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Joseph and Lucretia Brown: The Real Story

Shrouded in myth, past generations knew Joseph and Lucretia Brown as 

“Black Joe” and “Aunt Crese.” But Joseph and Lucretia were real people 

whose true stories outshine the lore. Through ingenuity, hard work, and 

community spirit, the Browns made a lasting mark on Marblehead. 

Joseph Brown was born on November 18, 1749 in North Kingston, Rhode 

Island. The son of a Wampanoag man and a woman of African descent, Joseph 

began life as the enslaved person of Beriah Brown II. When the Revolutionary 

War broke out, Beriah promised Joseph his freedom if he would “faithfully serve 

out his master’s son’s time” in the army, likely the 2nd Rhode Island Regiment. 

After the War, Joseph arrived in Marblehead a free man. He labored for almost 

a decade until he was able to purchase half, and later the entirety, of a house on 

Gingerbread Hill. There he lived with his wife, Lucretia Thomas, a free Woman 

of Color born on September 15,1773 in Salem, Massachusetts. 

Joseph and Lucretia Brown turned their home into a tavern, serving both white 

and black townspeople. Lucretia was a savvy businesswoman: she sold beer 

“brewed from her own formula;” distilled roses into extremely popular rose 

water; and baked election and wedding cakes that “made her famous for miles 

around.” She may also have invented, or perfected, the Joe Frogger cookie.

Joseph died on April 3, 1834 at age 84. Lucretia outlived him by 23 years. 

Though their earthly remains were buried in Old Burial Hill, their spirits live on 

in Marblehead. 

Interested in learning more about Marblehead’s diverse history? Please visit:

Election Week
Marbleheaders flocked to the Brown Tavern 
during the annual Negro Election (‘Lection) 
Week in May. Their tavern was “the place par 
excellence in which to keep ‘lection,” with 
the Browns providing “a continuous round 
of fun and frolic” for all races. “‘Lecshun 
buns and cakes added to the enjoyment... 
the grounds [around the tavern] were filled 
with men pitching coppers [pennies], or 
trying their luck at the wheel of fortune, 
while [Lucretia] dispensed refreshments to 
the thirsty.” At night, the party moved inside 
where Joseph played the fiddle while revelers 
danced jigs and reels.

Lucretia’s death notice. She was 83 years-old. Salem Register, May 28, 1857 

In Marblehead, May 21, at the house of her adopted child 
(Mrs James W. Fountain), in a green old age, Mrs Lucre-
tia Brown, relict of the late Mr. Joseph Brown, 83 yrs 8 
mos. She was a well known, highly esteemed and respect-
able colored lady, who was an eminently industrious and 
useful member of society. She possessed a superior under-
standing and an affectionate heart, which endeared her to 
a host of friends, hundreds of whom attended her funeral 
obsequies, and by whom her departure, late though it be, 
is sincerely lamented.

Joseph’s death notice. He was 84 years-old. Columbian Centinel (a Boston 
newspaper), April 9, 1834. 

In Marblehead…Mr. Joseph Brown, (colored,) a 
revolutionary patriot, and highly respected.
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ABOVE: “Black Joe’s Tavern,” where the Browns lived, is 
now a private residence in Marblehead.
RIGHT: A contemporary watercolor of a Black infantryman 
of the 1st Rhode Island Regiment of the Continental Army. 
Joseph likely served in the 2nd Rhode Island Regiment.
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marbleheadmuseum.org/BIPOC/ Marblehead Racial Justice
Team’s YouTube page

This panel is supported in part by 
the Essex National Heritage Area 

Partnership Grant Program.

Bo
st

on
 G

lo
be

, M
ay

 2
5,

 18
90


