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Introduction: Slavery, Freedom and Empire

ON FRIDAY 1 August, 1845, Samuel Joseph May, a Harvardtrained Unitarian minister, gave a sermon at the First Presbyterian Church in Syracuse, New York. His theme was the eleventh anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the British empire.

Slavery, he began, was an ancient oppression, practised by many human societies. But in the fifteenth century, the trade in enslaved Africans, purchased by Europeans to meet demands for labour in the Americas, transformed the world. ‘It was prompted by the basest and most unyielding passions of the human soul – the thirst for gold, the lust of power, and the love of ease.’ Britain was among the great beneficiaries of the transatlantic slave trade. But Britain also had a slave empire, an archipelago of colonies worked primarily by enslaved African workers, centred on the Caribbean and stretching from the southern precincts of North America to the northern shores of South America. The slave empire was dominated by plantations that produced tobacco, coffee, cotton, rice and – above all – sugar, for British and world markets. The island colonies in the Caribbean, seized at the cost of blood and treasure in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, were among Britain’s most valuable imperial prizes. The profits of both the slave trade and plantation slavery benefited even British settlements with few enslaved people. For example, cold, rugged New England prospered as a hub connecting Britain with colonies to the south.

Although slavery was profitable, its violence pricked at the British conscience. In 1772, a British court declared that the rights of colonial slaveholders over the people they claimed to own did not extend to Britain. Enslaved people could sue for their freedom on British soil. In 1807, led by Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce, Parliament passed an Act abolishing the British slave trade. In 1833 Parliament abolished slavery in most of Britain’s colonies. May conjured a scene in the British Caribbean of enslaved labourers waiting in silence for midnight on 1 August 1834, when emancipation laws would come into force. ‘The slow notes of the clock fell upon the multitude,’ May whispered. Building to a crescendo, he continued, ‘Scarce had the clock sounded its last note, when the lightning of Heaven flashed vividly around . . . God’s pillar of fire, and trump of jubilee!’

May rejoiced with his congregation at freedom in the Caribbean, but he was not speaking to them as ‘the eulogist of England, as a nation. She is a paragon of inconsistencies.’ He struggled to explain the relationship between the rise of British slavery and its counterpoint in antislavery; ‘to strike the balance between her glory and her shame.’ The law that ended slavery in the British empire required people who had been enslaved to continue working for the people who had claimed to own them for as long as six years. Parliament called this period of forced labour ‘apprenticeship’. At the same time, British slaveholders received £20 million in compensation for their lost claims to human beings. The money ‘sullies greatly the moral purity of the act’. Cynics might even say that emancipation was accomplished ‘not so much by the force of truth as by the power of money’.

Samuel May acknowledged Britain’s central role in the rise of both the transatlantic slave trade and plantation slavery. He confronted self-dealing antislavery laws that compensated slaveholders and imposed years of further forced labour on freedpeople. And yet, he marvelled at British righteousness. When antislavery laws were fair, May described the British public and Parliament as speaking with a single voice. When antislavery policies were cruel or contradictory, he separated the movement from the laws. Britain was built by slavery, he argued, but antislavery was a sea change, the end of a dark chapter in British history.

May followed a script to which many politicians and historians cleaved from the nineteenth century until the 1930s. The history of the end of the British slave trade and the end of British colonial slavery was overwhelmingly told as a story of the triumph of good over evil. Britain profited from slavery, yes. But most argued that antislavery was penance enough for British sins. The £20 million in compensation paid to slaveholders was written off as a sacrifice taxpayers made to expiate their guilt. The contradictions of antislavery were resolved by pretending that everything unseemly and hypocritical in the history of the movement against British slavery was an aberration. Antislavery was good; anything that was not good could not be antislavery. If those arguments wore thin, there were other European empires against which to measure Britain’s virtues. Like Samuel May, many Britons believed that enslaved people in the British empire had been grateful both for freedom and for continued white domination after the abolition of slavery. By these lights, enslaved people had not used ‘their unchained hands to wreak vengeance upon their oppressors’. Instead, as May put it, they had ‘shown a disposition to forget the past’.1 Abolition, in this telling, healed the empire.

In the 1930s, intellectuals from the Caribbean, Eric Williams and C. L. R. James chief among them, shredded this fable of sin and redemption.2 The point of slavery, they reminded the world, was not cruelty for its own sake. Slavery made money for slaveholders. The abolition of slavery did not end exploitation in the British empire. Furthermore, British antislavery was not a miraculous break from the economic, political and cultural moment that gave birth to it. Instead, in Britain, antislavery was a movement led by a coterie of mostly wealthy, landed and well-connected men who – their sense of justice notwithstanding – stood to gain by free trade, cheap free labour and the end of the protectionist laws that shored up slaveholders’ profits.

The fortunes made by slavery survived its abolition. The slave empire that Britain fought to win in the eighteenth century was not disbanded. Although there were moments when it seemed on the cusp of being radical, even revolutionary, British antislavery did not usually threaten the powerful. It did not give freedpeople the liberation for which they had fought. Freedpeople were paid low wages to work land that they had made profitable under slavery but could not afford to buy after emancipation. Slaveholders used the compensation fund as a source of liquid money, which many reinvested in factories, mines, roads and railways across Britain and its growing colonial empire.

But reassuring histories of antislavery proved irresistible to many. After the Second World War, and especially during the Cold War, historians in the United States and Britain, obliquely associating socialism and socialist history with Soviet totalitarianism, pushed back against what became known as the ‘Williams thesis’ – that the profits of slavery made industrial capitalism possible, and that industrial capitalism, in turn, made antislavery both thinkable and politically attainable as Britain’s wealthiest men moved their money from plantations to factories. Historians such as Seymour Drescher quibbled with the details of Williams’s work, arguing that Williams had failed to notice the robust profits of slavery and the slave trade at the time of abolition.3 How could the roots of antislavery be material if slavery were profitable? The dominant historical interpretation of British antislavery swung back towards a celebration of British economic sacrifice and a rosy picture of a Britain united behind a common cause. The mass exploitation of enslaved African labour, one of the roots of global capitalism, was reimagined as an obstacle that needed to be removed before capitalism could flourish.

But Eric Williams was right. Antislavery inherited the capitalism that slavery had made. Ideas about the incapacity of people of African descent to govern themselves, invented by slaveholders to defend slavery, survived emancipation. Even most ordinary Britons, who supported the antislavery cause in the name of religion, justice or patriotism, would have been likely to agree that white missionaries and officials ought to govern formerly enslaved people for the indefinite future. And antislavery was not only a moral position or a domestic issue in British politics. How could it be, in a slave empire? Rather, it was a set of colonial and imperial laws and policies, shaped by Members of Parliament and by the most visible and powerful leaders of the antislavery movement that weighed on the lives of Britain’s colonial subjects for generations after emancipation. Free traders profited from the idea that dark-skinned people ought to produce raw materials for the world market as much as slaveholders had done. The British colonial civilising mission, ‘the white man’s burden’ of the later nineteenth century, was easier to justify after the abolition of slavery, the ultimate proof of British moral superiority. As the anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes, ‘To condemn slavery alone is the easy way out.’4

Slave Empire is a new history of the rise and fall of British slavery. It tells a story of Britain’s involvement with slavery that, thanks to the efforts of scholars and activists, is much better known now than ever before, but is still far from common knowledge. In the spirit of Eric Williams’s work, this book also shows how slavery and antislavery were connected. First, abolition sanctified new kinds of exploitation. Global capitalism was made in the era of the slave trade, as merchants, bankers and insurers made fortunes on sugar contracts, on securities and bonds sold to finance plantations and imperial wars, and on new factories and industries in Britain that profited from expanding imperial and domestic markets. Well-born, propertied and well-connected antislavery leaders believed that abolition could purify, even sanctify, British capital. Even many abolitionists who opposed the specific provisions of the 1833 Emancipation Act believed as much as former slaveholders did in the importance of free workers accepting low wages. Antislavery leaders argued that low wages encouraged poorer people to work steadily, to save, to emulate the pious middle classes.

Second, the leaders of the antislavery movement digested many of the ideas about labour and race that slaveholders had invented to justify enslavement. Most prominent British abolitionists believed that white Britons – whether righteous missionaries or fair-minded liberal administrators – had an obligation to continue to rule the former slave colonies. Now that better whites were in charge, Britain might bring ‘civilisation’ rather than slavery to its subjects.

Third, like Samuel May, many British abolitionists imagined that emancipation meant that Britain had a right to gratitude from formerly enslaved people and that freedom was something that needed to be earned. Despite May’s belief in their pacifism, enslaved people rose in rebellion against slavery in Britain’s colonies many times before 1834. If violent revolution seemed too daunting, they slowed down their work, lied to white planters and overseers, sabotaged equipment, and built private lives in defiance of the power of the plantations. And after emancipation, they could not ‘forget the past’. Freedom meant something very different to white British reformers than it did to formerly enslaved subjects of the Crown.

Finally, antislavery erased its tracks. Throughout the nineteenth century, many Britons pointed to the movement and its achievements to prove the moral superiority of the British empire. Antislavery became a part of British foreign policy and British popular culture. Royal Navy cruisers hunted for slave ships in the Atlantic and Indian oceans. Britain offered safe haven in Upper Canada and other colonies to Black Americans fleeing slavery in the antebellum United States. Britons showed up by the thousands to cheer Frederick Douglass on speaking tours and made Uncle Tom’s Cabin one of the nineteenth century’s great bestsellers. And yet, the cotton industry – Britain’s largest and most valuable industrial sector – relied on cotton grown by enslaved workers in the United States. British investors bought up bonds issued by slaveholding states in the USA and by the governments of slaveholding colonies belonging to other empires, such as Cuba and Brazil. The idea that Britain was ‘better’ because of its antislavery heritage reinvigorated the British empire, even as the empire remained closely connected to American slavery.

Antislavery was an enduring legacy of the slave empire. Ending slavery gave the British empire licence to take up all the tools forged by and for the plantations – tools for exploitation, for coercion, for imperial expansion – and use them without reflection.

***

Portugal and Spain were the first European empires to build sugar plantations, and the first European states to force enslaved African workers to tend them. In the sixteenth century, Iberian empires were growing sugar in Madeira, the Canary Islands, Cuba, Brazil and elsewhere.

In 1707, Scotland, England and Wales unified as a new country, Great Britain. Throughout the eighteenth century, Britain and its European rivals fought over the Americas, and particularly over the Caribbean. Britain’s wars in the Americas opened new territories for both the expansion of plantation slavery and European colonisation. As sugar boomed, Britain’s colonies in mainland North America transformed. Colonies that began as havens for religious radicals, such as Massachusetts and Rhode Island, became hubs for trade. Colonies that supplied the sugar islands, such as South and North Carolina, became plantation colonies themselves, and eventually settler colonies, attracting Europeans by the thousands with the promise of cheap land and easy access to growing American and European markets.

By the end of the eighteenth century, plantation slavery was the basis of a mature, heavily capitalised imperial economy. Insurance and banking firms across Europe supported and financed plantations and speculated on slave-trade voyages. As Chapter 1 shows, the Caribbean was often both a cause and an important theatre of European wars in the eighteenth century. It was also home to a cosmopolitan planter class with close ties to British and European finance, insurance and politics.

In the early days of the slave empire, most slaveholders lived in the colonies. But as profits grew, many – especially from the Caribbean colonies – chose to move back to Britain and live as ‘absentees’, receiving their profits annually from their agents. In Britain, slaveholders became patrons of the arts and of the civic institutions and charities that proliferated in eighteenth-century London. The polite, wry culture of Augustan letters was underwritten by the profits of slavery and incubated in coffee houses serving drinks sweetened with sugar. Poorer Britons benefited from the growth of colonial trade and found cheap calories and small pleasures in sweets. In 1800–1, Ireland was formally annexed by Great Britain, forming a new United Kingdom. The slave empire helped to hold the fragile new Union together. The Americas offered ambitious Scots and Irish a new place to earn their fortune and secure land for themselves far from an England where Celts often got a chilly reception. Meanwhile, as plantation slavery became associated nearly exclusively with people of African descent, racist ideas about Africans’ cultural or biological ‘aptitude’ for hard labour settled into imperial policy and British popular culture.

Throughout, this book deals, sometimes in graphic detail, with the physical, emotional and cultural violence done by slaveholders to enslaved people in this British slave empire. The books, letters and pamphlets that I use to tell this story were overwhelmingly produced by white Britons – slaveholders and abolitionists both. Wherever I can, I have highlighted the voices of people of African origin or descent writing in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Elsewhere, I have used the rich and extensive body of historical and literary scholarship on the cultures of the African diaspora to fill in the blanks. But when I do not know, or cannot know, something, I’ve tried to be transparent. Chapter 2 explores the workings of the plantations that were centres of enslaved labour and engines of the slave empire. This chapter shows how writing the history of oppressed people means reckoning with the fact that most of the records will have been produced by their oppressors.

A slave ship was a squalid floating prison. To be enslaved meant to be stripped of virtually all legal rights, to be vulnerable to impunity: murder, family separation, demeaning punishment. But there is more to understanding slavery than simply bearing witness to suffering. Literary critic and historian Saidiya Hartman observes that white abolitionist writings, speeches and art often reduced enslaved people from three-dimensional human beings with politics, desires, emotions, and good and evil impulses, into perfect victims and suffering bodies.5 By identifying slavery with physical suffering, abolitionists could imagine that ending slavery was the same as ending pain. And so, whenever possible, I highlight the politics and everyday working lives of enslaved people on colonial plantations.

Historians have pushed back against the vision of enslaved people as victims without politics. Some have pushed too far in the other direction, however, treating every enslaved person in the historical record as perfectly virtuous. Enslaved people built and preserved culture, family and solidarity under loathsome conditions, an achievement that is a testament to human creativity, resilience and courage. But enslaved people had frailties. They betrayed one another, hurt one another, sold one another out for a slaveholder or overseer’s preference. Enslaved people faced impossible, heart-breaking choices within a system that used their humanity as a weapon against them. To deny these intellectual and moral complexities does a different kind of injustice to the memory of the enslaved.

The overwhelming racism of the slave empire weighed on even the most well-to-do and privileged of the Black community in the Caribbean. For example, in the mid-eighteenth century, Francis Williams, a freeborn dark-skinned Jamaican, became a protégé of the Duke of Montagu, who paid for Williams’s education at an English grammar school, and then at Cambridge. When he returned to Jamaica, Williams, who became a schoolmaster, regularly wrote odes to arriving and departing governors of the colony. In one, he wrote about himself:


Thy body’s white, tho’ clad in sable vest.

. . . And learned speech, with modest accent worn,

Shall best the sooty African adorn.

. . . Conspicuous, far beyond his kindred race . . .

And Britain nurs’d, illustrious through the earth.6



Who knows whether Williams wrote what was in his heart, whether he truly believed that his ‘body’ – his self and spirit – was white beneath his dark complexion? Maybe he was flattering his patron in England or his readers in Jamaica. Williams was well-known in Spanish Town for his smart clothing, huge periwig and freshly polished sword and pistols, and for suing white planters who insulted him for slander. At the same time, Williams was a slaveholder. He was caught between the education that shaped him, the colonial society he may have yearned to join, and the colour of his skin.7 The slave empire had done its work on British imperial culture. What was ‘white’ was good, what was ‘black’ was bad. Francis Williams genuflected at the colour bar.

Although anti-Black racism has deep roots in plantation slavery, Slave Empire is not a ‘black’ or ‘white’ history. It is British history.

***

As plantation slavery and plantation racism matured, so did an imperial antislavery movement. Quakers and Evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic began to criticise slaveholders by the 1730s and 1740s, and antislavery gained momentum after the American Revolution. Leaders of the early antislavery movements in Britain generally came from the ranks of elite Quakers and Anglican Evangelicals. Both groups recognised that slavery was sinful, but both groups had also done very well by the expansion of the empire. Quakers and Anglican Evangelicals were connected by the same webs of business interests, insurance, finance and imperial regulation that bound a slaveholder in Jamaica to his suppliers and creditors in Bristol, London or Providence, Rhode Island. Abolitionists saw themselves as ethical capitalists and imagined that antislavery would be at least as profitable as slavery.8 They dreamed of a reformed commercial empire.

By the 1790s, many ordinary Britons opposed the slave trade, for various reasons. Many were growing sceptical of slavery itself. The French and Haitian revolutions, however, gave many antislavery activists pause – as Chapter 3 shows. The chaos of the French Terror and the threat of invasion from France prompted a wave of repression in Britain that smothered any possibility of a more radical antislavery before it could make its case. The rebellion of the enslaved people of France’s wealthiest plantation colony, Saint-Domingue, which became the Republic of Haiti in 1804, raised the spectre of the overthrow of Britain’s plantation colonies and reinforced William Wilberforce and his inner circle’s conservative instincts regarding the timeline for emancipation.

The antislavery that emerged out of the 1790s was spiritually radical but socially reactionary. Beginning with Enlightened political economists and philosophers such as Adam Smith, many British abolitionists were confident that capitalist economies were self-organising and predictable. The individual, they argued, was the building block of society and, absent coercion, individuals behaved in predictable ways. This belief in natural economic laws and the rights of individuals was part of a new and ascendant political doctrine: liberalism. Liberals were certain that free labour would always be more profitable than enslaved labour. They were confident that the stimuli of wages and the availability of consumer goods would reliably motivate poorer people to work. Liberals believed in universal laws and rights that – in theory – applied equally to every human being. Having discovered what they believed to be transcendent laws of human nature and society, however, many British liberals ignored the contexts in which those ‘natural’ laws had acquired their meaning.

For example, liberal political economy alienated both working-class and enslaved strains of antislavery from the mainstream British movement. Leading abolitionists were often hostile to the working class, and any antislavery scheme that threatened the social hierarchy in Britain or Britain’s hold on its colonies in the Caribbean was smothered. Elite antislavery leaders also enthusiastically supported campaigns to suppress traditional pleasures and forms of social life. As the reformer and advocate of emigration Edward Gibbon Wakefield wrote, wealthy Britons ‘enclose commons . . . they make rates of wages, elaborately calculating the minimum of food that will keep together the soul and body of a clodhopper . . . they superintend alehouses, decry skittles, deprecate beer-shops, meddle with fairs, and otherwise curtail the already narrow amusements of the poor.’9 Leading abolitionists were also fiercely opposed to any emancipation led by the enslaved. To prove that they were ‘ready’ for freedom, leaders of the antislavery movement expected enslaved people to emulate British middle-class liberal values, and to eschew resistance to slavery. And yet, in the colonies, rumours of antislavery from abroad deceived many enslaved revolutionaries from Jamaica to Guiana into thinking that Britain would come to their aid if they took up arms against colonial slaveholders.

Slave Empire is not a complete history of the antislavery movement in Britain. I focus my attention on two constituencies that shaped the laws that ended the slave trade and plantation slavery in the British empire: enslaved people in Britain’s colonies and white antislavery elites. Enslaved people pushed to accelerate emancipation and to claim it as their own. The leaders of major antislavery groups and their advocates in Parliament and the Colonial Office resisted slaveholders, but also the demands of the enslaved. Antislavery was a much bigger tent. The momentum of the antislavery campaign, for example, empowered women, particularly in the middle class, to demand rights and political representation. The models of organising developed by antislavery organisations, and the ethos of reform that antislavery represented, spread to a wide range of imperial and domestic reform movements.10 This book focuses less on the energy that antislavery gave to domestic reform, and more on moments when Britain, through Parliament, rearranged its relationship to its slave empire. But still, for all its variety, British antislavery was generally a patriotic movement, and rarely the domain of outsiders or radicals.

The abolition of the British slave trade – William Wilberforce and all that – is the centrepiece of the myth of British antislavery. But as Chapter 4 shows, the end of the British slave trade, in 1807, entwined with the consequences of the Haitian Revolution and the prosecution of the war against Napoleon. The 1807 Slave Trade Act did not end the transatlantic slave trade. Britain empowered a small squadron of Royal Navy ships to hunt for slavers in the Atlantic, both in the Caribbean and off the coast of West Africa. Although the ‘West Africa Squadron’ has been celebrated for its daring, the Squadron barely dented the trade, and more than 2.6 million enslaved people made the voyage to the Americas after 1810. The Squadron was more useful as a fighting force for intimidating and destroying West African coastal kingdoms and chieftaincies that happened to defy British demands.

After 1807, the antislavery campaign focused on the ‘amelioration’ of slavery. Many abolitionists assumed that the end of the slave trade would encourage slaveholders to improve the living and working conditions of the enslaved. When the natural laws of the market did not blunt the cruelties of the plantation, and when Britain’s slave colonies proved reluctant to allow London to rewrite their laws, activists pushed to impose imperial regulations by fiat. Amelioration policies assumed that as enslaved people’s material circumstances improved, rebellion would become less likely. And yet, as I show in Chapters 5 and 6, major slave rebellions erupted in 1816 in Barbados and in 1823 in British Guiana as enslaved people interpreted amelioration policies as a signal that emancipation had already been granted to them by Britain in defiance of colonial slaveholders. In Britain, these rebellions became contests over whether enslaved people could be ‘trusted’ with freedom. Slaveholders blamed abolitionist propaganda for the rebellions; abolitionists blamed slaveholders’ refusal to accept amelioration. And in 1831–2 in Jamaica – as Chapter 7 shows – an even larger rebellion, known as the ‘Baptist War’ to many Britons, helped to convince a wavering Parliament to move forward with the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act.

Abolitionists inside and outside of Parliament called emancipation the ‘mighty experiment’. In the decades when British antislavery flourished, many activists convinced themselves that slavery was a perversion of the natural law of the market, an error that could be edited out of the saga of the British empire. After emancipation, liberals waited for the newly emancipated free-labour workforce of the colonies to outperform sugar colonies, such as Cuba and Brazil, that still used enslaved labour. When that did not happen, liberals faced a crisis of faith. The success or failure of the mighty experiment had been predicated on the idea that free labour would be more profitable than slavery. If the experiment had failed, who was to blame? Public opinion broke in two directions. Some insisted that the laws of the labour market, as natural and irresistible as gravity, were not working in the colonies because conditions remained ‘unnatural’ there. In response, liberals tinkered with colonial laws, restricting access to land, suppressing wages and introducing new penalties for people who refused to work. Others blamed freedpeople for the failure of an ‘experiment’ of which the freedpeople never imagined themselves to be a part.

As Chapter 8 shows, the 1833 Act called for the creation of a £20 million fund that slaveholders were entitled to draw upon as compensation for the end of slavery. The Act also required that enslaved people work as ‘apprentices’ for terms of four or six years, working for all or part of their time for free, for the same people who had claimed to own them. Apprenticeship proved fiendishly difficult to administer and in 1838 politicians in most of Britain’s former slave colonies, resentful of Westminster’s impositions on their legislatures, chose not to renew the apprenticeship laws. The system collapsed. On 1 August 1838, more than 800,000 people were finally free. But their freedom was circumscribed. Colonial officials inflated the price of land and raised property qualifications for office-holding to keep formerly enslaved people out of power. When free workers demanded higher wages for plantation work, many thousands of indentured workers from China, the Indian subcontinent and West Africa were shipped to the Caribbean.

While antislavery shaped the direction of British colonialism, British capitalists funded many of the steamships, banks and railroads of the American South. As the Conclusion shows, the rise of cotton in the United States revived and intensified slavery and enslaved labour in the republic. Britain became America’s most important client in the cotton trade, and British cotton factories and the wider cotton industry employed as many as one in every five Britons of working age. British insurance companies underwrote the risky, cyclical business of cotton cultivation. Freedom – free elections, free labour and free trade – were the watchwords of the Victorian British empire. This free empire, however, was sustained by the exploitation of wage-earning colonial workers – given the lustre of morality by antislavery – and by continuing demands on the labour of enslaved people outside its colonies.

Modern Britain has inherited this legacy. Capitalism and liberalism emphasise ‘freedom’ – for individuals and for markets – but were and are built on human bondage.

***

None of Slave Empire is ‘hidden’ or ‘secret’ history. In the mid-nineteenth century, the British abolitionist George Stephen remarked on how much stuff the history of slavery and antislavery had left behind for historians. ‘The materials for such a history are abundant,’ he wrote. Indeed, Stephen worried that ‘Antislavery speeches and debates, mixed up as they were with colonial statistics ad nauseam, and Brazilian, Spanish, and African diplomacy, would form a very dull book, only fit for dusty shelves in a library for casual reference.’11 This book, which I hope defies Stephen’s prediction, is based on many of these materials.

Nevertheless, pointing out that Britain profited from slavery for 200 years and then used the abolition of slavery to justify nearly two more centuries of imperial violence and colonial rule provokes a chorus of rebuttals and denial.

Nostalgia for the British empire gains traction from the idea that British imperialism was fundamentally commercial, and therefore benign. The revival of free trade on the imperial model is a part of the fantasy of a post-Brexit Britain. In January 2017, Theresa May characterised as the ‘great prize’ of Brexit the prospect of the United Kingdom reclaiming its status as ‘a great, global, trading nation’. In July 2019, in his first speech as Prime Minister, Boris Johnson promised to restore Britain’s ‘natural and historic role as an enterprising, outward-looking and truly global Britain’.

There was nothing ‘natural’ about the power of the British empire. Britain did not dominate the world for more than 200 years because of a natural right to rule, or a unique national genius. Free trade was built on slave labour; Britain’s Pax Britannica of the nineteenth century was an illusion. Relative peace in Europe was made possible by vicious colonial wars, where European empires settled scores and casualties were written off as the price of civilisation. Still, Britain’s empire was an empire of trade. Even places that were not formally part of the British empire could be influenced by British investors.

But hostility to the reality of Britain’s relationship to slavery runs deeper than a yearning for Britain to recover its place as a superpower. Even proposals for memorials to the enslaved or the removal of statues honouring slaveholders or colonial officials – to say nothing of the far more complex challenge of formal reparations – can be met with indifference or violence. The community group Memorial 2007, for example, campaigned for years for a public monument in London dedicated to the victims of Britain’s long involvement with slavery and the slave trade. New Labour paid lip service to the campaign. In 2015, David Cameron’s Conservative government shelved the project. Cameron, in a public statement on Britain’s relationship with Jamaica, suggested that both nations ‘move on’ from slavery. Apologists also make comparisons to other European empires. Spain and Portugal did it first; France did it worse; the brutality of Belgian colonists in nineteenth-century Congo surpassed all others. The next move is to tot up all the ‘good’ the British empire did: railroads, the press, the English language, economic growth. These narratives are intended to blunt criticism of Britain by comparison, and to praise the British empire for the atrocities that it didn’t happen to commit.

Still others point to the long history of human slavery. The Greeks had slaves, as did the Romans, the Ottomans, the Mughals, and many European kingdoms and principalities; Russia had serfs; the United States, Brazil and Cuba used millions of enslaved workers. All of this is true. Human beings have been enslaving one another for millennia – which does not excuse slavery. The transatlantic slave trade and plantation slavery in the Americas, however, were something different, a substantively new kind of coerced labour. Together, they formed a system of mass enslavement based on fictions of racial difference that spanned continents. Enslaved people in the slave empire were virtually always of African descent; a Roman slave, by contrast, might have come from anywhere in the empire. In the slave empire, skin colour came to signify not the geographic origins of a person, but their legal status. And in the era of plantation slavery – unlike in any other system of mass enslavement before it – enslaved people were not only labourers, but also invested capital. On a plantation in the British slave empire, every enslaved person always had a price, set by the market and by the web of bonds, insurance policies and securities that tied plantations to Britain. The claim to own a person was based on the idea that the person could always be sold. Atlantic slavery combined the old cruelties of other forms of enslavement with the brutal logic of a commodities market.

Many West Africans societies held slaves. The slave trade from West Africa flowed not only across the Atlantic, but also across the Sahara, to the many states in the Arab world where slavery was also common. But in West Africa and the Arab world slavery took many forms. In West African societies, slavery existed on a continuum from forms of forced labour very similar to plantation slavery to much milder forms of personal service. In some societies, the children of enslaved people were free; in others, manumission could be won or purchased. In the Arab world, enslaved people who converted to Islam could be manumitted. In Britain’s slave empire, enslaved people were chattel – legally speaking, they were no different than a chair or a case of a wine. ‘Slavery was not new in Africa or in Europe,’ the historian Frederick Cooper writes. ‘What was new was the inter-relationship of Africa, Europe, and the Americas which changed the way actors in all places acted, forced a change in scale, and gave a relentless logic to the expansion of the system into the nineteenth century.’12

Finally, others argue that slavery was terrible but that British workers had it just as bad, or that the Irish had it worse, and so on. These comments reprise one of the most enduring slaveholder rationalisations for enslavement. One defender of British slavery, James Tobin, went so far in the 1780s as to claim that enslaved people were more free than poor workers. The poor, he reckoned, could not understand their own situation. ‘That great part of the liberty they are reckoned to possess,’ Tobin wrote, ‘is truly nominal and ideal.’ Poor wage-earners, he continued ‘are absolutely bound either to work, or starve’.13 Few apologists for slavery went quite as far as Tobin did, but many made the comparison between the lives of the enslaved and those of poor British and Irish workers. Although some enslaved people occupying elite positions on plantations might sometimes have had more and better food, and perhaps more ready money than many working Britons, they could still be sold in an instant, abused with legal impunity and murdered with few consequences. As W. E. B. Du Bois wrote, enslaved people ‘represented in a very real sense the ultimate degradation of man’.14 And the existence of plantation slavery degraded all workers. The tools made to control and punish the enslaved – regimented shift-work, heavy-handed policing, the cultivation of a small group of favoured workers to undermine solidarity and sow distrust – proved just as useful for punishing white wage workers as Black enslaved workers.

Britain’s was not the only empire to exploit enslaved labour, and Britain’s colonies were far from the only places in the world where enslaved people were a primary labour force. But Britain emerged into the nineteenth century as the world’s premier industrial power, and its most formidable empire. The nineteenth century belonged to Britain, and although Britain abolished slavery in 1833, the money, power and territory that plantation slavery had claimed endured.

***

The leaders of the British antislavery campaign were good, well-meaning, middle-to-upper-class white British liberals. They believed in the power of wages to motivate workers, and in the innate value of hard work. They favoured patriarchal families with a clear division between masculine and feminine worlds, where men were the masters outside in the public sphere, and women mistresses in the home. They imagined that what they understood as freedom – the kind of economic and political life enjoyed by people of their class – was freedom in its purest form. They imagined themselves as individual subjects, exercising personal choices as consumers, as members of the public and as Christians.

An idea of freedom manifested in atomisation, endless work and joyless consumption is still with us. Antislavery activists eventually defeated slavery, but they lived in the world slavery made – and so do we. In his book The World and Africa, W. E. B. Du Bois observed a ‘frightful paradox . . . that a blameless, cultured, beautiful young woman in a London suburb may be the foundation on which is built the poverty and degradation of the world.’ Modern global capitalism conceals the damage that our desires inflict on others. ‘For this someone is guilty as hell,’ Du Bois wrote. ‘Who?’15
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Blood and Sugar: Britain’s Wars for Slavery

THE BRITISH LIBRARY holds more than 700 editions of Daniel Defoe’s novel Robinson Crusoe, only a fraction of the total. Enormously popular when it was published in 1719, Robinson Crusoe remains fresh and engrossing: tense and evocative of isolation and solitary labour, crackling with bursts of violence. The long second act of Crusoe is the famous part of the story. Stranded on an uninhabited island within sight of Tobago, and with only the salvage of his wrecked ship, Robinson Crusoe rebuilds something like a settled English life.1 Over decades, he clears land, sows crops and tames animals. He reads and re-reads the few books that survived the wreck, especially the Bible. He trains a parrot to speak and learns to mark the passing of the seasons. When a party of cannibals happens on the island with a captive whom they plan to eat, Crusoe fights them off. The man Crusoe saves, whom he calls ‘Friday’ after the day of the rescue, becomes Crusoe’s servant. Crusoe teaches Friday to worship Christ, to speak English and to forswear human flesh. More cannibals arrive, with two captives, a Spanish sailor and a man who happens to be Friday’s father. Friday and Crusoe massacre the cannibals and bargain with the Spaniard, who promises to return with a ship. But before the sailor returns, an English vessel, seized by mutineers, appears. Crusoe and Friday help the loyal sailors to end the mutiny, maroon the rebels on the island and return to England.

When it was published, Robinson Crusoe flattered British readers’ sense of themselves as subjects of a powerful, confident – and Protestant – empire. In 1688, the Stuart King James II, a Catholic, was driven from England by an invading army, invited by a group of Members of Parliament and led by the Dutch Stadtholder, William of Orange. Taking the throne as King William III of England and reigning in partnership with James II’s staunchly Protestant daughter Mary, William’s ‘Glorious Revolution’ ended nearly fifty years of conflict between Parliament and the Crown in England. The revolution seemed less glorious to England’s Celtic and Scottish neighbours, but in England the Glorious Revolution was welcomed by many as the realisation of ‘English liberty’. William signed laws that confirmed Parliament’s right to establish succession to the throne, affirmed that the kings of England and Scotland would be Protestant, and reinforced the rights of the subjects of the Crown to ‘Dissent’, or non-Anglican Protestant confession. William III and his allies in Parliament, the Whigs, believed in property. To a Whig grandee, the process of turning unenclosed ‘waste’ land into profitable farmland was almost devotional: Crusoe not only survives the wilderness, he domesticates it. He not only defeats the natives; he teaches them to serve him. When he fenced his fields and counted both his crop yields and his sins, Robinson Crusoe was building England from the ground up.

Slavery was English liberty’s foil. In early modern politics, landed Englishmen were ‘free’ in contrast with the ‘enslaved’ subjects of absolute monarchs. Where the Bourbon kings of France could seize land or imprison their subjects without due process, the English boasted that a subject of William III held land securely and could not be imprisoned without a right to appear in court under a writ of habeas corpus.

Because the story of Crusoe, alone, building English life and liberty in the tropics was so compelling to readers, the beginning and end of the novel are easy to overlook. But Robinson Crusoe’s time in isolation is bookended by adventures as an enslaved captive, slave trader and slaveholder. In the novel’s short first act, Crusoe runs away to sea. In 1651, he joins a ship in the ‘Guinea Trade’ to West Africa. In that era, many English merchants went to West Africa for gold; the largest English standard gold coin was called a ‘guinea’ because English ships called at forts on the Gold Coast, part of present-day Ghana, and traded gold for finished goods. Pirates sailing out of the Moroccan port of Salé capture and enslave Crusoe. These ‘Barbary corsairs’ were a hazard of sailing off North Africa in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when tens – perhaps hundreds – of thousands of people were captured and either held for ransom or resold as enslaved labourers.

In 1654, Crusoe escapes from North Africa with the help of a boy named Xury. Crusoe promptly sells Xury to a Portuguese captain, who promises to set the boy free after ten years of service. Then Crusoe sails across the Atlantic to Salvador da Bahia, in Brazil, where he becomes a sugar and tobacco planter. By the 1650s, Portuguese colonists in Brazil already relied on enslaved African labour. Spain and Portugal, however, had been united under a single monarchy from 1580 to 1640, and the slave trade was still dominated by a monopoly contract, or asiento, offered by the Spanish to supply the Americas with enslaved labourers. English merchants wanted a share of the asiento, and between 1651 and 1660, English ships carried some 7,096 enslaved people across the Atlantic. In 1659, Crusoe and a group of his fellow Brazilian slaveholders plot to skirt the monopoly. Crusoe offers to lead an expedition to West Africa to purchase enslaved workers, to smuggle into Brazil. It is this voyage that ends in the famous shipwreck.

The third act returns Crusoe from his desert island to the plantations he abandoned. By 1688, as William of Orange landed in Kent at the head of an army, England’s colonial empire in the Americas looked very different than it had when Robinson Crusoe was shipwrecked off South America. In 1655, England had taken Jamaica, which would soon become its largest and most valuable slave colony, from Spain. In the middle of the seventeenth century, in places such as Virginia and Barbados, enslaved Africans had worked alongside European convicts and indentured labourers. Some African workers were indentured, rather than enslaved, although the distinction between ‘servants’, as these nominally free labourers were called, and slaves was blurry. But as the eighteenth century approached, enslaved labour became virtually universal on the plantations of Britain’s growing empire in the Americas. English planters soon considered enslaved African workers – who disembarked from slave ships very far from home, disoriented, dispirited and terrorised – essential for growing tobacco, coffee and, above all, sugar. The English slave trade accelerated. Between 1681 and 1690, English ships carried at least 96,873 enslaved people across the Atlantic, with the overwhelming majority arriving in the ‘sugar islands’ of the Caribbean.

Robinson Crusoe was marooned for three important decades in the history of European colonial slavery, and his story paced the English empire’s. When Crusoe left Brazil, plantation slavery was gaining momentum; while he languished in the Caribbean, plantations sprung up on islands just beyond his horizons; when he returned to Europe at the end of the novel, he discovered that his plantations had made him rich. In Lisbon, he claimed a handsome dividend from his sugar plantations, and then sold them for a profit.

In 1719, when Robinson Crusoe appeared in print, slavery was in even greater ascendance. A larger circle of planters was now carving claims to land and liberty out of human flesh in the Caribbean. ‘English liberty’ had become ‘British liberty’: The Act of Union in 1707 had united England, Wales and Scotland into a new political entity, Great Britain. The English empire became the British empire. Scotland’s universities – more progressive, rigorous and worldly than Oxford and Cambridge – supplied the new British state with well-educated, ambitious men willing to make their fortunes abroad. The empire brought Britain’s nations closer together and fuelled British imperial power. Settlers and merchants in North America and the Caribbean maintained close connections with London, Bristol, Liverpool and Glasgow. As its empire waxed, Great Britain challenged France for supremacy in Europe.

As the British state consolidated, the Caribbean colonies came to rely almost entirely on enslaved African labour. On islands such as Barbados, other crops gave way to sugarcane. Many of Britain’s ‘sugar islands’ imported nearly everything colonists needed, and the mainland colonies prospered by selling to them. Technically, Britain’s mainland colonies were bound by the Navigation Acts, laws that forbade British colonies to trade with anyone but Britain or other British colonies. But these laws were indifferently enforced, and de facto free trade was the norm. Mainland colonies such as Massachusetts sold food and manufactured goods not only to British, but also to French and Spanish sugar colonies. This trade further bound free British colonists on the North American mainland to the enslaved economy of the Caribbean. It also gave slaveholders from across Europe a common stake in plantation slavery. Many of the mainland British colonies had substantial populations of enslaved people as well, especially in the southern parts of North America, where plantations could grow tobacco and rice. The slave trade flourished: between 1721 and 1730, British slave ships carried 181,811 enslaved people to the Americas. All told, British ships carried more than 2.5 million enslaved Africans from 1701 until the abolition of the British slave trade in 1807, well more than a third of the more than 6 million people who suffered what Europeans called ‘the Middle Passage’ during the eighteenth century.

The Caribbean during the sugar boom was a war zone. Within the colonies, enslaved people plotted to overthrow slaveholders. Even plantations ‘at peace’ simmered. In response, European empires sent troops and warships, and colonists organised themselves into militia units. Sugar wealth also provoked war between empires. A productive sugar colony was a valuable prize. Many eighteenth-century wars in Europe also had a Caribbean theatre. Colonisation, violence and the subjugation of African enslaved workers and the Indigenous peoples of the Americas overlapped. Slavery and empire were mutually reinforcing. Money pulsed through the networks of banks and merchants that supplied plantations. Britain and its American colonies prospered on the backs of hundreds of thousands of enslaved labourers. The political economy of West Africa began to fracture under the pressure of the slave trade. And it was through mass enslavement that British subjects secured their share of landed ‘British liberty’. Like Robinson Crusoe mastering nature and the ‘natives’, colonial slaveholders acquired a share of British liberty by the exploitation of the enslaved.

***

Edward Long was born in Cornwall in 1734, the fourth son of Samuel Long, a slaveholder with property in Longville, Jamaica, as well as a stately home in Cornwall and a London house in Bloomsbury. Edward Long’s great-grandfather had been Speaker of the Jamaica Assembly in the 1660s; his father had been a member of the colonial council and owned Lucky Valley, a sugar plantation. After qualifying as a lawyer in England, Edward Long moved to Jamaica to manage one of his family’s plantations. There, Long was elected to the Assembly three times, and served a term as Speaker. In 1769, he returned to England where he wrote The History of Jamaica, published in three volumes in 1774.

Long, erudite and cultured, was a loathsome racist. He compared enslaved people to orangutans and likened people of African descent educated in Britain to animals trained to perform for their owners. But historians rely on his History as a crucial source for details and events in Jamaican history, and as a window into the minds of British slaveholders.2 Edward Long resented Jamaica’s dependence on imported goods. On the island, he complained, other than sugar and some fresh produce, there is ‘very little that is not of British growth, or manufacture’.3 Jamaica imported nearly everything, even refined white sugar, which London sugar bakers processed from raw brown sugar and sold back to colonists. The web of trade that brought imports to the Caribbean spread across Britain and the British empire. Along with many other goods, Jamaica imported beer and brandy from London; ale, cider, cheese, leather, lime and lead from Bristol; furniture and cutlery from Birmingham and Sheffield; cotton cloth from Lancaster; pilchards, wine and salted herrings from Plymouth; iron and boots from Scotland; linen, butter and potatoes from Ireland; wine and onions from Madeira and the Canary Islands; mules and donkeys from Gibraltar; flour, beef, ham, oysters, corn, butter, tar, horses, sheep, poultry, hoops and staves, shingles and joists, house frames and apples from New York, Boston, Providence, New Haven, Salem, the Carolinas and Georgia; mahogany from British Honduras; sea-turtle meat from Bermuda; chocolate and sarsaparilla from Spanish America; and indigo and French wines from France and France’s slave colony of Saint-Domingue. Long had no idea of the full extent of trade. There were too many ships, too much smuggling, too much money.4

Long believed that the British colonies in the Caribbean ought to diversify their crops. Although he lived as an absentee in England, Long urged other slaveholders to return to their plantations. But sugar was king. The wealth of the sugar islands pulled colonial trade from Britain and Britain’s North American colonies into their orbit. From its origins in the seventeenth century until well into the eighteenth century, the British empire in the Americas curved towards the Caribbean.

***

Although it became among the world’s largest slaveholding powers and one of its most prolific slave traders, England was one of the last of the powers of seventeenth-century Europe to claim a slice of the Americas.

Spain and Portugal had exploited enslaved Indigenous and African labour in South America and parts of the Caribbean from shortly after Columbus’s first successful voyages across the Atlantic, in 1492. Tens of thousands of enslaved Africans were brought to Iberia between the 1400s and the 1750s. Spain and especially Portugal were staunch proponents of mercantilist trade. Mercantilists argued that value could not be created, only accumulated. The point of having colonies was to take as many resources for the mother country as possible, while denying them to rivals, to ensure a favourable balance of trade.

The slave trade and the Iberian empires in the Americas grew apace. In 1518, Spain offered its first asiento slave-trading contract. In the early days of the Spanish empire, white immigrants far outnumbered enslaved forced migrants. But by 1595, when 4,000 enslaved people arrived, compared with 3,000 Europeans, the balance had shifted, and the trend only accelerated. Brazil imported at least 200,000 enslaved people between 1600 and 1650.5

In the sixteenth century, English ships began to claim a share of the slave trade. English privateers hunted for slave ships, captured them, and then brought them to ports in the Americas to profit from the sale of the captives. The British experiment with slave trading and enslaved labour began with smash-and-grab opportunism. Over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, piracy became the foundation for an empire.6

In 1619 at Jamestown, Virginia, England’s first permanent colony in the Americas, a Dutch merchant sold the labour of twenty African workers – who were probably enslaved, but who may have been indentured – to the colonists. Virginia’s tobacco plantations were languishing, and the founders of the Virginia Company were gentlemen. They had no intention of working the land themselves, and the indentured white workers and convicts they had brought with them looked forward to the end of their contracts and sentences when they could claim land for themselves. Africans were easier to isolate, very far from home, and often without a common language. Soon, more and more enslaved Africans were sold in the colony, and fewer and fewer indentured servants were sent from England.7

In 1625, English colonists arrived on Barbados, uninhabited at the time. The Kalinago and Taino people had settled on the island over centuries, but fled in the 1500s to escape Spanish slave-raiding. After several false starts with other crops, the English settled on sugarcane. An early colonist named Richard Ligon recalled that by 1647, ‘Some of the most industrious men, having gotten Plants from Fernanlock, a place in Brasill, and made tryall of them’, were pushing the sugar industry forward.8

English planters copied Brazilian techniques, constructing huge mills and boilers to make sugar from crushed sugarcane. Although they copied production methods used in South America, English planters brought to the Caribbean new ways of financing, mortgaging, enclosing and consolidating land. In Brazil, sugar mills were usually separate from cane fields. Landowners and slaveholders grew cane, and then sold it to millers. The English innovation in Barbados was to concentrate cultivation and production on the same plantation. As in England, land in the colonies began to concentrate in fewer and fewer hands. As early as 1680, a mere 175 English planters collectively owned more than half of the island and claimed nearly half of the enslaved population.9 Saint Kitts had 360 estates growing sugar in 1724 and by 1783 it had 110. On Nevis, the number of plantation owners fell from 100 in 1700 to 61 in 1770.10

Before the era of plantation slavery, sugar had been primarily a luxury good, imported in small quantities from Indian and Asian ports for the tables of the very wealthy. The tall sugarcane grass had been domesticated first in New Guinea and Taiwan and cultivated there, as well as in southern India and South-east Asia. But Atlantic and Brazilian plantations brought with them command of the sugar market.

Plantations turned a luxury into a staple, and the demand for sugar seemed inexhaustible. Even as more European empires claimed sugar colonies in the Caribbean, and even as new technology and an ever-growing workforce of enslaved Africans slashed the cost of production, profits remained high as demand continued to grow. The crop was so profitable that it took over entire islands. As early as 1645, 40 per cent of land in Barbados was devoted to sugar. By 1767, 80 per cent of the island was planted in sugarcane – virtually all the arable land in the colony.11 In 1621, the Port of London was importing only £14,000 of tobacco from America and no sugar whatsoever. By 1660, however, colonial sugar was worth £256,000 per annum and tobacco £69,000.12

The slaveholder and historian Bryan Edwards reckoned that the Caribbean colonies, although only a tiny fraction of the territory claimed by Britain in the Americas, added £1.5 million to the national income at the turn of the nineteenth century.13 From 1740 until 1776, Jamaica’s exports rose from £650,000 to £2.4 million. The population of the islands grew just as quickly. Before 1780, 600,000 people – enslaved and free – disembarked in Jamaica alone, compared with 900,000 in all of British North America combined.14 The average person in England or Wales had a net worth of about £42. In the mainland colonies, the net worth for a non-enslaved person averaged £42, with an average of £93 in the plantation colonies of the south. But in the British West Indies, the average net worth of a non-enslaved person was £1,042.15 Slaveholders’ claims on the enslaved made them wealthy, both through the profits enslaved labour generated and because enslaved people themselves were counted as though they were capital. Some of the wealthiest men in the empire came from the islands. Simon Taylor, for example, died in 1813 with an estate valued at £739,207 – five times larger than that of the average British aristocrat at the time – and an annual income of £47,000.16 In rough terms, Taylor’s estate was worth about £48 million in twenty-first-century purchasing power. The world economy, however, was much smaller in the early nineteenth century than in the present day. Relative to GDP per capita in 2020, Simon Taylor was worth as much as £692 million when he died.17

From its foothold in the Caribbean, the slave empire expanded to the North American mainland. The Colony of Virginia, settled in 1607, began to import enslaved labourers after 1619. The Province of Maryland, north of Virginia, was given its charter in 1632. South of Virginia, the Province of Carolina received a royal charter in 1663, and the provinces of North Carolina (1712) and Georgia (1733) hived off from the vast territory granted under the initial charter of what became South Carolina. Virginia and Maryland plantations mostly grew tobacco for export; in Georgia and the Carolinas enslaved people tended rice and Indigofera tinctoria, a plant that was processed to make indigo, a blue dye valuable in the wool, linen and cotton industries. These colonies were all slave colonies, but they were outside of the sugarcane belt and attracted significant numbers of European settlers. In contrast, enslaved Africans on Barbados already outnumbered free Europeans thirteen to one by 1679, and 61 per cent of enslaved people on the island worked on plantations of 100 acres or more.18

Bryan Edwards calculated that a single acre planted with sugarcane produced enough sugar to buy nearly 5 acres’ worth of maize, including the cost of shipping.19 It made little sense to British colonists in the Caribbean to diversify away from sugar and other plantation crops. It seemed cheaper and easier to rely on imported goods. This meant that from very early on, Britain’s northern colonies became entangled in slavery.

Merchants in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, formally founded in 1630 but settled a decade earlier by English Puritans, discovered a ready market for their livestock and crops in the Caribbean slave empire, shipping out from Boston, Salem and Providence. John Winthrop, a leading Massachusetts settler and politician, credited this to the divine: ‘It pleased the Lorde to open to us a Trade with Barbados and other Ilandes in the w Indyes.’20 By 1650, more than 100 ships visited Barbados each year, bringing livestock, cattle, wool goods, wine, salted fish, iron and copper implements for preparing sugar – and yet more enslaved Africans to work the fields.21 In Massachusetts, a small number of enslaved Africans and Native Americans also worked as farmhands, domestic servants and manual labourers. England took New York (colonised by the Dutch as New Netherland) and Delaware (colonised by Sweden as New Sweden) as colonies in 1664, and both new colonies permitted slavery. So did New Jersey, granted a charter in 1664, and Pennsylvania, chartered in 1680. These colonies grew the crops, raised the livestock and manufactured the goods plantations to the south required, in exchange for cash, sugar and molasses.

New England ships were also conspicuous in the British slave trade. By 1770, Rhode Island alone had more than thirty distilleries making rum from molasses and more than 150 slave ships sailing from its ports.22 Even colonies far to the north oriented their economies towards the Caribbean. In 1610, Britain claimed the island of Newfoundland, settled by the Beothuk people. Over several generations, the Beothuk disappeared, victims of European diseases and genocidal violence by white settlers. At first European colonists in Newfoundland were few; instead, fleets of ships descended seasonally to catch and salt cod from the rich fishery of the Grand Banks. Behind sugar and tobacco, cod was British North America’s most valuable export.23 ‘Saltfish’, almost always salt cod, became a staple in the diets of enslaved labourers in the Caribbean.

The British empire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had no single model of government. In Maryland and Pennsylvania, the Calvert and Penn families held personal titles to colonial charters. A group of merchants in the cod trade known as the ‘Fishing Admirals’ governed Newfoundland. Virginia’s House of Burgesses and the Assemblies of Jamaica, Barbados, Antigua and several other sugar islands were representative bodies elected by slaveholding landowners. Trade held the slave empire together. Money and goods drew colonies closer to each other and to Britain. Indeed, the combined economy of the Atlantic empire grew more quickly than the economy of Britain itself. The share of Britain’s total gross domestic product that came from trade increased from about 4 per cent in 1700 to 40 per cent in 1770.24 Sugar fuelled this growth; the average Briton ate 6 pounds of sugar a year in 1710, and nearly four times as much in the 1770s.25 In about 1750, sugar surpassed grain as the most valuable commodity in world trade. And most of that sugar (about 80 per cent by 1787) came from the British and French slave empires.26

The goods that moved across the empire in British ships were supported by new forms of financing, insurance and debt. In Britain, owners of merchant ships in slave-trading hubs such as Liverpool and Bristol bought goods manufactured in Britain from wholesalers on credit. When ships full of enslaved captives arrived in the Caribbean or in North America, slaveholders and their representatives would borrow to buy enslaved workers, relying on their bankers and agents in London to make their creditors whole. Insurers in Britain and New England underwrote policies protecting plantations, slaving voyages and the bodies of enslaved people. These new financial products also drew the slave empire closer together. Debt was an obsession for slaveholding planters, who carried heavy mortgages and routinely borrowed against both the value of their expected sugar crop and the capital value of their land and of the people they claimed to own. In Jamaica, debt was both necessary for business and considered a threat to the stability of the colony, so much so that the Assembly passed the Priority Act, which required creditors to pursue their debtors as quickly as possible. Under the Priority Act, if debts could not be erased, they could at least be controlled. Edward Long complained that the law tended ‘to multiply the host of pettyfoggers, that generation of vermin, who are bred in knavery, and nourished by corruption’.27

The slave trade grew alongside the trade in plantation-made crops. Between 1551 and 1575, British slave ships brought only 300 enslaved people to the Caribbean; between 1651 and 1675, they brought 44,052. As the mainland North American market opened, imports of slaves jumped from 538 between 1651 and 1675 to 34,711 between 1701 and 1725. The number peaked at 100,087 between 1751 and 1775. Even so, the biggest market for British slave traders was the Caribbean. In total, between 1551 and 1807, British ships carried at least 255,073 enslaved people to North America, 47,020 to the Spanish Main, 1,335 to Brazil and 2,456,103 to the Caribbean. The slave trade encompassed not only commerce between West Africa and various American colonies but also a thriving, legal slave trade between Britain’s colonies and a more obscure but profitable smuggling trade to the French and Spanish slave empires. More than 300,000 enslaved people (about 15 per cent) who were forced across the Atlantic between roughly 1650 and 1800 were sent on new ships to other colonies.28

***

As Eric Williams concludes, ‘Slavery was not born of racism: rather, racism was the consequence of slavery.’29 As investors fed land and people to the sugarcane fields, enslaved labour could make fast money. As a labour force of white servants and convicts gave way to enslaved Africans, and as wealth became more closely connected to slavery, Britain’s colonies passed laws to terrorise the enslaved. The early slave laws of the Caribbean islands were mostly recorded in manuscript and not all of them survive in archives. Among the English colonies, Barbados consolidated its slave laws first, passing An Act for the Better Ordering and Governing of Negroes in 1661 and amending it in 1676, 1682 and 1688. Jamaica adapted its first slave code from the 1661 Barbados Act and in 1684 passed its own new Slave Act, which was then copied almost verbatim into the South Carolina slave code of 1691.30 Britain’s colonies had different modes of government and different histories, but when it came to sugar cultivation and legal mastery over the enslaved, they tended to speak the same language.

The 1661 Barbados law differentiated between European servants and enslaved Africans. Servants were legally entitled to rations, and the bodies of dead servants were inspected for evidence of whippings and starvation. Servants who committed crimes were punished with time added to their indentures. One of the steepest penalties, seven years’ additional service, was reserved for white servants who harboured enslaved runaways. In contrast, slaveholders had the right to punish enslaved labourers however they pleased. The murder of an enslaved person was punished with a fine of £25 or 3,000 pounds of sugar – with steeper penalties for killing another slaveholder’s ‘property’. Enslaved people were punished with mutilation for small offences and with execution for murder, rape, arson, assault and theft of property worth more than a shilling. Nothing about African enslaved workers was naturally ‘suited’ to sugar production, but within a few generations, slaveholders had come to imagine a ‘natural’ connection between Africa, sugar and slavery. This is evident in the preamble to the 1688 Barbados Act for the Governing of Negroes, which began, ‘the Plantations and Estates of this Island cannot be fully managed, and brought into Use, with the Labour and Service of great Numbers of Negroes . . . of Barbarous, Wild, and Savage Natures, and such as renders them wholly unqualified to be governed by the Laws . . . of our Nations.’ The law required that slaveholders forbid the people they claimed to own from leaving the plantations where they lived without permission, to disarm them of ‘Clubs, Wooden Swords, or other mischievous and dangerous Weapons’ and demanded that slaveholders search ‘Negro-Houses . . . diligently and effectually once every Fourteen Days’.

As in England, where beatings and mutilation were relatively common punishments for crimes not severe enough to merit execution, punishments for enslaved people were often gruesome: enslaved people convicted by colonial magistrates or summarily punished by slaveholders had their faces burned with hot irons, their noses slit, their limbs smashed with sledgehammers, their feet and hands lopped off with blades. Under the slave empire’s laws, enslaved people had no legal personhood. They could not own property, sue or be sued, hold public office, sit on a jury or marry. When an English thief was tried and faced a punishment of branding with a hot iron, he at least had the nominal right to appeal to a jury. Following the example of the 1661 Barbados Act, the 1664 Jamaica Act permitted any slaveowner who believed that an enslaved person he claimed to own had committed ‘any offense worthy of Death’ to convene a trial with a justice of the peace and two other planters, able to give summary judgements on the basis of a simple majority.31

Racism and imperialism were bloodlines of the new British capitalism. New laws written to regulate trade and the financial instruments that made trade possible insisted on racial differences in order to justify enslavement. At first, the planter class exploited and victimised both white servants and Black enslaved people. To prevent unified rebellion, colonial legislatures segregated workers by skin colour. The terms of indentures for white servants fell. Poor whites often did the same work as enslaved Africans, but legalised white supremacy gave even the most destitute European a stake in slavery. By 1660 the usual term of indenture in Barbados had dropped from as many as seven years to as few as three; by 1682, indentures in the new colony of Carolina were as short as two years.32 Meanwhile, the enslaved population grew. By 1791 enslaved African labourers and their descendants were the majority on every British sugar colony. Jamaica had 30,000 free European inhabitants, compared with 200,000 enslaved people; Barbados had 16,167 to 62,115; Grenada 1,000 to 23,926; Antigua 2,590 to 37,808; Saint Kitts 1,900 to 20,435. A similar phenomenon took place in France’s slave empire, populated by 63,682 whites, 13,429 free people of African and mixed African and European descent, and 437,736 enslaved Africans.33

As the ratio of enslaved to free people grew larger, the class of landholders grew smaller. In Jamaica, 467 large planters who each owned more than 1,000 acres monopolised nearly 78 per cent of all the land available for sugar planting by 1754. White men with ambitions of becoming planters left the island and took enslaved people with them – to other islands such as Antigua and Montserrat, or to the mainland of South America.34 By the end of the eighteenth century, estimates suggest that only one out of every ten plantations had a resident proprietor. Many slaveholders had relocated to Britain to live as absentees. Among those who remained in the colonies, many owned multiple estates, and chose one Great House as their permanent home.35 On average, from 1741 to 1775, the median size of an enslaved plantation labour force in Jamaica rose from 99 to 204 people, at a time when a farm in England had an average of 15 to 21 full-time workers. The capital value of sugar plantations also kept rising. A sugar plantation might be worth as much as £70,000. By comparison, a water-driven cotton mill in England was worth between £3,000 and £5,000 and a steam mill up to £20,000.36 And as the value of sugar plantations rose, so did the price of enslaved labour.

***

Sugar was enormously profitable, but sugar cultivation rapidly depleted even luxuriously productive soil, particularly when sugarcane fields were not allowed to lie fallow between harvests. On the larger island colonies such as Jamaica and Trinidad ambitious planters gobbled farmland. When land became less productive, they simply moved their operation to new land. This process happened more rapidly on smaller islands such as Barbados, where sugar yields began to fall off earlier. Just as Barbados was the first British slave colony to catch the fever for sugar, it was among the first to feel the sugar boom wane. Sugar monoculture stripped the island’s soils of nutrients within just a few harvests. The population of Barbados, including enslaved people as well as white planters and plantation staff, began to fall in the mid-eighteenth century apace with sugar yields.37

Plantation agriculture was and is ecologically destructive. Barbados was named by Portuguese explorers for the tangled roots of its many fig trees, which looked like long beards (barbas) growing into the soil. But stripped of nearly all its soil-anchoring forests, the island became – and remains – vulnerable to hurricanes. In 1780 a storm ripped across the island and killed more than 4,000 people. The rapid deforestation and depletion of the islands in the British slave empire also made them more vulnerable to drought, flooding and erosion, and may have changed weather patterns throughout the Caribbean basin, leading to longer dry spells and more destructive hurricane seasons. In Antigua by the 1830s there was so little tree cover that most plantations had no fencing of any kind, to conserve fuel for the sugar boilers. Water was so scarce that planters could not even use hedges to mark their property lines; the extra plant life removed water needed for sugarcane from the soil.38 In Barbados virtually every inch of the island that could be planted for sugar had been. ‘There is scarcely a foot of productive land that is not brought into requisition,’ wrote visitors. ‘There is no such thing as a forest of any extent.’39

***

The profits of the British slave empire were so great that they strained at the seams of the laws designed to hold imperial commerce together. In theory, mercantilist laws bound the European colonies of the Caribbean to do business only with their mother country and sibling colonies. For example, New York might trade with Newfoundland and Barbados, but not with French Martinique; Brazil could trade with Portugal, but not with Dutch Guiana. In practice, the wealth that slavery generated eroded mercantilism. Profits from slavery and the slave trade were large enough that slave systems could grow without abiding by imperial regulations.40 It was more profitable for everyone to smuggle, secretly or in the open at free ports on officially neutral islands, such as the Dutch colony of Sint Eustatius.

Britain’s trade, specifically, was governed by the Navigation Acts, first enacted during Oliver Cromwell’s time as Lord Protector of the English Commonwealth and confirmed in 1660 after the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy. The Navigation Acts required that no goods be transported to or from a British territory except in a British ship; that only British subjects could be classified as ‘British’ merchants; and that no sugar, tobacco, cotton, indigo, ginger, fustic or other dye-woods, the valuable ‘enumerated commodities’, could be exported except to British colonies or to Britain.

The sugar colonies’ voracious demand chipped away at the Navigation Acts. Successive amendments to the Acts permitted New England and Newfoundland to import salt for the fisheries and permitted wine from Madeira and the Azores, Atlantic islands off the coast of Iberia and North Africa claimed by Portugal. In 1763, under the Free Ports Act, live cattle and any commodity other than tobacco produced in the Americas by a foreign-owned colony could be imported into new free ports: Prince Rupert’s Bay and Rosseau in Dominica; Kingston, Savanna-la-Mar, Montego Bay and Lucea in Jamaica. Twenty-one years later more free ports were opened, at Saint George’s in Grenada and Nassau on New Providence in the Bahamas.

These amendments to the Navigation Acts nearly all benefited slaveholders, not British consumers. British planters could buy cheaper food and supplies imported from the free ports, and colonists from the North American mainland could sell their inventory to French, Danish, Dutch and other planters as well as their fellow British colonists. Meanwhile, in Britain, planters enjoyed a captive market. Sugar and other enumerated goods from outside the empire were subject to prohibitive duties. So, while Atlantic trade undermined mercantilism within the Americas, sugar duties in Britain protected slaveholders from foreign competition.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the slave empire was larded with £70 million of British capital – and more than £22.5 million of that capital was held in the bodies of enslaved people.41

***

The slave empire in the Caribbean was a creeping frontier of money, human suffering, dispossession and ecological mayhem. The sugar bowl was also a crucible of war, as Britain and a handful of other European empires fought for a greater share throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Edward Long described merchants in Kingston who toasted ‘Peace with England, and war with all the rest of the world!’ ‘War,’ Long explained, ‘has ever been the best friend of this town.’ Wars in Europe meant more demand for merchandise, more white planters seeking wealth, and more opportunity to trade in violation of mercantilist laws through smuggling.42 On the other hand, at the end of the eighteenth century, another planter-historian complained that ‘the miserable planters, who are never the cause, are always the victims’ of imperial wars.43 War might provide opportunities or threaten livelihoods, but it was always propulsive. War also tended to blur the lines between one European empire and the next. Slaveholders became cosmopolitan – without ever leaving their plantations – as sugar islands were conquered and reconquered.

***

Britain’s was not the only European slave empire. The Caribbean was a small space, with many islands belonging to multiple European empires. In the early eighteenth century, when European colonies were consolidating their power, the straits between the islands were notorious for piracy. The islands of the Lesser Antilles included the plantation colonies of the Leeward Islands: Anguilla, Montserrat, Guadeloupe, Antigua, Barbuda, Saint Kitts, Nevis, Saint Martin and the Virgin Islands, as well as the Windward Islands: Barbados, Dominica, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Grenada, Martinique, Trinidad and Tobago. Britain eventually conquered nearly every island in the Lesser Antilles. Many of these islands became hugely profitable; for example, slaveholders on Saint Kitts made the small colony one of the wealthiest places per capita in the world in the mid-eighteenth century.

But the largest prizes were the islands of the Greater Antilles, including Cuba, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico and Jamaica. The island of Hispaniola, split between the French colony of Saint-Domingue and the Spanish colony of Santo Domingo, was the richest in the Caribbean. Saint-Domingue became the Republic of Haiti in 1804, after more than a decade of fighting between enslaved rebels, French planters and various European opportunists, including Britain. There were also enslaved people in British Honduras (present-day Belize) but no sugar plantations. Britain also eventually claimed three colonies – Demerara, Berbice and Essequibo – from the Netherlands on the South American mainland.44

As the age of piracy gave way to an age of imperial war, Britain’s greatest enemy was France. Britain was at war with France, either alone or in coalition, for nearly the entire eighteenth century, beginning with the Nine Years War (1688–97) and including the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14), the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–48), the Seven Years War (1756–63), the American Revolutionary War, in which France played an important role (1775–83), and the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars (1793–1815).

British politics and culture cast the French as a foil, the antithesis to everything British.45 Britain was Protestant; France was Catholic. Britons were plain-spoken and honest; the French dissembled and flattered. Britons grew stout on beer and roast beef; the French starved or grubbed for turnips. British soldiers drank wholesome rum; French soldiers poisoned themselves with brandy. Britons were represented by Parliament; the French suffered under the absolute power of the House of Bourbon.

On paper, France governed a great deal of North America, including much of present-day Quebec and Ontario as well as a massive band at the centre of the continent, from the Mississippi and Ohio rivers to the Gulf of Mexico. But France’s North American empire, although vast, was very lightly settled by Europeans. By 1750 Britain’s North American colonies had more than 1.5 million white colonists, compared with roughly 70,000 colonists in French Canada and Louisiana.46 In the Caribbean, though, British planters looked enviously to France’s colonies, especially profitable, populous Saint-Domingue. In 1749, a pamphlet published in London projected that by 1784, at the current rate of growth of French and Spanish possessions, the yield of France’s sugar colonies would be more than five times that of Britain’s colonies. Britons urged their government to curb French expansion in the Caribbean.47

Spain was Britain’s other great Catholic rival. In 1731 a Welsh merchant captain named Robert Jenkins was sailing back to Britain from a trading voyage. The Spanish coastguard boarded the ship on suspicion of smuggling. The commander of the coastguard allegedly bound Jenkins to the mast of his ship and sliced off his ear. When he returned to Britain, Jenkins complained to the authorities. According to legend, when Jenkins gave evidence to Parliament in 1738 on the depredations of the Spanish in the West Indies, he flourished his severed ear in a sloshing jar of brine. A year later, the House of Commons agreed to send Royal Navy ships to attack the Spanish in reprisal. In the war that followed – the ‘War of Jenkins’ Ear’, which soon folded into the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–48) – British officers and Parliamentarians began to dream of taking anything they could from Spain in the Caribbean.

War and trade blurred together – even as British officers plotted to conquer Spanish or French colonies, British merchants carried out a vigorous trade. The slave trade, as the historian Elena Schneider shows in her work on the history of Cuba in the eighteenth century, was an important solvent for mercantilism in both the Spanish and British empires. Britain wanted a share of the Spanish asiento slave-trading contract, but also looked with envy at Cuba’s rich and relatively untouched soil, and at the strategic port of Havana, commanding the north-western shore of the island. The asiento itself confounded the principle that colonies could only trade with the mother country. The contract permitted slave traders to import one barrel of flour per enslaved person to Cuba, without paying a duty. This provision applied to slave ships, which sometimes carried flour themselves, but also could extend to other ships, coming from other ports but associated with a slave-trading voyage. For example, a slave ship might arrive in Havana with 100 enslaved people aboard; the owner of the ship would be entitled to import 100 barrels of flour on another ship. Flour arrived in Havana on these terms between 1730 and 1762 from Providence, New York and Philadelphia, as well as Martinique, a part of the French empire.48 The slave trade overlapped and reinforced other forms of commerce in the Caribbean. The profits of slavery pushed European empires into war while also intensifying inter-imperial and inter-colonial trade and exchange.

Wars between empires led to a permanent militarisation of the British slave empire. British soldiers stationed in Jamaica received danger pay due to the harrowing disease environment and were paid with cash in hand. ‘Every country-barrack would attract a market for the sale of hogs, poultry, fresh fish, fruits and roots’, almost entirely raised or produced by enslaved people, and sold to the soldiers by free and enslaved market women. The soldiers were especially partial to a drink made with ‘sugar, guaicum chips, and ginger’ – a concoction that was both sweet and medicinal, as guaiacum was a gum from the trees Guaiacum officinale and G. sanctum, imported to Jamaica and believed to be effective against syphilis, and ginger was a remedy for nausea.49

And yet, most British soldiers in the Caribbean rarely saw action against rival European armies. What historian Vincent Brown calls the ‘martial geography’ of the slave empire may have been built by imperial wars, but British forces in the region were much more likely to be called on to overawe the enslaved than they were to conquer a rival colony.50 Jamaica, for example, became a headquarters for British regiments called on to fight against enemies of the empire both outside and within the colony’s borders. Governors of the colony were usually military officers, who presided over an appointed council of wealthy and powerful slaveholders, and an elected legislature of prominent men from each of the island’s parishes. Slaveholders needed the military to protect them from the enslaved, but resented the limitations that military rule – and the prospect of martial law – placed on their trade.51 British soldiers, by default, were conscripted into a running battle against enslaved rebels and free communities of formerly enslaved and freeborn people called Maroons.

Anywhere plantation slavery flourished alongside uncultivated land or rough terrain, Maroon communities survived. In the British slave empire, the most famous were the Jamaican Maroons. The Maroons originated among the enslaved people who fled from Spanish plantations and established themselves in the ‘cockpit country’ at the centre of Jamaica, a mountain range with many closely packed and treacherous peaks and valleys. From 1693 until 1739, the Maroons of Jamaica fought a running guerrilla war with the white militia.52 In 1739 and 1740 the two main Maroon groups signed treaties with the Jamaica Assembly, receiving formal title to thousands of acres of land and the right to hunt and farm any crop but sugar without harassment. In exchange, the Maroons agreed to track and capture all enslaved people who might escape into their territory. In 1764, the Maroons even conducted joint military exercises with the colonial militia. These exercises fascinated Edward Long. Unlike British soldiers, who fired and advanced in ranks, Long described how the Maroons scattered and fired from prone positions, ‘and tumble over and tumble over and over, so as to be continually shifting their place’.53

War expanded the British slave empire. In the conflict that North American colonists called the French and Indian War (1754–63), part of the wide-ranging European Seven Years’ War, Britain and France vied for control over the Ohio Valley, Quebec and Nova Scotia. Early in the conflict, Britain’s prospects looked bleak. A British expeditionary force led by General Edward Braddock had arrived in Nova Scotia in 1755 and forcibly expelled more than 6,000 French-speaking Acadians from the British colony, but the French repelled the British forces at Fort Duquesne (the future site of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania). France and its Indigenous allies attacked British colonists in the mid-Atlantic colonies of Maryland, Pennsylvania and Virginia, and Britain’s forts on Lake Ontario and Lake George (in present-day upstate New York) surrendered to French forces.

The slave empire was rescued in this war by William Pitt the Elder, who as Secretary of State for the Southern Department from 1757, was responsible for most of the mainland North American colonies. Pitt was the descendant of Thomas ‘Diamond’ Pitt, former Governor of the East India Company’s possessions in Madras. Thomas Pitt got his nickname from a stone he sold for roughly £135,000 to Philippe II, the Duke of Orléans. Like his luckiest ancestor, William Pitt understood that Britain’s colonies were an economic and political asset. He urged Parliament to borrow as much as the government’s creditors would allow to pay for more troops. In total, Britain mobilised more than 167,000 soldiers and sailors, and spent more than £18 million on the war effort. In 2020, a war costing the same proportion of gross domestic product as Pitt’s surge would require a loan of nearly £39.5 billion. Crucially, 45,000 more soldiers were deployed to North America, a force five times as large as the army mustered by France and its allies.

The plan succeeded brilliantly. In 1758, the French citadel of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island, off the coast of Nova Scotia, fell to an amphibious attack from the British Army and Royal Navy. In 1759, at the Battle of the Plains of Abraham, Quebec fell; in the Caribbean, the French colony of Guadeloupe surrendered; in Madras, which France had conquered in 1746, British and East India Company forces withstood a siege at Fort Saint George, forcing a French retreat; in Prussia, Britain and its allies won an important victory at the Battle of Minden. Britain’s investment in colonial war paid enormous geographic dividends. In 1760, French General Pierre de Rigaud surrendered all of Canada to Britain. In 1762, when Spain entered the war, British forces promptly captured Havana, as well as Manila in the Philippines. British merchants, many of whom were familiar with Cuba or who had friendly commercial dealings with Cuban merchants, took advantage of the temporary occupation of Havana to enrich themselves and deepen an already profound commercial relationship with the Spanish empire.54

In 1763, under the Treaty of Paris, Britain annexed French Canada as well as all of France’s territory east of the Mississippi. Britain also claimed the so-called ‘Ceded Islands’ of Dominica, Grenada, Saint Vincent and Tobago – former French or Spanish plantation colonies – for its own slave empire. Britain returned Guadeloupe and Martinique to France, as well as France’s cod-fishing islands of Saint-Pierre and Miquelon. Spain took Louisiana from France, and regained Havana and Manila from Britain in exchange for its colonies in Florida. British planters and slave traders flocked to the newly conquered sugar islands. The Ceded Islands were only lightly settled in 1763, but within a decade more than 70,000 enslaved people had been imported to their newly founded plantations.55

Slavery made the Caribbean profitable; profits provoked wars; wars ended in conquest; conquest led to new plantations and more slavery. As historian Vincent Brown puts it, the Caribbean was a place of constant ‘borderless slave war: war to enslave, war to expand slavery, and war against slaves, answered on the side of the enslaved by war against slaveholders, and also war among slaves themselves’.56 Pitt was rewarded in 1766 with a peerage, becoming Earl of Chatham. He understood the logic of colonial trade, with its deep networks of credit, debt and securities, and took it seriously. Pitt was also prescient in his willingness to borrow to wage war. He understood that a national debt could be as much an asset as a liability for a country with capital. Selling bonds of government debt could enrich British and colonial bankers and cause them to identify more closely with the imperial government. Debt could make Britain more, rather than less, powerful.

Enslaved people were alert to conflicts between empires. Slave revolts in Britain’s colonies were often closely tied to news from Europe, as enslaved rebels tried to take advantage of ruptures in European politics. In 1760, during the Seven Years’ War, while Britain’s forces in the Caribbean were stretched, an Akan warrior known as Tacky led more than 5,000 enslaved people in Jamaica in rebellion. According to reports, Tacky planned to establish an Akan kingdom in Jamaica. The colonial militia quickly crushed the revolt. Maroon trackers shot Tacky and beheaded his corpse.57 The revolt echoed through the slave empire and once again slaveholders felt it was in their interests to pull closer to London: they demanded greater protection and an expanded military presence.

The number of slave revolts increased as plantations got larger, and even colonists who had once been hostile to the idea of hosting imperial troops began to plead for permanent military support. After a slave conspiracy was detected in 1736, Antigua offered subsidies to officers and soldiers posted on the island to boost their salaries. In Jamaica, officers received an additional twenty shillings a week (nearly half again as much as their salary) and private soldiers an additional five shillings (effectively doubling their salary). Officers who brought their wives and children to the island received even more bonuses on their wages, as well as other perks such as access to farms and enslaved servants at lower rates.58

The Seven Years’ War focused unprecedented attention on the mainland North American colonies. A writer in the London Magazine observed, ‘the most northerly colonies . . . have no commodities of any great value for trade directly to Britain’. Instead, the North American colonies grew food, and ‘the West-India Islands have been their market . . . and they have, properly, no other’. The author argued that ‘The West-India settlements must inevitably, for ever, remain dependant on Great-Britain. As these northern colonies cannot be rendered, by commerce, wholly and immediately so, it should be our policy to render them dependent on our West-Indies.’59 British colonial slaveholders were content with dependence on Britain. The Royal Navy protected their estates from enslaved rebels and their ports from French and Spanish enemies. The value of their property kept rising. The average value of an estate in Jamaica, for example, was 30 per cent higher between 1750 and 1784 than it had been between 1725 and 1750.60

Colonists on the mainland, however, had learned the opposite lesson from the war. Rather than tighter control and greater dependence on Britain, victory in the French and Indian War seemed to promise white settlers in North America access to conquered French and Indigenous territory, new space in which to claim the kind of landed ‘liberty’ that was out of reach in Europe. In 1776, the Thirteen Colonies declared their independence.

In the Caribbean, the growth of plantation slavery was capitalism at its most raw. A gradually shrinking group of increasingly wealthy men advanced across a moving frontier of land broken at their hands, following an ironclad equation that Daniel Defoe – the author of Robinson Crusoe – described in 1713: ‘No African trade, no negroes; no negroes, no sugars, gingers, indigoes etc.; no sugars etc. no islands, no islands no continent; no continent no trade.’61

***

As slavery remade the Americas, the slave trade remade West Africa. On the coasts more centralised states and empires rose to power – their ability to make war and extract tax and tribute equipped them well to meet European demand for enslaved people. There was no single model for West African politics. Not every West African society held enslaved people and not every West African society that did permit slavery also participated in the transatlantic slave trade. But over time, as many historians have noticed, a trade that began as an opportunity for West African merchants to sell captives to Europeans in addition to trade goods became the focal point of nearly all export trade. Goods such as iron and cloth, produced for centuries by craftspeople in West Africa, could be had much more cheaply from Europeans. Over time, societies that permitted slavery tended to become slave societies, either employing enslaved labourers in plantation-like conditions or making war both to supply the transatlantic trade with captives, and as protection against predation by other slave societies.62

Just as the islands of the Caribbean were organised by European geographers according to their size – the Greater and Lesser Antilles – and according to their relative orientation to the prevailing winds – the Windward and Leeward Islands – European explorers and merchants in West Africa described the coast according to what – and who – they travelled there to purchase: the Slave Coast, the Grain Coast, the Gold Coast. Before the sugar boom, the slave trade did not always flow out from West Africa to European empires. From 1475 to 1540, Portuguese merchants sold more than 12,000 enslaved people at the Gold Coast. The mines of the Gold Coast needed enslaved labour, and European slave traders supplied it. But as the sugar revolution took off between 1580 and 1640 the polarity shifted, and Brazilian plantations pulled more and more people across the Atlantic.63

The English slave trade was initially organised in 1663 as a monopoly, granted to the Company of Royal Adventurers Trading to Africa. In 1672, a new institution, the Royal African Company, replaced the Royal Adventurers. The Royal African Company was heavily capitalised and backed by prominent nobles, including the Duke of York and the Earl of Shaftesbury, as well as wealthy commoners such as George Carteret and prominent intellectuals such as John Locke. But just as sugar profits eroded the Navigation Acts in the Americas, they also eroded the Royal African Company’s monopoly on the slave trade in West Africa. By century’s end the slave trade was open to any English speculator who had the means to finance a voyage. The Royal African Company continued to provide gold from the Gold Coast to the Royal Mint, whence the quarter-ounce gold coins, stamped with the image of the monarch and the Company’s symbol, the elephant and castle, that Britons called ‘guineas’.

Compared with Caribbean plantations the slave trade was improvised and speculative. Plantations – anchored by the arcana of real estate law and protected by brutal slave codes – required land and very substantial capital to establish. Slave trading, in comparison, required a ship and a crew. Plantations usually failed due to bankruptcy, not violence. Slave ships, however, were vulnerable to seizure by pirates and enemy ships. Enslaved people also posed a constant threat, and as many as 10 per cent to 20 per cent of slave voyages experienced a shipboard rebellion.64 Sugar producers in the slave empire could profit from an economy of scale, employing hundreds of enslaved labourers on multiple plantations, while slave traders called up and down the coasts of West Africa, adding to their complement of captives piecemeal. The typical slave-trade ship visited multiple European-managed slave forts and African-managed slave markets in creeks, rivers and harbours, and traded at each. Once the fortified lower decks of the ship were full, slave traders would begin the passage across the Atlantic.65

Despite the risk of rebellion or shipwreck, the slave trade could be very profitable. Between 1761 and 1807 British slave traders averaged a 9.5 per cent annual profit. By comparison, mortgages on British real estate yielded an average of 4.5 per cent per annum, and sugar plantations yielded profits of anywhere from 6 per cent to 11 per cent per annum.66

The expansion of the slave trade threw regions of West Africa into conflict and transformed its political economy. Slavery had existed in West Africa for centuries but before the rise of the transatlantic slave trade it existed on a continuum. On one part of the coast, an enslaved person might be treated as a subordinate member of a kin group, with limited political and economic rights. On another part of the coast, an enslaved person might be forced to labour in a rice field. Slave status was also a continuum. In some places, the children of enslaved people might be free; in others, they might be able to earn or purchase their own freedom.

The transatlantic trade changed slavery in West Africa. In societies where slave status ended after a generation, it became perpetual and heritable. In places where enslaved labourers had worked alongside free labourers, slave labour now became predominant. In societies where enslavement had been a punishment for people convicted of serious crimes or captives taken in war, societies now declared war specifically to take captives. Men and women were kidnapped or framed as criminals to increase the population of enslaved people to sell to European merchants. Historian Joseph Inikori calculates that between 1796 and 1805 an annual average of 161,531 guns were imported into West Africa.67 Firearms, raw iron and horses traded for enslaved people made it easier for slave-trading states to make war. In places such as Calabar, secret societies such as the Ekpe grew to political and economic prominence. A prospective member could purchase his Ekpe membership, often on credit, and hope to make back his investment from trade, including the slave trade. If he defaulted, however, he would be enslaved for debt by paid-up Ekpe members. Across West Africa, powerful authoritarian states such as Dahomey and Asante grew in power and influence. These larger, more politically centralised states had the resources to prosecute the wars and manage the trade and credit networks necessary to profit from European demand for enslaved labour.68 As in the Caribbean, war and slavery in West Africa became symbiotic.

As the slave trade rose, West African manufacturing declined. Although slave traders ignored it and most later abolitionists were ignorant of it, West Africa had a long tradition of craft manufacturing, particularly in textiles, ironwork and goldsmithing. The slave trade gutted these industries. Europeans traded iron and cloth goods, among other articles, for enslaved people and flooded West African markets with cheap imports. Concomitantly, the trade depopulated villages and regions of both workers and potential consumers. The slave trade sapped African industry, opening a gap between African states and their European trading partners. From the records of the British merchant Richard Miles, who made more than 1,000 individual transactions to purchase enslaved people between 1772 and 1780, historians have discovered that textiles comprised more than half of the total goods he offered in exchange for enslaved people. On some parts of the coast by the late eighteenth century, cotton goods were nearly 60 per cent of imports.69 Europeans could also import the beads and cowrie shells used as ceremonial currencies in many parts of West Africa in vast quantities, leading to hyperinflation. The combination of failing manufacturing industries, depopulation, more frequent war and massive inflation crippled many West African economies. A negative feedback loop emerged, as the economic crisis caused by the slave trade made slave trading central to many economies. The price of captives rose dramatically, even as early as the sixteenth century: from 1522 to 1527, the price of an enslaved person in Benin rose by 15 per cent, and in local markets the price of staple foods such as yams rose more than tenfold.70

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, travel writing about Africa had circulated widely among European scholars. The works of writers like the Berber intellectual Leo Africanus (al-Hasan ibn Muhammad al-Wazzan) melded eyewitness reports of commerce and empire within Africa with a pastiche of legends, rumours and translations from manuscripts. In this tradition, ‘Africa’, particularly the interior of the continent, was a secret redoubt, rich in gold and silver. Ironically, as reports of the rising importance of slavery in West Africa reached eighteenth-century Britain, a fantastical image of Africa as a land of hidden riches transformed into another distortion, an image of Africa as a place in need of European assistance, investment and control. As the influential antiquarian and theorist of British imperial commerce Malachy Postlethwayt wrote in 1757, Africa seemed to have been ‘utterly neglected by those who are civilized themselves’. Given the size, diversity and population of the continent, Postlethwayt suggested that the East India Company receive monopoly rights to govern and trade throughout the continent. By 1757, the relationship between Africa and Europe had been remade by the growth of plantation slavery. The encounter with the British slave empire of the eighteenth century weakened African economies and allowed many Britons to forget the long history of trade and diplomacy between Europe and Africa.

***

For the enslaved, the British empire was a prison. For many Britons, the slave empire opened a path to ‘British liberty’. In comparison with the overall population of Britain and the empire, slaveholders were a small minority. But the American and Caribbean colonies offered Britons who would never claim to own an enslaved person a chance at wealth, status and land. The freedom that colonists found in the Americas was underwritten by bondage.

In 1740, two Scots named James Thomson and David Mallet presented a play, Alfred, at Clifden House in Maidenhead, one of the homes of Frederick, Prince of Wales, father of the future George III. The piece was commissioned to celebrate the birthday of the young Princess Augusta and to commemorate the reign of George II, who had taken the throne in 1727.71 A hermit’s cave stood at centre stage, overhung with cloth vines. Living with the hermit was the ninth-century Anglo-Saxon English ruler, King Alfred the Great of Wessex, in mufti as a peasant, hiding from the Vikings. Spirits, however, soon call to Arthur to rally the English to his banner. He leaves the cave and sees visions of a woman, ‘the genius of England . . . in her radiant charms’. Alfred sees the future, from the Black Death of the fourteenth century to the Glorious Revolution. When the visions clear, the Earl of Devon appears onstage and waves his sword, wet with Viking blood. Alfred joins him and drives the Vikings from England. The performance ends with the hermit telling Arthur, ‘Behold, my lord, our venerable bard, aged and blind whom the Muses favour . . . ere you go, in our lov’d country’s praise, that noblest theme, hear what his rapture breathes.’ And then he breaks into a song, set to music by Thomas Arne, a popular composer for the West End stage:


When Britain first, at Heaven’s command;

Arose from out the azure main;

This was the charter of the land,

And guardian angels sung this strain:

‘Rule, Britannia, rule the waves;

Britons never will be slaves.’72



‘Rule, Britannia!’ was an anthem to the marriage of ‘British liberty’ with imperial power. In the eighteenth century, many Britons felt that their country had a special destiny. The colonies were growing, and Britain’s merchant marine and Royal Navy were building and defending a mighty empire of trade. The rise of the slave empire brought war to both the West Indies and West Africa, but it helped to secure peace in the newly unified Great Britain. The Act of Union of 1707 created Great Britain, and the 1720 Dependency of Ireland Act reaffirmed Poynings’s Law of 1494, declaring the Irish Parliament subordinate to London. These constitutional changes forced Irish, Scots and English alike to think about how they fitted into the evolving ‘British’ state. Scotland rose twice in rebellion in the first half of the eighteenth century, and Ireland rebelled in the late eighteenth century. And yet, the profits of trade and slaveholding drew wealthy English, Welsh, Scots and Irish landowners and merchants closer together, and provided ambitious and educated young men, especially from Scotland, with a steady source of employment. Wealth pulled the mainland colonies into orbit around the sugar islands, and helped to unify the otherwise divisive nations of Great Britain.

Britons might never be slaves, but the liberty they treasured was rooted in slavery.

In Britain, where landed wealth supported ‘British liberty’, slaveholders acquired more political power. More importantly, the sugar islands offered another field where Britons could stake a claim to landed liberty. Consequently, the slave trade was considered an essential, if disreputable, part of the British imperial project.

Eighteenth-century Great Britain was a fine place to be rich and a miserable place to be poor. After the convulsions of the seventeenth century, including the English Civil War, the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy and the Glorious Revolution, a relatively small cohort of prominent landholders dominated eighteenth-century political life, which was divided into Whig and Tory interests. The Whigs traditionally supported the power of Parliament over the Crown, and the Tories of the Crown over Parliament. Likewise, Whigs had greater tolerance for Protestants outside the Church of England, known as Dissenters. Tories, in contrast, were often accused of being sympathetic to Catholicism because the Tory interest sided more closely with the House of Stuart, which included the crypto-Catholic Charles II and the zealously Catholic James II. After the accession in 1714, however, of George I, the Elector of Hanover and the first acceptable Protestant in the long line of succession to the throne, Tories were officially banned from political life until 1760. In the eighteenth-century politics that nurtured the slave empire, every person in public life was Whig by default. Even many Tories, banished to the political wilderness, had more in common with their fellow landholding elites, notwithstanding opinions on royalty and religion, than they did with the average Briton.

Among the poor and the non-elite, ambitious Scots travelled south to England to look for work, and many English were suspicious of their ambition. Historian Linda Colley attributes part of the anti-Scots feeling in England to a sense of frustration. England was the senior party in the Union, but Scots seemed to dominate the growing empire. As one writer commented in the 1760s, ‘Every man has at some time or another found a Scotsman in his way, and everyone has therefore damned the Scotch.’73 In response, ‘poverty’ became a standard attack on the Scots, whom the English personified in caricature as the raw-boned ‘Sawney Scot’, descending on England to devour it.74

The colonies were open to Celts in a way that England in the mid-eighteenth century often was not. Edward Long speculated that the Scots and Irish were biologically better suited to the tropics and seemed ‘to thrive . . . much better than the European English’ in Jamaica. He commented there were at least 100 planters in Jamaica named Campbell, all claiming membership in the Argyll clan, and that at least one-third of the white population was of Scots origin.75 Irish immigrants to the slave empire were more likely to be indentured servants than planters. The need for able-bodied white Irishmen to work in menial disciplinary and managerial roles on plantations and to fill out the ranks of colonial militias was especially acute. By 1703 the Receiver-General of Jamaica had a standing policy of waiving port fees for any ship that carried at least thirty white indentured labourers. The colony would buy the rights to all the indentures, and then distribute the workers to the parishes according to need. The going rate ranged from £18 for English, Scots, Welsh and Manx servants in wartime and £14 in peacetime, and a cheaper £15 for Irish in wartime and £12 in peacetime. Long noted a higher esteem for the Irish in South Carolina, ‘where what are denominated bog-trotters, or such as have been accustomed to the boggy grounds of Ireland, are in great request for cultivating their rice-swamps’.76

Contrary to myths promoted by white nationalists, the indentured Irish were not ‘enslaved’ in the Caribbean. Some worked exhausting jobs under the threat of corporal punishment but indentured workers, unlike enslaved workers, had legal rights. And unlike slavery, indentures expired. In the Caribbean, any white labourer was considered valuable, so much so that by the eighteenth century an indenture in the slave empire had become a path to upward mobility.

The career of the Scots physician James Grainger illustrates some of the ways that the slave empire opened new paths for professional success to men from the ‘Celtic fringe’ of Britain. James Grainger was born in 1723 in Duns, in the Scottish Marches, on the border between England and Scotland. When Scots loyal to the exiled Stuarts rebelled against the Crown in 1745, Grainger enlisted as a surgeon in the British Army. In 1753, he graduated from the University of Edinburgh’s prestigious medical school and joined the College of Physicians. Soon after, he took a job in Saint Kitts and married into a prominent slaveholding family. When the Seven Years’ War ended, he returned to London to start a new practice. But he went back to Saint Kitts, and died there, probably of yellow fever, in 1767.77

Grainger thrived in both the brutal world of colonial war and the witty, soused world of literary London and Edinburgh. In London, he came to know Samuel Johnson and James Boswell and translated the poetry of Albius Tibullus, active in the first century BCE. Grainger published a medical book, An Essay on the More Common West-India Diseases (1764), which he promised would be ‘of real service to the West India practitioners, as well as to the owners and managers of Negroes’.78 Johnson described Grainger as ‘an agreeable man; a man who would do any good that was in his power’. In London, Grainger also published a long, classically inspired poem, The Sugar-Cane, as a guide for would-be sugar planters and a demonstration of metre and erudition. In Life of Johnson, James Boswell recalls hearing Grainger read it at a literary party hosted by the portraitist Sir Joshua Reynolds.79

Trade made the empire; slavery made trade. As Grainger wrote in The Sugar-Cane, in an apostrophe to the Thames: ‘Thou art king of streams; / Delighted Commerce broods upon they wave; / And every quarter of this sea-girt globe, / To thee due tribute pays.’80 Trade became the centre of both British economic and civic life. As Grainger’s career shows, the colonies offered work not only to would-be merchants or plantation overseers, but also to physicians, lawyers, accountants and other professionals. About one out of every five families in Britain in the eighteenth century was directly involved in colonial trade.

Trade also strengthened British institutions. Britain’s reliance on internal and overseas trade required more robust institutions to protect shipping and distribution, enforce contracts and preserve property.

Meanwhile, imported goods from North America nearly quadrupled in value between 1700 and 1750, when the re-export of colonial goods comprised nearly 40 per cent of all of Britain’s export trade.81 In 1750, London was the capital not only of Britain but of the entire empire. With more than 750,000 inhabitants, the city was almost nine times larger than Dublin and more than thirteen times larger than Edinburgh. It was the largest city in Europe, surpassing Paris by more than 200,000 residents, and six times larger than Vienna or Madrid. In contrast, the colonies that became the United States had just under 1.2 million settlers, free and enslaved.

London was the capital of British commerce, but Liverpool was the great beneficiary of the slave trade. The city’s first slave ship sailed in 1709, and by 1795, Liverpool ships comprised the majority of British slave ships, and nearly half of all European slave ships. Between 1783 and 1793, Liverpool merchants earned £15 million from the trade, earning an average annual profit of 30 per cent.82

Since the sugar colonies were never popular as sites for permanent settlement, wealthy slaveholders trickled back to Britain and established powerful transatlantic family interests. By 1775, about a third of estates in Jamaica were owned by absentees and produced 40 per cent of the sugar.83 Lord Adam Gordon observed that in Jamaica, ‘the generality of its inhabitants look upon themselves there as passengers only’.84 Back in Britain absentee planters were prominent in the social scenes of London, Bath and Bristol. In London, planters congregated at the King’s Arms in Cornhill and the Mitre Coffee House on Fleet Street; many bought new houses in fashionable parts of the city, particularly Marylebone. Others, such as the Lascelles, one of the most prominent planting families, owned grand country estates in Britain, including Harewood House, the family’s seat. They commissioned Sir Joshua Reynolds to paint their portraits.85 The Hibbert family owned 3,000 acres in Jamaica, a sugar-refining business in London and a cotton factory in Manchester. In the late 1790s, George Hibbert and his family worshipped on Sundays at Holy Trinity Church in Clapham – the same parish as William Wilberforce, Henry Thornton, Zachary Macaulay and other antislavery and missionary leaders. When a new chapel was needed for the congregation, Hibbert was among the subscribers.86 Antislavery activist John Jeremie wrote in the 1830s of the slave empire that ‘[i]ts splendour is at our door; its miseries are across the Atlantic.’87

Slaveholders paid agents to represent their interests to Parliament, and the ‘West India Interest’ in the House of Commons had about fifty or sixty reliable votes, and many other supporters. Planting families sent their children to public schools, particularly to Eton, where 148 West Indians studied between 1753 and 1776, compared with twenty-two children of North American colonists in the same period. The Codrington family of Barbados endowed the library of All Souls College, Oxford. Lawyers sailed back and forth between the islands and Britain. At least 23 per cent of the Assembly of Antigua between 1763 and 1783 had been trained at one of the Inns of Court, centres of legal education in London.88

The slave empire helped to unify Scots, Irish, Welsh and English landowners into a single political class. It opened colonial wealth to Irish and especially to Scots speculators and created new common interests among the elites of the newly forged Great Britain. Absenteeism brought wealthy slaveholders back to Britain with money to spend. Trade became an icon of British identity; the people that Napoleon apocryphally called ‘a nation of shopkeepers’ wore the label proudly.

And yet, colonial slavery confounded one of eighteenth-century Britain’s most acute theorists of trade and empire, the Scots political economist and philosopher Adam Smith. In Wealth of Nations he argued that slavery made little economic sense. ‘The experience of all ages and nations,’ he wrote, ‘demonstrates that the work done by slaves, though it appears to cost only their maintenance, is in the end the dearest of any.’ Enslaved workers had no impetus to work except for the threat of violence; a worker paid a wage could accumulate money, buy more luxuries and raise their status in the world. Left to their own devices people will tend naturally to divide their labour to the general profit of everyone, Smith argued, and human societies will tend to advance in economic sophistication from barter commerce to a complex and divided economy. Smith admitted that the sugar plantations of the West Indies produced ‘generally much greater than those of any other cultivation that is known either in Europe or America’.89 But he was convinced that the returns would diminish. He was disappointed that Parliament had borrowed to defend the colonies during the wars with France and Spain. If the colonies would not pay for their own defence, Smith wrote, they ‘cannot be considered as provinces’ but rather as ‘a sort of splendid and shewy equipage of the empire’.90

Smith was partly right. When Britain tried to shift the cost of the wars for the slave empire onto its colonies, it tested the limits of colonial loyalty. The sugar colonies, with their enslaved majorities and dependence on the Navigation Acts, protested but remained loyal. The growth of the slave empire made the Caribbean colonists rich but bound them tightly to Britain. The mainland North American colonies, with growing majorities of European settlers and increasingly diverse economies, rebelled and declared their independence.

But the sugar boom had already irrevocably transformed Britain and its empire. Between the founding of the English colony on Barbados in 1620 and the beginning of the American Revolution in 1776, at least 229,355 enslaved people disembarked in Britain’s colonies on the North American mainland; 1.3 million enslaved people disembarked in Britain’s Caribbean colonies. The trading empire Britain built in the eighteenth century – mostly decentralised in its governance but tethered to capital based in London and defended by the mighty Royal Navy – became the foundation of British power in the nineteenth. Adam Smith was an optimist, convinced that global trade would set the world free. Commerce was humane, he argued, and slavery was its antithesis. And yet, British liberty and trade drew strength from war and human sorrow.
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Money, Death and Secrecy: The Plantation

IN 1673, AT the very beginning of the sugar boom, a group of enslaved Akan men imagined freedom. The white planters in Barbados called them ‘Cormantees’ or ‘Coromantees’. Most had left West Africa from the slave-trading forts along the coast of what is now Ghana. One of the forts, Fort Amsterdam, was also known as Fort Cormantin. The ‘Coromantees’, a plantation doctor wrote in the mid-eighteenth century, ‘are a brave and free people at home’ and consequently, for all their physical courage, could not ‘submit to the unavoidable severities of bondage’.1 Coromantees were known for hard work, but also for conspiracy.

In West Africa, there were no ‘Coromantee’ people, at least in the way planters used the name. And yet, in the Americas, at least some enslaved people from among the many societies that comprised the wider Akan people, such as the Asante, Fante and Twi, would call themselves Coromantees. The shared experience of transatlantic slavery could forge people who might otherwise have been strangers or enemies into a new unity. Enslaved people inhabited and changed the slaveholders’ shorthand label. The Coromantees of Barbados chose a king, ‘one Coffee an Ancient Gold-Cost Negro’ – from Kofi, the Akan day-name for boys born on a Friday. The rebellion would begin when ‘Trumpets to be made of Elephants Teeth’ sounded across the island. The rebels would burn the sugarcane fields, storm the planters’ houses and cut their throats. Kofi would rule from ‘a Chair of State exquisitely wrought and Carved’, establishing a new Akan kingdom in the Caribbean.2 But before the rebellion began, a woman named Anna, enslaved at Justice Hall plantation, revealed the plot to the white authorities.

Within days, soldiers arrested the conspirators, and the slaveholders held a trial at the drumhead. Seventeen men were found guilty and sentenced to die. Six conspirators were burned alive, and eleven were beheaded. Armed men dragged their headless bodies through the streets of Speightstown, 12 miles from the capital, Bridgetown. This was the ‘great newes’ published in London in 1676 in a pamphlet, Great Newes from the Barbadoes. The ‘flourishing and Fertile Island, or to say more properly Spatious and profitable Garden’, the author wrote, had been saved by the loyalty of an enslaved woman to the intrepid colonists. The sugarcane and the ‘Costly and Stately Houses’ of Bridgetown were spared. The conspirators, according to the pamphlet’s author, were ‘ungrateful wretches’, who had it ‘better in Servitude’ in Barbados ‘then at Libertty in their own Native Country’.3

And yet, some seventeenth-century English authors were inspired, thrilled and troubled by the dauntlessness, physical courage and reverence for tradition and monarchy shown by the rebels in Barbados. In her pioneering novel, Oroonoko, first published in 1688, Aphra Behn made her eponymous hero a native of ‘Coramantien’, home to a people ‘very war-like and brave; and having a continual Campaign, being always in Hostility with one neighbouring Prince or other’.4 Oroonoko, a prince of Coramantien, is betrayed, enslaved and taken across the Atlantic to Surinam, a plantation colony on the South American mainland. In Surinam, Oroonoko’s gifts – his leadership, his mastery of English and French – become obvious, and he lives a relatively comfortable life on the outskirts of the plantations with his wife, the beautiful Imoinda. After his petitions to return to Africa are rejected by the deputy governor of the colony, however, Oroonoko leads a revolt. When it fails, and his followers surrender in exchange for amnesty, Oroonoko is whipped. He vows to kill Byam, the governor. Understanding that Byam’s death would likely lead to Imoinda’s rape and murder, Oroonoko kills Imoinda to preserve her honour. He flees to the forest and disembowels himself before he can be captured.

Behn stitched together tropes from classical tragedy – royalty, honour – with reports of slave revolts such as Great Newes, both drawing on and refining the legendary nobility and rebelliousness of the Coromantee. English planters, for their part, continued to classify African captives from different parts of the continent into ethnic or ‘national’ categories. These categories were mostly useful as a means of organising enslaved labour – ‘nations’ known for their rice-growing might provide useful agricultural skills, people from grasslands might be useful as shepherds or drovers, and so on. Coromantee men were known for intelligence and fighting ability. This made them appealing to planters who wanted drivers to command and overawe the rest of their enslaved labour force. As planters appropriated half-understood collective identities from Africa and applied them to the enslaved, enslaved people could assume them, change them and build new shared solidarities.5

As early as 1673 the essential features of the ‘profitable gardens’ of the slave empire, the sugar plantations of the Caribbean colonies, were already clear. The plantations were among the most prosperous, heavily capitalised and mechanised workplaces of the pre-industrial era. They were forcing houses of cultural transformation for enslaved people, where West Africans began to build new solidarities from old traditions in a harrowing new world. They were taut with the potential for violence and thrummed with conspiracy. Enslaved people planned dozens of rebellions that have survived in the historical record. They no doubt fantasised about thousands more in quiet conversations and daydreams. White planters were brutal exploiters of enslaved labour but liked to portray themselves as stern but magnanimous patriarchs. When challenged, they protested that slavery was a benefit to the enslaved, and that plantations were old-fashioned, wholesome and rustic places. Some slaveholders convinced themselves that the people they claimed to own, and whose labour they stole, loved and respected them as parents.

Anna turned in the Coromantee conspirators. What was she thinking? Some readers might yearn for unified, universal resistance among the enslaved. But enslaved people were people, with all that entails. They had conflicting emotions and affinities, weaknesses, moral failings and surprising moments of strength in the face of adversity. Anna might have been suspicious of the conspirators. She might have felt, despite herself, some loyalty to the people who claimed to own her. She might have resented Coromantee drivers on the plantations. She might have feared that a failed rebellion would provoke reprisals, and calculated the odds of success. She might have hoped for something better for herself and her family.

Well over a century after the Barbados rebellion, in a speech celebrating British emancipation, the American writer Ralph Waldo Emerson wondered whether slaveholders only wanted money. Could ‘a machine that will yield . . . as much money as the slaves’, he wondered, abolish slavery? He wasn’t sure. Emerson believed he saw ‘a bitterer element, the love of power, the voluptuousness of holding a human being in his absolute control’.6 The evil of plantation slavery wasn’t that it posited that enslaved Africans weren’t human, or less human than free Europeans. Instead, slaveholders exploited the humanity of the enslaved.7 Human beings can be bribed and manipulated, befriended and cajoled, tortured psychologically as well as physically. Enslaved people did difficult, often highly skilled work on plantations. The pain of enslavement must have been all the sharper when an enslaved worker felt pride in their expertise and mastery of a difficult task: working through an efficient crop; shoeing a skittish horse; putting together a sound barrel; distilling a vintage batch of rum. The skill belonged to the enslaved, but the profits went to the slaveholder. An enslaved woman who raised a slaveholder’s children might have wept if they left for England or were buried after a fever. The enslaved cooked and cleaned for slaveholders, slept in their houses and guarded their fields. When a slaveholder had an enslaved worker whipped, the punishment was humiliating as well as painful – and the slaveholder knew it. The threat of a slave sale raised the possibility of permanent separation from friends and family – and the slaveholder knew it.

If the archetypal plantation of the nineteenth century was a cotton field in the American Deep South, the archetypal plantation of the eighteenth century was a sugar plantation in the Caribbean. By the late eighteenth century sugar comprised nearly all of the exports of Barbados and the other British colonies in the Leeward Islands, and even as coffee became more important to Jamaica’s economy, sugar still comprised 72 per cent of the island’s exports in 1800.8 In Britain, securing the supply of sugar became an affair of state. And so, to understand the slave empire at its peak, we need to dissect the plantation.

***

Sugar was king. In North America, before the rise of cotton, slaveholders managed rice, tobacco and other plantations, but did not grow sugar in any quantity, except in the swampy bayous of French Louisiana. When Britons thought about ‘planters’ in the eighteenth century, they almost always meant sugar planters in the Caribbean. Coffee was the second crop of the sugar islands, but coffee plantations were literally marginal to sugarcane fields: called ‘walks’, coffee groves were planted on land that was either too hilly or rocky to grow sugar. Most sugar colonies also had many ‘pens’, or paddocks, for raising livestock, also tended by enslaved workers. Pens were usually on land unsuitable for other crops or exhausted by decades of intensive sugar cultivation. Large livestock were primarily raised for work turning sugar mills rather than as meat for the market. The space and energy required to raise cattle to maturity meant that only the wealthiest planters could afford fresh, rather than salted, beef. Enslaved people routinely kept droves of pigs and broods of chickens and other fowl, which they slaughtered for their own consumption or for sale in colonial markets.

The geography of a plantation varied from colony to colony, but virtually every sugar plantation included a boiling house, warehouses for curing and storing sugar, ‘trash-houses’ for drying and storing the ‘trash’, discarded dried sugarcane leaves and stalks commonly burned for fuel, a village of huts and houses built and occupied by the enslaved, storehouses for rations and other supplies, stables and pens for horses and other livestock, and houses of various sizes for white workers. Many plantations were built around a mansion, or Great House, where the planter, attorney (manager) or senior overseer lived, and which often contained multiple rooms for guests and entertaining, kitchens, quarters for enslaved domestic servants and a locked armoury of firearms and other weapons.

Sugar plantations combined farm and factory. The juice of fresh-cut sugarcane begins to ferment within twenty-four hours, especially in hot weather. Consequently, canes needed to be cut and processed as quickly as possible. This meant that many sugar estates employed very large enslaved workforces. In Jamaica, by the 1830s, where about half the enslaved population worked on sugar plantations, about 75 per cent of enslaved sugar producers worked in units of at least fifty people, and some in units as large as 600.9 For comparison, in the early nineteenth century, even the largest cotton mills in Lancashire had fewer than 500 employees.10

Sugar plantations centred around a single mill or series of mills where the cane juice was boiled and clarified in enormous copper vats. The central crushing-and-boiling apparatus of a sugar mill, the ‘ingenio’ (borrowing the Spanish term) could be improved up to a point. The average eighteenth-century mill could produce between 300 and 350 gallons of cane juice each hour, while newer mills introduced at the turn of the nineteenth century could increase the yield to as much as 500 gallons an hour. Before the British engineer Samuel Sainthill patented a copper clarifier equipped with a siphon and a damper that allowed sugar boilers to slide one after another over a single large fire, every clarifier had its own fire. The sugar was then cured in hogshead barrels, large enough to hold more than 500 litres, with holes bored in the bottom. Molasses dripped from the bottom of the barrel and collected in vats. The dry, cured brown sugar left at the end of the process was called muscovado, from the Portuguese verb mascabar, or ‘to adulterate’, and meaning ‘unrefined’. Enslaved workers who made sugar and rum required experience and familiarity with some the eighteenth century’s most advanced processes of mass production. Although molasses was shipped out of the sugar islands alongside sugar, most estates also had a distillery to turn excess molasses into rum. Distilling also required industrial gear, including two copper stills, usually one of up to 1,200 and the other of up to 600 gallons, as well as cisterns and fermenting vats.11

The oxen in harness that drove the cane-crushing rollers could be replaced with steam or wind power, and boilers could be made more efficient, but making sugar still required muscle power and fire in quantities. As the slave empire’s islands’ forests fell, sugarcanes grew, and dead trees stoked the boilers. But as trees became scarce, planters had to import wood, usually from the mainland North American colonies. If there was no wood to burn, enslaved workers would feed the ‘trash’ into the boilers.

Except during the frenzy of ‘crop time’, which lasted three to six months of the year, plantation work was monotonous. Enslaved people planted and tended fields, uprooted weeds and moulded the bases of cane stalks with manure. Outside of crop time, the workday began at 6 a.m. on most plantations, when the sun rose; near the equator, both day and night last roughly twelve hours throughout the year. The enslaved worked for three hours, then ate breakfast for a half hour – rice or plantains with greens or other vegetables, spiked with chillies and sometimes cooked with saltfish. Then they returned to the fields for three more hours, ate a midday meal between noon and 1 p.m. and then worked until sunset. On most plantations the enslaved planted canes after the end of the hurricane season, in November. The ideal time for crop was between January and April, in the dry season, when it was easiest to burn fuel.12 Planters struggled constantly against pest animals. Rats introduced from Europe teemed in the fields, and planters imported mongooses to hunt them. Ants, cockroaches and other insects also devoured sugarcane. In 1770, on Grenada, an insect that planters called the ‘sugar-ant’ became so numerous and aggressive that colonists considered abandoning the island entirely. After trying to destroy the bugs with arsenic and controlled burns of cane fields, a massive hurricane in 1780 seemed to wipe them out.13 In Jamaica, planters brought over a species of ant native to Cuba to control a smaller species, but ‘the small ants are not eaten up, and the omnivorous ones are an intolerable nuisance’.14

One ton of sugar required roughly 20 tons of cane.15 Consequently, plantations tended to be large to benefit from an economy of scale. To turn a profit, a planter needed about 300 acres of land. The average estate in Jamaica was 900 acres, and many were as large as 2,000 or more acres. In British Guiana and Trinidad, plantations were even larger.16 The size of plantations and the demands of the sugar-making process created rigid, often elaborate hierarchies on plantations. The planter himself (virtually never herself) sat at the top of the machine, owned the land, and claimed to own most of the enslaved labour force. In addition to absentee landlords who resided in Britain, wealthy planters in residence usually owned more than one plantation, often in more than one colony. Consequently, many employed a manager, called an attorney in Jamaica, to oversee their estates. Attorneys generally managed multiple estates, often for more than one planter. They were also unlikely to live on the plantations they managed. Plantation attorneys earned a percentage of the total value of the crops they produced, which made attorneys very important men in the slave empire.

On plantations themselves overseers managed day-to-day sugar production. If the attorney or planter did not live on the estate then the overseer would sometimes live in the Great House, which could be a modest home or an opulent mansion. Thomas Roughley, in a well-known guide for prospective sugar planters, recommended as overseers men ‘of intelligence, tempered with experience, naturally humane . . . His business hours will be fully occupied by the concerns of the estate, his leisure ones in the innocent enjoyment of some domestic amusement.’ Roughley also warned planters to avoid hiring overseers who would ‘dishearten’ the enslaved ‘by cohabiting with their wives’.17 Few followed this rule. Overseers could coerce and assault enslaved people with impunity, sexually assaulting women and men and administering corporal punishment up to and beyond a largely ignored legal limit, in most colonies, of thirty-nine lashes for minor offences.

Below the overseer were other white plantation employees. Depending on the size of the operation they might include any number of sub-overseers and ‘bookkeepers’. Bookkeepers were responsible for clerical work, and also supervised specific areas of the plantation, such as the boiling house or the hospital. Bookkeepers tracked enslaved people in the pages of the larger ‘plantation book’, which also recorded total quantities of sugar and other goods produced and shipped. Copies of these books were sent to absentee proprietors once a year.18

Some plantations also employed white distillers, coopers, blacksmiths and other craftsmen, but the enslaved usually performed most skilled work as well as the less skilled labour of planting and cutting sugarcane. Although there was a rigid colour line between paid employees and the enslaved, plantations relied on the cooperation of elite enslaved workers. The highest-ranking enslaved person on the plantation was usually the head driver, ‘seen carrying with him the emblems of his rank and dignity, a polished staff or wand, with prongy crooks on it to lean on’, and a short-handled cartwhip.19 The driver was responsible for carrying out the overseer’s instructions. He set the pace of work and could whip other enslaved workers if they fell behind. The driver also blew the horn or conch shell to signal the beginning and end of the day. Other elite enslaved people included the distiller, who supervised rum production, as well as the various enslaved craftspeople on the estate.

Below these relatively more privileged and secure enslaved elites, the workforce included virtually every able-bodied enslaved person on the estate except for the very young and very old. Enslaved people worked in the fields according to an industrial rhythm, in regular shifts and according to a division of labour, many years before European factories opened their doors. The main body of field labourers was organised into at least two and usually three or more ‘gangs’, assigned to specific tasks. The ‘great gang’, of men and women in their physical prime, did the most gruelling work, boring cane holes to plant new canes, trimming and cutting old canes down to ‘ratoons’ that could be transplanted to new fields, and cutting and hauling mature canes to be crushed and processed. The second gang, of older adults, children on the cusp of puberty, nursing mothers and others less capable of heavy labour, trimmed the canes, collected cane trash, distributed manure onto the fields and in crop time packed cane on carts for the boilers. The third gang was made up of younger children, between five and ten years old, who weeded the canes and hunted rats and other pests.20

Enslaved people on plantations who did not work in sugar production worked as domestic servants in the houses of the Europeans on the estates. Among enslaved servants, the butler, head cook and chief housekeeper formed a second elite, which might also include the enslaved midwives and nursemaids who cared for the families of slaveholders and overseers. In general, people with lighter skin – usually called ‘people of colour’ in the British slave empire – were more likely to work as domestic labourers. People of colour included those of mixed European and African descent for the most part. Most free people of African descent in the British slave empire were people of colour (although many people of colour were enslaved). Darker-skinned free people, although they had the same legal status as free people of colour, would usually have been called ‘free negroes’ by white colonists. Wrote Roughley, ‘the house people should always be composed of the people of colour belonging to the property, or cleanly, well-affected slaves to white people’.21

Once packed, finished raw sugar and molasses were shipped – either overland or via small ocean-going craft, often piloted and sailed by enslaved sailors – to colonial ports. The ports connected the plantations to the vast commercial network of the slave empire. Plantations ringed towns such as Kingston, Jamaica, and Bridgetown, Barbados. Towns were more cosmopolitan and more closely connected to the outside world, and they sent news as well as goods to and from the rural world of cane fields, pens and coffee walks. They were also home to most of the free people of colour of the slave empire.

The hierarchies of the plantations were more fragile in the towns, where more of the population of African descent was free, and where enslaved people often worked as porters, ship pilots or stevedores, with less supervision than gang labourers. White supremacy, however, remained law. Manumitted and freeborn people of African descent could hold a limited amount of property, although they could not give evidence in criminal and civil cases that involved fully ‘white’ people. Free people were not permitted to own horses or mules unless they also owned at least ten enslaved people, and free people without land were always required to carry papers to certify their status, and in some colonies were required to stitch a blue cross to their right shoulder when they travelled. Any freedperson who assisted an enslaved person who had escaped from a plantation was liable to be enslaved, or re-enslaved, and then sold to another colony.22

After sugar was shipped out, usually to London or another major British port, commission agents in Britain took over the cargo. They arranged duty payments, insurance and transportation to and from the docks; purchased supplies for plantation use; and distributed the raw sugar to ‘sugar buyers’, who usually had longstanding relationships with individual plantations. Sugar buyers then sold the raw sugar to refiners and grocers.23 Although some planters in the British empire experimented with refining their own sugar, most were content to supply unrefined muscovado to their commission agents.

When sugar was unloaded in London, Glasgow or Bristol, the circuit of money, energy and enslaved human labour that connected Britain to its empire was complete, and briefly closed – before opening once again, in the cane fields.

***

Enslaved people were British capital in human form. Their lives were shaped by their status as commodities, regardless of their origins. In the North American slave colonies, where enslaved people grew tobacco or rice, the slave trade bolstered the enslaved population, but the population also grew naturally. In comparison with tobacco planting, sugar planting was extremely dangerous. In the eighteenth century the enslaved population of the sugar islands grew steadily, but through the slave trade, not childbirth. The ‘creole’, or island-born, enslaved population either held steady or shrank.

Over generations slaveholders developed a set of convictions about enslaved workers’ needs and the limits of their abilities that were designed to maximise productive work while minimising deaths on the job. Plantation work was dangerous, wrote physician and occasional poet, James Grainger, but ‘it is . . . in the power of medical science to diminish, and greatly too, the number of those who must otherwise be sacrificed to the pursuit of riches’.24 Slaveholders and their attorneys aimed to extract enough labour from an enslaved person to turn a profit before the person died or was disabled. In the sugar islands, according to records compiled in 1820, no more than three out of every 1,000 enslaved people reached the age of 70.25 In that year, the average life expectancy of a European worker was also quite short, so the rigours of work in the fields are more obvious when we compare the life expectancies of elite and domestic enslaved workers and those of ‘gang’ workers. At one Jamaican plantation, Mesopotamia, drivers could expect to live to 58, domestic labourers to 59 and tradesmen to 48. Fieldworkers were likely to die nearly a decade earlier, at age 38.26 In 1683, in the parish of Saint Michael, Barbados, the death rate per annum was 128 for every 1,000 people; compared with 37 to every 1,000 in Boston, Massachusetts. From 1725 to 1750, the death rate in Jamaica was 200 to every 1,000 people, compared with about 30 to 1,000 in Britain and about 20 to 1,000 in New England.27

For many enslaved people in the colonies, the first danger many had faced was the passage across the Atlantic. An average of 10 per cent of enslaved captives died making what Europeans called the Middle Passage. On ships struck by epidemic disease the death rate could climb yet higher. People who survived disembarked in the same ports that sent sugar back to Britain, where they were sold at auctions held near the docks. Here, slave-ship captains and colonial slave merchants and buyers prided themselves on their connoisseurship, evaluating enslaved people as both potential workers and possessions. Slave brokers looked for ‘a glossy sleekness of the skin, unspotted’, as well as clear eyes, a red tongue, ‘chest open and belly small’.28 Buyers often bought enslaved people in lots and integrated them in groups into existing communities under the supervision of trusted, elite enslaved men.29

When a recently purchased enslaved person arrived at the plantation, they were given clothing, often imported from Britain or the North American colonies.30 The new arrival was then ‘put under the care of some sober elderly person, if possible, from their own country’ who was responsible for distributing their food, both from the gardens tended by the enslaved and from the rations distributed by the plantation manager. If the plantation had a white physician, the new addition would often be bled, although some physicians preferred ‘vomits of thistle-feed’ or purges with castor oil. The most important dose, though, was either cow-itch (Campsis radicans), a woody vine with beautiful pink trumpet-shaped flowers, or ‘worm grass’ (Spigelia anthelmia), an annual plant served ‘clarified with lemon juice’ or ‘sheathed with molasses’.31 Both plants are highly toxic but effective at killing intestinal worms. Most people who took worm grass felt sleepy and woke up dizzy and delirious; ‘the eyes’, The London Medical Dictionary published in 1809 noted, ‘are observed to sparkle’ and worm grass would need to be administered until ‘the worms are observed to pass away in the stools’.32

In the era of slavery and the slave trade, explosive ‘purges’ – with powerful laxatives or emetics, or by blood-letting – were part of the theatre of European medicine. The best treatment for many illnesses in the eighteenth century would have been wholesome food, hydration and rest. But Europeans suffering from disease wanted medicine with an obvious, visible effect. Nevertheless, plantation doctors borrowed heavily from African and Indigenous healing traditions. Typical of the power dynamics of the plantation, a white physician relied on the knowledge of the enslaved to whom he administered his physick in order to better exploit their labour. White physicians who prepared cow-itch and worm grass had poached knowledge of the plants’ properties from enslaved and Indigenous people. Both plants are native to the Americas and were not part of the European arsenal of medicinal herbs and plants.

Most plantations had a hospital – sometimes called the ‘sick house’ or the ‘hot house’. A white physician usually managed or visited the plantation hospital, but enslaved people preferred to heal at home. Many considered the hot house a prison, where enslaved workers accused of malingering were punished. After the abolition of slavery many plantation hospitals in Antigua were torn down or converted into storehouses or chapels.33 Many hot houses had no beds; sick enslaved people lay on a long ‘guard bed’, a ledge around the edge of the room a few feet off the floor, similar to the bedding in British Army barracks. Injured people were sometimes chained to the wall to immobilise them.34 The old, the mentally ill and the syphilitic were locked in the hot house for as many as twenty-three hours a day.35

The disease environment on plantations was dangerous for both African and European workers. Annual outbreaks of malaria tended to kill newcomers from Europe more quickly than the enslaved or creole Europeans, who were more likely to have been exposed to malaria, and particularly to the more virulent form of the illness caused by Plasmodium falciparum. Many enslaved workers had the visibly swollen spleens associated with chronic malaria, and enslaved healers would have sufferers lie arched over an old sugar barrel turned on its side ‘to enable them to insert their fingers below the small ribs’ and massage the distended organ.36 Although some had been exposed to yellow fever as children, and thus had lifetime immunity to the disease, yellow-fever epidemics as well as smallpox, dysentery and a wide variety of other illnesses often swept through the enslaved population.

Among field labourers, hernias were a very common injury. ‘Ruptures in the groin, next to the navel’, one physician wrote, were so common that ‘every plantation ought to be furnished with steel trusses from England.’ In the boiling houses, workers were routinely scalded or mutilated, particularly while working at night. Enslaved people would wrap their burns in banana leaves or leaves from the castor bush and keep working. If an enslaved worker slipped or mistimed the loading of a cane into the mill, they might have their hand or arm ripped off in the long metal grinders.37

For a white planter or manager, every aspect of the life of an enslaved person was subject to a calculus of risk, profit and loss. As the physician Grainger noted, more – and more serious – injuries occurred in the mills at night during crop. In the eighteenth century, before the use of gas or electric light and well before the nineteenth-century boom in whaling made whale oil more widely available as fuel for lamps, light was expensive. Lighting a boiling house at night (beyond the flickering light of the fuel beneath the boilers themselves) required tallow or wax candles, or torches that needed to be made in bulk and regularly replaced. Consequently, planters weighed the greater risk of injury to one of their enslaved labourers against the cost of light – and when the ledger showed that darkness was cheaper, they chose darkness. And yet, although the work of cutting canes and feeding the mill could lead to very serious injuries, crop time overall was one of the healthiest times of the year for enslaved people. The extra work required to run the mills was rewarded with higher rations and unlimited access to sugar, and especially to molasses, which is rich in nutrients and calories. One planter characterised crop time as ‘the season of gladness and festivity to man and beast’.38

Workplaces in Britain could be as dangerous as workplaces in the slave empire. A child might have their hands mangled in a power loom, a miner might be crushed or incinerated in some lightless pit. Mill managers and mine owners made the same kind of calculus as planters, weighing human lives against profits. But in the slave empire, the logic of capital was even more purely applied: mill workers had some rights as free Britons, at least in theory; enslaved people had none. Miners helped their employers to accumulate capital; enslaved people did the same, but were also a form of capital themselves. Their bodies, their children – every aspect of their lives – were reckoned according to the system of profit and loss. Enslaved women and men were ‘hands’ and numbers of cane holes and hours at the boilers; they were also mothers and fathers.

The burdens of enslavement fell especially heavily on women, who occupied a central place in slaveholders’ fantasies. Many whites in the colonies considered women of African descent to be oversexed and sensual, available to any white man. Historian Jennifer Morgan coined the phrase ‘porno-tropical writing’ to describe conventional early modern European travel literature that portrayed people from the tropical world as hypersexual and exotic.39 Enslaved women were also held to be at the very least careless mothers, who did not understand their infants’ needs, and at worst compulsive committers of infanticide. This way of seeing enslaved women had devastating consequences. Enslaved women were considered easy objects of sexual conquest and simultaneously unfit or unnatural parents. Enslaved women constituted a substantial proportion of any given plantation’s labour force. There are also many anecdotes in colonial archives remarking on the militancy of prominent women on many plantations. But patriarchy can mute in posterity voices that in reality were loud. Slaveholders’ records focused on women as objects of sexual conquest and as mothers of enslaved children; abolitionist and missionary records focused on women as docile and vulnerable victims. Women ran the markets in the slave empire, and clearly exercised influence on the plantations. But records that silence Black voices in general silence the voices of Black women all the more.

Women working on plantations were susceptible to all the same diseases and injuries as men. They were also vulnerable to sexual assault, coercion and exploitation inflicted by slaveholders and enslaved men. It is clear from planters’ complaints about enslaved women’s fertility that many used abortifacients and other methods of contraception to exercise some control over childbearing. Slaveholders obsessed over the reproductive capacities of enslaved women. As historian Sasha Turner has shown, pregnancy, motherhood and childrearing were the focus of a multi-sided struggle for the control of the bodies of enslaved women. Enslaved mothers fought to preserve their privacy and their rights to their children; slaveholders grasped for the labour and capital that enslaved children represented; British abolitionists urged enslaved women to embrace their role as mothers, and withdraw from field labour.40 The novelist Matthew Lewis commented that ‘I really believe that the negresses can produce children at pleasure; and where they are barren it is just as hen will frequently not lay eggs on shipboard, because they do not like their situation.’41 Enslaved women from some parts of West Africa, Grainger noted, did most of the field work in their own country, and consequently ought to be purchased in preference to men. (On sugar plantations women did work alongside men in the fields, and sometimes outnumbered men in total, but they were never among the enslaved elite.) This meant that women could sometimes constitute the majority in the fields.42 But, Grainger continued, ‘from their scantiness of clothing in their own country, not to mention other reasons, they often labour under incurable obstructions of the menses, whence proceed barrenness’.43

White supremacy gave planters and their employees a sense of sexual licence. Amplified by the idea that Britain, not the Caribbean, was ‘home’, white men took advantage of enslaved women and free women of colour. Some were secretly and violently assaulted; others were taken as mistresses. In a situation with such an enormous imbalance of power it is difficult to conceive of any of these relationships as consensual, except perhaps for some of the wealthier free women of colour, many of whom worked in, or even owned or managed, taverns and inns in the slave empire’s towns. Robert Wedderburn, the son of an enslaved woman and a white planter and a radical abolitionist active in the early nineteenth century, raged at his father, who ‘ranged through the whole of his household for his own lewd purposes; for they being his personal property, cost nothing extra . . . Amongst his own slaves,’ he wrote, ‘my father was a perfect parish bull; and his pleasure was the greater, because he at the same time increased his profits.’44

Child mortality in the era of plantation slavery was terribly high, and death in childbirth or shortly after was common, no matter the colour of the baby or the mother’s skin. But enslaved mothers and their babies were especially vulnerable. In Jamaica in the late eighteenth century, infant mortality was around 590 deaths in every 1,000 births.45 One planter commented that one enslaved woman on his estate had borne ten children, ‘and yet has now but one alive: another, at present in the hospital, has borne seven, and but one has lived to puberty’.46 Plantation hospitals, as noted, were effectively prisons, and most enslaved women gave birth in their own homes rather than in the hot house. After a month, enslaved women returned to the fields. For as long as their babies were unable to walk, enslaved mothers might strap them to their bodies or place them on kidskins on the ground near the row of canes they were trimming or hoeing.47 Consequently, many enslaved infants died within two weeks of their birth, particularly from tetanus. No birth in the eighteenth century was anything but a deathly peril for the mother, but enslaved women were more likely to be exposed to the soil and manure in which Clostridium tetani, which causes tetanus, tends to be found. White physicians blamed women for the deaths of their children, for not keeping the infants warm enough.48

All enslaved people were vulnerable to physical punishment at almost any time. For assaults on white colonists or for conspiracies to rebel, executions were routine and often grotesque. The lawyer and abolitionist James Stephen was shocked to witness in Barbados the trial of four enslaved people accused of murdering a physician. The physician had been discovered near his house with a broken neck. The accused were tried, in decaying rags and tied at the wrists, in front of five justices of the peace, without a jury. Many of the whites in attendance told Stephen they doubted that the dead man had been murdered, and guessed he had broken his neck in a fall from a ladder, but the court bullied enslaved witnesses into incriminating the accused. Technically, enslaved people were not permitted to give evidence at all, but planters bent the rules when it suited their interests. An enslaved woman on the stand was told ‘to beware not to conceal anything that made against the prisoners’ on pain of being indicted along with them. After the defendants were convicted, the court asked for an ‘exemplary death’ by being burnt alive or condemned to die of thirst in a gibbet, a large hanging iron cage. In the end, two of the accused burned; the other two were exonerated after the man who claimed to own them intervened with the court.49 Stephen was revolted, both by the brutality and cruelty of the execution and by the way slaveholders upended the normal rules of criminal proceedings to suit their needs.

In the seventeenth century enslaved people who rebelled might have their arms and legs broken with sledgehammers and then be methodically burned from their feet to their heads. This happened to an enslaved man in Jamaica in 1677, and it took him nearly three hours to die. In 1654, a Barbadian planter cut off an enslaved man’s ear and forced him to eat it.50 Other planters gouged out eyes, slit noses open, slashed off ears, castrated men and burned or cut the breasts off women.51 These and similar tortures continued through the eighteenth century, but became less common. Although slaveholders in the later era of the slave empire still closed ranks around one of their own accused of a mutilation or other shocking punishment, they often disapproved in principle of grotesque torture. A plantation in good order, they reasoned, need not resort to excessive brutality. Rebellions, however, were always met with extreme violence.

Most plantation punishments happened outside of the courts. Slaveholders and their representatives had the right to punish enslaved people with summary justice for nearly any imagined offence. The most common reasons for punishment were closely related to the constant demands of plantation agriculture. By the mid-eighteenth century, enslaved people who lost or destroyed their tools, left the fields, ate sugarcane outside of crop time, or stole food or farm implements were beaten with cartwhips or sticks by drivers or overseers, or made to wear heavy iron ‘puddings’ around their necks or ankles.

Enslaved people recorded instances of planter violence in the work songs they sung in the fields. Songs spread from plantation to plantation, an oral history of the crimes of the slaveholders. One song, which circulated in Jamaica from at least the early 1800s, recounted when the owner of Spring Garden estate ordered some of his enslaved workers to strip a sick man naked and throw him into a gully to be eaten by the turkey vultures, called ‘john crows’ on the island. The men refused, and the man was secretly nursed back to health. ‘Take him to the Gulley! Take him to the Gulley!’ the song begins, ‘But bringee back the frock and board.’ The chorus, ‘Oh! Massa, massa! Me no deadee yet! . . . Carry him along!’ was both the call and response of the oppressed and their oppressor, and a subtle reminder to the slaveholders that the enslaved, if united, could not always be commanded.52

For enslaved people, the rising and falling of the sugar crop defined plantation life, but for white Europeans, their relationship to Britain, and British capital, was foundational. Although many Britons were born, lived and died on the sugar islands, few thought of the Caribbean as ‘home’. The most successful slaveholders moved to Britain and turned their plantation wealth into a transatlantic business. With enough capital a slaveholding family could open a commercial agency that imported sugar from their own and other plantations; buy a sugar refinery; invest in British real estate or industry; or start a merchant bank. Creole whites and slaveholders had a seedy reputation in Britain, but a London address could do wonders to burnish it.

A career on the sugar islands was widely considered a gamble by which ambitious men could get rich or die trying. Many books went to press in Britain and the Americas as early as the seventeenth century on what one planter called ‘the noble science of planting the sugar-cane’. Planter’s guides explained how to increase efficiency and manage both European employees and enslaved African labourers, reducing human relationships down to a set of profitably replicable rules and procedures.53 They also invited investors to try their luck. ‘Johnny New-Come’ – depicted in caricatures and songs – exemplified in popular culture all the young men just arrived in the Caribbean from Britain. In one 1800 comic print published in London, Johnny’s life falls apart in twenty-one panels. He arrives in his blue coat and top hat, hale and optimistic. Soon, harassed by mosquitoes, he vomits into a tub, ‘the first Fruits of the Torrid Zone’. When he recovers, he indulges in the pleasures of white power. He hunts and feasts; he gets roaring drunk and beats his enslaved footman; he dances with a dark-skinned woman to music played by an enslaved fiddler. The tune is ‘Morgan Rattle-her’, a double entendre on a popular air, ‘Morgan Rattler’, often put to bawdy lyrics about young men far from home.54

In this print, Johnny New-Come in the Island of Jamaica, the young Morgan Rattler in the colonies falls ill again, attended first by ‘Dr Calomel’, named after an emetic used by eighteenth-century European doctors, and then by ‘Mr Codicil’, named after an amendment to a will and testament. He dies, surrounded by enslaved people. In the final frame, a black coffin sits in a churchyard, long bones protruding from the ground.55 Death, as historian Vincent Brown has shown, centred the cultural, economic and social life of the slave empire. Plantation work was deadly to enslaved labourers. Epidemics of yellow fever and dysentery killed people in every class, free and enslaved. And for whites, a deathbed visit from Mr Codicil was a moment of financial reckoning. It awakened the complicated financial networks of the slave empire, as relations in England and North America inherited plantations or litigated for the scraps.56

Given the number of planters in absentia, plantation attorneys were powerful figures in the slave colonies. The attorney trade was so dominated by educated Scots that tensions emerged between island-born and immigrant attorneys who struggled for a share.57 Many island-based planters resented absentees, particularly after abolitionists in Britain began to argue that widespread absenteeism attested to the depravity and backwardness of the colonies.58

Because so few whites saw the slave empire as a place to settle permanently, and because profit-obsessed landowners preferred to sink their money back into their plantations, the Caribbean colonies had very little public infrastructure. On most of the islands sugar made its way to outports on small ships and large canoes. Even the mainland colonies of British Guiana were laid out so that most plantations had access to navigable rivers. Colonial towns were so haphazardly planned, and fires so common, that British insurance companies – which offered a wide range of policies for plantations – usually would not insure urban real estate in the slave empire. The Phoenix Company of London was the first British insurer to offer ‘town’ policies, and only in 1785.59 There were also no banks based in the British West Indies until 1836. Sugar planters borrowed from Europe, usually from London, and occasionally from banks in British North America.

Because so many goods were imported to the slave empire, and because so much wealth flowed from plantations, visitors were shocked at how expensive life in the colonies could be. A visitor in the 1830s guessed that basic goods cost at least twice as much in Kingston as in London. Others were left confused when they paid for goods in colonial shops. Several different kinds of money circulated simultaneously. Some British-minted coins circulated, but most of the higher-value specie in the slave empire was Spanish. Paper money included a wide variety of ‘bills of exchange’ – promissory notes drawn on individuals, institutions and businesses that could, in theory, be redeemed at any time. Bills of exchange circulated freely and were discounted based on the creditworthiness and distance relative to the colonies of the note’s issuer. For example, bills of exchange drawn directly on the Exchequer or the Bank of England in London might be worth roughly their original value. Bills of exchange drawn on a small rum-shipping firm from, say, Rhode Island, would likely be worth a great deal less.60

On plantations themselves, whites’ social lives revolved around the Great Houses, the oldest of which were fortresses. In Barbados in the 1650s and 1660s, for example, planters’ homes were built to capture water from gutters and eaves and store it in massive cisterns sheltered behind ‘Lines, Bulwarks, and Bastians’ so that planters could defend themselves against rebellious white servants and enslaved Africans. The water could be hoarded to keep besieged planters alive and could also be set to boil, and thrown from the walls ‘upon the naked bodies of the Negres, scalding hot; which is as good a defence against their underminings, as any other weapon’.61 As British soldiers and well-armed white militias became more common, plantation architecture became less martial and more opulent. Falmouth, Jamaica, for example, which boomed in the later eighteenth century, became well known for its chic Georgian architecture, and even plantation houses in remote districts tended to follow the latest British styles.

In the shadow of the sugar plantations, the islands of the Caribbean became hubs for agricultural experimentation. European vegetables grew on higher ground, and introduced crops such as okra and potatoes thrived. ‘The bread-fruit was brought to Jamaica by Captain Bligh, from Otaheite; the shaddock, from the East Indies; the lime-orange, the pomegranate, and lemon, from Spain; the cinnamon and mango, from the L’Isle de Bourbon; the logwood-tree, from the Spanish Main.’62 The slave empire of the Caribbean, for all its brutality, was arresting and beautiful, with its brilliant greens and lush cane fields, its mangrove swamps and spectacular orchards of citrus and other tropical fruit. A visitor to Barbados found it ‘extraordinary to see the sickly exotics of an English conservatory, growing in such luxuriant vigour’.63

The planter class of the British slave empire included plenty of British immigrants and their descendants and a disproportionate number of Scots. It also included French, Dutch, Spanish and Portuguese planters who became naturalised British subjects, either after emigrating to British-held islands or after British conquest of islands belonging to other European empires. The larger towns often had substantial and ancient communities of Portuguese and Spanish Jews, the descendants of people expelled from Iberia in the fifteenth century. Poorer Jewish colonists were often shopkeepers who sold bulk goods to poorer whites and enslaved people. Edward Long, a strident anti-Semite, suggested that Jewish shopkeepers in Kingston routinely took counterfeit money from enslaved people at a deep discount and then exchanged counterfeit cash for ‘heavy’ money later.64 But Long’s revulsion was uncommon among planters. In general, religious and class differences that were rigidly upheld in Europe were less important in the slave empire. Wealthy planters and their servants, regardless of their national origin, were united by their common whiteness.

The enslaved majorities of the slave empire led to deficiency laws, which required that planters hire a certain number of free or indentured white servants in proportion to their estates’ enslaved population. The proportions tended to grow as the slave empire grew. By the 1770s Jamaican laws required one white man to every thirty enslaved people on plantations, one white man to every hundred and fifty head of cattle, and one white man in every retail shop, tavern or small canoe. The law also required that the crew of every small coastal sailing ship, called a ‘drogher’, include at least three white crew for every enslaved sailor. With penalties changing from year to year, however, most planters treated deficiency laws as a tax that they were usually willing to pay.65 Colonial deficiency laws generally also required every white man able to bear arms to serve in the militia. Britain’s wars – often fought for the slave empire – were useful for the recruitment of white overseers because they produced waves of battle-hardened and administratively experienced Army and Royal Navy officers.

The lowest-ranking plantation clerks, the bookkeepers, were sometimes drawn from the Scots and Irish professional ranks but were also often ‘young men from England, and not unfrequently had considerable refinement’. Enslaved people apparently viewed bookkeepers, some of whom were barely teenagers, with some sympathy: they would sometimes lend them blankets when malaria struck, saying ‘Poor busha pickaninny sent out here from England to die.’66

Many of these ‘Johnny New-Comes’ never made enough money to become planters or slaveholders. Benjamin McMahon left Ireland in 1818 to volunteer for Simón Bolívar’s army fighting for independence from the Spanish empire. On the ship over, he and the other volunteers had been entered at the Dublin customs house as bound for Trinidad. At the end of the campaign, when his unit disbanded in June 1819, he sailed for Jamaica. When McMahon landed in Kingston an apothecary named Burke gave him a recommendation letter and he secured a job as a bookkeeper on a coffee plantation in the mountains outside of the capital. At first, McMahon was shocked at the violence of the plantations but soon, he wrote, ‘my feelings became a good deal blunted’.67

McMahon’s main qualification for plantation work was the colour of his skin. One senior overseer warned him, ‘no favour or friendship can be expected if a book-keeper disagrees with his overseer’, but McMahon soon found that if he did disagree, the next estate over would probably employ him just the same.68 McMahon’s memoir of his time in Jamaica, published just after emancipation, is full of sketches of poorer white overseers and bookkeepers, all of whom hopped from estate to estate looking for higher wages. Like McMahon himself, every plantation employee flogged an enslaved worker at some point. Violence was part of the job. But some overseers were sadists. One man, John Blair, was known for his dark, depressive moods that would only lift after ‘the satisfaction of mangling the flesh of ten or a dozen negroes before breakfast’.69

The planter and historian Bryan Edwards praised the planters’ ‘display of conscious equality, throughout all ranks and conditions. The poorest white person seems to consider himself nearly on a level with the richest.’ Plantation feasts would often have as many as twenty guests, and usually one enslaved waiter or server for each white guest. Enslaved servants usually went barefoot, like field hands – only the butler would wear shoes and stockings.70 On average, each Great House in the slave empire had at least twenty enslaved servants, including a butler, footmen, coachmen and grooms, cooks, storekeepers, house cleaners, washerwomen, seamstresses, nurses and other staff.71

White women in the slave empire shared some of the fruits of slaveholding power. In the writings of male slaveholders, white women are often entirely absent. In Britain, and especially in the plays and novels featuring wealthy ‘West Indian’ stock characters, the Caribbean often appeared as a happy hunting ground for women hoping to marry rich. In the opening scene of a play based loosely on Aphra Behn’s novel Oroonoko, popular on London stages in the first third of the eighteenth century, a white British lady in the Caribbean describes the colonies as a place where husbands grow ‘as thick as Oranges, ripening one under another’. She urges her sister to spread her ‘Apron in expectation, and one of ’em will fall into your Lap at last’.72 In popular culture, the slave empire was a place where ambitious men could make their fortune, and where ambitious women could marry well and then return to Britain. Many British and colonial women claimed enslaved people as property – some inherited their claims, and others purchased them directly. In martial, stridently male planter society, claiming enslaved people as property gave women a share in the ill-gotten liberty of the slave empire.73

White colonial society was small, incestuous and paranoid. One jaundiced visitor remembered planter hospitality ‘as spitefully courteous and provokingly civil’. The visitor, the antislavery magistrate Richard Madden, imagined a scene of white planters going to bed with a chorus of reminders of the biological torments of the tropics on white bodies: ‘Good night, Mrs. Mac – ! I hope the mosquitos will not quite devour you! . . . Soft repose to you, Doctor – roasted pigeons and crude prawns! – horrible concatenation of ideas for a man of a weak stomach! – I hope we see you in the morning! Good night, Captain D – , I hope there is no truth in that report in the papers, of three cases of spontaneous combustion last week arising from the excessive heat.’ Madden even wrote a little poem about the gastric consequences of the heavy food and endless drink of planter parties, describing the moment, after all the candles had been snuffed, ‘And Indigestion has unfurl’d / Her flag o’er half the white-faced world’.74

Prominent slaveholders, surrounded by enslaved people and able to prey on enslaved women, sometimes indulged in the fantasy that they and the people they exploited and often raped, sometimes over months or years, were their family and children. Bryan Edwards wanted to be interred in a fragrant grove of allspice trees on one of his estates that the enslaved people he claimed to own used as a burial ground. He even built a fence around the grove and had an inscription posted at the gate at the entrance: ‘Stranger! Who’er thou art, with reverence tread, / Lo! These, the silent mansions of the dead! / His life of labour o’er, the wearied slave, / Here finds, at length, soft quiet in the grave.’75

The many children of African and African-descended women and white slaveholders, coupled with the colonies’ rigid racial lines, inspired a complicated hierarchy of skin colour and freedom. Different European empires had different ideas of who counted as ‘white’. In the Dutch empire, a single drop of African blood made a person Black in perpetuity. In the Spanish empire, an entire genre of decorative art depicted identities based on complex titrations of European, African and Indigenous blood. The child of a European and an Indigenous person was mestizo; the child of an African and European was a mulato; the child of a mulato and a European was a morisco, and so on. The French empire borrowed the language of mulato: the child of a white Frenchman and an enslaved African woman was a mulâtre or mulâtresse. If an enslaved person had a child with a mulâtre, then their child was a quarteron; a person with one African great-grandparent was octaron. British slaveholders also used this language of ‘mulatto’, ‘quadroon’, ‘octaroon’ and so forth to indicate the relationship of a person to European ancestry. In the British West Indies, the child of four generations of white parents was usually considered to be legally white. In the contrived language of racial castes, a mulatto woman’s child with a European was a quadroon; his or her child with a white person was a mustee (from mestizo); his or her child with a white person was musteefino. The child of a musteefino and a white person could call themselves ‘English, free of taint’.76 The children of enslaved women and white men were enslaved, since slave laws stipulated that slavery was a status passed on from mother to child. But some slaveholders chose to free some or all of their children by enslaved women – particularly if the mother was light-skinned, and the babies could ‘pass’ as white. These children, particularly male children, might be educated in England – and join the planter class.

***

In 1808, an English artist named William Berryman arrived in Jamaica. We know little about Berryman, but we can guess that like many young Britons with ambition, he hoped that by crossing the Atlantic to the Caribbean he could return to open doors in Britain. Art historian Rachel Grace Newman has uncovered some evidence that Berryman hoped to court Edward Beeston Long, the son of the historian Edward Long, as his patron.77 Berryman intended to flatter planters in his paintings and sketches of plantation life, but some of the images capture moments of calm and quiet in the villages and homes of the enslaved. In one sketch, four enslaved people chat while leaning against a fence; in another, a driver stands on a chilly morning wrapped in a greatcoat, with his whip thrown over his shoulder; in another, chickens and pigs peck and root in the dust between two tidy thatched houses. Berryman was a voyeur in a world that enslaved people tried to keep secret.

Whites in the slave empire lived surrounded by enslaved people. In consequence, enslaved people knew a great deal about white society. It was a matter of survival, and a means of carving out moments of peace amid a system designed to exploit, torture and humiliate. White planters thought they knew a great deal about ‘the negro character’, but they also knew that allowing enslaved people a certain degree of secrecy and autonomy was essential to maintaining control of the slave empire.78

Few of the islands of the slave empire had a white population that came at all close to the size of the Black population. Enslaved people, consequently, were keenly aware of white social distinctions, and many carefully presented a façade of servility when they met with a white person. The special magistrate Robert Madden explained this ability to switch between voices and codes – to grovel with whites in public and plot their deaths in private. In public, a canny enslaved person might simper to his or her master, ‘Massa much too good to neger; what for neger wish him free? . . . Who care for Willyforce neger?’ when referring to rumours of antislavery and emancipation that arrived in the islands with every tide from the late eighteenth century on. ‘But no sooner does he get among his own people, than the tune is altered; the obsequious slave becomes the consequential man, impatient of all temporary restrictions on his liberty, and morbidly alive to every wrong.’79 This practice, sometimes known ‘Congo saw’ or ‘sweet mouth’ among enslaved people, was called ‘slack-jaw’ by planters, who were nonetheless easily susceptible to the flattery.80

As the historian and geographer Miles Ogborn has argued, slaveholders and enslaved people fought over language. Slaveholders restricted the spaces in which enslaved people were permitted to speak by barring the enslaved from giving evidence in courtrooms, from speaking at meetings of colonial legislatures and councils, by restricting opportunities for enslaved preachers to hold worship or give sermons. At the same time, plantations required collective labour. Enslaved people needed to communicate with overseers and with each other, to make the complex work of sugar production possible. The gulf between the silence that slaveholders demanded and the kinds of communication necessary for the functioning of the plantations made every verbal interaction between an enslaved person and a bookkeeper, overseer or planter complex and tense.81 ‘Sweet mouth’ was both a survival strategy and a satire on the pretensions of whites.

And yet, dissembling was perilous, and enslaved people spoke carefully. One Demerara merchant complained, ‘they usually make you put a question twice, in order to gain time for framing an answer such as they wish to give; they hold it no obligation to answer truly.’82 And whites constantly misread and misunderstood enslaved people. They saw conspiracy everywhere but were blind to everyday irony. For example, the manager of an Antiguan sugar estate recalled after emancipation that the enslaved people he commanded used to tell him that ‘Massa only want he little finger to touch God!’ The manager explained this remark to two curious American missionaries, claiming that enslaved people believed ‘their master was lower than God only by the length of his little finger’.83 The possibility that the enslaved had slyly mocked his pretensions to absolute power to his face never occurred to the former plantation manager, or to his white abolitionist audience.

Discipline on the plantations was maintained partly by the rhythm of work. Christmas and Easter brought celebration, but also tension, for planters and the enslaved. In good years for sugar yields, Christmas would fall during crop time, and so enslaved people would be exhausted, but also generally healthier. The Christmas holiday was one of the longest in the slave empire’s calendar. In Jamaica, Christmas was also the time for John Canoe and his mummers to pass through the slave quarters and towns. The parade included dance and ritualised combat between ‘red’ and ‘blue’ parties, as well as a parade led by men and women in costume. The name John Canoe came from a corruption of the name of a famous Akan warrior and merchant who overthrew the European masters of a slave fort and held it against a siege in the 1720s.84 Slaveholders breathed a sigh of relief when the enslaved returned to work after the feasts, parties and subtle subversions of Christmastime.

On the periphery of the overwhelming oppression of slavery, enslaved people carved out spaces for themselves away from the planters and white people, whom they called ‘buckra’. ‘The negro is jealously averse to “Buckra” curiosity,’ a Saint Vincent visitor commented, ‘and carefully shrouds these up, when at work, by closing his door, & windows.’85 The historian Stephanie Camp used the phrase ‘rival geography’ to describe the world of secret spaces that enslaved men and women meted out for themselves. In most of the slave empire, where enslaved people outnumbered whites by the rate of ten or twenty to one, even the most scrupulous overseer would be able to observe only a fraction of enslaved people’s working and family lives. Camp explained that slaveholders perceived the geography of plantations based on the fixed locations of fields and buildings – a ‘cane piece’ or sugarcane field here, a boiler there, the wharf at this point on the coast. By contrast, the enslaved based their rival geography on movement – a route from one place to another beyond the overseer’s sight, or secret channels of information between plantations.86

The enslaved on the sugar islands of the British slave empire stitched their rival geography at the fringes of the plantation. The large plantations of the Caribbean afforded surprising spaces for the enslaved to claim privacy. Planters wanted to maximise their sugar yield with large plantations and workforces. The larger the enslaved workforce, the more likely that enslaved people would be housed relatively far from the Great House and outbuildings. In North America, some planters had purposely built ‘negro houses’ within sight of slaveholders’ mansions, but in the British West Indies enslaved people built their own homes.87 Hence, although the ‘slave villages’ of the British slave empire that comprised the first hub of a rival geography could be destroyed, or searched, or relocated at the whim of the owner of the plantation, they offered at least limited space for private life. Where possible, the enslaved built their houses where they would be able to ‘give no white man admittance if they can possibly help it’, for example by building their settlements among fruit trees to keep the inner yards where people cooked and cleaned and socialised out of the view of white passers-by.88

In the villages there probably wasn’t a single model of enslaved family life. Some communities practised polygamy carried over with other cultural traditions from West Africa; others were monogamous. Some children were raised primarily by their parents, others primarily by the wider community. Relationships were clearly fragile. White supremacy weighed heavily on families. To slaveholders, the primary importance of the enslaved family was to produce a new generation of labourers. Fathers were written out of the records. In Demerara, for example, colonial laws passed in the 1820s banned family separations caused by slave sales but defined families as mothers and their children.89

The enslaved extended their family and communal connections beyond the world of the living. The slave empire was haunted. In the rainy season land crabs swarmed across many of the islands and enslaved people and poorer whites trapped them by the thousands for food, keeping them alive in old sugar casks for months. As burial grounds turned swampy, crabs would nibble at the corpses.90 In Jamaica, some enslaved people believed that the dead separated into two spirits. One spirit returned happy to the spirit world, back across the ocean to the world of the ancestors, while the other, the duppy, remained on earth, living in or near the grave of the dead person. Duppies were hungry ghosts, held in check by the free spirit of the dead person.91 What we can glean of the spiritual lives of enslaved people shows some of the deep existential preoccupations of enslaved life – the constant threat of hunger, the obscenity of unwillingly living an ocean away from the spirits of ancestors, the importance of the hidden in a world of constant surveillance and labour.

At some funerals of enslaved Jamaicans, pallbearers would consult with the corpse of the dead person, listening to his or her spirit as it guided them to the grave. If the death was suspicious, the corpse would lead mourners past the house and yard of the suspected murderer.92 Funerals attracted large crowds and planters frequently tweaked slave laws to restrict the size of night-time meetings among the enslaved. But in practice, enslaved people travelled from plantation to plantation at night, on errands and to visit friends and family.

In the Spanish and French empires, enslaved people were often required to convert to Catholicism, and religions such as Santería and Vodou emerged from the synthesis of West African religions with Catholic traditions and rituals. In the British slave empire most planters had no interest in converting enslaved people to Christianity. Some pious slaveholders employed a missionary on their estates, and Anglican priests ministered to the white community and to some enslaved people working in household service, but for the most part religious traditions carried over from West Africa persisted and prevailed among the enslaved.93 In the British Caribbean, many enslaved people participated, to some extent, in Obeah and Myal. Colonial legislators and executive councils passed laws forbidding both practices, but the kinds of things that lawmakers picked out as essential to the spirituality of the enslaved – curses and blessings associated with Obeah; rituals of dance and communion with spirits associated with Myal – were only the visible rites of a much larger system of belief.94 From plantation records we can only see the parts of spiritual life that made planters uncomfortable. Broadly, Obeah was concerned with rituals and spells between people; an Obeah-man or Obeah-woman would be hired to heal a family rift, bless a home or curse an enemy. Myal, in contrast, was mostly concerned with the relationship between living people and the worlds of the dead and the unseen. Obeah practitioners could enrage and control the duppies that haunted the slave empire; Myal practitioners could calm them, and restore balance to the living world.

The second hub of the rival geography was the ‘provision ground’. Like the slave villages, slaveholders anxious about their profits had also initially established provision grounds as a cost-saving measure. Although planters supplied enslaved people with rations of foodstuffs that had to be imported to the islands – things such as salted fish and certain kinds of flour – they expected enslaved people to grow or raise everything else that they ate. Consequently, slices of land – usually in remote corners of estates, on rocky or steep ground, or on land otherwise unsuitable for sugarcane – were allocated to enslaved people to grow provisions. In many colonies in the slave empire the provision grounds were fertile enough that enslaved people produced surpluses, which they sold in colonial markets. Provision grounds, which began as an expedient to save money on rations, came to feed both enslaved people and colonists. The provision grounds were often far from the centre of sugar estates, and the walk to and from the provision grounds, and the labour that enslaved people did while working their grounds, was largely unsupervised by whites.

Many enslaved people kept poultry, sheep and goats, for eggs, milk and meat both for their own families and for sale in Sunday markets. Tourists in Barbados described a country market with ‘sweet potatoes, yams, eddoes, Guinea and Indian corn’ available for sale, as well as ‘various fruits and berries, vegetables, nuts, cakes, bottled ginger beer and empty bottles, bundles of sugarcane, bundles of firewood’. Market women carried live chickens in small coops and whole plucked turkey carcasses on their heads. One woman held a squealing black piglet under her arm.95 In Barbados, most of the ginger raised for export was grown by enslaved people. The most successful enslaved ginger growers earned as much as £20 a year from selling their surplus crop.96

The provision grounds accentuated the perversity of the slave laws in Britain’s colonies. Enslaved people, legally speaking, did not have personality – they had no legal rights, since legally they were property. But in practice, enslaved people routinely had money and held property. Surplus crops from provision grounds were one source of cash; other enslaved people, especially tradespeople, did work for money outside of the work they were compelled to do for free. Slaveholders often hired out enslaved labourers to other whites and split the proceeds with the enslaved. People who were property by law owned property by custom. Enslaved people also informally passed on their possessions after they died, giving away their ‘money . . . hogs, poultry, furniture, cloaths, and other effects and acquisitions’ through a group of trusted kin. Even provision grounds were passed down by families and communities. By the late eighteenth century, planters were reluctant to move the location of provision grounds on a plantation put up for sale, considering it ‘the height of present imprudence, and consequent distress’ as the dispossessed enslaved would ‘pine away in secret’ and ‘neglect the cultivation of new lands’.97

While whites did most of their buying and selling with credit and bills of exchange, enslaved people used cash. In the 1770s some estimated that enslaved people held most of the copper coins in Jamaica, as well as about £10,440 of all the silver coins. In contrast, almost no copper circulated among whites, who held about £39,500 in silver specie.98

Some enslaved people had as much as £200 in property when they died and it was reported that few had less than £20.99 In one work song, recorded by a magistrate just after emancipation in Saint Vincent, formerly enslaved farmworkers sang of


Gold oh! Gold oh!

Gold am-ber gold oh!

Gold dé a me yard oh! . . .

Sell doubloon a joint oh

Fe me a gold no copper gold!



The song boasts about gold coins buried in the yard of a plantation village. The song says something about coins in the enslaved community; the singer has gold and can easily distinguish between it and cheaper copper fakes.100 As a planter speaking to West Indian slaveholders in London put it, ‘Every man, who knows the Negro character, knows that his propensity is to hoard and conceal his money.’101

Information about the white world circulated widely among the enslaved. Domestic servants passed overheard information from planters’ tables to the gangs. Enslaved people who accompanied white planters back to Britain returned with detailed information, which also spread readily. Literate enslaved people and poor whites read aloud from colonial newspapers in slave villages in exchange for coins or provisions. Information also spread between enslaved communities of the various sugar islands. Once again, planters’ single-minded fixation on profits opened a small, fragile, but real space for enslaved people to build and preserve their communities. Since slaveholders refused to invest in roads the smooth functioning of the sugar trade relied on coastal shipping. In turn, this required pilots and sailors with knowledge of the channels and reefs, and this coastal trade employed many enslaved and free people of African descent who conveyed news and gossip from one island to the next.102 Royal Navy ships seem to have routinely hired out the labour of enslaved sailors while on service in the Caribbean.103 The punishments for running away and the ubiquity of slavery in the Caribbean kept most enslaved sailors from disappearing – the relative autonomy of slavery at sea was, on balance, better than plantation work. Edward Long estimated that in 1773, 15 per cent of the entire enslaved population of Jamaica – more than 170,000 people – were ‘tradesmen, sailors, fishermen &c. in domestic employments’, and the proportion of enslaved sailors, longshoremen and other maritime trades was much higher on smaller islands. In 1765 on Nevis, 14 per cent of a total of the entire enslaved population of 8,837 people worked at sea.104

The port cities of the slave empire were hubs for the exchange of information from Britain and from other colonies, both within and outside the British empire. The cities also included substantial minorities of free people of colour. By 1788, 60 per cent of free people of colour in Jamaica lived in or near either Kingston or Spanish Town.105 In towns, enslaved workers usually found their own lodgings, and larger towns such as Falmouth, in north Jamaica, were built with ‘Negro rooms’ that could be used to lodge enslaved people. Some of these rooms were reserved for people the owner of the house claimed to own, but they were also rented out.106 The places where the plantations opened out to the wider empire were often the places where their hold was weakest.

***

The rival geographies of the plantation were not much in comparison with the weight of enslavement, but they were something – a place where the enslaved could build and protect a culture outside of white surveillance. In the fields, enslaved people pushed back against white power in subtle but persistent ways. Many readers might imagine that if they were in a position like that of an enslaved person, they would be the first to reach for the overseer’s gun and shoot him. But resisting slavery with violence was extremely dangerous. Planters punished major acts of rebellion with overwhelming force. True, planters were outnumbered, but in most colonies the militia could be mobilised fast and the British Army was a reliable source of well-armed and disciplined reinforcements. As the Coromantee rebellion in Barbados described at the start of this chapter shows, planters retaliated against rebels with public mutilations, burnings and hangings, and with private rapes and beatings. Moreover, leaders of slave rebellions in Britain’s colonies tended to be drawn from among the elite of the enslaved community; from among the drivers and skilled workers, the senior domestic staff and the ‘rangers’ who carried messages and materials from one plantation to another. Survival was exhausting and depleting, and the kinds of resistance available to most enslaved people was quiet – a gobbet of spit in a punch bowl, a collective – and deniable – slowdown in work, a song or a meal or a funeral at midnight, far from the Great House.

Enslaved people, like working people everywhere, could resist the demands of their masters with small acts of nearly invisible defiance, what anthropologist James Scott calls ‘the weapons of the weak’ – ‘foot dragging, dissimulation, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage, and so forth’.107 For example, planters could invest in improvements to the central sugar works and boiling house, but they had less power over the tools used in planting and cutting sugarcane, or in collecting and cleaning coffee beans. Enslaved workers used short sharp bills to cut and trim canes and seem to have refused the use of other implements – an enslaved cane-field worker used the same tools in 1831 as in 1631. A colonial official commented that ‘Nothing has been yet found so completely suited to the disposition of the Slaves, and at the same time so efficacious . . . as the Hand Hoe’.108 The advantage of the hand hoe over ploughs or animal-driven sowing and reaping equipment was that it allowed enslaved workers to set the pace of work.

While working, enslaved people often sang rhythmic work songs. There aren’t records of many of the songs sung in the sugar plantations of the British slave empire, but magistrate John Anderson heard this song in Saint Vincent:


Bell oh,

Bell oh,

Bell a ring a yard oh!

oh – Degay

Bell a ring a yard oh!

Baboon roll de drum oh,

Monkey rub de fid-dle

Oh

Bell a ring a yard oh.



The bell at the Great House has rung for breakfast, and Degay, the driver, should stop work. The verses were improvised by workers and wove in gossip, intrigue or subtle satires of the whites on the estate.

Another surviving verse, after Degay threatens the enslaved workers under his command with punishment, is intended to remind the driver of the difference in status between gang workers and drivers:


The one shirt I have

Rat-ta cut ahm

Same place him patch rat-ta

Cut ahm

Rain, rain oh!

Rain, rain oh!

Rain, rain oh fall down an’ wet me up.109



The singer explains that a rat has not only eaten a hole in his or her shirt but has also eaten through a patch sewed over the hole. None of this was the ringing of revolution, but it spoke to the wit and subtle, exhausted irony that gave enslaved people the strength to survive on the plantations of the slave empire.
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Haiti, America and the Rise of Antislavery

IN 1773, a short collection of verse, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral appeared in London. The author, Phillis Wheatley, had been born in West Africa and enslaved as child. She had been purchased by John Wheatley of Boston, the head of a cultured merchant family, to work as a domestic servant. We do not know the name her parents gave her. The people who claimed to own her in Massachusetts gave her their surname, and the Christian name ‘Phillis’ after the slave ship on which she had arrived. Phillis was brilliant. Her obvious gifts prompted the Wheatley family to arrange for tutors in Latin, Greek, and English – an exceptional education even for a well-to-do white woman in colonial New England. There were no plantations in Massachusetts. Enslaved people in the colony worked in a wide variety of occupations. The frontispiece to Poems, an etching of Phillis, in a bonnet, holding a quill and looking up as she composes, may have been drawn by the enslaved artist Scipio Moorhead. The volume is dedicated to him.

When the book was published, Phillis Wheatley was in England with John Wheatley’s son, Nathaniel. Despite the growing prosperity of the mainland American colonies, many colonists still looked to Britain for cultural cues. A book that made an impact in London would make its way to Philadelphia, Boston and New York; the opposite journey was less likely. The Wheatley family hoped to broadcast their progressive credentials beyond New England, to a wider imperial audience. Phillis Wheatley’s first collection of poems was printed in London; a shipment of copies went back to Boston.

In Britain, the legal status of enslaved people was changing. In 1772, an enslaved man named James Somerset – also purchased in Massachusetts – sued the man who claimed to own him, Charles Stewart, after Stewart tried to force him to return to the colonies to be sold. Somerset was freed. The court’s decision was technical and narrow, but the growing British antislavery movement declared victory. They argued that the decision had abolished slavery in Britain. It also added to a growing sense among some Britons that slavery was something that happened over there, that the colonies were the depraved seat of slaveholding and Britain the bastion of liberty.

So, when Phillis Wheatley visited England, the British public had an appetite for the idea that talented enslaved people could prove that they had ‘earned’ freedom in Britain. In the introduction to the book, eighteen leading Bostonians attested that the poems had been written by Phillis, ‘who was but a few Years since, brought an uncultivated Barbarian from Africa’. Poems was not an argument for mass emancipation. The overwhelmingly white reading public who bought the book saw it as evidence that Africans and Europeans had equal capacities and that with white assistance, talented dark-skinned people could prove themselves ‘ready’ to be emancipated. Wheatley duly manumitted Phillis shortly after publication.

Readers who bought Wheatley’s book in London might have told themselves how different they were from their colonial counterparts; how progressive and righteous. Distance made it easier to think that slavery was a colonial problem. One of Phillis Wheatley’s poems praised the Earl of Dartmouth, recently appointed Secretary of State for the Southern Department. Dartmouth’s new portfolio was a difficult one. The Thirteen Colonies of the North American mainland were restive, unhappy with what they argued was an overbearing imperial Parliament. Wheatley praised Dartmouth and prayed for peace in the British empire. ‘While in thine hand with pleasure we behold,’ she wrote, ‘The silken reins, and Freedom’s charms unfold.’ Under Dartmouth, she continued, the American colonies would no longer ‘dread the iron chain, / Which wanton Tyranny with lawless hand / Had made, and with it meant to enslave the land.’ The American patriots had long been in the habit of referring to their position as ‘slavery’. In Common Sense, Thomas Paine complained, ‘We may be as effectually enslaved by the want of laws in America, as by submitting to laws made for us in England.’1 This was an irony to which Wheatley was keenly alert. ‘I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate,’ she began:


Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat:

. . . Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d

That from a father seiz’d his babe belov’d:

Such, such my case. And can I then but pray

Others may never feel tyrannic sway?2



What painful dissonance Phillis Wheatley must have felt, caught between the unhealed wound of enslavement and a tormented gratitude to the people who had enslaved her, but who had also encouraged her to read and to write, and who happened to live in New England, far from the plantations of the South and the Caribbean. White American colonists were taxed by Britain and called it slavery, an insult – but probably not a surprise – to the enslaved who tended their fields and cleaned their homes.

Wheatley’s presence in London was timely. By the 1770s American colonists had come to see themselves as inheritors of the spirit of liberty promised by the Glorious Revolution. Over the course of the eighteenth century, the growth of the slave empire had bound Caribbean slaveholders more tightly to Britain. In the American colonies, trade with the Caribbean had given impetus to a more diversified and resilient economy and a more defiantly libertarian politics. In 1783, American independence, secured by the Treaty of Paris that ended the Revolutionary War, cut the slave empire in half. The American Revolution showcased the strength of the mainland colonists, and exposed the weakness of their Caribbean counterparts. And yet, the contradictions of the ‘free’ United States, where nearly one out of every five Americans was enslaved, sharpened critiques of ‘British liberty’. The revolution was an opportunity to remake the British empire, without slavery. Whatever freedom looked like, activists argued, it would have to be tightly controlled from the centre.

Six years later, the French Revolution shook Europe, and in 1791 enslaved people in Saint-Domingue – later Haiti – rose in rebellion. Haitian rebels defeated armies sent by France, Spain and Britain, and drove slaveholders into exile. In 1804, the Republic of Haiti declared its independence. The Haitian Revolution shocked Europe and transformed the Caribbean. In Britain, slaveholders claimed the revolution was proof that emancipation would mean apocalypse in the sugar islands. Over time, antislavery activists soothed their anxieties about the Haitian Revolution by rewriting the history of the insurrection as a tale of French greed, rather than Haitian courage. Ironically, for British abolitionists, revolutionary antislavery in Haiti confirmed that any path to emancipation in the British empire would be gradual – guided and controlled by white activists and officials. Anti-imperial violence made British antislavery more focused on imperial control.

***

In 1760, George III became King of Great Britain. His great-grandfather George I and his grandfather George II had both been born in Germany. George I’s main qualification to rule Britain had been his Protestantism, and neither he nor his successor had much interest in British affairs. They were content to leave most of the business of government to trusted Whigs in Parliament such as Robert Walpole, who most historians consider to be Britain’s first Prime Minister. George III was different. He wanted a more active role in politics. His father, Frederick Lewis, Prince of Wales, had cultivated friendships with Whigs and Tories, who had been banned from public office for nearly fifty years. George permitted Tories to come in from the cold, which did not endear him to many of his subjects, who still associated the old Tory families with sedition and Jacobitism – support for the Stuarts in exile in France. George’s piety, devotion to his growing family, patronage of the arts and architecture, and homely interest in agriculture, however, began to endear him to some of his more critical subjects. But ‘Farmer George’ was passionate about one issue that put him at odds with many Britons, and especially Whigs: the relationship between Britain and its colonies.

The wars for the slave empire had been very expensive, but they had made both Britain and the mainland colonies stronger and more confident. After 1763, with victory in the Seven Years’ War, and France and Spain driven to the margins of North America, the British colonies were more secure than ever. Many Whigs in Britain agreed. They admired the commercial success of white American colonists and respected the libertarian streak in colonial politics and religion. Parliament, led by William Pitt the Elder, had borrowed to pay for the war, and had been rewarded with a famous victory. Government debt buoyed up British financial markets. The government was unlikely ever to pay its creditors fully, but it was even more unlikely to default, which made government bonds a stable asset for many banks and wealthy Britons. The massive mobilisation of the war had also strengthened Britain’s capacity to govern, at home and in the empire. In the first half of the eighteenth century, mainland North American colonies had thrived partly because Britain didn’t bother to collect all the taxes owed on colonial trade. After the Seven Years’ War, the mainland colonies began to appear to a better-trained and more exacting body of customs officials as places where, for generations, Britain had been leaving money on the table.3 The mainland colonies also seemed suspiciously unpatriotic. They carried on a lively trade in smuggled and semi-legal products to and from the French and Spanish slave empires. Eric Williams aptly described that ‘lawlessness was erected into a cardinal virtue of American economic practice’.4 As British politicians looked over the national balance sheet after 1763, they resolved to collect more revenue from the colonies.

Imperial trade entangled Britain and the Caribbean colonies. Politically, however, the slave empire was loose. The principle of ‘British liberty’ made taxation by Parliament of self-governing colonies suspect. But after 1763, British politicians were more confident. The British state was more capable of enforcing its laws. Britain needed tax money to cover its growing expenses and its war debts. For George III, however, colonial revenue was more than a question of regulation or fiscal policy. It was a matter of imperial honour. The independence of the colonial legislatures was an insult to the British constitution as he understood it. The colonies existed by royal charter, he argued, so they ought to contribute not only to their own defence but also to Britain’s. In the 1760s, Parliament passed a series of laws designed to raise imperial revenue from colonial produce. The Sugar Act of 1764 cut duties on molasses in half but called for stricter enforcement in colonial ports. Customs officers became hated figures in the colonies. The Stamp Act of 1765 required that colonial publishers print books and newspapers only on paper stamped in Britain, and paid for only in pounds sterling, not in colonial money.

As Britain scrutinised and tried to control and regulate the freewheeling commerce of the slave empire, the territorial gains won in the Seven Years’ War also became contentious. In 1763, a Royal Proclamation issued by Britain declared that land taken from France west of the Appalachian Mountains and south of New France would be an ‘Indian Reserve’, for Britain’s Indigenous allies. The former Spanish colonies in the south-east were divided into two new territories, West and East Florida. American colonists were furious. Many believed that their military service had earned them the ‘right’ to the land. The American colonies had promised poorer Britons the possibility of a homestead on the frontier of white settlement, and a share of British liberty. As colonial populations grew and the supply of land diminished near the coast, the apparently endless lands of the west promised independence to settlers and political peace to existing colonists. (Indigenous groups in North America today argue that the Royal Proclamation, which has never been repealed, still binds the United States and Canada to balance the rights and shared interests of Indigenous people and settlers west of Appalachia.) The Royal Proclamation was another way for Britain to declare that it planned to reassert primacy over the empire. The Proclamation positioned Britain as an arbiter and a moral authority over colonies that had once been permitted to do as they pleased. It declared that Britain had a responsibility as the imperial centre to protect nonwhite people from white colonists, as well as a right to change the structure of the empire without seeking consent from colonists.

In 1773 Britain passed the Tea Act, which gave the East India Company the right to sell tea from China in the North American colonies without paying colonial taxes. To protest the Act, colonists destroyed a shipment of tea in what became known as the ‘Boston Tea Party’. In response, Britain closed the port of Boston and passed punitive legislation to humiliate the Massachusetts colonists, altering the colonial charter and requiring colonists to billet British soldiers. Parliament also passed the Quebec Act, which expanded the Province of Quebec, a British territory established by the Royal Proclamation, south into what is now the American Midwest. The Act restored and protected French civil law in the province and allowed the Catholic Church to take an active hand in government and to claim tithes from French Canadian colonists. To American colonists and to many Britons this was a betrayal. French Catholicism was the opposite of British liberty; even if Catholicism had to be tolerated in Quebec, why did it need to be promoted?

These ‘Intolerable Acts’ turned resentment into rebellion. In 1775, near the inland Massachusetts towns of Lexington and Concord, and at Bunker Hill in the town of Charlestown, overlooking Boston Harbour, the American Revolutionary War began. In 1776, the Continental Congress, composed of delegates from all the American colonies, issued a Declaration of Independence.

This war transformed the slave empire, in many respects. The American Revolution exposed the dependence of the Caribbean colonies on supplies from the North American colonies. In 1774, the Continental Congress closed American ports to imports from the British West Indies and slaveholders were soon losing money by the fistful.5 The smaller islands, which had prospered as clearinghouses for goods headed to the markets of the Thirteen Colonies, never recovered. In Grenada, exports fell from £600,000 in 1776 to £331,000 in 1831.6 But injuries to slaveholders’ bottom line was nothing in comparison to the suffering of the enslaved, who starved. In Jamaica, bad hurricane seasons compounded shortages in the supply of provisions from America, leading to a famine that killed an estimated 15,000 enslaved people. In Barbados, the enslaved population fell from 68,548 in 1773 to 57,434 in 1783.7

The British sugar islands needed the Americans, but the Americans, it turned out, did not need the sugar islands.

Many British planters may have fantasised about joining the American cause. After all, they also resented Britain’s claims to be able to legislate on their behalf. The governors of the tiny Dutch colony of Sint Eustatius fired guns saluting the American flag, audible in nearby Saint Kitts. But the planters still needed access to Britain’s markets. By the mid-eighteenth century, France’s sugar colonies were producing more and higher-quality sugar than Britain’s. Without support from London, British sugar planters would be ruined by their competitors.

Meanwhile, enslaved people in the colonies, alert to dissension among the whites who claimed to own them, seem to have pressed their advantage. In 1776, in Basseterre, Saint Kitts, a huge suspected arson fire destroyed more than £200,000 worth of property. Rumours circulated of conspiracies in Barbados, Antigua and Montserrat; Maroon communities in Grenada raided plantations. The sugar islands contended with the threat of slave revolt and, equally, the threat posed by American warships. American privateers stalked the channels between the islands and attacked the Bahamas and Tobago. In 1776, Britain began organising convoys to protect merchant ships sailing to and from the slave empire. The convoys grew to as many as 350 vessels and caused traffic jams in the Thames when they arrived in Britain.8

The loss of America had been unthinkable, but it proved tolerable. The prospect of also losing the Caribbean colonies was not. In 1781, as Lord Cornwallis, one of Britain’s highest-ranking generals, surrendered to American and French forces at Yorktown, Virginia, the war continued in the sugar islands. America’s European allies, France and Spain, hoped to parlay American victory on the mainland into conquest in the Caribbean. America’s French allies reconquered Dominica in 1778 and Saint Vincent in 1779.

But where Britain’s forces on land were exhausted and outflanked, the Royal Navy remained one of the most powerful weapons of the eighteenth century. In 1781, Admiral George Rodney led a fleet against Sint Eustatius, and the island surrendered on 3 February. Rodney then scandalised the empire by permitting the sailors, marines and soldiers under his command to sack the island. In London, Edmund Burke prepared an official case against Rodney for impeachment, but from 9 to 12 April 1782, off the coast of Dominica, Rodney led the Royal Navy to a crushing victory over the French at the Battles of the Saintes. His fleet captured four French warships, sank another and took nearly 5,000 prisoners. The victory cut off a planned French invasion of Jamaica.9 Grateful colonists built an enormous memorial in Spanish Town, what Maya Jasanoff calls ‘the greatest victory monument of the war’.10 Britain lost America but won the war for the sugar islands.

The mortality rates of European soldiers in the Caribbean were astounding. During the Revolutionary War more than 3,500 soldiers died in Jamaica, where no battles of any kind took place. The 78th Regiment, for example, had 1,008 men in 1779, but only eighteen remained alive in 1783. For the enslaved, the war also was a grim engine for change and, for some, a narrow path to greater freedom. After the fall of Dominica, enslaved people were conscripted into military service, building fortifications in Jamaica, standing guard over military bases and temporary defences in Saint Kitts. In 1778, Britain formed a regiment of free people of colour. At first, planters were furious. In the Leeward Islands, planters protested vehemently the exchange of freedom for military service, complaining that Britain, ‘by giving Negroes an establishment as Soldiers, they would be taught to consider themselves as equal, while they are effectively superior to the Whites as well from their Military discipline and skill, as from their Numbers’.11 The threat of French invasion changed their minds, and Barbados, Saint Kitts and Antigua all passed laws that put at least some of the enslaved population under arms, and conscripted others to leave the plantations and work on fortifications in the cities and towns.12

As enslaved people entered military service, discomfiting slaveholders, the war also created new possibilities for enslaved people to escape from slavery. In the Caribbean, the Royal Navy’s desperate need for manpower allowed enslaved mariners to escape to freedom. In Antigua, for example, enslaved sailors often fled into the Royal Navy base at English Harbour. Once they were enlisted, Navy officers refused to return them to the plantations.13 In 1775, John Murray, the 4th Earl of Dunmore and the British-appointed Governor of Virginia, declared martial law in the colony and offered freedom to any enslaved person belonging to a rebel who would agree to join British forces. Between 800 and 2,000 enslaved people heard the proclamation and took their chances. They were formed into a unit called Dunmore’s Ethiopian Regiment and fought in the Battle of Great Bridge on 9 December 1775. In 1779, General Sir Henry Clinton issued another proclamation from Philipsburg in Westchester County, near the British stronghold of New York City, that declared every enslaved person claimed by an American rebel to be free. Many thousands of enslaved people fled to British lines – so many in some places that British officers forced some to return to the plantations. At the end of the war, as British forces evacuated from New York, about 3,000 Black Americans were relocated to Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. Brigadier-General Samuel Birch and Major-General Guy Carleton, the Irish-born former Governor of Quebec, arranged to record the names of the 3,000 ‘Black Loyalists’ in a ledger labelled ‘Book of Negroes’.14

The war also led to a mass emancipation in the United States. Before the revolution, nearly every Black person in the mainland colonies had been enslaved; in 1783, nearly 60,000 Black Americans were free. In New England, the under-manned naval forces of Connecticut and Massachusetts enlisted every sailor they could, regardless of their legal status. Some Black sailors had been born free; others had been enslaved but established de facto freedom under the fog of war.15 Freedom through military service had limits. In 1777, William Howe expelled all ‘Negroes, Mollattoes, and other Improper Persons’ from the Loyalist regiments of New York. General Cornwallis expelled more than 2,000 Black Americans from his camp at Yorktown in 1782, leaving them exposed to re-enslavement and punishment in Virginia. Finally, Britain never offered freedom to enslaved people claimed by American settlers who remained loyal to the Crown. The ‘Black Loyalists’ were outnumbered by the tens of thousands of white American colonists who Britain protected after 1783. But the fact remained that 3,000 enslaved people had been emancipated as a consequence of British policy.16 Freedom, once granted, was difficult to rescind.

The American Revolution also brought more people of African descent from the Americas to Britain. Darker-skinned people became a more common sight on the streets of cities outside of London and the other major ports. As the African-born British abolitionist Ottobah Cugoano wrote, ‘A burnt child dreads the fire . . . some of them, by various services either to the public or to individuals, as more particularly in the course of last war, have gotten their liberty again in this free country.’17

Military service, mass emancipation, the churning chaos of war and the rhetoric of liberty all added momentum to a growing movement against slavery.

***

In the new United States, some American statesmen were wise and self-aware enough to recognise that slavery was irreconcilable with the principles of the Constitution. Thomas Jefferson argued that slavery defaced the republic. He understood his own hypocrisy. ‘The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most boisterous passions,’ he wrote, a relationship that produced ‘the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and degrading submissions on the other’. Jefferson, however, did not offer freedom even to the enslaved people he claimed to own. Sally Hemings, Jefferson’s mistress, and the mother of six of his children, remained enslaved her entire life.

Jefferson understood that slavery might threaten the unity of the United States. ‘I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just’, Jefferson wrote, imagining the world turned upside down at Monticello, his mansion in the Virginia piedmont.18 Throughout his life he weighed different possible schemes for ending slavery, both in Virginia and in the wider republic. At times, he supported the relocation of free Black Americans out of Virginia and the United States – to Africa, to the Caribbean; anywhere but the land of the free. At other times, he supported ‘diffusing’ slavery by distributing enslaved people from the South across all the United States, to make emancipation easier to accomplish. In 1784, he proposed abolishing slavery in the western territories of the United States after 1800.

Although he understood the moral necessity of abolishing slavery, Jefferson did not have the courage to resolve his hypocrisies. He could not imagine ending slavery without upending the world he had helped to build. He hoped that white settlers could eventually crowd out enslaved people, and that slavery might slowly wither away. In the Constitution, the United States vowed to ban the slave trade in 1808, to give the states time to adjust.

Jefferson did not speak for all slaveholders, even in Virginia. The tension between American slavery and American freedom was no obstacle to the expansion of forced labour in the United States. Despite Jefferson’s hopeful predictions, the enslaved population of the United States continued to grow, even as the slave trade to American ports faded. Traditionally, historians argued that Eli Whitney’s improved cotton gin, which separated cotton seeds from cotton fibres, led to a surge in cotton planting – and cotton profits. But the rise of American cotton was not a consequence of new technology. Rather, it was a response to rising British demand for raw cotton, especially in the 1790s, when the Haitian Revolution disrupted the supply of cotton from Saint-Domingue. Many other prototypes of the cotton gin competed with Whitney’s, including a model developed in the Bahamas.19 As demand for cotton exploded in industrialising Britain, American plantations seemed like the future, not the past.

Northern states followed through on some of the antislavery promises of the revolution. Pennsylvania, New York and then New Jersey introduced legislation designed gradually to emancipate enslaved people living in the states. Other states, including Massachusetts and Vermont, banned slavery outright. And yet, the 1787 Constitution of the United States, in Section 2, Article IV, bound the states – even where slavery was forbidden – to respect the principle that ‘No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof’, could escape to freedom in another state. This principle was made into federal law by the 1793 Fugitive Slave Act.

In response, Britain’s remaining North American colonies officially refused to return enslaved people who escaped into British territory to the United States. For example, as Loyalist slaveholders crossed the border into Upper Canada (present-day Ontario), John Simcoe, the Lieutenant-Governor, prohibited them from bringing enslaved people with them and emancipated all enslaved people born in Upper Canada when they turned twenty-five. Although the consequence of this new law was freedom – albeit limited – for enslaved Black Americans who could escape to Canada, Simcoe hoped to reinforce British sovereignty as much as to advance the antislavery cause.

As the Revolutionary War continued, many Britons grew weary of the fight. Many Whigs sympathised with the American colonists, who seemed to be the more authentic inheritors of the spirit of the Glorious Revolution. George III, however, feared that the revolution portended the loss of the entire empire. ‘If any one branch of the Empire is allowed to cast off its dependency,’ he wrote, ‘the others will infallibly follow the Example.’ While some British politicians saw the suffering of the sugar colonies when cut off from the American trade as evidence that they could never break their connection with Britain, George was convinced that they would follow the mainland to independence and begin a chain reaction. He worried that Ireland would rise in revolt and Britain would be left ‘a poor Island indeed’.

George III was wrong. The loss of the American colonies was only a temporary disruption to British trade. Unofficial trade continued, and was given official sanction by the Jay Treaty of 1794. Ironically, the loss of the American colonies strengthened British imperial hierarchy: The loss of the most politically independent colonies in the empire affirmed the dependence of the others, including the sugar islands. Historian Richard Drayton writes that the revolution convinced British leaders that ‘tropical colonies would not produce products, or political elites, which would challenge Britain’s’.20

The War of 1812 was, in part, a coda to the American Revolution. During the war with Napoleon, the Royal Navy continued to impress American sailors to serve on its warships, on the principle that naturalised American citizens remained British subjects. British warships harassed officially neutral American merchant vessels. The war also offered enslaved and free Black Americans another chance to escape from the United States. During the war, more than 4,000 people escaped from slavery and resettled in Canada, the largest mass emancipation of enslaved Americans until the Civil War. Indeed, in the third verse of his song ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, written in remembrance of the bombardment of Fort McHenry, in Baltimore, by British ships in 1814, Francis Scott Key gloried in the prospect of revenge on the Black sailors and soldiers who fled from slavery to join the Royal Navy and Royal Marines. ‘No refuge could save the hireling and slave,’ Key wrote in the now virtually forgotten third verse of the song that became the national anthem of the United States, ‘From the terror of flight, or the gloom of the grave.’21

The end of the American Revolution allowed Britons to reimagine the empire. The historian and slaveholder Bryan Edwards marked 1773 as the ‘meridian of . . . prosperity’ in the sugar islands, a moment when a combination of cheap American supplies and protected markets in Britain made planters envied men. To Edwards, the American Revolution was a tragedy, a ‘fatal and unnatural war’ that ended with ‘the dismemberment of the empire’.22 George III certainly agreed.

But in some ways, the loss of the American colonies made the British empire stronger. Britain lost little. The United States became the most popular destination for British emigrants and remained one of Britain’s most important trading partners. The American colonies, like the older Caribbean colonies, had enjoyed a long tradition of self-government. Like many of the sugar islands, they had thrived in the freewheeling slave empire of the first half of the eighteenth century. But by mid-century, the American colonies had outgrown their role as paddocks, wheat fields and fisheries to the sugar plantations. When the prosperous and independent colonies left, London suddenly had fewer rivals within the empire. Which raised an important question: was it within Britain’s power or interest to abolish slavery?

The American Revolution shaped the growing British antislavery movement. After Somerset’s case in 1772, many Britons were convinced that slavery had been wholly abolished in Britain itself. The loss of the American colonies broke off some of the most powerful and ‘respectable’ British slaveholders from the empire. The suffering of the sugar colonies revealed their dependence on Britain. Activists began to imagine that ending slavery might be accomplished through renewed imperial power. Since the Caribbean colonies depended on the mother country, they could be forced to give up enslaved labour. The American Revolution also made it possible for Britons to see slavery as a colonial problem, and not as a part of the foundation of British power. It allowed British antislavery to claim the high ground, and allowed many Britons to ignore how slavery had shaped not only colonial politics, but Britain itself.

***

One of the treasures in Montreal’s McCord Museum (founded from the collection of Scots-Canadian philanthropist David Ross McCord) is a 1786 painting by the French-Canadian artist François Malépart de Beaucourt. It was originally known in the collection as Portrait of a Negress and is now displayed as Portrait of a Haitian Woman. Beaucourt, born under French rule and trained in Bordeaux, seems to have lived in Saint-Domingue during the 1780s, when the colony was known as the ‘Queen of the Antilles’, with more than 4,500 plantations growing sugar, cotton and coffee, worked by more than 455,000 enslaved people and exporting more sugar and coffee than all of Britain’s colonies combined.23 The portrait depicts a beautiful dark-skinned woman who scholars believe was Marie-Thérèse-Zémire, one of two enslaved women claimed as property by Beaucourt’s wife. She looks at the viewer, a red and white scarf tied around her hair and bright gold rings in her ears. She wears a loose white blouse that exposes her right breast, and holds a basket of tropical fruit, including a large pineapple, the symbol of hospitality.24 The portrait shows the slaveholder fantasy that slavery could manifest a kind of love for the enslaved. In 1791, French slaveholders on Saint-Domingue had their illusions shattered. And, because the slave empire of the eighteenth century was never exclusively British, Spanish or French but instead overlapping and shifting, the shattering of the power of Saint-Domingue slaveholders drew Britain into the Haitian Revolution, and shaped the growing antislavery movement.

In 1790, a wealthy Saint-Domingue merchant named Vincent Ogé led a revolt of the gens de couleur, the free people of mixed European and African descent, who hoped to force the white planter upper class, known as the grands blancs, to amend the colony’s laws to give people of mixed descent more access to political power, in the spirit of the French Revolution. The rebellion was crushed and Ogé was tortured and executed. In August 1791, a Maroon leader and Vodou priest, known as Dutty Boukman, led a ritual at Bois Caïman, a forest near Cap-Français, the biggest settlement in the north of the colony. Enslaved and Maroon leaders resolved to overthrow the plantations and kill or expel the Europeans. Within a few weeks, more than 100,000 enslaved people had joined the revolt. By 1792, the rebels controlled most of the northern third of Saint-Domingue.

The era of the French Revolution was, as we will see, auspicious for the antislavery cause. In 1792, the British Parliament passed a motion declaring its intention gradually to abolish the slave trade. But opposition to the slave trade was not opposition to plantation slavery, and Saint-Domingue was too rich a prize to overlook. In 1793, William Pitt the Younger, Britain’s Prime Minister, saw an opportunity to seize the colony as a bargaining chip with revolutionary France and a source of revenue in wartime, and sent an expeditionary force to subdue the rebels. Nearly 30,000 British troops sailed for Saint-Domingue in more than 200 transport ships – at the time, it was the largest expeditionary force Britain had ever sent, anywhere. Since Saint-Domingue shared the island of Hispaniola with the Spanish colony of Santo Domingo, Spain also saw an opportunity and declared war.

In response, the National Assembly in Paris granted all free gens de couleur full political rights and sent 6,000 soldiers to defend the island, led by a new governor, Léger-Félicité Sonthonax. The enslaved rebels had already emancipated most of the colony’s enslaved inhabitants; Sonthonax officially declared emancipation in the north of the colony in August 1793, hoping to recruit the now battle-hardened rebels to expel the British and Spanish. In February 1794, as the revolt spread to enslaved people on Guadeloupe and Martinique, the National Assembly in Paris abolished slavery in all of France’s colonies, and granted citizenship and full constitutional rights to all emancipated people.

British, French and Spanish officers tried to recruit newly emancipated rebels to their flags, enlisting a group of skilled and inspirational Haitian military leaders to organise their armies. In May 1794, a talented general named Toussaint Louverture, who had been fighting for the Spanish, abruptly switched his allegiance to the French. A year later, Spain ceded Santo Domingo to the French. Meanwhile, yellow fever and malaria killed as many as 60 per cent of Britain’s expeditionary force. ‘They dropt like the leaves in autumn,’ an observer described, ‘until at length the garrison became so diminished and enfeebled, that deficiencies of the guards were oftentimes made up from convalescents, who were scarcely able to stand under their arms.’25

The Haitian general (and future President) Alexandre Pétion expelled what remained of Britain’s soldiers when they attempted to take Port-au-Prince, the colony’s southern port. An army led by Louverture attacked Britain’s stronghold, Fort Churchill, with a ferocity and professionalism that startled the British. In July 1797, John Simcoe – the man who had pushed through laws for gradual emancipation while serving as Lieutenant-Governor of Upper Canada – and Thomas Maitland, the commanders of the British forces, sailed to London to plead with Pitt to permit them to agree to sue for peace. In May 1798, as Toussaint and his army entered Port-au-Prince, the British fled. Maitland signed a secret treaty with Toussaint, and what remained of Britain’s army withdrew.

***

Britain considered it a necessity to recruit soldiers of African descent after the disastrous invasion of Saint-Domingue. It was not that Britain was unfamiliar with the perils of disease in wartime: only about 7 per cent of all Royal Navy sailors who died during the wars, from 1793 to 1815, died in combat. At the great battles of Austerlitz and Waterloo, under 10 per cent of all the casualties on both the French and Coalition sides were from fighting, rather than from disease.26 Nonetheless, the speed at which yellow fever swept through ships and armies made the fevers of the tropical Atlantic especially fearsome to white soldiers and sailors.27

From 1795 to 1797 leaders of British forces in the West Indies service claimed to be in deficit by 50,000 troops.28 Some white soldiers would mutiny rather than serve in the sugar islands. In September 1795, the 105th and 113th regiments rioted in Cork when they were ordered to the West Indies.29 In nascent Haiti, however, Black soldiers fought effectively on many different sides of the conflict and seemed to be less susceptible to yellow fever, perhaps because many had already survived the disease and acquired immunity. Soon, on 22 December 1794, Sir John Vaughan proposed to the Duke of Portland to create a thousand-man corps of ‘Blacks and Mulattoes’ raised by grants and gifts from the West Indian colonies and completed by enlisting free people of African descent with a bounty. From then on, British officials considered Black soldiers to be essential for tropical warfare.30

Until the abolition of the slave trade, the preferred policy for filling the ranks of British regiments destined for service in the Caribbean was the purchase of enslaved men in large numbers. Between 1795 and 1807, at least 19,000 enslaved people were purchased by British regiments for military service, roughly one of every ten enslaved people sold in the Caribbean colonies from 1795 to 1808.31 The British Army was willing to buy more slaves than any other single person or institution in the islands, and willing to spend £70 or more for a single enslaved man. This amounted to more than £900,000 in total, when white recruits could be trained and outfitted for a fifth of the price.32 By 1798, 6,000 Black soldiers, mostly enslaved, were on active duty, fighting for Britain in its Caribbean campaigns.33

The use of enslaved soldiers only underscored what had been obvious since the American Revolution: British slaveholders could protest against the use of enslaved soldiers, but they were in no position to dictate terms to Britain.

Toussaint Louverture soon consolidated power, crushing his rivals and conquering Spanish Santo Domingo. Although Saint-Domingue remained technically a French colony, Toussaint became its Governor-for-Life under a new constitution promulgated in 1801. The 1801 Constitution officially declared that ‘There cannot exist slaves on this territory, servitude is therein forever abolished. All men are born, live and die free and French.’

The new constitution declared not only that slavery was undesirable, or outdated, or doomed to wither away in time, but that it was impossible – a contradiction in terms, an abomination.

In France, Napoleon Bonaparte, who had overthrown the French government and declared himself First Consul in November 1799, vowed to humble Toussaint and bring Saint-Domingue back under control from Paris. In secret, Napoleon launched his own expeditionary force, led by his brother-in-law, Charles Leclerc. In 1802, he reinstated slavery in the French empire, shortly before Leclerc’s expedition was due to arrive on Saint-Domingue. The French invasion was met with stiff resistance. The reappearance of their common enemy also closed a rift between Toussaint and two rival Haitian generals, Alexandre Pétion and André Rigaud. Toussaint was captured, but his officers Henri Christophe and Jean-Jacques Dessalines used scorched-earth tactics to hold back the French forces. Yellow fever broke out among the European troops, killing thousands, including General Leclerc. Leclerc was succeeded by the Vicomte de Rochambeau, the son of a famous hero of the American Revolution, who waged a campaign of genocidal violence against darker-skinned people in the colony, ordering his troops to shoot ‘Africans’ on sight. Dessalines matched Rochambeau blow for blow. His troops killed every European they captured and mutilated the corpses. Britain, honouring its treaty with Toussaint, blockaded the few ports on the northern coast of Saint-Domingue still under French control. In 1803, Rochambeau surrendered, and on 1 January 1804, the Republic of Haiti declared independence.

The new state’s flag was two horizontal bands, blue on top and red on the bottom. According to legend, Dessalines had taken a French tricolour and torn out the white in the centre. The remaining blue symbolised the formerly enslaved; the red, the free gens de couleur. In a widely published proclamation, Dessalines declared that Haiti had matched French forces, ‘war for war, crime for crime, outrage for outrage; Yes, I have saved my country; I have avenged America.’ The massacre of the planters, he continued, would resolve conflicts between dark-skinned and lighter-skinned Haitians, ‘whom the refined duplicity of Europeans has for a long time endeavoured to divide’. And the revolution might be exported beyond Haiti – that is, if God were just. ‘Our daggers are sharpened; your punishment is ready! Sixty thousand men, equipped, inured to war, obedient to my orders, burn to offer a new sacrifice to the names of their assassinated brothers.’34

***

Haiti offered asylum to enslaved people who could reach its shores. The Haitian Revolution inaugurated an independent Haitian trade, which sent free Haitians on business around the Caribbean and encouraged enslaved sailors to desert to freedom.35 Enslaved people also escaped to Haiti by other means. For example, in the Bahamas in 1822, slaveholders complained that more than 100 enslaved men and women from the island of Grand Caicos had overwhelmed their drivers and overseers, taken their children with them, and stolen open boats to flee to Haiti. Once on land in the Black republic, any person of African descent was free and eligible for citizenship. It was Haitian policy never to permit the re-enslavement of Haitian citizens or refugees.36

Free Haiti was surrounded by enemies that refused to acknowledge its independence and plotted to strangle its trade and institutions. Early Haitian leaders, looking for security, hoped that the income from plantations worked by free citizens would shore up the country against its neighbours. The laws passed in Haiti to regulate plantation agriculture were a world apart from the slave codes of the Caribbean and the American South. Even Haitian laws, however, preserved distinctions in legal status and civil rights between the landlords who owned plantations and the free labourers who worked them. Under one title of the 1801 Constitution, what was then still known as Saint-Domingue was declared to be ‘essentiellement agricole’ – essentially agrarian or agricultural. The article also declared that every habitation or plantation ought to be considered ‘l’asile tranquille d’une active et constante famille’, literally ‘the asylum (or refuge) of an active and constant family’, with the landowner as father to all. The constitution divided plantation workers into cultivateurs (‘cultivators’) and ouvriers (‘tradesmen’), a division of labour that echoed the distinction between field workers and craftspeople under slavery. Article 16 affirmed that the cultivateurs and ouvriers were both entitled, as ‘members of the family’, to a proportion of the revenues of the plantations where they worked. The new law was revolutionary: under slavery, enslaved people had no right to any of the proceeds of the cash crops they tended. Article 16, however, also required that police keep cultivateurs from leaving the lands where they worked, in order to ensure that plantations kept up production of sugar, cotton, coffee and other crops. The Haitian revolutionaries were confounded by the problem of how to preserve freedom, as well as the new republic’s economy, without falling back on the traditions of plantation labour.

Ironically (as the next chapters explore in greater detail), the restrictive rural labour laws declared by Toussaint as Governor-for-Life, and confirmed and modified by subsequent governments in the first third of the nineteenth century, proved to be among the most attractive elements of the Haitian revolutionary programme to British antislavery leaders. The fears of British slaveholders were obvious: if the revolution spread to Britain’s colonies, they might lose their land, their income and possibly their lives. White British abolitionists had a more complicated relationship with Black freedom in Haiti. The successful abolition of slavery in the new nation was proof-of-concept that slavery could be overthrown. Many antislavery Britons, however, feared that if free Haiti ceased to produce cash crops, or if its formerly enslaved workers became peasant subsistence farmers, it would discredit the antislavery cause in Britain. Slavery had shaped the way even many ardent abolitionists understood race, labour and imperial political economy. Emancipation, in the British antislavery imagination, might only be said to have ‘worked’ if it preserved the British empire and profits of the plantations. For some abolitionists in Britain, plantation income was valuable in itself; they considered commerce to be generally a moral good. For others, sugar and coffee profits were less important to the health of the empire than regular, disciplined work and wages by freedpeople after emancipation. Many antislavery arguments banked on the idea that the abolition of slavery would be more profitable for the British empire and its landowning class, and that emancipation would reconcile formerly enslaved people to plantation labour. When they looked at the emerging Haitian republic, British antislavery leaders saw the policies that most flattered their own ideas of freedom and imperial control.

News of the Haitian Revolution spread quickly through the slave empire, both from reports in the colonial press that filtered out to the plantations and from word-of-mouth reports from enslaved ship captains, pilots and sailors. In his 1829 Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, the Black American abolitionist David Walker called Haiti ‘the glory of the blacks and terror of tyrants . . . enough to convince the most avaricious and stupid of wretches’ of the power that enslaved people, when unified, could wield. Walker rued Haiti’s official Catholicism and worried about its leaders’ tendency towards dictatorship and the nation’s vulnerability, as a free state in the heart of a slave empire; nevertheless, the ‘one thing which gives me joy is, that they are men who would be cut off to a man, before they would yield to the combined forces of the whole world’.37

The Haitian Revolution drew on the rhetoric and tactics of the French Revolution and combined the universalist principles of the European Enlightenment with West African and Afro-Caribbean political and spiritual traditions. It proved that armed rebellion could lead to freedom. Haiti was a lodestar to enslaved people throughout the Americas – the victor over France, Britain and Spain. But for Britons it was easier to imagine that the slave rebellion was essentially ‘French’.

In 1789, the French Revolution was welcome news to many of the same Britons who had celebrated the American Revolution. To some Whigs, France seemed finally to be following Britain’s example, re-enacting the Glorious Revolution by subordinating its monarchy to the new National Assembly. In summer and autumn 1792, the revolution accelerated. Citizens stormed royal palaces and assaulted clergy in the streets. The National Assembly convened a National Convention, stripping the Crown of its remaining powers. In January 1793, Louis XVI was executed by guillotine. In April 1793, after food riots, the convention created a Committee of Public Safety with wide powers to suspend the Declaration of the Rights of Man that had been the charter of the 1789 revolt. The ‘Reign of Terror’ that followed shocked even many sympathetic Britons. During the years of the Terror, Britain cracked down on any group that expressed sympathy with the revolutionary cause, suspending habeas corpus and arresting many working-class reformers. But anti-French enthusiasm was not contrived by the government and imposed on working Britons, or at least not exclusively. Throughout the country, poor Britons burned in effigy Thomas Paine, the American revolutionary and supporter of the French Revolution. In Montego Bay, Jamaica, figures of Paine and William Wilberforce were hung at a raucous celebration of the eleventh anniversary of the Battle of the Saintes.38 The conservative reformer Hannah More wrote short, simple pamphlets called Cheap Repository Tracts that urged loyalty to the Crown and Constitution. More sold close to 2 million copies between 1792 and 1796.39

War with France overshadowed the Haitian Revolution for many Britons. British slaveholders were happy to see their French rivals ruined, and British patriots were happy to see France lose its most valuable colony. While some noted that the rapid expansion of slavery and the slave trade that preceded the revolution had also taken place in the British slave empire, others took a more jingoistic position, arguing that the French slaveholders had been uniquely greedy, stupid and reckless. The abolitionist Thomas Clarkson blamed the revolution on the slave trade ‘and the cruel distinctions it occasioned’. The French Revolution could have been contained in the Caribbean, he argued, ‘if it had not been for the intrigues and injustice of the whites’.40 French planters, others argued, had imported too many enslaved people, too quickly. Anti-French arguments were always welcome. An Edinburgh Review essay blamed the revolution on the volume of the slave trade to Saint-Domingue, the ‘most cruel experiment that ever was tried upon human nature’. Under British supervision, the Review stressed, emancipation would not need to be revolutionary, or a shock to the constitutions of the ‘uncivilised’. Instead, Britain would bring enslaved people up through the various legal forms of serfdom that had existed in Anglo-Saxon and Norman England. ‘The mixture even of the races is a thing by no means impossible,’ the reviewer concluded, alluding to the Roman empire. Following Edward Gibbon’s influential History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, many educated Britons believed that slavery in Rome had crumbled only after Roman legions could no longer conquer new lands and enslave their captives. Instead, Gibbon argued, elites in Rome’s provinces became Roman citizens, married into Roman families, and created an ethnically mixed imperial ruling class.41

Reform that was too quick and too sudden, the planter Bryan Edwards wrote, would ignite ‘a consuming fire between the different classes of mankind, which nothing but human blood can extinguish’.42 France, both British abolitionists and slaveholders agreed, was no Rome.

The anthropologist and historian Michel-Rolph Trouillot argues that the Haitian Revolution was, in a sense, ‘unthinkable’ for Europeans. As he put it, even for the most egalitarian European, and perhaps even for Haitian elites who preserved in their constitution some of the hierarchies of the plantation system, there were ‘degrees of humanity’.43 Consequently, the Haitian Revolution influenced Britain in several ways. It strengthened the case being made in Britain for the abolition of the slave trade, while also confirming what most British abolitionists already believed – that emancipation would need to be gradual and slow, and that enslaved people would need to prove they were ‘ready’ for freedom before it could safely be granted to them. Slaveholders pointed to the massacre of white planters in 1804 as proof of ‘African’ barbarity. Abolitionists were also unsettled by the violence but found a way to deflect blame onto France. If freedpeople in the French empire were violent, abolitionists argued, they had learned it from the Jacobins. In short, the Haitian Revolution confirmed for many white British abolitionists that emancipation was necessary, but also that it would need to be slow. The Haitian Revolution had overthrown French planter society, some Britons argued, because France had refused to give quarter to antislavery. A slow and non-violent emancipation in Britain’s slave empire would be yet more proof of British superiority.

In the long term, the survival of the Republic of Haiti announced that plantation slavery could be overthrown in the Americas. But in the short term, British slaveholders were pleased with the immediate consequences of the revolution. Haitian independence weakened France’s slave empire, helping British slaveholders to recoup a share of the trade they had lost during the American Revolution. In Jamaica in 1791, at the beginning of the Haitian Revolution, Britons held £39 million in property, including about £12.5 million invested in the bodies of more than 250,000 enslaved people. And yet, more than 177 of about 1,400 plantations on the island had been sold to cover debts between 1772 and 1791; ninety-two had been repossessed by trustees or mortgagees; and fifty-five had been abandoned entirely.44 After 1804, British slaveholders were anxious about the possibility of slave rebellion on their plantations but were content that many of the fertile, technologically advanced and prosperous Saint-Domingue plantations had been destroyed in the revolution, and that so many French slaveholders had been either killed or exiled. As one writer commented, the revolution disrupted sugar exports. ‘Diminishing the supply of the article,’ the planter wrote, ‘whilst the demand for it was rapidly increasing, greatly inhanced its price in the general market, and promoted the extension of the culture of the cane in our possessions.’45 This extension of the ‘culture of the cane’ led to a sudden surge in the British slave trade and a surge in investment in land and sugar-processing technology.

After Cap-Français (now known as Cap-Haïtien) fell to rebel armies, French planters began to flee, taking with them any enslaved people whom they could force to accompany them. In 1793, twenty ships full of exiled slaveholders arrived in a single convoy in Norfolk, Virginia. By the end of the month, 137 ships had called. Exiles also arrived in Charleston, South Carolina; Baltimore, Maryland and other ports in the slaveholding parts of the United States. At first, states welcomed Saint-Domingue planters. Several states voted to create relief funds to help the exiles establish themselves. But by 1794, the mood had already soured. South Carolina banned enslaved and free black West Indians from entering the state, and other states passed temporary bans on the slave trade to keep out potential revolutionaries.46

In 1803, partly to pay for Leclerc’s expedition to subdue Saint-Domingue, Napoleon arranged for the sale of the French territory of Louisiana to the United States, for the bargain price of $15 million, a sum raised largely through loans arranged by a British firm operated by the Baring family, which would eventually be reconstituted as Barings Bank. French Louisiana was many times larger than present-day Louisiana, stretching as far north as southern Alberta and Saskatchewan, and including territory from the Rocky Mountains to the Mississippi River. Two cities that would become hubs of trade in slave-grown American cotton, New Orleans and Saint Louis, connected by the Mississippi River, became part of the United States. From Saint Louis, the ‘Gateway to the West’, white settlers arranged to purchase land seized from Native Americans, and outfitted expeditions to their newly stolen homesteads. The frontier of slavery and the frontier of settlement overlapped and reinforced each other. French slaveholders emigrated from Saint-Domingue to Louisiana, bringing with them their expertise in sugar and cotton cultivation. The last rump of the Spanish empire in North America, along the Gulf Coast in West Florida, and on the peninsula of East Florida, was isolated, with American territory on all sides. Soon, the new states of Louisiana, Alabama and Mississippi would secure the future for cotton slavery in the antebellum United States.

***

The American and Haitian revolutions unravelled some threads of Britain’s slave empire and wove new connections.

The emergence of the United States after the Revolutionary War left Britain’s sugar colonies more isolated, giving the growing antislavery movement hope that imperial authority could compel slaveholders to improve conditions for enslaved labourers, the first step on a long journey to emancipation. During the war, demand for soldiers and sailors had led to a mass emancipation on North American soil that would only be exceeded in the American Civil War. And yet, the Royal Navy’s victories over the French in the late years of what was otherwise a humiliating war reassured British colonists in the Caribbean that they were secure, and that British forces would protect them. The slaveholders of the United States continued to have common cause with slaveholders in Britain’s sugar islands. Despite posturing in favour of liberty, hundreds of thousands of Americans in the new country were enslaved. And although the US Constitution provided for the abolition of the American slave trade by 1808, cotton would found a new empire in the Mississippi Valley. Enslaved Black American workers would be to the nineteenth century what enslaved Black Caribbean workers had been to the eighteenth: the exploited labour force in the engine room of global capitalism.

To some British Whigs, the American Revolution seemed to demonstrate the strength, rather than the weakness, of imperial institutions. White American colonists were, after all, only following the script and principles of the Glorious Revolution. Many Britons hoped to emigrate to the United States, where land was cheaper and class distinctions more fragile.

The Haitian Revolution was more explosive. Haiti was something different: a repudiation of white power and Black slavery. Robin Blackburn writes that ‘Haiti had saved the honor of the New World revolutions’, coming closer to realising the universal rights proclaimed by American revolutionaries than American founders had ever done.47 Haiti was an island of Black freedom in a sea of white supremacy. The fall of Saint-Domingue, however, opened a space for other colonies, such as Cuba, to command the sugar supply. The flow of French slaveholders to the United States, especially to the new territory of Louisiana, brought sophisticated plantation techniques to new regions, expanding slavery’s footprint.

As a symbol, Haiti was incandescent. As a state, Haiti was isolated, harassed by France and threatened by the growing power of the United States.

***

As the next chapters will show, the leaders of the antislavery movement in Britain saw in the Haitian Revolution an example of how to govern a former slave colony after emancipation. Britons saw in Haiti not the triumph of its independence, but the laws put in place by the first generation of Haitian leaders to keep freedpeople working on sugar, coffee and cotton plantations. And as we will see, many British abolitionists saw in the American Revolution an opportunity to remake the empire. Unlike the former American colonies, the sugar islands depended on Britain for defence, and as a market for their products. The sugar islands, antislavery leaders argued, could be reformed from London.

If Toussaint Louverture and Dessalines could build a free Haiti, imagine what Wilberforce could do in Barbados or Jamaica.
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The British Conscience and Abolition of the Slave Trade

BURLINGTON, NEW JERSEY, a suburb of Philadelphia, was founded by Quaker immigrants exiled from England and Massachusetts in the late seventeenth century. On a Sunday in 1738, leading Quakers gathered in the Burlington Meeting House for their yearly meeting. The Meeting House was built on a hexagonal foundation, so that no worshipper could sit in either a position of authority or subordination. The building was sparely furnished but brightly lit, built of brick, with windows on nearly every wall. It sat back from the road, behind a wooden fence, surrounded by orchards.

The Quakers, or the Society of Friends, were one of many Christian sects that sprung up in the ferment of the English Civil War of the 1640s. As Cavaliers and Roundheads disembowelled one another, and as King Charles I was led to the chopping block, it seemed to many inhabitants of the British Isles that the world was ending. In the early 1650s, a young Englishman named George Fox saw a vision of a Christian community without a priesthood, in ‘holy conversation’ with the world. The Friends practised radical egalitarianism, using ‘thee’, the now-defunct informal English address, rather than the formal ‘you’, refusing to take oaths, and adhering to a code of pacifist non-violence. Their meetings began in silence, but any member of the congregation could rise and preach if the Spirit moved them.

On that Sunday, a man named Benjamin Lay rose. Lay was born in England in 1677 and had spent his early life as a sailor. In 1717, like many Britons in the era of the slave empire, he went looking for work in the West Indies. Unlike most Britons, he could not reconcile himself to plantation slavery. It disgusted him. In Barbados, he became so well-known for his belief in the sin of slavery and for his generosity that enslaved people would gather at his house on Sundays by the hundreds to hear him, and to eat a communal meal.

Lay left Barbados in 1731 and moved to Philadelphia. He stood 4 feet, 7 inches tall, roughly a foot shorter than the average mid-eighteenth-century European man. He had a hunched back, a barrel chest and very slender legs. He wore homespun, undyed clothes, and affected a long, untrimmed white beard. Lay was a well-known character in Philadelphia. He lived as a near-hermit in the countryside in a house that resembled a cave, drank no alcohol, tea or coffee, ate no meat and wore no leather. He often went barefoot. But antislavery was perhaps Lay’s most conspicuous eccentricity. Pennsylvania had no plantations on the Southern or Caribbean model, but there were many enslaved people in the colony. Philadelphia’s commercial and intellectual leadership among the cities and towns of mainland North America was built on its advantageous position as a hub for trade with England, the Caribbean and the mainland colonies of both the South and New England.

Before arriving at the Meeting House in Burlington, Lay had filled a sack with deep red pokeberry juice, squeezed from the grape-like fruits of the toxic pokeweed plant. He cut the pages of a large book, put on a military jacket and strapped a short sword to his hip. He then put on a shapeless greatcoat and tucked the book against his chest. He buttoned a single button and walked to the platform. He sat on the steps facing the silent worshipers. He rose and said, according to a later memoir of his life, ‘Oh all you negro masters, who are contentedly holding your fellow-creatures in a state of slavery during life . . . you must know that they are not made slaves by any direct law, but are held by an arbitrary and self-interested custom, in which you participate.’ He threw off his greatcoat, revealing his military get-up and hidden sword. ‘It would be justifiable in the sight of the Almighty,’ he declared, drawing the sword, ‘who beholds and respects all nations and colors of men with an equal regard, if you should thrust a sword through their hearts, as I do through this.’ He stabbed the hidden book covers, opening the bladder and soaking his shirt with red juice. He slumped to the floor. When the congregation realised that Lay had not committed suicide, but an act of political theatre, they dragged him out of the Meeting House. He refused to rise from his ‘death’ on the front steps until the meeting was over.1

The Quakers were among the first religious groups in either Britain or the colonies to condemn slavery officially. Activists such as Benjamin Lay spurred on more mainstream Quakers by confronting them with their own ethical inconsistencies. By the later eighteenth century, Friends on both sides of the Atlantic were forbidden from holding slaves, on pain of expulsion from the community. For his part, Lay’s antislavery was precocious and mystical. When he took the manuscript of his 1737 book, All Slave Keepers That Keep the Innocent in Bondage, Apostates to Benjamin Franklin’s printing house in Philadelphia, the papers were out of order and typesetters asked where to begin. Lay told them, ‘Never mind; at either end, or in the middle; it will bear itself out.’2 The book runs to nearly 300 pages and blends Quaker history, biblical exegesis, vivid evocations of hellfire, snippets of research on slavery and the slave trade, and bits of autobiography. It is an unwieldy mess but moments of righteousness shine through. ‘Now, dear Friends, behold a Mystery,’ Lay writes, of slaveholding ministers, ‘extraordinary devout and demure . . . these be the Men, and the Women too, for the Devil’s purpose, and are the choicest Treasure the Devil can or has to bring out of his Lazaretto, to establish Slave-keeping. By these Satan works Wonders many ways.’3

Benjamin Lay was ahead of his time. But he was not alone in finding a vein of antislavery conviction in the growing British empire of the eighteenth century. The abolition of the slave trade, in 1807, was not a bolt from the blue. The prosperity and expansion that slavery made possible in the British empire also helped to make antislavery a powerful force in British culture. But just as Lay’s All Slave Keepers had no clear beginning, middle or end, the roots of white antislavery are tangled and overlapping. Enlightenment political economy, Evangelical religion, imperial expansion and many other forces contributed to the formation of British antislavery. Although Benjamin Lay was far more radical than many of the people who followed him, by the end of the eighteenth century, antislavery was a popular cause.

***

Historians have argued for generations over the relationship between British antislavery as a popular movement and antislavery laws such as the 1807 Slave Trade Act, which abolished the British slave trade and banned other slave ships from British and colonial ports. Often, this debate has been about assigning guilt or innocence to abolitionists. The emancipation imagined in imperial legislation rarely looked much like the freedom enslaved people craved. Some historians take pains to tease apart popular and legislative antislavery. They assign authenticity to the former and a compromised, adumbrated status to the latter. But antislavery culture and legislation emerged from the same mix of colonial and commercial growth. The slave empire created some of the conditions for its own dismantling, but the imperial and commercial power that slavery had built for Britain proved impossible to abandon. Antislavery activists imagined an empire without slavery or the slave trade but could not imagine an empire without unchecked capital and subordinate African labour.

The end of the British slave trade in 1807 announced a new kind of British empire, one that would gradually replace domination through mass enslavement with domination through a hazy but potent concept: ‘British civilisation’.

***

The rise of the slave empire and the transformation of Britain in the late seventeenth century left many ordinary Britons unmoored and unsettled. Colonial trade brought money, but also dislocation; the consolidation of the Glorious Revolution ended the war between Parliament and Crown but confirmed the power of landlords and employers. A cultural movement, ‘politeness’, became a tonic against both the uncertainty and chaos of the age; British capitalism was lacerating, politeness was a balm.

Polite Britons cultivated wry, detached conversation and a carefully curated and dispassionate self-presentation. The Spectator, a periodical edited by Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, exemplified the movement. The magazine was published in 1711 and 1712 and briefly revived in 1714. In its pages, ‘Mr Spectator’ offered aphoristic accounts of British society, reviews of books and plays, and essays on the relationship between ancient and modern art and learning. Politeness finessed the exploitation of both enslaved Africans and poor Britons that made commercial prosperity possible, portraying commerce as a refined and mannered form of art, and nascent capitalism as a civilising influence. In the Spectator, the new London stock exchange became a temple of cosmopolitan good humour, a place where people from across Britain and Europe, ‘private men’ without titles, who in the middle ages might have been ‘Vassals of some powerful Baron’, were instead negotiating ‘like Princes, for greater Sums of Money than were formerly to be met with in the Royal Treasury!’ Trade, Mr Spectator commented, ‘without enlarging the British Territories, has given us a kind of additional Empire’.4

‘Commerce’ expanded beyond trade, truck and barter. To the polite, conversation was commerce in ideas; flirtation was commerce with potential romantic partners; religion was commerce with God. Stocks and bonds became the symbol of a new kind of genteel speculative wealth. The changing price of a stock could be portrayed as transparent and fair, a function of the disinterested will of the market rather than the caprice of an individual. In 1720, when the South Sea Company secretly manipulated the value of its shares to drive up its value – to finance, incidentally, a bid for the Spanish asiento slave-trading contract – the bubble that followed ruined many investors but did not dent British enthusiasm for trading in securities. ‘He who in buying, selling, lending,’ one essay in the Spectator concluded, ‘does much more good to Mankind, than any other Man’s Fortune without Commerce can possibly support.’ Stock trading and merchant banking acquired an ethical sheen, since ‘he who trades, besides giving the State some part of this sort of Credit he gives his Banker, may in all the Occurrences of his Life have his Eye upon removing Want from the Door of the Industrious, and defending the unhappy upright Man from Bankruptcy.’5

The profits of slavery and the slave trade were promiscuous in English, and later British, merchant houses. Investors in the slave trade, for example, usually had a broad portfolio of other investments. Putting capital behind a slave-ship voyage meant investing not only in the slave trade, but also in the trade in the British textiles, weapons and other finished goods that slave-ship captains exchanged for enslaved captives, and in the sugar, molasses and rum that a slave ship emptied of enslaved people often carried to the mainland American colonies. For example, the Bristol merchant Edward Colston began his career in the 1650s as an apprentice to the London Mercers’ Company, the guild of dealers in English wool and other textiles. In 1680 he joined the Royal African Company. He later inherited his brother Thomas’s shipping business, and then became a partner in a Bristol sugar refinery.

Colston became fabulously rich. In the later years of his long life, Colston gave a fortune to charitable causes, especially in Bristol. He endowed churches, almshouses and schools for the children of the city’s poorer citizens – although he insisted that only Anglicans, and not members of Bristol’s large Quaker community, receive the benefits. He served on the board of the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge, a prominent Anglican charity, and was eventually elected to Parliament. After his death in 1721, his birthday became an important date on the calendar for wealthy Bristolians, who observed the anniversary with fundraising dinners and parties.6 As one nineteenth-century admirer wrote, ‘His life had been one of almost spotless purity – of inexhaustible and untiring charity.’7

That ‘almost’ did heavy labour for Colston’s legacy. The funds he and his heirs distributed to charities and institutions in Bristol came both directly from slavery and indirectly from all the commercial and colonial adventures that slavery made possible. As a prominent philanthropist and well-known public figure, Colston represented what ‘commerce’ was supposed to bring to England (and, after 1707, to Britain): a more pious, literate and educated tone in public life and public institutions; a sense of responsibility among the wealthy for the welfare of the poor; a close relationship between capitalism and civic duty. Colonial trade was inextricable from plantation slavery and the slave trade. It was also a foundation of polite public life.8

By the later eighteenth century, belief in the civilising power of commerce was nearly universal, at least among what some called ‘the political nation’ – the legislators, merchants, civil servants and intellectuals with social standing enough to influence Parliament. But some Britons had their doubts. Charles Ignatius Sancho, the only known Briton of African heritage to have voted in eighteenth-century parliamentary elections, had been born on a slave ship and orphaned in the Spanish colony of New Grenada.9 As a toddler, Sancho was sold to a family in Greenwich, London, and escaped as a child to the household of the Duke of Montagu, an aristocrat well known as a patron of African-descended British subjects. Sancho was manumitted and became butler to Mary, Duchess of Montagu, the daughter of John Churchill, the 1st Duke of Marlborough. After her death, she left Sancho an annuity of £30, which he used to establish himself as a grocer. A musician, wit and gourmand, Sancho corresponded widely with prominent men and women in the Georgian art world.

Sancho endured the trauma of enslavement as a child and enjoyed the comforts of middle-class Britain as an adult. He had seen the violence colonial commerce could inflict but had also reaped its rewards. He was torn. To another African living in London he wrote, ‘see slavery, and the contempt of those very wretches who roll in affluence from our labours’. In another letter, he wrote that he was reluctant to attack Britain, a country where he had found freedom, education, friends and a career. And yet, he continued, Britain’s ‘conduct has been uniformly wicked in the East – West Indies – and even on the coast of Guinea’. He struggled to blame merchants personally for the horrors carried out in their interests. But he knew they had one goal: ‘money – money – money’.

Sancho struggled with an immanent contradiction within British antislavery. He recognised that the slave trade and plantation slavery made some Britons very rich. At bohemian parties, Sancho might have met cultivated absentee slaveholders, many of whom were sought-after patrons. He understood viscerally that the trade that had made them rich was evil. But like many of his fellow abolitionists, Sancho also believed that reformed commerce might be the antidote to the poison of slavery. Trade, he insisted, was ‘meant by the goodness of the Deity to diffuse the various goods of the earth into every part – to unite mankind in the blessed chains of brotherly love – society – and mutual dependence’. Christianity seemed like commerce’s natural partner, ‘a blessing to every shore it touched at’. And yet, in West Africa, ‘what Providence’ – the power of God to intervene in human affairs – ‘meant as a blessing’ had annihilated peaceful society. African kings, Sancho wrote, had been inflamed by liquor and money and goaded by European merchants, who sold them guns and horses. ‘It is a subject,’ he concluded, ‘that sours my blood.’10

The abolitionist and memoirist Olaudah Equiano agreed. Like Sancho, Equiano had been enslaved young; like Sancho, Equiano had found freedom and fame in Britain. Born in 1745 in Igboland, in what is now south-eastern Nigeria, he was tossed on the Atlantic as a child. Spared plantation labour, Equiano worked as a sailor in the Caribbean and learned to read and write. He endured the indignity of being sold many times, from Barbados to Virginia, given one name and then another. In Virginia he was known as ‘Jacob’; on a merchant ship sailing to Africa he was ‘Michael’. In 1754, he was sold to the captain of The Industrious Bee merchant ship, a Royal Navy veteran named Michael Henry Pascal, who named him ‘Gustavus Vassa’. At thirteen, Equiano watched British forces shell Louisbourg, the fortress that guarded the approach to the Gulf of Saint Lawrence and the Saint Lawrence River, the highway from the Atlantic into New France. A sailor showed Equiano what he said was the bloody hair and scalp of ‘an Indian king’, whose corpse had been mutilated. After the French surrender, the sight of the British fleet entering the harbour was, Equiano wrote, ‘the most beautiful procession on the water I ever saw’.

Equiano was sold on Montserrat, one of the smallest British sugar colonies, to Robert King, a Quaker merchant from Philadelphia. Equiano, a devout Evangelical, began to trade independently while he sailed around North America on King’s ships. In 1766, King allowed Equiano to purchase his own freedom, and offered Equiano partnership in his firm. Instead, Equiano sailed to England. From his base in London, he visited the Arctic on a voyage of exploration, and in 1776 he sailed from Cadiz with a wealthy inventor who hoped to start a plantation on the ‘Mosquito Shore’, the Caribbean coast of present-day Nicaragua and Honduras, named after the Miskito people. On the voyage over, Equiano badgered the son of a Miskito chieftain who had been taken to England, teaching him the English alphabet and reading aloud to him from the Bible. Equiano hoped to win a convert to Christianity. He was disappointed when ‘Satan at last got the upper hand’, and the man lost interest.

Equiano, like Ignatius Sancho, understood that as long as slavery existed, his freedom and comfort would be fragile. The regular shipping work that gave Equiano his living rested on plantations owned by slaveholders who would work him to death if they could. Black sailors in the Atlantic world, free or enslaved, were always at risk. After sailing to Central America, Equiano dropped off his cargo and headed for Jamaica, where he helped a would-be planter buy a crew of enslaved people from a slave ship. Equiano brought the enslaved workers back to the Mosquito Coast. It was a job. He thanked Providence that he was the captain of the ship, and not the cargo.

Equiano’s memoir, Interesting Narrative, is one-part sailor’s yarn, one-part abolitionist tract and one-part reflection on luck and Providence. Some historians argue that the Narrative is a pastiche, gathered from Equiano’s own experiences, well-known Evangelical tropes and anecdotes circulating among mariners, enslaved people, and abolitionists. Some have even argued that Equiano was born in South Carolina, not West Africa.11 Regardless, Equiano, like Sancho, imagined that the British empire could one day prosper by trading on equal terms with the rest of the world. Equiano insisted that after the end of the slave trade, Britain could build a new West Africa. In 1788, Equiano petitioned Queen Charlotte on behalf of ‘my African brethren’ for emancipation, ‘that they may be raised from the condition of brutes . . . to the rights and situation of freemen’. Equiano urged his readers to consider how the abolition of the slave trade and the end of slavery would open ‘the hidden treasures of centuries’ in West Africa to British merchants, giving ‘industry, enterprize, and mining . . . their full scope, proportionably as they civilize’.12 Yet brutality had allowed Britain to grow wealthier, more sophisticated and more self-conscious of its imperial power. What were the fruits of civilisation if those were its roots? Equiano looked to religion to close the divide. He had suffered on a slave ship but wrote that he felt ‘infinitely more than compensated by . . . knowledge of the Christian religion, and of a nation which, by its liberal sentiments, its humanity, the glorious freedom of its government, and its proficiency in arts and sciences, has exalted the dignity of human nature’. Providence was a strange thing, he reckoned. A British empire free of sin might be a mighty force for good.

Just as African-born British abolitionists such as Equiano and Sancho reflected on the possibility of a new British trade, leading political economists gave weight to the idea that slavery was unnatural commerce. In Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), Adam Smith tried to explain why people routinely do well by one another without a judge, temporal or divine, watching them. Morality, he argued, was a human sense; some actions simply feel wrong. In Wealth of Nations (1776), Smith added a mythic history of human economic life. He argued that trade and exchange were natural to human beings, and that trade had a natural tendency to become more complex. The best way to shepherd an economy, he argued, was to allow human nature to flourish. Slavery seemed to run against both these apparently universal laws.

In Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith speculated about how distance shaped morality. ‘The loss or gain of a very small interest of our own,’ he wrote, ‘excites a much more passionate joy or sorrow . . . than the greatest concern of another with whom we have no particular connexion.’ He asked readers to imagine that China had been swallowed up by an earthquake. Smith guessed that a ‘man of humanity’ or sensibility would express sorrow and reflect ‘on the precariousness of human life’. If he had business interests, he might speculate on how China’s annihilation would affect global trade. But then he’d go to bed as usual. ‘If he was to lose his little finger to-morrow, he would not sleep to-night,’ Smith noted, ‘but, provided he never saw them, he will snore with the most profound security over the ruin of a hundred millions of his brethren’. And yet, people routinely overcame this myopia. Why? Smith posited that every human being has a conscience: ‘Reason, principle . . . the inhabitant of the breast, the man within, the great judge and arbiter of our conduct.’13 Like the more famous and widely misunderstood concept of ‘the invisible hand’, the ‘man within’ is a metaphor for a social phenomenon. Markets do not have hands, but the collective action of people trading freely might make it seem as though they do. Human beings do not have ‘men within’, but we do have an instinctive regard for other human beings.

Antislavery Britons often referred to trade with West Africa that did not involve enslaved people as ‘legitimate commerce’. After the end of the slave trade, promoting ‘legitimate commerce’ would become a theme in Britain’s colonial policy in Africa, and sometimes a bludgeon in the hands of imperial administrators. In the eighteenth century, ‘commerce’, for Smith – and for many other British writers – was much more than buying and selling. It was the constant conversation and reciprocity that defined peaceful sociability. The ‘politeness’ of the early century had papered over the rough-and-tumble precarity of life in Britain by praising the art of witty reciprocal exchange, and became a belief in the power of capital to teach and heal the world.

***

Smith, Equiano and Sancho’s optimism reflected a wider cultural movement. In the second half of the eighteenth century, the feeling that European science, government and commerce were accelerating provoked a widespread spirit of inquiry, experiment and speculation that some self-consciously called ‘Enlightenment’. In Britain, particularly in the intellectual culture of Scotland’s ancient universities, empire came under new scrutiny. The tension between ‘British liberty’ and slavery became more acute. Political philosophers and historians examined the history of slavery in ancient Rome and speculated about the phases of development that Britain had passed through on its journey to global power. Some thinkers, interested in the idea of liberty in public life and in the rule of law, began to argue that slavery was politically toxic. To enslave someone was to deny them political and moral agency; to build an empire on slavery would stifle growth and prosperity. Other intellectuals began to reflect on and analyse features of political and cultural life that distinguished the ‘civilised’ from the ‘uncivilised’.

As Enlightenment gained momentum in Britain, literacy rose from about 10 per cent in 1500 to about 60 per cent by 1750; among women, the rate rose from 1 per cent to more than 40 per cent. Although wealth was the best predictor of literacy, poorer Britons in retail trades were also likely to be able to read, including an estimated 95 per cent of shopkeepers by 1775.14 A larger market of readers led to new books, periodicals and newspapers that brought the world to Britain. Captain Cook’s journals were bestsellers, part of a glut of travel writing published in the second half of the eighteenth century.

Books such as Ignatius Sancho’s Letters (1782) and Equiano’s Interesting Narrative (1789) were read by a public eager for examples, such as poet Phillis Wheatley had provided, of cultural and intellectual achievement by people of African descent. But the ‘equality’ that these comparisons were intended to confirm was a racist construction, shaped by Europe’s growing colonial and imperial power. European Enlightenment culture became the yardstick by which all other societies would be measured. Black British intellectuals laboured under these comparisons, and under constraints imposed on their work by white patrons. Equiano, for example, must have been keenly aware of the prejudices and desires of the many prominent white abolitionists who paid for his book’s publication by purchasing copies in advance.15 To Black readers, Equiano must have seemed radical. He was free. He commanded a white audience. But to white readers, he was proof that emancipation flowed from civilisation. Enlightenment optimism had sharp edges. If human beings could be perfected and improved, then perhaps the powerful had an obligation to impose perfection by force.

For some, antislavery stood for faith in the ameliorating power of commerce and civilisation. For others, it stood for a rejection of the civilised world: by the latter interpretation, enslaved people became symbols of a more innocent humanity, tortured by the arrival of the modern world. In his essay, The English Malady, published in the 1730s, the physician George Cheyne identified a ‘lowness of spirits’ that foreigners often associated with Britons and blamed much of it on the same bruising modernity. Cheyne connected obvious physical symptoms, such as seizures, to what we would now call major depression. He argued that the English were the victims of their own success, weakened by rich food, by ‘the Wealth and Abundance of the Inhabitants (from their universal Trade), the Inactivity and sedentary Occupations of the better Sort . . . and the Humour of living in great, populous, and consequently unhealthy Towns’.16 Cheyne’s interest in the ‘nerves’ and their impact on health and well-being became a basis for the rise of ‘sensibility’, a cultural trend that replaced the affected restraint that had served as a mark of refinement in the era of politeness with an ideal of public displays of emotion and sensitivity to the pain of others.17

Public violence was never far away in eighteenth-century Britain. Hangings drew crowds, and whipping and other corporal punishments were routine, especially in the military. Mob justice could easily overwhelm the authorities, and parental discipline of children was often miserably cruel. But as Enlightenment rationality rose in intellectual circles, new theories of human emotion and feeling took hold. Children had been considered little adults in need of correction; now, to some, childhood seemed like a period of innocent discovery. It is no coincidence that many antislavery activists were also involved in movements to curb corporal punishment and cruelty to animals. William Wilberforce, for example, condemned the practice of bull-baiting in 1802 as ‘inconsistent with every manly principle’, and supported laws and private charities advocating for the protection of animals.18

The culture of sensibility coincided with the maturity of a new literary art form, focused on interior life: the novel. Novels also opened a path to literary celebrity for women. In many novels, the violence of slavery was portrayed as incompatible with the values and instincts of the ‘man of feeling’. The History of Sir George Ellison, by Sarah Scott, was written in 1766, published in London, and abridged and epitomised in Philadelphia. The hero, George Ellison, is the descendant of a downwardly mobile aristocratic family who moves to Jamaica and marries a woman seven years his senior, ‘still handsome’, exquisitely well-mannered, and ‘possessed of ten thousand pounds in money, and a plantation of no less value’.19 Despite her outward cultivation, Ellison’s wife brutally beats her enslaved servants. But Ellison transforms the plantation, replacing the whip with an escalating series of lost privileges. He builds a school and teaches there. Whenever he does good works, his wife complains, ‘notwithstanding the fine fortune she brought, her dear boy would be a beggar’.20 But virtue is rewarded: he retires comfortably and one of his daughters marries a duke.

In the 1770s, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s romantic theories of the nobility of children and the ‘uncivilised’ galvanised the British reading public. Rousseau’s work made it even more fashionable to perform exquisite sensitivity. In 1775, Thomas Day and John Bicknell published The Dying Negro, a poem dedicated in later editions to Rousseau himself. ‘What has America to boast,’ Day asked in the introduction. The colonists were ‘Inglorious soldiers, yet seditious citizens; sordid merchants, and indolent usurpers!’21 Emotional refinement and belief in the nobility of the ‘uncivilised’ also distinguished Britons from people in the colonies, Day and Bicknell argued. Enslaved people experienced physical punishment and humiliation on slave ships beyond what Britons ‘of feeling’ could endure.

In November 1781, in the Caribbean, the captain of the slave ship Zong murdered at least 130 enslaved people. The ship had been struck by an epidemic and was running out of water. The victims were thrown overboard so the ship’s owners might be made whole by their underwriters. Only captives who died by misadventure at sea could be claimed against insurance. The Zong massacre shocked many Britons. It brought home the viciousness of treating humans as line items. The formerly enslaved writer Ottobah Cugoano wrote in disgust that ‘taking away the life of a black man is of no more account than taking away the life of a beast’.22

The rise of sensibility made Britons more likely to be moved by body horror. And yet, removing shackles and proscribing whips and chains was not emancipation. The bodies of enslaved people could be pitied or made the focus of a sadomasochistic thrill, or both. For example, William Blake’s engravings, illustrating John Gabriel Stedman’s memoir, Narrative of a Five Years’ Expedition against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam (1796), show enslaved and Maroon rebels, beautiful and muscular, impaled on hooks or broken on the wheel.

Enlightenment is now associated with secularism, but in the eighteenth century science and religion did not seem incompatible. Most books published in eighteenth-century Britain were devotional. Bibliographers have counted more than 50,000 religious titles, compared with 47,000 works of literature, history and geography and about 25,000 works of philosophy, natural science and language.23 Religious conservatives were ambivalent about the limits of Enlightenment. As the conservative intellectual Hannah More commented, ‘It is not at all visible that the world is become happier in proportion as it is become more enlightened . . . bankruptcies are grown more frequent, robberies more common, divorces more numerous . . . more rich men die by their own hand, and more poor men by the hand of the executioner.’24 At the same time, More benefited from the rich intellectual culture of the late eighteenth century, and found a prominent voice within it at a time when women rarely moved in elite circles.

***

Enlightenment curiosity and self-awareness also shaped British religious culture. The austere Protestantism of the seventeenth century, focused on the complete depravity of human beings and the incomprehensible, unalterable logic of salvation, deferred to a more generous and forgiving Protestantism. The sixteenth-century Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius influenced many British Protestants in the eighteenth century, including John Wesley, one of the founders of Methodism. ‘Arminian’ theology argued for the compatibility of salvation and free will. Human beings could find the grace of God in their own lived experiences and could – and should – share their joy. For these Evangelicals, Christ’s crucifixion was the focus of belief and worship. The sacrifice on the cross atoned in a miraculous instant for all of mankind’s sins. Atonement was a gift so unfathomably generous that Christians were obligated to preach the news. Evangelicals also generally believed in adult conversion and baptism. As Britain’s empire expanded, many British Protestants organised missionary societies. By the end of the century, the Baptist Missionary Society, the Congregationalist London Missionary Society, the Methodist Wesleyan Missionary Society and the Anglican Church Missionary Society, among others, had dispatched missionaries into the empire.

Most eighteenth-century Britons believed in Providence, the direct involvement of God in events on earth. Theologians divided the concept into ‘general’ and ‘special’ Providence. General Providence was God’s active involvement in the continued existence of the universe; if God did not maintain the laws of nature, life would cease to exist. Special Providence was God’s direct intervention in human affairs, usually through miracles. But for most Britons, Providence was a more informal concept, a way of explaining luck. For example, in Robinson Crusoe, Crusoe mentions Providence more than eighty times as an influence on his life. Providence worked on nations as much as on individuals; religious Britons sometimes worried that unless Britain abandoned slavery, the empire would be punished. Describing natural disasters in the Caribbean, the poet William Cowper worried about ‘frowning signals’ in nature, that ‘bespeak / Displeasure in his breast, who smites the earth / Or heals it, makes it languish or rejoice’.25

At the revival meetings that swept through both Britain and the colonies in the mid-eighteenth century, popular preachers could draw crowds of hundreds. Jonathan Edwards, an American whose sermons were published on both sides of the Atlantic, excelled at evoking physical sensations in his audience. In one famous sermon, he told his congregation to see their damnation. ‘There,’ he preached, ‘is the dreadful Pit of the glowing Flames of the Wrath of God; there is Hell’s wide gaping Mouth open.’ Listeners smelled brimstone wafting from ‘that World of Misery’ below them. They were held up, Edwards told them, only by the ‘Power and mere Pleasure of God’.26 Edwards asked his hearers to trust their senses and accept Christ into their hearts. Another preacher, George Whitefield, made seven tours of the mainland colonies, as well as fourteen trips to Scotland, and many dozens of shorter preaching circuits in England. Nearly 1,500 of his letters were published in the 1770s. Evangelical churches grew quickly. There were 25,000 Baptists in 1750 and 59,000 in 1800; 22,410 Methodists in 1767 and more than 230,000 in 1830. These numbers skew low. Evangelical churches often distinguished between ‘communicants’, or full members of the congregation, and other churchgoers; the total numbers of Britons who attended Evangelical services was much higher than the official numbers.

Methodism, like many strands of eighteenth-century Evangelicalism, was influenced by Enlightenment. John Wesley and the other founders of the movement drew on theology that emphasised the sensual experience of grace. Their faith was ‘experimental’: it was experienced as a physical sensation. Wesley added his voice to the antislavery movement in his 1774 pamphlet Thoughts Upon Slavery, combining both Enlightened political economy and sensibility with religion. He drew on Enlightenment theories of the progress of civilisations to show how Europe, through the influence of Christianity, had come to abandon slavery. He expressed his disgust that ‘slavery has taken deep root in most of our American Colonies’ not only because of the pain inflicted on fellow human beings but also because the expansion of slavery suggested that British Christians could backslide from civilisation to barbarism. Drawing on travel writing by French visitors to West Africa, Wesley imagined Africa as a place of ‘agreeable solitude’ and ‘rural simplicity’. Africans, he imagined, were simple people, who had encountered the wrong kind of European modernity in the slave trade. Influenced by accounts of West African astronomy and agriculture, Wesley imagined ‘our first parents . . . I seemed to contemplate the world in its primitive state’. The blunt cruelty of the laws in Britain’s slave colonies shocked Wesley. ‘Notwithstanding ten thousand Laws,’ he wrote, ‘right is right, and wrong is wrong still.’27

Following Benjamin Lay’s example, the Quakers were among the first Christian communities to exclude slaveholders. British Evangelical congregations, far more numerous, began to follow suit. Evangelicals were especially anxious to ensure that enslaved people could hear the Gospel. Many Evangelicals in Britain believed in charity, but far fewer were troubled by inequality. After all, mortal life was an instant in comparison with eternity. But most found it intolerable and repulsive to think that slavery might deny enslaved people the freedom to convert to Christianity. In a sermon preached shortly after the British public learned about the massacre on the Zong, one preacher in Surrey asked, ‘Have we navigated and conquered to save, to civilize, and to instruct; or to oppress, to plunder, and to destroy?’ Britain’s military and imperial might seemed to show the goodwill of Providence, the preacher told his audience, but the slave trade and its enormities risked drawing God’s wrath. ‘We have profited by our superior advantages, by the favour of God,’ he began, ‘Will not the blood which we have shed cry from the ground for vengeance upon our sins?’28

***

In the North American colonies and then in the United States, tensions between slavery and freedom were even more acute. On the eve of the American Revolution, antislavery colonists such as the Philadelphia Quaker Anthony Benezet questioned how ‘Advocates of Liberty’ could be so blind to ‘the treatment of thousands and tens of thousands of our fellow-men’ brutally abused and stripped of their natural rights ‘from motives of avarice, and the inexorable degree of tyrant custom’. Slavery destroyed all of the fabric of wholesome human relationships, ‘introduces idleness, discourages marriage, corrupts the youth, ruins and debauches morals’ and made enslaved Africans into ‘natural enemies’ of white colonists.29

Benezet was also one of the first white British colonists to call the deaths of enslaved people on slave ships what they were – murders. He noted that, in 1753, more than 100 slave ships had sailed out of Liverpool alone, and had carried 30,000 of the nearly 100,000 enslaved people taken across the Atlantic on British ships that year. Using published records, Benezet noted that most insurers and investors estimated a 10 per cent death rate on any given slave-ship voyage. That was 10,000 dead at Britain’s feet. Benezet understood that slave traders did not usually intend to kill; they wanted to turn a profit. He wrote, however, ‘it is not necessary, in order to convict a man of murder, to make it appear that he had an intention to commit murder’. Britain was guilty, and the blood of the enslaved ‘cries out for vengeance’.30 He saw the end of the slave trade as a moral necessity.

But he also went a step further and imagined emancipation. What would be done with the emancipated? The first step was to end the slave trade, and to emancipate all the enslaved people born in the Americas, ‘among us’, as Benezet wrote from Pennsylvania. He imagined emancipated people enrolled in parish and country courthouse ledgers. Once enrolled, each person would be obliged to live where they registered, ‘obliged to act the more circumspectly, and make proper use of their liberty’.31

Anthony Benezet was a rare, uncompromising advocate for the end of slavery at the peak of the slave empire, and another example of Quaker leadership in the antislavery cause. And yet even for Benezet the expansion of the empire, the ‘civilisation’ of former slaves, and the continued dominance of white over Black people was axiomatic in planning for emancipation. The imperial condominium of white supremacy and capitalism made it impossible even for Benezet to see freedom as anything other than a mandatory education for emancipated people in ‘industrious’ work, yoked to the expansion of trade. Benezet, inspired by earlier writers like Malachy Postlethwayt, a prominent mid-eighteenth-century analyst of British colonial trade, argued that ending the slave trade would require a civilising mission in Africa. Without plantation agriculture and trade in commodities other than enslaved people to replace slave trading, Benezet could not imagine a lasting abolition. He hoped these ‘commercial friendships’ between British and West African merchants would also encourage conversion to Christianity (‘the only sure foundation of every social virtue’) and put Britain on the ground floor of a new commercial empire. Benezet imagined a similar antislavery civilising mission in the Americas. In a proposal for emancipation written in the early 1760s, he argued that to set enslaved people ‘suddenly free here’ would incur ‘difficulty’, because the enslaved were ‘undisciplined’. He hoped that his plans, which included grants of lands for especially deserving freedpeople, and mandatory wage labour for others, ‘might bring them under such Regulations, as would enable them to become profitable Members of Society’.32

The American colonies, especially in the North, were laboratories for experiments in white-led emancipation. Samuel Stanhope Smith, a Presbyterian minister and early president of Princeton University, adapted an ancient Roman practice that permitted enslaved people to save money or hold livestock when he proposed that enslaved families receive their own peculium of land, on which to grow crops. It was similar – although Smith may not have known it – to what already existed on the provision grounds of the Caribbean. By sharing the proceeds of the surplus crops, Smith believed that enslaved people could both purchase their own freedom and learn the expectations and ethics of wage labour. Noah Webster, the American lexicographer, proposed to eliminate slavery by allowing enslaved people to buy and sell goods at local markets, to ‘accustom themselves to make bargains’, before receiving land at a discount.33

Many North American colonies opposed the slave trade, even if they relied on enslaved people for labour. White colonists were suspicious of enslaved and free Black Americans, and resentful of what they saw as an overmighty Britain imposing its will. In 1698, South Carolina passed laws to encourage white emigration to the colony, to tip its population away from a Black majority. Virginia imposed restrictive duties on imported enslaved people in 1732, which remained in place for more than thirty years. In 1772, the Virginia House of Burgesses issued a formal protest to the Crown, demanding the right to regulate the slave trade; indeed, Britain’s refusal to allow Virginia to close its borders to enslaved people was a bitter grievance in the colony on the eve of the American Revolution. States with large Quaker populations, such as Pennsylvania and Delaware, also consistently demanded restrictions on the slave trade.34

After American independence, Article 1, Section 9 of the Constitution required that the American slave trade end in 1808. After the Haitian Revolution, the flood of French slaveholders and enslaved people into Louisiana and South Carolina brought with it rumours of insurrections and conspiracies. Despite the booming demand for sugar and cotton, American slaveholders were confident that the population of enslaved labourers in the United States would continue naturally to increase.

***

The rise of antislavery in the American colonies inspired Britons, especially among the Quakers. But the loss of the American colonies was also important in shaping antislavery. James Ramsay, a surgeon and Anglican priest who had worked on Saint Kitts, was one of the first Britons publicly to propose a scheme for gradual emancipation after the end of the American Revolution. The American colonies had gone to war to defend their right to govern themselves, but the Caribbean colonies had tacitly accepted subordination to London. Ramsay assumed that the British Parliament could dictate terms in his 1784 Essay on the Treatment and Conversion of African Slaves in the British Sugar Colonies. He argued for a gradual integration of enslaved people into colonial civil society and the extension of the protection of British imperial law to include the enslaved. Ramsay insisted on the basic spiritual and intellectual equality of all human beings. ‘The soul,’ Ramsay wrote, ‘is a simple substance, not to be distinguished by squat or tall, black, brown, or fair.’35 But belief in spiritual equality and in equal human potential was perfectly compatible with the belief that enslaved people would require ‘civilisation’ and control before emancipation. Ramsay argued that enslaved people ‘know and feel nothing of society, but the hardships and punishments that it cruelly and capriciously inflicts’.36 With a slow and gradual introduction of civil rights, including the right to testify in court and lawfully to marry, Ramsay argued, enslaved people would come to accept the conventions and values of a free British society.

The question for James Ramsay was how to achieve emancipation without undermining white supremacy. He urged colonists on the islands to manumit people of mixed European and African descent first, as ‘a new rank of citizens, placed between the black and white races’. Lighter-skinned people, he believed, ‘would naturally attach themselves to the white race, as the more honourable relation, and so become a barrier against the designs of the black’.37 Ramsay’s plan invited colonists to include enslaved people in white institutions. Freedpeople would pass from slavery into the colonial working class, continuing to labour on plantations for the benefit of white landowners, and taking up arms as rank-and-file soldiers to defend the empire.

British antislavery flowed in complicated ways from Evangelicalism, the Enlightenment and the rise of sensibility. It both rejected empire and imagined a new imperialism. It was not a single movement, but a wide-ranging cultural force with many dimensions. A general sense that slavery was wrong extended even to slaveholders such as James Tobin, who wrote a searing attack on James Ramsay’s antislavery writing, but who was careful to remind readers that like ‘every other man of sensibility’, he also hoped to see, ‘the blessing of freedom . . . in due time . . . equally diffused over the face of the whole globe’.38

***

In the late 1780s, this antislavery sentiment was harnessed, first by a core of Quaker businessmen and then by a wider circle of Evangelical Anglicans, into a movement to abolish the British slave trade.

Thomas Clarkson, the son of a country priest and a brilliant student at Cambridge, was both the workhorse and the in-house historian of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade, founded in May 1787. Thousands of ordinary Britons supported the Society. For example, many middle-class women embraced antislavery as a cause and as a point of entry into political life.39 But it has taken historians generations to reconstruct how ordinary Britons thought about slavery, and there is still a great deal more work to be done. The historian Ryan Hanley, for example, has written path-breaking and troubling work on racism in British working-class communities in the era of antislavery, showing the resentments wealthy antislavery leaders could provoke among people who lived on the edge of destitution.40

In the end, though, the 1807 Slave Trade Act that ended the British slave trade was not written by these everyday campaigners, but by the elite core of the antislavery movement, and Clarkson was that core’s most important biographer. His History of the Rise, Progress and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the African Slave-Trade by the British Parliament was published in two volumes in 1808. Appealingly illustrated, Clarkson’s History gave the British public a readymade explanation of antislavery that flattered patriotic sensibilities.

Antislavery could be contradictory – on empire, on commerce – but Clarkson’s work makes it seem smooth and unified. He identifies four groups as prime movers. First, the lawyers and political economists who turned against slavery in the eighteenth century, contesting the Somerset v. Stewart case and calling for prosecution after the Zong massacre. Second, the British Quakers, the first formally to petition Parliament for abolition. Third, American Quakers, who banned slaveholders from their meetings. Fourth, Anglican theologians and academics, including Peter Peckard, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cambridge, who preached against slavery and who set an undergraduate Latin essay contest on the question ‘Is it right to make slaves of others against their will?’ Clarkson, who won the contest, saw himself and his patron, the Quaker merchant William Dillwyn, as knots tying these strands together. Clarkson’s essay attracted the well-connected Dillwyn’s attention; he took Clarkson under his wing and helped turn an undergraduate enthusiasm into a career.

In one of the foldout prints bound with the book, the abolitionist movement is depicted as a system of waterways flowing to the sea. Clarkson’s four sources of antislavery are fed by a lattice of smaller creeks and streams, each labelled with the name of a preacher, Quaker merchant or reform-minded philosopher. There are no enslaved people in Clarkson’s watershed, and no missteps or dead ends. The effect is to make the abolition of slavery seem inevitable. A river can be dammed or diverted, but it cannot truly be stopped. Clarkson attributed this momentum to Christianity. Other faiths, he argued, might emphasise charity and solidarity between families or neighbours, but only Christianity pushed its adherents to ‘associate for the extirpation of private and public misery’ and provoked them to ‘carry their charity, as a united brotherhood, into distant lands’.41

Granville Sharp, who Clarkson called ‘the first labourer in . . . England’ in the antislavery cause, was a civil servant from a large and intellectual family – his grandfather had been the Archbishop of York. The Sharp siblings occasionally performed together as a family band.42 His brother, a physician who later worked in George III’s court, held free surgeries for the poor, which Granville occasionally attended and where he met several enslaved and free people of African descent. He became interested in helping the enslaved win freedom in the courts. Sharp reasoned that the British common law would not abide personal slavery and began looking for possible plaintiffs for a test case. As briefly mentioned in Chapter 3, in 1769, Charles Stewart, a customs official in Massachusetts, brought James Somerset, a man he claimed to own, to England. In 1771, Somerset escaped, but was recaptured and imprisoned on a ship bound for Jamaica. Granville Sharp and his allies sued on Somerset’s behalf in the Court of King’s Bench. The judge, Lord Mansfield, was reluctant to rule. He hoped that Stewart might simply grant Somerset freedom, and settle the case. Stewart refused, and in June 1772, Mansfield issued his decision.

The judge noted that nothing in British law forbade bringing enslaved people across the Atlantic, but that no laws sanctioned it either. He looked back on the history of slavery in Anglo-Saxon and Norman England. Under the Normans, serfs had been either ‘villeins regardants’, bound to the land, or ‘villeins in gross’, bound to personal service to a lord. Villeinage, the closest analogue to plantation slavery in British history, had been a dead letter for centuries when villeinage regardant had been formally abolished by Charles II in the 1660s. Charles had not bothered to abolish villeinage in gross, because it was already extinct. Mansfield noted, however, if an Englishman happened to appear who ‘would acknowledge himself a villein engrossed’, then he could not be emancipated without the consent of the villein’s master. Mansfield avoided deciding whether slavery ought to have been permitted in Britain. Instead, he argued that British legal principles meant that slavery was not permitted by default. Parliament would need to pass laws that allowed slaveholders the rights over enslaved people in Britain that they exercised in the colonies. In the absence of such a law, Mansfield concluded, ‘the black must be discharged’. To Mansfield’s chagrin, abolitionists celebrated the decision and it inaugurated a wave of lawsuits by individual enslaved people seeking manumission. Soon, another case, Knight v. Wedderburn – a suit launched by an enslaved man legally owned by John Wedderburn, a Scots baronet – established that Scots law also did not allow slavery by default. The two cases established that any enslaved person with the means to sue their alleged owner in a British court would be manumitted.

With the Somerset ruling and the broad popularity of antislavery giving them confidence, the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade began a three-part campaign in 1787. First, they would lobby for an official inquiry into the slave trade. Second, Clarkson would collect as much information as he could from the public records of towns and businesses across England to present to the public and Parliament, and recruit former slave traders, sailors and merchants willing to testify at any official inquiry. Third, the Society would invite provincial associations to join the organisation and coordinate a national petitioning campaign. The campaign against the slave trade was also the first major reform campaign in Britain to sell merchandise. The famous icon of a kneeling enslaved man, with the banner ‘Am I Not a Man and a Brother?’ was designed by a craftsman working for the Quaker pottery tycoon Josiah Wedgwood. Wedgwood’s factory in Staffordshire manufactured cameos, bowls and cups with the image for purchase and display. The printer James Phillips – another Quaker – published a print-sized diagram depicting a cross-section of the slave ship Brookes, with enslaved people lying like stacks of firewood in the hold. These are the most famous images associated with British antislavery. They harnessed the public mood and allowed Britons to decorate their homes and clothing with antislavery symbols.

Meanwhile, Clarkson began his journey through Britain, crisscrossing the countryside from London to Bristol, Liverpool and other slave-trading ports, gathering information from sailors and merchants – sometimes at great personal risk. In Bristol, he learned about a slave ship, Brothers, that had lost thirty-two of its crew to disease and heard stories of sailors deserting slave ships by the dozens in the West Indies, and of sailors forced by unpaid debts into the trade. He heard an anecdote about a free Black sailor, John Dean, who was punished for a minor mistake by being strapped to the deck, covered in hot tar and burned with red-hot tongs.43 He collected samples of West African crops, metals and manufactured goods from merchants, which he assembled into a cabinet of curiosities that he could unpack and display. In Liverpool, he bought shackles and chains from the ironmongers who supplied the slave trade, as well as a speculum used to crank open the mouths of enslaved people who refused to eat, for force-feeding.44

The stories he was told haunted him. In the early 1840s, the elderly Clarkson still ‘awoke in convulsions after reading the evidence of the horrors of the slave trade’.45

In addition to collecting West African products that might tempt British merchants to give up slave trading, Clarkson also looked for evidence that the trade had outlived its economic usefulness in Britain. In published records of the duties paid by the hundreds of ships that called in the port of Liverpool each year, he noticed that the receipts kept rising between 1772 and 1779, even though French and American attacks on British slave ships during the American Revolution had acted as an unofficial blockade of the British slave trade. One hundred slave ships sailed from Liverpool in 1772, and only eleven in 1779. There had already been, Clarkson concluded, ‘almost a practical experiment with respect to the abolition’, and it was clear that Liverpool could indeed prosper without slave ships.46

Through his Quaker connections, Thomas Clarkson met William Wilberforce, an urbane and wealthy Yorkshireman from a distinguished merchant family who was a Member of Parliament and friend of William Pitt. Wilberforce was an Anglican Evangelical, unusual for a Member of Parliament in the 1780s. Until the end of the eighteenth century, Evangelicals were objects of suspicion in elite circles. For most Anglicans, ‘enthusiasm’ in religion was anathema – revival meetings and sudden, electric conversion experiences were for the poor. A core of politicians suspicious of democracy – associating it with mob rule and revolution – found fervent collective worship unsettling. Evangelicals were also associated with deeply unpopular campaigns against shopkeepers and pubs trading on Sundays, and against gambling, prostitution and blood sports. But Evangelicals also tended to oppose slavery. And so, when William Wilberforce met Thomas Clarkson, both men saw an advantage. Clarkson saw in Wilberforce an opportunity to enlist a suave and respected orator as the voice of antislavery in Parliament. Wilberforce saw in Clarkson an opportunity to bring Evangelicalism into the centre of British political life. Antislavery could burnish much less popular reforms.47

Wilberforce’s support gave Clarkson and his allies access to the heart of the British government. Clarkson met with William Pitt and then with William Grenville, Pitt’s Foreign Secretary and first cousin. In spring 1788, Pitt called for the formation of a committee from the Board of Trade of the Privy Council to collect evidence about the slave trade. The Society’s central committee met at least fifty-one times between May 1787 and July 1788, and printed and distributed 52,432 copies of its pamphlets and more than 26,000 copies of shorter publications.48 Local affiliates of the Society collected long petitions urging Parliament to act and giving Wilberforce thick rolls of signatures to flourish in speeches to the House of Commons. In 1788, 102 petitions arrived, and 519 in 1792, including 187 from Scotland, with between 100,000 and 400,000 signatures. Petitions were potent expressions of public support but weak instruments for popular politics. Someone who signs a petition does not write their own opinion but agrees to someone else’s. Signatories endorsed antislavery arguments made by the leaders of the movement without any influence over their content.49

In 1788, while waiting for the Board of Trade to produce a final report, Parliament passed a Slave Trade Act, known as Dolben’s Act after its lead advocate, Sir William Dolben, that imposed new regulations on the number of enslaved people who could be held captive on a slave ship. Parliament had signalled that it was open to regulating the slave trade, which encouraged abolitionists. In April 1789, the Board of Trade published a tome full of testimony and statistics that historians have returned to for more than 200 years, particularly to write the history of the slave trade itself. The slave trade and its role in the British empire had never been secret, but it had also never been so openly and exhaustively documented. The evidence was damning, both because of the ghoulish practices of slave-trading and because the Report suggested that the slave trade was not, despite the protests of slave-traders, the keystone of the British merchant marine. Britons wavering on antislavery could dismiss at least two arguments raised by slave-traders against abolition: that the slave trade was mild to captives, and that the collapse of the slave trade would destroy the commercial empire in the Atlantic.

In 1789, late in the parliamentary term, Wilberforce introduced the first of many motions to abolish the slave trade. In a long speech he condensed the Board of Trade’s published findings. He cited an average of 38,000 enslaved people carried each year in British ships and emphasised that only about 17,500 ended their ordeal on British plantations. The trade, he argued, benefited French as much as British slaveholders. Wilberforce emphasised West Africa’s commercial potential and the high death rates among both enslaved people and sailors on slave ships. Sugar plantations were so destructive to human life that the populations of Jamaica and Barbados would collapse without a replenishing supply of enslaved labour, so he urged Parliament to begin to regulate slavery in the Caribbean by cutting off the slave trade and forcing slaveholders to do more to preserve the lives of the people whom they claimed as property.50 Proslavery MPs summoned the spectre of tens of millions of pounds in lost mortgages, and Pitt refused to countenance the idea of compensation for lost revenues or property as a part of the motion. Charles James Fox, famous libertine and radical icon, may not have helped the cause by suggesting that France could form an antislavery alliance with Britain.51 The motion failed, but the debates were published and distributed to the antislavery public by the Society. Wilberforce prepared to introduce his motion again.

At first, Clarkson agreed with Fox: the French Revolution, which began in July 1789, seemed like an opportunity for France to adopt a British-style constitutional monarchy. Perhaps France and Britain could set aside their rivalry and unite to abolish the slave trade. Clarkson duly travelled to Paris to lobby the National Assembly. Although he maintained correspondence with the Comte de Mirabeau and met with several gens de couleurs from Saint-Domingue, including the future revolutionary leader Vincent Ogé, Clarkson left France empty-handed. While he was gone opponents of abolition used procedural delays, including demands for a second parliamentary committee of inquiry, to stall the campaign.

Clarkson’s widely publicised time in France became a liability as France shifted from constitutional monarchy to republicanism. Although Clarkson, Fox and many other Britons who earlier had been optimistic about the revolution changed their positions, it was too late. Among some members of the British political elite, the Society was cast ‘as a nest of Jacobins’. Clarkson said that ‘the very book of the abridgement of the evidence [of the Board of Trade Report] was considered by many members as poisonous as that of the Rights of Man’. News of the beginning of the Haitian Revolution and of uprisings in two of France’s other slave colonies, Martinique and Guadeloupe, only made matters worse.52 A second motion, in 1791, was defeated by 163 to 88 votes. Clarkson started a new petitioning drive, and 310 petitions from England, 187 from Scotland and 20 from Wales in favour of abolition appeared before Parliament, against 4 opposed.53 Antislavery activists could still marshal public opinion, but the French Revolution had made mass public support seem even more suspect in Britain. The popularity of antislavery became a strike against it.

***

In 1783, Pitt the Younger became Prime Minister, George III’s personal choice. William Pitt – socially awkward, brilliant and beloved among British bankers and financiers, who paid for ornate memorials to his and his father’s memory in the Guildhall, at the heart of the City of London – opposed the slave trade generally and was guardedly in favour of gradual emancipation as well. An expert coalition builder, Pitt helped to push Wilberforce’s motions while balancing antislavery against the demands of imperial war. Some of Wilberforce’s allies loathed their leader’s close friendship with Pitt. One sniped that it made Wilberforce into ‘the Moses of the Israelites, though at the same time the courtier of Pharaoh’. And while Pitt’s ministry delighted the wealthy, the poor suffered. ‘Methinks,’ the agrarian and early socialist Thomas Spence wrote, ‘one half of the inhabitants of this kingdom are dying of hunger and concomitant misery, while the other half, from wallowing in abundance, are dying of indigestion.’54

As food prices rose, British landowners became richer. As the wars dragged on, bankers holding government debt became wealthier as well. In 1795, protestors smashed the windows of No. 10 Downing Street and a crowd estimated at 200,000 assembled in London to heckle Pitt as he rode in a carriage to the opening of Parliament with George III. Food riots broke out with each increase in the price of bread. Pitt suspended habeas corpus in 1794, permitting the arrest and detention of suspected radicals without charge. The Pitt ministry also passed a series of other Acts, including the Combination Acts and Seditious Meetings Act that restricted the rights of workers to ‘combine’ for better wages, and which imposed strict regulations on public and private meetings.

Under these circumstances, Pitt may have seen antislavery as a cause he could use to deflect criticism of his ministry. He encouraged Wilberforce and hinted that his government would support the motion if it were introduced again.

In 1792, Wilberforce did just that. The debate on the motion lasted from the afternoon until after 6 a.m. the next morning. In the twilight, as weary MPs dozed on their palms or called for a question, Henry Dundas, the Home Secretary, introduced an amendment. He proposed adding the word ‘gradual’ to the resolution, blunting Wilberforce’s motion at a stroke. Dundas, a talented lawyer and advocate, had represented the enslaved man Joseph Knight in Knight v. Wedderburn, the case, resolved on appeal in 1778, that extended the right of enslaved people to sue for their freedom on British soil to the Scots legal system. Given his credentials as a lawyer in a key antislavery case, Dundas’s amendment was not – or not only – a bloody-minded attempt to stall abolition or gradual emancipation. Instead, Dundas, whose career as an imperial administrator had been most deeply marked by the American Revolution, may have hoped to buy time to protect Britain’s relationship with its remaining colonies in the Americas.55 Well-read in David Hume and Adam Smith, Dundas had the mild and equivocal antislavery convictions that were typical of the powerful and self-consciously Enlightened in Britain. He probably believed, in a vague and unfocused way, that slavery was morally wrong. Like Wilberforce, he believed that emancipation would be a long process. Unlike Wilberforce, a career backbencher, Dundas chose imperial brinkmanship over antislavery. His amended motion declared that the slave trade ought to end eventually, but placed antislavery as a very low priority in comparison with imperial unity.

Wilberforce was furious, and felt betrayed by Pitt, who may have had something to do with Dundas’s plan. And yet Wilberforce had also declared his support for gradualism in antislavery. ‘I am not afraid,’ he said to the House, ‘of being told I design to emancipate the slaves.’ He reassured his listeners, however, that ‘the freedom I mean is that of which at present they, alas! are not capable. True Liberty is the child of Reason and of Order; it is indeed a plant of celestial growth, but the soil must be prepared for its reception.’ He imagined a gradual emancipation on the distant horizon, as the end of the slave trade transformed slaveholders from taskmasters into benign patriarchs. ‘The whole will be like the progress of vegetation,’ he told the House, ‘the great principle operating in ten thousand ways, will gradually change the whole face of things.’56 Dundas could claim to have taken Wilberforce at his word. If gradualism was essential to emancipation, then why not to the abolition of the slave trade? The amendment carried by a relatively close margin of 193 to 125. The amended motion was open-ended and gave plenty of space for Parliament to change its mind without seeming hypocritical. It carried 230 to 85, and a subsequent resolution fixed 1796 as the year in which the slave trade would end.

***

In Thomas Clarkson’s History, the 1792 resolution has pride of place. It takes Clarkson more than 900 pages to get to the amended resolution against the slave trade, and fewer than 200 more to get to the actual abolition of the trade in 1807. In 1793, Clarkson, exhausted and ill from the campaign, had a nervous breakdown. In 1795, a general abolition bill was defeated twice on its first reading, 78 to 61 and then 74 to 70. The small number of MPs voting on these motions shows a growing indifference to the abolition campaign in comparison with the war with France. Wilberforce continued to introduce regular motions against the trade, but they were dismissed or defeated. The 1796 deadline set in the amended motion for abolition came and went, and the slave trade continued. The question of abolition ‘had now been brought forward in almost every possible way’, Clarkson wrote, ‘and yet had been eventually lost.’ Although he continued to offer motions for Parliament’s consideration after 1796, Wilberforce understood that no longer could he expect a majority. He stepped back from the spotlight, as Clarkson dryly put it, ‘to allow members time to digest the eloquence, which had been bestowed upon it for the last five years’.57 From 1797 to 1804 the National Committee of the Society did not meet at all.58

***

The slave trade continued to be profitable in the era of antislavery. Between 1761 and 1807, slave voyages yielded an annual average return of 10 per cent on invested capital, and British slave traders did especially well for themselves between 1781 and 1800.59 Exports from Jamaica increased by 50 per cent between 1788–92 and 1801– 05, and kept growing. By 1805–06, the colony exported more sugar to Europe than Saint-Domingue had done in 1780, profiting from the vacuum in the sugar market caused by the fall of Saint-Domingue to Haitian rebels.60 War disrupted French and Spanish trade and thus gave British planters an even more secure home market. But as Napoleon rose to power in France and the Republic of Haiti stabilised, war began to help the antislavery cause.

Napoleon’s campaign against revolutionary Haiti, coupled with wartime British patriotism and newfound unity against the threat of a French invasion, reignited the parliamentary antislavery campaign. At first, the Haitian Revolution was hard to square with the slow, deliberate vision of emancipation promoted by the Society. But after the rise of Toussaint Louverture, antislavery leaders found new ways of presenting Haitian revolutionary politics to the British public. The restoration of slavery in the French empire, and Napoleon’s brutal attempt to recolonise revolutionary Saint-Domingue in 1802, made it still easier to reinterpret the Haitian Revolution through the lens of the abolition of the British slave trade.

James Stephen, a talented young lawyer and a leader in the antislavery campaign, anonymously published a pamphlet comparing working people in Britain to the emancipated people of Saint-Domingue, both of whom were now threatened with enslavement by Napoleon since the French had designs to invade Britain. ‘What!’ Stephen wrote, ‘Are he and his ruffians to stab and drown all the poor labourers of St. Domingo because they chuse to work as men for wages, and not like horses under the driver’s lash?’ Toussaint Louverture became a mighty foil for Napoleon – a brilliant general who had been able to guide emancipated people with a firm hand from slavery towards freedom. Yes, Stephen wrote, ‘Men were obliged to work’ under Toussaint’s government, ‘but it was in a moderate manner, for fair wages; and they were for the most part at liberty to chuse their own place’.61

As Napoleon’s forces sickened and died in the former French colony, and as Haitian generals organised loyal and battle-hardened troops fighting to preserve their own freedom against the French, Britain gained territory in the Caribbean. After the Treaty of Amiens in 1802, Britain annexed Trinidad from Spain. In 1803, Britain claimed the Dutch colonies of Berbice, Essequibo and Demerara, which would eventually be consolidated as British Guiana, as well the French colony of Saint Lucia and the island of Tobago, all of which would be formally annexed to the British empire in 1814–15. Slaveholders in the older British sugar colonies recognised these new ceded colonies as a threat to their bottom line. The soils of Barbados and Jamaica were deteriorating, while the new colonies remained largely uncleared and uncultivated. New land could produce sugar in greater quantity and at a lower price. Some slaveholders, particularly absentees in Britain who claimed enslaved people as property in the ‘old colonies’, began to see the virtues of abolishing the British slave trade as a means of slowing the new colonies’ growth.62

In 1805, at the Battle of Trafalgar, Admiral Horatio Nelson defeated the combined navies of France and Spain, crippling France’s naval forces. The end of French sea power made an invasion of Britain impossible. It also allowed sugar from the colonies to flood the British market. The slave trade had slowed to a trickle during the war at sea. Suddenly, absentee slaveholders in Britain were not only worried about the productivity of the ceded colonies, but they were also flush with money from crops grown by an enslaved population whose numbers had not been reinforced by the arrival of slave ships. The possibility of maintaining plantation slavery without the slave trade began to seem plausible, which made its abolition seem plausible too.

As he drafted a new Slave Trade Bill, Stephen understood that the way to succeed in Parliament was to package the abolition of the slave trade as part of the war effort against Napoleon. And yet, the disastrous British attempt to defeat revolutionary Haiti had convinced military officials that dark-skinned soldiers were necessary for the defence of the Caribbean – which meant that on the eve of the abolition of the slave trade, the British Army was the single largest slaveholder in the empire.63 Consequently, one of the provisions of the new Bill permitted colonial courts to assign any person released from a slave ship by British forces to military service. Former captives not assigned to military service could be indentured instead. This comported with a consensus in antislavery thinking that the end of slavery would require a gradual and supervised period of emancipation.

Stephen, who began his career as a young lawyer in the Caribbean, sketched a plan for the end of the slave trade that parlayed British naval superiority into support for abolition. He structured the new Slave Trade Bill around the long-standing British naval practice of awarding prize money, based on the auction value of a seized ship and its cargo, to the officers and crew of the ship that made the capture. The Royal Navy had relied for a long time on entrepreneurial captains who secured their crews’ loyalty through aggression and the promise of big prizes. If slave ships were to become lawful prizes for the Royal Navy, Stephen reasoned, ambitious captains who were not on an active mission could cruise looking for slave ships, which they could capture and bring to port to be auctioned. In the Slave Trade Bill, prize money was offered as an incentive to convert the Royal Navy to the antislavery cause.

In 1804, the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade revived its campaign. Its leadership had changed. In the first wave of the campaign the core of the Society had been a group of wealthy Quakers. In 1804, it had expanded to include a tightly knit group of Evangelical Anglicans, most of whom were related to one another and many of whom lived in a compound of connected mansions in Clapham, a village separated from the southern reaches of London by forest and farmland. The ‘Clapham Sect’, as they were mockingly known, included Wilberforce, the aforementioned James Stephen, the businessman and former Governor of Sierra Leone Zachary Macaulay, and his patron and friend Thomas Babington. Macaulay was the movement’s most effective bureaucrat. He edited various antislavery and missionary magazines, and collected and collated information from informants across Britain and the colonies. One of the few prominent antislavery activists to have lived in the colonies, Macaulay began his career as a bookkeeper on a Jamaican plantation. When he returned to London, he had a conversion experience and found a new patron in Thomas Babington, a wealthy Evangelical businessman. James Stephen was an immensely talented and subtle lawyer, and the first in a long line of famous Stephens – his son, also named James Stephen, became the Permanent Undersecretary of the Colonial Office, and his descendants in the nineteenth century included the prominent lawyer James Fitzjames Stephen and Virginia Woolf (née Stephen). Henry Thornton rounded out the inner circle. Thornton, a pathbreaking expert in financial mathematics, was wealthy, brilliant and awkward.

Outside of Clapham, the new committee of the Society included the Quaker physician William Allen and the brilliant lawyer, and future Lord Chancellor, Henry Brougham.

This complementary mix of activists and politicians, merchants and bureaucrats revitalised abolitionism within Parliament. Wilberforce was its face and voice. Amiable and funny, he was well liked but had a reputation as a toady to the powerful. As William Hazlitt put it in 1825, Wilberforce’s ‘ “conscience will not budge,” unless the world goes with it’.64 The nineteenth-century abolitionist George Stephen was crueller, writing that Wilberforce ‘required an intellectual walking stick . . . you might safely predict his vote, for it was certain to be opposed to his speech’.65 Wilberforce’s fundamental inoffensiveness to the wealthy and the powerful gave him unrivalled access to the levers of government but little interest in pulling them. Clarkson was the movement’s principal propagandist, still recovering from his breakdown.

The Society continued to publicise its cause, but its members also looked carefully for ways to persuade Parliament, rather than the public. James Stephen set a trap. In his 1805 pamphlet War in Disguise, Stephen argued that unscrupulous merchants from Europe, including many Britons, were flying the flag of the neutral United States to avoid naval blockades set by France and its allies. Britain, he argued, was allowing neutral trade, including trade in enslaved people, to undermine its own commercial interests. He conjured ‘the gigantic infancy of agriculture in Cuba’, and argued that covert trade in enslaved people in disguised enemy ships had made it possible. The American Constitution had set 1808 as the deadline for the abolition of the American slave trade and, in the meantime, Stephen wrote, ‘our enemies can find agents as little scrupulous of violating the law of their own country, as the law of war’.66 In response to critics who protested that trade with the Caribbean was crucial to British economic success, Stephen argued that trade with the colonies was not truly ‘trade’ at all. A merchant shipping sugar from a plantation was the same as ‘a man sending his own wine, from his cellar in London to his house in the country’.67 Neutral ships were not necessary for this kind of trade, he concluded, and in wartime it was a patriotic duty to guarantee that only British ships could supply British plantations. British ships, in other words, had no reason to carry enslaved people to anywhere other than British ports, and neutral ships carrying enslaved people anywhere should be considered enemies.

Following this argument, Stephen crafted the 1806 Foreign Slave Trade Act. The Act made it illegal for British ships to carry enslaved people to ports belonging to foreign powers. The Foreign Slave Trade Act leveraged patriotism and protectionism against the slave trade. Who could object to a law that prevented Britons from supplying Britain’s enemies with labour? Stephen’s instincts were superb. In 1806, the ‘foreign’ slave trade was nearly two-thirds of Britain’s slave trade; the Act had set the table for complete abolition.

In January 1806 William Pitt died. Pitt had been both an ally and an obstacle to antislavery. He was persuaded that slavery needed to be abolished but never made abolition a priority. The new ministry, led by Lord Grenville, opened the door for the Slave Trade Bill. Abolition motions and Bills had failed to pass nearly a dozen times since 1789. But the new cabinet was unusually open to new legislation. Grenville established a ‘ministry of all the talents’, inviting the radical Whig Charles James Fox into his cabinet, as well as followers of the former Prime Minister Lord Sidmouth, whom Pitt had forced from office in 1804.

In 1807, Grenville personally introduced the Slave Trade Bill into the House of Lords. He rehearsed Wilberforce’s arguments about the gradual improvement that would follow from the abolition of the slave trade, and the way that abolition would transform the relationship between slaveholders and enslaved people. He pointed out that the war at sea and the Foreign Slave Trade Act had, in effect, already begun a gradual abolition of the slave trade. He blamed the Haitian Revolution on the slave trade itself and argued that the new territories claimed by Britain in the Caribbean did not need the slave trade to recruit labourers for their plantations. He concluded by placing the blame for the slave trade at Britain’s feet. ‘The guilt was ours, my Lords,’ Grenville said, ‘the merchants and planters did not create or carry on this trade; it was originally created, and progressively maintained by the authority of the British Parliament.’ He stressed that emancipation was far outside the remit of the Bill, although he pointed to Haiti and commented that Britain ought to consider when the tension between British liberty and colonial slavery would become intolerable. ‘While we raise the standard of freedom against the common enemy of order, virtue and humanity, it behoves us peculiarly to preserve that freedom unpolluted within the pale of the British empire.’68 The Lords were convinced, and voted 100 to 36 in favour of moving the Bill to the lower chamber.

On 10 February 1807, the Bill was read in the House of Commons, introduced by Lord Howick, the future Prime Minister and future 2nd Earl Grey. Howick used data from the returns of British shipping to downplay the importance of the slave trade, arguing that over three years, slave ships only accounted for 1/54th of all British tonnage and only employed 1/23rd of the British merchant marine. Howick appealed to the business interests who had done so well under Pitt and reminded the House of the ‘variety of ways the surplus capital always finds a vent in some new engagement’.69 Howick argued that the population of enslaved people in the colonies was shrinking because of the cruelty of slaveholders, and introduced statistics to suggest that sugar profits might increase with the end of the trade. Like Grenville, he argued that the Bill would begin a slow and gradual emancipation, ‘not by any violent change, but by the natural operation of causes’. He rehearsed familiar accounts of both the decline of Greek and Roman slavery, and the slow disappearance of slavery in Europe. He pointed out that some of the United States had already introduced gradual emancipation.70

Resistance to abolition from slave-trading merchants and West Indian slaveholders and their clients had been resolute for two decades, but crumbled quickly in 1807. William Roscoe, the Member for Liverpool – once the citadel of the slave trade – was confident that the end of the trade would not harm his constituents. He looked forward to ‘the application of the capital now engaged in the Slave Trade in some extensive and honourable pursuit, adapted to the active genius of this commercial nation’.71 George Hibbert, MP for Seaford and a member of the powerful Hibbert family of Jamaica, offered all of the arguments against abolition that had succeeded in the past. Africans already enslaved people and plantation slavery was a civilising improvement over remaining enslaved in Africa; the Old Testament permitted slavery; the slave trade was necessary to colonial commerce. He made the familiar and enduring comparison between the alleged material comfort of enslaved people and the British poor, inviting the House to imagine an impoverished English woman with eight children, ‘their limbs emaciated, and their bodies swollen with famine’. Their father had spent his wages on ale and lottery tickets. Where was reform in Britain? Hibbert asked.72

Notwithstanding Hibbert’s threadbare arguments the Bill, clearly, would pass. Unlike Wilberforce’s previous backbench motions, the 1807 Bill was introduced in the Lords and Commons by ministers of the Crown as a fully drafted piece of legislation. Grenville was confident in his majority. So, when Wilberforce rose early in the morning to respond to Hibbert and other critics of the Bill, his speech was a valediction, not a plea for votes. He praised the government and invoked the glorious future abolition would inaugurate for Africa and Africans. Abolition would extend the freedom of the British constitution gradually to the enslaved of the West Indies. He looked forward to the day when ‘those comforts may be safely extended to our sable brethren in the West Indies; and when the beams of science shall penetrate even into the interior of Africa’.73 After Wilberforce finished his speech, backbenchers yelled for the House to divide; the House overwhelmingly favoured a second reading, by a margin of 283 to 16.

On 27 February, the Bill was read again, and again approved by a large majority. In early March, an attempt to amend the Bill to end the trade in 1812 instead of 1808 was roundly defeated. On 16 March 1807, George Hibbert made a final plea to the House to reconsider, but ‘felt no expectation of success’, he sighed.74 Henry Thornton, in contrast, was jubilant. He waxed on the civilising power of the British empire. He praised the East India Company’s reforms to Indian land law in Company territory, and Parliament’s reforms to land tenure and use in Ireland. Abolition was more proof that the empire was maturing.75 Like Rome in the maturity of its imperial might, Thornton argued, Britain had passed through a phase as an empire of brutal conquest. It was primed to become a civilising empire.

‘Civilization,’ Thornton explained, ‘has always been promoted in the world chiefly by the communication of light from a civilized to a barbarous people.’ Britain was powerful, and imperial power carried new responsibilities for nascent empires. ‘Ought we not generally to prevent man from preying upon man?’ Thornton asked. ‘Ought we not to restrain the violence of our countrymen in every quarter of the globe?’ Once again, Thornton returned to the civilising power of commerce. ‘We possess an extensive commerce,’ he concluded, ‘and we profess to act on higher principles than other countries.’76

Wilberforce rose one last time, offering thanks to the memory of William Pitt, to Lord Grenville and Charles James Fox, to Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson and the other founders of the Society. ‘I cannot help thinking,’ he concluded, ‘that the more we shall attend to improve the condition of Africa, now that the bar to the civilization of that continent is removed, the more we shall conduce to our own commercial prosperity and true happiness.’77

***

The 1807 Slave Trade Act completed the abolition of the British slave trade. It banned British ships from carrying enslaved people and forbade slave trading in Britain’s ports. It was designed to encourage the Royal Navy to pursue slave ships, which could now be counted as prizes. Enslaved people held captive on slave ships could be conscripted as soldiers or sailors or apprenticed as labourers. The Act was not a charter for emancipation, although most of its champions imagined it as the first step towards the end of slavery, but it did change the direction of the slave empire. The Act did not abandon the control and white supremacy of the era of slavery, but channelled it towards a new project of ‘civilisation’ and economic transformation. People freed from slave ships would learn ‘civilisation’ in exchange for the end of their enslavement, and British merchants would begin the work of remaking West African trade.

***

The small, officially antislavery colony of Sierra Leone, in West Africa, witnessed the initial surge of enthusiasm for antislavery in the 1790s, suffered during the doldrums of the movement until the first years of the nineteenth century, and became prosperous after 1807. The colony had begun as the ‘Province of Freedom’, a short-lived experiment in colonisation devised by Granville Sharp. After the American Revolutionary War, free Black soldiers and sailors who had fought for Britain found themselves out of work on the streets in London and other cities. There were at least 15,000 African or African-descended people in England by 1773.78 Sharp imagined a settlement of these African-descended people who would trade in African goods and spread ‘civilisation’ on the coast. He wrote a constitution for the settlement that reimagined ancient Anglo-Saxon government and called for the settlers to be organised into units called hundreds and tithings, with elected representatives at every level.

The Province of Freedom was star-crossed from the beginning. Accusations of graft dogged the Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor that had financed the expedition. Ships chartered by the Committee to carry settlers were scheduled to leave the same week as the ‘First Fleet’ of prison ships bound for Australia, so many of the settlers disappeared, fearing that they had been tricked into imprisonment. When those who did sail arrived in West Africa they bickered, suffered from attacks of malaria and skirmished with locals. Soon, the Province of Freedom collapsed.

In 1792, in Sierra Leone, the Sierra Leone Company founded a new settlement, Freetown, near the abandoned settlements of the Province of Freedom. The Company’s Directors in London included many of the most prominent abolitionists in Britain: William Wilberforce, Thomas Clarkson, Henry Thornton, Josiah Wedgwood and others. Thomas Peters, a Black American Loyalist, had travelled to London from Nova Scotia to petition the Company to consider ‘Black Loyalists’ as settlers. To this end, John Clarkson, Thomas’s brother, led an expedition to Nova Scotia and recruited more than 1,500 settlers, who arrived in Sierra Leone in a convoy. The settlement sputtered at first. The white merchants selected to lead Company trade in West Africa struggled to turn a profit. To their surprise, they found that even trade in ‘legitimate’ goods was deeply entangled with trade in enslaved people. The small craft that plied the coast around the colony, piloted by both Africans and Europeans, carried both enslaved people in small numbers and goods such as timber, palm oil and rice. It was impossible to feed the colonists without doing business with slave traders. The settlers, meanwhile, grew restive. They had been promised land and freedom in West Africa, and instead they found themselves subservient to the commercial ambitions of the Company’s agents.

Things got worse. French sailors sacked Freetown in 1794, forcing the Company to spend down its capital. By the turn of the nineteenth century, Wilberforce and a young Zachary Macaulay, formerly a Company-appointed Governor of Sierra Leone, made regular appeals to the Crown to take over the colony. In 1799, a group of Maroons from Jamaica, sent into exile in Nova Scotia by the Jamaica Assembly, were relocated to Freetown. The Maroons, feared throughout the empire as potential rebels, allowed the Sierra Leone Company to demand a greater official British military presence in their privately owned colony. Some of the original settlers, frustrated at the broken promises of land and freedom that the Company offered to them in Nova Scotia, rose in revolt just before the transport ship carrying the Maroons arrived in Freetown. The Maroons quickly curried the favour of the Company by sending trackers into the jungle to hunt and capture the rebels, just as they had captured runaways in Jamaica.

By 1807, the Sierra Leone Company was on the brink of collapse – but the Slave Trade Act revitalised the colony. The Royal Navy hunted slave ships in the rivers near Freetown and turned enslaved people over to a new Vice-Admiralty Court. James Stephen’s time in the West Indies had taught him the value of this kind of court, generally convened in wartime to process and auction off captured ships and property. Vice-Admiralty Courts were dirty: they had few procedural rules and turned ships over to be auctioned for prize money quickly. In Sierra Leone, the trade in captured slave ships turned antislavery into the biggest business in the colony. The court declared enslaved people freed from slave ships to be ‘captured Negroes’. As such, they were no longer enslaved but they were not free to do as they chose. Most were either enlisted in the armed forces, particularly in the West India regiments – which had once been recruited by the mass purchase of enslaved soldiers – or else into the more ragtag Royal African Corps that fought in West Africa. Others were indentured as labourers to white merchants and Black colonists.

Sierra Leone thrived during the Napoleonic Wars; by the same token, peace in Europe was disastrous for the colony. Without the loose regulations on capturing ships tolerated and accepted in wartime, more British captains found themselves in court, sued for ‘illegal’ captures of slave ships. The 1807 Slave Trade Act was enforced first by entrepreneurial Royal Navy captains and then by an official West Africa Squadron that patrolled the coast looking for slavers. Popular histories of the West Africa Squadron have subtitles such as ‘The Ships that Stopped the Slave Trade’. But they did not stop the slave trade. They stopped individual slave ships. Hundreds of thousands of people were taken from West Africa to the Americas while the Squadron was active. The coast of West Africa was simply too long, and the number of British ships too few, to make a dent in the trade. Moreover, the West Africa Squadron operated within a complicated legal framework that restricted which ships they could pursue. The Squadron did prove useful, however, for protecting British merchants and applying pressure to African merchants, kings and chiefs in trade disputes.

In wartime, Sierra Leone reflected the hope of the framers of the 1807 Act that the combination of the global disruption in the slave trade and the might of the Royal Navy could bring a swift and final stop to slave trading. After 1815, Sierra Leone became an early outpost of Britain’s civilising mission in West Africa, a place where colonial rule was justified, even sanctified, by antislavery.79 As Thomas Clarkson wrote, the Slave Trade Act was ‘a Magna Charta for Africa in Britain’.80 It would take a few decades, but other West Africans beyond Sierra Leone would come to learn what that charter meant for their lives, livelihoods and political independence.

***

Ottobah Cugoano was born in present-day Ghana, sold into slavery as a child, and freed following the Somerset ruling. In 1787 he published a tract, Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery  and Commerce of the Human Species. Cugoano began the book with a rebuke to those who doubted the capacity of Africans to contribute to the intellectual life of the Enlightenment, and then recounted his terrifying ordeal on the march to the coast as a child, where he was convinced ‘that they would eat me, according to our notion as children in the inland parts of the country’. Sold to a planter in Grenada, Cugoano despaired. He watched as other enslaved people were beaten for stealing. Some seemed to keep openly pilfering canes, perhaps hoping to be killed. Some had their teeth ripped out of their mouths with pliers.81

Cugoano argued that ‘every man of any sensibility’ would be hard-pressed not to consider slave traders to be ‘the greatest villains in the world’.82 But Cugoano saw the costs of empire more clearly than his white counterparts, because he had felt them on his skin. Britain’s colonies, he wrote, were ‘founded on murders and devastations . . . disgraceful to human nature’.83 Cugoano, unlike most white abolitionists of the era, was not content with the end of the slave trade. He asked that Britain fast in memory of the millions it had killed. He dreamed that all European kingdoms would abolish slavery by proclamation, and that the proclamation would be carried out to Britain’s colonies, ‘to mitigate the labour of their slaves to that of a lawful servitude, without tortures or oppression’. And yet, Cugoano hoped that an antislavery empire could be a force for good. Great Britain, after abolition, could take the lead in the civilisation of West Africa. ‘As the Africans became refined and established in light and knowledge, they would imitate their noble British friends’, Cugoano reasoned, by improving land and producing new crops, and perhaps even the tropical crops produced by enslaved people in the West Indies.84

In British public memory, the campaign against the slave trade is too often remembered as a unique and exceptional achievement, as evidence that for all its warts, the British empire wasn’t all that bad – or even half-bad – and that at any rate it was better than any alternative. Setting aside this twisted logic, Britain was not even the first European slave-trading nation to ban the trade – that was Denmark, which abolished its slave trade in 1792. Moreover, not all colonial slaveholders supported the slave trade unconditionally. Some argued that enslaved workers born in the Americas were less rebellious; others resented the control that London exerted over the imperial trade. For example, slaveholders in colonial South Carolina sometimes pleaded with Parliament to restrict the number of enslaved people allowed ashore in the colony while also aggressively expanding their plantations.

Britain was the most prolific slave trader of the eighteenth century. The money and growth that the slave empire created produced a culture that turned against it. This transformation was not miraculous, or sudden, and it was structured and checked by the same racism invoked to justify plantation slavery. The abolition of the slave trade opened a new space for imperial expansion in West Africa and gave the sheen of morality to British imperialism and colonialism across the empire. Even the African-born writers such as Cugoano who had escaped from the colonies of the slave empire could not resist the appeal of an antislavery empire. Historian Linda Colley concludes that ‘Anti-slavery supplied the British with an epic stage upon which they could strut in an overwhelmingly attractive guise.’85

It was much easier to build consensus around the end of the slave trade than the end of plantation slavery. Slaveholders had spent nearly 200 years naturalising the idea that enslaved people from West Africa were the only kind of people who could work efficiently in the tropics. Britons had spent 200 years growing accustomed to cheaper and more plentiful supplies of sugar, coffee and other goods. Slaveholders insisted that enslaved people required close supervision and rigid discipline. British abolitionists considered slaveholding sinful but many agreed that the experience of enslavement had pushed enslaved people down the ladder of civilisation. The consensus around the abolition of the slave trade was possible in part because emancipation was a distant horizon.




5

Amelioration and Rebellion

‘THERE WAS A time,’ Benjamin Haydon remembered, ‘when I believed that the negro, however deep his sympathies and affectionate his heart, was separated from the intellectual European irrevocably; when I believed his brain and bodily conformation were so inherently deficient, that no education and no ameliorated condition could ever improve them.’1 Haydon was doing penance for his own past racial prejudices. In 1811, at twenty-five, Haydon had been commissioned to paint a picture of Macbeth. To get the figures right – to capture the wildness and physical power of the ancient Scots – he had combined drawing and sculptural moulds from dissected lion carcasses with sketches and casts of a Black American sailor known as Wilson, famous among London artists for his spectacular physique. Most likely Wilson had been the model in George Dawe’s painting A Negro Overpowering a Buffalo (c. 1810). The white artists who employed Wilson and other Black men as models fetishised and romanticised their bodies, celebrating their physical strength but relegating them to the mythical and savage past.2 Decades later, Haydon regretted his former conviction, ‘that the negro was the link between animal and man’.3 Haydon had hired Wilson for nearly a month, and marvelled at his body, ‘a perfect antique figure alive’, but with ‘all the positive marks characteristic of brutality . . . his feet flat . . . his fore-arm as long as his arm-bone, his deltoid short, his jaw projecting’. In his diaries, Haydon showed obsessive, erotic interest in the sailor. ‘I cast him, drew him, and painted him till I had mastered every part’, Haydon remembered. On one occasion, he nearly suffocated Wilson while taking a plaster cast of the man’s entire body.4

In 1811, Benjamin Haydon, bien-pensant but not particularly politically engaged, could not conceive of people of African descent as the equals of white Britons. At the time, even many Britons committed to the antislavery cause were agnostic on racial equality. George Stephen, James Stephen’s youngest son, remarked decades later that in 1813 even the most ‘sanguine abolitionist’ hadn’t contemplated ‘actual emancipation’. Enslaved people, he continued, ‘were fit for liberty, as all men are by nature; but they were not fitted by education or by moral discipline for that greatest and most refined state of liberty . . . the magistrate and the missionary had still their work to do’.5 Wilberforce and his allies hoped for a slow, deliberate path to freedom for the hundreds of thousands of people held in slavery by British subjects. The triumph of 1807 put antislavery closer to the centre of British public life. The movement widened as abolitionists turned their attention to missionary societies, anti-vice campaigns and other causes. Domestic social unrest after the French wars, however, made reformers anxious. Peace meant mass demobilisation and gruelling recession. Elite abolitionists projected their anxiety about sudden social change onto the slave empire. Eager to stifle radicals in Britain, they looked for proof that gradual reform was preferable to sudden rupture, and that with time and strict control, slavery would simply fade away.

From 1807 until 1823, the leaders of the antislavery movement argued for the ‘amelioration’ of slavery. Following what they imagined were natural laws of economic life, many waited for the force of supply and demand to work on slaveholders. By eliminating the supply of enslaved workers to Britain’s slave empire, the argument went, colonies would incrementally improve the living and working conditions for enslaved people. Missionaries would minister to the enslaved, teach basic literacy, and supervise the spiritual and sexual lives of people preparing for freedom. Torture would be forbidden, and corporal punishment carefully controlled. Enslaved people would receive more and better rations, as well as more time to tend their gardens and provision grounds. ‘Amelioration’ had two purposes. First, abolitionists imagined that better living conditions would curb rebellion and encourage the enslaved population to grow naturally. Thus, slaveholders would learn that amelioration was in their interests. Second, by educating enslaved people in Christianity, amelioration would prepare both the enslaved and the people who claimed to own them for eventual emancipation.

Amelioration was intended to preserve domestic peace in the slave empire, and slowly to chip away at plantation slavery. In 1816, however, enslaved rebels in Barbados took amelioration into their own hands.

***

While Wilberforce and other leaders of the campaign against the slave trade emphasised their hope that slavery would wither away, they noted that the 1807 Slave Trade Act was only the first step in emancipation. At first, abolitionists expected that the laws of the market would take their course. Amelioration would begin as soon as slaveholders realised that the slave trade was well and truly gone.

The abolition of the British slave trade had been a success in part because most of the work of abolition could be done from London. True, it took political will and a momentous transformation in public morality, but the law itself relied on well-established legal concepts and policies used to regulate contraband in imperial commerce. Amelioration, despite its profoundly conservative time-line, still required Parliament to claim the power to legislate for many different colonies, each of which was jealous of its legislative independence. Although some slaveholders threatened secession, noting that ‘Jamaica is 5,000 miles from Britain, but not 500 from Florida’, slave colonies needed their connection to Britain to maintain their profits.6 Slaveholding wealth and prestige was based on the monopoly colonial sugar enjoyed in the British market. In Britain, absentee slaveholders were patrons of the arts and sciences, Members of Parliament, owners of grand and fashionable houses. Although no British legislator seems to have taken seriously the possibility of a Caribbean Revolution to match the American Revolution, reforming laws written by suspicious and intractable colonial assemblies was much more challenging than banning the imperial slave trade with a single Act of Parliament.

Bryan Edwards, whom we met in the first chapter, was a slaveholder and man of letters, and among the most famous ‘West Indians’ of the late eighteenth century. Edwards was born in Westbury, Wiltshire, in 1743. His father, who sold corn and malt to the brewing trade, was lucky to marry rich and unlucky to die young. Edwards’s mother, Elizabeth Bayly, had two brothers in Jamaica. One brother, Zachary, took the family under his wing and in 1759 Bryan Edwards went to work for him. Zachary Bayly died in 1769 and bequeathed five sugar plantations to his nephew. In 1773, a family friend left Edwards three more estates. Edwards now claimed to own about 1,500 enslaved people. In 1782, after two decades in Jamaica, he briefly returned to England and in 1792 became an absentee for good. In 1796, Edwards bought the rotten borough (one with very few voters but still entitled to a representative in Parliament) of Grampound, in Cornwall, and entered the House of Commons. He became a leader among absentee slaveholders, working as a merchant banker and importer of West Indian sugar and rum.

In 1793, Edwards published the first edition of his great work, The History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies. Edwards revised the original two volumes frequently and added new volumes, with histories of the Haitian Revolution and the 1797 Jamaican Maroon War. After Edwards died in 1800, editors continued to publish new editions, loaded with appendices and ‘continuations’, often plagiarised from other works.

Like many of the wealthiest and best-educated of the slaveholding class, Edwards styled himself a man of the Enlightenment. He was elected to the American Philosophical Society in 1774, and to the Royal Society of Arts in 1797. A friend of Sir Joseph Banks, the most famous and celebrated natural historian in the British empire and founder of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, Edwards served on the board of the Association for Promoting the Discovery of the Interior Parts of Africa. He helped the Scots explorer Mungo Park with the costs of editing and publishing a memoir of his expedition to West and Central Africa, Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa (1799).

Edwards believed in amelioration. As an MP, he led a movement to repeal laws that allowed enslaved people to be sold to pay off debts, a common reason for family separations.7 On his own estates, he restricted the use of corporal punishment. Edwards, like many absentees and other broad-acred planters, claimed to regret the existence of slavery and presented himself as a humane man of science interested in applying new technology, new crops and new insights from botany to plantation agriculture. He agreed in principle with antislavery arguments that the end of the slave trade would reward planters with better sugar yields and fewer rebellions. Edwards understood that if plantation slavery were to have a future in the British empire, it would have to be under the supervision of a generation of slaveholders who transcended the stereotype of ‘Johnny New-Come’, the raw-boned and greedy tropical speculator and gambler. Slaveholders would need to be patrician capitalists.

The political theorist Corey Robin has argued that moments of revolution are crucial to conservatives as well as radicals. In moments of revolution, Robin argues, human hierarchies are revealed as constructed, not natural. Consequently, conservatives in these moments must justify or reinforce hierarchy. A common theme of what Robin calls ‘the reactionary mind’ is a belief in ‘private regimes of power . . . where a father governs his family and an owner his employees’.8 In the antislavery debate that followed the American, French and Haitian revolutions, both slaveholders and leading abolitionists reached for an idealised family hierarchy for support. Slaveholders claimed they were benevolent parents; abolitionists dreamed of replacing slavery with an organic, patriarchal hierarchy after emancipation.

The best way to reform British society without destroying traditional authority, Wilberforce argued, was to improve the morals of the upper classes. Morality began at the top of the social order; ‘with the comforts and refinements, the vices also of the higher orders are continually descending’.9 To Wilberforce, society was like a family, and like a family it had its own ‘natural’ hierarchy; a man governed his wife by natural right, and both parents governed their children. At the same time, a good family was not abusive. Children consented to the power their parents wielded, and parents punished with restraint and love. Perhaps, abolitionists reasoned, if plantations could be remade as families, then after emancipation, free African ‘children’ would respect and love their white ‘parents’ and continue to work in the fields. As the historian Sasha Turner has shown, Wilberforce’s interest in family hierarchy as a tool for building or reinforcing social order included a fascination with the biology of enslaved women. He believed that if enslaved men and women were encouraged to live in solemnised Christian marriages, enslaved women would be more fertile.10 Amelioration would remake enslaved family life in the image of the idealised British family; improved family life would reinforce the social order by empowering enslaved men to claim their authority as fathers and by increasing fertility among enslaved women. This ‘improved’ enslaved family, Wilberforce imagined, would satisfy planters and abolitionists. The former would have access to more, and more tractable, labour while the latter could begin to plan for emancipation in a less combustible slave empire.

William Wilberforce did not want a revolution. He and his fellow leading Evangelicals, such as the pamphleteer and intellectual Hannah More, believed moral reform began at the top and filtered down. Wilberforce’s most famous devotional work, A Practical View of the Prevailing Religious System of Professed Christians, which went through at least nineteen authorised editions between 1797 and 1833, argued that the rich ought to behave themselves, to set an example for the poor. But at the same time, the poor had a duty to accept their lot. The ‘present state of things is very short’, Wilberforce reminded readers, and material inequality on earth was nothing in comparison with eternity, when all true Christians would receive ‘the same heavenly inheritance’.11

Wilberforce’s belief in the importance of a morally upright upper class and his faith in the moderating influence of Christianity shaped amelioration. If missionaries could work among the enslaved, Christianity would yield two benefits: it would prepare enslaved people for a part in the drama of British civilisation, and reduce the likelihood of rebellion during the last days of slavery and the restive, first days of freedom.

Although they disagreed over the basic morality of slavery, Bryan Edwards and William Wilberforce agreed that, in the short term, emancipation would be disastrous. Wilberforce imagined the steps towards freedom extending over decades, perhaps longer, as missionaries worked among the enslaved to teach them both Christian doctrine and the kinds of attitudes to work and social hierarchy that Wilberforce treasured. The ambitions of mainstream antislavery were grand in theory. But in practical terms, the abolitionist programme was modest. Antislavery activists and slaveholders made similar arguments. Slaveholders argued that plantations were peaceful, productive communities with contented workers and solicitous managers; abolitionists wanted this bucolic, patrician capitalism to flourish in the colonies, but argued that slavery stood in the way. Abolitionists insisted that enslaved people would need to prove that they were ready for and deserving of freedom before they would be eligible to receive it. The worst thing enslaved people could do, in many white abolitionists’ view, was to rise in armed rebellion. A violent push by enslaved rebels would show that the colonies were not yet prepared for emancipation.

Amelioration had been a common theme in both slaveholding and antislavery politics from the very first attacks on slavery launched by precociously abolitionist Quakers in the early and mid-eighteenth century. The pacifism of the Quakers and the optimism of the Enlightenment forged a broad consensus, even among ardent abolitionists, that emancipation would take time and training. Slaveholders soon exploited the tension between antislavery’s theoretical radicalism and practical conservatism. Defenders of slavery began to argue that slaveholders were not bloodthirsty exploiters of the enslaved, but stern, loving parents. For example, in An Essay Upon Plantership, published in 1765, Samuel Martin argued that enslaved people ought to live under written laws that protected their ‘lives and little properties’. They were subject, he wrote, only to relatively mild punishment, ‘such correction as children are to parents’. As the physician, poet and slaveholder Thomas Grainger put it, ‘Negroes at no time should be treated with rigour.’12

Antislavery writers also confronted a second, related problem. New concepts of political economy posited by Adam Smith and others predicted that slavery would be unprofitable as well as immoral. Slavery, Smith pointed out, made it impossible for enslaved workers to participate fully in commerce, it gave enslaved workers no stake in the crops they grew and processed, it required violence to secure steady work, and it seemed to be much more expensive than paying a daily wage. When autonomous consumers made free choices, Smith argued, economies flourished. But slaveholders’ prosperity seemed to rebut that theory. A slaveholder, Samuel Martin wrote, ‘must be a good economist’.13

After the American Revolution, prominent abolitionists planned for a long and gradual emancipation. In the 1780s, James Ramsay argued for better treatment, basic education and conversion to Christianity for the enslaved. As enslaved people learned to read and write and began to worship in the same churches as planters, they would increase their ‘religious importance’. As co-religionists to slaveholders, Christian enslaved people would be treated better, work more efficiently and begin to see planters as paternalistic employers rather than oppressors. Ramsay was convinced that ‘natural inequality, or diversity . . . prevails among men and fits them for society’. The object of emancipation, in his view, would not be equality, but an unequal society held together by a ‘firm band of union’. The relationship between a paid servant and their master was closer to family than was slavery, Ramsay reasoned, since servants were considered to be ‘a part of the family’, living under its rules.14 Slavery bred resentment and estrangement while employment encouraged fellow feeling.

From the first attacks on slavery, slaveholders had claimed that most enslaved people were materially better off than most poor British workers. Although many abolitionists denied it, some, like Ramsay, agreed. In contrast to a poor Briton, Ramsay insisted, an enslaved worker ‘entertains no anxious thoughts about his expences when sick, or his maintenance when old’.15 Like many of his contemporaries among Evangelical abolitionists, James Ramsay was interested in what motivated people to work. If someone worked for subsistence, then the equation was obvious: work or starve. But what made people work for more than they needed to survive? The elites of the Clapham Sect and other prominent abolitionists felt that they worked very hard. But poor Britons seemed to prefer to drink or gamble or have sex when they had earned enough to survive, and some seemed to prefer paying for their vices to paying their rent. It seemed obvious to the Evangelicals that idleness was sinful. What the abolitionists saw as the debauchery of the British poor made leading abolitionists even more persuaded by gradual emancipation. British workers had to worry about paying for rent and food and the support of children and the elderly, and still they often seemed feckless and imprudent. To be ‘ready’ for freedom, enslaved people would need to welcome the risks and rewards of working as wage labourers.

The political lodestar of antislavery was order. Hannah More, for example, admired Saint Paul in the Acts of the Apostles because, in his missionary travels, he used ‘his influence with the vulgar, only to lead them to obedience . . . he enjoined on the people those industrious habits which are the very soul of order’.16 To prepare for emancipation, enslaved people would need to internalise the value of industrious work. Emancipation could not mean the end of labour. Leading Evangelicals were progressives in the cause of education for the British poor. Many landowners argued that schooling would reduce the willingness of farm labourers and factory workers to labour. More dismissed the idea that ‘ignorance would preserve subordination’.17 Instead, she argued, basic education would reconcile the poor to their station. Leading abolitionists agreed with slaveholders that people of African descent ought to be considered dependents of white ‘parents’ – the question was which sort of white people were fit for the role. At the same time, they cleaved to the emerging liberal consensus on the transformative power of wage labour.

If slaveholders and employers shared some common ground, so might enslaved and wage labourers, but developments in the early 1800s challenged that alliance. In 1814, after Napoleon’s first exile, to Elba, and before his final return to the French imperial throne and the ‘Hundred Days’ that ended with the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, more Britons than ever signed antislavery petitions. The petitions demanded that British peace negotiators insist on a general end to the slave trade. Nearly a million people signed 806 separate petitions; by comparison, the next-largest group of antislavery petitions, gathered in 1792, collected some 390,000 signatures.18 Antislavery remained popular, and the cause could still rouse everyday Britons to protest. But the end of the war slowed the movement’s forward momentum. When Napoleon finally fell, Britain was primed to become the most powerful and industrially advanced society on the planet. But for most Britons, this long view was cold comfort. Life after Waterloo was bitter and hard. More than a quarter of a million British soldiers and sailors demobilised as the domestic labour market, inflated by the demands of a long war, began sharply to contract. Politicians confident in the natural laws of the market were eager to abolish regulations on labour and wages. The remnants of the Elizabethan Statute of Artificers, which had provided rudimentary protections for workers and apprentices, were repealed in 1814. The crime rate rose.19

Robert Jenkinson, the 2nd Earl of Liverpool, served as Prime Minister from 1812 to 1827 – the third-longest term in British history. A Tory and a very experienced senior minister, Liverpool faced a difficult choice. During the wars, the availability of foreign-grown cereals, generically called ‘corn’ in Britain, had lowered prices for British crops and revenues for British landowners. Under the influence of the political economist Thomas Malthus, the Tories had imposed temporary duties on foreign corn. Malthus argued that if the price of bread fell too low, workers’ wages would fall, along with the overall purchasing power of manufacturers and farmers. Fearful of a collapse in prices, in 1815 Liverpool’s government passed the Corn Law, imposing tariffs on imported grain.

Landowners profited from the Corn Law while poor Britons struggled to make ends meet. The Napoleonic Wars had cost Britain more than £1.6 billion, or nearly three times as much as all the other major wars Britain had fought since 1688 combined.20 Taxes rose. Riots were common, and working-class reform clubs and debating societies – as well as secretive revolutionary enclaves – multiplied. After nearly twenty people were killed by a cavalry charge at Saint Peter’s Field in Manchester in 1819, Liverpool’s government introduced repressive laws to clamp down on would-be revolutionaries.

Repression and poverty had corroded solidarity between the enslaved in the Caribbean and industrial workers in Britain. Some working-class reformers and revolutionaries saw the common cause of industrial and agricultural workers, free and enslaved. But others resented that antislavery leaders in Parliament focused on the enslaved instead of British workers. At one meeting in 1816, the reformer John Cartwright demanded that men such as Wilberforce stop playing ‘the part of African patriots’ and instead act in Britain to put ‘an end to the selling of the people of England’. ‘Is not,’ he asked, ‘an Englishman somewhat more than an African Negro?’ Cartwright reimagined Wedgwood’s famous cameo of the kneeling enslaved man in chains as a white man, standing erect, and demanding ‘Are we not joint heirs of the same inheritance, and is not that inheritance in the hands of robbers?’21

Thomas Fowell Buxton, whom Wilberforce would later anoint as his antislavery successor in Parliament, witnessed the chaos of the post-war era. In 1816, as the global market for textiles sagged, weavers rioted in Spitalfields, London. Buxton, a partner in the nearby brewery Truman, Hanbury and Buxton, rejected the idea of public assistance for impoverished workers but gave a speech appealing for donations that was reported in the Morning Chronicle, and which raised £45,000 from his wealthy friends. His speech impressed Wilberforce, who wrote to him that it formed ‘so beautiful a contrast to the language of those wretched demagogues, whose infamous doctrines would increase the evils they affect to deplore’.22 Antislavery leaders viewed organised workers and public relief suspiciously – they smacked of radicalism and ‘levelling’. Hierarchy, to men such as Wilberforce and Buxton, was good and necessary, and poverty natural.

***

Amelioration was also taken as natural. But to guarantee that it was working, and to ensure that slaveholders were not smuggling enslaved labourers, the abolitionists wanted data. While many absentee slaveholders in Britain were happy at least to declare that they would cooperate, slaveholders in the Caribbean and their overseers and attorneys understood that giving information to the antislavery lobby could only weaken their position. Slaveholders had learned a lesson from the anti-slave-trade campaign. Thomas Clarkson and other campaigners had published huge portfolios of damning testimony and statistics on the state of the slave trade. So, after 1807, slave colonies closed ranks to keep their business secret. If population continued to fall, the public would excoriate slaveholders; if it grew, the antislavery lobby would claim victory and begin to push for emancipation. In most of the slave empire, slaveholders blocked requests for a clear picture of the size and demography of the enslaved population. Not every colony, however, was closed to antislavery inquiry. In Trinidad, the former Spanish colony that Britain had officially annexed in 1802, and which was established as a Crown Colony with an appointed governor and council, rather than an elected legislature, colonists were obligated to send registers of the people they claimed to own to Britain.

The ‘registration’ policies in Trinidad became a model for attempts to make a broader survey of the slave empire. In 1815, the African Institution, an antislavery pressure group formed after the dissolution of the Sierra Leone Company, published a pamphlet with a detailed plan for a registry of enslaved people. A few months later, Wilberforce introduced a Bill to the same effect. The Registry Bill called for official resident registrars and local commissioners to be sent from Britain to the slave colonies, where they would visit individual estates and collect detailed records – including ages and physical descriptions – of every person that every slaveholder claimed to own. If a slaveholder could not prove that every enslaved person on their estate had been purchased before the abolition of the slave trade, they would be punished with forfeiture of their ‘property’. Forfeited enslaved people would be manumitted immediately. If a mortgaged estate were found to have any enslaved people living on it in violation of the register, the entire estate would be seized and all the enslaved people on it manumitted.

The Registry Bill made no claims to general emancipation.23 Instead, the Bill proposed to centralise and monitor amelioration by giving antislavery leaders baseline data on the empire’s enslaved population. Abolitionists and slaveholders had each advocated for their own version of the amelioration process, one based on imperial regulation and the other based on slaveholders’ patrician goodwill. The Registry Bill would end planter amelioration and impose control and surveillance from London. Antislavery leaders tried to appeal to reform-minded slaveholders. A centralised amelioration plan, they argued, would protect would-be reformers from competitors with fewer scruples. Just as more humane factory owners could not build schools or chapels for their workers without risking being undercut by their competitors, antislavery writers argued that slaveholders committed to amelioration would not be able to ‘afford such liberal and humane improvements, unless they were to be adopted at the same time by all’.24

Abolitionists who championed amelioration hoped, vainly, that reform-minded slaveholders would support the Registry Bill. At the same time, they kept a watchful eye on the largest and most prominent post-slavery society in the Americas, Haiti, for evidence that emancipation could be achieved without an end to social hierarchy. The abolitionists, notably James Stephen, understood early that the Haitian freedom struggle against France could be valuable propaganda for British antislavery, especially after Napoleon restored slavery in the French colonial empire. But after independence, the radicalism of the new republic chastened antislavery campaigners. After he became the first President of Haiti on 1 January 1804, Jean-Jacques Dessalines drove the remaining French colonists and soldiers from the island. To warn Napoleon that Haiti would repel any further attempts to invade, Dessalines called for the execution of every white person in the country. From February to April 1804, Haitian soldiers killed between 3,000 and 5,000 people. On 28 April 1804, Dessalines declared an end to the massacres. ‘The implacable enemies of the rights of man,’ he wrote, ‘have suffered the punishment due to their crimes.’25 He and one of his generals, Henri Christophe, then led a punitive expedition across the border from Haiti into French-occupied Santo Domingo.

Dessalines was a gifted, inspirational general, but he found sharing power in peacetime impossible. Within a few months of the massacres, he declared himself Emperor. Henri Christophe and another leading general, Toussaint Louverture’s former rival, Alexandre Pétion, conspired against Dessalines, and he was assassinated in October 1806. The alliance between Pétion and Henri Christophe soon fell apart and a civil war began. By 1810 Haiti was split into two states – the republic in the south, led by Pétion, and a kingdom in the north, led by Henri Christophe. In 1811, Henri Christophe crowned himself King Henri I. Like Toussaint, a foil to Napoleon, the new king appealed to many antislavery Britons. In turn, Henri Christophe and his ministers took care to emphasise their belief in traditional monarchy to British audiences. Henri Christophe’s kingdom, unlike Pétion’s republic, declared that it would not interfere with the affairs of its neighbours, or seek to spread the revolution elsewhere in the Caribbean. To British antislavery leaders, the Kingdom of Haiti was an example of a post-slavery state with safe, sane emancipation policies: patriarchal, well-policed and politically neutral.26 British publications praised the Haitian king, like they often praised George III, as a paragon of homely virtue, a ‘good husband and a good father, affable in private life, and observant of the duties of morality and of the offices of religion’.27

Prince Saunders, a free-born Black American from Connecticut and a prominent member of the Black community in Boston, was one of many Americans inspired by the Haitian Revolution. Saunders emigrated to Haiti and became an advisor to Henri Christophe, translating state papers from French and Kreyòl into English. In 1815, Saunders went to London on state business, and to seek recognition for his Masonic lodge, the Prince Hall Masons. He arranged to meet Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce and made a good impression. Henri Christophe’s wife and children visited London, and were toasted by James Stephen at a dinner held by the African Institution.28 In 1816, while still in London, Saunders published Haytian Papers, an edited collection of the laws and proclamations of Henri Christophe’s kingdom. The papers were abolitionist and conservative in proportions that appealed to antislavery leaders. In his introduction to the volume, Saunders praised ‘happy England’ as the ‘exalted . . . protectress of the Christian world; the strong hold of rational freedom . . . the promulgatress of civilization’.29

In Haytian Papers, Saunders prominently featured key provisions of Henri Christophe’s revived Code rural or Code Henri, based on the agricultural laws first introduced by Toussaint (as discussed in Chapter 3). Important clauses required landowners to ‘treat their respective labourers with true paternal solicitude’ and farm labourers to offer in return ‘a reciprocal attention to the welfare and interest of the landlord and farmer’.30 The parishes of the kingdom were each to be administered by a lieutenant-governor, who was charged with hearing grievances from the ‘cultivateurs’ against the class of ‘landlords and farmers’. The law also punished ‘the lazy and vagabond’ among the cultivateurs, and offered incentives for workers who married, with special rewards for those ‘who shall bring up the greatest number of legitimate children in a reputable manner’. The laws ‘irrevocably established’ working hours on the plantations, starting at daylight, breaking for an hour of breakfast at 8 a.m., resuming work from 9 a.m. to noon, and then an afternoon shift from 2 p.m. to nightfall.31 Haitian rural workers were no longer enslaved, and they had access to education, religion and the courts. But they remained legally subordinate, as a class, to their landlords. The cultivateurs, in the words of the Code as translated by Prince Saunders, were ‘that important though unenlightened body of the people’.32

The cultivateurs of the kingdom were the former plantation workforce – the ‘great gangs’ of the enslaved in colonial Saint-Domingue and the massed force of the freedom struggle. In time, Henri Christophe promised, they would become more ‘civilised’ and receive greater civil rights. Thomas Clarkson was delighted to hear from Prince Saunders that the Code had been printed, displayed in public squares, and read aloud by magistrates to Haitians working on sugar, coffee or cotton plantations. Clarkson especially admired rules that required cultivateurs to sign contracts of at least a year in length, and which mandated that labourers receive one-third of the plantation crop as a share. Long contracts and incentives to discourage subsistence farming seemed to Clarkson to be ideal for teaching formerly enslaved people how to be free workers. ‘The preamble to these regulations,’ he wrote, ‘insisted upon the necessity of industry, without which everything would go to ruin.’33 In an amiable correspondence arranged by Saunders, Henri Christophe reassured Clarkson that, unlike his rival Pétion, he was not devoted to fanciful ideas of the ‘rights of man’. Instead, he was committed to ‘the dominion of law in place of the licentiousness which is the natural consequence of all revolutions, to the rebirth and prosperity of agriculture and commerce’.34 Music to British ears.

The Code Henri confirmed the British antislavery elite’s ideas about how to plan for emancipation. Henri Christophe’s kingdom seemed to prove that with the right laws and with appropriate discipline even unruly workers could be taught to labour according to the rhythms of the plantation without the coercive force of slavery. It looked, from Britain, like amelioration in action. Thomas Clarkson and others worried that if, after slavery, emancipated people became subsistence farmers rather than wage-workers on plantations, it would discredit antislavery. From the mid-eighteenth century onwards, abolitionists had argued that the end of slavery would pay dividends in cheaper crops, higher yields and fewer rebellions. Moreover, after emancipation, formerly enslaved people would need to be tractable, grateful and diligent in their work; to antislavery leaders, freedom without these markers of ‘civilisation’ was virtually meaningless. Saunders and Henri Christophe courted British support for the Kingdom of Haiti by playing to these desires. Antislavery leaders gloried at the possibilities if a similar process in the British empire could unfold, led by Europeans instead of Haitians.

In the era of amelioration, with the trauma and triumph of the wars against France still fresh in British minds, many British publications guardedly praised the Kingdom of Haiti. The British Review and London Critical Journal, a publication noted for thoughtful reviews of Romantic literature and for its Evangelical politics, praised Haitian laws that declared ‘No Frenchman is allowed to enter the kingdom’ and regulations that forbade any Haitian from entering the royal palace of Sans-Souci or any public market unless ‘decently clothed’.35 The essay concluded with a note that the bloody founding of Haiti had been the consequence of French cruelty and impolicy. British planters, by contrast, could foster emancipation without fear, ‘so long as their slaves are treated with kindness and humanity’. The abolition of the slave trade had already begun the process of amelioration, and the missionary press brimmed with anecdotes that seemed to show that ‘the period is not far distant, when the entire black population in the West Indies shall hail with devout gratitude the day, that transported them from their native deserts, to make them free men’.36

***

In response to the Registry Bill and the congenial relationship between Henri Christophe and leading abolitionists such as Clarkson and Wilberforce, the Jamaica Assembly made a formal protest to the Colonial Office. The Assembly argued that the Bill would provoke a constitutional crisis. Britain was not entitled to legislate for the colonies. The protest quoted Jamaica’s charter, granted by Charles II: ‘All persons, born in Jamaica, shall be free denizens of England, and shall have the same privileges.’ The authors protested ‘that this proclamation must be considered not as conferring new immunities, but as declaratory of inherent rights’. They claimed that the African Institution aimed to ‘get introduced into parliament a positive law, of the most penal nature, having for its avowed object a system leading to emancipation’. The gradual emancipation that the antislavery lobby promoted, Jamaican slaveholders remarked, would be incoherent to the enslaved. It was ‘a language conveying to them no ideas’. In contrast, rumours of emancipation, accomplished with ‘measures [of] which their masters disapprove, they can clearly comprehend’.37

And then, on 14 April 1816, in Saint Philip Parish, Barbados, a signal fire burned on a high ridge called Bishop’s Hill. Barbados is mostly flat. The blaze must have been visible for many miles. The rebellion spread among the enslaved people of three neighbouring parishes. The colonial militia rallied to confront the insurgents, and quickly suppressed the rebellion. The Barbados Assembly estimated that the cane pieces on as much as one-fifth of the island had burned, along with many houses and buildings. Planters reckoned the damage at more than £170,000. The militia and the British Army regiments posted in the colony began a murderous reprisal and, when the fighting ended a few days later, at least a hundred enslaved people were dead, and two whites. In the weeks that followed, Barbadian officials executed at least 144 more enslaved people, and deported 170 into slavery on other islands.38 The militia rampaged through the plantations, murdering suspected insurgents. As the Assembly’s official report put it, with cruel detachment, the rebellion had ‘deprived the Colony of nearly four hundred of its finest Slaves’.39

Surrounded by enslaved people from the moment they opened their eyes in the morning to the moment they shut them at night, many slaveholders believed themselves to be experts on what they called ‘the negro character’. When abolitionists demanded change in the colonies, slaveholders fell back on their purported expertise in what enslaved Africans really wanted. But most of what happened among the enslaved, on plantations, on port-town streets or at the docks, was kept a secret from whites. And when the grandest planters laid out feasts for fifteen or twenty guests, each with their own personal servant for the evening, thirty or forty ears listened. Planters and their employees, unnerved by the abolition of the slave trade, imagined a transatlantic conspiracy. They feared that missionaries were inciting rebellion. In Barbados, the committee struck to investigate the 1816 rebellion reported that almost a year before the insurrection rumours had circulated ‘that the benefits of freedom would probably be extended . . . through the interposition of the friends of the Blacks, in England’ on either Christmas 1815 or New Year’s Day 1816.40

For the enslaved, the causes and politics of the rebellion, known in Barbados as ‘Bussa’s Rebellion’ after one of its leaders, were more complicated. The surviving records of the rebellion are mostly court records. Historians have had to reconstruct the origins of the rebellion mostly from the testimony of people who chose not to join in the fighting. Bussa, a ranger on a sugar plantation called Bayley’s (sometimes ‘Bayly’s’ or ‘Bailey’s’ in the records), was joined by a carpenter named King Wiltshire, a mason named Dick Bailey, and another man, known as Johnny, who carried a flag at the head of a group of rebels during a doomed last stand on 16 April 1816. Another leading conspirator, Nanny Grig, was enslaved at Simmons Plantation, and was reported to have been the first person to tell the people on the plantation that freedom was coming, and that ‘her Master was very uneasy about it’. Nanny Grig, according to Robert, an informer, told the people at Simmons that ‘they were all damned fools to work’ since emancipation would come on New Year’s Day 1816. When it didn’t, Robert claimed that she told people that freedom had been delayed until Easter Monday and that the way to ensure freedom was ‘to fight for it, the way they did in Saint Domingo’.

People on the estates eagerly waited for information. William, a free black tailor, rebuked one of his apprentices for teasing enslaved workers by pretending to read from newspapers about emancipation. The people at Ayshford Plantation, which William had visited for a job, grilled him on whether ‘he had brought any good news for them, and could tell anything about their freedom?’41 Daniel, an enslaved carpenter, testified that he’d learned from a free man of colour named Cain Davis – who had seen it in the newspapers – that ‘the Queen and Mr. Wilberforce had sent out to have them all freed’.42 Just before Christmas 1815, Bussa and a group of other men, including King Wiltshire, held a secret meeting. After his arrest, Wiltshire explained he had heard that freedom had arrived ‘through a black woman who was a Queen, for whom Mr. Wilberforce acted in England’.43 Queen Charlotte, George III’s wife, was rumoured to have a distant African ancestor. News of amelioration and royal politics from England, filtered through free and enslaved people’s common experience of living in a slave society, was rewritten as a narrative of freedom denied.

The conspiracy soon gained momentum. Jackey, the head driver at Simmons, promised that he would send for the other drivers, rangers and head carters at the plantations, to ‘give the Country a light on Easter Monday’ by setting signal fires and burning sugarcane fields.44 Jackey, who as head driver enjoyed a great deal of independence, power and prestige on the plantation, often met with another conspirator, Washington Franklin, a free man of colour. According to planter testimony, Franklin had spent months before the insurrection visiting the villages of the enslaved on the plantations, carrying newspapers from England, and rebels allegedly planned to appoint him as Governor of Barbados.45 The informer, Robert, claimed he heard Jackey and Franklin planning the revolt; Robert often went by Jackey’s house to chat and to horse around with Jackey’s children. Desperation made plantations into places where trusted family friends could turn snitch, and where few would blame them for it. Robert seems to have chosen to testify against the leaders of the rebellion because a group of rebels had come to his home plantation, Simmons, and threatened to kill him if he did not fight. One man had told him, ‘I will chop you down if you do not join us.’46 The people at Simmons seem to have held their ground until the arrival of the militia.

The politics of the rebels in Barbados are harder to pin down in the historical record than those of leading white abolitionists. The rebels went to the scaffold without revealing all their secrets, and the testimony of enslaved and free witnesses and of white militiamen are a tangle of accusations and hearsay. The rebels wanted freedom, to be sure, but what that freedom might have looked like is harder to specify. Barbados’s rebels, however, made and carried flags into battle with them, and they provide a clue. None of the flags survive, but a British soldier made a sketch of one, taken during the rebels’ last stand, and it is preserved in the UK National Archives. Britannia sits on a lion in the bottom-left corner; on the right, a ship flies the English Saint George Cross and the Royal Navy flag, another Saint George Cross inset with a Union Jack. Three dark-skinned people stand in fashionable European clothes – two men with top hats and blue topcoats, and a woman in a flowing white frock. A white redcoat stands in the foreground, and four images of the Crown are scattered in the field. Various mottos appear on banners: ‘Happiness Remains forever with endeavourance’, ‘Endeavourance forever’ and ‘God always saves endeavour’.

According to a colonel in the colonial militia, the flag was intended to depict George III passing a crown to a dark-skinned man, who was ‘represented as placing it on the head of another black man, who had, hanging on his arm, a white woman’. Another printed motto, which does not appear on the copy in the archive, read ‘Brittanier are happy to assist all such as endeavourance’. A witness guessed that it meant that ‘Great Britain would assist the slaves, if they would endeavour to obtain their liberty themselves.’ Another witness claimed that a literate enslaved sign-painter in Bridgetown had designed the flags.47 Had antislavery policies not been rooted in the idea that amelioration prevented rebellion, the flags might have seemed like proof that some enslaved Barbadians had adopted the symbols of the British Crown, British clothing and British liberty. As it was, though, the rebellion – and its flags – shocked and embarrassed white abolitionists.

A pamphlet in London, written in defence of the slaveholders, asserted that the enslaved carried other flags as well, including ones printed with the words ‘liberty and white wives’. Another flag allegedly read ‘Wilberforce’; another had ‘the figure of a white man hanging by the neck’ and still another ‘the figure of a white woman kneeling and imploring mercy from a black man’.48 If these other flags ever existed (which I doubt), they only survive in these reports.

***

As news of the rebellion arrived in Britain, slaveholders and abolitionists fought over its causes. Barbados slaveholders and their allies in Britain and the other slave colonies blamed the rebellion on the Slave Registry Bill. They argued that abolitionist promotion of the proposed law had incited rebellion, and that missionaries had at best failed to stop the violence and at worst had actively conspired with rebel leaders. The planters also claimed that literate enslaved people saw the Haitian Revolution ‘as worthy of imitation, and as exhibiting a prospect of success which they might reasonably hope to emulate’. According to the testimony of the people interrogated by the planter militia after the rebellion, many enslaved workers believed that freedom had been granted to them in England, but that in order to secure it in the face of planter resistance, they would have to fight.49

The antislavery lobby blamed the planters, justifiably, for overreacting to the Registry Bill. But they blamed the rebellion itself on ‘local and temporary privation of the usual quantity of food’ available to the enslaved because of restrictions in trade with the United States caused by the War of 1812. Antislavery activists argued that the rebellion was an apolitical spasm caused by famine. ‘If we are to suppose,’ one antislavery pamphlet read, that the enslaved were ‘capable of combining under the direction, as we are told, of artful and intelligent leaders, they could hardly have acted so stupidly and irrationally’. The rebellion began close to Bridgetown, white abolitionists wrote, where it was easy for the militia to rally. Consequently, the rebellion had to have been something like a large-scale food riot, not a bid for emancipation.50

Bussa’s Rebellion exposed the fragility of antislavery amelioration. The rebellion appalled many white abolitionists because it seemed to risk disproving the hypothesis that amelioration policies would lead to peaceful and gradual emancipation. First, many Britons, both for and against slavery, had blamed slave rebellions – the Haitian Revolution chief among them – on a combination of a high proportion of enslaved people born in West Africa within a given colony and especially brutal slave laws. But by 1816, 93 per cent of enslaved people in Barbados, compared with 63 per cent in Jamaica and 56 per cent in Trinidad, had been born in the Caribbean.51 Without a high proportion of ‘saltwater’ enslaved people on the island, the antislavery lobby argued that the only other possible cause of rebellion was ill treatment. The Christian Observer, an Evangelical magazine edited by Zachary Macaulay, reasserted the argument that the rebellion was a desperate attempt by the enslaved to secure enough food and shelter to survive.

Barbados, an island with a well-established planter class and a long colonial history, was, however, home to many experiments in amelioration led by slaveholders. The Barbados Assembly published its report on the rebellion intending that it be read in London. The committee that convened the inquiry seems to have taken pains to interrogate enslaved people and white workers from ‘improved’ plantations. For example, James Bowland, a literate enslaved man living and working on the River, a plantation in Saint Philip Parish owned by Thomas Crookenden, told the committee that the cause of the rebellion had nothing to do with poor nutrition and everything to do with ‘the intelligence imparted to the Slaves (which intelligence was obtained from the English Newspapers)’.52 Crookenden, an absentee who also owned an estate in Saint Vincent, was proud of his progressive credentials. He had inherited the River from his uncle, Langford Millington, another self-consciously Enlightened slaveholder. A Fellow of the Royal Society and an acquaintance of Sir Joseph Banks, Millington split his time between his plantations and his home on Berners Street in Fitzrovia, London. In 1799, Millington arranged for the export from the East India Company’s territories to Barbados of a packet of seeds from economically valuable plants, including teak.53 In 1802, Millington joined William Wilberforce as a benefactor and board member of a charity devoted to founding a research hospital for fever victims in London.54

Crookenden shared his uncle’s interest in scientific plantation management. At the inquiry launched by the Barbados Assembly, Thomas Nurse, the overseer of the River, listed the precise quantities of all the provisions provided by the estate to enslaved workers: yams, potatoes, fish, salt, molasses and corn, measured out to the various ‘classes’ among the enslaved. The head driver, ranger and head carter received the biggest share, the ‘principal tradesmen and second-class drivers’ slightly less, and so on through the ‘boys and girls, first-class’. Nurse testified that all the enslaved received clothing on a regular schedule, that no offence was punished with more than twenty lashes, that meals were regularly scheduled, and that ‘medical attendance was as good as the Island could afford’. Nurse also read out the statistics on births and deaths at the River, noting an increase between 1808 and 1816 from 183 to 229 enslaved people, without the slave trade.55 Here, the Barbados Assembly insisted, was real amelioration. Slaveholders argued that meddling from London had only clouded the minds of the enslaved. ‘The promises held out, that a Party in England, and particularly Mr. Wilberforce,’ the report concluded, ‘were their friends and benefactors . . . exerting themselves to ameliorate their condition, and ultimately effect their emancipation’ had led to tragedy.56

The combination of news of the Barbados rebellion and the surge of pamphlets against the Registry Bill killed the legislation. The slaveholders had won – although now, even politicians in Britain who were happy to see the Registry Bill tabled had become more confident about London’s right to legislate for the slave empire.57 In 1816, most MPs were loath to risk the principle of the inviolability of private property on emancipation. Instead of a centralised registry of enslaved people, Parliament requested that slave colonies keep their own registers, and in 1819 this diluted Registry Act passed. No registrars were sent from London, but colonies were required to send copies to the Colonial Office.

As the Registry Bill was failing, a fiery lawyer named Robert Thorpe published a series of pamphlets attacking the African Institution. Thorpe, who had been Chief Justice of Sierra Leone in the early 1810s, singled out Zachary Macaulay, whom he despised, as a hypocrite and self-dealer. Thorpe published a letter that Macaulay had sent from London to Sierra Leone in 1807, imploring the colonial governor, Thomas Ludlam, to be circumspect in his letters to anyone outside of the Sierra Leone Company’s inner circle. Macaulay expressed his confidence that leading Tories such as Spencer Perceval and George Canning would support the African Institution, ‘provided we will but save them the trouble of thinking’.58 Macaulay did indeed have substantial business interests and investments in Sierra Leone, and a great deal of influence over appointments to positions in the colony. Slaveholders and their hired scribblers gleefully quoted Thorpe’s pamphlets and Macaulay’s chastened replies. The intricacies of the scandal were probably difficult for most readers to grasp. But Thorpe caused damage all the same with his scurrilous accusations that Macaulay and abolitionists were hypocrites who hoped to stop the slave trade to establish their own slave colony in West Africa. Attacks on Macaulay resonated with people who resented the zealotry and censoriousness of the ‘Saints’.

The slaveholding interest pressed its advantage. In 1816, James Macqueen, a Scots journalist, geographer and one of the most prolific and effective hired pens employed by British slaveholders, compiled a collection of letters he had published, under the pseudonym ‘Colonist’, in the Glasgow Courier. In one letter, Macqueen claimed that he heard an abolitionist, ‘so well known for his philanthropic celebrity’, declare in public that ‘he hoped to live to see a black government established in our West India Colonies’. Macqueen also insinuated that a London abolitionist had made the flags the rebels had carried, ‘formed to wave in the tempest of insurrection, confusion, and destruction’.59

For all the embarrassment that the Barbados rebellion and its aftermath had caused the antislavery lobby, British slaveholders seem to have realised that the ground had shifted, and amelioration policies were vulnerable. Proslavery publications leaned heavily on the idea that amelioration could be accomplished by the planters themselves and used the Barbados rebellion as proof. Above all, they insisted that Parliament had no ‘legitimate right’ to impose legislation on the islands – that it could ‘neither emancipate slaves, nor cause a registry, nor lawfully force any innovations, against the standing and fundamental laws of the colonies’.60

***

Rebellions, small and large, were a regular feature of life in the slave empire. But Bussa’s Rebellion, led by elite enslaved workers carrying flags with revolutionary slogans, seems especially to have rattled colonial slaveholders. In 1816, the novelist Matthew Lewis, an absentee slaveholder best known for his Gothic horror novel, The Monk (1796), visited his estate in Jamaica. The enslaved people living on his plantation were restive. Lewis was told that the gangs on his plantation were singing work songs declaring that he had come from England to set them free. He also heard rumours that more than 300 people had sworn an oath to kill all the whites on the island of Jamaica. Later, at the Lyndhurst Pen estate, the overseer told Lewis that he was convinced a Haitian agent provocateur, working with a free coloured preacher, had appointed a ‘King of the Eboes’ on the estate. According to Lewis, a song was found on the person of the ‘King’, who was arrested at a funeral feast, that read:


Oh me good friend, Mr. Wilberforce, make we free!

God Almighty thank ye! God Almighty thank ye! . . .

Buckra in this country no make we free:

What Negro for to do? What Negro for to do?

Take force by force! Take force by force!61



Historians often cite this song – one historian calls it ‘The Wilberforce Song’ – as proof that enslaved people were aware of the antislavery debate in Britain.62 And they were, of course. They imagined and craved an end to slavery, and many no doubt thought of armed struggle. But Matthew Lewis made his living writing fiction, and ‘The Wilberforce Song’ seems to me to be too good to be true. The song appears in a highly stylised memoir that was published in 1834. The idea that an enslaved person would carry a written copy of any song strains credulity. Although some enslaved people were literate, most were not. Moreover, work songs were an oral tradition – the people who sang them did not need to write them down. Enslaved people survived by staying alert to what white observers knew about them, what they wanted to know, and what they suspected, so the idea that an enslaved person would carry a copy of such an incriminating song seems even more unlikely. Furthermore, most satirical and subversive work songs that survive in the historical record are much more subtle than this one. The imagery and politics of work songs in the era of slavery were allegorical and allusive: they were obscure enough that enslaved people could deny any hidden meaning.

Finally, according to Lewis, the ‘Eboe King’, when confronted, had said ‘that he certainly had made use of this song, and what harm was there in his doing so? He had sung no songs but such as his brown priest had assured him were approved of by John the Baptist.’63 The fact that the ‘Eboe King’ allegedly blamed not only a missionary, but a missionary of colour – exactly the man whom the Lyndhurst overseer wanted to frame – makes ‘The Wilberforce Song’ seem like an invention, perhaps based on an unwritten song overheard by the overseer. Lewis’s account of it, though, shows the atmosphere of paranoia among slaveholders and overseers in Jamaica. They knew the enslaved believed they had allies in Britain.

The irony of ‘The Wilberforce Song’ is how deeply it would have disturbed William Wilberforce. The point of amelioration was to show enslaved people that ‘taking force by force’ would only count against the case for freedom.

In 1816, Henry Koster, the son of a Liverpool sugar merchant who lived in Pernambuco, Brazil, reflected on the dilemma presented by amelioration. On the one hand, he wrote, it would be impossible to abolish slavery in the colonies by an Act of Parliament, since no ‘government has a right to impoverish a whole body of men, however upright its intentions may be’. All the same, Koster admitted, ‘in the end the emancipation of the slaves must take place; the state of the world will require it, the improving state of mankind will call for it.’64 The question was whether emancipation would be an imperial law imposed on the colonies, or whether the colonies could be relied upon to end slavery themselves.

To Koster, the Barbados rebellion had set back the abolitionist cause. He blamed the rebellion for the failure of the Registry Bill and argued that it had strengthened slaveholders’ claims that antislavery would lead to rebellion. Enslaved people, he reflected, would do better to ‘bear the heavy yoke patiently’.65 And most did – until 1823.
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Demerara and the Antislavery Revival

IN 1823, AT story time, some British children settled in for Cuffy the Negro’s Doggerel Description of the Progress of Sugar. In the first illustration, a lean black man sits with his hat out. He explains that he was tricked into leaving the Caribbean for England, ‘land of liberty’. In England, Cuffy now trades the story of sugar production for coins, so that ‘when little massas suck the lollypop’, they will remember that ‘poor negro’s labour all this comfort brings’.1 In the illustrations, sugar production is wholesome farmwork. Enslaved workers are heedless and contented. On planting sugarcane, Cuffy declaims, in the same offensive and contrived Caribbean ‘dialect’:


Then cane-tops be cut, into hole we poke-ee,

All times three or four, Cuffy no will jokee;

Now den home we go, merry as can be!

Merrier than negro ne’er can buckra-man be.2



When the sugar arrives in England, Cuffy condemns crooked grocers who step on the pure brown sugar with sand or grit.

The book was published and sold by Edward Wallis, the heir to a pocket empire of London shops selling books, toys and board games for children. Cuffy was part of Wallis’s series of ‘Dissected Puzzles . . . Combining Instruction with Amusement’. Other titles in the list included illustrated poems on the production of wheat, wool and ceramics, abridged versions of the life of Saint Paul and Robinson Crusoe (‘adapted to a Game of Forfeits’), and picture books on steamboats, fox-hunting and the Battle of Waterloo.3

In 1823, sugar and slavery were back on the public’s mind. In Cuffy, British children were taught that colonial sugar production was a pillar of the British empire that could not be allowed to fall, that sweets in London required slavery in the colonies. However, the book presented the conditions of slavery in a jolly light; enslaved workers in the Caribbean were portrayed as well-fed and contented, while freedom in Britain forced Cuffy to beg for coins. The antislavery campaign might have persuaded Britons of the spiritual equality of enslaved Africans and white Britons. As Cuffy exclaimed, ‘God can see in dark-ee.’4 Amelioration, however, was faltering. Even if enslaved people had access to more food and more time, and even if corporal punishment was in decline (and that was doubtful), emancipation was no closer than it had ever been. And yet, the British slave empire was also suffering. After the Haitian Revolution, Spanish Cuba became the most fertile and productive sugar island in the Caribbean and, on the mainland, Brazil boomed. Britain’s colonies could not keep up. In Britain’s newer Caribbean colonies, the end of the slave trade made it impossible for planters to secure as much labour as they needed to compete. In the older colonies, the soil was nearing exhaustion. The slave empire was in distress – over-mortgaged, out-competed and increasingly politically isolated. As the slave empire faltered, abolitionists reconsidered amelioration. Gradual emancipation suddenly seemed possible. But soon, another slave rebellion, this time in British Guiana, shook abolitionist confidence once again.

***

After 1816, slaveholders had the advantage in the antislavery debate for the first time since the 1790s. The antislavery lobby, chastened by the collapse of the 1815 Registry Bill and shocked by Bussa’s Rebellion, took a more passive approach to their already long-term project of ameliorating slavery. The leaders of the antislavery movement turned to the reform of British foreign policy, pushing for more treaties against the slave trade. They hoped that a general ban on slave trading would be a safer, less contentious path to amelioration.

The antislavery retreat might have emboldened slaveholders, but even so the colonial sugar industry was in danger. After the Haitian Revolution, Cuba, some 90 kilometres (56 miles) from the Republic of Haiti, became a new centre of plantation slavery. Between 1791 and 1825, more than 320,000 enslaved people were brought to Cuba, compared with a total of about 93,000 in all previous decades. Planters there took advantage of the supply of enslaved workers and new land to produce high-quality sugar at a far lower price than British planters.5

At the beginning of the era of amelioration, Britain’s slave empire in the Caribbean had eleven colonies with elected assemblies: Jamaica, Barbados, Saint Kitts, Nevis, Antigua, Montserrat, Dominica, Saint Vincent, Grenada, Tobago and the Virgin Islands. The legislative colonies were the ‘old’ slave empire, but they were also the core of the ‘West India interest’ in Parliament. The old slave-holding dynasties, astride the Atlantic with a foot in the Caribbean and a foot in Britain, were mostly from the ‘old’ empire. Britain also had four Crown Colonies in the slave empire: British Guiana, Trinidad, Saint Lucia and the Indian Ocean slave colony of Mauritius, taken from France in 1815. Even as Cuba became a formidable foreign competitor for the old colonies, the Crown Colonies posed their own kind of threat. They were administered by Crown-appointed executives, not elected assemblies, and so were more open to abolitionist pressure. They also tended to have more heterogeneous populations of slaveholders, with few loyalties to the old empire. Trinidad’s planters, for example, included former French and Spanish subjects, and a substantial, prosperous community of people of mixed European and African descent. The Crown Colonies also had less exhausted soil and more open land. By 1830, about 30 per cent of sugar, 38 per cent of rum, 60 per cent of cacao and 60 per cent of cotton imported from the colonies into Britain came from these ‘new colonies’, especially from British Guiana.6 The Crown Colonies enjoyed the same duties that protected sugar, rum and other products produced in Jamaica or Barbados, but they could produce sugar in greater quantity at less expense.

Demand for sugar in Britain kept growing, but the price kept falling – by 25 per cent between 1815 and 1825, and by another 25 per cent between 1835 and 1850. Comparative advantage favoured sugar producers who could meet the demand with massive imports at the lowest possible cost of production.7 Throughout the 1820s, delegations of slaveholders made repeated requests for loans from Parliament to cover their losses.

The vulnerability of sugar planters to the falling price of sugar reinvigorated the leaders of the antislavery movement. They hoped that indirect economic forces could be put to work to accelerate the process of amelioration where direct legislation such as the Registry Bill had failed.

In 1821, James Cropper, a wealthy Quaker merchant in Liverpool and a committed abolitionist, published a series of open letters to William Wilberforce. In his letters, Cropper argued that wage labour was cheaper than enslaved labour. He had invested in new sugar plantations in India, worked by paid labourers, after the East India Company had lost its monopoly on trade with the Indian subcontinent in 1813. Now that India was open to speculation, the Indian sugar industry – on land many times larger than the Caribbean archipelago and with what seemed like a limitless supply of labour – could outcompete the slave empire and compel not only British but also Cuban and Brazilian slaveholders to give up the slave trade.

But Cropper went further still. Cheap wage labour, he argued, could end slavery. Adam Hodgson, a fellow merchant and abolitionist, agreed. In a public letter to the economist Jean-Baptiste Say, Hodgson remarked that he had seen enslaved people in Virginia earn far more in wages than they were required to turn over to slaveholders when they were hired out. In Pennsylvania, however, he ‘found able-bodied white men willing to work for their food only’. Hodgson and Cropper reimagined Adam Smith’s ideas about the civilising power of commercial life. In a series of lectures given at the University of Glasgow in 1763, Smith celebrated commerce in general, but noted with concern that the most successful wool and cotton manufacturers in Britain paid the lowest wages – that ‘the people who clothe the whole world are in rags themselves’. Smith worried that low wages might slowly erode British power. The new generation of antislavery political economists argued, in contrast, that low wages were a powerful tool for civilising the poor, at home and abroad.8

‘On the opening of the East India trade,’ Cropper wrote, ‘I believed that a great experiment was to be tried’, a competition between free and enslaved labour.9 The idea that profit margins could detect and record the immorality of slavery recalled earlier abolitionist fascinations with trade and foreshadowed descriptions of emancipation, when it finally arrived, as the ‘mighty experiment’. Cropper was certain that free-labour sugar would be less expensive to buy and cheaper to produce. As a bonus, he noted that competition with free-labour sugar would also drive down British prices, showing that abolitionists were also attuned to the struggles of British workers.10

Here in Cropper’s description was a seed for a new approach to amelioration that relied not on the regulation of the colonies themselves but the regulation of import and export duties, and the transformation of enslaved labourers into workers willing to accept the lowest wages that the market could support.

Around the same time that Cropper wrote, the young MP Thomas Fowell Buxton condemned the African Institution’s passivity. William Wilberforce had taken notice of Buxton, who was related to the Gurney family, Quaker stalwarts in Norwich. He saw the young man’s religious conviction, earnest desire for reform and conservative, deliberate instincts. Wilberforce was spending less time in Parliament – he was going blind and in overall poor health. He hoped to pass the leadership of the antislavery cause in Parliament to a successor. Wilberforce visited Buxton on 2 February 1821. He was, Buxton wrote, ‘warm to excess; over and over again he thanked me for the boldness and openness of my remarks’.11 On 24 May 1821, Wilberforce wrote to Buxton, ‘I have been longing to bring forward that great subject, the condition of the Negro slaves in our Trans-Atlantic colonies, and the best means of providing for their moral and social improvement, and ultimately for their advancement to the rank of a free peasantry.’ Wilberforce wanted to push for a resolution on gradual emancipation in Parliament, and he thought that Buxton would be ‘an eligible leader in this holy enterprise’.12 Buxton accepted.

Soon after Wilberforce anointed his successor in Parliament, a new antislavery organisation formed, to shape public opinion and the legislative agenda. In 1823, the Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition of Slavery Throughout the British Dominions (the Anti-Slavery Society) was founded in London. Its primary leaders included Zachary Macaulay, James Cropper, Thomas Clarkson and William Allen – apart from Cropper, all veterans of the campaign against the slave trade. Wilberforce remained as a figurehead, while Buxton took a more visible role. The Society argued for emancipation as the explicit goal of amelioration. As Clarkson wrote in a pamphlet published by the Society, the abolitionists had learned their lesson from 1816. Clarkson admitted that he had believed that ‘by effecting the abolition of the slave trade, the axe would be laid to the root’ of slavery itself, but he now understood that emancipation would require ‘a preparation of the persons who are to be the subjects of so great a change’, principally through legal reform.13 In the new version of amelioration the path from slavery to freedom would be written in laws that would incrementally add to the civil rights of enslaved British subjects. While it advocated for these reforms, the Anti-Slavery Society resolved also to lobby for the end of preferential duties that protected British slaveholders from competition in the domestic market. The Society anticipated that the combination of new legal rights, amplified by the pressure of competition with wage labourers, would lead, in time, to the end of plantation slavery.

In May 1823, the Foreign Secretary and Leader of the Commons in Lord Liverpool’s Tory government, George Canning, permitted Buxton to introduce the motion, ‘That the state of Slavery is repugnant to the principles of the British Constitution and of the Christian Religion; and that it ought to be gradually abolished throughout the British Dominions, with as much expedition as may be consistent with a due regard to the wellbeing of the parties concerned.’ Canning was cautious. He opposed slavery in the same vague and noncommittal terms as his first political boss, Pitt the Younger. Canning and his more liberal allies among the Tories supported free trade, and the end of the ban on Catholics in British public life. And yet, he recognised that a powerful wing of the party would rather resign their seats than ‘abandon’ either Protestantism or the landlords who benefited most from the protections of the Corn Laws. A gradual emancipation motion would signal to the colonies that the end of protective duties on sugar was on the agenda, a stalking horse for further reforms.

Buxton, rising to his great height, began the debate. Although he claimed that he held no ill-will towards British slaveholders, he emphasised that amelioration needed to be directed from London. He described scenes from Dominica in 1817: a teenage boy weighed down by nearly 25 pounds of chains; two twelve-year-old girls, scarred from cart-whippings, manacled together at the neck.14 Slavery was dangerous to public safety, he argued, and only gradual abolition could prevent a slave rebellion. This was a new spin on Bussa’s Rebellion. Before 1816, antislavery organisations stressed that amelioration would prevent rebellion as conditions for enslaved workers improved. In consequence, the Barbados rebellion was a blow to antislavery confidence. But now Buxton made a clever move, reversing the antislavery position on the meaning of slave rebellions. Unless Parliament acted to impose more regulations on the slave empire, he implied, another Barbados was inevitable. And rather than counting against the antislavery cause, Buxton insisted that recalcitrant slaveholders would be to blame for any future outbreaks of violence, because they had refused to accept an expanded, centralised amelioration policy.

Buxton reassured the House that he wasn’t proposing ‘the sudden emancipation of the Negro’. Instead, emancipation would come ‘in a course of years, first fitting and qualifying the Slave for the enjoyment of freedom . . . nothing rash, nothing rapid, nothing abrupt’. He urged legislators to remember that gradual emancipation had been effective in winding down slavery in New York, Pennsylvania and New Jersey. ‘We are far from meaning to attempt to cut down slavery in the maturity of its vigour,’ he continued. ‘We rather shall leave it gently to decay – slowly, silently, almost imperceptibly, to die away, and to be forgotten.’ He cited Simón Bolívar’s policies in the new republic of Gran Colombia, where laws freeing children born to enslaved women and careful schemes for manumission of adults had resulted in ‘a degree of docility on the part of the Blacks’ as well as ‘a degree of confidence and security on the part of the Whites’.15

Slavery was Britain’s ‘broadest and blackest’ national sin, Buxton concluded.16 It had made the colonies into playgrounds for sadists. There was no such thing as a ‘good master’; even the best-intentioned slaveholders became numb and violent. Moreover, the British slave trade had debauched West Africa. Gradual emancipation, he insisted, would heal both Britain and the empire. Christian missionaries and British merchants would transform emancipated people into upright wage workers. West Africa would be remade in the image of civilisation.

If his motion carried, Buxton had plans for an array of new Bills to establish a framework for gradual emancipation, nearly all of which required overruling the legislatures of the slave colonies. But Canning tripped up Buxton, a less experienced MP. The Tory leader had no intention of provoking a constitutional crisis. He rose and gently scolded Buxton for excessive zeal and made a plea for moderation. Yes, Canning admitted, Britain’s laws were in principle hostile to slavery, but Parliament had spent more than two centuries tolerating and even encouraging ‘a system of colonial establishment of which it well knew Slavery to be the foundation’.17 Atonement for Christians had come in an instant at Calvary, but atonement for the British empire would be a long process, and ideally one that began in the colonies themselves. Canning proposed three new, more anodyne resolutions:


1st: That it is expedient to adopt effectual and decisive measures for ameliorating the condition of the slave population in His Majesty’s colonies.

2nd: That, through a determined and persevering, but at the same time judicious and temperate enforcement of such measures, this House looks forward to a progressive improvement in the character of the slave population, such as may prepare them for a participation in those civil rights and privileges which are enjoyed by other classes of His Majesty’s subjects.

3rd: That this House is anxious for the accomplishment of this purpose at the earliest period that shall be compatible with the well-being of the slaves themselves, with the safety of the colonies, and with a fair and equitable consideration of the interests of private property.



Buxton was crestfallen. Then Wilberforce rose to second the resolutions. He reaffirmed his hope that ‘the conversion of the Slaves into a free peasantry should rather be the gradual effect of the operation of moral causes’ than the result of an Act of Parliament. Wilberforce and Canning had known one another for decades; Wilberforce had reliably supported Canning in foreign policy. Wilberforce seems to have erred on the side of his old ally, rather than his new protégé. ‘It was an awkward situation,’ he wrote, ‘but I could not learn what our friends thought, and I never got up so utterly unprepared.’ Wilberforce was convinced that under Buxton’s motion ‘we certainly could not have divided well’. A defeat in the Commons for the original motion would have been a humiliation and, in Wilberforce’s view, having Canning on board was a coup.18

Charles Ellis (later Baron Seaford) rose. The owner of Montpelier plantation in Jamaica – which less than ten years later would be set on fire by enslaved rebels – Ellis told the House that he did not want to be considered ‘the champion of Slavery’. Instead, he begged the House to remember that the responsibility for plantation slavery fell on ‘the Government who framed the system, and upon the Parliaments which have repeatedly sanctioned it’. He cited Jamaica’s 1801, 1807, 1809 and 1816 revised Slave Codes as evidence of good faith. He supported the motion. Freedom was a good thing but, he concluded, if it were ‘given to the Negroes before they are fitted to receive it, would only confirm and aggravate the evil’.

In reply, Henry Brougham pointed out that revised motions could easily be dismissed if it suited the government. There was ‘nothing specific, nothing practical’ in them. Brougham, a member of the Anti-Slavery Society, was outside the inner circle of the old Evangelical abolitionists. A gifted lawyer and administrator, he was famous for his mastery of the granular details of government policy. As William Hazlitt wrote, ‘scarce a ship clears out its cargo . . . but he has a notice of the bill of lading’. Hazlitt, whose sketch of Brougham in Spirit of the Age is both admiring and nasty, described Brougham on the floor of the House, speaking ‘in a loud and unmitigated tone of voice, sometimes almost approaching to a scream. He is fluent, rapid, vehement, full of his subject.’19 Brougham distinguished between landowners in Britain and the Caribbean. British landowners, Brougham insisted, were long-term investors in land and a stable political foundation for the Commons. In contrast, absentee slaveholders, some of whom had seats in Parliament, were speculators and gamblers. ‘Men in these circumstances, it is obvious, have no permanent interest in the soil,’ Brougham remarked. ‘Their object is to make the most they can in the shortest time.’ Some were honourable and committed to amelioration, but the welfare of the enslaved and the safety of the colonies could not be entrusted to chance and individual goodwill.

Alexander Baring (later Lord Ashburton), a partner in his family’s firm, Baring Brothers & Co. (later Barings Bank), represented many prominent British and American slaveholders. His family, after all, had helped to make the Louisiana Purchase by raising loans from Britain on behalf of the American government. He pointed out a logical conclusion of Canning’s resolutions. The motions tacitly accepted emancipation as British policy. They also affirmed that British slaveholders had held people as property legally. He observed that, in consequence, any emancipation policy would have to include compensation for slaveholders. As the merchant and slaveholder John Gladstone wrote, in a public letter, ‘In the question of compensation, the Slave is no party; that is between the proprietor and the Legislature only.

The law must, at least, be binding on those that made it.’20 Although the issue of compensation would nearly tear it apart a decade later, in 1823 the leaders of the Anti-Slavery Society agreed. In a transcript on the debates published by the Society, the editor noted Britain’s ‘clear and indisputable duty completely to reform our present colonial system, even if it should require a large pecuniary sacrifice to accomplish that object’.21 The motions passed unanimously, without a division in the House. As later generations of British abolitionists pointed out, this ought to have been an ominous sign. George Stephen remembered that Buxton would ‘anathematise’ the resolutions ‘in a tone that used to make me challenge his Quaker descent’.22

Although sympathetic to antislavery, George Canning wanted to avoid a confrontation with the planters in the legislative colonies. Instead, the government proposed a series of reforms to enact the resolutions, which would be issued as Orders-in-Council to the Crown Colonies and suggested to the legislative colonies. These reforms included providing religious instruction and Christian education to enslaved people; the abolition of Sunday markets (to give enslaved people the time to attend church services); the admission of the testimony of enslaved people in the courts; the formalisation of enslaved marriages; the protection of enslaved property; the right of enslaved people to purchase their own manumission; the prevention of family separation by sale; the abolition of corporal punishment of women; the abolition of the whip as a form of coercion; and the establishment of savings banks for enslaved people.

These policies made the leaders of the antislavery movement uneasy. They imagined amelioration as a unified policy, imposed from London upon the entire empire. They also preferred to maintain control over the process, to measure and document its progress independently.

Abolitionists might have had misgivings and disappointments about the policies. Once again, though, enslaved rebels took amelioration seriously.

***

Britain had annexed Demerara, along with Berbice and Essequibo, three large, contiguous plantation colonies on the South American mainland, from the Netherlands in 1814. The three colonies were united as British Guiana, but they remained substantially independent. Guiana was vast in comparison to the rest of the British slave empire. Demerara extended into the Amazon, but its plantations were mostly concentrated in a 25-mile strip east of the Demerara River, near the coast. The new colonies attracted a new kind of slaveholder. Unlike the older colonies of the slave empire, where a caste of slaveholders had struck it rich and then returned to Britain as absentees, many investors in Guianese plantations never lived there to begin with. John Gladstone, the father of future Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone, was an early investor in Demerara. Gladstone, a successful merchant, shipowner and insurer, trusted in slavery. He feared the boom and bust of the business cycle and felt his capital was more secure when sunk into a sugar plantation.23 In the booming new colonies, enslaved people were especially vulnerable to frequent sales and forced relocations. The Guiana colonies were known for the core of hard men who ran the plantations, and for a tradition of fierce resistance by Maroon communities and Indigenous people.24

Several missionary societies were active in Demerara, including the Methodist Wesleyan Missionary Society and the Independent London Missionary Society. Because the colony was governed by the Crown, local planters could not prevent missionary activity in the way that legislative colonies could. The booming profits of the colony, though, were at odds with many of the demands made by missionary societies. For example, every British missionary society hoped to end work for enslaved people on Sundays, including provision-ground labour. Keeping the Sabbath, however, required that planters provide the enslaved with additional days to work their own grounds, which would eat into sugar production. The planters could not act directly against the missions, so they began a campaign of official and unofficial harassment. In May 1823, the colonial council passed a regulation requiring enslaved Christians to obtain a written pass from their overseer or from a resident proprietor every time they left their plantation to go to chapel. The enslaved were compelled to work harder than usual, forced to work on days reserved for provision grounds, threatened with cuts to their rations. In July, Canning’s resolutions arrived in the colony. The governor, Lieutenant-General John Murray, received the resolutions and spoke openly with his adjutants and trusted planters about how to implement them without either inflaming the enslaved population or losing the confidence of the planters. One or more of Murray’s enslaved servants overheard this conversation, or perhaps read the resolutions. Whatever the case, the enslaved population began to wait for the news that they had been freed.

As in Barbados seven years before, many enslaved people in Demerara were convinced that the resolutions had granted them freedom and that white colonists had refused to carry them out. On 18 August 1823, as many as 10,000 enslaved people in Demerara rose in rebellion. According to a report published by the Guiana Chronicle, an enslaved spy tipped off the planters that the rebellion would begin at a plantation called Le Resouvenir, where a missionary from the London Missionary Society, John Smith, ministered to a large congregation of enslaved worshippers as pastor of the Bethel Chapel. Murray immediately summoned the makeshift cavalry of the planter militia, fourteen men mostly recruited from among the clerks and lawyers who happened to have their horses tied up at the colonial courthouse in the capital, Georgetown. The ‘cavalry’ rode out to confront the rebels.

Murray also sent an officer to gather the militia. While riding back through a plantation called Success along the central road running between the cane fields and the sugar works, the officer was forced to flee a large group of armed rebels. In the swampy, leveed ground of Demerara, plantations were often set apart from one another by bridges or dikes, or by channels filled by diverted water. Governor Murray stopped his horse by the side of one of these channels and demanded to know what the enslaved wanted. ‘Our rights,’ they replied. He told them that London had instituted new reforms. He promised, however, to revoke them all if the rebellion did not end immediately. ‘A few,’ according to reports, ‘seemed as if they were desirous to avail themselves of His Excellency’s condescension; but others immediately called out, “No, no!” and a blowing of shells followed.’25 The white officers rode to meet the militia.

The fighting lasted for about two days. On the first night, the rebels had the advantage. At Nabaclis plantation, at 9.30 p.m., a planter named Walrond and his wife were going to bed when the manager of the estate next to Nabaclis ran into the Great House. The manager recommended that all the arms and ammunition at the plantation, which were usually locked up in the ‘logie’, local slang for the plantation manager’s quarters, be moved into the Great House. Walrond ran to the distillery, where the overseers slept, and roused them. They ran to the logie and took out four muskets. Walrond took his fowling rifle off the rack and strapped on his pistols. For all eight weapons, the whites had sixty rounds of ammunition. Two of the men went to either side of the gallery door leading to the front door and the outside walk. Two others stood at the hall door, set back from the gallery, so that the men firing through the gallery door could fall back to the hall to reload while the men standing in the hall ran forward to cover the entrance. At four in the morning, one of the whites called out, ‘Mr Walrond, they are at hand.’

Walrond ran to the hall door. His gun jammed. He ran back into the corner and took one of the muskets from Billy, an enslaved servant, and attached the bayonet. The colonial press that reported on the scene gives the impression that the whites were alone. But Billy was there, and the Great House was probably full of enslaved servants. What was Billy thinking as he helped Walrond to fix his bayonet? Before Walrond could move into the gallery, one of his overseers, Forbes, was shot through the back and fell into an armchair. The other overseer, Reid, led Walrond up the stairs towards the upper gallery of the house, saying, ‘It is of no use – we two are opposed to numbers.’ The rebels broke through the door and ran into the gallery. Walrond fired his pistols, wounding two of the enslaved. The rebels caught him and dragged him down the steps by the collar of his shirt. He begged for his life. He imagined that one of the rebels was a man he claimed to own, named Prince. He said, ‘Prince, will you murder me in this barbarous manner?’ The man replied, in Walrond’s recollection, ‘I am not Prince, but I am your friend – you are a good man, love God, and have not debarred your negroes from having their meetings.’ Walrond was hauled back into the house, and locked inside an upper room.

While Mr Walrond was outside the house, his wife had run to the window, and pleaded with the rebels not to kill her husband. She was shot twice, in the hand and the arm. Billy rescued Mrs Walrond, picking her up around the waist, carrying her on his shoulder and locking her in another room in the house. He then fled into the night. When the rebels got to the door and broke it down, one of the men asked her if she knew him. She said no, and as she remembered it later, the man said that ‘His name was Sandy, head-carpenter at Nonpareil; we intend you no harm; we are only determined to have our freedom.’ She, her husband and the dying overseer Forbes were then brought into the plantation hospital and locked there, until the militia found them more than a day later.26

The rebels moved from one plantation to the next, burning the trash houses and works and imprisoning the whites. The fighting happened at very close range. The guns on the plantations were often old, and generally in poor condition. Even new firearms in the 1820s were tricky and often inaccurate. Most of the fighting was hand-to-hand, with edged weapons and fists. At one plantation, Bachelor’s Adventure, the head bookkeeper was slammed into the floor of the manager’s office with so much force that the boards splintered beneath him.27 At another, Nooten Zuyl, the manager, a man named Shanks, was surprised while drinking coffee with his gouty feet up on the windowsill of the gallery of the Great House. Shanks took a massive dose of opium, choosing suicide over death in combat. Neither came to pass. An enslaved woman, sister to Shanks’s enslaved footman, Daniel, forced enough milk, fresh from the cow, into his mouth that he vomited up the drug.28 Billy, Daniel and Daniel’s sister (unnamed in the records), all enslaved servants, were courageous under pressure, and showed human decency to people who did not deserve it.

Within forty-eight hours, the rebellion was over. Captured rebels and informers testified that the leaders of the rising had planned to imprison all the whites. After that, the rebels planned to seize all the weapons they could find, destroy the bridges across the swampy ground between the plantations and then march on the capital. About forty plantations had been damaged, either when the rebels set the fields and works on fire or in skirmishes with the militia. The colonial militia, reinforced by the colonial garrison, which included enslaved black troops from the 1st West India Regiment, overwhelmed the rebels. On 19 August, the Governor declared martial law. At least 100 rebels – and almost certainly more – were killed in the fighting.29

At one of the final confrontations between the enslaved and the military, Colonel Leahy of the militia asked the rebels what they wanted. They said, ‘They wanted their freedom – that the King had sent it out – and that they would be free’, according to the journal of an officer. He asked if any of the rebels could read. A man named Jack Gladstone produced a paper, which he claimed was signed by many of the whites imprisoned by rebels, confirming that they had been well-treated. Jack and his father, Quamina, lived on Success estate, owned by John Gladstone. If there had been any truth to the planters’ vision of themselves as ‘fathers’ to the enslaved, then Jack and Quamina would have been brothers to William Ewart Gladstone, John Gladstone’s son, the future Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.

On 22 August 1823, the Governor offered a pardon to all the rebels, except the ringleaders, in exchange for their weapons. By 26 August, the first enslaved people tried by court martial, Natty and Louis of Plaisance plantation, were executed by firing squad at the parade grounds of the colonial garrison. The executions had the flavour of a military parade, with a procession of enslaved people carrying empty coffins, followed by the condemned and their guards. At many of the kangaroo courts that followed, an interpreter was appointed to communicate with the prisoners in the ‘negro dialect’. One of the condemned – the records don’t say who – was asked ‘You do so – or you no do so?’ The answer was, ‘No; me no been do ’em.’ The court entered a plea of ‘not guilty’, but hanged the man anyway.30 Some of the leaders were sentenced to flogging, rather than execution. In January 1824, Louis of Porter’s Hope, Jessamin, of Success, and Field, of Clonbrook, each received 1,000 lashes. Other prisoners received from 200 to 700 lashes.31 Forty-five rebels were condemned to die, and twenty-seven sentences were carried out. Quamina and Jack fled into the jungle. Quamina was shot through the temple by one of the Indigenous hunters hired by the Demerara planters as trackers. His corpse was enclosed in a gibbet and left to be eaten by birds and insects. It didn’t matter. Quamina had already crossed the ocean.

Jack Gladstone was captured and tried in September. He explained that a man named Cato had told Quamina that Canning’s resolutions had arrived in the colony by the mail packet. Cato, Quamina, Active and another man named Dumfries had gone to Jack’s house to discuss the rumours. A man named Joe Simpson summoned the men and told them that they could have freedom, if they weren’t too cowardly to take it. ‘We received an answer from Joe Simpson in writing,’ Gladstone said, ‘that we were to be freed, by what he had seen in his master’s papers (whether he meant newspapers or letters, I cannot tell); that Mr. Wilberforce was doing his best for us; and that if we would wait a little, a new Governor was expected very soon.’32 Like the rebels led by Bussa in Barbados, the conspirators made a plan to incapacitate the whites in the colony in order to claim the freedom that they were sure had been granted to them by the imperial government.

Gladstone also incriminated John Smith, the missionary. Gladstone told the court martial that tried him that Smith’s church on the grounds of Le Resouvenir plantation had been the cradle of the rebellion. ‘Every deacon and member of the church’ knew about the plan, he insisted. ‘Parson Smith knew,’ Gladstone continued, although he admitted that Smith had pleaded with the conspirators to remain calm. And yet, Gladstone reflected, Smith had encouraged the rebellion, indirectly. Smith, Gladstone told the court, had given a ‘half-sort of instructions’ through his selection of Bible passages to preach from, ‘and the promises held out therein were, as we imagined, fit to be applied to our situation, and served to make us dissatisfied’.33

Jack was a compliant witness. He told the court exactly what it needed to hear: that while enslaved Christians had planned the rebellion, the idea of a rebellion had been introduced into their community by an unscrupulous white missionary. Gladstone understood the people who thought they owned him. He understood that they would be eager for an explanation of the rebellion that was not slavery itself, or the anger of the enslaved. Gladstone may have calculated that he would be spared torture and execution if he could tell the planters’ court a reassuring narrative of enslaved Christians led astray, rather than the more discomfiting narrative of enslaved people embracing revolutionary liberation. He also had a reputation among the mission-chapel community as a hothead. Maybe he had feuded with Smith and hoped to bring the missionary down with him.34 Jack was not executed. Instead, he was sold and transported to Saint Lucia. Jack Gladstone’s testimony turned the colonial courts in Demerara away from their investigation of the roots of the rebellion among the enslaved and towards a neurotic search through John Smith’s papers and letters. Perhaps that had been Jack’s intention.

In the courtroom, magistrates pored over Smith’s diaries. The colonial council extended martial law long after the violence ended in order to keep the court martial at work. The evidence they assembled out of his diaries was piecemeal at best. Indeed, Smith seems to have been careful to avoid any mention of slavery or freedom when he preached. For example, on 8 August 1817, Smith had preached from Genesis, but omitted from his reading the deliverance of the Israelites from the land of Canaan. He wrote in his diary that he did not want the enslaved to put ‘such a construction upon it as I would not wish’. On 30 August 1817, he noted that some of the enslaved labourers at Success plantation had complained to him about overwork. Smith noted that he had gone to the plantation to plead with the overseer for their relief. The court, however, latched on to his observation, jotted in 1819, that his enslaved congregation might ‘ere long . . . resent the injuries done to them’.35

As Smith languished in a colonial jail, the courts stitched him up. In 1823, shortly after the Canning resolutions arrived in the Crown Colonies, a plantation manager named Hamilton came to visit Smith. He was incensed that the resolutions forbade beating enslaved women as punishment. Hamilton, who seems to have taken pleasure in the missionary’s discomfort, promised that he would starve anyone he was not allowed to beat. ‘The project of Mr. Canning,’ Hamilton said, ‘will never be carried into effect.’ Smith wrote in his diary that he agreed. ‘The rigours of negro-slavery,’ he wrote, ‘I believe, can never be mitigated: the system must be abolished.’36 When another overseer, named McWatt, challenged Smith to compare the treatment of the enslaved to the treatment of the English poor, Smith responded that the enslaved ‘would not better their situation, until something took place, such as had been done in St. Domingo’. Smith never voiced these opinions to his congregation, but in the courthouse, it was easy to make them seem like conspiracy.

The structure of the missionary church was portrayed as a revolutionary cell. One enslaved witness, Azor (perhaps named after the Portuguese islands), explained that the deacons of the church were the confirmed heads of the community. The deacons met twice on the first Sunday of each month, and included ‘Quamina, of Success, one; Bristol, of Chateau Margo, two; Seaton, of Success, three; Jason, of Better Hope, four; he is free.’ Jack Gladstone was not a deacon, but a class teacher, the next level down in the hierarchy of the congregation. Azor told the court that ‘Mr. Smith makes them teachers; he communicates with them, to know whether they teaches good or not. They meet upon their own estates; teachers do not meet in the same manner as the deacons.’ Azor told the court that he had heard Smith say that ‘this country was a very wicked country; in England they were all free, and they all kept the Sabbath-day.’37

Ironically, John Smith loathed the rebellion as much as the planters did, but for different reasons. Unlike the planters, Smith was willing to admit why the enslaved might want to kill their masters. But Smith had come to Demerara in the name of amelioration. He believed he was there to guide his congregation not only towards Christian belief but also towards British culture. The model of a good Christian, for Smith, was an idealised British bourgeois, a man who obeyed his government, worked for his money and didn’t rely either on rents or on charity, who gave to philanthropic causes and led family prayers, and who lived in a household where women were masters of the home and men of public life.

The enslaved had their own politics and their own uses for Christianity that ran against the interests of both white slaveholders and white missionaries. As in many other slave rebellions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the goals of the Demerara rebels are sparse in the archives of court testimony and the feverish colonial press. The rebels had their own understanding of their faith, filtered through their own experiences and inflected by their own cultural traditions. As in Barbados, both planters’ talk and reports in the colonial press made it clear that something had come from England related to emancipation. And, as in Barbados, the concept of freedom as something to be earned through acceptance of the civilising mission would have made little sense to enslaved people who imagined freedom as the end of white control.

Smith tried to convince the court that rebellions were an inevitable feature of plantation life, regardless of the religious convictions of the rebels. The rebels’ plans to imprison, rather than to kill, any whites who could not escape was evidence that Christianity made rebellions less, rather than more, likely. It wasn’t much of a defence but, then again, the outcome of the case had never been in doubt. Smith was found guilty of corresponding with Quamina on the eve of the revolt; of knowing that the rebellion was going to occur without advising the authorities, and of permitting Quamina to escape. He was sentenced to death, with a plea for a pardon. The colonial government did not want to execute Smith. Instead, they wanted a judgement with which they could expel Smith and every other missionary from Demerara. The colonial government sent a representative to England to secure the pardon. Smith caught a fever and died in prison. His wife was also imprisoned, for thirteen weeks, before she was able to flee Demerara and return to England, smuggling many of his papers with her.

***

When news of the rebellion first reached Britain, leaders of the antislavery movement were weary and defensive. In one letter to Wilberforce, Zachary Macaulay complained that Canning wanted to blame the rebellion on ‘Wilberforce, Buxton, and Co.’ Macaulay was dismayed that the Orders-in-Council had gone out too quickly, and had imposed ‘direct interference between master and slave’ rather than a slow evolution of colonial policy.38

Wilberforce prepared to accuse Canning of causing the violence. News of Smith’s death, however, and the Demerara planters’ extravagant efforts to pin the blame on him, changed the equation. Smith’s papers, and an account of his trial, published by the Anti-Slavery Society, became fodder for a counter-narrative of an innocent priest murdered by heathen slaveholders.

Slaveholders in other colonies helped the antislavery cause by responding to the rebellion in Demerara with their own persecutions of suspected conspiracies. In 1823 and 1824, Jamaican authorities claimed to have foiled a serious plot to overthrow the white government. According to reports that made their way to the House of Commons, a young enslaved butcher’s assistant, named William, answered a rebuke from his master with ‘Ah! Massa, you will have bad Christmas.’ The butcher demanded to know whether William knew something that he did not, whether the enslaved planned to ‘kill all the buckras’, and whether they were meeting at night to plan their assault. The boy – a teenager – might have felt a thrill of transgression when he told his master to get on board a ship as soon as he could, ‘as the negroes were going to rise, and walk all about and murder everybody’. William was arrested. Under interrogation, he implicated his father and six other men.

Jamaican planters were ferocious in punishing the trumped-up ‘conspiracy’. All eight of the alleged conspirators were swiftly tried and executed. The only evidence was self-contradictory hearsay based on a teenager’s boasts. The executions disgusted abolitionists, and even absentee slaveholders understood that their colonial counterparts had bolstered the case for imperial regulation of the slave colonies. Thomas Denman, MP for Nottingham, demanded a review. Justice, he argued, was impossible for an enslaved defendant in a court composed entirely of slaveholders. He cited another conspiracy case, where the accused was known to be mentally ill, and was punished for raving about ‘King Wilberforce’. He moved for censure, and the House of Commons passed a slightly amended version of the motion.39 The planters’ paranoia was wearing thin in London, even among their supporters.

***

Where the Barbados rebellion had made it more difficult for abolitionists to reform the colonies, the backlash against the Demerara rebellion made it easier. It began to turn public opinion towards support for more centralised regulation of the slave empire, and even towards emancipation. In 1824, new Orders-in-Council were handed down to the Crown Colonies. The Orders banned the use of the whip in the fields, required record-keeping of punishments administered to enslaved people outside the fields, limited the work week to six days, with eighteen hours of rest between sunset Saturday and sunrise Monday, permitted the testimony of enslaved people in court, with the sanction of a minister, and introduced new manumission guidelines. In the first era of amelioration, after 1807, abolitionists had hoped that nature would take its course and dissolve plantation slavery. Now, the Colonial Office intervened directly in the colonies to try to create the ‘natural’ conditions that would impel enslaved people and slaveholders towards emancipation. After 1827, the Colonial Office, dominated by James Stephen (the son of the great antislavery lawyer) and Henry Taylor, received new powers to investigate malfeasance in the colonies related to slavery.40

Even as the House of Commons and Downing Street became more activist, however, British politicians remained certain that emancipation would have to be gradual. In the same 1824 speech in which he framed his plans for further regulation, leading to gradual emancipation, Canning compared black freedom to Frankenstein’s monster, ‘the splendid fiction of a recent romance’, a creature ‘possessing the form and strength of a man, but the intellect only of a child’.41 Leaders of the Anti-Slavery Society would not have put it quite so floridly, but they agreed in principle. Now that Britain had resolved to abolish slavery, it seemed even more crucial to abolitionists to ensure that their appointed representatives, especially missionaries, oversaw the process – and not colonists or government ministers unaffiliated with the cause. In 1825, the Anti-Slavery Society began to publish the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter, a magazine with reporting from around the empire and the world. Edited by Zachary Macaulay, the Reporter took advantage of abolitionists’ growing access to information from across the empire, transmitted both from the friendly Colonial Office and by a growing network of missionaries.

The elected assemblies of the slave empire refused to take any action. Many filed official protests, claiming that they had already ameliorated the lives of the enslaved and that Parliament had no constitutional right to meddle in their affairs. At the Second General Meeting of the Anti-Slavery Society in April 1825, Lord Calthorpe noted that planters had denounced the new amelioration measures ‘in a fierce and uncompromising spirit’, although the measures themselves were conceived of ‘in the mildest spirit of innovation’.42 Zachary Macaulay picked through the slave codes and published reports of all the slave colonies, pointing out all the subtle ways that local legislatures had evaded the rules. A universal policy, he wrote, would solve the ‘want of uniformity and consistency’ in the colonies. Unlike colonists, Britons could afford disinterest. ‘Civilisation’ would have to come from the centre, not from the colonies. Macaulay was confident that after slavery, at some distant point in the future, freedpeople would be ready to elect their own legislators; however, slavery had so debased the enslaved that Britons would need to hold their civil rights in escrow.43

In 1826, the Anti-Slavery Society activated its network of provincial chapters, and produced another round of petitions. The result was impressive; the theatre of heavy rolls of signatures thumped onto Parliamentary desks was an evergreen tactic for antislavery leaders. ‘Seldom,’ the Annual Register commented, ‘had the tables of both Houses been covered at one time with so many applications on the same subject.’ By 1831, in the Crown Colonies, new Orders-in-Council had created the office of Protector of Slaves, an official intermediary between the enslaved and the courts. But the legislative colonies stayed in a holding pattern, and few legislatures adopted any of the Orders-in-Council into their own laws, save Dominica in 1826, Tobago in 1829, Saint Vincent in 1830 and, in part, Jamaica in 1831.44 Reports from the Protectors of Slaves shocked the abolitionists; the Protectors made liberal use of whippings and other corporal punishments. ‘What has humanity gained by the change?’ John Jeremie, a former judge in both Saint Lucia and Mauritius, asked.45

The regular use of petitions and other campaigns to pressure Parliament into imposing stricter regulations on the slave colonies was half of the new Anti-Slavery Society’s campaign. With new regulations, the necessary conditions for the ‘natural’ process of amelioration could be established. But abolitionists understood that as long as duties kept the profits of colonial sugar steady, British slaveholders would have a secure base in the House of Commons. Stephen Lushington estimated that at least fifty-six MPs were ‘deeply and personally interested’ in slavery and would vote in a bloc against any antislavery bill.46 To undermine the unified bloc of slaveholders and their clients, the antislavery lobby began to push for the equalisation of duties on sugar grown by wage labourers in the territories of the East India Company. Not coincidentally, several of the leaders of the Anti-Slavery Society, notably Zachary Macaulay, had invested in East Indian sugar plantations. Macaulay found a ready ally in David Ricardo, the economist, Member of Parliament, and advocate for free trade.

The Society called for a new wave of antislavery sugar boycotts. During the campaign for the abolition of the slave trade, ‘antisaccharites’ had abjured all sugar. In the 1820s the Society urged abolition-minded consumers to buy free-labour sugar instead of West India sugar. Many served it from sugar bowls printed with abolitionist slogans. The British Museum holds in its collections a good example of the style: A blue glass sugar bowl, prominently printed with gilt letters, East India Sugar, not made by Slaves. Of course, refined sugar looks the same no matter who made it. Warnings published in the Anti-Slavery Reporter suggest that some sugar wholesalers and retailers tried to take advantage of the public by marketing sugar from Mauritius – Britain’s slave colony in the Indian Ocean – as ‘free labour sugar’.47

Free trade fitted uneasily into the antislavery programme. In general, antislavery leaders tended to support lower duties and tariffs, partly because many were merchants or manufacturers who stood to benefit from lower costs and partly because nearly all believed that commerce was inherently civilising. But some worried that, without universal emancipation, ‘free produce’ grown by wage workers might not be competitive with produce grown by enslaved labour. The leaders of the Anti-Slavery Society were persuaded that free-labour sugar cost less and would out-compete slave-labour sugar in a free market. The leadership, however, was divided on free trade in other goods, especially corn, because of its importance to some of the wealthiest and most powerful men in Parliament.

Consequently, the Society walked a narrow line in its official policy. The Corn Laws preserved public order in Britain, the Anti-Slavery Reporter told its readers. The laws, which protected domestic producers, were ‘intended to uphold a useful and influential class of men in their proper station’. The difference, the Reporter explained, was that corn duties encouraged Britain to feed itself, protecting it from economic shocks, while sugar duties made it unprofitable for the sugar colonies to grow anything but sugar, exposing planters to ruin whenever the market sagged. More bluntly, British landowners were the good ruling class; sugar planters were the bad one. If free trade in sugar forced British slaveholders to abandon their absentee lifestyles, return to the islands and begin to emulate England’s broad-acred landlords, it would be a bonus.

Even this tentative, qualified support for free trade won the antislavery cause powerful allies. In 1827, more than 400 cotton manufacturers in Manchester signed a petition complaining about duties imposed on imported raw materials that in turn had made other countries, ‘formerly our best customers’, lay duties on imported finished goods. They reminded Parliament that many other European countries, as well as the US, enjoyed free trade with the East India Company territories in India, ‘and by obtaining the produce of these countries in exchange for their own, become carriers of it to other parts of the world’. They urged the equalisation of duties between the East and West Indies, to lower prices and relieve ‘the heavy burden on the people’.48

As the Anti-Slavery Society grew, slavery in the United States became more troubling. No member of the Society supported slavery in America. And yet, American slavery seemed to evince some of the features that Britons had identified as evidence of a successful ‘amelioration’ of slavery. Enslaved Black Americans lived longer, had more children, and were more likely to belong to a church than enslaved British subjects. The principle of amelioration suggested that American slavery ought to be fading away into freedom. But it wasn’t. The cotton boom in the American South, which relied on enslaved labour, fed growing markets in the North, in Britain and in Western Europe. Rather than disappearing, ‘improved’ slavery was growing bigger and stronger in the United States.

In the 1820s British abolitionists also looked around the rest of the world for successful emancipations. Haiti remained a touchstone. Although Henri Christophe’s kingdom fell after he died by suicide in 1820 and the country reunified as a republic under Jean-Pierre Boyer, Haiti’s strict code of laws governing peasant farmers remained in place. In 1827, the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter published selections from the revised 1826 Code rural in response to claims that the Code promoted forced labour. ‘It is true,’ the Reporter admitted, ‘that all, who have no other visible means of subsistence must, in Hayti as in England, devote themselves . . . to agricultural labour.’ Like in England, Haitians could still choose their work, and their employer, and like in England, in the courts ‘all ranks, stand on an equal footing . . . superadded to the absence of the cartwhip; and to its substitution, for its stimulus, of self-interest as the spring of action, and of industrious effort’.49

In the 1820s, the antislavery lobby in Britain struggled with the same problem as earlier generations of British abolitionists. Like Adam Smith looking with optimism at the world of the 1770s, advocates for the cause argued that slavery, a founding institution of the imperial economy, was and had always been dead weight. Convinced that British society represented the highest achievements of humankind, antislavery leaders projected British constitutional and economic history onto the rest of the world as universal stages of political and commercial development. They imagined that by re-enacting British history abroad, the empire would civilise the world. And yet, all the while antislavery leaders self-consciously overlooked the role of slavery in shaping the British history that they yearned to make universal.

***

The abolitionist emphasis, in the 1820s, on the cheapness of wage labour and the power of markets to create a newly moral British empire opened a space for new defences of slavery. In 1825, James Hakewill published a collection of aquatints of scenes of Jamaican life, A Picturesque Tour of the Island of Jamaica. Hakewill, a commercial illustrator who had previously published tourist books on Italy and Windsor Forest, had spent most of 1820 and 1821 in the colony. He dedicated the book to the planters and merchants in the West India trade. Although he insisted that he did not want to be considered a defender of slavery, he also claimed that for the enslaved people of Jamaica, ‘circumstances are ordinarily easy, and frequently affluent . . . equal or superior to the generality of the working classes’ in Britain.50

Hakewill’s plantation scenes include the sugar works at Holland Estate in Saint Thomas-in-the-East Parish, a facility owned by G.W. Taylor, an MP and absentee slaveholder. In the image the works are freshly painted but also bucolic, with cattle fording a stream and a man fishing in the foreground. In another image, ‘Monument of the late Thomas Hibbert’, a white man in a top hat, carrying a long riding crop, his dogs nipping at his heels, points to a massive urn on a marble pedestal. An enslaved groom looks on, holding a horse’s reins. In the background, the Agualta River opens into the Caribbean Sea. The images convey rural peace presided over by wealthy, benevolent men, so devoted to the islands and to the enslaved that they chose to watch over their estates even in death.51 But the timelessness in the image was an illusion. The Hibberts were modern businessmen, not homespun squires.

Slaveholders also took advantage of the Anti-Slavery Society’s enthusiasm for economic theory. In many publications and speeches, antislavery was portrayed as the work of well-meaning but impractical bleeding hearts. As one defender of slaveholders wrote, ‘The West Indians are practical men, while the emancipatists are hard students, sitting in the midst of their books, and particularly those of registry and of information from all parts of the world and of all ages.’52 Of course, sugar barons were precisely the same kind of ‘hard students’ – experts on global markets in the commodities they produced and keenly interested in developments in agriculture and botany. The ‘practical’ slaveholders, in this fantasy, were the opposite of the moony, spendthrift abolitionists; while English workers suffered, enslaved workers were ‘a free and well-regulated class of civilized agriculturists’.53 Slavery, a growing number of slaveholders argued, might be a greater force for civilisation than emancipation could ever be.

The British public was also losing patience with the abolitionists – if not necessarily with their cause. The ‘Saints’ were a mirthless bunch. Wilberforce, Thomas Babington, Lord Calthorpe, Zachary Macaulay and the missionary leader J.S. Pratt were also members of the Society for the Suppression of Vice. The Society, founded in 1802, had flourished in the last days of the Napoleonic Wars. Like the antislavery cause, it had wavered after 1815 but, also like antislavery, renewed itself in the 1820s. In 1825, as the Anti-Slavery Society pushed to end Sunday markets in the Caribbean, the Vice Society renewed its campaigns against the ‘profanation of the Lord’s Day’, blasphemous and obscene books and publications, brothels and fortune tellers. The Vice Society sent volunteers into working-class districts of London, looking for evidence of ‘disorder’. If they found any, they posted printed notices promising that they would return with the magistrates and prosecute anyone they caught. They were especially interested in prosecuting publishers of joke books and pornography, ‘pestilent articles’ that had been circulating even in ‘the Seminaries of Education for boys, and even into boarding-schools for young ladies’.54 Wilberforce was the Vice Society’s most prominent public supporter.

Furthermore, abolitionists had not (yet) broadened their campaign for amelioration or gradual emancipation to the people who reformers were beginning to call ‘factory slaves’. For generations, slaveholders had made comparisons in bad faith between enslaved people and poor Britons, but according to the economic theory that inspired Macaulay and other antislavery strategists, wage labour was a bright line. White workers earned wages, and so ought to have the perspicacity to save their money. If they did not, that was a moral failing, not an injustice. The starkness of the message was not lost on politically active working-class Britons, or on their advocates in the public and Parliament. William Cobbett, the writer, politician and self-appointed people’s tribune, became a gadfly to abolitionists generally and to Wilberforce specifically.55

The antislavery devotion to reform abroad in the face of suffering at home – the phenomenon that Dickens would parody in Bleak House (1853) as ‘telescopic philanthropy’ – became a common theme in critiques of antislavery. In an anticlerical magazine’s ‘Address to St. Wilberforce’, one writer complained that Wilberforce was a ‘political sanctioner of hypocrisy . . . if a disavowal of his celebrated trash about the atonement would insure him a place in the high consideration of ministers, he would turn his back upon Jesus Christ, and face the Devil for mammon’s sake’.56

Working-class reformers began to see justice as a zero-sum game, where anything enslaved people won became something that white workers lost. As one publication put it, Wilberforce, ‘for niggers, felons and gaol-birds . . . has a large stock of compassion . . . He will preach up liberty among the blacks, where they do not want it, nor know that use of it; and slavery among the whites.’ This was unfair to Wilberforce. First, he had little sympathy for jailbirds. Second, Wilberforce was not interested in offering meaningful liberty to the enslaved for a very long time. He would have been content with an emancipation measured in generations, rather than months or years.57

However, accusing abolitionists of revolutionary intent was a good strategy for defenders of slavery. In the political ferment of the late 1810s and early 1820s, revolutionists, radicals and conspirators seemed to lurk in every tavern and slum. In 1820, the discovery of the ‘Cato Street Conspiracy’, a plan to murder Lord Liverpool and his entire cabinet, seemed to confirm the Tories’ worst fears. Antislavery, for all the colonial controversy it provoked, could be a deeply conservative reform movement. Ending slavery was a revolutionary objective, but the methods proposed by the Anti-Slavery Society and broadly accepted by the Liverpool and later Canning ministries were based on slow, incremental change, emphasising both white power and leadership and the preservation of the plantation economy.

***

The ethos of antislavery – a desire for the end of plantation slavery in the British empire – was radical for its time. The politics of antislavery leaders were conservative and worked on three levels, emphasising rigid social hierarchy, deference from the lower classes, and acceptance by enslaved people of the superior judgement of white leaders. Most amelioration and emancipation policies were more conservative still, emphasising both very slow and gradual emancipation that would preserve white leadership and protect the productivity of sugar plantations.

Still, even as gradualism congealed into official policy, some Britons insisted that emancipation had to be immediate to be meaningful. Robert Wedderburn, an agrarian socialist and Unitarian minister, was born in 1762 in Jamaica, the free son of an enslaved woman, Rosanna. His father, he claimed, was James Wedderburn, a slaveholder and physician. Wedderburn arrived in England in 1779 and fell into the underground movement led by Thomas Spence. Spence was known for his belief, heretical to eighteenth-century Whigs, that the original sin of British politics was private landownership.58 As Wedderburn wrote in his self-published newspaper, The Axe Laid to the Root, to be a landlord was to be a ‘tyrant, a robber, and a murderer . . . Upon this fraudulent principle society is constructed.’59 Wedderburn’s childhood among enslaved people in Jamaica combined with his revolutionary convictions and led him to an indelible conclusion: slavery had to end, it had to end immediately, and emancipation had to include the abolition of private property.

Some historians have made much of the fact that Wedderburn, during one of his many prison sentences, was visited by William Wilberforce, who prayed with him and begged him to abandon what Wilberforce saw as Wedderburn’s perverse hostility to property, as well as his (perhaps even more perverse) Unitarian theology. Wedderburn dedicated his brief memoir, Horrors of Slavery, to Wilberforce. Wedderburn’s vision of emancipation, however, laid out in a patchwork of speeches and pamphlets, could not have been further from the antislavery mainstream that Wilberforce exemplified.

Wedderburn directed some of his writing directly to the enslaved. He urged them not to use violence, but to withhold their labour in something like a wildcat strike. If every enslaved person acted as one, and put down their tools, ‘The universality . . . will strike terror to your oppressors.’ This contradicted the mainstream antislavery argument that ‘industry’ among the enslaved was a key indicator of readiness for emancipation. Wedderburn also abhorred petitioning, a favourite antislavery tactic. ‘Do not petition,’ he wrote, ‘for it is degrading to human nature to petition your oppressors.’ Wedderburn also drew connections between the fates of the enslaved and of poor landless workers in Europe. After emancipation, he urged the enslaved, keep your land, or else landlords would ‘force you to commit crimes in order to obtain subsistence; as the landholders in Europe are serving those that are dispossessed . . . the prisons are full.’60 In another pamphlet, The ‘Forlorn Hope’, Wedderburn proposed radical democracy after emancipation, with one delegate elected for every 2,000 people each year.61 In 1819, Wedderburn opened a chapel in Soho, which became a centre for revolutionary activity. He was imprisoned in 1831 for brothel-keeping and then left for New York, where he died.62

Closer to the centre of political power was a growing movement of middle-class women who would tend to push the antislavery movement in the coming decades towards more radical positions. In the 1820s Elizabeth Heyrick, a wealthy Quaker activist and one of the founding members of the Anti-Slavery Society, publicly rejected gradualism even as the Society officially embraced it. ‘We are all guilty,’ Heyrick wrote, ‘the whole nation must now divide itself into the active supporters, and the active opposers of slavery.’63 Heyrick argued that gradualism had been a plot hatched by slaveholders to delay emancipation, ‘the very masterpiece of satanic policy’. But Heyrick, unlike Wedderburn, trusted in the law, perhaps because she had never been in prison. She argued that the end of slavery required a rigid criminal law to prevent disorder, such that ‘the same laws which restrain and punish crime in the white population, would still restrain and punish crime in the black population’.

In this, she broadly agreed with the rest of the Anti-Slavery Society’s leadership. But Heyrick rejected the principle of compensation to slaveholders, arguing that compensation ought to be ‘first made to the slave, for his long years of uncompensated labour, degradation and suffering’.64 Heyrick was dumbstruck that men such as Thomas Hodgson, who agreed with her about the essential sinfulness of slavery, could possibly agree to compensation to slaveholders for any reason. ‘This sensitive fellow-feeling with slave-holders of “education and liberal attainment”,’ Heyrick wrote, ‘is no offspring of Christian charity; – she, extends her sympathy . . . to the oppressed, rather than the oppressor.’ The indulgence with which slaveholders were treated in the era of amelioration, she wrote, ‘tears the bandage from the eyes of human justice’.65

By the end of the 1820s, Heyrick’s stalwart opposition to the principle of gradual emancipation was gaining popularity among the Anti-Slavery Society’s large membership, even as its leadership remained sceptical. In a way, their public education campaigns and many publications had been too successful – the antislavery reading public was coming to its own conclusions, unencumbered by the task of passing legislation in a Parliament stocked with slaveholders and their allies.

On 15 May 1830, at Freemasons’ Hall on Great Queen Street in London, the Anti-Slavery Society held its General Meeting, convening the leaders of its many provincial affiliate societies. Buxton moved ‘that no proper or practicable means should be left unattempted for effecting at the earliest period the entire abolition of slavery throughout the British dominions’. An amendment was offered to resolutions ‘That from and after the 1st of January 1830, every slave born within the King’s dominions shall be free.’ George Stephen remembered the room as crammed and suffocating, with at least 2,000 people in attendance. Without amplification, it must have been nearly impossible to hear clearly what had been moved. In the din, the prevarications of gradualism – its nudges, tweaks and compromises – were swept away. ‘Buxton deprecated,’ Stephen wrote, ‘Brougham interposed, Wilberforce waved his hand for silence, but all was pantomime and dumb show.’66 The Anti-Slavery Society was committed to immediate emancipation.

***

Future crises in the slave empire would show that the new immediatism of the Anti-Slavery Society had not resolved the tensions between the more conservative leaders of the antislavery movement and its increasingly activist membership. And the resolutions had not clarified what, exactly, ‘immediate emancipation’ meant, or how ‘freedom’ would be shaped and limited by British laws. Most British supporters of immediate emancipation did not believe that immediate freedom would mean immediate civil rights, or even an immediate end to coerced labour after the end of slavery. What they wanted was to begin the process of gradual emancipation as soon as possible.

The rebels in Demerara had told planters what they wanted – their rights, their freedom. But the leaders of the Anti-Slavery Society were not particularly interested in what enslaved people thought were their rights. Enslavement, they argued, had made it impossible for the enslaved to understand their own interests. As Elizabeth Heyrick wrote, Britain owed something to the enslaved after emancipation. ‘We owe them,’ she wrote, ‘Guardianship, protection, and provision, (where necessary) as well as Liberty.’67 In other words, even if freedom happened quickly, Britons would still have the obligation to civilise.
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Emancipation

ABOLITIONISTS HAD WATCHED with interest developments after the 1807 Slave Trade Act, which established that any enslaved people found on captured slave ships were declared to be ‘captured Negroes’ or ‘liberated Africans’ and repatriated to British colonies. Most went to Sierra Leone, but some went to Trinidad, Tortola in the Virgin Islands, the Cape Colony in South Africa and elsewhere. Abolitionists wanted to see if people who had been enslaved could work for wages. In 1814 and 1815, over 1,300 ‘captured Negroes’ arrived in the small plantation colony of Tortola. From 1815, colonial officials experimented with indenturing the former captives to colonists.

In 1821 Parliament appointed two commissioners, Thomas Moody and John Dougan, to audit the project. Dougan’s report was positive. Many ‘captured Negroes’, he observed, were now working for wages. Dougan, like many progressive Britons in the 1820s, believed that free labour, augmented by Christian conversion, was a powerful force for reform. He had noticed ‘an advance in civilization’.1

Moody, a mathematician and officer in the Royal Engineers who had worked in Demerara, Barbados and Tortola, disagreed.2 He sent in a separate report, arguing that Dougan had been misled by Methodist missionaries – but then went far beyond his original mandate. His report, which eventually ran to two volumes in the Parliamentary papers, argued that without slavery, labour in the colonies would collapse. He remarked that his research proved that the tiny minority of freedpeople in the colonies preferred occasional higher-wage work – a few days of labour during crop, for example – to lower-paid daily plantation work. He calculated that if the population of freedpeople grew, the labour market in non-plantation work would become crowded, and wages would fall. According to Moody, slavery had become a necessary precondition for any wage work in the sugar colonies. It could not be abolished.

Moody’s report captured British slaveholders’ anxieties. The report, loaded with statistics and calculations, seemed to rebut the indictment of slavery as economically backward. Here was evidence, it seemed, that without slavery, wage work was impossible in the slave empire. Abolitionists dismissed the report. The African Institution published a point-by-point refutation. But Moody had hit a tender nerve. What Moody called ‘steady work’, meaning regular work for low wages, did seem to many antislavery leaders to be an important marker of civilisation. In England, Moody commented, steady work was ‘readily given for a sum, very little exceeding the expense of . . . ordinary subsistence’.3 But for workers of African descent, especially in the colonies, he posited that ‘the pleasure of repose’ after obtaining basic subsistence was too powerful to resist.4

Thomas Babington Macaulay, the brilliant son of the abolitionist leader Zachary Macaulay, shredded Moody’s arguments in the Edinburgh Review. Macaulay offered a bracing defence of the universal, equal capacities of all human beings. Wage labour would act on freedpeople just as it acted on white British industrial workers. The first generation of freed plantation workers might be satisfied with subsistence. But wants would increase over time, as ‘the luxuries of one generation’ became ‘the necessaries of the next’.5 Labour, he  argued, followed a universal law: ‘All will work extremely hard rather than miss the comforts to which they have been habituated; and all, when they find it possible to obtain their accustomed comforts with less than their accustomed labour, will not work so hard as they formerly worked, merely to increase them.’6 It followed that emancipation would inevitably encourage civilisation, provided it were properly designed. Emancipation would need to provide freedpeople enough money to reach for luxuries, but never so much, so quickly, as to make them easy to obtain.

Moody’s report, Macaulay concluded, was ‘the worst state-paper that we ever saw’. And yet, he commented, ‘the books of the Major have been added to the political canon of Downing Street’.7 The clarity of liberalism was a tonic for some British politicians, but it was difficult to relinquish the certainties of the colonial system, a fountainhead of power and wealth for 200 years.

The racist pessimism of Moody’s report and the liberal certainties of Macaulay’s refutation collided in the 1820s, and reappeared, together and rearranged, a decade later in the Emancipation Act. Was civilisation – a very vague concept, but in the roughest practical terms, free labour and free-market capitalism – a prerequisite for emancipation? Or was civilisation only possible after freedom? The Emancipation Act attempted to resolve this ambiguity about how Britain ought to govern its empire. The law called for further coerced labour to compel formerly enslaved people to work, echoing Moody’s crude characterisation of ‘Africans’. The Act’s provisions to replace slaveholders with magistrates and its confidence in free labour also showed the rising influence of Macaulay’s belief in the power of liberal British institutions.

The 1833 Slavery Abolition Act, commonly known as the Emancipation Act, ended slavery in Britain’s colonies in the Caribbean, as well as in the Cape Colony in South Africa and the Indian Ocean sugar island of Mauritius, effective 1 August 1834. Support for emancipation had grown through the 1820s, but enslaved workers in Jamaica finally pushed abolition on to the legislative agenda. Over Christmas 1831, led by the Baptist deacon Samuel Sharpe, tens of thousands of enslaved Jamaicans refused to return to work without wages. After the militia retaliated, a smaller number of enslaved people took up arms. The fighting continued until early in 1832. After the rebellion, Jamaican slaveholders terrorised white Baptist missionaries and their congregations. The violence of the rebellion and the shocking reprisals of the colonists pushed Parliament to a tipping point and a new government, led by Earl Grey, put emancipation on the agenda.

The 1833 Emancipation Act did not reflect the desires of many British abolitionists, especially outside of Parliament. It began the process of converting enslaved labour into wage labour but did not liberate freedpeople from plantations. The Act compensated slaveholders for the loss of their ‘property’ with a £20 million gift, raised at the expense of British taxpayers. It also established a new institution, ‘apprenticeship’, as a middle ground between slavery and freedom. After 1 August 1834, all enslaved people who had worked on plantations were required to work for six more years for the people who had once claimed to own them. They ‘owed’ more than forty hours of unpaid labour to their former masters each week. Enslaved domestic servants and other enslaved labourers who worked outside the plantations were bound for four years. To enforce the new laws, and to educate both former slaves and former slaveowners in the niceties of wage work, the Emancipation Act called for a corps of magistrates, who would be sent from Britain. Unlike most magistrates across Britain and the empire, who were usually local gentry volunteers, the new ‘special’ magistrates would be paid a salary to ensure their impartiality.

***

The Emancipation Act was made by both slaveholders and abolitionists. Slaveholders wanted to preserve their estates, or at least find willing buyers to take them off their hands. But many opponents of slavery also hoped to preserve plantation labour. Plantations were profitable, and they also seemed like useful tools for concentrating the population, making it easier for missionaries to operate and for colonial officials to encourage wage labour. Generations of political economists and Enlightenment theorists agreed that regular, sustained labour was one of the causes of Europe’s conquest of the world. If freedpeople fled sugar plantations after emancipation, many British abolitionists feared that their ‘indolence’ would discredit the antislavery movement.

The leaders of the antislavery cause in Parliament in 1833 were the tall, stentorian industrialist Thomas Fowell Buxton and the brilliant, moody, scolding lawyer Stephen Lushington. Neither man became an icon like Wilberforce in 1807. Most of the older generation of abolitionists were already dead. Henry Thornton died in 1815, the elder James Stephen in 1832, Wilberforce in 1833. Zachary Macaulay lived until 1838, but he had always been a man behind the scenes, not a figurehead. Thomas Clarkson lived until 1846, but by 1833 he was an activist emeritus, not a leader. The division also widened, as compared to 1807, between Parliamentary representatives of the antislavery cause and activists in local associations. When Buxton compromised in Parliament, an entire wing of the Anti-Slavery Society rose in revolt. The public mood turned definitively against slavery. ‘The national heart seemed on fire,’ an Antiguan slaveholder remembered.8 But it was fire in Jamaica that finally set emancipation in motion.

***

White Britons presumed that white missionaries would be midwives to emancipation. As plans for the slow, deliberate transformation of the lives of the enslaved took shape in Britain, however, Black American Baptists had been working in the Caribbean for decades. In 1783, the Black Loyalist George Liele, manumitted during the American Revolution, arrived in Jamaica as a missionary. Liele was a Baptist, part of a growing community in the United States. In 1787, Liele baptised Moses Baker, another free Black Loyalist. Baker opened a barbershop in Kingston, cutting hair, pulling teeth and lancing boils. Soon, he rented a farm from another American emigrant to Jamaica, a white Quaker named Isaac Lascelles Winn. Winn, a slaveholder interested in ‘amelioration’, wanted to encourage Christianity among the people he claimed to own. He hired Baker to preach on his plantation near Montego Bay. When Winn died, Baker found a new patron, Samuel Vaughan, another amelioration-minded slaveholder.9 Baker, ‘a plain, home-spun man, rugged as a honeycomb rock’, wore a bandana to cover an eye and ear mutilated by an overseer in America.10 In 1806, the Jamaica Assembly passed a law banning preaching outside of designated chapels. There were men, one white missionary wrote, who would kill Baker ‘had they had him in their hands, but God had him in his’.11

Moses Baker and George Liele were founders of the ‘native’ or ‘spiritual’ Baptist community in Jamaica. Baker’s congregation met at Crooked Spring, a chapel built near a ravine in the backcountry of Flamstead, Samuel Vaughan’s plantation in Saint James Parish. Baker corresponded with American and British Baptists. When the British Baptist Missionary Society sent John Rowe to Jamaica in 1814 as a missionary, he preached one of his first sermons at Crooked Spring. Some 500 attended, but Baker told Rowe, ‘Had I full liberty to call all my congregation together, I speak within bounds when I say I could call 2,000.’12

The white Baptist mission in Jamaica rested on the foundation laid by ‘native’ Baptists. In the early 1820s, when Thomas Burchell founded new missions in the north of the island, he built one in the town of Montego Bay and another near Crooked Spring. By April 1831, the Baptist missions counted 10,838 fully baptised members, with the largest churches in Kingston, Spanish Town and Montego Bay.13 The congregation in Montego Bay included more than 1,500 people, mostly enslaved. The entire population of the town was a little over 4,000 people, of whom about 2,230 were enslaved.14 On some Sundays in Montego Bay, it must have appeared to slaveholders that every enslaved person in the town was Baptist.

Baptist missions were led by white preachers, but enslaved and free deacons and class leaders had autonomy and influence. Deacons had many responsibilities, including identifying impoverished families in need of charity, visiting the sick, collecting money for church and missionary causes, and ‘giving private instruction to explain what the preacher has publicly taught’. Class leaders were responsible for summoning the congregation to hear preaching, and for ensuring that converts did not backslide from the rules of the community.15 The egalitarianism of Baptism appealed to enslaved people; the flexibility of Baptist liturgy allowed enslaved Christians and converts to practise their own style of worship.

By 1831, when Crooked Spring chapel moved to nearby Salter’s Hill, Jamaica had three overlapping Baptist congregations. One was led by white missionaries and met at chapels built in the larger towns or on the estates of ameliorationist slaveholders. The second was led by enslaved and free deacons and class leaders. The third were the heirs to George Liele and Moses Baker, who held services independent of the missionary society. The lines between the three Baptist churches were blurry, and an enslaved Baptist might have had a stake in all three parts of the community. An enslaved deacon, for example, might attend church with a white missionary on Sunday morning, lead a planter-sanctioned Bible study on Sunday afternoon, and preach on an estate after dark.

In 1831, Thomas Burchell left for England. Correspondence between missionaries and their patrons in Britain, when added to a stream of antislavery news from Britain, convinced some enslaved Baptists that Burchell would return to Jamaica with a ‘free paper’ from the King. The colonial press hummed with threats that the colony would join the United States. In the Jamaica Courant, for example, Assemblymen were urged to go to Spanish Town ‘not as legislators, but as delegates; let them take possession of the House of Assembly, and form themselves into a Colonial Union’ or else face the deaths of their wives and children, and the destruction of their fields and sugar works.16 As enslaved and free people read and heard these reports, and as angry table talk in the Great Houses drifted into fields and villages, some enslaved people were convinced that Britain had already granted them freedom. The colonists, it seemed, were willing to join the United States to reverse emancipation.17

Salt Spring, also in Saint James Parish, was owned by John Henry Deffell, an absentee who would claim more than £29,000 in compensation after 1833. The sugar plantation was managed by William Stanford Grignon, who had lived in Jamaica since 1798. Grignon did not own land, but he would eventually claim compensation for fifty-four enslaved people, some of whom lived in Montego Bay. He earned his income from hiring out his ‘jobbing gang’ to estates that needed a quick supply of labour, and by managing estates for absentees. The slave empire bought Grignon a better life for his four children, all born in Jamaica but sent to live in England. One son, William Jr, graduated from Trinity College, Cambridge, and after a long career as a headmaster, retired to a village in Gloucester, where he died in 1907.

On 16 December 1831, about a year after William Jr sailed for England, William Sr horrifically beat a woman whom he accused of stealing sugarcane. He dragged her back to Salt Spring and demanded that the driver whip her in front of the assembled gangs. The woman was married to the driver. Grignon might not have known, or he might have wanted to humiliate both husband and wife. The driver refused.18 Grignon raged at the workers, cursing the abolitionists, and promising to kill all the enslaved workers before he would see them free.

Soon, at least four men, including George Guthrie, Samuel Sharpe, Gardner and Dove, met at Guthrie’s home on Cunningham’s Hill, a landmark between two cattle pens called Ramble and Retrieve that were also managed by Grignon. Word had passed from Salt Spring to Ramble and Retrieve about Grignon’s attempt to humiliate the Salt Spring driver, and his threats to kill all the enslaved if they were emancipated. Grignon was also a colonel in the militia. If any overseer had access to weapons and men enough to commit mass murder, the men reasoned, it would be a militia officer. The conspirators were all among the enslaved elite. Samuel Sharpe was also a Baptist deacon, respected for his wisdom and skill as a preacher. Guthrie toasted the idea of Grignon, whom he mocked as ‘Little Breeches’, dead and buried. Guthrie said, according to testimony, that he had heard Grignon say, ‘the king going to give us black people free; but he hope that all his friends will be of his mind, and spill our blood first.’

Samuel Sharpe was the alleged property of a slaveholder also named Samuel Sharpe. Sharpe, the slaveholder, owned a livestock pen called Cooper’s Hill, outside Montego Bay. Samuel Sharpe, the preacher, worked as a ranger, ferrying supplies, cattle and messages. He was literate and had grown up in the Sharpe household. Sharpe proposed that enslaved workers refuse to return to the fields after Christmas unless they received wages. As the missionary William Knibb later reported, ‘they intended what would be called in England a turn-out’. The conspirators settled on a minimum wage, the 2s. 6d. that colonists paid for the rental of a day’s labour from an enslaved convict in a parish workhouse.19 Enslaved workers often acted as a collective to negotiate what concessions they could from slaveholders under dangerous conditions. Sharpe proposed protest on an unprecedented scale, but not an unprecedented kind of protest.20 Another rebel leader, a driver from Retrieve named Johnstone, agreed with Sharpe when he learned of the plan. Johnstone knew that the overseer would grab his gun and ride to Montego Bay. ‘I will say to him,’ Johnstone said, ‘Busha, we don’t rebel, but we won’t work without some satisfaction. We work long enough for nothing.’21 The men agreed that after Christmas, if the free paper had not arrived, they would strike. And if the militia attacked, they would fight back and set fire to the estates.

White Baptist missionaries heard the rumours. As the Christmas holiday approached, they pleaded for calm. On Christmas Eve, an enslaved man named Stephen James told missionary Knibb that people in and around Montego Bay and Falmouth were saying ‘Free-paper was come out, and they would not work after Christmas.’22 After the Christmas holiday, at dawn on 27 December, the people at Salt Spring put down their tools. So did other enslaved people across the northern parishes. As many as 60,000 enslaved people refused to work. A secret oath, taken only a few weeks before, had led to a work stoppage on a scale that staggered slaveholders and white missionaries.

Knibb rode to the chapel at Salter’s Hill on the morning of 27 December. One of his deacons, Samuel James Vaughan, the namesake of the late owner of the land on which the chapel stood, rode with him. Knibb begged the congregation, ‘If you have any love to Jesus Christ,’ he said, ‘to religion, to your ministers, to those kind friends in England who have given money to help you build this chapel, be not led away by wicked men.’ The congregation was not interested. Some accused Knibb of taking bribes from the planters.23

That night the militia gathered, and rebels set fires to the buildings and works of Kensington estate. On 28 December, Grignon led 250 militiamen to an estate called Old Montpelier. Rebels blew conch shells and attacked the estate in two groups. According to testimony, the 400 to 500 rebel fighters present that evening had only about fifty guns between them, mostly old pistols and hunting rifles. But the sound of conches blowing in the darkness terrified the militia and they retreated to Montego Bay. The rebels set fire to the Great House and sugar works. One white man was killed in the fighting. Militiamen had knocked together a rough coffin for his body, but when the militia fled, they left corpse and coffin behind. The rebels tossed the body onto the flames, and buried one of their leaders, a man known as Colonel Johnson, in the coffin instead.24

The fighting spread through northern parishes. Whites fled to Montego Bay and Falmouth. Lord Belmore, the governor, declared martial law. Many rebels holed up in the mountains – some in the remains of Maroon towns abandoned since the 1790s. The militia responded with a savage campaign, shooting enslaved people on sight, and torching houses and provision grounds. Benjamin McMahon, a former plantation bookkeeper, recalled that most of the enslaved people his unit shot were unarmed and had fled the estates ‘to avoid being murdered’.25 McMahon’s officers were out of their minds with drink and fear. At Golden Grove plantation, he remembered with shame the ‘drunken freaks’ he committed with the militia, lost in the dark, firing ‘on the unarmed and unresisting negroes, men and women, old and young, indiscriminately’.26

At least 200 enslaved people and 14 militiamen died in combat in the Baptist War. More than 220 properties were damaged. The Jamaican government spent more than £175,000 on military operations and claimed that the rebels did more than £1.1 million in damage. The battle at Old Montpelier was exceptional in that it had two clearly defined fighting forces, facing off for control of a landmark. Most of the fighting happened in chance encounters on the roads and in the estates, across more than 700 square miles. The rebels, like Bussa’s followers in Barbados in 1816, were confident that the British Army would assist them in defeating the colonists. Soon, the commander of the forces in Jamaica, Sir Willoughby Cotton, a veteran of the gritty Iberian campaign of the Napoleonic Wars, arrived at Montego Bay on HMS Sparrowhawk, with reinforcements from the 77th and 84th Regiments. Cotton’s troops carried a proclamation offering amnesty to all rebels except ringleaders and arsonists. But according to reports, the militiamen charged with reading the proclamations on the estates never carried out the order. Consequently, when the redcoats arrived in the country, they opened fire on enslaved rebels who did not know they had the choice to surrender. Plantations, many in flames, fell into chaos. The Assembly offered cash rewards to Maroon warriors for the ears of dead rebels.27

The rebellion was over by 4 January 1832. As many as 2,000 enslaved people, beyond the people killed in combat, had been shot by the militia or the Army. After the rebellion, courts martial convened in January and February of 1832 indicted 427 enslaved people and condemned 250 to death. Of these sentences, 232 were carried out. Historian Michael Craton analysed the records of the indicted and found a high proportion of elite labourers – drivers, rangers and craftspeople – among them.28 The militia had also attacked Baptist churches. Salter’s Hill Chapel was burned to the ground; so was Burchell’s house in Hanover parish. In Montego Bay, a mob tore down the Baptist chapel.29

The courts martial convicted and executed with speed and fury. Captured rebels were arraigned on the open ground at sugar and coffee plantations. ‘Didn’t Burchell say that you must fight for free?’ a militia officer screamed at a prisoner. The man said he did not know anyone named Burchell. Militiamen tied his arms behind him, threw his jacket over his head, and shot him. Another militiaman grabbed an enslaved man who was standing nearby and forced his fingers into the bullet holes in the dead man’s flesh. ‘You want freedom, do you?’ he yelled. ‘Come here and put your finger where mine is, and see how you like it.’30 Henry Bleby remembered an enslaved man, conscripted as executioner, leaning against the gallows where several rebels swung, eating a bowl of plantains and saltfish. When another batch of rebels were sentenced, he put down his lunch and coolly cut the ropes to prepare for the next hangings. The corpses flopped onto a pile of bodies below the drop.31

As in other slave rebellions in Britain’s empire, there are multiple narratives of the Baptist War in the records. The first, written by slaveholders, blamed white missionaries, and by extension the antislavery societies that supported them, for the rebellion. The second version, written by missionaries, strained to honour the grievances of the rebels without incriminating the missions. William Knibb wrote that two rebels had told him, ‘Minister, we feel for you and Mr. Burchell and the other ministers; you left your mother to teach us, and now when negro do wrong, they put it on you.’32 Some of the most-quoted and richest sources on the rebellion have obvious shortcomings. For example, the missionary Henry Bleby published his detailed memoir of the rebellion, Death Struggles of Slavery, in 1866. He invented, embroidered, and forgot events. And so, the third narrative, the story of the rebellion as told by the rebels, appears only in flashes.

Samuel Sharpe’s legend shows how these narratives clashed. By striking work, Sharpe hoped to win emancipation without violence. But testimony from captured rebels suggests that Sharpe agreed some of the strikers would need to fight or die if the militia arrived. The British missionary press, eager to find an enslaved leader who would embody the white missionary commitment to gradual emancipation and amelioration, probably exaggerated Sharpe’s pacifism. Bleby, for example, was convinced that Sharpe’s privilege made his antislavery purer. Sharpe had never worked as a cane-field labourer. To Bleby this meant that he had never ‘felt any thing of the bitterness of slavery’. Other leaders of the revolt, in contrast, had raw, personal grievances against Grignon and other slaveholders. Bleby argued revenge clouded their motives. A few years before the American Civil War, an audience in Abington, Massachusetts, interrupted Bleby’s speech with applause when he said that Sharpe only intended ‘to act upon the principle of passive resistance’. Like Christ, in Bleby’s memory, Sharpe sacrificed himself, ‘in order that the rest may be free’.33

Samuel Sharpe was a hero. But in the missionary press, he was portrayed as nearly superhuman and ‘a perfect model man’ – saintly, handsome, brilliant and charismatic. Nearly – or perhaps overtly – erotic depictions of Sharpe recalled early antislavery works of the eighteenth century that focused on exceptional, often noble or royal, enslaved people taken by misadventure to the Americas, like Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko, a man so handsome that ‘the most famous Statuary could not form the Figure of a Man more admirably turn’d from Head to Foot’.34 The Samuel Sharpe presented by white activists to the British public urged non-violence, exemplified the values of missionary Christianity, and forgave both his white persecutors for their cruelty and his fellow rebels for their inability to control the enslaved masses. This version of Samuel Sharpe allowed missionaries to transform an enslaved rebel – anathema to antislavery leaders in Britain – into a personification of the need for emancipation. Sharpe could prove to Britons that he had deserved freedom. At the same time, the Sharpe Britons met in the missionary press was also meant to stake a claim for gradual emancipation. This fantasy of Sharpe was the exception that proved the rule, possibly the only enslaved rebel in Jamaica who met the standards set by white missionaries to merit immediate, unsupervised freedom.

William Knibb told an audience in Britain that at the gallows on 23 May 1832, Sharpe admitted that he had ‘sinned against the laws of my country, and by those laws I ought to die; but I cannot see that I have sinned against my God. All that I wished was to be free . . . to enjoy that liberty which I find in the Bible is the birthright of every man.’ Before the bottom dropped from underneath his feet, Knibb claimed that Sharpe beseeched the crowd to ‘Follow the white minister who came out to teach you.’35 And yet, Sharpe and his fellow conspirators had achieved a spectacular feat of organisation, coordinating thousands of enslaved workers over great distances to strike at once. This feat, and the loyalty and reverence Sharpe inspired among the enslaved, show that Sharpe was much more complex, and much more threatening to white power, than the Christ-like figure he became for British missionaries.

After the rebellion, slaveholders honoured the fourteen whites who died in the fighting as martyrs, wildly embellishing their deaths. One militia officer named Pearce, who had been shot in an ambush while he walked home alone, was not only killed in gallant action, according to legend, but brutally mutilated, his mouth stuffed with his own bowels and his wife and daughters raped in front of him. When his alleged killers were executed, militiamen tied scraps of Pearce’s bloody uniform to their necks like sacred relics.36 The Jamaica Assembly passed an indemnity to shield the militia from prosecution for acts committed during martial law. The Assembly blamed the revolt on ‘an evil excitement created in the minds of our slaves generally by the unceasing and unconstitutional interference of his majesty’s ministers with our local legislature’, exacerbated by the Anti-Slavery Society. The report also blamed the Baptist churches for empowering their deacons and leaders to preach independently.37

White Baptists now became a target. Rumours circulated that a Bible had been found on a rebel leader’s person, dog-eared at Old Testament passages on the emancipation of Israel. Others blamed the missionaries for shaking the hands of enslaved worshippers after church services, a gesture of equality that they believed had led to violence.38 A group of planters vowed to drive the Baptists from the island by force. In northern parishes the Colonial Church Union was founded, ostensibly to support the Anglican Church in Jamaica. Union thugs set Baptist, Methodist and other missionary churches on fire, unmasked and in daylight. They beat, tarred and feathered missionaries.

To Britons, slave rebellion was shocking, but far from unprecedented. The campaign against missionaries, however, was intolerable. Although missionaries had faced hostility and threats of violence or prosecution after the 1816 and 1823 rebellions, the arson campaign and broad-daylight assaults of the Colonial Church Union were unprecedented. Absentee slaveholders in Britain were mortified and rushed to repudiate the attacks. The new governor of the colony, Lord Mulgrave, arrived in July 1832, intent on subduing the riots. He must have soon realised that it would not be easy. On a visit to Savanna-la-Mar, Mulgrave found the flags of the Union flying from the walls of the jail, its doors broken open. White prisoners who had been held for rioting had been freed by a mob.39

***

William Knibb returned to Britain and published an account of the rebellion. When Knibb’s pamphlet was criticised as partisan, the Anti-Slavery Society looked for ‘a picture fresh from the spot’, an account by a newcomer to Jamaica that would show the public the state of the colony.40 They found one in the memoirs of a young man named Henry Whiteley, a Methodist from Yorkshire. His short pamphlet, Three Months in Jamaica, was printed by the Society and sold for 1p per copy, with steep discounts for bulk purchases of 100 or 1,000. The pamphlet was also excerpted widely in both missionary and general-interest magazines.

Whiteley had visited a Jamaica perilous not only to the enslaved, but to any white supporter of antislavery. He met a young overseer who told him that flogging enslaved people ‘was not a pleasant duty certainly, but it was an indispensable one’. He described the workhouse in Saint Ann Parish, where men and women were chained together by the neck as punishment for petty theft. He learned that three of the convicts had been arrested for praying. Another overseer told him that if Buxton and Lushington were in Jamaica, he would chain them and put them to work in the gang. ‘We would be all right,’ the man added, ‘if these devils would but let us alone.’41 Two thugs from the Colonial Church Union accused Whiteley of preaching sedition and threatened to tar and feather him. Planters intercepted his mail as it was put aboard packet boats. An overseer named Dicken threw Whiteley against a wall, choked him and cocked his pistol, promising to kill him if he spoke to the enslaved. Finally, Whiteley was removed from the island by the authorities.42

***

The aftermath of the Baptist War in 1832 forced Earl Grey’s government to put emancipation on their agenda. The figure of Samuel Sharpe, transformed in the press by Knibb and others into precisely the kind of hero least threatening to mainstream British antislavery, coupled with the Colonial Church Union’s terrorism allowed abolitionists in Britain to turn what might have been considered another blow to the cause of emancipation into leverage. A legislative path opened for the leaders of the antislavery movement, but white liberals and Black rebels still had very different ideas of what freedom for the enslaved ought to mean.

Vincent Brown, in his work on Tacky’s Revolt, the rebellion that threatened the slaveholding government of Jamaica in 1760–1, points out that historians often overlook the ways that enslaved people ‘channeled slave revolt across generations’.43 Enslaved people in Jamaica knew about previous revolts in Barbados and Guiana, they knew about the Haitian Revolution, they remembered the history of their parents and grandparents. But white Britons, slaveholders and abolitionists both, were backfooted by a large-scale slave revolt led by literate Christians asking for a fixed wage, organised on a massive scale. They did not imagine slave rebellions as part of a generations-long campaign rooted in the collective memory of the enslaved across the slave empire, but rather as individual and highly local protests against poor working conditions or excessive punishment.

Mass protest in Jamaica occurred concomitantly with mass protest in Britain, France and the United States. In 1830 and 1831, rioters in the south-east of England set fire to fields and smashed farm equipment. In France in 1830, the July Revolution overthrew the restored Bourbon monarchy and raised the populist nobleman Louis Philippe to the throne. In the United States in 1829, the hard-bitten soldier and slaveholder Andrew Jackson became President. Jackson signed into law the genocidal 1830 Indian Removal Act, which drove Native Americans out of the south-east by force. Jackson’s policies opened land to poor whites. He was re-elected by an overwhelming margin in 1832. In Britain, news of the July Revolution led to mass protest and demands for the removal of the Prime Minister, the Duke of Wellington, who rejected reform on principle. The Duke was forced to resign and the Whig leader Charles Grey, 2nd Earl Grey, formed a new government. The Reform Act of 1832 remodelled Parliamentary representation. It closed rotten boroughs, granted new seats to the new towns and cities of the industrial north, and regularised property qualifications for voting. The electorate grew, modestly in England but rather dramatically in Scotland and Ireland. Parliament remained the home of the wealthy and well-born – the Reform Act did not make Britain a democracy – but the law did acknowledge and expand the public’s voice in government.

By closing rotten boroughs, the Reform Act eroded the power of slaveholders in Parliament.44 The new political map, coupled with the shock of the Baptist War, gave antislavery a new urgency. More radical elements within the movement found their voices amplified. Women’s groups, such as the Birmingham Ladies’ Society for the Relief of Negro Slaves, had always been more progressive than official antislavery. Now, women’s groups were joined by men, especially those without landed wealth, who had little patience for slaveholders’ claims. As George Mortimer, a Newcastle schoolmaster, wrote, ‘If the planters are not wary and intelligent, they deserve to suffer.’45

The History of Mary Prince, published in 1831, was one of the first books published in the British empire substantially produced by an enslaved woman, and one of the most famous publications of the Anti-Slavery Society. It epitomises the new tone of the antislavery movement. Abolitionists, it seemed, were through with seeking compromise with slaveholders. Mary Prince was born in Bermuda in 1788. Because her mother was enslaved, Mary was also enslaved at birth. She and her mother were purchased by a merchant captain, and Mary was given as a gift to his grand-daughter, Betsey Williams. She grew up in the Williams household and feared the master of the house, Captain Williams, who sailed a regular route between Bermuda, the United States and the British Caribbean. She claimed, however, to love Betsey’s mother, the captain’s wife, ‘next to my own mother . . . better than any creature in the world’.46 Whatever her personal feelings, she was sold to another merchant captain when the family fell on hard times and separated from her mother and siblings.

In the new household, Mary witnessed her master whipping a woman named Hetty until Hetty screamed that she would die. Her master’s wife beat Mary and other enslaved children in the household whenever it suited her. ‘To strip me naked,’ Mary remembered, ‘to hang me up by my wrists and lay my flesh open with the cow-skin, was an ordinary punishment for even a slight offence.’ Later, Hetty, who had taken Mary under her wing, was beaten while heavily pregnant. She went into labour early, and died shortly after the birth, ‘her body and limbs swelled to a great size . . . till the water burst out of her body and she died’.47 A few years later, Mary was sold again, to a new master, who relished forcing her to wash him in a wide pewter tub. ‘This was worse to me than all the licks,’ she said, but if she refused, she was beaten. She begged a man headed for Antigua to purchase her.

While in Antigua, she was imprisoned in the ‘Cage’, a dungeon in her master’s house, and then flogged the next morning. Even as she suffered, she was quietly earning money, selling yams and coffee. ‘I did not sit still idling during the absence of my owners,’ she said, ‘for I wanted, by all honest means, to earn money to buy my freedom.’ She would also buy pigs from ships in the harbour and sell them at a profit on shore.48 Later, she joined a Moravian missionary church, where she met her husband, Daniel James, a cooper and carpenter, who had purchased his own freedom. She was flogged again for marrying without permission. When the family that owned her went to London, she escaped into the city and found refuge with sympathetic abolitionists. Because the people who claimed to own her refused again and again to allow her to buy her own freedom, she could not return to her husband on pain of re-enslavement. ‘No slaves here,’ Prince said of England. ‘No punishment, except for wicked people . . . Let them work ever so hard in England, they are far better off than slaves . . . They have their liberty. That’s just what we want.’49

Like many slave narratives published by the antislavery movement, The History of Mary Prince was heavily edited by white activists. As Thomas Pringle, Secretary of the Society, noted in his preface, it had been ‘written out fully’ as Mary Prince told it, with the dictation taken by an unnamed woman. The first draft included ‘all the narrator’s repetitions and prolixities’ and had been ‘pruned into its present shape’.50 The bitterness of Prince’s enslavement is raw and evident in the narrative, but so are the desires of white abolitionists to find in Mary Prince a perfect victim of slavery: a married mother, chaste and Christian, who had resolved to earn enough money to buy, rather than take, her own freedom.

In 1831, more radical elements in the Anti-Slavery Society formed a splinter group with the Society, called the Agency Committee. The Committee raised a fund, partly from large individual donations from wealthy Quakers, such as the grain importer Joseph Sturge and the merchant and railway investor James Cropper, to hire skilled lecturers to travel the country.51 Other than a gift for oratory, the main qualification for an Agency speaker was a fervent belief in the sinfulness of slavery and the necessity of immediate abolition. William Knibb and George Thompson – the latter would become a well-known antislavery speaker in the United States as well – were among the most effective barnstormers in the abolitionist cause. Thompson vibrated with righteous anger; Knibb was known for brandishing an iron collar, ringed with ten-inch spikes, that he had collected in Jamaica.52

In the elections for the first reformed Parliament, Agency Committee speakers urged voters to demand that candidates make a pledge to vote for emancipation. Thomas Fowell Buxton often repeated a yarn about a candidate on the hustings in the fens of rural Lincolnshire, who met a newly enfranchised voter. The bumpkin asked, ‘Be you a candidate for the Lords or Commons?’ to which the candidate answered, ‘For the Commons to be sure, my friend, there are no elections for the Lords.’ The voter replied, perhaps hitching his britches, ‘Well, Sir William, I know nothing about that, but which votes against slavery? Lords or Commons, he shall have my vote, and not the king himself if he don’t.’53 The franchise had not expanded that much. Voters – even in the fens – remained men of property, certain to know who the Lords and Commons were. But Buxton’s enthusiasm for his tall tale shows that leading abolitionists had confidence in the support of a solid base of voters – prosperous but not necessarily rich – who rejected slavery.

***

The Baptist War provoked a crisis; the reformed Parliament had a mandate to resolve it. In December 1832, Buxton wrote to Zachary Macaulay: ‘Immediate and total emancipation is our right.’ But Buxton also understood that immediate emancipation was unlikely to make it through the House. He allowed that if abolitionists compromised, ‘it must be, not for the sake of the planter, nor for the sake of the Government, but for the benefit of the Negro’.54 Historian Thomas Holt argues that by 1832 most British abolitionists offered two related arguments for emancipation. First, the abolition of the slave trade had made emancipation inevitable. Second, although amelioration had led to emancipation, it had raised the expectations of the enslaved to the point where it would be unsafe to end plantation slavery without rigid regulation.55 Even the most radical partisan of immediate freedom expected that freedpeople would be subject to strict laws after emancipation. George Stephen, the brother of Sir James Stephen, the undersecretary of the Colonial Office, and son of the abolitionist lawyer James Stephen, wrote, ‘There is a broad line to be drawn between emancipation from all control and an immediate substitution of judicial for private and irresponsible authority.’56 As Buxton put it, the enslaved were to be the ‘clients’ of their abolitionist patrons. Enslaved people would owe something in exchange for freedom. The question facing British activists and legislators was what that debt would look like, and how and when it would be repaid.

Over the decades amelioration policy and liberal political economy had generated many schemes for emancipation. Most featured some combination of continued forced work for freedpeople, restrictions on the price of land, regulations to keep wages low, new and well-enforced laws against vagrancy, and Christian preaching. For example, one former colonist, T. S. Winn, proposed new laws to ‘enforce due order and obedience’ and that all children over seven remain attached to the estates they worked on, for life if necessary.57 Winn was also likely the first person to use the phrase ‘white supremacy’ in print. In an 1824 pamphlet, Emancipation, Winn warned colonists that the next slave revolt might be too vast to quell ‘under White supremacy, or even among themselves’.58 In an 1825 pamphlet, A Speedy End to Slavery, Winn praised Haiti for its success ‘in knowledge, civilization and prosperity’ without ‘any White supremacy or superintendence; a disadvantage our West India colonies need not be subjected to’.59 Winn voiced the consensus among white abolitionists: slavery was a sin, but white supremacy could be a force for good, provided it empowered the right kind of white people.

Many proposals for emancipation featured a civilising mission, led by whites. Many others enticed slaveholders with the low wages that free workers would earn. In an influential pamphlet, Wages or the Whip, Josiah Conder praised cheap labour in Venezuela, where Simón Bolívar had abolished plantation slavery. He argued that slaveholders were ‘enslaved’ by debt. Because a planter had to grow sugar, Conder wrote, ‘he must have slaves; and because he has slaves, he must grow sugar . . . his ideas and arguments move round, spell-bound, or rather mortgage-bound’.60 Emancipation would ‘free’ the colonial economy as much as it freed the enslaved. But that freedom, Conder emphasised, required laws to prevent emancipated people from leaving the estates.61 James Cropper agreed. Slaveholders, he wrote, ‘labour under a severe bondage to their mortgagees, from which they must be emancipated by a large and liberal loan’.62 Most antislavery writers agreed that enslaved people would be incapable of understanding their own interests, or of appreciating their freedom.

In spring 1832, Parliament convened a Select Committee on the Extinction of Slavery to interview British missionaries, slaveholders and plantation staff, as well as witnesses from Haiti, Mexico, the mid-Atlantic United States and other societies that had abolished slavery, either gradually or immediately. The committee worried about precisely the problem that Colonel Moody had raised in 1821: would freedpeople continue to work after emancipation?

In the records of the Select Committee, the point of comparison for the capacities of enslaved and free workers of African descent was nearly always English, Irish and Scots rural labourers. After weeks of testimony, the committee came to two conclusions. First, ‘the Slaves, if emancipated, would be industrious and disposed to acquire property by labour’, provided regulations did not allow them to acquire land at too low a price, or to earn wages that were too far above the bare minimum for survival. Second, after three major slave rebellions in fifteen years, and after the mortifying behaviour of the Colonial Church Union, it was safer to abolish slavery than to continue it.63

As the Select Committee concluded its inquiry, the Colonial Office began to plan. A political appointee, the Viscount Howick – the Prime Minister’s son – led the office as Colonial Under-Secretary. The permanent staff included James Stephen, son of the abolitionist James Stephen, and the poet and bureaucrat Henry Taylor. Taylor preferred ending slavery with a system of manumission earlier used in the Spanish slave empire. If enslaved workers received some time off from labour each week to earn money, Taylor calculated that it would take roughly three years for every enslaved person in the empire to manumit themselves. In contrast, Stephen and Howick wanted immediate emancipation, enforced with laws forbidding freedpeople from leaving sugar estates and high taxes on land to deter subsistence farming. Stephen also proposed a £15 million loan to planters to bridge the gap between slavery and freedom. The Colonial Secretary, Edward Smith-Stanley, preferred a plan that combined Taylor’s longer horizon for freedom with strict laws and loans to planters. Stanley’s plan extended Taylor’s three years of divided enslaved and free labour to a twelve-year period of ‘apprenticeship’. Stanley proposed a £15 million loan, which he calculated would be roughly equal to a quarter of the amount of British capital invested in the bodies and labour power of enslaved people in the colonies. Based on these calculations, Stanley argued that freed-people would owe 75 per cent of their time to their former masters and would ‘earn’ the balance of their value in the rest of their time.64

The Anti-Slavery Society mobilised. It presented to Parliament more than 5,000 antislavery petitions with more than 1.3 million signatures, including 1,953 petitions with 229,426 signatures from Methodist congregations alone.65 By April 1833, shortly before a scheduled debate on the government plan, it was clear that emancipation would include compensation for slaveholders. Some influential abolitionists, such as Josiah Conder and James Cropper, guardedly favoured compensation, to buy a clean break from slavery. Buxton was disappointed, but willing to compromise. Although he firmly believed that in a moral sense enslaved people had never belonged to slaveholders, Buxton thought compensation had some virtues. He was especially anxious about another rebellion and reasoned that ‘a bonus to the planters’ might be the only way of ‘obtaining emancipation with safety to all parties’, after all.66 On 2 April 1833, the Anti-Slavery Society passed a resolution in favour of compensation, but many delegates opposed it. ‘People’s principles are the greatest nuisances in life,’ Buxton joked when he returned from a meeting with more than 300 angry Society members.67 Buxton’s son and biographer Charles Buxton wrote that, by 1831, Buxton was convinced that ‘there was no hope of the Negroes being raised to a fitness for liberty, while they were still slaves’.68 If compensation were the price of an emancipation that would secure the civilising mission, so be it.

On 14 May 1833, Stanley introduced the government’s plans for emancipation as a series of resolutions. Buxton brought with him to the debate a petition signed by 187,000 British women. He boasted that it had taken fewer than ten days to gather the signatures and bind them into thick piles, held together with paste and tape, that were said to resemble feather-bed mattresses.69 Despite the impressive petitions, Stanley was in control. He explained that as enslaved people passed into freedom they would come to own property, give testimony in court, and pursue civil and criminal actions; corporal punishment would end; marriages and family life among former slaves would no longer be vulnerable to the catastrophe of the slave market and the bankruptcy court. In short, he concluded, a freeperson would ‘enjoy every right and every privilege of a free man, subject to this restriction, and this restriction only, – that he shall, for a certain time, remain under contract to labour industriously in the service of his present owner, but his then employer.’70

Stanley’s solution to the problem of how to end slavery without risking the collapse of the sugar industry was to prolong forced labour for freedpeople and transform by degrees their murderers into their employers.

Stanley invited the House to reject what he called ‘wild though benevolent theories’ for emancipation. Immediate freedom, economic autonomy and civil rights for freedpeople were out of the question. Stanley told the House to get to work, ‘to put into practical and safe operation an experiment which, without exaggeration, I may say is more mighty . . . than any experiment ever attempted to be carried into effect by any nation in any period of the history of the world’.71 Stanley’s florid speech gathered many ideas about slavery and free labour that had percolated in the empire since the first British antislavery campaigns. He took his listeners on a tour of gradual emancipation in other parts of the world, including the new republics of Latin America. Haiti, for example, had continued to produce commodities thanks to the strict laws, long admired by white antislavery leaders, that regulated the movement and wages of farm labourers. Stanley warned that slavery had formed the idea among the enslaved ‘that the greatest of human curses is labour, so the height of human bliss and enjoyment is the relaxation from labour’. Consequently, the government’s plan would ensure that enslaved people would not leave the plantations and ‘recur to the primitive habits of savage life’.72

Apprenticeship, Stanley argued, would both honour the right to property and teach apprentices how to work steadily, and to accept the low wages that emancipation would deliver to a sugar industry revived by steady, inexpensive free labour. During the transition, the Crown would recruit and pay a group of magistrates to adjudicate disputes between masters and apprentices. Emancipation would cost something. ‘One thing is clear,’ Stanley concluded, ‘the repayment must be borne either by the produce of the negro labour, or by the revenues of this country; for it cannot, in justice or fairness be borne by the planters.’73 Viscount Howick objected immediately. Apprenticeship, he argued, would continue slavery: apprentices would not choose their own masters, a basic condition of free labour. Thomas Fowell Buxton rose next, in opposition to the principle that the enslaved would need to pay for their own freedom. ‘The slaves do not belong to the planters in justice or right, and they never did,’ Buxton declared, but he – along with the Anti-Slavery Society’s leaders – was resigned to compensation, and agreed that a loan or a gift to the sugar planters was necessary.

Richard Godson, who would receive £5,018 in compensation, defended the government. Godson, a prominent lawyer, had married into a slaveholding family in 1825. While standing for election for Kidderminster, a seat created under the 1832 Reform Act, Godson, like many candidates, had promised emancipation. ‘The best emancipator,’ he had said on the stump, ‘is the man who is willing to sacrifice his own interests.’ But on 14 May, Godson, who had also been a strong supporter of the Reform Act, complained about the ‘good care taken, at the last election, to exclude from Parliament those connected with the West Indies’. His interests had caught up with him, and he complained that ‘not a word has yet been said on behalf of that body whose lives and fortunes are now at stake’.74 The debate went late into the night and was eventually suspended early in the morning.

A few days later, before debate resumed, Buxton met with Stanley. He brought along thirty-three other MPs who had taken antislavery pledges, and demanded that apprenticeship be removed from the legislation, or at least dramatically shortened. According to George Stephen, who was present, Stanley told the abolitionists, ‘I cannot reduce it by a single year; not by a day; I am pledged to the West Indians, they regard it as the best part of the bill, and I cannot abate an hour.’ Buxton and James Stephen warned Stanley that they would raise petitions and public meetings to embarrass the government. Stanley reportedly sighed, and said, ‘There is no help for it; the apprenticeship must stand, or the bill must go with it.’75

Buxton feared calling the government’s bluff. If the ministers withdrew the Bill, it might take a long time before emancipation returned to the parliamentary agenda. He was also having second thoughts on compensation. The Agency Committee condemned even accepting compensation in principle. Buxton told himself he had made the only possible choice. He told his sister, ‘I would do the same again. I did it to save bloodshed; that was my motive, and I am glad I did it.’76 In a letter, he reflected, ‘The good of the Negroes ought to be our sole guide, and I cannot believe, if they could judge, they would wish us to throw out this bill.’

Note Buxton’s phrase, ‘if they could judge’. The gap between the politics of liberation that Samuel Sharpe represented for enslaved people in Jamaica and the politics of imperial emancipation yawned just as widely for Buxton as Stanley. Both Buxton and his critics felt that they were acting for ‘the good of the Negroes’, and both assumed that enslaved people were incapable of understanding their own interests.

On 30 and 31 May, the House convened again, debating the resolutions until late into the night. A consensus formed around the government plan. The twelve-year apprenticeship remained on the books, but the government amended its proposal to stipulate seven-and-a-half hours of apprenticed work per day, and to ensure that food, clothing and provision grounds would continue to be provided until the end of apprenticeship. Stanley backed down from the idea that apprentices would receive no wages at all during the time they were assigned to work on their own account. He also accepted that apprentices would be paid for their free labour. On 31 May, Richard Godson rose to speak again. He mourned that the Anti-Slavery Society, ‘that very influential, but not unprejudiced party’, had taken over the law.77 He proposed an amendment to the government’s proposals. A £15 million loan was not enough, he argued. The loan should be raised from £15 to £20 million and converted from a loan into a compensation fund.78

West Indian merchants and slaveholders convened their own mass meeting, in the great room of the City of London Tavern, Bishopsgate, which held 1,500 people. The room was full on 31 May, in the early afternoon. The Earl of Harewood, the Marquis of Sligo, the Earl Saint Vincent and other noblemen sat on the platform. Harewood began the meeting by pleading that he spoke ‘with no desire of impeding the progress of emancipation, provided it was accompanied with that justice which a British subject had a right to expect’. Centuries of British law, he declared, had affirmed that slavery was lawful, and ‘the present proprietors had been compelled by law to become the possessors of slave property, with an equally perfect right to dispose of it’. The assembly cheered. Harewood, a mild-looking man with full lips and dense, mobile eyebrows, told the crowd that abolitionists had duped Britons, sending pre-printed petitions to be signed by dense provincials. Abolitionists, he insisted, wanted to destroy the Caribbean colonies, ‘which had ever been considered the right arm of this country’. The rest of the afternoon was nostalgic. Elderly Royal Navy officers and ultra-Tory friends of the Duke of Wellington rose to compare abolitionists to the French revolutionaries of the 1790s, to hearty applause.

Debate resumed on 3 June. Dudley Ryder, who was the Viscount Sandon and a son of the Earl of Harrowby, proposed new amendments. He reintroduced Godson’s plan of raising the compensation fund to £20 million and added amendments that would make free all children born after the passing of the Act.79 The respected Tory leader and future Prime Minister Robert Peel argued that compensation was so obvious as to be the least important part of the Bill. Instead, he framed emancipation as a challenge for legislators, to ‘amalgamate two distinct and separate races, to discover a new stimulus to induce the negro to labour’. Emancipation, he continued, would require remaking the psychology of the enslaved, ‘to train them into a taste for the comforts and even for the luxuries of existence; to accustom them, in that manner, to the habits of honest industry’.80 Whatever the Emancipation Act looked like, Peel argued, it would need to keep freedpeople at work.

Abolitionists in the House had reconciled themselves to compensation. On 7 June Stephen Lushington asked, ‘Why, Sir, is it possible that any nation can have carried on slave trade for 200 years, without having a great debt to pay?’81 Meanwhile, Buxton scrambled either to reduce or eliminate the term of apprenticeship – but many less committed antislavery Whigs had already accepted the idea. For example, the MP for Shrewsbury, Robert Slaney, wondered aloud what made British workers work beyond bare subsistence. ‘The habits of the class in which he moves,’ he speculated, ‘and a desire to compete with those who entertain the same feelings, with regard to these little luxuries and comforts, as himself.’ Apprentices, he reasoned, would raise their ‘condition in civilization’ by the same mechanisms. ‘It is not freedom alone which we should give the slave,’ Slaney reflected, ‘we should endeavour to teach him, also, the true value of the freedom he is to enjoy.’ He agreed with Buxton, though, that twelve years was too long, and proposed that apprenticeship could, perhaps, be shortened to ‘eight, or ten, or seven’ years.82

Late that night, Stanley rose again, and reminded the House that there would be a huge number of people, in Britain and the colonies, who might be eligible to claim compensation, but that the old West India interests were ‘but in a small degree represented in the House, and that the persons who have claims upon such property are amongst the most helpless classes of the community’. In this, Stanley was repeating a claim that had been hammered home at the City of London Tavern a few days earlier; namely, that many British ‘widows and orphans’ depended on income from plantations to survive. Stanley stressed that £15 million was the minimum loss to the planters that emancipation would cause, and that ‘every one connected with West India property, without, I believe, one exception’, had declared even £15 million inadequate, but had agreed to ‘lend their full concurrence and co-operation in this country’, as well as their influence in the colonies, provided that compensation were raised to £20 million.83

The resolution passed. The final motions called for the immediate and ‘entire abolition of slavery, under such provisions for regulating the condition of the negroes as may combine their welfare with the interests of the proprietors’. Children under six would be immediately free, but subject ‘to such temporary restrictions as may be deemed necessary for their support and maintenance’. All enslaved people would be registered as ‘apprenticed labourers’, with the rights of free people, ‘subject to the restriction of labouring, under conditions and for a time to be fixed by Parliament, for their present owners’. Parliament would grant a sum of £20 million to slaveholders and would resolve to pay for both a stipendiary magistracy and for ‘the religious and moral education of the negro population to be emancipated’.

To the landed men of Parliament, for whom property was the root of British liberty, there seemed to be no alternative to compensation for emancipation. Enslaved people might not have been chattel in any moral sense (although that was far from the consensus view in the House) but they had legally been property for centuries. The final £20 million figure that Parliament settled on was a mind-boggling sum. Calculated according to inflation, it was roughly equal to £1.9 billion in today’s money. But government budgets and services were far more modest in 1833 than 2020. If compensation were offered in 2020, in proportion to UK’s total budget, it would equal roughly £200 billion or more. Many rank-and-file abolitionists were disgusted; meanwhile, leaders of the Anti-Slavery Society worked to spin the fund as Britain’s ‘sacrifice’.

The Emancipation Act permitted the Treasury to raise the money from private lenders, who would receive annual returns of interest capped at a modest premium on top of the market rate for other government debt, such as bonds. In July 1835, Thomas Spring Rice, the Chancellor, convened a meeting of leading British banks to bid on the loan for compensation. Within two days, the House of Rothschild was the last bank with a standing bid on the table. Most of the other leading banks withdrew their bids, perhaps after private and separate negotiations for future trade and considerations with the Rothschilds. The government substantially sweetened the deal with discounts on smaller annuities, and a 2 per cent discount on the entire principal for providing cash up front. The bank was able to buy £15 million in initial bonds for £14.7 million. Over generations, the bonds were often refinanced and divided. Eventually, there were some 11,098 holders of compensation debt, who earned a total final redemption value of more than £218 million in 2015, when David Cameron’s Conservative government redeemed nine so-called ‘perpetual bonds’, paying down the balance of bundles of consolidated government debt dating as far back as 1700.84

In 1838, the liberal academic, journalist and public intellectual John Ramsay McCulloch – who, like his mentor the economist and politician David Ricardo, was a passionate advocate for free trade and laissez-faire economic policy – summarised what had become conventional wisdom on the abolition of slavery. McCulloch argued that the £20 million paid to compensate slaveholders had demonstrated all of Britain’s finest national characteristics. Compensation had been ‘the greatest sacrifice ever voluntarily made by any nation in vindication of the right of property’. Britain had proved itself worthy of both its vaunted tradition of ‘liberty’ and its growing empire. ‘The measure,’ McCulloch concluded, ‘in fact, reflects quite as much credit on the wisdom and honesty, as on the generosity, of the British nation.’85 Emancipation announced what generations of landowners had insisted, that the right to property was sacred, even if the ‘property’ claimed was a human being.

Compensation was a fantastic deal for lenders, and a massive transfer of wealth from the public purse to the private sector – perhaps the largest, in proportion to the size of the government’s budget, in British history. Investors could be very confident that the British government would not default. At the same time, the loans would deepen the government’s relationship with lenders, and open new channels for borrowing. The expense of compensation could be used to justify austerity in fiscal policy while increasing the government’s influence over financial markets and enriching banks and wealthy private investors.

On 25 June, the Lords debated the resolutions. The Earl of Ripon, a former Prime Minister, was ill when he opened the debate and kept sitting down to avoid collapsing. He celebrated what had become a central tenet of the antislavery programme, the universality of the power of wage labour to civilise the people who undertook it. ‘The motive which induces people to work is want,’ Ripon explained, ‘labour they must, or they cannot support life; and the same motive which impels men to exertion in civilized life would, if applied in the West Indies, compel the negro to labour.’86 The Duke of Wellington, predictably, rose in opposition. He declared that amelioration had failed. Instead, Wellington inveighed, a man in the tropics ‘works only for his food . . . he thinks of nothing save the luxury of reposing in listless idleness beneath the shade’. Wellington concluded with a scowl: ‘I look upon the whole transaction,’ he said, ‘with less of confidence than I have ever viewed any measure that, in my experience, has been submitted to Parliament.’87 The Lords approved the resolutions.

The 1833 Abolition of Slavery Bill was returned to the House and read on 5 July 1833. It came up for a second reading on 22 July, and the House of Commons broke into committee to debate it.88 The Haitian Code rural, Ralph Bernal, the MP for Rochester, argued, would be a good model for colonial laws after emancipation. ‘Those honourable gentlemen who have not seen this code,’ he noted happily, ‘cannot form an idea of its severity.’ Freedom, he told the House, would require ‘a code of the most severe kind’.89 Both compensation and strict new laws were now the consensus, but the House had grown uncomfortable with the twelve-year apprenticeship. On the day of the second reading of the Bill, abolitionists arranged for a public meeting at Exeter Hall, a grand new space in the Strand whose largest auditorium could hold 4,000 people. After the public outcry, the Bill’s second reading passed by only five votes. Stanley, aware that a defeat in the Commons would require his resignation, compromised with a term of six years’ apprenticeship for field workers and four years for skilled workers. But the Viscount Althorp, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, warned the house, ‘there is a limit at which His Majesty’s Ministers – as long as they continue Ministers – must stop’.90 This was a threat: if the more strident antislavery MPs embarrassed the government again, Grey and Althorp would resign, the government would fall, and the Bill would die.

On 29 July 1833, William Wilberforce died. By this time, Thomas Fowell Buxton had talked himself into supporting compensation, based on the notion that ‘If emancipation be not given, more than £20 million will be spent in military preparations’ to fight against new rebellions in the slave empire. As for the British poor, he was certain that ‘the people . . . would suffer a little more hardship, rather than lose all the benefits of the Bill’. The public would not ‘think £20 million, or, indeed, any sum, too great a sacrifice for the achievement of such mighty objects as these’.91 On 31 July 1833, Fowell Buxton told the House that it had been Wilberforce’s dying wish ‘to see the day England consented to give £20 million for the abolition of slavery’.92 The Bill passed its reading and went to the Lords, who amended the legislation to begin emancipation on 1 August 1834, rather than 1 January, since 1 August was, traditionally, the first day of the sugar-planting season. On 12 August 1833, the Emancipation Bill passed the House. On 20 August, despite a formal protest signed by the Duke of Wellington, Earl Saint Vincent and two other lords, the Bill was read for a third time, and on 22 August 1833, it received royal assent.

***

What had happened? ‘British liberty’ was built on the security of property first; in 1833, the landed men who served in Parliament had confirmed that even the end of something as vicious as colonial slavery could not violate this principle. And although Wilberforce had devoted his life to ending slavery, Buxton was correct that Wilberforce would have been happy with the final Act. It embodied the old abolitionist’s regard for the way property seemed to anchor society and protect hierarchy, as well as his belief in slow, gradual increments of freedom. It honoured absentee slaveholders whom Wilberforce sometimes considered silent allies in amelioration, and whose good example as members of the upper classes he hoped would lead to the moral reform of all British society. Absentees received more than two-thirds of all claims over £500, and as much as 60 per cent of all compensation.93

The £20 million in compensation raised after the abolition of colonial slavery was reinvested across Britain and the British world. Generations of antislavery leaders had told the British public that the slave empire was set apart from Britain, that reforming the empire meant teaching the colonies to march to London’s civilising tune. However, as absentee slaveholders claimed a share of compensation disproportionate to their numbers, the unity of the slave empire – the commercial, cultural and political connections between the colonies and Britain that nurtured slavery for more than two centuries – had never been more obvious. And yet, the idea that compensation meant Britain’s sins were forgiven made it easy to forget how central slavery had been to British imperialism. The Legacies of British Slave-Ownership project, run by University College London, has recently begun to chase down how and where compensation money was spent.

William Alexander Mackinnon offers one example. He was the descendant of a long line of slaveholders. His ancestor, Daniel Mackinen, had arrived in Antigua as the surgeon on board a merchant ship in 1688, received a grant of land in 1693, and eventually became a member of both the Assembly and the Council of the colony. The chieftain of the Mackinnon clan, like many Scots, had carved out a place for himself in the empire. Daniel Mackinen’s son, William, was wealthy enough to send his children, William and Elizabeth, back to Britain. William Hogarth painted their portrait in 1747. In the portrait, the children admire a butterfly that has settled on a sunflower. They wear adult clothing – William breeches and a frock coat, Elizabeth a pinch-waisted gown. In the background of the painting, held at the National Gallery of Ireland, a grand Georgian house looms in the murk. The painting evokes both the eighteenth-century fascination with childhood but also its brevity – the house, and all the responsibility and power it represents, rushes up to meet the end of childhood. By the late eighteenth century, the family, now styled ‘Mackinnon’, was well-established in Britain and Antigua. The manor house that threw a shadow over the Mackinnon children was built with the profits of colonial slavery, but it also represented the consummation of the dream of colonial slaveholding – wealth and power at ‘home’. William Alexander Mackinnon was the grandson and heir of the boy in Hogarth’s portrait. He served for more than four decades in Parliament and died in 1870, at eighty-six.94 He also received £3,942 in compensation for the 276 enslaved people he claimed to have owned in Antigua, on Mackinnon’s estate. Mackinnon became a Colonisation Commissioner for the new colony of South Australia and an investor in the West India Agriculture Company, a firm that hoped to ‘render available the fertile sources opened for the advantageous investment of capital by the effects of the act for negro emancipation’ in British Guiana.95

The compensation fund turned what abolitionists called a national sacrifice in the name of freedom into a new financial opportunity for the slaveholding class. Public money became seed capital that former slaveholders invested in an assortment of new ventures, including mines, banks, railroads, manufacturing firms and land speculations. Other awardees bought fine art for private and public collections or subscribed to civic and philanthropic causes. Compensation was also distributed around the empire, both to absentees and slaveholders who chose to emigrate after slavery. Some reinvested in trade in the Caribbean; for example, Alexander Baillie, who received part of a claim worth £9,979 as the trustee for the Philadelphia estate in Berbice, British Guiana, and became a partner in the firm of Baillie, Kerr and Co. of Moorgate Street in London, which traded in West India goods, mostly sugar and rum. Others moved their businesses east; for example, Russell Ellice, an absentee who made claims on enslaved people in Grenada, British Honduras, Trinidad and Tobago. He received more than £8,120 in compensation money and reinvested it into a number of ventures, including the Perth and Inverness Railway, and several merchant firms. Ellice was also one of at least fifteen recipients of compensation funds who invested in the British American Land Company, which bought more than 340,000 hectares of Crown land in the Eastern Townships of Lower Canada (now Quebec) in 1834. In 1836, the Bristol Cotton Twist and Power Loom company published a prospectus, offering 4,000 shares priced at £20 each to raise £200,000 in capital. Renamed the Great Western Cotton Company, the firm had at least ten investors who had made claims for compensation.96

Britain, for much of the nineteenth century, prided itself on its empire of free trade and free enterprise. Emancipation, for many British liberals, was a clean break between an overburdened, antiquated empire of slavery and a sleeker, nimbler empire of free markets. Compensation, however, did not wash Britain’s hands or disinfect British capital. An enormous amount of work needs to be done precisely to excavate how compensation stimulated and financed other sectors of the British economy, and to reconstruct the webs of family ties to the slave empire that actually expanded and became more dispersed after the Emancipation Act. Slaveholders did not invest in or focus on one single industry. Instead, claimants tended to focus their investments on sectors of the economy that happened to be booming when they received their compensation. In the 1830s, when investors generally flocked to railways and colonial land speculations, claimants did as well. In other words, many former slaveholders invested in railroads in the 1830s and 1840s not because of any connection between slavery and mass transportation, but because that was the sector of greatest interest to most Britons with money to invest.

For many British capitalists, compensation was a financial windfall. Individuals and institutions with many investments spread across a wide range of industries profited most. For example, forty-six British banks collectively received £1.14 million in compensation, more than a half of all the compensation money awarded to businesses. Of the fourteen Governors of the Bank of England who served in the office between 1807 and 1834, nine received compensation money. Merchants from Glasgow, who were overwhelmingly invested in the newer, less exhausted soil of colonies such as Trinidad and British Guiana, claimed at least £400,000.97 Compensation had bought the consent of many slaveholders in Britain, and it proved useful in the West Indies, where it buoyed up the plantation economy. Indebted planters were able to pay off their creditors. Some then sold their land while others began to borrow again.

The Emancipation Act did not look much like what most activists in the Anti-Slavery Society had hoped. Apprenticeship was especially disappointing. In February 1834, the Agency Society split off from the Anti-Slavery Society, forming the British and Foreign Society for the Universal Abolition of Negro Slavery and the Slave Trade. Among other goals, the Society wanted an early end to apprenticeship.98 During the debates, Buxton had talked himself into approving of the Act. He regretted the length of apprenticeship, and was sorry that compensation needed to be paid, but he was able to rationalise compensation as a sacrifice by Britain and apprenticeship as a prelude to civilisation. Stephen Lushington was more cynical. In a speech during the debates, he praised the government for the risks they had taken in raising £20 million to pay off slaveholders while Britons rioted in the streets against the high price of bread. Lushington knew apprenticeship would effectively prolong slavery for nearly another decade. Why did he support it, then? ‘My answer,’ he said, ‘is direct and straight; because I cannot help it.’99

And yet, both supporters and opponents of the specific shape of the Emancipation Act agreed that its purpose would be to civilise freedpeople. As Stanley declared, ‘There is a class of negroes more qualified, and a class less qualified, for freedom.’100 Enslaved craftspeople were more qualified for freedom, Stanley claimed, because they had already earned wages in addition to their required plantation work. Civilisation is a notoriously slippery concept, but in the era of the Baptist War and the Emancipation Act it often meant steady labour for low wages. And regardless of the specific shape of emancipation, it was a ‘mighty experiment’ to prove that the laws of free labour were universal, and that enslaved people were capable of civilisation.

Some historians emphasise the divide between the policies embodied in the Emancipation Act and the desires of the people in the Anti-Slavery Society who packed into Exeter Hall to protest compensation and apprenticeship. There was indeed a divide. The antislavery public was right that compensation was owed to enslaved people, not to slaveholders, and that apprenticeship would look a lot like slavery. And yet, it would be disingenuous to divide the British antislavery movement into a majority of true abolitionists in the streets and meeting halls and a minority of false, self-dealing abolitionists in Parliament. Yes, the leaders of the antislavery movement within the government had flinched under pressure. They chose to support a flawed Emancipation Act out of the fear that if they refused to compromise, they would squander an opportunity that might never present itself again. And yes, most of the antislavery movement protested what they saw as a betrayal of their cause by its leadership.

And yet, while the antislavery movement and its leaders disagreed about compensation, and were bitterly divided by the apprenticeship scheme, they were united by a common faith in the power of civilisation, represented by free labour and free markets, to transform the slave empire after emancipation. They were united by a common faith in the power of the ‘better’ kind of white supremacy – the white power of missionaries and impartial administrators, rather than overseers and slaveholders – to remake the lives of freed-people in Britain’s image. The freedom that Jamaican rebels hoped for 1831 was not the freedom that enslaved people would receive, nor was it the kind of freedom that British liberals would ever consent to grant. Emancipation was to be an experiment, where people who had once been enslaved would prove, with the influence of wages and a civilising mission, that slavery was not only evil and immoral, but also against the basic principles of capitalism. As the abolitionist Joseph Gurney wrote in a public letter to Henry Clay, the powerful US Senator from Kentucky, ‘We must prove that free labour is more economical and productive than slave labor.’101

But what if it wasn’t?
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Apprenticeship

BEFORE THE BAPTIST War, Robert Wedderburn, the son of an enslaved woman and a Scots slaveholder, established himself as a radical advocate for immediate emancipation in the doldrums of the amelioration era. But in 1831, in a new pamphlet, Address to Lord Brougham, Wedderburn announced that he had changed his mind.1 Instead of immediate freedom for the enslaved, he argued for compensation to slaveholders and gradual emancipation. Slavery, Wedderburn contended, had some marginal advantages in comparison with wage labour. For example, enslaved labourers could not be taxed into poverty or imprisoned for debt. Wedderburn had met several enslaved people in England, all of whom could have sued for freedom. And yet, he claimed, all preferred Caribbean slavery to British wage work. One of the enslaved workers was a nursemaid to the elderly man who claimed to own her. In 1804, while visiting England, she had been offered £30 a year to stay on as a free domestic servant. Wedderburn wrote, ‘she very naturally asked the proposer, where would be her salary, was she to fall sick, or be sent to the work-house, [or] give offence and be discharged? – to which no answer was given.’2 Better to be enslaved, Wedderburn argued, and have some protection from the squalor of industrial capitalism.

Wedderburn was also suspicious of white missionaries in his native Jamaica. He accused Methodists of ‘extorting money from the slaves, under pretence of directing them to heaven!’ When the antislavery MP Daniel O’Connell – the dean of the Irish delegation in Parliament and the leader of the campaign for Catholic civil rights in Britain – proposed that all children born to enslaved parents be free at birth, Wedderburn told him to mind his own business. ‘Let this wonderful champion,’ he wrote, look to Ireland, ‘where the peasantry are without food, clothing, or lodging – not so with the slaves: charity ought to begin at home’.3

All these accusations would have been familiar to any British reader interested in the slavery debate. They were rote arguments offered by slaveholders in defence of slavery. So why was Robert Wedderburn – a radical abolitionist – repeating them?

Wedderburn had chosen what he thought was the lesser of two evils. He hated slavery, and he hated the impoverishing, alienating industrial labour that the profits of colonial slavery nourished in Britain. But he also recognised, as he watched imperial emancipation policies come into focus on the eve of the Baptist War, that whether emancipation came immediately or gradually, its shape would be dictated by white officials, and it would leave freedpeople poor, landless and politically powerless. He also understood that many white abolitionists wanted it that way: ‘civilisation’ in the British empire after slavery required exploitative, low-wage work for the emancipated. The law would replace the whip. Slaveholders would become landlords. Freedpeople would be paid the same low wages as British workers, or worse. Wedderburn lived on the edge of poverty himself. He wrote his Address from prison, where he was serving a year-long sentence for public nuisance.4 He understood how the powerful could wield law as a weapon.

Following his mentor, the agrarian socialist Thomas Spence, Wedderburn considered the private ownership of land to be the root of all social problems. By 1831, Wedderburn had concluded that a gradual emancipation that allowed the enslaved to keep the land they had made profitable would, on balance, be a better deal than immediate, landless freedom. The provision grounds worked by enslaved families for generations had been held collectively and relatively securely under slavery. Compensation to slaveholders, Wedderburn argued, would be worthwhile if the money were spent on buying out the claims of white colonists to colonial land. Slaveholders, Wedderburn imagined, could earn a profit selling plantations to the enslaved, after which their land would be held in common by the enslaved community. With more land, enslaved people would raise more provisions. When they sold their surplus, they would earn money to buy both land and freedom. Even if emancipation took generations under this system, Wedderburn imagined that at the end of the process freedpeople would finally escape white domination.5 If freedpeople held land in common, then no missionaries could hector, no landlords could gouge, no police could overawe.

On 31 July 1834, Britain counted among its imperial subjects more than 800,000 enslaved people, from the Caribbean to the Indian Ocean. On 1 August 1834, there were none. Enslaved people had become ‘apprentices’. Britain’s ‘mighty experiment’ had begun – and its early years bore out some of Wedderburn’s fears. The Emancipation Act did not empower freedpeople to break free from the plantation economy. Instead, through apprenticeship, it demanded as many as six more years of forced labour. In contrast to Wedderburn’s vision of common land, solidarity and self-help for freedpeople, the missionaries and magistrates sent to abet emancipation also targeted the interstitial spaces within the plantation economy where enslaved people had been able to have some privacy and autonomy – places that whites by custom rarely visited, such as the provision grounds and villages. Opponents and supporters of apprenticeship disagreed about how to achieve civilisation in the former slave empire, but not about what civilisation ought to look like. Antislavery activists in Britain presumed that to understand freedom, freedpeople would need to want to work for wages. To prevent freedpeople from buying land before they had internalised an ethic of ‘steady’ labour – and to protect the colonial sugar industry – that work needed to be cheap.

***

The question of an ‘apprenticeship’ for freedpeople had dominated the debate over emancipation but was something of an afterthought in the Act itself. Scheduled to last six years, apprenticeship had ended by 1 August 1838. Although brief, the era of apprenticeship was a microcosm of the ambitions, values, contradictions and failures of the new liberal British empire. Freedpeople were no longer enslaved, but they were not much closer to liberation.

In Parliament, ministers claimed apprenticeship was necessary for the wellbeing of the enslaved. Edward Stanley, the Colonial Secretary, delivered several speeches in which he argued that, without training, freedpeople would not appreciate their freedom. But outside of the House, Stanley admitted to Thomas Fowell Buxton that apprenticeship was mostly pragmatic. It would entice slaveholders to buy in. The question of who apprenticeship was for depended on who was asking.

According to liberal theories of civilisation and constitutional development, British freedom was the fruit of a long struggle between Crown and Parliament. According to theorists of civilisation, Britain had followed, and then transcended, a path to power set by the Roman empire. In this hierarchy of civilisations, enslaved people existed in the present but lived in the past. To join Britain in the modern era, they would need to be ushered through stages of development that would normally take generations, or centuries. The Emancipation Act reflected this pseudo-historical thinking, dividing freedpeople into praedial and non-praedial workers. The idea that enslaved plantation workers were praedial workers combined ideas about both Roman and Anglo-Saxon law and history. It was intended to designate apprentices with a label appropriate to their place in the scheme of historical development.

The Latin word praedium, for ‘farm’ or ‘estate’, was associated with slavery; it was derived from praes, for ‘bondsman’. In England and Scotland, ‘praedial’ was in common use in Norman and early medieval law. In his influential History of England, David Hume explained that before the Norman Conquest, there were two kinds of enslaved labourers in England, ‘household slaves, after the manner of the ancients, and praedial or rustic, after the manner of the Germans’. Hume likened praedial slaves to serfs in Russia, Poland and Denmark: people bound to the land but protected by the law.6 The rise of antislavery revived the idea of praedial labour in the British empire. Britons cautious about the prospect of emancipation hoped that it might be a waystation between slavery and freedom. In 1792, for example, Henry Dundas had proposed a slow transition from slavery to ‘a praedial rather than a personal service for the West Indies’.7

Apprenticeship also drew on a very selective understanding of emancipation in Haiti, fusing concepts inspired by Haitian law – as detailed in previous chapters – with experiments undertaken by British slaveholders. In an 1823 pamphlet, for example, Thomas Clarkson had praised Haitian lawmakers for their attempts to maintain ‘a just subordination’ on plantations after emancipation. Haitian laws, or rather the curated and translated excerpts that circulated in Britain, stipulated different rights for landlords and peasants. Clarkson approved. The laws were unequal, in order to preserve the plantation economy, but they were equally applied, ‘without invading the liberty of individuals, and subjecting them to individual tyranny’.8 Once again, British abolitionists found in Haiti not an example of black freedom but a model of legal control that they imagined could be improved in an empire that would be free – but white supremacist.

Clarkson also praised Joshua Steele, a Barbados planter and member of the Royal Society who had experimented on his plantation with a scheme to convert enslaved labourers into semi-indentured tenants. Steele banned the use of the whip and bragged that he had created ‘a magistracy out of the Negroes themselves’. In 1789 Steele declared that enslaved people on his plantation to be ‘Copyhold Bond-slaves’, a category he resurrected from Anglo-Saxon law.9 The plans for Steele’s system were published in 1814, long after his death, in a collection of edited public letters, addressed to Clarkson. Toussaint and Steele – a hero of history’s greatest slave revolution and an obscure British slaveholder – were, Clarkson wrote, ‘two great men, quite unknown to each other; one of whom (Mr. Steele) was concerned in preparing Negro-slaves for freedom, and the other (Toussaint) in devising the best mode of managing them after they had been suddenly made free’.10 To Clarkson, both were lawgivers. Ten years later, this same confidence in the power of the law helped to persuade many British abolitionists that apprenticeship was unnecessary. Why have a transitional period between slavery and freedom when a combination of British law and missionary Christianity seemed so transformative?

Apprenticeship, under the Emancipation Act, was optional. Colonies could choose to skip the apprenticeship period entirely and offer full legal freedom immediately. Only Antigua, Barbuda, Bermuda and the Cayman Islands, however, chose emancipation over apprenticeship. Of these colonies, Antigua was the only ‘classic’ plantation colony, with most of its land given over to sugar and coffee plantations. Antigua is small and densely populated. In 1834, there were roughly 37,000 people living on the island, including 30,000 enslaved people, 2,500 Europeans and 4,500 free people of colour (for context, the population of Antigua and Barbuda today is roughly 80,000). Antiguan slaveholders trusted that population pressure would make work on the sugar plantations a necessity, rather than a choice. The Antigua legislature wrote strict new laws restricting wages and tightened laws on ‘vagrancy’. People who could be prosecuted for vagrancy would now include free workers moving too far from their ‘home’ plantations. Unable to leave the estates without being imprisoned for going begging, freedpeople in Antigua faced what historian Natasha Lightfoot calls a ‘troubling freedom’.11 Abolitionists, however, praised Antigua and its planters’ ‘accumulation of talent, intelligence and refinement’.12

Shortly before 1 August 1834, Edward Stanley sent a circular to the colonial governors of the slave empire. Apprenticeship, he explained, ‘was . . . a temporary provision for the continued cultivation of the soil, and good order of society, until all classes should gradually fall into the relations of a state of freedom’.13 The protection of people and property after emancipation required only appropriate wages and well-crafted laws, he believed. Apprenticeship would be enough to persuade freedpeople that working on the plantations was in their best interests.

***

The military power of the slave empire was called into action to enforce apprenticeship. On 4 August 1834, more than a hundred apprentices at Shaw Park, a sugar plantation overlooking Ocho Rios Bay in Saint Ann Parish in northern Jamaica, refused to work. The overseer at the plantation confronted them. They told him that King William IV had ‘given them free’ and that they would only go back to the fields for wages. In the era of slavery, the overseer would have threatened to summon the militia. Under slavery, the threat of violence might have forced enslaved strikers back to work outright, or else served as leverage to negotiate with the gangs from a position of strength. But slavery had been abolished. A messenger rode hard to Spanish Town to inform the Governor, the Earl of Sligo. Sligo ordered Sir Henry Macleod, Lieutenant-Colonel of the 39th Regiment and honorary Lieutenant-General of the colonial militia, to Shaw Park.14

When she visited in the early 1870s, the British biologist and artist Marianne North would call Shaw Park, set on a hill more than 800 feet above the sea, ‘the very gem of all Jamaica’. Behind her was a valley of allspice and orange orchards. In front of her, ‘a river tumbled past the house and over the hillside in endless cascades’.15 In 1832, the estate was home to 145 enslaved people, who worked a sugar plantation. Enslaved drovers switched oxen and donkeys loaded with sugar-canes up the road to the Great House and sugar works. The high vantage and waterfalls that would charm North forty years later were useful for sluicing syrup through the boilers and for grinding sugarcane with the kinetic power of gravity and fast-flowing water.

The hilltop estate was also haunted by the earliest wars to claim Jamaica for England. In 1655, when Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army took the colony from the Spanish empire, the retreating Spanish Governor, Don Christopher Arnoldo Sasi, had camped on the land that became the estate. English soldiers, guided and assisted by rebels who had been enslaved by the Spanish, pursued Sasi and his troops up to the high ground. Cannonballs and other ordnance the English fired at the Spanish remained buried in the ground at Shaw Park until at least the late nineteenth century.16 The first Shaw to be buried on the grounds died in 1794.17

In 1834, Shaw Park belonged to James Walker, the husband of Elizabeth Olivia Leslie Shaw. Walker was furious that the apprentices ‘had threatened him with their own law, and shewn the most insubordinate spirit’.18

Sir Henry Macleod and two companies of the 39th Regiment boarded a steamboat sailing out of Kingston. The journey took thirty-six hours and the troops disembarked just before dawn. The soldiers were joined by William Ramsay, special magistrate and Inspector-General of the Jamaican Police. Ramsay tried to explain the Emancipation Act to the apprentices, who were certain they had been tricked. They told Ramsay that the previous Governor, Lord Mulgrave, had granted them emancipation. They believed that apprenticeship had been invented by the new Governor, the Earl of Sligo – who, unlike Mulgrave, had been a slaveholder – to defraud them. Ramsay and Macleod read a copy of the Emancipation Act aloud and showed the leaders of the strike Mulgrave’s signature. When the apprentices still refused to work, Ramsay had the leaders of the strike flogged. The strikers, faced with ranks of armed redcoats, returned to work, and Macleod left behind one of his two companies to maintain order. He also asked Maroon warriors from Accompong Town and Scott’s Hall, the descendants of the people who had guided Cromwell’s soldiers to the Spanish camp in the seventeenth century, to watch the estate’s borders for runaways.19

In Guiana, Trinity Parish, created in 1826, was a spur of mostly uncleared land along the Atlantic coast, from a creek near the Essequibo River east to the more narrow Pomeroon, running parallel to the ocean before twisting inland to its source at the edge of the Amazon.20 From 2 to 4 August 1834, the senior special magistrate in Trinity Parish, Thomas Coleman, toured Richmond, La Belle Alliance and Lima – three large plantations on the more densely settled eastern part of the parish. At one of the plantations, Coleman spent more than two hours explaining the law to incredulous apprentices. Like William Ramsay, he showed the apprentices a copy of the Emancipation Act, to ‘prove to them that it was the King’s law’.21 Soon, several apprentices from La Belle Alliance, convinced Coleman had lied to them, visited John Duke, the young parish rector. Duke explained the Emancipation Act again. Later, colonial authorities accused Duke of having told the apprentices that the £20 million was the whole price of their manumission.22 The money, after all, had not really purchased freedom. Apprenticeship was also a form of compensation, and both aspects of emancipation were meant to secure property in a time of upheaval.

In his sermon on the Sunday of the week of emancipation, John Duke had preached from the Book of John, Chapter 8: ‘If the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed.’23 Duke meant to convey that real freedom was spiritual, yet the people who listened to the sermon may have heard a different message. At Coffee Grove, another plantation in the parish, apprentices told Coleman that they would only work for wages. If they were forced into apprenticeship, they insisted that they would work without pay for at most two hours a day. They calculated that the value of two hours’ labour would pay for provisions from the plantation stores and cover any rent for their houses and vegetable gardens.24

Richmond Plantation was owned by Charles Bean who, like James Walker, was a resident planter. During the amelioration era, leading antislavery activists and more ‘progressive’ slaveholders touted resident planters as good masters willing to co-opt some antislavery policies, and increase their profits by improving conditions for enslaved workers. But under apprenticeship, resident planters may have struggled more than plantation managers with the transition from slavery to freedom. Perhaps men such as Charles Bean and James Walker – fed, bathed, nursed and watched by enslaved people their entire lives – had begun to believe that they really were stern but loving fathers to the people they claimed to own. Perhaps seeing the apprentices act like angry employees rather than grateful children after 1 August was too much to bear. Bean refused to negotiate and demanded that the apprentices return to the fields.

On 9 August 1834, Damon, an apprentice from Richmond, raised a flag at Trinity churchyard. The flag was white, with a black Saint Andrew’s cross – a wide black ‘x’ across a white field.25 Apprentices gathered in the churchyard. They demanded to see the Governor. When Bean visited, one of the apprentices shook his fist at him, ‘threatening me, saying that I had made the law to injure them, “to cut them,” I think the expression was’.26 By Sunday morning, the preacher John Duke guessed that there were at least 500 and as many as 1,000 people packed into the churchyard at any given time. Duke, Bean and the magistrates pleaded, then demanded, that the apprentices disperse. Bean led a delegation of planters to Georgetown to ask the Governor, Sir James Carmichael-Smyth, to impose martial law. A declaration of martial law would require summoning the militia, something Carmichael-Smyth guessed would only make the situation worse. Instead, he rallied a group of British regulars from the colonial garrison. Carmichael-Smyth personally led the detachment to Trinity churchyard. He explained that apprenticeship was not a planter’s trick, but imperial law.27 Faced with the redcoats, the apprentices dispersed.

Damon was executed. Four other apprentices were exiled. In the era of slavery, enslaved people convicted of a capital crime sometimes had their sentences commuted to transportation for life. The convict would be sold to another slave colony, and slaveholders would pocket the proceeds. We don’t know where the transported apprentices were sent, but they may have been sold into slavery outside British territory, in Brazil or in a French or Spanish colony.28 Thirty-two more were sentenced to be flogged or imprisoned, but Carmichael-Smyth offered them a pardon. Enough apprentices had joined the protest that public whippings would likely spark a riot. At sentencing, the Chief Justice of Demerara and Essequibo declared the apprentices were guilty of having ‘illegally declared and asserted and insisted that they were free’.29 The judge harangued the defendants for assuming that ‘freedom’ meant ‘that they were liberated and exempted from being restrained and compelled by law to the performance of the work and labour which by the law they . . . were bound to do and perform’. This outcome pleased Thomas Spring Rice, who had succeeded Stanley as Colonial Secretary. He wrote to Carmichael-Smyth of his ‘sincere satisfaction . . . that the quantum of labour required by law is now regularly performed by the labourers all over the Colony’. He noted, though, that the many wealthy former slaveowners in Britain were anxious to hear about Damon’s occupation of the churchyard. ‘The mode,’ Spring Rice wrote, ‘adopted of making signals in order to bring the negro population into combined action, exhibit a very formidable state of concert, and should on conviction be followed by severe punishments’.30 Charles Bean would later claim more than £16,800 from the Slave Compensation Commission.31

Similar confrontations between apprentices and the military occurred across the former slave empire. In Montserrat and Nevis, troops were called to maintain order; in Saint Kitts, riots were large enough that a naval force arrived from Antigua to suppress them.32 Once it was clear that the Army would break strikes, apprentices retreated to slow-downs and small-scale resistance, old weapons from the days of slavery.

Apprenticeship was meant to be an education, a balance between slavery and freedom that would protect the plantation economy and train up freedpeople into wage workers and former slaveholders into employers. To strike this balance Britain deployed ‘special magistrates’. Across all of Britain and the empire, magistrates were the front line of the British legal system. Most British subjects who found themselves in court were judged by volunteer magistrates recruited from among local landowners. The new colonial magistrates were ‘special’ because they were paid and because most were sent from Britain. Unlike other magistrates in the empire, the specials were not supposed to have financial or familial attachments to the colonies where they worked. They were required to live in the districts that they administered, and to hold court at least once a week. They were also required to visit every plantation in their district with more than ten apprentices living on it once every two weeks.

Richard Madden, one of the special magistrates, arrived in Barbados a few months before emancipation. An Anglo-Irish soldier, Madden had a background typical of a special magistrate, many of whom were recruited from among the many military officers demobilised after Waterloo. When he arrived at the wharf, enslaved stevedores were loading and unloading ships. Among enslaved people, the magistrates might at first have seemed like allies. Madden remembered one of the stevedores waving and calling out, ‘Gar Amighty send us soon our own King’s magistrates!’33 At first, planters treated the magistrates as enemies. When he arrived in Kingston, Madden and his fellow magistrates were mocked in the press as ‘sleek, smooth-featured, stalworth, Irish parish-priest-faced fellows, tolerably well-fed looking whiglings . . . sent out expressly to live on the fat of the land’.34

Magistrates in Britain rarely kept records. They dispensed informal, summary justice within their own communities. Special magistrates, however, were charged with keeping journals in duplicate, sending one to the colonial government and one to the Colonial Office in London. In their journals, magistrates were expected to record the evidence and outcome in every case they heard. But like magistrates in Britain, special magistrates had discretion in resolving complaints. They could dismiss, order a compromise, or choose to punish one party or the other. Apprentices who made complaints that magistrates deemed groundless could be punished with fifteen additional hours of unpaid work in any given week; employers would be required to pay cash penalties of not less than 20 shillings, and not more than £5. A ‘malicious’ complaint would put an apprentice in the parish workhouse for a month of hard labour or would cost an employer 40 shillings.

The Emancipation Act had outlawed certain kinds of punishment and forbade local magistrates and colonial parish authorities from applying others. Men could receive up to fifty lashes, but women could not be flogged. Floggings could not be inflicted on plantations, except under the supervision of a special magistrate. Special magistrates could not extend the term of apprenticeship, except for runaways, who could be apprenticed for up to seven more years. They could not require apprentices to work on Sundays and could impose a maximum of fifteen hours of additional unpaid labour each week.35

Although the punishments that special magistrates could hand down were more limited than those permitted under slavery, the number of formal offences that apprentices could be accused of increased. During the apprenticeship era, many colonies would undermine the power of the special magistrates. Some passed laws requiring that they collaborate with local magistrates. Others shifted more authority from the magistracy, local and special, to parish authorities. For example, most Jamaican parishes already had workhouses by the 1820s. By passing laws to require punishment within workhouses after emancipation, colonial legislators could undercut the special magistrates.

The new crimes on the books addressed the anxieties of British lawmakers over the capacity of apprentices for steady work. The guidance sent by the Colonial Office to the special magistrates marked the worst labour offences as ‘1st, indolence; 2nd, neglect of work; 3rd, the improper performance of work; 4th, injury to the employer’s property; 5th, insubordination and disobedience to the lawful commands of the employer’. Apprentices could also be charged with offences against the state. ‘The peace and good order of society will be endangered,’ regulations stipulated, ‘by the apprenticed labourers considered as a distinct class, in one or other of the five following modes: 1st, by riot; 2nd, by marronage; 3rd, by the desertion of helpless children; 4th, by settling upon land without any legal title; 5th, by the desertion of the Colonies to which they belong.’

Special magistrates had wide discretion over these offences as well. A ‘riot’ was defined as any three or more apprentices engaged in any activity that the magistrate considered a threat to public order. Rioters could be punished with a year of hard labour. Apprentices were also bound to stay in the districts where their estates were located and could only move outside of their districts to go to market, church or chapel. While on the roads, apprentices needed to carry a pass, signed either by their employers or by a special magistrate. Apprentices who ‘established themselves in any part of the Colony as a distinct community’ and ignored the demands of masters faced six months of labour, up to forty lashes and the destruction of their homes.

In the era of slavery, what counted as ‘running away’ depended on the plantation and the season. Some slaveholders would brutally punish an enslaved person for one day’s lost labour, but others would overlook days or even weeks of absence, especially for an elite enslaved worker or craftsperson outside of crop time. Under apprenticeship, anyone who was absent for seven-and-a-half hours in a week became a ‘deserter’; two days of absence made a ‘deserter’ a ‘vagabond’, and anyone missing for six days was a ‘runaway’. These categories all carried specific rules for punishment: a week of hard labour for deserters, two weeks and fifteen lashes for vagabonds, and a month and thirty lashes for runaways. ‘Indolence’ and ‘carelessness’ at work, as well as disobedience, received fifteen hours of additional labour in the first instance, and escalating terms of hard labour, as well as whipping, for further offences; ‘carelessness’ with fire received even harsher penalties. Drunks were punished with a week in prison with hard labour and fifteen lashes.36

Special magistrates had a great deal of power – but an overwhelming job. Initially, only eighty special magistrates were hired to administer the entire former slave empire, a complement that had only increased to 132 by 1838. Moreover, barely 60 per cent of the magistrates had arrived in the colonies by 1 August 1834. Barbados had its full complement of six but in some colonies, such as Tobago and the Virgin Islands, no special magistrates had arrived in time for emancipation. Jamaica, the largest and most populous plantation colony, was initially allotted thirty-three magistrates to administer a population of more than 200,000 apprentices. Sprawling British Guiana was assigned only thirteen magistrates, of whom only five had arrived for 1 August.37 Attrition and exhaustion quickly depleted their ranks. In Jamaica in 1834 alone, four of the magistrates died and four others resigned.38 The rules requiring magistrates to visit even smaller estates at least once every two weeks, ‘in daily pursuit of litigation’, as one magistrate put it, made the job effectively impossible.39 In Jamaica, Lord Sligo bragged about the productivity of the magistrates, which he measured in the miles they covered while visiting estates. For example, he claimed that the sixty-odd magistrates assigned to Jamaica had travelled 12,341 miles and made visits to 2,922 estates in June 1835 alone.40

Because Jamaica had the most special magistrates, and because Sligo was especially enthusiastic about showing off their work to the Colonial Office, the colony contributed a wealth of detailed material about apprenticeship to Britain’s archives. These archived records show through the eyes of special magistrates former slaveholders angling to preserve their power over apprentices and their labourers, and apprentices struggling within a system that preserved some elements of work under slavery and added to them the miseries of low-paying work.

When they first visited an estate, special magistrates in Jamaica were expected to read aloud a proclamation Sligo had written: ‘You will, on the first day of August next,’ it began, ‘no longer be slaves, but from that day you will be Apprenticed to your former owners for a few years, in order to fit you all for freedom.’ The special magistrate would warn apprentices that he had the power to prolong their apprenticeship if they did not comply. ‘Bear in mind that everyone is obliged to work,’ the proclamation concluded. ‘Some work with their hands, others with their heads . . . Your lot is to work with your hands.’41 The apprentices may have been bemused, or cynical. One magistrate overheard a driver joke that the people who worked with their hands were the cane-hole diggers, while women balancing water jugs worked with their heads.42

The enslaved had been declared emancipated and apprenticed in one proclamation. They were told that freedom meant compensation for their labour, so they pursued it, both as wages and through the preservation of customary provisions, what colonists often called ‘indulgences’. Before 1834, many enslaved workers had received very basic medical care, clothing and rations from slaveholders. Over time, they had come to see these goods and services as something akin to payment, albeit inadequate, for their labour. Slaveholders, however, saw ‘indulgences’ as patrician largesse. Most slaveholders also spent very little on customary goods and services for the enslaved. In Barbados and Jamaica, some colonial officials reckoned the annual cost of each enslaved worker’s provisions at £1 per person per year; and at £2 with the cost of medical care and provision grounds added in.43 After emancipation, apprentices expected that wages would augment their customary rations; former slaveholders expected to substitute wages for rationing entirely.

Planters were eager to protect their bottom line. In the 1820s and early 1830s leading abolitionists such as James Cropper had argued that wage labour was cheaper than enslaved labour. Cropper and others had pointed to poor wage earners in the United States, Mexico and the Bolívarian republics of South America to prove workers paid a pittance would still return each morning to the fields or workshops. Suddenly, two elements of the ‘experiment’ of freedom converged. When they accepted wages, apprentices proved that apprenticeship was working to teach the everyday discipline of wage work. But to prove that free labour was more profitable and efficient than enslaved labour, apprentices had to accept low wages, specifically. By and large, they would not – unless threatened by the military or magistrates.

For example, Thomas McCornock, an overseer and attorney responsible for 2,600 apprentices in the parish of Saint-Thomas-in-the-East in Jamaica, offered all the apprentices on the estates he managed access to customary provisions and 10d. for every six hours of work they performed. For reference, this was less than half of what Samuel Sharpe and his fellow rebel leaders had demanded as a fair wage for a day’s work at the outbreak of the 1831–2 rebellion. Sharpe, to recall, had figured a fair price for a day of work based on what slaveholders paid for a day’s labour from an enslaved workhouse convict hired out by the parish. The apprentices working for McCornock rejected the offer, and a frustrated McCornock appealed to the special magistrates for redress. Although he was able to force a low wage on the apprentices eventually, he was sure that apprenticeship would be the end of the plantations unless ‘strong laws can be enacted to prevent vagrancy and secure industry’. McCornock noted that some of the apprentices were selling as much as £50 or £60 of their surplus crops whenever they went to market, with virtually no overhead costs – more than 1,200 times what he had offered as an hourly wage.44

Apprentices’ capacity for collective action in pursuit of higher wages shocked other planters. One coffee planter, convinced that freedpeople were incapable of such sophisticated negotiation, felt sure that they had been organised ‘by a more enlightened agency than they are capable of exerting, to act passively by performing no commensurate work within legal hours’.45

The punishments handed out by magistrates reflected assumptions about the relative ‘civilisation’ of white and Black imperial subjects. Male apprentices could still be whipped. According to the law, they were emerging from the ‘past’ of slavery and had not yet learned to respond to economic stimuli alone. Colonists, in contrast, were subject to fines or imprisonment. The Anti-Slavery Society, which published several long investigative reports on apprenticeship, collated what data it could secure from records sent back to Britain by the magistrates. They reported that in the first two years of apprenticeship, from August 1834 to July 1836, special magistrates had handed down at least 134,257 punishments on apprentices – meaning that roughly one in four apprentices was officially punished. The punishments included 28,952 floggings, for a total of 574,175 individual lashes of the cartwhip or cat-o’-nine-tails. Floggings, however, were a minority of the total punishments inflicted on apprentices. Most of the punishments – 104,165 individual judgments, according to the Anti-Slavery Society – were measured in time rather than in lashes.46 An apprentice who refused, for example, to sell their ‘free time’ to a planter for reasons that the special magistrate judged to be unfair might be punished by having five hours added to their week.

Special magistrates also had the right to punish apprentices on the ‘treadmill’, which had first appeared in British prisons in 1818. The treadmill, adapted from earlier treadwheels used to grind grain, was a wheel of stairs with an iron bar above it. A prisoner punished with hours on the treadmill would climb the wheel until their sentence was completed. In Jamaica, most parishes had a treadmill in the workhouse before emancipation. Slaveholders, especially those not based on sugar estates, used workhouses to punish and control the enslaved, and colonists routinely hired out enslaved workhouse labour before 1834.47 The treadmill was designed when Britain was worried about the capacity of the poor for the sustained, low-paid labour that seemed necessary for industrial and commercial growth. Treadwheels made flour. Treadmills made nothing. British jurists and reformers worried that if a convict punished with ‘hard labour’ was assigned to build a road, then that convict would refuse to work steadily for wages doing similar work after their sentence. Walking the treadmill, they reasoned, would not teach convicts an aversion to ‘real’ hard labour. Two visitors to Jamaica saw the kind of torture that the treadmill could inflict. In Saint Andrew Parish, they watched as the wheel scraped the skin from the torso of an exhausted eighteen-year-old apprentice, while he hung by the wrists, semiconscious.48 In Demerara, men and women punished by the treadmill were flogged as they climbed. The women’s heads were shaved to further humiliate them.49

In nearly all the former slave colonies, special magistrates handled a heavy caseload. For example, according to special magistrate Joseph Hamilton, planters in Barbados hauled apprentices to the courts for the smallest perceived slight. They either hoped that magistrates could replace the sudden and arbitrary punishments of the plantation, or else they hoped to prove the ineffectiveness of the magistracy by overwhelming it with cases. Apprentices appealed to the courts as well. Hamilton received 1,932 complaints in 1836 from among the roughly 12,700 apprentices living in his district.50 Magistrates sided overwhelmingly with planters on alleged offences and wage disputes. Historian Diana Paton has shown that Jamaican slave courts in the eighteenth century acquitted up to 25 per cent of enslaved defendants. In contrast, two special magistrates in Jamaica who left behind especially detailed records acquitted 4 per cent and 17 per cent of accused apprentices, respectively.51 In a session held by Barbados special magistrate John Colthurst – a former Army officer who preferred to be addressed as ‘Major’ – one apprentice was charged with absence from work. He had been given leave to attend his mother’s funeral and had returned later than permitted. He was jailed. In the same session, Colthurst ordered a woman into solitary confinement for six days ‘for singing and making disturbance in the field’. Another man was imprisoned for not stoking the fires in the boiling house well enough. He protested that the cane trash used as fuel was wet and wouldn’t burn, but he went to prison regardless.52 Still, Colthurst considered the apprentices, whom he characterised as ‘grown children, improvident and careless to a lamentable degree’, to be more civilised than Irish peasants.53 He deemed the punishments he meted appropriate to the civilisation of the freedpeople of the new liberal empire.

***

The special magistrates also had the power to allow apprentices to purchase an early release from their apprenticeship. Any apprentice who wished to be ‘appraised’ could make an application and the special magistrate, in a committee with two local magistrates, would set a price for the value of the rest of their apprenticed labour. The local magistrates, usually overseers or plantation attorneys from the parish, tended to drive up the price of appraisals. Former slaveholders were nevertheless convinced that apprentices routinely cheated them. Two American visitors to the British Caribbean heard the story of a man who had been a driver on a large estate and deceived appraisers by growing out a beard, which gave ‘his face a wrinkled and haggard appearance’. The man, according to the story, faked a limp and complained of weak legs and ‘misery all down his back’. His apprenticeship was then valued at a relatively paltry £10. Once he left the courtroom, he straightened his back, shaved his beard, and found paid work as an estate manager at £30 per year.54

This story echoes trickster legends from around the world, particularly stories told in West Africa and the Caribbean about the spider-god Anansi, who defeats his rivals with smooth talk and dissimulation. Apprentices might have told it to encourage one another. Former slaveholders feared it was true, that their most valuable apprentices were slipping from their control. And yet, records of the many appraisals undertaken during the apprenticeship era tell a different story. Most appraisals were set high and the system, weighted in favour of planters, did little more than strip the most prosperous apprentices of their savings. ‘There is one thing obvious at the first glance,’ complained a special magistrate, ‘there are two local magistrates, and one special justice; and it is evident the interests of the owner been most looked to in this arrangement.’55

The valuation of an apprentice, like so much of apprenticeship, was squeezed between the two forces that had pushed and pulled at the Emancipation Act itself. On the one hand, by giving former slaveholders a chance to drive up the value of any given apprentice, valuations were cynical exercises. On the other hand, because the prospect of buying out a term of apprenticeship was meant to encourage apprentices to work and save, the system also advertised the liberal conviction that a strong work ethic and steady application to wage labour was both civilising and evidence of civilisation. And though British abolitionists and slaveholders well knew that enslaved people saved money, the apprenticeship policy asserted that slavery had made enslaved workers wholly ignorant of the cash economy.

In practice, valuation seems to have stripped apprentices of their savings. Jamaica compiled some of the most detailed valuation reports, particularly during the Earl of Sligo’s tenure. From 1 September to 31 December 1835 Jamaican special magistrates conducted 478 valuations, of which 289 were paid. The 289 apprentices who bought out the final years of their term spent more than £10,124 for the privilege, or an average of about £35. A small majority of the claimants were non-praedial apprentices, but praedial claimants paid far higher rates. The highest-priced valuation paid in the period was £155, 11s. 2d., paid by Thomas Kelly of Castle Daly in Saint Ann Parish, who was listed as a head driver and distillery master. Other high valuations were made for the labour of coffee curers, head coopers and other apprentices with valuable skills. The highest valuation paid by a non-praedial apprentice was the £72, 10s., paid by Henry Crouby, a servant to John Ray of Saint Mary Parish.56

There is a still much research to be done on valuations. In the extensive manuscript and printed records of apprenticeship, there are strong hints that some skilled domestic workers and highly valued plantation workers had the price of their apprenticeship paid by other planters, missionaries and merchants. If this is true, and I am nearly certain it is, there is a history of debt and finance underneath the market in apprenticeship. But even without a clear sense of who paid to end apprenticeship for highly valued apprenticed labourers, it remains obvious that the system of valuation was tipped in favour of planters. In the debates over the terms of emancipation, antislavery legislators conceded to slaveholders and their allies the power to designate enslaved workers as ‘praedial’ or ‘non-praedial’. In practice, planters seem to have been able to use this power to designate the most skilled labourers they had once claimed to own, including craftspeople such as carpenters, coopers, blacksmiths and distillers, as praedial workers, as long as they did most of their work on plantations. And yet, antislavery legislators had also touted craftspeople and other skilled workers as among the most civilised of the enslaved, and therefore the closest to freedom, and the least in need of apprenticeship. In effect, valuations were a tax on the highest-earning apprentices. If a skilled apprentice sought a loan to pay a valuation fee, they put themselves in debt to a new master. On the other hand, if an apprentice paid out of their own pocket, then they likely exhausted their savings, the proof – for many antislavery Britons – of their greater civilisation.

***

Missionary Christianity did not always align neatly with the demands of colonial officials. The legacy of the slave empire was exploitation, and the legacy of antislavery was a sense of righteous superiority. Historian Catherine Hall characterises the ‘abolitionist dream’ as ‘a society in which black men would become like white men, not the whites of the plantations but the whites of the abolitionist movement, responsible, industrious, independent, Christian; and in which black women would become like white women, not the decadent ladies of plantation society . . . but the white women of the English abolitionist imagination, occupying their small but satisfying separate sphere.’57 John Davy wrote in the early 1850s, ‘This condition of the women is every way injurious – to labour, to morals, and even to population. The rate of her wages renders her independent; her habits render her unfit to be the helpmate of man; the marriage tie is commonly a loose one, and often never made . . . In our own country we see the bad effects of such a system of labour.’58

At an adult school in Antigua in 1837, a group of about thirty free women gathered to learn from a white schoolmaster named Mr Morrish. They had been emancipated for three years. As women, they would almost certainly have been in the lower ranks of the hierarchy of enslaved plantation labourers. Women did the same work as men on most sugar plantations under slavery but, unlike men, they were rarely promoted to any kind of elite job or trade. Women worked in the cane fields, but not in the distillery. No women served as drivers and few women worked as craftspeople. On plantations, enslaved men in these roles were more likely to be literate than the gangs they commanded, and had more time to read or hear and gather news. According to two American missionaries who sat in on Mr Morrish’s lesson, these women had come from different plantations, some walking many miles to the schoolroom, in a building adjacent to a country church. The school was organised as an ‘infant school’ – a school established for children, that is, rather than adults. Many of the women were just beginning to gain English literacy and struggled with basic arithmetic. ‘They were incredibly ignorant,’ the missionaries wrote. ‘When they first came to the school, they could not tell which was their . . . right side, and they had scarcely mastered that secret.’

As the missionaries watched, the women were shown a ‘dumb clock’, a mock-up of a clock with swinging hands to teach children how to tell time. ‘They were much pleased with the evolutions,’ the Americans wrote, ‘but none could tell the time of day by it.’ Morrish asked the women to point to their cheeks, and many of them pointed to their chins. This delighted the white observers. ‘Such is a specimen of the intelligence of the Antigua negroes,’ they wrote. What the missionaries saw was a room full of people who seemed stupid, but whose apparent stupidity proved that the ‘great experiment’ of emancipation had succeeded. After all, ‘with the merest infantile state of intellect’, the emancipated women ‘prove the peaceable subjects of law’.59

Here was a room full of women who had worked in the fields all day long, and yet chose to spend their sparse free time learning to read and write in English and count in Arabic numerals. The women were skilled workers with ambitions, experts in the rhythms of plantation life and agriculture, in animal husbandry and in the management of a domestic economy and family life under obscenely straitened circumstances. But all that the white representatives of the American Anti-Slavery Society could see was a room full of amusingly ignorant Black people who obeyed the law and worked for wages.

Under slavery, the family life of enslaved people had been vulnerable to instant destruction. In the era of freedom, missionaries travelled to the former slave empire with a different agenda. Amelioration laws that forbade family separation defined ‘the family’ as a mother and her minor children. This definition of ‘family’ carried over from slaveholders who had insisted for generations that enslaved fathers had little role in family life. This poisonous assertion made it easier to sell enslaved men. Some British slave codes, particularly in the later eighteenth century, placed limited restrictions on separating families through sale. In other colonies, there were unwritten rules against separating mothers from their children. The sale of an enslaved man, in contrast, could never be cancelled on compassionate grounds. After emancipation, missionaries redefined the family of freedpeople as the nuclear family, with a male head of household – a mirror image of the idealised British household, with a male breadwinner and a woman in command of the domestic space. Historians of gender have called this the phenomenon of ‘separate spheres’ – the notion that men ruled the public space outside the home, and women ruled within it. Women had worked in the era of slavery; now they were expected to remain in the home. As the Governor of Antigua explained to two American missionaries, after emancipation, freedpeople ‘could assist each other, and mutual assistance was indispensable; but when they were slaves they were sure of a support, whether they were married or not . . . Those who live unmarried now were uniformly neglected and suffered great deprivations.’60

The criminal law became an instrument not only for protecting the safety of the public in the former slave empire, but also for measuring the relative civilisation of former slaves and the relative fitness for freedom of formerly enslaved people. ‘The blacks have a great respect for, and even fear of law,’ wrote two white abolitionists in 1837. ‘Law is a kind of deity to them, and they regard it with great reverence and awe.’61

***

Led by the Birmingham-based Quaker businessman Joseph Sturge, who travelled throughout the Caribbean and wrote books attacking apprenticeship, British abolitionists rallied for an early end to the system. In the abolitionist press, reports of unrest, cheated apprentices, and women flogged and humiliated were reprinted nearly as soon as they arrived in London. The Anti-Slavery Society pointed out that rather than a single policy, apprenticeship differed from colony to colony. Some colonies imposed six- to-eight-hour shifts; others experimented with dividing apprenticed labour into discrete tasks. The Society condemned apprenticeship as ‘an anomalous and intrinsically defective system’. Insofar as apprenticeship was an experiment ‘it now stands clear . . . not only that the negroes will work well for wages, but that they cannot be made to work so well without them . . . industrious and obedient under a hard and unjust system’.62

Antislavery leaders led a publicity campaign against apprenticeship. In one widely read pamphlet published by the Anti-Slavery Society, an apprentice named James Williams related that ‘I have been very ill treated . . . since the new law come in. Apprentices get a great deal more punishment now than they did when they was slaves; the master take spite.’ Williams described the work of a ‘four years’ or non-praedial apprentice. ‘Massa said I was only four years apprentice, and don’t entitle to any time – that only one day in a fortnight due to me to work my ground and feed myself.’63 Williams was confined to the workhouse for disobeying a special magistrate’s order, where he saw a woman with a wailing baby she was forbidden to nurse, and an elderly woman who had been beaten and flogged when she proved unable to walk on the treadmill. Williams also condemned the complicity between magistrates and planters. ‘Some of them magistrate,’ he related, ‘don’t care what them do to apprentice, as long as them can get good eating and drinking with the massa and busha.’64

Abolitionists argued, reasonably, that special magistrates had become dependent on the planters whom they were supposed to observe impartially. The wages paid to special magistrates, which averaged about £200 in sterling, were relatively high in Britain but low in the colonies, where the exchange rate from sterling to ‘currency’ was high, and easy for merchants and bankers to manipulate. Housing, food, and the cost of buying and maintaining the horses they needed to ride their circuits left special magistrates in debt to colonial merchants. The famous hospitality of colonial whites to other white men relieved some of their relative poverty, and as more magistrates were fed, housed and horsed at Great Houses, they certainly must have begun to identify even more with planters over apprentices. Joseph Sturge and Robert Harvey both complained that the mantle of the magistracy had become ‘a cloak of oppression’.65

A special magistrate in Barbados concluded that for all their complaints against the abolitionists, ‘in right judgment the slaveowner was the greatest gainer after all’.66 Nevertheless, planters were frustrated: as they co-opted magistrates with money and hospitality, legislatures passed regular Acts-in-Aid, colonial laws that complemented or enforced imperial legislation. Legislatures twisted these laws to empower local magistrates and parish vestries. In the first flush of triumph after 1833, the Jamaica Assembly passed a limited and truncated Act-in-Aid, and one that was scheduled to expire in 1835, rather than 1840. Stanley, the Colonial Secretary at the time, overlooked this provocation. He hoped that a gesture of imperial magnanimity would satisfy the planters and signed off on releasing Jamaica’s share of the compensation fund. The 2nd Act-in-Aid, passed in December 1834, was rejected by the new Colonial Secretary, Lord Aberdeen, because it removed many of the special magistrates’ powers and put them in the hands of the Courts of Quarter Session.67

In 1837, after many complaints, Aberdeen’s successor Lord Glenelg demanded a review of the legislation passed in the colonies. Glenelg wanted to ensure that it had honoured what he took to be the Emancipation Act’s spirit of universality and racial equality. Glenelg, however, also argued that the key to full emancipation was to limit apprentices’ access to land. He recommended higher minimum pricing for Crown lands, mandatory sales of privately held land by auction to the highest bidder, and even more rigid regulations to keep apprentices from settling as ‘squatters’ on unoccupied land.68

To further boost the numbers of labourers available to the sugar industry the Jamaica Assembly refused officially to make any lists of non-praedial apprentices until March 1837. In British Guiana, planter-led commissions charged with registering apprentices were accused of deliberately reclassifying non-praedial apprentices as praedial.69

In November 1837, Glenelg privately circulated a letter to the colonial governors. He professed his satisfaction with apprenticeship, suggesting that the system had already achieved its goals. The non-praedial apprentices were due to receive full emancipation on 1 August 1838, and Parliament would need to pass new legislation to structure the final two years of exclusively praedial apprenticeship. Many colonial legislatures heard the signal and passed laws to opt out of apprenticeship. For white colonists, the option was more legislation from Britain that would override what they felt was their ancient constitutional right to self-government, or emancipation – which, although unwelcome, would at least happen on their own terms.70 Antislavery campaigns against apprenticeship made the institution notorious, but it was Parliament and the colonial legislatures’ common interest in avoiding a constitutional crisis that ended apprenticeship in 1838. The apprenticeship system that had punished apprentices and rewarded planters segued into a version of freedom defined by colonial legislatures. As Thomas Fowell Buxton’s biographer put it, emancipation was ‘an anomaly among revolutions’ that happened only after the ‘political power that enforced the revolution was withdrawn’.71

***

Knowing that full emancipation was likely to occur on 1 August 1838, and that emancipation ultimately would be in the hands of planters, antislavery leaders in Parliament hastened to promote what was essentially a concession to obstructionist former slaveholders as a victory for the British public. Lord Brougham, no longer Lord Chancellor, rose in the House of Lords in 1838. Brougham gave a long address that became one of his most famous orations. Among other publications, it was quoted in full in The Public School Speaker and Reader, a textbook on rhetoric for the polished sons of the upper class, published in 1869.72

In his speech, Brougham emphasised that the end of apprenticeship was a triumph for the British public. Since the Reform Act, he exhorted, ‘I have witnessed – the education of the people, unfettered by party or by sect . . . I watched over its cradle, I marked its growth, I rejoiced in its strength.’ Reform had accelerated and sanctified the rise of British power. Britain was no longer a violent, conquering slave empire, Brougham insisted. It had become an empire that proclaimed, ‘that freedom is the birthright of man, that distinction of colour gives no title to oppression, that the chains now loosened must be struck off’. The experiment of apprenticeship had been a torment for apprentices but had proved their mettle. ‘The slave has shown by four years’ blameless behavior, and devotion to the pursuits of peaceful industry, that he is as fit for his freedom as any English peasant, aye or any lord whom I now address.’73 Abolitionists celebrated Brougham’s speech, but one newspaper, reminding readers that Brougham had promoted apprenticeship as Lord Chancellor, noted dryly that ‘there are slaves to liberate, or no slaves to liberate, as [he] happens to be in or out of office’.74

Brougham was right that something was different about the British empire in 1838. The end of slavery, no matter how it happened, was a triumph for the new liberal empire. The champions of antislavery were eager to claim that the movement represented the British public. Brougham was not the only abolitionist who claimed that a new era had begun. The young Queen Victoria had ascended to the throne in 1837. Brougham saluted her in his speech. In Liverpool, an antislavery speaker declared, ‘Britons! Your decree is law. Senators! Your fiat is resistless. Illustrious and amiable Queen! Your mandate is invincible.’75 In Exeter Hall, at a packed antislavery meeting, the Agency Committee speaker George Thompson declared, to loud applause, ‘that the genius of Great Britain at large’ was on the side of antislavery:


He knew that from the starving peasant, who treads the quivering bog of Ireland – from the Scottish peasant, free, robust, and happy in his own mountain glens, worshipping his God, where his fathers fought and bled and died for freedom – from the miner of Cornwall and the collier of Newcastle, and the weaver of Huddersfield and Bradford to the peasant of Sussex and Devonshire – from every quarter, including the people of that vast metropolis who had poured out in thousands both yesterday and today, filling the vast area of that building, and sending hundreds away disappointed – that all were with them.76



Thompson hoped his audience would celebrate 1838 in the same patriotic terms as the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, as the triumph of an entire nation.

British liberals found slavery revolting, but they also believed in a hierarchy of human civilisations, and in a predictable and universal process of economic and social development for human societies – with Britain, and white Britons, at the top. Liberals rejected slavery but had confidence in the kinds of power that slavery had helped to make. The apprenticeship era was a last gasp for slavery, and the first breath of a new British world where white supremacy, framed as a benign, raceless ideal of human flourishing, justified new kinds of conquest and domination.




Conclusion: Slave Empire, Liberal Empire

IN JUNE 1840, at Freemasons’ Hall in Great Queen Street, London, the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society convened the first World Anti-Slavery Convention. Thomas Clarkson, now eighty, sat as honorary chairman. He opened the conference by reminding delegates that their most dangerous enemies were ‘the cotton and other planters in the southern parts of the United States’. He knew that Britain depended on slave-grown American cotton.1 Clarkson also knew that wage labour was morally superior to enslaved labour, and he believed it was also more dynamic, more efficient and more profitable. If the convention could encourage free workers to grow cotton, slavery would fall. ‘Slavery and waste are twin sisters,’ the Quaker abolitionist John Gurney had written, ‘whereas freedom is married to economy.’2 Britain could end slavery, encourage Christianity, free itself from its dependence on American imports and ‘civilise’ West Africa. Antislavery would sanctify the British empire and turn a tidy profit.

But the first day of the meeting cast a pall. Scandalised convention organisers learned that some of the Massachusetts societies invited to the convention had sent women as delegates. One complained, ‘unless females are especially associated together, and announced as such, in the promotion of the objects in view, they do not become a part of the working committee’.3 This American presumptuousness infuriated Captain Wauchope, a Royal Navy officer and a delegate for Carlisle. Britain ought to be the senior partner in Anglo-American abolitionism. After all, he asked, ‘Have we not given £20 million of our money for the purpose of doing away with the abominations of slavery?’4 In the end, the convention barred women from participating in the debates, although not from attending the proceedings. Even some of the American delegates voted in favour. ‘I have no objection to woman’s being the neck to turn the head aright,’ said Elon Galusha of New York, ‘but do not wish to see her assume the place of the head.’5

With women safely in the gallery, the convention met for two weeks. Some of the debates proposed extending the reach of British antislavery legislation. For example, the East India Company, which presided over territories with substantial populations of coerced and enslaved labourers, managed to have the Company’s territories excluded from the 1833 Emancipation Act. The Company argued that since the regimes of forced labour in the Company’s territories had been devised by local rulers, it would be unwise to uproot them. The increasing pressure of the civilising mission, however, strained the Company’s policies. At the World Anti-Slavery Convention, delegates discussed the use of slave labour in the East India Company’s territories. The delegates also discussed ways to use laws against the British slave trade to clamp down on slavery in West Africa; strategies to curb plantation slavery in the United States; and the progress of emancipation movements in the French and Spanish empires. American abolitionists had a focused, national goal. In the United States, Black American activists – none of whom attended the convention – could be murdered or enslaved if they were caught. Runaways from plantations relied on the Underground Railroad, a secret network of safe houses operated by freedom fighters and trusted allies, to make their way north to British North America. White American activists also risked mob violence. Daniel O’Connell, the Irish MP, declared that in Britain, ‘the abolitionists have nothing to complain of; but in America they are met with the bowie knife and Lynch law! Yes! In America you have had martyrs.’6

That was the problem. The end of British colonial slavery had created what historian Richard Huzzey gently calls ‘anti-slavery pluralism’.7 The concerted campaigns of national and imperial atonement that led to the successes of 1807 and 1833 had fragmented into many commercial, moral and political causes. The World Anti-Slavery Convention was supposed to set a new agenda for British antislavery in the post-slavery empire but British delegates could only seem to agree that women should be barred from leadership in their organisations. Some delegates, mostly from British North America, pushed for support and missionary work among the growing community of refugees from American slavery. Among British delegates, some hoped to renew the campaign against the slave trade. Between 1836 and 1845, at least 696,520 enslaved people from West Africa disembarked in the Americas, mostly in Cuba and Brazil. Others hoped that Britain would join forces with American abolitionists. In the United States, the 1840 Census counted 2,487,355 enslaved people – nearly 7 per cent of the entire population of the country. Still others hoped to harness the momentum of antislavery to encourage missionary work in the wider empire.

To commemorate the convention, organisers commissioned a group portrait. John Beaumont, a pious Quaker and chair of the convention’s publicity committee, approached the painter Benjamin Robert Haydon, notorious among early Victorian art critics for his massive canvas commemorating an 1837 dinner in celebration of the anniversary of the Reform Act. Wags teased Haydon’s ‘Reform Banquet’ as amateurish and dull, a stack of rows and rows of men sitting in the gloom at long tables, each staring into his own middle distance. But Beaumont, like many Quakers, was suspicious of the visual arts. The Society of Friends considered plainness a mark of humility. Even the most beautiful painting was a ‘sketch’ in comparison with God’s creation.8 Haydon had proved he could paint a large group portrait, with recognisable faces. If the result was unlovely, so much the better for God’s creation. The Quakers also had ready money. ‘We will guarantee thee against loss for the Sketch,’ Beaumont promised.9 Haydon took the job.

The portrait, which hangs in the National Portrait Gallery, London, includes 130 finished faces. Haydon sat in on the convention for nearly five days, sketching faces and heads, ‘till my brain got dazzled’.10 His portrait focuses on Thomas Clarkson, at the left, surrounded by family. Clarkson raises a finger and leans over the audience. Joseph Sturge stands beneath his arm, resting his fingers on his cheek. Sturge’s expression is meant to denote thoughtful reflection but looks very much like that of a man caught picking his nose. Henry Beckford, enslaved at birth, became a deacon after emancipation in Baptist missionary William Knibb’s church in Falmouth, Jamaica. Beckford sits with his back to the viewer, his handsome face in profile. Next to him is John Scoble, one of the founders of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society. When Scoble visited Haydon’s studio to be sketched, the painter told the abolitionist that he planned to put him next to Beckford, one of only four non-white faces in the crowd. Scoble, Haydon remembered, ‘sophisticated immediately on the propriety of placing the negro in the distance, as it would have much greater effect’.11 Although Haydon noted Scoble’s bigotry and did it just the same, the distance Scoble wanted to keep between white British abolitionists and the people on whose behalf they claimed to speak is obvious in the finished portrait, a sea of black frock coats and white faces.12

When Haydon finished sketching his ‘heads’, he met again with John Beaumont to arrange them ‘according to desert’. William Lloyd Garrison, the famous American abolitionist, had also sat for Haydon. Unlike Scoble, Garrison asked that his portrait be placed as near to Henry Beckford’s as possible. Beaumont told him to cut Garrison out of the portrait entirely. Garrison had arrived late and had protested the exclusion of women from the convention floor by sitting with them in the gallery.13 Haydon had also planned to paint William Wilberforce, Granville Sharp and Toussaint Louverture’s names on to the curtains in the background of the portrait. Beaumont was furious. He wrote to Haydon, ‘They had nothing whatever to do with the Convention and must come out.’14

The final painting, a canvas of more than 121 square feet, illustrated in thumbnail portraits the delegates whom the Society felt deserved to be remembered. As a work of art, it was poorly received. The Morning Post called it ‘a great abortion’, its rows of heads, ‘a congregation of clodhoppers . . . as monotonous as a pattern card of Birmingham buttons’.15 But to the Society, the portrait was not intended to be pleasing. It was meant to draw a line between Wilberforce, Sharpe and Toussaint, the heroes of the past, and the new horizons of reform – whatever those horizons might be.16

***

In the eighteenth century, Britain became the world’s preeminent slave empire. Now, after 1838, it would become a self-appointed avenger of freedom and liberalism throughout the world. Free labour, free trade and free markets became touchstones in foreign policy as the British empire grew larger. But as apprenticeship revealed, ‘free labour’ was not exactly free. Instead, Britain promoted wage labour for colonised people who would work in industries that suited Britain’s commercial ambition: growing tea, rubber, palm oil, sugarcane and other crops for low wages on plantations. Free trade and free markets were just as ambiguous as free labour. Debates over free trade in sugar tormented the antislavery movement. American cotton, grown by enslaved workers, was Britain’s most vital import. The cotton trade was so vast and seemed so foundational to British industry that antislavery activists struggled to formulate a strategy to reform it. Free markets in theory became, in practice, markets that benefited British imports and exports. The liberal empire was built on the same greed that made the slave empire. Free labour was morally superior to slave labour, but wage labour had its own torments for the colonised. And the moral prestige of antislavery worked like a powerful drug to exonerate other coercive, unfree conditions of labour. In comparison with slavery, almost anything was acceptable.

The end of slavery in the British empire was not the end of the British slave empire. Long after the abolition of colonial slavery, Britain was still entangled in global slavery. British manufacturers purchased cotton grown by enslaved workers and stumped for free-trade policies that enriched slaveholders, especially in the American South. When the duties on sugar produced outside the British empire fell away, Cuba, Brazil, Louisiana and other slaveholding sugar bowls prospered. As London solidified its position as the financial capital of the nineteenth century, British investors financed infrastructure that carried enslaved people and the things they produced, and bought up the debt of slaveholding states.

The end of apprenticeship left the Caribbean colonies in limbo. By 1846, sugar production in the British Caribbean was 35 per cent less than it had been in the last decade of slavery.17 Free workers had little interest in working for sugar plantations, except for good wages – which planters argued they could not afford to pay. The last legal props of the old slave empire to survive emancipation were the protectionist laws that guaranteed West Indian planters a preferential rate on their crop in Britain and the other colonies. In the 1840s these ‘sugar duties’ came under threat, but antislavery activists could not agree whether to welcome or to resist the end of protectionist trade in the most valuable, iconic crop of the eighteenth-century Atlantic empire. Support for protection put the antislavery movement in the pockets of West India planters and the supporters of the Corn Laws. Support for free trade, however, threatened public faith in the great experiment of emancipation. What would happen if enslaved workers in Cuba and Brazil really could outproduce free labourers in Jamaica and Guiana?

In 1843, Freemasons’ Hall hosted a second General Anti-Slavery Convention. This time, organisers made sure no women were invited. In the hall, Haydon’s finished portrait hung on the wall, flanked by a portrait of Thomas Clarkson and a painting of slave ships at anchor on the West African coast. Clarkson had been invited to chair again, but was too ill to attend. The banker and philanthropist Samuel Gurney sat in his place. George Baxter, the inventor of a new colour printing technique, sold high-quality reproductions of Haydon’s painting, ‘an elegant appendage to the drawing-room of every abolitionist’.18 And yet, even without the ‘woman question’ to embarrass the gentlemen, the 1843 convention fractured – this time over free trade in sugar.

In British politics, antislavery and free trade had some affinities. Both abolitionists and free traders believed, in general terms, that open markets led to better outcomes for all. The free-trade movement also borrowed strategy from the abolitionists. The Anti-Corn-Law League modelled their 1838 national campaign on antislavery campaigns – organising mass meetings, hiring charismatic travelling speakers and churning out cheap, didactic publications for distribution by local societies.19 The Anti-Corn-Law League agitated for free trade in grain, frightening Britain’s landowning elite, who enjoyed protection against cheap imports. Free trade in sugar was just as divisive and politically charged. Still, any change to the laws regulating trade in sugar, a commodity that Benjamin Disraeli called ‘not merely commercial, but imperial, philanthropic, religious’, was politically charged.20 Sugar had helped to found the modern British empire, turning struggling island colonies into mighty engines of capital and anchoring Britain’s interests in the Atlantic. Sugar was associated with slavery and its downfall, but it was also a staple on the tables of both rich and poor. Above all, sugar was the stuff of the great experiment. If sugar duties fell and the imperial sugar industry collapsed, some abolitionists worried, where would that leave British civilisation in the former slave empire?

At the 1843 convention, the free-trader Thomas Spencer moved that competition between sugar grown by enslaved workers in Cuba and Brazil, and imperial sugar ‘is rendered necessary as an act of justice to the people of this country’.21 Spencer brandished the hefty published proceedings of the 1840 convention, including an official resolution that slave labour was less productive and less profitable than wage labour. Why not prove it once and for all? Spencer asked.22 Edward North Buxton, Thomas Fowell Buxton’s son, admitted that he preferred free trade in principle. He reminded the audience, however, the competition might not be fair. The experiment of emancipation had been intended to prove that free workers could produce sugar for Britain at the same rate as they had under slavery. International competition, Buxton insisted, would betray both freedpeople and planters. The more fertile British colonies, such as Trinidad and British Guiana, had too few labourers. The soil of the more populous colonies, such as Jamaica, was depleted.23

Richard Cobden, a leader of the Anti-Corn-Law League, had been nominated to the convention as a delegate for Manchester. He had not come, he protested, to ‘convert the Hall into a free-trade meeting’.24 And yet, he pointed out, it was effectively impossible to avoid trade in sugar made by enslaved labour. Britain sent finished cotton to Brazil in exchange for sugar. To avoid sugar duties, merchants shipped it on to Hamburg, in exchange for the wool, he concluded, ‘of which the coat is made which you wear on your backs’. Britain was already trading in enslaved sugar, Cobden argued – but discreetly, and with higher overheads. Some of the audience shouted, ‘No!’ Cobden feigned surprise. Protection, he argued, cut Britain out from the global markets it ought to command. ‘Is that the way,’ he asked, ‘in which you think to civilize, humanize, and Christianize the world?’ All the American delegates, he continued, had likely travelled to Britain on ships loaded with slave-made cotton or tobacco.25 Slavery tainted even the published proceedings of the convention, he pointed out. Grimy cotton sweepings, steam-cleaned and pulped, were recycled into paper. Britain was the world’s leading paper exporter. Manchester was the centre of paper production as well as the seat of cotton refining, cotton financing and cotton credit.26

If abolitionists truly believed that global commerce and free labour were not only profitable, but moral, Cobden asked, how could they oppose free trade? In reply Joseph Sturge admitted that he preferred free trade in most goods but argued that since slavery was a form of theft from workers, lowering sugar duties would give privilege to stolen goods. In the sugar colonies, another delegate explained, ‘we must put free labour upon the energies of free labour’. The former slave colonies would need time to benefit from ‘the application of machinery, the application of labour-saving processes . . . all these things which mark the advance of productive improvement’, before they could compete with Brazil and Cuba.27 The delegates could not arrive at a decision, and instead passed an anodyne resolution that rejected slave-made sugar in principle, but made no commitment to either protection or free trade.28

Some British abolitionists felt that trade in sugar was free enough already. In the 1820s abolitionists had invested in free-labour sugar plantations in Bengal and Malaya. Lobbying on behalf of ‘East India Sugar’ finally succeeded in 1836, when the duties on free-labour sugar from within the British empire were equalised with duties on West Indian sugar. West Indian sugar planters protested. The preservation of the sugar duties, they claimed, had been a condition of emancipation. Robert Peel, the Tory Leader of the Opposition to Lord Melbourne’s Whig government, presented a petition arguing that equalisation would ‘completely obstruct the progress of civilization amongst the emancipated population’.29

Free trade was also a fault line in British politics. The growing class of wealthy manufacturers, railway investors and other professional capitalists tended to support the policy. For many working people, cheaper staples were more valuable than experiments in political economy. Throughout the 1840s, governments rose and fell on the fortunes of free trade. In 1841, facing falling Treasury receipts, Melbourne’s government introduced a Bill to lower duties on sugar produced outside of Britain’s colonies by nearly half, regardless of whether it was produced by enslaved or free labour. The Bill also included lower duties on foreign timber and a fixed duty on foreign grain. This last provision was a substantial change to the Corn Laws, which had indexed the duties on foreign corn to the price of British corn. Melbourne had gambled. West Indian landowners were no longer the force in Parliament they had been, but the broad-acred British aristocracy was powerful. Antislavery activists were angry that the new Bill did not differentiate between sugar produced by enslaved and free labour. The Whigs suddenly faced an unlikely coalition of former slaveholders, Tory landlords and pious middle-class reformers. The Bill failed. Melbourne resigned. Robert Peel became Prime Minister.

Some abolitionists were angry that the antislavery party in Parliament seemed to have abandoned free trade. At the end of apprenticeship, men such as George Thompson had identified ‘the genius of Great Britain at large’ as the motive force of abolitionism.30 By these lights, antislavery transcended class. It was broad and patriotic. Now, in 1841, the antislavery cause in the House of Commons had betrayed poorer Britons to the malice and expensive bread of the Tories, ‘the advocates of monopoly, and bloodshed, and death’, according to the journalist James Ritchie.31 Ritchie urged abolitionists to renew their faith in the great experiment. ‘It remains for us to show,’ he wrote, ‘that the labour of free men is more productive than that of slaves.’ As a gesture of goodwill to the antislavery cause, the new Peel government promised to increase the funding for the West Africa Squadron, which plied the West African coast in pursuit of slave ships. Ritchie noted the emptiness of the gesture: a blockade of Atlantic Africa would need to cover nearly 6,000 miles of coast.32

In 1844, Peel, as Prime Minister, introduced legislation to lower duties on foreign sugar certified as the product of free labour. Peel hoped to stop there, placate antislavery liberals and preserve the Tory coalition. Good harvests in 1844 helped, as low bread prices muffled calls for an end to the Corn Laws. But in 1845, the potato crop failed in Ireland and millions starved. Irish peasants survived on potatoes, but many were tenant farmers in wheat and rye fields owned by absentee landlords. In consequence, the Irish dug for roots and ate insects and rats in sight of granaries full of corn ready for export. Peel initially dismissed the extent of the famine. When in 1846 the potato crop failed again, Peel recognised that revolt in Ireland would cause food shortages in Britain. In 1846, Peel defied his party and joined opposition MPs to pass an Act repealing the Corn Laws. Historians have argued since 1846 over what pushed Peel, a public opponent of free trade since the 1820s, to reverse his position. The end of the Corn Laws spilt the Tories, and Peel resigned.

The new government, led by Lord John Russell, immediately introduced legislation to equalise sugar duties as well. The Sugar Duties Act put in force a five-year plan to end imperial preference in sugar. In 1853, William Gladstone, at the time Chancellor of the Exchequer in a free-trading coalition led by Lord Aberdeen, confirmed that the government had no intention of raising the duties again.33 The Sugar Duties Act led to the near-total collapse of the imperial sugar industry. Yields had already fallen after emancipation, as free workers moved away from the plantations. The lack of protectionist duties fatally exposed British planters, and ‘at once prostrated the whole landed interest of the colonies . . . the total ruin of many an opulent proprietor’.34 After 1846, cheaper imported sugar from outside the empire flooded British markets. In 1847, a bubble in railway stocks burst. Stock prices tumbled and credit became more expensive. At least forty-eight merchant banks specialising in Caribbean trade went bankrupt, and the West India Bank of Barbados and the Planters’ Bank of Jamaica stopped cash payments. Jamaican estates that had been worth £80,000 under slavery could now be had for as little as £500. Wages to labourers plummeted. Rumours circulated among Caribbean workers that Britain planned to sell its colonies to Cuba or the United States and re-establish slavery.35

***

Although colonial sugar plantations foundered, other plantations thrived. It turned out that large, heavily capitalised monocultures of a single cash crop intended for export turned a handsome profit without slavery. If local people could be coerced into taking low wages, so much the better. British capitalists bought up land and conspired to push peasants on to coffee, sugar, tea, palm oil, rubber and other plantations from Paraguay to Queensland. If locals would not work on plantations, a global network of labour recruiters could spring into action to hire or indenture workers to move to plantations. A free trade in ‘free’ labour became a solution to the ‘crisis’ of emancipation.

After the abolition of West Indian slavery, abolitionists set their sights on forced labour in British India, securing laws in 1843 to abolish forms of enslaved labour in the presidencies of Bengal, Bombay and Madras. The campaign against slavery in India had a different tenor than the campaign in the Caribbean. Enslaved Indian labourers were claimed as property mostly by the East India Company’s Indian clients. West Indian slaveholders, in contrast, had been white Europeans. Consequently, the Anti-Slavery Reporter praised the 1843 Act, sanctioned by the acting Governor-General (auspiciously named William Wilberforce Bird), as a gateway to missionary work among Hindu and Muslim peasants in the territories of the East India Company. ‘The Christian missionary,’ the Reporter commented, ‘can now be brought into contact with the most miserable, debased and helpless of our race.’36 Coincidentally, the Act also created at a stroke a body of labourers who could be hired for low wages. The end of slavery was promoted as the first step towards civilisation, and civilisation licensed new kinds of exploitation. In the late 1830s, East India Company officials and independent entrepreneurs moved to establish tea plantations in the wet upcountry of Assam, west of Bengal. The Company and other British firms resented China’s control of the tea trade. In China, tea had mostly been grown by small farmers, but British plantations in Assam were usually at least 5 acres and worked by at least one worker per acre. Tea planters resented the many Assamese peasants who refused to work for low wages. Massive plantations were a convenient solution, as they forced peasants off their land and into the fields.37

Sugar planting spread across the colonised world, to wherever the climate could support sugarcane and wherever ‘native’ labour was plentiful enough to be easily exploited. In the British empire, sugarcanes were planted in Bengal, Malaya, Ceylon and elsewhere. The establishment of new plantations all but required analogies between the Caribbean and other parts of the world, and between workers of African descent in the Caribbean and Asian workers from the Indian subcontinent and Malaya. At least thirteen guides to sugar planting, on a plantation model, were published between 1838 and 1893. In one guide to planting in Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka), Josias Lambert compared the geography of the Indian Ocean island to land in British Guiana; the tropical world could seem all of a piece to British investors.38 British racism was different in India and Ceylon than it was in the Caribbean. Where workers of African descent were considered physically formidable but lazy, in need of rigid discipline in order to be put to work, Asian workers were imagined as weak and effeminate, incapable of meeting the challenge of sugarcane cultivation. Lambert addressed these concerns, describing the skill of some Sinhalese woodsmen, and recommending that Ceylon planters divide their gang labourers into pairs led by especially strong workers. ‘The leaders pushing on will induce close order among the remainder,’ he concluded, reassuring would-be investors that with a slight modification to the Caribbean system, ‘field gangs may be formed equally effective as in other countries’.39

‘Abolition did not mark the end of the plantation mode of production or racial capitalism,’ writes historian Kris Manjapra, ‘but rather their global expansion.’ A guide written by an exiled Saint-Domingue coffee planter, P. J. Laborie, and published in 1798 remained in print long after the abolition of slavery. The book was reprinted in the Ceylon Miscellany, and reissued in an abridged edition in 1863 with the preface that ‘Laborie, though an old writer, is still the authority on all that relates to Coffee planting’.40 Laborie belonged to the generation of planters who urged overseers to be relatively lenient with enslaved labourers and to replace the threat of mutilation or torture with unrelenting work and firm, consistent physical discipline. ‘Punishments’ of enslaved people, Laborie wrote, ‘must be certain, immediately inflicted, proportionable to the fault, and never excessive’.41

In the British Caribbean, remaining planters fell back on contingency plans to shore up the plantation system. Some planters, such as Thomas Kerr of Antigua, who published a guide to sugar planting in the early 1850s, suggested that sugar planters invest in automation, ‘to adopt such a system of cultivation as shall require few hands’. Kerr hoped that steam-powered mills and boilers would protect planters from ‘the unnatural position of the servant dictating to his employer’.42 Others preferred to maintain the size and strength of the plantation labour force by relying on cheap indentured or ‘coolie’ labour, primarily from India and China. From 1833 until 1917, more than 3.5 million Indian workers left the subcontinent for work, primarily as agricultural labourers. Many went to the British Caribbean, particularly to British Guiana, but others were sent to Natal in South Africa, to Mauritius and Réunion off the coast of East Africa, and elsewhere. Chinese labourers went to Peru and Cuba, Jamaica, Guiana, Australia, Malaya, Trinidad and beyond. Leonard Wray, a planter who worked in the West Indies, Malaya and Bengal, boasted that he had ‘hundreds (may I say thousands) of Negroes, Hindostanees, Bengallees, Chuliahs, Malays and Chinese’ working for him.43

But even as plantations, worked by poor but free workers, sprang up around the colonised world, plantations in the British Caribbean were in freefall. The most powerful slaveholders in the nineteenth-century world, cotton planters of the United States, took notice. In 1844, John Calhoun, the long-serving Senator for South Carolina, wrote a public letter on British emancipation. Calhoun pointed out that by any of the benchmarks Britain had proposed, its ‘mighty experiment’ had failed. He estimated that Britain had spent $100 million on compensation, and that the accumulated additional cost to British consumers for sugar and other tropical commodities had been at least $50 million. Britain had also spent $200 million fighting the slave trade, he continued.44 Other American slaveholders pointed out that between 1827 and 1840 Cuba had doubled its sugar production using enslaved labour, and now claimed 20 per cent of the entire global market.45 Some of these slaveowners had ambitions to annex the Spanish colony entirely.

As King Sugar fell, the Caribbean became less important to the British empire. The putative failure of the great experiment was blamed squarely on formerly enslaved people and their descendants. As forms of racism grounded in pseudoscience became more prominent in the mid-1800s, they merged with old forms of racism based on cultural chauvinism. Freedpeople were condemned for their tropical ‘laziness’ – an old trope, familiar in the eighteenth century – and also impugned as biologically closer to apes than Europeans. Cultural chauvinism and parlous pseudo-science fused into new, vicious forms of racism. White antislavery activists, in contrast, mostly held their ground on behalf of a racial equality that could only be secured with a civilising mission. But the most virulent racists in Britain and the most unrepentant slaveholders in the United States could point to the ‘failure’ of emancipation in the Caribbean. As one proslavery pamphlet argued, the collapse of the West Indian sugar industry was inevitable after the abolition of slavery, due to the ‘original African savagism’ of enslaved workers. By abolishing slavery, Britain had, ‘in producing a scarcity of tropical productions, and a consequent increase of price’, allowed ‘Negro Idleness to tax White Labor’.46

The Times of London condemned free Black Caribbean workers as the cause of the decline of British colonial sugar. ‘The freed West India slave will not till the soil for wages,’ the editorialist wrote, in a telling oxymoron. ‘Yams, mangoes and plantains – these satisfy his wants . . . He has been redeemed from bondage by the sweat and travail of some millions of hard-working Englishmen.’ The editorial fired a final salvo at the missionaries for whom the Caribbean remained a crucial base of operations. The emancipated worker, The Times wrote, ‘will sing hymns and quote texts, but honest, steady industry he not only detests but despises’.47

Some slaveholders in the American South came to see slavery not as an unfortunate necessity but a positive good. They reprised the old argument, familiar from the British struggle over slavery, that mass enslavement of Africans had the secondary effect of partly civilising enslaved people. Then they pushed the argument further and asserted that slavery was, itself, civilisation. ‘The muscles of the negro and the intellect of the white man,’ one pamphlet concluded, in emphatic capital letters in the original, ‘thus become the great agencies of modern civilization.’ The combination of enslaved agricultural and free factory labour was the literal foundation of American capitalism. ‘Every brick on our streets,’ the pamphlet concluded, ‘is cemented with the labor of the negro.’48

In Jamaica, conflict over wages and land grew in the towns and the countryside. In 1865, these resentments provoked a series of strikes and riots, led by the preacher Paul Bogle, which historians call the Morant Bay Rebellion. The rebellion, brutally suppressed at the command of the governor, Edward Eyre, had two consequences. Eyre was tried in London, and celebrities and politicians lined up to condemn or defend him. The Eyre trial was a soul-searching exercise – the British imperial governing class reflecting on what made a good colonial official. In Jamaica, Morant Bay ended representative government. It became obvious that if the Jamaica Assembly continued to sit, its members would soon be overwhelmingly of African and mixed African and European heritage. Black power was unacceptable. In 1866, Jamaica became a Crown Colony; meanwhile, in 1867, Canada, with its white-settler majority, became an independent dominion.

Liberalism had limits. The new spirit of laissez-faire capitalism was unsentimental. The slave empire had been an empire of sugar. The new liberal empire was an empire of cotton.

As the importance of colonial sugar declined, the importance of American cotton became so big that British abolitionists struggled to navigate the new conditions. In the nineteenth century, British industry, politics and popular culture became entwined with those of the United States, perhaps the most successful and dynamic slave state in human history. Until American slaveholders rose in armed rebellion in 1861 to preserve their ‘peculiar institution’ from free-labour Republicans, Britain imported most of its cotton from the plantations of the American South. Cotton was so important to British political and economic life that it was all but impossible to conceive of this connection being severed or broken.

In 1841, Joseph Sturge was unsure about free trade in sugar, but more confident about free trade in cotton. In 1842 he visited the United States, crossing the Atlantic on the British Queen, bound for New York. On board, Sturge saw a white British passenger abuse a steward named Robert, refusing to use his name, and calling him ‘blackey’ instead. Sturge was impressed that American slaveholders returning to the United States were as disgusted as he was. They owned slaves, yes, but they seemed to Sturge to regret it. He believed that Southerners seemed ‘more ready to admit the inherent evils of Slavery’ than Northern merchants, ‘whose participation in the commerce of the Slave States had imbued them with pro-slavery views and feelings’.49 Sturge, who had made his money in grain and his reputation in antislavery politics, hoped to untangle not only the relationship between the North and the South, but between Britain and the ever-growing continental empire of the United States.

In Baltimore, Sturge visited a slave prison, operated by the notorious Hope H. Slatter, whom Sturge mistakenly – but resonantly – called ‘Slaughter’ in his memoirs.50 In the Baltimore Sun, Slatter advertised his ‘extensive establishment and private jail for the keeping of SLAVES’. He boasted that the rooms for enslaved men and women were kept separate, and were ‘large, light and airy, and all above ground, with a fine large yard for exercise’.51 When Sturge visited, a half-dozen enslaved people were on display. ‘Cleanliness and order were everywhere visible’, he wrote, and the captives looked well-fed. But he noticed the heavy locks and bars on the doors. Baltimore was a centre for the trans-shipment of enslaved people from the Upper South to the cottonfields of the Mississippi Valley via New Orleans or Savannah.

In Baltimore, Sturge saw the people who, once sold down the Mississippi, would grow the raw cotton that Britain craved. Later in his trip, he went north again, to the New England towns that competed with Manchester as industrial centres of the cotton trade. Sturge visited Lowell, a Massachusetts town on the Merrimack River that had grown from forty or fifty houses to a city of more than 20,000 people in just a few decades. In Lowell, ten companies, with more than $10 million in capital, operated thirty-two wool and cotton factories, with more than 5,500 looms, worked by more than 2,100 men and 6,900 women. It pleased Sturge to see what he considered to be the ‘high moral and intellectual condition’ of the workers, particularly the ‘factory girls’, who lived in purpose-built dormitories ‘under the superintendence of matrons of exemplary character, and skilled in housewifery’. Many of the factory girls had moved from farms far from Lowell, in Vermont or New Hampshire, to work in a ‘community that commands the respect of the neighbourhood’.52 Sturge thought that Lowell was more than Manchester’s equal. Manchester was grander, but also afflicted by ‘physical depression and destitution’, with too many of its working class ‘compelled to drag out a weary and almost hopeless existence’.53

Lowell scared Joseph Sturge. Unless Britain embraced free trade in corn, he argued, the price of bread would cripple British industry. American cotton mills would outstrip their British competitors. Sturge imagined a national division of labour. Britain had machinery and expertise but needed, he thought, cheaper bread and fewer people. The United States had endless land for the taking (Sturge paid no heed to Indigenous claims to North America) but needed settlers to grow grain. Sturge imagined that Britain could send millions of emigrants to the American Midwest. Seventeen million people in Britain lived in poverty, he reckoned, and ‘there lie the broad lands . . . if seventeen millions of people, sent chiefly from England’ were not enough, ‘let more be sent, for the land lies equally open to the people of all nations’.54

For Sturge, Britain’s relationship with slave-produced cotton from the Americas would end with free trade. The continental scale and temperate climate of the United States, he believed, made it a perfect place to grow food for industrial workers. Britain’s rapidly growing population was driving down industrial wages; emigrants could make up the difference by moving to North America as farmers. India and other low-wage, free-labour economies would grow cotton to supply British factories, and Americans would grow wheat to feed British workers. He quoted an American wheat farmer who argued that cotton was only the United States’ greatest export because the lack of free-trade laws had given it an ‘undue and unnatural importance’. Sturge thought he saw the flaws in the system. Free workers in the North produced supplies for cotton plantations, drawing Northern workers into a compact with slavery. Insolvent slaveholders, meanwhile, came to ‘exercise the same control which an insolvent debtor frequently has over its creditor’. Free trade in corn would ‘release the free States from their present commercial and consequent political vassalage’.55

While in the United States, Sturge visited with many prominent figures in the American abolitionist movement, and sat in on antislavery meetings in New York, Philadelphia and Boston. He only travelled as far south as Maryland and the District of Columbia, both of which permitted slavery, but neither of which had any cotton to speak of. Sturge saw many enslaved people in Baltimore – as many as 5,000 enslaved people lived in the city at the time. But to Sturge, to see slavery ‘as it is’, a visitor would need view it ‘on the plantations’.56

Abolitionist readers immediately would have caught the allusion. American Slavery as It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses, published in 1839, was a bestselling collection of reports of violence committed against the enslaved, gathered from newspaper reports and the testimony of sympathetic white Americans. The editors, Theodore Dwight Weld, his wife Angelina Grimké and her sister Sarah Grimké, did not collect testimony directly from enslaved people. Black Americans did not need to be persuaded of slavery’s utter barbarity, and white Americans seemed unlikely to believe the testimony of enslaved people.57 Sturge never saw what he thought was slavery ‘as it is’ on the cottonfields. Even so, in Baltimore and Saint Louis, enslaved stevedores unloaded bales of cotton side by side with poor immigrants from Ireland, Poland and Germany. Enslaved steamboat pilots, captains and crew ferried cotton and passengers up the Mississippi, the highway of domestic American trade. Factories in the North relied on Southern cotton, and sold goods intended for enslaved Americans to Southern planters.58 Slavery ‘as it was’ was not only the plantations. Slavery was deeply embedded in the emerging world of cotton factories. Enslaved labour drove not only the economy of the plantation, but also the infrastructure that shipped cotton and other industrial products around the world. Steamships and railroads were the sinews of a new global capitalism – a world of free markets made possible by slavery.

***

Joseph Sturge’s solution to the problem of cotton was impossible, but he identified the problem with clarity: Britain, the antislavery empire, depended on American cotton. Britain imported about 800 million pounds of cotton every year by the later 1850s, and the United States produced 77 per cent of it. At the peak of the trade, nearly one out of five Britons depended on the cotton supply for their livelihood. At the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention, one delegate said, ‘It is known to every intelligent abolitionist in the United States, that the demand for American cotton in the Liverpool market, is the main support of American slavery.’59 Henry Stanton, an American delegate, seconded the point. ‘Our eagle-eyed American bankers and merchants who are linked to slavery do not look at the price of stocks of the United States Bank . . . they look at the weekly arrivals from Liverpool to ascertain the price of cotton in Great Britain.’ Stanton pointed out that in Virginia, the 1832 rebellion led by Nat Turner had briefly opened a debate about the possibility of gradual abolition, but news had soon arrived that the price of cotton had jumped by a third, ending the discussion. When the abolitionist orator George Thompson had visited New York in 1835, Stanton continued, a mob of white workers had chased him out of his hotel because the price of cotton had spiked.60 As Thompson himself asked, ‘Do we not bribe the planter of America? Are we not directly his employer?’61

Sturge, a year before he went to America to investigate, admitted that the ‘question is surrounded with a good many difficulties’, but moved that the World Anti-Slavery Convention endorse a boycott of slave-grown cotton. Joseph Ferguson, a delegate from Carlisle, supported Sturge, but pointed out that ‘the manufacture of cotton is so intimately bound up with the interests of this country’, that a formal resolution would probably discredit the abolitionist cause.62 The problem, a third delegate argued, was the ubiquity of slave-made goods in Britain. The supply chain between an enslaved labourer and a finished shirt in a British shop, or a sugar cube on a parlour table, was so long that it was effectively impossible to boycott products made by enslaved people. Or as John Barfitt of Salisbury put it, more directly, ‘there are certain commodities of slave-labour produce, which we are under a kind of necessity to use’.63 George Bradburn of Massachusetts agreed. A true boycott of slave-made cotton, he argued ‘would starve more than one-half of the present inhabitants of this island. Will anyone say, that we are bound to give up our lives, for the sake of abstaining from the products of slave labour?’64

At the 1843 Anti-Slavery Convention, amid the tart discussion of free trade in sugar, Joshua Leavitt, an American delegate, pointed out that the relationship between Britain and cotton went much deeper than the trade alone. The British banking and insurance systems – inheritors of the long-distance trade that slavery built – controlled world financial markets. British investors dominated global finance. Even if Britons were loath to invest directly in cotton plantations (they were not), British banks owned American debt by the fistful. Leavitt reminded the convention that the Panic of 1837, which had led to a depression in the United States, began with the Bank of England’s decision in 1836 to raise interest rates to benefit British lenders. American banks had raised their own interest rates, making it impossible for many of their creditors to make payments. Britain, Leavitt explained, fuelled the expansion of slavery in the Deep South through its command of global banking. It had offered cheap credit to cotton speculators. When that credit was withdrawn, landowners, slaveholders and merchants were underwater, owing more than the capital value of their assets.

Enslaved Black Americans, Leavitt continued, had suffered still worse consequences, facing family separation and the horrors of the internal slave trade, as Southern estates disintegrated and sold off their assets. ‘These hard times,’ Leavitt said, ‘are not a mere transient shower, but an English steady rain.’ He pointed an accusing finger at the British delegates. Britons might not own slaves, he said, but they bought government debt from American slave states. ‘Is there any gentleman in this room, or out of it,’ he asked, ‘who had got Mississippi bonds? . . . Can you tell me any gentleman in the city who has Alabama Stock, North American Trust Company Stock, Florida, or Louisiana Stock?’65 The men at Freemasons’ Hall, he concluded, might not own slaves, but their nation’s command of the global financial system had intensified American slavery, allowing British investors to profit from cheap cotton and then profit again if cotton planters defaulted.

Some commentators suggested that many British investors with ties to the production of commodities by enslaved labour – in the United States, in Cuba, in Brazil – were simply unaware of what their money was doing. David Turnbull, an abolitionist who attended the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention and who served as a diplomat in Cuba, suggested that the British banks and wealthy individual Britons who loaned money to the Cuban colonial government, or who sunk their capital into railway projects on the island, were unaware they were abetting the expansion of plantation slavery and profiting from enslaved labour. ‘If those ladies and gentlemen,’ Turnbull wrote, ‘were only to witness some portion of the enormities committed by means of their money . . . they would spurn from them the contaminated gains with loathing and disgust.’66 But others, such as the Evangelical stockbroker Arthur Kinnaird, saw some involvement with slavery as inevitable for any Briton working in international trade and finance. ‘I have had some experience with regard to Bankers, with regard to securities,’ he told a gathering of British and American Evangelicals who hoped to build a new transatlantic partnership. ‘I will not give way to any man in my abomination of slavery; but securities are left in our hands which are connected with slave property.’67 Slavery – made manifest by the trade in goods made by enslaved workers; in government debt from slave societies; in shares of railway, canal or steamship ventures to carry cotton or sugar – remained so economically important to Britain and its empire that it was effectively impossible to avoid, or to divest from. Divestment in a general sense was also suspect, even for British capitalists with antislavery leanings. Commerce and trade had been touted as purifying and civilising influences on the world, and as the natural allies of antislavery and free labour. To divest from trade would be not only to give up wealth and capital, it would mean to give up on civilisation. In the era of ascendant antislavery, commerce had seemed like the antidote to slavery. Abolitionists had confidence in the power of free trade and political economy to erode the power of slaveholders and replace slavery with civilisation. And yet, after emancipation, free trade and the increasingly global reach of the British industrial economy had only deepened and prolonged the British empire’s involvement with slavery.

The solution, for many Britons in the antislavery movement, was to bolster plantation crops grown by wage labourers, to compete with the remaining slave states of the Americas. In 1846, the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, in the Anti-Slavery Reporter, tried to come to terms with the enormity of Britain’s financial connections to slave-grown cotton. The Society estimated that at least 2 million Britons depended on cotton for their livelihood, including almost every person in greater Manchester. In 1790, there were 657,000 enslaved people in the United States, and a cotton export crop of 189,000 pounds. In 1843, there were more than 2.8 million enslaved people in the United States, and an export crop of more than a billion pounds. ‘If we purchase American cotton,’ the authors of the piece argued, ‘we become aiders and abettors of the American slaveholder.’ The Society proposed to meet the challenge of complicity in cotton slavery with investment in cotton grown in India. Just as East India sugar would outperform Cuban and Brazilian sugar, as James Cropper had insisted in the 1820s, Indian cotton would outperform the staple of the Deep South. Moreover, as the United States grew, each new state increased the political tension between the North and the South, even as the economies of the two sections of the Union became ever more unified. If war tore apart the United States, the Society asked, ‘then where will be the cotton . . . and what will be the condition of our trade at home?’68

The historian Sven Beckert has called the South, especially the Mississippi Delta in the era of King Cotton, ‘a kind of Saudi Arabia of the early nineteenth century’, a brutal society ruled by a small cadre of families that happened to control the supply of the world’s most valuable commodity.69 In 1860, the year before the beginning of the American slaveholders’ rebellion, Britain imported more than 1.4 billion pounds of cotton, and exported cotton goods worth between £40 and £50 million; between £60 and £70 million in capital was invested in cotton, and Britons alone purchased more than £24 million in cotton goods. The United States supplied five-sevenths of British demand, which seemed to be elastic and never-ending; between 1859 and 1860, the volume of cotton imported into Britain had increased by 536,400 bales, 460,424 of which were American. A decade before the Civil War, some American slaveholders felt that Britain’s market was so large that they commanded Britain. In one pamphlet, Edward Bryan was confident that even if the price of cotton fell, the South would be secure – having its entire economy oriented around cotton production meant that Southern planters could benefit from economies of scale. Besides, he noted, ‘cotton goods are the necessaries, not the luxuries of life, they must be had at any price’. The improvement of machinery had lowered the cost of cotton production, which had turned cotton goods into a necessity, even for the poor.70 Bryan pointed out with glee that in the British West Indies, ‘All the circumstances of soil, climate, pursuits, production, race, and civilization remain the same, whilst one single social relation only has been changed.’ In the free-labour sugar colonies, he commented, in 1847, every ton of sugar cost about £20 to produce; in Cuba and other colonies that still used enslaved labour, the rate was £12.71

In DeBow’s Review, a widely read magazine published by slaveholders in the American South, with essays on plantation management and the cotton trade, an author commented that England had been enslaved to the United States. The reviewer argued that Britain had established slavery in the Americas, ‘and her existence has now come to depend upon its products’. Southern slaveholders were riding high, convinced of their central importance to world markets. In an essay on ‘The Future of the South’, one Southerner argued that slaveholders ought to invest in cotton mills as well as plantations. Once all of cotton production was integrated in the region, New Orleans could become ‘the Liverpool of America’, its prosperity guaranteed by a booming export trade, while the Mississippi Valley became ‘the Manchester of the world’, the unquestioned centre of industrial innovation.72 Others, such as the sociologist and essayist George Fitzhugh, argued that slavery ought to be expanded beyond Black Americans to poor whites.

The increasing power of British industry, and increasing might of the British empire, suggested that if the Deep South collapsed, Britons could carve out new cottonfields. Just as plantation sugar prospered without slavery, if there was ready money and imperial power to back it up, so too could cotton production. Even before the Civil War, British speculators and capitalists were exploring cotton cultivation in Egypt, Argentina, India and elsewhere. In 1861, one writer estimated that within a decade, these emerging free-labour markets would produce enough cotton to break the monopoly of Southern slaveholders. Enslaved people required continued investment from slaveholders, but peasants in West Africa, India and Egypt would accept fourpence a day to work the cottonfields. Cotton ‘shaped the Southern policy and . . . founded the new empire’, one writer commented, but ‘under the operative of a retributive Providence’, the new empire of cotton would destroy ‘Southern slavery and Southern power together’.73

In a speech promoting a free-labour cotton operation in India led by the Quaker industrialist and philanthropist Joseph Pease and his daughter, Elizabeth, and backed by a wide range of industrialists, politicians and philanthropists, George Thompson described India and its 100 million inhabitants as ‘intimately and inseparably united’ with ‘the good of the injured sons and daughters of Africa’. Thompson begged his audience to imagine returning sugar and cotton cultivation to India, where both crops were first cultivated in quantity. ‘Do justice to India,’ he exhorted, ‘and see the fetter fall from the limbs of the slave!’74 Britain was officially an antislavery empire, but it thrived on cheap slave-made raw materials. The solution to this contradiction, for many leading British abolitionists, was the exploitation of cheap labour in other parts of the world. If British planters could pay Indian or West African peasants less than it cost a slaveholder in the United States to buy food and provide basic shelter to enslaved workers, that was further proof of the justice of antislavery.

Of course, the peasants who would lose their land and find themselves railroaded into wage labour had a different view of Providence. After the American Civil War, Britain used its imperial power to secure new sources of its most valuable imported raw material. For example, Britain annexed Berar, in the Indian subcontinent, to the empire in 1853. By 1861, 21 per cent of all arable land in the new province was devoted to cotton. Only 16 per cent of the British cotton supply came from India in 1860; by 1862, it was 75 per cent.75 The rapid expansion of cotton cultivation came at a harrowing human cost. From 1876 to 1878, as many as 10 million died of famine in southern India. Cotton was not the only cause of the famine, but great swathes of land that might have grown staples had been converted to cotton.76

***

The argument that ‘Africa’ was undifferentiated, culturally empty, economically backward and in need of European assistance was invented by slave dealers to justify their evil business to the public. After the end of British colonial slavery, the idea that slavery had reduced Africa to abjection was as useful for antislavery leaders as it had been for slaveholders. Stopping the African slave trade could justify almost anything. Thomas Fowell Buxton wrote, ‘the Slave Trade stands as a barrier, excluding everything which can soften, or enlighten, or civilize, or elevate the people . . . It suppresses all other trade, creates endless insecurity, kindles perpetual war, banishes commerce, knowledge, social improvement, and, above all, Christianity.’77

Abolitionists had internalised one of the most cynical justifications of the slave trade and made it a general principle of antislavery policy: If the slave trade had reduced the West African political economy to nothing, then almost any European intervention was justifiable. And since the existence of slavery in a society and participation in the slave trade were considered by Britons to be evidence of cultural perversion and savagery, Europe had a responsibility to change African cultures and societies. As John Joseph Gurney wrote to Buxton, in West Africa, antislavery leaders had two overlapping objectives, ‘of developing the resources of the soil of Africa, and of raising the native mind’.78

In 1839 and 1840 Buxton summarised the state of the slave trade to the Americas and proposed a solution. He estimated that at least 150,000 people every year were still being shipped across the Atlantic. First, he urged Britain to increase its Royal Navy presence off the coast of West Africa, which in 1840 was fourteen ships, which seized an average of twenty-five slave ships a year between 1835 and 1840. Buxton proposed replacing outdated wind-powered vessels with new steamships that could sweep the mouths of African rivers, ideally with African or African-descended sailors. Gunships would convince local leaders to sign treaties that would exchange slave trading for commercial preferment.79 Once the treaties were signed, the eighteenth-century standby of legitimate commerce could resurge. Africa could produce livestock, rice, corn, wheat, fruit, roots, hardwoods, nuts, dyestuffs, gums useful in industrial processes; pharmaceutically important crops such as senna and aloe; minerals such as gold, iron and copper; as well as sugarcane, cotton, tobacco, rubber, ivory and other goods.80 Europe would import finished goods; Africa would grow crops and extract minerals. Africans who might have been sold into slavery would find secure employment and civilisation as low-wage workers in industries useful to British importers and merchants. As Buxton put it, ‘The principles, then . . . are these, – Free Trade. Free Labour.’81

Buxton’s plan first called for Britain to increase its efforts to interdict slave ships. Between 1807 and the end of the great wars with France in 1815, the few Royal Navy vessels on the West African coast hunted slave ships in exchange for ‘prize money’ distributed through a specialised Vice-Admiralty court in Freetown, Sierra Leone. Wartime dictated the total suspension of the rules of engagement – such as they were – for the Royal Navy with neutral and allied shipping. Most of the ships captured off Sierra Leone in this era were Spanish or Portuguese, at a time when the crowns of Spain and Portugal were under British protection from Napoleon. After the end of the wars, the free-for-all – which itself had not even dented the volume of the slave trade – ended abruptly. In Vienna in February 1815, British diplomats, led by Lord Castlereagh, persuaded Prussia, Russia, Portugal, Spain, France, Austria and Sweden to sign an anti-slave-trade pact, the Declaration of the Eight Courts Relative to the Universal Abolition of the Slave Trade.

The Declaration was a grand gesture. The ‘eight courts’ agreed that the slave trade was immoral but did not commit to anything other than a vague resolution opposing it. Between 1826 and 1875, Spain carried at least 616,552 enslaved people across the Atlantic, and Portugal carried more than 1.3 million people. More than 2,000 voyages were made in the period to Brazil alone. The most generous estimates suggest that the West Africa Squadron liberated 150,000 captives from the slave trade from 1808 until 1860. This was not an unimportant achievement, and Britain’s insistence on raising the issue of the slave trade in its diplomacy at least compelled other European powers to try to reduce or conceal their own investment in the slave trade. But the Squadron did not stop the slave trade.

The second branch of Buxton’s plan for the future of Africa was a combination of antislavery treaties and legitimate commerce. Buxton’s plans were not much different in their ambitions from many schemes eighteenth-century writers had proposed to encourage ‘legitimate commerce’, using British manufactured trade goods as a carrot and official treaties as a stick to reform African polities that engaged in the slave trade. In 1840 and 1841 he spearheaded an expedition to explore the Niger for these purposes. Buxton himself did not join, but he kept a close eye on the recruitment of scientists, engineers and diplomats for the expedition. The ships were manned by a mixture of European and African crew members, all carefully vetted for abolitionist and missionary bona fides. The expedition’s backers commissioned specially constructed steamships, capable of moving through both shallow and deep water, and outfitted with state-of-the-art air-filtration systems. The Niger Expedition was a disaster; many of the European crew perished and few treaties were signed before the voyage was abandoned entirely.82 But the dream of replacing slavery with a combination of imported manufactured goods and cash crops for export lived on.

Thomas Clegg, a Manchester merchant, hoped to end both American slavery and the West African slave trade by sending cotton seed far and wide with British missionaries, along with basic instructions on cotton cultivation. Free African workers could grow cotton for wages, undercutting the slave trade, and then sell the cotton to Britain, undercutting American slaveholders. Clegg started in 1850 in Sierra Leone, hoping that the small antislavery colony could become a cotton field. At first, his business struggled. Clegg hoped to buy cotton from local farmers for export, but most locals refused. West Africa already had a long tradition of cotton cultivation and manufacturing. Clegg was unable to buy as much cotton as other already-established purchasers. ‘In their own phrase,’ a British publication reported, ‘the reason is, “too much cotton – too little money.” ’

Clegg moved his operation south, to Lagos on the coast of the Bight of Benin, a region notorious as a centre of the slave trade. By 1850, though, ‘legitimate commerce’ was already well-established in the region. European investment in palm oil had elbowed out some of the trade in human bodies. Lagos was also relatively close to Abeokuta, a town 50 miles inland, and the site of an important Church Missionary Society station. A number of the people released from captivity on slave ships, called ‘Liberated Africans’ by British officials in Sierra Leone, had moved to Abeokuta to work as missionaries. The Liberated Africans in Abeokuta, many of whom were of Yoruba origin, were known as Saros, from the Yoruba pronunciation of ‘Sierra Leone’. Clegg recruited several prominent members of the Saro community to travel to Britain for industrial training; these included Henry Robbin, who later became the head of the Industrial Institution at the mission station, as well as the son of Samuel Ajayi Crowther, the first African bishop in the Church of England.83

Clegg was attempting to harness the military power of the antislavery squadron, the infrastructure of the British missionary movement, the commercial expertise and local knowledge of Christian Saros and British anxieties about American cotton to make a buck. By March 1858, Clegg had sent more than 150 cotton gins, as well as other industrial processing gear, to Lagos, and cotton exports had risen from 34,941 pounds in 1856 to 220,099 pounds in 1858.84 Abeokuta became a centre of this new cotton trade. The Church Missionary Industrial Institution in the town received cotton gins, screw presses and other gear imported from Britain, and offered them for sale to chiefs and farmers. The Ogun River, which ran through the town, was navigable by steamships for up to eight months a year, and for additional transportation Clegg paid labourers to widen footpaths from the town to nearby fields in order to better accommodate cattle-drawn carts.85

The Abeokuta cotton experiment was meant to prove that Christianity would discourage slavery, encourage industrious work and free Britain from its dependence on the United States. It also seemed to be appropriately cheap. One booster of the project pointed out that labour in Abeokuta cost about fourpence a day per worker, far less than what enslaved labour cost in the United States.86 Cotton capitalism, the Church Missionary Society boasted, could be turned into a force for antislavery and ‘for carrying the gospel’, as the Christian Observer wrote, ‘to millions of the African race’. Other speculators soon joined the cause. The African Aid Society, with Lord Alfred Churchill as its ceremonial head, proposed to recruit free Black Americans and Black Canadians as emigrants. The Niger Delta, their prospectus read, ‘is capable of supplying any amount of cotton for manufacturing purposes, but it requires the introduction of skilled settlers from America to stimulate the production’.87

The campaign against the slave trade had complex consequences in West Africa. The ill-fated Niger Expedition had not succeeded in persuading many of the chiefs and kings who claimed sovereignty over some part of the Niger and the Niger Delta to sign treaties with Britain. But it had given a proof of concept that some crops valuable to Britain, like palm oil, could be grown on plantations in equatorial West Africa. In 1849, Britain appointed a Consul, John Beecroft, to the Bights of Benin and Biafra. The Kingdom of Lagos, in 1849, continued to trade in enslaved people. Liberated Africans and their descendants had become Britain’s most trusted trading partners and allies in the area around the Kingdom. In 1851, Henry Venn, a leader of the Church Missionary Society, arranged for Samuel Ajayi Crowther to meet with Lord Palmerston and Queen Victoria, to argue for British intervention. Soon, British warships shelled Lagos, forcing the abdication of the Oba of Lagos, Kosoko. A new Oba, Akitoye, backed by the British, promptly signed a slave-trade treaty with Britain. Treaties between Britain and African states forbidding the slave trade and opening commercial relations became a model for incremental British conquest. If the slave trade declined, African states became more dependent on global markets in ‘legitimate’ goods, and subject to British influence to keep trade open and prices low. If an African king or chief refused to stop the local slave trade or seemed to be reneging on a signed treaty, Britain could apply sanctions or military force. In 1861, Britain annexed Lagos as a Crown Colony. In 1885, at the Berlin Conference, as the European powers carved up Africa into colonies and protectorates, Britain leveraged a claim on Lagos into the territory that became, in 1901, the Nigeria Protectorate.

***

As British antislavery diffused, engaging with free trade, cotton capitalism and imperial adventures in West Africa, American antislavery became more focused. In 1834, the Boston journalist and schoolmaster David Lee Child had called British emancipation ‘an event sublime in its nature, comprehensive and mighty in its immediate influence . . . encouraging beyond any measure of any government on earth’.88 By the 1840s, however, as Calhoun and other slaveholders were looking to the ‘failure’ of the great experiment to justify slavery, American abolitionists had started to dismiss the example of British emancipation, disfigured as it was by apprenticeship and compensation. Americans condemned British compromises in antislavery legislation, while heaping praise on the British public. ‘Fellow citizens,’ one American told an audience in upstate New York, ‘keep in mind, the abolitionists are not responsible for the way in which the British Government’ had legislated emancipation. Rather, ‘to the British people be the praise of consenting, that so much of their very life’s blood should be drawn from them’.89 With less circumspection, the editors of the 1840 Anti-Slavery Almanac declared, ‘So strongly is this doctrine of “compensation” reprobated by abolitionists, that if an abolition editor or lecturer, no matter what his influence, should advocate it, we should all denounce him as a traitor.’90

Ironically, while British abolitionists struggled with how to triangulate free trade and the immense, ostensibly irreplaceable value of slave-grown cotton to the British empire, the American abolitionist press rediscovered British writers of African descent from the late eighteenth century. For example, after 1796, when William Wilberforce stopped offering an annual motion against the slave trade, Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative fell out of the public eye. In a single 1816 edition published in Penryn, Wales, the editor’s introduction mourned that the book had been out of print for years, and that ‘copies now to be met with are but few’.91 But in the late 1830s and early 1840s, the Boston publisher Isaac Knapp, co-founder of the New England Anti-Slavery Society, released new editions of both the Interesting Narrative and Phillis Wheatley’s poems. Ignatius Sancho’s letters also returned to print, collected in an 1838 compendium of writing by people of colour, edited by Abigail Mott, an abolitionist and early feminist based in upstate New York.

For Black Americans, British North America, particularly Upper Canada, with its long border with the United States along the Niagara River, offered the possibility of freedom. David Walker’s fiery Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World balanced the reality of British slavery in the Caribbean with the possibility of freedom in Canada. ‘Though they have oppressed us a little and have colonies now in the West Indies, which oppress us sorely,’ Walker wrote, ‘yet notwithstanding they (the English) have done one hundred times more for the melioration of our condition, than all the other nations of the earth put together.’92 To their credit, although Britain relied on Southern cotton, British diplomats refused American demands to repatriate self-emancipated people who escaped to British territory.

Britons were fascinated by the antislavery struggle in the United States, and with American culture more broadly. The great Frederick Douglass made several speaking tours of Britain, in 1845 to 1847, 1859 to 1860 and 1886 to 1887, giving more than 220 lectures at stops along Britain’s dense network of passenger railways, traced and mapped by historian Hannah-Rose Murray.93 British supporters of the antislavery cause flocked to see Douglass and other American abolitionists. Antislavery Britons tended to see American abolitionists as especially heroic. Unlike most Britons, for whom antislavery was the root of a range of genteel, mostly middle-class campaigns for domestic and imperial moral reform, American abolitionists seemed to Britons to have a singular cause. Americans, especially Black Americans, also risked death in the South.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), by Harriet Beecher Stowe, was one of the biggest bestsellers in Britain in the nineteenth century. At a public reading, the former special magistrate Stephen Bourne related examples from his own time in Jamaica, to ‘join in the cheers to Mrs. Stowe, and to shew that there are Uncle Toms in free Jamaica as well as in the United States’.94 Stowe was praised in the Quarterly Review for distinguishing ‘justly between the transatlantic slaveholders who are such from circumstances, and those who are such as approving of the system’.95 The book was a sensation. It was adapted for the stage, abridged for pirate editions and serialised in newspapers.

But support for abolitionist speakers and writers was only a part of the enthusiasm of the British public for representations of American slavery. By the mid-1840s, minstrel shows, performed by white actors in blackface, were a staple of white American pop culture, perhaps the most popular form of mass entertainment on American stages. Minstrelsy became enormously popular in Britain as well. In London alone, between 1842 and 1852, there were least 491 blackface performances, based on information assembled by the University of Toronto’s JUBA Project. Blackface performers toured as far as Dublin, Aberdeen and Belfast, and in provincial towns from Plymouth to Norwich.

‘Old Uncle Ned: An Ethiopian Melody’, along with ‘Oh, Susanna’, was one of the most well-known of the minstrel songs performed on both sides of the Atlantic, and a fixture in the acts of popular minstrel groups such as Christy’s Minstrels, who toured both Britain and the United States. The song, in an edition published by George Christy and Charles White, the leaders of the troupe, ran:


I once knew a darky, and his name was Uncle Ned,

O he died long ago – long ago

He had no hair on the top of his head,

The place where de wool ought to grow



The chorus ran:


Lay down the shovel and the hoe,

Hang up the fiddle and the bow

For no more work for poor old Ned

He’s gone where the good darkies go.96



The phrase ‘he’s gone where the good darkies go’ became commonplace in American popular culture. The song, like many minstrel songs, was adapted by white performers from folksongs sung by Black Americans, both enslaved and free. In this way, blackface performance overlaid cultural theft with demeaning parody. In the United States, the song was well-known enough that Union prisoners of war sometimes amused themselves in the long days of their captivity, adapting the lyrics to the language of the straitlaced white abolitionists. In one performance by a New England soldier who had worked as a circus clown before the war, the chorus became:


Then let the agricultural implements rest recumbent upon the ground;

And suspend the musical instruments in peace upon the wall,

For there’s no more physical energy to be displayed by our indigent Uncle Edward

He has departed to that place set apart by a beneficent

Providence for the reception of the better class of Africans.97



And so, when the American Civil War began in 1861, Britain was connected to the slaveholding South not only by the cotton trade but by a common popular and literary culture. In the antislavery imagination set afire by Uncle Tom’s Cabin, enslaved Black Americans were, like Tom, perfect victims: loyal, forgiving, pious and humble. British antislavery denied in principle the possibility that enslaved Americans might want revenge, since the desire for vengeance would be proof that they did not ‘deserve’ emancipation. Minstrel shows also reprised old tropes from the slaveholding era in the British empire, of the material comforts enjoyed by the enslaved and of the plantation as an agrarian idyll. For many Britons, emancipation in the United States was important not as the realisation of Black political freedom but rather as a way of saving white America from itself.

In the north of England in the 1850s, cotton imports and production surged. Soon, the British market was over-supplied with raw cotton, while global exports markets were saturated with finished goods. During the American Civil War, the sudden stop in American cotton imports provoked by the Union blockade of Confederate ports exposed these deep structural weaknesses in the British cotton economy. A slow-moving collapse became a sudden disaster in places such as Lancashire. Workers starved, families were evicted from their homes, factories were shuttered. The University of Exeter has curated a remarkable collection of poetry that documents the ensuing Cotton Famine. The poems are a spectacular resource for British working-class history, a testament to the solidarities of millworkers and the rich tradition of autodidacticism in industrial England. The satirical magazine, Punch, adapted ‘Old Uncle Ned’, winking at the audience’s familiarity with minstrel songs as ‘King Cotton’s Remonstrance’:


To North then and to South I appeal by Punch his mouth,

To cease fighting and to set King Cotton free;

Blood and treasure both may waste that can never be replaced,

But they’ll ne’er be brought together, save by me.




Then lay down the rifle, and the Bow-

-ie knife; and take up the shovel and the hoe

Cease your fratricidal war, and let King Cotton go once more

To the countries where King Cotton ought to go.



This poem was ambivalent about the war, and so were many Britons. Although some workers supported the South, others were strong supporters of the Union Army, and opponents of slavery.

One work, titled ‘Starvation’, addresses the millowners – ‘The Lords of Land, Mills, and Money’ – on behalf of ‘enslaved’ workers:


They hatch you your golden eggs,

And they spin you the fibre fine

For the trellis and frills round your dear one’s legs

And their air-blown crinoline.

Woe! woe! to your revel and rout,

     Ye lords of the earth and the main;

     Ye may wallow in mire like a herd of swine,

     But you’re certain to need us again.



Most of the surviving poetry dramatises the suffering of out-of-work factory hands; many bitterly attacked millowners for immediately closing their plants after the Northern blockade of the South. In one poem, published in the Blackburn Times, the South and North are a snake and a lion locked in mortal combat. ‘On, then, brave Lion, in thy noble cause’, the poem reads, as it builds to a conclusion,


A million bound in chains shall bless thee ever,

Their groans shall never thy limbs to thunder blows,

Such as the serpent’s scaly folds shall never

Be able to resist. On! for thy laws

Generous and just call for a strong endeavour,

To keep them from the foul Snake’s slimy trailing

The scourging lash, and Virtue’s piteous wailing.98



The cotton famine brought home how closely Britain and the United States were connected. For many factory workers, it also illustrated the way plantations and factories – the slave empire and liberalism’s ‘free labour’ – entwined around each other.

***

After 1870, Britain and other European powers carved up the African continent into new colonies, beginning the era known as the ‘Scramble for Africa’. Britain claimed its territories in the name of civilisation and antislavery. Missionary explorers such as the famous David Livingstone became household names for their adventures in remote parts of equatorial Africa. As an editorial in an American Quaker magazine put it, ‘The civilized nations of the world look to and expect that Great Britain . . . should take a leading part in carrying out measures calculated to promote the well-being of the downtrodden and oppressed races of Africa.’99 Britain, after all, had been the first European power to abolish its slave trade, and the first to abolish slavery in its own colonies. Britain came full circle as it carved up and despoiled Africa, conquering territories in the name of antislavery where Britons had once called in slave ships. The antislavery movement in the British empire had dismantled chattel slavery in Britain’s colonies. But antislavery rhetoric and policy declared that by virtue of having abolished slavery, Britain had earned the right to take new colonies in the name of a civilisation that itself had been made in the crucible of the slave empire.

In 2006, in preparation for the commemoration of the bicentenary of the abolition of the British slave trade in 2007, Tony Blair apologised on Britain’s behalf. He began with a reckoning of the 12 million enslaved people brought across the Atlantic by European slave traders, including Britons. Britain’s ‘rise to global pre-eminence’, Blair admitted, ‘was partially dependent on a system of colonial slave labour and, as we recall its abolition, we should also recall our place in its practice’. It caused Tony Blair ‘deep sorrow that it ever happened’, and he went on to describe New Labour’s commitment to African economic development, and to praise the people ‘from all walks of life’ who joined the antislavery cause.

Two hundred years after 1807, and nearly a century after the Scramble for Africa, antislavery still caused amnesia. The racism and racialised discrimination, poverty and exploitation that afflict Britain – and the world – are legacies of slavery. Those legacies, despite the appeal of formulations such as Tony Blair’s, of sins repented and penance done, are not as simple as they can be made to seem. First, Blair blurred together the abolition of the British slave trade and the abolition of colonial slavery, which occurred nearly thirty years later. He also pretended that the slave trade alone had enriched Britain, and that Britain – seeing the error of its ways – had sacrificed wealth in the name of morality.

The idea that antislavery was Britain’s ‘real’ imperial ethos, and that freedom was Britain’s greatest export, was not at all new. In 1785, in his long poem The Task – one of Wilberforce’s favourite works – William Cowper celebrated the Somerset decision that made it possible for enslaved people to sue for freedom in England. ‘Slaves,’ Cowper wrote,


. . . cannot breathe in England; if their lungs
Receive our air, that moment they are free . . .
That is noble, and bespeaks a nation proud
And jealous of the blessing. Spread it then,
And let it circulate through every vein
Of all your empire; that where Britain’s power
Is felt, mankind may feel her mercy too.100



British antislavery ended slavery, but not the slave empire. In fact, antislavery politics were taken as proof that Britain deserved to have an empire.

Slavery was a foundation of Britain’s empire, and of the British state that the empire helped to form, and which colonial trade helped to make wealthy. When first the slave trade and then slavery were abolished in the empire, antislavery Britons believed their victories had atoned for the sin of slavery. Prominent antislavery activists and politicians held fast to the idea that slavery had corrupted a ‘legitimate’ commerce, and that all that was needed to purify British imperial capitalism was to scrub slavery out from its gears and levers. In a way, abolition was supposed to have emancipated the British empire from a seedy, violent beginning. British antislavery – or at least the popular, widespread version of antislavery promoted and represented by the leaders of the campaigns against the slave trade and slavery – was not, however, a clean break from the past. It licensed new kinds of exploitation, both of racialised people working for low wages on free-labour plantations and of white Britons working for low wages in factories, foundries and mines. Moreover, neither 1807 nor 1833 had actually ended Britain’s entanglement with slavery. British industry and finance remained deeply connected to enslaved labour in the United States, Cuba and elsewhere. The conviction that the new liberal British empire had transcended the ugly history of its birth crabbed and stunted the political and moral imagination of a new generation of politicians, officials and intellectuals. British slavery was as much an empire as a sin. Sins can be forgiven. Empires survive.
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