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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         The most difficult voice to hear in the history of the transatlantic slave trade is that of the enslaved themselves. Often, people are barely individuated—for all historical intents, just one more body caught up in the morass of profit motives and policy decisions whose personal history we’ll never know.

         When Black Joke captured a slaver, the ship was sent to Freetown for trial; if condemned, the enslaved on board were formally freed, which is to say transferred to the jurisdiction of the British Crown as colonial subjects. The Liberated African registers from Sierra Leone give us the names of these people, their ages, and a bit of physical description—height, usually, but also sometimes scarring and ritualistic markings. Historians have been able to use these details to trace the tribal origins of some of them, to better illuminate the journey that brought them to Freetown, but when compared to the information that’s available about the life of, say, the commodore of the Squadron, it’s not much at all.

         But it is something, and though many of their voices may not have survived in the historical record, in this way, their identities did. Though reproducing every relevant page of the register was not an option, after every chapter in which a slave ship was captured, the first pages of the Liberated African register for that ship are included here. It feels like somehow both the most and really the least I could do, but it’s what we have.

         Since even these records would not have been accessible to me during a pandemic without the work of archivists, historians, and librarians, I would like to especially thank Henry Lovejoy and the Liberated Africans project (https://liberatedafricans.org/), the National xArchives, Kew (Digital Microfilm Project), and the Sierra Leone Public Archives for the efforts toward education, digitization, and preservation that made the inclusion of these images possible.

         And while we’re on the subject of institutions that made what you’ll see possible, the rest of the pictures herein are available courtesy of the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich, London, with special thanks to Beatrice Okoro, for patiently walking me through the process.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            AN INTRODUCTION

         

         
            Beware, beware, the Bight of Benin, there’s one comes out where fifty went in.

            —Sea shanty

         

         The fire made for a beautiful sunset. The screams of sailors and slavers were a memory. The terrible cacophony of the cargo over which they’d struggled had also gone silent. It was as if the flames consumed not just ship timbers but sound; stillness had settled where the breeze of the sea refused to let the smoke rest, despite the crowds of people the blaze had drawn to the harbor. If evidence remained of the lives lived on board the now-empty vessel, it went up with the pungent smell of the burning decks, and the acrid scent of charred wood and whitewash accompanied the crack and snap of sparked beams. Naturally, the ship had been looted first, everything of value removed. The western coast of Africa was not a place where stores and sails would go to waste; what could not be used would be sold or traded by the same people who’d destroyed one of the finest Baltimore clippers ever to sweep across the open sea.

         It wasn’t the first time this notorious ship, the Black Joke, had been laid bare. Only five years previously, it had been a legendary slaver making quick work of a terrible job, with a reputation for being too fast to ever be caught—but one fortuitous night it had been. Repurposed from horrific duty to a higher calling and outgunned for much of its career, Black Joke nonetheless set about capturing slavers in the same waters it had so recently cruised for human chattel—and persevered. In a world where news traveled in months, rather than minutes, the slaver-turned-hunter was famous in both incarnations, 2renowned in battles, outmaneuvering ships of every nation until its precipitous end. Those bearing witness to that demise knew that this time there would be no next chapter, no last-minute reprieve. This was irrevocable. It was not the sort of conflagration from which one arose.

         Toasted by its peers and enemies alike upon its destruction in 1832, it’s possible people wept upon hearing the news of Black Joke’s ignoble end. Certainly the free Black population of Freetown, looking on from afar, would have saved the ship if they could have. The Black Joke had seized thirteen slave ships in its short life as an enforcer of abolition, but by many accounts, the tally in human lives spared bondage, at least in the immediate sense, was much greater. Setting aside the wider impact of the chilling effect created by Black Joke’s mere presence on the water—which wasn’t insignificant—while the ship was active, approximately a quarter of all the enslaved who arrived at Freetown to be officially liberated arrived care of this single ship and its crew. The crew on board included everyone from eager teen sailors (as young as thirteen) to grizzled veterans, in a diversity of ethnicities that demonstrated the incredible reach of the still-growing British Empire. A symbol to the whole of the West Africa Squadron (WAS) to which it had briefly belonged, the Black Joke had found and, at least temporarily, freed at least three thousand people. A figure to compare with how many the ex-slaver had itself brought to bondage, to be sure, but overall, barely a drop in the ocean of lives lost to the trade.

         But how had it come to this? For four years, the Black Joke, itself a captured vessel, manned by a rotating crew, plagued by illness, dogged by bureaucracy and pirates, nonetheless sailed as the scourge of traffickers, releasing thousands of the enslaved from the cramped decks of ships flying flags from dubious diplomatic partners. Its captains and commanders had cracked slaver codes, discovered secret trade routes, and brought home the kind of prize ships that could change a man’s life, and perhaps even his station. It had navigated shoals corporeal and political—whether off the coast of 3western Africa or ensconced in the Admiralty House in London, both were surpassingly treacherous. As those made rich from the sale of human flesh lifted a glass to a common enemy’s downfall, speculation must’ve raged regarding who or what had destroyed the most celebrated thorn in the Atlantic slave trade’s side.

         To answer this question requires a deeper exploration of the transatlantic slave trade than many of us, especially in the United States, ever encountered in school. If your education was anything like mine, what we learned about the slave trade as children and teens—if we learned much of anything at all—can be distilled into two broad statements: it was extremely unpleasant, and it ended before the Civil War. Beyond these limited understandings, many seem to believe that after bans were enacted … sometime in the 1800s, slave trading came to a mostly natural end.

         Nothing could be further from the truth.

         Despite its short tenure in the service, the journey of what would eventually become His Majesty’s Brig Black Joke and its crew touched on nearly every aspect of this frequently overlooked chapter in the popular history of the abolition of slavery. If one begins with the ship’s history as a slaver and its unlikely capture, to follow in the Black Joke’s outsize wake is to discover a ready microcosm of a difficult transition period for Britain. From biggest slavery profiteer before the turn of the nineteenth century to the most vociferous proponent of abolition soon thereafter—all while attempting to drag the rest of the world with it for reasons both high-minded and pragmatic—decades of British interventions in the slave trade, for good and ill, are reflected in Black Joke’s genesis, incredible campaign, and ultimate end.

         In the oft-ignored era post-dating Napoléon and predating Victoria, the Black Joke’s crew, fortunes, and failures can be linked to not only the global evolution of the slave trade, but the demise of the Age of Sail, the increasing steam behind the Industrial Revolution, and the rise of Pax Britannica. However, this is not just a story of big ideas and global changes. The daily tensions and privations faced by the crew and their captured prizes—particularly in a time when 4the West Africa Squadron (also known as the Preventive Squadron) was arguably the most dangerous post in the British Royal Navy—reveal courage and suffering, greed and folly, all against the backdrop of one of the greatest blights on humanity’s collective history. The actions undertaken by these sailors may have occurred on salt-crusted rigging or below enemy decks sluiced with blood, but they had the potential for far-reaching and explosive repercussions on the international diplomatic stage and for the cause of abolition as a whole.

         The Black Joke’s voyage in the contemporary imagination went much further than its patrol. As we struggle to dismantle racist and colonialist legacies today, the Black Joke’s journey demonstrates that battles for freedom have never been short, uncomplicated, or without sacrifice—though they are, conversely, easily forgotten. Far from dying a slow, if mostly natural, death, the slave trade had to be actively dismantled over many years of tense maneuvers in storms both political and nautical, and if British sailors had a hand in it, so, too, did Africans, enslaved and free, as well as ardent abolitionists, politicians both reluctant and enthusiastic, and collaborators the world over.

         This is not, however, yet another narrative in which Britain mostly saves the day. The history of the Black Joke (and certainly that of the Royal Navy) resists such simplistic assessment. Far from a story of unmitigated White Saviorism, this is a complex history with few uncomplicated heroes, even when writ as small as a single ship in a much-larger landscape. The slave trade, the fits and gasps of its final decades, the aftermath—the choices made then have filtered into every facet of our modern world; the Black Joke’s cruise is still in the food we eat and clothes we wear, it is still in the land we live on or occupy, it is in our wars and our peace and our borders and our economy and how cultures the world over grapple with legacies of colonialism and racialized violence. The repercussions of the transatlantic slave trade surround us, still. Regardless of which side of the Atlantic we live on, the reverberations of centuries of human trafficking and the turbulent decades encompassing the fight to finally 5end it are still felt now; it is in reading and writing about escaping the slave trade that one realizes that the legacy of the slave trade and its abolition is yet inescapable.

         In our current political climate, one of tense negotiations and tenuous alliances in the face of an increasingly shrill White supremacist movement, perhaps these lessons from an untidy history, gleaned from a battle for justice that was waterlogged and dirty, nuanced and treacherous, can help in navigating society’s way to better shores. Though one ship alone could never hope to stop the proliferation of slavery, to read the history of the Black Joke is to wonder if its example could have, to wonder why its success couldn’t be replicated, to wonder further at the avarice, inefficiency, and moral relativism that frequently scuttled even the best efforts to halt the flow of the enslaved across the Atlantic. So much more could have been done decades sooner to effectively police the transatlantic slave trade. Hundreds of thousands of lives might have been spared the lash or saved outright had intrigue and ineptitude not created a scenario in which the greatest navy on earth somehow fielded a woefully understaffed fleet to contend against the flood of slavers pouring from so many ports.

         Even a ship without peer, when situated in a military bound by distant bureaucracy, on a coast known for deadly maladies, in waters rife with hostility, was poorly equipped to cope with the sheer magnitude of the task set before it. This tiny ship of fifty or so men was Britain’s reflection on troubled water—an image of morality and principle, regularly disrupted by waves of indifference to and profit from the trade in human chattel. As the embers of the Black Joke crumbled near Sierra Leone, one thing was clear: the Royal Navy would never contain its like again. 6
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            CHAPTER ONE

            Henriqueta

            September 1827,

569 enslaved people

         

         It was a ship with a reputation, and rumors of its speed might have been the only thing, in 1827, that sailed across the ocean faster than it did. American built, small timbered, lean, and by all accounts beautiful, the ship was masterfully crafted, and its sleek hull snuck through the deep night—quick, yet cautious. As it headed inexorably toward the equator and open ocean, its low profile was sunk lower still into the lapping waves by the weight of the bodies tightly packed belowdecks. Though it was a prime prize for many who might seek to claim the ship by right, might, or both, its captain nonetheless sped confidently through the warming September waters off the coast of Lagos, where he’d packed over five hundred then-shackled people into an impossibly small space. They would, soon enough, be in northeastern Brazil, a region under the yoke of centuries of sugar cultivation. They were bound for Bahia.

         João Cardozo dos Santos might almost have felt sorry for his mostly still cargo. Were it not for British interference, their journey would at least be markedly shorter. The detours required by British treaties added weeks to the trip—his last had been forty-nine days—but did little to stop the trade; if the British supposedly cared so much for the enslaved, why make the inevitable worse? As for him, surely he minded the additional weeks on board, certainly he minded the farce of British diplomacy that had held his nation 8hostage to what he must have thought a fool’s bargain, yet despite the money at stake, the penalties, the dangers, Cardozo dos Santos probably sat on deck unbothered. After all, he’d dealt with pirates and other slavers—what was the British navy to him, a man steering a ship he didn’t own, carrying cargo that (perhaps with a few exceptions) did not belong to him, flying the recently crafted flag of his nascently independent country?

         Despite the fact that Brazil had formally separated from Portugal a mere five years prior, in 1822, its dominance as a market for the slave trade remained unsurpassed. By the time the nation formally abolished slavery—over sixty years after Captain Cardozo dos Santos’s soon-to-be much less quiet night—approximately 44 percent of enslaved people shipped to the Americas from Africa would have arrived, toiled, and, if dubiously fortunate, survived for more than a few short years working on the vast sugarcane, rice, tobacco, and cotton plantations or in gold and diamond mines across Brazil’s territory. In contrast to the United States, which had nominally ended the practice of importing newly enslaved people after a congressional ban on slave trading went into effect in 1808 and thus relied heavily on “natural increase” (enslaved reproduction) to replenish the unpaid force on whose back the wealth of the nation rested, Brazilian slaveholders often found it more expedient to instead simply work their human property to death and buy more. Part of the reason for this difference may have been the nature of the work, as both sugar production and mining were notoriously difficult, onerous labor and thus thought to be inappropriate, if not impossible, for most women to perform. Brazilian slave markets thus demanded a substantially higher proportion of male enslaved Africans, and the ratios of the enslaved population, near 80 percent men to 20 percent women in some areas, made import, as far as slave holders were concerned, the only viable mechanism of sustaining Brazil’s booming agricultural economy. The fact that the work was deadly, well, that simply meant import was very good business.

         Slavery itself, not just land and resources, made men (and occasionally 9 women) rich, and though Captain Cardozo dos Santos didn’t have an ownership stake in this voyage, it’s probable he was aiming to in the future. This was his seventh time captaining his current berth, the Henriqueta, a ship so fine it may well have been built for an emperor, for the only like craft sold in the era, originally named the Griffin, was purchased either by or for Pedro I of Brazil in 1825. The Henriqueta’s previous six trips to this part of Africa, the Bight of Benin, had each been a resounding economic success, and the pretty little ship hiding unimaginable horrors, the same one cruising ever closer to safe passage under the cover of night, had already delivered over three thousand newly enslaved Africans to its home port, Salvador de Bahia, the region’s capital, profiting its owner, Jose de Cerqueira Lima, approximately £80,000, over £8.5 million (nearly $11 million) in 2020. Extraordinarily rich and socially prominent with it, de Cerqueira Lima was, perhaps even more than his employee, likely supremely unconcerned with the fate of the Henriqueta. The wealthiest and most famous slave trader of his era in all of Brazil, which is saying something in a time when well over forty thousand (and rapidly rising) Africans were trafficked each year to that country, de Cerqueira Lima was a busy man with business, with parties, with politics—he was serving as a city councilman that year—and this ship was just one of a fleet of at least a dozen slavers reaping him handsome, if blood-soaked, profits.

         And besides, he had insurance. No matter that missions such as the Henriqueta’s had been rendered illegal via laws enacted under pressure from Britain, first under Portuguese rule and then as independent Brazil, de Cerqueira Lima and his ilk were so powerful that they were able to protect their interests in vessels purpose-built for illegal trade, even specifically insuring them against capture by the Royal Navy right in the policy. Though Henriqueta called Salvador home, the ship was insured by an outfit in Rio; few in power anywhere in Brazil were eager to obey treaties forced on them by a foreign empire bloated with economic might, and this, Cardozo dos Santos knew, suited his employer just fine. Him, too, truth be 10told—he’d only risked capture once in this, arguably the fleetest of ships, and that had been bad luck more than anything else. The second time he and this ship had made this voyage, the Henriqueta had been spotted loading shackled Africans at Lagos, and was either reported by the nearby American schooner Lafayette, or the slaving brig was being abetted by the schooner, yet was nonetheless found by the Royal Navy’s HMS Maidstone. If the former, since Americans had also built Cardozo dos Santos’s ship and most like it, the captain wasn’t sure why they feigned disdain when coming across them at their business on the water, but it hadn’t mattered. He had outsmarted them the usual way.

         A simple, if tedious, solution worked nearly every time: Cardozo dos Santos ordered his crew to off-load any of the enslaved already on board, with haste, then waited to sit through the “inspection” by the British. After whatever cumbersome tub they had on patrol had finally lumbered to harbor, the captain presented them a ship devoid of human cargo, and even if the chains sat in plain view on what was very obviously a slave deck, regardless of whether coffles of the enslaved stood packed in barracoons within sight of the harbor, or even at the docks themselves, there was nothing the English could do. No enslaved on board, no crime. Then he and his crew would idle a while longer to ensure the English were well away—a few days perhaps, though it could be weeks, even months—a respectable period of time, time spent drinking and eating and, in his case, making pleasant conversation with the locals who mattered. Then upon reloading the enslaved under cover of night, they aimed the Henriqueta straight for the open ocean, hurrying toward the equator (and away from British jurisdiction) at full sail. The Royal Navy ships were old, often repurposed warships, lots of guns, but achingly slow for the task to which they’d been set. Though the Maidstone had waited for them, again, it hadn’t mattered; if it had been a real chase, Cardozo dos Santos had barely noticed, and he’d arrived in Salvador, only slightly delayed and cargo very much intact, without even a good story to show for the patrol’s efforts.

         Yes, business was good, excellent even, despite the fevers, the 11heat, the rain, the ruthless competition, and the incessant meddling of England, embodied in its slow and infrequently spotted West Africa Squadron. If one could not hear the cries or smell the stink, the former, at least, lessening as the hour eased past midnight and exhaustion claimed his captives, it was peaceful on board one of the most prolific slavers on the coast—until a voice rang out over the slick deck in the still night, and the captain started, refocusing on the horizon. There, suddenly, another ship had leaped into view and was rapidly closing.

         Leaped might have been pushing it, but the much-bulkier silhouette of the HMS Sybille was certainly putting on its fair share of speed despite being everything the Henriqueta quite deliberately was not. Designed by the famous French naval engineer Jacques-Noël Sané, the Sybille had been in service since 1792 and seen plenty of action, including its own initial capture by the British HMS Romney just three years after being launched from Toulon. Having been in service to the Royal Navy for the next thirty-three years, Sybille was now a little more antiquated, more liable to show its age and wear. Though the Hébé-class frigate was four times larger than its quarry with nearly eight times the complement of sailors and dozens more guns, the firepower and French proportions that had once served it well in the Napoleonic Wars here, when compared to those of its nimble American-built target, simply made it heavy and more ill-suited to its duty: no less than the eradication of the Atlantic slave trade.

         
             

         

         Sybille was not without its advantages, even in these seemingly mismatched circumstances. Both the ship’s crew and its commander, the recently arrived Commodore Collier, had plenty of experience with pirates, many of whom sailed smaller, more maneuverable ships, more akin to the Henriqueta than those he commanded as an officer of the Royal Navy.

         Just a scant decade earlier, in 1818, Francis Augustus Collier had been recalled into active service to combat a “piratical scourge” in the 12Persian Gulf, which is to say quell local resistance to British economic colonialism. This “resistance” at the time took the form of tolls that the family controlling the area, the al-Qawasim, charged all ships doing business in the Gulf, money the British had no interest in paying, which eventually prompted some raids of British vessels. However, rumors of supposed piracy (and attendant Arabic barbarism) had almost certainly been vastly overblown by the British East India Company in an effort to provoke just this sort of military response. The validity of the assignment was of little interest to anyone back in London at the time; of greater import, Collier’s first command of a squadron—and the resulting effort to quell opposition to British regional intervention—had been a resounding success. A career navy man who’d thus far earned his promotions while on service in the West Indies, Collier’s creativity, diligence, ability to command, and willingness to order the complete eradication of entire harbors until little was left but smoldering ruin were credited by some with functionally eliminating the practice of piracy from an entire geographic area.

         This seems like less of a feat when the history of regional “piracy” was as short as it was exaggerated, but given that the British informal empire in the Gulf can be dated to the treaty forced out of this ruinous campaign (and lasted deep into the twentieth century), the significance of the action can’t be overstated. International parties and the British commander of the land operation, Major General William Kier Grant, heaped praise on Collier’s “zealous, cheerful, and active” leadership, without which the campaign might have failed. Awards for distinguished service followed soon after—the Order of the Lion and Sun from the Persian sovereign (though the Foreign Office disallowed Collier’s wearing of it), and the Cross of the Legion of Honor, the highest class of France’s top military honor, from then Louis Philippe (III), Duke (of) Orléans, cousin to the king (and later king himself). Back at home, however, the Admiralty’s reaction to Collier’s resounding success had been substantially more tepid. Through a sleight of bureaucratic hand based on his not yet being of flag rank, aka an admiral, Collier, already a Companion of the 13Order of Bath for previous service, was denied the knighthood those involved thought he unquestionably deserved. Though other British naval officers present for the campaign would be knighted for their valor, Collier would never receive any official recognition from his own government for his success in the Persian Gulf. A man who was as courageous as he was frequently uncompromising, Collier seems to have not always been uniformly beloved by his superiors. For him to be promoted to commodore of an overseas squadron, however, some in the Admiralty must have suspected that if any man could turn an impossible naval task into a foregone inevitability, or at least make a good showing, it was the one at the helm of the Sybille. Moral imperatives aside, this was a job, and Collier was determined to finally make an example of the loathsome Henriqueta.

         Collier’s habit of doing things right, regardless of whether they made him popular, probably divided opinion—for instance, he regularly petitioned his superiors on behalf of his men, but was known to be a strict disciplinarian, and this in the days of severe, even deadly, corporal punishment. Collier was unambiguously good at his job and came from a solid naval lineage, in both family and patronage. He had been hand-selected by none other than Admiral Horatio Nelson, among the greatest naval heroes Britain had ever produced, who had remained Collier’s patron until Nelson’s untimely death in the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. Nelson had, it cannot be overstated, been a massive fan of Collier’s, ever since he’d encountered a ten-year-old Francis on the streets of Bath in 1798, smartly dressed in naval uniform, and with a child’s eagerness to adventure.

         Though many in the Royal Navy joined the service young, Collier’s initially rapid ascension was a reflection of his connections, his precociousness, and the times in which he lived. He’d been born in 1788 to a recently established naval family, as his father, Vice Admiral Sir George Collier, had risen from middle-class origins to great success harassing the American colonists in their war for independence. Sir George, much like his son, had been known as a man of great initiative, with a talent both for command and for annoying his 14superiors with his forthright opinions; he’d been vocal in his opinion that the American war was unwinnable as it was being managed, which made him enemies among those then in power in the navy. Sir George was an unconventional man: he used his spare time in the Americas adapting theatrical works; spent his life challenging superiors, possibly to the detriment of his career; spent his political capital on oppositional positions in Parliament; and last, though certainly not least, spent his actual capital securing a divorce—Francis, one of his father’s seven children, was the product of Sir George’s second marriage. Divorce, though not completely unheard of in the eighteenth century, was an uncommon and often embarrassing experience, as the willful dissolution of a marriage required a literal act of Parliament to accomplish and could only be granted for adultery. Though not solely the province of the aristocracy, divorce was an expensive process, and only about 325 occurred during the 150-plus years these acts were required. Sir George’s ability to secure one in 1772, even before his most successful tours of duty in the colonies and resulting honors, speaks volumes to just how far the senior Collier had already risen, even before the peak of his career (and about the problems that existed in his first marriage).

         Sir George’s second marriage, to Francis’s mother—Elizabeth Fryer, a wealthy merchant’s daughter from Exeter—was presumably a happier affair, but it, too, was eventually cut short. By the time Sir George’s naval career had begun to recover from his foray into politics, enough to merit two promotions in just two years after over a decade of waiting, the newly minted vice admiral’s health failed so suddenly that he was forced to resign the active command he’d spent his life seeking. The senior Collier left his ship in January of 1795 and was dead by April, only a year after his seven-year-old son entered his first ship’s books (or list of personnel). Signing up for naval service at an exceptionally young age was a common practice to gain an advantage in time served for the naval experience required of officers, though boys so young rarely served on board any Royal Navy vessels bound for distant harbors. So when Nelson encountered a previously unknown lad that fateful morning in Bath—who, if he’d resembled his father at a young age, would have shown the promise of a “middle stature”; “well made and active”; with an “open and manly” countenance and “complexion fair”; his hair light and his eyes blue and beaming with intelligence—whatever he’d found remarkable about the boy Francis Collier’s demeanor was not a function of long experience or family name. The recently promoted admiral had an eye for the man he thought young Francis might become, not merely the circumstances into which he’d been born. 15
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         Sunny disposition, keen intelligence, or just awfully snappy in a uniform, whatever ineffable quality it was Collier had, Nelson, always on the lookout for talent to add to his ships’ complement, found himself entirely taken with the lad, and upon learning that Francis’s father had also been an admiral of some skill, the soon-to-be hero of Britain sought permission to call on Francis’s mother at the family’s residence in Bath.

         Perhaps if it had been after Nelson’s greatest fame, rather than before, Lady Elizabeth Collier wouldn’t have hesitated. Sir George had been dead for three years now, and after all, both Francis and her oldest son, also named George, were already enlisted in the navy. It wasn’t even particularly unusual for a family to allow their son to go to sea with what was essentially a stranger; earlier in the century two vicar’s sons, Alexander and Samuel Hood, would eventually go on to become feted admirals and peers of the realm after a carriage accident brought then Captain Thomas Smith to the boys’ home for the night while awaiting repairs—the younger boy, Alexander, leaving for sea almost as soon as the captain did. Perhaps lively and cheerful Francis, such a joy to be around that the very sight of him arrested high-ranking strangers and passersby, was simply his mother’s favorite. Perhaps she was scared for the child’s life, as Nelson, who happened to be home in England because he was recuperating from having lost his right arm in a defeat to the Spanish at the Battle of Santa Cruz de 17Tenerife, would have been a stark reminder of how deadly life at sea could be. No matter the cause, Lady Elizabeth took more than a little convincing, including several additional letters, visits, and assurances from Nelson, to give her son up to the admiral’s custody, and with it active service, that same year. (Given that Nelson’s correspondence for the next few years would include written updates regarding young Francis’s progress and prowess to the boy’s mother, one imagines Lady Elizabeth’s eventual assent came with some strings attached.)

         If she was concerned for Francis’s well-being, Lady Elizabeth must’ve felt downright prescient when the first action her ten-year-old son saw was the famous Battle of the Nile in 1798. The long, pitched, and ultimately decisive night engagement; creative tactics; and impressive head injury to his new mentor, Nelson, surely must have made an impression as Collier, who in later letters preferred “Frank,” adjusted to life at sea. In 1803, when the Peace of Amiens collapsed after only one year, ending the brief respite from open hostilities between French and British—and, at some point or another, seemingly every other major and minor European—powers, Collier found himself on the front lines of British colonial interests in the West Indies. Then a lieutenant so freshly minted that he’d had to carry blank promotion papers from England to be signed upon his arrival—despite Nelson’s insistence to Earl St. Vincent, First Lord of the Admiralty, Collier simply wouldn’t have served enough time to rise in the ranks until his transport to the Caribbean had concluded—Collier had been all of fifteen years old when he’d arrived at the Leeward Islands Station in April of 1803; war resumed in May. The teen who’d arrived to his berth on the HMS Osprey was not an inexperienced youth, but a war veteran who’d already served with Nelson and Sir Charles Ogle and, once on board, quickly earned distinction as a reliable and courageous leader of men. Perhaps, like his father, he was more vocally opinionated than his superiors would prefer, but if this was a defect, it was one many saw as outweighed by Collier’s growing reputation as the kind of man who, twenty-five years later, could jump-start a lackluster campaign—exactly what 18he’d been tasked to do as the captain of the Sybille and the commodore of the West Africa Squadron.

         The West Africa Squadron could use whatever help it could get. By the time Collier arrived in 1827, the Squadron had existed in some fashion for nearly two decades, but it hadn’t been robustly supported during either of them. Some would much rather see the recently minted commodore fail, likely more due to animus to the mission rather than the man. Despite England’s having abolished the slave trade in 1807, the battle to do so had been highly divisive both in Parliament and throughout the nation, in no small part because a great deal of the British economy directly depended on either the ongoing enslavement of Africans or on the products the practice produced. From the moment John Hawkins took the less than laudatory distinction of being England’s first slave trader in the mid-1500s until abolition of the trade, it’s estimated that English slavers had shipped approximately 3.1 million enslaved Africans to ports scattered throughout the Americas, and at least four hundred thousand of those individuals never survived the journey. Gradual moves toward abolition in 1799 restricted the British trade to three ports in England proper—Liverpool, Bristol, and London—and Glasgow in Scotland participated heavily as well, but by this point the now British Empire had dominated the slave trade for at least the previous century and had already been immeasurably enriched by human bondage. Beyond the coin made in the sale and trade of the enslaved, the British Empire created via colonization relied on the labor Africans provided to not merely function, but to economically survive.

         While the United States had violently exited the British domain decades before Sybille sailed the ocean, England remained intricately invested in the cotton trade as a leading manufacturer of cloth, and in distant holdings such as Jamaica and Barbados, colonial governments ruled over a fractious plantation class that demanded enslaved labor to keep up with the world’s insatiable craving for sugar. The imperial reliance on sugar cultivation had been a crucial aspect of England’s participation in what is also known as the triangular trade 19and was a likely root of much of the skepticism many had regarding Sybille’s (and the rest of the Squadron’s) larger mission. If some higher-ups within the British government and Captain Cardozo dos Santos agreed on one thing, it was that both thought it unlikely that England could continue its present economic dominance without the ongoing existence of slavery. Enslaved people produced the raw materials that English industrialism consumed to create products often used to trade for more enslaved people—by the end of the eighteenth century, at least half of the ships transporting the approximately eighty thousand newly enslaved each year were of British extraction. Those who welcomed responsibility for the presence of the Sybille were either less fatalistic or more ethically driven, but there was no altering the plain historical fact that European slave trading had existed on the western coast of Africa for centuries and, at the outset of the nineteenth century, constituted upward of 75 percent of total regional exports. For England’s economy to survive a collective bout of moral reckoning, it was imperative that the rest of the world’s powers also give up the sale of human beings—without a global shift in attitude, or at least law, Britain would have lost its primacy in the market without creating perceptible change regarding slavery.

         One could not simply ban a major industry and expect that to be the end of it, especially since incentives to disregard the new law were both plentiful and lucrative; such a massive shift in policy would have to be enforced. Given the inherent maritime element of a transatlantic trade, it makes sense that Parliament would turn to the Admiralty (in conjunction with the Colonial Office) to see its will carried out, but there were more reasons than water to merit the Admiralty’s involvement. When the abolitionist push at the highest levels of government began in earnest in the 1780s with a comprehensive fact-finding mission, it was slavery’s impact on the Royal Navy, not Africans, that ultimately cracked open the door to serious consideration of the movement’s ultimate goals. It had long been taken for granted that seamen unassigned to one of His Majesty’s ships might seek their paycheck from the private sector—England had the largest merchant 20marine in the world undergirding its powerhouse economy, alongside everything else—and the slave trade was widely regarded as just one of several licit ways to make a living at sea. If it was more dangerous to engage human cargo rather than bales or barrels of freight, well, a job was a job, even risking pay in weaker West Indian currency, and sailors readily switched between seafaring industries. At slaving’s peak in Britain, as many as 130,000 British sailors may have worked in the trade. What piqued the Privy Council’s interest, however, was abolitionist Thomas Clarkson’s discovery, after the examination of over twenty thousand muster rolls (lists of ships’ personnel), that the slave trade was not just some mildly riskier business—a fifth of the crew of a slaving vessel could be expected to die on a round-trip voyage, usually from illness, though overzealous punishment from slaver captains and enslaved uprisings claimed their share of lives, too. On top of that another fifth, though not dead, would likely be rendered unfit for service as far as the Royal Navy was concerned, be it through incapacitating illness or disability, or parting ways with the slaver on foreign shores partway through the trip.

         A yearly 40 percent hit to a large sector of the available manpower with sailing experience had the Admiralty’s attention because, as was the way of things at the time, war with France was both recently concluded and on the horizon. It was the Treasurer of the Navy who proposed gradual abolitionism in 1792, and though an end to the British slave trade wasn’t promulgated for another fifteen years, it was the navy that would ultimately be tasked with making the new law reality. That is not to say that it was a priority. By 1807, war with France was very much back on, and the Admiralty wasn’t willing to give much in the way of resources or thought to preventing the slave trade. Though some back in England used the next few years to transition to licit trade, others—particularly in the cities most profiting from slavery—tried to circumvent the new law in a variety of ways, from shifting to foreign investments in the slave trade to attempting to fly foreign flags on their slavers to avoid detection. British participation tapered, but by no means ceased, in the wake of An Act for 21the Abolition of the Slave Trade’s going into effect in 1808; especially in the early years, slave trading was likely hampered more by European conflict than by any nascent preventive efforts. As for the navy, it made a number of early captures in the West Indies, which was already a theater in the war against Napoléon, but the first ships sent to patrol the western coast of Africa the first year the law could be enforced weren’t even a squadron—they were instead listed as “on particular service,” a designation for Royal Navy vessels that were unassigned to an official squadron or station. It would take several years for a formalized West Africa Squadron to come into being, and it rarely contained more than six assigned ships in any given year, a fact Collier’s arrival on the Sybille would not fundamentally change. All the while, the slave trade continued almost apace as other nations rapidly filled the gap in the market Britain had (mostly) left.

         Thus, aged, comparatively cumbersome, and not really suited to the task at hand, HMS Sybille typified the force of the British will to end slavery, and clearly it was a populace divided. Though a more comfortable berth than smaller ships, the Sybille and its peers in the West Africa Squadron were frequently outclassed by slavers in speed and maneuverability, and the talents of the Squadron’s crews and command were repeatedly called on to make up for shortcomings that seemingly only increases in budget (or perhaps more precisely, political favor) could remedy. But the merchants and politicians of England weren’t on this ship—Francis Collier was, and he was determined make headway where his predecessors had not, no matter how much opposition he had at home or across the water. The commodore had a job to do, and he had the men to do it, but he needed more ships, faster ships. Ships like the Henriqueta.

         At deadly cross-purposes, it’s possible, even probable, that at another time, in a different place, the Henriqueta might have evaded the Squadron’s hunt; it obviously had before. Cruising off the shores of the Bight of Benin at midnight, Sybille had been lucky to spot the low-slung brig in the darkness, recently laden and just leaving harbor. Just as lucky was the fresh breeze that rose in the tropical night as 22the crew crowded on sail in pursuit. Most fortunate of all, however, might have been that Captain João Cardozo dos Santos was assured of the unparalleled speed of his slaver. Certain of his ship’s escape, unafraid of risking capture, the captain attempted to get windward of the Sybille, ordering Henriqueta to cut across the bow of the larger frigate. The spray disappeared into the night as the crew of the slaver executed its daring move toward an irony-rich freedom, putting on as much sail as could safely be filled by the brisk wind.

         Had Cardozo dos Santos simply tried to flee as he had before against the Maidstone, relying on the passage of time as much as Henriqueta’s speed, he might have managed to clear the equator and, with it, any obligation a Brazilian brig might have to English authority. When he instead attempted to get upwind, bringing the slaver dangerously near its foe, the Henriqueta’s risky path and the Sybille’s able sailing—due in no small part to the abilities of the latter’s first lieutenant, William Turner, who had already served a commission on that ship—put the brig directly in sight of Sybille’s gunners. With the easy practice born of veterans of the Napoleonic Wars, they fired their bow chasers, skipping heavy balls of cast-iron shot off the water and into the slave ship’s rigging, destroying sails and masts while (they hoped) sparing the lives trapped belowdecks. In the darkness, Henriqueta had come far too close; though the Sybille’s size was a detriment in some respects, it also allowed the frigate to carry far more in the way of armament than that mounted by its small, seemingly indefatigable quarry. More men, more firepower—the frigate’s guns flashed above the depths and into the darkness until the smaller brig had no hope of flight and was forced to surrender to boarding from armed British sailors. One of the most notorious ships in the slave trade was on her way to a new identity, while young First Lieutenant Turner had just helped capture the ship that would alter his course forever.

         
             

         

         Even after capture, a slave ship still held perils for all who’d encountered it. A captured ship accused of slave trading could not be 23left to it own devices. A crew from the Sybille would have to steer the Henriqueta to judgment by the Mixed Commission, established for the purpose, again by treaty, in Freetown, Sierra Leone. Commodore Collier was by no means unfamiliar with at least some of the risks he’d be asking of every sailor assigned to man the slaver’s final journey. He’d seen action against French privateers in the Napoleonic Wars and, while assigned to the Osprey, had served on prize crews in the Caribbean. There, within two months of his arrival, the teenage Collier had led landing parties of seamen and marines in support of British territorial control in the Caribbean, and within six months he found himself at the head of a prize crew of perhaps a dozen men tasked with escorting the French privateer Ressource into custody. Prize crews, while they left ships shorthanded, could serve several Royal Navy purposes at once. The most obvious is that they were necessary to preserve custody of captured bounty before legal disposition, which often took place in specific locations that might be far out of the way of the capturing vessel’s normal patrol, such as Freetown, the home of one of three Courts of Mixed Commission tasked with the adjudication of slaving ships. As an internal naval matter, being placed at the head of both ship and crew provided valuable experience to promising young officers—conversely since, depending on the circumstances, prize ships could reach their destinations several months and several hundred miles distant from the navy ship whence the crew came, those crew members who were less than promising could effectively be reassigned to another, closer HMS vessel, making the prize crew an efficient mechanism to make problem sailors someone else’s problem.

         It’s not known whether Collier’s prize crew was of the fractious sort, but it seems rather unlikely given what happened once he took the helm of the Ressource. Though he had not led the party that boarded and captured the vessel he now guided, when the crew spotted yet another privateer, the Tremuse, young Francis, who had clearly never lacked initiative, didn’t hesitate. The French ship had a 24complement of forty-five sailors, but undeterred, Collier and his tiny crew took that vessel as well, spreading themselves even more thinly among all the tasks that had to be accomplished to keep two captured ships’ crews subdued, as well as both boats afloat and aimed in the correct direction. Many prize ships were often less fortunate, or less well manned. Though some simply took an inordinate amount of time to complete otherwise short journeys due to navigational or structural issues, others succumbed to disease, insurrections from captured crews, or even rebellion from the enslaved population on board, for whom one captor was much the same as another. However, when Osprey’s prize crew eventually arrived at the Vice Admiralty court for adjudication, the talented young lieutenant’s gamble paid off impressively; if issues with recognition later dogged the future commodore’s career, this time his actions on the Ressource and Tremuse likely provided the next logical step toward his advancement up the ranks, as Collier returned to the Osprey soon to become its first lieutenant.

         So, better than most, Commodore Collier, who now faced a subdued Henriqueta, knew that his choice of prize crew was important, particularly if he wanted to ensure this vessel would be available to redeploy as soon as possible. Though Lieutenant Turner may have seemed like a logical choice, Collier likely needed him aboard Sybille—losing a prize was one thing, but capable personnel were, due to the conditions of service in the West Africa Squadron, considerably more valuable and, in some ways, even more easily lost. So instead the dubious honor of guiding the slaver to Freetown fell to an Admiralty mate named Frederick Mather. In the WAS, the groups of sailors known as prize crews frequently consisted of as few as nine or ten men assigned to take possession of a slave ship, as well as its surviving crew and all the enslaved, and navigate the journey to their day in court in Sierra Leone. Due to the need to stay close to the coast for safety reasons and given that the trip to Freetown went against the ideal currents and winds, what could have been a quick (for the time) three-week trip had the potential to become a voyage 25of several months. The crews were necessarily small because WAS ships needed the personnel, but the job of caring for the malnourished and dehydrated human cargo, ensuring that a noncooperative enemy crew stayed imprisoned, and sailing the ship shorthanded was an exhausting one.

         There was good reason it was difficult for the enslaved Africans to tell the difference between slaver and nominal liberator—in their quest to maintain order, prize crews frequently rechained captives, continued to ration water and food, and used whips and floggers as incentive and punishment. Though it’s true that more than one of these smaller crews had succumbed to rebellion from their slaver prisoners or from the recently enslaved themselves, the real danger constantly stalking the decks of all ships was a variety of deadly maladies that respected neither skin color nor nationality. The conditions on slave ships exacerbated what was already a serious risk of illness; unlike navy vessels, which were cleaned more regularly and weren’t overcrowded, the slave trade’s demand for maximum profits created conditions that murdered the very people it commodified. Collier’s predecessor atop the West Africa Squadron, Commodore Bullen, had been so appalled at the conditions he’d found on a slave ship captured in May of that year, a few months before Collier’s arrival, that he felt compelled to detail the horrors in a letter to the Secretary of the Admiralty:

         
            The putrid atmosphere emitting from the slave deck was horrible in the extreme, and so inhuman are these fellow creature dealers, that several of those confined at the farther end of the slave-room were obliged to be dragged on deck in an almost lifeless state, and wasted away to mere shadows, never having breathed the fresh air since their embarkation. Many females had infants at their breasts, and all were crowded together in a solid mass of filth and corruption, several suffering from dysentery, and although but a fortnight on board, sixty-seven of them had died from that complaint. 26

         

         Having released as many people from the slave deck as the upper deck would allow, the Henriqueta was said to be so crowded with naked bodies on the prize crew’s voyage to Freetown that a captive African fell overboard in the night and no one noticed until morning. The overcrowding was also illegal, as in just 1824 Brazil had, at least on paper, changed the permissible ratios of people to ship tonnage to make the slave trade more “humane.” While three years earlier, under Portuguese rule, Captain Cardozo dos Santos would have been permitted as many as 600 enslaved people crammed into a space significantly smaller than Henriqueta’s roughly ninety-by-twenty-six-foot frame, in 1827 that number should have dropped to a licensed capacity of 490 … yet 569 enslaved people had been embarked in Lagos into a seemingly impossible space. Though Brazilian authorities seemed distinctly uninterested in consistently enforcing these changes—at least if the rest of Jose de Cerqueira Lima’s extensive fleet of slavers was anything to go by—this gave the Henriqueta the rather common distinction of being illegal both at home and abroad. Lest any laws remain unbroken on the voyage in between, Cardozo dos Santos had been carrying double passports at the time of the ship’s capture, the better to obscure where he’d purchased the Africans on board and thus circumvent Brazilian treaty obligations while maximizing profits.

         Upon arrival in Freetown—the moans and wails of the sick and dying inescapable, crawling with all manner of insects and pests, and literally stinking of every conceivable guilt as it sat in the harbor, as the “excessively disagreeable and oppressive” reek of the “dense mass of human beings was suffocating” to those who boarded even after the slaver anchored—the Henriqueta was soon ready to be tried in court. Back in 1808, when the nations of Europe were in global conflict, a Vice Admiralty court had been established in Sierra Leone to adjudicate the fates of captured enemy slave ships; these courts presided over maritime crimes, prize cases, and the occasional commercial conflict. However, at least when it came to prizes, the advent of peace had necessitated an increasingly complicated spate of treaties 27 to accomplish what the expedient of war no longer provided—an international right of search and, with it, the ability to police the seas. By the time of Henriqueta’s trial, the judicial body in Freetown had evolved into one of three Courts of Mixed Commission—the other two were in Rio and Havana—specifically impaneled with a multinational slate of judges to represent the interests of all concerned nations while adjudicating such matters. (At least in theory they were multinational; in actuality, the commissioners in Sierra Leone were usually uniformly British due to the difficulty of getting a non-British national to accept a posting in Freetown, which, as a somewhat recently established colony, was considered a backwater.) The Brazilian brig’s purpose and location when apprehended were difficult to dispute; Henriqueta was rapidly condemned as a slaver by the court and, as was the custom, put up for auction. Commodore Collier, fresh off success and with permissions in hand, wasted no time, using £900 of his own money to acquire what would eventually become the pride of the Squadron on January 5, 1828.

         Jose de Cerqueira Lima almost certainly took the loss with equanimity. He’d lost ships to the British before and would go on to lose several more—it was just the risk one ran in this business. He continued to be a prominent and influential citizen, eventually becoming a justice of the peace with a home so extravagant that it would later officially house provincial presidents and Bahia’s governors. And besides, de Cerqueira Lima, although the biggest at the time, was just one of a number of high-profile Brazilian slave traders, and one of hundreds, even thousands, of those who owned or invested in a boat engaged in the involuntary shipping of enslaved people worldwide. As little satisfaction as there is in knowing that de Cerqueira Lima had a long and prosperous life as a pillar of the community despite any economic setbacks inflicted by the Royal Navy, it mirrored the state of things in Brazil in the late 1820s. The global abolition of the slave trade was a stutter-step process officially commenced by Britain in 1807, but it had only been a dream nominally acceded to by Brazil in 1826. The latter nation insisted on a gradualist approach to abolition 28 that was meant to be strengthened by existing and progressively more stringent laws until Brazil abandoned the market altogether in 1830, but acquiescing to the British had had an unintended side effect on the market that had made reality far less satisfying.

         Given these conditions—questionable political will, lax enforcement, reluctant partnerships, and massive profits to be potentially had by anyone willing to break the law—it’s unsurprising that at the time of Henriqueta’s capture, the slave trade remained rampant. In Brazil, at least, the panic created by the prospect of the abolition of the slave trade spurred massive investment in procuring new enslaved laborers that might not be available for much longer, increasing the demand for trafficked persons. But if de Cerqueira Lima and his captain Cardozo dos Santos—who, though technically liable for his part in the transaction, would, like so many other slaver captains, walk free, if missing a ship and several hundred people who should not have belonged to him or anyone in the first place—embodied the desires of some to cling to slavery and their continuing ability to be successful at exploiting it (current setback notwithstanding), then the ship they lost came to represent quite the opposite. The transition from American shipbuilding worthy of royalty to Brazilian slaver to Royal Navy vessel was not always a smooth one. The small brig would come to symbolize new methods and ideas for fighting slavery, heralding the possibility that a moral and ethical disgrace global in scope and centuries in the making could actually be fought and quickly dismantled, piece by piece.

         The battles over change that marked this span of years weren’t limited to a single brig. A spreading fervor for a radically different future could be found in government, nationhood, and ideology, and with it, a growing will to abandon at least some aspects of the past to progress. So it was fitting that the new year and the new owner had yielded the Henriqueta one more major change—a new name. In early 1828, rechristened and repurposed, the now Black Joke, for let it not be said that Collier lacked a sense of humor, embarked on a campaign of harassment of slave traders that arguably no single 29ship had ever, or would ever, match. The Henriqueta had personally delivered 3,040 enslaved people to Bahia’s markets. Though the lives shattered and lost on the way to Salvador and on Brazil’s plantations could never be recovered, it would be up to the Black Joke and its crew to make whatever amends for the past, and changes to the future, the little brig with the legendary speed could accomplish. This transition from slaver to liberator would pace Britain’s larger struggle to abolish the trade in the face of a cavalcade of obstacles and obstruction from within and without the empire, but not without cost. Though the Black Joke had been created suddenly, birthed out of redemptive opportunity and sheer force of will, the circumstances that would lead to its destruction were already in motion.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            Gertrudis (aka Gertrudes; Eng.: Gertrude)

            January 1828,

155 enslaved people

         

         Collier’s choice of name was perhaps even more tongue-in-cheek than modern sensibilities might suggest and may not have been referring to current understandings of Blackness at all. Black Joke, now a seemingly obvious reference to the Henriqueta’s rather abrupt change in mission, was then most commonly known as either the titular object of a bawdy jig, or the type of lewd humor of which it was generally representative. Dating back to at least 1730, the extant verses—and there are many—celebrate, at great length and in increasing detail, the nether regions of an unnamed comely British woman, she “with a black joke, and belly so white.” The song and its variations were still so popular that this new Black Joke wasn’t even the first ship with that name to serve—between hired crafts and nicknames, at least two Black Jokes had been on the water in recent memory. The brig didn’t even have the distinction of being the only Black Joke sailing in 1828, as a notoriously unmerciful pirate, Benito de Soto, had just that past year participated in a mutiny on board the slave ship Defensor de Pedro and, upon succeeding in taking the slaver and killing both the old and the newly elected captains, renamed his ill-gotten ship Burla Negra, or “Black Joke.” This transition was as meaningless as the Henriqueta’s had been dramatic—in 1824, Britain enacted a law stating that slavers had committed “felony, piracy and robbery, and should suffer death without benefit of clergy and loss 34of lands, goods and chattels as pirates, felons and robbers upon the seas ought to suffer,” but no British slaver was ever prosecuted under it, so men like de Soto were merely the most obvious and vicious examples of a veritable ocean full of pirates and “pirates” engaged in similar business. For the purposes of the West Africa Squadron, well, they all looked alike. Call him a slaver or a pirate—the job title would have made little difference to de Soto as he was, quite avidly, both—either way, he’d immediately set about pillaging any ships unfortunate enough to meet him, preferring to brutally execute the crews he encountered rather than take on prisoners or additional sailors, capturing any enslaved on board for further maltreatment and eventual sale.

         Whether or not all the possible meanings were intentional, sharing a name with a dirty tune or a prolific and ruthless pirate ship and slaver, albeit in a different language, was the least of the Black Joke’s potential controversies as it began its new career. The very existence of ex-slaver tenders in the West Africa Squadron was a point of contention for many of those at the top of the Royal Navy’s hierarchy. The tender system, in which a nonmilitary craft is introduced to the force and, in cases such as this, is understood to be simply part of an existing Royal Navy vessel, was not new at the time of Henriqueta’s capture and remains ongoing today. Traditionally, tenders are smaller than their military counterparts and are often used as supply ships, running vital goods—such as munitions and food—from shore. All the previous naval crafts officially named Black Joke were tenders in this traditional sense.

         What Collier wanted to do with this new Black Joke was rather different, but it certainly wasn’t precedent shattering. The previous commodore of the West Africa Squadron, Charles Bullen, initiated the practice of deploying tenders on active cruise, rather than as mere support vessels, and vigorously advocated that the Squadron make as much use of former slaver tenders as the Admiralty and Navy Board would permit. Getting this particular ship for his first tender must have felt to Collier like a fitting final salute to Bullen’s time in the WAS. After all, HMS Maidstone, which had almost captured 35Cardozo dos Santos and his sleek brig on the Henriqueta’s second voyage, was Bullen’s own flagship, and Commodore Bullen—by this point more than three months departed from the coast of Africa for a much-needed rest back in England—if not remotely successful in dealing anything resembling a death blow, had left quite a wake. Having sailed off toward an eventual appointment to the Navy Board as Commissioner of the Navy for Pembroke Dockyard, several promotions, and eventual knighthood, Charles Bullen, who also had the distinction of having been a captain at Trafalgar under Nelson, had been the third commodore in the West Africa Squadron’s official existence, and during his three-year tenure, British sailors had liberated approximately ten thousand enslaved people. Collier, another of Nelson’s protégés, would have not just appreciated, but heeded, Bullen’s advice and experience.

         Bullen had recognized that tenders in the WAS could do quite a bit more for their mission than merely carry supplies. Freed from the requirements that the Napoleonic Wars, various revolutions, and budgetary wrangling had placed on Royal Navy craft of the era—meaning many of the WAS vessels were older, repurposed warships by design and necessity—“tender” status potentially allowed for the slave ships the British were already capturing to be acquired cheaply, removed from circulation in the slave economy, and ultimately used against their former compatriots in human trafficking. However, what should have been an obvious win-win-win was undoubtedly complicated by the uncharted and, frankly, murky waters into which Britain’s foray into bully pulpit diplomacy had cast the WAS. Was the capture of a slaver by a tender even legitimate? No less than the foreign secretary himself, George Canning, had recently had to craft a letter clarifying the official English stance on this point of maritime law. The situation precipitating Canning’s involvement had been initiated by Commodore Bullen, who, realizing that it might be better to ask forgiveness than permission, used the wide latitude sheer distance from the Admiralty back in England granted him to put the tender question to the test. 36

         Back in November of 1826, the Hope, a former slaver now tender to Bullen’s Maidstone, captured the slave ship Nicanor as it departed Little Popoe (modern-day Aného, Togo). Though the capture had been an unmitigated success and was in every other manner done in deference to Britain’s treaty obligations, the propriety of the Hope’s actions turned on an outwardly minor technical point. Tenders, not officially independent ships in their own right, did not then as a matter of course carry the requisite paperwork (copies of those self-same treaties) that would empower them to capture slavers—those papers were reserved for Royal Navy vessels. Yet the unique nature of service in the WAS necessitated creative solutions, and Bullen was reasonably certain this one might be effective. Before the somewhat innovative strategy of exploiting the legal status of tenders to put more ships to sea capturing slavers could be put into wider use, however, it would have to be legitimated. This wasn’t a question of using foreign vessels—England was already much in the habit of repurposing any ships the nation captured to whatever end might best suit. The problem was that, given that extant treaty obligations granting Britain the right to search the ships of other nations had been hard enough to come by, and with foreign “partners” constantly trying to wriggle out of the already agreed-upon terms, clearly few outside of Britain were looking to willingly cede even more potential power to police to an already swaggering nation, demonstrably keen to throw its weight around internationally.

         For the foreign secretary, widely regarded as one of the most brilliant politicians and orators of his age and at this job for the second time, the reluctance of his international peers to accede to any terms that might have a meaningful impact on the trade probably made the answer easy, or at least easier, to settle on. George Canning would eventually go down in history as one of the first European politicians to understand the import of recent revolutionary affairs in South America and can be directly credited for helping bring about the independence and recognition of several new Latin American countries, including Brazil, as well as forcing fellow colonizing empires 37 Spain and Portugal to recognize their former holdings as nations in their own right. This work had allowed England to weaken its European rivals while reaping the benefits of newly accessible markets across the ocean, but though the treaties were signed and the ink mostly dry, the geopolitical landscape remained precarious. Canning, a vocal proponent of abolition, readily realized that the Squadron had a hard enough go of it without being hamstrung by unstipulated details like what sorts of British ships were allowed to capture slavers, and with the weight of hastily compiled precedent, he came down firmly on the side of Bullen’s interpretation of maritime law, writing:

         
            I have received your [dispatch] […] in which you call my attention to the Case of the “Nicanor,” captured and condemned for illegal Slave-trade. The peculiarity of this Case was, that the Slave-trader was captured by a Vessel acting […] as a Tender to His Majesty’s Ship “Maidstone.” On this point I have to acquaint you, that, by a Communication from the Admiralty, it appears that it would be contrary to all the Regulations of His Majesty’s Naval Service, to consider the Tenders as in any way distinct from the Ships to which they belong; and I have further to state to you, that it is the opinion of His Majesty’s Law Officer that you have acted properly in the Case referred to, and that you should continue to act on the same principle in future Cases. I have also to acquaint you, that, for the more fully carrying of this principle into effect, the Lords of the Admiralty have given orders, that the respective Officers commanding the Tenders in question should each be furnished with the signed Instructions required by the Treaties for the repression of the Slave-trade.

         

         In short, Canning asserted that since tenders were a part of the Royal Navy ship directing their actions, the authority a Squadron vessel had to detain slavers should theoretically transfer to the tenders beneath them. Sure, any ship making captures for slave trading 38was supposed to be in possession of its own signed copies of the treaty papers, not unlike the letters of marque carried by privateers, and would going forward. But if said tender was officially indistinct from the ship to which it was assigned—and as such wouldn’t have been carrying its own papers regardless—then when it caught a slaver, by the transitive property of Britain’s say-so and as a matter of legal fiction, Canning decreed that it was essentially the same as if the Royal Navy ship that supervised it had done the deed.

         The appeal of such a shift in policy had to be obvious to those who, like Canning, were supportive of the WAS efforts in the Atlantic. Building new ships was expensive and time-consuming, especially during the dawning of the era of Pax Britannica. The Napoleonic Wars had only just ended in 1815, and the Royal Navy’s prize for decades of (mostly) successful war-making on multiple fronts across the globe would be several more decades of aggressively militaristic “peacemaking” on multiple fronts across the globe. The relatively recent conclusion of the wars in Europe had left a sufficient glut of sailing personnel that the practice of press gangs, or roving bands of men involuntarily conscripting their fellows into the Royal Navy, had ceased by 1815 (which is to say, not in time to prevent the War of 1812, which had been sparked in part by increasingly strenuous objections to the pesky British tendency to impress American nationals). New ships, however, were not in like supply. While some of the fleet had been rendered unfit or outright destroyed by the incessant confrontations marking the turn of the nineteenth century, those that could be repaired and salvaged would soon again be scattered across the globe, this time as self-appointed referee rather than open combatant.

         The end of this age of warfare precipitated an altogether different kind of decimation within the Royal Navy. Up until quite recently the British government’s largest (and most expensive) employer, the massive fleet of 1812, with 543 ships and over 130,000 men, employed only 20,000 just five years later. Alongside the navy’s diminished capacity came a diminished role in the affairs of the empire it 39had helped secure, and the once-powerful political forces supervising the Admiralty and the Navy Board were steadily declining in influence and might. The unsteadiness of the new normal created by these rapid changes was amplified by fear. Though Britain’s economic position was strong and would gain as the century progressed, the cessation of the slave trade had many concerned that even more sailors, those employed in the merchant marine, would also be put out of work. Among the more prosperous set, recent uprisings in the colonial holdings, not to mention the end of costly and protracted wars with Napoléon et al., had many in government and in trade deeply concerned as to whether the English economy could weather such a commitment to moral indignation. And now a much reduced and likewise divided navy had been tasked with enforcing it all.

         In the era of the Black Joke, when much of Europe and the Americas was approaching the twilight of what would come to be known as the Industrial Revolution, a zenith of an altogether different, and in some ways antithetical, historical moment was also taking place. The Age of Sail, dating from the mid-sixteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries, had seen the domination of maritime pursuits as vital components of robust statehood, and though enormous navies and colossal warships may have been on their way to passé, the particular demands of slavery in the 1820s and ’30s meant the wind was still full for shipbuilders who knew how to put on the speed. Shipbuilding had been just as susceptible to the energy of the era as any other trade, and Henriqueta and its slaver kith had readily proved in most every encounter that ships built to contain human cargo were much speedier than warships. The Royal Navy had just had reasonable success in several wars and clearly wasn’t hurting for decent ships—the class of French frigates to which the Sybille belonged, in particular, was so popular a design that the Royal Navy had fifty-four near copies finished or under construction by 1831. While smaller than the towering ships of the line that dominated in Nelson’s day, these new frigates being turned out over a decade after the wars had concluded were still fairly large, and though capable of reaching speeds up to 40thirteen knots, they were primarily built to send and withstand volleys from similarly structured opponents. Successful innovations in the types of smaller wooden vessels that would make up the bulk of the Squadron were not yet forthcoming, either.

         The War of 1812, as it’s known in the United States—apparently in Britain this conflict doesn’t merit an appellation as it was only one of several fronts—had prompted a rather different response from American shipbuilders. In deference to the realities of costs, crew size, and available armament, the use of privateers had become a necessary expedient in the conflicts with Britain, and American shipwrights turned their attention to crafting progressively faster ships capable of evading British enemies at sea, sturdy enough to take a fight, or flight, on open and betimes storm-battered waters. As the war progressed, increasing numbers of American privateers took to harassing the British frigates, and the world couldn’t help but notice that, quiet as it had been kept, the former colonies were steadily putting out arguably the best ships on the water. Beautiful, seaworthy, well-formed, and, above all, wickedly quick, the fastest of these privateers were capable of reaching twenty-one knots, almost double the speed of the frigates. Just as fast as the famous clipper ships popular almost a half century later and hardy, it’s no surprise that, after the war, the American privateers became a model for slavers—they shared many of the same needs, and the same builders. Over the years, the “race-horse beauty” of American slave ship design evolved through the shipyards of the northeastern United States to an epicenter in the Chesapeake (Baltimore) region, which, though not exactly places normally associated with the wholesale embrace of slavery today, both made use of and were integral to the transatlantic slave trade in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

         Many Americans, despite the foreign slave trade being banned in 1808, remained perfectly happy to do business with anyone willing to buy ships, and slave brokers were eager indeed. The period after the war saw continued innovations in shipbuilding, and prohibitions notwithstanding, the 1820s debuted the kind of purpose-built slave ships Bullen and now Collier would face off the coast of Africa; unfortunately 41 for the WAS, the British suppression efforts of the previous decade were already strongly influencing their design. Indeed, every facet of the slave trade was considered in the creation of a ship. Slavers couldn’t be too large, as a massive profile against the horizon would make them obvious targets for the Royal Navy, and besides, new restrictions on the trade meant that it was difficult to purchase sufficient quantities of human beings in any one market, and even with an undermanned patrol, attempting two ports simply wasn’t worth the risk. And there was a minimum size, too. To turn a profit, traders, wholly untouched by the moralizing sentiments of the day, performed a nasty calculus. There were several ways to be murdered on a slave ship—presuming one wasn’t raped, beaten to death, or thrown overboard for “disobedience” (or to set an example) by a crew member, claustrophobic conditions limited the air supply, fostered unmitigated filth, and propagated disease. Prosperous slave traders had an eye for the bottom line, not human suffering, and each of thousands of voyages was a horrific negotiation between the number of Africans who could be unreasonably crammed into a space and how quickly those same Africans would die from the conditions of that space and the voyage. The most profitable slave ships ranged from sixty to a hundred feet, and with room at a premium—and decent care viewed as an unnecessary expense—a certain percentage of loss of life was not only acceptable but expected to maximize profits.

         The obscene money to be made meant that those commissioning new ships in the 1820s were capable of funding the creation of craft perfectly suited to the trade in size and seaworthiness, all with particular attention to the specific climates, routes, and even the individual harbors where a vessel would likely make port. None of this care for craftsmanship was extended toward the comfort of those captured and detained.

         Allowing for the limited space available for enslaved, crew, and supplies required for oceanic travel, the slave deck was near uniformly less than five feet in height, often three feet or lower in practical headroom, and situated at or near the waterline, making it difficult to keep dry. 42Grated hatches let in some air because it could be presumed that the enslaved would spend at least sixteen hours a day held below, but provided no relief from the heat, particularly on days when the temperature on even the upper deck surpassed ninety degrees. Suffocation and heat-related deaths were common killers, and though many deadly illnesses also attended the decks of slave ships, there was no dedicated treatment area beyond moving the ill from the slave deck to a section of the main deck, where they often shared what little space there was with the sleeping hammocks of the crew. Thought was usually given to the construction of a barrier to separate the enslaved by perceived gender, though this may have been less for propriety’s sake—rape was prevalent, and any number of enslaved women would disembark on the other side of the Atlantic pregnant—and more to allow the crew a place to retreat in the event of an uprising.
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         Despite this multitude of humanitarian flaws, the attention given to their speed and armament ensured that purpose-built slavers were, as a rule, simply better suited to the theater of conflict in which they and the West Africa Squadron found themselves. The slavers, compared to British ships built in England, or those that had been acquired from other nations in previous wars, had additional features that commended their use to the Royal Navy, at least once they had been captured, tried, and condemned. Had the Admiralty been more considered about and less resistant to the notion, had they purchased former slavers rather than only grudgingly accepting them when pressed, they would have found that these ex–slave ships were much cheaper to put into use than the products of England’s best shipyards. At auction, the slavers were as little as a tenth, even a twentieth, of the cost of building a ship in England, and that doesn’t include getting it to the coast of Africa. Even with the cost of refitting slave ships to serve in the Royal Navy, the WAS could have been creating and sustaining a force that might have been capable of effectively patrolling the coasts of Africa and would have been able to replenish itself without committing substantial additional resources. After a vessel had been worn out through service, it still had uses. The materials on board could be repurposed, and through the process of “removing the lines,” particularly well-designed craft would be dismantled, and the elements of their construction documented, enabling them to be copied and replicated and thus availing the navy of any of the latest innovations in shipbuilding abroad.

         Commodore Bullen had been moderately successful using tenders and had made no bones about how vital he felt they could be for the Squadron’s mission: they were cheaper, they were better designed for the service in question, they were best equipped to capture ships like themselves, and the Royal Navy had an established history of both using tenders and adding ships to the fleet via capture. 44 And yet the Admiralty continued to refuse to enthusiastically back their use. Given all the positives, this vacillation seems rather senseless, but there were some valid drawbacks. Though Canning’s letter had made it clear that it was acceptable to use tenders to capture slavers—ideally while possessed of the proper paperwork—no policy mandated, or even much governed, their use in this way. This is most obvious when one recalls that it was not the Royal Navy who was buying these tenders—officers were. And it was not up to the Admiralty to adjudicate what was a legitimate capture—that’s what the Mixed Commission was for. Once suspected slave ships were brought to Freetown (or Rio or Havana), both they and members of their crews were examined before a court meant to be composed of a panel of judges representing all treaty-partnering nations. Since Freetown was considered a pestilential, undeveloped hinterland by citified Europeans and South Americans—if an extraordinarily scenic one—no judges particularly wanted to go there, meaning the Mixed Commission in Sierra Leone had thus far exclusively contained British judges. As a result the court also had the highest rate of condemnations, and if so judged, the slave ship was auctioned off to the highest bidder, some of whom were naval officers like Collier or Bullen, while others were proxies for slave traders looking to secure quality, gently used shipping at an extremely low price. The Admiralty did not provide a budget for the acquisition of additional vessels to officers already assigned a berth on one of His Majesty’s ships; any ships so purchased did not just become recognized members of the Squadron simply due to being owned by a captain. Given the nature of WAS service, it was entirely possible, even likely, that when an officer returned to England after a tour was completed, he would simply auction off any tenders he owned to the highest bidder … who was usually a slave trader. Rather than become vigilant about the disposal of former slave ships, the Admiralty had instead recently issued commands that officers be discouraged from making such purchases at all—any benefits weren’t worth the risk of scandal.

         No matter the outward political situation, for the moment the 45men of the Navy Board and the Admiralty retained near-complete control of internal policy. Before leaving England, Collier had felt the political winds and seen that the attitude toward tenders from the higher-ups was lukewarm at best and rapidly cooling—and whether or not he gave a damn about optics, the new commodore was by now adept at the political gamesmanship success the Royal Navy demanded. To that end, Collier secured permission to buy such a ship before he left England, and as such, before the Admiralty began to actively discourage their acquisition. So when a marvelous specimen had all but presented itself scant months after he arrived in Sierra Leone, he could move to follow Bullen’s advice as quickly as the adjudication process would allow. Given that Collier had caught the Henriqueta almost as soon as he arrived and purchased it immediately thereafter, the acquisition occurred well before his superiors would have had a chance to change their minds and communicate any increased restrictions on the tender policy to the Squadron on the coast—his expedient, plus £900, had worked. Further, since the Admiralty had already agreed months earlier to furnish a tender of Collier’s with its own set of official treaty papers should he nab a suitable one, the Black Joke would have the distinction of becoming the first tender in the West Africa Squadron that could unquestioningly legally cruise for slavers entirely independent of its parent ship, presumably with the understanding that Collier would be kind enough not to embarrass the navy by allowing the ship to fall back into a slaver’s hands.

         Those who topped the Royal Navy’s command structure were responsible for every aspect of the administration of an organization that was still, even recently diminished, a major force in British political and cultural life and identity. For these men—and they were all men—safeguarding the reputation of the navy was of paramount concern. Indeed, reputation and moral standing were much on everyone’s mind, as this was an era when the power of perception had diplomatic stakes as well. At the time, Britain was leaning heavily on its mercantile power to force other nations to acquiesce 46to England’s newfound morality in regard to slavery, or at least the slave trade, which it had itself outlawed in 1807. This move wasn’t universally popular by any stretch of the imagination—at one point Liverpool was one of the richest slave-trading ports in the world—and if selling the notion on the home front in England was difficult, convincing historical rivals like France, Spain, and Portugal to give up one of the most lucrative trades in the world frequently seemed next to impossible, while forcing many of their own colonists in places like Jamaica to do so was a pipe dream. Both slavery itself and indentured servitude were very much still legal in the British Empire—only the buying, selling, and shipping of the enslaved was forbidden. Maintaining the tide of rectitude that had given rise to the WAS and supported its mission on the home front necessitated positive public opinion. The more strident abolitionists would not brook the thought of Britain doing anything that might facilitate the trade, even as an afterthought or by-product. Diplomatic matters abroad likewise required Britain’s dealings to appear beyond reproach—powers in other nations already looked askance on English intentions toward slavery, and lest years of interminable meetings ultimately come to naught, any hint of backroom dealings and external profit motives had to be righteously snuffed out.

         This need to keep up appearances was balanced by the colossal amount of economic power Britain could access. Many treaty negotiators had found the power of the purse to be the most compelling of the available diplomatic strategies. Agreements between England and Portugal, and England and Spain, both involved direct monetary payouts in exchange for concessions that would allow the Royal Navy the right to search suspected slavers and seize the guilty, as well as grant the newly established Courts of Mixed Commission the power to judge those so captured. Complicating matters, these treaties frequently had to be renegotiated, whether in light of newly discovered implementation problems, or due to an acute case of national reorganization, as both the Spanish and Portuguese empires were at that time in an ongoing process of spectacular collapse. 47The revolutions that caught the winds as the Black Joke cruised were not just metaphors for sea change in industry and economics; there were also quite literal revolutions happening with what must have seemed like startling frequency all over the globe. When the colonizers and the colonized rose up against their shared imperial overlords, together or independently, it meant that Britain had to provide inducements to remain at the bargaining table to not just the French, American, Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch state representatives, but also to the new governments of any recently liberated holdings. Loath to lose any progress in regulating the slave trade, British negotiators were required to craft these additional agreements with a mind to both the desires of the new nation and the previously stipulated obligations of its former rulers.

         The Henriqueta’s capture, for instance, was governed by the terms Britain had ratified with two recognized foreign powers. Brazil, formerly of Portugal, had agreed to abolish the slave trade three years after the date of the mutual ratification of its treaty with Britain in 1827. However, because the nascent Brazil had desperately needed English recognition of its independence to strengthen its position and ensure its economic survival, it had also been obliged by this new treaty to honor Portugal’s previous agreements with Britain in regard to the abolition of the slave trade. Although these terms had been settled even before Brazil’s formal existence, in 1810, 1815, and 1817—and in the face of plenty of resistance from wealthy Brazilians—the British had made it clear that the simple expedient of revolution could not be used to allow colonies-turned-nations to evade the restrictions on the slave trade that had previously governed them. (Given the resistance to regulation the English faced in their own Caribbean territories, it’s fair to assume they were particularly uninterested in the kind of precedent that might set.) Since Portugal was restricted to trading the enslaved below the equator, by subsequent agreement so was Brazil, for three years from the ratification, and after that date, in 1830, the international trade became wholly illegal and equivalent to piracy. This meant the Henriqueta, which 48was flying Brazilian colors in 1827—after the treaty was signed but before full abolition of the trade went into effect—but boarding enslaved people in Lagos (above the equator), was, in contravention of the previous Portuguese commitments inherited by Brazil, acting illegally, and thus subject to legitimate capture by the British.

         If this sounds confusing, it was, extraordinarily so, and was perhaps nowhere more evident than on the decks of the ships tasked with enforcement. Since different vessels were potentially party to a potpourri of treaties, WAS ships had to judge each encounter with fresh eyes and potentially radically different rules. While power moves on the world stage dictated which countries’ ships the Squadron could rightfully detain where, a different kind of ruthless practicality ruled the waves. Tricks, feints, and treachery surrounding the nationality of a ship, its port of origin, its destination, its rig, its cargo, and even the national identity of the crew were so commonplace as to be the norm. Many sailing captains (not just the slaving ones, and not just the merchant ones) were willing to lie, and lie boldly, about who they actually were if they felt the situation required it. Frequently they would take every available precaution to tailor their deceptions to both context and foe; given that lives, not just livelihoods, often depended on it, they tended to be proficient. Due to the existence of privateers—state-sanctioned pirates—even vessels involved in legitimate trade had reasons to deceive, the means and props to do so, and plenty of practice.

         If Collier wanted a ship that would make proverbial waves, the kind that might increase support for the campaign at home and change attitudes toward tenders in Whitehall (Admiralty) and Somerset House (Navy Board), just one mile apart in London, he knew he would need a smart, bold, and resourceful lieutenant as its captain. That WAS service was not exactly in a popular location might have been a hindrance when opportunities for advancement were plentiful—say, during a war—as many serving in the Squadron from England could barely tolerate the heat and climate (and certainly not without complaint): 49

         
            Freetown and its vicinity […] has a most pleasing appearance, and notwithstanding that its climate is so pernicious to European constitutions, the most prejudiced must grant that the scenery here is magnificently picturesque. The wide confluence of the Sierra Leone river with the sea, resembles a smooth and extensive lagoon, bounded on one side by the low, woody […] shore, on the other by the verdant and gentle acclivity on which the town is situated, the [background] of which, gradually ascending, terminates in a semi-circular range of moderate side hills, forming a sort of amphitheatre, decorated with lofty trees and richly foliated shrubs; while every spot of the ascent, here and there studded with neat country seats, presents to the delighted eye a picture of the most agreeable character.

         

         Despite the weather, the recent downsizing and long-established system of patronage (or what was then known as interest) meant loads of hungry and capable young officers and their patrons were clamoring for any service that might increase the latter’s influence by moving the former up the ranks. This is not to say that capability and character didn’t matter; they very much did, particularly in a workplace in which one’s coworkers were not only constant companions, but potentially vital to the survival of the entire crew. It’s just that whom a lieutenant knew could be as crucial for promotion as what he knew, which had been standardized, or who he was as a man and an officer. The quality, speed, and, perhaps above all, independence of the Black Joke would make its captaincy an excellent opportunity for young officers suddenly confronted with a dearth of wars to fight to demonstrate why they deserved promotion. As a tender, Black Joke would be led by a lieutenant, the rank below commander and post-captain. And post-captain was arguably the most difficult rank to achieve in the Royal Navy.

         In modern nomenclature a post-captain would, most recognizably, be the captain of a ship. In the Royal Navy of the early mid-nineteenth century, there were lots of potential ways for a lieutenant, and even the 50occasional petty officer, to end up at the helm of a vessel—death or incapacitation of the appointed captain not least among them—and some ships weren’t viewed as large enough to merit such a senior officer; thus, the rank was distinct from the duty. Many post-captains didn’t have continuously active commands throughout their career; especially in those days, there were always more officers than berths to contain them. It was also one of a few positions that could not be achieved through what was, in most other cases, an issue of seniority and paperwork. Time could advance the rank of long-serving post-captains and admirals. It was a matter of an exam to make a lieutenant of, ostensibly, any man with the requisite experience and competence. Good patronage could advance the common sailor and young gentleman alike through the noncommissioned ranks and the junior officer corps. However, it took all three—time, patronage, the lieutenant’s exam, plus assignments to captain appropriately size ships and a bit of the winds of fate besides—to advance a man to lieutenant, through the rank of commander, and, ultimately, to post-captain.

         Though clearly merit mattered, the ongoing impact of patronage on advancement in the Royal Navy cannot be overstated, and this kind of internal political reckoning would have been at the forefront of Collier’s mind when selecting who would command the Black Joke’s first outings. Despite that many of the realities of naval life were in flux with both the times and several somewhat rapid-fire political changes that would continue to impact Admiralty policy well into the next decade, the role of patronage was deeply entrenched, and had been only somewhat liberalized by the comparative relaxing of class distinctions within the navy’s officer corps in the eighteenth century. Though it may seem that such a system was guaranteed to encourage the advancement of the well-connected over the best suited, in practice, the system’s pervasiveness and the participants’ mutual dependencies kept it rather perversely honest. Senior officers, as patrons, and junior ones, as followers, relied on one another for influence and advancement. Too, it was often thought that the characteristics of a senior officer would inexorably, via the slow osmosis of a long time 51at sea, rub off on those beneath him. If an admiral promoted or recommended someone who subsequently did poorly in his duties, the admiral’s ability to secure promotions for his other protégés would suffer, and future lieutenants would not choose to align with an officer who could not help their career, no matter how famous or how senior. These professional ties were so closely bound that the sudden death or fall from grace of the senior half of this symbiosis could and often did completely destroy the career of nearly every junior man known to follow him—even if the latter had been stationed half the world away and had had nothing to do with any of it. Collier, as a protégé of Nelson’s, would have known this risk intimately—if Nelson hadn’t been a hero of the realm for the ages, his notorious personal life and untimely death could’ve decimated Collier’s budding naval career, and there was no guarantee that the open secrets swirling around Nelson hadn’t already had a detrimental impact.

         In the postwar years, demand for promotions within the navy far outstripped the supply of available commissions, and given that every senior officer was expected to have his own loyal coterie of younger men, it would have been understood that Collier’s own protégés were likely at the front of the queue for any of his major staffing needs. After securing positions for those who were already in his own circle, Collier could then dispense such positions as he had left among those recommended to him in streams of letters by and between other powerful senior officers (who had their own followings to consider). As commodore for the West Africa Squadron, Collier was particularly well equipped to engage in this quid pro quo by post. The commanders of overseas squadrons weren’t obliged to wait for the Admiralty’s dispensation before naming someone to a new position—the mail simply took too long to meet the immediate needs and rapid turnover of a fleet on active duty. Since it was expected that the powers that be in the Admiralty would ratify their decisions after the fact, the commodores—whether they were post-captains with temporary authority or had already “obtained their flag” as rear admirals—had the simple ability to promote men, meaning that if patronage and 52advancement defined the market of power, commodores were nearly as flush with the backroom coin of the Royal Navy as those at the top of the hierarchy. Even being appointed to such an independent station speaks to how trusted Collier, then still a post-captain, was among his superiors as a man of sterling character and commitment, as he now possessed not just the power to make and break the careers of his subordinates, but the followings of his peers.

         The opportunities for prize ships made a promotion to commodore as lucrative as it was powerful and would have required some substantial “interest” to achieve in and of itself, so it’s possible that Collier owed someone, maybe several someones, consideration for his current post and, with it, due attention to any of their personnel requests. Nonetheless, respect for the sotto voce mechanisms of naval patronage was so well established that in reality Commodore Collier could have his pick among his or anyone else’s best men without raising too many Admiralty eyebrows, provided they happened to be in proximity. Not the type to leave anything to chance if he could help it, however, Collier had once again come prepared. Much like his preemptively requested official copies of the treaties that would enable an as-yet-unpurchased tender to independently sail for an as-yet-unimagined international renown, the commodore had simply brought his as-yet-unpromoted choice for the captaincy of what was once little more than a plan—now manifested in a smart, swift brig—with him from England. Twenty-five-year-old Lieutenant William Turner would actually have known Collier’s recently commissioned vessel even better than his boss did, as this was Turner’s second berth on Sybille, the first having been as a mere midshipman five years earlier. Now the extraordinarily popular wine merchant’s son from Portsmouth would be serving as the new brig’s captain.

         Given that Collier’s reputation would be bound to the success of the Squadron, it’s probable that Turner was one of Collier’s own followers, someone the commodore was certain he could trust to represent both his superior and the Squadron well, even unsupervised. 53Though Turner wasn’t notably young for a man of his rank, he hadn’t joined the Royal Navy until he was thirteen or fourteen, years older than many of the young men of the gentlemen’s class with whom he had to compete. Born wealthy (for a commoner, anyway) on his father’s increasingly profitable gentleman’s-farm-cum-manor, the Elms, in Bedhampton, a village near Portsmouth, young Turner had probably felt some pressure to join the family business before choosing the navy. He’d signed up in 1816, despite the fact that the end of the Napoleonic Wars the year before had likewise spelled an end to the complications involved in procuring French wines, profiting legitimate purveyors like his father, and in a city with a centuries-long reputation for heavy drinking. Having grown up surrounded by comfort, scampering across over twenty acres of bucolic meadows, tall elms, and mature fruit trees to the sounds of the elder William Turner’s constant improvements to the family’s country estate—the father would add a “brew house, a wash house with a mangle room, a granary, a barn, a four stall stable, open cow ranges and a piggery, as well as coal, wood and pigeon houses,” all before his son’s eighteenth birthday—the future lieutenant would have been able to contrast his home life with the sight of many of the impoverished residents of Bedhampton crowding the poorhouse as they struggled in the grip of an economic downturn. Likewise, Turner could not have missed the industry around which much of Portsmouth’s cultural, economic, and political life turned—shipping, and, more specifically, the bustling navy dockyard, then the largest known industrial complex in the entire world, directly and indirectly fueled the businesses of many of Portsmouth’s wealthiest residents, including his father’s.

         Portsmouth’s inextricable connection to the navy might have been a reason for his father to support, rather than bemoan, William’s decision not to follow him into the wine business. Turner the elder was well-known and well-off, but class barriers in nineteenth-century England were notoriously impermeable—perhaps he saw his son’s service as a new avenue for upward mobility and encouraged it accordingly. The Royal Navy’s officer corps was one of the 54few venues in which a man could forever alter the class of his birth, which made it an attractive option for those young men blessed, it seemed, with everything in life but sanctioned nobility to continue to progress their families socially. Given that Turner quickly passed his lieutenant’s exam (with its math and navigational requirements) and rapidly became beloved by those he knew in the service, it would probably have been evident from his youth that he was a bright and friendly lad, demonstrably capable of eventually handling his father’s business even at a relatively young age. No matter, as Turner’s choice had instead brought him, as a first-class volunteer and soon midshipman, on board the HMSs Scamander, Vengeur, Queen Charlotte, Sybille, and Romney—not the same Romney that had originally captured the Sybille from the French, as that would just be too poetic for historians to hope for—before this, his second and suddenly rather brief return to the Sybille’s quarterdeck as first lieutenant. As a member of the crew that had taken the Henriqueta, but not one of the men escorting the brig on the three-week jaunt back to Freetown, the disposition of the Black Joke must’ve constantly circled Turner’s mind. To get what would be his first command in experience if not in job title within four scant months of his arrival—and at the helm of such a ridiculously fast ship, some unknown Baltimore shipwright’s best work, the sort almost guaranteed to see the kind of action that could merit promotion—that was just the kind of luck to which William Turner had likely been accustomed his whole life.

         Despite accusations to the contrary, Freetown’s harbor, where both Turner and the Henriqueta awaited their destined union, wasn’t the worst place to idle. It was, as mentioned, a beautiful landscape and natural harbor tucked into impressive hills, and the settlement itself, after multiple decades of uneven administration, finally seemed to be on steady (if admittedly colonialist) footing. It was still a site of conflict, particularly in the battle between those in favor of and opposed to abolition, but by the end of 1827, this was primarily a war of words. Despite a lack of cohesive planning that had consistently plagued colonial Sierra Leone since its inception, it now had 55a population of over fifteen thousand, over half of which were Africans who’d been removed from slave ships, and the colony engaged in trade both local and distant. There were schools and churches aplenty, as well as newspapers, distinct neighborhoods, and adjacent villages; the city could boast fairs and holidays featuring rowing and wrestling competitions and “sky rocket” displays, social clubs, amateur theatricals, horse racing, public dinners, and all-night dancing. Despite hand-wringing to the contrary, the death rate didn’t seem much higher for Europeans than in other, similarly situated, tropical locales—and regardless, as one White resident was quick to point out, Sierra Leone hadn’t been founded for Europeans, but for repatriating Africans, many of whom seemed better suited to the climate than their paler counterparts. Far from the disorganized and ill-fated arrival of the first settler colonizers back in the eighteenth century, and despite the complaints of those who felt it still lacked the amenities available in longer-established ports, the harbor where the young lieutenant idled had things to recommend it over months at sea.

         After the trial’s conclusion, transferring from the Sybille to the Black Joke with a small crew and a small boat—one of Sybille’s, its purpose to further gild the legal fiction that the brig was a mere extension of the frigate, no matter how far apart the two sailed—Turner and company would have seen, as they approached, a sleek, low-sided, two-masted brig with “very raking ends” that cut a distinct profile. (Rake simply refers to the angle of something, in this instance a not-uncommon adjustment in clippers to perfect a ship’s buoyancy, balance, and/or motion through the water.) At its longest, the new tender was ninety feet, ten inches, measured across the gun deck, at its widest, twenty-six feet, seven inches, and by all accounts it was “a most symmetrical specimen of naval architecture.” Put in perspective, if these dimensions were squared off, the Black Joke would have been less than twenty-five hundred square feet for approximately fifty people, and the little brig was far from square; back when it was Henriqueta, those raked ends, plus the additional storage spaces at either end of the ship, meant an even smaller slave 56deck, into which over ten times that number of bodies were unwillingly wedged with barely room to breathe, much less move.

         But if it was the same ship in body, it was now much altered in name, purpose, and populace. On board were grizzled ratings like Richard Holt and William Fielder, each over fifty, all the way to adolescent boys like George Martin. Turner was also joined by fellow promotion hopefuls Edward Lyne Harvey and Edward Harris Butterfield, both mates aspiring to make the coveted leap to lieutenant (and with it, an officer’s commission and guaranteed half pay when not assigned a berth). After what was probably an especially thorough cleaning, it must have felt auspicious that their first outing was both unremarkable and yet astonishing in its speed. Collier had spent two days in Sierra Leone in early January, officially purchasing the Henriqueta at auction on January 5, 1828, and the ink was scarcely dry on the bill of sale when, seven days later, the crew of the Black Joke captured a Spanish schooner bound for Cuba, Gertrudis, only forty-eight hours laden with human cargo from Gallinas, both a river and a region spanning modern-day Liberia and Sierra Leone. It’s not that finding a slave trader near the Gallinas was unusual; the river and islands of its estuary were liberally sprinkled with stations for the sale of the enslaved, and the area had traded in people, and only people, for as long as many a British naval officer could remember. It was odd because ships of the Squadron usually spent months cruising for any prey, much less treaty-suitable prey, and the Black Joke had barely even existed for a week before capturing its first slaver. Making it odder still was that Gallinas in the 1820s had as its most prominent slave trader a British citizen and ex–army officer named John Ouseley Kearney, whose contacts in Freetown, insofar as possible, kept him abreast of the Squadron’s every movement. Perhaps more than any other illicit harbor in the vicinity, Gallinas should have been prepared for “unexpected” visits from the Royal Navy. To find and successfully capture such a prize, with human cargo loaded yet none dead, so close to the Gallinas and so quickly—it just wasn’t normal.

         It would be easy to suppose that any surprise factor, and thus the Black Joke’s success at the expense of the Gertrudis, may have turned on the ship’s recent transition and unmistakable profile. Given the turnaround between sale and sail, it’s unlikely that Turner’s crew had had time to do much of anything but clean, make their best attempt to arrange their new berth to Royal Navy specifications, and hit the open water. The Black Joke was unmistakably a purpose-built slaving vessel; it was the size of a slaver, rigged like a slaver, gunned like a slaver, and moved like a slaver. More akin to a racing yacht than an English frigate, nothing about the craft would have seemed out of place in the waters of the Gallinas. Certainly, Black Joke was probably better looking and of higher quality than most of the ships that might have found their way to that unfortunate port, however, but for any British colors it may have been flying, it would have blended. On the other hand, Turner had recently been sailing alongside the Sybille and HMS Esk, a vessel whose service on the coast was ending just as Black Joke’s began. In this part of the world, nothing about a brig traveling with a frigate and a ship-sloop was low profile. 57
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         No, perhaps unsurprisingly, it was the speed. After his ship was spotted, Francisco Sans, captain and owner of the slaver, tried everything he could think of to shake off the British patrol, even tossing his own guns overboard to drop Gertrudis’s weight and enable its flight, and though he’d managed to pull away from Sybille and Esk easily enough, Black Joke had instead steadily gained, and gained, and gained, chasing the Gertrudis for twenty-four hours straight until Sans was forced to surrender. The tender was just a much-faster offering than any slave trader had come to expect from the WAS, and Sans, who had nothing with which to adjust to the new reality confronting him, soon found his ship taken with little fuss. Worldly in the manner of most illicit vessels, Gertrudis had first been an American schooner before eventually hoisting the flags of Spain and Brazil, and was originally named Julia before being purchased by Sans, a Spaniard, for $5,000. While the order for the captives on board and ownership of them fell to his partner in the venture, Isidro Romagoza of Havana, their presence on his boat at this location meant 59Sans and his ship were quite obviously guilty of violating Spain’s treaties with England. The ship would be condemned by the Mixed Commission just three weeks later, and all 155 enslaved people on board—80 of whom were children—were processed into Freetown. Though they couldn’t have known it then, once the slaver was sold at auction (and likely after having changed owners a few more times), Gertrudis would harbor in Freetown again just a year and a half later, captured this time as the Brazilian schooner Ceres. Such a disheartening end—really, continuation—for the Black Joke’s debut capture highlights the quixotic expectations regarding the WAS mission. In the moment, however, the whole affair had been a wild success for Turner and the rest of the tender’s crew from outset to nominal conclusion and likely could not have done more to cement Collier’s confidence in his choice. But, as every sailor knows, luck can change.
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