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“A Terror to Others”: 
Thomas Jefferson’s Quiet Campaign Against the Transatlantic Slave Trade, 1801-1809 

Andrew J. B. Fagal and Craig Hollander 
 

In 1805, a former slave trader in Philadelphia named Thomas Branagan published an epic 

poem titled Avenia, which, as its subtitle made clear, was intended to call public attention to the 

transatlantic slave trade’s ongoing “oppression of the human species.” Hoping to promote his 

Iliad adaptation, Branagan sought an endorsement from President Thomas Jefferson – the only 

man other than Washington, he said in the book, “whose love of liberty was superior to their love 

of power and popularity.”1 But Jefferson declined Branagan’s request. In fact, he did not even 

respond directly to Branagan. Rather than risk writing to the polemicist, Jefferson penned a note 

to a friend in Philadelphia, Senator George Logan, and asked him to pass along his rejection. 

Jefferson’s refusal to endorse Branagan’s antislavery publication will likely come as no 

surprise to many historians today. More and more, scholars emphasize the third president’s 

hypocrisy for cheering on liberty while enslaving, over the course of his life, approximately 600 

men, women, and children—at least six of whom were his own progeny.2 However, studies 

about Jefferson’s views on slavery usually elide his role in combating the slave trade. That is not 

surprising, either. The Jefferson administration’s slave trade policy does not lend itself to easy 

characterization. On the one hand, several scholars of the period have pointed out that his 

 
1 Thomas Branagan, Avenia: or, A Tragical Poem, on the Oppression of the Human Species, and Infringement on 
the Rights of Man (Philadelphia, 1805), 318. 
2 The historiography on Jefferson and race and slavery is extensive. For major trends in interpretation that inform 
our current historical outlook, see Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson, With a New Preface 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1948, reprint 1993), 81-98; Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black: 
American Attitudes toward the Negro, 1550-1812, second edition (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1968, reprint 2012), 429-81; John Chester Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (New 
York: The Free Press, 1977); Annette Gordon-Reed, The Hemingses of Monticello: An American Family (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2008); Lucia Stanton, “Those Who Labor for My Happiness”: Slavery at Thomas 
Jefferson’s Monticello (Charlottesville: The University of Virginia Press, 2012); Annette Gordon-Reed and Peter S. 
Onuf, “Most Blessed of the Patriarchs”: Thomas Jefferson and the Empire of the Imagination (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co., 2016); Padraig Riley, Slavery and the Democratic Conscience: Political Life in Jeffersonian America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Paul J. Polgar, Standard Bearers pf Equality: America’s 
First Abolition Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019). 
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administration sought to suppress that slave trade, even though the traffic was still quasi-legal 

under federal law.3 On the other hand, Jefferson’s second term coincided with the apex of the 

American slave trade, when, between 1804 and 1808, the United States imported over 40,000 

enslaved people, mostly through South Carolina. Meanwhile, Jefferson – as Branagan learned 

from Logan – sought to avoid publicly acknowledging this staggering influx of African captives. 

Scholars should not presume that this slaveholding President’s reticence about the slave 

trade reflected his disinterest in the issue or his capitulation to the slaving interest. Jefferson 

realized that he was a highly divisive figure with adversaries who would oppose his policies for 

the sake of political expediency alone.4 With that in mind, he decided to remain quiet about the 

slave trade issue in order to maintain an intersectional coalition against the ongoing traffic and 

further his administration’s robust effort to suppress it. Indeed, Jefferson described his self-

imposed silence to Logan in his note about Branagan’s poem. “The cause in which [Branagan] 

embarks is so holy,” he wrote, “that it is highly painful to me to hesitate on a compliance which 

appears so small.” “But,” Jefferson added, “it would be injurious, even to his views, for me to 

commit myself on paper by answering his letter.” He explained: “I have most carefully avoided 

every public act or manifestation on that subject. Should an occasion ever occur in which I can 

interpose with decisive effect, I shall certainly know & do my duty with promptitude and zeal. 

But in the mean time it would only be disarming myself of influence to be taking small means.”5 

 
3 Matthew E. Mason, “Slavery Overshadowed: Congress Debates Prohibiting the Atlantic Slave Trade to the United 
States, 1806-1807,” Journal of the Early Republic 20 (2000): 63; William W. Freehling, The Road the Disunion, 
Volume 1: Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 136. 
4 During the contentious presidential election of 1796, Federalist pamphleteers actually portrayed Jefferson as the 
anti-slavery candidate, see Jeffrey Pasley, The First Presidential Contest: 1796 and the Founding of American 
Democracy (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2013), 257-61. 
5 Thomas Branagan to Thomas Jefferson, May 7, 1805, Library of Congress, Jefferson Papers; Jefferson to George 
Logan, May 11, 1805, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Logan Papers. On Branagan’s anti-slavery writings see 
Beverly Tomek, “From Motives of Generosity, as well as self-preservation”: Thomas Branagan, Colonization, and 
the Gradual Emancipation Movement,” American Nineteenth Century History 6 (2005): 121-47; Christopher N. 
Phillips, “Epic, Anti-Eloquence, and Abolitionism: Thomas Branagan’s “Avenia” and “The Penitential Tyrant,” 
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Jefferson chose his words carefully. By expressing his fear of “disarming” himself of 

“influence,” he was, in essence, acknowledging his ability to help suppress the slave trade, but 

only if from behind-the-scenes. And, as we will see, Jefferson had, in fact, been taking effective 

(and purposefully unheralded) actions against the slave trade throughout his presidency. Such 

actions took the form of cabinet leadership, executive orders, and exerting pressure on Congress. 

These largely unpublicized actions then filtered through the federal government, becoming the 

laws and policies that federal officials – customs collectors, revenue cutter captains, district 

attorneys, federal marshals, and others – wielded against American slave traders, at times with 

great success.6 To be more precise, though, the Jefferson administration primarily utilized two 

different types of legal actions against the slave trade: first, beginning in 1801, the administration 

sought to enforce the federal ban on American participation in the slave trade between foreign 

ports. Thus, between 1801 and 1809, U.S. Attorneys brought several high-profile cases against 

American slave traffickers. Second, in 1803, Jefferson signed into law and then enforced an act 

to regulate the importation of banned persons to various ports. Although historians have largely 

overlooked this law, it essentially made importing enslaved people illegal at the federal level.7 

 
Early American Literature 44 (2009): 605-37. According to Logan, Branagan was “perfectly satisfied with your 
reasons for not answering his Letter,” Logan to Jefferson, June 10, 1805, Library of Congress, Jefferson Papers. 
6 For the importance of the customs officers in particular see, Gautham Rao, National Duties: Custom Houses and 
the Making of the American State (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016). 
7 In recent years there has been a thorough and engaging historiography delineating the scope, and nature, of the 
early American state. For a broad overview of this historical literature see, Gautham Rao, “The New Historiography 
of the Early Federal Government: Institutions, Contexts, and the Imperial State,” The William and Mary Quarterly 
77 (2020): 97-128, and for a broad synthesis of the state of the field see Brian Balogh, A Government Out of Sight: 
The Mystery of National Authority in Nineteenth-Century America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
Jefferson, and Jeffersonian Republicans, play a central role in this scholarship. The professed (or ascribed) view of 
the Jeffersonians is that they, at least compared to the Federalists, were hostile to federal power. As numerous 
historians have pointed out, though, this was rarely the case in practice. What best explains Jefferson’s theory of 
American government in light of his actions as president is that he was a committed small-F federalist who, within 
the scope of delegated Constitutional and statutory authority, believed that the executive branch ought to be 
energetic in its exercise of power. Most importantly for this view see, Jeremy D. Bailey, Thomas Jefferson and 
Executive Power (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007) and Kevin Gutzman, Thomas Jefferson 
Revolutionary: A Radical’s Struggle to Remake America (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2017), ch. 1. 
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The Jefferson administration’s campaign against the slave trade was consequential for 

several reasons. Prosecutions against slave traders filled the dockets of certain federal courts, 

constituting one of the world’s earliest efforts to suppress the traffic. However, the success of the 

Jefferson administration’s campaign against the slave trade triggered an unforeseen reaction. In 

1803, federal officials began seizing slave ships that were headed to the Lowcountry in South 

Carolina and Georgia. Consequently, in December 1803, South Carolina repealed its slave trade 

ban, at least in part to evade any further federal encroachment. In other words, the reopening of 

South Carolina’s slave trade in 1804 actually reflected the Jefferson administration’s effort to 

suppress the illegal traffic to the South, rather than its willingness to turn a blind eye to it. 

Until his second term, then, Jefferson had reason to believe – as he explained to Logan – 

that his administration’s campaign against the slave trade was not worth jeopardizing over some 

“small means,” such as publicly endorsing Branagan’s epic poem. But the reopening of South 

Carolina’s slave trade was the “occasion” that finally moved him to publicly “interpose” against 

the traffic. In 1806, Jefferson used his annual message to urge Congress to prohibit as soon as 

possible “all further participation in those violations of human rights which have been so long 

continued on the unoffending inhabitants of Africa, and which the morality, the reputation, and 

the best interests of our country, have long been eager to proscribe.”8 He also encouraged 

Congress to stop all the slaving voyages that would not arrive before the prohibition took effect. 

Congress heeded Jefferson’s call-to-action. In March 1807, Congress passed a law that would 

abolish the slave trade on January 1, 1808—the earliest it was constitutionally permissible. 

Of course, the Jefferson administration’s effort to suppress the transatlantic slave trade 

does not excuse its support for the explosive growth of domestic slavery. Nor does it excuse 

 
8 Thomas Jefferson, Sixth Annual Message to Congress, December 2, 1806, in James D. Richardson, A Compilation 
of the Messages and Papers of the Presidents, 20 vols. (New York, 1917), 1:393-98. 
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Jefferson’s own abuse of hundreds of enslaved people. But even many abolitionists at the time 

believed – with good reason – that the Jefferson administration had pushed the United States into 

making a leading, proactive, and significant contribution to the antislavery cause throughout the 

Atlantic World. Scholars would do well to note Jefferson’s use of federal law enforcement for 

humanitarian purposes, especially as they reevaluate Jefferson’s views on race and slavery. At 

the very least, historians should regard Jefferson’s quiet campaign against the slave trade as an 

example of his political dexterity. Put another way, scholars should acknowledge that the same 

statesman who had achieved fame for declaring something realized that – in a time of great 

partisanship – he needed to remain silent in the interest of a “cause” that he considered “so holy.” 

“No Indulgences Can Be Claimed” 

The Constitution prohibited Congress from restricting the importation of enslaved people 

until 1808. Nevertheless, by 1798, every state in the Union had passed laws criminalizing the 

foreign slave trade. The federal government also passed several laws to restrict Americans from 

participating in the traffic. On March 22, 1794, Congress passed a law that prohibited Americans 

from fitting out slave ships in American ports. In addition, on May 10, 1800, Congress enacted a 

law making it illegal for Americans to own vessels engaged in the slave trade between foreign 

ports or to serve onboard such vessels. However, federal officials infrequently enforced these 

statutes during the 1790s. During that same period, the slave trade itself reached its historical 

apex, with traffickers landing over 60,000 enslaved people in the Americas every year.9  

 
9 “An Act to prohibit the carrying on the Slave Trade from the United States to any foreign place or country,” March 
22, 1794, in Richard Peters, ed., The Public Statutes at Large of the United States… 1789 to March 3, 1845, 8 vols. 
(Boston, 1855-56), 1:347-49 [hereafter U.S. Statutes at Large]; “An Act in addition to the act initialed “An act to 
prohibit the carrying on the Slave Trade from the United States to any foreign place or country,” U.S. Statutes at 
Large, 2:70-71. 
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Most historians probably presume that the “Revolution of 1800” brought no dramatic 

shift in federal policy with regard to the slave trade.10 After all, why would a slaveholder like 

Jefferson care more about suppressing the slave trade than his predecessor, John Adams? 

Certainly, the politically safest and perhaps most ideologically consistent course for Jefferson 

would have been to leave it to the states to administer their own individual bans. From the outset, 

though, he prioritized the suppression of the federal government’s effort to suppress the slave 

trade. In fact, between 1801 and 1809, agencies of the executive branch – namely the Customs 

Service, the revenue cutters, and the U.S. Attorneys – worked in conjunction with Jefferson and 

his cabinet to prosecute alleged slave traders under the federal slave trade acts of 1794 and 1800. 

The 1801 case against the schooner Sally of Norfolk was the Jefferson administration’s 

first attempt to prosecute those accused of violating the 1794 and 1800 laws. On October 10, 

1801, the 60-ton schooner Sally, captained by Elias De Butts, set sail from Charleston, South 

Carolina, for the Cape Verde Islands. According to the Sally’s manifest, the ship carried a cargo 

of tobacco, rum, flour, bread, crackers, and wine. But concealed in the ship’s hold and in the 

ballast were materials and supplies distinctive of transatlantic slave ships—a surfeit of guns and 

gunpowder; 937 feet of wood plank and 241 feet of wooden scantling (for making barracoons 

and bunks); 54 pairs of handcuffs, chains, bolts; and 37 shaken hogsheads (disassembled barrels) 

for storing water and food for the captives. A month after setting sail, storms beat the Sally into 

the Chesapeake Bay. Rather than sail for her home port of Norfolk or a city like Baltimore, 

however, De Butts piloted the ship up the Patuxent River to Nottingham, Maryland. The U.S. 

Customs Collector at the port, George Briscoe, suspected that De Butts had avoided sailing to the 

 
10 Recent works on the nature of the American state have, if anything, emphasized the continuity in governance 
between the Federalist Period and Jeffersonian America, see Max Edling, A Hercules in the Cradle: War, Money, 
and the American State, 1783-1867 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2014). 
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larger ports because he had something to hide. He therefore detained the Sally and sent a letter to 

his boss, Treasury Secretary Albert Gallatin, about the arrival of the suspicious vessel.11 

Gallatin received Briscoe’s letter about the Sally on November 19, 1801. The next day, 

he ordered Briscoe to “seize and dismantle the vessel and have the cargo landed and stored in 

any private Warehouse.” While carrying out these orders, Briscoe discovered the Sally’s hidden 

cache of weapons, wood, handcuffs, and shaken hogsheads. He then reported his discoveries to 

the Jefferson administration. The President personally reviewed Briscoe’s report with Gallatin 

and Attorney General Levi Lincoln. Jefferson considered Gallatin and Lincoln to be “sufficient 

authorities [for him] to approve of prosecuting in the case of the Schooner Sally.” He did not 

hide behind the advice of his subordinates, however. Instead, Jefferson took ownership of the 

decision to pursue legal action against the Sally. “I will candidly add that my judgement also 

concurs,” he wrote. “The handcuffs & bolts are palpable testimonials of the intention of the 

voyage, & the concealment of them, & their omission in the statement of the cargo, strengthens 

the proof.” “The traffic,” Jefferson insisted, “is so odious that no indulgences can be claimed.”12 

Although Gallatin concurred with Jefferson’s decision to prosecute the Sally, he sought to 

manage the President’s expectations for success in the courtroom. In particular, he worried that a 

federal judge might disagree with the administration’s interpretation of the 1794 slave trade law. 

Politically, the case of the Sally might be dicey, too. Following Jefferson’s decision, De Butts 

went to Washington, waited upon Jefferson and Gallatin, proclaimed his innocence, and insisted 

 
11 George Briscoe to Albert Gallatin, 19 Nov. 1801; Gallatin to Briscoe, 20 Nov. 1801; for the contents of the Sally 
see Briscoe to Gallatin, 27 Nov. 1801, all in Carl E. Prince and Helene E. Fineman, eds., The Papers of Albert 
Gallatin, microfilm edition, 46 reels, Philadelphia, 1969, and Supplement, Barbara B. Oberg, ed., reels 47-51, 
Wilmington, Del., 1985, 5:958, 6:56, 6:124 (hereafter Gallatin Papers); No. 128, Slave Trade, April 18, 1808, 
American State Papers: Commerce and Navigation, 1:726. 
12 “seize,” see Gallatin to Briscoe, 20 Nov. 1801, Gallatin Papers, 6:85; Briscoe to Gallatin, 27 Nov. 1801, Gallatin 
Papers, 6:124; “sufficient authorities” Jefferson to Gallatin, 28 Nov. 1801, PTJ, 35:740 
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that the “iron cuffs” were “ballast in the schooner ever since he commanded her.”13 Jefferson 

was unmoved. Consequently, the administration referred the case to Zebulon Hollingsworth, the 

U.S. Attorney for the District of Maryland. Jefferson himself wrote “Approved” on the file that 

the Comptroller of the Treasury prepared for Hollingsworth and sent to his office in Baltimore. 

There, on December 7, the U.S. Attorney instituted a libel suit against De Butts and the owners 

of the Sally for violating the 1794 slave trade act. Baltimore newspapers printed the indictment 

and the trial announcement, which District Judge James Winchester set for January 5, 1802.14 

The trial did not go as Jefferson hoped. Judge Winchester did not empanel a jury because 

he decided that the case was an admiralty dispute. He then ruled in favor of De Butts on the basis 

that the 1794 slave trade law failed to define the point or time at which a vessel was considered 

fitted out for the slave trade. Winchester therefore ordered Briscoe to release the Sally and its 

cargo. Hollingsworth lamented to Gallatin that his case against the Sally had been strong. He 

bemoaned that a jury would have overlooked the ambiguity of the 1794 slave trade act and 

convicted De Butts. The case of the Sally was not a total loss for the Jefferson administration, 

though. Although De Butts avoided prosecution, there is no evidence that he ever attempted to 

make another slaving voyage. He even sold the Sally itself just one year later. In that regard, it 

seems likely that the Jefferson administration successfully deterred this aspiring trafficker.15 

The Jefferson administration quickly took another opportunity to suppress the slave trade. 

In early January 1802, New York City’s customs collector – an ardent Jeffersonian named David 

Gelston – received a tip from two Quakers (including the Chairman of the New-York Society for 

 
13 “ballast” Gallatin to Jefferson, 29 Nov. 1801, PTJ, 35:741-43. 
14 Gallatin to Briscoe, 30 Nov. 1801, Gallatin Papers, 6:118; [2 Dec. 1801], “Schooner Sally, lately arrested at 
Nottingham,” notation in Treasury Comptroller John Steele’s hand, with endorsements by Gallatin and Jefferson, 
Library of Congress, Jefferson Papers, Volume 118, No. 20354; (Baltimore) Federal Gazette, 10 Dec. 1801. 
15 Gallatin to Jefferson, 3 Jan. 1802, PTJ, 39 Briscoe to Gallatin, 11 Jan. 1802, Gallatin Papers, 6:443; Zebulon 
Hollingsworth to Gallatin [January 1802], Gallatin Papers, 6:553. 
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Promoting the Manumission of Slaves) that a 150-ton ship called the Young Ralph was being 

outfitted for the slave trade. The Young Ralph had once been a slave ship from Liverpool. Back 

in 1796, the vessel had voyaged from that city to Africa and then onto Antigua with over 250 

captives. The Young Ralph made a second slaving voyage between 1797 and 1799. However, the 

French captured the Young Ralph during a third slaving voyage in 1799 and took the vessel to 

Martinique, where it was condemned as a prize. A French captain then sailed the Young Ralph to 

New York City in the summer of 1801 and sold the vessel to Robert Cummings, a merchant from 

the Danish colony of St. Croix who was residing in the city at the time. According to the Trans-

Atlantic Slave Trade Database, Cummings had likely invested in several slaving voyages during 

the 1790s and early 1800s, even though Denmark had prohibited its citizens from engaging in the 

traffic in 1792. And, evidently, he planned to re-outfit the Young Ralph in New York and 

dispatch the vessel on another slaving voyage. Toward that end, Cummings hired a former slave 

trader from Rhode Island named Samuel Slocum to serve as the captain for this illegal voyage.16 

Acting on his tip, Gelston directed his subordinates at the customs house – along with the 

Port Surveyor and the U.S. Marshal – to search the Young Ralph before Slocum could set sail for 

Africa. Although Cummings protested that his ship was merely sailing to Africa for Senegalese 

gum, the federal officers found enough evidence onboard the vessel to allege that it was actually 

“bound on a Voyage to Africa & is intended for the Slave Trade Contrary to the Laws of the 

 
16 For the Young Ralph see Voyage ID Nos. 84098, 84099, and 84100, Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, 
slavevoyages.org/voyage/database [accessed March 6, 2020]; For the career of Samuel Slocum see Voyage ID No. 
28012 for his 1795-96 voyage, and Voyage ID No. 70011 for an unspecified captain with the surname Slocum in 
partnership with Cummings in 1802, Ibid.; for the link between Voyage ID No. 70011 and a potential departure 
from Bristol, Rhode Island in the fall of 1801, see the Providence Gazette, 30 Jan. 1802 and the (Boston) 
Constitutional Telegraphe, 20 Feb. 1802; for the arrival of the Young Ralph in New York from Guadeloupe, see 
(New York) Commercial Advertiser, 19 Aug. 1801. On Denmark and the slave trade see Joseph Evans Loftin, The 
Abolition of the Danish Slave Trade [Ph.D. Diss., Louisiana State University, 1977]; Pernille Røge, “Why the Danes 
Got There First – A Trans-Imperial Study of the Abolition of the Danish Slave Trade in 1792,” Slavery & Abolition 
35 (2014): 576-92. 
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US.” This evidence included extra plank and scantling, handcuffs, chains, an excessive supply of 

medicine, and a boiler capable of preparing a meal for 200 people. Citing this evidence, Gelston 

referred the case to the newly-appointed U.S. Attorney for New York, Edward Livingston.17 

The trial of the Young Ralph took place in the courtroom of Judge John Sloss Hobart 

during mid-February 1802. The case garnered significant public interest and coverage in the 

newspapers, in part because it pitted two brilliant legal minds and prominent public figures from 

opposing political parties against one another. Livingston, the prosecutor, was a Jeffersonian 

Republican who had served in the House of Representatives and was the current Mayor of New 

York. Representing the defendant was Alexander Hamilton, who was not only the former 

Treasury Secretary, but also a nationally renowned Federalist leader. Not surprisingly, then, the 

Republican press lavished praise on Jefferson’s appointees for suppressing the illegal slave trade. 

For instance, one widely reprinted article lauded Gelston and Livingston for being “men of 

humanity, and officers determined to carry into effect the laws of their country.” Another article 

noted that the courthouse itself was “crowded, as the trial is highly momentous.”18 

There is extensive documentation concerning this “highly momentous” four-day trial. 

Livingston took notes on both the witness testimony and Hamilton’s closing arguments. And 

these notes – which were not printed in the Legal Papers of Alexander Hamilton – shed critical 

 
17 “bound” David Gelston to William Stephens Smith, 7 Jan. 1802, Mystic Seaport Museum, David Gelston Papers, 
1800-1843, Collection 170 [hereafter “Gelston Papers”], Box 1, Folder 1; Affidavit of James Byrd and Samuel 
Brown, 5 Jan. 1802, Gelston Papers, Box 24, Folder 2; Gelston to Edward Livingston, 8 Jan. 1802, Gelston Papers, 
Box 1, Folder 1; the Young Ralph’s clearance for Senegal was announced in the (New York) Commercial 
Advertiser, 5 Jan. 1802; “intended” New-York Evening Post, 9 Jan. 1802. For background on Gelston’s political 
activities in New York City during the 1790s see Philip S. Foner, ed., The Democratic-Republican Societies, 1790-
1800 (Westport, CT, 1976), 171, 183-84. 
18 “men of humanity” in (Boston, MA) The Constitutional Telegraphe, February 20, 1802; “crowded” in (New 
York, NY) American Citizen, February 18, 1802; see also the New-York Gazette, February 20, 1802. On the partisan 
press in the early republic see, Jeffrey L. Pasley, “The Tyranny of Printers”: Newspaper Politics in the Early 
American Republic (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2001) and Donald H. Stewart, The Opposition 
Press of the Federalist Period (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1969).  
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light on the courtroom proceedings. Livingston had four witnesses ready to testify that Slocum 

had either admitted to participating in the slave trade earlier in his career or that he had sought 

acquire handcuffs was for an impending slaving voyage. Hamilton successfully objected to these 

witnesses on the basis that their testimony would be hearsay. Nevertheless, Livingston presented 

other witnesses who testified that the Young Ralph was carrying cargo that was intended for the 

slave trade, and that Slocum had purchased handcuffs for two hundred people. Hamilton, in turn, 

called two veteran slave traders who testified that the equipment onboard the Young Ralph was 

inadequate for a slaving voyage. According to Livingston’s notes, Hamilton then began his 

closing arguments with “expedients to bias the mind of the Court.” Hamilton argued that it was 

not illegal to outfit a vessel with certain cargo and equipment, even if such materials were often 

associated with the slave trade. In essence, then, Hamilton echoed Judge Winchester’s reasoning 

in the case of the Sally that the 1794 law did not specify when during the process of outfitting 

their vessel an owner and captain had initiated an illegal slaving voyage and thus committed a 

crime. Under these circumstances, federal officers could not determine whether a vessel was 

truly a slave ship while it was still in the process of being outfitted. Judge Hobart agreed with 

Hamilton; in March 1802, he ruled in favor of Cummings and released the Young Ralph.19 

Historians today might view the respective positions of Hamilton and Livingston in the 

case of the Young Ralph as a role reversal for two statesmen on the issue of the slave trade. After 

all, Hamilton was a (nominal) member of the New York Manumission Society and Livingston 

 
19 “Expedients” Edward Livingston’s trial notes, 16-19 February, 1802, Princeton University Special Collections, 
Edward Livingston Papers, Box 59, Folder 32; the appellate case file, containing copies of the original pleadings and 
trial minutes, was published on microfilm by the National Archives, see Case No. 134, United States v. Robert 
Cumming and The Ship Young Ralph 1802, Appellate Case Files of the U.S. Circuit Court for the Southern District 
of New York, 1793-1845, National Archives and Records Administration, Microfilm Publication M855, 8 rolls 
(Washington, D.C., 1971), Roll 8. For the limited handling of the case in Hamilton’s published legal papers see, 
Gobel, Jr., et. al. eds., The Law Practice of Alexander Hamilton, 5 vols. (New York, 1964-1981), 2:847-57, this 
limited handling was due to the archival acquisition of the Livingston Papers by Princeton University in the 1980s, 
see Stacy F. Roth, “The Livingston Papers,” The Princeton University Library Chronicle (Spring 1989), 276-79. 
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would soon rise to even greater political prominence in Louisiana – the burgeoning epicenter for 

human trafficking in North America. Some historians might also presume that newly-minted 

Republican appointees like Gelston and Livingston would have been less, say, proactive in 

prosecuting alleged slave traders, if only to avoid alienating their slaveholding president. But 

such appointees clearly believed that the Jefferson administration was eager to suppress the slave 

trade. Indeed, the Jefferson administration soon earned a reputation for going to great lengths to 

prosecute suspected slave traders. Take the case of the brig Harry and Jane, for example. The 

owner of the brig was Joseph Young of Portland, Massachusetts (in the federal District of 

Maine). Between 1802 and 1805, the Harry and Jane carried out three slaving voyages. While 

the ship was docked in London in 1805, however, a crewmember named George Pitman swore 

an affidavit before U.S. Consul George W. Erving that the vessel had been “in the Slave carrying 

trade prohibited by law.” Erving immediately forwarded Pitman’s sworn statement to the State 

Department. He also sent along a certificate attesting that the master of the Harry and Jane had 

“not complied with the law in depositing her papers in this Office” so that federal officers would 

have a pretext for seizing the brig once it reached the United States. Upon receiving Erving’s 

documents, Secretary of State James Madison referred the case to U.S. Attorney Silas Lee and 

told him to “lose no time in instituting [a case] against every person and thing liable to it.”20 

Despite such efforts, members of the Jefferson administration faced an uphill battle in 

their campaign against the slave trade. Slave traders not only continued to exploit loopholes in 

the 1794 slave trade act, but also changed their operations to avoid detection. But the Jefferson 

administration’s interference in the slave trade created a paper trail that now enables historians to 

 
20 (Boston) Massachusetts Mercury, 1 Jan. 1802; (New York) Mercantile Advertiser, 11 June 1802; for the voyages 
of the Harry and Jane, Voyage ID Nos. 96036 and 96106, Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database; “prohibited by 
law” George W. Erving to James Madison, 20 April 1805, PJM:SS, 9:265; “liable to it” Madison to Silas Lee, 17 
July 1805, PJM:SS, 10:81. 
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understand the adjustments that traffickers made to evade justice. For instance, in March 1806, 

the U.S. Consul at Cape Town, John Elmslie, sent Secretary Madison a 20-page file of evidence 

alleging that a ship called the Charles and Harriot was involved in the illegal slave trade. It had 

not been easy for Elmslie to compile this information, either. Sailing under the command of 

Captain William Earl, the Charles and Harriot had arrived in Cape Town with a cargo of 170 

enslaved people from east Africa. Although Earl had claimed that he was bound for South 

Carolina (where, at that time, the slave trade was legal), both Elmslie and his British counterparts 

in Cape Town suspected that the Charles and Harriot was actually headed for South America, 

which would have constituted an illegal voyage under U.S. law. Regardless of his suspicions, 

Elmslie lacked the authority to detain the ship. So, instead, he used the British as an intermediary 

to obtain the ship’s papers, which he copied and sent to the United States for Madison’s review.21 

Elmslie’s file on the Charles and Harriot contains a wealth of information about the 

slave trade from Mozambique during the early nineteenth century. In addition to mentioning 

other American vessels engaged in the illegal traffic, the vessel’s papers features Captain Earl’s 

instructions from the owner of the Charles and Harriot – a merchant in Newport, Rhode Island, 

named Jacob Smith. In his instructions, Smith directed Earl to purchase at Mozambique as many 

people as could be held in the Charles and Harriot, preferably “half Boys and half Girls.” He 

then told Earl to sail for Montevideo, where he should sell the captives for specie and “Jurked 

Beef & Tallow” to disguise the foul smell of the slave ship during the return voyage. Smith also 

warned Earl not to smuggle anything into the United States.22 Such admonitions reflected his 

 
21 John Elmslie to Madison, 19 March 1806, PJM:SS, 11:408-10; Alexander Gillespie to Elmslie, 25 Feb. 1806, and 
Elmslie to Gillespie, 16 March 1806, U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 59, State 
Department, Consular Dispatches, Cape Town; for the Charles and Harriot’s first voyage from Mozambique to 
Montevideo by way of Cape Town, see Voyage ID No. 36817, Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database. 
22 Extracts from William Earl’s logbook for the Charles and Harriot and Jacob Smith to William Earl, 29 May 
1805, both in NARA, RG 59, Consular Dispatches, Cape Town.  
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concern that federal officials were on the lookout for vessels that had been engaged in the illegal 

slave trade. Smith was right to worry, too. Upon receiving Elmslie’s file on the Charles and 

Harriot, Madison instructed the U.S. Attorney for the District of Rhode Island, David Howell, to 

“obtain all the evidence in your power, and according as you may find it sufficient to sustain 

prosecutions against all or any of these vessels and their owners, officers & crews.”23 

Captain Earl arrived in Newport with the Charles and Harriot in mid-August 1806. On 

August 29, Howell filed a libel against the vessel, alleging that Earl had illegally transported 

enslaved people from Mozambique to Montevideo. That same day, Judge David L. Barnes issued 

a warrant for the U.S. Marshal, William Peck, to seize and search the vessel. However, Howell’s 

effort to prosecute the vessel quickly began to unravel. Indeed, two days later, Peck reported that 

he had “not been able to find her Tackle or Apparel.”24 From what he could tell, the ship’s most 

recent cargo had been a hold full of beef jerky. Then, on September 20, Jacob Smith claimed 

ownership of the Charles and Harriot, paid a bond for the ship, denied participating in the slave 

trade, and issued a claim against the federal government for damages. Two days later, Howell 

filed a nolle prosequi in the case. In all likelihood, he realized that he would be unable to prove 

that the Charles and Harriot had been involved in the illicit traffic without any physical evidence 

from the ship. In fact, the only evidence that Howell could muster was Elmslie’s copy of the 

ship’s papers, which, of course, Smith’s lawyers would have claimed was inadmissible.25 He 

would therefore need witnesses to the crime. But Smith wasted little time tying his loose ends. 

 
23 James Madison to David Howell, 2 July 1806, Brown University, Rare Books and Special Collections; for the 
arrival of the Charles and Harriot in Newport, see the Newport Mercury, 16 Aug. 1806. 
24 Libel against the Charles and Harriot, signed by David Howell, 29 Aug. 1806; Warrant to take into Custody 
Charles and Harriot, signed by David Leonard Barnes, 30 Aug. 1806; William Peck affidavit, 30 Aug. and 3 Sep. 
1806; all in NARA (Waltham, MA), RG 21, Records of the District Courts of the United States, 1685-2009, Case 
Files, 1./1790-2/1888, U.S. v. Charles and Harriot, Ship, 1806 Sep.; Newport Mercury, 6 Sep. 1806. 
25 Claim of Jacob Smith to Ship Charles & Hariot filed 1st. day of the court, 20 Sep. 1806; Bond of Jacob Smith to 
prosecute his claim, 20 Sep. 1806; all in NARA, RG 21, U.S. v. Charles and Harriot, Ship, 1806 Sep. 
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On September 27, 1806 – just five days after Howell had entered the nolle prosequi – he 

dispatched the Charles and Harriot on another slaving voyage. As a result, Peck was unable to 

locate the vessel’s 18 crewmembers when the court issued a summons for them on October 3. 

Yet, Howell – following Madison’s instructions to “obtain all the evidence in [his] 

power. . .to sustain prosecutions against all or any of these vessels and their owners, officers & 

crews” – did not give up. Instead, he doggedly searched for witnesses who had been in Cape 

Town at the same time as the Charles and Harriot. Eventually, in 1807, Howell found and 

deposed a mariner named Benjamin Beckford, who testified that he had seen “on the Deck of 

[the Charles and Harriot] a number of Negroes, who appeared to me to be Slaves; wearing (as is 

usual for slaves) a piece of cloth round their waist.” With this evidence, the court issued another 

summons for the crew that had served aboard the Charles and Harriot’s previous voyage. But 

the deputy sheriff was unable to find the sailors, forcing Howell to enter another nolle prosequi 

in the case. To add insult to injury, Smith was able to successfully recoup $129.18 in court fees 

and legal expenses. At the same time, his slave ship was once again traversing the Atlantic and 

Indian oceans on an illegal slaving voyage from Mozambique to Montevideo. This time only 159 

of the 212 captives onboard the Charles and Harriot survived the Middle Passage.26 

Howell’s failure to bring Smith to justice illustrates the legal and structural difficulties 

that the Jefferson administration faced in attempting to suppress the slave trade before 1808. 

Such failures were not from a lack of administrative effort, however. On the contrary, federal 

 
26 Summons for eighteen sailors, 3 Oct. 1806; deposition of Benjamin Beckford, 8 May 1807; Libel vs. The Charles 
& Harriett [sic], filed 3 Sep. 1806 with David Howell’s note that “The United States will not further prosecute on 
this Libel” 16 June 1807; Bill of Cost Libel. United States vs Ship Charles & Harriot, 16 June 1807, all in NARA, 
RG 21, U.S. v. Charles and Harriot, Ship, 1806 Sep.; Charles and Harriot, Voyage ID No. 36872, Trans-Atlantic 
Slave Trade Database. 
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officials endeavored to impede American slave traffickers. Some secured convictions, too. As 

Jefferson soon discovered, though, such successes could lead to greater failures in the long-run. 

“Merits No Commiseration” 

 Although both South Carolina and Georgia had banned the slave trade during the 1790s, 

Jefferson and Madison learned that traffickers were still bringing foreign captives into the two 

states with some regularity. The Peace of Amiens in 1802 – the treaty between Great Britain and 

Napoleonic France – only made the transatlantic and the intra-American slave trade safer for 

such traffickers. In that regard, the U.S. Consul in Havana, Vincent Gray, relayed to Madison in 

1802 that he heard an American merchant boasting that he could “introduce into the State of 

Georgia, a cargo, or any quantity of Negroe [sic] Slaves.” According to Gray, such merchants 

brought enslaved Africans to ports like Havana, Nassau, and St. Augustine, and then transferred 

them onto pilot boats to carry them to sparsely-populated areas of Georgia and South Carolina.27 

Madison and Jefferson did not wait for Georgia and South Carolina to enforce their own 

laws against the slave trade. Instead, they crafted a federal plan to impede the traffic that Gray 

had described in his report. First, Madison wrote a circular letter to the governors of Georgia and 

South Carolina, informing them of the ongoing “contravention of the laws.” He also provided 

them with a copy of Gray’s letter. Next, Jefferson instructed Treasury Secretary Gallatin to order 

the customs collectors in Georgia and South Carolina “to direct their revenue cutters to. . .[aid] 

the state laws in preventing this contraband, by seizing and informing.” On December 20, 1802, 

Gallatin sent a circular letter to those collectors and informed them that the President “directed” 

 
27  For Georgia’s ban see Acts of the General Assembly of the State of Georgia. Passed at their Session, Begun and 
Holden at Augusta, the Fourth November, One Thousand Seven Hundred and Ninety Three, and Continued, by 
Adjournments, to the Nineteenth December Following (Augusta, 1794), 24; for South Carolina’s ban see 
Shugerman, “The Louisiana Purchase,” 264, 271; William W. Freehling, The Road the Disunion, Volume 1: 
Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 136; “twelve thousand” Vincent Gray 
to James Madison, Oct. 29, 1802, PJM: Sec. of State Ser., 4:65.; “any quantity” Gray to Madison, Nov. 10, 1802, 
PJM: Sec. of State Ser., 4:109-10. 
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them to “lend such aid as comes within the sphere of your official Powers, in detecting and 

informing the proper authority, of any attempts of the kind [that Gray described].” He offered 

additional guidelines to the officers in Savannah because they were the closest to the Caribbean 

trade routes. Gallatin was especially hopeful that the captain of Savannah’s revenue cutter – a 

loyal Jeffersonian named Henry Putnam – would be able to “assist in the same object.”28 

Congressmen also moved to combat this slave trade. Ostensibly, they were addressing a 

petition to the House of Representatives from citizens in Wilmington, North Carolina, who were 

worried that traffickers had re-enslaved “a certain number of [free] negroes or mulattoes” from 

the French colony of Guadeloupe and brought them into the United States. In response to this 

petition, the House formed a committee that included John Randolph of Roanoke, who, at the 

time, was one of Jefferson’s top lieutenants in Congress. It is very likely, then, that Jefferson 

privately advised the committee. The bill that the committee soon proposed made it a crime to 

“import or bring…any negro, mulatto, or other person of color, into any port or place of the 

United States…[that] has prohibited or shall prohibit the admission or importation of such negro, 

mulatto, or other person of color.” In other words, the bill made it a federal offense to import 

enslaved people into any state that had already outlawed such importations. And since every 

state had enacted such bans, the bill constituted a nationwide embargo on importing enslaved 

people. The committee sought to enforce this ban, too. Indeed, the bill levied a $1,000 fine for 

every “negro, mulatto, or other person of color…imported or brought into the United States,” 

 
28 “contravention of the laws” Madison to John Milledge, Dec. 15, 1802, PJM: Sec. of State Ser., 4:189-90; “seizing 
and informing” Jefferson to Gallatin, Dec. 14, 1802, PTJ, 39:158; “lend such aid” Albert Gallatin to the Collectors 
of Georgia and South Carolina, Dec. 20, 1802, in Gallatin, Papers, 7:831; “same object” Albert Gallatin to the 
Collector of Savannah (Thomas de Mattos Johnson), Dec. 20, 1802, in NARA, RG 56, Circular Letters to Collectors 
of the Customs. Georgia Senators Abraham Baldwin and James Jackson described Putnam as “purely republican” in 
his sentiment, see Abraham Baldwin and James Jackson to Albert Gallatin, March 10, 1802, National Archives and 
Records Administration, RG 59, Letters of Application and Recommendation. 
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required the forfeiture of the “[slave] ship…together with [its] tackle, apparel, and furniture,” 

and made it the “duty” of federal officers to “vigilantly to carry [the law] into effect.”29 

Many of the congressmen who supported this bill claimed that they primarily wanted to 

stop traffickers from introducing potentially rebellious individuals from the Caribbean into the 

slaveholding states.30 It was obvious, however, that the bill would amount to a total ban on the 

importation of foreign slaves, which the Constitution prohibited Congress from enacting until 

1808. It was for that reason that James Mott, a Republican from New Jersey, opposed the bill. To 

alleviate concerns about the bill’s constitutionality, William H. Hill, a Federalist from North 

Carolina, pointed out that it would not overturn any state laws. On the contrary, he contended 

that it would merely augment preexisting state policies. Others raised more technical objections. 

John Bacon, a Republican representative from western Massachusetts, argued that the bill would 

violate the Constitution’s privileges and immunities clause because Black mariners, who were 

considered U.S. citizens under Massachusetts law, would be unable to land in southern states 

without subjecting their ships to confiscation. Despite such complaints, though, most in the 

House – northerners and southerners, Federalists and Republicans – supported the bill. And, 

toward that end, they amended the bill to address the most pressing objections. For instance, 

Bacon received an exception for Blacks who were “a native, a citizen, or registered seaman of 

 
29 “certain number” see House  proceedings for January 17, 1803, in Joseph Gales ed., Annals of the Congress of the 
United States: The Debates and Proceedings in the Congress of the United States, 42 vols. (Washington, D.C., 
1834-56), 12:385-6 [hereafter Annals].  On emancipation in the French Caribbean see, Laurent Dubois, A Colony of 
Citizens: Revolution & Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, 1787-1804 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004); on the Haitian War for Independence see, Philippe R. Girard, The Slaves Who Defeated 
Napoleon: Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian War of Independence, 1801-1804 (Tuscaloosa: The University of 
Alabama Press, 2011), ch. 6; on the seriousness with which historians ought to take John Randolph’s anti-slavery 
views, especially with regards to the Atlantic slave trade, see Nicholas Wood, “John Randolph of Roanoke and the 
Politics of Slavery in the Early Republic,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 120 (2012): 106- 43; 
for the text of the initial bill see February 7, 1803, in Annals, 12:467. 
30 For the effect of the Haitian Revolution upon the political culture of the early United States see, James Alexander 
Dun, Dangerous Neighbors: Making the Haitian Revolution in Early America (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 
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the United States.” As a result, the House passed the bill 48 to 15, with the Senate quickly 

following suit. Jefferson then signed the bill into law on February 28, 1803, making the 

importation of foreign slaves into the United States a federal offense starting on April 1.31 

Clearly, the inter-party and inter-sectional support for the 1803 slave trade bill in 

Congress gave Jefferson enough cover to sign the bill into law without risking any political 

fallout. A few weeks later, though, Jefferson had to involve himself more directly in another 

matter concerning the illegal slave trade. This matter dated back to November 1801, when a 

judge on the U.S. circuit court for the District of Rhode Island convicted a man named Nathaniel 

Ingraham for slave trading and levied a $14,000 fine for the crime ($200 for every captive on his 

ship). The Judge then sentenced Ingraham to debtor’s prison for being unable to pay this massive 

sum. In April 1802, 52 Rhode Islanders sent a petition to Jefferson, imploring the President to 

release Ingraham. Among those who signed the petition were both prominent Republicans and 

Federalists. Jefferson nevertheless ignored their appeal. His reticence only invited more petitions. 

Indeed, the President received several more petitions in 1802 and 1803, including letters from 

both Ingraham and from Ingraham’s wife. Christopher Ellery, a Republican Senator from Rhode 

Island, even personally forwarded one of the petitions to Jefferson. Still, the President refused to 

reply to these supplications.32 Then, on May 8, 1803, Jefferson received another letter from 

 
31 For John Bacon’s background and his connection to Jefferson, see John Bacon to Thomas Jefferson, March 3, 
2012, PTJ, 39:622. “particular crime” speech of John Bacon, February 7, 1803, Annals, 12:468-9; “detestable 
traffic” speech of Samuel L. Mitchill, February 7, 1803, Annals, 12:470; vote tally, February 17, 1803, Annals, 
12:534; the Congressional debate published in the Annals of Congress is incomplete, for the complete text of the 
House debate see the Washington Federalist, February 11 and 16, 1803; “a native, a citizen” see “An Act to prevent 
the importation of certain persons into certain states, where, by the laws thereof, their admission is prohibited,” U.S. 
Statutes at Large, 2:205-6. 
32 Nathaniel Ingraham to Thomas Jefferson, April 10, 1802, in Julian P. Boyd et. al. eds., The Papers of Thomas 
Jefferson, 44 vols. to date (Princeton, 1950-present), 37:199-200 [hereafter PTJ]; Ingraham to Jefferson, June 21, 
1802, PTJ, 37:648; Mary Ingraham to Jefferson, October 30, 1802, PTJ, 38:606; Christopher Ellery to Jefferson 
with Petition of Nathaniel Ingraham, January 27, 1803, PTJ, 39:398-401. 
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Ingraham. “Sur I am Poor and Eant Nothing to Suport me and my family,” Ingraham wrote. He 

begged for his release, pleading: “If not Sur I and my famly must Sufer in a Criston land.”33 

After receiving this letter, Jefferson retrieved the petition that Senator Ellery had 

forwarded to him and used it to jot notes on Ingraham’s case. As president, Jefferson had already 

pardoned dozens of supplicants who had been imprisoned for failing to pay fines to the federal 

government. And many of those who had received those pardons had been convicted of serious 

offenses, such as assault and larceny. Yet, Jefferson could not bring himself to pardon Ingraham. 

As he outlined in his notes and then explained to Senator Ellery, he believed that Ingraham ought 

to serve two full years in prison because that was the penalty that Congress had set for the crime 

of slave trading in the 1800 revision of the 1794 slave trade act. In the meantime, Jefferson 

wanted Ingraham’s imprisonment to serve “as a terror to others meditating the crime.”34 

Jefferson’s refusal to pardon Ingraham carried real political risks. Rhode Island had 

consistently elected Federalists to the Senate and had gone for John Adams in 1800. However, 

Ellery’s election to the Senate in 1802 showed that Republicans were making inroads in the state. 

Jefferson could have furthered those inroads with the stroke of his pardon pen. Instead, he denied 

a slew of petitions from a litany of Rhode Island’s powerbrokers, including both Federalists and 

Republicans. Moreover, Jefferson maintained that the plight of Ingraham’s wife and children 

merited “no commiseration.” Although the President conceded that they suffered “for want of 

[Ingraham’s] aid,” he had to consider “the condition of the unhappy people whom [Ingraham] 

brought away from their native country, and whose wives, children & parents are now suffering 

for want of their aid & comfort.” This was a provocative retort coming from Jefferson, especially 

 
33 Ingraham to Jefferson, April 28, 1803, PTJ, 40:279. 
34 Notes on Nathaniel Ingraham’s Case, [ca. 9 May 1803], PTJ, 40:342-43; Jefferson to Ellery, May 9, 1803, PTJ, 
40:337-38. 
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considering that Rhode Island was a hub for the slave trade. Acting as chief magistrate, however, 

he was eager to make clear his antipathy for that traffic, even at the risk of alienating the state.35 

To be sure, this is not the typical historiographical portrayal of Jefferson’s interaction 

with slave traders in Rhode Island, either. On the contrary, the scholars who have addressed that 

topic almost exclusively focus on a singular incident as representative of Jefferson’s disregard of 

(or complicity in) Rhode Island’s slave trading activities. This incident was the appointment in 

February 1804 of Charles Collins – a former slave trader and the brother-in-law of the notorious 

slaver James D’Wolf – to be the customs collector of Bristol, Rhode Island. According to several 

historians, Jefferson appointed Collins to the position as a reward to D’Wolf for his vociferous 

support of the Republican Party. Or, as D’Wolf biographer Cynthia Mestad Johnson put it, the 

President “began to realize the value of wealthy friends in the Republican Party from the still 

hostile state of Rhode Island.” With Collins overseeing Bristol’s customs house, the D’Wolf 

family would be able to outfit their slave ships without fear of federal interference. “The 

ideological stance of Jefferson on the topic of slavery had been so profoundly ambivalent,” 

Johnson maintains, that “it was difficult for [James] DeWolf to ignore the opportunity…”36 

Scholars who point to Collins’s appointment as evidence that Jefferson abetted the slave 

trade have misunderstood the chronology of events. When Jefferson became President in 1801, 

James D’Wolf beseeched the new administration to dismiss Bristol’s collector, Jonathan Russell, 

who had been one of Adams’s midnight appointments prior to leaving office.37 Had Jefferson 

sought to placate D’Wolf, he could have easily withheld Russell’s appointment, as he did in the 

 
35 For the similar subsequent case of Philip M. Topham, who Jefferson also refused to pardon until he had spent two 
years in prison, see Craig A. Landy, “Slaver Captain and Son of Newport: Philip Morse Topham and Jeffersonian 
Justice,” Rhode Island History 74 (Summer/Fall 2016): 73-92. 
36 Cynthia Mestad Johnson, James DeWolf and the Rhode Island Slave Trade (Charleston: The History Press, 2014), 
87-88; see also Leonardo Marques, The United States and the Transatlantic Slave Trade to the Americas, 1776-1867 
(New Haven, 2016), 12-13. 
37 James D’Wolf to James Madison, April 27, 1801, Papers of James Madison, Sec. of State Ser., 1:121-22. 
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famous case of William Marbury. But Jefferson refused D’Wolf’s request, perhaps because 

Theodore Foster, a former Federalist Senator from Rhode Island, had informed the President that 

Russell was a staunch opponent of the slave trade. As a result, Russell was able to serve as 

Bristol’s collector until late 1803, when he resigned to pursue a more lucrative career in 

banking.38 To be clear, then, Jefferson never dismissed Russell, despite the claims of several 

historians. But the D’Wolf family did lobby for Collins’s appointment to the Bristol collectorship 

when Russell voluntarily vacated his position. Collins also traveled to Washington, D.C. to 

secure Senator Ellery’s recommendation, which Jefferson received on February 6, 1804. Gallatin 

followed with his own recommendation of Collins on February 24. The President – who almost 

always sought to fill vacancies quickly when the Senate was in session – heeded this advice and 

submitted Collins’s appointment that same day. The Senate confirmed Collins a day later.39 

It is unclear, though, whether Jefferson knew about Collins’s past participation in the 

slave trade when he appointed him to the collectorship. Back in May 1801, Foster had advised 

him against appointing Collins to be the surveyor of Warren, Rhode Island. “I will only say,” 

Foster wrote, “that I have been credibly informed that the supporters of…Mr. Collins have been 

 
38 For Theodore Foster’s recommendation and Jefferson’s reply see Theodore Foster to Thomas Jefferson, May 19, 
1801, PTJ, 34:144-47 and Jefferson to Foster, June 6, 1801, PTJ, 34:266-67; For Jefferson’s confirmation of 
Russell’s appointment see List of Interim Appointments from the State Department, [on or before December 26, 
1801], PTJ, 36:317-22 and Jefferson to the Senate, January 6, 1802, PTJ, 36:331-36; for Russell’s affiliation with 
the Roger Williams Bank in Providence, a bank designed to provide credit to the city’s Republicans along a similar 
model as Aaron Burr’s Manhattan Company, see Gallatin to Jefferson, July 11, 1803, PTJ, 41:3-4 and Seth Wheaton 
and Henry Smith to Gallatin, July 1, 1803, in Gallatin Papers, 8:493-94. For the relationship between partisanship 
and access to capital markets in the early republic, see Brian Phillips Murphy, Building the Empire State: Political 
Economy in the Early Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), ch. 3.For the long-lasting 
significance of Jefferson’s refusal to forward commissions generated during the final days of the Adams 
administration see William E. Nelson, Marbury v. Madison: The Origins and Legacy of Judicial Review, second 
edition (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2018).  
39 For Collins’ resignation see Gallatin to Jefferson, January 6, 1804, PTJ, 42:238; for Ellery’s recommendation and 
Gallatin’s concurrence see Christopher Ellery to Jefferson, February 6, 1804, not found, but recorded in Jefferson’s 
Summary Journal of Letters, with notation “Collins to be Collector v. Russel,” Library of Congress, Jefferson Papers 
and List of Nominations from Albert Gallatin, February 24, 1804, PTJ, 42:538-39; for Collins’ appointment see 
Jefferson to the Senate, February 24, 1804, PTJ, 42:541.  
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and indeed now are deeply concerned in the Slave trade.”40 Foster had not, then, implicated 

Collins in the illegal slave trade. He had merely told Jefferson that Collins’s supporters were 

involved in the traffic. Furthermore, Foster had admitted that he was passing along hearsay. 

Aside from this letter—which Jefferson may not have even remembered three years later when it 

came time to pick Bristol’s new collector—there is little evidence that Jefferson knew much 

about Collins, except that he was popular among Republicans in Rhode Island and Ellery’s first 

choice for the collectorship. But Gallatin learned more about Collins a month later, when he 

received a letter from Russell that detailed the new Collector’s involvement in the slave trade. 

However, the former collector’s scathing letter to his ex-boss indicates that Gallatin – who was 

no friend of slavery – had not previously known about Collins’s participation in the slave trade. 

Russell’s letter was too little too late; Jefferson had already made the appointment and 

could not risk firing Collins without evidence that he was actively breaking the law. And, 

needless to say, such evidence would be not be forthcoming while the D’Wolf family controlled 

Bristol. Regardless, it seems highly unlikely that Jefferson would have knowingly chosen a slave 

trader for the Bristol collectorship in 1804, especially after he inveighed against such criminals 

when he refused to pardon Ingraham in 1803. Moreover, at that time, his administration had for 

nearly a year been busy prosecuting slave traders like Collins and Ingraham in the South. 

“Subject to Forfeiture and Condemnation” 

The Jefferson administration had also wasted no time in enforcing the 1803 law. In fact, 

federal officials brought at least eight slave trade eight cases to the U.S. District Court of Georgia 

just within the first few months. These officials were so eager to deter violations that they even 

filed charges against a ship that carried one enslaved person. Of course, they also encountered 

 
40 Theodore Foster to Jefferson, May 19, 1801, PTJ, 34:144-47. 
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many of the same roadblocks as their counterparts in the North. For example, the captain of the 

revenue cutter in Savannah, Henry Putnam, swore before the court that schooner Paragon had 

landed 18 enslaved people on Wassaw Island, Georgia, in May 1803. The U.S. Attorney, David 

B. Mitchell, then brought a libel against the vessel and its owners. However, the Judge, William 

Stephens, dismissed the case because the prosecution’s lone witness, a commission merchant in 

Savannah named Ebenezer Stark, admitted that he did “not know of his own knowledge” that the 

Paragon’s captain had landed “negroes on Wassaw or any where else on the Day & at the time 

stated in the Libel.” Much like Howell in the case of the Charles and Harriot, then, Mitchell had 

filed charges against the Paragon before securing sufficient evidence.41 But, this was hardly his 

fault. Like Howell, Mitchell probably felt impelled to file charges before the ship itself could sail 

away. In that regard, both the case of the Charles and Harriot in Rhode Island and the case of 

the Paragon in Georgia reveal the inherent difficulty of trying to impede the illegal slave trade.  

From the surviving case files in the National Archives, it appears that federal officials in 

Georgia enjoyed more success than their northern counterparts in combating the illegal slave 

trade. Consider the case of the U.S. vs. Schooner Amelia of Charleston, S.C. In October 1803, the 

Amelia left Santiago, Cuba, with 14 white refugees and seven enslaved Blacks from Saint-

Domingue, which was in the midst of a brutal war and would soon be re-christened as the 

Republic of Haiti. Nominally, the schooner’s captain was an American named Peter Kennedy. 

However, the Amelia had a French crew that was acting under written orders from the vessel’s 

owner in Charleston. Following these dictates, the crew sailed the vessel to the island of St. 

 
41 Statement of Henry Putnam, May 23, 1803, U.S. v. Schooner Paragon, and libel for U.S. v. Schooner Paragon, 
filed May 24, 1803; monition for Schooner Paragon, filed May 24, 1803; Statement of Ebenezer Stark, June 11, 
1803; all in NARA, RG 21, U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Georgia, Mixed Case Files, 1790-1860, 
U.S. v. Schooner Paragon; for Ebenezer Stark’s business dealings see (Savannah, Ga.) Columbian Museum and 
Savannah Advertiser, January 14, 1803. 
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Simons, Georgia, where they disembarked the Blacks and left them to work on two plantations. 

Kennedy not only protested this violation of the law, but reported the crime to customs officials 

when the Amelia arrived in the port of Brunswick, Georgia. In response, Mitchell issued a libel 

against the vessel. Judge Stephens then heard testimony from multiple witnesses, including 

Kennedy, on November 29, 1803. This time, too, there was enough evidence for him to rule over 

the protestations of the defense that the Amelia was “subject to Forfeiture and Condemnation.”42  

Ultimately, the Amelia was auctioned for $1,200. With the proceeds, the federal 

government paid the witnesses for their help – Kennedy received $18, for example – and then 

split the remainder with the informers. And thus, the federal government had used the 1803 act to 

successfully remove a slave ship from the high seas and punish its owners. The Amelia was not 

the only such case, either. During 1803, federal officials in Georgia – again, acting under orders 

from the Jefferson administration and with the financial incentive of the new law – became 

increasingly vigilant against the illegal slave trade and emboldened in bringing charges against 

alleged traffickers. In the case of the U.S. vs. the Brig Lady Nelson, that ship left Santiago on a 

voyage to Charleston with four enslaved Blacks: a “woman of colour & a mullato boy said to be 

her son & a negro girl about 12 or 13 years old & a negro boy about ten or eleven years old.” 

Along the way, the Lady Nelson stopped in Savannah, where a crewmember offered to sell one 

of the enslaved children to a customs officer named Edmond Walsh. The sailor’s poor judgment 

(or audacity) landed him in the Savannah Goal. Walsh confiscated the two Black children from 

the brig and provided a sworn statement to Mitchell about the incident. Mitchell entered a libel 

 
42 “picking cotton” Deposition of Peter J. Kennedy, November 29, 1803; Deposition of Henry Putnam, November 
29, 1803; Deposition of Timothy Wadham, November 29, 1803; Deposition of William French, November 29, 
1803; Libel for U.S. v. Schooner Amelia, November 12, 1803; “Forfeiture and Condemnation” Decree for U.S. v. 
Schooner Amelia, December 1, 1803; Sales Account for Schooner Amelia, January 28, 1804; all in NARA, RG 21, 
U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Georgia, Mixed Case Files, 1790-1860, U.S. vs. Schooner Amelia of 
Charleston, S.C. 
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against the Lady Nelson and ordered the U.S. marshal to seize the vessel. After the trial, Judge 

Stephens ruled in favor of the prosecution and condemned the brig, which was auctioned in early 

1804 and the proceeds were then divvied up between the government and the informants.43 

The Amelia and the Lady Nelson were not traditional slave ships. The two vessels only 

had enslaved people onboard because they were being used to transport white slaveholders who 

were fleeing the war in Saint-Domingue. Although federal officials were well-within their rights 

to seize any vessels that brought foreign Blacks into the United States, Judge Stephens expressed 

reservations about their broad application of the law. In the case of the Lady Nelson, he noted 

that he had his own “opinion and private thoughts, on this system Generally, as it now operates,” 

especially with regard to those whites fleeing from Saint-Domingue. That said, Stephens also 

made it clear that it was beyond his judicial purview “to question…policy” as “Legislators must 

be accountable for the Laws.”44 But Stephens was probably not the only jurist or statesman in the 

area who felt uncomfortable or angry about the spurt of federal seizures in 1803. On the contrary, 

it seems likely that the federal crackdown helped to sway some state legislators from the South 

Carolina Lowcountry to support repealing their state’s slave trade ban in December 1803.  

Historians have not considered whether the Jefferson administration’s effort to suppress 

the slave trade might have inadvertently contributed to South Carolina’s decision to legalize the 

traffic. Most scholars of the early republic presume that South Carolina reopened its slave trade 

to stockpile enslaved laborers before Congress could abolish the traffic in 1808. “In response to 

 
43 Sworn Statement of Edmond Walsh, November 9, 1803; Deposition of Edmond Walsh, November 29, 1803; 
Libel for U.S. vs. Brig Lady Nelson, November 9, 1803; Arrest Warrant for Brig Lady Nelson, November 9, 1803; 
see also the Depositions of David Lebby and Hendrick Fisher, two teenagers, who witnessed the offloading of the 
Lady Nelson, dated November 29, 1803; “opinions and private thoughts” Decree for U.S. vs. Brig Lady Nelson, 
December 1, 1803; all in NARA, RG 21, U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Georgia, Mixed Case Files, 
1790-1860, U.S. vs. Brig Lady Nelson. Advertisement for Brig Lady Nelson, Columbian Museum and Savannah 
Advertiser, January 14, 1804. 
44 Decree for U.S. vs. Brig Lady Nelson, December 1, 1803, in NARA, RG 21, U.S. District Court for the Southern 
District of Georgia, Mixed Case Files, 1790-1860, U.S. vs. Brig Lady Nelson. 
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the possibility of a federal ban,” James McMillin argues, “the South Carolina legislature repealed 

the law prohibiting the importation of slaves in late 1803, and in early 1804 once again slavers 

began inundating Charleston with African captives.”45 Of course, it stands to reason that many 

South Carolinians did wish to reopen the slave trade to stockpile enslaved laborers before 1808. 

But the timing of the reopening suggests that this was not their only goal because South Carolina 

had prohibited the foreign slave trade since 1787. Back then, the state had banned the foreign 

traffic to restrain its own citizens from sinking further into debt. Beginning in 1791, though, the 

state’s legislators had maintained the ban to keep foreign Blacks from infiltrating the state and 

initiating the type of slave insurrection that had just erupted in Saint-Domingue. In fact, they had 

been so fearful of rebellious Blacks that they had also closed the interstate slave trade starting in 

1792. The emergence of cotton as a viable export staple during the 1790s had done little to calm 

their nerves, either. South Carolina had even toughened its penalties for importing foreign slaves 

in 1800. In 1802, the state’s senate had continued its foreign slave trade ban with a simple voice 

vote. There was, therefore, little indication at that time that this same group of legislators would 

repeal the ban the next year, especially considering that the war in Saint-Domingue was still 

raging and inspiring fear. The question, then, is what changed their minds during 1803?  

The Jefferson administration’s Louisiana Purchase in April 1803 was one momentous 

change that occurred that year. And, with good reason, several scholars have pointed to the 

purchase as the primary reason that South Carolina reopened its slave trade.46 According to these 

 
45 James McMillin, The Final Victims: Foreign Slave Trade to North America, 1783-1810 (Columbia, South 
Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2004), 13. 
46 Jed Handelsman Shugerman, “The Louisiana Purchase and South Carolina’s Reopening of the Slave Trade in 
1803,” Journal of the Early Republic 22 (Summer 2002), 263-90. For the importance of Louisiana within the 
Jeffersonian nation-building program see, Peter J. Kastor, The Nation’s Crucible: The Louisiana Purchase and the 
Creation of America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004); Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery 
and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), ch. 1; Eberhard L. Faber, 
Building the Land of Dreams: New Orleans and the Transformation of Early America (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2016). 
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scholars, South Carolinians sought to import foreign Blacks in order to resell them at a profit to 

the South’s burgeoning cotton-growing regions, which, beginning in 1803, included the Lower 

Mississippi Valley. Scholars like Jed Shugerman and Lacy Ford have provided enough evidence 

to substantiate this argument, too. In that regard, there is no doubt that many South Carolinians 

eyed the rapidly expanding market for enslaved laborers and wanted their state to become the 

main entrepot for foreign Blacks into the country. Yet, scholars still seem taken aback at the 

quickness of South Carolina’s reversal. For instance, Ford writes in his book Deliver Us From 

Evil that the state’s 1803 repeal of the ban “represented a dramatic about-face on the slave trade 

issue in one year.” After expertly examining the voting patterns within the South Carolina state 

legislature, he explains that the state was only able to repeal its ban because (barely) enough 

legislators from the Lowcountry abruptly offered their support for reopening the traffic, which, 

he points out, “represented a sharp change of opinion in the area.” Although Ford attributes this 

“sharp change” to the “sudden appearance of a golden opportunity to supply the newly acquired 

Louisiana Territory’s voracious appetite for African slaves,” he concedes that “no single factor 

fully explains the sudden shift in legislative sentiment on the foreign slave trade.”47 

Indeed, Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase may not have been the only change that he 

initiated in 1803 that (unintentionally) helped convince Lowcountry legislators to repeal South 

Carolina’s slave trade ban. As Ford notes, the legislators who were “most overwhelmingly” in 

favor of reopening the foreign slave trade were not the ones from the cotton-producing lower 

Piedmont who had in past years clamored for more enslaved laborers.48 Instead, that dubious 

distinction belonged to the legislators from the area between Charleston and the Georgia 

 
47 Lacy K. Ford, Deliver Us From Evil: The Slavery Question in the Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 101-102. 
48 Ibid., 101. 
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border—largely the same area that federal officers had targeted during their crackdown on the 

slave trade that same year. And, as we have seen, those officers had snagged quite a few vessels 

with ties to Charleston, including both the Amelia and the Lady Nelson. Under the circumstances, 

it seems reasonable to assume that the federal government’s effort to suppress the slave trade in 

1803 had severely agitated merchants and planters in the area and at least partly contributed to 

the Lowcountry’s abrupt support for repealing the slave trade ban that same year. In that sense, 

the reopening of South Carolina’s slave trade actually reflects the Jefferson administration’s 

successful effort to suppress the illegal slave trade, rather than its disregard of the traffic.  

 For that matter, the federal officials who had suppressed the slave trade to Georgia and 

South Carolina continued their work even after South Carolina reopened its traffic. On January 

14, 1804 – the same day that the Columbian Museum and Savannah Advertiser listed the Lady 

Nelson for sale – U.S. Attorney Mitchell filed a libel against the owner of the brig Mary, a 

planter named Joseph Stiles, for landing “one hundred or more Negroe [sic] slaves or people of 

color.”49 Originally French slave ship, the Mary had been captured by the British in 1803 and 

condemned at Barbados, where it was next sold, along with its captives, to a representative of 

Stiles. A captain named Wilkinson Lightbourne then sailed the Mary to Stiles’s plantation on one 

of Georgia’s Sea Islands, where, in late December 1803, the vessel’s crew landed an estimated 

100 captives. Afterward, Lightbourne and his crew sailed the brig to Savannah, where three of 

the crewmembers reported the crime as retribution for Lightbourne’s refusal to pay them the 

“highest Wages” that he had promised.50 According to these embittered sailors, Lightbourne had 

 
49 “One hundred or more” Libel for U.S. vs. Brig Mary, January 14, 1804, in NARA, RG 21, U.S. District Court for 
the Southern District of Georgia, Mixed Case Files, 1790-1860, U.S. v. Brig Mary. 
50 “French Guineaman” and “highest Wages” Statements of John Clark, John Simpson, and William Flucker, 
January 18, 1804; all in NARA, RG 21, U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Georgia, Mixed Case Files, 
1790-1860, U.S. v. Brig Mary. 
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also ordered the Mary’s crew to sink the revenue cutter in the area – the aptly-named Thomas 

Jefferson – if they sensed that the customs officials onboard were going to inspect the slave ship.  

 The federal government’s case against the Mary went smoothly, despite the fact that the 

slave trade was now legal in neighboring South Carolina. Mitchell issued a libel. Judge Stephens 

approved an arrest warrant, issued a monition for Stiles and Lightbourne to appear before his 

court, ordered an appraisal of the Mary to determine the bond amount, and set a trial date. Stiles 

then submitted a claim for the Mary and paid a $1,200 bond for the brig. In his claim, he denied 

inquiring about the Mary’s cargo from Barbados until the vessel arrived in Savannah, at which 

point “there were no slaves on board.” But Stiles could not maintain his bond as easily as he did 

his plausible deniability. Stephens ruled in favor of the prosecution and forced Stiles to forfeit his 

bond, even though he could not determine the number of people he had brought into Georgia.51 

“The Morality, The Reputation, and The Best Interests of Our Country” 

To be sure, slave traders like Joseph Stiles had a distinct advantage over their federal 

adversaries during Jefferson’s presidency. In most cases, the potential benefits of trafficking 

enslaved people greatly outweighed the potential risks. Just a month after losing his $1,200 bond, 

Stiles offered “for sale seventy prime Negroes on easy terms.”52 In all likelihood, some if not all 

of those 70 people had been captives on the Mary. And the proceeds that Stiles would have 

accrued from selling a few of them would have far exceeded the loss of his bond. The repeal of 

South Carolina’s slave trade ban in 1804 made the suppression of the illegal traffic even more 

difficult for the Jefferson administration, too. In effect, South Carolina provided citizens from 

 
51 Libel, U.S. vs. Brig Mary, January 14, 1804; Arrest Warrant, U.S. vs. Brig Mary, January 14, 1804; Monition, 
U.S. vs. Brig Mary, January 14, 1804; Citation for Wilkinson Lightbourne, U.S. vs. Brig Mary, January 14, 1804; 
Order for Appraisers, January 14, 1804; Valuation and Inventory of the Brig Mary, January 18-19, 1804; David B. 
Mitchell to Court Clerk Richard M. Stites, January 19, 1804; “no slaves” Claim of Joseph Stiles to the Brig Mary, 
January 21, 1804; Decree, U.S. vs. Brig Mary, January 30, 1804; all in NARA, RG 21, U.S. District Court for the 
Southern District of Georgia, Mixed Case Files, 1790-1860, U.S. v. Brig Mary. 
52 February 25, 1804, Columbian Museum and Savannah Advertiser. 
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every state with cover to engage in the slave trade. Most Americans – both northerners and 

southerners alike – were therefore outraged with South Carolina’s decision to reopen the slave 

trade. The President was no exception. Indeed, in 1804, the Jefferson administration worked with 

Congress to limit the rewards that South Carolina could reap for reopening its slave trade. For 

example, Jefferson and his congressional allies toyed with the idea of taxing the state’s traffic.53 

Ultimately, though, they targeted South Carolina in their bill to organize Louisiana.54 Signed in 

March 1804, this bill outlawed the foreign slave trade to Louisiana and banned the territory from 

importing enslaved people from elsewhere in the United States, unless those enslaved people 

were accompanying actual settlers and had been imported into the country before May 1798 

(when Georgia had closed its slave trade). As Ford observes, the bill “could not have been drawn 

more precisely to prevent South Carolina from reexporting slaves from Africa to Louisiana…”55 

It seems reasonable to assume that the Jefferson administration’s effort to keep South 

Carolinians from trafficking foreign Blacks to Louisiana discouraged other slaveholding states 

from following in South Carolina’s wake and repealing their own bans on the slave trade. But the 

damage was done; South Carolina would import more than 40,000 enslaved people during the 

ensuing four years, causing incredible devastation in the process. In the meantime, Jefferson 

began to reconsider his decision to avoid speaking out against the slave trade. Perhaps he came 

to believe that his statements would not be as politically controversial or risky as he once feared. 

After all, Americans had almost uniformly condemned South Carolina for reopening the slave 

trade. Although some Federalists had alleged that Republicans in the state had been the ones 

 
53 Albert Gallatin to Thomas Jefferson, February 4, 1804, PTJ, 42:400-2; Annals, 13:991-1010, 1012-20, 1024-36. 
54 “An Act erecting Louisiana into two territories, and providing for the temporary government thereof,” March 26, 
1804, U.S. Statutes at Large, 2:283-90. 
55 Lacy K. Ford, Deliver Us From Evil: The Slavery Question in the Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 111. 
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responsible for the reopening, their allegations withered against the torrent of criticism hurled at 

South Carolina from Republicans across the country. It is also possible that Jefferson became too 

frustrated with his administration’s inability to make a meaningful dent in the slave trade while 

South Carolina’s traffic remained legal. In other words, the President might have concluded that 

expressing his views could not worsen the situation. And Jefferson would have been even more 

likely to make that inference after the Richmond Enquirer printed in 1806 his early draft of the 

Declaration in which he referred to the slave trade as “cruel war against human nature itself.”56 

Regardless of his exact impetus, Jefferson eventually decided to voice his support for the 

United States to close the slave trade. Toward that end, in his 1806 Annual Message to Congress, 

he squeezed between an update on the travels of Lewis and Clark and a review of the Treasury’s 

account for the Louisiana Purchase his endorsement for Congress to abolish the traffic as soon as 

possible. More precisely, though, Jefferson congratulated his fellow citizens on the “approach of 

the period” at which they could “withdraw” themselves “from all further participation in those 

violations of human rights which have been so long continued on the unoffending inhabitants of 

Africa, and which the morality, the reputation, and the best interests of our country, have long 

been eager to proscribe.” On the surface, this comment may seem rather awkward. Indeed, the 

President was preemptively praising Americans—not for taking any specific action, but for 

nearing a date (January 1, 1808) when they legally could stop doing something that they were 

already supposedly “eager” to stop doing in the first place. And, as if to cast even further doubt 

on this supposed eagerness, the President then noted that “the intervening period is not too long 

to prevent, by timely notice, expeditions which cannot be completed before that day.”57 

 
56 Jefferson’s Draft of the Declaration of Independence became public knowledge in 1806 after George Wythe’s 
copy was printed by the Richmond Enquirer.  
57 Jefferson’s Sixth Annual Message, in Richardson, Messages, 1:393-98. 
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If nothing else, Thomas Jefferson was one of the most skilled rhetoricians of his day. It 

should come as no surprise, then, that his seemingly awkward call for the abolition of the slave 

trade in his Message to Congress makes perfect sense in historical context. Without mentioning 

South Carolina, Jefferson was suggesting that South Carolinians were alone among his “fellow 

citizens” in their approval of the slave trade. In other words, he was shaming that state for its 

impropriety, while, at the same time, showering the rest of the country with high praise for 

remaining steadfastly in the anti-slave trade camp. Most Americans would have understood the 

President’s message, as well. Of course, it is impossible to determine the effect of Jefferson’s 

endorsement on the ensuing congressional debate; as he suggested, most Americans were already 

eager to close the slave trade in 1808. Consequently, on March 2, 1807, Jefferson had the honor 

of signing the law that would ultimately abolish the traffic. Congress intended for this law to be 

tough, too—$20,000 fines for slave ship owners, five to ten-year prison sentences for slave 

traffickers, and steep fines for those Americans who purchased illegally-imported Blacks.58  

Given the terms of the 1807 law, many Americans credited the Jefferson administration 

with making great progress toward the eradication of the slave trade. David Howell, the U.S. 

Attorney for Rhode Island who had lost his case against the Charles and Harriot, declared on 

behalf of the Republican citizens of Providence that among the President’s greatest contributions 

was the suppression of the slave trade.59 It was fitting, then, that as one of his final acts in office, 

Jefferson consulted in February 1809 with Attorney General Caesar A. Rodney on a matter that 

the British abolitionist William Wilberforce had brought to his attention. The British had recently 

captured and condemned two American slave ships. Wilberforce feared that the United States 

would come to the aid of these slavers, especially since Anglo-American relations were once 

 
58 “An Act to Prohibit the Importation of Slaves,” March 2, 1807, in U.S. Statutes at Large, 2:426. 
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again deteriorating. But Jefferson agreed not to intervene. Two years later, Rodney was “happy” 

to report to the former president that his decision “will contribute greatly to aid the cause of 

humanity in which you have so successfully laboured.”60 And Jefferson believed that his labors 

against the slave trade had been largely successful, too. He even boasted at the end of his term 

that “the importation of Slaves into the United States is totally & rigorously prohibited.”61 

Conclusion 

 After dying on July 4, 1826 – the 50th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence – 

Jefferson quickly ascended into the pantheon of America’s founders that seemed beyond earthly 

reproach—well, at least to most Americans. The British author Fanny Trollope had no qualms 

about criticizing the late president. “Few names are held in higher estimation in America, than 

that of Jefferson,” she wrote in 1832. “Yet,” Trollope added with her usual irreverence, “I have 

heard his name coupled with deeds which would make the sons of Europe shudder.” Referring to 

Jefferson’s enslavement of his own children, she exclaimed: “If I know any thing of right or 

wrong, if virtue and vice be indeed something more than words, then was this great American an 

unprincipled tyrant, and most heartless libertine.”62 Today, Jefferson is no longer exempt from 

either scholarly or public scrutiny. And many are struggling to reconcile Jefferson’s ideological 

and political contributions with the “deeds” that made him an “unprincipled tyrant” to so many 

Black people, including his own children. Trollope never bothered to make sense of Jefferson, 

though. In her view, hypocrisy was simply rampant throughout the United States. For that matter, 

Trollope also derided Americans for abolishing the transatlantic slave trade while still permitting 
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the domestic slave trade to flourish. “In what is their condition,” she asked about the victims of 

the domestic traffic, “better than that of the kidnapped negroes on the coast of Africa?”63 

Trollope’s question was a fair one. Rightly or wrongly, though, most who had worked to 

suppress the slave trade earnestly believed that the traffic was far worse than domestic slavery. 

At the same time, many others who had supported the abolition of the slave trade had predicted 

that it would eventually lead to the destruction of slavery. In the meantime, they knew that their 

incremental progress made a genuine difference. A few weeks after the Mary arrived in Georgia, 

the brig’s owner, Joseph Stiles, published a runaway ad in the local newspaper. In this ad, Stiles 

offered a reward for “two New Negro Men of the Eboe Nation” – “Fortune” and “Alick” – who 

had could speak “broken English” and had facial scarring in geometric patterns.64 The Jefferson 

administration had waged a quiet, though spirited campaign to suppress the slave trade in order 

to spare people like these two men from the Middle Passage and a lifetime of forced labor. This 

campaign – waged mostly through executive orders, prosecutions, and legislative initiatives – 

ultimately resulted in the 1808 ban that Trollope viewed as a testament to American hypocrisy. 

But few at the time regarded it as such. Instead, most Americans agreed, in the third president’s 

words, that the country had taken a critical, if not decisive, step toward ending “those violations 

of human rights which have been so long continued on the unoffending inhabitants of Africa.” 

 
63 Ibid., 190-191. 
64 “Fortune” and “Alick” see Columbian Museum and Savannah Advertiser, January 14, 1804; on the difficulty of 
disentangling the lives of enslaved Blacks, particularly those victims of the middle passage, from the nature of the 
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(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 


