The Legacy Of

PAUL CUFFE
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Paul’s parents saved enough of their earnings to purchase an existing 116-acre farm in the
mainland town of Dartmouth to which the family moved in the spring of 1767 and lived there
together until 1772 when Paul’s father died. Cuff Slocum bequeathed this farm to his two
younger sons, John and Paul, and it remained in their possession for the next half century.
But in 1773 Paul initiated his seafaring life as a 14-year-old crew member on a whaling
voyage to the West Indies leaving management of the farm to his older brother.
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As Paul Cuffe expanded his
commercial dealings around th
e
Atlantic Ocean, he became
increasingly engaged with Qu
aker
businessmen and Abolitionist
leaders
in Baltimore, Philadelphia, Ne
w York
and London. The British Abolitio
nists in
particular saw Paul Cuffe, a pr
ominent
black entrepreneur and human
itarian,
as a potential ally in their efforts
to
create a successful colony for
the
freed slaves from both America
and
England who had already been
transported to the African terri
tory of
Sierra Leone.
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Paul Cuffe received a remarkab
ly warm
reception from both the Quaker
community and
the leaders of the African Institu
tion in England.
He sailed into Liverpool choosin
g that as his
commercial base and made two
trips to London
to pursue various aspects of his
Sierra Leone
initiatives. He spoke to the me
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On the other hand, he also discovered in England that some of the
English merchants in Sierra Leone saw Cuffe’s plans as a threat to their
protected monopoly positions. These merchants took measures to
undermine his efforts. One of the merchants sent a letter to the African
Institution warning them that Paul Cuffe “was an unscrupulous
businessman and not to be trusted.” They also conspired to have a young
man from Sierra Leone, Aaron Rogers, impressed off Cuffe’s ship in
Liverpool and kept captive first in Liverpool and then in Portsmouth.
Rogers was serving as an apprentice to learn navigation from Paul Cuffe
with hope he might become a skilled mariner and even a future captain of
ships sailing out of Sierra Leone. Paul Cuffe first sought to have Aaron
Rogers released in Liverpool. When that failed, he went to London and
enlisted the support of influential Quakers and leaders of the African
Institution, who in turn interceded with the British Admiralty and arranged
for Rogers’ release.

From England Cuffe and his crew sailed back to
Sierra Leone and set about organizing his Nova
Scotian friends into a “Friendly Society” that
“would serve as the catalyst for the
development of an African People to be
counted among the historians’ nations, and it
would keep records of its actions to ensure that
future historians would be able to reconstruct
the story of that nation’s rise and progress.”

When Cuffe returned to Westport from Sierra Leone in
April 1812, the onset of the war between England and the
United States rendered the cargo he was carrying from
the British colony of Sierra Leone illegal and the Newport
customs officials seized his ship. Undaunted, Paul Cuffe
rode the stage coach to Washington where, through the
intercessions of his Quaker friends, he was received by
President James Madison (a first for a Black American)
and the Secretaries of State and Treasury who issued
orders that his ship and cargo be released. But the war
prevented any further involvement with Sierra Leone until
after it ended in 1814.

In 1808 Cuffe had been welcomed into membership in the
local Meeting of the Quakers in Westport and they had
strongly supported his Sierra Leone mission. Upon
returning home from Sierra Leone and thwarted by the
war from maritime activity, he became more actively
involved with the local Meeting. He was appointed to a
committee to decide whether a new Meetinghouse
building should be constructed and, if so, to oversee and
raise the funds for that undertaking. Paul became a leader
of that committee and contributed half of the cost of the
new building.

After the war with Britain ended, Paul Cuffe led a third trip
to Sierra Leone. He transported 10 families of 38 persons
on his ship the Traveler. The agreement with these new
settlers was that they would work to assist the local
people to become more productive and able to engage in
world trade with local commodities, rather than exporting
slaves. He had been promised financial support for this
venture from the African Institution in London, but that
support failed to materialize and he ended up meeting
most of the costs himself. Some of his passengers stayed
on in Sierra Leone and some later moved on to the new
colony of Liberia where they reportedly prospered.

A new American organization called the American Colonization Society was
being formed about the same time that Paul Cuffe returned from his third
trip to Sierra Leone and its leaders sought his support and endorsement.
While its goals of resettling freed slaves in Africa initially seemed consistent
with Cuffe’s own, it soon became clear to him and other African American
leaders that the Society was mainly sponsored by slaveowners who were
more interested in removing the free black presence from American society
than they were in supporting African development. Cuffe did not give it his
support after listening to strong objections from other free blacks. He saw
his efforts very differently as providing training and machinery and boats to
the people of Africa so that they could improve their condition and rise in
the world.

Early in the following year, 1817, Paul Cuffe came down with an illness that
eventually led to his death on September 7th. He was buried the next day in
the cemetery behind the Westport Friends Meeting House and was honored
and memorialized in many halls and sanctuaries around the Atlantic in the
following months.

QUICK FACTS IN RECENT HISTORY OF PAUL
CUFFE’S LEGACY:
●

On January 16, 2009, Congressman Barney Frank
inserted extended remarks titled "Paul Cuffe: Voting
Rights Pioneer" into the Congressional Record.

●

Governor Deval Patrick of Massachusetts issued a
proclamation honoring the 250th anniversary of the
birthday of Paul Cuffe[47] on January 17, 2009 by
declaring it Paul Cuffe Day in Massachusetts.

●

The Massachusetts State House and Senate issued
citations on January 17, 2009 honoring Paul Cuffe's birth.

CUFFE’S LEGACY (CONT’D):
●

On September 7, 2017 Governor Charlie Baker of
Massachusetts issued a proclamation honoring the 200th
anniversary of Paul Cuffe's death by making that date Paul
Cuffe Day in Massachusetts.

●

The Massachusetts House and Senate issued citations on
September 7, 2017 honoring the 200th anniversary of Paul
Cuffe's death.

●

The New Bedford Whaling Museum opened the Captain Paul
Cuffe Park at the corner of Water and Union Streets in 2018.

●

The Paul Cuffe Symposium Committee Inaugurated the Paul
Cuffe Heritage Trail celebrating Native American and African
American Heritage from New Bedford to Westport on
September 7, 2017 which honors Cuff Slocum, Paul Cuffe,
and Michael Wainer.

●

The Paul Cuffee Maritime Charter School for Providence
Youth was established in 2001 in Providence, Rhode Island.

●

The Paul Cuffe Math-Science Technology Academy ES was
established in 2003 in Chicago, Illinois, replacing the Cuffe
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