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For Molly, 

in remembrance and expectation 

of all our voyages 





, PREFACE 

Historians once strove for objectivity, veiling themselves in books 
whose sources alone were meant to tell the tale. Fashions change. 
Today, as scholars openly mediate among themselves, their read-
ers, and their subjects (and strive to comprehend their own biases), 
confessionals seem more appropriate. It may be germane that I 
am not black; again, possibly germane that I am a seaman of sailing 
ships. 

For ten years I followed the sea to many of the places explored here. 

Along the way I listened to stories told by veteran skippers and 
seamen, many of them black West Indians recounting with the longing 

of old men their youthful exploits—carrying cattle under sail from 
the eastern Caribbean to Santo Domingo; careening their schooners 
at Grenada; jamming a sloop hard on the wind from Virgin Gorda 
to St. Martin; and steering by the stars long before those islands had 
looming electric lights, and longer still before they had ever graced a 
souvenir t-shirt. One night in the 1970s, as we were rolling before 
the northeasterly trades on a passage to Cape Haitian, a shipmate 
aboard the schooner Harvey Gamage lent me the remarkable eigh-
teenth-century autobiography of an accomplished slave sailor named 
Olaudah Equiano, who himself had once sailed that route. Where, 
I asked, was the bridge between historic slave sailors and the old 
black schoonermen I knew? How could one understand early black 
America without recognizing that plantations were connected to a 
larger world of black people, as well as to world markets, by black 



Vili Preface 
seamen? And given seaports’ historic function as crossroads for people 

and ideas, what roles had sailors played in the formation of black 
America? 

When I left the sea I returned to those questions about African 
Americans’ maritime history. This book is my answer. 
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INTRODUCTION: 
TO TELL THE TALE 

Half the story has never been told. 

BOB MARLEY AND PETER TOSH, 

“Get Up Stand Up” (1974) 

“ THOSE BEAUTIFUL VESSELS, robed in white, and so delightful 

to the eyes of freemen,” wrote Frederick Douglass of the sailing ships 

he saw daily during his boyhood slavery along the Chesapeake Bay, 
“were to me so many shrouded ghosts.” Douglass contrasted the ships, 
“loosed from [their] moorings, and free,” with his own condition— 
“fast in my chains, and . . . a slave!” And he swore, “This very bay 
shall yet bear me into freedom.” As a skilled but still-enslaved ship 
caulker in Baltimore, Douglass worked shoulder to shoulder with 
black and white sailors and, in his own words, “knew a ship from stem 

to stern, and from keelson to crosstrees, and could talk sailor like an 

‘old salt?” No stranger to waterfront tales of hardship, brutality, and 
deprivation at sea, he nonetheless persisted in his metaphorical view 
of ships as “freedom’s swift-winged angels,” because, unlike the white 

men who spoke movingly of the “slavery” aboard ship, he knew real 

slavery firsthand.! 

As it turned out, Douglass employed a seafaring subterfuge instead 

of a ship to escape his chains. Rigging himself out in “a red shirt and 
tarpaulin hat and black cravat, tied in sailor fashion, carelessly and 
loosely about [the] neck,” he borrowed a Seaman’s Protection Certifi-
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cate from a liberty-loving black sailor and brazenly struck out for 
Philadelphia by train. He succeeded that September day in 1838 be-
cause free black seamen were then so common as to draw few second 

looks.” 

As American shipping expanded during the early nineteenth cen-
tury, employing more than 100,000 men per year, black men like 
Douglass’s benefactor filled about one-fifth of sailors’ berths. Black 
Jacks had long been prominent on quays around the Atlantic. Eight-
eenth-century black leaders frequently rolled out of the forecastle, 
a worldly origin eclipsed by the subsequent dominance of the pulpit 
as the wellspring of black organization. Yet no meaningful African 
American maritime history has linked prominent mariners like Cap-
tain Paul Cuffe, the driving force behind the first black-led back-to-
Africa movement, and Denmark Vesey, the mastermind of the largest 

slave conspiracy in South Carolina’s history. More anonymous black 
sailors have simply sunk from sight, like the slave aboard the Virginian 

sloop Jean in 1779, ritually scarified with “Guinea marks on each of 
his temples’—-reminders of having come of age in Africa—and the 
free man who told a slave in Savannah during the 1830s “that his 
home was in New York; that he had a wife and several children there, 
but that he followed the sea for a livelihood and knew no other mode 
of life.” 

In lieu of these politically astute and worldly black sailors, an image 

of manacled ancestors crammed together aboard slave ships has tri-
umphed as the association of African Americans with the sea. It 
reinforces whites’ belief that blacks were acted on, rather than acting; 

that blacks aboard ship sailed as commodities rather than seamen. Yet 
until the Civil War black sailors were central to African Americans’ 

collective sense of self, economic survival, and freedom struggle—in-

deed central to the very creation of black America. 
In 1850 the black abolitionist William Wells Brown grasped the 

ambiguities of ships within the collective African American imagina-
tion, painting several into his Original Panoramic Views of the Scenes 

in the Life of an American Slave. The fifth of his twenty-four-scene 
traveling canvas depicted the brig Creole and the schooners Pearl and 
Franklin—slave ships aboard which triumphant slaves mutinied suc-
cessfully for freedom, or on which other slaves repeated the shackled 
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passage of their ancestors as they were shipped to markets in the 
expanding cotton kingdom. If vessels have long represented the union 
of opposites to all human beings—slavery and freedom, exploitation 
and exhilaration, separation and reunion—these antipodes have been 
amplified notoriously for black Americans. Brown honored that. But 
he neglected black sailors.‘ 

Relatively fortunate for black men of the time, seamen of African 
descent nevertheless navigated a tortuous channel through the North 
Atlantic. Beset by the deeply felt oppression of race and slavery, by 
commercial capitalism’s sustained exploitation of maritime workers, 
and by the dangers of the deep during an era of frail wooden ships 
and uncertain navigational reckoning, black seamen struggled val-
iantly to free themselves and the race. A black veteran sea-cook re-
membered facing “the most dreadful whirlwinds and hurricanes,” 
enduring forty-two thirsty days adrift on an unnavigable hulk, and 
suffering “ill treatment” at the hands of white seamen. “They used to 

flog, beat, and kick me about the same as if I had been a dog; ... and 
sometimes they would call me a Jonah.” Yet he persisted for years at 

seafaring, one of the few occupations open to a free man of color in 
1806, because it allowed him to spread the “Methodist evangelical-
ism, revolutionary egalitarianism, and . . . nascent black nationalism” 

through which he defined himself and the black diaspora.° 
Individual slaves routinely drew on maritime work to take charge 

of their lives and to communicate with distant blacks. Born on Mary-
land’s eastern shore and “well known there and in Baltimore,” Samuel 

Johnson matured in the heady days of the American Revolution, when 

Virginia's royal governor, Lord Dunmore, extended the promise of 
freedom to slaves who deserted to the British. Johnson capitalized on 

wartime turmoil, making several voyages to the West Indies as a free 
sailor before his re-enslavement in Philadelphia. The wily Johnson ran 

away again in 1785. The last his master knew, the strolling sailor was 

telling some people “that he is free, and others that he has a master 
in Baltimore, and is going home to inform him of his being wrecked 
down the bay, carrying him a parcel of goods.” Undoubtedly, the 
freedom-loving Johnson talked with blacks in Virginia, Philadelphia, 
and the West Indies about more weighty matters during that revolu-
tionary age ablaze with “liberty.’® 
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Whether looking for a ship in Philadelphia, loading hogsheads of 
sugar into moses boats on Jamaica’s north coast, sheeting home the 
mainsail aboard a rice-laden pettiauger on the Waccamaw River, or 
stewing salt beef in the smokey caboose of a London-bound tobacco 
ship, free and enslaved black sailors established a visible presence in 
every North Atlantic seaport and plantation roadstead between 1740 
and 1865. As winds and currents kept the ocean itself from stasis, so 
seafaring men of color stirred black society and shaped Atlantic mari-
time culture. 

Black seafaring thus had social and psychological ramifications far 

beyond the workplace. In the universe of southern and Caribbean 
plantation slaves, ships and boats were a pipeline to freedom and a 
refuge for slaves on the lam. Worldly and often multilingual slave 
sailors regularly subverted plantation discipline. Among northern free 

blacks, struggling during the critical first two generations after the 
American Revolution to create a footprint for freedom, seafaring 
became one of the most common male occupations. Maritime slaves 

bought before the Revolution to enhance captains’ status and reduce 
their payrolls had established that precedent, as had those slaves who 

negotiated with masters the right to hire themselves for voyages. A 
postwar shipping boom that stretched into the early nineteenth cen-
tury had created the jobs free blacks so desperately needed. Maritime 
wages provided crucial support for black families and underwrote or-
ganizations such as churches and benevolent societies through which 
black America established an institutional presence and a voice. Rakes 

and renegades certainly roamed the waterfront, but many sailors of 
African descent were prominent figures in free black communities 
then angling for respectability. The keeper of a boardinghouse for 
black sailors referred to “one of the Sons of Neptune’ as “every inch 
a man.”7 

If seafaring in the age of sail remained a contemptible occupation 
for white men, characterized by a lack of personal independence and 
reliance on paltry wages, it became an occupation of opportunity for 
slaves and recent freedmen. Seamen wrote the first six autobiogra-
phies of blacks published in English before 1800. Finding their voices 
in the swirling currents of international maritime labor, seafaring men 
fired the opening salvo of the black abolitionist attack and fostered 
creation of a corporate black identity. Blacks joined white seamen in 
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a common effort to balk the captains and merchants who abused 
them—although black sailors knew full well that race rarely disap-
peared, even among shipmates. Actively contributing to the Atlantic 
maritime culture shared by all seamen, African Americans were at 
times outsiders within it. That culture created an ambiguous world in 

which black men simultaneously could assert themselves within their 

occupation and find with white sailors common ground transcending 
race, while also being subject to vicious racist acts. 

Opportunities or not, shipping-out posed unavoidable problems for 
men of color. In 1780 seven African Americans from Bristol County, 

Massachusetts, petitioned the revolutionary legislature of that state, 
claiming that “we have not an equal chance with white people neither 

by Sea nur Land.” Eight years later another group of Massachusetts 
blacks protested the dangers free black men faced of being kidnapped 

into slavery from shipboard jobs: “Hence it is that maney of us who 
are good seamen are oblidge to stay at home thru fear.’* Yet discrimi-

nation and kidnapping, as blacks painfully knew, were also hazards of 
shore life. Neither social threats like these nor the violence of the ocean 

itself kept African American men from following the sea until well 
into the nineteenth century. 

Maritime work not only provided wages and allowed widely dis-
persed black people a means of communication, but also affected the 

process through which free people of color shaped their identities. 
Seafaring addressed squarely the duality of being black and American. 

Beginning in 1796, the federal government issued Seamen’s Protection 
Certificates to merchant mariners, defining them as “citizens” of the 
United States, a nicety to which African American leaders pointedly 

referred during debates on blacks’ citizenship status. Black sailors 
interacted regularly with customs collectors at home and consuls 
abroad on the basis of their citizenship, and carried papers in their 
deep sailors’ pockets incontrovertibly demonstrating it to wives, sweet-

hearts, and friends. Many expressed a radical African American patri-

otism, demanding black inclusion (not assimilation) in the United 
States. Seafaring left other marks. Characterized by long male absences 
and female-headed households, maritime rhythms became inextrica-
bly entwined in the family life, community structure, and sense of self 
of northern blacks in the early republic. 

In 1740, when this tale begins, deep-sea maritime labor in the 
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Anglo-American world was largely white, and virtually all seafaring 
blacks were slaves. By 1803 black men (mostly free) filled about 18 
percent of American seamen’s jobs. The tide then turned at mid-cen-
tury. With American Emancipation, when this tale ends, a new and 
distinct constellation of forces relegated maritime work to a bit part 
in black life. Freedmen in 1865 could not turn to an expanding 
maritime industry with a history of color toleration, as had northern 
black males following the Revolution, because the American merchant 
marine was in decline. White southerners, moreover, were determined 

to keep blacks on the land to make a crop. And mid-century changes 
in waterfront hiring practices already had begun to squeeze African 
Americans out of the maritime labor force. 

Racist exclusion did not keep all blacks from the sea after Recon-
struction. There were explorers like Matthew Henson, who shipped 
out during the 1880s and sought the North Pole with Commodore 
Robert Peary in 1909; visionaries like Marcus Garvey, who founded 
the Black Star Steamship Line in 1919; and writers like Langston 
Hughes, who voyaged to Africa in 1923 and called his autobiography 

The Big Sea. But shipboard work became less significant to black 
America as a whole after Emancipation. Before 1865 seafaring had been 

crucial to blacks’ economic survival, liberation strategies, and collective 

identity-formation. Sailors linked far-flung black communities and 
united plantations with urban centers. Although black sailors’ tale has 
never been told, the rise and fall of African American seafaring in the 

age of sail was central to the creation of black America. 
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1. THE EMERGENCE OF 
BLACK SAILORS 

IN PLANTATION 
AMERICA 
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I am not a ward of America; I am one of the 

first Americans to arrive on these shores. 

JAMES BALDWIN, 

The Fire Next Time (1963) 

On a DecEMBER DAY IN 1747 Briton Hammon, a slave to 
Major John Winslow of Marshfield, Massachusetts, walked out of town 

with, as he put it, “an Intention to go a voyage to sea.” Tucked into 
the sandy bight of Cape Cod Bay, some thirty miles south of Boston, 
and reeking of tidal flats and Stockholm tar, Marshfield was a minor 
star in the galaxy of Britain’s commercial empire, and only a short 
walk from Plymouth, where Hammon shipped himself the next day 
“on board of a Sloop, Capt. John Howland, Master, bound to Jamaica 

and the Bay” of Campeche for logwood. Experienced at shipboard 
work, as were approximately 25 percent of the male slaves in coastal 
Massachusetts during the 1740s, Hammon had not run away. But like 

all black people in early America who wrought freedom where they 
could, nurtured it warily, and understood it as partial and ambiguous 
at best, Hammon seized the moment. Prompted by memories of 
luxuriant Jamaican alternatives to sleety nor’easters, he negotiated the 



— Nt ~ —_ 
SEPP S LER SSR SARIS ONS ———  ——— ——— se at eRe EEE == ...+:=—=Ses—se—NOOOeeeeris<séa‘a‘s—s—s— SEES ey SEN: Sree RE ee PS cca aeeneeeeeameant ——rrrr—“‘“‘“‘OiONOOststisisisés:i‘i‘i‘i‘iCCNOSONONOOa JES oe Pi tistefiateniane istieermeeeneaee noe deeieenee SES =. .OCOCOCOCOCUrUrmrmrmCOCOCOCOCOCOCO*™S SSE ees SSO Se, (SE a oe i i is. Sea RESO, Wg Sea e Sohoaa ian ERaCneSa ER i == ==.-= OOOO > OE 2 aR eee Re i tsi“iti‘COONOOrOiOisrzs;sCrzsC®stst(‘i<iONONtsi eC CSIR UREN RRR rr Suieeeunnante Sean cua uunamnt aon Se a OC ee, CON Seen a i er—“‘COCROOO , iC tri‘ rCOwrsCisCi‘i‘(‘(CO(;iCi«wié‘(S ee eS oo SUBS UN ONS OR RRA ENEANE ORR On a err ESE RS Ch a Se SSS posdenuidaratatiaaeecneer ane een ne ener —rr—O—CS i‘ ae;OCmLCmULUCUmUCCSCSCsisS=sS=S=stSs;éSsws—S:~=Ss—«S—S~—~—Sr~=t—S=—“( ;#RYOCNSC_ SUIS einat ame iion nea een eee ease Se EEE trate gs ee ee es SES BE ae ea Rae ES 2, SOE ae SE eS EE SES eRe ORDERED. OC ST aOR RE RE oieoumrn ne unsunna menoea pegs errr er Pe Se eee a ee ee IRON on ya eon SS ncnegueecne nao SUE ES EEO = SRR RE RNS Sea ER RR po EE ee SRR ROSS RCN RRR Lr SS Re BO Ea PE ee Sienna ceie cane genera uni animiaaeiaianan taconite ce {OSE EE SSE Sta ona a ER Ow Se  ——— ES away es oe eee JE eS ee i Cee ee Pease. SSE Nac ae re ee  ———— SE a Sirnoar peor meen GE ¢ Sain nee eee Sree neni ccn naa nas saan ee en Se RSE, ee  —* pS Se ee b 98 UN ed Rane RCO USERS ee Se oe SE SERS Ce Ra USECIE yw | Ste eRe Li“ ——<“i‘“‘“C‘“‘<‘“(‘<‘“<‘“(‘“(‘<(“(‘(<(‘(<(‘(‘(‘(‘<‘(‘<“‘(‘“‘(‘“‘“‘“(‘CQW ee ee — ft. Wy po o —..LCLLlcrr—~<“i‘“‘“(‘“(‘(‘(‘<‘<‘<‘<(‘<‘<‘<‘<‘<‘<‘<‘<‘(<‘<(‘(‘(‘i‘i‘(‘CiéiOiCO;~;:*~*:*~*”O”O;”COC;CS Ng: Se RE Sty Ee SS ee ee ere ee Se ECR er ec eRe es uate tener geen agei creck pam (Se i a] J oiuuuiinantennnna ncaa nieeecenee eee ee SEE TQ eb cag Sacco nec eine enue a RN SS ets OES ERNEST EUE REE © SR > a Say atone ESE age Se soe SE Re ee 2 es eS chenesheitactee niga cere merece Sn ee  — aa: R$ SEE Peete Shes Penmnesay ‘ ia A eiheetinasscacuunauancas eran fy So SRR Sather EE aR ane RCC SRR SNES f B RRO ane pani bare See seoaeaee tens = i ee gS fe UU Se Rie aac anu maaan een ma heen maar a ee SSR RRS SSS RRC RE ER SRO Ae REC f RN CERES & 9 ROS EOS ERES BF 3 33 ee EE hh. Seung Lat havaianas een a eR Suede Fa ES SN see ee ee es {RE eee eed ES SERS RRR RE See Ra a oe ae RR SEE ee eee ee eee enn ere eaten ee ws CT Oe OD BE tae ee ee Ree ETT @ 9 Soe eee EE a £2 Sete RSS NOR ONE ROR RT SERS Oa RE SD I SRE CR Se ongronmNeRs HOO SS Py Ty, Siena ane ca NESS Sage sheers BaF Su ORR ROR tah OG ss See enim ea ER Se an ie runes eae anaes See er em Rabaantontnass ax Sesbouts sees > Sea eae seek OOS Le eter * Se ERO RROD PE ioanen ee t tineie enna nein mene ne aaa RG ECS aha ae nnunrne murine tate ea nin ace Re eR a setae oo RAREESOR i, roe nana RES ee RR NE Re Ee Bee ser NV Sorina an NONI EE RNaNNNIO pS Seen iveceanunanieacinuunmieneeun suena cee ogee ae Soe Re ee ee ee ee ee a Seats, OIRO ak a Raa RR eS OES a ene OOS, Sa : ee Sepsis Shes, ae RO Ta A OR ERE, SeenON aaa SS ae SS eR eS oc NS ee ee en eR Soe SES SER ee SS oN ae SN ST RR OE OE SRST iat teatioesannoon ean anon Seaton Sepee ae: GRAS ee i enone ane ana a eee een conan eines enna eee ecrine dy Saacenerete 5 ee ee = ESE ORR Rae Ne RoR cae eS SS (OE eee tare enemies mae ne eee ene en poeearenntint Shi iahg uns soit aati on omens nein oa amen Soo, Ka OR a RE Sen aN ESN © SO a RP Soiemneecetaes SOR. SRS RC oe ee So ee a a es ee [SES Se Se ee CO ee ee SOON Rae Sahai a iain one SSeS heOa aaa eS RRS SSRN Oo MSR RE ES RE esos RSE ES © RD, CRORE Soares Sa RRC RRR EO as ee hig SEE ee aa a nee SOARS of ERRRSRSSS SRDS Seen ER SS nea ian nave grag ena aera nn er meee OR sat ee Seana RCRD Seeee cat MaRS RSE TD OE FRSA ERIS LF SORRORESS SRNR RRR ERORRRAE SENOS a eeninenettettt en eingah maui mneaarenouae mace ameee e or er ea 3 a Sa an RR © CRO Sbeenetes Sree ee i pA Sonne ee ase aaa ete a unten mea cone een SR Re Rae Reena Gea SORENESS RR OTS Se aes § ee BPs SPRERO SRR RIOR, REESE Pog Een Ren ee a a caprauengnee nene neee aenemaeeene ee BR Sa a Rigen OS gga enna ae ee CTD eS Rana SEE ee oe ee ie Pi aia aaron eine apa oaitan anc oseciecnen oenatOn aE SCORES ea RSs re aR © Se SRR, CREMORNE BLU nna nR SS eA Rie SS a" He = RES Nae Soe ae ea oa ee RR RD, Stamens esses Se EAN SOTERA SSR COO anon aS See ihe noe nonin nae ena eia ee eeaear ea me  e topeeaerae een ates tee Pigg else pa a A eo igi Se a RD Pasinesnenninne eae ea SSSR RARE OREN, ROR CUNROD CORREO Roses annnns SE aor a S oir carne a a NaS RD SUSE esac mane SSRI Recess 

SARS SO RU RSD RR NRA See Cre Mare RS, SOR Be aS SCORES a teeta aici oem nae mare ees ee ns PURSE Rehan ens, Lao RRR aR a Se a oS Seon ee Sr rc io es Se ee ee Cn Seats SEE Se ee Sg mie arama each noun neem naan ae ROO RENE” a CRG ag oe eee ie a ee ee ee eee ee ee ia area ERE ORME SS ea a ee a NN eit supine ee ya or gag RR Ee eee See | ee oa te Rea ns SSE Ee eee SS ee Se ee pcos hss Sas EE RRS RE RRR RE RR OOS SESS RSe nate tense Raa ORR NOES SR SS Sea ef BREE LORRI auntie nummer an geo eae eae mice ain meme aeenenintne emu ai cee 2 ee ee 
oo ey ee BSE is Bian enegi cine ce ieee eee eee ne ee Ts ES GOD Sh CO ON RR Oe Sp ountednt nena oti one anammne nun ngune nie eee a i RO LORE See > EE EE ER SERS ean upg outa nena eee te canara mens Ve, Settee, aoa ge ge Se eee ce me Sas ee Se Loca, ee TREO, “eam Sioemntins Ss IED a, Leg Se ren ERE ee ee ee Pe See SOS ER TR ESS ey Pe ee a UP  Gatseesasnn Cotmonnine eae SRE SO ppt atiar ahs onan gu niga a enreae comma EN Di conn Ee ERE SESE Se ES I ASR, tay OUR Seman Fe Picante ane tne Scan Sn ee ea echeanaie rete ee Seccone nena See SESE er cc Se RRC REO ES SS eet a Serica eae: re Pe ee er = 8 EOD AO 2 a Mice Raaieign te tansnstignton ama ee ms nL ee SEU ea ee 0 er EE ——E® ~ Ge Ree OSI ES ee ee Poa S SESE as eS Ee ee eee ee SESE SE ee Se SRE a seca aesenneme ee rr——— ——_ (ee See oe sume ee Sai uaian uu uuu sneered rrr rr _ cc ECS BO EE Sua ei chancoanene ena ae ne a eS SE eS SOE SE SE es a ee a rr—“C“‘<‘COONNONOCOCCC ee i eee SF, CSG eS GR. ci. Re ee RN. Sea SORES ee oi eet oe OS Oe FSAI TE an SE ok taper maatnonunaaacimeemnn eens ee PS HRES SpE Reena RS i tS ee SSS SCO ES a Se Ree es ee ee Besa nanan son onmnnii ne aan ac ans i Sak OO ee See EIEN Se NS OS es Saonceemaen nae neta oe Ye Se agg eee git Rite DR SSE aR SR REED 9S ene tinea pes cane ate hana ae cc Poe eR GEOR | Sok ee “SF SE RONEN, SERRE, ties pe Re es ee oer nea EE es ORES ee SRE aE” © SERRE REO SEER a REE Sng td anne Se ee ee pseudo aac tea aermennee ee ee ON EEE, REPRE ERRO™ RRR, POSSE a CES Se SES SEER See ee oe ete Pe pieeirnnaamienannne uname eracemeTs| ESE SE ey Cg ON EN A open, POE me emg ee DRESS CSRS SRE RRR SESS SSS ES POS SEDC ER RCCRBEC ROOT ae Saeeeae t Feiner EES ERR Se eR a rrrr——<“—r”—— rs er OIE See FN EES SSS Se ee ee SORES RSE RL LL NOOO Spreeas ie ee Ee Co CR © oy eaiseaanaroaitentn eerste atone ee SUE eta netics ee PS ee SIE 4 ao tae SONS Se SR ee geo SIE eS ee Se ee EN Po ee RG Simos os SOR a ee aS RRS POCO, Ene oe cea en en a eee See Se ee co rr ee ne See BE on SRR Een en tae OE ne ee ee ee once ancien nnnentuannantanomamnnegenaa a gm ee eer CORRES sh, ON FOR SORE ERS Ee See eae ca . ee ee sea wg Se) ee Sis sen ee rrr—“irs Ee meee Se PPOSE EE SARS coerce aes ecraentn eines namic Se gg PERRIN SES SESS SRR SSE Petes eRe OSS See — r—“‘“‘OOOOOOOCOCOOisitistéz=‘(‘OSONSCNCON“ (RRC Nd SEE NOT tin SRR RR EES cen, ERO SSE ne ee eee rrrrrrr——<“Cr”— ss rr rr CC Cece thd SORE Sag Same sees Sanaa mire ease ee ee CC  ——— a RS SS ee Be he Ei Ue SER? Sat EE es rr——“ h—h—h6hmUmUmC—< “(P= h—LrLrLrLrcr Cc EES fk BRS SOA ee es rrr rr rc crc rrr LLC BoB Sere Ses el Cc cc lL cL rrr RISE, SOONG RR ACS oe —“‘“‘“Ci‘“i‘“‘“‘<“‘<‘<‘<‘“(‘i‘<‘<‘<‘<‘(‘(‘“(‘“‘i‘(‘(‘(‘i‘i‘“‘“i‘i‘i‘i‘“ SS a prsrasrtiens Sis aries ee RSE cs SERS rec ee — ese Man Messi eM SER Ras ee SS SA Ng eo ee RE re ee Ree rrr b geceralsiirncieiscisamoneeterrtenried SS eas ee a ORR RE RE SSR SE EE SS —,rrr—“‘“a“‘OOCOtistststO*sS:s*siCiti‘“C‘(‘<‘(<‘<(‘<‘<‘ CS SS eR Re SSE ae See rr ‘ NR EE acne ones bon CS eee mea eR Rea oetauaceeaece saan Le f ss Rear a eS CR ORI ROR SRR ig ES SUE rrr o. 3 Re SSE EEE Ee OE Le aR reaping Reet ian aOR ESOS SSC CRE SR rr ff: ey Sy eee Berne ae a eR, ee ee ES Se er Ee 4 Sop > Sa RRR OnE DR aE ROUT ee rr ee 8 Be ee aE oh RE Eee a ee rrr ee a) Rak Oe Sanne RR Re RR ERS OP Lo. Ei aie ac eee cae rrr — —— —  —  _ Sn ai  cu cet csc uaa a oa itanetens uct SHE nanhaec SEs See astute tices cu spammer rr —— 4 FSP mre eR RE (SECO ee he SEE ee — of Rare pa ee SSRERRR LECCE RRR ES ORE ERSRRERRY § (See CAS er a2 Bion, gS teeny SEES SOROS Se ee ee ee es ee $8 BS RO" Sa en Ie EERE ER ERR SEER Se eonenrnuacommanmnennn natn oa er 3 Rat %, cieeneem RR aE Ree ER RRR 2 Sy rec ee ete ee US r————————— cc lL cc cc LL SE CER oe RR RE ORR A 5 RE Se ESSE ee a Re eR eR EE Se Rh aaa a aR cn ee eR, OF Pee oa Es ee CC —  —— ———————— — oe Io nina ein os Se ees ERG, © Sa eee eR EB rr Les DE os CREE Re ta eee EE RRR SERN, SR SS eee ee Sones rrrr———— rs = SER eos ee Shavndentudainininnec oan ummm rr — SS Sh, RRR SR ER Cai aoa REE S aig ee SC ees SER Re RRR SRN rrr ec RRR” Soon SEO cuoceactanaeatanennc ca oogeau oeirnenncn nants eee eee eee RE eR Se OEE rrr — en er Se Bir OIR SDC R RRNORR RRS oe ath hoch aanaacie mow anne aden epee eee a ERR —rr—“‘“‘“‘(‘(‘CRNNONU.UU.UUUtwsSs~—i‘i‘N RRR SE SSE Gages SERS SS Se os See Se Seon rrrr—“=“iOOCCCCsCsCsisrdCRCSsCsC«C«sésaiCtsisi<C i CC CCU URE UC ROE eR RR RTE Se SEES Ee ee cee ees ee A088 ER EROS ER, Sa RR JE ESR ein Sea a RE Baise aR Ce pC aR RE ee BERR ae SR eR RRR SES Roeanc a Son ee aR eR Reena Oe aR? WORST NCR CE SS SESE SS SE i Sa een suis ante gemma Ce ee PAGES, ite SR aa ee BO Ee es EE eR BS SE ORS a aa oo F ae% od einen un dennaiins generar eae & 08 ee CC Oe AE Sit, Cinco RE RR SR, SOR SESE ego Ee a eee Ge Ss RS eS re ee Bic ee ce ea Oy ee rn ee a ea JESS | ee rrr rr rr cc cLCLUC cr — — LCs oe SES a anc aS Cea rr ese Soha thieenes asinine JS Si nice ae Bepini nan SES SERRE RSA SOR Re aR setieiancchnannaaessnenateneneo eee Sots ventonsetne RRR SS RRS NESTOR SS RR RAS re ~~. ae oe ee ee ee OR ee Roane aan re Ol —rr— rr LCL LC AU ine aia ie SR ee ee eee SRS, aches Seo a ER ee ec SS eT — soneaasiNy tans cen aioe Seah eae Ses ee 5 RRR RR RS 2, Oo 
SBR NN NSN RRR RRR Oe Beers ain naetnndeaesmesaenaee eM ot RE. SaaS R  a e ia Se HOES SEE SS RRR RI RAE OSS Bs ane Se ee SSSR Saar RONEN eS NE eee oe met ne a a ee eae F B tena care a suerte tenes aaa en Se ee a Se ee Vo See eR eR Rg Ne EC SR SS SE A Ee Se ee eine anne ee ‘ ofS Sasa ea niagara NM meee cn ree neaneS Se ee SO SR a RR Rae RR naa een eect ere Ng oes nee EE Ee SRE CN Oe, SERS OOO, SE pS eens Se ee cece annem miner urmrnean Fe ean me eee Oe a CS Sui a = Ve ee ee rs Pragigtiniota nie tnen ern aieiennninr oeiaunem neem ES eS eo ee oe ta SOEs nee enenne unna saan creer NCEE a EE 9 oo ee RESEND 2 Rea Soo SaaS Se pes see ES : SEE ce see men scree cree En eo a eo cacae eee eae EE Se a ee Ti Serene eR See een NE REE Rao Shinar agi se SES Rta ans R aan oOo ORO Satan enmonene anon aS Ne ES ace ee RY ae fF SR RRO ESSE OE a Ey ge ee ee ES SEES eR SR ENN OE tiie ee Ree oa RE eR RM eR BS I fio Seinen nS eS SEES GRRE Se, SaaS SE ee eo ORES Se ee Re eee Soon CURSOR RNR SRS OES, Ee Ee eee Rae ee ee % SES acetone EEG ae Oe eee ee SRE oe Sr See ecco eS Bhs tea Sh Coen ene, ae PS St SS Se ates scan Ae es ee ee ee eS, CaN eS OS RE RSE eS, SRS aR REO RRAR eaSO SESE ede cara EE CES SD £ Reser ne ean, ER Se RoR Coa Se RE Reena er 5.28 Soo GRE EE ie RR RE ORGS eaRe a SRR ES a ee ee ee B55 CERES ROD oe) Ee RR ea RS RR RO aE SESE ee {Ste ee Se aie cee eS SS ee Bo oR eR RE Ee uu nnemnaa eee me eae a auniommce tree es ile ae RA a aE RR SRR ERE a SRromeenunmaennenenntas oe bh ian RRR RRS SRE Se JE SSE sere Re RE ESS SEE ec aaa eee ee ee scion iain nna eu sauntocemanennen eames eee et ee See as Be So RR oe ee OER RE Sone en oe Re SS Ee ee ee See RE RN SRR RE RES OES SR NER RES Sc TT ae oS, re RN RET Reh ROEM ESOTES i iarectenstne stananetesunenetarenmaus meena ema NR REE OR ENE OER one eR ce —_ SESS ee ec ce ee ee SU ee a ee SER RO OS SC SR OO, > SEER Rn Se ae OS ey, Ce ee Sean ee naa aa ea SCR ER ve SLE ean une ae aura oie ee ream peg SH ee SEs fe CER ee RE EEE, RRR © Os Bie eee ee RR SE Es Se ree le ee SRS sonra cea eo ca ee eee era ape SE ee Seok ae gre ESS SSS SEES SRE oR SUSE ES ES ESE ES tence cag Fk: rr Rea RE SOS a SR SES I EER 3% RR, pe oe rere uments ie, OOP RIMES A Se Raaete ee oe ieieniumannmnnreen ante geen nese cae ancien a OR 3 Ss Seana en conn uamuctaumunnn sarap meme eee Soar at & Sais, aeronenneenoc aan 2 ER ReaD ne Se aOR SEES SES eo ee BEE i OP RR OO, CS RRESRSS OER URC RRC ae RE Se a Soreness bs tao Se NRE psc, SER ERR a aE RROD SE EE ee es aoe ERR a at ER 20, GOSS @ 3 Se tons BE Se ee Reranch RNR SERS OAS OR Senne Soe Sse 3 SRR eee ROLES 5 eS SRS R ROSS RRC RN, de RID Oe Sah Sr Setanta 8 Sea OS ORES. oO eR Se ee ee EES CERES TORR ORO ia RRR SSSR ARONSON a SSRN ye cerca gue pom aisesaneccn sa Serene ~: Ces oS RR, Gaal SEERS SAU a tater seen rounoeann anata Reise acne es one On eR eRe SRNR TE OR Co NR RR ot OR Sooeetotensnncenaa tee St EER S| Senta eae Ra SRS ot RRS Sea eer oe omar RS pacer Se ee Se SNR ERO RAN RG OD , CaN SY SEE ES aC ROL GE eo ROR EE SR a EE ee te eae RN EO RNS SOSA SEES Oh SE SEEN IRE eS ee ee SEE oe a acces See NR ERE A Shh CORE She SOR ae RR EEE CEOS Th, ERS” : bs ea, SESE EE SERRE ES Re ea eS ec ee Sree anon ana ESRC. ema oreeN Set is, F icharnigennsaaertonanamatrarenremensreeeee i SS CI se a8 Ry CORE RRR DECC ee RO SEES oe ee OP okt a eam gE ena hi aa a rare Sg RR RE aT SSeS ESSE See ERS SS an aan eer S ERAS, SEES Be ENE Ei i ASO SoS, Cane Renae ROR dy Yoh ony, CaO Raa ee See Sea a CS. OE, REED, So CREE coe SOY A OE SR PEE IE MSE EEE Ra ar a en ee Sioaceneenaas Sieh nen gate oe eae Sie ae ORE Se RRO Ran ESR EES Y cy SEU Ob RRR eG —_ PLE GaN Se Shae Soo eR Ss OR, RR Sea a a SES SRS AS RY oO Se Reet. Sa, San ES re a SR SR Seinen SSE a ORI BE ROE oe & ow = .,L,rrr—“‘“‘OCOsOs*s*s*sw*s*s*s*s*s*:*:*~*~;~*; see ae BSE SR ORS SRE On Sn th Ce SRE eS I EEE SUNS eet oan Raa RRR Sa 1S Gaetan ARRAS ON SSR RE RNR SRR See ee a SEES SRE eR CRA RN SES Eee RR, > CR ing ye Se re ee oes Ss SORES EC OO i OF SE cn OO SO OER RSE RRR ROSES oy bE sone a oes ® bhi sicneniuntaunarsisnchieiay sehen eninge HSE Waletelitin rieeerancaney eres occu nama ee emt renner eee ee ORES aR Re NCR REIRSON Rca EO ORONO Se f SOR O RRR Sa ea ae aaa SEE ROSE SSE Ee cn ana cue RRS eR RCO R ROR SOONERS aS ACR RO pS ek ees na cine cea eee enema eenn T| > OS RS Ee OE» RR OE Sooniss westerns ES Seas oh Scenes Sea eR SSS at aaeaiecanimmetan ase eemtenmnmanumaaete meen Be gong eeeticarniiar tsaatieaeats oseareneeee eens :, Saarinen RRR a p 3S Teoh, Raa NI, 2 See ee Sse Reiss autos auiennnenennn enumerate eee See sian urecsasnsintan au anaannenn eee RY SORES eR RE RRS aaa G5 RO} Sn See OREN RE Ra CREE SERRA ORCC SOAR SSRN ROTC S ES ee x - : ee pre eRe acoeit uncunmaatau nace nt nimi nce OR Re RN ROE Cen ie : 7 Re Sn strani aig nee mane nee ger RRS no. Ee aan tens SR eR AREO OI dt ax 3 py Be cerce Sess ~ a asoEes -So eo ee RRS fot St 5 SOT BES Pe Sie, cron SS COS Ee RRS SS tS pena SER rR RE ee SIRS SAREE Soe eR aS RR Sra Cs NE OR St Bee PO OO ae SEN CERES So a eS SEES Seca ma nie aie eee a i en gag en RS Ie, } Es pe ee age Be ee SR eae nee ORR SOE SRS RE RS RE REET PS Se a mane eee RR Serene RO SOB 1 rae £ SRE OLEAN ME SRE Uig ee ee | eee eye hy Bintcatoretcie ot & WR ERR & OF Do PASS Coe Peconic: Proce ne § SRR aR eS eee NE ee ee ey mid panes ES RN, NER RR > SS ERE en ER ROE Ba & CSOD ot 4 REIN tenn gear OO Se Somes eRe I Sane on Se See ee a ER Ea nO RY a SSS SRR ER OILS CREE ER SRE RR aR CR OF MR © SOR SROT e BR d sree Bhs eae NOOS RC SERS Oo SOREN BE PERN SSS SE en canine amsinie hence am nian] SS eS SUR ce aE R & Rites ciacneenomn weatir anannnneac: Shami eon SE aa en Ng cnet: Pocket Aigg SER EO 2 SSE Speernemne mt uae CR RR iene eg oie ay x b & Seacoast canes een aaa $5 SD. ons sont ees ER NNR RRR Seiereaeng Sao nee RT TR SRE OR Ba ed EEE Re I, ES, NRE SUSE ie ea a ESS iy  Patieatnne nts Sen RRURORe Setcaetens ESS MORRO Fal BUND CRE RENE. NR ne eS ee Rametos ON ey Ss Eee SN BF Sear iL te RR SS Seeeee ocean Gam Sanaanamnenentes He baanneicos® < Sore RES SO ga gg a Sinaotne Pee een es, we Cae ee eS ea eS Sees BE on ee? COR Be eR a ee NIN ge Soy . Es ee Se eR foe, OS See EES TORRONG sa SERS Basic © oo Rae Renee Cn fanaa een Sd EEE REN Ae ORR REAR, NERD si kc ERE Fe ce REE 6 a OSCR RS fo SEE GS gree EE Pg LS bo SON NSN RRR NT, Bee pS ee ranean SAP OSSD ERS ISTE RERRIR FD Cee ee fe Saeeesnesr oneness SO Ses we Kea | Sie PISS Sot cee oe eee SEER tn an ranizien denen nce ORR SO STE REE R RES, Sh SSO RRR eR a YN A See ee ee ape Es —lr—sS<=si‘CR : Co ee So ee ee DE EN NESE EEE cee S Spoon RRO AA RR ERO eS mm atin © ON Yuen ae SSS Basoeees SR SRY, SOR, a Re A SSR ER £6 RSS oe Sergi one Shenae are one mene cep (SS Sem Sone ee a SS RR ce i gS ee Baer mn OU Aa es OS I ER So a Babee 
SSE a ERENCE ROS CORE pe ee Ae achoenanaat aa aeRO Se | Siciemnmmientes ts Mone etY SeenON, CR pa SD om Posies oy pecan atone URS Stain a ee a i eed DN ee ee SEE es ca ee ES em Sigua ge mere Pe cee Sieh Ae eee mas SO meee Ee Ss See eae ieee SER RNa RONDO ISR NE EERE OS Sh, SER RDO RR RRR RN Ra OS Stn hotienaneneag eaten SSS soto SOME RR ReMANO OR $8 SRRRNU eR oR Boies oy Soecc ee oem ee Ss pee SOR ee nee ie nan rare enc sR a EE 2 tS a, Oe, See ee Be See ER ee EC . Beene: ad Soe RCN, ERS Spe whe nano Moc nan a Re ee a eo See co eee Ml Be ee oe see SES ee eee Rien creer ea an 3 ethan er en mma meer tema me Rice RRS Mig ROSES: a not ce ES ES . eae ES Sane ee aan eee renee Cu ee es Sean ASRS a Cea ae "ee oer oN, Prose ac Re Ran NORE Pieces FEES SS ee ee can en On RES SRDS OO Ses ES BO peas Meu cneomuntmase acter SESE ES a er MC SS ie Se ear Seas Se ae ER RR B Sehersaenr 7 RES Re RR A S 5S secretes Soot CRS aa aan DR Eeeiaane Sonne SR REA SaaS SESE es fy: errors Saar EOD SRR i Sine RS oe ¥ Se Seapeoancrsa as SR RR REIS OR oe SR eRe ee eS RK ee ERS e Se eG UR SR fs REE RRS SRDS OER RREES Kersten So a SS aoa emai aeerceemmme eae ee Ser Se Sane Sa Se ee eR ees eS fot Seen a ae RoE ERO DigS e aia nS es ee Pause eee nao tgs meaner Sie sis 1, Say a fF RSIS aR eR RENN SARIS ES rs gsr eee iets anon mana nee oan cc ee ee ee ee ek ey bpd omen SOUR ene ieee page pe SSS EE Rs Ri SERS ° SENG oR Oo pe Sec E Em Se REE CE RE 8 REIS uch SERENE SEE RE a a a, EE ee LS eee oa OE RIO SOS Seana ate 9B Cie sieeaecectonn SNe RR RO RR ROS RO ER ee SSE ERP RE Eo Mis Ac:  saaNS SERRE oon cca oe pauniatine cht semitone nnenncnsnaor nae i Sear Moines OGRE RR ee PR pee Mes Eee ba ce  f c ergy SS Seite ee eR” Bitte Mi Rocccc «Seance eS Siniee aes cae sees eaten Sey, SO LES CD LES Fg Co RR Se ae RO CODE pee ee ae ee a EN soon Po ee 2 Aaa Cea i anntnanetoaie uae: $B 8 Siar ER Pee ORES, SoS ee Psi Fa SR ea SO Sea SaaS eR RNR OER i FF Ftc tise ers eae OF b Sareea aici ecaeemaa suena ey y 2 Site Siesta ena aE SONS Shs SoRb, URNA EONS GE ORD Repo, To SRR ee RY aha nesenvaneneeeeneees SEE ee peeks RuSaaae en caraaS aE ean ROY Gos Caemhaae SF MF Af BORIS RRR RE ORL LEROO | LASS SR RA SRO a gS Ss Beara oa SRR RR RS he po SRR RE RS Sein echreeche aie nec ne a ec Roar es te Senate See XS CE a POR ER RS CSE «, SER ae ORR ROSES et a3 Sek Sita a oS Sh Paton nce EE Bs Sse a SORA RN ANSE ODOR Ot ok ORR RON AR RRO, Sees RO ROR RRS ae Saas oS SH Sono RRR RS RN NR SSR SEIS, oo, SER RNS Sl ROR ESENSS R SORE ce en uence ef Pee Se CONS een eta gig cia paneer ep eae 3 te Seemann aR EE 2 con CRE Ml PE oS at SSeS SEER EITC. CORO B SER eae 6s ERSTE, south eR UR RR ESR 2 isc Seco RRS Rh aoa REE M ES nna a ea es ce SRS RE RES RESIN erg Os SERRA RD a ie 3 tot Recreate ae OO oe Eee eres Ee | eC Sears tne Sates eS WEE a ey a 8 Senco ery £ Bag SSR SES PE RRR EERSTE womens easing haan Sone Se TR. Kear SRS RR RIERA BOSS Sh Baers arenas? So ES ME Soutien eseaeenesanteessabon, Caonpeennnenec ane aDeS Renan Ba aN RRR AS EONS ERR sooicuseencn unserem SEEN aS AORN AREF BS eg dvccncasmmenten ee pay Re a on RES SEES) SSE ioe EER ee SES SOROS ERE E REE ethneaneerenuutr tna eine nau ened ae aatinnnae inne eee oof SS Se Raoetanr nae oe Sy Oe Ee ee eee ER Siege aavoemees oie ype ag eR EEN ans Sona ONE ORY Sy mS POR ee RR ER a rraategeetetersteteanstnoneeciatinteer eee gey Op. traesanioee nro Lot fog ranges ine eas SSEESEEEEAE Ee Sree OR RENAE, ONT SESE seo Sees og ee ey = oh Sense eee sas 5 Fis” coc EROS MM ROR Se se ce RE Ee a EE DON aaa pes og id rs Oe Sins Satonopatinanemen Re SF 5 SEED, oS: MM SS OS Siero coeamnmeenars hs te Ob Ss Seeonoe Sees oN Fie ipog 1 SRR eR RRO. RRR RE Sm go Soeneecaeaanee re noneSy 2 GF Bo Sano Sena MR a Seis Spe ANS peceane Soe SNE 3 Sine SO 49 SER CRED KR RE a oe Ss Sora. igs intense REN Meer eee emammany Proscar ee COO OE ONE eee Sehnert Ra RaeaeRraR ASR A Sitar te OS SERED Rianne sas Ph Bo 2” Bee en Saat Catan ea ONS oS 5 SSSR Se on Ran RCL PSE Sue Me ened Saeco Pe sc necihatrnrah ante CREM. SS } SESE He CRE ECR a 2 LKRRN RRR ETSY SO Di See eee ee bs Grameen $3 RASS tenses JOSE SS See RR Nt SORES a } Soonetes pc atceesestanneetetetene SESE SO RMSE EERESRON ORS. > SL aaKRn F RK cic cnseiomag aemeesaneegp nny a Geta a He Ci, RRR ERED 1 28 jonas egeuceisrantenoteestoaetene eee ee ee See NM. oe SORRY path Sean RSS ERRNO A ea SS SR” NaS RRO i eat IS Rates ae Seiten het Nae SOR A Se Se eee RN SNR oot Shee itiedaaastiriannnecananacu eee Sed Seeccae 2” Rea eiae mE RD i 3 3 Sa « Bote we oe MT fe RBs NE Sai a es Re en SRE eS ON BSS Prema § Boe heen Same oN MR DOD ae 3 Sa hnoctht ms aR OES BF eR REND Pcie Sint < Wm, SSeS a eS oe Saison, © Yes Sorarionnocon ni Oi oe ORNS ESE SSID fl SS Seems Sa Sty Se eR ERS MESS Searing Poe cena tate ee REE Se POS ee ee ae Suna, te Ee RA EE OR a Sao Berean ney cers re gy ae See SRO, RY Soe RRR © EE ER Mk See eR ea ee a 8 aS mS ee nay / Se By Se Bite a ae OREN, PR ORSON I SORA R RNS BR ng Sarneenneesh eh Seesainees SS eed a & Cen en Sth 0 Satter enncm piamans Jpeg Pip Boson Maia eae ERS $c Se ee 6 SNE RST POSE Ee ee ce ere RO Bees en SEN SORES, ACN O I SORTASE Aa SOO OFS Re ee ee Ee caaneeer eng Lat Re SSRIS SEES Bosincic acces See Se RES. RE Na . es SIU iret eee SRE CoS cacti ce ee RRR SON Ry Bix 5 Shonen Saincceessaee eee be roe Seenran ane Neca RRM Seen Unica Ue ee a ESN ae pe eresieg ee eastern seamaster gat ‘ Be a eae guna eee i Se CP 5 Pores aetna agama eG eS oS SORE SRR RRS ROR REN Soe Y eee ee Sane  . = oe Soe N Sei eaee aoe er ee ENG SEES SIONS SN CERES IRRSRE & 5 Se LO SEES eran aa RR ER RD Gr th SC ere STO BM SEER oe Be Se Soest RRR SRI, Pe eeieceaauanncammeinemaeeenne ee SSS Ean REESE IRR RN 2 Fs apne nape Oa a Naa tag noe EN ee ee aie a agrees ern ee ee ec ceee TREN ERA IRD IRAN REE RES EEE Sateen naan ene ao, Seen eRe OD aOR: paoes ee | SO Se & = SERGE SR REET RO eR gg eg Se SEES a ec ae a an Saeed ee one na ee AE PRE oe ERR RR RNS 3 enema Se a oe ON oe cesta See eR a ee eres eae ce nae a SF SY CSE ee eee mee Sanu a aut eu g SRS engl Sc es SSS ie ce Steer: SON fee RR RUS, % Piebntoer atm neaannnamonennae ee RoR aL RSC RSS RS Ce po LOR aR REESE, ora ae a gees ~~ | \. a RRP, ORE SRSA BARS Rie RRR SaaS eSATA RARER fe $f Sapient anna hen ae RENE RO SOLE SESS ee ee SUS! -S SSE RD ee zaNnnca sarees Be Sea RC eS Im SNS Secs seen ce eee See Re haidiamnaet remanence usin aoa ey B 3 oF area eR SORCERY MM Se See Seeiens, § . Beeman a Sea RRR RRO ES Bara mS i cee 
SE Nena AR USERS R ENE SE SR RRR cS SESE. SERENE RR 5 Sno pace ue ners eee oe emma oae enema SERRE STR RN SE REESE SSO Cone Pao ea a Ea we OEE Oa At Pass fe OF a SE Sa aa OS ME ON, Saaecens SEES peg og catia ee a SEG, EESES Sues oan Neen mare ma cn scene cameo een soaeoresnneenn mena ena Sar Seamer SRY aa Re RAE ee ee heey Ci“ SEL SEC, CEE Rae Se Pio pagg ioicoe samen a Rea ec RE, SCRE E RRREO ME SEDER, ce FS I A be 
PSE pean eeseetegesehe rites tetere eter etna ate LORRI? petieetitsenctntcettens a megher 5 PR Sac Ree ae oR RAED eR RR RE NOR Na Ran ERENT RAR RR RN LOD Seanninanreo ees noenen ana Se RT Se pe eS as = = ee ne Oe ee 66d eS ee ee ee ea a oR, Sa, SEEENS ESSES ERRNO CRRA CORD PORTO Bon, SOOO EES SRE ERR oS Ra ERR OR PCs ones sooo ores iettitemeneunainny ERASERS ER SR RRS Cahn OES SEES SSE Res, Saeneaes oP YS AN SG oo Soe eee ee a ee, bene PRON Sonning eines SO Med Bees eo” etait Satay “6, eee a REE on” MARR SP SEES RRS ERROR ERR RR eR oO ERS DE tern REN SRE RRR NNER» Sacer at aE SEES. Oy Son a Renee Loy BAT ax OS REN TSU SR RRNA VALOR RRS Se "3 Rp en Re ae ee ee eee LRAT RNR URS eR RR ENE Se ey $e SEO stds arena entetensne cc pom ieee 3% S$ PS : REESE tes, Gee Ran, 5 eS Si OF Sa) SORA SRT Ee RR fre uae eeuente rg aumeuetrenacs SR neni SE Sa iggy ee ee Dg Oe CR, RRR SE ac OREN SO Pf Oa oumeueie anemone ERR RSE RS MEE SRC SSSR EES Son Da to ee aan aR & Pd eee g Tas, SoS, GN, SERS Ne Semone, Catenin Sn A oS ae SS aeRO ea a ES Sy SE ean SRS Pace Sea eee eo} yeu ks patie,“ Sas Sane Cts, Wes eS oe os Sea asian ee eaaanieoneteneaee se 38 Sete SoS Siting, Sa NESE SEENSISY SB ps Vey Soe Es Rs Sa aren Sa Gi ee ae Se eR SS GREY FEES 4 ere SEF E Be Se eee en en ee eS ESE a eee a eR, ee <A ee Ww £ ee ee RE Se EER FFE ESE er Stans, Steers Son ase Seana st pe ee eater Remct, — h ERISA ROO MRR nce See RO RERSCREIS Sy ESF Pee Be Si Sones ‘Seiiaceeantemnonnesaaaas fs 3 Sy EES SS Ee BSRRIERSCOROON Greate pooibnncianioneatinunnunnnancanencr pea RE oes a al Segoed POSES oS ees kee Sees 2 33 ee ee Ses enn, Saar ee Sr PRE LE, Pcs OTR! EF eee) shies ths 2 Ranonentoaaae 3: re Se, Ge ee PRPS Ves Sepp Se i ee a RES BB SEER RES ERS. Teitteonnre cnenemnananonnce Ra se Gan mm eee Genet SORES ISRO CORSE RIE iF. BEES RS OR ee oe feel LEE ESE EES EEE GES ake ee oe pe Lek A b ROSES Raita Saauanton Rae XEN ee er SSE conic Ce SE Be Cane ney One anae SERENA RRS “J oe EEE SS Repay POSSE ee eee ow 3 2 Gea Sanat SN RS as 233 ee Sater Pasion ee a a PEELE POSS BS Sateeones eee OER aeRO, aoe a EGS SSS shy peed eS ee ts aoe = LESSEE Fe ff 1 ee ee ae es BLE ERE CSS Ce fo et) ef rr ee ee aks & Caen ne OC J OEE ESE PSE FOREST URINE SRST SIERO RRS SO 30 ee Shas EE Lint SE ROR ea EEG AEE BEES FE PRS DORON SEER SSS NR RN SRA BY # . SS ee Sit oononea nner as Roe ef her By cae ae eR, SON SE Ba a 3% SRE See ne Se cei a ee ee: fee — NES Be ee aoa B & Rasanen wot ano OEE RO eee BSE eee aN SRR re ee eRe RR ER 8 SEs, ra oan ae Las Oe RR LM SERS Or RE RR RI BO 8 SE Daal SEIS RENO RRR eS Been Sree ela pee ae Ee ee Lome it es fg PSE eaten ees anmmenas ogee Be See OS See eo ee poeinitien cuanto a) eres G CE eee yen SS oe ios tance 7S R oF Ste Se ee ee SER eae ne aera ses EEE Ee Sc Core — Pr RS ig SR anemia seinen mene aire ee Se} 3s SS Ee es Sa Ne? ee eS Sk See RR ore § Sas Se er ee peoenmnnta tae Re Se MIR Be goatee ~ SURE enna ee EES. OE SE Rotini ee ee RRUREEe SRD Se SOREN OES eg Bose SRR RE eS a tao 53 58 SESS ES aE SN SHEEe TRC RS RE a a nica ae ne nn ce See = ce i == coun eae anemone nere mee ne Son ES Sore Se Se ee ee eg te + By Gere REED SSE Poot ienia ate crauehe ans cuneate aun eee rece en a ee Y ie Sacer a8 S SES ES Eee oe Be a PBs PSS See neem suns em iminaiareras name reetee Bee yeaa ie ; REE San eee ea SUR aac ne eR ES Ea ae Sie Pee eee eee ROSE CRS i OES SE. PEE ees eae ee etree MCN Re aaa ee Ee Sion ORR, OO BRON. FRE oe NED FOS SSS ean aneerecacaens naenmane nantiee memmaernann a Sas %, Se, aed Reise is ea SRS Satan haga enna ee han renee eeuenaneanaerar Rae eR DR ND CN PoE EEE eS ag ii PEE SS Be ECR Es aes : rr ee Preanamnneen, to Sistah as Come ti Sf ee ag ny FESS PROS Sate Ua een ae ean SEES OD SR Sees (SS eee eee een noe ee Be ee A SS i. SES a Re ER eR as x3 % Rs % ee See ero f ££ Tf. Pogteesnci atten scene eee Rhea ee races eral gan Beas A S SSR ER SORCOReRRERSSS ME CORSON EEO satan: ROR Biren tats HRs gees eb Serseeeotacno Sentence unnsmmurannntanea taunt m amen aE Bre Se. tte s oem aetna gue ummm ana aetna emeene ume Se ee SS. fi SoS 
PIE Ce a a ea area meee ee Se & ae of SEU RE GE ae ae en See ee he no nn ce ea ee POS UERe Ne I RRR RNEE voces Se ine ONS oie come, Mens et. Enaammnnaans Be mone SS REC SOs is, SN ee en ee ee ee ee RISERS ve aeNc NS eng Gor See tne hss Gee ee SOS sae GAGS Saae nay Bouin Mums na meena nite Nate Aine ashen ue ER een ee a ooo pare cannes porno ae ees enter eA Fy SRR Nn RO ONO ME DA Se re ee a Eas 5s Se POORER TE | OOGEND,, \ ean Sot 3 Raa Rene ME [an SEO a CR RE OOO 8 9 om Se ee ee os oe ee SEUSS Oe SS 3 ee RURSR DEERE O-, ERRGRD” e hese eee Sah FS ARSE I REST = EAN aS CEES See RRR NRE, <ORO RR DORE te EY RR ORS OE Rea ee i oR B Se Co ee SSSR Sao eS RO HS OOS SES SES cnn nee nein PES SE See a atin weenie oe eee SMa TK, ie 6 SS, Ce ee ee ee ee SN CAO ae ee ae en See BEE SSO SE ee Poieeiiouan una ana nsieeestamen eect Pgs Ges Goecna en eR RSS I Snore og SUSE ena ee aa nam ee eee ae a ea ee ee Sache autinnd sue sane enn oregano ple SOS a) Fees SRE eR RE Coss, ee Se Si Rn Se Ae eerie neues ce SEE Ge aE ee crane reece re ee Ry ERE OE Se SS : scereeneervenemmemmerreroed SE Ea ac eee ene rine EEE EN ; RSS SSS ee BESS SOTERA EERIE ESOS Ee SES perenne amen aN ergs cE ae SAE Sen en ee nen eaten ne oe teu a SSE Se Na SEES SS Sears a erence enone cena eee RN : Se ee eee EEO ee —rrrrrr—C : 33 ee — e—— sess SS SIan JUSS ache aia cues co PRUE eas Neto os 28 Be iuahgadesngansenneetecess SE Se ea ERO RSE AUE paeaneaeoe mamen aa earaspere na one ene aneena eee  N Penns | Sp OC  —*“ “RE SURES Se Ege ee ca NSN y eee rr Se ee Ee Kou ne cian naam te anna nn ee nae ns area he ae Se CORRE SUED econ St soaaacaoecea Se ee Piscnnaue mises eee nara earaeana arene er mete mana econ eee enn S50 eS ee ee ee ee le SES ee ORR SRC So BER eR Ren REDO SRR SCOP ERREREE DER RSENS “ eae ee ee man eng mene manera oan eS Baoan So oe Sin Ritch n ween ne gee neers cece eiahe nt insignia ieta nana neuen Jigen eee ES m SNE SORE ERR SRR : Sener RR eR ROE eR y : SS ; { a —— eal 



Black Sailors in Plantation America 9 

right for a voyage when his master Winslow's frozen fields were 
untillable, and earned a brief sojourn in the black tropics—the pro-
ductive heartland of the Anglo-American plantation system. Winslow, 

of course, pocketed most of the wages.! 

Hammon’s Narrative of the Uncommon Sufferings, and Surprising 

Deliverance of Briton Hammon, a Negro Man, the first voyage account 

published by a black American, indicates the extent to which enslaved 

sailors and nominally free men of African descent rode economic and 
military currents to every corner of the eighteenth-century Atlantic 
world. Hammon’s voyage launched him on a twelve-year odyssey 
embracing shipwreck, Indian captivity in Florida, imprisonment and 
enslavement in Cuba (where he toted the Catholic bishop’s canopied 
sedan chair and “endeavour’d three times to make my escape”), Royal 

Navy service under fire against the French during the Seven Years War, 

hospitalization in Greenwich, dockwork in London, and a near voyage 
to Africa as cook aboard a slaver. Hammon, his black shipmates, and 

those with whom they conversed were citizens of the world. 
Men of African descent had sailed the Atlantic from the time 

Europeans began their piratical forays and plantation settlements, 
mustering in the ranks of Columbus, Balboa, and Cortez at the birth 
of the Atlantic system. Other Africans, including mariners, had trav-
eled to Europe even earlier, both as slaves and as free men. A Venetian 

oil painting of black waterfront workers in 1495 suggests that no 
fifteenth-century Mediterranean seaman would have been startled by 
Africans on the quayside. By 1624, the year British planters settled 
Barbados, a black seafaring tradition had taken root within the em-
bryonic Anglo-American world. “John Phillip, a negro Christened in 
England 12 yeers since,’ told the Council of Virginia in 1624 “that 
beinge in a ship with Sir Henry Maneringe, they tooke A spanish shipp 

aboute Cape Sct Mary.’ In 1625 a “negro caled by the name of brase” 

helped Captain Jones work his ship from the West Indies to Virginia. 
The historian Ira Berlin has labeled men like Phillip and Brase “At-
lantic creoles’—people of African descent who originated neither in 
the heart of Africa nor in colonial America, but in the expanding 
commercial world linking the two, black men who often arrived in 
America not in chains, but as sailors or linguists on commercial ships. 
“Atlantic creoles” were as accustomed to the foredeck as to the field. 
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They faced fewer liabilities because of color than would their black 
descendants in the New World slave societies that developed later, and 

in which race became even more cramping.’ 

During the middle of the seventeenth century, western European 
governments stepped up state-sponsored support of private enter-
prise, creating a highly profitable Atlantic plantation system built on 
“European capital, American land, African slave labor,’ and maritime 

transportation. Unwilling plantation laborers in Virginia, Barbados, 
and elsewhere produced commodities such as sugar, tobacco, coffee, 

and rum for which the wealthy, and later the workers, of Europe 
developed insatiable cravings. Plantations and ships were peas in the 
pod of commercial capitalism, separate yet dependent on each other. 
No other part of the global economy relied as heavily as New World 
plantations on maritime transportation to import supplies, people, 
and food, and to export the crop. Colonial plantations transformed 
the palates of European consumers, redefining as staples the sweetness 
and smoke that once had been luxuries. Plantations were also central 

to the “Commercial Revolution” that eroded England’s customary 
agricultural economy, and set into motion wrenching new forms of 
labor organization on both sides of the Atlantic—dominated by slav-
ery on an unprecedented scale.? 

European statesmen then assumed that the natural order of things 
was a world in which nation-states competed for what Sir Josiah Child 

called “profit and power,” not only with force of arms, but through 
overseas production and trade. As feudalism gave way to capitalism 

in Europe, privatization of various means of production, notably land, 
allowed entrepreneurs to accumulate capital. That spurred commercial 

growth. Legal justifications for the appropriation of producers’ sur-
pluses conditioned merchants to think less of that capital’s human 
cost than of its investment potential, often in the plantations in which 

slaves, sailors, and slave-sailors played such important roles.‘ 

The sanction of profit, the severance of mutual obligations between 

employer and employee, the international influence of racial thought, 
and the availability of slaves in African markets all seemed to condone 

the immoral practice whereby certain white individuals in England 
(along with those in the colonizing states of France, Holland, Portugal, 

Denmark, and Spain) could attain property rights to other individu-
als—specifically blacks who worked in plantation colonies. This pres-
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ence of slavery within capitalism, explains Sidney Mintz, “gave to the 

New World situation its special, unusual, and ruthless character.” 
Saluted by coldly admiring eighteenth-century Englishmen as “the 
mainspring of the machine which sets every wheel in motion,’ the 
trans-Atlantic slave trade peaked from about 1760 to 1780, when a tor-

rent of approximately 65,500 Africans arrived annually in the Ameri-

cas, a fraction of the approximately 10,000,000 who arrived in chains. 
The nefarious traffic did not cease until the final smuggler made 
landfall during the late nineteenth century, long after African Ameri-

cans had forged themselves into a new people.* 
Heroic in proportion and tragic in its human particulars, the Com-

mercial Revolution’s plantation system was a pan-Atlantic phenome-

non. Ships and sailors not only followed the setting sun in a linear 
track from the Old World to the New, bringing capitalism and captive 

Africans to the Americas, but continuously cross-pollinated an emerg-

ing Atlantic world of new ecological, social, and racial relationships. 
Black sailors emerged from the confluence of forced black labor and 
maritime transportation that defined the plantation system. As con-
duits between the new centers of black population on the western rim 
of the ocean, sailors helped define and connect a new black Atlantic 
world. 

Seamen recognized a daunting kinship between vessels and planta-
tions. Both manifested harshly exploitative elements of feudalism and 

capitalism, combining in one workplace the virtually unchecked per-
sonal authority of the feudal lord and the impersonal appropriation 
of workers’ labor so fundamental to capitalism. One captain, white 
sailors complained in 1726, treated them as if they were “bought 
Servants”; another “refused to Supply them with a Necessary quantity 

of Provisions,’ reducing them “to the Utmost Extreamity.” Beatings 
to enforce discipline aboard the sloop William in 1729 “did Occassion 

Great Effusion of Blood.” Yet seafaring nevertheless appeared desirable 

to black males whose alternative in the European-dominated Atlantic 

world remained debilitating field labor with heavy hoes or billhooks 
and the substantially more savage discipline of laws designed to regu-
late slaves. Freedom beckoned—inconsistent and illusory though it 
became aboard the tempestuous ships of an expanding commercial 
economy.® 

By the late seventeenth century, enslaved seamen worked in even 
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predominantly white provinces like Massachusetts. In Boston in 1690, 

“a Negro man, Sambo by name (being young, strong, & able & of very 

good health),” was shipped by his owners on board a ketch bound for 

Barbados at “thirty shillings by the month certain, & more if any 
higher wages were given to any foremastman that should after be 
shipped.” Clearly Sambo could dexterously “hand, reef, and steer,’ the 
essence of the seaman’s craft. Skill, moreover, allowed a black sailor to 

hold his own among fellow tars, even while facing peremptory chal-
lenges. Strolling upon Boston’s Fort Hill in 1694, a self-confident black 

man who belonged “to the Sorlings Frigat” struck up a conversation 
with two white youths, and offered to buy one’s earring for a piece of 

eight. With “two pieces of eight and a piece of gold abt the bigness of 

an English Crown” that he said he “got . . . privateering,” the sailor 
ashore with “ready money” epitomized seafaring liberality and af-
fronted whites’ image of black subservience. “Sirrah come along with 
me,” crowed a white man in pursuit, before subjecting the privateers-

man to the indignity of a search.’ 
Nevertheless, paternalistic New England masters allowed maritime 

slaves certain leeway. Although John Mico carefully instructed the 
captain to whom he hired his slave Jeffrey for a voyage to Barbados 
and London in 1703 to “restrain and keep him . . . as if he were your 
owne, he also explained that Jeffrey “may have a mind to see my 
father and Brother [in London], if he should hint so much to You, let 

Ye Black Gentleman have his Desire.” Despite white constraints, the 

small community of seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century black 
seafaring men found a degree of personal freedom in the regimented 
milieu of the ship alien to most plantation slaves, and a cosmopoli-
tanism denied even to many urban blacks. If any slaves still wore the 

mantle of quasi-autonomy once characteristic of “Atlantic creoles,” it 
was sailors.° 

Resentful slaves ashore hungered for that mite of liberty. Pompey, 
a slave who fled his New England master in 1724, successfully hid in 

the firewood aboard Captain Moffatt’s Morehampton. Although Mof-

fatt swore that “sd Negro was altogether useless aboard ship,’ Pompey 

sailed to Oporto, Portugal, where he again outfoxed the exasperated 
Moffatt “and secretly conveyed himself to Spain,” before coming home 

to New England with Captain Gilley. The choice to return may well 
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have been his own. Moreover, with two trans-Atlantic passages un-
der his belt, Pompey had acquired skills useful for future voyages— 
authorized or not.? 

One higher-stakes alternative to such limited freedom-seeking 
within the commercial system then existed. Bold black seamen joined 
disgruntled white soldiers, sailors, and servants confederating as pi-
rates along sun-drenched Caribbean sea-lanes. Contemptuous of the 
authority that had always repressed them, truculent as game cocks, 
and unencumbered by attachments except to like-minded comrades, 
these “desperate Rogues” created an egalitarian, if ephemeral, social 
order that rejected imperial society's hierarchy and forced labor. Buc-

caneering tempted black seamen with visions of invincibility, with 
dreams of easy money and the idleness such freedom promised, and 
with the promise of a life unfettered by the racial and social ideology 

central to the plantation system. Unattached black men operating in 
the virtually all-male world of the “Brotherhood of the Coast” realized 

those yearnings to a degree, but also found abuse and exploitation, as 

well as mortal combat and pursuit.! 
By 1716 the Bahama Islands were referred to, with cause, as a “nest 

of Pirates.” New Providence became their headquarters, much to the 
dismay of local planters, who lamented that the pirates passed time 
“plundering the Inhabitants, burning their Houses, and Ravishing 
their Wives.” The few slaves on New Providence capitalized on this 
destabilization, becoming “very impudent and insulting.” Some fled 
to the buccaneers. From 1716 to 1726, the heyday of large-scale Euro-

pean-directed piracy, some five thousand buccaneers sailed “under the 

banner of King Death.” From a theater of operations rooted in unin-
habited Caribbean harbors, the sea robbers “dispers’t into severall 
parts of the World.” Most were white, and most turned pirate when 
other pirates captured the merchant ships on which they sailed. No 
accurate numbers of black buccaneers exist, although the impression 
is that they were more numerous than the proportion of black sailors 
in commercial or naval service at that time.!! 

Few blacks in the early-eighteenth-century Atlantic world had any 
choice but slavery, and little room within slavery for the sheet anchor 
of family. Partially socialized to the ways of Europeans, more so, at 
least, than many plantation slaves, black sailors welcomed the oppor-
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tunity to give up slavery in legitimate commerce for a share of spoils 

as pirates. When Edward Teach, better known as Blackbeard, fought 
to his death at Ocracoke Inlet in 1718, five of his eighteen-man crew 

were men of color. According to the Governor’s Council of Virginia, 

the five blacks were “equally concerned with the rest of the Crew in 
the same Acts of Piracy.” One of Teach’s men was remembered as “a 
resolute Fellow, a Negroe, whom he had bred up” and trusted. A few 

years earlier, the pirate captain Lewis had recruited a crew in the West 

Indies ultimately numbering eighty men. “He took out of his Prizes 
what he had occasion for, 40 able Negroe Sailors, and a white Car-
penter,” wrote Daniel Defoe. Some men volunteered; others were 
forced. Lewis began his depredations with a canoe and six comrades 
near Havana. They seized a Spanish pettiauger (a modified dugout), 
and with that captured a turtling sloop, and kept leap-frogging from 
one vessel to another yet larger until they took “a large pink-built ship 

bound from Jamaica to the Bay of Campeachy.’” 
No first-hand testimony exists to document blacks’ attraction to 

piracy. But pirate captains like Bellamy spoke straight to the oppressed. 

“Damn ye, you are a sneaking Puppy,’ he is reputed to have snarled 
at a captured merchant captain in 1717, “and so are all those who will 

submit to be governed by Laws which rich men have made for their 
own Security, for the cowardly Whelps have not the Courage other-
wise to defend what they get by their Knavery . . . They vilify us, 
the Scoundrels do, when there is only this Difference, they rob the 
Poor under the Cover of Law, forsooth, and we plunder the Rich under 

the protection of our own Courage.” Reinforcing this ideological 
appeal was pure pragmatism. “In an honest Service,’ quipped Captain 
Bartholomew Roberts, “there is thin Commons, low Wages, and hard 

Labour; in this, Plenty and Satiety, Pleasure and Ease, Liberty and 
Power .. . when all the Hazard that is run for it, at worst, is only a 
sower Look or two at choking. No, a merry Life and a short one, shall 

be my motto.” Piracy substantially multiplied a black sailor’s imme-
diate freedoms. The promise of “Pleasure and Ease,’ even if passing, 

appealed to bold men degraded by extortion and race. 
Pirates also elected skilled seamen of color to positions of authority. 

“There is a principal Officer among the Pyrates, called the Quarter-
Master, of the Men’s own choosing,” explained Defoe. Acting as a “civil 
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Magistrate,’ the quartermaster ensured that necessaries were distrib-
uted equally, and that no man—including the captain—got more than 
his share. In keeping with their high post, quartermasters often led 
boarding parties or took charge of captured vessels. When Captain 
William Kidd anchored off Gardners’ Island, New York, in 1699, two 

sloops spent several days lying near to him, one of whose “Mate was 
a little black man . . . who, as it was said, had been formerly Captain 
Kidd’s Quarter Master.” In 1696 a runaway West Indian slave named 
Abraham Samuel sailed as quartermaster on the pirate ship John and 

Rebecca during a voyage from the Caribbean to the Indian Ocean. 
Later, in an odd twist of fate, he became “king” of Fort Dauphin on 
Madagascar, with slaves, wives, and trading profits at his disposal. In 
“Honest service” a skilled black sailor had little authority, but among 
freebooters a man like Abraham Samuel could be popularly elected to 

a position of honor contingent upon his strength, charisma, and wits.'4 
Yet most still lacked the stomach “to go upon the Account.” “A 

Negro man named Francisco” charged with piracy was acquitted by a 

special Court of Admiralty held in Boston in 1724, “it appearing to 
Said Court he was taken out of a Vessell on the high seas from one 
Capt. Lupton & was a forced man.” Francisco had reason to pause. 
For all their equality and fraternalism, pirates played a high-stakes 
game in which violent death—their own and their victims-—loomed 
large. Between 1716 and 1726 some four hundred to six hundred pirates 

were “pushed off” on gallows erected by imperial officials and vengeful 

colonists intent on responding to terror with terror. But Francisco may 
have held back for other reasons.!5 

As welcoming as most white pirates were to skilled black sailors, in 

part because they “entertain’d so contemptible a Notion of Lands-
men,” sea robbers were not race-blind. None of the renowned pirate 
captains at the turn of the eighteenth century was a black man, and 
pirates generally sold captured slaves with the rest of their plunder. 
Many kept slaves aboard ship for pumping and other heavy work 
disdained by sailors who wished to impersonate “gentlemen.” Captain 

Edward Low reputedly extended no welcome to black sailors at all, 
duplicitously enslaving those who attempted to join. Pirates, moreover, 
often forced themselves on slave women, leaving “prudent” women 
alone. In 1683 one crew traded a ship for a slaver with sixty African 
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women, departing on what they hoped would be a saturnalia aboard 
the renamed Batchelor’s Delight. To many white pirates the majority 
of blacks were pawns, workers, objects of lust, or a source of ready 
cash. If “able Negro sailors” like Abraham Samuel or Kidd’s quarter-
master were welcome in the Brotherhood of the Coast, it was with the 

understanding that black and white pirates preyed on black and white 

victims. Their response to the plantation system’s degradation was at 
once considered and impetuous, political and opportunistic.!° 

Survivors kept alive memories of that era well into the eighteenth 
century, igniting in young black men a desire to get to sea. William 
Williams, an Englishman who spent at least five years at sea during 
the 1740s (and who, according to the well-known painter Benjamin 
West, “spoke the Negro and Carrib tongue”), recollected in his auto-
biographical novel, Mr. Penrose: The Journal of Penrose, Seaman, “fre-

quent converse with an Old Negro man, a native of the Island of 
Jamaica, who in his younger days had been well acquainted with many 

of the Buckneers, sail’d with them, and knew many of their haunts.” 
The “White headed old fellow,” who “had come in by the Queens Act 

of Grace and then followed Piloting or went out to hunt after wrecks 
about the coast,’ conversed readily about his youth, as old men are 
wont to do.!’ 

Organized piracy was a spent force by 1726, although individual 
black seamen gravitated to maritime marauding for years. A mulatto 
named Stewart and three white shipmates seized the schooner Amity 
off Virginia in 1785 and, with a flourish indicating awareness of an 
earlier era, signed an oath to “Perform on a Cruce In Defense of Our 
Selves and Against all Other Nation and Nations.” The conspirators 
collectively agreed that any individual who broke their covenant “shall 

Be Put to Death or any Punishment that the Rest Shal think they 
Justley Deserv.” Within a month they had recruited two black men for 

their cruise, though it came to naught when they were apprehended 
in Massachusetts.!4 

Piracy shaped the lives of far fewer mariners of color than did more 

prosaic forms of slavery. Maritime slavery played an indispensable role 

in the plantation complex, notably in coastal boats, but increasingly 
in deep-sea work as well as the eighteenth century wore on. It consti-
tuted one aspect of the New World slave system that scholars now 
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recognize as having been diversified well beyond agricultural work. 
Indeed, once established, slavery insinuated itself into virtually every 

occupation in plantation societies, and into many occupations else-
where, even in far-flung corners of the empire like Marshfield, Mas-
sachusetts. But whether they worked in agriculture, domestic service, 

or seafaring, slaves collectively shaped evolving African American be-

lief systems and behaviors in tension with the labor they performed. 
As the plantation complex became established, black sailors worked 
in virtually every aspect of the colonial maritime trades, and their lives 
and labors became central to the formation of Afro-America. 

Caribbean economies and demography dictated that maritime slav-

ery exist there in more diverse forms than anywhere else in the Atlantic 

world. Vital to the transportation of sugar and to naval protection of 
the plantation system, ships and boats provided one of Caribbean slave 

societies’ most porous boundaries. Across it flowed goods, ideas, in-
dividuals, and aesthetics, contributing to the hybridity of Afro—West 
Indian culture. “Divers Felonies and Frauds have been committed,” 

read an Antiguan statute in 1773 attempting to seal that boundary, “by 
Means of Boats, commonly called Bum Boats, being permitted to trade 

with the Ships and Vessels in the Harbour and Road of St. John.” But 

try as they might, legislators could not stop enslaved boatmen from 
interacting with black and white seamen.!° 

Most planters envisioned an ideally ordered society as one in which 

blacks would be kept not only out of skilled trades and retailing but 
out of boats. Boat work made slaves “insolent” and “independent,” 
introduced them to seamen, and kept them aware of shipping news. 
For the bold, it provided a conduit out of the colony. As early as 1700, 

Antigua’s assembly noted that “Taverns, victualling-houses, Punch-
houses, Sloops, Shallops, and Boats [that] belong to this Island, are 
for the most part managed by Negro Slaves, to the great Discourage-
ment of White Men who want Employment.” The Jamaican legisla-

ture’s “Deficiency Laws” required a specific number of hired or inden-

tured white servants to be kept proportionally to the number of blacks 

in certain trades. One white man “for every boat, wherry, and canoe; 
and three-fourths of the crews on board of droguers or coasting-ves-
sels... to be white men,” is how Edward Long described the require-

ment, though he noted simultaneously that by the 1760s planters had 
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given up all pretense of complying. Slaves virtually monopolized many 

maritime trades, and white Jamaicans simply paid their fines, turning 
what had been a measure for social control into a revenue act. Ac-

cording to the Leeward Islands’ Governor Ralph Payne in 1774, coastal 

shipping (touted by mercantilist theoreticians as the “nursery of sea-
men”) was dominated there by slaves. In every island colony, ship-de-

pendent economies and predominantly black populations combined 
to provide certain slaves with constant access to the surrounding sea.”° 

Fragmentary sources preclude exact knowledge of what percentage 

of the male slave population in eighteenth-century Caribbean colonies 
followed the sea. Edward Long estimated in 1773 that about 15 percent 
of Jamaica’s 170,000 slaves were “tradesmen, sailors, fishermen &c. in 

domestic employments.” Of these it seems likely that several thousand 

were mariners, wharf workers, and fishermen—roughly 3 to 4 percent 

of the male slaves in what was then a mature sugar economy. Clearly, 

most of these men worked along the busy Jamaican coast, although 
some rode the Gulf Stream to North America or bucked the Atlantic 

to Europe. A tally on Nevis in 1765 counted 500 slaves in fishing and 

other trades, and a rough approximation suggests that fishermen, 
boatmen, and sailors constituted about 3 percent of Nevis’s total slave 

population that year. These enslaved West Indian mariners worked 
within an occupational structure encompassing regular deep-sea sail-
ors, occasional deep-sea sailors, boatmen, fishermen, and “wharf Ne-

groes.” Mixing with them were black runaways aboard ship, whether 
with or without prior seafaring skills. Some were hired, others were 
paying for or working their passage, yet others had been inveigled 
aboard by captains intent on selling them elsewhere. Like the foam 
rising to the top of a boiled pot, this small percentage of the male 
West Indian slave population provided island slaves with a crucial 
point of contact with black and white worlds beyond their shores.?! 

The degree to which slaves worked in maritime pursuits varied 
dramatically from colony to colony, as suggested by slave registrations 

in 1834, at the very end of the British West Indian slave era. In agri-
cultural Jamaica, only 1.5 percent of male slaves worked on wharves 
or at shipping in 1834; in the Bahamas archipelago, almost 16 percent 
of male slaves did. Barbados, like Jamaica, had a mature sugar econ-

omy, and less than 3 percent of male slaves were mariners, but on tiny 
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Nevis (inhabited by only 8,837 slaves and already relegated to the 
margins of world sugar production), almost 14 percent of the men 
followed the sea. Although in the Caribbean as a whole maritime 
slavery shared certain characteristics relative to those of the rest of the 
Atlantic world, each Caribbean colony extended special possibilities 
and limitations to enslaved maritime workers. One of the most sig-
nificant social distinctions for slave mariners remained the fault line 

between coastal and deep-sea work.” 
Most slave boatmen worked with other slaves aboard droghers, 

lighters, and canoes. Droghers were decked sloops or schooners of 
thirty to seventy tons operated by two to five slaves, both with and 
without the troublesome presence of a white man. Depending on 
size, they were capable of extensive coastal or inter-island voyages. 
Droghers connected outports or remote plantations with capital 
towns; Nathaniel Millberry remembered a drogher in 1762 “Carrying 

Sugars from Distant parts of the Island of Granada to Basseterre.” 
Boatmen’s daily life differed substantially from that of slave seamen 
like the man born on St. Kitts who “served some time to the cooper’s 

trade” and made “several voyages to sea” in the 1770s. Boatmen slept 
ashore, ate local foods in season, had more regular contact with rela-
tives, and avoided the clock-time regimentation of seafaring watches. 
As slaves in a slave society rather than in a detached shipborne 
fragment, they felt both comfort and circumscription.” 

Other Caribbean slaves crisscrossed the Atlantic—often in all-black 

crews—because entrepreneurs in Bermuda, the Bahamas, and Carib-

bean capital towns systematically organized deep-sea labor through 
slavery. Captured by a privateer in 1776 as he commanded the brigan-

tine Betsy en route from Grenada to Virginia, Captain John Bynoe 
lamented the loss of “five Negro Man Slaves . . . which were all the 
men he had to Navigate his Vessel.” This made black West Indian 
seafaring unique: elsewhere slaves were assigned to ships’ crews more 

sporadically, and interspersed among white sailors.”4 

Enslaved Caribbean mariners who voyaged to metropolitan centers 

like London not only frequently liberated themselves but connected 
island communities to a wider world. More blacks from distant re-

gions congregated in London than anywhere else, making it the hub 
of the black Atlantic. Among other attractions, London remained the 
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clearinghouse for news about efforts to meliorate the hemispheric 
plight of black people, such as the Somersett decision in 1772 that led 
slaves who had once set foot in England to regard themselves as legally 

free. By 1766 a Jamaican named Charles, “as compleat a seaman as any 

Negro can be,” had made two voyages to England. For “most of the 
last war a french-horn man,’ Charles was sure to have found company 

and musical camaraderie among London’s blacks. When the snow 
Fanny departed St. Vincent for London in 1776, her complement of 
eight included four black seamen and a black boy. In London, West 
Indian blacks met other men of African descent, seamen like them-

selves, or runaways-turned-seamen like “old man Cuffee,’ who trium-

phantly wrote to his master in Antigua from the Downs, “telling him 
he had hired himself on board of Capt. Johnston for Jamaica at 25/ 
pr. month as Cook.” By setting blacks in motion, maritime slavery not 
only provided them with perspectives denied to island-bound slaves, 
but contributed to the embryonic antislavery movement in London 
itself. Slavery increasingly appeared as a concrete problem for white 
Londoners with the growing visibility of blacks on London streets.”° 

London’s black society helped lucky West Indian seamen learn the 

ropes of systems far more complicated than full-rigged ships, giving 
them the confidence to negotiate for freedom. The case of a sailor 
named Williams makes the point. After fleeing Grenada aboard ship, 

Williams got homesick. So in 1797 he “entered at London on board 
the Holderness bound for Grenada, as an ordinary seaman out and 
home.” In Grenada, however, his former master claimed him, and 

Williams began to negotiate. The agreement reached between them, 
and Captain Brown of the Holderness, stipulated that Williams would 

be manumitted once Brown paid his master “30 joes,’ “which was 
accordingly done by a regular instrument of manumission,” provided 
that Williams agreed to work for Brown as a seaman for three years 
at wages lower than the current rate. Recrossing the Atlantic to Lon-
don, however, Williams argued that his agreement to serve for sub-
standard wages had been made under false circumstances. He had 
been in England, and that, he claimed, made him a free man. The 
court disagreed, decreeing Williams “as free as any of us while in 
England,” but “a runaway slave in Grenada,’ where he signed the 
indenture. Although the sassy sailor did not get the raise he wanted, 
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he bargained himself to legal freedom, and in the interim undoubtedly 

gave Grenadian slaves both an earful about London and the inspira-
tion of his example. His freedom, of course, came at the price of 
estrangement from Grenada.” 

The extent of West Indian slave seafaring challenges conventional 
images of late-eighteenth-century maritime commerce and its impli-
cations. Imagine a graphic rendition in black of the volcanic Carib-
bean archipelago. From each island radiate short spokes that dead-end, 

like antennae: the out-and-back daily voyages of slave fishermen. Each 

island, too, is encircled by loops from point to point along its shore: 
the coastal trips of slave boatmen. Bold lines connect virtually every 
island to others: the inter-island voyages of black and white crews and 

runaway slaves. Finally, even more prominent lines arrive at most 
islands from (and depart to) African, American, and European ports: 
international voyages on which blacks sailed. Instead of charting an 
exchange of commodities, we have mapped currents of black people 
in motion carrying and exchanging ideas, information, and style. If 
mercantilists’ cartographic vision of the “triangular trade” speaks 
to one aspect of eighteenth-century maritime activity, this dynamic 
graphic of black seafaring speaks to the evolution of diasporic con-
sciousness and blacks’ cultural hybridity, and to the spread of blacks’ 
news—subversive and otherwise. 

As in the Caribbean, coastal boatmen in the Carolina low-country 
and the Chesapeake tidewater harbored fugitives, transported run-
aways Visiting relatives, and accelerated the pilferage with which slaves 

tried to compensate for masters’ constant appropriation of their labor. 
Indeed, had whites ever been able to seal black access to vessels in 

those waters, black society would have suffered inordinately. Seamen’s 

tales fueled blacks’ expectations, and their travels exemplified the flight 

for which slaves yearned. Mariners constituted about 9 percent of 
South Carolina’s skilled slaves in the eighteenth century, and a full 25 

percent of skilled runaways. In fact, Philip D. Morgan’s detailed re-
construction of South Carolinian slaves’ occupational structure in the 

eighteenth century, based on probate inventories, reveals that mari-
time work was the third largest occupation among males, after agri-
culture and woodworking. As South Carolina’s mercantile community 

was small and financially weak until the 1740s, locally owned small 
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craft manned ‘by slaves and overseas ships from Britain manned by 
white sailors initially defined the low-country seascape. During the 
1740s and 1750s, however, merchant vessel construction and ownership 

rose in Charleston. “At its peak in the 1770s,’ writes one economic 
historian, “shipping absorbed the energies of more people and more 
money than any other commercial activity in South Carolina save 
planting.” Slaves like Peter, described in 1771 as “a good Fisherman, 

and very handy on board of Ships or Coasters,” enjoyed extensive 
mobility within the confinement of slavery.?’ 

Many slaveholders remained ambivalent about, if not hostile to, the 

relative worldliness and freedom that ocean voyaging bestowed on 
bondsmen, even though they willingly employed slaves coastwise. 
Robert Pringle, a merchant in South Carolina, experienced frequent 
business delays due to shortages of seamen between 1740 and 1744. 
One of his vessels “was Detain’d sometime (as most Ships are) for 
want of hands,” in 1743. A year and a half later, he again complained, 

“Seamen are so very Scarce & Difficult to be Procured here.” Henry 
Laurens, another South Carolina merchant, made similar complaints 
in 1747 and 1755. Each of these men owned slaves, hired slaves, and 

employed them aboard coasters. Pringle wrote to one of his captains 
in 1742, “I have also hired & sent by Mr. Comeur’s Boat Four Stout 
Negro Men to assist you on board & who are usd to be upon the 
Water & Understand to Work on Ship board.” These merchants, and 
others like them, could have obviated their chronic shortage of seamen 

by employing slave sailors. Yet many southern merchants regularly 
chose not to send slaves to sea.” 

This decision had more to do with slaveholders’ concern about 

losing prime hands, whom they could not regularly control in ports 
of call, than it did with mercantilist policy. Nevertheless, merchants 
hiring white seamen kept in line with official preferences about the al-

location of labor. Political economists and royal officials believed en-

slaved sailors subverted Britain’s mercantilist system. Governor Parry 
of Barbados wrote to the Colonial Office in 1786, “The Numbers of 

Negro Slaves employed in Navigating the Trading Vessels in these Seas 

(particularly from Bermudas) seems to me to increase so much as to 
require the attention of the British Legislature, as it throws so many 
English Seamen out of Employment.” Despite certain slaveholders’ 
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misgivings and officials’ foreboding about the employment of enslaved 

sailors on deep-sea routes, unceasing demands for maritime labor 
pulled numerous Africans and African Americans aboard not only 
coasters but ships.?? 

Forty-six percent of slave mariners in South Carolina between 1732 

and 1782 were “sailors” as opposed to “boatmen” or “fishermen’— 
men who either crossed oceans or sailed extensively coastwise and 
could connect low-country slaves with blacks throughout the hemi-
sphere. Three enslaved seamen who arrived together at Charleston in 
1784 from St. Croix, via Jamaica, exemplified the international con-
nections and personal uprootedness of slave-sailors in the Atlantic 
world, many of whom were sold more often than agricultural slaves. 
John, raised by a pilot, had a sister living in Charleston, and he was 
“American born,” although he had recently been sold to Jamaica. One 

of his shipmates, James, had been born on St. Eustatius, Dutch West 
Indies. His other shipmate, Cato, hailed from Port Antonio, Jamaica. 
They swapped stories of life and labor in those places, and came to 
recognize a commonality of black interests transcending regional dis-
tinctions. After deserting the brigantine Friendship, the three “stole the 

canoe that crosses the river Ashley” and headed toward Savannah.°? 
Most maritime slaves worked closer to home. As coxswains of 

rowing craft and captains of sloops and schooners, elite maritime 
slaves used their considerable responsibility to subvert slavery. In the 

low-country these captains were known as patroons; both there and 
in the Chesapeake they also served as pilots for ocean-going vessels. 
Like drivers in the fields, they had to balance competing interests 
between masters and other slaves to secure their positions, although 

it is clear that many used their positions to convey unauthorized slaves 

from place to place and to nourish slaves’ illicit market in stolen goods. 

This workaday resistance flared into open rebellion during the chaos 
of the American Revolution, when maritime slaves piloted British 
invasionary forces intent on destroying their masters. 

Revolutionary unrest may have contributed to the desertion of a 
“stout Negro” named Shadwell from John Alleyne Walters’s schooner 

at a landing near Lamboll’s Bridge, South Carolina, on November 21, 
1775. He had “been a long time a patroon of a schooner,’ Walters 
claimed, “and [was] well acquainted with all the rivers and inlets to 
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the southward of Charleston.” Slaves like Shadwell, along with the 
slaves under his command, had considerable amounts of time with-

out white supervision, substantial freedom of movement, and inde-
pendent income from petty trading. Larger coasting vessels like Henry 

Laurens’s schooner Brother’s Endeavor often sailed with a white captain 

and a crew consisting of slaves and white sailors. Referring to “2 negro 
seamen, Laurens made clear to his captain that “the Negroes are 
entitled to no wages being my property as slaves, except clothing & 
provisions from me & good usage from you.” Although the exposure 

of black deckhands to different places facilitated information-gather-

ing and temporary escapes, they could do considerably less for slave 
society than could patroons.?! 

Capitalizing on their employability and knowledge of white ways, 
enslaved Chesapeake sailors worked at the border of slavery and 
freedom. The historian Gerald Mullin calculated that nearly one quar-

ter of skilled runaway slaves in Virginia between 1736 and 1801 were 

mariners. Maritime slavery grew at mid-century. The small sloops 
conducting Chesapeake Bay’s internal commerce, according to Vir-
ginias Governor William Gooch in 1730, relied on “planters with 
negroes.” These slaves, wrote the governor, “can’t properly be termed 
seamen.” A patronizing remark that refused to associate blackness with 

mobility and skill, it contained a kernel of truth: many of the Bay’s 
slave-sailors had never been beyond Cape Charles and Cape Henry to 
the sea. In 1730 maritime slavery had yet to develop as a significant 
institution in the Chesapeake economy. Slave watermen’s horizons 
expanded after tobacco regulation began in Virginia in 1730, and in 
Maryland in 1747. New laws established public warehouses and re-
quired planters to transport every hogshead of tobacco for inspection. 

Hogsheads formerly hauled short distances from plantation to landing 
and then lightered to ships in the stream were now moved greater 
distances in bay craft manned by slaves.*? 

Gooch’s comment also obscured how readily slave boatmen could 

get to sea, and how the navigation of sloops provided rudimentary 
training in fundamental seafaring skills, especially as the century pro-

gressed. As in the lower South, enslaved men of color in the Chesa-
peake took charge of vessels, managing their crews, their navigation, 
and their lading. By 1770 it was common to refer to runaway slaves’ 
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considerable experience as watermen; one such slave had “gone Skip-

per of the Sloop for some Years past, and is well acquainted with the 
Bay and most of the Rivers in Virginia and Maryland.’ 

The rise of an indigenously owned Chesapeake merchant fleet in 
the middle of the eighteenth century pushed more slaves seaward. As 

London merchants lost their grip on the Chesapeake tobacco trade in 
the middle of the century, Bay shipping increasingly became controlled 

by merchants in ports such as Annapolis, Chestertown, and Norfolk, 
as well as by planters investing in shipping. In 1742 Virginians owned 

and operated only about 25 ocean-going vessels, ranging from sloops 

to ships. Twenty years later Virginians owned 102 vessels, of 6,168 
registered tons, manned by 827 sailors. Shipowning in Maryland grew 

in a parallel fashion. As the preeminent maritime historian of the 
Chesapeake explains, “Men like Robert Carter of Nomini Hall, who 
owned interests in iron mines, forges, mills, and farms, constantly 
employed schooners and sloops for transporting goods from one river 
to another, for collecting cargoes, lightering large ships anchored in 
the channels of rivers, and for the exchange of grain and lumber for 
West India products and south European wines.”#4 

By 1783, 56 percent of the sea captains in Annapolis owned slaves, 

and eight of nine slaveowning captains (including those with the 
most slaves) owned no land. Apparently they employed slaves aboard 

ship. Carter himself owned at least two schooners regularly engaged 
between Richmond and Norfolk: a mulatto man named William 

Lawrence sailed as master of the Harriot in 1774; “negro Cesar” skip-

pered the other. The life of a slave called Ishmael, who fled in 1778, 
suggests how maritime slavery grew with the rise of an urban mer-
cantile class. Ishmael “had been bred to the sea by Mr. Cornelius 
Calvert of Norfolk.” 

Chesapeake politicians nevertheless recognized seafaring’s pipeline 

to freedom. In 1753 the House of Delegates in Annapolis passed “An 

Act to prevent masters of ships and vessels from clandestinely carrying 

servants and slaves. . . out of this province.” Legislators tried to halt 
the black runaways who gravitated to chronically shorthanded ships 
in hopes of replacing white deserters. White seamen felt that the 
tobacco colonies were “one of the worst countries in the Universe for 

Sailors.” European seamen in the Chesapeake were prone to “Fluxes, 
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Fevers, and the Belly-Ache,” according to a local in 1746 who blamed 

them for indulging too much in fresh fruits and fresh water; “and 
then,” he fumed, “they in their Tarpawlin Language, cry, God D——— 

the Country.” Seamen also feared impressment by Royal Navy squad-
rons in Hampton Roads and Norfolk throughout much of the war-
torn eighteenth century. With mariners’ wages frequently better in 
Philadelphia, tobacco ship crews routinely lit out for Pennsylvania. 
Shorthanded captains chose not to inquire about the background of 
willing hands. A slave named John, who “has been used to going by 
Water,’ according to his master, probably “made off in some vessel.” 
A mulatto fellow named Jason, who ran from near Patapsco Neck in 
Baltimore County in 1763, “will endeavor to pass for a Sailor, as he 
has been for some Time by Water.” On the Bay, as in other parts of 
the Atlantic world, the distinction between enslaved boatman and 

quasi-free seaman could easily blur.* 

Voyaging between the West Indies, Europe, and the American main-

land enabled enslaved seamen to observe the Atlantic political econ-

omy from a variety of vantage points, to subvert their masters’ disci-
pline, and to open plantation society to outside influences. Thus 
maritime slavery came at no small cost to slaveholders. It came at no 
small cost to slaves, either: the deep-sea trades in the middle of the 
eighteenth century were still manned primarily by white men, who, 
though they accommodated blacks in their midst, also forced them to 
cope with a largely white world. Even as the maritime labor force 
became more racially diverse by the end of the century, seafaring slaves 
had no choice but to straddle black and white worlds. 

Slaves were drawn increasingly into the maritime labor market of 
the northern colonies during the middle of the war-torn eighteenth 
century, when seamen often were in short supply. When Pennsylvania’s 

lieutenant governor dispatched several ships from Philadelphia for 
Hispaniola to exchange French prisoners during the Seven Years War, 

half the seamen were “Negro Mariners.’ Ten percent of the slaveown-

ers in Philadelphia in 1767 were mariners, men who frequently owned 

a slave before they owned a home. And two of the ten-man crew 
aboard Briton Hammon’s sloop were of African descent on his voyage 

in 1747, although the population around Boston was nowhere near 20 
percent black.>’ 
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In the estimation of many white northerners, sailors and slaves were 

cut from similar cloth: following one of the worst anti-impressment 
riots in Boston’s history, the Knowles riot of 1747 (just weeks before 

Hammon sailed), Boston’s Town Meeting claimed “that the said Riot-

ous Assembly consisted of Foreign Seamen Servants Negroes and 
other Persons of Mean and Vile Condition.” More than wartime 

disruption and hierarchical ideology pushed slaves seaward, however. 

Northern masters frequently did not have regular work for bonds-
men, especially once the harvest was stored. Some male slaves alter-
nated between farm and forecastle. But the greatest difference between 

northern maritime slavery and its plantation variant was that a higher 

proportion of northern maritime slaves were seamen as opposed to 
coastal boatmen. Working in largely white crews, and often under the 
watchful gaze of their masters, they sailed regularly to Europe, the 
West Indies, and Africa.*® 

Slaves constituted only 2 or 3 percent of the mid- to late-eighteenth-

century population in Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Massachu-
setts, but they frequently lived clustered in maritime towns such as 
New London, Portsmouth, and Boston. Maritime slavery shaped lo-
cal black society until the American Revolution; free black seafaring 
shaped it thereafter. In Rhode Island, the undisputed leader of the 
American slave trade and the blackest province in the region, enslaved 

sailors and stevedores were common. A Rhode Island newspaper 
advertiser sought “5 Negro Men,” specifying three sailors and two 
coopers. Quam Briggs, a slave mariner from Newport, left “on a 
Whaling Voige in the Ship george” in September 1775, having been 
hired by his master to Captain Aaron Sheffield. For New England 
masters, slaves were productive workers as well as status symbols. In 

their own estimation, as the founders of Newport's Free African Union 

Society put it in 1780, slaves and recent freedmen were “strangers and 

outcastes in a strange land, attended with many disadvantages and 
evils . . . which are like to continue on us and on our children while 

we and they live in this country.”%? 

New England slaves labored not only for ostentatious merchants 
such as Boston’s Peter Fanueil and Rhode Island’s Godfrey Malbone, 

but also for distillers, ropemakers, shopkeepers, yeomen, coopers, 
innkeepers, tanners, and victualers—ambitious men who wished to 
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emulate their betters. Twenty percent of the male slaves in Massachu-

setts’s Suffolk County during the 1740s were owned by mariners, 
shipwrights, and fishermen; many others were held by shipowning 
merchants or by nonmariners who nevertheless hired out their slaves 
as seamen. And the eighteenth-century Nantucket whale fishery long 
relied on black and Indian labor.’ 

Men of color like Briton Hammon and Moses Newmock (his mu-

latto shipmate) were thus pushed by masters and pulled by personal 
predilection into an Atlantic labor market of “renegades, castaways, 
and mariners.” Although New England seafaring attracted sons of 
established farmers who would someday inherit land, but who in the 

meantime sought wages as a supplement to family income, it also en-
snared penniless locals, along with men that Hammon called “strang-

ers.’ They were white men without connections near Cape Cod or 
Plymouth, and quite likely without attachments to land elsewhere, 
who worked for wages as North Atlantic capitalism reorganized tra-
ditional labor arrangements. White sailors sometimes feared that a 
black shipmate might be worth more simply because he could be sold. 

They were not far from the mark. When Hammon’s sloop was “cast 
away on Cape Florida,” murderous Indian wreckers spared only him 
as they plundered the vessel.*! 

ATTRIBUTING THE EXISTENCE of maritime slavery simply to a 

demand for labor, to the rapid succession of wars that drained white 
manpower from merchant vessels, or to the demographics of slave 
societies is to miss the dialectical nature of slavery itself. Blacks affected 

their own destiny. Obviously, many slaves found themselves at sea 
through their owners’ decisions, like the New York bondsman adver-
tised in 1761 as “brought up from his Infancy to the sea.” But slaves 
like Briton Hammon negotiated with their masters to allow them the 
privilege of a sea voyage. Slaves like Samuel Johnson, a Chesapeake 

runaway during the American Revolution, ran to the relatively anony-
mous wharves and ships of the eighteenth-century Atlantic world. 
Slaves like Cudjoe, the patroon of a schooner in South Carolina, 
expressed a preference for maritime work over agricultural labor; such 
men derived status from their travel, trading, skill, and identity as 
mariners.” 
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Seafaring lured black men with certain psychological profiles. Em-

barking upon a voyage below the distant horizon literally meant 
striking out anew. Aesthetically, a well-navigated ship in the midst of 

the primal sea conveyed a powerful image of stability in flux—an 
image profoundly appealing to those with little control over their lives. 

Unconscious yearnings and subliminal images did not keep ships from 

being potentially hellish workplaces, much less keep worms from the 

hardtack. Those yearnings and images, however, dovetailing as they 
did with certain aspects of the social psychology of African American 

people, cast seafaring in a fundamentally appealing way for slaves— 
complemented, perhaps, by the ancestral African reverence for water 

spirits. Joshua Blue, a New York slave who ran away in 1800, had, 
according to his owner, probably gone to sea, as he had often men-
tioned that “if free, he should prefer that mode of life.”* 

Slaves like Blue recognized their limited choices and chose to ig-
nore much of contemporary whites’ folk wisdom about seafaring 
hazards. “Those who would go to sea for pleasure would go to hell 
for a pastime,” ran one proverb. Gear failures aloft sent men plunging 
to their deaths, while common navigational errors—and plain bad 
luck—stranded ships and drowned sailors. Mariners who cheated 
death faced other aggravations. Ships bred vermin and forecastles 
stank of fetid bilgewater. Sailors were debilitated by vitamin-deficient 
food, blazing sun, and wet accommodations; threatened by their own 

ship’s equipment and the sea’s perils; and answerable to tyrannical 
captains backed by harsh admiralty laws. Yet ships nonetheless became 

both a means to escape and an end in themselves for black men on 
the lam, as well as an appealing workplace for maritime slaves. The 
terrible cycle of degradation that most slaves faced ashore dulled the 
jagged edges of life before the mast, as Johnson and Cudjoe well knew. 

Eighteenth-century seafarers of color lived with ironic contradic-
tions. Moment to moment, all sailors endured confinement. Five brisk 

paces would span the length of most colonial merchantmen’s quarter-
decks from the taffrail to the break of the deck; another six or seven 

steps would carry a resolute man to the very eyes of the vessel, where 
the windlass and knightheads checked his stride. If a sailor was not 
hemmed in by the bulwarks and the sea itself there was always the 
law: desertion remained a crime for sailors who had not completed 
their stipulated voyage. Slavery compounded seafaring’s confinement. 
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Joseph, a cook on the Dragon and the sole black aboard for more than 

a year voyaging between London, Jamaica, and Boston, felt the isola-
tion of being the only black, the only slave, and the only cook. 
Moreover, slaveholders hiring out a mariner like Joseph or Caesar, “an 

Artful Fellow” and “a very good Seaman,” routinely cautioned captains 

to “keep him on Board, for if he gets on Shore am afraid of his running 

away.” By contrast, sailors’ workplaces encompassed virtually limitless 

horizons compared with those of their enslaved brothers and sisters 
toiling ankle-deep in field muck, or scouring a white woman’s floor. 
The political consequences of black seafaring originated to no small 
degree from the comparative lessons in political economy internalized 

by veteran slave voyagers who managed to get ashore or talk with 
lightermen in ports of call.“4 

Royal Navy press gangs worked in concert with maritime slavery, 
and blacks’ own predispositions, to solidify a black seafaring tradi-
tion. During the interminable wars of the eighteenth century, sailors 
throughout the Atlantic world watched warily for the aggressive rush 
of the press. Black sailors shared “the same fate as the free-born white 

man,” according to Admiral Lord Colvill in 1762, and were commonly 

impressed.*> This forcible conscription of seafaring men to work the 

king or queen’s ships had long been considered a prerogative of the 
crown. At the end of each war the Admiralty shortsightedly reduced 
the navy to a skeleton force. New hostilities always renewed the need 

for sailors and grossly overtaxed the chronically inefficient recruitment 

systems. In 1755 Henry Laurens observed from Charleston that a 
man-of-war was “pressing men for a whole Week, during which the 
Orrels Men [merchant sailors] lay hid in the Country.” Sailors desper-

ately tried to dodge the press during the War of the Spanish Succession 
(Queen Anne’s War), the War of Jenkins’s Ear, the War of the Austrian 

Succession (King George’s War), the Seven Years War, the American 
Revolution, and the Wars of the French Revolution, or Napoleonic 
Wars. But for 65 of the 115 years between 1700 and 1815 war raged at 

sea. Naval ships (like sugar plantations) consumed men at a voracious 
rate, and Britain’s much-vaunted fleet could be manned only at the 
expense of sailors’ liberty.‘ 

Black and white sailors regarded impressment and naval service 
from their own distinct vantage points. Black men had every reason 
to fear the press: it was quite colorblind. But free black sailors circu-
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lating around the Atlantic faced the constant and greater fear of 
enslavement. After Peter van Trump shipped in a brigantine from St. 

Thomas, bound, he thought, for Europe in the summer of 1725, he 
discovered that Captain Mackie’s actual destination was North Caro-
lina. A white man there corralled him as a slave, despite van Trump's 

protest that it was “against all right.” Blacks were invariably assumed 
to be slaves unless they could prove otherwise. Thus “One Negro 
Named Henry Who pretends to be free” was given “three years to 
prove his freedom” by a Rhode Island Admiralty Court judge after 
being seized from the sloop Postilion in 1746, “during wch time he 
remain in the Captors hands.”4’ 

White sailors faced no such threats, and many opted for work in 
the West Indies, where fewer press gangs prowled. “The [white] Sea-

men in Jamaica, being chiefly employed in Sloops, either in Privateer-

ing or Trading on the Coast of [New] Spain,” wrote Captain Nathaniel 

Uring, “are unwilling to sail in Ships, because there is more Work, and 

loath to go to Europe, for fear of being imprest into the Publick 
Service.” Black sailors like Olaudah Equiano, by contrast, loathed the 

West Indies for its slavery. Equiano had served years in the Royal Navy 

and knew about impressment firsthand. He had even worked with a 
press gang when “we wanted some hands to complete our comple-
ment.” Once free and working as a mariner in the merchant service, 
he preferred to take his chances on the coast of Europe, fearing 
impressment into “Publick Service” substantially less than re-enslave-
ment in the Caribbean.“ 

Blacks often found the navy a refuge from the myriad oppressions 
arrayed against them, even as white sailors (especially impressed ones) 

rhetorically described naval service as slavery. Black sailors’ definition 

of freedom accommodated that rigid hierarchical structure. As a rule, 

naval ships had easier work and better food than vessels operated 
by parsimonious merchants, who scrimped on victuals and on the 
number of men they hired to work a ship. Naval service also held out 

the promise of prize money, pensions, and hospitalization for aged 
or injured seamen. Although free-born white English seamen raged 
against the despotism of impressment, many actually preferred service 

on the king’s ships to merchant seafaring for these concrete reasons, 
especially in peacetime. 

Most important for blacks was that the navy protected them from 
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man-stealers and slavemasters. When in 1758 a Maryland slaveowner 

claimed a black naval sailor named William Stephens as his slave, the 

Admiralty refused to surrender him. Stephens had volunteered for the 

king’s service; he was also a skilled seaman too valuable to lose in time 

of war. The lords of the Admiralty intervened that same year on behalf 
of William Castillo, who as a slave-sailor had worked for his owner 

and captain on a Boston merchant ship during the early 1750s. Run-
ning from his master, Castillo joined the navy, as had Stephens. But 
in 1758 his master met him on an English street. He had Castillo 
arrested, and secured him with an iron collar aboard ship, threatening 
to sell him in Barbados. When the collared Castillo wrote to the 

Admiralty for protection, their lordships responded that “the laws of 
this country admit of no badges of slavery, therefore the Lords hope 
and expect that whenever he [Admiral Holburne] discovers any at-
tempt of this kind, he should prevent it; and that the Lords desire to 
be informed how Castillo is rated on the ship’s books.” By no means 

could every runaway slave find safety or liberty aboard naval ships, 
but skilled seamen often did, especially in wartime.” 

Throughout much of the eighteenth century, when most mariners 
of color were slaves, racial stereotyping defined black men’s roles 
aboard ship. Blacks frequently filled special billets as cooks, officers’ 
servants, or musicians, reinforcing their distinction from the seamen 
proper. In fact, the emergence of black sailors in the Atlantic plantation 

system hinged to some degree on whites’ belief that blacks should fill 
certain service positions—ashore or at sea. Of some forty-five men 
mustered aboard the Rhode Island privateer Revenge in 1741, four were 

black: James Jennings, a free seaman, and three slaves—the cook’s mate 

Daniel Waller, the first mate’s servant Samuel Kerby, and the “Captain’s 

Negro and Drummer,” Richard Norton, also called “Negro Dick.” 
There is little evidence of the meaning African American men on 

the Revenge attached to their service aboard ship, or of how Jen-
nings’s experiences differed from those of the enslaved black men. We 

know that Jennings received small arms along with white sailors who 

shipped with him in the Bahamas, for both blacks and whites were 
fighting men. Richard Norton probably benefited from some perqui-
sites of the cabin in his role as the captain’s servant. The slave Olaudah 

Equiano remembered being “very happy” while serving as the captain’s 
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personal steward aboard H.M.S. Aetna, “for I was extremely well-
treated by all on board; and had leisure to improve myself in reading 
and writing.” Slaves aboard ship as officers’ servants were rarely mus-

tered as sailors, and though possibly lonely, their position allowed 
some autonomy in the relative privacy of the cabin.°° 

Sharing much of the work but separated from the rest of the men 
by responsibility for food, and often by race, cooks and cooks’ mates 
like Daniel Waller frequently bore the brunt of sailors’ deviltry. No 
statistics are available for the eighteenth century, but at Baltimore in 
1806, 16 percent of the African American mariners were recorded as 
cooks or stewards in the crew lists, as were 24 percent at Philadelphia 

in 1803, and 51 percent at Providence, Rhode Island, in 1810. Most 
telling is that at those ports, and at turn-of-the-century Salem, Mas-
sachusetts, almost no white men filled the cooks’ or stewards’ berths— 

roles reserved for blacks. Aboard a man-of-war the cook had charge 

of a real galley below decks, with a substantial brick hearth and sizable 

kettles. Most cooks, however, sweated and swayed aboard tiny mer-
chantmen, sloops or schooners from forty to sixty feet long manned 
by only eight or ten men. There the cook’s domain was the caboose, 
a sort of stunted sentry box lashed to the deck and sheltering a crude 
hearth on which he “dressed the Victuals” by boiling or roasting. 
Hunched in the swirling woodsmoke and braced against the relentless 
motion of the ship, a merchantman’s grimy cook coped with few 
utensils, monotonous salted provisions, and more abuse than glory at 
mealtime.*! 

Black musicians savored more of the limelight. As the drummer 
aboard Revenge, Richard Norton constantly drew attention to him-
self on deck and ashore. Privateersmen drilled at great guns and 
small arms and repaired to battle stations when the drummer “beat 
to quarters.” Norton may have enjoyed the satisfaction of watching 
crowds gather round him in ports of call, too. Privateering captains 
recruited sailors by establishing a rendezvous (called a “rondy”) at a 
tavern, where men would be encouraged to sign ship’s articles (the 
contract between sailors and captains) and receive credit for an outfit. 

Captains “drummed up” men for the rondy by sending drummers 
and fifers to march through the streets. 

Although black men did not hold a monopoly on musicians’ berths, 
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prescribing such roles for men of color remained common. A “Negro 
Drummer” named Diamond sailed aboard the sloop Albany on a 
trading venture down east from Massachusetts in 1732, and “a negro 
boy named Abraham, about 16 years of age,’ who “beats the drum” 
probably had little trouble finding a berth in Charleston in 1779. The 
master from whom Abraham fled believed him to be “lurking about 
the wharfs, or on board of some vessel, as he is fond of the sea.” Black 

Sam, “a good drummer and fifer,’ deserted from the Comet brigantine 
of war at Charleston in 1777. Equiano’s first master, Captain Pascal, 
wanted him to learn the French horn; and John Marrant, a free black 

man in South Carolina during the American Revolution, asserted that 

he “was pressed on board the Scorpion, sloop of war, as their musician, 

as they were told I could play on music.” Marrant was, by his own 
admission, “master both of the violin and of the French horn.” A 
tavern near St. Katherine’s Stairs in London regularly used for enlist-

ment rendezvous suggested this association between black sailors and 

music: the proprietor called it “The Black Boy and Trumpet.’ As late 

as 1808 a U.S. naval surgeon wrote, “There will be no difficulty in 
procuring a ‘fiddler, especially among the coloured men, in every 
American frigate, who can play most of the common dancing tunes.» 

Enslaved musicians brought status to their masters—especially 
aboard privateers and naval vessels, where black boys with trumpets 
were considered showpieces. Being assigned as musicians, a niche of 
notoriety if not honor, was not necessarily a liability for blacks pro-
vided that they had talent. Stereotypical roles like this often have 
provided maneuvering room for African Americans, even though such 

roles pandered to the caste system in which blacks were expected to 
serve whites. But seatime as musicians, much less as servants, did not 

introduce black men to the mysteries of the sailors’ art, nor initiate 
them fully into the fraternity of seafaring men. And it accentuated 
racial division aboard ship. 

The case of seafaring black servants and musicians suggests that 
slavery, maritime or otherwise, meant much more than the exploita-
tion of labor. Moral complacency and the desire for privilege led 
whites to incorporate race into the social structure of the early modern 
Atlantic world. White colonial culture superimposed racial meanings 
on a form of labor organization that need not have been racial. Long 
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after maritime slavery had become virtually extinct in the deep-sea 
trades, cooks’ and stewards’ berths were frequently assigned by race; 

captains’ and mates’ berths inevitably were. 

Seamen of color became part of the process by which black people 

forged a complex, though not homogenous, racial identity—a process 
that spoke to the constantly changing cultural distinctiveness of black 
Americans. Although marvelous histories exist revealing complex re-
lationships between American slaves, free blacks, masters, and other 
whites, there is nonetheless a tendency in much African American 
social history to narrow the range of possibilities open to black people 

throughout history. Insufficient attention is generally paid to the 
tensions and contradictions among blacks. Too many histories assume 

implicitly that black people were restricted by their culture, or that 
their culture assured their distinctiveness. Culture, however, can be 

imagined as a river—picking up contributions from contacts along-
shore and feeder streams, relegating parts of itself to back-eddies, 
losing yet others to silent evaporation or stranding, and constantly 
mixing its elements, even while it moves inexorably along a course 
that it continually redefines. A static sense of culture, by contrast, 
almost invariably leads to the impression that culture confines—that 
it is more like the channel than the river itself. 

Sailors constantly crossed cultural and geographic boundaries as 
they maneuvered between white and black societies ashore and mari-
time society afloat. Through interactions in the maritime workplace, 
African American sailors combined and recombined their various 

identities (racial, regional, gender, class, occupational) in different 
ways. Among a ship’s crew of black and white sailors, for instance, 
Briton Hammon defined himself as one of “the people” collectively 

chiding the captain; in Spanish Cuba, as an Englishman and slave 
desperate to escape; in Indian camps, a civilized man; in New England, 

“a Negro Man”; and aboard the slaver on which he enlisted, a free 
seaman on wages or a Briton—not a captive African. Strikingly absent 

from Hammon’s account of seafaring during the 1740s and 1750s is 
any sense of a unified identity among people of color, something to 
which black seamen contributed as the century wore on.» 

Hammon’s multiple identities and his equanimity with the harness 
of benevolent slavery were counterpointed by the rage of blacks like 
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Cyrus, “a lusty young Negroe Man” who fled a Virginia master in 1751 

after he “formerly belong’d to the Estate of Merchant Bell, of London, 

and follow’d the Sea.” Seeking freedom pell-mell, Cyrus had already 

“been a great Run-away, tried for his Life and burnt in the hand” when 

he headed for the York River “to endeavour to get on board some 
Vessel.” Hammon’s and Cyrus’s varied actions, and the cosmopolitan-

ism of black sailors in general, substantiate James Clifford's notion 
that identity can be “conceived not as a boundary to be maintained, 
but as a nexus of relations and transactions actively engaging a sub-

ject’ Through such encounters roaming black sailors nurtured the 
creation of a black America that, though embodied in various com-
munities and riven by various identities, would come to understand 
itself during the late eighteenth century as “African”—of a piece with, 

yet separate from, Africa.54 

Situated on vessels connecting all corners of the Atlantic world, 
black seafaring men were newsmongers central to the formation of 
black America and a multidimensional racial identity. They broadcast 

accounts from blacks’ perspectives regarding the Haitian Revolution, 
the movements to abolish the slave trade and emancipate slaves, and 
the debate over colonization that centered on the question of whether 

people of color would remain in the United States. Outside the pale 
of these debates and events, the mundane ebb and flow of black sailors’ 

daily lives substantiated the unity of the black Atlantic, even as it 
brought into focus differences among diasporic blacks. A slave named 

Jim fled down Virginia’s James River in 1802 to City Point, or Norfolk, 

and then went “to Philadelphia and New York on board of a vessel,” 
which, his master said, “I am inclined to think . . . he makes a practice 

of.” Seamen like Jim compared the lives of blacks on plantations with 

those in seaports; and, drawing on storytelling traditions prominent 
among sub-Saharan Africans and Atlantic seafarers, they talked. Sea-
men also achieved distinction as leaders within eighteenth-century 
Afro-America. The list is long, and includes Prince Hall, James Forten, 

Denmark Vesey, Paul Cuffe, and Olaudah Equiano.* 

Seafaring thus conveyed dramatically different status and perqui-
sites for black and white workers. Whereas white seamen were among 

the most marginalized men in white society, black seamen found 
access to privileges, worldliness, and wealth denied to most slaves. 
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Nothing conveys this more strikingly than the fact that sailors wrote 
the first six autobiographies of blacks published in English before 1800. 

Not only did their pens bridge oral black culture with what had been 
an exclusively white world of letters, but theirs was the opening salvo 
in what would become a barrage of antislavery literature by black 
authors dedicated to liberation. Seafaring men were in the vanguard 
of defining a new black ethnicity for the many African peoples dis-
persed by Atlantic slavery.* 

Pioneering black men of letters did not rely on the sea as a literary 
device, nor on their own seafaring as a metaphor in the vein of white 
authors like William Falconer or Richard Henry Dana. They chose to 

identify themselves not primarily as seamen, but as Christians and 
Africans—troles that served their antislavery cause and the creation of 

a diasporic consciousness. Relatively privileged compared with their 
brethren toiling in the fields, they nevertheless understood seafaring 
as yet another form of compulsory and unpaid labor. Their wide-rang-

ing maritime work informed their writing, however, as it honed their 
perspectives on variations in race and slavery throughout the Atlantic. 

Early black seafaring autobiographers did not root their personal 
narratives in American or European locales. As citizens of the world, 

they were detached from place in a way that the authors of many later 
slave narratives were not, and in ways that few whites wished to be. 
Olaudah Equiano (in 1789) and James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw 
(circa 1770) paid substantial attention to their African cultural and 
geographic origins, defining themselves in opposition to the societies 

in which they currently lived. But with little chance of repatriation to 
a now strange Africa, these black intellectuals envisioned themselves 

as members of an international black community. 
Blacks had to reconcile their potential for personal attachment to a 

region and its black community with their legal exclusion from its 
polity and their moral objection to its laws. Nevertheless, some Afri-
can-born slaves created such bonds in Barbados, Jamaica, and South 

Carolina. This became easier for subsequent generations who were 
born in a colony or whose ancestors (or fictive kin) were interred 
there. White Barbadians proudly regarded their island as the “most 
ancient” British West Indian colony, and according to the British 
traveler George Pinckard, exhibited “a sense of distinction” that was 
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“strongly manifested in the sentiment conveyed by the vulgar expres-
sion so common to the island—‘neither Charib, nor Creole, but true 

Barbadian.” Pinckard reported that the sentiment was shared “even 
by the slaves, who proudly arrogate a superiority above the negroes 
of the other islands! Ask one of them if he was imported, or is a 
Creole, and he immediately replies—‘Me neder Chrab, nor Creole, 
Massa!—me troo Barbadian born.” Pinckard may have taken slaves’ 
ready response too much at face value: parodying whites was a favorite 

form of expression among slaves. But less controversial evidence un-

earthed by Philip Morgan in eighteenth-century advertisements for 
runaway South Carolinian slaves suggests “some extraordinary in-
stances of attachment to a particular locale.” Compare that with a 
sample of fifty black sailors shipping out of Philadelphia in 1798. Only 
five were native Philadelphians. Repeatedly removed from place in a 

way that most slaves were not, traveling sailors cultivated an identity 
with the Atlantic community of color.>’ 

African-born seafarers like Olaudah Equiano and John Jea recog-
nized the ability of Africans in America to redefine the term “African” 

in a characteristically creole way. Jea’s consistent description of himself 
as an “African” illuminates the creation of “Africa” itself in the iden-

tities of late-eighteenth-century black people, and refers to much more 

than his birthplace on the continent. Born at Old Calabar on the Niger 
Delta in 1773, Jea could have been born an Ibo, an Efik, an Ibibio, or 

into any other ethnicity common there. His family probably had not 
long considered themselves “Africans.” Nondiscerning Europeans im-

posed “African” as a general label on blacks native to a host of 
ethnicities and polities. Ibo, Mandingo, and Ashanti people, among 
others, then refashioned the term into a diasporic black identity in 
the ports and plantations of the New World. For individual blacks 
this did not happen immediately; few eighteenth-century black slaves 

born in Africa readily discarded their birth ethnicity and assumed an 
“African” identity. An intermediate stage of acculturation to Euro-
American practices, and reassessment of the role of blacks in the New 

World, almost invariably intervened. Equiano’s autobiography makes 
this clear. He declines to label himself an “African” in early chapters, 

referring to himself instead as an Eboe or as a man from Benin. After 
three years of slavery he had become substantially acculturated to 
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English ways, in a few particulars “almost an Englishman,” he wrote, 

largely because he had spent so much time aboard ship in the com-
pany of Englishmen. As his political consciousness developed, how-
ever, he began to refer to himself as “the African,” or “the oppressed 
Ethiopian.” %8 

The African identity cultivated by worldly diasporic blacks empha-
sized racial and political realities, and was by no means synchronous 
with that of indigenous peoples of the continent. Nothing reveals this 

more clearly than the resounding refusal of most free African Ameri-
cans to embrace their own deportation to Africa as part of the colo-
nization movement. As the sailmaker James Forten wrote from Phila-

delphia to Captain Paul Cuffe in 1817, “We had a large meeting of 
males at the Rev. R. Allen’s church the other evening. Three thousand 

at least attended, and there was not one soul that was in favor of going 

to Africa.’ Many African Americans’ new African identity, like that of 

Equiano, was heavily laced with Christianity, “civilization,” and market 

values. Although less-educated black sailors were not as Europeanized 

as Equiano, they no longer defined themselves primarily through 
referents from the continent of Africa (even if they referred to them-
selves as “African”) but through hybridized black American ones.°? 

Through their daily confrontations with whites, seamen straddling 
black and white worlds became more self-consciously “African” than 

were many slaves immersed in the black majorities of South Carolina 
or Jamaica. Cultural norms do not depend on an “other” the way that 
race (a specific social relationship) does. Ancestral spiritual commu-
nications, ring-shouts, and certain funerary practices, for instance, 
were heartfelt expressions of slaves’ cosmology, largely irrelevant to 

the existence of whites. Many of the slaves’ cultural practices were 
inward-looking, serving to bond people of color to one another in 
black contexts, but not necessarily to delineate them from whites. The 

specifically “African” identity espoused by many African American 
sailors, by contrast, emerged not so much from blacks’ cultural sepa-
ration from whites as from political contact with them. 

Sailors thus became for black people in the Atlantic world what 
newspapers and the royal mail service were for white elites: a mode 
of communication integrating local communities into the larger com-
munity of color, even as they revealed regional and local differences. 
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In November 1756 a Bermudian-born slave named Thyas, “an extraor-

dinary good Caulker, and a tolerable good Ship Carpenter,” fled from 
the master to whom he had been sold on St. Eustatius. Eight months 
later he was seen in Bermuda; fourteen months after that his master 

“heard that he had got to South Carolina,’ where he was “harboured 
somewhere with a run away Wench.” Thyas capitalized not only on 
his maritime skill to circulate between those places, but on networks 
of information about how to proceed and what he might find. Other 
sailors appropriated ships as conduits for political dissent, as the 
careers of Equiano, Jea, Denmark Vesey, and Robert Wedderburn 
clearly testify.®° 

Whites leery of black threats recognized the danger posed by sea-
faring men of color moving freely along shipping lanes, especially 
during the Haitian Revolution that began in 1791. But try as they might 

to stop the flow of blacks’ ideas around the Atlantic world, whites 
could not. “We may expect therefore black crews, and supercargoes 
and missionaries [from revolutionary St. Domingue] into the south-
ern states,’ wrote Thomas Jefferson after President John Adams rein-

stituted trade between the United States and St. Domingue in 1799. “If 

this combustion can be introduced among us under any veil whatever, 
we have to fear it?®! 

Seamen like the ones who scared Thomas Jefferson by circulating 
revolutionary ideas were among the most worldly of all slaves. Many 

were well traveled and multilingual—a skill useful for fostering links 
between otherwise discrete black communities. A “Negro man named 

Luke” ran off from his master in Cainboy, South Carolina, in 1763. He 

“has been us’d to the seas, speaks English, French, Spanish, and Dutch, 

and probably may attempt to get off in some vessel.” A “mustee man 
slave, born in Caracoa [that is, Curacao, Dutch West Indies], about 50 

years of age,’ ran off from the schooner Hannah in Charleston, South 
Carolina, in 1783. He had lived for a while in North Carolina but, more 

important, had been “employed in the West Indies as a coasting sailor 

[and] speaks all the languages used there.” His frustrated master felt 
that the man may have headed back to North Carolina or may “have 
gotten on board some vessel going to sea.’ Multilingual men like 
these, with extensive knowledge of the Americas, had better-than-av-
erage chances to escape from their masters and, perhaps more sig-
nificantly, the ability to spin yarns that implicitly or explicitly drama-
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tized commonalities (and differences) among widely dispersed people 

of color. Throughout the Caribbean, then, legal and clandestine inter-
island trade introduced slave-sailors to interstices in the slave system, 

and to the recognition that whether they spoke English, French Creole, 

Danish, or papiamento, they had a great deal in common throughout 
plantation and maritime America. 

The constant movement of storytelling black sailors became an 
integral part of the process through which various blacks created a 
sense of both connectedness and individuality within their new black 

ethnicity. Fundamental to diasporic identity was the recognition that 
all New World blacks, whether in New England, North Carolina, Nevis, 

or New Spain, inhabited a common ground closed to whites. Divisions 

certainly existed, creating fear and suspicion. But time after time, in 
seaport after seaport, vessels arrived with strange black men who led 
local blacks to the revelation, during lengthy port stays, that those 
strangers inhabited a definably black cosmos of dance, spirituality, and 

resistance to slavery; and that the African identity they imported had 

broad applicability. 

Money Vose was one of the ten million Africans transported 
across the dangerous water stretching westward to the land of the 
dead, where he became one of the melancholy founding fathers of a 
new people. Shortly after the American Revolution, Vose eluded his 
slavery and mysteriously arrived in Essex County, Massachusetts. Essex 

County ran east-northeast from Boston along the rockbound coast, 
through Salem’s smugly prosperous Georgian streets and the pungent 

salt-cod ports of Marblehead and Gloucester, past proud Cape Ann 
jutting seaward and the undulating salt marshes near Ipswich, right 
to the New Hampshire border. More than oceans separated it from 
the ancient stretch of tropical West Africa on which young Vose had 
hawked bamboo baskets and learned pidgin English before the slavers 
came. 

But with few alternatives, he stayed. Buoyed perhaps by a 1783 
judicial decision that abolished slavery in Massachusetts, or anchored 
by his marriage into the county’s black population of 880 domestics, 
farm workers, and seamen, Vose attached himself to the household 

and patronage of Captain Fitz William Sargent and began to follow 
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the sea, finding a limited freedom before the mast. Like other Essex 
County men who lived afloat for months each year and stood helm 
watch in heavy weather, Vose adopted a rolling gait to counter the 
unceasing motion of lively brigantines and pinkey schooners. “His 
name may be found on the Custom House books in Gloucester,” his 
step-daughter, Nancy Prince, proudly recollected. “His last voyage was 

with Captain Elias Davis, in the brig Romulus.” Captured at sea by a 
British warship and “pressed into their service,’ Vose “died oppressed, 

in the English dominions” in 1812, leaving a disconsolate widow with 

eight children. Although a man who strove to provide for his family, 
he left no estate. No stone marked his grave. But Money Vose left 
stories.© 

Raised in Africa until young manhood, resocialized by blacks in 
New England, and employed for years aboard ship, Vose maneuvered 
between several continents and cultures. Caught up in circumstances 
beyond his control, he found his behavior and his beliefs—like his 
gait—in transition. His stories bespoke an undying connection to 
Africa; his identity, a new orientation to America. Surrounded by one 

of the most unbending regional white cultures in the New World, one 
for which the old Puritan taboos against transgressing social bounda-

ries still resonated eerily, Vose dramatically revealed the instinct of 
Africans in America (and their black descendants) not to separate, but 

to envelop; not to emphasize purity, but to embrace diversity. He 
married a mustee woman by whom he had black American children 
of African and Indian descent, settled into a Protestant family for 
whom the old gods echoed faintly in spirit possession and song, and 
moved to new rhythms, embodying the cultural hybridity that re-
defined eighteenth-century Africans as black Americans. 

It is no surprise that Vose’s descendants remembered him best for 
his stories. Storytellers had been venerated in his ancestral home, and 
both African American people and Atlantic seafarers had a propensity 

for constructing elaborate oral tales in which outrageous actions and 
actual experiences amused and edified their listeners while connecting 

them with a larger universe. Putting the sea squarely in his version of 

black history, Vose’s tales illuminated special places—the Africa of his 

boyhood and the Atlantic ports in which he plied his trade—and 
bestowed a legacy of worldliness on his children. One tale spoke 
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directly of freedom. Coming from a man who in his own words was 
“stolen from Africa,” his freedom tale commanded an audience. While 

Vose told his eloquent and melodious stories in the dramatic perform-

ance style of an African raconteur, accompanied by his listeners’ 
murmured shouts and enthusiastic encouragement, his step-daughter, 
who had “often heard him tell the tale” of his escape from the slaver 
with a shipmate, remembered only its essence. 

I have heard my father describe the beautiful moonlight night when 

they two launched their bodies into the deep, for liberty. When they 

got upon soundings, their feet were pricked with a sea-plant that 

grew under water, they had to retreat, and, at last they reached the 

shore. When day began to break, they laid down under a fence, as 

naked as they were born.® 

With a captivating tale, Money Vose linked memories of his youth-
ful manhood with hope for his family. He spoke of symbolic death 
aboard the white men’s slaver, of bold action in the darkness, of 
struggle and tribulation at sea, and rebirth ashore. In his tale of trial 
and redemption, Vose rewrote the history of the Middle Passage to 
end on an affirmative note for the black Yankees who listened—for 

his father-in-law, also a New Englander stolen from Africa, for his wife 
(the child of that slave and an American Indian), and for his children, 

several of whom followed him to sea during the growth of American 
shipping in the early republic. Like other salt-streaked black storytell-
ers, Vose deftly embroidered a bitter Atlantic maritime sampler with 
his vision of hard-won, if partial, black freedoms, and diasporic ex-
pansion. 

Money Vose knew firsthand wormy bread and salt beef, unceasing 
motion and constant noise, days of monotony and moments of fear. 
He shared in the distinctions with which sailors—black and white—set 

themselves apart from other laboring men, and he recognized that 
however brutal and seamy seafaring was, it offered leeway to men of 
color. Seafaring also kept him in flux. Plying the Atlantic, he remained 

eternally suspended between Africa and America. Each rising sun 
brought with it memories of his youth, and of the beach on which he 
became such a proficient swimmer. We turn eastward now to the 
Africa of his ancestors. 
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I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 

I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 

I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln 

went down to New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy 

bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 

Ive known rivers: 

Ancient, dusky rivers. 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

LANGSTON HUGHES, 

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” (1926) 

In 1780 a SLAVE named Caesar, who had “been accustomed to go 

by water” and who would probably “endeavor to get on board some 
vessel,” gave the slip to his master in Prince George’s County, Mary-

land. Caesar was about twenty-five years old, African-born, but capa-

ble of speaking good English. According to his master, he “boasts 
much of his family in his own country, it being a common saying with 

him, that he is no common negro.” A black sailor named Conner on 
the Virginian sloop Jean in 1779 exhibited connections to Africa of 
another sort—ritually incised “Guinea marks on each of his temples.” 

Speaking “good English,’ wearing a European-style “thick blue sea 
jacket patched with canvass,” “appear|ing] much like a sailor,’ and 
surrounded by white men, Conner otherwise seemed a very assimi-
lated African in 1779.! 
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Seamen like Conner worked primarily with whites in one of the 
most racially integrated labor forces in eighteenth-century America. 
Yet whether braced against the tiller of a merchant sloop under a white 

man’s command or pensively gazing seaward, Conner viewed his 
maritime work from the perspective of his African heritage. His ritual 
scars and Caesar’s boasts about his “own country” speak of how 
profoundly different African sailors were from the white seamen with 

whom they sailed. 
Africans who became sailors in the New World arrived from a 

three-thousand-mile swath of western Africa bounded by Senegam-
bia and Angola. They had been born into societies with substan-
tially different languages, kinship systems, political organizations, re-

ligions, and decorative arts. Nevertheless, underlying cultural unities 
provided a distinctly African foundation from which African Ameri-
can culture would evolve. Africans who came to know one another 

through New World slavery struggled to forge common bonds out of 
the African cultural elements and American social realities they shared. 

Thus the two boatmen who absconded from William Martin’s petti-

auger at Elliott’s Bridge, South Carolina, in 1738—“one an Angola 
Negro, named Levi... the other an Ebo Negro named Kent”—had 
come to understand the pettiauger itself, the water on which it floated, 
the talismans on which they relied, and Martin himself in ways that 
he could not comprehend, and in ways that might have been strange 
even to them just several years earlier. Their new ways transcended 
their separate Angolan and Ebo origins but retained a distinctively 
African character.? 

African legacies—including tangible skills, historical memories, and 

spiritual knowledge—contributed to a new black Atlantic seafaring 
tradition in the Americas. The New World plantation system relied on 

canoes and pettiaugers to transport supplies and plantation products; 
and African boating skills kept that plantation system afloat. Yet as 
African-born slaves handled vessels in Caribbean surf and Carolinian 

rivers, supernatural associations distinguished their perceptions of 
water and watercraft from those of white mariners. Africans did not 

differentiate between categories such as canoe travel and the influence 

of ancestral spirits. All were intertwined in a sacred worldview. Canoes 

and ships had their own layered meanings for Africans, as did the 
cowrie shells used by many West African peoples for money and 
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decoration and regarded as hallowed because they came from deep 
water. African sailors’ consciousness is only recoverable through a 
kaleidoscope of African maritime memories, New World maritime 
slavery, and African spiritual associations with water.’ 

Arricans did not build or navigate complex ships like the caravelas 
redondas in which Portuguese seamen arrived on the west coast of 
Africa during the fifteenth century. African canoe mariners rarely 
voyaged intentionally out of sight of land, and many slaves who 
ultimately came to America had never seen the sea until forcibly 
marched to the coast. With the exception of grumetes, or Africans from 

Upper Guinea who worked for Europeans along the coast, few had 
voyaged in deep-sea vessels. Yet long before Portuguese seamen began 
their advance down the African coast, sub-Saharan peoples had devel-

oped extensive commercial networks by water. “Not only did the 
Niger-Senegal-Gambia [river] complex unite a considerable portion 
of West Africa,” writes the historian John Thornton, “but the Niger 
provided a corridor that ultimately added the Hausa kingdoms, the 
Yoruba states, and the Nupe, Igala, and Benin kingdoms to a hydro-

graphic system that was ultimately connected to the Atlantic.” In west 
central Africa, “riverine commerce was connected with coastal com-

merce and African craft plied the coastal waters between the Zaire and 
the Kwanza.” 

Europeans regarded African watercraft with a curious mixture of 
intrigue (dugout canoes were exotic); respect (African canoes handled 
surf better than European boats); and disdain (Africans’ maritime 
technology unquestionably was less sophisticated than that of Euro-
peans). At the mouth of what Portuguese mariners named the Rio 
Grande River in 1455, Alvise da Mosto and his men encountered 
dugouts that he called zopoli, which, he wrote, “in truth were of a 
great size; one was almost as long as one of our vessels, but not so 
high; and in it were thirty Negroes.” Fernandez reported “huge canoes 

carrying 120 warriors” on the Sierra Leone River about 1506. Writing 
from near the Gold Coast’s Elmina Fortress during the late seventeenth 

century, a Dutch factor named William Bosman provided European 
readers with more detail regarding “a sort of Boats called Canoas; the 
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largest of which are about thirty foot long and six broad . . . Instead 
of Oars [the canoemen] use a sort of Paddles made like a Spade, 
having a Handle about the same length; with which paddling they 
keep the Canoa in a very swift Course.” Watching “Five or Six Hundred 

Canoes which went a Fishing every Morning,” Bosman belittled Afri-

cans’ navigation with typical European condescension: it “is not very 
considerable,” he thought. Yet simultaneously he noted how depend-

ent European traders were on Africans and their boats. Canoes were 
“capable of carrying a reasonable Merchant-Man’s Boat lading,’ he 
wrote. “We generally use them in the transportation of our Goods 
from place to place.” 

In canoes of various lengths and designs, carrying from one person 
to more than one hundred paddlers and warriors, coastal Africans 
conducted commerce and war before they met Europeans. Thereafter, 

canoe-borne trade began to complement that of European deep-sea 
ships, securing much of western Africa in the web of Atlantic com-
mercial capitalism. Shallow and maneuverable, canoes could navigate 
vast stretches of African waterways impassable to deep-draft vessels. 

Propelled by paddlers, they did not rely on the wind. Quicker to 
respond to short, rapid-fire paddle strokes than were European boats 
(with their full ends and more cumbersome oars), certain canoes 
could better negotiate the tumbling surfs that constantly broke over 
much of the coast. Canoes were efficient for short-haul trade, too: 

Mandinga vessels called almadias on the Gambia River carried ap-
proximately one ton of cargo.® 

Canoemen’s collective skill, along with European traders’ depend-

ence on them, comes across clearly in Captain Nathaniel Uring’s 
awestruck description of small boat work during a slaving voyage to 

Loango in 1701. “We saw the Sea break so high, that we began to be 
afraid to venture, and were inclined to return,” he wrote, “but the 
Canow People encouraged and assured us there was no Danger. The 
Canow was large, and had Eight Men to paddle her.’ Uring neatly 
juxtaposed the canoemen’s rhythmic teamwork with nature’s fury. 
“When we came near the Breakers they laid still and watched for a 
Smooth, and then push’d Forward with all their Force, paddling the 
Canow forward or backward as they saw Occasion, often lying between 

the Breakers, which was very terrible to see, roaring both before and 
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behind us; when they saw a fair Opportunity they paddled with all 
their Might toward the Shore and got safe thither.” Competent to 
command a ship back and forth across the Atlantic, Uring recognized 
that he was out of his element in the surf. He willingly entrusted his 
life to skilled African boatmen.’ 

European observers like Uring understood at best only half of what 

they saw regarding Africans and their boats. Watching Gold Coast 
canoe-builders at work on massive tree trunks, larger even than the 
giant cypress that boat slaves would hollow in South Carolina, an 
informant of the Dutch geographer Olfert Dapper noted that canoes 
“of the largest size are made at Cabo das tres Puntas, where trees grow 

which are seventeen or eighteen spans in circumference”’—seven to 

eight feet in diameter. Dapper’s informant, like Uring, saw only the 
physical and the immediate. The huge silk-cotton trees from which 
Bullom canoe-builders in Upper Guinea hewed boats were considered 

sacred residences of spirits called bloms (a noun derived from the same 

root as the Bullom’s name for themselves); and a local proverb affir-

med that “the blood of kings and the tears of the canoe-maker are 
sacred things which must not touch the ground.” More than a century 
later black Jamaicans still revered silk-cotton trees as sacred. For many 

Africans, then, canoes embraced a defining unity of the sacred and 
the secular, a unity transferred to America and sustained in various 
forms in African American culture. The ex-slave Charles Ball remem-

bered an African in early-nineteenth-century South Carolina decorat-
ing the grave of his departed son with “a miniature canoe, about a 
foot long, and a little paddle, with which he said it would cross the 
ocean to his own country.’? 

Skilled African boatmen like the Kru understood vessels as both 

workplaces and connections to the spirit world. The Kru inhabitants 
of Liberia, a region once called the Malagueta or Pepper Coast and 
located just south of Sierra Leone, always impressed Europeans as 
expert boatmen. The Kru were not enslaved as often as peoples from 
Senegambia, the Gold and Slave Coasts, and Kongo-Angola, in part 
because slavers worked less frequently on the Kru coast than elsewhere; 

in part because Europeans valued the Kru as boatmen and interpreters 
and chose not to antagonize them. But exceptions existed. The pre-
ponderance of slave imports to South Carolina during the quarter-
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century before the American Revolution originated in Sierra Leone 
and Liberia. Some Carolinian boatmen undoubtedly could trace their 
spiritual appreciation of canoes and their boat savvy to the Kru coast.!° 

Europeans reserved their highest accolades for Gold Coast canoe-
men like the ones John Barbot saw fitting out “large canoes in which 
they make coasting voyages, as far as Angola.” Barbot believed the 
Mina to be “the fittest and most experienced men to manage and 
paddle the canoes over the bars and breakings,” but he also praised 
canoemen from Axim and Winneba who handled gracefully “the worst 

and most beating seas.” Because many Yoruba and other lagoon-front-

ing peoples on the “Slave Coast”—a four-hundred-mile stretch from 
the western Ivory Coast to the Niger Delta—avoided the open sea, 
European traders planning to land at Slave Coast towns such as 
Whydah, Allada, and Lagos often employed Gold Coast canoemen, 
carrying them and their canoes aboard ship on coastal runs. Skilled 
canoemen were indispensable to trading on stretches of beach domi-
nated by the implacable surf.!! 

Mobile, adaptable, and skilled, African mariners mediated between 

mercantile Africans and Europeans. They served as linguists, pilots, 
and surfmen from Senegambia to Calabar, although the nature of 
European-African commercial connections varied from place to place. 

African boatmen called grumetes in the Senegambia and Sierra Leone 
region known as Upper Guinea became virtual clients of European 
traders. In the Niger Delta, maritime trade occurred with Africans 
maintaining considerable autonomy.” 

American boat slaves recollected not only African maritime tradi-
tions but the interaction of Europeans and Africans on the African 
coast. The American slaves who were most likely to have acquired 
European seafaring skills in Africa were those who lived and worked 

in Senegambia and Sierra Leone. Both the Senegal and the Gambia 
Rivers provided extensive access into the Upper Guinean interior along 

their considerable watersheds, and overland portages even allowed 
canoe trade between the mouth of the Senegal and the Niger Rivers 
far inland in the Bambuhu region. With more than two dozen rivers 
flowing independently into the sea between the Gambia estuary and 
Cape Mount, Portuguese traders called that section of the coast “the 
rivers of the Guinea of Cape Verde.” They were quick to merge local 
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seafaring and boatbuilding practices with Portuguese sails and rigging, 

resulting in a sailing canoe derived from local surfboats.¥ 
Portuguese commerce led to the creation of an Afro-Portuguese 

community of lancados, traders whose political and cultural orienta-
tion was Portuguese, even though by the late seventeenth century they 
were physically indistinguishable from other Africans. Besides the 
lancados, another community arose called grumetes, comprised of 
African boatmen, seamen, soldiers, and others (including women) 
who worked for Europeans and the Afro-Portuguese. John Atkins 
noted in 1721 that the English private traders in Sierra Leone “all keep 

Gromettas (Negro Servants) which they hire from Sherbro River, at 
two Accys or Bars a Month .. . The Men-servants work in the Boats 
and Periagos, which go a trading.” Nicholas Owen and two other white 

men with a dozen grumetes navigated a sloop along the coast from 
near the river Gambia to the Cape Verde Islands in 1753. According to 

Owen, “Black saylors, commonly known by the name of gremetoes, 
volonterely went with us in our expedition for a small demand of 
wages. |4 

Nurturing a collective identity marginal to both Africans and Euro-

peans, grumetes often lived in their own villages and practiced an 
Africanized Catholicism. Limited land and a predisposition to trade 
forced them into commercial pursuits, though generally at a less 
prestigious and profitable level than the lancados whom they served. 
During the seventeenth century, when the port of Cacheu (between 
the Bijagos archipelago and the Gambia River) was at its peak, the 
majority of the numerous skilled boatbuilders there were grumetes 
trained by the Portuguese. At the turn of the eighteenth century, when 

famous French and English buccaneers ranged from the Caribbean 
to West Africa and on to Madagascar, they recruited sailors among 
grumetes. Forty-five of the 157 men captured or killed by the Royal 
Navy aboard Captain Bartholomew Roberts’s pirate ship off Cape 
Lopez in 1721 were Africans. These men seem to have been neither 
slaves nor shareholding members of the pirate crew. They were prob-

ably grumetes on wages. But grumetes’ primary business was slaving.!° 

In Upper Guinea, then, groups of Africans somewhat acculturated 
to European ways worked prominently in maritime trades, especially 
in slaving. Their complicity did not always spare them from enslave-
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ment themselves, and when they came to America they brought their 

culturally hybrid African maritime skills. “Two Free Negro Men, who 

had been hired . . . at Senegal as Sailors, & Interpreters” by Captain 
John Tyrie were carried ashore on Hispaniola in 1777 without distinc-

tion from the sixty-eight slaves they had helped manage on the sloop 
Amelia. Tyrie did not betray them: it was the French privateers-
men who overpowered Amelia during the opening days of the Ameri-
can Revolution. Although Senegalese and other Africans often sailed 
aboard slavers as deckhands and interpreters, every seaman of color 

had to be wary boarding a ship bound for slave territory. Canoemen 
and grumetes who fell out of favor could be double-crossed at any 
time, “like the free native mariner on board our ship Providence... 
who,” according to C. B. Wadstrom in 1791, “once in irons lost his 
spirits irrecoverably” and died by the “sulks.” African seamen in the 
employ of Europeans were also subject to retribution from slaves. 
Captain Joseph Harrison of the Rainbow slaver explained in a letter 
to his employers from Barbados in 1758 that “the negroes rose on us 
after we left St. Thomas’s [Sao Thome]; they killed my linguister whom 

I got at Benin.”!® African mariners in the slave trade exhibited the 
nervous detachment of men simultaneously smug about their own 
favored position and constantly leery of their European employers’ 
potential duplicity or of other Africans’ revenge. 

As slave ships plowed westward, captives carried a shadowy knowl-

edge of Euro-American work routines and plantation slavery garnered 
during months of confinement in African trading compounds. African 
boatmen knew the barracoons and coastal castles firsthand; they had 
often been to moored slave ships while ferrying slaves in canoes, and 

a few had even voyaged to the Americas as linguists and mariners. 
Many more African seamen who had not crossed the western ocean 
knew Africans who had, or knew white sailors’ stories about the 
Americas, second- and thirdhand though they might be. That con-
stantly humming human telegraph explains Thomas Phillips’s recol-
lection, from his voyage in 1693-1694, of Africans’ “having a more 
dreadful apprehension of Barbadoes than we can have of hell.”!” 

The case of a free sailor named Amissa indicates how at least a few 

Africans learned firsthand about life in the Americas. Amissa signed 
seaman’s articles to make a voyage from the coast of Africa to Jamaica 
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and back, as a sailor on board a Liverpool trading ship about 1776. He 

probably shipped from the Gold Coast or Bight of Biafra, as approxi-

mately 78 percent of the slaves bound for Jamaica between 1776 and 

1791 originated there. When they were anchored off Jamaica, his 
captain assigned him with three other sailors to row a group of slaves 
ashore, where Amissa learned that he too had been sold. The duplici-
tous captain informed people upon his return to the African port that 
Amissa had died on the voyage. But a year or two later another black 
fortuitously returned from Jamaica with news that Amissa was alive, 
an announcement that prompted his friends to commission a Jamai-
can-bound captain to redeem him. This white man kept his word, and 

after nearly three years of slavery Amissa arrived in London, where, 
according to the London Chronicle, “the matter was laid before the 
African Committee, who ordered the Defendant [the captain] to be 
prosecuted, as a means of deterring captains of ships from like prac-
tices in the future.”!® 

Grumetes like the Senegalese sailors on board the Amelia, as well as 

Africans who talked with Amissa, knew what awaited them in slavery. 

Two “new Negro men” who recently landed in Maryland from Africa 

aboard the slave ship Jane in 1760 appropriated a sixteen-foot yawl 
and absconded from their master. “One of them,’ he claimed, “has 

livd among the English on the Coast of Guiney, and can speak some 
English.” He “denies being a Slave, and is supposed to be gone to 
dispute it with the Captain.” The commissioner for Sierra Leone 
acknowledged that some maritime slaves destined for the Americas 
had already become accustomed to Europeans in Africa. Writing of a 

slave mutiny aboard the French slaver Deux Soeurs in 1825, he ex-
plained that “the crew were overpowered by the slaves who” wished 
to land “on some part of the coast near to the Plantain Islands... 
The catastrophe on board may be attributed to several of the slaves 
who had been employed as labourers and boatmen . . . These men 
were aware of the consequences of being taken to the coast which no 
doubt induced them .. . to effect their liberation.” The process of 
cultural adaptation referred to as “creolization,’ through which Afri-
cans transformed themselves into African Americans, began, not on 
the shores of America, but on those of Africa, and aboard the slavers 

that bridged the two.!° 
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On the African coast the nature of maritime work (and thus the na-

ture of the maritime inheritance brought to America) varied by region. 

No distinguishable group like the Senegambian grumetes emerged on 
the Gold Coast, for instance, where Africans’ trade with Europeans 
was more structured by companies and localized in castles than was 
trade in Upper Guinea. African canoemen, linguists, and sailors in the 

employ of Europeans there did not shed their ethnic identity to the 
extent that grumetes did, but instead remained rooted in their indige-
nous social and political structures. Gold Coast canoemen’s status, 
wealth, military obligation, potential for social mobility, and occupa-
tional identity were thus largely determined by African social condi-
tions—conditions significantly influenced, however, by the long reach 

of European commercial capitalism.”° 

Ephemeral sources make understanding Gold Coast canoemen’s 
work from their own perspectives difficult. It is not clear if the canoe-

men organized themselves into a guild or association, how they were 
recruited, what constituted a crew, and whether they had their own 
headmen, much less how these social relations may have been repro-

duced in a modified form among Caribbean and Carolina boat slaves. 
Occasional references to the “headman of the canoemen” suggest that 

they obeyed the authority of one of their own, who in turn negotiated 
working conditions with Europeans. Ample sources, however, reveal 
that European factors regarded Gold Coast canoemen as “seamen” as 

early as the fifteenth century. First Portuguese and then English, 
French, Dutch, and Danish traders wrote of canoemen who “deserted.” 

They flogged canoemen whom they suspected of stealing or of break-
ing other regulations. They haggled over and withheld canoemen’s 
wages.*! 

As transportation workers in an international system, Gold Coast 
canoemen were subject to a host of exploitative and threatening 
practices, similar to those faced by free African sailors and some 
enslaved African American seamen. Kidnapping, enslavement, and 
forced removal from one place to another were foremost among the 
threats they shared. In 1704 an African official at Cape Coast Castle 
charged that a Captain Hamilin had attempted to sell a canoeman into 
West Indian slavery because he had damaged a canoe and deserted. 
In 1739 the chief factor of the Royal African Company complained of 
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canoemen running away and setting fire to stores on the beach. “In 
the last few months the canoemen have been very obnoxious and have 

refused to do their common duty,” he wrote. “I told them if they still 
refuse we can do without them and take them as slaves.’ 

The number of canoemen employed by Europeans on the Gold 
Coast alone rose from about 350 in 1650 to 800 or 1,000 each year by 
1790. Canoemen loaded and unloaded the European store ships that 
arrived off the Gold Coast during the dry season, from September to 
March. They ferried ashore building materials such as bricks and lime; 

staples for the garrisons including tobacco and brandy; and trade 
goods—textiles, metalware, tools, weapons, and miscellaneous items 
such as beads, mirrors, and hats. Canoemen also conducted an exten-

sive year-round coastal trade, serving Europeans who needed trade 
goods moved from their central forts or castles to outposts. They 
likewise served African middlemen such as Captain Quacounoe Abra-
con of Little Komenda, and acted as couriers and mailmen. Canoemen 

were a significant presence in the African towns near European forts, 

and they were often among the rioters in the towns’ frequent distur-
bances.?3 

The vast majority of Gold Coast canoemen were free, although 
some of the European chartered companies had their own “castle 
slaves” who worked in boats. In the Niger Delta and ports farther east, 

enslaved canoemen worked for African slavers. An English seaman 
named Isaac Parker noted about 1765 that many canoemen transport-

ing slaves from the interior to Calabar (a slaving port in the Bight of 
Biafra near Bonny, from which Ibo and Ibibio slaves were shipped to 
the Americas) were themselves slaves of Efik traders.4 

Africans caught in the tentacles of the international slave trade came 

to realize that the meaning of slavery in various West African societies 

differed dramatically from that of the American plantation system. 
Although most West African slaves were both commodities and work-

ers in an economic system long dependent on bound labor, many 
became subordinate members of their masters’ society; for example, 
they sometimes formed “a fictitious quasi-kinship relationship to the 
master’s lineage,” which served to reduce their marginality and pro-
mote assimilation. This often took generations, however, during which 

slaves’ status and standard of living differed substantially from that of 
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their masters. Other Africans lived and labored in the jonya system 
(from the Mande word jon, for captive). A jon “was not transferable, 

he owned the bulk of what he produced and, in societies in which the 

system flourished, he belonged to a socio-political category that was 
part of the ruling class and thus had a share in the sovereignty of the 
state and its political apparatus.” Most slaves in Africa were workers, 
but some were military leaders, merchants, and even judicial officers. 
Some owned slaves of their own. In any case, the chasm of status 
between master and slave was not so vast in most West African slave 

societies as in America, nor was the more elastic slave system encum-

bered with the ideological distortions of race. No African word cor-
responded to the English “slave” in all its layered meaning and total 
denigration of person. Canoemen transported to the Americas who 
had been slaves in Africa discovered a fundamentally different insti-
tution across the waters.” 

European seamen at the boundary of African society presumed their 

superiority in almost every way. Despite the canoemen’s indispensa-

bility, Europeans often described them as “rascally,” “impudent,” “ruf-

fians,” “outcast,” “vagabonds,” “wretched,” and “criminal.” Yet African 

canoemen were not the creatures Europeans constructed, but indi-
viduals on their own terms. An indication of what canoemen thought 
of themselves and their work emerges from a few scattered references. 

In 1695 Edward Barter hired a crew of canoemen to ferry corn through 
the surf. Their canoe overturned, and Barter later beat one of the men 

“because he would not help to carry the corn to the croome [a town 
or village].” As Barter remembered, “He told me he came to paddle 
not to carry corn at all. 

This sense of self survived the Middle Passage. A man named 
Bonna, who “says he came from a place of that name in the Ibo 
Country, in Africa, where he served in the Capacity of a Canoe Man,’ 

became a slave in tidewater Virginia by 1772. Bonna not only main-
tained his identity as a canoeman in America but discussed it so much 

that the Virginia master from whom he fled broadcast it as one of 
Bonna’s distinguishing characteristics.?’ 

Fifteen to 22 percent of eighteenth-century black mariners in the 
American South were African-born; as such, they had opportunities 
to contribute African legacies to a new black Atlantic seafaring tradi-
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tion. An African who “cost thirty pounds Sterling out of the ship” in 

Antigua was later sold by Walter Nugent. Describing him to Abraham 
Redwood in Rhode Island, where the man had been sent, Nugent 
wrote in 1731, “The Negroe man is a Peice of a Saylor and a fine Papa 

Slave.” Phill, a “Native of Africa” who had lived some years in the West 

Indies, fled in Petersburg, Virginia, in 1772. Phill had “been used to 
the Sea,” wrote his frustrated master.” 

Many mariners bore ritual tribal scars. For Africans, scarification 
was both decorative and identifying. A man’s scars revealed his eth-
nicity, or village of origin, and the adolescent initiation rites through 
which he had been ceremonially made one with his village society. 
African scarification, referred to by white Americans as “country-
marks,” testified to a communal bond and to a sense of one’s place in 

society and history. A sailor working aboard Amity’s Assistance in 
South Carolina in 1761 had “a cross or country mark on the back of 
each leg, and the same round his waist.” But in South Carolina such 
marks were more a means by which masters could identify men as 
their property than a reaffirmation of communal ties. When in 1771 
“a squat made black African Fellow named Will” who had “been bred 

a Sailor” fled from his Virginia master, he was described as having 
been “marked in the Cheeks according to the Custom of his Coun-
try.” 29 

Most Africans had no maritime background, but every new slave 
came face to face with European seafaring technology during the 
ordeal of the Middle Passage. That technology baffled most slaves. 
Olaudah Equiano remembered asking another captive “how the vessel 

could go,” and being told that cloth was put on the masts, and that 
“the white men had some spell or magic they put in the water, when 

they liked, in order to stop the vessel.” Equiano also remembered that 
the crew took precautions “so that we could not see how they managed 

the vessel,” perhaps for fear the slaves would mutiny and change its 
course.°? 

The officers and crew aboard that ship guarded their maritime 
knowledge more conscientiously than most slaving crews, who rou-
tinely put African slaves to work aboard ship. After one Captain 
Edmonson arrived in Gambia from Rhode Island in the sloop Ark in 
1726, he “communicated some pyratical Designs to his Crew,’ prompt-
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ing most of the white sailors to desert. Left with “three white Boys,” 
Edmonson supplemented his crew with what an observer called “six 
ignorant new purchased slaves.”*! 

White sailors in the slave trade died at a higher rate than their black 

captives, leaving shorthanded ships to be worked by slaves. Deadly 
diseases including malaria, dysentery, and yellow fever felled European 

and American tars at Cape Coast Castle and Old Calabar. An anony-
mous sailors’ rhyme put mariners on their guard: 

Beware and take care 

Of the Bight of Benin. 
For one that comes out 

There are forty go in. 

While the feeble tars who survived tossed their shipmates’ bodies over 
the side, remembered the slaver James F. Stanfield, selected slaves were 

“freed from their irons, and they pulled and hauled as they were 
directed by the inefficient sailors.” Royal Navy press gangs hunting for 

sailors could decimate a crew just as rapidly as West African fevers. 
Captain Hugh Crow had to teach slaves how to handle his vessel on 
more than one occasion after naval officers impressed his white sailors. 

An Englishman watching slavers arrive in late-eighteenth-century Bar-
bados noted, “So useful do many of the negroes become, during the 
passage, and the time they are detained on board, that their assistance 
is of much service in working the vessel.” Many slaves who left Africa 

with no maritime skills thus acquired rudimentary ones on the Middle 

Passage, along with some knowledge of European work routines and 
social organization.» 

Coerced by threats and kicks, if occasionally enticed with the prom-

ise of more food or momentary release from irons, Africans aboard 
ship hauled halyards and manned windlasses. They pumped eternally, 
the most onerous of sailors’ tasks. Africans not only observed but 
managed European technology—even if they explained it through 
magic or spiritual power. They noticed the regimented clock time of 
seafaring watches and the brutal hierarchy with which the white men 

governed one another. White seamen aboard slave ships learned Afri-
can practices just as Africans learned theirs, listening, for instance, as 
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slaves working at rhythmic tasks reflexively began the songs that had 

always lightened and timed collective labor. 

White men on slavers capitalized on Africans’ skills during the 
Middle Passage. “The captains of Guineamen often relieve their ship’s 

company from the duty of the boat, by training some of their black 
cargo to the use of the oar,’ wrote George Pinckard from Barbados 
in 1806. “We occasionally see the master of a slave ship rowed ashore 

by four of his naked Africans, who appear as dextrous in the man-
agement of the boat as if they had been for years accustomed to it.” 
Any collegiate rowing coach will attest that Pinckard misinterpreted 
the immediacy of their training: four inexperienced oarsmen cannot 
swing together, especially in the ocean swell of a Barbados roadstead. 

Those Africans probably had been accustomed to rowing for years. 
After the confinement of a slaver, the assignment to row provided 
liberation of a sort, and it may have been accompanied by perquisites 
like better food or the opportunity to bathe. Captives imbibed lessons 

about slavery in the Americas from instances like these, in which 
whites relied on Africans and took pride in their appearance and 
dutifulness without understanding much about them. Slaves in the 
early stages of reading white ways learned that perquisites might be 
exchanged for skill and a certain demeanor.*? 

Concerted resistance to white oppression also began aboard slavers. 

At least 155 documented slave mutinies occurred aboard ship, and an 

equal number of slavers are known to have been interrupted, or “cut 
off? by Africans. The actual numbers are probably substantially larger. 

Most slave resistance was disastrous, suppressed in a welter of blood, 
but inspirational tales of success bobbed to the surface. Seafaring 
storytellers etched vignettes of Africans’ resistance into their listeners’ 

memories, vignettes of the Fante canoemen’s strike at Anamabu in 
1753, or of the successful mutiny aboard a Danish slaver lying in the 
Rokel estuary in 1788. The ex-captive heroes from the Danish ship 
established a free settlement called Deserter’s Town in the hills outside 

Freetown, Sierra Leone, a point not lost on black sailors whose daily 
work connected corners of the Atlantic world, and whose survival one 

day might depend on knowing the location of safe territory.*4 
Africans disembarked in the New World with more than memories 
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of resistance and sketchy knowledge of whites’ ways. They brought 

tangible skills to American maritime work—as they did to cattle-rais-
ing, rice cultivation, herbal medicine, and basketry. A white seaman 
named John Willock noted with admiration in 1781 the small-boat 

handling abilities of slaves on St. Kitts. As on most of the Leeward 
and Windward islands, good harbors were rare. A continuous surf, 
like that on much of the West African coast, made it dangerous to 
land. Willock believed that “the negroes” were “by no means afraid of 

dying by water,” and that this enabled them to perform “what would 
be very difficult to any other person.” “They are very dextrous in the 
management of their canoes,” he decided, both landing them and 
getting under way. “Each canoe is manned by two negroes, who, in an 

instant leap on board of her, and proceed to whatever ship they are 
destined.” 35 

Canoes like the ones Willock saw and periaugas, or pettiaugers (also 

constructed from hollowed logs in a variation of African style), be-
came the heart of the local transportation system, including ship-to-
shore lightering, from the Chesapeake Bay to the Caribbean. They 
carried rice, timber, tobacco, and everything else that slaves moved in 

bulk along the labyrinth of southern waterways. Many were substan-
tial. A boat for sale near Charleston in 1764 was “eight feet wide and 

forty feet long, with a small cabin.” Pettiaugers in Georgia “carrying 
from 25 to 30 Tons” had “two Masts, which they can strike and Sails 

like Schooners.” Delegal’s Plantation on Skidaway Island had a six-
oared canoe “painted white outside and red inside, with a black 
bottom, about 27 feet in length.” Dugouts like these often were vital 
to slaves’ transportation needs in the Chesapeake and especially in the 

Carolina low-country. These hybridized craft, with modified dugout 
hulls and European-style sailing rigs, were similar to the sailing trade 

canoes built by grumetes in Senegambia, and to African periagos.*° 

American small boats and the skill necessary to build and handle 
them were truly creole—an amalgam of West African, European, and 

Native American technologies. But Africans have rarely been given 
credit for their contributions. In 1804, for instance, the Naval Chronicle 

referred to a periauga as “a two-mast Boat used by the Charibs’; in 
1817 off Jamaica, Edouard de Montule described a “pirogue, or tree 
trunk hollowed out in the Indian manner.’ Of course, by 1817 Indians 
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in Jamaica were only a memory. The style of construction and the 
silk-cotton wood of the Jamaican canoes noticed by Edward Long in 
1774 were the same as those in Upper Guinea, where canoe-builders’ 

tears were “sacred things which must not touch the ground.” Without 

knowledge of African canoe-builders, contemporary chroniclers sim-
ply assumed that canoes and piraugas were of Indian origin. But 
Africans clearly had a hand in building the ubiquitous small craft that 
were such a distinguishing feature of the early-American waterfront.*’ 

Euro-American seamen like Willock might marvel at the surfmen’s 

dexterity and learn techniques of boat construction and boat-handling 
from them, but for the most part Europeans eschewed small-boat 
work in the Americas, making it the province of slaves. Olaudah 
Equiano’s master owned a fleet of small vessels and droghers in 
Montserrat to go about the island collecting rum, sugar, and other 
commodities. Equiano remembered, “I understood pulling and man-
aging those boats very well; and this hard work, which was the first 
that he set me to, in the sugar seasons used to be my constant 
employment. I have rowed the boat and slaved at the oars, from one 
hour to sixteen in the twenty-four.’ Blacks’ handiness with boats was 

accepted matter-of-factly by whites. One white Carolinian referred to 

his slave as “a very good Sailor, and used for 5 years to row in Boats.’ 
Others were billed as “all fine Fellows in Boats or Pettiau’s.”** 

John Willock, who had sailed in Europe, Africa, and the Americas, 
believed that African canoemen were not “afraid of dying by water.” 
His rationalization of the dangers was one of many that whites con-
structed to deny the inhumanity of slavery and to make sense of the 
social division known as race. Equiano knew differently: “My life hung 

daily in suspense, particularly in the surfs . . . These are extremely 
violent throughout the West-Indies, and I was ever exposed to their 
howling rage and devouring fury in all the islands. I have seen them 
strike and toss a boat right up [on] end, and maim several on board.”>? 

Skilled slaves not only facilitated the business of their masters in 
small boats and canoes but brought with them a bargaining chip to 
help determine the nature of their work in the New World slave 
system. Even in places like New England, where the number of slaves 

relative to the white population was never very great, slaveowners 
could not completely control their bondsmens’ daily work. In the West 
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Indies or in South Carolina whites had even less immediate control. 

Although the omnipresent threat of the lash made the ultimate out-
come of labor relations weighted heavily in favor of slaveowners, 
masters also found it in everyone's best interest to suit slaves to their 
work and to allow them some incentives and autonomy. Oppressive 
and domineering as it was, slavery worked dialectically, as do all social 

relations of authority and power. Masters got the lion’s share of what 

they wanted, but they did not escape the influence of their bondsmen. 
African boatmen and seamen were introduced to American ways in 

part by white sailors, in part by their experiences in different ports. 
Olaudah Equiano learned a great deal about his new world from 
Richard Baker, a white boy about his age with whom he sailed in the 

Royal Navy. Africans aboard ship, however, clearly lived among a 
controlling white majority. Whereas some like Equiano cultivated the 
art of interacting with whites on white terms, many black seamen 
found themselves psychologically disabled by their forced assimilation 

into a predominantly white environment. Denied power, always on 
guard, and never entirely sure of the cultural meanings of certain signs, 

words, and situations, African seamen daily confronted their outsider 

status in a white-defined world. Although seafaring sped the accul-
turation of many Africans and enabled them to maneuver in the slave 
system more effectively, seafaring also cast in bold relief the cultural 
differences between Africans—some still ritually scarred—and white 
mariners. 

African sailors, however, were not simply becoming accustomed to 

the culture of whites: they were creating a black Atlantic maritime 
tradition. African-born sailors and some of their descendants in Amer-

ica fashioned a new cultural self-consciousness that linked meaning 
and experience in ways foreign to whites, and that reflected Africans’ 
fusion of the sacred and the secular. Many Africans, for instance, felt 

the power of the water in profound and immediate ways. Across West 
Africa, the surface of the water served variously in myth and ritual as 

the boundary through which spiritual communications occurred. And 
intercourse with spirits, both benign and evil, affected the daily life of 
all Africans.“ 

For the Bambara in Senegambia, many of whom were transported 
to colonial Louisiana, an androgynous water spirit called Faro main-
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tained an individual’s soul or vital life force after death. Refreshed and 

purified under water, the soul would reappear in the next-born mem-
ber of the family. Ibo peoples from near the Bight of Benin had similar 

associations with the transmigration of souls in water: a slave in 
Georgia testified that Ibos there intent on killing themselves to end 
their slavery would “mahch right down in duh ribbuh tuh mach back 
tuh Africa.” For historic Kongo peoples a watery barrier called the 
Kalunga line divided the living from the spirit world. To the Kongolese, 

Kalunga conveyed powerful associations with the elderly and with 
those departed who had been exceptionally wise and strong. As Wyatt 
MacGaffey, a prominent anthropologist of the Kongo, has written 
concerning twentieth-century Kongolese, “The Atlantic Ocean is only 

one of a number of waters that may serve to represent the ideal barrier, 

which is called Kalunga. Boats of various kinds are vehicles for trans-

porting souls or for returning to this shore such exceptional individu-
als as prophets, who are able to come and go.”4! 

Kalunga suggests a deeply held belief in spirits (or “the living dead”) 

who were accessible across a watery interface, and without whom no 

conception of the self could exist. To Africans water was clearly a 
potent metaphor for life beyond this world, even if, as examples from 

Bambara, Ibo, and Kongolese people reveal, it was understood vari-
ously by different peoples. Such beliefs survived the estranging Middle 

Passage, as the actions of a slave named Minc reveal. During the late 
nineteenth century, a white American southerner named Harry Still-

well Edwards recalled that in boyhood he had watched the African-
born Minc catch a terrapin, “and with a bit of wire ground to an 
exceedingly fine point cut on its shell a number of curious signs or 
hieroglyphics,” before releasing it, a process Minc repeated innumer-

able times. During the 1980s, an American art historian found “ritual 
experts called nganga nkodi and nganga nsibi” in the northern Kongo 

communicating with ancestors in the same way. “They cut their signs 
(bidimbu) into the shell of a tortoise so that the reptile, diving back 
into the water, will carry them across the Kalunga line into the world 

beyond.” This may explain why African captives aboard a slaver in 
1750 refused to eat turtle meat, despite their hunger. The ship’s surgeon 

observed that they understood turtles as “fetishes.” 
Historic Kongolese beliefs about the relationships between humans, 
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water, and spirits clearly took root in the Caribbean and the Carolinas. 

It would have been surprising had they not: approximately 25 to 30 
percent of the slaves brought to mainland North America alone origi-

nated in the Kongo-Angola region. As the anthropologist Melville J. 
Herskovits noted years ago, “In all those parts of the New World where 

African religious beliefs have persisted . . . the river cult or, in broader 
terms, the cult of water spirits, holds an important place. All this 
testifies to the vitality of this element in African religion.’ 

Slave funerals afford insight into the multilayered appreciation of 
the sea shared by uprooted Africans, including mariners. Dr. George 
Pinckard observed a festive late-eighteenth-century interment in Bar-

bados. Grave-diggers told the Englishman that Jenny, the deceased, 
was an African washerwoman. Slaves at the gravesite, according to 
Pinckard, professed “full faith in Jenny’s transmigration to meet her 
friends, at her place of nativity; and their persuasion that death was 
only a removal from their present state to their former home—a mere 

change from a state of slavery to a state of freedom’—seemed to 
alleviate their affliction. As the women each threw a handful of earth 

onto the grave, they cried out: “God bless you, Jenny, good-by! re-
member me to all friends tother side of the sea, Jenny! Tell “em me 
come soon! Good-by, Jenny, good-by!” Mourners, including five ro-
bust fishermen prominent in the funeral procession for their “antick 
gambols,” also expected, as Pinckard relates, “to hear from poor Jenny 

.. . before morning” regarding the messages she brought to the an-
cestors for them. Among mariners like these fishermen, boating work 
was shaped not only by the social relations of production (in this case, 

by European maritime customs and slave codes) but by African asso-
ciations with water.“ 

These Africans understood that in death Jenny would undo the 
transformative Middle Passage. They knew she would simultaneously 

cross the sea to Africa and the Kalunga line to her ancestors. She would 

accomplish in death what some “new Negroes” tragically tried to do 
in life, misunderstanding the immensity of the Atlantic. A “Negro 
Fellow named Tom ... imported from Africa about 2 1/2 years ago” 
to Rock Creek, Maryland, “made an Attempt to get to Sea in an open 
Boat” in 1761. Home beckoned from across the sea, understood as both 

a physical and a metaphysical connection to Africa. 
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Associations with the sea gripped Africans’ imaginations. Kongolese 

people still understand the “meaning of life as a process shared with 
the dead below the river or the sea—the real sources of earthly power 

and prestige.” In contemporary Kongolese cosmology, “the sea-passage 

of slaves is not fully distinguished from the passage of souls, the 
slave-trader from the witch, the geographical America from the land 
of the dead.” Beliefs of this sort endured among eighteenth-century 
Africans transplanted to South Carolina. Sacred pottery marked with 
the Kalunga line was ritually thrown into South Carolina's rivers by 
slaves. The amount of such pottery recently retrieved by archaeolo-
gists indicates that Kalunga and other spiritual associations with water 

long remained a psychic compass for Africans who came to work in 
a white-dominated world. Indeed, some twentieth-century African 
American gravesites are still decorated with objects associated with 
water. Sea shells are prominent. Vessels for holding water and model 

boats for transmigration of the spirit are common. As the black artist 
Bessie Jones, of St. Simon’s Island, Georgia, said in 1975, “The shells 

stand for the sea. The sea brought us, the sea shall take us back. So 
the shells upon our graves stand for water, the means of glory and the 
land of demise.’* 

Just as slaves forced to work on plantations developed an affinity 
for the land rooted in African religious, agricultural, and burial prac-
tices, so eighteenth-century African mariners brought their own mul-
tilayered understanding of the sea to that realm of toil and struggle. 
The ceremonial “John Canoe,’ a prominent mummer at Christmas 
and Easter festivals in the Bahamas, Jamaica, and North Carolina, wore 

masks that revealed the importance of migration and sea-voyaging 
(both actual and metaphysical) in slave culture. Anthropologists have 

noticed Nigerian rituals closely resembling John Canoe in which head-

dresses represent ancestors “who had returned to life for the occasion.” 

The Englishman Matthew Lewis observed early-nineteenth-century 
Jamaicans’ John Canoe wearing similar headdresses—“bearing on his 

head a kind of pasteboard houseboat filled with puppets representing 
some sailors, others soldiers, others again shown at work on the 
plantation.” The nefarious Middle Passage and other sea voyages made 

by the living and the dead clearly remained prominent within certain 
slaves’ intellectual and ceremonial lives.*” 



66 BLACK JACKS 

Yemaya, the Yoruba goddess of the sea, is still worshipped in Rio 
de Janeiro today by macumba religious groups, albeit in a creolized 
fusion with the Virgin Mary. Yemaya’s centuries-long endurance in 
Brazil suggests that at least some eighteenth-century Yoruba boat 
slaves, raised to honor the witchcraft of riverine and sea goddesses, 
approached their workplace knowing they were in the presence of 
powerful underwater beings. How long Yoruba slaves sailing out of 
American ports would have retained such beliefs without a supportive 

religious community like that in Rio is open to speculation. What is 
clear, however, is that at least for some time African seamen saw and 

understood the sea in ways distinctly different from those of their 
white shipmates. Their richly allegorical appreciation of the sea did 
not mitigate the harsh material conditions of their working lives, but 
it provided an anchor for the soul safe from their masters’ prying 
eyes.*® 

Creating a black Atlantic seafaring tradition from African maritime 
practices, New World maritime slavery, and African spiritual associa-
tions with water, black sailors fashioned a workplace culture that 
remained closed to whites in certain ways. The case of Joseph Johnson, 

a superannuated black merchant sailor in early-nineteenth-century 
London, is illustrative. Lacking a naval pension, and having no claim 
to parish relief because of his foreign birth, he had no choice but to 
entertain for sustenance. A white Londoner suggested that “novelty 
... Induced Black Joe to build a model of the ship Nelson; to which, 
when placed on his cap, he can, by a bow of thanks . . . give the 
appearance of sea-motion.’ The aged Johnson tramped the streets 
with his unique ship model upon his head, gracefully dancing his way 

to a beggar’s livelihood.*? But neither novelty nor necessity alone 
inspired Johnson's elaborate headgear. In a classic case of cultural 
cross-over, Johnson appropriated a European artifact, one that had 
become meaningful to him through his own years of sea service, and 
reinvested it with African meanings to create a characteristically black 

cultural expression. Most white contemporaries looked at Joe Johnson 

through the distorting glass of race and saw an old black sailor cleverly 

manipulating a full-rigged ship on his head. London blacks, on the 
other hand, saw an aged mummer bobbing through the streets, con-
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necting them with his coded ship to West Indian and Carolinian slaves, 

and to people on the Gold Coast and the Niger Delta. Forced to 
represent himself with fawning propriety to white almsgivers, Johnson 

undoubtedly took psychological refuge in their inability to compre-
hend him fully, even as he shook his creolized African past in their 
faces. 
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There be three things which are too wonderful 

for me, yea, four which I know not; 

The way of an eagle in the air; 

the way of a serpent upon a rock; 

the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; 

and the way of a man with a maid. 

PROVERBS 30: 18—19 

“IN THE TIME BEFORE STEAMSHIPS, remembered a nine-

teenth-century tar, “man-of-war’s men or merchant sailors in holiday 

attire, ashore on liberty . . . [sometimes] would flank, or like a body-
guard quite surround, some superior figure of their own class... In 
Liverpool, now some half a century ago, I saw under the shadow of 
the great dingy street-wall of Prince’s Dock . . . a common sailor so 
intensely black that he must needs have been a native African... in 
his ears were big hoops of gold, and a Highland bonnet with a tartan 
band set off his shapely head . . . In jovial sallies, right and left, his 
white teeth flashing into view, he rollicked along, the center of a 
company of his shipmates.”! 

Herman Melville’s description of an archetypal “handsome sailor” 

may have been symbolic fiction, but it represents a great deal about 
the way of a ship during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Relationships between black and white sailors were shaped 

by the specific circumstances of the seafaring workplace as well as by 
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customary racial stereotypes. At sea black and white sailors faced down 

the same captains, weathered the same gales, and pumped the same 
infernally leaking ships. Work pulled them together. An inexperienced 

white sailor in the Bahamas who lacked the knack for making fishing 

lines readily admitted his reliance on an “old Negro on board of our 
schooner” who taught him “to soak the leaves of the Coritoo or the 
Aloe and work it into fibres.” Sailors like these bridged the distance 
between blacks and whites, ignoring the concerns of planters and 
merchants that interracial contacts subverted social order.’ 

Race never disappeared aboard ship, of course. Everyone in eight-

eenth-century America had internalized some of its conventions, and 
racial burdens fell primarily on blacks, who decided in each situation 

how much of their guard to let down. Black men understood that 
among sailors, race worked in an ambiguous and sometimes contra-
dictory fashion. Although certain roles aboard ship reinforced racial 
stereotypes imported from shore, most seafaring customs worked to 
black men’s advantage. So the way of a ship—the nature of shipboard 

work, the laws regulating shipboard society, and the attitudes and 
behaviors that defined Atlantic maritime culture—often provided op-

portunities for blacks to escape the prevailing racism of other occu-
pations and to improve their condition. 

CERTAIN ASPECTS Of seafaring changed little between 1740 and 

1820. Refinements in rigging were modest, such as the substitution of 

a gaff-rigged spanker for a lateen mizzen. The average size of ships 
did not increase substantially either, though they became more effi-
cient because shipowners hired fewer sailors per ton of vessel as the 
eighteenth century progressed. From sailors’ perspective the single 
greatest improvement was the eradication of scurvy on long voyages, 
at least aboard ships where masters chose to dispense newly recognized 

antidotes like lemon juice. With no major technological or naviga-
tional changes aboard ship, and with an unchanged watch schedule 
and virtually unchanged maritime laws, sailors in 1820 experienced 
working conditions similar to those experienced by sailors in 1740. 
One of the most significant changes during this period was the in-
crease in black mariners.’ 
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Mariners over generations—slave and free, white and black—cre-
ated an Atlantic maritime culture that reflected their work and status. 

The cultural heritage of deep-sea mariners reached back to coastal 
European antecedents that initially bore no trace of black influence. 
But maritime trades throughout the eighteenth century became inte-
grated by blacks like Jasper, who sported “much the air of a sailor,’ 
and Jack, who “walks heavy as a sailor, he being used to the sea.” As 

these slaves made themselves into sailors, they affected their white 
shipmates. Atlantic maritime culture evolved to reflect the presence of 

blacks in its music, style, and concern with liberty.‘ 
White sailors shared with slaves a reputation as threatening, sub-

versive, and exploitable men. The differences, of course, were that free 

seamen received wages, voluntarily acquiesced to a temporary bondage 

(unless impressed into the navy), and did not transfer their status 
across generations. White seamen surrendering personal liberty for 
the duration of their voyage suffered a situational “slavery”; most 
African American slaves endured a real and perpetual one. White 
sailors, nevertheless, frequently spoke of themselves as “slaves” and 
empathized with the plight of blacks. William Ray, a New Yorker 
sailing at the end of the eighteenth century, lamented: 

Some slaves might independence hail, 

Or sing of liberty in jail, 

With more propriety than we, 
For all of us were bound—to sea. 

Sailors like Ray were not fully secure in their identity as independent 
white men. It is no coincidence that sailors called their leisure time 

“liberty.” 5 

Frequently impressed against their will into the Royal Navy before 

1815, sailors realized the fragility of their personal liberty. Mariners 
were also traded cavalierly like commodities by merchant captains who 

sometimes separated “troublemakers” from their confederates by dis-

charging them into the British Navy. Having sailed from Philadelphia 
to Malaga in 1792, Captain Samuel Kelly told the consul that he “had 
two ill-behaved men on board which I wished to get clear of,’ and 
asked to arrange for “the captain of the [British sloop of war] Zebra 
to take them from me.” In 1739 Captain John Lush faced a mutiny in 
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Caribbean waters aboard the New York privateer Stephen and Eliza-
beth. He therefore traded sixty privateersmen for sixty of His Majesty’s 

sailors with an admiral in Jamaica. Cowed by a detachment of royal 
marines, Lush’s men had little say in the swap. Almost sixty years later, 

when H. M. Frigate Ambuscade stopped the brigantine Lark near St. 
Domingue in 1796 and pressed two white men, Ambuscade’s officers 
realized that they had left the brigantine dangerously short of hands. 
They “sent him in return one Black Man named William More.” 
Disciplined, impressed, and traded like blacks—or even traded for 
blacks—white sailors could not help seeing analogies between them-
selves and blacks. A Spanish “seafaring man, about forty or forty-five 

years of age, tall, very athletic and of a steady determined counte-
nance,’ articulated the point. He swore that “he disliked everything in 
Charleston, but the Negroes and the sailors.”® 

Naval discipline became more severe toward the end of the eight-
eenth century because so many merchant seamen were forcibly re-
cruited into naval service. Floggings increased, as did what J. H. Parry 

calls “long, indeterminate commissions, and the close incarceration of 
men on board ship when in harbour, to prevent their running away.” 
Jacob Israel Potter, a black sailor from Delaware, spent at least nine 

years in unwilling servitude to the Royal Navy after his impressment 
in 1804. Potter probably rarely had “liberty” ashore during those years, 
because naval officers knew that impressed sailors would run at the 
first opportunity. Potter and thousands of other Americans appeared 
suspect when they refused the opportunity to enlist formally. Such 
balking irritated British officers and resigned the sailors to working 
without pay, without bounty, and without prize money. The forcible 
impressment of mariners by armed agents of the British government, 

their lengthy compulsory labor, and their subjection to naval officers’ 
“vexatious niggling discipline” distinguished seafaring as labor without 

liberty. Not without cause was a young white Virginian told that the 
navy would “cut him and staple him and use him like a Negro, or 
rather, like a dog.”’ 

Although blacks had varied perspectives on the navy, they became 
more critical of impressment after the American Revolution. Consider 
the distinct attitudes of William Castillo, who found refuge from 
slavery in the Royal Navy in 1758, and Jacob Israel Potter. Castillo’s 
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choices were limited to the Boston slavery he fled, the man-killing 
Barbados slavery with which his master threatened him, or the navy. 
Service in the Royal Navy looked safe and predictable compared with 
the alternatives. Real freedom for Castillo was not an option: the 
number of free blacks in North America in 1758 was minuscule. Potter, 

however, belonged to the first generation of northern American blacks 

freed from slavery in appreciable numbers, a generation raised after 
the American Revolution and imbued with its possibilities for liberty. 

Potter had options and visions, and he did not want to serve in the 
British Navy. As he wrote, “I was an American and likewise I was a 
Citizen & besides I had a wife and family.” 

Outside the navy, maritime labor relations lay under the umbrella 
of Admiralty law, a specialized English code. Predating English com-
mon law and drawing substantially on continental European legal 
practice, Admiralty law denied to seamen the rights and protection 
afforded most landbound Englishmen, and later white Americans. 
Fostering a tractable labor supply through strict obedience, Admiralty 

law put mariners under the authority of individuals with recourse to 
corporal punishment. Just as slaves could be maimed or killed by their 

masters with virtual impunity during much of the slave era, sailors 
aboard British (and later American) merchant ships could be legally— 

and at times mortally—flogged by their officers well into the nine-
teenth century.° 

No codes matched offenses to punishments aboard merchant ships, 
or meted out labor discipline in a systematic way. Instead, sailors 
suffered arbitrary and personal “correction” from officers. “Sampson 

got a flogging by the captain,’ wrote the diarist Stephen Reynolds in 
1811, “after which he jawed us, called us thieves, country boogars, 
infernal scoundrels.” Captain Nye followed abuse with reward, a classic 

tyrant’s technique, and “let the people have tobacco in the evening.” 
Officers like Nye rarely feared the restraining influence of the law. As 

he flogged a young sailor on the brigantine Ocean in 1803, the mate 
boasted, “You are not the first one I have beaten & he [the other] 
could get no recompense.” The mate then “measured one fathom of 
the rope & cut off one half of it & gave it to Jenks, saying take this & 

carry it to Court with you.” Seamen, like slaves, were constantly caught 
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off guard with the arbitrariness of severe punishment for actions they 
did not even know warranted reprisals.!° 

Black men often suffered disproportionately the capricious nature 
of shipboard punishments. Aboard the New Hazard, the captain and 
his three mates dominated a crew of twenty, of whom two—the cook 
and the steward—were black. Listen to the white diarist. March 10, 
1811: “We had tainted meat for dinner . . . the mate struck the cook 

with a large stick of wood.” March 31, 1811: “Cook sick; Iverson [the 
first mate] flogged him severely.’ April 14, 1811: “Iverson gave the 
Steward a smart rope’s ending.” April 22, 1811: “Captain flogged cook 

for not getting victuals enough.” May 11, 1811: “Iverson says the steward 

imposed on him when the captain was gone, gave him a number of 
strokes with a two-inch rope. Captain made inquiries and evidence in 
steward’s favor.” December 16, 1811: “Cook and Steward tied back to 

back.” During this voyage from Boston to the northwest coast of 
America, only eight of the twenty men escaped a flogging, and none 
escaped abuse. But between them, the two black men endured a large 

number of the floggings—seven of the twenty-eight. The steward even 

“told Capt. Nye he would give all his wages if he would let him go 
home” from the Pacific in another vessel. White sailors gave “evidence 

in the steward’s favor,’ and the white diarist, referring to the black 
steward’s plight, lamented: “Judge how hard we live! Alas, hard and 
discontented.” !! 

Admiralty codes were not the only laws that singled out seamen for 
special treatment akin to that of slaves. Local laws from Massachusetts 

to Barbados attempted to ensure a regular and tractable supply of 
maritime labor and reinforce the subordination of sailors to their 

captains. Statutes pertaining to seamen conformed remarkably to 
those aimed at slaves. Early in the eighteenth century, the colony of 
New Hampshire penalized people who harbored or entertained a 
sailor without consent from the seaman’s master. New York’s legisla-

tion restricting deserting sailors mirrored similar statutes regarding 
fugitive slaves. Colonial elites in New Hampshire, Connecticut, New 

York, and South Carolina forbade innkeepers and other vendors of 
‘spirits to extend credit to seafaring men.” 

Guaranteeing a seafaring labor supply was only one aspect of local 
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control. Freeholders feared transient and masterless seafaring men and 

attempted to regulate them by force and fear, as they regulated slaves. 
Laws in colonial New York stipulated that disobedient seamen should 

be whipped. Laws in Virginia prohibited seamen in port from going 
ashore after sunset or traveling without a pass. South Carolina law-
makers empowered “every free white person” to catch runaway sea-
men. And Grenada’s “Police Act” of 1789 lumped together male slaves, 

free people of color, and sailors, who, “to the ruin of their own health 
and morals, and to the evil example and seduction of others,’ gambled 

and frolicked in island gaming houses. 
The greatest social division in eighteenth-century British America 

after race was between individuals who were economically indepen-
dent and those who worked for others. The meanest white freeholder 

or tradesman considered himself a significant step above whites who 

worked at service or for wages, as sailors did. All white men under-
stood that ownership of productive property and wealth conferred 
respectable independence. Prominent men, moreover, embraced social 

hierarchy because for them a ranked society meant an orderly one in 
which lesser men would defer to their authority. Clearly, the extent to 

which powerful men were successful in achieving their prized personal 

independence hinged on the number of dependent workers, servants, 
or slaves whose labor they could claim. White sailors who were subject 

to captains’ authority shared with slaves and indentured servants the 
stigma of dependency and its characteristic psychology. Racial stra-
tification was just one means by which powerful people perpetuated 
the dependency of others. 

Race relations had their own logic aboard deep-sea ships. Hoary 
shipboard traditions and a rigid shipboard hierarchy did not have as 
much place for race as the customs associated with many occupations 

ashore. Seafaring’s punctiliousness provided structure and rules for 
groups of men confined in exceptionally small spaces, often for long 
periods of time, and maintaining the rules gave each man a form of 
personal armor in a world in which he had little privacy. Aboard ship, 

social relations were not determined primarily by technology, tradi-
tion, or the challenges of the marine environment; they were made by 
men with vested interests in a certain social order that, coincidentally, 

did not depend on race for its perpetuation. 
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Sailors by no means succumbed without resistance to the wishes 
of those in authority, whether captains or shipowners. Should civil 
authorities in Boston looking to arrest a sailor send “constables to 
Search Ships,” wrote Captain Hector McNeill, “from what I know of 
Seamen ... such a man on such an errand would be likely to Loose 
his life or some of his Limbs, rather than find the person he was in 

pursuit of? Nonetheless, merchants’ demand for obedience, codified 
in Admiralty law and in local statutes, meant that shipboard life and 
Atlantic maritime culture evolved around the concept of order—no 
matter how contested. Today our language retains the image “ship-
shape” as one of compulsive orderliness.'4 

The shipboard order in which late-eighteenth- and early-nine-
teenth-century black and white sailors found themselves was main-
tained through a precise “distinction of role and status.”!5 The ship's 
articles, or contract, that each man signed indicated his position (mate, 

second mate, carpenter, cook, seaman, ordinary seaman, “boy,’ or 
inexperienced hand, and so on), almost immutably fixing his status 
on board. Boundary maintenance—between officers and men, lar-
board and starboard watches, idlers and watchstanders, skilled and 

greenhands—was the essence of life aboard ship, for boundaries de-
lineated privileges, perquisites, and punishments. Although formal 
boundaries could flex to accommodate human relationships, they 
never entirely broke down, and they essentially defined the social com-
binations and conflicts at the heart of seafaring life. Racial boundaries 

certainly existed, but they were often secondary to those established 
by the institution of the ship. 

For a black man, then, ships provided a workplace where his color 

might be less a determinant of his daily life and duties than elsewhere. 
At Nooaheevah in 1813, four American sailors deserted together from 

the frigate Essex—a black named Isaac Coffin and three of his white 
shipmates. Coffin was then “a prisoner for attempting the second time 
to make his escape,” according to Captain John M. Gamble, but his 
shipmates freed him before they absconded together “in a whaleboat.” 

Whether asserting themselves in the spaces allocated to them aboard 
ship or fleeing oppression, African American men found considerable 
maneuvering room in maritime society. This is clear from John Wil-
son’s responses in a United States Circuit Court. Wilson had sailed in 
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1819 with Captain Henry Ford of Baltimore, the commander of a pri-

vateer under the flag of the Oriental Republic of La Plata, one of the 
breakaway South American colonies then struggling against Spain and 

Portugal. 

Question: In what capacity did the black men serve on board 
the schooner? 

Answer: They fought the same as the rest of the crew when 

they engaged a Portuguese Schooner, and did duty as the 

, rest of them. 
Question: When any Goods were given to the crew for clothing, 

did not the Black men receive the same as the rest? 

Answer: The Black men received the same as the other part 
of the crew.!° 

No less indicative of the fact that a seaman’s billet meant more than 

his race were the innumerable Yankee ships on which black men before 

the mast ranked higher and earned more than their white shipmates. 
The best-paid sailor aboard the Rhode Island brig Mary sailing to 
Cuba in 1819 was Cato Burrill, a black veteran of twenty-five years at 

sea. On the brig John in 1806, each of the seamen—one black, one 
white, one mulatto—earned $18 per month, whereas the white cook 
and the white ordinary seaman each earned only $14. The historical 
precedent arising from such black men’s experiences and their ship-
mates’ respect contributed to Herman Melville’s introduction of a 
manly black as the archetypal handsome sailor: “the center of a 
company of his shipmates,” he was “on every suitable occasion always 
foremost.” 7 

The anonymity of working for wages and the protection available 
to blacks from the prevailing shipboard hierarchy provided modest 
opportunities for men of color. Late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-
century seafaring occupied a transitional position in the evolution of 
labor management from traditional and paternalistic forms of bound 
labor to newer contractual forms of wage labor. This often worked to 

the advantage of black men, especially toward the turn of the century. 

As waged workers rather than bound ones, sailors and would-be 
sailors were among a constantly changing pool of applicants for 
available berths. This allowed free black men (or those claiming to be 
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free) to come aboard ships on a similar footing with transient and 
inexperienced white workers. 

But the degree of freedom extended to black men within seafaring 
society had clearly defined limits. Black sailors found, made, and filled 

specific niches at sea. Some of those niches (like the cook’s billet) were 

defined by race, and some (such as able seamen’s billets) were not. As 
able seamen, black sailors were on a par with white men in the same 
station. Skilled blacks, however, had virtually no chance to assume 
responsibility as officers, and unskilled blacks were relegated to sailing 

as ordinary seamen or “boys,’ where racial opprobrium was some-
times piled on low shipboard status. Moreover, all newcomers were 
hazed, and black men often got the worst of it. “I met with many 
enemies, and much persecution among the sailors,” frankly stated 
James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an African who went privateering 

out of New York. “One of them was very unkind to me, and studied 

ways to vex and teaze me.’!8 
New hands, whether black or white, found themselves perplexed 

and in the way on sailing day, revealing how much skill and experience 
mattered in the exclusive world of the ship. “I was quite unacquainted 

with the sea, and was very much pleased in going on board the vessel,” 

remembered John Jea, an ex-slave from New York who first agreed to 

a seafaring job about 1806, “but the case was soon altered.” The captain 

and experienced men ridiculed Jea for not bringing more clothes and 
hazed him as he scoured the unutterably dirty iron kettles in which 
he was to cook. Seaward of the lighthouse, Jea recollected being “afraid 

the ship would fall, and I strove to keep her up by pushing, and 
holding fast by different parts of the ship, and when the waves came 
dashing against the sides of the ship, I thought they were sea lions, 
and was afraid they would beat a hole through the ship's side.” In his 
fright and seasickness, he had no satisfactory response when Captain 

Stovey asked him “how the sailors’ suppers got on.”!? 
A young white novice named Richard Henry Dana was similarly 

confused on his first day under way. “In a short time every one was 
in motion, the sails loosed, the yards braced, and we began to heave 
up the anchor,” he wrote. “I could take but little part in all these 
preparations. My little knowledge of a vessel was all at fault. Unintel-

ligible orders were so rapidly given and so immediately executed; there 
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was such a hurrying about, and such an intermingling of strange cries 

and stranger actions, that I was completely bewildered. There is not 
so helpless and pitiable an object in the world as a landsman beginning 
a sailor’s life.2° 

Jea’s and Dana’s mutual befuddlement as greenhands makes an 
important point regarding sailorly skill, one too often lost in studies 
of seafaring labor in which analogies between ships and factories 
prevail. Although the social relations of production unquestionably 
proletarianized seamen, the able seamen whom Dana envied were not 
skill-less men working by rote. Despite the rigid hierarchy aboard ship, 

despite the officers’ close supervision of sailors, and despite the en-
forced response of sailors to every command with a deferential “Aye, 

Aye, Sir,” able seamen had a craft skill with important implications in 
the workplace. They were by no means able to control all aspects of 
production, or to organize time on their own, but their work provided 

for initiative, ingenuity, and discretion. They constantly interpreted 
orders, anticipated problems, and used their knowledge of ropework, 

steering, and shiphandling to execute the captain’s or mate’s plan. For 
many operations, such as sending up or down royal or topgallant 
yards, setting stun’sails, or reeving peak-halyards, able seamen made 
their own plan. Getting a one-hundred-ton brig under way would be 
impossible without skilled men able to interpret orders intelligently. 
Mastery of a basic repertory of the seaman’s craft could provide any 
man—black or white—with a status defined by skill aboard merchant 

sailing ships. And once skilled, black sailors were partially insulated 
by maritime custom and shipboard hierarchy from whites’ antago-
nism.?! 

Sailors developed skills in two fundamental categories. Navigating 
the vessel constituted their first duty: that is, making and taking-in 
sail, steering, trimming sails, and performing other related watch-
standing tasks. On a full-rigged ship, this demanded knowledge of the 
names, locations, and functions of hundreds of lines, as well as an 

in-depth knowledge of tackle, purchases, and anchoring techniques. 
Experienced sailors like Dick, a slave described in 1788 as “a very good 

seaman and rigger,” instinctively understood shiphandling and had 
internalized the relationships of wind speed, sail trim, rudder angle, 
and current. His skill allowed him to manipulate one of the most 
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complicated pieces of machinery known to his society. Enslaved pilots 

routinely handled ships in dangerous inshore waters.” 
Maintaining their ship was the sailors’ secondary duty. This involved 

tasks that were both onerous and creative, and constituted much of 

the day’s work. “I never knew, except in bad weather, any man belong-

ing to the watch on deck to spend an idle moment,’ remembered 
George Little, “and it may well be said that a sailor’s work, like a 
woman’s, is never done.” Sailors worked relentlessly to halt nature's 
assault on their vessels. They scraped and sanded then oiled and 
painted their ships’ wooden planks. They slushed masts and tarred 
shrouds. They payed pitch into deck seams and filled checks in yards 

or gaffs. They replaced old rigging with new, which they fabricated on 

board—stropping blocks, reeving lanyards, and constantly heaving-
taut rigging made slack by the ocean’s ceaseless swell. Then they 
disassembled the old cables and ropes into “small stuff” and spun-yarn 

that would be employed in seizings, servings, and chafe-gear. Even the 

most mundane coasting sloop or schooner was complicated to a 
degree; full-rigged merchant ships and great ships of the line were 
extremely complex.” 

The way of a ship evolved with great respect for the hierarchy of 
skill. Individual sailors rated themselves as able seaman, ordinary 
seaman, or “boys” when they signed the ship’s articles, the master 
having previously indicated how many of each station he desired. This 

was just one of seafaring’s longstanding customs that allocated to 
sailors, whether individually or collectively, some of the decisions that 
affected who did which task. Men in each watch—not their officers— 

usually arranged the helm rotation and lookouts among themselves. 
Although the mate had the authority to intervene, he rarely did so 
because to meddle was to invite the men’s disrespect and risk having 

them interfere with the ship’s efficient functioning. Likewise, it was 
“considered a decided imputation upon a man to put him upon 
inferior work.” The most challenging jobs, and those that demanded 
the neatest work, were usually assigned to the most experienced men. 
An able seaman could be ordered by the mate to sweep the decks or 
to pick oakum, but if there were boys around and true seamen’s work 

was going on elsewhere, such a task would be considered punish-
ment.*4 
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A full-grown man without sea experience had no choice but to ship 

as a “boy” on his first voyage—no matter his size, age, or race—and 
to perform a boy’s work. Custom held that “a boy does not ship to 
know anything,’ and experienced hands often hazed boys unmerci-
fully. Boys turned the spun-yarn winch. They coiled up rigging, held 
the log-reel while a superior calculated the ship’s speed, and were sent 

aloft to loose and furl light sails. As part of their initiation, they were 

taught to make common hitches, bends, and knots, and to learn the 
names and locations of all the ship’s running rigging. Boys might learn 

the rudiments of steering a ship, especially if she were a small one, 
but they made little progress in rigging or marlinespike seamanship. 
That was men’s work.’ 

An ordinary seaman had to be able to “hand, reef, and steer,’ but 
was not expected to perform all the duties of an able seaman compe-
tently. For instance, “if an able seaman should be put in his place at 
the wheel in very bad weather, or when the ship steered with difficulty, 

it would be no imputation upon him, provided he could steer his trick 

creditably under ordinary circumstances.’ Although an ordinary sea-
man customarily knew how to splice small ropes, serve a shroud, or 
clap on a workmanlike seizing, his shipping as “ordinary” meant that 

he did not profess accomplishment at the finer points of rigging work. 
But no man would enter as “able” without an adequate knowledge of 

rigging and ropework. “To put a marlinespike in a man’s hand and 
set him to work upon a piece of rigging, is considered a fair trial of 
his qualities as an able seaman,” wrote Dana. Seamen’s caricature of 
a real tar, “every hair a rope yarn, every finger a marlinespike,” turned 
the sailor himself into the tools and materials of his trade.?6 

The allocation of particular jobs contributed to the way race worked 

at sea. When it came time to bestow workplace honors in reefing 
topsails or steering a crank ship in a quartering sea, skill mattered 
more than race, especially in the small crews of merchant ships. Many 

shipboard customs reflected a race-blind hierarchy. Seamen’s “proper 

place” when they were on deck but not at work was forward of the 
after-foreshroud, that is, on the forward third of the deck. “The men 

do not leave this to go aft or aloft unless ship’s duty requires it of 
them,” noted Dana. Status etiquette that lumped together “the people” 
(black and white) in distinction to the officers overshadowed racial 
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etiquette. The degree to which race was mitigated in the hierarchy of 
the ship is indicated further by customary nautical language. The 
“men” were able seamen, often contrasted with “the light hands”—a 
group that encompassed boys and ordinary seamen. Aboard ship a 
black “man” had privilege and priority over a white “boy’—even if 
that boy was older or from a slave society. 

The career of a “valuable Mulatto sailor” whose loss Captain Samuel 

Kelly lamented in 1792 is illustrative. The man had shipped with Kelly 

in Philadelphia, but on shore in Malaga he enlisted on board a British 

sloop of war. Kelly generally praised sailors sparingly. “Our ship's 
company being very lazy and deficient in their duty had given me a 
great deal of trouble on the passage,” he wrote. The man of color 
compared favorably with these “deficient” sailors. To have acquired 
the skills of an able seaman on previous voyages the mulatto man 
would have had to be accepted by white sailors and assigned duties 
by white mates. “Working upon the rigging is the last thing to which 
a lad training up to the sea is put,’ explained a veteran, “and always 
supposes a competent acquaintance with all those kinds of work that 
are required of an ordinary seaman or boy.’ As one of the most skilled 

men on board, the “valuable Mulatto sailor” expected the respect due 

his position. He would not have stooped to the menial and unskilled 
tasks of the white boys.?’ 

Cooks and stewards, who were frequently black, inhabited an am-
biguous social sphere belonging neither to the officers nor to the men. 
Ensuring that no supplies were squandered forced them to act on 
behalf of stingy owners and subjected them to captains’ wrath. “This 
day, for waist of Coffee, by making it without grinding or pounding 
of it, I seazed up, the Cook & Steward,’ wrote the captain of the 
George. “Pardoned the former, & flogged the latter.” Cooks’ ability to 

bestow delicacies could inspire favoritism among forecastle hands, but 

stewards—the cabin servants—were often regarded as the captains’ 
flunkies. One sailor flatly stated that “the crew do not consider him 
as one of their number.’?® 

The cook and the steward guarded their territorial autonomy. Al-
though supervision of a space aboard ship could insulate them from 
racist jabs to a degree, it sometimes reinforced their separateness from 

the men. The cook “spends his time mostly in the cook-house, which 
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is called the ‘galley, where he cooks both for the cabin and the 
forecastle . . . Keeping the galley, boilers, pans, kids, &c., clean and 
in order, occupies him during the day.’ A seaman aboard a New 
York-to-Liverpool packet thought the galley “a strange-looking place 

enough; not more than five feet square, and about as many high; a 
mere box to hold the stove, the pipe of which stuck out of the roof. 
Within it was hung round with pots and pans; and on one side was 
a little looking-glass, where he used to shave; and on a small shelf were 

his shaving tools, and a comb and a brush.”? | 
Sailors constantly accused cooks of being dishonest, filthy, or ne-

glectful of their duty. But only blacks were demonized with fears that 

they would poison the crew. The nineteenth-century historian William 

C. Nell memorialized the rubber-stamp trial and execution of a black 
sea-cook in Charleston in 1817. One of the men aboard his ship died, 

“apparently in consequence of poison being mixed with the dinner.” 
As Nell wrote, “The evidence . . . was—first, that he was [the] cook, 

and, therefore, who else could have poisoned the mess? . . . The real 
proof, no doubt, was written in the color of his skin, and in the harsh 
and rugged lines of his face.” A white passenger on board the brig 
Eliza, which had a black cook in 1827, recollected “making an obser-

vation to Capt. Bukup in which he stated that there ought not to be 
quarrels on board the vessel between the Cook and Captain as the 
cook might in revenge poison the passengers.’*° If able seamen’s skill 

mitigated racial differences and provided opportunities aboard ship 
to men of color, jobs as cook or steward reinforced racial stereotypes. 
Black mariners were both beneficiaries and victims of role assignments 

in the hidebound world of the ship. 

CoLLECTIVE work tended to pull black and white shipmates to-
gether. Voyages began with “those peculiar long-drawn sounds,’ re-
membered Richard Henry Dana, “which denote that the crew are 
heaving at the windlass.” Capstans and windlasses were hand-powered 

machines that multiplied human strength. Sailors inserted stout 
wooden poles called handspikes into the windlass barrel to turn it. It 
took “some dexterity and address to manage the handspec to the 
greatest advantage, explained William Falconer in 1769, “and to per-
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form this the sailors must all rise at once upon the windlass, and, 
fixing their bars therein, give a sudden jerk at the same instant, in 
which movement they are regulated by a sort of song or howl pro-
nounced by one of their number.’ Aboard ships fitted with capstans 
every able-bodied man and boy leaned his weight into bars on its 
head, and then went dancing round the capstan to the tune of “Off 
She Goes” or some other capstan shantey. Much of seafaring was 
collective work, especially heavy tasks such as heaving up the anchor, 

mastheading the topsails, and getting the tacks of the courses aboard, 
as Cato Wood and Caeser Lee knew from their stations at the fore-

topsail and crossjack braces aboard the ship Boston in 1777.*} 

Making and taking-in sail was an everyday occurrence for seafaring 

men, except on languid tropical passages in the trade-winds, where 
sheets and braces might not be started for several days. More typically, 

the vagaries of the weather, combined with the captain’s desire to 
maximize ship speed, demanded frequent sail changes. Handling light 

sails such as royals and staysails would be left to boys and ordinary 
seamen. But furling, reefing, or setting big sails such as topsails and 
courses normally took place in unsettled weather, with the ship plung-

ing and the gale intensifying or abating. These tasks demanded all 
hands. 

The true meaning of collective work came home to men furling 
topsails. The sailors perched on a footrope, fifty or sixty feet above the 

plunging deck of their ship, looking ahead occasionally as she lurched 
into a trough or staggered to rise. Mostly they looked at the sail they 
had been sent to tame. The light hands or boys laid out to the 
yardarms, furthest from the mast, and fisted the leech (edge) of the 
sail up to their waists before stretching it tautly along the yard. The 
two most experienced men would stand in the slings on each side of 
the mast handling the bulkier clews (corners) and bunt (middle 
panels) of the sail. Soaked, and stiff from salt or cold, the sailcloth 
often resisted the kind of neat stow that would keep the wind from 
insinuating itself later to burst the sail free. So it was teamwork— 
reaching and fisting in unison, balancing together on the footrope, 
pausing instinctively as the ship stumbled—that made stowing sail 
safe and effective. The ex-slave Peter Wheeler remembered that while 

“taking a double reef” in 1809 he “used to be *bout as much of a sailor 
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as any on ‘em.’ Human foibles notwithstanding, sailors aloft subor-
dinated petty disputes to working together.” 

The rhythm of seafaring as a whole also heightened sailors’ collec-

tive sense that they shared a distinctive calling. No fixed schedule 
regimented farm workers’ lives. The work day ashore lasted as long as 
there was work to be done, and intense labor alternated with idleness 

all year. This held for urban day-laborers and coastal fishermen, too, 
like the black fishermen in Charleston’s “Mosquito Fleet.” Attentive to 

the shoaling and migration patterns of fish, dependent on tidal cur-
rents, and always aware of the necessity to catch a favoring breeze and 
to run for shelter in the face of unsettled weather, coastal boatmen 

worked at their own discretion. But at sea the officer’s hour-glass and 

half-hourly bells regimented the work day with a precision unknown 
to almost every other early modern worker. 

Ships’ crews were divided equitably into two groups, the starboard 
and the larboard watches. The term “watch” was also used to describe 

the basic unit of work time at sea. Watches (or “shifts,” as a landsman 

might call them) lasted four hours each. From 4 to 8 a.m. was the 
morning watch; 8 to noon, the forenoon watch, and so on. The 
evening watch, from 4 to 8 p.M., was always split into two-hour shifts 

called dog-watches. This staggered the duty schedule, making seven 
watches instead of six so that neither the starboard nor the larboard 

watch would have to work the same schedule every day. Instead they 
alternated so that those who stood two watches on deck the first night 

would only stand one watch the next night. At best, every man had 
four hours of duty on deck and four hours “below,” day in and day 
out. But on most vessels all hands were employed on deck during the 

afternoons; and in the event of unsettled weather or broken gear, all 
hands were called instantly. The longest uninterrupted sleep a seaman 

ever got was a little less than four hours, at which he would hear an 
authoritative thump on the scuttle overhead and the hoarse cry of a 
shipmate: “All the starboard watch, ahoy! Eight bells; d’ye hear?” 
Whereas inclement weather released farm workers and outdoor labor-

ers from their tasks, nasty weather simply accentuated work for the 
sailor, reinforcing how different his work was from that of men 
ashore. 
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Confrontations were frequent aboard ship, especially between sail-

ors and officers. Seamen devised strategies of retaliation based on their 

particular circumstances. Giving captains the slip was a favorite. Origi-

nally “to give the slip” was a mariner’s expression for an anchored 
ship hurriedly avoiding trouble by slipping (that is, jettisoning) her 
anchor cable. As instant mobility saved ships, so it saved sailors. 
Seamen deserted to escape what they called “grievous” short allow-
ances of victuals, to avoid press gangs or disease, when fed up with 
cruelty or abuse, or to trifle with authority. Seamen deserted for 
life-saving reasons or for no reason at all. Most simply melted away, 
like the “negro man named Patrick Dennis” who ran from the brig-
antine Andrew Doria in Philadelphia in 1777, and who was “supposed 

to be concealed in town, or gone to Wilmington in hopes of making 
his escape in some of the vessels there.”34 

Men deserted abroad in search of “higher wages . . . than those they 

had been engaged at in America for the Voyage,” a practice, consuls 
complained, that “occasioned the most serious inconvenience & loss 
to the Ship Owners.” Sailors like John Brunto, a Rhode Island black 
who shipped aboard the Betsy in 1802, did not even wait to sail. Brunto 

brazenly absconded with his advance wages. Unlucky deserters like 
Aaron Gibson, “a Black man and Mariner” picked up by a Boston 
constable after he agreed to ship from New Bedford in 1802 “on a 
voyage to the Cape of Good Hope and elsewhere,’ were lodged in jail 

until sailing time.*° 

Sailors also antagonized captains and shipowners by capitalizing on 

laws that required seamen to be citizens. When the crew of the 
“American Vessel Fanny at Greenock” swore to British officials in 1793 

that they were not Americans, Fanny legally could not “proceed to 
Sea,” nor, wrote Consul James Maury, could she be permitted to ship 

any English sailors as replacements. Maury inveighed against the 
sailors “swearing and counterswearing,” as he later railed against a 
black man named Samuel Johnson who deserted the American ship 
Hull Packet to enlist in the Royal Navy. “This man was duly admitted 
an American citizen at this Custom House on oath. He thought proper 

since to desert... under plea of his saying that he was born in Halifax. 

Such a precedent,” Maury lamented, has “a tendency to subject our 
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vessels here to endless vexations.” That was precisely what the angry 
sailors wanted.* 

Like other members of the laboring poor, sailors faced “dead time” 

or “slack time”; they also confronted joblessness when hurricanes blew 

and harbors froze, and between voyages. Except when warfare and 
privateering spurred mariners’ pay to “an Extravagant height,’ as 
Boston selectmen claimed in 1745, sailors’ wages often lagged behind 

the cost of meat, drink, and lodging ashore.*” Unscrupulous captains 
compounded these ills by withholding pay, especially from black men. 

“When we were unloaded I demanded my wages,” wrote Equiano of 
a voyage that terminated in Jamaica in 1777, “which amounted to eight 

pounds five shillings sterling; but Captain Baker refused to give me 
one farthing, although it was the hardest earned money I ever worked 

for in my life.” Blacks did not have recourse to court in the West Indies, 

but elsewhere they did. After several trans-Atlantic crossings as “cook 
and Mariner,” a free black man named Woolford Oxford sued his 

captain for wages at Annapolis in 1785. Thomas Gardner, a black man 

from Virginia who shipped on the sloop Clarissa there in March 1798, 

joined three white shipmates in a successful suit for wages the follow-

ing June in Rhode Island.** 

Seeking profit in addition to paltry wages, free and enslaved black 
sailors often became petty traders. Equiano felt fortunate during the 
1760s in voyaging to St. Eustatius because he could parlay his small 
capital—originally invested in a glass tumbler—into more tumblers 
and a jug of Geneva gin. He “blessed the Lord” that “in the space of 
a month or six weeks” he could acquire a dollar’s profit. Another 
seafaring slave with whom he sailed brought “his little all for a venture, 

which consisted of six bits’ worth of limes and oranges in a bag.” As 

slaves ashore in Jamaica and the low-country negotiated for the right 
to grow truck gardens and market their produce for profit, so enslaved 

sailors moved along the edges of New World capitalism, striking deals 
in taverns and on wharves.*? 

By no means, however, were all black sailors of one mind concern-

ing wages. “I never regarded money in the least,’ remembered James 
Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, as he related how after one privateering 

voyage he did not tarry for his prize money, and how after another 
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he had been defrauded of more than one hundred and thirty-five 
pounds sterling. “If I had but a little meat and drink to supply the 
present necessaries of life, 1 never wished for more,” he said, “and if 
I had any, I always gave it if I saw an object in distress.” Gronniosaw’s 

attitude may have been conditioned to some degree by the ethic 
common to many white seafarers and expressed by Jack Cremer: 
“Sailor-like, [I] was always for a Short life & a merry one.” Some white 

sailors like Cremer simply sought “Ready Money’—cash, but not 
capital. Eager to live for the moment, and often without a secure base 

ashore, sailors accumulated only the clothes and trifling possessions 
they could stash in their sea-chests. “A Rowling Stone never gathers 
Moss,” is how Cremer put it. The African-born John Jea shipped 
out repeatedly, “not to seek my own interest, but the interest of my 
Lord and Master Jesus Christ; not for the honour and riches of this 
world, but the riches and honour of that which is to come.” Evangeli-

cal Christianity, combined with an African up-bringing, reinforced a 
spiritual distance from materialism for some African seamen, provid-

ing a counterpoint to the accumulative ethic of blacks like Equiano. 
Alternative attitudes about money created tensions within sailors’ 
collective ethos, but men of both races found themselves in each 

camp.* 
Escalating prices in New York prompted seamen to seek a substan-

tial raise in October 1802, from ten dollars to fourteen dollars a month. 

According to a newspaper, the “black seamen in the port united in the 
combination, under the direction of two black commodores, who acted 

in concert with the white, they in a subordinate capacity.” How sub-
ordinate the black men were is a matter of conjecture. Two white 
“commodores” wrote to all the waterfront boardinghouse keepers 
telling them not to ship men for less than the new fourteen-dollar 
wage. Then in the fashion of eighteenth-century crowd protests, the 
striking seamen paraded “with drums beating and colors flying” in 
the wake of their “commodores,” whose hats “were decorated with 

ribbons and feathers.” The protest lasted for several days, during which 

the strikers demonstrated solidarity by threatening other tars willing 
to sail for the old wages. When threats did not suffice, they boarded 
at least one schooner “and with great coolness and order . . . pro-
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ceeded to dismantle her of her sails and rigging, which they carefully 

stowed away in the hold.” The authorities finally broke the strike, but 
not before black and white sailors united around mutual interests.*! 

WHEN NoT ASHORE in boardinghouses, or slinging their ham-
mocks on the gun deck of a naval vessel, sailors slept, ate, and relaxed 

in a cramped forecastle. The forecastle was not a clean and well-lighted 

place. Forward in the very eyes of the ship, it suffered extremes of 
motion. Green water cascading over the deck above invariably seeped 

through the caulking. Forecastles were damp dens whose history 
remained in the odors of densely packed and unwashed bodies, stale 
pipe smoke, mildew, and the acid reek of tallow candles. Ventilation, 
light, and sailors themselves came through the scuttle, a hatch in the 
deck from which a ladder or steep set of stairs dropped into the 
compartment. Bunks lined the perimeter, and sea-chests lashed to the 

deck served as personal storage lockers, seats, and tables. Custom and 

practice as ancient as the common law reserved the forecastle for the 
sailors alone, and no officer concerned for the effectiveness of his 

authority—or his physical well-being—would trespass in the men’s 
domain without fair warning. There, remembered one sailor, “You 
hear sailors’ talk, learn their ways, their peculiarities of feeling as well 

as speaking and acting; and moreover pick up a great deal of curious 
and useful information in seamanship, ship’s customs, foreign coun-
tries, &c., from their long yarns and equally long disputes.” August 
Lemonier, a black man in a racially integrated crew aboard the brig 
Hercules, suggested that the men got along easily in their cramped 
quarters, and referred to “the general conversation of the hands at 
their meals” in which black and white sailors second-guessed their 
captain.” 

Through their yarns, or sea stories, Lemonier and his shipmates 
whiled away the boredom of hours, days, and weeks in the same 
company. Yarning was a sailor’s stock-in-trade. A homespun entertain-

ment like singing or dice, yarning also defined workers as seamen 
and informally introduced them to their shipmates. Based first and 
foremost on personal experience, yarns were a gauge of experience 
and authenticity. In the forecastle during the watch below, “the yarns 
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go round and round and you are not counted a sailor if you can't 
keep your end up,’ recollected a seaman. Sailors yarned of head-
winds, passages, and privations, of infamous shipmates, commanders, 

whores, and ships. Snatches of individual black sailors’ yarns remain. 

“Baily Negar hath just been here and hath been telling the descriptions 

of a voige round cape horn which a black man give him,” confided 
the Rhode Islander Lydia Hill Almy to her diary in 1798. Years later 
one of the owners of the schooner J.E. du Bignon remembered: “One 

time I was loading this du Bignon in Savannah when three Negro 
sailors came by and one exclaimed “Why there’s the old du Bignon. | 
used to sail in her and she p’ints five p’ints to windward of de’ wind!”* 

Yarning affirmed men as members of the brotherhood of the sea 
and educated them in “the way of a ship”—in the signs, institutions, 
roles, and rights peculiar to sailors. More important, yarning educated 

sailors about shipboard politics and provided self-defense in the face 
of exploitation. When four mariners appeared at the Maryland Admi-

ralty Court in 1786, they complained “that the captain with whom 
they originally signed Articles has left the vessel and that they are now 

subject to the Command of a Captain they never consented to be 
governed by, that he does not treat them in such a manner as Sailors 
ought to be treated, and as the Captain with whom they signed 
Articles originally covenanted to do.” The content and cadence of 
most yarns evaporated with the wind long ago, but in this deposition 
traces remain. The men’s gripe had been well rehearsed, not as a 
self-conscious staging for the judge, but in the comparative yarns they 

swapped in the New Ceres’s forecastle.“4 

Slavemasters often accused orally expressive blacks of deceit, and 

thus put a pejorative twist on the recognition that for slaves—as for 
sailors—quick wits and a ready tongue constituted one of the few 
resources at their disposal. Black storytellers moved easily along the 
waterfront, adding their voices to the yarns of men before the mast. 
Sam ran from his Maryland master in 1779. He had a “proud bold 
lofty carriage, with an impudent look” and a knack for stories: “in 
seaports, he said he was a sea faring Cook, and wanted to take 
shipping to some of the French islands.” According to his irate master, 

Sam “will tell so many pretty tales, that he will almost make any 
man believe he is a free man.” Billy Ballendine, a slave who was 
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“tolerable proficient at sundry trades” including “going by water,’ had 

“as smooth and deceitful a tongue as ever hung in a fellow’s head.” 
Ballendine said he was “going to Baltimore, to assist in bringing a 
vessel belonging to Colonel Robert Howe, of Alexandria, round to 
Potowmack.” A “negro Fellow named Stepney” who “used to go by 
water” told “many tales and plausible stories,’ according to the master 
from whom he absconded in 1781. “I suppose he has hired, or will 
endeavor to hire himself on board some vessel.”* 

A folk song sung by generations of plantation blacks asserted: 

Got one mind for white folks to see 

‘Nother for what I know is me; 

He don’t know, he don’t know my mind. 

Seafaring imparted a new twist to this code. Aboard many ships, 
“white folks” in the forecastle were separated from those aft by class 
and custom. As part of “the people” before the mast, black men 
discussed their officers’ foibles and faults with their white shipmates. 

“It appeared to him,” deposed a black sailor of a voyage in which a 
mixed-race crew was shipwrecked, “as if the Brig was run on the Reef 

purposefully . . . It was smooth water—both anchors were on the 
bows and cables bent . . . and it would have been easy to let go an 
anchor until they should know where they were—this was the general 
conversation of the hands at their meals.” The politics of class and 
craft informed this yarn, just as the politics of race and class informed 
the stories Ballendine and Stepney told pursuers and challengers.*° 

Yarning was an activity during which rules of race could be tem-
porarily suspended. Of course, seamen did not play all their private 
cards with their shipmates. Surviving in a world with little privacy 
meant maintaining a private mind “for what I know is me.’ Even so, 
the culture and sociology of seafaring often led black and white men 
to grumble together and confide in one another. Forecastle life pro-
vided a middle ground in which black men did not necessarily assimi-
late “white” norms, nor maintain an autonomous “black” culture, but 

in which black and white men could afford temporarily to suspend 
attention to racial division. Most Atlantic seafarers accepted that dif-
ferences existed between blacks and whites, but found that forecastle 

life mitigated them. The “total character” of shipboard life and its 
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isolation bound seamen to a society of their own making, which, for 

all its difficulties, was quite exclusive.‘ 

Atlantic maritime culture included strong egalitarian impulses that 

frequently confounded the strict racial etiquette of slave societies. 
Three white sailors from the brig Neptune, after being befriended in 
1787 by a Georgian slave named Charles, “thanked him, [and] shook 

him by the hand”—a gesture unthinkable to most white Americans. 
During the War of 1812, the crew of an American warship, invited to 
a theatrical performance in New York City honoring their bravery in 
battle, “marched together into the pit, and nearly one half of them 
were negroes. 48 

This rough egalitarianism appealed to black men, as did other 
maritime traditions. Samuel Taylor Coleridge acknowledged a distinc-
tive maritime culture of sailors 

Crowded in the rank and narrow ship,— 

Housed on the wild sea with wild usages.” 

Sailors’ “wild usages” included “a dialect and manner peculiar to 
themselves,” which for its bluntness and candor earned them the 
reputation as straight-talking “plain dealers.” Seafarers’ oath-ridden 
argot maintained group solidarity and set them apart from lands-
men.°? 

Sailors also affected a costume and stance that stamped them in-
delibly as members of the seafaring fraternity. A “bright Mulatto Man 
slave” named Sam sailed as a hand in 1771 aboard the sloop Tryall in 

Virginia. His “cloathing is such as is worn by Seamen, and [was] 
imported from England ready made,’ claimed an observer. A “short 
well-set Negro Fellow” manning a schooner on the Chester River wore 

“a blue Fearnothing Pea Jacket, patch’d with German Serge,’ whereas 

a “likely well made negro man, named Mial .. . of a very black 
complexion” who “used to go by water” sported “cotton trousers made 
sailor fashion and much tarred.” Sailor fashion meant wide and baggy 

trousers, tight at the waist and cut a few inches above the ankle so as 
not to get soaked from the seawater frequently running over the decks. 

Dress pants, by contrast, were purposefully long and flowing. “Fear-
nought” jackets and pea coats were tailored short; long coat-tails could 

snag a man as he clambered over the futtock shrouds, or tangle 
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dangerously as he let a halyard coil run free from the deck. But 
whether a seaman was black or white, whether he was working closer 
to Annapolis or to London, his clothing was distinctive and charac-
teristic of trade, not race.*! 

Black and white sailors plaited their queues in distinctive fashion 
and were more likely than white men ashore to wear earrings. Daniel, 
an enslaved sailor in New York in 1804, sported “his hair tied in a 
short tight queue,’ as did “a Mulattoe man, named Jack Jones,’ who 
“went on board the Providence privateer” commanded by Captain 
John Paul Jones in 1776. In the middle of the eighteenth century, many 

black men from Long Island wore queues secured with an eelskin, a 
style favored by white naval sailors well into the nineteenth century. 
“A cask of eelskins, well pickled in brine, was kept handy,’ according 

to Clifford Ashley. “The queue was tightly worked to a point, and the 

eelskin, having been carefully rolled wrongside out into the form of a 
doughnut, was rolled back over the queue and seized.” Whether Afri-
can Americans or white sailors first wore their hair this way is moot; 
what is significant is the cultural predisposition that led both groups 
to adopt a unique style. In such instances, an occupational subculture 
rooted in interracial contact came to transcend race.*? 

Much as sailors marked themselves with a fearnought jacket or a 
queue, landsmen wore them too. Not so with tattoos, a badge reserved 

in the eighteenth century almost exclusively for deep-sea tars. “Tattoo” 

is a Polynesian word, and the practice increased among seamen after 
Captain James Cook’s first voyage in 1769-1770. Those rare seamen 
who had voyaged to the Pacific, including the unlucky men aboard 
Captain Bligh’s Bounty, returned much adorned with Polynesian tat-

toos. But seamen had been marking themselves in that fashion long 
before Cook sailed. Ned Ward wrote in 1708 of shipboard artists 
working “the Jerusalem Cross” and other designs into their shipmates’ 

forearms by “pricking the Skin, and rubbing in a Pigment,’ usually 
india ink or gunpowder. Tattooed sailors self-consciously set them-
selves apart from landsmen and some other seamen. Regulars at the 
core of the craft, they emphasized their occupational identity. Like 
many ethnics, they recognized that the more distinctive a group is, the 
more likely it is to survive. Tattoos attracted attention to sailors’ social 

separation and to their particular ways.» 
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Most tattooed black sailors sported the same designs as their white 

shipmates, including initials, anchors, mermaids, dolphins, and cru-
cifixes. Michael Jones, an African American born in Louisiana in 1774, 

eschewed conventional designs: he had a figure representing “Justice” 

pricked into his skin. Thomas Lane identified himself as American 
with an eagle and. stars adorning his palm. Most white seamen, and 
an even larger proportion of black sailors, were not tattooed. But in 
a sample of 846 American seamen who applied for Seamen’s Protec-
tion Certificates between 1796 and 1803, an impressive 21 percent had 

designs pricked into their skin. In an era when tattoos were virtually 
never seen save on the weatherbeaten skin of a seafaring man, they 
spoke to an occupational identity not dependent on race. 

Ships, sea, and sun blazed other marks on seafaring men that spoke 

mutely to the shantey stanza “It’s a damn hard life, full of toil and 
strife, We whalemen undergo.” Thomas Smith of Boston, a black hand 

on the London Packet, had “a very remarkable scar on the right side 
of the head,” an enduring memento of how close to death he had 
come, and “the little finger of the right hand [was] much deformed, 
& [he] is pitted with the small pox.” A dark mulatto man named 
Joseph Warner had “a small scar on his left wrist [and] a large scar 
on his right leg.” Scars marked shifting cargos, broken blocks, and hot 

tempers, except on an individual such as the cook of the Eliza Vickery 

in 1806, whose “sundry marks on his face” had been ritually cut in 
Africa. White and black tars together bore other imprints of their 
trade—the furrowed, leathery faces that came with years before the 
mast, and the calloused palms and toughened fingers that, hand-over-
hand, had pulled miles of hemp rope. Marked in notorious fashion, 
they announced their trade to other tars, to inquisitive constables, and 

to the king’s press gangs as well.*5 

DespiTE COLLECTIVE WORK and similar appearances, and an 
easy familiarity between many black sailors and their white shipmates, 

social identities still were conditioned significantly by race. Many white 

seamen simply did not like blacks. White seamen manned the ships 
that made the Middle Passage possible; they trafficked in slaves them-

selves with personal ventures; they raped captive African women; and 
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they mercilessly quashed rebellious slaves’ shipboard uprisings, called, 
like the insurrections of seamen themselves, “mutinies.’ Should a 

vessel transporting slaves come to grief by fire, stranding, or leaking, 

white sailors readily nailed down the hatches to prevent black captives 

from escaping to the deck, or from vying with seamen for the boats. 
The white quartermaster Peter Vezian of the privateer Revenge 

mustered all his eloquence in 1742 to persuade a judge in the New 
Providence Vice-Admiralty Court that black sailors taken prisoner 
were slaves. “It does not stand to Reason,” began Vezian’s tirade, “that 

Slaves who are in hopes of Getting their freedom wou'd own they are 
so. Does not their Complextion and features tell all the world that 
they are of the blood of Negroes and have suckt Slavery and Cruelty 
from their Infancy?” Taking aim specifically at Senior Capitano Fran-
cisco, a black man commissioned by Spain who sat accused of using 
the English “barbarously” at St. Augustine, Vezian forsook an appeal 

to English nationalism or Protestantism, going right to the most 
damning argument. “What a miserable State must a Man be in,” he 
thundered, “who is Under the Jurisdiction of that vile and Cruel 
Colour.” °° 

Other whites shared Vezian’s predisposition, if not his tangled logic. 

When a storm crippled the sloop Peggy between Fayal and New York 
in 1769, the ship’s company spent almost six weeks adrift. They even 

ate the pump leathers before casting lots “to determine which of them 
should be sacrificed for the sustenance of the rest.” After white sailors 

rigged the lots, they selected a slave named Wiltshire, the sole African 
aboard. The survivors ate him.*’ 

Situations far more mundane than shipwreck incited white sailors 

against blacks. During the American Revolution, when Lord Dunmore 

extended amnesty to American slaves who fled their masters for the 
British lines, Chesapeake bondsmen flocked not only to British war-
ships but to several merchant vessels. According to two deserters from 

H.M.S. Isis in 1777, however, white sailors “boasted they would make 

their Fortunes by selling them in the West Indies,” and the runaways 
“were kicked and cuffed on every Occasion.” Criminal action books 
kept by a Boston justice of the peace from 1809 to 1816 reveal numer-
ous incidents in which white seamen like William Poor and Robert 

Grant assaulted and beat black sailors like James Coen.*8 
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Brutal white sailors abused John Jea on his first voyage, about 1806. 

“They used to flog, beat, and kick me about, the same as if I had been 
a dog; they also rubbed grease and dirt over my face and eyes; 
oftentimes they swore they would beat me till they made me jump 
overboard, but I never did; and sometimes they would call me a 
Jonah.” Jea’s inexperience, his vibrant Christianity, and his African 
heritage prompted white shipmates to torment him, “until it pleased 
the Lord to send the thunder and lightening.” After he watched an 
abusive white sailor “burnt like a cinder” by lightening, Jea confessed, 

“My soul gave glory to God.” As a committed pacifist, and one who, 
despite his New York upbringing, swore that he “was not an American, 

but ...a poor black African, a preacher of the gospel,” Jea remained 
separate from maritime culture and most white sailors, even though 
he made many voyages “for the glory of God, and the good of souls.”°° 

Jea channeled his rage at the haughty domination of whites with a 
silver tongue. An American consul in France rebuffed him, saying, “We 

will cool your Negro temper, and will not suffer any more insolence 
in our office.” Jea talked himself out of that jam. But few black seamen 

mustered his articulate poise. Most endured the degradation of race 
by bottling up turbulent self-doubt. Boston King remembered that “in 

the former part of my life I had suffered greatly from the cruelty and 
injustice of the Whites, which induced me to look upon them, in 
general, as our enemies: And even after the Lord had manifested his 
forgiving mercy to me, I still felt at times an uneasy distrust and 
shyness towards them.” Some enslaved sailors stuttered, possible evi-

dence of the psychological cost of quasi-assimilation into a white-
dominated world. 

Reflecting the often contradictory nature of race at sea, black mari-

ners’ reactions to whites ran the gamut from fawning accomodation-
ism to racist violence. Shipping out for six years after he evaded his 
abusive master, the ex-slave Peter Wheeler tried to convince himself 

that the white people he encountered in New York and New England 
around 1810 wanted to help him. By contrast, a slave boatswain who 

confessed to setting a house in Boston on fire in 1741 would have 
scorned such assimilationist naiveté: according to a contemporary, the 

boatswain “looked upon every white man as his declared enemy.” 
Ultimately his fury consumed him. Most men who would neither cave, 
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as did Wheeler, nor explode, like the boatswain, explored the limits of 
maritime culture within which blacks could assert themselves.®! 

Humanitarianism was not a cultural norm in the late eighteenth 
century: physical suffering, harsh punishments, and human exploita-
tion were accepted in what was generally a brutal, if sentimental, age. 
Race reinforced those values. Blacks learned early that the white world 

was arrayed against them. Yet white sailors occasionally put themselves 

at risk to subvert slavery by helping slaves flee. When “a lusty Negro 
Man, named Prince, about 25 Years old,” deserted from a vessel on the 

eastern shore of Maryland in 1746, one of the white sailors provided 
“a Certificate for his Freedom.” A fray erupted at Old Harbour, Ja-
maica, when sailors protected a runaway from Maroon slave-catchers. 

White sailors’ notorious dislike of authority and their openness to 
blacks, a reputation they maintained despite some irrefutable evidence 

to the contrary, induced blacks in need to sound them out. 
Maritime culture also had room for black leadership. Skilled black 

pilots regularly asserted formal authority aboard ship, and other black 
sailors assumed informal leadership roles. Insurrection simmered 
aboard the Zant in 1721, where several seamen “muttered” at their 

captain and “often wished that the said Ship was in the hands of the 
Pyrates.” A “free Negro married at Deptford,’ a common foremast 
Jack, instigated the “wrangell.” He “bred a Mutiney that we had too 
many Officers, and that the work was too hard, and what not,” and 
his shipmates rallied behind him. The Zant?’s captain tried to solve the 

problem by incarcerating the black man aboard a Royal Navy warship 

and shipping “a quiate fellow” in his place, but the seed had been sown 

and his shipmates challenged the captain again.® 

When twenty or thirty men, mostly sailors, assembled in Boston’s 
Dock Square on a winter night in 1769, looking for trouble with the 
British garrison and armed with hastily improvised cudgels, an Afro-
Indian sailor named Crispus Attucks led the crowd. Attucks (at 6'2”) 
towered above the rest. White onlookers claimed that his eerie “war-

whoop” egged on the mob, and that he poked the red-coated sentry 
with his stick, calling him a “lobster” and swearing that he would have 

one of his claws. Attucks fell first that night. As on the Zant many 
years before, a crowd of mostly white sailors followed a seafaring man 

of color into danger; and this time, into history. 
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Black sailors led whites in skilled operations, too. When in Novem-

ber 1794 the sloop Sally went aground near the entrance of Delaware 
Bay, all the captain’s efforts to free her proved ineffectual. After five 
weeks the owner, Thomas Blount, suspected him of “mismanagement 

or neglect of Duty.” Winter gales were in the offing and the Blounts 
became resigned to losing their vessel, when a black salvage master 
took charge. He floated Sally free, with minor damages, in short order. 

“The Negroe is a clever fellow,” wrote an elated Thomas Blount, who 
gave him a bonus “for his industry and perseverance.” More significant 

is that northern white men rarely deigned to work alongside, much 
less under, a black man. Sailors were the exception. All of the crew, 

save one, stuck by the stranded Sally and worked under the black 
salvage master’s direction.® 

A personalized view of the ambiguity of race at sea, and of how it 
often worked to blacks’ advantage, can be garnered from the memoirs 

of Equiano. He had more contact with seafarers than with any other 
group of whites from the time of his childhood enslavement until well 

into middle-age. An accomplished seaman himself, he wrote from a 
sailor’s perspective. Equiano wrote passionately against slavery and the 

moral ills it wrought on white people; he spelled out in detail the 
banality of accepted cruelties in the West Indies; and he revealed white 
man after white man—including some sailors—who had double-
crossed him. Yet for the most part, white seamen receive sympathetic 

treatment in Equiano’s penetrating critique of social relations in the 
eighteenth-century Atlantic world. 

Equiano characterized the white sailors he met aboard the slaver 
bringing him from Africa as cruel and greedy. But after a short stint 
on a Virginia plantation, he found himself back at sea on a merchant 
vessel where “everybody on board used me very kindly, quite contrary 

to what I had seen of any white people before.” Five years later, on 
the Aetna, “the captain’s clerk taught me to write, and gave me a 
smattering of arithmetic.” Aboard the Aetna Equiano messed with a 
white man named Daniel Quinn, who “soon became very much 
attached to me, and took great pains to instruct me in many things. 
He taught me to shave and dress hair a little, and also to read in the 
Bible, explaining many passages to me.’ 

Michael Henry Pascal, the Royal Navy captain who owned Equiano, 
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perceived the black man as a commodity rather than as a British 
seaman. Having promised Equiano’s freedom, and having already ap-
propriated six years’ worth of his prize money and wages, Pascal 
double-crossed him in December 1762, selling him to Captain James 
Doran of the Charming Sally, bound down the Thames for the West 
Indies. “If your prize-money had been £10,000,” said Pascal on part-
ing, “I had a right to it all, and would have taken it.” As Equiano 
remembered, “I had about nine guineas, which, during my long sea-
faring life, I had scraped together from trifling perquisites and little 
ventures; and I hid it that instant, lest my master should take that 
from me likewise.’®’ 

The naval tars rowing the boat between Aetna and Charming Sally 
made it clear where their sentiments lay in this conflict between the 
African sailor and the British officer. “The boat’s crew, who pulled 
against their will, became quite faint at different times, and would have 

gone ashore, but [Doran] would not let them. Some of them strove 
to cheer me, and told me he could not sell me, and that they would 
stand by me.” Equiano himself challenged Captain Doran: “I have 
been baptized,” he said, “and by the laws of the land, no man has a 
right to sell me.” Ten years were to elapse, however, before Lord 
Mansfield would decree, when hearing the case of James Somersett, 
that “slavery .. . is so odious, that nothing can be suffered to support 
it, but positive law.” In a decision discussed by captains, planters, and 

blacks throughout the English Atlantic world, Mansfield ruled that 
Somersett, a Virginian slave who had accompanied his master to 
England and lived there with him for two years, could not be detained 
in irons and sold to the West Indies because Parliament had never 

passed laws legitimizing slavery, as had American colonial assemblies. 

Somersett’s case lay far in the future on the dreary day that Equiano 
argued his own aboard Charming Sally; and he had no lawyer. “Indeed, 

some of my old shipmates told me not to despair,’ remembered the 
disconsolate slave, “for they would get me back again; and that as 
soon as they could get their pay, they would immediately come to 
Portsmouth to me.” Their hearty encouragement provided his only 
consolation. Some of them did return, “and sent me off some oranges, 

and other tokens of their regard,” but the white sailors’ good will could 

not overcome Pascal’s power and greed.® 
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Equiano despised the Caribbean. Assessing white West Indians as 
more unscrupulous than any men he had encountered, save aboard 
the slaver, he found, nevertheless, that white shipmates in the Carib-

bean were still likely to be a black sailor’s advocate. Humiliated by a 

Jamaican coasting captain, Equiano was able, “by means of a north-
pole shipmate whom I met with in the sloop,” to escape his clutches. 
Earlier, while working as steward on the ship Grenada Planter, Equiano 

was victimized by another white West Indian, who bought some goods 

from him and made “many fair promises, as usual, but without any 
intention of paying me.” A black shipmate had likewise been duped, 
but the two of them got no redress from the man himself or from the 

justice of the peace. As black men they could not threaten their debtor 

without grave consequences, but as seamen they could turn to their 
white shipmates for help. Three white sailors to whom the man also 
owed money joined Equiano and his friend. They stripped the fellow, 

threatening to cut off his ears and to use him roughly—small satis-
faction considering they never got paid, but rare satisfaction for black 
men in the heartland of slavery. Equiano’s narrative makes it clear that 

from the perspective of at least one black sailor, white seamen were 
less likely than other whites to abuse blacks.° 

Symbolic events also suggest considerable racial forbearance among 

sailors. No eighteenth-century ceremony aroused more attention than 
“crossing the line,” the initiation of greenhands to southern latitudes. 
Sailors customarily demanded a treat from passengers, perhaps half a 
crown or a dollar with which to buy drinks when they crossed the 
equator, and they dunked those who refused. According to folklore, 
Davy Jones and his wife (or Father Neptune and his wife Amphitrite) 

“keep a kind of turn-pike gate here, which is impossible to pass 
without paying something to secure their friendship.” Aboard ships 
without passengers, veteran tars initiated greenhands with rough play, 
and discipline relaxed for a frolic. As late as 1790, a passenger noted 

that the custom was so rooted that, if not granted, “it would occasion 

a dangerous cabal amongst the crew.””° 
Slaves aboard an East Indiaman figured prominently in the cere-

mony around 1790. A white sailor, “curiously rigged with a trident and 

stock fish at the top of it, with thick oakham to burlesque flowing 
locks,” mounted one of the ship’s gratings, with Madame Amphitrite 
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at his side. “They were drawn upon the quarterdeck by two Africans, 

and attended by a numerous retinue of inferior Gods; and what was 
unexpectedly well timed, Amphitrite insisted on freedom being given 

to the Africans, swearing that the Gods would never countenance the 
inhuman slave trade.” Temporarily in the spotlight when officers and 

passengers deferred to mariners, a white sailor scolded his betters in 
a galling critique of slavery.” 

ENouGH CONTEMPORARY Accounts of black mariners sur-

vive to reveal the contradictory workings of race at sea during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. These mini-dramas reveal 
that context, circumstance, and contingency condition human in-
teraction. Boisterous and contentious, free-wheeling and egalitarian, 
eighteenth-century Atlantic maritime culture offered black men the 
opportunity to be accepted as individuals by white sailors, or to be 
joined in common cause “claiming a Right” against the men and 
institutions that perpetuated their dependency. Meanwhile, shipboard 

society remained ordered around obedience and toward suppression 
of individual sentiments, including racist ones, that might disrupt the 

ship’s smooth functioning. This rigid hierarchy exerted a considerable 

leveling effect between shipmates. Black sailors benefited.” 

Yet maritime culture never completely overcame the fissures of race. 

Black sailors bore their accumulated humiliations with the holy anger 
of John Jea, the political protest of Olaudah Equiano, and the concili-

atory self-doubt of Boston King. Always they kept a weather-eye peeled 

for whites’ duplicity—maritime culture notwithstanding. They knew 
that many white sailors believed that men of color were inferior. When 

Gideon Olmstead and other white Americans planned to seize the 
British sloop Active, on which they were captives in 1778, they told two 

black men aboard to remain quiet and stay out of the way.” 
Allegiance to neither class nor race fully explains how black sailors 

and their white shipmates linked experience and meaning in their 
Atlantic world. Although most white sailors did not think of black 
men as their equals, neither did they accept unquestioningly a hierar-
chical view of their society or conceive of it in binary terms, as white 

against black, poor against rich, dependent against independent. Their 
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shipboard culture included room for the psychological strategy in 
which Europeans and Euro-Americans saw themselves in positive 
terms because they were not black. Yet simultaneously, the exploitative 

system that stigmatized white seamen as dependents influenced and 
conditioned them to perceive the world from the vantage point of 
slaves—a term they often used to describe themselves. 

Although black sailors justifiably distrusted most whites and seethed 

at the white-dominated social order, they also learned that their white 

shipmates would frequently disregard conventional racial etiquette. As 

a Jamaican wharfinger observed during the 1820s, “In the presence of 
the sailor, the Negro feels as a man.” Equiano knew that black sailors 

sometimes risked their captains’ wrath and their own lives to assist 
desperate white shipmates, putting their occupational identity (or 
their identity as men) ahead of their racial identity.”4 

Yet however much the very structure of their work drove black and 

white sailors together, the hierarchy of race in early America drove 
wedges between them. Despite black sailors’ recognition that the way 
of the ship often served them well, despite black and white sailors’ 
close physical proximity, and despite the similarities of their working 
conditions and their place in the Atlantic political economy, significant 

gaps remained between them.” 
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When they approach me they see only my 

surroundings, themselves, or figments of their 

imagination—indeed, everything and anything 

except me. 
RALPH ELLISON, 

Invisible Man (1947) 

Late IN 1814, chilled by raw Atlantic westerlies blowing across the 
desolate Devonshire moor, nearly one thousand African American 
seamen and five thousand white shipmates slung their hammocks in 
the British Admiralty’s Dartmoor Prison. As prisoners of war, they 
craved peace and liberty.! 

Racial dynamics worked differently among seamen in Dartmoor 
Prison than at sea. If the forecastle of deep-water ships was sometimes 

a shared middle ground where emphasis on role and opposition to 
authority mitigated racial distinctions, the climate at Dartmoor en-
couraged blackness and whiteness to flourish. 

Head and shoulders above the other prisoners, even without his 
bearskin grenadier’s cap, towered a “stout black” privateersman named 

Richard Crafus—known in Dartmoor as King Dick. In a world where 
most sailors were under 59" (and the average height was 56"), Richard 

Crafus stood an imposing 6’3”, with “a frame well proportioned” and 
“strength far greater than both height and proportions together.” 
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Invincible as Stagolee and imperious as Haiti’; Emperor Henri Chris-

tophe, King Dick was the best-known man in the prison, where he 
played to white sailors’ stereotypes for his own purposes. Crafus, who 

also called himself Richard Seaver, quickly dominated the blacks’ bar-

racks after arriving in October 1814. Under his rule, African Americans 

organized, disciplined, and entertained themselves, but did nothing to 
discourage white inmates from visiting the black enclave as custom-
ers.2 “In No 4 the Black’s Prison,” wrote a white sailor, “I have spent 

considerable of my time, for in the 3rd story or Cock loft they have 
reading whiting Fenceing, Boxing Danceing & many other schools 
which is very diverting to a young Person, indeed their is more 
amusement in this Prisson than in all the rest of them.”? 

Despite extensive interracial interactions and a prison-camp mo-
ment as pregnant with possibilities as it was burdened with despair, 
black and white sailors at Dartmoor organized themselves almost 
reflexively by race. Separation of the black men in their own yard and 
barracks nurtured distinctly black styles, though racial boundaries did 

not conform exactly to boundaries of stone and mortar. Men often 
passed freely from one yard to another. Yet most whites did not 
gravitate to black “amusement” or recognize black accomplishments 
without considerable denigration. Confronted by a vibrant black cul-
ture that contradicted what they had been taught about racial inferi-
ority, most white sailors denied blacks’ distinctive accomplishments. 
Blacks, meanwhile, capitalized on white sailors’ uneasy fear of black 

political organization and their ambivalent attraction to black music, 
evangelism, and pugilistic skill. They collectively leveraged prison 
Number Four to prominence.‘ 

AFRICAN AMERICANS were at the center of the War of 1812 long 

before incarceration. When His Majesty’s ship Leopard forced the U.S. 

ship Chesapeake to surrender off the Virginia Capes in 1807, and sullied 

American national honor by impressing American men (an action 
eventually regarded as the catalyst for war), two of the four impressed 
sailors were men of color.> White-dominated national memory veiled 

that fact, just as white prisoners of war at Dartmoor denied black 
sailors’ relative autonomy and assertiveness. For northern free blacks, 
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however, sea service and imprisonment in the War of 1812 became a 

signal event that afforded an entire generation of young men the 
chance to fuse reputations and masculinity with patriotism and to link 

up with individuals from geographically diverse communities. 
The prisoners’ initial desire, however, was simply to survive. Dart-

moor Prison was uphill from Plymouth, seventeen miles of arduous 
marching along a rutted, muddy track. None of the Americans just 
off ships had walked for a while, many were shoeless, and between the 

chilling rains and mist and “the Soldiers pricking us up with there 
Bayonets,” the trek itself disheartened men already disconsolate.® The 

heath struck a melancholy chord in sailors brought so low. Many of 
their shipmates, including two black seamen from the privateer schoo-

ner Rolla of Newport, had died in captivity already. One “was buried 

with becoming solemnity” at sea aboard a transport to Dartmoor. His 
shipmates might well have remembered “the bell [that] was toll’d 
Dureing the cerimony” for him as they first saw Dartmoor’s dark stone 

walls rising in the mist—an apparent charnel house on a forsaken 
moot.’ 

Three concentric walls limited the prisoners’ freedom, and the heath 

stretched beyond as a natural moat. Failed subterranean tunneling 
operations and a few successful escape schemes notwithstanding, those 

obstacles forced the captives’ attention inward.’ Stacked in hammocks, 

more than one thousand men could be crammed into a single bar-
racks not much larger than a ship of the line. Yet each of the seven 
barracks’ yards connected with the others, and by the winter of 1814-
1815 the prisoners had considerable freedom during the day to come 
and go as they pleased. Without cells, the smallest group assembled 
at any time were the inhabitants of one of the seven prisons, ranging 
from several hundred to more than one thousand men. At the rallying 

cry “Keeno,” they intermittently mobbed guards or badgered the 
authorities.? 

African Americans’ distinctive prison society took time to emerge. 
After the first Americans arrived in April 1813, months passed before 

others followed. Initially, Americans were housed indiscriminately 
with veteran French prisoners for whom the facility had been built, 
but eventually all Americans were transferred to Number Four. Sepa-

rated from the others by its own yard, that prison remained distin-



Boundaries of Race in Maritime Culture 105 

guished as the barracks for undesirables—at different times defined 
as renegade Frenchmen, Americans, or African Americans. By the end 

of September, the black population numbered sixty-two men. By the 
end of January 1814 and through the following spring, only seventy-six 

African Americans and between seven and eight hundred white Yan-

kees shared quarters in Number Four. Living at large among white 
sailors, the blacks endured taunts and punishments exacerbated by 
race.!0 

Unlike most of their officers, who had been genteelly paroled to the 

town of Ashburton, and who had a daily allowance of one shilling 
from the American agent in London who was responsible for prison-
ers welfare, the black and white sailors suffered intensely throughout 

their early months of confinement. During the summer of 1813, prison 
authorities restricted them to yard Number Four, allowing no market 
privileges. Food, clothing, tobacco, and soap were in short supply. 
Whereas paroled officers were granted liberty to stroll in Ashburton 
and spend their shilling, foremast men were left to die in the prisons 
from measles and small pox. Officers at Dartmoor paid the price. “If 
a man who had been an officer manifested a disposition to keep 
himself aloof,’ recollected George Little, “he was almost sure to be 
mobbed, and if he had kept a taut hand and good discipline on board 
of his vessel, on entering these prisons he was generally tied to the 
whipping-post and flogged.” Even calls of nature were answered with 
risk. No lights were allowed at night, and the men groped for pots at 
the end of the barracks. A seaman from Rhode Island remembered 

being “forcibly struck when first entering these prisons,’ in the fall of 
1813, “with the miserable, squalid, appearance of the prisoners.”!! 

Racial segregation initially existed only within messes, the groups 
of six men who were issued food together. This changed once Ameri-
cans mustered sufficient numbers to assert themselves against the 
French, and once the black population swelled enough that white 
sailors perceived it as threatening. Ten months after the first Americans 

arrived, some whites petitioned Captain Cotgrave “to have the black 
prisoners separated.” They claimed that “it was impossible to prevent 
these fellows from stealing, although they were seized up and flogged 

almost every day.” Blacks probably were stealing. White sailors picked 

pockets and swindled their shipmates, with “brothers and the most 
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intimate friends stealing from each other.” No evidence corroborates 
that the seventy-five blacks were more prone to theft than the whites, 

but part of the ideological backdrop for racial encounters in Dart-
moor was whites’ enduring image of blacks as thieves. In granting 
their petition, Cotgrave “greatly relieved” the white prisoners and 
suited the blacks as well. Blacks were moved to the cock-loft of 

Number Four, the lightest, airiest, and warmest—if smallest—quarters 

in the building.’ 
Conditions improved in the spring of 1814. Jailers opened Number 

Four’s gates during the day so inmates could tour the prisons, visit 
the French, and have access to the market that operated six days a 
week in the guardhouse square. Sailors bought food, drink, and cloth-

ing from Devonshire farmers and peddlers, both for immediate con-
sumption and for trafficking about the prison. Access to the external 
market promoted a vigorous internal one, and daily set men to work 
“makeing bone Ships, some making fiddles some making straw boxes, 

some tayloring, some Carpentering some making tin ware, some 
Shoemaking & some at every other different employment.’ Washer-
men and barbers provided services. Vendors hawked their wares “as 
tobacconists; others as potato merchants, [or] butter merchants.” 
There were many stands “for the sale of ardent spirits” and beer, 
including stalls run by black prisoners. One mess of whites marketed 
stew “at a penny a pint under the classical name of Friego.” Another 
white merchant sold plumgudgeons—boiled potatoes mashed and 
flavored with codfish. “Who'll buy nice large hot plumgudgeons for a 

penny-a-piece;—just now smoking from the frying pan, warranted to 
cure all diseases . . . crisping, nice and smoking hot—plumgudgeons 

for a penny.” Elevating the prisoners’ standard of living without ex-
pense to the authorities, the market made life bearable. Yet sailors 
despised the “innumerable shoals of Farmers, market Women & Jews,” 

who, “knowing they had no competitors in the Market & that the 
Prisoners could not be supply’d elsewhere . . . have fatned on the hard 

earnings of the American Prisoners.” 
Both blacks and whites marketed victuals, and in a white privateers-

man’s envy and contempt for a black fritter-vendor we glimpse race 
at work in the prison yard. The black sailor, “with his platter of fritters 

piled chin high,” had “gained the reputation of making the best in the 
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prisons.” Josiah Cobb saluted the man’s “delicately flavored fritters” 
and commented on his knack for “making them appear double the 
size of others.” Cobb also admitted that “his trumpet-toned voice has 

no small share in drawing buyers.” Not the sales pitch itself—similar, 

in fact, to that of the white plumgudgeon seller—but its distinctive 
delivery caught the attention of hungry men with a penny. For blacks, 
the melodious hawking was a brother’s bond, a spark to an ancestral 
aesthetic. For whites, it was an intriguing if not quite understandable 
expression of the other, an expression they deprecated while attempt-

ing to capture. “Fr-r-r-r-itters,’ Cobb imitated, “lighter dan da ‘punge, 
bigger dan a nobodies—de pan so clean what fry um, a man can shabe 

heself in, or see he purty face, dout tearing it to tatters;—tur-r-r-r-it! 
tur-r-r-r-it! frit! ter-r-r-frit! ter-r-r-frit!”"4 

In the late summer of 1814, with Napoleon Bonaparte’s defeat, the 

French began to depart and were replaced with Americans. By the first 

of September the African American contingent had swelled to 345 
prisoners; by the end of that month, to nearly 500. Jubilee came on 
September 10, with the remaining white prisoners’ exodus from Num-
ber Four. At the end of the month, white Americans occupied two 
prisons in the north wing and two prisons in the south wing; African 
Americans occupied the one in the center. Officials dictated that 
prisoners from the north, south, and center yards “were not permitted 
to have intercourse with one another . . . except on Sundays.” Black 
sailors thus had the critical mass to establish their own institutions, 

and substantial autonomy, when on October 9, 1814, Richard Crafus 
strode through the massive oak portal.!° 

From THE BEGINNING of their imprisonment, whether aboard 
prison hulks or at depots like Dartmoor, white American sailors 
during the War of 1812 elected executive and judicial officers to enforce 

their own rules. Black men may or may not have had a vote in the 
election of these committees, but they definitely had recourse to them. 

In February 1814 a complaint “was brought before the Committee” 
aboard a prison ship in Bermuda. “A mess of Blacks informed [the 
committee] of some of the Cocoa pounders taking out some of the 
Cocoa which was [robbing] all hands.” A trial ensued and the culprits, 
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found guilty, were punished. White sailors were proud of their com-
mittees’ democratic tradition. At Dartmoor whites created committees 

of twelve, elected with a president and chosen for terms that might 
be as short as a week or as long as a month. Committees adjudicated 
minor grievances, tried and punished men who broke communal 
rules, and dispensed patronage with the prison’s paying jobs as bar-
bers, orderlies, sweepers, stablemen, and lamplighters.'® 

Once African American sailors in prison Number Four had suff-
ciently large numbers to distinguish themselves from the whites, how-

ever, they established their own mode of group discipline and govern-

ment. Since the middle of the eighteenth century, blacks in certain 
New England towns (including Newport, Rhode Island; Salem, Mas-
sachusetts; Portsmouth, New Hampshire; and Hartford, Connecticut) 

had gathered on the legal election day to select their own dignitaries, 
called kings or governors. For the black communities that celebrated 
it, Negro Election Day became the highlight of the year. The Pinkster 

holiday in some New York and New Jersey towns served a similar 
function. These occasions provided slaves with an opportunity to feast, 

dance, and socialize, and to celebrate openly a distinct black cultural 
tradition. Although that often meant satirizing whites’ ways, the focus 
of these festivals was black conviviality and leadership. Many popular 

kings enjoyed a long tenure. In Albany, New York, an “old Guinea 
Negro” named King Charles, “whose authority is absolute,’ ruled 
Pinkster from the American Revolution until about 1808. And some 

kings and governors had considerably more than ceremonial func-
tions. In Newport, Hartford, and Portsmouth, informal systems of 
black government existed alongside white county courts. On com-
plaints by either whites or blacks against black offenders, the African 

American magistrate hearing the case would sentence the defendant, 
and a black officer would punish him.!” 

African American sailors at Dartmoor adapted this system, vesting 

command in one man—King Dick. Whether in the noontime market 
or at the gambling tables; whether attended by his “two comely white 
lads” or at the head of a mob of black and white sailors; whether 
refereeing blacks’ disputes or teaching boxing, Richard Crafus clearly 
demonstrated his authority and represented African American sailors 

to the prison at large.!® 
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Despite their common work as sailors, much of what mattered to 
black seamen remained masked from whites. Steeped in the republican 

tradition of the American Revolution, white sailors failed to recognize 

their black shipmates’ reliance on specifically African American politi-

cal forms to govern Number Four. New World blacks, however, despite 

the shackles of slavery, already had well-established traditions honor-

ing their own freely chosen rulers. In ports and colonies around the 
Atlantic including Antigua, Barbados, Haiti, Jamaica, Mexico, Vene-
zuela, New Orleans, and Argentina, all familiar to African American 
sailors, annual festivals inducted or honored black kings and queens. 
Blacks in at least twenty-one New England cities and towns are known 

to have celebrated Negro Election Day. Twenty-eight percent of the 
African American prisoners at Dartmoor had been born in New 
England, and many of the men born in the South (33 percent) and 
the mid-Atlantic states (33 percent) sailed from New England ports. 

Many had participated in the festivals that defined much of northern 
blacks’ public life. Most, it is reasonable to assume, had knowledge of 

Negro Election Day and Pinkster.! 
The extent to which white sailors at Dartmoor misunderstood black 

self-rule is illuminated by an encounter that occurred during the 
American Revolution. A Connecticut slave told a Yankee soldier that 

he favored Great Britain out of respect for the monarchy. The irate 
soldier condescendingly refused to talk further, as it seemed to him 
that the black man’s opinions had been formed by his Tory “betters.” 

The white soldier ignored the long-standing tradition in numerous 
Connecticut towns of blacks’ paying homage to local royalty, which 
they defined not only by election, but by beliefs in certain individuals’ 

royal African genealogy. Imprisoned white seamen in Dartmoor were 
just as contemptuous of King Dick’s centralization of power: “an 
exception to the democratical form of government” prevalent there. 
“Most tightly does he draw the cords of despotism around his good 
subjects,” sneered Josiah Cobb. “His word is supreme, no higher 
authority can be appealed to than his.” Cobb missed the nature of 
interactions between black “subjects” and their “king.’?° 

Black kings and governors in New England generally were elected, 

but they were also appointed, and at times high-rollers simply bought 
the office. John Anderson, an enslaved sailor belonging to a British 
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officer on parole in Hartford during the American Revolution, told 
local blacks that if they elected him, he would treat them with money 
earned aboard a vessel “where he had certain perquisites of his own.” 

Locals told the outgoing Governor Cuff that as an outsider, and a Tory, 
Anderson could not win. So Cuff simply appointed him as the next 

governor of Hartford. Noteworthy, as the historian William D. Piersen 

argues, is that “recognition of the office, its formalities, and the fes-
tivities honoring the leadership of the black community” were more 
important than scrupulously observed democratic processes.?! 

White democrats conditioned by stereotypes of blacks as childlike 
and barbaric assumed that Crafus ruled by force, just as white New 

Englanders had long assumed Negro Election Day was nothing more 

than a parody of white political forms. Blacks captive in Dartmoor, 
however, knew Crafus would maintain order in a disorderly world; 

moreover, they effectively manipulated white fear of potent black 
masculinity by elevating him to the absolute authority of king. As 
undisputed leader of one of the five American barracks, Crafus nego-
tiated with prison authorities and white sailors from a position of 
strength. 

King Dick threatened white sailors in a way that black shipboard 
or mob leaders did not. The commonly accepted formal and informal 

leadership roles held by black mariners as pilots, salvage masters, or 
cocks-of-the-forecastle were honored precisely because those skilled 

blacks led inter-racial groups of seamen. They embodied sailorly skill 
or stoicism, not blackness. King Dick’s independent leadership of a 

self-regulating black collective, one thousand men strong, unnerved 
even those white sailors accustomed to working under the direction 

of a black shipmate. 
Black New Englanders traditionally selected men of great physical 

prowess as kings and governors. African-born Quash Freeman, the 
ruler in Derby, Connecticut, around 1810, rivaled Crafus for strength. 

So did Salem’s King Mumford and Derby’s Governor Eben Tobias 
(whose son became the United States minister to Haiti during Re-
construction).22 Those crowned on Negro Election Day customarily 

dressed splendidly, spoke eloquently, and carried themselves with con-

summate dignity. They would have nodded approvingly at King Dick’s 

bearskin grenadier’s cap, a costly sartorial flourish in the drab prison 
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economy. Crafus maintained his royal air long after repatriation. 
According to a chronicler of Boston’s underclass, Crafus, who still 
taught boxing, “was a well-known character . . . about 1826-1835 [who] 

lived in one of the crowded tenements on Botolph Street and was the 
focus of all the colored population of that district.” Whites, at least, 
still knew him as “King Dick.” Dressed in a red vest and white shirt, 
crowned with “an old style police cap” and “swinging an Emmence 
cane,” long a symbol associated with black leadership, he assembled 
black Bostonians each Election Day as “Master of Ceremonies.” Crafus 

annually led the procession around Boston Common, and closed with 
a “patriotic speech.” Twenty years after organizing prison Number 
Four, King Dick retained authority among Bostonians of color, who 
acknowledged him more as a leader than as a tyrant.” 

Crafus maintained authority in Number Four by making daily 
rounds, checking each berth and mess for infractions. “If any of his 
men are dirty, drunken, or grossly negligent,’ noticed one white 
prisoner, “he threatens them with a beating; and if they are saucy they 
are sure to receive one.’24 But white myth-makers obsessed with 
Crafus’s physique, command, and style shaped him into a larger-than-

life figure. He played to their stereotype of the “barbarian king.” No 
record of his election remains other than one white prisoner’s passing 

comment that “from being president of the committee, [he] had 
contrived to depose his brethren in office and to usurp the sovereign 
sway. Crafus might have crudely bullied his way to dictatorship or 
been a persuasive demagogue: evidence suggests both to a degree. Two 

whites claimed that several “coup” attempts occurred, but that Crafus 

“always conquered the rebels.” Black sailors in prison Number Four 
seem not to have chosen the committee system then prevalent in other 

barracks, deferring instead to a modified form of one-man rule for 
themselves, and vigorously promoting the image of an invincible king 
to whites, who acted offended by black royalty, even as their stereo-

types allowed them to see nothing else.” 
Yet others in Number Four clearly had a say in its governance, no 

matter how united their allegiance to King Dick appeared to outsid-
ers. An impassioned Virginian Methodist named Simon, who gathered 

a congregation among the prisoners, exerted considerable influence. 
As W. E. B. Du Bois explained years later, “The preacher is the most 
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unique personality developed by the Negro on American soil. A leader, 

a politician, an orator, a ‘boss, an intriguer, an idealist—all these he 
is, and ever too, the center of a group of men, now twenty, now a 
thousand in number.’ Simon’s earnestness and adroit manipulation 
of others propelled him to preeminence. A man named John swayed 
his fellow prisoners, too. He had reputedly once been a servant in the 
household of Edward, Duke of Kent, before shipping on the American 

vessel from which he was pressed. Literate, worldly, and a “pretty clever 

fellow,’ John was “sometimes a judge in criminal cases” in Number 
Four, where decision-making remained far more complex than white 
sailors’ caricature of African American autocracy. Blacks’ mask of 
unity, and whites’ stereotypical relegation of black authority to a 
superman figure, effectively shadowed the nuances of black self-regu-

lation. Tellingly, however, when “two Black Men [were] Flog’d for 
Stealing” in Number Four, the culprits were publicly punished at a 
pre-arranged time—not thrashed by an impetuous and autocratic 
king.?6 

White commentators found it impossible to imagine that African 
Americans, left to themselves, could create a viable social organization 

founded on some principle other than raw power or toadying to 
whites. One diarist smugly suggested that Crafus remained in power 
partially through “the countenance he derived from the white prison-
ers.” Another wrote that “Big Dick is a great favourite with the 
authorities of the Depot, and is allowed greater indulgence than any 
other within the walls.” The historian Joseph P. Reidy argues insight-

fully that in New England elections, African Americans placed a “pre-

mium on internal group discipline as a survival mechanism.” This, 
more than “their desire to do the Man’s punishing for him,” inspired 

self-regulation.?7 

King Dick’s corporal punishments had precedents in New England 
towns. Black officials in Newport employed the same floggings and 
banishment (called “warning-out”) as white courts, but according to 
one Newporter, they also included a more unique punishment by 
“bastinado with a large cobbing board.” This meant beating the but-
tocks of the offender with a special wooden paddle, in which holes 
had been drilled so that round welts were raised on the skin. African 

American sailors in Dartmoor employed this form of correction as 
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Plantations were part of a maritime system. Enslaved boatmen hauled 

sugar, rice, and tobacco to ships bound for distant markets, as shown in 
the coastal scene from Antigua in 1823 (upper left). Slaves frequently car-

ried cargoes in pettiaugers, modified dugouts modeled on African and 
Indian canoes. P. G. E von Reck sketched one in Georgia in 1739 (lower 

left). In every plantation society small coasters, like the Speightstown boat 

painted at Barbados in 1800 (above), were sailed by slaves. Boat slaves had 
considerable freedom of movement, and skilled boat sailors were fre-

quently in demand aboard shorthanded ships. 
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Whil imatel t of black A fined to pl 
tations during the antebellum era, most of them cultivating cotton, free 

ack sailors roamed the worid on whalers and merchant s Ips. Sea aring 

was dangerous and poorly paid, but sailors became the eyes and ears o 
ack communities ashore. A Japanese artist painted these American hal in J whalemen in Japan in 1845. 
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well. Accustomed to seeing the skin flayed off their shipmates’ backs 

with the “cat-of-nine-tail,’ hardened sailors rarely displayed squeam-

ishness over corporal punishment. Yet Benjamin Waterhouse, amanu-
ensis for a white privateersman at Dartmoor, wrote that cobbing 
evoked “barbarity” and “ought never to be allowed where the whites 
have the controul of them.” Black sailors’ autonomy offended whites 

more than the cobbing. In their punishment by bastinado, as in their 
self-government, black sailors exhibited their own ways in Dartmoor, 
a place where “the whites [did not] have the controul of them.” 

Bacx 1n AMERICA, economic exploitation maintained racial hi-
erarchies. But in the prison yard at Dartmoor, white exploitation of 
black labor was absent; so, too, were white assertions of power such 
as slave codes, and dramatic inequities in material life. Walls created 
racial boundaries of a sort, as did a few British actions targeting blacks, 

but for the most part race was expressed through historical memory 
and cultural conventions—notably in the separate meanings sailors 
assigned to categories as varied as leadership, religious worship, and 
martial arts. Racial differences were evident in the ways black and 
white sailors got to prison, in their patriotic displays and manly sports, 
in their theater and dance. 

The routes to imprisonment of the initial group of 24 African 
American men who arrived at Dartmoor on April 2, 1813, along with 

226 white sailors, typify those of the 1,174 African Americans ultimately 

held at Dartmoor. More than 84 percent of the 6,560 American pris-
oners, black and white, were captured at sea. More than 1,200 Ameri-

can prisoners, however, were never captured in battle. George Higgens 

and John Odeen were black men “detained” in Gibraltar by British 
authorities intent on reducing the number of skilled mariners available 

to the United States. Press gangs seized George Dingall and Alex 
Petterson for the king’s service. When given the choice, as detainees 
sometimes were, these blacks selected incarceration rather than enlist-

ment in the Royal Navy. Cato Foster, a thirty-three-year-old black man 

from Marblehead, Massachusetts, was already in the Royal Navy when 

war broke out. He and at least 6 white shipmates delivered themselves 

up as prisoners of war rather than fight their own countrymen.” 
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At first glance, race seems immaterial in the ways Americans got to 

Dartmoor. Black and white seamen were captured by the British, and 

some of them refused to serve in the British navy when asked. Refusing 

to serve became more viable toward the end of the Napoleonic Wars, 

as the Admiralty reduced its personnel, offering Americans aboard 
royal ships incarceration in lieu of continued service. This policy was 
never uniform: American prisoners transported aboard H.M.S. Talbot 
in October 1813 “found there were four Americans on board that were 

impressed, that had frequently given themselves up as Americans, but 

were always flogged and made to do duty, viz. William Higgens of 
New London, William McCarty of Penobscot River, Thomas Hudson, 

a black man of Boston, and Peter Martin, a mulatto of Virginia.” 
Ultimately, however, 1,011 of the American prisoners at Dartmoor 
came directly from the Royal Navy. And the lion’s share were black.%° 

African Americans constituted 18 percent of the 6,560 American 
men admitted to Dartmoor, and about 18 percent of the contemporary 

American maritime labor force, then estimated at 100,000 strong. Any 

large sample of American mariners predictably would contain about 
18 percent African Americans. But 33 percent of the 1,011 Americans 

exiting the Royal Navy were men of color—almost twice the expected 

ratio. Another, smaller sample of 221 prisoners impressed during the 
war who chose to go to prison rather than serve in the Royal Navy 
contained 30 percent African Americans. Race did affect how Ameri-

cans got to Dartmoor.’! 
British pressure, black pragmatism, and a distinctive form of Afri-

can American patriotism informed blacks’ collective decision to with-

draw from the Royal Navy. By the beginning of 1814, naval adminis-

trators were trying to reduce the number of blacks in the service. If 
not “the last hired,” black sailors were “the first fired.” A number of 

African Americans giving themselves up from the navy arrived at 
Dartmoor with fresh bruises and even fractures, feeding speculation 
that British seamen beat them when shipboard discipline turned a 
blind eye to race-baiting. In any event, though no systematic policy 
seems to have driven black Americans from the navy in 1814—black 

men, after all, were still being impressed—pressure from the British 
partly explains why more American blacks than whites volunteered 
for prison.” 
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Yet a larger number of black sailors made conscious decisions to 
leave the British navy. Black prisoners told clerks at Dartmoor that 
they had “delivered themselves up” as Americans, not that they had 
been drummed out of the service. African American men withdrawing 

en masse from the Royal Navy in 1813-1814 shared an appreciation of 

the historical moment for the race. They were fighting a desperate 
rear-guard action to disavow blacks’ defilement in the national imagi-
nation and to defy the popular fusion of republicanism and whiteness 

that increasingly defined American citizenship by excluding people of 
color. Their actions were analogous to those of free men of color in 
Philadelphia and New York who offered to build fortifications during 
the late summer of 1814, as British naval squadrons lurked threaten-

ingly nearby. Despite exemption from military service, black New 
Yorkers dug in on Brooklyn Heights; and more than one thousand 
black Philadelphians helped fortify the west bank of the Schuylkill 
River. These former slaves or sons of slaves chose neither resentment 

nor apathy at a time of national crisis, but a pragmatic and calculating 

public show of citizenship.*? 

More black than white American sailors opted for prison rather 
than service against the United States because they had more to gain 
by getting out of the Royal Navy and more to lose by staying in. During 

this era of screaming-eagle patriotism, no black man who routinely 
associated with white Americans wished to be branded a traitor. 

Moreover, although Great Britain forbade slavery on its soil and 
publicly suppressed the slave trade, such abstractions were insufficient 
to overcome the more immediate and personal attractions of family, 
place, and habit that bound African American seafarers to the United 
States. 

Much to the distress of British jailers, American prisoners managed 

to smuggle American flags into the prison almost from the beginning 

of their captivity. On July 4, 1813, when all of the six hundred Ameri-

cans (of whom about seventy-five were black) lived in Number Four, 

they “divided into two columns and displayed [their] flags at each end 

of the prison.” Whether the black men actively participated or not is 
unclear. The display led to a confrontation with the guards who tried 
to remove the flags; ultimately shots were fired and two prisoners 
wounded, ending the demonstration of patriotic solidarity.*4 
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Once Number Four became all black, however, African American 

sailors participated selectively in patriotic rallies. Numerous occasions 

found “the American flag displayed on each of the Prisons.” On 
December 31, 1814, sailors hoisted “saucy flags” emblazoned with “Free 

Trade and Sailors Rights” in large capital letters. “It humbles the 
British pride to see this Motto,” wrote a privateersman. “This fore-
noon,” he continued, “some English officers came up to see the 
prisoners & the [black] band of No 4 played up Yankee doodle dandy. 

O It galls them.’ Several months later, upon news of peace, “the 
musitions of all the prisons, formed a band and marched round the 
guards playing hail Columbia, and Yanky doodle, followed by a large 

procession.” Meanwhile, “the star and stripe is flying on every prison.” 

Black and white sailors shared public space, public processions, and 
public professions of patriotism to vex the British and express prisoner 

solidarity. At the same time, black men communicated to white Ameri-

cans their hard-won rights to symbols of American freedom.*5 

Nationalist demonstrations by clannish sailors confronting an en-
emy abroad expressed honor, pride, and solidarity. They were similar 
to sailors’ collective (and interracial) resistance to officers aboard ship. 

Black sailors hoisted the American flag or played “Yankee Doodle” in 
Dartmoor for reasons that transcended race. Consider John Johnson, 

a black sailor aboard the American privateer Governor Thompkins. 
After “a twenty-four pound shot struck him in the hip, and took away 
all the lower part of his body,” according to his captain, “the poor, 
brave fellow lay on the deck, and several times exclaimed to his 
shipmates, ”Fire away, my boys!—No haul a color down!" Johnson’s 
dying words remind us that soldiers on the front line often fight more 

for their platoon (an immediate loyalty) than for the nation (a distant 
abstraction). Yet some whites contested what they regarded as blacks’ 
presumptuous patriotism. When news of peace arrived in the prison 
on the last day of 1814, “the Prisoners of No 1 5 7 & 3 assembled in 
the Yard of No 3 and fired A Grand Salute of 17 guns—Composed of 

Rope Yarns and paper with powder inside.” Black men were conspicu-

ously absent.* 
Black sailors’ version of patriotism in 1814 asserted attachment to 

the United States and their right to belong. Whereas many of them 
regarded the American slaveholding republic in outright contempt, 
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others were more ambivalent. For example, after being impressed into 

the Royal Navy, many African American men refused to enter their 
signatures in British man-of-wars’ muster rolls. Doing so was to enlist 

officially in the Royal Navy, and to become eligible for a bounty, wages, 

and prize money. Refusing to sign the rolls consigned a man to the 
same work, food, and service as those who joined—but without the 
pay. Thus financial incentives and bullying were considerable. But 
many blacks refused. John Backus swore in 1811 that he “never Entered 

or took bounty,” categorically refusing to profit by his unwilling 
service to a national enemy. “I . . . was treated very Ill because I would 

not Enter,” lamented William Godfrey in 1799. “Neither have I,” he 
wrote, “knowing myself to be an american as well as for what reason, 
I do not wish to serve them.” Jacob Israel Potter refused to capitulate 

in 1811 after more than nine years of unwilling service “because I was 
an American and likewise I was a Citizen & beside I had a wife and 

family.” 3” 

To assume that men like Backus, Godfrey, and Potter were situat-

ing themselves as Americans simply to gain official American assis-
tance, or to stick with white shipmates, is to ignore their conscious 
decision-making. A black sailor named William West under no such 
pressure explained his own patriotic identity in 1825. He “did not 
return in the schooner” Albany Packet, he said, “because she took 
Spanish colors at Havanna, and he did not choose to sail under 
Spanish Colors.” Through the rage, pain, and endurance of their 
impressment, sailors like Backus, Godfrey, and Potter expressed an 
identity as black Americans at the turn of the nineteenth century, and 
a radical African American patriotism demanding black inclusion in 
the United States.** 

Black and white seamen also shared respect for manly pluck in ways 

that were at once racially distinctive and overlapping. Physical bravery 

stood them in good stead in their rough-and-tumble waterfront world 

and in their frequent confrontations with officers. “Our seafaring 
people are brave,” noted Benjamin Franklin on one of his many 
trans-Atlantic voyages, “being cowards in only one sense, that of 
fearing to be thought afraid.” Boxing, especially, validated manly quali-

ties—personal valor, uncommon courage, and physical prowess. Sea-
men were the first Americans to embrace boxing as a sport, learning 
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it from English tars for whom boxing, like cock-fighting, bull-baiting, 

and cudgel play, was a favorite past-time. At Dartmoor boxing was 
popular. Richard Crafus earned a reputation there as a masterful 
bare-knuckle boxer in a ring that knew no color line. Black and white 

students at his boxing academy pummelled each other, wrote one 
sailor, “for the amusement of the junior fry, who are yet to be the 
Cribs and Mollineaux of boxing celebrity, the most renowned heros 
in all christendom.”° 

If Crafus’s notoriety remained limited to Dartmoor, the most awe-
inspiring African American in England during the War of 1812 was 
Tom Molineaux, “the tremendous man of colour” who had recently 
contended for the national bare-knuckle championship. Born on the 

Chesapeake in 1784, Molineaux migrated northward by age twenty, 
where he found work as a porter and dock worker in New York. He 
probably began to box there with other longshoremen and British 
seamen, and apparently honed his pugilistic skills to a degree relatively 

unknown in America. In 1809 Molineaux signed aboard a trans-At-
lantic ship as a foremast hand, working his way to England in search 
of a career as a boxer.*° 

Molineaux linked up with Bill Richmond, the free black American 

fighter who pioneered counterpunching and other defensive strategies 
in England, and who had created a sufficiently successful career as a 
prize-fighter to buy the Horse and Dolphin tavern in London. Close 
to fifty years old when Molineaux arrived, Richmond was still an active 

fighter, and he took the younger African American under his wing, 
becoming his “manager, trainer, patron, and second.” Under Rich-
mond’s tutelage, Molineaux quickly dispatched his first two opponents 

and was soon paired with Tom Crib, the reigning bare-knuckle cham-

pion. They fought thirty-nine brutally punishing rounds in December 
1810 before the African American challenger collapsed. According to a 

contemporary chronicler, “Molineaux proved himself as courageous a 

man as ever an adversary contended with .. . The Black astonished 
everyone, not only by his extraordinary power of hitting, and his 
gigantic strength, but also by his acquaintance with the science, which 

was far greater than any had given him credit for.” Rumors flew that 
only duplicity by Crib’s seconds and a boisterously pro-British crowd 

kept the title from the black American.*! 
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Black and white sailors at Dartmoor found common ground in the 

boxing ring and as fencing and wrestling opponents. But it is by no 
means clear that all the underlying rules and meanings black sailors 
attributed to manly sports were identical with those of whites, even 
in this most common of arenas. Black sailors, for instance, competed 

in rough play and fought violently by butting heads. White sailors 
generally did not. Only in the “Rough-and-Tumble” scrapping of the 
southern backcountry, where “honor dictated that all techniques be 
permitted,” did white men butt like black combatants.” 

Head-butting contests in sport and anger were common throughout 

late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Afro-America. Battling 
a black overseer, the slave William Grimes “let him have it in old 

Virginia style, (which generally consists of gouging, biting, and butt-

ing.) I drove my head against him,” remembered Grimes, “until he 
could scarcely stand or go.” On board the Alert, the black steward 
“enraged the mate, who called him a ‘black soger’; and at it they went, 

clenching, striking, and rolling over and over,’ recollected a white 
sailor. “The darkey tried to butt him, but the mate got him down.” 
Men accustomed to butting perfected it for ends other than fighting. 
A black boatsteerer named Jack Sisson served in a special patriot 
expeditionary force during the American Revolution that, in 1777, 
captured British Major General Richard Prescott at his Rhode Island 
headquarters. Sisson broke down the general’s door with his head, a 
feat subsequently immortalized by balladeers. Sixty years later one of 
the black servants of the Lafayette Guards, a New York regiment 
touring Boston, impressed onlookers with his remarkable butting.” 

The African origins of head-butting are clear. Samba Jean, “a Mu 

Kongo expert in the martial arts of Africa,’ explained in 1990 that 
several head-butting styles of combat are currently practiced in Kongo. 

Afro-Brazilians, Venezuelans, and West Indians still rely on kicks and 

head-butts, as did nineteenth-century blacks on the Sea Islands off 
South Carolina and Georgia with their “knocking and kicking” com-
bat. The butting characteristic of black sailors at the turn of the 
nineteenth century survived the Middle Passage to take root in Afro-
America from New England to Brazil. Seamen propagated the art as 
they traveled from one region to another, forging diasporic links 
through martial skill.“ 
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Butting was confined almost entirely to people of the African dias-

pora. Racially distinctive, it transcended other cultural and linguistic 
divisions among blacks. Tarrying ashore at Guadeloupe in 1787, a 
group of black and white English-speaking sailors watched a Sunday 
gathering of slaves entertaining themselves. The males, according to 
one white sailor, regarded butting as a “favorite amusement .. . for 
which purpose their wooly hair is suffered to grow on the top of their 

heads, whilst that from behind is cut away, and frizzled in amongst 
that left on top, which forms a kind of cushion, or firm tuft of hair.” 
To “African music,’ the “opposing combatants dance with careless 
gaiety, frequently exchanging smiles, and significantly nodding their 
heads at each other,” until they separate and advance toward each 
other, “when as if by mutual impulse, both dart forward, head against 
head, like two rams!” Intent on securing a reputation for himself, a 
free seaman of color from Philadelphia named Tom Grace challenged 

the local champion, a patois-speaking Guadeloupean slave, swearing 
he would “capsize one of these fellows in a crack.’ He did, while his 
white shipmates watched from the sidelines.* 

As with sport and rough play, racial differences characterized sail-

ors’ theater. French prisoners had produced regular plays at Dart-
moor “with very elegant scenery” and “appropriate comic and tragic 
dresses.” African Americans purchased sets, props, make-up, and cos-

tumes from the departing French, modifying them for their own 
productions. Meanwhile, an all-white dramatic company in Number 
Five composed of prisoners and Irish guards competed with the blacks’ 

troupe. Weekly or twice-weekly performances in Number Four cost 
viewers six pence (four pence for seats in the rear) and included The 
Heir at Law, a popular Scottish tragedy called Douglas, pantomimes 
such as Harlequin Revived, and the central attraction—Shakespeare.*® 

Shakespeare was no stranger to African American sailors. During 
the decades immediately after the American Revolution, Shakespear-

ean productions outnumbered those of any other playwright in the 
United States. The Bard of Avon became even more popular after the 

turn of the nineteenth century, accounting for between one quarter 
and one-fifth of all plays produced on the eastern seaboard. During 
the 1810-1811 season in Philadelphia, just before war called sailors and 

would-be privateersmen from the theater to enlistment rendezvous, 
twenty-two of the eighty-eight plays performed were by Shakespeare. 
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Relegated to theaters’ galleries, urban blacks invariably composed part 

of the audience. Theater-goers in Richmond, Virginia, expressed con-

cern about the “overflowing of a riotous spirit among the coloured 
persons who nightly crowd there.” In New Orleans, Mobile, and 
Richmond, playhouse managers catered to divisions within black so-
ciety by providing separate sections for mulattoes or quadroons. In 
keeping with African Americans’ theatrical tastes, a black West Indian 

named James Hewlett opened the African Grove Theater on the corner 

of Bleeker and Grove Streets in New York City shortly after the War 

of 1812. Hewlett led his repertoire company in several Shakespearean 

productions, dominated by Richard III, until white hoodlums wrecked 
the theater. Black sailors at Dartmoor produced the Shakespearean 

plays they knew, liked, and could sell.4” 
The theater in Number Four flourished. At a performance of The 

Heir at Law, a white privateersman recollected that “a ticket was of 
very little service as mob laws prevailed among the Prisoners [and] 
they made a rush in.” He wrote, “I got along side of a great he Negro 
about seven feet high when he sat down ’twas with difficulty I could 
see over his head.” Though side by side, the white and black sailors 
saw the show differently. White audiences enjoyed its professionalism; 

black actors, one white diarist had heard, “can perform as well as in 

any play House.” Yet many whites also enjoyed theater in Number 
Four because they expected blacks to entertain them in a distinctive 
way. A white sailor claimed to have “witnessed a tall strapping negro, 
over six feet high, painted white, murdering the part of Juliet to the 
Romeo of another tall dark-skin.” He also remembered that “the 

blacks were pretty well in pantomime—it seemed to be more natural 
to them.” It seems likely that black patrons enjoyed black theater on 

many levels, not the least of which was black actors’ masked mimicry 
of whites—a long-standing mainstay of African American perform-
ance. They undoubtedly were gratified, too, at the sight of whites’ 
paying to see black productions.*® 

Blacks had long taught African-inspired art forms to white ship-
mates smitten with the mystique of black rhythm, a practice formal-
ized for profit at the dancing school in Number Four. For African 
Americans, improvisational music and dance were essential forms of 
self-expression throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, as accounts of Negro Election Day, plantation corn-shuck-
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ing, and other cultural events invariably reveal. Some white listeners 
were disdainful; others participated robustly. Whites at Dartmoor 
were “regaled,” wrote Benjamin Waterhouse, “with the sound of clar-

ionets, flutes, violins, flagelets, fifes, and tambourines, together with 
the whooping and singing of the negroes.” Whites on the waterfront 
already had well-established patterns of attending black performances. 

By the 1790s at Catharine’s Market in New York, black dancers enter-

tained themselves and competed with one another for the approbation 
of white people, who awarded dancers with fish or eels. These par-
ticular dancing competitions crested in the 1790s and early 1800s, 
though black sailors were still dancing for eels in Catharine’s Market 
in the 1820s. 

Spontaneous interracial dances erupted at Dartmoor too, some 
with considerable energy. After a production of The Heir at Law one 
evening in Number Four, a white sailor wrote that “we had a grand 
dance & kept it up till daylight when the prison doors being open 
each one went to his own prison.” Blacks in the early nineteenth 
century were notorious for dancing through the night, and interracial 
dances on black sailors’ territory followed black customs with African 
roots.>° 

At black-run dancing schools and sailors’ dances, racial encounters 

reflected the complex dynamics of stereotyping. White sailors who 
assumed that all blacks were natural performers gravitated to black 
shows, where they consciously and unconsciously imbibed black ar-
tistic forms. This, in turn, created targets for black parody, reinforcing 
black stereotypes of whites’ gracelessness. Meanwhile, whites con-
vinced themselves that the whole process reinforced their initial belief, 

whose role had been to separate white from black, even as the two 
converged. Black and white sailors interacted on common ground at 
Dartmoor in dance, theater, and manly sports, but their fraternization 

was colored by racial stereotypes. Cultural inheritance weighed heavily 

on immediate experience in Dartmoor’s racial encounters.°! 

At Dartmoor, black and white sailors discovered common 
ground in a church established by a core of black men. Black sailors 
historically had found it difficult to practice meaningful religion in a 
predominantly white, and largely skeptical, community of sailors. 
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Coastal mariners had been the exception. In 1789, for instance, it was 

said of a Chesapeake Bay boatman named Will that he “frequently 
resorts among people who call themselves methodists.” But practicing 

their faith proved difficult offshore. Pressed into the Royal Navy during 
the American Revolution, a black man named John Marrant “contin-

ued in his Majesty’s service six years and eleven months.” Marrant 
later felt shame “that a lamentable stupor crept over all my spiritual 
vivacity, life and vigour; I got cold and dead.” Although “my dear 
Father in his dear Son, roused me every now and then by dangers and 
deliverances,” Marrant wrote, it was not until after his discharge ashore 

that he again found the Lord. Boston King experienced similar spiri-
tual isolation. Born into South Carolinian slavery, King fled to the 
British navy about the time Marrant succumbed to the press. He 
served a short naval stint, worked on a pilot boat out of New York, 
and then fished several seasons on the Labrador coast after joining the 

loyalist exodus to Nova Scotia. “One day when I was alone, he 
remembered, “and recollecting the patient sufferings of the servants 
of God for Truth’s sake, I was ashamed of myself on account of the 
displeasure I felt at my ship-mates, because they would not be per-
suaded by me to forsake their sins.” 

White sailors like King’s shipmates had little time for “patient 
sufferings . . . for Truth’s sake.” Devotions at sea varied widely, but 
more often than not, prayers and psalms would be followed by “swear-

ing, cursing and lying,” according to Ned Coxere, and then a “laugh, 
scoff, and jeer.” Most white seamen coped with their captain’s tyranny 

and nature’s terrors more through individual stoicism or group soli-
darity than through devotion to Jesus Christ. Black seamen, by con-
trast, were more likely to be religious. As the steward of a ship bound 

from London to Cadiz, Olaudah Equiano “heard the name of God 
much blasphemed, and I feared greatly lest I should catch the horrible 

infection.” He would prefer, he wrote, “to beg my bread on shore, 
rather than go to sea amongst a people who feared not God.” Although 

most seafaring slaves of this generation, fathers of the men languishing 

in Dartmoor, were less literate and less evangelically Christian than 
Equiano, King, and Marrant, they were not less oriented toward sacred 

belief systems. Religion created a racial divide within eighteenth- and 

early-nineteenth-century maritime culture.» 
The Dartmoor church bore witness to black sailors’ spirituality and 
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to its limits. Jesse Almy, an African American from Newport, Rhode 

Island, joined the First Baptist Church of Providence in August 1806, 
when he was twenty. Three years later he applied for a Seaman’s 
Protection Certificate with the intention of shipping out, and about 
the same time requested a letter from his church “to any sister church 

for transient membership.’ Almy determined not to let voyaging 
interfere with his church attendance. When the evangelical Sailors’ 
Bethel movement first took shape on the river Thames between 1814 

and 1817, a “pious youth of color” named Frederick Sanderson— 
"awakened by God on board a ship in 1815"—worked actively to 
convert sailors, despite “persecutions from watermen and ungodly 
sailors” who “raged .. . most fearfully.” The devotions of black sailors 

such as these frequently irritated their white shipmates. “We have a 
Negro fellow on board,” wrote the logkeeper on the Panther in 1822, 
“who is or pretends to be religiously crazed so much so that he is the 
common disturber of the peace. Is continually shouting for joy, pass-

ing from death to glory. Will break off from his work & have over a 
parcel of Methodistical exhortation.” An officer unimpressed with 
fervent religion flogged him “with a piece of treble sinnet” in hopes 
that “his rational faculties will be restored to him.” 

Evangelical religion was a mainstay of black community life ashore. 

During the eighteenth century, American slaves had embraced millen-

nial aspects of Christianity, adapting it to their own dreams of deliv-
erance from oppression. Believers understood that they could be 
reborn into eternal salvation through direct communication with the 
Holy Spirit, a religious practice that meshed easily with certain African 

forms of worship. Evangelical religion also challenged orthodox relig-

ious authority (which sometimes meant secular authority, too) and 
encouraged the faithful to think independently. Whites accustomed to 
rational religion, as many Yankee officers at the turn of the century 
still were, and suspicious of blacks’ ploys to avoid work, often re-
mained skeptical of black sailors’ Christianity. Yet other whites found 

it extraordinarily attractive. 
At Dartmoor, black religious leadership and style prevailed. Simon, 

“a methodist by Trade” and “an uncommonly large and muscular 
man,’ preached regularly from behind an improvised pulpit covered 
in green cloth, which doubled as a gambling table. Men of color 
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constituted the majority of his congregation, even though most blacks 

did not participate. White sailors also regularly attended as commu-
nicants and spectators. Dartmoor’s faithful found their only satisfying 

spiritual community and charismatic preacher in the cockloft of Num-
ber Four. No white minister rose from the ranks to gather an alterna-
tive church, and the preachers provided by the prison administration 
failed to galvanize large congregations.*> 

Simon’s congregation represented much more, however, than the 
institutionalization of a heartfelt black desire for spiritual fellowship. 

Religious life in Dartmoor took its particular shape from black lead-
ership in spiritual matters, whites’ attraction to black preaching, and 
blacks’ entrepreneurial impulses. Attempts at organized services in the 

white prisons fizzled because of the sailors’ lackluster piety and the 
clergymen’s ineptitude. When a visiting English minister shortsight-
edly offered “Prayers for his Magesty,” outraged white sailors dumped 

him into the privy “to preach to the walls of the loathsome place.” 
Moreover, white committees could not prevent gangs of scoffers, 
such as the Rough Alleys, from disrupting worship. Another English 
“Preacher from out side,” the Reverend Mr. Jones of Plymouth, found 

safety and an audience only in Number Four, where he regularly 
preached on Thursdays.*® 

White seamen in general, however, seem to have feared no loss of 
racial privilege in deferring to blacks’ spiritual leadership. Maritime 
culture associated devotion at sea with blackness. Shocked by an 
immoral naval chaplain, Commodore Thomas Macdonough replaced 
him with a pious black steward who offered prayers before the Battle 
of Lake Champlain, in 1814. White sailors afraid for their lives in the 

spume-tossed fury of a North Atlantic storm might turn to their black 

shipmates for spiritual help. Joseph Bates, a survivor of Dartmoor, 
thought his ship would founder during a gale in 1818. According to 
Bates, his captain implored the cook—'the only colored man on 
board" and a member of the Close Communion Baptist Church in 
New Bedford—to pray. “The cook knelt down where he could secure 

himself, the rest of us holding on upon our feet, and prayed most 
feverently for God to protect and save us from the dreadful, raging 
storm.” Preaching or praying aboard ship did not garner profit or 
power. But at Dartmoor, Simon and Dick expanded black leadership 
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and autonomy by using church services to attract whites and their 
money. As with the theater, blacks did not exclude whites from their 
church, a venture managed by the most influential men in the black 
barracks.*” 

Devout white sailors greatly appreciated Simon's church. Few em-
braced black religion as fully as Joseph Pittman and James Snow: after 

Simon baptized them in the courtyard pool, they were “taken into the 
Black Society” and “moved there Bags and hammocks into the Black 

prison.” But a nucleus of white sailors regularly acknowledged Simon's 

spiritual leadership. During the most solemn time of their incarcera-
tion, after the massacre on April 6, 1815, in which seven Americans 
were killed and sixty wounded by British guards, white sailors like 
Nathaniel Pierce seeking solace and inspiration dressed “in clean 
Clothes & went to Church to hear Black Simon preach upon the Death 

of our fellow prisoners at the late Massacre.”>® 

One appreciative white sailor recollected that Simon’s services had 

“an imposing cast; and [were] often listened to with seriousness,’ not 

only by his black parishioners, from whom “sullen moans and hollow 

groans issue[d]” as he preached, but also from white men. Other white 

prisoners came for the spectacle or the music. “The musical perform-

ances at these meetings were in a wild, but not unpleasant style,” wrote 
one sailor’s amanuensis, “carried on entirely by the blacks.” As a 
microcosm of Number Four, with its dancing and music schools, 
Simon’s church provided a focal point for the celebration of black 
performance. Black sailors as a whole were sufficiently attentive to 
their preacher; on Good Friday, 1815, “all Gambleing was drop’d in the 

Black’s Prison and a meeting held.” Yet ultimately the hope offered by 

cards and dice outweighed that of salvation: in June 1815, when almost 

all the prisoners had been repatriated, Simon “left off preaching owing 

to some of his Church going to gambling tables & so he says he is 
done with the Glory.’ 

Simon’s disgust signaled many black seamen’s easy acceptance of 
both gambling and God’s grace. This is not to say that some pious 
blacks did not eschew gaming, nor that many inveterate gamblers were 

not also religious scoffers. But black American culture remained at 
ease with what many whites considered inconsistencies. Thus black 
men at Dartmoor offered both bets and prayers without a nagging 
sense of conflict or shame. 
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In the wake of “a great stroke of Gambling . . . carried on in No 
4,” Thomas Catler of Newburyport won sixteen pounds and nineteen 

shillings. Catler displayed the liberality expected of a shipmate with 
ready money, but he did not distribute all of his largess in the black 
barracks. The next morning he bestowed on a mess of white townsmen 

“a present of a two penny loaf & a pint of Coffee, which,” according 
to the white Newburyporter Nathaniel Pierce, “was very good in him 

& a great present for Dartmoor.” We do not know what Catler himself 
intended by his munificent present. Deference may have inspired his 
generosity, but, given Dartmoor’s leveling, it is more likely that a sense 

of self-empowerment led him to out-do the white men who had been 
out-doing him all their lives. Like so many of the racial encounters at 

Dartmoor, Catler’s gesture came from a black man living a new-found 

equality.°° 

The nature of prison life meant that interracial fraternization oc-
curred more nearly between equals in Dartmoor than in seaports at 
home. Black sailors pushed the limits of racial restrictions while still 
accommodating themselves to the white majority’s social and numeri-

cal power. Number Five’s theater company, for example, had no black 

actors, but Number Four’s troupe included whites. Meanwhile, Num-

ber Four always housed a small contingent of white men who found 
the black prison more to their liking because it provided a haven from 

the marauding gang known as the Rough Alleys, and because Simon 
offered religious fellowship unavailable elsewhere. But no black men 
lived in the white barracks. What is more, the black community 
occasionally endured gross insults: three Frenchmen “Detected in the 
Act of buggery” received as severe a flogging as they could bear; and 
were then “turned in to No 4 among the Negroes.”®! 

But white sailors always overstated the acquiescence of blacks. In-
terracial fraternization notwithstanding, black sailors built a nation-
within-a-nation in Dartmoor Prison, trading and negotiating with the 
white Americans who surrounded them, but largely controlling their 
own territory and asserting their right to public space in the market 
square and in mixed-race parades. The apparent lack of interracial 
fights in the turbulent prison world attests to their collective strength, 
for bloody fights within racial lines and against the authorities broke 
out routinely and were noted by diarists along with suicides, natural 
deaths, and murders. One white sailor lost a foot during a fight; 
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another suffered the fury of a mob that “crushed him most to pieces.” 
When a black man knocked down another in Number Four and 

“stamp’d upon his Breast,” the loser “was taken up apparently dead.” 

As groups, however, black and white prisoners were aware of each 
other’s strength. Both were sufficiently self-policing to defuse confron-

tation—a far cry from whites’ stereotypical presentation of black 
sailors as meek and acquiescent.™ 

Black seamen jealously guarded their hard-won autonomy, distin-
guishing themselves as equal players in inter-barracks rivalries. Some-

times they faced off against all the white barracks; at other times they 

joined certain white barracks against the rest. In February 1815, a 
one-week altercation ensued between the Americans and the prison 
authorities after a white sailor escaped from solitary confinement and 

was hidden in Number Seven. Initially all the barracks, including 
Number Four, agreed unanimously not to surrender the escapee. 
When the authorities stopped all “indulgences,” such as marketing and 

visiting, “the Prisoners in retaliation put on an Embargo & would not 

allow the lamp trimmers nor any of the workmen [to work], nor allow 

anyone to trade with the Soldiers.” Five days into the stand-off, for 
reasons known only to them, the blacks decided to break ranks: “the 
lamp Trimmers [an occupation monopolized by blacks] are permitted 

by the Blacks to go to their former duty.” Sailors in Number Four 
might break ranks, but they did not defer to the white prisons.® 

Black influence extended well beyond the limits of Number Four. 
When in January 1815 officials denied market privileges to all prison-
ers “on account of some boards being taken out of No. 6 Prison,” 
the culprits’ messmates tried to shield them from punishment at the 
hands of Captain Shortland. But prisoners in the other barracks chose 

not to suffer without the market, “being destitute of Coffee and 
other Necessaries.” White prisoners in Numbers One, Three, and Five, 

joined by the blacks in Number Four, sent a letter to Number Seven 
“to inform us that if we did not deliver up those three Men to Capt 
Shortland that they would come and take them by force.” That after-
noon, “sixteen hundred Men assembled” and “came in a mob headed 

by Big Dick, A 7 foot Negro, and by force of Arms took out the 
offenders, and carried them before Shortland."* 

Although much of the behavior of blacks and whites served to 
reinforce racial differences, mundane daily encounters reveal an easy 
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familiarity between men of each race. “In the Afternoon I made a Tour 

through No one three & four prisons in Company with Joseph Gwinn 
of Salem and several more of my Acquaintences,’ wrote the white 
diarist Joseph Valpey, who lived in “Prison 7, Mess No. 129.” He listed 

at least ten white acquaintances who visited Number Four with him 
over the course of months, and explained their excursions across the 
color line. “I went into Number four Prison for to see the Fashons 

and pass the time”; “to hear the News of the day”; to “see two Black 
Men flog’d for Stealing”; “to pass a dull and tegeous hour”; “to hear 
the Black Preacher”; and “to hear the Word of God Preached by a 
White Minister.” Valpey did not denigrate blacks as he did thieves, 
gamblers, British officials, and the unfeeling American agent. And 
neither Valpey nor the white men of his Salem circle made any move 
to ostracize the two whites baptized by Simon: expressing “surprise,” 
he continued to socialize with them.® 

Black and white sailors banded together in other ways. Tensions 
pitted Americans (white and black) against the British; evangeli-
cals (white and black) against the blasphemous; boxers and gamblers 

(white and black) against outsiders. Constantly shifting alliances and 

struggles between groups of white sailors, black sailors, and white 
British officials blurred what were assumed to be racial bounda-

ries. But though black and white sailors gambled, prayed, talked, 
and formed mobs together, racial expectations in Dartmoor exercised 
more influence than did shared experiences. 

One white privateersman could not imagine that imprisoned white 
sailors would seek spiritual inspiration from a black preacher: he 
grudgingly reported that white men listened to Simon’s sermons 
“without any expressions of ridicule.” Another white privateersman 
found independent black leadership so unsettling that he denied Si-
mon’s humanity, describing him as “with exception the ugliest looking 

Negro that I ever saw.” Confronted by life behind the walls in Number 

Four—by valid African American institutions and black men’s author-

ity and expertise—many white sailors continued to catalog blacks as 
brutes, or to couch black leadership in incredulous terms. 

Lone BEFORE the last ragged sailor marched out of Dartmoor in 
July 1815, the prison spawned stories about British tyranny, American 
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fortitude, and race. Blacks achieved a rare degree of autonomy at 
Dartmoor, where “the whites [did not] have the controul of them.” 
African American sailors asserted themselves in mob actions, political 

processions, inter-barracks wrangling, and marketplace transactions. 
They survived by regulating themselves effectively in their own quar-
ters and by capitalizing on whites’ ambivalence toward blacks. Survi-
vors long told tales of those grim and heady days when race was 
defined not by material differences, such as slavery or poverty, but by 
cultural differences. Black men more than held their own. Yet most 

white storytellers, as their reminiscences reveal, could see what they 
were experiencing only through the distorting glass of race. 

It is easy to forget that few other multiracial groups of Americans 
in 1815 shared as much as black and white sailors at Dartmoor. The 

structure of their work and the psychology of voyaging drove these 
men together. Yet despite their cultural borrowing, their moments of 
easy familiarity, and their shared imprisonment, wary interactions 
affirmed race as the primary relationship among seafaring prisoners 
of war. At sea black and white hands together still clasped topsail 
braces and windlass handspikes. But ashore, even in unusual circum-
stances such as those at Dartmoor, where rules were challenged and 
possibilities expanded, sailors still segregated themselves by race. 
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My country, the land of my birth, 

Farewell to thy fetters, and thee! 

The by-word of tyrants, the scorn of the earth, 

A mockery to all thou shalt be! 

Hurra for the sea and its waves! 

Ye billows and surges, all hail! 

My brothers henceforth—for ye scorn to be Slaves, 

As ye toss up your crests to the gale; 

Farewell to the land of the bloodhound and chain, 

My path is away over the fetterless main. 

BLACK SAILORS’ SONG, 

FROM MARTIN DELANY, 

Blake, or the Huts of America (c. 1861) 

ARRIVING OFF BLACK RIVER Bay, JAMAICA, in the six-hun-

dred-ton ship Sir Godfrey Webster, M. G. Lewis noted in 1815 that “a 
black pilot came on board yesterday in a canoe hollowed out of the 
cotton-tree.” Enslaved pilots were common in maritime slave societies 

throughout the Americas, where whites expected bondsmen to provide 
a multitude of skilled services. Yet as the slave climbed to the main-

deck, he ascended into an uncommon position of authority and 
honor. “A Vessel, whilst the Pilot is on Board, is an Emblem of Feeble 

Monarchy,” the veteran sea-voyager Ned Ward once wrote, “where the 
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King has a States-man in his Dominions Greater than himself.” En-
slaved pilots delighted in their temporary authority. A West Indian 
slave who truculently announced to an inbound white crew, “I let you 

know I king pilot,” challenged slavery’s power relations and spoke of 

an identity created from the material and symbolic dimensions of his 
work.! 

Slaves regularly took charge of coastal vessels in the West Indies, the 

lower South, and the Chesapeake, managing their crews, their naviga-

tion, and their lading. Seamanship became an emblem of black ac-
complishment and (at propitious moments) an arrow in the quiver 
of black resistance. More than one skilled slave willingly piloted enemy 

ships into his master’s territory in wartime, or stole both himself and 
his master’s vessel. 

Enslaved captains reconciled the self-assertion, coolness, and deci-

siveness of the sea captain with the abject servility and docility that 
slavery demanded of male bondsmen. But the internalization of these 

two sets of conventions generated great tensions. Elite maritime slaves 

able to pursue freedom did so with an urgency born of the individu-
alism fostered by command.’ 

As Ned Ward well knew, it was the pilot who handled the ship when 

she was “on soundings,” and thus in greatest danger. It was the pilot 
who decided when to tack or wear ship, when to shorten sail, and 
where to let go the anchor. It was the pilot who gave the commands. 
Many harbors in slave territory were notoriously tricky, such as the 
coral-studded entrances to Christiansted, St. Croix, and Hamilton, 

Bermuda. Shifting bars, or swashes, and breaking seas challenged 
mariners at Ocracoke, North Carolina. Fierce tidal currents swept the 

Savannah River with each ebb and flood. Yet in all these ports, the 

cargos on which prosperity rested, and the warships detailed to protect 
that commerce, were entrusted to slaves. A North Carolina law of 1783, 

typical “for facilitating the navigation, and regulating the pilotage of 
the several ports of this state,” stipulated “that negroes after undergo-

ing an examination .. . shall be entitled to a certificate to act as pilots, 

upon their masters’ giving bond.” Lieutenant Evans of the Royal Navy 
wrote of the skill with which Jemmy Darrell—a slave recently manu-
mitted for his skill as a pilot—brought a frigate through Bermuda's 
North Channel. “With great coolness and presence of mind,’ Evans 
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wrote, Darrell “had the vessel’s sail shortened, backed her through the 

more intricate part of the channel... and then proceeded by the usual 
course.” 3 

Slave pilots practiced their trade right to the end of slavery. Robert 
Smalls is the best known of the “contrabands” who volunteered their 

services to the Union Navy in the war for freedom. Smalls boldly 
appropriated not only himself and his enslaved crew (along with their 
families), but the Confederate steamer Planter, which he brazenly 
steamed past the Confederate battery at Fort Sumter by impersonating 

the captain. Turning over C.S.S. Planter to the Union navy instanta-
neously put Smalls in the pantheon of black war heros. Numerous 
slave pilots made Union operations throughout the low country pos-
sible. “Charles Tatnall, our contraband Pilot, whose services have been 

valuable, I have rated seaman,’ wrote Lieutenant Penrod Watmough 
in 1862 aboard the U.S.S. Potomka. “His knowledge of the entire inland 

water course is perfect.” Commander T. H. Stevens wrote from the 
ironclad Patapsco “that for intelligence, quickness, coolness in danger, 

and capacity as a Charleston bar and harbor Pilot,’ the contraband 
Gabriel Pinckney was “worthy of promotion.” Smalls, Tatnall, and 
Pinckney were among the last enslaved captains and pilots to serve 
white owners, but they represented a tradition that stretched back two 
centuries.4 

Pilots and captains were the elite of maritime slaves, but even boat-
men resisted the routinization of slavery by cultivating independent 
habits and behavior, often by hiring themselves out. Caribbean slave 
boatmen, like those in other regions, worked under less regimentation 
than enslaved domestics or field hands. Barbados planters such as 
Joseph Senhouse “paid the Negroes in [the] Pettiauger for Rowing” 
between plantations, an intermittent job that allowed stretches without 
hard labor or supervision. All the wherries plying between Passage 
Fort and Port-Royal, Jamaica, with passengers in 1773 were “navigated 

entirely by Negroes,’ who measured possibilities for freedom in hours 
or days without white interference. For the lucky or talented few— 
such as an Antiguan “stout negro man, a good sailor and fisherman, 
capable of taking charge of a vessel, and a good pilot for this and all 
the neighboring islands’*—a somewhat independent existence could 
be created within the bounds of slavery.° 
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“One of the most intelligent of the negroes with whom I have yet 
conversed,’ observed M. G. Lewis on a visit to Jamaica in 1816, “was 

the coxswain of my Port Royal canoe.” The slave waterman hired 
himself out to people like Lewis, paying his master ten shillings a week 

and pocketing any profit that remained. He circulated between en-
slaved Jamaicans and whites, between porters, wharfingers, hucksters, 

and sailors. Keeping abreast of news and politics through his water-
front job, he struck Lewis as something of a philosopher—an inde-
pendent thinker as well as a semi-independent worker. The coxswain 

had his own sense of historical change in Jamaica, influenced no doubt 

by the Haitians’ successful revolution a scant hundred miles to the 
northeast. He told the English proprietor that “blacks must not be 
treated now, massa, as they used to be; they can think and hear, and 
see, as well as white people: blacks are wiser, massa, than they were, 
and will soon be still wiser.’¢ 

Drogher crews and boatmen throughout the Caribbean managed 
their own time to a degree, with work dependent on the vagaries of 
wind as much as on their masters’ demands. All the Caribbean islands 

lie in a zone of easterly trade winds, which, during the winter months, 
blow especially hard through the day. The breeze often comes up with 

the sun and moderates at dusk. Mountainous island coasts get the 
“land breeze” blowing offshore in the evening as cooler air descends 
down mountain slopes. “By aid of this land-wind, small vessels can 
readily sail along the coast to windward ports,’ remembered the 
Jamaican wharfinger James Kelly, “which they could hardly do against 

the daily sea-breeze.” Caribbean boat slaves thus made mileage to the 

eastward at night. Wind patterns also affected the working lives of 
“wharf Negroes.” Kelly allowed his slave stevedores to “go where they 

were inclined” when the midday breeze prevented the loading or 
unloading of vessels because he “could, with confidence, count on 
their attendance” once the wind moderated.’ 

Whereas West Indian field hands turned out to the driver’s conch-

shell horn each dawn for another day of regimented labor, maritime 
slaves worked irregular hours night and day. Their regimen allowed a 
certain mobility without supervision, but it also precluded the dawn-
to-dusk free time accorded other slaves. Nevertheless, slaves routinely 

put vessels to their own ends; for example, the crew on Jamaica’s 
Holland estate in 1826 “have, or had lately, a coasting-vessel, which 
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they employed in carrying plantains, yams, edoes, and corn from the 
estate's wharf to Kingston, a distance coastwise of sixty to seventy 
miles.” ® 

Coastal maritime work created a distinctive identity among boat 
slaves. An enslaved schooner captain with years of experience on 
Chesapeake Bay, the Virginian George Henry recollected that he ar-
rived home from his first voyage “with knowledge to impart to my 
friends, and with double zeal to increase my knowledge of the world.” 

Returning to the quarters from each successive trip, Henry boasted of 

“many strange tales to tell, because I had been in another strange 
place.” Frederick Douglass recalled that slaves normally confined to 
the circumscribed world of Talbot County, Maryland, plantations 
during the 1830s respected slave-sailors for their worldliness. “My 
cousin Tom . .. was sometimes a cabin boy on board the sloop Sally 

Lloyd (which Capt. Thomas Auld commanded), and when he came 
home from Baltimore he was always a sort of hero amongst us, at least 

till his trip to Baltimore was forgotten.” 
Whites understood at least dimly the implications of well-traveled 

slaves’ talking to other blacks. “From the nature and position of these 
islands,” reported a committee of the Bahamian House of Assembly 
in 1826, “a number of the male slaves are employed in navigation... 
which is, almost of necessity, calculated to disseminate among the 
Slave population generally a taste for many of the comforts of civilized 
life.” Black sailors knew that civilized life meant more than commodi-

ties and comfort, stemming fundamentally from the right to liberty, 
the proceeds of one’s labor, and the guarantee of personal security 
under the law.!° 

Enslaved mariners who worked coastwise won tangible concessions 

from whites, including considerable amounts of time without white 
supervision; substantial freedom of movement; and an independent 
income from perquisites and petty trading. A slave pilot named Bluff 
assisted a group of Tories fleeing Charleston in 1778. According to 
Louisa S. Wells, they promised him “a hundred dollars Congress, if he 

would carry us safely over the Bar,” in addition to his master’s fee. An 

enslaved Savannah River pilot named Dallass, who “Always followed 

that business,” according to his wife, hired himself out for years prior 
to the Civil War and accumulated some property.!! 

Intangibles mattered too. Handling vessels in tight quarters or 
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thinking one’s way out of a ticklish situation fostered a sense of self. 
Robert Smalls was long remembered with pride in Charleston as 
having evidenced self-assurance at an early age. As a hired slave 
employed by John Simmons, a local rigger and sailmaker, Smalls 
labored on the wharves as a stevedore, and then as an apprentice rigger 

and sailmaker, until Simmons noted his talent and put him to work 
on coasting schooners. Smalls later handled those vessels with aplomb. 

At the bar on an ebb tide he disdained dropping anchor and waiting 
for the flood, preferring instead to back the schooner in on the swells. 
Skilled slaves like Smalls developed a sense of self-worth from han-
dling people as well as vessels, something that may have been height-

ened among Caribbean slaves who commanded free black sailors. “I 
have frequently known such slave captains,” wrote Alexander Barclay 

of men who sailed Jamaican coasting vessels in the 1820s, “command-

ing free people.’ 
Most slaves were restricted to menial laboring jobs with no oppor-

tunities to develop skills, promote self-discipline, inculcate responsi-

bility, or take pleasure from a job well done. Schooner captains, by 
contrast, invested themselves in their work. Captain George Henry 
remembered that when the foremast sprung on the schooner Llewylen 

he had to act quickly lest “we would have gone on [a] lee shore, and 
the vessel and all hands would have been lost.’ He recounted with 

pride his master’s ordering a new vessel, the Susan Ellen, of which he 
was to take command. “We... rigged her out as fine as a schooner 
could be rigged. I took a delight in having everything put in first-rate 
order. I had mainsail, foresail, square-sail, jib, flying-jib, and main 
topsail.” 3 

Slaves like Bluff, Dallass, Smalls, and Henry were fortunate enough 

to find important psychological perquisites in the workplace, including 

honorific titles. Slaveholders wanted bondage to infantilize blacks. 
Their restrictions forbade most slaves to have a surname, or a surname 

different from that of their owner, much less a title. Whites hoped 
slavery would both degrade blacks and serve as a great equalizer 
among them. African Americans consistently defied their masters, 
maintaining important last names of their own choosing. Significantly, 
slaves called their last names “entitles,” or “titles.” E. W. Hooper, a 

Union army general’s aide-de-camp, observed, “Their masters never 
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allowed them to use titles and would whip them if they used a second 

name.” Yet Hooper remembered, “Each had a title as near as I can 
learn.” Powerful white people in the slaves’ world also possessed 
titles—the omnipresent “master,” as well as “judge, “colonel,” or 
“captain.” In the Pre-Emancipation Caribbean and the Old South, 
where honor and reputation often carried more weight than individual 

merit, white people cherished such titles.14 

“Captain” also meant a lot in the slave quarters. Within the trun-
cated social hierarchy that bondage imposed on slaves, social distinc-

tions and terms of respect were highly regarded. Olaudah Equiano was 

en route from Georgia to Montserrat when his captain died. Recently 

manumitted, Equiano had studied navigation clandestinely while a 
slave and had made that particular passage several times. Thus armed, 

he navigated the sloop from mid-ocean to a safe anchorage off Mont-
serrat. 

Many were surprised when they heard of my conducting the sloop 

into port; and I now obtained a new appellation, and was called 
“Captain.” This elated me not a little, and it was quite flattering to 

my vanity to be thus styled by as high a title as any sable freeman 

in this place possessed .. . The sable Captain lost no fame; for the 

success I had met with increased the affection of my friends in no 
small measure.!° 

Like Equiano, an enslaved Virginian drew on his occupational identity 

to resist the dependency that his master and other whites projected 
on him. African-born, but raised from boyhood as a river pilot, he 
acted as a free man during the era of the American Revolution, 
according to a white man who knew him, because of his skill and the 
estimation in which he was held. Most telling is that though local 
whites called him “Uncle Mark,” the African pilot repeatedly intro-
duced himself as “Capt. Starlins.”!® 

The opportunities for freedom at sea provided pilots with more 
than semantics to bedevil their masters. A slave who piloted the 
schooner Betsy from Washington, North Carolina, to sea in 1802 seized 

his freedom. Once the Betsy was across the shoal bar at the mouth of 
the inlet, the wind “freshened up & blew so heavy that it was impos-
sible” to return the man to the pilot boat; so Captain Gilpin of the 
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Betsy carried him to Alexandria, Virginia. But Gilpin claimed not to 
know the pilot was a slave, and he paid him “Seamans wages from the 

day we left the bar untill the vessel was discharged” in Alexandria. On 

their arrival, the slave pilot initially told Captain Gilpin that “he 
wished to Return,” and Gilpin “engaged him a passage on board of a 
vessel bound” back to North Carolina. When the vessel was ready to 
sail “he declined going,” according to Captain Gilpin, who was then 
writing to the runaway pilot’s irate owner, “as he said he had Ship’d 
on Board a Vessel bound to the Northward.” The black pilot sub-
sequently sailed to Boston and back as a hand before the mast with 
Captain Peter Butler. When the slave arrived in Alexandria a second 
time, Gilpin’s father “saw him on the Wharf & asked him if he did 
not mean to go back to Carolina to which he answered that he 
intended to make another trip to the Northward before he returned.”'” 

This pilot’s story suggests not only blacks’ communications between 
North Carolina, Alexandria, and Boston, but the limited nature of the 

space between slavery and freedom. It is unknown whether the lure 
of family and place ever brought the man back. However, few black 
Americans at the turn of the century had much leeway to create 
autonomous lives as freemen or freeholders. They might strive to 
achieve some independence and autonomy, and hope to facilitate a 
better life for their children, but running away from one’s legal master 
did not free a recent bondsman of the inquisitive challenges of other 
white men, nor free him from a white-dominated society that pre-
sumed he was inferior. Thus the realistic option for many slaves, even 

seafaring ones with a worldliness and knowledge denied to most 
bondsmen, was to run off for a while, to experiment with freedom, 
to toy with the psychological changes necessary for independent liv-
ing—but not necessarily to burn all one’s bridges at once. Maritime 
slaves moved in and out of that gray area between slavery and quasi-

freedom through flight, voluntary return, and recapture. 
Enslaved pilots like the North Carolinian runaway proudly asserted 

themselves, berating the white sailors temporarily under their com-
mand. Slaveholders with real power condoned what normally would 
have been perceived as black effrontery because they believed that such 

displays benefited the white men whom the pilots served. An enslaved 

pilot in Martinique whose colorful clothes prompted laughter from a 



Possibilities for Freedom 139 

white sailor arriving there in 1805 immediately put the man in his 
place. “Who you laugh at, you bloody bitch?” swore the slave, who 
then ordered the chastened sailor to “Go in the chain and heab de 

lead, that is, to stand on the platform outboard of the forerigging 
and measure the depth of the water with a leadline. He also berated 
the white helmsman. His defense against the demeaning nature of 
slavery was to make sailor Jack jump. White sailors who respected ship 

captains with some of the same skills smirked at what they saw as 
hollow posturing by a black man. They could not separate the sig-
nificance of a skilled slave’s handling a ship or asserting his authority 

from their assumptions about black inferiority. But for the pilot and 
his black acquaintances, real accomplishment deserved real respect.!® 

Like their white counterparts, enslaved black captains often re-
counted instances of their voyaging in the first-person singular, indi-
cating close personal identification with command. To hear Moses 
Grandy tell of sailing canal boats and lumber schooners in North 
Carolina and Virginia, one would think he had sailed the vessels and 
handled the cargo on his own. 

Mr. Shaw... said... he had nobody he could trust with his goods; 
he offered me five dollars to take the vessel down . . . The wind was 

fair, and the hands on board so I agreed .. . I ran the vessel down 
to the mouth of the creek and anchored; when the moon rose I went 

up the river. I reached the wharf, and commenced taking out the 

goods that night.' 

By making no mention of the “hands” who worked the ship, slave 
captains such as Grandy invested themselves with the responsibility 
and success of their voyages. Occupational identity fostered a pro-
nounced sense of self-importance. 

Enslaved captains and pilots had little real power over whites, as the 

pilot who swore at William Nevens in Martinique well knew. They 
could lord over their black crews, however, reflecting the obsession 

with honor and ranking prevalent in plantation society, where a 
prominent pecking order encouraged contempt for lower-ranking in-
dividuals. “Everybody in the South,” remembered Frederick Douglass, 
“seemed to want the privilege of whipping somebody else.” Slave 
captains drove their crews and raced other captains. George Henry 



140 BLACK JACKS 

remembered that when he began as captain, the “noted skippers” (also 
slaves) “were all down on me; and said the vessel was lost.” As he tells 

it, however, he began “Making shorter and quicker voyages than any 
other skipper that ever went out of that river... The more they talked 
the harder I drove them.” Being in command caused some slave 
captains to become obsessed with personal achievement. Searching for 

freedom, they distanced themselves from other slaves.” 
Whereas coasting captains worked primarily with other blacks, slave 

pilots worked in a veritable contest with the white captains and mates 

who continually judged them. Unlike coasting captains, who had days 
without white supervision, slave pilots always had the white captain 
at their elbow. And while most seamen did their work out of the public 

eye, harbor and channel pilots often worked within sight of crowds 
of shipowners, slave women, and other seamen ashore. Pilots’ profes-

sional merits—and their mistakes—were common knowledge. Collec-

tively, however, slave captains and pilots had one of the easiest lots in 

slavery. The labor required of them was by no means grueling, and 
they had much more autonomy than most other bondsmen. They 
should have been among the most contented of slaves. That they were 

not is a warning to look beyond material considerations in evaluating 
both the impact of slavery and the meanings that slaves gave to their 
experiences.?! 

Bondsmen with a degree of autonomy, including the maritime elite, 
some craftsmen, and those urban slaves who hired themselves out, 

were substantially more socialized to commercial practices than were 

the bulk of field hands, day laborers, and domestics. Slave captains 
such as Moses Grandy and George Henry frequently participated in 
market transactions. “I gave [my master] one half of all I received for 

freight,” recollected Grandy of his North Carolina lumber freighting, 
“out of the other half I had to victual and man the boats, and all over 

that expense was my own profit.” Captain Henry carried grain from 
around the Chesapeake to commission merchants in Alexandria and 
Baltimore. “When the grain was sold” by the merchant and “his fees 
taken out,” Henry wrote, “the balance of the money was handed over 

to me. I always paid my bills, got my stores, paid the hands, and paid 
the balance of the money to the owners on my return home.”?? 

The psychology of enslaved captains was influenced by the under-
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6. PRECARIOUS PILLAR 
OF THE 

BLACK COMMUNITY 

Ships at a distance have every man’s wish 
on board. 

ZORA NEALE HURSTON, 

Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) 

DurRING THE EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY, free black men 

throughout the North gravitated toward ships in search of a livelihood. 

Although shipping had stagnated as the first free black communities 
took shape during the decade after the American Revolution, the 
outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars in 1793 catapulted American mer-
chants into a lucrative niche as “neutral” carriers. Seafaring jobs 
multiplied exponentially until 1807, and continued to grow at a slower 

pace thereafter. American tonnage quadrupled between 1815 and 1860, 

and shipping remained one of the few expanding industries open to 
men of color.! 

Free blacks found it exceedingly difficult to acquire productive 
land, and they invariably faced discrimination in most trades. With 
few options for employment, free sailors of color from Boston argued 

in 1788 that seafaring was one calling in which “thay might get a 
hanceum livehud for themselves and theres.”? Black New Englanders 

thus turned to the sea to hold families together, acquire property, and 
attain respectability. The Cuffes and Wainers in Bristol County, Mas-
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