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The Slave Ship Manuscripts of Captain
Joseph B. Cook: A Narrative Reconstruction
of the Brig Nancy’s Voyage of 1793

MITRA SHARAFI

Captain Joseph B. Cook set sail for Africa at the worst possible time. The
rainy season along the African west coast falls between May and August,
when tornados and malaria ravage the coastline.! Cook steered the brig
Nancy out of the port of Providence, Rhode Island, on 29 March 1793. It
would take about six weeks to reach Africa, such that he must have arrived
just when the rains and winds became torrential> It was a bad start to what
would become an even Worse voyage — Cook’s first slaving voyage aboard
the brig Nancy, and probably his second slaving voyage generally. Cook
loaded the Nancy with a full cargo of 121 Africans on the Upper Guinea
coastline somewhere between Senegambia and Sierra Leone. He then sailed
south-west across the Atlantic, bound for the Dutch port of Suriname on the
north-east coast of South America. In the early months of 1794, the New
England public would read that during the middle passage there had been a
slave revolt aboard the brig Nancy.? The revolt failed — Cook and his crew
suppressed it without loss of life on their side. But they did kill ‘a number’.
of Africans, undoubtedly a regrettable financial loss from the perspective of
the Nancy’s Providence owners, Zachariah and Philip Allen.

The revolt occurred amidst a swirl of revolutions proclaiming the natural
liberty of man. The American Revolution was less than 20 years in the past.
The French Revolution was an even more recent memory.! The slave
revolution in Saint Domingue (now Haiti) was raging as the Nancy’s revolt
occurred. Inspired, abolitionists garnered public support, not least of all in
Providence, Rhode Island, where the Brown family found itself divided
between sons John Brown, a leading slave-trader, and Moses Brown, leader
of the Rhode Island abolitionist movement.’ In the fall of 1787, an*anti-
slave-trade bill that Moses Brown had initiated by petition breezed through
both houses of the state “legislature, to the delight and disbelief of
abolitionists. It prohibited Rhode Island residents from participating in the
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slave-trade. The penalty for violation was a fine of £1,000 (Rhode Island old
tender)® and £100 for each slave.” From then on, Rhode Island slave dealers
would be traders in a doubly black market. The 1787 Act transformed
formerly legitimate traders into smugglers, and ‘respectable’ merchants into
crooks. Or at least that was the intention. In actual fact, slave-traders
ignored the act, brazenly continuing to set sail for Africa. Rhode Island
authorities followed suit by. turning a blind eye. JIn the year.the.bill. became
law, not a single slave ship was prosecuted under its terms.’ Not until the
federal Abolition Act of 1808 threatened five-figure fines and five- to ten-
year prison sentences did the Rhode Island slave-trade wither.” As William
Ellery wrote to Moses Brown in 1791, just two years before J oseph B. Cook
undertook his illegal voyage aboard the Nancy, ‘fa]n Ethiopian could as
soon change his skin as a Newport merchant could be induced to change so
lucrative a trade ... for the slow profits of any manufactory’."

The press let its sympathies be known when it reported the revolt on
Cook’s ship. The revolt appeared both as a minor four-line item in small
print at the back of the' shipping news section, and'as a major front-page
story, where the slaves’ efforts were applauded and garnished with
- quotations from Wilberforce and other abolitionists. The Salem Gazette
shipping news report of 28 January 1794 curtly acknowledged the revolt:

Providence, Jan. 23—Capt. James Brown, who arrived here last week,
from Surinam, informs that the brig Nancy, of this port, Capt. Joseph
B. Cook, has arrived at that place from Africa, with a cargo of slaves,
who, on the passage, rose on the white people; and that a number of
negroes were killed before they were suppressed."

The informer, James Brown, was probably not a slave-trader himself — he is
not included in Jay Coughtry’s list of Rhode Island slaver captains.” One
wonders if he was a member of the famous Brown family, and if he reported
the incident out of abolitionist sympathies shared with Moses Brown. He
must have realized that reporting the incident would publicly identify the
Nancy as a slaver, giving abolitionists an appealing target.

At the opposite extreme, the Philadelphia General Advertiser of 11
February 1794 made the revolt front-page news, and with considerable
delight. Describing a letter published in the Providence Chronicle on 21
January 1794, the account began®

It appears by information from Surinam, that the Brigantine Nancy,"
of this port, commanded by Joseph B. Cook, had arrived at that place,
with a cargo of slaves from the coast of Africa; and that during the
passage, they made an attempt to recover that liberty with which they
were endowed by the common Parent of the Universe, and of which
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they could not have been deprived without the most outrageous
violation of every principle of Religion, Justice, and Humanity; but in
consequence of this laudable attempt to assert their natural and
inalienable right, several of their number were destroyed by the
captain and crew of the Brig.”

A close study of the public reaction to the Nancy's slave revolt aboard
the ‘brig Nadncy is beyond the scope of this atticle. Rather, I would like to
focus upon what actually happened on Cook’s ship during its triangular
yoyage of 1793. The reason for my focus is the existence of an unexamined
collection of manuscripts, namely a logbook, account book and two
daybooks from the brig Nancy itself. These four notebooks run to a total of
138 pages.' They are written in brown ink on yellowing paper bearing an
English watermark. Some of the pages are darkened along the edges,
probably by humid seafaring conditions. The manuscripts cover large parts
of the 1793 slaving voyage as well as several Rhode Island-Suriname
coasting trips undertaken by Cook and the.ship, ‘both. before and after his
two slaving voyages (Cook took the Nancy to Africa again on 23 May
1795)."7 .

It seems that the authors of the leading sources on the Rhode Island
slave-trade and shipboard revolts are not aware that these manuscripts exist.
Crucially, Jay Coughtry, in his definitive history of the Rhode Island slave-
trade, The Notorious Triangle: Rhode Island and the African Slave Trade
1700-1807, includes some basic information about the brig Nancy and its
revolt, but without reference to the manuscripts. Similarly, the recent
Cambridge database of 27,233 transatlantic slave ship voyages made
between 1595 and 1866 includes the same minimal pieces of information,
again without recourse to these manuscripts.” Both Elizabeth Donnan and
FEric Robert Taylor note the Nancy’s revolt, but offer no information beyond
what is contained in the Salem Gazette’s brief report.” 1 would therefore like
to reconstruct the narrative of Cook’s 1793 voyage by use of the Nancy’s
ship records. In 80 doing, I hope to respond to Philip Curtin’s call for further
research on the minor slave-trades (for example, the American and Danish
slave-trades),” and also to Darald D. Wax’s claim that the study of the slave-
trade has been to0 systemic or structural, rather than individual, in its focus:

Treatments of the slave trade typically are concerned with
organizational problems, the machinery and procedures of exchange,
and the response, the collective response, of Africans on that leg of the
slaving voyage known as the middle passage. But in a relation that
depended heavily on individual judgments and decisions—by African
leaders, diplomats, European factors and ship captains—it is
surprising to-discover how little is known about these people.”
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This article positions itself within a growing body of microstudieg of
particular slave-traders and voyages. Olivier Pétré-Grenouilleau has edited
the 187-page journal of Joseph Mosneron-Dupin, a Nantes-based slave-
trader writing in 1804.% Alain Yacou’s study of the journals of French slaver
captain Joseph Crassous de Médeuil examines Crassous’s voyages on Fhe
Roy Dahomet (1772-74) and the Suzanne Marguerite (1774-76), including
lengthy excerpts from-the -manuscripts.? Leif .Svalesen’s research on .the
Danish slave ship Fredensborg combines archival and arch_aeologlcal
findings to reconstruct the ship’s 1767—68 voyage from Copenhagen to the
Danish West Indies via the Gold Coast.* Most recently, Robert Harms’s
study of the Diligent traces the French slave ship’s 1731-32 triangular
voyage through the 113-page journal of First Lieutenant Robert Duyan'd.
Harms is writing against the assumption that the slave-trade was rr%on(.)h‘thlc,
uniform and ‘global’. He stresses that it was ‘a kaleidoscope® of individual
intersecting local contexts. His narrative charts the encounters l?etween tk.xe
Billy brothers of Vannes and King Agaja in Dahomey, Captain Assog5 in
Whydah, and the European sugar planters in Martinique, among others:

Admittedly, there are large gaps in the Nancy’s records, the most §er10us
one being that the manuscripts stop before the middle passage begms and
resume upon Cook’s arrival in Suriname. Enough interesting ev1.dence
exists i the surrounding coverage, however, to justify the formulation Qf
some tentative rebellion-related hypotheses. I shall offer several, bearing in
mind the fragmentary coverage of the manuscripts. There is also the fact
that Cook’s logbook does not cover all of the Nancy’s time on the African
coast. Tt does however cover the first three weeks. Coughtry knows of only
two surviving Rhode Island slaver logs that include material on the African
coastal portion of their voyages.” The Nancy’s increases Coughtry’s total to
three. The manuscripts thus offer new and valuable information about
conditions and events on Rhode Island slavers in the late eighteenth century.

Very little appears to be known about Captain Joseph B. ‘Cook
(alternatively spelled Cooke), but it would seem that he was an expengnced
slave ship captain. Slaving voyages were long, lasting on average nine to
twelve months, and dangerous due to the high risk of disease. On the basis

of Rhode Island newspaper obituaries, Coughtry calculates that an average
of two Rhode Island slave captains died each year. This represents between

4 and 20 per cent of the RI slaver captains in the trade at any one time. Itis

hardly surprising, then, that the average slaver captain made ‘only 2.2 slave

voyages in his lifetime.” Cook made at least three, making him more
experienced than most.* . . .

The brig Nancy was a small ship built in North Providence in 1784, nine

years before Cook’s voyage.” Its seafaring ended on 17 June_ .1803 in

< Sayannah, ‘Georgia, ‘where it “was «surrendered to -port--authorities. The
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Providence register states simply ‘vessel unseaworthy’. This is hardly
surprising after at least 13 years at sea including two triangular slaving trips.
The Atlantic crossing and West African coastline were extremely harsh on
ships, and slave ship owners were safest using their newest and strongest
vessels. One slave-trader cautioned against using any ship over four years
old for the slave-trade.*® A common strategy was to pull a ship out of the

..slave-trade when it reached ages seven to ten, retiring it to a less punishing

business like the North American and Caribbean coasting trades, where the
Nancy probably began and ended its maritime career.”

The earliest of the manuscripts is a daybook that covers the Nancy’s
daily expenses during one of the coasting trips (listed by day, not account).”
On 31 July and 9 August 1792, Captain Cook sold flour for £226 to the man
who would report the Nancy’s slave revolt the following year.* Cook and
Captain James Brown obviously knew each other before the Nancy’s first
slaving voyage. The last three-and-a-half pages (or seven sides) of the 1792
daybook have been ripped out, ending the account record on 23 November
1792. As the next record of accounts begins only once Cook has reached
Paramaribo with his cargo of slaves, one wonders if this was an effort to
hide details of Cook’s slave transactions in Africa.

Next, chronologically, comes the Nancy’s 1791-93 logbook. Of the four
notebooks, it is this one that offers the most detailed narrative material on
Cook’s voyages. Cook made another coasting -trip from Providence to
Paramaribo (similar to the one described above) between 3 April 1791 and
2 February 1792.* The logbook then covers the coasting trip covered by the
first daybook between 5 May 1792 and 12 January 1793. Of interest and
relevance here is Cook’s handling of several disruptive-crew members-(the
worst of whom was a seaman named Oliver Reily), an incident to which I
will return below. He also describes the process of inspection by Dutch
officials in Suriname upon arrival at the mouth of the Commerwine River.*
Finally, on 22 December 1792, Cook makes the seemingly trivial comment
that one hogshead [barrel] of molasses was unstowed from ‘between decks’,
partly emptied, then returned. On a regular commercial vessel, the area
‘between decks’ was a passageway (between the main deck and the hold)
which was little more than a crawl space two or three feet high. On a slaver,
this was where the slaves were kept, such that the space had to be four or
five feet high. The ‘between decks’ layer thus segregated slaves from the
crew above and the supplies below.* Unless extensive renovations were
done between Cook’s return from his 1792-93 coasting trip (on 12 January
1793) and departure for Africa less than three months later (on 29 March
1793), it is most likely that the brig was built for slaving, and that this part
of the ship was used (probably inefficiently) as an extra-large storage space

-for.molasses.during the coasting trips.
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The logbook covers the first 66 days of Cook’s first slave voyage with
the brig Nancy (29 March—3 June 1793). The Atlantic crossing took exactly
45 days (29 March—13 May 1793), then Cook’s logbook covers the first 21
days along the Upper Guinea coast, at which point the logbook ends
somewhat suspiciously: the last six pages (or 12 sides) of the manuscript
pave been cut out. One wonders if this was a deliberate attempt to destroy
the records detailing Cook’s slave dealings.

The third notebook is an account book in which expenses are listed by
customer’s account rather than by day, unlike the two daybooks. This covers
Cook’s sale of slaves and purchases of goods between October and
pecember 1793 in Paramaribo. Unfortunately, then, none of the
manuscripts cover the middle passage, when the revolt occurred.

The fourth and last manuscript is a 12-page fragment of another
daybook, this time covering the Nancy’s expenses and sales in Paramaribo
from September to December 1796. Here the Nancy was again engaged in
the non-slave coasting trade between Rhode Island and Suriname.”’ Cook
returned home from this last coasting trip with a total of 140 hogsheads,
probably full of molasses to be distilled into rum in Rhode Island.®
) On Friday, 29 March 1793, Joseph B. Cook began the Nancy’s first slave
yoyage. He recorded in the ship’s logbook that ‘At 2PM I take my departure
from Block Island bearing [NW] 5 Leagues bound to Goree in Africa.’”
«Goree’ is Goree Island, a tiny landmass measuring only 800 metres end to
end and 300 metres across at its widest point. It lies 3.5 kilometres off the
- coast of the modern Senegalese capital, Dakar. Goree Island was one of

many British slave forts along the African west coast. Rhode Island traders
typically traded along a string of well-established European slave forts and
castles that lined the West African coastline, particularly further south and
east from where Cook went, from the British Cape Coast Castle east to the
tiny Dutch outpost of Beraku.” This was the region where Cook took the
Nancy on its second slave voyage (1795-96). Then, he began at Cape Coast
Castle* and proceeded east (as one was obliged to do, given the trade winds)
to Anomabu, Adja and Agga, all located on the Gold Coast between Assinie
and Cap St Paul (now Ghana).” :

Although the purchase of slaves through European middlemen inflated
average prices, Rhode Island slave captains were in such a rush to leave the

African coast — an area known as ‘the white man’s grave’ because of the

disease risk — that they were willing to pay higher prices.” Most owners
advised their captains to take the first offer and leave the coast as soon as
ossible.* ‘Furthermore, the Guinea Coast had a reputation for being the
most deadly stretch of African coast for white seamen.* Trading directly
with Africans was inadvisable because it took more time, both because the

African dealers’..supply..of .slaves was an erratic- trickle compared to-the
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forts’ far larger and more constant incoming flow, and because of the
cultural complexities of negotiations (that is, a language barrier and
different cultural trading practices).*

The brig struggled toward Goree Island under terrible conditions.
‘Heavy thunder and rain took in reefs’,” ‘sharp Lightening and heavy
rain’,® and ‘gales and rain’® are typical entries in the logbook during the
early days of the ship’s Atlantic crossing. Through the storms, Cook spotted
whales and their. waterspouts, sunfish and tortoises, one ten-pounder of
which the crew caught and probably ate.* On the day before land was first
spotted, a land bird foreshadowed the Nancy’s arrival. Cook noted with
relief that a ‘[s]wallow came on board’.”’ As the Nancy wove its way
through the Canaries (Tenerife, then Palma), Cook noticed that the sea
below him was getting more and more shallow — ‘the water appears to be a
little chang’d to the greenish Colour’” —and that ‘[w]e see numbers of land
birds and butterflys Sunfish &c’.* The Nancy passed the ‘Isle of Farro’,
‘Cape [Mirick]’, ‘the sand bank of Tindall” and the perplexingly named
‘Beshitten Islands’ (probably the modern Bissagos Islands) before sailing
past Cape Verde.” He noted ‘two high hills called the womans breasts with
a Low point running to the Seaward’ on Cape Verde.” Finally, Cook arrived
at the ‘Point of Refriseo’ and the “West Point of Goree’. By 13 May 1793,
the Nancy had arrived at Goree Island, its first African destination.

Although Goree Island was a slave-trading centre, Cook does not appear
to have bought any slaves there (unless he did so without recording it). It was
common practice for Rhode Island slavers to restock their basic supplies and
perhaps engage in non-slave-trading further up the coast before buying slaves
south- and eastwards.® This is perhaps what Captain Cook did: Early-on the
morning of 13 May 1793, the Nancy landed in Goree. Cook then ‘[v]isited the
Governor and was very Strictly examined Concerning the War with France
and England’. The two imperial powers were newly at war, not least in the
West Indies, which probably helps explain Cook’s unusual choice of the
Dutch port of Paramaribo as his ultimate New World destination.” That
afternoon, Cook traded loaf sugar (one loaf weighed 101bs) for hides and
dollars while someone sneaked onto the Nancy and stole his ‘Great Coat’ out
of the ship.® The next day, Cook traded sugar, biscuits and beef for cash and
hides ‘which Compleats all my Business’. He closed the day’s entry with the
only explicit mention of slaves in the entire logbook: ‘Observ. the People of
Goree are Poor having Naught but Slaves to Sell.”® :

From Goree, the Nanéy set sail for Isle de Los further south along the
Upper Guinea coast. Cook passed the ‘Point of Cape [Emanuel]’, ‘the
Shoals of Grande’ and the ‘Isle of Tamara’. On the way, he ‘[s]aw a number
of Birds Called Boobies and a great number of Large Sunfish Some as Large

_as-the head of a hogshead’: He-also experienced two days of ‘hard
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tornadoes”.® The brig arrived at Isle de Los at 8pm on 26 May 1793 in the
company of the provocatively named Willing Quaker and its master,
Captain Adamson of Boston, and with Brig-Captain Fisher from New York
and his vessel® The following morning at 8am, Cook met with Mr
Horrocks, the governor. Cook noted that he found the colony ‘in Very
Distracted Condition’. The logbook continues, ‘[n]o Bills to be had to be
Depended on the Governor Informed me he would not Draw any bills as he
Considered it a great Risque to Draw fearing they Would be Protested and
he would not advise me to Take any from any Person on the Coast.”® The
bills being referred to were bills of exchange, a standard method of payment
in the triangular trade.® They were a flexible but risky substitute for cash —
definitely no slave-trader’s first choice of payment form. Bills of exchange
were essentially IOUs drawn on firms where the buyer had a major account
(typically in large imperial centres like London or Amsterdam), and were
payable within a negotiated period (usually between three weeks and three
years after the sale). Bills of exchange might occasionally prove non-
cashable, particularly given the distances involved, time delays and
dependence of many buyers’ accounts (particularly in the New World) upon
future crops.* Whether the Anglo-French war made it impossible to cash
bills, or whether Mr Horrocks was referring to local factors, is unclear.
The following day, there is a suspiciously veiled reference to the
purchase of slaves in Cook’s logbook. The entry reads as follows:

Tuesday May 28 ~93. Paid King Cantor
1 box Spe’m Candles 201b
7 gallons of Rum and Load of Sugar.®

There is no note of what Cook paid King Cantor for. This is odd, given that
for all other exchanges Cook notes both the payment sum and quantity of
goods purchased. It is possible that Cook was paying the king ground-rent,
a fee whereby African kings granted the right to trade slaves on their
territory.® ‘

A second suspicious reference appears in the same day’s entry. ‘This
Day Saw Capt Adamson of the Ship Quaker from Boston he told me trade
was very Dull No Sale for Rum at Seriloan [Sierra Leone] or the Bananas
[the Banana Islands, between Freetown and Sherbro Island].’® It is
significant that Adamson spoke of ‘Sale for Rum’ rather than ‘Sale of Rum.’
‘No Sale for Rum’ meant ‘No Sale of slaves for Rum.’ Rhode Island rum
was the Rhode Islander’s ticket into the European-controlled West African
slave-trade. A fiery variety far more potent (and thus more valued by
Africans) than its English or West Indian equivalents, Rhode Island rum
gradually joined gold as a local currency within the trading network of the

.. European.forts.®. Slave prices.were: even-expressed-in.gallens-of rum;-and,
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according to Coughtry, Rhode Island slavers did not bother with cargoes of
carefully mixed goods (responding to local demand along the coast)®
because rum was sought after everywhere.® This gave them a particular
exemption from having to inform themselves on African ethnic differences

~ and preferences. The Nancy, however, does seem (0 have carried a mixed

cargo of goods, and not solely rum.

The following Sunday, the Nancy left Isle de Los and ‘made sail for the
River [Rofelea]’. The next day, the brig ‘[a]t 9AM weighed and stood into
the River at Noon anchor’d in 5 fathoms water in the mouth of [Rofelea]
River’, delivering ‘to'Mr Horrocks one Loaf of Sugar’.” If indeed Cook’s
Rofelea River is the modern Rokele River, then he had entered at Freetown,
and was progressing up the river into Sierra Leone. Rhode Island slavers
were tiny in comparison to their European counterparts.” British slavers, for
instance, were on average 63 per cent heavier (by tonnage).” The brig was
a particularly shallow-bottomed vessel, which, combined with its generally
small size, allowed it to navigate up rivers, unlike large European slavers.”
Its small size may also have made it harder to manoeuvre on the high seas.”
It is possible that Cook planned to travel up the river in order to buy slaves
from smaller African dealers. As already explained, this would not fit the
standard model of RI slave purchasing strategy (that is, to stay-on the coast
and buy from European middlemen). Given that fact, it is equally possible
that Cook may have delivered the sugar then carried on along the coast to
another slave fort. Unfortunately, the entry of 3 June 1793 is the final entry
in the logbook. The following six pages (or 12 sides) have been
mysteriously cut out of the manuscript, such that we will never know
exactly what happened aboard the Nancy between Rokele -River-and-the
brig’s arrival at Paramaribo.

Just as the manuscripts contain not a single explicit reference to the
acquisition of slaves by the brig Nancy, so they are strangely silent on its
mid-Atlantic slave rebellion. The log ends on 3 June 1793 and the account
book begins on 29 October 1793. The account book may have been started
upon arrival in Paramaribo, when financial transactions would have begun
with renewed intensity. If this is so, and given that the middle passage
typically lasted between five and 12 weeks, Cook could have left Africa
anytime between 6 August and 24 September 1793. The slave revolt, then,
must have occurred sometime between 6 August and 29 October 1793.

Of course, an account book is not a logbook. One cannot expect to
stumble upon a narrativé account of the revolt among its figures and
calculations. But ‘a number’ of slaves were killed by Cook and the crew in
the struggle that ensued. This must have represented quite a loss in profits
for the Allens, who owned the brig. Yet Cook makes no mention of this loss

- +in his figures.
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As with the masked references to slave purchasing, though, it is possible
to extract more from the text by considering its omissions and their
implications. When Cook left Africa, he had a full cargo of 121 slaves. When
he paid his Suriname factor Mr Gomperts (his marketing and sales agent) at
a rate of 4 per cent commission for slaves to be sold, he paid on the basis of
104 slaves.” The commission totalled RI £1,400 7, so the total value of the
slaves must have been £35,008 15 (on average, £336 12 per slave).” Cook
sold 104 slaves at Paramaribo. He also claimed ‘the average of 5 1/8 Slaves
Being the Portion of J B Cook’ 7 The captain’s ‘portion’ was the amount of
cargo (typically, rum on the way to Africa and slaves on the way back) that
the captain could ship free of charge by customary right.” Typically, captains’
‘portion’ or ‘privilege’ ranged between one and four slaves, making Cook’s
share larger than the average.” Cook also refers to ‘[bJearing the Proportion
of the Loss of 8 Slaves on the Passage’, indicating that eight slaves died on
the middle passage, putting the ship’s fatality rate at 8 out of 121, or 6.6 per
cent. This is well below Coughtry’s estimate of 12 per cent® and consistent
with Palmer’s estimate of 5-10 per cent mortality during the nineteenth
century (having fallen from about 15 per cent during the period 1730-1800).*
Were those killed in the revolt among these eight? Probably not. Adding
Cook’s captain’s share of five slaves (assuming he would take rum in place of
the remaining 1/8 slave) to the 104 sold, we have a total of 109 slaves. With
the eight who died, the total becomes 117. But 121 slaves were on the brig
when it left Africa. This leaves four slaves who have mysteriously
disappeared from Cook’s records. It was probably these four who were killed
in the suppression of the rebellion. The loss of value incurred by the Allens,
then, would have been four slaves valued at £336 12 each (on average), a total
of £1,346 8. It is impossible to guess at the sex and age of those killed, even
if we assume that those killed were active participants in the rebellion.
Women and children were uniquely well placed to be collaborators in
revolts.® Unlike the men, women and children were allowed on deck
unshackled for large periods of time.* Furthermore, women’s quarters were
often closer to the officers” quarters, specifically the captain’s cabin which
contained the arms chest.* Any sexual contact with crew members may have
given African women added access to potential weapons as well as to
information crucial for the successful execution of a rebellion.® One wonders
if Cook’s convenient failure to account for the four rebel slaves would have
been detected by the Allens in the account records had Captain James Brown
not made news of the rebellion public.

Thus, a few basic facts can be established from the manuscripts: (1) that
the rebellion occurred between 6 August and 29 October 1793, and (2) that
four slaves were probably killed in the rebellion. What makes the rebellion
. .on.the Nancy-even more-inieresting is the fact that revolts on-Rhode Island
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ships were comparatively rare. Between 1730 and 1807, only 17 slave
revolts occurred on Rhode Island slavers, a number equivalent to one revolt
every 4.5 years, Or about one every 55 voyages. By contrast, European
slavers experienced revolts with far more frequency. There was on average
one revolt every 1.5 years aboard French slavers (or one revolt in every 15
voyages), and one revolt every two years on British slave ships.” Behrendt,
Eltis and Richardson estimate that on average, ten per cent of all slave
vessels experienced revolts.®

What could have been the causes? I would like to propose three
possibilities, some or all of which could have contributed to the revolt: (1)
the slaves’ probable Upper Guinean origins and the fact that these ethnic
groups (for example, the Fulbe, Wolof, Serer and Malinke)® demonstrated
the highest rate of insurrection of all West Africans; (2) a possible sense of
solidarity and cooperation between the black crew members (of which there
were several on the Nancy) and the enslaved ‘Africans; and (3) poor crew
discipline on the part of Captain Cook, which may have given the slaves an
opportunity to rebel.

David Richardson calculates that slaves from the Senegambia and Sierra
Leone regions had a rate of revolt three to five times higher than the
average.® When compared with slaves from ethnicities or regions that
revolted the least (that is, West Central Africa, or Bonny or Calabar in the
Bight of Biafra), the Senegambian and Sierra Leone revolt rate is-14-to 30
times higher. Richardson generalizes that ships going to regions north of the
Gold Coast had a 400 per cent greater chance of revolt than had those going
to areas south and east of the Gold Coast.”

What could account for this difference? One-possibility could be Islam.
Islam was gaining in popularity among the peoples of the Senegambia
region. Michael Gomez notes that the terms Mandinga and Mandingo (a
major Senegambian ethnic group) were Synonymous with Muslim by the
nineteenth century.” Gomez argues that Islam tended to unite Africans of
different backgrounds by transcending their ethnic differences.” Islam may
thus have acted as a catalyst for rebellion. Brazilian Muslim slaves seem to
have derived strength and fervour from Islamic rituals and Muslim
collective solidarity, if not from the actual principle of jihad.** Perhaps the
same occurred on Cook’s ship. Incidentally, the wars being fought in the
region, typically between Muslim and non-Muslim ethnic groups, also may
have meant that many captives sold into slavery were prisoners of war® and,
crucially, experienced warriors who would be particularly adept at staging
rebellions.® Cook’s 121 slaves may have had both seasoned African soldiers
and bonded Muslims among them.”

A second possible cause of the rebellion is a rising sense of racial

4dentity-and-unity “among -Africans — what Gomez argues replaced ethnic
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identities among Africans as the institution of slavery became entrenched.”
There were black crew members aboard the brig Nancy. Had they felt more
loyal to their fellow black Africans than to their white captain and crew, one
wonders if they might not have used their special access to tools (potential
weapons), information and privileges to aid the revolt.”

Slave ships required twice the usual number of crew for security
reasons. The general satio was-one-cxen -member-per-13.-tons of vessel -as
compared to the one per 17-20 tons for non-slave ships.'® On this ratio, the
brig Nancy, weighing 110 tons, ought to have had eight crew members. The
manuscripts mention nine by name.'® Three of these were black coopers:
‘Peter a Negro Cooper’, ‘George Cobart Negro Cooper’, and ‘Young
Fortune Negro Cooper’.'® Coopers made and repaired the hogsheads and
casks in which rum, molasses and tobacco were stored. Marcus Rediker
calculates that on British ships between 1700 and 1750, coopers earned a
third to a half of seamen’s average wages. Cook paid his seamen $11 per
month,'® so if Rediker’s figures may be applied to this later period, the
Nancy’s three black coopers would have earned $3.67-$5.50 per month,
although their wages may have been lower on the basis of race.

“Peter a Negro Cooper’ was with Cook for the full duration of the period
covered by the manuscripts. The first place his name appears is in the first
daybook, during the coasting trip of 1792, when the Nancy paid ‘Peter
(Negro Cooper)’ £10, probably his wages or money to buy coopering
supplies.'™ He appears in the logbook on the slaving trip, then in the second
daybook during the 1796 coasting trip as well. Peter seems to have been a
trusted and regular member of Cook’s crew. The other two, though, appear
only during the slave voyage, sO they could very well have been dismissed
or even killed had they been collaborators in the ‘slave revolt.

W. Jeffrey Bolster and Martha S. Putney have both argued that there was
a sizeable black presence among the crews of American ships.'® Putney has
even found instances of ships, including slavers, whose crew was 50 per
cent or more black.'® On the cases of black crew members on slavers, she
comments, ‘[t]o them, in all probability, it was a job and they needed the
income’."” But this is not to say that they gave their genuine support to the
slave trade. Black mariners were in a unique position. They were able to
scan large parts of the Atlantic world, observing the plight of black people
from Africa to the West Indies to the Americas. They may even have been
some of the first to become aware of and to promote Gomez’s ethnicity-
transcending race-based identity. Denmark Vesey, with whom Gomez opens
his book, was himself a former sailor.® Bolster notes that confessions
extracted from several of the leaders in Vesey’s 1822 insurrection in
Charléston, South Carolina, ‘pointed to black seamen as links in the chain
r~>-'-of=-'reb¢1‘hon»’-v.*-°°~~~Vesey?s~»desi»rer toopen -correspondence with- the-black
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inhabitants of Port-au-Prince in Saint Domingue and his confidence that
Saint Domingue and Africa would provide back-up armed support were
surely grounded in his travels to both places during his earlier seafaring
days."® Bolster provides further examples of black seamen using their
marine mobility to distribute pamphlets of an insurrectionary nature.'! Of
course, there are also cases of black crew members who betrayed slaves’

. rebellion plans to the white captain and crew, but the Nancy’s full blown

rebellion suggests that the slaves’ plans were not prematurely exposed."?

The third possible cause for the rebellion was a lack of order and crew
discipline on the part of Captain Cook. Slave revolts typically occurred
when the crew lacked organization and coherence, often the result of
disruptive violent or drunken behaviour by a crew member, or of
widespread illness or death among the crew."* Two illuminating previous
incidents of crew disruptiveness are documented in the coasting trip portion
of the logbook. In the first, Cook seems to have handled a fight between two
sailors firmly. The entry reads as follows:

Wednesday April 27 1791. Says Jack he has abused me, and says
Elijah he has abused me Like a dog, and Says 11 will use you well,
and took a Ropes end and gave them both a few Strokes To. Lett them
know they should not fight On Board the Vessel that 1 had Charge Of
and then set them about other Business."

In the second incident, though, Cook seems almost incompetent. He lacks
decisiveness, with the result that his authority must have been undermined.
It is worth repeating Cook’s own account of the incident, which occurred in
Suriname on 22 November 1792: ' '

At Half Past Nine PM Oliver Reiley began to behave in a Very
abusive manner. I order’d him to be quiet and ordered him To go ...
[to] his lodgings which he absolutely refused On my attemting [sic] to
make him go off of the deck he took me by the Collar saying he would
not be abused by Master or mate or any officer on board and struck
me in the face calling to rest of the Crew to assist him and in my
attemting [sic] to throw Him on the deck and secure him two of the
Seamen, John Snowdon and Redman Burr took hold of me saying I
should not strike him what they did farther I Am not able to say my
Shirt was [tore] in the, Scuffle very Bad. After the Seamen took us
apart — Reiley and Snowden Went forward and used very unbecoming
language. I went Immediately ashore and asked the advice of Several
Masters Of Vessels who thought it would be best to go on board and
Keep a good [walk] on my return. Mr Holden the mate informed Me
that the [Said] Reiley and William Luther had [treated] Him with very
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bad language saying that if he Came forward’on the Maindeck they
would Stab him and then they came onto the Quarter deck and told
him if 1.Jo.’s Cook [should] Put them in Prison it Should Cost me my
Life if Ever they should find me in America.'”

The most remarkable part is Cook’s next line. Having been assaulted by one
subordinate«and..indirectly, given conditional death threats by two others,
Cook sighs feebly: ‘I thought I would Let the matter rest untill morning and
then intended to apply to the governor for advice.’"'® The next morning
Cook did just that. First he tried to reason with Oliver Reiley, asking him if
he would ‘take his discharge’. Reiley refused. Then Cook left the ship to
speak with a series of captains — four in all - all of whom thought ‘it would
be Dangerous to Proceed to Sea with all my Present Crew’. As if this were
not enough outside advice, Cook next applied to speak with the governor’s
temporary replacement, Mr Muntz, who was in charge while the governor
was out of town. Even in retelling his story to Muntz, Cook downplayed the
severity of Reiley’s acts: I 'did not think it best to open the whole of his
Crimes before the Judge. If I had T believe it would Cost Reiley his Life.”""”
This is prime evidence of Cook’s lack of strong authority. Cook is nothing
like the sadistic captains described by Rediker, or even the severe Captain
Ferentz described by Svalesen."® Mr Muntz recommended having Reiley
escorted off the ship by soldiers, which Cook arranged, paying the soldiers
their six guilders (or six pounds) out of Reiley’s wages."® Cook seems t0
have forgotten completely about the death threat made against him by John
Snowdon and Redman Burr — he took no disciplinary action against them.
Had a crew member became disruptive during the Nancy’s middle passage,
Cook’s indecisive and mild leadership may have created enough confusion

to give the slaves a perfect opportunity to revolt.

Finally, there is the issue of the mid-Atlantic timing of the revolt. Earlier
scholarship suggests that most shipboard revolts occurred on oOr just off the
African coast, while slaves ‘had a Shore to fly to’.” Coughtry knows of
only three middle passage revolts that occurred out of a total of 17 revolts
on Rhode Island slavers between 1730 and 1807, the Nancy’s being one.™
However, more recent work noted by Harms suggests that about 30 per cent
of shipboard rebellions took place on the high seas.”™ Richardson, Eltis and
Behrendt add that because the period spent on the African coast was much
longer than that on the high seas, once adjusted for time, the risk of revolt
at sea was actually the same or even slightly higher than on the African
coast.'”

Of course it is hard to argue that the slaves deliberately planned that the
revolt would occur mid-Atlantic. But in fact they may have had good reason

~ .to-do-so0.-Although-a revelt.close to.the.coast would increase their chances

THE BRIG NANCY'S VOYAGE OF 1793 85

of returning to Africa, it would also increa i i
recaptured by European or African slave—tlradezfss.(‘e24 tl\l/lli)lieocxlfl:rn iicsargﬁr :rezgvgs
would rush, armgd, to support the crews of other ships witilin their sight
who were gxpenencing disturbances.” Donnan offers one example 0% a
slave rebe}hon on the Mary that was suppressed because of the arrfval of a
negrby ship’s crew." In another instance, the captain of one ship sent his
chief mate, armed, to investigate what looked like a slave rebellion on the
Mary. In fact, the scuffle was between crew members.'?” Cook’s logbook i
littered with sightings of other ships. On average, he passed about ineoshi1 :
every two or three days at every point except for the mid-Atlantic strétct?
Thus, slav§s rebelling in the mid-Atlantic might actually have had a chanc .
qf s,l_lcceedmg, at least in dominating the ship’s crew, if not ly in
finding their way back to Africa.' ’ necessarly in
.The records begin again with Cook, having put dow i
arrived at Sun'narne, selling his slaves at the %)I:ltch po;; E)hfel)r:;eéiliizrﬁ
Several points deserve mention here. First, not surprisingly, a number ‘of
slaves and crew members had been ill. Because Rhode Islan:i slavérs were
so small, a ship doctor (like the ship ‘supercargd’ or professional slave
dealer) was an unaffordable luxury. As a result, it was the captain who was
expected to tend to the medical needs of his crew and slaves. Captain Cook
seems tq have relied upon the expertise of a Dr Kammel upon arrival in:
Paramaribo. The brig Nancy paid for the doctor’s bills for crew memibers
(RI £4 10 for John Allen and £48 10 for William Kennedy)'* and for slaves
(£94)."3“As payment, Dr Kammel took ‘1 Small Sick Boy Slave’ valued at
the mm.lmal total of £169. He must have believed the boy could recover
under his care. His bill was £94, so he paid the difference to Cook in cash.'?
ka slaves were also sold, presumably explicitly as they are thus identifi;sd
in Cook’s records, to “Widow Rudin & Son’ on 2 November 1793. Th
purchas,ers paid a total of £1100 for ‘8 Sick Slaves Viz 4 boys a;nd Z
women’, or an average of £135 10 per slave. Considering that the average
fﬁlrc}}als{e Iince ?btained by Cook on the entire cargo was £336 12 per slavi
Vaeluzlc(:i ¢ E:s ;V;?ne‘;iue had dropped by nearly two-thirds of their original
A second interesting observation is that the slaves see
sold in groups and by auction, rather than individually- erlbyn;r:e};?:l:hts);:g
contract.‘”‘The basis for this conclusion is the fact that the Nancy’s slaves
were sold in small groups at a uniform price (per slave).”* These uniform
prices fell consistently as the season progressed, probably because the most
valuable; §1aves were sold first."” Knowing this, planters were probabl
more wﬂ.hng to pay high prices at the start, when most of them had not e};
filled their slave quotas for the coming harvesting season. Selling in aucti}:)n

-form ‘would reflect such $hifts in market demand. Conversely, selling by
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pre—established contract would reflect market conditions at the time the
contract was negotiated, rather than at the time of actual sale.

Third, whether or not Cool’s slaves and COOPETS WeIe ethnicity- or race-
based in their self-conception and sense of loyalty, it appears that Cook was
oblivious to either sort of distinction. African ethnic distinctions seem to

have mattered to slave purchasers and traders, as different ethnic groups had

different reputations among planters (that is, for docility, recalcitrance,

physical strength and stamina). The Coromantine from the Gold Coast, for

example, were considered to be hard workers but prone t0 rebellion.” The

Akan, also from the Gold Coast, were regarded almost everywhere as
‘rebellious and troublesome’."”’ Planters in South Carolina preferred
Senegambians. Brazilian buyers disliked Angolans.™ But Cook’s account
book contradicts these findings, because not once did he identify the ethnic
origins of any slave he sold. The slaves he sold were simply described as
‘women slaves’, ‘men slaves’, ‘boy slaves’ and ‘girl slaves’.® Some other
slavery-related manuscripts differ in this respect. The 1810 sale records of
one Louisiana plantation, for instance, indicate the ethnic affiliation of each
slave sold. Among the group of slaves are Africans of ‘Manéga’,

v ‘Sénégal’," ‘Conga’ and ‘Bambara’ ethnicity, as well as American-born
slaves designated by the label ‘Créol’." Scholars like Colin Palmer argue
that, at the very least, slaves’ geographic region’ of origin, if not their
ethnicities, were noted by slave-traders." But other evidence suggests that
it was common not to record such information.'® Cook’s records confirm
this view.

As for race, Cook seemed again to be curiously uninterested. In
Suriname, he sold goods to several black and mulatto women. The first time
he entered their names into the Nancy’s daybook, he identified them by race.
There is ‘Amerika Van Spelner Negrowoman’, ‘Alibo De Pena
Negrowoman’, ‘Dena Van Stolton Negro Woman’, ‘Miss Cobar—mulatto
woman’ and ‘Betty Van Cammel Negro Woman’."* When these names

ently, the racial \dentifications are gone. Dena Van Stolton’s

appear subsequ
name appears alone 01 6 July 1792, as do those of Alibo De Pena on 23 July

1792 and ‘A. Spelner’ on 23 November 1792.% The same thing happens
with ‘Peter the Negro Cooper’. Initially his racial tag accompanies his name
in the manuscripts, but later he becomes simply “Cooper Peter’ 41 Cook
may not have had any real interest in African ethnicity and race, considering

them neither important nor interesting as compared to the maximization of
knowledge of both could

profits. This is perplexing, though, given that a
have increased Cook’s profits and the security of his crew and cargo.
Two final observations deserve mention. First, on 23 November 1793,

.Cook sold two of the Nancy’s ‘[clarriage guns’ to the master of another

ship, a Captain M. Rich."® Carriage guns Were guns that sat on suppotts or
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\:Z?:aiis’t. 11;2?113231% s}}ave shigs’ carriage guns would be special in two
. , ave to be able to swivel the full 360 de
t};lat ;geylll could be turned inward on the ship and used on its owgrll‘eselsa’viz
suou there be a revolt."® Second, they would be close-range for the same
pigzzzz, Zs c;lppos§d to the long-range guns that would be used against
};nd deliierzg e}i Shi%SA; Perhaps Cook, having completed the middle passage
, is remaining slaves to port, had fu o
close-range, fully rotational carria , D e o
, ge guns.”® Moreover, perha
thf?rg to erase traces _of slave-trading that could betray II)lim tIZ)S cgfstf)om
(t)he1c;glstu901f1 arrtlval in Providence. Although he would have had to crgslz
irate-infested Caribbean to return to Provide
i ‘ nce from Par i
clostJa railge carriage guns would not have protected the Nancy algalir?sr,[t1 Etlél:rg’
astly, when Cook went to Paramaribo, he stayed either at ‘Adriana”é
or, more commonly, at Mrs Susannah Nobus’s inn.'*' Cook may hav
gg:ged }rlnore than just room and board at these establishments. Ass-/Hilare
dou}ﬂzfl asbshown, female innkeepers (particularly. in port cities) oftei
L as | rothel madames.” On 2 November 1796, a curious ent
%gpeal\:zs in Fhe Nancy’s daybook. Cook wrote, ‘Mary for Mrs Nobus: .;€55r’y
N s; ’aryl just th; servant collecting money for Mrs Nobus, or was sfle Mré
us’s slave whom Cook rented as concubine? On this | ;
. 7 On this latter readi
I?oney Cook Pald Mary could have been ‘for’ Mrs Nobus in thatllzg’vf/z:
Deant tg) go directly to Mrs Nobus for Mary’s services. In a later entry (7
v\]eeiirs g £1179160), C;:)ok noted that he ‘[plaid the Washer woman for 12
.10 — £18°.% Like ‘inn’ or ‘tavern’, °
- , ‘washerwoman’ w
z;r:ln;on egphe]riusm that blu;jred the distinction between domestic a;ng
al services. The manuscripts therefore hint at a few possible inst ce
of prostitution and concubinage. IS
Wh;)tn VtV};e é\falg’s re'tun;1 to Rhode Island, the records are silent once again
o know is that news of the revolt preceded C i .
potentially damaging for him on three 1 . o eonal vl
- evels. At the most internal level
;};eiire z"):li; ;hfa ;lsszenof Col(l)k’s responsibility for the rebellion vis-a-vis Pi\illeié
ria en, the Nancy’s owners. It is no i
accounts of slave rebellions come from : T e captains
. le other than th i
themselves,'** for instance, the ship’ ot e captai
ves, , ip’s doctor or the youn, f i
(too naive perhaps to recogni O e nflctins by
i hap gnize the damage he could -be-inflictin
Ze;(;guntlng the 1}11101dent fully in writing)."*® Where the captains o’ff;reltril %h:i};
account, they tended to shift the blame for th i
themselves onto their ‘ne figent’ ¢ i to b v ot
: gligent’ crew.'”” This is to be expected, gi
captains could potentially be penalized fo i D Laving the
their carelessness by havi
lost slaves counted amon, ir ‘porti y e ion
g their ‘portion’ or by suffering a los i
‘ s of
generally.'®® Coughtry believes that there were probabl; many m(ffep ?;it;?tg

 than those identified ‘by-historians. ‘Captains had good reason for omitting
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such occurrences from their journals and correspondence, especially if a
number of lives were lost.”*

Cook’s next concern would have been insurance.'® Many slave ship
owners purchased insurance on African voyages, although with premiums
running at an average rate of 20 per cent of the value insured, seldom would
the entire value of ship and cargo be insured for all three legs of a trip.'®
Coverage for slave insurrection was usually limited to five to ten per cent of
the total number of slaves on board.'® If the Nancy had insurance, its loss of
four slaves out of 121 (a loss of 3.3 per cent) would not exceed even a
maximum of five per cent. However, no insurer ever covered ‘common
mortality’ — the loss of slaves due to negligence, accident or disease.'® If
Cook had been negligent in his management of the crew or slaves, one
wonders if his insurers would attempt to avoid compensating the loss by
reading the lives lost in rebellion as cases of negligence-induced ‘common
mortality’.'®

Finally, news of the rebellion was also news that the Nancy had been
slave-trading. The publicity could only attract the attention and criticism of
the growing abolitionist movement, as it did when the Salem Gazette
published its account on 28 January 1794.

It is thus hardly surprising that news of rebellions virtually always came
via other ships, and that captains were reluctant to report the news to the
owners themselves.' The three levels of exposure that Cook may have
experienced (to the ship’s owners, to its insurers and to abolitionists) may
have damaged his reputation as a competent captain and cost him profits as
well. Public exposure could also have made him a prime target for
prosecution.

Thus ended the illegal 1793 slave voyage of the brig Nancy. A poorly
timed departure against the backdrop of an Anglo-French war, a poor
market for slaves and unreliable bills of exchange on the African west coast,
a rebellion in which four slaves were probably killed, and Captain Brown’s
publicity of the incident must have made the voyage an uncomfortable one
for Captain Cook. As for the circumstances of the rebellion, potential causes
alone can be proposed, among them the above-average tendency of Upper
Guinean Africans to rebel on slavers, the potential race-based cooperation
between black crew members and enslaved blacks on the Nancy, and
Captain Cook’s failure to maintain crew discipline, which could have
provided the slaves with an opportune moment for rebellion.

Gomez’s two-part model proposes that there was a transition from
ethnicity-based to race-based identity among African slaves. I would add
that for many West Africans, there was a middle ‘stop’ along the way:
Islam. Any or all of these three bases for a sense of identity could have
acted as catalysts for the rebellion: In-other words, if manyof‘the ‘Nancy’s
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slaves had come from the same ethnic group, they may have been more
able and inclined to unite and rebel. The same could have been true if
many were Muslims. If the brig’s black crew members felt a common
unity with their captives on the basis of race, this too could have
facilitated the insurrection. Captain Cook does not seem to have been
interested in any of these factors. Nowhere in the manuscripts does he
mention African ethnicity. Nor are there any references to Islam. Racial
identifications of black purchasers and crew members are only initially
noted in the account books, and there are no physical descriptions of the
slaves (wh.ich could have reflected preferences along a colour gradient),
glso sometimes included at the point of sale. Perhaps Cook’s indifference
implies that his interest in his cargo was purely profit-oriented, falling
sh'ort either of an ethnographic curiosity or a deep-seated racism. Even in
this case, though, there would have been self-interested reasons for Cook
to acquaint himself better with his captives — to know perhaps what to
expect as far as risk of rebellion was concerned, and also to know how
best to market his slaves for his target market. Had he been more aware of
African ethnicity, the role of Islam in West Africa, or race, he may even
have been able to prevent the rebellion. Omissions and veiled references
characterize Cook’s records of his illegal trading. ‘Even so, I would
venture the conclusion that, despite his considerable slaving experience,

Cook may have been surprisingly sloppy not only in-disciplining his crew.

but also in learning more about his African captives. ’

. . APPENDIX
Philadephia General Advertiser Account of Slave Revolt on the Brig Nancy
(11 February 1794)

Providence January 21
MR. WHEELER, .

Please to insert ”lefolla 4 observations in the Chronic €, and oblige the friends of justice and
Wil C I i

It appears by information from Surinam, that the Brigantine Nancy, of this port, commanded by

" Joseph B. Cook, had arrived at that place, with a cargo of.slaves from the-coast-of Africa;-and

that during the passage, they made an attempt to recover that liberty with which they were
eqdowed by the common Parent of the Universe, and of which they could not have been deprived
}xllthout the most outrageous violation of every. principle of Religion, Justice, and Humanity; but
in consequence of this laudable attempt to assert their natural and inalienable right sever':ﬂ of
their nurpber were destroyed by the captain and crew of the Brig. It may perhaps bey alleged, in
extenuation of the crime, that the white people only acted in self-defence; but the reply is obvio’us

Who were the aggressors? Who forced the wretched Africans from their native country; from ali
the tender and endearing attachments of Husband, Parent and Child? Who crowded thém in the

-hold.of the vessel, .or.as Mr-Wilberforce emphatically-stiles-it,-*the floating shop for the sale of
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90 Sh Who by such base and barbarous means, prov.ol‘(ed them to a natural and j}lst
]mﬂ"m f o Should we condemn a number of Americans for rising on the crew Qf an Algerine
fasismr:ycsﬁould we not rather applaud and wish them success. May not the barbarians of Algiers
Cnnser' our African Slave-Traders, the severe rebuke of an mspire.d apostle, “Thou that sayest a
re,toft on gld not steal, dost thou steal?’ Can they who are concerned in the detestable Slave-Trade,
man sho 5 accessory to murder, and the misery of so many of their fellow-creatures, can they
& &€ e pl‘OﬁtS resulting from the blood stained traffic? Can they reflect on the tears, the groans,
Enjoyt 2200 of the wretches whom they have reduced to such complicated sufferings, and not
an! . souls harrowed with the painful remorse, but by whatever arts they may now sooth or
j thelr he upbraidings of conscience, the time is assuredly approaching when they will
resS oy realize this sacred declaration “Verily there is a GOD who judgeth in the earth, who
goIF W ue to every man according to his works;’ and as he hath been pleased to order ‘civil
will e ot “for a terror of evil doers,” surely it is incumbent on the strong arm of the national
uo\/emm"3 1o exert itself in the prevention of crimes more abhorrent than those which the Indians
1evislat € orpetrate on the defenseless inhabitant; those savages with respect to d}vine
feq“m.1 o ‘sit in darkness,” while we are indulged with the meridian splendor of gospel lights;
reve? o the most accurate knowledge of the rights of man, and exult in having been successful
we o2 "o those Tights; they in many instances only avenge the Wrongs they have guffere?d,
defsnde ] glave-Traders send to a distant country, seize on the innocent and unoffensive [sic]
while out 4 compel them to 2 state of the most cruel slavery; but this abominable traffic in our
nﬂﬁ"es’ es is DOt only repugnant to the dictates of that revelation which informs us, that “GOD
owh Spegl of one blood all nations,’ but the feelings of humanity are shocked at the sad recital of
hath m -Zus crimes which are inseparably connected with the odious practice; and philo§ophy,
the atroclleaant pen of a Raynal, reprobates it in language too pointed to be omitted in this
by the © r:‘lon. “The Highwayman (says the Abbe) attacks you, and takes your money, the Slave-
animadve Jies Off even your person; the one invades the rights of society—the other those of
Trader ch{S certainly is the truth, and if there existed a religion which authorized only by its
atur® ¢ 1ch horrors; if it did not continually denounce vengeance against the authors, and the
silenc® SntS of this tyranny; if such religion existed, the minister and the altar ought to be crushed
jn 00% hould be thought that the severity of the censure contained in this publication requires

it the writer would borrow one from M. Pitt’s admirable speech in the British house of
an apology;after describing, in terms of the most pathetic eloguence, the matchless horrors of this
com ™ Strade he adds; ‘T know, Sir, I state this subject with warmth! T feel it impossible for me
ne{mous $0; o; if it were I should detest myself for the exercise of moderation. T cannot without
risch 0 ev,el'y feeling, and every passion that ought to rise in the cause of Humanity, o sleep
suffe.rmg speak coolly upon such a subject. There is no excuse for us, feeling this infernal traffic
it oe’it is the very death of justice to utter a syllable in support of it
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4 As Whig lawyer Cockburn remarked, ‘everything was connected with the Revolution in
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Project, 1941), Vol.1, Pt.l, p.326 (entry no.1034); ‘Appendix: Rhode Island Slaving
Voyages, 1709-1807", in Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, pp.264-11.

13. As the entirety of the General Advertiser report deserves attention, I have included it here
as an appendix. :

14, This is one of the few references (probably erroneous) to the Nancy as a brigantine, rather

: wethan-a-brig.-On the -differences between:brigs and brigantines, see David R. MacGregor,
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General Advertiser [also Aurora General Advertiser], 11 Feb. 1794. 1 am grateful to Alec
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The logbook is 84 pages long, the account book is 21 pages long, the two daybooks are 12
and 21 pages long respectively.
‘ApPendi)‘c’, in Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, p.268.
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Atlc.mtzc. Slave Trade: A Database on CD-ROM (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge
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20.
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of .Washington, 1932), p.358 n2; Eric’ Robert Taylor, ‘If We Must Die: A History of
Shipboard Insurrections During the Slave Trade’, PhD dissertation, University of California
Los Angeles, 2000, p.304. Taylor’s table is the most extensive listing of shipboard slave
revolts on ships of all national affiliations between 1509 and 1865. See ‘Appendix C: A
Ch}'onology of Shipboard Slave Revolts, in Taylor, ‘If We Must Die’, pp.264-311.

Philip D. Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census (Madison, WI: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1969), pp.213-20.

]8331?91;5 \)?tlgég’glomas Rogers and the Rhode Island Slave Trade’, American Neptune, 35
Alain Pétré-Grenouilleau, Moi, Joseph Mosneron Armateur Nantais (1748-1833): Portrait
cl'glgtgel d’une bourgeoisie négotiante au siécle des Lumiéres (Rennes: Editions Apogée,
Alain Yacou, Journaux de bord et de traite de Joseph de Médeuil: De La Rochelle a la cote
de Guinée et aux Antilles (1772-1776) (Paris: Editions Karthala, 2001).

Leif S\_/alesen, The Slave Ship Fredensborg, trans. Pat Shaw and Selena Winsnes
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2000). The shipwrecked slaver
was recovered off the coast of Norway in 1974.

Robert Harms, The Diligent: A Voyage Through the Worlds of the Slave Trade New York:
Basic Books, 2002), pp.xiv, Xviii-xix.

These are the logbooks of the slave ship Mary and the sloop Rising Sun, Coughtry, The
Notorious Triangle, p.141. : o
Ibid., p.50. The case of Captain Stephen Deane, the late eighteenth-century veteran of at
1e.ast ‘seven slave voyages, is unusual, Stephen D. Behrendt, David Eltis and David
Richardson, “The Costs of Coercion: African Agency in the Pre-Modern Atlantic World’
Economic History Review, LIV, 3 (2001), p.464. 7
Fi.rst,.on 22 July 1786, Cook sailed the Providence-based 60-ton Snow America. The
Amer.zca was owned by John Cook, possibly a relative of the captain’s. It was common
practice among owners of slave ships to hire a member of their own family as captain (for
examples within the D"Wolf family, see Coughty, The Notorious Triangle, p.263). Joseph
Cook had a crew of 15, and a cargo of 66 slaves on board when he left Africa, ibid., p.263.
Cook’s second trip is the subject of this article. As captain of the larger 110-ton brig Nancy
also Providence-based, Cook left that port on 30 March 1793. Cook’s third slavg voyacé
began on 23 May 1795. Cook again left Africa with a full shipment of 121 slaves a;d
returned to Rhode Island from Saint Thomas in the West Indies almost a full year latér on
23.Apri1 1796, Coughtry, The. Notorious Triangle, p.268; The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trgzde
unique identity n0.36626. Cook’s final appearances are as captain of various Rhode Islanci
non-slaving ships between 1802 and 1811. Manuscript logs of these transatlantic voyages
aqd US-Caribbean coasting trips exist, but a close study of them falls beyond the scope of
this artic.:le. See J.B. Cook, Logs of Various Voyages 1802-1811, 4 Vols., C0199,
Ma.nusc.rlpts Division, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton
University Library. These cover Cook’s voyages from Providence to Suriname on the brig
Mqry (1802~03), his trips to Amsterdam, Liverpool, Dublin, Baltimore and Lisbon on thz
EI&% 3?harlotte (180708, 1810-11), and his voyage to Lisbon on an unidentified ship
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33.
34.

35.

36.
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The Nancy was 63 feet 2 inches long, 20 feet 4 inches wide, and 10 feet 5 inches deep.
Curiously, it was not registered with the District of Providence until six years after it was
built, on 13 July 1790. Registration was required for all vessels engaged in foreign trade,
while those involved in the coasting trade alone required only an enrolment. Whaling and
fishing ships had their trade recorded with their registration, but there is no trade listing for
the Brig Nancy, 2 hint by omission of the shadowy nature of its business. The ship’s owners
were Providence merchants Zachariah and Philip Allen. The Nancy surfaced again in the
Providence registration records in 1801, this time without Captain Cook or either Allen
owner. It was probably not being used for slave-trading at this point.

Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, p.77.

Ibid., p.78.
At this point, the brig was carrying edible goods (below the decks) and horses and 16 mules
(on deck) to Paramaribo, Suriname. Cook sold dried herring, pork, beef, flour, tobacco and
a Providence speciality, spermaceti candles (made out of whale head-matter), to colonists,
plantation owners and other ships’ captains. Cook bought molasses from sugar plantations,
along with some coffee and sugar, for the return trip. The Daybook mentions Surinamese
plantations by name, including Domburg, Ornamibo, [Condag] and [Cottenduro]. Cook
traded with Captains Paine, Lockers, Tredwell, Clark, John Jenkins, [Towell], Holden and
Alger. (Throughout this article, I have used square brackets to indicate unclear words in the
manuscripts.)
The Brig Nancy Daybook commenced 21 June 1792, 8-9 (31 July 1792, 9 Aug. 1792).
The trip took one month down but two months back, and Cook spent.a.difficult period of
‘upwards of Seven months’ in Suriname. He does not explain the nature of his ‘Series of
Troubles’. Perhaps he is referring to a serious leak in the brig, which forced him to stop for
repairs on the way home, and which may have been responsible for the spoilage of three
quarters of the ship’s supply of meat in storage. On Thursday 8 December 1791, Cook
wrote, ‘discover our vessel to Leak much more than I Expected’. The next day he noted
‘vessel leak Increases’. On Saturday 10 December 1791, he indicated that ‘our vessel leaks
so much we shall be obliged to make some Port and Repair our Leaks’. A carpenter came
on board over a week later and repaired the brig. It is possible that the leaking was
responsible for the subsequent fact that ‘[wle have Destroyed 3% Barrels of Beef & Pork
Since We Left Surinam 1 [Bbl] remains.” It is also possible thata mussel bed may have been
the cause of the leak, and that the ship had recurring problems with mussels. On 6 January
1792, Cook noted ‘the strong smell of the Bottoms like the Smell of a Muscle [sic] Bed ...,
Logbook, 11-21 (7 Dec. 1791-6 Jan. 1792).
On Thursday 14 June 1792, Cook’s log reads: ‘at 3pM [we] anchord in the mouth of
Commerwine River and went to the New port in the boat and [took] two soldiers one to
carry the [report] and the other to Continue on board until the vessel is [entred]. Mules and
horses gives us Permission to Carry the Vessel up to town without farther ceremony. Thus
ends the [two] Days J ournal the most Disagreable of any Part of the Passage’, Logbook, 43
(14 June 1792). On the process of inspection of slaves by Dutch officials at the entrance the
same river, see Johannes Menne Postma, The Dutch in the Atlantic Slave Trade 600-1815
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p.169.
Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, p.72. Svalesen, The Slave Ship Fredensborg, p.103,
notes that male slaves, who were considered the most dangerous, were always kept in the
“petween decks’ space on Danish slave ships, unlike women and children.
This was probably the trip Cook undertook immediately after his second slave yoyage on
the Nancy (23 May 1795-23 April 1796), ‘Appendix’, in Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle,
268. . .
%n 11 December 1796, Cook records spending RI £14 for the gauging of his cargo of 140
hogsheads (to ensure that they were full and met accepted standards). I am assuming the
hogsheads were full of molasses, a product susceptible to gauging and the typical return
cargo of RI vessels. Molasses was distilled into rum on a 1:1 ratio. On the final leg of a
slaving trip (i.e. West Indies—Rhode Island), 2 ship could thus conceivably carry all the raw
material necessary to produce its Africa-bound rum cargo for its next trip, Coughtry, The
Notorious Triangle, p:197. ‘
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Logbook, 81 (27 May 1793).

Many of Cook’s buyers in Suriname paid by bills of exchange. Postma, The Dutch in the
Atlantic Slave Trade, pp.263, 275, motes that this mode of payment was notoriously
unreliable in Suriname because of the prevalence of absenteeism among plantation owners
a5 well as their dependence on future monoculture Sugar crops.

Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, p.182.

. Logbook,:81 (28 May 1793).

K.G. Davies, The Royal African Company (New York: Atheneum, 1970), p.282.

Logbook, 81 (28 May 1793).

Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, p.108.

On its 1772-74 voyage, for instance, the Roy Dahomet carried a diversified cargo which
included hats, firearms, pipes, knives and Indian textiles. The Suzanne Marguerite
(1774-76) carried silk, socks, tobacco, parasols and Dutch cheese, among other items,
Yacou, Journaux de bord et de traite de Joseph de Médeuil, pp-46-59, 236-45.

Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, p.7. Writing about the slave-trade generally (with no
special reference 0 Rhode Island), Palmer notes the typical slaver’s wide assortment of
goods: ‘textiles, guns and powder, alcohol, mirrors, knives, ironware, pipes, tobacco, pots,
pans, beads’, Colin Palmer, ‘The Cruellest Commerce’, National Geographic, 187,3 (Sept.
1992), p.80.

Logbook,"82 (3 June 1793). This reference seems confusing because Cook-left Mr Horrocks
on Isle de Los. Throughout the manuscripts, though, and particularly in the Account book
and Daybooks, ‘to’ is often used in a sense synonymous with “for’. Thus, Cook may have
been delivering the 1oaf of sugar for, or on behalf of, Mr Horrocks. )
For average tonnages of European slavers of various nations, see M.K. Stammers,
«(uineamen”: Some Technical Aspects of Slave Ships’, in Anthony Tibbles (ed.),
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1730-1830 (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1988), p.371. For a detailed
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pp-142-8.
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J. Runyan quoted in ibid., p.130.

Coughtry, The Notorious Triangle, p.68. .
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Curtin does discuss the many factors that contributed to the number of deaths during the
Atlantic crossing. See Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade, pp-275-86.

Palmer, ‘The Cruelest Commerce’, p.87. Taylor, ‘If We Must Die’, p.102, sets mortality
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4ind 5-10% for the nineteenth century.
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