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George R. Roberts, shown here many years later, was a Baltimore African American who served
aboard American privateers throughout the War of 1812, including Thomas Boyle’s Chasseur in
1814-1815. (Maryland Historical Society.)
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Mirage of Freedom:

African Americans in the
War of 1812

CHRISTOPHER T. GEORGE

black slaves from Virginia and Maryland fled to the British in the War of

1812 and were transported to British possessions, notably to Nova Scotia
and the West Indies. Some two hundred former slaves in the Chesapeake re-
gion even donned the scarlet uniform of “Colonial Marines” to fight for the
British against the United States, and a number of blacks helped the enemy by
serving as guides. Yet, Cassell says, “even when confronted with overwhelming
evidence that substantial numbers of slaves were not only fiercely determined
to escape but also willing and able to join a foreign enemy in fighting their for-
mer masters, white southerners did not abandon their faith in the institution
of slavery or their conceptions about the characters of slaves.”!

Winthrop D. Jordan, in his seminal White Over Black: American Attitudes
Toward the Negro, 1550~1812, observes that the overwhelming view of south-
ern whites was that African Americans were inferior human beings, indeed
were perhaps less than human, and were contented and genial>—surprising
perceptions in the face of slaves fleeing to the British and widespread fear of
slave plots and rebellions such as that fomented by Gabriel Prosser in Rich-
mond in 1800.

Cassell states that proslavery southerners chose to ignore the evidence that
there were rebellious slaves who “demonstrated their profound alienation
from and antagonism towards a country and a society that professed equality
for all while tolerating bondage for some.” Moreover, because white southern-
ers held to their conception that their slaves were basically loyal and docile, “in
their obtuseness lay the seeds of future tragedy.”>

Ironically, even whites who worked to better the lot of the Negro thought of
the black race not in the context of U.S. society but of sending the African
Americans back to Africa or elsewhere, viz., the Colonization Society of Mary-
land, founded in 1832 to encourage free blacks to return to Africa, which was
responsible in large part for the foundation of Liberia.*

Frank A. Cassell, writing in 1972, estimated that three to five thousand
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It is unfortunate that the black man was not more trusted, understood, and
welcomed into American society before the Civil War. If African Americans
had been welcomed as full combatants (as opposed to fatigue men, drummers,
trumpeters, or servants) into the state militias if not the U.S. Army in the War
of 1812, the United States might not have suffered such reverses as the defeat
at Bladensburg, which led to the burning of Washington, D.C., on August
24-25, 1814. The southern Maryland county of Prince George’s, which in-
cludes Bladensburg, had in the 1810 census a population of just over 20,000,
including 6,500 whites, 4,900 free blacks, and 9,200 slaves.®> We can surmise,
though not entirely realistically, of course, that if a few thousand able-bodied
male African Americans had been trained in arms and added to the U.S. regu-
lars and militia of 6,000, the British army, which only numbered about 4,000,
might not have routed the Americans nor enjoyed its relatively unimpeded
march of fifty miles through the Prince George’s County countryside.

The British commander at Bladensburg, Major General Robert Ross, told
his wife in a letter of September 1, 1814, that the Americans “feel strongly the
Disgrace of having had their Capital taken by a handful of Men and blame
very generally a Government which went to War without the Means or the
Abilities to carry it on. . . . The Injury sustained by the City of Washington in
the Destruction of its public Buildings has been immense and must disgust the
Country with a Government that has left the Capital unprotected.”®

Obviously, the American reverses in the war cannot be blamed on the fact
that African Americans were not called on to help defend the country. Lack of
preparation for war by the Madison administration, the small size of the U.S.
regular army and navy, and overreliance on the volunteer militia all played a
part.” It seems nevertheless a supreme irony that although slaves were gener-
ally believed to be loyal to their masters, their loyalty to their country was not
tested.

This exposes the fallacy of the slave masters’ belief in the loyalty of their
slaves: deep down, slaveowners knew the slaves could not be trusted to be
given arms. Or they clung to their belief in the basic ignorance of the black
man. By contrast, partly for their own ends and partly because African Ameri-
cans of the Chesapeake proved their capabilities fighting in British uniform,
leading officers in the British forces frequently noted the intelligence and capa-
bilities of the American blacks they inducted into their ranks.

The questions of slavery and the status of free African Americans in the United
States would not be resolved for decades to come, and the situation would not
change while the executive and legislative branches of the government were under
the influence of southern slaveholding interests. Four of the first five presidents of
the United States were southerners as well as slaveowners.

All the same, two of the greatest American successes in the closing months
of the War of 1812—the deflection of the British attack on Baltimore on Sep-
tember 12-14, 1814 (during which General Ross was killed) and the British
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defeat at New Orleans on January 8, 1815 (during which their generals Paken-
ham, Gibbs, and Keane perished along with two thousand of their men)
—were achieved with the help of African Americans. At Baltimore, under the
direction of Major General Samuel Smith, free blacks helped to construct the
earthworks that saved the city, and black sailors of the U.S. Navy manned bat-
teries ready to repulse an assault by the enemy.® At New Orleans, where black
laborers also helped to throw up defensive works, General Andrew Jackson
welcomed black freedmen into his fighting forces, African Americans as well
as expatriate Haitians.?

Back to the Revolution

The conduct of the British toward the slaves of the Chesapeake in the War
of 1812 was really an extension of their conduct years earlier during the
American Revolution. Lord Dunmore, last royal governor of Virginia, issued a
proclamation on November 7, 1775, that declared all colonists who refused
loyalty to the British crown to be traitors and all of their “indented [sic] Ser-
vants, Negroes, or others . . . free that are able and willing to bear Arms.”!0 In
response to Dunmore’s proclamation, a number of slaves fled their masters to
join the British, and Dunmore used the able-bodied in an “Ethiopian Regi-
ment” that fought successfully alongside loyal white troops in 1775-1776.11

Historian Benjamin Quarles estimated that not more than eight hundred
slaves actually succeeded in reaching Dunmore during that period, with a
hundred of those coming over with their Loyalist masters. Still, by the time a
defeated Dunmore left the Chesapeake in August 1776, his proclamation had
engendered an “expectant attitude” among the slaves of the region, and he had
gained the reputation of a “liberator.”!2

Although British activity in the Chesapeake Bay was minimal during the rest
of the war, except for the Yorktown campaign of 1781 that marked the final
defeat of the British, African Americans still sought to flee to the British side.
Area newspapers during the remaining years of the conflict carried a number
of runaway slave notices that mention missing blacks who likely had run away
to the British. For example, Walter Wyle of Baltimore County ran a notice in
July 1779 stating that his runaway slave Tom “will get to the English if he can.”
The following month, Abraham Risteau thought his Jack “will (as he has be-
fore) attempt to get to the British army.”1?

It is probable that the memory of the British as liberators lingered in the
slave quarters of the Chesapeake Bay, so that by the time war broke out again
between Britain and the United States in 1812, the possibility of freedom was
once more dangled before the slaves of the region. Moreover, the specter of
freedom may have been heightened by awareness among the same slaves that
the slave trade had been abolished throughout the British empire in 1807.



430 Maryland Historical Magazine

| "
N .
!
MARYLAND
B ALTIMORE)(
Fortll™ S~
chn -
Prince |
Géﬂm
WASHINGTON fubiadensir

0 20 MILES Isla c o
Norfolk ape Henry



African Americans in the War of 1812 431

On No Account Give Encouragement

When the British began operations in the Chesapeake in the spring of 1813,
a British army under Colonel Sir Sidney Beckwith was sent to the bay in the
hopes of diverting American troops from operations on the Canadian border.
Lord Bathurst, the British secretary for war and the colonies, sent Colonel
Beckwith a letter that included express instructions not to foment a slave up-
rising:

You will on no account give encouragement to any disposition by the
Negroes to rise against their Masters. . . . If any Individual Negroes
shall in the course of your operations have given you assistance,
which may expose them to the vengeance of their Masters after your
retreat, you are at liberty on their earnest express desire to take them
away with you. You are authorized to enlist them in any of the Black
Corps if they are willing to enlist; but you must distinctly understand
that you are in no case to take slaves away as Slaves, but as free per-
sons whom the public become bound to maintain,'*

Despite Bathurst’s cautions, as at the time of the Revolution, escaped slaves
started to make their way to the British, and British officers found themselves
confronted with blacks anxious to leave America. As Cassell notes, “under this
pressure, British commanders chose to interpret their orders liberally and to
take on board any slave who so requested.”!® In June 1813 the British attacked
Norfolk and Hampton in Virginia and in July occupied Point Lookout in
southern Maryland. In both Virginia and Maryland, when the British came
near, slaves fled in large numbers to their protection.

The escaped slave and freedman Charles Ball, who later served as a cook
with Commodore Joshua Barney’s Chesapeake Bay flotilla, described the de-
struction caused by the British raiding parties and the manner in which south-
ern Maryland slaves were taken off:

In the spring of the year 1813, the British fleet came into the bay, and
from this time, the origin of the troubles and distresses of the people
of the Western Shore, may be dated. I had been employed at a fish-
ery, near the mouth of the Patuxent, from early in March, until the
latter part of May, when a British vessel of war came off the mouth
of the river, and sent her boats to drive us away from our fishing

Opposite page: Map of the Chesapeake during the War of 1812 showing key locales where British
landing parties raided. As part of their attempt to cripple the economy of the region, the British took
away perhaps as many as five thousand African-American slaves during 18131814, shipping most
to Nova Scotia. About two hundred ex-slaves trained on Tangier Island as British Colonial Marines
and fought in engagements from May to September 1814, including Bladensburg and North Point.
(Map by the author.)



432 Maryland Historical Magazine

ground. There was but little property at the fishery that could be de-
stroyed; but the enemy cut the seines to pieces, and burned the sheds
belonging to the place. They then marched up two miles into the
country, burned the house of a planter, and brought away with them
several cattle, that were found in his fields. They also carried off
more than twenty slaves, which were never again restored to their
owner; although, on the following day, he went on board the ship,
with a flag of truce, and offered a large ransom for these slaves. !

It should be noticed that the carrying off of the slaves was part of the total
pattern of destruction and robbery practiced by the British in the region. Ball
states almost in one breath that “several cattle” were taken and that “more
than twenty slaves” were carried off. These African Americans were an eco-
nomic asset to the people of the Chesapeake, just as their cattle and crops
were—or indeed the seines and sheds of the fisheries. The intent was to cripple
the Americans economically and hinder their ability to carry on the war and, if
possible, to use some of the blacks as guides or even as fighters against their
old masters.

As early as May 1813 the National Intelligencer reported that several Negroes
had deserted to the British and “became pilots for them in plundering.” This
would be a pattern seen throughout the Chesapeake in the following eighteen
months, but the same Washington-based newspaper assured its readers that
the slaves were basically patriotic and that they “perform their daily labor not
as a task enforced by fear . . . but rather under the influence of an instinct
which impels them to the voluntary performance of what they are conscious is
their duty.”!” The white southerner’s belief in the institution of slavery was
bolstered by the press even in the face of abundant evidence that slaves fled
with ideas of freedom and stalwartly refused attempts to get them to return to
bondage.

Ball stated that he was asked to intercede to try to persuade the slaves of a
Mrs. Wilson to return. An owner of “more than a hundred slaves,” she lost
them all in one night, except, he wrote, for one man who chose not to go be-
cause he had “a wife and several children on an adjoining estate” who were
kept under rigid guard and so could not flee to the British. The escape was ef-
fected after two or three of the black men stole a canoe one night and paddled
out to a British ship and informed the officer of the ship that their mistress
owned over a hundred slaves. The men were advised to return to the planta-
tion and bring the other slaves to the shore the following night, the officer
promising “that he would send a detachment of boats to the shore, to bring
them off.” The escape was accomplished around midnight “partly by persua-
sion, partly by compulsion” by the first of the black fugitives.

Ball characterized this incident as “the greatest disaster that had befallen any
individual in our neighbourhood, in the course of the war.” For this reason a
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deputation of local gentlemen was gathered for the purpose of retrieving the
slaves either by ransom or, it was hoped, by persuasion, since their mistress
“had never treated them with great severity.” Ball said he was asked to go
along to help persuade the “deserters” to return to Mrs. Wilson:

I [went] along with the flag of truce, in the assumed character of the
servant of one of the gentlemen who bore it; but in the real character
of the advocate of the mistress, for the purpose of inducing her slaves
to return to her service. . . . The whole of the runaways were on
board this ship, lounging about on the main deck, or leaning against
the sides of the ship’s bulwarks. I went amongst them, and talked to
them a long time, on the subject of returning home; but found that

their heads were full of notions of liberty and happiness in some of
the West India islands.

Ball and one gentleman remained on board when the rest of the deputation
returned to shore. Ball was instructed to exert himself “to the utmost, to pre-
vail on the runaway slaves to return to their mistress.” After lying off Calvert
County for two nights, however, the ship sailed for Tangier Island, where “all
the black people that were with us” were transferred to a sloop of war.

Ball added that he was asked by the British to go along with the other Afri-
can Americans (not the only reported instance of attempted coercion on the
part of the British):

I was invited, and even urged to go with the others, who, I was told,
were bound to the island of Trinidad, in the West Indies, where they
were to be free. I returned many thanks for their kind offers; but re-
spectfully declined them; telling those who made them, that I was al-
ready a freeman, and though I owned no land myself, yet 1 could
have plenty of land of other people to cultivate. In the evening, the
sloop weighed anchor, and stood down the Bay, with more than two
hundred and fifty black people on board. . . . What became of the
miserable mass of black fugitives, that this vessel took to sea, I never
learned.'®

By the end of 1813 blacks were still flocking to the British, as evidenced by
the following dispatch from Captain Robert Barrie of HMS Dragon to Admiral
Sir John Borlase Warren, written from near Lynnhaven on November 14:

The Slaves continue to come off by every opportunity and I have now
upwards of 120 men, women and Children on board, I shall send
about 50 of them to Bermuda in the Conflict. Among the Slaves are
several very intelligent fellows who are willing to act as local guides
should their Services be required in that way, and if their assertions be
true, there is no doubt but the Blacks of Virginia & Maryland would



434 Maryland Historical Magazine

cheerfully take up Arms & join us against the Americans. Several
Flags of Truce have been off to make application for their Slaves . . .
but not a single black would return to his former owner.'?

A second British naval captain, writing in more racist terms, described the
coming off of the slaves: “Some of their first exclamations were ‘me free man,
me go cut massa’s throat, give me musket,” which many of them did not know
how to use. . . . Another favorite expression when we wanted them to work
was, ‘no, me no work—me free man.’. . . but they considered work and slavery
synonymous terms.” The officer then turns his bile on the white masters, per-
haps with some truth: “Republicans are certainly the most cruel masters. . . .
American liberty consists in oppressing the blacks beyond what other nations
do, enacting laws to prevent their receiving instruction, and working them
worse than a donkey—But you call this a free country—when I can’t shoot
my nigger when I like—eh?””20

De facto Becomes de Jure

In the spring of 1814, the aged Admiral Warren was replaced as commander
of the British North American station by Vice Admiral Sir Alexander Cochrane.
The new commander made the encouragement of slaves to flee their masters
and the taking away of slaves official British policy. On April 2, Cochrane is-
sued a proclamation in which he declared:

All persons who may be disposed to migrate from the United States,
will with their families, be received on board of His Majesty’s ships
or vessels of War, or at military posts that may be established on or
near the coast of the United States, {and] will have their choice of
either entering into His Majesty’s sea or land forces, or of being sent
as free settlers to the British possessions in North America or the
West Indies, where they will meet with all due encouragement.21

Cochrane’s intent was partly to supplement the British forces with able-
bodied blacks—a shortage of manpower being one of the problems facing the
British. Tangier Island in the southern Chesapeake Bay was fortified as a place
to train blacks in arms. The vice admiral relished unrealistic ideas, however,
about the prospects for this new fighting force. He wrote to Lord Bathurst on
July 14: “The Blacks are all good horsemen. Thousands will join upon their
masters’ horses, and they will only require to be clothed and accoutered to be
as good Cossacks as any in the European army, and I believe more terrific to
the Americans than any troops that could be brought forward.” To his subor-
dinate Rear Admiral George Cockburn, he intimated that “With them prop-
erly armed and backed with 20,000 British troops, Mr. Maddison [sic] will be
hurled from his throne.”%?
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Detail from a British map of Tangier Island showing their Fort Albion, where former Chesapeake
Bay slaves were trained by the British in the art of war. Shown are 1) two redoubts, 2) officers’ bar-
racks, 3) privates’ barracks, 6) garrison barracks, 7) garrison store house, 9) parade ground, and
10) gardens. (Courtesy, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh, ms. 2608, Cochrane Papers.)

Cockburn, who had been operating in the Chesapeake the previous year and
possibly had a firmer grasp of the real possibilities of employing the former
slaves, urged caution. He told his superior that his “Proclamation should not
so distinctly hold out to them the option of being sent as free settlers to British
settlements, which they will most certainly all prefer to the danger and fatigue
of joining us in arms.”?3 Cockburn rightly perceived that the fugitive slaves
were basically interested in freedom and would not want to serve (and possi-
bly die) in the ranks of a British regiment if they were offered land instead.

This cautionary note notwithstanding, the rear admiral set about construct-
ing the fort on Tangier Island and recruiting a “Corps of Colonial Marines
from the People of Colour who escape to us from the Enemy’s shore in this
Neighborhood to be formed, drilled, and brought forward for service.”%4

It seems highly significant that the British chose to call these African Ameri-
cans “Colonial Marines”—a term which goes to the root of the reasons for the
War of 1812. The former colonies that composed the “United States of Amer-
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ica” were no longer colonies of Great Britain, and in 1814 had not been so for
thirty-one years, since the Treaty of Paris of 1783 formally recognized the new
country as a sovereign nation. Yet, somehow, the British subconsciously had
trouble recognizing the new nation; they were more inclined to view their for-
mer colonists as ungrateful stepchildren. The War of 1812 resolved little mili-
tarily or even in terms of “Free Trade and Sailor’s Rights,” the reason for
Madison’s declaration of war, but it was necessary to establish the national
identity of the United States as an entity apart from the mother country.

In terms of the implications of Cochrane’s proclamation in tempting Afri-
can Americans to join the new force, Cockburn’s reservations turned out to be
well founded: by the end of the Chesapeake campaign in late September 1814,
five months after the proclamation, only two hundred former slaves had been
recruited.

Cockburn nevertheless put the best face he could on the project of training
the slaves in the art of warfare, and it seems that they repaid the trust put in
them. The former slaves saw action in all of the major British attacks around
the Chesapeake from May to September 1814, and they were praised for “their
great spirit and vivacity, and perfect obediance,” their “order, forebearance,
and regularity,” as well as their “extraordinary steadiness and good conduct
when in action with the Enemy.” Of their presence alongside elite white sol-
diers of the British light brigade at the Battle of Bladensburg on August 24,
three months after the formation of the corps, Cockburn was able to say they
“behaved with their accustomed zeal and bravery” while suffering one man
killed and three wounded.?>

In contrast to documented looting by white British troops at Hampton, Vir-
ginia, and Havre de Grace, Maryland, it seems that the former slaves resisted
looting the homes they captured and the temptation of seeking revenge on
their former masters. And this, it should be borne in mind, when capture by
the Americans might have meant swift execution. Certainly, Cochrane never
lost faith in the black marines, who he maintained were perfectly suited for
campaigning in the hot, humid Chesapeake Bay summer. He was so pleased
with their performance that he ordered an additional bounty to be paid to
them to remain in the British forces, and the two hundred former slaves were
combined with three hundred royal marines in an integrated battalion.2®

The exodus of slaves along the coast led the Virginia legislature to increase ap-
propriations to slaveowners whose slaves had been executed or sold out of state
for disciplinary reasons. In 1813, slave masters were compensated $10,000 for
slaves that were lost to them in these ways, double the figure for 1812, and in
1814 the total reached $12,000.27 As Cassell notes, “In these grim figures can be
read the personal tragedies suffered by slaves whose bid for freedom failed.”28
The Virginia legislature also contemplated abolishing schools for blacks and re-
stricting the movements of slaves outside their masters’ plantations as well as
those of free black vendors, who were suspected of urging the slaves to escape.?’
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In Maryland, Governor Levin Winder instructed General Caleb Hawkins of
the militia to “take all proper precautions to prevent an intercourse between
the Enemy and the slaves of your counties.”®® Due to the long, ragged coast-
line of the bay, however, “defense” against the flight of slaves was left to small
parties of whites who attempted to intercept the fugitives as they left the usu-
ally wooded shores to reach the British ships. Newspaper accounts tell of a
number of tragic incidents in which runaway slaves were killed or injured by
whites.3! In April 1813 it was reported that near Hampton, Virginia, some
runaway slaves mistakenly rowed out to an American ship thinking it was
British and were apprehended after telling the crewmen they wanted arms for
a large number of fellow slaves who were planning a general massacre of
whites.32 Because the latter report appeared in the fiercely anti-British and
pro-slavery National Intelligencer, it is possible that the report is an exaggera-
tion if not outright propaganda. Either way, such reports fed rumors of an im-
pending slave insurrection that swept Washington, D.C., in the coming
months.

Every Precaution

On July 20, 1813, Margaret Bayard Smith, a prominent Washington social-
ite, wrote to her sister:

As for our enemy at home I have no doubt that they will if possible
join the British; here we are, I believe firmly in no danger, as the aim
of those in the country would be as quickly as possible to join those
in the city and the few scatter’d s s about our neighbourhood,
could not muster force enough to venture on an attack. We have
however counted on the possibility of danger and Mr. S. has pro-
cured pistols &c &c sufficient for our defence, and we make use of
every precaution which we should use were we certain of what we
now only reckon a possibility. . . . At present all the members and
citizens say it is impossible for the enemy to ascend the river, and
our home enemy will not assail us, if they do not arrive.”’

Perhaps significantly, given the virulent anti-black paranoia of Smith’s let-
ter, it should be noted that the writer’s husband, Samuel Harrison Smith, was
the founder in 1800 of the National Intelligencer, and that her brother-in-law
Joseph Gales, Jr., was at that time the proprietor and editor. This is not to
say, however, that rumors of a coming slave insurrection were not rife in
Washington in 1813-1814. Fear of slave rebellions had grown in the southern
states since the bloody revolt on the Caribbean island of Santo Domingo
(Hispaniola) in the 1790s, which had culminated in the establishment of the
black Republic of Haiti in 1804. News reports of the atrocities committed
there had alternately fascinated and horrified Americans and had certainly
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British woodcut of the destruction of Commodore Barney’s flotilla (foreground) and the burning of
Washington, D.C.—events of August 22 and August 24-25, respectively, condensed in one scene in
this artist’s conception. (Courtesy, Greenwich Hospital Collection, Royal Maritime Museum,
Greenwich, England.)

fueled fears that the same bloody events could happen at home.34

Closer to Washington, the memory of Gabriel’s Conspiracy in August 1800
in Richmond, Virginia, a mere eighty miles from the national capital, must
have been fresh in the minds of District of Columbia whites. The plot failed
when Governor (and future U.S. president) James Monroe called out the mili-
tia after two slaves betrayed it. The plan, devised by Gabriel Prosser and Jack
Ditcher, rural slaves on plantations to the west of the city, had been to con-
quer Richmond and to hold Governor Monroe hostage until whites agreed to
black freedom.>?

James Sidbury, author of the thesis “Gabriel’s World: Race Relations in
Richmond, Virginia, 1750-1810,” which analyzes the background of the
planned revolt, points out that “the Haitian Revolution must have encouraged
black Virginians to consider seriously the chances for a black revolution.”3
The abortive uprising was the culmination of a number of insurrection scares
that had swept Virginia during the 1790s but was put down with relative ease
by Monroe after the governor had first suspected that the plot was, like most
of the previous scares in the state, “more rumor than reality.” Gabriel and
some thirty-five other conspirators were publicly hanged as an example to
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other blacks, but Monroe demonstrated his equanimity by allowing co-ring-
leader Jack Ditcher to be transported out of the United States. Other convicted
conspirators were either pardoned or had their sentences commuted to trans-
portation. Sidbury concludes that “ironically one of the biggest insurrection
scares in American history helps illustrate the strength and stability of slavery
in Virginia.”?’

Gabriel’s Conspiracy led some whites to look for reasons for the plot. One
anonymous letter writer dared to conjecture that the cause of the planned re-
volt was the “existence of slavery in one of the freest republics on earth.”38 jor-
dan notes that the plot also greatly harmed an abolitionist movement that had
already grown weak through the 1790s and that hopes for black equality that
might have flowed from the American Revolution were instead transformed
into a pattern of racial separation.>®

In the final event, it was not a slave insurrection that traumatized Washing-
ton after the American defeat at Bladensburg but destruction caused by the
British, in the burning of its public buildings. African Americans from Wash-
ington did not contribute to it, nor did the British urge them to do so. How-
ever, the British third brigade, consisting of the 21st Regiment, sailors, and the
“Colonial Marines” or former slaves, were the troops that marched into the
capital on the night of August 24 and engaged in the incendiarism.

To citizens fleeing from the invaders, every manner of hearsay was evident,
including the ever-familiar rumor of an unfolding slave insurrection, this time
instigated by the enemy. As with previous alarms of slave revolt, the rumors
proved more virulent than the reality, but as Charles J. Ingersoll reported in
his 1849 history of the war, this did not stop the stories spreading through the
District and plaguing Mrs. Madison and her “caravan of affrighted ladies” in
their flight from the capital through the Virginia countryside:

Consternation was at its uttermost; the whole region filled with
panic-struck people, terrified scouts roaming about and spreading
alarm that the enemy were coming from Washington and Alexan-
dria, and that there was safety nowhere. Among the terrific rumors,
one predominated that Cochrane’s proclamation was executed by
Cockburn, inducing the slaves to revolt, and that thousands of infu-
riated negroes, drunk with liquor and mad with emancipation, were
committing excesses . . . , subjecting the whole country to their hor-
rid outrages. . . . Gen. Young, commanding a brigade of Virginia mi-
litia, . . . says they were delayed on their march to join General
Winder [at Montgomery Courthouse], “by an alarm of a domestic
nature, which he was so credulous as to believe, from the respect-
ability of the country people, who came to him for protection; he
halted his brigade and sent out light troops and one troop of cavalry
to ascertain the fact, which finally proved erroneous.”*’
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If the citizenry had its fears, the invaders had concerns of their own. On the
night of August 25 the British decamped because they feared an American at-
tack. One of the British brigade commanders stated that “we could scarce
think the Americans (from their immense population, and a well trained Artil-
lery) would tamely allow a handful of British Soldiers, to advance thro’ the
heart of their Country, and burn, & destroy, the Capitol [sic] of the United
States.”4!

Fears of black civil unrest resurfaced as soon as the British had evacuated
the city. General Tobias Stansbury of the Fifth Maryland Militia reported to
Congress on conditions after the British withdrawal:

Reports from Georgetown and the city reached me, that arms of
many of the enemy had fallen into the hands of the blacks, and it was
apprehended that they would take advantage of the absence of the
men to insult the females, and complete the work of destruction
commenced by the enemy; and at the earnest solicitation of Briga-
dier General Smith and Major Peter, who expressed much anxiety
respecting their families, and considering it all important to prevent
further injury to the city, I ordered the troops of the District of Co-
lumbia to move thither for its protection.42

On the march back to their ships, the British were approached by a number
of runaway slaves who asked to be taken along. One of the junior officers re-
called:

During this day’s march [August 26] we were joined by numbers of
negro slaves, who implored us to take them along with us, offering to
serve either as soldiers or sailors, if we would but give them their lib-
erty; but as General Ross persisted in protecting private property of
every d§3scription, few of them were fortunate enough to obtain their
wishes.

It is probable that Ross refused to take along most of these slaves because he
knew they would slow up the march, the British being afraid of imminent
American attack. As it happened, their fears were groundless: the U.S. forces
were dispirited and more disorganized than ever after Bladensburg. Ross’s re-
fusal shows, however, how hollow the offer of freedom to slaves was on the
part of the British. They were not offering freedom for humanitarian reasons
but purely for their own ends, to use the slaves’ manpower and local knowl-
edge, as well as to sap the economic strength of the region. When it was not
convenient to aid them in their escape, the slaves were turned away.

According to Walter Lord, free blacks joined with whites in digging en-
trenchments to protect Washington.*4 Yet, in truth, and again to the shame of
Madison’s unprepared administration, the entrenchments at Washington



African Americans in the War of 1812 441

British landing party in the Chesapeake tidewater. (Courtesy Donald G. Shomette.)

were minimal and mainly confined to a small earthwork at Bladensburg,
above the Eastern Branch of the Potomac, which the Americans used for a six-
gun battery to command the bridge stormed by the British.

Defending Baltimore

The defenses at Baltimore were much more formidable due to the fore-
thought of Major General Samuel Smith, a local merchant and U.S. senator
who ‘had much to lose if the British sacked the city. It is significant that, in
contrast to General Andrew Jackson at New Orleans, and perhaps not wanting
to upset the status quo, Smith did not seek to include free blacks in the militia,
though he did welcome their help in constructing the mile-long line of en-
trenchments that protected the eastern approaches to the city, stretching from
Bel Air Road in the north, south to Harris Creek in the harbor.

George Douglass, a local merchant serving as a private in the Baltimore Fen-
cibles, wrote on September 3, 1814, to his friend Henry Wheaton, editor of the
National Advocate in New York, stating that white and black together were
working on the defenses, determined that Baltimore would not suffer the same
fate as Washington:

All hearts and hands have cordially united in the common cause. . . .
Last Sunday, at least a mile of entrenchments with suitable batteries
were raised as if by magic, at which are now working all sorts of peo-
ple, old and young, white and black, in so much, before Saturday
next we expect every vulnerable point will be strongly fortified. *®



442 Maryland Historical Magazine

At the time, as shown by the city directory for 1810, Baltimore had a sizable
population of free blacks. There also had been an influx of blacks and whites
from Santo Domingo after 1793, following the first outbreak of violence there,
and the addition of black Santo Domingans to the already large black popula-
tion helped to magnify racial tensions in the city.46

Even though the Maryland legislature had voted in 1781 to allow free blacks
to be recruited to fight in the Revolution, they were now barred from serving
with the militia and the army, except in the capacities of servant or musician.
They were also, of course, disenfranchised. Quarles stated that by 1800 “Mary-
land committed itself more explicitly than ever before to slavery and to a sub-
ordinate role for the free black.” However, blacks faced the future with hope,
knowing that not all whites wanted to see blacks downtrodden:

Blacks in Maryland were dismayed at being considered as outsiders,
not part of the body politic. But by 1800 they had built up a new de-
termination to press on for what they regarded as their rights. They
had faith in the future. . . . They believed that the egalitarian mood of
the Revolutionary War period would never be wholly lost and that
America would eventually right itself and do justice to them and to
the high principles set forth in the Declaration of Independence and
the preamble to the Constitution.*”

Perhaps because they were aware of the economic opportunities afforded to
them in Baltimore, African Americans, both freemen and slaves, worked to-
gether to help save the city by helping to build the necessary defenses.

The British landed at North Point, fifteen miles from Baltimore, on the
morning of September 12. As General Ross rode toward the city at the head of
his troops, he was mortally wounded in a skirmish with Brigadier General
John Stricker’s advance forces. Colonel Arthur Brooke assumed command and
met Stricker’s main troops in a battle near Bear Creek. Brooke won the bat-
tle—but at a cost. The next morning, September 13, after bivouacking for the
night on the battlefield, the British continued their march toward the city.
Shortly after dawn, the Royal Navy began to bombard Fort McHenry at the
entrance to Baltimore harbor.

Present among the six hundred regulars deployed in the fort’s moat to pre-
vent an attempted landing by Royal Marines was a certain Private William
Williams. Williams, whose real name was Frederick or Frederick Hall, was a
slave who months earlier had escaped from the Prince George’s County to-
bacco plantation of Benjamin Oden. Instead of seeking the sanctuary of a non-
slave state to the north, the fugitive had taken the seemingly astounding step
of volunteering as a soldier in the 38th U.S. Infantry. Possibly the runaway,
described in a reward notice of May 18 as “a bright mulatto. . . so fair as to
show freckles,” could pass as a white man. On enlisting in Baltimore on April
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Forty Dollars Reward
For apprehending and securmng in Jail
so that | get him again,
NEGRG FRFDERICK }
Somtimes calls himself FhTDEi\iCl& HALL
-a bright wmulatto ; straight and well’ made’; 2}
ih years eld ; 5 feet 7 or 8inches high, thh a
short chub nose and so fair 45 to show freckles, |
k- has no scars or marks of any kind that is re-
| collected : his clothing when he left home, two
mouths since, was home made c¢otton shirts;
jacket and Fantaloons of cotton and yarn awil
led all white, [t is probable he inay be in Bal.
timore, having a relation there,a house servant
to a Mr. Willams, by the name of Frank who
19 also a mulatto; but not so fair as Frederick,
8} NJAMIN ODEN,
i Prince Gecrge s County; May-12th,
nay 16 T gt

4

v

Reward notice placed by Benjamin Oden of Prince George’s County for the apprehension of “Negro
Frederick” who became Private William Williams of the 38th U.S. Infantry and who helped defend
Fort McHenry in September 1814. Baltimore American and Commercial Advertiser, May 18,
1814. (Maryland Historical Society.)

14, the twenty-one- year- -old young man received an enhstment bounty of fifty
dollars and a private’s monthly wage of eight dollars.43

As the bombardment began, a rocket ship, schooner, and five bomb ships
began to hurl cannonballs, 200-pound bombs, and rockets toward the brick
and earth fort. An answering fusillade ordered by fort commander Major
George Armistead compelled the schooner and rocket ship to retire. However,
the bomb ships, after retreating a safe distance, continued the bombardment
with but short intermission for twenty-three hours until after dawn on Sep-
tember 14. Sometime during this terrifying rain of metal, Private William Wil-
liams had “his leg blown off by a cannonball.” He died some months later at
the Baltimore Public Hospital.4°
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During the bombardment, African-American sailors manned batteries that
supported Fort McHenry. Unlike the army and militia, there existed no pro-
scription against recruiting African Americans for service in the navy or in
Commodore Barney’s flotilla. Although Barney himself had been severely
wounded at Bladensburg, his flotillamen worked the batteries of Forts Bab-
cock, Covington, and Lazaretto that rendered invaluable assistance to the de-
fenders of Fort McHenry. Other black sailors stood ready to work both
shipborne cannons and land batteries for the defense of the city should the
Royal Navy force a way past the star fort. Probably 10 to 25 percent of the sail-
ors were African-American.”®

The defenses of Hampstead Hill (now Patterson Park), manned by around
15,000 militiamen, literally bristled with cannons. In the face of these daunting
defenses, Colonel Brooke, on receiving word from Admiral Cochrane that the
Royal Navy had failed to “reduce” Fort McHenry, decided to withdraw rather
than risk an attack.

During their retreat to the ships, the British not only looted area houses and
burned one house but reportedly carried off one free black farmhand who
supposedly did not want to go, according to an account that was printed in
the Baltimore Sun some decades later: “One free colored man, Joe Gale, a car-
penter, employed on the farm, boastfully declared he was a free man and no
slave, was taken prisoner to Halifax and did not get back until peace was de-
clared.”®! Is it possible that British troops, angry that their commander shied
away from sacking Baltimore, made a prisoner of this African American be-
cause he refused their offer of “freedom™?

A Life in Canada?

What of the fate of the three to five thousand former slaves—men, women,
and children—shipped out of the Chesapeake region by the British? Although
a few of them ended up in Bermuda, notably the ex-Colonial Marines who
were rewarded with jobs in the Ireland Island British naval base and a number
who were sent to the West Indies, it seems the majority were sent to Halifax,
Nova Scotia. Cassell relates:

The single largest group of black exiles was deposited in Halifax in
the early months of 1815. Over two-thousand former slaves with no
resources of any kind were left standing on the docks. Penniless, job-
less, many of them sick, the refugees were immediately reduced to
seeking public relief. What eventually happened to them is some-
thing of a mystery. At least a portion established themselves as farm-
ers orsgomestics while others may have migrated to the West
Indies.

Researchers in Canada have gone far toward solving the “mystery” that puzzled
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Cassell, although the fate of the former slaves turns out to be bleaker than the
scenario he envisioned. John N. Grant and Robin W. Winks relate that the Af-
rican Americans who were sent to Nova Scotia as a result of the War of 1812
actually comprised the third wave of black immigrants to land in the Canadian
province over a thirty-four-year period. The first blacks were the “black Loyal-
ists” who fled during the American Revolution, notably several thousand for-
mer slaves from New York who had fled to the British and were shipped out
after the British defeat at Yorktown in 1781. The second wave were Maroons
who were exiled from Jamaica in 1796 after waging a war against white settlers
there. Although both of these earlier groups suffered from the bureaucratic in-
efficiencies of the British Colonial Office, they did get the chance to get out of
the forbidding climate of Nova Scotia, since projects were instituted to give
any wS};o wanted the chance to emigrate to Sierra Leone in Africa in 1792 and
1800.

The ex-slaves who landed in Halifax during the War of 1812, dubbed in
contrast to the other two groups the “Refugee Negroes,” mostly missed this
chance to resettle in a more conducive climate. Except for a handful who were
resettled in Trinidad in 1820, the remainder of the exiles lost the chance to
emigrate due to miscommunications with the whites who talked of resettling
them. The former Chesapeake slaves also suffered more deprivations and mis-
ery than the first two groups, because they were less accustomed to the cold
weather than the New York Loyalists and because they lacked the skills of the
Maroons, most having been field hands back in the Chesapeake tidewater.
British governmental bungling made their situation even worse. A shipment of
three thousand pairs of shoes and other clothing intended to help them
through their first winter was misdirected to Bermuda. It took twelve months
for the shipment to reach them, leaving the miserable exiles to shiver through
their first winter in the bitter Nova Scotia climate without new clothes.>*

In 1816, when some of the Refugee Negroes were given land by the British
government, the land turned out to be worthless and stony, and the blacks did
not know how to work it, particularly since it was frozen a large part of the
year. The British government had not planned for the long-range support the
new settlers would need. When the Earl of Dalhousie took over as governor in
October 1816, the refugees were, he said, in “a state of starvation,” having
been left in a “deplorable condition” during the absence of the previous gover-
nor, and he urged that the legislature allow them provisions for at least an-
other year. Dalhousie was hardly sympathetic to the woes of the new colonists.
They must, he said, be “supported for many years” by the government, and he
added haughtily, “little hope can be entertained of settling these people so as
to provide for their families and wants. . . . Slaves by habit & education, no
longer working under the dread of the lash, their idea of freedom is Idleness
and they are altogether incapable of Industry.” Dalhousie suggested that they
be sent to Sierra Leone or the West Indies and even went so far as to suggest
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that one solution would be to restore them to their masters in the United
States!>>

The lot of these African Americans in Nova Scotia would not improve for
the next few decades: hundreds died of disease and deprivation. A member of
the Refugee Negroes made the following scourging statement: “I have felt my
color is my pride and I should have suffered often the pain of being skinned
alive could it make me white.”>® Descendants of the former Chesapeake Bay
slaves still live in Nova Scotia.

“The Pride of Baltimore”

On the evening of April 8, 1815, Captain Thomas Boyle sailed his privateer
Chasseur past the ramparts of Fort McHenry into Baltimore harbor. Boyle or-
dered the schooner’s cannons to be fired to salute the fort that six months ear-
lier had withstood the might of the Royal Navy. The citizens of the city
acclaimed the Chasseur the “Pride of Baltimore.”>’

The Chasseur must have been a special source of pride to one of Boyle’s
gunners, the free black man George R. Roberts. The African-American seaman
was on board the privateer on August 28, 1814, when Boyle issued his paper
blockade of the British Isles, which he requested that the British post at Lloyd’s
Coffeehouse in London. Boyle’s audacious proclamation was a spoof of the
blockades of the U.S. coast that had been declared by British admirals Warren
and Cochrane in the preceding eighteen months. During the Chasseur’s cap-
ture of the British schooner St. Lawrence on February 27, 1815, Roberts is said
to have “displayed the most intrepid courage and daring.”>8

At the beginning of the war, Roberts had enlisted on board the Baltimore
privateer Sarah Ann under the command of Captain Richard Moon. In Octo-
ber 1812 the Sarah Ann was captured by the enemy off the Bahamas. Six crew-
men, including George Roberts, accused of being British subjects, were put on
board ship for Jamaica. In a letter sent to the owners in Charleston, South
Carolina, Captain Moon said he feared the men would “be tried for their
lives.” The privateer skipper rebutted the British charge that the sailors were
not Americans. In regard to “George Robert [sic], a coloured man and sea-
man,” he stated, “I know him to be native born of the United States. . . . He
entered on board the Sarah Ann at Baltimore where he is married. . . .” The
editor of Niles’ Register reported that in retaliation for the British action, the
Charleston cartel took twelve British prisoners from a prison ship “and put
[them] into close confinement, to be detained as hostage:s.”59 No doubt this
ploy worked. Certainly, the episode counts as one of the “hairbreath escapes”
this brave African American experienced, as mentioned in his obituary in the
Baltimore Sun following his death in January 1861 at his home in Canton at
the reported age of ninety-five years.%0

Indeed, in his waning years, as his nation teetered toward civil war, the
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newspapermen of Baltimore noted that the aged George Roberts still felt
proud to parade with the other “Old Defenders” of Baltimore. For he too had
served.
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