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Prince Gould and the African American Experience at Sea 
Life at Sea Filled With Hardships and Opportunities for Black Sailors 

 

O ne of the crew members listed in Sultana’s muster book is 
Prince Gould.  At age 45, he was the oldest man on Sultana’s 

crew list.  He was also the only crew member in the captain’s log 
identified as an African American.  Although we don’t have first 
hand knowledge of what his life was like on board, we can get a 
general picture of what he may have experienced by examining 
what life was like for black sailors, both free and enslaved, during 
this time in our history. 
 During the colonial period, the majority of blacks in 
America worked as slaves on large farms called plantations.  Their 
days were filled with endless hours of back breaking work.  Most 
slaves had been kidnapped from Africa, forced onto overcrowded 

ships, sailed across the Atlantic to the colonies and sold to farmers along the Atlantic 
coast.  Without the help of slave labor, plantation owners would have quickly gone out 
of business. 
 Some slaves on plantations worked as sailors.  They were put in charge of small 
ships such as sloops and schooners to deliver crops to coastal markets for their masters.  
In the Chesapeake Bay, many of the smaller vessels coming in and out of major ports 
like Annapolis, Baltimore and Chestertown were commanded by black captains and 
crews.  These men spent much of their time away from their slave owners and played 
the important role of informing other slaves of news from distant ports.   
 Some African Americans in the 1760’s were freedmen.  In many cases the only 
jobs these individuals could find were at sea.  Although life at sea was demanding and 
dangerous, ships were one of the 
only places where skilled blacks 
could be judged based on their 
abilities rather than the color of their 
skin.  Skilled black sailors were 
occasionally paid more and ranked 
higher than unskilled white sailors.  
Life on large ships often demanded 
that the crew work together despite 
differences in race.  Jobs such as 
raising the anchor, raising and 
lowering sails and furling topsails in 
heavy seas demanded cooperation 
amongst sailors of both races.   

Image of enslaved sailor from Rhode Island courtesy of  Dr. Alexander A. McBurney. 

 

The African American Experience 

Enslaved blacks often assisted their masters with transporting goods 
to market.  They sometimes sailed on sloops and schooners manned 
entirely by African slaves. 

 

Portrait of an enslaved 
sailor from Rhode Island. 

 

Slaves loading barrels of sugar onto a boat in the West Indies.

Portrait of an anonymous 
black sailor.
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Seamen also shared living conditions which gave them a 
common identity.  Black and white sailors wore the same 
clothing and spoke the same shipboard language.  They 
shared extremely cramped living quarters, which often 
brought the men closer together.   
 While life at sea provided modest opportunities for 
many slaves and free blacks, there were still instances 
where racism led to poor treatment of these men from 
white crew members.  Black sailors were often teased and 
ridiculed.  They often drew more than their share of 
beatings and punishments from harsh captains.  Freed 
blacks at sea lived in constant fear of being captured by 
white slave traders and forced to work on plantations.    
 Racial barriers also prevented skilled black sailors 
from becoming officers on naval ships. Many slaves and 
freedmen filled servant roles such as cook, cabin boy, or 
ship’s musician while at sea.  Captains often refused to pay 

these men when their tour of duty expired.   
 How was Prince Gould treated on Sultana?  There is no way of knowing for sure.  
What is known from the schooner’s log books is that he was born in Rhode Island and 
joined Sultana’s crew voluntarily on April 1, 1769.  His arrival that day was recorded in 
the journal of crew member David Bruce, who wrote “Prince Gould, a black man, 
entered onboard”.  He left Sultana on November 22, 1769 when he was discharged in 
Virginia with a painful injury called a hernia. Gould’s old age and poor health make it 
unlikely that he worked on deck.  Perhaps he served as the ship’s cook.   
 Prince 
Gould was one 
of thousands of 
free and 
enslaved blacks 
who served as 
sailors during 
the colonial 
period.  These 
men made an 
important 
contribution to 
our maritime 
history.      

Blacks often filled the role of servant 
or cook on colonial ships.   

Africans were often 
captured on land, 
forced onto crowded 
slave ships, and 
sailed across the 
Atlantic Ocean to 
the colonies.  There 
they were purchased 
by plantation 
owners who relied 
on slave labor to 
plant and harvest 
their crops.  Here a 
group of slaves is 
being rowed out to a 
ship for transport to 
America. 
 

Images courtesy of the National Maritime Museum in London, England. 
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The African American Experience 
NAME: ____________________________________________ DATE: ____________  
 
DIRECTIONS:  Based on what you read about Prince Gould, compare and contrast the 
lives of black and white sailors in the 18th century.  In the left hand column, list 
experiences that were unique to African American sailors.  In the right hand column, list 
experiences that were unique to white sailors.  In the middle column, list experiences 
that sailors of both races had in common.   

 

Experiences Unique to 
African American 

Sailors 

 

Experiences Shared by 
Sailors of 

Both Races 

 

Experiences Unique to 
White Sailors 
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The African American Experience 
NAME: ____________________________________________ DATE: ____________  
 
DIRECTIONS:  Use your compare and contrast chart to write a journal entry in which 
you compare the lives of African American and white sailors on 18th century ships.  Be 
sure to include ways the sailors’ lives were similar and different. 
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1.  Pretend you are Prince Gould.  As a 45 year old free black man in 1769, your options 
for work in America are very limited.  In the space below, write a journal entry in 
which you explain why you have chosen to work aboard the Schooner Sultana.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2.  As an African American sailor in the 18th century, what are some of the dangers to 

consider when working aboard Sultana? 
 
 

 

The African American Experience 
NAME: ____________________________________________ DATE: ____________  
 
DIRECTIONS:  Use information from the reading to complete the following tasks. 
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