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To Monique and our next slow dance of the Fabulous Spectrelles at the Bull and Whistle






Introduction


Admitting around me comrades close, unseen by the rest, and voiceless, I chant this chant of my silent soul, in the name of all dead soldiers.

—WALT WHITMAN

“Key West during the Civil War? Hmm, never heard a thing about that.” For the last five years, whenever I told friends what I was working on, they uttered some version of these words. My response was to share a few threads of the story.

Beginning in the mid-1840s, the federal government encouraged white civilians in Key West to buy slaves. Those who did rented these slaves to army engineers to build Fort Taylor on Key West and Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas, earning an instant, ample, and ongoing return on their investment. Why was the federal government subsidizing the expansion of slavery at a time when the debate over its future was fracturing the nation? What would become of this arrangement when emancipation became an explicit aim of the Civil War?

Under this federal policy, the number of enslaved people grew at the fastest rate of any segment of Key West’s diverse population. Free black people also lived on the island. Told from a Lost Cause perspective, some earlier Keys histories omitted or minimized the African American role in the story. Considering white determination to keep black people illiterate, to what extent could their lives be told?

In 1860, island voters cast not a single ballot for Abraham Lincoln for president and sent an anti-Union delegation to the state secession convention. Florida became one of the first states to leave the Union. But before the first shot of the Civil War was fired on Fort Sumter, Union troops seized Key West, the nation’s southernmost point. Alongside a mighty U.S. naval contingent, they ruled the city throughout the war. What was life like in a Union-occupied Southern city with simmering Confederate sympathies?

The army sent thousands of soldiers to the Florida Keys. In Key West, army officers assumed the powers of civil government when necessary. Residents had to pledge loyalty to the Union or leave. From the island’s natural deepwater port, a blockading squadron patrolled the coast to deprive the Florida mainland of food, supplies, and armaments. At nearby Fort Jefferson, soldiers kept watch on shipping routes into the Gulf of Mexico while guarding hundreds of prisoners. Who were these occupiers of Key West? How did the men and women at Fort Jefferson survive the heat, isolation, and scourges of the place?

No battles were fought in the Keys, but the wartime death toll was enormous. Yellow fever struck not once but twice. The 1862 epidemic so depleted the garrison that its commander, in need of nurses, gravediggers, and laborers, offered freedom to Key West’s slaves even before the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation was issued. Captain John Wilder, a survivor of the 1864 epidemic, posed a powerful question. Like others, he had gloried in the island’s lime-green waters and tropical wonders. As yellow fever raged for months, killing hundreds, Wilder had to ask: “Is this indeed Paradise or is it Hell?”

For two years beginning in February of 1864, the 2nd U.S. Colored Troops occupied Key West and sent detachments to points along Florida’s west coast. Many of these men fought in one of the Civil War’s last battles, making a futile attack at the Natural Bridge, near Tallahassee. Storm over Key West includes the most extensive history yet of this regiment.

These are the chief elements of the story told in this book. Whenever possible, I tell it through the voices of those who lived it: soldiers, sailors, residents, journalists, politicians. Though often reluctant to talk about a war after it is over, many people do record their war stories in real time. Letters, diaries, and newspaper accounts capture history in the moment.

In and around Key West, on land and sea, the cast of characters changed often, but some people played enduring roles. These included Sandy Cornish, a free black entrepreneur who guided the island’s enslaved people to freedom; William Marvin, the Key West federal judge who, as Florida’s postwar provisional governor, severely restricted that freedom; and Emily Holder, a faithful diarist who lived at Fort Jefferson with her naturalist husband and their son. The family was still there in the summer of 1865 when the government sent Doctor Samuel Mudd and three other Lincoln assassination conspirators to serve time at the fort’s prison.

Because Key West’s history is little known, four prewar chapters set the scene. The first, about the hurricane of 1846, shows the vulnerability of a Southern port that relied on America’s robust maritime economy for wealth and sustenance. The second introduces Cornish and the story of his escape from slavery. An account from the diary of William Hackley comes next. A lawyer, he left a detailed record of what made the island one of the richest places per capita in the United States. The final prewar chapter tells the harrowing tale of three ships caught in the Caribbean in 1860 and brought to Key West with their human cargo from Africa.

And then the war began.






Part I



PEACE SLIPS AWAY
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The Coming Storm

Even the graves have given up their dead.

Stephen Mallory checked his instruments before heading home one night and knew a big storm was coming. As collector of customs in the port of Key West, he oversaw the lighthouses there and on nearby Sand Key, the buoys in local waters, and the lightship at the harbor’s northwest entrance. He had neither time nor means to secure any of these, but the storm called him back to work long before daylight. He paced the wharves at three o’clock in the morning and felt the rising power of the wind and watched the churn and chop of the seas. He roved the shore for hours, returning to his office now and then to track his barometer’s alarming plunge. When he hurried home at last, his yard was underwater. Moments later, his kitchen caved in.

Captain George Dutton, supervisor of the building of Fort Zachary Taylor on the key’s southern coast, also ventured out in the wee hours of October 11, 1846. He was as helpless as Mallory even though everything at the fort was in danger: equipment, building materials, and half-built structures. He wondered how destructive the storm would be. A few hours later, he had his answer: “The town of Key West is now a heap of ruins.”

The hurricane had been stalking the island for five days. Far to its west, a sailor on the Princeton tracked its northward course. “Blowing heavy,” he noted on October 10, the day it hit Cuba, ninety miles south of the Florida Keys. “Very hazy at the E. During the night wind from N E. to N. E. by E., increasing to a fierce gale; ship hove to; the squalls heavy, quick in succession. . . . Sunday, 11th, gale continuing and increasing; sea very high; ship rolling heavy and uneasy.”

Commodore John Drake Sloat had a closer view. A man in a hurry, he had reached Cuba three months after the crowning achievement of his naval career. His country was at war with Mexico, and after three of his ships sailed into Monterey Bay, Sloat claimed all California on behalf of the United States. Now he had stopped in Havana on his long journey to Washington to deliver his dispatches. Finding the naval vessel Perry in port for supplies, he ordered its captain to take him to Charleston. Morro Castle and its new lighthouse stood watch at the entrance to Havana Bay. From the moment the Perry passed the fortress and reached the Florida Straits, the storm steered its course. The roar silenced voices, forcing officers to use hand signals. The captain resorted to “scudding under bare poles” to slow the Perry and save its sails. He hoped the winds would guide his 105-foot brig to the Florida Keys. “We lost all knowledge of our position, and were driven at the mercy of the winds and the waves,” a crewman reported. “Where we were going or where we might strike, no one could tell.” The next day the men were shocked to see that the storm had driven them in a grand loop and now blew their ship toward the rocks beneath Morro Castle. They feared that unless the wind shifted, “our gallant brig would be our coffin.” They prayed and nature answered, turning the Perry away from the rocks and carrying it north again. Even then, Commodore Sloat observed, “No one on board expected her to live from one moment to another.” Forty miles east of Key West, the Perry bumped along the Florida Reef. A crash snapped off the rudder, and when the bottom stopped thumping, the crew jettisoned the mast in hopes of keeping the ship afloat.

As terrible as the hurricane was, a greater storm of national disunion was gathering, and Key West lay in its path too. The port Mallory oversaw and the fort Dutton was building near the southernmost point of the United States were transforming the island into a bastion for the nation’s defense. The fort guarded the entrance to the Gulf of Mexico and the route to the Mississippi River just as Gibraltar controlled access to the Mediterranean. The mission of this American Gibraltar was to thwart slave importation and other illicit trade during peacetime and to repel or destroy foreign invaders during wartime. Years after the great hurricane, when the words of America’s political leaders could no longer soothe sectional angers, Key West would stand with the South. To the chagrin of the city’s white inhabitants, Union forces would seize the island and control it throughout the Civil War. Their presence would crack the door to freedom for Key West’s enslaved people months before the Emancipation Proclamation took effect. The harbor would become the hub of a blockading squadron to choke off Confederate trade. White residents would seethe under Union military occupation and brandish the Constitution in defense of their right to keep slaves. Eventually they would endure the outrage of black soldiers patrolling their streets. Even after the South’s defeat, people who had grudgingly pledged loyalty to the Union would do all in their power to muffle the burst of black pride, harass the black soldiers still in town, and resurrect the old regime.
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Map showing the approximate path of the 1846 hurricane. Map by Pineapple Press.

Military construction had begun in 1844, two years before the hurricane. On the sensible theory that permanent quarters would be healthier for troops than tents on the beach at Key West, the government built a quadrangle-shaped barracks with an open side facing the sea and finished a marine hospital on the shore. A site near the southwest corner of the island was chosen for the fort. Colonel Joseph Totten designed it to rise from an underwater foundation a thousand feet offshore. Its shape was trapezoidal, with its well-armed seaward walls spanning 255 feet. The walls were to be five feet thick and fifty feet high, the armaments to include howitzers to check any force attempting to scale them. When completed, the fort was to accommodate fifteen hundred men and 314 cannons.

As skilled German and Irish masons, carpenters, and other mechanics from the North arrived to do the work, the army prepared to build an even mightier fort at Garden Key in the Dry Tortugas, seventy miles west. This island of fourteen acres, known mainly to mariners and careful newspaper readers, had just enough greenery to distinguish it from its neighbors and warrant its name. Early in 1846, when the first congressional election in the newly admitted state of Florida ended in dispute, local election inspectors met for a recount at “the Wellington House, Garden Key.” Lest readers be misled “as to the accommodations for travellers at the Tortugas,” a bemused observer wrote to a Washington newspaper to set them straight: “The Wellington House is the poop-cabin of the ship Wellington, wrecked on those shoals. It was towed ashore more for amusement and exercise than profit, but, being set right side up on the beach, it answers an excellent purpose for storing the water and water-casks of the wreckers and smacks, and is used occasionally for a blacksmith’s and ship-carpenter’s shop.” Garden Key itself was “about the size of the Capitol grounds.” The only structures on it were “the light house and the keeper’s dwelling, ‘the Wellington house,’ and another poop-cabin, with an equally high-sounding title and gilt sign.” At their gathering, election inspectors certified all nineteen votes.

The government was about to rescue Garden Key from obscurity. It sought bids for temporary buildings for workers who would build Fort Jefferson there. Congress doubled the appropriations for both forts. The Garden Key advance work included a two-story storehouse, a lime house, a stable, a carpenter shop, and a bakery. The first permanent buildings were to be a kitchen and a barracks. Plans for officers’ quarters called for piazzas at the ends of both upper stories and a thick outer shell of brick. Large public projects seldom proceed on schedule, but the Keys created special challenges for army engineers. Foundations had to be set in shallow marl, the residue of coral reefs and shards of seashells. Supplies came from afar. Yellow fever, or the fear of it, could stop work cold. And in summer and early fall, powerful storms occasionally howled in out of the blue.

A ship did not have to be at sea like the Perry to bear the brunt of the hurricane of 1846. The Morris lay at anchor a mile off Key West when the winds rose. The crew removed its spars and stacked them on deck, let out anchor chains, and reinforced deck bits, but the current still made the Morris “labor very heavy.” Lieutenant William Pease ordered the men “to cut away our mainmast for the safety of our lives, as well as the vessel.” The mast caught on a rope and dangled above the crew. As thirty men lurched about the deck, a sailor climbed up to cut it free, but the mast suddenly fell clear of the ship—“a narrow escape.” The sea surged over the deck. Even with two pumps chuffing and all hands bailing, the crew could not keep the wardrooms and berth decks dry. Soon “the air was full of water, and no man could look to windward for a second. Houses, lumber and vessels were drifting by us. . . . The sea was running so high that as it broke over us, it brought lumber, casks, &c. &c. on board, and carried them across our decks.” Covered with mud, the deck seemed to be in constant motion. When the anchor chain broke, the wind carried off the ship—“we knew not which way, as our compasses flew round in such a manner that they became useless.” The crew, “expecting momentarily to go to the bottom,” pushed the cannons overboard. When a wall of water nearly capsized the ship, everything movable tumbled off the deck. Then the Morris hit the Florida Reef.

On land, there were no crews or strategies to resist the storm. People were on their own. The calamity began with the wind Stephen Mallory had felt early that morning and escalated through torrents of rain and flash floods. These were not discrete phases. As residents fled quaking homes and stepped into the current, rain blinded them and wind armed the air with flying glass, lumber, and slate shingles. The storm blew off roofs and leveled more than half the island’s five hundred houses. Collapsing houses killed many. As those who abandoned their homes slogged toward higher ground, barricades formed by the wreckage blocked their way.

Captain Dutton reported “the complete destruction of all the works thus far erected for the construction of the fort. . . . The wharves, bridges, houses, lighters, boats, tools, machinery, and materials, ordnance stores—all, in short, have been swept away, and mixed up with the general ruin.” This included muskets, gun carriages, and crowbars as well as timber and bricks. When the storm lifted the stable and moved it two hundred feet, the horses and mules inside somehow survived. Because it was a Sunday, only five men of the engineering corps were at the fort. Four died, and one saved himself by clinging to the wheel of a cannon carriage as the flood drove him toward the Marine Hospital. The new hospital’s roof disappeared, sections of its walls fell away, and the water rose to five feet deep on the ground floor, but the patients were rescued.

The lighthouses on Key West and Sand Key simply vanished. Sand Key itself vanished, its only two buildings gone, its surface submerged. The Sand Key Light had stood seventy feet high and revolved every fifty-one seconds. A Charleston News writer considered it the best light on the coast. The keeper was Joshua Appleby, a retired seventy-three-year-old wrecker and turtler. He had visitors when the storm hit: his daughter, son-in-law, and three-year-old grandson, and a friend from his native Rhode Island with her child. The storm killed them all. “Poor old Capt. Appleby,” lamented the Morris’s Lieutenant Pease. “He told me the first hurricane would sweep all to destruction; and, alas! his prediction is verified.” The news was even worse in Key West, where people had flocked to the keeper’s house for refuge. Thirteen feet higher than the Sand Key Light, the lighthouse had a different purpose: to guide ships into the harbor, not warn them off the reef. Its light was stationary. The keeper, known to nearly everyone on the island, was sixty-four-year-old Barbara Mabrity. Her husband had kept the light before dying of yellow fever fourteen years earlier, and she had become the first woman hired to tend an American lighthouse. As the storm approached, she left the lightkeeper’s house with one of her children, but the others stayed behind with several adults from town. The lighthouse itself soon collapsed, leaving nothing “to point out its former locality.” The only traces, scattered a hundred yards away, were remnants of the iron posts that had braced the lantern. The keeper’s house blew down too. Five of Mabrity’s children were among fourteen corpses found near the wreckage.

Mallory had lived on Key West for a quarter century, and his job as port collector and other duties occupied him from the instant he realized the power of the storm. He was well suited for one of his part-time jobs: correspondent for the New York Herald. His accounts of the storm brimmed with detail only a resident would know, and strains of his own story sounded through them. At the customhouse a thick plank had come at him “like an Indian arrow” and crashed through the ceiling. After returning home from his waterfront vigil to a flooded yard and a caved-in kitchen, he decided his family should evacuate. With a flair for melodrama, he compared the moment with previous crises in his life, including yellow fever outbreaks and military service during the latest Seminole war. “I have been in several scenes of danger and death—stood firm in battle—and reached an inhospitable shore upon the plank of our gallant but broken ship—endured the heat of a burning clime, with pestilence around me—and suffered from the ‘muddyings of fortune’s moat’—but this hour of distress nearly unmanned me,” he wrote. With their seven-year-old daughter Margaret, Mallory and his wife Angela joined their neighbors in navigating waist-deep streets with “sweeping waves bearing the ruins of dwellings, spars, and the timber of the bridges—beams and slats, and bricks, and boards flying through the air.” Parents carried children through a current that raced across the island at six miles an hour. Some swam toward a slight elevation half a mile from shore.

As if these refugees needed a further sign of their mortal peril, the great storm provided one. The city’s cemetery lay along the south shore, and the hurricane’s surge carried away many of its inhabitants. “Even the graves have given up their dead,” Mallory reported. Unearthed bodies “were scattered through the forest, many of them lodged in trees.” One casket settled upright against the base of a tree, “its lid open and the ghastly tenant looking out upon the desolation around.” As the waters swelled around Mallory and his family, his writer’s ear recorded the sounds: the deep breath of the wind, the creaks and moans of crumbling houses, the shrieks of women and children, the choking gurgle of a drowning swimmer. “Life’s uncertain tenure seemed fast waning to its close.” But Mallory’s family found shelter in the barracks, where they joined others “packed closely in every available spot where a foot could press.” Some residents reached the high ground, which was only sixteen feet above sea level, and clung to the sturdiest bushes there, fearing the sea would crest even their little hill at any moment.

As soon as he could, Mallory returned to the waterfront to survey the damage. All but one of the wreckers, the workhorses of the island’s maritime salvage and rescue economy, were themselves wrecked. His customs office and the wharves were gone. The storm had razed the warehouses of James Filor and Asa Tift. Few houses still stood. One had been lifted from its pillars and driven out to sea, carrying an old slave to his death. As port collector, Mallory took special interest in the fate of vessels in the harbor or nearby waters. He compiled a list of thirty beached, battered, and sunken ships, listing broken masts, missing cargo, and lost lives. Cotton bales bobbed amid the wreckage, and the storm washed away horses and horned cattle. A brig stood mastless in the woods, “perfectly upright, and no water near her.” The storm destroyed the Methodist church and its new stone addition. In a gesture of ecumenism, it also leveled the Episcopal church. Mallory wondered where townspeople would find freshwater to replace the brackish supplies now filling the cisterns. He saw a few curled, blackened leaves left on the trees but “not a green spot upon which the eye may turn for relief from the ruin around us.”

Along the Florida Reef, the Perry and the Morris, though badly damaged, escaped destruction. After bouncing across the reef, the Perry came to rest in the shallows. Its captain sent a crew out on a small craft the next morning to survey the ruin. The men “found the whole channel filled with boxes, barrels, bales, &c.,” and shipwrecks along the Keys. On a nearby wreck, twenty of twenty-one crew members were dead. The Morris had landed on a shoal nearer Key West amid “wrecks of all descriptions; one ship on her beam ends; three brigs dismasted; also three schooners, three vessels sunk in a small channel, and four vessels bottom up,” Lieutenant Pease observed. “How many persons attached to these vessels have been drowned, I am unable to say.” The crews of both ships moved into the barracks occupied by the Mallory family. Miraculously, the Morris’s cargo of produce survived. Its captain gave it to the pastor of the flattened Methodist church to distribute to residents. The pastor raised the money to rebuild his church, but the ship carrying the building materials to Key West sank. He had insured the cargo and used the insurance award to resume the project.

On land as on sea, it was impossible to arrive at an accurate death count. “The whole island is swept as with a besom,” a New Orleans reporter observed. Four days after the storm, he had “not been apprised of half the ravage. . . . Fifty bodies have been dug up from the ruins, and no one can tell how many remain.” Newspapers usually identified African Americans mentioned in their columns by race, but nearly all published storm reports omitted black casualties. In one exception, a Charleston News reporter listed every death he heard about. His roster thus mirrored the randomness with which the storm had killed. In part it read: “Crew of schr. Lafayette, consisting of three men, vessel sunk at the Fort, Mr. Martin, slave Drysdale of St. Augustine, a boy slave, and a young boy, adopted son of Mr. Johnson; A. Wilson, ship carpenter on board sloop Frankford, vessel capsized; Mateo, a Spaniard, struck while swimming; a white infant, name unknown . . . Tony, a slave of A. Patterson, killed by falling off roof; Gains, slave of St. Augustine; a slave of Wm. Curry, and three children.” Curry was a shipbuilder and merchant in the wrecking business, and it was his slave who had floated out to sea in his master’s house.

For the survivors, there was nothing to do but start anew. They cleared the harbor of debris, planted trees, and rebuilt houses and businesses. They prepared a burial ground less vulnerable to storms. With shipwrecks everywhere and their own vessels destroyed, wreckers struggled to get back to work. Four days after the storm, Mallory sent a notice to newspapers at East Coast ports informing mariners that the hurricane had destroyed the lighthouses and driven the lightship at the northwest pass from its moorings. He vowed to have the lightship back in place within days and assured shippers that the light at the always dangerous Carysfort Reef had withstood the storm. Flooding had shifted sands on the island and damaged the saltworks. Their owner restored and enlarged them. The government immediately resumed building the forts.

Key West had survived nature’s worst, but man’s worst was yet to come.
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Slave Days

It was amusing to see a belated negro
sprinting home on hearing the bell ring.

Providence blessed the island’s black community with strong leaders. First among them was Sandy Cornish, who rose from slavery to become a landowner, an orchardist, and a powerful orator who embodied African American aspirations. Cornish and his wife Lillah arrived in Key West in 1850. They left no inkling about why they chose the place, but what their new home meant to them can be deduced from the stories Sandy told about their lives and the way those lives blossomed from the stubborn ground of this outpost in the deepest South.

The Cornishes were Marylanders by birth. When they came to Key West, Sandy was in his fifties, Lillah thirty-seven, and they had been together for more than a decade. As free black people, they were unwelcome, especially at a time when slavery was flourishing on the island. The white populace feared that free African Americans might infect slaves with notions of a better life. Some white people would have seen Sandy as valuable property had it not been for his deformities. Although he was a burly six-footer and strong despite his age, his right foot and calf dragged behind him as if on a loose hinge, and his left hand was mangled.

In a way the Cornishes’ arrival had been envisioned years earlier by a pioneering citizen. While few local people grew vegetables, depending instead on imported food, William Adee Whitehead thought this might change. He believed “it would be well worth the attention of some person having a few hands, and accustomed to the care required of Orange, Lime and other trees suited to the climate, to commence a plantation of them here.”
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Sandy Cornish, circa 1866. Engraving by William A. Chapman from Whitelaw Reid’s After the War (1866).

Sandy Cornish proved to be that person. With a talent as mystical as a snake charmer’s, he could raise plants from land that others thought barren. Looking for a new start, he and Lillah had come to Key West with money and a bond forged by toil and perseverance. The couple first hired themselves out in the city to build their nest egg and plot their future. Sandy worked for John Baldwin, a local merchant who lived on Division Street, but he made it clear to Baldwin that he was a free man and “the owner of his gettings.” In town, where it was assumed Cornish was a slave, it became “a matter of doubt” whether Cornish belonged to Baldwin or vice versa. The Cornishes soon bought two lots near Baldwin’s house. In time they acquired nineteen more acres and turned this tract into Old Sandy’s Fruit Orchard. Lillah ran the household, and with her help Sandy grew lush sapodillas, a russet oval fruit whose sweet meat had the texture of a pear, and soursops, a fruit with green skin and black-seeded white pulp. He cultivated Mexican limes, which flourished in ground whose hard-coral bed resisted the taproots of orange and lemon trees. Sailors prized the limes, which prevented scurvy on long voyages. On the Cornish farm, cayenne peppers clustered on bushes, grapes grew on wooden frames, green coconuts nestled in the palms, and pods of fruit hung from tamarind trees. Cornish grew pineapples, guavas, tobacco, and coffee. A naturalist who visited him years later found that his “rambling style of gardening” produced a rich harvest. The naturalist, Joseph Bassett Holder, described Cornish as a shrewd, intelligent man who often sat reading his Bible beneath a tall mastic, a tree whose sap served as an early version of chewing gum.

As with much else about Sandy Cornish, there is no record to prove the claim, but it became common to refer to him as the richest free black man on Key West, a supreme compliment in a place proud of its wealth. Of the city’s total population of just under three thousand during the 1850s, African Americans numbered about six hundred, a quarter of whom were free. Cornish spoke from pulpit or podium with a booming voice, but a garrulous, resolute nature served his business interests. No doubt he soon began to share his story, satisfying his neighbors’ curiosity about where the Cornishes had come from and why he limped so.

Sandy Cornish had begun life enslaved in the household of William Eccleston in Cambridge, Maryland, on the southern bank of the Choptank River near Chesapeake Bay. Seventeenth-century settlers of Cambridge had owned slaves, and because the ocean route to the Deep South was convenient, Cambridge and other towns along the Choptank prospered from the slave trade. In nearby East New Market, black people were chained to iron staples in warehouse walls to await shipment to the Georgia cotton fields. Cornish had better luck. When he was thirty, Eccleston sent him from the house to the fields. Then, in the late 1830s, Eccleston’s son and heir offered Cornish a deal. For $600 a year, he leased him to a railroad company building a line south of Tallahassee, capital of the Florida Territory. If Cornish cooperated, part of the rent money would go toward his freedom. As he was good tempered, hardworking, and in his prime, Eccleston set the price of liberation at $3,350.

In the fall of 1839, Sandy and Lillah Cornish moved to Port Leon, a new settlement on the St. Marks River along the railroad line. Lillah, whose freedom she and Sandy had apparently purchased, found employment at fifteen dollars a month. It took years for the couple to earn Sandy’s freedom, and disaster struck soon after they did. A fire in Port Leon burned the Cornishes’ house and Sandy’s free papers. A gang of thugs heard he had no papers and came for him, intending to sell him at the New Orleans slave market. Even after they clubbed his head, tied his hands, and shoved him toward jail to await the next day’s train, he broke free. Back home, he barked instructions to Lillah, who fetched his needle box and made sure it was well stocked with needles, thread, and bandages. She cried all night.

The next morning the Cornishes walked together to the Port Leon square, where he bellowed for people to gather round. After telling the crowd he wanted none of his limbs, he cut a tendon in his right ankle, sat in his wheelbarrow, and sewed and bandaged the wound. He stabbed his right hip and jiggled the knife till the leg hung from his side. Lillah closed the wound. He struck his left hand with a hatchet, mangling fingers. He stuck his severed pinky in his mouth like a cigar and shouted that if this was not enough to convince people to leave him alone, he would cut open his belly and pull out his entrails rather than be taken to New Orleans. White people in the crowd retreated in fear. The black people lifted him into the wheelbarrow and wheeled him and his “utensils” home.

Sandy survived the self-mutilation. When he could walk without crutches, he and Lillah left Port Leon and eventually found their way to Key West. Slave buying had nearly quadrupled the black population on the island during the 1840s, but the proportion of free men and women had shrunk. As customs collector, Stephen Mallory strictly enforced a state law forbidding ship captains to bring “any free negro or mulatto” into a Florida port. After all, a free black sailor who came ashore might decide to stay. An official custom known as “the bell ring” required black people, enslaved or free, to vacate the streets by 9:30 each evening. When the bell stopped ringing, if a black person was out without permission or caught playing a fiddle or drum, any white resident could arrest the offender and have him jailed. The penalty was a public whipping or three days’ labor on a public project. An old-timer later observed that it was “amusing to see a belated negro sprinting home on hearing the bell ring, in order to get there before it stopped, and hear some bystander cry out, ‘Run nigger run.’”

Key West was still recovering from the hurricane of 1846 when the Cornishes arrived, but nothing slowed its growth. Fort construction boosted an already robust economy and, in the process, transformed slavery there. Until recently, most local slaves had been domestic servants. In 1840, the city’s population was 688, including seventy-six free African Americans and ninety-six slaves. But building forts required unskilled labor, and fear of yellow fever sent white Northern workers home from spring through fall. To keep the project going, U.S. Army engineers encouraged local white people to buy slaves, whom the government would then rent. Thus, with government sanction, slaves became profitable capital investments. Key West’s slave population reached nearly four hundred by 1850, with men replacing women as the majority. The island’s largest slaveholder in 1840 owned eight slaves; ten years later, Thomas Stamps owned twenty-nine.
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This 1827 map of the Florida Keys, the Dry Tortugas, and South Florida includes an earlier name for Key West, Thompson’s Island. Upon claiming the keys on behalf of the United States in 1922, Captain Matthew Perry named Key West after Smith Thompson, secretary of the navy. Florida Map Collection (online), University of South Florida.

Beginning in 1845 at the Key West fort and in 1847 at Fort Jefferson on Garden Key, rented slaves worked ten-hour days in subtropical heat. Harsh conditions and open waters inspired dreams of escape. The first summer, seven slaves, including three belonging to Mallory, disabled nearly all the vessels at the wharf and sailed away. Doctor Daniel Whitehurst organized a pursuit, but another posse caught the slaves. More escape attempts followed. The army paid owners twenty dollars a month for each slave’s labor, a sum that rose in time to thirty-one dollars. Over fifteen years, federal payments to slaveowners for work on the Key West fort alone totaled $180,000 ($6 million in 2020 dollars). The army fed the slaves and provided medical care. Their owners fretted over construction delays and shortened building seasons, as they had no other use for their slaves and had to house and feed them during work stoppages. The owners worked with army engineers and politicians to minimize these risks. Years later, as tensions over slavery threatened the peace, a black man on Key West expressed his feelings about the blood and sweat the slaves had shed in building the forts. When the bushes bloomed one January, he wrote: “No wonder that the flowers should all be red. A sadness fills the soul.”

Doctor Whitehurst’s slaves were considered the best workers at Fort Jefferson until the army ruled that as an officer in federal employ, he could not be paid for their labor. To skirt this ruling, he acquired many slaves in his wife’s name. Whitehurst had a fascinating past and would play an important role in the future of the Keys. A native Virginian, he had worked in Liberia as an agent of the American Colonization Society, fought Seminoles, and practiced law and run a newspaper in St. Augustine. In 1843 he sold the paper, went north for his medical degree, and married Henrietta Weedon, daughter of the army surgeon who had treated the Seminole chief Osceola during his final illness. Frederick Weedon blamed a “tribal conjuror” for forbidding medical care that might have cured Osceola’s malaria. As it was, Weedon made a death mask of the chief, decapitated the corpse, and gave the embalmed head to his son-in-law. Whitehurst passed the gift on to a favorite medical professor, presuming that as a member of “the scientific and intelligent” class, the professor knew the value of a “cabinet of heads” as a means of holding “communion with those of times that were.” After moving to Key West, the Whitehursts added Weedon family slaves to their own. Over the years they bought twelve-year-old Sam, ten-year-old Lucy, and seven-year-old Sarah for $500, then Charly, who was thirteen, and Mary, about four, for $550. Contracts granted the slaves to Henrietta Whitehurst and her heirs “for their own proper use and benefit, for ever.” The couple later acquired seven more slaves, including an eighteen-month-old girl, and the rights to “the future issue and increase of the females.”

If their owners permitted it, Key West slaves could do odd jobs on Sunday, their day off, and keep their earnings. William Ward, editor of the Key of the Gulf, opposed this “evil practice” because many slaves who took advantage of it also worked and lived at the forts, not in their owners’ homes. He saw a risk in letting slaves “hire their own time, live exclusively by themselves, create and maintain their own individuality and social relations, control their own time and movements, and to be in no wise connected to their owners than by monthly or yearly payments to them.” Such laxity, Ward argued, eroded the institution of slavery. Slaves without such freedoms would become “dissatisfied with their owners and their condition.”

Like Whitehurst, Mallory evaded the rules against renting out his slaves. When Florida elected him to the U.S. Senate in 1850, his slaves worked at both forts. Over Mallory’s protest, federal authorities ruled that as a member of Congress, he could not enter into government contracts. Rather than take the loss, Mallory made a deal with army engineers in Key West. He put the slaves into a trust in his wife’s name, and she ceded control of the trust to her brother. The brother, Fernando Moreno, rented the slaves to the government and gave the proceeds to his sister. On the labor rolls, the slaves’ surnames changed from Mallory to Moreno, but their first names remained the same. In the Senate, Mallory served the interests of Key West slaveholders, including himself, to keep slave rentals profitable.

Expansion of slavery in the United States was among Mallory’s chief goals as a senator, and the annexation of Cuba became his pet project. Because the straits between Cuba and the Florida Keys were the best route for shipping to and from the Gulf Coast, he saw the island as vital to Southern commerce. He wanted the United States to acquire Cuba in the same way it had taken Texas: occupy it, build up a pro-American populace, and declare Cuba independent of Spain. Then the United States could annex Cuba and invite its three provinces to enter the Union as slave states. Mallory argued that time was short because Spain was considering ending slavery in Cuba. Abolition, he predicted, would sound “the knell of the white race in their lovely land.” It would “arm the beastly and brutal African, fresh from the jungle, thirsting for blood, knowing no law, ignorant of all restraints.”
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The Inner Circle

It is with great reluctance I find that I must
sell him as I don’t like the idea of selling a negro.

Had William Hackley not kept a diary during his twenty-eight years on Key West, he would have disappeared into the shadows of history. Hackley was a sober man in all respects, confident in his judgments, self-indulgent and devoted to self-improvement, but not self-centered. He rose to become a stalwart member of Key West’s ruling class, serving as the U.S. district attorney in the 1850s. Hackley adopted good habits: regular walks, no alcohol or tobacco, healthy diet, honest dealings with others. Writing in the diary became a habit too. He kept it faithfully, telling the island’s story as well as his own.

Its pages chronicle how, as rescuing ships and building forts gorged the local economy with cash, Key West’s inner circle of lawyers, merchants, wreckers, slaveholders, public officials, and salvage handlers divided the take. Confined on a small island and dependent on ship traffic for nearly every need, they guarded their interests while working closely with other players in shifting alliances. Over time these men became the self-appointed guardians of a small but vibrant universe and shaped its social and political norms. They lent slaves to one another at modest cost and shared the pleasures and tragedies of life in a place that offered an abundance of both. Despite differences and disputes, their solidarity went a long way toward explaining their unified response to the disunion and war that lurked off in the future.

Hackley, a Virginian, had come to Key West in 1828 after passing the Florida bar exam, but his early impressions gave him second thoughts. He quickly decided that local juries were “necessarily composed of men of no character and indeed it is impossible to get any jury here who will decide according to their oath.” The jury pool consisted of “vagabond sailors who have built themselves palmetto huts on the keys and who are usually drunk from the time of their first arrival on the key till their departure.” He took an even dimmer view of the judge, who was trying the case of “a negro man named Ruby” charged with setting fire to the boardinghouse run by Stephen Mallory’s mother. The judge was “a vain conceited ignorant man” who missed no “opportunity of gambling even with the most notorious blacklegs and frequently is intoxicated.”
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William Hackley, circa 1850. Monique Pride.

Life outside the courtroom pleased Hackley even less. Local people relied on arriving ships for food, mail, and news. One winter month, only one vessel came in. “I think the key is deteriorating instead of improving and a professional man instead of making money can scarcely earn a sum sufficient to pay the necessary expenses, which are very high here,” he complained. “Even then the lawyer is dependent in a great measure on the number of wrecks on the reef. I am heartily tired of both the place and the kind of life I have been leading here.”

Such brooding faded away over time as Hackley started a family, established his law practice, and came to appreciate the society and the customs hidden beneath the shabbiness that had initially offended him. By the late 1840s, his legal work in the wrecking trade was providing him a good living. He rose before the sun nearly every morning and made a foot tour of island landmarks: Fort Taylor, the barracks, the wharves, the Marine Hospital, the salt pond, the beaches. One or two daughters sometimes accompanied him. Other mornings he spent in a favorite duck blind or fished or hunted with friends. His companions included Mallory, Judge William Marvin, the attorney Winer Bethel, the salvage merchant Charles Tift, and Captain Jeremiah Scarritt, superintendent of building at Fort Taylor until his death of yellow fever in 1854. In choosing Scarritt’s successor, Mallory saw to the continuation of slave rentals, advising Secretary of War Jefferson Davis to appoint “an officer familiar with the South and its institution.”

Key West’s fortunes rode on the misfortunes of others. The Keys stretched west in a gentle curve for 120 miles from near the coast of the Florida peninsula to Key West, then on to the Tortugas. Currents carried ships close to a coral barrier reef concentric with the Keys. Although Carys-fort Reef, named for a British ship that wrecked on it in 1770, was notorious, sharp coral limbs just beneath the surface along most of the reef endangered any vessel that strayed, or was blown, off course. Like Carysfort, the worst spots were well east of Key West, but the island’s harbor and business and legal apparatus made it the hub of the wrecking trade.

Judge Marvin had created a strong, fair admiralty court. A New York native, he had arrived on the island in 1835 after President Andrew Jackson appointed him district attorney—the job Hackley later held. “The acceptance of this office and removal to Key West changed the whole course and current of my life,” Marvin later wrote. Days after he arrived, a hurricane destroyed twenty vessels. Arguing the suits filed in connection with these wrecks brought Marvin $1,500 in just weeks, a sum he would have worked years to earn in his previous practice. He stayed at first in the town’s only boardinghouse, owned by Ellen Mallory. She nursed him through yellow fever. He admired how she “bravely fought the battle of life alone, and supported herself by her labor in respectable independence.” When Marvin became a judge in 1839, twenty large salvage vessels were working the reef, but the business was in fact in its infancy. Between 1848 and 1859, nearly seven hundred ships would wreck on the reefs with cargoes worth $22 million. Salvagers would earn $4.3 million for their work, nearly $150 million in 2017 dollars.
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Key West waterfront business district, sketched from the cupola of Asa Tift’s warehouse in 1838. Buildings numbered 2, 3, and 4 are salvage warehouses and wharfs used in the wrecking business. Duval Street (5) runs alongside the warehouses marked 4. Front Street is marked 6. W.A. Whitehead sketch from Jefferson B. Browne’s Key West: The Old and the New (1912)

Hackley had regular dealings with the entrepreneurs who owned boats that rescued wrecks, wharves where wrecks were docked, and warehouses where cargo was stored, sorted, and auctioned. These men included Tift, his fishing companion, and William Pinkney, manager of William H. Wall and Co., the island’s largest salvage handler. Because Wall’s building was near both the court and Hackley’s clients, he rented space there for his law office. In a typical transaction, for legal work on the wrecked Brewster in 1848, Pinkney paid him $532.28. A few weeks later, Tift hired Hackley to defend his interests in the wreck of the Euphresia, which also provided casework to Mallory and Bethel. Hackley’s bill came to $475. Hackley also profited from federal projects, the second great engine of the Key West economy. When Tift’s brother Asa entered into a partnership to provide bricks to build the two forts, Hackley drew up the agreement. The fifteen million bricks required were to be manufactured at Pensacola. The government was to pay the partners eighteen dollars per thousand. This was a $270,000 project.

Hackley liked fine things and acquired many of them from shipwrecks. From captains and salvagers he bought a cutlass and a pair of pistols for $9.50, a barometer, countless books, a gold stud for himself, and a silver napkin ring for his wife. As his eyesight failed, he was always in the market for spectacles, but when Tift offered him a gilded ivory lorgnette, he balked at the thirty-two-dollar price tag. Hackley acquired a Spanish sabre, “a Toledo blade,” from a militia expedition to Cárdenas, Cuba, and later gave it to a general. He kept up with the latest legal texts while also enjoying novels by Charles Dickens, James Fenimore Cooper, and other popular authors. He was addicted to periodicals, subscribing to Harper’s; Godey’s Lady’s Book; Putnam’s Monthly Magazine of American Literature, Science and Art; The Knickerbocker; Life Illustrated ; and the Water-Cure Journal, which billed itself as “a Herald of Reforms, Devoted to Physiology, Hydropathy, and the Laws of Life.” Hackley faithfully logged the four or five dollars he spent on lottery chances and the dates of the drawings but not the results. His quest to better himself included Spanish lessons and a frantic effort to procure Bogle’s Hyperion Fluid. William Bogle, a Boston wigmaker who also sold freckle remover and “electric hair dye,” guaranteed that the fluid would restore hair and prevent its further loss. Angela Mallory “has tried it & it answers well, she having a new growth of hair coming out all over her head,” Hackley wrote.

On his forty-eighth birthday in 1854, Hackley reveled in how healthy habits had enriched his life. “I look a median sized man,” he wrote. “I have walked and bathed every morning with but few exceptions the past year, have used no tobacco or stimulants and eat but little flesh meat. My health is better than it has been for years, altho’ I have now and then had an attack of acute dyspepsia. . . . I bot a corn mill a month ago with which I grind all the hominy I use. When I first tried I could not grind a pint of corn with[out] getting out of breath and stopping to rest. Now I can grind two quarts without stopping but it tires me a good deal to grind so much.”

By this time, Hackley seldom mentioned the rough side of life that had upset him during his early years in Key West, but it was still there. A man who stopped in the city in the winter of 1855 described how grog shops and merchants catered to “the degraded sot.” From his room he watched a street brawl between local men and sailors. The police hauled a few of them to “the Calaboose,” but the rest went on drinking and rumbling. They were Irish “wild men running here and there to see where they can get the most liquor.” Drums beat and voices roared well into the night. The next night, after a sunset stroll, the visitor returned to his room and tried to sleep as the street binges resumed.

During Hackley’s years as district attorney, Marvin became a national expert on wrecking law. Hackley represented the interests of the wreckers; Marvin ruled on the legitimacy and value in shipwreck cases and licensed properly equipped salvage vessels. His 1858 treatise on salvage law began with a list of colorfully named but perilous points along the Florida reef: Loo Key, the Sombreros, the Sambos. Each year, in fair weather and foul, $300 million to $400 million worth of ships and cargo entered the swift, tricky currents of the straits between ocean and gulf. On average a ship a week struck the reef. An 1828 federal act required that shipwreck cases in American waters be decided in U.S. courts. Its passage had prompted many Bahamian wreckers to migrate to Key West. Thirty years later, when Marvin prepared his treatise, the island had fifty-seven licensed wrecking vessels, many with crews of fifteen men. The sailors who saved ships and their cargo and the mechanics who repaired and rerigged them earned a good living, but the big money went to lawyers and wharf and warehouse owners. In 1856, seventy-one ships wrecked on the reef. Rescue and repair bills, along with salvage, amounted to $426,000, a fortune for an island of fewer than three thousand people.

In a case study in Marvin’s book, Hackley represented the schooner Champion and two other wreckers. One morning, from the harbor at Key Tavernier, ninety miles east of Key West, the Champion’s master had spied a ship in the distance and headed straight for it. The ship was the Solon, bound from New Orleans to Liverpool with three thousand bales of cotton, but now stuck on Pickles Reef. The wreckers stabilized the Solon against a stiff east wind, removed 750 bales, and pulled the ship off the reef at high tide. They guided it to Key West the next morning. Hackley asked Marvin’s court to charge the shipowners $20,000 for the rescue. Marvin accepted the Solon captain’s lesser estimate, subtracted $5,000 for court, wharf, and storage costs and Hackley’s $500 fee, and awarded the salvagers $8,000. Masters on the wreckers earned $450 each, crew members $150. A drunken crewman was denied his share.

Hackley’s diary, the surviving parts of which cover less than half of his thirty years in Key West, mentions little or no corruption. The reasons included a system that distributed the bounty widely, a steady judge in Marvin, and the intimacy of life on a small island. Hackley judged harshly even minor foibles among his acquaintances. He appreciated that Mallory’s influence in naval matters benefited the city, but he knew the senator cut corners. He saw firsthand that Moreno, Mallory’s brother-in-law, could copy his signature perfectly and knew that Mallory allowed him to use his franking privilege. A lie lowered Hackley’s opinion of another colleague. After city Democrats pledged to back only candidates of their party for solicitor in 1853, Judge Bethel declared himself a Democrat and won. Hackley knew Bethel was a Whig and doubted his conversion, believing he had switched parties “for the sake of office without any real change of opinion—conduct detestable in the extreme and such as no honorable man could be guilty of.” Charles Tift was one of the richest men on the island, with a net worth of $100,000. When he was appointed keeper of Key West’s naval store with an annual stipend of $1,400, Hackley bristled, observing that “there is no naval store and seems unlikely to be one anytime soon.” He was right. Four years later, with the “store” still roofless, Congress eliminated its financing.

Death, a constant and often rapacious presence in Key West, created a different kind of closeness among residents. Many of them had migrated from Charleston, New York, or New England, where families of several generations were common. On the island, extended families were scarce. In his diary, Hackley regularly noted deaths where neighbors took on roles that family would have played elsewhere. Judge Marvin had married Harriette Foote in Cooperstown, New York, in 1846. A year later, she gave birth but was so ill afterward that she could not nurse the baby. A neighbor lent the slave Nancy Wall to the family as a surrogate nurse. When Harriette Marvin died, Hackley helped carry her coffin to a grave in the Marvins’ backyard. Asa Tift’s wife died in childbirth during a yellow fever outbreak. The child survived and was taken to Marvin’s house to be nursed by his slave. During a two-month stretch, Hackley counted thirty yellow fever deaths and many other cases of the disease.

Tragedy crossed the Hackley doorstep in 1853. All seemed to go well when a midwife helped Matilda Hackley deliver their first son on September 17, but Matilda soon became feverish. “She had no doctor as there was none on the key in whom I have any confidence,” her husband wrote. When his son fell sick, he got a doctor, who treated the baby for constipation and diagnosed Matilda with “sow mouth.” Two weeks after the birth, the baby went into convulsions followed by labored breathing. The Methodist minister baptized William Randolph Hackley minutes before the boy died. With no family nearby, two local women “did all that a sister could have done for the poor babe and his bereaved mother.” One carried the baby to the home of a friend who had offered to bury the body in his garden beside two of his own children while plots for them were readied at the cemetery. Marvin presided over the burial, but William Hackley skipped the service to care for his wife. She “cries incessantly whenever I am out of her sight but is somewhat more resigned when I am present,” he wrote.

While providing few hints of Hackley’s views of national affairs in the late 1850s, his diary makes clear that he was comfortable with slavery as an institution. He had never lived in a free state, having grown up in Virginia and graduated from William & Mary College before coming to Florida. In the 1856 presidential election, he voted for James Buchanan, a doughface Democrat, that is, a Northerner with Southern views. Buchanan carried Florida that year as the new Republican Party attracted no support at all. When Hackley mentioned slaves in his diary, it was to disparage them as thieves or to record the fees he paid their masters for work at his house. He considered them lesser beings worthy of none of the rights that he and his colleagues took for granted and administered for the good of Key West’s white community. When a question arose during his tenure as district attorney over the rights of free black sailors whose ship was docked in the harbor, he had them locked up while he and other authorities decided their fate.

Hackley’s encounters with African Americans were marked by his resort to the whip and his casual denial of their rights. Without further comment he reported payments of $57 and $54.50 for two months of “negro hires” in 1848. He was quick to charge, convict, and punish enslaved people he suspected of stealing. Shortly after the Hackleys lost their infant son, Matilda noticed that calico, muslin, and silk had disappeared from her trunk. They suspected their slave Eliza, who had the run of the house during Matilda’s illness. They “had no idea that she would steal.” After finding Eliza visiting the slave of a neighbor, William marched her home and “gave her about 20 lashes with the carriage whip.” In 1857, he accused his slave Dan of stealing twelve dollars from a local woman. Hackley “whipped him severely but could not make him confess any thing so I took him to the jail and desired the jailer to lock him in a dark room to see if he would confess.” When that didn’t work, Hackley decided to get rid of Dan. “He will lie & steal and is a great rascal but a very smart boy. It is with great reluctance I find that I must sell him as I don’t like the idea of selling a negro. I cannot manage a young one and if I ever buy another I must get a grown one.” The next day Hackley retrieved Dan and paid the jailer half a dollar for keeping him. He found Dan penitent, but the diary does not say whether he kept him.

By then, Hackley was considering leaving Key West. Possibly he recognized that the golden age of wrecking was ending. Passage through the Florida Straits was becoming safer as better lighthouses were built and steamers replaced sailing ships. Hackley asked Mallory to give him a hand in landing a job in a new state or territory, preferably Kansas. It is unclear whether Mallory helped. After weeks of settling accounts and packing, the Hackleys took passage to Pensacola, then New Orleans, and upriver to Cincinnati, St. Louis, and Peoria, Illinois. From Peoria they boarded a train to Joliet. With his usual attention to detail, Hackley recorded the expenses of the trip. It had cost $682.33. He practiced law in Joliet, but business was sparse. Six years to the day after the move, he wrote in his diary: “I have been getting poorer every day since and now I do not see any way to get along but will put my trust in the almighty father and be ready and willing to do my duty in any position he may see fit to place me in.”

Had Hackley remained as district attorney in Key West, his financial future would have taken a turn for the better. Boom years for Marvin’s court lay just over the horizon.
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Slavers

The scene was most wild and exciting—500 naked
Africans howling and gesticulating in a frenzied manner.

The owners of black people in Key West patted themselves on the back for practicing a more genteel form of slavery than the plantation system elsewhere in the South. While defending the institution, they distanced themselves from its worst cruelties. As spring turned to summer in 1860, the horrors of the nation’s revived slave trade intruded on this idyll. Hundreds of recent captives from Africa, many of them children, many of them barely alive, landed at Whitehead Point near Fort Taylor. Abducted from their villages and transported across the ocean in pestilence, hunger, and misery, they soon began dying at a rate of more than twenty-five per week in a crude Key West barracoon, as such places of confinement were known. While local and national officials argued over what to do with them, crowds gathered daily to watch the people crammed into the barracoon. Then, as abruptly as it had begun, the show was over.

The tragedy began with the successes of a squadron that patrolled the Caribbean and the Florida Straits to stop the slave trade. First, on April 28, the crew of the Mohawk spotted a clipper ship just north of Cuba. It did not look like a slaver, but because it flew no colors and bore no name, the Mohawk steamed ahead to investigate. The absence of wind made the clipper a sitting duck. Captain Tunis Craven sent his lieutenant to board the Wildfire. While the ship’s officers stood glaring at their captors, the lieutenant climbed onto the deck. Africans in the hold looked up, saw him through a grate, and broke into song. The lieutenant waved his sword to signal that the ship was a slaver. The Wildfire had sailed out of New York for the Congo in December of 1859. Its officers and crew loaded 615 Africans there and started back across the ocean. Thirty-six days later, the ship was caught within sight of Cuba, where the Africans were to have been enslaved on sugar plantations. Instead, the Mohawk towed them to Key West.
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Africans on the slave deck of the Wildfire at Key West, April 30, 1860. Harper’s Weekly, June 2, 1860, Hathi Trust (posted by University of Michigan).

A reporter who boarded the slaver in the harbor saw hundreds of Africans squatting or sitting on deck “in a state of entire nudity.” About fifty were young men, but most were boys sixteen and younger, some of them “diseased past recovery.” A twelve-year-old boy, “black as ebony,” led the rest in song and dance. Below deck were sixty or seventy women and young girls “in Nature’s dress,” many of them tattooed. In all, 507 Africans had survived the crossing. The reporter heard this was “comparatively a small loss, showing that they had been better cared for than usual.” A sailor from the Crusader, in port for engine repairs, also visited the Wildfire. He estimated the Africans’ average age at thirteen. A young girl caught his eye. He read the brands on her body as signs of royalty and wondered if vanity would prevent her from wearing a frock to cover them. The sailor calculated that the Africans would have brought $400,000 in Cuba. He cursed everyone involved in “this most hellish traffic.”

Northern entrepreneurs continued to finance shiploads of slaves for Cuba long after U.S. law prohibited their importation. Several factors created constant demand for new laborers on Cuban plantations: cholera and other deadly diseases, hard labor, and a low birth rate caused by the large male majority among the slaves. Although captives died in passage, profits far outweighed risks. The balance sheet could accommodate losses like the capture of the Wildfire because U.S. ships intercepted few of the many Cuba-bound slavers.

The Key West official most affected by the Wildfire’s capture was Fernando Moreno, the U.S. marshal. A thirty-seven-year-old native of Pensacola, the brother-in-law of Senator Mallory, and the son of a Spanish diplomat, Moreno had once represented French interests on the island as vice consul. He had also served as mayor. An acquaintance described him as “a thorough American, though of foreign descent” who carried a silver ear trumpet over his left arm and rode a pacing pony each afternoon. It fell to Moreno to deal with the sudden arrival of hundreds of Africans. As he pressed Washington officials to arrange for their departure, his main challenges were keeping them alive and making them presentable. He hired Daniel Whitehurst and two other doctors, who chose a young woman from the ship as their nurse.

At Moreno’s request, “some benevolent ladies of the city” provided gowns for every woman and girl, and Moreno found pants for all the men. For temporary housing, he ordered the building of a barracoon on the beach near Fort Taylor. That way, the Africans could bathe daily in the sea. Their isolation would protect residents from disease and “the African embassy” from improper contact. Moreno billed the interior secretary $12,000 for construction supplies and food. Some residents called the barracoon “Greeley House” after Horace Greeley, the antislavery editor of the New-York Daily Tribune . Harper’s Weekly, a popular tabloid, covered the story thoroughly. Its writer found the Africans far more appealing to the eye than slaves. While some were long in the back of the head and had protruding jaws, he thought “it would be difficult to find, any where in our own country, four hundred finer and handsomer-looking boys and girls than these are.”
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An African woman at the barracoon. Identified by the artist as “Princess Madia,” she is probably wearing a dress provided by local women eager to clothe the naked women aboard the Wildfire. Harper’s Weekly, June 2, 1860, Hathi Trust (posted by University of Michigan).

A few days later, on May 9, the crew of the naval squadron’s Wyandotte spotted the William preparing to deliver its human cargo in Cuba. It was a ship with a past, having been stolen from a Texas abolitionist who later escaped hanging by secessionists in San Antonio’s Alamo plaza. The man he employed to captain the ship instead sold it into the Cuban slave trade. The crew of the Wyandotte fed barrel staves into its boilers for five hours before overtaking the William near the Isle of Pines off Cuba’s western end. The William’s crew stood beneath the American flag shouting, “No Americano!” The boarding party found black corpses on deck and speculated the crew had killed them. Africans soon emerged from below. A Wyandotte officer thought they “must have been nearly starved. . . . They broke into the provisions and commenced gorging themselves, and no one could stop them.” Many were ill children. Thirty-three died while the prize crew steered the William through stormy seas to Key West. The crew delivered the surviving 570 Africans from an original cargo of 744. “You cannot for a moment conceive of the horrible state of these victims of avarice,” one sailor observed. “As to myself, rather than be in their fix, I should prefer to go to death for a change.” As the humanitarian crisis deepened, Marshal Moreno’s challenge doubled.

When the Crusader’s engine was at last fixed in mid-May, its men lamented having missed out on their squadron’s recent success. Running down slavers was their job, one for which the crew divided twenty-five dollars for each African aboard, half the price buyers paid for them on Africa’s Slave Coast. The ship endured nine stormy days before “the Cuban sun rose in all its glory” one morning. Flying the Union Jack as a ruse, the ship chased down a vessel under the French tricolor. Its hatches were shut, but Crusader crew-men detected “the peculiarly loathsome odor of a crowded slave-ship.” They struck the British colors and ran up the American flag. In response, Bogota sailors yanked down the tricolor, tied a weight to the flag and the ship’s papers, and tossed them overboard. Lieutenant John Newland Maffitt, commander of the Crusader, sent his lieutenant to the Bogota. Everyone heard “a sort of suppressed moaning that soon swelled into the unmistakable murmur of many human voices.” Forced from below, the Bogota’s hatches flew open “and out burst hundreds, the self-liberated slaves. . . . They climbed up all along the rail—they hung on the shrouds—they clustered like swarming bees in the rigging, while rose from sea to sky the wildest acclamations of delight. They danced, and leaped, and waved their arms in the air, and screamed and yelled.” The Crusader crew cheered as “500 naked Africans howling and gesticulating in a frenzied manner” streamed onto the Bogota’s deck. The women huddled in what a sailor interpreted as “tearful and silent thankfulness.”
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