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UNDERSTANDING THE AMISTAD INCIDENT: ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

The story of the Amistad is one of the most compelling and legally significant episodes in the history
of the transatlantic slave trade and the American abolitionist movement. In 1839, a group of
enslaved Africans aboard the Spanish schooner La Amistad staged a successful revolt, leading to a
dramatic legal battle that reached the highest court in the United States. For students, history
enthusiasts, and legal scholars alike, the case raises many profound questions about freedom,
property rights, and international law. This article provides a comprehensive look at Amistad
questions and answers, offering clarity on the people, events, and enduring legacy of this
remarkable story.

What Was the Amistad and Why Is It So
Important?

The Amistad was a Spanish schooner originally named La Amistad, which means "friendship" in
Spanish. While the ship itself was small and unremarkable, the event that occurred aboard it in July
1839 transformed it into a powerful symbol of resistance against slavery. The importance of the
Amistad case lies not only in the dramatic rebellion at sea but in the subsequent legal proceedings
that challenged the very foundations of the slave trade. The case forced American courts to confront
difficult questions about the status of enslaved people, the legality of the international slave trade,
and the nature of property rights.

One of the most common Amistad questions and answers concerns why the case was so
significant: it became a rallying point for the abolitionist movement in the United States and
established important precedents regarding the rights of individuals who had been illegally
enslaved. The Supreme Court's decision to free the Africans was a landmark moment, even though it
did not end slavery in America.

The Revolt on the Amistad: What Really
Happened?

To fully understand the legal and moral dimensions of the case, one must first grasp the events of
the rebellion itself. The answers to many Amistad questions and answers begin with the story of
the Mende people who were taken from their homeland.

WHO WERE THE AFRICANS ABOARD THE AMISTAD?

The Africans aboard the Amistad were primarily Mende people from what is now Sierra Leone in
West Africa. They had been captured by slave traders, a practice that was illegal under Spanish law
at the time, and transported to Havana, Cuba, where they were sold to Spanish plantation owners,
José Ruiz and Pedro Montes. The group was led by a man named Sengbe Pieh, who is often referred
to by the Spanish name Joseph Cinqué. Cinqué's courage and leadership during the rebellion made
him a heroic figure in the eyes of many Americans.

How Dib THE REBELLION UNFOLD?

On the night of July 1, 1839, while the ship was en route to a plantation in Puerto Principe, Cuba,
Cinqué and his fellow captives managed to free themselves from their chains. Using cane knives
they had found on board, they overpowered the crew, killing the captain and the cook. They spared
the lives of Ruiz and Montes, hoping that the two Spaniards could navigate the ship back to Africa.
This decision proved to be a fateful miscalculation.

WHY DiD THE AMISTAD END UP IN THE UNITED STATES?

This is one of the most frequently asked Amistad questions and answers. After the rebellion,
Ruiz and Montes tricked the Africans. During the day, they sailed east toward Africa, but at night,
they reversed course and sailed north and west along the American coast. After nearly two months
of zigzagging across the Atlantic, the ship ran low on food and water. The Amistad was finally
intercepted by the US Navy brig Washington off the coast of Long Island, New York, in August 1839.
The Africans were taken into custody, and the ship was brought to New London, Connecticut.

The Legal Battle: Who Owned the Amistad
Africans?

The legal case surrounding the Amistad was extraordinarily complex, involving multiple claims of
ownership, international treaties, and the budding American abolitionist movement. The central
question was simple: were the Africans property or free people? The answers to this question form
the core of any exploration of Amistad questions and answers.

WHAT WERE THE INITIAL CLAIMS ON THE AFRICANS?

Several parties claimed ownership of the Africans and the cargo. Lieutenant Thomas Gedney, the
commander of the Washington, claimed salvage rights to the ship and its "cargo," including the
Africans. Ruiz and Montes, the Spanish slave owners, claimed that the Africans were their legal
property under Spanish law. The Spanish government also became involved, demanding that the
Africans be returned to Cuba to face trial for murder and piracy.

WHAT WAS THE ROLE OF THE ABOLITIONISTS?

A group of white abolitionists in New England, led by Lewis Tappan and Joshua Leavitt, formed the
Amistad Committee to defend the Africans. They were determined to prove that the Mende people
had been illegally enslaved and were therefore entitled to their freedom. The abolitionists secured
legal representation for the Africans, including the future United States Attorney for the District of
Connecticut, and they worked tirelessly to raise public awareness and funds for the defense.

WHAT DIiD THE LOWER COURTS DECIDE?

The case was first heard in the United States District Court for the District of Connecticut in Hartford.
The court ruled that the Africans were not property under Spanish law because they had been
illegally captured and enslaved. The court ordered that they be transported back to Africa. However,
the case was appealed by the Spanish government and by the US Attorney General, who sided with
the Spanish claims. The case then went to the Supreme Court of the United States.

The Supreme Court Decision: A Landmark
for Freedom

The Supreme Court phase of the Amistad case is the most famous and the most frequently
discussed in any collection of Amistad questions and answers. The decision was handed down in
1841, and it represented a significant victory for the abolitionist movement.

WHO REPRESENTED THE AFRICANS BEFORE THE SUPREME COURT?

The Africans were represented by former President John Quincy Adams, who was then a member of
the House of Representatives. Adams was an eloquent and passionate advocate, arguing that the
Africans were free individuals who had been illegally taken from their homeland and had the right to
use force to regain their liberty. His closing argument before the Court was a powerful indictment of
the slave trade and of the Spanish government's claims.

WHAT WAS THE KEY LEGAL QUESTION BEFORE THE COURT?

The central question was whether the Africans were property under the laws of the United States
and Spain. The Court had to interpret the Pinckney Treaty of 1795 between the US and Spain, which
governed the return of "property" that had been salvaged at sea. The abolitionists argued that the
treaty did not apply to human beings who were not legally enslaved.

WHAT DID THE SUPREME COURT DECIDE?

In a landmark decision, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Africans. Justice Joseph Story
delivered the opinion of the Court, holding that the Africans were not property under Spanish law
because their initial capture and enslavement had been illegal. The Court ordered that the Africans
be freed and that they be allowed to return to their homeland. This decision was a major victory for
the abolitionist movement, but it is important to note that the Court's ruling was narrow; it did not
challenge the institution of slavery itself in the United States.

Life After the Amistad: What Happened to
the Africans?

After the Supreme Court decision, the surviving Africans were free to return to Africa. A group of 35
men, women, and children, along with a small group of American missionaries, sailed for Sierra
Leone in 1842. This is a part of the story that is often overlooked in standard Amistad questions
and answers, but it is a crucial chapter in the narrative.

WHAT HAPPENED TO CINQU[] AFTER His RETURN?

Upon his return to Sierra Leone, Cinqué was initially welcomed as a hero. However, he found his
homeland changed; his family had been scattered, and his village was in ruins. He eventually
became a trader and a local leader, but he also faced challenges and conflicts. He reportedly
converted to Christianity and adopted the name "Joseph Cinqué." He died in 1879, leaving behind a
complex legacy that is still studied today.

WHAT WAS THE FATE OF THE AMISTAD SHIP ITSELF?

The Amistad was sold by the US government after the legal proceedings. It was eventually taken to
the Caribbean, where it was used as a cargo vessel. The schooner was reportedly destroyed in 1844.
Today, several replicas of the ship exist, including one docked at Mystic Seaport in Connecticut,
which serves as a living history museum.

The Legacy of the Amistad Case

The Amistad case left a lasting impact on American history, law, and culture. It is a story that
continues to inspire artists, filmmakers, and activists. When exploring Amistad questions and
answers, it is essential to consider the broader legacy of the case.

How Dip THE AMISTAD CASE INFLUENCE THE ABOLITIONIST MOVEMENT?

The case galvanized the abolitionist movement in the United States. It brought national attention to
the horrors of the slave trade and showed that legal victories were possible. The success of the
Amistad defense encouraged abolitionists to continue their fight against slavery. The case also
helped to build a network of activists and supporters that would prove crucial in the years leading up
to the Civil War.

WHAT LEGAL PRECEDENTS DID THE AMISTAD CASE SET?

The Amistad case established important precedents regarding the rights of individuals who had
been illegally enslaved. It affirmed that the international slave trade was illegal and that individuals
who had been captured in violation of that law could not be considered property. The case also
clarified the limits of executive power in international disputes. However, the case did not declare
slavery unconstitutional, and it did not apply to enslaved people born in the United States.

WHY DoOES THE AMISTAD STORY CONTINUE TO RESONATE TODAY?

The Amistad story resonates because it is a powerful tale of resistance, courage, and the pursuit of
justice. It raises timeless questions about human rights, legal ethics, and the struggle for freedom.
The case is frequently studied in law schools, history classes, and literature courses. It has been the
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subject of books, documentaries, and a major motion picture directed by Steven Spielberg in 1997. e Misconception: The Amistad case was the only factor that led to the Civil War. Fact: The
The story of Joseph Cinqué and the Mende people is a reminder that the fight for justice is often long Amistad case was one of many events that heightened tensions between pro-slavery and anti-
and difficult, but that it can prevail. slavery factions, but it was not the primary cause of the war.

* Misconception: All the Africans on the Amistad returned to Africa after the trial. Fact: While

CO Mmon M |SCO nce pt|0 NS Abo ut th e most did return, some of the younger children were taken in by American families and

remained in the United States.
Am iSta d Ca Se e Misconception: The Amistad ship was owned by the United States government. Fact: The
ship was Spanish property that was brought to the US as a salvage case. It was later sold by

In any discussion of Amistad questions and answers, it is important to address some common the US government.

misconceptions. These misunderstandings often arise from simplifications in popular culture or from

a lack of detailed knowledge about the case. Key Dates |n the Am|5tad StOry

e Misconception: The Supreme Court ended slavery in the Amistad decision. Fact: The Court
only ruled that the specific Africans aboard the Amistad were free. The institution of slavery in
the United States continued until the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified in 1865.

For those seeking a quick reference, here is a timeline of the most important dates related to the
Amistad questions and answers
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