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Involvement in slavery did not end in the northeastern United States when the importation of slaves from 

abroad was banned by the U.S. in 1807.  Nor did it end when New York State ended enslavement of 

people in 1827. The lure of making a lot of money fostered the continuation of the slave trade not only in 

the northeastern United States but also around the world, surprisingly almost into the present day.
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Countries such as Brazil and Cuba had thriving businesses that demanded more and more enslaved 

workers.  Businessmen in the United States continued to find profit meeting those needs and remained 

involved in the transportation of enslaved people from Africa.  Some of these businesses, rather than close 

down in 1807, simply changed their final destination, bringing their victims to Brazil and Cuba.  

Although, England and the United States did their best to try and stem the export of Africans, during the 

1840s, “as the effort to suppress the trade escalated the slave traffickers responded by creating an 

elaborate system of evasion.”
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In 1820, the United States in an effort to combat the continuing onslaught of slave ships crossing the 

Atlantic, passed legislation making slave trading a capital offense, punishable by hanging.  However, due 

to the American public’s lack of interest in abolition, the law was not enforced and the trade continued to 

prosper.  Since relatively few slaves were brought to the United States, the issue was seen as a maritime 

or foreign issue.
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Two events in 1850 brought the slave trade to the east end of Long Island. In Brazil, slavery ended 

temporarily in the summer of 1850, “when British naval vessels swept Brazilian harbors and seized any 

slave ships at hand.  Brazilian officials followed the cue and began raids and searches which shut down 

slave depots.  Yielding to the pressure that had outed the elite planter class from total control of the 

government, the Brazilian legislature officially declared slave traders to be pirates.”
4
 With the abrupt 

shut down of the business of importing enslaved Africans, a group of Brazilian slave traders, moved to 

New York City, confident that they could continue their businesses.
5
  Seeking to restart their operations 

clandestinely, the slave traders worked together as a loose association and partnered with local merchants.     

 

At the same time, the overfishing of whales around the world had decimated the whale population, 

leading to many whaling ships being to be put up for sale.  “The whaling agents and sailors of the 

northeast were not involved in a grassroots effort to end slavery.  Many had fallen on hard times and, as 

a result, some gladly joined in the profitable slave commerce.”
6
  The structural layout of whale ships 

made them easy to convert into transport ships for enslaved people. The trypots used for separating the oil 

from the whale meat, were the perfect size to cook for large groups of people.  The barrel storage area 

was easy to convert into holding areas.     

 

Appleton Oaksmith was born in 1827, in Portland, Maine to Seba Smith and Elizabeth Oake Smith.  As a 

young man Oaksmith, sailed the coast of Africa.
7
  He also followed William Walker, who was determined 

to sway the balance between the slave and free states in the U.S. by capturing land in Central America, 

instituting a slave economy and annexing the newly created states to the U.S.  He and his followers 

captured Nicaragua in July 1856 and Oaksmith was made the Nicaraguan ambassador to the United 

States.
8
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In 1859, Jose Pietrahita and Ramodella (Zone) Sorre, partnered with Appleton Oaksmith, who after his 

job as ambassador ended, returned to the U.S. and became a small ship broker in New York.  Oaksmith & 

Company, “seized the opportunity presented by the withdrawal of the U.S. squadron from Cuba’s coast 

and launched new slaving ventures in whaleships.”
9
 Oaksmith with the backing of his foreign partners 

began purchasing whaleships from Sag Harbor and New Bedford and outfitting the ships for the 

Caribbean and South American slave trade. 

 

The Bark Augusta was launched in 1838, in New York City.  The ship worked as a packet boat, carrying 

cargo, passengers, and the mail between New York City to Charleston, North Carolina.   The vessel, 

which weighted 390 tons, was sold in the 1857 to the Cooper brothers of Sag Harbor, general store 

merchants, seeking to diversify their holdings and make some money on the investment.  After outfitting 

the Augusta, the brothers sent her to hunt whales in the Pacific Ocean with James M. Tabor at the helm.   

 

By the 1860’s the whale population had sunk to an all-time low, and people were turning to alternative 

energy sources, such as menhaden oil.  In 1861, the Bark Augusta, returned to Sag Harbor with 30 barrels 

of sperm whale oil, 286 barrels of whale oil and 700 pounds of bone.  Via freight she also had sent back 

an additional 283 barrels of whale oil and 1,011 pounds of bone and a whopping debt of $45,000.  The 

cargo was between 10% and 20% of what a good voyage in earlier years would have brought back.
10

  

After such a poor return on their investment, needless to say the trip was the first and last whaling voyage 

that the Augusta sailed.   

 

Eager to get out from the debt the owners turned to the ship brokerage firm of A. Oaksmith & Company.  

Who purchased the ship for a mere $4900.
11

 Suspicious of the buyer, shipping agents Sturges & Clearman 

contacted, “US marshal Robert Murray about suspicious persons wanting to buy a Sag Harbor whaler, 

the bark Augusta…”
12

  This tip set Murray on Oaksmith’s trail.  “With the government push to end the 

slave trade, judicial rulings also began to support the arrests of slavers, making enforcement efforts seem 

worthwhile to marshals and their aides.”
13

   Aware of the government’s renewed interest in ending the 

slave trade and not wanting to be directly connected with the ownership of the vessel, Oaksmith gave title 

of the ship to Jacob Appley.
14

   

 

Jacob Appley, originally of Manhattan, had inherited a fortune from his father.  He had a loose reputation 

and spent money wildly.  Appley had fathered five children, with three women, one of which, when 

questioned in court, he couldn’t remember her name.
15

  He was also Oaksmith’s partner in a ship 

chandlery business newly set up in Greenport.
16

   

 

Appley and Oaksmith moved the Bark Augusta to Greenport and began having the ship re-outfitted for 

her next voyage.  There Oaksmith used respected locals, who held sympathetic views on the enslavement 

of Africans and the separation of the southern states from rest of the United States.
17

  He hired a local 

agent, Israel Peck, a whaling captain Isaac M. Case and men to outfit the ship.   

 

Word got around that the supplies going onto the ship were more suitable for an illegal voyage to Africa 

and the transport slaves than for a whaling voyage.  In the opinion on of Coastal Inspector William King, 

“I know Appley, Oaksmith, Israel Peck, and Captain Issac M. Case very well, I know their views with 
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regard to secession and slavery, especially the African slave trade… They are a damnable set, the whole 

of them…”
18

   

 

The anti-abolitionist attitude was not unusual for the area.  One of the widely read local newspapers, the 

Republican Watchman, owned and edited by Henry Reeves, was a strident voice against the upcoming 

war, and against the rights of African enslaved people.   

 

This was not the first whale ship Oaksmith had outfitted in such a manner.  The Schooner Welles of Sag 

Harbor had also been outfitted in Greenport and set sail in April 1861.  The ship which landed on the 

Coast of Africa, had been cleared to sail to Ambriz, Angola with a cargo of lumber, rice, arms and 

powder for a trading voyage.  Ship representatives had told custom officials that their intended return 

cargo was “livestock.”  Instead of the animal livestock that authorities presumed, they picked up for the 

second leg of the voyage, 601 Africans, of which 135 died, leaving 466 people who were landed in Cuba 

and sold into the hellish enslavement of the plantations.  Having served its purpose, the schooner was then 

set on fire and abandoned and the crew made their way back to the United States anonymously.
19

 

 

Oaksmith had managed to slip the Welles past customs officials however he was not as lucky with the 

Augusta. Murray, based on the descriptions of the ship’s outfitting, seized the ship and had it towed to 

Brooklyn.  The ship remained tied up at the dock there from June until October.  Oaksmith and his 

cohorts gained access to the ship finished their renovations and began to quietly load the ship with all the 

necessary supplies for a voyage.  They also began to work the government system, winning a court appeal 

that permitted them to pay a bond and release the ship from the government’s control.
20

  

 

November 17
th
 unbeknownst to marshal Murray, the Augusta was released and the bark sailed down Long 

Island Sound to Gardiner’s Bay.  As soon as Murray learned of the Augusta’s release he sent his deputy, 

Smith, on the Long Island Rail Road to Greenport, ironically on the same train as Oaksmith.  That night, 

while Smith and the community slept, Oaksmith finished loading the last of the ships supplies.
 21

  

 

Smith arrived at the docks the next morning in time to see the ship sailing away in the distance.  

Oaksmith, who had remained behind, reported that Captain James Grant and his men had run away with 

the ship.  The local officials, quickly telegraphed New York for instructions on what to do - and were 

instructed to capture the Augusta.    

 

Because of the support among the citizens of Greenport for Oaksmith, who had been financially generous 

during his renovations of the ship, - custom officials had to go to Orient to get a ship and a group of men 

to chase after the fleeing Augusta.
22

   

 

In the ship Bulrush, a posse of twenty-one men soon made it to Montauk.  After questioning the Montauk 

lighthouse keeper about ships that had passed, the Bulrush, began to make its way west along the south 

shore.  Keeping most of the men below deck, gave the Bulrush the appearance of being a coasterman, a 

common sight along Long Island’s coast.  The weather began to turn stormy, and by the time the Bulrush 

reached Quogue, she had to anchor to ride out the storm.
23
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The Augusta, after clearing Montauk, was also heading west, to meet Oaksmith and a replacement crew in 

Patchogue for its upcoming ocean voyage.  Grant eyeing the storm also decided to find safe anchorage to 

ride out the storm.  To the amazement of the Bulrush’s crew, the Augusta not realizing she was being 

chased, anchored nearby.  When the storm had passed, the Bulrush’s crew boarded the Augusta.     

 

Meanwhile, Oaksmith met up with a second crew that he had hired to sail the Augusta to Africa.  He had 

promised the sailors $2000 a piece for the voyage and plenty of rum to drink.
24

  The men gathered in 

Patchogue to await the Augusta.  The ship became mired on a sand bar in Fire Island Inlet.  Oaksmith, 

desperate to get the voyage underway before authorities caught up with the ship, hired a small boat to 

transport his new crew during the height of the storm.  After attempting to get to the Augusta, the smaller 

boat was forced to turn back.  As the storm began to abate word came that strangers had been seen spying 

on the Augusta.  One of Oaksmith’s new crew members, a Spaniard, upon hearing the news took a large 

package of papers from his pocket and threw them into a stove and burned them.
25

 Unfortunately, for 

them authorities soon caught up with Oaksmith and his crew.    

 

Murray, making a clean sweep, arrested not only Oaksmith and both crews, but also Jacob Appley, and 

J.W. Pinckney, the shipping master.
26

  Oaksmith and Appley were both sent to Fort Lafayette, a military 

prison for political prisoners.  The crews were sent to New York City’s main prison, the Tombs.
27

  

Wanting to tighten the case against Oaksmith, Murray and Smith sought out and arrested John Delaney 

and Richard Holf, two of the sailors from the Schooner Welles.  The marshals wanted the men to testify 

against Oaksmith at the upcoming trial.  When a rumor said that Delaney and Holf were preparing to skip 

town, Smith arrested them.
28

   

 

For authorities, Oaksmith’s arrest, gave them the starting thread to link not only the Bark Augusta, but the 

Schooner Welles and in New Bedford the whale ship Margaret Scott.  Using an alias and hiring a down-

at-heel agent to obscure his identity, Oaksmith purchased the Margaret Scott and put it in his new agent’s 

name.  Samuel P. Skinner, Oaksmith’s new agent was unemployed and not in a position to protest his new 

employers dictates.  The pair was then joined by Ambrose S. Landro, hired to captain the Margaret Scott.  

Landro, who had been a captain, had been reduced to being a mate after problems with his previous jobs, 

was also financially troubled.
29

  

 

Oaksmith then deposited money into Skinner’s bank account and started giving instructions to renovate 

the ship.  The renovations did not include fixing the ship, its rigging or getting equipment for whaling.  It 

did include filling every cask available with fresh water.  It was the opinion of the local community that 

the ship was not being readied to go whaling.  Hearing of the situation the government sent a ship and 

waylaid the Margaret Scott as soon as she cleared customs.  Skinner and Landro were immediately 

arrested.
30

   

 

In the fall Skinner was brought to trial and convicted on all charges.
31

  As soon as word got out, 

Pietrahita, Sorre and their business associates, quickly packed up and left the country.
32

  Oaksmith was on 

Long Island embroiled in the Bark Augusta as his scheme in New Bedford unraveled.  Oaksmith although 

he had been arrested was soon on the loose, escaping from prison and quickly aboard a ship heading to 

Havana.
33
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During Appley’s trial in November, he put the blame for the entire project squarely on Oaksmith’s 

shoulders.  Undoubtedly hoping that the court would spare his life – and Appley had good cause to be 

worried.  In an effort to crack down on the slave trade, the government made an example of Captain 

Nathaniel Gordon of the ship Erie. Caught and convicted of being a part of the slave trade, Gordon was 

sentenced to death and hung in February 1862.
34

         

 

The case had at least the attention of the New York Times.  In November 1862, the newspaper did an 

exposé on the African slave trade naming forty-five ships to their knowledge that were involved in the 

trade were captured around the Atlantic.  Additionally, the article reported that ships carrying upwards of 

thirty thousand victims had landed their cargos in Cuba.
35

   

 

With the squelching of one arm of the slave trade, the nation turned its attention to the Civil War. 

Appleton Oaksmith remained in Cuba until 1872.  After the war, a petition was signed by a number of 

gentlemen requesting that Oaksmith be pardoned for his crimes.  Oaksmith, for his part, claimed that all 

the charges were trumped up against him.
36

  Oaksmith eventually got his pardon, and was able to return to 

live in the United States, buying a plantation outside of New Bern, North Carolina.
37

   

                                                      
1
 Mauritania only abolished slavery in 1981 and they had to go back and make it a crime in 2007! 

2
 Kevin S. Reilly, “Slavers in Disguise: American Whaling and the African Slave Trade, 1845-1862,” 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=ien.35556022866412&view=1up&seq=496 digital, page 180 printed. 
3
 Reilly, 497 (181).   

4
 Reilly, 497 (181).   

5
 Reilly, 497 (181). 

6
 Reilly, 500 (184).  

7
 Reilly, 500 (184) and “The Margaret Scott Case,” Whalemen’s Shipping List and Merchants’ Transcript, 24 June 

1862.  
8
 “The New Minister from Nicaragua,” New York Daily Times, 2 September 1856.  The scheme lasted only a year, 

before Walker was overthrown.  He tried again but was captured by the Hondurians, who promptly hung him.   
9
 Reilly, 500 (184) and “The Margaret Scott Case,” Whalemen’s Shipping List and Merchants’ Transcript, 24 June 

1862.  
10

 Starbuck, History of American Whale Fishery, 556-557.  
11

 Reilly, 500 (184).   
12

 Reilly, 500 (184).   
13

 Reilly, 502 (186).   
14

 “Law Reports,” New York Times, 14 November 1863.  
15

 “Captain Appley’s Love Affairs, Scrapbook, Town of Southold Historian’s Files, Appley.   
16

 “The Margaret Scott Case,” Whalemen’s Shipping List and Merchants’ Transcript, 24 June 1862.  
17

 Reilly, 500 (184). 
18

 Reilly, 500 (184).   
19

 “Important Arrest of Slavers,” New York Times, 19 January 1862 and “A Supposed Slaver,” Sag Harbor Express, 

11 April 1861.  
20

 “The Slaver Augusta,” The Sag Harbor Express, 28 November 1861.  
21

 “The Slaver Augusta,” The Sag Harbor Express, 28 November 1861. 
22

 “The Slaver Augusta,” The Sag Harbor Express, 28 November 1861. 
23

 Depending on which source used.  The ships rode out the storm either in Quogue or in Fire Island Inlet, by 

Patchogue.   
24

 “The Slave Trade,” Brooklyn Evening Star, 30 November 1861.  

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=ien.35556022866412&view=1up&seq=496


The Bark Augusta and the Continuation of Slavery in Southold by 
Amy Folk, Town of Southold Historian 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           
25

 “Slave Trade,” New York Times, 11 March 1865.  At this point the story of the Augusta diverges.  According to 

the Sag Harbor Express, the two ships headed back to Greenport, on the way back The Augusta sailing too close to 

Orient’s Long Beach, ended up grounded on the sandbar.  She was eventually refloated, moved to Greenport before 

being escorted back to Brooklyn by the government ship, the Achilles “The Slaver Augusta,” The Sag Harbor 

Express, 28 November 1861.  The New York Times report of the court case gives the alternate scenario of the 

capture of the Bark Augusta at Fire Island Inlet.   
26

 “The Slaver Augusta – Confession of one of her Crew,” The Sag Harbor Express 5 December 1861.   
27

 “The Supposed Slaver Augusta,” New York Times, 20 November 1861.   
28

 “Important Arrest of Slavers,” New York Times, 19 January 1862.   
29

 “The Margaret Scott Case,” Whalemen’s Shipping List and Merchants’ Transcript, 24 June 1862. Oaksmith at the 

same time he was purchasing and renovating the Augusta and Welles, had traveled up to New Bedford, using the 

alias A. Morris.     
30

 “The Margaret Scott Case,” Whalemen’s Shipping List and Merchants’ Transcript, 24 June 1862. 
31

 Skinner was lucky in that his sentence was 5 years in prison and $1000 fine.   
32

 “The Margaret Scott Case,” Whalemen’s Shipping List and Merchants’ Transcript, 24 June 1862 and Reilly 503 

(187).   
33

 “The Case of the Slaver Augusta,” New York Times 14 November 1863 and Reilly, 503 (187) and “Appleton 

Oaksmith Heard From,” New York Times 30 October 1862. “Pardon of Appleton Oaksmith,” New York Times, 13 

November 1872.  The New York Times states that Oaksmith was incarcerated on Fort Layfette, a prison for political 

prisoners in New York Harbor, the site is now one of the footings for the Verrazano Bridge.  Reilly claims that 

Oaksmith, never made it to New York City, rather he escaped from a jail in Suffolk County.  A later article in the 

New York Times, says that Oaksmith was taken to Fort Warren, then transferred to a Boston jail to await charges 

about the Margaret Scott.  It was there that he slipped away.   Either way Oaksmith arrived in Havana in late 

October and was reported to have gone to a nearby plantation to recover from his ordeal.   
34

“Law Reports,” New York Times, 14 November 1863 and “Another Stroke at the Slave Trade,” New York Times, 

24 June 1862 and Reilly 503 (187).  Reilly notes that many officials never believed that Gordon would be convicted 

and sentenced – his death led the “quick eradication the illicit activity, because for the first time in American history 

a slave trader was punished, as defined in the 1820 act, as a pirate.”   
35

 “The African Slave-Trade,” New York Times, 17 November 1862.  
36

 “Appleton Oaksmith Again,” New York Times, 10 August 1876.  
37

 Reilly, 503 (187).   

 

Bibliography 
 

Brooklyn Evening Star. "The Slave Trade." November 30, 1861: 1. 

"Captain Appley's Love Affairs." Scrapbook. Town of Southold, Historian's files, Appley , n.d. 267. 

Corwin, Elsie Knapp, Corwin, Frederick Langton. Greenport Yesterday & Today. Mattituck, New York: 

Stirling Historical Society, 1972. 

New York Daily Times. "Article 3 -- No Title/Appleton Oaksmith's Debt." August 11, 1857: 3. 

New York Daily Times. "The New Minister from Nicaragua." September 2, 1856: 4. 

New York Times. "Another Stroke at the Slave Traffic." June 24, 1862: 4. 

New York Times. "Appleton Oaksmith Again." August 10, 1876: 4. 

New York Times. "Appleton Oaksmith Heard From." October 30, 1862: 1. 

New York Times. "Arrest of Supposed Slavers." November 19, 1861: 5. 

New York Times. "Important Arrest of Slavers." January 19, 1862: 5. 

New York Times. "Law Reports/Condemation of a Slaver on Appeal." November 14, 1862: 5. 

New York Times. "Pardon of Appleton Oaksmith." November 13, 1872: 7. 

New York Times. "Slave Trade." March 11, 1865: 8. 

New York Times. "The African Slave-Trade." November 17, 1862: 2. 



The Bark Augusta and the Continuation of Slavery in Southold by 
Amy Folk, Town of Southold Historian 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           

New York Times. "The Case of Appleton Oaksmith." June 29, 1862: 8. 

New York Times. "The Case of the Slaver Augusta." November 14, 1863: 6. 

New York Times. "The Last Slave-Trade Case." March 11, 1865: 4. 

New York Times. "The Supposed Slaver Augusta." November 20, 1961: 8. 

Reilly, Kevin S. "American Neptune 1993 - 07 53/3." Hathitrust.org. n.d. 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=ien.35556022866412&view=1up&seq=493 (accessed June 

25, 2021). 

Sag Harbor Express. "A Supposed Slaver." April 11, 1861: 2. 

Sag Harbor Express. "Bark Augusta." June 27, 1861: 3. 

Sag Harbor Express. "The Slaver Augusta - Confession of one of her Crew." December 5, 1861: 3. 

Sag Harbor Express. "The Slaver Augusta." November 28, 1861: 2. 

Starbuck, Alexander. History of the American Whale Fishery from Its Earliest Inception to the Year 1876. 

Waltham, Massachusetts: Privately Published, 1878. 

Whalemen's Shipping List and Merchants' Transcript. "The Margaret Scott Case." June 24, 1862: 2. 

 


