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JOHN F. GRIMKE’S EYEWITNESS ACCOUNT OF THE
CAMDEN COURT RIOT, APRIL 27-28, 1785

Edited by Robert A. Becker*

When Judge John F. Grimke arrived at Camden on April 25,1785, to
conduct a session of the Court of Common Pleas, he was warned that a
large crowd was gathering to prevent his court from hearing any debt
cases. Grimke, confident that the more respectable and substantial men
of the district would support the court and that the protestors, if dealt
with firmly, would back down, opened court on the 26th. The next day,
however, a large unruly crowd so intimidated the jurors that they fled in
fear, and Grimke found himself virtually a prisoner in his own court-
house. Eventually, the rioters forced Grimke, who was shocked when
even the prominent men of the area refused to uphold the court’s
authority, to cancel the session and leave Camden. Several weeks later,
he drafted a report to Governor William Moultrie describing what had
happened. That report, printed here, is the only existing eyewitness
account of the Camden Court riot.

The Camden riot was the first of a series of similar disturbances
that followed the post-war depression that settled over the nation in the
1780s. British merchants had extended a great deal of credit to South
Carolinians following the Revolution, and when they sought to collect
those debts, as well as their pre-war debts, through the courts, many
planters found themselves facing ruin. Resistence to the courts, and
particularly to the debtor laws, spread so rapidly throughout South
Carolina in the spring and summer of 1785 that by August, the
Charleston Columbian Herald reported that courts had been “stopt in
every district excepting that of Charleston,” and that few sheriffs dared
to even attempt to serve civil writs outside the Charleston city limits.! In
July, the governor called an emergency session of the legislature to meet
in September to deal with the problems that underlay the Camden riot
and similar outbreaks elsewhere around the state.2 The special session
subsequently adopted the Pine Barren Act, regulating debt payments in
the state, and approved an emission of paper money.3

* Associate Professor, Department of History, Louisiana State University at Baton
Rouge.

1 “Americanus,” Columbian Herald, Aug. 22, 1785.

2 State Gazette of S. C., Oct. 6, 1785; S. C. Privy Council Journals, July 27, 1785.

3 The economic problems behind the riot and the state’s efforts to deal with them are
summarized in Robert A. Becker, “Salus Populi Suprema Lex: Public Peace and South
Carolina’s Debtor Relief Laws, 1783-1788,” this Magazine 80 (1979): 65-75.
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Judge Grimke remained on the bench in South Carolina, and in 1799
he became senior associate justice — in effect, Chief Justice of South
Carolina. In 1788, he became Intendant of Charleston, and attended the
state’s ratifying convention where, on the 23d of May, he voted in favor of
the United States Constitution.

The text of Grimke’s report on the Camden Court riot, printed here,
is taken from a manuscript copy (apparently Grimke’s working copy
since it is heavily interlined and amended) in the Grimke Papers, Box I,
172-A, Folder 3, South Carolina Historical Society.

Judge Grimke’s Report

Charleston, May 18, 1785
Sir,

Thereby transmit you an account of the proceedings of some malcon-
tents in the District of Camden, who had associated for the express
purpose of preventing the holding of the Court of Common Pleas in that
District on the last Circuit. I feel a very anxious Concern for the
Intelligence I herewith communicate, and shall refrain from making any
observations upon their Conduct & Resolutions which I enclose to your
Excellency. I only fear that the misrepresentations which have been
already circulated have wounded the Credit of the District at large more
perhaps than it really deserves. Upon my arrival in Camden on the 25 of
April, I was informed that a party of Persons from the Vicinity of the
High Hills of Santee and the head of the several branches of black River
had associated to interrupt the proceedings of the Court. I expressed my
discredit of such an illegal measure being adopted and the intelligence
being handed to me in the course of Conversation as a prevailing
Rumour, and not being pressed upon me as a Fact, I continued in my
disbelief of the Report. I was the more Sanguine in this opinion and well
supported in it by my acquaintance of several gentlemen of very consid-
erable Influence in the District who lived near the two above-mentioned
Places and who would, I doubted not, have taken measures to disperse
the unlawful assembly of any of the Inhabitants or their further pro-
gress in violating the Laws of their Country. And I was the more
confirmed in my Opinion when I observed a greater number of the
gentlemen of the District present than I had ever seen at any preceeding
Court and none of whom made any mention of this Report to me. The

4 A brief biography appears in “Order Book of John Faucheraud Grimke, Aug. 1778 to
May 1780,” this Magazine 13 (1912): 42-43; also, John Belton O’'Neall, Biographical Sketches
of the Bench and Bar of S. C. (Charleston, 1859), pp. 39-42.
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proceedings of the Court were not at all disturbed on the 26th being the
1st Day of opening it.

But on the morning of the 27th Gen. Henderson & Mr. Brown waited
on me at my Quarters and informed me of the arrival of the Malcontents
the night before and that they were extremely resolute and determined
to stop the proceedings of the Court of Common Pleas; but that they
professed an anxious Desire of supporting the Criminal Department,
that they had deputed a Committee to wait on the Gentlemen of the Bar
with Instructions to endeavour to dissuade them from appearing in their
Client’s Causes; but they could exact no such promises from them; the
only measure which then was suggested to their minds was if the Jury
did not appear but preferred paying their fines that the Court could not
proceed in any trials. This was a measure however from which they could
not promise themselves much Success, as several of the Jury would
naturally prefer the services of that Duty to the payment of their Fines.
They were therefore desirous of holding a Conference with me to consult
whether I could not suspend the operations of the Court. I peremptorily
interrupted the General, informing him that I would by no means
consent to an Interview and that if their behavior or speeches intimi-
dated the Jury from appearing that I should proceed to draw Tales® and
endeavour to supply the Court with a Jury by that means. I was thor-
oughly sensible of the difficulty of procuring a whole Jury of tales-men;
however I held this Idea out to them with a view of gaining time and of
confounding their Plan. I still flattered myself that if I could disconcert
or suspend their operations but for a Day, that the Gentlemen of the
District who were present would immediately collect a sufficient force to
deter them from their proceedings. The presence however of these
Gentlemen had no such Effect on their minds, for I had not taken my
Seat on the bench in the Criminal Court above half an hour before one of
the Party began to call over a list of several names — at first I imagined
that he was employed by the Attorney General to cite the witnesses to
appear who were summoned to give Evidence to the Grand Jury, who had
been already sworn and were now impanelled, but I soon suspected from
the unusual agitation which I perceived the persons in Court to be in that
this was intended as a signal and was preparatory to something more
serious and probably decisive. I therefor ordered the Sheriff to enquire of
him why he called out those names and who he was — to which Questions
as he would make no reply I commanded the Sheriff to apprehend him, so
loud that Hill (for that was his name as [ was afterward informed) must
have heard me, but he was so far from being intimidated that he

5 “Tales” were persons added to a jury, usually from those in or about the courthouse,
to make up a deficiency in the available number of jurors regularly suammoned.
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proceeded leisurely in calling over the list of names as before, whilst the
Sheriff was employed in engaging several Persons to assist him to
apprehend Hill. During this short Interval and Delay on the part of the
Sheriff, I perceived a party collecting round Hill as with an Intention of
repelling the Sheriff. Therefore, I rose from the Bench and thinking a
further Exertion on my part was necessary, I questioned him concerning
his behaviour and the Insult he was offering to the Court; hoping that it
would daunt himself, prevent others from supporting him as they would
be more immediately under my own Eye and give a further time for the
Sheriff to collect a party for this business, but he replied to me taun-
tingly that it was[ “ ] not many words that would fill a bushell,” and the
persons surrounding him not relinquishing their stand as I reasonably
expected, I turned to the Grand Jury and addressed them in a short
speech adapted to awaken their Resentment for the Outrage offered to
the Court and this Insult to the Laws of their Country. I hoped that by
calling on them in so sudden and decisive a manner that it would
certainly have operated on Hill and his party so strongly as to have
caused them to have abandoned so impudent an attempt but I was again
mistaken, which when I perceived during my address to the Grand Jury,
I suddenly descended from the Bench and invited them to assist me in
apprehending Hill. This step alarmed the Malcontents and they immedi-
ately fled crying out “here he comes, here he comes.” The Grand Jury
surrounding me disuaded me from pursuing the fugitives, alledging that
altho’ they were ready and willing to support the Dignity of the court,
that they were sensible they would be overpowered by numbers. Perceiv-
ing that none of the Gentlemen of the most extensive influence in the
District were present at this moment, I thought it most adviseable to
return to the Bench and resume the business of the Court. I immediately
sent for Gen. Henderson who had made professions of supporting the
Court and who was the only person (besides Capn. Tate) that did make
me any offers of this kind and still flattered myself that some Persons
would associate to apprehend Hill and his Party who had collected at a
small distance in more considerable numbers from the Courthouse and
continued calling over the names. Thus I was in some measure confined a
Prisoner to the Court House, and it unfortunately happened that Gen.
Hen[derson]in whom I had placed the greatest Confidence, did not arrive
until the malcontents had removed and dispersed themselves thro’ out
the Village of Camden. The manouvre it seems of calling over the names
in Court was done with an Intention of intimidating the Jury from
appearing, Hill imagining that he had possessed himself of the list of the
Common Pleas Jury; instead of which he had obtained the Panel of
Grand Jurors, which he was calling over and not a list of his associates as
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I had reason to suspect. The Day following, the Court was occupied until
6 oClock in the Evening in the trial of the Criminals, whose Conviction
and sentence I have already had the Honor of laying before your Excel-
lency: In the mean time I employed a Gentleman (whose name I will
communicate personally to your Excellency) to attend the Conversation
and Conduct of the several Companies collected in the town and to
inform me whether the intended effect had taken place with regard to
the Jury. He informed me that a very large majority of the Persons
assembled at the Court approved of the intermission of the procedings of
the Court of Common Pleas, altho’ they highly condemned the mode
which Hill and his Party had adopted to suspend its process and more-
over that the Persons who had assembled for the purpose of serving in
the Capacity of Jurors in the aforesaid court had quitted the Town with
precipitancy and apprehension. The Sheriff confirming this Report, I
thought it needless on the next day to summon a Tales Jury, as the same
fears which had operated on the Original Jurors so forcibly would most
probably be transmitted to them. I therefore mentioned to several
Gentleman of the Bar how I was circumstanced and advised with them
that it would be most becoming the Dignity of the Court not to call over
the List of the Clommon] P[leas] Ju[ry] at all and by that means to avoid
the Indignity and Contempt which would consequently follow the pro-
claiming their names aloud in court when it was notorious to every one
that they had retired home the day before. And I was the more prompt in
adopting this measure when I considered that I had received no offer of
support from the Gentlemen of the District and that this measure had
been advocated (or at least a bill similar to the Resolutions of Hill’s
Party®) most obstinately, in the last House of Assembly by the members
of this District. The Gentlemen for whose consideration I had repeated
these Sentiments joining my opinion, I adjourned the Court to the next
sitting thereof in November.

I am, et c.

¢ “The Resolution’s of Hill’s party” refers to the resolutions of the Camden Court
rioters, which were drawn up and signed on April 23, two days before Grimke arrived on the
scene. A copy is in the Grimke Papers, Box II, 172-A, Folder 3. Grimke forwarded the
resolutions to the governor along with his report. Those who signed the resolves prudently
tore their names off before they delivered the resolutions to Grimke. The resolves de-
manded (among other things) that the Camden Court not hear debt cases and that the
substance of what later became the Pine Barren Act be enforced.



GEORGE WHITING FLAGG AND HIS
SOUTH CAROLINA PORTRAITS

BarBara K. NorD*

When the nineteenth century American artist George Whiting
Flagg died in 1897 his obituary in The National Cyclopedia of American
Biography stated that “many of his best works are in the South, among
them the portraits of Mrs. Gov. Aiken, Judge King and U. S. Minister
Gadsden, also his ‘Shylock and Jessica.”” Today however this artist and
his work are almost totally forgotten, even in the South. If it were not for
the fact that Flagg's portraits of James Shoolbred Gibbes, the founder of
the Gibbes Art Gallery in Charleston, and of his wife, are hanging in that
gallery, Flagg would also be forgotten even in the Charleston area where
some of the finest work of his career was painted, for his portraits, still
closely held by descendants of the sitters, are seldom exhibited and most
of his “ideal” or “fancy” pictures can no longer be located.

However during the last few years there has been a renewal of
interest in nineteenth century American art. About one hundred and
fifty portraits and subject paintings by Flagg have been identified by
name, with some forty of these found to be portraits of Charleston and
Georgetown area residents (see Checklist, pg. 228). One of the most
noteworthy of these local portraits, as Flagg’s obituary stated, is cer-
tainly that of Mrs. William Aiken who was born Harriett Lowndes in
1812 and married William Aiken in 1831. Flagg probably painted Mrs.
Aiken’s portrait about 1857 for at that time the former governor retired
from Congress and remodeled his home on Elizabeth Street in
Charleston, permanently closing the blinds at one end of the drawing
room to form a background for the six by nine foot, life-sized portrait of
his wife. The Aiken House is now owned by the Charleston Museum and
the portrait still stands majestically in its accustomed place in the
drawing room.

When Governor Aiken chose George Whiting Flagg to paint his
wife’s portrait the artist had been working successfully in Charleston for
some years since coming there from the North. Although George had
been born in New Haven, Connecticut, he was a descendant of South
Carolina families and had spent his boyhood in Georgetown and
Charleston where he had earned a reputation as a child prodigy.!

* A resident of Cincinnati, Ohio, and Marathon, Florida.

! For biographical information concerning the Flagg family see Ernest Flagg,
Genealogical Notes on the Founding of New England (Hartford, 1926) and Norman G.
Flagg and Lucius C. S. Flagg, Flagg Family Records (Quincy, Ill., 1907).

214



