


Cumberland Speaks

The Director’s Column
by Becky Poulliot

ne of the advantages of our co-

location with Nauticus is the

opportunity to coordinate
special exhibits and events together.
On Sept. 26, the Hampton Roads Naval
Museum will provide an adjunct
display and educational program for the
national traveling exhibit, “A Slave
Ship Speaks: The Wreck of the
Henrietta Marie.” The exhibition’s
name refers to a slave ship that sank
off the coast of Florida in 1700. With
its discovery in 1972 by well-known
treasurer hunter Mel Fisher, the world
was able to view the single most
important cache of artifacts relating to
the transatlantic slave trade. “Henrietta
Marie” is on a national tour and will
be at Nauticus until Jan. 4, 1999.

You may wonder how the Hampton
Roads Naval Museum could add to this
story. Throughout this issue of The
Day Book, you will see some of the
stories, items, and illustrations we are
presenting about the U.S. Navy’s
patrols off the coast of Africa. “A
Humanitarian Symbol: The U.S. Navy

on the Africa Station” is the museum’s
temporary display, located adjacent to
“Henrietta Marie” on the third floor of
Nauticus. “A Humanitarian Symbol”
tells a story that is little known and
seldom researched. In 1808, the U.S.
Constitution’s ban on the importation
of slaves into this country took effect.
In 1820, the extremely difficult task
of enforcing the policy fell to
the U.S. Navy. “A E

Humanitarian Symbol”
highlights the men and
their ships on station off
the coast of Africa, and
offers an interesting
story of lives saved and
lost.

“A Humanitarian
Symbol” maintains a
direct tie into the
museum’s permanent
gallery. Our very own 19" century
Cumberland served as flagship of the
Africa Squadron prior to her
ignominious sinking in the James River
during the first day of the Battle of
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Hampton Roads. The Hampton Roads
Naval Museum is the sole repository
for the ship’s remains which were
recovered in the 1980°s. Like the
“Henrietta Marie,” the Cumberland
artifacts speak to the visitor through the
simple items found on board. The

Part of the museum’s nationally known USS
Cumberland collection will on display for the
first time as part of the museum’s new display
on the U.S. Navy and the Africa Station.
excitement of the field of underwater
archaeology is in the discovery of time
capsules such as these two shipwrecks.

The museum plans to share the
Cumberland story with 3,000 sixth
graders during the fall months. The
students will tour the “Henrietta Marie”
and “A Humanitarian Symbol,” do a
hands-on activity and then come to the
Hampton Roads Naval Museum to
explore the Cumberland and
underwater archaeology.

We continue to offer a great
luncheon lecture series. On Sept. 10,
learn about the dangers of collecting
history in war zones as Marine Corps
Lt. Col. Dennis Mroczkowski talks
about Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia. Then
on Oct. 13, do not miss the Navy’s
Birthday bash planned aboard USS Wasp
(LHD-1) with President Teddy
Roosevelt. See page 3 for more on
President Roosevelt’s arrival. Call me
for information for both of these events
and to make reservations at 757-322-

2992. b












Africa Station continued from page 1

“maintain in service, on the coast of
Africa, a sufficient and adequate
squadron, or naval force of vessels, of
suitable numbers and descriptions, to
carry in all not less than eighty guns,
to enforce separately and respectively,
the laws, rights and obligations, of each
of the two countries, for the
suppression of the slave trade.” The
following year Commodore Matthew
C. Perry led four ships to equatorial
waters as the first contingent of the U.S.
Navy’s Africa Squadron. For the fifteen
years prior to the Dale’s cruise, the
Squadron’s size remained largely at
that level. In addition to fighting the
slave trade, the Squadron was given
responsibility for aiding the Liberian
settlements of freed American blacks,
supporting U.S. trade, surveying the
coast and cultivating good relations
with native peoples. The Squadron’s
cruising grounds were divided into
northern and southern divisions: the
former along the Bight of Benin, the
latter south of the Equator along the
mouth of the Congo River.
The first stop on Dale’s cruise was
the island of Madeira reached after a
voyage of three weeks. Capt. McBlair
waited there another twenty days for
the English mail steamer from
Gibraltar. The steamer still had not
shown when the sloop-of-war USS St.
Louis arrived with orders sending the
Dale on to the Africa Squadron’s base
at Porto Pria in the Cape Verde Islands.
Ten days after leaving Madeira,
McBlair celebrated his 50th birthday
by commuting the punishment of a
seaman sentenced to confinement and
by giving up chewing tobacco, “a vile
and pernicious habit” (although
“segars” he considered “a very
gentlemanly luxury & I do indulge in
it.”) Deeply religious, McBlair spent
much of his free time reading the Bible
and scholarly commentaries on the
Bible. The arrival of the Dale at Porto
Pria on June 27 was undoubtedly a
heartening sight to the crew of the
schooner USS Dolphin, the ship she
was ordered to relieve.
One of the first orders of business
for Capt. McBlair was a cruise to Porto
Grande on the nearby island of St.
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Vincent. This small settlement served
as a coaling base for Royal Navy
steamers, and thus as post office for the
American Squadron. At Porto Grande,
the ship took on her compliment of
eighteen Kroumen. These African
natives served as boatmen and
translators for U.S. Navy ships. Known
for their swimming ability and sobriety,
the Kroumen were given nicknames by
the crew. Their leader was called John
Adams as he had gained freedom after
three years of slavery in Brazil by
stowing away on the frigate USS John
Adams. Others in this group were
Seabreeze, Two Forty, Wash Woman,
and Tom Bigbee.

It was not until Aug. 15 that
Commodore Thomas H. Conover
arrived in his flagship USS
Cumberland. He ordered Dale to sail the
next day to patrol off the mouth of the
Congo River. A month later, the sloop
anchored at her destination, underscoring
the immense distances ships of the Africa

Squadron were required to travel. After

a side trip to Loango Bay for wood and
water, McBlair returned to the Congo to
begin searching in earnest.
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He spoke to the captains of two Royal
Navy steamers who reported capturing
two slavers in the past few days.
Although he encountered several ships
from other countries, McBlair found only
a single American whaler commanded
by “an impudent Yankee.” Running short
of fresh food, the Dale left station to
reprovision at Sao Paulo de Loando, two
days sail to the south of the Congo.

McBlair was disappointed in his initial
lack of success. He felt his sailing ship
stood no chance on its own. “Our
squadron is a farce. With a small steamer,
I would have ere this been in the Congo
& without doubt have made many prizes
but with sails I can do nothing. Sails were
never made to contend with currents &
calms. Indeed so soon as my flag was
seen off the coast, it was announced by
runners far & wide & before I reach any
place where I may hear of a slaver my
departure is announced & my approach
anticipated & I find nothing apparently
but legal trade.” He was determined to
go so far as to work jointly with the
British to end this frustration. He later
wrote his wife of his efforts after

Africa Station continued on page 7


















