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Between the Confederacy and recognition by Great Britain stood one unlikely Englishman who
hated the slave trade. His actions helped determine the fate of a nation. When Robert Bunch
arrived in Charleston to take up the post of British consul in 1853, he was young and full of
ambition, but even he couldn’t have imagined the incredible role he would play in the history-
making events to unfold. In an age when diplomats often were spies, Bunch’s job included
sending intelligence back to the British government in London. Yet as the United States
threatened to erupt into Civil War, Bunch found himself plunged into a double life, settling into an
amiable routine with his slavery-loving neighbors on the one hand, while working furiously to
thwart their plans to achieve a new Confederacy. As secession and war approached, the
Southern states found themselves in an impossible position. They knew that recognition from
Great Britain would be essential to the survival of the Confederacy, and also that such
recognition was likely to be withheld if the South reopened the Atlantic slave trade. But as Bunch
meticulously noted from his perch in Charleston, secession’s red-hot epicenter, that trade was
growing. And as Southern leaders continued to dissemble publicly about their intentions, Bunch
sent dispatch after secret dispatch back to the Foreign Office warning of the truth—that
economic survival would force the South to import slaves from Africa in massive numbers. When
the gears of war finally began to turn, and Bunch was pressed into service on an actual spy
mission to make contact with the Confederate government, he found himself in the middle of a
fight between the Union and Britain that threatened, in the boast of Secretary of State William
Seward, to “wrap the world in flames.” In this masterfully told story, Christopher Dickey
introduces Consul Bunch as a key figure in the pitched battle between those who wished to
reopen the floodgates of bondage and misery, and those who wished to dam the tide forever.
Featuring a remarkable cast of diplomats, journalists, senators, and spies, Our Man in
Charleston captures the intricate, intense relationship between great powers on the brink of war.
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have seen, at every step, that every defiant movement of Slavery was a stab at its own
heart….Its animal ferocity evoked the energy which crushed it.”—Westminster Review, London,
1865“I must dissemble.”—British Consul Robert Bunch, Charleston, South Carolina,
1856PrologueWILLIAM HOWARD RUSSELL, ON ASSIGNMENT for the Times of London to
cover the American War Between the States, was up late drinking on the riverboat Southern
Republic as it cruised with the current on its way down from Montgomery to Mobile. The evening
was warm and felt a little lazy that May of 1861. People were talking a lot about fighting as the
War of Secession gathered momentum, but, at that point, few were dying. Russell’s barroom
companions—rich planters and parvenu businessmen—declaimed for hours, whiskey in hand,
about Yankees and slaves and the Southern struggle for independence from the North until the
air grew heavy with the burning tar of bad cigars, and electric with armchair bravery. “We will



never be conquered,” one would say. “There is nothing on earth that could make us go back into
the Union,” another proclaimed. “We will burn every bale of cotton, fire every house, and lay
waste every field and homestead before we will yield to the Yankees!”Captain Timothy Meaher,
the boat’s owner, was drinking with the rest of them, and he focused his cunning gray eyes on
Russell. Meaher figured the foreign journalist might not understand the way folks did things here
in America, so close to the old frontier. White men had claimed this land, and white men had
brought it civilization, and men like Meaher had made their fortunes here doing whatever needed
doing to get ahead. Not so long ago, said the captain, there were a lot of Indians along the river.
But the settlers had trapped them on a bluff high above and starved them into surrendering.
They were so desperate that, when the white men told them they could leave on boats, the
Indians believed them. And once they were on the river, the white men, well, they just shot the
hell out of them, Meaher said. Slaughtered hundreds!Russell was not much impressed. He knew
Meaher’s type. The captain’s blood was Irish, and Russell, who was Irish too, figured it was
County Kerry blood. He could tell from Meaher’s square jaw and full lips. The captain was
rawboned and rough and looked as if he could handle himself in a brawl. He liked to tell tales,
and tall ones, and he could be intimidating even when he was having a laugh—maybe especially
when he was having a laugh.The other guests harrumphed their approval and raised their
glasses to Meaher’s story about pioneer bravado, but Russell knew that the coming fight with the
Union Army would be like nothing these men had seen or imagined before. Over the previous
decade Russell had made his reputation as a correspondent witnessing the carnage in the
Crimea, where the British and the French had fought the Russians. His dispatch about the
charge of the Light Brigade had captured the imagination of the world; his descriptions of the
grotesque suffering of the sick and wounded soldiers had horrified it. Russell had covered the
uprising in India that almost cost Britain the heart of its empire, and he had seen and reported
the savagery on all sides. He had slept many times—too many times—on battlefields where “the
air stinks of blood.”What Russell thought about this war in America in May 1861 was that it would
be long and savage in the way that only modern warfare could be. Killing would take place on an
industrial scale. The South had seceded. The North had declared it would fight to preserve the
Union. Tens of thousands of troops were being called up, and histrionic headlines shouted about
battles won and lost. But there had been, as yet, nothing more than skirmishes. Even the shelling
of Fort Sumter, which had officially started the shooting war a few weeks before, had ended with
the surrender of the Federal garrison before anyone was killed. Such “battles” were making for a
lot of bourbon-fueled bravado, but they wouldn’t decide the conflict.Russell went out on deck.
Beyond the dim glow of the cigars and the crackling flames of pinewood in iron baskets that lit
the boat’s way down the river, the banks were steep and forested and unwelcoming. Broken
branches and other flotsam crowded the muddy water. Torches lit the wharves where the boat
would wheel around to take on logs for fuel and a few bales of cotton. At harvest time, later in the
year, the decks would be stacked with that white gold. But now only a few wretched slaves
watched from the flickering shadows as the boat hands scrambled ashore for the wood that fed



the boiler’s maw. Sparks flew from the smokestacks. Fireflies, which the Alabamans called
“lightning bugs,” floated across a landscape otherwise as dark beneath the new moon as the
shores of the Styx.Russell’s main worry as he made his way to his cabin that night was that he
might be burned alive. The Southern Republic was an ostentatious thing, like a four-story hotel
perched on a pontoon. The salon alone was a hundred feet long, thirty feet wide, and brightly
painted, with staterooms around it like boxes in an opera house beneath a skylight of tinted
glass. The boat also boasted offices, card rooms, and barrooms, and atop it all stood the
calliope, its organ pipes fed by the engine’s steam, its keyboard in the hands of an exiled French
musician who alternated between “Dixie” and “La Marseillaise” whenever the Southern Republic
approached a landing. But for all its pretensions of grandeur, the Southern Republic’s structure
felt somehow perilous, improvised, and flimsy. The frame was made of resinous pine so raw that
the turpentine oozed through the paint. The boat was a pile of kindling that, at the touch of a
match, could sputter and flare into an inferno from which there would be no escape.The wooden
beams in Russell’s cabin creaked and groaned, while below him the engine throbbed, shaking
the whole ship whenever the paddle wheels strained against the current. Russell slept barely at
all, and the next morning, as he looked into his shaving mirror, he saw the heavy-jowled face of a
forty-one-year-old man who had talked and smoked and drunk way too much the night before
and then had slept through breakfast.Once up on deck, Russell found Captain Meaher in the
company of a wealthy planter, and the conversation turned, as it so often did, to slaves. Russell
was curious about the different classes of Negroes he saw on the boat. The stewards and maids
looked well dressed and well mannered, but some of the hands had a wilder air about them.
Could they be from Africa?Russell knew that, for his British readers and their leaders, this could
be—or should be—a critical question. Her Majesty’s government could not tolerate the slave
trade across the Atlantic. And Russell, as it happened, had just spent several days with Her
Majesty’s Consul Robert Bunch in Charleston, South Carolina. Lively and indiscreet,
indefatigable and thoroughly British, or so he seemed, Bunch had very well-defined views and
copious intelligence on the slave-trade question. In fact, it was something of an obsession for
him. The consul had been following the horrific commerce for years, and told stories in grim
detail about slaves smuggled under the American flag to Cuba and about the Southern
firebrands who’d started bringing Negroes by the hundreds to the coasts of the United States.
Some of these were people Bunch knew personally and despised, and he had shared much of
what he knew with the man from the Times. So, yes, Russell was more than a little curious about
some of the young slaves he’d seen on the Southern Republic.The planter said he would let
Russell in on a little story about Captain Meaher, and Meaher, who was right there, didn’t seem
to mind listening. Trafficking in slaves from Africa was, as everybody knew, a hanging offense
according to Federal law, and it had been so for almost forty years. But times were changing,
and as America pushed west—as the South pushed west—opening up new land, there was a
hell of a lot of money to be made with slaves farming sugar and cotton. So a group of investors
had commissioned a brig to sail from Alabama to the Congo to bring back good, strong human



stock. The investors had agreed to pay a certain amount for the vessel and for each head of
human cargo if the ship made it and, obviously, a lesser amount if she were seized by the
Federal government or lost at sea. Eventually the brig reappeared off the coast of Mobile, and,
whether by design or luck, no authorities were waiting to intercept her.Now, as the planter on the
Southern Republic continued telling Russell the tale, he made it seem that Captain Meaher had
been a shrewd and lucky bystander to the event. At the time he was captain of a riverboat called
the Czar, which docked alongside the slave brig that evening at dusk. The next morning the
sailing vessel was gone, no one knew where, but the human cargo remained, and in the weeks
and months that followed, the captain was suddenly rich in fine slaves—enough to let him buy a
lot of land and to build the Southern Republic. The original investors lost their money, but what
recourse did they have? None of them wanted to risk getting hanged for slaving, even if nobody
could remember that happening to anyone they’d ever heard of. “Captain Meaher, as an act of
grace, gave us a few old niggers but kept the rest for himself,” said the planter.Meaher listened to
the tale with a triumphant grin. The truth was well known in those parts: Meaher himself had
commissioned the slaving expedition across the Atlantic from start to finish. He’d found the
investors among his friends, and he’d had the brig constructed to carry human cargo. It was his
to-hell-with-Washington, we’ll-do-what-we-damn-well-please project, and he simply wanted to
have a little fun with Russell—maybe send a message to those damn British abolitionists.“Well,
now, you think those niggers I have aboard came from Africa? I’ll show you.” Meaher’s eye
settled on a boy who looked to be about twelve years old. He was fat and nearly naked, his skin
a deep black, his cheeks marked with parallel scars, his chest tattooed, and his white teeth filed
to points. Everything about him said he was born and raised and given ritual scars in
Africa.“What’s your name?” the captain asked him.“Bully,” said the boy.“Where were you
born?”“Born in South Carolina, sir.”“There, you see?” said the captain, sure that everyone around
him understood the joke. “I’ve got a lot of these black South Carolina niggers aboard.”“How did
he get those marks on his face?” Russell asked.“Oh, them? Well, it’s a way them nigger women
has of marking their children to know them.”“And on his chest?”“Well, really, I do believe them’s
marks against the smallpox.”“Why are his teeth filed?”“Ah, there now! You’d never have guessed
it: Bully done that himself, for the greater ease of biting victuals.”The Southerners exchanged
knowing smiles. The captain and his planter friends finally admitted that they were obliged to
bring a few Africans in now and then to make up for those slaves who escaped north to British
Canada and to freedom. They understood that the Brits opposed slavery, but they still needed
Southern cotton, and they thought London ought to appreciate what was required to keep
producing it.So there it was. These Southerners openly made a joke of their inhumanity and, as
they saw it, of Great Britain’s long-standing commitment to eradicate the transatlantic slave
trade. Russell wondered how the men could be so naïve. Had they ignored fifty years of history?
Did they think the Crown could be treated like some venal shopkeeper, willing to accommodate
any crime in order to turn a profit? This was just the sort of thing Consul Bunch had predicted
Russell might find. The journalist recorded the conversation in his dispatch with very little



embellishment. He would let the smug slavers on the Southern Republic hang
themselves.Chapter 1THE JOURNEY FROM WASHINGTON, D.C., to Charleston, South
Carolina, took two days and two nights in 1853, which gave a traveler a lot of time to think,
especially if he was with a new bride and about to embark on an ambitious new assignment in a
place and culture and clime that he thought both he and she were sure to hate.Robert Bunch
was thirty-two years old and about to assume the office of British consul in Charleston. He was
not an imposing figure. He had sharp blue eyes and was slight of build; his hair was thinning; he
dressed with little flair and comported himself in a manner, as William Howard Russell noted
years later, that was “thoroughly British.” Bunch was energetic and perceptive, with an acid wit
when he was among those few people he genuinely took into his confidence, and his
persistence could be annoying. An ambitious man, he had spent years maneuvering to get
posted as Her Majesty’s consul somewhere, and while serving as the deputy consul in New York
City he’d played every angle he could. Finally the Foreign Office put him in Philadelphia, a major
American city and a prime assignment, but he’d been there only a matter of weeks when
suddenly London decided he should trade places with the consul in Charleston, who’d created
an ugly international incident about the treatment of Negro British sailors.Bunch had to judge
whether South Carolina was a post that would bring him advancement or stall his career like a
sinking boat in a fetid swamp. A consul’s job could be like that of an exalted clerk, or it could be
the work of a diplomat. Some of Her Majesty’s consuls, over the years, had exercised great
authority in other parts of the world, even calling in British warships to enforce British interests.
What Bunch wanted was to use his new post as a bridge to a full-fledged position in the
diplomatic service as a chargé d’affaires or, in his boldest dreams, a minister to a foreign
government. In Charleston, the array of issues he’d have to deal with, which centered on the
problem of slavery, were ones important to London politically and economically—certainly more
important than the commercial details he’d been cataloguing in Pennsylvania. And his
predecessor in Charleston had made a glorious mess of things. Could Bunch do better? He was
tempted to think that he could hardly do worse.Bunch’s predecessor had not even been seen in
Charleston for more than a year. George Buckley Mathew had lingered in London most of that
time, holed up in the Carlton Club on St. James’s Street, because, as he said, his performance
of his “duties” in South Carolina had rendered his presence there, “in a social sense, very
unpleasant.” Many thought it was his performance, period, that had been the problem. Mathew’s
high opinion of himself was notorious. Contempt for the American “mobocracy” was common
currency in the British Foreign Service, and Mathew did little to conceal his disdain. Soon after
his appointment to Charleston in 1850, he took copious quantities of strong Madeira wine to the
state capital, Columbia, and set about plying the legislators. It was a friendly enough gesture, but
behind their backs he called the lawmakers “small fry” and suggested he knew “better than they
did what was good for them.” The Carolinians, proud to a fault in any case, understood soon
enough what his real feelings were. Instead of winning their approval, he earned their
opprobrium.Yet Mathew was of a class, and with the connections, that gave him, in British



society, vast leeway to fail. He was as much a soldier, a landowner, and a politician as he was a
diplomat. (With unconvincing self-deprecation he called himself “a poor Peelite and West Indian
proprietor.”) He had been a member of Parliament and governor of the Bahama Islands. He also
had the particular backing of the long-serving Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, whose
passionate opposition to slavery was characterized by moral righteousness, political wiliness,
and commercial ruthlessness. Palmerston believed in the use of Britain’s great military power
whenever and wherever its flag or its citizens were challenged. And Palmerston had appointed
Mathew to Charleston to make a muscular defense of the Crown’s interests.Bunch hated
Mathew. He detested his arrogance and his inflated reputation. But at that moment, as he
traveled to Charleston to try to set things straight, he himself could not be sure of consistent
backing from London. He had no military rank, no political title, no lands to speak of. When
Mathew was consul in South Carolina—when he was actually on the ground there—his
overbearing personality made him offensive to the provincials, and Bunch certainly could
present himself as someone different, younger, more self-effacing, more subtle, more visibly
appreciative of the Carolinians’ concerns. All that was certain. But there really was no guarantee
that Bunch could solve the problems that Her Majesty’s government wanted solved. And failure,
in his case, unlike Mathew’s, could mean the termination of his hopes for a career in
diplomacy.The specific issue Mathew was supposed to have dealt with, and that Bunch was
inheriting, was the treatment of black British seamen. Most of them were from the British West
Indies, and all of them were free men. Under the laws of South Carolina, if they went ashore or
even came into Charleston Harbor, they would be thrown into jail until their ship was about to sail
and only then put back on board—that is, if they were lucky. The ostensible reason for all this
was the fear that West Indian blacks might have a subversive influence on the local slaves and
even incite them to insurrection. White Southerners lived in constant dread that if their servants
and laborers were exposed to blacks who had tasted real freedom, they might be inspired to rise
up and kill their masters. The fear had grown incalculably worse after the slave uprisings and
massacres in French Saint-Domingue, or Haiti, in the late eighteenth century. Then the British
had freed all their slaves in the West Indies in the 1830s. The infection of freedom was feared to
be contagious. Talk of emancipation was treated in the American South as a kind of disease that
might arrive aboard ships. Liberated blacks were seen as carriers of an insurrectionary plague
that must be quarantined.The first Negro Seamen Act was passed in 1822, after a planned slave
uprising in Charleston was said to have been inspired and organized by a free person of color
originally from the West Indies named Denmark Vesey, who had lived and worked and preached
in South Carolina for years. The law was aimed at transient sailors from the North or from other
countries. Under the act’s provisions, county sheriffs would be obliged to arrest all black
seamen, regardless of nationality, until their ships were ready to leave harbor. The captain of the
ship would have to pay for the cost of the incarceration, and if he refused to do so, he could be
fined and imprisoned, while the black sailors aboard his vessel would be “deemed and taken as
absolute slaves, and sold.” There was also the risk that the jailed British seamen would be



kidnapped by God knows who and sold into slavery God knows where. They were, after all,
valuable livestock in the slave markets of the South.Thirty years later the law was still on the
books in South Carolina, it had been replicated in other Southern states, and the issue was a
major annoyance for the British. Every time they made port calls in the South, the blacks aboard
would be dragged off and thrown into prison, or worse, and the indignation in London grew
steadily more intense. When a black stewardess from a British ship was jailed and nearly raped
in Alabama, Lord Palmerston denounced the policy as one that had “no parallel in the conduct of
any other civilized country.”The feeble Federal government in Washington did not want to
intervene for fear that any effort to regulate the treatment of blacks in Southern states, whether
they were free or slave, might break the Union apart. So Palmerston gave increasing power to
the consuls to deal directly with the state governments. Some took a tactful, fairly conciliatory
approach, and with adequate success, as the laws were changed or ceased to be enforced. But
in South Carolina, where the people already had a hair-trigger reflex on any slave-related issue,
Mathew, the old military man, repeatedly struck a pose of moral indignation. He wrote formal
letters to the governor of South Carolina that were leaked to the press and managed not only to
offend local sensibilities but also to outrage Northern commentators who wondered why
someone in Her Majesty’s service would be dealing with South Carolina as if it were a sovereign
state. As Mathew found himself ostracized in Charleston, criticized in Washington, and
questioned in London about the path he was pursuing, he only grew more truculent. He started
threatening South Carolina politicians with unspecified consequences if they didn’t come around
on the Negro seamen issue.In 1850, as it had done before and would afterward, South Carolina
was thinking about pulling out of the Union. Mathew seemed to suggest that if Britain did not get
what it wanted, it would never back South Carolina’s drive toward secession, but, then again, he
did not guarantee it would back secession in any case. Eventually everything he asked for in the
state, no matter how reasonable, and everything he demanded, no matter how dire the threats
that surrounded it, was deemed utterly unacceptable by almost every person of influence in
South Carolina. Finally in 1852, after consultations in Washington, Mathew vowed to take the
cases of two jailed black British seamen to the United States Supreme Court. This he did
against the advice of the Charleston lawyer he’d retained, the redoubtable James L. Petigru,
who was one of the most respected attorneys and one of the strongest voices for moderation in
a state where indignant rage was as common as yellow fever. Petigru warned Mathew that
Carolinians would ignore the Supreme Court if they didn’t like its ruling, and if that helped lead to
secession, many of them would think that was so much the better. In the meantime Mathew
found himself snubbed wherever he turned. His dispatches to London conveyed a growing
sense of futility.By the time the court cases were decided, Mathew had abandoned his post. He
left Charleston in October 1852, settled into the Carlton Club, a fifteen-minute walk from the
Foreign Office on Downing Street, and set about negotiating a new position for himself. But his
patron, Lord Palmerston, was no longer Foreign Secretary, and the Earl of Clarendon, who took
over in February 1853, had little use for Mathew’s excuses. In a sure sign of displeasure, Foreign



Office clerks started questioning the consul’s expense accounts. And when Mathew finally did
decide to return to the United States in June that year—not to Charleston but to New York and
eventually to the consulate in Philadelphia—the Foreign Office refused to pay for his
passage.Intentionally or not, Mathew’s tone-deaf handling of what was referred to in
correspondence as “the coloured seamen issue” threw into relief the qualities that a man might
need to survive as British consul in a place as prone to outrage as Charleston. Any official who
hoped to achieve Her Majesty’s ends there must be capable of a more delicate touch, with more
savoir faire, more social awareness. To live among the slave-owning planters and make inroads
into their society, charming them while never forgetting the core interests of the Crown, required
a man with a special background and demeanor, and Robert Bayley Bunch had a very unusual
pedigree.Although Bunch seemed on first acquaintance to be thoroughly British, he was, in fact,
an Englishman of the Americas, including South America. Bunch’s mother was a New Yorker
related on her father’s side to such notable figures as Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton (eventually
named the first American saint), and on her mother’s side to the Barclays, with a family tree that
included Tories who had spied for the British during the American Revolution and the War of
1812, then served as the Crown’s consuls general in New York City up into the 1850s. These
were very well-connected clans deeply embedded in, and intermarried with, the other elite
families of New York City, including the Van Cortlandts and the Roosevelts, and they kept very
close ties with one another. Indeed, Emma Craig, Bunch’s new wife, was also his first cousin: the
daughter of his American mother’s sister.Bunch’s father, on the other hand, was an English
gunrunner, originally based in Jamaica and the Bahamas, who helped finance and arm the great
Latin American revolutionary Simón Bolívar. El Libertador eventually gave the elder Bunch a
large tract of land outside of Bogotá, and Bunch brought in British experts to help him set up the
first ironworks in what was then called Nueva Granada.Robert Bayley Bunch and his younger
sister and brother were all born in the United States in the 1820s and baptized at the very heart
of the American establishment, in New York City’s Trinity Church, where Wall Street meets
Broadway. But their mother died when they were still small children, so they grew up in the
homes of relatives and, eventually, on the Colombian estate, or finca, that belonged to their
father. Bunch probably spent some time in school in Britain and later said that he went to Oxford,
but he does not appear in the university’s lists of graduates.His first Foreign Service–related jobs
were in Colombia, as an unpaid secretary working for the British envoy in Bogotá, then in Peru,
before finally heading to New York in 1848 aboard the packet steamer Trent to work as the vice
consul under Anthony Barclay, one of his cousins. The young deputy’s cosmopolitan roots soon
recommended him to Lord Henry Bulwer, the British minister to Washington, who entrusted him
with several delicate assignments far removed from consular routine. New York City, with its
enormous population of immigrants, exiles, and visiting notables was a center of perpetual
intrigue, and Bunch learned about those groups and conspiracies that might affect the Crown’s
interests. He tracked the activities of adventurers plotting to invade Cuba. He appears to have
planted stories in the New York press opposing efforts by the tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt to



monopolize the lucrative passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific across Nicaragua. He followed
the activities of revolutionaries who fought to unite Italy alongside Giuseppe Garibaldi, who was
living on Staten Island at the time. Bunch also watched shipyards where Britain’s enemies might
have naval vessels built, and he spied on the construction of the racing yacht America before it
sailed against the Royal Yacht Club in the fateful competition off the Isle of Wight that became
known as the America’s Cup race. He was developing his skills as an observer, an ingratiator, a
cultivator of useful contacts, and a conversationalist skilled in extracting information. He learned
how important it was not only to collect facts, but to calculate the best occasion to use
them.Bunch’s private letters to his superiors could be amazingly informal and complicitous, and,
given Bunch’s record of unusual assignments, by early 1851 he felt he’d earned sufficient
credibility to ask a few favors of Lord Henry Bulwer, which would have been quite out of
character for another consul, not to mention a deputy consul. In March, Bunch was headed to
London for a visit. In a chatty letter to “My Dear Sir Henry,” he asked if he could carry some
diplomatic correspondence, “any unimportant dispatch for the Foreign Office,” so he could get
through customs more easily. (This notion of the private ends to which a diplomatic pouch could
be used would haunt him years later.) And with purely pro forma modesty, Bunch asked for a
personal introduction to the by-then-legendary Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston.Whether
Bunch got his wish for a one-on-one with Palmerston is doubtful, but the consul was staying on
Pall Mall and could spend as much time as he liked around the Foreign Office, so brief
encounters with the Foreign Secretary were possible. Longer meetings with the clerks who ran
the place from day to day were imperative. And many of them were involved with an issue that
Palmerston viewed with enormous interest and pride.The biggest single section of the Foreign
Office at the time was the Slave Trade Department, staffed by overworked and underpaid
“zealots and helots” who devoted themselves to tracking the global commerce in human chattel
and, when possible, worked to stop it. For Bunch, these were useful men to know. The issue of
slavery and the slave trade—an obsession for some of the most powerful men in London—had
been important to the advancement of his early career in Latin America, where treaties for the
suppression of the trade were one of Palmerston’s major priorities, and in New York City, where
slave ships were built and outfitted. The Slave Trade Department required careful and
voluminous reporting on these matters, and Bunch already considered himself something of an
authority on the subject.When the British consul in Philadelphia died in early 1853, Bunch
applied for his job immediately and got it almost as quickly. But Lord Clarendon, who had
become Foreign Secretary following a period of disarray after Palmerston stepped down,
decided almost as quickly that he wanted the young operative in Charleston to clean up the
string of disasters left behind by Mathew and, finally, to amend or end the abominable Negro
Seamen Act.The posting was a tremendous vote of confidence in the vice consul, but Bunch
was at first, if not reluctant, then cautious. “I should very much like to try my hand at the nigger
question, and I am, moreover, very anxious to get into a political office,” he wrote to John
Crampton, the old bachelor who had served for years as chargé in Washington and had at last



been promoted to minister after Bulwer departed. Bunch’s “hankerings,” he said, were not after
consular work but “diplomacy.” To go to live in Charleston, however, was not a happy prospect.
The city was virtually uninhabitable in the summer months; it was a very, very small town at any
time of year compared to the bustle of New York City or, for that matter, Philadelphia; and,
precisely as “a political office,” an assignment in Charleston was a treacherous one for a British
envoy. It was the epicenter of all the contradictions that London, whatever its passions, found
difficult to face. England hated slavery but loved the cotton the slaves raised, and British industry
depended on it. Defending Britain’s political interests while serving its commercial interests
required constant delicate diplomacy, even in the most informal settings.Bunch postponed this
trip south as long as he possibly could—months after he first learned of the assignment. “I could
not, of course, be required to go to Charleston before the autumn,” he wrote in May. “It is almost
certain death to one not acclimated to begin there in the summer.” Then there had been the
matter of his wedding. In October he’d married Emma Craig at a ceremony in New York presided
over by an English bishop. The organ had piped “God Save the Queen” as they left the church.
They’d honeymooned in Connecticut. And now it was November.The Bunches’ train stopped in
Richmond and then in Petersburg, Virginia, which passed for an industrial city in the South, then
traveled on to Weldon, North Carolina, on the Roanoke River. Robert and Emma passed through
miles and miles of tobacco lands, and now they were starting to see the cotton fields, their
picked stalks skeletal in the late-autumn sun. The farms, glimpsed through the sweating
windows and the cinders and smoke from the train’s engine, looked increasingly inhospitable.
Sightings of white people grew rare, and those of slaves began to grow common.A steamship
would ferry the Bunches on an overnight voyage from Wilmington, North Carolina, to Charleston,
South Carolina, taking them around the pestilential marshes and inlets—the Low Country, as the
Carolinians called it. But still, Bunch could feel the morass closing in on him. What a mess
Mathew had created. Why had Bunch agreed to trade Philadelphia for Charleston? The slave
question was political, yes. The handling of it was diplomatic, yes—all to the good for one’s
career, perhaps—but the place, the people, the institution of slavery itself: Bunch looked on it all
with loathing and probably with more than a little fear.The ship plowed through rough seas all
night, taking Robert Bunch and his wife to their new home in the middle of a gathering
storm.Chapter 2WHEN ROBERT AND EMMA BUNCH arrived in Charleston on the morning of
November 19, 1853,*1 the newly minted consul knew that making any progress on the Negro
Seamen law would require him to approach the state’s slave-owning politicians with sweet
reason, or something that sounded like it, and so he would, no matter how much revulsion he felt
for them or their institutions.But ten days after his arrival he sent a frank dispatch to Lord
Clarendon. Bunch had been making the rounds of those people he’d been told would be
sympathetic to the Crown’s views, starting with the distinguished attorney retained by Mathew,
James Petigru. But after these first encounters with Charleston society, Bunch cautioned
Clarendon, “It is most difficult for anyone not on the spot to form an adequate idea of the
extreme sensitiveness and captious irritability of all classes of this community on the subject of



Slavery.” Even people who were, on other issues, “sensible and well informed,” wanted to hear
nothing about slavery’s “inconveniences, its injustice, or its atrocities.” Bunch told Clarendon that
for South Carolinians slavery was “the very blood of their veins.” Everything they produced or
owned depended upon it, and “they become absolutely frantic when any attempt is made to
interfere in their ‘domestic concerns,’ so that they would go to any length, and defy the Federal
government, Great Britain, or the world combined, if an alteration in their Legislation were sought
by coercion, or were it even threatened.”From a broader perspective, the Negro Seamen Act
was just one manifestation of the long-simmering tension slavery had created between Britain
and the United States. For decades the slave question had been tied to one ill-tempered
eruption after another between the two nations, and nowhere were all these issues debated with
more deadly passion than in South Carolina, a society that prided itself on old money and old
values built up like an Attic façade to disguise the ugliness of the structure behind it. That many
Carolina aristocrats saw themselves as sons of Britain, and quite a few had been educated
there, only made the tensions more fraught. The Carolinians viewed British policies toward
slavery as acts of madness or betrayal or both, especially in light of the unique role cotton played
in binding their economies uncomfortably together.In the middle of the nineteenth century, as
everyone knew, the key commodity of the British Empire was cotton. The mills of Lancashire that
wove cloth from it fed an industry that employed, directly or indirectly, more than a million people.
Almost all the raw cotton fiber used to make that cloth was grown and picked by slaves in the
American South, and that was a fact that the Crown had managed to live with for decades. So
the Southerners had come to expect and even to demand British complacency about their
“peculiar institution.”But the Southerners were not content to remain on their properties with their
slaves, producing the white gold needed for Britain’s mills. Indeed, they could not sit still. Cotton
quickly burned out the nutrients in the soil, so land for new plantations constantly had to be
cleared and sown, and that sort of work was, purely, slave work. The voracious cotton economy
had driven the Americans to expand west into Texas. That led to war with Mexico and the
annexation of enormous territories. The internal debate in the United States over what to do with
all those vast, newly won lands after 1848 had deepened the bitter divisions between the hungry
Southern “slavocracy” and the increasingly industrialized North. And it had raised growing
concerns among the British about what seemed to be, quite literally, the boundless ambitions of
the United States.Freebooting American adventurers known as filibusters set out to conquer
new territories in the Caribbean and Central America, a region where Great Britain had staked
its own claims for territory and influence. Not only did the Americans see a Caribbean empire
offering rich new fields for cotton, sugar, and slaves, but the gold rush in California that began in
1849 had made the godforsaken jungles of Panama and the lakes of Nicaragua suddenly vital—
and profitable—links between the east and west coasts of the United States. Then there was the
problem of Cuba. The American slave-owners wanted it badly so they could have new slave
states represented in Congress and build new fortunes. The British were bent on stopping them
from getting it.Behind all this, and intertwined with it, was that one huge and complicated goal



that every British government had pursued for almost fifty years: the elimination of the African
slave trade. Politicians in London and businessmen in Liverpool could find many ways to
rationalize the internal practices of their trading partners abroad; non-interference in another
country’s internal affairs was—theoretically, at least—a guiding principle of British foreign policy.
But there could be no acceptance of a traffic so brutal and so deadly that it loomed in the minds
of the British people as nothing less than a holocaust.The campaign led by devout Christian and
anti-slavery politician William Wilberforce to ban the trade in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries had put forth detailed accounts of the gruesome suffering of human cargo
on what was called the Middle Passage. There was a triangular trade pattern: Ships departed
from Europe with manufactured goods, which were exchanged for kidnapped Africans, who
were transported across the Atlantic from Africa as slaves—the Middle Passage. Millions were
crammed into the fetid holds of the ships, and hundreds of thousands died. The survivors were
then sold in the United States or traded for raw materials, which would be transported back to
Europe. Eventually Wilberforce’s campaign led both the United Kingdom and the United States
to ban the traffic in 1807.*2 By then, to oppose the trade was seen as a sign of civilization, to
support it an indication of barbarity, even in the American South, which thought, at the time, that
the natural growth of the slave population it already had could meet its needs. In the years that
followed, the Royal Navy would station a permanent squadron on patrol off the West African
coast, then off South America as well, intercepting the vessels of other nations suspected of
carrying slaves and, in some cases, risking war to stop them.Morality and politics were not the
only driving forces in this campaign. The Crown’s interest in abolishing the trade became
commercial as well. After emancipation throughout the British Empire in 1833, the British
colonies in the West Indies could not compete with the cheaper, slave-grown coffee and sugar
put on the world market by Spanish colonies and Brazil, where slaves bought cheaply in Africa
were expendable and worked until they died, only to be replaced by more imports. Over the
course of six decades some five thousand British lives would be lost, and the Crown would
sacrifice an average of nearly 2 percent of the national income in its crusade to eradicate the
African trade.The United States also stationed warships off the slave coasts of Congo and
Benin, but for most of its existence the U.S. Navy’s Africa Squadron was not very effective at
interdicting the traffic. Over time, the American warships served more to obstruct British
enforcement efforts than to support them, since the British were not allowed to board American
merchant vessels even if they were strongly suspected of carrying slaves. As a result, ships
flying the Stars and Stripes landed hundreds of thousands of African slaves in Brazil and Cuba,
even though, technically, the captains and crews were breaking Federal law, and by the 1850s
Britain saw American-flagged vessels as the main remaining obstacle to the elimination of the
transatlantic traffic. The triangular trade now began in New York. The horrors of the Middle
Passage continued.From Charleston, Robert Bunch could supply the Slave Trade Department in
London with a steady stream of dispatches detailing the activities of Americans who wanted to
defy Britain’s policies in the Atlantic and the Caribbean. And he knew there would be an



important audience for them. The British people recognized the fight against the traffic in
Africans as one of the great moral crusades of history, and if that crusade could be said to have
a chief enforcer, it was Henry John Temple, 3rd Viscount Palmerston, the man who would loom
as the single most important figure in Robert Bunch’s professional life.Lord Palmerston was an
extraordinary character. An Irish peer somewhat disdained by the English aristocracy, he was
notoriously abrasive, parodied as “Lord Pumicestone,” on the one hand, but also a politician with
an instinct for public opinion who realized more than most of his contemporaries that it was
important to understand what the people thought they wanted, that sometimes their lead had to
be followed, and that often it could be guided. Not the least of Palmerston’s skills was the writing
of newspaper editorials, which was a rare talent among his rivals. He also leaked information
often and skillfully to the London press.A facet of Palmerston’s character that especially amused
and delighted the British public, much to the consternation of the straitlaced Queen Victoria and
her husband, Prince Albert, was his utterly unabashed womanizing. He had multiple mistresses
who cost him more money than he could afford. He married one of them—his favorite, Emily
Cowper—when her husband, Lord Cowper, finally died, and she played no small role advancing
young Palmerston’s career: her brother was a powerful Whig leader and eventual Prime Minister,
Lord Melbourne. But Palmerston never settled down, and the reputation he earned in his youth
as “Lord Cupid” stayed with him even when he was in his seventies—deaf, shortsighted, with
wobbly false teeth and dyed hair. He was named as a corespondent in an infamous divorce case
when he was seventy-eight.There was, in a political and military sense, a certain, imposing
promiscuity about Palmerston’s handling of Britain’s affairs as well. As Foreign Secretary,
beginning in 1830, he wanted to be everywhere all the time. It’s said the term “gunboat
diplomacy” was coined to describe his inclination to send warships around the world enforcing
his view of international order. He once blockaded Greece to make it pay for a British subject’s
house that was burned by a mob in Athens (the so-called Don Pacifico Affair).For more than
twenty years, Lord Palmerston had made the fight against the slave trade one of his signature
causes—“Palmerston’s benevolent crotchet,” in the view of his critics—and he exploited it for all
it was worth. His passions were first aroused by the enslavement of Greeks by the Ottomans in
the 1820s, and throughout his long career he portrayed the fight against slavery as a war that
“Christendom” must wage against the forces of darkness. By the early 1830s, when
emancipation of the black slaves in Britain’s colonies became an important electoral issue,
Palmerston embraced it. He looked upon the excuses made by slave owners for their affronts
against humanity as both cynical and delusional. “To hear masters of Slaves talk of Slavery,” he
snorted, one would think “it is the most delightful condition in which a human being can be
placed.”Palmerston did not seek to interfere with those foreign countries, including the United
States, where slaves were owned. Their vice merely vindicated his view that British civilization
was superior. But the “Slave Trade” (he always capitalized the words) he treated as a separate
issue, on which there could be no compromise. Britannia ruled the waves and would not let them
be used for such an offense against humanity. More than once Lord Palmerston declared that



Divine Providence, yes, God Almighty, had smiled on Great Britain because of the tremendous
efforts it expended to eliminate the traffic in human beings. He liked to note the “curious
coincidence” that “from the time when this country first began to abolish the Slave Trade,
followed by abolishing slavery within the dominions of the Crown, and to use its influence for the
suppression of the Slave Trade elsewhere, from that period this country has prospered in a
degree which it never experienced before.”If societies in transition define themselves most
clearly by what they oppose, then Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century, at a time when
the middle class was rising and the aristocracy was threatened, found it possible nonetheless to
unite in opposition to the horrors of the Middle Passage, and Palmerston played on that theme
not only with the people, but with the monarchs.So deeply felt and universal was the revulsion
caused by the slave trade that in 1840 (when Palmerston already was in his second tour as
Foreign Secretary) twenty-year-old Prince Albert, the newly married consort of the young Queen
Victoria, decided to make his first public speech in London as the new president of the Society
for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa. Albert was not looking for
controversy when he accepted the position, but for affirmation, and that is what he got. This
fledgling British royal, embarrassed by his thick German accent, carefully wrote out the brief
speech in his first language, then laboriously translated it into English with Victoria’s help and
recited it repeatedly until he had it memorized. On the morning of June 1, he looked out at an
audience that seemed to him to number in the thousands. As one of the MPs in attendance
wrote, “all the world” crowded into Exeter Hall on the Strand to hear the prince denounce the
“atrocious traffic in human beings, at once the desolation of Africa and the blackest stain upon
civilized Europe” that was “repugnant to the spirit of Christianity.” Sir Robert Peel, leader of the
Conservative opposition in Parliament, followed with an emotional description of two slave ships
that had closed their hatches during a storm on the high seas, leaving seven hundred slaves
belowdecks to die from suffocation. That morning was, for Albert, and for many who saw him
there, an unforgettable moment.Lord Palmerston was often provocative and sometimes
stunningly belligerent. In 1840 he appointed David Turnbull, an ardent abolitionist and former
correspondent for the London Times who had written a book about the ghastly condition of
slaves in Cuba, as Britain’s consul-general in Havana. Two years later Turnbull was expelled by
Spanish authorities, and they eventually convicted him in absentia for allegedly fomenting a
slave rebellion.In the summer of 1844, during one of the relatively brief periods when Palmerston
was in opposition and not in the cabinet, he made a defining speech before Parliament about the
subject “which has now, for nearly half a century engaged the attention of the Parliament and
people of this country.” He noted that almost all the “most eminent and distinguished” men in the
country, whatever side of Parliament they sat on, “have exerted the best energies of their minds
to put an end to this abominable crime.” And then he became very Palmerstonian. Britain had
persuaded and in many cases forced other nations to embrace its anti-slave-trade policies. But
not all of them observed the terms of their treaties. If they were allowed to get away with this, “we
should be making ourselves again partakers in this guilt” and “polluted with this



crime.”Palmerston quickly got down to the gritty details, which he said he feared had been
forgotten over the course of fifty years, since the debates led by William Wilberforce had roused
the nation’s conscience. He cited records compiled by Britain’s consuls monitoring the slave
trade around the world. Two people died for every one who made it to the auction block, he said.
They died being marched from the interior of Africa to the coast. They died on the voyage across
the Atlantic. If 150,000 Africans were landed in Cuba and Brazil every year, as the consuls there
reported, then 300,000 others must have died—again, every year.Palmerston stood tall before
his fellow members of Parliament. In 1844 he was only fifty-nine and in his prime, his frame
lanky, his presence enough to still the room. “If all the other crimes which the human race has
committed, from the creation down to the present day, were added together in one vast
aggregate,” he declared, “they would scarcely equal, I am sure they could not exceed, the
amount of guilt which has been incurred by mankind, in connection with this diabolical Slave
Trade.”Returned to the Foreign Office in the summer of 1846, Palmerston focused his attention
on Brazil. He used Secret Service funds to bribe local politicians (including the negotiator of the
anti-slave-trade treaty), he subsidized Brazilian newspapers that would print anti-slave-trade
material, he hired a network of spies around the Atlantic world, and he vehemently defended the
deployment of British naval vessels to intercept the human traffickers. In 1850, following
Palmerston’s directives, a British gunboat pursued four suspected slavers into the Paranaguá
River, scuttled one of the vessels, and burned two in front of a Brazilian fort, which opened fire in
a ferocious exchange with the warship. One British sailor was killed and two were wounded, and
the squadron backed off for a time, but the Brazilians got the message.The last slave ship known
to land Africans in Brazil was the Camargo, whose master was a young rogue named Nathaniel
“Lucky Nat” Gordon from a prosperous family in Portland, Maine. He had stolen the vessel from
its owner in San Francisco, then sailed to the east coast of Africa for his cargo of five hundred
slaves to avoid the British squadron. But a British man-of-war chased him as he neared the
Brazilian coast, forcing him to unload the Africans and burn the ship in a frantic rush. Most of the
slaves were picked up, and several of the crew were captured. Young Gordon, who had a very
slight build, supposedly escaped dressed as woman. And so, ignominiously and definitively, the
transatlantic slave trade with Brazil came to an end.When Lord Palmerston looked back on that
achievement years later, he said he regarded it with “the greatest and purest pleasure,” and the
year 1850—the year he triumphed over Brazil—was also the year he had appointed George
Mathew to raise hell in South Carolina.Then, after a series of political reversals at home in 1851,
Palmerston left his post as Foreign Secretary. When he returned to the cabinet in a coalition
government at the end of 1852, his old rival among the Whigs, the diminutive John Russell,
briefly took the position of Foreign Secretary for himself. Palmerston, somewhat uncomfortably,
took the position of Home Secretary. If this was not the end of an era for a very particular style of
British foreign policy—Palmerston was destined to become Prime Minister—it certainly seemed
an interregnum. Then after a few months Russell, who was the leader in the House of
Commons, gave up his hold on the Foreign Office. That opened the way for Palmerston’s



onetime protégé, longtime ally, and sometime critic, Lord Clarendon, to settle into the
dilapidated Downing Street headquarters of British policy around the world.Clarendon as
Foreign Secretary was everything Palmerston was not, and he did not care to be. Clarendon was
a cautious diplomat. It’s said that Palmerston thought Clarendon weak. But Clarendon had
served in two of the most difficult assignments the Crown could give a man in the nineteenth
century—minister in civil-war-torn Spain and lord lieutenant in famine-ridden, rebellious Ireland—
and he was about to face conflicts around the world, from the Americas to the Black Sea and the
heart of India, that tested the mettle of the Empire.From Robert Bunch’s point of view, the stars
had aligned in a way he might never have anticipated. Bunch had grown up in the shadow of
Lord Palmerston, and he knew he could never be the kind of overbearing, gunboat-summoning
figure that Palmerston’s George Mathew had aspired to be in South Carolina. Lord Clarendon,
on the other hand, was a man who understood subtlety, restraint, calculated duplicity, and
relentless persistence.Twenty years earlier, when Clarendon was still George William Frederick
Villiers, before he inherited his title, was a very handsome but not especially accomplished
young man. Then, when he was thirty-three years old, Palmerston plucked him out of a dreary
post as commissioner of customs and made him the Crown’s envoy to Madrid. Villiers for six
long years immersed himself in Iberian intrigues, helping to shore up the factions favored by
Palmerston in hopes of establishing a relatively liberal monarchy under a child-queen and a
temperamental regent. Not the least of Villiers’s accomplishments was a treaty committing Spain
to end the African slave trade to Cuba, even though it subsequently was ignored. And in good
Palmerstonian style, the young envoy’s name was linked to some of the most desirable women
on the peninsula. The most notable, the Condesa de Montijo, was asked years later if Clarendon
might have been the father of her daughter, the Empress Eugénie of France. “The dates don’t
match,” she said.When Bunch knew Clarendon, the Foreign Secretary’s past adventures were
amusing anecdotes. But what mattered to the consul was the way the new patron of the Foreign
Office would view his work, and he found himself constantly reassured. From Bunch’s very first
days on his new assignment, he was receiving dispatches written personally by Clarendon
offering warm approval of just about everything he did, from his brief visit with his colleague the
deputy consul in Wilmington to his discreet diplomatic démarches with the notables of South
Carolina.Even so, Bunch reminded Clarendon often just what he—just what they—were up
against in this state that was so particular and so peculiar: “She is often alluded to by the press
as, ‘this fiery little State’—‘the chivalric state’; all of which I mention as a proof that she cannot
properly be measured by the standard of other sections of this country, which, although Slave-
holders, are, at times, open to reason.”*1 The Charleston Mercury recorded, as usual, the
arrivals of all passengers disembarking at the port, among them “D. Bunch and sister.” Accuracy
was not the Mercury’s strong suit.*2 The U.S. ban passed in 1807 could not go into effect until
1808 because Article I, Section 9, of the Constitution of the United States, ratified in 1788, had
guaranteed the rights of the states to bring in slaves for the next twenty years: “The Migration or
Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall



not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a
Tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each
Person.”Chapter 3SHORTLY AFTER THE BUNCHES’ ARRIVAL in Charleston, they took up
residence in a three-story house at 58 Tradd Street. It had been built in the 1730s on the long,
narrow road that cut all the way across the little peninsula on which Charleston sits, and it was
pleasant enough, with a small garden, and what seemed respectable neighbors.As Her
Majesty’s consul set out on his errands each morning, the streets bustled with black laborers
and servants, pink-cheeked ladies, rugged Irish and German workmen, and the strapping sons
of plantation owners, most of them of English descent. Consul Bunch slipped past them or,
tipping his hat, stopped to chat about nothing at all. Bunch was unassuming but amusing, a man
well met but easily forgotten. In his demeanor and discourse he had perfected his mask as a
perfectly English Englishman looking after obvious English interests.The purely consular part of
a consul’s job was never done. George Mathew had left an office on the Central Wharf at the end
of Broad Street from which Bunch could keep close watch on the British vessels in the port. The
consul was expected to know to the letter the treaty obligations governing commerce and to
make sure that local authorities observed them. If there was a problem with a channel in the
harbor, or the flame was burning none too brightly in a lighthouse, he would tell the British
captains about it and notify London. A consul could estimate the value of a ship’s cargo for U.S.
customs officials. He represented the interests of all British sailors and citizens when they got
into trouble. He notarized documents, embossing them with the lion and unicorn seal. He issued
passports to British citizens, and he recorded their marriages, births, and deaths in the wide
expanse of territory that fell under his jurisdiction. One of Bunch’s colleagues wrote that “With
the exception of the administration of the sacrament of baptism and exercising the business of
executioner, it would be difficult to say what duties I cannot be called on to perform.”Bunch
visited the newspaper offices and the jails, the harbor-master, the postmaster, the Federal
prosecutors, and private attorneys. He would keep careful track of transatlantic trade and any
impediments to it, from cotton supplies to quarantines (always a big issue on a coast plagued
with yellow fever), to legislation by the Federal and state governments and litigation in the courts.
His work kept him in constant contact with Carolinians of every stripe. His agreeable mien
helped him win the trust of people who had an innate suspicion of outsiders.A consul supplied
the signature on paperwork for British ships entering and leaving the port. He attended formal
functions among the ladies and gentlemen of the town, and he dealt with drunken British thugs
who wound up in jail, including, occasionally, those accused of murder. But the most important
part of Consul Bunch’s work would be undertaken in private and, very often, in secret.Britain
posted fourteen consuls in the United States, including seven in slave states, and these men—
along with the minister in Washington—comprised the backbone of the system that kept Britain
informed about what was happening on the ground. Many of the British consuls in the United
States were part-timers who mixed their private business with their unpaid official duties, but
Bunch in Charleston in the South and the consul in New York City in the North were salaried



professionals. Their business often included quasi-diplomatic functions and always involved the
gathering of intelligence—political and military as well as commercial—for Her Majesty’s
government. The best consuls, and Bunch would soon number among them, sent dispatches to
the Foreign Office tracking everything from shifting public sentiment on tariffs to the gritty details
of slavery.Mathew had not left the Charleston consular office in good order, and when Bunch
arrived in late November, he discovered that the consulate’s only employee was a paragon of
Low Country decadence. “Old Davis, my vice consul, has delirium tremens and the pox
alternately, as his life fluctuates between the barroom and the brothel,” Bunch wrote to John
Crampton, the British minister in Washington.* At the same time, Bunch said hopefully, “Nothing
can exceed the civility of these good people. Everybody calls, and there are teas and dinners
‘looming in the future.’ ”But, still, the newlywed Bunches were having a hard time settling in. A
city more different from the New York they’d left behind would be hard to imagine. The sun
poured down on the sandy avenues. The branches of the live oaks hung heavy with Spanish
moss. The grander houses had an elegant simplicity, with wide verandas that sheltered the
windows both upstairs and down. Many homes had small gardens filled with lush growth. But
when the wind blew, the dust off the streets covered one’s clothes and filled one’s eyes. Alleys
that were homes to the slaves crisscrossed the city. In the markets near the port, amid the sickly
scent of decay, Negro vendors sold colorful fruits and the daily catch of mullets and crabs while
the butchers threw discarded fat and offal to tribes of lumbering vultures that waited restlessly
nearby, protected by law as the winged collectors of refuse.Bunch quickly found that Charleston
society was small, rich, and spoiled. Rice and cotton had made the upper classes as wealthy as
any in America, North or South, and the climate had made them, of necessity, an idle
aristocracy. For much of the year, when their plantations were plagued by yellow fever and
malaria, those Charlestonians who could retire to the mountains, to the outer islands, to the
North, or to Europe did so, and, partly as a result, many spent their fortunes elsewhere. The
population had been declining slowly for a decade as many people moved west to the new lands
of opportunity. In 1820 Charleston had been the sixth largest city in the United States. But New
Orleans soon surpassed Charleston’s port traffic, and many of the old rich, and those who had
depended on them, instead of adapting to change took every opportunity to fight it. National
power was slipping from their hands, and South Carolinians came to see the Federal
government as the enemy, blaming the tariffs it imposed as a reason for their declining fortunes.
By the early 1830s Carolinians were claiming they could nullify Federal laws they deemed
threatening, and they almost started a war to make that point before President Andrew Jackson
—the “American Lion” always ready enough for a fight—forced them to back down. The city’s
decline continued, and by the time Bunch arrived, the population of Charleston was down to
about forty thousand, not one-twentieth the size of New York City. And about half of those
Charleston residents were slaves or free men and free women of color.Visitors remarked that the
people of Charleston—the white people from the old families, anyway—were conspicuously tall
and handsome. The Charlestonians said, and in some cases it was true, that they were



descended from English gentlemen, and long before the phrase “master race” was coined, they
saw themselves, literally, as a race of masters. Charleston photographer C. J. Quinby took
pictures of many leading lights, and even in his sepia images one can see that most of his
subjects had strikingly pale, sometimes almost wolflike, blue eyes. They “live in the open air and
work like Trojans at all manly sports, riding hard, hunting, playing at being soldiers,” wrote one
proud matron.But a palpable undercurrent of fear and mistrust filled what could seem at first a
languorous city with a grating, omnipresent tension. From the first weeks of what eventually
became a decade spent in Charleston, Bunch was deeply disturbed by the mixtures of
arrogance and fear, cruelty and luxury, piety and hypocrisy that were so deeply ingrained in
Southern culture. He tried to look on it all with detached irony, but even in his private letters to his
superiors—indeed, even in his official dispatches to London—there were times when the irony,
which he could not show publicly, became very bitter indeed on the pages of correspondence
marked private and confidential.Bunch learned quickly, as anyone learned who spent more than
a few days in Charleston, that the Denmark Vesey conspiracy to launch a vast slave uprising in
1822, a rebellion that never actually happened, was a critical moment in the minds of the white
people in the city. The fear of the slaves, docile though they seemed, had always lingered in the
background. But after the hysterical revelations and allegations that surrounded Vesey’s plot,
they grew much worse, as if people living in a house they believed might be haunted had
discovered, suddenly, that malevolent ghosts really were watching them day and night.Vesey
had been brought from the British West Indies as a young slave, a point often made by those
who told the story. He managed to buy his freedom with money won in the lottery in 1799, and
for decades he was a popular preacher with slave congregations at Charleston’s African
Methodist Episcopal Church. White preachers often invoked fire and brimstone to keep the
slaves in line, but Vesey used the righteousness of the Old Testament to inspire rebellion. “The
city shall be taken, and the women ravished,” he would tell his flock, quoting the book of
Zechariah. According to the Charleston prosecutors who interrogated him, Vesey meant to seize
the arsenal and the ships in the harbor. House servants recruited to the cause allegedly were
tasked to murder the governor of South Carolina and other officials in their sleep. Vesey was said
to have prepared six infantry companies to roam the streets, slaughtering every white man,
woman, and child.On the night rumored to have been set as the date for the uprising, nothing
happened. But after mass arrests, Vesey and thirty of his supposed co-conspirators were tried in
secret courts. When he and the others were executed, their bodies were left hanging in the
Carolina sun, picked over by crows and the protected vultures day after day until all semblance
of humanness was gone. That many of the alleged conspirators were free blacks and others the
household slaves for rich and powerful Carolina families made even the most benevolent owners
feel threatened and vulnerable, fueling their rage.And yet the whites of Charleston continued to
live surrounded by blacks. “You see, even in the main streets, two or even three of these to every
white man, and in the back streets you see no one else,” reported a British lieutenant who
traveled to Charleston in 1853. You were not supposed to see Negroes on the sidewalk—that



was forbidden—but often you did. And you were not supposed to see them at all late at night,
but often they were there in the shadows, moving easily enough, because they knew the city
better than anyone. Quite a few had been manumitted and lived on their own. (The census had a
category for them, f.p.c., for “free person of color.”) Others were hired out and did not live with
their masters. They met, they talked, and that fact alone convinced many Charlestonians that
they might conspire.In response, the city fathers funded the City Guard, with almost three
hundred paid patrolmen, including twenty-five on horseback. It was one of the most efficient
police forces in the country, garrisoned in an enormous building on the corner of Meeting and
Broad Streets that appeared part fortress, part temple. At the same intersection stood the
courthouse, city hall, and St. Michael’s Church. These were the military, legal, political, and
spiritual bastions of Charleston’s slave-owning order, and every night at nine o’clock in the
winter and ten in the summer the bells of St. Michael’s would peal, followed by the beating of
drums at the guardhouse for a full quarter of an hour. The rattling tympani were intended to send
blacks running back to their masters and their homes, and the drumbeat became the soundtrack
of every evening, ignored by those who did not need to hear it, but a subliminal reminder to all of
fear as much as of security. The British consul’s new home on Tradd Street was only a block
away from the bell tower and the drummer; the music of martial authority rang loudly through his
rooms every night.The same year that Robert Bunch arrived in Charleston, the English novelist
William Makepeace Thackeray passed through town with a small party on a lucrative American
lecture tour. The sale of people on the auction block was a common public spectacle, and
Thackeray and his friends watched the tableau with mixed feelings. It took place, as always, just
outside the elegant Old Exchange building, and about ninety people were on sale that day.A
young British lieutenant remembered the scene emotionally. “The gang was to be sold in
families,” he wrote. “The Negroes, with their wives and little ones, were standing huddled
together in a crowd behind the platform on which each family was exposed for sale in turn,
according to a printed program.” Many of the slaves “seemed indifferent, and a stout Negress or
two looked, occasionally, even defiant; but there were several mothers with their babies at their
breasts (and even black innocence and helplessness are pretty and interesting) sobbing bitterly.”
He continued: “The auctioneer explained the conditions of sale to the company, and stated that
all the niggers were to be considered sound, unless anything was said to the contrary. There
was no degrading exhibition to ascertain physical efficiency, but all the Negroes were in decent
clothing. The slaves were arranged in families according to their nearest relationship, and sold in
lots at so much a head. The competition was tolerably brisk, and several lots—old men, babies,
and all—sold very well. The scene, of course, was most painful, humiliating and degrading. I
became quite affected myself, and was obliged to hurry away, for fear of showing what I
felt.”Copyright © 2015 by Christopher DickeyAll rights reserved.Published in the United States
by Crown Publishers, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random
House LLC, New York.CROWN is a registered trademark, and the Crown colophon is a
trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication
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evoked the energy which crushed it.”—Westminster Review, London, 1865“I must dissemble.”—
British Consul Robert Bunch, Charleston, South Carolina, 1856“We have seen, at every step,
that every defiant movement of Slavery was a stab at its own heart….Its animal ferocity evoked
the energy which crushed it.”—Westminster Review, London, 1865“I must dissemble.”—British
Consul Robert Bunch, Charleston, South Carolina, 1856“We have seen, at every step, that every
defiant movement of Slavery was a stab at its own heart….Its animal ferocity evoked the energy
which crushed it.”—Westminster Review, London, 1865“I must dissemble.”—British Consul
Robert Bunch, Charleston, South Carolina, 1856“We have seen, at every step, that every defiant
movement of Slavery was a stab at its own heart….Its animal ferocity evoked the energy which
crushed it.”—Westminster Review, London, 1865“We have seen, at every step, that every defiant
movement of Slavery was a stab at its own heart….Its animal ferocity evoked the energy which
crushed it.”—Westminster Review, London, 1865“I must dissemble.”—British Consul Robert
Bunch, Charleston, South Carolina, 1856“I must dissemble.”—British Consul Robert Bunch,
Charleston, South Carolina, 1856PrologueWILLIAM HOWARD RUSSELL, ON ASSIGNMENT
for the Times of London to cover the American War Between the States, was up late drinking on
the riverboat Southern Republic as it cruised with the current on its way down from Montgomery
to Mobile. The evening was warm and felt a little lazy that May of 1861. People were talking a lot
about fighting as the War of Secession gathered momentum, but, at that point, few were dying.
Russell’s barroom companions—rich planters and parvenu businessmen—declaimed for hours,
whiskey in hand, about Yankees and slaves and the Southern struggle for independence from
the North until the air grew heavy with the burning tar of bad cigars, and electric with armchair
bravery. “We will never be conquered,” one would say. “There is nothing on earth that could make
us go back into the Union,” another proclaimed. “We will burn every bale of cotton, fire every
house, and lay waste every field and homestead before we will yield to the Yankees!”Captain
Timothy Meaher, the boat’s owner, was drinking with the rest of them, and he focused his
cunning gray eyes on Russell. Meaher figured the foreign journalist might not understand the
way folks did things here in America, so close to the old frontier. White men had claimed this
land, and white men had brought it civilization, and men like Meaher had made their fortunes
here doing whatever needed doing to get ahead. Not so long ago, said the captain, there were a
lot of Indians along the river. But the settlers had trapped them on a bluff high above and starved
them into surrendering. They were so desperate that, when the white men told them they could



leave on boats, the Indians believed them. And once they were on the river, the white men, well,
they just shot the hell out of them, Meaher said. Slaughtered hundreds!Russell was not much
impressed. He knew Meaher’s type. The captain’s blood was Irish, and Russell, who was Irish
too, figured it was County Kerry blood. He could tell from Meaher’s square jaw and full lips. The
captain was rawboned and rough and looked as if he could handle himself in a brawl. He liked to
tell tales, and tall ones, and he could be intimidating even when he was having a laugh—maybe
especially when he was having a laugh.The other guests harrumphed their approval and raised
their glasses to Meaher’s story about pioneer bravado, but Russell knew that the coming fight
with the Union Army would be like nothing these men had seen or imagined before. Over the
previous decade Russell had made his reputation as a correspondent witnessing the carnage in
the Crimea, where the British and the French had fought the Russians. His dispatch about the
charge of the Light Brigade had captured the imagination of the world; his descriptions of the
grotesque suffering of the sick and wounded soldiers had horrified it. Russell had covered the
uprising in India that almost cost Britain the heart of its empire, and he had seen and reported
the savagery on all sides. He had slept many times—too many times—on battlefields where “the
air stinks of blood.”What Russell thought about this war in America in May 1861 was that it would
be long and savage in the way that only modern warfare could be. Killing would take place on an
industrial scale. The South had seceded. The North had declared it would fight to preserve the
Union. Tens of thousands of troops were being called up, and histrionic headlines shouted about
battles won and lost. But there had been, as yet, nothing more than skirmishes. Even the shelling
of Fort Sumter, which had officially started the shooting war a few weeks before, had ended with
the surrender of the Federal garrison before anyone was killed. Such “battles” were making for a
lot of bourbon-fueled bravado, but they wouldn’t decide the conflict.Russell went out on deck.
Beyond the dim glow of the cigars and the crackling flames of pinewood in iron baskets that lit
the boat’s way down the river, the banks were steep and forested and unwelcoming. Broken
branches and other flotsam crowded the muddy water. Torches lit the wharves where the boat
would wheel around to take on logs for fuel and a few bales of cotton. At harvest time, later in the
year, the decks would be stacked with that white gold. But now only a few wretched slaves
watched from the flickering shadows as the boat hands scrambled ashore for the wood that fed
the boiler’s maw. Sparks flew from the smokestacks. Fireflies, which the Alabamans called
“lightning bugs,” floated across a landscape otherwise as dark beneath the new moon as the
shores of the Styx.Russell’s main worry as he made his way to his cabin that night was that he
might be burned alive. The Southern Republic was an ostentatious thing, like a four-story hotel
perched on a pontoon. The salon alone was a hundred feet long, thirty feet wide, and brightly
painted, with staterooms around it like boxes in an opera house beneath a skylight of tinted
glass. The boat also boasted offices, card rooms, and barrooms, and atop it all stood the
calliope, its organ pipes fed by the engine’s steam, its keyboard in the hands of an exiled French
musician who alternated between “Dixie” and “La Marseillaise” whenever the Southern Republic
approached a landing. But for all its pretensions of grandeur, the Southern Republic’s structure



felt somehow perilous, improvised, and flimsy. The frame was made of resinous pine so raw that
the turpentine oozed through the paint. The boat was a pile of kindling that, at the touch of a
match, could sputter and flare into an inferno from which there would be no escape.The wooden
beams in Russell’s cabin creaked and groaned, while below him the engine throbbed, shaking
the whole ship whenever the paddle wheels strained against the current. Russell slept barely at
all, and the next morning, as he looked into his shaving mirror, he saw the heavy-jowled face of a
forty-one-year-old man who had talked and smoked and drunk way too much the night before
and then had slept through breakfast.Once up on deck, Russell found Captain Meaher in the
company of a wealthy planter, and the conversation turned, as it so often did, to slaves. Russell
was curious about the different classes of Negroes he saw on the boat. The stewards and maids
looked well dressed and well mannered, but some of the hands had a wilder air about them.
Could they be from Africa?Russell knew that, for his British readers and their leaders, this could
be—or should be—a critical question. Her Majesty’s government could not tolerate the slave
trade across the Atlantic. And Russell, as it happened, had just spent several days with Her
Majesty’s Consul Robert Bunch in Charleston, South Carolina. Lively and indiscreet,
indefatigable and thoroughly British, or so he seemed, Bunch had very well-defined views and
copious intelligence on the slave-trade question. In fact, it was something of an obsession for
him. The consul had been following the horrific commerce for years, and told stories in grim
detail about slaves smuggled under the American flag to Cuba and about the Southern
firebrands who’d started bringing Negroes by the hundreds to the coasts of the United States.
Some of these were people Bunch knew personally and despised, and he had shared much of
what he knew with the man from the Times. So, yes, Russell was more than a little curious about
some of the young slaves he’d seen on the Southern Republic.The planter said he would let
Russell in on a little story about Captain Meaher, and Meaher, who was right there, didn’t seem
to mind listening. Trafficking in slaves from Africa was, as everybody knew, a hanging offense
according to Federal law, and it had been so for almost forty years. But times were changing,
and as America pushed west—as the South pushed west—opening up new land, there was a
hell of a lot of money to be made with slaves farming sugar and cotton. So a group of investors
had commissioned a brig to sail from Alabama to the Congo to bring back good, strong human
stock. The investors had agreed to pay a certain amount for the vessel and for each head of
human cargo if the ship made it and, obviously, a lesser amount if she were seized by the
Federal government or lost at sea. Eventually the brig reappeared off the coast of Mobile, and,
whether by design or luck, no authorities were waiting to intercept her.Now, as the planter on the
Southern Republic continued telling Russell the tale, he made it seem that Captain Meaher had
been a shrewd and lucky bystander to the event. At the time he was captain of a riverboat called
the Czar, which docked alongside the slave brig that evening at dusk. The next morning the
sailing vessel was gone, no one knew where, but the human cargo remained, and in the weeks
and months that followed, the captain was suddenly rich in fine slaves—enough to let him buy a
lot of land and to build the Southern Republic. The original investors lost their money, but what



recourse did they have? None of them wanted to risk getting hanged for slaving, even if nobody
could remember that happening to anyone they’d ever heard of. “Captain Meaher, as an act of
grace, gave us a few old niggers but kept the rest for himself,” said the planter.Meaher listened to
the tale with a triumphant grin. The truth was well known in those parts: Meaher himself had
commissioned the slaving expedition across the Atlantic from start to finish. He’d found the
investors among his friends, and he’d had the brig constructed to carry human cargo. It was his
to-hell-with-Washington, we’ll-do-what-we-damn-well-please project, and he simply wanted to
have a little fun with Russell—maybe send a message to those damn British abolitionists.“Well,
now, you think those niggers I have aboard came from Africa? I’ll show you.” Meaher’s eye
settled on a boy who looked to be about twelve years old. He was fat and nearly naked, his skin
a deep black, his cheeks marked with parallel scars, his chest tattooed, and his white teeth filed
to points. Everything about him said he was born and raised and given ritual scars in
Africa.“What’s your name?” the captain asked him.“Bully,” said the boy.“Where were you
born?”“Born in South Carolina, sir.”“There, you see?” said the captain, sure that everyone around
him understood the joke. “I’ve got a lot of these black South Carolina niggers aboard.”“How did
he get those marks on his face?” Russell asked.“Oh, them? Well, it’s a way them nigger women
has of marking their children to know them.”“And on his chest?”“Well, really, I do believe them’s
marks against the smallpox.”“Why are his teeth filed?”“Ah, there now! You’d never have guessed
it: Bully done that himself, for the greater ease of biting victuals.”The Southerners exchanged
knowing smiles. The captain and his planter friends finally admitted that they were obliged to
bring a few Africans in now and then to make up for those slaves who escaped north to British
Canada and to freedom. They understood that the Brits opposed slavery, but they still needed
Southern cotton, and they thought London ought to appreciate what was required to keep
producing it.So there it was. These Southerners openly made a joke of their inhumanity and, as
they saw it, of Great Britain’s long-standing commitment to eradicate the transatlantic slave
trade. Russell wondered how the men could be so naïve. Had they ignored fifty years of history?
Did they think the Crown could be treated like some venal shopkeeper, willing to accommodate
any crime in order to turn a profit? This was just the sort of thing Consul Bunch had predicted
Russell might find. The journalist recorded the conversation in his dispatch with very little
embellishment. He would let the smug slavers on the Southern Republic hang
themselves.PrologueWILLIAM HOWARD RUSSELL, ON ASSIGNMENT for the Times of
London to cover the American War Between the States, was up late drinking on the riverboat
Southern Republic as it cruised with the current on its way down from Montgomery to Mobile.
The evening was warm and felt a little lazy that May of 1861. People were talking a lot about
fighting as the War of Secession gathered momentum, but, at that point, few were dying.
Russell’s barroom companions—rich planters and parvenu businessmen—declaimed for hours,
whiskey in hand, about Yankees and slaves and the Southern struggle for independence from
the North until the air grew heavy with the burning tar of bad cigars, and electric with armchair
bravery. “We will never be conquered,” one would say. “There is nothing on earth that could make



us go back into the Union,” another proclaimed. “We will burn every bale of cotton, fire every
house, and lay waste every field and homestead before we will yield to the Yankees!”Captain
Timothy Meaher, the boat’s owner, was drinking with the rest of them, and he focused his
cunning gray eyes on Russell. Meaher figured the foreign journalist might not understand the
way folks did things here in America, so close to the old frontier. White men had claimed this
land, and white men had brought it civilization, and men like Meaher had made their fortunes
here doing whatever needed doing to get ahead. Not so long ago, said the captain, there were a
lot of Indians along the river. But the settlers had trapped them on a bluff high above and starved
them into surrendering. They were so desperate that, when the white men told them they could
leave on boats, the Indians believed them. And once they were on the river, the white men, well,
they just shot the hell out of them, Meaher said. Slaughtered hundreds!Russell was not much
impressed. He knew Meaher’s type. The captain’s blood was Irish, and Russell, who was Irish
too, figured it was County Kerry blood. He could tell from Meaher’s square jaw and full lips. The
captain was rawboned and rough and looked as if he could handle himself in a brawl. He liked to
tell tales, and tall ones, and he could be intimidating even when he was having a laugh—maybe
especially when he was having a laugh.The other guests harrumphed their approval and raised
their glasses to Meaher’s story about pioneer bravado, but Russell knew that the coming fight
with the Union Army would be like nothing these men had seen or imagined before. Over the
previous decade Russell had made his reputation as a correspondent witnessing the carnage in
the Crimea, where the British and the French had fought the Russians. His dispatch about the
charge of the Light Brigade had captured the imagination of the world; his descriptions of the
grotesque suffering of the sick and wounded soldiers had horrified it. Russell had covered the
uprising in India that almost cost Britain the heart of its empire, and he had seen and reported
the savagery on all sides. He had slept many times—too many times—on battlefields where “the
air stinks of blood.”What Russell thought about this war in America in May 1861 was that it would
be long and savage in the way that only modern warfare could be. Killing would take place on an
industrial scale. The South had seceded. The North had declared it would fight to preserve the
Union. Tens of thousands of troops were being called up, and histrionic headlines shouted about
battles won and lost. But there had been, as yet, nothing more than skirmishes. Even the shelling
of Fort Sumter, which had officially started the shooting war a few weeks before, had ended with
the surrender of the Federal garrison before anyone was killed. Such “battles” were making for a
lot of bourbon-fueled bravado, but they wouldn’t decide the conflict.Russell went out on deck.
Beyond the dim glow of the cigars and the crackling flames of pinewood in iron baskets that lit
the boat’s way down the river, the banks were steep and forested and unwelcoming. Broken
branches and other flotsam crowded the muddy water. Torches lit the wharves where the boat
would wheel around to take on logs for fuel and a few bales of cotton. At harvest time, later in the
year, the decks would be stacked with that white gold. But now only a few wretched slaves
watched from the flickering shadows as the boat hands scrambled ashore for the wood that fed
the boiler’s maw. Sparks flew from the smokestacks. Fireflies, which the Alabamans called



“lightning bugs,” floated across a landscape otherwise as dark beneath the new moon as the
shores of the Styx.Russell’s main worry as he made his way to his cabin that night was that he
might be burned alive. The Southern Republic was an ostentatious thing, like a four-story hotel
perched on a pontoon. The salon alone was a hundred feet long, thirty feet wide, and brightly
painted, with staterooms around it like boxes in an opera house beneath a skylight of tinted
glass. The boat also boasted offices, card rooms, and barrooms, and atop it all stood the
calliope, its organ pipes fed by the engine’s steam, its keyboard in the hands of an exiled French
musician who alternated between “Dixie” and “La Marseillaise” whenever the Southern Republic
approached a landing. But for all its pretensions of grandeur, the Southern Republic’s structure
felt somehow perilous, improvised, and flimsy. The frame was made of resinous pine so raw that
the turpentine oozed through the paint. The boat was a pile of kindling that, at the touch of a
match, could sputter and flare into an inferno from which there would be no escape.The wooden
beams in Russell’s cabin creaked and groaned, while below him the engine throbbed, shaking
the whole ship whenever the paddle wheels strained against the current. Russell slept barely at
all, and the next morning, as he looked into his shaving mirror, he saw the heavy-jowled face of a
forty-one-year-old man who had talked and smoked and drunk way too much the night before
and then had slept through breakfast.Once up on deck, Russell found Captain Meaher in the
company of a wealthy planter, and the conversation turned, as it so often did, to slaves. Russell
was curious about the different classes of Negroes he saw on the boat. The stewards and maids
looked well dressed and well mannered, but some of the hands had a wilder air about them.
Could they be from Africa?Russell knew that, for his British readers and their leaders, this could
be—or should be—a critical question. Her Majesty’s government could not tolerate the slave
trade across the Atlantic. And Russell, as it happened, had just spent several days with Her
Majesty’s Consul Robert Bunch in Charleston, South Carolina. Lively and indiscreet,
indefatigable and thoroughly British, or so he seemed, Bunch had very well-defined views and
copious intelligence on the slave-trade question. In fact, it was something of an obsession for
him. The consul had been following the horrific commerce for years, and told stories in grim
detail about slaves smuggled under the American flag to Cuba and about the Southern
firebrands who’d started bringing Negroes by the hundreds to the coasts of the United States.
Some of these were people Bunch knew personally and despised, and he had shared much of
what he knew with the man from the Times. So, yes, Russell was more than a little curious about
some of the young slaves he’d seen on the Southern Republic.The planter said he would let
Russell in on a little story about Captain Meaher, and Meaher, who was right there, didn’t seem
to mind listening. Trafficking in slaves from Africa was, as everybody knew, a hanging offense
according to Federal law, and it had been so for almost forty years. But times were changing,
and as America pushed west—as the South pushed west—opening up new land, there was a
hell of a lot of money to be made with slaves farming sugar and cotton. So a group of investors
had commissioned a brig to sail from Alabama to the Congo to bring back good, strong human
stock. The investors had agreed to pay a certain amount for the vessel and for each head of



human cargo if the ship made it and, obviously, a lesser amount if she were seized by the
Federal government or lost at sea. Eventually the brig reappeared off the coast of Mobile, and,
whether by design or luck, no authorities were waiting to intercept her.Now, as the planter on the
Southern Republic continued telling Russell the tale, he made it seem that Captain Meaher had
been a shrewd and lucky bystander to the event. At the time he was captain of a riverboat called
the Czar, which docked alongside the slave brig that evening at dusk. The next morning the
sailing vessel was gone, no one knew where, but the human cargo remained, and in the weeks
and months that followed, the captain was suddenly rich in fine slaves—enough to let him buy a
lot of land and to build the Southern Republic. The original investors lost their money, but what
recourse did they have? None of them wanted to risk getting hanged for slaving, even if nobody
could remember that happening to anyone they’d ever heard of. “Captain Meaher, as an act of
grace, gave us a few old niggers but kept the rest for himself,” said the planter.Meaher listened to
the tale with a triumphant grin. The truth was well known in those parts: Meaher himself had
commissioned the slaving expedition across the Atlantic from start to finish. He’d found the
investors among his friends, and he’d had the brig constructed to carry human cargo. It was his
to-hell-with-Washington, we’ll-do-what-we-damn-well-please project, and he simply wanted to
have a little fun with Russell—maybe send a message to those damn British abolitionists.“Well,
now, you think those niggers I have aboard came from Africa? I’ll show you.” Meaher’s eye
settled on a boy who looked to be about twelve years old. He was fat and nearly naked, his skin
a deep black, his cheeks marked with parallel scars, his chest tattooed, and his white teeth filed
to points. Everything about him said he was born and raised and given ritual scars in
Africa.“What’s your name?” the captain asked him.“Bully,” said the boy.“Where were you
born?”“Born in South Carolina, sir.”“There, you see?” said the captain, sure that everyone around
him understood the joke. “I’ve got a lot of these black South Carolina niggers aboard.”“How did
he get those marks on his face?” Russell asked.“Oh, them? Well, it’s a way them nigger women
has of marking their children to know them.”“And on his chest?”“Well, really, I do believe them’s
marks against the smallpox.”“Why are his teeth filed?”“Ah, there now! You’d never have guessed
it: Bully done that himself, for the greater ease of biting victuals.”The Southerners exchanged
knowing smiles. The captain and his planter friends finally admitted that they were obliged to
bring a few Africans in now and then to make up for those slaves who escaped north to British
Canada and to freedom. They understood that the Brits opposed slavery, but they still needed
Southern cotton, and they thought London ought to appreciate what was required to keep
producing it.So there it was. These Southerners openly made a joke of their inhumanity and, as
they saw it, of Great Britain’s long-standing commitment to eradicate the transatlantic slave
trade. Russell wondered how the men could be so naïve. Had they ignored fifty years of history?
Did they think the Crown could be treated like some venal shopkeeper, willing to accommodate
any crime in order to turn a profit? This was just the sort of thing Consul Bunch had predicted
Russell might find. The journalist recorded the conversation in his dispatch with very little
embellishment. He would let the smug slavers on the Southern Republic hang



themselves.PrologueWILLIAM HOWARD RUSSELL, ON ASSIGNMENT for the Times of
London to cover the American War Between the States, was up late drinking on the riverboat
Southern Republic as it cruised with the current on its way down from Montgomery to Mobile.
The evening was warm and felt a little lazy that May of 1861. People were talking a lot about
fighting as the War of Secession gathered momentum, but, at that point, few were dying.
Russell’s barroom companions—rich planters and parvenu businessmen—declaimed for hours,
whiskey in hand, about Yankees and slaves and the Southern struggle for independence from
the North until the air grew heavy with the burning tar of bad cigars, and electric with armchair
bravery. “We will never be conquered,” one would say. “There is nothing on earth that could make
us go back into the Union,” another proclaimed. “We will burn every bale of cotton, fire every
house, and lay waste every field and homestead before we will yield to the Yankees!”Captain
Timothy Meaher, the boat’s owner, was drinking with the rest of them, and he focused his
cunning gray eyes on Russell. Meaher figured the foreign journalist might not understand the
way folks did things here in America, so close to the old frontier. White men had claimed this
land, and white men had brought it civilization, and men like Meaher had made their fortunes
here doing whatever needed doing to get ahead. Not so long ago, said the captain, there were a
lot of Indians along the river. But the settlers had trapped them on a bluff high above and starved
them into surrendering. They were so desperate that, when the white men told them they could
leave on boats, the Indians believed them. And once they were on the river, the white men, well,
they just shot the hell out of them, Meaher said. Slaughtered hundreds!Russell was not much
impressed. He knew Meaher’s type. The captain’s blood was Irish, and Russell, who was Irish
too, figured it was County Kerry blood. He could tell from Meaher’s square jaw and full lips. The
captain was rawboned and rough and looked as if he could handle himself in a brawl. He liked to
tell tales, and tall ones, and he could be intimidating even when he was having a laugh—maybe
especially when he was having a laugh.The other guests harrumphed their approval and raised
their glasses to Meaher’s story about pioneer bravado, but Russell knew that the coming fight
with the Union Army would be like nothing these men had seen or imagined before. Over the
previous decade Russell had made his reputation as a correspondent witnessing the carnage in
the Crimea, where the British and the French had fought the Russians. His dispatch about the
charge of the Light Brigade had captured the imagination of the world; his descriptions of the
grotesque suffering of the sick and wounded soldiers had horrified it. Russell had covered the
uprising in India that almost cost Britain the heart of its empire, and he had seen and reported
the savagery on all sides. He had slept many times—too many times—on battlefields where “the
air stinks of blood.”What Russell thought about this war in America in May 1861 was that it would
be long and savage in the way that only modern warfare could be. Killing would take place on an
industrial scale. The South had seceded. The North had declared it would fight to preserve the
Union. Tens of thousands of troops were being called up, and histrionic headlines shouted about
battles won and lost. But there had been, as yet, nothing more than skirmishes. Even the shelling
of Fort Sumter, which had officially started the shooting war a few weeks before, had ended with



the surrender of the Federal garrison before anyone was killed. Such “battles” were making for a
lot of bourbon-fueled bravado, but they wouldn’t decide the conflict.Russell went out on deck.
Beyond the dim glow of the cigars and the crackling flames of pinewood in iron baskets that lit
the boat’s way down the river, the banks were steep and forested and unwelcoming. Broken
branches and other flotsam crowded the muddy water. Torches lit the wharves where the boat
would wheel around to take on logs for fuel and a few bales of cotton. At harvest time, later in the
year, the decks would be stacked with that white gold. But now only a few wretched slaves
watched from the flickering shadows as the boat hands scrambled ashore for the wood that fed
the boiler’s maw. Sparks flew from the smokestacks. Fireflies, which the Alabamans called
“lightning bugs,” floated across a landscape otherwise as dark beneath the new moon as the
shores of the Styx.Russell’s main worry as he made his way to his cabin that night was that he
might be burned alive. The Southern Republic was an ostentatious thing, like a four-story hotel
perched on a pontoon. The salon alone was a hundred feet long, thirty feet wide, and brightly
painted, with staterooms around it like boxes in an opera house beneath a skylight of tinted
glass. The boat also boasted offices, card rooms, and barrooms, and atop it all stood the
calliope, its organ pipes fed by the engine’s steam, its keyboard in the hands of an exiled French
musician who alternated between “Dixie” and “La Marseillaise” whenever the Southern Republic
approached a landing. But for all its pretensions of grandeur, the Southern Republic’s structure
felt somehow perilous, improvised, and flimsy. The frame was made of resinous pine so raw that
the turpentine oozed through the paint. The boat was a pile of kindling that, at the touch of a
match, could sputter and flare into an inferno from which there would be no escape.The wooden
beams in Russell’s cabin creaked and groaned, while below him the engine throbbed, shaking
the whole ship whenever the paddle wheels strained against the current. Russell slept barely at
all, and the next morning, as he looked into his shaving mirror, he saw the heavy-jowled face of a
forty-one-year-old man who had talked and smoked and drunk way too much the night before
and then had slept through breakfast.Once up on deck, Russell found Captain Meaher in the
company of a wealthy planter, and the conversation turned, as it so often did, to slaves. Russell
was curious about the different classes of Negroes he saw on the boat. The stewards and maids
looked well dressed and well mannered, but some of the hands had a wilder air about them.
Could they be from Africa?Russell knew that, for his British readers and their leaders, this could
be—or should be—a critical question. Her Majesty’s government could not tolerate the slave
trade across the Atlantic. And Russell, as it happened, had just spent several days with Her
Majesty’s Consul Robert Bunch in Charleston, South Carolina. Lively and indiscreet,
indefatigable and thoroughly British, or so he seemed, Bunch had very well-defined views and
copious intelligence on the slave-trade question. In fact, it was something of an obsession for
him. The consul had been following the horrific commerce for years, and told stories in grim
detail about slaves smuggled under the American flag to Cuba and about the Southern
firebrands who’d started bringing Negroes by the hundreds to the coasts of the United States.
Some of these were people Bunch knew personally and despised, and he had shared much of



what he knew with the man from the Times. So, yes, Russell was more than a little curious about
some of the young slaves he’d seen on the Southern Republic.The planter said he would let
Russell in on a little story about Captain Meaher, and Meaher, who was right there, didn’t seem
to mind listening. Trafficking in slaves from Africa was, as everybody knew, a hanging offense
according to Federal law, and it had been so for almost forty years. But times were changing,
and as America pushed west—as the South pushed west—opening up new land, there was a
hell of a lot of money to be made with slaves farming sugar and cotton. So a group of investors
had commissioned a brig to sail from Alabama to the Congo to bring back good, strong human
stock. The investors had agreed to pay a certain amount for the vessel and for each head of
human cargo if the ship made it and, obviously, a lesser amount if she were seized by the
Federal government or lost at sea. Eventually the brig reappeared off the coast of Mobile, and,
whether by design or luck, no authorities were waiting to intercept her.Now, as the planter on the
Southern Republic continued telling Russell the tale, he made it seem that Captain Meaher had
been a shrewd and lucky bystander to the event. At the time he was captain of a riverboat called
the Czar, which docked alongside the slave brig that evening at dusk. The next morning the
sailing vessel was gone, no one knew where, but the human cargo remained, and in the weeks
and months that followed, the captain was suddenly rich in fine slaves—enough to let him buy a
lot of land and to build the Southern Republic. The original investors lost their money, but what
recourse did they have? None of them wanted to risk getting hanged for slaving, even if nobody
could remember that happening to anyone they’d ever heard of. “Captain Meaher, as an act of
grace, gave us a few old niggers but kept the rest for himself,” said the planter.Meaher listened to
the tale with a triumphant grin. The truth was well known in those parts: Meaher himself had
commissioned the slaving expedition across the Atlantic from start to finish. He’d found the
investors among his friends, and he’d had the brig constructed to carry human cargo. It was his
to-hell-with-Washington, we’ll-do-what-we-damn-well-please project, and he simply wanted to
have a little fun with Russell—maybe send a message to those damn British abolitionists.“Well,
now, you think those niggers I have aboard came from Africa? I’ll show you.” Meaher’s eye
settled on a boy who looked to be about twelve years old. He was fat and nearly naked, his skin
a deep black, his cheeks marked with parallel scars, his chest tattooed, and his white teeth filed
to points. Everything about him said he was born and raised and given ritual scars in
Africa.“What’s your name?” the captain asked him.“Bully,” said the boy.“Where were you
born?”“Born in South Carolina, sir.”“There, you see?” said the captain, sure that everyone around
him understood the joke. “I’ve got a lot of these black South Carolina niggers aboard.”“How did
he get those marks on his face?” Russell asked.“Oh, them? Well, it’s a way them nigger women
has of marking their children to know them.”“And on his chest?”“Well, really, I do believe them’s
marks against the smallpox.”“Why are his teeth filed?”“Ah, there now! You’d never have guessed
it: Bully done that himself, for the greater ease of biting victuals.”The Southerners exchanged
knowing smiles. The captain and his planter friends finally admitted that they were obliged to
bring a few Africans in now and then to make up for those slaves who escaped north to British



Canada and to freedom. They understood that the Brits opposed slavery, but they still needed
Southern cotton, and they thought London ought to appreciate what was required to keep
producing it.So there it was. These Southerners openly made a joke of their inhumanity and, as
they saw it, of Great Britain’s long-standing commitment to eradicate the transatlantic slave
trade. Russell wondered how the men could be so naïve. Had they ignored fifty years of history?
Did they think the Crown could be treated like some venal shopkeeper, willing to accommodate
any crime in order to turn a profit? This was just the sort of thing Consul Bunch had predicted
Russell might find. The journalist recorded the conversation in his dispatch with very little
embellishment. He would let the smug slavers on the Southern Republic hang
themselves.ProloguePrologueWILLIAM HOWARD RUSSELL, ON ASSIGNMENT for the Times
of London to cover the American War Between the States, was up late drinking on the riverboat
Southern Republic as it cruised with the current on its way down from Montgomery to Mobile.
The evening was warm and felt a little lazy that May of 1861. People were talking a lot about
fighting as the War of Secession gathered momentum, but, at that point, few were dying.
Russell’s barroom companions—rich planters and parvenu businessmen—declaimed for hours,
whiskey in hand, about Yankees and slaves and the Southern struggle for independence from
the North until the air grew heavy with the burning tar of bad cigars, and electric with armchair
bravery. “We will never be conquered,” one would say. “There is nothing on earth that could make
us go back into the Union,” another proclaimed. “We will burn every bale of cotton, fire every
house, and lay waste every field and homestead before we will yield to the Yankees!”Captain
Timothy Meaher, the boat’s owner, was drinking with the rest of them, and he focused his
cunning gray eyes on Russell. Meaher figured the foreign journalist might not understand the
way folks did things here in America, so close to the old frontier. White men had claimed this
land, and white men had brought it civilization, and men like Meaher had made their fortunes
here doing whatever needed doing to get ahead. Not so long ago, said the captain, there were a
lot of Indians along the river. But the settlers had trapped them on a bluff high above and starved
them into surrendering. They were so desperate that, when the white men told them they could
leave on boats, the Indians believed them. And once they were on the river, the white men, well,
they just shot the hell out of them, Meaher said. Slaughtered hundreds!Russell was not much
impressed. He knew Meaher’s type. The captain’s blood was Irish, and Russell, who was Irish
too, figured it was County Kerry blood. He could tell from Meaher’s square jaw and full lips. The
captain was rawboned and rough and looked as if he could handle himself in a brawl. He liked to
tell tales, and tall ones, and he could be intimidating even when he was having a laugh—maybe
especially when he was having a laugh.The other guests harrumphed their approval and raised
their glasses to Meaher’s story about pioneer bravado, but Russell knew that the coming fight
with the Union Army would be like nothing these men had seen or imagined before. Over the
previous decade Russell had made his reputation as a correspondent witnessing the carnage in
the Crimea, where the British and the French had fought the Russians. His dispatch about the
charge of the Light Brigade had captured the imagination of the world; his descriptions of the



grotesque suffering of the sick and wounded soldiers had horrified it. Russell had covered the
uprising in India that almost cost Britain the heart of its empire, and he had seen and reported
the savagery on all sides. He had slept many times—too many times—on battlefields where “the
air stinks of blood.”What Russell thought about this war in America in May 1861 was that it would
be long and savage in the way that only modern warfare could be. Killing would take place on an
industrial scale. The South had seceded. The North had declared it would fight to preserve the
Union. Tens of thousands of troops were being called up, and histrionic headlines shouted about
battles won and lost. But there had been, as yet, nothing more than skirmishes. Even the shelling
of Fort Sumter, which had officially started the shooting war a few weeks before, had ended with
the surrender of the Federal garrison before anyone was killed. Such “battles” were making for a
lot of bourbon-fueled bravado, but they wouldn’t decide the conflict.Russell went out on deck.
Beyond the dim glow of the cigars and the crackling flames of pinewood in iron baskets that lit
the boat’s way down the river, the banks were steep and forested and unwelcoming. Broken
branches and other flotsam crowded the muddy water. Torches lit the wharves where the boat
would wheel around to take on logs for fuel and a few bales of cotton. At harvest time, later in the
year, the decks would be stacked with that white gold. But now only a few wretched slaves
watched from the flickering shadows as the boat hands scrambled ashore for the wood that fed
the boiler’s maw. Sparks flew from the smokestacks. Fireflies, which the Alabamans called
“lightning bugs,” floated across a landscape otherwise as dark beneath the new moon as the
shores of the Styx.Russell’s main worry as he made his way to his cabin that night was that he
might be burned alive. The Southern Republic was an ostentatious thing, like a four-story hotel
perched on a pontoon. The salon alone was a hundred feet long, thirty feet wide, and brightly
painted, with staterooms around it like boxes in an opera house beneath a skylight of tinted
glass. The boat also boasted offices, card rooms, and barrooms, and atop it all stood the
calliope, its organ pipes fed by the engine’s steam, its keyboard in the hands of an exiled French
musician who alternated between “Dixie” and “La Marseillaise” whenever the Southern Republic
approached a landing. But for all its pretensions of grandeur, the Southern Republic’s structure
felt somehow perilous, improvised, and flimsy. The frame was made of resinous pine so raw that
the turpentine oozed through the paint. The boat was a pile of kindling that, at the touch of a
match, could sputter and flare into an inferno from which there would be no escape.The wooden
beams in Russell’s cabin creaked and groaned, while below him the engine throbbed, shaking
the whole ship whenever the paddle wheels strained against the current. Russell slept barely at
all, and the next morning, as he looked into his shaving mirror, he saw the heavy-jowled face of a
forty-one-year-old man who had talked and smoked and drunk way too much the night before
and then had slept through breakfast.Once up on deck, Russell found Captain Meaher in the
company of a wealthy planter, and the conversation turned, as it so often did, to slaves. Russell
was curious about the different classes of Negroes he saw on the boat. The stewards and maids
looked well dressed and well mannered, but some of the hands had a wilder air about them.
Could they be from Africa?Russell knew that, for his British readers and their leaders, this could



be—or should be—a critical question. Her Majesty’s government could not tolerate the slave
trade across the Atlantic. And Russell, as it happened, had just spent several days with Her
Majesty’s Consul Robert Bunch in Charleston, South Carolina. Lively and indiscreet,
indefatigable and thoroughly British, or so he seemed, Bunch had very well-defined views and
copious intelligence on the slave-trade question. In fact, it was something of an obsession for
him. The consul had been following the horrific commerce for years, and told stories in grim
detail about slaves smuggled under the American flag to Cuba and about the Southern
firebrands who’d started bringing Negroes by the hundreds to the coasts of the United States.
Some of these were people Bunch knew personally and despised, and he had shared much of
what he knew with the man from the Times. So, yes, Russell was more than a little curious about
some of the young slaves he’d seen on the Southern Republic.The planter said he would let
Russell in on a little story about Captain Meaher, and Meaher, who was right there, didn’t seem
to mind listening. Trafficking in slaves from Africa was, as everybody knew, a hanging offense
according to Federal law, and it had been so for almost forty years. But times were changing,
and as America pushed west—as the South pushed west—opening up new land, there was a
hell of a lot of money to be made with slaves farming sugar and cotton. So a group of investors
had commissioned a brig to sail from Alabama to the Congo to bring back good, strong human
stock. The investors had agreed to pay a certain amount for the vessel and for each head of
human cargo if the ship made it and, obviously, a lesser amount if she were seized by the
Federal government or lost at sea. Eventually the brig reappeared off the coast of Mobile, and,
whether by design or luck, no authorities were waiting to intercept her.Now, as the planter on the
Southern Republic continued telling Russell the tale, he made it seem that Captain Meaher had
been a shrewd and lucky bystander to the event. At the time he was captain of a riverboat called
the Czar, which docked alongside the slave brig that evening at dusk. The next morning the
sailing vessel was gone, no one knew where, but the human cargo remained, and in the weeks
and months that followed, the captain was suddenly rich in fine slaves—enough to let him buy a
lot of land and to build the Southern Republic. The original investors lost their money, but what
recourse did they have? None of them wanted to risk getting hanged for slaving, even if nobody
could remember that happening to anyone they’d ever heard of. “Captain Meaher, as an act of
grace, gave us a few old niggers but kept the rest for himself,” said the planter.Meaher listened to
the tale with a triumphant grin. The truth was well known in those parts: Meaher himself had
commissioned the slaving expedition across the Atlantic from start to finish. He’d found the
investors among his friends, and he’d had the brig constructed to carry human cargo. It was his
to-hell-with-Washington, we’ll-do-what-we-damn-well-please project, and he simply wanted to
have a little fun with Russell—maybe send a message to those damn British abolitionists.“Well,
now, you think those niggers I have aboard came from Africa? I’ll show you.” Meaher’s eye
settled on a boy who looked to be about twelve years old. He was fat and nearly naked, his skin
a deep black, his cheeks marked with parallel scars, his chest tattooed, and his white teeth filed
to points. Everything about him said he was born and raised and given ritual scars in



Africa.“What’s your name?” the captain asked him.“Bully,” said the boy.“Where were you
born?”“Born in South Carolina, sir.”“There, you see?” said the captain, sure that everyone around
him understood the joke. “I’ve got a lot of these black South Carolina niggers aboard.”“How did
he get those marks on his face?” Russell asked.“Oh, them? Well, it’s a way them nigger women
has of marking their children to know them.”“And on his chest?”“Well, really, I do believe them’s
marks against the smallpox.”“Why are his teeth filed?”“Ah, there now! You’d never have guessed
it: Bully done that himself, for the greater ease of biting victuals.”The Southerners exchanged
knowing smiles. The captain and his planter friends finally admitted that they were obliged to
bring a few Africans in now and then to make up for those slaves who escaped north to British
Canada and to freedom. They understood that the Brits opposed slavery, but they still needed
Southern cotton, and they thought London ought to appreciate what was required to keep
producing it.So there it was. These Southerners openly made a joke of their inhumanity and, as
they saw it, of Great Britain’s long-standing commitment to eradicate the transatlantic slave
trade. Russell wondered how the men could be so naïve. Had they ignored fifty years of history?
Did they think the Crown could be treated like some venal shopkeeper, willing to accommodate
any crime in order to turn a profit? This was just the sort of thing Consul Bunch had predicted
Russell might find. The journalist recorded the conversation in his dispatch with very little
embellishment. He would let the smug slavers on the Southern Republic hang
themselves.Chapter 1THE JOURNEY FROM WASHINGTON, D.C., to Charleston, South
Carolina, took two days and two nights in 1853, which gave a traveler a lot of time to think,
especially if he was with a new bride and about to embark on an ambitious new assignment in a
place and culture and clime that he thought both he and she were sure to hate.Robert Bunch
was thirty-two years old and about to assume the office of British consul in Charleston. He was
not an imposing figure. He had sharp blue eyes and was slight of build; his hair was thinning; he
dressed with little flair and comported himself in a manner, as William Howard Russell noted
years later, that was “thoroughly British.” Bunch was energetic and perceptive, with an acid wit
when he was among those few people he genuinely took into his confidence, and his
persistence could be annoying. An ambitious man, he had spent years maneuvering to get
posted as Her Majesty’s consul somewhere, and while serving as the deputy consul in New York
City he’d played every angle he could. Finally the Foreign Office put him in Philadelphia, a major
American city and a prime assignment, but he’d been there only a matter of weeks when
suddenly London decided he should trade places with the consul in Charleston, who’d created
an ugly international incident about the treatment of Negro British sailors.Bunch had to judge
whether South Carolina was a post that would bring him advancement or stall his career like a
sinking boat in a fetid swamp. A consul’s job could be like that of an exalted clerk, or it could be
the work of a diplomat. Some of Her Majesty’s consuls, over the years, had exercised great
authority in other parts of the world, even calling in British warships to enforce British interests.
What Bunch wanted was to use his new post as a bridge to a full-fledged position in the
diplomatic service as a chargé d’affaires or, in his boldest dreams, a minister to a foreign



government. In Charleston, the array of issues he’d have to deal with, which centered on the
problem of slavery, were ones important to London politically and economically—certainly more
important than the commercial details he’d been cataloguing in Pennsylvania. And his
predecessor in Charleston had made a glorious mess of things. Could Bunch do better? He was
tempted to think that he could hardly do worse.Bunch’s predecessor had not even been seen in
Charleston for more than a year. George Buckley Mathew had lingered in London most of that
time, holed up in the Carlton Club on St. James’s Street, because, as he said, his performance
of his “duties” in South Carolina had rendered his presence there, “in a social sense, very
unpleasant.” Many thought it was his performance, period, that had been the problem. Mathew’s
high opinion of himself was notorious. Contempt for the American “mobocracy” was common
currency in the British Foreign Service, and Mathew did little to conceal his disdain. Soon after
his appointment to Charleston in 1850, he took copious quantities of strong Madeira wine to the
state capital, Columbia, and set about plying the legislators. It was a friendly enough gesture, but
behind their backs he called the lawmakers “small fry” and suggested he knew “better than they
did what was good for them.” The Carolinians, proud to a fault in any case, understood soon
enough what his real feelings were. Instead of winning their approval, he earned their
opprobrium.Yet Mathew was of a class, and with the connections, that gave him, in British
society, vast leeway to fail. He was as much a soldier, a landowner, and a politician as he was a
diplomat. (With unconvincing self-deprecation he called himself “a poor Peelite and West Indian
proprietor.”) He had been a member of Parliament and governor of the Bahama Islands. He also
had the particular backing of the long-serving Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, whose
passionate opposition to slavery was characterized by moral righteousness, political wiliness,
and commercial ruthlessness. Palmerston believed in the use of Britain’s great military power
whenever and wherever its flag or its citizens were challenged. And Palmerston had appointed
Mathew to Charleston to make a muscular defense of the Crown’s interests.Bunch hated
Mathew. He detested his arrogance and his inflated reputation. But at that moment, as he
traveled to Charleston to try to set things straight, he himself could not be sure of consistent
backing from London. He had no military rank, no political title, no lands to speak of. When
Mathew was consul in South Carolina—when he was actually on the ground there—his
overbearing personality made him offensive to the provincials, and Bunch certainly could
present himself as someone different, younger, more self-effacing, more subtle, more visibly
appreciative of the Carolinians’ concerns. All that was certain. But there really was no guarantee
that Bunch could solve the problems that Her Majesty’s government wanted solved. And failure,
in his case, unlike Mathew’s, could mean the termination of his hopes for a career in
diplomacy.The specific issue Mathew was supposed to have dealt with, and that Bunch was
inheriting, was the treatment of black British seamen. Most of them were from the British West
Indies, and all of them were free men. Under the laws of South Carolina, if they went ashore or
even came into Charleston Harbor, they would be thrown into jail until their ship was about to sail
and only then put back on board—that is, if they were lucky. The ostensible reason for all this



was the fear that West Indian blacks might have a subversive influence on the local slaves and
even incite them to insurrection. White Southerners lived in constant dread that if their servants
and laborers were exposed to blacks who had tasted real freedom, they might be inspired to rise
up and kill their masters. The fear had grown incalculably worse after the slave uprisings and
massacres in French Saint-Domingue, or Haiti, in the late eighteenth century. Then the British
had freed all their slaves in the West Indies in the 1830s. The infection of freedom was feared to
be contagious. Talk of emancipation was treated in the American South as a kind of disease that
might arrive aboard ships. Liberated blacks were seen as carriers of an insurrectionary plague
that must be quarantined.The first Negro Seamen Act was passed in 1822, after a planned slave
uprising in Charleston was said to have been inspired and organized by a free person of color
originally from the West Indies named Denmark Vesey, who had lived and worked and preached
in South Carolina for years. The law was aimed at transient sailors from the North or from other
countries. Under the act’s provisions, county sheriffs would be obliged to arrest all black
seamen, regardless of nationality, until their ships were ready to leave harbor. The captain of the
ship would have to pay for the cost of the incarceration, and if he refused to do so, he could be
fined and imprisoned, while the black sailors aboard his vessel would be “deemed and taken as
absolute slaves, and sold.” There was also the risk that the jailed British seamen would be
kidnapped by God knows who and sold into slavery God knows where. They were, after all,
valuable livestock in the slave markets of the South.Thirty years later the law was still on the
books in South Carolina, it had been replicated in other Southern states, and the issue was a
major annoyance for the British. Every time they made port calls in the South, the blacks aboard
would be dragged off and thrown into prison, or worse, and the indignation in London grew
steadily more intense. When a black stewardess from a British ship was jailed and nearly raped
in Alabama, Lord Palmerston denounced the policy as one that had “no parallel in the conduct of
any other civilized country.”The feeble Federal government in Washington did not want to
intervene for fear that any effort to regulate the treatment of blacks in Southern states, whether
they were free or slave, might break the Union apart. So Palmerston gave increasing power to
the consuls to deal directly with the state governments. Some took a tactful, fairly conciliatory
approach, and with adequate success, as the laws were changed or ceased to be enforced. But
in South Carolina, where the people already had a hair-trigger reflex on any slave-related issue,
Mathew, the old military man, repeatedly struck a pose of moral indignation. He wrote formal
letters to the governor of South Carolina that were leaked to the press and managed not only to
offend local sensibilities but also to outrage Northern commentators who wondered why
someone in Her Majesty’s service would be dealing with South Carolina as if it were a sovereign
state. As Mathew found himself ostracized in Charleston, criticized in Washington, and
questioned in London about the path he was pursuing, he only grew more truculent. He started
threatening South Carolina politicians with unspecified consequences if they didn’t come around
on the Negro seamen issue.In 1850, as it had done before and would afterward, South Carolina
was thinking about pulling out of the Union. Mathew seemed to suggest that if Britain did not get



what it wanted, it would never back South Carolina’s drive toward secession, but, then again, he
did not guarantee it would back secession in any case. Eventually everything he asked for in the
state, no matter how reasonable, and everything he demanded, no matter how dire the threats
that surrounded it, was deemed utterly unacceptable by almost every person of influence in
South Carolina. Finally in 1852, after consultations in Washington, Mathew vowed to take the
cases of two jailed black British seamen to the United States Supreme Court. This he did
against the advice of the Charleston lawyer he’d retained, the redoubtable James L. Petigru,
who was one of the most respected attorneys and one of the strongest voices for moderation in
a state where indignant rage was as common as yellow fever. Petigru warned Mathew that
Carolinians would ignore the Supreme Court if they didn’t like its ruling, and if that helped lead to
secession, many of them would think that was so much the better. In the meantime Mathew
found himself snubbed wherever he turned. His dispatches to London conveyed a growing
sense of futility.By the time the court cases were decided, Mathew had abandoned his post. He
left Charleston in October 1852, settled into the Carlton Club, a fifteen-minute walk from the
Foreign Office on Downing Street, and set about negotiating a new position for himself. But his
patron, Lord Palmerston, was no longer Foreign Secretary, and the Earl of Clarendon, who took
over in February 1853, had little use for Mathew’s excuses. In a sure sign of displeasure, Foreign
Office clerks started questioning the consul’s expense accounts. And when Mathew finally did
decide to return to the United States in June that year—not to Charleston but to New York and
eventually to the consulate in Philadelphia—the Foreign Office refused to pay for his
passage.Intentionally or not, Mathew’s tone-deaf handling of what was referred to in
correspondence as “the coloured seamen issue” threw into relief the qualities that a man might
need to survive as British consul in a place as prone to outrage as Charleston. Any official who
hoped to achieve Her Majesty’s ends there must be capable of a more delicate touch, with more
savoir faire, more social awareness. To live among the slave-owning planters and make inroads
into their society, charming them while never forgetting the core interests of the Crown, required
a man with a special background and demeanor, and Robert Bayley Bunch had a very unusual
pedigree.Although Bunch seemed on first acquaintance to be thoroughly British, he was, in fact,
an Englishman of the Americas, including South America. Bunch’s mother was a New Yorker
related on her father’s side to such notable figures as Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton (eventually
named the first American saint), and on her mother’s side to the Barclays, with a family tree that
included Tories who had spied for the British during the American Revolution and the War of
1812, then served as the Crown’s consuls general in New York City up into the 1850s. These
were very well-connected clans deeply embedded in, and intermarried with, the other elite
families of New York City, including the Van Cortlandts and the Roosevelts, and they kept very
close ties with one another. Indeed, Emma Craig, Bunch’s new wife, was also his first cousin: the
daughter of his American mother’s sister.Bunch’s father, on the other hand, was an English
gunrunner, originally based in Jamaica and the Bahamas, who helped finance and arm the great
Latin American revolutionary Simón Bolívar. El Libertador eventually gave the elder Bunch a



large tract of land outside of Bogotá, and Bunch brought in British experts to help him set up the
first ironworks in what was then called Nueva Granada.Robert Bayley Bunch and his younger
sister and brother were all born in the United States in the 1820s and baptized at the very heart
of the American establishment, in New York City’s Trinity Church, where Wall Street meets
Broadway. But their mother died when they were still small children, so they grew up in the
homes of relatives and, eventually, on the Colombian estate, or finca, that belonged to their
father. Bunch probably spent some time in school in Britain and later said that he went to Oxford,
but he does not appear in the university’s lists of graduates.His first Foreign Service–related jobs
were in Colombia, as an unpaid secretary working for the British envoy in Bogotá, then in Peru,
before finally heading to New York in 1848 aboard the packet steamer Trent to work as the vice
consul under Anthony Barclay, one of his cousins. The young deputy’s cosmopolitan roots soon
recommended him to Lord Henry Bulwer, the British minister to Washington, who entrusted him
with several delicate assignments far removed from consular routine. New York City, with its
enormous population of immigrants, exiles, and visiting notables was a center of perpetual
intrigue, and Bunch learned about those groups and conspiracies that might affect the Crown’s
interests. He tracked the activities of adventurers plotting to invade Cuba. He appears to have
planted stories in the New York press opposing efforts by the tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt to
monopolize the lucrative passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific across Nicaragua. He followed
the activities of revolutionaries who fought to unite Italy alongside Giuseppe Garibaldi, who was
living on Staten Island at the time. Bunch also watched shipyards where Britain’s enemies might
have naval vessels built, and he spied on the construction of the racing yacht America before it
sailed against the Royal Yacht Club in the fateful competition off the Isle of Wight that became
known as the America’s Cup race. He was developing his skills as an observer, an ingratiator, a
cultivator of useful contacts, and a conversationalist skilled in extracting information. He learned
how important it was not only to collect facts, but to calculate the best occasion to use
them.Bunch’s private letters to his superiors could be amazingly informal and complicitous, and,
given Bunch’s record of unusual assignments, by early 1851 he felt he’d earned sufficient
credibility to ask a few favors of Lord Henry Bulwer, which would have been quite out of
character for another consul, not to mention a deputy consul. In March, Bunch was headed to
London for a visit. In a chatty letter to “My Dear Sir Henry,” he asked if he could carry some
diplomatic correspondence, “any unimportant dispatch for the Foreign Office,” so he could get
through customs more easily. (This notion of the private ends to which a diplomatic pouch could
be used would haunt him years later.) And with purely pro forma modesty, Bunch asked for a
personal introduction to the by-then-legendary Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston.Whether
Bunch got his wish for a one-on-one with Palmerston is doubtful, but the consul was staying on
Pall Mall and could spend as much time as he liked around the Foreign Office, so brief
encounters with the Foreign Secretary were possible. Longer meetings with the clerks who ran
the place from day to day were imperative. And many of them were involved with an issue that
Palmerston viewed with enormous interest and pride.The biggest single section of the Foreign



Office at the time was the Slave Trade Department, staffed by overworked and underpaid
“zealots and helots” who devoted themselves to tracking the global commerce in human chattel
and, when possible, worked to stop it. For Bunch, these were useful men to know. The issue of
slavery and the slave trade—an obsession for some of the most powerful men in London—had
been important to the advancement of his early career in Latin America, where treaties for the
suppression of the trade were one of Palmerston’s major priorities, and in New York City, where
slave ships were built and outfitted. The Slave Trade Department required careful and
voluminous reporting on these matters, and Bunch already considered himself something of an
authority on the subject.When the British consul in Philadelphia died in early 1853, Bunch
applied for his job immediately and got it almost as quickly. But Lord Clarendon, who had
become Foreign Secretary following a period of disarray after Palmerston stepped down,
decided almost as quickly that he wanted the young operative in Charleston to clean up the
string of disasters left behind by Mathew and, finally, to amend or end the abominable Negro
Seamen Act.The posting was a tremendous vote of confidence in the vice consul, but Bunch
was at first, if not reluctant, then cautious. “I should very much like to try my hand at the nigger
question, and I am, moreover, very anxious to get into a political office,” he wrote to John
Crampton, the old bachelor who had served for years as chargé in Washington and had at last
been promoted to minister after Bulwer departed. Bunch’s “hankerings,” he said, were not after
consular work but “diplomacy.” To go to live in Charleston, however, was not a happy prospect.
The city was virtually uninhabitable in the summer months; it was a very, very small town at any
time of year compared to the bustle of New York City or, for that matter, Philadelphia; and,
precisely as “a political office,” an assignment in Charleston was a treacherous one for a British
envoy. It was the epicenter of all the contradictions that London, whatever its passions, found
difficult to face. England hated slavery but loved the cotton the slaves raised, and British industry
depended on it. Defending Britain’s political interests while serving its commercial interests
required constant delicate diplomacy, even in the most informal settings.Bunch postponed this
trip south as long as he possibly could—months after he first learned of the assignment. “I could
not, of course, be required to go to Charleston before the autumn,” he wrote in May. “It is almost
certain death to one not acclimated to begin there in the summer.” Then there had been the
matter of his wedding. In October he’d married Emma Craig at a ceremony in New York presided
over by an English bishop. The organ had piped “God Save the Queen” as they left the church.
They’d honeymooned in Connecticut. And now it was November.The Bunches’ train stopped in
Richmond and then in Petersburg, Virginia, which passed for an industrial city in the South, then
traveled on to Weldon, North Carolina, on the Roanoke River. Robert and Emma passed through
miles and miles of tobacco lands, and now they were starting to see the cotton fields, their
picked stalks skeletal in the late-autumn sun. The farms, glimpsed through the sweating
windows and the cinders and smoke from the train’s engine, looked increasingly inhospitable.
Sightings of white people grew rare, and those of slaves began to grow common.A steamship
would ferry the Bunches on an overnight voyage from Wilmington, North Carolina, to Charleston,



South Carolina, taking them around the pestilential marshes and inlets—the Low Country, as the
Carolinians called it. But still, Bunch could feel the morass closing in on him. What a mess
Mathew had created. Why had Bunch agreed to trade Philadelphia for Charleston? The slave
question was political, yes. The handling of it was diplomatic, yes—all to the good for one’s
career, perhaps—but the place, the people, the institution of slavery itself: Bunch looked on it all
with loathing and probably with more than a little fear.The ship plowed through rough seas all
night, taking Robert Bunch and his wife to their new home in the middle of a gathering
storm.Chapter 1THE JOURNEY FROM WASHINGTON, D.C., to Charleston, South Carolina,
took two days and two nights in 1853, which gave a traveler a lot of time to think, especially if he
was with a new bride and about to embark on an ambitious new assignment in a place and
culture and clime that he thought both he and she were sure to hate.Robert Bunch was thirty-two
years old and about to assume the office of British consul in Charleston. He was not an imposing
figure. He had sharp blue eyes and was slight of build; his hair was thinning; he dressed with little
flair and comported himself in a manner, as William Howard Russell noted years later, that was
“thoroughly British.” Bunch was energetic and perceptive, with an acid wit when he was among
those few people he genuinely took into his confidence, and his persistence could be annoying.
An ambitious man, he had spent years maneuvering to get posted as Her Majesty’s consul
somewhere, and while serving as the deputy consul in New York City he’d played every angle he
could. Finally the Foreign Office put him in Philadelphia, a major American city and a prime
assignment, but he’d been there only a matter of weeks when suddenly London decided he
should trade places with the consul in Charleston, who’d created an ugly international incident
about the treatment of Negro British sailors.Bunch had to judge whether South Carolina was a
post that would bring him advancement or stall his career like a sinking boat in a fetid swamp. A
consul’s job could be like that of an exalted clerk, or it could be the work of a diplomat. Some of
Her Majesty’s consuls, over the years, had exercised great authority in other parts of the world,
even calling in British warships to enforce British interests. What Bunch wanted was to use his
new post as a bridge to a full-fledged position in the diplomatic service as a chargé d’affaires or,
in his boldest dreams, a minister to a foreign government. In Charleston, the array of issues he’d
have to deal with, which centered on the problem of slavery, were ones important to London
politically and economically—certainly more important than the commercial details he’d been
cataloguing in Pennsylvania. And his predecessor in Charleston had made a glorious mess of
things. Could Bunch do better? He was tempted to think that he could hardly do worse.Bunch’s
predecessor had not even been seen in Charleston for more than a year. George Buckley
Mathew had lingered in London most of that time, holed up in the Carlton Club on St. James’s
Street, because, as he said, his performance of his “duties” in South Carolina had rendered his
presence there, “in a social sense, very unpleasant.” Many thought it was his performance,
period, that had been the problem. Mathew’s high opinion of himself was notorious. Contempt
for the American “mobocracy” was common currency in the British Foreign Service, and Mathew
did little to conceal his disdain. Soon after his appointment to Charleston in 1850, he took



copious quantities of strong Madeira wine to the state capital, Columbia, and set about plying
the legislators. It was a friendly enough gesture, but behind their backs he called the lawmakers
“small fry” and suggested he knew “better than they did what was good for them.” The
Carolinians, proud to a fault in any case, understood soon enough what his real feelings were.
Instead of winning their approval, he earned their opprobrium.Yet Mathew was of a class, and
with the connections, that gave him, in British society, vast leeway to fail. He was as much a
soldier, a landowner, and a politician as he was a diplomat. (With unconvincing self-deprecation
he called himself “a poor Peelite and West Indian proprietor.”) He had been a member of
Parliament and governor of the Bahama Islands. He also had the particular backing of the long-
serving Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, whose passionate opposition to slavery was
characterized by moral righteousness, political wiliness, and commercial ruthlessness.
Palmerston believed in the use of Britain’s great military power whenever and wherever its flag or
its citizens were challenged. And Palmerston had appointed Mathew to Charleston to make a
muscular defense of the Crown’s interests.Bunch hated Mathew. He detested his arrogance and
his inflated reputation. But at that moment, as he traveled to Charleston to try to set things
straight, he himself could not be sure of consistent backing from London. He had no military
rank, no political title, no lands to speak of. When Mathew was consul in South Carolina—when
he was actually on the ground there—his overbearing personality made him offensive to the
provincials, and Bunch certainly could present himself as someone different, younger, more self-
effacing, more subtle, more visibly appreciative of the Carolinians’ concerns. All that was certain.
But there really was no guarantee that Bunch could solve the problems that Her Majesty’s
government wanted solved. And failure, in his case, unlike Mathew’s, could mean the termination
of his hopes for a career in diplomacy.The specific issue Mathew was supposed to have dealt
with, and that Bunch was inheriting, was the treatment of black British seamen. Most of them
were from the British West Indies, and all of them were free men. Under the laws of South
Carolina, if they went ashore or even came into Charleston Harbor, they would be thrown into jail
until their ship was about to sail and only then put back on board—that is, if they were lucky. The
ostensible reason for all this was the fear that West Indian blacks might have a subversive
influence on the local slaves and even incite them to insurrection. White Southerners lived in
constant dread that if their servants and laborers were exposed to blacks who had tasted real
freedom, they might be inspired to rise up and kill their masters. The fear had grown incalculably
worse after the slave uprisings and massacres in French Saint-Domingue, or Haiti, in the late
eighteenth century. Then the British had freed all their slaves in the West Indies in the 1830s.
The infection of freedom was feared to be contagious. Talk of emancipation was treated in the
American South as a kind of disease that might arrive aboard ships. Liberated blacks were seen
as carriers of an insurrectionary plague that must be quarantined.The first Negro Seamen Act
was passed in 1822, after a planned slave uprising in Charleston was said to have been inspired
and organized by a free person of color originally from the West Indies named Denmark Vesey,
who had lived and worked and preached in South Carolina for years. The law was aimed at



transient sailors from the North or from other countries. Under the act’s provisions, county
sheriffs would be obliged to arrest all black seamen, regardless of nationality, until their ships
were ready to leave harbor. The captain of the ship would have to pay for the cost of the
incarceration, and if he refused to do so, he could be fined and imprisoned, while the black
sailors aboard his vessel would be “deemed and taken as absolute slaves, and sold.” There was
also the risk that the jailed British seamen would be kidnapped by God knows who and sold into
slavery God knows where. They were, after all, valuable livestock in the slave markets of the
South.Thirty years later the law was still on the books in South Carolina, it had been replicated in
other Southern states, and the issue was a major annoyance for the British. Every time they
made port calls in the South, the blacks aboard would be dragged off and thrown into prison, or
worse, and the indignation in London grew steadily more intense. When a black stewardess from
a British ship was jailed and nearly raped in Alabama, Lord Palmerston denounced the policy as
one that had “no parallel in the conduct of any other civilized country.”The feeble Federal
government in Washington did not want to intervene for fear that any effort to regulate the
treatment of blacks in Southern states, whether they were free or slave, might break the Union
apart. So Palmerston gave increasing power to the consuls to deal directly with the state
governments. Some took a tactful, fairly conciliatory approach, and with adequate success, as
the laws were changed or ceased to be enforced. But in South Carolina, where the people
already had a hair-trigger reflex on any slave-related issue, Mathew, the old military man,
repeatedly struck a pose of moral indignation. He wrote formal letters to the governor of South
Carolina that were leaked to the press and managed not only to offend local sensibilities but also
to outrage Northern commentators who wondered why someone in Her Majesty’s service would
be dealing with South Carolina as if it were a sovereign state. As Mathew found himself
ostracized in Charleston, criticized in Washington, and questioned in London about the path he
was pursuing, he only grew more truculent. He started threatening South Carolina politicians
with unspecified consequences if they didn’t come around on the Negro seamen issue.In 1850,
as it had done before and would afterward, South Carolina was thinking about pulling out of the
Union. Mathew seemed to suggest that if Britain did not get what it wanted, it would never back
South Carolina’s drive toward secession, but, then again, he did not guarantee it would back
secession in any case. Eventually everything he asked for in the state, no matter how
reasonable, and everything he demanded, no matter how dire the threats that surrounded it, was
deemed utterly unacceptable by almost every person of influence in South Carolina. Finally in
1852, after consultations in Washington, Mathew vowed to take the cases of two jailed black
British seamen to the United States Supreme Court. This he did against the advice of the
Charleston lawyer he’d retained, the redoubtable James L. Petigru, who was one of the most
respected attorneys and one of the strongest voices for moderation in a state where indignant
rage was as common as yellow fever. Petigru warned Mathew that Carolinians would ignore the
Supreme Court if they didn’t like its ruling, and if that helped lead to secession, many of them
would think that was so much the better. In the meantime Mathew found himself snubbed



wherever he turned. His dispatches to London conveyed a growing sense of futility.By the time
the court cases were decided, Mathew had abandoned his post. He left Charleston in October
1852, settled into the Carlton Club, a fifteen-minute walk from the Foreign Office on Downing
Street, and set about negotiating a new position for himself. But his patron, Lord Palmerston,
was no longer Foreign Secretary, and the Earl of Clarendon, who took over in February 1853,
had little use for Mathew’s excuses. In a sure sign of displeasure, Foreign Office clerks started
questioning the consul’s expense accounts. And when Mathew finally did decide to return to the
United States in June that year—not to Charleston but to New York and eventually to the
consulate in Philadelphia—the Foreign Office refused to pay for his passage.Intentionally or not,
Mathew’s tone-deaf handling of what was referred to in correspondence as “the coloured
seamen issue” threw into relief the qualities that a man might need to survive as British consul in
a place as prone to outrage as Charleston. Any official who hoped to achieve Her Majesty’s
ends there must be capable of a more delicate touch, with more savoir faire, more social
awareness. To live among the slave-owning planters and make inroads into their society,
charming them while never forgetting the core interests of the Crown, required a man with a
special background and demeanor, and Robert Bayley Bunch had a very unusual
pedigree.Although Bunch seemed on first acquaintance to be thoroughly British, he was, in fact,
an Englishman of the Americas, including South America. Bunch’s mother was a New Yorker
related on her father’s side to such notable figures as Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton (eventually
named the first American saint), and on her mother’s side to the Barclays, with a family tree that
included Tories who had spied for the British during the American Revolution and the War of
1812, then served as the Crown’s consuls general in New York City up into the 1850s. These
were very well-connected clans deeply embedded in, and intermarried with, the other elite
families of New York City, including the Van Cortlandts and the Roosevelts, and they kept very
close ties with one another. Indeed, Emma Craig, Bunch’s new wife, was also his first cousin: the
daughter of his American mother’s sister.Bunch’s father, on the other hand, was an English
gunrunner, originally based in Jamaica and the Bahamas, who helped finance and arm the great
Latin American revolutionary Simón Bolívar. El Libertador eventually gave the elder Bunch a
large tract of land outside of Bogotá, and Bunch brought in British experts to help him set up the
first ironworks in what was then called Nueva Granada.Robert Bayley Bunch and his younger
sister and brother were all born in the United States in the 1820s and baptized at the very heart
of the American establishment, in New York City’s Trinity Church, where Wall Street meets
Broadway. But their mother died when they were still small children, so they grew up in the
homes of relatives and, eventually, on the Colombian estate, or finca, that belonged to their
father. Bunch probably spent some time in school in Britain and later said that he went to Oxford,
but he does not appear in the university’s lists of graduates.His first Foreign Service–related jobs
were in Colombia, as an unpaid secretary working for the British envoy in Bogotá, then in Peru,
before finally heading to New York in 1848 aboard the packet steamer Trent to work as the vice
consul under Anthony Barclay, one of his cousins. The young deputy’s cosmopolitan roots soon



recommended him to Lord Henry Bulwer, the British minister to Washington, who entrusted him
with several delicate assignments far removed from consular routine. New York City, with its
enormous population of immigrants, exiles, and visiting notables was a center of perpetual
intrigue, and Bunch learned about those groups and conspiracies that might affect the Crown’s
interests. He tracked the activities of adventurers plotting to invade Cuba. He appears to have
planted stories in the New York press opposing efforts by the tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt to
monopolize the lucrative passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific across Nicaragua. He followed
the activities of revolutionaries who fought to unite Italy alongside Giuseppe Garibaldi, who was
living on Staten Island at the time. Bunch also watched shipyards where Britain’s enemies might
have naval vessels built, and he spied on the construction of the racing yacht America before it
sailed against the Royal Yacht Club in the fateful competition off the Isle of Wight that became
known as the America’s Cup race. He was developing his skills as an observer, an ingratiator, a
cultivator of useful contacts, and a conversationalist skilled in extracting information. He learned
how important it was not only to collect facts, but to calculate the best occasion to use
them.Bunch’s private letters to his superiors could be amazingly informal and complicitous, and,
given Bunch’s record of unusual assignments, by early 1851 he felt he’d earned sufficient
credibility to ask a few favors of Lord Henry Bulwer, which would have been quite out of
character for another consul, not to mention a deputy consul. In March, Bunch was headed to
London for a visit. In a chatty letter to “My Dear Sir Henry,” he asked if he could carry some
diplomatic correspondence, “any unimportant dispatch for the Foreign Office,” so he could get
through customs more easily. (This notion of the private ends to which a diplomatic pouch could
be used would haunt him years later.) And with purely pro forma modesty, Bunch asked for a
personal introduction to the by-then-legendary Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston.Whether
Bunch got his wish for a one-on-one with Palmerston is doubtful, but the consul was staying on
Pall Mall and could spend as much time as he liked around the Foreign Office, so brief
encounters with the Foreign Secretary were possible. Longer meetings with the clerks who ran
the place from day to day were imperative. And many of them were involved with an issue that
Palmerston viewed with enormous interest and pride.The biggest single section of the Foreign
Office at the time was the Slave Trade Department, staffed by overworked and underpaid
“zealots and helots” who devoted themselves to tracking the global commerce in human chattel
and, when possible, worked to stop it. For Bunch, these were useful men to know. The issue of
slavery and the slave trade—an obsession for some of the most powerful men in London—had
been important to the advancement of his early career in Latin America, where treaties for the
suppression of the trade were one of Palmerston’s major priorities, and in New York City, where
slave ships were built and outfitted. The Slave Trade Department required careful and
voluminous reporting on these matters, and Bunch already considered himself something of an
authority on the subject.When the British consul in Philadelphia died in early 1853, Bunch
applied for his job immediately and got it almost as quickly. But Lord Clarendon, who had
become Foreign Secretary following a period of disarray after Palmerston stepped down,



decided almost as quickly that he wanted the young operative in Charleston to clean up the
string of disasters left behind by Mathew and, finally, to amend or end the abominable Negro
Seamen Act.The posting was a tremendous vote of confidence in the vice consul, but Bunch
was at first, if not reluctant, then cautious. “I should very much like to try my hand at the nigger
question, and I am, moreover, very anxious to get into a political office,” he wrote to John
Crampton, the old bachelor who had served for years as chargé in Washington and had at last
been promoted to minister after Bulwer departed. Bunch’s “hankerings,” he said, were not after
consular work but “diplomacy.” To go to live in Charleston, however, was not a happy prospect.
The city was virtually uninhabitable in the summer months; it was a very, very small town at any
time of year compared to the bustle of New York City or, for that matter, Philadelphia; and,
precisely as “a political office,” an assignment in Charleston was a treacherous one for a British
envoy. It was the epicenter of all the contradictions that London, whatever its passions, found
difficult to face. England hated slavery but loved the cotton the slaves raised, and British industry
depended on it. Defending Britain’s political interests while serving its commercial interests
required constant delicate diplomacy, even in the most informal settings.Bunch postponed this
trip south as long as he possibly could—months after he first learned of the assignment. “I could
not, of course, be required to go to Charleston before the autumn,” he wrote in May. “It is almost
certain death to one not acclimated to begin there in the summer.” Then there had been the
matter of his wedding. In October he’d married Emma Craig at a ceremony in New York presided
over by an English bishop. The organ had piped “God Save the Queen” as they left the church.
They’d honeymooned in Connecticut. And now it was November.The Bunches’ train stopped in
Richmond and then in Petersburg, Virginia, which passed for an industrial city in the South, then
traveled on to Weldon, North Carolina, on the Roanoke River. Robert and Emma passed through
miles and miles of tobacco lands, and now they were starting to see the cotton fields, their
picked stalks skeletal in the late-autumn sun. The farms, glimpsed through the sweating
windows and the cinders and smoke from the train’s engine, looked increasingly inhospitable.
Sightings of white people grew rare, and those of slaves began to grow common.A steamship
would ferry the Bunches on an overnight voyage from Wilmington, North Carolina, to Charleston,
South Carolina, taking them around the pestilential marshes and inlets—the Low Country, as the
Carolinians called it. But still, Bunch could feel the morass closing in on him. What a mess
Mathew had created. Why had Bunch agreed to trade Philadelphia for Charleston? The slave
question was political, yes. The handling of it was diplomatic, yes—all to the good for one’s
career, perhaps—but the place, the people, the institution of slavery itself: Bunch looked on it all
with loathing and probably with more than a little fear.The ship plowed through rough seas all
night, taking Robert Bunch and his wife to their new home in the middle of a gathering
storm.Chapter 1THE JOURNEY FROM WASHINGTON, D.C., to Charleston, South Carolina,
took two days and two nights in 1853, which gave a traveler a lot of time to think, especially if he
was with a new bride and about to embark on an ambitious new assignment in a place and
culture and clime that he thought both he and she were sure to hate.Robert Bunch was thirty-two



years old and about to assume the office of British consul in Charleston. He was not an imposing
figure. He had sharp blue eyes and was slight of build; his hair was thinning; he dressed with little
flair and comported himself in a manner, as William Howard Russell noted years later, that was
“thoroughly British.” Bunch was energetic and perceptive, with an acid wit when he was among
those few people he genuinely took into his confidence, and his persistence could be annoying.
An ambitious man, he had spent years maneuvering to get posted as Her Majesty’s consul
somewhere, and while serving as the deputy consul in New York City he’d played every angle he
could. Finally the Foreign Office put him in Philadelphia, a major American city and a prime
assignment, but he’d been there only a matter of weeks when suddenly London decided he
should trade places with the consul in Charleston, who’d created an ugly international incident
about the treatment of Negro British sailors.Bunch had to judge whether South Carolina was a
post that would bring him advancement or stall his career like a sinking boat in a fetid swamp. A
consul’s job could be like that of an exalted clerk, or it could be the work of a diplomat. Some of
Her Majesty’s consuls, over the years, had exercised great authority in other parts of the world,
even calling in British warships to enforce British interests. What Bunch wanted was to use his
new post as a bridge to a full-fledged position in the diplomatic service as a chargé d’affaires or,
in his boldest dreams, a minister to a foreign government. In Charleston, the array of issues he’d
have to deal with, which centered on the problem of slavery, were ones important to London
politically and economically—certainly more important than the commercial details he’d been
cataloguing in Pennsylvania. And his predecessor in Charleston had made a glorious mess of
things. Could Bunch do better? He was tempted to think that he could hardly do worse.Bunch’s
predecessor had not even been seen in Charleston for more than a year. George Buckley
Mathew had lingered in London most of that time, holed up in the Carlton Club on St. James’s
Street, because, as he said, his performance of his “duties” in South Carolina had rendered his
presence there, “in a social sense, very unpleasant.” Many thought it was his performance,
period, that had been the problem. Mathew’s high opinion of himself was notorious. Contempt
for the American “mobocracy” was common currency in the British Foreign Service, and Mathew
did little to conceal his disdain. Soon after his appointment to Charleston in 1850, he took
copious quantities of strong Madeira wine to the state capital, Columbia, and set about plying
the legislators. It was a friendly enough gesture, but behind their backs he called the lawmakers
“small fry” and suggested he knew “better than they did what was good for them.” The
Carolinians, proud to a fault in any case, understood soon enough what his real feelings were.
Instead of winning their approval, he earned their opprobrium.Yet Mathew was of a class, and
with the connections, that gave him, in British society, vast leeway to fail. He was as much a
soldier, a landowner, and a politician as he was a diplomat. (With unconvincing self-deprecation
he called himself “a poor Peelite and West Indian proprietor.”) He had been a member of
Parliament and governor of the Bahama Islands. He also had the particular backing of the long-
serving Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, whose passionate opposition to slavery was
characterized by moral righteousness, political wiliness, and commercial ruthlessness.



Palmerston believed in the use of Britain’s great military power whenever and wherever its flag or
its citizens were challenged. And Palmerston had appointed Mathew to Charleston to make a
muscular defense of the Crown’s interests.Bunch hated Mathew. He detested his arrogance and
his inflated reputation. But at that moment, as he traveled to Charleston to try to set things
straight, he himself could not be sure of consistent backing from London. He had no military
rank, no political title, no lands to speak of. When Mathew was consul in South Carolina—when
he was actually on the ground there—his overbearing personality made him offensive to the
provincials, and Bunch certainly could present himself as someone different, younger, more self-
effacing, more subtle, more visibly appreciative of the Carolinians’ concerns. All that was certain.
But there really was no guarantee that Bunch could solve the problems that Her Majesty’s
government wanted solved. And failure, in his case, unlike Mathew’s, could mean the termination
of his hopes for a career in diplomacy.The specific issue Mathew was supposed to have dealt
with, and that Bunch was inheriting, was the treatment of black British seamen. Most of them
were from the British West Indies, and all of them were free men. Under the laws of South
Carolina, if they went ashore or even came into Charleston Harbor, they would be thrown into jail
until their ship was about to sail and only then put back on board—that is, if they were lucky. The
ostensible reason for all this was the fear that West Indian blacks might have a subversive
influence on the local slaves and even incite them to insurrection. White Southerners lived in
constant dread that if their servants and laborers were exposed to blacks who had tasted real
freedom, they might be inspired to rise up and kill their masters. The fear had grown incalculably
worse after the slave uprisings and massacres in French Saint-Domingue, or Haiti, in the late
eighteenth century. Then the British had freed all their slaves in the West Indies in the 1830s.
The infection of freedom was feared to be contagious. Talk of emancipation was treated in the
American South as a kind of disease that might arrive aboard ships. Liberated blacks were seen
as carriers of an insurrectionary plague that must be quarantined.The first Negro Seamen Act
was passed in 1822, after a planned slave uprising in Charleston was said to have been inspired
and organized by a free person of color originally from the West Indies named Denmark Vesey,
who had lived and worked and preached in South Carolina for years. The law was aimed at
transient sailors from the North or from other countries. Under the act’s provisions, county
sheriffs would be obliged to arrest all black seamen, regardless of nationality, until their ships
were ready to leave harbor. The captain of the ship would have to pay for the cost of the
incarceration, and if he refused to do so, he could be fined and imprisoned, while the black
sailors aboard his vessel would be “deemed and taken as absolute slaves, and sold.” There was
also the risk that the jailed British seamen would be kidnapped by God knows who and sold into
slavery God knows where. They were, after all, valuable livestock in the slave markets of the
South.Thirty years later the law was still on the books in South Carolina, it had been replicated in
other Southern states, and the issue was a major annoyance for the British. Every time they
made port calls in the South, the blacks aboard would be dragged off and thrown into prison, or
worse, and the indignation in London grew steadily more intense. When a black stewardess from



a British ship was jailed and nearly raped in Alabama, Lord Palmerston denounced the policy as
one that had “no parallel in the conduct of any other civilized country.”The feeble Federal
government in Washington did not want to intervene for fear that any effort to regulate the
treatment of blacks in Southern states, whether they were free or slave, might break the Union
apart. So Palmerston gave increasing power to the consuls to deal directly with the state
governments. Some took a tactful, fairly conciliatory approach, and with adequate success, as
the laws were changed or ceased to be enforced. But in South Carolina, where the people
already had a hair-trigger reflex on any slave-related issue, Mathew, the old military man,
repeatedly struck a pose of moral indignation. He wrote formal letters to the governor of South
Carolina that were leaked to the press and managed not only to offend local sensibilities but also
to outrage Northern commentators who wondered why someone in Her Majesty’s service would
be dealing with South Carolina as if it were a sovereign state. As Mathew found himself
ostracized in Charleston, criticized in Washington, and questioned in London about the path he
was pursuing, he only grew more truculent. He started threatening South Carolina politicians
with unspecified consequences if they didn’t come around on the Negro seamen issue.In 1850,
as it had done before and would afterward, South Carolina was thinking about pulling out of the
Union. Mathew seemed to suggest that if Britain did not get what it wanted, it would never back
South Carolina’s drive toward secession, but, then again, he did not guarantee it would back
secession in any case. Eventually everything he asked for in the state, no matter how
reasonable, and everything he demanded, no matter how dire the threats that surrounded it, was
deemed utterly unacceptable by almost every person of influence in South Carolina. Finally in
1852, after consultations in Washington, Mathew vowed to take the cases of two jailed black
British seamen to the United States Supreme Court. This he did against the advice of the
Charleston lawyer he’d retained, the redoubtable James L. Petigru, who was one of the most
respected attorneys and one of the strongest voices for moderation in a state where indignant
rage was as common as yellow fever. Petigru warned Mathew that Carolinians would ignore the
Supreme Court if they didn’t like its ruling, and if that helped lead to secession, many of them
would think that was so much the better. In the meantime Mathew found himself snubbed
wherever he turned. His dispatches to London conveyed a growing sense of futility.By the time
the court cases were decided, Mathew had abandoned his post. He left Charleston in October
1852, settled into the Carlton Club, a fifteen-minute walk from the Foreign Office on Downing
Street, and set about negotiating a new position for himself. But his patron, Lord Palmerston,
was no longer Foreign Secretary, and the Earl of Clarendon, who took over in February 1853,
had little use for Mathew’s excuses. In a sure sign of displeasure, Foreign Office clerks started
questioning the consul’s expense accounts. And when Mathew finally did decide to return to the
United States in June that year—not to Charleston but to New York and eventually to the
consulate in Philadelphia—the Foreign Office refused to pay for his passage.Intentionally or not,
Mathew’s tone-deaf handling of what was referred to in correspondence as “the coloured
seamen issue” threw into relief the qualities that a man might need to survive as British consul in



a place as prone to outrage as Charleston. Any official who hoped to achieve Her Majesty’s
ends there must be capable of a more delicate touch, with more savoir faire, more social
awareness. To live among the slave-owning planters and make inroads into their society,
charming them while never forgetting the core interests of the Crown, required a man with a
special background and demeanor, and Robert Bayley Bunch had a very unusual
pedigree.Although Bunch seemed on first acquaintance to be thoroughly British, he was, in fact,
an Englishman of the Americas, including South America. Bunch’s mother was a New Yorker
related on her father’s side to such notable figures as Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton (eventually
named the first American saint), and on her mother’s side to the Barclays, with a family tree that
included Tories who had spied for the British during the American Revolution and the War of
1812, then served as the Crown’s consuls general in New York City up into the 1850s. These
were very well-connected clans deeply embedded in, and intermarried with, the other elite
families of New York City, including the Van Cortlandts and the Roosevelts, and they kept very
close ties with one another. Indeed, Emma Craig, Bunch’s new wife, was also his first cousin: the
daughter of his American mother’s sister.Bunch’s father, on the other hand, was an English
gunrunner, originally based in Jamaica and the Bahamas, who helped finance and arm the great
Latin American revolutionary Simón Bolívar. El Libertador eventually gave the elder Bunch a
large tract of land outside of Bogotá, and Bunch brought in British experts to help him set up the
first ironworks in what was then called Nueva Granada.Robert Bayley Bunch and his younger
sister and brother were all born in the United States in the 1820s and baptized at the very heart
of the American establishment, in New York City’s Trinity Church, where Wall Street meets
Broadway. But their mother died when they were still small children, so they grew up in the
homes of relatives and, eventually, on the Colombian estate, or finca, that belonged to their
father. Bunch probably spent some time in school in Britain and later said that he went to Oxford,
but he does not appear in the university’s lists of graduates.His first Foreign Service–related jobs
were in Colombia, as an unpaid secretary working for the British envoy in Bogotá, then in Peru,
before finally heading to New York in 1848 aboard the packet steamer Trent to work as the vice
consul under Anthony Barclay, one of his cousins. The young deputy’s cosmopolitan roots soon
recommended him to Lord Henry Bulwer, the British minister to Washington, who entrusted him
with several delicate assignments far removed from consular routine. New York City, with its
enormous population of immigrants, exiles, and visiting notables was a center of perpetual
intrigue, and Bunch learned about those groups and conspiracies that might affect the Crown’s
interests. He tracked the activities of adventurers plotting to invade Cuba. He appears to have
planted stories in the New York press opposing efforts by the tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt to
monopolize the lucrative passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific across Nicaragua. He followed
the activities of revolutionaries who fought to unite Italy alongside Giuseppe Garibaldi, who was
living on Staten Island at the time. Bunch also watched shipyards where Britain’s enemies might
have naval vessels built, and he spied on the construction of the racing yacht America before it
sailed against the Royal Yacht Club in the fateful competition off the Isle of Wight that became



known as the America’s Cup race. He was developing his skills as an observer, an ingratiator, a
cultivator of useful contacts, and a conversationalist skilled in extracting information. He learned
how important it was not only to collect facts, but to calculate the best occasion to use
them.Bunch’s private letters to his superiors could be amazingly informal and complicitous, and,
given Bunch’s record of unusual assignments, by early 1851 he felt he’d earned sufficient
credibility to ask a few favors of Lord Henry Bulwer, which would have been quite out of
character for another consul, not to mention a deputy consul. In March, Bunch was headed to
London for a visit. In a chatty letter to “My Dear Sir Henry,” he asked if he could carry some
diplomatic correspondence, “any unimportant dispatch for the Foreign Office,” so he could get
through customs more easily. (This notion of the private ends to which a diplomatic pouch could
be used would haunt him years later.) And with purely pro forma modesty, Bunch asked for a
personal introduction to the by-then-legendary Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston.Whether
Bunch got his wish for a one-on-one with Palmerston is doubtful, but the consul was staying on
Pall Mall and could spend as much time as he liked around the Foreign Office, so brief
encounters with the Foreign Secretary were possible. Longer meetings with the clerks who ran
the place from day to day were imperative. And many of them were involved with an issue that
Palmerston viewed with enormous interest and pride.The biggest single section of the Foreign
Office at the time was the Slave Trade Department, staffed by overworked and underpaid
“zealots and helots” who devoted themselves to tracking the global commerce in human chattel
and, when possible, worked to stop it. For Bunch, these were useful men to know. The issue of
slavery and the slave trade—an obsession for some of the most powerful men in London—had
been important to the advancement of his early career in Latin America, where treaties for the
suppression of the trade were one of Palmerston’s major priorities, and in New York City, where
slave ships were built and outfitted. The Slave Trade Department required careful and
voluminous reporting on these matters, and Bunch already considered himself something of an
authority on the subject.When the British consul in Philadelphia died in early 1853, Bunch
applied for his job immediately and got it almost as quickly. But Lord Clarendon, who had
become Foreign Secretary following a period of disarray after Palmerston stepped down,
decided almost as quickly that he wanted the young operative in Charleston to clean up the
string of disasters left behind by Mathew and, finally, to amend or end the abominable Negro
Seamen Act.The posting was a tremendous vote of confidence in the vice consul, but Bunch
was at first, if not reluctant, then cautious. “I should very much like to try my hand at the nigger
question, and I am, moreover, very anxious to get into a political office,” he wrote to John
Crampton, the old bachelor who had served for years as chargé in Washington and had at last
been promoted to minister after Bulwer departed. Bunch’s “hankerings,” he said, were not after
consular work but “diplomacy.” To go to live in Charleston, however, was not a happy prospect.
The city was virtually uninhabitable in the summer months; it was a very, very small town at any
time of year compared to the bustle of New York City or, for that matter, Philadelphia; and,
precisely as “a political office,” an assignment in Charleston was a treacherous one for a British



envoy. It was the epicenter of all the contradictions that London, whatever its passions, found
difficult to face. England hated slavery but loved the cotton the slaves raised, and British industry
depended on it. Defending Britain’s political interests while serving its commercial interests
required constant delicate diplomacy, even in the most informal settings.Bunch postponed this
trip south as long as he possibly could—months after he first learned of the assignment. “I could
not, of course, be required to go to Charleston before the autumn,” he wrote in May. “It is almost
certain death to one not acclimated to begin there in the summer.” Then there had been the
matter of his wedding. In October he’d married Emma Craig at a ceremony in New York presided
over by an English bishop. The organ had piped “God Save the Queen” as they left the church.
They’d honeymooned in Connecticut. And now it was November.The Bunches’ train stopped in
Richmond and then in Petersburg, Virginia, which passed for an industrial city in the South, then
traveled on to Weldon, North Carolina, on the Roanoke River. Robert and Emma passed through
miles and miles of tobacco lands, and now they were starting to see the cotton fields, their
picked stalks skeletal in the late-autumn sun. The farms, glimpsed through the sweating
windows and the cinders and smoke from the train’s engine, looked increasingly inhospitable.
Sightings of white people grew rare, and those of slaves began to grow common.A steamship
would ferry the Bunches on an overnight voyage from Wilmington, North Carolina, to Charleston,
South Carolina, taking them around the pestilential marshes and inlets—the Low Country, as the
Carolinians called it. But still, Bunch could feel the morass closing in on him. What a mess
Mathew had created. Why had Bunch agreed to trade Philadelphia for Charleston? The slave
question was political, yes. The handling of it was diplomatic, yes—all to the good for one’s
career, perhaps—but the place, the people, the institution of slavery itself: Bunch looked on it all
with loathing and probably with more than a little fear.The ship plowed through rough seas all
night, taking Robert Bunch and his wife to their new home in the middle of a gathering
storm.Chapter 1Chapter 1THE JOURNEY FROM WASHINGTON, D.C., to Charleston, South
Carolina, took two days and two nights in 1853, which gave a traveler a lot of time to think,
especially if he was with a new bride and about to embark on an ambitious new assignment in a
place and culture and clime that he thought both he and she were sure to hate.Robert Bunch
was thirty-two years old and about to assume the office of British consul in Charleston. He was
not an imposing figure. He had sharp blue eyes and was slight of build; his hair was thinning; he
dressed with little flair and comported himself in a manner, as William Howard Russell noted
years later, that was “thoroughly British.” Bunch was energetic and perceptive, with an acid wit
when he was among those few people he genuinely took into his confidence, and his
persistence could be annoying. An ambitious man, he had spent years maneuvering to get
posted as Her Majesty’s consul somewhere, and while serving as the deputy consul in New York
City he’d played every angle he could. Finally the Foreign Office put him in Philadelphia, a major
American city and a prime assignment, but he’d been there only a matter of weeks when
suddenly London decided he should trade places with the consul in Charleston, who’d created
an ugly international incident about the treatment of Negro British sailors.Bunch had to judge



whether South Carolina was a post that would bring him advancement or stall his career like a
sinking boat in a fetid swamp. A consul’s job could be like that of an exalted clerk, or it could be
the work of a diplomat. Some of Her Majesty’s consuls, over the years, had exercised great
authority in other parts of the world, even calling in British warships to enforce British interests.
What Bunch wanted was to use his new post as a bridge to a full-fledged position in the
diplomatic service as a chargé d’affaires or, in his boldest dreams, a minister to a foreign
government. In Charleston, the array of issues he’d have to deal with, which centered on the
problem of slavery, were ones important to London politically and economically—certainly more
important than the commercial details he’d been cataloguing in Pennsylvania. And his
predecessor in Charleston had made a glorious mess of things. Could Bunch do better? He was
tempted to think that he could hardly do worse.Bunch’s predecessor had not even been seen in
Charleston for more than a year. George Buckley Mathew had lingered in London most of that
time, holed up in the Carlton Club on St. James’s Street, because, as he said, his performance
of his “duties” in South Carolina had rendered his presence there, “in a social sense, very
unpleasant.” Many thought it was his performance, period, that had been the problem. Mathew’s
high opinion of himself was notorious. Contempt for the American “mobocracy” was common
currency in the British Foreign Service, and Mathew did little to conceal his disdain. Soon after
his appointment to Charleston in 1850, he took copious quantities of strong Madeira wine to the
state capital, Columbia, and set about plying the legislators. It was a friendly enough gesture, but
behind their backs he called the lawmakers “small fry” and suggested he knew “better than they
did what was good for them.” The Carolinians, proud to a fault in any case, understood soon
enough what his real feelings were. Instead of winning their approval, he earned their
opprobrium.Yet Mathew was of a class, and with the connections, that gave him, in British
society, vast leeway to fail. He was as much a soldier, a landowner, and a politician as he was a
diplomat. (With unconvincing self-deprecation he called himself “a poor Peelite and West Indian
proprietor.”) He had been a member of Parliament and governor of the Bahama Islands. He also
had the particular backing of the long-serving Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, whose
passionate opposition to slavery was characterized by moral righteousness, political wiliness,
and commercial ruthlessness. Palmerston believed in the use of Britain’s great military power
whenever and wherever its flag or its citizens were challenged. And Palmerston had appointed
Mathew to Charleston to make a muscular defense of the Crown’s interests.Bunch hated
Mathew. He detested his arrogance and his inflated reputation. But at that moment, as he
traveled to Charleston to try to set things straight, he himself could not be sure of consistent
backing from London. He had no military rank, no political title, no lands to speak of. When
Mathew was consul in South Carolina—when he was actually on the ground there—his
overbearing personality made him offensive to the provincials, and Bunch certainly could
present himself as someone different, younger, more self-effacing, more subtle, more visibly
appreciative of the Carolinians’ concerns. All that was certain. But there really was no guarantee
that Bunch could solve the problems that Her Majesty’s government wanted solved. And failure,



in his case, unlike Mathew’s, could mean the termination of his hopes for a career in
diplomacy.The specific issue Mathew was supposed to have dealt with, and that Bunch was
inheriting, was the treatment of black British seamen. Most of them were from the British West
Indies, and all of them were free men. Under the laws of South Carolina, if they went ashore or
even came into Charleston Harbor, they would be thrown into jail until their ship was about to sail
and only then put back on board—that is, if they were lucky. The ostensible reason for all this
was the fear that West Indian blacks might have a subversive influence on the local slaves and
even incite them to insurrection. White Southerners lived in constant dread that if their servants
and laborers were exposed to blacks who had tasted real freedom, they might be inspired to rise
up and kill their masters. The fear had grown incalculably worse after the slave uprisings and
massacres in French Saint-Domingue, or Haiti, in the late eighteenth century. Then the British
had freed all their slaves in the West Indies in the 1830s. The infection of freedom was feared to
be contagious. Talk of emancipation was treated in the American South as a kind of disease that
might arrive aboard ships. Liberated blacks were seen as carriers of an insurrectionary plague
that must be quarantined.The first Negro Seamen Act was passed in 1822, after a planned slave
uprising in Charleston was said to have been inspired and organized by a free person of color
originally from the West Indies named Denmark Vesey, who had lived and worked and preached
in South Carolina for years. The law was aimed at transient sailors from the North or from other
countries. Under the act’s provisions, county sheriffs would be obliged to arrest all black
seamen, regardless of nationality, until their ships were ready to leave harbor. The captain of the
ship would have to pay for the cost of the incarceration, and if he refused to do so, he could be
fined and imprisoned, while the black sailors aboard his vessel would be “deemed and taken as
absolute slaves, and sold.” There was also the risk that the jailed British seamen would be
kidnapped by God knows who and sold into slavery God knows where. They were, after all,
valuable livestock in the slave markets of the South.Thirty years later the law was still on the
books in South Carolina, it had been replicated in other Southern states, and the issue was a
major annoyance for the British. Every time they made port calls in the South, the blacks aboard
would be dragged off and thrown into prison, or worse, and the indignation in London grew
steadily more intense. When a black stewardess from a British ship was jailed and nearly raped
in Alabama, Lord Palmerston denounced the policy as one that had “no parallel in the conduct of
any other civilized country.”The feeble Federal government in Washington did not want to
intervene for fear that any effort to regulate the treatment of blacks in Southern states, whether
they were free or slave, might break the Union apart. So Palmerston gave increasing power to
the consuls to deal directly with the state governments. Some took a tactful, fairly conciliatory
approach, and with adequate success, as the laws were changed or ceased to be enforced. But
in South Carolina, where the people already had a hair-trigger reflex on any slave-related issue,
Mathew, the old military man, repeatedly struck a pose of moral indignation. He wrote formal
letters to the governor of South Carolina that were leaked to the press and managed not only to
offend local sensibilities but also to outrage Northern commentators who wondered why



someone in Her Majesty’s service would be dealing with South Carolina as if it were a sovereign
state. As Mathew found himself ostracized in Charleston, criticized in Washington, and
questioned in London about the path he was pursuing, he only grew more truculent. He started
threatening South Carolina politicians with unspecified consequences if they didn’t come around
on the Negro seamen issue.In 1850, as it had done before and would afterward, South Carolina
was thinking about pulling out of the Union. Mathew seemed to suggest that if Britain did not get
what it wanted, it would never back South Carolina’s drive toward secession, but, then again, he
did not guarantee it would back secession in any case. Eventually everything he asked for in the
state, no matter how reasonable, and everything he demanded, no matter how dire the threats
that surrounded it, was deemed utterly unacceptable by almost every person of influence in
South Carolina. Finally in 1852, after consultations in Washington, Mathew vowed to take the
cases of two jailed black British seamen to the United States Supreme Court. This he did
against the advice of the Charleston lawyer he’d retained, the redoubtable James L. Petigru,
who was one of the most respected attorneys and one of the strongest voices for moderation in
a state where indignant rage was as common as yellow fever. Petigru warned Mathew that
Carolinians would ignore the Supreme Court if they didn’t like its ruling, and if that helped lead to
secession, many of them would think that was so much the better. In the meantime Mathew
found himself snubbed wherever he turned. His dispatches to London conveyed a growing
sense of futility.By the time the court cases were decided, Mathew had abandoned his post. He
left Charleston in October 1852, settled into the Carlton Club, a fifteen-minute walk from the
Foreign Office on Downing Street, and set about negotiating a new position for himself. But his
patron, Lord Palmerston, was no longer Foreign Secretary, and the Earl of Clarendon, who took
over in February 1853, had little use for Mathew’s excuses. In a sure sign of displeasure, Foreign
Office clerks started questioning the consul’s expense accounts. And when Mathew finally did
decide to return to the United States in June that year—not to Charleston but to New York and
eventually to the consulate in Philadelphia—the Foreign Office refused to pay for his
passage.Intentionally or not, Mathew’s tone-deaf handling of what was referred to in
correspondence as “the coloured seamen issue” threw into relief the qualities that a man might
need to survive as British consul in a place as prone to outrage as Charleston. Any official who
hoped to achieve Her Majesty’s ends there must be capable of a more delicate touch, with more
savoir faire, more social awareness. To live among the slave-owning planters and make inroads
into their society, charming them while never forgetting the core interests of the Crown, required
a man with a special background and demeanor, and Robert Bayley Bunch had a very unusual
pedigree.Although Bunch seemed on first acquaintance to be thoroughly British, he was, in fact,
an Englishman of the Americas, including South America. Bunch’s mother was a New Yorker
related on her father’s side to such notable figures as Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton (eventually
named the first American saint), and on her mother’s side to the Barclays, with a family tree that
included Tories who had spied for the British during the American Revolution and the War of
1812, then served as the Crown’s consuls general in New York City up into the 1850s. These



were very well-connected clans deeply embedded in, and intermarried with, the other elite
families of New York City, including the Van Cortlandts and the Roosevelts, and they kept very
close ties with one another. Indeed, Emma Craig, Bunch’s new wife, was also his first cousin: the
daughter of his American mother’s sister.Bunch’s father, on the other hand, was an English
gunrunner, originally based in Jamaica and the Bahamas, who helped finance and arm the great
Latin American revolutionary Simón Bolívar. El Libertador eventually gave the elder Bunch a
large tract of land outside of Bogotá, and Bunch brought in British experts to help him set up the
first ironworks in what was then called Nueva Granada.Robert Bayley Bunch and his younger
sister and brother were all born in the United States in the 1820s and baptized at the very heart
of the American establishment, in New York City’s Trinity Church, where Wall Street meets
Broadway. But their mother died when they were still small children, so they grew up in the
homes of relatives and, eventually, on the Colombian estate, or finca, that belonged to their
father. Bunch probably spent some time in school in Britain and later said that he went to Oxford,
but he does not appear in the university’s lists of graduates.His first Foreign Service–related jobs
were in Colombia, as an unpaid secretary working for the British envoy in Bogotá, then in Peru,
before finally heading to New York in 1848 aboard the packet steamer Trent to work as the vice
consul under Anthony Barclay, one of his cousins. The young deputy’s cosmopolitan roots soon
recommended him to Lord Henry Bulwer, the British minister to Washington, who entrusted him
with several delicate assignments far removed from consular routine. New York City, with its
enormous population of immigrants, exiles, and visiting notables was a center of perpetual
intrigue, and Bunch learned about those groups and conspiracies that might affect the Crown’s
interests. He tracked the activities of adventurers plotting to invade Cuba. He appears to have
planted stories in the New York press opposing efforts by the tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt to
monopolize the lucrative passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific across Nicaragua. He followed
the activities of revolutionaries who fought to unite Italy alongside Giuseppe Garibaldi, who was
living on Staten Island at the time. Bunch also watched shipyards where Britain’s enemies might
have naval vessels built, and he spied on the construction of the racing yacht America before it
sailed against the Royal Yacht Club in the fateful competition off the Isle of Wight that became
known as the America’s Cup race. He was developing his skills as an observer, an ingratiator, a
cultivator of useful contacts, and a conversationalist skilled in extracting information. He learned
how important it was not only to collect facts, but to calculate the best occasion to use
them.Bunch’s private letters to his superiors could be amazingly informal and complicitous, and,
given Bunch’s record of unusual assignments, by early 1851 he felt he’d earned sufficient
credibility to ask a few favors of Lord Henry Bulwer, which would have been quite out of
character for another consul, not to mention a deputy consul. In March, Bunch was headed to
London for a visit. In a chatty letter to “My Dear Sir Henry,” he asked if he could carry some
diplomatic correspondence, “any unimportant dispatch for the Foreign Office,” so he could get
through customs more easily. (This notion of the private ends to which a diplomatic pouch could
be used would haunt him years later.) And with purely pro forma modesty, Bunch asked for a



personal introduction to the by-then-legendary Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston.Whether
Bunch got his wish for a one-on-one with Palmerston is doubtful, but the consul was staying on
Pall Mall and could spend as much time as he liked around the Foreign Office, so brief
encounters with the Foreign Secretary were possible. Longer meetings with the clerks who ran
the place from day to day were imperative. And many of them were involved with an issue that
Palmerston viewed with enormous interest and pride.The biggest single section of the Foreign
Office at the time was the Slave Trade Department, staffed by overworked and underpaid
“zealots and helots” who devoted themselves to tracking the global commerce in human chattel
and, when possible, worked to stop it. For Bunch, these were useful men to know. The issue of
slavery and the slave trade—an obsession for some of the most powerful men in London—had
been important to the advancement of his early career in Latin America, where treaties for the
suppression of the trade were one of Palmerston’s major priorities, and in New York City, where
slave ships were built and outfitted. The Slave Trade Department required careful and
voluminous reporting on these matters, and Bunch already considered himself something of an
authority on the subject.When the British consul in Philadelphia died in early 1853, Bunch
applied for his job immediately and got it almost as quickly. But Lord Clarendon, who had
become Foreign Secretary following a period of disarray after Palmerston stepped down,
decided almost as quickly that he wanted the young operative in Charleston to clean up the
string of disasters left behind by Mathew and, finally, to amend or end the abominable Negro
Seamen Act.The posting was a tremendous vote of confidence in the vice consul, but Bunch
was at first, if not reluctant, then cautious. “I should very much like to try my hand at the nigger
question, and I am, moreover, very anxious to get into a political office,” he wrote to John
Crampton, the old bachelor who had served for years as chargé in Washington and had at last
been promoted to minister after Bulwer departed. Bunch’s “hankerings,” he said, were not after
consular work but “diplomacy.” To go to live in Charleston, however, was not a happy prospect.
The city was virtually uninhabitable in the summer months; it was a very, very small town at any
time of year compared to the bustle of New York City or, for that matter, Philadelphia; and,
precisely as “a political office,” an assignment in Charleston was a treacherous one for a British
envoy. It was the epicenter of all the contradictions that London, whatever its passions, found
difficult to face. England hated slavery but loved the cotton the slaves raised, and British industry
depended on it. Defending Britain’s political interests while serving its commercial interests
required constant delicate diplomacy, even in the most informal settings.Bunch postponed this
trip south as long as he possibly could—months after he first learned of the assignment. “I could
not, of course, be required to go to Charleston before the autumn,” he wrote in May. “It is almost
certain death to one not acclimated to begin there in the summer.” Then there had been the
matter of his wedding. In October he’d married Emma Craig at a ceremony in New York presided
over by an English bishop. The organ had piped “God Save the Queen” as they left the church.
They’d honeymooned in Connecticut. And now it was November.The Bunches’ train stopped in
Richmond and then in Petersburg, Virginia, which passed for an industrial city in the South, then



traveled on to Weldon, North Carolina, on the Roanoke River. Robert and Emma passed through
miles and miles of tobacco lands, and now they were starting to see the cotton fields, their
picked stalks skeletal in the late-autumn sun. The farms, glimpsed through the sweating
windows and the cinders and smoke from the train’s engine, looked increasingly inhospitable.
Sightings of white people grew rare, and those of slaves began to grow common.A steamship
would ferry the Bunches on an overnight voyage from Wilmington, North Carolina, to Charleston,
South Carolina, taking them around the pestilential marshes and inlets—the Low Country, as the
Carolinians called it. But still, Bunch could feel the morass closing in on him. What a mess
Mathew had created. Why had Bunch agreed to trade Philadelphia for Charleston? The slave
question was political, yes. The handling of it was diplomatic, yes—all to the good for one’s
career, perhaps—but the place, the people, the institution of slavery itself: Bunch looked on it all
with loathing and probably with more than a little fear.The ship plowed through rough seas all
night, taking Robert Bunch and his wife to their new home in the middle of a gathering
storm.Chapter 2WHEN ROBERT AND EMMA BUNCH arrived in Charleston on the morning of
November 19, 1853,*1 the newly minted consul knew that making any progress on the Negro
Seamen law would require him to approach the state’s slave-owning politicians with sweet
reason, or something that sounded like it, and so he would, no matter how much revulsion he felt
for them or their institutions.But ten days after his arrival he sent a frank dispatch to Lord
Clarendon. Bunch had been making the rounds of those people he’d been told would be
sympathetic to the Crown’s views, starting with the distinguished attorney retained by Mathew,
James Petigru. But after these first encounters with Charleston society, Bunch cautioned
Clarendon, “It is most difficult for anyone not on the spot to form an adequate idea of the
extreme sensitiveness and captious irritability of all classes of this community on the subject of
Slavery.” Even people who were, on other issues, “sensible and well informed,” wanted to hear
nothing about slavery’s “inconveniences, its injustice, or its atrocities.” Bunch told Clarendon that
for South Carolinians slavery was “the very blood of their veins.” Everything they produced or
owned depended upon it, and “they become absolutely frantic when any attempt is made to
interfere in their ‘domestic concerns,’ so that they would go to any length, and defy the Federal
government, Great Britain, or the world combined, if an alteration in their Legislation were sought
by coercion, or were it even threatened.”From a broader perspective, the Negro Seamen Act
was just one manifestation of the long-simmering tension slavery had created between Britain
and the United States. For decades the slave question had been tied to one ill-tempered
eruption after another between the two nations, and nowhere were all these issues debated with
more deadly passion than in South Carolina, a society that prided itself on old money and old
values built up like an Attic façade to disguise the ugliness of the structure behind it. That many
Carolina aristocrats saw themselves as sons of Britain, and quite a few had been educated
there, only made the tensions more fraught. The Carolinians viewed British policies toward
slavery as acts of madness or betrayal or both, especially in light of the unique role cotton played
in binding their economies uncomfortably together.In the middle of the nineteenth century, as



everyone knew, the key commodity of the British Empire was cotton. The mills of Lancashire that
wove cloth from it fed an industry that employed, directly or indirectly, more than a million people.
Almost all the raw cotton fiber used to make that cloth was grown and picked by slaves in the
American South, and that was a fact that the Crown had managed to live with for decades. So
the Southerners had come to expect and even to demand British complacency about their
“peculiar institution.”But the Southerners were not content to remain on their properties with their
slaves, producing the white gold needed for Britain’s mills. Indeed, they could not sit still. Cotton
quickly burned out the nutrients in the soil, so land for new plantations constantly had to be
cleared and sown, and that sort of work was, purely, slave work. The voracious cotton economy
had driven the Americans to expand west into Texas. That led to war with Mexico and the
annexation of enormous territories. The internal debate in the United States over what to do with
all those vast, newly won lands after 1848 had deepened the bitter divisions between the hungry
Southern “slavocracy” and the increasingly industrialized North. And it had raised growing
concerns among the British about what seemed to be, quite literally, the boundless ambitions of
the United States.Freebooting American adventurers known as filibusters set out to conquer
new territories in the Caribbean and Central America, a region where Great Britain had staked
its own claims for territory and influence. Not only did the Americans see a Caribbean empire
offering rich new fields for cotton, sugar, and slaves, but the gold rush in California that began in
1849 had made the godforsaken jungles of Panama and the lakes of Nicaragua suddenly vital—
and profitable—links between the east and west coasts of the United States. Then there was the
problem of Cuba. The American slave-owners wanted it badly so they could have new slave
states represented in Congress and build new fortunes. The British were bent on stopping them
from getting it.Behind all this, and intertwined with it, was that one huge and complicated goal
that every British government had pursued for almost fifty years: the elimination of the African
slave trade. Politicians in London and businessmen in Liverpool could find many ways to
rationalize the internal practices of their trading partners abroad; non-interference in another
country’s internal affairs was—theoretically, at least—a guiding principle of British foreign policy.
But there could be no acceptance of a traffic so brutal and so deadly that it loomed in the minds
of the British people as nothing less than a holocaust.The campaign led by devout Christian and
anti-slavery politician William Wilberforce to ban the trade in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries had put forth detailed accounts of the gruesome suffering of human cargo
on what was called the Middle Passage. There was a triangular trade pattern: Ships departed
from Europe with manufactured goods, which were exchanged for kidnapped Africans, who
were transported across the Atlantic from Africa as slaves—the Middle Passage. Millions were
crammed into the fetid holds of the ships, and hundreds of thousands died. The survivors were
then sold in the United States or traded for raw materials, which would be transported back to
Europe. Eventually Wilberforce’s campaign led both the United Kingdom and the United States
to ban the traffic in 1807.*2 By then, to oppose the trade was seen as a sign of civilization, to
support it an indication of barbarity, even in the American South, which thought, at the time, that



the natural growth of the slave population it already had could meet its needs. In the years that
followed, the Royal Navy would station a permanent squadron on patrol off the West African
coast, then off South America as well, intercepting the vessels of other nations suspected of
carrying slaves and, in some cases, risking war to stop them.Morality and politics were not the
only driving forces in this campaign. The Crown’s interest in abolishing the trade became
commercial as well. After emancipation throughout the British Empire in 1833, the British
colonies in the West Indies could not compete with the cheaper, slave-grown coffee and sugar
put on the world market by Spanish colonies and Brazil, where slaves bought cheaply in Africa
were expendable and worked until they died, only to be replaced by more imports. Over the
course of six decades some five thousand British lives would be lost, and the Crown would
sacrifice an average of nearly 2 percent of the national income in its crusade to eradicate the
African trade.The United States also stationed warships off the slave coasts of Congo and
Benin, but for most of its existence the U.S. Navy’s Africa Squadron was not very effective at
interdicting the traffic. Over time, the American warships served more to obstruct British
enforcement efforts than to support them, since the British were not allowed to board American
merchant vessels even if they were strongly suspected of carrying slaves. As a result, ships
flying the Stars and Stripes landed hundreds of thousands of African slaves in Brazil and Cuba,
even though, technically, the captains and crews were breaking Federal law, and by the 1850s
Britain saw American-flagged vessels as the main remaining obstacle to the elimination of the
transatlantic traffic. The triangular trade now began in New York. The horrors of the Middle
Passage continued.From Charleston, Robert Bunch could supply the Slave Trade Department in
London with a steady stream of dispatches detailing the activities of Americans who wanted to
defy Britain’s policies in the Atlantic and the Caribbean. And he knew there would be an
important audience for them. The British people recognized the fight against the traffic in
Africans as one of the great moral crusades of history, and if that crusade could be said to have
a chief enforcer, it was Henry John Temple, 3rd Viscount Palmerston, the man who would loom
as the single most important figure in Robert Bunch’s professional life.Lord Palmerston was an
extraordinary character. An Irish peer somewhat disdained by the English aristocracy, he was
notoriously abrasive, parodied as “Lord Pumicestone,” on the one hand, but also a politician with
an instinct for public opinion who realized more than most of his contemporaries that it was
important to understand what the people thought they wanted, that sometimes their lead had to
be followed, and that often it could be guided. Not the least of Palmerston’s skills was the writing
of newspaper editorials, which was a rare talent among his rivals. He also leaked information
often and skillfully to the London press.A facet of Palmerston’s character that especially amused
and delighted the British public, much to the consternation of the straitlaced Queen Victoria and
her husband, Prince Albert, was his utterly unabashed womanizing. He had multiple mistresses
who cost him more money than he could afford. He married one of them—his favorite, Emily
Cowper—when her husband, Lord Cowper, finally died, and she played no small role advancing
young Palmerston’s career: her brother was a powerful Whig leader and eventual Prime Minister,



Lord Melbourne. But Palmerston never settled down, and the reputation he earned in his youth
as “Lord Cupid” stayed with him even when he was in his seventies—deaf, shortsighted, with
wobbly false teeth and dyed hair. He was named as a corespondent in an infamous divorce case
when he was seventy-eight.There was, in a political and military sense, a certain, imposing
promiscuity about Palmerston’s handling of Britain’s affairs as well. As Foreign Secretary,
beginning in 1830, he wanted to be everywhere all the time. It’s said the term “gunboat
diplomacy” was coined to describe his inclination to send warships around the world enforcing
his view of international order. He once blockaded Greece to make it pay for a British subject’s
house that was burned by a mob in Athens (the so-called Don Pacifico Affair).For more than
twenty years, Lord Palmerston had made the fight against the slave trade one of his signature
causes—“Palmerston’s benevolent crotchet,” in the view of his critics—and he exploited it for all
it was worth. His passions were first aroused by the enslavement of Greeks by the Ottomans in
the 1820s, and throughout his long career he portrayed the fight against slavery as a war that
“Christendom” must wage against the forces of darkness. By the early 1830s, when
emancipation of the black slaves in Britain’s colonies became an important electoral issue,
Palmerston embraced it. He looked upon the excuses made by slave owners for their affronts
against humanity as both cynical and delusional. “To hear masters of Slaves talk of Slavery,” he
snorted, one would think “it is the most delightful condition in which a human being can be
placed.”Palmerston did not seek to interfere with those foreign countries, including the United
States, where slaves were owned. Their vice merely vindicated his view that British civilization
was superior. But the “Slave Trade” (he always capitalized the words) he treated as a separate
issue, on which there could be no compromise. Britannia ruled the waves and would not let them
be used for such an offense against humanity. More than once Lord Palmerston declared that
Divine Providence, yes, God Almighty, had smiled on Great Britain because of the tremendous
efforts it expended to eliminate the traffic in human beings. He liked to note the “curious
coincidence” that “from the time when this country first began to abolish the Slave Trade,
followed by abolishing slavery within the dominions of the Crown, and to use its influence for the
suppression of the Slave Trade elsewhere, from that period this country has prospered in a
degree which it never experienced before.”If societies in transition define themselves most
clearly by what they oppose, then Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century, at a time when
the middle class was rising and the aristocracy was threatened, found it possible nonetheless to
unite in opposition to the horrors of the Middle Passage, and Palmerston played on that theme
not only with the people, but with the monarchs.So deeply felt and universal was the revulsion
caused by the slave trade that in 1840 (when Palmerston already was in his second tour as
Foreign Secretary) twenty-year-old Prince Albert, the newly married consort of the young Queen
Victoria, decided to make his first public speech in London as the new president of the Society
for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa. Albert was not looking for
controversy when he accepted the position, but for affirmation, and that is what he got. This
fledgling British royal, embarrassed by his thick German accent, carefully wrote out the brief



speech in his first language, then laboriously translated it into English with Victoria’s help and
recited it repeatedly until he had it memorized. On the morning of June 1, he looked out at an
audience that seemed to him to number in the thousands. As one of the MPs in attendance
wrote, “all the world” crowded into Exeter Hall on the Strand to hear the prince denounce the
“atrocious traffic in human beings, at once the desolation of Africa and the blackest stain upon
civilized Europe” that was “repugnant to the spirit of Christianity.” Sir Robert Peel, leader of the
Conservative opposition in Parliament, followed with an emotional description of two slave ships
that had closed their hatches during a storm on the high seas, leaving seven hundred slaves
belowdecks to die from suffocation. That morning was, for Albert, and for many who saw him
there, an unforgettable moment.Lord Palmerston was often provocative and sometimes
stunningly belligerent. In 1840 he appointed David Turnbull, an ardent abolitionist and former
correspondent for the London Times who had written a book about the ghastly condition of
slaves in Cuba, as Britain’s consul-general in Havana. Two years later Turnbull was expelled by
Spanish authorities, and they eventually convicted him in absentia for allegedly fomenting a
slave rebellion.In the summer of 1844, during one of the relatively brief periods when Palmerston
was in opposition and not in the cabinet, he made a defining speech before Parliament about the
subject “which has now, for nearly half a century engaged the attention of the Parliament and
people of this country.” He noted that almost all the “most eminent and distinguished” men in the
country, whatever side of Parliament they sat on, “have exerted the best energies of their minds
to put an end to this abominable crime.” And then he became very Palmerstonian. Britain had
persuaded and in many cases forced other nations to embrace its anti-slave-trade policies. But
not all of them observed the terms of their treaties. If they were allowed to get away with this, “we
should be making ourselves again partakers in this guilt” and “polluted with this
crime.”Palmerston quickly got down to the gritty details, which he said he feared had been
forgotten over the course of fifty years, since the debates led by William Wilberforce had roused
the nation’s conscience. He cited records compiled by Britain’s consuls monitoring the slave
trade around the world. Two people died for every one who made it to the auction block, he said.
They died being marched from the interior of Africa to the coast. They died on the voyage across
the Atlantic. If 150,000 Africans were landed in Cuba and Brazil every year, as the consuls there
reported, then 300,000 others must have died—again, every year.Palmerston stood tall before
his fellow members of Parliament. In 1844 he was only fifty-nine and in his prime, his frame
lanky, his presence enough to still the room. “If all the other crimes which the human race has
committed, from the creation down to the present day, were added together in one vast
aggregate,” he declared, “they would scarcely equal, I am sure they could not exceed, the
amount of guilt which has been incurred by mankind, in connection with this diabolical Slave
Trade.”Returned to the Foreign Office in the summer of 1846, Palmerston focused his attention
on Brazil. He used Secret Service funds to bribe local politicians (including the negotiator of the
anti-slave-trade treaty), he subsidized Brazilian newspapers that would print anti-slave-trade
material, he hired a network of spies around the Atlantic world, and he vehemently defended the



deployment of British naval vessels to intercept the human traffickers. In 1850, following
Palmerston’s directives, a British gunboat pursued four suspected slavers into the Paranaguá
River, scuttled one of the vessels, and burned two in front of a Brazilian fort, which opened fire in
a ferocious exchange with the warship. One British sailor was killed and two were wounded, and
the squadron backed off for a time, but the Brazilians got the message.The last slave ship known
to land Africans in Brazil was the Camargo, whose master was a young rogue named Nathaniel
“Lucky Nat” Gordon from a prosperous family in Portland, Maine. He had stolen the vessel from
its owner in San Francisco, then sailed to the east coast of Africa for his cargo of five hundred
slaves to avoid the British squadron. But a British man-of-war chased him as he neared the
Brazilian coast, forcing him to unload the Africans and burn the ship in a frantic rush. Most of the
slaves were picked up, and several of the crew were captured. Young Gordon, who had a very
slight build, supposedly escaped dressed as woman. And so, ignominiously and definitively, the
transatlantic slave trade with Brazil came to an end.When Lord Palmerston looked back on that
achievement years later, he said he regarded it with “the greatest and purest pleasure,” and the
year 1850—the year he triumphed over Brazil—was also the year he had appointed George
Mathew to raise hell in South Carolina.Then, after a series of political reversals at home in 1851,
Palmerston left his post as Foreign Secretary. When he returned to the cabinet in a coalition
government at the end of 1852, his old rival among the Whigs, the diminutive John Russell,
briefly took the position of Foreign Secretary for himself. Palmerston, somewhat uncomfortably,
took the position of Home Secretary. If this was not the end of an era for a very particular style of
British foreign policy—Palmerston was destined to become Prime Minister—it certainly seemed
an interregnum. Then after a few months Russell, who was the leader in the House of
Commons, gave up his hold on the Foreign Office. That opened the way for Palmerston’s
onetime protégé, longtime ally, and sometime critic, Lord Clarendon, to settle into the
dilapidated Downing Street headquarters of British policy around the world.Clarendon as
Foreign Secretary was everything Palmerston was not, and he did not care to be. Clarendon was
a cautious diplomat. It’s said that Palmerston thought Clarendon weak. But Clarendon had
served in two of the most difficult assignments the Crown could give a man in the nineteenth
century—minister in civil-war-torn Spain and lord lieutenant in famine-ridden, rebellious Ireland—
and he was about to face conflicts around the world, from the Americas to the Black Sea and the
heart of India, that tested the mettle of the Empire.From Robert Bunch’s point of view, the stars
had aligned in a way he might never have anticipated. Bunch had grown up in the shadow of
Lord Palmerston, and he knew he could never be the kind of overbearing, gunboat-summoning
figure that Palmerston’s George Mathew had aspired to be in South Carolina. Lord Clarendon,
on the other hand, was a man who understood subtlety, restraint, calculated duplicity, and
relentless persistence.Twenty years earlier, when Clarendon was still George William Frederick
Villiers, before he inherited his title, was a very handsome but not especially accomplished
young man. Then, when he was thirty-three years old, Palmerston plucked him out of a dreary
post as commissioner of customs and made him the Crown’s envoy to Madrid. Villiers for six



long years immersed himself in Iberian intrigues, helping to shore up the factions favored by
Palmerston in hopes of establishing a relatively liberal monarchy under a child-queen and a
temperamental regent. Not the least of Villiers’s accomplishments was a treaty committing Spain
to end the African slave trade to Cuba, even though it subsequently was ignored. And in good
Palmerstonian style, the young envoy’s name was linked to some of the most desirable women
on the peninsula. The most notable, the Condesa de Montijo, was asked years later if Clarendon
might have been the father of her daughter, the Empress Eugénie of France. “The dates don’t
match,” she said.When Bunch knew Clarendon, the Foreign Secretary’s past adventures were
amusing anecdotes. But what mattered to the consul was the way the new patron of the Foreign
Office would view his work, and he found himself constantly reassured. From Bunch’s very first
days on his new assignment, he was receiving dispatches written personally by Clarendon
offering warm approval of just about everything he did, from his brief visit with his colleague the
deputy consul in Wilmington to his discreet diplomatic démarches with the notables of South
Carolina.Even so, Bunch reminded Clarendon often just what he—just what they—were up
against in this state that was so particular and so peculiar: “She is often alluded to by the press
as, ‘this fiery little State’—‘the chivalric state’; all of which I mention as a proof that she cannot
properly be measured by the standard of other sections of this country, which, although Slave-
holders, are, at times, open to reason.”*1 The Charleston Mercury recorded, as usual, the
arrivals of all passengers disembarking at the port, among them “D. Bunch and sister.” Accuracy
was not the Mercury’s strong suit.*2 The U.S. ban passed in 1807 could not go into effect until
1808 because Article I, Section 9, of the Constitution of the United States, ratified in 1788, had
guaranteed the rights of the states to bring in slaves for the next twenty years: “The Migration or
Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall
not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a
Tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each
Person.”Chapter 2WHEN ROBERT AND EMMA BUNCH arrived in Charleston on the morning
of November 19, 1853,*1 the newly minted consul knew that making any progress on the Negro
Seamen law would require him to approach the state’s slave-owning politicians with sweet
reason, or something that sounded like it, and so he would, no matter how much revulsion he felt
for them or their institutions.But ten days after his arrival he sent a frank dispatch to Lord
Clarendon. Bunch had been making the rounds of those people he’d been told would be
sympathetic to the Crown’s views, starting with the distinguished attorney retained by Mathew,
James Petigru. But after these first encounters with Charleston society, Bunch cautioned
Clarendon, “It is most difficult for anyone not on the spot to form an adequate idea of the
extreme sensitiveness and captious irritability of all classes of this community on the subject of
Slavery.” Even people who were, on other issues, “sensible and well informed,” wanted to hear
nothing about slavery’s “inconveniences, its injustice, or its atrocities.” Bunch told Clarendon that
for South Carolinians slavery was “the very blood of their veins.” Everything they produced or
owned depended upon it, and “they become absolutely frantic when any attempt is made to



interfere in their ‘domestic concerns,’ so that they would go to any length, and defy the Federal
government, Great Britain, or the world combined, if an alteration in their Legislation were sought
by coercion, or were it even threatened.”From a broader perspective, the Negro Seamen Act
was just one manifestation of the long-simmering tension slavery had created between Britain
and the United States. For decades the slave question had been tied to one ill-tempered
eruption after another between the two nations, and nowhere were all these issues debated with
more deadly passion than in South Carolina, a society that prided itself on old money and old
values built up like an Attic façade to disguise the ugliness of the structure behind it. That many
Carolina aristocrats saw themselves as sons of Britain, and quite a few had been educated
there, only made the tensions more fraught. The Carolinians viewed British policies toward
slavery as acts of madness or betrayal or both, especially in light of the unique role cotton played
in binding their economies uncomfortably together.In the middle of the nineteenth century, as
everyone knew, the key commodity of the British Empire was cotton. The mills of Lancashire that
wove cloth from it fed an industry that employed, directly or indirectly, more than a million people.
Almost all the raw cotton fiber used to make that cloth was grown and picked by slaves in the
American South, and that was a fact that the Crown had managed to live with for decades. So
the Southerners had come to expect and even to demand British complacency about their
“peculiar institution.”But the Southerners were not content to remain on their properties with their
slaves, producing the white gold needed for Britain’s mills. Indeed, they could not sit still. Cotton
quickly burned out the nutrients in the soil, so land for new plantations constantly had to be
cleared and sown, and that sort of work was, purely, slave work. The voracious cotton economy
had driven the Americans to expand west into Texas. That led to war with Mexico and the
annexation of enormous territories. The internal debate in the United States over what to do with
all those vast, newly won lands after 1848 had deepened the bitter divisions between the hungry
Southern “slavocracy” and the increasingly industrialized North. And it had raised growing
concerns among the British about what seemed to be, quite literally, the boundless ambitions of
the United States.Freebooting American adventurers known as filibusters set out to conquer
new territories in the Caribbean and Central America, a region where Great Britain had staked
its own claims for territory and influence. Not only did the Americans see a Caribbean empire
offering rich new fields for cotton, sugar, and slaves, but the gold rush in California that began in
1849 had made the godforsaken jungles of Panama and the lakes of Nicaragua suddenly vital—
and profitable—links between the east and west coasts of the United States. Then there was the
problem of Cuba. The American slave-owners wanted it badly so they could have new slave
states represented in Congress and build new fortunes. The British were bent on stopping them
from getting it.Behind all this, and intertwined with it, was that one huge and complicated goal
that every British government had pursued for almost fifty years: the elimination of the African
slave trade. Politicians in London and businessmen in Liverpool could find many ways to
rationalize the internal practices of their trading partners abroad; non-interference in another
country’s internal affairs was—theoretically, at least—a guiding principle of British foreign policy.



But there could be no acceptance of a traffic so brutal and so deadly that it loomed in the minds
of the British people as nothing less than a holocaust.The campaign led by devout Christian and
anti-slavery politician William Wilberforce to ban the trade in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries had put forth detailed accounts of the gruesome suffering of human cargo
on what was called the Middle Passage. There was a triangular trade pattern: Ships departed
from Europe with manufactured goods, which were exchanged for kidnapped Africans, who
were transported across the Atlantic from Africa as slaves—the Middle Passage. Millions were
crammed into the fetid holds of the ships, and hundreds of thousands died. The survivors were
then sold in the United States or traded for raw materials, which would be transported back to
Europe. Eventually Wilberforce’s campaign led both the United Kingdom and the United States
to ban the traffic in 1807.*2 By then, to oppose the trade was seen as a sign of civilization, to
support it an indication of barbarity, even in the American South, which thought, at the time, that
the natural growth of the slave population it already had could meet its needs. In the years that
followed, the Royal Navy would station a permanent squadron on patrol off the West African
coast, then off South America as well, intercepting the vessels of other nations suspected of
carrying slaves and, in some cases, risking war to stop them.Morality and politics were not the
only driving forces in this campaign. The Crown’s interest in abolishing the trade became
commercial as well. After emancipation throughout the British Empire in 1833, the British
colonies in the West Indies could not compete with the cheaper, slave-grown coffee and sugar
put on the world market by Spanish colonies and Brazil, where slaves bought cheaply in Africa
were expendable and worked until they died, only to be replaced by more imports. Over the
course of six decades some five thousand British lives would be lost, and the Crown would
sacrifice an average of nearly 2 percent of the national income in its crusade to eradicate the
African trade.The United States also stationed warships off the slave coasts of Congo and
Benin, but for most of its existence the U.S. Navy’s Africa Squadron was not very effective at
interdicting the traffic. Over time, the American warships served more to obstruct British
enforcement efforts than to support them, since the British were not allowed to board American
merchant vessels even if they were strongly suspected of carrying slaves. As a result, ships
flying the Stars and Stripes landed hundreds of thousands of African slaves in Brazil and Cuba,
even though, technically, the captains and crews were breaking Federal law, and by the 1850s
Britain saw American-flagged vessels as the main remaining obstacle to the elimination of the
transatlantic traffic. The triangular trade now began in New York. The horrors of the Middle
Passage continued.From Charleston, Robert Bunch could supply the Slave Trade Department in
London with a steady stream of dispatches detailing the activities of Americans who wanted to
defy Britain’s policies in the Atlantic and the Caribbean. And he knew there would be an
important audience for them. The British people recognized the fight against the traffic in
Africans as one of the great moral crusades of history, and if that crusade could be said to have
a chief enforcer, it was Henry John Temple, 3rd Viscount Palmerston, the man who would loom
as the single most important figure in Robert Bunch’s professional life.Lord Palmerston was an



extraordinary character. An Irish peer somewhat disdained by the English aristocracy, he was
notoriously abrasive, parodied as “Lord Pumicestone,” on the one hand, but also a politician with
an instinct for public opinion who realized more than most of his contemporaries that it was
important to understand what the people thought they wanted, that sometimes their lead had to
be followed, and that often it could be guided. Not the least of Palmerston’s skills was the writing
of newspaper editorials, which was a rare talent among his rivals. He also leaked information
often and skillfully to the London press.A facet of Palmerston’s character that especially amused
and delighted the British public, much to the consternation of the straitlaced Queen Victoria and
her husband, Prince Albert, was his utterly unabashed womanizing. He had multiple mistresses
who cost him more money than he could afford. He married one of them—his favorite, Emily
Cowper—when her husband, Lord Cowper, finally died, and she played no small role advancing
young Palmerston’s career: her brother was a powerful Whig leader and eventual Prime Minister,
Lord Melbourne. But Palmerston never settled down, and the reputation he earned in his youth
as “Lord Cupid” stayed with him even when he was in his seventies—deaf, shortsighted, with
wobbly false teeth and dyed hair. He was named as a corespondent in an infamous divorce case
when he was seventy-eight.There was, in a political and military sense, a certain, imposing
promiscuity about Palmerston’s handling of Britain’s affairs as well. As Foreign Secretary,
beginning in 1830, he wanted to be everywhere all the time. It’s said the term “gunboat
diplomacy” was coined to describe his inclination to send warships around the world enforcing
his view of international order. He once blockaded Greece to make it pay for a British subject’s
house that was burned by a mob in Athens (the so-called Don Pacifico Affair).For more than
twenty years, Lord Palmerston had made the fight against the slave trade one of his signature
causes—“Palmerston’s benevolent crotchet,” in the view of his critics—and he exploited it for all
it was worth. His passions were first aroused by the enslavement of Greeks by the Ottomans in
the 1820s, and throughout his long career he portrayed the fight against slavery as a war that
“Christendom” must wage against the forces of darkness. By the early 1830s, when
emancipation of the black slaves in Britain’s colonies became an important electoral issue,
Palmerston embraced it. He looked upon the excuses made by slave owners for their affronts
against humanity as both cynical and delusional. “To hear masters of Slaves talk of Slavery,” he
snorted, one would think “it is the most delightful condition in which a human being can be
placed.”Palmerston did not seek to interfere with those foreign countries, including the United
States, where slaves were owned. Their vice merely vindicated his view that British civilization
was superior. But the “Slave Trade” (he always capitalized the words) he treated as a separate
issue, on which there could be no compromise. Britannia ruled the waves and would not let them
be used for such an offense against humanity. More than once Lord Palmerston declared that
Divine Providence, yes, God Almighty, had smiled on Great Britain because of the tremendous
efforts it expended to eliminate the traffic in human beings. He liked to note the “curious
coincidence” that “from the time when this country first began to abolish the Slave Trade,
followed by abolishing slavery within the dominions of the Crown, and to use its influence for the



suppression of the Slave Trade elsewhere, from that period this country has prospered in a
degree which it never experienced before.”If societies in transition define themselves most
clearly by what they oppose, then Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century, at a time when
the middle class was rising and the aristocracy was threatened, found it possible nonetheless to
unite in opposition to the horrors of the Middle Passage, and Palmerston played on that theme
not only with the people, but with the monarchs.So deeply felt and universal was the revulsion
caused by the slave trade that in 1840 (when Palmerston already was in his second tour as
Foreign Secretary) twenty-year-old Prince Albert, the newly married consort of the young Queen
Victoria, decided to make his first public speech in London as the new president of the Society
for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa. Albert was not looking for
controversy when he accepted the position, but for affirmation, and that is what he got. This
fledgling British royal, embarrassed by his thick German accent, carefully wrote out the brief
speech in his first language, then laboriously translated it into English with Victoria’s help and
recited it repeatedly until he had it memorized. On the morning of June 1, he looked out at an
audience that seemed to him to number in the thousands. As one of the MPs in attendance
wrote, “all the world” crowded into Exeter Hall on the Strand to hear the prince denounce the
“atrocious traffic in human beings, at once the desolation of Africa and the blackest stain upon
civilized Europe” that was “repugnant to the spirit of Christianity.” Sir Robert Peel, leader of the
Conservative opposition in Parliament, followed with an emotional description of two slave ships
that had closed their hatches during a storm on the high seas, leaving seven hundred slaves
belowdecks to die from suffocation. That morning was, for Albert, and for many who saw him
there, an unforgettable moment.Lord Palmerston was often provocative and sometimes
stunningly belligerent. In 1840 he appointed David Turnbull, an ardent abolitionist and former
correspondent for the London Times who had written a book about the ghastly condition of
slaves in Cuba, as Britain’s consul-general in Havana. Two years later Turnbull was expelled by
Spanish authorities, and they eventually convicted him in absentia for allegedly fomenting a
slave rebellion.In the summer of 1844, during one of the relatively brief periods when Palmerston
was in opposition and not in the cabinet, he made a defining speech before Parliament about the
subject “which has now, for nearly half a century engaged the attention of the Parliament and
people of this country.” He noted that almost all the “most eminent and distinguished” men in the
country, whatever side of Parliament they sat on, “have exerted the best energies of their minds
to put an end to this abominable crime.” And then he became very Palmerstonian. Britain had
persuaded and in many cases forced other nations to embrace its anti-slave-trade policies. But
not all of them observed the terms of their treaties. If they were allowed to get away with this, “we
should be making ourselves again partakers in this guilt” and “polluted with this
crime.”Palmerston quickly got down to the gritty details, which he said he feared had been
forgotten over the course of fifty years, since the debates led by William Wilberforce had roused
the nation’s conscience. He cited records compiled by Britain’s consuls monitoring the slave
trade around the world. Two people died for every one who made it to the auction block, he said.



They died being marched from the interior of Africa to the coast. They died on the voyage across
the Atlantic. If 150,000 Africans were landed in Cuba and Brazil every year, as the consuls there
reported, then 300,000 others must have died—again, every year.Palmerston stood tall before
his fellow members of Parliament. In 1844 he was only fifty-nine and in his prime, his frame
lanky, his presence enough to still the room. “If all the other crimes which the human race has
committed, from the creation down to the present day, were added together in one vast
aggregate,” he declared, “they would scarcely equal, I am sure they could not exceed, the
amount of guilt which has been incurred by mankind, in connection with this diabolical Slave
Trade.”Returned to the Foreign Office in the summer of 1846, Palmerston focused his attention
on Brazil. He used Secret Service funds to bribe local politicians (including the negotiator of the
anti-slave-trade treaty), he subsidized Brazilian newspapers that would print anti-slave-trade
material, he hired a network of spies around the Atlantic world, and he vehemently defended the
deployment of British naval vessels to intercept the human traffickers. In 1850, following
Palmerston’s directives, a British gunboat pursued four suspected slavers into the Paranaguá
River, scuttled one of the vessels, and burned two in front of a Brazilian fort, which opened fire in
a ferocious exchange with the warship. One British sailor was killed and two were wounded, and
the squadron backed off for a time, but the Brazilians got the message.The last slave ship known
to land Africans in Brazil was the Camargo, whose master was a young rogue named Nathaniel
“Lucky Nat” Gordon from a prosperous family in Portland, Maine. He had stolen the vessel from
its owner in San Francisco, then sailed to the east coast of Africa for his cargo of five hundred
slaves to avoid the British squadron. But a British man-of-war chased him as he neared the
Brazilian coast, forcing him to unload the Africans and burn the ship in a frantic rush. Most of the
slaves were picked up, and several of the crew were captured. Young Gordon, who had a very
slight build, supposedly escaped dressed as woman. And so, ignominiously and definitively, the
transatlantic slave trade with Brazil came to an end.When Lord Palmerston looked back on that
achievement years later, he said he regarded it with “the greatest and purest pleasure,” and the
year 1850—the year he triumphed over Brazil—was also the year he had appointed George
Mathew to raise hell in South Carolina.Then, after a series of political reversals at home in 1851,
Palmerston left his post as Foreign Secretary. When he returned to the cabinet in a coalition
government at the end of 1852, his old rival among the Whigs, the diminutive John Russell,
briefly took the position of Foreign Secretary for himself. Palmerston, somewhat uncomfortably,
took the position of Home Secretary. If this was not the end of an era for a very particular style of
British foreign policy—Palmerston was destined to become Prime Minister—it certainly seemed
an interregnum. Then after a few months Russell, who was the leader in the House of
Commons, gave up his hold on the Foreign Office. That opened the way for Palmerston’s
onetime protégé, longtime ally, and sometime critic, Lord Clarendon, to settle into the
dilapidated Downing Street headquarters of British policy around the world.Clarendon as
Foreign Secretary was everything Palmerston was not, and he did not care to be. Clarendon was
a cautious diplomat. It’s said that Palmerston thought Clarendon weak. But Clarendon had



served in two of the most difficult assignments the Crown could give a man in the nineteenth
century—minister in civil-war-torn Spain and lord lieutenant in famine-ridden, rebellious Ireland—
and he was about to face conflicts around the world, from the Americas to the Black Sea and the
heart of India, that tested the mettle of the Empire.From Robert Bunch’s point of view, the stars
had aligned in a way he might never have anticipated. Bunch had grown up in the shadow of
Lord Palmerston, and he knew he could never be the kind of overbearing, gunboat-summoning
figure that Palmerston’s George Mathew had aspired to be in South Carolina. Lord Clarendon,
on the other hand, was a man who understood subtlety, restraint, calculated duplicity, and
relentless persistence.Twenty years earlier, when Clarendon was still George William Frederick
Villiers, before he inherited his title, was a very handsome but not especially accomplished
young man. Then, when he was thirty-three years old, Palmerston plucked him out of a dreary
post as commissioner of customs and made him the Crown’s envoy to Madrid. Villiers for six
long years immersed himself in Iberian intrigues, helping to shore up the factions favored by
Palmerston in hopes of establishing a relatively liberal monarchy under a child-queen and a
temperamental regent. Not the least of Villiers’s accomplishments was a treaty committing Spain
to end the African slave trade to Cuba, even though it subsequently was ignored. And in good
Palmerstonian style, the young envoy’s name was linked to some of the most desirable women
on the peninsula. The most notable, the Condesa de Montijo, was asked years later if Clarendon
might have been the father of her daughter, the Empress Eugénie of France. “The dates don’t
match,” she said.When Bunch knew Clarendon, the Foreign Secretary’s past adventures were
amusing anecdotes. But what mattered to the consul was the way the new patron of the Foreign
Office would view his work, and he found himself constantly reassured. From Bunch’s very first
days on his new assignment, he was receiving dispatches written personally by Clarendon
offering warm approval of just about everything he did, from his brief visit with his colleague the
deputy consul in Wilmington to his discreet diplomatic démarches with the notables of South
Carolina.Even so, Bunch reminded Clarendon often just what he—just what they—were up
against in this state that was so particular and so peculiar: “She is often alluded to by the press
as, ‘this fiery little State’—‘the chivalric state’; all of which I mention as a proof that she cannot
properly be measured by the standard of other sections of this country, which, although Slave-
holders, are, at times, open to reason.”*1 The Charleston Mercury recorded, as usual, the
arrivals of all passengers disembarking at the port, among them “D. Bunch and sister.” Accuracy
was not the Mercury’s strong suit.*2 The U.S. ban passed in 1807 could not go into effect until
1808 because Article I, Section 9, of the Constitution of the United States, ratified in 1788, had
guaranteed the rights of the states to bring in slaves for the next twenty years: “The Migration or
Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall
not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a
Tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each
Person.”Chapter 2WHEN ROBERT AND EMMA BUNCH arrived in Charleston on the morning
of November 19, 1853,*1 the newly minted consul knew that making any progress on the Negro



Seamen law would require him to approach the state’s slave-owning politicians with sweet
reason, or something that sounded like it, and so he would, no matter how much revulsion he felt
for them or their institutions.But ten days after his arrival he sent a frank dispatch to Lord
Clarendon. Bunch had been making the rounds of those people he’d been told would be
sympathetic to the Crown’s views, starting with the distinguished attorney retained by Mathew,
James Petigru. But after these first encounters with Charleston society, Bunch cautioned
Clarendon, “It is most difficult for anyone not on the spot to form an adequate idea of the
extreme sensitiveness and captious irritability of all classes of this community on the subject of
Slavery.” Even people who were, on other issues, “sensible and well informed,” wanted to hear
nothing about slavery’s “inconveniences, its injustice, or its atrocities.” Bunch told Clarendon that
for South Carolinians slavery was “the very blood of their veins.” Everything they produced or
owned depended upon it, and “they become absolutely frantic when any attempt is made to
interfere in their ‘domestic concerns,’ so that they would go to any length, and defy the Federal
government, Great Britain, or the world combined, if an alteration in their Legislation were sought
by coercion, or were it even threatened.”From a broader perspective, the Negro Seamen Act
was just one manifestation of the long-simmering tension slavery had created between Britain
and the United States. For decades the slave question had been tied to one ill-tempered
eruption after another between the two nations, and nowhere were all these issues debated with
more deadly passion than in South Carolina, a society that prided itself on old money and old
values built up like an Attic façade to disguise the ugliness of the structure behind it. That many
Carolina aristocrats saw themselves as sons of Britain, and quite a few had been educated
there, only made the tensions more fraught. The Carolinians viewed British policies toward
slavery as acts of madness or betrayal or both, especially in light of the unique role cotton played
in binding their economies uncomfortably together.In the middle of the nineteenth century, as
everyone knew, the key commodity of the British Empire was cotton. The mills of Lancashire that
wove cloth from it fed an industry that employed, directly or indirectly, more than a million people.
Almost all the raw cotton fiber used to make that cloth was grown and picked by slaves in the
American South, and that was a fact that the Crown had managed to live with for decades. So
the Southerners had come to expect and even to demand British complacency about their
“peculiar institution.”But the Southerners were not content to remain on their properties with their
slaves, producing the white gold needed for Britain’s mills. Indeed, they could not sit still. Cotton
quickly burned out the nutrients in the soil, so land for new plantations constantly had to be
cleared and sown, and that sort of work was, purely, slave work. The voracious cotton economy
had driven the Americans to expand west into Texas. That led to war with Mexico and the
annexation of enormous territories. The internal debate in the United States over what to do with
all those vast, newly won lands after 1848 had deepened the bitter divisions between the hungry
Southern “slavocracy” and the increasingly industrialized North. And it had raised growing
concerns among the British about what seemed to be, quite literally, the boundless ambitions of
the United States.Freebooting American adventurers known as filibusters set out to conquer



new territories in the Caribbean and Central America, a region where Great Britain had staked
its own claims for territory and influence. Not only did the Americans see a Caribbean empire
offering rich new fields for cotton, sugar, and slaves, but the gold rush in California that began in
1849 had made the godforsaken jungles of Panama and the lakes of Nicaragua suddenly vital—
and profitable—links between the east and west coasts of the United States. Then there was the
problem of Cuba. The American slave-owners wanted it badly so they could have new slave
states represented in Congress and build new fortunes. The British were bent on stopping them
from getting it.Behind all this, and intertwined with it, was that one huge and complicated goal
that every British government had pursued for almost fifty years: the elimination of the African
slave trade. Politicians in London and businessmen in Liverpool could find many ways to
rationalize the internal practices of their trading partners abroad; non-interference in another
country’s internal affairs was—theoretically, at least—a guiding principle of British foreign policy.
But there could be no acceptance of a traffic so brutal and so deadly that it loomed in the minds
of the British people as nothing less than a holocaust.The campaign led by devout Christian and
anti-slavery politician William Wilberforce to ban the trade in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries had put forth detailed accounts of the gruesome suffering of human cargo
on what was called the Middle Passage. There was a triangular trade pattern: Ships departed
from Europe with manufactured goods, which were exchanged for kidnapped Africans, who
were transported across the Atlantic from Africa as slaves—the Middle Passage. Millions were
crammed into the fetid holds of the ships, and hundreds of thousands died. The survivors were
then sold in the United States or traded for raw materials, which would be transported back to
Europe. Eventually Wilberforce’s campaign led both the United Kingdom and the United States
to ban the traffic in 1807.*2 By then, to oppose the trade was seen as a sign of civilization, to
support it an indication of barbarity, even in the American South, which thought, at the time, that
the natural growth of the slave population it already had could meet its needs. In the years that
followed, the Royal Navy would station a permanent squadron on patrol off the West African
coast, then off South America as well, intercepting the vessels of other nations suspected of
carrying slaves and, in some cases, risking war to stop them.Morality and politics were not the
only driving forces in this campaign. The Crown’s interest in abolishing the trade became
commercial as well. After emancipation throughout the British Empire in 1833, the British
colonies in the West Indies could not compete with the cheaper, slave-grown coffee and sugar
put on the world market by Spanish colonies and Brazil, where slaves bought cheaply in Africa
were expendable and worked until they died, only to be replaced by more imports. Over the
course of six decades some five thousand British lives would be lost, and the Crown would
sacrifice an average of nearly 2 percent of the national income in its crusade to eradicate the
African trade.The United States also stationed warships off the slave coasts of Congo and
Benin, but for most of its existence the U.S. Navy’s Africa Squadron was not very effective at
interdicting the traffic. Over time, the American warships served more to obstruct British
enforcement efforts than to support them, since the British were not allowed to board American



merchant vessels even if they were strongly suspected of carrying slaves. As a result, ships
flying the Stars and Stripes landed hundreds of thousands of African slaves in Brazil and Cuba,
even though, technically, the captains and crews were breaking Federal law, and by the 1850s
Britain saw American-flagged vessels as the main remaining obstacle to the elimination of the
transatlantic traffic. The triangular trade now began in New York. The horrors of the Middle
Passage continued.From Charleston, Robert Bunch could supply the Slave Trade Department in
London with a steady stream of dispatches detailing the activities of Americans who wanted to
defy Britain’s policies in the Atlantic and the Caribbean. And he knew there would be an
important audience for them. The British people recognized the fight against the traffic in
Africans as one of the great moral crusades of history, and if that crusade could be said to have
a chief enforcer, it was Henry John Temple, 3rd Viscount Palmerston, the man who would loom
as the single most important figure in Robert Bunch’s professional life.Lord Palmerston was an
extraordinary character. An Irish peer somewhat disdained by the English aristocracy, he was
notoriously abrasive, parodied as “Lord Pumicestone,” on the one hand, but also a politician with
an instinct for public opinion who realized more than most of his contemporaries that it was
important to understand what the people thought they wanted, that sometimes their lead had to
be followed, and that often it could be guided. Not the least of Palmerston’s skills was the writing
of newspaper editorials, which was a rare talent among his rivals. He also leaked information
often and skillfully to the London press.A facet of Palmerston’s character that especially amused
and delighted the British public, much to the consternation of the straitlaced Queen Victoria and
her husband, Prince Albert, was his utterly unabashed womanizing. He had multiple mistresses
who cost him more money than he could afford. He married one of them—his favorite, Emily
Cowper—when her husband, Lord Cowper, finally died, and she played no small role advancing
young Palmerston’s career: her brother was a powerful Whig leader and eventual Prime Minister,
Lord Melbourne. But Palmerston never settled down, and the reputation he earned in his youth
as “Lord Cupid” stayed with him even when he was in his seventies—deaf, shortsighted, with
wobbly false teeth and dyed hair. He was named as a corespondent in an infamous divorce case
when he was seventy-eight.There was, in a political and military sense, a certain, imposing
promiscuity about Palmerston’s handling of Britain’s affairs as well. As Foreign Secretary,
beginning in 1830, he wanted to be everywhere all the time. It’s said the term “gunboat
diplomacy” was coined to describe his inclination to send warships around the world enforcing
his view of international order. He once blockaded Greece to make it pay for a British subject’s
house that was burned by a mob in Athens (the so-called Don Pacifico Affair).For more than
twenty years, Lord Palmerston had made the fight against the slave trade one of his signature
causes—“Palmerston’s benevolent crotchet,” in the view of his critics—and he exploited it for all
it was worth. His passions were first aroused by the enslavement of Greeks by the Ottomans in
the 1820s, and throughout his long career he portrayed the fight against slavery as a war that
“Christendom” must wage against the forces of darkness. By the early 1830s, when
emancipation of the black slaves in Britain’s colonies became an important electoral issue,



Palmerston embraced it. He looked upon the excuses made by slave owners for their affronts
against humanity as both cynical and delusional. “To hear masters of Slaves talk of Slavery,” he
snorted, one would think “it is the most delightful condition in which a human being can be
placed.”Palmerston did not seek to interfere with those foreign countries, including the United
States, where slaves were owned. Their vice merely vindicated his view that British civilization
was superior. But the “Slave Trade” (he always capitalized the words) he treated as a separate
issue, on which there could be no compromise. Britannia ruled the waves and would not let them
be used for such an offense against humanity. More than once Lord Palmerston declared that
Divine Providence, yes, God Almighty, had smiled on Great Britain because of the tremendous
efforts it expended to eliminate the traffic in human beings. He liked to note the “curious
coincidence” that “from the time when this country first began to abolish the Slave Trade,
followed by abolishing slavery within the dominions of the Crown, and to use its influence for the
suppression of the Slave Trade elsewhere, from that period this country has prospered in a
degree which it never experienced before.”If societies in transition define themselves most
clearly by what they oppose, then Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century, at a time when
the middle class was rising and the aristocracy was threatened, found it possible nonetheless to
unite in opposition to the horrors of the Middle Passage, and Palmerston played on that theme
not only with the people, but with the monarchs.So deeply felt and universal was the revulsion
caused by the slave trade that in 1840 (when Palmerston already was in his second tour as
Foreign Secretary) twenty-year-old Prince Albert, the newly married consort of the young Queen
Victoria, decided to make his first public speech in London as the new president of the Society
for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa. Albert was not looking for
controversy when he accepted the position, but for affirmation, and that is what he got. This
fledgling British royal, embarrassed by his thick German accent, carefully wrote out the brief
speech in his first language, then laboriously translated it into English with Victoria’s help and
recited it repeatedly until he had it memorized. On the morning of June 1, he looked out at an
audience that seemed to him to number in the thousands. As one of the MPs in attendance
wrote, “all the world” crowded into Exeter Hall on the Strand to hear the prince denounce the
“atrocious traffic in human beings, at once the desolation of Africa and the blackest stain upon
civilized Europe” that was “repugnant to the spirit of Christianity.” Sir Robert Peel, leader of the
Conservative opposition in Parliament, followed with an emotional description of two slave ships
that had closed their hatches during a storm on the high seas, leaving seven hundred slaves
belowdecks to die from suffocation. That morning was, for Albert, and for many who saw him
there, an unforgettable moment.Lord Palmerston was often provocative and sometimes
stunningly belligerent. In 1840 he appointed David Turnbull, an ardent abolitionist and former
correspondent for the London Times who had written a book about the ghastly condition of
slaves in Cuba, as Britain’s consul-general in Havana. Two years later Turnbull was expelled by
Spanish authorities, and they eventually convicted him in absentia for allegedly fomenting a
slave rebellion.In the summer of 1844, during one of the relatively brief periods when Palmerston



was in opposition and not in the cabinet, he made a defining speech before Parliament about the
subject “which has now, for nearly half a century engaged the attention of the Parliament and
people of this country.” He noted that almost all the “most eminent and distinguished” men in the
country, whatever side of Parliament they sat on, “have exerted the best energies of their minds
to put an end to this abominable crime.” And then he became very Palmerstonian. Britain had
persuaded and in many cases forced other nations to embrace its anti-slave-trade policies. But
not all of them observed the terms of their treaties. If they were allowed to get away with this, “we
should be making ourselves again partakers in this guilt” and “polluted with this
crime.”Palmerston quickly got down to the gritty details, which he said he feared had been
forgotten over the course of fifty years, since the debates led by William Wilberforce had roused
the nation’s conscience. He cited records compiled by Britain’s consuls monitoring the slave
trade around the world. Two people died for every one who made it to the auction block, he said.
They died being marched from the interior of Africa to the coast. They died on the voyage across
the Atlantic. If 150,000 Africans were landed in Cuba and Brazil every year, as the consuls there
reported, then 300,000 others must have died—again, every year.Palmerston stood tall before
his fellow members of Parliament. In 1844 he was only fifty-nine and in his prime, his frame
lanky, his presence enough to still the room. “If all the other crimes which the human race has
committed, from the creation down to the present day, were added together in one vast
aggregate,” he declared, “they would scarcely equal, I am sure they could not exceed, the
amount of guilt which has been incurred by mankind, in connection with this diabolical Slave
Trade.”Returned to the Foreign Office in the summer of 1846, Palmerston focused his attention
on Brazil. He used Secret Service funds to bribe local politicians (including the negotiator of the
anti-slave-trade treaty), he subsidized Brazilian newspapers that would print anti-slave-trade
material, he hired a network of spies around the Atlantic world, and he vehemently defended the
deployment of British naval vessels to intercept the human traffickers. In 1850, following
Palmerston’s directives, a British gunboat pursued four suspected slavers into the Paranaguá
River, scuttled one of the vessels, and burned two in front of a Brazilian fort, which opened fire in
a ferocious exchange with the warship. One British sailor was killed and two were wounded, and
the squadron backed off for a time, but the Brazilians got the message.The last slave ship known
to land Africans in Brazil was the Camargo, whose master was a young rogue named Nathaniel
“Lucky Nat” Gordon from a prosperous family in Portland, Maine. He had stolen the vessel from
its owner in San Francisco, then sailed to the east coast of Africa for his cargo of five hundred
slaves to avoid the British squadron. But a British man-of-war chased him as he neared the
Brazilian coast, forcing him to unload the Africans and burn the ship in a frantic rush. Most of the
slaves were picked up, and several of the crew were captured. Young Gordon, who had a very
slight build, supposedly escaped dressed as woman. And so, ignominiously and definitively, the
transatlantic slave trade with Brazil came to an end.When Lord Palmerston looked back on that
achievement years later, he said he regarded it with “the greatest and purest pleasure,” and the
year 1850—the year he triumphed over Brazil—was also the year he had appointed George



Mathew to raise hell in South Carolina.Then, after a series of political reversals at home in 1851,
Palmerston left his post as Foreign Secretary. When he returned to the cabinet in a coalition
government at the end of 1852, his old rival among the Whigs, the diminutive John Russell,
briefly took the position of Foreign Secretary for himself. Palmerston, somewhat uncomfortably,
took the position of Home Secretary. If this was not the end of an era for a very particular style of
British foreign policy—Palmerston was destined to become Prime Minister—it certainly seemed
an interregnum. Then after a few months Russell, who was the leader in the House of
Commons, gave up his hold on the Foreign Office. That opened the way for Palmerston’s
onetime protégé, longtime ally, and sometime critic, Lord Clarendon, to settle into the
dilapidated Downing Street headquarters of British policy around the world.Clarendon as
Foreign Secretary was everything Palmerston was not, and he did not care to be. Clarendon was
a cautious diplomat. It’s said that Palmerston thought Clarendon weak. But Clarendon had
served in two of the most difficult assignments the Crown could give a man in the nineteenth
century—minister in civil-war-torn Spain and lord lieutenant in famine-ridden, rebellious Ireland—
and he was about to face conflicts around the world, from the Americas to the Black Sea and the
heart of India, that tested the mettle of the Empire.From Robert Bunch’s point of view, the stars
had aligned in a way he might never have anticipated. Bunch had grown up in the shadow of
Lord Palmerston, and he knew he could never be the kind of overbearing, gunboat-summoning
figure that Palmerston’s George Mathew had aspired to be in South Carolina. Lord Clarendon,
on the other hand, was a man who understood subtlety, restraint, calculated duplicity, and
relentless persistence.Twenty years earlier, when Clarendon was still George William Frederick
Villiers, before he inherited his title, was a very handsome but not especially accomplished
young man. Then, when he was thirty-three years old, Palmerston plucked him out of a dreary
post as commissioner of customs and made him the Crown’s envoy to Madrid. Villiers for six
long years immersed himself in Iberian intrigues, helping to shore up the factions favored by
Palmerston in hopes of establishing a relatively liberal monarchy under a child-queen and a
temperamental regent. Not the least of Villiers’s accomplishments was a treaty committing Spain
to end the African slave trade to Cuba, even though it subsequently was ignored. And in good
Palmerstonian style, the young envoy’s name was linked to some of the most desirable women
on the peninsula. The most notable, the Condesa de Montijo, was asked years later if Clarendon
might have been the father of her daughter, the Empress Eugénie of France. “The dates don’t
match,” she said.When Bunch knew Clarendon, the Foreign Secretary’s past adventures were
amusing anecdotes. But what mattered to the consul was the way the new patron of the Foreign
Office would view his work, and he found himself constantly reassured. From Bunch’s very first
days on his new assignment, he was receiving dispatches written personally by Clarendon
offering warm approval of just about everything he did, from his brief visit with his colleague the
deputy consul in Wilmington to his discreet diplomatic démarches with the notables of South
Carolina.Even so, Bunch reminded Clarendon often just what he—just what they—were up
against in this state that was so particular and so peculiar: “She is often alluded to by the press



as, ‘this fiery little State’—‘the chivalric state’; all of which I mention as a proof that she cannot
properly be measured by the standard of other sections of this country, which, although Slave-
holders, are, at times, open to reason.”Chapter 2Chapter 2WHEN ROBERT AND EMMA
BUNCH arrived in Charleston on the morning of November 19, 1853,*1 the newly minted consul
knew that making any progress on the Negro Seamen law would require him to approach the
state’s slave-owning politicians with sweet reason, or something that sounded like it, and so he
would, no matter how much revulsion he felt for them or their institutions.But ten days after his
arrival he sent a frank dispatch to Lord Clarendon. Bunch had been making the rounds of those
people he’d been told would be sympathetic to the Crown’s views, starting with the distinguished
attorney retained by Mathew, James Petigru. But after these first encounters with Charleston
society, Bunch cautioned Clarendon, “It is most difficult for anyone not on the spot to form an
adequate idea of the extreme sensitiveness and captious irritability of all classes of this
community on the subject of Slavery.” Even people who were, on other issues, “sensible and well
informed,” wanted to hear nothing about slavery’s “inconveniences, its injustice, or its atrocities.”
Bunch told Clarendon that for South Carolinians slavery was “the very blood of their veins.”
Everything they produced or owned depended upon it, and “they become absolutely frantic
when any attempt is made to interfere in their ‘domestic concerns,’ so that they would go to any
length, and defy the Federal government, Great Britain, or the world combined, if an alteration in
their Legislation were sought by coercion, or were it even threatened.”From a broader
perspective, the Negro Seamen Act was just one manifestation of the long-simmering tension
slavery had created between Britain and the United States. For decades the slave question had
been tied to one ill-tempered eruption after another between the two nations, and nowhere were
all these issues debated with more deadly passion than in South Carolina, a society that prided
itself on old money and old values built up like an Attic façade to disguise the ugliness of the
structure behind it. That many Carolina aristocrats saw themselves as sons of Britain, and quite
a few had been educated there, only made the tensions more fraught. The Carolinians viewed
British policies toward slavery as acts of madness or betrayal or both, especially in light of the
unique role cotton played in binding their economies uncomfortably together.In the middle of the
nineteenth century, as everyone knew, the key commodity of the British Empire was cotton. The
mills of Lancashire that wove cloth from it fed an industry that employed, directly or indirectly,
more than a million people. Almost all the raw cotton fiber used to make that cloth was grown
and picked by slaves in the American South, and that was a fact that the Crown had managed to
live with for decades. So the Southerners had come to expect and even to demand British
complacency about their “peculiar institution.”But the Southerners were not content to remain on
their properties with their slaves, producing the white gold needed for Britain’s mills. Indeed, they
could not sit still. Cotton quickly burned out the nutrients in the soil, so land for new plantations
constantly had to be cleared and sown, and that sort of work was, purely, slave work. The
voracious cotton economy had driven the Americans to expand west into Texas. That led to war
with Mexico and the annexation of enormous territories. The internal debate in the United States



over what to do with all those vast, newly won lands after 1848 had deepened the bitter divisions
between the hungry Southern “slavocracy” and the increasingly industrialized North. And it had
raised growing concerns among the British about what seemed to be, quite literally, the
boundless ambitions of the United States.Freebooting American adventurers known as
filibusters set out to conquer new territories in the Caribbean and Central America, a region
where Great Britain had staked its own claims for territory and influence. Not only did the
Americans see a Caribbean empire offering rich new fields for cotton, sugar, and slaves, but the
gold rush in California that began in 1849 had made the godforsaken jungles of Panama and the
lakes of Nicaragua suddenly vital—and profitable—links between the east and west coasts of
the United States. Then there was the problem of Cuba. The American slave-owners wanted it
badly so they could have new slave states represented in Congress and build new fortunes. The
British were bent on stopping them from getting it.Behind all this, and intertwined with it, was that
one huge and complicated goal that every British government had pursued for almost fifty years:
the elimination of the African slave trade. Politicians in London and businessmen in Liverpool
could find many ways to rationalize the internal practices of their trading partners abroad; non-
interference in another country’s internal affairs was—theoretically, at least—a guiding principle
of British foreign policy. But there could be no acceptance of a traffic so brutal and so deadly that
it loomed in the minds of the British people as nothing less than a holocaust.The campaign led
by devout Christian and anti-slavery politician William Wilberforce to ban the trade in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had put forth detailed accounts of the gruesome
suffering of human cargo on what was called the Middle Passage. There was a triangular trade
pattern: Ships departed from Europe with manufactured goods, which were exchanged for
kidnapped Africans, who were transported across the Atlantic from Africa as slaves—the Middle
Passage. Millions were crammed into the fetid holds of the ships, and hundreds of thousands
died. The survivors were then sold in the United States or traded for raw materials, which would
be transported back to Europe. Eventually Wilberforce’s campaign led both the United Kingdom
and the United States to ban the traffic in 1807.*2 By then, to oppose the trade was seen as a
sign of civilization, to support it an indication of barbarity, even in the American South, which
thought, at the time, that the natural growth of the slave population it already had could meet its
needs. In the years that followed, the Royal Navy would station a permanent squadron on patrol
off the West African coast, then off South America as well, intercepting the vessels of other
nations suspected of carrying slaves and, in some cases, risking war to stop them.Morality and
politics were not the only driving forces in this campaign. The Crown’s interest in abolishing the
trade became commercial as well. After emancipation throughout the British Empire in 1833, the
British colonies in the West Indies could not compete with the cheaper, slave-grown coffee and
sugar put on the world market by Spanish colonies and Brazil, where slaves bought cheaply in
Africa were expendable and worked until they died, only to be replaced by more imports. Over
the course of six decades some five thousand British lives would be lost, and the Crown would
sacrifice an average of nearly 2 percent of the national income in its crusade to eradicate the



African trade.The United States also stationed warships off the slave coasts of Congo and
Benin, but for most of its existence the U.S. Navy’s Africa Squadron was not very effective at
interdicting the traffic. Over time, the American warships served more to obstruct British
enforcement efforts than to support them, since the British were not allowed to board American
merchant vessels even if they were strongly suspected of carrying slaves. As a result, ships
flying the Stars and Stripes landed hundreds of thousands of African slaves in Brazil and Cuba,
even though, technically, the captains and crews were breaking Federal law, and by the 1850s
Britain saw American-flagged vessels as the main remaining obstacle to the elimination of the
transatlantic traffic. The triangular trade now began in New York. The horrors of the Middle
Passage continued.From Charleston, Robert Bunch could supply the Slave Trade Department in
London with a steady stream of dispatches detailing the activities of Americans who wanted to
defy Britain’s policies in the Atlantic and the Caribbean. And he knew there would be an
important audience for them. The British people recognized the fight against the traffic in
Africans as one of the great moral crusades of history, and if that crusade could be said to have
a chief enforcer, it was Henry John Temple, 3rd Viscount Palmerston, the man who would loom
as the single most important figure in Robert Bunch’s professional life.Lord Palmerston was an
extraordinary character. An Irish peer somewhat disdained by the English aristocracy, he was
notoriously abrasive, parodied as “Lord Pumicestone,” on the one hand, but also a politician with
an instinct for public opinion who realized more than most of his contemporaries that it was
important to understand what the people thought they wanted, that sometimes their lead had to
be followed, and that often it could be guided. Not the least of Palmerston’s skills was the writing
of newspaper editorials, which was a rare talent among his rivals. He also leaked information
often and skillfully to the London press.A facet of Palmerston’s character that especially amused
and delighted the British public, much to the consternation of the straitlaced Queen Victoria and
her husband, Prince Albert, was his utterly unabashed womanizing. He had multiple mistresses
who cost him more money than he could afford. He married one of them—his favorite, Emily
Cowper—when her husband, Lord Cowper, finally died, and she played no small role advancing
young Palmerston’s career: her brother was a powerful Whig leader and eventual Prime Minister,
Lord Melbourne. But Palmerston never settled down, and the reputation he earned in his youth
as “Lord Cupid” stayed with him even when he was in his seventies—deaf, shortsighted, with
wobbly false teeth and dyed hair. He was named as a corespondent in an infamous divorce case
when he was seventy-eight.There was, in a political and military sense, a certain, imposing
promiscuity about Palmerston’s handling of Britain’s affairs as well. As Foreign Secretary,
beginning in 1830, he wanted to be everywhere all the time. It’s said the term “gunboat
diplomacy” was coined to describe his inclination to send warships around the world enforcing
his view of international order. He once blockaded Greece to make it pay for a British subject’s
house that was burned by a mob in Athens (the so-called Don Pacifico Affair).For more than
twenty years, Lord Palmerston had made the fight against the slave trade one of his signature
causes—“Palmerston’s benevolent crotchet,” in the view of his critics—and he exploited it for all



it was worth. His passions were first aroused by the enslavement of Greeks by the Ottomans in
the 1820s, and throughout his long career he portrayed the fight against slavery as a war that
“Christendom” must wage against the forces of darkness. By the early 1830s, when
emancipation of the black slaves in Britain’s colonies became an important electoral issue,
Palmerston embraced it. He looked upon the excuses made by slave owners for their affronts
against humanity as both cynical and delusional. “To hear masters of Slaves talk of Slavery,” he
snorted, one would think “it is the most delightful condition in which a human being can be
placed.”Palmerston did not seek to interfere with those foreign countries, including the United
States, where slaves were owned. Their vice merely vindicated his view that British civilization
was superior. But the “Slave Trade” (he always capitalized the words) he treated as a separate
issue, on which there could be no compromise. Britannia ruled the waves and would not let them
be used for such an offense against humanity. More than once Lord Palmerston declared that
Divine Providence, yes, God Almighty, had smiled on Great Britain because of the tremendous
efforts it expended to eliminate the traffic in human beings. He liked to note the “curious
coincidence” that “from the time when this country first began to abolish the Slave Trade,
followed by abolishing slavery within the dominions of the Crown, and to use its influence for the
suppression of the Slave Trade elsewhere, from that period this country has prospered in a
degree which it never experienced before.”If societies in transition define themselves most
clearly by what they oppose, then Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century, at a time when
the middle class was rising and the aristocracy was threatened, found it possible nonetheless to
unite in opposition to the horrors of the Middle Passage, and Palmerston played on that theme
not only with the people, but with the monarchs.So deeply felt and universal was the revulsion
caused by the slave trade that in 1840 (when Palmerston already was in his second tour as
Foreign Secretary) twenty-year-old Prince Albert, the newly married consort of the young Queen
Victoria, decided to make his first public speech in London as the new president of the Society
for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa. Albert was not looking for
controversy when he accepted the position, but for affirmation, and that is what he got. This
fledgling British royal, embarrassed by his thick German accent, carefully wrote out the brief
speech in his first language, then laboriously translated it into English with Victoria’s help and
recited it repeatedly until he had it memorized. On the morning of June 1, he looked out at an
audience that seemed to him to number in the thousands. As one of the MPs in attendance
wrote, “all the world” crowded into Exeter Hall on the Strand to hear the prince denounce the
“atrocious traffic in human beings, at once the desolation of Africa and the blackest stain upon
civilized Europe” that was “repugnant to the spirit of Christianity.” Sir Robert Peel, leader of the
Conservative opposition in Parliament, followed with an emotional description of two slave ships
that had closed their hatches during a storm on the high seas, leaving seven hundred slaves
belowdecks to die from suffocation. That morning was, for Albert, and for many who saw him
there, an unforgettable moment.Lord Palmerston was often provocative and sometimes
stunningly belligerent. In 1840 he appointed David Turnbull, an ardent abolitionist and former



correspondent for the London Times who had written a book about the ghastly condition of
slaves in Cuba, as Britain’s consul-general in Havana. Two years later Turnbull was expelled by
Spanish authorities, and they eventually convicted him in absentia for allegedly fomenting a
slave rebellion.In the summer of 1844, during one of the relatively brief periods when Palmerston
was in opposition and not in the cabinet, he made a defining speech before Parliament about the
subject “which has now, for nearly half a century engaged the attention of the Parliament and
people of this country.” He noted that almost all the “most eminent and distinguished” men in the
country, whatever side of Parliament they sat on, “have exerted the best energies of their minds
to put an end to this abominable crime.” And then he became very Palmerstonian. Britain had
persuaded and in many cases forced other nations to embrace its anti-slave-trade policies. But
not all of them observed the terms of their treaties. If they were allowed to get away with this, “we
should be making ourselves again partakers in this guilt” and “polluted with this
crime.”Palmerston quickly got down to the gritty details, which he said he feared had been
forgotten over the course of fifty years, since the debates led by William Wilberforce had roused
the nation’s conscience. He cited records compiled by Britain’s consuls monitoring the slave
trade around the world. Two people died for every one who made it to the auction block, he said.
They died being marched from the interior of Africa to the coast. They died on the voyage across
the Atlantic. If 150,000 Africans were landed in Cuba and Brazil every year, as the consuls there
reported, then 300,000 others must have died—again, every year.Palmerston stood tall before
his fellow members of Parliament. In 1844 he was only fifty-nine and in his prime, his frame
lanky, his presence enough to still the room. “If all the other crimes which the human race has
committed, from the creation down to the present day, were added together in one vast
aggregate,” he declared, “they would scarcely equal, I am sure they could not exceed, the
amount of guilt which has been incurred by mankind, in connection with this diabolical Slave
Trade.”Returned to the Foreign Office in the summer of 1846, Palmerston focused his attention
on Brazil. He used Secret Service funds to bribe local politicians (including the negotiator of the
anti-slave-trade treaty), he subsidized Brazilian newspapers that would print anti-slave-trade
material, he hired a network of spies around the Atlantic world, and he vehemently defended the
deployment of British naval vessels to intercept the human traffickers. In 1850, following
Palmerston’s directives, a British gunboat pursued four suspected slavers into the Paranaguá
River, scuttled one of the vessels, and burned two in front of a Brazilian fort, which opened fire in
a ferocious exchange with the warship. One British sailor was killed and two were wounded, and
the squadron backed off for a time, but the Brazilians got the message.The last slave ship known
to land Africans in Brazil was the Camargo, whose master was a young rogue named Nathaniel
“Lucky Nat” Gordon from a prosperous family in Portland, Maine. He had stolen the vessel from
its owner in San Francisco, then sailed to the east coast of Africa for his cargo of five hundred
slaves to avoid the British squadron. But a British man-of-war chased him as he neared the
Brazilian coast, forcing him to unload the Africans and burn the ship in a frantic rush. Most of the
slaves were picked up, and several of the crew were captured. Young Gordon, who had a very



slight build, supposedly escaped dressed as woman. And so, ignominiously and definitively, the
transatlantic slave trade with Brazil came to an end.When Lord Palmerston looked back on that
achievement years later, he said he regarded it with “the greatest and purest pleasure,” and the
year 1850—the year he triumphed over Brazil—was also the year he had appointed George
Mathew to raise hell in South Carolina.Then, after a series of political reversals at home in 1851,
Palmerston left his post as Foreign Secretary. When he returned to the cabinet in a coalition
government at the end of 1852, his old rival among the Whigs, the diminutive John Russell,
briefly took the position of Foreign Secretary for himself. Palmerston, somewhat uncomfortably,
took the position of Home Secretary. If this was not the end of an era for a very particular style of
British foreign policy—Palmerston was destined to become Prime Minister—it certainly seemed
an interregnum. Then after a few months Russell, who was the leader in the House of
Commons, gave up his hold on the Foreign Office. That opened the way for Palmerston’s
onetime protégé, longtime ally, and sometime critic, Lord Clarendon, to settle into the
dilapidated Downing Street headquarters of British policy around the world.Clarendon as
Foreign Secretary was everything Palmerston was not, and he did not care to be. Clarendon was
a cautious diplomat. It’s said that Palmerston thought Clarendon weak. But Clarendon had
served in two of the most difficult assignments the Crown could give a man in the nineteenth
century—minister in civil-war-torn Spain and lord lieutenant in famine-ridden, rebellious Ireland—
and he was about to face conflicts around the world, from the Americas to the Black Sea and the
heart of India, that tested the mettle of the Empire.From Robert Bunch’s point of view, the stars
had aligned in a way he might never have anticipated. Bunch had grown up in the shadow of
Lord Palmerston, and he knew he could never be the kind of overbearing, gunboat-summoning
figure that Palmerston’s George Mathew had aspired to be in South Carolina. Lord Clarendon,
on the other hand, was a man who understood subtlety, restraint, calculated duplicity, and
relentless persistence.Twenty years earlier, when Clarendon was still George William Frederick
Villiers, before he inherited his title, was a very handsome but not especially accomplished
young man. Then, when he was thirty-three years old, Palmerston plucked him out of a dreary
post as commissioner of customs and made him the Crown’s envoy to Madrid. Villiers for six
long years immersed himself in Iberian intrigues, helping to shore up the factions favored by
Palmerston in hopes of establishing a relatively liberal monarchy under a child-queen and a
temperamental regent. Not the least of Villiers’s accomplishments was a treaty committing Spain
to end the African slave trade to Cuba, even though it subsequently was ignored. And in good
Palmerstonian style, the young envoy’s name was linked to some of the most desirable women
on the peninsula. The most notable, the Condesa de Montijo, was asked years later if Clarendon
might have been the father of her daughter, the Empress Eugénie of France. “The dates don’t
match,” she said.When Bunch knew Clarendon, the Foreign Secretary’s past adventures were
amusing anecdotes. But what mattered to the consul was the way the new patron of the Foreign
Office would view his work, and he found himself constantly reassured. From Bunch’s very first
days on his new assignment, he was receiving dispatches written personally by Clarendon



offering warm approval of just about everything he did, from his brief visit with his colleague the
deputy consul in Wilmington to his discreet diplomatic démarches with the notables of South
Carolina.Even so, Bunch reminded Clarendon often just what he—just what they—were up
against in this state that was so particular and so peculiar: “She is often alluded to by the press
as, ‘this fiery little State’—‘the chivalric state’; all of which I mention as a proof that she cannot
properly be measured by the standard of other sections of this country, which, although Slave-
holders, are, at times, open to reason.”*1 The Charleston Mercury recorded, as usual, the
arrivals of all passengers disembarking at the port, among them “D. Bunch and sister.” Accuracy
was not the Mercury’s strong suit.*2 The U.S. ban passed in 1807 could not go into effect until
1808 because Article I, Section 9, of the Constitution of the United States, ratified in 1788, had
guaranteed the rights of the states to bring in slaves for the next twenty years: “The Migration or
Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall
not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a
Tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person.”*1
The Charleston Mercury recorded, as usual, the arrivals of all passengers disembarking at the
port, among them “D. Bunch and sister.” Accuracy was not the Mercury’s strong suit.*2 The U.S.
ban passed in 1807 could not go into effect until 1808 because Article I, Section 9, of the
Constitution of the United States, ratified in 1788, had guaranteed the rights of the states to
bring in slaves for the next twenty years: “The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of
the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior
to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty may be imposed on such
Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person.”Chapter 3SHORTLY AFTER THE
BUNCHES’ ARRIVAL in Charleston, they took up residence in a three-story house at 58 Tradd
Street. It had been built in the 1730s on the long, narrow road that cut all the way across the little
peninsula on which Charleston sits, and it was pleasant enough, with a small garden, and what
seemed respectable neighbors.As Her Majesty’s consul set out on his errands each morning,
the streets bustled with black laborers and servants, pink-cheeked ladies, rugged Irish and
German workmen, and the strapping sons of plantation owners, most of them of English
descent. Consul Bunch slipped past them or, tipping his hat, stopped to chat about nothing at all.
Bunch was unassuming but amusing, a man well met but easily forgotten. In his demeanor and
discourse he had perfected his mask as a perfectly English Englishman looking after obvious
English interests.The purely consular part of a consul’s job was never done. George Mathew had
left an office on the Central Wharf at the end of Broad Street from which Bunch could keep close
watch on the British vessels in the port. The consul was expected to know to the letter the treaty
obligations governing commerce and to make sure that local authorities observed them. If there
was a problem with a channel in the harbor, or the flame was burning none too brightly in a
lighthouse, he would tell the British captains about it and notify London. A consul could estimate
the value of a ship’s cargo for U.S. customs officials. He represented the interests of all British
sailors and citizens when they got into trouble. He notarized documents, embossing them with



the lion and unicorn seal. He issued passports to British citizens, and he recorded their
marriages, births, and deaths in the wide expanse of territory that fell under his jurisdiction. One
of Bunch’s colleagues wrote that “With the exception of the administration of the sacrament of
baptism and exercising the business of executioner, it would be difficult to say what duties I
cannot be called on to perform.”Bunch visited the newspaper offices and the jails, the harbor-
master, the postmaster, the Federal prosecutors, and private attorneys. He would keep careful
track of transatlantic trade and any impediments to it, from cotton supplies to quarantines
(always a big issue on a coast plagued with yellow fever), to legislation by the Federal and state
governments and litigation in the courts. His work kept him in constant contact with Carolinians
of every stripe. His agreeable mien helped him win the trust of people who had an innate
suspicion of outsiders.A consul supplied the signature on paperwork for British ships entering
and leaving the port. He attended formal functions among the ladies and gentlemen of the town,
and he dealt with drunken British thugs who wound up in jail, including, occasionally, those
accused of murder. But the most important part of Consul Bunch’s work would be undertaken in
private and, very often, in secret.Britain posted fourteen consuls in the United States, including
seven in slave states, and these men—along with the minister in Washington—comprised the
backbone of the system that kept Britain informed about what was happening on the ground.
Many of the British consuls in the United States were part-timers who mixed their private
business with their unpaid official duties, but Bunch in Charleston in the South and the consul in
New York City in the North were salaried professionals. Their business often included quasi-
diplomatic functions and always involved the gathering of intelligence—political and military as
well as commercial—for Her Majesty’s government. The best consuls, and Bunch would soon
number among them, sent dispatches to the Foreign Office tracking everything from shifting
public sentiment on tariffs to the gritty details of slavery.Mathew had not left the Charleston
consular office in good order, and when Bunch arrived in late November, he discovered that the
consulate’s only employee was a paragon of Low Country decadence. “Old Davis, my vice
consul, has delirium tremens and the pox alternately, as his life fluctuates between the barroom
and the brothel,” Bunch wrote to John Crampton, the British minister in Washington.* At the
same time, Bunch said hopefully, “Nothing can exceed the civility of these good people.
Everybody calls, and there are teas and dinners ‘looming in the future.’ ”But, still, the newlywed
Bunches were having a hard time settling in. A city more different from the New York they’d left
behind would be hard to imagine. The sun poured down on the sandy avenues. The branches of
the live oaks hung heavy with Spanish moss. The grander houses had an elegant simplicity, with
wide verandas that sheltered the windows both upstairs and down. Many homes had small
gardens filled with lush growth. But when the wind blew, the dust off the streets covered one’s
clothes and filled one’s eyes. Alleys that were homes to the slaves crisscrossed the city. In the
markets near the port, amid the sickly scent of decay, Negro vendors sold colorful fruits and the
daily catch of mullets and crabs while the butchers threw discarded fat and offal to tribes of
lumbering vultures that waited restlessly nearby, protected by law as the winged collectors of



refuse.Bunch quickly found that Charleston society was small, rich, and spoiled. Rice and cotton
had made the upper classes as wealthy as any in America, North or South, and the climate had
made them, of necessity, an idle aristocracy. For much of the year, when their plantations were
plagued by yellow fever and malaria, those Charlestonians who could retire to the mountains, to
the outer islands, to the North, or to Europe did so, and, partly as a result, many spent their
fortunes elsewhere. The population had been declining slowly for a decade as many people
moved west to the new lands of opportunity. In 1820 Charleston had been the sixth largest city in
the United States. But New Orleans soon surpassed Charleston’s port traffic, and many of the
old rich, and those who had depended on them, instead of adapting to change took every
opportunity to fight it. National power was slipping from their hands, and South Carolinians came
to see the Federal government as the enemy, blaming the tariffs it imposed as a reason for their
declining fortunes. By the early 1830s Carolinians were claiming they could nullify Federal laws
they deemed threatening, and they almost started a war to make that point before President
Andrew Jackson—the “American Lion” always ready enough for a fight—forced them to back
down. The city’s decline continued, and by the time Bunch arrived, the population of Charleston
was down to about forty thousand, not one-twentieth the size of New York City. And about half of
those Charleston residents were slaves or free men and free women of color.Visitors remarked
that the people of Charleston—the white people from the old families, anyway—were
conspicuously tall and handsome. The Charlestonians said, and in some cases it was true, that
they were descended from English gentlemen, and long before the phrase “master race” was
coined, they saw themselves, literally, as a race of masters. Charleston photographer C. J.
Quinby took pictures of many leading lights, and even in his sepia images one can see that most
of his subjects had strikingly pale, sometimes almost wolflike, blue eyes. They “live in the open
air and work like Trojans at all manly sports, riding hard, hunting, playing at being soldiers,” wrote
one proud matron.But a palpable undercurrent of fear and mistrust filled what could seem at first
a languorous city with a grating, omnipresent tension. From the first weeks of what eventually
became a decade spent in Charleston, Bunch was deeply disturbed by the mixtures of
arrogance and fear, cruelty and luxury, piety and hypocrisy that were so deeply ingrained in
Southern culture. He tried to look on it all with detached irony, but even in his private letters to his
superiors—indeed, even in his official dispatches to London—there were times when the irony,
which he could not show publicly, became very bitter indeed on the pages of correspondence
marked private and confidential.Bunch learned quickly, as anyone learned who spent more than
a few days in Charleston, that the Denmark Vesey conspiracy to launch a vast slave uprising in
1822, a rebellion that never actually happened, was a critical moment in the minds of the white
people in the city. The fear of the slaves, docile though they seemed, had always lingered in the
background. But after the hysterical revelations and allegations that surrounded Vesey’s plot,
they grew much worse, as if people living in a house they believed might be haunted had
discovered, suddenly, that malevolent ghosts really were watching them day and night.Vesey
had been brought from the British West Indies as a young slave, a point often made by those



who told the story. He managed to buy his freedom with money won in the lottery in 1799, and
for decades he was a popular preacher with slave congregations at Charleston’s African
Methodist Episcopal Church. White preachers often invoked fire and brimstone to keep the
slaves in line, but Vesey used the righteousness of the Old Testament to inspire rebellion. “The
city shall be taken, and the women ravished,” he would tell his flock, quoting the book of
Zechariah. According to the Charleston prosecutors who interrogated him, Vesey meant to seize
the arsenal and the ships in the harbor. House servants recruited to the cause allegedly were
tasked to murder the governor of South Carolina and other officials in their sleep. Vesey was said
to have prepared six infantry companies to roam the streets, slaughtering every white man,
woman, and child.On the night rumored to have been set as the date for the uprising, nothing
happened. But after mass arrests, Vesey and thirty of his supposed co-conspirators were tried in
secret courts. When he and the others were executed, their bodies were left hanging in the
Carolina sun, picked over by crows and the protected vultures day after day until all semblance
of humanness was gone. That many of the alleged conspirators were free blacks and others the
household slaves for rich and powerful Carolina families made even the most benevolent owners
feel threatened and vulnerable, fueling their rage.And yet the whites of Charleston continued to
live surrounded by blacks. “You see, even in the main streets, two or even three of these to every
white man, and in the back streets you see no one else,” reported a British lieutenant who
traveled to Charleston in 1853. You were not supposed to see Negroes on the sidewalk—that
was forbidden—but often you did. And you were not supposed to see them at all late at night,
but often they were there in the shadows, moving easily enough, because they knew the city
better than anyone. Quite a few had been manumitted and lived on their own. (The census had a
category for them, f.p.c., for “free person of color.”) Others were hired out and did not live with
their masters. They met, they talked, and that fact alone convinced many Charlestonians that
they might conspire.In response, the city fathers funded the City Guard, with almost three
hundred paid patrolmen, including twenty-five on horseback. It was one of the most efficient
police forces in the country, garrisoned in an enormous building on the corner of Meeting and
Broad Streets that appeared part fortress, part temple. At the same intersection stood the
courthouse, city hall, and St. Michael’s Church. These were the military, legal, political, and
spiritual bastions of Charleston’s slave-owning order, and every night at nine o’clock in the
winter and ten in the summer the bells of St. Michael’s would peal, followed by the beating of
drums at the guardhouse for a full quarter of an hour. The rattling tympani were intended to send
blacks running back to their masters and their homes, and the drumbeat became the soundtrack
of every evening, ignored by those who did not need to hear it, but a subliminal reminder to all of
fear as much as of security. The British consul’s new home on Tradd Street was only a block
away from the bell tower and the drummer; the music of martial authority rang loudly through his
rooms every night.The same year that Robert Bunch arrived in Charleston, the English novelist
William Makepeace Thackeray passed through town with a small party on a lucrative American
lecture tour. The sale of people on the auction block was a common public spectacle, and



Thackeray and his friends watched the tableau with mixed feelings. It took place, as always, just
outside the elegant Old Exchange building, and about ninety people were on sale that day.A
young British lieutenant remembered the scene emotionally. “The gang was to be sold in
families,” he wrote. “The Negroes, with their wives and little ones, were standing huddled
together in a crowd behind the platform on which each family was exposed for sale in turn,
according to a printed program.” Many of the slaves “seemed indifferent, and a stout Negress or
two looked, occasionally, even defiant; but there were several mothers with their babies at their
breasts (and even black innocence and helplessness are pretty and interesting) sobbing bitterly.”
He continued: “The auctioneer explained the conditions of sale to the company, and stated that
all the niggers were to be considered sound, unless anything was said to the contrary. There
was no degrading exhibition to ascertain physical efficiency, but all the Negroes were in decent
clothing. The slaves were arranged in families according to their nearest relationship, and sold in
lots at so much a head. The competition was tolerably brisk, and several lots—old men, babies,
and all—sold very well. The scene, of course, was most painful, humiliating and degrading. I
became quite affected myself, and was obliged to hurry away, for fear of showing what I
felt.”Chapter 3SHORTLY AFTER THE BUNCHES’ ARRIVAL in Charleston, they took up
residence in a three-story house at 58 Tradd Street. It had been built in the 1730s on the long,
narrow road that cut all the way across the little peninsula on which Charleston sits, and it was
pleasant enough, with a small garden, and what seemed respectable neighbors.As Her
Majesty’s consul set out on his errands each morning, the streets bustled with black laborers
and servants, pink-cheeked ladies, rugged Irish and German workmen, and the strapping sons
of plantation owners, most of them of English descent. Consul Bunch slipped past them or,
tipping his hat, stopped to chat about nothing at all. Bunch was unassuming but amusing, a man
well met but easily forgotten. In his demeanor and discourse he had perfected his mask as a
perfectly English Englishman looking after obvious English interests.The purely consular part of
a consul’s job was never done. George Mathew had left an office on the Central Wharf at the end
of Broad Street from which Bunch could keep close watch on the British vessels in the port. The
consul was expected to know to the letter the treaty obligations governing commerce and to
make sure that local authorities observed them. If there was a problem with a channel in the
harbor, or the flame was burning none too brightly in a lighthouse, he would tell the British
captains about it and notify London. A consul could estimate the value of a ship’s cargo for U.S.
customs officials. He represented the interests of all British sailors and citizens when they got
into trouble. He notarized documents, embossing them with the lion and unicorn seal. He issued
passports to British citizens, and he recorded their marriages, births, and deaths in the wide
expanse of territory that fell under his jurisdiction. One of Bunch’s colleagues wrote that “With
the exception of the administration of the sacrament of baptism and exercising the business of
executioner, it would be difficult to say what duties I cannot be called on to perform.”Bunch
visited the newspaper offices and the jails, the harbor-master, the postmaster, the Federal
prosecutors, and private attorneys. He would keep careful track of transatlantic trade and any



impediments to it, from cotton supplies to quarantines (always a big issue on a coast plagued
with yellow fever), to legislation by the Federal and state governments and litigation in the courts.
His work kept him in constant contact with Carolinians of every stripe. His agreeable mien
helped him win the trust of people who had an innate suspicion of outsiders.A consul supplied
the signature on paperwork for British ships entering and leaving the port. He attended formal
functions among the ladies and gentlemen of the town, and he dealt with drunken British thugs
who wound up in jail, including, occasionally, those accused of murder. But the most important
part of Consul Bunch’s work would be undertaken in private and, very often, in secret.Britain
posted fourteen consuls in the United States, including seven in slave states, and these men—
along with the minister in Washington—comprised the backbone of the system that kept Britain
informed about what was happening on the ground. Many of the British consuls in the United
States were part-timers who mixed their private business with their unpaid official duties, but
Bunch in Charleston in the South and the consul in New York City in the North were salaried
professionals. Their business often included quasi-diplomatic functions and always involved the
gathering of intelligence—political and military as well as commercial—for Her Majesty’s
government. The best consuls, and Bunch would soon number among them, sent dispatches to
the Foreign Office tracking everything from shifting public sentiment on tariffs to the gritty details
of slavery.Mathew had not left the Charleston consular office in good order, and when Bunch
arrived in late November, he discovered that the consulate’s only employee was a paragon of
Low Country decadence. “Old Davis, my vice consul, has delirium tremens and the pox
alternately, as his life fluctuates between the barroom and the brothel,” Bunch wrote to John
Crampton, the British minister in Washington.* At the same time, Bunch said hopefully, “Nothing
can exceed the civility of these good people. Everybody calls, and there are teas and dinners
‘looming in the future.’ ”But, still, the newlywed Bunches were having a hard time settling in. A
city more different from the New York they’d left behind would be hard to imagine. The sun
poured down on the sandy avenues. The branches of the live oaks hung heavy with Spanish
moss. The grander houses had an elegant simplicity, with wide verandas that sheltered the
windows both upstairs and down. Many homes had small gardens filled with lush growth. But
when the wind blew, the dust off the streets covered one’s clothes and filled one’s eyes. Alleys
that were homes to the slaves crisscrossed the city. In the markets near the port, amid the sickly
scent of decay, Negro vendors sold colorful fruits and the daily catch of mullets and crabs while
the butchers threw discarded fat and offal to tribes of lumbering vultures that waited restlessly
nearby, protected by law as the winged collectors of refuse.Bunch quickly found that Charleston
society was small, rich, and spoiled. Rice and cotton had made the upper classes as wealthy as
any in America, North or South, and the climate had made them, of necessity, an idle
aristocracy. For much of the year, when their plantations were plagued by yellow fever and
malaria, those Charlestonians who could retire to the mountains, to the outer islands, to the
North, or to Europe did so, and, partly as a result, many spent their fortunes elsewhere. The
population had been declining slowly for a decade as many people moved west to the new lands



of opportunity. In 1820 Charleston had been the sixth largest city in the United States. But New
Orleans soon surpassed Charleston’s port traffic, and many of the old rich, and those who had
depended on them, instead of adapting to change took every opportunity to fight it. National
power was slipping from their hands, and South Carolinians came to see the Federal
government as the enemy, blaming the tariffs it imposed as a reason for their declining fortunes.
By the early 1830s Carolinians were claiming they could nullify Federal laws they deemed
threatening, and they almost started a war to make that point before President Andrew Jackson
—the “American Lion” always ready enough for a fight—forced them to back down. The city’s
decline continued, and by the time Bunch arrived, the population of Charleston was down to
about forty thousand, not one-twentieth the size of New York City. And about half of those
Charleston residents were slaves or free men and free women of color.Visitors remarked that the
people of Charleston—the white people from the old families, anyway—were conspicuously tall
and handsome. The Charlestonians said, and in some cases it was true, that they were
descended from English gentlemen, and long before the phrase “master race” was coined, they
saw themselves, literally, as a race of masters. Charleston photographer C. J. Quinby took
pictures of many leading lights, and even in his sepia images one can see that most of his
subjects had strikingly pale, sometimes almost wolflike, blue eyes. They “live in the open air and
work like Trojans at all manly sports, riding hard, hunting, playing at being soldiers,” wrote one
proud matron.But a palpable undercurrent of fear and mistrust filled what could seem at first a
languorous city with a grating, omnipresent tension. From the first weeks of what eventually
became a decade spent in Charleston, Bunch was deeply disturbed by the mixtures of
arrogance and fear, cruelty and luxury, piety and hypocrisy that were so deeply ingrained in
Southern culture. He tried to look on it all with detached irony, but even in his private letters to his
superiors—indeed, even in his official dispatches to London—there were times when the irony,
which he could not show publicly, became very bitter indeed on the pages of correspondence
marked private and confidential.Bunch learned quickly, as anyone learned who spent more than
a few days in Charleston, that the Denmark Vesey conspiracy to launch a vast slave uprising in
1822, a rebellion that never actually happened, was a critical moment in the minds of the white
people in the city. The fear of the slaves, docile though they seemed, had always lingered in the
background. But after the hysterical revelations and allegations that surrounded Vesey’s plot,
they grew much worse, as if people living in a house they believed might be haunted had
discovered, suddenly, that malevolent ghosts really were watching them day and night.Vesey
had been brought from the British West Indies as a young slave, a point often made by those
who told the story. He managed to buy his freedom with money won in the lottery in 1799, and
for decades he was a popular preacher with slave congregations at Charleston’s African
Methodist Episcopal Church. White preachers often invoked fire and brimstone to keep the
slaves in line, but Vesey used the righteousness of the Old Testament to inspire rebellion. “The
city shall be taken, and the women ravished,” he would tell his flock, quoting the book of
Zechariah. According to the Charleston prosecutors who interrogated him, Vesey meant to seize



the arsenal and the ships in the harbor. House servants recruited to the cause allegedly were
tasked to murder the governor of South Carolina and other officials in their sleep. Vesey was said
to have prepared six infantry companies to roam the streets, slaughtering every white man,
woman, and child.On the night rumored to have been set as the date for the uprising, nothing
happened. But after mass arrests, Vesey and thirty of his supposed co-conspirators were tried in
secret courts. When he and the others were executed, their bodies were left hanging in the
Carolina sun, picked over by crows and the protected vultures day after day until all semblance
of humanness was gone. That many of the alleged conspirators were free blacks and others the
household slaves for rich and powerful Carolina families made even the most benevolent owners
feel threatened and vulnerable, fueling their rage.And yet the whites of Charleston continued to
live surrounded by blacks. “You see, even in the main streets, two or even three of these to every
white man, and in the back streets you see no one else,” reported a British lieutenant who
traveled to Charleston in 1853. You were not supposed to see Negroes on the sidewalk—that
was forbidden—but often you did. And you were not supposed to see them at all late at night,
but often they were there in the shadows, moving easily enough, because they knew the city
better than anyone. Quite a few had been manumitted and lived on their own. (The census had a
category for them, f.p.c., for “free person of color.”) Others were hired out and did not live with
their masters. They met, they talked, and that fact alone convinced many Charlestonians that
they might conspire.In response, the city fathers funded the City Guard, with almost three
hundred paid patrolmen, including twenty-five on horseback. It was one of the most efficient
police forces in the country, garrisoned in an enormous building on the corner of Meeting and
Broad Streets that appeared part fortress, part temple. At the same intersection stood the
courthouse, city hall, and St. Michael’s Church. These were the military, legal, political, and
spiritual bastions of Charleston’s slave-owning order, and every night at nine o’clock in the
winter and ten in the summer the bells of St. Michael’s would peal, followed by the beating of
drums at the guardhouse for a full quarter of an hour. The rattling tympani were intended to send
blacks running back to their masters and their homes, and the drumbeat became the soundtrack
of every evening, ignored by those who did not need to hear it, but a subliminal reminder to all of
fear as much as of security. The British consul’s new home on Tradd Street was only a block
away from the bell tower and the drummer; the music of martial authority rang loudly through his
rooms every night.The same year that Robert Bunch arrived in Charleston, the English novelist
William Makepeace Thackeray passed through town with a small party on a lucrative American
lecture tour. The sale of people on the auction block was a common public spectacle, and
Thackeray and his friends watched the tableau with mixed feelings. It took place, as always, just
outside the elegant Old Exchange building, and about ninety people were on sale that day.A
young British lieutenant remembered the scene emotionally. “The gang was to be sold in
families,” he wrote. “The Negroes, with their wives and little ones, were standing huddled
together in a crowd behind the platform on which each family was exposed for sale in turn,
according to a printed program.” Many of the slaves “seemed indifferent, and a stout Negress or



two looked, occasionally, even defiant; but there were several mothers with their babies at their
breasts (and even black innocence and helplessness are pretty and interesting) sobbing bitterly.”
He continued: “The auctioneer explained the conditions of sale to the company, and stated that
all the niggers were to be considered sound, unless anything was said to the contrary. There
was no degrading exhibition to ascertain physical efficiency, but all the Negroes were in decent
clothing. The slaves were arranged in families according to their nearest relationship, and sold in
lots at so much a head. The competition was tolerably brisk, and several lots—old men, babies,
and all—sold very well. The scene, of course, was most painful, humiliating and degrading. I
became quite affected myself, and was obliged to hurry away, for fear of showing what I
felt.”Chapter 3SHORTLY AFTER THE BUNCHES’ ARRIVAL in Charleston, they took up
residence in a three-story house at 58 Tradd Street. It had been built in the 1730s on the long,
narrow road that cut all the way across the little peninsula on which Charleston sits, and it was
pleasant enough, with a small garden, and what seemed respectable neighbors.As Her
Majesty’s consul set out on his errands each morning, the streets bustled with black laborers
and servants, pink-cheeked ladies, rugged Irish and German workmen, and the strapping sons
of plantation owners, most of them of English descent. Consul Bunch slipped past them or,
tipping his hat, stopped to chat about nothing at all. Bunch was unassuming but amusing, a man
well met but easily forgotten. In his demeanor and discourse he had perfected his mask as a
perfectly English Englishman looking after obvious English interests.The purely consular part of
a consul’s job was never done. George Mathew had left an office on the Central Wharf at the end
of Broad Street from which Bunch could keep close watch on the British vessels in the port. The
consul was expected to know to the letter the treaty obligations governing commerce and to
make sure that local authorities observed them. If there was a problem with a channel in the
harbor, or the flame was burning none too brightly in a lighthouse, he would tell the British
captains about it and notify London. A consul could estimate the value of a ship’s cargo for U.S.
customs officials. He represented the interests of all British sailors and citizens when they got
into trouble. He notarized documents, embossing them with the lion and unicorn seal. He issued
passports to British citizens, and he recorded their marriages, births, and deaths in the wide
expanse of territory that fell under his jurisdiction. One of Bunch’s colleagues wrote that “With
the exception of the administration of the sacrament of baptism and exercising the business of
executioner, it would be difficult to say what duties I cannot be called on to perform.”Bunch
visited the newspaper offices and the jails, the harbor-master, the postmaster, the Federal
prosecutors, and private attorneys. He would keep careful track of transatlantic trade and any
impediments to it, from cotton supplies to quarantines (always a big issue on a coast plagued
with yellow fever), to legislation by the Federal and state governments and litigation in the courts.
His work kept him in constant contact with Carolinians of every stripe. His agreeable mien
helped him win the trust of people who had an innate suspicion of outsiders.A consul supplied
the signature on paperwork for British ships entering and leaving the port. He attended formal
functions among the ladies and gentlemen of the town, and he dealt with drunken British thugs



who wound up in jail, including, occasionally, those accused of murder. But the most important
part of Consul Bunch’s work would be undertaken in private and, very often, in secret.Britain
posted fourteen consuls in the United States, including seven in slave states, and these men—
along with the minister in Washington—comprised the backbone of the system that kept Britain
informed about what was happening on the ground. Many of the British consuls in the United
States were part-timers who mixed their private business with their unpaid official duties, but
Bunch in Charleston in the South and the consul in New York City in the North were salaried
professionals. Their business often included quasi-diplomatic functions and always involved the
gathering of intelligence—political and military as well as commercial—for Her Majesty’s
government. The best consuls, and Bunch would soon number among them, sent dispatches to
the Foreign Office tracking everything from shifting public sentiment on tariffs to the gritty details
of slavery.Mathew had not left the Charleston consular office in good order, and when Bunch
arrived in late November, he discovered that the consulate’s only employee was a paragon of
Low Country decadence. “Old Davis, my vice consul, has delirium tremens and the pox
alternately, as his life fluctuates between the barroom and the brothel,” Bunch wrote to John
Crampton, the British minister in Washington.* At the same time, Bunch said hopefully, “Nothing
can exceed the civility of these good people. Everybody calls, and there are teas and dinners
‘looming in the future.’ ”But, still, the newlywed Bunches were having a hard time settling in. A
city more different from the New York they’d left behind would be hard to imagine. The sun
poured down on the sandy avenues. The branches of the live oaks hung heavy with Spanish
moss. The grander houses had an elegant simplicity, with wide verandas that sheltered the
windows both upstairs and down. Many homes had small gardens filled with lush growth. But
when the wind blew, the dust off the streets covered one’s clothes and filled one’s eyes. Alleys
that were homes to the slaves crisscrossed the city. In the markets near the port, amid the sickly
scent of decay, Negro vendors sold colorful fruits and the daily catch of mullets and crabs while
the butchers threw discarded fat and offal to tribes of lumbering vultures that waited restlessly
nearby, protected by law as the winged collectors of refuse.Bunch quickly found that Charleston
society was small, rich, and spoiled. Rice and cotton had made the upper classes as wealthy as
any in America, North or South, and the climate had made them, of necessity, an idle
aristocracy. For much of the year, when their plantations were plagued by yellow fever and
malaria, those Charlestonians who could retire to the mountains, to the outer islands, to the
North, or to Europe did so, and, partly as a result, many spent their fortunes elsewhere. The
population had been declining slowly for a decade as many people moved west to the new lands
of opportunity. In 1820 Charleston had been the sixth largest city in the United States. But New
Orleans soon surpassed Charleston’s port traffic, and many of the old rich, and those who had
depended on them, instead of adapting to change took every opportunity to fight it. National
power was slipping from their hands, and South Carolinians came to see the Federal
government as the enemy, blaming the tariffs it imposed as a reason for their declining fortunes.
By the early 1830s Carolinians were claiming they could nullify Federal laws they deemed



threatening, and they almost started a war to make that point before President Andrew Jackson
—the “American Lion” always ready enough for a fight—forced them to back down. The city’s
decline continued, and by the time Bunch arrived, the population of Charleston was down to
about forty thousand, not one-twentieth the size of New York City. And about half of those
Charleston residents were slaves or free men and free women of color.Visitors remarked that the
people of Charleston—the white people from the old families, anyway—were conspicuously tall
and handsome. The Charlestonians said, and in some cases it was true, that they were
descended from English gentlemen, and long before the phrase “master race” was coined, they
saw themselves, literally, as a race of masters. Charleston photographer C. J. Quinby took
pictures of many leading lights, and even in his sepia images one can see that most of his
subjects had strikingly pale, sometimes almost wolflike, blue eyes. They “live in the open air and
work like Trojans at all manly sports, riding hard, hunting, playing at being soldiers,” wrote one
proud matron.But a palpable undercurrent of fear and mistrust filled what could seem at first a
languorous city with a grating, omnipresent tension. From the first weeks of what eventually
became a decade spent in Charleston, Bunch was deeply disturbed by the mixtures of
arrogance and fear, cruelty and luxury, piety and hypocrisy that were so deeply ingrained in
Southern culture. He tried to look on it all with detached irony, but even in his private letters to his
superiors—indeed, even in his official dispatches to London—there were times when the irony,
which he could not show publicly, became very bitter indeed on the pages of correspondence
marked private and confidential.Bunch learned quickly, as anyone learned who spent more than
a few days in Charleston, that the Denmark Vesey conspiracy to launch a vast slave uprising in
1822, a rebellion that never actually happened, was a critical moment in the minds of the white
people in the city. The fear of the slaves, docile though they seemed, had always lingered in the
background. But after the hysterical revelations and allegations that surrounded Vesey’s plot,
they grew much worse, as if people living in a house they believed might be haunted had
discovered, suddenly, that malevolent ghosts really were watching them day and night.Vesey
had been brought from the British West Indies as a young slave, a point often made by those
who told the story. He managed to buy his freedom with money won in the lottery in 1799, and
for decades he was a popular preacher with slave congregations at Charleston’s African
Methodist Episcopal Church. White preachers often invoked fire and brimstone to keep the
slaves in line, but Vesey used the righteousness of the Old Testament to inspire rebellion. “The
city shall be taken, and the women ravished,” he would tell his flock, quoting the book of
Zechariah. According to the Charleston prosecutors who interrogated him, Vesey meant to seize
the arsenal and the ships in the harbor. House servants recruited to the cause allegedly were
tasked to murder the governor of South Carolina and other officials in their sleep. Vesey was said
to have prepared six infantry companies to roam the streets, slaughtering every white man,
woman, and child.On the night rumored to have been set as the date for the uprising, nothing
happened. But after mass arrests, Vesey and thirty of his supposed co-conspirators were tried in
secret courts. When he and the others were executed, their bodies were left hanging in the



Carolina sun, picked over by crows and the protected vultures day after day until all semblance
of humanness was gone. That many of the alleged conspirators were free blacks and others the
household slaves for rich and powerful Carolina families made even the most benevolent owners
feel threatened and vulnerable, fueling their rage.And yet the whites of Charleston continued to
live surrounded by blacks. “You see, even in the main streets, two or even three of these to every
white man, and in the back streets you see no one else,” reported a British lieutenant who
traveled to Charleston in 1853. You were not supposed to see Negroes on the sidewalk—that
was forbidden—but often you did. And you were not supposed to see them at all late at night,
but often they were there in the shadows, moving easily enough, because they knew the city
better than anyone. Quite a few had been manumitted and lived on their own. (The census had a
category for them, f.p.c., for “free person of color.”) Others were hired out and did not live with
their masters. They met, they talked, and that fact alone convinced many Charlestonians that
they might conspire.In response, the city fathers funded the City Guard, with almost three
hundred paid patrolmen, including twenty-five on horseback. It was one of the most efficient
police forces in the country, garrisoned in an enormous building on the corner of Meeting and
Broad Streets that appeared part fortress, part temple. At the same intersection stood the
courthouse, city hall, and St. Michael’s Church. These were the military, legal, political, and
spiritual bastions of Charleston’s slave-owning order, and every night at nine o’clock in the
winter and ten in the summer the bells of St. Michael’s would peal, followed by the beating of
drums at the guardhouse for a full quarter of an hour. The rattling tympani were intended to send
blacks running back to their masters and their homes, and the drumbeat became the soundtrack
of every evening, ignored by those who did not need to hear it, but a subliminal reminder to all of
fear as much as of security. The British consul’s new home on Tradd Street was only a block
away from the bell tower and the drummer; the music of martial authority rang loudly through his
rooms every night.The same year that Robert Bunch arrived in Charleston, the English novelist
William Makepeace Thackeray passed through town with a small party on a lucrative American
lecture tour. The sale of people on the auction block was a common public spectacle, and
Thackeray and his friends watched the tableau with mixed feelings. It took place, as always, just
outside the elegant Old Exchange building, and about ninety people were on sale that day.A
young British lieutenant remembered the scene emotionally. “The gang was to be sold in
families,” he wrote. “The Negroes, with their wives and little ones, were standing huddled
together in a crowd behind the platform on which each family was exposed for sale in turn,
according to a printed program.” Many of the slaves “seemed indifferent, and a stout Negress or
two looked, occasionally, even defiant; but there were several mothers with their babies at their
breasts (and even black innocence and helplessness are pretty and interesting) sobbing bitterly.”
He continued: “The auctioneer explained the conditions of sale to the company, and stated that
all the niggers were to be considered sound, unless anything was said to the contrary. There
was no degrading exhibition to ascertain physical efficiency, but all the Negroes were in decent
clothing. The slaves were arranged in families according to their nearest relationship, and sold in



lots at so much a head. The competition was tolerably brisk, and several lots—old men, babies,
and all—sold very well. The scene, of course, was most painful, humiliating and degrading. I
became quite affected myself, and was obliged to hurry away, for fear of showing what I
felt.”Chapter 3Chapter 3SHORTLY AFTER THE BUNCHES’ ARRIVAL in Charleston, they took
up residence in a three-story house at 58 Tradd Street. It had been built in the 1730s on the long,
narrow road that cut all the way across the little peninsula on which Charleston sits, and it was
pleasant enough, with a small garden, and what seemed respectable neighbors.As Her
Majesty’s consul set out on his errands each morning, the streets bustled with black laborers
and servants, pink-cheeked ladies, rugged Irish and German workmen, and the strapping sons
of plantation owners, most of them of English descent. Consul Bunch slipped past them or,
tipping his hat, stopped to chat about nothing at all. Bunch was unassuming but amusing, a man
well met but easily forgotten. In his demeanor and discourse he had perfected his mask as a
perfectly English Englishman looking after obvious English interests.The purely consular part of
a consul’s job was never done. George Mathew had left an office on the Central Wharf at the end
of Broad Street from which Bunch could keep close watch on the British vessels in the port. The
consul was expected to know to the letter the treaty obligations governing commerce and to
make sure that local authorities observed them. If there was a problem with a channel in the
harbor, or the flame was burning none too brightly in a lighthouse, he would tell the British
captains about it and notify London. A consul could estimate the value of a ship’s cargo for U.S.
customs officials. He represented the interests of all British sailors and citizens when they got
into trouble. He notarized documents, embossing them with the lion and unicorn seal. He issued
passports to British citizens, and he recorded their marriages, births, and deaths in the wide
expanse of territory that fell under his jurisdiction. One of Bunch’s colleagues wrote that “With
the exception of the administration of the sacrament of baptism and exercising the business of
executioner, it would be difficult to say what duties I cannot be called on to perform.”Bunch
visited the newspaper offices and the jails, the harbor-master, the postmaster, the Federal
prosecutors, and private attorneys. He would keep careful track of transatlantic trade and any
impediments to it, from cotton supplies to quarantines (always a big issue on a coast plagued
with yellow fever), to legislation by the Federal and state governments and litigation in the courts.
His work kept him in constant contact with Carolinians of every stripe. His agreeable mien
helped him win the trust of people who had an innate suspicion of outsiders.A consul supplied
the signature on paperwork for British ships entering and leaving the port. He attended formal
functions among the ladies and gentlemen of the town, and he dealt with drunken British thugs
who wound up in jail, including, occasionally, those accused of murder. But the most important
part of Consul Bunch’s work would be undertaken in private and, very often, in secret.Britain
posted fourteen consuls in the United States, including seven in slave states, and these men—
along with the minister in Washington—comprised the backbone of the system that kept Britain
informed about what was happening on the ground. Many of the British consuls in the United
States were part-timers who mixed their private business with their unpaid official duties, but



Bunch in Charleston in the South and the consul in New York City in the North were salaried
professionals. Their business often included quasi-diplomatic functions and always involved the
gathering of intelligence—political and military as well as commercial—for Her Majesty’s
government. The best consuls, and Bunch would soon number among them, sent dispatches to
the Foreign Office tracking everything from shifting public sentiment on tariffs to the gritty details
of slavery.Mathew had not left the Charleston consular office in good order, and when Bunch
arrived in late November, he discovered that the consulate’s only employee was a paragon of
Low Country decadence. “Old Davis, my vice consul, has delirium tremens and the pox
alternately, as his life fluctuates between the barroom and the brothel,” Bunch wrote to John
Crampton, the British minister in Washington.* At the same time, Bunch said hopefully, “Nothing
can exceed the civility of these good people. Everybody calls, and there are teas and dinners
‘looming in the future.’ ”But, still, the newlywed Bunches were having a hard time settling in. A
city more different from the New York they’d left behind would be hard to imagine. The sun
poured down on the sandy avenues. The branches of the live oaks hung heavy with Spanish
moss. The grander houses had an elegant simplicity, with wide verandas that sheltered the
windows both upstairs and down. Many homes had small gardens filled with lush growth. But
when the wind blew, the dust off the streets covered one’s clothes and filled one’s eyes. Alleys
that were homes to the slaves crisscrossed the city. In the markets near the port, amid the sickly
scent of decay, Negro vendors sold colorful fruits and the daily catch of mullets and crabs while
the butchers threw discarded fat and offal to tribes of lumbering vultures that waited restlessly
nearby, protected by law as the winged collectors of refuse.Bunch quickly found that Charleston
society was small, rich, and spoiled. Rice and cotton had made the upper classes as wealthy as
any in America, North or South, and the climate had made them, of necessity, an idle
aristocracy. For much of the year, when their plantations were plagued by yellow fever and
malaria, those Charlestonians who could retire to the mountains, to the outer islands, to the
North, or to Europe did so, and, partly as a result, many spent their fortunes elsewhere. The
population had been declining slowly for a decade as many people moved west to the new lands
of opportunity. In 1820 Charleston had been the sixth largest city in the United States. But New
Orleans soon surpassed Charleston’s port traffic, and many of the old rich, and those who had
depended on them, instead of adapting to change took every opportunity to fight it. National
power was slipping from their hands, and South Carolinians came to see the Federal
government as the enemy, blaming the tariffs it imposed as a reason for their declining fortunes.
By the early 1830s Carolinians were claiming they could nullify Federal laws they deemed
threatening, and they almost started a war to make that point before President Andrew Jackson
—the “American Lion” always ready enough for a fight—forced them to back down. The city’s
decline continued, and by the time Bunch arrived, the population of Charleston was down to
about forty thousand, not one-twentieth the size of New York City. And about half of those
Charleston residents were slaves or free men and free women of color.Visitors remarked that the
people of Charleston—the white people from the old families, anyway—were conspicuously tall



and handsome. The Charlestonians said, and in some cases it was true, that they were
descended from English gentlemen, and long before the phrase “master race” was coined, they
saw themselves, literally, as a race of masters. Charleston photographer C. J. Quinby took
pictures of many leading lights, and even in his sepia images one can see that most of his
subjects had strikingly pale, sometimes almost wolflike, blue eyes. They “live in the open air and
work like Trojans at all manly sports, riding hard, hunting, playing at being soldiers,” wrote one
proud matron.But a palpable undercurrent of fear and mistrust filled what could seem at first a
languorous city with a grating, omnipresent tension. From the first weeks of what eventually
became a decade spent in Charleston, Bunch was deeply disturbed by the mixtures of
arrogance and fear, cruelty and luxury, piety and hypocrisy that were so deeply ingrained in
Southern culture. He tried to look on it all with detached irony, but even in his private letters to his
superiors—indeed, even in his official dispatches to London—there were times when the irony,
which he could not show publicly, became very bitter indeed on the pages of correspondence
marked private and confidential.Bunch learned quickly, as anyone learned who spent more than
a few days in Charleston, that the Denmark Vesey conspiracy to launch a vast slave uprising in
1822, a rebellion that never actually happened, was a critical moment in the minds of the white
people in the city. The fear of the slaves, docile though they seemed, had always lingered in the
background. But after the hysterical revelations and allegations that surrounded Vesey’s plot,
they grew much worse, as if people living in a house they believed might be haunted had
discovered, suddenly, that malevolent ghosts really were watching them day and night.Vesey
had been brought from the British West Indies as a young slave, a point often made by those
who told the story. He managed to buy his freedom with money won in the lottery in 1799, and
for decades he was a popular preacher with slave congregations at Charleston’s African
Methodist Episcopal Church. White preachers often invoked fire and brimstone to keep the
slaves in line, but Vesey used the righteousness of the Old Testament to inspire rebellion. “The
city shall be taken, and the women ravished,” he would tell his flock, quoting the book of
Zechariah. According to the Charleston prosecutors who interrogated him, Vesey meant to seize
the arsenal and the ships in the harbor. House servants recruited to the cause allegedly were
tasked to murder the governor of South Carolina and other officials in their sleep. Vesey was said
to have prepared six infantry companies to roam the streets, slaughtering every white man,
woman, and child.On the night rumored to have been set as the date for the uprising, nothing
happened. But after mass arrests, Vesey and thirty of his supposed co-conspirators were tried in
secret courts. When he and the others were executed, their bodies were left hanging in the
Carolina sun, picked over by crows and the protected vultures day after day until all semblance
of humanness was gone. That many of the alleged conspirators were free blacks and others the
household slaves for rich and powerful Carolina families made even the most benevolent owners
feel threatened and vulnerable, fueling their rage.And yet the whites of Charleston continued to
live surrounded by blacks. “You see, even in the main streets, two or even three of these to every
white man, and in the back streets you see no one else,” reported a British lieutenant who



traveled to Charleston in 1853. You were not supposed to see Negroes on the sidewalk—that
was forbidden—but often you did. And you were not supposed to see them at all late at night,
but often they were there in the shadows, moving easily enough, because they knew the city
better than anyone. Quite a few had been manumitted and lived on their own. (The census had a
category for them, f.p.c., for “free person of color.”) Others were hired out and did not live with
their masters. They met, they talked, and that fact alone convinced many Charlestonians that
they might conspire.In response, the city fathers funded the City Guard, with almost three
hundred paid patrolmen, including twenty-five on horseback. It was one of the most efficient
police forces in the country, garrisoned in an enormous building on the corner of Meeting and
Broad Streets that appeared part fortress, part temple. At the same intersection stood the
courthouse, city hall, and St. Michael’s Church. These were the military, legal, political, and
spiritual bastions of Charleston’s slave-owning order, and every night at nine o’clock in the
winter and ten in the summer the bells of St. Michael’s would peal, followed by the beating of
drums at the guardhouse for a full quarter of an hour. The rattling tympani were intended to send
blacks running back to their masters and their homes, and the drumbeat became the soundtrack
of every evening, ignored by those who did not need to hear it, but a subliminal reminder to all of
fear as much as of security. The British consul’s new home on Tradd Street was only a block
away from the bell tower and the drummer; the music of martial authority rang loudly through his
rooms every night.The same year that Robert Bunch arrived in Charleston, the English novelist
William Makepeace Thackeray passed through town with a small party on a lucrative American
lecture tour. The sale of people on the auction block was a common public spectacle, and
Thackeray and his friends watched the tableau with mixed feelings. It took place, as always, just
outside the elegant Old Exchange building, and about ninety people were on sale that day.A
young British lieutenant remembered the scene emotionally. “The gang was to be sold in
families,” he wrote. “The Negroes, with their wives and little ones, were standing huddled
together in a crowd behind the platform on which each family was exposed for sale in turn,
according to a printed program.” Many of the slaves “seemed indifferent, and a stout Negress or
two looked, occasionally, even defiant; but there were several mothers with their babies at their
breasts (and even black innocence and helplessness are pretty and interesting) sobbing bitterly.”
He continued: “The auctioneer explained the conditions of sale to the company, and stated that
all the niggers were to be considered sound, unless anything was said to the contrary. There
was no degrading exhibition to ascertain physical efficiency, but all the Negroes were in decent
clothing. The slaves were arranged in families according to their nearest relationship, and sold in
lots at so much a head. The competition was tolerably brisk, and several lots—old men, babies,
and all—sold very well. The scene, of course, was most painful, humiliating and degrading. I
became quite affected myself, and was obliged to hurry away, for fear of showing what I felt.”
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Emil L. Posey, “A Great Read on an Obscure Slice of ACW History. President of the Confederacy
Jefferson F. Davis was convinced that the British people supported the Confederate cause, and
securing formal recognition was his top foreign policy objective early in the war. Most of the
Southern landed class believed, and were loudly expressive, that withholding cotton exports to
England and the economic dislocation that would result would suffice to pressure any
recalcitrants in London to support recognition. Recognition would put the Confederacy on the
same level diplomatically – that of a sovereign nation – as the United States and would greatly
increase its chances for a successful secession. The South came close, and the hotheaded,
obstinate, confrontational style of US Secretary of State William Seward vis-à-vis England
almost sealed the deal. It eventuated, however, that even Seward’s “first folly”, so to speak, was
not enough to push London, Parliament and Crown alike, past their visceral distaste for slavery
in any form. Formal diplomatic recognition by Britain (or by France or any other European state)
was never obtained.Nothing new is this summary. What is new and a real treat is the story
Christopher Dickey unspools to describe this. He starts with the appointment of one Robert
Bunch, a relatively minor official in the British Foreign Office, as a replacement British consul in
Charleston, South Carolina in 1853, and follows Bunch’s tenure until his eventual reassignment
in February 1863. There were 14 British consuls in the United States, including 7 in slave states,
all answerable to the British Minister (ambassador, as it were) in Washington, DC. They had a
variety of tasks to perform. First and foremost was to facilitate the movement of British goods
and people – to keep the lines of commerce open and flowing. A close second was to act as
London’s eyes and ears in the US hinterland, monitoring and reporting back on commercial,
cultural, political, military, and economic events that might prove important to British interests.
Most of these consuls were part-timers who mixed their private business with their unpaid official
duties, but Bunch was one of the few that was a full-time salaried professional. He would also
prove himself to be one of the best and most prolific. His reports were comprehensive, detailed,
and perceptive. He is an excellent vehicle through which to tell this story.Three things I like
about this book: First, it sheds light on a slice of Civil War history that hasn’t seen a lot of play in
popular histories – the underlying Royal and Parliamentary anti-slavery sentiment, how the
British Foreign Office worked, the source network that Bunch (and by interpolation the other
consuls) developed, and how Bunch personally had to operate in the Deep South so as do his
job without revealing his personal hatred of the South’s “peculiar institution”. Second,
Christopher Dickey’s style. He is a trained and experienced journalist, and already an
accomplished author prior to this book. Thus, he knows how to write. This is an easy, smooth
read that flows linearly through time with seamless transitions between events, locales, and
personalities – not only informative, but a joy to read. One downside is that Mr. Dickey’s
abhorrence of slavery comes through the text. It doesn’t get in the way of the narrative, but it’s
visible. And then, third, there is the description of the diplomatic motives and strategies initiated



and played out within and between Britain, the Confederacy, and the United States. In what too
often can be a dry topic, the maneuverings are not only described with pulse and pace, but their
intricacies and backgrounds are well explained. Take, for example, the Negro Seamen Act of
1822 – a South Carolina law that was a thorn in Britain’s side. The law required free seamen of
African descent working aboard domestic and foreign ships (including British ships) to be jailed
while the ship was in any South Carolinian port for fear that if they were allowed free access to
local slaves, riots and other unrest might ensue. Moreover, when it was time to leave, the ship’s
captain had to pay a fine for the release of seaman held captive. You can imagine Britain’s
reaction.This book is a great read, and I recommend it highly. If you need more convincing, you
might check outhttp://www.c-span.org/video/?327546-1/christopher-dickey-man-charleston.
Enjoy!”

Matthew Rapaport, “Nice historical texture for students of the American Civil War. When I bought
this I thought it might be fiction, a story. It is a story, but not fiction, instead the biography of
Robert Bunch the British Consul in Charleston South Carolina from the mid 1850s to 1863, the
middle of the American Civil War. As today, the consuls of those days were put in place to foster
the interests of their home country and its citizens who might happen to be in the area.There
were many British citizens with commercial interests in Charleston. It was the main export
terminal for Southern cotton on which Britain's mills depended. The city was shot through with a
paranoid streak. Fear of an uprising if slaves witnessed free blacks walking around (even aboard
their ships) prompted laws absurd even by the standards of that time and place. The black
sailors (free British citizens) on a ship (mostly British) docking in the harbor were arrested and
held in the city jail to be returned (usually) when the ship departed. It was the consul's job to try
and get these laws overturned and failing that at least to make sure that all the sailors were
returned to their ships.Bunch and his diplomatic employers, the British government, hated the
slavery institution and in particular kidnapping of Africans (something technically illegal even for
the South by the 1840s). Besides his work with British citizens, Bunch reported regularly up the
diplomatic chain about the goings on in Charleston and the wider south, in particular its
smuggling of Africans, and drift toward secession and war, which Bunch clearly forecast years
before its occurrence. In effect Bunch became something of a spy for England on the whole
situation in America's southern states before and through much of the war. This is the story of
"Our Man in Charleston". Civil War historians will discover here a rich vein of detail concerning
the doings in Charleston, where the shelling of Fort Sumter was the war's opening event, leading
up to hostilities.”

SmartyPants, “The story of Robert Bunch comes alive through Christopher Dickey. This is the
story of Robert Bunch, a man forgotten to history. I found this story fascinating, engaging, and an
excellent glimpse into the historical politics of the US and England. I am certain that these were
dangerous times for Mr Bunch. I was hoping for perhaps a bit more drama, as the title suggest



"Secret Agent," but that was my assumption. Overall, I recommend this book as an exceptional
recount of the events leading up to and beginning the Civil War, a must read for history and
politics enthusiasts alike.”

Barbara Adams, “Fascinating angle on an over-written subject. In truth, I cannot rate the book for
it's content. I bought it as a present for a friend in England who is interested in the American Civil
War (oxymoron, wha?!). After listening to an NPR interview with the author - with a captivating
and fresh perspective - I thought the book must be pretty good. So the stars are for the
amazon.uk order/delivery process and to encourage anyone who might read this to take a
chance and purchase the book.”

Ann, “Quality. Good condition and great price”

Alexander McKay, “first class. excellent book excellent service”

Ebook Library Reader, “Remarkably relevant. You will gain insight not only into the civil war, but
also  the contemporary United States.Extremely well researched, written and insightful.”
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