The New York Conspiracy of 1741

Introduction

In New York City in 1741 an economic decline exacerbated conflict between enslaved men and
women engaged in commercial activity and working-class White colonists who felt their jobs
were threatened. This tension boiled over in the spring when a series of fires led White New
Yorkers to fear an uprising of enslaved people. Even Fort George in lower Manhattan was
burned to the ground. The events became popularly known as the New York Conspiracy of 1741
(also called the Negro Plot or the Slave Insurrection). Nearly 200 people were arrested, including
at least twenty Whites, some of whom were suspected of being Catholic saboteurs and spies.

The accused were tried by Judge Daniel Horsmanden, an ambitious British expatriate who turned
the proceedings into a Salem-like witch hunt. Much of the evidence was based on the dubious
testimony of a sixteen-year-old Irish indentured servant who was promised a considerable reward
for her cooperation. Many times during the deliberations Mary Burton was known to
“remember” certain facts only when pressed hard enough. The conspiracy was reported as a plot
to take over the city government by White ringleaders, assisted by enslaved people who were
promised their freedom.

Despite criticism of the validity of the evidence, Horsmanden ordered executions. In total, thirty
to forty enslaved people were either hanged or burned at the stake while four Whites were
hanged, including John Ury, accused as an undercover Catholic priest and agent for Spain, and
John Hughson, Mary Burton’s master. In addition, countless enslaved people and White
colonists were deported. In Horsmanden’s conclusion to the case, published in A Journal of the
Proceedings in the Detection of the Conspiracy Formed by Some White People, in Conjunction
with Negro and Other Slaves (1744), he wrote that divine intervention led to the plot’s exposure
and ultimate failure, although “we have not been able entirely to unravel the Mystery of this
Iniquity; for ’twas a dark Design, and the Veil is in some Measure still upon it!”
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Questions for Discussion

Read the introduction and view the images of the Journal of the Proceedings conducted by Judge
Daniel Horsmanden. The pages included here are the title page, the first page of the Introduction,
the “list of white persons taken into custody,” the “list of negroes committed,” and the final two
pages of the Conclusion. Then apply your knowledge of American history as well as the text of
the documents to answer the following questions:

1.

Describe the impact racial, economic, and religious tensions had upon the conspiracy
trials of 1741.

What effect would the knowledge of New Yorkers of a prior rebellion in the city in 1712
as well as Cato’s rebellion in Stono, South Carolina, in 1739 have had upon the
accusations and trials of 1741?

How do you think the ongoing war between Protestant England and Catholic Spain
influenced the charges of conspiracy and sabotage?

Why do many historians have serious doubts as to the indictments and the convictions?
Describe the various punishments meted out to “white persons taken into custody” and
“Negroes committed on account of the conspiracy.”

From the evidence available to you, why would convictions of the accused be unlikely in
our twenty-first-century courts?
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The Detection of the Confpiracy

FORMED BY
Some #7hite People, in Conjunction with Negro and other S/aves,
’ FOR
Burning the City of NVE#-YORK in AMERICA,
And Murdering the Inhabitants.

Which Confpiracy was partly put in Execution, by Burning His Majefty’s Houfe in
Fort Georce, within the faid City, on Wednefday the Eighteenth of March, 1741. and
fetting Fire to feveral Dwelling and other Houfes there, within a few Days fucceeding.
And by another Attempt made in Profecution of the fame infernal Scheme, by putting
Fire between two other Dwelling-Houfes within the faid City, on the Fifteenth Day of
February, 1742 ; which was accidentally and timely difcovered and extinguifhed.

CONTAININ G,

I. A NarraTive of the Trials, Condemnations, Executions, and Behaviour of the
feveral Criminals, at the Gallows and Stake, with their Speeches and Confeffions 3 with
Notes, Obfervations and Reflections occafionally interfperfed throughout the Whole.

IL. Av Appenpix, wherein is fet forth fome additional Evidence concerning the faid
Confpiracy and Confpirators, which has come to Light fince their Trials and

Executions,
HI. Lists of the feveral Perfons (Whites and Blacks) committed on Account of the
Confpiracy ; and of the feveral Criminals executed; and of thofe tranfported, with

the Places whereto.
By the Recorder of the City of Nrw-Yorx.
Ruid facient Domini, audent cum talia Fures? Vire. Ecl

. NEW-YORK:
. Printed by Yames Parker, at the New Printing-Office, 1744.

Daniel Horsmanden, A Journal of the Proceedings in the Detection of the Conspiracy Formed by Some
White People, in Conjunction with Negro and Other Slaves, New York, 1744, title page. (The Gilder

Lehrman Institute, GLC04205.01)
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2%  would reap the Bencfit in common with them, by the Cot-
i"  porations laudible Refolution, fhould they determine to en-
gage to pay proper Rewards, and requeft the Governor to
; iflue a Proclamation agreeable thereto ; which, he was per-
: m 1) h {uaded, the Governor was well inclined to do, and the Gen-

y at the tlemen of the Council to advifethereto ; He therefore moved,

e . ¢ That the Board fhould come to a Refolution to pay fuch

% ¢ Rewards as fhould by them be thought a proper and fuf-
' ficient Temptation to induce any Party or Parties con-
¢ cerned to make fuch Difcovery.” Bl j

Upon Confideration whereof, it was  Ordered, 'That
- “ this Board requeft his Honour the Lieutenant-Governor
“ to iffue a Proclamation, offering a Reward to any white
< Perfon that thould difcover any Perfon or Perfons lately
. “ concerned in fetting Fire to any Dwelling Houfe or
¢ Storchoufe in this City (fo that fuch Perfon or Perfons
¢ be convited thereof, ) The Sum of One Hundred
“ Paunds, Current’ Money of this Province ; and that
« fuch Perfon fhall be'pardoned, if concerned therein
< And any Slave that fhould make Difcovery, to be ma-
“ numitted, or made free ; and the Mafter of fuch Slave
“ to receive Tawenty-Five Pounds therefore ; and the Slave
“ to receive, befides his Freedom, the Sum of Taventy
'+ Pounds, and to be pardoned ; and if a Free Negro,
¢ Mulatto, or Indian, to receive Forty-Five Pounds, and
“ allo to be pardoned, if concerned therein: And that
Bl e “ this Board will iffue their Warrant to the Chamberlain,
SRy wﬁ“‘ “ or Treafurer of this Corporation for the Payment of fuch
et Man- . jq g o any Perfon by Vertue of fuch Proclamation fhalf

ﬁ:h““x'& ¢ beintitled unto. And that the Mayor and Recorder wai
%‘ m; < on his Honour the 'Lieutenant-Governor, and acquaing,
or 8¢ @ him with the Refolution of this Board.”

» ﬁmé\vﬂlfigiom " The Mayor, and Recorder waited on His Honoﬁr
t with what  accordingly, and a Copy of ;the Order was alfo delivered
it could nog  to him. ' ; 2 o ol

Many Perfons in the Neighbourhood of the feveral Fires

beforementioned, thought it neceffary to remove their

Houfhold Goods for Safety ; and in their Confternation, as
was natural, fuffered any Body who offered their Affiftance,

: to take them away ; by which Means, fome Villians had

“01€%,  the Cruelty to make Prey of them ; for there were great

i i s dbe Complaints of Loffes upon thofe Occafions, which the Ma-

Vg A G 4'“”’& 7o giftrates took this Day into theirConfideration: And it being

; Cobny - much fufpefted that there were fome Strangers lurking about

g wg Emer. " the City, who had been the wicked Inftruments and Occa-

dly expetted Vol s S Is or  fion of thefe Fires; but upon the Suppofition only, that

Reywards .o 2 OWR . by thofe Means, theymight have Opportunities of Pilfering

Publick K ; thatas  apd Plundering. A Scheme was propofed, that there

~ fhould be a general Search of all Houfes throughout the

Town, whereby it was thought probable Difcoveries might

be mde,cnot only of ftolen Goods, but likewife of Lodgers,

; that

Daniel Horsmanden, A Journal of the Proceedings in the Detection of the Conspiracy Formed by Some
White People, in Conjunction with Negro and Other Slaves, New York, 1744, page 9. (The Gilder Lehrman
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The New York Conspiracy of 1741

The

Ury was indicted upon the Evidence of Burton and
Kane, who corroborated the Teftimony of cach other, and
Sarah Haghfon the Daoghter’s Evidence eftablifhes the
Crédit of both, as'to what they {ay concerning him ; +fo
that the Gentlemen of the Grand Jury which fouud the
Bill againft him, Welghmg Matters candidly and ingenu-
oufly, faw fuﬂicnent Caufe to that Time, to credit Burton’s
Teflimony ; and to do thofe Gentlemen Juftice, 'twas
owing in great Meafure, to their good Senfe, Dilcretion,
and indefatigable Labours, that this Affair was brougat (@
fo happy an Iffue; and their painful Service, duringa
Courfe of about three Months daily Enquiry, ought to be
remembered by this City and Country, with: tihe utmoft
Gratitude.

264

But it fo happened, That for fome Time before thxs
Grand Jury was dilcharged, there arofe great Clamour
againg Mary Burton; for fo many Negroes being daily

taken into Cuftody (though not folely through her Evidence,

but rather principally upon Difcovery made by the Con-
feffions of their dlack Affociates already in Cuftody, and
their Teftimony corroborated with hers) fome People
began to be afraid of lofing their Slaves ; for, as Matters
were then liké to turn out, there was no guefling wheze or
when there would be an End of Impeachments ; every one
had Reafon to fear their own Negro would be fent for next ;
and indeed, all Things duly confidered, it was moft pro-
bable, there were but few of them that were not in the
Secret 3 and the Girl had declared, that there were many
Negroes concerned, whofe Perfons fhe conld or might
probably remember, but many whofe Names fhe knew
wot ; fo that it fhould feem, at length fome Mafters of
thefe Slaves, as well as the Confpirators, endeavoured  to
biing the Wimr:ﬂ‘es, and the Notion of a. Plot, into
Diferedit, if perchance it might put a Stop, not only. to
fusther Profecution, but further Enquiry and Difcovery alfo :
And thefe Atterapts, luckily for fome, had fuch an Effeé,
that feveral Whites, as well as Negroes, efcaped Juftice,
who, had the fame Evidence appeared againft them a few
Weeks before, would fcarce have been thought Objeéts of
Mercy s nor, from what we may have obferved, would Mary
Burton’s Evidence have ftood fingle againft them.

However, when the firft Grand Jury drew near their
Difcharge, they were importunate with Burton, to difcover
all the Perfons fhe knew to be engaged in this villainous
Defign ; for about this Time fhe had fuggefted to fome,
that there were White People of more than ordinary Rank
above the Vulgar, that were concerned, whom if fhe told
of, they would not believe her : This having been inti-
mated to the Grand Jury, they were very prefling with her

to difcover all fhe knew, whoever they were ; butithe Girl-

ftood mate ; nor could the Grand Jury prevail with her to

' length, beig tired

chOIN €0 U8 HoNsgh

nameé any, mot with Threatnings of Tmp
with! hier Oblunacy, the
over to two of the Judges, req«nelh'.xg them to.
to fifc the Matter out’; but neither, ' upon Tria
Judges by any Mears prevail with her to be ¢

them cpon the Occafion ;' fhe complained (as m‘m;h‘

had before done to the Grand Jury)  that fhe had been

ill ufed ; that not only her Lif¢ had been thtuﬁhidﬂm
Conipirators of both Complexions, if the ma

but fhe had alio been frequently infalted, an*.mfkh :

People of the T'own, for brmgmguthewmi
and that People did not believe what fhe faid, and what -
fignified {peaking ? or to this Purpole ﬂ-kaw

fhe intimated withal, that there were fome People ,ﬁym
(a Phrafe as was underftood to mean Perfons of
Fathion than ordinary) that were concerned, but feeme
very unwilling to name any Names; il for the laft
Expenment the was told, fhe muft expe& to be i
in the Dungeon, if fhe continued obftinate ; flie ¢
to open, and named feveral Perfons wludf ﬂle i
feen at Hughfor's amongft the Confpmmn, tnlki’(}g, “the
Confpiracy, who were engaged in it 5 among®t whom ft
mentioned feveral of known Credit, Fortunes, an
tavions, and of Religious Principles ﬁlperionbi“

v

of being concerned in fuch deteftable Praétices ; | twhich

the Judges were very much aftonifhed ; others a
imperfetly defcribed by her, whofe reputed Religic
Profefion might fquare with fuch' wicked Defigns, con=
cerning whom the Girl had long before. gwenhmahq,«.
but faid fhedid not know their Names, or what Pﬂﬁ!‘f the
City they lived in; but it came out at laff, ¢
them was a Dotor (a profefs'd Papifl, as cnmqt&l
had it) whom fhe had feen feveral Times afterwards in the
Sureets, and who upon Sight of her, always tarned another
Way, to avoid meeting her : However it was, this Perfon
had the Difcretion to remove himfelf out of this Province:
{oon after ; and 'tis faid, into foreign Dominions's ‘ﬂ’it
were much to be withed, that fuch others, as were jt
liable to Impeachment, would a& with the fame Prudenc
and follow his Example, for the Sake of their own Salety
as well as the Peace and Security of our felves. But w 4
the Whole, there was Reafon to conclude, that this Girl
had at !ength been tampered withal ; might it not ﬁ
fuggefted to her, that the Reward offered bﬂ'mbhnﬁﬁ
for the Difcovery, the was already fure of ; for: fhe was
incitled to it; and might the not be tempted t6 m
further Advantage of the Affair ¢ Upon this. SW-
the Confpirators could not have devifed a m

Means (if they could but prevail with her). to puta Stop ¢ .
further Enquiry,to procure the Names of Perfons to ¥
inqueftion at laft, concerning this Scene of Vtﬂim}.?m
Fortunes and Charaters fet them above Sufpicion :
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very well knew  (for Papifis or Priefls, as Ury intimated,
are * top wife and- too curning”) if they could but prevail
in this; they would thereby not only: put -a Stop to further
Difcovery, but likewife have fome Pretence, ‘according to
their uiual Caftom, to clamour loudly, there avas no Plot
at all ; *twas a mere Dream!? And to ferve this Turn,
they nad luckily with them fome Owners of Slaves, who
hapened to humour this Artifice, though upon a different
View.

"Twas fit. this Matter fhould be ftated. in its proper
Lights - that on the one Hand ‘the Evidence of this Witnefs
(but for whom next under the Interpofition * of Divine
Providence, this City would in all Probability have been
Jaid walte in Afhes, and many . Families maffacred) might
have itsdue Weight, fo far as deferving of Credit; and
on the other Hard, that where, fhe may be jultly fufpeied
to have exceeded the Bounds of Trath, there a Stop. may
be-made, to confider, and conjecture, how it might have
come o pafs, that fhe told fome Things sincredible at the

Winding up of this Affair ; and weigh impartially alfo, -

the whole Current of the other Evidence, remarking how
it appears to confirm and eftablifh her Teftimony, fo far
as it has been judged proper and fitting to publifh it.

The other White People executed, as well as Ury, -like
true modern  Romanifls, pretended to maintain (and did
proteft) their Innocence to their laft Breath; though

Hughfon himfelf; foon after his Conviction, feemed to-betray -

CONCLUSION.

208§

ftrong Symptoms of his Inclination to confefs his Guilty
and make Difcovery ; but if he was in earncft to have
done {o, ia Eoges of faviag bis own Life, his Micd was
foon changed (as 'twas’conjeétared) by the Perfusfion of
his Wife ; yet Kerry left fuch Proofs behind her of ‘many
of the Particulars of this Confpiracy, and of her own Guilt,
as add great Force to the aforegoing Accounts of /it 5 and
her recanting afterwards, is another irrefragable Inftance,
how thefe Wretches do prevaricate, even in their laft
Moments !

That a Plot there"was, and s to the Parties  and bloody
Purpofe of it, we prefume there can ‘fcarce be a-Doubt
amongft us at this Time'; the Ruins of his Majefty’s
Houfe in the Fort, are the daily Evidence and Memento of
it, fill before our Eyes: If the other Frights'and Terrors
this City was alarmed with, to their great Confternation,

are, asto fome amongft us, fo foon flipt into Oblivion'; yet*

furely others will think we onght once a Year at leaft, to

pay our Tribute of Praife and Thankfgiving to the Divine-

Being, that through his mercifal Providence and infinite
Goodnefs fed this inh horrible Enterprize ‘to be

detefted, and fo many of the wicked Inftruments of it
to be brought to Juftice, whereby a Check has been put to
the execrable Malice, and bloody Purpofes of our Fereign
and Domeftick Enemies, though we have not been able
entirely to unravel the Myftery of this Iniquity; for ’twas
adark Defign, and the Veil is in fome Meafure ftill upon
it!
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