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Praise for The Hated Cage


‘This is history as it ought to be—gripping, dynamic, vividly written, and altogether brilliant in its interpretation. Nicholas Guyatt has liberated a motley crew of American sailors from the double darkness of Dartmoor Prison and our own poor historical memory.’


—Marcus Rediker, author of The Slave Ship: A Human History


‘In Britain, American military cemeteries dot the landscape, none more forgotten or haunting than the one at Dartmoor, with 271 American sailors from the War of 1812. Guyatt has written a stunning, revealing history of one of the darkest and most inhumane outposts of the British empire, hidden in plain sight and historical memory in southwest England. The book is a withering tale of race and the suffering fate of seamen in the age of sail. It is also a brilliant reminder of why we do research and why we remember.’


—David W. Blight, Sterling Professor, Yale, and author of Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom


‘Nicholas Guyatt’s absorbing story of the early nineteeth-century Dartmoor prison ‘massacre’ asks who was an American and could Black men, detained as British as prisoners of war, be citizens? Told by way of archival sleuthing and exacting analysis, The Hated Cage is a fascinating study of how ideas about racism and the state became fused to one another in the early American republic. It is a must-read for anyone concerned with the origins of the anti-Black thought of our own time.’


—Martha S. Jones, author of Vanguard


‘In Guyatt’s truly extraordinary recovery of Americans imprisoned long ago, he has excavated a most disturbing racial as well as carceral past, one that will feel disturbingly familiar, and one that underscores on every page the imperative of finally reckoning with white supremacy if there is to be a different future.’


—Heather Ann Thompson, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy


‘In this brilliant book, Nicholas Guyatt tells the fascinating story of a long-forgotten massacre of American sailors in a British prison. While that tale on its own is gripping, The Hated Cage uses this prison drama to unlock a range of insights about life and death across the nineteenth-century Atlantic world. A must-read work.’


—Kevin M. Kruse, professor of history, Princeton University


‘Mostly set in a prisoner-of-war camp located on an otherworldly English moor, Nicholas Guyatt’s The Hated Cage is history at its most beguiling. Guyatt expertly synthesizes critical maritime and prison scholarship to give us a unique window into war, repression, racial violence, and incarceration in early modern American history. Anyone interested in exploring the meaning of the American Revolution would do well to lay off its founding fathers and read Guyatt’s account of long-ignored, tellingly so, events in Dartmoor’s “Black Prison.”’


—Greg Grandin, professor of history, Yale University


‘A gripping book that tells the forgotten account of the events that occurred in Dartmoor prison in 1815. In The Hated Cage, Guyatt masterfully centres attention on an intriguing cast of characters to document in clear detail the histories of race, violence and the struggles for survival that sit at the heart of the entangled connections between Britain and the US.’


Imaobong Umoren, associate professor of international history, London School of Economics and Political Science
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Introduction


THERE WERE DEAD AMERICANS IN THE YARD. IT WAS DARK now and Frank Palmer didn’t know how many.


Dartmoor prison, perched on high moorland in southwest England, was a place where even the British thought the weather was bad. The morning of 6 April 1815 had felt like the first day of spring, but the rare opportunity to spend time outdoors had only exposed the prisoners’ restiveness. The War of 1812 had been over for two months, and more than five thousand Americans were still locked within Dartmoor’s massive walls. In the afternoon, hundreds of them had started an impromptu fight, throwing mud at each other and then at the British soldiers who were guarding them. The commotion made it easy to miss the smaller crowd of prisoners who were trying to punch a hole in the inner wall between the prison yard and the barracks building. Surely they didn’t think they could escape from Britain’s most fearsome prison? After the winter just gone, the guards believed the Americans capable of anything. When the ‘sport’ in the yards led to the breaching of the prison’s inner wall, the situation deteriorated rapidly.


The shooting started after six in the evening. Frank ran back to his prison block and cowered for an hour or more, listening helplessly to the screams. As British soldiers moved through the yard, prisoners fell in all directions. Crowds of Americans ran to the prison blocks and thrashed against the locked doors. The guards fired on them, too. Frank’s estimation of ‘British humanity’ had never been high. During the eighteen months he’d spent as a prisoner of war—in Bermuda, Canada, and now in Britain—he’d recorded terrible things in his diary. But nothing had prepared him for the guards firing into the prison blocks, through the doors and narrow windows, ‘killing and wounding without mercy’ even those Americans who had tried to shelter from the trouble.1


When the shooting stopped, the wounded were too afraid to emerge from the blocks and cross the yard to the prison hospital. Men lay bleeding and groaning all around Frank’s hammock until the prison’s governor, who was known as ‘the agent’, sent word that the injured should be brought out for treatment. The agent was a Royal Navy captain named Thomas Shortland, who lived with his wife and children in a house at the front of the prison. When he had taken over at Dartmoor in December 1813, the Americans had viewed him as a good man. But survivors of the massacre were adamant: it was Shortland himself who had ordered the guards to fire, who had led the rampage through the yards, and who had ‘stamped on those who were already dead—or nearly’. The Americans had lost their faith in Shortland’s decency during the bleak winter just past, and Frank had little trouble believing the reports. By the light of a candle on the evening of 6 April he summarised the day’s horrors. ‘Is this not a sufficient proof of British barbarity?’ he wrote in his journal. ‘The blood of the murdered will ever stimulate us to vengeance. WE CRY FOR VENGEANCE.’2


Nathaniel Pierce, another prisoner who kept a diary of his time in Dartmoor, blamed the British turnkeys for locking the prison block doors and denying inmates any respite from the slaughter. He accused Agent Shortland of sending ‘scouting parties’ to kill prisoners who were hiding in the corners of the yard and of ordering the execution of one American who was carrying a wounded man on his shoulders. ‘It is an impossibility for me to describe the barbarity of this Captain Shortland,’ Pierce wrote. The killings had been like ‘firing into a hencoop among a parcel of fowls’. Americans knew all about British brutality; they had fought the Revolutionary War to escape it. But what Pierce saw that evening reminded him of the darkest day of America’s founding struggle: ‘This is worse than the massacre at Boston in the year 70,’ he wrote.3


On 5 March 1770, a crowd of Americans protesting the British occupation of Boston had been fired upon by a line of Redcoats guarding the Custom House. Five Americans were killed. The grisly episode became a touchstone for the independence movement, from Massachusetts to Georgia, and the Boston Massacre became a key part of America’s founding mythology. Nathaniel Pierce assumed that the Dartmoor Massacre would be no less enduring. Six Americans were already dead; another three would succumb to their injuries in the following days, and nearly three dozen had been gravely wounded. The terrible scene would be ‘long remembered by all true Americans,’ Pierce told his journal. Frank Palmer felt the same way. ‘Enough cannot be said on this subject,’ he wrote. ‘Never (so help me God) will I make Peace with the English until I revenge the blood of my countrymen.’4


When news of the killings reached the American papers later that spring, editors and publishers jockeyed to secure eyewitness testimony and pour opprobrium on Britain. How could so many unarmed Americans have been killed in a British prison? What were they even doing there months after the War of 1812 had ended? As newspapers and congressional representatives pressured the administration of President James Madison, the survivors of the massacre awaited news of compensation—from the British, or at least from their own government. Americans and Britons had been at odds with each other for more than half a century, since the successful conclusion of the Seven Years’ War in 1763 had prompted British politicians to demand more money from the American colonists to pay for the upkeep of the empire. The Dartmoor prisoners were only the latest American victims of ‘British Barbarity’, in Frank Palmer’s phrase, and they surely would not be the last.5


Palmer was wrong about that. Although he and Nathaniel Pierce couldn’t possibly have known it, the nine men who lost their lives in the Dartmoor Massacre were the last Americans to be killed in wars between Britain and the United States. The half century of hostilities that had preceded the massacre gave way to more than two centuries of peace between the old enemies. As a consequence, Dartmoor—like the War of 1812 itself—was marooned by history. The Boston Massacre retained its power in American memory because it explained why independence was necessary. The Dartmoor Massacre, on the other hand, became an awkward anachronism. James Madison had no appetite for reopening the war in May 1815, when news of the killings at Dartmoor reached his desk. Instead, he and his diplomatic representatives carefully steered the controversy into a siding. The prisoners had learned at Dartmoor not to place much hope in their government, but they were amazed at how completely their cause would vanish from view.


AS A HISTORIAN OF THE UNITED STATES WHO TEACHES IN BRITAIN, I’m embarrassed to admit that I found out about the Dartmoor Massacre entirely by accident. On vacation in Devon, I dragged my family into the car to tour the bleak uplands of Dartmoor National Park. An hour later, I more or less drove into the prison. For a portion of the nineteenth century and nearly all of the twentieth, Dartmoor was a high-security facility: it was home to political prisoners and hardened criminals, and it became a byword for remoteness and despair. Most Britons would be surprised to learn that Dartmoor had been built during the Napoleonic era to serve as a war prison—a strangely transitory purpose for a huge granite building. The graves of 271 American POWs outside the prison reveal its true origins and the heavy cost paid by those Americans who were brought to Dartmoor between 1813 and 1815.6


I resolved when my vacation was over to plug the gaps in my knowledge, but I found that very little had been written about the Americans at Dartmoor. Their ordeal had inspired a few articles and chapters, but the massacre was mostly where James Madison had hoped it would end up: in obscurity. I wanted to tell the story of what happened but also to understand why such an extraordinary episode vanished from American history. The prison, which was opened in 1809, was the largest and, by all accounts, most feared detention facility in the world. More than six and a half thousand Americans passed through the stone archway which bordered its main gate, the largest single contingent of American POWs held overseas before World War II. For the first year of their stint in Dartmoor, Americans were outnumbered by French prisoners, who taught them a good deal about how to survive. After Britain made peace with France in 1814, Americans had the place to themselves. In early 1815, Dartmoor would have constituted the twentieth-largest city in the United States, if it hadn’t been on blasted moorland in the southwest of England.


In its physical scale, and in the extent of suffering within its walls, Dartmoor was an exceptional place. It also cast a long shadow. Prisons are a relatively recent invention, a product of late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century debates on both sides of the Atlantic about the power of incarceration to rehabilitate the fallen. Although prisoners of war were not criminals, Dartmoor’s inmates rehearsed or invented nearly every prison cliché. They wore bright yellow uniforms with a diagonal arrow. They bribed the guards for advice on how to escape and slipped money to local tradesmen in return for favours or equipment. (A shiv was discovered inside one of the loaves of bread sent to the prison.) They played games—including one that looked a lot like baseball—and staged their own entertainment: Shakespearean tragedies and fashionable farces, dancing and boxing lessons, relentless gambling. Of course they tried to dig their way out, piling up dirt and paranoia as their secret tunnels inched towards the moorland beyond the prison walls.


One reason these remarkable stories failed to gain traction within the United States is that the Dartmoor prisoners were on the margins of American society. Virtually all of them were sailors and civilians rather than navy personnel. Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, who held the presidency across four terms from 1801 to 1817, had decided against building up the (tiny) US Navy despite their fears that the United States would be dragged into another conflict. When Congress finally declared war on Britain in 1812, private vessels were outfitted with guns and directed to prey on British merchant shipping. These ‘privateers’ became the front line of the American war effort, which meant that ordinary sailors rather than soldiers or US Navy personnel were spilled into Britain’s sprawling prison system.


Sailors were young—the average age of Dartmoor prisoners was around twenty-five—and necessarily mobile. To their compatriots on shore, they could seem rough and rootless. Around 10 percent of sailors on American ships were foreign nationals, and the maritime world acquired a reputation (not always fairly) for harbouring misfits and lowlifes. ‘The crew were a motley set indeed, composed of all nations,’ wrote the Dartmoor prisoner George Little of the sailors he had served with before his capture. ‘They appeared to have been scraped together from the lowest dens of wretchedness and vice.’ Although many sailors were fiercely patriotic, others were accustomed to a life in which they would sail under the flags of other countries and spend long years away from the United States. Thousands had been forcibly recruited into the Royal Navy, an experience which occasioned both sympathy and suspicion from their compatriots. When the Americans at Dartmoor were released after the massacre of 1815, most could not afford to spend months on shore advancing their claims for recognition and compensation. Instead, they went back to sea, taking their experiences and grievances with them. The itinerant nature of sailors’ lives meant that the US government could ignore them just as easily as it had taken them for granted.7


The War of 1812 has been styled for two centuries as a ‘second war for independence.’ It lives on in American culture partly through the national anthem, written by the Maryland lawyer Francis Scott Key during the abortive British attack on Baltimore in the autumn of 1814. Key had actually witnessed the assault on the city from an enemy warship: he had been trying to negotiate a prisoner exchange with British commanders and had felt a rush of relief when the Star-Spangled Banner continued to wave despite the Royal Navy’s bombardment. But Key’s mission had been to secure the release of a friend of his, and more importantly a friend of James Madison. While Key was working to free this well-connected captive, American prisoners were piling up in Dartmoor by the thousands. Throughout the autumn and winter of 1814, American POWs were marched into the prison with no prospect of release before the war’s end. Then, to their horror, they were not permitted to leave even when the war was over. Dartmoor presented a very different view of American power and persistence from the one popularised by Francis Scott Key. The men trapped there were forced to conclude that their government had abandoned them.8


ONE FURTHER STRAND OF THE STORY HELPS US TO SEE WHY DARTMOOR was largely forgotten. Of the six and a half thousand Americans who were detained in the prison, around a thousand were men of colour. Native Americans, African Americans, and people from throughout the African diaspora were drawn to the sea as a place of possibility, even escape. Black people who had been born free, alongside those who had been manumitted or had escaped from slavery, could be found on virtually every American vessel. After being captured by the British during the War of 1812, they were cast into Dartmoor alongside the white men they had served with aboard merchant ships and privateers. But then, a few months after the first Americans arrived in April 1813, the British agent received an unusual request from the white American prisoners: Could they be moved away from their Black compatriots? After a short correspondence with his superiors in London, the agent agreed. Far from home, thrown into a monumental prison by a common enemy, white sailors had chosen to divide their community by race rather than to stand together as Americans. Dartmoor became the first racially segregated prison in American history.


But this wasn’t the end of it. In the spring of 1814, when Britain’s long war with Napoleon came to an end, the French prisoners were released and American POWs were transferred to Dartmoor from British prisons in India, South Africa, the Caribbean, and Canada, among other places. Black prisoners were given an entire block to themselves. There were seven of these blocks at Dartmoor; Prison Four, which Black Americans had previously shared with the French, now became the focal point of social and economic life for Black and white prisoners alike. With thousands more Americans arriving in the autumn of 1814, white prisoners slept in the other prison blocks but spent a huge amount of time in Four. It was home to Dartmoor’s preeminent theatre, along with its best boxing school and most charismatic preacher. High-rollers and penniless addicts convened nightly to play cards and spin the roulette wheel. (The French prisoners had smuggled a roulette wheel into the prison—we’ll get to that.) The ‘Black Prison’ was at the heart of everything, and at the heart of Four was the only Dartmoor prisoner whose name would linger in American memory: King Dick.


‘He is by far the largest, and I suspect the strongest man in the prison,’ insisted the first published account of King Dick’s reign over Prison Four, which appeared in 1816. ‘This black Hercules commands respect, and his subjects tremble in his presence.’ On the rare occasions that American writers chose to remember Dartmoor, Dick emerged as a powerful but elusive figure. He had been born in Salem, Massachusetts, or perhaps in Virginia or Maryland. He had served aboard an American privateer, or perhaps a French ship, or maybe he had been press-ganged into the Royal Navy. He was six feet two inches in height, or perhaps six-five, or maybe seven feet. He prowled the corridors of Prison Four with two young boys—white boys—and a huge club, which he swung liberally and without warning to maintain absolute order within his prison. ‘If any of his men are dirty, drunken, or grossly negligent,’ went that 1816 account, ‘he threatens them with a beating, and if they are saucy, they are sure to receive one.’ Fascinated by King Dick, white writers reached the same conclusion about his role at Dartmoor: he may have been a despot, but only a despot could bring order to a Black community.9


This image of Dick as a necessary tyrant seems so palpably racist it’s amazing it has lingered among the relatively small number of writers and historians who have noted the American experience at Dartmoor. One reason for its persistence is that our sources for what happened in the prison are hugely skewed. Around fifty American prisoners left a significant trace in the archive: a letter to a family member, perhaps, or a petition to the American or British government. Around two dozen prisoners left narrative accounts of their captivity, but many of those are very short. A dozen or so prisoners left something more substantial: the journals of Frank Palmer and Nathaniel Pierce, among others, and published memoirs of prisoners written years or decades after the War of 1812. Not one of these accounts was written by a person of colour.


We can’t escape the limits of our sources. White people monopolized the story of Dartmoor, and the archive privileges their perspective even as it narrows our view of what really happened inside Prison Four. My approach has been to think carefully about how white journals and diaries—the accounts that were scratched out in real time within the prison’s walls—tell a different story from the one sculpted in memoirs and reminiscences published long after the fact. I’ve also mined the massive body of prison records in the National Archives in London, along with the extensive correspondence on prisoners and sailors held at the State Department’s archives in Maryland. And then there’s the prison register: an unusually detailed database of every American prisoner, all 6,553 men who were processed by the prison’s clerks in the two years after the first arrivals in April 1813.10 Early in the process of researching this book I decided to transcribe the five heavy volumes of the register into a spreadsheet that would allow me to cross-reference the claims made by published accounts about the identity and exploits of individual prisoners. In the process I came to know more than any previous historian about the thousand or so Black prisoners who found their way to Four. And I came to doubt whether the stories told by white people about Dick had any relation to what really happened at Dartmoor.


I’ve tried to drag Dick out of mythology and into the real world in the pages that follow, but I’m resigned to the truth that he can’t be fully tied down—the myth and the man have become inseparable. What we know of Dick, however, vividly illuminates a key question in American history. During the first and second decades of the 1800s, as Black sailors took their place among crews up and down the American seaboard, the United States was convulsed by debates over slavery. Alongside the ethical and economic issues—was slavery immoral? could the republic survive without it?—white and Black Americans debated the kind of society which might exist in the United States on the other side of emancipation. Would Black people live alongside white people in freedom, as most African Americans assumed? Or should they live apart from white people in a colony or nation beyond the United States, as both Thomas Jefferson and James Madison fiercely believed? Prison Four became an accidental testing ground for these questions. After the new republic of Haiti, which had secured its independence from France (and from white enslavers) in 1804, Prison Four was one of the largest self-governing Black communities outside of Africa. But it was also a place to which white people couldn’t stop returning, despite the prejudices that had created this community in the first place. In this respect, as in so many others, Dartmoor is an unmistakably American story.





PART I


King Dick at Vienna


AFTER WHAT HAPPENED AT DARTMOOR, PLENTY OF PEOPLE would tell stories about King Dick. He may have told some himself, though we know him entirely through the things white people said about him: partial, contradictory, outlandish. Of his early years we know almost nothing, though after his capture near Bordeaux in the spring of 1814 on an American schooner—or was it French?—he was asked to give his name, age, and place of birth. The British clerk who surveyed the new prisoner wrote ‘Richard Crafus’ in the first column. He judged Dick’s height to be six feet, three and a quarter inches, remarkable even for a man who hadn’t spent his career among the diminutive breed of sailors. Dick was twenty-three years old, or so he said, which would place his birth around 1790—just after George Washington became the first president of the United States. And Dick told the clerk he was from Vienna, a small town in Dorchester County on Maryland’s Eastern Shore.1


We don’t know if Dick was born into slavery or freedom, though the former is much more likely. In 1790, the year of the first federal census, around 90 percent of Maryland’s Black inhabitants were enslaved. Although the state’s free Black population increased in subsequent decades, the Eastern Shore remained tightly in slavery’s grip until the Civil War. It also produced two of the greatest abolitionists in American history. Frederick Douglass grew up in Talbot County, around thirty miles north of Vienna. Harriet Tubman spent her childhood just twenty miles to the west of Dick’s hometown. Born a generation later, in 1818 and 1820, Douglass and Tubman became famous not only for their courage but also for their mobility. After her daring escape from Maryland to Philadelphia in 1849, Tubman made at least nineteen subsequent visits to the South to smuggle out friends, relatives, and strangers—hundreds of people in total. Douglass, who fled from Maryland to New England in 1838, was in constant motion as an antislavery lecturer and activist.2


Given their spectacular careers, it’s easy to overlook the fact that Douglass and Tubman came from a desperately confining place. In their early years, they were separated from their closest family members, hired out among the relatives and associates of their owners, and beaten for their acts of defiance and self-expression. When he paid a visit to Baltimore in 1877, a lifetime away from his brutal youth, Douglass cheerfully performed the role of native son: ‘I am an Eastern Shoreman,’ he told the crowds. ‘Eastern Shore corn and Eastern Shore pork gave me my muscle.’ But Americans knew from his speeches and his celebrated narratives that the Eastern Shore had been a hard training ground. It was a place from which most enslaved people would never escape and to which runaways would never return.3


In Vienna, at least, Dick saw many comings and goings. The Nanticoke River brought ships up from the Chesapeake and the vast oceans beyond. Captains presented their credentials at the Custom House, emptying cargoes and collecting tobacco from the surrounding plantations. A small shipyard sat on the river’s edge, launching sloops and schooners into the thriving coastal trade. Most African Americans in and around the town were employed in manual labour: picking tobacco, tending livestock, building and loading ships. The seasonal nature of work meant that children would be hired out long before they became adults. Some were sold to new masters, though the terrors of being cast into the expanding cotton belt of the lower South were a greater threat to Douglass’s and Tubman’s generation than to Dick’s. An African American born into slavery in Vienna in 1790 might have expected to end her life in the same situation, inhabiting a world in which the colour line was indelible. But this would not be Dick’s story.


When Frederick Douglass described his early life, he recalled the dread that accompanied a child’s realisation of what slavery really meant. He remembered the cold: with no shoes, trousers, or jacket, he would steal a sack used for carrying corn, crawl into it, and sleep with his head and legs poking out of the bag. (His feet were so cracked from the cold ‘that the pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes’.) Like Douglass, the young Dick would have seen the casual violence which was never far from the surface of slavery. He would also have settled into a worldview in which white people presided easily and inexplicably over Black. But in the autumn of 1796, something remarkable happened in Vienna which challenged the grim certainties of Dick’s world. The region had produced a record crop of Indian corn, a mainstay of the coastal trade and one of the commodities which fuelled American trade with Europe. There was so much of the stuff in Vienna that word had spread throughout the Chesapeake that corn could be had at a good price there. One sea captain from Massachusetts, recently arrived in Norfolk, Virginia, decided to investigate. He had never seen Vienna before, and no one in Vienna had ever seen anything quite like him. His name was Paul Cuffe.4


As Cuffe’s ship, the Ranger, moved slowly up the Nanticoke River, people near the shore looked on with astonishment. It was no surprise to see Black sailors on a schooner; African Americans were a mainstay of merchant crews during the early decades of the United States. But an observer on the banks of the Nanticoke would have noticed a great many Black sailors aboard the Ranger. In fact, the ship was entirely crewed by Black people, including its captain. ‘A vessel owned and commanded by a black man,’ Cuffe later wrote, ‘and manned with a crew of the same complexion, was unprecedented and surprising.’ As Cuffe remembered it, the white population of Vienna was ‘filled with astonishment and alarm’. Surely, an all-Black crew would not risk a journey into the maw of slavery simply to find a bargain. Were they lost? Had they come to start an uprising among the enslaved people of the region?5


Paul Cuffe would become one of the most celebrated African Americans in the early United States. His father, Kofi, had been enslaved in Ghana in the 1720s, sold to a Quaker merchant in Massachusetts, and eventually freed in the mid-1740s. Cuffe’s mother, Ruth Moses, was a Wampanoag Indian from Martha’s Vineyard. Kofi and Ruth had fallen in love and were married in 1746, then built a life for themselves on Cuttyhunk Island, a small strip of land between the Vineyard and the mainland. Kofi and Ruth owned and managed property, but their principal interest was the sea: they repaired boats, ferried people and goods from the islands to the shore, and became modest players in the coastal trade. All ten of their children—four sons and six daughters—took up the family business, though Paul Cuffe, born in 1759, stood out from the rest. As a child he learned to repair and then to build boats, and when he was old enough he went to sea himself. After voyaging to Newfoundland, the West Indies, and Mexico, Cuffe realised that he could be more than just a sailor. He wanted to be a captain, and more than that—he wanted to own the ships he commanded.6


Cuffe and his siblings did well in the American Revolution, running daring raids through the British blockade which had severed the Quaker communities of Nantucket and the Vineyard from the shore. But Cuffe wanted to expand the Revolution’s promise to encompass equality for everyone. In 1780, when a state tax collector appeared at the Cuffe residence, Paul and his brother John reminded him that they were currently barred from voting in state elections, despite the cries of ‘no taxation without representation’ which had animated the Revolution. The collector, inflicting ‘many vexations’ on the Cuffes, eventually forced them to pay up. Paul and John then presented a petition to the state legislature arguing that if Massachusetts expected free Blacks to pay taxes it must grant them ‘all the privileges belonging to citizens’. The battle for Black citizenship in the United States was just beginning. When Cuffe died in 1817, the ‘privileges’ he had claimed under the banner of the American Revolution were far from secure even in Massachusetts. But Paul Cuffe never limited himself to reminding white people of their inconsistencies or pleading with legislators and neighbours for equal treatment. As he bought and sold ships and recruited sailors of colour to crew them, he was determined to shape his own destiny.7


Although the white residents of Vienna had never seen a ship crewed entirely by Black people, images of Black empowerment were a mainstay of their nightmares. In 1791, in the French Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue, hundreds of thousands of enslaved people had risen up against white enslavers whose grip on power had previously seemed unshakable. In a matter of weeks, Saint-Domingue’s towns were under attack and its sugar fields were ablaze. Hundreds of planters fled—many with their enslaved people—to American cities along the Eastern Seaboard. White people throughout the United States fretted about revolutionary contagion from these ‘West Indian slaves’; in towns like Vienna, Haiti posed troubling questions about the stability of a slave system which had previously seemed secure. In the 1790s, every slave state passed a ban on the external slave trade, convinced that the numbers and proportion of enslaved people on the American mainland were dangerously high. Rumours of insurrection moved throughout the waterways of the Chesapeake, disrupting the harsh calm on which enslavers had previously relied. Paul Cuffe knew that his arrival in Vienna would stun the locals, but he made the trip anyway. He had long since decided that he would live his life on his own terms.8


The white residents of Vienna initially refused to let the Ranger tie up at the wharf. As Cuffe remembered it, they were ‘struck with apprehensions of the injurious effects which such circumstances would have on the minds of their slaves, suspecting that [Cuffe] secretly wished to kindle the spirit of rebellion and excite a destructive revolt among them.’ Understanding their anxieties, Cuffe chose to ‘combine prudence with resolution’. He presented his paperwork at the Custom House and announced his desire to trade. He then returned to his ship, ordering the crew to behave with ‘a conciliating propriety’ while they waited for Vienna to choose profit over prejudice. Within a few days, he was permitted to sell his goods and inspect the town’s impressive store of Indian corn. Within a week or two, he was receiving invitations to dinner from local notables, who treated him and his crew ‘with respect and even kindness’. After three weeks, Cuffe had emptied his hold and restocked the Ranger with three thousand bushels of corn. He sailed back to Norfolk, cleared a thousand dollars in profit, and further expanded his maritime empire.9


In 1796, the six-year-old Dick would have been among the first enslaved people to encounter Paul Cuffe’s remarkable example of Black self-reliance. The Ranger and its successors in Cuffe’s fleet would become a regular sight off the coast of the mid-Atlantic in the late 1790s and 1800s, and Cuffe’s thoughts soon turned to an even bigger prize: trade with the new Black colony of Sierra Leone, on the west coast of Africa. But when he wrote up his experiences in 1811, he lingered on the sensation he had created among Vienna’s white population. For the Black onlookers who crowded the banks of the Nanticoke River and gawped at the Ranger and its crew, the effect was no less profound. Enslaved people saw in Paul Cuffe possibilities which seemed unthinkable before his arrival. At some point in the ensuing years, Dick broke away from Vienna and did what Paul Cuffe had shown him Black people could do: he went to sea.





1.


A Seafaring Life


ON A GLOOMY APRIL MORNING IN 1813, THE AMERICAN SAILORS held prisoner aboard the British prison hulk Hector awoke to what should have been good news: they were ordered to pack their belongings and leave the ship. The Hector was moored on the outskirts of Plymouth on Britain’s south coast, one of the busiest and most important naval bases in the empire. Some had been in British custody for six months already, captured at sea soon after the United States declared war on Britain in June 1812. The Hector had served Britain with distinction during the American Revolution and the first years of the conflict with Napoleon Bonaparte. Since 1806, it had been lashed to the shore in its current spot, filling up first with French prisoners and now with Americans. When the weather allowed, the prisoners might spend some of their days on deck before being counted back in the hold of the ship at nightfall. When it rained, which it often did, the prisoners huddled in the gloom of the ship’s hold, wondering when (or if) they would ever be released. The 250 Americans on the Hector were delighted to be leaving, until they realised the British were sending them somewhere even worse.1


After gathering their belongings, the prisoners were called forward by name, handed an allowance of bread and fish, and given a pair of new shoes. They were then ferried by launches to New Passage, close to the centre of Plymouth and not far from where the Mayflower had set sail for New England nearly two hundred years earlier. On the shore to greet them were hundreds more British soldiers, a lavish escort reflecting Plymouth’s military importance, and a crowd of curious locals. (Some of the latter were surprised that the prisoners spoke English.) The Transport Board, the arm of the British government which oversaw the prison system, would not give these Americans even the slightest opportunity to slip through their clutches and into the busy naval yards. Instead, they were mustered again, paired up with their escorts, and ordered to march north. They had a lot of ground to cover before nightfall.2


The Americans were mostly young—in their teens or twenties—and came from across the Union, from New Orleans to New Hampshire and everywhere in between. Several were born outside the United States: in Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, and even Britain. The oldest prisoner, Edward Johnstone, had been born in Darlington in northeast England in 1745; he would turn seventy before his release in 1815. Twenty-two of this first complement of prisoners were Black; all of them told the British they’d been born in the United States save for John Newell and James Lawson, respectively, the cook and the steward of their vessels, who gave their birthplace as ‘Africa’. Most had been captured aboard American privateers, commercial vessels which had been retooled after the declaration of war with Britain to complement the (tiny) US Navy. But dozens of the prisoners had been fighting for the other side when the war broke out. These men had been ‘impressed’ into the Royal Navy, seized and bundled onto British ships to serve His Britannic Majesty.3


The War of 1812 had thrown all of these sailors together, but their diverse backgrounds and pathways to captivity complicated the matter of solidarity. Was every prisoner a loyal American? Now that they’d found their way into the sprawling British prison complex, were they all on the same side? Those questions had already been asked aboard the Hector, and they would emerge repeatedly in the months and years ahead. For now, though, on this damp and grey morning in Plymouth, they would have to wait. At half past ten, the prisoners were told to begin their march northward, through the western reaches of the city and out into the countryside. Any prisoner who stepped out of line would be killed, or so went the threat from the British commander. Buildings gave way to fields and hedgerows, and the pace was unrelenting. The party made one stop around eight miles into the journey, and the prisoners rushed to finish the bread and fish they’d been given in the morning. Then they began the march again, and the hedgerows and fields were replaced by a bleak and treeless moor.4


As the rutted road became steeper, snow appeared on the barren land to each side. For the Americans, the emptiness of the terrain was disconcerting. This was, one later wrote, ‘the Devil’s Land, inhabited by ghosts and sundry imaginary beings. Rabbits cannot live there, and birds fly from it.’ Nearly a century later, when Arthur Conan Doyle wrote about the same corner of southwestern England in The Hound of the Baskervilles, Sherlock Holmes shared the sentiment: ‘Avoid the moor in those hours of darkness when the powers of evil are exalted.’ With the light beginning to fade, more than sixteen miles into their march, the prisoners finally glimpsed their destination. A vast circular wall, fifteen feet high and a mile in circumference, enclosed seven massive prison blocks and a cluster of smaller buildings. The road from Plymouth ended in a huge, turreted gate. ‘Nothing could form a more dreary prospect than that which now presented itself to our view,’ wrote one prisoner. ‘Death itself, with the hopes of a hereafter, seemed less terrible.’ Nearly a year after the war with Britain had begun, American captives had found their way to Dartmoor prison.5


NEARLY ALL OF THE SIX AND A HALF THOUSAND AMERICAN PRISONERS who would make it to Dartmoor were sailors. In the first half of the nineteenth century, maritime work was the second largest occupation in America (after farming). Sailors were easily the most numerous and visible American presence overseas. In 1800, no American newspaper employed a correspondent in a foreign capital and the United States retained consuls in barely a dozen countries. (The State Department had ten employees in total.) Although American missionaries would spread across the globe by the 1830s, virtually none worked beyond North America before the War of 1812. At that point more than a hundred thousand Americans were already sailing on the open ocean. It was through sailors that peoples of other nations came to know something about Americans. And, in turn, American sailors became a crucial conduit for delivering stories about the wider world to the new republic.6


Americans became sailors for many reasons. The most obvious was proximity to the sea. A young boy with a father or uncle in the merchant marine had immediate connections to the trade and a role model who was likely to act, sometimes inadvertently, as a recruiter. George Little, who would eventually become prisoner no. 1367 at Dartmoor, was born just outside Boston in 1791. His father was a sailor in the infant United States Navy. George later remembered how, as a boy, he’d been gripped by his father’s stories of ‘the scenes he had witnessed in foreign lands’ and ‘the wonders of a seafaring life’. When he realised that George was rapt, his father would abruptly try to ‘throw a somber aspect over the whole picture’ and play up the ‘perils and privations’ of the ocean. But George had other sources of inspiration. A local gardener who had once been a sailor quickened George’s pulse with his own catalogue of ‘thrilling incidents’ at sea. ‘If I had twenty sons,’ he told George, ‘I would make them all seamen.’ George’s family tried to kill his enthusiasm by apprenticing him to a merchant in New Hampshire, but by 1807 the sixteen-year-old had talked his way to a position at a counting house close to the wharves in Boston. Now just a few steps away from the life he’d been dreaming of, George would be on the ocean before the year was out.7


Benjamin Morrell, another sailor who would end up in Dartmoor, also went to sea in defiance of his family’s wishes. Morrell was born in 1795 in Rye, a coastal town near the New York-Connecticut state line. Morrell’s father worked for a shipbuilder, struggled to start his own business, and took to sea when his fortunes were low. In his absence, the young Morrell felt enveloped by ‘marvelous stories’ about ‘the wonders of the mighty deep and the curiosities of foreign climes’. His mother and father refused to let him sail, so at the age of seventeen Morrell left home for New York without ‘intimating my purpose to a single soul’ and joined a merchant vessel bound for Lisbon. It was March 1812, and Morrell knew he’d done the right thing. ‘I cannot describe my sensations on finding myself afloat on the mighty ocean,’ he wrote. ‘My soul seemed to have escaped from a prison or cage.’8


For many sailors who would later write about their experiences, the ocean was a source of boundless possibility. Joseph Bates, another Dartmoor prisoner, was born in 1792 near the busy town of New Bedford on the Massachusetts coast. Like George Little, Bates became infatuated with sea stories and told everyone that his ‘most ardent desire was to become a sailor.’ His mother hoped that the obsession would pass; when it didn’t, she sent Bates to stay with an uncle in Boston, hoping that a bout of homesickness would crush his romance with the sea. The plan backfired. When he saw the ocean, Bates knew that the world of New England was not enough for him: ‘I wanted to see how it looked on the opposite side.’ On his first crossing of the Atlantic, as a fifteen-year-old cabin boy, Bates befriended a fellow crew member who insisted that he had signed up for the voyage to London solely ‘to obtain a certain book which could not be obtained at any other place.’ For most men, the appeal of the sea was more basic. It provided a means of employment, and for all its dangers it offered a measure of security and progression. Novices like Joseph Bates, George Little, and Benjamin Morrell—‘green hands,’ as they were known on board—were promised only a tiny cut of the profits at the end of the voyage. But if they returned safely, they could expect a bigger share on their next outing. Experience and skill trumped every other consideration in the merchant marine, which is why so many sailors remained in the profession even after experiencing its cruellest misfortunes.9


The physical demands of shipboard work suited younger recruits. But some green hands had lived many lives before they went to sea. Henry Van Meter was born into slavery about a decade before the outbreak of the American Revolution. His enslaver, Thomas Nelson Jr., was one of Virginia’s leading planters and a signatory of the Declaration of Independence. The British promised freedom to enslaved Virginians who crossed over to fight for George III, but as a personal servant to Nelson—who became Virginia’s governor in 1781—Van Meter’s opportunities for escape were limited. If he actually fought on the Patriot side, he didn’t mention this to the biographers who caught up with him at the end of his long life. But he claimed to have encountered George Washington on several occasions, as the momentous events of independence and war swept through his household.10


Van Meter was in his mid-twenties in 1789 when Nelson died, and he was sold and resold to a series of enslavers in Kentucky who treated him with unremitting cruelty. Resolving to break the cycle, Van Meter stole one of his master’s horses, raced it to the Ohio River, and then (with the help of ‘some benevolent white people’) sailed the river to Cincinnati, a tiny outpost in what was then the Northwest Territory. Van Meter soon found himself in the middle of the United States’s first major war with Indigenous people: the so-called Western Confederacy of Indigenous nations committed to halting the US advance into the southern Great Lakes region. In 1791, the Western Confederacy inflicted a stinging defeat on the US Army expedition which had been sent to suppress them—still the most bloody loss, proportionally speaking, in the history of the American military. Van Meter, destitute and on the run from slavery, volunteered to fight in the replacement force directed by Congress to restore the honour of the republic. Van Meter got to know General Anthony Wayne, the force’s famously obstreperous commander, and helped to secure victory for the American republic at the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794. The defeat of the Western Confederacy allowed US settlers and officials to expedite their colonization of what is now the Midwest.11


Many of the soldiers who fought at Fallen Timbers made their futures on the land they had stolen. Van Meter, though, journeyed back to the coast—this time to Philadelphia, where he came to the attention of a group of local Quakers who paid for him to attend one of their schools. Van Meter was nearly forty years old when he finally learned how to read and write, and then his trail runs cold until he turns up in Dartmoor prison. We don’t know why he decided to go to sea in his forties. Philadelphia harboured one of the liveliest free Black communities of any American city, along with an energetic (if decidedly paternalistic) community of white philanthropists promoting gradual emancipation and Black uplift. But it was also a place of rising prejudice towards Black people, and it may not have been easy for a man like Van Meter—recently educated but lacking relatives or connections—to obtain a steady position. The sea was always an option if a would-be sailor could convince a captain that he was willing and able. At some point between 1805 and 1814, when he was anywhere between forty and fifty years old, Henry Van Meter decided that the next chapter of his extraordinary life would take place on the ocean.12


PEOPLE OF COLOUR WERE A MAINSTAY OF AMERICAN CREWS IN the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Some were Native American. The Indigenous communities along the coast of southern New England and Long Island—Wampanoags, Mohegans, Pequots, Narragansetts, and others—had been sailors since before the arrival of Europeans. Instead of being pushed west by Euro-American settlement, they adapted and persisted in their ancestral lands. At sea, they mobilized their expertise to forge new roles as commercial brokers between the British and Dutch empires in the seventeenth century, and between British North America and the rest of the world in the eighteenth. On land, Native nations discovered that settler colonialism might be kept in check through the judicious playing of one empire against another. The sea offered parallel possibilities for resisting settler supremacy and creating new fronts of Indigenous power. By the middle of the eighteenth century, coastal Indian communities were supplying thousands of sailors to the merchant marine.13


Meanwhile, Native women met, worked alongside, and fell in love with the Black mariners who were also integral to the region’s maritime life. Two of the most famous Black Americans in the late colonial and early national periods—Crispus Attucks, martyr of the 1770 Boston Massacre, and Paul Cuffe, the celebrated sea captain—each had an Indigenous parent. The Native identity of these mixed-race sailors was typically obscured by the tendency of white Americans to flatten racial identity into a simple binary. Some Native sailors may have been able to pass as white; others, even those with two Indigenous parents, were categorized as Black. We’ll revisit these questions when we reach Dartmoor, where the question of racial identity became an urgent challenge not only for the British but also for American sailors themselves. For now, we need to remember that Native Americans formed an important component of the American merchant marine, even if they were sometimes hard to see.14


Although the slave trade—and especially the Middle Passage between Africa and the Americas—has fixed an image of Black people as cargo rather than crew, Black sailors were central to the Atlantic maritime world. Historians have estimated that between 15 and 20 percent of the more than one hundred thousand American sailors in the early nineteenth century were African, African American, or from the broader African diaspora. (This figure includes mixed-race Native-Black sailors like Paul Cuffe.) The overwhelming majority of these sailors were free men. Some had been born free; others had won freedom through manumission, state or judicial action, or their own flight from slavery. Paul Cuffe, who owned his own ships and hired exclusively Black and Native-Black crews, was an exceptional figure. Most Black sailors worked as ordinary seamen for white owners and captains.15


Racial prejudices hardly evaporated when white men took to sea, but a maritime career was attractive to many people of colour. Sailors were paid by ability and experience, which usually meant that Black sailors could receive the same pay as white sailors with comparable skills. Black and white sailors lived and ate together below-decks, where ordinary seamen of any race were subject to the same sharp discipline of the captain. Narratives, letters, and memoirs attest to a professionalism and even a camaraderie which developed across the colour line. A racial ceiling meant that Black sailors were rare among the petty officers of a merchant vessel, and even rarer among sea captains. Black sailors were also keenly aware of the dangers of enslavement or (for manumitted or emancipated people) re-enslavement. White sailors clumsily compared the threat of the British press gang with the horrors of racial slavery; Black sailors worried about both.16


The sea connected the many parts of the Black diaspora throughout the Atlantic world, bringing African Americans into contact with political communities in which the status of Black people varied wildly. This was usually true even within a particular empire or nation. In 1772, the British judge Lord Mansfield declared that a Black ‘servant’ named James Somerset could not be held against his will in London by his West Indian master. The Somerset decision electrified the nascent antislavery movement in Britain and North America. It horrified planters in the Caribbean and the southern colonies of the British North American mainland, especially when they became aware that their slaves had caught wind of the extraordinary news (carried around the Atlantic by Black sailors). After 1772, Black and white observers—antislavery and proslavery—grappled with the realisation that Britain, suddenly and emphatically, had become free soil.17


In the United States, meanwhile, every state north of Delaware agreed to abolish slavery (either immediately or gradually) between 1776 and 1804. But slavery was expanding in the southern states, fuelled by cotton and the expulsion of Indigenous people. Black sailors knew that ‘man stealers’, who threatened to drag both runaway and freeborn Black people into slavery in the South or the Caribbean, operated as far north as Boston during the first half of the nineteenth century. They also knew that anti-Black prejudice was a mainstay of white sentiment in the northern states, even as the institution of slavery contracted wherever its economic and social footprint was limited. Virtually nowhere was safe from the reach of slavery and prejudice, and the sea enabled Black people to transmit and share knowledge about different communities and regimes among African diasporic peoples everywhere. It was by this means that Black communities—free and enslaved—gained an extraordinary knowledge of the Atlantic world. Sailors were the vital points of connection between nodes of Black resistance and selfrule, enabling runaways, uprisings, and revolutions and providing hope to those trapped within the plantation system. The historian Julius Scott puts it this way: ‘Whereas slavery and its regime demanded a fixed status and clear boundaries, ships and the sea came to symbolize, for many people, possibilities for mobility, escape and freedom.’18


Black mariners went to sea with an obvious interest in alternatives to white supremacy. They found these in many places: among the Maroon communities of Jamaica, which comprised enslaved people who had run away from plantations and formed free settlements in the island’s interior; among Black and Native communities in Florida, which remained outside the United States until 1821; and, particularly, on the island of Saint-Domingue, which became the scene of the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804), the largest Black uprising in the history of the Western Hemisphere. Black enterprise and self-determination were everywhere if you were paying attention: among the free Black women who kept stores and ran boarding houses across the Caribbean’s major cities and among the African Americans who stitched sails or unloaded cargoes in the seaports of the United States. But sailing constituted a kind of refuge for Black people, and for many the sea became a destination in itself.19


AMERICAN SAILORS, WHITE AND BLACK, CAME TO THEIR PROFESSION from a vast number of places and backgrounds. Did their time at sea bind them together as Americans? One historian has urged us to see sailors as ‘individuals invested in their national origins and articulate about their instrumentality in world affairs’. This may have been true in the second half of the nineteenth century, but in the three decades between the Revolution and the War of 1812 neither American power nor the idea of the nation was a fait accompli. Sailors certainly imbibed prejudices from their upbringing and culture, but they also found themselves spending months or years at a time away from the United States. Even those who confined themselves to the coastal trade traversed the very different political and social worlds of Massachusetts, Maryland, South Carolina, and Jamaica. Sailors who visited Europe, the Baltic states, and Russia—let alone the Pacific whaling grounds or China—encountered diverse cultures, languages, customs, and political arrangements. The age of revolutions was thrillingly (and often dangerously) vivid: men at sea would move through wars and upheavals seeking opportunity, while always scouting the exits.20


Sailors who began their journeys on American ships didn’t always return on the same vessel. A ship might be damaged en route from New England to the Caribbean or laid up in a foreign port for months awaiting cargo. Captains fell sick, cargoes spoiled, business deals collapsed, personal relationships went sour. Sailors’ wages were paid in arrears, giving them a strong incentive to see the voyage through. But circumstances and possibilities changed, and a sailor who refused to serve on ships of other nations could end up stranded, destitute, or both. Although it’s impossible to give a precise figure, a substantial number of Americans who spent time at sea would have worked on foreign ships under a non-American captain. This makes it harder for us to fix the merchant marine of a particular country or empire within the simple bounds of nationality.21


The idea of the sea as a place where national affinity wielded a looser grip than on shore isn’t completely alien to our own historical moment. In the twenty-first century, pirates and outlaws exploit the emptiness of the oceans in defiance of national interests and international law. Even for those who do their business in the open, the patchwork of national conventions and standards makes the sea a place of creative exploitation. From industrial fishing vessels to giant cruise liners, the merchant marine snatches up men and women from every nation and places them under flags of convenience—for the most part, the flags of nations with permissive labour and environmental laws. The sea is a space of exception in our world of nation-states, and at the opening of the nineteenth century it was just as unruly.22


For a sense of how the sea might shape the experience of a young American sailor, we should re-join George Little as he stepped from his Boston counting house to find a sailing ship in December 1807. It didn’t take him long. The Dromo, bound for China via South America and Mexico, was in a hurry to leave. The ship’s captain nonetheless instructed the sixteen-year-old to think carefully before signing on: ‘Young man, you have chosen a life full of toil and hazard,’ the captain told him. ‘As this voyage will perhaps be one of great period, it would be well for you to reflect maturely on the measure you are about to adopt.’ Little was warned that the voyage would bring him little money and that he’d be gone for a very long time. And yet here he was, standing on an actual sailing ship, his eye drawn from the harbour to the sea stretching past the horizon. He had longed for a ‘career of dazzling adventure’, and now his childhood dreams drowned out the captain’s warning.23


The Dromo and its crew of eighty sailed all the way to Tierra del Fuego at the foot of South America before making their first stop. Technically, Americans were not permitted to trade with the Spanish colonies, but the Dromo had work to do along the Pacific coast of Spanish America. The Chinese had very little interest in the cloth and other finished goods which had been loaded into the Dromo’s hold at Boston, but if the crew could exchange these for seal skins (or Spanish dollars) from South American traders or Indigenous people, they would have a way to pay for tea and silk at the Chinese port of Canton. This was a risky endeavour: mariners’ knowledge of colonial Spanish politics and the Indigenous people of the region was limited at best. A seasoned captain had an idea of where he might put in to trade illicitly, but both he and his crew had constantly to expect the worst. The Dromo’s twenty-six guns had initially surprised George Little, but he soon realised why his captain thought them necessary.24


Despite the hardships of a green hand’s life, Little loved his new profession. He gawped at the ‘sublime and magnificent’ sight of the sun rising behind the snow-capped Andes, and he revelled in the intrigue of finding obliging Spanish colonists as the Dromo tacked up the Pacific coast of South America. By the summer of 1808, the ship had reached Acapulco. Steering clear of the port itself, a rendezvous for Spanish galleons carrying gold and silver to Europe, the American sailors made for a small island to complete another assignment. After a moment of wonder as he took in the sight of a beach packed with seals, Little was ordered to begin ‘the dire work of slaying as fast as possible.’ He and his crew mates killed more than three thousand, along with some elephant seals for good measure (which produced a valuable oil). After the massacre, Little found it hard to get the sounds out of his head: ‘The roaring of the old seals, maddened to desperation, and the yelping of the young pups, together with the shouts of the crew, formed, to my mind, a kind of Pandemonium scene, from which I should have been exceedingly glad to have escaped.’25


When the ‘work of death’ was done, and the skins of the seals were dried and packed, the Dromo caught another lucky break: officials in the nearby Mexican town of Guaymas were happy to trade in the open, which meant that the ship could sell almost all of its remaining finished goods. The crew could also socialize properly with other human beings for the first time since they had left Boston nearly a year earlier. The Dromo’s captain organized a party for fifty local notables, and the crew and townspeople drank and danced together for days. The flurry of ‘dinner-parties’ made the Americans happy to linger, but the captain insisted that they resume their voyage. After another few weeks of trading with Native peoples on the California coast, the Dromo had exchanged all of its linen for furs, skins, and Spanish dollars and the ship was finally ready to sail across the Pacific. The Americans reached Canton in May 1809—eighteen months after their departure from Boston.26


George Little and his crew mates spent four months in China, waiting for ‘teas which had not yet come in’ and traversing the cramped area in which foreigners were permitted to circulate. China maintained tight restrictions on foreign trade and sailors, a regime which outraged British and American visitors alike. (Britain’s determination to undo Chinese ‘arrogance’ would inspire its Opium Wars of the mid-nineteenth century.) With little to do but wait, the Dromo’s sailors bought fancy goods for sweethearts at home and looked for sex in the floating brothels of the Pearl River delta. A few contracted smallpox, but the Dromo’s captain took so long to strike his deals with local merchants that there was plenty of time for them to recover. Eventually, at the start of October 1809, the ship began its long voyage home. After carrying a group of Dutch passengers to the colony of Batavia (in what is now Indonesia), the Dromo sailed across the Indian Ocean, round the Cape of Good Hope, and back through the Atlantic towards North America. On 6 March 1810, two years and three months after setting out, George Little stepped back onto American soil. He was nearly twenty, and no longer a green hand.27


Little’s family, delighted to see him again, was convinced that he ‘must have had enough’ of the sea, but he was back at the Boston wharves in a matter of weeks. His second voyage was less fortunate than his first. On discovering that his new captain was a drunkard and a tyrant, Little decided to leave the crew at Rio de Janeiro. He spent the next year sailing brigs on the lucrative route between Rio and Buenos Aires. The money was good, but South America was in ferment. Napoleon’s invasion of the Iberian Peninsula in 1807 had initiated the slow collapse of the Spanish American empire. Revolutions broke out across the continent, and Little did business in Buenos Aires even as local political elites declared their independence from Spain. Riding these swells as best he could, Little was finally undone by a more local catastrophe: his bosses went bust and disappeared with the $3,000 Little had made in their service. Virtually penniless, Little heard rumours that Britain and the United States might soon go to war. Securing passage on a ship heading for Baltimore, he arrived in the final days of June 1812, two weeks after that war had begun.28


During his four and a half years as a sailor, George Little had spent barely a month in the United States and had witnessed things that most Americans would never see. He’d encountered Chilean colonists, Californian Indians, Pacific Islanders, Chinese and Dutch merchants, Brazilian secret police, and howling seals. He’d toured the fringes of Spain’s crumbling American empire and glimpsed the heavenly throne of China, the largest non-European empire in the world. Whether this made Little feel more American is a difficult question to answer. We know about his experiences from a book he published in 1843: A Life on the Ocean; or, Twenty Years at Sea, a memoir within the hugely popular genre of the sailor’s yarn. Mariners who wrote up their experiences were fully aware of the genre’s conventions of exoticism and excitement but also of the prejudices against seamen. Little noted sadly that the American public had been inclined to see sailors as ‘a class of isolated beings, scarcely worthy to be ranked among the lowest and most degraded of human kind’. He wanted his countrymen to acknowledge their dependence on American mariners: ‘Seamen are the great links of the chain which unites nation to nation, ocean to ocean, continent to continent, and island to island.’ Insisting on their virtues and emphasizing their patriotism was another genre convention, and the form of Little’s narrative tidied sailors’ identities and allegiances into a simple commitment to America. The truth was more complicated than that.29


THE MULTINATIONAL NATURE OF AMERICAN CREWS WAS MEMORABLY captured in the nineteenth century’s most celebrated maritime novel, Moby-Dick. In one chapter, Herman Melville lists the men of the whaling ship Pequod according to their national origins: Spanish Sailor, China Sailor, English Sailor, Iceland Sailor, French Sailor, Dutch Sailor, Tahitian Sailor, Danish Sailor, Lascar (South Asian) Sailor, and more. The crew is drawn from every part of the world; the harpooners are from India (via China), West Africa, the Pacific Islands, and the Wampanoag nation on Nantucket. Moby-Dick romanticizes the ocean as a place of ‘open independence’ for sailors, albeit one threatened by the terrifying fixedness of Captain Ahab’s vengeance. ‘In landlessness alone resides the highest truth,’ writes Melville’s narrator. ‘Better is it to perish in that howling infinite, than be ingloriously dashed upon the lee, even if that were safety! For, worm-like, then, oh! Who would craven crawl to land!’ The passion of Melville’s prose leads us to a stirring conclusion: the sea was a refuge from the fixed and apparently immovable injustices of the shore. But for a couple of reasons we should resist the temptation to embrace Melville’s contrast between the sea’s ‘open independence’ and the ‘treacherous shore’ or to imagine that sailors experienced the ocean only as a place of refuge.30


First, there was plenty of injustice and inequality at sea, even before we consider the question of impressment: the skills and mobility of sailors offered them only a measure of protection against exploitation by their employers. Second, the power of states (and especially of the United States) on land can easily be overstated in this period. National sovereignties could be contingent and inchoate; governance and self-determination frequently slipped national bounds, either through revolutions or via self-sustaining communities that eluded the reach of kings and emperors. But we also have to acknowledge that, even if the sea allowed sailors to maintain a more fluid sense of national affinity, wars invariably brought the question of allegiance into sharp relief. When nations fought each other, sailors were forced to choose sides, or would find themselves bundled onto one side or the other. Suddenly, their nationality became the most important thing about them.31


Another aspect of maritime culture affected these questions of national allegiance: the sea was a supremely male world. Women weren’t impossible to find: thousands travelled as passengers each year aboard oceangoing ships, and a small but significant number appear in the archives on board naval and commercial vessels. In the Napoleonic era, the British Admiralty stated that ‘no women be ever permitted to be on board’ a Royal Navy vessel ‘but such as are really the wives of the men they come to, and the ship not too much pestered even with them.’ This referred to the common practice of allowing serving naval sailors to be reunited with their wives on board ships in port. The regulation also hints at the presence of other women: daughters and sisters, hawkers, traders, and sex workers. In some cases, those women might have stayed aboard when a vessel made sail, but because women were not included on ships’ muster lists—the register of the sailors aboard each vessel—they appear and disappear abruptly in letters and personal accounts.32


In the American merchant marine, women were rarely visible at sea unless travelling as passengers. By the 1820s, it was not uncommon for whaling captains to take their wives with them on long voyages to the Pacific, though crewmembers were denied the same privilege. (They frequently complained about the captain’s wife.) But the impact of women on the culture of sailors can also be measured in their absence. Ships incubated all-male cultures in which ideas about women, gender, love, and sex could develop without the rebuke or corrective of sisters, wives, mothers, and lovers. Historians still disagree on the extent and nature of homosexuality at sea; we’ll return to these questions when we reach Dartmoor prison itself. But in relation to heterosexual desire and ideas about gender, the caricatures and prejudices of an overwhelmingly male culture shaped the breezy way in which sailors wrote about women in their memoirs and narratives.33


However far mariners may have been from female company, the entire business of sailing depended on female labour. Women were a mainstay of port towns across America: they kept boarding houses and shops, they made clothes and candles, they taught children and built ships. They also served as business surrogates during a relative’s long absence from home and as crucial sources of support if sailors got into trouble overseas. Living with a sailor brought uncertainty and hardship. Some sailors arranged to have advance payments made to their wives and children from their share of a voyage, which clearly cemented bonds of affiliation between sailors and the people they had left behind. And yet letters from sailors’ wives and mothers frequently betrayed an anxiety that a loved one would not return—because of the dangerous nature of sailors’ work or the lure of foreign places and ties. Women played a critical role in deterring American mariners from going entirely off the grid, even as they lived their lives with the knowledge that they might already have seen husbands, brothers, and sons for the last time.34


According to Nathaniel Ames, who served in the merchant marine and the US Navy in the early nineteenth century, unmarried sailors far outnumbered their married counterparts: ‘I do not know that I ever sailed in an American ship with an individual before the mast that was a married man,’ he claimed in 1832, ‘with the exception of one negro cook, of Boston.’ Ames also contrasted British sailors, who preferred to work near their home ports and would ‘almost as soon commit suicide as go on a voyage to the West Indies,’ with American sailors, who were congenitally intrepid. ‘Let any one trace a Cape Cod man, for instance,’ he wrote, ‘and he will find him performing one voyage from Boston and the next from New Orleans; to-day carrying plaster from Passamaquoddy to New York and tomorrow in a French whaler off the Falkland Islands.’ It would be easier, Ames thought, to predict the movements of ‘that most eccentric of all animals, a flea’, than to have any sense of where American sailors might go.35


For the majority of American sailors who were unmarried, ties to home might be relatively few. Conversely, men who had a wife and children at home, or sailors with property or a stake in a business, had compelling reasons to keep their hometown at the front of their minds. Every sailor had his own story; if older men tended to have stronger ties to the shore, loyalties were rarely simple and consistent. Affinity with home often meant a place before a country: the sailors and residents of America’s seaports weren’t always happy with the direction of the national government, especially as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison employed high-stakes tactics to settle their quarrel with Britain. By going to sea, Americans had an opportunity to escape at least some of the ties and burdens of nationality. But they left behind a government which had its own views of what the United States owed its sailors and what sailors owed the United States.36


WHILE ALL SAILORS HAD THEIR NATIONAL MOORINGS STRETCHED, tested, and sometimes reordered by their profession, slavery and the threat of enslavement produced crucial distinctions between the experiences of Black and white seamen. In the period between 1783 and 1815, Black sailors witnessed profound and abrupt shifts in the geopolitics of slavery throughout the Western Hemisphere. The wars in Europe following the French Revolution spilled quickly into the British and French possessions in the Caribbean. Both Britain and France sought to preserve plantation slavery and to protect their colonies against rival powers. This produced a strange and contradictory set of tactics: military emancipation, whereby European powers promised freedom to enslaved people who would fight for their cause, sat alongside Britain’s mass purchase of more than thirteen thousand new enslaved people from Africa specifically to serve in its West India Regiments. (At the end of the eighteenth century, Britain briefly became the world’s largest enslaver.) The struggles for personal freedom and for national or imperial advantage were thoroughly entangled.37


For white people in the United States, already anxious about Black loyalty and identity, these were fraught questions. During the American Revolution, twenty thousand enslaved people—mostly from Virginia, Georgia, and South Carolina—had crossed the lines to fight for the king rather than for the new republic. To proslavery diehards, these Black Loyalists demonstrated the need to repress enslaved people more thoroughly. But to other observers—including some with antislavery instincts—the Black Loyalists proved that slavery would always present a terrible danger to the United States. Slave uprisings were a constant threat to the nation, tugging painfully at one of the Constitution’s many awkward compromises—the promise that, in the case of ‘domestic insurrections’ (as the Constitution coyly put it), northern states would be compelled to supply troops. Fears of the ‘internal enemy’, as historian Alan Taylor has described it, haunted the states of the upper South in particular.38


Did Black sailors look to particular nations and empires as the means of securing or preserving their freedom? Or did the sea, and the mobility it enabled, give them the motive and means to move between political communities, seeking safety and advantage where they could find them? Historians have written powerfully about ‘Atlantic Creoles’, Black diasporic figures who used the political instability of the age of revolutions to extract concessions from white settlers and officials and to glide between empires and nations if those concessions were not forthcoming. The slave trade persisted in the Atlantic for much of the nineteenth century, long after Britain and the United States had outlawed the importation of human beings in 1807 and 1808, respectively. The internal slave trade, meanwhile, led to the rampant commodification and disruption of Black lives within the borders of the United States. For all of this, the Atlantic world remained a place in which political and social possibilities for Black people were expanding; the question, for peoples of the diaspora, was whether those possibilities could best be delivered by fighting for rights within majority-white nations or through other means.39


In 1789, just as the new federal government was taking shape in the United States, the sailor and antislavery campaigner Olaudah Equiano published his autobiography in London. Equiano’s Interesting Narrative created a sensation on both sides of the Atlantic: it offered the first published account of the Middle Passage by an African survivor of the ordeal, and it detailed Equiano’s astonishing journey from his childhood in what is now southwestern Nigeria to slavery in the Caribbean and (belated) freedom in Britain. The sea was integral to that journey. Equiano had been purchased in Jamaica by a Royal Navy officer who kept him as a servant throughout his many voyages; even though that officer broke his promise to free Equiano after they had served together during the Seven Years’ War, Equiano eventually bought his freedom and continued to sail the world. He joined a Royal Navy expedition to the Arctic in search of the fabled northern passage to Asia, where he served alongside a young Horatio Nelson. During the American Revolution, he was recruited by a wealthy investor to help found a new British colony on the coast of Central America. He was even tapped by London’s philanthropic elite to help with the creation of the new Black colony of Sierra Leone in 1787. Equiano styled himself as a British gentleman and aligned himself with British claims to benevolence and enlightenment. But the truths of his own life had fixed Black endeavour and achievement principally outside the British Isles. The sea had always been Equiano’s most consistent and reliable guarantor of opportunity.40


Olaudah Equiano knew from experience that freedom for Black people in the age of revolutions was never definitive. Slaveholders and slave catchers, ‘these infernal invaders of human rights’, would use every trick to ensure that Blackness and slavery were permanently joined. Equiano also knew that the sea offered some defence against this and that Black men who knew how to sail represented a powerful threat to slavery’s hold on the Atlantic world. ‘It was a very dangerous thing to let a negro know navigation,’ Equiano wrote. By the same token, Black sailors in American ships between the Revolution and the War of 1812 discovered a power and opportunity which were harder to find on land. Like white sailors, they went to sea for a variety of reasons. Some had stronger ties to family and friends than others. But Black sailors experienced the turbulence and upheaval of this era with a particular excitement. They knew their claims to an equal place in the United States were vigorously contested by most white Americans. For African Americans who took to sea to escape slavery or prejudice, the calculus of belonging was complicated. The United States might yet be the place where Black people grounded their struggle for equality and belonging, but the wars, revolutions, and uprisings of the Atlantic world suggested something else: there were other options for winning and consolidating Black freedom.41





2.


Getting Clear


THOMAS JEFFERSON SPENT DECADES WRESTLING WITH THE problem of how to defend American independence in a hostile world. From his tenure as secretary of state under George Washington to his informal role as adviser to James Madison, his successor in the White House, Jefferson was exasperated by Britain’s refusal to respect American neutrality. He was particularly enraged by the tendency of Royal Navy captains to stop and search US ships and drag American sailors into the service of the king. One response would be to build a US Navy on a par with its British counterpart, though this would cost a fortune and concentrate power in the hands of the new federal government. Jefferson insisted that there was a better way to manage America’s place in the world, that the nation’s material and philosophical advantages could produce something more enlightened than the crude and expensive militarism of Europe. His attempts to find that better way led to the War of 1812 and explain why so many American sailors ended up in Dartmoor.1


With the benefit of hindsight, it’s easy for us to see the first decades of the American republic as a period of impressive consolidation. Between 1783 and 1820, the United States more than doubled its territory and tripled its population. Commerce was vastly expanded, the franchise was extended, and a network of roads and canals began to connect the seaboard to the interior. Presidents came and went, scrupulously following Washington’s precedent of serving for two terms (if they could win re-election) before retirement. The Supreme Court emerged as a truly coequal part of government and the ultimate arbiter of the nation’s laws. The Fourth of July became a cherished tradition, and orators across the nation used the anniversary of American independence to predict a still brighter future for the republic. While all this was going on, Europe was submerged in an interminable series of wars that killed millions of people, created millions more refugees, and briefly made Napoleon the most powerful ruler the world had ever seen. Given the global empires France and Britain had already fashioned, European war brought fighting to much of the Caribbean and, after 1808, sent Spanish and Portuguese America into a long struggle for independence. Against this backdrop, the advances of the American republic seem serene.


In fact, the United States was a work in progress during its early decades. The Constitution brought more vigour to its central government, but the federal system failed to address basic weaknesses that threatened the stability and perhaps the survival of the republic. The federal government also attracted new criticisms from those Americans who were sceptical of what power it had. Some of the biggest states in the Union—New York, Virginia, and Massachusetts—had ratified the Constitution by the slimmest of margins following procedural chicanery by the boosters of the new federal system. Even after the US victory over Britain in 1783, the British held on to Canada and their lucrative sugar islands in the Caribbean. Spain retained control of the Gulf Coast from the Mississippi River to Florida and what was then called Louisiana, the vast area between the Mississippi and the Pacific. (Spain had acquired this territory from France in 1763, though its settlements were mostly clustered on the Mississippi River.) The rise of Napoleon in the final years of the eighteenth century shifted the balance of power both in Europe and in the American interior: Spain agreed to hand Louisiana back to France in 1801, an ominous development given Napoleon’s rampaging conquests on the other side of the Atlantic. The idea that the United States would eventually control the entire continent seemed very distant indeed.2
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