Inside the Van Wickle’s Slave Ring:
“Exposing a Scene of Villany"
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Realizing the economic
potential of slaves in the
booming southern economy,
officials holding offices of
public trust exploited the
loophole imbedded in New

Jersey’s emanupatlcm \aws
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The Promise of Abolition

The New Jersey Gradual Emancipation Act of 1804 declared freedom to

children born to slave mothers after July 4, 1804; however, it required them to
serve their mother’s master for a term.

» According to this law, the statutory age of manumission was 21 for females
and 25 for males.

» New Jersey law allowed masters to “bound out” the labor of freeborn
children.*

> A Certificate of Manumission required the signature of one overseer of the
poor of the township, and any two of the county’s justices of the peace.

‘ ’ Manumission -released from involuntary servitude;
,08T SouLs PuBLIC MEMORIAL PROJECT *In exchange for money, bounded children were sent to other plantations to work for a certain number of years. 3
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Exploiting the Promise

The 1808 Congressional ban on the international slave trade led to an increase in domestic

slave trafficking. To curb the practice, on February 1, 1812, the New Jersey General
Assembly passed a law to reinforce a 1798 statute.

According to the NJ Act of 1812:

» “no negro, other slave or servant of color for life or years, shall be removed out of this
state without his or her consent”

v’ if of full age, the person must testify upon private examination before two judges of the Inferior Court
of Common Pleas

v' if under the age of twenty-one years, their assent along with their parent or parents was required.

They, too, needed to testify upon private examination before two judges of the Inferior Court of
Common Pleas (ICCP)

Nevertheless, with the new provisions in place and the power resting in the hands of the
ICCP, New Jersey officials created a loophole to circumvent the law.

AN ACT supplemental to the act entitled An act respecting slaves. Feb. 1, 1812, Acts 36th G.A., 2nd sitting, pp. 15-18.
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Birth of the Plan

Jacob Charles Van Wickle, a justice of the peace and a judge of the Middlesex
County Court of Common Pleas, along with Charles Morgan, a Louisiana state
legislator and the judge’s brother-in-law, were the “chief operators” behind the
removal of freed and enslaved people from New Jersey. *

In January 1818, Morgan left his plantation in Point Coupee Parish looking to
increase his workforce. En route to Virginia with $45,000 to purchase enslaved
people, Morgan detoured to New Jersey instead.

Judge Van Wickle had shared some observations concerning the sale of slaves with
his brother-in-law. He noticed those enslaved for term or life in New Jersey were
advertised for a fraction of the price advertised in Louisiana. An enslaved person
advertised in New Orleans for $800 could easily be purchased for $300 in New
Jersey.

With this information in hand, Charles Morgan changed his plans. He partnered
with Judge Van Wickle to purchase as many slaves as possible with $45,000, paying
as little as $175 and maximizing the number of enslaved persons caught in their

Portrait is of Judge Jacob Charles Van Wickle -- oil . . ] . ] L. . .
on canvas, Feb 23, 1841 by George H. Durrie. snare. To assist them, they recruited like minded individuals looking to make profit

Owners: Devereux, Laurence Danna and Karen H
Danna Perschall, New Orleans, LA. Portrait found from the enterprlse'

in 1975 book "Louisiana Portraits
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*Jacob Van Wickle married Charles Morgan’s sister, Sarah Morgan



Kinship Networks: Familial and Political connections and
the Creation of the Interstate Slave Ring

of New Jersey: of New Jersey:

Jacob Van Wickle, Judge of the Court of Common Pleas, Middlesex County Matthew Mentor, Captain of the sloop Thorn

James Skinner, Esq., Judge of the Court of Common Pleas, Middlesex County John Disbrow, Commander of the brig Mary Ann

V. W. F. Outcault, Judge of the Court of Common Pleas, Middlesex County James Brewster. Collector of the Port

John Smith, Judge of the Court of Common Pleas, Middlesex County )
John Young, Assistant to the Collector of the Port

William P. Deare, Counsel to Charles Morgan and County Clerk, Middlesex County _

Nathaniel Culver, Transporter of Slaves

James Edgar, Constable of the Court

Major General James Morgan, former NJ Congressman, South

Isaac H. Williamson, Governor of New Jersey 1817-1829
Amboy Slaveholder

Nicholas Van Wickle, son of Judge Jacob Van Wickle

Lewis Compton, Rahway Slave Trader of Louisiana, operating in New Jersey:

Peter Hendry, Kidnapper Charles Morgan, Louisiana State Legislator

James Brown, Slave Trader Elsey Morgan, daughter-in-law of Charles Morgan

David Bloomfield, Transporter of Slaves John Craig Marsh, former NJ native (Rahway), Louisiana Sugar Planter
James Rickets, Transporter of Slaves William Stone, friend and partner of Marsh, former native of Rahway, NJ

Isaac Letts, Transporter of Slaves George Steer, Baton Rouge Cotton Planter, Owner of the Bliss

Thomas Dey, Transporter of Slaves
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Judge Jacob Van
Wickle’s
Scheme:

Recruitment

-1

NJ slaveowners sought to make profits from the sale of their
enslaved. The judge tapped his influential networks, which
included the governor, ship captains and fellow judges, to
purchase their enslaved.

New Jersey’s 1818 Act concerning the rights of slaves outlawed
transferring slaves to non-residents. As a result, Judge Van
Wickle enlisted his son, Nicholas Van Wickle, to act as Charles
Morgan’s agent. He also recruited Lewis Compton, Peter
Hendry, and James Brown who acted as agents to Louisiana
plantation owners William Stone and John Marsh.

Nicholas, Lewis, Peter and James easily purchased slaves,
transporting them to Judge Jacob Van Wickle’s home, which
was known as the “South River Establishment”. It was located
in what is now part of East Brunswick. There, Judges Van
Wickle, V. W. F. Outcault, or John Smith examined the
“purchases”, certified the consent of the enslaved to leave for
Louisiana, and confined them under armed guard while they
waited for transportation to the dock and onto the ships out of
the Garden State.



The Process

| Charles Morgan and
| Jacob Van Wickle made
payments to slaveowners
—> on the behalf of Nicholas ——>
Van Wickle for enslaved
parents and their

Charles Morgan, James
Morgan, Elsey Morgan, Peter
Hendry, Jacob Van Wickle
solicited slaveowners to
purchase their enslaved

Slaveowners brought
their enslaved to Jacob
Van Wickle’s South
River* home

*present day East Brunswick

Judges Van Wickle and
Outcault conducted private
examinations to verify consent
and assent*

—>

*expression of approval/agreement for
children

Some freedmen were kidnapped* )
freeborn children

v

James Brewster, Collector of David Bloomfield, Isaac Letts & |

the Port sends John Young to James Ricketts carried the enslaved |
Van Wickle’s home to gather > via wagons to Wilmurt’s dockin ———>
information about the South Amboy; the enslaved are |
“cargo” loaded onto packet boats

Captains of the packet boats waited for the

brig Mary Ann to arrive from New York and

dock in Sandy Hook.
The Mary Ann disembarked from New York
on March 10, 1818

l

' Once at the port in Sandy Hook, the brig Mary |
Ann was inspected, a manifest drawn, and the
vessel cleared by the officers of the port for
departure

~ Packet boats sailed to Sandy Hook

from Perth Amboy to transfer the

enslaved and freed people to the
brig Mary Ann
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The brig Mary Ann sailed
south to Louisiana on
March 11, 1818

Image courtesy of History.com



In March 1818, two groups arrived at Judge Jacob Van
Wickle’s South River establishment. One group was the
purchased enslaved. The other were freed people enticed
under false pretenses of paid labor and a safe return north
which were made by Judge Van Wickle, Charles Morgan and

Decelt their agents, along with Elsey, Morgan’s daughter in law.

Judge Outcault examined* twenty of them and confirmed
to all that they were headed to Louisiana to work the
plantations.

*Questioning of slaves to confirm their willingness to be transferred out of the state.
The examination did not meet the spirit of the law of consent and assent. The judges involved in the human traffic scheme removed children as young as 6 weeks old “as far as they
could answer . . . declared their willingness”; and in many cases, without the expressed approval of their enslaved parents.
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Judge Van Wickle and Charles Morgan also acquired individuals
from the city jails as far away as Newark, NJ. Black people unable
to prove their free status were routinely classified as runaways

. . and imprisoned. To recoup the cost of imprisonment, government
EXpIOItatIOn officials like NJ Governor Isaac H. William sold the imprisoned if
their masters didn’t claim them within ten days. Jacob Van Wickle
advanced funds to government officials to acquire those
individuals.

AR RO A, The printing of the Elizabethtown bill in chancery. The quadrant and circumferenter. Flesh for sale. [By] George J. Miller ...
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On May 22, 1818, Richard Bache, a descendant of Benjamin
Franklin, recorded in the Philadelphia Franklin Gazette, that
an informant alerted him that “a person offered to
purchase” a black boy apprenticed to the informant. He
declined the offer but learned that the boy had been

Kld Nnd pped kidnapped and already sold.

An officer was dispatched to reclaim the apprentice. When
he reached the residence of Judge Van Wickle, he noted
that the house was like a garrison, guarded and well
watched. The officer retrieved the boy and saw about thirty
(30) others of different ages, also slated to be shipped into

to slavery in the south.
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Public Outrage

Newspapers reporting of kidnappings and the enslavement of
children, otherwise born free, generated moral outrage
throughout the state.

In June 1818, County Court of Oyer and Terminer, the agency
responsible for all criminal matters in New Jersey jurisdictions,
returned indictments for Nicholas Van Wickle, Peter Hendry,
Charles Morgan, Elsey Morgan, James Morgan, James Edgar,
and Lewis Compton. The subsequent trials resulted in the
conviction at least three of the litigants-Elsey Morgan, James
Morgan and Peter Hendry.

On November 5, 1818, 103 citizens of Middlesex county
successfully petitioned the New Jersey state legislature to
prohibited individuals from selling, transferring or assigning
slaves or servants out of the state and to enforce penalties by
fine or imprisonment against those who violated the law.

Although Judge Van Wickle evaded justice, the enforcement of
the new law impeded the progression of his slave ring.
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It continued...
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To further our understanding of the operation of the
Van Wickle Slave ring and the efforts of citizens who
ultimately halted it, research and investigation are still
underway.

However, it must be noted that three departures
occurred out of New Jersey after port officials seized
the brig Mary Ann and the sloop Thorn in New Orleans
for suspicion of smuggling.

The following page shows the timeline of known
sailings and the blatant violation of human rights
which they represent.
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Timeline of Departures and Corresponding Laws Concerning the Rights of Slaves

Gradual Emancipation Act of
1804 freed children born
slaves. However, the children
remained servants to their
parents’ master until the age of
emancipation

J

May 1818

4% group departed from Perth Amboy
on the Schoharie, October 26, 1818

5th group transported by
land through Philadelphia
to destination unknown

February 1, 1812 July 1818 Nov. 5, 1818
) { &\ \ /2 O
v O, \M ©
Uiy ah R October 1818 Nov. 7, 1818

In 1812, NJ supplemented the 1804
act. It reiterated that the enslaved
must consent to emigration and be
examined by two impartial local
officials to affirm consent.
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15t group departed from Sandy
Hook on March 11
on the brig Mary Ann 1818, and
arrived in New Orleans on May 22,
1818
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2" group departed on May 25t for
New Orleans on the sloop Thorn

petitioned the
out of the stat

engaged in sel

Citizens of Middlesex county successfully
to bring an end to exportation of people
fine or imprisonment against individuals

slaves or servants.

New Jersey state legislature
e and enforce penalties by

ling, transferring or assigning

34 group departed on the Bliss in
late July of 1818




At least 180 lives were transformed as
a result of Judge Van Wickle’s heinous venture.
To date, the Lost Souls Project has learned the names of 141 souls.

Written by Kristal C. Langford.
Kristal C. Langford is the Learning
Consultant for The Lost Souls Project.
She is a doctoral candidate of Education
at Rutgers University. She earned her
Masters of Education in Learning,
Cognition and Instruction
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