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Slavery has been around for thousands of years.  The Code of Hammurabi, of about 1760 BCE, records the earliest written account of slavery. 
 Thousands of years later, slavery was still being practiced in what is known as the transatlantic slave trade.  Sparked by the need for labor the slave trade boomed.  By the late 18th century Rhode Island merchants were heavily engaged in the triangle slave trade. 

With the large amount of migration to the colonies many people found themselves to become landowners relatively quickly.  
 Cash crops such as cotton, sugar, tobacco, molasses and rum were the foundations of the new economy.  However, the large amount of people needed to work the plantations exceeded the available workmen.  As a result, slavery became a way to meet the demand for labor.  


Although slavery is perceived as a Southern tradition it was prevalent in the North East.  New Englanders began importing Africans as early as 1638.  The slave trade subsided during the American Revolution, but resumed in the 1770s. 
 By 1774, the population of slaves in Rhode Island was 6.3%, twice as high as any other New England colony. 
 


The Brown family consisted of James Brown and his five sons: James II, John, Nicholas, Joseph and Moses.  Like their fellow elite Rhode Islanders, they were slave owners.   There are records dating a purchase of slaves from as early as 1728 by Captain James Brown. 
 In 1736, James dispatched the Mary to Africa.  It was the first slave ship from Providence to Africa.  Obadiah, James's younger brother, served as supercargo on the journey, buying and selling the captives.  Mary carried the enslaved people from Africa to the West Indies, where they were auctioned off; the Mary then returned to Providence with several slaves for the family.  
James was injured during a weight lifting contest and died a year later in 1739. 
 When James passed away he left four slaves in his estate; his brother Obadiah was also left to care for his sons.  Obadiah taught the brothers aggressively in business, as he was heavily involved in coastal merchant trading, and owned both a successful chocolate factory as well as a candle factory.  James, Jr. died in 1751, of undetermined causes at the age of twenty-seven.  


Obadiah and the four brothers did not continue activity in the transatlantic slave trade.  Instead, they chose to get involved in small-scale slave activity- solely purchasing or selling captives individually or in small groups.  The use of the slaves was usually for provisioning voyages.  The Speedwell said to New Orleans with a cargo of candles, wine, and ten slaves and a French prisoner.  Seven of these slaves were sold at auction, two were given as “presents” to local officials, and the tenth captive's fate is unknown. 


In 1759, the Brown family returned to the transatlantic slave trade.  The Wheel of Fortune was dispatched to Africa by Obadiah, Nicholas, John, and a handful of smaller investors.  The war between Britain and France meant that the voyage ended in failure.  Despite reaching the African coast, the schooner was captured by a French privateer.  Although the voyage was insured, it was still a major financial setback for the family. 


Obadiah passed away in 1762, leaving the brothers to form Nicholas Brown and Company.  This business was quite large and complex, leading to it becoming one of the most successful businesses in the English colonies.  However, the North American economy was tanking, and the brothers needed capital.  In order for them to buy supplies for their candle works, the iron furnace, and other such necessities to their business, they decided to become active in the slave trade yet again.  Slave labor was in high demand and a quick trip to Africa essentially guaranteed a large profit.  


The Sally was sent to Africa in 1764, the exact year of Brown's founding. 
 The ship carried spermaceti candles, tobacco, onions, and 17,274 gallons of New England Rum.  Chains, shackles, swivel guns, and small arms were also on board to control the arriving slaves.  The brothers issued Esek Hopkins to manage the voyage.  Asking him to go to the Westward Coast of Africa, exchange the goods for slaves, and then to sell the slaves in the West Indies.  The brothers also asked for “four likely young slaves,” for the family's own use in Providence. 


The voyage itself was a disaster, as many other merchants had the same idea to join the slave trade.  The African coast was crowded with people attempting to acquire slaves, including more than twenty-four ships from Rhode Island.  In nine months time Hopkins had acquired 196 Africans.  The length of time that was taken did not help the circumstances.  By the time Sally arrived in the West Indies, twenty captives were lost. 

As the Sally made its way to the West Indies, even more people perished.  In the first week alone four had died.  On the eighth day, the ship's account book notes of an uprising: “Slaves Rose on us was obliged fire on them and Destroyed Eight and Several more wounded badly I Thye and ones Ribs broke. ” The ailing health of the captives lead to some of them drowning themselves while some captives starved and others were taken ill and died.  In crossing the Atlantic, sixty-eight Africans perished.  When the ship reached the West Indies, another twenty had died.  The death toll had reached one-hundred-nine and remaining captives were auctioned off in Antigua.  A “prime” slave would have fetched fifty pounds, unfortunately the captives were emaciated.  Their sickly and weak natures commanded prices as low as five pounds each.  The brothers were left with an unsuccessful business venture and Hopkins was left to apologize. 


The Sally's poor return allowed three brothers: Nicholas, Joseph, and Moses, to withdraw from the transatlantic slave trade.  This move is not to be taken in the sense of morals, rather, the brothers believed it was too high of an economic risk to invest directly into the trade.  In a letter written by the brothers to Hopkins, they assure him they are disappointed in the loss of income, but are grateful that Hopkins is healthy, and therefore they “Remain Cheerful under the Heavey Loss of our Int[erest]s. ”
 Despite all this, the brothers did continue to trade slave-produced goods, building a state-of-the-art rum distillery, and even supplying other Rhode Island merchants that were dispatching their own voyages to Africa.  


Of the many merchants, one was their brother John.  In 1769, John along with two other partners dispatched the Sutton to Africa.  John's determination to continue in the transatlantic slave trade enervated the brothers, they believed him heedless.  This disregard to the large risks of the direct involvement led to the disintegration of  Nicholas & Co.  Moses, in a letter written to Nicholas and Joseph, warned that “[W]hoever plays any Game. . . [and] plays the last for the value of the whole gain of the preceding many, will sooner or later lose the whole at one throw. ”
 Subsequently, John was left to conduct his trading activities independently, or with his son-in-law, John Francis.  In the next twenty-five years John sponsored at least three more voyages to Africa in search of slaves. 


It is apparent that buying and selling Africans, in the 1760s, was considered no more than a business.  Although it involved large risks it was also linked to unusually large rewards.  Although the Brown brothers showed no remorse in being involved in the slave trade, like most in their class, these years brought about the movement to abolish the slave trade.  It was believed by some that the transatlantic slave trade was cruel, criminal, and a violation of the fundamental laws of man and God.  


Quakers, or the Society of Friends, were those who initially politically opposed slavery, in Rhode Island.  They preached that all those present before God had the right to experience God, regardless of his or her birth.  The Society's beliefs enabled them to question the morality of slavery and the slave trade.  Initially, they did not attempt to abolish slavery in general, but rather treat their slaves with “tenderness,” by educating and instructing them in religion.  In 1773, the Society announced that they would serve expulsion (from the Society) to those who did not free their slaves. 


The American Revolution had a profound affect on the anti-slavery movement.  Soon the colonists also began to agree with the Quakers.  The ideas of liberty and natural rights stirred up the process, as the colonists no longer believed that the British should “enslave” them.  This catalyzed the question of whether enslaving anyone at all is appropriate. 


Soon afterward there was a movement denouncing slavery.  Of those renouncing slavery, was John's own brother, Moses.  Moses became heavily involved with the Quakers and became a Quaker in 1774. 
With his new found faith, he remarked that the Sally weighed heavily on his soul.  The evils of slavery were taking their toll on his conscious and Moses did all he could to defend the enslaved.  


With the help of Moses Brown, anti-slavery legislation began.  In 1774, the Rhode Island Assembly passed a bill prohibiting direct importation of slaves from Africa into the colony; many loopholes and exceptions weakened the bill.  In 1775 a bill for the gradual abolition of slavery in the colony did not pass, but later passed it in 1784 after the Revolutionary War.  In 1787 slave trading was completely prohibited against.  Although there were severe penalties in defiance of the law, Rhode Islanders continued to trade in slaves.  State officials did have neither the will nor the resources to prosecute; soon the ships began to travel to Africa. 
 


In 1795, John dispatched the Hope to the Gold Coast of Africa.  The ship was boarded with 229 Africans, of which 198 survived and were auctioned in Cuba.  Although this voyage was profitable, the Providence Abolition Society brought up prosecution.  Moses urged John to settle the case, but John, quite interested in the slave-trade, refused. 
 That same year, in 1795, John became the first Rhode Islander, and first American, prosecuted in federal court for illegal slave trading. 

John Brown triumphed in the trial, much to the devastation of the anti-slavery movement.  Although the ship was seized, he was let off with an acquittal and the Providence Abolition Society was issued a judgment of costs. 
 Although the exact reasons for the verdict are unknown it is believed that it was partially due to John's popularity and partially to do with those involved in the trial, who also happened to be involved in the trading community.  More trials were dismissed, and soon the the Providence Abolition Society went into a decline. 

John Brown's acquittal in 1797 was the start of the peak of the Rhode Island slave trade.  As many as fifty ships departed for Africa every year, until the 1807 Congressional act abolishing the transatlantic slave trade. 
 The very few times a case was brought to trial it almost always ended in an acquittal.  Courts occasionally ordered forfeiture and auctioned off the slave ships, but there was a gentleman's agreement to not bid on another's vessel, and original owners would repurchase their ships.  


The slave traders in Rhode Islanded depended heavily on the public to turn a blind eye.  It was very easy, however, to get away with trading illegal slaves when those in charge of customs were also involved in the trade.  Thus, it brings us to the modern day issue of a legendary tunnel that may or may not exist. 

The John Brown House is located on 52 Power Street, in Providence, Rhode Island.  The building of the house began in 1786, several years after the direct importation of slaves from Africa was prohibited.  It was completed in 1788, a year after Rhode Island prohibited the slave trade.  In 1901, Marsden J. Perry purchased the John Brown House and began renovations.  


Head architect, Alfred Stone, discovered a cornerstone on the southwest corner of the house. 
 The stone bore the inscription: Founded by/ John Brown/ 1786.  Eleven years prior, plumber Thomas E. Manney had also discovered the stone, which stood at the entrance of a peculiar tunnel.  This conduit is described as big enough for “two men to crawl through together- too big . . .  for a drain pipe.” It was fifteen feet below the outside surface and four feet beneath the cellar bottom.  The passage starts from two locations: southeast and northwest corners of the mansion- meeting at the southwest corner.  The conduit proceeds through the estate in the direction of Benefit Street.  


Alfred Stone “does not hesitate in ascribing drainage as the intended function of the conduit.” Although the John Brown House is on a hill, it is not on the top, and drainage was always an issue.  This tunnel was merely large enough for the heaviest of rainfalls.  The geothermal map of the John Brown House property reveals no such conduit, perhaps it was deconstructed in 1901.  


This leads us to the practicality of the potential “slave” tunnel.  If the tunnel did extend to the port in Providence, how feasible is it for captives to crawl through the entire length of the tunnel on an upwards slope? In fact, these tunnels were also supposedly dug to other houses as well.  They were later believed to be used in the Underground Railroad.  


In the modern day only two tunnels are known to exist: a bus tunnel and an abandoned train tunnel.  During their construction in the twentieth century they took weeks to complete.  Explosives, heavy equipment, and many workmen aided in the construction.  It is quite evident, then, that people noticed for miles around that the construction was taking place. 

It is important to recognize that in the eighteenth century slavery was nothing more than commerce.  It was a business; slaves were only purchased and sold for more profit.  Why, then, would John Brown (or any businessman of the era) spend so much money on a tunnel when there were far easier ways to sneak slaves up the hill? Despite tunnels not being cost-effective at all, they were not small constructions.  If long tunnels were being built, people would definitely take notice.  There are no known records of accounts of these tunnels from this time period. 

Most importantly, how necessary were the tunnels to begin with? It seems most people did not even care to prosecute those who were involved in the illegal trade.  Those who were taken to court were most often acquitted, so there was less even less of a chance that people were reported.  John Brown, in particular, was a highly influential member of society, and only his own brother, Moses, would turn him in.  


The biggest boom in Rhode Island's participation in the slave trade occurred after the slave trade was made illegal.  It seems too much of a bother to wait until it is illegal, to have to build elaborate tunnels underneath the hill in order to partake in the slave trade.  Those who noticed, after all, could be bribed and no harm was done.  


Essentially, the notorious slave tunnel is merely a legend.  Sparked perhaps by the discovery of a large drainage pipe, it has escalated to a tunnel for slaves reaching the waterfront.  Besides the newspaper clipping of Alfred Stone and Thomas E. Manney's testimony, no other evidence for the tunnel exists.  Perhaps the tunnel may be likened to the Loch Ness Monster; despite all evidence against its existence, people are drawn to the mysterious idea and harbor unsupported stories regarding the entities.   
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