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			Introduction

			A Wave of Resistance

			
				The storm-winds wildly blowing,

				The bursting billows mock,

				As with their foam-crests glowing,

				They dash the sea-girt rock;

				Amid the wild commotion,

				The revel of the sea,

				A voice is on the ocean,

				Be free, O man, be free.

				—The Anti-Slavery Harp: A Collection of Songs for Anti-Slavery Meetings (1848)

			

			

			

			Thomas H. Jones was born in 1806 on a plantation owned by the cruel John Hawes in coastal New Hanover County, North Carolina. Hawes sold him at age nine to another enslaver in Wilmington, the state’s leading port. In an account of his life first published in 1854 Jones recalled, “Mother wept bitterly, and in the midst of her loud sobbings, cried out in broken words, ‘I can’t save you, Tommy; master has sold you, you must go.’ ” His new enslaver lashed him repeatedly with a cowhide strap for various “offenses,” including his determined efforts to learn to read and to find true religion. As a young man Jones married a woman named Lucilla and had “three dear little babes,” Annie, Lizzie, and Charlie, but his wife and children were all sold to the labor-hungry cotton planters of Alabama. He would never see them again. Jones described his early life as one of “poverty, suffering and shame,” of “dark fears and darker realities.”[1]

			Little did Jones know at the time that his life would take a turn toward freedom in 1841 when an enslaver named Owen Holmes purchased him and allowed him to hire out his labor on the Wilmington waterfront. Jones would pay Holmes $150 per year and keep whatever he earned above that amount. Jones explained, “I worked, loading and unloading vessels that came into Wilmington,” laboring on the docks and in the dark holds of vessels, stowing cotton, lumber, shingles, tar, and turpentine. Dock work was grueling and hazardous, but it “afforded many advantages.” The result was, “I was able to lay by quite a sum of money.” Living and working among the dozens of ships and hundreds of sailors who entered and departed the port each year, Jones met a cosmopolitan crowd and learned how Atlantic shipping worked.[2]

			Jones toiled long hours and saved his money, storing it in a box he buried in the floor of his cabin to hide it from the slave patrols. He met and married a woman named Mary, formed a new family, and used his savings to buy the freedom of Mary and their three young children, whom he placed aboard a packet ship for New York City in July 1849. He planned to join them three weeks later. Around this time his enslaver fell sick and was no longer able to supervise his labor on the docks. Out of money and desperate to join his family in New York, Jones decided that this was his opportunity: he would seek his freedom, not by self-purchase but by making a deal with a fellow worker on the waterfront. If his design failed, he would likely be sold off to the cotton South like his first family.

			During the late summer of 1849 the brig Bell sailed into Wilmington harbor from New York. Jones went aboard and quietly sought out the steward of the vessel, who was likely African American and someone already known to him, to make a bargain. They spoke in hushed, urgent tones: Jones would pay $8 ($329 in 2024) if the steward would “stow me away in the hold of the ship, and take me on to New York.” Jones had offered the steward all the money he had, so he was relieved when he accepted the offer. Jones got himself “an allowance of biscuit and water” and hid out in the hold amid tightly stowed forty-gallon barrels of turpentine.

			The freedom voyage was not as easy, nor as exhilarating, as Jones had hoped. Once the ship got out to sea, Jones fell violently seasick and decided on the second day at sea that “I could not live out the passage” in the hold. In a condition of “great weakness,” he appealed to the steward, who snuck him into a passenger cabin, where he would be more comfortable. This was a dangerous move, but Jones apparently felt he had no choice. The brig’s captain soon discovered him and recognized immediately that he was a fugitive. He vowed, Jones solemnly explained, to “send me back by the first opportunity that offered.”

			The drama of the discovery was soon eclipsed by a bigger drama engulfing the entire ship—“a severe storm.” For several days, wrote Jones, “we were driven by the gale.” The runaway went to work, cooking for the crew. After the storm subsided, the ship lay becalmed for several days. When the voyage resumed, the captain put Jones under guard and gave orders to sail straight to New York. It was clear to Jones that as soon as they came to anchor, the captain would “send me back.”

			His dream of a free life with his family ebbing away, Jones made “a last effort to get on shore” once the Bell anchored in New York. When the captain left the ship to tend to business and “the mate was busy in the cabin mending his clothes,” Jones escaped surveillance, went below deck, and lashed together some loose wooden staves to create a makeshift raft. He grabbed a paddle, put his trust in God, and “launched forth upon the waves.” He was about a mile from shore, but the tide was in his favor. After he had paddled about a quarter of a mile, the mate discovered the escape, lowered a boat, and took off with three sailors rowing hard in pursuit of him.
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					Thomas H. Jones escaped in a self-made raft, waving his hat at two sailors in a nearby boat to rescue him from those trying to return him to slavery.

				
			
			Jones saw that the mate was gaining on him; he would not make it to shore. He took his “old hat” off his head and waved it frantically for help. He spied a small boat “coming round” not far away. The boat’s two sailors came to his rescue and took him on board. They understood what was happening and asked Jones straightaway if he was a slave, adding that he should not “fear to tell the truth, for I was with friends, and they would protect me.” Jones explained “my circumstances just as they were.” When the mate pulled up alongside and demanded the return of Jones, the sailors proved “as good as their word.” They ordered the mate “to keep off” and vowed to “prosecute him if he touched me.” Slavery had been abolished in New York in 1827 and the sailors knew it. The mate retreated in defeat. The sailors then gave Jones “a little money and some clothes in addition to all their other kindness.” They took him to his friend, African Methodist Episcopal church minister Robert H. Cousins, who lived on John Street in lower Manhattan, where his family was staying. Jones wrote, “The meeting with my wife and children…was a moment of joy too deep and holy for any attempt to paint it…my dear wife lay sobbing in her joy in my arms, and my three dear little babes were clinging to my knees, crying ‘Pa has come; Pa has come.’ ” Jones then made his way to Boston, Canada, and Great Britain, where he became an important preacher and lecturer in the circuit of transatlantic abolitionism. His story of escape by sea was of “thrilling interest” to all who heard him.

			Seeing the Unseen

			The story of Thomas H. Jones is common in the long annals of slave resistance across the Americas. Thousands of people escaped slavery by sea, leaving behind voluminous documentation. Yet the history books have had little to say about them. Why have these dramatic tales of dockside conspiracies, below-deck hideaways, billowing sails, and ultimately liberation been so rarely told? The importance of the question is compounded by the extraordinary quality and depth of scholarship on the “Underground Railroad,” a hallmark of research among historians for more than a century.[3]

			Part of the answer is that the metaphor “underground railroad” has, from the late 1830s onward, pointed us in the wrong direction, limiting most historical investigations to the landed routes by which people traveled northward to freedom. Indeed, those escapes almost never took place underground and rarely on railroads. The phrase thus occludes from our historical vision as much as it illuminates. Scholars and the general public have explored endless secret passageways to freedom on land without considering the ones that led to the hold of a ship.[4]

			Deepening our ignorance is a largely uninspected bias in modern thought I have called terracentrism—the unconscious tendency to think that history occurs only on land and, relatedly, that the oceans and seas of the world are somehow temporal voids, places where history does not happen. We therefore exaggerate, in retrospect, the importance of the railroad, the dominant symbol of American industrialization, which in the antebellum era was much less significant to commerce and economic growth than was maritime transport.[5]

			A third limitation flows from the previous two: historians often neglect maritime sources even though large-scale historical processes such as the formation of class, race, and culture have happened on the decks of deep-sea sailing vessels. We have been ignorant not only of the mass of maritime escapes but of their rate of success, which was likely much higher than those attempted by land. Maritime escapes appear in many traditional histories of the Underground Railroad, but never do historians inspect the system that lay behind them. We learn of the “runaway army” but not the “runaway navy,” the landscape of flight but not its seascape.[6]

			Another reason for our oversight lay in the images of American popular culture. The dominant image of the runaway from the nineteenth century to the present is a woodcut that appeared in many newspaper advertisements: a man, simply dressed and usually barefoot, walking on land, carrying a bindle or a sack over his shoulder. This representation implies that escaping was a landed and individual act. Historians have deepened the power of the image by treating running away as an individualistic response to enslavement, in contrast to the much less common resistance of insurrection. Not only was running away commonly undertaken as a collective act, as the following pages will show, it was fundamentally social, requiring collaboration and alliance even for someone like Thomas H. Jones who tried to go it alone. Jones needed social connections and cooperation to make his successful passage. A focus on the heroic individual has limited our vision of how escape worked.[7]
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					This image accompanied thousands of runaway advertisements, falsely implying that people escaped individually by land, disguising the social and maritime dimensions of self-emancipation.

				
			
			This book is about Thomas H. Jones and the thousands of other enslaved people who escaped slavery by sea during the three decades before the American Civil War. They escaped from dozens of places, but principally from Savannah, Charleston, Wilmington (North Carolina), Norfolk, and Baltimore. They arrived throughout the Northern states that had abolished slavery, but mainly to Philadelphia, New York, New Bedford, and Boston. A significant proportion moved on to Canada, especially after Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act of September 1850. Some even sailed southward to the Caribbean, while others crossed the Atlantic to Great Britain. Examining docks and ships as places of work, cooperation, discipline, policing, and subversion—in short, as zones of struggle and infrastructures of escape—this labor history reconstructs the lost social world of Thomas H. Jones, the steward who stowed him away, and the sailors who rescued him and gave him money and clothing, all willing and essential hands in the struggle against slavery. The emphasis of this book is how the maritime system of escape worked, from beginning to end.[8]

			What would Jones and the thousands of others like him have known about the role of ships in the lives of their ancestors? Many of them would have heard the stories of an older generation, perhaps members of their own families, about the extreme violence and terror of the dreaded Middle Passage in the Atlantic slave trade. To the victims of that awful commerce, the oceangoing tall ship was a place of brutal enslavement, unimaginable horror, and premature death. To Jones and his generation, the same vessel offered freedom. They seized it, turning the docks, the ship, and the ocean into sites of struggle and self-emancipation.[9]
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			Historymakers at Sea

			The drama of escaping slavery by sea in antebellum America featured a variety of historical actors: first and foremost, the enslaved men and women who occupied the front line of the battle. As insurrectionists, maroons, and runaways, they challenged the slave system, deeply and continuously. When they slipped away aboard North-bound vessels, they robbed their enslavers of labor and capital and struck a blow against the institution of slavery. Whether these men, women, and children came from plantations, farms, urban workshops, or the docks, they were the ones who took the initiative, planned the escapes, and bore the primary risks. Their irrepressible radical attacks drove the system of maritime escape set forth in the pages of this book.

			Alongside them in the struggle were free Black citizens, most of whom had themselves escaped slavery by one means or another. In the Southern ports, free people of color hid runaways in their own communities and, through dockside labor connections, helped many to board ships. In the Northern ports, the free Black communities took the recently arrived escapees into their homes, fed them, clothed them, and helped them to get jobs. Black churches and civic organizations provided material aid. The Reverend Leonard Grimes and the Twelfth Baptist Church in Boston, better known as the Fugitive Slave Church, welcomed hundreds of the self-emancipated, as did the various Black abolitionist organizations such as the Massachusetts General Colored Association and the New England Freedom Association. An anchor of fugitive assistance in the free Black community was the Colored Sailors Home in New York, where the proprietor, Black sailor-abolitionist William P. Powell, defended the rights of Black seamen as he took in maritime runaways seeking aid.[10]

			Free Black sailors played a central role in the maritime system of escape. They signed on to Northern vessels, sailed to Southern ports, and went ashore as subversive symbols of freedom. In October 1850, shortly after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, the editor of the Wilmington Aurora complained about “a crew of free negro sailors, seven or eight in number,” who had arrived in North Carolina on a vessel from Philadelphia. In a majority African American port town, “it may safely be assumed that they are dangerous visitors.” The danger posed was both ideological and practical. Black seamen were, according to the editor, “all of them, from the very nature of their position, abolitionists, and have the best opportunity to inculcate the slaves with their notions.” Common work on the docks and ships permitted the circulation of radical ideas that could result in direct action: “More—they enjoy, as sailors, facilities of aiding their escape to the North or other free soil.”[11]

			These free Black sailors were part of a waterfront motley crew, made up of mariners, dockworkers, porters, carters, and draymen, Black and white, who assisted runaways on both ends of escape and during the sea voyage in between. They got the fugitive secretly aboard the vessel and into a secure hiding place. They also joined protests against slavery; as a writer for the Washington, DC, newspaper the Daily Union noted after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, the people in the streets were “the most motley gangs, of all colors, castes, and characters, that ever assembled in the face of the world.” These multiethnic workers occupied a strategic position in the waterfront division of labor, standing at the gateways of departure and arrival.[12]

			Abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson revealed another important, although usually invisible, actor in the social world of maritime escape. In 1886 he looked back on his work in the Boston Vigilance Committee, which “owned a boat, in which men used to go down in the harbor to meet Southern vessels.” Their common practice was “to take along a colored woman with fresh fruit, pies &c.” A woman vendor was common on the waterfront, so “she easily got on board & when there, usually found out if there was any fugitive on board” by talking to the members of the crew. A group of sailor-abolitionists would return to the vessel later that night to liberate the captive.[13]

			Vigilance Committees were especially important organizations for fugitive aid. Formed by Black and white abolitionists in New York in 1835, then in Philadelphia in 1837 and Boston in 1841, the primary purposes of the groups were to assist fugitives who arrived in their cities and to prevent the kidnapping of urban free people of color, who were routinely “blackbirded”: thrown aboard a ship, sailed to the South, and sold into slavery. Independent of William Lloyd Garrison’s pacifist American Anti-Slavery Society, members of the Vigilance Committees often embraced the principle of armed self-defense and frequently took direct action against slavery.[14]

			The maritime chain of labor and solidarity stretched from people emancipating themselves from Southern bondage to free Black communities South and North, to free workers on the Atlantic waterfront and on ships, to abolitionists in port cities. Thousands of people freed themselves though this variable, flexible, secretive, and therefore hidden network. Nineteenth-century Southern elites understood this system much better than have modern historians.[15]

			Atlantic Maritime Radicalism

			Escaping slavery by sea was part of a long tradition of Atlantic maritime radicalism. As capitalism expanded around the globe beginning in the late sixteenth century, multiracial sailors and other maritime workers provided the labor that linked the continents. They also pioneered new forms of anticapitalist resistance, forming democratic and egalitarian pirate communities, taking to the streets in rowdy protest in almost all early modern port city riots, inventing the strike in 1768, and exploding into mutiny on an Atlantic-wide scale in the 1790s. Enslaved peopled deepened the radicalism by shedding their chains and rising up aboard slave ships, and by escaping the plantation system to build autonomous maroon communities. The maritime radical tradition depended on mobility, as, for example, when sailors and other waterfront workers spread the word of the Haitian Revolution around the Atlantic. William P. Powell held close to his heart an image of Crispus Attucks, the half-Black, half–Indigenous Natick sailor who led a revolutionary crowd into protest in 1770 and through the Boston Massacre became the first martyr of the looming American Revolution.[16]

			This story of maritime maroons begins in 1829, when African American dockside abolitionist David Walker published Walker’s Appeal, in Four Articles; Together with a Preamble, to the Coloured Citizens of the World, but in Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of the United States of America. Walker called on enslaved people throughout the Americas to follow the example of the Haitian Revolution and cast off their fetters. Walker used seamen Black and white to carry his pamphlet into the slave states, where enslavers responded with panic—and repressive legislation. After Walker’s opening shot, a series of profound events made the next dozen years a formative period in the struggle against slavery: Nat Turner’s rebellion and the founding of The Liberator in 1831; major slave revolts in Jamaica and Brazil in 1831–32 and 1835; the British abolition of colonial slavery in stages, between 1834 and 1838; the Amistad rebellion in 1839; and the Creole slave ship revolt in 1841. Against this fiery backdrop the American abolitionist movement advanced dramatically. Self-emancipation acquired a new political valence at the very moment when ever-larger numbers of Northern-based merchant vessels, powered by sail and steam, entered Southern ports to trade. Fugitives and their comrades contributed to the rising radicalism of the 1830s by helping to generate the new Vigilance Committees. What we have come to know as the Underground Railroad had its origins on the waterfront.[17]

			An Overview of Flight by Sea

			Escaping slavery by sea is an old practice, coterminous with the establishment of slavery in North America. Political elites of colonial Virginia and South Carolina legislated against it in some of their earliest laws on the institution of slavery, in 1705 and 1710, respectively. Escaping slavery was also prohibited by federal law, beginning with the writing of the United States Constitution in 1787. Anyone “held to Service or Labour”—a euphemism for an enslaved person—who escaped would by law be delivered back to his or her enslaver. Congress strengthened the law in 1793, empowering magistrates and federal officials in all states to arrest and return fugitives to their so-called owners. The new law also criminalized the solidarity of anyone who helped fugitives, promising a fine of $500 ($15,000 in 2024). The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which reflected rising national tensions over slavery, went even further, requiring all US citizens to assist in the return of fugitives and establishing commissioners (not juries) to quicken the removal of fugitives back to the South. The law also increased the penalties for those who assisted runaways. None of these laws succeeded, as hundreds, sometimes thousands, absconded to freedom year after year. The Fugitive Slave Law had no deterrent effect; indeed, it created fierce resistance in the North and by 1851 had pushed public opinion to support fugitives and other abolitionists.[18]

			Many fugitives escaped by land and by sea, but precise numbers remain unknown—and largely unknowable. The Library of Congress has estimated that enslavers placed roughly two hundred thousand advertisements for runaways in newspapers between 1730 and 1865, but this number vastly underestimates the actual number of runaways. Tens of thousands ran away from slavery year after year. Most escapees planned to be away for a short period and to return to the plantation, farm, or workshop. They ran to protest some aspect of their enslavement: to escape physical punishment, to see a loved one, or to avoid being sold or transferred to another place. Enslavers did not advertise in newspapers for the great majority of these escapees. Some they hunted down; others they knew would eventually return on their own. Shackles, stocks, and whips awaited them. This kind of temporary escape was called petit marronage.[19]

			A minority, but still a huge number, of fugitives practiced gran marronage, trying to escape slavery once and for all, never to return. They faced bigger challenges by usually needing to travel much farther to escape. Historians have suggested that over the full history of slavery in North America, as few as 50,000 and as many as 100,000 successfully escaped, roughly one-quarter to one-half of the advertised total. The great majority of these escaped after 1830, a large proportion of them by sea.[20]

			Our uncertainty about the numbers arises from the very nature of the activity, which was illegal and therefore clandestine. The perfect escape left no documentation. Many who escaped by sea did not divulge the secrets of how they did it, especially if they ran away before slavery was abolished and therefore might, by telling their tale, endanger both fugitives and their helpers. Frederick Douglass, America’s most famous maritime runaway, criticized those who tipped off enslavers. The dilemma of disclosing the subversive knowledge of escape was best summed up by a man who had been a maroon in the Great Dismal Swamp of Virginia/North Carolina before escaping to the North, most likely through Norfolk: he said to a Boston abolitionist, “ ‘I expect I better not tell the way I came: for there’s lots more boys coming the same way I did.” Women and children came by sea too.[21]

			Those who published their accounts of escape after the Civil War, in the 1870s and 1880s, felt freer to discuss their experiences in detail. Douglass revealed specifics about his escape in his autobiography of 1881 that he had withheld in the first two versions, published in 1845 and 1855. George Latimer, a celebrated sailaway who arrived with his wife Rebecca in Boston in 1842, waited more than half a century to tell the story of his escape. William Still, whose The Underground Railroad was published in 1872, narrated the histories of more than nine hundred people who had passed through the office of the Philadelphia Vigilance Committee during the 1850s, offering abounding details of escape.[22]

			Estimating the number of fugitives who escaped by sea poses additional challenges because many enslavers who thought their human property had sailed away did not bother to advertise locally. They were, after all, long gone, beyond the reach of local newspapers, so why waste money? Enslavers would occasionally place ads in the newspapers of the port to which they thought the escapee had sailed, but more often they would simply employ slave catchers to go in search of them. Timothy D. Walker has noted that of the “103 extant pre-Emancipation slave narratives, more than 70 percent recount the use of oceangoing vessels as a means of fleeing slavery.” His figure is supported by another statistical measure: more than half of those who arrived in New York and more than two-thirds of the fugitives who arrived in Philadelphia during the 1850s came by sea. The percentages would have been even higher in New Bedford and Boston. Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who was deeply involved with escapees in Boston, noted that “fugitive slaves commonly came by water, as stowaways in vessels.”[23]

			Maritime fugitives, and the motley crew behind them, exercised growing national influence from the 1830s to the outbreak of Civil War in 1861. From 1837 to 1843, several escapes by sea triggered prolonged, heated conflict between Northern and Southern states, resulting in interstate Southern cooperation and solidarity, fierce legal battles about Northern-owned vessels operating in Southern ports, sectional strife, and the passage of “personal liberty laws” on behalf of fugitives in New York and Massachusetts. These conflicts, initiated and exacerbated by continued escapes by sea, helped to create a national crisis that led to the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, after which those who fled slavery by sea continued to inflame national debate. Three of the highest-profile cases prosecuted under the Fugitive Slave Law involved Shadrach Minkins (1850), Thomas Sims (1851), and Anthony Burns (1854), who had sailed to Boston from Norfolk, Savannah, and Richmond, respectively. Even though Sims and Burns were both returned to bondage, the mobilization, publicity, and expense around their return effectively nullified the Fugitive Slave Act in Massachusetts, as both Northerners and Southerners agreed. A final wave of escapes by sea crested in 1861, as the turmoil of the Civil War created new maritime opportunities for freedom seekers.

			History from Below

			The maritime system of escape, from beginning to end, was organized by people who are largely unknown to us—poor people with calloused hands, often nameless in the historical record and therefore unremembered, the wretched of the earth. They are the heart and soul of this book, which chronicles their actions, ideas, stories, and improbable victories over the powerful and highborn. Theirs is a history from below: the pages that follow resurrect and narrate their experiences and consciousness, recover their voices, and illuminate their collective power. They acted out courageous, death-defying stories. They escaped slavery in ingenious ways. Their labor on the docks and ships, within the dynamic political economy of port cities, drove the freedom story. These workers used the material structures of capitalism, in particular its ships and trading patterns between North and South, to free themselves and alter the trajectory of history. A few escapees, like Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, both once enslaved, became famous, but most others, like sailor-abolitionists Jonathan Walker and William P. Powell, are little known. Most of the names found in these pages will be completely new to readers. These men and women cast a fresh light on the history of resistance to slavery, on abolitionism, and on the coming of the Civil War, all of which look different when seen from below.

			This narrative draws on a wide array of sources to reconstruct the stirring stories of maritime maroons—their motivations, methods, and impact. The most important evidence comes from newspaper advertisements and accounts, first-person narratives of the enslaved themselves, and the records of abolitionist groups who assisted runaways. Maritime fugitives generated massive documentation, which makes it possible to reconstruct their history from below.

			The doleful cry of the enslavers went up again and again, in every newspaper published in or near an early-nineteenth-century port city: after describing someone who had absconded, their advertisements frequently warned, “All masters of vessels are cautioned against harboring or concealing him, or in any way aiding him in his escape, as the law will be strictly enforced.” Sailors, stewards, and cooks, most of them Black, smuggled freedom seekers aboard, but enslavers expected shipmasters to police their own vessels, which many were more than happy to do, not least because their future ability to transact business in a Southern port was at stake. Despite the best efforts of constables, guards, and captains to police the docks, maritime workers and fugitives found their way aboard ship after ship.[24]

			The same advertisements that warned masters of ships not to take runaways on board often told revealing personal stories in miniature about those who took flight, detailing their looks, demeanor, and social networks. In June 1833 an enslaved young man named Edward—dark-skinned, round-shouldered, middle-sized, and downcast in the eyes in conversation—escaped from Richmond. His enslaver, Lewis A. Collier, traced his flight to the connections of Edward’s father, Solomon, a drayman of many years who got to know “the crews of vessels sailing to this port.” “From that acquaintance,” wrote Collier, “I have no doubt he will endeavor to get him off to the North on some vessel.” Collier knew enough to pin suspicion on two schooners that left Richmond the day Edward went missing: the Effort and the George Wheaton, both bound for New York. Collier also noted that the captains of those vessels may or may not have known that Edward was stowed away on board. Edward might have boarded the vessel secretly, with the assistance of dockers or sailors, men his father would have known and trusted. The likes of Edward, Solomon, and the sailors were the reason why the officials of Richmond formed the Society for the Prevention of the Absconding and Abduction of Slaves in 1833, targeting both runaways and those who assisted them.[25]

			Many who crossed the sea for freedom wrote their own stories of escape after they reached a Northern city, sometimes with the assistance of abolitionists. William Grimes, who escaped Savannah by sea in 1815, self-published the first narrative of escape in 1825. The book, he proudly announced, was “written by himself.” Abolitionists published escape narratives with increasing frequency in the 1830s and 1840s, as flight and other kinds of resistance increased. Frederick Douglass, a man of the waterfront, penned the most famous narrative in 1845 as a contribution to the abolitionist movement and no doubt encouraged many others to do the same. These sources must be used with care, not least because white, middle-class abolitionist editors sometimes interpolated their own individualist values and ideas into the narratives. But there can be no doubt that the voices of the fugitives themselves, like that of Thomas H. Jones, usually shine through. Narratives of escape became a weapon in the struggle against slavery, creating sympathy for fugitives among the Northern public.[26]

			Just as important in recovering the stories of maritime escapees are records kept by two abolitionists: Sydney Howard Gay in New York and William Still in Philadelphia, both of whom helped hundreds of escaped people, recording their personal stories and assisting them with money, food, clothing, shelter, and transport to destinations beyond the reach of their enslavers. Gay, editor of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, published by the Garrisonian American Anti-Slavery Society, kept a “Record of Fugitives” in which he noted names and various kinds of information about the two hundred men, women, and children he assisted from January 31, 1855, to December 30, 1856. Gay created the rare document in the perilous time of the Fugitive Slave Act. Had federal officials discovered it, they would have fined Gay $1,000 ($36,000 in 2024) and sentenced him to six months in prison. Everything he was doing was criminal according to the controversial federal statute.[27]

			African American abolitionist William Still did even more. Beginning in December 1852 Still assiduously recorded information about fugitives who passed through his office. He wrote down the names of the self-emancipated and for many of them noted details such as age, physical appearance, where their escape began, why they decided to run, and how they made their getaway, by land or by sea. Still listened sympathetically as the veterans of bondage told chilling tales of murder, flogging, rape, and other cruelties that staggered the imagination. His “Journal C,” as he called it, is filled with practical testimony from the enslaved themselves about the very nature of American slavery and how to resist it. Still understood the historic nature of what he was witnessing and its importance for posterity. He kept the journal for more than four years, penning its final entry in February 1857.[28]

			Still folded his journal into a larger book, The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters, &c., Narrating the Hardships, Hair-Breadth Escapes and Death Struggles of the Slaves in Their Efforts for Freedom, originally published in Philadelphia in 1872. In this stunning eight-hundred-page compendium, Still fleshed out the accounts of some of the individual runaways beyond what he had recorded in the often spare, telegraphic notes of Journal C, adding details stored in his own memory as well as those he gathered from other abolitionists. Still also included in the book dozens of letters written to him by runaways he had assisted as they enjoyed freedom in the Northern states or in Canada. He took pleasure in tracking down and publishing the runaway advertisements and the rewards offered for some of the people who had sat across from him in the Vigilance Committee office. He sometimes played the role of amanuensis, committing to paper the specific words fugitives spoke to him. He added hundreds of new names and miniature biographies, mostly from the period after Journal C left off, from March 1857 through December 1860. Still produced some of the richest surviving evidence about the workings of the Underground Railroad, which included many harrowing accounts of people who escaped bondage by sea. The notes of his interviews are a gift for the ages.[29]

			Every escape subverted the social order of slavery. Thomas H. Jones, along with every man, woman, and child who boarded a freedom ship, struck a blow against bondage and at the same time helped to advance the abolitionist movement and bring on the Civil War. The power of such escape lay not in this or that event, no matter how ingenious and heroic, but rather in the constant collective force of resistance. For the fugitives, sailing away from slavery was an assertion of agency and a repeated act of political will. For Northern abolitionists, it was an inspiration, a source of education, and a means to expand the movement. For Southern rulers and their cherished “peculiar institution” of slavery, it was an agonizing death by a thousand cuts. A voice called from the ocean and thousands answered. Maritime escape was a long, slow-moving, and unstoppable oceanic wave of resistance, bigger and more powerful than we have ever known.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Art of Escape

			

			

			Escaping slavery by sea was an art. It required thought, planning, and several kinds of knowledge, which is to say, getting away successfully and permanently was as much an intellectual challenge as a physical one. Edward Hicks, a serial fugitive from Lunenburg County, Virginia, highlighted the importance of what he called “head-work” in the process of escape. In his early adventures, he admitted, he was “running about in the bush without much object.” But soon he began to study the process of running away. “I lay down studying,” he recalled after escaping to Canada, “and got up studying, how to get out of the condition I was placed in.” He “studied” his way to freedom, as did many others.[1]

			What did would-be fugitives need to know to escape? They had to be able to read people and situations deftly and quickly, to figure out who could assist the flight and who would try to foil it. Successful desertion required no small amount of acting, often involving pretending to be something you were not. In the run-up to departure, one had to disguise all intentions in interactions with enslavers and with other enslaved people too, sometimes one’s own family members. Some fugitives disguised their bodies, literally adopting entirely new, deliberately misleading, public personae. Some escapees passed for white; some dressed as gentlemen; some female runaways disguised themselves as male sailors to get aboard a ship. The hope of escape demanded extreme patience. Plans to abscond might lie hidden in the mind of the fugitive for years awaiting the right circumstances for action.[2]

			A would-be runner needed to know about climate, ecology, and geography on the route of escape. Which season was best? What kind of weather would one face? Where to find food and water? How to survive in the wild? Escape by sea also depended on understanding rivers, estuaries, and oceanic currents. What was the ever-shifting political geography of freedom? Where could it be found and how would one traverse the earth’s surface to get there? The means of escape required technological knowledge: What kind of vessel would carry one to freedom? The smallest canoe, raft, or skiff? The more sophisticated sloop or schooner? Or the technological wonders of their age, the largest oceangoing ship or steamer? Answers to these questions could mean the difference between life and death.

			Above all, the escapee needed social skills, especially the ability to establish relationships of trust. This could not be a solitary venture. Friendships with sailors, dockworkers, market women, and other waterfront workers would be critical to successful escape, as would the solidarity of free people of color who had been through similar ordeals. No small number of successful escapes depended on the kindness of strangers both North and South, some of whom were abolitionists, some of whom were not; a few were enslavers. A variety of brilliant strategies and tactics were required to overcome the formidable obstacles of police, bounty hunters, and federal marshals. The art of escape among maritime fugitives demanded thought, planning, knowledge, and in some cases downright genius.[3]

			The Progenitor, 1815

			William Grimes was the first person to write and publish a personal narrative about escaping Southern slavery, and he absconded by sea. His autobiography, Life of William Grimes, the Runaway Slave, appeared in 1825. It was “Written by Himself,” without the assistance of Northern abolitionists, who were few at the time and little engaged with fugitive aid. The first half of the book is an unflinching exposé of the extreme violence and cruelty of slavery—and Grimes had the scars on his back to illustrate them. His book cataloged floggings by enslavers after every failed escape attempt.[4]

			Grimes worked on the waterfront of Savannah, where in 1815 his enslaver, Francis Harvey Welman, allowed him to hire out his own time. He would find his own work, pay Welman the bulk of his wages, and keep the rest for himself. He found work on a large, handsome new brig, a two-masted vessel named the Casket, captained by Samuel Doak. Grimes joined the crew to load large bales of prime upland cotton into the hold of the vessel. Talking as he worked, Grimes said he “got acquainted with some of these Yankee sailors, and they appeared to be quite pleased with me.” Conversation soon took a serious turn, in muted tones beyond the ears of Captain Doak and the mate: “The sailors growing more and more attached to me, they proposed to me to leave in the centre of the cotton bales on deck, a hole or place sufficiently large for me to stow away in, with my necessary provisions.” Their action was what American dockworkers would later call a “Baltimore front”—a deliberate arrangement of cargo designed to hide subversive designs from the bosses. The small, dark, open space among the stacked and lashed bales of cotton, created by sailors on the main deck of the vessel, would be Grimes’s first free abode. How he felt about pinning his hopes on a vessel named the Casket as he occupied a dark space not much bigger than a coffin, he did not say.[5]

			From his hiding place Grimes heard the first sounds of freedom as the mate barked orders to raise the anchor and set sail. The vessel’s timbers creaked and groaned as the wind filled the sails. When the Casket sailed past Tybee Island lighthouse and crossed the south end sandbar out into the Atlantic, the “sailors gave three hearty cheers, and gave me to understand that I was clear.” Yet Grimes remained hidden because the ship’s officers did not know about his presence. He sometimes crawled out of his hot, airless compartment at night to “lie down with the sailors on deck,” to breathe the fresh salt air and stretch his limbs. In the dark “the captain could not distinguish me from the hands, having a number on board of different complexions.” Disguised among the motley crew, his short voyage proved happily uneventful.

			When the Casket arrived at the quarantine ground on the northeastern shore of Staten Island, New York, Grimes left his hiding place for the ship’s forecastle, the sailors’ living area, to change clothes. The mate came down unexpectedly and found Grimes putting on a clean shirt. Grimes stood there, frozen, with his shirt half on. The mate, who had supervised his labor loading the cargo in port, recognized him instantly and asked, “Why, Grimes, how came you here?” Grimes was too terrified to answer. The mate then summoned the crew and put the same question to them. Fearing trouble for their own role in the escape, they answered with evasive sympathy: the “poor fellow, he stole aboard.” The mate returned his gaze to Grimes and asked if the steward or the captain knew he was aboard. Grimes recovered his power of speech: they did not. The mate told Grimes to “let no one know anything about it” and added with a sigh, “I wish that I myself knew nothing of it.” By Georgia law all ship officers were subject to prosecution, fine, and imprisonment for being party to an escape. But that did not mean that the mate would turn Grimes over to the New York port authorities to be returned to bondage in Savannah. Using his natural habit of command, the mate said, “Here, boys, put him over the bows, and set him ashore on Staten Island.” It was a brave call and not an uncommon one.

			Going ashore increased the danger of discovery because slavery was still legal in New York, a place of slave catchers, blackbirding—in which slave catchers and outright kidnappers targeted free people of color—and an illegal slave trade. Anyone assisting a fugitive could expect rigorous prosecution and jail time too. A sailor of the Casket took Grimes aboard a small boat to connect him to a wider circuit of solidarity. After landing on Staten Island, Grimes wrote, his guide “found another sailor with whom he was acquainted, and told him my circumstances, requesting him to assist me in getting to New York.” The new sailor had never met Grimes but was sympathetic and promised to help. A few hours later the sailor took Grimes to a packet boat, near which a doctor was inspecting newly arrived sailors and passengers for signs of illness. As his companion distracted the doctor on one side, Grimes slipped by on the other. He was so wracked with fear, he later wrote, “I almost fainted.” Grimes “rejoiced heartily” after the packet pushed off.

			When they landed in Manhattan, the sailor took Grimes to the home of yet another sailor, passing along the instructions to help the young runaway, which the man did, expanding the network of mutual aid. Grimes spent the night with the third sailor and concluded that it was too dangerous to stay in New York. In the morning, he bought “a loaf of bread and a small piece of meat” and started on foot for New Haven, a place he had heard about from a visitor to Savannah.

			Looking back over his motivations for escape, Grimes concluded that he had too much “sense and feeling” and too little fear to be enslaved. At an early age he had grown ungovernable in spirit—and realized that it would not be long until he would have “resisted with my life.” Thanks to the kindness of a dozen maritime strangers, he would spend the next fifty years of his life as a free man, although a poor one, in New England.

			“I Should Be Free,” Date Unknown

			When William Still, a key player in the fugitive solidarity movement in Philadelphia, invited Lewis Tappan, a leading abolitionist for more than thirty years, to contribute “a few reminiscences” to his forthcoming book, The Underground Railroad, Tappan, although eighty-three years old and in poor health, shared four memories for posterity. One concerned a fifteen-year-old girl who had escaped bondage, arrived in New York, and now took part in a Sunday school class, where Tappan met her. When he asked her about “the mode of her escape,” she answered,

			
				I was walking near the water…when a white sailor spoke to me, and after a few questions, offered to hide me on board his vessel and conduct me safely to New York, if I would come to him in the evening. I did so, and was hid and fed by him, and on landing at New York, he conducted me to Mrs. Smith’s house, where I am now staying.

			

			Tappan was shocked by her answer. He asked if she had parents and a family. She replied that she was an only child, that both of her parents were living, adding, “I love them very much.” Still perplexed, Tappan probed, “How were you treated by your master and mistress?” The young woman answered, “They treated me very well.” “How then,” asked Tappan, “could you put yourself in the care of that sailor, who was a stranger to you, and leave your parents?” The young woman’s answer burned itself into his memory: “I shall never forget her heart-felt reply,” he wrote to Still: “He told me I should be free!”[6]

			Messengers, 1829

			David Walker—tall, slender, athletic, and dark-skinned—was a man of the waterfront. He grew up as a free person of color in the port town of Wilmington, North Carolina, and lived for several years in Charleston, South Carolina, during the slave conspiracy of 1822, after which Denmark Vesey, a former sailor who had visited revolutionary Haiti, ended up in the gallows with thirty-four others. Appalled by what “his people” had suffered, Walker decided, “I cannot remain where I must hear their chains continually.” He traveled northward by sea and by 1826 had become a slopseller to sailors on the Boston waterfront. Sailors, laborers, and self-emancipated former slaves gathered at his shop, originally located on Dock Square, to share news and stories. He took sailaways into his home. His generosity to the poor and oppressed meant, according to Black abolitionist Henry Highland Garnet, that he “was a poor man—he lived poor, and died poor.”[7]

			Walker’s Appeal…to the Coloured Citizens of the World (1829) scorched the hands of anyone who picked it up. Walker denounced the horrors of slavery, prophesied the end of the evil institution, and exhorted the “Coloured Citizens of the World” to follow the example of the Haitian Revolution, assuring them all the while that a just God was on their side. Walker refuted the racist ideas that suffused Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia (1785) and appropriated the Declaration of Independence for the Black freedom struggle. He rejected the version of Christianity that offered a gospel of “blood and whips.”[8]

			Walker devised innovative ways to disseminate his ideas by sea. He sewed copies of the pamphlet into the clothing he sold to sailors, concealing the contraband they would carry ashore. He shipped a box full of pamphlets to a specific person in a Southern port who would then distribute them. He dispatched an agent to travel with copies to make sure they got ashore and to the right people. Walker sought to get the pamphlets into the hands of boatmen, craftspeople, and market women, who would fan out into the hinterland and spread the word of revolution by water and by land. He also hoped that literate people would read the work aloud to those who could not read, as sailors routinely did both ashore and at sea.

			Walker knew that African American maritime workers were already under serious suspicion in Southern ports. Several of them had participated in Charleston’s conspiracy of 1822, which resulted in the passage of South Carolina’s Negro Seamen Act, decreeing that all Black sailors were to be “quarantined” when they arrived on merchant ships for fear of subversion. One of Walker’s own (white) sailors noticed the removal of a Black cook from a nearby vessel when he arrived in Charleston in 1830. An African American man onshore said to him, “there goes another one,” to which the white sailor replied, “it was a great Shame as it turned Every thing into confusion on board the vessel.” The Black man replied “that was not half” of the problems such arrests caused.[9]
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					David Walker, a Black Boston abolitionist, wrote a revolutionary pamphlet that sailors Black and white smuggled into Southern ports and circulated among the enslaved.

				
			
			Walker’s Appeal first reached Savannah, Georgia, on December 11, 1829, by the hands of a white sailor. The following month a Black sailor brought copies to Richmond, Virginia. In March 1830 a courier got the pamphlet to four Black men in New Orleans, two free, two enslaved, who were promptly arrested for possessing it. In August 1830 another anonymous maritime worker brought two hundred copies of the Appeal to enslaved worker Jacob Cowan in Wilmington. Using a group of maritime “runners” or “messengers,” Cowan circulated the pamphlet far and wide, connecting to “sixty armed slaves” who would rise in insurrection in New Bern four months later. Captured and sold to the Deep South, where “he would be deprived of the opportunity of a Sea port town to receive and distribute such books,” Cowan became a vector of rebellion himself, “exciting” and “encouraging” a slave conspiracy near Mobile. Other maritime workers connected Walker’s ideas to arsonists and conspirators in Georgia and to slave rebels near New Orleans.[10]

			The inner workings of David Walker’s communication network were revealed when the captain of the guard of Charleston, South Carolina, arrested white sailor Edward Smith in March 1830. Smith had smuggled six copies of the Appeal, which the authorities considered “a very seditious, inflammatory” pamphlet, into the port city and distributed them to Black dockworkers and sailors who came aboard his vessel, the Columbo out of Boston, to discharge cargo. Smith recounted a conversation with a “Black sailor, who asked for a copy only to be told that all copies had already been claimed.” Smith, who worked a on packet ship that sailed regularly between Boston and Charleston, added that he could get more copies when he returned to his home port. The captain of the guard overheard the conversation and arrested Smith immediately. Under interrogation, Smith used the only excuses available to him—that he did not know David Walker (he thought he was perhaps a minister), nor did he know the content of the pamphlets. Yet he agreed to take the publication even though Walker warned him that “he must do it privately and not let any white person know any thing about it.” Smith added that he had not been paid to deliver the pamphlets and that he did so, even after reading a few pages and learning what the pamphlet was about, because he had “pledged his word” to Walker that he would do so. Smith was sentenced to a year in jail and fined $1,000 ($33,000 in 2024), more than a year’s pay for a working sailor.[11]

			The spread of Walker’s revolutionary ideas incurred the wrath of Southern enslavers, who put a price on his head. They passed additional Negro Seamen Acts to limit the movement of Black sailors, but his ideas continued to circulate, inspiring resistance among the enslaved. Walker understood that taunting Southern tyrants might result in his own imprisonment or death. “Somebody must die in this cause,” he said, and die he did, at age thirty-three, on August 6, 1830. Many around him suspected that he had been poisoned.[12]

			Maritime subversion, like ships and sailors, ran in two directions. Seamen arrived in Southern ports, passed out their abolitionist literature, then weighed anchor and set sail back to the ports where their voyages had begun, sometimes with maritime fugitives in tow. The networks mobilized by David Walker to disseminate his pamphlet were the mirror image of the constellations of people who would, in reverse, carry runaways to Philadelphia, New York, and Boston in a maritime circuit of liberation.

			“Thou Shalt Not Oppress Him,” 1834

			On one of his many efforts to escape slavery across the southeastern United States, from Florida to North Carolina, a tall, athletic, “keen-eyed” young man named Moses Roper experienced an epiphany. He had already crossed several rivers as he fled toward freedom. He waded and swam the smaller ones and paddled small canoes or rode ferries across the larger ones. On this escape, as he made his way toward Savannah, he “found the advantage of being six feet two inches high” as he tiptoed in the water along the riverbed. He knew that alligators inhabited the river, but they did not deter him. He also knew that his enslaver, the brutal cotton planter John Gooch, was leading a small mob of slave catchers after him, as other enslavers had all too successfully done many times in the past. The scars on his back reminded him of the price of recapture. Roper suddenly realized that “if my master was in pursuit of me, my safest place from him was in the water, if I could keep my head above the surface.” The land was controlled by Gooch and his fellow enslavers, but the water, he imagined, was a place of freedom, though a dangerous one. Praying that he might “be kept from a watery grave,” Roper moved slowly and deliberately toward a better life.[13]

			Roper was one of the most determined runaways in American history. He made his first escape attempt at the age of thirteen and ran away at least a dozen more times over the next six years. As a teenager he battled seventeen different enslavers in a never-ending cycle of flight, recapture, grisly punishment, and resale. The slave-owning terrorists “ploughed” his back with hundreds, perhaps thousands, of lashes; crushed his fingernails in a vise; smashed his toenails on an anvil with a hammer; and poured tar on his head and set it on fire. They forced him to carry burdensome log chains, wear iron collars, and walk around with heavy bars on his feet. Roper fought a life-and-death struggle against John Gooch, who tried for three years to break him but failed. At a certain point, Roper recalled with a sense of triumph, “the whole stock of his cruelties seemed to be exhausted.” But Roper was not yet free.

			On his final escape Roper traveled 350 miles alone, by land and river, through slave country, from Apalachicola, Florida, east-northeast to Savannah, Georgia. He sustained himself on the long journey by scavenging for fruit in the forest. He also begged meals here and there and persuaded a sympathetic white person to write a pass for him. (The light-skinned Roper was able to “pass” for white.) When Roper finally arrived in Savannah—“a place where they are always looking out for run-away slaves”—he went straight to the docks “and inquired for a berth as a steward to a vessel to New York.” He knew the job, as he had done it aboard a steamer on the Apalachicola River in Florida. In five minutes, he got a position aboard an old, rotten, leaky schooner, the Fox, under the authority of a Captain Deckay, “a very kind man.” When the vessel finally put to sea in August 1834, Roper was “unable to express the joy [he] now felt.” The moment of seaborne emancipation was at hand.[14]

			His joy was short-lived. Roper had never sailed the high seas and discovered that the rolling motion of the ship wracked his gut and made him terribly seasick. His fellow sailors—most of whom, he was at pains to point out, were white Southerners—took umbrage and “asked me why I shipped, as I was not used to the sea?” Roper remained ill almost the entire passage, five of the six days the Fox spent at sea, requiring others to do his work. When the vessel arrived at Staten Island, several of the sailors roughed him up before leaving the vessel.

			Roper finally made it safely ashore in New York, where he immediately learned that the waterfront was crawling with slave catchers. Freedom kept edging away from him. He kept moving, working his way by ship up the Hudson River to Albany. He then traveled overland to Vermont, New Hampshire, and finally Boston. He settled into the port for a few weeks, working in a shop on the waterfront, but soon two “coloured men,” probably sailor-abolitionists, searched him out to deliver bad news: a bounty hunter had come to Boston looking for him. Roper took off for New York and boarded a ship named the Napoleon for Liverpool, where he arrived in late November 1835.

			Roper published an account of his life and maritime flight, Narrative of My Escape from Slavery, in 1837. The book went through more than ten editions in Great Britain (three in Welsh), the United States, and Canada, selling thirty-eight thousand copies, and bringing him considerable fame as an abolitionist. He toured England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, giving what he figured was “upwards of 2,000” lectures, displaying “instruments of torture” and making slavery real to British audiences. He not only published one of the earliest accounts of escape by sea but added to the liberation theology of running away, finding righteous sanction in the King James version of the Bible for those who assisted their fugitive fellow creatures: “Thou shalt not deliver unto his master the servant which is escaped from his master unto thee, he shall dwell with thee, even among you, in that place which he shall choose, in one of thy gates, where it liketh him best; thou shalt not oppress him” (Deuteronomy 23:15–16). Roper traveled 4,400 miles over sixteen months, making his passage to freedom one of the longest and most grueling on record.[15]

			War on the Docks, 1835−1836

			Acting on tips from dockworkers and sailors, David Ruggles hopped from ship to anchored ship in the port of New York looking for enslaved people to emancipate and stowaways he might carry toward freedom. He had what in his day was called “mad courage”; he was always ready to fight on behalf of freedom, no matter how strong and ruthless the adversary. Born in the free Black community of the port city Norwich, Connecticut, Ruggles had gone to sea at an early age, plying the northeastern coast of the United States on one vessel after another. According to his biographer Graham Hodges, “Seafaring exposed Ruggles to militant black abolitionism.” He learned “the mechanics, dangers, and successes of ocean-borne fugitives” from sailors. He left the sea after a few years but maintained his connections to waterfront workers. When he committed himself fully to the abolitionist cause in 1834, Ruggles approached the waterfront as a strategic site of struggle—a place where merchants and workers, profits and freedom met, crashed, and mixed. It was a front line in the battle against bondage.[16]

			Beginning in early 1835 Ruggles fought blackbirders in New York. Some of these body snatchers were ship captains who sought to sneak men, women, and children aboard their vessels and sail away as quickly as possible out of New York, where slavery had been abolished in 1827, to anywhere it was still legal. Ruggles began to patrol the waterfront, which literally became something of a war zone. Ruggles had eyes and ears all over the docks through which he monitored the coming and going of ships. He warned the Black community by bravely publishing the names of blackbirders as well as local “traitors” who snitched to them. Rallying abolitionists and community members alike against what the Bible denounced as “man-stealing,” Ruggles helped to form a new kind of abolitionist organization called the Committee of Vigilance in November 1835: its founding purposes were to defend those being kidnapped and to protect any fugitive who arrived in New York seeking freedom. The methods of resistance were confrontation and direct action, the most radical tactics of the abolitionist movement at the time. Ruggles insisted on the right of self-defense and, against the wishes of his pacifist Garrisonian abolitionist colleagues, always reserved the option to use violence if necessary. New York would not be the slaveholder’s hunting ground if David Ruggles could help it.[17]

			In late 1836 waterfront workers alerted Ruggles to the presence in New York Harbor of an illegal slave trade operation. The Portuguese brig Brilhante, captained by I. C. A. de Silva, had lately come from Gambia with several enslaved people on board. Ruggles leapt into action, publishing accounts of the slaver in the New York Evening Post and the New York Sun. He then boarded the vessel himself to verify with his own eyes that people were being held in bondage illegally. Five enslaved people were taken off the ship and placed in jail. He had de Silva arrested. Abolitionist attorney William Jay prosecuted de Silva, but a judge released him and sent the enslaved people back to their ship.[18]

			If the law would not uphold the hard-won right to freedom, other means would be necessary. On Christmas Day 1836, before the Brilhante could exit the harbor, “a gang of negroes, some of whom were armed,” went aboard the slaver, attacked the crew, and liberated two of the five being held in bondage. The crew of the Brilhante did not resist, but when a mate came on the main deck to try to stop the rescue, a member of the gang “cocked a pistol at him, and threatened to blow his brains out.” The gang returned to the ship two hours later to try to remove the remaining three people, but this time the shipmaster and mate fought them off. Ruggles denied that he was part of the gang, but there can be no doubt that he helped to organize the raid.[19]

			Two days later the notorious slave catcher Daniel D. Nash, Joseph Michaels (the mate of the Brilhante), and several other ruffians showed up in the middle of the night, armed with pistols, dirks, clubs, handcuffs, and a gag, at Ruggles’s home on Lispenard Street. They planned to blackbird him: they were armed with a writ declaring him to be a slave whom they were now entitled to take aboard the Brilhante and ship southward for sale. Ruggles fought them off long enough for the city watch to arrive and arrest Nash and Michaels. When Ruggles went to city hall the next morning to press the case, he was himself arrested by another slave catcher, Tobias Boudinot, and locked up in Bellevue Penitentiary. Ruggles gained his release and continued to agitate about the case, while de Silva sailed away with the three remaining captives. Publicity surrounding the militant liberation of the two captives likely spurred other abolitionists to found new Vigilance Committees in Philadelphia (1837) and Boston (1841). What would soon be known as the Underground Railroad had its origins on the waterfront.[20]

			Not Much of a Sailor, 1837–38

			Jim Matthews prowled the waterfront of Charleston, South Carolina, in December 1837, looking for a ship. His first two efforts to escape slavery had resulted in recapture and vicious floggings that left thick scars on his back, so he fully realized the risk he was taking. He now stood at the stevedore’s stand on the dock, hoping for work. Having grown up in Four Holes, a swampy region thirty miles inland, he knew little about life on the waterfront. A dock boss came along and asked Matthews if he wanted work, and he said yes. Off he went in a gang of workers to stow bales of cotton aboard a vessel in port. At midday the stevedores retired to a local cookhouse for a meal. Matthews followed the group but he had no money, so he slipped away and returned to the ship, where he met the steward on deck. The white man proved friendly and gave him something to eat.[21]

			Later in the week Matthews returned to the vessel to work and “saw something shining on the ground” amid the dockside bales of cotton. He did not know what it was, but he nonetheless stooped down, picked it up, looked it over, and put it in his pocket. That night a waterfront guard boarded the vessel and yelled to the boss, “Holloo, have you got any run-away n——s here?” The head stevedore protected both himself and his fellow worker: “no,—no runaways in this lot.” The guard then asked to see everyone’s badges, a license the city required of every stevedore to prevent exactly what Matthews was doing: working his way aboard a ship for the purpose of escape. Matthews watched nervously as one dockworker after another displayed his badge to the guard. When the officer came to him, Matthews reached into his pocket with a trembling hand and pulled out the shiny object he had found on the dock. The guard looked at it, nodded, and moved on. Had Matthews not found that lost badge, he would have been taken directly to the “Sugar House,” a dungeon-like workhouse for runaways where he had already spent three months of literal torture. Fugitives needed luck.
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					Charleston authorities required enslaved workers to be licensed to labor on tall ships. Jim Matthews luckily found a badge on the docks and used it to escape slavery in 1837.

				
			
			Matthews kept meeting with the steward who one day “asked me what I would give him to carry me to the free country,” meaning Boston, where the vessel was bound. Matthews had no money, but he eagerly promised two months of future wages. Labor would buy his freedom. The steward answered that he could help him but would not take any money for it. He told Matthews to come back late that same night. When Matthews returned, the steward led him down into the hold
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			“They Never Moved,” 1850s
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