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I told him of the Fugitive Slave Law, and asked him if he did not know that New York was a city of kidnappers.


—HARRIET JACOBS,
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Prologue


Summer 1832


NORFOLK, VIRGINIA
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THE STREETS OF NORFOLK WERE EERILY QUIET, MAKING IT ALL THE more important that the group of men and women lurking behind buildings in the city’s small business sector remain absolutely silent. A heavy blanket of humid air and the smell of salt water hung over the furtive group of enslaved people. The slightest cough or mere whisper could give them all away. If caught, there would be hell to pay.


Though they had been toiling in hot, steamy cotton fields since the sun rose, they had only pretended to sleep when the overseer rang the bell for curfew. Sure, to a person they were physically tired, but the danger and excitement gave them renewed energy and they crouched low, creeping through the alleyways of the port town.


Their likes and dislikes, their loves and hatreds, their personalities and dreams, have been lost to history. But at least we know their names: Ben, Caleb, Southey, Ann, George Carter, Joe, John Carter, Southard, James, Charles, Jack Cooley, Severn, Michael, Slack, Isaac, Ben, and Henry. One night in August they collectively decided to risk their lives in hopes of escaping slavery and somehow—against tremendous odds and in defiance of an entire country whose laws demanded they remain enslaved—reach freedom.


They likely didn’t know exactly what time it was as they approached the water, but it was probably long after midnight. The midsummer moon may have allowed them to see the outline of the now quiet row of shops—the cabinetmakers, printers, blacksmiths, butchers, shoemakers, clothing stores, and other small wooden storefronts that lined the streets. Every sound, no matter how soft, would have made them halt in mid-step. They heard every bump and scrape, every tick and knock, their ears attuned to any sign of danger. But the prospect of escaping slavery, or making it somehow to a place where they could live without the threat of the whip, where they could work for themselves and start their own families free from control or division by sale in some dehumanizing slave market, generated all of the courage needed.


A few days before, one of them had passed by the bustling wooden docks along Norfolk’s coast, near the US Navy port. Ben had seen a thirty-foot whaleboat tied up along shore, a small vessel barely large enough to fit several of his fellow conspirators, along with the scraps of food and small casks of water to keep them alive on the journey. In fact, Ben had escaped with a similar group years before, but had been arrested as a runaway slave and returned to bondage in Virginia. Thanks to a section of the United States Constitution known as the Fugitive Slave Clause, free states in the North were legally required to return escaped slaves like Ben. This time Ben was determined to make his freedom permanent.


The plan was to sail north to New York, carefully skirting the coast within sight of land but out of the view of passing ships and slowly snaking their way in between islands and peninsulas. Just a few months before Ben and his collaborators fled Norfolk, Virginia had passed a law expelling free Black residents from the state. Some of those free African Americans fled Virginia’s latest round of repression and ventured to New York, where they hoped a new community might welcome them. Such hopes were not to be realized. New York’s city government responded to the influx of these refugees by devising new ways to keep Black Virginians out of New York.1


But Ben and his compatriots probably thought that discrimination in New York had to be better than bondage in Norfolk, and so cooperatively they had risked their lives to confiscate the whaleboat and set their sights on Gotham. They executed the plan to perfection, quietly landing on a small island off the southern tip of New Jersey within a few days. The self-emancipated group then cautiously made its way to New York City, no doubt with a combination of fear and excitement.


They likely first noticed the city’s loftiest structure, the two-hundred-foot-tall steeple of Trinity Church that dominated the labyrinthine alleyways of Lower Manhattan. No skyscrapers yet lorded over the southern shores of the island, and the Statue of Liberty was still decades away from beckoning immigrants into the harbor, so visitors would have first gazed at the soaring stone spires of Trinity as they coasted into the busy harbor. The largest church in the city, Trinity was known as the place where George Washington and Alexander Hamilton had worshipped when the federal government sat in New York.2


Coming from the Virginia Tidewater, the fugitives would have never seen anything like Trinity or the hurried and crowded streets of New York City. Although the massive wave of Irish immigrants would not come for a few more years, even by the time this tiny band slipped onto shore the city had emerged as an important port to rival Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. The city already boasted major financial institutions, such as the Bank of New York, as well as major corporations, such as the Mutual Insurance Company and the New York and Erie Railroad headquarters, all grouped together within a few doors of each other on Wall Street. About 10 percent of the population was African American in the early 1800s, some sixteen thousand people who had already created rich and vibrant communities in Manhattan and Brooklyn. The city had several churches for people of African descent, a few Catholic churches (which would balloon in number during the next decade as a wave of Irish immigrants arrived), and about a dozen Baptist churches. In the same summer as the Virginia runaways disembarked from the whaleboat, the city was rocked by a deadly cholera outbreak. For good and for ill, New York by the early 1830s was on its way to becoming a modern and major metropolis.


Still, in countless ways, as befuddling as the city would have seemed to Ben and Ann and the other fugitives, New York in the early 1800s was by our modern standards a mere town. Just after the Revolution, only twelve thousand people called the city home. That number would soon grow exponentially, but even by 1830 almost all of the structures in Lower Manhattan, including the wharves that lined the southern tip of the city, had been hastily built of wood and prone to fire and decay. Little central planning went into the rapid growth of the town or its deepwater port, and so alongside the chaotic and haphazard alleys that carved through Manhattan sat residential neighborhoods intermingled with artisan workshops and warehouses, taverns and teahouses, horse barns and hotels. Three ferries but no bridges provided links to the growing town of Brooklyn, and the lack of clean water was a constant source of consternation among city dwellers. Most streets were muddy and unpaved, gaslights were only beginning to be installed on major thoroughfares like Broadway, and omnibuses, horse-drawn carts that crisscrossed the island, remained the main form of public transportation. Central Park, which wiped out the lively Black community known as Seneca Village, was two decades in the future. New York was still heavily and noticeably marked by a Dutch past that had dominated the first two centuries of European settlement in Manhattan. There were seventeen Van Winkles in the city directory in 1832, the same year that Ben and the others slipped out of Norfolk.3


Over the next thirty years, until the Civil War broke out in 1861, New York underwent a dramatic transformation, and this book tells the story of how New York became the New York we know today: a major global capital with a diverse and cosmopolitan culture. Between the 1830s and the 1860s, New York built skyscrapers, paved and lit its streets, began connecting via the telegraph to the farthest reaches of the planet, and became a financial titan equaling London. Railroads connected Lower Manhattan to Harlem, while tracks also carried travelers from the wharves near the East River north beyond Central Park. After a horrific fire destroyed much of the city in 1835, the municipality embarked on a physical transformation: new marble and stone edifices were erected, including the now famous imposing columns of the New York Exchange; Croton Reservoir finally brought fresh water to homes and businesses; and the wealthy began moving to the more bucolic areas north of Houston Street. Railcars replaced horse-drawn omnibuses, and city boosters turned newfound wealth into magnificent opera houses, theaters, and museums. Setbacks like major financial panics in the first half of the nineteenth century only temporarily halted the long-term trajectory: New York was becoming an economic and political powerhouse. That often-stirring account of Gotham’s rise to greatness, however, hides a much bleaker history about the human costs expended on the path to wealth and power.4


The costs were high indeed. Much of the city’s growth had been built on the backs of southern slaves who picked cotton for hundreds of thousands of cotton bales every year, a crop that was financed by Wall Street banks and exported to New England and British textile mills via New York brokers, businesses, and financiers. Slave masters depended on New York insurance companies to protect their investments in bondage and embraced the credit extended by the city’s banks. As the dependence of Wall Street on slave-grown cotton became ever more apparent through the early 1800s, New York’s rise to prominence and prosperity harbored a somber and sinister side, one that rendered the city a dangerous place for vulnerable people, especially African Americans. It sometimes seemed that the entire city, knowing that its richness and supremacy depended on southern slavery, was more interested in reassuring slaveholders than in protecting the basic human rights of its Black residents.


The forces arrayed against the city’s Black community were seemingly insurmountable. African Americans were up against a pervasive racism that suffused the city’s Democratic Party and its political machine based in Tammany Hall, a police force that violated Black civil rights at every turn, Wall Street financiers who cared far more about increasing trade with the cotton South than they did about the enslaved families picking the crop, and a legal system that at best proved indifferent to the claims of Black folks. New York was a perilous place for Black people despite a small cadre of dedicated activists (like the indomitable David Ruggles) working tirelessly for the abolition of slavery. And perhaps worst of all, the federal government made it easy to ignore the calls for protecting Black civil rights. After all, the recapture and arrest of runaways was enshrined in the nation’s founding document, explicitly requiring northern communities to return those with the audacity to flee slavery. Conservative Democrats running the Tammany Hall political machine were more than happy to comply with the law.5


The explosion of Irish immigrants escaping the potato famine greatly empowered the Democratic Party. The Irish, too, suffered discrimination and poverty, and politicians played upon their misery. Leading Democrats told the Irish working class that Black people were to blame for their economic and social ills, as African Americans hustled for jobs in the city’s businesses and along the docks that welcomed ships from all over the world. In speeches, newspaper editorials, and before rallying audiences, demagogic politicians preyed on Irish workers, claiming that their dreary living conditions in large tenement buildings, where crowded families yearned for natural light and fresh air, or the low wages they brought home, which barely allowed those families to buy enough to eat, had one easily understood cause. Democrats told the white painters, bootmakers, blacksmiths, cartmen, and stevedores that Blacks were to blame for their low wages and unlivable tenement apartments.6


At the other end of the economic ladder, support for Democratic policies could also be found in the business community around the Stock Exchange. At the center of New York’s beating heart sat the banks, insurance companies, and stores of Lower Manhattan, the making of what would soon fall under the umbrella term “Wall Street.” The exchange was still in its infancy in the early 1800s, and Wall Street was known as an open-air market in which virtually anything could be traded, rather than the behemoth that it is today, but the watchword “Wall Street” is convenient shorthand for the nascent business world of antebellum Manhattan. Even before the Civil War, the phrase “Wall Street” stood for the dramatic expansion of banking and credit systems, the vast and lucrative cotton trade with the South, the humming wharves along the southern shores of Manhattan, and the thousands of merchants whose shops sold everything from apples and silk garments to furniture and sewing machines.


New York was the most potent proslavery and pro-South city north of the Mason-Dixon Line, due in large part to the lucrative trade between Manhattan banks and insurance companies and the slaveholders of the cotton South. The city council, the board of aldermen, the mayor, the police department, the legal system, and other city agencies seldom acted without consulting the business community. Whether Wall Street businessmen joined the Democratic Party or the opposition Whig Party, they agreed almost to a man about one thing: the need to protect the cotton trade with slaveholders that had made them incredibly wealthy. It was a system that rendered both sections of the nation heavily dependent on the continuance of slavery and the constitutional government that had made the trade possible. Merely mentioning the abolition of slavery quickly earned the scorn of those on Wall Street and in the Democratic Party who knew exactly where their wealth came from.


In defending the cotton trade with the South, Wall Street and Democratic politicians could count on support in the city’s growing newspapers, where journalists and editors jockeyed for public attention by publishing sensational stories of murders, crime, and prostitution alongside current prices for dry goods; a wide range of advertisements; editorials on political and economic matters; local, national, and foreign news; and even poems and serialized novels. By the 1850s, just before the Civil War broke out, New York boasted dozens of daily and weekly newspapers, aided by the emergence of the penny press.


While Wall Street, the New York Police Department, the conservative press, and the Democratic Party aligned to defend slavery and the constitutional compact with slaveholders, the legal system often proved just as hostile to African Americans in New York. The federal courts made it very difficult to prosecute slave traders who used the Port of New York to build ships designed for the illegal transatlantic slave trade. City police officers collected reward money for returning runaways, essentially serving as a patrol force for southern masters.


While the tribulations of Solomon Northup (made famous by the book and film Twelve Years a Slave) are now more widely known, the true extent of the kidnapping of African Americans from free cities like New York is only now coming to light. This book tells the street-level stories of an epic battle over the soul of New York, over whether an increasingly powerful and wealthy metropolis would choose basic human rights over money and trade, generating daily struggles that rocked Gotham in the decades before civil war tore the nation apart.7


The allied forces of wealth and power did not go unchallenged. Relentless African American activists like Thomas Van Rensselaer, Charles B. Ray, Samuel Cornish, Philip Bell, and scores of others risked their lives to protect human rights. They formed antislavery organizations, held conventions and rallies, delivered speeches and sermons, and marched in the streets to defend their communities. Radical David Ruggles, whose story will unfold in the following pages, fought back vigorously, leading a large Black public determined to thwart the kidnapping and fugitive recapture of its fellow citizens. Ruggles burned with passion and anger over the mistreatment of his people, those who toiled under southern bondage as well as those struggling against the rigid discrimination and pervasive racism that he experienced firsthand in the North. Several dedicated white abolitionists joined Black New Yorkers to fight against kidnapping, but the movement to eradicate American slavery was small. Ruggles and the tiny abolitionist community in New York were up against a true Goliath, a potent, systemic enemy that believed Black bodies were cheap and expendable. Ruggles labeled this enemy the New York Kidnapping Club.8


It was not an organized party or ring, or even a group of men who socialized together, but nonetheless what Ruggles publicly declared the New York Kidnapping Club was a powerful and far-reaching collection of police officers, political authorities, judges, lawyers, and slave traders who terrorized the city’s Black residents throughout the early nineteenth century. They cared little whether an individual they arrested was in fact an escaped slave or born free. Alongside them stood the city’s business community, cheering on every attempt to return fugitives so that peace with the slave South remained intact. The New York Kidnapping Club was a microcosm of the much broader and more widespread disregard for Black lives that pervaded the city.


At the apex of the New York Kidnapping Club stood two police officers named Tobias Boudinot and Daniel D. Nash. When Virginia’s governor realized not only that Ben and his compatriots had absconded from Norfolk, but also had stolen a vessel in the process, he angrily fired off a letter to his counterpart in New York. Governor William Marcy granted Boudinot a wholesale right to arrest anyone he could even remotely accuse of being a runaway. Boudinot and his fellow officers, including the notorious Nash, used the Constitution’s Fugitive Slave Clause as a subterfuge to terrorize Black New Yorkers. The New York Kidnapping Club was born. Boudinot wielded the document he received from Marcy for the next two decades, using the paper so often that he eventually had to have it copied and signed at least once more.


Boudinot and Nash were soon joined by leading powerful white men like City Recorder Richard Riker, judges on the federal bench like Samuel R. Betts, and lawyers like Fontaine H. Pettis and the legal firm of Beebe, Dean, and Donohue. All of them knew each other, despite their different stations in life, and Ruggles battled with them so much and so often over Black civil rights that his health began to fail. Ruggles especially tangled closely with Boudinot, Nash, and Riker. In fact, further demonstrating the small-town feel of Lower Manhattan in the early 1830s, Ruggles lived on Lispenard Street, just a few doors down from the home of Chief of Police Jacob Hays. Mere blocks away, on the other side of City Hall, lived Recorder Riker. Boudinot lived a few streets to the west on Warren. Such close proximity meant that the battle for the future of New York would play out in the neighborhoods, parks, and city buildings of Lower Manhattan, where Trinity Church faced down Wall Street businesses and where City Hall stood at the literal and symbolic center of Gotham.9


THE SEVENTEEN MEN AND women who risked their lives to flee slavery in the summer of 1832 could not have known the repercussions of their desperate voyage. In a modern, well-worn tale, the flapping wings of a butterfly can be magnified through cause and effect, ultimately affecting global weather patterns. The self-emancipation of Ben and the others would have similarly far-reaching effects, leading quickly to the massive search for their whereabouts, a search that not only helped to create the New York Kidnapping Club, but also rendered freedom highly precarious for Black residents all the way to the Civil War. The forces unleashed by the simple desire to live free, to be able to work and love and raise children away from the violent scourge of southern slavery, would shake the foundations of liberty in New York City and its environs.


The following chapters, then, tell a sordid tale, difficult to read at times, especially when children are involved, but ultimately it is a story about how a booming and prosperous metropolis proved tragically indifferent, complicit even, in the abuse of its Black residents, who toiled every day to resist and fight back. In that important sense the chronicling of antebellum New York is the also the narrative of the young republic itself.














Chapter One


The Battle Engaged
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AFRICAN AMERICAN ACTIVIST DAVID RUGGLES FOUND HIMSELF riding the nighttime rails through the hills of western Pennsylvania in 1833 on his way back to Manhattan, the clacking of the metal wheels on the tracks creating a droning sound that would have put him to sleep if not for the adrenaline running through his veins. Returning from an invigorating meeting in Pittsburgh, a gathering of Black and white protesters who had promised to work harder for the end of slavery and segregation in America, Ruggles was filled with optimism. Slavery had plagued the nation since its founding, thought Ruggles, and though northern states had mostly outlawed bondage by the early 1800s, slavery seemed stronger than ever in the southern states. In fact, by writing a Constitution that protected slavery, the Founding Fathers had left future generations a colossal problem.


Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and the others who helped found the United States created a Constitution filled with compromises over freedom and slavery. Ruggles and his fellow activists wanted to take the founding idea of liberty and extend it to Black folks. Now, nearly fifty years later, another generation of politicians was dealing with a nation bitterly divided. White southerners defended the institution with a fierce determination that rendered mere mention of abolition grounds for physical attack. Though the Civil War lay in the distant future, America was riven by the tension between freedom and bondage. That same strain threatened to rip New York City apart, just as it was beginning to emerge as a world commercial and financial capital.


The transplanted New Yorker Ruggles lived at the heart of that tension. In his mind, even worse than white southerners who supported slavery was the complicity of northern whites in maintaining bondage. Most white citizens in the free states like New York, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts thought slavery had little to do with them. It was a southern problem only, for the southern people to deal with, and without interference from others. The only time northerners had a role to play in slavery was not to end the institution but to make sure that any runaways who fled southern farms and plantations and made their way north were returned to their masters. As northerners knew, the Union would have been stillborn were it not for compromises between the North and South over servitude. Ruggles thought these northern compromisers and conciliators were abettors of southern slavery.1


Riding the train that evening, though, Ruggles had reason to believe that the abolition of slavery seemed to be moving ahead, just as train travel had quickened the pace of movement for a hurrying young nation, speeding journeys between cities like New York and Pittsburgh from punishing days over bumpy wagon roads to mere hours. As the train gained momentum on its tracks, Ruggles took his seat, hopeful that the momentum to end slavery was finally gaining steam among the hectic citizens of the Northeast.


Ruggles settled into a train car so dark (for it was now well past midnight) that he could not even see who was sitting across from him. Given the voices nearby, he surmised that his fellow passengers were two women and three other men, and not long into the journey the conversation turned to slavery and abolition. It is not clear who broached the subject, but the irascible Ruggles was certainly not shy to prod acquaintances about their views on holding people in captivity, and given the fact that he was freshly removed from a meeting that had just established a new antislavery society, Ruggles likely worked the topic into the pleasantries as the unlit train left Pittsburgh.2
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The indomitable David Ruggles. (Negro Almanac Collection, Amistad Research Library, New Orleans, LA)








In particular, Ruggles tried to discern what his fellow voyagers thought about the great question rocking the Black community in cities like New York: Should those opposed to bondage work for its immediate and unconditional end, or should they follow the course of moderates and conservatives and recommend colonization? This latter position entailed sending Black Americans back to Africa, an increasingly unpopular position among more radical abolitionists like Ruggles, who not only demanded an immediate end to American slavery, but also insisted that the nation’s future lay in a biracial democracy. In fact, Ruggles and other immediatists derided the American Colonization Society, a group that many middle-of-the-road politicians like Abraham Lincoln and his idol Henry Clay supported, as “the Negro Shipping Company,” little better than the transatlantic slave trade itself.


In the pitch-black train car, Ruggles clearly wanted to gauge what his fellow travelers thought about colonization. Most of them articulated half-formed thoughts or ventured lukewarm support for the movement. One man on the train, though, loudly and forcefully championed colonization and denounced abolitionists as “Madmen! fanatics! disorganizers! amalgamaters!” Ruggles quickly took umbrage at the man’s use of the term “amalgamaters,” which was the nineteenth century’s byword for interracial sex and marriage.


To incite the man further, Ruggles claimed that he would be proud to take a Black woman to the altar, and in fact that he “would marry a colored lady in preference to a white one.” The fellow traveler almost jumped out of his seat, declaring his disgust: “You would! Would you marry a black?” The stunned colonizationist turned to the two women and asked if they would marry a Black man. “I am not prepared to give myself up to any man,” one lady replied. Increasingly frustrated, the man admitted that he never really believed that someone would openly advocate race mixing, until that night. Ruggles stepped up his jabbing: “After all, it is a mere matter of taste whether one married a white or a black.” In reply, the man sputtered his disgust and they settled into a quiet truce as the train rolled on, making its way east through the wee hours.


Soon the early morning began to shed its light on the train, and Ruggles again delighted in nettling the colonizationist. “As soon as I thought my complexion would appear to an advantage,” Ruggles later recalled, “I raised the curtain.” Realizing for the first time that he had been verbally sparring with a man of color, the colonizationist screamed aloud, “Good heavens! a negro! why you are a black man!!” The other four passengers could barely contain their laughter, but the man huffed his dismay that his interlocutor was Black and retreated into silent anger for the rest of the journey. As morning broke, the train stopped for breakfast and Ruggles sat at the same table as his fellow travelers. When the white man approached the table, Ruggles uncharacteristically volunteered to move, but the other men and women insisted that Ruggles remain.


Ruggles reveled in the reaction he roused in the man, whom Ruggles called a “two-legged animal.” He seemed to enjoy needling people who thought themselves devoutly religious but who had given little more than a passing thought to the plight of three million people living in slavery in the American South. Ruggles likely realized he had a rare combination of skills: he stood ever ready to take on the clichéd slogans about interracial marriage that racists employed to thwart abolitionism, and he could be combative or polite as the situation required. He was also brave, smart, a good writer, and unashamed to call out the powerful and the wealthy who benefited from the status quo.


For all the frustration of confronting strangers who cared nothing about slavery or Black civil rights, Ruggles sat content on the train knowing that his adopted home in Manhattan awaited. He was born in Connecticut in 1810 when the glow of the American Revolution and its fight for freedom and independence was still very powerful. Ruggles’s own parents, who were probably recently freed slaves, were born in the midst of the Revolution, and he grew up hearing stories of the bravery of the fighters for liberty. As historian Graham Russell Gao Hodges points out, from this early, formative exposure to the rhetoric and ideas of the Revolution, Ruggles understood well the importance of freedom and equality, and in turn refused to accept the racism, segregation, and abuse that he saw whites inflict on Blacks in the New York of the 1820s and 1830s.3


Ruggles’s family was also key to his later embrace of fundamental principles of justice. His father was a blacksmith, a respected artisan craft, and David Ruggles Sr. was likely highly regarded within the mixed-race and mixed-class communities of Norwich. Ruggles’s mother Nancy was also widely respected; she was a prominent cook and caterer who was often called upon to provide food and drink for the town’s celebrations. While by no means completely free of racism, eastern Connecticut provided Ruggles with an unusually tolerant community in which to grow up.


As the oldest of eight children, Ruggles was expected to earn a living and to make his own way in the world at a young age, and at around sixteen he found work as a seaman along the northeast coast. Ruggles worked on the steamships that plied the coastal towns of Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New York until settling in Manhattan around 1826. Hodges points out that Ruggles befriended and was powerfully influenced by Nathan Johnson, a New Bedford seaman who championed civil rights and the abolition of slavery. From Johnson, Ruggles learned about mobilizing, organizing, and protesting, training that would carry Ruggles into his new life in Manhattan.


Ruggles would eventually set up his home and business on Lispenard Street, where today restless passersby might glance at a plaque that marks the redoubt from which the city’s most important Black activist launched his crusade against slavery and racism. Though he did not live as long or render as significant a contribution to the cause as did the much more famous fugitive from slavery, Ruggles would likely have relished the suggestion that he was the Frederick Douglass of antebellum New York City, battling racism, slavery, and discrimination in all of their nefarious forms.


And as far as Ruggles was concerned, “nefarious” was the correct term. Throughout Manhattan and Brooklyn, his Black neighbors were under siege, even as the city busily hatched deals with southern cotton merchants and slave masters to ship bales to textile factories in New England and Britain. New York had been growing wealthy by becoming a conduit for the cotton trade, helping to turn raw materials, now much easier to process thanks to Eli Whitney’s cotton gin, into finished curtains, table linens, and fine clothing. A growing number of powerful insurance companies similarly buttressed cotton and slavery by offering policies that would reimburse businessmen and masters for lost cargo or dead slaves. Banks offered millions of dollars in credit so southern plantation owners could purchase land and seeds and farming equipment. All of this wealth and power made Black lives cheap in the minds of white leaders, and Ruggles risked his health every day to combat these powerful forces. Yet even as he rode the rails back home, even as he looked forward to the warm comfort of his own bed, he probably suspected deep down that he was losing the battle for the soul of New York. Black residents were being stolen from the streets, torn from families, kidnapped from the footpaths and docks around the town, all in the name of making New York rich.


Ruggles knew exactly how Wall Street was rising to compete with the most celebrated cities of the world. He knew that in no small way the city’s emergence had come at the price of its most exposed citizens. In fact, the Manhattan to which Ruggles returned after attending the antislavery meeting in Pittsburgh in 1833 was mired in crisis. African American children were vanishing into thin air and no one seemed able to stop it.


AT FIRST THE REPORTS of missing children were sporadic, but if city police had bothered to investigate, town leaders might have noticed a dangerous trend. Soon, distraught parents reported many more vanished children, more than one a week as the city’s winter turned to spring and summer. Frances Shields, a young girl of twelve with a dark complexion, short hair, and a scar over her right eye, disappeared one morning on her way to school, dressed in a purple and white frock and a straw hat. Eleven-year-old John Dickerson had been sent out on an errand by his parents and went missing from Broadway near the family home. Jane Green, a light-skinned African American girl the same age as John Dickerson, seemed to have been enticed away by a stranger. Rumors swirled that the stranger might have taken Jane to New Orleans, but no one saw her abductor.


The New York Police Department might have been a logical place for Black families to search for missing children. Records from the era show that police departments located in each of the city’s wards constantly dealt with lost white children brought in by conscientious strangers, children who were usually quickly claimed by distraught parents. But Black families could not count on such commitment from officers who tended to view their neighborhoods primarily as places to conduct patrols and arrests. A pleading letter from the New York Anti-Slavery Society to the mayor and the board of aldermen to confront the problem was ignored and summarily returned to the society.4


New York police constables and judges refused to listen, but desperate mothers and fathers kept up their search. They placed newspaper ads describing in minute detail their children’s clothes and physical appearance at the time of their disappearance. Relatives scoured neighborhood streets and visited orphanages, prisons, and poorhouses, hoping that someone might have taken the children in. As anguished parents were coming to realize, missing children rarely reappeared. In fact, no one heard from Frances, John, or Jane ever again. Mothers and fathers wondered if a dark spirit had snuffed out their children’s existence, some malevolent force come to make real every parent’s most hideous nightmare. But Frances, John, and Jane had likely fallen prey not to a supernatural force but to a very real and human ring of kidnappers.


In fact, the corrupt and criminal networks into which these three young Black New Yorkers fell were dark enough without resorting to mythical evil. Dubbed the New York Kidnapping Club by Ruggles and its Black victims, the ring held sway over the city’s African Americans, striking fear in the hearts of even the most courageous protesters.


Children like John, Jane, and Frances were especially easy targets, though by no means the only victims. Kids could be lured away with the promise of a treat or through the offer of work or some other form of trickery. Other children, though, were seized not through deceit but with the active help of New York’s police and judges. Southern slaveholders demanded their aid in fulfilling the North’s constitutional responsibility.


In fact, southern slaveholders loudly and publicly demanded the return of their so-called property by placing thousands of ads in newspapers, petitioning political leaders for more stringent protections against absconding, and denouncing white and Black abolitionists for encouraging enslaved people to emancipate themselves. Southern communities lacked the police forces of major cities like New York and Boston, but they relied heavily on a network of spies and detective agencies as well as slave patrols to catch suspected fugitives. John H. Pope & Co. of Frederick, Maryland, operated a private detective firm with the ability to secure runaways all over the Northeast. In one of its ads, the firm promised “an efficient corps of spies” who “have been very successful in their captures of runaway slaves.” All Pope needed was a detailed description of the fugitive and timely notice, “by telegraph if possible.” New York marshals like the notorious Isaiah Rynders, a racist law officer known as one of the Democratic Party’s most ruthless henchmen, actively aided slave catchers like Pope, Tobias Boudinot, and Daniel D. Nash, the ringleaders of the New York Kidnapping Club.5


By the time Ben and his enslaved followers left Norfolk in the dead of night in 1832, Tobias Boudinot was already fast earning a reputation for brawling and indebtedness, despite the fact that he was a member of the New York Police Department. Boudinot, a cigar-smoking, rough-talking brawler, tried to arrest African American John Scott as a runaway by beating him with a fence post and tying his hands and feet with rope. Scott, however, sued Boudinot for assault in the New York Court of Common Pleas. Scott and his heroic attorney, Horace Dresser, a man who would go on to defend many accused runaways, sued Boudinot for $500 in damages in a suit that was later settled.6


In part because Boudinot’s victims like John Scott fought back through civil actions, Boudinot found himself constantly in debt, further fueling his need for money. Records from the city and state archives show that Boudinot was regularly being taken to civil court for failure to repay debts of amounts from $150 to $1,000. At one point Boudinot’s landlord swept into his apartment and confiscated bookshelves, chairs, sofas, and other personal belongings because of Boudinot’s failure to pay his rent. Throughout this vicious cycle of debts and assaults, Boudinot remained fixated on using the writ from Governor Marcy to terrorize the Black residents of Lower Manhattan.7


Southerners themselves organized political and social associations to facilitate collaboration with men like Boudinot and Pope. Not long after Ben and the others left Norfolk and reached New York, frustrated white Virginians met to form the Society for the Prevention of the Absconding and Abduction of Slaves. Meeting in the Hall of Delegates of the state capitol, they tried to thwart “the evils” caused by “the loss of their slave property.” Just a few years removed from the hysteria caused by Nat Turner’s Rebellion, the society wanted not only to recover financial losses, but also to ensure that runaways and free African Americans did not encourage other enslaved people to revolt. The minutes of the society’s meetings evince concern on both accounts, with the members especially committed to controlling the movement of Black southerners, free or enslaved. But they also singled out New York as a common destination for runaways, and raised several hundred dollars to investigate and prevent the loss of their slave property to the anonymity of Manhattan. Given the active collaboration between northern and southern officials, a “reverse underground railroad” smoothed the path of African Americans, especially the children who were so easily tricked and manipulated, back to the chains and fields of slavery.8


ONE MAJOR REASON THAT New York became the home of a kidnapping gang was the fact that it was growing so rapidly that during a stroll down a street like Broadway, strangers abounded. In fact, New York City would be both familiar and peculiar to modern New Yorkers. Though major street names and landmarks like Wall Street and the Battery remain largely unchanged, and though the basic outlines of land, coast, and waterways have endured, the look and feel of the city have changed dramatically. Before the Civil War, virtually all homes were made of wood, rather than steel and glass. Most streets were unpaved, so dirt and mud were everywhere, and horses provided the main means of transportation. The city would have smelled different than it does today, with wafts of horse manure mixed with the smoke from burning hearths and factories and the stench of an inadequate sanitation system. The loud shouts of the stevedores, bricklayers, lumber merchants, and others working in the city added to the noisy movement of railroads and omnibuses, not to mention the constant whinnying of horses pulling people or goods.


For much of its first two centuries, Manhattan was first an important Dutch colony and then a growing British settlement dependent on the fur trade. Blessed by natural advantages, especially the ease with which transatlantic ships could coast into the deepwater ports around the southern tip of Manhattan, thanks to a harbor that rarely froze even in the middle of winter, and given New York’s inland access via the Hudson River, the city competed with both Boston and Philadelphia as a center of the lucrative European trade. Though slavery had thrived throughout the colonial era, the number of bondsmen had steadily declined so that a little more than five hundred enslaved people inhabited New York City by 1820. A few years later the state provided for the gradual abolition of slavery altogether, long after Pennsylvania and Massachusetts had done so. The opening of the Erie Canal sealed the competing states’ fates, since goods could be hauled up the Hudson and across the canal, connecting New York to markets in and around the Great Lakes. The city seemed poised to become the country’s leading metropolis, a rich and frenzied center for finance and commerce that attracted people from around the world.


Sightseers who found themselves in Lower Manhattan marveled at the city. Tall brick buildings painted red and gray and outlined with darker shades lined the streets, while other blocks would feature grand structures like the Crystal Palace, with its futuristic glass enclosure, which dominated the area now known as Bryant Park. The American Theatre, the Bowery Theatre, the Broadway Theatre, and the Astor Place Opera provided entertainment. The recently constructed round theater called Castle Garden jutted out from the west side of the Battery into the Hudson River. Famous for its central location as a popular watering hole, Fraunces Tavern was often sought out by visitors before setting out to explore the city.9


More than one hundred omnibuses, large covered wagons towed by a team of horses, crisscrossed the city. Coaches often charged one dollar for transportation over several blocks, more for longer trips. Railroads began operation by the 1830s, taking locals and tourists the length of Manhattan and throughout Long Island. Heading north on Broadway, visitors could stop at P. T. Barnum’s American Museum, with its exterior walls displaying huge, elaborate paintings of animals, or visit Peale’s Museum at 252 Broadway to see mummies recently sent from Cairo and other curiosities (such as stuffed animals posed in re-creations of their natural habitats). Visitors could leave the museums and continue on for evening entertainment in the opera houses and theaters that lined Broadway’s west side. Past Canal Street stood still more theaters and opera houses, including the Astor Place Opera, as well as beautifully landscaped gardens and the homes of leading writers like James Fenimore Cooper and Edgar Allan Poe, and later, Herman Melville. If Broadway didn’t suit your fancy, you could explore the eastern side of Lower Manhattan, with its wharves lined with seafood restaurants and the publishers and booksellers that lined Printers Row. Taverns near the wharves often featured gardens with puppets, music, live animals, and other amusements to entertain guests. The Black Horse Tavern near City Hall Park and the Tontine Coffee House near the East River docks were just two of the important gathering places for New York businessmen.10


Wherever tourists decided to go, they were confronted with a dynamic city already known for its fascination with business and finance. Bales of cotton; barrels of rice, salt, or flour; hogsheads of sugar; boxes of tea; and all kinds of other goods were stacked and strewn on the streets and along the wharves, constantly loaded and unloaded into and out of ships and shops.


The cacophonous Wall Street district must have been a startling experience for visiting farmers and other rural folk more accustomed to the bucolic quietude of the countryside. Just after the Revolution, the Bank of New York opened on Pearl Street, and soon was birthed Wall Street’s symbolic status as a financial center for world commerce. A strong prejudice against stock trading and financial maneuvering still prevailed; real estate seemed like a much more tangible commodity. As newspaperman James Gordon Bennett, a keen observer of Wall Street, sarcastically put it, land was “supposed to be the solid article,” but stocks were “mere air bubbles.” By the 1800s, Wall Street was also an important physical address and many of the most prominent banks, insurance companies, and businesses jostled for a place near the Stock Exchange. As both a symbol and a place, Wall Street used its power and influence with the city’s politicians to shape policy and legislation.11
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A coffeehouse in early New York. (New-York Historical Society)








When New York had been a Dutch settlement known as New Amsterdam and then a British colony in the 1600s and 1700s, slavery had been a fundamental part of its economy. In fact, slave auctions were held at a market on Wall Street, and several thousand enslaved people were sold in New York before the Revolution.12


Maps from the mid-seventeenth century show that once Native Americans had been pushed out of the area, several blocks of buildings had been laid out on the very tip of southern Manhattan, including the large Fort Amsterdam in the southwestern corner, with farms, forests, pastures, swamps, and wind-powered mills to the north. Much of the area known as Lower Manhattan today remained rural, including the substantial acreage of the Dutch West India Company’s farm and a large common cow pasture just south of the Collect Pond. The first enslaved people were forcibly taken into New York by the Dutch East India Company just a few years after they had appeared in the Virginia colony of Jamestown. In addition to New Amsterdam, the Dutch directed slaves to colonies in Aruba, Bonaire, and Curaçao. Colonial New York was a vital part of a vast transatlantic slave system that stretched from Africa across the Atlantic to the New World and from North America to Brazil.13


Bondage emerged in New York from its infancy, and enslaved people helped to build the future city from the initial clearing of the forests and swamplands to the plowing of the first European-owned farms. In fact, the proportion of enslaved people in New York was comparable to that of colonial Maryland and Virginia, and the number of slaves placed the city third in the nation behind New Orleans and Charleston. By the late 1600s, colonial New York had become the leading slaving port in all of North America. Slavery was not some system borrowed from the Old World, grafted onto New York’s economy against the will of its founding generations. In fact, the stealing of Black labor under slavery was stitched into the fabric of the city from its very birth.14


Enslavement in colonial New Amsterdam was a bit more flexible and open than later forms of bondage as they would evolve in the southern United States. Unlike southern slavery in the 1800s, the Dutch colonial system permitted enslaved men and women to marry and even to earn small wages. They could testify in court, petition the government, and own property. By the late 1600s, several free Black families owned property in the “free negro lots” northeast of the Dutch settlement along the southern tip of Manhattan. These early settlements were the progenitors of the vibrant and important Black communities that would later take root in New York. Under British control in the 1700s, bondage would emerge even stronger in New York, as the Royal African Company embarked on a mission to make the town a major North American entrepôt for slaves. As a result, the colony’s slave population grew even faster than its white populace during the early decades of the 1700s. On the eve of the American Revolution, nearly twenty thousand enslaved people lived in New York. They toiled in the fields on white-owned farms, they served as maids and domestic servants in middle-class and wealthy homes, and they loaded ships along the docks bordering the Hudson and East Rivers.15


Despite the ludicrous claims by Europeans that enslaved people were content with bondage, African peoples demonstrated their anger at an unjust system in ways large and small. For some, feigning illness, stealing small provisions, and minor acts of sabotaging their masters’ property were ways to even the score. For other slaves, only a rebellion against the whole system would suffice. In 1712, New York burned over the course of several days as enslaved people rose up and killed and wounded more than a dozen whites. The revolt was quickly subdued by militia and colonial arms, but not before scores of buildings had burned to ashes. In the wake of the revolt, New York’s white authorities cracked down on Black freedoms, but another massive rebellion erupted in 1741, emblazoning a scar on the city’s memory long after New York left behind colonial rule and became an integral part of the new United States.16


Popular cries of liberty and independence during the American Revolution led some New Yorkers to question the morality of slavery. In the years leading up to the colonial rebellion against England, American protesters like Thomas Paine compared the colonial predicament to that of enslaved Africans. In their eyes, much like slaves, Americans were subject to domination by the crown, a comparison that was hyperbolic to be sure but nonetheless quite effective in generating feelings among the patriots that they had to rise up and break the chains that bound them to Britain. Parliament and King George mocked these colonial claims and pointed to the hypocrisy of slaveholders like Thomas Jefferson who compared the crown to an overbearing master.


Americans themselves often acknowledged the irony, which helps to explain why the new State of New York would plan for the end of slavery. Even before the Revolution officially ended, the New York Manumission Society formed to promote the end of bondage in the city. The organization founded African Free Schools that sought to provide at least a rudimentary education to Black children, both free and enslaved. Like Quakers elsewhere in the Northeast, New York’s Quaker community began to take a firmer stance against slavery, and during the Revolution they explicitly prohibited members of their congregations from owning slaves. A growing number of Methodists even welcomed Black members into their faith, though strict policies of segregation continued to separate Black from white. Protestant Evangelical teachings emphasized the need to save all peoples from damnation, and the leveling rhetoric of the drive for independence from England meshed well with the Methodist rebellion against high-handed and elitist religiosity.17


In the wake of the powerful twin forces of independence and evangelicalism, New York began planning for emancipation. In 1817, the state legislature declared that as of July 4, 1827, any enslaved people remaining in the city would be free, except those born between 1799 and 1827, who would remain enslaved until they reached a certain age. Lest Gotham’s lucrative trade with slaveholders be endangered, visitors from the South would be able to have their enslaved people join them in New York for up to nine months. It was gradual emancipation to be sure, and much too gradual for those remaining in bondage, but at least New York and nearby towns like Brooklyn would eventually become free cities.


Though slavery would be abolished by 1827, strict racial segregation governed nearly every aspect of the lives of Black New Yorkers. Just a few years after the abolition of servitude, white New Yorker Thomas Rice birthed the infamous character of Jim Crow, performing in blackface at the Bowery Theater on the Lower East Side. Race was a complicated subject for most New Yorkers, as it was for most white Americans. Even if they opposed slavery for religious, moral, or economic reasons, white northerners did not consider African Americans equal in intellectual capacity to Europeans, and could not imagine a future nation in which Blacks and whites might work and live together in the same communities. Wealthy African Americans, like the millionaire investor Jeremiah G. Hamilton, were considered extreme outliers, almost accidental exceptions to the rule. The notion of Black doctors or senators would have been absurd to most whites; the notion of Americans one day electing a Black president would have provoked immediate laughter and ridicule.18


Neighborhoods of color were surprisingly diffused throughout Lower Manhattan. Maps from the 1830s show that free African Americans mostly lived within a several-block radius of the intersection of Canal Street and Broadway. But there were Black families across at least five wards south of 14th Street. Only later, in the 1850s, as they were pushed out of white communities, would they concentrate more in the Fifth, Sixth, and Eighth Wards. In Brooklyn, too, Black residents would make their homes throughout the town but generally stayed within a few blocks of the East River.19


Black intellectuals like Theodore S. Wright fought against the powerful tide of racism and segregation by organizing, delivering sermons on Sundays, founding newspapers, writing essays, and giving speeches. In the newspaper The Colored American, Wright lamented that prejudice allowed slavery in the South to prosper and rendered precarious the rights of free African Americans in the North. “The prejudice which exists against the colored man… is like the atmosphere, everywhere felt by him,” Wright told a Black audience. “We are all slaves—everywhere we feel the chain galling us.” Of course, Wright’s listeners knew exactly the same feeling. They sympathized with those in southern bondage, but they remained fully aware that a system that existed far to the south also shaped white racism in places like New York.20 Long before David Ruggles boarded the late-night train on his way back to New York, his adopted community there had already witnessed more than two centuries of African slavery. Human bondage had helped to define the city and its economy since the earliest days of European settlement, but enslavement by no means fully defined the people caught within that system. On the contrary, when he decided to leave Connecticut and make Manhattan his home in the 1820s, Ruggles joined a thriving Black culture that thrummed with families and communities despite New York’s decades-long devotion to slavery. Racism and segregation would remain hallmarks of Gotham for decades to come, to be sure, and each new year brought indignities and abuse from whites who could not contemplate a biracial society. Examples of such scorn abounded in the early 1800s, such as the time that the African Burial Ground in Lower Manhattan was covered over by several feet of landfill to make way for the city’s first department store, or when the city shut down the African Grove Theatre in 1822 and arrested Black actors for daring to perform against the wishes of white residents. White city leaders even prohibited Black celebrants from joining Fourth of July parades, forcing them to celebrate Emancipation Day on July 5.21


New York State placed significant restrictions on Black men’s ability to vote, requiring them to own property of at least $250 to cast a ballot, a limitation not placed on whites. In the 1830s, the restriction meant that only about seventy Black men qualified to vote in Manhattan and only about thirty in Brooklyn. Because of the widespread racism and the proslavery views of many of New York’s leading politicians, African American voter participation fell far below that of other northern cities like Boston. More than six hundred men of color signed a petition in 1837 to win the vote, and the Political Improvement Association of New York included many of the city’s leading Black voices, such as Philip A. Bell and Charles B. Ray. Alas, when the amendment came before the electorate several years later, the proposal to grant the suffrage to Black men garnered little support and failed.22


The forces aligned against the New York Black community were powerful indeed. But so, too, were there immensely important triumphs and milestones. They organized parades and marched in celebration of their freedom while also decrying the status of African Americans in the South. They gathered in anger and frustration each time one of their own was arrested for running away from bondage. They celebrated their children’s achievements at school graduations. They gathered for family meals in between job demands. They fought and loved one another as all communities have always done. They disagreed about the future of Black people in a racist nation, and they met at conventions to hash out resolutions to battle intolerance and exclusion. Some left the United States, believing that America would never live up to its own Declaration of Independence. Others insisted that they were as much American as they were African, no matter what white folks said, and they were just as adamant about staying in cities like New York to make their case for freedom and equality.


It was not until shoe shiner Andrew Williams bought three lots in 1825 that the prominent Black community that would become Seneca Village was born. Today that area is bounded by 80th Street and Central Park West on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, but before it was destroyed to build Central Park in the 1850s, Seneca Village was one of the most vigorous working-class Black neighborhoods in the country. Until the village was leveled, Seneca Village was a shining example to people of all races and classes that African Americans could create stable and thriving societies of their own. Perhaps that was the reason it was removed and forgotten as the city began to lay the plan for Central Park.23


As African American workers competed with the Irish for jobs in domestic service, manufacturing, and manual labor, a nascent Black middle class had begun to form in commercial and professional circles. Thomas Downing opened a famous oyster restaurant near Wall Street, while Dr. James McCune Smith operated a pharmacy at 55 West Broadway, and Edward V. Clarke and B. A. Burgalew tended jewelry and watch shops along Canal Street. Samuel Cornish presided over a Presbyterian church on Prince, while the AME Zion Church on Leonard and Church Streets proved a common meeting place for gatherings. Thomas Jennings ran a secondhand clothing store, while William Hamilton made his living as a carpenter.24


African American women often worked in domestic service as maids or cooks while raising families. Work and home demanded a great deal of time and energy, but women of color also contributed mightily to their neighborhoods. They established the Dorcas Society to provide clothing for the poor while also encouraging attendance at the African Free School, which educated Black children barred from white schools. Although leaders like Samuel Cornish helped to oversee the Dorcas Society, women usually met together away from direct male supervision at the home of members like Margaret Francis. In just one year, the group sewed enough clothes to help more than sixty children to attend school. The important newspaper Freedom’s Journal printed the constitution of the Dorcas Society, which declared it “a great blessing for our children… to enjoy the advantages of a good education.” Even white newspapers praised the work of the schools and the Dorcas Society.25


By the time David Ruggles arrived in Manhattan, some eight hundred children were enrolled in the city’s African Free Schools, producing generations of leaders like Charles Lewis Reason and James McCune Smith. The son of Haitian immigrants, Reason became a professor of mathematics but was also active in the city’s Black literary societies. At about the age of twenty, he joined the Colored Young Men of New York City to push the call for Black suffrage and thus embarked on a long career of protest and political action on behalf of Black civil rights. Smith’s parents had fled bondage in South Carolina and enrolled their son in the African Free School. Smith, a close friend of Frederick Douglass, earned his medical degree at Glasgow University after American colleges refused to accept him, and he returned to New York in 1837 to embark on an illustrious career as one of the city’s leading voices.26


African American women in Seneca Village and in other Black neighborhoods came together to promote learning, moral uplift, religious teachings, and for their own edification. They gathered for a weekly Ladies Literary Association, led by Henrietta Ray, an early version of a book club in which women read essays and gave speeches, while also delving into political issues like raising money to aid runaways. In fact, the Literary Society was just one of more than a dozen organizations for Black women in the period. Reformers like Maria Stewart often criticized sexism within the Black community even as they angrily denounced enslavement and racial bias. Though born in Connecticut, Stewart moved to New York, where she was already known as a powerful pioneering orator whose speeches had been published in The Liberator. One of the first Black women to speak to an interracial audience, Stewart delivered fiery lectures on abolitionism and gender equality. Women like Ray, Stewart, and Henrietta Regulus also helped to oversee and manage the Colored Orphan Asylum and the Colored Home for the elderly and indigent. More than twelve hundred children would pass through the orphanage before the Civil War, while the four physicians at the Colored Home aided poverty-stricken African Americans.27


African Americans in New York were well aware of the plight of their enslaved brethren in the South. By the 1830s, nearly three million southern slaves, toiling in fields from Texas to Virginia, picked cotton under the threat of the lash. Whipped if daily quotas went unmet, enslaved men and women under the southern sun bagged cotton that was then deseeded by the revolutionary cotton gin. Millions of bales passed from the fields to southern ports like New Orleans, Savannah, and Norfolk, bales destined for the North or the United Kingdom. The sprawling brick factories of Lowell, Massachusetts, and Liverpool, England, spun the cotton into clothing, curtains, sails, tablecloths, and dozens of other finished products offered for sale around the world. When a New York lady entered a fine linen shop on Broadway, she probably had little idea of the thousands of miles the product had traveled, from an Alabama cotton plantation to the wharves of Manhattan, across the Atlantic to a factory in Liverpool, and then returning across the ocean to the elegance of Broadway. It was probably not the most efficient way to produce and sell goods, but New Yorkers knew that they were dependent on southern cotton and the slave system that planted, picked, and packaged it.


EVEN WITHIN A METROPOLIS so impersonal and callously indifferent to the plight of the poor and powerless, where an individual could melt into the rushing masses, David Ruggles seemed to be everywhere at once. He kept constant vigil, listening for any gossip and perusing the daily papers for word of Black people in danger of kidnapping or slave trading. No doubt he missed scores—perhaps hundreds—of fellow New Yorkers who had been taken from the streets of the city to toil on some faraway southern plantation. But he could and did save many others, with a tirelessness and dedication that rankled politicians, policemen, and judges.


This sharply divided and increasingly faceless city proved the perfect hiding place for new kinds of criminals like the members of the New York Kidnapping Club, who could snatch people off the streets and into the darkness of slavery. But the notorious ring did not spring up overnight; it developed over time, encompassing more and more police constables, slave catchers, judges, lawyers, and spies. What had begun in the early 1800s as a prosperous but informal ring had become big business by the late 1830s. How did this ring flaunt the laws of the city, state, and country? In part the answer lies in the intricate network of the New York Kidnapping Club itself, a network aided by a city too busy to notice that Black children were vanishing from its neighborhoods. But the case of one child taken from his school would begin to reveal to Ruggles and other New Yorkers the depths of the problem. The arrest of Henry Scott while he sat at his desk would rock the Black community and scar the city for decades to come.














Chapter Two


The Birth of the Kidnapping Club and the Rebirth of Manhattan
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ON A SATURDAY IN MARCH 1834, SEVEN-YEAR-OLD HENRY SCOTT sat at his desk in the African Free School on Duane Street in Manhattan, practicing his letters as his teacher Mrs. Miller watched. African Free School Number 5 had just opened in 1832 under the direction of African American teacher Jane Parker, and like the other Black schools Number 5 had been absorbed into the public school system. Abruptly the classroom door opened and in walked two men Henry had never seen before. One was a well-dressed southerner, the other a New York sheriff, and they had come for Henry.


Richmond industrialist Richard Haxall had built a fortune in the 1820s and 1830s by serving as the president of railroads and other businesses, including running his family-owned flour and milling operation, and like other southern businessmen he traveled frequently to New York. Haxall’s daughter would marry the youngest son of Robert E. Lee, connecting one of the region’s most prominent merchant families to one of its leading military families. But the blood and business ties between Wall Street and slavery were too intertwined to untangle. In fact, Haxall’s brother made the city his home, and on this March morning he had come to the school for Black children on family business: he claimed that Henry was Haxall family property, and he intended to take Henry back to slavery.1


Announcing to the teacher and school superintendent that Haxall and the New York sheriff would be arresting Henry as a runaway, the school immediately erupted in chaos. Henry screamed and cried, while his young classmates shouted, “Kidnappers!” and “Let him alone!” and tripped over each other to run out of the school. Some children ran to their parents, while others chased Haxall and his police escort as they left the school with Henry. Pandemonium and disbelief at the brazen arrest of a schoolchild created enough chaos that Haxall could make off with his prey.2
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