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  Chapter 1


  DOCK ORPHAN


  On the morning of June 23, 1765, one can only imagine the events that preceded the arrival of Pedro Francisco into his new world. This day, the child passenger noticed a rush among the ship’s crew that had captured him from his peaceful Azorean home nearly one month earlier. Years later, the kidnapped passenger would say of his trans-Atlantic trip: “Some things are best forgot.”1 During the four-week voyage, the boy received ill treatment on board the vessel. Eighteenth-century sailors were notorious for their belief in omens and harbingers of good and bad luck. Anything out of the ordinary was subject to suspicion and disdain, and this included women or children being on board a ship during an ocean voyage. Francisco would later recount that a violent storm occurred during the passage, and this event led to him being blamed by the crew. He was put to constant hard labor as punishment. Only one man, a Spaniard he surmised, tried to shield the boy from harm by the rest of the ship’s company. To the crew, little Pedro was a Jonah, and the sooner he departed their vessel, the better.2


  A day or two earlier off the ship’s starboard beam, they passed Virginia’s Point Comfort at the southern tip of the western shore of Chesapeake Bay (so named by Captain Christopher Newport more than a century and a half earlier). The boy was now permitted to peer out from the ship’s weather decks, and he saw a sight he had not seen for weeks. He saw land—albeit unfamiliar land. Soon the boy and crew could see land on both sides of the ship. They proceeded west before steering northwest, upstream in a slow-moving Virginia tributary called the James River. The land closed in on both sides of the ship. To the eyes of the mariners, the river banks were mysterious, green, and lush. The boy must have pondered, Where are we going? . . . When might I go home?


  But this morning, the crew began to scurry. Orders were barked out, men went aloft, sails were tended, and the ship’s anchor broke the water near a Virginia hamlet called City Point.3 A jolly boat was lowered from the ship’s davit with oarsmen at the ready. On the deck of the ship, a sailor tied a line with a bowline knot around the child’s chest—under his armpits. Another sailor—a strongback—lowered the boy into the small launch, and Pedro was placed near the stern next to the coxswain manning the tiller. From the boy’s vantage, the ship that was so easily tossed about on the bounding main looked massive and still to his little eyes. The vessel’s masts and furled sails seemed to reach to the clouds. The boy could see gouges in the ship’s wooden hull and barnacles beneath the water line. He heard the gentle lapping of the river swells against the ship. He could smell the brine of the brack water. Pedro was transfixed by the downward gazes from the faces of the nameless crew as they assembled along the ship’s rails—the men who had abducted and spirited him away to this new land. He caught the squinted stare of the Spaniard—the only crew member who had protected him during the voyage.


  He was startled by the loud thud made by the seating of the two oars into the small boat’s oar locks. He heard the whisper of the oars cutting through the water; the launch picked up speed, and the oarsmen synchronized their strokes. Water rushed under the boat and past the rudder with every pull of the oars. The rhythmic rattle of the wooden oars against the metal oar locks accompanied the churn in the river by the oars’ blades and was followed by a gush of water under the boat’s hull. The launch lurched forward with each pull of the oars, and the boat would glide until the blades reentered the water for the next stroke. From the stern, the boy could see the faces of the oarsmen as their backs were to the bow of the jolly boat and to the destination beyond—a small wharf growing larger with each pull of the oars. The morning sun was still in the east, and it warmed his back. The buildings ashore seemed to glow in the morning light, and the sun’s rays twinkled in reflection from windows back toward the river. The oarsmen turned their heads occasionally toward the bow and the dock beyond to confirm the coxswain was minding the tiller and staying on course. The boy turned his head back toward the ship and saw it getting smaller by the minute. The ship’s crew had returned to their duties.


  After a few minutes, the City Point wharf was only about twenty yards away. The coxswain at the tiller barked an order, and the oarsmen popped the oars from the oar locks and raised them vertically with blades pointing toward the sky. Drops of river water fell from the oars’ blades onto the little boy and the man at the tiller. In synchronization, the oarsmen brought down the oars and stowed them away—bow-to-stern in the boat. The boat’s momentum continued to carry the launch toward the dock silently on a perpendicular course. Suddenly, the coxswain threw the tiller over to one side, twisting the rudder against the flow of water and turning the boat sharply. A “whoosh” of the water across the turned rudder disturbed the morning silence, and the boat turned parallel to the dock. The hard turn broke the speed of the boat, and it sat nearly motionless next to the wooden pier. The oarsmen jumped from the boat and tended the jolly boat’s bow and stern lines holding the small craft snugly against the wharf. The coxswain rose and left the tiller to pick up the boy under his arms, and he placed the youngster on the dock. As the oarsmen hopped back into the boat, one shoved the launch from the dock with his foot. The oars were replaced into the locks, and the rhythmic pull of the oarsmen began to propel the launch back to the ship at anchor.4 The boy watched the small boat get ever smaller as it moved toward the big ship a few hundred yards away. The child turned his back to the ship and surveyed the wharf and buildings. Nothing was familiar. Pedro Francisco had arrived in the New World.


  City Point was located in Prince George County, Virginia. The James River (flowing nearly 350 miles from the Appalachian Mountains to Chesapeake Bay) constituted the northern border of the county. City Point was 25 miles southeast of Richmond and 10 miles northeast of Petersburg. The Appomattox River emptied into the James River just west of the point upon which the wharf was positioned. At least one local gentleman, Mr. James Durrell of nearby Petersburg, observed the child’s arrival.5 Little Pedro was hungry, thirsty, and dirty. He had worn the same clothes for nearly a month on the pitching ship. His lace cuffs and collar were frayed and dingy while his silver shoe buckles captured and reflected the morning sunlight. The buckles carried the engraved initials PF. The young boy explored the outer walls of the buildings along the dry side of the docks, and after a period of time, the wharf watchman noticed him. The watchman engaged the boy—speaking English to no effect. The child could speak, but the language was unintelligible to the watchman. He listened intently and asked the same questions in English—“Who are you? . . . Where are you from? . . . Who is your father? . . . Where is your mother?”—to no avail. Although soiled, the boy was dressed in fine clothing, and it was clear he hailed from a family of some means—foreign aristocracy, perhaps nobility. As with most four-year-old children, this youngster was only fundamentally conversant in his native tongue, and the watchman was no polyglot. He estimated the child’s language to be Portuguese or Italian—possibly Spanish. This was reinforced by the boy’s features. He possessed the look of a Mediterranean native with dark eyes and hair and an olive skin tone. To the watchman, “Pedro Francisco” were the only recognizable words the boy could muster.6


  The wharf watchman alerted some local women. An unused bed was located and made ready for him in one of the buildings ashore, and the wharf guard continued to monitor the boy’s activities. They resumed trying to communicate with the youngster and ascertained his name to be Pedro Francisco. Soon after, they began to refer to him by the anglicized version—Peter Francisco—a name that would be made famous over the coming decades. The neighborhood ladies fed the boy regularly, but it soon became apparent that he was fearful and lonely as his pillow was soaked each morning from his weeping through the night. The orphaned boy was missing his mother. He could not remain a ward of the wharf watchman and ladies of the local community.7 Prince George County had a poor house, and the boy Francisco soon found residence there.8 No doubt, the consistency and level of care was improved as compared to Peter’s previous situation under the part-time but keen eye of the wharf watchman and an ad hoc collection of women nearby the City Point docks. Still, it was not long after that Peter Francisco would find a permanent home—at a place called Hunting Tower.

  


  

  Chapter 2


  HUNTING TOWER


  Buckingham County, Virginia


  Young Peter was soon “bound out” or indentured to Judge Anthony Winston.1 Judge Winston was the owner of Hunting Tower, a plantation in the center of the colony. The Winstons of Virginia arrived in the seventeenth century and were descended from the noteworthy Winston Hall of Yorkshire, England.2 Five Winston brothers settled initially in Hanover County with the county seat located approximately twenty-five miles north of Richmond. Anthony Winston was born in 1723 and made his fortune after moving to Buckingham County—squarely in the middle of the Piedmont region of Virginia and some seventy miles west of Richmond.3 Buckingham’s rolling hills made ideal farmland for tobacco, and the county was located an equidistant forty miles south of Charlottesville and east of Lynchburg. Hunting Tower represented thirty-six hundred acres—two miles southwest of New Store village. The Virginia Winstons of the 1760s were an independent lot with Judge Winston claiming as his nephew the renowned patriot, Patrick Henry of Hanover. It is noteworthy that Joseph Winston (for whom Winston-Salem, North Carolina, is named) was also a nephew of the judge.4


  Judge Winston encountered the orphaned youth while stopping by City Point on the way back to Hunting Tower from Williamsburg. He had been attending the annual meeting of the House of Burgesses where he served as representative of Buckingham County in the legislative assembly.5 The judge was checking on shipments that were due into the City Point wharf from England. When he met the young boy, he was impressed by his energy and bearing but took pity on his situation. Winston made arrangements to have the boy indentured and apprenticed under his care. Peter Francisco was to find a home at the judge’s estate in Buckingham County—nearly one hundred miles up the winding Appomattox River.6


  The particulars of the initial meeting between Judge Winston and little Peter are lost to history. One can imagine the eighty-mile trip over land from City Point to Buckingham County and the thoughts that must have been running through Peter’s mind. To avoid two river crossings, the party would have traveled ten miles east toward Petersburg. Turning north, they would pass the Halfway House Tavern—so named because it was (and still is) positioned half way on the road between Petersburg and Richmond. There were two main routes west from Richmond into the Piedmont at the time. Three Chopt Road led northwest to Albemarle County and Charlottesville. The more likely and direct route was an old stage road that passed from Richmond through Buckingham County and finally onto a ferry crossing at the village of Lynchburg established eight years earlier. Most of these primitive thoroughfares were converted from Indian paths into tobacco roads. Horseback and horse-drawn carts were the conveyances of the day, and little Peter was likely carried to Hunting Tower in the latter.7


  A summer trip by wagon would have been an adventure for Peter and his chaperone. Infrequent road maintenance meant the trip was a bumpy one. The slow plodding of the horse pulling the creaking cart on rutty dirt paths would require deft handling by the driver. Weather permitting, they might make twenty miles per day. At such a pace, the eighty miles between City Point and Hunting Tower would have taken four or five days requiring establishment of overnight campsites along the way unless boardinghouses could be found. On clear nights, the traveling party might sleep in a roadside clearing under the stars. In the event of foul weather, Peter and company could take refuge under the cart or fashion a tarpaulin. Upon arrival at Hunting Tower, young Peter would become acclimated to his surroundings and begin his indenture for Judge Winston.


  Young Peter’s thoughts were most certainly still with his family back in Portugal. We know this because, after he arrived at Hunting Tower, he began to learn rudimentary English. Enabled by his increasing ability to communicate, he related memories about his old family to the Winstons. He recalled a beautiful seaside home, a loving and vivacious mother, his father, and his older sister.8 Moreover, he was able to describe details about his abduction—how the perpetrators lured him and his sister to the courtyard gate with some type of food. The captors unbolted the gate, snatched the two and placed a blanket over his head, and spirited him off to the waiting ship. Fortunately, his sister escaped.9


  To view Peter as an adopted member of the Winston family would be a generous appraisal of the situation. He was indentured. He was a servant. The research and deduction of biographer William Arthur Moon is instructive on this matter. Peter Francisco received no inheritance from the Winston estate, and neither did he take on their surname. Perhaps the best indication of Peter’s servant status is that the Winstons did not see fit to educate Peter in even the basics of reading and writing. He remained illiterate until he engaged in self-education after the Revolutionary War.10 It is important to note that Peter’s situation should not be confused with the lot derived by African slaves in early America. Unlike the multigenerational bondage most Africans suffered, indentured servitude presumed a term of service after which the servant was freed. The indenture was a contract, most often for labor for a stated period of time, and the parties normally entered the contract voluntarily. Before the Revolution, indenture was a common method to pay for maritime transit to America with these contracts being utilized by nearly half of the European arrivals.11 The term of service varied from two to seven years. There was also involuntary and semi-voluntary indenture owing to the labor of criminal convicts, broken families, fleeing wives, debtors, and orphaned or illegitimate children, to name a few. Children without sponsorship, like Peter, were typically bound out until the age of twenty-one.12 The temperance of the masters in these relationships varied from cruel to benevolent. There is no historical evidence pointing to mistreatment
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