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ABSTRACT

Bound together across lines of color and class, Nantucket and New Bedford
residents pursued the unique economic opportunities presented by whaling
during the nineteenth century. Whaling was becoming a major industrial
enterprise with few available options to fulfill the labor needs required for the
whaling crews, ropewalks, blacksmith shops, and sail lofts that made it possible
for Nantucket and New Bedford whaleships to transit the globe. Whaling thus
generated the jobs that made it possible for free black communities to thrive.
People of color consequently turned the need for labor to their advantage. Drawn
by the financial opportunities that the whaling industry offered, people of color
were able to do much more than break the bonds of impoverishment. Side by
side with white activists, many people of color channeled their energy toward
advancing the cause of freedom and equality.

Black abolitionism included much more of the community than the few black
leaders who have long received credit as the driving forces of abolitionism in
antebellum America. Free people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford lived
out on a daily basis the truth that freedom did not necessarily imply equality in
nineteenth-century America. Living in separate worlds carved out of shared
communities, people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford joined with white
activists during the 1800s to seek a new birth of freedom. How race relations,
class divisions, religion, and economic conditions unique to the maritime
economy of Nantucket and New Bedford drove the struggle for change lies at the
center of this story.
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INTRODUCTION

WHALEOPOLIS

In the summer of 1841, a fugitive slave in his early twenties stood to deliver what
would become his first formal speech in support of the abolition of slavery. Frederick
Douglass was an invited speaker that day at the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society’s
convention on the island of Nantucket. About thirty miles off the coast of Massachusetts,
and not far by boat from his newly adopted home of New Bedford, Douglass began a
career as an activist that would continue through the American Civil War and
Reconstruction. That Douglass had found common cause with reformers and abolitionists
in Nantucket and New Bedford only a few years after escaping slavery was no surprise.
Known today primarily for their storied connections to whaling, for Douglass and
reformers like him, Nantucket and New Bedford proved to be key battlegrounds in the
fight to reform nineteenth-century America.

From a purely economic standpoint Nantucket and New Bedford dominated an
American trade in whale oil, spermaceti candles, and whalebone that spanned the globe
throughout the 1700s and 1800s.! Nantucket was the early leader in the New England
whale fishery and controlled much of the industry before the American Revolution.
Having shipped aboard the New Bedford whaler Acushnet the same year Douglass gave

his first speech in Nantucket, Herman Melville famously remarked in Moby Dick that the

! The rise of the whaling industry, reliance on people of color for the success of whaling, and
subsequent development and formation of separate black communities in Nantucket and New Bedford
during the late 1700s and early 1800s that Frederick Douglass and many other people of color joined will
be examined in Chapters 1 and 2.



Nantucketers had “overrun and conquered the watery world like so many Alexanders.”?
They could not hold on to their empire indefinitely, however. The combined effects of the
War of 1'812, a sandbar across the entrance to Nantucket’s harbor, and growing
competition took their toll on America’s first “whaleopolis.” The whaleships sailing from
New Bedford into Buzzard’s Bay and on to the Atlantic Ocean began to outnumber those
sailing from Nantucket as early as the 1820s.? By the time a southern newspaper called
New Bedford “the great whaleopolis” in the 1850s, Nantucketers had long since ceded
claim to the title.* Nantucket nevertheless continued to figure prominently in American
whaling along with New Bedford well into the nineteenth century. Americans living in
the early 1800s supported an “extensive and lucrative trade in spermaceti candles,” and
consumption seemed to increase “with great rapidity” in the early part of the century.’
For residents of both whaling communities, life was closely tied to the rhythms of
the whale fishery. Bound together across lines of color and class, Nantucket and New
Bedford residents pursued the unique economic opportunities presented by a dangerous
and dirty profession. Whaling merchants recognized by the late 1700s that black labor
would be required to achieve success. Whaling was becoming a major industrial
enterprise with few available options to fulfill the labor needs required for the whaling
crews, ropewalks, blacksmith shops, and sail lofts that made it possible for Nantucket and
New Bedford whaleships to transit the globe. Whaling thus generated the jobs that made

it possible for free black communities to thrive.

? Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 65.

3 Alexander Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery (Secaucus, NJ: Castle Books, 1989),
230-273.

4 “A Greasy Sheet,” Petersburg (VA) Express, quoted in the New Bedford Republican Standard,
February 16, 1854.

3 “Duty on Tallow and Candles,” Camden (SC) Southern Chronicle, November 19, 1823,
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People of color consequently turned the need for labor to their advantage.
Working their way up through the ranks, black Nantucket residents Absalom F. Boston
and Edward J. Pompey became whaling captains, using their positions of authority and
financial success to become community leaders, abolitionists, and school integrationists.
In Nantucket, where the black community financially supported not one, but two black
churches, ministers Arthur Cooper and James Crawford, both fugitive slaves, saw to their
flocks and became important black activists. New Bedford’s larger community of color
maintained five all-black churches during the nineteenth century and saw a similar
pattern of black business leaders and whalemen emerge. Drawn by the financial
opportunities that the whaling industry offered, people of color were able to do much
more than break the bonds of impoverishment. Side by side with white activists, many
people of color channeled their energy toward advancing the cause of freedom and
equality.

Contributing to this activism, free people of color living in Massachusetts during
the 1800s continued to be touched by slavery long after the state abolished the institution
in 1783. Kathryn Grover has argued that New Bedford’s “abolitionists of color...never
separated themselves from the enslaved millions who lived in the South” as they worked
to provide aid to fugitive slaves.® Slave catchers relentlessly pursued the fugitive slaves
who attempted to find refuge in the communities of Nantucket and New Bedford. The
influence of southern slavery could even be felt by those making a living from the sea.

Black mariners entering southern ports were jailed under the Negro Seamen Acts passed

6 Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2001), 287-288.
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beginning in the 1820s.” As long as slavery existed anywhere in the United States, free
blacks and fugitive slaves alike were forced to defend their status as free people.

Confronted with inequality, racism, and violence to be found at sea, black
residents of Nantucket and New Bedford attempted to improve not only their own lives
but the lives of those still held in bondage in the South.®? Whaling came to be inextricably
linked with the abolition of slavery and other reforms as people of color sought to counter
the forces that threatened their livelihoods, personal freedom, and claims to equality. The
surviving records that outline the day-to-day experiences of African American mariners
and their families in the two foremost whaling ports of the United States during the 1800s
thus yield a story that complicates our understanding of how extensive black activism
was in nineteenth-century America.

While the involvement in the abolitionist movement of prominent African
American figures such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs, William Wells Brown, and
Harriet Tubman is widely recognized, the lesser-known contributions of “ordinary” men
and women of color that could shed light on abolitionist activities in New England have

only recently become subjects of historical research.” Some historians assert that support

7 Restrictions on the liberty of free black mariners in southern ports after 1822 have been well
documented. See W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 172, 199-231; Douglas R. Egerton, He Shall Go Out Free: The Lives
of Denmark Vesey (Madison, WI: Madison House Publishers, 1999), 217-218; Philip M. Hamer, “Great
Britain, the United States, and the Negro Seamen Acts, 1822-1848,” The Journal of Southern History, Vol.
1, No. 1 (February 1935), 3-28.

# Chapter 2 examines the economic opportunities resulting from the whaling industry for people of
color that translated into improved living conditions back at home, leadership opportunities, and
strengthening of the separate communities that developed in Nantucket and New Bedford. Chapter 3 offers
analysis of the conditions, mistreatment, and racism at sea that played a role in driving black whalemen
toward activism, including abolitionism and efforts to integrate public institutions like schools, libraries and
transportation in their home ports.

% See Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar (2001); Frances Ruley Karttunen, The Other Islanders: People
Who Pulled Nantucket’s Oars (New Bedford, MA: Spinner Publications, 2005); Nathaniel Philbrick, Away
Off Shore: Nantucket Island and lts People, 1602-1890 (Nantucket, MA: Mill Hill Press, 1993); Robert
Johnson, Jr., ed., Nantucket’s People of Color: Essays on History, Politics and Community (New York:
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for abolitionism among free people of color was limited by the difficult realities of life in
northern communities, with only a select few participating in reform. One historian has
argued that

African American abolitionists were compelled to determine the limits of activism

among their own race. It is hardly surprising that they discovered that most

Northern blacks were preoccupied with the day-to-day trials of impoverishment,

wholly skeptical of the idea of advancing the entire race against the overwhelming

forces which blighted the lives of each of them.'°
While this may have been true of many cities and towns in the northern United States, it
was not the case in Nantucket or New Bedford.

Black abolitionism included much more of the community than the few black
leaders who have long received credit as the driving forces of abolitionism in antebellum
America. Practicing grassroots activism, many people of color joined white activists in
striving for social equality within their communities through the fight to integrate railroad

transportation, Nantucket’s public schools, and the New Bedford Lyceum. Reformers

sought better circumstances for seamen in the segregated boardinghouses where they

University Press of America, 2006); Barbara Ann White, 4 Line in the Sand: The Battle to Integrate
Nantucket Public Schools, 1825-1847 (New Bedford, MA: Spinner Publications, 2009).

Nantucket and New Bedford received only brief mention for example in Leon Litwack’s important
1961 study of free blacks in the northern United States. This omission was likely due in part to the wider
historiographical trend, lasting until the early 1990s, that overlooked the contributions of black mariners to
black activism and the creation of free black communities. See Leon F. Litwack, North of Slavery: The
Negro in the Free States, 1790-1860 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 109-110, 143, 157,
206, 209.

W. Jeffrey Bolster argued in his early work on black seamen that historians “have usually been blind to
Afro-American sailors. Maritime historians have ignored the fact that foredeck gangs were substantially
integrated, more so than most early nineteenth-century labor forces. Even more surprising, given Herbert
Aptheker’s observation almost forty years ago that ‘maritime occupations were among the most important
followed by Negroes,” has been the neglect of black sailors by scholars of northem Afro-American
communities. That oversight has implicitly reinforced the conventional notion that sailors were ‘beyond the
pale,” rather than the more accurate recognition that seafaring was inextricably entwined in the family life,
community structure, and sense of self of northern blacks in the early republic.” Quoted in, W. Jeffrey
Bolster, ““To Feel Like a Man’: Black Seamen in the Northern States, 1800-1860,” The Journal of
American History, Vol. 76, No. 4 (March 1990), 1177.

19 James Brewer Stewart, Holy Warriors: The Abolitionists and American Slavery (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1996), 138. See also Bolster, Black Jacks, 211-212,
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lived. People of color both gained and expressed awareness of the national abolitionist
movement by reading newspapers like the Liberator and the Colored American, and by
attending antislavery lectures at the Nantucket Atheneum and New Bedford Lyceum.
And when Nantucket and New Bedford people of color came together to celebrate the
abolition of slavery in the British West Indies, they evinced a global awareness of the
cause to which they were committed.

Americans outside New England who read their newspapers by the light of a
spermaceti candle or whale oil lamp in the 1800s also felt the social consequences of
whaling. Major debates of the day over temperance, seamen’s reform directed at the
“moral improvement” of sailors, the fight to abolish slavery, and rebuilding efforts during
Reconstruction to promote freedpeople’s welfare, especially through education, were all
heavily influenced by Nantucket and New Bedford.!! Even so, early religious ties to the
Society of Friends, or Quakers, and associated disapproval of slavery did not eliminate
internal challenges to abolitionism and racial integration. The emergence of Nantucket
and New Bedford in the 1800s as major centers of social activism is thus best understood
through an analysis of race and class. Although most members of the whaling community
were able to set aside perceived differences in the name of profit, more often than not the
white and black populations aboard ship and on shore remained worlds apart. A vibrant,

if sometimes internally contentious, abolitionist community emerged out of this context.

! The participation of Nantucket residents in abolitionism and other social reforms will be examined in
chapters 4-5. In addition to New Bedford’s contributions to abolitionism discussed in chapter 6, the topic of
seamen’s reform figured prominently in the city after the founding of the New Bedford Port Society for the
Moral Improvement of Seamen on June 2, 1830 — an organization that remains active in the port to this day.
Both chapter 7 and the conclusion explore in detail the roles of Nantucket and New Bedford in
Reconstruction during and after the Civil War.



After years of relying on the standard works—Alexander Starbuck’s History of
the American Whale Fishery (1878) and Edouard Stackpole’s classic study of American
whaling, The Sea-Hunters (1953)—new scholarship has reinvigorated discussion of
American whaling as a whole. A resurgence of interest has led to the publication of
various works on tragedies aboard whaling ships and on mutinies, as well as a new
general history of the whaling industry in Eric Jay Dolin’s 2007 book Leviathan: The ‘
History of Whaling in America. Significant scholarly work has been done on whaling
wives in recent years, both the relatively few women who went to sea and the many who
stayed behind.'? Although he spends only limited time discussing black involvement in
the whaling industry, W. Jeffrey Bolster in Black Jacks (1997), a groundbreaking
overview of African American mariners, has reintroduced this important group into the
history of the maritime world. Nevertheless, while recent literature has focused on
important parts of the story, little has been done to reconstruct how the nineteenth-
century social world of New England’s two most important whaling ports gave rise to
abolitionist activity and involvement in other reforms.

The source base for an examination of this type is relatively rich. The new social
history evidenced in the New England town studies of the 1970s established the value of

using microstudies of individual communities to examine wider historical trends.!> More

recently Kathryn Grover’s work on New Bedford and Stephen Kantrowitz’s study of

12 The best example of which can be found in Lisa Norling, Captain Ahab Had a Wife: New England
Women and the Whalefishery, 1720-1870 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000).

13 For examples of the new social history and New England town studies, see John Demos, 4 Little
Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth Colony (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), Philip J.
Greven, Four Generations: Population, Land, and Family in Colonial Andover, Massachusetts (Ithaca,
NY: Comell University Press, 1970), Kenneth A. Lockridge, 4 New England Town: The First Hundred
Years — Dedham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736 (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1970), and Robert A. Gross,
The Minutemen and Their World (New York: Hill and Wang, 1976).

7



black Boston have reinforced the value of the community study as a fruitful line of
historical inquiry, especially into the inner workings of multiracial communities that
often failed to leave behind an abundance of historical evidence.'* Surviving ship
journals and crew lists from the vessels that sailed out of Nantucket and New Bedford
allow for the recovery of names otherwise lost of those who sailed out of these two major
whaling ports. Ships’ logs offer glimpses into the world at sea and allow us to gauge the
extent to which life aboard ships provided an egalitarian escape for men who experienced
racial discrimination on land. Newspapers, diaries, letters, and other family documents
from these two seaside communities offer ways of looking at life as lived by these

members of the maritime community when they returned home and by those who
remained on shore when a sizeable portion of the community was away. These sources
illuminate the lives of diverse individuals brought together by whaling and allow for an
analysis of economic and class differences that contributed to activism.

Free people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford lived out on a daily basis the
truth that freedom did not necessarily imply equality in nineteenth-century America.
When free blacks in Baltimore suggested “though we are not slaves, we are not free,”
they acknowledged the gap between freedom and equality that had defined the American
experience since the founding.'® Free blacks, whether in Baltimore or New England,
knew that as long as slavery and racism survived their “unalienable rights” could be

restricted or denied.

14 See Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar (2001); see also Stephen Kantrowitz, More Than Freedom:
Fighting for Black Citizenship in a White Republic, 1829-1889 (New York: Penguin Books, 2012).

15 African Repository and Colonial Journal, Vol. Il (Washington: Way and Gideon, Printers, 1827),
296. :
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Living in separate worlds carved out of shared communities, people of color in
Nantucket and New Bedford joined with white activists during the 1800s to seek a new
birth of freedom. How race relations, class divisions, religion, and economic conditions
unique to the maritime economy of Nantucket and New Bedford drove the struggle for
change lies at the center of this story. To understand fully how abolitionism and reform
came to be connected with Nantucket and New Bedford, one must begin with the voyage
of exploration in the early 1600s that laid the foundations for America’s leading whaling

ports.



CHAPTER 1

NEW GUINEA

In early May 1602, an English expedition led by Captain Bartholomew Gosnold
arrived off the coast of present-day New England. The waters around their ship teemed
with seemingly limitless numbers of cod and whales. One member of the Gosnold
expedition noted that in just “5. or 6. houres we tooke more Cod then we knew what to
doe with, which made us perswade our selves, there might be found a good fishing in
March, Aprill, and May.”! The abundance of natural resources and deepwater ports
ensured that coastal New England’s economic fortunes would be tied to the sea. Seaside
communities in Massachusetts soon emerged as leaders in specific areas of maritime
commerce. Within a few generations of European exploration and settlement, first
Nantucket, and later New Bedford, would come to lead Americans in the hunt for whales.

Nantucket’s remote location thirty miles off the coast of mainland Massachusetts
separated it from the developing colonial cities and ports in New England. Herman
Melville later summed up the geographical isolation of Nantucket when he challenged his
readers to “Take out your map and look at it . . . how it stands there away off shore . . . a
mere hillock, an elbow of sand; all beach, without a background.” The decision by some

English families in Massachusetts to settle on Nantucket beginning in 1659 “to secure a

! John Smith, The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England & the Summer Isles (Glasgow: James
MacLehose and Sons, 1907), 33-34. For more on the early exploration and settlement of coastal New
England by Europeans, see Paul Schneider, The Enduring Shore: A History of Cape Cod, Martha's
Vineyard, and Nantucket (New York: Henry Holt, 2000), 147-148; Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The History
of Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton, 2007), 17-40, 63-66.

2 Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 64.
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free exercise of religious faith and worship” seemingly came at great personal cost.’ A
century after Nantucket’s founding by English settlers, one writer had difficulty
imagining “that any people should have abandoned a fruitful and extensive continent
filled with the riches which the most ample vegetation affords” for the isolated and sandy
island.*

Indeed, the men and women who chose Nantucket as their new home left behind
land with comparatively “good soil, enamelled meadows, rich pastures, every kind of
timber, and . . . all other materials necessary to render life happy and comfortable.”
Instead, the settlers had decided *“to come and inhabit a little sand-bank to which nature
had refused those advantages, to dwell on a spot where there scarcely grew a shrub.”> An
early history of the island would suggest that a combination of deforestation and
“frequent ploughing of the land” at the hands of English settlers exposed the top soil “to
the action of bleak winds, to which the island is very subject, and by which it is blown

into the sea.” Some farmers were able to keep “many hundreds of acres under good

3 Obed Macy, The History of Nantucket (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, and Co., 1835), 39. For additional
discussion of Nantucket’s settlement by the first English families between 1659 and 1660, joining the
“about fifteen hundred Indians, who depended for subsistence on fishing, fowling, and hunting” already
inhabiting the island, see Macy, The History of Nantucket, 13-19.

For more on the origins of Nantucket as a white settlement intended in part to provide a refuge for
religious dissenters at odds with the rest of seventeenth-century Puritan Massachusetts, see Robert J. Leach
and Peter Gow, Quaker Nantucket: The Religious Community Behind the Whaling Empire (Nantucket: Mill
Hill Press, 1997), 5-12.

While not all of Nantucket’s early white residents might have been seeking religious freedom, a clear
common thread appears to have been interference by Puritan authorities in the lives of the first families, a
theory examined by historian Nathaniel Philbrick in Away Off Shore: Nantucket Island and lts People,
1602-1890 (Nantucket: Mill Hill Press, 1993), 21-37.

4 J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer (New York: Fox, Duffield,
1904), 124.

5 Crévecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 124. Of the soil conditions and prospects for
pursuing agriculture on the island of Nantucket, island historian Obed Macy wrote in 1835 that “The Island
of Nantucket is generally of a sandy soil, and would not rate above a middling quality, compared with the
adjacent continent, although, when first settled by the English, the soil was good and produced equal to any
part of the country.” Macy, The History of Nantucket, 9.
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improvement,” but within a generation of English settlement the loss of “the natural
fertility of the soil” had led to an overall decline in agricultural production.® If the English
settlers were to prosper, they would have to make do on land devoid of any sustainable
natural resources. One islander looking back on the earliest years of English settlement of
Nantucket observed in the 1790s that “one reason perhaps of the Nantucket men’s being
so dexterous in killing the whale is, that they have but little opportunity of going in any
other service.”’

The origins of the island’s whale fishery had established a mythic quality even in
Nantucket’s earliest histories. Obed Macy’s 1835 history of Nantucket described a scene
in which several Englishmen gathered on a windswept hill in 1690 overlooking the ocean
and saw a number of whales “spouting and sporting with each other.” After watching the
whales for some time, one of the men “observed ‘there,” pointing to the sea, ‘is a green
pasture where our children’s grandchildren will go for bread.””® Whether or not a hilltop
prophecy foreshadowed the rise of New England’s whaling empire, European’ explorers
and settlers eventually grasped what the region’s native inhabitants had long known:
resources available from the sea far surpassed what could be gleaned from New
England’s rocky soil.

The English settlers joined the approximately 3,000 Wampanoag people who
were already living on the island in the seventeenth century. To this day, linguistic

reminders of Nantucket’s earliest inhabitants remain in the form of place names. While

¢ Macy, The History of Nantucket, 10-11.

7 Walter Folger, Jr., “A Topographical Description of Nantucket,” May 21, 1791, in Collections of the
Massachusetts Historical Society, For the Year 1794, Vol. 11 (Boston: Apollo Press, 1794), 154.

8 Macy, The History of Nantucket, 33.
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the first English settlers on the island struggled with farming and raising herds of sheep,
Nantucket’s native community pursued drift whaling on Nantucket’s southeastern shore.’
When a whale drifted to shore, Nantucket’s Wampanoag people harvested baleen from
the mouth of the whale and boiled its blubber or fat down to oil on the beach.!® After
observing their Wampanoag counterparts for some thirty years, white settlers also began
to pursue drift whaling before moving on to a new form of whaling focused on the whales
swimming offshore.

The emerging shore whaling industry was enthusiastically embraced by
Nantucketers and enjoyed a level of immunity from local laws. Because shore whalers
favored sturdy, lightweight open boats made of cedar, town leaders exempted this key
source of boatbuilding material from Nantucket’s otherwise stringent protection of its
limited natural resources. Nantucket’s conservation laws in the 1690s included special

provisions that allowed islanders to cut down cedar trees and other trees for the express

9 Today beautiful rose-covered cottages dot the southeastern end of Nantucket Island commonly called
‘Sconset. Few tourists realize that this idyllic place was once the ancient Wampanoag village site of
Siasconset. The village’s name is an Algonquian word roughly translated to mean “near the great bone” or
“the place of great bones.” Littering the shoreline were the sun-bleached bones of whales that ventured too
close to the shoals or died during the annual migration and washed ashore. Even before this end of the
island and the south shore became the English whaling outposts of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries, the native inhabitants of the island recognized the usefulness of these wayward animals and
pursued drift whaling as a way to turn the whales into useable products. See Henry Barnard Worth,
Nantucket Lands and Land Owners (Nantucket: Nantucket Historical Association, 1901), 295-296, and
Nathaniel Philbrick, 4bram’s Eyes: The Native American Legacy of Nantucket Island (Nantucket: Mill Hill
Press, 1998), 62-64. For a discussion of the prevalence of Algonquian place names on Nantucket, see
Frances Ruley Karttunen, The Other Islanders: People Who Pulled Nantucket’s Oars (New Bedford:
Spinner Publications, 2005), 17.

19 Philbrick, Abram's Eyes, 62-64. Baleen, or whalebone as it was referred to during the age of
whaling, is a pliable structure of keratin plates that hang from the upper jaw of many whales. Used by the
whale to strain its food from the water, baleen was used in early America to make anything from combs to

corset stays. For a brief description of baleen and its uses, see Nathaniel Philbrick, /n the Heart of the Sea:
The Tragedy of the Whaleship Essex (New York: Viking Penguin, 2000), 5; Dolin, Leviathan, 12, 23.
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purpose of building “whale bots [sic] or the like.”!! The shore whaling industry even
shaped the settlement patterns of the island itself. White settlers who purchased property
along Nantucket’s southern and eastern shores from the Wampanoag people in the early
1690s did so for the express purpose of sighting and hunting whales.'?

Over the twenty years from 1690 to 1710 shore whaling “increased from year to
year, till it became the principal branch of business with the islanders.”'* Each crew of
six established a base camp on shore and a lookout mast, with each man taking his turn as
he “carefully looked toward the sea, in order to observe the spouting of the whales.”!*
Nantucket’s native population “readily joined with the whites in this new pursuit” from
the beginning, thus ensuring that shore whaling would never be a purely English or white
phenomenon and would depend heavily on Nantucket’s non-white residents for success.!’

Together, these unequal partners perfected the art of shore whaling.'®

Working alongside each other on this “elbow of sand,” Nantucket’s Wampanoag
and English residents transformed the island over the course of a century from an isolated
farming community into one of the largest ports in New England and the foremost
whaling port in the world. By the middle of the eighteenth century, Nantucket’s
population consisted of “5,000 hardy people who boldly derive their riches from the

element that surrounds them and have been compelled by the sterility of the soil to seek

"1 See Edouard A. Stackpole, The Sea-Hunters: The New England Whalemen During Two Centuries,
1635-1835 (New York: J.B. Lippincott, 1953), 21; Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 69; Schneider, The Enduring
Shore, 153; Dolin, Leviathan, 69, 398.

12 Philbrick, Abram’s Eyes, 62-64, 144, 149.

13 Macy, The History of Nantucket, 30.

14 Crévecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 160.

15 Macy, The History of Nantucket, 30.

16 Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 70-75.
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abroad for the means of subsistence.”!” While Nantucket’s white population never fully
turned its collective back on farming or sheep herding — both activities continued to play
a role in the shore-based infrastructure that supported whaling — the economic future of
the island clearly lay at sea.

Native Americans were undeniably central to the success of the early Nantucket
whale fishery, enabling white Nantucketers “to fit out and man a far greater number of
boats than they could have done of themselves.” In the early 1700s it would have been
normal to look out on the boats plying the waters just off Nantucket in search of whales
and see that “nearly every boat was manned in part, many almost entirely, by natives,”
with some working as “steersmen” or “allowed even to head the boats.”!® The question of
who served initially “in boats from the shore,” and later on board the larger whaleships
sailing from Nantucket and New Bedford, figures prominently in both the social history
and reform efforts of America’s two greatest whaling centers.

Nantucket’s Native Americans experienced a steep population decline after 1659
with their numbers falling into the low hundreds by the middle of the eighteenth century.
Extended encounters with disease, liquor, and a system of debt servitude employed by the
English all combined to wear down the native community.'® Only 136 Wampanoag were
left on Nantucket after a mysterious epidemic that began in 1763 claimed 222 lives.°
Although Wampanoag culture would continue to influence Nantucket’s white community

as well as the terminology and tactics of the whale hunt long after the epidemic of 1763-

17 Crévecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 125.

18 Macy, The History of Nantucket, 30.

19 Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 47-48, 103-104.

20 philbrick, Abram’s Eyes, 196-206; see also Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 52-54. For more on the
history of Nantucket’s native inhabitants, see Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 13-19, 31, 39-50; Karttunen, The
Other Islanders, 16-57.
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1764, replacements had to be found to man the whaleboats and sloops that were
increasingly headed farther out to sea with larger crews.?!

At about the same time that Nantucket’s Wampanoag population went into its
final decline, events conspired on the mainland of New England to further challenge
Nantucket’s nearly exclusive hold on whaling. Founded in 1787, New Bedford had its
beginnings in the seventeenth-century settlement of Dartmouth, Massachusetts. Centered
on the Acushnet River, the growing community began to send out whaling sloops
possibly as early as 1755.22 By 1765, these vessels were sailing regularly from the area of
the Acushnet. Four sloops sailed in that year alone for the waters off Virginia on voyages
of “a few weeks” each. Upon their return, the vessels offloaded their cargo, “and the butts

containing the pieces of the whale called blubber were drawn to the try-house near the

shore by ox teams,” where the blubber was then rendered into 0il.23 The oil, candles, and
corset stays created for the market as byproducts of the whale were so much in demand
they helped to drive America’s colonial economy.?* Ten years later the outbreak of the
American Revolution brought about a brief halt to all whaling activity in New England.

When whaling resumed again in earnest after peace was established with Great Britain in

21 Nantucket resident Walter Folger, Jr. described in May 1791 how “the boys, as soon as they can talk,
will make use of the common phrases, as fownor, which is an Indian word, and signifies that they have seen
the whale twice.” Folger, Jr., “A Topographical Description of Nantucket,” 154. See also Philbrick, Away
Off Shore, 74; Philbrick, Abram's Eyes, 161.

22 Joseph Russell has long been recognized as “the pioneer of the whale-fishery of New Bedford,”
having laid the groundwork in the area for a major whaling port in the mid-1700s. See Daniel Ricketson,
The History of New Bedford (New Bedford: published by the author, 1858), 58.

3 Ricketson, The History of New Bedford, 58-59. See also Dolin, Leviathan, 116-117.

24 For discussion of the products generated by the American whaling industry, see Dolin, Leviathan,
12, 108-118.

For another excellent overview of the commercial products derived from whales during the age of sail,
“ambergris [used as a fixative in perfume], spermaceti, and sperm oil from sperm whales, whale oil and
whalebone from baleens,” see Lance E. Davis, et al., In Pursuit of Leviathan: Technology, Institutions,
Productivity, and Profits in American Whaling, 1816-1906 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997),
16-17, 28-30.
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1783, all of New England’s whaling fleet, led by Nantucket and New Bedford, began
heading in new directions.

Offshore from New Bedford, other factors came together to change the New
England whale fishery fundamentally. Declining numbers of whales swimming close to
Nantucket, the invention of shipboard tryworks used to render whale blubber into oil at
sea, and the profits to be obtained from hunting the valuable sperm whale that swam in
deeper waters drove Nantucketers to sail further out to sea. Spermaceti wax enabled
chandlers to make a better if more expensive candle that cast a stronger light in the room
without the smoke of the traditional tallow candle. The superior qualities of the
spermaceti candle created a huge demand in genteel households in America and
" Europe.?

Nantucket whalers soon sailed beyond the limits of the Gulf Stream to meet this
demand. When J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur visited the island in the 1770s, he could
not believe that “they have already gone to the Falkland Islands, and that [ have heard
several of them talk of going to the South [Pacific] Sea!” He claimed that the confidence
of Nantucket whalemen “is so great, and their knowledge of this branch of business so
superior to that of any other people, that they have acquired a monopoly of this
commodity.”?® Demand for sperm whales was such that even the Brazil Grounds—the
fertile Atlantic waters off the South American coast—were quickly over-hunted after
their 1774 discovery, pushing Nantucket whalers even farther beyond their familiar

shores. New Bedford whalemen followed a similar trajectory. The small fleet that sailed

25 Richard Bushman, The Refinement of America (New York: Vintage Books, 1992), 124.
26 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 161.
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from the Acushnet River generally stayed close to the Virginia Capes in the 1760s, but
around the time of the American Revolution New Bedford vessels too were sailing “to
the West Indies, the Bay of Mexico, Western Islands, and even to the coasts of Brazil and
Guinea.”?’ Both communities were now sending their ships to distant shores and deeper
waters in the hunt for whales and the quest for profit.

The whaling industry deeply shaped the development of Nantucket and New
Bedford’s on-shore community. At its peak between 1770 and 1775, Nantucket’s fleet
consisted of approximately 150 vessels, employed 2,025 men as crew, and harvested
26,000 barrels of sperm whale oil and 4,000 barrels of right whale oil annually.?
Nantucket town provided the infrastructure to support the large number of ships sailing in
and out of port, process the raw oil into finished products, and outfit the whaleships.
ConseQuently the island hosted a support system of wharves and numerous chandleries,
sail lofts, cooperages, blacksmith shops, boardinghouses, and grog shops.

Judging by certain reminiscences, Nantucket made a lasting impression, for better
and for worse. Creévecoeur lamented “the disagreeable smell which struck me in many
parts of the town; it is caused by the whale oil and is unavo idable.”?® Crévecoeur also
paid special attention to the “many storehouses, where their staple commodity is
deposited, as well as the innumerable materials which are always wanted to repair and fit

out so many whalemen”; he noted the three wharves that stretched about three hundred

27 Ricketson, The History of New Bedford, 58-59.

28 Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 175. The number of whalemen cited in the report
found in Alexander Starbuck’s account of the colonial whale fishery does not factor in people who worked
in whaling-centered support industries on shore. The overall figure would be considerably higher if the
number of people working as blacksmiths, coopers, stevedores, sail makers, chandlers, and in a host of
other trades were included alongside the number of men serving in the whaling fleet.

2 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 128.
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feet into the harbor servicing ships and sailors alike.*® Crévecoeur estimated that
“between these docks and the town there is room sufficient for the landing of goods” and
more important, enough “room around these three docks for 300 sail of vessels.”*! The
wharves were the point of departure and arrival for the largest and most successful
American whaling fleet of the eighteenth century. They gave the visitor “at his first
landing, an [sic] high idea of the prosperity of these people” with enough “bustle and
hurry of business” on the docks to suggest “that Sherborn [Nantucket town] is the capital
of a very opulent and large province.”?

Similarly, New Bedford expanded as its connections to maritime trade grew.
Early histories of the community indicate that shipbuilding, the manufacture of rope, and
production of spermaceti candles were all actively pursued in the late eighteenth century.
One map from the 1770s made particular note of “Some very large Rope Walks,” long
buildings used to manufacture the heavy rope lines used in the wooden sailing ships of
the day.>* Such details point to the early emergence of the support industries necessary to
whaling and maritime trade. By the early 1800s, New Bedford had seven wharves in
operation, three ropewalks, and “a little short of three hundred dwelling-houses.”** A
visitor to the town in the 1850s remarked that “all is life, and wherever the eye rests the

scene is one of ceaseless activity.”*?

3¢ Crévecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 128-129.

31 Crévecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 129.

32 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 129.

33 Bedford harbor, topographical map with handwritten notes by Major John André, 177-. Map
Manuscript, Small Clinton Maps 57, William L. Clements Library, University of Michigan.

34 Ricketson, The History of New Bedford, 71-72.

35 Charles Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing (Cincinnati: Moore, Wilstach, Keys & Co., 1856), 24. For
further description of the New Bedford waterfront at the height of the American whaling industry, see
Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing, 22-28.
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Walking the streets of New Bedford or Nantucket in the early years of the
republic, one passed by men beating out rope on the ropewalks, saw dockworkers
unloading cargos of whale oil, and heard the hammering and shaping of harpoons in the
blacksmith shops. As in Nantucket, the nature of New Bedford as a whaling port evoked
strong reactions from visitors. One whaleman who had just put to sea remarked, “Hauled
off from the most detestable of places N. Bedford and here we are anchored about two
miles down the stream — Glad to get away from New Bedford, never spent two such
wretched weeks in all my life.” He did admit to his journal that he “had a pleasant place
to board at Mrs. Doan’s”; but having “read every book and every piece of book that I
could find” during his two weeks in port and finding no enjoyment in the available
leisure activities such as smoking pipe tobacco, he concluded, “I could never feel settled
no matter how long I might stay there.”*® The same taverns peddling liquor and other
even less reputable establishments that repulsed reformers must have been seen in a
different light by other men who passed through the town. The promise of money
attracted many to whaling, but the energy of the waterfront and the camaraderie to be
found among fellow whalemen could have factored just as much in enticing young men
to sign their names to a whaling agent’s crew list.

Dramatic success in the Nantucket and New Bedford whaling economies brought
about unintended social consequences for both ports. The whaling fleet was in many
ways overextended. Countless itinerant whalemen passed in and out of port, filling the

many boardinghouses that dotted the two whaling communities. Whaling agents were

3 Clara Bell (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts), August 18, 1855, Log 164, G.W. Blunt White Research
Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
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nevertheless unable to fill crews with enough white men to sail into the Pacific Ocean in
search of the sperm whale. In the case of Nantucket, whaleship owners and whaling
merchants had to recruit from another segment of the island community: African
Americans and other men of color. As they replaced the declining Wampanoag crews on
whaleboats and ships, black Nantucketers quickly became important players in the
whaling economy.

Slavery had existed on Nantucket since the early years of white settlement. “If the
story of Nantucket’s ancient proprietors, the Wampanoags, is one of dispossession,”
historian Frances Karttunen writes, “the story of the African Nantucketers is one of
acquisition.” Slaves appear intermittently in Nantucket’s early historical records, though
as Kartunnen notes they were listed more often as “servants” than “slaves.”>” Despite
Nantucket’s longstanding ties to slavery, island slaveholders experienced early challenges
to their continued acquisition of human property.

For Nantucket, the first significant challenges to the institution of slavery came
from members of the Religious Society of Friends, or Quakers, in the early 1700s.
Nantucket’s Monthly Meeting had decided in 1716 “that it was not agreeable to Truth for
Friends to purchase slaves, and keep them term of life.”® Having weathered this initial
wave of abolitionist sentiment, Nantucket’s slaveholders faced a new threat in the form of
Elihu Coleman’s 1733 antislavery pamphlet A Testimony Against that Anti-Christian
Practice of Making Slaves of Men. Born on the island in 1699, Coleman was a Quaker

minister who came to believe that slavery was inconsistent with his beliefs as a Christian.

37 Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 58-60.
38 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends, Slavery and the Domestic Slave
Trade, in the United States (Philadelphia: Printed by Merrihew and Thompson, 1841), 43.
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In his pamphlet Coleman related some of Quaker founder George Fox’s critique
of slavery on the West Indian island of Barbados before turning to his own examination
of “the Holy Scriptures, that so they that are in this practice may be condemned by
both.”*® “Having shown by Scripture the unlawfulness of this practice, as it is now in
use,” Coleman argued that it was the responsibility of his readers to “turn their minds
inward” in self-examination.®® Coleman’s early attempt at moral suasion relied heavily on
the Quaker conviction that every man and woman was endowed with an “Inner Light.”
As with many abolitionists who followed, his argument would not have the immediate
effect that he hoped to achieve.*!

The 1754 Massachusetts slave census offers a compelling, if frustratingly

incomplete, portrait of the continued existence of slavery in the Massachusetts Bay

Colony. In response an order of the Massachusetts General Court dated November 19,
1754, “the several towns and districts within this Province™ were to “forthwith send into
the Secretary’s office the exact number of the negro slaves, both males and females,
sixteen years old and upward, that are within their respective towns and districts.” In the
area of what would become New Bedford, assessors recorded 34 slaves ages sixteen or
older in 1755 in the town of Dartmouth.*? With a total of 133 slaves listed for all of

Bristol County, Dartmouth’s slaves made up roughly one quarter of the overall

39 Elihu Coleman, A Testimony Against that Anti-Christian Practice of Making Slaves of
Men (New Bedford: Reprinted for Abraham Shearman, Jun., 1825. First published 1733), 11-13. George
Fox (1624-1691) was a founder and leader of the Religious Society of Friends, also known as Friends or
Quakers, For more on Fox and the influence of early Quakerism in America, see Leach and Gow, Quaker
Nantucket, 6-7, 17, 20, 147-149. See also Patricia U. Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heaven: Religion,
Society, and Politics in Colonial America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 26-29, 122,

* Coleman, A Testimony Against that Anti-Christian Practice of Making Slaves of
Men, 24.

4! For more about Elihu Coleman and the Nantucket Monthly Meeting’s position on slavery, see Leach
and Gow, Quaker Nantucket, 39-40, 117, 139.

42 Massachusetts Slave Census, 1754, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
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documented population in the area. Nantucket, still known as Sherburne at the time of the
census, counted three men and four women as slaves.*?

Nantucket’s white community engaged in significant legal fights over slavery
long before Massachusetts abolished the institution in 1783. In 1760 the “Negro Slaves
Boston & Maria his Wife” were “Manumitted Quitted & Set free,” with provision made
for the gradual emancipation of the children by the heirs of William Swain to be
completed over the next two decades.** Prince Boston, one of seven enslaved children
forced to wait for their freedom, hastened his own emancipation from slavery by turning
to the whale fishery.

In 1769 and or 1770, Captain Elisha Folger, a member of the Society of Friends
who was “confident that no law of the colony justified slavery,” hired as a whaler “a
young man by the name of [Prince] ‘Boston,’ held as a slave by the heirs of Wm Swain.”
This hiring occurred almost ten years after Prince Boston’s father and mother had been
set free. Prince Boston, all records indicate, had fled his master John Swain well before
he was to receive his freedom under the terms of his parents” manumission, and the
young man had sought refuge aboard Folger’s whaleship. Upon his return to Nantucket,
Prince received his “proportion of the proceeds,” money which by law should have gone

to his master.*’

43 Collections of the American Statistical Association, Vol. I (Boston: Printed for the Association, by
T.R. Marvin, 1847), 210.

“ “Instrument of Manumission,” July 31, 1760, photocopy in the Blue Files, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. See Nantucket Probate Records for original
document.

Frances Ruley Karttunen offers an excellent overview of the Boston case and Nantucket slavery in her
chapter on “African Nantucketers.” See Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 63, 67.

45 Nantucket Inquirer, February 14, 1822. Coverage of the earlier Prince Boston case appeared in the
newspaper during a debate before the General Court (the state legislature of Massachusetts) surrounding
the admission of “Free Negroes and mulattoes into the state.”
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At this point, John Swain sued the Friendship’s captain for the return of his
human property, and apparently also for the wages Prince ﬁad earned from the whaling
voyage. A Nantucket jury found for Prince Boston, and Swain filed an appeal with the
State Supreme Court—which he soon discontinued as one local whaling merchant,
William Rotch, advised that John Adams be retained to defend the young black man’s
interests.*® The decision by the Court of Common Pleas of Nantucket affirming Prince
Boston’s freedom stood.’

Later remembrances of the case focused on Boston’s reputation as a “respectable
and industrious man” who “conducted himself with . . . prudence and economy.” The
Nantucket Inquirer found his and Rotch’s story to be “honourable to the inhabitants of
our Island at that period; and demonstrating principles from which we hope their sons
may never deviate in any shape whatever.”*® This and other early nineteenth-century
accounts of the case thus framed the narrative as prefiguring current antislavery attitudes
on the island. For Nantucketers, the Prince Boston case not only helped set the tone for
discussions about slavery and manumission at the time it was litigated, but also came to
shape collective consciousness on the island concerning slavery.

Despite the Prince Boston case, slavery persisted on the island and in the rest of
Massachusetts until 1783. Still, religious arguments against slavery also continued
unabated. In December 1775, Benjamin Coffin of Nantucket recorded having “in my

possession a Negro woman named Rose, who according to custom of said Province is

A notation about the Prince Boston case also appears in George Henry Moore, Notes on the History of
Slavery in Massachusetts, Vol. 3 (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1866), 117.

4 Nantucket Inquirer, February 14, 1822.

47 Moore, Notes on the History of Slavery in Massachusetts, 117.

8 Nantucket Inquirer, February 14, 1822.
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deemed a slave and as my property.” Coffin went on to state his case for the freedom of
Rose and her children, “believing it to be contrary to true Christianity and divine
injunction of the Author thereof to hold a person as my property or continue her in a state
whereby she may be subjected to slavery after my decease.” Thereby freeing his slaves,
Coffin declared Rose and her two sons Bristol and Benjamin to be “fully free as if they
had been born of free parents.”® Coffin’s explanation for manumitting his slaves was
reminiscent of the religious argument Coleman had proffered back in the 1730s.

Several months after the first shots of the American Revolution were fired at
Lexington and Concord on the mainland, Rose and her children started their lives as free
people amid great uncertainty. Where religion defined this and earlier attacks on slavery,
it would take the political ideology of the American Revolution centered in ideas about
natural rights and a series of court cases between 1781 and 1783 to finally end the
practice of slavery in Massachusetts.

The breakthrough for redefining freedom in the state came after ratification of the
Massachusetts Constitution in 1780. In 1781, a slave named Quock Walker had run away
from his master Nathaniel Jennison. It would take three court cases, but the
Massachusetts judicial system ultimately sided with Walker in setting him free and

awarding damages.*° In the definitive 1783 trial of Commonwealth v. Jennison, William

4% Copy of manumission record releasing Rose, a slave of Benjamin Coffin. December 15, 1775,
Collection 335, Folder 51, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

50 There were three cases involving the question of Quock Walker’s freedom and his mistreatment at
the hands of Nathaniel Jennison after Walker’s flight. In the first, Quock Walker v. Jennison (1781), the
jury determined that Walker was a free man, and not Jennison’s “proper Negro slave.” Walker also
received damages as part of the jury verdict. Reversed on appeal in the case Jennison v. Caldwell (1781),
the final case heard before the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts in 1783, Commonwealth v.
Jennison, the jury found in favor of Quock Walker and decided that Jennison had in fact assaulted a free
man. For more on the Quock Walker case and its role in the abolition of Massachusetts slavery, see A.
Leon Higginbotham, Jr., In the Matter of Color: Race and the American Legal Process: The Colonial
Period (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 91-98.
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Cushing, Chief Justice of the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts, wrote in his
instructions to the jury that “the idea of slavery is inconsistent with our own conduct and
Constitution.” Short of “criminal conduct” or forfeiting freedom by “personal consent or
contract,” Cushing saw no justification under the new state constitution for slavery,
adding “there can be no such thing as perpetual servitude of a rational creature.””!
Cushing’s instructions moved the jury to decide against Jennison’s claim to Walker, and
made it clear that a sea change in attitudes toward slavery had taken place. The final 1783
Quock Walker trial thus marked the end of the institution in Massachusetts.>? The
expansion of freedom in the state nevertheless came with its own challenges for free
people of color. Full equality, both social and economic, remained elusive.

The free black populations in Nantucket and New Bedford used their involvement
in the whaling economy to build flourishing but separate communities in the early years
of the new republic. Because the economic prosperity of white New Englanders invested
in the hunt for whale oil rested upon the labor of people of color, the position of black
whalers was relatively secure. Even so, people of color were relegated to the margins of

N

society, and it was in large part due to the inequality of this economic relationship that

For more recent discussion of the Quock Walker trials, 1781-1783, including Cushing’s role in legally
abolishing slavery in Massachusetts, see Emily Blanck, Tyrannicide: Forging an American Law of Slavery
in Revolutionary South Carolina and Massachusetts (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2014), 115-127.

Arguing for the significance of the Quock Walker trials, Blanck writes that “Slavery was ending,
collapsing in on itself, and because of Cushing’s decision, enslaved people no longer had to use the court to
attain freedom.” Blanck, Tyrannicide, 127.

3! William Cushing, “Legal Notes About the Quock Walker Case,” [1783], from the William Cushing
Judicial Notebook, pgs. 97-98, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.

52 Cushing himself would later write in his notes of the 1783 trial, “The preceding Case was the One in
which, by the foregoing Charge, Slavery in Massachusetts was forever abolished.” Cushing, “Legal Notes
About the Quock Walker Case,” [1783], from the William Cushing Judicial Notebook, pg.99,
Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
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demands for equal rights and greater social equality arose in the early years of the new
republic.

A number of individuals made note of Nantucket’s segregated community of
color during the nineteenth century and later. Writing her memoir in San Francisco, far
from the Nantucket Island home where she grew up, Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams
remembered “a Negro colony called Guinea which we passed on our way to ‘Sconset,” a
location frequented by islanders during the summer.*>* Joseph E. C. Farnham similarly
recalled the “residents of Guinea in my early life” when he wrote his memoirs in 1915:

In the lower section of Nantucket, east from Orange Street and south from Silver

Street, fifty years and more ago, there was a localized community of colored

Residents . . . I say ‘localized,” because there at that time practically all of that

class of people lived. For the most part they were quiet, peaceable citizens. West

from Orange Street, south from Silver Street, and east of Pleasant Street, the
section was then called “Guinea,” while to the northwest from the westerly end of

York Street and west from Pleasant Street, on the little hill there, it was called

‘New Guinea.”**

Contemporary evidence supports the details recalled in these early twentieth-century
memoirs pointing to a separate community of color on the island. A map drawn up by
Daniel Allen and Daniel P. Macy in 1821 offers the first physical evidence of this black

community. In proximity to the four windmills marked on the map, Allen and Macy

designated a building as “Negro Hall.” While the purpose of “Negro Hall” remains

53 Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams, “Memories Written in San Francisco in 1917,” Collection 138-
Hussey Family Papers 1703-1907, Folder 5.50, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.

Born December 28, 1848, Adams would have been 68 or 69 when she finished writing her memoirs.
Though written much later in life, her account of the location of New Guinea coincides with the path many
white islanders would have taken to visit the far end of the island during the warmer months of the year.
Adams like many islanders was likely personally familiar with the location of Nantucket’s separate
community of color.

54 Joseph E. C. Farnham, Brief Historical Data and Memories of my Boyhood Days in Nantucket
(Providence: Snow & Farnham, 1915), 138.

Born in 1849, at 66 years old Joseph Farnham was slightly younger than Deborah Coffin Hussey
Adams when he sat down to write about his early life on Nantucket.
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obscure, its location near the four mills, a “burying ground” and “New Town Gate” on
the outskirts of town all point to this as the site in the Farnham and Adams accounts—the
historical location of New Town, also known as New Guinea.>

Surveyed by William Coffin, Jr. and published by Henry Clapp, an 1834 “Map of
the Town of Nantucket” indicates that the term “New Guinea” was in common usage on
Nantucket by that time.*® References to “New Guinea” or simply “Guinea” to designate a
separate community of people of color on Nantucket echoed widespread usage in areas of
British settlement.>” When one Nantucket resident took steps to sell several pieces of
property in the late 1830s and early 1840s, among the advertised parcels were “two
pieces of house-lot land at the South part of the town, near the centre of the neighborhood

called New Guinea.”*® An earlier notice for the public auction of “a valuable Mowing

Pasture, situated at the westward of New Guinea” similarly demonstrates islanders’
familiarity with the term no later than the 1830s.%
Social and religious life flourished in Nantucket’s New Guinea community as

early as the 1820s. The Nantucket Inquirer reported the formation of a new black

55 Daniel Allen and Daniel P. Macy, Town AD 1821, Collection 1000 Map Collection 1626 - Present,
Drawer 3, Folder 2, No. 13, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library.

3¢ William Coffin Jr. and Henry Clapp, Map of the Town of Nantucket, 1834, Collection 1000 Map
Collection 1626 - Present, Drawer 3, Folder 4, No. 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.

57 The use of the term Guinea referred directly to Guinea in West Africa, regardless of where in Africa
the people of color living in communities called “New Guinea” might have originated.

James Deetz notes the use of “New Guinea” for the contemporaneous settlement at Parting Ways near
Plymouth, Massachusetts in James Deetz, In Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology of Early American
Life, rev. ed. (New York: Anchor Books, 1996), 188, 191-192; as Frances Karttunen also argues, the
presence of terms like “New Guinea” and “Angola Street” on early Nantucket maps serves to highlight “the
West African origin of the village’s residents,” in Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 65; see also Leon F.
Litwack, North of Slavery: The Negro in the Free States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961),
168; see also Ira Berlin, The Making of African America: The Four Great Migrations (New York: Viking,
2010), 68-69, 181-183.

58 “Real Estate,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 10, 1838 and December 30, 1840.

59 “Mowing Lot at Auction,” Nantucket Inquirer, April 26, 1837.
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religious group on the island in August 1821, the first on record. “The coloured people, of
this Island,” the writer stated, “have formed themselves, into a Society, for the purpose of
religious worship.” In a location Iikély ncar the vicinity of New Guinea in the building
designated “Negro Hall” on the 1821 map of Nantucket, “they have a room fitted up for
that purpose; and a preacher, of their own colour is now officiating among them.”*° This
was a key development for the established black families who were living on Nantucket.
Religion would continue to play a major role in daily life within the New Guinea
neighborhood for many years to come. Whether in memoirs, maps, or newspaper
accounts, a wide range of evidence reveals how Nantucket’s New Guinea community had
changed and grown in importance. The enclave that emerged on the edge of Nantucket
town appears to have enjoyed a favorable reputation in the white community. One white
visitor to Nantucket in 1846 remarked that he “went all through ‘Guinea’ among the
Blacks. They [are] a much more worthy sett + more respected than the Blacks of N[ew]
York.™!

Meanwhile, in New Bedford, the presence of people of color was noticeable
enough to appear on a map drawn up by a British officer who participated in the British
raid on the town in 1778. On this map Major John André made note of a settlement called

“New Guinea” just outside the main waterfront area.®? Interestingly, of 3,320 residents of

0 Nantucket Inquirer, 16 August 1821.

¢! Charles C. Dyer Diary, July 22, 1846, Collection 287 — Charles C. Dyer / George Henry Weaver
Collection, 1846, 1869, Folder 1, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.

62 Bedford harbor, topographical map with handwritten notes by Major John André, 177-. Map
Manuscript, Small Clinton Maps 57, William L. Clements Library, University of Michigan.
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New Bedford, a mere thirty-eight people were counted under the category “all other free
persons” in the 1790 census taken only twelve years later.?

The designation of a neighborhood on the outskirts of town as “New Guinea” is
consistent with settlement patterns in general in British North America when a noticeable
“population of color” would have been present. Moreover, because of British policies
during the Revolutionary War affording people of color freedom in exchange for service
to the crown, André would have had reason to note the presence of potential Loyalist
allies in New Bedford for his superiors. The apparent disconnect between Major André’s
observation of a separate non-white community in the 1770s and the data from the first
federal census suggests as Kathryn Grover has argued, that the 1790 census greatly
underrepresented New Bedford’s total population of color.5* At the turn of the nineteenth
century the number of “all other free persons” recorded in the census had jumped to 160
of a total 4,361 residents in New Bedford, constituting nearly four percent of the overall
population.®®

Slow but steady population growth continued into the early 1800s. Nantucket’s
New Guinea community had become the home for 247 “Free Coloured persons” by 1820.

Another 798 lived in Bristol County, which included the communities in and around New

63 “An Enumeration of the Inhabitants of the town of New Bedford,” 1790 United States Federal
Census Record.

84 Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive 's Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2001), 40-42.

It is possible that some of New Bedford’s black population might have left for Canada with the British
at the conclusion of the Revolutionary War, contributing to a loss of black population by the 1790 census.
However, New England’s people of color generally rallied to the patriot cause as seen in examples of black
soldiers who fought individually during the war, or, in the case of the majority-black First Rhode Island
Regiment, as part of larger units. For more on the contributions of people of color to the American
Revolution, see Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1961. Reprint, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).

65 «“Names of Towns — New Bedford,” 1800 United States Federal Census Record.
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Bedford.%® Several factors played a role in the growing numbers of non-whites in each
location. A sense of community and steady work for black laborers helped to facilitate
the rise in population. Both at sea on the whale ships and on shore by the dock working
as coopers, blacksmiths, stevedores, caulkers, and in a variety of other capacities, people
of color in Nantucket and New Bedford were linked by a common racial ba‘ckground and
created a community connected closely to the sea.

Though many people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford were free blacks
working in the whaling industry, fugitive slaves counted for at least part of the population
increases of the early 1800s. Recalling the actions of one New York agent for the
“underground railroad” who ferried fugitive slaves to freedom, a colleague remarked that

“the heart, hand, purse and house of Thomas Downing were always open, either to
shelter, feed and clothe the fugitives, or pay their fare to Canada, New Bedford,
Nantucket or elsewhere wherever they could be safe from the pursuit of the slave
hunter.”” Whether drawing from firsthand experience or public memory of the
antebellum period, later reminiscences of the years in Nantucket leading up to the Civil
War emphasized the aid given to fugitive slaves.®

New Bedford likewise harbored a substantial runaway community during the

nineteenth century. While the actual number of runaway slaves living in the city during

the 1800s will never be determined with absolute certainty, Kathryn Grover’s research

%6 1820 United States Federal Census Record.

67 “Underground Railroad in New York,” The Elevator (San Francisco, Calif.), January 11, 1873.

8 Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams wrote in her 1917 memoir that “Nantucket was one of the stations of
the ‘underground railroad.” The fugitive slaves sometimes came there under the protection of the Quakers.”
A former Nantucket resident born on December 28, 1848, Adams would have been 12 years old when the
Civil War broke out in April 1861. See Adams, “Memories Written in San Francisco in 1917,” Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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suggests that fugitive slaves sought out New Bedford as early as the 1790s.%° Although
documentation for fugitive slaves in the two whaling ports is sparse, the frequency with
which Nantucket and New Bedford are referred to in surviving records as stations on the
Underground Railroad would seem to indicate that both communities sheltered their
share of fugitives from slavery during the nineteenth century. Made up of free blacks,
fugitive slaves, and other people of color, both New Guinea communities offered the
promise of freedom, if not equality.

The arrival of slave catchers in both Nantucket and New Bedford tested the
freedom that people of color had come to enjoy and the idea that fugitive slaves had
reached a safe harbor. Just before sunrise on October 24, 1822, a black shepherd named
George Washington arrived breathless at the home of William Mitchell, a prominent
white Nantucket resident. Washington, “a respectable colored man” and the keeper of the
western flock of sheep belonging to Mitchell’s neighborhood, notified Mitchell of trouble
at the Arthur Cooper house. Slave catchers were on the island. The island’s “colored
people were in a perfect rage” because Arthur Cooper, a fugitive slave from Virginia, and
his family were threatened by a slave catcher. ’° Another island correspondent also noted
the “unusual commotion among the blacks who inhabit that quarter of the town called

New Guinea,” and quickly ascertained that the agent for Cooper’s master fully intended

% Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar, 37-93, 221.

70 «“The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878. Regarding the source of
the information found in the article, the newspaper editor notes the following: “Some ten years ago we
published a number of articles relative to the ‘ Arthur Cooper trouble,” and much discussion ensued as to the
time it occurred, some fixing it in 1821, and others in 1822. The late Hon. William Mitchell, then a resident
at Vassar College, was written to concerning the matter and sent the following reply, which has been kindly
loaned us for publication.”

Based on the information contained in the preface to the newspaper article, all indications point to
William Mitchell’s letter being written sometime in the mid to late-1860s, after William Mitchell moved in
to the Vassar College Observatory with his daughter, accomplished astronomer Maria Mitchell. William
Mitchell died in 1869.
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to return him to slavery.”! With events unfolding rapidly in the early morning hours,
Mitchell had to take action quickly if he were to avert disaster for both the Cooper family
and Nantucket’s black community.

Mitchell first dispatched Washington to alert Gilbert Coffin, who in turn directed
the messenger to the home of Sylvanus Macy. Mitchell then sent another person to Oliver
Gardner, who, Mitchell recalled in the 1860s, “was the great engineer in the matter, both
to plan and to execute” the rescue of Cooper. According to the Mitchell account of the
incident, the party that had come for Cooper “were all armed to the teeth, and but for the
skill of Oliver Gardner, and the mild and pacific reasoning of Gilbert and Sylvanus, a
massacre would certainly have ensued.”’? With many island residents now aware of the
situation, Mitchell and his allies mobilized to save Cooper and protect the New Guinea
community from the southern incursion.

The sworn narrative of Camillus Griffith, one of the slave catchers, corroborates

much of the information surrounding the Cooper case found in the newspaper account

" “Kidnapping in Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, October 29, 1822.

2 “The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878. All the people Mitchell
called on to aid the Cooper family, Gilbert Coffin (1759-1843), Sylvanus Macy (1756-1833), and Oliver C.
Gardner (1784-1860), were prominent white islanders and abolitionists.

Gilbert Coffin or the firm “Gilbert Coffin & Sons” appears as the managing owner or agent for several
whaleships between 1820 and 1844 (just after his death in 1843), including the Dauphin (1820, 1826),
Galen (1820), Improvement (1820), Enterprise (1826, 1836), Planter (1829, 1844); see Starbuck, History of
the American Whale Fishery, 230-233, 258-259, 270-271, 326-327, 412-413.

According to Macy family records, Sylvanus Macy “followed the sea for many years,” going into the
cod trade in 1786 with brother Obed Macy. Not long after they “commenced whale fishing and the
manufacture of sperm candles, at the same time carrying on their trade of shoemaking. Silvanus and Obed
were copartners in business forty-seven years.” See Silvanus J. Macy, Genealogy of the Macy Family from
1635-1868 (Albany: Joel Munsell, 1868), 156. For a record of the dissolution of “the firm of Sylvanus &
Obed Macy” following Sylvanus Macy’s death in 1833, see Nantucket Inquirer, December 7, 1833.

In the early 1840s, Oliver C. Gardner appears to have served in several roles as a Nantucket town
officer, ranging from the health committee to surveyor of highways, as well as surveyor of “wood and
bark.” “Town Officers,” Nantucket Islander, February 13, 1841. Gardner, a noted abolitionist in his own
right, was also the father of Anna Gardner (January 25, 1816 — February 18, 1901), who went on to become
a major figure in Nantucket’s integration fight, as well as being a central figure in Nantucket’s
contributions to freedpeople’s education in the 1860s and 1870s.
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and other sources. Arriving on Nantucket with a deputy, Griffith quickly found “the
family of negroes” owned by David Ricketts of Alexandria, Virginia. Griffith was about
to seize them when he found that he was surrounded by “a large assemblage of persons”
who “seemed to set us at defiance.” As the deputy marshal and agent for the master
attempted to convince the assembled crowd of the legality of their purpose, Francis G.
Macy “insisted that if we had any authority it should be produced.” Since Griffith
deemed Francis Macy “to have the most influence with the mob,” he offered the power of
attorney granted by Ricketts as evidence of their right to the Cooper family. While some
Nantucketers engaged in these delaying tactics at the door of Cooper’s home, others were
with the fugitives:

Thomas Mackerel Macy put his Quaker coat and hat on George [Arthur Cooper},
and assisted him and his wife and children out of the window and carried them off
to a place of greater security. While these things were going on, and 1 was
engaged with the party in front of the house, one man, Sylvenus [sic] Macy,
observed that the power of attorney of Ricketts might be a forgery, and afterwards
said there was no doubt that it was a forgery, and also observed: ‘We were not in
Virginia now, but in Yankee town — that they wanted those colored people to man
their whale ships and would not suffer them to be carried back to bondage.’”

> Sworn statement of Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave
Case in New Bedford Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14, 1878.

Griffith’s sworn account of his attempts to take into custody fugitive slaves living in Nantucket and
New Bedford in 1822 also appeared verbatim in Charles Burr Todd, In Olde Massachusetts: Sketches of
Old Times and Places During the Early Days of the Commonwealth (New York: Grafton Press, 1907), 109-
110.

In the introduction to Anna Gardner’s Harvest Gleanings (1881), Rev. Phebe A. Hanaford, a
contemporary of Anna Gardner’s born in 1829, wrote about Nantucket’s public memory of the 1822
incident involving slave catchers on the island. She described many of the familial connections of those
involved in the affair. Francis G. Macy was both the father of Thomas Mackerel Macy, and the father-in-
law of Oliver C. Gardner. Gardner adds to the account of Cooper’s escape that it was “father’s coat [Oliver
C. Gardner] and uncle Thomas’ broad-brimmed Quaker hat” used to aid in secreting Arthur Cooper out of
the house undetected by Griffith and the others. Noting she was just six years old in 1822, Gardner
contended that the sight shaken and frightened fugitive slaves, who were “concealed for weeks in our attic
and cellar,” was too indelibly impressed upon the mind of a child ever to be forgotten.” See Anna Gardner,
Harvest Gleanings in Prose and Verse (New York: Fowler & Wells, 1881), 13-16.
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Outnumbered by a group of New Guinea residents and white leaders maneuvering to
block Cooper’s capture, Griffith was now running out of options. The crowd was intent
on protecting their neighbors, and according to Griffith’s own account, the island’s
reputation as a safe haven for people of color. The danger to New Guinea posed by slave
catchers served to place greater emphasis on the whale fishery’s need for black labor and
defending the island’s community of color against outside threats.”

Forced to debate with the local magistrate at the scene who “observed to me that
the laws of this State did not recognize any persons as slaves,” Griffith countered that
“the law of the United States authorized the arrest.””> Whether or not the slave catchers
were legally justified in their attempt to render the Cooper family back into slavery, they

soon faced an even greater problem. Owing to the aid of Thomas Mackerel Macy, Cooper

7 The Alexandria Herald connected Camillus Griffith’s testimony about the crowd’s support of black
islanders out of interest for the whale fishery to his next attempt to capture a fugitive slave in New Bedford:
“Here, pause reader, for a moment, and reflect on the respective conduct of the parties—an agent from
Virginia, acting under full powers, repairs to Massachusetts to recover runaway slaves, the property of his
constituents. Contrary to all law, a mob at New-Bedford, headed by some praters about bondage (who, as
they declared to the agent, ‘wanted these coloured [sic] people to man their whale ships’) rescue these
slaves—throw the agent in prison, as a criminal, under the insulted name of humanity.” “Mr. Editor,”
Alexandria Herald, January 15, 1823.

While the southern newspaper account confused the details of the two cases, the error illustrates how
white southerners, as much as white northerners, had come to realize that both free blacks and fugitive
slaves were a key to the success of the whaling industry. In the estimation of Griffith’s supporter in
Virginia, the illegal activity of abolitionists in New Bedford — and for that matter in Nantucket — was at
least in part driven by the needs of the whale fishery.

> Sworn statement of Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave
Case in New Bedford Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14, 1878. See also
Charles Burr Todd, In Olde Massachusetts, 110.

When Griffith challenged the magistrate that it was his duty “to suppress the mob, and allow us to
bring the negroes before him or suffer Mr. Bass, the Deputy Marshal, to take them to Boston before Judge
[John] Davis [United States District Court] for trial. I also asked Mr. Folger [magistrate] if he did not
consider the State laws of Massachusetts subordinate to the laws of the United States. His answer was ‘No,’
and that if we attempted to molest these people any further, he would put us all in jail.” Sworn statement of
Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave Case in New Bedford
Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14, 1878. See also Charles Burr Todd, In
Olde Massachusetts, 110-111.
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and his family were no longer in the house. A different account attributes the rescue
primarily to the local black populace:
The transaction took place in that part of the town called New Guinea. There was
a large collection of colored men women and children gathered around four
gentlemanly men who said they had come to carry to Virginia a man and his
family runaway slaves. The colored people were very much incensed and with
difficulty prevented from committing violence on them.’®
One Nantucket resident who lived “in full view of the house at the time” recalled seeing
the “crowd and mob around there and the very pompous appearance the strangers
assumed.””’
The records differ on where the alleged fugitives hid next after the dramatic

escape from the Cooper family home. The Nantucket Inquirer had Cooper escaping “into
the swamps,” where the newspaper reported he and his family disappeared for a time
“among the vast subterranean vaults which have been made by peat-diggers.”’® The
Inquirer’s version of the narrative is oddly reminiscent of runaway slave accounts from
the Deep South and does not hold up against other documentation.

Sources that are more reliable point to Cooper’s hiding in a number of white
homes on the island. By one account, after the initial escape from his house, Cooper and
his family spent weeks hiding in “an attic of safety” under the protection of Folger and
Oliver Gardner.” While the island’s major newspaper placed these fugitive slaves in the

“swamps,” in actuality the white community had come together to protect a fugitive who

7 George F. Worth, “Incidents and Reminiscences,” Collection 129 - Worth Family Papers, 1743-
1912, Book 14, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts, 18. Worth
was born December 8, 1809, making him 12 years of age at the time of the Cooper incident.

7 «Arthur Cooper Again,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, June 15, 1878.

8 “Kidnapping in Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, 29 October 1822.

7% “The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878. This account is supported
by a family history of the event. See Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, 15.
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would become one of the island’s leading citizens by the 1840s. According to one
account by a white islander, “finding the men of Nantucket so defiant and threatening,”
Griffith along with the other slave catchers “relinquished his quest and set sail for New
Bedford.,” having been unable to capture Arthur and Mary Cooper and successfully
return them to Virginia.*

Undeterred by his failure in Nantucket, Griffith headed for New Bedford in early
November where he hoped to locate another fugitive slave who had arrived in New
England at the same time as the Cooper family. The ensuing battle generated headlines
both in Massachusetts and back in Virginia where the fugitive slaves had originated.*!

Meeting with resistance in New Bedford from local whites and people of color, Griffith
faced an indictment in 1823 “for an assault and battery and false imprisonment of a
colored man calling himself John Randolph.”®? New Bedford residents generally
denounced Griffith’s “incursion into our Yankee land,” with the New Bedford Mercury’s
editor adding “that the respectability of those of our citizens named by this southern
libeller [sic] was too generally known to need a defence [sic] from so scurrilous an
attack.” Certainly to the dismay of abolitionists in New Bedford, Nantucket, and
elsewhere throughout New England, the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts
eventually upheld the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 in Commonwealth of Massachusetts v.

Camillus Griffith.

% George F. Worth, “Incidents and Reminiscences,” Collection 129 - Worth Family Papers, 1743-
1912, Book 14, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts, 18.

8! New Bedford Mercury, February 28, 1823; Independent Chronicle & Boston Patriot, May 3, 1823;
Alexandria Virginia Herald, May 7, 1823; Boston Repertory, May 10, 1823.

82 “Taunton, April 30 — Supreme Court,” Boston Repertory, May 10, 1823. See also the sworn
statement of Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave Case in New
Bedford Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14, 1878.

8 New Bedford Mercury, February 28, 1823.
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In the opinion of Chief Justice Isaac Parker, the case against Griffith came down
to “a single point, whether the statute of the United States giving power to seize a slave
without a warrant is constitutional.” Over Justice George Thacher’s dissent noting that
“the laws here [in Massachusetts] do not recognize a slave,” the court ruled in favor of
Griffith, stating that “we do not perceive that the statute is unconstitutional, and we think
that the defence [sic] is well made out.”®* In spite of the loss in court however, the length
of the court proceedings worked in the favor of the abolitionists and Randolph. By the
time the case against Griffith finally came to a close with the delivery of the court’s
opinion in April 1824, John Randolph had long since disappeared.®®> Writing about one of
Randolph’s protectors, a white abolitionist and candlemaker named William Swain, a
supporter of Griffith regretted that Swain had not been jailed for his actions, adding
“what a glorious light would be thrown upon the doctrine of emancipation, in the
penitentiary at Richmond, by this dealer in liberty and lamp oil.”%

The attempts to render the Coopers and Randolph back into slavery stirred debate
in the two affected towns that continued long after the courts had made their final rulings.
Some Nantucketers believed wholeheartedly that the slave catchers had acted “without
authority” during the affair and suggested that one deputy marshal from Boston was even

acting “against his conscience,” declaring in one newspaper report “that he disliked

8 Qctavius Pickering, ed., Reports of Cases Argued and Determined in the Supreme Judicial Court of
Massachusetts (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1866), 2:18-20.

8 After having the charges against him dismissed, and subsequently being freed from the jail at
Taunton, Massachusetts, all while Griffith argued the merits of his case before Judge John Davis of the
United States District Court in Boston, John Randolph appears to have sailed for New York City to escape
further harassment from his pursuer. “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave Case in New Bedford
Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14, 1878. See also Grover, The Fugitive's
Gibraltar, 97.

8 “Mr. Editor,” Alexandria Herald, January 15, 1823.
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slavery exceedingly%" William Hussey Macy, writing to Alexander Starbuck during the
1870s, claimed, “there was no ‘permission’ [for apprehension of a fugitive] from any
governmental or responsible source,” and furthermore that “the ‘invas;ion’ was by the
slave hunters themselves, without any legal authority — which also would account for
their being driven off so quickly.”%8

Although William Mitchell looked back “upon this transaction as one of great
daring and adroitness,” both in Mitchell’s home of Nantucket and in New Bedford
reformers were reminded of the threat posed by the continued existence of slavery.®® The
whaling economy in Nantucket and New Bedford had come to rely on both free blacks
and fugitive slaves by the early 1800s. Regardless of the alleged illegality of the slave-
hunting ventures of October and November 1822, the arrival of slave catchers in both
whaling ports brought into focus the complicated nature of freedom in a society where
slavery, even though eradicated in Massachusetts itself, dominated much of the political
and social life of the era. The threat from slave catchers was only one of many hardships
facing the black communities that had emerged by the late 1700s and early 1800s to take

part in the whaling industry—challenges on shore and at sea that brought concerns over

the meaning of freedom and equality into sharper focus.

87 «Kidnapping in Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, October 29, 1822.

88William Hussey Macy to Alexander Starbuck, mid-1870s, Collection 144 - Starbuck Family Papers,
1662-1973, Folder 10, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

8 «“The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878.
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CHAPTER 2

GREASY LUCK

By the time American whaleships were pursuing sperm whales into the Pacific
Ocean, whalemen could be expect to be away from home for at least two to three years
on a single voyage. Whaling voyages of four or more years were not uncommon. When
not actively hunting for or processing whales for their oil, whalemen spent countless
hours in shipboard duty, on the lookout for more whales, or in private pursuits such as
reading, singing, or carving elaborate designs into leftover sperm whale teeth, bone, or
baleen. Known as scrimshaw, these pieces of folk art were largely intended as gifts for
loved ones, but they also left a record of what mattered most to American whalemen.
Domestic scenes, patriotic motifs, and pictures of the whale hunt were popular subjects.
While much of the scrimshaw that survives is anonymous, the scrimshaw of Nantucketer
Frederick Myrick is recognized today as some of the finest produced during the golden
age of American whaling. Much of his work featured the words, “Death to the living,
long life to the killers/ Success to sailors wives, & greasy luck to whalers.”!

This now famous motto of nineteenth-century American whalemen reflected the
reality that whaling was by no means an easy life. For the lucky, whaling offered a path
to riches and social status, but for those whalemen without “greasy luck,” their long,

risky hunt might produce few financial rewards. Some whalemen came to recognize,

! As quoted in Stuart M. Frank, Ingenious Contrivances, Curiously Carved: Scrimshaw in the New
Bedford Whaling Museum (Jaffrey, NH: David R Godine, Publisher, 2012), 16, 22. For more on the art of
scrimshaw and other ways that whalemen passed their downtime at sea, see Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The
History of Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton, 2007), 275-281, 436-438.
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however, that they could make their own “greasy luck” in spite of the pitfalls and dangers
of whaling. More than prospects of fiscal reward, African Americans and other people of
color found that whaling offered a path to respectability, freedom, and a measure of
equality that few other professions offered in nineteenth-century America.

Census records illustrate that more and more people were being drawn to the
economic opportunities to be found in Nantucket and New Bedford. With New England’s
whaling economy back on the rise after the end of the American Revolution, Nantucket’s
overall population rose from 3,320 in 1765 to 5,617 in 1800. Black population figures
were on the rise as well, climbing from 110 in 1790 to 228 in 1800. New Bedford
witnessed a similar increase in its overall population and the number of “colored persons”
in town. In the ten years from 1790 to 1800, New Bedford grew from 3,313 residents to
4,361. Having recorded only 38 people of color in 1790, that population stood at 160 by
1800.2 Although never a large percentage of the overall population, people of color
represented a big enough segment of the community to be conspicuous.

Born sometime around 1785, black whaleman Absalom F. Boston started his
career in a changing Nantucket community where slavery no longer existed and
opportunities for people of color abounded.? His father Seneca was the son of slaves. It
was Seneca’s brother, Absalom Boston’s uncle Prince, who had gained notoriety for

having been at the center of the island’s manumission debate earlier in the century. With

2 Jesse Chickering, 4 Statistical View of the Population of Massachusetts, from 1765 to 1840 (Boston:
Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1846), 30, 34, 119-120.

3 Working back from the 1810 United States Federal Census where Boston is listed at 25 years of age,
1785 appears to be the year of his birth.
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ties to Nantucket’s Wampanoag heritage through his mother Thankful Micah, Boston
also had roots going back to the first people living on the island.*

Boston married his first wife, Mary Spywood, on January 7, 1808. Their first
child, Charles, was born in 1809.° Recently wed and with a child soon to be born, finding
employment must have been a priority for the new husband. Following in Prince
Boston’s footsteps, Absalom Boston chose to make his living on the open ocean rather
than on the small island where he and his family had now lived for at least three
generations. Married for only three months, Boston joined the whaleship Lydia for a
voyage to the coast of Brazil.® Upon returning to Nantucket he received a 1/60 “lay” (or
share) of the profits from the sale of whale oil.”

In contrast to the wage system of the English whale fishery, Nantucket, and later

the entire American whaling industry, developed a “lay system” whereby everyone

received a prearranged percentage of the profits, or a lay, upon the whaleship’s return. If

* As was common in the mixed-race world of New England whaling, the color lines of race and
ethnicity often blurred. Despite his mixed Afro-Indian background, Boston consciously chose to identify as
an African American during his lifetime, and to ignore his Wampanoag heritage. For further discussion of
Absalom F. Boston’s racial identity, see Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 178. For a discussion of mixed Afro-
Indian whaling communities, see Russel Lawrence Barsh, “‘Colored’ Seamen in the New England Whaling
Industry: An Afro-Indian Consortium,” in Confounding the Color Line: The Indian-Black Experience in
North America, ed. James F. Brooks (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 76-107. For a
discussion of Afro-Indian racial identity and the historical tendency to identify as black when in fact the
individual has mixed race heritage see Ron Welburn, “A Most Secret Identity: Native American
Assimilation and Identity Resistance in African America,” in Confounding the Color Line: The Indian-
Black Experience in North America, ed. James F. Brooks (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002),
292-320.

3 Vital Records of Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume III-Marriages (A-G), 108 and
1810 United States Federal Census Records.

® Wharf book, Ship Lydia, Collection 10 - Account Books Collection, AB 575, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

Based on surviving whaling records, Absalom Boston must have joined the Lydia’s crew sometime
between April 1808 and April 1809. See Alexander Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery
(Waltham, Mass.: by the author, 1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books, 1989), 208-209.

7 Wharf book, Ship Lydia, Collection 10 - Account Books Collection, AB 575, Nantucket Historical

Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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the voyage went badly there was no guarantee that a man who had signed up for the
voyage would receive any pay for his time spent aboard ship.® In the case of the Lydia,
most of the ordinary seamen received the same share of the profits as Absalom Boston,
with the master and officers receiving more, and two men receiving less with 1/65 and
1/70 lays.’ Roughly one-third of the revenue generated through the sale of whale oil and
whalebone (baleen) from the voyage went back to the ship’s owners. Another third
typically covered the voyage’s expenses and repairs to the whaleship. What remained
was then divided up among the crew based on the predetermined shares the whalemen
had agreed to before setting sail.'

Tremendous variation from one whaling voyage to another makes it difficult to

determine wider patterns of earning potential, but a skilled seaman’s mean monthly

earnings ranged from a high of $14.24 per month in 1854, to a low of $7.18 per month in
1845."" Averaging $10.24 per month over the years 1840-1858, and 1866, whalemen like
Boston who were not officers, generally made slightly less than 60 percent of what

skilled workers earned onshore or as merchant seamen.'2 Even so, in the racially

8 For further discussion of the “lay system” see Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 71; Dolin, Leviathan, 270-
271; Lance E. Davis, et al., In Pursuit of Leviathan: Technology, Institutions, Productivity, and Profits in
American Whaling, 1816-1906 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 154-190.

° In comparison, the master, or captain of the Lydia earned a 1/15 lay, with three men — likely the
mates and cooper — listed as having earned a 1/22, 1/36, and 1/38 lay from the voyage. As officers eaming
a better percentage of the profits from the voyage, they would have earned significantly more than Absalom
Boston and the other crew. Wharf book, Ship Lydia, Collection 10 - Account Books Collection, AB 575,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

10 The differential in pay between officers and crew grew wider over time as lays for ordinary seamen
became less lucrative. The average lay for a skilled seaman sailing from New Bedford in 1840 was 1/143.8.
By 1858 the lay had grown significantly longer to 1/166.9. Over the same period unskilled seamen saw
their lays lengthen from 1/178.0 to 1/192.5, in Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 165-166. For a broader view
of average lays by occupation and grounds for New Bedford whaling voyages between 1840-1858, and
1866, see Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 161-166.

1t See Table 5.6, “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupations, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling
Voyages, Sailing Years 1840-1858 and 1866,” Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 176.

12 Davis, Gallman, and Gleiter offer the most complete discussion of the differences in wages between
whalemen and merchant seamen, who as the authors note “professed great contempt for ‘spouters’ and

43



stratified society of nineteenth-century America, the residents who made up the mixed-
race communities of New Guinea in Nantucket and New Bedford would likely have
found few skilled jobs with better pay available to them.

For a skilled seaman aboard a New Bedford whaleship in 1840, average monthly
earnings worked out to $10.44. Projected over a typical voyage of three years, this
whaleman could expect a $375 return for his work, plus room and board. An unskilled
seaman would earn $8.66 in the same month. The cook and steward, positions often filled
by men of color, could hope to earn $10.59 and $11.13 respectively, placing them in
about the same earning bracket as a skilled seaman.'* By comparison, a farm laborer with
board living in 1825 could expect to earn anywhere between $8.00 and $10.00 per

month.' A black whaleman’s earnings would have been equivalent to, or slightly better

than, the unskilled wages a person of color could expect to make on land. Although on
the lower side of the nineteenth-century wage scale, black whalemen would have made

enough to cover the basic necessities required to maintain a smaller family.'’

‘blubber-hunters’ (179). According to Davis, Gallman, and Gleiter’s analysis of New Bedford whaling
records, “the wages of skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled seamen were less than 60 percent of the wages of
workers ashore.” The same three classes of whalemen did slightly better when compared to textile workers
in Massachusetts, rather than skilled artisans, making about the same amount in average monthly wages.
See Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 176, 185. For an excellent overview of the “relative wages of
whalemen” in the age of sail, see Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 175-190.

13 See Table 5.6, “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupations, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling
Voyages, Sailing Years 1840-1858 and 1866,” Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 176.

14 Carroll Davidson Wright, Comparative Wages, Prices, and Cost of Living. From the Sixteenth
Annual Report of the Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics of Labor, for 1885 (Boston: Wright & Potter
Printing Company, 1889), 22.

15 A labor leader writing to the New York Daily Tribune in 1851 itemized the weekly expenses of a
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania family, including flour ($0.625), sugar ($0.32), butter ($0.625), milk ($0.14),
butcher’s meat ($1.40), potatoes ($0.50), tea and coffee ($0.25), candles and oil ($0.14), fuel (50.40),
sundries ($0.40), household articles ($0.25), bedding ($0.20), rent ($3.00), wearing apparel ($2.00), and
newspapers ($0.12), coming to a total of $10.37 for the week. “Labor Movements in Philadelphia,” New
York Daily Tribune, May 27, 1851.
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Though modest when compared with the earnings of a whaling captain who
averaged $88.75 per month, whaling still offered the promise of a good income and a
path to opportunity for people of color that was often unequaled on shore.! Particularly
skilled seamen could even aspire to become boatsteerers and harpooneers on the
whaleboats, sent over the side of a whaleship to capture and kill the whale, increasing
their share of the profits and offering an opportunity for advancement in the hierarchy on
board. In exceptional cases some African Americans and other non-whites were able to
become officers, positions of leadership that challenged the rigid color line that defined
much of nineteenth-century American life.

A search of crewlists, whalemen’s shipping papers, and written contracts with the
crew from the New Bedford Customs District for the period between 1810 and 1860
offers some perspective on the participation of people of color in the whale fishery during
this period.!” Of the 1,024 whalemen who listed Nantucket or New Bedford as their
place of residence on documentation for whaling voyages between 1810 and 1860, 140
listed their skin color or were recorded in one of the following categories — African,
black, brown, colored, mulatto, Negro, sable, or yellow. The terms mulatto or yellow
typically indicate a person of mixed-race background. All of the categories are similar to
those found in the runaway slave advertisements to be found in early-American
newspapers. Not every whaling record includes such identifying details as skin color.

Other categories such as “dark™ are open to greater interpretation, making it harder to

16 See Table 5.6, “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupations, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling
Voyages, Sailing Years 1840-1858 and 1866,” Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 176.

17 See Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, New
Bedford, Massachusetts, accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/library/special-
collections/whaling-archives/.
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assess just how many people of color were participating in the whaling industry at any
given time. However, within this limited sample of whaling records it can be said that
just under fourteen percent were recorded as having a skin color that likely identified
them as non-white.

Aside from the free people of color who worked as whalemen, Nantucket’s and
New Bedford’s whaling industry also provided an unparalleled opportunity for fugitive
slaves who made it to the New England coast. Although the experiences of fugitive
slaves in the whaling industry are not well documented, a few notable exceptions offer a
window into the lives of people who ran away from slavery to seek a new life of freedom
tied to the whale fishery. Following his escape from slavery, Frederick Douglass reached

New York and the home of David Ruggles, the secretary of the New York Vigilance

Committee and a prominent conductor along the Underground Railroad. In consultation

with Ruggles, Douglass plotted his next move:
Learning that I was a calker [sic] by trade, he promptly decided that New Bedford
was the proper place to send me. “Many ships,” said he, “are fitted out for the
whaling business, and you may there find work at your trade, and make a good
living.” This, in one fortnight after my flight from Maryland, 1 was safe in New
Bedford, regularly entered upon the exercise of the rights, responsibilities, and
duties of a freeman.'®

In some ways New Bedford was everything a runaway slave could hope for. Douglass

was not long in search of work on New Bedford’s wharves, finding employment “the

third day after my arrival in New Bedford, in stowing a sloop with a load of oil for the

'8 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York and Auburn: Miller, Orton &
Mulligan, 1855), 340-341.
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New York market.”!® Despite his early success, however, Douglass soon found that
living as a person of color in New Bedford was not without its challenges.

The life Douglass began to build as a free man in the shadow of New Bedford’s
whaleships and counting houses offered both promise and frustration. Despite New
Bedford’s “just and humane sentiment,” and pronounced antislavery leanings, Douglass
found himself largely limited to working as a stevedore loading and unloading ships on
the waterfront, a lower-paying job than that of his profession as a caulker. Douglass
recalled that “the test of the real civilization of the community came when I applied for
work at my trade, and then my repulse was emphatic and decisive.” Douglass
successfully approached Rodney French, a prominent white New Bedford resident and
antislavery advocate, for work fitting out a whaleship “upon which there was a heavy job
of calking [sic] and coppering to be done.”?° Even with so much work to be done on the
waterfront, and French’s support, Douglass encountered difficulty.?!

Arriving at the float-stage where the whaleship was being overhauled, Douglass
was told “that every white man would leave the ship in her unfinished condition, if I
struck a blow at my trade upon her.” Although forced to take one dollar an hour as a

common laborer rather than two dollars as a skilled caulker, in that moment Douglass

19 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 348.

20 Frederick Douglass, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, written by himself (Hartford, CT:
Park Publishing Co., 1881), 211-212.

Rodney French served as mayor of New Bedford from 1853 to 1854, earning a great deal of support
from the black community. The presentation salver and pitcher New Bedford’s people of color
commissioned and gave to French in 1853 is now in the collections of the New Bedford Free Public
Library.

21 The 1841 city directory for New Bedford listed twenty-one calkers (or caulkers) and one person,
William Hersey, apprenticed as a caulker to William Cannon. None of the twenty-two men listed in the
directory pursuing the trade were identified as “colored.” Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory
(New Bedford: Press of Benjamin Lindsey, 1841), 46, 48, 54, 57, 60, 66, 68, 71, 77, 80, 87, 100-101, 104,
128.
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counted himself fortunate to be able to make a living as a free man at all. “The
consciousness that I was free—no longer a slave,” Douglass reflected in his
autobiography, “kept me cheerful under this, and many similar proscriptions which I was
destined to meet in New Bedford and elsewhere on the free soil of Massachusetts.”22
Douglass dedicated himself to doing “anything which came to hand in the way of turning
an honest penny,” ranging from sawing wood, digging cellars and shoveling coal, to
rolling whale oil casks on the wharves and toiling “in Ricketson’s candle works.”?
Nevertheless, the insult on the New Bedford waterfront left a lasting impression that
informed his later work as an abolitionist.

Lﬂ;e Douglass, John Thompson fled slavery in Maryland and arrived in New
York hoping to secure his freedom and find work. Intending to go to sea out of the port of
New York City, Thompson was turned away for lack of experience. “I could get no berth
on shipboard, as they only wanted to employ able seamen,” Thompson recalled in his
1856 fugitive slave narrative. Thompson noted that he “was advised to go to New

Bedford, where green hands were more wanted, and where, I was told, I could go free of

expense.”?* Thompson ventured to New Bedford soon after in search of work related to

22 Douglass, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, 211-212.

3 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 349,

24 John Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave; Containing his History of 25 Years in
Bondage, and his Providential Escape (Worcester, MA: Published by John Thompson, 1856), 107.

It was not uncommon for whaling agents tasked with securing crews for a whaleship during the mid-
1800s to offer a signing bonus or other inducements to raw recruits to entice young men to sign on for a
voyage. In the case of John Thompson, free passage to New Bedford appears to have been offered by just
such a recruiter. As Eric Jay Dolin has noted, “The explosive growth of the American whaling industry
generated an equally explosive demand for labor. In the mid-1850s, New Bedford whaleships alone
employed ten thousand seamen, with all the other ports accounting for another ten thousand. Supplying this
quantity of bodies was no easy task. The captains and officers were usually hired directly by the
shipowners or shipping agents, while the latter were responsible for recruiting the crews. To get men in the
door, the agents advertised positions in newspapers, at public establishments, and on the streets.” Dolin,
Leviathan, 221.
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the whale fishery. With the assistance of New Bedford whaling agents, Thompson sailed
within a few days for the Acushnet River and the reigning American whaling capital.?*
When he sought skilled work, however, Thompson encountered the same problem
Douglass had faced a few years earlier. There were seventy-six whaleships that left New
Bedford in 1842, the year Thompson signed his shipping papers. Several more sailed
from neighboring ports, meaning there would in fact be ample work to be had for a green
hand.?® Although jobs were more readily available for people of color due to the needs of
the whale fishery, Thompson’s lack of seagoing experience coupled with his race limited
the berths available to him aboard the whaleships leaving port that year.
Thompson initially sought the higher paying position of cook or steward, but
“was told I could only go before the mast as a raw hand, as a great responsibility rested
upon the cook, or steward, of a whaling vessel, bound upon a long voyage, one of which
places I preferred and solicited.”?” Turned away during his first job search, Thompson
changed tactics:
I went to the office of Mr. Gideon Allen, who was fitting out a ship for sea, and
wanted both cook and steward. I approached him with much boldness, and asked
if he would like to employ a good steward, to which he replied in the affirmative,
asking me at the same time if I was one. I told him I thought I was. So, without
much parleying we agreed upon the price, when he took me down to the vessel,

gave to my charge the keys of the cabin, and I went to work as well as I knew
how.

2 Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, 107.

26 Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 386-389. Ten whaleships also sailed in 1842 from
Fairhaven, Massachusetts just across the Acushnet River from New Bedford, with eight more from nearby
Westport, Massachusetts, and six sailing out of Mattapoisett, Massachusetts. See Starbuck, History of the
American Whale Fishery, 388-391. Average crew size on a New Bedford whaleship by 1850 was twenty-
nine, although the number of crew shipping aboard each whaleship was determined by a variety of factors
ranging from the size of the whaleship to the number of whaleboats the ship would carry to hunt for
whales. See Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 10-11, 78-95.

27 Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 107.
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Meeting the ship’s captain the next day, Thompson found himself in a difficult position.
“The captain looked at me very suspiciously,” Thompson recalled, “as much as to say,
you know nothing of the duties of the office you now fill.” Turning to the only person he
knew who could help, a cook Thompson was boarding with, he struck a deal. Thompson
would secure the man, “who, in consequence of deformed feet, could not obtain a berth,”
a place as cook aboard the Milwood in exchange for “all needful instruction in reference
to my office.”?® The maneuver worked, and both men sailed from New Bedford on June
25, 1842, with John W. Thompson, steward, having secured a 1/135 lay.?’ Many of the
green hands had signed on the voyage for a 1/165 lay. Some had even agreed to a 1/200
lay when Captain Aaron C. Luce took on more green hands in August 1842, likely while
in the Azores. Thompson’s gamble earned him a shorter lay, meaning a better percentage
of the profits, and consequently represented a significant increase in earnings over the

course of the voyage.*

28 Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 107-108.

2 «“Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood,” 1842-1844, in Whaling Collection Archives, New
Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-
ma.gov/library/special-collections/whaling-archives/. See also Starbuck, History of the American Whale
Fishery, 388-389.

3% The green hands who shipped aboard the Milwood on August 4, 1842 for a 1/200 lay included
Francisco Davils, Jose Dutra, Antonio Francisco, and Manuel Golaste. The names and timing — a little
more than a month out of New Bedford — suggest that Captain Luce was filling out his crew with
Portuguese sailors in the Azores. See “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood,” 1842-1844, in
Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6,
2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/library/special-collections/whaling-archives/.

Around the time Thompson sailed out of New Bedford, the lays (shares) that determined the
percentage of the profits due to a whaleman upon his return were lengthening. Officers (captains and
mates) continued to do well, but ordinary seaman were facing longer lays — in the range of the 1/165 and
1/200 lays seen on the Milwood — and thus smaller percentages of the profits from the voyage. The fact that
Thompson negotiated a shorter lay than his counterparts — 1/135 in his case, versus 1/165, or even 1/200 —
meant that he would be owed more money when the Milwood returned to New Bedford than the men who
had signed on for longer lays, and smaller shares of the profits from the catch.

Historian Margaret Creighton adds that during the 1850s, “Owners increased officers’ shares by 12 to
24 percent, while reducing seamen’s percentages by 9 to 15 percent.” See Margaret S. Creighton, Rites and
Passages: The Experience of American Whaling, 1830-1870 (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1995), 35.
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Money was not the only consideration that drew Thompson to whaling. One of
the advantages of whaling for a fugitive slave would have been the “long voyage” aboard
a whaleship that Thompson took special note of in his narrative.’’ Watching New
Bedford’s waterfront slip from view, Thompson undoubtedly knew it would be several
years at least before he again set foot on American shores. Asked by the Milwood'’s
captain to explain himself after discovering his lack of whaling experience, Thompson
offered his reason for seeking a berth aboard a New Bedford whaleship, revealing that he
was a fugitive slave from Maryland, with a family living in Philadelphia, “but fearing to
remain there any longer, I thought I would go [on] a whaling voyage, as being the place
where I stood least chance of being arrested by slave hunters.”*2

Having lied to Captain Luce about his credentials as a steward, Thompson
potentially had much to lose, including his position aboard ship, and possibly his
freedom. Thompson’s status as a fugitive slave appears to have been the determining
factor in Luce’s handling of the situation. “This narrative seemed to touch his heart,” as
Thompson remembered that the captain’s “countenance at once assumed a pleasing
expression.” Told that “had circumstances been different, he should have flogged me for
my imposition,” Thompson was allowed to carry on in his position as steward.>? Safely
aboard the Milwood between June 1842 and June 1844, Thompson was well beyond the

reach of the slave catchers he feared.’*

3t Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 107,

32 Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 110.

3 Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 110.

34 “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood,” 1842-1844, in Whaling Collection Archives, New
Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-
ma.gov/library/special-collections/whaling-archives/. See also Alexander Starbuck, History of the
American Whale Fishery (Waltham, Mass.: by the author, 1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books,
1989), 388-389. For further discussion of fugitive slaves who participated in the New Bedford whale
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There were other reasons for escaping slaves to make the journey to New
Bedford. John S. Jacobs, the brother of famed fugitive slave Harriet Jacobs, arrived
hoping to reinvent himself as a free person. “For the first week or so I could not realize
the great transformation from a chattel slave to a man,” Jacobs later wrote, remembering
“it seemed to me like a dream.” Jacobs committed himself to “the necessity of mental
improvement,” seeking an education in New Bedford by attending school at night, and
working during the day. When he encountered problems balancing work requirements
and his evening lessons Jacobs “thought the better plan would be to get such books as I
should want, and go a voyage to sea.” Jacobs found what he was looking for when he
shipped aboard the Frances Henrietta to go whaling in 1839. “I had made the best
possible use of my leisure hours on board, and kept the object that drove me from my
friends and my home before me when on shore.”’ Denied an education, Jacobs seized
the opportunities available to him in New Bedford to find both work and a measure of
equality.

Family, and specifically the possibility that earnings from the whaling industry
could gain family members’ freedom, were also a consideration for fugitive slaves.
Jacobs wrote, “I had promised myself, if what money I had coming to me would be an
inducement to any one to bring my sister off from the south, that I would have her.” In
fact, Jacobs arrived back in New Bedford from his whaling voyage in 1843 to find his

sister, Harriet, had gained her freedom in 1842, and come to the whaling port in search of

fishery see Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive ’s Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2001), 153-156.

35 John S. Jacobs, “A True Tale of Slavery,” in The Leisure Hour: A Family Journal of Instruction and
Recreation, February 7, 14, 21, 28, 1861. (London: Stevens and Co., 1861), 126-127.

52



her brother. Told that she had returned to New York, Jacobs welcomed the news, saying
“if my sister was free from her oppressor, I was a happy man. I hurried on shore, drew
some money of the owners, and made my way to New York.>

Some runaways from slavery lived in the whaling ports for a limited time, leaving
as soon as they made enough money or created enough distance from slavery to move on .
safely to the next refuge. Like that of John Jacobs, John Thompson’s stay in New
Bedford upon his return from the Milwood’s nearly two-year whaling voyage was short-
lived. The sea-weary steward intended to head back immediately to Philadelphia and his
family “that they might participate in my joy, and unite with me in praises to God for my

safe preservation through so long a voyage.”3” Undoubtedly, Thompson’s family would

soon rejoice all the more over his earnings from the voyage. Barring any substantial debts

36 John S. Jacobs, “A True Tale of Slavery,” in The Leisure Hour: A Family Journal of Instruction and
Recreation, February 7, 14, 21, 28, 1861. (London: Stevens and Co., 1861), 126-127.

Jacobs wrote the following about his time on the Frances Henrietta, “1 accordingly shipped on board
the ‘Frances Henrietta,” of New Bedford. This was a whaling voyage; but I will not trouble you with any
fishing stories. I will make it short. After being absent three years and a half, we returned home with a full
ship, 1700 barrels of sperm oil and 1400 of whale oil.” In Jacobs, “A True Tale of Slavery,” 126.
According to official records of the voyage, the ship Frances Henrietta, captained by William H. Reynard
and owned by prominent New Bedford whaling merchant and reformer Charles W. Morgan, sailed from
New Bedford on August 4, 1839, and returned February 16, 1843 with 1,700 barrels of sperm whale oil,
1,420 barrels of baleen whale oil, and 11,500 pounds of whalebone in its hold - a very successful voyage.
Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 354-355.

After escaping from the plantation of Dr. James Norcom outside Edenton, North Carolina in 1835,
Harriet Jacobs would not be able to permanently leave the attic of her grandmother’s house and escape
north to New York until 1842 — the year before her brother returned to New Bedford on the Frances
Henreitta. John Jacobs was shocked to see the condition of his sister Harriet Jacobs at their first meeting in
New York. “I found my sister living with a family as nurse at the Astor House. At first she did not look
natural to me; but how should she look natural, after having been shut out from the light of heaven for six
years and eleven months! I did not wish to know what her sufferings were, while living in her place of
concealment. The change that it had made in her was enough to make one's soul cry out against this curse
of curses, that has so long trampled humanity in the dust.” In Jacobs, “A True Tale of Slavery,” 127. For
more on Harriet Jacobs’s escape from slavery and concealment of almost seven years in the attic of her
grandmother’s home, see Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (Boston: Published for the
Author, 1861); Harriet A. Jacobs, John S. Jacobs, and Louisa Matilda Jacobs, The Harriet Jacobs Family
Papers, ed. Jean Fagan Yellin (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); Jean Fagan Yellin,
Harriet Jacobs: A Life (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2004).

3" Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 132.
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owed the ship’s owner or agent, at a 1/135 lay, Thompson stood to benefit from what had
been a successful voyage.

According to Thompson’s account the Milwood “was arranged to carry 3500 bbls.
[barrels] of 0il.”>® The whaleship returned to New Bedford with 150 barrels of sperm
whale oil and 1,650 barrels of baleen whale oil in its hold to sell at auction, along with
12,000 pounds of whalebone that would soon be manufactured into corset stays and a
host of other lady’s fashion items.>® “So, as soon as I received my wages, I left New
Bedford,” but not before both the captain and a mate called on Thompson to see him, “the
former giving me ten, and the latter five dollars, telling me to live faithful until death, and
asking me to pray for them, which I promised to do.” With wages and bonus money in
hand, Thompson then departed for Philadelphia and his waiting family.*°

Other runaways chose to make the whaling towns a more permanent home. In
contrast to Thompson’s experience at sea, Frederick Douglass stayed in New Bedford
longer, working in the whaling port’s various support industries. Douglass’s narrative
notes that he worked at various odd jobs, “and thus supported myself and family for three
years,” including a first winter in the city that he called “unusually severe” due to “the

high prices of food.”! Even during the worst of the cold weather Douglass was able to

3% Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 108.

3 For returns from the 1842-1844 voyage of the Milwood, see Starbuck, History of the American
Whale Fishery, 388-389. Whalebone was a crucial byproduct of whaling, and was much sought after by the
time Thompson sailed aboard the Milwood - “Whalebone was the plastic of its day. Littie-used before
1830, it had become, by century’s end, the most important source of revenue of the American whaling
industry,” in Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 30. For more on the market for whalebone, see Davis, In
Pursuit of Leviathan, 342-343.

4® Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 132. Judging from the wording in
Thompson’s narrative, it was likely the Milwood’s first mate, Richard W. Hathaway, who joined Captain
Luce in wishing Thompson a safe journey to Philadelphia. “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood,”
1842-1844, in Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department,
accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/library/special-collections/whaling-archives/.

*! Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 349-350.
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furnish himself and his wife with a two-room apartment, enough food, “and some
necessary articles of furniture” on the nine dollars a month he earned in hiring out his
labor. “We were closely pinched to bring our wants within our means,” Douglass
recalled, “but the jail stood over the way, and I had a wholesome dread of the
consequences of running in debt.” After that first winter in New Bedford, Douglass was
able to find “plenty of work — got well paid for it — and felt that I had not done a foolish
thing to leave Master Hugh and Master Thomas. I was now living in a new world, and
was wide awake to its advantages.”*?

On reaching New Bedford, Douglass voiced his “amazement and joy” at finding
the working class members of the community “living in better houses, more elegantly
furnished—surrounded by more comfort and refinement—than a majority of the
slaveholders on the Eastern Shore of Maryland.” As one example Douglass cited his
benefactor:

There was my friend, Mr. Johnson, himself a colored man, (who at the south

would have been regarded as a proper marketable commodity), who lived in a

better house — dined at a richer board — was the owner of more books — the reader

of more newspapers — was more conversant with the political and social condition
of this nation and the world — than nine-tenths of all the slaveholders of Talbot
county, Maryland. Yet Mr. Johnson was a working man, and his hands were
hardened by honest toil. Here, then, was something for observation and study.

Whence the difference? The explanation was soon furnished, in the superiority of

mind over simple brute force.

Johnson and other New Bedford residents Douglass observed helped to challenge his

preconceived ideas “respecting the social condition of the free states.” ** More than

42 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 350.

* Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 344. The 1841 New Bedford city directory lists Nathan
Johnson as “colored” and the owner of both a house and confectionary on Seventh Street. Henry H. Crapo,
The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford: Press of Benjamin Lindsey, 1841), 86. The earlier 1836
directory listed Johnson as the owner of a house on Seventh Street, but simply listed his occupation as a
trader. Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford: J.C. Parmenter, Printer, 1836), 63.
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providing room and board to a fugitive from slavery, Nathan and Mary Johnson appear to
have influenced how Frederick Douglass framed his earliest assessments of southern
slave labor, northern free labor ideology, and the path to securing full equality for African
Americans and other people of color. For Douglass and others like him in the nonwhite
community, everyday concerns about making a living came to be coupled with the lofty
goal of reforming American society.

Where Douglass was eventually able to afford a two-room apartment for his
family, many people of color came to rely on the black-operated boarding houses in
Nantucket and New Bedford for shelter. In New Bedford, the records of the New Bedford
Port Society for the Moral Improvement of Seamen indicate that housing for itinerant
whalemen and sailors was an ongoing problem. After taking leave of the ship, a sailor
then became the temporary guest, and sometimes the problem, of the community at large:

the sailor takes himself to the boarding house, which he intends to make his

temporary home; and here he is fortunate if he escapes the pestilential fumes of a

bar; but here, among associates of the same neglected class, or, in the tavern or

retailing shop, where he calls for his dram; or in the oyster cellar, where he meets
his companions; or in the brothel, where he encounters the most degraded, and
often the most pitiable of human beings; he finds no friendly voice to warn him of
his danger, or take him by the hand, and lead him aside from these sinks of
pollution.**

Despite the general condition of New Bedford’s boarding houses, the establishments

operated by and for people of color “were found generally respectable” by reformers who

investigated the condition af seven boarding houses “in all accommodating not over one

44 First Annual Report of the Board of Managers of the New Bedford Port Society for the Moral
Improvement of Seamen, Presented at the Annual Meeting, June 7, 1831 (New Bedford: Benjamin T.
Congdon, 1831), 9.
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hundred sailors.”** Black boarding house owners and business owners provided both a
vital service and social stability for the community. Members of the whaling
communities’ emerging black middle class, black business leaders were also helping to
lay the groundwork for reform. These leaders generated income to support abolitionist
efforts, and contributed to the rise of a relatively stable population of color that demanded
change when they were barred from attending lectures, riding the same modes of
transportation, and sending their children to the same schools as white members of the
community. Had New Bedford’s or Nantucket’s community of color been entirely
transient, the outlook for social change in both whaling ports might have been quite
different.

Safe and affordable boarding houses were a major concern for people of color.
Interestingly, when a group of black New Englanders traveled in 1840 to serve as
delegates for the American Anti-Slavery Society, they appeared in the pages of the
Colored American, a weekly African American newspaper, not for their service at the
meeting, but rather to recommend William C. Powell and his boardinghouse in New
York City. “The accommodations are neat and clean, the table amply supplied with good
and wholesome food, and last, though not least, the charges are moderate,” wrote the
black travelers from Providence, New Bedford, and Nantucket. “Therefore, with
pleasure,” the delegation agreed, “we recommend his house to our colored brethren

traveling to this city, as worthy of their patronage and support.”*¢

45 See entries for June 11, 1830, and July 1, 1830, in Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes,
1830-1851, Port Society Records, LB82-8, Item #49, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library,
New Bedford, Massachusetts.

4 Colored American, May 23, 1840. Published in New York City beginning on January 7, 1837 as the
Weekly Advocate, the first issue of the newly named Colored American appeared on March 4, 1837. The
newspaper continued to publish through the month of December 1841.
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Seemingly an insignificant gesture, the black New England delegates to the
American Anti-Slavery Society convention were actually providing an important service
for the people of color in their home communities, as well as for the readership of the
Colored American. Mariners and travelers needed places to stay. Reputable
boardinghouses that catered to black clientele were difficult to find. As W. Jeffrey
Bolster has shown, the boardinghouse was both “the most dominant institution in
mariner’s lives” on shore and a potentially dangerous place that threatened to wipe out
hard-earned savings.*’” The anti-slavery activities of the delegates, some of whom called
Nantucket and New Bedford home, dovetailed neatly with the practical social concerns of
minorities who made a living at sea and hoped to find refuge in reputable boardinghouses

on shore.

Operating a temporary home for whalemen, let alone for people of color, would
have been a difficult proposition in the unsettled racial climate of the nineteenth century.
Whaling agent, abolitionist reformer, and diarist Samuel Rodman Jr. of New Bedford
made note of one incident on October 16, 1830 when “Two houses in Dartmouth,
occupied with colored people of poor character, were set fire to by a lawless mob and
were destroyed between 9 and 10 o’clock.”*® Many of the residents likely had nowhere to
turn for assistance. Rodman’s diary made note of what he did next:

P.M. principally occupied in providing for the wants and removing of a sick man

of color who was turned out of his miserable quarters by the riotous proceedings

of the 16%, and has since, after a night or two in the open air, been the helpless

occupant of a bed of straw in an adjacent barn. Had him washed and clothed, and
sent him to the poor house.*’

47'W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1997), 182-189.

“® Samuel Rodman, Jr., The Diary of Samuel Rodman: A New Bedford Chronicle of Thirty-Seven
Years, 182]-1859. Edited by Zephaniah W. Pease (New Bedford, Mass.: Reynolds Printing Co., 1927), 75.

4 Rodman, Jr., The Diary of Samuel Rodman, 75-76.
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In the 1836 edition of The New Bedford Directory, several of the surnames listed in the
1830 canvass of colored boarding houses appear, including James C. Carter, the
proprietor of a “colored, boarding house,” and Joseph Lewis.*® Although they weathered
the “riotous proceedings” in October 1830, and undoubtedly many other challenges to
stay open, for some people of color achieving longer-term security meant diversifying
one’s financial interests.

Taking advantage of the financial opportunity whaling afforded to people of color
meant accepting a degree of sacrifice. The experience of Absalom Boston in Nantucket
offers a glimpse of what life was like for a family of color that made difficult choices
while relying on whaling for its survival. Boston used his involvement in whaling to
assume a role as a business leader and reformer in Nantucket. His early career, however,
was no different from that of a host of others who chose to go to sea. Boston joined the
maiden voyage of the Thomas in 1809. The last man to affix his signature to the shipping
paper for the whaleship, Boston agreed to sign on as a seaman with a 1/80 lay of the

profits.’! Under the command of captain Davis Whippy and charged to “Round Cape

3¢ Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford: J.C. Parmenter, Printer, 1836), 43, 66.

5! Shipping Paper, Thomas, Nantucket, 1809, Collection 381 - Barbara Johnson / Friends of the NHA
Collection, 1766-1891, Map Room, Oversize MS Flat Files, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. See also the wharf book for the Thomas, 1809-1811, Collection 335 -
Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 1013, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

The shipping papers that whalemen signed like the one for the 1809 voyage of the Thomas can also
yield important personal details about the men in question. Unlike some of the crew, Boston signed his
name to the document rather than making his mark. Had he been illiterate, the agent for the ship’s owners
would have written in the name of the man signing up for the voyage and asked him to write an “X” in the
space between the first and last name on the shipping paper. Even though he was the son of a former slave,
Boston was literate by his mid-twenties. He was also just an ordinary seaman at this time, a sailor, making
the minimum percentage of the voyage’s profits allocated to the captain and crew.
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Horne [sic] or Else Where,” the Thomas would not return to Nantucket until almost three
years later in 1811 with its hold full of whale oil.>

Long separations from family and home had consequences. Communication with
Nantucket and New Bedford during these extended whaling voyages was complicated at
best, and often the only interaction a whaleman had with home was through the “gams”
or social encounters between whaleships that came across one another while on the
whaling grounds. Ships’ logs, captain’s journals, and diaries make frequent reference not
only to “ships spoken” or hailed at a distance, but also to gams which entailed much
closer interaction between whaling crews.>® Socializing with fellow whalemen was a
welcome respite from the monotony of shipboard life; crews were able to exchange
letters, newspapers, and bits of news from home. Such news was almost always weeks, if
not months or even years, out of date. Whether he found out in this fashion, or only upon
his return to Nantucket, Boston was returning to a family in mourning. Boston having

shipped aboard the Thomas in October 1809, his father had died the following month.**

52 Shipping Paper, Thomas, Nantucket, 1809, Collection 381 - Barbara Johnson / Friends of the NHA
Collection, 1766-1891, Map Room, Oversize MS Flat Files, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts, and wharf book for the Thomas, Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole
Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 1013, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.

33 Ship captains referred to encounters with other vessels as “speaking” with the other ship when they
came within hailing distance, hence the term “spoke” in the context of the records. The news gained from
the encounter was then passed along once the ships returned to port.

Even though the log keeper of the whaleship Nantucket noted after sighting a ship on May 20, 1857
that “the old man is not much for gamming if he can avoid it,” Richard C. Gibbs Jr. recorded at least
sixteen gams in the ship’s log that took place between January 1857 and April 1859, in “Log of the Ship
Nantucket,” Collection 220 - Ships' Logs Collection, Log 339 Reel 166, Nantucket Historical Association
Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts; the log keeper of the whaleship Planter, sailing out of
Nantucket from 1852 to 1856 went a step further in taking issue with his captain’s practice of interacting
with fellow captains, but not allowing for a gam to take place, “Went aboard the 4labama after the Captain
but had no time to gam. Bad luck to such skippers as that gam themselves but not let the boys have a gam,”
see entry for March 12, 1856 in “Log of the Planter,” Collection 220 - Ships’ Logs Collection, Log 370,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

%4 Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 210-211; Vital Records of Nantucket,
Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 67.
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Still, it is clear that Boston earned a sizeable return from his time aboard the Lydia
in 1808 and 1809, and the Thomas from 1809 to 1811 because of his actions after these
voyages. Back in Nantucket in 1811 with nearly three years’ pay in his pocket, a wife and
son to care for, and coping with the death of his father, Boston set about establishing his
presence in Nantucket. Over the course of the year 1812, he obtained land through the
settlement of his father Seneca’s estate. Starting with lands in New Town that made up
Nantucket’s New Guinea community, Boston began purchasing more land from his
brothers Reuben and Thomas Boston to consolidate his landholdings.** Business
interests, however, were not the sole focus of Boston’s time on shore.

He apparently lost his first wife Mary Spywood in 1812 or 1813. Boston then
married the second time on January 9, 1814 to Phebe Spriggins in the South
Congregational Church.>® The 1830 census places Boston’s son Charles in the same
household with the children born during his marriage to Phebe Spriggins.®’ Census
records also reveal another important fact about Boston’s life at this time—he probably
remained on land for at least three more years after his marriage in 1814, his son Henry
being born in 1815 and his daughter Caroline in 1818.%

An interesting notation in the crew list for the whaleship Richmond of New
Bedford suggests that Boston remained at home even longer. On the crew list for the
1817-1818 voyage to the Brazil Banks is a notation for “Absalon [sic] Boston,” a thirty-

three year old Nantucketer with “sable” skin and “black™ hair. Although the reason why

55 For records of the land transactions, see Deedbook 22, p. 69, 71, 168; “Kaldenbach Database,” Blue
Files, pg 7, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

36 For Absalom Boston’s marriage to Phebe Spriggins, see Vital Records of Nantucket, Massachusetts
to the Year 1850, Volume 1lI-Marriages {(A-G), 109.

%7 1830 United States Federal Census Records.

58 1830 United States Federal Census Records.
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is impossible to determine, Boston was listed on the document as “did not ship,” with
another man, likely African American from what the record states, “entered in lieu of
Absalon [sic] Boston.”>® Whether his business affairs or family matters had kept him in
Nantucket rather than aboard a New Bedford whaleship, Absalom Boston missed out on a
fairly profitable whaling voyage. When the Richmond returned in February 1818 after
seven months at sea, the crew offloaded 1,700 barrels of whale oil to sell at auction. %
Boston had been away from the sea since his return to Nantucket in 1811. By
1820, his career as a mariner and landholder had enabled him to save enough money to
obtain a license to establish a public inn.! By this time Boston had gained notice in both
Nantucket’s white and black communities. When “seven Rods of Land in share No 4
West Monomy division situated in Newtown” went up for public auction late in 1822, the
auctioneer noted that the plot of land wés “near Absalom Boston’s house.”%? The store
that Boston owned and operated on “Upper York Street” was remembered well after his
death. As time went by, it appears, Boston and possibly other New Guinea merchants
were becoming quite active in selling their goods not just within the segregated
community of color in Nantucket, but to Nantucket residents in other areas of town as

163

well.*® Despite his growing financial interests in Nantucket, or perhaps because of them,

39 “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Richmond,” 1817-1818, in Whaling Collection Archives, New
Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-
ma.gov/library/special-collections/whaling-archives/.

60 Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 220-221;see also, “Crewlist for the voyage aboard
the Richmond,” 1817-1818, in Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives
Department, accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/library/special-
collections/whaling-archives/.

1 Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 181. See also “Kaldenbach Database,” Blue Files, pg 8, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

62 «“public Auction,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 7, 1823.

8 “Store at Auction. On Tuesday, April 15%, 1873, at 10 o’clock, on the premises, the store on Upper
York Street, formerly owned and occupied by the late Absalom Boston, with all the stone and brick. The
building to be removed from the premises before the 1¥ of January, 1874,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror,
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Boston was making plans in the early 1820s to ship out once again. This time, however, it
would be as his own master.%*

Captain Absalom F. Boston and crew set sail aboard the schooner /ndustry on
Sunday, May 12, 1822 just months before slave catchers threatened to destroy
Nantucket’s black community during the Cooper incident. One of the few African
American Nantucketers to captain a whaleship, Boston also seems to have helped finance
and organize the voyage.®® Already noteworthy because of Boston’s rank aboard the
Industry, the whaling voyage gained even more attention because of the background of
the whalemen picked to crew the schooner. Under the heading “Marine Journal, Port of

Nantucket,” the Nantucket Inquirer recorded, “Sailed, sch. Industry, Boston, Bay of

April 12, 1873. In 1913, Roland B. Hussey recalled how “On York street where Arthur Williams’ house
stands, was the store of Absalom Boston,” in “Shops 1 Knew: A Rambling Reminiscence of About-Town
Bazaars of Fifty Years Ago, Compiled by Roland B. Hussey,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, March 1,
1913. See also “Before the Fire,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, April 13, 1889. Boston also appears to
have marketed the goods from his store about the main part of Nantucket town as well judging from
reminiscences in various island newspapers. “‘Sweet Caroliny potatoes!’ was the welcome cry to the boys
that ‘Uncle’ Absalom Boston used to shout from his cart, as he drove through the town and vended his
esculent [edible/or choice] vegetables, while the children flocked after him to beg for specked ones,” in
“Locals,” The Island Review (Nantucket, Mass.), September 9, 1874. See also Boston’s activities as a
merchant recalled by Judith Coffin Gardner Tewksbury in a 1914 edition of the Nantucket Inquirer and
Mirror — “Down through Lily street, came Absalom Boston, from Guinea, with a cart-load of apples to sell,
which some vessel had landed at a wharf. Benajah, his son, was his assistant.” The same article references
another seller, “‘Daddy Jones,” from Guinea” who “also came along here, with his wheel-barrow of lemon
ice cream and turkeys in their season,” in “Old North Shore as I Recall It,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror,
June 27, 1914.

¢ Boston does appear on the crew list of the whaleship Independence that sailed from Nantucket for
the Pacific Ocean on a voyage that lasted from 1820 to 1823. However, since Boston is known to have
sailed aboard a different vessel in 1822, a few possibilities exist. Perhaps, as he did back in 1817, Boston
simply “did not ship” aboard the Independence. Boston could also have been serving as a witness for
another whaleman who did serve aboard the Independence. “Wharf book with crew listed, April 9, 1823,”
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. See also, Starbuck, History of the American
Whale Fishery, 232-233.

% Historian Nathaniel Philbrick makes mention of a collection entitled “The Arrivals of the Brazil
Whalemen in the year 1788,” found in the “Misc. Papers, Letters, etc.” file of the Nantucket Atheneum.
Reference is made at the bottom of this source to a voyage with no captain, only “The Guine[a] Men.” The
possibility exists, as Philbrick suggests, that 1788 marked the voyage of the first all-black whaling crew
from Nantucket. Yet with no way to verify the identity of the captain who sailed with “The Guine[a] Men,”
Absalom F. Boston’s voyage remains the best documented, and most likely occurrence of the first all-black
whaling voyage with a black captain on Nantucket. Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 181 and 254.
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Mexico, Crew all Blacks.”® Although the sailing of a whaleship was always of note on
Nantucket, the racial composition of Industry’s crew and captaincy by its black master
garnered special attention in the press.

Boston’s experience as a whaleman and captain was part of a wider trend in
Nantucket and New Bedford’s communities of color. The Industry was not the only
whaleship crewed by black whalemen to set sail in 1822. The brig Traveller sailing from
Westport, Massachusetts, just a short distance away from New Bedford, shared the same
distinction as the /ndustry in that her crew was composed entirely of people of color. A
vessel arriving at the port of Boston had “spoken” the Traveller on April 7, “34 hours out,
on a whaling voyage, all hands black men.”®” Captained by Alvan Phelps, it appears that

well into the voyage the whaleship had seen only modest returns with only 30 barrels of

oil below decks.®® The Traveller returned to port later in the season with 70 barrels of

sperm whale oil.%

66 “Marine Journal, Port of Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 16, 1822. In notices posted in the
Nantucket Inquirer in May and June, “All persons having demands against the schooner Industry, Absalom
Boston master, are requested to leave them with either of the subscribers. Daniel Jones, Francis G. Macy,”
in “Notice,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 23, 1822, May 30, 1822, June 4, 1822, and June 11, 1822.
Newspaper notices indicated that a letter had been waiting in Nantucket’s post office for Absalom Boston
as of September 30, 1822. Having sailed in May, Boston had missed the letter by a few months. The notice
runs for several issues of the newspaper. See Nantucket Inquirer, October 1, 1822.

57 <Port of Boston,” Boston Repertory, April 11, 1822.

%8 The Radius sailing from Liverpool spoke the Traveller off the Azores — often referred to as the
Western Islands — noting “Traveller N. Bedford, 30 bbls,” in Nantucket Inquirer, September 17, 1822. With
Westport so close to New Bedford, and coming under the authority of the New Bedford Customs District, it
is possible that the captain and crew of the Traveller simply identified the better known port as their
homeport.

% Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 244-245. See also, Judith N. Lund, Elizabeth A.
Josephson, Randall R. Reeves and Tim D. Smith, “American Offshore Whaling Voyages: A Database,”
Accessed January 11, 2015, World Wide Web electronic publication.

http://nmdl.org/aowv/whMaster.cfm?Name=Phelps.%20Alvan.
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Phelps was the son-in-law of one of the early republic’s most important African
American leaders, Paul Cuffe.”® A Quaker merchant seaman of mixed West African and
Wampanoag descent, Cuffe became a driving force in antislavery activity in the form of
colonizationism. Many early American abolitionists, black and white, embraced ending
slavery and colonizing former slaves in Africa. Believing the attainment of black equality
to be out of reach in America, Cuffe financed, and led, a voyage to the British West
African colony of Sierra Leone, arriving with thirty-eight African Americans in early
1816.” For Cuffe and other colonizationists, change meant the gradual abolition of
slavery, black self-reliance, and a “return” to Africa. For others, only the immediate end
to slavery and realization of social equality in America would suffice.

Whaling voyages like those of the Industry and Traveller, alongside the roles
played by businessmen and activists like Cuffe, expressed the growing desire for change
within the wider New England African American community. What the black foremast
hands — the low-ranking whalemen — sailing aboard the Traveller discussed in the quieter
moments aboard ship cannot be known. No matter where they stood on the key issues of
freedom and equality, however, as active participants in the whaling industry and
maritime trade they were helping to shape not only how people of color viewed
themselves and their communities, but also the possibilities African Americans

envisioned for a future as equal citizens of the American republic.

7 For more on Alvan Phelps, see Martha S. Putey, Black Sailors: Afro-American Merchant Seamen
and Whalemen Prior to the Civil War (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1987), 71.

! Captain Paul Cuffe made two voyages to Sierra Leone before his death in 1817, including one in
1811 to assess the colony, and his final visit during the 1815-1816 voyage. For further discussion of Paul
Cuffe, see Lamont D. Thomas, Rise to be a People: A Biography of Paul Cuffe (Urbana: University of
IHinois Press, 1986); W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 2, 36, 39, 160, 164, 171-173, 176; Grover, The
Fugitive’s Gibraltar, 5, 46, 72-77, 87-88, 90, 93, 172, 176.
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Although little more can be discerned about the experiences of the black
whalemen aboard the Traveller, a ballad composed aboard the Industry relates the basic
facts of that particular voyage. This unique cultural document serves almost as a ship’s
log, in spite of its form as a sailor’s song or a sea chantey. Beset by problems from the
beginning, the crew of fourteen had to wait for the tide to turn in order to get over the
sand bar that crossed the mouth of the harbor, having “unfortunately got a ground” the
day they attempted to sail out of Nantucket harbor. During the subsequent day, the
whalemen were joined by their “wives and girls on board” until the flood tide came in
and “We sent our friends on shore.” Boston intended to head for “the Western Islands in
hopes to get some oil.” 2

Reports from other ships that encountered the Industry at sea indicate that as late
as July, Boston and his crew had been unable to stow away any whale 0il.”> When a
fellow whaleship “spoke” the Industry off Terceira Island in the Azores late in August,
the schooner had done somewhat better, but still had only thirty barrels of whale oil
aboard.” After a six-month whaling voyage, the Industry returned to Nantucket harbor
with seventy barrels of 0il.”> With little luck finding whales, and having faced numerous

storms over the course of the voyage, Boston and his crew likely had no choice but to

return home.”® It was not uncommon for whaleships to do this poorly from time to time.

2 “Schooner Industry’s Expedition on a2 Whaling Cruise: A song composed aboard her [1822],”
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Coliection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts,

73 “Marine Journal, Port of Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 20, 1822,

74 “Marine Journal, Port of Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 5, 1822.

75 “Saturday, Arfrived]...Schr. Industry, Boston, (Capt. And crew blacks) western Islands, with 70
bbls. [barrels] sperm oil,” in “Marine Journal, Port of Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 19, 1822,
See also, Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 242-243.

76 “Schooner Industry’s Expedition on a Whaling Cruise: A song composed aboard her [1822] .
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historlwl
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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Based on other reports from the fleet, other whaling crews at sea at the same time as the
Industry were encountering the same bad luck.”’

The Industry ended up on the auction block in order to cover expenses.”®
Notwithstanding the disappointing outcome, as was to become apparent throughout the
rest of the 1800s the symbolism of an all-black crew captained by a black master added to
the pride of the New Guinea community and its standing in the wider Nantucket
community. Wishing “health to Capt. Boston / His officers and crew,” one black sailor
pledged that “if he gets another craft / To sea with him I’ll go.””® Even though he would
never again lead a whaling crew at sea, Boston’s prestige in Nantucket’s New Guinea
community allowed him to become a local community Jeader and a central player in a
number of key reforms.

As aretired captain, Boston was held in high regard in whaling-centered
Nantucket. Captains, with the exception of whaling merchants, were often the wealthiest
members of the community. Particularly successful captains were often regarded as
heroes.®® Captains frequently commissioned portraits of themselves to celebrate their
rank and station in society. Boston’s captain’s portrait painted sometime in the mid-1830s

or 1840s is unusual in its depiction of an African American whaling captain. Though of

lesser artistic quality and smaller than other captain’s portraits in the Nantucket Historical

77 When the Radius out of Liverpool encountered the whaling fleet off the Azores, the Industry and
Traveller were not the only whaling vessels having trouble filling their holds — “Off W. Islands, brigs
Amstel, of Tiverton, no oil; Traveller N. Bedford, 30 bbls.; - Nautilus do. 10; sch. Industry, Boston, 30;
sloop Dispatch, of Nantucket, none,” in Nantucket Inquirer, September 17, 1822.

8 «“Auction,” Nantucket Inquirer, December 24, 1822.

9 “Schooner Industry’s Expedition on a Whaling Cruise: A song composed aboard her [1822],”
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

80 See obituary of Captain Obed Starbuck, Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, July 1, 1882.
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Association’s collections, the Boston portrait is an invaluable material document that ties
Boston to his trade and status as a leader in Nantucket. Boston appears self-assured with
the earrings he wears the only break from traditional portraits of whaling captains.®!

Born in Nantucket sometime around 1800, Captain Edward J. Pompey would
follow a path similar to Boston’s.®? Both earned the title of captain and were eventually
store owners and merchants in New Guinea.®* Pompey served as captain of the whaleship
Rising States of New Bedford on an Atlantic voyage that began in early November 1836.
Arriving back in port on June 29, 1837, after seven months and twenty-three days at sea,
Pompey brought back seventy-eight barrels of sperm whale oil, and nine barrels of
“Black fish oil” for the ship’s African American owner Richard Johnson.3* Ordinarily,

ownership of whaleships was the exclusive domain of the white elite in New Bedford and

Nantucket. In Johnson’s case, he had accumulated more than enough wealth as a trader

81 “Portrait of Captain Absalom F, Boston,” Oil on Board, Prior-Hambiin School, circa 1835-45,
Accession Number: 1906.0056.001, Nantucket Historical Association, Nantucket, Massachusetts. The
earrings in the Boston portrait are a departure from the typical unadorned Quaker whaling captains that
make up the majority of the captain’s portraits that hang either in the Nantucket Whaling Museum, or in the
Gosnold Research and Support Facility owned by the NHA. The only break from this pattern that I have
seen on a white whaling captain came in the form of Maori tattooing just above the nose of one captain in
one portrait. Maori tattooing is the style of Polynesian/aboriginal tattooing particular to New Zealand, but
has also come to describe a variety of traditional tattooing from the South Seas islands in the Pacific Ocean.
For a full discussion of Maori tattooing see D. R. Simmons, Ta Moko: The Art of Maori Tattoo rev. ed.
(Auckland: Reed Books, 1997) or D. Johansson, Wearing Ink: The Art of Tattoo in New Zealand
(Auckland: David Bateman, 1994).

%2 While the 1830 Census gives an age of 28, thereby placing the birth of Edward J. Pompey in 1802,
Vital Records of Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 494 places his age in 1848
at 48 with a corresponding birth year of 1800. Absalom Boston was forty-four in 1830, 1830 Census.

83 For references to Pompey’s commercial activities and title as captain, see Vital Records of
Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 494, Captain E.J. Pompey’s gravestone in
the Colored Cemetery, Nantucket, and E.J. Pompey’s will and estate inventory, Probate Records 17, 354
and 358-361, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts. Pompey like many other Nantucket
residents also posted items for sale in the island’s primary newspaper; “For Sale. — A Bay Poney [sic},
Spring Cart and Harness. Enquire of Edward J. Pompey,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 24, 1848.

84 Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 324-325; See also Dennis Wood, “Abstracts of
Whaling Voyages from the United States, 1831-1873,” Vol. 1, 1831-1847, Part 2, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, 438. See also Judith Navas Lund, Whaling
Masters and Whaling Voyages Sailing from American Ports: A Compilation of Sources (Sharon, Mass.:
Kendall Whaling Museum, 2001), 257.
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and merchant to own the Rising States outright, and to own partial shares of other
whaleships.3’

Unlike most whaleships, the Rising States was a black-owned vessel with an
entirely black crew. Whether Pompey decided for his own reasons to return to his life in
Nantucket after the voyage, or whether his hand was somehow forced, owner Johnson
next turned to William Cuffe, the son of the famed Captain Paul Cuffe, to take the Rising
States back out to sea.®® Like Boston, Captain Pompey would soon turn to matters of
social consequence that affected his life as an African American. As a businessman,
abolitionist, and civic leader, Pompey joined Boston and others in helping to shape the
debate over both slavery and securing equality, using their success to enrich their separate
community of color.

Building on his career as a whaleman and captain, Boston continued to purchase
land around New Guinea throughout the remainder of the 1820s. Among other holdings,
Boston also owned and operated a boarding house. Peter Williams, one of the members
of the Williams family who did not live on Nantucket for any extended period of time,
owed Boston a balance of $20.50 as of June 10, 1825, after $21.50 in “cash + labour™ had
already been exchanged between the two parties. The receipt included entries for twelve

weeks of board, clothes, and “cash lent” to Williams during his stay.®” Absalom Boston

85 Kathryn Grover has established that Richard Johnson’s estate was valued at $13,800 in 1837, rising
to an appraised value of $31,637 by the time of his death in 1853 — substantially more than what Absalom
Boston or Edward Pompey were able to accumulate in their respective lifetimes. See Grover, The
Fugitive''s Gibraltar, 135. See also Martha S. Putney, "Richard Johnson: An Early Effort in Black
Enterprise,” Negro History Bulletin 45 (April-June 1982), 46-47.

%6 The 1837 voyage resulted in 143 barrels of sperm whale oil, but at the cost of the Rising States being
“Condemned at Cape de Verdes Dec., 1837.” Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 334-335;
See also Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar, 5.

87 Peter Williams Receipt to A.F. Boston, Collection 197 - Williams Family Papers, 1775-1923,
Envelope, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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not only provided a vital service to Nantucket’s whaling economy by lodging its sailors;
he also tapped into one of the lucrative support industries of the economy.

Opportunities to conduct business in a diverse community were many and varied.
A handwritten contract drawn up in May of 1826 reveals something of the complex
business dynamics that could take shape between whites and blacks in Nantucket, and the
business dealings that enabled Absalom Boston to amass one of the largest fortunes in the
New Guinea community. The agreement between Boston and twenty-three white
subscribers stated that Boston was to be paid one dollar “for each of our cows...that the
said Absalom Boston shall each and every day from this time until the first day of
October next drive or cause to be driven each and every of said cows from the fields in as
far as the new South Wharf.”3® Though seemingly a menial task, whether Boston did the
work himself, or employed someone else to drive the cows, to be charged with the care of
twenty-five cows required some sense of trust on the part of the owners. The transaction
made good business sense for Boston. In addition to securing another outside source of
income, Boston was working to cultivate relationships with the white community that
enabled him to reach beyond the borders that defined New Guinea.

Another contract provides further insight into the business world of Nantucket
and Absalom Boston. Joseph Peterson affixed his mark to a document in 1826
guaranteeing Boston a portion of the profits from his coming voyage in exchange for the
loan of forty-five dollars. Peterson had promised “the fourth of my Voyage, Share, or lay

that I shall obtain as a hand on board the Ship /ndependence” as part of the

8 Document describing wages and duties as driver of cows, Nantucket May 1826, Collection 335 -
Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 59, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

70



arrangement.®” Signing over lays as a means of exchange became so prevalent and
carefully regulated during this period that the contracts were actually printed forms with
blanks to be filled in with required information. With names, dollar amounts, and other
pertinent information handwritten in, the document stipulated that if Peterson could not
get a berth aboard the Independence, he agreed to “perform a whaling Voyage” on “such
other vessel as the said AF Boston shall procure for me.” *°

Whalemen often needed some money prior to sailing in order to support their
families while at sea.®! Whatever his reasons, Joseph Peterson found himself signing
away unknown profits from a voyage that had yet to take place in order to receive cash

from Boston. If the whaling agent had been unwilling to offer an advance on Peterson’s

potential earnings, Boston was offering financial help to a fellow whaleman who likely

had nowhere else to turn.®2 Of course, in exchange for his investment, Boston

undoubtedly hoped to turn a profit after Peterson received his pay. Boston’s business

% Indenture with Absalom Boston, October 11, 1826, Collection 334 - Coffin Family Papers: Charles
G. Coffin and Henry Coffin Business Papers/Carlisle Collection, 1768-1890, Folder 119, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

9 Indenture with Absalom Boston, 1826, Collection 334 - Coffin Family Papers: Charles G. Coffin
and Henry Coffin Business Papers/Carlisle Collection, 1768-1890, Folder 119, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

1 For further discussion of the role pay advances played in the whaling economy, see Davis, In Pursuit
of Leviathan, 173.

92 Beyond the fact that Peterson was illiterate — he signed only his mark to the contract with Boston —
little more about the itinerant whaleman can be determined with certainty. Since Peterson fails to appear in
in any part of the United States federal census for Nantucket during the mid-1800s, including the section
under “free colored persons,” and appears not to have filled out a seaman’s protection certificate, it is
impossible to say what personal connection, if any, Absalom Boston had with the man.

One intriguing possibility is a Joseph Peterson, between the ages of 36 and 55, and listed as a “free
colored person,” found living with a woman of the same age (possibly his wife or other female relation), in
Boston, Massachusetts’s Ward 6 in 1840. Based on the age range, the man in Boston would have been
between 22 and 41 years old when the Independence set sail in 1826. In addition to his proximity to
Nantucket, this Joseph Peterson is the only man recorded in the region who would fit the likely age of a
man who served on a whaling voyage fourteen years earlier. See 1840 United States Federal Census.

Regarding Boston’s Ward 6, historical accounts note that this was the part of the city “in which a large
portion of the colored population have resided for many years.” Jesse Chickering, A Statistical View of the
Population of Massachusetts, from 1765 to 1840 (Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1846), 135.
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activities and investments helped him nurture a growing family. With the death of his
second wife Phebe two months earlier in August of 1826, and his published intention to
marry Hannah Cook in August 25, 1827, Boston was already rearing children from two
marriages.”

In 1828, a notice appeared in the Nantucket Inquirer that “the subscriber has
opened a Shipping Office, at his store.” Interested parties including “Masters and Owners
of ships, who may be in want of seamen, for voyages in the Whaling or Merchant
service” were “respectfully requested to give him a call.” The agent for Nantucket’s
newest shipping office was none other than Absalom F. Boston.** Opening a “shipping
office” at his store allowed Boston to stay deeply involved in the whaling industry.

Serving in the capacity of a recruiter and agent performing a task vital to the success of

Nantucket’s dominant financial venture enhanced Boston’s public profile on the island.
Undoubtedly this activity helped to further establish his position as a leader of the black
community, and later to facilitate his roles as an abolitionist, reformer, and recruiter for
the causes he pursued until his death in the 1850s.

Boston used his role as a whaling recruiter to advance the black community as a
whole. He witnessed the signing (by making a mark) of a number of whalemen for

service on Nantucket whaleships.”> An extensive study of New Bedford whaling voyages

3 For the death of Phebe Spriggins Boston, see Vital Records of Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year
1850, Volume V-Deaths, 67. For intent to marry Hannah Cook, see Vital Records of Nantucket,
Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume IlI-Marriages (A-G), 109.

%4 «Shipping Office,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 17, 1828. See also, “Shipping Office,” Nantucket
Inquirer, May 24, 1828.

%5 In 1829 he served in this capacity for several men who signed or made their mark on the shipping
paper for the Enterprise. In total, seven whalemen signed on with Absalom Boston as their witness, with
six signing the shipping paper on June 30, 1829, and one more signing the document on July 6, 1829. See
Shipping Paper for the Enterprise, 1829, Collection 115 - Ships’ Papers Collection, Folder 56, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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from 1840 to 1858 shows that almost one quarter of whaling crewmen were illiterate.
Nearly six in ten were inexperienced, having never before gone to sea.’® Lacking basic
education and the experience that could prevent being taken advantage of by a whaling
agent, Boston’s role as a witness comes into clearer focus. Boston and others did more
than serve simply verify the mark of an illiterate whaleman signing a shipping paper in
order to legitimize the document. Witnesses also likely played a trusted role for ordinary
seamen. It is possible that Boston and others like him who signed crew lists and
whalemen’s shipping papers functioned as advocates to ensure the fair negotiation of the
whaleman’s lay so as to protect the earnings of members of the community. Boston’s
standing in both Nantucket’s white and black communities also meant that he could have

been serving the interests of the ship owners too, ensuring that he was vouching for
seamen who could be trusted to hold to the terms of their contracts.®’

At the time of his death in 1855, Boston owned a “House + Settlement on York
Street,” a store, land on the south side of York Street with a house and barn, and the
“John Banks house,” also on the south side of York Street. Additionally, he possessed

“one mowing lot about 164 rods,” and a multitude of household and store items. His

When the Charles and Henry sailed in 1836 Boston again served as a witness for a whaleman. See
Whalemen's Shipping Paper, Charles and Henry, 1836-1840, Collection 334 - Coffin Family Papers:
Charles G. Coffin and Henry Coffin Business Papers/Carlisle Collection, 1768-1890, Folder 61, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

% Davis, In Pursuit of Leviathan, 190-191.

7 At least one other black Nantucket resident, Samuel Harris, served in the same capacity as Absalom
Boston. Harris appears as a “Witness to Signing” for four seamen — Joseph Jackson, Joseph Smith, Jesse
Hansey, and Alexander Moore — all “making their mark™ on the shipping paper for the whaleship
Enterprise in 1826. See Shipping Paper for the Enterprise, 1826, Collection 115 - Ships’ Papers Collection,
Folder 56, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

A few years later, Harris also served as a witness for one whaleman on June 30, 1829, at the same time
that Absalom Boston witnessed six whalemen sign on for the same voyage. See Shipping Paper for the
Enterprise, 1829, Collection 115 - Ships’ Papers Collection, Folder 56, Nantucket Historical Association
Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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entire estate was valued at $1351.50 before his debts were settled.”® Accumulated during
a lifetime of shrewd business transactions, Boston’s relative wealth created opportunities
for his family, and facilitated his involvement in the fight to achieve greater equality for
Nantucket’s people of color.

As the 1800s continued, efforts at community building throughout Nantucket’s
New Guinea community had accelerated, in part because of Boston’s activism. On
January 3, 1825, a notice noticed appeared in the Nantucket Inquirer regarding the
“African Church.” Referring to it as an “edifice at New-town, for the purpose of
accommodating the coloured population,” the paper announced that the building “will be
consecrated as a house of worship, tomorrow afternoon at 2 o’clock.” Ceremonies were
to include a “sermon by their preacher, Mr. Lake,” with a contribution to be “taken up
after service, to be appropriated towards defraying the expenses of completing the
house.”®® New Guinea finally had a house of worship, one that many black families
joined, including those headed by the early trustees of the church, Michael DeLuce,
ACharles Godfrey, Peter Boston, and Absalom Boston.!®

Not long afterward, New Guinea saw the establishment of a second black church.
This time residents formed what they called the “Colored M. E. Zion’s Church,” part of
the newly created African Methodist Episcopal Zion denomination. Various nineteenth-

century maps of Nantucket shed some light on this area of the island where people of

8 Probate Records 19, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts. A “mowing lot” would
essentially have been used as a property to generate income. The grass grown on the lot would have been
cut and sold to islanders who owned animals — horses primarily — for hay.

9 «African Church,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 3, 1825.

100 <A frican Baptist Church,” Nantucket Inquirer, March 20, 1831. For more discussion of the early
history of the African Baptist Society and African Baptist Church, see Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 75-
76.
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color lived, worked, and worshipped. In the vicinity of the “Five Corners” that marked |
the heart of the New Guinea community, both the African Baptist Church on York Street
and the A.M.E. Zion Church off of Cooper Street appear on a detailed 1858 map of the
island just a short distance away from one another.!”' Like Nantucket’s African Baptist
Church, a number of prominent New Guinea residents were involved in the A.M.E. Zion
Church in the 1830s and 1840s. Their numbers included the fugitive slave Arthur
Cooper.'% On an island as relatively small as Nantucket, it is remarkable that two black
Christian churches emerged during the whaling era. Likely the presence of so many
people of color who permanently resided in New Guinea, together with any itinerant
black whalemen looking for a place of worship, made it possible financially for two black
churches to exist in Nantucket. Able to support two black churches, doctrinal differences
undoubtedly led to there being two different black Christian denominations for people of

color to choose from on the island.

10! “Map of the Counties of Barnstable, Dukes and Nantucket, Mass. / H. F. Walling,” 1858, Collection
1000 Map Collection 1626 - Present, Drawer 5, Folder 1 no. 4, Map Room - Rolled storage no. 30,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

192 K arttunen notes that in 1832 “Bristol Wright, Arthur Cooper, and John Cooper received a piece of
land from James Ross for the purpose of ‘building an African Methodist Episcopal Church,”” in Karttunen,
The Other Islanders, 76. On March 4, 1835, the same three individuals were “incorporated as a religious
society, by the name of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Nantucket.” See “1835, Chapter 18, An
Act to Incorporate the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Nantucket,” Massachusetts (Boston:
Secretary of the Commonwealth, 1835), State Library of Massachusetts, Boston, Massachusetts.

Massachusetts. (Boston: Secretary of the Commonwealth, 1835)A notice in 1846 “to liquidate a small
debt on our house of worship, and to repair and enlarge the same” identifies Rev. Thomas Henson as the
minister of the AME Zion’s Church in Nantucket, along with Arthur Cooper, Senior, Charles Williams,
Cyrus Mulford, Joseph Lewis, John Vinson, and Randolph Cooper as the “Trustees of Col. M. E. Z.
Church, Nantucket,” in “Worthy of Notice,” The Warder [Nantucket], April 15, 1846. Remarking on the
establishment of African American religious institutions on the island, one person later wrote that “Our
colored brethren, Peter and Absalom Boston, Jacob Jones and Sam Harris had their meeting house on York
street. The little ‘Zion’ on the hill, where good old Arthur Cooper, a saint in word and deed, as I so well
know, ministered, was not then erected,” in Nantucket Journal, February 18, 1886.
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New Bedford also saw the opening of five houses of worship dedicated to the
community’s people of color between 1826 and 1858.1% According to one account by
Charles Cook of New Bedford, the first black church raised in the community was a
direct response to the social conditions that people of color experienced in New Bedford
and beyond. When Cook and three other black New Bedford residents met in 1826 “to
confer on the best manner of improving the condition of our coloured brethren in this
town and vicinity,” the group determined “that it was expedient to erect a house wherein
this injured race might worship God according to the dictates of their own consciences.”
The founders of New Bedford’s African Christian Church appointed a committee to
“solicit subscriptions among oursélves,” ultimately raising $200.'%

Having purchased land on which to build the church “in the west part of town” for
the sum of $140, the work then proceeded to raise funds for the construction of the house
of worship. The African Christian Church’s founders sought aid from “the benevolent
public,” raising $500, for which Cook noted the founders felt “grateful to God the giver
of every good gift, who thus actuated our fellow-citizens to aid us in our undertaking.”
The construction of the church cost a total of $1200; Cook and the other trustees were
somehow able to make up the difference between that amount and the $500 in donations.

Placing fifty-two pews in a sanctuary measuring 33 by 40 feet, New Bedford had raised

103 Earl F. Mulderink 111 states that “Prior to the Civil War, African Americans established five all-
black congregations in total: the African Christian Church (1826); the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal
Church (1842); the Second Baptist Church (1844); the Zion Methodist Episcopal Church Zion Church
(1850); and the Salem Baptist Church (1858),” in Earl F. Mulderink III, New Bedford’s Civil War (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2012), 41. Kathryn Grover has published the most extensive study of
houses of worship in New Bedford, including African American churches; see Grover, The Fugitive's
Gibraltar, 9, 20, 52, 122, 131, 133, 137, 147-149, 161-162, 164, 175-176, 189, 196, 213, 229, 254-256,
275.

194 Charles Cook, A Brief Account of the African Christian Church, in New Bedford, Being the first of
the Christian Denomination in the United States formed by people of colour (New Bedford: Benjamin T.
Congdon, 1834), 3.
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more than a place of worship for “this injured race.” Both as a symbol and as a practical
matter, separate black churches served the disadvantaged members of communities that
relied partly on black labor in order to thrive during the golden age of whaling. For Cook
and other New Bedford residents barred from an equal position in society, black houses
of worship were the only community institutions that they could call their own. For that
reason the African Christian Church “dedicated to the worship of Almighty God” on June
24, 1830 and churches like it were vitally important to the struggle to end slavery and
attain social equality for people of color in the 1800s.!%

The spiritual change evidenced by the formation of separate black churches in
Nantucket and New Bedford in the early nineteenth century was consistent with wider
trends in African American religious worship during the period.!® Churches that formed
in the North during the early to mid-1800s, like the ones in Nantucket and New Bedford,
often came in response to the lack of equality and opportunity for people of color to
participate in predominantly white institutions.!”” Equally important, however, was the

desire for a distinctly African American institution that would form the basis for

195 Charles Cook, A Brief Account of the African Christian Church, in New Bedford, Being the first of
the Christian Denomination in the United States formed by people of colour (New Bedford: Benjamin T.
Congdon, 1834), 3.

196 The period following the American Revolution saw the emergence of distinct African American
Christian churches, in particular in the American South. This was a significant development in the
transition from African to African American identity that Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wood argue in Come
Shouting to Zion helped “Africans from disparate ethnic origins to redefine their ethnic polity in terms of a
new, an evangelical Protestant, religious ideology” (117). For more on the emergence of African American
evangelical Christianity in the American South, see Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wood, Come Shouting to
Zion: African American Protestantism in the American South and British Caribbean to 1830 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 118-181.

197 Independent black Christian churches were founded in Nantucket and New Bedford not long after
the African Baptist Church formed in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1805, making it the first black church in
the city. Construction of the associated African Meeting House followed in 1806. For an excellent
overview of Boston’s African Meeting House, and its historical significance, see James Oliver Horton,
Landmarks of African American History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 50-58.
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community development. African American churches in Nantucket and New Bedford
would serve not only as an important counterpoint to the racism and inequality that was
so much a part of the lives of the congregants outside the doors of their churches, but also
as a building block toward the social reforms that people of color sought to achieve in the
nineteenth century.

The return of the whaleship Loper in 1830 provides further evidence of whaling’s
ties to community formation in Nantucket, and the expanding attention that local people
of color paid to social reform. The Loper returned to Nantucket from what one observer
referred to as the “Greatest Voyage ever made,” under the captaincy of a white
Nantucketer, Obed Starbuck. The seamanship of a number of Nantucket’s black
whalemen had helped to amass “a full cargo of Sperm oil, and oil on deck” after a voyage
of only fourteen months and sixteen days. Starbuck and his crew had finished boiling
down the last whale only “a few hours previous to his arrival.”!%® While much of the
credit for the success of the voyage was given to Starbuck, the Loper’s nearly all-black
crew also figured prominently in the tributes.!®

The Loper had returned to Nantucket with 2,280 barrels of sperm whale oil.!!°
Assuming typical barrel sizes, the crew of the Loper must have killed in the vicinity of

seventy sperm whales during the voyage.!!! By any measure the crew of the Loper must

108 “Greatest Voyage Ever Made,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 11, 1830,

109 While Captain Obed Starbuck and the surely all of the officers were white, newspaper coverage of
the Loper’s quick turnaround strongly indicates that the bulk of the crew were “people of colour [sic].” See
“Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.

10 Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 270-271.

1 The average barrels per sperm whale taken by the U.S. whaling fleet ranged from 24 early in the
1800s to 37.3 for the years 1850-1859. Merrill E. Gosho, et al., “The Sperm Whale, Physeter
macrocephalus,” in Jeffrey M. Breiwick and Howard W. Braham, eds., The Marine Fisheries Review, Vol.
46, No. 4 (U.S. Dept. of Commerce / NOAA / NMFS Scientific Publications Office, 1984), 61.
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have hunted at a breakneck pace to fill the hold so quickly. Processing this number of
whales so rapidly was equally remarkable by the standards of the time, but a task the
crew was more than up to according to one of the main accounts of the voyage. The
Nantucket Inquirer reported that during the voyage, the Loper “often had several large
whales alongside at once, was full of blubber between decks, and had two boats off after
more!” Astonished at what had been accomplished in so short a time, the Inquirer
remarked that “This was whaling with a vengeance; and it must be that Capt. S[tarbuck]
possesses the spirit of enchantment, which attracts the leviathans of the ocean around his
ship.” What seemed like impossible feats performed by captain and crew left Nantucket’s
newspaper asking whether, given Starbuck’s “superior skill in the art of whaling,” it
would not “be proper for him to communicate it to others of the same profession, who are
now three years in performing exploits for which he requires little more than one?” ''?
Most importantly, this event led to a festival held “through the munificence of the
owners of the Ship Loper,” Levi and Joseph Starbuck, that revealed the aspirations of
Nantucket’s black community. The spectacle consisted of a celebratory parade “through
the principal streets” of Nantucket and “marshaled” by Captain Absalom F. Boston and
Samuel Harris, both people of color and leaders within Nantucket’s New Guinea
community. Boston and Harris led the procession, riding on horseback “with boarding
knives for swords,” tools typically used by whalemen in cutting blubber off the sides of
the whale. The crew “instead of guns...carried harpoons, whale-spades, lances, &c.” The
whole event was praised for “the generalship displayed by the marshals, the correct time

of the music, and the soldierly step of this little band of whalers.” The day concluded

112 “Greatest Voyage Ever Made,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 11, 1830.
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with “a very excellent dinner...given to the crew of that ship, (people of colour) and
others.”''® A number of toasts offered by attendees, including those by the president of
the festivities, Absalom Boston, were later published in the Nantucket Inquirer.

Many of the “regular toasts” given at the dinner spoke to the celebratory nature of
the event, including toasts to Captain Obed Starbuck, the length of the voyage —
“Fourteen months — Long enough for a good Captain and a good crew” — and the familiar
refrain of “Death to the living and long life to the killers — Success to wives of sailors,
And greasy luck to whalers.” Following the toasts to the captain, crew, and the short
voyage that led to trying out, or rendering, so much whale oil — “He that tries hardest will
try most” — the sixth of the thirteen regular toasts appears to speak directly to the exploits

of the Loper’s black whalemen, toasting “the Loper’s BUCKS — Like the American

Ensign, adorned by the STAR.”!!* The term “buck” had no connection to whaling, but it
did have a widely known association with black male identity in the early republic. The
reference to the Loper’s “bucks” makes it clear that everyone, from the ship’s owners to
the officers, understood that the whaleship’s black crew had been essential to the success

of the voyage.'!’

13 “Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.

114 “Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.

115 A prime example of the use of “bucks” by white Americans to refer to African American men in the
early years of American independence, is in reference to an all-black military company that operated out of
Boston, Massachusetts during the American Revolution called “The Bucks of America.” Little is known
about the military company, but around the end of the Revolution, Governor John Hancock of
Massachusetts awarded the unit with a painted silk flag that included the image of a buck, along with a pine
tree denoting liberty, thirteen stars in the upper left canton, and a scroll with the name of the company. The
flag is in the collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts, along with a silver
planchet, or medallion, with similar imagery also dated to the eighteenth century. The term “buck™ as a
reference to an African American man came to take on negative, racially-charged overtones over the course
of the 1800s.
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The impromptu “volunteer” toasts given by Boston and Harris in contrast
highlighted a burgeoning pride within the New Guinea community and growing desire to
end slavery. Boston and Harris toasted to “Misser General Lafayette—He free de poor
Frenchmen—hope he come 200 years ago and free poor darky to de South,” and to
“People of Colour—May de enemy of our celebration and of African freedom, hab ternal
itch and no benefit of scratch so long as he lib.” To the city of Boston, “Where seed ob
liberty come from—Washington plant him, Lafayette till him, may African reap him.”!!¢
While the Nantucket Inquirer noted the desires of the island’s community of color in its
pages, it largely did so by conveying the sentiments offered at the celebratory dinner
through stereotypical, and racist, “black” dialect.

On a day of great celebration in Nantucket, the black whalemen of the Loper
invoked the revolutionary heritage of a previous generation. Nantucket’s people of color
had experienced firsthand in 1822 the threat that slavery posed to their community when
slavecatcher Camillus Griffith had arrived on the island to render, unsuccessfully, the
Arthur Cooper family back into slavery. Years later they expressed a kinship with those
who were still enslaved, and a desire for full liberty for themselves. The call for reform
by many members of the Nantucket and New Bedford’s black communities alongside
white counterparts who shared a similar vision for change would only grow louder. The
dreams expressed in celebration of a successful whaling voyage in 1830 would come
closer to reality than ever before over the next two decades.

Both black and white Nantucketers had acknowledged back in 1822 that their

island was “a refuge for many fugitive slaves,” with Arthur Cooper’s family as part of

116 «“Fegtival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.
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that fugitive slave community. Envisioning themselves as “freedom-loving citizens” who
“were not disposed to assist in slave hunting,” some Nantucket residents, including those
involved in preventing the attempted slave rendition of 1822, were in favor of racial
equality and the abolition of slavery.'!” Similarly in New Bedford, black and white
residents alike would take on the task of reforming American society. Whether in
abolitionism, temperance, or seamen’s reform, a parallel and sometimes interwoven
reform effort emerged amid the warehouses, docks, and sail lofts of the two bustling
whaling ports.

Not all members of the whaling community shared the commitment to change.
The rest of the nineteenth century would see a period of civil unrest that tested nearly two
decades of economic and social growth for the mixed-race communities in Nantucket and
New Bedford. Black whalemen still lived on the margins of white society. Just as people
of color in both communities were poised to challenge the limits of the freedom they
enjoyed, anti-abolitionist sentiment and everyday assaults on the dignity and rights of
black residents of both ports made the racial divide painfully apparent. People of color
responded to the powerful forces arrayed against them by drawing upon leadership forged
within their community in the early years of the new republic.

New developments such as the emergence of African American churches in the
mid-1800s offered leadership and institutions around which a challenge to the status quo
could be organized. Whaling offered a measure of financial stability that few other free

African Americans could hope for in antebellum America. On a basic level, the continual

7 “Nantucket History and Scraps kept by Bessie C. Winslow,” Collection 346 — Frances Elder
Collection, 1863-1956, Folder 1, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, 176-177.
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need for whalemen and workers for the support industries on shore created an
environment where people of color were indispensable. Building on their role in the
whaling industry, people of color could come together to fight for reform. The collective
response to racial injustice, and acceleration of the abolitionist movement during the
1830s and 1840s, would yield far-reaching consequences for black whalemen and slaves
alike. Not surprisingly for these Nantucket and New Bedford residents, events at sea

figured prominently in the debate.

83



CHAPTER 3

TROUBLED WATERS

In February 1815, New England’s seafaring towns erupted in celebration at the
news that the War of 1812 was over. Salem, Massachusetts, a community heavily
invested in maritime commerce, responded in a “universal burst of joy,” greeting the
news with “an incessant ringing of bells, firing of cannon, and huzzaing of the citizens.”"
Similar outpourings of relief in places like Nantucket and New Bedford are easily
imagined. All American whaling ports, with the exception of Nantucket, had shut down
for the duration of the war. Even so, Nantucket had still only been able to safely send a

few whaleships to sea.? With British warships no longer a threat, New Englanders eagerly

set out again in the hunt for whales. Sixty-three whaleships sailed from ports in
Massachusetts and Rhode Island in 1815 alone, with sixty additional ships joining the

whaling fleet in the following year.?

! “Mass. Salem, Feb. 14. Reflections on the Peace,” New Bedford Mercury, February 24, 1815. News
of the Treaty of Ghent travelled swiftly from Belgium to New England. Word of the peace reached the
United States sometime in early February, well in advance of the returning Legation Secretary to the
American Peace Commission who “was much surprised to find he was not the first messenger of Peace™
between the United States and Great Britain. See “The Transit despatch vessel arrived in New-London,”
New Bedford Mercury, March 10, 1815.

2 Only twelve Nantucket whaleships sailed in 1812. Of these, the schooner Mount Hope is noted as the
first whaleship “to fall victim to the English; captured and burned with 170 barrels sperm [whale oil] on
board, July 9, 1812.” Five other whaleships, hearing that war had broken out between Great Britain and the
United States, opted to return to port soon after sailing in 1812. Two other whaleships that sailed in 1813
were captured by British warships. See Alexander Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery
(Waltham, Mass.: by the author, 1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books, 1989), 214-217.

For further discussion of the War of 1812, and its negative impact on the whale fishery between 1812
and 1815, see Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The History of Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton,
2007), 188-204. Historian Nathaniel Philbrick also examines how the war affected life in Nantucket,
including the imprisonment of Nantucket sailors, in Away Off Shore: Nantucket Island and Its People,
1602-1890 (Nantucket: Mill Hill Press, 1993), 141-142, 155, 255.

3 Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 216-223.
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The post-war period proved to be a boom time for New England whaling. With
the number of ships sailing on the rise, the need for crewmembers offered even more
work for people of color. Whaling agents and ship owners were openly ambivalent,
however, in their attitudes toward the black whalemen needed to fill out these crews.
Even as the language used at sea to describe black whalemen shows that they were
marginalized, agents and ship owners used the language of race to issue direct appeals for
people of color to serve aboard their ships.

Evidence that white whaling agents made specific appeals for black crewmembers
to serve aboard New England whaling vessels can be found in newspapers and counting
house records from the earliest years of the new republic. An advertisement posted by
Samuel Proctor of Fairhaven, Massachusetts, in the June 9, 1797, issue of the New
Bedford Medley made very specific demands regarding the crew desired for an upcoming
whaling voyage:

Wanted Immediately, A COOPER, also a man capable of heading a boat, and two

or three good black men for the SLOOP NANCY, bound on a WHALING

CRUISE—To whom good encouragement will be given.*

The advertisement offers little in the way of explanation as to the advantages “two or
three good black men” would provide over white crewmembers. Either a scarcity of
white crewmembers, or the expectation that black whalemen would sign on for smaller
shares of the profits, may have played a role in the wording of the advertisement, but the
motivation behind filling out the Nancy’s shipping paper with “black men” remains

unclear.

4 “Wanted Immediately,” New Bedford Medley, June 9, 1797. Proctor ran the advertisement again in
the next issue of the New Bedford Medley. See “Wanted Immediately,” New Bedford Medley, June 16,
1797.
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According to an August 21, 1824, entry in the account book for the whaleship
Peru, Nantucket ship owners also sought out whalemen with very specific attributes to
crew their vessels: “The Owners of the Ship Peru wish thee to apply to Stewart for Six
black men and one white man to go round Cape Horn, we wish those that are not aged
about 26 or under one of them must be a Fiddler, they must be shipt in the schooner
Enterprise by Capt Hussey, we shall be willing to pay about ten dollars each....if more
convenient he might git [sic] 2 white men & five blacks.” Whaling was often a tedious
affair, with long hours of shipboard duty and boredom broken up only by the hunt and
subsequent work to process the whale. Musicians would have offered a welcome
diversion in the forecastle (foc’sle) of the ship where the ordinary seamen lived during
the voyage. Stan Hugill, a folk music historian and shantyman, argues that the shanty or
shipboard work-song “was as much a part of the equipment as a sheath-knife and
pannikin.” In the foc’sle, or during the “dog watch” while all the whalemen were on
deck, when the work-songs gave way to a “popular ballad, love song, or the like,” having
a fiddler on board might just make the difference between a discontented and a happy
crew.® The advertisement for the Peru raises the question whether American whalers
considered blacks to have these particular musical gifts—a widespread stereotype in the
early republic.

White whaling agents needed and actively sought out people of color to serve on
whaleships, but did not welcome them as equals. Records generated in the counting

house and at sea highlighting skin color and other differences in physical appearance

5 “Ship Peru’s Book 12 mo. 1820, August 21, 1824, Collection 10 — Account Books Collection, AB
267, Shelf B3, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
¢ Stan Hugill, Shanties from the Seven Seas (Mystic, CT: Mystic Seaport, 1994), 1.
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demonstrate that minorities were considered something “other.” Despite the professed
egalitarian leanings of many of Nantucket and New Bedford’s Quaker residents, whaling
merchants, agents, and captains were pragmatic about how to succeed in the dirty and
dangerous business of whaling.” Aside from concerns about a specific work-related skill
or musical talent, the documents associated with both the Nancy and the Peru advertised
a clear preference in favor of black mariners for the whaling voyages in question.
Against this backdrop, a seemingly isolated case like the 1816 Potomac mutiny
takes on added significance. Superficially, the Potomac was not distinct from the rest of
the New England whaling fleet, and only received a brief mention in the “Shipping List”
of the local newspaper to mark the vessel’s departure.® Even the Potomac’s
predominantly black crew drew little notice. All of this changed when something went
wrong off the shoreline of Nantucket early in the voyage. CO\}erage of the affair came to
center on the “black men” who had allegedly committed a mutiny against their white
captain and officers. The affair brought the issue of black participation in the whaling
industry to the attention of a great many people beyond the confines of New England.
Leaving Boston harbor on June 5, 1816, Captain Alfred Alley intended to sail for
the coast of Patagonia at the southernmost tip of South America. With an able crew and a
little luck, Alley would have expected to return home in about a year with a valuable

cargo of whale oil, elephant seal oil, and sealskins stowed away below decks.® Having

7 The use of “plain speech” — thee/thou — and numbers in place of standard names for months, clearly
identifies the keeper of the owner’s account of the Peru as a member of the Society of Friends (a Quaker).
“Ship Peru’s Book 12 mo. 1820,” Collection 10 —~ Account Books Collection, AB 267, Shelf B3, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

8 «“Shipping List,” Boston Columbian Centinel, June 8, 1816.

® “Shipping List,” Boston Columbian Centinel, June 8, 1816. Of the sixty-three whaleships that sailed
for Patagonia between 1800 and 1820, only six spent significantly longer than a year away from port. See
Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 196-235.
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arrived at Nantucket on Monday, June 10, Alley anchored the Potomac off the sandbar
that blocked the approaches to Nantucket’s harbor and town, intending to take on “some
necessary articles needful for the voyage.”!°

Captain Alley, his first and second mates, and the cooper were the only white
officers or crew aboard the Potomac. The rest of the crew consisted of eleven blacks.'!
For unknown reasons these eleven men “mutinized [sic] and peremptorily refused to do
ship’s duty” on Wednesday, June 12, while at anchor off Nantucket, only a week after
sailing from Boston. Although most of the crew returned to duty by nightfall, their refusal
“to do ship’s duty” so early in the Potomac’s voyage offers one of the few clues

regarding what caused the Potomac mutiny.'? Perhaps due to poor conditions aboard

ship, or rough handling by the officers, the Pofomac’s eleven black whalemen were

unhappy with how they had been treated. Tensions between the two factions continued to

escalate after the first refusal to work.

10 «“Nantucket, Monday, June 10. Mutiny,” Nantucket Gazette, June 17, 1816. Captain Alley also had
close personal ties to Nantucket, having been born on the island in 1789. He later commanded at least two
whaling voyages that originated from Nantucket, one in 1820, and another in 1822. Having died January 4,
1849, in Maine, his death notice in the Nantucket Inquirer noted Alley’s rank as captain, and that he had
been “formerly of this town.” For Alfred Alley’s vital information, see Barney Genealogical Record,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. For the two voyages of the
Golden Farmer led by Alfred Alley, see Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery, 232-233, 242-
243. For Alley’s death notice, see “Deaths,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 18, 1849.

1 “Nantucket, Monday, June 10. Mutiny,” Nantucket Gazette, June 17, 1816.

12 Mutinies were frequently the result of the often dangerous and miserable conditions experienced at
sea by mariners of any type, especially for those who sailed aboard whaleships. The following discussions
of mutiny at sea are particularly useful: W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the
Age of Sail (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 181, 225; Dolin, Leviathan, 282-296; Joan
Druett, In the Wake of Madness: The Murderous Voyage of the Whaleship Sharon (Chapel Hill, NC:
Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2004), 69-84; Daniel Vickers and Vince Walsh, Young Men and the Sea:
Yankee Seafarers in the Age of Sail (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005), 189-190, 224, 242. For
discussion of the 1824 mutiny on the whaleship Globe, see Gregory Gibson, Demon of the Waters: The
True Story of the Mutiny on the Whaleship Globe (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 2002), and Thomas
Farel Heffernan, Mutiny on the Globe: The Fatal Voyage of Samuel Comstock (New York: W.W. Norton &
Company, 2002).
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