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PREFACE



As an undergraduate majoring in American History in the mid-1960s, I was allowed to take a graduate course entitled “Lincoln Day by Day.” One week, we were researching the pressures placed on Lincoln when he was president, and on the outline was a simple two-word reference: “Gordon Case.” I attempted to research the story, but found that practically nothing had been written about it at the time; consequently, I spent countless hours in front of microfilm readers, deciphering the newspapers and journals of the period, until I had put together a reliable chronology of the events relating to Captain Nathaniel Gordon and his unique fate. I was captured by the drama of the story: a young Yankee sea captain with a beautiful wife and son, caught in the machinery of a government determined to hang him as a slaver. Intending eventually to write the Gordon story, I copied every relevant frame of microfilm that Boston University’s Mugar Memorial Library offered. Unfortunately, by the time I retrieved my scrolls (and they had indeed scrolled with the passage of time), the copies had faded to white; my source material had literally disappeared. Discouraged, I shelved the project.


It is only with the perspective of age and experience that I can look back and understand that this was a blessing. As a callow, White, middle-class New England youth of 19, I had nothing to bring to the story. I was more concerned with what I considered the tragedy of Nathaniel Gordon himself than with the far greater tragedy that allowed men like Gordon to prosper for decades on the countless bodies of captured Africans, even while the laws of the land prescribed death for their crime. With the passage of time, it became clear to me that Gordon’s story is a very small part of the story of the American slave trade of the nineteenth century and of our government’s stunning and continuous failure to stop it.


I never dreamed that Gordon would haunt me for almost 40 years. During that time, various articles were written for history journals; college papers were presented on the subject; and books on Lincoln, the Civil War, and the slave trade devoted anywhere from a sentence to a page or two to Captain Gordon. These studies and references ranged from the scholarly to the juvenile and reflected varying degrees of historical accuracy. During those four decades, I pursued graduate degrees in education and American folk culture; taught history for a time; worked as a museum curator; and collected the traditional ballads of the United States, Scotland, and Ireland. When I finally sat down to write the Gordon story, it was with the accumulated information—and perspective—gleaned and gathered through these pursuits. I’d like to think there are touches of all of them in this book.


Which leads me to the ballad that follows. From the seventeenth through the nineteenth century, it was common for ballads—“broadsides,” as they were called—to appear around the executions of condemned pirates. Hawkers would sell them for a penny at the gallows. Probably the most famous of these is “Captain Kidd.” To my knowledge, there was no such broadside written for Captain Gordon, so I took it upon myself to create one—a “come-all-ye”—in the traditional mode.




Come all ye sons of freedom, and list while I relate
The tale of Captain Gordon and his untimely fate.
He sailed the Middle Passage, his fortune for to try,
But now he stands condemned by law, in grief and shame to die.


’Twas in the year of ’60, lads, the wars had not begun,
We shipped aboard the Erie, of full 500 ton.
We sailed forth from Havana’s port, where soft the breezes blow,
Tho’ where away, no man on board save Gordon then did know.


Now, some of us did grow alarmed as eastward we did sail,
To find our course a strange one, boys, so Gordon we did hail,
And put it to him straightaway, and whither are we bound?
Alas, no answer did he give, but drove our queries down.


Within the week, he called us forth, and summoned us around.
Says he, “My lads, your fortune’s made, we’re on the slaving ground.
A dollar to each man of you, no captain would do more,
For every child of Africa you land on Cuba’s shore.”


Now some of us were willing, boys, and some of us were not,
For tho’ the wages grand appeared, it seemed a dismal plot
To steal them from their native homes, consigning them to hell,
And sell them into slavery, in mis’ry for to dwell.


The choice was not our own to make, for Gordon made it plain
That whosoever should refuse on shore he would remain—
No loved ones or relations, 5,000 miles from home,
With nothing but the Afric wastes for us poor lads to roam.


Another week we sailed the seas, until we sighted land,
And mixed were our emotions, lads, as on the deck we stand.
For tho’ each sailor loves the sight and smell of island glade,
We all did know, but little spoke, the horrors of our trade.


We reached the Congo River, and up her we did go,
To take on board a load of slaves, 900 head or so. One hundred fifty barrelsful of whiskey in the hold
All for to trade for niggers, boys, to traffic in black gold.


And when Sharks Point it came in view, we then did throw our hook,
And what we saw upon the bank did try our hearts to look.
But wretched as them blacks appeared, ’twas nothing to the sight
Of packing them close under decks, all on that hellish night.


And some did weep, while others prayed and clutched their heathen charms.
Full half of them were children, lads, some babes in mother’s arms.
And dazed were they to find themselves consigned to such a state,
But little knew the bondage vile that was to be their fate.


Now Gordon waited on the deck, and by the rail did stand,
His eyes as hard as granite stone, a knife all in his hand.
And as those wretched souls did board, bound down in agony,
He cut the rags from off their backs, and cast them in the sea.


Next day we sailed upon the tide, the breezes fairly blew.
We bade farewell to Afric shores, the River Congo, too.
But ere we sailed scarce 50 miles, a ship we did espy;
A naval vessel hove in view, and from her we did fly.


The Erie bore to north’ard, and swiftly we did run,
When a round of shot did cross our bows from out their forward gun.
She ran us down and hove us to, no answer could we make,
And soon did board the Erie, lads, possession for to take.


And Gordon was arrested, his mates detained as well,
The niggers all brought up on deck, from out that burning hell.
For fifteen days, we sailed them north, bound for Monrovia’s shore,
And there released from slavery, to wear the chains no more.


And on that trip, full 37 of the buggers died.
We stripped the chains from off their limbs, and dropped them overside.
Their blood is all on Gordon’s hands, the blame is his alone,
For so it goes whene’er the seeds of slavery are sown.


’Twas back to New York City Captain Gordon he was borne,
And in the Tombs remanded, boys, in infamy and scorn.
The jury found him guilty, and the judge he did decree
That by the rope he’d perish for the crime of piracy.


He leaves a pious mother, whom grief has bended low.
His wife she sits and weeps, my lads, his son does mourn also.
But pity more those tragic souls who walk the world no more,
Whose lives were traded off for gold, upon the Afric shore.


So now my song has ended, boys, I guess I’ll sing no more.
I’ll sail creation’s oceans wide, just as I did before,
I’ll climb the rigging as I’m bid, and scorn to lag below,
And swear by all that’s holy, I’ll no more a-slaving go.








INTRODUCTION
ONE FOOT IN THE WATER





Six hundred niggers I bought dirt-cheap Where the Senegal River is flowing; Their flesh is firm, and their sinews tough As the finest iron going. I got them by barter, and gave in exchange Glass beads, steel goods, and some brandy; I shall make at least eight hundred per cent, With but half of them living and handy.


—Christian Johann Heinrich Heine, “The Slave Ship”1





On a frosty day in late February 1862, at a little past noon, 400 people stood solemnly in the walled-in stone courtyard of the Tombs, New York City’s prison. Eighty were marines, dressed in Union blue and standing rigidly at attention with loaded rifles and fixed bayonets. The rest of the crowd consisted of reporters, politicians, and observers who had procured invitations to an unusual execution. The condemned, flanked by government officials, was a small, dark-haired man in a black frock coat. His arms were pinioned, a black hood covered his face, and a noose encircled his neck. The other end of the rope connected to the crossbeam of a gallows. He had been convicted of “piratically confining and detaining negroes with intent of making them slaves.” His name was Nathaniel Gordon, and he was about to become the only man in the history of the United States to be hanged for the crime of slave trading.


Gordon’s unique fate has been called a “fluke,” resulting from “the chance conjunction of all the forces necessary to hang a pirate.”2 The law under which he was condemned had been passed 42 years earlier, yet previously neither captain nor sailor was ever given more than a dismissal, a perfunctory slap on the wrist, or, at worst, a fine and a brief jail sentence. It was rare that they were arrested in the first place. Considering the thousands of slaving voyages—and the millions of Africans taken—during that period, this record is nothing short of remarkable. When Gordon sailed for the Congo River in the early summer of 1860, he had absolutely no reason to anticipate a hanging in his future.


Nathaniel Gordon’s story is inextricably linked with that of the entire history of the slave trade in America. It begins in 1619, when a “dutche man of warre” sold “twenty negars” to the settlers of Jamestown, Virginia, and slavery and the slave trade became an integral part of America’s history.3 Many of the Founding Fathers were slaveholders, and some signers of the Declaration of Independence, such as Philip Livingston of New York, made vast fortunes in the slave trade. This country was born with a devotion to the pursuit of profit, and rarely has there been an enterprise as lucrative as the slave trade. No amount of lip service paid by Washington or Jefferson regarding the offensiveness of the “peculiar institution” could mask the fact that half the country relied upon slave labor for its existence, and entrepreneurs and seamen from the other half provided it. If the South called for slaves, it was largely the New York and New England captains and their ships and crews that delivered them.


Some of our most enduring national figures dealt in the importation and sale of Africans. John Paul Jones, often called the “Father of the American Navy,” began his career on a slave ship.4 Two of America’s most enduring folk heroes were active slavers. In our national lore, famed duelist and Texas patriot James Bowie died a hero’s death at the Alamo, while Louisiana buccaneer Jean Lafitte fought beside Andrew Jackson to protect New Orleans from the British. Yet, working together, Bowie and Lafitte purchased slaves at one dollar per pound, and introduced them into the new western frontier at a tremendous profit.5 The United States drew its first national breath as a slave-owning republic, and maintained that status well into the Civil War. Until the election of Abraham Lincoln, the government itself was decidedly proslavery. Ultimately, however, the government—more than willing to accept and often encourage slavery as an inextricable fiber of American life—came to see the trafficking in slaves as a repulsive practice and a blight on the image of the new nation.


The Founding Fathers “had to go through moral, linguistic, and political contortions to explain why their ‘land of the free’ was only for white people.”6 A masterwork of convoluted logic allowed Americans to morally distinguish between slavery and the slave trade. They found high-minded justification for what was clearly an economic issue. In order for proslavery forces—which included various presidents and large sections of Congress, as well as slave-owning Southerners and business-minded Northerners—to justify the institution of slavery while at the same time condemning the barbaric methods that actually provided the slaves, a distinction had to be made, defensible only if one did not look too closely. Trading in slaves is an act of violent, criminal abduction, ran the argument, and as such should be punishable by law—whereas slavery itself merely represents the preservation of a traditional, beneficent, and time-proven social order. Proponents suggested that slavery was not only good for the owners, but for the Blacks as well. Clergymen gave sermons claiming that bringing the benighted heathen to our shores gave him the opportunity to embrace Christianity. John Brown, a Rhode Island congressman, merchant, and slave trader, stood up in Congress and claimed that slavery “much bettered their condition.”7 After all, just witness how they propagated and thrived!


Near the end of the eighteenth century, the Congress of the recently independent United States passed the first in a series of laws designed to limit and eventually abolish the slave trade. It was called “an act to prohibit the carrying on of the slave trade from the United States to any foreign place or country,” and it was voted into law only five years after Washington’s inauguration. The 1794 act also specified that no ship’s officer or owner, whether an American citizen or a foreigner, could legally “build, fit, equip, load, or otherwise prepare” a vessel within our borders for slave trading.8


This action was the first taken by any nation against the slave trade, and the prescribed penalty for conviction was $2,000 and forfeiture of the vessel. Six years later, Congress declared it illegal for Americans to carry slaves from one foreign port to another. There was a brief flurry of concern among the slavers, followed by a significant increase in the slave trade once they realized that nothing had really changed. Typical of the Northeastern states, tiny Rhode Island alone sent out more than 200 slaving expeditions between 1794 and 1804.9 It was, in fact, this highly lucrative traffic that “enabled Newport to grow into a jewel of affluence.” 1


Although Congress had passed significant legislation, it had failed to provide for adequate enforcement. Legal trickery, creative judicial interpretation, bribery, intimidation, and a general unwillingness to put teeth into the laws resulted in acts that, while impressive on the books, reflected a shameful lack of determination and conviction on the part of the federal government. Sadly, this deficiency would continue unabated until the Civil War put an end to the Atlantic slave trade.


Meanwhile, several developments led to a brief demand for the importation of more slaves into the country. The western frontier was rapidly opening up to settlement, and the Louisiana Purchase added vast territory to the Union, much of which would come under the plow. Additionally, the invention of the cotton gin increased crop production, calling for a larger workforce. South Carolina spearheaded the movement for the increase in slave traffic. In the years 1804—1807, Charleston became the leading port of entry, welcoming at least 200 ships carrying more than 40,000 slaves.1


A landmark act was introduced in 1807, outlawing slave traffic between Africa and the United States. As Thomas Jefferson (himself a slaveholder) eloquently put it, it was now possible to “withdraw the citizens of the United States from all further participation in those violations of human rights which have so long continued on the unoffending inhabitants of Africa.” With Jefferson’s strong support, the 1807 act was passed. It would not take effect, however, for another ten months, thereby giving ships already at sea the opportunity to complete their business before coming under the law. Predictably, this precipitated another burst of activity from South Carolina, with both British and American slave ships delivering their cargoes to Charleston Harbor. South Carolina didn’t restrict its activity to the importation of slaves; the number of Africa-bound ships cleared from Charleston rose from nine in 1804 to forty-three in 1807. 1


The most surprising aspect of the 1807 act is not that it passed, but that it did so almost unanimously. The vote was 113 to 5; three negative votes came from the South, and of these only one was from South Carolina. 1 Given the number of Southerners, as well as proslavery Northerners, in Congress, how can we account for the anomaly?





Humanitarianism had little, if anything, to do with it. Many Southerners feared that any major increase in the Black population might upset the racial balance, and they were afraid of a large-scale slave revolt. They were well aware of what had occurred less than 16 years earlier in Haiti; the slaves there, drawing inspiration from the French Revolution, took over the country. Slave revolts in the American South, such as the 1739 Stono Rebellion near Charleston, had been few, small, local, and easily put down. This, however, did little to assuage the South’s concern. The slaveholding South had determined not only that there were enough slaves, but also that the slaves were a self-perpetuating population. As early as 1760, Andrew Burnaby wrote, “The number of Negroes in the southern colonies is upon the whole nearly equal, if not superior, to that of the white men; and they propagate and increase even faster.” 1


In this, America was unique. Just as Africa’s climate often proved unhealthy to Whites—journalists of the period referred to it as the “White man’s grave”—Brazil and the Caribbean isles spelled death to the African. Historians differ as to the reasons for this. Some point to the many tropical diseases to which the slaves were susceptible, while others stress the relentlessly harsh working conditions imposed by the cultivation of sugar. From the days of the earliest slaving voyages in the mid-1600s until the prohibition of slavery in Jamaica in 1834, slavers introduced an estimated 750,000 slaves onto the island; by 1834, that population had been reduced to 311,000.


Although it is impossible to pinpoint with total accuracy the number of Africans brought in chains to America during the country’s first 200 years, it is estimated at between 600,000 and 650,000. From this initial importation figure the slave population in the United States, through “natural population growth,” had swelled to 1.1 million by 1810. American born slaves outnumbered imported Africans long before the Revolution. By 1860, the population had more than tripled, to 4 million. Allowing for the relatively small number of slaves imported in the 50 years before the Civil War, this represents an amazing demographic.1


The 1807 law promised stiff penalties for those caught importing slaves into the United States. It was a promise rarely kept. The government had no more effectively enforced this act than it had the two that preceded it. Incredibly, 13 years after this act passed, President Monroe’s treasury secretary, William H. Crawford, reported to Congress, “It appears, from an examination of the records of this office, that no particular instructions have ever been given, by the Secretary of the Treasury, under the original or supplementary acts prohibiting the introduction of slaves into the United States.” Despite the overwhelming support in passing the law, no structure existed to enforce it.1


Ironically, slave importation into the United States did decline, but it was due more to a dwindling market than fear of fine, forfeiture, or imprisonment. Over the next 58 years, there would be only sporadic bursts of importation activity, with a real resurgence of the trade in the 1840s and 1850s. But if the American market reflected a downturn, Brazil and Cuba were clamoring for slave labor to work their coffee and sugar crops. Although a slave would bring less on the blocks of Havana or Rio de Janeiro than in Charleston or New Orleans, the market was wide open, and American slavers pursued it avidly. Estimates show that between 1810 and 1850, when roughly 50,000 Africans were being smuggled into the United States, about 2 million were sold into Cuba and Brazil. Americans played a significant role in this traffic.1


President Madison, understandably discouraged at the lack of punitive response to the three acts, stated in his 1810 message to Congress




It appears that American citizens are instrumental in carrying on a traffic in enslaved Africans, equally in violation of the laws of humanity, and in defiance of those of their own country. The same just and benevolent motives which produced the interdiction in force against this criminal conduct, will doubtless be felt by Congress, in devising further means of suppressing the evil.1





Eight years later Congress passed yet another act, this time actually lowering the penalties for outfitting a slaver or enslaving Africans. The government hoped to make it easier for the courts to more aggressively convict and punish captured offenders. Significantly, however, it prohibited fitting out slave ships in foreign ports. Now, if a ship left the United States with the intention of making a slave run, it was in direct violation of the law.


Finally, in 1820, Congress raised the stakes by passing a law that made slave trading a capital offense. It declared, in no uncertain terms, that any U.S. citizen on the crew of a foreign slave ship, or anyone serving on a U.S. ship that seized a “Negro or mulatto … shall be adjudged a pirate; and … shall suffer death.” 1


When the House Committee on the Slave Trade introduced the bill, committee chairman Henry Mercer wrote,




[We] cannot perceive wherein the offense of kidnapping an … inhabitant of a foreign country; of chaining him down for a series of days, weeks, and months, amidst the dying and the dead, to the pestilential hold of a slave ship; of consigning him, if he chance to live out the voyage, to perpetual slavery, in a remote and unknown land, differs in malignity from piracy, or why a milder punishment should follow the one, than the other crime.2





Although the law applied only to American citizens and to foreigners serving on American slavers, it went further than any antislavery law the world had yet seen. It was also the government’s final legislative move against the slave trade. One figurative toe at a time, Congress now had an entire foot in the water. The other foot, representing actual enforcement of the five acts, would remain on dry land until the abolition of slavery.


Ironically, an opportunity for strict enforcement of the slave trade laws was available to the United States almost from the beginning, but it meant collaborating with the British. An event occurred in 1807 that would have a stunning impact on the world’s shipping, and, more specifically, on the international slave trade. England, the world’s largest slaving nation, outlawed its own slave trade. Actual abolition of slavery by Britain would have to wait until 1833, but for now, no slave ships would leave British ports. But the law did not stop there; with a mandate from Parliament, the British navy assumed the role of policeman of the seas. Britain’s motives were not especially altruistic. Its policy makers were considered to be “among the world’s most brazen hypocrites, attempting to turn purity into profit by using humanitarianism as a cloak for selfish motives.”2 In reality, the British were trying to protect the commerce of their colonies by denying slave labor to their competitors, chiefly Spain, France, Portugal, Brazil, and the United States. By boarding foreign ships and capturing slaves bound for America, Brazil, and the Caribbean, they would not only be depriving their rivals of a much-needed labor force but they also could then add these “rescued” slaves to the half million Blacks already at work in the cane fields, mills, and boiling houses of the British Caribbean. Although a small number of rescued slaves were taken to Sierra Leone, a Crown-operated colony devoted to the repatriation of liberated Africans, thousands more would find themselves toiling in misery on the Cuban cane or Brazilian coffee plantations of British colonials.2


Britain demanded the right of search and seizure of all ships, on all international waters. Spain, Portugal, and Brazil eventually complied; France and the United States refused. The United States looked askance at any attempt by Britain to board and search American vessels at sea. One of America’s major issues for seeking independence had been the impressment of her seamen into the British navy. In fact, Britain was still actively involved in taking Americans off U.S. merchant and naval ships, and “pressing” them into service. The same year Britain declared the abolition of her slave trade, her warship HMS Leopard attacked the American naval frigate Chesapeake off the coast of Virginia, killing or wounding 21 men and removing several of her American crew by force. This incident, and the outcry it caused, fueled President Madison’s rallying cry “Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights” and helped propel the United States into the War of 1812. 2


As time passed, America’s attitude should have mellowed sufficiently for her to accept Britain’s help in her antislavery efforts, but this didn’t happen. Even John Quincy Adams, whose intense opposition to the slave trade was later demonstrated during the Amistad trials, balked at the notion of maritime interference from Britain. When asked by the British foreign minister if he could envision anything more horrendous than the slave trade, Adams replied, “Yes. Admitting the right of search by foreign officers of our vessels upon the seas in time of peace; for that would be making slaves of ourselves.”2 America bristled at interference with her ships, from the inception of Britain’s antislave trade policy until Abraham Lincoln’s administration—a refusal fueled by equal parts bitter experience, inflated patriotism, and economic self-interest.


The United States irreparably weakened its already feeble antislaving activities in two ways by refusing to work with Britain. First, America denied herself the assistance of Britain’s large, aggressive, and amazingly successful navy, whose record of seizures in the first half of the nineteenth century was stunning compared to our own. Regardless of motive, Britain sent its ships after slavers with an almost biblical zeal, seizing more than 500 vessels and 38,000 captive Africans from 1842 to 1850 alone; while the United States, according to the 1850 annual report of Secretary of the Navy William A. Graham, captured 7 ships in the same period.2


Second, the United States’ consistently anti-British policies required that the few American naval vessels capable of hunting slavers would now be used to protect American shipping from foreign interference. The pursuit and capture of slave ships would take a distant backseat. For decades, slavers enjoyed a virtual holiday from interference, with only rare exceptions.2


Had the United States cooperated with Britain at any point, the slave trade would certainly have ended earlier. As it was, the trade flourished throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, as Yankee captains continued to fit out their ships in Providence; New York City; Portland, Maine; Havana; Rio; or any of a dozen other sympathetic ports, and sail to the west coast of Africa for slaves. The Brazilian and Cuban markets were strong, the risks low, and the potential for profits enormous.


Meanwhile, the record of convictions in the courts was as poor as that of seizures at sea. In New York City, where most of the Northern prosecutions took place, only one-sixth of those indicted were convicted. The rest were either acquitted, forfeited bail, escaped from custody, or were released because of hung juries or the court’s unwillingness to prosecute. From 1837 to 1861 (when Captain Gordon alone made at least four slaving voyages), around 125 accused slave traders—officers and crewmen—were prosecuted in New York City; only 20 were given prison sentences, averaging two years apiece. Of these men, 10 received presidential pardons, and 3 more—indicted for capital crimes under the piracy act of 1820—were allowed to plead to lesser charges. One was briefly convicted of piracy, but the conviction was overturned on a technicality. Clearly, no one in power wanted to hang a man for trafficking in slaves.2


The record of the Southern courts was even worse. While the slave trade surged in the 1840s and 1850s, after 1846 not a single person was convicted in a Southern federal court on charges relating to slaving.2 In 1858, the brig Putnam, sailing under the false name Echo, was seized off Cuba with 318 sick and suffering Africans chained belowdeck. Her owner/captain and 16 crew members were taken to Charleston, that bastion of proslaving sentiment. Indicted under the 1820 act by a reluctant jury, all 16 crewmen were acquitted despite a mountain of incriminating evidence. The owner/captain was freed when a federal judge instructed the jury to release him on a minor technicality.2


From the passage of the first antislaving law, the legal system displayed an almost complete lack of effectiveness. Customs officials and law enforcement officers were bribed outright, and judges frequently took advantage of legal loopholes and subjective interpretations to make a mockery of the slave-trade laws. But by 1860—the year in which Gordon sailed from Havana—a perceptive observer might have sensed a coming change. The new order of things, wrapped in a national war, would be stunning, and bring with it the full weight of social reform. An example would be required to show that the old ways were indeed gone. Nathaniel Gordon was caught up in this most vital turning point in American history, and by standing in exactly the wrong place at the wrong time, he would provide that example: with his death.


Many forces and players came together in the Gordon drama. On the one side, there were those who worked relentlessly to bring Gordon to the gallows: the young and aggressive prosecutor, who made Gordon his personal demon; the U.S. marshal who did everything within his power to ensure Gordon’s death; the federal judge who, in U.S. v. Gordon, would be presiding over his first slave-trade case; the increasing number of abolitionists, for whom nothing was as important as the extinction of slavery and those who made it possible; and ultimately, President Abraham Lincoln, known for his compassionate nature, beleaguered by pressures from all directions, but always mindful of the larger issues. In the Gordon case, they all saw an opportunity to deal a potentially fatal blow to the slave trade.


On the other side stood those who wanted Gordon spared: the corrupt officials, who, for a bribe, would facilitate a slaver’s escape from prison; the lax U.S. attorney, unwilling to send a man to the gallows for trafficking in humans; the old-guard justices, who would bend the law to the breaking point to spare a slave trader; Gordon’s devoted young wife and child, torn from a comfortable life and thrown into a nightmare; the moderates, who saw only foolishness in punishing the supplier while allowing the institution of slavery to continue; the successful and respected New York law firm whose specialty was defending accused slavers.


And the drama itself would unfold in New York City—that elegant, sordid, violent bastion of the slave trade.





· · ·


The three-year period between Gordon’s execution and the actual demise of the African slave trade, as practiced by American slavers, in 1865, saw enough slavers arrested for piracy to assume a similar fate awaited them. This was not to be. Some were clearly as guilty as Gordon, and yet they were allowed to escape the rope, just as so many had before. For a brief moment, a portal opened, and only one man fell through.








CHAPTER I
LUCKY NAT



Early in 1860, a young sea captain from Portland, Maine, sailed south to Havana, Cuba, leaving behind a two-year-old son and a pretty young wife. The fourth in as many generations to bear the name, Nathaniel Gordon was a short—five-foot-five—and muscular man with a ruddy complexion, a dark beard, and small piercing eyes. Gordon was not a handsome man; a reporter once described him as “repulsive” in appearance. 1 His demeanor reflected a quiet intensity and a confidence found in one used to giving orders. He was a slave trader—a “black-birder” in the slang of the time—and upon arriving in Cuba, he would take command of a full-rigged ship and provision her for a voyage to the Congo River, on the west coast of Africa. It would be his fourth slaving expedition.


Nathaniel Gordon’s early life is sketchy, where information exists at all. Large numbers of personal records were destroyed in major fires in Portland in 1866 and 1908. Gordon was born on February 6, 1826, almost certainly in Portland.2 (His attorney would later claim that he was born in British waters, under the British flag, on one of his father’s voyages, and was consequently not an American citizen.) Gordon’s father was a merchant captain, and his mother would sometimes accompany her husband on board ship. In addition to Nathaniel, she would bear two girls: Dorcas Ellen was four years older than her brother; Mary, named for her mother, was almost exactly eight years younger.3 The Gordons were an old New England family; Nathaniel’s earliest American ancestor arrived at Plymouth nine generations earlier, in 1621, aboard the Fortune.


On February 22, 1862, the day after Gordon’s death, the New York Times published an extensive article about his life. In all likelihood, it represents an amalgam of recollections by the clergymen, doctors, and jailers who knew him briefly, and were retelling Gordon’s own accounts of his life. And the writer, presenting the second-or thirdhand story, added the expected Victorian embellishments, to provide both a history and a morality lesson.




Thirty-five years ago, in the City of Portland, a well-to-do couple were gladdened by the birth of a son. [In fact, Gordon had died just fifteen days past his thirty-sixth birthday.] The boy, who was delicately made, grew rapidly, and in his earliest years, developed unusual vigor of mind, which gave promise of a useful and honorable manhood. At the age of fifteen he manifested suddenly a desire to go to sea. His parents, who had fondly watched his rapid progress at school, demurred, but the boy, already the ruler of the domestic circle, was determined, and to sea he went. His father, Capt. Gordon, had been a seafaring man for years, and soon recovered from the disappointment which, to the mother, has been a source of life-long grief, and which was the means by which the son NATHANIEL GORDON attained [his] disgraceful end.





The writer describes an admirable young Gordon who avidly pursues a sailor’s life, and whose skill, loyalty, and abstinence from “vicious habits” win him friends and impress his employers. When, at 20, he is offered a captaincy, he continues to work with zeal, and impresses the citizens of Portland with his “ability, energy, and good reputation.” His enthusiasm takes a dark turn, however, as he is consumed with a craving for riches, according to the Times account.


Gordon has property worth thousands of dollars, the article continues, and is part owner of a “fine ship” by the time he is 25, but he sells everything, resigns his command, and travels to California in search of greater riches. The writer has Gordon falling in with “certain moneyed parties” on the return trip, who lure the young captain into the slave trade, tempting him with “enormous profits, little risk of detection and certain immunity from punishment.”


Gordon ultimately commands at least four slaving voyages, according to the Times, two of which made him and his employers an “immense amount” of money. The article describes the young slaver’s thrilling life at sea. “Very many hair-breadth escapes, such as daring sailors delight in, were his fortune.” Often pursued by both American and British cruisers, Gordon always managed to escape. His life was an exciting one, and he claimed he had found no greater pleasure than when eluding the slave-catchers. “The same adventurous spirit, the same careful study, the same business tact and attentive industry which aided his upward career while engaged in lawful pursuits, marked his disgraceful career, and he was known amongst his fellow traders as ‘Lucky Nat.’” 4


The Times account reads like a story from Dickens, seasoned with a healthy dash of Robert Louis Stevenson: a good boy gone bad for the sake of gold. Actually, it might be said that, far from disappointing his father, Nathaniel Gordon was taking over the family business. When Gordon was 12 years old, his father was arrested for attempting to smuggle a slave into the country. The July 7, 1838, issue of the New York newspaper The Colored American printed an article entitled “Bringing Slaves into the United States,” in which it reported that the senior Gordon was charged with importing a single slave from Point Petre, Guadeloupe, on his brig Dunlap. He was “held to bail in $5000,” and if convicted, he could have faced the gallows.5 There is no record of how the case was resolved, but it is safe to say that Captain Gordon never suffered the full weight of the law.6 Ironically, it was this same circuit court—Southern District of New York—that would see Gordon’s son Nathaniel on trial for his own life 23 years later.


There was little in the culture or society of Portland to discourage the Gordons—or any other seamen—from pursuing careers as slavers. New England’s sea captains had sailed to Africa for generations in search of native cargoes. And of all the Northern states, Maine was known as the “least likely to burn with the fires of abolition.” By virtue of its geography, as well as a minuscule African American population, it was literally the farthest removed from the heat of the slavery issue. In 1840, when Gordon was 14 years of age, Portland counted only 402 African Americans, out of 15,218 residents; by 1860, the year of his final voyage, the number of residents had grown to 26,342, while the African American population had dropped to 318.7 There was a small but fiercely dedicated core of men, though, who kept the antislavery issue “before an unappreciative public” from the early 1830s until the Civil War.8 Their impact was minimal, however. Throughout the state, the speeches of such abolitionist luminaries as William Lloyd Garrison, Austin Willey, and Reverend David Thurston were disrupted by mobs throwing eggs and wielding hoses, with the featured speaker exiting ignominiously through the rear door.9


Maine’s abolitionists were largely involved in fruitless debates with those who favored colonization of the Blacks. As the antislavers saw it, America’s responsibility lay with freeing Blacks, not merely removing them from its shores. In the end, their efforts in Maine failed utterly.10


The churches of Portland, and of Maine in general, would not begin to adopt an antislavery stance until around 1856. The state’s most famous clergyman was the Reverend John W. Chickering, whose High Street Congregational Church numbered the Gordons among its flock. (Young Nathaniel attended Sunday school there.) Of all the churches and denominations in Maine, the Congregationalists were the richest and the most politically conservative, but Reverend Chickering, on a trip to England in 1846, “had passed himself off … as a committed antislavery man.” Whether this was the truth or merely an attempt to impress his hosts, he came under a storm of criticism—which sank to the level of personal vilification—from Maine’s die-hard abolitionists. To their way of thinking, Chickering talked a good show abroad, but did nothing for the cause at home, other than speak out against slavery “in the abstract…. And who was not against slavery in the abstract?”11


Growing up in the city where generations of Gordons had achieved commercial success and social status, and where racial consciousness was practically nonexistent, Nathaniel developed into an enterprising young man. Only two years after he earned his captain’s papers, he was involved in a telling incident off the coast of Brazil. The first half of the nineteenth century saw Cuba and Brazil alternating positions as most favored site for outfitting ships and selling slaves. In the late 1840s, the port of choice was Rio de Janeiro, and would remain so until Brazil virtually closed its ports to the slave trade. In June 1848, the 1,000-ton, iron-hulled U.S. Navy steamer Allegheny was assigned to the coast of Brazil to patrol for slavers. Gorham Parks, United States consul to Brazil, sent orders to its commander, Lieutenant William W. Hunter, alerting him to the presence of the Juliet, captained by Nathaniel Gordon. The street talk in Rio had the Juliet carrying shackles, leaving no doubt as to the ship’s purpose. According to local gossip, the ship’s cook would be willing to show the officers where the chains were hidden. Because the cook supposedly feared reprisals from local slavers, Hunter would have to wait until after the Juliet left port before boarding her.


The Juliet set sail on June 10; Hunter overtook her five miles out to sea. He sent a contingent aboard her, and ordered a search that lasted nearly 12 hours. But the cook reversed himself, decrying all knowledge of hidden slave chains, and nothing incriminating was found. There were goods and objects that could be used to trade for and sustain slaves on a sea voyage, but these might just as easily serve as legitimate trade goods.


Since there was nothing on board the Juliet to provide Lieutenant Hunter with proof that she was bound on a slaving expedition, he had no choice but to let her go, and to assume that the talk in Rio had been unfounded. Later, however, word circulated that the Juliet had in fact sailed to Africa, taken on a cargo of slaves, and returned to Brazil. There was never any proof, but this was probably Gordon’s first slaving voyage.12


Gordon again drew official attention to himself in 1851. As the Times article stated, he had indeed gone to California in search of riches. But although the strikes of three years earlier were still luring men by the thousands, he would seek his fortune far from the gold fields. In San Francisco, Gordon met a man named Levi H. Fenner. According to the Fenner family history, Levi Fenner was an ambitious young fellow. Sensing the opportunity for profit in California, he had left his home in Pennsylvania early in 1851 and traveled to New York. There, Fenner and some companions went partners on a brig, the Camargo, in which they made the dangerous trip around Cape Horn to San Francisco, where Fenner started a business, possibly a tannery, and prospered. In less than a year, he bought his partners’ shares in the Camargo, becoming her sole owner. Fenner loaded the brig with a cargo of hides to be taken to New York City for sale. He hired twenty-five-year-old Nathaniel Gordon as captain.


Once at sea, Gordon won over the crew, probably with the promise of gold; he ordered the hides thrown over the side, commandeered the Camargo, and sailed to Rio de Janeiro, where he outfitted the ship for a slaving voyage to Africa.13


The voyage of the Camargo has the distinction of being the last slaving expedition to land Africans on the coast of Brazil.14 But it was not an overwhelming success. Gordon had sailed from Rio under the watchful and suspicious eye of then U.S. consul Edward Kent. Taking a circuitous route in order to avoid naval patrol vessels, the Camargo landed briefly at the Cape of Good Hope, then sailed to the distant east coast of Africa. Here, Gordon boarded about 500 Africans, filled his water casks, and made the return voyage to Brazil. Despite Gordon’s precautions, however, he was pursued by a British man-of-war as he approached the Brazilian coast, so he quickly landed his cargo and burned the ship. The Africans were soon seized, and some of the crewmen arrested and charged with slave trading. Through interviews with some of the captured sailors, Consul Kent learned that Gordon had “escaped in woman’s clothes, hastily put on in the cabin, his small frame rendering the disguise comparatively easy of accomplishment.”15 “It is now reported,” Kent wrote, “that Captain Gordon has gone to the United States, but this fact is uncertain.” 16


Even if Gordon had successfully delivered his cargo, he still might have chosen to burn his ship, to avoid prosecution. The 452-ton bark Sultana was torched by her owners in 1860, after she had successfully delivered between 850 and 1,300 Africans to the coast of Cuba. The crew, claiming to be castaways, traveled to Key West in a fishing boat, and no trace was ever found of the Sultana. Her captain, Francis Bowen, was a known slaver, and rumors of her voyage ran from New York to New Orleans. But the courts could not prosecute on the strength of rumors. The Sultana, despite her fiery end, was a successful slaver.17


The brig Sophia made a successful run from Africa to Brazil in 1841, with a load of 500 captives. Once safely docked, she was burned to the water line, “being a telltale liability worth only a small fraction of [her] recent cargo.”18 Twenty years later, the brig Nancy, alternating between legal and slaving voyages, delivered a shipload of 690 Africans to Cuba, and was then set aflame by her captain.19


Although the destruction of a fully functional vessel worth upward of $14,000 seems an unnecessary waste, it was a practical decision. If the trip was successful, the profit from the sale of the slaves far exceeded the worth of the ship. Should the voyage prove a disaster, however, the destruction of the ship was often an unfortunate necessity: it was the most expedient way to remove incriminating evidence and eliminate the cost of refitting.


There is no information on Gordon’s life between the voyages of the Juliet and the Camargo. In fact, we know very little about his third trip, beyond what we are told by U.S. Marshal Robert Murray, the man responsible for Gordon during his trials and imprisonment in 1851. Shortly after returning home from the Camargo debacle, Gordon made a slaving voyage to Cuba in the bark Ottawa after taking on a cargo of Africans. But once again, the vast profits that he had sought eluded him. According to Murray’s account, Gordon reached Cuba with only 25 percent of his cargo still alive. Gordon claimed that the others had been poisoned on the Congo River by a rival of the trader from whom he had bought the slaves. Gordon burned this vessel as well, after landing what remained of his “merchandise.”20


The loss of so many lives on a single trip is truly horrific, but the captains and crews of the slave ships were steeled to it. As far back as 1706, Sir Dalby Thomas, commander of the Royal Africa Company of England, wrote an instructive to potential slavers: “Your captains and mates … must neither have dainty fingers or dainty noses, few men are fit for these voyages but them that are bred up to it. It’s a filthy voyage as well as a laborious [one].”21 In the 160 years that followed, this would not change.


Attrition was the inevitable result of any slaving voyage. There would always be deaths; it was just a question of numbers. The deaths were frequent enough, however, that the crewmen of slavers often told of the schools of sharks that followed their ships all the way from Africa to their final destination. Much has been written about the horrors of the infamous Middle Passage—the voyage from Africa to America, Brazil, or the islands of the Caribbean—so called because it represented the second leg of a three-part trip by the slaver: from home in the United States or Europe to Africa for the cargo of slaves; then from Africa to the place of sale; and, finally, home again. The Middle Passage took anywhere from several weeks to three months. Debilitated, often already ill and half-starved from the trek from the African interior to the coast and the waiting slave ship, the Africans




are packed below in as dense a mass as it is possible for human beings to be crowded; the space allotted them being … about four feet high between decks, there, of course, can be but little ventilation given. These unfortunate beings are obliged to attend to the calls of nature in this place—tubs being provided for the purpose—and here they pass their days, their nights, amidst the most horribly offensive odors of which the mind can conceive, and this under the scorching heat of the tropical sun, without room enough for sleep; with scarcely space to die in; with daily allowance of food and water are nearly exhausted, and their sufferings are terrible.22





All ships at sea had their own cacophony of sounds: the wind in the sheets and sails, the groan and crack of wood driven by water and weather, the commands of the officers shouting to be heard above it all, and the responding cries of the crew. Aboard a slaver, the perpetual groans and pleadings of hundreds of desperate, often dying humans were added as well. In 1854, the slaver Captain Theodore Canot, a contemporary of Gordon, recorded his memoirs of a lifetime of trafficking in humans. He tells of the ship Volador, which lost 136 of its 747 captives:




The degree of mortality was not unusual; neither was the overcrowding. The slaves were laid on their sides, spoon-fashion, the bent knees of one fitting into the hamstrings of his neighbour. On some vessels, they could not even lie down; they spent the voyage sitting in each other’s laps.23 The stench was terrific. A British officer testified that one could smell a slaver “five miles down wind.”24





The death rate among the captives varied, depending on the length of the voyage, the severity of conditions on board, and the callousness of captain and crew. It averaged 17.5 percent among captured American slavers for the period 1844-1864; out of every 1,000 Africans shipped as slaves, approximately 175 perished.25 Captives died of disease, thirst, starvation, suffocation, exhaustion, suicide, and sometimes simply despair. If a captive attempted suicide and failed, he or she would be mutilated, tortured, or executed to provide an example for the others. Should slaves revolt against the horrific conditions, they would be summarily hanged, shot, or drowned. Between the high rate of mortality aboard ship and that of the slave in his first year ashore—the period of adjustment to a slave’s existence that the owners euphemistically called “seasoning”—nearly one in every three people taken from Africa in bondage would die during the process of enslavement.26


In 1847, the brig Senator boarded 900 slaves. The first night, 74 died of suffocation. Before the three weeks’ voyage was done, more than 200 additional captives had perished of thirst. The Senator eventually delivered only 600 of her slaves to Brazil. Through neglect and cruelty, one-third had died.27





Commanded by Captain Luke Collingwood, the British ship Zong picked up 400 African slaves and set sail for Jamaica on September 6, 1781. Within two and a half months, he had lost 60 captives; several more were ill, and he was running short of water. If the slaves were to die on their own, the ship’s owners would take the loss. However, if they were thrown over the side while living, it could be claimed that they were washed overboard. This would be attributed to “perils of the sea,” and the insurance company would have to pay. Consequently, the captain selected 54 sick slaves and cast them overboard, living and bound. Two days later, he followed with another 42. That same day, it rained, providing the ship with enough water for 11 days. Nonetheless, Collingwood threw 26 more into the sea, bound at the wrists. As he was about to prepare another 10 for a like fate, they elected to take their own lives and jumped overboard. The underwriters of the voyage, suspicious, refused to honor the insurance policy. The ship owners sued them, and the British courts obliged them to pay the premium.28


Stories abound of slaver captains who chose to jettison their cargo rather than face fine, imprisonment, or forfeiture of their vessels. One such slaver, an Englishman named Homans, had already completed 10 successful voyages, delivering around 5,000 Africans to the shores of Brazil and Cuba. On the return of his eleventh voyage, he found his brig, the Brillante, surrounded by four cruisers. He immediately had his cargo of 600 manacled captives herded to the rail and bound to the anchor chain. When the cruisers’ boats lowered and made for the Brillante, Homans had the anchor thrown over the side; it plummeted to the ocean floor, carrying every man, woman, and child with it. When the warships’ crews boarded the Brillante, they found clear evidence that several hundred human beings had occupied the hold only moments before, but they could do nothing. They were forced to release the brig, as Homans “jeered in their faces and defied them as they stood on his deck.”29


What would allow for such a callous disregard for life? Greed. In fact, a successful slaving voyage was profitable beyond all reason. It has been estimated that during the mid-1800s, when Nathaniel Gordon was pursuing his career, a slave purchased in Africa for approximately $40 worth of trade goods would bring a price ranging from $400 to $1,200. Therefore, the selling price of a cargo of, say, 800 slaves ranged between $320,000 and $960,000. Even after factoring in the cost of outfitting the ship, paying—and paying off—all the people involved in the voyage, and the inevitable loss of “inventory,” a successful slaving expedition realized a profit many times in excess of the initial investment. Consider that $100 in the 1850s would be worth around $4,000 today, and the allure of such a venture becomes apparent. Given such returns, a single successful trip could more than compensate for three or four previous failures, and make the fortunes of investors and captain.30


Again, nothing is known of Gordon’s seafaring activities during the four years after he burned the Ottawa. However, the Gordon family Bible records that on March 28, 1855, Nathaniel Gordon embarked upon an adventure of another sort. In Cape Elizabeth, within sight of his native Portland, he married Elizabeth Annie Kenney, by all reports a slight and remarkably pretty young woman. Gordon was twenty-nine years old; Elizabeth was fifteen or sixteen. Just over two years later, on April 28, she would bear him a son; in keeping with family tradition, they named him Nathaniel.31


Judging by Gordon’s final letters, and Elizabeth’s devotion to him during his long period of incarceration, the marriage was a successful one, characterized by mutual love and devotion. Given the failure of his two previous trips, it is unlikely that Gordon could afford to lounge on shore for the four years between voyages. The Gordons’ lifestyle was far from lavish; Nathaniel, Elizabeth, and their young son lived in his mother’s modest row house, along with an aunt. There were probably opportunities for an experienced captain to command vessels shipping out of Portland, and it’s likely that Gordon accepted various commissions during this time. At worst, he could have earned money by signing on as a mate or able-bodied seaman. Then, in 1860, came the opportunity to command another slave ship, and Gordon sailed for Havana to take command of the Erie.


The reporter for the New York Times, in his highly embroidered article of February 22, 1862, told of Gordon’s goal:




Had he reached the port of destination with the usual proportion of living Negroes, an immense fortune would have been made, and in that event, as he declared, he would have returned to the United States rich and contented, with the prospect of a happy shore-life before him. But it was ordained otherwise.32











CHAPTER II
SLAVERS AND THE LAW



Havana was the capital of Spain’s richest and most important colony, and her stone-and-stucco architecture reflected her status. Overwhelmingly Catholic, the city boasted many large and beautiful churches, some going back hundreds of years. One visitor at the time commented that his two strongest impressions of Havana were the constant ringing of the church bells and the taste of guava. Lining Havana’s more affluent streets were the mansions of the Spanish aristocrats and the planters and merchants who made their fortunes in sugar. The houses were as finely built and elaborate as any found in Europe, with elegant wrought-iron window bars, gateways, and balconies, from which hung baskets of tropical flowers. The buildings reflected various styles; some featured elaborate stone scrollwork, while others bore the more austere Greek columns made popular in the early 1800s. Large windows and bright colors were the fashion in 1860, and walls throughout the city were painted shades of blue, yellow, pink, and green. In keeping with the custom of the tropics, most of the better structures opened onto courtyards shaded by palms and redolent with the scent of flowers. Havana’s middle class, attempting to emulate the styles of the rich, built their houses as smaller, more modest versions of their social betters. Brightly colored awnings were hung between houses on many of the streets to create shade, and vendors offered cool drinks and a wide variety of fruits to passersby.


The city’s government buildings embodied the centuries-old but fast-fading majesty of Spain; built of large blocks, they were imposing, no-nonsense structures, constructed for the maintenance of the empire. Two stone castillos—El Morro and La Punta—stood on either side of Havana Bay, their cannons guarding the harbor. A huge chain connected them: when the city was threatened, the chain would be raised, effectively closing off the harbor to sea traffic.


Havana was a city of contrasts. The smells of the city were those of flowers and garbage; of spice and mildew; of coffee, tobacco, and perfume. One Cuban author, recalling Havana after a rain, described the “smell of woman, of gravesoil and bedclothes, of kissing and foliage.” And while many of the citizens lived in luxury—or at least relative comfort—others lived in utter squalor, in makeshift shacks clustered in muddy alleys that reeked of filth and fostered disease. Malaria and yellow fever epidemics were common.1


The city was a bastion of a caste system, determined mainly by race. In order of social prominence, there were the Whites; free persons of color ( “gentes de color” ), including Blacks and mulattos; Chinese brought over as “indentured servants”—slaves, really—after 1847; and, at the bottom rung, the slaves of African descent. Although Spain had officially outlawed the slave trade decades earlier, it was unofficially encouraged as the most efficient means of processing the island’s sugar, molasses, and rum.2 There had been a brief decline in the trade in the 1840s, when the demand had shifted to Brazil, but Cuba experienced a major resurgence in the 1850s, culminating in 1859, when an all-time high of 25,000 Africans were sold to the island’s sugar plantations.3 When Gordon arrived in Havana, Cuba’s 2,000 mills were providing one-third of the world’s sugar and the slave trade was flourishing as never before.4 The city, in addition to providing a welcome market for slaves, was also the safest port in which to outfit a slaver. With Spain looking the other way, Cuba’s customs officials were lax and corrupt. The captain general of Cuba claimed that the law against slave trading applied only to Spanish ships; consequently, American ships were free to outfit in the harbor with impunity.5


Nathaniel Gordon had been hired to sail to Havana and assume command of the Erie, a full-rigged, three-masted ship of nearly 477 tons. Built in Swansea, Massachusetts, in 1849 or 1850, at a length of only 122 feet,6 the vessel would have been considered small for her class. Gordon’s mandate from his employers was to sail the Erie to the Congo River on the west coast of Africa, exchange a cargo of whiskey for several hundred slaves, and deliver them to Cuba.


The Erie sailed from Liverpool with a load of coal and arrived in Havana on January 20 under the command of American captain and part-owner Gilbert A. Knudson. According to the story he told U.S. consul general Charles J. Helm, he had had extensive repair work—$4,000 worth—done to the ships bottom before leaving England on the provision that he would send payment back to England after his arrival in Havana. Once in Cuba, however, he couldn’t raise the money.


Knudson stayed in Havana for nearly two months, supposedly waiting for his partners in New York to authorize payment. Meanwhile, five men—one-third of his crew—deserted. Finally, on March 17, Knudson reported to Consul General Helm that he had chartered his vessel to “Messrs. Hamel & Co.,” explaining that he was too old and sick to remain in Cuba, and had to return to his business in New York. Captain Nathaniel Gordon assumed command of the Erie under the Hamel charter. He would keep the true nature of his voyage a secret until the Erie was well out to sea; nonetheless, within four days of his appointment as captain, another six crewmen—five Europeans and an American—were discharged at their own request.7


Although these events appear convoluted, they are in fact an example of the procedures followed by slaving companies to maintain anonymity, to distance themselves from any legal connection with the enterprise. For decades, ships from New York, Baltimore, and numerous other ports sailed to Cuba, where their captains or owners would arrange the sale or charter—real or spurious—of their vessels. They would then report the transaction to the consul general, who would stamp the bill of sale or agreement, as well as any changes of crews and captains, thereby making it official. If an outbound vessel were stopped at sea by a naval patrol, its papers would declare it to be on a legitimate voyage, sanctioned by the U.S. government; if a “laden” vessel were stopped returning to Cuba with a cargo of slaves, there would be nothing to link the original owners to the slaving voyage.8 Since Knudson’s partners and his “business” were in New York, they probably either hired out the Erie to one of New York’s “shadow” slaving companies or financed the voyage themselves. By chartering the ship to “Messrs. Hamel & Co.,” they were breaking the chain of accountability. The Spanish customhouse referred to Messrs. Hamel and Co. as “merchants of this place,” so it is highly likely that they were acting as agents for the slaving company.9 Knudson’s report to Helm was no more than a ploy to officially eliminate any connection between his company and Gordon.





Captain Gordon now had his course laid and his orders in hand. But first the ship had to be fitted out and provisioned. This entailed not only ensuring that everything needed to successfully operate the vessel—rope, sails, anchors, and the like—was in sufficient store and good condition, but that the needs of the crew and the “cargo” were addressed as well—food, water, medicine, clothing.


A slave ship’s supplies—and the Erie was no exception—far exceeded the requirements of a crew of 15 to 18 men for a conventional voyage. In anticipation of the hundreds of captives soon to occupy the ship, there were tons of grain and huge boilers—“coppers”—for cooking it. Dockworkers also rolled aboard large barrels of salt pork and beef, and shouldered dozens of sacks of beans. Although it was not uncommon to bring pigs, chickens, and other animals aboard ships, there is no record that the Erie shipped any livestock. Slave ships also stored stacks of hoops and “shooks” (disassembled water casks), and large quantities of medicine and disinfectants.


The more dedicated slave traders went so far as to write their own medical manuals. Some ships smelled of pitch, with which the captains smoked their vessels to discourage the spread of smallpox among the slaves and crew.10 The captain’s cabin might hold a store of weapons—pistols, muskets, cutlasses—to keep order among the captives. An iron grating might cover the hold, to keep the captives secured below and to provide what little ventilation they would receive. The most obvious indication that a ship was bound on a slaving voyage was the presence of hundreds of feet of lumber, for the construction of a “slave deck” once the ship reached Africa. This was built approximately four feet below the main deck, running most of the ship’s length, to accommodate hundreds of chained, recumbent captives.


Finally, slavers required trade goods. Some captains carried liquor, calico, beads, iron bars, guns, knives, cigars. (Gordon was one of those who carried only liquor for trade, and dozens of hogsheads of whiskey were rolled aboard and stowed in the Erie’s hold.)11 If arrested, the captain of a slave ship could always claim that the extra merchandise was to be used in legitimate trade for palm oil, ivory, gold dust, gum copal, and peanuts.12 The only items whose presence could not be explained away were shackles, which is why most slave traders, including Gordon, didn’t carry them.


One federal prosecutor, describing his frustration in attempting to find clear-cut evidence aboard a suspected slave ship, wrote that the cargo would appear “scrupulously proper for the lawful trade,” but that every item could just as well be applied to the slave trade and could “easily and instantly be so converted and applied.”13 Throughout the first six decades of the 1800s, in case after case, American courts were unable to prove complicity in the slave trade by pointing to the cargo or the manifest. Ironically, Britain and Spain had signed a treaty as far back as 1835 that included the “equipment articles.” This stipulated that a ship’s cargo list alone justified its seizure, and if the prosecution could prove that a single item from the list was on board, the vessel could be confiscated or condemned. The United States would not institute this policy until it signed its own treaty with Britain in 1862. 14


Financing the fitting out of a slaving voyage was an expensive proposition, and one that most ships’ captains could not, and would not, undertake alone. Behind nearly every venture was a well-organized “shadow” company that provided everything from food, water, ship’s stores and crew to the ship itself. They solicited investors, generally from the ranks of respectable businessmen with an eye for huge returns. An agent company like “Messrs. Hamel” paid the merchants who supplied everything from the trade whiskey and rum to the food, medicine, and utensils necessary to maintain a human cargo from the coast of Africa to their eventual destination. Also to be paid were shipping agents, dockworkers, ship fitters, and customs officials—usually bribed to provide ship’s clearance—as well as a force of skilled lawyers retained in the unlikely event the ship was captured. Often, the entire enterprise was underwritten by an insurance policy, with the loss of native lives merely representing a business expense. The slavers would purchase a policy on the captives, and if death occurred due to natural causes, the insurance company would pay the premium. If it could be proven, however, that negligence, abuse, or suicide was the cause, the slaver absorbed the loss. The slaver captain in Sacred Hunger, Barry Unsworth’s well-researched novel of the slave trade, cautions two new officers,




I have seen it happen. They become desperate when they see the ship putting out to sea. They will sometimes throw themselves over the side, chained as they are. And in their shackles, d’ye see, they cannot long stay alive once they are in the water. They are gone before you can lower a boat for ’em. I have known ’em shout and laugh with the joy of cheating us. It is a dead loss to the owners, since we are not underwritten for suicide.15





Once the fitting out was completed, Gordon’s second order of business was to find a new crew. Twelve of the original crew had quit the Erie, leaving Gordon with three men; fifteen were required to sail the ship. This would not prove a problem, since Havana was filled with sailors looking for a berth. Gordon quickly signed aboard a dozen men. Among them were four Spaniards, to whom he assigned no specific roles or functions. If detained at sea by a patrolling vessel, Gordon could then present these gentlemen as the actual captain and mates of the Erie, thereby claiming the ship to be under foreign command and declaring himself to be merely a passenger. This was a common deception practiced by slaver captains.16 And finally, Gordon had to obtain clearance for his voyage from the U.S. consul general. Prior to applying for their papers, captains were required to give notice to the consul general of the nature of their voyage. Gordon did so around March 21.


Slavers had been aided in the past by a series of negligent, uninterested, and occasionally dishonest U.S. consuls general in Cuba. Unquestionably the worst of these was Nicholas P. Trist, who served as U.S. consul general to Cuba in the 1830s and early 1840s. Trist was a deeply Anglophobic Virginian who believed slavery was good for the Africans. As a result, he would blithely sign clearance papers for slavers fitting out in Cuba, which entitled them to sail for Africa under the protection of the American flag. So flagrant were Trist’s violations of the slave-trade acts that he was openly attacked in newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic. The British despised him for constantly foiling their attempts to stop the slave traffic in and out of Cuba; the New York Herald called for his instant removal. John Quincy Adams, disgusted by the weight of the accusations against Trist, declared him “either guilty of the vilest treachery or the most culpable indifference to his duties.” 17


Although Trist stood out, most of the U.S. consuls general to Cuba saw themselves less as guardians of the law than as notary publics, acting on the requests of American citizens.18

OEBPS/images/img01_1-3.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png






OEBPS/images/9781416522928.jpg
HANGING CAPTAIN GORDON

THE LIFE AND TRIAL OF AN AMERICAN SLAVE TRADER

RON SOODALTER

W

WASHINGTON SQUARE PRESS

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY








