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Mesopotamia Diary 1832

Moravian Missionaries at Mesopotamia
Jan-Dec 1832 -- “Diary of Mesopotamia of the year 1832” [by Br. Ricksecker]



    UAH R.15. Cb.6.14/1-18

“We entered the year filled with great anxiety & fear, not knowing, how the dreadful insurrection of the negroes might end, which began since Xmas, in the Parish of St James, who burning all the Estates, were daily approaching toward us.”  Prayed that their people might not “become infected with the evil spirit of rebellion”  All the other whites on the estate had joined the militia, but meetings were kept w/o the least disturbance.  “An unusual number of strangers came to the preaching on New Year’s day, which fell on Sunday, and some went away finding no room.  Above 30 children attended School.”  Toward the close of the meeting, a very heavy rainstorm with thunder and lightning.  [1]

“Towards evening [on Jan 1] four of our baptized members came & informed me that a negroe from a neighbouring Estate inquired for gunpowder etc. saying ‘Now was the time to fight for freedom, or else they would never get it.’  This negroe was then secured by our people, & / according to orders from Headquarters sent the next morning to the bay. Since no white person was on the Estate besides me, I was out daily, to see if the negroes were quietly at work, & found to my satisfaction....” [can’t read next 17 lines]  [1-2]

[The four baptized members probably=Sammy or William Samuels, a 34-yr-old driver; Mulatto William or William Prince, a 34-yr-old cooper; Edward or Edward Barham, a 33-yr-old blacksmith from Springfield; and Richard Gilpin or Richard Gilpin, the 35-yr-old head mason from Springfield.  They are the four who testify at the slave courtmartials of 19-20 Jan 1832.  The rebel they captured was Ishmael or Billy Grant, an African fieldworker from Prospect estate, who apparently attends Mesopotamia Church.  He was ordered to receive 100 lashes on 20 Jan 1832  (see CO 137/185, pp. 589-90, 594).

The Rickseckers were awakened by musketry from a party of militia, and they saw a blazing fire hardly 3 miles distant. They packed their best clothes in preparation for a hasty flight.  “In the night following, a negroe of this property who is a member of our church [William Samuels or Sammy] took up a Negroe who possessed gunpowder, bullets, &c.  Early the next morning he was brought to me, & then taken as a prisoner to Headquarters.  He confessed that he was the former night at Dryworks & being chased by the militia, he threw away his gun, & had lost his way.  On the same day I saw Mr Turner the Overseer, who had a two / hours leave from duty.  It was generally believed that if the rebels had succeeded to burn down Dryworks, many negroes in the Lowlands would have joined them; some indeed even in our neighborhood had shown such a spirit, but fear kept them quiet.” [2-3]

[The second rebel captured by Sammy was George Watson, a fieldhand from Hanover.  He was ordered transported on 19 Jan 1832 (CO 137/185, pp. 589-90)]

On Jan 8, a considerable # of negroes came to their meeting.  Work of destruction still going on, with fires lighting the sky at night.  [several lines illegible here, but Br R’s worries about the rebellion evaporate rapidly]

Br R tries to make a young girl afflicted with dropsy, who never came to church & knows nothing of God, sensible that she is a sinner.  On last visit, Jan 14, she said “Lord, save me a poor sinner” --which pleased Br R -- and she died a few hours later.  Br R did not baptize her because she had no proper instruction or knowledge of Holy Baptism (This is Jenny from Springfield, age 16, who d. of dropsy in Jan 1832.  She worked on the 3d gang.)  [3-4]   

In Feb celebrated the Lords Supper with their few communicants, and several candidates for communion also attended.  Notes how important it is to give these candidates private instruction because they are so ignorant. [4]

On Feb 26 preached to about 50 hearers, children included.  On March 4, 4 persons baptized--but not ID.  (One of them was George Barham, who was also married in March, and then died in December: see below.)  [5]  Then went on a trip to St Elizabeth, where he found larger congregations and more healthful conditions.

On returning to Mesopotamia in mid-March, notes that he has discontinued evening meetings “on account of the agitated mind of the public against evening services” [6]

On March 21 “was the Baptism of an old negroe woman, who was lying at the Hospital for some time past, very ill of the cancer.  As long as she could she visited the meeting & had become a candidate.” [6]  (This is probably Ebo Lucy from Springfield, a field hand who had been an invalid 4 years and died of “vener.” @ 50 in Apr 1832.  Described in 1831 inventory as “dreadfully diseased”.)

In Apr visited “the old communicant Brother Thomas Jackson, who is becoming very weak, & seemingly not far from his dissolution.” (This is Jack, bapt. in 1814 & communicant in 1817.  Age 57 at death.) [6]  He died 1 May 1832, and was buried in the baptized burial ground. [7-8]

On Palm Sunday and Good Friday, few auditors from Mes (they worked on Good Friday), but more from other places.  Easter service very crowded, and many couldn’t get in to attend. Sr Ricksecker became ill at Easter time, and they had to call the doctor; and Br Ricksecker has trouble walking with a boil on his knee. [6-7] / The Rickseckers want to build a stable @ Mes, so they can keep a horse for transportation.  They are encouraged by Br. Scholefield (who pays them a visit) to move for a few months to the healthier climate of New Beaufort. Depressed by low attendance at church, and failure of the Mes negroes to send their children to meeting. [8]

When two of their children--Emma and Augusta--become sick, they are even more anxious to leave the wet season @ Mes. [9]

In June 4 Negroes baptized--but not ID--and one couple married--but again not ID.  Also in June, blessed a dying child, whose father was a member of the congregation.  (This is George Foster, who d. June 1832 at age 2.  His mother is Augusta, daughter of ch member Luna; she is 22 & works in 1st gang.  George’s father cannot be ID by me.) [9]

On 3 July, the Rickseckers went to Shafston, and on to Hopeton & New Carmel.  Br R back @ Mes on July 14 for a service. / and then returned to New Carmel for a month.  In mid-Aug, became alarmed at rumor that the Moravian stations at New Carmel and New Beaufort would be destroyed (presumably by white mob). [9-10]  They prayed to the Lord for protection. /

Remained @ New Carmel while Br Scholefield and Br Ellis went to Spanishtown (to speak to Br govt officials about persecution of Moravians in wake of the slave revolt).  Came back home (to Mes) on 7 Sept. [11]

Had a love feast with their congregation.  Br R visited negroes @ Mes and @ Blue Castle, many of whom were ailing.  /  A very wet season, with rain every day.  On Sept 25 felt an earthquake. [12]

In late Sept had a love feast with their 11 married couples, and celebrated Lord’s Supper with 8 communicants and 3 first time spectators.

“Our house servant, a brown girl belonging to the Estate, who had distressed us already so much, became so very impudent that we had to send her back to the Overseer & rather chose to be without her, till the Attorney came.”  [12] (This is Quadroon Jane [Jane Ritchie], daughter of Mulatto Ann, niece of Mulatto Robert [Robert McAlpine], & grandchild of Affy [Sarah Affir].  Jane had married Edward in 1830, and had worked @ Chapel for two years before this blowup.)

[The Rickseckers had complained about their house servants at a Moravian conference @ New Carmel, 20 April 1831. (Morav Rec: JA/8)]

In Oct, 6 young children baptized--but not ID. /

[The following crucial passage is almost impossible to decipher, but the gist seems to be as follows!]  Shortly after the Rickseckers dismissed Jane Ritchie, “we had a visit by the Attorney & the Overseer who brought with them the above mentioned girl.” The Rickseckers gave an account of the girl’s bad conduct, “& a public investigation took place.” The Overseer confronted them with complaints from many negroes who had been excluded from church meetings.  Also the Rickseckers were holding meetings at night when this was forbidden.  “Tho we explained every particular mentioned, still he seemed to be prejudiced againt us.  We have learned since, that the above mentioned girl had falsely represented to the brown people at the great houses whatever we said unto the negroes / even from the first year of our [?] here, who relates their stories to the Overseer.”  Then the Overseer goes around asking the negroes “What the parson had said & done to them.  In this way we lost the necessary confidence & respect with many [?] of the negroes.” [13-14] 

[In 1832, there were 7 adult quadroons, mulattoes, and sambos working in the great house & overseer’s house, plus 6 “brown children.  3 of these--Ann, John, and Mary--were Jane’s mother and sibs.  These domestic workers have a rather weak collective connection to the Moravian church, with only 3 of the 13 recorded as baptized: Jane herself, Becky, and Wellington.  Could it be that these ‘privileged’ mulattoes see the Rickseckers as siding with the negro field hands?]

In Nov, 3 small children of church members were baptized. [14]  The Rickseckers talk to a number of their members; “none of them would have it said: that they had complained of us by the Priest [?]”

That Saturday night they were much distressed by “the noisy dances of the negroes here, which continued the next day, Sunday, in the house of a baptized member.” [14]  /

Celebrated Holy Communion with 7 of their communicants.

In Dec, Br R summoned to appear (with several other Moravians) before the Committee of moral and religious instruction improvement of the slave population” [have I got this title right?  Much of this passage is illegible.]  Seems to have gone to Spanish Town because he was gone 2 weeks. [15]

On Dec 8, the married Br. George Barham died unexpectedly; both he and his wife were baptized and married on March 4, 1832, “& from that time we considered him as one who might become useful among his people.” [Unfortunately, no Dec. 1832 deaths recorded in the Mes inv., so he cannot be ID]

“I felt very sorry to learn, that even the little negroes who came to us every morning were now also staying away.” / Only 11 adults and 4 children at Sunday service. [15-16]  “However as they were fixed upon to make themselves merry & playing all night, it was not to be expected they should feel a desire to hear the Word of God, which only reproved their conduct.”

On Xmas morning, about 20 negroes accepted the Rickseckers’ invitation to attend morning prayers and about 12 free brown people came to the preaching “whilst the Estate negroes were all waiting for their allowance.”  Br R annoyed that many who did come to his meeting came late.  These festival days “were days of the deepest sorrow to us, concerning our flock; the greater part as we could observe have taken share of the noisy & most savage plays, which continues nights & days on this Estate; from the neighbouring estates many negroes came here with their idols, & they went from house to house; & opposite the Chapel on the public road. the noise, particularly during night was very offensive to my weak state of health.” [16]

On Dec 30, “the noisy play of the people drove away / our sleep during the past night, which continued also nearly all day long, notwithstanding my sending a note to the Overseer’s house praying to stop the nuisance.  Our servants were away 2 days without our leave.” [17]  (Probably these servants were Prudence [Mary Barham], who was 35 in 1832, and Katy, age 28 in 1832, who is not recorded as a church member.)

Met with some of the old people for the last service of the year, thanking the Lord for His support during the “many singular Trials” of this “extraordinary year”.

1832 record @ Mes church:


20 adults baptized and 10 spectators @ Lords Supper [not sure about this]


1 admitted to Lord’s Supper


8 couples married


5 members died

          *66 baptized, but of these 16 are either excluded or suspended

            9 communicants


18 candidates for communion

          *11 baptized children

          *27 candidates for holy baptism

          *48 new people

          *33 Sunday Scholars

         *185 total -- but many of these have forsaken the Church wholly or in part!  [17]

None of the newly baptized except George Barham [who he?] are named, but they very likely include: (1) Bernard or William Ellison; (2) Davy or David Reid; (3) Mulatto George or George Slight; (4) Mulatto James or James Brownfield; (5) Quadroon John or John Bell; (6) Springfield Bess or Elizabeth Barham; (7) Springfield Mulatto Eleanor or Jane Cothman; (8) Sambo Fanny or Fanny Fisher; and (9) Ruthy or Henrietta Roberts.  All of these people appear to have been baptized in 1832-1833. 

