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Prologue
The Night the River Burned
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How do you hide a ship?

It sounds like a riddle, but for one man in the summer of 1860 it was a practical problem, and a pressing one. A ship is large. It has a name painted on its stern and a registry on file in a harbour office. It has been seen by dockhands, pilots and passing steamboat crews. It is not the sort of thing you can tuck into a barn.

Burying it was out of the question. Painting it a new colour would not help. Sailing it away might only carry the evidence to somewhere it could be more easily found. So Captain William Foster, by his own later account, settled on the oldest solution there is. He would use fire, and then he would use water.

Let me ask you to picture the night. I want to be clear that this is imagination, built on what the record tells us, and not a transcript of what anyone saw.

It is July. The air over the Mobile River delta is as thick as wet wool, and it hums. Insects are everywhere: the shrill pulse of cicadas, the whine of mosquitoes at your ears, a chorus of frogs in the cypress swamp along the banks. The water is dark and slow and warm, the colour of strong tea even in daylight, and under a night sky it is simply black. There are hundreds of channels in this country, braided through marsh and cane and tangled forest, and a man who does not know them can be lost within an hour.

Out on the water, near a low strip of land called Twelvemile Island, a schooner rides at anchor. She is eighty-six feet long, with two masts and a hull sheathed in copper. By daylight she would be a handsome vessel, the kind built to carry lumber and make her owners a modest profit.

But there is something wrong with her, and anyone who looked closely would see it. Her rigging has been altered. Her hold has been fitted with platforms and partitions that no lumber ship would ever need. And she has crossed an ocean twice in a little over four months, which is a long way to go for a cargo of timber.

Her people are gone. That is the first thing to understand about the fire. By the time the match is struck, the captives have already been taken off the ship and moved upriver, under the cover of darkness, to a place where they will hide in the swamps. The ship is empty. What the fire is meant to destroy is not a cargo but a witness.

Then, in the dark, she burns.

Foster would write that he burned her to the water's edge and sank her. The flames climb the masts. The copper hull glows. For a short while, the whole river is lit orange, and the cypress trees stand out against the sky like a row of watchers. Then the water takes her. A last hiss, a curl of smoke, and the black river closes over the hull the way a pond closes over a dropped stone.

By morning, there is nothing to see but a few charred scraps drifting on the current.

And the fire very nearly worked.

*   *   *
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I want you to hold on to that thought, because the rest of this book is about how a plan that nearly worked came undone.

It did not come undone quickly. For more than a century and a half, the ship lay under the river, and the story of what she had carried was told mostly by the people who had been on her and by their children. The men who arranged the voyage had good reasons to keep quiet. The captives, once freed, had good reasons to speak, though for a very long time there were few ears willing to listen.

Then, in the winter of 2018, a storm system dragged the water out of Mobile Bay. Record-low tides left the delta's mudflats exposed to the sky, and in the muck near Twelvemile Island, a reporter spotted the ribs of a wooden ship. For a few days it seemed that the most famous missing ship in American history had been found. The town where the ship's survivors had settled held its breath.

It was the wrong ship.

That is not the end of the story. It is not even the middle. A little over a year later, scientists and historians gathered in Africatown, Alabama, and announced that the real vessel had been identified, lying in the mud only a few hundred yards from where the first search had ended. The evidence was timber, iron, a measuring tape and a mountain of old records. And the people who gathered to hear the announcement were not strangers. They were the descendants of the people who had been carried on her, and who had kept the memory alive for generation after generation.

The ship was the Clotilda. She was the last known vessel to bring captive Africans to the United States. And she came to Alabama in 1860, more than fifty years after Congress had banned the trade.

*   *   *
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This book tells that story from three directions at once.

The first is the crime. It is the story of a wealthy man, a bet that may or may not have been made, a ship refitted in secret and a voyage designed to look like something else. It is a story of false papers, a hidden deck and a captain who understood exactly how many laws he was breaking.

The second is the cover-up: the night run up the river, the swamp, the fire, the rumours that would not die and a legal system that proved much less eager to punish than the law on paper suggested.

The third, and in my view the most important, is the people. A hundred and ten human beings were taken from towns in what is now Benin and Nigeria, marched to a coast, packed into a hold and brought across an ocean. They were children, mostly, and young adults. They spent five years in bondage. And then, when they were free, they did something that I find astonishing. They refused to disappear. They bought land. They built a town. They kept their names, their languages and their laws. They called the place African Town, and they ruled it themselves.

That town still exists. It is called Africatown now, and its people never forgot.

*   *   *
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A few words about how I will tell it, so that you know what you are reading.

The sources for this story are uneven. Some parts are well documented: court records, newspaper accounts, a captain's journal, ship measurements, a detailed archaeological report. Other parts rest on memory, passed from the survivors to a few visitors who wrote it down, and from there to us. A handful of the most basic facts, such as the date the ship left Mobile or the date she came back, are given differently in different careful sources. When that happens, I will tell you, rather than quietly pick the version I like.

I will also tell you when I am imagining. There are moments in this story when the record falls silent, and I will occasionally ask you to picture what a place or a night might have been like. I will always say so. There will be no invented quotations in these pages. When someone speaks, it will be because a source says they did, and I will paraphrase in my own words.

One more point of respect. I will use the words "enslaved people" and "captives" rather than the older term for them, because they were people before and after anything done to them. Where we know their African names, I will use them. The best known of the survivors was called Cudjo Lewis for most of his life in America. His name, in the language of his home, was Oluale Kossola, and I will call him by it whenever I can. It was taken away from him once. It seems the least a book can do to give it back.

Let me begin where the story really begins: not in Alabama, and not on the river, but in a courtroom, with a law that nobody wanted to enforce.
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Chapter One
A Law Nobody Enforced
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In May of 1860, a federal courtroom in Savannah, Georgia, reached a verdict that stunned half the country.

The case concerned a yacht called the Wanderer. A year and a half earlier, on the night of 28 November 1858, she had slipped into the waters off Jekyll Island, on the Georgia coast, and landed 409 captive Africans. Some 487 people had been aboard when she left Africa; seventy-eight had died on the way. The survivors, many of them children, were hurried off to be sold, and the men behind the venture, a businessman named Charles Lamar and his associates, were hauled before a jury on charges of piracy.

The jury found them not guilty.

I want you to hold that picture for a moment, because while those jurors in Savannah were deciding that the American slave trade could be conducted openly and without consequence, a small schooner was crossing the Atlantic with a plan to do exactly the same thing. Her captain, William Foster, had left Mobile in the last days of February or the first of March. By the time the jury in Savannah filed out of their courtroom, he was probably already at the coast of West Africa, shopping for human beings.

The two events were not connected. But they tell you everything about the world the Clotilda sailed into.

*   *   *
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The Law on Paper

The first thing to understand is that Foster was breaking the law, and knew it.

The United States had banned the importation of enslaved people from abroad. The legislation, passed in March 1807, took effect on the first day of 1808, which was the earliest date the Constitution allowed. Americans were forbidden to bring captives in from Africa. The penalties were fines, forfeiture of ships and prison.

It is worth pausing on what that law did not do, because it is easy to misunderstand it. It did not end slavery. It did not free a single person already held in bondage. It banned only the import of new captives from overseas, and in doing so, it left untouched the internal trade, in which enslaved people were bought, sold, separated from their families and shipped between states. That domestic trade grew enormous. By the 1860 census, there were nearly four million enslaved people in the United States, almost all of them born in America.

In 1820, Congress went further. A new law declared that American citizens who engaged in the slave trade would be treated as pirates, a crime punishable by death. It was a stern statute, and a dramatic one. And for most of the next forty years, it was close to a dead letter.

Why? A number of reasons stacked on top of one another. Enforcement relied on the navy and on federal marshals, both stretched thin. Juries in slaveholding regions were reluctant to convict their neighbours. Witnesses were hard to find, since the people with the most direct knowledge of a slaving voyage were the captives themselves, who had no standing in a courtroom, and the crew, who often had every reason to keep silent. And over all of it hung the politics of a country divided on the central question of its age.

*   *   *
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The Ocean That Never Went Quiet

You might reasonably wonder why anyone would run such a risk. The answer lies partly in the scale of the larger trade.

Between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries, ships carried something like twelve and a half million people out of Africa in the transatlantic slave trade, according to the scholars who built the most complete database of its voyages. Most of them went to Brazil and the Caribbean. Roughly a few hundred thousand were taken to the territory that became the United States, and the great majority of those arrived before 1808.

By the 1850s, the legal market for newly enslaved Africans was shut in most of the Atlantic world, but the illegal market was alive. Brazil and Cuba still wanted labour, and ships kept sailing, slipping past British and American patrols. Both nations kept naval squadrons off the African coast, with orders to catch slavers. They caught some. Many more got through.

The United States was an unusual destination, though. After 1808, it needed no new arrivals. Its enslaved population grew through births and through the grim machinery of the domestic trade. That meant that bringing in captives from Africa was a risky, expensive proposition when the market could, in theory, supply itself.

But theory and appetite are different things. In the late 1850s, a movement grew in the Deep South to reopen the foreign trade. Its champions argued that the ban was an insult to the South, that cheap new labour would make planters richer and that the law was a Northern imposition. They made speeches. They passed resolutions at gatherings of businessmen. Others in the region opposed the idea, fearing it would depress the value of people already held, or simply considering it beyond the pale. But the debate itself was loud, and it set a mood. A man like Timothy Meaher, a shipowner in Mobile with a taste for risk, could look at that mood and see not a warning but a permission.

*   *   *
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The Cases That Taught the Wrong Lesson

Let me give you two stories to measure the climate by.

The first is the Wanderer, which we have already met. She had begun life as a luxury yacht, built on Long Island, and was later bought and converted for the slave trade. Her owners did not hide her very well, and her landing was no secret. Yet when the case reached a jury in Savannah in May 1860, the men behind her walked free. Historians have attributed the verdict in part to the standing of Charles Lamar in his community. The message to anyone watching was blunt: if you were well connected and operated in the right place, the 1820 law was a paper tiger.

The second story belongs to the same summer, and it points in a very different direction.

In the first week of August 1860, only about a month after the Clotilda's captives were hidden in an Alabama swamp, a ship called the Erie took on board 897 captive Africans on the Congo River. Her captain was a Maine-born trader named Nathaniel Gordon. The Erie sailed the next day, and within hours an American warship, the USS Mohican, caught her.

Gordon was taken to New York and tried. His first trial, in June 1861, ended with a hung jury, and there were allegations of bribery. A second jury convicted him. Under the 1820 law, the sentence was death, and in the end, after President Lincoln granted a short delay, Gordon was hanged on 21 February 1862. He was the only American ever to be tried, convicted and executed for the crime of slave trading.

Only one. In more than forty years of the law's existence, with many voyages undertaken in defiance of it, a single man paid the ultimate penalty.

Sit with that contrast. In Georgia, a jury acquits the men who landed 409 captives on a barrier island. In New York, a jury eventually hangs a man whose ship was caught at sea. What separated the two? Partly geography, partly timing, partly the fact that Gordon had been caught red-handed by the navy while the Georgians had been tried among friends. And partly, I suspect, the outbreak of a war that changed what the federal government was prepared to do, and to whom.

*   *   *
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Where the Clotilda Fits

Foster and Meaher did not know what was coming. In the winter of 1860, they could look at the record and see a pattern. The law was severe, but its enforcement was patchy, its juries unreliable and
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