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John Cole:

Well, good afternoon everyone.  Thank you for joining us.  I’m John Cole.  I’m the director of the Center for the Book in the Library of Congress (the Library).  We are the Library’s reading promotion arm, with a network of partners, both through state affiliates and national nonprofit organizations and government agencies, spreads us around the country and, in some ways, around the world, which is an appropriate thing to say because today we have an international program about an important new book that we will hear about from the author, and we hope there will be some questions and answers.  I will invite you to ask questions.  Our author will provide the answers.  

But I’d like to tell you that if you do ask a question, that, in effect, is your consent to be on the film that is being made for eventual Webcast on the Library of Congress’s site.  And that will be available, we hope, three to four weeks, we hope, after the presentation.  On our Web site now there are more than 80 single presentations that have been made in the last three or four years and I invite you to take a look at it.  At the book signing following, there will be a sheet that will have our forthcoming programs and also information about our Web site.  

To introduce our speaker today, it’s my pleasure to present Marieta Harper.  Marieta is a area specialist in the African and Middle Eastern Division.  Her specialty is French-speaking West and Central Africa, which makes her the perfect person to introduce our speaker.  Marieta.

Marieta Harper:

Thank you, John.  Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.  As the area specialist for sub-Saharan Africa I have the distinct honor of giving you a brief background introduction on our author, Dr. Stephen Grant.  He has spent several years doing research, gathering primary source materials in West Africa and the United States, just to name a couple of places, on the first United States consul, Peter Strickland.  And, I met today’s author and have assisted him in doing his research, let’s say around 2001 to the present.  

Dr. Stephen Grant has returned to the Library to discuss this recently published biography called “Peter Strickland: New London Shipmaster, Boston Merchant, First Consul to Senegal.”  It is his fourth book and his first biography.  Stephen Grant completed his career with USAID [United States Agency for International Development] as a Foreign Service education officer in 2003, after multiple assignments in West Africa.  He since devotes his time to writing and helping other retired diplomats improve and then publish their manuscripts.  

Just a few months ago, in November, Dr. Grant put on an exhibition in the African and Middle Eastern Division for the centennial of the birth of the first Senegalese president, Leopold Sédar Senghor, which presently can be accessed on the LC’s main library Web site as well as the African and Middle Eastern’s [Division] African Section’s Web site of special events.  That’s something for you to really take time to look at after you have [hear] his talk for his most recent publication.

For this latest book, he conducted research in Senegal, Maryland, Delaware, Connecticut, and Massachusetts.  Ladies and gentlemen, without further ado, Dr. Stephen Grant.

[applause]

Dr. Stephen Grant:
Thank you, Marieta, and thank you, John.  Today I’d like to share my story of the recent rediscovery of Peter Strickland, the research path followed, and some aspects of the book’s contents.  For a thumbnail sketch of Peter Strickland -- born in 1837, died in 1921, lived to be 83.  He was a teacher, sea captain, author, merchant, and first consul to Senegal.  So, a jack of all trades, but the three that he was master of -- the sea captain, the merchant, and the consul.  

This was how my book project ended, in a paperback book.  It was launched in January at the Diplomatic and Consular Officers Retired House on the corner of 18th and F [streets].  

This is the only known portrait of Peter Strickland that was taken in the late 1890s and submitted to an encyclopedia.  The subtitles show the areas where he lived, New London, Boston, and Senegal, so two areas in New England and then the West Coast of Africa.  You see a ship, it’s a half brig, and it was drawn in pencil by Peter Strickland into the margin of one of his ship logs, and you can make out faintly some handwriting, some white writing on the blue background.  This is the first page of his journal that he wrote on January 1, 1857.  We’ll return to this.  

This is how the book project began.  A handwritten envelope sent in 1889 from Boston to “Captain Peter Strickland, US Consul, Gorée, West Africa,” with a handsome James Garfield blue five cent stamp.  Two postmarks: Boston, August 2, and Paris, August 11.  

Let’s see where Gorée is.  Gorée is on the westernmost tip of West Africa.  If you were to fly to the New World from Gorée or Dakar in Senegal you would go to Brazil; that’s the shortest route.  Another map, which would be helpful to you and goes back to the period, is one of the early Rand McNally maps.  This is from 1900 and this is a map of northwest Africa from the “Dollar Atlas of the World.”  You can see Senegal, and Gorée which is an island, 45 acres, right off the coast of Senegal, and in red you have British colonies, such as Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Gold Coast.  You also have, in red, Guinea Bissau -- Portuguese colony, and inside of Senegal you have the British colony of Gambia.  So, we’ll look at other maps, but it’s always good to have period maps when you’re looking at things, activities that took place a century ago.  

I want to return to that envelope.  When you turn an envelope over you don’t always see postmarks, but on the reverse side of that same envelope are three postmarks -- one Bordeaux, one Marseilles, and the other of Gorée.  And with a magnifying glass I could make out the dates on each of them.  So, we had five postmarks.  It took 20 days for this letter to go from Boston to Gorée, Senegal.  It takes as long today.

[laughter] 

And this was 1889.  

Now, the story behind this cover is that I saw it on eBay.  I was in El Salvador, the last of my foreign posts for USAID.  I had just been assigned as the Senegal desk officer to be posted to Washington.  I had written three books and I was asking the question, “What is the subject of my fourth book going to be?”  And, I put in Senegal under eBay and about 50 items paraded in front of me.  There were stamps, there was a weekend at the Club Med --

[laughter]

-- there were t-shirts, there were postcards, and then I saw this envelope and I was absolutely intrigued by it.  I love to see handwriting on envelopes, I love 19th century writing, and I used to be a stamp collector, so I bid on the envelope and I won it.  

When I won it what I did right away was to send an email to the historian of the State Department to say, “Who was Captain Peter Strickland?”  And he wrote back saying that “He was our first consul in French West Africa.  He started his assignment in 1883, he ended in 1905, and we have no record of his post-retirement activities.  But, if you want to start looking into this man I suggest you go to the National Archives,” where I will find all of the consular dispatches that he sent.  The State Department, like other departments, sends their papers to the National Archives (the Archives) for safekeeping and for consultation by researchers.  In College Park, the building holds two million cubic feet of records.  The files saved by the Consulate in Gorée take up two linear feet.  

Stacked up on this cart in the foreground are the actual books that consul Peter Strickland kept in his office on the island of Gorée.  Sixteen large volumes constituted all of his official records.  In the background are huddled two keen archive interns.  

[laughter]  

On closer look at these books kept by the consul in West Africa you can note that they are leather bound, not bound in Senegal but bound once they returned to the State Department.  In addition to the dispatches, there is recorded information of every American vessel that stopped at a Senegalese port from 1883 to 1905, and all of the dispatches and instructions that came from the State Department.  

We’re going to leave the National Archives for just one minute to go to my collection of old postcards, because I have to admit that I’m a deltiologist, that some dictionaries admit to being the name referred to for a person who studies and analyzes picture postcards.  This postcard was sent from Senegal in 1906 to Pas de Calais in northeastern France.  Peter Strickland didn’t write this card; he had left Senegal the year before, but it does show his era.  And, if you look at the white building on the left, that is where Peter Strickland lived for 30 years.  

This second postcard is Peter Strickland’s writing.  I scanned this postcard at the National Archives.  Peter Strickland wrote a postcard to the Assistant Secretary of State in 1901.  Now, when I was a diplomat I never thought of sending a postcard to the State Department, but he did.  

[laughter]

But, in those days he received no visits from anyone in Washington.  The Inspector Corps, to look into how consuls were doing abroad, wasn’t organized until after he left post, so it was very thoughtful of him.  What he wrote is “Position of the Consular Office, Entrance,” and also the “Chamber of Commerce President.”

And you can perhaps make out two flags, one enormous flag over his consulate is the American flag, and to the left, the very small flag, in this French colony, is the French flag.  

[laughter]

He was making it very clear what was important for him.  You also may notice these tracks in the sand, what will they be?  Well, those are tracks which were used for carts that would go to and from the port; they’re called Voies Decauville tracks, they’re narrow gauged, you can pick them up and put them down on sand.  They could withstand up to 50 tons.  Sometimes actually locomotives could run on these tracks.  

This is what Gorée Island looked like in the early 1900s.  Forty-five acres, as I mentioned, and the Strickland House is right here.  We’ll see later that two American Presidents have visited this island and they have given speeches on this island, and they have visited the slave house, which is right here, because -- we’ll listen to something about that later.  But, this is an area where captured Africans were held before their transatlantic voyage.  

Going back to the Archives, this is one of a set of marine protests.  This is a document, which all sea captains had and so did consuls, and it would be filled out after boisterous or tempestuous weather.  And the purpose was to protect the ship owner against future insurance claims.  It was signed in the lower left by Consul Peter Strickland, and to the right above the consul’s signature is the signature of the sea captain, whose name was George Strickland.  And this was a huge surprise to me when I discovered this in the Archives.  I did not know that his son was also a sea captain.  Reading the dispatches, I also learned that his son, George, was a vice consul.  Peter Strickland had to justify to the State Department naming his son as a vice consul, but he proposed his son and it was accepted.  

In February of 1888, George Strickland, vice consul and sea captain and 23-year-old son of Peter Strickland, accidentally drowned off the coast of Dakar.  This is the letter that Peter Strickland pinned in his own book, a duplicate of the one he sent to the State Department.  The State Department responded with a moving letter of condolence.  The circumstances of his death are mysterious.  He fell off the railing of the ship he was commanding into the sea a February night of 8:00 p.m., but the weather reports did not indicate there was bad weather, so we don’t know what happened.  But, at this time he was the only son that Peter Strickland had and Peter had been looking forward to turning over his business, which we’ll talk about later, to his son, and it was an absolute huge family tragedy.

This is the epitaph that Peter Strickland wrote for his son whose body was never found and this is -- you can see this in the New London, Connecticut Cedar Grove Cemetery, it says,

“GEORGE STRICKLAND

BORN

IN NEW LONDON 

APRIL 17, 1864

HE WAS VICE COUNSULOF THE 

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

FOR FRENCH WEST AFRICA

AT THE TIME OF HIS DEATH

WHICH OCCURRED ACCIDENTALLY BY DROWNING WITHIN THE 

DISTRICT OF HIS CONSULATE

FEBRUARY 7, 1888

And, I took this picture once I found the Strickland family burial plot in New London.  

In addition to the National Archives to scrutinize, cemeteries to visit, and envelopes written to Strickland one might chance upon, where else can one find any evidence of Strickland’s past?  Well, first you can go to a “Who’s Who.”  Albert Nelson Marquis created the series of “Who’s Who.”    Strickland never made it into the national “Who’s Who,” but he did into the regional “Who’s Who,”   the first edition of “Who’s Who” in New England, 1909, and here’s the entry.  I learned more information about his family and his career and his address -- 102 Neponset Avenue, Boston -- and because of this information I was able to locate his house, which is still standing, on a trip to Boston.  

Another public document is the “National Encyclopedia of American Biography,” New York, James T. White, 1899.  And there you see where I got the portrait, the only one I’ve ever found.  It was in an encyclopedia that a lot of libraries have.  Peter Strickland and his wife, Mary Louise Rogers, are both from New London, and their families go back to the 1670s.  Strickland taught one term in a district school at age 15 just before he left for sea.  He lost the tip of the forefinger on his right hand and performed no military service during the Civil War.  He wrote a book.  These are things which I learned in this article.  His book was called “A Voice From the Deep’ and it was on behalf of sailors.  He had two sons and two daughters.  So I was little by little completing the picture of his life.

When you Google Peter Strickland you are directed to the Mystic Seaport Library in Connecticut.  You learn that they have 20 folders on Strickland, including ship logs, correspondence, and a personal journal.  Much now is online than -- much more than there was when I started my research.  This is the G.W. Blunt-White Library at the Mystic Seaport in Mystic, Conn., and you are requested, or rather required, to don white cotton gloves when you handle the manuscript material there.  Among the documents in the Blunt-White Library is the cover page you see here for a logbook with Peter Strickland’s first three trips to Africa.  This is 1864 to 1866, on the schooner,” Indian Queen” and the brig, “Robert Wing.”  This is Boston to Gorée and back.  In the hold of his sailing vessels were tobacco from Kentucky and from Tennessee and wood products from New England.  On his return trip, peanuts, and peanuts is now the main export of Senegal, and animal skins.  The animal skins were used to make shoes, some of which were used by Union soldiers.

Here is a second drawing Peter Strickland penciled into one of his books called “Homeward Bound 1866.”  One could add draftsman, perhaps, to his qualities.  This is the half brig that’s on the cover and the spine of the book; it’s very small.  

A second repository for original Peter Strickland documents, also on the East Coast, is at the University of Delaware at Newark.  They have one linear foot of Strickland material.  This material is kept in the special collections of the university’s Morris Library.  Here is what four of the Strickland albums look like.  They’re journals and letter books consisting of yellow carbon copies of the consul’s business correspondence and a diary.  The title page for his book, “A Voice From the Deep,” published in Boston in 1873, with a cartoon, a three-masts schooner bypasses two overboard sailors and the caption is “Can’t stop.  Time is money.”  

Here is the first page of 2500 pages of his diary, spanning 64 years, 1857 to 1921.  His last entry his pen must have fallen in mid-sentence, he just stops, and he lived for a few more months.  In each entry he starts with the weather.  What’s more important to a sailor than the weather?  He gives you the temperature in Fahrenheit and centigrade, he gets you the barometric pressure, he talks about the squalls and the tornados.  Then he moves onto other items which are important to him.  

For a document which is 150 years old this year, doesn’t this look amazingly pristine?  It’s actually not 150 years old, because Strickland recopied his journal when he was 77-years-old, and that’s amazing to have such nice calligraphy at age 77.  When he was 77 he made a decision that his diary over so many years was in so many different forms, notebooks of different sizes -- that he wanted to make it a uniform collection for posterity and he went to a stationery store and bought lots of 400-page lined albums and he left his entire diary recopied.  He did not save the first part -- we don’t know whether he made changes.  He does talk about how it was very much fun for him to relive his life, and sometimes he corrected dates -- we don’t know what other changes were made.  

And the way that I figured out that this was not as old a document as I had anticipated is by looking at one number on this page, and it’s the date -- January 1857.  If you look at the eight carefully it doesn’t look quite right.  He had started to write “January 1914,” which was when he was rewriting it.  And then he wrote an eight over the nine and you could imagine doing this yourself if you were recopying a journal.

Back to postcards.  You almost never have a date written on a postcard unless it’s “1938 Hurricane” or something.  You have dates on stamps more often, but postcards very rare.  Well, Peter Strickland in his diary helped us date the event, which is described here, and it’s a ceremony.  In black, tipping his hat, is Sir George Clinton, the governor of Gambia, who is paying a call on his counterpart who is in white right next to him, Ernest Roume, who was governor general of French West Africa.  This is on the island of Gorée.  And on the building on the right you have the U.S. consulate.  And you may not be able to make it out, but the American flag is flying over the U.S. consulate.  It’s very clear in the original.  

This is the diary from Peter Strickland on June 4, 1904, where he describes the visit of Sir George Clinton to the island of Gorée, his arrival, the 17-gun salute, the reception at the governor General’s palace, and what people were wearing.  And he writes, “They all had to wear the clothing which formality had prescribed, which is exceedingly uncomfortable in such warm weather.  June 4, 1904.”

[laughter]

The year 2004 celebrated a number of things.  One of the things it celebrated was 100 years since the “Entente Cordiale,” which you might remember from your history days.  The “Entente Cordiale" was a document signed between the French and the British, who finally agreed to bury the hatchet and say, “We don’t have to fight each other anymore, let’s be friends.”  So, the June 1904 visit in Senegal by a British diplomat to a French diplomat, I figure, is very much a visit which took place because of the “Entente Cordiale.”  

Dakar, Senegal, has fascinating national archives.  I’ve spent many days going through the colonial archives in the basement of the administrative building in the center of Dakar, the capital of Senegal.  It’s across from the Presidential Palace.  It’s a much used research center by Senegalese, other Africans, Europeans and others, and the archives are blessed with a very complete guide as to how to find documents.  The first small treasure I found in the Dakar archives is this 1895 letter on consular stationery with the royal blue U.S. consular seal, signed “Peter Strickland, US Consul.” The little dots you see are holes from wood-boring insects.  

The tenor of this letter is to inform the colonial authorities of the shipwreck of an American vessel off the coast.  It’s the “Rebecca L. Evans” schooner, on which was live cattle and fruit.  And Strickland took care of the crew, one of the jobs of a consul, and he took off what he wanted or what the crew wanted from the ship and he was asking the colonial authorities to take over from there.  If they wanted to have a public auction, this would be fine, and he hoped that the French would hand over any proceeds to the American consulate, but I could find no answer in the French archives to this questionable request.

I want to show you the extent of the territory.  Peter Strickland, in addition to being a consul and a sailor and sea captain, also was a trader, he was a merchant, and the State Department allowed him to trade.  He was not given a salary to be a consul, but he could practice a business, and his business was trading.  And he would bring over the items that I mentioned, tobacco, and he would sell them in Guinea Bissau, which is right here.  He actually lived for three years in Guinea Bissau.  His wife came out for three years and lived with him and said, “That’s enough, thank you, you can find me in Boston on leave.”

[laugter]

He traded as far north as Saint-Louis in the Senegal River.  Dakar, Gorée, and Rufisque were three of the main areas.  He lived in Gorée, went to Dakar often, and Rufisque is just across the bay.  He traded in Bathurst, the Gambia, where Sir George Clinton was from.  He went as far south as Conakry, and he did not go to Monrovia, but Monrovia’s on the map. 

And this is a map, which is in the book.  A lot of the maps, for instance, the Rand McNally one, there are just too many words and names and you just can’t find what you’re looking for, so I had two maps specially made for the book, which indicates the territories, part of the French, the British, the Portuguese or independent, and Cape Verde Islands you come to first when you’re sailing from the [United] States, Portuguese before you come to Dakar.  

And this is to remind us of the direct passageway that Strickland would take going from Boston or New London to West Africa.  Since the State Department didn’t give him a salary, they also didn’t pay for his passage.  Now we as Foreign Service Officers wouldn’t travel very far if our passages were not paid for. 

[laughter]

 It would cost Peter Strickland $100 to take a sailing vessel from the East Coast of the US to the West Coast of Africa.  If he took a steamship, and they were available during his whole life, he would pay $300, but he’d have to go to Europe, Liverpool, Bordeaux, Hamburg, Marseilles, and then down the coast, so that was the choice.  So, you see the different ways he would go.  

Let’s look at the residences that Peter Strickland lived in.  This is an interesting story.  This handsome house is right across from Connecticut College in New London, and just as I found out on eBay that there was an item of interest and it got me started on this, I also discovered there was such a thing as genealogical bulletin boards.  And I went online and found the “Peter Strickland Genealogical Bulletin Board” and I said, “I’m looking for a photograph or anything about Peter Strickland.”  Six weeks later I get an answer: “Mr. Grant:  I don’t have a picture of Peter Strickland for you, but I think I live in his house.”

[laughter]

Now that is an exciting message to get.  It turned out not to be this Peter Strickland’s house but his father’s house, and that’s pretty close.  But, it’s his father’s house after the son was born, so Peter Strickland may not have lived in it, but this house has been renovated in this present form with the porch and it goes back to 1755, and I have become such close friends now with the fellow who answered my request that when I go to New London, as I will to give a talk similar to this one next month, I stay in this Peter Strickland house as a guest. 

[laughter]

This is another house that Peter Strickland’s father owned and our Peter Strickland did live in.  It’s in Chesterfield, which is a part of Montville, which is a part of New London.  And I found out about this by paying for a professional to do a title search and he looked at all the Peter Strickland residences.  So that was part of my research path.

This is the house in Dorchester, outside of Boston in Massachusetts, that Peter Strickland bought in 1871 and where he relocated his wife and three children.  And this is so close to Dorchester Bay that from the upstairs window he could look out with a spyglass and check the movements of ships, which is what sailors like to do.  This is where he would come home to see his wife and one child.  He kept one or two children with him in Africa, so it was a split family.  And when he would get leave, the State Department would grant him five months of leave -- it sounds like a lot, but it was every five years that he would get five months.  And in 1905 he retired here as a gentleman farmer and in the backyard, which I’ve walked through, he would raise Flemish beauty pears, Baldwin apples, and a dozen vegetables where the manure was bought -- the horse and cow manure were bought from a neighbor.  

This is the third residence, and this is the building that you saw initially in the postcard, which was white; it was whitewashed back then.  Now, like many houses on Gorée Island, very colorfully painted in crimson and ochre.  He also mounted a spyglass from the second floor to watch the movement of boats in the Dakar and Gorée Harbors.  Strickland paid rent, he was not given housing, and he had two landlords.  And this is actually two houses, which are adjacent.  His son, George, lived here until he drowned.  His daughter, Mary, he called “Sika,” lived here, as did cats, a rabbit, a canary, and a monkey called “Boogum.”

In 1905, Strickland left and no consul was assigned to Senegal for ten years.  They couldn’t find one who was willing to go, and an African American physician from Memphis by the name of William Yerby succeeded Strickland ten years later and he lived in Dakar, not on Gorée.  

I mentioned presidential visits to Gorée.  In 1998, the first sitting US president to visit Senegal, Bill Clinton, is pictured here with Senegalese president, Abdul Diouf, a man I look up to -- he’s six foot seven.  

[laughter]

They’re in the courtyard of the Peter Strickland House.  They went to pay homage to the first consul.  They are talking to the current tenants, French doctor.  Soon, the American president will give the last speech of his visit on Gorée Island.  President Bush visited Gorée in 2003, gave a speech, but he did not visit the Strickland House.  

Here is the second envelope, and every now and then they appear on eBay and when the next one appears I hope I won’t be bidding against someone in this room.  

[laughter]

What is interesting to me about this one is that it’s 1905 and it’s type-written.  In between 1889 and 1905 you have the typewriter.  You also have a preprinted return address.  You have a preprinted stamp, the two-cent stamp.  The three-cent stamp is added, so it’s still five cents to go from the US to Africa.  And it’s sent from the Luckett-Wake Tobacco Company, Clarksville, Tenn.  This was one of the partners sending tobacco from the South to Senegal and selling to the French.  

In 1907, Peter Strickland paid for perpetual care in the Cedar Grove Cemetery for a family plot.  The stone is made out of Westerly, R.I., granite with family epitaphs on all sides.  He admitted in his diary having difficulty coming up with his own epitaph.  

Of the four children, none married, only one survived the parents, so the line died out.  Although the family line died out, his legacies were many.  Maritime -- he crossed the Atlantic over 100 times in the age of sail.  There’s a diary -- 64 years of daily entries; as a merchant -- tobacco, wood products and animal skins, and peanuts;  and as a diplomat -- consular dispatches.  And he was a real pioneer in French West Africa for 40 years.

Many signatures by Peter Strickland exist, mainly in the 272 diplomatic dispatches, in his correspondence of 2,000 business letters, a few ship logs, and sometimes in 2,500 page diary entries.  The mystery I’m going to share with you is that of the 64 years of diary he said he kept, only 25 years are represented in the albums that I have come across.  So, I decided to write a book on what I had, but I had less than perhaps half of the diary entries that I might have had.  So somewhere out there in attics, in garages, antique stores, old book stores, perhaps someday I or someone else will find the missing albums of Peter Strickland.  And perhaps my book will lead to their discovery.  Thank you very much.

[applause]

Marilyn?

Marilyn:

Have you looked, compared his signature -- does it change over time?  I mean -- because what you’ve shown all looks like the same signature...

Dr. Stephen Grant:

It doesn’t change very much --

John Cole:

Please, would you repeat the question?

Dr. Stephen Grant:

I will, yes.  The question is, I’ve shown a few signatures of Peter Strickland.  One is underneath his portrait in the encyclopedia entry; one is in one of the albums at the National Archives.  Question is, did his signature change over the years?  Very little.  Sometimes he would write “P. Strickland,” other times “Peter Strickland.”.  Sometimes a little more of a flourish with his steel pen than other times, but not significant difference.  Some artists change a lot, but his didn’t appear to.  Yes?

Female Speaker:

I was interested in, you were talking about the trade --

Dr. Stephen Grant:

Right.

Female Speaker:

-- between this country and Senegal, and you mentioned wood products -- he would take wood products from New England to Senegal.  What would be those wood products that would be of interest to the Senegalese?

Dr. Stephen Grant:

Right.  There’s not a lot of wood in Senegal -- it’s mainly savanna.  So, wood would have to -- wood for construction would have to come from somewhere else, and there’s a lot of wood in New England and a lot of wood went from New England to West Africa.  So, a lot of it was lumber, in the form of lumber.  It was pine, it was cedar.  A lot of it also was already made into pieces of furniture.  There were even things such as carriages that were sent over.  But since there’s so much wood, that was a very predominant -- it wasn’t the exclusive item.  

One of the curious items which went from New England to West Africa that I talk about in the book is ice.  You might wonder, taking ice to Africa?  Why would you want to do that?  Well, it was for refrigeration.  This was before any mechanical refrigeration and there were 12 ships over a ten-year period that took ice from the Kennebec River and, if you study the story of expert -- exports in Maine and the Kennebec River, you know that a lot of ice left the Kennebec and went all over the Eastern shore of the U.S., but a lot of people don’t know that some also went to Africa.  So, it was wrapped in sawdust and swamp hay, a lot of it melted, but what didn’t melt was used to refrigerate food in West Africa.  

Other products are fish -- there are sardines, ketchup.  Peter Strickland probably introduced ketchup, Heinz Ketchup, into West Africa, although, I’m glad he didn’t put that on his epitaph.

[laughter]

Yes?

Male Speaker:

Steve, you mentioned that Gorée was a key place for the slave trade.  Did he make reference in any significant way in what you found?

Dr. Stephen Grant:

I was hoping he would because those people that study Senegal and Gorée are always looking for statistics about the slave trade.  And the slave trade in this area took place roughly from 1550s to 1850s -- very little after that and very little before that.  He almost never wrote about the slave trade.  He did, on occasion, site instances of what he called “domestic slavery,” where families that he got to know had people living with them who were working and not paid for it and not part of the family.  

But, he was not interested in a lot of the anthropological and historical questions that others might have asked, and that was one of my big expectations, to find a lot of sociological insights.  He was interested in trade.  He was going to be the best sailor he could and keep his crew safe, and he would dismast his ship when he was in the middle of a tornado and his ship almost went down right near where the Titanic went down, several years later.  So, he was -- he was devoted to self-preservation and keeping healthy.  He had to live with epidemics of cholera and yellow fever, had to keep his family healthy.  He wanted to have a good bottom line for his ship owners in Boston, so he was a very conscientious trader, often stymied by French partners who wouldn’t want to pay him back.  But, he didn’t have a lot of time or interest in other things that we might have liked to read about.  Yes?

Female Speaker:

What kind of guides did you use to find the various repositories [inaudible] trade in Delaware and

Dr. Steve Grant:

Right.  Well, the Delaware came from a librarian that I was in contact with for a previous book and he said, “You might want to try Delaware.  I think they have something on Peter Strickland.”  The Mystic Seaport I found online by Googling Peter Strickland.  I had no idea of what I would find in Dakar, but I was happy to come across probably half a dozen letters.  And I was quite sure that I would find in the National Archives all of his dispatches, and I found a lot more there.  So, probably there’s four linear feet, and that’s quite a bit to go through.

Female Speaker:

I also want to know at what age he first went to sea -- did he sign on with --

Dr. Steve Grant:

Probably as a cabin boy.  He was age 15.  He left school at 15, he taught one term, and then he -- and then he left -- and then he came back to see his parents, but he was at sea from age 15 on.  

And I mentioned the eBay factor and how that was so key to my getting introduced to this person.  I also mentioned the “Genealogical Web Bulletin Board” and how that was curious.  I have one third curious coincidence to share with you.  When I knew where the Peter Strickland House was on Gorée, I was in Dakar, I took the 20-minute ferry to the island, went up to the front door, knocked on it, and a Frenchman came to the door -- that wasn’t the surprise because this is a nice piece of real estate, as you could tell, right on the port and probably not within the means of most of the Africans living on the island.  But this was a Frenchman who was the advisor to the minister of health in Dakar, getting a good salary, and he could stay there.  

But, I told him that I was doing some research on a previous occupant of the house, would he mind if I came in and took a few pictures.  He said, “Sure, go ahead.”  So, I took some pictures and he asked me to sit down and have a drink and that was fine.  And I said, “Are you the owner?”  I thought that would be pretty neat to meet the owner of this house.  He said, “No, I’m just renting.”  I said, “Well, who’s the owner?”  He said, “Well, this is a French doctor, he lives in Paris.”  I said, “What’s his name?” and he said, “Martin Shlumberger.”  And, as I explain in the preface, my jaw dropped, and I said, “Martin Shlumberger?  He’s my cousin.”  And he is a distant cousin on my mother’s side.  And this was absolutely incredible and I had become a part of my own research.

[laughter]

So, just an envelope in eBay and then “No I don’t have a photo but I live in his house” paled when I realized that my family owned this house.  

[laughter]  

Yes, John?

John Cole:

How was Peter Strickland’s French?

Dr. Steve Grant:

[French], absolutely [French], it was terrible, and I don’t think it bothered him.  US Consular officers got no language training; it wasn’t his fault.  He perhaps didn’t have an ear for language.  He wrote a number of letters in French - barely decipherable.  He used to kid, he said, “People will say that I’m not a member of the French Academy.”  

[laughter] 

So, it was just bad French and I’m sure a lot of people got laughs out of his French, but that didn’t stop him.  He had to communicate.  He had to go to talk to the doctors about whether he should get a vaccination.  He had to get money from the French businessmen who owed him money, so he would write notes and -- he had to negotiate his rent with French-speaking landlords.  So he’d just muddle through like a lot of us.  Yes?

Male Speaker:

Do you know where he got his peanuts from?  Were they from like a French purchaser --

Dr. Stephen Grant:

Absolutely, yes.

Male Speaker:

-- or contract farmers or --

Dr. Stephen Grant:

No, from the --

Male Speaker:

The other question was, why get wood from New England if Sierra Leone and Liberia are [unintelligible]?

Dr. Stephen Grant:

Right.  Well, the first question has to do with where the peanuts came from.  Peanuts came from French peanut dealers.  The French set up a number of what they call conptoir -- these are trading houses on the West Coast of Africa.  And the main one that he dealt with was Maurel -- M-a-u-r-e-l – Maurel Frères and not only did they supply the peanuts, and they would’ve had middlemen that would’ve bought from the farmers and they, the French company, would sell to Strickland who would send them to the States.  But, when Peter Strickland left he sold his business to Maurel e Frer because he was looking around to get -- liquidate and get whatever he could out from his business.  So, even though you could say there was competition between the French and the Americans, they were also collaborators and they helped each other.  

The second question had to do with why would one go all the way to New England to get wood?  There might have been, and there is, a lot of wood, there are forests.  I guess I would say that the forest industry, foresters, was not developed at this time.  It was later.  I haven’t looked into that particular question.  But, when I visit Gorée, and I’ve visited now half a dozen times, each time I stay for a month usually, the house that I stay in is made of wood that comes from New England, and everyone there knows it.  You talk to the people from the archives and the historical museum, it’s a -- it’s called [French], pitch pine, and it’s American pitch pine, and it holds up very well in the tropics with all of the wood-boring insects that you have.  Jim?

Jim:

In your search for attics, there’s a guy named Brad Strickland that works for one of our contractors.  He might have an attic that might be useful. 

[laughter]

Dr. Stephen Grant:

I asked Brad whether he was a relative; he claims not to be a relative.  It’s a good door to knock on.  

[laughter]

John Cole:

Any other questions?

Well, I’d like to thank Steve Grant for really sharing not only Peter Strickland’s story with us, but his story as well.  And I agree the coincidences are quite incredible.  I guess one moral is that once you get into research and it becomes personal, the serendipity of it is amazing, and you’ve given us three examples.  But, above all, thank you and congratulations on a job well done, Steve.  It really is quite a formidable research task and you presented it very well and I’m glad that here at the Library of Congress you’ve been able to perfect the technology of this presentation, which I know will be another Library of Congress contribution to further presentations, and you will carry our goodwill with you as you go.  Thanks for a great job.  Let’s join me with a final round of applause and then meet --

[applause]

[end of transcript]


