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Introduction

The change did not come easily for black citizens around the world. Over the centuries, 

there have been countless proponents of equality in the United States of America: Long 

before Frederick Douglass, Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King, Jr. Barack Obama entered 

history, a 22-year-old slave named Robert Smalls accomplished an unthinkable act of 

bravery and audacity.

As the title suggests, this text will explain how Captain Robert Smalls became a figure of 

the American civil war. In what degree has his participation to the Navy been crucial for the 

victory of the Union Forces? And why  - according to some historians - did the life and 

audacity of Captain Robert Smalls build the foundation of Afro-American Emancipation?  

One can notice that he had also an important role in the representation and participation of 

state politics during the reconstruction of the  USA.   
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I) Black Freedom Icon

 Portrait of Robert Smalls, circa the 1850s
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Freedom as inspiration 1839-1851

He could have sat at the conference table next to Frederick Douglass trying to convince 

President Abraham Lincoln that African Americans should be allowed to fight for their 

freedom. 

However, first, he had to win his own freedom.

It would be serious omission not to mention that Robert Smalls hasn't been an ordinary 

slave like others. In fact, he was born April 5th, 18391 in the house of the McKee family in 

Beauford, South Carolina. His mother gave him life when she was forty-three years old - a 

dangerous age to give birth, especially at this time. His mother was quite healthy as she 

had a protected live. Since his mother was the favoured house servant in the McKee 

house, Robert Smalls experienced many privileges that a normal slave didn't. Some proofs 

of his privileges status are found in Archives of Beauford. Already in a young age, R. 

Smalls used to hate the rule of the black curfew in his town. For him it was an obvious and 

significantly unfair treatment that he had to stop playing in the evening while white boys 

could still enjoy their games. As a result, he refused to respect the curfew and went to jail. 

Each time his owner released him from jail but he continued to violate the curfew - even 

though his master McKee repeatedly warned him not to repeat his offences2. 

Smalls was aware of his special position compared to the hard lives of other slaves. It 

seems like his young personality was led by the notion of equality3   even though he didn't 

truly know the real life conditions of an enslaved person. 

As it is known from memories of Janet Bampfield Davidson (1895-1975), the mother of R. 

Smalls used to pass by the slave market with her young son in order to show him how 

black peoples who were deported from Africa are sold as if they were animals on the 

market. One day Smalls spent some time with slaves of the plantation: They read to him 

the latest speech of Frederick Douglas who criticised the fact that the right to live for black 

1 Undated Manuscript by Janet Bampfield Davidson, from the Collection of Doly Nash;Mabel Runnette to 
Sterling, March 1956, Dorothy Sterling 

2 Billingsley, Andrew. Yearning to Breathe Free: Robert Smalls of South Carolina and His Families (University of 
South Carolina Press, 2007). p23

3 Thornbrought, Emma Lou,ed.Black Reconstructionists. Eglewood Cliffs, N.J:Prentice-Hall,1972
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people is fundamentally denied since they can be beaten, flogged, killed or hired by their 

“Master”. They are slaves without the right to get married or to own property4. These 

lectures have deeply impacted him.

He was convinced that black lives are valuable. This notion might have come from his 

unusual live style. Smalls did have white playmates, among others the children of his 

master. Also, he had an unusual relationship with his Master Henry McKee: In fact his 

master saw him as a "sort of pet"5 and taught him how to ride a horse, fire a gun, how to 

swim or drive a boat. Smalls didn't know his father but according to letters of Dorothy 

Sterlings, he saw H. McKee as a father substitute. Thus it is unsurprising that these 

conditions gave Smalls strong confidence and remarkable skills of socialisation during his 

early childhood. However, his mother often took measures to make sure that he learned 

about the atrocity of slavery.  

When Smalls was 12 years old Lydia, his mother, was worried that his spoiled live and 

attitudes would hinder him to join a regular slave live in the future. So she decided to send 

her son to work on the fields. He was taken to Charleston in order to work there. After a 

while Smalls was interacting with a diverse group of the local black population:  some were 

enslaved, some free, some were born in Africa, others in South Carolina6.

He also met workers with considerable skills in tailoring, needle-working, mechanics, 

engineering or carpentry.

According to Professor Billingsley, young Smalls also “mingled with free and enslaved 

blacks at meetings of the seven secret societies he regularly attended, where attendees 

spoke mostly of welfare measures for blacks, enslaves and free but also about their 

aspiration to set free the enslaved blacks”. So it is unsurprising that the intellectual 

atmosphere of Charleston led Robert Smalls to a notable political career after the war. He 

did have the privilege to be the “protégé” of very intellectual and brilliantly cultured minds 

4 Davidson manuscript
5 Billingsley, Andrew. Yearning to Breathe Free: Robert Smalls of South Carolina and His Families (University of 

South Carolina Press, 2007).p28

6 Powers, Bernard E., Jr. Blacks Charlestonians : A Social History, 1822-1885. Fayetteville. University of 
Arkansas Press, 1994, p48

 5
Weekly Newspaper devoted to Science & Technology in Africa

(November 8, 2016)

http://africa-and-science.com/?attachment_id=6295


in the city of Charleston.

Smalls also learned sailing and piloting vessels during his time there. He received a 

practical education and learned a variety of functions for seven years with a white man 

named John Simmons. Later Smalls was taught how to be a boat pilot7. 

So now it is time to investigate the military and strategic skills of Smalls.

II) Naval engineer and Extraordinary Strategist

7 Uya Okon Edet, From Slavery to public Service Robert Smalls,1839-1915. New York, Oxford University 
Press, 1971,p 7-8, 10 
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Audacity and Action

From the Collections of the south Carolina Historical Society.
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1) The Seizure of the Planter

In the early morning of May 13th, 1862, the Confederate commander at Charleston, South 

Carolina, Brigadier General Roswell S. Ripley, was astounded to learn that his dispatch 

boat had disappeared. The Planter had been damaged in April 1861 by bombardment but 

been repaired afterwards. All Engines, boilers, paddle wheels, pumps, hydrometers have 

been replaced. According to Navy sources, this boat was a steam-powered side-wheeler. 

A shallow-draft craft built for cotton transport with the capacity for 1,400 bales. In addition 

to the Planter‘s own armament, a 32-pounder cannon on a pivot in the fore and a 24-

pounder howitzer had were added. As well as four fine guns, a large supply of ammunition 

and other materiels (two of the guns had once belonged to Sumter's defeated Union 

garrison).The disappearance of the Planter  had been decried by the Charleston Press as 

‘one of the most shameful events of this or any other war.’ 8.

As Helen Boulware Moore of Lakewood Ranch said, the mission to steer a ship “requir[ed] 

bravery, intelligence and precision timing - attributes that many whites at that time thought 

blacks didn’t possess”. To do that Smalls created a plan that struck a blow against the 

Confederacy and would give advantage to the Union force to win the war.

As it is known, Smalls knew how to navigate; he also knew that the white crew trusted him. 

He had his eye on freedom and all he needed was an opportunity.

In fact, Smalls didn't plan his freedom alone. Moore, a retired professor, pointed out that "a 

lot is said about [Smalls'] patriotism, but it was not simply patriotism that led him to act. His 

priority was his family." 

“One of Smalls’ fellow crewmen jokingly suggested they should steal the Planter. Smalls 

told him the possibility was no joke. Cautiously, he sounded out others of the crew, save 

for one who could not be trusted and was left out of the venture. At meetings at Smalls’ 

home a plan matured”9. After many nights of discussion Smalls and his wife drew a plan 

8 Howard Westwood, issue of Civil War Times. May 1986

9 Ibid
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totally dangerous to some specialists and maverick to others. 

“One night when the officers are on shore, we're going to take the boat. Put you and the 

children aboard and sail it out to the bar. With me wearing Relya's hat, the sentries'll think 

it's him and let us pass. It's very simple”

This intense moment came: 

“In the early hours of May 13, 1862, the Planter’s crew took an unapproved furlough into 

town, leaving Smalls, 23, and several other black crew members aboard. Wearing a 

captain’s coat and hat and taking care to hide his black face, Smalls steered the ship 

toward a rendez-vous spot to pick up the men’s families”10.

It is important to note that Smalls with his seven other men picked up eight passengers, 

including five women and three children. The risk was high since the Confederate guns 

could have blown the Planter into pieces if the boat was discovered. And if they were 

caught Smalls and all the crew had agreed to blow up the boat and make a "sabotage". 

However, Smalls in the words of  Prof. Billingsey, "played the role of his life, impersonating 

Captain Relyea" "The men of his crew played their parts as well (…) They knew they must 

work together or perish”11. Smalls was skilled in military knowledge. Especially marine 

codes, which Smalls had memorised, helped to gain clearance from other Confederate 

ships in the harbour. Luckily, Smalls knew how gain confidential military information. Thus 

he could easily send the correct signal by using the flags and was allowed to pass the 

Confederate harbour. As night began the Yankees, seeing the boat approaching, almost 

fired, but as the Planter got closer, the officer of the Onward saw next to the flag of his 

enemy another piece of fabric: a white bed sheet, a symbol of surrender12.

Finally, when he met Lieutenant Nichols, he stepped forward and saluted him, then said “I 

have some guns the confederates took away from Fort Sumter”13

10 Ibid.

11 Billingsley, Andrew. Yearning to Breathe Free: Robert Smalls of South Carolina and His Families (University of 
South Carolina Press, 2007).p57

12 Ibid, p59
13 Miller, Edward A. Lincoln's Abolitionist General: The Biography of David Hunter.Colombia:University of
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Because of this heroic act, all people aboard have been freed, and the Planter now 

belonged to the Union.

2) Military Hero

Admiral Dupont Knew that Smalls' knowledge of the Confederate plans and strategies was 

very valuable and perhaps decisive to control South Carolina. Thus during his military 

career with the Union forces, he was assigned to several missions included Stono River in 

May 1862, a mission to Port Royal in June 1862, a mission to Washington in August 1862 

and a excursion to New York in October 1872.

The report will now focus on the Storno mission because of two obvious aspects: Firstly, 

the mission of Storno placed Robert Smalls in African military history. He saved his team, 

confronted enemies but also he disobeyed his Captain, Nickerson. According to scholar 

sources, on December 1st,1863, Smalls was pilot under the command of a certain Captain 

Nickerson. The Planter was attacked by the Confederate battery at Secessionville. 

Recognising the Planter as their lost ship, the Confederates tried to recapture it, firing from 

a hight bluff along the Kiawah River14.

Smalls showed extraordinary courage in this mission, especially, because intense shelling 

when coming from hight could make the boat sink. Some damage was done of course, but 

according to Dorothy Sterling, Smalls kept driving the ship out of  fire, while his captain 

ordered Smalls at the wheel to beach the Planter. “Captain Nickerson, an officer from 

Cape Cod who was new to the department of the South shouted to Smalls “Beach the 

boat, Rob, before they kill us all”15. Smalls got angry, and it is not known16 how he tried to 

explain to Nickerson that surrendering would mean the death sentence of all black 

crewmen on board. Some sources prove simply that Captain Nickerson became pale and 

South Carolina Press, 1997, p1
14 Uya Okon Edet, From Slavery to public Service Robert Smalls ,1839-1915. New York, Oxford University 

Press, 1971. p22
15 Dorothy Sterling Captain of the Planter: The Story of Robert Smalls, (1978) 

16 Billingsley, Andrew. Yearning to Breathe Free: Robert Smalls of South Carolina and His Families (University of 
South Carolina Press, 2007).p85
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distraught, left his post17   and ran to hide himself in the coal bunker, while the "real captain" 

on board , Smalls, took command of the Planter saying “not by a damm sight will I beach 

this boat”18. He was supported by his legendary black crew men such as Samuel 

Chisholm, Abraham Allston, Gabriel Turno, and Abraham Jackson19  and they returned the 

Planter safely to Morris Island. On the same day, Admiral Dupont fired Captain Nickerson 

from the Navy for his desertion. Smalls was promoted to the official post of Captain of the  

Planter. Robert had reached a position and salary which no other black man at this time 

could claim.

Smalls served with many distinctions throughout the war. 

However,  at the end of the war, he served in politics.

17 Miller, Edward A. Lincoln's Abolitionist General:The biography of David Hunter.Colombia:University of 
South Carolina Press, 1997, p21

18 Uya Okon Edet,From Slavery to public Service Robert Smalls ,1839-1915. New York, Oxford University Press,
1971,p22

19 New York Daily Tribune, June 17, 1862
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III) « Unsung Hero»

Robert Smalls photographed circa 1870-1880. A Civil War hero, Smalls served in the U.S. House of
Representatives during the Reconstruction era. (Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division. Brady-

Handy Photograph Collection)
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From War Hero to Congressman

According to Pr.Henry Louis Gates Jr.20 Smalls continued to serve aboard the ship - 

renamed the USS Planter - for much of the rest of the war and his knowledge of South 

Carolina's waterways and the Confederates' plans helped the cause of the Union.

After the war “Smalls became a political leader in South Carolina. In spring 1867 he 

helped organise the first Republican Club in that state and soon was on his way to 

prominence in state offices. Then, in 1874, he was elected as a Republican from the 

Beaufort District to the United States House of Representatives. In five of the six 

Congresses between that time and 1887, he served in the House. There after, no black 

had such a long Congressional tenure until the 1950s.”21  

But he was confronted with racism as white-supremacist Democrats stepped up in their 

efforts to unseat reconstruction legislators. He was accused of bribery but later cleared as 

historical accounts show. He served five terms in Congress. He ran a newspaper and 

helped to found a state Republican Party. He also did his best to represent his opposition 

and refused to sign the new constitution which denied and disfranchised African 

Americans. According to Lawrence Guyot, a black-history expert in Washington, Smalls 

and his crew “were going to seize the ship,” “It was dangerous. It was daring. It was 

unprecedented. And when they accomplished it, it was used to demonstrate that blacks 

could be brave and strategic in pulling off military manoeuvres. Because of what happened 

on the Planter, Abraham Lincoln decided to let African Americans join the fight in the Civil 

War.”

20 Henry Louis Gates Jr. is the Alphonse Fletcher University Professor and the director of the W.E.B. 
Du Bois Institute for African and African-American Research at Harvard University. He is also the 
editor-in-chief of The Root.

21 Howard Westwood, issue of Civil War Times. May 1986
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Robert Smalls died in February 1915.  As one of his grand-children said « He left an 

indelible legacy of bravery, leadership and public service for all Americans.  His life 

exemplified what many of the former enslaved African Americans were able to achieve 

with freedom.»  

“Gun Boat Planter” from the Civil War Harper's Weekly newspapers22

22 http://www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/civil-war/1862/june/robert-smalls-planter.htm
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