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BACKGROUND: Slavery in New York City in the first half of the eighteenth century created a potentially explosive situation. The city had a large population of enslaved Africans. In 1737, 16 percent of the 10,664 inhabitants of New York County (Manhattan Island), were of African ancestry. Conditions were very different from plantation life in the South and the Caribbean. Meetings between enslaved people were relatively easy and unsupervised and slaves and free Blacks and White worked and lived in close proximity. The governors of the city lived in continuous fear of fire, attack by the enemies of England, a slave insurrection, or some combination of all three. In 1712, Black rebels were accused of setting fire to a building in the middle of the city and attacking White colonists who tried to extinguish the blaze. Nine Whites were shot, stabbed, or beaten to death and another six were wounded. Militia units from New York and Westchester and soldiers from a nearby fort captured twenty-seven rebels. Six captives took there own lives and the others were executed. The uprising led to a series of new legal restrictions on the rights of enslaved Africans. They included limits on their ability to meet, restrictions on manumission, bans on the use of firearms by slaves, the death penalty for involvement in a conspiracy to kill a White person, and greater threats of physical punishment. In 1741, White New Yorkers, afraid of another slave revolt, responded to rumors and unexplained fires with the arrest of 146 enslaved Africans, the execution of 35 Blacks and four Whites, and the transport to other colonies of 70 enslaved people. Accusations were made by a young White female indentured servant who received £100 and her freedom in exchange for her testimony. The joint “confessions” of two of the conspirators, Cuffee and Quaco, were made while they were waiting to be burned to death by an angry mob. Three years after the trials and executions, a record of the “New York Conspiracy’ was published by one of the judges in the case. Historians continue to doubt whether a slave conspiracy ever existed. The convictions and executions are often compared with the hysteria surrounding the Salem Witch trials of 1692. The judge’s report, instead of exposing the dangerous behavior of Africans in New York, actually documents the repression of enslaved Africans, the failure of the legal system, social conditions in the city, and the ways these factors contributed to a deadly official conspiracy against the city’s Black population.

The New York City Slave Conspiracy Trial (1741)

Introduction: In 1741, white New Yorkers fear that another slave revolt would soon take place. During this time, they were hearing rumors that a slave revolt would take place. In addition, the city was deal with several unexplained fires.  Fearful that the events took place in 1712 would occur again, white authorities arrested and tried in court approximately 200 “conspirators.”  

A: Background to the Trial:  Mr. Justice Frederick Philipse’s Charge to the Grand Jury:

The many frights and terrors which the good people of this city have of late been put into, by repeated and unusual fires, and burning of houses, give us too much room to suspect, that some of them at least, did not proceed from mere chance, or common accidents; but on the contrary, from the premeditated malice and wicked pursuits of evil and designing persons; and therefore, it greatly behooves us to use our utmost diligence, by all lawful ways and means to discover the contrivers and perpetrators of such daring and flagitious undertakings: that, upon conviction, they may receive condign punishment….

I am told there are several prisoners no in jail, who have been committed by the city magistrates, upon suspicion of having been concerned in some of the late fire; and others, who under pretence of assisting the unhappy sufferers, by saving their goods from the flames, for stealing, or receiving them.  This indeed, is adding affliction to the afflicted, and is a very great aggravation of such crime…

This crime is of so shocking a nature, that if we have any in this city, who, having been guilty thereof, should escape, who can say he is safe, or tell where will it end?…

My charge, gentlemen, further is, to present all conspiracies, combinations, and other offenses, from treasons down to trespasses; and in your inquiries, the oath you, and each of you have just now taken will, I am persuaded, be your guide, and I pray God to direct and assist you in the discharge of your duty.

Questions:

1. What is the major problem being discussed here?

2. In your opinion, do you think this is going to be a fair trial? Why or why not?

B: Timeline: Caesar and Prince – Accused of Robbing Robert Hogg

	February 28
	A robbery was committed at the house & shop of New York City merchant Robert Hogg. Linen, Spanish silver coins, & other goods for a total value of 60 was reported missing 

	March 2
	Enslaved Africans Caesar (owned by a baker John Varick) & Prince (owned by a merchant named John Aboyneau) were arrested for the robbery.

	May 1
	Caesar and Prince are tried & court makes its decision 


C: Testimony by Mary Burton against Caesar and Prince

That Prince and Caesar brought the things of which they had robbed Mr. Hogg, to her master, John Hughson’s house, and that they handed in through the window, Hughson, his wife, and Peggy receiving them, about two or three o’clock on a Sunday morning. That Caesar, prince, and Mr. Philispe’s Negro man (Cuffee) used to meet frequently at her master’s house, and that she had heard them (the Negroes) talk frequently of burning the fort’ and that they would down to Fly and burn the whole town; and that her master and mistress said, they would aid and assist them as much as they could. 

That in their common conversation they used to say, that when all this was done, Caesar should be governor, and Hughson, her master, should be king. That Cufee used to say, that a great many people had too much, and others too little; that his old master had a great deal of money, but that, in a short time, he should have less, and that he (Cuffee) should have more.

That at the same time when the things of which Mr. Hogg was robbed, were brought to her master’s house, they brought some indigo and bees wax, which was likewise received  by her master and mistress. That at the meetings of the three aforesaid Negroes, Caesar, Prince, Cuffee, at her master’s house, they used to say, in their conversations, that when they set fire to the town, they would do it at night, and as the white people came to extinguish it, they would kill and destroy them. That she has known at times, seven or eight guns in her master’s house, and some swords, and that she has seen twenty or thirty Negroes at one time in her master’s house; and that at such large meetings, the three aforesaid Negroes, Cuffee, Prince and Caesar, were generally present, and most active, and that used to say, that the other Negroes durst not refuse to do what they commanded them, and they were sure that they had a number sufficient to stand by them.

Questions:

1. What is the overall idea concerning her testimony?

2. In your opinion, why would Mary Burton testify before the court?

D: A Chronology of Events

	May 1
	Caesar & Prince are tried and convicted of burglary.

	May 6
	John & Sarah Hughson & Margaret (Peggy Kerry) Sorubiero are tried & convicted of receiving stolen goods. The daughter of John & Sarah Hughson is arrested.

	May 8
	Caesar & Prince are sentenced to death.

	May 11
	Caesar & Prince are hanged to death.

	May 12
	John & Sarah Hughson & Margaret (Peggy Kerry) Sorubiero are charged with participating in a slave conspiracy.

	May 22
	A series of “informants” confess & testify to the grand jury on the conspiracy 

	June 1-July 26
	109 more enslaved Africans are indicted & arraigned for trial. An additional 33 enslaved Africans are jailed but not brought to trial. 72 of these enslaved Africans eventually confess to involvement in the “conspiracy”. Of these 142 enslaved Africans, 13 were burned at the stake, 18 were hanged & 70 were transported (sold to owners in another colony).

	June 8
	John & Sarah Hughson, their daughter Sarah, & Margaret (Peggy Kerry) Sorubiero are convicted of participating in the slave conspiracy.

	June 12
	John & Sarah Hughson & Margaret (Peggy Kerry) Sorubiero are executed for participating in the slave conspiracy. The sentence of John & Sarah Hughson’s daughter Sarah is postponed.

	November 11
	Mary Burton is paid for her testimony on the robbery and released from her indenture.


Questions:

1. What is the conspiracy that people are being arrested and put on trial for?

2. Is there any significance to Mary Burton being paid for her testimony?

3. What message was sent due to the fact that 109 enslaved Africans are eventually put on trial?

E. An engraving depicts the execution of a Enslaved African 
In 1741, over 100 enslaved Africans in New York City were accused of plotting a slave rebellion. After a trial, over twenty were executed. Examine the image at http://www.mapsites.net/gotham/sec9/tour1msnorth1.html , accessed December 27, 2013).
Questions

1. What is taking place in this picture?

2. How are the people dressed in the picture?

3. In your opinion, why did this take place in a public rather than private?

4. In your opinion, why was this method used to punish enslaved Africans?

5. How does this image make you feel about the trial and its outcome? Why?
