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			To Vick and Rebecca,
who gave me freedom to write

		

	
		
			
				For if a slave can have a country in this world, it must be any other in preference to that in which he is born to live and labor for another. … Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever; that considering numbers, nature and natural means only, a revolution of the wheel of fortune, an exchange of situation, is among possible events; that it may become probable by supernatural interference! The Almighty has no attribute which can take sides with us in such a contest.

				—Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia,1787

			

			
				A system so oppressive could not be endured. The natural consequences followed. Deep hatred was engendered between the orders, accompanied by factions, violence, and corruption, which distracted and weakened the government. At length, an incident occurred which roused the indignation of the plebeians to the utmost pitch and which ended in an open rupture between the two orders.

				—John C. Calhoun, A Disquisition on Government,1853

			

			
				Remember Denmark Vesey.

				—Frederick Douglass, “Men of Color to Arms!,” 1863
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			The Reality of Denmark Vesey

			NO ONE THOUGHT to describe his face. For seven days during his trial and sentencing, he was kept under constant guard at the Work House, a frame building for the punishment of slaves, located near the marshes that then marked the western limit of the city of Charleston, South Carolina. No black person without a special authorization was allowed within two blocks of the building, while throughout that third week of June 1822, freemen and slaves under arrest came and gave testimony against him inside a small room on the upper story of the prison. Later that autumn, after his hanging, two of his judges published an official record of the proceedings. It totals 164 printed pages of evidence and testimony, complete with an “Introduction and Narrative.” But at no point in this text did any of his judges think it necessary to describe his features. Throughout his trial and sentencing, he is officially depicted simply as a black man, and as a freeman.

			The enigma of his face returned to confront the city of Charleston 154 years after his execution. In 1976, the city commissioned his portrait to be painted and placed in honor at the new municipal auditorium. The artist selected was thus presented with the problem of portraying a man of whom there was no known likeness. But this was by no means the only difficulty. “If black leaders in Charleston had searched for a thousand years,” a white columnist for the Charleston News and Courier wrote when the art project became known, “they could not have found a local black whose portrait would have been more offensive to many white people.” A letter to the same newspaper, presumably from a white correspondent, proposed that if this man deserved such an honor, “we should also hang portraits of Hitler, Attila the Hun [and] Herod the murderer of babies.” Responding to this criticism, the bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church at Charleston replied, “We know what he intended to do to them, and we know what they did to him.” The man to be pictured, the A.M.E. bishop said, was “a liberator whom God sent to set the people free from oppression.” The portrait eventually was finished, and in a public ceremony it was placed in Charleston’s Gaillard Auditorium. The artist solved his problem by portraying his subject facing away from the picture’s frame and addressing a group of his black followers. Well over 150 years after his death, Denmark Vesey still turns his back on the twentieth-century observer.

			Denmark Vesey in 1822 organized the most elaborate and well-planned slave insurrection in the history of the United States. Had it succeeded, it also would have been the most violent. Nine years before Nat Turner’s slave revolt in Virginia’s Tidewater district, and thirty-seven years before John Brown’s raid at Harpers Ferry, Vesey planned to seize the United States arsenal and ships at harbor in Charleston, then the fifth-largest city in the nation. In preparation for this attack, he recruited perhaps nine thousand slaves in his cause. He preached to them the doctrine of negritude, the shared spiritual identity of all people of color, whether in Africa, the Americas, or the West Indies. Three months before the date of the planned uprising, he corresponded with the president of the new black Republic of Haiti, in hopes of obtaining that nations military aid in his rebellion. On the night of the uprising, trusted house servants who were among his closest coconspirators were to assassinate the governor of South Carolina and other important state officials as they slept in their Charleston homes. Vesey had prepared six infantry and cavalry companies of armed slaves to roam through the streets of Charleston following these deaths, and murder the entire white population, including children. The city itself was to be burned to its foundations with explosives and incendiaries he had obtained for that purpose. The sole whites to be spared would be the captains of ships seized after the revolt to carry him and his followers to Haiti or Africa.

			He failed, and in the summer of 1822, Vesey and seventy-seven of his followers were hanged or imprisoned. But when the details of the Vesey plot and the fact of its near-success became known outside of Charleston, his planned actions had consequences throughout nineteenth-century American history. The then U.S. president, James Monroe, withheld diplomatic recognition of the Republic of Haiti after he learned of the plot; the United States would not grant recognition to this republic, founded on the same revolutionary principles as the United States, until 1863. A former U.S. president, Thomas Jefferson, saw in the events at Charleston a melancholy confirmation that black slavery inevitably would sunder the nation which he, in his generation, had worked to make whole; and the secretary of war in 1822, John C. Calhoun, quietly began transferring sympathetic U.S. officers and troops southward to support the slaveholding states in the coming crisis. Forty-three years later, on Good Friday, April 14, 1865, after a civil war that had claimed more than 800,000 military and civilian lives, the flag of the United States was raised for the first time since the beginning of the war over the rubble that was now Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor. A crowd of more than four thousand people, most of them ex-slaves from the surrounding plantations, began to sing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Among them was Denmark Vesey’s son.

			Yet the man himself is not easily revealed. Denmark Vesey made no confession, and he spoke no final words on his gallows. Throughout his trial, as former conspirators were brought into the small upstairs room to tell what they knew, “he remained immovable,” his judges wrote; “he folded his arms and seemed to pay great attention to the testimony given against him, but with his eyes fixed on the floor.” After each witness finished, Vesey requested and received permission from the court to conduct his own cross-examination. In questioning each witness closely about dates of supposed conversations, he displayed what his judges characterized after his death as “great penetration and sound judgement.” But Vesey never categorically denied the existence of a plot such as the witnesses described in their testimony against him; and he and his three chief coconspirators “mutually supported each other,” according to his judges, with their shared byword repeated among themselves in their prison cells: “Do not open your lips! Die silent, as you shall see me do.” The ferocity of Vesey’s planned revolt, and his determined silence to his death, convinced one prominent historian in the mid-twentieth century that Denmark Vesey simply was insane; most probably, in the historians view, a brain lesion developing late in his lifetime had turned “the docile slave into a revolutionary.”

			But he was not a slave. He was a free man, and had lived free in Charleston for twenty-two years before his planned revolt. Neither was he a young firebrand, lacking in the experience to judge the likelihood of his success in leading an insurrection. At the time of his arrest, Vesey probably was close to sixty years of age, nearly twice as old as Nat Turner. He prospered as a carpenter in the city he hoped to destroy, employing over the years several helpers; he owned a comfortable house in the same neighborhood and within three city blocks of the residence of the governor he hoped to assassinate. And, most astonishingly, he had become a free man by purchasing his own liberty from his slave-captain master with winnings he received from a ticket drawn in a Charleston lottery.

			Denmark Vesey’s life cannot be dismissed by regarding him as a personal or social aberration. Such apparently also was realized by his judges, who shortly after publishing their account of his trial and that of his coconspirators changed their minds and sought to recall the book. The book, An Official Report of the Trials of Sundry Negroes, Charged with an Attempt to Raise an Insurrection in the State of South Carolina: Preceded by an Introduction and Narrative, is now rare. One copy is at Harvard University, with a note on the flyleaf handwritten by a young Union officer, dated January 20, 1862. Captain S. M. Weld, Jr., formerly of Harvard, recorded that he had found this book in the garret of an abandoned plantation at Hilton Head, South Carolina, “two days after the battle of Port Royal.” The young officer discovered it “among a number of old pamphlets and newspapers which had apparently been thrown out and forgotten by the owner. All the copies which could be found were destroyed soon after its publication—it was thought a dangerous document for slaves to see.”

			From the densely packed type of this early-nineteenth-century book, its pages as stiff and cracking as the sails of an old slave ship, a personality struggles to come to life, with all the singular incidents and desires of an individual. “At the head of the conspiracy stood Denmark Vesey,” the book begins; “with him the idea undoubtedly originated.” From its following pages, we learn that Vesey, although born either in Africa or in the Virgin Islands, was a longtime resident of the United States, and that as a teenage boy he had worked as a slave on the French sugar plantations of Haiti. He received no known formal education, but as an adult he could speak and write both English and French with eloquence, and also spoke Creole, Spanish, and other European languages. He had extensive familiarity with the Bible, and he collected pamphlets on the abolition of the slave trade. He closely read transcripts of the debates in the U.S. Congress throughout 1819-1821 on whether to admit Missouri as a slave state; he held the winning ticket in the East Bay Street lottery. In his work both as a slave and as a free carpenter, white people trusted him, and, until his arrest, some apparently liked his company. His former master, Joseph Vesey, a retired captain in the slave trade then living in Charleston, testified to the court that on first observing the young Vesey in 1781 as he was transported among a cargo of 390 slaves aboard his ship, the captain was taken with the boy’s “beauty, alertness, and intelligence”; he had him brought above decks, given a change of clothes, and assigned new duties on the ship. As was customary, the new slave took his master’s name. Denmark Vesey worked for Joseph Vesey in the slave trade in the West Indies and at Charleston for the next nineteen years, until buying his freedom.

			We are told that by the 1820s Denmark Vesey was known among other blacks in Charleston as “the old man” or “old man Vesey” But his judges noted that during his two decades as a carpenter in the city he was “distinguished for great strength and activity,” and in recruiting slaves from the outlying plantations to his conspiracy in the year before his planned revolt, this man in his late fifties sometimes traveled upward of eighty miles, probably on foot. He acknowledged seven women as his wives at foreign ports and at Charleston, and he had at least two sons and several stepchildren in the city; he was both a Presbyterian and a member of the African Methodist Episcopal Church. An early recruit to his conspiracy, later arrested and sentenced to death, lamented to his judges that “if it had not been for the cunning of that old villain Vesey, I should not be in my present situation.” But another black witness testified that he once had asked Vesey whether as a free man he did not desire to emigrate to Africa. Vesey replied, according to this slave’s testimony, that although a change of nation might attract other free black men, “he had not a will; he wanted to stay and see what he could do for his fellow-creatures.”

			We learn of Vesey only what others will tell us, and the purported facts of his life are often incongruous, sometimes narrated in fear, and always secondhand. But there is also present in all these facts the “peculiar reality,” in the words of the twentieth century historian William Freehling, in which Denmark Vesey lives both as an individual and as an historical inevitability. What if, at the beginning of the last century, winning lottery ticket number 1884 had been held by a representative of one of the great slaveholding families of Charleston—a Pinckney, a Rhett, or a Gaillard—instead of by this strangely named slave Denmark Vesey? And why, of all possible names, did his slave-trader master choose to distinguish his favorite slave by naming him after Vesey’s probable place of birth, the Danish Virgin Islands? The revolt organized by this black man appears in history led not by a “Cuffee,” or an “Uncle Toby,” or someone with a biblically inspired name, but by a man whose first name is alien to the United States, and a reminder of the first European nation to outlaw the slave trade, two decades before the planned uprising at Charleston. And why in 1822 were individual freedom and prosperity not enough for Denmark Vesey?

			With this last question, Vesey’s reality continues to live into the late twentieth century. His revolt was as much an attempt to deliver a people’s African identity within the United States as it was an act to deliver those people themselves from this nations bondage. Vesey’s plans could not have progressed as far as they did without the organization and membership of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, commonly called the “African Church,” founded by blacks at Charleston in 1817 as a denomination distinct in forms of worship and race from the congregations of their white owners. All but one of Vesey’s closest fellow conspirators were A.M.E. members, and after the city of Charleston forcibly shut down the African Church in 1818, arresting its bishop and four ministers along with 140 other members, Vesey recruited heavily from its rolls. To those recruits both within or outside of Christian orthodoxy, Vesey also preached the creed of the shared African heritage of North American black slaves. Ten of his most active recruits were African-born, and six of these went with him to the gallows. Before the night of his planned revolt, Vesey rejected the inclusion into the conspiracy of yet another African-born candidate on the grounds that “he did not associate with his countrymen.” They must be as unified, Vesey told his conspirators, as the revolutionary ex-slaves of Haiti, who were nominally Roman Catholic, or the free blacks of Africa or the slaves of the West Indies, who had faith in Obeah or in Islam; for black people who desired an end to their slavery throughout the world, Vesey told them, “there was but one Minister who preached the gospel.” Vesey presented himself both as that black minister and as the black messiah.

			To a United States in the last decade of the twentieth century, now redefining itself as a racially and ethnically pluralistic nation, the attempted revolt of Denmark Vesey poses the starkest of public questions. To what extent is it possible to define oneself fully as an African-American? To what extent is such an identification desirable, in regard both to the self-interest of the black individual and to the majority society? To these questions, the life of Denmark Vesey gives an answer of disturbing ambiguity. In retaliation for past wrongs against his race, he was prepared to destroy a major city and all the white people within it, and to seek sanctuary only on another continent, among other people of color. But he had not a will to go to Africa; he wanted to stay and see what he could do for his fellow creatures. In our age, the public debate over the virtues of multiculturalism has heightened awareness of ethnic and racial heritages, and begun to correct the history of black slaves from one of passive victims to one of active resisters; but our urban centers also have become divided into explosive and mutually hostile enclaves where the innocent die with the violent. Although a majority of either white or black Americans in the twentieth century would not recognize his name, we are still remembering Denmark Vesey. His is a face that we cannot see but that is always with us.
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		The Men from Barbados

		
			Negroes are the bait proper for Catching a Carolina Planter, as certain as Beef to catch a Shark.

			—South Carolina Gazette, 9 March 1738

		

		A BLACK SLAVE STEPPED upon the ground that would later be the district of Charleston. In early April 1670, the 220-ton frigate Carolina, six months out from the island of Barbados, entered the waters forming what is now Charleston Harbor. The ship sailed up a shallow river to a point overlooked by a heavily wooded bluff, and there about twenty white Barbadians disembarked as part of the first permanent English-speaking settlement in South Carolina. Although no one recorded the name, the Barbadians had brought with them a black slave to work the new colony.

		Slavery thus was present from the beginning in South Carolina, uniquely among the North American colonies, where in all other cases it was introduced only after their founding. And for the next two centuries, South Carolina would maintain its preeminence. From the arrival of the white men from Barbados in the seventeenth century to the U.S. prohibition of slave importation in 1807, over one-fourth of all African slaves brought and sold into the United States—at least 132, 918 people—entered through Charleston or one of South Carolina’s lesser ports. Hence, among the current African-American population of the United States in the late twentieth century, roughly one in four has an ancestor who was sold as a slave at Charleston.

		There is no reason to think these figures would have displeased the men from Barbados as the Carolina found slippage between the trees at the riverbank. They had come to South Carolina intending to grow rich on a slave economy, just as had their fathers on the small island they had left.

		Barbados, a piece of “sixpence throwne down” upon a sailors map of the eastern Caribbean, as one contemporary chronicler described it, was at the time of the Carolina settlement the most densely populated, the richest, and the most lethal of the English colonies in the New World. Established less than fifty years before the Carolina expedition, Barbados also was the first English colony to introduce the gang-labor system of black slavery into the New World. Rather than encouraging the immigration of a free peasantry, the early settlers chose to import African slaves to work the sugar fields which they were clearing on this once rain-forested Caribbean island. Barbadians, as this first generation of Englishmen called themselves, became known throughout the Caribbean as hard masters. They imposed their will upon their new African laborers by frequent floggings, brandings, and mutilations; and by thus coercing large gangs of slaves to repeat monotonously the same task for ten or eleven hours—slashing the sugarcane with curved knives, grinding the canes between heavy stones, then boiling out the dark molasses to produce crystallized white sugar—the Barbadians became rich.

		By mid-century, Barbados was contributing nearly half of the refined sugar sent to the European market, and it had become the first English settlement to have formed a plantation ruling class. Within two generations, this island with a population in 1660 of forty thousand blacks and whites had produced a planter elite of about sixty-two families who controlled local politics, held the most arable land, and owned the most slaves. Practically all the European visitors to the island in the seventeenth century remarked upon the display of wealth and extravagant consumption of the Barbadian elite—behavior to be repeated, as several scholars of the South have noted, by their South Carolina descendants into the lifetime of Denmark Vesey. There was to be in common between these two ruling classes in the Caribbean and in South Carolina that same show of finery, sometimes even to the point of ostentatiousness, evident in both their choice of clothing and their lavishly furnished country estates; there was to be that same easy munificence among the ruling males in bestowing honorary militia titles upon one another, such as “Captain” or “Major.” And there also was to be transported to Carolina that same unhesitating brutality, and an absolute conviction that slavery represented the most profitable economic system yet known to Western man.

		The slave-generated wealth of Barbados came at an appalling cost in African lives. Throughout the seventeenth century, the island had one of the highest mortality rates for blacks in the Western Hemisphere, and, whether from disease, malnutrition, or torture, more died annually than were imported to work the great sugar plantations. Unlike their English contemporaries in Massachusetts, Barbadians seldom looked inward to their consciences, and so long as the supply of African slaves seemed illimitable, their economy appeared untroubled. What concerned the masters was the lack of arable land on which to expand their slave economy. Barbados is only 21 miles long and 14 miles wide, and with practically all of it under cultivation and concentrated within a few families, economic advancement, particularly for younger men, was limited. Accordingly, a group declaring themselves the Corporation of Barbados Adventurers wrote to England on August 12, 1663, offering to establish a colony in the unsettled lands south of Virginia, an area that had become known as “Carolina in ye West Indies.”

		The Barbadians promised the eight royal proprietors to expect not only “the aptness of the people here” for establishing a new plantation economy in North America but also a “number of there negroes and other servants fitt for such labor.” For six years, the proprietors and the Adventurers negotiated their terms, but ultimately the Barbadian proposal financially enticed the English proprietors. A mainland colony could be supplied and populated much more cheaply from the existing plantations at Barbados than from Europe; accordingly, the proprietors ceded to the Corporation of Barbados Adventurers the exclusive right to settle Carolina with grants of 150 acres to each Adventurer, with an additional 150 acres granted him for each servant transported. The philosopher John Locke, secretary to one of the proprietors, devised an elaborate constitution for the new colonists, a copy of which the Barbadian Adventurers carried with them. Among other stipulations, it promised religious freedom to all residents of the colony, whether black or white. In late 1669, three ships carrying colonists sailed from Barbados, of which only one, the Carolina, bearing its black slave with an unrecorded name, succeeded in reaching the new colony on the South Atlantic coast.

		The grant of 150 acres to the master of each servant transported to Carolina was the device by which the Barbadians turned their tiny encampment into a slave colony. Early on, the Corporation of Barbados Adventurers had obtained a written concession from the royal proprietors by which it was made explicit that in granting 150 acres for every “able man servant” transported to Carolina, the proprietors affirmed “we mean negroes as well as Christians.” Within a year of the first settlement, more than a hundred other colonists arrived from Barbados, bringing their black slaves with them. John Locke, reporting back in England to the royal proprietors of news he had received from Carolina, noted the arrival in June 1671 of the colony’s new governor from Barbados. “Sir Jo Yeamans intends to stay all the winter,” Locke wrote. “He has brought negroes and expects more.”

		The white masters marked out the boundaries of what they anticipated would become a world port upon a narrow and sandy peninsula extending into the ocean bay, and, in honor of the English monarch Charles II, named their settlement Charles Town. (The spelling was changed to Charleston after the American Revolution.) Carolina attracted white immigrants from the other English islands in the Caribbean, from England, and from Ireland, but the early Barbadians dominated both public offices and private wealth. Their importation of African slaves matched, then eventually surpassed, the number of free immigrants, and landholdings among the Barbadian families increased proportionately.

		Nor did the Carolina plantation owners from Barbados limit themselves to enslaving only Africans. The bondage of Native Americans was practiced throughout North America, but Carolina within a few years of its settlement gained the distinction of enslaving more Indians than any other of the Thirteen Colonies. By the early eighteenth century, the Barbadians had established a lively trade in Native American slavery, having captured and sent thousands in shackles down to Charles Town for export to the Caribbean islands for use as hunting or fishing guides, and importing black laborers from these same islands to be used as agricultural slaves in Carolina. These practices, along with the Carolina colonists’ immediate attempts to circumvent the religious freedoms proposed in the colonial constitution, alarmed the royal proprietors and their philosopher secretary. “The Barbadians,” remarked John Locke in England, “endeavor to rule all.”

		The small community that the Barbadians ruled continued to grow in slave and free population until by the mid-1700s it was the fourth-largest city of the colonies. Charles Town, which by 1740 was the capital of a colony with at least thirty thousand black slave inhabitants, succeeded even beyond the ambitions of the planters from Barbados. The city exported indigo, rice, and, later, cotton on a world scale, and the peninsula began to be crowded with two-and three-story houses erected in the distinctive Charlestonian architecture of walled gardens, piazzas, and elaborately designed private doorways concealed from the street. Many were town houses built by owners of plantations farther in the Carolina interior, who escaped the tropical heat or the tedium of rural winters by retreating for holidays to Charles Town. The influence of these English-speaking settlers from Barbados was succeeded by a wave of French Huguenots, and these Protestant immigrants became numerous enough to support three French-language newspapers and a French theater. And, in delayed fulfillment of John Locke’s insistence that the Barbadian founders practice religious tolerance, Charles Town became a sanctuary from the late 1600s for Sephardim and other Jewish refugees from Europe. The city eventually contained the largest community of Jews of any urban settlement in colonial North America. Charles Town was still smaller in population than Boston, Philadelphia, or New York, but by the eighteenth century this thriving southern port was arguably the most cosmopolitan trading center of North America.

		Charles Town was also cosmopolitan in its slavery. When each of the groups of white immigrants arrived in the city, they either brought with them or imported their African slaves. The new slave arrivals from the Guinea coast spoke the languages of present-day Angola, Togo, Benin, and Nigeria. Some were Muslims and left evidence that they also spoke and wrote Arabic. The blacks shipped from the Caribbean into Carolina by their Barbadian or French masters talked among themselves in a form of Creole and were known by both the blacks and whites at Charles Town as “the French negroes.” And distinct among all other languages heard among blacks at the city’s wharves and on her crowded streets was Gullah, an emerging amalgam of English and African words having an African-based syntax, used exclusively by slaves on the plantations of the Carolina and Georgia Sea Islands. A century later, Denmark Vesey used his mastery of the French and Gullah languages to spread the news of the coming slave revolt among the inhabitants of the Carolina low country.

		To the Charlestonians of European descent, their city, with its complex population and growing wealth, was a new metropolis of the eighteenth century, in succession to the international ports of Amsterdam and London. In both its exercise of law and its physical appearance, however, the city could not deny its Caribbean origins. Legal power was encoded in Charles Towns comprehensive slave law, enacted within the first generation of the colony’s founding and copied almost word for word from an earlier Barbadian statute. This slave law, which established the legal precedent for Denmark Vesey’s subsequent prosecution and execution a century later, authorized the use of whipping, branding, or the splitting of noses for black slaves who offered violence against their white masters; for those who attempted the most feared of crimes, insurrection against the Carolina white ruling class, a trial under punishment of death was to be conducted not within
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