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“You know what is a swine-drover? I will show you a man-drover. They inhabit all our Southern States. They perambulate the country, and crowd the highways of the nation, with droves of human stock. You will see one of these human flesh-jobbers, armed with pistol, whip and bowie-knife, driving a company of a hundred men, women, and children, from the Potomac to the slave market at New Orleans.”


—Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”


“To see the wives and husbands part,


The children scream, they grieve my heart;


We are sold to Louisiana,


Come and go along with me.


Go and sound the jubilee, &c.”


—“The Poor Slave’s Own Song”


“But who, sir, makes the trader? Who is most to blame?”


—Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin




















[image: image]

The slave-trading world of Isaac Franklin, John Armfield, and Rice Ballard.





















INTRODUCTION



THE BODIES WERE PILING UP AND ISAAC FRANKLIN KNEW HE had to get rid of them. It was bad enough that every enslaved person who succumbed to cholera was a total loss to the company. If word spread in and around the river port of Natchez, Mississippi, that people in Franklin’s pen were dying, customers might not even buy the healthy ones. John Armfield and Rice Ballard kept shipping Franklin slaves from Virginia, but in December 1832, Franklin told his partners that in the preceding two weeks alone, disease had claimed the lives of more than fifteen of the captives they had sent. The death toll included half a dozen children, and Franklin had seven or eight others on hand who were vomiting, cramping, and experiencing uncontrollable diarrhea, their sunken eyes and cold, dry, inelastic skin telltale signs that they too might die.1


A man concerned about the dignity of the enslaved might have arranged for proper burials. Isaac Franklin was not that man. Dead slaves brought no profit and threatened future gains. They were useless. So Franklin and an assistant waited till nightfall, tossed the corpses in a ravine by the bayou adjacent to the company showroom, shoveled a little dirt on top, and walked away. “The way we send out dead Negroes at night and keep dark is a sin to Crocket,” Franklin told Ballard, using an ironic bit of slang suggesting he saw some comedy in the whole situation. Black suffering and death were built into the business of the slave trade, after all. One could not be sentimental about it.2


When winter turned to spring, light rain partially uncovered a teenage girl, a woman, and an infant, barely concealed beneath the soil. Further investigation unearthed still more decomposing bodies, a scene so grisly that a second set of jurors finished the coroner’s inquest after the first set was too revolted to complete the task. The dead were all wearing clothing identifying them as Franklin’s property, and his disposal scheme came undone. For a long while, the fact that slave traders operated in Natchez had unsettled some people, who thought it reflected poorly on the morals of the city and endangered public health and white lives. The discovery that Franklin had been dumping diseased human remains made the opinion nearly general. Horrified and outraged, white residents of Natchez circulated petitions, packed a public meeting at the courthouse, and clamored for action when the board of selectmen convened in emergency session. In April 1833, surrounded by an “unusually large” crowd and amid “loud and continuous applause,” the board banned slave traders from displaying slaves for sale within city limits.3


Some of Franklin’s fellow traders hurried to dissociate themselves from the scandal. They accounted for enslaved people they had brought to Natchez and for “the number they had sold or that had died,” and they assured a local magistrate “that the negroes who had died, had not been thrown into the ravine by them.” They cosigned a letter communicating “a proper respect for the feelings of the citizens,” and they told city newspaper editors that they were appalled by what Franklin had done. They wanted no part of the mob’s fury, and if they could undercut a competitor and curry favor with potential customers as they cleared their own names, all the better.4


Franklin himself was annoyed but undeterred. The cholera epidemic would pass. Franklin’s banks would keep his credit lines open, Armfield and Ballard would keep providing him enslaved people to sell, and white people exercised and indignant about the slave trade and slave traders would eventually let their interests trump their fears and purported ethics. They always did. Franklin admitted nothing. He ignored the mounting anger and claimed that “he was absent from the city at the time these bodies must have been buried,” and when the slave-trading ban came down, he moved. He sold his pen and showroom in the city and set up shop about a mile to the east instead, just beyond the city line at a Y-shaped intersection of two major thoroughfares connecting Natchez to cotton lands in the Mississippi countryside. The spot was known as the Forks of the Road. There, the company led by Isaac Franklin, John Armfield, and Rice Ballard reassumed its place as the largest slave-trading business in the country.5


In 1808, Congress exercised its constitutional prerogative to end the legal importation of enslaved people from outside the United States. But it did not end domestic slave trading, effectively creating a federally protected internal market for human beings. Already growing by the early nineteenth century, interior commerce in the enslaved was part of a massive forced migration underpinning slavery’s expansion in the six decades before the Civil War. Between 1800 and 1860, American slaveholders sent roughly one million Black people from the upper South to the lower South, moving in the span of sixty years over twice as many people as were transported in two centuries to mainland North America via the transatlantic slave trade from Africa. They were responsible for the movement of millions more within individual states. By the time they were through, the number of enslaved people in the United States had more than quadrupled, the number of slave states below the Mason-Dixon Line had nearly doubled, and slavery had crossed the Mississippi River and the Rio Grande.6


The extension of slavery, seen across the Atlantic world in the nineteenth century, both furthered and was nurtured by technological, economic, political, and ideological changes that ushered in the modern age. Central to the process in the United States were the appearance of the cotton gin and the steam-powered sugar mill, the introduction of steamboats and railroads, the dispossession and expulsion of southeastern Indian nations, the rise of an imperialist and racist white male democracy, and the evolution of an interconnected system of national markets. As these developments converged with the maturation of transatlantic industrial textile production and global credit systems, demand for the enslaved, particularly in cotton and sugar plantation districts of the lower South, escalated dramatically. So did their market value. By 1860, four million enslaved people in the United States were a pillar of American prosperity, cumulatively worth more than the whole country had invested in manufacturing, railroads, and banks put together.7


White migrants to the lower South sometimes satisfied their own demand as they moved, collectively bringing with them several hundred thousand people they already enslaved. Domestic slave traders satisfied the rest, rushing to fill the market space left by the federal prohibition on imports of slaves from overseas. Capitalizing especially on a declining tobacco economy that yielded a “surplus” of slaves in the Chesapeake states of Maryland and Virginia, traders trafficked over half a million men, women, and children across state lines, locking them in holds of brigs and schooners, securing them on flatboats and steamboats and railroad cars, and fettering them with shackles for months-long marches of a thousand miles or more.


Few slave traders were more successful, and none were more influential, than Isaac Franklin, John Armfield, and Rice Ballard. About five years before their activities provoked uproar in Mississippi, Franklin and Armfield founded a partnership to engage in long-distance domestic slave trading. Ballard joined them a few years later, and by the mid-1830s, their company was among the most formidable businesses in the South, with unmatched preeminence in the slave trade and a geographic reach rivaling any enterprise in the United States. From Alexandria and Richmond to Natchez and New Orleans, Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard controlled the fates of thousands of enslaved people. They were creditors for hundreds of white farmers and planters, and they sat at the center of capital flows connecting southern cotton and sugar fields to northeastern merchant houses to banks in New York, Philadelphia, and London. Their America incentivized entrepreneurialism, financial risk, and racial slavery, and no one made more of the junction among those things than they did. They became some of the richest men in the country as a result.8


Their professional dominance came in part from their command of the intimate daily savageries of the slave trade. Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard immersed themselves without hesitation in the routine brutalities and coldhearted violence of their work. The exhilarating thrill of acting with impunity animated them, feeding a roguish swagger and bold ambitions. They knew that beatings, rapes, and family separations terrified the enslaved, affronted antislavery activists, and troubled some of their fellow white southerners. Every now and then, they told others that they were better than that and that they tried to mitigate the damage. But among themselves, they reveled in it. The trembling fear and public censure confirmed that their reputations preceded them, and the discomfort showed that theirs was a dirty job that most men lacked the audacity to do. For those audacious enough, there were no limits.


But ferocity alone was not a business plan. They succeeded because of their talents for turning people into chattel and money, for managing the logistics of exchanging those people systematically over great distances, and for leveraging their advantages as they insinuated themselves into financial networks and outdid or subsumed rivals. Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard adopted what they considered effective strategies from predecessors, and they pushed those strategies in new directions. They had a knack for serving customer wants, they understood the necessity of keeping careful accounts, and they built an enormous operation still nimble enough to adjust to abrupt market shifts. They established personal ties with bankers and commission merchants that enhanced their reputability, their clout, and their access to credit, and they were never above paying bribes or falsifying paperwork to make things go more smoothly. Ultimately, their sway came as much through instruments of capital like the ledger and the bill of exchange as it did through instruments of torture like the whip and the chain.


Slave traders like Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard were vital gears in the machine of slavery, and they helped define the financial, political, legal, cultural, and demographic contours of a growing nation, playing crucial roles as conduits of wealth and suppliers of enslaved people whose labor and asset values were integral to the entire American economy. We do not really understand American history if we do not understand the slave trade, and we do not really understand the slave trade if we do not understand those who made it work. Yet most of what we think we know relies on generations of accumulated stereotypes about slave traders as outliers and lowlife social outcasts. We lean on fictions and convenient clichés that misrepresent the past and perpetuate the notion that the atrocity of the domestic slave trade was somehow atypical of American slavery and marginal to the broader development of the United States. In truth, while some considered the trade distasteful, it was conducted neither in secret nor with much shame. Slave traders worked in open collusion with legions of slaveholders, bankers, merchants, lawyers, clerks, judges, sheriffs, and politicians, who all recognized their indispensability, and as in most occupations, their standing, both in society and the business world, depended on perceptions of their integrity and reliability. Pervasive in urban and rural areas alike, the slave trade was just another part of the energetic “go-ahead” spirit suffusing American commercial life before the Civil War.9


It was not, however, a stagnant and unchanging part of commercial life. The stories of Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard trace the story of the domestic slave trade itself, the arcs of their lives and careers revealing the ebbs, flows, and transformations of the trade over time. Leading by example, they accelerated the trade’s metamorphosis from an avocation mostly pursued on a small scale in a short-term quest for extra cash into an organized profession that could bring its practitioners staggering profits, considerable power, and widespread regard. The slave trade kept evolving even after they formally retired from it, sank their money in new endeavors, and turned their attentions toward the family lives they had postponed for the sake of gain. But the companies sitting atop the trade when Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard left the field pursued the model they had created and honed. Though no one ever quite achieved what they had, it was not for lack of trying. Their immense fortunes demonstrated what could be accomplished by those savvy enough to grasp the workings of capital, sensible enough to understand how to deploy it, and heartless enough not to care about the toll on the enslaved people who bore its brunt.


The toll was incalculable. We know someone was sold somewhere in the United States about every 3.5 minutes, and we know that a young enslaved person in the upper South faced a roughly one-in-three chance of being taken into the slave trade. Yet statistics cannot measure experience, and the experience of sale, separation, and forced migration was crueler for its constancy. The ordeals suffered by most of the people Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard trafficked come down to us only in bits and pieces. We will never hear what it was like to be the man Isaac Franklin traded for $800 in steamboat freight fees, the woman so pregnant when John Armfield loaded her on a brig to New Orleans that she gave birth on board, or the child named Mary for whom Rice Ballard paid $70 and whom he described in his purchasing records as “little girl.” But the stories of some among the thousands bought and sold have made their way into the historical record, and those stories are here too. Profound narratives of struggle, defiance, work, sorrow, pain, and survival, they call out from the silence imposed by the ghoulish computations and quantifications endemic to the slave trade. They refuse a consideration of slave traders in their absence, because they are stories of those haunted by having seen up close the kind of men who sold other people’s children for profit.10


There is something inexpressible in that. I began research on this book thinking I might come to understand how and why someone would make an occupation of slave trading. I confess it still eludes me. The observation that Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard lived in a nation that sanctioned and rewarded the market exchange of people as property is true. But it is inadequate. Millions of white Americans sustained the slave trade, yet only some decided they wanted to work at it, every day, for years on end. It is too pat, and both untrue and exculpatory, to say Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard did not see their victims as entirely human. And it is too easy to suggest they were simply monsters. There was considerable monstrosity in their business, but monsters are by definition abnormal and unnatural, creatures with limited control or understanding of the things they do. Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard chose their paths. They knew what they were doing.


But they were men untroubled by conscience. They thought little about the moral quality of their actions, and at their core was a hollow, an emptiness. They understood that Black people were human beings. They just did not care. Basic decency was something they really owed only to white people, and when it came down to it, Black people’s lives did not matter all that much. Black lives were there for the taking. Their world casts its long shadow onto ours.
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~ ONE ~



ORIGINS, 1789–1815


EARLY IN 1809, JOHN PEYTON AND JAMES FRANKLIN JR. bought a flatboat to take them from Sumner County, Tennessee, a day’s ride northeast of Nashville, down through the Mississippi Territory, and eventually to New Orleans. Of varying sizes but typically about fifteen feet wide and fifty feet long, and often equipped with a partial roof or a small cabin, a flatboat was essentially a square-ended wooden barge, as much an open rectangular box as a boat. Cheaply constructed and reasonably steady in the water despite some ungainliness, flatboats were designed for moving freight by river current, and they were the principal means by which white farmers west of the Appalachians transported goods to large markets in the generations after the American Revolution. As Peyton and Franklin floated past mile after monotonous mile of willows and cottonwoods and canebrakes, they were one party among hundreds.1


But the journey carried its share of trials and dangers, the folkloric image of high-spirited, pipe-smoking, fiddle-playing, jig-dancing flatboatmen notwithstanding. Peyton and Franklin spent the better part of two months on the twelve-hundred-mile passage down the Cumberland, Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers. They slept on or near their vessel, no matter the weather. They foraged for wood and food or traded for them with the occasional settler along the marshy and forested riverbanks, and they were alert to the prospect of confrontations with members of the Choctaw and Chickasaw nations through whose land they traveled. They nudged themselves clear of riverine islands and kept watch for sandbars, snags, whirlpools, and sawyers that could wreck a flatboat in an instant or stall it for days or weeks. Peyton and Franklin were already fatigued and filthy when they arrived in the malarial swamps and miasmic lowlands of southern Mississippi and Louisiana. It was hardly surprising that both eventually fell ill.2


They had at least managed to conduct their business first. In Natchez, a city of about fifteen hundred people that served as the gateway to the Mississippi interior, Peyton and Franklin sold more than fifty barrels of corn, five horses, and an enslaved woman. They earned a percentage from selling lumber they had agreed to haul for a man from Nashville. They traded their flatboat for cotton, and they swapped the cotton in New Orleans for bills of exchange drawn by brothers Timothy and Archibald Terrell, the former a newspaper editor and the latter in the mercantile business. While in New Orleans, Franklin also sold a twenty-year-old enslaved woman named Nancy and her two-year-old daughter Maria to Joseph McNeil, a merchant and a director of the New Orleans branch of the Bank of the United States. All told, Franklin and Peyton took in several thousand dollars. But only some of the money was in cash or coin. If they wanted the rest, they needed to bring the bills of exchange to Providence, Rhode Island, where the Terrells had an account with Brown and Ives, a massive commercial firm with far-flung global interests whose corporate genealogy included significant involvement in the transatlantic slave trade.3


James Franklin thought he could get the bills to Providence, because he knew that whenever he managed to get back to Tennessee, his brothers John and Isaac would be going east. James Franklin and his brothers were not simple Tennessee farmers who happened to deal in enslaved people in the course of selling other items. They were slave traders, and they had been pursuing that trade on regular trips from the Atlantic coast to the lower Mississippi Valley and back again for several years. In 1809, Isaac was twenty years old and relatively new to the business compared with James and John, who were both more than a decade his senior. But the routine was already familiar. The Franklin brothers, Isaac later recalled, went to Maryland “for the purpose of purchasing Negroes.” Then they started “to the Mississippi Ter[r]itory for the purpose of making sale of the negroes.”4


Though it was several months before James Franklin was well enough to take to the road again, he finally returned to Tennessee during the summer and gave his brothers the bills of exchange he and John Peyton had collected. John and Isaac Franklin then left Sumner County in August or September, rode across the Cumberland Plateau, through the Great Appalachian Valley, over the mountains into southwestern Virginia, and from there on to Maryland. When they got to Baltimore, John began negotiating for slaves, and Isaac took passage on a ship to Providence, where he received a lesson in the convolutions and challenges of capital circulation in the young United States. In a bill of exchange, one party signs an order to a second party to make a payment to a third party on or after a particular date. Cashing one could be a knotty process even at its most straightforward, and Isaac Franklin’s visit to the counting house of Brown and Ives would not be that. He presented the bills of exchange drawn by the Terrells to the firm’s clerks, and they refused to pay. Instead, “they protested the said drafts,” telling Franklin that the Terrells’ account lacked adequate funds to cover them.5
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In 1825, French cartographer Ambroise Tardieu engraved this image of a flatboat, typical of those used by farmers, slave traders, and other merchants in the early republic to bring goods and enslaved people to Louisiana and Mississippi. The Historic New Orleans Collection, Gift of Mr. Winston De Ville, 1978.218.








Isaac Franklin returned to Baltimore, only to discover that his brother John had gone to Alexandria, Virginia, a Potomac River port about six miles south of the White House, to buy more slaves. Once the brothers reunited, they headed back over the mountains. The men and women and boys and girls who composed their small coffle lurched along with them on foot for six hundred miles, bound by ropes and laden with chains to prevent escape or revolt. Several years later, traveler Henry Knight saw men like the Franklins in the upper South. There were a lot of them, Knight wrote to a friend, those “young men, who make fortunes by slave-trafficking. They purchase all they can obtain, thrust them into prison for safe-keeping, [and] drive them handcuffed through the country, like cattle.”6


The Franklins stopped at home in Tennessee, a fully recuperated James Franklin took over the operation, and he and Isaac loaded a new flatboat with their human cargo. The Franklins then repeated the voyage James had made nearly a year earlier, and when they got back to the Mississippi Territory, slave sales were not the only thing on their minds. They found the Terrells in Natchez and demanded payment on the bills of exchange that Brown and Ives had refused to pay. But the Terrells refused too, insisting that Isaac had presented the bills in Providence before the stipulated payment date and that it was not their fault the money had yet to appear in their account. Going to Providence again was an option, but the Terrells recommended that the Franklins instead go to Louisiana. Bills of exchange were negotiable instruments, and the ones from the Terrells had originated in New Orleans with the merchant firm of Kenner and Henderson. The Terrells said they had settled their accounts with that firm, so perhaps the Franklins could convert the bills into cash at Kenner and Henderson directly.


That did not pan out either. Isaac Franklin went to New Orleans with Robert Peyton, sent by his father to represent the family’s interests. But Kenner and Henderson proposed paying just a fraction of the money in cash, and the rest with new bills of exchange that might be paid somewhere closer than Providence. As Robert Peyton recalled, neither he nor Franklin felt “disposed to take up with that proposition.”7


The trip south was not a complete bust for the Franklin brothers. They sold the enslaved people they had taken out of Maryland, including at least one to David Weeks, the son of a sugar planter in an area contested by Spain and the United States known as West Florida. But neither James Franklin nor John Peyton ever received full payment on the bills of exchange from the Terrells. Eventually, they abandoned that prospect, sold the bills in Nashville at a discount, and left collection to be someone else’s problem.8


THE SALE THE FRANKLINS MADE TO DAVID WEEKS CAME JUST a month after Isaac Franklin’s twenty-first birthday, but by then his experiences were wide-ranging. More than once, he had traveled the waters and byways of North America, from New England to the Gulf of Mexico and from the Atlantic Ocean to the Mississippi River. His voyages were practical affairs undertaken for profit, but as missionary and traveler Timothy Flint observed, such trips broadened the horizons of young white men. In Flint’s estimation, passing “through different states and regions,” becoming “conversant with men of different nations, languages and manners,” and “viewing different forms of nature and society” yielded a concomitant “expansion of mind.”9


Among the many things Isaac Franklin came to understand was that money and slavery fed interconnected streams of relationships in constant motion. He saw how capital tenuously linked different parts of the United States, and how it flowed through the nation and around the world. He grasped the mingling of cash and credit and debt with agricultural goods and commoditized human beings. He had seen the growing cities of Baltimore, Alexandria, Natchez, and New Orleans, their busy commercial development inseparable from their situations as emergent nodes of the domestic slave trade in the early republic.


He also learned to appreciate the physical toll and logistical hurdles involved in buying slaves in one place, delivering them to another, and selling them. One of Franklin’s obituary writers would describe the process as “the arduous business of transporting the surplus products of the country to New Orleans, and bringing back the returns of that trade.” Conspicuously omitted was the fact that Black people constituted “surplus products” alongside corn, hogs, horses, whiskey, and flour, and that they got left behind with nothing while Franklin and his brothers took their “returns.”10


Isaac Franklin was aware of what he did to them. Every slave trader was. But American law allowed it, American governments protected it, the American economy demanded it, and American culture suggested that only softhearted dolts worried about it. Novelist James Kirke Paulding pinpointed how the degradation of Black personhood and the dismissal of Black emotions encouraged the slave trade in the United States. Traveling from New York through the South in 1816, Paulding overheard a trader in a Virginia tavern brag about the violence he inflicted on enslaved people and shrug off the agony of the Black families he separated. Offended by what he heard, Paulding left the tavern, only to see half a dozen slaves being forcibly marched down a road in the broiling sun, barefoot, half naked, and trailing an uncovered mule-drawn cart filled with children, all under the watchful eye of an armed white man on horseback. “There is something of the true pathetic in all this,” Paulding reflected, “were these people not negroes. This spoils all; for we have got such an inveterate habit of divesting them of all the best attributes of humanity, in order to justify our oppressions, that the idea of connecting feeling or sentiment with a slave, actually makes us laugh.”11


None of what Isaac Franklin absorbed in his youth preordained that he would dedicate his professional life to the slave trade. That was a choice he would make, and it still lay in the future as he traveled home again from Mississippi in the summer of 1810. But he had been shown that done smartly and carefully, turning Black people into cash could be a reliable way for an ambitious white man to make contacts with wealthy and powerful people and to take control of his own fortune in this new America less than thirty-five years removed from independence.


Isaac Franklin’s family taught him that. Yet Franklin’s was not the only path to the slave trade. As Franklin came of age, the men who would work alongside him someday were still children. Their families and backgrounds were not like his, and in the eastern plateaus and plantation regions where they grew up, American slavery and its prospects did not look the way they did on the edges of white settlement west of the Appalachians. The opportunities presented by an as yet disorganized domestic slave trade, however, were not radically different. In time, they brought Isaac Franklin, John Armfield, and Rice Ballard to the same place.


Though Isaac Franklin picked up slave trading alongside his brothers, it was his father, James Franklin Sr., who modeled some of the broader impulses the trade encompassed. Extolling violence and conquest as virtues, James Sr. demonstrated the propriety of arrogating for oneself what could be taken from others, calling it enterprise, and helping impose a new order on the American landscape. He was born in 1755 near Baltimore, and he may have spent his childhood in Somerset County, Maryland, on the peninsula between the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean known as the Eastern Shore. But Somerset’s corn and tobacco farms yielded crops inferior to those of most of the Tidewater, and if the Franklins did indeed live there, economic struggles could explain why they left. By the early 1770s, the Franklins lived in southern Virginia along the North Carolina line or in North Carolina proper. Either would have suited a farming family searching for a decent place to settle.12


Struggling or not, the Franklins enslaved several people, and from a young age, James understood their value. When he left home after his father’s death, he was not yet twenty years old. He headed west with no sense of exactly where he was going, and it was probably by chance that he found work with a man named James Lauderdale in Botetourt County, Virginia, where the James River begins in the Shenandoah Valley, flowing toward the Chesapeake Bay. But it was no accident that he brought with him an enslaved person. James Franklin knew that wherever he landed, that person would be the most tangible and valuable asset he had.13


If Franklin did not yet appreciate when he arrived in Botetourt County how contested white migration into the American interior was, he learned fast. Abutting the line created by the British government in 1763 to prevent white settlement west of the Appalachians lest it inflame tensions with Native Americans, Botetourt was also just past the edge of the Ohio River valley, where those tensions were most acute right at the moment of Franklin’s arrival. In 1774, Franklin enlisted in the concurrent and mutually reinforcing causes of white civilization and Indian displacement, joining a volunteer regiment for what became known as Dunmore’s War, an offensive of Virginia colonists against the Shawnee, who resented and resisted white expansion along the Ohio River.14


Some historians maintain that for white men in backcountry Virginia, Dunmore’s War was the true beginning of full-fledged revolt against British rule that spread through most of the mainland colonies less than a year later. James Franklin fought in that war too, serving in several militia regiments between 1775 and 1778 and rising to the rank of captain. Franklin also found a moment in 1775 to marry thirteen-year-old Mary Lauderdale, the daughter of his employer, and she gave birth to John in 1777 and James Jr. in 1779. Both boys were born in the Holston River valley, in what is now northeastern Tennessee and what was then an area of indeterminate sovereignty claimed by both Virginia and North Carolina. The Cherokee had ceded the region to the British in 1770, and the Franklins joined a growing cluster of white people there in 1776. But the Holston settlement was only a way station. During the campaign to shove the Shawnee north of the Ohio River, James Franklin Sr. had seen beyond the mountains, and he had determined to cast his lot there.15


Franklin continued moving west, joining parties of “long hunters” nearly two hundred miles from the Holston settlement in Tennessee’s Central Basin, below a ridge known as the Highland Rim, amid hills and valleys through which run creeks that empty into the undulating Cumberland River. Living in the forests for weeks or months at a time as they trapped and hunted for pelts and furs, teams of long hunters had been pressing into the trans-Appalachian West since at least the 1760s. But they were not so much hunters as poachers and advance guards for white expansion. Walking the woods, they encroached on land and depleted game supplies that sustained various groups of Native Americans, looked for spots they might wish to claim for themselves, and served as scouts for speculators and land companies.16


As white settlement in the Cumberland swelled in the long hunters’ wake, so did Native opposition, but that had never stopped James Franklin before. In 1780, he helped erect a fort about fifteen miles north of the recently founded village of Nashborough, soon to be renamed Nashville, and he brought his wife and sons there from the Holston settlement that spring. The fort was one of more than half a dozen assemblages of stockaded cabins, also referred to as stations, built by whites in the Cumberland to defend against Indian attacks and to signify their intention to stay permanently. A few years later, Franklin helped build another fort, about ten miles east of the first one, and it was near there, on the western branch of a Cumberland River tributary that long hunters had named Station Camp Creek, that he finally stopped moving. The Cumberland remained chaotic, dangerous, and wracked by warfare into the 1790s. But the forces of military might, dodgy diplomacy, state authority, and sheer numbers accumulated slowly and surely. The result was white American dominance, and having played multiple roles in advancing it, James Franklin stood to benefit.17


The Cumberland was part of North Carolina’s western land claims and, as the Revolutionary War formally concluded in 1783, the state carved out Davidson County there. An enormous bowl comprising nearly twelve thousand square miles below what would become the southern limit of Kentucky, Davidson contained more than five thousand white settlers, and the formation of a county provided them with a court and a rudimentary official government. North Carolina also began selling land in the Cumberland, and as payment for wartime service or defending frontier outposts from Indians, it issued preemption rights to select white men allowing them to enter claims before public sale. In 1784, James Franklin exercised his right, claiming 640 acres along Station Camp Creek, in the shadow of an outcropping called Pilot Knob. The plot would become the nucleus of a family domain ranging for miles, eventually encompassing the farms of dozens of Franklins and their extended relations.18


Signs of James Franklin’s intentions to stay put at Pilot Knob were manifold. In 1786, nodding to the increasingly rapid influx of white farmers, North Carolina formed Sumner County out of eastern Davidson County. James Franklin served on its first grand jury, and he would serve on nearly every grand jury for years, including when it convened in a private home in January 1789 and a young lawyer named Andrew Jackson took the oath entitling him to practice in the county. Franklin also began building a sizable brick house to hold his growing family. Cramped living in log cabins and palisaded forts amid warfare with Native Americans was no obstacle to procreation for James and Mary Franklin, who added a child with impressive regularity until nearly the end of the eighteenth century. Jane Franklin was born in 1782, followed by Margaret in 1784, Ann in 1787, Isaac in 1789, Sarah in 1791, William in 1793, and Elizabeth in 1796. Many years later, James Franklin Sr. would also have a son named Albert, born out of wedlock to a woman named Elizabeth Barnes.19


Stories told about the young Isaac Franklin suggest he was a clever, enterprising, and hard-working boy raised to appreciate and advance the legacy of his hardy pioneer forebears. Those who knew him longest remembered that he worked on his father’s land and attended “country schools, in which the mere rudiments of education were taught.” Family lore recounts that he supposedly earned his very first dollar by selling to a friend a miniature wooden ship that he had carved with a pocketknife given him by his father.20


These are stories in keeping with the classic American frontier genre, filled as it is with tales of plucky, untutored, independent yeomen cultivating the wilderness to support themselves and their families. But the vision such stories conjure is no less mythological for its entrenchment in the American imagination. The Sumner County of Isaac Franklin’s youth was more akin to an oligarchy than to a popular democracy forged by self-sufficient small farmers. A cadre of land speculators and their agents, marshaling local authority with complementary economic power and political connections, maintained outsized influence for at least a generation. Poorer white men sometimes acquired land in early Tennessee, but it was hardly a poor man’s country.21


Nothing, of course, made Thomas Jefferson’s vaunted “empire of liberty” hollower than the institution of slavery, which white Americans brought to frontier Tennessee along with their rifles and their horses and their wagons. Enslaved people came with the long hunters, and they came with migrants who huddled in forts. White settlers deployed enslaved people to build defenses and help protect them from Native Americans, and they put them to work in their fields, their kitchens, and their incipient industries.22


When North Carolina ceded its western lands to the federal government in 1789 with a demand that slavery there be federally protected, Congress swiftly complied. Less familiar than the Northwest Ordinance preceding it, the Southwest Ordinance, approved in 1790, designated the area that is present-day Tennessee as the Southwest Territory and provided for its organization along nearly the same terms as its northern territorial forerunner, the principal difference being a ban on congressional action that might lead to emancipation. In 1790, roughly 32,000 whites and 3,800 slaves lived in the Southwest Territory. By 1796, the white population had more than doubled, to 67,000, while the Black population had almost tripled, to 10,500. Tennessee entered the Union that same year.23


The Tennessee frontier of Isaac Franklin’s childhood was not a free country at all. It was, rather, on the leading edge of what one historian describes as an expansive “slave country.” The first census returns from Sumner County came in 1791, when Isaac Franklin was two years old. They described a population of slightly less than 2,200 people, 1,850 of whom enslaved the other 350. Similar proportions obtained in Davidson County, which made slavery in the two places somewhat more substantial than in Tennessee as a whole. It was also more widespread. Large slaveholders might claim ownership of perhaps a dozen people, but the vast majority enslaved one or two, compelling them to cook, clean, sew, take care of white children, raise livestock, and produce tobacco, corn, and some cotton for home consumption and for sale in local and distant markets.24


James Franklin Sr. was like most of his neighbors in this regard. He enslaved twenty-six people by the end of the 1810s, but tax records into the mid-1790s indicate he enslaved no adult men. That hardly meant he held no one in bondage or never used slave labor, as it is impossible to believe that he, his wife, and the four children under the age of eleven they had in the late 1780s worked hundreds of acres and built the house at Pilot Knob on their own. Moreover, the exploitation of enslaved people in the region went beyond their labor, and most white men who achieved any kind of prosperity participated in that exploitation in some fashion or another.25


Slavery in the early Cumberland, one historian observes, “was at once more intimate and more commercial” than it was in many older parts of the country. Whites and Blacks might lean on each other for survival, work alongside one another, and even live under the same roof. But the need for flexibility and especially for capital meant whites relied on enslaved people as assets and commodities far more than they pretended to embrace them as members of imagined extended families. While weaving slavery into an economy that mixed small farming and trade, they depended on the liquidity of Black bodies to facilitate growth.26


White settlers in the Cumberland hired out enslaved people, leased them from neighbors, and sometimes paid debts and purchased land with slaves in lieu of cash. They offered the enslaved as lottery prizes and bonuses in real estate deals, and they gifted them to their children. They passed title to them as a form of currency, and they used them as collateral for mortgages, security for loans, and guarantees backing crop deliveries. Slaves in the Cumberland were capital in human form, a kind of property nearly interchangeable with money, and a convenient store of value that could be part of a range of transactions. They could also be bought and sold at will. Isaac Franklin would have especially picked up on that as he saw the slave trade operating in and around Sumner County.27


White migrants to frontier Tennessee often brought enslaved people with them, but the trade in slaves increased noticeably in the 1790s. Professional slave traders bringing large numbers of people from the east was rare, but auctions of the enslaved were not. Hundreds took place in Nashville, the only sizable town near Sumner County until the county seat of Gallatin was established in 1802. Most auctions involved the sale of a single person, almost 90 percent involved people under age thirty, and nearly half were of people younger than sixteen. As it did everywhere, the trade in early Tennessee wrenched spouses and parents and children apart. Until the nineteenth century, the word “family” did not even appear in a bill of sale in reference to the people being sold.28


Advertisements in Nashville newspapers promised that “CASH Will be given for Three or Four Prime Young Negroes, of good character,” that “a number of very likely negroes” would be auctioned alongside “horses and other articles,” and that “7 or 8 Likely Negroes” could be purchased on nine months’ credit, though buyers received a discount if they paid cash. Government officials participated in the slave trade too. In 1792, for example, Tennessee’s territorial governor, William Blount, used federal funds intended to provision Native Americans during a treaty negotiation to buy “young slaves from Maryland” instead. He then brought them into the Cumberland for sale.29


By 1800, the enslaved population of Sumner County had more than tripled from what it had been in 1791, and enslaved people made up more than a quarter of the total population, almost twice what they had been a decade earlier. In the next decade, the county’s enslaved population tripled again, to more than thirty-seven hundred people. By 1810, the enslaved population of Tennessee had more than quadrupled from what it had been in the mid-1790s, and nearly eight in ten enslaved people in the state lived in Sumner, Davidson, and other Middle Tennessee counties.30


Forced migration to Tennessee was hardly the first forced migration for people of African descent in North America. European and American traders shipped around four hundred thousand African captives to mainland North America before 1808. White colonists bought and sold tens of thousands within and among mainland colonies before the American Revolution, and they shipped tens of thousands more along the Atlantic coast and into the Caribbean. Many individual enslaved people survived more than once the uprooting of the familiar, the heartache of loss, the stress of isolation, the darkness of a ship’s hold, the fear of the unknown, the threats of intimidating men, the violence of fists and feet and whips, the humiliation of being ogled and inspected and groped, and the confusing acclimation to the new. Some did not survive at all.31


The terror and the upheaval never stopped because the slave trade never stopped, because slaveholders never stopped moving, because there was money to make and labor demands to meet and states countenancing it all. But each dislocation was dreadful in its own way, similar to those of the past yet unique to each person and each place. And each deserved to be fought with every tool available.32


In the Cumberland, enslaved people strove to overcome the solitude of small farms. They created new families and communities, and they came together at churches and taverns. They devised patronage relationships with white people, hoping they would enable choices about work or earning money or would perhaps bring about manumission. Sometimes they fled, looking to retrieve the lives they had left against their will, to move toward the promise of freedom somewhere beyond the slave country, or just to get as far away as possible.33


And sometimes the enslaved refused to be taken into the slave trade at all, no matter what they had to do and no matter what the possible consequences. In September 1801, a Kentucky newspaper editor received a letter “from a gentleman just arrived down the Ohio river” who wrote that outside Baltimore he had met two white men, named Rogers and Elliott. Bringing with them six enslaved people, they were headed to Wheeling, in northwestern Virginia, where they intended to pick up the Ohio River and head home to the Cumberland. Rogers invited the editor’s correspondent to come along. He declined, and he considered himself lucky. He reported that Rogers and Elliott had made it as far as Gallipolis, about 175 miles past Wheeling, when “the negroes killed both the white men & threw them into the river.” The enslaved reversed course, undoubtedly hoping to return home or cross into free territory in what is now Ohio. They did not get far. They were captured and thrown in a Kentucky jail, and if they were not executed, they were probably sold.34


Stories like that did not bother Isaac Franklin and his brothers. They had been raised by a man whose every venture had held its share of risk and danger and whose pursuit of his and his family’s economic welfare ignored the concerns of those who felt its impact. They had grown up in a place where they saw the value of the enslaved accrue to white people in all sorts of ways and where the willingness of white people to pay for slave labor had increased markedly in a short period of time. The grief, the resistance, the desperation, and the rage of the enslaved, sucked into the vortex of the market and subjected to white whims, were manageable, and the Franklins thought the returns from buying and selling them well worth it.


John Franklin and James Franklin Jr. acquired farms of their own in the fall of 1802, each son purchasing 130 acres out of their father’s claim. But the Franklins also understood the potential of their situation in Tennessee, at nearly the exact midpoint between the stagnant tobacco districts of the Chesapeake and the vibrant cotton and sugar districts of the lower South. They were ideally positioned to be middlemen, bringing enslaved people from places where increasing numbers of white people were coming to see them as an economic millstone to places where white people were willing to spend whatever money they could pull together to acquire them.35


Congressional restrictions on slave imports to the Louisiana Territory, which was acquired months after the two oldest Franklin brothers bought their farms, proved ineffective and short-lived, and the federal ban imposed several years later on imports from overseas offered the Franklins what may as well have been an invitation. By providing regulations for transporting slaves within the boundaries of the United States, the same law that prohibited American involvement in the foreign slave trade stamped the approval of the federal government on the domestic one. The timing of the earliest records documenting the involvement of a Franklin in the slave trade is no coincidence. The date was December 1808. The transatlantic slave trade was closed. The domestic trade was primed to take off. Isaac Franklin, age nineteen, acted as witness on bills of sale for two enslaved people in Natchez. He would add his signature, above a cheery flourish, to thousands more before he was through.36


Isaac Franklin’s origins in the family of a long hunter, Indian fighter, and rebel militiaman might seem especially likely for a slave trader. But John Armfield could attest that a white man’s destiny was not entirely a product of ancestry or upbringing, and that the training ground for the slave trade was as vast as the nation itself. Armfield came from the North Carolina Piedmont, which cuts a swath two hundred miles wide through the center of the state, marking a plateau below the Appalachians and above the coastal plain stretching inland from the Atlantic. With mountains to the west and the fall line to the east, geology boxed in the region and limited white migration until the mid-eighteenth century, when tens of thousands of white settlers starting flooding into the area. One family story has it that John Armfield’s great-grandfather was among them.


The migrants mostly came from parts of Pennsylvania and Maryland where suitable farmland had become hard to find or beyond their means. Many were Ulster-Scots Presbyterians, frequently referred to as Scots-Irish, and Germans of various religious persuasions. But John Armfield’s great-grandfather, also named John Armfield, was part of a smaller yet still significant movement of English people belonging to the Society of Friends, radical dissenters from the Church of England commonly known as Quakers. In the mid-1760s, Armfield is said to have left the farm he owned and the school where he taught in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, northeast of Philadelphia, embarking on a southward migration with his wife, their five sons and their families, and around one hundred other Quakers. Traveling through the Shenandoah Valley by way of what was known as the Great Wagon Road, they eventually turned off that path and headed into even more densely forested terrain. They stopped in the central Piedmont, about forty miles south of the Virginia border and a few miles east of a small settlement founded by Quakers about a decade earlier called New Garden.37


In part, the name reflected the settlers’ belief that they were in a spot nearly untouched by human hands. Where the Armfields and their fellow Quakers took up residence was unusual for colonial North America because it effectively had no Native American inhabitants when white people began settling it. There had once been Indians on the land, mostly in villages belonging to small tribes such as the Keyauwee and the Saura, who survived by hunting and farming. European explorers and traders encountered them periodically in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, but disease brought by those passing Europeans and raids carried out by larger tribes devastated the region’s indigenous population. When white colonization began in earnest, only hints of a Native presence remained.38


The Quaker allusion to the Edenic quality of their settlement also reflected an appreciation of the land itself. The area’s rivers were too small and narrow for most boats. But the topography consisted of gently rolling hills and ridges. Streams and creeks provided good drainage, and some flowed strongly enough to power mills. Hardwood forests of chestnut, oak, and hickory offered timber in abundance. Wolves and panthers could endanger people and livestock, but fish and game, from deer and rabbit to turkey and pigeon, were plentiful, and clearing a patch of forest exposed soil ideal for corn, wheat, flax, and garden crops, enabling self-sufficiency. Author J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur, describing the landscape around New Garden in 1782, concluded that “no spot of earth can be more beautiful.… I never saw a soil that rewards men so early for their labours and disbursements.”39


New Garden sat in what was then Orange County, one of several backcountry counties created by the colonial legislature in the 1750s to accommodate Piedmont population growth. There, the Armfields farmed and contributed to the development of a tightly knit community. Isolated from distant markets, Piedmont Quakers traded mostly with each other and built an economy blending agriculture with gristmills and sawmills, a fledgling iron industry, tanneries and taverns, and a smattering of stores selling hardware and items produced by local blacksmiths, coopers, milliners, potters, and other craftspeople.40


But tumultuous times were on the horizon for the Armfields and everyone else in the Piedmont. In the late 1760s and early 1770s, John Armfield’s oldest son William and at least two of his grandsons signed petitions endorsing the Regulator movement, a farmer uprising against government corruption and what supporters believed were exorbitant fees and unjust taxes. Seeing that the remoteness of county seats from growing population centers contributed to the unrest, the colonial legislature created several new Piedmont counties in response, and after 1771, the Armfields lived in Guilford County, a long rectangle contiguous with the Virginia border. But the revolt failed to achieve most of its goals, it culminated in a punitive crackdown spearheaded by the colonial governor, and regional internecine conflict carried over into the period of the Revolutionary War, with hostilities regularly breaking out between those who rebelled against the Crown and those who stayed loyal to it.41


William Armfield considered himself among the latter. During the Revolution, he cast aside his pacifist Quaker heritage to join a Loyalist military unit organized by a neighbor, and he paid a price for that decision. Jailed after being captured in a battle near Wilmington in 1776, Armfield had his property threatened with confiscation at the war’s conclusion, and in 1785 the Quaker meeting to which he belonged dismissed him, perhaps for having taken up arms in contravention of his faith. But he and his family stayed in the Piedmont after the United States achieved independence. They continued to live near where they had before the war, in southern and western portions of a Guilford County that the state legislature reshaped after the Revolution into the form it has today: practically a square, twenty-five miles wide by twenty-six miles long, with a northern boundary about twenty-five miles from the Virginia line.42


By the postwar period, there were a lot of Armfields in Guilford County. William Armfield and his wife Jane had at least eight children, as did William’s brother Isaac. Many of those children had big families too, and by the turn of the nineteenth century, the Armfield name could be found strewn across Guilford’s legal, financial, and judicial records. William and Jane Armfield’s third child, Nathan, was born in 1762, and while he was just old enough to have fought in the Revolution like his father, there is no evidence he did so. In the early 1790s, he married Jane Field, ten years his junior and the daughter of Mary and Jeremiah Field, who had served in the same Loyalist unit as William Armfield and was captured and imprisoned alongside him. Nathan and Jane settled on 650 acres of land on the waters of Polecat Creek, a slender tributary of the Deep River that nearly bisects the southern boundary of Guilford County. They also started a family. A girl named Mary, whom everyone called Polly, came first. Their second child, a boy named John, was born in 1797.43


Though ensconced in his youth along Polecat Creek amid an extensive, reasonably successful, and generally respected network of kin, John Armfield received little, if any, formal education. A contemporary remembered the area’s regular schools to have been “very inferior,” and Armfield’s penmanship would always be atrocious, his spelling even worse, and his speech unpolished. Like many rural white Americans of his generation, he probably spent his time from the age of seven or eight working on his father’s farm, raising sheep and cultivating wheat and flax. His sister Polly probably worked on the Armfield homestead as well, as did the two children Nathan and Jane Armfield had after them. The name of a second son is unrecorded. But John Armfield told people he had once had a brother, and an old story recounted by a Guilford County historian that the Armfields’ other boy “severely cut his foot with an axe and died at the age of sixteen” is as likely an explanation as any for what became of him. John Armfield also had a younger sister named Elizabeth, a quick-tempered redhead who went by Betsy.44


As the years passed, Nathan Armfield prospered and acquired some local esteem. By the time John Armfield turned eighteen, his father had expanded his landholdings to 887 acres, was serving as a justice of the peace, and was given responsibility in that capacity for making a taxable property list for his section of Guilford County. Admired by and established among other residents in his community, he also enslaved at least two people.45


In the Guilford County of John Armfield’s youth, slavery was something more than a marginal institution and something less than a central one. At the outset of the nineteenth century, 905 of the 9,442 people living in Guilford were enslaved. Twenty years later, the proportions had hardly budged, with 1,611 of 14,511 Guilford residents held in bondage. Such demographics, in which slaves numbered about one of every ten people, put Guilford significantly out of step with North Carolina as a whole, where the enslaved proportion of the population jumped from 28 percent to 32 percent over the same time frame.46


In part, slavery in Guilford was peripheral because plantation agriculture was peripheral. Slaveholders could and did deploy slave labor to grow grain and flax. But more labor-intensive crops such as tobacco and cotton would not be important to Guilford’s economy until later in the nineteenth century, and the relatively small number of people who did own slaves tended not to amass them in large numbers. Among 313 slaveholders on county tax rolls in the mid-1810s, just two paid taxes for enslaving more than ten people, none claimed to enslave more than twenty, and more than 90 percent paid taxes on five or fewer.47


Also significant for containing slavery’s growth in Guilford was the influence of the county’s Quakers. Quaker slaveholding was not unusual in the Atlantic world, and Quaker merchants in England and the North American colonies engaged extensively in the transatlantic slave trade. Still, Quakers were doctrinally dedicated to the equality of all persons before God and to a moral code abjuring violence, greed, and worldliness, which meant an undercurrent of tension and discomfort with slavery ran within Quakerism practically from its beginnings in the mid-seventeenth century. Over time, scattered but sustained efforts by some Quakers to persuade others in the Society of Friends to ameliorate the condition of enslaved people, dissociate themselves from the slave trade, and liberate those they enslaved personally gained traction and started becoming formalized in the faith.48


In the 1750s and 1760s, Quaker meetings in both England and America began concluding that slave trading and slaveholding were incompatible with belonging to the Society of Friends, and they sometimes censured or expelled those who continued such practices. In North Carolina, Piedmont Quakers uneasy with buying and selling slaves questioned its legitimacy in the late 1760s, and by the mid-1770s, the annual meeting that set guiding principles for North Carolina Quakers forbade slave trading under most circumstances. Moreover, it urged Quakers to “Cleanse their Hands” of slavery entirely, declared that those not moving earnestly toward emancipating their slaves ought to be dismissed from membership, and created a committee to aid Quaker slaveholders with the process of manumission.49


This last maneuver put Quakers in direct conflict with the new state government and placed those manumitted by Quakers in jeopardy of being reenslaved, as North Carolina law barred freeing enslaved people except when they were deemed to have provided service to the state. And not all Piedmont Quakers abandoned slaveholding. But by the time of John Armfield’s birth, the moral force of Quakerism in North Carolina was decidedly against it, and Quakers soon would be at the forefront of white antislavery movements beyond the Society of Friends as well.50


Growing up in Guilford County, Armfield would have been well aware of Quaker antagonism toward slavery, which despite being less ubiquitous in Guilford than in other places was no less brutal. He would have known that those Quakers most confirmed in their faith found it intolerable, and he probably at least knew of Levi Coffin, who was born near New Garden in 1798. Raised in a farming family of devout Quakers, Coffin was seven years old when a coffle of slaves, “chained in couples on each side of a long chain which extended between them,” passed where he sat while his father chopped wood nearby. The white rider driving the coffle lagged behind, and Coffin’s father began speaking with some of the enslaved, asking one man why he and the other captives were enchained as they walked. “They have taken us away from our wives and children,” the man replied, “and they chain us lest we should make our escape and go back to them.” Coffin’s father tried explaining slavery and its meaning to his son in ways a seven-year-old might understand, but Coffin, thinking about his own mother and sisters, could only imagine “how terribly we should feel if father were taken away from us.”51


The more Coffin observed of slavery in Guilford County, the more convinced of its evil he became. As a teenager, he started talking with the enslaved in Guilford himself and doing what he could to aid them. He struck up conversations with those bound in coffles as they moved through the county to see if he “could render them any service,” and he started feeding runaways who concealed themselves in woods near his home. He listened to their stories “of hard masters and cruel treatments” and “of the glorious hope of freedom which animated their spirits in the darkest hours, and sustained them under the sting of the lash.” But ultimately, Coffin felt he could only do so much in Guilford County. After a decade of acting on behalf of the enslaved, working with a local manumission society, and briefly running a school to teach the enslaved to read, he left North Carolina. Moving first to Indiana and eventually to Ohio, Coffin devoted the next forty years of his life to the cause of abolition, assisting hundreds of fugitives in their flight from slavery and acquiring the informal nickname “President of the Underground Railroad.”52


Levi Coffin and John Armfield were born a year apart and grew up just a few miles from each other, yet one became a champion of universal human freedom while the other became one of the most infamous slave traders in American history. Religion undeniably played a role in the divergence. Quakerism was not completely foreign to Armfield. His grandfather cared enough about his faith that he and his family were reinstated to their Quaker meeting in 1799, and John Armfield was undoubtedly exposed in his youth to conventional notions of how to lead a pious Quaker life. Still, nothing indicates that his father belonged to a Quaker meeting or any other church, and Nathan Armfield ignored his own father’s creed with regard to slavery, as he held as many as seven people in bondage at one point in his life and still held three when he died in 1839.53


John Armfield was ill suited for Quakerism and its ideals anyway. For one thing, he seems to have had little enthusiasm for community. His sisters would marry men from local families, yet he would not find a spouse among his neighbors or anywhere else in Guilford County. Nor does it appear that he looked for one. Really, he had little interest in staying in Guilford at all, because what did interest him was money.54


Many years after Armfield died, some of his relatives told a historian researching his life that in his adolescence, Armfield argued with his father, left the house, and swore never to go back until he “was worth more than the old man.” It is impossible to know whether the story is true, and it may not be. Armfield’s sister Betsy, in fact, lamented after her father’s death that John and Polly had always been Nathan Armfield’s “favorite children.” But John Armfield would leave home after reaching adulthood, and he only returned to Guilford County sporadically thereafter. He saw little value in the lives of his father and grandfather. He did not want to be a farmer in the North Carolina Piedmont, and he did not want to settle for moderate though entirely respectable economic standing. He had a head for business and a restive spirit, and he wanted to be rich.55


Throughout his life, John Armfield would sometimes affect more refinement than he possessed. He liked being associated with those from moneyed and sophisticated backgrounds, and he had something of a chip on his shoulder about where he came from. He aimed higher than that, and while the slave trade did not stand out to him immediately as the instrument of his progress, he could not have missed its significance and potential. His father may only have held a few people in bondage, but they were his most valuable assets by far. Such was the case for nearly every slaveholder, and soon enough, Armfield would take advantage of that.


Therein lay the core difference between Levi Coffin and John Armfield. In their childhoods in Guilford County, Black misery was plainly visible all around them. But when Coffin saw the elemental humanity of Black people, his sense of empathy obligated him to do anything within his power to help the enslaved break their chains. When Armfield saw the humanity of the enslaved, he dismissed it. And as an adult he would look to exploit it.


Relative to his future business partners, Rice Ballard had the most noteworthy lineage, even though details about his early life are the most elusive. He was born in Spotsylvania County, Virginia, which comprises a bit more than four hundred square miles in the northeastern portion of the state, about ten miles west of where the Potomac River turns east toward the Chesapeake Bay. The Rappahannock River and the North Anna River form the county’s northern and southern boundaries, respectively, and they too flow toward the Chesapeake Bay, as does the Mattaponi River rising to the east from the confluence of four tributaries that cut across Spotsylvania like scratches from the paw of an enormous cat.56


Founded in 1720 and named for colonial governor Alexander Spotswood, Spotsylvania thrived for much of the eighteenth century. Its success was driven primarily by the settlement of Fredericksburg, which was laid out in 1728 and served as county seat for nearly fifty years. Situated below the falls of the Rappahannock, by midcentury Fredericksburg had become a small inland port city bustling with wharves, warehouses, taverns, and merchant firms. Ships came and went from dozens of places around the Atlantic world, from Canada to the Caribbean and from northwestern Europe to western Africa. The population grew so quickly that the House of Burgesses enlarged Fredericksburg’s boundaries four times between the 1740s and the 1760s, at which point the city was the second most populous in Virginia.57


In no small measure, Fredericksburg’s location accounted for its abundance. Its position on the Rappahannock made it a fine gateway to the colonial era’s global economy. It was convenient to passes across the Blue Ridge Mountains, making it a facility for western trade and a provision center for white migrants. And Fredericksburg sat at the intersection of more than half a dozen roads connecting it to population hubs all along the Atlantic. Fredericksburg was a transit point for goods, people, and information, and a traveler in the late 1750s who observed that the city was “by far the most flourishing one in these parts” understated matters significantly.58


Fredericksburg also benefited from nearby stone quarries and ironworks. But the real economic foundation of Fredericksburg and its hinterland was the tobacco crop that made the entire Virginia colony a demographic and commercial powerhouse. In the 1730s, Fredericksburg became the official receipt and shipping site for tobacco from Spotsylvania County and surrounding areas. Within a few decades, it had a dozen warehouses that together did more business than nearly anyplace else in Virginia, and wheat and flour production supplemented regional tobacco output. Fredericksburg’s population was just a couple of thousand, putting it outside the class of larger cities such as Boston, New York, Philadelphia, or Charleston. But aside from those cities, few places blossomed in colonial America as Fredericksburg did.59


Certainly, few places could claim connections to so many leaders of the American Revolution. The estate of Augustine Washington lay across the Rappahannock from Fredericksburg, and his son George lived there as a child. James Monroe’s first law office was in Fredericksburg, Patrick Henry’s uncle was rector of an Anglican church in the city, and when the committee led by Thomas Jefferson wrote the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, it met in Fredericksburg’s Rising Sun Tavern.60


Nurturing the illustrious leadership class of Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania County was plantation slavery, as slave labor produced the tobacco and grain on which the region’s economic clout depended, not to mention rum, coffee, cocoa, sugar, and other imported Atlantic world commodities. At the end of the Revolutionary War, half the people in Spotsylvania County were enslaved. Most white families in the county enslaved at least one person, but planters who enslaved large numbers of people were conspicuously influential. Of the county’s 505 slaveholders, a full 10 percent held twenty or more people in bondage. Collectively, they enslaved nearly 40 percent of the county’s Black population.61


Every issue of Fredericksburg’s newspapers in the late eighteenth century was replete with notices for slaves who could be hired out, bought at the printer’s office, acquired at a farm, or purchased at estate sales. Not a week went by without advertisements seeking information on enslaved people who ran away or announcements placed by white men offering cash or trade items in exchange for enslaved laborers. When Rice Ballard was born on June 7, 1800, more than 886,000 people lived in the state of Virginia, of whom about 346,000, or 39 percent, were enslaved. Ballard’s Spotsylvania County was home to 13,000 Virginians. Slightly more than half—nearly 7,000 people—lived in bondage.62


Rice Ballard’s forebears had lived in Spotsylvania for at least seventy-five years before he was born, and looking further back than that, on both his father’s and his mother’s sides, his roots in the Chesapeake were about as deep as it was possible for those of white people to be. His given name was Rice Carter Ballard. The pedigree of his father, Benjamin Ballard Jr., seems to extend in Virginia at least to the 1650s. His line may reach into Maryland before that, but there were also Ballards living in Virginia by the 1630s, and several of them played important roles in the colony’s early history and politics.63


Rice Ballard’s mother, Ann Graham Heslop, was the daughter of William Heslop and Ann Carter, whose family history remains the stuff of legend. Ann Carter’s great-grandfather was Thomas Carter. The son of a London merchant, Thomas Carter migrated to eastern Virginia as a young man in the 1650s, established a mercantile business, and bought eight hundred acres of land from John Carter, a relative who had accumulated thousands of acres through political connections and who would accumulate thousands more as bonuses for importing white indentured servants and African slaves to the colony. John Carter was also the father of Robert “King” Carter, who in the early eighteenth century owned nearly three hundred thousand acres of land, enslaved more than one thousand people, acted as agent for transatlantic slave traders, and became renowned as the richest man in Virginia.64


Thomas Carter would not achieve the obscene affluence of Robert Carter. But he entrenched himself among the interconnected gentry families who would label themselves the First Families of Virginia, served in the Virginia House of Burgesses, and amassed a sizable fortune in land and enslaved people. Thomas Carter’s son John moved west across the Rappahannock in the 1710s, and his grandson, also named John, bought land even farther west, in Spotsylvania County, in the 1740s. He settled on an estate just inside the county’s eastern boundary and over the next forty years became a familiar presence in Spotsylvania public life. John Carter served as an Anglican vestryman, county sheriff, and a county court justice. He held a captain’s rank during the Revolutionary War, owned plantations in Spotsylvania and adjacent counties, and by the 1780s, enslaved thirty-one people. He married twice and fathered fourteen children. His fifth child with his first wife was Ann Carter, and shortly before she married William Heslop, her sister Frances married Rice Curtis III, whose great-nephew would be his namesake.65


If a name alone indicates rank, then Rice Ballard inherited elite status from his mother and her ancestors. But sometimes a distinguished family name is a reminder that glory fades. The connections Ballard’s progenitors had to the most celebrated and extravagantly wealthy Carters were more than a century in the past when he was born, and the socioeconomic position of the Carter line of which his mother was at the end had peaked generations before his birth. Rice Ballard’s great-grandfather had been prosperous, but that John Carter had divided his resources among his many children. He left his daughter Ann some property in his will, and she and William Heslop enslaved several people on a farm of a few hundred acres. But they were not rich or eminent by early national Virginia standards. Their daughter seems to have held two women in bondage when she married Benjamin Ballard Jr. in 1798, but if she knew about being a member of the planter class at all, the knowledge came from old family stories.66


The family of Benjamin Ballard Jr., meanwhile, had none of those stories to tell. His grandfather, Bland Ballard, had acquired land along the Rappahannock River in the 1730s, and he spent most of his life as a small farmer. He accumulated enough wealth to give an enslaved person to his daughter Ann as a wedding gift in 1764 and to buy 143 acres of land for his son Benjamin in 1769, and at the time of his death in 1792, he enslaved five women and girls. But he sold his own land six years before he died, and those enslaved people constituted almost 90 percent of his estate, the rest consisting of some livestock and household and kitchen furniture.67


Benjamin Ballard Sr. achieved somewhat more substantial economic status than his father had. He and his wife, Hanah Jones, had nine children, and he farmed the land his father bought for him, along a creek that fed into a Mattaponi River tributary about ten miles southwest of Fredericksburg. In 1804, he expanded his farm, buying an adjacent 157 acres, and when he died less than ten years later he owned three horses, thirty-five sheep, twenty pigs, and ten head of cattle. He also enslaved three men, six women, and five children.68


The fortunes of his son, Rice Ballard’s father, marked a clear step backward. Like most white children in Spotsylvania, Rice Ballard and his younger sister Emily, born in 1802, lived in a slaveholding household. But Benjamin Ballard Jr. never personally enslaved more than a few people, and it is not clear that he ever acquired his own land. Instead, Rice Ballard lived his early years on his grandfather’s property. He was twelve when his grandfather died, and his family appears to have stayed where they were. His father’s only significant possessions, other than the people he enslaved, were a couple of horses.69


The Ballards were not the only Spotsylvania County family whose material status deteriorated in the early nineteenth century. It happened to many white families, because the Revolution that had drawn on the leadership of so many from Spotsylvania also accelerated forces that sent the county into a decades-long decline. Spotsylvania saw little damage from military conflict, but war cut off the export trade in tobacco. The crop’s already questionable future was made no more promising by the disruption, and uncertain tobacco profits helped feed a postwar impulse among white Virginians for migration. One county historian observes that after the Revolution, “great hordes of citizens from the Rappahannock Valley moved westward.” Many white Spotsylvanians left the state altogether. In the decade after Rice Ballard’s birth, the white population of Spotsylvania County actually fell by almost 5 percent, the steady outflow of people slightly outpacing natural increase and movement into Spotsylvania from elsewhere.70


But Spotsylvania hardly became a wasteland after the Revolution. Grain superseded tobacco as the county’s essential agricultural product, and while Fredericksburg was reduced from a global port to a primarily domestic one, it still saw steady business from merchants brokering barrels of flour and bushels of wheat and corn for countryside farmers. Craftspeople, storekeepers, and professionals still prospered, and the city’s location became commercially advantageous in new ways. In part, that was because road quality in the United States generally improved over time. But it was also because the Virginia capital moved from Williamsburg to Richmond in 1780, and Fredericksburg was almost exactly halfway along a stage route between Richmond and the national capital, founded in 1791 and known then as Washington City.71


Another buffer for Spotsylvania’s economy amid postwar change was the expanding slave trade, which directed a steady stream of Black people out of the Chesapeake and into locations farther south and west. The county’s situation and its history as a mercantile center made it a prime location for that business too. Ultimately, the consequences of Spotsylvania’s commercial and demographic transitions reverberated most profoundly through enslaved people’s lives, and they pointed toward what Rice Ballard would make of his own.


Between 1800 and 1820, Virginia accounted for over 60 percent of all slave exports across state lines, and the number of enslaved people exported out of Virginia increased nearly 85 percent from the first decade of the nineteenth century to the second. In Spotsylvania County, the enslaved population grew by about 15 percent between 1800 and 1820, but in the 1810s alone, at least fifteen hundred enslaved people were forcibly taken out of Spotsylvania, which was nearly 20 percent of all the slaves in the county.72


Whereas the slave trade brought enslaved people into the Middle Tennessee of Isaac Franklin’s youth and passed them through the central North Carolina of John Armfield’s, it took them away from Rice Ballard’s northeastern Virginia. The presence of white men who planned to send Black people to places unknown became increasingly obvious in the early nineteenth century. In an agricultural economy grounded in credit, cash offered by slave traders was a major appeal to sellers, and John Stannard’s promise to “GIVE CASH for a few LIKELY YOUNG NEGROES,” issued in the Fredericksburg Virginia Herald in 1810, was a telltale sign of a trader. The motive of John Crump, a merchant who offered cash for “Thirty or Forty Negroes, in families,” was unmistakable too, as was that of Anthony Buck, a Fredericksburg merchant and auctioneer who in 1811 wanted to collect sixty slaves. Buck also offered cash, and though he advertised that “it would be desirable to have a few families,” he did not need to say that he would pay to fracture them if it filled his quota.73


It is impossible to know whether a young Rice Ballard imagined himself someday buying and selling Black people, but he must have seen them vanishing down the roads and rivers leading out of Spotsylvania County. His father demonstrated how it was done, because in September 1814, he sold someone. The records reveal little about the transaction. They do not tell us whether Benjamin Ballard Jr. sold the man because he needed money to cover debts or preferred cash to a laborer or wanted to inflict an especially spiteful form of punishment or just because he felt like it. The sources are equally silent about the man he sold, telling us nothing about whether he had a wife or children or what he liked to do in moments when he was not forced to work or whether he had any special talents or what made him laugh. All we know is that Benjamin Ballard Jr. received $200 and that the man he sold was named George.74


Yet whatever Benjamin Ballard Jr. showed his son about slaves and slavery, he would not be the man to show him the way out of Spotsylvania County. One wonders how much Rice Ballard wanted his father’s guidance anyway. Nothing points explicitly to conflict between them. But even as Rice Ballard became exceedingly wealthy, he seems to have provided no support to his aging father, who was nearly destitute when he died in 1852. Indeed, while Rice Ballard did spend some time in Spotsylvania as an adult, he does not appear to have visited or corresponded with his father at all. If he did, he kept none of his father’s letters among the hundreds of pieces of personal mail in his papers.75


Rather than his father, the most significant male figure in Rice Ballard’s early life, and arguably his entire life, was Samuel Alsop Jr. Born in 1776, Alsop came from a large and affluent family. His father, Samuel Alsop Sr., married four times and had eleven children, and his estate grew to comprise around one thousand acres of land and at least a dozen slaves in Spotsylvania County, in addition to some real estate holdings elsewhere. But Samuel Alsop Jr.’s financial circumstances would well outstrip his father’s. He owned neither land nor slaves when Rice Ballard was born in 1800, but in the ensuing decades, Samuel Alsop Jr. became the richest man in Spotsylvania County.76


By the late 1810s, white people in Spotsylvania commonly referred to Alsop as Big Sam or Wealthy Sam. He owned nearly four thousand acres of land scattered across the county, held real estate in other Virginia counties and in a number of other states, paid taxes on more than two dozen horses and several carriages, and enslaved around fifty people. But Alsop had a diverse portfolio of interests. In 1811, he purchased a retail license entitling him to sell “goods of foreign growth and manufacture” at his house. Three years later, he bought a license to operate a tavern at the intersection of two roads near the center of the county. One was the road from Richmond to Fredericksburg. Alsop owned the tavern for almost thirty years, and it became such a busy location that the county courthouse was relocated to the same intersection in the late 1830s.77


Beyond his talents for business and trade, Alsop was an architect and builder, and he supplemented his wealth further still by designing and supervising the construction of a slew of expensive houses in and around Fredericksburg. Most were two-and-a-half-story brick mansions in the Federal style. He designed at least one for himself, several for his children and their families, and the rest for other rich people. Many of the houses had names: Fairview, Mill Brook, Oakley, Kenmore Woods, Coventry. Alsop assuredly used slave labor on every one of them.78


It is unclear when Alsop first noticed Rice Ballard or why he decided to take him under his wing. Alsop lived ten or fifteen miles and across the county from Ballard’s father, and he probably did not often have the chance to observe Rice Ballard as a boy. But hints of how they may have become acquainted point to a connection between Alsop’s family and that of Rice Ballard’s maternal grandmother. In 1813, Ann Carter Heslop sold Samuel Alsop her share of some land inherited from her father. The next year, she sold her share in a different inherited tract to Thomas Hicks, who was married to Alsop’s sister Lucy. At still another point in the 1810s, after the death of Rice Ballard’s grandfather William Heslop, Alsop bought the Heslop homestead. Ann Carter Heslop continued living there until she died, and Samuel Alsop was among the witnesses to her will.79


Samuel Alsop’s half brother Benjamin Alsop had a relationship with the Carters too, serving as Spotsylvania County agent for Zacarias Taliaferro and Margaret Chew Taliaferro, who was Ann Carter Heslop’s half sister. On at least one occasion, that personal and business association carried over to the family of Margaret Taliaferro’s half niece, Rice Ballard’s mother Ann Heslop Ballard. In 1814, when Benjamin Ballard Jr. sold the enslaved man named George, Benjamin Alsop was the buyer.80


Whatever Samuel Alsop saw in Rice Ballard, it was something he liked and something he thought could serve his interests. Given where their association would lead, it probably involved the slave trade. Alsop was always hunting for economic prospects and for places to put his money to work, and as a tavern owner, he could not have helped but notice the uptick in commerce in enslaved people in and around Spotsylvania County.


In the early nineteenth century, people gathered at taverns not only to eat and drink but also to gamble, gossip, read the newspaper, and talk business. Many taverns had lodging facilities, and itinerant slave traders found them useful for taking the measure of a place, gathering information about white people looking for slaves to buy or possessing some they wanted to sell. Some tavern keepers outfitted their basements as dank underground dungeons or set aside spaces in stuffy garrets for traders to stow the enslaved as they collected them. Particularly along well-traveled roads, many taverns had pens where traders could keep coffles enchained for the night. By the 1810s, Alsop would have seen growing numbers of slave traders passing through Spotsylvania. He would have talked with them and gotten a feel for their prospects, though a man with his resources and discernment probably had a decent sense of the slave market in Virginia anyway. He knew it was lively and getting livelier all the time.81


If he wanted to put his own funds in the market, though, he would need someone willing to travel, someone young, someone who wanted the opportunity, someone he thought he could trust, and someone with no qualms about dealing in human beings. Alsop and his wife, Dorothea, had a son of their own, but Joseph Alsop was born in 1805. He was too young to put on the road in the 1810s, and Samuel Alsop may have wanted him close by rather than rummaging the countryside buying and selling slaves anyway. Rice Ballard, on the other hand, was old enough, had limited prospects at home, and may have wanted to leave. He came from a family Samuel Alsop knew and had done business with before, and it seems to have been a family he admired, as being Ann Carter Heslop’s landlord could not have been lucrative, yet Alsop let her stay on her land as long as she lived. Finally, if Rice Ballard expressed misgivings or compunction about slave trading when Samuel Alsop raised the subject, it would be about the last time he ever expressed them in his life. It is far more likely that when Alsop made him a proposition, he was ready to say yes.82


Isaac Franklin never mentioned exactly where he and his brother John bought slaves on their trip to the Chesapeake in the summer of 1809. In Baltimore, they might have crowded alongside other slave traders in the cluster of taverns north and west of the harbor basin off the Patapsco River. Anyone reading the city’s newspapers knew traders were there, at Henry Freeburger’s or Elijah Sinners’s places near the head of the Cheapside wharf, at Matthew Walker’s or Eli Lilly’s taverns on Howard Street, at William Fowler’s place near the New Market on Lexington Street, or at John Barney’s tavern on Light Street, known as the Fountain Inn. They offered to pay cash, and they wanted “10 or 12 Likely Young Negroes,” “young Negro Men; and women,” or perhaps “a few young Negroes between the ages of 8 and 20 years.”83


Alexandria had its share of taverns as well, and traders were especially fond of the Indian Queen, on the northwest corner of King and St. Asaph Streets, six blocks west of the Potomac River docks. In addition to serving food and drink, John Hodgkin sold horses and carriages there, and he enticed customers with hired musical acts and other entertainment. In 1806, he offered to buy slaves, and slave traders started advertising that they could be found at the Indian Queen too. In 1807, William Robbins wanted to purchase twenty or thirty people; in 1810, Giles Harding sought “30 or 40 Negroes”; and in 1811, James Gentry promised to pay handsomely “for a few likely young Slaves of both sexes.”84


The Franklins did not place newspaper advertisements in 1809, but the purchasing trip that year was not their first, and it would not be their last. Theirs were familiar faces in Baltimore and Washington City, and they came through both cities frequently enough that they had mail delivered to them there. Lingering in taverns was only one way for traders to gather enslaved people anyhow. The Franklins may have checked out local jails, where sheriffs and jailors sold unclaimed runaways to the highest bidder. They may have followed notices for public auctions of slaves forfeited for debt or being sold as part of an estate settlement. Or they may have simply roamed the countryside, letting word of mouth carry the report that they had money to spend and were looking for Black people to buy.85


Slave traders deployed any and all of these strategies, because even as the trade gained momentum in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it remained a haphazard business with limitations on its growth. Particularly in South Carolina, Georgia, and Louisiana, slaveholders still partially filled their labor needs with thousands of Africans imported before the transatlantic trade ban took effect in 1808. In those places and others, white migrants also predominantly brought people they already enslaved with them as they made the southwestern cotton and sugar districts of the United States ever larger. And if they wanted more slaves, they often returned east themselves to buy them instead of buying them from slave traders.86


Between constraints on demands for their services and an immature American banking system that made it hard for them to fund large-scale operations, most domestic slave traders working at around the time the Franklins got into the business did so sporadically, and usually as a sideline to their primary occupations. Newspaper advertisements appeared inconsistently, even from the smattering of professionals who announced where they could be found and publicized that they wanted to buy sizable numbers of people. The preponderance were placed by men who worked alone and who came and went, purchasing a few enslaved people at a time, leaving when they spent the money they had scraped together, and selling their captives either back where they had come from or wherever they happened to find customers.87


Flukiness and insecurity at the sales end of things was a problem for slave traders too. The Franklins knew all about that, as they repeatedly sued customers for outstanding debts. In March 1812, for example, James Franklin Jr. sold an enslaved person to David Steele, a Kentuckian passing through Natchez with a load of flour, only to sue two years later to collect nearly $300 Steele still owed on the promissory note he had used as payment. In that instance, Franklin got his money when the court garnished the flour Steele left with a New Orleans merchant. Isaac Franklin was not so lucky when he sued William Parker a few months later for $150 owed on a slave sale, because Parker was nowhere to be found. He had either left Mississippi or died or both, and he left behind not only his liability to Isaac Franklin but also debts to others in Natchez amounting to nearly $3,000.88


But the size and scope of the trade as a whole was irrelevant when a slave trader darkened an enslaved person’s door. Because when that happened, the world cracked into pieces. Charles Ball’s world was one of those ruptured by the trade. Born on a Maryland tobacco farm in the early 1780s, Ball was only four when slave traders bought his mother and all his siblings at auction from their recently deceased enslaver’s estate. A nearby planter purchased Ball separately, and Ball remembered his mother wailing while she “earnestly and imploringly besought my master to buy her and the rest of her children.” He remembered, too, her breaking down as the slave trader who bought her “gave her two or three heavy blows on the shoulders with his raw-hide,” yanked Ball from her arms, and dragged her off. Ball was taken away on horseback, his mother’s cries becoming “more and more indistinct” until “at length they died away in the distance.” It was the last time he ever heard her voice. Fifty years later, “the horrours of that day” still triggered an overwhelming sense of panic.


Ball eventually married and had children, but in 1805 he was sold again, to a trader who denied Ball even the chance to say good-bye to his family, sneering that he “would be able to get another wife” where he was going. His neck padlocked into an iron collar and his wrists secured with heavy fetters bolted shut, Ball was chained in a line with fifty other people for a forced march of five hundred miles to South Carolina. The trip took five weeks. Ball’s family came to him in dreams when he managed to sleep, and he wished for death, recalling that he would have hanged himself had he “been at liberty to get a rope.”


Somehow mustering his resolve, Ball escaped slavery several times. He eventually returned to Maryland and even reunited for a short time with his children and his wife before she passed away. But as a fugitive, his situation was hopelessly precarious. He remarried, this time to a free woman of color, only to flee the slave states after he was again cast back into slavery. By the time he returned to Maryland yet again to retrieve his family, it was too late. Legal freedom had meant nothing for his second wife and their four children. White people had kidnapped them in the dead of night from their own home and sold them to slave dealers in Baltimore.


White Americans routinely pushed those they forced to shoulder slavery’s burdens to the brink of what human beings could be expected to take. But there are limits to every person’s strength and courage and will to survive, and Charles Ball had reached his. Once the people he loved most in the world had “passed into hopeless bondage” and were “gone forever,” something inside him was irreparably broken. He left the slave states for good, and while years later he published an account of his experiences, he concealed his place of residence lest he fall victim, even in old age, to the predations of the slave trade that had taken everything from him three different times and called it justice.89


Some white Americans saw the slave trade for the contemptible business it was and denounced slave traders as soulless miscreants. As early as 1802, the Alexandria grand jury complained about men like the Franklin brothers, “persons coming from distant parts of the United States… for the purpose of purchasing slaves, where they exhibit to our view a scene of wretchedness and human degradation, disgraceful to our characters as citizens of a free government.” Slave traders came to the city, collected people for sale, and drove them through the streets “loaded with chains as though they had committed some heinous offence.” It ought not to be allowed, the grand jury argued. Surely “the laws of justice and humanity” protected even enslaved people. Surely civil authorities could “prevent parents being wrested from their offspring, and children from their parents, without respect to the ties of nature.”90
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A coffle of enslaved people outside the federal Capitol, not long after British forces set it aflame during the War of 1812. From physician Jesse Torrey’s A Portraiture of Slavery in the United States (Philadelphia, 1817), which provided detailed accounts of the domestic slave trade and the kidnapping and enslavement of free Black Americans.








In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, many legislatures in the United States did in fact pass laws circumscribing the activities of domestic slave traders. But the protests of the Alexandria grand jury were more than rhetorical, because laws geared toward containing the slave trade were so widely ignored, poorly enforced, and filled with exceptions that they cast the trade in an even harsher light, exposing even the pretenses of protecting the interests of the trafficked as a sham. Indeed, the very places that tried regulating or outlawing the trade actually presided over its fastest growth. The trade would grow even more dramatically after the War of 1812, convincing Isaac Franklin that getting out of it would be crazy, persuading John Armfield and Rice Ballard that the time was right to dive in, and directing them all toward the changes that would transform it from an irregular business to a more structured and heavily capitalized operation.91


But some things remained constant in the years after 1815. Among them was that slave traders were hard men who could come from almost any family, any place, and any background except perhaps that of abject poverty. And they cared about the intense sorrows of the enslaved and the scattered scorn of other white people only insofar as those things made their jobs more challenging and their profits more difficult to attain.92


In December 1815, a young physician named Jesse Torrey traveled south from his home in upstate New York, promoting the cause of free public libraries. Arriving in Washington City, Torrey was heading out to witness Congress meeting in session when he heard a young Black boy with a stammer proclaim, “There goes the Ge-Ge-orgy-men with a drove o’niggers chain’d together, two and two.” Especially among the enslaved, the “Georgia man” was a common colloquialism for slave traders in the early nineteenth century, referring to the state where so many of them brought their merchandise for sale. Sure enough, Torrey turned and saw parading down the street “a light covered waggon, followed by a procession of men, women and children, resembling that of a funeral.”93


He trailed behind and drew closer to the caravan, catching up to it just across from the Capitol, still in ruins from its wartime burning by the British in 1814. Torrey stared at the “mute sad faces veiled with black despair.” He heard heavy chains clanking as those bound shuffled and struggled under their weight, and after catching his breath and regaining his wits, he asked one of the two white men driving the coffle “what part of the country they were taking all these people to.” “To Georgia,” the man replied, leading Torrey to wonder aloud whether there were not already enough slaves there. The driver scoffed. No, he said. “Not quite enough.”


As the parade headed out of the capital toward the bridge over the Potomac and southward into Virginia, a Black hack driver, gesturing toward the scene, called out to Torrey, “See there! An’t that right down murder? Don’t you call that right down murder?” Torrey hesitated for a moment. He mumbled under his breath that he was not sure. But the driver wanted an answer. Pressed to acknowledge the man’s outrage, Torrey conceded the point.94
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~ TWO ~



CHOICES, 1815–1827


ISAAC FRANKLIN VOLUNTEERED FOR MILITARY SERVICE IN THE fall of 1813, answering the Tennessee legislature’s call for troops to march on Creek strongholds in Alabama. The muster came in direct response to an August assault on Fort Mims, near Mobile, during which Red Stick Creeks hostile to American incursions murdered more than two hundred people. But white Tennesseans had been itching to take the fight to the Creeks and other Native American nations for years. Trade disputes and British impressment of American sailors helped provoke the War of 1812, but it was sensational stories about English agents conspiring with western Indians against the United States, peddled by War Hawk congressmen such as Nashville’s Felix Grundy, that really roused nationalist and militaristic fervor among white people in Tennessee.1


Bringing a gun and a horse with him to war, Isaac Franklin joined a company from Sumner and other Middle Tennessee counties that became part of the Second Regiment of Volunteer Mounted Riflemen. Led by Colonel Newton Cannon, the regiment belonged to a brigade under the command of Brigadier General John Coffee. Coffee, in turn, answered to Major General Andrew Jackson, who oversaw the offensive against the Creeks with a force of twenty-five hundred men. Though Franklin was only twenty-four years old, he received an officer’s rank of lieutenant, and in the months after his enlistment, he and his fellow soldiers fought in a series of vicious, bloody, and extremely lopsided engagements.2


Marching from the south-central Tennessee town of Fayetteville, Cannon’s regiment headed through northern Alabama to the site of the not quite completed Fort Strother, a small square enclosure along the Coosa River. On November 3, 1813, Franklin’s company joined nearly one thousand mounted men from Coffee’s brigade, and a small force of allied Indians, in an attack on the Creek town of Tallushatchee, thirteen miles from the fort. It was less a battle than a rout.


Two hundred Red Sticks protected the town. In thirty minutes, Coffee’s men killed nearly all of them, and they took eighty-four women and children as prisoners. Jackson bragged that he and his soldiers had “retaliated for the destruction of Fort Mims.” Legendary frontiersman David Crockett, himself a Tennessee volunteer, described events at Tallushatchee somewhat less gloriously. In his memoir, he recalled American soldiers setting fire to a house where forty-six Creek warriors had barricaded themselves, shooting those inside “like dogs,” and then eating potatoes discovered the next day in a root cellar beneath the half-burnt corpses. The soldiers had been running short on supplies, and they were hungry, though Crockett wrote he would have preferred to leave the potatoes “if I could have helped it, for the oil of the Indians we had burned up on the day before had run down on them, and they looked like they had been stewed with fat meat.” Jackson’s army lost five men at Tallushatchee. Several dozen were wounded.3


Heading deeper into Creek territory, Jackson ordered an attack on one thousand Red Sticks who were besieging Talladega, a Creek town whose residents considered themselves allies of the United States, thirty miles southwest of Tallushatchee. This time, Jackson commanded troops himself. He had twelve hundred infantrymen and eight hundred men on horseback at his disposal, Newton Cannon’s cavalry regiment among them. When the battle was over, seventeen of Jackson’s men were dead and eighty-five were wounded, but his forces had killed more than three hundred Red Sticks and wounded over three hundred others.4
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