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PREFACE

Historians once strove for objectivily, veiling Lhemselves in hooks
whose sources alone were mcant w tell the tale. bashlons change.
Today, as scholars openly mediate among themselves, their read-
ers, and their subjects [and sirive lo comprehend Lheir own Diases?,
confessionals seem move appropriate. 1L may be germane that ]
am not black; again, possilly germane that I am a scaman of sailing
ships.

For ten years I {followed the sea Lo many of the places explored here.
Along the way [ listened to stories told by vewran skippers and
seamen, many of them black West Indians recounting with the longing
of old meo their youthful exploits—carrying catlle under sail from
the eastern Caribbean to Santo Domingo; carcening their schooners
at Grenada; jamming a sloop hard on the wind from Virgin Gorda
to SL Martin; and steering by the stars long betore those islands had
looming clectric lights, and longer stili before thev had ever graced a
souvcnir t-shirt. One night in the 1wr7os, as we were rolling before
the northeasterly rades on a passage 1o Cape Haitian, a shipmale
aboard the schooner Harvey Gamage lenl me the remarkable cigh-
teenth-century autobiography ot an accomplished slave sailor named
(Jaudah Equiano, who himself had once sailed that route. Where,
I asked, was the bridge belween historic stave saflors and the old
black schoonermen [ knew? Llow couwd one understand early blaclk
Amecrica without recognizing that plantations were connected to a
larger world of black people, as well as 1o world markels, by black
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scamen? And given seaports” historic function as crossroads lor people
and idcas, what roles had sadors plaved in the lormalion of black
America?

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

SRR AR ENERINTE

Half ihe story has never been told.

BODB MARLEY AND PETLR TOSH,
“Gel Up Stand Up” (1974}

“Taoss sEAUTIFUL vISSELS, robed in white, and so delighttul
to the eyes of freemen,” wrote Frederick Douglass of the sailing ships
he saw daily during his bovhood slavery along the Chesapeake Bay,
“were to me s0 many shrouded ghosts” Douglass contrasted the ships,
“loosed from jtheir] moorings, and free;” with his own condition—
“fast in my chains, and . . . a slavel” And he swore, “This very bay
shall yet bear me into freedom.” As a skilled bul stil-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 sall”™ 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, Dovglass employed a seafaring subterfuge insiead
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 fthe] neck,” he borrowed a Scaman’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 an 1838 be-
cause free black seamen were then so common as to draw few sccond
looks.?

As American shipping expanded during the early nineteenth cen-
tury, emploving more than 100,000 men per vear, black men like
Douglasss benefactor filled about one-fifth of sailors’ berths. Black
facks had long been promincnt on quays around the Atlantic. Eight-
eenth-century black leaders frequently rolled out of the forecastle,
a worldly ovigin eclipsed by the subsequent dominance of the pulpit
as the wellspring of black organization. Yot no meaningful African
American maritime history has Hinked prominent mariners like Cap-
tain Paul Cuffe, the driving force behind the fiest Mack-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 cach 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 wile 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 to-
umphed as the assocation of African Americans with the sea. [k
reinforces whites’ belief that blacks were acted on, rather than acting;
that blacks aboard ship sailed as commodities rather than seamen. Yel
until the Civil War black sailors were central 1o 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 sbolitionist William Wells Brown grasped the
ambiguities of ships within the collective African American imagina-
tiorn, painting several into his Oviginal Panoramic Views of the Scenes
i 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 Lhey were shipped to markets in Lhe
expanding collon kingdom. If vessels have long represented the union
of opposites to all human beings—slavery and freedom, exploitation
and exhilaration, separation and reumion—these antipodes have been
amplified notoricusly for black Americans. Brown honored that. But
he neglected black sailors.?

Relatively fortunate for black men of the tirne, seamen of Afrcan
descent nevertheless navigated a tortuous channel through the North
Atlantic. Beset by the deeply felt oppression of race and slavery, by
commiercial capitalism's sustained exploitation of maritime woikers,
and by the dangers of the deep during an era of frail wooden ships
and uncertain navigational reckoning, black seamen struggled wval-
iantly to free themselves and the race. A black veteran sea-cook 1e-
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 o
flog, beat, and kick me about the same as 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 frec man of color in
1806, becausc it allowed him to spread the “Methodist evangeheal-
ism, revolutionary egalitariamsm, and . . . nascent lack nationalism”
through which he defined himself and the black diaspora.”

Individual slaves routinely drew on mantime work to luke charge
of their lives and to communicate with distand blacks. Boen on Mary-
land’s eastern shore and “well known there and in Baltimare,” Samuel
Johnson matured in the heady davs of the American Revolulion, when
Virginias royal governor, Lord Dunmore, extended the promisc of
freedom to slaves who deserted to the British. Johnson capitalized on
wartime turmoil, making scveral vovages 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 mform him of his being wrecked
down the bay, carrying him a parcel of gonds” Undoubtedly, the
freedom-loving Johnson talked with blacks in Virginia, Philadelphia,
and the West Indies about more weighty matters during that revolu-
tionary age ablave with “liberry™
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Whether looking for a ship in Philadelphia, loading hogshcads of
sugar into moses boats on Jamaica’s north coast, sheeting home the
mainsail aboard a rice-laden pettiauger op the Waccamaw River, or
stewing sall beel 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 itsell from stasis, so
seafaring men of color stirred black socicty and shaped Adantic mari-
tfime culture.

Black sealaring thus had social and psychelogical 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
saflors regularty subverted plantation discipline. Among northern free
blacks, struggling during the critical first two generations after the
American Revolution to c¢reate a foorprinl for freedom, seafaring
became one of the most common male occupations. Marilime slaves
bought hefore the Revolulion to enhance captains’ status and reduce
their payrolls had cstablished that precedent, as had those slaves who
negotiated with rmasters the right to hire themselves for vovages. A
postwar shipping boom that stretched into the early ninetecnth cen-
tury had created the jobs free blacks so desperately needed. Maritime
wages provided crucial support for back families and underwrote or-
ganizations such as churches and bencvolent socicties 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 {ov
Black sailors referred Lo “one of the Sons of Neptune” as “every inch
A i

If seafaring in the age of sail remained a contemptible occupation
ior white men, characierized by a lack of personal independence and
teliance on paltry wages, il became an occupation of opportunity for
slaves and recent freedmen. Seamen wrote the first six auntobiogra-
phies of blacks published in Enghsh 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 ol a corporate black identity. Blacks joined white seamen in
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a common effort to balk the captains and merchants who abused
thern—although black sailors knew full well that race rarely disap-
peared, even among shipmales. Actively contributing to the Atlantic
maritime culture shared by all seamen, African Amcricans were at
Limes 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 commean ground transcending
race, while also being subject to vicious racist acts,

Opportunities or not, shipping-oul posed unavoidable problems for
men of color, In 1780 seven African Americans from Bristol County,
Massachusetts, petitioned the revolutionary legislature of Lhat state,
claiming that “we have not an equal chance with white peeple neither
by Sca nur Land.” Eight vears later another group of Massachusetts
blacks protesied lhe dangers free black men faced of being kidnapped
into slavery from shipboard jobs: “Hence it 1s that maney of us who
are good scamen are oblidge to stay al home thru fear™ Yet discrimi-
nation and kidnapping, as blacks painfully knew, were also hazards of
shore life. Nelther social threats like these nor the violence of the ocean
itself kept African American men from following Lhe sea until well
into the nineteenth century.

Maritime work not only provided wages and allowed widely dis-
persed black people a means of comumumication, but also affected the
process through which free people of color shaped thelr 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 “cldzens” of the
United States, a nicety to which African American leaders pointedly
referred during debates on blacks’ citizenship slalus. Black sailors
interacted regularly with customs colleclors at home and consuls
abroad on the basis of their citizenship, and carricd papers in their
deep sailors’ pockets incontrovertibly demonstrating il o wives, sweet-
hearts, and fricnds. Many expressed a radical African American patri-
otisin, demanding black inclusion (not assimilation} in the United
States. Seafarig lell other marks. Characterized by long male absences
and female-headed houscholds, 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 wle begins, deep-sea maritime labor in the
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Anglo-American world was largely white, and virtually all seataring
blacks were slaves. By 1803 black men (mostly free) filled aboul 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 Lo an expanding
maritime industty with a history of color Loleration, as had northern
btack males following the Bevolution, because the Amertcan merchant.
marine was in decline. White southerners, moreover, were determined
to keep blacks on the land to wake a crop. And mid-century changes
in waterfrom hiring practices already had begun to squeeze Afnican
Americans out of the maritime labor force.

Racist cxclusion did not keep all blacks from the sea after Recon-
struction, There werve explorers like Matthew Henson, who shipped
aut during the 1880s and sought the North Pole with Commodore
Robert Peary in 1yoy; vislonaries lke Marcus Garvey, who founded
the Black Star Steamship Line in 1919; and writers like Langston
Hughes, who voyaged 1o Africa in 1923 and called his autobiography
The Big Sea. But shipboard work became less sigmficant to black
America as a whole after Emancipation, Before 1865 seafaring had been
crucial to blacks’ economic survival, liberation strategics, and collective
identity-formation. Sailors linked far-flung black commumities 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.



1, THE EMERGENCE OF
BLACK SAILORS
IN PLANTATION

AMERICA

Tant not a ward of America; I ani one of the
ferst Awtericans o arrive on these shores,

JAM LS BaLDWIN,

The Fire Next Thne (1963)

O~ & DrccMBER DAY IN 1747 Briton Hammon, a slave to
Major John Winslow of Marshiield, 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 thirly miles south of Boston,
and reeking of tidal flats and Stockholm tar, Marshfield was a mimnor
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 17408, Hammaon had not run away. But like
all black pcople in early America who wrought freedom where they
could, nurtured ii warily, and understood it as partial and ambiguous
at best, Hammon seized the moment. Prompted by memorics of
luxuriant JTamaican alternatives Lo sleety not’easters, he negotiated the
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right for a vovage when his master Winslow's frozen ficlds were
untillabie, and carned a brict sojourn in the black tropics—the pro-
ductive heartland of the Anglo-American plantation system. Winslow,
of course, pocketed most ol the wages,!

Hammon's Narrative of the Uncommon Sufferings, and Surprising
Deliverance of Briton Hammion, a Negre 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 cvery corner of the eighteenth-century Atlantic
world. Hammon’s voyage launched him on a twelve-year odyssey
embracing shipwreck, Indian captivity in Florida, imprisoniment and
enslavement in Cuba (where he toted the Catholic bishop’s canopied
scdan chair and “endcavour’d three times to make my escape™), Royal
Navy service under lire against the French during the Seven Years War,
hospitalization in Greenwich, dockwork in London, and a near vovage
to Africa as cook aboard a slaver. Hamrmon, 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 settlemnents,
mustering in the ranks of Columbus, Balboa, and Corlez at the birth
of the Atlantic systemn. Other Africans, including mariners, had trav-
eled to Europe cven carlier, 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 starded by
Africans on the quayside. By 1624, the year British planters settled
Rarbados, a black seafaring tradition had taken root within the cm-
bryonic Anglo-American world. “Tohn Phillip, a negro Christened in
England 12 yecrs since,” told the Council of Virginia m 1624 “thal
beinge in a ship with Sir Henry Maneringe, they tonke A spanish shipp
aboute Cape Sct Mary” ln 1625 a “negro caled by the name of brase™
helped Captain Jones work his ship from the West Tndies 1o Virginia.
The historian Ira Berlin has labeled men like Phillip and Brase “Ar-
lantic creoles™—people of African descent who originated peither in
the heart of Africa nor in colonial America, but in the expanding
commercial world linking the two, black men who often arrived in
Amnerica nol in chaing, 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
i which race became evenrr more cramping.-

During the middle of the seventeenth century, western European
governments stepped up state-sponsored support of private cnter-
prise, creating a highly profitable Atlantic plantation system bt on
“European capital, American land, African slave labor,” and maritime
transportation. Unwilling plantation laborers in Virginia, Barbados,
and elsewhere produced commeodities such as sugar, tobacco, coffee,
and rum for which the wealthy, and later the workers, of Turopc
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 cconomy relied as heavily as New Warld
plantations on maritime transportation to import supplics, 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. Planlations were also central
to the “Commercial Revolution™ thal eroded England’s customary
agricultural economy, and set into motion wrenching new torms of
labor organization on both sides of the Atlantic—dominated by slav-
erv 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 markels 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 colontes, 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
transg-Atlanlic 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 w,000,000 who arrived in chains.
The nefarious teaffic did not ccase until the final smuggler made
landfall during the late nineteenth century, long after Altican Ameri-
cans had forged themselves inlo & new people.”

Heroic in proportion and tragic In its human particulars, the Com-
mercial Revolutions plantation svstem was a pan-Atlantic phenome-
non. Ships and sailors not only followed the selting sun in a linear
track from the Old World o the New, bringing capitalisim and captive
Africans to the Americas, but continuousty cross-pollinated an emerg-
ing Atlantic world of new ecological, social, and racial relationships.
Black sailors emerged from the conftuence of forced black labor and
maritime transportation that defined the plantation system. As con-
duits between the new centers of black population on the wesiern 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 ol leudalism and
capitalism, combining in one warkplace the virtually unchecked per-
sonal authority of the feudal lord and the impersonal approprialion
of workers' labor so fundamental to capilalism, One captain, white
sailors complained in 1726, treated them as it they were “bought
Servants”; another “refused to Supply them with a Necessary quantity
of Provisions,” reducing them “to the Utmost Extreamity,” Bealings
io enforce discipline aboard the sloop William in 1729 “did Occassion
Creal Fifusion of Blood.” Yet seataring nevertheless appeared desirable
to black males whose alternative in the European-dominated Allantic
world remained debilitating teld labor with heavy hoes or billhooks
and the substantially more savage disapline of laws designed to regu-
late slaves. Freedom beckoned-—inconsistent and illusory though #
became aboard the tempestuous ships of an expanding commercial
cconomy.”

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 voung, strong, & able & ol very
good health),” was shipped by his owners on board a ketch bound tor
Barbados at “thirly shillings by the month certain, & more if any
higher wages were given to any foremastman that should after be
shipped.” Clearly Sambo could dexierously “hand, reef, and steer,” the
essence of the seaman’s craft. Skill, morcover, allowed a black sailor to
hold his own among felfow tams, even while facing peremplory chal-
lenges. Strolling upon Boslon’s Fort LR in 1694, a sclf-confident black
man who belonged “to the Sorlings Frigat™ struck up a conversation
with two white vouths, and otfered to buy one’s earring lor a plece of
cight. With “two pieces of eight and a piece of gold abt the bigness of
an English Crown” that he said he “got . . . privatecring,” the sailor
ashore with “ready moncy” cpitomized 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 Lo the indigmty of a search.’

Nevertheless, paternalistic New England masters allowed mantime
slaves certain lecway, Although Jobhn Mico carefully instructed the
captain to whom he hired his slave Jeffrev for a vovage to Barbados
and London in 1703 to “restrain and keep him . . . as it he were your
owne,” he also explained that Jefitey "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
milicu of the ship alien to most plantation slaves, and a cosmopoli-
tanisin denied even to many urban blacks. 1T any slaves still wore the
mantle of quasi-autonomy once characteristic of “Atlantic crecles,” it
was sailors.®

Resentful slaves ashore hungered for thal mite of liberty. Pompey,
a slave who fled his New England master in 1724, successfully hid in
the firewood aboard Caplain Moffatt’s Morehampton. Although Mof-
falf swore that “sd Negro was altogether useless aboard ship,” Pompey
sailed to Oporto, Portugal, where he agan outfoxed the exasperated
Moffatt “and secrelly comveyed himself to Spain,” hefore coming home
to New Lingland 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 vovages—
authorized or not.”

One higher-stakes alternative 1o such houted  freedom-secking
within the commercial systemn then existed. Bold btack seamen joined
disgruntled white soldiers, sailors, and servants confederating as pi-
rales along sun-drenched Caribbean sea-lanes, Contempiuous of the
authority that had always repressed them, truculent as game cocks,
and unencumbered by attachments except to like-minded comrades,
these “desperale Rogues™ crealed an egalilarian, il ephemeral, socal
order that rejected imperial society’s hicrarchy and forced labor. Buc-
caneering tempted black scamen with visions of invincibility, with
dreams of easy money and the idieness such freedom prommsed, and
with the promise ol a life unfettered lyy the racial and social ideology
central to the plantation system. Unattached black men opcrating in
the virtwally all-male world of the “Brotherhood of the Coast” realived
those yearnings to a degree, but also found abuse and exploitation, as
well as martal combat and pursuit.1”

By 1716 the Bahama lslands were referred to, with cause, as a “nest
ot Pirates.” New Providence became their headquarters, much to the
dismay of local planters, who lamented that the pirates passed time
“vlundering the Inhabitants, burning their Houses, and Ravishing
their Wives,” The few slaves on New Prowvidence capilatized on this
destabilization, becoming “very impudent and insulting” Some fled
to the buccaneers. From 1716 to 1726, the hevday of large-scale Euro-
pean-directed piracy, some five thousand buccaneers sailed “under the
banncr of King Dicath.” From a theater of opcrations rooted in unin-
habited Caribbean harbors, the sea robbers “disperst into severall
parts of the World." Most were white, and most turned pirate when
other pirates captured the merchant ships on which they safled. No
accuratc numbers of black buccaneers cxst, although the impression
14 that they were more numerous than the proportion of black sailors
in commercial or naval service at that gme”

Few blacks in the eady-eighteenth-cenlury Atlantic world had any
choice but slavery, and little room within slavery for the sheer anchor
of tamily. Partially socialized to the ways of Europeans, more so, at
least, than many plantalion slaves, black saillors welcomed the oppor-
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tunity to give up slavery in legitimate commerce for a share of spoils
as pirates, When Ldward Teach, betier 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 Felow, a Negroe, whom he had bred up” and trusted. A few
years earlier, the piratc captain Lewis had recruited a crew in the West
Indies uttimately numbering eighty men. “He took oul of his Prizes
what he had occasion for, 40 able Negroe Saslors, and a white Car-
penter,)” wrote Danicl Defoe. Some men volunteered; others were
forced. Lewis began his depredations with a canoe and six comrades
near Havana. They seived a Spanish pettisuger {a modified dugouty,
and with that captured a turtling sloop, and kepl leap-frogging from
one vessel to another vet larger until they took “a large pink-buill ship
hound from Jamaica to the Bav of Campeachy.™'?

No first-hand testimony exists to documenl blacks’ attraction to
piracy. But pirale captains like Bellamy spoke straight to the oppressed.
“Darnn ve, yon 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 madc for their
own Security, for the cowardly Whelps have not the Courage other-
wisc to defend whal they get by their Knavery . . . They vilify us,
the Scoundrels do, when there is ondy this Difference, they rob the
Poor under the Cover of Taw, forsooth, and we plunder the Rich under
the protection of our own Courage” Reinforcing this ideological
appeal was pure pragmatism. “Tn an honest Service,” quipped Captam
Rartholomew Roberts, “there 15 thin Commons, low Wages, and hard
Labour; in this, Plenty and Satiety, Pleasurc and Ease, Tiberly and
Power . . . when all the Mazard that is run for #, at worst, is only a
sower Look or two at choking, No, a weerry Life and a short one, shall
be my motte” Piracy substantially multiplied a black salor’s imme-
diate frcedoms. 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 authorily.
“There is a principal Officer among the Pyrates, called the Quarter-
Master, of the Men's own choosing,” explained Deloe. Acting as a “civil
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Magisirate,” the quartermaster ensured that neccssaries were distrib-
tited 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 Yorl, in 1699, two
sloops spent several days lying ncar to him, one of whose “Mate was
a hitle 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 fohn asid
Rebecea 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 clected to
a position of honor contingent upon his strength, charisma, and wits.'*

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 Coourt he was taken out of a Vessell on the high seas from one
Capt. Lupton & wuas 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 impenal officials and vengeful
colonists intent on responding to terror with terror. But Francisco may
have held back for other reasons. '

As welcoming as most while pirates were to skilled black sailors, in
part becalse they “entertain'd so contemptible 2 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 slayes 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 satlors at all,
duplicitously enslaving those who atternpted to join. Pirates, moreover,
often forced themselves on slave women, leaving “prudent” women
alone. In 1683 onc crew traded a ship for a slaver with sixty African
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wotnen, 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 husl, 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, 1t was with the
understanding that black and white pirates preved on black and while
victims, Their tesponse to the plantation system’s degradation was at
once considered and impetuous, pelitical and opportunistic.'®

Survivors kept alive memories of that era well into the gighteenith
century, igniting in young Back men a desire 1o get to sea. William
Williains, an Englishman who spent at least five years at sea durmg
the 17405 {and who, according to the well-known panter Benjamin
Wost, “spoke the Negro and Carrib tongue”), recollecled in his auto-
biographical novel, Mr. Penvoser The Journal of Penrose, Seaman, “fre-
quent converse with an Old Negro man, a native of the Island of
Jamaica, who in his vounger 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 tus youlh, as old men are
wont 1o do,V’

Organized piracy was a spent force by 1726, although individual
black seamen gravitated to mantime marauding for years. A mulatto
named Stewart and three white shipmates scized the schooner Amity
off Virginia in 1785 and, with a flounsh indicating awareness of an
carlier era, signed an oath {0 “Perform on a Cruce In Defense of Qur
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 Pumshmenl 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. !

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 agriculiural work.
Indeed, once established, slavery insinuated itself into virtually every
occupation in plantation socielies, and into many occupations clse-
where, even i far-flung corners of the cmpire like Marshfield, Mas-
sachugetts. But whether they worked in agriculture, domeslic service,
or seafaring, slaves collectively shaped evolving Alrican American be-
lief systems and behaviors In tension with the labor they performed.
Ag the plantation complex became established, black sailors worked
in virtually every aspect ol the colonial maritime trades, and their lives
and labors becarne central to the formation of Afro-America,

Caribbean cconomies and demography dictated that maritime slav-
ery exist there in more diverse forms than anywhere else in the Atlantic
world. Vital to the trapsporiation of sugar and to naval protection of
the plantation sy$tem, ships and boats provided one of Caribhean slave
societies” most porous boundaries. Across il owed goods, ideas, in-
dividuals, and aesthetics, contributing to the hybridity of Afro—West
Indian culture, “Divers Felonies and Frauds have been commitled,”
read an Antiguan statute in 1773 attempting to seal that hboundary, “by
Means of Boats, commonly called Bum Boals, being permitted to trade
with the Ships and Vessels in the Harbour and Road of St. John.” But
try as they mighi, legislators could not stop enslaved boatmen Irom
interacting with black and white seamen.

Most. planters envisioned an ideally ordered socicty as one in which
blacks would be kept not only out of skilled trades and retaihng 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 asscmbly noted that “Taverns, victualling-houses, Punch-
houses, Sloops, Shallops, and Boats [that| belong to this Island, are
for the mosl 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 lrades, One white man “for cverv boat, wherry, and canoe;
and three-fourths of the crews on board of droglers or coasting-ves-
scls . . . to be white men,” is how Edward Long described the requirve-
ment, though he noted simultancously that by the 17603 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 acl. Ac-
cording to the Leeward lslands” 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
ol Lhe male slave population in eighteenth-century Caribbean colonics
followed the sea. Edward Long estimated in 1773 that about 15 percent
of Jamaica's 170,000 slaves were “tradesmen, sailors, fishermen &c. n
domestic employments.” OF these 1L seems likely hai 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
o 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 aboul 3 percent of Nevis's total slave
population thal year. These enslaved West [ndian mariners worked
within an occupational structure encompassing regular deep-sea sail-
ors, occasional deep-sea sailors, boatnien, fishermen, and “wharf Ne-
groes” Mixing with them were black runaways aboard ship, whether
with or without prior seafaring skills. Some were hived, others were
paying for or working their passage, yel others had been inveigled
aboard by captains intent on sclling 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 suggesied by slave registrations
11 1834, al Lhe 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, alimost 16 percent
of male slaves did. Barbados, like Jamaica, had a mature sugar econ-
ennry, and less than 3 percent of male slaves were mariners, but on tiny
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Nevis (inhabitcd by only 8,837 slaves and already relegated to the
margins of world sugar production), almaost 14 percent of the men
tollowed 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 Lhe [awit ine
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 staves, both with and
without the troublesome presence of a white man. Depending on
size, thev were capable of extensive coastal or inter-island voyages.
Droghers connected outports or remote plantations with capital
towns; Nathanicl Miltberry remembered a drogher in 1762 “Carrying
Sugars trom Distant parts of the Island of Granada to Basscterre.”
Boatmen’s daily lLife differed substantially from that of slave seamen
like the man born on 5t. Kitts who “served some time to the cooper’s
{rade” and made “several voyages to sea” in the 17708, Boatmen slept
ashore, ate local foods in season, had more regular contact with rela-
tives, and avoided the clock-time regimentation of scafaring watches.
As slaves in a slave society rather than i a detached shipborne
fragment, they felt both comiorl 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 Bersy en route from Grenada to Virgin, Captain John Bynoe
lamented the loss of “five Negro Man Slaves . . . which were all the
men he had to Navigale his Vessel” This made black West Indian
seafaring unique: elsewhcre slaves were assigned to slops’ crews more
sporadically, and interspersed among white sailors,

Enslaved Caribbean mariners who voyaged to metropolitan centers
like London not only frequenty liberated themselves but connected
island communities to a wider world. More blacks from distani 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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clearfnghouse for news about efforts to meliorate the hepuspheric
phght of black people, such as the Somersett. deasion m 1772 that led
slaves who had ence set fool in England to regard themselves as legally
free. By 1766 a Jamaican named Charles, “as compleat a scaman as any
Negro can be,” had made two voyages to England. For “most of the
fast war a french-horn man,” Charles was sure to have found company
and musical camaraderic among London’s blacks. When the snow
Fanny departed St Vincent for London 1 1776, her complement of
eight included four black seamen and a black boy. In London, West
Indian blacks niet other men of African descent, scamen like them-
selves, or runawavs-turned-seamen like “old man Cuffee,” who trium-
phantly wrote to his mmaster in Anligua from the Downs, “lelling him
he had hired himself on board of Capt. Johaston for Jamaica at 25/
pr. month as Cook.” By sctting blacks in motion, maritime slavery not
only provided them with perspectives demied 1o island-bound slaves,
but coniributed to the embryvonic antislavery movement in London
itself. Slavery increasingly appearcd 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 negotiatc for freedom. The case of a satlor
named Williams makes the point. After leeing Grenada aboard ship,
Williams got homesick. So in 1797 he “entered at London on board
the Helderness bound for Grenada, as an ordinary seaman out and
home” In Gremada, however, hs former master claimed him, and
Williams began to negotiate. The agrecment reached between them,
and Captain Brown of the Holderness, stipulated that Willams 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 scaman for three years
at wages lower than the current rate, Recrossing the Atlantic to Lon-
don, however, Williams argied that his agreement to serve for sub-
standard wages had been made under false circumstances. He had
been in England, and that, he daimed, 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 CGrenadian slaves both an earful aboul London and the wmspira-
tion of his example. His freedom, of course, came at the price of
cstrangement from Grenada

The extent of West Indhan slave seafaning challenges conventional
images of late-eighleenth-century maritime commerce and its impli-
cations. Imagine a graphic rendition in black of the volcanic Carib-
bean archipelago, From each island radiate shor( spokes that dead-end,
like antennac: the out-and-back daily voyages of slave fishermien. Each
island, 0o, is encircled by loops from point to point along its shore:
the coastal trips of slave boatmen, Bold fines connect virtually every
island to others: the inter-island vovages of black and white crews and
runaway slaves. Finally, cven more prominent lines arrive at most
islands from {and depart to) African, American, and European ports:
inlernational voyages on which 1lacks sailed. Inslead of charling an
exchange of commoditics, we have mapped currents of black people
in motion carrving and exchanging ideas, information, and style. If
mercantilists’ cartographic vision of the “triangular trade” speaks
o one aspect of eighteenth-certury maritime aclivity, 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 relalives, and acceleraled the pillerage with which slaves
tried to compensate for masters” constant appropriation of their labot.
Indeed, had whites ever been able to seal black access to vessels in
those waters, black society would have suffered mordinately, Seamen’s
tales fueled blacks’ expectations, and their travels exemplified the flight
tor which slaves vearned. Mariners constituted about ¢ percent of
South Caroling’s skilled slaves in the eighleenth century, and a full 25
percent of skilled runaways. In fact, Philip 13 Morgan's detailed re-
construction of South Carolinian slaves’ occupational structure in the
cighteenth century, based on probate inventorics, reveals that mari-
time work was the third largest occupation among males, after agri-
culturc 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 owverscas ships from Britain manned by
white sailors initially defined the low-country scascape. During the
17405 and 17508, however, merchant vessel construction and ownership
rase in Charleston. AL 115 peak tn the 17708, writes one economic
historian, “shipping absorbed the energies of more people and more
money than any other commerdial activity in South Carolina save
planting,” Slaves like Peler, described tn 177t as "a good Fisherman,
and very handy on board of Ships or Coasters,” cnjoyed cxtensive
mobility within the confinement of slaverv.”

Manvy slaveholders remained ambivalent aboul, if nol hostile Lo, the
relative worldliness and freedom that ocean voyaging bestowed on
bondsmen, cven though they willingly emploved slaves coastwisc.
Robert Pringle, a merchant m South Carolina, experienced frequent
business delays due to shortages of searmen helween 1740 and 1744.
One of his vessels “was Detain'd sometime {as most Ships arc) for
want of hands,” in 1743. A vear and a half later, he again complained,
“Seamen are so very Scarce & Difficult to be Procured here” Henry
Laurens, another South Caroling merchant, made similar complaints
in 1747 and 1755, Lach of these men owned slaves, hired slaves, and
cmployed them aboard coasters. Pringle wrote to one of his captains
1 1742, “T have also hired & sent by Mr, Comeur’s Boal Four Stoul
Negro Men to assist you on board & who are us'd 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 emploving slave sailors. Yet many southern merchants regularly
chose not to send slaves to sea.®®

This decision had more to do with slaveholders” concern ahout
losing prime hands, whom they could not regularly contrel in ports
of call, than it did with mercantilist policy. Nevertheless, mcrchants
hiring white seamen kept in hine with official preferences about the al-
tocation of labor. Political ccononiists and roval officials believed en-
slaved sailors subverted Britain's mercantilist system. Governor Parry
of Barbados wrote to the Colonial Office 1in 1786, “The Numbers of
Negro Slaves employed in Navigating the Trading Vessels in (hese 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 oul of Employment” Despile 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.2

Forty-six percent of slave mariners in South Carolina between 1732
and 1782 were “sailots” as opposed to “boatmen” or “fishermen”™—
men who either crossed oceans or sailed extensively coastwise and
conld 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 vprootedness 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. Lustatius, Dutch West
Indies. His other shipmate, Cato, hailed from Port Antonio, Jamaica.
They swapped stories of life and labor in those places, and came o
recognize a commonality of black interests transcending regional dis-
tinctions. After deserting the brigantine Friendship, the three “stole the
canoe that crosses Lhe river Ashley” and headed toward Savannah 3

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. Ta the
low-country thesc captains were known as patroons; both Lhere and
in the Chesapeake they also served as pilots for occan-going vesscls.
Like drivers in the fields, they had to balance competing interesls
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 inte open rebellion during the chaos
of the American Revolution, when maritime slaves piloted British
invasionary forces intent on desiroving their masters.

Revolutionary unrest may have contributed to the desertion of 2
“stout Negro” named Shadwell from John Alleyne Walterss schooner
at a landing near Lamboll's Bridge, South Carelina, 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 nlels 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 lile llenry
Laurens's schooner Brother’s Endeavor often sailed with a white captain
and a crew consisting of slaves and while sailovs. Relerming Lo 2 negro
seamen,” Laurens madc clear to his captain that “the Negroes arc
entitled to no wages being my property as slaves, except clothing &
provisions from me & good usage from you”™ Allhough the exposure
of black deckhands to different places facilitated information-gather-
ing and tcmporary cscapes, they could do considerably less for slave
society than could patroons,?!

Capitaliving on their emplovability and knowledge of white ways,
enslaved Chesapeake sailors worked at the border of slavery and
freedom. The historian Gerald Muliin catculated thal nearly ane quar-
ter of skilled runaway slaves in Virginia between 1736 and 1801 were
mariners. Maritime slavery grew at mid-centurv. The small sloops
conducting Chesapealee Bay's internal comumerce, according to Vir-
ginia’s Governor William Gooch in 1730, relied aon “planters with
negroes.” These slaves, wrote the governor, “can’t properly be termed
seamen.” A patronizing remark that refused w associate blackness with
mobility and skill, it contained a kernel of truth: many of the Bay’s
slave-sailors had never becn beyond Cape Charles and Cape Henry to
the sca. In 1730 maridme slavery had vet to develop as a sigmificant
instilution 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 obacco for inspeciion.
Flogsheads 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 hoatmen could
get 1o sea, and how the navigation of sloops provided rudimentary
training in fundamental scataring skills, especially as the century pro-
gressed. As in the tower 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 o runaway slaves'
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considerable experience as watermen; one such slave had “gone Skip-
per of the Sloop tor some Years past, and is well acquainted with the
Bay and mosl of the Rivers in Virginia and Maryland»

The rise of an indigenously owned Chesapeake merchant fleet in
the middlc of the cighteenth century pushed more slaves seaward, As
London merchants lost. their grip on the Chesapealke tobaceo trade in
the middle of the century, Bay shipping increasingly became controlied
by merchants in ports such as Annapohs, Chestertown, and Norfolk,
as well as by planters investing in shipping. In 1742 Virginians owned
and operated only about 25 occan-going vessels, ranging from. sloops
to ships. Twenty vears later Virginians owned 102 vessels, of 6,i08
registered tons, manned by 827 sailors, Shipowning in Maryland grew
in a parallel fashion. As the preeminent maritime historian of the
Chesapcake cxplains, “Men like Robert Carter of Nomim Hall, who
owned interests in jron mines, forges, mills, and farms, constantly
employed schooners and sloops [or transporting goods from one river
Lo another, for collecting cargoes, lightering large ships anchored n
the channels of rivers, and for the exchange of grain and lumber (or
West India products and south Furopean wines™:

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 emploved slaves aboard
ship. Carter himself owned at least two schooners regulady engaged
between Richmond and Norfolk: a mulatto man named Willam
Lawrence sailed as master of the Harriot in 1774 “negro Cesar” skip-
pered the other. Lhe life of a slave called Ishmacl, who fled n 1778,
suggests how maritime slavery grew with the rise of an orban mer-
cantile class. Ishmael “had been bred o the sea by Mr Cornelius
Calveni, of Norfolk."

Chesapeale politicians nevertheless recognized seafaring’s pipeline
to freedom. In 1753 the House of Delegales in Annapolis passed “An
Act to prevent maslers of ships and vessels [rom clandestinely carrving
servants and slaves. . . out of this province” Legislators tried to halt
the black runaways who gravitated to chronically shorthanded ships
in hopes of replacng white deserters, While seamen felt thal the
tobacen colonies were “one of the worst countries in the Universe for
Salors” Furopean seamen in the Chesapeake were prone to “Fluxes,
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Fevers, and the Belly-Ache,” according to a local in 1746 whe blamed
them for indulging too much in fresh fruits and tresh water: “and
then,” he fumed, “they in their Tarpawlin Language, crv, God D——m
the Country” Seamen also feared impressment by Roval Navy squad-
rons in Hampton Roads and Norfolk throughout much of the war-
torn eighteenth century. With mariners’ wages [requenty betler 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 heen 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 lor a Sailon as he
has been for some Time by Water” On the Bay, ag in other parts of
the Atlantic world, the distinction between enslaved boatman and
quasi-free seaman could easily blur.*

Vovaging belween 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 glavery came al no small cost to slavehalders. [t came at no
small cost to slaves, either: the deep-sca trades in the middic 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 ne choice but to straddle Dlack and white worlds.

Slaves were drawn increasingly uito the mariime labor market of
the northern colonies during the middle of the war-torn eighteenth
century, when seamen oflen were in short supply. When Pennsylvania’s
lieutenant governor dispatched several ships from Philadelphia for
Hispaniola to exchange French prisoners during the Seven Years Wa,
half the seamen were “Negro Mariners” len 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 vovage
11 1747, although the population arcund Boston was nowhere near 2o
percent black.”
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In the estimation of many while northerners, sailors and slaves were
cut from similar cloth: [oliowing one of the worst anti-inipressment
riots in Boston's history, the Knowles riot of 1747 (just wecks before
Hammon sailed ), Boston's Town Meeting claimed “that the said Riot-
ous Assernbly 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 mastets frequently did not have regular work for bonds-
men, cspecially once the harvest was stored. Some male slaves alter-
nated between farm and forecastle. But the greatest difference belween
northern maritime slavery and its plantation variant was that a higher
proportion of northern maritime slaves were scamen 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
Wesl 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 hived clustered in maritime towns such as
New London, Portsmouth, and Boston. Maritime stavery shaped lo-
cal black society uniil the Amcrican Revolution; free black seafaring
shaped it thereafter. In Rhode Tsland, the undisputed leader of the
American slave trade and the blackest province in the region, enslaved
sallors and stevedores were common. A Rhode Island newspaper
advertiser sought “s Negro Men,” specifying three sailors and two
coopers. Quam Briges, 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 1t 11 1780, slaves and recent freedmen were “strangers and
outcastes in a strange land, attended with many disadvantages and
evils . . . which are like to continie on ws and on our children while
we and they live in this country.”

New England slaves fabored not only for ostentatious merchants
such as Boston’s Peter Fanueil and Rhode [sland’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 17408 were owned by mariners,
shipwrights, and fishermen: many others were held by shipowning
merchants or by nonmariners who nevertheless hired out their slaves
as scamen. And the eighteenth-century Nantuckel whale lishery long
relied on black and Indian labor.®

Men of color Like Briton Hammon and Moses Newmock (his mu-
latto shipmate) were ihus pushed by masters and pulled by personal
predilection into an Atlantic labor market of “rencgades, 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 incomc, it also -
snared penniless locals, along with men that Hammon called “strang-
ers.” They were white men without connections near Cape Cod or
Plymouih, and quite Fkely without attachments to land clsewherc,
who worked for wages as North Atiantic capitalism reorgamved ra-
ditional labor arrangements. White sailors sometimes [eared (hat a
black shipmate might be worth more simply becanse he could be sold.
They were not far from the mark. When Ilammon’s sloop was “cast
away ot Cape Florida,” murderous Indian wreckers spared only him
as they plundered the vessel !

ATTRIBUTING THE RXTSTENGE of maritime slavery simply to a
dermand for labor, to the rapid succession of wars that drained wlite
manpower from merchant vessels, or to the demographics of slave
societies is to miss the diatectical nature of slavery itself. Blacks affected
their own destiny, Obviously, many slaves found themsclves at sea
through their owners’ decisions, like the New York bondsman adver-
tised in 1761 as “brought vp from his Infancy to the sea”™ But slaves
like Priton Harmmon negotiated with their masters to allow thom the
privilege of a sea voyage. Slaves like Samuel Johnson, a Chesapeake
runaway during the American Revolution, ran to the relatively anomy-
mous wharves and ships of the eighteenth-cenlury Atlantic world.
Slaves bke Cudjoe, the patroon of a schooner in South Carolina,
expressed a preference for maritime work over agricultural labor; such
men derived status from their wavel, trading, skill, and identity as
mariners.+
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Seafaring hired black men with certain psychological proliles. Fm-
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 comveyed a powerful image of stability in flux—an
image profoundly appcaling 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 10 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 scafaring
havards. “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—siranded ships and drowned sallors. Mariners who cheated
death faced other aggravations. Ships bred vermin and forecastles
stank of fetid bilgewater. Sailors were debilitated by vitamin-deficient
fond, blazing sun, and wet accommodations; threatened by their own
ship’s cquipment and the sca’s perils; and answerable 10 tyrannical
captains backed by harsh admiralty laws. Yet ships nonctheless 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. Lhe
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 scatarers of calor lived with ironic coniradic-
tions. Moment to moment, all sailors endured confinement. Five brisk
paces would span the length of most colonial merchantmen's quarter-
decks from {he taffrail to the break of the deck; another six or seven
steps would carry a resolute man to the very eves of the vessel, where
the windkass and knightheads checked his stride. 1f a sailor was not
hemmed in by the bulwarks and the sea itsclf therc was always the
law: desertion remained a crime for sallors who had nol 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 vovaging between London, Jamaica, and Boston, fclt 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
Artlul Fellow™ and “a very good Seaman,” routinely cautioned captains
to “keep him on Board, for if he gets on Shove am atraid of his running
away. By contrasl, sailors’ workplaces encompassed virtualky 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 pohtical consequences of black seafaring originated to no small
degree from the comparative lessons in political cconomy internalized
by weteran slave vovagers who managed to get ashore or talk with
lightermen in ports of catl. ™

Roval Navy press gangs worked in concert with maritime slavery,
and blacks” own predispositions, to solidify a black scafaring tradi-
tion. During the interminable wars of the eighteenth century, sailors
throughout the Atlantic world walched wartly lor 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 Lo work the
king or queen’s ships had long been considered a prerogative of the
crown. At the end of cach war the Admiralty shortsightedly reduced
the navy to a skeleton force, New hostlilies 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 Amcrican
Revolution, and the Wars of the French Revolution, or Napoleomic
Wars. But for 65 of the 115 years between 1700 and 1815 war raged al
sea. Naval ships (fike sugar plantations) consumed men at a voracious
rate, and Brilains much-vaunted fleet could be manned only at the
expense of sailors’ liberty.s

Black and white sailors regarded impressment and naval service
from thetr own distinct vantage points. Black men had every reason
to fear the press: it was quite colorblind. But [ree 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 Eurape in the summer of 1725, he
discovered that Capiain Mackie's actual destination was North Caro-
lina. A white man there corralled him as a slave, despite van Trumip's
protest that it was “against all right.” Blacks were invaitably assumed
ter be slaves unless they could prove otherwise. Thus “One Negro
Named Henry Who pretends to be free” was given “three years 10
prove his freedom™ by a Rhode lsland Admiralty Court judge after
being seized from the sloop Postilion in 1746, “during wch time he
remain in the Captors hands.”*

White sailors faced no such threats, and many opted {or work in
the Woest Indies, where fewer press gangs prowled, "The [white] Sea-
men in Jamaica, being chiefly emploved 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 thete is more Work, and
loath to go to Furope, for fear of being imprest into the Publick
Service,” Black sailors like Olandah Equiano, by contrast, loathed the
West Indies for its slavery. Equiano had served vears in the Roval Navy
and knew about impressment firsthand. He had even worked with a
press gang when “we wanled some hands to complete our comple-
ment.” Onee frec and working as & mariner in the merchanl service,
he preferred to take his chances on the coast of Burope, 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, cven as white sailors {espectallv unpressed ones)
rhetorically described naval service as slavery. Black sailors’ definition
of freedom accommuodated 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 theyv hired to work a ship. Naval service also held out
the promise of prize money, pensions, and hospimalization for aged
or injured seamen. Although free-born white English scamen raged
against the despotism of impressment, many actually preferred service
on the king’s ships 1o merchant seafaring for these concrete reasons,
especially in peacetinie.

Most importanl for blacks was that the navy protected them from
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man-stealers and slavemasiers. When in 1758 a Maryland slaveowner
claimed a black naval sailor named William Stephcens as his slave, the
Admiralty refused to surrcnder him. Stephens had volunteered (or the
king’s service; he was also a skilled seaman too valuable 1o lose in time
of war. The lords of the Admiralty intervened that same year on behalf
of William Castillo, who as a slave-sallor had worked for his awner
and captain on a Boston merchant ship during the early 1750s. Run-
ning from his master, Castillo joined the navy, as had Stephens. Bt
in 1758 his master met him on an English street, He had Castiflo
arrcsted, and sccured him with an iron collar aboard ship, threatening
to sell him in Barbados. When the collared Castillo wrote to the
Admirally for protection, their lordships responded that “the laws of
this country admit of no badges of slavery; therefore the Lords hope
and cxpect 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 cvery runaway slave find safety or liberly aboard nawval ships,
bur skilled seamen often did, especially in wartime. s

Throughoul much of the eighteenth century, when most mariners
of color were slaves, racial stereotvping detined black men's roles
aboard ship. Blacks frequently filled special billets as cooks, afficers’
seryanty, or musicians, reinforcing their distinction from the seamen
propcee, In fact, the emergence of black sailors in the Allantic plantation
system hinged to some degree on whites” belief that blacks should fill
certain service positions—ashore or at sea. Of some forly-live men
mustered aboard the Rhode Istkand poivateer Revenge 1n 1741, four werce
black: James Jennings, a free seaman, and three slaves—the cook’s mate
Daniel Waller, the first mate’s servant Samuct Kerby, and the “Captain's
Negro and Drummer,” Richard Norton, also called "Negro Dick.”

There 1s ittle evidence of the meaming African American men on
the Revesge attached to their service aboard ship, or of how Jen-
nings’s experiences diffcred from thoese of the enslaved black men. We
know that Jennings received small arms along with white satlors 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 Olandah
Equiano remembered being “very happy”™ while serving as the captain’s
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personal steward aboard H.M.S. Aetng, “for T was extremely well-
treated by all on hoard; and had leisure to improve myself in reading
and writing.” Slaves aboard ship as officers’ servanls were rarely mus-
tered as sailors, and though possibly lonely; their position allowed
some autonomy in the relalive privacy of the cabin.™

Sharing much of the work but scparated from the resl of the men
by responsibility for food, and ofien by race, cooks and cooks’ mates
like Daniel Waller frequently bore the brunt of sailors’ deviltry. No
statistics arc available for the eighteenth cenlury, bul al 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 Istand, i 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—-
roes reserved [or 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 ont which he “dressed the Victuals™ by boiling or roasting.
Hunched in the swirling woodsmoke and braced against the refentless
motion of the ship, a merchantman’s grimy cook coped with few
utensils, monolonous salted provisions, and more abusc than glory at
mealtime.*

Black musicians savored more ol the limelight. As the drummer
aboard Revenge, Richard Norton constantly drew attention o him-
sell on deck and ashore. Privatcersmen 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 caplains
recruiled 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 caplains) and receive credit for an onthit.
Captains “drummied 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 DHamond sailled aboard the sloop Albgny 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 m 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
Sarn, “a good drummer and fifer,” deserted from the Chrmet hrigantine
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 Revolulion, 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 hom.” A
tavern near 5t. Katherine’s Stairs in London regularly used for enlist-
ment rendezvous siggested 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 m
procuring a ‘fiddler; especiafly 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 bovs with trumpets
were considered showpicces. Being assigned as musicians, a niche of
notoriety if not hovor, was not necessarily a hability (or blacks pro-
vided that they had talent. Stercotypical 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 fratermity of seafaniug men. And it accentuated
racial division aboard ship.

The case of scafaring black servants and musiclans 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 & form of labor organiration that need nol have heen racial, Tong
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alter maritime slavery had become virtually extinet 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 cuitural distmctiveness of black
Americans, Although marvelows histories exist revealing complex re-
lationships between Auncrican slaves, free blacks, masters, and other
whites, there is nonetheless a tendency in much African American
social history to narvow Lhe range of possibilities open to black people
throughout history. Insufficient attention is generally paid 1o the
tensions and contradictions among blacks. Too tany histories assume
implicitly that black people were restricted by their culture, or that
their culture assured their distinctiveness. Culture, however, can he
imagined as a river—picking up contributions from contacts along-
shorc and fecder streams, relegating parts of itself to back-cddics,
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 ot culture, by contrast,
almost invariably leads to the impression that culture confines—that
it is more like the channel than the river itsclf.

Sailors constantly crossed cultural and geographic boundarics as
they maneuvered belween while and black societics ashore and mari-
time society afloat. Through interactions in the mantime warkplace,
African American sailors combined and recombined thelr various
identities (racial, regional, gender, class, occupational} in differen
ways. Among a ship’s crew of black and white sailors, for instance,
Briton 1lammon defined himself as one of “the people” collectively
chiding the captain; in Spanish Cuba, as an Englishman and slave
desperale Lo escape; in Indian camps, a civilized man: in New England,
“a Negro Man™; and aboard the slaver on which he enlisted, a frec
seamman on wages or a Briton—not a captive African. Strikingly absent
from Hammeaon’s account of seafaring during the 1740s and 17508 18
any sense of a unified identity among people of color, somelhing to
which black scamen contributed as the century wore on.>

Hammeoens multiple identities and his equanimity with the harness
of benevolent slavery were countterpointed by the rage of blacks like
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Cyrus, “a lusty voung Negroe Man” who fled a Virginia master In 1751
atter he “formerly belongd Lo the Estate of Merchant Bell, of London,
and follow'd the Sea.” Seeking freedom pell-mell, Cyrus had already
“becn a great Run-away; tried for his Life and burntin 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 cosmopolilan-
ism of black sailors in general, substaniiate James Clifford’s notion
thal identily 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 roanmng black sailors nurtured the
crealion of a black America that, though cmbodicd in various com-
munities and riven by various identities, would come to understand
itself during the late cightecnth century as “African”™—of a prece with,
vet separate from, Afca.™

Situated on vessels connecting all corners of the Atlantic world,
black seafaring men were newsmongers central to the [ormation of
black America and a multidimensional vacial identity. They broadcast
accounts from blacks’ perspectives regarding the Haitian Revolution,
the movements to abolish the slave trade and emancipate slaves, and
the dcbate over colonizatiom that centered on the question of whether
people of color would remain in the United States. Qutside the pale
of these debates and cvents, the mundane ebb and flow of black saiors
daily lives substantiated the unily ol the black Atlantic, even as it
brought inte focus differences among diasporic blacks. A slave named
Jim fled down Virginia's James River 11 1802 to Cily Point, or Norfolk,
and then went “to Philadelphia and New York on board of a vessel,”
which, his master said, “T am inclined to think . . . he makes a practice
of” Seamen like Jlim compared the lives of blacks on plantations with
those in seaports; and, drawing on storytelling tradilions prominent
among sub-Saharan Africans and Atlantic seafarers, they talked. Sca-
men also achieved distinction as leaders witlun eighteenth-centlury
Afro-America. The list is long, and includes Prince Hall, James Forten,
Denmark Vesey, Paul Coffe, and (Mandah Equianoe.®

Seafaring thus conveved dramatically different status and perqui-
sites for biack and white workers. Whereas white seamen were among
the most marginalized men in while 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 satlors wrote
the first six autobiographies of blacks published in Fnglish 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 1o liberation. Seafaring men were in the vanguard
of defining a new black cthnicity tor the many African peoples dis-
persed by Atlantic slavery.

Pioneering black men of letters did not rely on the sea as a Hicrary
device, nor on their own seafaring as a metaphor in the vein of white
authors lke William Falconer or Richard Henry Dana. They chose 1o
identify themseives nol primarily as seamen, hut as Christians and
Africans—roles that served their antislavery cause and the creation of
a diasporic consciousness. Relatively privileged compared with their
brethren toiling in the fields, they neverlheless underslond sealaring
as vet another form of compulsory and unpaid labor. Their wide-rang-
ing mariiime work informed their writng, howcever, as it honed ther
perspectives on variations in race and slavery throughout the Atlantic,

Early black seafaring autobiographers did not root their personal
narratives in American or Luropean locales. As citizens of the world,
they were detached from place in a wav that the authors of many later
slave narratives were not, and in ways that few whites wished to be.
Olandah lquiano (in 178g) and James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw
(¢irca 1770) paid substantial attention to thewr African cultural and
geographic origing, defining themselves in opposition to the socictics
in which they currently lived. But with little chance of repatriation to
4 now slrange Alrica, these black intellectuals envigsioned 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 thewr moral olyeclion to its laws. Neverlheless, some Afri-
can-born slaves created such bonds in Barbados, Jamaica, and South
Carolina. This became casicr for subsequent generations who were
bom in a colony or whose ancestors (or fictive kin) were mterred
there. While Barbadians proudly regarded their island as the "muost
ancient” British West Indian colony, and according to the British
traveler George Pinckard, exhibiled “a seunse of distinctron” that was
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“strongly manifested n the sentiment conveved by the vulgar expres-
sion so comumon 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 supcriority above the negroes
of the other islands! Ask one of them if he was imported, or is a
Creole, and he imniedialely replies—'Me neder Chrab, nor Creole,
Massal—me troe Barbadian born™ Pinckard may have taken slaves’
ready response too much at face value: parodying whiles was a favorite
form of expression among slaves. But lcss controversial evidence un-
earthed by Philip Morgan in cighteenth-century advertisements for
runaway South Carolinian slaves suggesls “some extraordinatry in-
stances of attachment 10 a particular locale” Compare that with a
sample of fifty black sailors shipping out of Philadeclphia in 1768. Only
five were native Philadelphians. Repeatedly removed from place in a
way that most slaves were nol, traveling sailors cultivated an identity
with the Atlantic community of color.®

African-born scafarcrs like Clandah Equiane and John Jea recog-
nized the ability of Africans in America to redefine the lerm “Alrican”
in a characleristically creole way, Jea’s consistent description of himsclf
as an “African” flluminates the creation of “Africa” itself in the 1den-
tities of late-cighteenth-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 Iba, an Efk, an Thibio, or
into any other ethnicity commaon there, His family probably had not
long considered themselves “Africans.” Nondiscerning Furopeans im-
posed “African”™ as a general label on blacks native to a host of
ethmicities and polities. [bo, Mandingo, and Ashanti people, among
others, then refashioned he 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 cthnicity and assumed an
“African” identity. An intermediate stage of acculturation to Euro-
American practices, and rcassessiment of the role of blacks in the New
World, almost invariably intervened. Equiano’s aulobiography makes
this clear, He declines to label himself an “African” in carly chapters,
rcferring to himsclf instcad as an Eboe or as a man trom Bemin, After
three years of slavery he had become subslantlially acculturated o
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English wavs, in a few particulars “almost an Englishman,” he wrote,
largely because he had spent so much time aboard ship n the com-
pany of Fnglishmen. As his political consciousness developed, how-
ever, he began to refer to himself as “the African,” or “the oppressed
Lthiopian.” =

The African identity cultivated by worldly diasporic blacks empha-
sized racial and poiitical 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 frec African Ameri-
cans to embrace their own deportation to Africa as part of the colo-
nization movement. As the sallmaker James Forten wrote trom Phila-
delphia w0 Captain Paul Culfe in 1817, “We had a large meeting of
males at the Rev. R, Allen’s church the other svening. Three thousand
at least attended, and there was not one soul that was in favor ol going
to Africa” Many African Americans” new African identity, iike that of
Equiano, was heavily laced with Christianity, “civilization,” and market
values. Althoungh less-educated black sailors were not as Europeanized
as Equiano, they no longer defined themselves primanly 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 maore 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 funcrary practices, for instance,
were heartfelt expressions of slaves’ cosmology, largely irrelevant to
the existence of whites. Many of the slaves’ caltural practices were
mmward-looking, serving to bond people of color to onc another in
black contexts, but not necessarily to delineate them from whiles, The
specifically “African” identity espoused by many African Amcrican
sailors, by contrast, emerged not so much from blacks’ cultural scpa-
ration from whites as from political contact with them.

Sailors thus became for black people i1 the Atlantic world what
newspapers and the royal mail service were for white clites: 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 cxtraor-
dinary good Caulker, and a tolerable good Ship Carpenter,” fled from
Lthe master to whom he had been sold on S1, Fustatius, Fight 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 tm
his maritime skill to circudate 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
carcers of Lquiano, Jea, Denmark Vescy, and Robert Wedderburn
clearly testify.s

Whites leery of black threats recogmized the danger posed by sea-
faring men of color moving flreely along shipping lanes, especially
during the Haitian Revolution that began in 1741, But try as they nught
lo stop the flow of blacks’ 1deas around the Allanlic world, whites
could not. “We mav 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-
sUluted trade between the United Slales and 51 Damingue 1 e799. ©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
revohitionary ideas were among the most worldly ot all slaves. Many
were well traveled and multilinguai
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 Lo the seas, speaks English, French, Spanish, and Dutch,
and probably may attempt to get off in some vessel” A "musiee man
slave, born in Caracoa [that is, Curagao, Dutch West [ndics|, about 50
years of age,” ran off from the schooner Hannah in Charleston, Sonth
Carolina, in 1783. e had lived (or a while in North Carolina bul, more
important, had been “emploved in the West Indies as a coasting sailor
[and] speaks all the languages nsed there” His frustrated master felt
that the man may have headed back to North Carolina or may “have
gotten on hoard some vessel going to sea”2 Multilingual men like
these, with extensive knowledge of the Ainericas, had better-than-av-
erage chances to escape from their masters and, perhaps more sig-
nificantly, the ability to spin varns that implicitly or cxplicitiv drama-

a skill useful for fostering links
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tized commonalitics {and differences} among widely dispersed people
of color. Throughout the Caribbean, then, legal and clandestine inter-
island trade introduced slave-sailovs to interstices n the slave system,
and 10 the recognilion that whether they spoke English, French Creole,
Danish, or papiamento, they had a great deal in common throughout
plantation and maritime Arnerica®?

The constant movement of storvtelling 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 recogmition thal
all New World blacks, whether in New England, North Carolina, Nevis,
or New Spain, inhabited a common ground clesed to whites. Divisions
certainly existed, crealing fear and suspicion. But time after time, in
seaport after seaport, vessels arrived with strange black men who led
focal blacks to the revelation, during lenglhy port stays, that thosc
strangers inhabited a definably black cosmos of dance, spirituality, and
resislance Lo slavery: and that the African identity they imporied had
road applicability.

Money Vose was one of the ten million Africans transported
across the dangerous water siretching westward to the land of the
dead, where he became one of the melancholy founding fathers of a
new people. Shortly after the American Revoluiion, Vose eluded his
slavery and mysteriously arrived in Essex County, Massachusetts. Fssex
Counly ran east-northeast from Boston along the rockbound coasl,
through Salemy’s smugly prospercous Georglan streets and the pungent
salt-cod ports of Marblehead and Gloucester, past proud Cape Ann
jutting seaward and the undalating salt marshes near Ipswich, nght
to the New Llampshire border. More than oceans separated il from
the ancient stretch of tropical Wesl Africa on which young Vosc had
hawked bamboo baskels and learned pidgin English before the slavers
came,™

But with few altcrnatives, he stayed. Buoyed perbaps by a 1783
judicial decision that abolished stavery in Massachusetts, or anchored
by his marriage into the county’s black population of 880 domestics,
farm workers, and scamer, Vose attached himsell Lo the household
and palronage of Captain Fitz Willlam Sargent and began to follow
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the sea, finding a limited freedom before the mast. Take other Esseg
County men who lived afloat for months each year and stond helm
walch 1n heavy weather, Vose adopted a rolling gait to counter the
unceasing motion of lively brigantines and pinkey schooners. “His
namc mayv be found on the Custom House books in Gloucesier,” his
step-daughter, Nancy Prince, proudiy 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 tor his family,
he left no estate. No stone marked his grave, Bul Money Vose left
stories,

Raised m Africa until voung manhood, resocialized by blacks in
New England, and cmploved for years aboard ship, Vose maneuvered
between several continents and cultures, Caughl up in circumstances
bevond his control, he found his behavior and his belicfs—like his
gait—in transition. Iis storics bespoke an undving connection to
Africa; his identity, @ new orientation to America. Surrounded by one
of the most unbending regional white cultures in the New Waorld, one
for which the old Puritan taboos against transgressing social bounda-
ries still resonated cerily, Vose dramatically revealed the mstinct of
Africans in America (and their black descendants) not to separate, but
to envelop; not to emphasize purity, but to cmbrace diversitv. 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 1o 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 tor
his stories. Storytellers had been venerated in his ancestral home, and
both African American people and Atlantic seatarers had a propensity
for constructing elaborate oral tales in which outrageous actions and
actnal expericncoes amused and edified their listeners while connecting
them with a larger universe. Putting the sea squarely in his version of
black history, Vose's lales 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
Vosc told his cloquent and melodious stories in the dramatic perform-
ance style of an African raconteur, accompanied by his listeners’
murmived shouis 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 moontight night when
they two launched their bodies into the deep, for liberty. When they
got upon soundings, their [eet were pricked with a sea-plant that
grew under water, they had (o relreat, 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 aclion in the darkness, of
struggle and tribulation al ses, and rebirth ashore. In his tale of trial
and redemplion, 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 siave and an American Indian), and for his children,
scveral of whom followed him to sea during the growth of American
shipping in the early republic. Like other salt-streaked black storvtell-
ers, Yose deftly embroidered a bitter Atlantic maritime sampler wilh
his vision of hard-won, if partial, black freedoms, and diasporic ex-
pansion,

Money Vose knew firsthand wormy bread and salt beef, unceasing
mation and constant noise, days of monotony and moments of fear,
He shared in the distinetions with which saillors—Dblack and white—set
themselves apart from other laboring men, and he recognized that
however brutal and seamy scafaring was, 1t 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 vouth, and of the beach on which he
became such a proficient swimmer. We turn eastward now to the
Africa of his ancestors,



2, AFRICAN ROOTS
OF BLACK SEAFARING

R AT TR
L .-"- -+, o CAE .

w
e . ..-'\-...-.-.......--1.-..1.?..

Va
'

I batled 1 the Euphrates wlen davens were voung,
I buils sny fiaee near the Congo and i lnfled wie to sleep.
T ook upon the Nile and ratsed the pyramids above it
I heard the singing of the Missssipp wihen Ake Lincols
went down o New Grleans, and ve seen its muddy
bosom ture all golden it the suvset,
Pve knows rivers:
Ancient, dusky rivers,
My s has grown deep like the rivers,
LANGSTON HUGHES,
[14 - ~ H bxl .
The XNegro Speaks of Rivers™ (19248

In 1780 4 s1avk named Caesar, who had “been accustomed Lo 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. Cacsar was about twenty-five years old, African-born, but capa-
ble of speaking good English, According to his master, he “hoasts
much of his family in his own countiy, it being a commeon saying with
him, that e is no commeon negro.” A black sailor named Conner on
the Virginian sloop Jean in 1779 exhibited connections to Africa of
another sort—riually incised “Guinea marks on each of his lemples.”
Speaking “good English,” wearing a Turopean-style “thick bluc sca
jacket patched with canvass,” “appear[ing] much like a sailor,” and
surrounded by while men, Conner otherwise seemed a very assimi-
lated African in 1779,
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Scamen like Conner worked primarily with whites in one of the
mast 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 scaward, Conner viewed his
maritime work from the perspective of his African heritage, His ritual
scars and Caesar's boasts aboul his “own country” spealc of how
profoundly different African sailors were from the white seamen with
whom they sailed.

Africans who becamc 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 socieles with substan-
tially different languages, kinship systems, political organizations, re-
higions, and decoralive arts. Nevertheless, underlying cultural unitics
provided a distinctly African foundation from which African Amen-
can culture would evolve. Africans who came o know one another
through New World slavery struggled to forge common bonds out of
the African cultural clements and American social realities they shared,
Thus the two boatmen who absconded from William Maruin's petti-
auger at Elliott’s Bridge, South Carolina, in 1738—"one an Angela
Negro, named Levi . . . the other an Ebo Negro named Kent"—had
come to understand the pettiauger itself, the water on which it floated,
the talsmans on which they relied, and Martin himself in ways that
he could not comprehend, and in ways that might have been strange
cven 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, hislorical memories, and
spiritual knowledge—contributed 1o a new Dblack Atlantic seafaring
tradition in the Americas. The New World plantation system relicd 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 distingnished their perceptions of
water and watercraft from those of white mariners. Africans did not
differentiate between categonies such as canoe travel and the influence
of ancestral spivits. All were intertwined in a sacred worldview. Canoes
and ships had their own layered mceanings for Africans, as did the
cowrle 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
wltimatcly 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 Buropeans along the coast, few had
vovaged 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, “bul the Niger
provided a corridor that ultimately added the Hausa kingdoms, the
Yoruba states, and the Nupe, lgala, 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 Aftican craft plied the coastal waters between the Zaire and
the Kwanza™

Europeans regarded African watercraft with a curious mixtare of
intrigue {dugout canoes were cxotic); respect (African canoes handled
surf better than European beats); 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 zepofs, which, he wrole, “in trulh were of a
great size; one was almost as fong as one of our vessels, but not so
high; and in it weve 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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latgest of which arc about thirty foot long and six broad . . . Instead
ol Qars |the canoemen] use a sorl of Paddles made like a Spade,
having a Handle aboul Lhe same length; with which paddiing they
keep the Canoa in a very swift Course” Watching “Five or Six [undred
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 noled how depend-
ent European traders were on Africans and their boats. Canoes were
“capable of carrying a reasonable Merchant-Man’s Boal lading,” he
wrote, “We generally use them in the transporlation of our Goods
from place to place.™

In canoes of various Jengths and designs, carrying from cne person
to more than one hundred paddlers and warriors, coaslal Africans
conducted commerce and war before they met Europeans. Thereafter,
canoe-borne trade began to complement that of Luropean deep-sea
ships, sccuring much of western Africa in the web of Atlanlic com-
mercial capitalism. Shallow and maneuverable, canoes could navigate
vast siretches of African waterways impassable to decp-dratt vessels,
Propelled by paddlers, they did not rely on the wind., Quicker Lo
respond to short, rapid-fire paddic strokes than were Furopean boats
{with their full ends and more cumbersome oars), certain canoes
could better negotiate the tumbling surfs that constautly broke over
much of the coast. Canoes were etficient for shorr-haul trade, too:
Mandinga vessels called afmadhias on the Gambia River carried ap-
proximately one ton of cargo.®

Canoemen’s collective skill, along with Furopean traders’ depend-
ence on them, comes across clearly in Captain Nathanie! Uring’s
awestruck description of small boat work during a slaving voyage to
Loange 1n i701. “We saw the Sea break so high, that we began to be
afraid o ventuwre, and were inclined to return,” he wrote, “but the
Canow Prople encouraged and assured us there was no Danger. The
Canow was large, and had Light Men to paddle her” Uring neatly
juxtaposed the canoemen’s rhythmic teamwork with nature’s fury.
“When we came ncar the Breakers they laid still and watched for a
Smooth, and then push’d Forward with all their Force, paddling the
Canow lorward or backward as they saw Occasion, often lying between
the Breakers, which was very terrible o 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 clement in the surf. He willmgly entrusted his
lite to skilled African boatmen.”

European observers like Uring understood at best only half of what
they saw regarding Africans and their boats. Waiching Gold Coast
canoe-bullders at work on massive tree runks, larger even than the
giant cypress that boat slaves would hollow in South Caroling, an
informant of the Dutch geographer Olfert Dapper noted that canoes
“of the largest size are made al Cabo das tres Puntos, where trees grow
which are seventeen or eighteen spans in circumference”™—seven to
eight leel 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 Guines hewed boals were considered
sacred residences of spirits called Bonrs (a noun derived from the same
root as the Bullom’s name for themselves); and a local proverb affir-
med thar “the blood of kings and the fears of the cance-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, canocs ecmbraced a defining umty of the sacred and
the secular, a umty translerred 1o America and sustained in various
forms in African Arerican culiure. The ex-slave Charles Ball remem-
bered an African in early-nineteenth-century South Carolina decorat-
ing the grave of his departed son with a2 miniature canoe, about a
foot dong, and a little paddle, with which he said it would cross the
ocean to his own country™

Skilled African boatmen like the Kru understood vesscls 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 Lurapeans as
experl 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 boalmen and interpreters
and chose not to antagonize them. But cxeeptions cxisted. The pre-
ponderance of slave imparts to South Caroling during the guarter-
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century before the American Revolution originated in Sierra Leone
and Libena, Some Carohman boatmen undoubtedly could trace their
spiritual appreciation of canoes and their boat savvy to the Kru coast.lV

Europcans reserved their highest accolades for Gold Coast cance-
men like the oncs John Barbot saw fitting out “large canocs in which
they make coasting voyages, as far as Angola.” Barbot believed the
Mina to be “the fittest and most cxpericnced men to manage and
paddle the canoes over the bars and breakings,” but he also prased
canocmen from Axim and Winneba who handled gracefully “the worst
and most beating seas.” Because many Yoruba and other fagoon-front-
ing peoples on the “Slave Coast™ —a lour-hundred-mile stretch from
the western Ivory Coasl Lo the Niger Della—avoided the open sea,
Curopean traders planning io land ar Slave Coast toawns such as
Whydah, Allada, and Lagos often cmployed Gold Coast canocmen,
carrying them and their canoes aboard ship on coastal runs, Skilled
canoemen were indispensable o trading on strelches 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 surimen {rom Senegambia to Calabar, although the nature of
European-African commercial connections varied from place to place.
African boatmen called grsmetes in the Senegambia and Sierra Leone
region known as Upper Guinea became virtual clients of Luropcan
traders. In the Niger Delta, maritime trade occurred with Africans
maintaining considerable autongmy.i2

American boat slaves recollected not only African maritime tradi-
tions but the interaction of Furopeans and Africans on the African
coast. The American slaves who were most lkely (o have acquired
Curopean seafaring skills in Africa were Lhose who lived and worked
in Sencgambia and Sicrra Leone. Both the Senegal and the Gambia
Rivers provided extensive access into the Upper Guinean intertor along
their considerable watersheds, and overland portages even allowed
canoc trade hetween the mouth of the Senegal and the Niger Rivers
far inland in the Bambulm region. With morc than two dozen rivers
flowing independently into the sea between the Gambia estuary and
Capc Mount, Portuguese traders called that section of the coast “the
rivers of the Guinca of Cape Verde” They were quick to merge local
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seafaring and boatbuilding practices with Portuguese sails and rigging,
resilting in a sailing canoe derived from local surfboals.

Portuguese commerce led to the creation of an Afro-Portuguese
comraumty of Jascados, 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
laricados, another community arosc called grumetes, compnised of
African boatmen, seamen, soldiers, and others [including woraen}
who worked for Furopeans and the Afro-Portugucse. John Atkins
noted in 1721 that the Lnglish private traders in Sierra Leone “all keep
CGromettas {Negro Servants) which they bite from Sherbro River, at
two Accys or Bars a Month . . . The Men-servants work in the Boats
and Periagos, which go a trading” Nicholas Gwen and two other white
et with a dozen grumetes navigated a sloop along the coast from
near the river Gambia to the Cape Verde Istands in 1753, According o
Owen, “Black savlors, commonly known by the name of gremetoes,
volonterely went with us In our expedition for a small demand of
wages,” 14

Nurturing a collective identity marginal o both Africans and Luro-
peans, grummetes often lived in their own villages and practiced an
Africanized Catholicism. Limited land and a predisposition to trade
forced them into commercial pursoits, though generally at a less
prestigious and profitable level than the lancades whom they served.
During the seventecnth century, when the port of Cachen (belween
the Bijagos archipelage 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-Nive 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 gromefes’ primary business was slaving,'

In Upper Guinea, then, groups of Africans sommewhal acculiurated
to European ways worked prominently in maritime trades, especially
in slaving. Their complicity did not always sparc 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, & Inlerprelers” by Captain
John Tyrie were carried ashore on Hispaniola in 1777 without distine-
tion from the sixty-eight slaves they had helped manage on the sloop
Amelig. Tyric did not betray them: it was the French privateers-
men who overpowered Amelia during the opening dayvs of the Amcri-
can Revolution. Although Senegalese and other Africans often sailed
aboard slavers as deckhands and inlerpreters, every scaman of color
had 1o be wary boarding a ship bound for slave territory. Canocmen
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
spiriis irrecoverably” and died by the “sulks.” African scamen in the
employ of Huropeans were also subject to retribution from slaves,
Captain Joseph Harrison of the Rainbow slaver explained in a letter
to his emplovers from Barbados in 1758 that “the negrocs rosc on s
after we left St. Thomas’s [Sao Thome]; they killed my nguister whom
I got at Benin.”¥ African mariners in the slave trade exhibiled (he
nervous detachment of men sinultaneously smug about their own
favored position and constantly leery of their European employcrs’
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
boatrmen knew the barracoons and coastal castles firsthand; they had
often been to moored slave ships while ferrving slaves in canoes, and
a fow had cven vovaged to the Amencas as fingusts and manners,
Many more African seamen who had nol crossed the western ocean
knew Africans who had, or knew white sailors’ storics about the
Americas, second- and thirdhand though they might be, That con-
stantly humming human telegraph explaing Thomas Phillips’s recol-
lection, from his voyage in 1693-16g94, of Africans “having a morc
dreadful apprehension of Barbadoes than we can have of hell™”

The case of @ free sailor named Amissa indicates how al leasl a few
Africans learned Arsthand abou life in the Americas. Amissa signed
seaman’s articles 1o 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 ofl Jamaica, his
caplain assigned him with three other sailors to row a group of slaves
ashore, where Amissa learned that he too had been sold. The duplici-
taus captain informed people upon his return to the African port that
Amissa had died on the voyage. But a ycar or two later another black
fortuitousty returned from Jamaica with news that Amissa was alive,
an announcement that prompied his friends 1o commission a Jamai-
can-bound captain to redeermn 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 Cooumnittee, who ordered the Defendant [the caplun! to be
prosecuted, as a means of deterring captains of ships from like prac-
tices in the future”!

Grutnetes like the Senegalese sallors on board the Amelia, as well as
Africans who talked with Armissa, knew what awaited them in slavery.
Two “new Negro men” who recently landed in Maryland from Adrica
aboard the slave ship Jane in 1760 appropriated a sixteen-foot yawl
and absconded from their master, *Omne of them,” he claimed, “has
liv’d among the English on the Coast of Guiney, and can speak some
English.” He “denics being a Slave, and is supposed to be gone to
dispute it with the Captain” The commissioner for Sierra Leonc
acknowledged that some maritime skaves destined for the Americas
had already become accustomed to Europeans in Africa, Writing of a
slave muttiny aboard the French slaver Dewx Seetwrs in 1823, he cox-
plained that “the crew were overpowered by the slaves who” wished
to land “on some part of the coast ncar to the Plantain Islands . . .
The catastrophe on board mayv be attributed to several ol 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 efifect their liberation.” The process of
cultural adaptation referred to as “creolization,” through which Afei-
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) variced by region.
No distinguishable group like the Senegambian griemetes emerged on
the Gold Coast, for instance, where Africang’ {rade with Furopeans
was more siructured by companies and localized in castles than was
trade in Upper Guinca. African canoemen, lingnists, and sailors in the
employ of Furopeans there did not shed their ethnic identity to the
extent that gruwneres did, but instead remained rooted in their indige-
nous social and political struciures. Gold Coast canoemen’s status,
wealth, military olligation, potential for social mobility, and occupa-
tional identity were thus largely determined by Adfrican social condi-
tions—conditions signiticantly influenced, however, by the long reach
of European commcrcial capitalism.

Ephemeral sowrces 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 whelher they had their own
headmen, much less how these social refations may have been repro-
duced in a modified form among Caribbean and Carolina boat slaves.
Occasional references to the “headman of the cancemen” suggesl thal
thev obeyed the authority of one of their own, who in lurn negotiated
working conditions with Luropeans. Ample sources, however, roveal
that European factors regarded Gold Coast canoemen as “seamen” as
early as (he fifteenth century, First Portuguese and then English,
French, Dutch, and Danish traders wrote of canocmen who “deserted.”
They flogged canvemen whom they suspected of sleahng o of break-
ing other regulalions. They haggled over and withheld canocmen’s
wages.2!

As transportation workers in an international system, Gold Coast
canoemenl were subject to a host of exploitative and Lhreatening
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 amonyg the
threats they shared. In 1704 an African official &t Cape Coast Castle
charged lhat a Caprain Hamilin had attempted to sell a canoeman into
Wost Indian slavery because he had damaged a canoe and deseried,
In 1739 the chief factor of the Roval 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, *T told them il they still
refuse we can do without them and Lake them as staves"#

The number ol canoemen emploved by Luropeans on the Gold
Coast alone rose from about 350 in 1650 to 80w or 1,000 ¢ach year by
1790. Canoemen loaded and unloaded the Luropean store ships that
arrived off the Gold Coast during the dry season, from September to
March. They ferried ashore building malerials such as bricks and lime;
staples for the gammsons inciding tobacco and brandy; and trade
goods—textiles, metalware, tools, weapons, and miscellanecus 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 foris or castles to outposts. They
likewise served African middlemen such as Captain Quacounce Abra-
con of Little Komcenda, and acted as courlers and mailmen. Canogmen
were a significant presence i the African wowns near European forts,
and they were often amony Lhe rioters in the towns' frequent distur-
bances,?

‘Lhe vast majority of Gold Coast cancemen were free, although
some of the European chartered comwpanies had their own “castle
slaves” who worked in boats. In the Niger Delta and ports farther east,
enslaved canocmen worked for African slavers, An English seaman
named Isaac Parker noted about 1765 that many cancemen transport-
ing slaves from the interior to Calabar {a slaving port in the Bight of
Biafra ncar Bonny, from which Ibo aud Ibibio slaves were shipped to
the Americas) were themselves slaves of Efik traders.?

Africans caught in the tentacles of the international slave trade came
to realize that the meaning of slavery in various West African societies
differcd dramatically from that of the American plantation systern.
Although most West African slaves were both commeoditics 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 lving differed substantially from that of
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their masters, Other Africans hived and labored in the jonpa system
{from the Mande word jor, for captive). A jor “was not transferable,
he owned the Bulk of whal he produced and, in societées in which the
system flowrished, he belonged to a socio-political category that was
part of the ruling class and thus had a sharc in the sovereignty of the
state and 1ts polilical apparatus.” Most slaves in Alvica were workers,
It some were military leaders, merchants, and even judicial officers.
Some owned slaves of thelv own. In any case, the chasm of status
between masler and siave was not so vast in most West Aflrican slave
societies as in America, nor was the more elastic slave system cncum-
bered with the ideological distortions of race. No African word cor-
responded to the English “slave” n all its layered meaning and total
denigration of person. Canoemen transporied 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 almosl every way, Despite the cancemen’s indispensa-
hility, Buropeans often described them as “rascally,” “impudent,” “ruf-
flans,” “outcast,” “vagabonds,” “wretched,” and “criminal.” Yet African
canoemen were not the crealures Furopeans constructed, bul indi-
viduals on their own terms. An indication of what canocmen thought
of themsclves and their work emerges from a few scattered references.
Tn 1695 Edward Barier hired a crew of canoemen Lo fervy corn through
the surt, Their canoe overturned, and Barter later beat one of the men
“because he would not help o carry the corn Lo the croome |a lown
or village].” As Barter remembered, “e 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 n the I
Country, in Africa, where he served in the Capacity of a Canoe Man,”
became a slave in tidewater Virginia by 1772, Bonna not only mam-
tained his identity as a canoeman in America bul discussed i so much
that the Virginia master from whom he fled broadeast it as one of
Bonna's distinguishing charactcristics

Fifteen 10 22 percent of exghteenth-century black marmers in the
American South were African-borny as such, they had opportunitics
to contribute African legacies to a new black Atlantic seafaring tradi-
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tion. An Afdcan whe “cosl thirty pounds Sterling out of the ship” in
Antigua was later sold hy Walter Nugent. Describing him to Abraham
Redwood in Rhode Tsland, where the man had been seni, Nugent
wrote in 1731, “The Negroe man 1s a Peice of a Saylor and a fine Papa
Slave.” Phill, a “Native of Alrica” who had tived some years in the West
Indies, fled in Petersburg, Virginia, in 1772, Phill had “been used 1o
the Sea,” wrote his frustrated master. 3

Many mariners bore ritual tribal scars. For Mricans, scarthcation
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 Deen ceremonially made one with his village socely.
African scarification, referred to by white Americapns as “counlry-
marks,” testified to a communal bond and to g sense of one’s place in
society and history, A sailor working aboard Amity's Assistance in
South Carelina in 1761 had “a cross or country mark on the back of
each leg, and the samc round his waist.” But in South Carolina such
marks were morc a means by which masters could identify men as
their property than a reaffirmation of communal tics. When in 177
“a squal 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 Furopean seafaring technology during the
ordeal of the Middle Passage. That technology balfled most slaves.
Olaudah Equiano remembered asking anather captive “how the vessel
could go,” and being told that cloth was put on the masts, amd 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 ity
courge.?

The officers and crew aboard that ship guarded Lheir maritime
knowledge more conscientivusly than most skaving crews, who rou-
tinely pul African slaves to work aboard ship. After one Captain
Edmonson arrived in Gambia from Rhode Tsland in the sloop Ark in
1726, he “communicated some pyratical Designs to his Crew,” prompt-



58 BLACK JACKS

ing mosL of the white sailors to desert. Left with “three white Boys,”
Fdmonson supplemented his crew with what an observer called “six
ignorant new purchascd skaves.™

White sailors in the slave trade died at a hagher rate than their black
captives, leaving shorthanded ships to be worked by slaves, Deadly
diseases including malaria, dysentery, and yellow tever felled European
and American tavs 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 Lheir shipmates’ bodies over
the side, remembered the slaver James F. Stanficld, sclected slaves were
“freed from their irons, and they pulled and hauled as they were
dirccted by the inefficient sailors.” Royal Navy press gangs hunting for
saitors could decimale a crew just as rapidly as West African fevers.
Captain Hugh Crow had to teach slaves how to handle his vessel on
morc than one occasion atter naval othcers impressed s 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 theyv 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 radimentary ones on the Middle
Passage, along with some knowledge of European work routines and
social organization. 2

Coerced by threats and kicks, it occasionally enticed with the prom-
isc of morc 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 oniy observed but
managed Luropean technology—ceven if they explained it through
magic or spiritual power, They noticed the regimented clock time of
seafaring watches and (he brutal hierarchy with which the white men
governed one another. White scamen aboard slave ships learned Afri-
can practices just as Africans learned theirs, lislening, 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 Alrvicans’ skills during the
Middle Pasgsage. "The capiaing 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 occagionally see the master of a stave 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 lor years accustomed to iL.”
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 Aad been accustomed Lo rowing for years,
After the confinement of a slaver, the assignment to row provided
liberation of a sort, and it may have been accompanicd by perquisites
like better food or the opportunity to bathe, Captives imbibed lessons
aboul slavery in the Arericas from instances like these, in which
whites relied on Africans and took pride in their appcarance and
dutifulness without understanding much about them. Slaves m the
early stages of reading white ways learned that perquisites mighr be
exchanged for skill and a certain demeanor.®

Concerted resistance to white oppression alse began aboard slavers,
Al least 155 documented slave mulinies occurred aboard ship, and an
equal number of slavers are known to have been interrupted, or “cut
off,” by Afncans, The actual numbers are probably substantially lavger,
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 thew hisleners’
memories, vignettes of the Fanle canocernen’s sirike al Anamabu an
1753, or of the successful mutiny aboard a Danish slaver lving in the
Rokel estuary in 1788. The ex-captive heroes trom the Danish ship
established a free settlement called Deserte’s Town in the hills outside
Freetown, Sierra Leone, a poinl not lost on black sailors whose daily
worlk connected corners of the Atlantic world, and whose survival one
day might depend on knowing the location of sate territory.™

Atricans disembarked in the New Warld with mare than memories
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ol resistance and sketchy knowledge of whites' wavs. They brought
Langible skills to American maritime work—as they did t cattie-rais-
ing, rice cultivation, herbal medicine, and basketrv. & white seaman
named John Willock noted wilth admiration 1 1781 the small-hoat
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 negrocs” were “by 1o means afraid of
dving by water;” and that this enabled them to perform “what would
be very difficult to any olher person” “They are very dextrous in the
management of their canoes,” he decided, both landing them and
getting under way. “Each canoc is manned by two negroes, who, i an
instant lcap on board of her, and proceed to whatever ship they are
destined.” *

Canoes like the ones Willock saw and periaugas, or pettiaugers {also
construcicd from hollowed logs In a variattom of Alvican siyle}, 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 evervthing clsc that slaves moved o
bulk along the labytinth of southern waterways, Many were substan-
tial. A boat for sale near Charleston in 1764 was “eight fect wide and
forty feet long, with a small cabin.” Pettlaugers 10 Georgia “carrying
from 25 to 50 Tons” had “two Masts, which they can strile and Sails
like Schooners” Delegal’s Plantation on Skidawav Island had a six-
oared canoe “painted white outside and red inside, with a black
bottom, aboul 27 feet in length” Dugouts like these often were vital
to slaves’ transportation needs in the Chesapeake and especiaily in the
Carolina low-country. These hybridized cralt, with modified dugout
hulls and Furopean-style sailing rigs, were similar to the sailing trade
canoes built by gruntetes in Senegambia, and to African periagos™

American small boats and the skill necessary to build and hundle
them were truly creole—an amatgam of West Alrican, Eoropean, and
Native American technologies. But Africans have rarely becn given
credil. for their contributions. [n 1804, for instance, the Naval Chrenicle
referred to a periauga as “a two-mast Boat used by the Charibs™; in
1817 off JTapwice, Edouard de Montule described a “pirogue, or trec
trunk hollowed out in the Indian manner.” Ot course, by 1817 Indians
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in Jamaica were onlv a memory. The style of construction and the
sifk-cotton wood of the Jamaican canocs 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
Jnowledge of African canoe-builders, contemporary chroniclers sim-
plv assumed that canoes and piraugas were of Indian origin. But
Africans clearly had a hand in building the ubiguitous small craft that
were such a distinguishing feature of the carly-American watertront.’?

Euro-American seamen like Willock miaght marvel al the surfmen’s
dexterity and learn techniques of boat construction and boat-handling
from them, but for the most part [uropeans eschowed small-boat
work in the Aunericas, 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. Equiane remembered, “I understood pulling and man-
aging those boats very well; and this hard work, which was the Mrst
that he set me to, in the sugar seasons used to e my constant
employment. T have rowed the boat and slaved at the oars, from enc
hour to sixteen in the twenty-four.” Blacks' handiness with boats was
accepted matter-of-factly by whites, One while 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 Iellows in Boats or Pettiau's."*

John Willock, who had satled in Burope, Aftica, and the Americas,
believed that African cancemen were not “afraid of dying by water.”
His rationalization of the dangers was one of many thal whites con-
structed to deny the inhumanity of slavery and to make sense of the
social division known as race. Equiano knew difterently; "My hife hung
daily in suspense, particularly in the surfs . .. These are extremely
violent throughout the West-Indies, and | was ever exposed lo their
howling rage and devouring fury in all the islands. | have scen them
strike and toss 4 boat right up jon] end, and maim several on board.”™?

Skilled slaves not only facilitated the business of theiv maslers in
small boats apd cances but brought with them a bargaining chip to
help determine the natare of their work in the New World slave
system. Even in places like New England, where the number of slaves
relative 10 the white population was never very great, slaveowners
could not completely control their bondsmens’ daily work. In the West
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Indics 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, ax 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 Amcerican ways i
part by white sailors, in part by their cxpericnces in difterent ports.
Olaudah Equiane learned a great deal about his new world from
Richard Baker, a wiite boy about his age with whom he sailed in the
Royal Navy., Africans aboard ship, however, dearly 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 psvchologically disabled by their forced assimilation
into a predominantly white environment. Dended power, always on
auard, and never entircly sure of the cultural meanings of certain signs,
words, and situations, African seamen daily conlronled their outsider
status in a white-defined world. Although scafaring sped the accul-
turation of manv Africans and cnabled them to mancuver in the slave
system more eftectively, seataring also cast in bold vehel the cultural
differences between Africans-—some still ritually scarred—and white

11arincys.

African saillors, however, were nol simply becoming accustommed to
the culture of whites: they were creating a black Atlantic maritime
tradition. African-born satlors and some of thewr descendants in Amer-
ica fashioned a new cultural sell-consciousness thal linked meaning
and experience in ways foreign to whites, and that reflected Africans’
fusion of the sacred and the sccular. Many Africans, for instance, felt
the power of the water 1 profound and immediate ways. Across Wesl
Alrica, the surface of the waler served variousty in myth and ritual as
the boundary through which spiritual cornmunications occurred. And
intcrcourse with spirits, both benign and cvil, affected the daily hfe of
all Africans,™

For the Bambara in Senegambia, many of whom were transported
to colonial Louisiang, an androgynous water spirit called Fato matn-



African Roots of Black Seafaring 63

tained an individual’s soul or vital lifc force after death. Retreshed and
purifted under water, the soul would reappear 10 the next-born roem-
ber of the family, Tho peoples from near the Bight of Benin had similar
associations with the transmigration of souls in water: a slave in
Georgia testificd that Ibos there intent on killing themselves to endd
their stavery would “mahch right down in dub vibbub 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 wisc and strong. As Wyatt
MacGaffey, a prominent anthropologist of the Kongo, has wrilten
concerning twentieth-century Kongolese, “The Atlanlic Ocean is only
one of a number of waters thal may serve (o represent the ideal barrier,
which is called Kalunga. Boats of various kinds arc vehicles for trans-
porting souls or for returning to this shore such exceptional individu-
als as propbets, who are able to come and go.™4

Kalunga suggesls 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 metaphar for life beyond this world, even if, 25 examples from
Bambara, [bo, 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
ninetecnth century, a white American southerner named Harry Still-
well Edwards recalled thal in hoyhood 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 i, a process Ming repeated innumer-
able times, 1Juding the 1980s, an American art historian found “ritual
experts called nganga nkodi and sganga asibi” in the northern Kongo
commuricating with ancestors in the same way, “They cul Uhetr signs
(bidimbu) into the shell of 4 lortoise so thay 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 1n
1750 refused to eat turtle meat, despite their hunger. The ship’s surgeon
observed that they understood turtles as “fetishes.#

Historic Kongolesc beliefs about the relatonships 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 o 30
percent of the slaves brought to mainland North America alone origi-
nated 10 the Kongo-Angola region. As the anthropologist Melville J.
Herskovits noted vears ago, “[n all those parts of the New World where
African religions beliefs have persisted . ., the river cult or i broader
terms, the cull of waler spirits, holds an important place. All this
testifies to the vitality of this element in African religion.”#

Slave funerals afford insight into the multilavered appreciation of
the sea shared by uprooicd Africans, including mariners. Dir. George
Pinckard observed a festive late-eighteenth-century inlerment in Bar-
bados. Grave-diggers told the FEoglishman 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
fricnds, at her place of nativity; and thetr persuasion that dealh was
only a renoval trom their present siale w their [ormer home—a mere
change from a state of stavery to a state of freedom™—scemed to
alleviate their affliction. As the women cach threw a handtul of earth
onto the grave, they cried out: “God bless you, Jenny, good-byl re-
member me to all friends Vother side of the sea, Jenav! "lell “em me
comie soon! Good-by, Jenny, good-by!” Mourners, incduding five ro-
bust fishermen prominent in the funeral procession for their “antick
gambols,” also expected, as Pinckard relales, “to hear from poor fenny
.. . before morning” regarding the messages she brought to the an-
cestors for them, Among mariners like these [ishermen, boating work
was shaped not only by the social relations of production (in this case,
by Buropean maritime customs and slave codes) but by Alrican asso-
clations with water.

These Africans understood thal 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
acconiplish in death what somce “new Negroes™ tragically toed to do
in iife, misunderstanding the immensity of the Allantic. 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, understoond as hoth
a physical and a metaphysical connection to Africa. ¥
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Assoclations with the sca gripped Africans’ imaginations. Kongolese
people still understand the “meaning of life as a process shared with
the dead below the viver or the sea—the real sources ol 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 fand
of the dead” Beliefs of this sort endured among cighteenth-century
Africans transplanted to South Carolina. Sacred pottery marked with
the Kalunga line was rituafly thrown into South Carolinas rivers by
slaves. The amount of such pottery recently retrieved by archacolo-
gists indicates that Kalunga and other spintual associations with waler
long remained a psychic compass for Africans who came to work in
a white-dominated world, Indeed, some iwentieth-century African
American gravesites arc still decorated with objecis associated with
water. Sea shells ave 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 sca 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 thelr own muol-
tilavered understanding of the sca to that realm of toil and struggle.
The ceremonial “John Canoe” g prominent mummer at Christmas
and Easter festivals in the Bahamas, Jamaica, and North Carolina, wore
masks that revcaled 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 an 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.#
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Yemaya, the Yoruba goddess of the sea, is stil! worshipped in Rio
de Janeiro today by macumba religious groups, albeit in a creolized
fusion with the Virgin Mary, Yemayva's centuries-long endurance in
Brazil suggests that at least some eighteenth-cenlury Yoruba boat
slaves, raised to honor the witchcraft of riverine and sea goddesscs,
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 Hke that in Rio s open Lo speculation, What is
clear, however, is that al 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 matenal conditions of their working lives, but
it provided an anchor for the soul safe from their masters’ prying
eyes. 8

Creating a black Atlantic seafaring tradition rom African maritime
practices, New World mavitime slavery, and African spiritual associa-
tions with water, black sailors fashioned a workplace culture that
remained closcd to whites in certain wavs. The case of Joseph Johnson,
a superannuated black merchant satdor in early-nineleenth-century
London, s illustrative. Tacking 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 suggesled that “novelty
. . . induced Black Joc to build a medel of the ship Nelson; to which,
when placed on his cap, he can, by a bow of thanks . . . give the
appeatance of sea-motion.” The aged Johnson tramped the strects
with his unique ship model upon his head, gracefully dancing his way
to a beggar's livelihood.” But neither novelty nor necessity alone
inspited Johnsor's elaborate headgear, In a classic case of coltural
crogs-over, Johnson appropriated a Luropean artifact, one that had
become meaningful to him through his own vears of sea service, and
revested 1t with African meanings to create a characleristically black
cultural expression. Most white contemporaries looked at Joe Johnson
through the distorting glass of racc and saw an old black saflor cleverly
manipulating a full-rigged ship on his bead, London blacks, on the
other hand, saw an aged mummer bobhing throngh the streets, con-
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necting them with his coded ship to West Indian and Carolvuan slaves,
and to people on the Gold Coast and the Niger Della Forced o
represent himsell with fawning propricty to white almsgivers, Johnson
undoubtedly took psychological refuge in their inability to compre-
lend him fully, even as he shook his creolized Afrvican past i their
taces.
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There le three things witich are too wornderful
fur we yea, four which [ know rot;
The wiy of an eagle tn the air;
e way of o serpent wpor o rock;
the way of a ship in the widse of the sea;
and the way of @ sman wirle @ muid,
PROVERBS 30 18-19

“Ix THE TIME BEFORE STEAMSTHIPS.” remembered a nine-
teenth-century tar, “man-of-war’s men or merchant satlors in holiday
attire, ashore on liberty , . . [sometimes] would flank, or like a body-
guard quile surround, some superior figure of their own class . . . In
Liverpool, now some half a century ago, T saw under the shadow of
the greal dingy street-wall of Prince’s Dock . . . a common sailor so
mtensely black that he must needs have becn a native African .. . in
his ears were big hoops of gold, and a Highland bonnet with a tartan
band sct off his shapely head . . . To jovial sallies, night and lefl, his
white {eeth {lashing inio view, he rollicked along, the center of a
company of his shipmates.”

Herman Melville’s description of an archetypal “handsome satlor”
mav have been symbolic fiction, hul 1l represents a great deal about
the way of a ship during the late cightcenth and carly nineteenth
centuries. Relationships between black and white sailors were shaped
by the specific circumnstances 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 sallor 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 fbres” Sailors like these bridged the distance
between blacks and whites, ignoring the concerns of planters and
merchants that interracial conlacis subwverted social order

Race never disappeared aboard ship, of course. Evervene in cight-
eenth-century America had internalized some of its conventions, and
racial burdens fell primarily on blacks, who decaded in each sitnalion
how much of their guard to let down. Black men understood that
arnong sailors, race worked in an ambiguous and somctimes comtra-
dictory fashion. Althougl certain roles aboard ship reinforced racial
sterentypes imported from shove, most seafaring customs worked to
black men’s advantage. So the way of a ship—the nature of shipboard
work, the laws regulating shipboard socicty, and the attitudes anc
behaviors that defined Atlantic maritime culture—otien provided op-
portunities for blacks to escape the prevailing racism of other occu-
pations and to improve Lheir condition.

(CERTAIN asPECTs of seafaring changed fttle between 1740 and
1820, Refinements in rigging were maodest, such as the substitution of
a gaff-rigged spanker for a lateen mizzen. The average size of ships
did not incrcasc substantially either, though they became more elfi-
cient because shipowners hired fewer sailors per ton ol vessel as the
cighteenth century progiessed. From sailors’ perspective the single
greates improverment 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 technelogical or naviga-
tional changes aboard ship, and with an unchanged watch schedule
and virtnally unchanged maritime laws, sailors in 1820 experienced
working conditions similar to those experienced by sailors in i740.
One of the most significant changes during this period was the in-
crease in black mariners.’
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Mariners over generalions—slave and free, white and biack—-cre-
ated an Atlantic maritime culture that reftected their work and status.
The cultural heritage of deep-sea mariners reached back to coastal
European antecedents that witially bore no trace of back nfluence,
Bul martlime (rades throughout the eighteenth century hecame inte-
grated by blacks like Jasper, who sported “mauch the air of a sailor”
and Jack, who “walks heavy as a sailor, he bemng used to the sea” Ay
these slaves made themselves into sailors, they affected their white
shipmates. Atlantic maritime culture evolved to reflect the presence of
Blacks i 1bs music, style, and concern with Liberly.?

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 acquicsced to a temporary bondage
(unless impressed mto the navy), and did not transfer their stakus
across generations. White seamen surrendering personal Liberty for
the duration of their voyvage suffered a situational “slavery”; most
African American slaves endured a real and perpetual one, While
satlors, nevertheless, frequently spoke of themselves as “slaves”™ and
empathized with the plight of blacks. Willlam Ray, a New Yorker
sailing at the end of the eighteenth century, lamented:

Some sfaves might independence hail,
Or sing ol hberty in jail,

With more proprieiy than we,

For all of us were bound—Lo sea.

Satlors like Ray were not fully secure in their idenbity as independent
white men. It is no coincidence that sailors called their [elsure time
“liberty.” s

Frequently impressed against their will into the Royal Navy before
1815, sadors reakived the fragility of their persomal hberty, Marinets
were also traded cavalieriy like commuoditics by merchant captaing who
sometimes separated “troublemakers” from their confederates by dis-
charging them into the British Navy. Having sailed from Philadelphia
to Malaga in 1792, Caplain Samiuel Kelly 1old the consul that he “had
two ill-bchaved men on board which I wished to get clear of” and
asked to arrange for “the captain of the [Britsh 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 bad little say in the swap. Almost sixty vears 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 hamnds,
They “sent him in relurn one Black Man named William More”
Disciplined, impressed, and traded like blacks—or even traded for
blacks—white sailors could ot help seeing analogies between hem-
selves and blacks, A Spanish “seafaring man, about forty or forty-five
vears of age, tall, very athletic and of a steady determined counte-
nance,” articulated the point. FHe swore that “he disliked cverything in
{harleston, but the Negroes and the sailors™

Naval discipline became maore 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 T. H. Parry
calls “long, indeterminate cominissions, and the ¢lose 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 endist formally, Such
balking irritated British officers and resigned the sailors to working
withoul pay, withoul bounty, and without prize money. The forcible
impressment of mariners by armed agents of the British government,
their lengthy compulsory fabor, and their subjection to naval officers’
“vexatious niggling discipline” distinguished seataring as labor withouwt
liberty, Not wilhoul cause was & young white Virginian told that the
navy would “cul him and staple him and use him like & 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 Castille, who found refuge from
slavery in the Royal WNavy in 1758, and Jacob Israet Potler. Caslillo’s
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choices were limiled Lo the Boston slavery he fled, the man-killing
Barbados slavery with which his master threatencd him, or the navy.
Service in the Roval Navy looked satc and predictable compared with
the alternatives. Real freedom for Castillo was not an oplion; the
number of free blacks in North America in 1758 was minuscule. Potter,
however, helonged to the first gencration of northern American blacks
treed from slavery in apprecizble numbers, a generation raised after
the American Revolution and imbued with its passibilitics for liberty.
Potter had options and visions, and he did not want 1o serve in Lhe
British Navw, As he wrole, *1 was an American and likewise 1 was a
Citizen & besides 1 bad a wife and family™

Crutside the navy, maritimc labor relations lay under the umbrella
of Admiralty law, a specialized English code. Predating English com-
imon law and drawing substantially on continental Luropean legal
practice, Admiralty law denied to seamen the rights and protection
afforded most landbound Englishmen, and later white Amerwcans,
Fostering a tractable labor supply through strict abedience, 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 shave era, sailors
aboard British {and later American) merchani ships could be fegally—
and at times mortally—flogged by their officers well into the nine-
teenth centurv?

No codes matched olfenses to punishments aboard merchant ships,
or meted out labor discipline in a systematic way, Instead, sailors
suffered arbitrary and personal “correction” [rorn officers. “Sampson
got a flogging by the captain,” wrote the diarist Stephen Reynolds in
1811, “after which he jawed ws, called us thieves, country boogars,
infernal scoundrels.” Captain Nye followed abuse with reward, a classic
tyrant’s technique, and “let the people have wbacco i Lhe evening”
Officers like Nye rarely feared the restraining influcnce of the law. As
he flogged a young sailor on the brigantine Oceart in 1803, the mate
boasted, “You are not the first ome I have beaten & he ithe other]
could get no recompense” The male then “measured one fathom of
the rope & cut off onc half of it & gave it w Jenks, saying take this &
carry it to Court with you.” Seamen, like slaves, were constantly caught
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off guard with the arbilraritess of severe punishiment for actions thev
did nol even know warranted reprisals.

Black men often suffered disproportionalely the capricious natitre
of shipboard punishments. Aboard the New Hazard, the captain and
his three males dominated a crew of twenty, of whom two—the cook
and the steward—were black. Listen to the white diarist. March 10,
1311 “We had tainted meat for dinver . . . the mate struck the cook
with a large stick of wood” March 31, 1801 “Cook sick; versom ithe
first mate] flogged him severely”™ April g, 181 "lverson gave the
Steward a smart rope’s ending” April 22, 1811: “Captain flogged cook
for not getting victuals enongh.” May 11, 1811: “Tverson savs the steward
imposed on him when the captain was gone, gave hun a number of
strokes with a two-inch rope. Captain made inguiries and evidence in
steward’s favor” December 16, 1811: “Cook and Steward tied back to
back” During this vovage from Boston to the northwest coast of
America, only eight of the twenty men escaped a flogging, and none
escaped abusc. But between them, the two black men endured a large
number of the floggings—seven of the twentv-eight. The steward cven
“told Capl. Nye he would give all his wages it he would let him go
Lhome™ from the Pacific in another vessel. White sailors gave “evidence
in the steward’s favor,” and the while diarist, referring to the black
steward’s plight, lamented: “Judge how hard we bHvel Alas, hard and
discontented.” !

Admirally codes were not the only laws that singled out scamen for
special treatient 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 salors to their
captaing. Statutes pertaining to scamen conformed remarkably 1o
those almed at slaves. Early in the eighteenth century, the colony of
New Hampshire penalived people who harbored or entertained a
sailor without consent from the seaman’s mastcr. 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 [orbade innkeepers and other vendors of
spirits to extend credit to scafaring men.?

Guaranteeing a seafaring labor supply was only one aspect of local
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control. Frecholders feared transient and maslerless seafaring men and
attempted to regulate them by force and fear, as they regudated slaves.
Laws in colonial New York stipulated that disobedient seamen should
be whipped. Laws in Virginia prohibated seamen wn port from going
ashore after sunset or travelmg withoul a pass. South Carolina law-
makers empowered “every free while person” o catch runaway sea-
men. And Grenada’s “Police Act” ot 1780 lumped together male slaves,
frec 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 while [reeholder
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 conlerred
respectable independence. Prominent men, moreover, embraced social
hierarchy becanse for them a ranked society meant an orderly one in
which lesser men would defer to their authority. Clearly, the extent o
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’ autbority shared with staves and indentured servants the
stigma of dependency and its characteristic psychology. Racial stra-
tificatton 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 custorns associated with many occupations
ashore, Seafaring’s punctiliousness provided structure and rules for
groups of men confined [n exceptionally small spaces, often for long
periods of time, and maintaining the rules gave each man a form of
persenal armor o a world in which he bad little privacy. Aboard ship,
social relations were nol determined primarily by technology, tradi-
tion, or the challenges of the marine environment; they were made by
men with vested mterests 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 thase in authorily, whether captains or shipowners. Shouvld civil
authorities in Boston looking to arrest a saslor send “constables to
Search Ships,” wrote Captain Hector McNeill, *from what 1 know ot
Scamen . . . such a man on such an errand would be likely to Loose
his life or some of his Limbs, rather than find the person be was in
pursuit of” Nonetheless, merchants’ demand for obedience, codified
in Admiralty law and in local statutes, meant that shipboard life and
Allantic 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.'*

The shipboard order in which late-eighteenth- and early-nine-
teenth-cenlury black and white sailors found themselves was main-
tained through a precise “distinction of role and status.”1* The ship’s
articles, or contract, that each man signed indicated his position {male,
second mate, carpenter, cook, scaman, ordinary seatnan, “boy,” or
inexperienced hand, and so on), almost smmutably fixing his status
on board. Boundary maintenance—bhetween officers and men, lar-
board and starboard watches, idlers and watchstanders, skilled and
greenhands—was the esscnce of life aboard ship, lor boundaries de-
lineated privileges, perquisites, and punishments. Although formal
boundaries could flex o accommodate human relationships, they
never entively broke down, and they essentially defined the social com-
binations and conflicts at the hearl of seafaring life. Racial boundaries
certainly existed, but they were often sccondary to those established
by the institution of the ship.

Tor 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 Noosheevah in 1813, four American sailors deserted together from
the frigate Essex—-a black named Isaac Coffin and three of his whitc
shipmates. Cotfin was then “a prisoner for attempting the second time
to make his escape,” according to Captain John M. Gamble, bul his
shipmates freed him before they absconded together “in a whaleboat.”
Whether asserting themsclves in the spaces allocated to them aboard
ship or fleeing oppression, African American men found considerable
maneuvering room in maritime society. This is Jdear from fohn Wil-
son's responses in a United States Cireuit Court. Wilson had sailed in
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i#1¢ with Captain Henry Ford of Baltimore, the commander of 4 pri-
vateer under the flag of the Oriental Republic of La Plala, one of the
breakaway South American colonies then struggling against Spain and
Portugal.

Question: In what capacity did the black men serve on hoard
the schoomer?

Answer: They fought the same as the rest of the crew when
Lthey engaged a Porluguese Schooner, and did duly as the
rest of them.

Question: When any Goods were given to the rew for clothing,
did not the Black men receive the same as the rest?

Answer: The Black men received the same as the other parl
of the crew.'

No less indicative of Lhe fact that a seaman’s billet meant more Lhan
his race were the innumerable Yankee ships on which black men before
the mast ranked higher and carned more than their white shipmates.
The best-paid sailor abuard the Rhode Island brig Mory sailing to
Cutba in 1819 was Cato Burrll, a black veteran of twenty-live years at
sca. On the brig John in 1806, cach of the seamen—one black, onc
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
manty black as the archetypal handsome sailor: “the center of a
company of his shipmates,” he was “on every suitable occasion always
foremos,” 17

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-ninetcenth-
century sealaring occuped a transitional posibon 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
sallors 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
mexperienced white worlkers.

But the degree of freedom extended to black men within seafaring
sacicty had clearly defined Tmits, Black sailors found, made, and filled
specific niches at sea. Some of those niches (like the coolk’s billet) were
defined by race, and some (such as able scamen’s billets) were not, As
able seamen, black sailors were on a par wilh while men in the samc
station. Skilled blacks, however, had virtually no chance to assume
responsibility as officers, and unskilled Blacks were relegated to sailing
as ordinary semmen or “boys” where racial opprobrium was some-
times piled on low shipboard status. Moreover, all newcomers were
hazed, and black micn often got the worst of it “T met with many
enemics, and much persecution among the sailors,” lrankly stated
James Albert Ukawsaw Gronmiosaw; an African who went privatecring
out of New York., “One of them was very unkind to me, and studied
ways to vex and teaze me'#

New hands, whether black or while, lound themselves perplexed
and in the way on sailing day, revealing how much skill and experience
mallered in the exclusive world of the ship. *T was quite unacquainied
with the sca, and was very much pleased in going om board the vessel,”
remembered John Jea, an ex-slave from New York who first agreed to
a seafaring joly about 1808, “burt the casc was soon altered.” The captain
and experienced men ridiculed Jea for not bringing more clothes and
hazed him as he scoured the unatterably dirty iron kettles in which
he was to cook. Scaward of the lighthouse, Jea vecollecled being "afraid
the ship would fall, and I strove (o 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 voung white novice named Richard Henry Dana was similarly
confused on his first day under way, “In a short time every onc was
n raotion, the sails loosed, the vards 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 abour, and such an intermingling of strange cries
and stranger actions, that I was completely bewildered. There is not
s0 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 greenharnds makes an
important point regarding sailorly skill, one too often lost in studies
ol seafaring labor in which analogics 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 1o 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 aspecls of
production, or to organize time on their own, bul their work provided
for initiative, ingenuily, and discretion. They constantly interpreted
orders, anlicipated 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 roval or topgallant
vards, setting stun’sails, or reeving peak-halyards, able seamen made
their own plan. Getting a onc-hundred-ton brig under way would be
impossible without skilled men able Lo interpret orders inteligently.
Mastery of a basic repertory of the seaman’s craft could provide any
man—ablack or white—swith a status defined by skill abovard merchant
sailing ships. And once skilled, black sailors werc partially insulated
by marilime custom and shipboard hicrarchy from whites” anlago-
nisim.*!

Sailors developed skills i two Tundamental categories. Navigating
the vessel constituted their first duly: that is, making and taking-in
sail, sleering, rrimming sails, and performing other related watch-
standing tasks. On a full-rigged ship, this demanded knowledge of the
names, locations, and {unclions of hundreds ot lines, as well as an
in-depth knowledge of tackle, purchascs, and anchoring technigues,
Experienced sailors like Dicl, a slave described in 1788 as "a very good
scaman and rigger,” instinctively underslood shiphandling and had
internalived the relationships of wind speed, sail trim, rudder angle,
and current. is skill allowed him to manipulate one of the maost
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complicated pieces of machinery known to his society. Enslaved pilots
ronltinely handled ships in dangerous inshore waters.2

Maintaining their ship was the sailors” sccondary 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 sailors work, like a
woman's, is never done” Sailors worked relentlessly to halt nature’s
assault on their vessels. Lhey scraped and sanded then oiled and
painted their ships’ wooden planks. They slushed masts and tarred
shrouds. They paved pitch into deck seams and filled checks in vards
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-varn
that would be emploved in setzings, servings, and chafe-gear. Even the
most mundane coasling sioop or schooner was complicated to a
degree; full-rigged merchant ships and great ships of the linc were
extremely complex. ™

The way of a ship evolved with great respect for the hierarchy of
skill. Individual sailors rated themsclves as able seaman, ordinary
seaman, or “boys” when they signed lhe 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 cach watch—not their officers——
usually arranged the helm rotation and leokouts among themselves.
Although the mate had the authority to intervene, he rarely did so
because to meddle was 1o invite the men’s disrespect and 1isk having
them interfere with the ship’s efficient functioning. Likewise, i was
“considered a decided imputation upon a man to put him upon
inferior work.” The most challenging jobs, and thosc that demanded
the neatest work, were usually assigned to the most experienced men.
An able seamman could be ordered by the mate to sweep the decks or
to pick oakum, but if there were boys around and true scamen’s work
was going on elsewhere, such a task would be considered punish-
ment.
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A full-grown man withont sca cxpericnee had no choice but to ship
as a “hoy” on his first voyage—no matter his size, age, o1 race—and
to perform a boy's work, Cusiom held that “a boy does not ship to
know anything,” and experienced hands often hazed boys unmerci-
{ully. Boys turned the spun-varn winch. They coiled up rigging, held
the log-recl while a superior calculated the ship's speed, and were sent
aloft to loose and furl hight sails, As part of their mitiation, they were
taught to make common hitches, bends, and knots, and to learn the
names and locations of all the ship's runming rigging. Boys nught learn
the rudimenls of steering a ship, especially if she were a small one,
but they madc little progress in rigging or marlinespike seamanship,
That was men'’s work.>

An ordinary seaman had to be able to “hand, reel; and sieery” but
was 1ot expected to perform all the duties of an able seaman conmpe-
lently. 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 dilliculty,
it would be no imputation upon him, provided he could steer his trick
creditably under ordinary circumstances.” Although an ordinary sca-
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
sel him Lo worle upon a piece of rigging, is considered a fair trial of
his qualitics as an able seaman,” wrote Dana. Searmnen’s caricature of
a Teal tar, “every hair a rope yarn, every finger a marlinespike,” turned
the sailor himsclf into the tools and materials of his trade 2

The ailocation of particular jobs contributed (o the way race worked
at sca. 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 bul nol 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 il of
them,” noted Dana, Status eliquette 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, ofien contrasled with “the light hands”—a
group that encompassed boys and ordinary seamen. Aboard ship a
black “man” had peivilege and priority over a white “bov"™—cven if
that boy was older or from a slave society.

The career of 4 “valuable Mulallo sailor”™ whose loss Captain Samuet
Kelly lamented in 1792 is fllustrative. The man had shipped with Kelly
i1 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 giveo me a
great deal of trouble on the passage,” he wrote, The man of color
compared favorably with these “delicient” salors. 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 1s the last thing to which
a lad training up Lo the sea is pul,” explained a veteran, “and always
supposes a competent acquaintance with all those kinds of work that
are required of an ordinary scaman or boy” As one of the most skilled
men on board, the “valuable Mulatto satlor” expected the respect due
his position, He would not have stooped to the menfal 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 1t without grinding or pounding
of it, I seazed up, the Cook & Steward,” wiote the captain of the
George. “Pardoned the former, & flogged the Tatter” Cooks™ ability to
bestow delicacies codld 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 nol consider him
as one of their number."

The cook and the steward guarded their territorial autonomy. Al-
though supcrvision of a spacc aboard ship could insulate them from
racist jabs to a degree, it sometimes reinforced their separateness from
the men. The cook “spends his time mastly in the cook-house, which
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is called the ‘galley, where he cooks both for the calwn and the
forecastle . . . Keeping the galley, boilers, pans, kids, &c., clean and
in order, occupics 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 toof.
Within it was hung round with pots and pans; and on one side was
a little Jooking-glass, where he used Lo shave; and on a small shell were
his shaving tools, and a comb and a brush.™*

Sailors constantly accused cooks of being dishonest, flthy, or ne-
glectful of their duty. But only Ilacks were demonized with fears that
they would poison the crew. The nineteenth-century historian William
C. Nell memorialized the rubber-stamp trial and exceution 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—iirst, that he was [the] cool,
and, thercfore, who clsc could have poisoned the mess? . . . The real
proot, no doubt, was written in the color of his skin, and 10 the harsh
and rugged lines of his face” A while passenger on board the brig
Eliza, which had a black cook in 1827, recollected “making an obser-
vation to Capt. Bukup in which hc 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 scamen’s skill
mitigated racial differcnces and provided opportunities aboard ship
to men of color, jobs as cool or steward reinforced racial stereotypes.
Black mariners were both bencficiaries and victims of role assignments
tn (he hidebhound world of the ship.

Correcrive work tended to pull black and white shipmates to-
gether. Voyages began with “those peculiar long-drawn sounds,” re-
membered Richard Henry Dana, “which denocte that the crew arc
heaving at the windlass.” Capstans and windlasses were hand-powered
machines that multiplied human strength. Sailors inserted slout
wooden poles called handspikes into the windlass barrel to tum it 1t
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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torm this the sallors must all rise al once upon the windlass, and,
fixing their bars therein, give a sudden jerk at the same mstant, in
which movement they arc regulated by a sort of song or howl pro-
nounced by onc 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 Bosfon in 1777.%!

Making and taking-in sail was an everyday occurrence for seafaring
men, except on languid tropical passages i the trade-winds, where
sheets and braces nught 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 stavsails would be left 10 boys and ordinary
scamcn. But furling, reefing, or selting 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 weork came home to men furling
topsails. 'The sailors perched on a footrope, futy or sixty feet above the
phinging deck of their ship, looking ahead vccasionally as she lurched
into a trough or staggered to risc. Mostly they locked at the sail they
had been sent to tame. The light hands or boys laid out 1o the
vardarms, furthest from the mast, and fisted the lecch (edge) of the
sail up to their waists hefore stretching it tautly along the vard. 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 saildoth
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 reet™ in 1809 he “used to be "bout as much of a sailor
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as any on em.” Huoman foibles notwithstanding, sailors alofll subor-
dinated petty disputles to working together.

The rhythm of scafaring as a wholc 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 vear. 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 1o catch a favoring breere and
to run for shelter in the face of unsettled weather, coastal boatmen
worked at their own discretion. But at sca the officer’s hour-glass and
half-hourly bells regimented the work dav with a precision unknown
to almost every other early modern worker,

Ships’ crews were divided equitably inta 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§ .., 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, cvery man had
four hours of duty on deck and four hours “below,” day in and day
out. But on maost 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 slecp a seaman
ever got was 4 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've hear?”
Whereas inclement weather released farm workers and outdoor labor-
ers from their tasks, nasty weather sunply 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, Searmen devised strategies of retaliation based on their
particular circumstances. Giving captaius the ship was a favorite, Origi-
naily “to give the slip” was a mariner’s espression for an anchored
ship hurriedly avoiding irouble 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 diseasc, when fed up with
cruclty or abuse, or to ftrifle with authorily. Seamen deserted for
life-saving reasons or for no reason at all. Most simply melted awary,
like the “negro man named Patrick Dennis” who ran from the brg-
antine Andrew Dorig 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,”

Men deserted abroad in search of “higher wages . . . than those they
had been engaged at in America for the Vovage,” a practice, consuls
complained, that “occasioned the most serious inconventence & loss
to the Ship Owners.” Sailors like John Brunto, 2 Rhode Island black
who shipped aboard the fietsy 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 180z “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 citivens, When the crew of the
“American Vessel Fanny at Greenock” swore to British officials in 1703
that they were not Americans, Fanny legally could not “procesd 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 shup
Hul} Packet to enlist in the Royal Navy. “This man was duly admitied
an American citizen at this Custom House on coath. He thought proper
since to desert . ., under plea of his saying that he was born in Halifax.
Such a precedent,” Maurv lamented, has “a tendency to subject our
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vessels here to endless vexations.” That was precisely whal the angry
sarlors wanted.

Like other members of the laboring poor, sailors taced “dead fime”
or “slack time”; they also confronted joblessness when hurricanes blew
and harbors froze, and between voyages, Fxcept when warfare and
privateering spurred mariners pay to “an Extravagani height” as
Boston selectmen claimed in 1743, sailors’ wages often lagged behind
the cost of meat, drink, and todging ashores” Unscrupalous caplains
contpounded these ills by withholding pay, especially from black men.
“When we were unloaded T demanded my wages,” wrote Fqwiano of
a voyage that terminated in Jamaica in 1777, “which amounted to eight
pounds five shillings sterling; but Captain Baker refused to give mc
one farthing, although it was the hardest earned money I ever worked
for in my life” Blacks did not have vecourse to courl in the West Indies,
but elsewhere they did, Afler 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
tfrom 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.'

Secking profit in addition to paltry wages, tree and enslaved black
sailots often became petty traders. Equiano felt fortunate during the
17608 in vovaging to St. Fustatius because he could parlay his small
capital—originally invested in a glass tumbler—into more lumblers
and a jug of Geneva gin. Ile “blessed the Lord” that “in the spacc of
a month or six weeks” he could acquire a dollar’s profit. Another
seafaring shave 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
sallors moved along the edges of New World capitalism, striking deals
in taverns and on wharyes.

By no means, however, were all black sailors of one mind concern-
ing wages. “T never regarded monev in the least,” remembered Jamesy
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 Thad but a little meat and drink to supply the
present necessaries of life, I never wished for more,” he said, and if
I had any, [ always gave it if I saw an object In distress.” Gronniosaw’s
attitude may have been conditioned 1w some degree by the ethic
common to many while seafarers and expressed by Jack Cremer:
“Sailor-like, [I! was always for a Short life & a merry one.” Some while
sailors like Cremer simply sought “Ready Monev’-—cash, but not
capital. Eager to live for the moinent, and often without 4 secure Dase
ashore, sailors accumulated only the cJothes and (rifling possessions
they could stash in their sea-chests. “A Rowling Stonc never gathers
Moss,” 18 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 hopour and riches of this
wotld, but the riches and honour of that which is to come” Evangcli-
cal Christianity, combined with an African up-bringing, reinforced a
spiritial distance from materialism for some African seamen, provid-
ing a countcrpoint to the accumulative ethic of blacks like Fquiano.
Alternative attitudes about money created tensions within sailors’
collective ethos, but men of both races found themselves in each
catnp. i

Escalating prices in New York prompted seamen to seek a substan-
tial raise in Qctober 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 connnodores, who acted
in concert with the white, they in a subordinate capacity” How sub-
ordinate the black men were 5 a matter of conjecture. Two white
“commodotes” wrote to all the waterfront boardinghouse keepers
telling them not Lo ship men for less than the new fourteen-dollar
wage. Then in the fashion of cighteenth-century crowd prolests, the
striking seamen paraded “with drums beating and colors flving” in
the wake of their “commodores)” whose hats “were decorated with
ribbons and feathers.” The protest lasted for several davs, durng which
the striliers demonstrated solidarity by threatening other lars 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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cecded to dismantle her of her sails and rigging, which they caretully
stowed away in the hold.” The authorities finally broke the strike, but
nol before Mack and white sailors uniled around mutual interests.*!

Whex xor asnorr in boardinghouses, or slinging their ham-
macks on the gun deck of a naval vessel, sailors slept, ate, and relaxed
in a cramped forecastle. The forecastle was not a dean and well-lighled
place, Forward in the very eves of the ship, it suffered cxtremes of
motion. Green water cascading over the deck above invariably sceped
through the caulking. Forecastles were damp dens whose Tistory
remained i the odors of densely packed and unwashed bodies, stale
pipe smoke, mildew, and the acid reek of tallow candles. Ventilatios,
light, and sailors themselves came through the scuttle, a hatch in the
deck from which a ladder or steep set of stairs dropped inte the
cornpartiment, Bunks lined the perimeler, 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 forccastle for the
satlors alone, and no officer concerned for the effectiveness of hig
atithority—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 peculiarites of teeling as well
as speaking and acting; and moreover pick up a great deal of curious
and uscful information in scamanship, ship's customs, foreign coun-
tries, &c., from their long varns and equally long disputes.” Augnst
Lemonier, a black man in a racially integrated crew aboard the brig
Hercules, suggested that the men got along easily in their cramped
guarters, and referred to “the general conversalion of the hands at
their meals” in which black and white sailors second-gnessed their
captain.®

Through their varns, or sea stories, Lemonier and his shipmaley
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, varning also defined workers as scamen
and informally introduced them to their shipmales. Based fivsl and
foremost on personal experience, yarns were a gauge of cxperience
and authenticity. In the forecastle during the watch below, “the yarny
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go round and round and you arc not counted a sailor if you can't
keep vour end up,” rccollected a scaman. Sailors varned 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 & voige round cape horn which a black man give him,” conbded
the Rhode Tslander Tydia Hill Alny 1o her diary in 1798. Years later
one of the owners of the schooner J.E. du Bignon remembered: “One
time T was loading this du Bignon i Savannah when three Negro
satlors came by and one exclaimed “Why there's the old du Bignon. 1
used to sall in her and she plings five plints to windward of de’ wind™8

Yarning afhrmed men as members of the birotherhood 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 m the fuce
of exploitation. When four manners 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 consenied to he
governed by, that he does not ireal them in such a manner as Sailors
ought to be (reated, 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, bat in this deposition
wraces remain. The men’s gripe had been well rehearsed, not as a
self-conscious staging for the judge, but 1o the comparalive varns they
swapped in the New Ceres's forecastle s

Slavemasters often accused orally expressive blacks of decedt, and
thus put a pejorative twist on the recogmition that lor slaves—as for
sailors—aquick wits and a ready tongue constituled one of the few
resources at their disposal, Black storytellers moved casily along the
waterfront, adding their voices to the varns of men before the mast
Sam ran from his Maryland master 1n 1779, He had a "proud bold
lofty carriage, with an impudent look™ and a knack [(or storics: “in
seaports, he said he was a sea faring Cook, and wanted to take
shipping to some of the French islands.” According to his wrale master,
Sam “will tell s0 many pretty tales, that he will almost make any
man believe he 15 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 deccitful a tonguc as ever hung in a fellow's head.”
Ballendine said he was “going to Baltimove, to assist in hringing 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 Lo the master
from whom he absconded in 1781 "1 suppose he has hired, or will
endeavor to hire himself on beard some vessel."
A folk song sung by generalions of planlation blacks asserted:

Crot one mind for white follis to see
MNother for what | know is me;
He don't know, he don’t know my mind.

Seafaring imparted a new twist to this code. Aboard wany ships,
“white folks™ in the forecastle were separated from those aft by class
and custom. Ag part of “the people” belure the mast, black men
discussed their officers’ foibles and faults with their white shipmates.
“It appeared to him,” deposed a black sailor of a vovage in which a
mixed-race crew was shipwrecked, “as if the Brig was run on the Reef
purposefully . . . It was smoath waler—Dboth anchors were an the
bows and cables bent . . . and it would have been casy to lot go an
anchor until they should know where they were—this was the general
conversaiion of the hands at their meals” 'The politics of class and
craft inforrmed this varn, 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. Ot course, seamen did not play all their privale
cards with their shipmates. Surviving in a world with litde privacy
meant maintaining a private mind “for what | know is me.” Bven so,
the culture and sociology of scafaring often led black and white men
to grumble together and confide in one another, Forecastle lile pro-
vided a middle ground in which black men did not necessarily assini-
late “white” norms, nor maintain an autonomeous “black™ culture, but
in which black and whitc men could afford temporarily to suspend
attention to racial diviston. Most Atlantic sealarers accepled thal dif-
ferences existed hetween blacks and whites, but found that forccastle
life mitigated them. The “total character™ of shipboard life and ity
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isolation bound seamen (o 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 stvict racial etiquette of slave societies.
Three white sailors from the brig Neprune, after being betriended n
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 Amncrican warship, invited to
a theatrical performance in New York City honoring their bravery in
battle, “marched together into the pit, and nearly onc half of them
were negroes.” 46

This rough cgalitarianism appealed to black men, as did other
maritime traditions. Samuel Taylor Coletidge acknowledged a distinc-
tive maritvme 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 carned them the
reputation as straighi-talking “plaiv 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 n-
delibly as members of the seafaring fraternity. A “bright Mulatte Man
slave” named Sam sailed as a hand in 1771 aboard the sloop Tryafl 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 Pca Jacket, patch'd with German Serge,” whereas
a “likely well made negre 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 frequenily running over the decks.
Diress pants, by contrast, were purposefully long and flowing. “Fear-
nought” jackets and pea coats were tailored short; tong coat-tails could
smag a man as he dambered over the luttock shrouds, or tangle
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dangerously as he let a halyard coll run free (rom 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.™

Biack apd white sailors plaited their quenes in distinchive fashion
and were more likely than white men ashore to wear carrings. Danid,
an enslaved satlor in New York in 1804, sported “lus bair tied in a
short tight queus,” as did “a Mulattoe man, named Jack Jones,” who
“went on board the Providence privatcer” commanded by Captain
John Paul Jones in 1776, In the middle of the eighieenth century, many
black men from Long Island wore quencs sccured with an ecelskin, a
stvle favored by white naval sailors well into the nineteenth century.
“A cask of eelskins, well pickled in brine, was kept handy,” according
to Chfford Ashley, "The queue was tightly worked o a point, and the
eelskin, having heen carefully rolled wrongside out into the form of a
doughnut, was rolled back over the queue and seized.” Whether Afri-
can Americans or wlite sailors first wore their hair this way 15 mool;
what 1s significant is the cultural predisposition that led both groups
to adopt a unique stvle. In such instances, an occupational subculture
rooted in interracial contact came to transcend race.™

Mueh as sailors marked themselves wilh a fearnought jacket or a
queune, landsmen wore them too. Not so with tattoos, a badge rescrved
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 anlucky men aboard
Captain Bligh's Bounty, returncd much adorned with Polynesian tat-
toos. But seamen had been marking themselves in that fashion long
before Cook saled. Ned Ward wrote in 1708 of shipboard artists
working “the Jerusalem Cross” and other designs into their shipmales’
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 crafl, they emphasized their occupational identity. Like
many ethnics, they recognized that the more distinctive a group is, the
more likely it 18 to survive, Talioos attracted atlention to sailors’ sociat
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 Ametican born in Louisiana in 1774,
eschewed conventional designs: he had a figure representing “Justice”
pricked into his skin. Thomas Lanc identified himsclf 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 scamen 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 virmally
never scen save on the weatherbeaten skin of a seafaring man, they
spoke to an occupational dentity not dependent on race™

Ships, sed, and sun blazed other marks on seafaring men that spoke
mutely o the shaniey stanza “lt's a damn hard life, full of teil and
strife, We whalemen undergo.” Thomas Smith of Boston, a black hand
on the Lowndon 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 litde finger of the right hand jwas] much deformed,
& [he] is pitted with the small pox™ A dark mulatto man named
Juseph 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, ¢xcept on an individval such as the cook of the Rlizg Vickery
it 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 vears befure the
mast, and the calloused palrms 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 inguisitive constables, and
to the kings press gangs as well5

Duseire coriective 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
scamen simply did not like blacks, White seamen manned the ships
that made the Middle Passage possible; they trafficked in slaves them-
schves with personal ventures; they raped captive African women; and
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they mercilessly quashed rchellious slaves’ shipboard uprisings, called,
like the insurrections of scamen 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 lor the boats,

The white quartermaster Peter Verian of the privateer Rewerge
mustered all his eloquence in 1742 to persuade a judge in the New
Providence Vice-Admiralty Court that black salors taken prisoner
were slaves, “Tt 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 [ealures tell all the world that
they are of the blood of Negroes and have suckt Slavery and Cruclty
from their Infancy?” Taking aim specifically at Scnior Capitano Fran-
cisco, a black man commissioned by Spain wheo sat accused ol using
the English “barbarously” at St. Augusting, Vezian lorsook 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 TJurisdiction 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 176y, the ship’s company spent almaost six weeks adrift. They even
ate the pump leathers before casting lots “ro determine which of them
should be sacrificed for the sustenance ot the rest” Afler while sailors
rigged the lots, they selecled a slave named Wiltshire, the sole African
aboard. 'Vhe survivors are him. 7

Situations far more mundane than shipwreck incited white sailors
against blacks, During the American Revolution, when Lord Dunmore
extended amnesly to American slaves who fled their masters for the
British lincs, Chesapeake bondsmen flocked not only to British war-
ships but to several merchant vessels. According to two deserters from
H.M.S, Tsis 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 assaulied and beat black satlors ke James Coen®
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Brutal white sailors abused John Jea on bis first voyage, aboul 1806,
“They used to flog, beat, and kick me about, the same as if | had heen
a dog; they also rubbed grease and dirt over my facc and eyes;
oftentimes they sworc they would beat me till they made me jump
overboard, but T never did; and sometimes they would call me a
fongh.” Jea’s inexperience, his vibrant Christianity, and his African
heritage prompted white shipmates to torment him, “until it pleased
the Lord to send the thurder and lightening” After he watched an
abusive white sailor “burat like a cinder” by lightening, Jea confessed,
“My soul gave glory to God.” As a committed pacifist, and one whao,
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, cven though
he made many voyages “for the glorv of God, and the good of souls”s

Jea channeled his Tage at the haughty domination of whiles with a
silver tongue. An American consul In France rebufted him, saying, “We
will cool your Negro temper, and will not suffer any more insolence
in our otfice.” Jea talked himsclf out of that jam. But few black seamen
mustered his articulale pose, 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 cruelly and
yustice of the Whiles, which induced me to look upon them, in
aeneral, as our enemies: And cven after the Lord had manifested his
forgiving mercy to me, I still felt at iimes an uneasy distrust and
shyness towards them?” Some chslaved 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-
tsm to racist violence. Shipping out for six years after he evaded his
abusive master, the ex-slave Peter Wheeler tried to convince himsclf
that the white people he encountered in New York and New England
around 1810 wanted to help him. By contrast, a slave boatswam who
confessed to setiing a house in Bostor 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,”
Uumately his fury consumed hirn. Most men who would neither cave,
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as did Whecler, nor explode, Like the boatswain, explored the lmits of
maritime culture within which blacks could assert themselves.:

Humanitarianism was nol a cultural norm in the late eighteenth
century: physical suffering, harsh punishments, and human cxploita-
tion were accepted in what was gencrally a brutal, it sentimental, age.
Race reinforced those values, Blacks learned early thal the white world
was arrayed against them. Yet whitc sailors occasionally put themsclves
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 Marvland in 1746, one of the white sailors provided
“a Certificate for his Freedom.” A lray erupted at Old Harbour, Ja-
maica, when sailors prolected a ranaway from Marcon slave-catchers.
White sailors’ notorions dislike of authority and their openncss to
blacks, a reputation they maintained despite some wrefutable evidence
to the contrary, induced blacks in need to sound them outs?

Maritime cullure also had room for black leadership. Skilled black
pilots regularly asserted formal authority aboard ship, and other black
sailors assumed informal [eadership roles. Insurrection simrmered
aboard the Zumt 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 Muliney thal we had too
many (Mfcers, and that the work was too hard, and what not,” and
his shipmates rallied behind him. The Zants captain tried (o solve the
problem by incarcerating the black man aboard a Royal Navy warship
and shipping “a quiatc fellow™ i his place, but the seed had been sown
and his shipmates chalienged the caprain again,®

When twenty or thirly 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 Adfro-
Indian sailor named Crispus Attucks ted the crowd. Allucks (al 6'27)
towered above (he vest, White onlookers claimed that his cerie “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 Jell first that nighi. As on the Zanf many
years before, a crowd of mostly white sailors followed a scafaring man
of color into danger; and this time, inte history.™
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Black sailors led whites i skilled operalions, too. When in Novem-
ber 1794 the sloop Sally went aground near the entrance of Delawarc
Bay, all the captain’s efforts to free her proved ineffectual. After five
weeks the owner, Thomas Blount, suspected him of “muismanagement
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 tloated Saffy free, with minor damages, in short order.
“The Negroe is a clever lellow.” 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
tess under, a black man. Sailors were the exception. All of the crew,
save one, stuck by the stranded Safly and worked under the black
salvage master’s direction.®

A personalized view of the ambigoity of race at sea, and of how it
otten 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 antil well
into middle-age. An accomplished seaman himself, he wrote from a
sallor’s perspective. Equiano wrote passionately against stavery and the
moral ills it wrought on white people; he spelled oul in delail the
banality of accepted cruelties in the West Indies; and he revealed white
man afler while man—including some sailors—who had double-
crossed him. Yet for the most part, white seamen recetve sympathetic
treatment in Equiano’s penetrating critigue of social relations in the
eighteenth-century Atlantic world.

Equiano characterized the white sailors he met aboard the slaver
bringing hirm from Africa as crucl and greedy. But after a short stint
on a Virginia plantation, he found himself back at sea on a moerchant
vessel where “evervbody 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 captains clerk taught me to write, and gave me a
smatlering of arithimetic” Aboard the Aerng Equiano messed with a
white man named Danicl Quinn, who “soon became very much
attached to me, and took great pains to instruct me in many things.
He taught me o shave and dress hair a little, and also w read in the
Bible, cxplaining 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 Brilish
seaman. Having promised Equianc’s freedom, and having already ap-
propriated six years’ worth of his prize money and wages, Pascal
double-crossed him in December 1762, sclling him to Captain James
Doran of the Charming Salfy, bound down the Thames for the Wesl
Indies. “Tf vour 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, [ had scraped together from triffing perquisites and little
ventures; and I hid it that instant, lest my master should take that
from me likewise, s

The naval tars rowing the hoat between Aetna and Charming Sally
made it clear whare their sentiments lay in thiz conflict between the
African sailor and the British officer. “The boat’s arew, 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 scll me, and that they would
stand by me” Equiano himsclf challenged Captain [Doran: T have
been baptized,” he saiud, “and by the laws of the land, no man has a
right to sell me.” '[en vears werc to clapse, however, before Lord
Mansfield would decrce, when hearing the casc of James Somersett,
that “slavery . . . is s0 odious, that nothing can e suffered to support
it, but positive law.” [n 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 ncver
passed laws legitimizing slavery, as had American colonial assemblics.
Somersett’s case lay far in the future on the dreary day that Equiano
argued his own aboard Charming Salfy; and he had no lawyer, “Indeed,
some of my old shipmates told me not Lo despair,” remembered the
disconsolate slave, “for they would get me back again; and that as
soon as thev 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.s
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Equiano despised the Caribbean. Assessing while Wesl Indians as
more unscrupulous than any men he had encountered, save aboard
the slaver, be found, nevertheless, that white shipmates in the Canib-
bean were stifl 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 [ met with in the sloop,” to escape his clutches.
Earlier, while working as steward on the ship Grenada Planter, Rquiano
was victimized by another white West Indian, who bought some goods
from him and made “many fair promiscs, 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 back men they could not threaten their debtor
without grave consequences, but as scamen they could turn to their
white shipmates for help. Three white sailors to whom the man also
owcd moncy joined Equiano and his friend. They stripped the fellow,
threatening to cut off his ears and to use him roughly—small sats-
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 abusc blacks.®

Synibolic events also snggest considerable racial lorbearance 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 securc 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 while saflor, “curiousty rigged with a trident and
stock fish at the top of it, with thick cakham to burlesque flowing
locks,” mounted one of the ship’s gratings, with Madame Amphitrite
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at his side. “Thev were drawn upon the quarterdeck by two Africans,
and attended by a numcrous retinuc of inferior Gods; and what was
unexpectedly well timed, Amphitrite imsisted on freedom being given
to the Africans, swearing that lhe Gods would never countenance the
inhuman slave trade” 'lemporarily in the spotlight when officers and
passengers deferred to mariners, a white sailor scolded his betters in
a galling critique of slavery.™

Exoven coNTEMPoORARY AccoUNTs of black marincrs sur-
vive to reveal the contradictory workings of race at sea dunng the late
eighteenth and early mineleenth centuries. These mini-dramas reveal
that context, arcumslance, and contingency condition human in-
teraction. Boisterous and contentious, frec-wheeling and cgalitarian,
cightecenth-century Atlantic maritime culture offered black men the
opportunity to be accepled as individuals by white sailors, or Lo be
joined in common cause “claiming a Right” against the men and
institutions that perpetuated their dependency. Meanwhile, shipboard
socicty remained ordered around obedience and toward suppression
of individual sentiments, including racist ones, that might disrupt the
ship’s smoaoth functioning. This rigid hierarchy cxerted a considerable
leveling effect between shupmates, Black salors benefiled.™

Ye{ maritime cubture never completely overcame the fissures of race.
Black sailars bore their accumulated humiliations with the holy anger
of John Jea, the political protest of Olawdah Equiano, and the concili-
atory self-doubt of Boston King. Always they kept a weather-eve peeled
for whites’ duplicity—maritime culture notwithsianding. 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 wayp.™

Allegiance to neither class nor race fully explains how black sailors
and their white shipmates linked expericnce and meaning in their
Atlantic world. Although most white sailors did not think of black
rnen as thelr 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 agalnst independent, Their
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shipboard culture included room for the psychological strategy in
which Europeans and Euro-Americans saw themselves in postlive
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 poinl of
slaves—a term they often used to describe themselves.

Although Mack 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 18208, “In the presence ol
the sailor, the Negro feels as a man,” Fquiano knew that black sailors
sometimes risked their captaing’ wrath and their own lives to assist
desperate white shipmates, putting their occupational identity {or
their identity as men} ahead of their racial identity.™

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 whie sailors’
close physical proximdiy, and despite the similarities of their working
conditions and their place in the Atlantic political cconomy, significant
caps remnained between them, ™



4. THE BOUNDARIES
OF RACE IN
MARITIME CULTURE
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When they approach me they see only my
surroundings, themselves, or figments of their
imagination—indeed, cverything and anything

EXCefT e,
RALFPU LLITSOWN,

Davisifle Adare (egg7)

LATE 1% 1814, chilied by raw Atlantic westerlics 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 shps was somelimes
a shared middle ground where emphasis on role and opposition to
authorily miligated racial dislinctions, the climate at Dartmoor cn-
couraged blackness and whitcness to flourish.

Head and shoulders above the other prisoners, even without his
bearskin grenadier’s cap, towered a “stout black” privaleersman named
Richard Crafus—known in Dartmoor as King Dick. In a world where
most sailors were under 5'g” (and the average height was 56"}, Richard
Crafus stood an imposing 63", with “a lrame well proportioned” and
“strength far greater than both height and proportions together”
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Invincible as Stagolec and imperious as Hauti's 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 hus rule, African Americans
organized, disciplined, and entertained (hemselves, but did nothing to
discourage white inmates from visiting the black enclave as custom-
ers. “In Na 4 the Black’s Prison,” wrote a white sailot, *I have spent
considerable of my tirme, for in the 3rd story or Cock loft they have
reading whiting Fenceing, Boxing Danceing & many other schools
which is very diverting to a voung Person, indeed their is mere
amusement in this Prisson than in all the rest of them.™

Despite extensive nlerracial interactions and a prison-camp 1mo-
menl as pregnant with possibilitics as it was burdened with degpair,
black and white sailors at Dartmoor organized (hemselves almast
rcflexively by race. Separation of the black men in their own vard and
barracks nurtured distinetly black styles, though racial boundares did
not conform exactly to boundarics of stone and mortar, Men often
passed frecly from one yard to another. Yet most whites did not
gravitate to black “amusement” or recognize black accomplishments
withoul 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 sallors’ uneasy lfear of black
pelitical erganization and their ambivalent attraction to black music,
evangelism, and pugilistic skill. They collectively leveraged prison
Number Four to prominence.?

AFPRICAN AMERICANS wore at the center of the War of 1812 long
before incarceration. When His Majesty’s ship Leopard forced the TLS.
ship Chesapeake to surrender off the Virginia Capes in 1807, and sullied
American national honor by impressing American men (an aclion
eventually regarded as the catalyst for war}, two of the lour impressed
sailors were men of color® While-dominated national memory veiled
that (act, just as white prisoncrs of war at Dartmoor demied hlack
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 comumunitics.

The prisoners” initial desire, however, was simply to survive. Dart-
moor Prison was uphill from Plymouth, seventeen miles ol arduous
marching along a rulled, muddy tracle None of the Americans fust
off ships had walked for a while, many were shoeless, and belween the
chilling rains and mist and “the Soldiers pricking us up with there
Bayonets,” the teek itself disheartencd men already disconsolatef The
teath struck a melancholy chord in saslors 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 sca aboard a transport to Dartmoor, His
shipmatcs might well have remembered “the bell [thal] was toll'd
Dureing the cerimony™ for hint as they first saw Dartmoor’s dark stone
walls Tising in the mist—an apparent charnel house on a forsaken
moar.’

Three concentric walls imited the prisoners” [reedom, and the heath
stretched beyond as a nataral moat. Failed subterrancan tunneling
operalions and a few successful escape schemes notwithstanding, those
obstacles forced the captives’ attention inward.® Slacked 1n 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 imhabitants of one of the seven prisons, ranging
from several hundred to more than one thousand men. At the rallying
cry “Keeno,” hey inlermitteatly mobbed guards or badgered the
authorities.?

African Americans distinctive prison sociely ook lime to emerge.
After the first Americans arrived in April 1813, months passed before
others [ollowed. Initially, Americans were housed indiscriminately
with veteran Trench prisoners for whom the facility had heen built,
but eventually all Americans were transferred to Number Four. Sepa-
rated from the others by its own vard, that prison remained distin-
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glished as the barracks for undesirables—at different times defined
as renegade Trenchmen, 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 eighl hundred white Yan-
kees shared quarters in Number Four. Living at large amonyg white
sailors, the blacks endured taunts and punishmenis exacerhaled by
race.V

Unlike most of Ltheir officers, who had been genteelly paroled 1o the
town of Ashburton, and who had a daily allowance of one shilling
from the American agenl in London who was responsible for prison-
crs’ welfare, the black and while saitors suffered intenscly throughout
their early months of confinernent. During the summer of 1813, prison
authorities restricted them to yard Number Four, allowing no market
privileges. Tood, clothing, tobacco, and soap weve in short supply.
Whereas paroled officers were granied liberty to stroll in Ashburton
and spend Lheir shilling, foremast men were left to die in Lthe prisons
from measles and small pox. Officers at Dartmoor paid the price. “If
a man who had been an oflicer manifested a disposition to keep
himsell alool}” recollected George Little, “he was almosl sure o he
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.” Iven calls of nature were answered with
risk. No lights were allowed at might, 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 chough that white
sailors perceived 1t as threatening. 'len months atter the first Americans
arvived, some whiles petitioned Captain Cotgrave “to have the Dlack
prisoners separated.” They claimed that il was impossible to prevent
these fellows from stealing, although they were seized vp 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 {rom each other” Ne evidence corroborates
that the seventy-five blacks were more prone to theft than the whites,
but part of the ideological backdrop for racial encounters i Darl-
moor was whites' enduring image of blacks as thieves. In granting
their petition, Cotgrave “greatly relicved” the white prisoners and
suitecd the Dlacks as well. Blacks were moved o the cock-loft of
Niunber Four, the lightest, airiest, and warmest—if smallest—quarters
in the building.!2

Conditions improved in the spring of 1814. Jailers opened Number
Four’s gates during the day so inmates could tour the pnisons, visit
the French, and have access to the market that operated six davs a
week in (he guardhouse square. Sailors bought food, drink, and doth-
ing from Devonshire farmers and peddlers, hoth 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 diffcrent employment.” Washer-
men and barbers provided services. Vendors hawked thelr warces “as
tobacconists; others as potato merchants, [or] butter merchants”
'l'here were many stands “for the sale of ardent spints” and beer,
including stalls run by black prisoners. One mess of whites marketed
slew “at a penny a pint under the classical name of Triego.” Another
white merchant sold plumgudgeons—boiled potatoes mashed and
flavored with codfish, “Wha’ll buy nice large hot plumgndgeons for a
penny-a-piece;—ijust now smoking from the frying pan, warranted to
cure all diseases . . . crisping, nice and smoking hot—plumgudgeons
for a pennv” Elevating the prisoners’ standard of living without ex-
pense to the authorities, the market made life bearable. Yet sailors
despised the “innumerable shoals of Farniers, market Women & Jews,”
who, “knowing they had no competitors in the Market & that the
Prisumers 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 while privateers-
man’s envy and contempt for a black fritler-vendor we glimpse race
at worl iit the prison yvard. The black sailor, “with his platter of frillers
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 tlavored fritters”
and commented on his knack for “making them appear double the
size of athers” Cobb also admitted that “his trumpel-tomed voice has
no small sharc 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 Dlacks,
the melodious hawking was a brother’s bond, a spark to an ancestral
aesthetic. For whites, il was an intriguing it not quite vnderstandable
expression of the other, an expression they deprecated while atteimpt-
ing to capture. “Fr-r-r-r-itters,” Cobb imitated, “lighter dan da "punge,
bigger dan a nobodies——de pan so clcan what fry um, a man can shabe
heself in, or see he purty face, dout tearing it to tallers;—tur-r-r-r-itl
tur-rer-r-it! frit! ter-r-r-frit! ter-r-r-frigl” 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 Septermber the African American contingent bhad swelled to 345
prisoners; by the cnd of that month, Lo nearly soo. Jubilee came on
September 10, with the remaining white prisoners” exodus from Num-
ber Four, At the end of the month, white Americans occupmed two
prisons in the north wing and two prisons in the south wing; African
Amcricans occupied the one in the center. Officials dictated that
prisoners from the north, south, and center yards “were not permitted
to have intercoursc with one another . . . except on Sundays.” Black
saitors thus had the ¢rilical mass to establish their own institutions,
and substantial autonomy, when on October g, 1814, Richard Crafus
strode through the massive oak portal.s

Erom tHE BEcIinNiNG 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 enloree
their own rules. Black men may or may not have had a vote in the
election of these committees, but they defimitely had recourse to them.
In Fcbruary 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 soine of the
Cocoa which was [roblying] all hands” A trial ensucd 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 commuttees
of twelve, elected with a president and chosen for terms that might
be as short as a week or as long as a month. Cominittees adjudicated
nmtinor 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.1#

Once African American sailors in prison Number Four had suffi-
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; Portsmotith, New Hampshire; and Hartford, Connecticnt}
had gathered on the legal clection day to select their own dignitaries,
called kings or governors. For the black comimunities that celebrated
it, Negre 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 lcadership. 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. [n 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.V

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.'s
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Despite their common work as sailors, much of what mattered to
black seamcen 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 stavery, already had well-established traditions honor-
ing their own freely choscn rulers. In ports and colonies around the
Adantic including Antigua, Barbados, Haiti, Jamaica, Mexico, Vene-
zuela, New Qrleans, 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-cight percent of the
African American prisoners at Dartmoor had been born in New
Ungland, 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 rcasonable 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 stave 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 Lo hitn
that the black man’s opinions had been formed by his Tory “betters.”
The white soldier ignored the long-standing tradition in nwmerous
Connecticut towns of blacks’ paying homage to local ravalty, which
they defined not only by election, but by beliefs in certain individualy’
roval 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"2

Black kings and governors in New England gencrally were elected,
but they were also appointed, and at tines 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 perguisites of his own.”
Locals told the outgoing Governor Cuft that as an outsider, and a Tory,
Anderson could not win. So Cuff simply appointed him as the next
governor of Liartford. Noteworthy, as the historian William I, Piersen
argiics, is that “recognilion of the office, its formahiies, and the fos-
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 polilical forms. Blacks captive in Dartmoor,
however, knew Crafus would maintain order in a disorderly world;
moreovet, Lhey effectively manipulated white fear of potent black
masculinity by clevating 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, ot
cocks-of-the-forecastle were honored precisely because those skilled
blacks led inter-racial groups of seamen. They embedied 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 direcion
of a black shipmate.

Black New Englanders traditionally sclected men of greal physical
prowcess as kings and governors. African-born Quash Freeman, the
ruler in Derby, Connecticut, around 1810, rivaled Crafus for strength,
S50 did Salem’s King Mumford and Derby’s Governor Eben Tolsas
{whose son became the Umited States minister to Haiti during Re-
construction}.?? 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 roval air long after repatration,
According to a chronicler of Boston’s underclass, Crafus, who still
taught boxing, “was a well-known character . . . about 18261835 [who]
lived in one of the crowded tenements on Botolph Street and was the
focus of all the colored population of that district.” Whites, al leas,
still knew him as “King IDick” 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 otganiang 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 cach berth and mess for mifractions. “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” But whirc myth-makers obsessed with
(rafus’s physique, cornmand, and style shaped him into a larger-than-
life figure. He plaved 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 commiittee, [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 persvasive demagogue: evidence suggests both {o a degree. Two
whites claimed (hat several “coup” attempts occurred, but that Cratus
“always conquered the rebels” Black sailors in prison Number Four
seem not to have chosen the committee svstem then prevalent in other
barracks, delerring instead to a modified form of one-inan 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 w1 Number Four clearly had a say in its governance, no
maller how united their allegiance to King Dick appeared to outsid-
crs. An impassioned Virginian Methodist narmed Simon, who gathered
a congregation among the prisoners, exerted considerable influence.
As W. L. B. Du Bois explained vears 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 wWeahsl—altl 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 Ldward, 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 aufocracy. Blacks mask of
umity, and whites’ stereotypical relegation of black authority to a
superman figure, effectively shadowed the nuances of black sclf-regu-
lation. 'lellingly, however, when “two Black Men [were! Flog'd for
Stealing” in Number Four, the culprits were publicly pumished al a
pre-arranged tune—not thrashed by an impetuous and autocratic
king,

White commentators found it impossible to imagine that African
Americans, left to themselves, could create a viable social organization
founded on some mrinciple olher than raw power or toadying to
whiles. One diarist smugly suggested that Crafuus remained in power
partially through “the countenance he derived from the white prison-
ers.” Another wrote that “Big Dick is a great favouritc with the
authorities of the Depot, and is allowed greater indulgence Lthan any
other within the walls” The historian Joseph P Reidy argucs insight-
[ully that in New England elections, African Americans placed a “pre-
mium on mternal group discipline as a survival mechanism.” "This,
more than “their desire 10 do the Man's punishing for him,” inspired
sel{-regulation.®

King Dick’s corporal punishments had precedents in New Fngland
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 bul-
tocks of the offender with a special wooden paddle, in which holes
had been drilled so that round welts were raised on the skin, Atrican
American sailors in Dartmoor employed this form ol correction as
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el 1o ihe Anericas us slaves had strong assodiations
with the sea and vessels lony before the hortor of the Middle Passage. West
Alricuns [rorn Senegal 1o Anpola noi oy (raded, fished, and fought from dugout
canows, bt believed thar Jives wore integrally connectod with the spirits of de-
patted ancestors, whe resided below the waters of rivers and the sea. Boats were
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boats stmulrancously as workplaces and as sites of spiritual power.






Canogmen wore comnion in Africa, The upper anag
ol Gold Coast canoes dates from aboni 17040 e
Lowser left shows capnocmaen forrying slaves to a
Portuguese brig ol the Benny River in 1837, Gurvi-
vors of the Middle Passage disembarked in colonial
Ametica, whore canoes alse were ubiguitous. Dinck
Valkenbury paintcd those helow in wzor on g Dulch
West Incliun planlation i Surinam. Hewn from vas(
cyprus or silk coltonwood trees by skilled slaves,
canoes were handled by Dlack boatmen whose Afri-
can skills and tradilivns were refashioned in the
service of their white masiers. And whether in the
Chesapeake, Carolinas, or Caribbean, boat work
gave maritime slaves conslanl aceess to ships.
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Plantations were parl of a maritime systen. Enslaved boatmen hauled
sugar, rice, and tobacco to ships bound for distant markets, as shown in
the coastal scene from Antigua in w823 (upper left). Slaves {requently car
ried cargoes in pettiaugers, modificd dugouts modeled on African and
Indian canoes. P. G. E von Recle sketehed one in Geargia in a739 (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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By the mddle of the ciehiventh cenlury, sfves wiore roulisely sunl s e,
especially in service toles that whites sssumed most “approprae” lor
blacks—cabin bows. cooks, musiclans, and slewaids, ¥Wihies captains gained
statas when served by blacka, But enslaved marinsvs. fike the cabin oy
drawn in 1785 (upper lefl) o1 the drommer Inthe alt cabie ol o waval ship
tabove), painted m 1745 by Willlam Hogarth, gained exposive o seapozr
cities and to the far-flung Atlantic coramuanity of volor,



Sailors of African descent like Joseph Jouhnson created a black mari-
time tradition of their own, Too old {0 sail by 1815, he entertained for
alms in London. Johnson's signature ship fused headdress traditions
[rom West Africa and the Caribbean wilh his identity as a seaman.



Bighteenth-century scafaring voutinety Thrust black men among white

shipmates, hroaght them to forcign poris, and exposed them to dangens—..
as John Singleton Coplevs Waisen andd e Shark suggests. Fainged ino s,

1t was based on o real crew aned an actuel rescue i 1lavars,



Vhether snslaved or free, mmony
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Among the most cosmopolian
of all slaves, seafurers liie
Olandah Eguiane (above) and
lohn Jea (helow? became beadery
of variows Black commmunitiss

and ardent abwslivionist. Sadlors,
including Hguiaino and Jea, were
arpong the earkicst black auto-

bicwgraphirs o write i Eonglish



Roaming seafaring roen connected blacks in commnnitias s wideypaad
as Providence, Rhode lsland iabowve?, and Charleston., Seath Carolios
The hustling Providence waterfront was engraved o, oo, the chari of

Charleston by Josepl 11 W, DesBaries tnoa7i7.




Traveling sailors disseminated news, rumor, and style ameny fs.u'-ﬂ!.u‘ig blanl

people, contributing o the creatien of a shared African Ldentity and enulteple
black identitics. The cudgelling match {above) was painted in ile Wesl Indies;
the head-hutting contest wis drawn i Venezeela, Sailors oo Us: essicrn
scaboard of North America frequented both places, mingled with local peanle,
and competed in African-inspirad masel avls conlests.



During the American Hevo-
lations, cislived sailors from
northera siates, like the
Rhode Tsland privateersan
shown above, ofion gained
legal freedom Lhteugh service
at sea. T'he most imllusniial
Hadk famerican alior ihe
Revoluiiorn was prabably
Captain Daul Cuili: o
Massachuseiis (179--1170,
resprected for bis proliable
meicaniile conceng, and e
his advocacy ol blacks Tn
Africa and Arnencs, The led
a back-ic-Alrica inovement
among (ree blicks.
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After the Amecican Revolution, seafariue Lecame ong of the foe oconparion:
£

cormmotly available to free black men. Although many maintained orily 4

passing allegiance 1o respectable black sociewy and [amilics ashore, others

tved their pallry wages Lo support associations and chorches, bz the Afiican
Episcopal Church of 5t Thomas in Philadelphia, Working sboard schoonaers
like I Young Dratus (painted by fredetic Roux o ed3e wilh Dlack inen i
the foredeck), sailors ollen wove separated from their knilics lor menihs,




Ciurioy the ¥Wear ci1dze, Afiican
Arnericans flled sinsosl 20 per-
cont of Arnericaa suibors' beelhs,
Black prwonets of war wore ine
capeeraled Jn ihe conser barvacks
al Drituin’s Derimoes Drison,
where they organizad themsezhves
under the charismatic leadar-
ship ol & privatescsman naried,
Richard Cralis—-taetter hown
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While approximately go percent of black Americans were confined to plan-
tations during the antebellum era, most ol them cubtivating cotton, free
Black sailors roamed the world on whalers and merchant ships. Seafaring
was dangerous and poorly paid, but sailors became the eycs and cars of
black comnanities ashore. A Japanese artist palnled these Amwcrican
whalemen in japan in 1843.
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Dhviw, dangerons, and notoriously exploiaiive, whaling ships had a
voracious apnetite for labor, With Bouied oplons for emplevtnent,
frec blacks manned them in dispropordonalely large nomibers. Shaves
on the lam segarded whalers as a reluse, profoveing to iisk the ven-
peance of furions whales 1o thai of slavornasiees,
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Tronticidy. wlevos wore mince Vel than fee Sloche Lo elalt ol

Amnerical wocial o werte perriitied shiled saves Lo sorve whis ivesle,
bzt fortede similarly Sziled free Blacis oo el skall Do ilwmsalve,
Dnaring the avichellim vears, eoslaved captains like Sreorpe Tionry e
mended curgo sclooners Seagizoat Chesaeake By wheoe hoe b
every river, shoal, and headland Hke the back of biy koo, T sall

assuraucy citmarcly recilitated ssoomve Tomn slavery, bul sy o low mae
e hied o slep dosen fron his higa position as capain aud sal

instead a9 cook.



Frnglaved pilots and waicrnzn
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‘Teny of thousands of Alkican Amcricains scrved the cause of tresdom dui-

ing the Civil War, motuding the man in the fercgronnd {top left) Aghting
aboard the Hurttord at Mobth: Bay. Tifieen African Americans were amnong,
the Union Navy crow photographed lounging on deck Tabove], taking o wes-
pite from war, Many black naval recruits were enslaved Tndsmen hiberated
as wartbme “contrubaad,” bui roany ofhers had substantial ses expeskence,
An all-black crew with while officers acqoired such experience sailing ihe
Contest (lower eft) o Asia In 1803, Talreme clipper ships like the Cintoest
were unforpiving racchorses, demanding seamen with nevve and sk,



But epportanities at sea foi men of color ebbed alier e Credl Wy Woew

forms of racist discrimination were mlensilied by o sbrinkiog movcham
matine and the loss of seafuring jobs, Following Pownaivaiion, Alrice
Americans less frequently tound positions abeard the shaps ihat had o long
been ceniral to thetr cconomic survival and to the shaping of black America,
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well. Accustomed to sceing the skm flaved ol thetr shipmates’ backs
with the “cat-of-nine-tail,” hardened sailors rarely displayed squeam-
ishness over corporal punishment. Yet Benfamin Waterhouse, amanu-
engis [or a white privatcersman at Dartinoor, wrote that cobbing
evoked “barbarity” and “ought never to be allowed where the whiles
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.”

Backx v AMERICA, economic exploitation maintained racial hi-
erarchies. But in the prison vard at Dartmoor, white cxplottation of
black labor was absent; so, too, were white assertions of power such
as slave codes, and dramatic inequilies in material life. Walls created
racial boundaries of a sort, as did a few British actions targeting blacks,
bul for the most part race was cxpressed through historical memaory
and cultural comventions—notably 1n the separate meanings sailors
assigned to categories as varied as leadership, religious worship, and
martial arts. Racial differences were evident in the wavs 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, lypify those of the 1,174 African Americans vltimately
held at Dartmoor. More than 84 percent of the 6,360 Amenican pris-
oners, black and while, were captured at sea. More than 1,200 Aumeri-
can prisoners, however, were never captured in battle. George Higgens
and John Odeen were black men “detained” in Gibraltar by British
authoritics intent on reducing the nurnber of skilled mariners available
o the Uniled States. Press gangs seized George Dingall and Alex
Petterson for the king's service. When given the choice, as detainees
sometimes werc, these blacks sclected incarceration rather than enlist-
mnent in the Roval Navy. Cato Foster, 4 thirty-three-vear-old black man
from Marblehead, Massachusetts, was already in the Roval Navy when
war broke out. He and at least 6 white shipmates delivered themselves
up as prisoners of war vather than ight their own countrymen.®
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At first glance, race scems immaterial in the ways Americans got to
Dartmoor. Black and white scamen werc captured by the British, and
some of them refused to serve in the British navy when asked. Relusing
to serve becare more vigble loward the end of the Napoleonic Wars,
as the Admiralty reduced its personnel, offering Amecricans aboard
royal ships incarceration in licu of continued service. This policy was
never uniform; American prisoners lransported aboard 1L.M.5. Talbot
in October 1813 “found there were four Americans on board that were
imipressed, that bad trequently mven themselves up as Americans, but
were always flogged and made to do duty viz. Willlam 1liggens of
New London, William McCarty of Penobscot River, Thomas Hudson,
a black man of Boston, and Peter Martin, a mulatito of Virginia”
Ultimately, however, 1,011 of the American prisomers at Dartmoor
came directly from the Royal Navy, And the lion’s share were hlack.™

African Americans consiituled 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 manners prediciably would contain about
18 percent African Armericans. But 33 percent of the 1,011 Americans
cxiting the Royal Navy were men of color—aimost twice the expected
ratio. Another, smaller sample of 221 prisoners impressed duriyg Lhe
war who chose Lo go o prison rather than serve in the Roval Navy
contained 30 percent African Amcricans. Race did affect how Ameri-
cans got to Dartmoor,”

British pressurc, black pragmatism, and a distinctive form of Afri-
can Amcrican patriotism informed blacks’ collective decision to with-
draw from the Roval Navy. By the beginning of 1814, naval adininis-
trators were trying to reduce the number of blacks in the service. It
not “the last hired,” black sailors werce “the first fived.” A number of
African Americans giving themselves up from the navy arrived at
Dartmoor with fresh bruises and even fractures, feeding speculation
that Bridsh scamen beat them when shipboard discipline turned a
blind eyc to race-baiting, In any event, though no systematic policy
seems to have driven black Amencans from the navy i 1814—black
men, afler ali, were slll being impressed—pressure from the British
partly cxplains why more American blacks than whites volunteered
tor prison.*?
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Yet a larger number of black satlors made conscious decisions to
leave the British mavy. Black prisoners told derks at Dartmoor that
they had “delivered themsclves up” as Americans, not that they had
heen driunmed out of the service. Aftican American men withdrawing
ert masse from the Roval Navy i1 18131814 shared an appreciation of
the historical momenl for the race. They were fighting a desperate
rear-guard action to disavow blacks” defilement in the national 1nagi-
nation and to defy the popualar fugion 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 n
Philadelphia and New York who offered to build fortifications during
ihe lale summer of 1814, as British naval squadrons furked threaten-
ingly nearby. Despitc excmption from military service, black New
Yorkers dug in on Brooklyn Heights; and more than one lhousand
black Philadelphians helped foriify the west hank 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 sailovs opted for prison rather
than service against the United States becansc they had more to gain
by getting out of the Roval Navy and more to lose by staying in. Durimg
this era of screaming-eagle palriotism, no black man who routinely
associated with white Americans wished to be branded a traitor.
Moreover, although Great Britain forbade slavery om its seil and
publicly suppressed the slave trade, such abstractions werc insufficicnt
to overcome the more immediate and personal attractions of family,
place, and habil thal bound African American seafarers to the United
Slates,

Much to the distress of British jailers, American prisoners managed
to smuggle American tlags into the prison almost from the beginning
of their captivily, On July 4, 1813, when all of the six hundred Ameri-
cans (of whom about seventy-five were black) lived in Number Tour,
they “divided into two columns and displayed [theirf flags at cach end
of the prison.” Whether the black men actively participated or not s
unclear. The display led 1o a confrontation with the guards who tried
to remove the flags; ultimately shots were fired and two prisoners
wounded, ending the demonstration of patriotic solidanity.?
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Onee Number Four became all black, however, African American
satlors participated selectively in patriotic rallies, Numerous occasions
found “the American flag displaved on each of the Prisons” On
December 31, 1814, sailors hoisted “saucy flags” emblazoned with “Free
Trade and Sailors Rights” in large capital letters, “Tt humbles the
British pride to see this Motto,” wrote a privateersman. “This fore-
noon,” he continued, “some English officers came up to sec 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
gnards playing hail Colimbia, and Yanky doodle, followed by a large
procession.” Meanwhile, “the star and stripe is flying on cvery prison.”
Black and white sailors shared public space, public processions, and
public professions of patriotism to vex the British and express prisoner
solidarity. Al the same time, black men communicated to white Ameri-
cans their hard-won rights to symbols of American freedon.™

Nationalist demonstrations by clannish sallors confronting an en-
emy abroad expressed honor, pride, and solidarity, They were sirnilar
to saillors” coliective {and interracial) resistance to officers aboard ship.
Black sailors hoisted the American flag or played “Yankee Doodle™ in
Dartmoor for recasons that transcended race. Consider John Johnson,
a black saillor 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 lus body,” according to his captain, “the poar,
brave fellow lay on the deck, and several times exclaimed to his
shipmates, "Fire away, my bovsl—>No haul a color down!” Johnson's
dying words remind us that soldiers on the front line often fight maore
for their platoon {an immediate loyaley) than for the nation (a distant
abstraction). Yet some whites contested what they regarded as blacks’
presurnptuous patriotism. When news of peace arrived 1n ihe poson
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—Composcd of
Rope Yarns and paper with powder inside.” Black men were conspicu-
ously absent.?

Biack sailors’ version of patrigtism in 1814 asserted attachment to
the United States and their right to belong. Whereas many of them
regarded the American slaveholding republic 11 outrighl conlempl,
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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
payv. Thus financial incentives and ullying 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. T, , . was treated very [l becanse I would
not Enter;” lamented William Godfrey in 1799, “Neither have 1,7 he
wrote, “knowing myself to be an american as well as {for what reason,
I do not wish to serve them.” Jacob Tsrael Potter refused to capitulate
in 1811 after more than nine vears of unwilling service “because I was
an American and likewisc T was a Citizen & beside I had a wife and
family” ¥

To assume that men like Backus, Godfrew, and Potter were situat-
ing themselves as Americans simply to gain official American assis-
tance, or to siick with white shipmatcs, 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
Spantsh Colers” 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 confromtations with officers, “Our seafaring
people are brave,” noted Bemjamin Franklin on one of lis many
trans-Atlantic voyages, “being cowards in only one sense, that of
fearing 10 be thought afraid” Boxing, cspecially, validated manly quals-
ties—personal valor, uncommon courage, and physical prowess. Sea-
men were the first Americans Lo 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 carncd 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 frv, who arc yet to be the
Cribs and Mollincaux of boxing celebrity, the most renowned heros
in all christendom.”

If Crafus’s notoriety remained limited to Dartmoor, the mosl awe-
inspiring African American in England during the War of 1812 was
Tom Molineaux, “the tremendous man of colour” who had recently
conlended for the national bare-knuckle championship. Born on the
Chesapeake in 1784, Molincaux migrated northward by age twenty,
where he found work as a porter and dock worker in New York. He
probably began to box here with other longshoremen and British
seamen, and apparcntly honed his pugilistic skills to a degree relalively
unknown in America. In 1809 Molineaux signed aboard a trans-At-
lantic ship as a foremast hand, working his way to England in scarch
of & career as a boxer.®®

Molineauy linked up with Bill Richmond, the free black American
fighter who pioncercd counterpunching and other defensive strategies
in England, and who had created a sufficiently successtul career as a
prize-fighter to buy the llorse and Dolphin tavern in Tondon. Close
to fifty vears ald when Molineaux arvived, Richmond was still an active
fighter, and he took the younger African Amecrican 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 barc-knuclde cham-
pion. They fought thirtv-nine brutally punishing rounds in Decemnber
1810 before the African American challenger collapsed, According to a
contemporary chronicler, “Molineaux proved himsclf as courageous a
man a5 ever an adversary contended with . . . The Black astonished
everyone, not oaly by his cxtraordinary power of hntting, 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 Crily's seconds and a boisterously pro-Buitish crowd
kept the title from the black American.®
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Black and white sailors at Dartmoor found common ground iu the
boxing ring and as fencing and wrestling opponents. But 1t 1s 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. While sailors
generally did not. Only in the “Rough-and-'Tumble” scrapping of the
southern backcountry, where “honor dictated that all techmiques he
permitted,” did white men butt like black combatants.®

Head-butting contests in sport and anger were commeon throughout
late-eighteenth- and early-nincteenth-century Afro-America, Baliling
a black oversecr, the slave Willlam Grimes “let him haye 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 Afers, the biack steward
“enraged the mate, who called him a “black soges’; and at it they went,
clenching, striking, and rolling over and over)” recollecied a white
sailor. “The darkey tried to butt him, but the matc got him down.”
Men accustomed to butting perfected it for ends other than Aghting,
A black boatsteerer named Jack Sisson served in a special patriot
expeditionary force during the American Revolation that, in 1777,
captured British Major General Richard Prescott at his Rhode Tsland
headquarters. Sisson broke down the general’s door with his head, a
feat subsequently immaortalized by balladeers. Sixty ycars 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 pracliced in Kongo.
Afro-Brazilians, Venezuetans, and West Indians still relv on kicks and
head-butis, as did nineteenth-century blacks on the Sea Tslands off
South Carolina and Georgia with their “knocking and kicking” com-
bat. The butting characteristic of black sailors at the furn 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 skl #
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Bulting was conflined almaost entirely to people of the African dias-
pora, Racially distinctive, it transcended other cultural and linguistic
divisions among blacks. Tarrying ashore at Guadcloupe in 1787, a
group of black and white English-speaking sailors watched a Sunday
gathering of slaves entertaining themselves. The males, according Lo
one white sailor, regarded butting as a “favorite amuscnent . . . tor

which purpose their wooly hair is suffered to grow on the top :}f thelr
heads, whilst that from Dehind is cut away, and frizzled in amongst
that left on top, which forms a kind of cushion, or firm tutt of hair”
To “African music,” the “opposing combatants dance wilh careless
gaiely, frequently exchanging smiles, and significantly nodding their
heads at each other]” until they separate and advance toward cach
other, “when as if by mutual impulse, both dart forward, head against
head, like two rams!” Intent on securing a repulation for himself, a
free seaman of color from Philadelphia named Tom Grace challenged
the local champion, a patois-speaking Guadcloupean slave, swearing
he would “capsize one of these tellows 1 a crack.” He did, whnle his
white shipmates watched from the sidelines.+

As with sporl and rough play, racial differences characterized sail-
ors theater. French prisoners had produced regular plays at Dart-
moor “with very elegant scenery” and “appropriale comic and tragic
dresses.” African Americans purchased sets, props, make-up, and cos-
tumes from the departing Prench, modifving them lor their own
productions, Meanwhile, an all-white dramatic company in Number
Five composed of prisoncrs 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 Dowuglas, pantomimes
such as Harlequin Revived, and the contral attraction—=Shakespeare 10

Shakespeare was no slranger lo Alrican American sailors. During
the decades immediately after the American Revolution, Shakespear-
ean productions outnumbered those of any other plavwrnight m the
United States. The Bard of Avon became even move populur afler the
turn of the nineteenth century, accounting for between one guarter
and one-fifth of all plays produced on the castern scaboard. During
the 1810-1811 season in Philadelphia, just before war called sailors and
would-be privaleersmen from the theater to enlistment rcndezvous,
twenty-two of the eighty-eight plays performed were by Shakespeare.
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Relegated to theatery’ galleries, urban blacks invariably composed part
of the audience, Theater-goers in Richmond, Virginia, expressed con-
cern about the “overflowing of a riotous spirit amwong the coloured
persons who nightly crowd there” In New Oreans, Mobile, and
Richmond, playhouse managers calered to divisions within black so-
clely by providing separate sections for mulattoes or quadroons. In
keeping with African Americany’ theatrical Lastes, a black West [ndian
namexd James Hewlell opened the African Grove Theater on the corner
of Blecker and Grove Streets in New York City shortly after the War
of 1812. Hewlett led his reperioire company in scveral Shakespearean
productions, dominated by Richard I, until wlite hoodlums wrecked
the theater. Black sailors at Dartmoor produced the Shakespearcan
plays they knew, liked, and could sell.®

The theater in Number Four flourished. At a performance of The
Heir at Law, a white privatcersman recoliected that “a tickel was of
very little scrvice as mob laws prevailed among the Prisoners [and]
they made a rush in.” He wrote, “T 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 satlors
saw the show differently. White audiences enjoyed ils 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 expecred blacks to entertain them in a distinctive
way. /A white sailor claimed o have “witnessed a tall strapping negro,
aver six feet high, painted white, murdering the part of Juliel 1o the
Romeo of another tall dark-skin™ He also remembered that “the
blacks were pretly well in pantomime—it scemed to be more natural
to them.” It seems likely that black patrons enjoyed black theater on
many levels, not the lcast of which was black actors’ masked mimicry
of whites—a long-standing mainstay of African American perform-
ance, They undoubtledly were gratified, too, at the sight of whitey
paying to see hlack productions.*

acks had long taught African-inspired art forms lo white ship-
mates smitten with the mystique of black rhylhm, a practice formal-
ized for profit at the dancing school in Number Four. For African
Americans, improvisational music and dance were essential lorms of
sclf-cxpression throughout the eighteenth and carly ninetcenth cen-
turies, as accouitts of Negro Election Day, plantation corn-shuck-
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ing, and other cultural events invariably reveal. Some white histeners
were disdainful; others participated robustly. Whites al Dartmoor
were “regaled,” wrote Benjamin Waterhouse, “with the sound of clar-
iohets, flutes, violins, flagelets, fifes, and tambourines, together with
the whooping and singing of the negroes” Whites on the waterfront
already had well-established patterns ol attending black performances.
By the 17908 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 cels. Thesc par-
ticular dancing competitions crested in the 17oos and early 1800s,
though black sailors were still danciog 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 Herr at Law one
evening in Nuwmber Four, a white sailor wrote that “we had a grand
dance & kept it up til daylight when the prison doors being open
each one went t0 his own prison.” Blacks in the carly ninetcenth
century were notoriows for dancing through the night, and witerracial
dances on black sailors’ territory followed black customs with African
roats. >

At black-run dancing schools and sailors’ dances, racial encounters
reflecled Lhe complex dvnamics of stereotyping. White sailors who
assumed that all blacks were natural performers gravitated to black
shows, where they conscously and unconsaously imhibed Dblack ar-
listic forms. This, in turn, created targets for black parody, reinforcing
black stereotvpes of whites’ gracelessness. Meanwhile, whites con-
vinced themselves that the whole process reinforced their initial belief,
whose role had heen to separate white from black, cven as the two
converged. Black and white sailors interacted on common ground at
Dartmoor in dance, theater, and manly sports, but their fralernizalion
was colored by racial sterectypes. Caltural inheritance weighed heavily
on immediate experience in Dartmoor’s racial cncounters.”

AT DarTtMoor, black and white sailors discovered common
ground in a church cstablished by a core of black men, Black saitors
historically had found it difficult 1o practice meaningful religion in a
predominantly white, and largely skeptical, commumty of sailors.
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Coastal marincrs had been the exception. In 1789, for mslance, it was
said of a Chesapeake Bay boatman named Will that he “frequently
resorts amoeng people who call themselves methodists” But practicing
their laith proved difficult offshore. Pressed into the Royal Navy during
the Ainerican Reveludon, a black man named John Marrant “conlin-
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; T got cold and dead” Although “my dear
Father in his dear Son, roused me every now and then by dangers and
deliverances,” Marrant wrate, it was not until after his discharge ashore
that he again found the Lord. Boston King experienced similar spiri-
tual solation, Born into South Carolinian slavery, King fled to the
Brilish navy about the time Marrant succumbed to the press. He
served a short naval stint, worked on a pilot boat oul of New York,
and then fished several seasons on the Labrador coast after joining the
loyalist exodus to Nova Scotia. “Onc day when I was alone,” he
remmembered, “and recollecting the patient sufferings of the servants
of God for Tenth'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 wme 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,
seoff, and jeer)” Most white scamen coped with their captain’s tyranny
and nature’s terrors more through individual stoicism or group soli-
darity than through devolion to Jesus Christ. Black scamen, by con-
trast, were more likely to be religious. As the steward of a ship bound
from London to Cadiz, Olaundah Equiano “heard the name of God
much blasphemed, and I feared greatly test T 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 gencration, fathers of the men languishing
in Dartmoor, were less literate and less evangelically Christian than
Exquiano, King, and Marvant, they were not less oriented toward sacred
belief systems. Religion created a racial divide within eighteenth- and
early-nineteenth-century marvitime culture,

The Dartmoocr 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 Angust 1806,
when he was twenty. Three vyears later he applied for a Seaman’s
Protection Certificate with the intention of shipping out, and about
the same time requested a letter rom his church “to anv sister church
for transient membership.” Almy determined not to let voyaging
interfere with his church attendance, When the evangehical Sadory’
Bethel moverment first took shape on the river Thames between 1814
and 1817, a “pious vouth of color” named Frederick Sanderson—
"awakened by God on board a ship m 1B15"—worked actively to
convert sailors, despite “persecutions from watermen and ungodiy
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 Panrher in 1822,
“who is or pretends to be religiously crazed so much so that he is the
commen disturber of the peace. Is continually shouting tor 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
raborn 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’ Christiamty, Yet other whites found
it extraordinarily attractive.

At Dartmoor, black religions leadership and stvle prevailed. Simeon,
“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 Nun-
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 biack desire for spiritual fellowship.
Religious life in Dartmoor took its particular shape from black lead-
ership in spiritual matters, whites” altraction to black preaching, and
blacks’ entrepreneurial impulses, Attempts at organized services in the
white prisons fizzled because of the sailors’ lackluster picty 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 prevenmt gangs of scoffers,
such as the Rough Alleys, from disrupting worship. Another English
“Preacher from out side,” the Reverend Mr, Jones of Plvimouth, 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’ spiritnal 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 Dartmoot,
thought his ship would founder during a gale in 1818, According to
Bates, his captain implored the cook-—"the ouly 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
powet. 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 greally appreciated Simon’s church. Few cm-
braced black retigion as fully as Joseph Pittman and James Snow: atter
Simon baptized them in the courtyard pool, they were “taken mlo the
Black Society”™ and “moved there Bags and hammocks inte the Black
prison.” But a nucleus of white sailors reguiarly acknowledged Sunon’s
spiritual leadership. During the most solemn time of their incarcera-
tion, after the massacre on April 8, 1815, in which seven Americans
were Killed and sixty wounded by British guards, white sailors Tike
Nathanicl Pierce secking solace and inspiration dressed " clean
Clothes & went to Chuich to hear Black Simon preach upon the Death
ol our fellow prisoners at the late Massacre.™#

One appreciative white sailor recollected that Simon's services had
“an imposing cast; and [were] often listened lo wilh seriousness,” not
only by his black parishioners, from whom “sullen moans and hollow
groans issue[d]” as he preached, but also from whitc men. Other white
prisoners came for the spectacle or the music, “The musical perform-
ances at these meetings were in a wikd, bul not unpleasant style,” wrote
one sailor’s amanuensis, “carried on entircly by the blacks” As a
microcosm of Number Four, with its dancing and music schools,
Simon’s church provided a focal poiat for the celebration of black
performance. Black sailors as a whole were suthciently attentive Lo
their preacher; on Good Friday, 1815, “all Gambleing was drop’d in the
Black’s Prison and a meeting held.” Yot ultimately the hope offered by
cards and dice outweighed that of salvation: in June 1815, when almost
all the prisoncrs had been repatriated, Simon “left off preaching owing
to some of his Church going to gambling tables & so0 he savs he is
done with the Glory™

Simon's disgust signaled many black seamen’s easy acceprance of
both gambling and God'’s grace. This 15 not Lo say (hal some pious
blacks did not eschew garming, nor that many inveterate gamblers were
nol also religious scoffers. But black Amcrican culture remained at
casc with what many whites considered inconsistencies. Thus black
men at Dartrmoor offered both bels 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, bui 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 loat & a pint of Coffee, which,” according
1o the white Newburyporter Nathaniel Pierce, “was verv good in him
& a great present for Dartmoor” We do not know what Catler hitpsetl
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-empowermient led him to out-do the whote 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
equlality.s

The nature of prisom life meant that interracial lratermizalion oc-
curred more nearly between equals in Dartmoor than in seaports at
home. Black sailors pushed the limits of racial restrictions while still
accommaodating themselves to the white majority’s social and numeri-
cal power. Numbcr Five'’s theater company, for example, had no black
actors, but Number Four’s troupe included whites. Meanwhilc, Nuimn-
ber Four always housed a small contingent of white men who found
the black prison more to their hking because 1t provided a haven [rom
the marauding gang known as the Rough Aleys, and becausc Simon
offcred religious fellowship unavailable efsewhere, But no black men
Iived in the white barracks. What 15 move, the black community
occasionally endured pross 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 overstaied the acquiescence of blacks. In-
terracial fraternization notwithstanding, black sailors built @ nation-
within-a-nation 1n Dartmoor Prison, rading and negotiating with the
white Americans who surrounded them, bui 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 altests {o their collective strength,
for bloody fights within racial lines and against the authoritics broke
out routinely and werc noted by diarists along with suicides, natoral
deaths, and murders. One white sailor lost a foot during a fght;
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another suffered the fury of a mob that “crushed him most to picces.”
When a black man knocked down another in Number Four and
“stamp’d upon his Breast)” the loser “was taken wp apparently dead.”
As groups, however, black and white prisoners were aware of each
ather's strength., Both were sufficiently self-policing o defuse contron-
tation—a far cry from whitey’ stereotypical presentation of black
saitors as meek and acquicscent.™

Black seamen jealously guarded their hard-won autonomy, distin-
guishing themselves as cqual players in inter-barracks rivairies, Some-
times they faced off against all the white barracks; at other times they
joined certain white barracks against the rest. In Tebruary s, a
one-week allercation ensued between the Americans and the prison
authorities after a white sailor escaped from solitary confinement and
was hidden m Number Seven. lmitially all the barracks, including
Number Four, agreed unanimouslv not to surrender the escapee,
When the authorities stopped all “indulgences,” such as marketing and
visiting, “the Prisoncrs in retaliation put om an Embargo & would not
allow the lamp trimmers nor any of the workmen [to work], nor allow
anyonc 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 monepolized 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 prisuns.®

Black influence extended well beyond the limits of Number Tonr.
When in January 1815 officials denied market privileges to all prison-
ers “on account of somc boards being taken ouwl of No. 6 Prison,”
the culprits’ messmaies tried to shield them from puntshment 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,
jomed 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, “sixteci 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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tamiliarity between men of each race. “In the Afternoon T made a 'Tous
through No one three & four prisons in Company with Joseph Gwinn
of Salem and several more of my Acquaintences,” wrote the whitc
diarist Joseph Valpey, who lived in “Prison 7, Mess No. 120.” 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. “T went into Nwnber four Prison for to sce the Fashons
and pass the time”; “to hear the News of the day™; Lo “see two Black
Men flog'd for Stealing”™; “to pass a dull and tegcous hour”™; “to hear
the Black Preacher”; and “to hear the Ward of God Preached by a
White Minister” Valpey did not denigrate blacks as he did thicves,
gambiers, British officials, and the unfeeling American agent. And
neither Valpev nor the whitc men of his Salcm circle made any move
to ostracize the two whites baptized by Simon: expressing “surprise,”
he continued to socialize with them.*

Black and while sailors banded together in other wavs. Tensions
pitted Americans (white and black) against the British; evangeli-
cals (white and black) against the blasphemous; boxers and gamblers
{white and black} against outwiders, 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 satllors gambled, prayed, talked,
and formed mobs together, racial expectations in Dartmoor exercised
more influence than did shared experiences.

One white privateersman coutd not imagine that imprisoned white
sailors would scek spiritual inspiration from a black preacher: he
grudgingly veported that white men lislened to Simon’s sermons
“without any expressions of ridicule” Another white privateersman
found independent black leadership so unscitling that he denicd Si-
mon'’s humanity, describing him as “with exception the ugliest looking
Negro that I ever saw.” Confronted by lile betnnd the walls in Number
Four—by valid African American institutions and black men’s author-
ity and experlise—many white sailors continued to catalog blacks as
brutes, ot to couch black leadership in incredulous terms.s

Long BErore the kst ragged sailor marched out of Darlmoor in
Juty 1815, the prison spawned stories about British tyranny, Aancrican
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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 moly actions, political
processions, inter-harracks 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 davs 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 sec what they
were experiencing only through the distorting glass of race.

It is easy o forget that few other multiracial groups of Americans
in 1815 shared as much as black and white sailors ar Dartmoor. The
structure of their work and the psychology of vovaging drove thesc
men together, Yet despite thewr cultural borrowing, their moments of
easy familiarity, and their shared imprisonment, wary interactions
affirmed race as the primarv relationship among scafaring prisoners
of war. At sca black and white hands together still clasped topsail
braces and windlass handspikes. But ashore, even m unuswal circum-
starices such as those at Dartmoor, where rules were challenged and
possibilities cxpanded, sailors still segregated themsclves by race.



5. POSSIBILITIES
FOR
FREEDOM

PGSR SRS

My country, the land of sy birth,
Farewell to thy fetters, and theel

The Iy-word of tyrants, the scorn of the earih,
A mockery to ll thow shalt be!

Plurra for the seq and ils waves!
Ve billows aed surges, all frailt

My Irothers henceforth-——{nr ye scorn to be Slaves,
As ye foss upr your crests to the gale;

Farawell to the Tavd of the bloedhound end chain,
My path Is away Oor il fefterless main

BLACK SA1L0OKSE S0%NG,
FROM MARTIN DLLANY,
Blake, or the Hufs of America (¢, 15863)

ARRIVING oFF BrLack 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 vesterday in a canoe hollowed out of the
cotton-tree.” Enslaved pilots were common in maritime slave societies
throtghout the Americas, where whites expected bondsmen to provide
a multitude of skilled services. Yet as the slave climbed 10 the main-
deck, he ascended into an uncommon position of authority and
honor. “A Vessel, whilst the Pilor is on Board, is an Emblem of Feeble
Monarchy,” the veteran sea-vovager Ned Ward once wrole, “where the
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King has a States-man in his Dominions Greater than himnself” En-
slaved pilots delighted in their temporary authority. A West Indian
slave who truculently announced to an inbound white crew, “I let you
know 1 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 o the West Indies, the
lower South, and the Chesapeake, managing their crews, their naviga-
tion, and their lading. Seamanship became an emblemn 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-
siveniess of the sea captain with the abject servility and docility that
slavery demanded of male bondsmen. But the intermalization 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 Lhe 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
caral-studded entrances to Christiansted, St. Croix, and Hamilton,
Bermuda. Shifting bars, or swashes, and breaking scas challenged
mariners at Ocracoke, North Carolina. Fierce tidal currents swept the
Savannah River with each cbb and flood. Yet in all these ports, the
cargos an 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.” Lientenant Evans of the Royal Navy
wrote of the skill with which jemmy Darrell—a slave recently mane-
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 procecded by the usual
course.”?

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 Unjon Navy in the war for freedom. Smalls boldly
appropriated not only himself and his enslaved crew {along with their
families), but the Confederate steamer Planfer, which he brazenly
steamed past the Confederate battery at Fort Sumter by impersonaling
the captain. Turning over C.5.5. Planter to the Union navy instanta-
necusly 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 Licutenant Penrod Watmough
in 1862 aboard the U.5.5. Petonika. “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.

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 thernselves out. Caribbean slave
boatmen, like those in other regions, worked under less regimentation
than enslaved domestics or fleld 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 plving between Passage
Fort and Port-Rovyal, Jamaica, with passengers in 1773 were “navigated
entirely by Negroes,” who measured possibilities for freedom in hours
or days withoui 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 | have yet
conversed,” observed M. G, Lewis on a visit to Jamaica in 1816, “was
the coxswain of my Port Royal canoe.” The slave watcrman hired
himsclf out to people like Lewis, paying his master ten shallings a week
and pocketing any profit that remained, He arculaled between en-
slaved Jamaicans and whites, hetween porters, wharfingers, hucksters,
and sailors. Keeping abreast of news and politics through his water-
front. job, he struck Tewis as something ol 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 doulil
by the Haitians’ successful revolution a scant hundred miles to the
northeast. [le told the English proprictor that “blacks must not be
trcatcd now, imassa, 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 Canbbean managed
their own time to a degree, with work dependent on the vagaries of
wind as much as on theiv 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 ofien comes up with
the sun and moderates at dusk., Mouniainous istand coasls get the
“land hreere” 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” remcembered the
Jamaican wharinger James Kelly, “which they could hardly do agaimst
the daily sea-breeve.” Caribbean boal slaves thus made mileage Lo the
castward 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 breeve prevented the loading or
untoading of vessels because he “could, with confidence, count on
their attendance” once the wind moderated.”

Whereas West Indian field hands turned out to the drover's conch-
shell hom each dawn for anwther day of regimenied labor, maritime
slaves worked itregular hours mighl 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, vams, edoes, and corn from the
cstate’s wharf to Kingston, a disiance coastwise of sixty to seventy
mules.” ®

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 o impart to my
friends, and with double veal to increase my knowledge of the world.”
Returning to the quarters from each successive trip, Henry boasted of
“many strange tales to tell, because [ had been in another sirange
place.” Frederick Douglass recalled that slaves normally confined to
the circumscribed world of 'Talbot County, Maryland, plantations
during the 18308 respected slave-sailors for their worldliness. "My
cousin Tom . . . was sometimes a cabin bov on board the sloop Sally
Lioyd (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 Baltimorce 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 disscminate among the
Slave population generally a taste for many of the comforls of civihized
life.” Black sailors knew that civilized life meant more than cominadi-
ties and comfort, stemming fundamentally from the right o Tiberty,
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 withoul white
supervision; substantial freedom of movement; and an independent
income from perquisites and petty trading. A siave pilot named Blulf
assisted a group of Torics flecing Charleston 1 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 Tollowed
tlat business,” according to his wife, hired himsell out for years prior
to the Civil War and accumulated some property.t’

Intangibles mattered too, Handling wessels in Lighl quarievs or
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thinking one’s way out of a ticklish situation fostered a sense ot self.
Robert Smalls was long remembered with pride in Charleston as
having evidenced sclf-assurance at an early age. As a hived slave
cmployed by John Simmiens, a local rigger and satimaker, Smalls
Jabored on the wharves as a stevedore, and then as an apprentice rigger
and sailmalker, until Simmons noted his talent and put him to wotk
on coasting schooners, Smalls tater handied those vessels with aplomb.
At the bar on an ebb tide he disdaincd dropping anchor and waiting
tor the flood, preferring iustead o back the schooner in on the swells,
Skilled slaves like Smalls developed a sense of sclf-worth from han-
dling people as well as vesscls, something that may bave been heighl-
cned among Caribbean slaves who commanded free black sailors. "1
have frequently known such slave captaing,” wrote Alexander Barclay
ol men who sailed Jamaican coasting vesscls in the 18208, “command-
ing free people”"?

Most slaves were restricted to oemal Jaboring jobs with no oppor-
tunities to develop skills, promote self-discipling, inculcate responsi-
bility, or take pleasure fromt a job well done. Schooner captains, by
contragt, invested themselves in thelr work. Captain George Henry
remcembered that when the foremast sprung on the schooner Llewylen
he had to act quickdy lest “we would have gone on {al lec shore, and
the vessel and all hands would have been lost” He recounted wilh
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. [ took a delight in baving everything put in fiest-rate
order. T had mainsail, foresatl, square-sail, jib, flving-jib, and main
topsail.” 14

Slaves like Bluft, Dallass, Smalls, and Henry were fortunate enough
to find important psychological pevquisites in the workplace, including,
honorific titles, Slaveholders wanted bondage to infantilize blacks.
Their restrictions forbade most slaves to have a surname, or g surnpame
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. Aftican Americans consistently defled their masters,
maintaining important last names of their own choosing. Sigmificantly,
slaves called their last pames “entitles,” or “litles” E. W. Hooper, a
Union army general’s aide-de-camp, observed, “Their masters never
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allowed thern 1o use titles and would whip them if they used a sccond
name,” Yel Hooper remetnbered, “Cach had a title as near as I can
tearn.” Powerful white people in the slaves’ world also possessed
titles—the omnipresemt “master,” as well as “judge” “colomel,” or
“captain.” In the Pre-Emancipation Caribbean and the (id South,
where honor and reputation often carried more weight than individual
merit, white people cherished such titles.!s

“Caplain” also meant a fot in the slave quarters. Within the trun-
cated social hicrarchy that bondage imposed on slaves, social distine-
tions and terms of respect were highly regarded. Olaudah Equiano was
en roule from Georgia to Montserrat when his captain died. Recently
manumitted, Lquiano had studicd navigation clandestinely while a
slave and had made that particular passage several times, Thus arned,
he navigated the sloop from mid-ocean Lo a safe anchorage off Mont-
serral.

Many were surprised when thev heard of my conducting the sloop
into port; and 1 now obtained a vew appellation, and way called
“Captain.” This elated me not a little, and 1t was quite lattering to
my vanity to be thuy sivled by as high a title as any sable freeman
in this place posscssed . . . The sable Captain lost no fame; for the
success | bad et with increased the affection of my frends in no
small measure.l?

Like Equiano, an enslaved Virginian drew on his occupational identity
to resist the dependency that his master and other whiles projected
on him. African-born, but raised from hovhood as a river pilot, he
acted as a free man during the cra of the American Revolution,
according to a whitc man who knew him, because of his skili and the
cstimation in which he was held, Most telling 15 thal though local
whites called him “Uncle Marl,” the African pilot repeatedly intro-
duced himself as “Capt. Starlins™'%

The opportunitics for freedom at sea provided mlols with maore
than semantics to bedevil their masters, A slave who piloted the
schooner Retsy (rom Washington, North Carolina, to sca in 1802 scized
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-
gible” Lo velurn the man to the pilot boat; so Captain Gilpin of the
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Betsy carried him to Alexandria, Virgima, But Gilpin caimed not to
know the pilot was a slave, and he paid him “Seamans wages from the
day we lefi 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 Inm a passage on hoard 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 pilots 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 Alcxandria a sccond
time, Gilpin’s father “saw him on the Wharf & asked him if he did
not mean {o 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 hetween
Norvth Caroling, 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, lew Dlack
Americans at the turn of the century had much leeway to create
autonomouns tives as freemen or frecholders. They might strive to
achieve some independence and autonomy, and hope to faclitate a
better lite for their children, but running away (eom one’s legal master
did nol free a recent bondsman of the inguisitive challenges of other
whitc men, nor free him from a white-dominated sociely thal pre-
swmed he way inferior. Thus the realistic option for many.slaves, even
seafaring ones with a worldliness and knowledge demed to most
bondsmen, was o vun off for a while, to experiment with treedony,
to toy with the psychological changes necessary for independent liv-
ing—Dbut not necessarily to burn all enc’s bridges at once. Maritime
slaves moved in and out of that gray area between slavery and quasi-
freedom through flight, voluntary return, and recaptuse.

Frislaved pilots like the North Carolinian runaway proudly asserted
themselves, berating the white sallors 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
pifot in Martinique whose colorful clothes prompled laughter from a
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white sailor arriving there m 1805 immediately put the man in his
place. “Whe vou laugh at, you bloody hitch?” 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 cutboard of the {orerigging
and measure the depth of the water with a leadhne, He also berated
the white helmsman. His defense against the demeaning nature of
slavery was Lo 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 scparate the sig-
nificance of a skilled slave’s handling a ship or asserting his authorily
from their assamptions about black inferiority. But for the pilot and
his black acquaintances, real accomplishment deserved real respect. '®

Like their while counterparts, enslaved black captains often re-
counted instances of their vovaging in the first-person singular, indi-
cating close personal identification with command. ‘1o hear Moscs
Grandy tell of sailing canal boats and lumber schoouners 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;
¢ offered me five dollars w0 take the vessel down . . . The wind was
fair, and the hands on board so | agreed . . . T ran the vessel down
to the mouth of the creek and anchored; when the moon rose [ went
up the river. I reached the wharf, and commenced taking out the
eoods that night.'?

By making no mention of the “hands” who worked the ship, slave
captains such as Grandy invested themselves wiih the responsibility
and success of their voyages, Occupalional identity fostered a pro-
nounced sense of self-importance.

Enslaved captains and pilots had little real power over whiles, 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 cncouraged contempt for lower-ranking in-
dividuals. “Everybody in the South,” remembered Frederick Douglass,
“seemed to want the privilege of whipping somcbedy else” Slave
captains drove their crews and raced other captaing, George Henry
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remembered that when he began as captain, the “noted skippers” {also
slaves) “were all down on me; and satd the vessel was lost” As he tells
it, however, he began “Making shorter and qucker voyages than any
other skipper that ever went out of that river . , . The more they talked
the harder [ 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 alwayvs had the white captain
at their elbow, And while most seamen did their work out of the public
eye, harbor and channel pilols often worked within sight of crowds
of shipowners, slave women, and other scamen ashare. Pilots” profes-
sional merits—and their mistakes—were common knowledge. Collec-
tively, however, slave caplains 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 thar slaves gave to their
expericnces.?l

Bondsmen with a degree of autonomy, including the maritime lite,
some craftsmen, and those urban slaves who hired themsclves out,
were substantially more socalized o commercial practices than were
the bulk of field hands, day laborers, and domestics. Slave captains
such as Moses Grandy and George Henry frequently participated n
market transactions. “1 gave [my master| one half of all I received for
freight,” recollected Grandy of his North Carolina lumber freighting,
“out of the other half T had to victual and man the boats, and all over
that expense was my own profit.” Captain Henry carried grain [rom
around the Chesapeake to commission merchants in Alexandria and
Baltimore, “When the grain was sold” by the merchant and “his fecs
taken out,” I{enry 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 {0 the owners on my return home?
The psychology of enslaved captains was influenced by the under-
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lying assumptions of commercial normns, The market that became the
hallmark of American society in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries was based on private property, personal trust, and
contracts between auwtonomous individuals. The liberal capitahst val-
ucs that allowed this market to flourish, and that, with its flourishing,
penetrated ever deeper into the recesses of American society, included
“the absolute property of cach individual in his or her own person,
and the transformation of labor-power into a commaodity” On a grand
scale this mcant that as the market cconomy grew, and as market
discipline and the market mentality spread, slavery appeared ever
more anomalous in the face of free labor and individualism. No people
were more strategically situated to experience this disjunction than
slaves daily involved in commerce. Making transactions and decisions
with real consequences in the marketplace, they lacked control over
their own persons,?:

Captain Moses Grandy, for instance, remembered Mr Myers, a
white merchant in North Carolina, speaking of humo to another while
man: “Here 15 a captain doing business for you” Grandy relates that
Myvers “said [ was one of their old war captains, and had never lost a
single thing of the property intrusted to me” Myers valued the slave’s
trustworthiness, yet Grandy had to purchase his own freedom three
tirmes because in each of the first two transactions he was defrauded
by his white owner.#

I knew that the vessel and cargo was entrusted into my hands,”
wiote George Henry on the eve of his flight to northern freedom. “I
could wait until the cargo was sold and come away with $1800, as well
as to come away without anyibing, but I was too mmch of a man”
Although fear of reprisal for felony theft probably deterred Captain
Henry, there is no doubt that some clite slaves defined themselves in
part through commercial society’s ethos of trust, exemplifving it as a
form of black pride, They separated the hvpocrisy of white slavchold-
ers’ uninitigated theft of their persons from the value they placed on
personal honor defined by commercial society.?

“What can a man do who has his bands bound and his feet fet-
tered?” wrole the Baltimore slave Anthony Chase in 1827, “He will cer-
tainly try to get them loescened by fair and honorable means and if
not so he will ceartainly get them loosened in any way that he may
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think the most adviseable.” Honor mattered to Chase, cven though
his mistress “would not consent to anything that would melorate my
condition . . . So I shall go to sea in the first vesel that may ofer an
oppertunity and as soon as I can acumudate a sum of money suficent
I will Remit it to my misiress to prove to her and to [the] world that
1 dont mean to be dishonest but wish to pay her everv cent that T
think my servaces is worth . . . T dont take this step mearly becausc 1
wisgh Lo be [ree but because | want to do justice to myself and to others
and also to procure a liveing for a family. >

Anthony Chase and Captain George Henry sought what for them
would be an honorable freedom because they had internalized the
values of comimercial society that most slaves rejected outnight, “Slaves
have their code of honor, and their tricks of trade,” the Reverend John
Dixon Long wrole in 1857. “They say: *We do the work; we raise the
corn and wheal; and part of it is justly ours.” Staves' folk tales patted
witty figures against strong ones and instructed listeners Lo Deware of
deception. Antagonists in the tales constantly manipulated their ag-
gressors, often succeeding by guile. One moral, nor lost on a black
storyteller, was “You nebber kin trus Buh Rabbit.” These were the
maxims through which agricultural slaves made sense of their world.
Although such slave-quarter wisdom provided a framework for the
actions and experiences of elite maritime slaves, context always con-
ditioned the construction of meaning, Fnstaved captainsg were among
the few bondymen with real responsibility-—not only tor their masters’
vessels, but for an enslaved crow, their own reputations, and the ideal
of black competence, They learned (o value the trust that had been
placed in them. Acting as individuals, they were often fully convinced
that they were acting for the good of the race.™

The market influenced enslaved captains’ behavior (o an unparal-
leled degree. The most profound difference between agricultural and
maritime slaves lay in their respective positions vis-a-vis the market,
Field hands and drivers worked within plantations: enslaved coasting
captains mancuvered in an orbit physically removed from the planta-
tion and integral to the larger market economy. Frederick Douglass
acknowledged their different expericnces when he spoke of the “iso-
lation” of his boyhood plantation. “Not even commerce, sellish and
indifferent to moral considerations as il usually is,” said Douglass,
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“was permitted within its secluded precincts . . . Every leaf and grain
of the products of this plantation and those of the neighboring farms
belonging to Col. Lloyd were transported fo Baltimore in his own
vessels” For Douglass, plantations were “secluded and out-of-lhe-way
places . . . seldom visited by a single ray of healthy public sentiment.™

Slave captains such as George Henry and Moses Grandy, however,
and slave sailors like those on Coloncl Lloyd's vessels, were frequently
exposed to the rays of “healthy public sentiment” Confined to sailing
within slave terrtory, they nonctheless moved constantly in and out
of commercial centers. Although captains conducted business an be-
half of their masters, captains and sailors alike bought and seld their
own personal “venlures” They necessarily spoke the language of the
market, As with all people, their language not only expressed their
thoughts but shaped and conditioned them. Aspiring to economic
advancement and individual freedom, (hey began to act and define
themselves through the standards of the commercial world.

The catch, of course, is that they were still slaves, “under fear in
every word they speak,” according to Captain Moses Grandy, who
knew what it mcant to be whipped. Conversant with the commercial
world, in which life was open-ended and subject to improvement, and
in which a talented individnal could affect his own destiny, enslaved
captains could not abide their slavery. Compared with plantation
drivers, they had more access to freedom. Lquiano and Grandy sarned
enough at their maritime trades to buy their freedom, Robert Smalls
steamed the Planter oul of bondage. George Henry escaped to the
North afler being insulted one tinte too many by his master, for whom
he said he “was making money . . . jusl the same as if you were shaking
it off a tree” Fach subsequently emploved the talents for leadership
he had honed in slavery to work on behalf of black people.®

The experience of cnslaved coastal captains and pilots speaks (o the
stratified structure of slave soctety, and to the fact that a small per-
centage of elite slaves developed tangible skills, a fundamental sense
of self, and leadership abilities within bondage—all while negotiating
arotnd and accommodating the substantial power ol their masters.
Confined to slave territory in all-black crews, enslaved captains created
a degree of physical and psychological freedem aboard their vessels
unthinkable on land. Their jobs emphasized thewr individuality, Yet
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captains and pilots, more than almost any other slaves, sailed harrow-
ing scas between the world of bondage and the world of commercial
society. Responsibility for vessels and exposwre to marketplace valnes,
juxtaposed with the degradation of slavery, created rising expectations
and competing allegiances that racked these men. Although possibili-
tics for real freedom were limited and circumstantial, ebte mantime
slaves occasionally drew on their skills to escape for good. But whether
they remained in the plantation system or began a new life outside it,
black captains and pilots who had learned to command vessels in
slavery developed an extracrdinary sense of self-worth.

PossisiLirirs For mrack RErREEDOM on a much larger scale
erupted during the late summer and fall of 1791, when Trench West
Indian slaves began torching plantations on the north coast of 5L
Domingue. They kindled a New World slave rebellion of unprece-
dented magnitude. When news that whites were flecing the ravaged
colony arrived in Caribbean and mainland ports, it dealt a cnippling
blow to the belief in the inevitability of white supremacy on which
slave societies rested. Black sailors (and slaves evacuated along with
their white masters] carried their versions of events to blacks all
around the Atlantic rim. Revolutionary St Domingue embodied a
potent symhol of the possibility of black freedom for slavcowmers,
statesmen, and free blacks everywhere, Yet the foreigners most able 1o
convert the uprising’s possibilities to their own advantage were scamen
of color who experienced firsthand the revolution in St. Domingue
and the black republic in Hawt1, 3

More than ten vears after the insurrection began, battles still raged
throughout the countryside around Cape Frangois, the northern port
in St. Dominguc that would fater be calied Cape Haitian. Nevertheless,
in April 1802 some eighly American merchant vessels rode at anchor
in search of trade and a market. The town lay in ashes, urned by the
rebel general Henri Christophe in Fcbruary; and most American
scamen were loath to venture ashore. Capitalizing on a world lurned
upside down by successful slave rebellion, however, "a Certain Col-
cured Man Named foseph” deserted from the American brig Lydia,
Captain John Leonard, hurrying ashove to retrieve the sailor for “his
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rightful owner,” heard from “the officers of Palice that the said Joseph
claimed the prolection of a french citizen to which he was entitled,
that he was now at full liberty and no longer a Slave” Alter Joseph
returned with black soldiers to retrieve hiis clothes and bedding, Cap-
tain Leonard never saw hom agan,*!

Episodes like Joseph's escape were sighificant, not only in terms of
individual freedomm, but for the developing comsciousness of the black
Atlantic communily. Onee 1n revolutionary 5t Dominguc or in re-
publican Haiti, black scamen from all over the hemisphere were able
to rcly on the assistance of revolutionary governments in challenging
the authorily of white shipmasters and Amwerican commercial othcials.
This was an unprecedented situation for sailors, cspecially black satl-
ors, who rarely had governments working on their behalf, Black mari-
ners spread individual slories ol freedom throughout the Atlantic,
firing the imaginations of slaves with untold possibilitics. After be-
coming honorary “citizens” of Haitl, they returned Lo the sea, acling
as roving ambassadors of the black sovereignly they had discovered
in Haitlan ports.

Well-founded estimates suggest that thousands of black seamen
voyaged to St. Domingue and Haitl between 1790 and 1830, Americans
carried on a brisk trade there both before and during the uprising. In
February 1790, Lhe year beforc the llaittan Revolution began, one
Rhode Islander at Cape Frangois saw “about fifty Satl ol american
Vessels mow lying here and others arriving daily” 1a 1797, as civil war
raged, o0 Amcrican ships manned by approximately 5,000 American
sailors traded with the colony. Given thal about 15 percent of the
seamnen aboard American merchantmen were African Americans, 750
black Americans voyaged to St. Domingue that year alove, Among a
group of 103 blacks outbound from Philadelphia in 1803, 12 departed
for St. Domingue—more than 10 percent. As late as 1826, more than
half the ship tonnage trading in Port-au-Prince was Amenican, Al-
though the number of ships conducting trade m Haili in th26 was
greatly reduced from what it had been during the commercial heyday
before the war, black sailors continued to have access to the island.®

Certain mariners of color went to great lengths to make a pilgrim-
age to Haitl during the rebellion. Jamaicas Ropal Gazette anncunced
that in May 1792 a free man of color, “said to be cmployed in a small
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vessel that trades from Port-Roval to Flispaniola,” assaulted a naval
officer who refused to issuc him a clearance—most likely for the
French section of Hispaniola, then in revolt. The following year the
captain of a schooner bound for Curaciao was murdered by a mulatto
seaman, who “took command of the vessel, and ran her into the
French part of 5t. Domingo.”#

African American sailors expressed pride in what they found on the
island. When the brig Traveller arrived in Port-au-Prince about eight
years after the declaration of Haitian independence, one of the sailors
in her all-black ¢crew walched President Jean Picrre Bover's badvguards
with fascination. “They appeared to understand military lactics to
perfection,” he wrote. “They were elegantly dressed in red frocks and
trousers, faced with blue and green . . . Boyer was most superbly
dressed and equipped, and on horscback made an elegant appear-
ance.” Here was an incarnation of biack achievement and power.
Other, more desperate black mariners also songht freedom there. After
the all-black crew on the American brig Holkar murdered their cap-
tain, mate, and passenger near Curacao in 1818, they bore away for 5t,
Domingue. Scuttling the brig in deep water, the men wenl ashore in
the boat at Bennet with a box of gold, and walked to Jacquemel.™

A magnet for blacks, the inspirational rcbellion that launched black
independence in St. Domingue had an unintended elfect on seamen
of color in other slave societies. Perceiving black mariners as agents
provocateurs, the Jamaican Assembly in 1792 directed officials to “take
account” of people of color aboard inbound vessels, and to guarantee
that sailots of African descent would depart on the vessels on which
they had arrived. As “the dangerous designs and machinations of
certain french West India negroes™ dominated slaveholders’ conversa-
tions in South Carolina, whites there applied pressure to black sailors.
Those assembled at an extra-legal citizens' meeting at Charleston in
June 1754, fearful of the contagion of rebellion, called on the governor
and General Assembly to address the problem of black imnigrants
from St. Domingue, and demanded lists from cvery in-bound ship
“stating what number of negroces or other people of colour sailors or
others are on board.” In 1797 the governor of South Carolina himself
recognized the danger, ordering incoming captains to report the num-
bers of blacks aboard their ships. White petitioners that year also



Possibilities for Freedom 147

suggested that captains with free seamen of color should be “obliged
te give bond to the State, to secure their re-exportation.” But despite
outcries from alarmed slaveholders, none of these measures concern-
ing transient black sailors became law 1n South Carolina during the
1790s; and the policing of black sailors in Jamaica was abandoned
within a year because of its cost and the disruption to trade.*

Black seamen concerned with freedom knew that the Haitian gov-
ernment actively encouraged black immigration, hoping to enlarge its
army and swell the war-ravished male population. As early as 1804,
the governor-general of Haill had offered American ship caplains
financial incentives to carry African Americans there. Before the new
nation was unified aftcr the war, and while Emperor Henr Christophe
reigned in the north, his secretary-general, Joseph Balthazar Inginac,
encouraged New York blacks to emigrate. 5o did other prominent
Haitians. “Make known, sir, to the unfortunate descendants of Afri-
cans, i1 the United States,” wrote one of Presidernt Boyer’s aides to a
Massachusetts correspondent in 1824, “that when they may be at
liberty to come hither, they will ind in us brothers cver ready to
receive them.” Haitian President Alexander Petion, displaying diplo-
matic indifference, offered a refuge to African American seamen al the
risk of angering the United States, “Petion is extremely obstinate” the
U.S. commercial agent William Taylor wrote to James Monroe in 1814,
“and claims every negro or mulatto (110 rmatter of what nation), who
enters this port and will go every length to seduce them from their
bounden duty*

Haitian officials did not have to “seduce” black sailors. Desertion
was a crucial weapon in the Himited arsenal of every seafaring man.
Following Haitlan independence, however, black sailors from around
the Atlantic Jearned that they could desert in Hatian ports with
impunity, Taylor lamented to Monroe again in 1814 “that among . . .
seamen on board of our vessels . . . are sometimes found wmatives of
this tsland.” “Such men on their arrival here,” continued the agent,
“immediately desert their vessels and such is the situation of this
country, that there is neither authority, nor incdination, to compel
them to return” A black sailor signed articles for a cruise on the
American privateer Fox “at New Orleans where he had resided many
vears.” In Port-au-Prince, the saflor took on a new identity: he “called
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himsclt a Havtian, but,” wrote Tayvlor, “as far as I have been enabled
to ascertain the fact, [hel] 15 2 native of Martinique, and was never
unlil now in Haud” For Taylor this swearing and counterswearing was
pure duplicity, 2 breach of the code of honor that supposedly regulated
men's actions. For the unnamed French West Indian man of color—a
resident of Martimique, New Orleans, and Hai—a declaration of
Hlaitian citizenship at once freed him from his captain’s power and
affirmed blacks’ rising protest in the Atlantic of 1814.°7

Enslaved seamen found fireedom in 1laiti because they were re-
garded as brothers to be liberated and as actors in the contest between
the dominant hemispheric slavocracy and a nascent black republic.
The firsi article of the Haitian constitulion expressly forbade slavery,
and many Hailians twolc seriously the implied emancipation of cn-
slaved sailors. Captain Nathaniel Raymond sailed the American schoo-
ner Baracea from Baltimore to Cape Hahan m December 1820 with
a hired slave seaman named George Ravner. As the crew discharged
the cargo, Ravner absconded. Captain Raymond cmployved “cvery
possible exertion” to get him back, including “a reward ol twenty
dollazs [that! was offered for his apprebension” At liberly for several
days, the ex-glave was ultimately apprehended and “lodged in the
Guardhouse,” but only as a sop to the captain, for he was soon
“suffered 1o escape” The caplain Jocaled him again and brought him
aboard the ship, but the next day “the Government Boat with an
armed force came on board” and carried Rayner off. Captam Ray-
mond continued to protest, and he received maiy cmpty promuiscs
from the commanding gencral of the port that Rayner would be
relurned Lo him, bul when the Baracoa deparled for New Orleans,
Cieorge Ravner remained in 1laiti.*

Most historians have seen runaway slaves as an cxasperating incon-
venience to their masters, and as a constant rermnder of the haollow-
ness ol their masters” professions of paternalism. Rarely have they heen
vicwed as 4 real threat to the slave system. Foew runaways were as bald
as the four blacks who desperately mutinied against their captain near
St. Kitts in 1700, setzing the sloop Nancy. Such open resistance was a
high-stakes veniure rom which there were [ew alternatives other Lthan
death at the hands of a court or sclf-imposed exile. Nancy's crew
dropped from sight, lost at sea or absorbed into the maritime under-
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class, In the longer lerm, the extensive influence of runawayvs, cspe-
clally seafaring runaways, must be traced ovtward to the West Indies,
to Europe, and to the northern Umted Stales, as well ag inward o local
black societies. Ultimately, the presence of runaways in capitals such
as London, Boslon, and Philadelphia fueled the embrvonic antistavery
movement. Moreover, fow runaways conveyed more compellingly the
possibilities for freedom than sailors who jumped ship in Haiti but
subsequently returnied to Amcrica with talcs to tell of blacks' revolt
and assumption of rights.®

Seamen liked the fact that Eaitian courts were cspecially receptive
o free blacks’ accusations of “man-stealing,” and as foreign nationals
they used those courts to embarrass and prosecute their captains.
Robert Baker, the cook on the American schooner [lancock, filed a
suit in 1822 against Captain Ezra Ryan in a Hairan court, charging
that Ryan had threatened to sell him as a slave in Novth Carolina, The
commercial agenl Andrew Armsirong interceded on behalf of Captain
Ryan with the grand judge of [faitl. *The difficulties he would have
met trying to cxecute such a plan,” wrote Armstirong, “shows 1ts almaost,
impossibility & he knew that the laws punish setch erimes with death”
But the searman Baker and Judge Fresnel knew otherwise. Hundreds
of free seamen lost their liberty to man-stcalers in precisely that
tashion. Vulnerable at sea to a caplain withouwl seruples, Baker could
seek restitulion m Haili

By the cnd of 1821, American officials remaimed rufiled by Lhe
Haitian government’s favorable treatrment of free black scamen. The
American agent in Port-au-Prince conceded to President Bover “that
if a stave 1s brought to this country in a loreign vessel, he may take
the benefit of the laws of [laiti, and leave the vessel with impunity,
but the case is very different with a free man.” The agent tried to argue
hypocritically that “it is no matter whelher a citiven ol the LK is
white or black—if he 15 a [ree man owr laws make no distinction
respecting colour” Boyer knew precisely how race factored inte dea-
sions of the United States government, and of American stale govern-
ments, and he determined to maintain Haiti as an oasis for people of
color, African American seamen areiving in [laiti, “cither with or
without cause of complaint” against their shipmaster, according Lo
Agent Armstrong, “have only to say they have been maltrealed, wish
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to becomc, or are citizens of Haitl, and they immediately oblain their
desire.” ¢!

William Dalten sought in Haiti the protection of citizenship that
his native country denied him. In April 1822 Dalton, who was the cook
of the schooner Francis of Boston, “wente ashore Att St. Demingo and
with a parsel of blackmen Wente o Governor Bashalere” demanding
his discharge. The governor commanded Captain Stephen Burgess to
appear, disimissed his protestations that “il was againste the Law of
the United State to Discharge any of our Scman in a forreng porte,”
and instructed the captain “that the cook Was a negro and had
appleyved to him and that he Must order his discharge” The corncred
white man {ried one more tack—to no avail. He claimed that Dalton
“did not belong to that Island but that he was a native sittersan
[citizen] of the United States.” As the minor drama closed, the lHaitian
captain of the port arrived on board the Francis “with 3 armed
negroes’ 1o retrieve Dalton’s belongings—"a chest of cloathing one
Bed and sundray articles.™?

Sailors such as Daltor recognized the mountainous island nation
as an outpost of hlack liberty in a sea of slavery, and as a place where
race conferred more privileges than did nationality. Aavon B, Nouez,
the commercial agent of the United States at Aux Cayes, complained
bittetly to the president of Haiti in 1821 that he had frequently applied
to the Haitian authorities to help apprehend “seamen, men of colour
and citizens of the U.S. who have deserted from their vesscls in this
port.” But, he continued, “instead of affording that aid, due to me as
the Agent of my Government,” the Haitian officials “invariably pro-
tected such deserters, and in no instance have I succeeded i1 obtaining
them.” 4

The American agent valnly invoked nationalism, neatly 1gnoring the
fact that, in the hemispheric politics of the early nineteenth century,
race often transcended nationality. Slavery and black oppression were
international and transcultural systemns agast which the repubhc of
Haitl was valiantly struggling, Haitian nationalism erupied as a re-
sponse to the historvy of slavery, and HHaitian politicians rcsolutely
defined Haitian citizenship in terms of African descent, especially for
the benefit of foreigners. After the cook of an American schooner from
Philadelphia was “chastised” by his captain on a vovage to Aux Cayes
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inn 1821, he deserted and “made his complainl before the justice of the
peace, Mr. Solomon Fils, who inmediately sited [cited| the captain to
appear before him” The American commercial agent at Aux Cayes
altempled to intercede, explaining that because the matter had oc-
curred “between the master & Seaman of an American” ship, it should
properly be resolved by the American agent. Fils interpreted the case
as racial politics instead of Admiralty law. He commanded the captain
to pay a fine and court costs, liberaled the cool from his contract,
and—in a blow to American national pride—torced the captain to
hand over the black scaman's officzal Amerncan protection certificate.
In effect, Fils awarded the African American sailor dual citizenship by
offering him asylum in [laiti and simultancously letting him keep his
American “passport”#

This was exactly what most African American sailors wanted: the
chance to manipulate the political situation in Haiti against their
captains and employers, while retaining the option Lo return (o their
own country when they chose. It is probably fair to say that most black
seamen—even if they jumped ship in Haiti—did not want to become
permanent expatriates. The commercial agent Armstrong complained
of black seamen in Port-au-Prince who petitioned him for passage
back to the States. These sailors, ltke the several thousand African
American emigrants who voluntarily went to Haiti in the mid-18204
but then returned to the United States, found themselves in a forcign
society that for all its racial pride still spoke Haitian Creole, practiced
a creelized Catholicisim, and countenanced an exploitative plantation
economy.

Unsympathetic wo blacks’ freedom struggle, American agents had a
more rigid understanding of nationalism and citizenship than did
Haitian officials. They fumed thal when African American seamcen
accepted the privileges and protection of Haitian citizenship, the sail-
ors’ American protection certificates should be surrendered. They did
not want black men who circumvented their authority with instanta-
neous Haitian citizenship later to claim American entittements, in-
cluding hospital money, repatriation, or employment.

Solomon Fils and other Haitian officials understood Haitian citi-
zenship In more mutable terms, Fils recognized that a transient black
man’s “citizenship” in tlaiti did not preclude that same sailor'’s con-
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finued citizenship in the United States, because the former—as ox-
tended to seamen of color—-was as much an athrmation of pan-At-
lantic black frecdom as an extension of specific nalional privileges or
responsibilities. Haitians, African Americans, and West Indians of
color intermingling in Haili helped create a diasporic black sensibility,
which seafarers transported abroad. The *Brig Saco, sold here” wrote
the American commercaal agent at Cape Haitian, ™15 now Hagtien. FHer
crew [all lack) reshipped here as Havtiens, and returned to New York
in the same vessel” Refashioming themselves ws “Haytiens,” those
Fnglish-speaking hlack Americans returned to the United States under
the red-and-black Haitian fiag, with tales of resplendent black troops,
obliging officials, and a natiom where all black people were cilvens.®

Needless to say, Haill was nol a paradise for every sailor of color.
Caste, class, criminality, and Lthe greediness of other blacks affected
mariners expericnce in the black republic. In 1802 the American
consul at Cape Frangois referred to an American mulatlo from the
schooner Neptune who “was taken up . . . and is now in prison” along
with several white Americans arecsted for theft and vagrancy. In 1824,
a [laitian court sentenced two British “coloured men” to hard lTabor
for piracy.¥” Haittan nationals, moreover, were nol hevond returning
foreign black searnen to their white shipmasters for a price. A black
saillor named Nugent deserted from the ULS. naval ship S Lows in
1837 and sought refuge in Port-au-Prince with a local man named
Jerome laylor. After St Louiss officers posted “the usual reward” lor
Nugent’s apprehension, Taylor betrayed him. AL thal point, rather than
enlisting the local constalwdary to arrest Nugent and return him to
the ship, several American naval officers chose 1o apprehend him
themselves, accompanied by two Americans familiar with the arca.
Four miles out of Lown, in the neighborhood of Sarthe, according to
the Feuille de Comnierce nowspaper, “they seized, by force of arms, a
man who had taken asylum against the manacles of slavery s

Tt mattered little Lo the edilors whether Nugent was technically slave
or [ree: il he was a free man, “the white Americans, whao as EVEIYOIe
knew had an abominable system of slavery,” were obliged to request
Haitlan authorities to arrest him. “But il Nugenl is, a5 we are assured,
a slave of Caplain Payne, or of another officer on board the American
ship, Captain Payne certainly ignored the gencral faws of our lree
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country.” Such laws were no match for arrogant American olficers
backed by artillery and marmes on a ship-of-war. The spint of the
laws had not even prevailed with the Faitian betrayer, inspired more
by self-interest than racial allegiance. Black sailors’ possibilities for
freedom were always circumscribed—even in Hantt.

Although Haiti may have seemed Lo many a tropical Promised Land.
it was but one-third of one island in the Caribbran. Given that s
impact on the racial tug-of-war in the Atlantic was disproportionate
to 1ls size, and given that it burned like a bracon for many African
Americans, the black republic’s cxtension of freedom had very real
limits. Nevertheless, foreign black seamen took justifiable pride in
Haiti, delighting in Ltheir new-found ability to play off the Haitlan state
against shipmasters and consular officials. Haitian soversignty united
their pragmatic concorns about secunnyg wages and receiving inde-
pendence from their caplams with the ideology of racial liberty. As
they vovaged onward, their tales of tactics and triumphs reinforced
the consciousncss of freedam amang blacks around the Atlantic world,

Trur Averrcan Revorvrtion had provided norvihern Dlacks
with the first large-scale possibility for freedom. Belore Lthe war, nearly
every person of color throughout the British North American colonies
was a slave; by war’s end, almost 60,000 black Americans had Lheir
freedom. During the Revolution ilsell, numerous black men served
aboard privateers, or on ships in the Continental navy, The Connecti-
cut and Massachusetts state navies were known for enlisting afl the
black satlors they could recruit; slaves also scrved in other navies,
mcluding those of Virginia, South Carolina, and Georgia, Seafaring
slaves in the lower South were rarely liberated, ut in the North,
revolutionary naval service or privateering sometinies hecame a means
o individual freedom. An enslaved mariner named Prince from Lyme,
Connecticut, turnied over his privateering proceeds 1o his master,
Captain Joseph Mather, and was freed in 17794

The Revolution had profound implications for black mariners and
black society as a whole, howoever, as a crew of enslaved privateersmen
from Bermuda discovered. In May 1782, Lhe sixleen-gun Bermudian
privateer Regulator, manned by sevenly slaves and five white men, was
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captured by the American frigate Degne. The American commander
sent the Regularor and her crew to Boston as prives, counting on the
Admiralty Court there to auction alt that was saleable. Lawmakers in
Massachusetts had recently decided, however, that slaves capturcd on
the high scas werc not to be sold as prizes—a departure from the
norins of eighteenth-century warlare at sew. Staling clearly that they
would not be sold, the court offered the seventy privatecrsmen the
choice of freedom in Massachusetts or return to their homes in
Bermuda. For many seafaring blacks the most significant development
following the American Revolution was the abolition of slavery in
northern states, Northern men of color henceforth would enter the
maritime labor marlet as free men; and mariners from slave societics
would have the possibility of secking a haven in socictics without
slavery.™

Deep-sea maritime slavery became a casualty of slaves’ chronic
flight and the easy access to frec territory after the revolutions in the
United States and St. Domingue, The coastal versions of maridinme
slavery found in plantation societies did not collapse cutright, but they
evolved toward free labor. A Jamaican planter claimed in 1826 that
“twenty years ago the coasting vessels of Jamaica were almaost exclu-
sively manned with slaves. From the increase of the free popula-
tion the coasting vessels are now more commonly manned with frec
men,” Given the problems of controlling enslaved maritime workers,
planters and merchants came to realize that a free market in labor
would be more efficient and tractable than the continued use of
seafaring slaves.!

Nowhere was the decline of maritime slavery more evident than in
Chesapeake Bay, where hiring slaves for inernatonal vovages became
ever more problematic during the early nineteenth cenlury, When in
1802 Captain Conner hired fames Perry for a voyage from Baltimore
to Hamburg and back, he did not expect the Marvland Court of
Appeals to hold him responsible for Perrv's escape, They did, Thiy
decision warned Conner and other captains that the apparent econ-
omy of hiring slave sailors could be more than offsct by cxpense and
agoravation if the slave fled. In 1813 Jame H. Slacwm agreed that her
slave David would serve as a mariner on a voyage from Alexandria,
Virginia, to Lisbon and back. When she agreed to enter him on the
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shipping articles, the court ruled that she effectively “bound herself
that her slave should conduct himself as a scaman, agreeable (o the
articles” So when David fled in New York, having returned from
Portugal, she lost both his wages and the value of David himsclf. When
three slaves hired to the master of the brig Sephiln for a voyage from
Alexandria, Virginia, to Amsterdam in 1809 deserted in Liverpool, they
were “totally lost” to their owner. He altempted to hold Sophila’s
captain responsible, but by the time the case had worked its way from
the District of Columbia’s Circuit Court to lhe United States Supreme
Court, Chief Justice John Marshall held that all the risk was the
slaveholder’s, “These slaves were received on board the vessel as mari-
ners on the usual wages, and without any special contract,” wrote
Marshall. Their owner “knew his property might be exposed” to “the
danger of their escaping” Whereas courts in slave states such as
Maryland continued to protect slaveholders’ hurman property, the
notoriously procommercial federal courts of the early republic were
more likely to support commerce than individuals’ property in slaves,
thereby accelerating the erosion of deep-sea maritime slavery.™

During the Napoleonic Wars, mariners’ wages skyrocketed and sea-
men were in short supply, especially in the profitable era of “neutral
trade,” from 1793 to 1807. But in 1806 slaves constituted only about
percent of seafarers shipped in Baltimore for international voyages.
Although black sailors as a whole filled 14.5 percent of the foreign-go-
ing berths in Baltimore that year, maritime slavery was on the wane.™
This decline in the Chesapeake region was evident in runaway slave
advertisements in Virginian newspapers. From 1736 to 180L, mariners
constituted 24 percent of the skilled slave runaways. But between 1813
and 1832, only 13 percent of skilled slave runaways were maritime
workers. The maritime sector became one of the first labor forces in
slave society to make the transition from enslaved to nominally free
wage labor.

Evidence from the Caribbean and the Carolinas snggests similar
patterns. Maritime slavery may have been meore promminent in the
urban areas of the Carolina low-country than in Caribbean towns.
The historian Philip Morgan found that 20 percent of the male slaves
belonging to Charleston residents between 1730 and 1799 were “water-

LRI 1

men,” “boatmen,” “fishermen,” or “pilots,” Tn a similar analysis of
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British Caribbean lowns around 1820, Barry [ligman found only 5 to
& percent of all urban slaves involved in maritime worls. The discrep-
ancy may hinge on reglonal ditferences; more bkely, though, 1t s an
index of how free blacks were replacing slaves in Canbbean maritime
worle after 1800,

The exact proportion of enslaved seamen departing South Carolina
and Georgia on international voyages during the eighteenth century
is nol recoverable, bul slave sailors were undoubtedly more numerous
then than during the nineteenth century. Nineteenth-century crew lists
from Savannah veveal thal only 1 1o 2 percenl of loreign-hound sailors’
berths were filled by slaves between 1803 and 181y (the carlest period
for which data are available}, an era in which black sailors as a whaole
filled 12 to 15 percent of such berths. Although by the 18208 deep-sea
marilime slavery was virtually moribund in Georgia, sonie low-coun-
try entrepreneurs continned to organize scafaring labor in what had
become an anachronistic manner, Merchants in the Charleston Marine
Society lobbied [rom 1825 Lo 1830 against state laws restricting the
movement of slave sailors, arguing that “the crews with which our
vessels arc manned are principally, if not altogether, staves” They
spoke of the “great pains and trouble” with which they prepared those
glaves “for the dulies of mariners” and insisted that slave sailors were
stitl vital to South Carolina “becausc therc are ne white seamoen
belonging to the state, and mn the summer season partcularly, none
are to be procured” They also opposcd state laws forbidding the
returnl to South Carolina of slaves who had been abroad. s

The laments of merchants in South Carolina prefigured similar
complaints from shipowners in Grenads, who daimed in 1832 thal
hired slave marmers constituted “a chiel parl™ of the crews of vessels
trading between the 1slands and North America. Merchants in Grenada
opposed the new Royal Customs Scrvice's refusal to clear vessels
manned by slaves unaccompanied by owners, Although designed Lo
suppress the intercolomal slave trade, the regutation crippled maritime
stavery. British West Indian merchants and ship captains could no
longer hire slaves as sailors. By 1834, when comumissioners accurately
listed the occupations of British Caribbean glaves, only 7,238 honds-
men worked in “wharves, shipping, etc.”-—2.2 percent of the male
slaves throughout all the British Caribbean colonies.™
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Within the maritime slavery that persisted in the coastal regions of
plantation societies, however, enslaved sailors and captains like Moscs
Grandy propelled themselves toward freedom. And by the first quarter
of the nineteenth century, international seafaring throughout the Al-
lantic had become the provinee of free men of color. As independent
wage-eamiers, they defied white predictions that free blacks would be
ncapable of making their way in the world.

During THE AcE or REVOLUTIONS, I which American,
French, and Haitian upheavals successfully challenged the old or-
der, restive black sailors discovered that [ree territory was cxpanding
around lhe Atlantic. They found a special welcome in Haitl. Never-
theless, limitations oo all black saillors’ freedom remamed severe.
Successful runaways could rarely do better than exchange the litetime
domination of one owner for the crap-shoot of a series of captains,
And free sailors” wages never allowed real independence. Tronically,
enslaved masters of vessels found a degree of physical and psychelogi-
cal freedom within maritime slavery. Their exceptional talents and
workplace opportunitics subtly combined with the influence ot market
values to transform them. Forging individual freedom, elite maritime
slaves became forces for change because they grasped revolutionary
ways of imagining the world and their place in it. Although most
remained enslaved, the combination of skill and determination led
many of them to cscape.

Black sailors in revolutionary 1laiti, drawing strength from an ex-
plicit black community, and clite slave mariners in plantation societies,
acting primarily as individuals, aifirmed various possibilities for black
fteedom in an age of slavery,



6. PRECARIOUS PILLAR
OF THE
BLACK COMMUNITY

Ships at a distanee hgve every man'’s wish
an hogrd,

ZUORA NEALL LLURSTON,
Their Epes Were Watching God {1937)

Durine THE BARLY NINETEENTIT CEXTURY, free black men
throughout the North gravitated toward ships in search of a liveliheod.
Although shipping had stagnated as the first free black communies
took shape during the decade after the American Revolution, the
outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars in 1703 catapulted American mer-
chants into a lucrative niche as “neutral” carriers. Seafaring jobs
multiplicd exponendally until 1807, and continued to grow at a slower
pacc 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 saflors 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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sachusetls, the Browns in Providence, Rhode Island, the Bostons in
Nantucket, and the Smiths in southeastern Conneclicut all made the
difficult transition from slavery to freedom on the strength of mari-
time work. Each family relied on seafaring wages, whaling shares, and
entrepreneurial coastal trading for econonmc survival, sometimes for
as many as four generations. Their menfolk were fixtures in their
communities whosc arrivals and departures were noted by friends and
tarmily.®

Yet free blacks in New England and elsewhere recognized the ironies
associated with seafaring. Although relatively important for the {inan-
cial support of families and newly founded black organizations, ship-
ping drew away many of the best and brightest young men just as free
black communities were trving to establish themselves. Furthermore,
the values inculcated by maritime work rarely promoted the respon-
sibility and respectability so important to free black socicty in its
formative stages. From elders’ standpoint, all too many sailors were
rolling stones who owned nothing but what they could carry, and
whose ties ashore were fleeting at hest. Seafaring remained a pillar of
early-nincteenth-century northern free black socicty, but its perilous
nature and meager wages made it a precarious one, By mud-century,
changes in marttime biring and worsening conditions for all sailors
further alienated black scamcen from black society ashore.

Brack Mmen often had few alternatives to maritime employment as
a means to establish households and raise families. Williamn J. Brown
noted that his tather was married in Cranston, Rhode Island, in 1803,
“and commenced keeping house in that town, but being engaged in
a seafaring hife he removed 1o Providence and rented a house of Dr.
Pardon Bowen.” Noah Brown continued to ship out on deep-water
vovages for another decade, The “Return of Coloured Persons Being
Housekeepers,” compiled in Providence in 1822, listed a number of
black sailors, including Fortune Dyer, whose wife and child profited
from a boarder’s company in his abscnce. By the time the Providence
City Directory was published in 1832, one quarter of African American
household heads were mariners. These Rhode Island sailors were by
no means anomalies: city directories from Portland, Maine, to Balti-
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more consistently listed seataring among Lhe three or four most com-
mon occupations pursuved by free black men.t

When members of the Providence African Union Society [the city's
first black henevolent group) drafted bylaws at the turn of the century,
they acknowledged the importance of mantime work Lo eminent black
citizens hy agreeing o a common sacrifice: members swore not to
serve on slavers, although such ships were prominent in the Newporl
and Bristot fleets. Other Alvican American mutual aid and fraternal
organizations recognized the prominence of scataring in thewr mem-
bers’ lives, as well as its ever-present dangers, The Alrican Marine Fund
incorporaled itself in New York City in 1810 “Tor The Reliet Of The
Liistressed Orphans, And Poor Members Of This Fund.” The sole
occupation specifically mentioned in the constitution of the Brotherly
Union Society, founded m Philadelphia i April 1823, was seafaring.
The sociely maintained moral standards not usually associated with
seamen, reinforcing the fact thar many black men seeking respect-
ability were then shipping out, The Brotherly Union Society expelled
members for “lraudulent, base or immoral conduct” or “for gambling,
tippling in shops, or spending time in brothels”™

Agpiring to middle-class status, the “best” black lanulies i the
North sent their sons to sea. Born a slave in 1790, James Mars bought
his freedom, mareied, and became prominent in antebellum black
Connecticut. Later, three of hus tour sons slipped oul. Paul Culle, an
mnlernationally known Massachusetts merchant and shipmaster, and
Jamcs Torten, a Philadelphia salmaker who patented a device (or
handhng sails, exemplify the financal success and respectability of
northern black Americans. Each of them had sea esperience, as did
other men in their families.” But though many an enterprising black
man shapped out 1 the early and mid-mneteenth century, seafaring
never aliained Lhe status of barbering or other dignified professions
in the black community ashore. It was always stigmatized by the taint
of immorality. Henry Highland Garnett, a respected black preacher
and abolitiomsl who had Been {0 sea as a boy, wrote from Jamaica in
1#52 Lhal “West [ndian towns are generally notorious for immorality,
and the rcason is they are usualtly seaports.””

Despite templations 11 poris-al-call, some resolute searmen were
able to delay gratification. For the few who did not draw on their
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wagces, onc of the attractions of seafaring was its lump-sum payday.
“My cntire savings up to the period of my return from this voyage,”
remembered Moses Grandy of his trip to the Last Indics aboard the
ship James Murray, “amounted to $300. I sent it to Virginia and bought
my wife” Ambitious men looked to seataring tor capital accumulation.
“I was born free,” recollected Dempsey Reid, a Virginian farmer from
Nansemond County who sailed during the 1830s and whose life story
would have plcased Horatio Alger. “T worked hard [or the properLy. 1
went Lo sea and afterwards bought a team and went to teaming and
saved enough to buy my land eic.” These men more than fulfilled
society’s expectation that. they provide for their families.®

All sailors” pay was poor, but at least aboard ship blacks often carned
pay equal o thal of whites in the same position. Vovages originating
in the South were the cxception. There, as in much shoreside employ-
ment in the North, blacks made do with significantly less. In 1813 frec
black seamen in Charleston earned only $17 per month, whereas their
white shipmates carned $30. Similar inequities prevailed ashore in Lhe
North. In Rhoede Island in 1810, white laborers “receiving ballast”
pocketed half again as much as Backs. But aboard the Rhode Island
brig Johs in 1806, seamen of color carned $4 per month more than
the white cook and ordinary scamen. A black was the best paid sailor
aboard the Rhode Tsland brig Mary in 1819, These patterns prevailed
through the 1850s. Black mariners in Baltimore and Charleston were
paid less than whites, whereas black deckhands shipping rom Liver-
pool and New York were paid equally.?

Black whalemen in the same station as whites were also paid equally.
Lays (thal is, shaves) on the whaleship Bowdifch in 1843 were assigned
by berth, regardless of race: 12185 for greenhands and 1/150 for seamen.
An analysis of thirty-five whaleships sailing from southern New Fng-
land between 1837 and 1833 reveals this to have been cuslomary. Equal
remuneration aboard ship reinforced blacks' claims of equality. "

Free black communifics had begun to form during the 1790s, when
demands for scamen on risky but prohtable “nevtral” voyages boosted
seafaring wages threefold. Never therealler would sailors” pay range so
far ahead of the price of essentials such as food, fucl, and lodging; and
never again would the promise of seafaring for poor laborers seem so
great. Maritime wages fell with the resumption of peace in 1815, and
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slemnped considerably afier the Panic of 1819, Nevertheless, work at sea
still appealed 1o some blacks. Wages, though never high, often equaled
those paid to shorc-bound laborers through the 1850s. In addition,
shipboard work Included victuals and accommodations—an impaor-
tant consideration for poor laborers. Even Lhe irvegularily of sailors’
work was nol an impediment o black men: a job that promised to
last several months remained an almost unheard-of luxury in the black
community. !

Along with room and board, the use of cargo space for sailors’ own
entreprencurial ventures remained a customary part of the wage,
although 1t was never guaranieed. Sailors transported goods they had
purchased-—such as shoes, shirts, or sugar—to sell for profit in the
next port. Masters hoped this would give mariners an interest in their
voyage; sailors themselves saw it as a nisky way to augment their pay.
Four free Black sailoys aboard the Young Johasnes of Curacao were
“concerned in ‘Twelve Seroons of Cocoa” in 1747, Some tree black
scamen maintained this privilege into the antebellum period, trving
to parlay it into increased family earmings, Enos Cuthberl, the sleward
of the schooner Splendid sailing from Porto Bello to New York in 1830,
“had a venture on board consisting of Indigo, 4 bales” Sailors occa-
sionally found access to other perguisites that established their repu-
tations at home, A white woman lrom Marblehead, Massachusetts,
lamented in 1779 that they “go a privateering, & bring home their
black Ladies such things, as enable them to look down, with Con-
termnpt, upon many of the Whites”12

Northern free blacks in the early nineteentb century locked to
exemnplary mariners as vole models and community leaders. Men of
color rarely achieved the pinnacle of command, but when they did,
class distinctions among blacks were subordinated to racial pride.
Born m 1785, Absalom Boston became a mariner and laborer who at
one time obtained [rom the Nanluckel county commissioners a license
to run a “public inn” lHe gained notoriety in 1822, however, as the
master of an all-black crew aboard the whaling schooner Industry—
something “quite strange,” according o one of his salors. Upon his
death at age seventy, Caplain Absalom Boslon owned three houses, a
store, a garden lot, and a mowing lot on Nantucket. Few black scamen
approached such wealth. His brother Reuben, also a mariner, faced
the conslant poverty Lypical of most black New Inglanders.
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The self-described “colowred lars” who sailed under Captain Boston
extolled his leadership rather than vilifving him, as whitc sailors often
did their commanders. “Herc's health to Captain Boston, His officers
and crew,” ran a ballad composed in honor of a professedly racial
enterprise, “And if he gets another c¢raft, To sea with him [l go”
Captain Boston’s seamen shared the Promethean burdens of an all-
black venture during an cra of rising Negrophobia. A routine gale
provoked fear of “losing caboose and hoats,” for “then our vovage is
done”—something none of thosc sailors wanted under any but the
most auspicious circumstances.

Maintaining a home on a sailor’s wages, and with a sailor’s schedule,
was almost as difficult as attaining command. After the War ot 1812,
remembered Abraham Willlams, “I then thought of having a home of
nry own.” Stolen from Africa about 1800, Williams had made voyages
cnslaved to a Bahamian and then sailed as a free man from Massa-
chusetts, After marrying, he circumnavigated the globe three limes
in the China trade—cach vovage lasting more than a year—to sup-
port a houschold. For blacks in the first generations of frecdom,
moving out from under the roof of 2 white master and creating a
home oflen entailed long absences. Even short-haul coasting voyages
ok a week or two; sailors bound on coasting trips 1o the South, or
on Burapean or West Indian voyages, commonly were gone for three
or fuur months. Whalers could be away for years. During an eight-
een-vear period, the whaleman Fbenezer Hunt of New Bedferd spent
only twenty-three months ashore, though he remained lListed in the
New Bedford City Direciory as the head of a household because his
wife resided there, In spite of such absences, biack men balanced home
life and mavitime work, Charles Williams testified in 1830 that his
“permanent residence is in New York where he has a family, has been
a seafaring man off and on for twenty-two years,”14

A small group of black seafarers in New England carned cnough to
purchase houses, or at least to rent steadily and forestall disruptive
moves, Their tenure was always precarious. John and Sarah Brown
lived on Belknap Street in Boston, “in an alley leading from the court
in which the African Church was” According to his wifc, Brown
owned the house for a number of vears, having “bought it of a man
named {artshorne, a gentleman,” until 1t was taken by Mr. Parker in
the early 1830s, “it being mortgaged to him by Brown.” Mrs. Brown
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remembered that “she went out washing & he wenl to sea” Black
sailors in Portland, Maine, had a degree of residenial and occupa-
tional stability atypical in larger cities such as Baltimore or New York.
Of thirty-three black seamen listed in the city directory in 1830, nine
lived there sixteen years later, most still shipping out, and many at the
same addresses. Five of thirty-one black seafaring householders in
New Bedford owned real estate in 1838. In cvery port, most African
American seamen changed donticiles frequently ot bounced helween
boardinghouses and forecastles, while a core group strove for respect-
ability with purchased or rented accommodations,!”

The most stable seamen of ¢olor in New England lived among the
Indian populations at Chappequiddick, Gay Head, and Christiantown
on Martha's Vinevard and at Mashpee on Cape Cod. Referred to as
“amalgamated,” these people were considered “a mixture of the red,
white, and black races.” Virtually all the men, according to the Indian
commissioner of Massachusetts, “engage in seafaring as an occupa-
tion.” Subject to white “guardianship” since 1693, they had no political
rights, and by 1861 they numbered only 1,600, Bul coastal Indians were
prominent beyond their numbers, generating leaders such as Paul
Cuffe and Samson Qccam. And unlike most scamen of color, they
owned land.1®

The men still sailed because their white neighbors’ depredations
made it impossible for them to eke a living from the land. About 1805,
“the Indian natives and colour’d People inhabiting the Tndian lands”
on Chappequiddick complained that they “consider [themselves] in-
jured and oppress'd by many of the White Inhabitants of Said Tsland.”
In 1828 the people of Christiantown complained about the unequal
“division of our lands by the commissioners.” Dependent “on other
People for the privilege of watering our stock,” they lamented “that
they follow the sea and [were| absent when the division was made.”
According to nineteenth-century political economists, land allowed
independence and might forestall familics from Indenturing their
children to service. More than a few black and white Americans
shipped out with the hope of investing their wages in a farm. But the
largest group of northern landowners of color found that their dreams
of financial independence were a mockery because of political pow-
erlessness. James Willlamson, “a Negro man,” owned sevenieen acres
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of “upland” in Christiantown. Needing cash, he shipped aboard a
whaler in 1828, By 1840, whalemen’s lays provided 6y percent of the
reported income at Chappequiddick and Christiantown, Landowning
“Indians and People of Color” there had been thoroughly proletari-
anized.'”

Although some blacks who aspired to respectability or indepen-
dence looked seaward, black deep-sea sailors with residential stability
were the exception. This was especially true in large citics by mid-cen-
turv. Only g percent of the black mariners sailing on [oreign voyages
from Philadelphia in 1850 who claimed to reside there appeared in the
1850 census. Employment was crucial for these men: all had wives or
children in their houscholds. Only 4 percent of a group of 223 black
sailors shipping on foreign vovages from Baltimore in 1857 appeared
in the city directory, Cleatly, by 1850 blacks in the deep-sca merchant
marine were either uninterested in familics or unable to support them
with sailors” wages and sailors’ schedules. Seamen seeking vespect-
ability and family homes worked in the coasial trade. For instance, 116
free black householders in Baltimore who described themselves as
mariners in the 1857 directory did not appear on crew lists of sailors
making international vovages. Although evidence vegarding coastal
shipping is sketchy, it appears that by the 18305 a fault line separated
respectable black sailors with families from unattached boardinghouse
dwellers. Famnily men oriented themselves toward coasting: reputation-
seeking rakes and angry dissenters, toward deep-sea voyages.-

Black seafaring men who took scriously their role as providers lived
with the constant tension of separation from their families. A Philadel-
phian named John Gardner wrote to his wife’s cmployer in 1814 from
on hoard ship, “T hope all my wite’s friends are well my love to het, |
hope to see her again.” Sheppard Bourne wrote to his mother, *T am
very antious to get hom to my wil and famly if not to vou™*

Families already stressed by poverty were made vulnerable by sail-
ors’ long voyages. A Rhode Islander named John Gardner, who ac-
knowledged in 1831 that he “follows the sea mostly,” married Mary
Ann Elizabeth Stewart in a Presbyterian service at her father’s house
in Providence. She contributed to the houschold they established on
Olney Lane by doing laundry for the steamboats and taking in sewing
and washing from other black people in the Hardscrabble neighbor-
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hood. Alwavs pressed financially, however, Gardner spent time in jail
for debt and reluctantly shipped out again in 1835. During that ab-
sence, three drunken whitc men gang-raped his wife

Black women bore burdens enocuglh n the best of times, “Honey,
de white man is de ruler of everything as fur as Ah been able tuh find
out,” lamented Janie Sparks’s grandmother in a Zora Neale Hurston
novel. “Maybe its some place way off in the ocean where de black man
is in power, but we don’t know nothin’ but what we see. So de white
man throw down the load, and tell de nigger man 1o pick il up, He
pick it up because he have to, but he don’t tole it. He hand it to his
womenlolks. De nigger woman is de mule of the world so fur as Ah
can see"

Seafarers” womenfolk knew all too well about being “de mule of the
world." Like Mrys, Charles Bensor, of Salem, thev took in “Washing
and Iroming for Mrs tlaraden at one dellar per dossern,” or “com-
menced work for Mrs. Mary Chandler . . . at two dollars per week”
Mrs. Benson's washing and domestic service typilied most urban black
women's empleyment options. With her hushand carping twenty dol-
lars per month as the steward aboard the Glide, then on a nine- or
ten-month voyage to East Africa, her contribution to the household
budget was substantial. Less fortunate wives abandoned by their hus-
bands turned to prostitution to support themselves and their children.
The few who owned land put in crops, tended animals, and kept their
houses in repair. A, 1. Wainer wrole o her brother aboard a whale
ship in 1850 from their home in Bristol County, Massachusells, “We
are yery bizy harvest ing at this time potatoes about 50 bushels” She
had “swapt away the old horse™ and was trying to collect debts while
taking care of their elderly mother. She took it all in stride: “We are
getting a long comefortable™"

Wiihin struggling free black communities, where women routinely
wotked just as hard as men for wages, providership nevertheless
remained an important dimension of masculinity. And defining them-
selves as men was important to black landsmen and seamen alike. The
abolitionist William Wells Brown addressed a New England Conven-
tion of blacks in 1859 by saying, “We must rake a manly stand, bid
deflance to the Fugitive Slave Law, Dred Scott Declsion, and everything
that shall attempt to fashion fetlers upon us” The boardinghouse
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keeper William P. Powell often used references to masculinity to affirm
black mariners’ skill and equality. Introducing Mr. Charles Flowers to
William Llovd Garrison by letter 1 1833, Powell wrote: “Though one
of the Sons of Neptune he 15 every inch a man and entitled to be
respected as such wherever he may go” Black seamen like Powell
linked assertions of equality with a clearly defined gender identity.
They saw maunlipess as common ground among all men, even though
education, wealth, and status were denied to blacks by a white-domi-
nated society. Black men oppressed by almost msurmountable bur-
dens fell back on ¢latrps of manhood rather than appeals to a commen
humanity, because the canons of ninctecnth-century masculimity in-
vested manhood with a special dignity. Referring to manliness, the
historian David Montgomery noted that “few words enjoyed move
popularity in the mineteenth century than this honorific, with all its
connotalions of dignity, respectability, defiant cgalitarianism, and pa-
triarchal male supremacy™

Black nmyariners’ professions of masculine equality and pravidership
notwithstanding, whites expecied them 1o sail as cooks or stewards.
These werve service-oriented positions (even “femining” jobs in the
minds of some whites) not defined by nautical skill and physical
courage. This is not to sav that cooks were rarely skilled saitors: many
had prodigious experience at sea. A mulatto seaman spoke admiringly
of “old Alec Rolling, our Negro cook, who was also a thorough
sailor” 2 It is to say that whites pigeonholed blacks for berths that
white society associated with service and retrograde masculinity: of
667 white mariners departing Philadelphia i 1803 and Baltimore in
1806, only 2 were ¢ooks or stewards. The captain’s sen aboard the brig
Palestine in 1832 chortled gleefully about “our Steward—alias Kitchen
Maid,” because he was “a black man!” Lamenting the shortage of white
stewards for the Revenue Cutter Service, Captain W, W. Polk noled in
1831 that “the custom which prevails at the port of Philadelphia of
having colowred persons for cooks & stewards, renders it very ditficult
to procure suitable white persons to fill those stations.”?

Conforming to values forged in the black commmunity, Alrican
American mariners did nol necessarily resent sailing as a cook or a
steward, and they often considered such jobs theirs by right of race,
They plaved to whites’ expectations for their own purposes, Arriving
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at New Bedford, the fugitive slave John ‘Thompson was told that “great
responsibility rested upon the cook, or steward, of a whaling vesscl.”
But Thompson explicitly said that he “prefarred” one of those berths.
A mulatto steward named Charles Benson confided to his diary in
1862 that though he expected to find the crew "a pack of fault finding
ignorant men,” he also expected his berth as steward to shicld him
from them. And getting paid more than sailors was part of Lhe
attraction of the coolds or steward’s jab, at least by 18502

L'he relative risc in scacooks’ pay was one of the few changes within
the maritime industries that benefited blacks as the mineteenth century
progressed. Uniil about 1820, cooks and stewards had the worst-paying
jobs aboard ship; and many more blacks than whites filled those
positions. By no means were most black mariners cooks, but almost
all seacooks were black. Cooks” pay averaged aboul five dollars per
month (33 percent) less than sailors” before 1820, but it improved with
ime, equaling sailors” from approximately 1820 to 1850, The introduc-
tion of iron stoves into the galley, and the growing emphasis on
culinary skill at sea—an offshoot of the rising emphasis on domesti-
cation ashore—meant that cooks and stewards routinely carned more
than seamen after 1850. During the 18508 and 1860s, the cookls pay
often cqualed that of the second mate, allowing many blacks the
opportumity to earn more and provide for a family.?

One of the lateral career tracks open to black men in the mineteenth
Century was using catering or teslaurant experience to get a job
cooking at sea. William C. Nell apprenticed to Jehu Jones, an arisio-
cratic frec man ot color who kept one of Charleston’s most celebrated
hotels, then shipped as steward of the General Gadsen in 1813, John
Robhing, a waiter at the Mansion House, left New Bedford to go
whaling and then worked in a New Orleans packet. African American
men shipping in Baltimore tor naval service during the Civil War had
considerable holel experience. Wesley Wilson shipped as steward for
lhe commander of the U.5.5. Flage after two vears of waiting tables at
“a respectable hotcl?

Thus right up to the Civil War, many black men paradoxically as-
sumed the most “femining” roles aboard white-deminated ships to
maintain their masculine roles as respectable providers in the black
comtmunity. Charles Benson, who occavionally worked ashore as a
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caterer, sailed oul of Salem and Boston from the late 1850s until hos
death at sea in 1881, Mis diarics indicate how one “Kitchen Maid” look
seriously his dutics as husband and father, Writing to his wife in 1862,
a homesick Benson complaied, “What a miserable life a sca farcing
lite is. T will stop it il T live & that soon {that is if I get anything to do
on shore). You & the children must have things to eat drink & were
[wear] & I must get it some were [somewhere| if not on land, on the
sea” Sixteen years later his tune had not changed much: “How can 1
crn my bread without it on the Mighty Deep?™

Benson's identity as a seaman incorporated Victorian society’s mas-
culine virtues: stoicism, prestige, and providership, “Was there any
comfort any time, any where at sea? [ cannot really say [ ever |found
it]. It is the excitement, danger, and money that a sea life Brings, that
keeps me ai sea. Nothing else. 226 days from home.” Benson did not
envision himself as a domestic. He took pride in his work and in the
self-image formed through it. As steward, he was the captain’s servant.
But he was also the ship’s barber and doctor and the man responsible
for all the provisions on voyages to East Africa. In his own estimation
he was an honorable provider for his family and a man respected
ashore. Other black stewards also took seriously their roles as provid-
ers. Jesse Scott, formetly a slave Lo General Robert L. Lee, and by 1868
the cook and steward aboard the brig Charles Albert of Baltimore,
opened a bank account between voyages, He made it "subject o the
order of my children Letty & James Scott”*

Patterns of prolonged absence and return created an emotional
roller-coaster for families. Two hundred and twenty-seven days out on
a passage to Mozambique, Charles Benson confided to his diary, "How
I want to get home & yet I some times dread the thoughts ol going
home; for it secms to me at times as though T was not wanted there,
is it sof Am I not ju the way somelimes?” Of course he was in the
way, His wile customarily worked, went to church, visited with women
iviends, and tended her children without him. At sea for more than
twenty years, Charles Benson became an miruder in his own house
and a stranger to his children. Countless other black children lost their
fathers to the sea permanently, Susan Rex remembered that ber father
was “supposed to have been shipwrecked” and “ded’d al sea when she
was small.” Andrew Laurey of New Bedford spoke of his father, Perry,
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who “died at Sea near home in Ship Planter. Was brought home and
buried here” Andrew was then living with his grandmaother, and he
remembered going with her to the funeral when he was about seven
vears old, in 1823, Preserving the memories of dead husbands and
tathers, widows and children teslifed to mariners’ attempis to be
responsible providers. Their loneliness and hurt revealed the personal
cost of a scafaring livelihood.*

Covmtmon white sailors ravely had families to be threatened ashore
in their absence, as Nathanicl Anes indicated in his Nanrical Reminis-
cences. “I do not know that I ever sailled i an Amenican ship,” he
recalled, “with an individual before the mast that was a marriecd man
with the exception of one Negro cook of Boston.” The fact that black
mariners had families ashore made them more likely than footloose
white deckhands to ship out of 2 homeport regularly and keep retuern-
ing there. Tt also meant that maritime tragedies struck directly at the
Black community struggling for stability and respectability on shore.
Betsy Watson of Providence lost several husbands to the sea around
the turn of the century; by 1822 she had married a fourth time—to
the seaman Henry Gray.®

Seafaring, then, meant something very different for black men and
white nmen, cspecially in the carly mineteenth century, While sailors—
whether gentlemen’s sons inspired to dare "an insight into the mys-
teries of a sailor's life,” ambitious boys cager to gain & command, or
“rebels who left the land n fhight and fear™ —were geographically
mobile, unmarried, and unlikely to stick with the sea unless promoted,
Black sailors were older than their white shipmales; more rooted in
their homeports; more likely to e married; more likely to persist in
going to sea; and more likely to define themsclves with dignity as
respectable men becausce seafaring enabled at least some of them to
provide for their farmilies,

As THE ANTEBELLUM PERIOD PFROGRESSED, and domestic
economic development accelerated, 1he proportion of American com-
merce in coasters rose faster than that in deep-water ships, The “Phila-
delphia Commercial List™ estimated that 15,957 seamen (black and
white] worked aboard vessels engaged exclusively in the Philadelphia
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coal trade 1n 1837, and Customs House stalisiics reveal that 4,800 of
the 8,011 vessels arriving at New York in 1847 were coasters. In 18ou,
by contrast, merchants had looked overscas for goods and markets,
and fewer vessels sailed coastwise. Coastal vovages allowed seamen
with families to stay closer to home, and coasting became the job of
choice for black mariners with dependents.*

William J. Brown remcimbercd that “tather marned and settled
down” after years of seafaring in the early national perind, “intending
not to take any more long vovages, but labor along shore or go
coasting.” Neah Brown “ploughed his land and began to cultivate it;
and for several years raised enough vegetables to supply his family.”
in the meantime, he “followed coasting, running from Providence to
New York on a vessel commanded by Captain Comstock”™ A black
Bostonian named William Black sailed as the cook and steward of the
coasting schooner Ronra Boat. “A steady sober man,” according to his
captain, “he wished to go on shore to see his daughter” A whrte
pamphletecr recognized that men like Noah Brown and William Black
were motivated by concerns different from those that motivated deep-
water sailors. “The men engaged in the fisheries, the coasting trade,
and in steamers,” wrote John Codman, “are generally of a better class,
They arc not the bondsmen of [landlords], but are bound o their
homes by domestic ties” Like other moral reformers, Codman be-
Heved that “the sacred influcnece of home” worked a salubrious elfect
on seamen. He suspended attention (o the financial difficulties faced
by most coastal mariners. Two black sailors named Hasking and Ellis
left New Bedford for Baltimore to go coasting in the winter ol 1853,
and {heir wives had {o apply to the Overscers of the Poor for relief.
Intermittent work and poor pay did not provide them with the barest
necessitics for the kind of home reformers envisioned,”

Coasting offered other promises to a fortunate few. The capital
required 1o invest in a maodest coasting vessel was significantly less
than that needed for an ocean-going craft, and coasting occasionally
provided important opportunities for entrepreneurship to mineteenth-
century blacks. The intermarried Cufte, Cory, Wainer, and Johnson
families, the elite of Massachusetts’s colored socicty, had sufficient
capital to organize coastal trading voyages to southern states belore
the early 1820s. Their all-black or primarily black crews frequently
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attracted attention: the collector of customs at Norfolk once denied
Captain Paul Cuffe a clearance because of his race. Despite official
obstacles and personal abuse, the Cuffes and other black entrepreneurs
from southeastern Massachusetts persisted in the coastwise shipping
ventures on which economic survival and respectabilily rested. "My
brother is not at home,” wrote Captain Cuffe’s daughter Ruth in
January 1819. “He is gone to north Carolina . . . I don’t expect bim
hoine not in 3 or 4 months, When we heard rom himt he and his
pardners was Selling off their Cargo™

Free blacks in the upper South also embarked on coastal freighting
ventures. Standley Baitou bought the 43-foot schoouer Resolurion in
1797 at Oxford, Maryland. Resolution had been built along the Chop-
tank River thirteen years earlier and was near the end of her useful-
ness: Captain Battou paid anly $130 for her. She was siill sufficiently
seaworthy, however, for Batton to enroll her for coasting. He prob-
ably freighted wood, grain, and produce in the northern part of the
Chesapeake Bay. Ben Legg, a free man of color, owned and navigated
a coasting schooner in Virginia in 1819, His vessel was generally “found
at Richmond, Norfolk, Petersburg, or Smithfield when in port,)” noted
the irate master of his enslaved nephew, but “Legg sometimes makes
a trip in her to Baltimore, Philadelphia and New York”™ The angry
master feared that his slave “will make for this schooner under the
hope that his uncle will carry him off™¥

Blacks' maritime entrepreneurship suffered a double blow during
the 18208, Tn 1821, the year beforc South Carelina began to incarcerate
all free black sailors under the new Negro Seamen Acts, the collector
of customs at Norfolk, Virginia, questioned whether a free black man
could legally command an American merchant vessel. Protectionist
legislation required commanders of American vessels to be “citizens.”
But whites intent on limiting free blacks’ upward mobility wanted that
law to exclude black men from commands. In 1821 the U758, attorney
general, William Wirt, ruled that “frec persons of color in Virginia are
not citizens of the United States, within the intent and meaning of the
acts regulating foreign and coasting trade, so as to be qualified to
command vessels.” Captain Ben Legg was out of business.”

Wirt’s ruling, compounded by South Carolina’s Negro Seamen Acts,
reduced the ability of black maritime entrepreneurs to operate larger
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vessels, especially in southern siates. The precarious financial stability
of old black maritime families like the Cuffes collapsed guickly: Cap-
tain Paul Cuffe's namesake son speiit a life at sea as a common sailor,
and his granddaughter Joanna was reduced to public assistance in New
Bedford by 1864. Legal restrictions did not keep men of color from
owning or operating vessels locally, wherc profits were much more
modest. Jerry Jeffers sailed as master of a sloop on Delaware Bay in
1843, “trading from Slaughter creek. Jeffers sailed the vessel,” according
to a court record, “for a share of the freights.” Captain Daniel Drayton,
mtimately famihar with commerce on Delaware Bay, wrote that a
skipper such as Jeffers would victual the sloop, hire and pay the hands,
and receive 30 percent of the net profits after deducting the expense
of loading and unloading. Someone else owned the vessel, but Captain
Jeffers operated a simple business as a managerial capitalist.®

Slave states increasingly restricted free black maritime entrepreneur-
ship as the abolitionist crusade gamed momentum, Contacts between
slaves and northern seaports, like the voyages once run by Ben Legg,
were squelched. In Maryland, a bill was introduced into the House of
Delegates in 1833 to prevent owners of vessels from allowing their
navigation solely by blacks., African Americans commanding a Bay
vesse] petitioned against it, and the Senate rejected the bill. But several
years later the House preciuded blacks from legal command. By 1835,
wrote E. A, Andrews, free blacks in Marvland were not “excluded fron:
any trade or emploviment which may be practiced by the whites, except
from the vending of spirituous liguors, and from the command of
vessels” Captain Standley Batton, who thirty-eight vears before had
been operating the Resofution out ot the Choptank River, would have
been high and drv, A free black petitioning the state in 1838 to sail his
own boat was rejected, and in 1854 a schooner was condemned after
having been sailed by a black man in violation of the law.

Small-scale maritirne entrepreneurshup kept black farmlies finan-
cially afloat in both northern and southern states, but rarely surpassed
subsistence. Silas Moore identified himself as “a Waterman, Master of
a vessel,” and cxplained that he was “half-owner of the schooner
“Susan’ which plied i the river Neuse and freighted wood for the
Penefit of the citizens of New Bern,” North Carolina, before the Civil
War. Obviously proud of his vessel, Moore described Susan as “a
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two-mast schooner, with jib and wopmast, foresail and mainsail. She
was about 40 feet . ., oak limbers and cvpress plank, well-caulked and
painted, cabin and all convenicnces.” His frec-born father owned Lhe
other half as well as a schooner named Water Wirch, But Lhese free
black maritime entreprensurs from North Carolina confronted much
more crcumscribed opportenities in the 18508 and carfy 18608 than
had earlier black mariners such as Ben Legg or Standley Battow. They
were rigidly restricted from sailing beyond state borders."! No record
exists of Dudley Wright’s financial circumstances, either belore or afler
the Civil Way, but his savings account passbook at the Norfolk branch
of the Freedmen’s Bank indicates a strong occupational identity and
self-esteem. Married, with six children, Wright described himself as
“CAPTAIN OF SCHOONER Works tor SELE™?

The attorney general’s decision that blacks could not legally be
coasting captaing because they were not “citizens” scems to have been
ignored in the Norih. In 1845 the New Bedford City Directory listed
Jamcs Lang, colored, as a master mariner and the head of a household
on Orchard Street. An occupational census of black men in Phila-
Jdelphia noted two “Captains of Coasting Vessels” In 1850, Six vears
earlier, “Captain Potter, a colored man,” bought the schooner Jeromne
in Portland, Maine. Jerome carried about t50 (ons of cargo, and when
Potter bought her she was hauling coal from Philadelphia to New
England, grossing approximately $3.50 per ton in the winter. Secre-
tary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase noted in 1862 that “colored
masters are nunerous in owr coasting trade.” Financial constraints
hindered aspiring black owner-operalors more than the attorney gen-
eral’s decree.®’

One of the few mid-century changes in the maritime mdustries that
worked to blacks' advaniage was the repeal of their legal exclusion
from coasting commands. Alter the captain of a U.S. Revenue Cutter
detained the schooner Elizabeth and Muargaref at Perth Amboy, New
jersey, in 1862 because a black skipper commanded her, President
Lincoln’s attorney general, Edward Bates, reversed William Wirts de-
cision. If born n the Umited Siates and otherwise gualified, Bates
wrole, a black man “is competent according to the Acts of Congress,
to be master of a vessel engaged in the coasting 1rade,” This vindicated
William B. Powell, who had argued constantly that “the coloured sailor
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is cvery way qualificd to man and command vessels of any cdass to
any part of the world” He swore that “if sufficient pains wete taken
to collect all the facts™ concerning black captains, “what a mass of
evidence we could have at hand to refute the foul calumnies daily
Leaped upon us."#

The responsibility of coommand combined with business competi-
tiont openly challenged black subordiration. Numerous black coasting
masters cnjoved not only a degree of cconomic independence, but the
ntangible benefits of personal and racial affirmation, By the time fegal
restrictions on blacks command of coasters were remaoved, however,
northern frec blacks as a whole had less capital and fewer opportumi-
ties to mvest in coastal vessels than they had during the i0s and
18205, Theirs was a hollow victory.

Norwrrasranpine the determination ol many mariners of
color to provide for their families, the perilous nature of seafaring in
the age of sail undermined the efforts of even the most responsible
men. When Money Vose died at sca about 1813, his family was torn
apart. One boyv became a ward of the town; another went (o sea and
was never heard from again. One daughter resorted to prostitution in
Boston; another to domestic scrvice. When Francis Silva died in
Honolulu aboard a whaleship in 1863, his thirteen-vear-old daughter
went to domestic service, and her mother to the almshousc. Silva’s
eighteen-year-okd son was already whaling and beginning the cvcle
anew. Try as black northerners might to hold families and communi-
ties together, maritime cmployment provided a very precarious live-
lihood %

Maritime labor markets routinely excluded men of color during
financial shumnps. Throughout President Thomas Jefferson’s cmbargo
on shipping, which lasted from late 1807 to 18v¢, the number of
available berths going to African Americans in Providence flell from
22 percent to 15.5 percent. The Panics of 1819 and 1837 each adversely
affected blacks’ employment. In New Qrleans, African Americans filled
necarly zo percent of sailors” jobs in 181y. The next vear, as the panic
rippled through the economy, black men filled less than 15 percent of
available berths. In fact, every recession constricted blacks’ cmploy-
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ment prospects. Albro Lyons, the superintendent of (he Coloured
Sailors’ Home in New York during the Panic of 57, wrote that “the
greal revilsion in the commercial affairs™ limited “situations for cooks
and stewards especially——which cause many to Remain a long time on
his hands.”4

Even in good vears the color line determined what a black man
might do aboard Amcrican ships. With the exception of a few remark-
able masters such as Captains Paul Cuffe and Pardon Cook, African
American mariners found few promotions outside whale ships and
small coasters—cspecially after the 1830s. Qccupabional molality on
merchanl ships was virtually all lateral, between cook and steward and
seaman. Of 3,500 merchant ship crews outbound on forelgn vovages
from Providence, Philadelphia, and New York between 1803 and 1856,
only 3 had an officer of color. George Henry, an ex-slave who escaped
to Providence after years of commanding a coasting schooner in his
native Virginia, curily recalled, “1 found prejudice so great in the North
that I was forced to come down from my lngh posttion as caplamn,
and take my whitewash brush and wheelbarrow and get my living in
that way.""

Despite entreniched barriers to promotion in the merchant service,
voung blacks vainly aspired to officers’ billets, Noah Brown look
lessons in Providence from a Quaker schoolmaster “celebrated for
teaching the Mariner’s art” In the late 18208, the New York Afvrican
Free School added navigation to its curriculum. Bul schooling for a
trade, especially a seafaring one, was by no mcans commmeon among
voung black men in the carly republic. The uncertainties with which
they lived did not allow for much sustained planning, and most
understood work as God's curse on Adam.#

Whaling was the service of choice for some scamen of color because
they felt that its particular workplace conditions encouraged them Lo
act with a manly bearing. J. Ross Browne, a white southerner on a
New Bedford whaleship during the 1840s, remembered that “it was . . .
particularly galling to my feelings to be compelled to live in the
forecastle with a brutal ncgro, who, conscious that he was upon an
equality with the saillors, presumed upon his equalily to a degree that
was inslfferable” Browne's ship was not cxtraordinary. “There is not
that nice distinction madc in whaling as there is in the naval and
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merchant serviges,” wrote a black boardinghouse master. “A coloured
man is only known and looked upon as a man, and is promoted m
rank according to his ability and skill to perform the same dulies as
the white man.™?

Whaling ships ofifered the best changes for promotion and respon-
sibility to blacks, but they were notorious for poor pay, and conditions
aboard the floating factories that butchered and processed whales were
abysmal. When the Cavolier departed in 1848, during the heyday of
whaling, a black second mate headed ome watch, Some oo men of
color then salled as officers and harpooners on American whalers,
substantiating blacks” claims of masculine equality and challenging
white newcoiners’ assumptions abaut race. Questioned by an imposing
black scaman moments after joining the Cachelor in New Bedford,
Frank Bullen

sald “ves” verv curtly, for 1 hardly liked his patronizing air; but he
snapped mic up short with “yes, sir, when vew speak Lo me, yew
blank limejuicer, I'se de fowr mate ob dis yar ship, en my name’s
Mistah Jones, 'n vew Jest freeze on to dat ar, ef yew want ter lib long
it die happy. See, sonny” T saw, and answered prompily, “1 beg vour
pardon, sir, | didn't know ™"

The promise of promotion notwithstanding, most sailors preferred
a dash to the West Indies or a six-week Atlantic crossing Lo Lhe eternity
of a whaling cruise—which routinely lasted for months or cven vears,
until the ship’s hold was filled with whale oil. And every whaler was
by no means free of customary prejudices. One white seaman aboard
Nantuckel's Rambler in 1822 noted that “the white portion of the
hands” lived in the steerage with the boatsteerers, “the forecastle being
filled with darkics.™!

Most blacks aboard whaling ships from 1790 to 1860 were transicnt,
not pertmanent, workers. All the undesirable aspects of seafaring were
magnified in whaling: it was dirticr, more dangerous, more estranging,
and worse paying than merchant or coastal shipping. OF 3,189 black
men on New Bedford whaling ships between 1803 and 1860, only 20
percent made multiple vovages out of New Bedford. Most men of
color in the antebellum whaling fleet were newcomers, for whom one
voyage was suthcient.™
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The likelihood of black men becoming career seamen aboard mer-
chant ships declined with time. As economuc conditions worsened n
the antebellum Wlack community, and as racism increased in urban
America, fewer blacks persisted at voyaging. Blacks became casual
sailors at a higher rate than whites by the 1850s. In the first decade of
the century, 21 percent of the African American men sailing out of
Providence made at least three vovages in a seven-vear period; during
the 18305, 24 percent did. But by the 1850s, only 7 percent made that
many vovages, Drawn by the securily of a few months™ wages, black
men flowed into the maritime labor market when it could absorb
them, and then later drifted—or were bounced—back ashore to dilch-
digging, boot-blacking, wood-chopping, and unemployment.™

Nevertheless, & core group of black mariners remained wedded to
the sea. These men grew gray before the mast as white youngsters
came and went. Many “old salts” on Amertcan sailing ships were black
men with nowhere else to go, seamen like Prince Brown, who in his
mid-forties made at least six voyages from Providence. “Of our cntire
crew,” remembered Charles Nordhoff about a whaling voyage to the
Indian Ocean, “none but one Portuguese and the black cook really
cared to stay," ™

Equal pay with northern white mariners in the same job, and the
occasionally profitable venture notwithstanding, seafaring rarely alle-
viated the grinding poverty faced by most ninetecnth-century blacks.
Quarterly reports from the Coioured Sailors’ Home i New York
highlight black mariners’” destitution. That particular boardinghouse
catered to the most respectable dicntele, and men staying there were
as likely as any to be temperate and thrifiy. Yel in 1843 the superin-
tendent exbausted his resources aiding “seamen . . . without a cent to
help themselves)” and 13 percent of his boarders were “truc objects of
charity” Their plight threatened the financial stability of the home
itself, which existed on a shoe-string because of ity guarantee that
shipwrecked or impoverished black sailors would always receive shel-
ter, food, and clothing without charge.®

New England whalers' real pay detcriorated more substantially in
the antebellum vears than did that of merchant mariners in ports
such as New York; and black men (on a per capita basis) werc about
twice as likely as whites to work in whaleships, Declining pay on
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whaleships thus hit blacks especially hard. The peculiar nature of
whaling’s share system, which was skewed to protect shipowners
profits, meant that at the end of a two- or three-vear vovage whale-
men might earn nothing or cven owe the ship. Their phght foreshad-
owed that of sharecroppers after the Civil War. Skinflint whaling
merchants amassed substantial profits by delaying workers™ pay and
defrauding them. ™

In whaling ports such as New Bedford and New Londen, out-of-
work black whalemen constituicd a significant homeless population,
“George Miller, Colored Seaman, destitute for the night,” was “taken
in to Lodge & discharged” by the New Bedford Night Watch in 1849,
The Overseers of the Poor there assisted numerous “sick & destitute”
black seamen like Henry A. Lewis, who by age fiftv-one was “palsied
and unable to do anything.” A widower, Lewis told the Overscers that
“he has always followed the sea, never owned any property, never paid
any taxes” His grown daughter Amelia boarded with a local barber,
but she had been “sick a long time” with “a Cancer” Whaling’s
economic ramifications for most were not substantially different from
what blacks had come to expect in the economy at large: unappealing
work, offered intermittently, and rewarded with grinding poverty.®

Death and danger accompanied every vovage, whether on whalers
or merchant vessels. No industry other than mining took such a toll
in fives as did seafaring, which drained commumties of vigorous
young men. Although mortality statistics are not available by race, an
estimate made at Lloyds of London about 1852 fixed the annual
decrease of seamen by death at 8 3/4 percent, Black sailors succumbed
Lo venereal complaints despite doses of “jalop and calomel,” to tropical
maladies, to accidental drowning, and to whale attacks. “This afler-
noon while the sailors were pulling on the top gallant halyards the
runner broke & down came block & all” observed a passenger aboard
the clipper Contest, then manned by an all-black crew. “The block in
its fall struck one of the niggers on the pate and knocked him sense-
less.” =8

Overshadowing the terror of faulty gear, frenzied whales, and hur-
ricanes loomed the endemic violence of the maritime workplace.
Physically coercive labor control, exacerbated by flaring tempers and
confining spaces, threatened the “hanceum livehud” that black men
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pursiued. “You damned Negro,” swore Captain John Moore to his
injured cook in 18335, “you have played with me long cnough, and the
sooner you get out of this vessel the Detter it will be for vow”™ A sailor
named McCaurtland claimed in 1820 that Captain antels swore “he
would have given them 5 Dozen a piece until the blood run out of
the scuppers.” Congress abolished tlogging in 1850, but it continued
nonetheless, A seaman on the Lios overheard a conversation between
his captain and the captain of the Enrerprise in 1853, “Capt. Nichols
said he dudn't care, he sailed under the old law, & he should trust
himself and that he should flog as much as ever”®

In this brutal environment, ctass violence and racial vielence rein-
forced each other. Willam P Powell spoke of sattors’ “havd usage at
sea, wholly at the mercy of tyrant captains and brulad officers, (more
especially the coloured sailor) subject as he is to the unholy prejudice,
in conscquence of the wsage, customs and Jaws of his native country.”
Powell had in mind blacks such as Sam Coursey, killed in 1827 by
Captain Abel Dungan—--a man “of hasty and violent temper” Dungan
hit Coursey on the head with a porter bottle and iron sauce pan,
flogged him with several large ropes, drenched him with cold water,
and finally scrubbed him with a hickory broom, leaving the man
exposed to die on deck in bitter Cape Horn weather. When an Ameri-
can ship arrived at Havre, France, in January 1856, the slaughier that
passed as discipline appalled a chaplain there. “Ider papers showed a
crew's list of twenty coloured men, only seventeen of whom lived to
reach the port, and eight of those so terribly bruised and mangled, as
to be sent at once to the hospital”™ The hospitalized sailors swore “that
the three missing men that were thrown into the sea lile so many dead
dogs, were literally beaten to death.™?

Working conditions at sea encouraged African Amcrican marincrs
to create manly reputations through toughness and bold exploits,
which were far easier to achieve than the respectable ownership of
properiy ashore. A free sailor named Moses singlehandedly recaptured
the brig Betsies in 1800 from five French privatecrsmen, “then took
command of the vessel, and put her head to the northward to bring
her home,” A black named George, “a bold, ambitious, adventurous
tellow,” responded with all hands aboard the Dudley at their captain’s
summons to fend off another vessel. Warned to avoad danger, George
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nonetheless took up a position outboard of the bulwarks as Neptune
approached. His reputation for boldness came at a price: as the two
vessels collided they crushed his leg. Actions like these prompted a
white sailor to observe astutely that “an overstrained scnse of manli-
ness is the characteristic of seafaring men . . . and anv expression of
pity, or any show of attention, would look sisterly, and unbecoming a
man who has to face the rough and tumble of such a life""!
Unwilling to be considered fearful, seamen often risked life and limlb
in metrchants’ service. They also acted on concerns about mistreatment
aboard ship. Black sailors were among those who rebelled against
unacceptable working conditions with protests and mutinies. Angry
about his treatment en route from Genoa to Malaga in 1836, Lewis
Willett assaulted his captain with an axe and inflicted on the chief
mate “a severe and dangerous wound in the left temple with a large
knife” Aboard the whaleship Chelsea in 1841, “George Bacon a Collard
man refused to hoist out the Qil” According to the first matc’s log,
Bacon “appeared to like to make a Difficulty Among the Crew"s2
Less dramatic forms of labor activism also effectively balked mas-
ters. When wronged by officers, seamen commenced “Tom Cox’s
traverse’—three turns round the long-boat, and a pull at the scuttled-
butt.” That was satlor jargon for motion without production, A black
American named Amos Richards “shipped at Liverpool as an able
seaman,” but according to the abusive third mate of the Neptuse, “he
was 1o seaman; ask him to haul the main topsail halvards he would
go forward . . . Richards was what I should call a skulker.” Except for
lazy men with little pride, sailors decided when to apply themselves
“like men” and when to act upon their understanding of exploitation.
If much of their job was a venue for demonstrations of manly com-
petence—work as that might to their employers’ benefit—certain
situations demanded masculine defiance of shipboard order.®
Fusing quests for reputation and respectability, black labor actvists
formed the American Seamen'’s Protective Union Association at the
port of New York in 1863. The ASPUA was “a transitional type of
organization standing somewhers between the aldstvle benevolent
society and the Negro labor unions that burgeoned” after the Civil
War. Apparently the first union or proto-union otgarmized by sailors
in the United States—Dblack or white—the ASPUA attemnpted to guard



182 BLACK JACKS

1ks members’ mterests more militantly than had black organrzations
such as the Stewards’ and Cooks” Marine Benevolent Sociely, formed
at Now Yorld's Phocenix Saloon in 1837, It welcomed cooks, scamen, and
stewards of color—but not officers. The black seamen who founded
the ASPUA embodied many of the contradictions that defined sealar-
ing to nineleenth-century black America. Mariners of color were
citizens of the world, but residents of poor neighborhoods; they
identified with their lrade, but loathed its exploilation; they were
committed to bourgeois self-improvement, but proud of their manly
reputations.™

Able-bodied seamen versed in “the Marinet’s art” were adrmittedly
a minority among black seamen; but men like Danicl Watson, who
made five forcign voyvages from Providence between 1803 and 1810,
coltivated professional identities as searnen, As sailors, they wove
together worldliness, skill, and class. Watson, and men such as the
African-born David PKee, an ex-slave who made at least eight voyages
from Providence during the 18308, were fully socalived to the world
ol the ship, and probably more at home there than ashore. A blind
sixty-year-old black Philadelphian introduced himsclf to the census
marshall in 1850 as a “Seaman,” though his voyaging davs were over,
The pride black men felt in being identified as seamen 15 evident in
the possessions left by Henry Robinson, a black laborer who died in
Boston in 1849. Robinson owned the clothing, chairs, and stove that
one would expect, bul he also lived among a siock of curios thal seem
to have been cellected at sca. Cases of “sca shells of several kinds,”
“two coral baskets,” “one statue,” “one toy ship,” a seres of pictures,
and “two african swords and arrows” perpetuared images of a life
considcrably more exotic than the one that ended in a down-at-the-
heels Boston tenement house.™

Vovaging's psychological impacl persisted, and was considerably
more profound than that associated with other unskilled and semi-
skilled work. Scafaring rarcly alleviated poverty, but throughout the
wneteenth century 1t affirmed blacks' capacity for masculine bravado
and transcendence of the ordinary.

O~ suore, the boardinghouse was the mosL dominant institution
in mariners’ lives, Regulations to prevent plunder and fire in ports
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such as London forbade sailors to live aboard ships while docked.
Elsewhere, custom and preference drove sailors ashore from smokeless
hearths and lifeless ships, New York City alone had 153 sailors” board-
inghouses during the mid-1840s—with at least 16 for “colored sca-
mer.” b

Sailors’ boardinghouses had long existed, but boardinghouse keep-
ers exerted more influence on seamen as the century progressed.
Household arrangements for most workers in American cities were
changing during the 18208 and 18305, and seamen were affected with
the tesi, In an important cultural shift, “masters” of slaves and scrvants
became “bosses” of wage-carners, and most workers other than do-
mestics moved out from under their employer’s roofl. As immigranis
and laborers working in new industries sought independent lodgings,
rents rose; and seamen faced increasing competition for rooms ashore.
A variety of living arrangements thus arosc in the early nineteenth-
century city, including new forms of boardinghouses that catered to
sallors’ needs and exploited their valnerabilities. s

Boardinghouse keepers hired runners to corral arriving sailors who
were flush with money and whe had not drunk anything stronger than
coffee for months. Runmers enticed men 1o come to the boardinghousc
for a frolic, They promised plenty of hot food, lots of booze, and
willing girls—a vision for which Jack had been working—and they
pressured hold-outs to conform to the group. Many sailers had no
ready alternative, and reputations were at stake. In the enforced con-
viviality of the quayside, drinking together was presenled as the final
mark ol true shipmates. “Full of money as a dog is full of fleas,”
obscrved William Brown, sailors trapped by their shipmates’ expecia-
tions and a well-viled svstem “generally fell a prey to the landlords
and their accomplices” Destilute sailors frequently arrived at the
Coloured Sailors” Home looking for help after they “fell into the hands
of white and black land-sharks, and were stripped of all their clothes
and money” Not until post—Civd War Jaws reflormed payday practices
and regulated boardinghouses were seamen spared from an exploita-
live system.

Within black society there existed a hierarchy of boardinghouses.
Every seaport had “low houses where colored sailors resort,” “the
worst groggeries and dens,” or “hovels” in which the “premises both
inside and out were tn the most [ilthy condition.” james Dvre kept
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such a squalid house in New Bedford in 1834, Ostracized by local
blacks, he took in destitute Sandwich Island whalcmen “to get his pay
tor their board by shipping them on board of the outward bound
ships.” Dyre became newsworthy when cholera began killing people
in his house. Other dangers lurked in boardinghouses: the New York
Committee of Vigilance hinted at man-stealing when it launched an
investigation in 1838 on behalf of “colored seamen” shipped “from Lhe
port of Now York by unprincipled landlords” But safe havens were
available, Williamn P Powell kept a “Sailors’ Temperance Boarding-
house” in New Bedford during the late 18308, and then opened a
boardinghouse he called the “Colden Farm™ at the corner of New
York's John and Gold Streets in November 183¢. His establishments
were “Intended for the better class of colored seamen.” Powell laler
moved his boardinghouse to Cherry Street and then to Dover Strect,
renaming it with a cosmopolitan flourish as “The Globe Hotel”
(O course, the “best” boardingbouses excluded salors entirely. Mr,
‘Thomas Reed, “considered the upper crust of the colored population”™
in Providence, “kept a fashionable shaving saloon . . . using the rooms
upstairs as a gentech boarding house. He did not accommaodate sail-
ovs,” remembered one, “and thus regained the repulabion of the house,
which had previously been occupied and patronized by the lower
classes.” &

Clanmish satlors depended on boardinghouse keepers who were
ex-seamen themselves and, oddly encugh, often Ltrusted them. jimmie
Axum kept a house on Providence’s Power Street during the 1820s.
“He was a sailor, every inch of him.” remembered Willilam Brown,
“and his wifc Hannah was an Indian woman of the Narragansctt
tribe.” Born in Virginia, Axum migrated to Providence and shipped
cul in 1799, In his forties he gave up active seafaring and began to rely
more on fiddling and fleecing. “When a ship’s crew ol sailors came
ashore to board they would all go to Uncle Jimmic's,” wrote Brown.
“There would be drinking and dancing throughout the day and cve-
ning, and every half hour someone would take a pitcher and go after
liguor” Searmen slaving Lhere would “be siripped of nearly all their
moncy by Uncle Jiminie and his wife, and the females which hung
around there” Reformers liked to describe seamen as landlords’ vic-
tims, and Lo some extent they were. Bul sailors contributed 1o their
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own victimization. Knowing what awaited them, they repaired to
boardinghouses and frequently depended on [andlords for access o
entertainment and relaxation. And by no means did sailors unequivo-
cally rescnt boardinghouse keepers like Uncle Jimmie. Many sailors
had nowhere else to turn, and they surrendered their moncy willingly
enough to slay in familiar surroundings with men of their own kind.™

'Things were different at the Coloured Seamen’s Home in New York.
No individual championed the respectability and well-being of black
sailors more vigorously than William P Powell, who for more than
twenty-five years managed that establishmenl. Boarders dined under
a piciure of Crispus Attucks, the seafaring martyr of the Boston
Massacre, and Powell reiterated to them that they were “lruly the
nation’s benefactors” Powell actively involved seamen in the fight
against slavery, rescuing fugitive slaves from man-stealers and leading
political discussions that received accolades from Irederick Douglass,
Evidence indicates that he strongly encouraged sealanng men of color
to assert themsclves as men and citizens. Belween 1836 and 1838, Powell
opened his first seamen’s temperance boardinghouse in New Bedtord.
Simultaneously, the number of black seanien listed in the New Bediord
Cily Directories almost quadrupled. Twenty-five years laler his (Glabe
Hotel in New York was “heated throughoul with hot air, abundantly
supplied with hol and cold water baths for the usc of the boarders . ..
kept neat, airy, and well arranged for the promotion of health, and is
designed to be a Home, wilh its religious, moral, and social intluences
lor our colored seamen” Powell advocated self-restrainl and sell-im-
provement, and he prohibited profanity and gambling. Seamen also
staved at his house for substantially shorter perieds than at most satlor
haunts, “averaging four days board,” according to the proprielor, Un-
willing to entertain men indefinitely just so they would run up a hill,
Powell encouraged them to either ship out or go home, and to pay
their bills on Lime.™

A rough survey of the shoreside residences of black seamen sailing
out of New York in 1846 showed that of twenty-two hundred black
seamen, only one hundred, or less than s percent, lived with their
families. Four hundred more boarded at Powell's staunchly temperale
Globe 1lotel. Another one hundred boarded “at that earthly pande-
monium, the Five Points"—a nolorious crime and vice district. The
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remaining sixteen-hundred found quarters at sixteen other black sail-
ors’ boardinghouses, “every one of which is anti-temperance” and
managed by landlords “hestile to reform.” About three-quarters of
these sailors obviously voted for a good time—for barrooms, music,
and the kind of “Boarding houses for colored seamen” where, accord-
ing to one reformer, “the rear of the building is rented for bad
women.” 72

By the 18408, most black sealaring men in major seaports clearly
did nol embrace the domestic virtues and morality that Willlam P
Powell cultivated in the Coloured Sailors” Home, Crew lists, city di-
rectories, and cepsuses (rom Ballimore and Philadelphia reveal just
how unattached rmost black sailors were. Among 110 blacks sailing
on international vovages from Philadelphia in 1850, each of whom
claimed to reside in that city, more than go percent did nol appear in
the census. Amoeng 223 blacks shipping on foreign voyages from Bal-
timore in 1857, only ¢ appeared in the city directory. Tew sailors of
color then had dependents or regular addresses, a tendency that seems
to have increased after 18o00.7

Coming ashore in whatever porl, unattached sailors headed for
places like the “Subterrainian” in New Bedford, where black and white
men and women were frequently arrested by the Night Walch for
fighting and late-night revelry. The west end of Olney Strect in Provi-
dence was the sile of great sprees. “Here were a number of houses
built and owned by white men,” wrote Willlam Brown, "and rented
to anvone, white or colored, who wanted to htire one ar more rooms,
ten| payable weekly” Morc respectable landlords, he pomnted oul,
coliccted quarterly. “Some of these places had bar-rooms, where lig-
uors were dealt out, and places where they sold cakes, pics, doughnuts,
&c. These they called cooky stands. In some houses dancing and fid-
dling was the order of the day.” Brown recognized that “this sireel had
a correspondence with all the saitor boarding houses in town, and was
sustained by their palronage”™

Every seaport had “houses kept by unprincipled men and women
for the vilest purposcs,” and saflors expected to purchase sex when
they came ashore. In 1826, when “the prohibition forbidding lewd
wormen visiting the Ships was renewed” in Oahu, Hawail, a mob of
naval and whaling tars threatened to “demolish the houses™ of mis-
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sionaries and chiefs who had shut off “the accustomed means of
licentious indulgence.” A black madame named Mary Craig Lopez ran
colored whalemen’s favorite haunt in New London, Connecticut, dur-
ing the 18405, before being jailed for her work, Bul purchased sex was
only one reason brothels were allractive.”

For some Dblack sailors a favorite brothel was not merely a way
station of pleasure, but a variant of boardinghouse life and the nearest
they could muster (o a permanent residence ashore. Court records
from Providence in 1831 reveal that a man could store his prized
possessions in a brothel and reswde there. William Jordan testified at
age thirty that he had been born in Baltimore, but that he lved in
Ezekial Burr’s house on Okney Lane, “In the upper story with a woman
named Mahala Green and has lived there for nearly five years” He
clarified his living arrangemenis, however, by explaining that he “fol-
lows the sea and lately returned from India in the ship N.J.,” a voyage
of about a year’s duration, “and was at work in Providence calculating
to go out in the ship Ann & Hope” The black man who kept the
“Cook Sellar” underneath Fzekial Burt’s house stated frankly that “the
upper part of the house was occupied by black and white prostitutes,
and others used to frequent there, and sailors used to resort there”?

Although we do not know how Jordan and Mahala Green under-
stood their living arrangements, it is clear that Jordan regarded Burr’s
house on Clney Lanc as his residence. He “had a gun or guns up in
his apartments,” a black [riend said, which he never would have taken
to sea, “and he used frequently to be out gunning.” Moreover, his
friend {another black sador), referred to Green as Jordan’s “wite”
Whether Jordan was procuring for Green or whether Green was his
“wife” only when he was in port we do not know. But the sheriffl had
cited her twice in two years for keeping “a house of ill-fame and dis-
order” William Jordan's accommodations were common for black
sailors, Caught ashore between inhospitable ships and expensive lodg-
ings, they lived and died in boardinghouses, whorchouses, and flo-
phouses. John L. Morris, born in Nortfolk, expired in New Bedlord in
15864 “in house of ill-fame No. 3 First S¢777

William ]. Brown understood that black scamen streaming ashore
at Providence in the 18208 defined themselves as men through repu-
tations built on their worldliness, bravery, and skill at sea, comple-
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mmented by their liberality ashore. He knew that working too hard and
valuing money too much detracted from a man’s reputation among
his drinking companions. At the same time, Brown recognized that
his father—well respected in Providence’s black community—had
supported a family on seafaring income. In Providence, as i many
other ports, scafaring was fundamental to blacks’ survival, especially
in the earlv nineteenth century. As time passed and conditions wors-
ened, seafaring remained central to masculine identity-formation, but
it increasingly reinforced the poverty and fragmentation of black
commnnities,

Boardinghouse masters exerted growing control over the maritime
labor market as the first half of the nineteenth century progressed,
gaining a virtual lock on supplying sailors to captains. According to
an ex-tar, they conspired to stop a man from shipping “unless he
would consent—even if a married man, 10 leave his home and become
a denizen of” the boardinghouse. In New York in 1863, “a combination
of colored sailor landlords™ strove bitterly to prevent “the shipping of
seamen from Mr Powcll’s house™ because of Powell's crusade against
their hustling. During the early nineteenth centary, black family men
like Noah Brown lived al home between voyages. As decades passed,
however, it became increasingly difficule to get a seafaring job unless
a man staved in a boardinghouse—even in his homeport. Boarding-
house keepers had become middlemen who supplicd Iabor to ship-
masters and room, board, and jobs to sailors. By the 1830s black sailors
with families were being caught in the squeeze: relegated to scafaring
to support their families, they were prevented by boardinghouse mas-
ters from even living at home. The changing nature of maritime
hiring made the seafaring pillar of the black community ever more
precarious,

SEAPARING WaS CENTRAL to the community life and masculine
identities of northern free blacks between the American Revolution
and the Civil War. A core of career black scamen, some with depend-
ents, sailed year after year—increasingly in the expanding coastal
trade, Striving o create opportunities, a few skippered small coasters
or sought positions as deep-sca officers. Many sailed as cooks or stew-
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ards to support their famulies, Some were communily leaders, stalwart
members of black benevolenl socielies, and responsible providers. A
few even managed to purchase homes, cspecially in New England
seaports. Among common Jack Tars, black sailors were more hikely
than whites to be older and to have ties ashore,

But the paradoxes of maritime work undermined free black society,
especially as the decades passed and it became increasingly difficult to
get a seafaring job without living in a hoardinghouse. Blacks strove to
be “men” in a proletarianized occupation whose physical abuse, dan-
ger, and cxploitative wage structure virtually knocked the manhood
out of them, preventing almost all from achieving the independence
and dignified providership they sought. Most mariners of color thus
remained casual seafarers, drawn from the reservoir of underemployed
black laborers who wailted in every aty. They careened between fore-
castle and galley, or boardinghouse and brothel, substituting the repu-
tations of deep-water men for more cnduring attachments. As chasms
in northern antebellum society widened between capital and labar,
and berween white and free black workers, black mariners fought a
losing battle to maintain seafaring as a pillar of free black society.



7. FREE SAILORS
AND THE STRUGGLE
WITH SLAVERY
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If it Tiaed w10t beenr the Lovd who was on our
side, whett e rose up against us: then they
had swatlowed us up .. Blessed De the Lord
who hath not given s as @ prey to thetr teeth,

PRALM 24

IDiring Tur FIRST HaLr of the nineteenth century, as collon
became the mainstay of the American economy, more and more
ships sailed into the lower South. Political polarization between North
and South simultaneously caught black sailors firmly in the vise of
racial conflict. Regarded by white southerners as “colored cemissarics
from the North,” frce black scamen on board ships in the South
confronted an intimidating local population. Southern racial ideology
demanded that free blacks be submissive and dependent—-essentially
“slaves without masters,” Northern black sailors claiming freedom and
respectability challenged the underpinnings of southern society. Yet,
without local patrons or any essential niche in the southern econ-
omy, independent black sailors became lighining rods for white south-
erners fury.'

As early as 1822, lawmakers concerned with the contagion of Tiberty
emanating from northern ships began to require black sailors’ incar-
ceration during southern port calls. Free black sailors deferred to
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whites’ formal demands as needed for self-preservation, but many also
empathized with slaves. They tippled with slaves in unobtrusive back
alleys and broughl tidings of the black world bevond the South. Bold
black sailors stowed fugitives aboard ships. Whether guerrilla fighters
in the war on slavery or imerely black strangers in a hostile white world,
free black mariners vovaging south sailed in harm’s way. For this, they
paid dearly.

Free satrors appeared as angels of liberty to some slaves. Work-
ing as a stevedore aboard the brig Casket in Savannah in 1818, a slave
named William Grimes “got acquamted with some of these Yankee
sallors.” The evening before Casket sailed, Grimes “went with a colored
man {a sailor on board) up into town and procured some bread, water,
dricd beef, and such other necessaries” and then clambered into a
prearranged space in the deckload of cotton bales, “After we had got
into the ocean the sailors gave (hree hearty cheers, and gave me (o
understand that | was clear; we were out of sight of land, they said.”
He got ashore safely in New York.?

During the decade betore Grimes’s successful escape, cotlon had
become the centerpiece of American commerce. Colton sapped the
lives of millions of slaves toiling from the Georgia uplands to the
Mississippi delta. For merchants in novthern commeraal aties, the
sealanes to cotlon ports such as Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, and
New Orleans became paths to prosperity, For Charleston slaveholders,
racial worries shadowed commercial profits. “Scarcely a vessel . .,
arrives in our port from the North,” they lamented in 1823, “which
has not two or three, or more black persons emploved.” Whites
prophesied that their slaves would “be seduced trom the service of
their masters in greater numbers” and that “Abolition Societies of the
North” would “intrigue, through this class of persons, with our slave
pepulation.” ?

By 1822, southern cotion, tobacco, naval stores, and nece constituted
55 percent of New Yorlk's domestic exports. As ships and schooners
collected southern commoditics for New York merchants, many of the
approximately 2,500 black seamen annually shipping trom that port
sailed south. Working side by side with enslaved stevedores like Wil-
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liam Grimes, free black sailors from the North had a close encounter
with slavery.*

Free black scamen traveled with relative impunity between northern
ports, Haiti, and the lower South before 1822, An all-black crew with
white officers aboard the brig C. Perry, for mslance, sailed from
Philadelphia to Savannah, then to St. Thomas in the Danish Virgin
Islands, to Cape Haitian, and back to Savannah. Sailors on §t. Thomas
formed lasling impressions of merchants and artisans of color, roles
traditionally closed to American free blacks. African American sailors
swaggcred along the French colonial boulevards of Cape Hailian, on
which Henrl Christophe’s black legions had routed Luropean armies,
and chatted with slaves in Savannab, August Lemonicr was such a
freewhecling black sailor. He shipped aboard the brig Hercules for a
vovage from New York to Mobile. When Hercules was stranded on
Carysfort Reef and was taken to Key West by salvage-masters, Lem-
onier left her and, as he told i1, “shipped on board Captain Jehnson's
schooner and went 1o Savannah” From there he joined “the Ship
Garones, Capl. Story, and went three vovages with him to 1 Tavre,”
Frarce. Seamen like Lemonier circulaled lreely ashore, with as much
liberty as black men ever had in slave socicties to discuss whalever
they wished with whomever they wished.”

A certain permissiveness characterized American slavery in the
settled regions of the Fast during the 18105 and carly 18208, Ay upslart
planters made slavery particularly harsh on the southwestern cotton
frontier, gentcel planters with deep roots in the Carelina tidewaler
were experimenting with “the loosest paternalistic control they would
ever deploy” Striving to reconcile the republican demeocracy they
prized with the tyrannical slavery that sustained them, seaboard slave-
holders cnvisioned themselves as benign paternalists, colnng euphe-
misms such as “Peculiar Institution” to camoullage their savagery.
According to their logic, slaves did not insist on liberty because they
realized their inferiority and dependence. Riddled with inconsisten-
cies, not the feast of which was blacks” disdain for submissiveness, this
ideclogy nevertheless nurtured a relatively tolerant siyle of slave con-
tral in Charleston by 1822. Paternalists wished to rule with what they
called “affection and gratitude” rather than cocrcion.®

Inte this breach stepped Denmark Vesey, a skilled free black car-
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penter and cx-sailor of great strength and cnergy. Vesey was a charis-
matic visionary who dreamed of bloody atonement for blacks” sorrows
and shighis, Capilalizing on whites’ laxity, and threatening death to
blacks who would not follow him, he planned onc of the largest slave
conspiracies in American history during the summer of 1822 in Char-
leston. Although Vesey had been freed through his own Tuck in 4
leritery, his wives and children yet bore the shacldes of slavery, as did
seven of cvery cight blacks in that city. Vescy sustained his vision of
freedom by reading the Declaralion of Independence, the Old ‘lesta-
ment prophets Zechariah and foshua, and debates on the Missouri
Compromise, “Even whilst walking through the streets in company
with another, he was not 1dle;” recollected a contempaorary, “for i his
companion bowed to a while person he would rebuke him, and
observe that all men were born cqual” Denmark Vesey's eventual
betrayal by an uarcliable conspirator led more than thirty plotters to
the gallows. His near success unleashed repressive new laws, including
ones aimed specilically at black seamen.”

Confessions extracted from several of the lcaders {though not Vesey
himself, who remained silent untif death) pointed to black seamen as
links in the cham of rebellion. Vesey had been a mariner as a youth—a
fact well known (o his followers, who respected and exaggerated his
cosmopolitanisit. Monday Gell, a chicf Heutenant, testified that Vesey
“had travelled through almost every part of the world with his former
master Captain Vesey, and spoke French fluently” According to Gell,
Vesey wanted to “open a correspondence with Port-atu-Prince in Santo
Domingo, to ascertain whether the inhabitants there would assist us
. .. He brought a letter to me, which was directed to President Boyer,
and was enclosed in a cover, which was directed 1o the uncle of (he
conl of the vessel by which il way sent” A conspirator named ['rince
said that the broiher of William, the mariner “who was to carry the
letter to Santo Domingo, was a General, as I understand, in Santo
Dominge.” Vesey, Gell, and another leader named Peiraull hand-de-
livered the letler to William aboard his schooner at Vanderhorst's
Wharf. Should the insurrection have been even partially successtul,
according to several of the conspirators, Vesey intended “to sail for SL
Domingue with his principal adherents”®

With the maritime dimensions of the conspiracy so cvident, and a
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parancid belief among white Charlestonians that no “evil of greater
magnitude” could exist “than the constant intercourse which is main-
tained between the blacks of the North aid the South,” black sailers
became prime targets of the state of South Carolina. As carly as 180y,
recollected a Charleston magistrate, “several hundred pamphlets of an
insurrectionary character were brought to Charleston, in the ship
Minerva, from New York, b her steward who was a black man.”
During the Vesey trial, local justices claimed that “inflamnmatory pam-
phlets on slavery brought into Charleston from some of our sister
states, within the last four years (and onc from Sicrra Leone), and
distributed among the colored population of the city,” had contributed
to the plotters’ near success, This inspired Governor John Wilson to
refer 1o transient free Dlack sailors as “those afflicted with infections
disease.” ¥

Black seafaring men may have cross-pollinated « free black congre-
gation in Philadelphia and the African Church in Charleston in which
Vesey preached freedom. They definitcly talked with cnslaved men and
women in the streets and cook shops of that loosely regulated seaport.
But ne conclusive evidence pomted to transienl seamen as instigators.
Men such as sallors, without a stake in the community, would have
lacked the authority to enlist locals for a venture whose outcome was
almost certain death. Yet siaveholders later clamed that the “planned
insurrection was advised, set on fool, and arranged by the agency of
free Negro sailors on board Northern vessels.” Such claims helped to
justify the swstematic and legal oppression of black seamen.?

South Carolina’s legislature passed the original “Act for the Better
Regulation and Government of Free Negroes and Persons of Colot”™
in December 1822, wilthin months of the Vesey plot. lThe new law
stipulated “that if any vessel shall come into any port or harbor of
this Statc . . . having on board any free negroes or persons of color as
cooks, stewards, marners, or in any other employment on board of
said vessel, such free negroes or persons of color shall be . . . confined
in jail until said vessel shall clear out and depart from this State”
Should the captain not carry away his free black sailors, or should he
not pay the expenses of ther detention, they would be “taken as
absolute slaves, and sold.” Legislators later remioved the provision for
the sale of free men, substituting whipping. These laws institutional-
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ized the debasement of Aftfican American seamen and spurred their
politicization and protest in the war against slavery. A legislative com-
mittee in South Carolina conceded that black scamen were “prompted
to efforts of this description by the supposed wrongs infhcted on
them.” !

Warily assessing Lhe acl, sailors initially were not convinced that it
would be implemented. People of color had long maneuvered around
unenforced statuies designed 10 repress them. Throughout the upper
South, laws required free blacks to register with commissioners and
carry free papers. Few did, preferring the risk of a penally 1o visiting
the sheriff, Free hilacks in the lower South similarly circumvented rules
stipulating that they have white “guardians.” Aware that such laws
colld be enforced at any time, black people guardedly skirted them
when they could. Substantial numbers of black mariners Lhus landed
at and departed from Charleston without being incarcerated during
the early months of 1823—hard on the heels of the promulgation of
the new law. Shortly thereatter, however, enforcernent hore down
brutally on Amos Daley.'?

Dalev arrived al Charleston aboard Captain Rose’s schooner Tox on
April 22, 1823. The authoritics promptly jailed him vnder the law
requiring incarceration of frec black sailors, Thirleen days later, having
been wamed “rmever Lo return here again,” he was escorted to the
wharl. According to Justice Andrew Bay, the magistrates wamed Cap-
tain Rose “of the consequences which would ensue should he be
brought inte this State.” Nevertheless, within six weeks Daley was back.
Apprenticed to Captain Rose, Daley protested that “he . . . could nol
prevent it [alev also may have been overly optimistic about how he
would fare because the law had provided certain exemptions. No black
men were safe, but Indians werc. In his own cyes, Amos Daley was an
Indian—the son of a Narragansett Indian woman “wilh straight black
hair™ Daley even carried a certificate from the town clerk of North
Kingston, Rhode Isiand, explaining his parentage and status. The mate
aboard Fox swore that he *had no doubt that the prisomer was a free
Indian,” even it “it was customary to call Indians colored men™ But
in Charleston, Daley’s fale hung on the curl of his hair. A magistrate
with an eye for African descent deposed that “the hair of the prisoner
|was] rather against him” The sheritf blunily sneered that “the pris-
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oncr s hair was wooly.” Given the extenuating circumstances, the jus-
tices thought they let him off easy with only twelve lashes on his bare
back.1*

Nonetheless, luckicr black scamen freely roamed Charleston’s strects
garly that swmmer, before a new vigilante group called the South
Carolina Association unleashed the full force of the statute, making
the harbor master corral all sailors of color. From late July through
September, 154 black mariners arrived at Charleston—118 from north-
ern ports, 15 from the Wesi Indies, and 21 from Europe. All went to
jaill. “In so short a time, and principally during a scason when there
is little or no trade,” argued the South Carohina Association, “so many
have arrived here, some idea may be formed of the number which
must enter into our limits in the course of the year” Tail cxpenscs
became considerable for the shipowners who were held legallv liable,
and devastating for the wage-earning sailors 1o whom the owners
passed on the cost. Captain David Low of the Boston brig Arctic paid
$10.44 “for arresting,” “for warning and affidavit,” and for thirteen
days maintenance i jail for “a free col'd Man named fefferson All-
ston,” when seamen like Allston earned only $10 to $14 per month,
“Denied a sufficiency of food, and compelled to perform various
menial and disgusting offices in the prison,” hundreds of unprisoned
satlors bore this new degradation with melancholy and rage.14

Vesey's inspirational but suicidal campaign for freedom had been
limited to Charleston, as were the repercussions black satlors lell in
its wake, Nevertheless, for men with few other options in the labor
market, it was easy enough to find a ship bound elsewhere, Magistrates
obsessed with color and the curl of a man’s hair could not derail
northern free Dlacks’ reliance on seafaring. Pressures remained, but
they were the kind of random assaalts that blacks always taced. “Brad-
ford Mowry, a coloured seaman . . . from the American schooner Ann™
of Norfolk, encountered thal pervasive racism at Antigna in 1824.
“Although [Mowry| has committed no other crime but that of deser-
tion,” wrote the American consul, cphasizing his point by underlin-
ing the operative phrase, “duty” demanded that he “make ann example,”
Mowry “being a coloured person.” The consul and Anw's captain had
Mowry repatriated to Virginia and “lodged in Prison” for prosecu-
tion. 14
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1n 1829, goaded by the insults and degradations endured simply (or
“being a colourcd person,” a black nationalist thinker named David
Walker published the mosi bitter denunciation of American freedom
vet wrilten by a man of color. Walker wrote and published his inflam-
matory Appeal fo the Colored Citizens of the World in Boston, bud his
intended andience was the enslaved masses in the South. “We, {col-
oured people of these United States of Amcrica) are the mosr wretched,
degraded and abject set of beings that ever Hved since the world began,”
Walker railed. “The whites want slaves, and want us for their slaves,
bur some of them will curse the day they cver saw us. As true as the
sun ever shone in its meridian splendor, my colour will root some of
them out of the very face of the earth” The apocalyptical Appeal
turned up first among dishelieving whites in Savannah, and rapidly
thereafter in Richmond. In Walker's native North Carolina, officials
found it in Wilmington, “An open appeal to [bondsmen’s| natural love
of liberty,” claimed a police magisirate in Wilmington, Walker's book
was “totally subversive of all suberdination in our slaves.” A jailed
slave was heard discussing it nearby in the small port of Newbern.
Sailors, preachcrs, missionaries, and other radicals circulated it in
South Carolina and Louisiana. Like Vesey, Walker sought to unite free
and enslaved people of color in a revolutionary campaign for dignity
and the rcturn of the proceeds of their labor, Unlike Vesey, however,
Walker left his mark throughout the seaboard South, ¢

From the used-clothing store that he operated on Brattle Stree,
near the Boston wharves, Walker bultonholed sailors and asked them
to spread his message. It was no coincidence that the Appeal circulated
first in seaports. As had been the case for centuries, those in the orbit
of a port often were the first to hear news from near and far. A
sophisticated propagandist, Walker had stressed to the General Col-
ored Association of Massachusetts in 1828 the need “to unite the
colored population, so far, through the United States of America, as
may be practicable and expedient; forming societies, opening, extend-
ing, and keeping up correspondences, and not withholding any thing
which may have the least tendency to meliorate our miserable condi-
tion” An active agent of several black newspapers, and one of the
most powerful published black voices of his generation, Walker nev-
ertheless realized that the clandestine and far-flung distribution of
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radical ideas among the black population could best occur by wornd
of mouth.!?

Walker, and the brave messcngers who carried his book in their
sea-chests, pravoked the Georgia legistature into imposing a forty-day
guaraniimne on all vessels with free black seamen aboard, and requirmg
the incarceration of any black saidor ashore or in contact with slaves.
Drespite Vesey's conspiracy in neighboring Charleston, Georglans had
never singled out black marinevs. Restriciing free black access 1o Lhe
statc in 1818, the legislature previously had excmpted scamen, The
appearance of Walker’s Appeal in Savannab, where fleets of cotton
ships tugged restessly on their hawsers, changed that. According to
the governor, sixty copies had been “carricd to Savannah by the
Steward of some vessel {a white man}, and delivered by him to a negro
preacher for distribution.™®

Stringent legislation restricting black searnen’s freedom and liveli-
hood snowballed during the 18308, in the wake of Walker's Appeal and
its apparent circulation by seafaring men. North Carolina’s legislature
rapidly passed a law emulaiing Georgia’s. The next year Floridas
legislators prohibited all free blacks, including sailors, from entering
the territory on pain of imprisonment. Authoritics there subsequently
sold into slavery a free black seaman from Nassau who returned
despile a prior warning.!?

Gulf coast states were not so quick to impose sanctions on scarmnen
of color, which meant that sailors in the cotton trade continued Lo
enjoy mobility there for several years. In 1836, when Georgia’s law had
reduced blacks to only 2 percent of sailors in Savannah, they still
accounted lor almost 10 percent of satlors in New Orleans. The French
and Spanish cultural roots in Gulf coast societies had resulted in a
three-ticred racial system there. “Gens du coleur”™ had established
rights, and thus inhabited a southern malieu distinctly different from
that experienced by free people of color elsewhere. As late as 1856, the
Louisiana Supreme Court reiterated that “in the eye of Louisiana law,
there is . . . all the difference between a free man of color and a slave,
that there is between a white man and a slave,” a notion that would
have seemed preposterous on the Atlantic coast.®

Languid New Orleans also cxtended more carthy attractions, It
savory creole cuisine made salt beef appear as bad as it really was, the
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remembrance of sweet caresses got many a sailor through loncly night
watches. Black shantcymen sang, “When [ was a young man in mc
prime, I chased them yaller gals two at a bme” prompting their
shipmates Lo recollect the intersection of Bourbon and Orleans Streets,
where salt-crusted men starved for female company were rejuvenated
in bawdy houscs. Despite these pleasures, black saitors were under no
lusion that Gulf coast socelies’ Lhree-caste system automatically in-
cluded them. Legal and social perquisites for free people of color
hinged on local lineage, just as sailors’ freedom of movemenl hinged
on the sullerance of stale legislators.?!

During the late 1830s and early 1840s, the fear of alien free blacks
prompted lawmakers in Alabama, Louisiana, and the Spanish Carib-
bean to imitate South Carolina's Negro Seamen Acts. Worried Coban
slaveholders such as Capitan-General don Francisco Dionisio Vives,
concerned by minor stave revolts and rumors of more, claimed that
“the existence of free blacks and mulattoes in the midst ot the slavery
of their companions is an example which will become very dangerous
one day” In 1837 a royal order prohibited all free persons of color—
including seamen-—from landing in Cuba or Puecrto Rico under any
pretext. Americans at that time carried on a brisk trade with Cuba,
More than two hundred vessels sailed between Cuba and New York
alone in 1835. The Colored American newspaper alerted black scamen
to the new danger, and William P. Powell bluntly told men at the
Cotoured Saiflors” Home in New York what awaited even the most
apolitical. “Evcry negro scized with weoly hair, no matter how white
his complexion mav be, is thrust into prison.” Alabama shul ils porls
to blacks in 1839, Three years later Lonisiana’s legisiature required New
Orleans police to arrest incoming sailors of color (other than state
residents} and imprison them unil their vessel’s departure.

Within twenty shorl years following Yesey's and Walker's hold
thrusts for freedom, and accompanving the phenomenal risc of or-
ganized abolition, an apparatus of systeinatic statc coercion besct black
sailors. In 1822 they had circulated relatively freely around the Atlantic,
limited only by their employers, irascible consuols, and the threal of
kidnappers. Supporting fledgling northern black communities, and
smuggling slaves to freedom whenever possible, sailors linked black
America—free and slave, North and South, By fulfilling Lhis part of
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David Walker's nationalist dream, seamen of color attracted the wrath
of wary white legislators. Although free blacks everywhere m these
pre—Civil War decades confronted reduced manumissions and dedin-
ing opportunities, no other black occupation was threatened as exten-
sively as scafaring.

Negro Seamen Acts made the fnancial arcumslances of northern
free blacks supported by mariners even more precarious. Virtually all
the numerous seamen of color shipping from cotton ports had roots
and respongibilities elsewhere. About go percent of the hlack seamen
shipping from Savannah, for instance, were born outside the South.
Thus the eftect of the ban on black sadovs in southern ports was to
cut ofl the means of hvelihood for searmen of color and their depend-
enlg in the North. One free sailor risking jail during the 18308 told a
slave in Savannah “that his home was in New York; that lie had a wite
and several children there, but that he followed the sea for a ivelibood
and knew no other mode of life,” Belween 1803 and 1829, blacks
constititted about 15 percent of the sailors in Savannah. The year atrer
the state of Georgia quarantined and threatened to jail them, the figure
dropped to g percent; and within a few years, to 4 percenl, 3 percent,
and 2 percenl. Rlacks in New Yorlt and Philadelphia reeled froun racist
decisions made at the statehouse in Milledgeville.™

Challenging sheriffs to jail them, African American sailors never
withdrew completely from southern voyages, muach less from seafar-
ing. Avoiding ports one by one, under pressure, they returned when
possible, After the Lowsiana legislature passed a Negro Seamen Act in
1842, blacks” proportion of maritime labor in New Orleans fell from
Just under 10 percent to only 1 percent. Ten years later Towstana
lawmakers eased restrictions, substiluting a passporl system and shore
privileges for imprisonment. African American sailors rebounded to
fill more than 7 percent of sailors’ berths by 1855, when some fifty
1o sixty thousand satlovs and sleamboal hands annually streamed
throngh New Otleans 2

In addition to the legal constraints that threatened free black mari-
ners in the South werc illegal acts such as man-stealing, or the kid-
napping of free satlors in order to enslave them, This praclice exisled
beforc and afier passage of the Negro Scamen Acts, and no northern
free blacks were more vulnerable than sailors. Man-stealers scattered
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the sons of Jude Hall, a Dlack Revoludionary War veteran from New
Hampshire, “Jarges was put on board a New Orleans vessel; Aaron
was stolen from Providence, in 1807; Willlam went to sea in the
bark Hannibal, from Newburvport, and was sold in the West Indies.”
The Bostonian James G. Barbadoes recalied wilh anguish the travail
of his brother imprisoned in New Cileans in 1816, For morc than
five months, Robert Barbadoes languished “handcutffed and chaned,”
guilty only of being a strange black man in Louisiana. 1le was “de-
prived every way of communicating his sitnation to his parents. His
[seaman’s] protection was taken from him, and torn up, He was olten
flogged severely 1o be made submissive, and deny dhat he was frec
Porn” In desperation Barbadoes even pricked his own veins tor ink,
bt jailers tore up the letter. The terrorization and kidnapping of men
like these hobbled northern free blacks struggling o survive. Man-
stealers not only snatched loved ones, but deprived cmbryonic black
comimunities of earning power and of prescant and future numerical
strength. The randomness of this piracy unsettled every free person
of color, mocking their free status.®

During the 1840s, Mississippi River pilots practiced man-stealing on
a grand scale. Large ships at New Orleans often finished loading several
miles below the city, at Balize, and then arranged for crews 1o e sent
down on towboats, Salors, black and white, signed articles with
shipping agents and collected their month's advance, sometimes not
even knowing which ship they were bound for, and then embarked
aboard lowboats when needed. “Now,” explained a black boarding-
house keeper who had been informed by escaped seamen, “very often
the coloured sailors get deceived. Instead of going on beard of a ship
at the Balive they are transferred and distributed among the pilot
boats . . . 'the pilots will not pay them one cont of wages, and i€ they
dare say they are fiee, they are whipped and punished wilh |great]
cruelty.” 2

A Nova Scotian named Jacob Brown, probably a descendent of black
Anierican lovalists who cmigrated there afier the American Revolu-
tion, became a slave to New Orleans pilots in 1841, Brown sailed as
the cook of the ship Ocegra from Boston to New Orleans, and fled
without wages when the captain and the mate planned to sell him,
Broke and on the beach, he signed aboard the Lafayette, lhen lying at



202 BLACK JACKS

Slaughter House Point and bound for Liverpool. Fleading downstream
on the towboat Tiger, he asked for the Lafayerie, and was told she had
gone farther down. “Upon the sccond inguiry [he] was told that he
had shipped to the pilot boats at the Balize.” As Brown lold L, “there
were shxty-eight free coloured men on board the several pilot boats at
the Soulhwest and Southeast Pass, all made to work as slaves, some
cmploved as pull-away boys, others repairing sails and rigging” Some
ded in the pilots’ ¢luiches, and others were sold into permancnt
slavery ashore. Yet athers werc cast off oniy to be taken up by the civil
authorities and jailed, a fate that often meant the chain-gang, Never-
theless, some men like Brown were evenlually freed. Pilots preferred
not 1o pay for slaves’ upkeep in slack times. But liberating captives as
capriciously as they had been seized defined white men as the masters
af the lower Mississippl. They trifled with black mariners simply to
reinforce black subordination.®

Random enslavement of particularly vulnerable blacks, especially
those associated with abolitionists, sent an unmistakable signal about
the precarious status of free people of color, The Mississippi master
from whom the enslaved sailor Isaac Wright fled in 1838 brazeniv
advertised him as “originally from New York,” and conceded his
northern free origins when he admutted that “isaac . . . speaks quick,
and very correctly for a negro” Removed from both the northern
black clite and the whitc abolitionists who shielded [ree blacks m
the North, nervous sailors approached southern ports apprehensively.
Frustrating head winds forced Moses Crandv's vessel to “put back
threc times to Norfolk, anchoring each time just opposite the jail . . .
I {eared the mayor would find me on board, and sell me. I could sce
the jail, full of colored people, and cven the whipping post, at which
they were constantly enduring the lash™ Following British West
Indian emancipation in 1838, island mariners became favorite targets
of unprincipled man-stealers in the American South. In 1855 the
British consul at Nortolk, G. B R. James, wrote that this practice had
lately increased “frightiullv” According to James, the U5, district
attormey in eastern Virginia believed thal in i34 alone more than two
hundred iree British West [ndian sailors had been sold illicitly.®

Ironically, the Negro Scamen Acts that were designed Lo prevent
black seamen from communicating with slaves [ailed to do just that.
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Incarcerated sailors were guaranteed contact with jailed slaves. Ex-
plaining why he had beaten a free sailor in 1835, the Charleston Jatler
said that he “found Jones harangueing three or four Negroes,” and
swore he overheard Jones say “that the negroes were fools for doing
what he, Pane, ordered (hem.” By 1843 concerned Charlestonians
petitioned the legislature to incarcerate transient blacks “in a prison
or building by themselves” Although South Carolina’s legislators sub-
sequently “required” the commissioners of public buildings in seaport
districts to alter jails “to keep in safe custedy all free negroes and
persons of color” separate from slaves “to prevent all communication
between them,” ineriia and parsimony interfered. Authorities in the
Charleston district never complicd; and in 1854 lawmakers again {u-
tilely authorized scparate jails for alien seamens® A few vears later
liberalization of the law permitled free black seamen to stay aboard
ships in Charleston, once again allowing unimpceded discussions with
at least some slaves. “Ships having Collerd Crews rom 14 10 16 Men,”
read a local complaint, “Commanded by Northern Men and Cwned
at the North hire vour Slaves as Sievedores to Load and unload their
Ships, and place vour Slaves in dircct communication with any ermisary
the North ntay think propper to send amongst us. Collerd persons are
prohibited from Colecting together for any purpose, but on board
Ships they can Collect from 40 to 6o at any time without any White
Person among them, from 10 to 20 feet below decks™

Shameless profiteering accompanied the intimidation of black sail-
ors. Long before the convict-lease system that exploited black prison-
ers for profit became a hallmark of southern penology, southern
authorities extorted labor from penurious free blacks. Thewr inabiliLy
to pay fines, taxes, or jail fees often consigned people of color Lo
lengthy servimde, as Willlam Cook discovered alter a voyage from
Virginia to Pensacola in the early 1840s. Jailed for several months at
the rate of 37 and 1/2 cents per day, and charged for doctors, printers,
and the kidnapping itself, Cook ultimately “had bills of maore than
two hundred dollars against him.” He had to work off the debt. Black
sailors unable to prove Ltheir freedom in New Orleans “were compelied
to work in chains on the roads in the burning sun for 25 cents per
day, and pay in advance . . . for maintenance, doctor’s and other bills”
A Connecticut sailor named John Slate spent four and a half years on
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the chain-gang “employed ditching in the winter, and digging graves
for the public cemetery” When sick and unable o work, he was
charged one dollar a day to increase his jail fees. Slatc finally arrived
in New Yorlk, destitute and debilitated, “the iron shackle which he wore
on his ancle . . . having chafed the flesh off to the bone” Recounting
his twenty-one days i a New Orleans prison, one black mariner
simply said, “They do treat coloured scamen very bad™:

Northern mariners of color and their families sought legal redress,
but they were rarely successful against their oppressors. Writing to a
friend in Boston from the New Orleans chain-gang in 1834, Jobn Tidd
claimed that his captain imprisoned him because *I was a little belaited
with my supper and he gain to jaw me and 1 told him it he did not
like et he might get somboday alse.” The captain “carrid [off] my
papers and clothing and by the information i can git he want to sall
me.” Tidd was an old hand in the courts: he had previously hired a
Boston attorney to “sue for all wages due to me from the Captain and
Orwmers of the Ship Cameo,” and he now asked hus friend Lo stop the
captain “when he arrives . . . I wanl you to . ., gow lo a lawyer and
have them all stoped thair in tell ! return that I can get recompense.”
An African American widow living in Providence, shaken when her
son was sold in New Orleans in 1834, contacled an atrovney to prose-
cute his captain, Neither her suit nor 1idd’s prevailed. A few individu-
als were redecined during the 1830s when symipathelic while mer-
chants traveling in the South intervened on their behalf, but this was
by no means the norm, and it became ever more atypical as the
abolitionist tempo increased. When the Commonwealth of Massa-
chusetts sent agents o Charleston and New Orleans in 1844 on behalf
of imprisoned black seanmten, both were thwarted, and one almost
Iynched. ™

Yet insisting that free people had rights, and distranght by the loss
of loved ones, black citizens rallied collectively on behalt of sailors.
Louisiana’s act requiring the incarceration of frec scamen sparked sev-
eral African American mectings in Boston, The first, 1 1842, petilioned
both Congress and the Massachuselts legislature, and appointed 2
committee “1o prepare and circulate petitions, and to correspond with
our friends in the several States, to awaken an inlerest in hehalf of
their own seamen.” In 1850, four hundred Bahamians sigined what they
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called & memonial, or petition, and sent it o London to protest the
poor treatment of blagk sailors in the United States, Cuba, and Puerto
Rico. Black newspapers publicized changes in laws regarding seamen.
Organized responses like these to the plight of colored seamen bol-
stered the abolitionist crusade, bul African American communities
remained essentially powerless to prevent the wholesale incarceration
of sailors in the lower South.#

Overcrowded seaport jails burst at the seams during strict enforce-
ment of the Negro Seamicn Acts. A white man visiting black shipmates
in the Charleston jail in November 1839 counted “hity-two stewards
and cooks in there” Several vears later William 1. Davis, imprisoned
under the Sputh Carolina act, counted seventy mariners confined at
the same time. Whercas harassment had long been part of the life of
every northern free black, broad-based roundups had not, nor had
the galling ignominy of respectable men being paraded through the
streets in handcuffs. Referring indignantly to New Orleans in 1844, a
black boardinghouse keeper complained that “sfreteen coloured men
were taken out of vessels in one day” The simultaneous incarceration
of large numbers of innocent men fostcred camaraderic among them,
allowed the rekindling of old friendships, and provided hours of tense
boredom during which they swapped varns and complained bitterly
in low tones about their treatment. But cven the hardicst quailed. Tor
a captain “called by the Sheriff to put my negro in jail,” inconventence
and expense resulled. For a sailor gripping his little bundle and sizing
up the sheritt at the ships rail, life-threatening uncerlamty loomed,
Each knew that not every seaman returned o his ship, and malicious
sheriffs taunted free sailors with the insecurity of their frecdom. ™

Local circumstances dictated when and how manners would be
jailed. But the significant time lag between events in cotton ports and
the dissermnination ol news through the waterfront grapevine in New
York or Liverpool kept black sailors in the dark. In New Orleans
during the early 1840s Joshua Baldwin, the Second Municipality re-
corder, rigidly enforced the incarceration of nonresident black sailors.
After several years of large annual voundups, Baldwin came under fire
for channeling the accrued fees into the Second Municipality treasury,
State law stipulated that colored searmen were to be housed in the
Orleans Parish Prison—not the tmunicipality workiionse—and that
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fees were payable 10 the parish. Caught in a local politcal fracas,
Baldwin relented long enough in 1845 to direct some sadors to the
parish prison, but he uldmately circamvented his political opponents
by instructing policemen in the Second Muniapality to slop arresting
black sailors aliogether. Strict enforcement of the law alternated with
neriods of laxity on a port-by-port basis.®

Such minor mnconsistencies i an oppressive law were nol very
reassuring to men concerned with their own freedom and with sup-
porting their familics. The roundups seemed relentless, From his
proprietor’s desk at the Coloured Searmen’s Home in w46, William P
Powell investigated the jailing of sailors in New Orleans and learned
“that the average number is not less than thirtv-five per month, for
twelve months.” Relying upon “moen whose veracity I have good reason
to believe,” Powell deduced the numbers of black seamen he believed
were incarcerated annually in several southern jails. His total, 1,168
men detained each year, broke down as follows: in New Orleans, 420
men; in Charleston, 240 men; in Savannab and Mobile, 204 men cach;
and in Cuba, 100 men, Allernalive sources suggest that though Powcll's
calculations were exaggerated for Savannah, they were very accurate
for Charleston.*

During the life of these acts, at least 10,000 free black scamen were
man-handled and jailed before being treed to tell their tales. New
Orleans police records confirm the arrests of 2,760 abien blacks from
1853 Lo 1862, of which approximately 88 percent {2,436] were scamen.
The bulk of the arrests occurred during a two-vear period [rom 1859
to 1862, when the acts were strictly enforced. In 1850, a Boston ship-
owner had testified that “certificates could be torwarded of more than
onc thousand imprisonments, within three vears, at the port of New
Orleans alone.” This tocus on New Orleans notwithstanding, contem-
poraries agreed that South Carolinians were the most vigorous enforc-
ers. Scattered statistics suggest that at least 200 seamen per year wery
imprisoned in Charleston for 34 years—an estimaled total of 6,400,
Given that 4 other states and Cuba incarceraled blaclk sailors as well,
iL appears that considerably more than 10,000 frec scamen of color
were jailed under these acts. And on pay day, at least 10,000 of them
felt the sting of laws passed by slaveholders.

Shipmasters passed on the costs of imprisonment to their black
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hands. “We had to pay our jail fecs, the Recorder's and officer's balls,”
lamented a scaman after a stint in the New Orleans prison, The
expenses were not inconsequential. In November 1843, Captain Dill of
the brig Penguin paid $23.43 for “arrest, registry, dicting, etc. of Robert
White, John Pluten, & Richard Fabler, colored seamen,” in Charleston.
In 1844 a ship’s agent in New Ortleans paid $8.25 “or laking the Cook
out of jail.” Cools then earned only 516 to 20 per month, and scamen
a few dollars less. Black mariners absorbing the cost of a southern
port stay found weeks or even months of their wages deducted, giving
new meaning to the shantey that ran, “0 rouse an’ bust “er is the ary,
A black man's wage is never high.” Most seamen were hit twice for
these voyages: wages invariably stopped for days when Lhere was no
shipboard work, during which a sailor often paid for the insult of
menial labor and lonsy meals in a filthy jail 4

Avoiding the cotton ports had its own costs, An ex-slave from the
Chesapeake who shipped out for years refused to reiurn to slave
territory, poverty or not. “bvery winter [Captain Baymore] used to
trade South, and wanted me to go with him, but I refused him, because
they would always take the stewards out and lock them up.” Instead,
“T was compelled Lo board during the winter in Philadelphia, and it
ook all my summer earnings to kecp me through the winter” The
compounded costs to northern black America were substamial n jobs
lost, wages docked, and fees deducted. Local black economics sinmul-
taneously suftered in the cotton ports, as slaves and free blacks who
had vended food, entertainment, or lodging Lo sailors of color lost
their customers.?

Recompense for the southern authorities’ plundering remained vir-
tually out of the question, but northern captains were slightly more
vulnerable, “These niggers have threatened to prosecute Capt Barber
and me,” complained the Yankee chiet mate of an all-black crew
loadmyg cotton 0 1854, “T shall have to stay and take Lhe chances.” [n
1844 a black mariner sued the captain ol the Cprosure in Massachu-
setts, seeking compensation for his imprisonment in New Crleans. He
triumphed when the court ruled that he was “not liable for the prison
expenses paid by the master” His was a partial victory, The judge
refused financial damages because the sailor had signed articles agree-
ing to make a voyage to any port in the United States. His captain was
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thus cxempt from liability for his “unconstitutional” imprisonment,
Such wverdicts never surprised black people, and the numbers whao
trivmphed in court were tiny compared with the numbers who paid
for their own incarceration.®?

Confronting the awesome will of white southerners to debase and
extort mariners of color, saillors devised various stralegies for coping.
Avoidance was a favorite. In 1836 Captain Jamces Scott claimed that
James Ware, 4 Rhode Island native and "a colored Seaman , .. was
discharged with his own consent al Nassau not being willing to come
to Savannah.” Bt avaiding the South altogether was neither economi-
cally practical nor personally desirable for many black seamen#

Discriminatory laws and extra-legal intimidation never entirely
stemrned the flow of blacks into the South. Persistent sallors managed
to ciecurmvent Negro Seamen Acts on the very doorsteps of southern
ports, although this required alliances with caplains, who despite their
irritation with meddlesovie laws were rarely a black sailor’s fricnd.
Wesley Brown signed articles in November 1849 for a voyage from
Saco, Maine, to any port in the Gulf of Mexico aboard the Humngarian.
At New Orlcans “she was moored out of the precinels of the city, to
prevent [Brown] & other colored men of Lhe crew being put in prison
during the stay of the ship there” Brown and three other black scamen
successfully requested that Captain Richard Harltey “procure [them|
a berth on board another vessel going north, to relieve [them] of the
danger of imprisonment.”*

Louisiana’s law of 1842 requiring captains 1o send African Americans
Lo jail (and w0 pay for it} temporarily united sailors and captains
against the state, as bad simnlar laws in South Carolina and Georgia.
At Charleston, remembered John Cory, his "Captain remonstrated,
offered 1o be my surety for good behavior, offered to prove my birth,
bat all was unavailing” Not accustomed to having the captain on thair
side, sailors such as Brown and Cory mamipulaled the situation as best
they could.ts

But the class divide remained, and amendiments to Loulsiana’s
Negro Seamten’s Act in 1852 {and to South Carolina’s in 1856) opened
black sailors to new forms of exploitation. The liberalized laws allowed
black muariners to remain aboard their vessels. A sailor aboard ship,
however, was the prisoner of his captain, and never more so than when



The Struggle with Slavery 209

the captain had the shoreside authorities’ resources at his disposal, A
federal judge recognized this in 18s5. "A port in the slave states, where
laws of this description prevail,” he wrote, “is not a port of discharge
for colored seamen . . . 'They are not free to go where they please, and
to find other vovages . . . They cannot even lcave the vessel without
the hazard of being made slaves™ During the peak of southern
enforcement, most caprains did not want sailors of color. Jail fees and
the invasion of ships by noscy sheriffs provided a new rcason for racist
exclusion al hiring lime, Once laws were modified so that black
searnen were forced fo remain aboard ships, however, skin-flint Yankee
skippers recognized a solution to the age-old problem of desertion.
With regulations in southemn ports making it dangerous lor nonresi-
dent free blacks even to be seen on the sireels, sailors of color became
their employers” captives.

A captain hiring an all-black crew for a voyage to New Ortleans or
Charleston after the laws were hberalized dunng the 1850s knew that
his sailovs could not desert, and that he might ceerce them into
accepting low wages or force them to unload the ship. At New Orleans
in 1857, “a crowd of unemployed workers congregated around a vessel
on o which a group of northern negroes were rolling coiton bales,”
and they “seemed 1o envy the well fed and more fortunate blacks.” A
few vears before, those blacks would have been in jail, and the “un-
employed fwhile] workers” loading cotton. But black sailors hore their
own crosses. An African Amcrican crew signed aboard the brig Idide
Kunball in Halifax, Nova Scotia, aboul 1834 {or a vovage to Europe,
and thence “to a port of discharge in the United States” at the rate of
twenty-four dollars per month. In New Orleans they remained aboard,
foregoing the pleasures of saortown to aveid jail, and worked for the
captain at local wages—IMifteen dollars per month. Three weeks later
he made the crew sign articles for the voyage north at the same low
rate. Later arguing in the federal district court in Boston that they
were entitled to their original wage, the Iddo Kimball crew prevailed
becanse shipmasters legally could not use the laws of slave states to
force lowwer wages on Dlack sailors. But many captains continued to
do so with impunity. State laws and the dominance of custom otten
took away with one hand what federal laws provided with the olher.
As illegal aliens in Lounisiana, for example, out-of-state blacks could
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not file suits against white emplovers, opeming them Lo serjous exploi-
tation.¥

Blacks knew, of course, that white control was ncver absolute, and
they subtly challenged whitc domination by choosing to make south-
ern vovages. James P Thomas first saw New Orleans as a runaway
slave in 1839, and he returned in 1851 as a freeman hoping to sctie
there. Ultimately the steward on a Mississippi River steamer, Thomas
lraveled to pearly all the Umited States east of the Mississippi, the
Caribbean, Central America, and Europe. The splendor of “Crand
opera nights,” the relative freedom of “large numbers of servants
[who] managed Lo buy themselves, their families, and |who] had
money and property besides,” as he put it, and the sheer cxuberance
of New Orleans life made the Crescent City his kind of place. A slave
himself until well into hig twenlies, and an eyvewilness 1o the slave
markets in New Orleans, Thomas still found an incomparable attrac-
tiveness in that cosmopolitan scaport on the Mississippi’s great bend.
He freguented New Orleans even during the era of the Negro Seamen
Acts because he liked the city, Two free-born Bahamians iikewise came
to prefer life in the Civil War South to that of sleepy;, but tree, Nassau.
Kidnapped aboard a schooner in Nassau in 1861, they were sold for
eight hundred dollars each m Camden Counly, Georgia, and laler
forced to work aboard the Confederaie stcamer Darlingron. To the
surprise of their Union liberator, Admiral DuPont, the Bahamians (elt
sufficiently independent to make their way on the southern waterfront.
“Thev never have cxpressed any desire to be sent to Wassau or 1o the
North,” he wrote, Despite their scare in slavery, John Stirrup and Sam
Edwards preferred to navigate their own course in the lower South, a
place at once terrible and attractive to frec blacks. Neither desperation
for work nor whites' duplicity explains entirely why free black seamen
voyaged southward.®

Resigned to the degradation of black labor, and conscious of their
own ability to endurc, other northern seamen simply risked a stint in
jail, accepting imprisonment as an occupational hazard, A “respect-
able” colored man from Boston named George lolliver had “been
incarcerated seven different times, on arriving at southern ports™ by
1830, He certainly knew what loomed on a southern voyage, Twenly
years later, the shipping articles of the Moses laylor in Liverpool in-
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cluded the caveat that “shouid the coloured men be put in jail accord-
ing to the Law at New Orleans the Captain or owners to pay all Jail
fees.” Under that admonition, nine black Americans signed their
willingness to make the vovage. During the 1850s, jaling may have
become a rite of passage in African American sealaring circles, espe-
cially amonyg the yvoung, who associated it with masculine bravado and
contempt for “The Man™*

The bullwhip and the auction block worked to a degree, cowing
searmen into quiescence, kecping black mariners out of the South, and
nurtiring sceds of betraval within the black population, Mare than
one colored sailor exposed a runaway slave aboard ship to protect
himself, But resistance never died. Striving to torge a mcaningful
freedom for themsclves, their families, and people of color, substantial
numbers of sailors insisted on their right to work and on the right-
eousness of abolition, Southern legislators were right on the mark
when they fulminated against “thc moral contagion which the nter-
course with foreign negroes will mtroduce.™"

As the proprietor of one of the largest boardinghouses for black
sailors in New York City, and a founder of the Manhattan Ant-Slavery
Society, William P. Powell created a network of antislavery messengers.
Seainen boarding at Powell’s got a steady dose ol his passionate
Garrisonian conviciions, “Slavery is the creature of sin, and not of
Law!” he thundered, “and a violation of God's holy tlaw, (hou shall not
Steal” In a letter to a black abolitionist written during an cxtended
stay in Liverpool, Powell instructed him “to send the {antislavery]
books by Mr. Fisher, Steward of the ship Sararak or Mr. Freeman,
Steward of ship Tosawanda, both Philadelphia packets running to
I’pool, either gentleman will be glad to serve me” Powell occasionally
collected money “from the Colored Sallors Home to aid the hass.
Anti Slavery Society,” and requested Wiliam Llovd Garrison to “ac-
knowledge the same in the Liberator”™!

Yankee seamen publicly displayed antislavery sentiments. When
“the colored people of New Bedford, with numerous representatives
of their friends from Boston, Providence, and elsewhiere, celchrated”
West Indian emancipation on July 24, 1858, black seamen formed a
prominent procession “under the marshallship of Mr. Thomas Irice,
who was mounted for the occasion.” But by no means were all sailors
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activists. Like the free black population as a whole, only a minonly
threw themselves into the struggle.®

Seafaring abolitionists incurred considerable personal risk by assist-
ing fugitives like 'lom Wilson, who, in his own words, still carricd “14
buck shot” in his hip; was “marked with the whip from the ankle bone
to the crown of my head”; and “fell safer among the alligators than
among the whiic men” while splashing through Lake Ponichartrain in
flight to New Orleans in 1858, “When T got down to the wharf]”
remembared Wilson, “some of the coloured crew of the American
cotton ship Metropolis took me on board, and hid me away among
the bales.” Later betraved by “one of the coloured men,” Wilson
nevertheless managed to avoid searchers on the Merropolis. He knew,
however, the danger to which he had subjected his rescucrs, and
“he remembered being “frightened too for the ¢oloured men who
had befriended me.” During the passage to London they kept him
“out of sight of the white men.” Countless untheralded cscapees were
assisted to freedom in much the same way. A slave oysterman named
Joshua Davis from Portsmouth, Virgima, successfully stowed away “in
a schooner to N.Y, not known to any person on board, except to a
colored man,” according to an agent of the Boston Comnwites of
Vigilance, and by the help of that sailor, arrived at New York in 1847.
The ex-slave Solomon Northrup was exaggerating when he claimed
that it would be casy for a determined slave to “escape from New
Orleans on some northern vessel” But runaways in the care of sym-
pathetic black seamcn were likely to succeed.®

Stowaways ignorant of ships and without the help of experienced
sailors could easily perish. Secreting himsclf aboard a turpentine-laden
schooner in 1859, a fugitive from St. Mary's, Georgia, realized once the
hatches were closely battened that the volatile fumes bad no escape,
They saturated the hold, transforming il into a gas chamber and then
a coffin, A desperado named Davis secured himself to the paddlewheel
guards of the stcamer Keystonre State in Savannah, spending several
days with “the water frequently sweeping over him,” Not until sailors
heaving the lead in Delaware Bay heard cries for help was he discov-
ered. Seamen knew firsthand what slaves would risk for freedom.™

Stowaways seriously compromised unwitting black satlors. Four free
biacks shipped on the schooner George Harriss in the summner of 1859
for Wilmington, North Carolina, and cursed thew bad luck shorlly
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into the return voyage, when a slave flecing “a minister of the Gospel™
revealed himsclf to the captain, “The penalty for” assisting skaves to
treedom “by the laws of this state,” they wrote from jail, “is ‘death”™
Referring to the facts of the case, they daimed, “We will be acquitted”
“If withont counsel, and our case is tried here,” howeyer, “with popu-
lar feeling against us, we fear the result” By the Jate 18305, southern
waterfronts were a minefield for seamen of color. Willlam Brodie, “a
free colored sailor of the Bark Overman, of New York,” was charged
in Darien, Georgia, with helping slaves to freedom in 1858, after which
he was sentenced 1o be sold for sixty-five years. Citizens in Camden
County, Georgia, demmanded inn 1859 “the night of search of all [north-
ern] vessels, and the right of selling into slavery all free negroes who
efiter our waters. >

Self-confident northern seamen were by no means quiet in the
South. Ashore at Charleston in 1857, after passports had been substi-
tuted for the incarceration of black sailors, G. E, Stevens wrote irately
to a friend that slaves “invariably believe that whitc men are superion.”
He referred 1o an elderly laundress’s calling little white children “Mas-
ter” and “Mistress.” “I could not stand this, and reprimanded her”
remenibered Stevens, echoing Denmark Vesey’s dangerous professions
of equality, “She was perfectly astonished, commenced an argument
with me to prove that those children were entitled to this distinetion.
She told me T must not talk this way—some of the people might
overhear me and tell master” Slaves did not need outsiders to remind
them of their masters’ whippings, family-sundering sales, constant
anxiety, or the right of every worker to the proceeds of his or her own
labor. Sailors nevertheless exposed individual slaves like the lanndress
to untold possibilities and new ways of thinking about slavery.

Free dark voung men {rom the North stood out in the lower
South—not only becausc of their speech, but because most local free
blacks were either mulattoes or older people manumitted after they
became enfeebled, Embodying black freedom of movement and black-
white equality in the workplace, northern sailors subverted local racial
mores with their very presence. Equally paid black and white satlors
emerging from the forecastle scuttle of a northern ship, for instance,
mocked white pretensions of racial superiority. They subverted slavery
more actively with travel stories and news of free life, Candid saitors
conceded that white tervor was not confined to the South, bemoaning
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vicious race riots in Providence, New York, and Philadelphia. Seli-
confident sailors probably attracted slaves’ atlention with accounts of
the free black convention movement, blacks’ demands for suffrage,
northern employment prospects, and black churches independent of
white oversight. Most compellingly, seamen spoke passionalely on the
condition of black people elsewhere—a topic of constant intcrest
throughout the African diaspora.®

Ostracized by a xenophobic society thal labeled alien free blacks as
infectious, transient black sailors rarely had patroms in the lower
South. Resident free blacks cultivated white “protectors,” exchanging
deference for whites” paternalistic control, But few white South Caro-
Linians advocated the employment of blacks as mariners. Thosc who
didd were slaveholders, withoutl regard for northern free blacks. With-
out services to withhold from those who directly oppressed them, and
bereft of white patrons to protect them in the South, free black sailors
remained inordinalely vulnerable.

Lrcisirators’ srremers w exclude free black sailors from the
lower South undeniably circumscribed scamen’s freedom, movemnent,
and livelihood. But the struggle with slavery never cowed them en-
tirely, nor did it insulate seaport slaves [rom Lheir pernicious aboli-
tionism. Like waves on a beach, black sailors kept comimg—rapidly
or rarcly, with fury or measured determination, but always coming.
Chain-gangs and prisons starkly impressed upon them the uncertainty
of their personal safety. Fearful or not, African American sailors re-
sisted the degradation of southern laws Iyy filing tawsuits, manipulat-
ing shipmasters against the state, and spiriting fugitive staves to free-
dom. But the plight of at least ten thousand free men jailed under the
Negro Scamen Acts highlighted the increasing racial animosity in
seafaring. Whereas black labor once had been crucial to maritime
industry, and maritime labor vital to the support of northern free
black communities, blacks’ employment aboard ship had become Tess
steady and less remunerative by mid-century, Although Lhe southern
states loosened some restrictions on black sailors during the 18505, the
aver-all story was onc of declining opportumties, Jim Crow was going
to sea.



8. TOWARD
JIM CROW
AT SEA

PESERSESGRRERRRE

Oh, the times was hard, an’ ile wages low,
Leve her, Jolmmy, leave Fer

But ntew ence inore, ashore we'll go,

A Fs time for s Lo leave her

Leave her fohnny, leave her

Cragh! leave her folny, leave Rer!

For the vovage is done, an’ the winds don’t blonw,
And f1s ime for ws to leave her!

NIHNETELNTIL LN TURY SHANTEY

By rue mippuLE of the nineteenth century, changes in the mari-
time industries worked against African Americans’ best inleresls. Al-
though the shifting of blacks' roles 1 mantime work was neither
uniform nor entirely negative, the general Irend was unmistakable.
Black men were finding fewer opportunities at sca.

Maritime culture, however, increasingly displayed the legacy of
African Amcricans in the age of sail, notably in the shanteys with which
sailors paced their work and expressed their sardonic worldview. Black
sallors had remade Allantic maritime culture, and in the process
formed their identities through it. They had contributed subslantially
to the formation of black America by earning a living at sca and by
spreading news 1o black commuaities. But after the general emanci-



216 BLACK JACKS

pation of 1863, the sailer’s role as newsmonger became less significant,
and scafaring becamc less meaningful to black America as a whole,
Freedom opened black society considerably Lo oulside inlluences and
cross-cultural perspectives, making sailors” vantage point less distine-
tive. The constriction of blacks’ employment during Reconstruction,
howcver, had scrious repercussions for a community always struggling
1o make ends meel. Tt foreshadowed blacks’ segrepation by late-nine-
teenth and carly-twenticth-century maritime unions, which allowed
men of color to sail only as cooks and stewards or as seamen in
marginal lrades, hm Crow was going to sea.

As ssararinc became less important Lo black society, Dlacks'
-influence on sailors as a whole became more pronounced. Similarities
had always cxisted between aspects of Atlantic maritime culiure and
the cultural predispositions of the lavger black population, which helps
1o explain why blacks fiL so comfortably within maritime culture in
the age of sail, and how their prescace shaped it.

Aboard ships sailors were “hands,” not faces. Black scamen thus
found it easy to abide by Fats Waller's timeless injunction: “Don'l give
vour righl. name, no, no, nol” Cambridge Pendleton sued for wages
carned on the schooncr Rerrieve, but he had signed aboard her as
“Harry Cook.” Thomas Benjamin Spaldwin shipped out of Boston lor
about six years: “some times he called his name Addams some time
Morris and at other times Spaldwin.” Just as the first generation of
freed slaves were given the power to define themselves by selecting
their own first and last namcs, so black scamen took advantage of
sailors’ anomymity to namc themselves at will. Although lastoric Af-
ricann American naming practices are not yet fully understood, il s
clear that muliiple ideniilies and nicknames were common ameng
slaves and free blacks before the Civil War. White Americans had
multiple names less frequently. Yet a prominent whaling merchant i
New Bedtord noted i 1837 that 1t had “become very fashignable lor
Saifors o assume some [ictitious name by which they ship and are
known before they sail” With their black shipmates, white sailors
shared assumptions about anonynty o an exploitative workplace.?

Sailovs’ attitudes Loward authority (at once truculent and accom-
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modaling), their slylishic touches, such as earrings, and their expressive
work-songs were also shared across the color line. Althongh blacks’
contributions to sca shantcys have fong been acknowledged, 1t has
been assumed that white sailors picked up rhythnue structures and
antiphonal siyles from enslaved stevedores. This is only partly correct.
The shanteys’” late-eighteenth-century origins corresponded with rising
numbers of black sailors, and the period ot the shanley’s greatest
development afier 1820 was one of black prominence at sea. One of
the carliest mentions of shanteys in print was Irancis Allyn Olmstead’s
Incidents of @ Whatimg Voyage, pubhished w1841, 1o which “Mr, Free-
man,” the hlack cook, held center stage. When the crew pulled to-
gether, he “usually officiates as chorister and with many demiscmi-
quavers strikes up the song, while all the rest join in the chorus”
“Drernisemiquavers” sounds like a white man’s aitempt Lo articulale
lhe vital melodic accents——the “yelps and hitches,” as another shan-
teyman called them—that punctuated the hollers of black ficld hands,
blacks’ psalmody, and sea shanteys.”

Interracial musical exchange was common on the waterlront long
before Mr. Freeman sailed. An “imperiinent” runaway “Negro woinan”
was described in the Virginie Cazetfe in 1774 as notoriously “tond ot
Liquor, and apt to sing indecent and Sailor Songs.” A New Fngland
merchant who continually watched ships loading and unloading at 5¢.
Domingue in 1785 commented on the “cheerful and pleasant™ “sound
of the negroes’ labor song while at the tackle fail.™ White sailors
listened to the singing of female slaves and black stevedores, but they
also listened to black sailors. As had been the case at Dartmoor Prison
in 1814, black sailors sang and played in string orchestras and military
bands, fusing and reformulating many musical traditions. Clearly, the
“chanter-responsc performance type” that characterizes the shantey is
more comnmon to Altican singing style than to Furopean.®

By the nineteenth century, white sailors spent a significant amount
of time singing in what had once been a characteristically black style.
“All of this work,” wrote a seasoned tar about sailors loading cotton
in Gult ports, “way accompanied by a song, oflen improvised, and
sung by the ‘chantie’ man, the chorus being taken up by the rest of
the gang” “When hauling taut the weather main-brace,” noted an-
other observer, “they sing a perversion of the old negro melody, *Fey,
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lim along, Jim along, Josey!” but the sailors put it, “Way, haul away-—
hanl away, Josey—Way, haul away—haul away Joc!'™ Yet as blacks’
influence on maritime culture grew, free blacks faced dwindling em-
plovment opportunilies, At sea, they increasingly worked as transient
mariners rather than career seamen, and they found it ever more
difficult to hone skills or provide for familics through maritime work.

Racial segregation came Lo the maritime industries during the 18505,
resulting in short-term social gains and long-term cconomic costs for
men of color. “Colored men do very well for deck hands, and firemen,
and the like of that” explained a Greal Lakes captlain in i864. " They
arc the best men we have” But, he continued, “we have to keep them
separate from white sailors. We cannot mix them. We always carry
either a black crew or a white one’™ That practice extended well
Tevond the (sreat Lakes. The W Libby sailed from Baltimore in 1857
with an all-white crew, and in Liverpool reshipped an all-black one.
Afier the Civil War o new phenomenon arose: “checkerboard” crews.
Captains on some ships lled the starboard walch with whites and the
tarboard watch with blacks, hoping that racial rivalry would spur each
to outdo the other. “Checkerboard” crews competed fierecly, and
associated very differently than had the "promiscuous crowd of hlack
and white sallors” who spent a dav in 1825 “parading through |New
Orleans’s] strects bearing the National Flag™ and “huzzahing”™ tor “the
purpose ol raising wages.™

Segregation also became more promincent in the navy. “The blacks
must L .. be used to defend the vessels,” ondered Admiral David [
Porter from his flagship Black Hawk in 1863, delincating a policy that
would have been familiar to naval sailors during the Revolution, the
Quast War with France, and the War of 1812, But at the height of black
Americans’ war for liberation, Porter simultanecusiv described a new
policy: black sailors were to “be exercised scparately at great guns and
small arms,” and “in all cases they must be kept distinet (rom the rest
of the crew.” Although practice never fully conformed o policy, the
situation of hlack sailors in 1863 was different from that of their
counterparts in the integrated navy of 1812. Atlantic maritime culture
had always felt some inftuences from shore, Unfortunately for blacks
aboard ship, the new emphasis on racial segregation ashore at mid-
century eroded the protective bulwarks of nautical custom and dimin-
ished blacks in an occupation long importarnit to them.?
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Black sailors” worsening situation at mid-century is especially iromic
in light of changes in the naturc of seafaring itself. Once New Eng-
land’s economic mainstay, and a centrat aspect of the coastal economy
north of Virginia, shipping declined in relative importance as indus-
trialization caught American entrepreneurs’ imaginations and theiwr
investmenl capital. As onc successful shipmaster had put il earlier in
the century, working at sea had seemed to many “the most surc and
direct means of arriving at independence.” Consequently, during the
early national vears, much of northern society, black and white, ac-
cepted it. Elmo P. Hohman exaggerated when he wrote that carly-nine-
teenth-century crews were “drawn from the best stock of New Eng-
land, and could look forward to becoming othcers and owners”1
Aristocratic Tederalists would have resented the inference that they
begot common sailors, and in reality most seamen came from the
laboring population. Yet in the early national period seafaning deatly
offered the possibility of prestige and promaotion to white men who
could withstand its rigors, and regular, even tolerant, cinployment to
blacks. Northern men shipped in large numbers, including the tal-
ented and ambilious from each race."

Sailovs at mid-century inhabited a different world. Larger ships,
lower wages, increased brutality, and a new matrix ashore of board-
inghouse keepers, crimps, and outfitters accentuated the most ex-
ploitative elements of scafaring.” Labeling themselves as “vassals,” or
“slaves of the lowest cast)” white seamen wailed: "And now I ask what
slave al the south suffers morc hardships or feels more keenly the
Dbitterness of oppression than the poor care worne sailor™ Vielent
captains like Frank Thompson reinforced their shame:

You see your conditien! . . . I'll make you toe the mark, every soul
of vou, or I'll flog you all, fore and aft, from the boy up! You've gol
a driver over you. Yes, a slave-driver—a nigger-driver! I'll sce who'll
tell me he 15n't a migger slavel™

Conditions at sca thus mocked the “liberty” and “equality” white
American men had come to expect at mid-century. Given black Amer-
icans’ traditional seafaring, logic would dictate that America’s most
degraded caste of workers—black men—wuould have shouldered more
of the merchant fleel’s burdens as they became distasteful to white
Americans. lronically they did not. With Trishmen and other white
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foreigners “willing to submit to oppressive and despotic treatment,”
blacks” sea~going tradition seemed to covni for litle al hiring time,
Mid-century racial discrimination extended not only to new occupa-
tions n the expanding economy, but to established professions such
as seafaring.!s

Occasionally a high-profile success story drew attention away from
the generalized pattern of decline. “Therc is little invidious discrimi-
nation against them as scamen,” wrote a New York journalisl. "One
colored seaman, George Brooks, received his certificate as shipmaster
in 1867, and sailed from this port in command of the Jawmes F. Water-
bury for the coast of Africa.” Black men wn sailortown dives looking
for a ship were not so sanguine,!®

To begin with, the ranks of black seamen began to shrink cast of
. the Hudson river. African Americans had accounted for 14 percent of
New York sailors in 1835, but only 4.6 percent in 1866, During the 1830s
black men filled between 20 and 30 percent of the available berths in
Providence; twenty years later, they filled only ¢ percent. The propor-
tion of black Bostonians who described themselves as sailors fell from
2@ percent in 1850 to 19 percent in 1860, In Boston, Providence, New
Bedford, and New York black mariners were becoming less common
at mid-century,’?

Although black men would continue o work on American ships
throughout the nineteenth century, the shipboard experience began to
change significantly for individuvals in northern ports during the 1850s.
In Rhode Island, at least, fewer all-Dlack crews existed to provide the
workplace camaraderie that had been so important to the previous
generation. In New Bedford, fewer black men shipped on whalers
during the 18508 and 1860s than during the 1810s and 18205—or after
the discovery of petroleum reduced whaling to a marginal industry in
the 1870s. The cross-racial fraternization that had once characterized
the forecastle eroded as that part of the ship became increasingly the
province of white men, “A negro in the forecastle of a British ship,”
commented an Englishman at sea in the 18705, “is a tonely being, He
has no chums.” The same might be sald for American ships as the
cenfury wore on.'*

Of course we must use caution when inferring a state of mind from
statistics. Individual black sailors in predominantly white forecastles
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may nol have been completely iselated: interracial tolerance once
prevailed at sea. 'the single black man whose presence the Kentuckian
J. Ross Brownc found so disconcerting in a whaleship forecastle dunng
the 1840s apparently did not offend the other white sailors, Tt 15 sale
to say, however, that afler mid-century black sailors from New England
seaports were generally dependent on their white shipmates for com-
panionship, a sitvation that hinged on individoal personalities and
racist proclivities. Perhaps some blacks continued to find congenial
situations in predominantly white crews, but after mid-century black
Yankees could no longer create their own shipboard communities as
they once had.V

Blacks preferred sailing in all-black crews. In 1803 more than a
quartcr of the black men who sailed from Providence signed aboard
ships on which only the officers were white: and many other blacks
made voyages from New York, Philadeclphia, and Baltimore with a
black majority before the mast.® "Our crew were all black men, the
captain’s peculiar choice,” remembered the mate Joseph Bates of a
voyage on the Francis E fohmson to South America in 1817, “I often
regretted that we two were the only whitc men on board, for we were
sometimes placed in peculiar circumstances, in consequence of being
the minority” Aboard the Jofimson a black man ruled the cook’s
caboose; and unless the captain alwayvs headed a watch, a black man
aleo had charge of the deck at times, an officer n fact if not in name.
Black sailors on ships like the Francis E Johnson found a more con-
genial workplace than many of their brethren ashore, Black men who
signed aboard ships with an entirely black crew were conscious of the
opportunity to mold their own forecastle social life from the camara-
deric of an isolated, masculine, and African American world, Many
probably chose seafaring precisely for this sociability in the workplace.
But in New England the number of all-black crews declined at mid-
century. In both New York and New England, crews with black ma-
joritics decreased as well. Individual black sailors in the North became
mcreasingly 1solated. !

Simultaneously, opportunities for blacks to socialize with onc an-
other at sea improved among sailors shipping at Baltimore. In 1806
only § percent of the African American men sailing out of Baltimore
had sailed in all-black crews; in 1816, only 5 percent had. But between
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1852 and 1866 no lcss than 33 percent of the black sailors shipping
from Baltimore worked in all-black crews, Crews were increasingly
supplied by shipping agents who often doubled as boardinghouse
keepers, and their boarders werc cither all black or all white. Rising
segregation signaled a change in racial attitudes among those who
controlled the allocation of maritime labor on the Baltimore water-
front, a change that would squeeze black men out of sealaring jobs
during Reconstruction.™

The overall slide in the quality of seafaring work, and hlacks’
declining position within the induostry at mid-century, made shipping
out a more casual occtpation. No longer could a large number of
skilled black sailors aboard Providence-based ships claim Rhode Island
as their birthplace; nor would they return to Previdence as their
© homeport. By the 18505, black sailors—the real seamen who persisted
in shipping out time and time again—had disappeared from the
Rhode Tsland fieet. The black men aboard Rhode Island ships in the
18505 were all casual laborers, men who made one or two voyages at
most. The prominent group of black mariners who considered them-
schves professionals, the “old salts” in the two generations that included
Cato Burrll, Prince Brown, Danicl Watson, and David O'Kee, were
gone. Although seafaring still provided casual employment to black
men with limited options ashore, il was no longer a bastion of black
professionalism, or a bulwark of the tiny black “middle class.?

Although black men were not excluded from seafaring jobs In
Baltimore until the 18708, seafaring provided less financial support for
blacks in every port after mid-century. At Baltimore i 1870, black
scamen aboard schooners earned $2.50 per month less than whitces;
black scamen aboard brigs eamed $4.20 less, This represented a 10 to
a0 percent differential. Northern blacks who traditionally looked to
seafaring for wage parity had to swallow a bitter pill, Meanwhile, other
occupations once available to black men became off-limits. “Fifteen
OF twenty years ago,” thundered a speaker at the 1860 Crispus Attucks
Meeling in Boston, “colored men had more than an even chance 1o
menial emptoyments; today we are crowded out of almost every-
thing” “White men are becoming house servants” famented [red-
erick Douglass in 1853, and “cooks and stewards on vessels.™

Career seafaring among Atrican Americans declined in every port.
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11.5. naval enlistmient records for Baltimore between 1846 and 1852
reveal that the overall percentage of black men joining the navy was
small, but that a substantial number of those men had prior merchant
marine experience. Enlistment records for Baltimore, Philadelphia,
and Norfolk from 1858 to 1859, however, show significaatly fewer black
sailors entering the navv. Black men were still signing up, but those
who did were waiters, barbers, cooks, bakers, or men without occu-
pations. Fewer black men possessed seafaring skills and experience as
the decades passed, a Lrend that continued after the Civil War. The
naval historian Frederick S. Harrod found that “the proportion of
blacks who listed mariner as their previous occupation decreased from
13.1 percent in 1870 to 5.9 percent in 18907 among naval enlistees, and
that “the percentage of blacks who had been cooks and waiters in-
creased from 28.9 percent to 49.3 percent,’?

A decline in carcerism among nalive-born white scamen has been
attributed to the industry’s “degradation” and to better oplions ashore.
But black men had no better options, and it seems wnlikely that they
would voluntarily forsake the sca. As W, E. B, Du Bais pointed out,
“The question of economic survival [was] the most pressing of all
questions” for nineteenth-century American blacks. Yet the vanks of
regular seafarers in New York and New England whitened noticeably
prior o the Civil War, and the relatve number of black men with
seafaring skills decreased in ports such as Norfolk and Baltimore.?

In order to understand the mid-century squeeze on black scafarers,
it is necessary to examine changes in American society as 4 whole, in
scaport economies, and in maritime hiring practices, Several social
trends converged at mid-century to begin the transition from an
American merchant marine manned prominently by blacks to one in
which Jim Crow prevailed.

The replacement of regular black satlors with white men in New
Engtand is attributable in some degree to the influx of “downeast”
ships in New England porls at mid-century. As Rhode Islanders di-
verted their capital imto industry, they increasingly relied on ocut-of-
state ships, particularly these from Maine, for their commerce. Not
surprisingly, Maine men predominated among the ships’ crews. Al-
though crews changed afler almost every voyage, Maine skippers
generally hired downeasters, if they were available, before Rhode
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Islanders, This put undeniable pressure on black employment pros-
pects, though Maine caplains like Edward ‘Tilley of Eastport did oc-
casionally hire black seamen: an all-black crew manned his brig Nelson
to Nova Scotia for coal in 1834.%

The robust immigration and increasing class stralification that
marked sociely as a whole also eroded black marincrs’ prospects.
White forcigners nndoubtedly competed with black men for seafaring
jobs, T 1845 the chairman ol the Committee on Naval Affairs asserted,
with some exaggeration, that go percent of the men in the United
States Navy and merchant marine were foreigners; the same year,
Hunt’s Magazine claimed that 66 percent were foreign-born. A fow
years before, Captain Frederick Marrvat had concluded that, exclusive
of masters, mates, and other specialists who were native-bor, about
70 percent of the men before the mast were foreigners. Although such
“statistics” are nol veriliable, the overwhelming impression of cvery
observer was that as the century progressed fewer and fewer white
Yankecs sailed on American ships. “What [white] American,” asked
the seaman Roland Gould, “would ever be content to rivel the chains
of slavery upon himsel?” But the mere presence of white immigrant
and foreign labor does not explain why whites were hired instead of
the black Americans who had traditionally manned the tleet, or why
black men increasingly were shunted into marginal vessels, or rele-
gated to cooking aboard ship.*#

During the early mneteenth century, there were several different
marlkets in maritime labor. In primary ports such as New York and
Philadelphia, the maritime labor market was frequently impersonal,
and captaing” and sailors’ chief relationship was that between buyer
and seller of labor. But at secondary ports such as Salem and Provi-
dence, and at a host of smaller scaports central to colomal and early
national commerce, relationships between masters and men (requently
went beyond that of emplover and cmplovec. Many vessels were
manncd not through a free market in fabor, but through patron-chent,
kin, or neighborly relationships.

Rlack mariners competed with one anather and whiles as faceless
hands in a competitive maritime labor market, but they also opcrated
in a personal patron-client system. Evidence suggests that blacks did
50 more than whites, and that this syslem of hiring persisted longer
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for blacks—especially cooks and stewards in “scrvice” jobs. Some
made careers sailing repeatedly with the same captain. Captains who
assumed a proprictary relationship with a particular black steward
benefited from a degree of stability and trust, and accrued the status
that camie to whites who were served by blacks. Men of color relied
on this holdover from a patriarchal cra to stave oft unemployment
and shield themselves from the abuse and servility thal caplains so
often imposed on sailors. This is not to say that no captain cver abused
his regular steward, or that no psyvchological costs accompanied clien-
tage, but that patronage entailed a degree of prolection. After escaping
from slavery in the 17905, Money Vose sailed out of Gloucester, Mas-
sachusetts, under Captain Fitz William Sargent, “in whosc employ he
had been twelve years” The free-born Charles Benson satled for years
as the steward of the bark Glide at mid-century, Neither man partici-
pated m an anonymous labor market, and both scemed to appreciate
the personal niche they created.™

Patronage had social costs, however. Stewards and cabin boys, es-
pecially, knew on which side their bread was buttered. Aboard the
tatler, Captain Nathanicl Garland suppressed a mutiny i #22 alter
sailors killed his mate. Garland would have fatlled hut for the help of
“Peter, the black boy, and his friend thronghout” who fetched his gun.
The black steward of the schooner Splendid testified for his captain in
1830, hindering the other sailors’ claim that the captain had short-
changed them their sharc of salvaged goods. Black marinecs competing
with whites and other blacks in an anonymous labor market werce
more likely to siructure shipboard social relations around class than
were those hired by patrons. Most important, during the late eight-
eenth and early nineteendh centuries black men found shipboard jobs
i1 several ways,

When the responsibility for hiring sailors shifted from shipowners
and captains to middlemen called “crimps” or shipping masters,
IMacks were profoundly affected. Middicmen had long been invelved
in the hiring of sailors in major English ports such as London and
Bristol, bul in the late-eighteenth and early-ninetcenth-century United
States, they interceded only for naval sajlovs® As the market revolu-
tion intensified, however, and an ever-more specialized workforce
became increasingly stratified, the traditional patriarchal relationship
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between employers and employees collapsed, Deference eroded, “mas-
ters” became “bosses,” and workers—now expected to e independent
and self-regulating—rarely lived under the boss’s roof. Attitudes asso-
ciated with this more democratic and class-based sysiem affected even
those workers, like seamen, who had never lived in the master’s
household ashore,

Until about 1820, captains or owners personally hired their own
crews in every American port, whether through a relatively anony-
maonls labor market or via patronage. When the Asirea left New York
for India in 1796, the men were “shipped by William Dodge, Master.”
An owner of the schooner Naney hired a captain and a mate in 1794,
and the captain then hired an all-black crew at. Baltimore, Captain
Flyah Cobb noted that at Noriolk in 1812 he had “visited the Sadory’
hoarding houses, where 1 shipped myv crew” A prominent Boston
merchant testified in 1813 that for twenty vears he had “always had the
particular care of (hat part of our business which relates o the
shipping of our scamen” Except when shipping for the navy, sailors
expected a face-to-face interview with the owner or captain.®

Word of jobs drculated n several ways. "Able Seamen Wanted for
a new ship lving al Edenton, NG proclaimed the Virginia Gazette
in 1776, Newspaper readers in New Bedfoed in 1796 saw the notice “A
Crew Wanted for the Schooner Swain, now lying at Fairhaven, and
bound on a Southern & Bahama Whale Cruise” Much more Lypically,
however, during the cighteenth and carly nineteenth centuries “when
a ship required a crew, a gsignal to that ellect was hosted; swmlors came
on board and signed the articles, rating themselves according to their
respeciive qualifications . . . They selected the ship for themselves;
talked with the caplain; made their own bargains; [and| brought their
chesls and bedding as security hal they would go”*

Between 1820 and 1845, however, crimps gained control of the
maritime labor market.™ Promising punctual delivery of a crew on
departire day for a lee, crimps freed caplains from the aggravation of
hiring. Once established, they worked in league with boardinghonsc
keepers to control the flow of sailors, holding captains hostage to their
demands, This did not happen immedtately, New Orleans was one ot
the first ports in which they organized; Boston, one of the last. Various
forms of hiring persisted side-by-side for a time, Fvidence from Sa-
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vannah and New York suggesis thal during the 18308, a transitional
erd, sailors might sign articles directly with the captain or a shipping
master. In Baltimore in 1831, a retired captain attempted to open a
“Marine Register Office” to publish the “Names, Character and Capa-
bility of the Seamen of the Port,” hoping to “lessen the umposition
which merchants and shipmasters are olten subject to.” Despite these
variations, crimps ultimatcly prevailed as intermediaries in maritime
hiring.*®

By 1851, according to Richard Henry Dana, the hiring of crews
“usunally is left up to the shipping masters, who are paid so much a
head for each of the ¢rew, and are responsible for their appearance on
board at the time of sailing. When this plan is adopted, neither the
master nor owner, except by accident, knows anvthing of the crew
before the vessel goes to sea” A former TS, conswl lamented that,
with this systemn, “unless the master or owner acceded to [the crimps’|
demands, his vessel might lay at the docks for days, at heavy expense.”
Thus well before the Civil War crimps had secured a strangle-bold on
seafaring labor. Captains had to accept the men cnimps provided and
pay kick-backs as well, As the caliber of seafaring labor declined, sailors
became pawns. “In some cases, wrote William P. Powell from the
Coloured Sailors’ Homc in 1866, crimps “extort fabulous sums for the
poor privilege of sigming shipping articles.”

Reliance on crimps not only sighaled rising class stratification in
northern seaports, but changed the way race worked at hirmg time.
Often proprietors of taverns and incxpensive boardinghouscs, crimps
belonged to a shadowy lower-middle-class entrepreneurial group in-
creasingly significant in the expanding commercial economy. The
gmwth of this urban petit-bourgeoisie indicates the evolution, and
increasing compiexity, of antebellum social structure—a process that
affected racial attitudes. Northern whites not only reacted consciously
to what they perceived as a growing “race problem,” but they also
unconsciously developed new assumptions about blacks as class stra-
tification shaped the nation.

Many captains and shipowners in the early republic who hired thewr
aown crews thought of themselves as the “hetter sort” and acted aloof
and indifferent to labor in general—black or white. After revenue
service officers sealed his persomal chest and trunk 1n 1811, the captam
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of the modest merchant brig Hazard complained that the lugpage
contained “his Wearing Apparel,” and that “he had not been able for
many days . . . to make those changes in bis dress | . . expected ol a
Gentleman,” Mid-century crimps never postured as “Gentlemen,”
displaying instead the aggressive egalitarianism and competitivencss
of white democrats. The widespread conviction of equality among
white men in antebellum America rested in part on a sense of supe-
riority to blacks. Excmplifving this mentality, white crimps became
the agents through which the increased salience of race in antebellum
America was translated into increasingly restricted employment op-
tions for African Americans aboard ship.*

Blacks ran crimping establhishments as well, but they could not
guarantee berths for black sailors, In 1856 there were at least six black
boardinghouses in Baltimore sufficiently stable to be listed in the city
dircctory; and black crimps such as Andrew Boston made a hving
procuring seamen, Black sailors’ boardinghouses as a rule, however,
were undercapitalized and susceptible to ready closure. Their clientele
was poorer than that of white boardinghouses. One hundred and
thirty-one white mariners {including officers) deposited an average of
$43 each with the American Seanten’s Friend Society in 1869, but the
deposits of 134 black men that vear averaged only S14. Black landlords
were less likely than whites to own their premises, and it seems
likely—gtven the seamy aspects of boardinghouse life-—that blacks felt
more police pressure in the wake of riotous assemblies, noxious sew-
ers, and infarpous prostitution, Black shipping masters faced, as one
put it, “various obstacles in the way of shipping coloured scanicn.*

The policy of “hiring white fivst” gained momentum n the mari-
time industry as a whole at mid-century, Anributing this change “to
the prejudice of the whites,” a New Bedford selectman observed in
1863 that “the proportion of colored men in the whaling business is
not as great now as formerly . . . The proportion gradually disminished
unti] in a majority of cases the cooks and stewards only were colored.”
By 1869 the British consul in Baltimore was writing to the Foreign
Office that “the Shipping Masters and the Boardinghouse Kecpers have
.+ . determined not to ship a white man on Doard the same vessel
with a colored man.” Evidence from crew lists in the North suggests
that as carly as the 18508, black men who might have preferred the
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minimal occupational stability and rewards that regular seafaring once
offered men of their race were being consciously edged out of the
industry.?¥

It is easy to blame the decline of African American seafaring on
crimps, the scedy proprictors of down-at-the-heels boardinghouses
who traded in men, and who by mid-century dominated the maritime
labor market. But the crinips themselves were no deus ex traching: 1o
single group ever is. Crimps mediated social and cultural changes in
American seaports at mid-century and, in the process, affected seaport
society and culture. Crimps emerge not as the cause of black Ameri-
cans’ circumscribed opportunities at sea, but as the exemplar of social
changes that reworked the meanings of waged work and race in the
Atlantic maritime world. As black sailors” story so clearly shows, the
invigorated white supremacy fundamental to the market revolution
made the hard times of free blacks even harder.

Forrowing the American Revolation, the first generation of freed
blacks turned to the sea in unprecedented numbers. Few other work-
places welcomed them so readily, and northern black mien routinely
confronted seafaring perils as they strove to earn a bivelihood, The
relatively fortunate situation of black mariners came to a closc as the
market revolution transformed the maritime industries during the
antebellum era. Heightened race-consciousness among crimps who
hired antebelium sailors and an influx of white Immigrants who
competed with black men for fewer jobs aboard ship spelled the end
of blacks’ best sea vears, Seafaring remained economically important
to some northern blacks in 1865, and it would continue to play a role
in black life. The glories of hMarcus Garvey's Black Star Line were yet
over the horizon, as were Langston Hughes's musings in The Big Sea.
But within the world of the ship, the black man’s position declined.
More likely each year after 1830 1o be harassed by his white shipmates,
thwarted by northern crimps, or incarceraied by southern officials, the
antebellum black seafarer lost what little maneuvering room he had.
When maritime opportunities nationwide contracted at mid-century,
blacks were hit particularly hard. A serious blow was dealt to antebel-
lum African American society as the avenues to self-esteem open to
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black men were further restricted. Tn the intertm, however, by lapping
an mnternational martime culture that allowed them o “fee]l as men”
in the prescnce of co-workers and to “presume upon their cquality,”
several generations of black men partially circumveated the racist
norms of American soctety. In the words of Ralph Ebison, a twent-
eth-century black mariner, they “helped create themselves out of what
they found around them.™®

Blacks' seafaring clearly had a considerable impacl on the lives of
innumerable black people and thousands of shipboard sacicties. It also
touched black America as a whole. Mantime work meant the most to
black America before colton cultivation wrenched the population to
the southwest, isolaling more blacks from the infleence of the sea; and
before general emancipation redefined seafaring within black socicty.
Freedom opened what had been a relatively closed world for slaves,
usheting in new possibilities and complicating biacks’ social and cul-
tural landscapes. Prior to freedom’s jubilec, black sailors were distin-
guished from the mass of slaves by their cosmopolitanism, and were
thus revealing to them. Sailors had long emphasized the particularties,
the ambigwilies, the oppressions, and the extent of the biack diaspora
from vantage points denied to most blacks. Emancipation closed the
gap.i

Transient black satlors in the eighteenth century were citizens of the
world who kept other blacks informed of happenings abroad. Tarrving
with people of color in London, with stick-fighters 1 Dominica, or
with stevedores in Charleston, enslaved mariners forged a pan-Atlantic
African identity through active encounters with other people—both
black and white, Among the best Lraveled people of color, they were
central to the process throngh which early black society constructed
and defined itself. Whether under way by their masters’ compulsion
or their own volition, sailors contributed to a larger sense of black
collectivity, and to the cultural hybridization so fundamental in the
formation of black America.

For about cighteen thousand frec blacks, sea service in the War of
1812 defined what it meant to be free and black—to be armed with
and working alongside white sailors, but to remain separate from them
because of cultural differences and disparitics in social power. Eleven
hundred black prisoners of war interacted regularly with wlate ship-
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mates at Dartnioor Prison, but simultaneously built a biack nation-
within-a-nation in thetr own Prison Numtber Four. That memory, and
other knowledge contributed by sailors, long persisted among black
people in northern seaports who debated the meanng of blackness in
America: sallors vovaging 1o revolutionary Haiti who became citizens
of the nascent black republic and pressed on with a new sease of racial
pride and possibilities; a handful of free black captains from the North
and upper South who commanded small coasters back and forth
across 39° 30° North latitude {the maritime equivalent of the Mason-
Dixon line) and established ties between enslaved and Iree blacks; ten
thousand free black northern sailors who languished In southern jails
during the era of the Negro Seamen’s Acts and, except for the unfor-
lnates sold into slavery, returned to frecdom to tell their tales.

These scaimen cross-pollinated a host of separaie black communi-
ties, revealing what separaled them, and what they sharcd. Although
most seamen of cotor had connectons to specihic communities ashore,
such as those in Bermuda, Baltimore, and Boston, they dearly worked
in an internatdonal world as members of the Aflantic community
of color. Communities are nol always bounded by locale; indecd,
satlors reinlorced shared understandings of black community that
transcended place. But sailors of color also formed, selecied among,
and were excluded from a whole variety of black communities. As had
been the case at Dartmoor Prison, various social interactions defined
safiors’ lives, both within and across the color line. Communities of
the sacred and Lhe profane existed, as did communities of the politi-
cized and the acquicscent, the urbane and the provinaal. Crimps,
hustlers, and ceiminals made their own communities and preved on
others, Stark differences existed between financially successtul captains
and common Mlack deckhands. Seatarers rarcly denied thesc crucial
distinctions, but their cosmopolitan vantage point made them par-
ticularly conscious of the fact that all blacks around the Atlantic rim
shared a defining history.

Vovaging exposed sailors to & varicty of styles and ways of thinking,
and as they returned to communities ashore they served as windows
on a wider world, Sailors such as Money Yose and [ohn Jea constantly
adapted and refashioned themsclves as they traveled. These were not
marginal men, but men comfortable crossing boundaries. They con-
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tributed substantially to the ongoing reformulation of what it meant
to be black in Amcrica; and their lives reveal clearly how black culture
evolved In contact with, yet 1 separation from, white culture, Like
Caribbean and Carelinian market women, and black domestics eve-
rywhere who moved easily between black and white worlds, sailors
were crucial cultural mediators in the formation of black America,

Sailing ships have had a bad reputation in black America. Ships
were the mcans by which captive ancestors watched Africa recede into
the mist, the haunting emiblems of the unspeakable Middle 1'assage,
That memory has shadowed the story of Black Jacks who seized
liberating possibilities from the obligation and opportunity of life
betore the mast. The drama of their restless lives was shaped by the
fury of the sca and of slaveholders—syet laced with irony, For the very
vessels that carmied Alricans lo New World slavery not infrequently
became a pipeline to freedom for slaves on the lam. Black men who
understood the way of a ship found a degree of protection, liberation,
and worldiiness at sca.

During the age of slavery, canvas sails whitened Atlantic sealanes,
bowing (o the breeres as thev powercd ships full of sugar, tobacco,
and cotton that staves produced but did not enjoy, Black Jacks hoisted
and trimmed those sails, and stitched together the porls and peoples of
the Atlantic world. Thev steered for the horizon in scarch of freedom
and a livclihood; and they shaped themselves and Mack America. To
tell thetr forgotten lale is o unbind another black Prometheus. And
for thosc concerncd with the creation of America, Black Jacks™ story
splices together African American and Atlanlic maritime histories,
fusing them in ways that storytellers worth their salt can no longer

1gnore.
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Note on the Tables

LL5. law vequired that a list identifying each crew member on every American
ship departing on a foreign vovage be deposited at a U.S. customs house, Crew
Yists specified each sailor’s name, place of birth, residence, age, height, hair
type, and comploxion—hut not race, The crew lists [ used for this study
contained 50,245 names and 28 descriptions of complexicne.

The number of sailors referred to as “Indian,” “Chinese,” “Lascar,”
“Kanaka,” or "South Sea lslander” was very small, so [ omiiled them {rom
the tables. “Copper” complexions referred lo Native Amcricans or Alrican
Americans, but T could usually determine African descent among “copper”
mien by descriptivns of their hair, African Americans” hair was almost always
described as “woolv” or “wool”

Sailars deseribed as “black,” “African,” ©
“mulatio,” and “yellow™ 1 determined to be of Afvican descent. White saiiors

Negro,” “colored,” “sable,” “samba,”

were described as “pale)” “white,” “light,” “fresh,” “fair,” “sandy,” “radedy,”
“florid,” “sallow,” “olive,” “swarthw” “chestout,” and “dark” Considerable
cross-referencing of hair and of the complexions of the same nter on different
lists revealed that “dark” and “chestnut” almost invariably referred (o white
men, as “vellow” did to men of African descenl,

The most problematic description of complexion was “brown” Deeply
tanted by years outdoors, many men who were racially “white” were described
as “brown” on the crew lists. But men of African descent were also described
as “brown.” Given this ambivalence, I did nol classify “hrown” sailors by race
unless corroborating data were available, My intuition is that this omission
ignored more black sailors than white ones. Thus the percentage of African

American sailors is probably slightly understated in “Jable 1.
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TABLE 1. Percentages of African American and white seamen in the crews
of American ships, 18031866

Berths held
by African Berths held

Year Americans (%) by whites (%) All berths

PEOYIDENCE

180371804 22.0) 7HL) 723
1807 23.0 7740 381
1808 15.5 84.5 245
1810 21.5 78.5 (43
1416 21.6 78.4 333
1818 18.7 81.3 609
1820 23.0 770 456
TH22 4.0} A0 754
1825 23.8 76.2 554
1829 23.3 76.7 459
1830 18.0 82,0 306
1832 22,3 77.5 517
1834 29.0 71.0 343
1836 30.5 59.5 246
1839 20,0 80.0 £40
1840 16.0 840 361
1844 11.4 A5.6 369
1446 15.0 &5.0 341
1850 7.3 2.5 200)
1853 11.0 K901 177
1856 90 91.4) 242

MEW YOREK

1303-1304 17, 524 361
THIR-T4719 17.4 82.4 6EE
1R25 132 BL.B 734
L&35 13.38 §o.2 223
1340 B3 Yy 1,407

1848 .9 3.1 686
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TABLE 1 (contintued)
Berths held
by African Berths held
Year Americans (%) by whites {9) All berths
1856 7.6 92.4 4459
1866 &6 3.4 3,850
'  PHILADELPMIA
1803 174 816 Bl
1310 22.4 776 1,047
1820 14,4 Rl.6 1,026
1825 19.5 EQ.5 1,083
1330 174 CERE Aa
1838 la.e 83.3 o446
1840 15.4 B4.4 &d3
1544 18.0 B0 1,039
1850 13.2 #6.8 1,127
1853 L7.0 q3.0 1,022
P i e ;.]:_I;mnE_
1806 4.3 853 1,137
1812+ 7.0 43,0 4, 7K
1816 14.7 855 1,385
1835 13.0 B7.0 182
1843 4.5 B3z 1,316
1852 13.0 43,0 1,412
1857 13.03 R7.0 1,714
18466 12.7 373 L.aha
BAVANNAH
L8003 13.0 870 a7
1811 14,5 355 %)
1817 150 a5.0 643
1819 12.0 B5.0 730
1821 14.0 6.0 B3
1827 14,0 Ea.0 408
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TABLE 1 {continued)

Eerths held

by African Berths held
Year Americans (%) by whites (%) All berths
1823 10,0 Q0.4 518
1529 15.0 85.0 419
1830 &0 1.0 393
[833 4,0 a4.0 245
1834 a0 224 229
1835 3.0 970 174
1835 2.0 B0 24

HEW OHRLLEANS

1R04* la.4 LR R 585
1805 15.4 4.2 1,116
1807* 174 B3.0 1,802
LA0E* 14.1 559 43]
EBIF™ 22.4 774 2,624
I8zl 140 B 3228
1825 15.8 54.2 4,184
1829 116 HE.4 5,906
1830* 10.7 B3 6,124
1832 %8 g0.2 5,344}
1334* 1111 R 7058
FA3at .3 BT 9,223
La3g 78 B2.2 10,532
§840 105 ga.2 1,171
1343 340 w70 1,339
1845 L3 987 1,520}
1851 1.0 S0 1,437
1555 7.3 W17 1,225
1560 LN 97.0 482

Sonrces: Providenue ceew lists, LS, Custorms House Papers, Providence, oD, TG 24,
hanuscript collection, BIHS; New York, Philadelohiz, Baltimere, Savarnak, and New
Crleans crew lists. Beeords of the U5, Customs Service, B 536, MA,

* Lata from Martha Putner, Black Sailors (Westport, Comm: Greenwood Pross, 1937,
table L, p. L20, tabl: 2, p. 121
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TARLE 2. Percentages of African American seamen working on ships with
all-African Amorican crews (except officers)

Number of African American scamen
African American working in ali-African
Year seamen sampled American crows (%)

FROVIDENGL

1803—1804 160 174
1820 165 4.0
1830 71 180
1836 75 4110
1839 89 20,0
L840 58 7.0
LR33 30 0.0
1856 22 0.0

NEW YORK

1503-1800 04 9.3
18181814 120 15,8
1823 133 7.5
1835 72 222
1840 117 TG
L5846 47 (0
1858 38 1G5

RATTIMORE

1808 L76 R4l
181G 204 5.4
LH43 121 13,6
k852 92 328
1857 423 389
13640 194 34,3

Soewrees: Providenior vrow lisls, L5 Cusloms Hmtse Papers, Providence, BT, RO 28,
RIHS; Mew York cres fists, Recowds of the W5, Costoms Service, R 36, MNaA: Ballimuore
crevy fists, Records of the LS, Cusloms Service, Hi: 36, NA.
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TABLE 3. Scamecils ages
15803 1830 1850
Ages Black White Black White Black White
S . PHILAGELEPHIA

Tr 19 T8 8.0 8,9% 20,15 5.7 —
20-29 62.5 £2.8 47.9 45.4 375 —
30-39 20,0 16.2 312 24,2 LT —
4049 5.4 2.3 7.5 .3 20.4 —
S0+ 1.7 0.7 5.5 2.0 5.7 -

100,09  10D0% 1000% 1000% 1000% —
N 120 513 146 366 8% —

o PR{'IVTTJHNC].? ) S

To 19 15.0% 30.0% L L% 22,55 - 22.01%,
2029 62.0 34.3 47,40 33.5 G0 33.0
3039 17,0 2.0 3341 16.0 330 19.5
49 6.0) 3.0 110 5.0 7.0 5.0
50 |- — 0.5 2.0 1.0 —_ i.5

0009 I000es 1000 100.0% 100.0%  100.0%
N 48 167 46 157 15 153

Sources: Providence crew bsts, TS Customs Tlowse Papers, Provideouwe, B L, RGO 2E,
BIHS; Philadelphia crow lisls, Reeords of the LS Costoms Service, Tz 36, NA,
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