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The Stingray Point Contraband Story

In July of 1861, the USS Mt. Vernon was on blockade duty in the Chesapeake Bay as
a part of the Union Navy’s Atlantic Blockading Squadron. On July 15, a Mt. Vernon lookout
observed an unoccupied boat adrift near the Stingray Point Lighthouse in the Chesapeake
Bay east of the mouth of the Rappahannock River off the coast of southeastern Middlesex
County, Virginia. Oliver S. Glisson, the captain of the Mt. Vernon, sent an armed boat out to
investigate. Six Black men were found to be occupying the lighthouse. Glisson reported that
the men “appear to be very much frightened and state that the people on shore are about
arming the negroes, with the intention of placing them in the front of the battle.”

Commander Glisson informed Flag-Officer Silas H. Stringham, the commander of the
Atlantic Blockading Squadron, that he had taken the men on board and inquired as to what
should be done with them. The six men, all enslaved in Middlesex County, were John Hunter,
Samuel Hunter, and Miles Hunter who were enslaved by Joseph Moore; Peter Hunter, who
was enslaved by S. Crittenden; Alexander Franklin, who was enslaved by Robert R. Carter;
and David Harris, who was enslaved by Jeremiah Harron (an apparent misspelling of
Harrow). Earlier, in May of 1861, General Benjamin Butler, the commanding officer at Fort
Monroe in Hampton, Virginia, in order to circumvent the requirement of the Fugitive Slave
Law of 1850 that runaways were to be returned to their enslavers, used international law to
declare that enslaved persons as the property of the enemy were subject to confiscation as
contraband of war.

Flag-Officer Stringham forwarded Commander Glisson’s query to Gideon Welles, the
Secretary of the Navy. Welles responded that although it was “not the policy of the
government to invite or encourage this class of desertions ... To return them would be
impolitic as well as cruel, and as you remark, ‘they may be made serviceable on board our
storeships,’” you will do well to employ them.” It is this contraband of war theory together with
the passage of the First Confiscation Act in August of 1861 that paved the way for the
enlistment of Black men in the Navy.

The six men, who came to be known as the Stingray Point Contraband, enlisted in the
Navy on September 16, 1861. Alexander Franklin, David Harris, John Hunter, Miles Hunter,
Peter Hunter, and Samuel Hunter were among the first group of formerly enslaved men to
enlist in the US Navy at Hampton Roads. Their enlistment took place nearly a year before
black men could enlist in the U.S. Army and almost two years before the formation of the
Army’s United States Colored Troops.

The Stingray Point contraband event attracted national attention. A full report of the
incident appeared in the July 20, 1861, issue of the New York Herald. The extensive narrative
fully describes what happened at Stingray Point, naming the men and their enslavers, and
even reporting that the Hunters were brothers.

Contemporary Civil War scholars have recognized the importance of the Stingray Point
Contraband to the national narrative. Barbara Brooks Tomblin begins her 2009 book,
Bluejackets & Contrabands: African Americans and the Union Navy, with a two-page
description of the Stingray Point Contraband incident.

David Harris is the only one of the Stingray Point sailors whose post—Civil War story is
known. Harris returned to Middlesex County, became a landowner and business man, raised
a family, and made significant contributions to his church and community. Researchers have
not been able to determine the post—Civil War fate of the other five men.



Program

Invocation
The Reverend Keith L. Parham

Statement of Occasion and Libation
Bessida Cauthorne White, President
Middle Peninsula African-American Genealogical and Historical Society

Greetings
Wayne Jessie, Chair
Middlesex County Board of Supervisors

Joseph S. H. Rogers, Education Programs Manager
American Civil War Museum

Historical Overview of Blacks in the Union Navy
John V. Quarstein, Curator Emeritus
The USS Monitor Center at The Mariners’ Museum

Musical Selection
“Oh, Freedom”
George Robinson

The African-American History Context
Sylvia Cyrus, Executive Director
Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH)
The Historical Marker Program
Karice Luck-Brimmer, Board Member
Virginia Department of Historic Resources
Introduction of Stingray Point Descendants

Unveiling of the Marker
Descendants of Contraband Sailor David Harris

Closing Remarks

Benediction
The Reverend Samuel Williams, Jr.



Official Navy Record
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Official Navy Record
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U, 8. 8. MoUNT VERNON,
Rappahannock | River), July 17, 1561,
Sik: I have to report that three more slaves, named, respectively.
Lewis Ransom, Robert Brookes, and Albert Huwhlnp,’ belonging to
Jc'ahngé Dunlavey, of Mathews County, Va., gave themselves up this
morning.
Will you please inform me how I shall dispose of these men and how
shall act in future when they come on board? They say that if they

ac
Mldbouhmedmvmldbomnrdend.
We are all well on and everything is quiet off the Rappa-

I am, sir, very respectfully, your obedient servant,
0. B. GrLissoN

Commander, U, 8. ﬁny
Flag-Officer S1LAS H. STRINGHAM,
Commanding the Atlantic Blockading Squadron.

E

Instructions of the Secretary of the N Flag-Officer String U. &
'.O’,a-:,udh' Atlantic Bloc&:z-‘: ﬂ::‘clnn, Womn

of humanity,
m would be impolitic as well as cruel, and, as you
“they may be made serviceable on board our storeships,” you

do well to employ them.
I am, respectfully, your obedient servant,

Flag-Officer 8. H. STRINGHAM,
Comdy. Atlantic Blockading Squadron, Hampton Roads, Virginia,

GeoN WELLES,




Navy Payroll Record
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The Stingray Point Lighthouse

The Stingray Point Lighthouse was built in 1858 in the Chesapeake Bay near the mouths of the
Rappahannock and Piankatank Rivers. A hexagonal screwpile lighthouse, it was deactivated in 1965
and dismantled shortly thereafter. A replica of the lighthouse was built at the Stingray Harbor Marina in

2003 in Deltaville, Virginia, 1.6 miles west of the original site.
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Ship’s officers and crew on deck, in the James River, Virginia, 1864-65. Photographed by Matthew
Brady. One man is playing the banjo in the foreground, another is holding a small white dog, while
others are reading newspapers. Men seated in center appear to be peeling potatoes. Many crewmen
are wearing their flathats in the style of berets. About a fifth of this ship’s crew appear to be African

Americans.



Middlesex County
Board of Supervisors

Stingray Point Contraband Sailor Proclamation

WHEREAS, very early in the Civil War, Alexander Franklin, David Harris, John Hunter, Miles Hunter, Peter Hunter, and
Samuel Hunter, then enslaved in lower Middlesex County, Virginia, fearing impressment into Confederate service, sought
refuge in the Stingray Point Lighthouse near Deltaville on July 15, 1861; and

WHEREAS, knowing that Union ships were on blockade duty in the Chesapeake Bay, these men hailed the USS Mount
Vernon in the Bay near the entrance to the Rappahannock River and were taken aboard; and

WHEREAS, the Secretary of the United States Navy, when consulted, used the contraband of war theory established at Fort
Monroe just two months earlier, and authorized the employment and enlistment of self-emancipated men for the
preservation of the Union; and

WHEREAS, in September of 1861, Alexander Franklin, David Harris, John Hunter, Miles Hunter, Peter Hunter, and
Samuel Hunter, along with others, enlisted in the U.S. Navy as contrabands of war nearly a year before black men were
permitted to serve in the U.S. Army; and

WHEREAS, these six men, who came to be known as the Stingray Point Contraband, played an integral role in the fight for
the end to the institution of slavery and the Union’s ultimate victory in the Civil War; and

WHEREAS, after serving in the Navy, David Harris 1s the only one of the six men known to have returned to the Deltaville
area of Middlesex County, where he had been enslaved and where some of his descendants still reside; and

WHEREAS, the Middle Peninsula African-American Genealogical and Historical Society, using official Navy records and
other public records as documentation, applied for and received approval from the Virginia Department of Historic
Resources for a highway marker commemorating the actions of the Stingray Point Contraband Sailors; and

WHEREAS, a historical highway marker for the Stingray Point Contraband Sailors will be dedicated on July 17, 2021, 160

years after this historic event; and

WHEREAS, the Board of Supervisors desires to honor and memorialize the courageous actions of the Stingray Point
Contraband Sailors; and

NOW, therefore, we, the Board of Supervisors of Middlesex County, do hereby proclaim in perpetuity July 15 to be
Stingray Point Contraband Sailor Day

in Middlesex County and ask our citizens to acknowledge the contributions made by the Stingray Point Contraband Sailors
and others to ensure liberty, freedom, and equal justice for all the citizenry of this great nation.

At the regular meeting of the Middlesex County Board of Supervisors held on June 1, 2021, on a motion duly made
by Supervisor Kimbrough, and seconded by Supervisor Mansfield, this Proclamation was adopted
by the following vote of its members:

Wayne H. Jessie, Sr. Aye
Peter W. Mansfield Aye
John B. Koontz, Jr. Aye
Reginald A. Williams, Sr. Aye
Lud H. Kimbrough, III Aye

A Copy Teste:
Matthew L. Walker, Clerk
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Contributors to Stingray Point Marker Fund

Middle Peninsula African-American Genealogical and Historical Society is
grateful to the following persons who have contributed to the cost of the highway

marker and the cost of today’s dedication. Their generous support has made the
Stingray Point Contraband highway marker a reality.

$200 and above $49 and below
Pionne Corbin Kenya Allmond
Patricia Polson Satterfield Melissa Dahl
Knox W. Tull, Jr. Nettie L. Ferguson
Gloria Garmon
$100 to $199 Carolyn M. Harris
Johnanna Grimes Harriett J. Harper
Sarah Lavicka Sharon Haynie
Roberta Ray Dallas Henderson
Davaline Taliaferro Hallie Holmes
Allison Thomas Frank Johnson
Bessida Cauthorne White V. Cilento Johnson
Carlyle Robin Jones
$50 to $99 Priscilla A. Ord
Karen Daly Mrs. W. David South
Jewel W. Davis Selma E. Stewart
Anil Hurkadli Margaret T. Taliaferro
Lloyd Huckstep Inez Tuck
Carolyn Jackson-King Gloria Waller
Yvonne Thompson Jones Barbara J. Williams
Dudley Olsson

Zachary J. Robinson
Delores Summons

Marker Dedication

Middle Peninsula African-American Genealogical and Historical Society thanks

the following individuals and entities for their contributions to today’s dedication
program. The support has been invaluable.

Deltaville Community Association
Kevin Gentry
Michael Gresham
Middlesex County
Gene R. Quarles
George Robinson
Cherlanda Sidney-Ross



Program Endorsers

Middle Peninsula African-American Genealogical and Historical Society
expresses appreciation to the following organizations for serving as endorsers of
today’s program.

The African-American Civil War Museum
The American Civil War Museum
The Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH)
Contraband Historical Society
The Middlesex County Museum and Historical Society, Inc.

The Stingray Point Contraband Research Team

Andrea McDonald
Patricia Polson Satterfield
Davaline Taliaferro
Bessida Cauthorne White

The Stingray Point Marker Dedication Committee

Michael Gresham
Dallas Henderson
Hallie Holmes
Andrea McDonald
Willie Montague
Patricia Polson Satterfield
Davaline Taliaferro
Gloria Waller
Bessida Cauthorne White
Gloria Boyd Yarbrough
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USS Vermont Group of Contrabands, between 1862-1863

Middle Peninsula African-American Genealogical and Historical Society
mpaaghs.va@gmail.com
www.mpaagenealogicalsociety.org



