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Slavery i » dark =pat cn the 1200 of 19 nation! — Lafeyelte,

This 1837 “Moral Map of [the] U.S.” literally depicted slavery as “a dark spot on the face of the
nation!” Anti-slavery activists included Washington in the darkened section of the country that
they argued was stained by the institution of slavery. From The Legion of Liberty! and Force of
Truth (1843).
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Imaginary Cruelties?
A History of the Slave Trade in

Washington, D.C.

by Mary Beth Corrigan

efore the Civil War, the District of
BColumbia had the most active slave

depot in the nation. Early-nineteenth
century economic changes in the upper
South motivated large numbers of slave
owners from Maryland, Virginia, and the
District to reduce their holdings. They
readily sold slaves to dealers, who specu-
lated omrslaves by reselling them to
planters in the newly settled cotton-grow-
ing regions of the Deep South, including
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and
Louisiana. Washington offered dealers a
convenient transportation nexus between
the Upper and Lower South, as the city
connected to southern markets via water-
ways, overland roads, and later rail. Often,
dealers held slaves in Washington for
weeks or even months, and implemented
strict security measures to prevent their
flight. Slaves stayed in crowded and dimly
lit pens, including several near the Capitol.
For exercise, they walked together in cof-
fles, chained at their hands and feet and
guarded by dealers and their assistants. In
addition, slaves lived in constant fear of the

Mary Beth Corrigan, Ph.D., archivist and curator at
Riggs Bank, wrote her dissertation on the slave and
free black communities in Washington, D.C.

lash, which dealers employed at the slight-
est misstep, and of their ultimate destina-
tion in the Deep South.!

As early as the mid-1810s, anti-slavery
activists decried the presence of the depot
in the nation’s capital and built a com-
pelling case for its abolition. Visitors to

“THE HOME OF THE OPPRESSED?

Anti-slavery activists juxtaposed the idea of America
as “the land of the free” with the reality of slavery in
Washington, “the home of the oppressed.” According
to Philadelphia anti-slavery author Jesse Torrey, this
slave coffle marched past the Capitol and one of its
members raised “his manacles as high as he cou’d
reach, [and] commenced singing the favorite National
Song, ‘Hail Columbia! happy land.”” Courtesy, HSW.

Washington often commented on the cruel
and unjust workings of the slave trade and
the resulting anguish of the slaves in news-
papers, pamphlets, and books. These re-
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porters effectively juxtaposed the imagery
of the Capitol with the repressive tech-
niques of dealers to question whether slav-
ery should exist in a democratic republic.
By the 1830s, activists beseeched Congress
to exercise its constitutional authority over
the District by abolishing its slave system
or, failing that, its trade. Congress finally
responded to this argument by abolishing
the slave depot in the District as part of the
Compromise of 1850. At best, this constitut-
ed only a mild reform of slavery. The retro-
cession of Alexandria to Virginia in 1846
minimized the impact of the compromise
because dealers could simply cross the
river to house slaves prior to transport.
Washington residents resented the fed-
eral intrusion of this bill but hoped it
would remove the city from the vortex of
the national debate over slavery. They
proudly maintained that the District occu-
pied a “middle ground” between slavery
and freedom; after all, free laborers, black
and white, dominated the work force. At
the very least, District residents hoped that
suppression of the slave trade would erase
their association with the most visible and
repressive aspects of the trade. To the frus-
tration of residents, however, the compro-
mise bill did not take the spotlight off the
capital city. The rhetorical impact of
Washington'’s role as a slave depot lingered
because of the trade’s continued operation
in Alexandria, and activists continued to
report on its workings through the 1850s.”
With good reason, historians have
emphasized the stability and cohesion of
the District’s free black community and
accepted antebellum Washingtonians’ por-
trayal of slavery there as moderate and rel-
atively benevolent.’ To a greater extent than
most, slaves in Washington had access to
freedom. Through the early nineteenth cen-
tury, the District’s free black population
increased sharply. In 1800, slaves outnum-
bered free blacks by four to one. Only 30
years later, free blacks slightly outnum-
bered slaves, and by 1860, free blacks out-
numbered slaves by three to one.* Perhaps

more impressive than its size, the free black
community built institutions that also ad-
dressed the concerns of its slave members,
and thus mitigated their conditions.

hile it provided relatively fertile
Wground for the development of a

large free black community, the
middle ground proved harsh terrain for
slaves. The regional economy accounted for
this apparent contradiction. At the same
time that tobacco agriculture was declining
in the upper South, cotton, rice and sugar
plantations were booming in the lower
South. The labor demands of the cotton
states provided Chesapeake planters with
ready buyers for any slaves they no longer
needed. Regardless of their ability to work,
slaves had customarily received food, shel-
ter, and health care from their owners.
Given the new opportunities down South,
many slave owners began to pursue strate-
gies to relieve themselves of these responsi-
bilities. Some whites chose to manumit or
sell their “excess” slaves. Other owners
hired out their slaves to employers and
generally received the wages earned by
their slaves. Slaves hoped for and some-
times successfully pressed for their own
manumission. Slaves prayed not to be sold
south. Whatever their fate, slaves faced the
continual disruptions of family separation,
the nearly inevitable result of sale and even
hiring out.?

The number and proportion of slaves
in Maryland and the District declined, sug-
gesting how extensively owners used the
slave trade and manumission. The Dis-
trict’s slave population declined between
1820 and 1860 from 6,400 to 3,100. During
those years in Maryland, the slave popula-
tion dropped from 107,000 to 87,000. This
decrease is especially striking in both juris-
dictions as the general population soared
during this period. Accordingly, slaves rep-
resented an increasingly smaller proportion
of the population. Within the District,
slaves accounted for one out of five resi-
dents in 1820 and less than one of 20 resi-
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Imaginary Cruelties?

SLAVE HOUSE OF J. W, NEAL & CO.

Slave dealers operated throughout the District, including the slave house of Joseph W. Neal & Co., located on
Seventh Street. Washington owners participated in every aspect of the District’s slave trade, and District law
did not place significant restrictions on the sale of slaves. HSW.

dents by 1860. Maryland’s proportion of
slaves declined by half, from one-fourth to
one-eighth by 1860. During these decades,
many slaves born in Maryland and the
District spent their adulthood clearing and
cultivating the lands of Mississippi, Ala-
bama, and Louisiana.¢

Urbanization accounted for the dimin-
ishing importance of slavery in the District.
Residential housing, manufacturing con-
cerns, and federal buildings replaced the
farms that had relied on slaves to perform a
variety of tasks throughout the year. In the
beginning of the century, employers used
slave labor on projects such as the construc-
tion of the Capitol, the rehabilitation of the
White House following the War of 1812, and
the digging of the C & O Canal in the 1820s.

In these endeavors, white laborers resented
working alongside slaves and consequently
employers used slaves less frequently on the
numerous construction projects in the city.
Increasingly, most slaves in Washington
worked as domestic servants, fulfilling
duties as cooks, washers, and butlers.”

As the work roles of slaves became lim-
ited to domestic service, owners kept their
holdings to one or two slaves, and increas-
ingly preferred slave women to perform
household duties. Women performed a
broad range of duties, including child rear-
ing, cooking, sewing, and the most undesir-
able chore of all, washing clothes. Some
women also worked as wet nurses, breast
feeding the infants of their mistresses.
Owners looked for the more specialized
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skills of butlers or carriage drivers, jobs
performed by men, only after meeting their
general household needs. Most men gener-
ally did not live in urban households with
their kinswomen, as they worked on farms
in the surrounding countryside. As the
Civil War approached, this division of
labor became more pronounced. Among
slaves in Washington and Georgetown in
1820, women outnumbered men by six to
five. During the 1850s, they outnumbered
men by two to one.®

Changes in the work system as a whole
prompted District slave owners to demand
greater flexibility from and specialization
among their workers. This led some to
manumit their slaves, while others sold
them. Others hired out their slaves to
achieve the necessary division of labor
among their workers. For owners who held
onto their slaves, the slave trade remained
an important safety valve, as insolvency
often necessitated sale.

Washington residents participated in
every aspect of the District’s slave trade.
The practices of local slave owners were
tied to those of dealers. These ties refute
contemporaries’ arguments that anti-slav-
ery focus on Washington was undeserved.
While impossible to determine the numbers
of slaves contributed by Washington own-
ers to the city’s coffles and pens, the slave
trade yielded profit to more than a few
owners, sundered the family ties of numer-
ous slaves, and provided anti-slavery
activists with a clear illustration of the con-
tradictions of slavery and democracy.

While at least one prominent historian
has argued otherwise, District law did not
place significant restrictions upon the sale
of slaves. When incorporating the capital,
Congress mandated that Washington,
Georgetown and Alexandria retain the dis-
tinct legal traditions of their parent states.
Maryland law still applied to the lands
north of the Potomac River, while Virginia
law still governed Alexandria to the south.
As part of a revision of its general code in
1796, Maryland enacted a slave non-impor-

tation law to prevent visitors entering the
state from selling their slaves for merely
speculative purposes. This law subsequent-
ly restricted the perogatives of slave own-
ers moving into Washington and George-
town from areas outside of Maryland, by
requiring them to achieve residency of
three years before selling their slaves. Slave
owners who violated the non-importation
law faced a harsh penalty—the forced man-
umission of their slaves. A small number of
slaves demonstrated their owners’ viola-
tions and successfully sued for their free-
dom in this manner.’

The bifurcation of the District’s law cre-
ated confusion, particularly for Alexan-
dria’s slaveholders. As non-District resi-
dents, Virginians needed to establish
residency over a three-year period in order
to sell slaves in Washington and George-
town. This restriction applied equally to
Alexandria slave owners, despite the fact
that they were District residents. When sev-
eral Alexandria residents sold their slaves
in Washington, some of the slaves argued
in court that their owners had imported
their slaves into Washington for the pur-
pose of sale without establishing residency
(on the Maryland side of the District).
Subsequently, the court ruled that the non-
importation law applied to these Alex-
andrians and provided freedom to their
slaves.”

This law had a number of expressly
defined exclusions. Slaveholders entering
Maryland, Washington or Georgetown to
establish residency could bring slaves with
them. The law even allowed these owners
to circumvent the three-year restriction if
outstanding debts necessitated the sale of
slaves. Finally, the law ensured that all visi-
tors, including residents of boardinghous-
es, could enter with their slaves though
they could not sell or otherwise dispose of
them."

In the end, the non-importation law
neither diminished the number of sellers
and buyers nor undermined the develop-
ment of the slave trade in the District.
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The District of Columbia consisted of a number of legal jurisdictions when it was founded. Maryland law
applied north of the Potomac; south of the river, Virginia law still governed Alexandria. Therefore, the slave
code of Washington and Georgetown was distinct from that of Alexandria. Alexandria was retroceded back

to Virginia in 1846 and the remaining jurisdictions were consolidated into one District government in
1871.

After establishing residency on the north-  river in Alexandria. Further, the law
ern side of the Potomac, slaveholders  placed no direct regulation upon the pur-
could sell their slaves to any buyer. In  chase of slaves, as anyone could do so
addition, new residents could always use  regardless of their residency. Established
the markets on the southern side of the  residents had no reason to worry about the
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Solomon Northup was a free black from New York who visited
Washington in 1841. He was drugged, kidnapped, and sold to slave deal-
er James H. Birch, who destroyed his freedom papers and beat Northup
with a hardwood board when he insisted he was a free man. Free blacks,
particularly visitors from the North, were vulnerable to kidnapping by
slave dealers in mid-nineteenth century Washington. Abolitionists used
stories like Northup's to show the brutality of slavery in the nation’s cap-
ital. From Solomon Northup, Twenty Years a Slave (1853).

residency restriction and could speculate
freely on the sale of slaves.

The law, therefore, neither limited the
full participation of District residents in the
slave trade nor hindered the emergence of
dealers who provided the critical nexus
between the urban centers of the Upper
and Lower South. In both the District and
Maryland, there were several dealers, long-
standing and bona fide residents, who pur-
chased slaves in large numbers and housed

10

them in Washington before
transporting them to slave
markets in New Orleans,
Richmond, or Charleston.
With the support of slave-
holders, these dealers held
auctions, steered slaves in
coffles down the streets,
loaded them onto trains
and boats, and detained
them in slave pens.

Dealers provided the
critical connection between
the Maryland countryside
and the slave markets of the
deep South. In January 1846,
slave dealer Thomas Wil-
liams advertised in the
National Intelligencer, which
enjoyed a large readership
in the city and in the sur-
rounding countryside. Wil-
liams offered to buy “any
number” of slaves for the
New Orleans market and
“will give at all times the
highest market price in cash
for likely young Negroes.
Those willing to sell, call at
his est., corner of 7th Sts.
and Md. Ave., where he and
agent can be seen at any
time.”"? Apparently, Wil-
liams’s operation was large
and well-known to traders
in Richmond and New Or-
leans. In June 1847, Williams
informed Richmond-based
auctioneer R.H. Dickinson that he had “six
agents out in the country buying” so that he
“may look for negroes from [him] pretty
often.” Two weeks later, he informed

Auctions like this one were a common occurrence in
antebellum Washington. Some catered to slave
dealers, while others targeted local buyers. Whatever
the circumstances, auctions regularly separated
Washington’s enslaved families and fueled
abolitionists” portrayal of Washington slavery as
cruel and inhumane. HSW.
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Dickinson that “if your market [at Rich-
mond] will justify it I will send some 40 to 60
or perhaps 75 negroes between now and July
15. I am determined to buy 150 from now to
1st September.”*

Not even free blacks were safe from the
slave trade. Dealers frequently seized free
blacks, beat them, held them in the slave
pens in the city and then sold them into
slavery. The penalty for the crime of kid-
napping a free black was $800, yet such
fines did not deter dealers." Little protected
free blacks other than the recognition of
white residents, as kidnappers easily
destroyed any proof of freedom that their
victims carried. Free black visitors to the
city, particularly northern free blacks, were
especially vulnerable to kidnapping as they
usually had no local white benefactors who
could identify them in a coffle.

Imaginary Cruelties?

Solomon Northup vividly illustrated
the techniques of slave kidnappers in his
memoir Twenty Years A Slave. A free black
visitor from Saratoga, New York, Northup
attended the funeral of President Henry
Harrison during his visit to Washington in
1841. Northup recalled dining in a tavern
with two white men from the city, who
probably administered the drug laudanum
to the unsuspecting Northup. Headaches,
extreme thirst and disorientation prompted
Northup to find an infirmary. On his way,
in an alley off Pennsylvania Avenue,
Northup passed out. When he awoke, he
found his money and freedom papers gone
and, three hours later, realized that he had
been kidnapped, purchased by slave dealer
James H. Birch, and was sitting in Wil-
liams’s slave pen on C Street near the
Capitol. Northup protested to Birch that he

11
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Slave pens and prisons existed throughout the District of Columbia, many of them within blocks of the
Capitol. This one at Third Street and Pennsylvania Avenue depicts the cramped and dirty conditions slaves

endured in these pens. HSW.

was a free man. Birch responded by beating
Northup with a hardwood board 18 to 20
inches long. The whipping continued until
Birch tired, as Northup never relented.”
Washington’s prisons likewise proved
an excellent source for dealers in search of
slaves to sell. Any slave at large without a
travel pass or free black without his certifi-
cate of freedom faced imprisonment. Police
posted public notices to enable owners to
identify the whereabouts of their fugitive
slaves. Free blacks bore the burden of prov-
ing their own freedom and, until then, were
presumed slaves. Prison guards retained
these alleged and fugitive slaves for up to
two months. If no owner surfaced, the
prison sold them to recoup the cost of
imprisonment. Slave dealers regularly
stopped at the Old Capitol Prison and
secured fugitive slaves, including free

12

blacks unable to furnish their papers, for
sale.’

The auction block remains one of the
most poignant symbols of the slave trade.
Dealers facilitated the auctions that regular-
ly occurred in Washington and George-
town and District residents were frequently
among the customers. In some cases, the
indebtedness of an owner compelled the
auction, as creditors could demand the pro-
ceeds from the sale of slaves. Such sales
were particularly frequent in settling the
debts of an estate. The heirs of Jesse Brown,
a proprietor of a hotel on Pennsylvania

These buildings in an alley behind G Street between
42 and Sixth Streets served as slave pens in the nine-
teenth century. Dealers temporarily housed slaves in
such pens until they had enough people to transport
down south. These pens were torn down in 1889.
Courtesy, Library of Congress.
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Avenue between Sixth and Seventh Streets
that had served as the site of many auc-
tions, held an auction to settle the debts of
Brown’s estate. The sale included an 18-
year-old deaf man and his 10-year-old sis-
ter. Considered an invalid, the man “was
the pet of his mother, who was present, in
great distress.” Marshall Brown, the son of
the deceased, wished to buy him, but a
slave trader named Naylor outbid Brown.
The grief of the young man’s mother
helped convince the auctioneer to offer
Naylor $25 to end the bidding and thereby
enabled Brown to purchase the man for
$325. However, a judge from Georgia
bought his sister and carried her away “in
the presence of its agonized mother.””
Interestingly, sellers at some auctions
preferred to sell their slaves to local buyers
rather than slave dealers. In May 1847, “by
order of the administrator,” R. W. Dyer
announced an auction of eight slaves at the
residence of Mrs. Joseph Smoot on K Street

Imaginary Cruelties?

across from the brewery. He specified his
intention to sell these slaves for the use of a
local buyer rather than resale: “The above
servants are slaves for life and are not
restricted and I would respectfully call the
attention of citizens wishing very desirable
servants for their own use, to the sale, as a
more favorable opportunity of getting good
servants may not again occur.” Some auc-
tioneers ensured local sales by advertising
the “private sale” of slaves, usually reflect-
ing the desire of owners to sell within the
District. In November 1849, E. C. and G. F.
Dyer listed a sister and brother, aged 13 and
11 respectively, raised as house servants for
private sale to residents of the District.”

On the other hand, owners rarely
showed mercy to recovered fugitives and
frequently sold them to faraway places,,
with devastating consequences to the
slaves and their kin. These runaways were
rarely sold within Washington, partly
because local slave owners preferred
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dependable, honest, and efficient slaves,
not ones with reputations for trouble. In
1840, Hamilton Edmonson, whose family
lived in Washington and Prince George’s
County, unsuccessfully tried to run away.
Hamilton’s owner sold the recalcitrant
slave to a dealer, and a wealthy planter
ultimately purchased him in New Orleans.
The new owner changed Hamilton’s sur-
name to Taylor and intercepted the letters
Hamilton wrote to his parents. Another
aborted escape restored his ties with his
family. His brother and sister were cap-
tured in 1848 on the schooner Pearl, which
attempted to carry away more than 70 run-
away slaves from Washington. Many of the
recaptured  fugitives were brought to New
Orleans for)sale. Two of the Edmonson sib-
lings were among them and managed to
find Hamilton.”

Washington provided more than trans-
portation connections for dealers: slave pens
dotted the neighborhoods of the city, partic-
ularly those near the Capitol. Visitors and
residents regularly witnessed slave coffles
and auctions. More importantly, District
slave owners furnished a steady supply of
slaves that supplemented those provided by
Maryland owners. The District’s active slave
trade provided anti-slavery activists with a
clear illustration of the contradictions of
slavery and democracy.

nti-slavery activists of all types
Apointed to Washington’s slave

depot to illustrate the horrors of
slavery. Throughout the antebellum period,
the anti-slavery movement included a spec-
trum of opinions about how to resolve the
problem of slavery. Moderate reformers
sought gradual and voluntary emancipation
with provisions for a colony for newly freed
blacks. Abolitionists desired immediate and
federally imposed emancipation followed by
an integrated society. Most in the movement
fell between those extremes. In pamphlets,
broadsides, and newspapers, anti-slavery
activists argued that slavery undermined the
republican and Christian character of the

14

Jesse Torrey helped foment anti-slavery and aboli-
tionist protests of Washington slavery with his
1817 book, A Portraiture of Domestic Slavery in
the United States. Torrey successfully contrasted
Washington as a symbol of freedom and justice with
the reality of the city as “an emporium of slavery.”
From The Moral Instructor (1824).

nation. The close proximity of slave pens
and coffles to the Capitol provided activists
with powerful symbols of freedom and slav-
ery, indeed of good and evil.

Throughout the antebellum period,
anti-slavery activists referred to the rich
descriptions of slavery provided by Jesse
Torrey, a physician from Philadelphia, in A
Portraiture of Domestic Slavery in the United
States, published in 1817. Torrey’s book

Slave coffles were regular features of Washington life.
Washington served as a major depot in the interstate
slave trade, so dealers were constantly moving slaves

in from the surrounding countryside and out to
points south. Abolitionists like Torrey decried the
cruelty of the slave trade and juxtaposed it with the
freedom supposedly symbolized by the Capitol,
depicted in the background of this engraving.
Courtesy, Library of Congress.
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offered a comprehensive view of the play-
ers in the domestic slave trade with inter-
views with some of the principal actors,
including slaves and dealers. Torrey con-
cluded that slavery in a republic was
unsuitable and advocated gradual and vol-
untary emancipation. He also believed that
free blacks could never be equal to whites
in American society and therefore advocat-
ed the creation of a colony for former slaves
and their progeny. Torrey’s argument
helped lay the groundwork for the forma-

Imaginary Cruelties?

tion of the American Colonization Society
in 1822, when it founded Liberia on the
west coast of Africa. Over the next 40 years,
12,000 African Americans moved to that
colony.”

Though he visited several areas in the
South, Torrey concentrated on Washington.
He juxtaposed the city as a symbol of the
greatest experiment in republican govern-
ment and “an emporium of slavery.” He
elaborated that the frequent “instances of
the streets of the city consecrated to free-

A Slave-Coffle

passing the

15

Capitol.
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dom, being paraded with people led in cap-
tivity” often included not only legal slaves
“but many kidnapped freemen and youths
bound to service for a term of years.”*

On his way to a session of Congress,
Torrey reported that his “agreeable reverie
was suddenly interrupted by the voice of a
stammering boy, who, as he was coming
into the house, from the street, exclaimed,
‘There goes the Ge-Ge-orgy men with a
drove o’ niggers chained together two and
two.”” Torrey then turned his attention to
“a light colored wagon a procession of
men, women, and children resembling that
of a funeral. . . They were [slaves] bound
together in pairs, some with ropes, and
some with iron chains.” Torrey confronted
the driver of this caravan and then learned
that the slaves were going to Georgia.
“’Have you not, said I, enough such people
in that country yet?” ‘Not quite enough,” he
said. I found myself incapable of saying
more, and was compelled to avert my eyes
immediately from the heart-rending
scene!” Torrey further investigated the situ-
ation and found that owners throughout
Maryland, Delaware and the District
threatened their slaves with sale to Georgia
or “to Carolina” as punishment for bad
behavior.”

Torrey further juxtaposed the imagery
of slavery and the republic with an account
of a manacled slave that he witnessed
singing the national anthem in front of the
Capitol in 1815. Several members of
Congress witnessed the slave “elevating his
manacles as high as he could reach,” and
breaking into the favorite national song,
“Hail Columbia! happy land.” Torrey inter-
preted this action as a compelling indica-
tion of the universality of the national
ideals of freedom, as they moved even
“ Americans, with manacles on their hands
and chains round their necks” to break out
into song. More than simple patriotic feel-
ing moved this slave to song. He demon-
strated the contradictions of his status in a
republic in this single defiant act. Perhaps
his dealer viewed this act as resistance and
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One of the most infamous stories that Torrey recount-
ed about Washington slavery was the suicide attempt
of a slave woman awaiting transport to Georgia. She
was so distraught over the prospect of being separated
from her family that she threw herself from a third
story window of a tavern on F Street. She survived
the fall with multiple injuries, but not the separation
from her family. From A Portraiture of Domestic
Slavery in the United States (1817).

later whipped him. But the slave made his
point to at least one onlooker.”

In addition to evoking the contradic-
tions of slavery in a republic, Torrey
demonstrated the anguish caused by family
separation, most compellingly through the
story of an attempted suicide by a slave
woman awaiting transport to Georgia.
When Torrey interviewed her, she lay in
bed with two broken arms and a shattered
spine. She had jumped from a window of a
tavern located on F Street and later
explained to Torrey:
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They brought me away with two of my
children, and wouldn’t let me see my hus-
band — they didn’t sell my husband, and I
didn’t want to go; — I was so confused
and ‘istracted, that I didn’t know hardly
what I was about — but I didn’t want to
go, and I jumped out of the window; —
but I am sorry now that I did it; — they
have carried my children off with ‘em to
Carolina.

Torrey sympathized with this woman’s
plight, as her family was spread “from
north to south. . . without a shadow of a
hope of ever hearing or seeing her children
again!”*

An abolitionist

Imaginary Cruelties?

tionists demanded the end of slavery and,
failing that, the slave trade in the District.

A one-page broadside, “Slavery and
the Slave Trade in the District of
Columbia,” demonstrates the rhetoric of
the abolitionist movement. The authors of
the broadside held Congress largely
responsible for the existence of slavery and
the slave trade in the District. It quoted the
section of the U.S. Constitution that estab-
lished the right of Congress “to exercise
exclusive legislation, in all cases whatsoev-
er” in the District. With implicit mandate

movement aimed at the
immediate emancipation
of all slaves emerged in

SLAVERY AND THE SLAVE TRADE IN THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA.

the next decade and
intensified the spotlight
on the District of
Columbia. In 1831,
William Lloyd Garrison
published The Liberator
to promote his abolition-
ist views. His calls for
immediate and universal
emancipation were so
influential that pam-
phlets and broadsides
adopting his argument
flooded the northern
states. The authors of
these often made their
case for abolition by
using anecdotes of slav-
ery in the nation’s capi-
tal, including some bor-
rowed from Torrey’s
book.” In the hands of
abolitionists, these sto-
ries assumed new signif-
icance as abolitionists
pressed the federal gov-
ernment to use its power
to limit slavery in terri-
tories directly under its
control, particularly the
nation’s capital. Aboli-

Congress, by the Constitution of the United States, has the right
‘0 exercise exclusive legislation, in all cases whatsoever,” over the District
of Columbia.—See Constit. U. S. Art I. Sect. 8. :

Under the authority of Congress, and therefore of the whole people
of the United States, more than SIX THOUSAND men, wemen and
children are held as SLAVES in this District.

Under the same authority, a slave-trade, as atrocious as any known
in the world, is carried on in the same District. Slave Factories, with
chains and grated cells, are established at the Seat of Government, where
slaves are constantly collecting from the neighboring States, and thence
regularly shipped in cargoes, or sent, literally manacled together, in droves,
to the more remote South. The Corporation of the City of Washington
receives four hundred dollars a year, each, for LICENSING PRIVATE SLAVE
prisoNS. TuE District oF COLUMBIA IS ONE OF THE GREATEST AND
MOST CRUEL SLAVE MARKETS IN THE WORLD !

Under the same authority rree colored persons are thrown into
prison, and if they cannot obtain evidence to prove their frecdom, they
are sold as slaves, to pay jail fees! Five persons have been sold, in one
year, into perpetual slavery, to pay jail fees!

The Pusric Prisoxns of the United States, maintained by taxes which
we all pay, are made use of by the slave dealers, to store the victims of
the American slave trade.

The guilt of tolerating these enormities rests on the whole American
people, and on every individual who will not exert himself to remove
them. Congress, it is true, has the power of legislation. But it will
never exercise the power, until the people require it. When the
American people declare in a voice of thunder, that they will not endure
to have their own metropolis profaned with Slavery, then, and not till
then, will the legislation of Congress be the echo of their voice. Speak
then, fellow citizens! Overwhelm Congress with petitions, and tell your
Representatives that Slavery and all traffic in human flesh at the Seat of
Government must be TOTALLY, IMMEDIATELY, AND FOREVER ABOLISHED !

This one-page broadside, “Slavery and the Slave Trade in the District of
Columbia,” is a good example of the rhetoric of the abolitionist movement. It
urged citizens to “Overwhelm Congress with petitions” to abolish slavery in
the District. Courtesy, HSW.

17

This content downloaded from 129.93.16.3 on Wed, 16 Oct 2013 14:38:11 PM

All use subject to JISTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Washington History, Fall/Winter 2001-2002

PETITION _
For the Abolition of Slavery in the District of Columbia.

ate and Mof'wmo;aévamqw; it i
& tdersigned, chizens of 722 > P> S o tespectfully ask,
 henerable body exercise your donstitutional powers for thegtotal and immediate abolition of
in the District of Columbia. : - e i
- They ask it beeause slavery is unjust, violating the rights heoth of God and man; boewsg‘i!m
because it is oppressive to the honest fuey “laborer, and tends 4 bor disreputabie
i ¢ nati e the world as cruel

G &
slave trade; a trade whiol has, by a selemn
d on upon the ocean; because its' existence tn a Distriet over whi congress
e legislation in all cases whatsoever,” involves the whole nation in the sin of slaveliolding.
petitioners ask the imuhediate abolition of slavery in thie District of Columbia, because ¥
ﬂzg‘ deem it safe and practicable: safe, because it would make friends of those who have every reason to -
“be’our enemies; because the government of good laws is always safer than that of arbitrary will: prac- st |
ticable, because it will only exchange an unnatural and foreed system of labor for a natural and voluntary SHE [
one, not annihilating the laborers or their labor, but merely making it necessary for employers to PRY il
fairwages. Again they ask it, b itisd ded by the enligl d i of the civilized world,
- by the principles of the revolution, and by h ity. . it
Nﬂw,.your petitioners feel bound as men, as christians, and as republicans, to urge this subjeet
upom the attention of congress, and from the exercise of this constitutional right, as well as the inalienable
oggﬁ'ﬁa]x-wuning theiropinions, they can never cease till justice be done. %

s ) . . 830,
This petition from Fayette County, Ohio, was one of thousands that inundated Congress in the 183C
Read?ng the ivfertitionsyso slowed the work of Congress that it voted in 1836 to table any further petitions
relating to slavery. This decision became known as the “gag rule” and infuriated abolitionists. Courtesy,
National Archives.
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from Congress, the slave trade “as atro-
cious as any known in the world, is carried
on in the same District. Slave Factories,
with chains and grated cells, are established
at the Seat of Government. . . and thence
regularly shipped in cargoes, or sent, literal-
ly manacled together, in droves, to the remote
South.” The broadside further explained
that congressional appropriations sustained
the trade, as “the Corporation of the City of
Washington receives four hundred dollars a
year, each, for LICENSING PRIVATE SLAVE PRIS-
ONS. THE DiSTRICT OF COLUMBIA IS ONE OF THE
GREATEST AND MOST CRUEL SLAVE MARKETS IN
THE WORLD!"%

Reflecting a commitment to Garrison’s
views, this broadside placed “the guilt of
tolerating these enormities” on the nation
as a whole. Congressional power would
not be exercised until forced to do so.
“When the American people declare in a
voice of thunder, that they will not endure
to have their own metropolis profaned with
Slavery, then, and not till then, will the leg-
islation of Congress be the echo of their
voice.” The broadside’s authors advocated
speaking out as a way to alleviate the guilt
of previous inaction. “Overwhelm Con-
gress with petitions, and tell your Repre-
sentatives that Slavery and all traffic in
human flesh at the Seat of Government
must be TOTALLY, IMMEDIATELY AND FOREVER
ABOLISHED!"?

Overwhelm Congress, they did. Aboli-
tionists demonstrated the extent of their
organization throughout the North and
heartfelt advocacy of abolition by sending
thousands of petitions to Congress between
1834 and 1837. Nearly all petitions bor-
rowed text from a broadside, pamphlet, or
newspaper. Most of these called for
Congress to exercise its constitutional per-
ogative and abolish slavery, or at least the
slave trade. One petition from the city of
New York even attributed its source as
another memorial circulating in Massa-
chusetts, citing “advantage in securing a
large number of signatures to the same
petitions.” Organizers often cut and pasted
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the memorial text onto a long sheet and
then acquired signatures, often numbering
in the hundreds. These memorials provid-
ed women, who could not vote, a voice, as
they signed in large numbers. The reading
of these petitions so slowed the work of
Congress that, in 1836, it issued a gag rule
and thus tabled any petitions relating to
slavery.”

These petitions invigorated the basic
anti-slavery argument regarding the
District with a moral urgency. Like earlier
reformers such as Jesse Torrey, abolitionist
petitioners could not square slavery with
Christian and republican principles. Men
and women from Burlington, New Jersey,
asked Congress to abolish slavery in the
District, as it was “utterly incompatible
with the free institutions of our Republican
Government.”” Torrey had also provided
the facts used by these petitioners. They
justified calls for abolition by citing the
evils of the slave trade, particularly the sep-
aration of families and the sale of suspected
runaways imprisoned in District jails into
slavery. Yet, petitioners echoed the call for
action in “Slavery and the Slave Trade in
the District of Columbia.” Equating slavery
with sin, these petitioners were asking
Congress to remove a great evil. Men,
women and children from Granville, New
York, wrote of slavery as “a hainous[sic]
sin against God, and a flagrant violation of
the rights of man, inconsistent with Chris-
tianity” and “a national crime, exposing us
to the judgments of Heaven.” They asked
for the abolition of slavery and the slave
trade in the District for “the abatement and
removal of this great evil.”®

These petitions revealed how effective-
ly organizers used the presence of slavery
in the capital, and particularly the slave
trade, to galvanize support for the move-
ment as a whole. Activists spread images of
chain gangs and slave pens in the shadow
of the Capitol throughout the North to
illustrate the incompatibility of slavery
within the republic. This representation of
the capital prompted large numbers of
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northerners to political action and brought
into national focus the practices of District

slaveholders.
Lheightened national attention in

District affairs. That year, two aboli-
tionist seamen unsuccessfully tried to take
77 slaves from Washington and George-
town to their freedom. This well-publicized
affair and its aftermath provided anti-slav-
ery activists further tangible evidence of
slavery’s evils and provoked congressional
debate over slavery. The end of the
Mexican War led to more congressional
attention. The acquisition of the territories
of California, New Mexico and Utah added
urgency to the festering issue of federal
authority over the expansion of slavery in
its territories and new states. Congress did
not separate the District from this broader
consideration.

In 1848, a viable anti-slavery newspa-
per opened in Washington. Gamaliel
Bailey, an abolitionist from Ohio, estab-
lished the National Era near Center Market
at Seventh Street and Pennsylvania
Avenue. Bailey sought the abolition of slav-
ery, but denounced violent action as he
maintained that states, not the federal gov-
ernment, legitimately held the political
power to emancipate slaves. Bailey’s inter-
pretation of the Constitution did concede
federal power over the District, however,
including its slave system. He defined his
audience as the anti-slavery movement as a
whole rather than any particular segment
within it.”

His efforts coincided with other
activists’ efforts to assist 77 slaves to escape
the city. Earlier that year, Paul Jennings, a
free servant belonging to Daniel Webster,
contacted abolitionist seaman Daniel
Drayton to arrange for the transport of two
slave families to Philadelphia on his
schooner Pearl. As word spread of this ven-
ture within the African-American communi-
ty, the plot mushroomed. On April 15, 38
men, 26 women, and 13 children boarded

ocal and national events after 1848
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the schooner with plans of sailing from
Washington towards their ultimate destina-
tion of Philadelphia. Upon discovery of
their missing slaves, owners quickly mobi-
lized, organizing a posse that used a
steamship to catch the Pearl on the Potomac
approximately 140 miles from Washington.*

District whites blamed the influence of
northern anti-slavery activists, particularly
Gamaliel Bailey, founder of the National Era
newspaper, for this mass escape. Mobs of
angry whites engaged in stone throwing,
pillaged the area around Center Market in
Washington, destroyed Bailey’s offices, and
brutally attacked abolitionist Representative
Joshua Giddings of Ohio who, on the House
floor, argued that Drayton and Sayres exer-
cised their constitutional rights by taking the
slaves to free territory. On April 20, the riots
ended.” In response, anti-slavery Senator
Everett Hale of New Hampshire introduced
anti-riot legislation for the District of
Columbia and provoked a debate regarding
the extent to which mobs could organize to
protect the rights of slaveholders.*

In the meantime, slaveholders punished
their recovered slaves. Most of the 77 await-
ed their sale in the Washington Jail,
although some owners authorized the trans-
fer of their renegade slaves to the
Alexandria slave pens and sold them south
without delay. Meanwhile, members of
their families sought means of preventing
their sale, but most of the prisoners were
unable to visit and talk to their kin and
friends before their transfer south. Slave
dealers led 50 fugitives onto a railroad car at
a depot for transport to Georgia. Fearful of
never seeing their kin again, many of the
onlooking blacks clung desperately to their
parents, spouses, and children who boarded
this train.”

This scene received attention through-
out the North and reinforced the prevalent
negative characterization of the city’s slave
system. The Boston Whig reported:

An Affecting Scene—Last eve as I passed

the railroad depot, I saw quite a large
number of colored people gathered round
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one of the cars. . . I found in the car
towards which they were so eagerly gaz-
ing fifty colored people some of whom
were nearly as white as myself. A majority
of them were among those who attempted
to gain their liberty last week. . . The men
on the train were ironed together. [At the
end of the car]. . . stood two ruffianly look-
ing personages, with large canes in their
hands and if their countenances were an
indication of their hearts, they were the
personification of hardened villainy itself.*

One reporter described the break up of
families and the kidnapping of a free black:

Wives were there to take leave of their
husbands, and husbands of their wives,
children of their parents, and parents of
their children. Friends parting with
friends, and the tenderest ties of humanity
severed at a single word of the inhuman
Slave Broker before them. A husband, in
the meridian of life, begged to see the part-
ner of his bosom. He protested that she
was free—that she had free papers, and
was torn away from him and shut up in
the jail. He clambered up to one of the
windows of the car to see his wife, and, as
she was reaching forward her hand to him,
the black-hearted Slave Dealer ordered
him down. He did not obey!

The husband and wife, with tears
streaming down their cheeks, besought
him to let them speak to each other. But
no; he was knocked down from the car,
and ordered away! The bystanders could
hardly refrain laying violent hands upon
the brute.”

True to form, anti-slavery organs concen-
trated on the slave trade and its conse-
quences in addition to reporting the escape
itself.

As reports of the Pearl affair fueled the
controversy surrounding the District,
Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky proposed
the abolition of its slave depot as part of the
Compromise of 1850, which also included
provisions for the admission of California as
a free state, a harsh fugitive slave law that
allowed owners to enter free states and form
posses to seize their runaway slaves without
legal proof of ownership. His outlook was
similar to his neighbors in and around the
District. Slavery was in decline in Kentucky,

21

Imaginary Cruelties?

Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky helped broker the
Compromise of 1850, which included a provision to
end the slave trade in the District of Columbia. A
slaveholder himself, Clay did not oppose slavery nor
the slave trade, but hoped to remove Washington from
the abolitionist spotlight. Southern congressmen
protested any federal interference with slavery, but
also recognized how little the Compromise did to
actually end the slave trade in Washington. With
slave territory just across the Potomac River in
recently retroceded Alexandria, Virginia,
Washingtonians could still partake of the trade at
their convenience. Courtesy, HSW.

just as in Maryland and the District. A
national politician since 1808, Clay used
slaves to serve his household in Wash-
ington. Like most of his neighbors, Clay did
not oppose slavery. Holding that ground in
Congress, he navigated between the
extreme anti- and pro-slavery positions.*
Clay wanted to lay to rest the heated
issue of abolition in the District of
Columbia. By the end of September 1850,
he successfully guided the ban of
Washington’s depot, in part because he
knew it would hardly affect the slave sys-
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“Price, Birch & Co., Dealer in Slaves” operated in Alexandria even after the Compromise of 1850.
Alexandria became one of the most active slave trading centers in the decade before the Civil War.
Courtesy, Library of Congress.

tem in the District or the nation as a whole.
The final bill read:

That from and after the first day of
January, eighteen hundred and fifty-one, it
shall not be lawful to bring into the District
of Columbia any slave whatever for the
purpose of being sold, or for the purpose
of being placed in depot, to be subsequent-
ly transferred to any other State or place to
be sold as merchandize. And if any slave
shall be brought into the said District by its
owner, or by the authority or consent of its
owner, contrary to the provisions of this
act, such slave shall thereupon become lib-
erated and free.”

Every member of Congress who voted on
that bill understood that it merely ended
the transport of slaves into the District for
sale, affecting Maryland owners in particu-
lar, without diminishing the ability of
District slave owners to sell their slaves.

Accordingly, Senators Thomas G. Pratt and
James A. Pearce of Maryland vitriolically
opposed the measure. Clay reminded the
congressmen of the advantage of Alexan-
dria’s retrocession back to Virginia in 1846.
At worst, crossing the river presented an
inconvenience to Maryland owners, as
Alexandria completely absorbed the
District’s role and emerged as the major
slave depot of the South during the 1850s.
At the least, Clay hoped to remove the
source of negative images of the District.
Even a longstanding slaveholder such as
Clay found abhorrent the images of coffles:
Why should the feelings of those who are
outraged by the scenes that are exhibited,
by the corteges which pass along our ave-
nues of manacled human beings—not col-

lected in our own District, nor in our own
neighborhood, but brought from distant
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portions of the neighboring States—why
should the feelings of those who are out-
raged by such scenes—who are unable to
contemplate such a spectacle without hor-
ror—why should they be thus outraged by
the continuance of a trade so exception-
able, so repugnant, as this?*

More important, Clay saw that the District
would remain at the center of the debate as
long as these images provoked horror. He
wanted to remove them to give District res-
idents the peace they deserved.

Though apparently innocuous, this bill
generated intense reaction among southern
congressmen who objected to federal inter-
ference in slavery on principle. In two suc-
cessive conventions, in February and June
of 1850, representatives from southern
states, including Maryland, threatened
secession if the federal government regulat-
ed any aspect of the slave trade, Wash-
ington’s in particular. When the bill finally
passed, the southerners took no special
action, however. Clay hoped the bill would
remove the nation’s capital from the center
of the great debate. In the initial compro-
mise proposal, Clay introduced a compan-
ion bill to reassure District slaveholders
that Congress would not interfere with
their right to hold slaves. It set conditions
for emancipation in the District: compensa-
tion for owners and the expressed approval
of its own and Maryland citizens. This pro-
vision did not allay anxieties. Northern
congressmen refused to surrender one of
the central planks of the anti-slavery move-
ment. Meanwhile, southerners considered
even these conditions a federal intrusion
upon slavery.”

Within Congress as in the public, the
anti-slavery argument concerning the slave
depot in the capital was effective. Though
radical southerners argued otherwise, most
congressmen regarded their authority over
the slave system within the capital as legiti-
mate. In addition, the oft-mentioned chains,
pens, and whips provoked disgust among
those outside the movement as well. Anti-
slavery rhetoric prompted at least one slave
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owner, Henry Clay, to reform, at least to
some degree.

Though local residents resented the
attention of the anti-slavery move-
ment to their way of life, the reaction
to the compromise measure was muted. In
the mid-nineteenth century, most newspa-
pers did not offer daily editorials, particu-
larly on local events, so evidence of con-
temporary attitudes towards Congress is
scant. Two distinct editorial opinions have
survived however. Both deplored federal
interference and anti-slavery agitation in
the District of Columbia.

Shortly after Clay’s initial compromise
proposal, Robert Gales and W. W. Seaton of
the National Intelligencer wrote a widely
reprinted article that placed responsibility
for the growing sectional conflict upon fed-
eral interference. The editors emphasized
that they spoke reluctantly on the issue of
slavery: “we have studiously refrained
from adding, by any voluntary act of ours,
fuel to the flame.” Yet, “the progress of this
hateful contest” induced them to speak out.
They characterized the extreme views of
Garrisonian abolitionists as mad fanaticism
and sympathized with southerners who
sought to defend slavery but condemned
secession as an alternative to the Union.
Gales and Seaton believed, however, that
the views of North and South could be rec-
onciled if the federal government refrained
from regulating slavery, a local institution.®

The editors of the National Intelligencer
blamed anti-slavery petitioners for much of
this interference. From the ratification of
the Constitution, anti-slavery activists had
asked “Congress to do what was not within
the power of Congress—that is to say, to
interfere with the relation of slavery in the
States in which it existed when the
Constitution was framed.” Gales and
Seaton argued that the continued stream of
memorials created undue excitement in
Congress in the form of “offensive demon-
strations from the People of the Non-slave-
holding States.” They sympathized with
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Franklin and Armfield was one of the largest slave
trading companies in the United States. Located off of
Duke Street in Alexandria, it was one of several com-
panies that continued to provide slave trading ser-
vices to Washingtonians after the Compromise of
1850. HSW.

southern members of Congress, as the peti-
tions “led at length to a state of exaspera-
tion of the public mind of the South.”*

Intense resentment of anti-slavery peti-
tioners comes across loud and clear. The
memorials regarding the District constitut-
ed the overwhelming majority of petitions
received by Congress between 1835 and
1840. As no others, these petitions instigat-
ed the excitement on the floor of Congress
that so angered Gales and Seaton. Perhaps
these editors generalized for rhetorical
effect, hoping to enlist broad support for
local concerns by arguing in broad, overar-
ching principles. Regardless, their weari-
ness with anti-slavery tactics was clear.

Throughout this editorial, Gales and
Seaton did not specifically mention the
peculiar position of the District of
Columbia in the sectional conflict, though
their attitude is discernible. Certainly, their
constitutional arguments for local autono-
my easily extended to the District. They
invoked the sanctity of local law prior to
the formation of the Constitution, that is,
before the creation of a federal capital. In
their view, federal law did not supercede
Maryland law. Congress could not there-
fore legislate upon matters affecting
District slaves.

24

The Republic, a pro-slavery newspaper,
conceded that the abolition of Washington’s
slave depots would diffuse the attention of
abolitionists and therefore they embraced
the bill. The Republic’s editors maintained
the bill would ultimately strengthen the
institution of slavery locally and nationally.
The editors contended that northerners and
foreigners, who seldom knew “of the com-
fort or content of the slave,” had wrongly
attempted to make the District’s trade an
example for the rest of the South. Republic
editors recognized the power of abolitionist
rhetoric by belittling it:

The neophyte of abolition is pointed to the
slave jail as a miniature Bastile — ‘whips,
racks, and scorpions dance through his
excited imagination.” He slinks by in silent
horror, and departs from the District of
Columbia with a soul as thankful as if he
had just escaped from the coast of Barbary.
His whole opinions of slavery are formed
upon the imaginary cruelties of the slave
trade in the District.

Noting that the number of slave pens in the
District equaled those in the entire state of
Virginia, The Republic asserted the
Washington depot hardly represented the
South as a whole: “The South should no
more desire to expose this penal peculiarity
of their institutions to misrepresentations
and to censure.” In their view, the compro-
mise measure removed the glare from not
only the District but also from the South.
Such acceptance of the ban by a proslavery
newspaper proves how meaningless the
bill really was.*®

In addition, an active slave trade still
operated in and around Washington after
1850. Perusal of the National Intelligencer
reveals that owners frequently traded
slaves with each other.* In other instances,
they sold their slaves south. In 1853, The
National Era depicted a slave auction that
resulted in the sale of a ten-year-old girl to
a judge from Georgia.” During the late
summer of 1860, a Georgetown owner sold
Sarah Maranda Plummer to a slave trader
who first held her in a pen in Alexandria
for two months and then conveyed her to
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New Orleans. Sarah Maranda used her
time in the pen to say her good-byes to her
family, though neither her father nor her
mother could get away from their respec-
tive farms in Hyattsville and Mount
Hebron (near Baltimore).*

The ban of the Washington slave depot
neither ended the proliferation of its repres-
sive images nor the trade of slaves in
Washington. Activists continued to feature
the District’s slave depot in the anti-slavery
literature. In 1852, The National Era pub-
lished in serial form Uncle Tom’s Cabin by
Harriett Beecher Stowe. Published as a
book, this novel sold 10,000 copies in the
first week and 300,000 during the next year.
In a subsequent publication, Stowe ex-
plained that she based several of her fic-
tional accounts about the slave trade and
escapes on some Washington slaves. In
1853, Solomon Northup published his
memoir detailing his kidnapping, enslave-
ment and rescue with tremendous impact,
as the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 denied
due process to alleged runaways seized by
slave owners. Its full nineteenth-century
title brought attention to the old depot:
Twelve Years a Slave, Narrative of Solomon
Northup, a Citizen of New York, Kidnapped in
Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in
1853, from a Cotton Plantation Near the Red
River in Louisiana.

The ban of the slave depot within the
Compromise of 1850 was largely an ineffec-
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tive measure. Even its author, Henry Clay,
understood that the bill would not affect
District slave owners. He anticipated that
the removal of the depot would shift the
attention of anti-slavery reformers away
from the District. Weary of the constant
agitation, many District residents were
willing to sacrifice local autonomy to dif-
fuse the gaze of northern reformers. Their
hopes were in vain, as the images lived on
in pamphlets, books, and other printed
matter.

Anti-slavery reformers drew a rich and
largely accurate portrait of Washington’s
slave depot that effectively motivated large
numbers of northerners to call for the end
of slavery. The juxtaposition of the most
odious aspects of slavery with the symbols
of the democratic republic provided power-
ful illustrations of the central contradictions
of slavery in a republic. As abolitionism
took hold, organizers used these images to
press for immediate emancipation. By the
1850s, Congress appeased these demands
and legislated a mild, and largely ineffec-
tive, reform of the District’s system. Not
until emancipation did the District see
relief from northern attention on the point
of slavery. In 1862, Congress provided for
the emancipation of more than 3,000 slaves
living in the city. Unlike the end of the
slave trade, the end of slavery brought
widespread changes for both the white and
black residents of Washington. &
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This article is based largely on research for my dis-
sertation, “A Social Union of Heart and Effort: The
African-American Family in the District of
Columbia on the Eve of Emancipation” Ph.D.
Dissertation, University of Maryland, 1996. On
Washington’s role as a slave depot, see Michael
Tadman, Speculators and Slaves: Masters, Traders, and
Slaves in the Old South (Madison: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 1989), 11-82.

The concept of the middle ground is borrowed
from Barbara J. Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the
Middle Ground: Maryland During the Nineteenth
Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985),
40-63; U.S. Census Bureau, The Seventh Census of the
United States: 1850 (Washington, D.C.: Robert
Armstrong, 1853), 232-35.

For the most influential portrayals of the African-
American community, see Letitia Woods Brown,
Free Negroes in the District of Columbia: 1790-1846
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1972); and,
Constance McLaughlin Green, Washington: Village
and Capital (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1962).

U.S. Census Bureau, Fifth Census or Enumeration of
the Inhabitants of the United States, 1830
(Washington: Duff Green, 1832), 10-11, 160-63;
idem, The Population of the United States in 1860 pre-
pared by Joseph G. Kennedy (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1864), 588.

For an elaboration of this view, see Mary Beth
Corrigan, “It’s a Family Affair: Buying Freedom in
the District of Columbia, 1850-1860,” in Larry
Hudson, ed., Working Toward Freedom: Slave Society
and Domestic Economy in the American South
(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 1994),
163-91. On the deleterious impact of urban slavery
upon family ties, see Richard C. Wade, Slavery in
the Cities: The South, 1820-1860 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1964), 117-21, and Herbert G.
Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom,
1750-1925 (New York: Pantheon, 1976), 564-65n.
U.S. Census Bureau, Fifth Census, 10-11, 160-63; The
Population of the United States in 1860, 588; Ira
Berlin, Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the
Antebellum South (New York: Pantheon, 1974), 396-
99. Michael Tadman mistakenly attributes the
decline in the slave population in Maryland and
District solely to the slave trade, Speculators and
Slaves, 11-12.

Mary Beth Corrigan, “The Ties That Bind: The
Pursuit of Community and Freedom among Slaves
and Free Blacks in the District of Columbia, 1800-
1860,” in Howard Gillette, ed., Southern City,
National Ambition: The Growth of Early Washington,
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Population of the United States in 1860, 588.

Letitia Woods Brown argues that the non-importa-
tion law effectively limited the District’s slave trade
to its own borders. See Free Negroes, 121-25.

Brown, Free Negroes, 122; Negro John Battles v.
Thomas Miller, Cranch Circuit Court Reports, v. 3
(May Term 1828), 296-98.

Negro Maria v. White, Cranch Circuit Court Reports,
v. 3 (December Term, 1929), 662-63; Negro
Christopher Harris v. Nelly Alexander, Cranch Circuit
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National Intelligencer, Jan. 2, 1846.

Quoted in Tadman, Speculators and Slaves, 67.
Worthington G. Snethen, The Black Code of the
District of Columbia (New York: American and
Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, 1848), 38-39.

Solomon Northrup, Twenty Years A Slave, edited by
Sue Eakin and Joseph Logsdon (Baton Rouge:
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Associated Publishers, 1930), 154-56.

Jesse Torrey, American Slave Trade (Philadelphia. by
the author, 1817: repr. ed. London: ].M. Cobbett,
1822). Torrey had changed his title for the reprint
edition.

Ibid., 66.

Ibid., 54-55. See also Jesse Torrey, “A Portraiture of
Domestic Slavery” (Philadelphia: 1817) reprinted
on the Africans in America website, http://
www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part3/3h324t.html.

Jesse Torrey, American Slave Trade, 64.

Torrey, American Slave Trade, 69-70; W.B. Bryan, “A
Fire in an Old Time F Street Tavern and What it
Revealed,” Records of the Columbia Historical Society
9 (1906), 198-215.

For example, see the American Anti-Slavery
Society’s use of Torrey’s account of the singing
manacled slave passing the Capitol in The Liberty
Almanac, 1847.

Emphasis in original. “Slavery and the Slave Trade
in the District of Columbia” (Washington, D.C.,
n.d.) in “An American Time Capsule: Three
Centuries of Broadsides and Other Printed
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The National Era, Jan. 24, 1850.
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45.
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