allen see the Indians comeing 
And hoped to save herself by running: 
And had not her petticoats stopt her, 
The awful creatures had not cotched her, 
Not tommyhawked her on the head, 
And left her on the ground for dead. 
Young Samuel Allen, Oh! lack-a-day!  
Was taken and carried to Canada. 
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