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The Clotilda Africans



	Drowned at Sea



	Unnamed 16-year-old girl

	(c.1844–c.26 May 1860)




	Unnamed 14-year-old (?) girl

	(c.1846–June/July 1860)




	Unnamed Tarkar man

	(c.1840–June/July 1860)




	Unnamed Tarkar boy (cousin of Matilda McCrear)

	(c.1850–June/July 1860)




	Unnamed Tarkar boy

	(c.1850–June/July 1860)




	Unnamed young person

	(c.1845–June/July 1860)




	Unnamed young person

	(c.1845–June/July 1860)







	Pickens County



	Miller

	(c.1848–c.August 1860)




	Sawnee

	(c.1850–????)







	Baldwin County



	Judy Holland

	(c.1830s–188? or 189?)




	Mary Langman

	(c.1842–188? or 189?)




	Lucy Dick

	(c.1830s–1 April 1897)




	Malinda Evans

	(c.1850–191?)




	Napoleon Bonaparte

	(c.1850–14 August 1918)




	Amey Greenwood/Phillips

	(c.1842–2 May 1923)







	Mobile County



	‘Ecotah’

	(c.1840s–December 1860)




	‘Bully’

	(c.1849–186?)




	Archie (Osia?) Thomas

	(c.1840–186?)




	Polly Shade

	(c.1840–187?)




	John ‘Africa’1

	(c.1840–187?)




	Uriba/Areba (Yoruba?)/Nellie Riggins/Lillie Nichol

	(c.1845–1883)




	Peter Johnson

	(c.1834–188? or 189?)




	Bose/Rose/Rosallie (Bose/Abosede?) Allen

	(c.1841– c.1891)




	Jabez/Jaybee Shade

	(c.1830s–189?)




	Maggie/‘America’ Lewis

	(c.1845–189?)




	Josephine Lee

	(c.1848–189?)




	Gumpa/Peter Lee

	(c.1840–11 September 1902)




	Inez/Innie/Annie Keeby

	(c.1850–25 July 1906)




	Abila/Abile/Celia Lewis

	(c.1845–14 November 1908)




	Adisa Wiggfore/Bruntson

	(c.1845–190?)




	Samuel Johnson

	(c.1840s–190?)




	Anthony/Tony Thomas

	(c.1840–13 January 1910)




	Sampson Martin

	(c.1850–191?)




	Shamba Donizer/Wigfall

	(c.1844–18 May 1912)




	Orsey (Osia?)/Charles/Charlie Lewis

	(c.1840–29 November 1912)




	Kanko/Lottie Dennison

	(c.1847–16 April 1917)




	Zuma/Juma/Juna/Kazooma/Saner/Zinnia/Zimmer/Zooma/Zunia ‘Africa’/Leveston/Livingston

	(c.1845–c.1918 or 1919)




	Omolabi/Katie Cooper

	(c.1850–10 October 1919)




	Abaché/Abacky/Abasha/Absha/Clara Aunspaugh/Turner

	(c.1845–23 October 1919)




	Polee/Pollee (Kupollee?) Allen

	(c.1841–19 August 1922)




	Alice/Allie Amstead/Williams (Parloro?)

	(c.1855–19 November 1922)




	Osia/Ossa Keeby/Oluwale

	(c.1841–22 February 1923)




	Kossula/Kazoola/Gossolaw/Cusolu/Consouloa/Cudjo Lewis

	(c.1841–26 July 1935)2







	Washington County



	Appy/Abbie Royle

	(c.1850–190?)







	Dallas/Marengo/Wilcox counties



	Cransy Creagher

	(c.1840–May 1870)




	Guy Crear

	(c.1830s–187?)




	Mahala King/Dansby

	(c.1830s–187?)




	May Haywood

	(c.1846–187?)




	Peggy Crear

	(c.1840–187?)




	York Bryant

	(c.1830s–187?)




	Gracie Crear

	(c 1830–December 1879)




	Pinkney Claiborne

	(c.1830s–188? or 189?)




	Pat Bradley

	(c.1846–188? or 189?)




	Cuffy/Cuffee Smith

	(c.1830s–188? or 189?)




	Jinnie/Jenny Smith

	(c.1830s–188? or 189?)




	Martha Martin

	(c. 1830s–188? or 189?)




	Lucy Hunt

	(c. 1846–188? or 189?)




	Ossa Hunt/Allen

	(c.1845–189?)




	Rachel Taylor

	(c.1840s–190?)




	Cresia Dansby

	(c.1840–190?)




	Hester Thompson

	(c.1830s–190?)




	Angus Cheney

	(c.1840–190?)




	Peter Johnson

	(c.1830s–190?)




	Peter Johnson3

	(c. 1848–188? or 189?)




	Caroline Winters/Perkins

	(c.1835–c.191?)




	Yawith/William Smith

	(c.1830s–12 October 1918)




	Penelope/Penny Britton

	(c.1830s–192?)




	Sally Walker

	(c.1850–192?)




	Quilla Hutchinson/Clanton/Wheeler

	(c.1848–9 June 1922)




	Alice Burns

	(c.1850–19 June 1925)




	Alex/Aleck Burns

	(c.1840–29 April 1927)




	Nathanael/Nathanial Brown

	(c.1855–29 July 1930)




	Dinah Jenkins/Miller

	(c.1847–31 July 1933)




	Redoshi/Sally Smith

	(c.1848–13 December 1936)




	Matilda McCrear

	(c.1858–13 January 1940)







	Autauga/Elmore/Montgomery counties



	Liza ‘Africa’

	(c.1830s–187?)




	Charlotte Knight

	(c.1842–187?)




	Joseph Porter

	(c.1830s–188? or 189?)




	Isaac Porter

	(c.1830s–188? or 189?)




	‘Beast’/Bease/Beasey/Beasly Porter (Abdoul?)

	(c.1830s–189?)




	Reuben Given/Givens

	(c.1848–189?)




	Unsey/Unsie/Unsy/Euncie/Onecy/Owncey Sallie/Blair

	(c.1843–190?)




	Martha Porter

	(c.1839–190?)




	William/Willis ‘Africa’/Sea/Seay

	(c.1830s–29 June 1904)




	Dinah/Bettie ‘Africa’/Sea/Seay

	(c.1840–1906)




	Nannie Smith

	(c.1856–22 April 1910)




	Komo/Robert Jones

	(c.1845–191?)




	Tamer/Toma (Fatima?) Rose/Moor

	(c.1845–191?)




	Ella/Victoria Duncan

	(c.1848–6 November 1918)




	Sarah ‘Africa’/Jones

	(c.1830s–3 October 1920?)




	Bougier/Bougia/Bulga/Bulger/Bulja ‘Africa’/Moor/More

	(c.1837–27 June 1930)








A Note on the Spelling of Names

Many of the Clotilda survivors were compelled to adopt European names in the United States. A few of them managed to retain their African names throughout their lives, and some of the others shared their original names with interviewers. Where possible, this book refers to the Clotilda survivors by their African names, or at least the closest possible approximation of their African names as transcribed by nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers. The text uses Osia Keeby’s own spelling of his name, as documented by an early twentieth-century minister. A few other names (e.g. Adisa, Oluwale) are identifiable Yoruba names, but where a name remains open to interpretation (e.g. Zuma), the text uses historical spellings. Abaché and Kanko are spelled as they were transcribed by Clotilda artist and historian Emma Langdon Roche, but the text uses Zora Neale Hurston’s ‘Kossula’ for the man also known as Cudjo Lewis rather than Roche’s ‘Kazoola’ as there is no ‘z’ in the Yoruba alphabet. The names Redoshi and Yawith come from Alston Fitts’s 1989 book Selma: Queen City of the Blackbelt and are unlikely to closely match the couple’s real names. But as that is the only known record of their names, this text reproduces those spellings. The name Bougier is spelled as it was transcribed by a 1920s Montgomery Advertiser journalist who, despite preferring to nickname the woman ‘ol’ Bulja’, stated that was her ‘real African name’.4




1

Kidnap

The male and female warriors who stole the liberty and destroyed the town of those trafficked to the United States on the slave ship Clotilda launched their assault before dawn. The townsfolk were taken by surprise and had no time to defend themselves against the Fon warriors from the Kingdom of Dahomey, a regional power located in present-day Benin. Some of the town’s farmers, keen to complete their labours before they grew hot on that day in mid-April 1860, had already left its parameters to plant their corn, groundnut and melon crops when the army struck. The warriors killed them all to ensure no one could warn their neighbours of an impending attack.1

Even at the end of his life, a medium-sized, balding man with a small goatee beard and a missing fingertip named Kossula, who became known in the United States as Cudjo Lewis, hugged his body in a self-protective gesture and rocked from side to side when recollecting the horrors of his kidnap. Warriors armed with machetes, axes, clubs and flintlock muskets smashed the gates. Shaven-headed women in brown-belted cotton tunics, knee-length shorts and white cotton skullcaps attacked the town first. Male soldiers formed a second line of attack that caught those who sought to flee.2

Tall, round-faced Abaché was woken by the sound of shouts and gunfire. The 15-year-old girl jumped out of bed and tried to run away but was quickly captured. ‘[W]hen we all asleep, they come and take us,’ a small, slender-framed 12-year-old named Redoshi recalled at the end of her life. ‘I ran, but they caught me. I fought, but they beat me. I didn’t know what they was saying, but it wasn’t good.’3

Alerted to the sounds of gunfire and screams, Kossula tried to flee into the woods. But there was no escape. The enemy had surrounded the town. After trying to bolt through its gates, Kossula slipped quietly into a neighbour’s house and buried himself beneath a pile of rags. But women warriors soon wrenched him from his hiding place and took him hostage. Kossula wept at the memory. ‘Oh, oh! I runnee this way to that gate, but they there. I runnee to another one, but they there, too. All eight gates they there. Them women, they very strong. I nineteen years old, but they too strong for me. They take me and tie me. I don’t know where my people at. I never see them no more.’4

Those who were not captured were cut down by giant blades and shot with guns, and then decapitated. Kossula was forced to watch the brutal slaughter of his townsfolk. ‘I see de people gittee kill so fast! De old ones dey try run ’way from de house but dey dead by de door, and de women soldiers got dey head. Oh, Lor!’ he recalled, weeping and hugging his arms to his chest at the memory. Kossula begged in vain to be released to his mother and to be allowed to search for his family. ‘I beg dem, please lemme go back to my mama, but dey don’t pay whut I say no tenshun.’5

Many men and women died, and everyone else was taken prisoner. Two-year-old Matilda was kidnapped with her mother Gracie and four older siblings, but her father Osie and Kossula’s parents Oluwale and Ny-fond-lo-loo were almost certainly among the dead. The town’s ruler was brought before the King of Dahomey and beheaded with a giant, black-handled razor when he refused to leave the land of his ancestors as a prisoner. The ruler chose immediate death over enslavement.6

The Clotilda captives’ hometown, Tarkar, was wiped off the face of the earth by Fon warriors that mid-April morning. It does not appear on any map. But Kossula placed it in the heart of Yorubaland, the cultural home of the Yoruba people that comprises present-day southwest Nigeria and extends into Benin and Togo. Two years before his death in 1935, Kossula told a Yoruba-speaking missionary that his home was about seventy-five miles from Abeokuta, the capital of Ogun State in southwest Nigeria and a metropolis whose population of 110,000 rivalled that of Chicago, then the United States’ ninth biggest city. He also said that he traveled ‘many times’ to Ogbomosho, a city of 70,000 people in neighbouring Oyo State, and told Harper’s Monthly Magazine that he and his wife Abile were from ‘Whinney’. Historian Natalie S. Robertson has identified ‘Whinney’ as Owinni (Owini Hill), an elevation three miles northeast of the city of Oyo (‘New Oyo’) on the Oyo-Ogbomosho Road, a major trade route east of the Ogun River linking Oyo with Ogbomosho. Owini Hill is about sixty-five miles in a straight line from Abeokuta.7

The survivors of the Clotilda would always remember their lost homeland as a paradise. Bananas introduced long ago by eastern traders, pineapples recently imported from the west and enormous melons were so abundant in the forest around their town that the air was thick with the aroma. ‘Know how we find de fruits? By de smell,’ Kossula explained of the fruit-hunting game he played as a child. Polee Allen, a man whose round face was punctuated by deep-set, expressive eyes and whose hair and goatee beard stayed dark even into old age, told the same story of material abundance to his children. ‘He would always tell us how the climate was so much warmer in Africa and the soil was so much better. He always said he wanted to go back so bad,’ Polee’s daughter Clara Eva Bell Allen Jones recalled. ‘You know, I never seen my daddy ever eat a banana or an orange. I think maybe it made him homesick.’8

Kossula and Polee emphasized the ‘superior quality’ of their homes. The residents of Tarkar lived in eight-foot-tall round houses made from clay bricks 18 inches thick, with waterproof roofs constructed from palm poles bound together with cord and overlaid with earth and multiple layers of grass. Palm oil-fueled iron and earthenware lamps gave light to the windowless dwellings, whose walls were typically painted black or red. The bricks were impervious to fire, and a burnt-up roof could easily be rebuilt. The houses were built in circular formation so their inhabitants could more easily defend themselves against attack, a practice known as agbo-ile (‘flock of houses’), although the town’s chief source of protection was its eight manned gates.9

Abaché, who was kidnapped alongside her sister Uriba, described in a soft, slow voice and expressive physical gestures the peaceful home life she enjoyed as a child. Her townsfolk were highly successful farmers whose labours were aided by an incredibly fertile landscape. Abaché described how the men tilled the ground to plant yams and rice, and how the women traded harmoniously with other ethnic groups.10

‘I lived in clean village; I was much happy. My people weave cloth from grass, bathe in sunshine and river, no fights, no beatings, no killings. We live together like one family,’ Redoshi stressed of the childhood that brutally ended when she was 12 years old. As fellow child captive Kanko, a small, light-skinned woman with a facial mark on her right cheek, explained to her children and grandchildren, the standard of living was high in her hometown.11

Like other African societies, Tarkar was not beholden to capitalistic notions of land ownership that regarded land as a commodity. The town’s ruler, whose name was recorded variously as ‘Adbaku’, ‘Ibaku’ and ‘Akabana’, and who Redoshi remembered as a ‘good man’, was the custodian of the land in his territory, which was communally owned and split between kinship groups and handed down the generations; each family had access to its own portion of land, which could not be sold.12

The planting season began in February. The town’s menfolk cleared weeds from the rust-coloured earth with cutlasses, knives and axes. They used short-handled hoes and billhooks to prepare the ground for sowing; the earth was bountiful and there was no need for fertilizer or ploughs. They planted yams in February, and then corn, groundnuts and melons in April and May. After the August harvest, they planted new crops of corn, beans and groundnuts in September.13

Yams were a major crop in Oyo State, and Tarkar’s yams grew so big – two feet long and six inches wide according to one regional eyewitness account – that no one could eat a single yam in one sitting. ‘[W]e go way, we come back, push, dig de dirt – great beeg yam like keg, nail keg. We cut off vine with little piece of yam and cover it up again. Another beeg yam. Whole family couldn’t eat at one time. For seven years don’t need no new seed, it keep making yams,’ Kossula explained.14

Yams were eaten in manifold ways. Their starchy white flesh could be turned into elubo (yam flour), added to stews, roasted, or boiled and crushed with a pestle and mortar to make iyan (pounded yam). The townsfolk extracted palm oil and beer from the fruit of palm trees and wove cloth from its leaves. The women owned and raised cows, pigs, chickens, goats and sheep for a profit, which they kept in the inner court of their households to protect them from predators. ‘Nobody ever go hungry. Nobody ever go cold,’ Kossula declared of his homeland at the end of his life. Children like Polee learned a craft from their parent and became proficient in that skill by the age of 16. He and other male Clotilda survivors exiled to Mobile were so good at woodwork that they handmade toys for their children and built and sold their own furniture.15

Many women, such as the young, energetic Bougier, managed motherhood with trading responsibilities. The small, round-faced, dark-skinned woman had just become a mother for the third time in the spring of 1860, and she bound her baby in a sling on her back and balanced her wares on her head when heading to and from the vast market in Ogbomosho. As one nineteenth-century observer noted, selling crops at market was the ‘peculiar privilege’ of Yoruba-speaking women, whose trading activities meant they had independent incomes. Palm oil was their dominant item of trade.16 Market trading was so important to Bougier’s sense of self that she determinedly carried on the practice after her liberation from slavery. The long-lived woman traded twice a week in the heart of Alabama until she was physically unable to do so.

The items Bougier encountered for sale at Ogbomosho were far more luxurious than the foraged berries, plums and medicinal plants that were her only available wares in exile, however. A US missionary who went to Ogbomosho in the late 1850s likened the experience to visiting any ‘Anglo-Saxon city’.17 Products from around the world could be sourced at the marketplace, which was neatly divided into relevant sections according to the produce and merchandise for sale, and which attracted thousands of people at a time.

According to Kanko, the small, light-skinned girl with a facial mark on her right cheek, business was conducted with shillings, a silver coin linked to the British Empire that was used throughout present-day Nigeria. Cowries, porcelain-like seashells that served as religious objects among the Yoruba, were also exchanged as currency, and traders could be trusted to shop unsupervised and leave money for an item at the place of purchase for the seller to collect later. Stealing was so rare that possessions could be safely left in the open air. ‘Suppose I had left my purse in town in the public square,’ Kossula told an interviewer in the early twentieth century. ‘To-day I have not the time to go for it – nor to-morrow – am I worried? No, for I know when I go I will find it where I left it. Could you do that in America?’ Crimes were tried in open court, and the punishment for murder was execution by sword, regardless of the criminal’s wealth and social status. As Polee explained of an offender’s powerlessness to buy their way out of punishment, ‘Money don’t plea you there.’18

There were enslaved people in Tarkar, including criminals, people forced temporarily into bondage to pay off debts and people seized in warfare with other ethnic groups. Many were of northern, particularly Hausa, origin. But their experiences of bondage were vastly different from the chattel slavery practised in the Americas, which was centred on intense labour, reduced people to commodities that could be shipped around the world, and defined people in racialized terms so their enslaved status could be passed onto their children. Enslaved people in West Africa included soldiers and administrators, and social mobility was possible. Kossula’s grandfather was an officer of and regular companion to his town’s king who owned a large compound managed by several wives and enslaved labourers. Yet his idle threat to sell the son of a captive labourer to a Portuguese slave trader for tobacco when he disturbed him while sleeping highlights how much more greatly feared was sale overseas than enslavement at home.19

When Kossula was nearly 15, he was thrilled to receive military training like his older brothers. The teenager spent whole nights in the woods being taught how to track and hunt deer, buffalo, elephants, lions and leopards, how to stalk silently through the forest and conceal himself, how to leave a trail for others to follow and how to make camp. Kossula learned how to shoot arrows and throw spears, and how to beat the drum that accompanied the town’s war song. Kossula spent five years learning military skills that he understood were solely for defensive purposes. The community’s economy was centred around agriculture, and the king had no plans to make war, but his people needed to be ready to defend their town against attack.20

While the boys learned to hunt and fight, little Kanko was taken by her mother Conco to gather medicinal plants and to learn the curative properties of the world around her. Although there were professional medical practitioners known as onisegun in Yoruba-speaking societies, herbal knowledge was a collective enterprise. After a day spent gathering curative herbs, Kanko resisted her mother’s call to go home and hid behind what she thought were beautiful large leaves for treating headaches. When she fetched Conco to point them out, the leaves came alive: the pair were face-to-face with a giant snake. Kanko’s horrified mother grabbed her child sharply by the hand when she saw the danger. Kanko felt her feet leave the earth as Conco pulled her to safety. Hunters sought out the snake, but it had disappeared.21

Conco could not protect her daughter from all the dangers of her environment, however. Nearly seventy years after Kanko’s death, her granddaughter Mable Dennison attempted to document the circumstances of her kidnap. Even though Kanko was ripped from her homeland while still a child, she understood that slave traffickers deliberately stoked inter- and intra-ethnic divisions to create prisoners of war who could be shipped and sold overseas. As Mable explained, ‘she had learned that once these slave ships arrived on the African coast, there was little trouble in procuring a cargo of slaves for it had long been a part of the traders’ policy to instigate tribes against each other and in this manner keep the markets stocked . . . there had been numerous wars with foreign countries as well as in the surrounding nations and also between tribes within her country. It seemed as though some kind of war would go on for years.’22

Mable suggested that Kanko was from the ‘town’ of Dahomey, and that she was kidnapped by slave traders while performing an errand for her mother at a local store. It’s likely that Kanko was from the same Yoruba-speaking town as Kossula. Like Polee, who never discussed the circumstances of his capture, Kanko probably concocted a tale of isolated kidnap because the destruction of her hometown and murder of her family were too harrowing to recall. Kanko also told her descendants that she and Kossula were cousins, indicating that they grew up together in Tarkar, and, as Mable remembered, ‘there was a close relationship in their ways and customs.’23

The mid-nineteenth century was a particularly dangerous time for Yoruba speakers such as Kanko and Kossula. ‘Yoruba’ was historically an umbrella term applied by missionaries who began arriving in the region after 1840 to different ethnic groups that shared the language and culture of the Oyo Empire of present-day western Nigeria and eastern Benin. The empire’s origins stretched back to the twelfth century and centred on the city-state of Oyo (‘Old Oyo’), which was about one hundred miles north of New Oyo and Tarkar. Its highly organized and commanding cavalry enabled it to capture surrounding territories and expand from a minor state to the most powerful empire in present-day southwest Nigeria by the end of the sixteenth century.

While they were connected by common myths of origin and even shared a spiritual capital in the ancient city of Ilé-Ifè, 50 miles southeast of Old Oyo in neighbouring Osun State, each Yoruba group represented a largely autonomous city-state with its own industries and trade networks and its own oba (king), who ruled a capital town and its surrounding territories. For hundreds of years, the communities lived in relative peace with each other until invasions from Oyo’s Muslim Fulani neighbours to the north, the rise of Dahomey and conflicts between the empire’s alaafin (emperor) and his advisers combined with popular resistance to an increasingly authoritarian aristocracy undermined its stability from the 1780s onwards. Yoruba-speaking territories lost vital trade routes and were plunged into competition and civil warfare for the next eight decades, and Yoruba-speaking captives became victims of the transatlantic slave trade.

The gradual disintegration of the Oyo Empire, followed by its total collapse in the 1830s, changed the balance of power in the region. Dahomey’s capital Abomey was no longer vulnerable to assault by Oyo, and Yoruba-speaking communities east, northeast and southeast of Abomey that previously were shielded by their association with Oyo were now open to attack by newly empowered Dahomey. Dahomey’s king, Ghezo, recognized the southeastern region around Abeokuta – a city recently founded by the Egba people, Yoruba-speaking refugees fleeing the collapse of Oyo – would be easiest to attack. Annual battles between Dahomey and the Egba soon turned into a major ongoing conflict.

The transatlantic slave trade fanned the flames of war. European hunger for African labour between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries to power its newly established economies in the American hemisphere created a tragically self-perpetuating cycle of self-destruction on the African continent.24 This trade in human life fuelled demographic breakdown and social instability, which in turn created military states compelled to engage in warfare instead of agriculture and trade prisoners for weapons to protect against their own people’s transatlantic enslavement by foreigners.

An estimated 10.7 million Africans were displaced to the Americas between the turn of the sixteenth and the late nineteenth centuries, an additional 15 per cent – about 1.8 million people – died on the Atlantic voyage, and perhaps as many as six million more people died in slave raids, on the journey to the West African coast, and in the barracoons (slave pens) that held them prisoner before they could be shipped across the ocean. An African person enslaved in the Americas had a life expectancy of around seven years.25

In 1803, Denmark became the first nation to end its slave trade. The British Empire abolished the practice in its territories four years later, and the United States banned its trade on 1 January 1808 and declared it piracy in 1820. But illegal trade continued over the following decades. After being compelled to abolish its trade in 1814 by Britain, which had dominated the trade in the decades before 1807 but now led the campaign to end it, the Netherlands signed a treaty to comprehensively outlaw the practice in 1818. France, which had outlawed slavery altogether in 1794 before reinstating it under Napoleon Bonaparte in 1802, reimposed a trading ban the same year as the Netherlands. Spain promised to end its trade in 1820, newly independent Brazil finally legislated against the traffic in 1831, and Portugal formally abolished the trade five years later.26

However, the bans were poorly enforced and even ignored and more than one million people continued to be trafficked to Brazil and the Spanish island of Cuba even after 1836. More than 25 per cent of all the transatlantic slave trade’s victims, around 3.2 million people, were forced onto slave ships after the 1808 ban. Nearly 38 per cent (1.8 million) of all Africans displaced to Brazil arrived after that date, and almost 71 per cent (552,000) of all Africans displaced to Cuba arrived after 1820.27

Dahomey’s imperial growth and engagement in this trade was probably precipitated by a desire to protect its own citizens against the threat of transatlantic enslavement. As King Ghezo’s grandfather King Kpengla reportedly told a Yorkshire-born enslaver and slave trader in the 1780s, ‘You, Englishmen . . . are surrounded by the ocean . . . whilst we Dahomans, being placed on a large continent, and hemmed in amidst a variety of other people . . . are obliged by the sharpness of our swords, to defend ourselves from their incursions, and punish the depredations they make on us . . . Your countrymen, therefore, who alledge [sic] that we go to war for the purpose of supplying your ships with slaves, are grossly mistaken.’28

Nor was the Dahomey Empire the only military threat to the children and young people that ended up on the Clotilda. Although the Africans repeatedly referred to their captors as Dahomey warriors, so intense was the warfare between former members of the Oyo Empire, whose own growth had been fuelled by slave trading, that the Clotilda shipmates could just as easily have been kidnapped and sold by other Yoruba speakers.29

Except for a Fon nobleman named Gumpa, all 110 captives who were imprisoned on the Clotilda were almost certainly captured in the same slave raid. Kossula admitted as much to the writer Zora Neale Hurston in the late 1920s. He referred repeatedly to his shipmates as ‘my countrymen’ and ‘de folks of my country’ and recalled being sold alongside his townsfolk in a single slave pen before his displacement across the Atlantic: ‘each nation in a barracoon by itself.’ Hurston understood why captives were segregated: different ethnic groups might fight, and ethnicities were assumed by slave traders to have specific temperaments and therefore different values.30

Not all the captives were Yoruba speakers though. Kossula, Polee and another Clotilda survivor named Osia Keeby explained that ‘some people’ were Fulani, Hausa (who Yoruba speakers knew as Gambari), Ijesha and Nupe (who Yoruba speakers knew as Takpa), ethnic groups from territories surrounding the former Oyo Empire who had the tremendous misfortune to be visiting the town at the time of the raid.31

The British Royal Navy’s increasingly aggressive policing of the illegal slave trade in Brazilian waters forced the South American nation finally to enforce effective anti-slave trade legislation in September 1850. Two years later, the British government compelled King Ghezo to sign a treaty accepting the abolition of the trade, and he suspended the military attacks that had provided traffickers with captives.32 But the trade in palm oil that the British government hoped would replace Dahomey’s trade in human beings was nowhere near as lucrative for King Ghezo, especially as the crop’s price began to decline in the middle of the decade. A coincidental French project to purchase so-called ‘free emigrants’, African youths intended to serve as indentured labourers in the Caribbean, and a revival of the Cuban slave trade at the end of the decade, led to renewed demands for kidnapped souls. In 1857, King Ghezo resumed the trade in human beings.

Ghezo died in November 1858 while attempting to conquer Abeokuta, and his son and successor, Badohou, who took the royal name Glele, inherited the throne. Glele sought to avenge his father’s defeat at Abeokuta and declared publicly that he would carry on his slave raids. Glele was reported in mid-April 1860 to be in Abeokuta with a force of 30,000, although the army abandoned its assault and ‘subsequently retired, after having destroyed a town, whose population was no doubt enslaved or slaughtered’. But there were no obstacles west of the Ogun River that would have prevented him from advancing north and launching another assault in the direction of New Oyo.33

Kossula had just had his teeth filed to sharp edges in the style of his kinship group in mid-April 1860. He had endured only one initiation into adulthood: he had begun to learn the secret of the Oro (the bullroarer), an oath-bound fraternal society dedicated to the Yoruba orisha (spirit) Oro, whose ‘voice’, created by spinning a stick on a string, is forbidden to women’s ears. The 19-year-old was still considered a child within his community, although he had begun to signal an interest in girls by going to market to admire the sound of their bracelets. He became so enamoured with one girl’s beauty that his family started negotiations for him to marry her when he was older.34

Kossula was at the market when he witnessed three messengers from Dahomey approach his townsfolk with a request to speak with their king. ‘For many days they come to Tarkar. Tell him Dahomeys good friend. We till fields and believe bad folks,’ child captive Redoshi recalled. The ruler agreed to meet them, and they set out Glele’s demands: the town must give him half its crops, or he would make war on them. Tarkar’s ruler fiercely refused such an outrageous demand. The town’s eight gates were heavily fortified, and he was confident the Dahomey Empire was too far away to pose a military threat. He did not know Glele and his army had camped nearby. Kossula claimed a banished member of his town betrayed them to Dahomey by telling its warriors military secrets that would allow them to enter the town’s gates and overcome its guards. The next day, the army launched an attack.35

So sudden was the Dahomeyan army’s assault on Tarkar that Abaché estimated it took just half an hour to kill and imprison everyone in the town, which was then set alight. On 6 March 1860, about six weeks before the Clotilda Africans’ kidnap, Jamaican-born traveller Robert Campbell was journeying to Abeokuta from New Oyo. He was about five hours out from New Oyo when he stumbled on the tragic aftermath of a village caught up in intra-ethnic violence between Oyo loyalists and the separatist kingdom of Ijaye. Campbell was shaken by how swiftly and totally an entire community could be destroyed in warfare: ‘We crossed the Ogun [River] and suddenly encountered one of the saddest spectacles in Africa, a village only a few days before full of life and activity, now entirely depopulated, its inhabitants captured as slaves, itself in ruins and ashes.’36

Abaché, Kossula, Redoshi and their fellow adult and child survivors were forced into iron collars and chained together in random groups of twelve in preparation for the roughly 250-mile march to the sea.37 To their horror, the decapitated heads of their kinsfolk were gathered up by their captors and carried as trophies.

The sun was just beginning to rise as the long march through the woodlands began. The prisoners were made to walk in single file along beaten paths throughout the heat of the day. Kossula could still recall the agony of the journey nearly seventy years later. ‘All day dey make us walk. De sun so hot!’ The teenager was too sick with shock and grief to think about food, but his thirst became so overwhelming that he never forgot the relief of finally receiving water. King Glele and his Dahomeyan noblemen were carried from the scene in hammocks, which also served as their beds. The captives were forced to make do with the hard earth, which afforded no protection against the leopards and other large predators that howled unseen all around them, and which were only kept at bay by the party’s fires. ‘I thinkee too ’bout my folks and I cry. All night I cry,’ Kossula remembered.38

The prisoners woke at dawn and were given food before a second long day’s march began. Late in the afternoon, the procession stopped at a town with a red flag. A translator was sent to fetch the town’s king, whose conversation with King Glele prompted its inhabitants to switch the red flag for a white flag and fetch yams and corn, which the Dahomey warriors ate on the spot. As Kossula later explained, a red flag meant the town was prepared to fight Dahomey, a white flag meant the town would pay its ransom demand and a black flag meant the town was without an adult king and was to be left alone according to the Dahomey Empire’s moral code. The army continued to stop at towns demanding their crops throughout the rest of the day.39

To Kossula’s horror, the heads that had been collected as trophies began to rot on that second day. ‘Oh, Lor’, I wish dey bury dem! I doan lak see my people head in de soldier hands; and de smell makee me so sick!’ The warriors paused the march and made camp at the end of that day. But they did not bury the heads; instead, they lit a fire, placed the heads on poles and smoked them. ‘Oh Lor’, Lor’, Lor’! We got to set dere and see de heads of our people smokin’ on de stick,’ Kossula recalled in horror.40 The party camped for nine days before the journey to the coast resumed.

In the early twentieth century, Kossula sketched a map showing the captives’ march to Ouidah. The African man traced the journey more than fifty years after his kidnap, but he confidently claimed that any of his townsfolk would recognize the route.

First, the prisoners were marched down to the coast. Then they were marched west through three slave ports: Lagos, an independent maritime city-state prior to its annexation by the British in 1862, which Yoruba speakers knew as Eko; the neutral trading zone of Badagry; and finally, Porto-Novo, which was on the edge of the Dahomey Empire, and which the Yoruba knew as Ajachè.41

Finally, two weeks after they were torn away from their burning hometown and the bodies of their relatives, the captives reached Ouidah. The prisoners, still chained together by the neck and still forced to bear witness to their dead loved ones’ heads, were marched through customs and into the city, where there awaited them the novel sight of a vast blue ocean and a terrifyingly unknown future.42
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The Conspiracy

On a bitterly cold Monday night in January 1856, a 33-year-old salesman from Lowell, Massachusetts, with high cheekbones, a carefully trimmed chin beard and a head of receding wavy hair boarded the white-painted two-storey steamboat the William Jones, Jr. as it left Alabama’s port city of Mobile for its capital, Montgomery. Clear glass bottles filled with mild opiates clinked in the salesman’s luggage as poorly clad enslaved youths hoisted the cargo onto the 200-foot-long, nearly 400-ton vessel. Frederick Ayer was halfway through a tour through northern Texas, southern Louisiana, southern Alabama and southern Georgia to distribute for his brother James Cook Ayer’s ‘Cherry Pectoral’ medicine, which claimed to cure fatal childhood diseases such as influenza, whooping cough and tuberculosis.1

That January was the coldest month in Alabama since the state’s admission to the Union in 1819. The temperature dropped as low as twenty degrees Fahrenheit, or minus seven degrees Celsius. Roads were blocked, trains and newspaper deliveries halted, and the weight of the ice toppled telegraph wires and snapped branches of trees throughout the state. The cold spell lasted from late December until February.2 Shirtless enslaved labourers were forced to battle through the freezing weather as they collected and fed firewood into the William Jones’s furnaces to power its journey up the Mobile and Alabama rivers. Ayer and his fellow passengers, who included Southern enslavers and other Northern businessmen, hid from the cold and darkness in the steamboat’s forecabin and began a conversation.

Growing fears in the South that its chief labour source was coming under threat meant the discussion soon turned to slavery, and to the possibility of trafficking more African captives despite an 1808 federal law banning the importation of slaves to the country and an 1820 law declaring the trade piracy. Ayer’s business trip brought him into contact with the South’s slavery-based economy for the first time. The future father-in-law of Second World War general George S. Patton even stayed at the residence of a Louisiana enslaver, who took him on a night-time deer hunt guided by a captive bearing a pine-knot torch, although the hunt was cut short when the enslaver accidentally shot one of his mules in the darkness. Ayer could not help sharing his judgement on the long-term future of slavery, which was legal only in the nation’s fifteen most southerly states, declaring that it could not last: ‘with the supply by importation from Africa cut off, and any further spread in the Territories denied, the thing was doomed.’3

But Alabama had built its economy on slavery. Of the approximately 965,000 people living in the state on the eve of the Civil War, about 435, 000 – just under half – were enslaved. They comprised a large proportion of the approximately one million enslaved people displaced from the Upper South to labour in the Deep South’s rapidly expanding cotton economy between 1820 and 1860, labour that would quickly transform cotton from a minor crop in the western hemisphere to the nineteenth-century world’s chief commodity. Slavery-produced cotton was shipped down the Alabama, Tombigbee and Mobile rivers to be sold in Mobile by the same steamboats that were now ferrying Frederick Ayer’s cure-all north. Much of this ‘white gold’ was then sold to Northern ports, to Havana, and across the Atlantic to Le Havre and Marseilles in France, but most importantly to Liverpool in England, by then the world’s largest producer of cotton cloth, which bought between 85 and 90 per cent of each year’s crop. The million bales of cotton shipped to Mobile in 1860 represented almost a fifth of the United States’ output. By that year, the value of cotton exports reached $192 million (equivalent to $700 billion today) and accounted for nearly 60 per cent of the nation’s merchandise exports.4

A Louisiana enslaver named Matthews, perhaps the same man who shot the unfortunate mule, joined the conversation. He asserted that a shipment of African captives could be landed on the US coast despite the slave trade ban and was backed by several of the Northern businessmen. A heated debate followed before Matthews wagered $100 (equivalent to $3,700 today) that Africans could be smuggled to the United States. More bets were placed before the Maine-born steamboat’s captain Timothy Meaher, a round-faced man in his mid-forties with grey eyes, long dark hair and muttonchop whiskers, added a significant sum of his own to support his claim that a transatlantic smuggling operation was ‘not impossible’.5

The businessmen on board the William Jones that day perhaps included Robert R. Snow. Frederick Ayer and Robert Snow’s itineraries overlapped – they arrived at the same New Orleans hotel on the same day – and the icy weather meant there were very few steamboat journeys back north that January. Snow was from a family of New York shipping agents originally from Thomaston in Maine, about thirty miles east of Timothy Meaher’s Whitefield birthplace. Meaher was the same age as Snow’s half-brother and agency head Ambrose Snow, who was arrested off the coast of Texas early in the Civil War for blockade running on the Royal Yacht, a schooner whose Massachusetts-born captain Thomas B. Chubb was known for tricking African American sailors into slavery and who in 1857 fled custody to escape a charge of human trafficking.6

Snow’s presence in the South that winter, and the broader readiness of the Northern businessmen to support Matthews, highlights what Meaher and those businessmen surely knew when they placed their bets: the slave trade had never stopped. Despite the 1808 ban, New York was a hub of slave-trading activity in the 1850s. Dozens of slave ships bound for Africa were sent from Lower Manhattan each year. US-built slave ships also left Baltimore, Boston, Providence, Salem and other New England ports, and somewhere between fifteen and twenty-eight vessels either owned or outfitted in New Orleans were identified as slavers or caught trafficking people in the years 1857 and 1858 alone.7

Few of the captives were landed on US soil, though. Instead, they were taken to Cuba, which by the middle of the century was the last major human trafficking market in the Americas. Nearly 500 illegal journeys carrying almost 200,000 people were conducted as part of this US–Africa–Cuba trade between 1853 and 1867. Nearly 90 per cent of the slave ships were US-built: vessels registered in the United States and able to fly its flag provided human traffickers with significant protection. US-built ships also carried more than half a million, or two-thirds, of the Africans who were displaced to Brazil and Cuba in the 1830s and 1840s. The British Royal Navy’s West Africa Squadron, which played a major role in catching traffickers, was reluctant to antagonize its former military enemy by stopping and searching US-registered ships, and the US naval patrol was far too small to meaningfully police the trade.8

President James Buchanan finally expanded the US’s anti-slavery patrol in the autumn of 1859, and the US Navy caught twenty slave ships between 1859 and 1860, more than double the number it captured between 1851 and 1858. But it was Abraham Lincoln’s administration that finally helped bring the trade to a close. An 1862 treaty gave the US and British navies reciprocal rights to search each other’s ships and condemn anything that might be linked to the trade. Special courts presided over by both a British and US judge were set up in New York, Sierra Leone and the Cape of Good Hope to convict and jail slave traders. In 1862, Captain Nathaniel Gordon of the slave ship Erie was hanged in New York for his crime, becoming the only person to be executed under the United States 1820 piracy law. The Emancipation Proclamation and Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution outlawed slavery altogether. The heightened policing of traffickers and Spain’s growing international isolation as a slavery-based empire finally brought an end to the slave trade to Cuba.9

The year 1867 is widely accepted in the English-speaking world as the one in which the transatlantic slave trade ended. But there is compelling evidence that trafficking continued into the next decade, and with US involvement. Two slave ships were widely reported in the US press to have landed in Cuba in June 1872, weeks after a British politician, referring to the suspicions of that nation’s Madrid ambassador, stated in Parliament that he ‘did not attach implicit credit to the assurances of the Spanish Government that there had been no importation of slaves into Cuba of late years’. When Welsh-born explorer Sir Henry Morton Stanley visited Ouidah in December 1873, he also learned that two slave ships had landed in Cuba a year earlier. The first was a Spanish bark that flew the Portuguese flag; 200 captives aged from 10 to 40 were trapped on board. The second was believed to be a US ship and was reported to have as many as 630 prisoners packed in its hold. Stanley confronted the alleged seller, a man named ‘Desoza’, almost certainly Francisco Félix de Souza, aka ‘Chico’, son and namesake of the notorious Brazilian slave trader Francisco Félix de Souza, who King Ghezo appointed as his chief trading agent in Ouidah. Chico denied all knowledge of the sales. But Stanley claimed to have seen 300 trafficking victims locked in a barracoon at Ouidah and to have encountered a community of would-be traffickers at the port, including US-born men who worshipped Captain Gordon as a martyr. Cuban historian Juan Perez de la Riva also found evidence in his homeland’s newspapers of a slave landing at the western province of Pinar del Río in 1873, and an African woman named María la Conguita asserted in 1907 that she was trafficked to that island in 1878. British historian Hugh Thomas referred to María’s case only to conclude she was mistaken about the date of her arrival, but he also speculated that the Clotilda voyage ‘may have been a hoax’.10

The confidence of Meaher’s bet revealed what he also knew: a schooner capable of smuggling scores of kidnapped Africans had just been built by enslaved labourers at his neighbour William Foster’s shipyard on Telegraph Road, a long dirt road that ran north of Mobile, parallel to the Mobile River. Foster was a long-faced man in his mid-thirties with piercing eyes and unkempt facial hair that framed a long, broken nose. He arrived in Mobile in 1844 or 1845 from the eastern Canadian province of Novia Scotia. Novia Scotia was then one of the provinces of British North America, and Foster cherished his British status throughout his life. He considered himself a ‘loyal Englishman’ even after he became a naturalized American and remembered well the coronation of Queen Victoria in 1838. His new schooner, which he named Clotilda, undertook its maiden voyage to Havana, Cuba, on 27 October 1855, returning to Mobile just days before the salesman Frederick Ayer boarded the William Jones. The Clotilda’s construction just prior to the bet suggests that Meaher and Foster may already have been considering a transatlantic trafficking operation. The two-masted, 120-ton schooner stood eighty-six feet long and measured twenty-three feet at its widest point. The Clotilda’s almost seven-foot-deep hold was unusually large for a Gulf schooner; the vessel was built not for the local fishing trade, but for carrying lumber, sugar, cotton and other large cargo long distances.11

For the next four years, the Clotilda travelled back and forth numerous times between Mobile, New Orleans, Texas, Mexico and Cuba with shipments of sugar, salt, cotton, meat, animal hides, whisky and lumber. The schooner may even have trafficked people during this period. All the ports it visited between 1855 and 1859 had trading connections with Cuba and were also sites where captives were shipped as part of the United States’ internal trade in human beings. In January 1857, the vessel arrived in New Orleans with a suspiciously unspecified cargo and was assigned to a local firm with links to the trade. Members of the same firm were unindicted participants in the voyage of the brig Echo that sought to traffic more than 300 people from West Central Africa to northern Cuba in August 1858.12

Regardless of the Clotilda’s history, one of its last voyages proved deadly in a cruel foreshadowing of the vessel’s later role in snuffing out the lives and futures of captive children and young people. On 23 October 1859, the schooner accidentally ran over a paddle boat that was fishing on the Mobile River. As the two vessels collided, the white occupant of the paddle boat managed to latch onto the Clotilda’s anchor chain. But the other occupant, an enslaved passenger named Alfred, was thrown into the river and drowned.13

Meaher recognized the Clotilda and its owner as ideally suited for a transatlantic trafficking operation and approached major enslavers in Alabama, who agreed to buy most of the Africans he planned to kidnap, and who allegedly each subscribed $1,000 (equivalent to $37,000 in 2023) to pay for the voyage.14 Many of the conspiracists were among the richest and most powerful men in their respective counties and, in some cases, their state. Some held high political office. The participants included brothers, business partners and neighbours. Yet in many ways their identities were starkly different. The illegal voyage united Presbyterians with Catholics, surgeons and lawyers with steamboat builders, members of old US families with foreign-born men, Northerners with Southerners, and, perhaps most strikingly, men who campaigned to keep Alabama in the Union in 1860 with men who led the state’s push to secede and, ultimately, to civil war. What united the group, and what drew them to partake in human trafficking, was a shared determination to perpetuate slavery.

Timothy Meaher took charge of the conspiracy and spent months planning the crime with his brothers James Millay Meaher and Patrick Burns Meaher. The siblings were the three surviving sons of James Meagher, an engineer who emigrated, first to Newfoundland and then to Maine, from Rathcash/Ráth Chaise in Co. Kilkenny, Ireland, at the turn of the nineteenth century, supposedly to avoid conscription into the British Army during the Napoleonic Wars. Their mother was Susan Flanders Millay, whose own mother Abigail Eastman could trace her ancestry back to the seventeenth-century Massachusetts Bay Colony. Ironically, the Meahers shared a common ancestor in Massachusetts Bay settler Roger Eastman with Max Eastman, a leading Greenwich Village socialist editor and patron of the Harlem Renaissance, an interwar explosion of African American art and culture. Greenwich Village celebrity poet Edna St. Vincent Millay was the brothers’ first cousin twice removed.15

The Meaher brothers relocated from Maine to Mobile at different times between 1836 and 1850 with the aim of making a fortune in the lumber and shipping industries. The sawmill Timothy Meaher built near Chickasabogue Creek, just north of Mobile, in 1847 was reportedly one of the largest in the South at that time. Shipbuilding developed as an industry in Mobile in the years prior to the Clotilda’s voyage. The city’s abundant magnolia and live oak trees made it an ideal location for the construction of ships such as the Clotilda. Oldest brother James managed the finances of the brothers’ steamboat and sawmill businesses, while Timothy and Burns captained boats on the Alabama and Tombigbee rivers. Burns was the youngest and tallest of the three at six feet three inches in height and also carried a knife wound inflicted on him in self-defence by his steamboat clerk 18 months prior to the Clotilda bet. The deep, misshapen scar ran the length of his shoulder to his elbow.16

Frederick Ayer lived for another 62 years but may never have known of his part in the Clotilda conspiracy, or even that the voyage took place. There is no record that he placed a bet, he left the South four years before the plan was executed, and his brother James stood unsuccessfully for US Congress on a Republican ticket in 1874. But Ayer remembered his Southern trip as a ‘most interesting winter’s experience’, and the one man who bought his medicine in Montgomery that winter was local surgeon and pharmacist Dr. Benjamin Rush Jones, who would go on to claim approximately fifteen of the Clotilda captives.17

Dr. Jones’s role in the conspiracy places the trafficking voyage at the heart of a much wider effort to legalize the transatlantic slave trade on the eve of the Civil War. Jones and his fellow Clotilda enslaver Alexander (‘Alex’) Frederick Given were closely acquainted with leading secessionist and former US senator William Lowndes Yancey, who owned a plantation near Jones, east of Montgomery. In February 1854, Jones founded with Yancey the Alabama Bible Society at the Alabama State Capitol in Montgomery. In July 1855, Jones and Given were two of the five trustees who incorporated Montgomery’s First Presbyterian Church six blocks from the state capitol. Yancey was appointed one of the church’s ruling elders. On New Year’s Eve 1855, Jones, Given and Yancey gathered to attend the Montgomery County Convention of the Democratic and Anti-Know Nothing Party.18 A week later, around the same time the Clotilda bet was placed, Yancey headed the Alabama state convention and persuaded it to readopt his ‘Alabama Platform’, which demanded federal action to protect slavery in new US territories.

Compact. Hard to pick out in a crowd. ‘Ill-painted features.’ Physical descriptions of William Lowndes Yancey, a square-faced man in his early forties with light brown hair and grey eyes, were not kind. But the writers knew his standout feature was his voice. Yancey, ‘the orator of secession’, was US slavery’s most zealous apologist, a man who could speak for hours in defence of an economic system based on bondage. As the ‘prince’ of the Fire-Eaters, a group of pro-slavery extremists who urged the South’s secession from the Union as early as 1850, he was, according to an obituarist, ‘more, perhaps, than any other person instrumental in producing the separation of the Southern from the Northern States’. In April 1860, as the Clotilda was sailing to the West African coast, Yancey led a walkout of Southern Democrats at the Democratic National Convention in Charleston, South Carolina, when delegates voted against a version of his ‘Alabama Platform’. The rebels rallied behind their own candidate in the 1860 presidential election, splitting the Democratic vote and paving the way for the presidency of Abraham Lincoln, whose Republican Party was founded in the North in 1854 to oppose the expansion of slavery to new territories.19 Although it is not clear exactly what Yancey knew of the Clotilda conspiracy, the plot was a realization of a slavery expansionist ideology, framed around human trafficking, that he spent much of the decade championing.

Newspaper editor and lawyer Leonidas William Spratt, a second cousin of former US President James Knox Polk, played a key role in bringing Southern calls to reopen the US slave trade into the mainstream. In 1853, Spratt bought Charleston newspaper the Southern Standard to advocate for transatlantic trafficking. Dubbed the ‘philosopher of the African slave trade’ by pro-abolition newspaper editor Horace Greeley, Spratt argued that ‘inequality was necessary to man’s progress’, and that the South’s ‘aristocrat[ic]’ race-based class structure offered the best hope for the future of humankind. Less than a year before the Clotilda’s transatlantic voyage, he successfully defended in the federal court in Charleston the crew of the slave ship Echo.20

But it was the 1854 Kansas–Nebraska Act that made the question of slavery expansion a central concern of the nation’s politics. The act allowed settlers in the new states of Nebraska and Kansas to decide whether slavery should be allowed in those states. Migrants rushed to the states to sway the vote, which fuelled a violent conflict known as ‘Bleeding Kansas’. Slave trade advocates argued that the South’s economy was at threat; unlike the North, which produced 90 per cent of the nation’s manufacturing output, and which was growing in industrial strength thanks to European migrants, the South, they claimed, was being starved of cheap foreign agricultural labour that would increase the region’s productivity. Pro-slave trade campaigners hoped to increase the affordability of enslaved people by importing captives directly from Africa. New enslaved workers were also central to Southerners’ territorial ambitions in a rapidly expanding US nation. Environmental factors drove the push for new land and, by extension, new captives to work it. Land exhaustion – cotton so depleted soil of its fertility that it could only be grown in the same spot a few years in a row – meant the long-term survival of the region’s cotton economy was unsustainable without territorial expansion.21 More captives in the South also meant increased political representation: although enslaved people had no voting rights, they were counted as three-fifths of a person for tax and representation purposes.

The North’s perceived economic advantages over the South and the need for enslaved labourers to fill new territories were also the rallying cries of James Dunwoody Brownson De Bow, editor of Southern nationalist magazine De Bow’s Review, who in August 1856 began using his publication to call publicly for the reopening of the transatlantic slave trade. ‘We must have Africans,’ De Bow wrote to Virginian enslaver and fellow Fire-Eater Edmund Ruffin.22

In May 1858, more than 500 Southern political leaders gathered to attend the Southern Commercial Convention in Montgomery. Southern Commercial Conventions were annual gatherings to promote economic growth in the South that became increasingly politically extreme in the 1850s. Yancey and Clotilda conspiracist Alex Given were among the session’s 28 Montgomery delegates. Leonidas Spratt produced a report at the event calling for the reopening of the US slave trade, and Yancey acted as the report’s leading spokesperson. Yancey ensured the slave trade dominated the convention. In a three-day speech – the longest of his life – he argued that debating human trafficking would not alienate Northern Democrats, and that, if it did, he was in favour of disunion. Yancey tried to find a constitutional justification for human trafficking by pointing out that the US Constitution never specified the slave trade’s abolition and so never granted US Congress the power to end it. Thus, the 1808 slave trade ban and 1820 law declaring the slave trade piracy were violations of the spirit of the Constitution and were ‘unjust and an insult to the South’. He suggested that federal anti-slave trade laws should be repealed so each state could decide for itself whether to continue human trafficking.23

Yancey asked his audience, ‘If slavery is right per se, if it is right to raise slaves for sale, does it not appear that it is right to import them?’ If it was legal to enslave Africans, why was it illegal to traffic them? He denied he was calling for the trade’s reopening but argued that enslaved labourers were too expensive in the Deep South states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina and Texas, which were forced to import them from the Upper Southern states of Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, North Carolina, Tennessee and Virginia. And, he suggested, if more white people in the South could afford enslaved labour, there would be more white people with enslaved labourers to settle new territories and strengthen the slavery-based economy, and more class unity among white people to support Southern expansion. The delegates then debated and tabled Spratt’s slave trade reopening resolution, which he took home to South Carolina to try to push through its legislature.24

Six months later, the Clotilda conspirators invested their support in a Nashville-born mercenary who promised to expand slavery into new territories and revive the slave trade. His ambition would be short-lived. William Walker, a blond-haired, grey-eyed doctor and lawyer who stood just over five feet tall and weighed little more than 100 pounds, had launched military invasions of Mexico in 1853 and Nicaragua in 1855, where he installed himself briefly as president and issued a decree to reinstate slavery before his overthrow by other Central American governments. The reopening of the transatlantic slave trade was central to Walker’s expansionist endeavour, which attracted widespread Southern support. He even predicted in De Bow’s Review that there would be no more British opposition to reviving the slave trade, which he dismissed as misguided sanctimoniousness. ‘The frenzy of the British public against the slave trade has exhausted itself,’ he declared. When Walker launched a new invasion of Nicaragua in December 1858, Timothy Meaher and William Foster donated to his campaign the Susan, a schooner in which they had a shared interest, although the vessel’s crew were fortunate to be towed back to Mobile by the Royal Navy when it ran aground off Honduras. Walker was executed by the government of Honduras in September 1860.25

At the 1859 Southern Commercial Convention in Vicksburg, Mississippi, James De Bow introduced a resolution calling for a reopening of the slave trade and recommending a repeal of the national laws banning it that was supported by a majority of 44 votes to 19. Delegates also overwhelmingly passed a resolution calling for the Gulf of Mexico, Cuba and Central America to form a US South-dominated slavery-based empire. Nevertheless, most delegates felt it was inadvisable to attempt to reopen the trade while the South remained in the Union, prompting De Bow to establish at the convention an ‘African Labor Supply Association’ whose purpose was ‘to promote the supply of African labor’; Yancey was named in absentia as an officer. He accepted the role publicly, declaring in a letter sent to the Montgomery Advertiser, ‘“I must confess that the inclination of my mind is in favor of a regulated and limited supply of African Slave labor.” Limited, at least, until the inevitable conquest of Latin America as far south as William Walker’s Nicaragua, when “the cause of civilization will demand as large drafts upon Africa for slaves as that continent can supply”’.26

Nine months later, the Clotilda began its transatlantic voyage.

Alabama’s enslaved labourers were still racing to harvest the previous year’s vast, waterlogged cotton crops when the Clotilda anchored at Timothy Meaher’s shipyard ahead of its final, fateful journey in late February 1860. The two-masted, 120-ton Clotilda made for an arresting sight on the water. Northerly winds whipped giant canvas sails that the ship’s masts and spars had recently been expanded to hold, drawing attention to its newly enhanced size and speed, and making it seem impatient to set sail on its voyage across the Atlantic. Workers at the shipyard loaded the schooner’s nearly seven-foot-deep hold with almost 350 barrels of assorted meat, flour, bread, rice, sugar, vinegary water and rum. They then added piles of freshly cut wood to hide the provisions and make it look as if the schooner was doing a benign trade in lumber to St. Thomas in the Danish West Indies (now the US Virgin Islands), a journey for which the vessel was soon cleared by port authorities. When the schooner reached West Africa and was safely out of sight of US authorities, the lumber planks could then be used to construct stacked platforms below deck on which its captives would be forced to lie.27

William Foster had promised his future brother-in-law William Vanderslice that he could take part in the voyage, but the 21-year-old was out of the county as the ship prepared to set sail. In the end, those appointed as the Clotilda’s eleven-man crew included three Mobilians, Joseph Deflow, James Small and William Copeland, and Bostonian James Welch. The mates were John M. Simonton from Portland in Maine, and James S. Smith of Boston. All were dark-haired, heavily tanned and physically imposing young men. Unlike Foster, none knew when they began the journey that they had signed up for an arduous, dangerous and illegal human trafficking voyage.28

The surgeon Rush Jones happened to be in Mobile and New Orleans that February with his wife Frances Amelia Taliaferro Jones and their son and five daughters. Officially, the family were on a ‘pleasure excursion’; the trip coincided with Mardi Gras. But the timing of their visit meant Jones had opportunities to view the Clotilda before it set sail and perhaps help prepare its illegal voyage. The Jones family even had a connection to Walter Smith, one of the Mobile Bay customs officials paid to catch smugglers such as Foster; the Jones’s son married one of Walter Smith’s twin daughters during the Civil War. Jones returned to Montgomery just before the ship set sail and held a dinner party that trumpeted his commitment to slavery expansion. The guests included a pale-eyed, bald 37-year-old named Birkett Davenport Fry. Fry had fought alongside mercenary William Walker in his unsuccessful effort to turn Nicaragua into a slave state, and his ‘glowing description of the country, its climate, timber, soil and productions’ suggested to at least one fellow guest that he was ready to resume his colonial campaign.29

On Sunday 4 March, William Foster boarded the Clotilda by the early morning light and smuggled a sack of gold inside the cabin’s bulkhead. He then fetched its crew, who piloted the vessel out of Mobile Bay and into the Gulf of Mexico. The schooner initially met good weather and reached Cuba in three and a half days. But the winds soon strengthened, and the vessel was caught in a gale north of Bermuda. It lasted nine days, tore off half the steering wheel, tipped much of the deck’s contents into the sea and damaged the main sail’s boom. As dawn rose on a final day of heavy winds, a Portuguese anti-slavery patrol spotted the vessel and pursued it for as long as there was daylight, a full 10 hours. The Clotilda’s foresail was ripped to shreds as the vessel escaped into the darkness. An exhilarated Foster later judged the chase ‘the most exciting race I ever saw’.30

After six weeks at sea, the battered schooner finally reached the African continent. On 16 April, the crew prepared to dock at Fogo in Cape Verde before the Clotilda was sighted by another Portuguese anti-slavery patrol and forced to move on to Praia, the next island in the archipelago. Foster’s crew had been furious to find they were participants in a perilous and exhausting human trafficking expedition and mutinied when they reached land, threatening to expose the operation. But Foster’s offer of double wages persuaded them to repair the damaged vessel and continue their journey without incident; it was probably at that stage that the series of low-lying platforms on which the captives would be confined were laid in the hold. The Portuguese officials and United States consul at Praia then cleared the schooner for trade without question when the captain presented shawls and ornaments to their wives. On 22 April, the Clotilda sailed for the African mainland, but not before colliding with and taking off the spar, sail and main boom of another anti-slavery patrol. Foster waited for the stricken vessel to intercept his schooner with gunfire, but no shots came and a strong breeze soon carried the schooner to the safety of West Africa’s yellow sandy coast.31 The would-be human trafficker was now ready to carry out his crime.
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The Coast

No sooner had the captives arrived in Ouidah than their Dahomeyan kidnappers forced them into a large circular prison with a thatched roof and tall bamboo walls. Strong hands grasped Redoshi, the slender 12-year-old, and pulled her to a wooden stake, where she was lashed by the wrists to prevent her escaping. In the dark space, helpless, she heard a chorus of wails all around her. The noises told her she was in one of a series of barracoons, or slave pens. As many as three thousand other prisoners were trapped in other enclosures only feet away.1 Some had been there many days.

The barracoons into which Redoshi and her fellow captives were thrown at the beginning of May 1860 were located at the back of Ouidah’s slave market, a space enclosed on three sides by bamboo poles set about ten feet apart that supported a roof made of palm leaves. Outside, a dozen women warriors bearing swords and spears guarded the space. The market was a vast area in the centre of town that came alive with trading activity for a few hours each morning as white men gathered to inspect the prisoners and local women sold their wares. It contained a pavilion identified by one nineteenth-century observer as Glele’s council chamber, from whose roof, perched atop bamboo poles, flew the king’s red and blue cotton battle flags.2

The Dahomeyan guards eventually released the captives from their stakes, and families, friends and newly orphaned children huddled together in the dark, poorly ventilated space for the next three weeks. For some of the captives, the fetid barracoon, which was designed to incarcerate hundreds of people, would prove to be cruel preparation for the slave ship’s hold. The stench of urine was overwhelming, a section of the prison wall serving as a toilet. One contemporary eyewitness described the barracoons at Ouidah as a site of ‘filth, disease and famine’. While the precise mortality rates of these places are unknown, they are likely to have been high. The captives had arrived during the wet season and rain, occasionally punctuated by thunderclaps, beat down on the thatched roof one day in every three. Yet the barracoon remained agonizingly hot throughout the prisoners’ incarceration and sweat soaked the cotton clothes they had been wearing since their kidnap. The temperature around Ouidah hovered around 75 to 85 degrees Fahrenheit (24 to 30 degrees Celsius) throughout the month of May.3 In the barracoon only the nights were tolerable.

After its capital Abomey, 60 miles to the north, Ouidah was the Dahomey Empire’s largest settlement and its chief commercial centre. Located two and a half miles north of the Atlantic Ocean and separated from the sea by a lagoon running parallel to the coast, the bustling town was about two miles wide and half a mile from north to south. It contained a few brick buildings. But most of its roughly twelve to fifteen thousand inhabitants and traders occupied houses built of clay with roofs of woven palm
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