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“The Children of Africa in the Colonies”:
Free People of Colour in Barbados During the Emancipation Era,
1816-1854

Melanie Newton
Faculty of Modern History, St. Antony’s College, Oxford

ABSTRACT

This thesis is a study of free people of colour during the era of emancipation in
Barbados, with a particular focus on their relationships with and attitudes towards
slaves. It examines the period between the 1816 slave rebellion and the 1854
cholera epidemic, encompassing the apprenticeship period of 1834-1838.

The thesis argues that differences of class, political ideology, gender and the
specific nature of their relationships with slaves determined emancipation’s impact on
free people of colour. At the same time, the thesis illustrates that pre-emancipation
free people of colour as a group remained economically and politically marginal after
emancipation, much as they had been during slavery.

Reforms to the island’s slave laws during the 1820s and early 1830s undermined
the legal distinction between free people of colour and slaves. The abolitionism
debate and increasing racial tension in the island led free non-whites to challenge
openly the principle of racial subordination for the first time. After 1834, élite free
people of colour forged a sense of “race consciousness”, and adopted emancipation
as the key to their battle against racial inequality, asserting themselves as the
legitimate protectors of ex-slaves’ interests.

However class differences and disagreements over emancipation policy led to
political factionalism among people of colour. The absence of fundamental change in
the distribution of land and wealth after emancipation left most pre-1834 free people
of colour and ex-slaves with little hope of political enfranchisement or socio-economic
betterment. By the early 1850s, many came to see emigration as the solution to their
difficulties.

This thesis is the first study of pre-1834 free people of colour in post-emancipation
Barbados, and one of few to examine both the periods of slavery and post-
emancipation. By focussing on the intricate relations between free people of colour
and slaves/ex-slaves, this thesis shows how emancipation transformed many
aspects of social relations in Barbados — particularly with regard to race, class,

labour and gender.



Introduction

This thesis examines the impact of the abolitionism debate and the emancipation
of slaves on people of African descent in Barbados who were free before the end of
slavery in 1834. It argues that the battle over slavery and the transition from slavery
to freedom transformed the social, economic and political situation of free people of
colour. By focussing on the changing relationships between free people of colour and
slaves, and between rural and urban life in Barbados during the years of transition,
the thesis challenges the prevalent historiographical claim that emancipation in
Barbados produced little socioeconomic change. !

As a group, free people of colour remained in an ambivalent, and frequently
difficult, position as people who had reasons both to support and oppose the
emancipation of slaves. Free people of colour shared a common position of political,
and, in most cases, economic, marginality both before and after emancipation. This
marginality was the result of their position as free people of African descent in a
society whose socioeconomic structure was based on'the bondage of the majority of
African-descended people. Barbadian free people of colour were a diverse and often
divided group, whose social relations and experiences of emancipation were
influenced by a variety of factors other than just their skin colour and their legal status
as free non-whites. Economic circumsta}mces, gender and the specific nature of their
personal connections with slaves and whites were factors related to, but separate
from, race. 2 These factors shaped hierarchies among free people of colour and
influenced their responses to emancipation.

The thesis argues that race is a constructed category of political ideology and

1 Trevor Marshall, “Post-emancipation Adjustments in Barbados, 1838-1876,” in Alvin O. Thompson
(ed.), Emancipation I: A Series of Lectures to Commemorate the 150th Anniversary of Emancipation
(Barbados: NCF and the History Department, UWI Cave Hill, 1984), pp. 88-107.

2 Raymond Smith, “Race, Class, and Gender in the Transition to Freedom,” in McGlynn and Drescher
(eds.) The Meaning of Freedom: Economic, Politics, and Culture after Slavery (Pittsburgh and London:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1992), pp. 257-290.



social relations, which is produced and reproduced in response to the circumstances
of a given place and time. 3 Towards the end of slavery, pre-emancipation free
people of colour in Barbados began to construct a political ideology of ‘race
consciousness’ as part of their struggle against their legal and political subordination
to whites. In the mid-1830s, free people of colour adopted emancipation as a
justification for their own political battles, assuming a paternal role as the ‘protectors’
of the interests of ex-slaves. Consciousness of themselves as simultaneously “the
children of Africa” and British imperial subjects became centrally important to their
struggles for political and civil equality, particularly after full emancipation in 1838.
Although race consciousness movements have been studied as predominantly
twentieth century phenomena in the anglophone Caribbean, this study argues that
the international anti-slavery movement and emancipation were critical contributors
to the rise of a transnational conceptualisation of ‘Africanness’ as a potent source of
community identity. 4

The thesis focuses on the imperial slave amelioration period from the 1820s to
1833, 5 the apprenticeship period from 1834 to 1838 and most of the first two
decades of adjustment to freedom up to the 1850s. The bulk of the analysis begins in
1816, when the island’s only slave rebellion occurred, .::md, concludes in the mid-

1850s, just before the 1854 cholera epidemic which killed roughly 20, 000 people, or

3 SeeE. P Thompson's discussion of ‘class’ and ‘class consciousness’ in The Making of the English
Working Class (London: Penguin Books, 1963), p. 9.

4 For in-depth discussions of early twentieth century Afrocentrism see Sidney Lemelle and Robin Kelley
(eds.), Imagining Home: Class, Culture and Nationalism in the African Diaspora (London: Verso, 1994);
Kevin Yelvington, “The War in Ethiopia and Trinidad, 1935-1936,” in Bridget Brereton and Kevin
Yelvington (eds.), The Colonial Caribbean in Transition: Essays on Postemancipation Social and
Cultural History, (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1999), pp. 189-246.

S Amelioration was a loose term for a range of policies for the improvement of the legal code, living
conditions and religious and educational systems of British slave colonies, which began informally with
reforms in estate management. However, between 1823 and 1833, rather than seeing amelioration as a
means of just reforming slavery, the British government adopted a policy of using ameliorative measures
to achieve better imperial regulation of the West Indian colonies and as preparation for emancipation.
See J.R. Ward, British West Indian Slavery, 1750-1834: The Process of Amelioration (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1988).
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one-fifth of the island’s population. ¢ The epidemic has been chosen because its
devastating impact was, in part, the result of the severely depressed and frequently
unsanitary socioeconomic conditions, particularly post-emancipation urban

overcrowding and slum expansion.

The Historiography of Free People of Colour in Slave Society
Since the mid-twentieth century, the public debate about race relations in the

United States and about colonial rule in Africa and the Caribbean has stimulated
scholarly discussion and writing on slavery. Scholars have sought to uncover the
roots of inequality and tension between whites and blacks in the Americas. 7
Scholars of the history of slavery challenged historical studies which focussed
attention on the plantocracy, arguing that slaves’ struggles for freedom were the
driving force in Caribbean social history. Perhaps the most powerful example of this
anti-imperial historiography remains C.L.R. James’ classic study of the Haitian
revolution, The Black Jacobins. 8 Subsequent scholars have sought to redress a
historical imbalance which had assigned slaves a silent, passive role in the

processes shaping slavery and emancipation. 9

6 Richard Carter, “Public Amenities after Emancipation,” in Woodville Marshall (ed.), Emancipation II:
Aspects of the Post-Slavery Experience in Barbados (Barbados: The Department of History and the
Barbados NCF, 1987), p. 54. .

7 William A. Green, “The Creolization of Caribbean History: The Emancipation Era and a Critique of
Dialectical Analysis,” in Hilary Beckles and Verene Shepherd (eds.), Caribbean Freedom: Economy and
Society from Emancipation to the Present (Kingston: lan Randle, 1993), pp. 28-40. Perhaps the most
influential studies have been Winthrop D. Jordan, White over Black: American Attitudes Toward the
Negro, 1550-1812 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1968); Melville Herskovits, The Myth
of the Negro Past (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958); E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Family in the United
States (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1939).

8 CLR. James, Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'Ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution (London:
Allison and Busby, 1994 [1938]).

9 See for example Hilary Beckles, Black Rebellion in Barbados: the Struggle Against Slavery, 1627-
1838 (Bridgetown: Antilles Publications, 1984); Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the
Slaves Made (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974); Philip D. Morgan, Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture
in the Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake & Lowcountry (Chapel Hill and London: University of North
Carolina Press, 1998); Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (London: Andre Deutsch, 1964), pp. 201-
202.



In comparison with the enormous body of work produced on slavery, there
remains comparatively little on the post-emancipation period. Much of the work which
has been produced on the post-emancipation anglophone Caribbean still
concentrates on labour conflicts between field labourers and planters, paying less
attention to other aspects of social relations. 10

Additionally, people who were free before emancipation, but were not part of the
plantocracy, have received relatively little attention. In comparison with the hundreds
of books on slaves produced since the 1960s, only a handful of monographs on free
people of colour in the Americas has been produced during the same period. !! The
existence of free people of colour in slave societies illustrates the permeability of the
racial and legal boundaries of slave societies. As Sidney Mintz and Richard Price
noted in 1976, “the emergence of freedmen sectors in:(ermediate between the

European freemen and the African slaves was, apparently, inevitable; it constitutes

one of the most critical problem-areas in the historical study of Afro-American

10 This argument has been made by Barry Higman, in “Post-Emancipation Historiography of the
Leeward Islands”, in Karen Fog Olwig (ed.), Small Islands, Large Questions: Society, Culture and
Resistance in the Post-Emancipation Caribbean (Great Britain: Frank Cass, 1995), p. 9. See for
example O. Nigel Bolland, “Systems of Domination After Slavery: The Control of Land and Labour in the
British West Indies After 1838” and Michael Craton, “Continuity not Change: The Incidence of Unrest
Among Ex-slaves in the British West Indies, 1838-1876," in Beckles and Shepherd (eds.), Caribbean
Freedom, pp. 107-123 and 192-206; Emmanuel Riviere, “Labour Shortage in the British West Indies
after Emancipation,” JCH, vol. 4 (May 1972), pp. 1-30; Mary Turner (ed.), From Chattel Slaves to Wage
Slaves: the dynamics of labour bargaining in the Americas (London: James Currey, 1995). To date,
Claude Levy, Emancipation, Sugar and Federalism: Barbados and the British West Indies (Gainesville:
University Presses of Florida, 1980) is the only social history monegraph on post-emancipation
Barbados, and it focusses on rural labour relations.

1 carl Campbell, Cedulants and Capitulants: The Politics of the Coloured Opposition in the Slave
Society of Trinidad, 1783-1838 (Port-of-Spain: Paria Publishing, 1992); Mavis Campbell, The Dynamics
of Change in Slave Society: A Socio-political History of the Free Coloreds of Jamaica, 1800-1865
(London: Associated University Presses, 1976); David Cohen and Jack Greene, Neither Slave Nor Free:
The Freedmen of African Descent in the Slave Societies of the New World (Baltimore and London:
Johns Hopkins University Press 1972); Edward L. Cox, Free Coloreds in the Slave Societies of St. Kitts
and Grenada (Tennessee: University of Tennessee Press, 1984; Jerome Handler, The Unappropriated
People: Freedmen in the Slave Society of Barbados (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974);
Gad Heuman, Between Black and White: Race, politics and the free coloreds of Jamaica, 1792-1865
(Oxford: Greenwood Press, 1981); Jane Landers (ed.), Against the Odds: Free Blacks in the Slave
Societies of the Americas (London and Portland: Frank Cass, 1996).



societies.” 12

A few scholars have explored the role and position of free people of colour in
societies deeply divided by the race and labour conflict between white planters and
black slaves. As Stephen Small notes, concern with the issue of “miscegenation”,
and, by extension, with people who were of mixed racial origin, has dominated the
literature. 13

There were a number of factors besides sexual relations between whites and
blacks which contributed to the appearance and growth of free populations of colour,
such as self-purchase, purchase by other free non-white family members, and
manumission as a gift or in old age. In 1974, in a seminal work on free people of
colour in Barbados, Jerome Handler pointed out that the origins of free populations of
colour are difficult to ascertain. !4 Rosemarijn Hoefte and Kimberley Hanger argue
that, however important “miscegenation” may have been initially, manumission as a
result of family connections with free people of colour was a more important long
term factor in the growth of free populations of colour in the Americas. 15
Furthermore, throughout the slave societies of the Americas, the majority of mixed-

race people born slaves were never freed.

12 Sidney Mintz and Richard Price, An Anthropological Approach to the Afro-American Past: A
Caribbean Perspective ( Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 1976), p. 3.

13 Stephen Small, “Racial Group Boundaries and Identities: People of ‘mixed race’ in slavery across the
Americas,” Slavery and Abolition, vol. 15, no. 3 (1994), p. 17. Cedulants and Capitulants, Dynamics of
Change and Between Black and White, for example, are predominantly studies of mixed-race free
people. In his comparative discussion of race in the Americas, Winthrop D. Jordan’s discussion of
Jamaica and Barbados focusses on "mulattos”, arguing that different attitudes among whites towards
‘miscegenation” made mixed-race people more “acceptable” to whites in Jamaica than in Barbados
(See Jordan, White Over Black, pp. 174-178). Arnold Sio challenges this claim, saying that mixed-race
people faced less severe legal discrimination in Jamaica than in Barbados because Jamaican whites
were less secure in their position than their Barbadian counterparts, and sought to “co-opt” mixed race
people to preserve their own position (See Sio, “Race, Colour and Miscegenation: The free coloured of
Jamaica and Barbados,” Caribbean Studies, vol. 16, no. 1 (1976), p. 21.

14 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 12-13.

15 Kimberly S. Hanger, “Patronage, Property and Persistence: The Emergence of a Free Black Elite in
Spanish New Orleans” and Rosemarijn Hoefte, “Free Blacks and Coloureds in Plantation Suriname” in
Landers (ed.), Against the Odds, pp. 44-64 and pp. 102-129.



Nevertheless, the historiographical emphasis on mixed-race people manumitted
by white relatives has endured. Historiographical debate has centred around whether
or not mixed-race free people in the Caribbean could have a “complete” sense of
identity if they were neither black nor white. Their position has been contrasted with
that of their counterparts in the United States, where, it has long been asserted,
individuals were either socially and legally white or black, with no in-between. 16
Scholars have argued that, in some Caribbean slave societies, mixed-race people
developed a distinctive “mulatto” or “coloured” identity by the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. !7 However, some historians would agree with Mavis
Campbell’s claim that Jamaican mixed-race free people inevitably strove for the
impossible dream of being “white”, and “by the nature of their birth [and] their
phenotypic imprecision” lacked “identity focus” and “any self-conception or self-
confidence they might have had.” 8 Richard Burton recently supported a similar
claim that “brown man hab no country... only de neger and de buckra [white man]
hab country”, because mixed-race Jamaicans lacked a point of ancestral focus in
either Europe or Africa, unlike whites or blacks. 19 In either case, scholars assert that
mixed-race free people in several slave societies had very antagonistic social and

political relationships with free blacks, meaning people of darker colour, and slaves.20

16 see for example, Richard Dunn, Sugar and Slaves: The Rise of the Planter Class in the English
West Indies, 1624-1713 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1972), p. 254.

17 See for example, John D. Garrigus. “Colour, Class and Identity on the Eve of the Haitian Revolution:
Saint-Domingue’s Free Coloured Elite as Colons américains,” in Landers (ed.), Against the Odds, pp.
20-43; Gad Heuman, “White and Brown Over Black: The Free Coloureds in Jamaican Society During
and After Emancipation,” JCH, vol. 14 (1981) pp. 46-69; Lennox Honeychurch, The Dominica Story: A
History of the Island (London: MacMillan Education, 1995), p. 54;

18 Mavis Campbell, Dynamics of Change, p. 368. Campbell argues that: “The hybrid is more strongly
attached to the dominant group as it offers him more advantages than the native group. He strives for
the impossible, that is, for complete identity with the white group” (Campbell, The Dynamics of Change,
p. 49). See also Heuman, “White Over Brown Over Black,” p. 47.

19 Quotes from Anon., Marly, or The Life of a Planter in Jamaica (Glasgow: Richard Griffin, 1828), p.
94, cited in Richard D.E. Burton, Afro-Creole: Power, Opposition and Play in the Caribbean (Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 1997) pp. 35-36 and p. 42.

20 Hilary Beckles, “On the Backs of Blacks: The Barbados Free-Goloureds’ Pursuit of Civil Rights and



However, Stephen Small has argued that claims about the relative significance of
phenotypic differences among free people of colour have been made indiscriminately
and simplistically, without taking adequate account of differences in local attitudes
and practice. 2! In the case of Barbados, historians differ in their views on the
importance of phenotypic distinctions. Of the historians who have published research
on free people of colour in Barbados, Beckles is the only one who asserts that mixed-

race free people of colour saw themselves as a separate group from free blacks. 22

Interpreting the Terms “Coloured” and “Black”

Part of the reason for the confusion arises from the fact that, in primary sources,
the terms "coloured” and “black” have inconsistent meanings, sometimes referring to
an individual's legal status, and sometimes to phenotype. How one interprets these
expressions determines who one thinks is being discussed. For example, an 1824
advertisement for a domestic in the newspaper the Ba~rbadian requested a “steady,
middle-aged Coloured Woman”. 23 |t is difficult to say whether this was a demand for
a free domestic of colour or a mixed-race woman of any legal status. The same
newspaper also occasionally referred to free non-whites simply by calling them

“coloured”, as opposed to “negroes”’, a term which the editor reserved for slaves. 24

the 1816 Slave Rebellion,” Immigrants and Minorities, vol. 3, no. 2 (July 1984), pp. 167-188; Mavis
Campbell, Dynamics of Change; Heuman, Between Black and White; James, Black Jacobins, pp. 163-
173; Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “The Inconvenience of Freedom: Free People of Color and the Political
Aftermath of Slavery in Dominica and Saint-Domingue/Haiti,” in McGlynn and Drescher (eds.), The
Meaning of Freedom, pp. 147-182.

21 Small, “Racial Group Boundaries,” p. 32.

22 Beckles, “On the Backs of Blacks”. Handler says that the role played by phenotype in the “ranking
system” among free people of colour in Barbados is “speculative” at best. [T]he evidence does not
suggest that membership in one group or the other [coloured and biack] was the basis for social
alliances, that these phenotypic differences produced social cleavages, or that phenotype, in and of
itself, offered particular advantages for leadership positions in the freedman community” (Handler,
Unappropriated People, p. 210). Sio does not distinguish by phenotype (see Sio, “Jamaica and
Barbados”).

23 Barbadian, 10 January 1824.

24 |bid., 8 October 1824, 4 June 1834.



Thus, even when free people of colour were described as “coloured’, it should not be
assumed that this denotes phenotype, as opposed to legal status. At other times,
newspapers might use the word “coloured” ambiguously, as in a 1817 advertisement
for two runaway slaves, one described as “a short, coloured man” and the other as a
“tall mulatto man”. 25 That same year, the Registrar of Slaves instructed the public to
use the words “Black” and “Coloured” to describe their slaves, rather than the words
“Negro, Mulatto, Yellow, &c”. 26

Historians do not always take account of these subtleties, and have occasionally
conflated ‘race’ and legal status. The effects of this inconsistency are evident in the
historiography of Barbados. Since Handler and Sio’s 1970s work on free people of
colour, recent historiography has by and large not engaged with their argument that
phenotypic differences were not important in Barbados. Hilary Beckles claims that
“blackness” in Barbadian society was embodied in “the slave community”, which “had
nurtured over the years an anti-slavery ideology which threatened to impose a Black
world view upon the society, thereby revolutionising the historical process.” 27

According to Beckles, the historical importance of “free coloureds” in the
anglophone Caribbean lies in their role as intermediarfes in the struggle between
planters and slaves over freedom and racial equality. In the introduction to his article
“On the Backs of Blacks”, Beckles specifies that he is speaking about free people “of
mixed racial ancestry”, and argues that, after 1816, they gained increased civil rights
“on the backs of blacks”. He argues that a free mixed race population developed:
“...[Plartly because the social conscience of some empowered whites could not
absorb comfortably the enslavement of their own progeniture, and partly because of

the need for rational socioeconomic planning”. He claims that this led to “a general

25 BMBG, 11 November 1817.
26 |pid., 22 March 1817.

27 Beckles, “Black People in the Colonial Historiography of Barbados,” in Marshall (ed.), Emancipation
I, p. 137.



social tendency... for the early and easy manumission of these coloured people.” 28
Throughout the article, however, “blacks” clearly refers to slaves, not free black
people, whose role and views are not discussed. 22 Furthermore, even though he
claims to be discussing mixed-race people, he often makes observations to support
his argument about “free coloureds” which apply to all free non-whites. For example,
although he notes that colour was not a major factor in the organisation of the

Barbadian slave labour force, 30 he still argues that:

The white slaveowners needed an intermediate social group to mute and
absorb the socio-political effects of the contradictory orbit in which they were
held with their slaves. In addition, there was a demand for a middling
administrative and artisanal labour elite for the efficient operation of the sugar
plantation economy. Consequently, a group of free-coloured people emerged,
and was to be found in most West Indian societies during the eighteenth

century. 3!
Beckles’ analysis does not raise the possibility that the term “coloured” in primary
sources, including petitions from free non-whites for increased political and civil
rights, might also be a reference to free blacks. 32 Neither does he provide any
empirical evidence of the need for a distinction between mixed-race and black free
people and slaves. Thus, the basis for his argument that “blacks” were largely anti-
slavery and “coloureds” pro-slavery is dubious.

Despite its shortcomings, Beckles’ article “On the Backs of Blacks” remains a
unique attempt to examine changes in the political relationships between free people
of colour and other socio-legal groups over time, as historians have done for some

other Caribbean territories. 33 Although the work by Handler and Sio discusses

28 Beckles, “On the Backs of Blacks,” p. 185.
29 |bid, p. 185.

30 |bid., pp. 179-180.

31 Ibid., pp. 167-168.

32 Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 210.

33 Beckles, “On the Backs of Blacks,” p. 168; See also, Heuman, Between Black and White; Susan
Lowes, “They Couldn’t Mash Ants’: The Decline of the White and Non-White Elites in Antigua, 1834-
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changes in the legal position of free people of colour, and examines their social and
economic relationships with slaves and whites, these studies are not detailed
investigations of changing political ideologies among free people of colour.

Both Beckles and Handler recognise the diversity among free and enslaved
people of colour but assume that the authors of civil rights petitions were de facto the
accepted community leaders of free non-whites. While Handler’s study is far more
subtle than Beckles’ in discussing the implications of colour differences among free
people of colour, his discussion of political activity among free non-whites,
specifically the struggle for more legal and political rights, focusses on the élite. Like
Beckles, Handler assumes that the free non-white élite was politically “conservative”
and pro-slavery. He asserts that:

Since leaders in the freedman community were members of the ‘respectable
classes,’ the very nature of the civil rights struggle, including its organization,
goals, and strategies, reflected the identification with Euro-creole values and
norms. Freedmen were neither submissive nor rebellious, and through
constitutional reform they sought the conventional rights and privileges
associated with the status of ‘free subjects’ in a colonial society. The sharing of,
and identification with, a variety of socio-cultural attributes, values, and norms
with whites, as well as an importance attached to differentiation from the slaves,
combined with economic mobility and increased property holdings (including
slaves), helped to account for the freedmen’s essential social and political
conservatism. 34

A recent book on Barbadian free women of colour by Pedro Welch and Richard
Goodridge examines how African cultural traditions survived in Caribbean slave
society in the lives of free non-white women and their slave counterparts. 35
However, while it takes issue with the absence of a gender dimension in Handler's

study, this work is not a study of the political activities of Barbadian free people of

colour. Although Ann Benjamin recently took issue with Beckles’ concept of a “black

1900,” in Fog Olwig (ed.), Small Islands.
34 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 216-217.

35 pedro Welch and Richard Goodridge, “Red” and Black Over White: Free Coloured Women in Pre-
Emancipation Barbados (Bridgetown: Carib Research and Publications, 2000).
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world view” which was inherently synonymous with anti-slavery thinking, 3¢ there
have been no empirical examinations of free non-white political activities and thought
since Handler and Beckles. :

As Sio has noted, the free élite of colour is overrepresented in archival
documentation, which, if not recognised, can distort the impression of life as a free
person of colour. 37 Wealthy non-whites are more likely to surface in documents as
property-owners and tax-payers, or to be counted in a census. For example, a recent
work by Handler and others lists the names of 888 free men and women of colour
whose names appeared in various documents over the entire period of Barbadian
slavery. Although half of the free population of colour was female, the book contains

the names of 166 women and 722 men. 38

Free People of Colour after Emancipation

The combination of historiographical emphases onJabour conflict between
planters and slaves, and on mixed-race free people has exacerbated the scholarly
neglect of pre-1834 free non-whites in the study of emancipation. Although historians
of Barbados distinguish between “free coloureds” and “free blacks” during the slavery
period, the word “black” tends to be used as as a synonym exclusively for the ex-
slave population in studies of post-emancipation. 39

However, some scholars, notably Mavis Campbell, Philip Curtin, Gad Heuman

and Monica Shuler for Jamaica, and Bridget Brereton and Carl Campbell for Trinidad,

36 Ann Benjamin, “Some Reflections on Hilary Beckles’ Article: “Caribbean Anti-Slavery: ‘he Self-
Liberation Ethos of Enslaved Blacks,” JCH, vol. 26, no. 1 (1994), pp. 97-108.

37 Arnold Sio, “Marginality and Free Coloured Identity in Caribbean Slave Society,” in Hilary Beckles
and Verene Shepherd (eds.), Caribbean Slave Society and Economy: A Student Reader (London:
James Currey Publishers, 1991, p. 154. *

38 Jerome Handler, Ronald Hughes and Ernest M. Wiltshire, Freedmen of Barbados: Names and
Notes for Genealogical and Family History Research (Charlottesville: Virginia Foundation for the
Humanities and Public Policy, 1999).

39 see for example Hilary Beckles, A History of Barbados: From Amerindian Settlement to Nation-State
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 103-135; Levy, Emancipation, Sugar and
Federalism.
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have examined the role of pre-emancipation free people of colour in the post-
emancipation Caribbean. Mavis Campbell and Philip Curtin argue that mixed-race
free people continued to side with planters after emancipation. The others put
forward a more nuanced view, claiming that, rather than being unequivocally pro-
planter, free people of colour often challenged planters’ labour policies, and formed
the nucleus of the post-emancipation non-white professional middle class. 40

Studies of pre-emancipation free people of colour in the post-emancipation
Caribbean have emphasised those territories where pre-1834 free people of colour
were able to challenge successfully the political dominance of the white plantocracy.
Such challenges were made possible in large part by the numerical superiority of free
people of colour over whites even before emancipation. Other factors influencing
political change were the demise of plantations, the “flight” of the labour force from
rural estates, and the acquisition of land by former slaves. In Barbados, where none
of these features existed, 4! historians have been concerned to explain why not, and
what the implications were for ex-slaves. 42

Historians of post-emancipation Barbados provide few details on the fate of pre-
emancipation free people of colour after 1834. Beckle; notes that, after

emancipation, a number of “coloureds” became wealthy Bridgetown merchants.

Although he seems to use this term to differentiate between mixed-race people and

40 see Carl Campbell, The Young Colonials: A Social History of Education in Trinidad and Tobago,
1834-1939 (Barbados: The Press, 1996), p. 65; Mavis Campbell, Dynamics of Change, pp. 173-176;
Philip Curtin, Two Jamaicas: The Role of Ideas in a Tropical Colony, 1830-1865 (New York: Atheneum,
1955), p. 60, 174-175; Heuman, Between Black and White, pp. 103-106; Monica Shuler, “Coloured Civil
Servants in Post-emancipation Jamaica: Two Case Studies,” Caribbean Quarterly, vol. 30, nos. 3 and 4
(September-December 1984), pp. 85-98; Trouillot, “Inconvenience of Freedom,” p. 168. An exception
would be Lowes, “They Couldn’t Mash Ants".

41 Herbert S. Klein and Stanley L. Engerman, “The Transition from Slave to Free Labor: Notes on a
Comparative Economic Model,” in Manuel Moreno Fraginals, Frank Moya Pons and Stanley L.
Engerman (eds.), Between Slave and Free Labor: The Spanish-Speaking Caribbean in the Nineteenth
Century (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), p. 260.

42 For a recent overview of the literature on post-emancipation estate decline and the development of
peasantries in the British Caribbean see Jean Besson, “Freedom and Community: The British West
Indies,” in McGlynn and Drescher (eds.), The Meaning of Freedom, pp. 183-219.



13

“blacks”, he notes in the same paragraph that there were 12, 000 “coloureds” in
Barbados at emancipation in 1838, an estimate of the entire free non-white
population given unofficially by the governor in 1834. 43 Although Claude Levy and
Karl Watson observe that post-emancipation political and economic developments
helped to widen the socioeconomic gap between a small non-white élite and the
overwhelming majority of people of colour, neither has examined this in detail. 44 In
the introduction of her recent thesis on ex-slave labourers in post-emancipation
Barbados, Alana Johnson states that ex-slaves’ freedom resembled “the marginal
liberty experienced by freed persons during slavery” but she does not pursue this
point. 43

Analysis of the role of free people of colour in Barbados after emancipation has
tended to focus on one individual, Samuel Jackman Prescod, a talented freeborn
man of mixed racial origin who first appears as an outspoken advocate of civil rights
for free people of colour in 1831. During the apprenticeship period he was an
influential abolitionist and journalist, and became the first man of colour to be elected
to the House of Assembly. Beyond references to other members of the Liberal Party,
which Prescod founded in 1840, Prescod’s social and political milieu has been
neglected. Emphasis has been placed on his abolitionism and progressive views on
rural labour issues, even though he was himself a city-dweller, elected to the House
of Assembly in 1843 as the representative of Bridgetown, endorsed by the city’s
merchants. Furthermore, there has been an unquestioned assumption that, because
Prescod was a popular figure among rural labourers, his political battles were
synonymous with those of former slaves. For example, in her analysis of ex-slaves’

struggles to define the meaning of freedom, Alana Johnson states that “For the most

43 see chapter 1, p. 55 and Chapter 2, p. 145.
44 Levy, Emancipation, Sugar and Federalism, pp. 30-31; Karl Watson, The Civilised Island, p. 203.

45 Alana Johnson, “The Abolition of Chattel Slavery in Barbados, 1833-1876," unpublished PhD thesis
(Cambridge University, 1994), p. 10.
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part, the collective aspect of the fight was centred around the person of Samuel

Jackman Prescod, Barbados’ leading civil rights activist in the post slavery period.”46

Contribution and Structure of the Thesis

Thus, this thesis is the first in-depth analysis of free people of colour in the era of
emancipation, examining their responses to changes as they occurred, their political
views, and how class and gender influenced their responses. It is also the first study
of pre-1834 free non-whites in the post-emancipation period. Finally, it is one of very
few studies investigating the changes in relations among free people of colour, and
between them and other groups, over a long period of time.

| have chosen to use the term “free people of colour” for several reasons. “Free
people of colour”, and occasionally “free coloured and black”, became the terms most
consistently used in petitions or public statements from free non-whites themselves
when describing the entire free non-white population. Although “coloured” was
sometimes used, it appears less frequently, and is more often used by whites to
describe free non-whites than by free non-whites themselves from the mid-1820s. |
have avoided the terms “freedmen” or “freedwomen”, which Handler prefers,
because not all of the free population of colour had been “freed” — many were born
free, and some certainly did not think of themselves as “freed” people. 47

Although | do occasionally refer to free people of colour as “free coloureds and
blacks”, | have elected not to rely on this term because | found little evidence that

such colour differences were consistently important to either whites, to free people of

46 Beckles, History of Barbados, pp. 116-117, 118-121; Johnson, “Abolition of Chattel Slavery,” pp. 11-
12; Glenn O. Phillips, “The Beginnings of Samuel Jackman Prescod, 1806-1843: Afro-Barbadian Civil
Rights Crusader and Activist,” The Americas, vol. 38, no. 3 (1982), pp. 363-378, Hilton Vaughn,
“Samuel Jackman Prescod: Eulogy delivered on the occasion of the centenary of his death, Sunday,
26th September, 1971" (Barbados: BDA, 1971).

47 | am not advocating that terminology needs to be universal for all Caribbean societies. During the
slavery period, the terms “free people of colour” and “hommes de couleur’ denoted mixed-race people
in Jamaica and St. Domingue respectively (See Heuman, Between Black and White, p. xixx; Trouillot,
“Inconvenience of Freedom,” p. 151).
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colour or to slaves in Barbados. Phenotypical differences did play a role in Barbadian
society. For example, in 1815 the manager of one plantation wrote to the owner
about a “mulatto” slave girl for whom he claimed he could find no appropriate work
because “She is as white as either of us”. 48 Handler's analysis of 54 wills and deeds
. clearly identifiable as those of free people of colour shows that, although very few
free people of colour were wealthy, mixed-race people were more likely to be among
the very wealthiest members of Barbadian society than blacks. However, although
Handler’'s research unearthed material which suggests that over 50 per cent of the
free non-white population between 1825 and 1829 was termed “coloured”, 49 this was
not necessarily a phenotypic description. For example, in his will, the merchant of
colour London Bourne is described as “coloured”, yet various contemporary
observers noted that he was extremely dark-complexioned. 50

The scanty evidence on the correlation between manumission and phenotype
suggests that, in Barbados, as in other slave societies, manumission favoured
lighter-skinned slaves, particularly mixed-race women. Even so, other factors —
particularly type of occupation and place of residence were equally important. Most
slaves manumitted were non-agricultural workers living in towns. 3! Barry Higman'’s
statistical research on the rural parish of St. John is inconclusive regarding the role of
colour in the slave labour hierarchy. Furthermore, as Higman notes, even if planters

thought it inappropriate for mixed-race people to be field labourers, such views were

“placed under stress in the period after 1807 [the year the slave trade was abolished]

48 Newton Estate Papers, 1815, item 745, cited in Barry Higman, Slave Populations of the British
Caribbean, 1807-1834 (Kingston: The Press, University of the West Indies, 1995 [1984]), p. 197.

49 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 21, 142-143.

50 Handier, Hughes and Wiltshire list two London Bournes because of these confiicting descriptions,
once as “black” and once as “coloured,” noting that the two listings are probably for the same
individual (see Handler et al, Freedmen of Barbados, p. 7); Liberal, February 9 1859, cited in Cecilia
Karch, “A Man For All Seasons: London Bourne,” JBMHS, vol. 45 (1999), p. 19; J.A.S. Thome and
J.H. Kimball, Emancipation in the West Indies: A Six Months’ Tour of Antigua, Barbados and Jamaica
in the Year 1837 (New York: American Anti-Slavery Society, 1838), p. 75.

51 Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 51. Manumission is discussed in greater detail in chapter 1.
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as the source of black field labourers was cut off and the proportion of colored slaves
grew in most colonies.” 32 In Barbados, which had effectively stopped importing
slaves well before 1807, the proportion of mixed-race slaves would have been even
higher than elsewhere.

The thesis is divided into five chapters, which are in turn subdivided into sections.
Chapter 1 discusses how a free population of colour, concentrated in towns and with
strong kinship connections to slaves, developed over the course of slavery’s history.
The chapter argues that the legal, economic and political marginality of free people of
colour in slave society should not necessarily be construed to imply social
marginality, nor should questions of economic, political or legal marginality be
confused with more abstract issues of group or individual “identity”. By the early
nineteenth century the free population of colour was internally class-stratified,
although all free people of colour shared a common legal position by 1834. The
chapter examines the emergence, by the late eighteenth century, of a free non-white
élite which used pro-slavery arguments to make limited demands for the repeal of
discriminatory legislation, particularly legislation which prevented free people of
colour from testifying in court.

Chapter 2 examines the “amelioration” period between 1816 and 1833, illustrating
how, even before emancipation, reforms to the institution of slavery were already
transforming the legal, political and social boundaries between free non-whites and
slaves, particularly the already permeable socioeconomic boundary between slaves
and free people of colour. As the anti-slavery challenge to the Caribbean plantocracy
grew stronger, free people of colour in Barbados gradually moved away from their
pro-slavery political stance. Excluded from politics as a result of legal segregation,
élite free people of colour established autonomous philanthropic societies for free
people of colour and slaves, with the assistance and support of missionary societies

in Britain and of the British government. Although these societies were officially non-

52 Higman, Slave Populations, pp. 196-197.
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political they represented a new public assertiveness on the part of free people of
colour, as well as an expression of a sense of community with slaves.

The chapter re-examines the role of free people of colour in the 1816 rebellion. It
illustrates that, despite the role which these community links between free people of
colour and slaves played in the outbreak of the rebellion, very few free people of
colour were willing to fight against slavery or publicly to express abolitionist views.
This changed between 1823 and 1833, as élite free people of colour allied their
struggle for increased civil rights with the abolitionist imperial government, and began
to demand equal political as well as civil rights with whites. This challenge against
racial discrimination eventually became an open acknowledgement that slavery was
the basis of racial inequality. Throughout this period, the political and civil rights
demands of free people of colour, and the methods which they chose to achieve their
aims, were strongly influenced by class background, and their activities were marked
by internal class antagonism.

Chapter 3 examines the end of slavery and the apprenticeship period between
1833 and 1838, when the economic, social, legal and cultural boundaries between
free people of colour and other groups in the society changed. While the end of
slavery was a catastrophe for impoverished non-white slaveowners, even free people
of colour who were economically well-off or who were not slaveowners were
negatively effected by the growing tide of rural-urban movement and migration by ex-
slaves. They also had to contend with harsh legislation designed to control the
activities of ex-slaves, which damaged the interests of free people of colour who
dominated the occupational categories that former field slaves sought to enter. At the
same time, emancipation was the key factor in the red.efinition of the concept of
“respectability”, turning it into a doctrine of Christian and social equality which free
people of colour now used to challenge the moral authority of whites.

Chapter 4 argues that, during the apprenticeship period, élite free people of colour
sought to articulate a political role for themselves as the leaders of all non-white

people, including former slaves, as part of an international ‘brotherhood’ of people of
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African descent. This new language of ‘race consciousness’ emerged as these élites
adopted emancipation as the basis for their demands for racial equality. In so doing,
many pre-1834 free non-whites reinvented their former role in slave society, ignoring
the fact that many free people of colour had also been slaveowners. In this new racial
discourse, slavery became a struggle between black victims and white aggressors,
yet élite free people of colour sought to reconcile their putative loyalties as
simultaneously the “children of Africa” and the loyal subjects of the British empire.
They argued that Britain now had a duty to help Africa’s descendants to “civilise”
Africa, through imperial colonisation schemes to “repatriate” people of colour back to
Africa. Many historians have recognised that emancipation reflected and hastened
changes in British popular and official ideas regarding ‘race’. In Britain, particularly
after emancipation, ‘race’ was increasingly used as a scientific, geographically-
determined and justification for an unequal international order. 53 However, less
attention has been paid to how and why Caribbean people of colour used race as a
tool of political liberation. The post-emancipation ‘race consciousness’ of free people
of colour is an important link in the development of African diasporic consciousness.
Finally, chapter 5 examines how pre-1834 free people of colour were affected by
imperial and colonial policies implemented to cope with the post-emancipation labour
crisis, and ex-slaves’ attempts to resist these policies. It argues that the limited
coherence achieved among political and civil rights reformists of colour was
destroyed by the free labour debate, the gradual withdrawal of imperial support for
their cause and the divisions of class among them. Two broad factions developed
dividing those who favoured limited change and less confrontational methods, and
those who supported the more radical demands of the editors of the island’s two non-

white newspapers, the New Times and the Liberal. This division reflected class

53 See for example Thomas Holt, “An Empire Over the Mind’: Emancipation, Race, and Ideology in the
British West Indies and the American South,” in J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson (eds.),
Region, Race and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann Woodward (New York and Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 284.
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differences among free people of colour, with the radicals being the more working
class wing of non-white politics. However, while a small élite finally gained the right to
vote in 1843, and Samuel Jackman Prescod became the first man of colour elected
to the House of Assembly, most of those who had supported his campaign saw their
hopes of political participation dashed. In an era of deepening economic depression
and crisis, many pre-1834 free people of colour, in common with many whites and
former slaves, suffered severe impoverishment. For many non-whites, by the middle
of the century, emigration to other islands or to Africa became the only means they

could envision which might give them an opportunity of a better life.

Primary Source Material and Interpretation

This thesis draws on a wide range of primary material in order to unearth
information about free people of colour. The Colonial Office records in the Public
Record Office, especially the correspondence between the colonial governors and
the secretary of state for the colonies, and the minutes of the Barbadian legislature,
are crucial sources used in this work. Besides the observations of these politicians
themselves, this correspondence usually enclosed pe';itions from groups or
individuals to the crown, as well as materials assembled by the governor on issues of
major political interest or controversy. Similarly, the Parliamentary Papers, which are
largely extracts from Colonial Office correspondence, have been invaluable for their
reprints of the detailed reports which magistrates sent to Britain several times a year
from 1836. These magistrates’ reports, which included statistical information about
socioeconomic activity in their districts, have not been used extensively in the study
of post-emancipation Barbados.

Newspapers are also an important source. There were several newspapers in
Barbados during this period, and it was impossible to consult them all. | have,
however, selected newspapers which represent different political interests and views,
and sometimes included quotations from other newspépers. For 1810s and early

1820, | consulted the Barbados Mercury and Bridgetown Gazette, a merchant
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newspaper, and the pro-planter Barbadian newspaper. The Barbadian published
consistently from the early 1820s until the end of the period covered by this thesis,
and | have read through the entire run. The Liberal, which Samuel Prescod and
Thomas Harris Jr., both men of colour, edited from 1837, is a crucial source of
information on the political activities of free men of colour and the divisions among
them. The Barbadian and the Liberal contain detailed discussions of labour relations
during apprenticeship and after emancipation, and of rural-urban migration patterns,
emigration and economic activities. Unfortunately, only one copy exists of the New
Times, the other newspaper edited by a person of colour during this period.
Newspapers also contain detailed court records, often with verbatim testimony.

The thesis also contains a fair amount of legal history, and | have analysed laws in
several ways. Laws can reveal a great deal about processes of social change,
particularly in a society where people’s lives were regulated, in theory, by strict legal
definitions of who and what they were. Particularly during the amelioration period,
changes in legal precedent helped to undermine the boundary between freedom and
slavery. Although most studies of slavery and emancipation include some legal
history, analysis has tended to concentrate on a few, particularly well-known and
controversial pieces of legislation. | have therefore examined several different
legislative acts and the debates surrounding them, seeking information about
changing relations between free people of colour, slaves and whites. Laws designed
to regulate socioeconomic activity in towns are a useful indicator of changes in the
relationship between rural and urban life. In my analysis, | have sought to remain
conscious of the fact that laws reveal at least as much about élite fears of change as
they do about the activities which they regulate or proscribe.

Records of absentee-owned plantations, which sometimes include extensive
correspondence, provide an important perspective on labour relations, and relations
between free people and slaves in rural areas. Church records also provide insight
into rural life, community relations, and changing attitudes towards religion. A source

used in this thesis which, to my knowledge, has only been used sparingly by one
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historian to date, 94 is the diary which was kept for nearly 30 years by the
missionaries at the Mount Tabor Moravian mission station in St. John. This diary,
along with other Moravian and Anglican Church records, offers a unique perspective
on rural life during this period of change.

Travel accounts and works of fiction based on life in Caribbean slave society
during this period are also useful sources. While | have usually sought to corroborate
the observations made in these accounts with other sources, several of these travel
accounts provide detailed observations on free people of colour in Barbados. Some
contemporary travellers provide the only existing accounts of individuals mentioned
in this thesis by people who met them socially. Finally, statistical information is also
important, with some caveats. Statistics collected for the imperial government via
churches and magistrates are wildly unreliable, particularly for the earliest years
covered by this thesis, and the statistics amassed reflect the concerns of the imperial
government more than those of either the colonial authorities or the subjects
themselves. Still, official figures provide a picture of processes of change which other
sources do not, at times adding weight to — or contradicting — other contemporary

observations.

-

54 A K.O Lewis, “The Moravian Mission in Barbados 1816-1886: A study of the historical context and
theological significance of a minority church among an oppressed people,” unpublished PhD thesis
(University of Birmingham, 1983).
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Chapter 1

Relations Between Free People of Colour and Slaves
in Barbadian Slave Society,
1620s-1834

This chapter examines the historical and structural connection between the free
and enslaved populations of colour in Barbadian slave society. It argues that, by the
last decades of slavery, the relationship between plantation sugar production and
African slavery had created an intricate network of social, economic and political
relationships between slaves and free people of colour which crossed and subverted
legal boundaries. Although plantations were the economic centre of Barbadian slave
society, this chapter contributes to a growing body of literature which examines the
connections between rural and urban life in slave societies. ! Plantations were the
permeable centre of a slave society composed of a web of interactions which
crossed racial and legal boundaries. This web of interactions was crucial to the
functioning of slave society and economy and shaped relations throughout the
society. By the early nineteenth century, slavery dominated most areas of life and
work, and there was a wide gulf between the legal framework of slavery and the
range of possible relationships between individuals and socio-legal groups. 2

A stratum of people of African and African-European descent who were legally

free appeared quite early in Barbados, whether by birth or manumission, even as a

1 Hilary Beckles, “Slaves and the Internal Market Economy of Barbados: A perspective on non-violent
resistance,” 20th ACH conference, (Virgin Islands, 1988); Barry Higman, Slave Populations; Christine
Hunefeldt, Paying the Price of Freedom: Family and Labor Among Lima’s Slaves, 1800-1854 (London:
University of California Press, 1994); Roderick A McDonald, The Economy and Material Culture of
Slaves: Goods and Chattels on the Sugar Plantations of Jamaica and Louisiana (Baton Rouge and
London: Louisiana State University Press, 1993); Sidney Mintz and Douglas Hall, The Origins of the
Jamaican Internal Marketing System, (New Haven: Yale University Publications in Anthropology, No.
57. 1960); Philip Morgan, Slave Counterpoint, Michael Mullin, “Slave Economic Strategies: Food,
markets and property,” in Mary Turner (ed.), From Chattel Slaves, pp. 68-78; Richard Wade, Slavery in
the Cities: The South, 1820-1860 (London: Oxford University Press, 1964); Pedro Welch, “The Urban
Context of the Slave Plantation System: Bridgetown, Barbados, 1680-1834,” unpublished PhD thesis
(UWI Cave Hill, 1994).

2 Mintz and Price, Anthropological Approach, p. 18.
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legal system designed to entrench firmly the relationship between bondage and race
was being refined. 3 These apparently contradictory developments were an integral
part of the structure of slave society. 4 This chapter and Chapter 2 examine the
marginal position of free people of colour, associated by their skin colour with slaves,
yet legally free without equal privileges to whites, and compare Barbadian free non-
whites with their counterparts elsewhere in the Americés. 3

Although free people of colour were politically and legally marginalised within
slave society, their presence helped to shape the hierarchies among slaves,
possibilities of escape from slavery and the conceptions which many slaves had of
freedom. The position of free people of colour within slave society was frequently
ambivalent, but they were neither a clearly “separate and distinct entity” nor an easily
categorised “social group”, as Karl Watson and Hilary Beckles have termed them. 6
Rather, as Jerome Handler and Arnold Sio argue, all people of African descent in a
highly segregated society inhabited a space of social identitification. This space
contributed to the overall stability of the slave system while also subverting the
categories of distinction upon which that stability was based. This shared space was
itself internally fragmented, socially, economically and politically. 7

Towards the end of the eighteenth century a small minority of comparatively well-

to-do free people of colour began a campaign for greater civil rights. As this chapter

3 Elsa Goveia, The West Indian Slave Laws of the 18th Century (Barbados and London: Caribbean
Universities Press, 1970); Neville Hall, “Law and Society in Barbados at the Turn of the Nineteenth
Century,” JCH, vol. 5 (1972), pp. 20-45; Arnold Sio, “Marginality and Free Coloured ldentity in
Caribbean Slave Society,” in Hilary Beckles and Verene Shepherd, Caribbean Slave Society and
Economy: A student reader (London: James Currey Publishers), 1991, pp. 150-151; Frederick Bowser,
“Colonial Spanish America,” in Cohen and Greene, Neither Slave Nor Free, pp. 226-230.

4 Mintz and Price, Anthropological Approach, p. 3.

S Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South (New York: The New
Press, 1974); Carl Campbell, “Trinidad’'s Free Coloureds in Comparative Caribbean Perspectives,” in
Hilary Beckles and Verene Shepherd (eds.), Caribbean Slavery in the Atlantic World: A student reader
(Jamaica: lan Randier, 2000), pp. 597-612; Mavis Campbell, Dynamics of Change; Leonard Curry, The
Free Black in Urban America, 1800-1850: The Shadow of a Dream (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1981); Jerome Handler, Unappropriated People; Gad Heuman, Between Black and White.

6 Karl Watson, The Civilised Island Barbados A Social History, 1750-1816 (Ann Arbor: University of
Florida, 1977), pp. 189-190; Hilary Beckles, “On the Backs of Blacks,” p. 185.

7 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 205-213; Sio, “Marginality,. pp. 150-151.
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illustrates, this movement was an attempt by members of the non-white élite to
define a role for themselves which was divorced from their slave origins and which

would further set them apart from lower order free people of colour. 8

Non-Agricultural Labour and Landless Slaveownership in Barbados
The “Sugar Revolution”: The Shift from Indentureship to Slavery

From the 1620s, Barbados evolved as a society which combined high population
density with a significant minority of slaveowners who owned no land but owned
slaves who performed non-agricultural labour. This sec;tion explains how these
factors reduced the likelihood of slaves buying their freedom, and kept the free
population of colour small.

Prior to the 1640s, when it became the first major sugar-producer in the British
empire, 9 Barbados was a struggling colony of small estates producing a variety of
staples for export, principally tobacco and cotton, but also ginger and indigo. 10 The
representative assembly established in 1638-39 gave extensive powers of self-
government to a small land-owning planter élite among the male population, out of
an estimated population of around 9000, of whom 2000 were European indentured
labourers and 200 were African slaves. ! The majority of colonists were white small
farmers who owned too little land to meet the ten-acre franchise qualification, and

former indentured labourers who had received their stipulated “freedom due” of

8 Jerome Handler, “Barbados,” in Cohen and Greene (eds.), Neither Slave nor Free, pp. 254-257; Sio,
“Marginality,” p. 153.

o Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: Penguin
Books, 1985), p. 37.

10 David Watts, The West Indies: Patterns of development, culture and environmental change since
1492 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 146. Barbados was not the first colony in the
British empire to experiment with sugar, but was the first to become a sugar monoculture (Gary
Puckrein, Little England: Plantation Society and Anglo-Barbadian Politics, 1627-1700 [New York and
London: New York University Press, 1984}, pp. 40-41 and p. 57).

" Hilary Beckles, History of Barbados, pp. 11-12; Robin Blackburn, The Making of New World Slavery:
From the Baroque to the Modern, 1492-1800 (London: Verso, 1997), p. 230; Hume Wrong, Government
of the West Indies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923), p. 28; Puckrein, Little England, p. 31.
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either £10 or a piece of land. 12

African slavery was present from the beginning of colonisation but was initially an
institution of minor importance compared with indentured and free white labour.
Fewer than ten African slaves arrived with the first ship bearing English settlers in
1627. The first slave law was passed in 1636, proclaiming that, from then on, all
blacks and Indians brought to the island, and their offspring, were slaves for life
unless contracts had previously been made to the contrary. 13 The first census
estimates for 1655 still showed a preponderance of whites over blacks. 14

The rapid expansion of the sugar economy transformed this picture, both because
of the massive imports of Africans and the rapid decline of white indentureship. 15
Sugar production made the working conditions for indentured labourers even more
brutal, and estate expansion rapidly consumed the isla.nd’s arable land leaving none

available as a “freedom due”. By the late 1600s few would willingly emigrate to

Barbados as indentured labourers. 16 Towards the end of the 1640s planters and

12 Beckles, White Servitude and Black Slavery in Barbados, 1627-1715 (Knoxville: University of
Tennessee Press,1989), p. 3.

13 Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 12; Robert H. Schomburgk, The History of Barbados (London:
Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans 1848), p. 266.

14 Most population estimates for this period are wildly variable, although all agree that the European
population exceeded the African population until the 1660s. Watson claims that, by 1643, there were
37,000 whites and 6,000 slaves (Watson, Civilised Island, p. 10) while Beckles and Dunn estimate that
the 1655 population contained 23,000 whites and 20,000 slaves (Beckles, A History of Barbados, p. 32
and Dunn, Sugar and Slaves, p. 87). By 1748, when white population statistics were more reliable,
there were 15,192 whites and 47,025 slaves (see CO 28/89, “A List of the Number of Planters and
Inhabitants...,” cited in Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 18-19).

15 Noel Deerr, The History of Sugar, vol. | (London: Chapman and Hall, 1949), p. 160.

16 |n 1647 the governor of Barbados announced that no land remained for indentured servants (see
Otis Starkey, The Economic Geography of Barbados: A Study of the Relationship Between
Environmental Variations and Economic Development [New York: Columbia University Press, 1939, p.
61). There is some debate about the precise date of the transition to widespread use of slave labour in
Barbados. Some historians place the shift in the late 1640s and argue that the shift to slave-labour
based economic production occurred on the island’s tobacco and cotton plantations before sugar
became a regular staple (Carl and Roberta Bridenbaugh, No Peace Beyond the Line: The English in the
Caribbean, 1624-1690 [New York: Oxford University Press, 1972], p. 33). Hilary Beckles disputes this,
asserting that, as late as 1654, Barbados was still the leading British American importer of European
indentured labour. He argues that European indentured labour played a significant role until well after
the consolidation the sugar plantation economy (Beckles, White Servitude, pp. 37-36 and p. 115);
Vincent Harlow, A History of Barbados, 1625-1685 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1926), pp. 294-300;
Mintz, Sweetness and Power, p. 26 and 52; Puckrein, Little England, p. 26.
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British traders seeking a more reliable and largescale supply of labour turned to the
Atlantic slave trade, then dominated by the Dutch and ’;he Portuguese. !7 By 1740,
the indentured servant population had fallen below 1, 000 and in 1789 a clergyman
named William Dickson observed that no white bondservants remained in Barbados,
by which time there were at least 62, 115 slaves, 16, 167 whites and 838 free people
of colour. 18 Plantation agriculture and the system of land grants favoured already
wealthy planters and aristocratic émigrés with access to the capital and credit
needed to start sugar plantations. An influx of large numbers of well-connected
royalist English émigrés during the English Civil War further consolidated the
plantocracy and pushed smaller farmers off their land. These factors helped to
ensure that anyone without wealth or connections could never easily enter the ranks
of the Barbadian élite. 19

Wherever sugar reigned in the seventeenth century Caribbean, whites quickly
became the minority. 20 However, Barbados had a lengthy period of predominantly
white migration before sugar transformed the society demographically and
economically, which was a crucial difference between this island and the other
colonies which also became major sugar producers. Barbados was the first port of
call for most ships coming to the West Indies, and the island’s planters were situated
to take full advantage of the slave trade. By the second half of the seventeenth
century, it was the most densely populated island in the West Indies, with an

estimated 362 people per square mile in 1690. 2! Barbados had a larger and more

17 Beckles, White Servitude, pp 42-44 and pp. 115-127; Blackburn, Making of Slavery, p. 230.

18 Beckles, White Servitude, p. 10; William Dickson, Letters on Slavery... to which are added,
Addresses to the Whites, and the Free Negroes of Barbadoes (London: J. Philips, 1789), pp. 44-45,;
Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 18-19.

19 Beckles, White Servitude, p. 16; Puckrein, Little England, pp. 23-24; Otis Starkey, Economic
Geography, p. 83.

20 Of the Caribbean'’s major sugar exporters, only Barbados, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Trinidad and
Cuba never developed slave:free ratios of at least 10:1 (Watts, West Indies, p. 325).

21 Bridenbaugh and Bridenbaugh, No Peace, p. 29; Jack Greene, “Changing Identity in the British
Caribbean: Barbados as a case study,” in Nicholas Canny and Anthony Pagden (eds.), Colonial Identity
in the Atlantic World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), p. 216.
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numerically stable white population than any other island in the British Caribbean.
Although Jamaica surpassed Barbados as the leader in British Caribbean sugar
producer in the early eighteenth century, it made the transformation to sugar towards
the end of the seventeenth century when white migratign from Britain to the West
Indies was already declining and the slave trade was rapidly expanding. In 1790 the
ratio of whites to non-whites in Barbados was 1:4, compared with 1:10 in Jamaica,
1:18 in Antigua and 1:16 in St. Domingue. 22

Plantation agriculture also transformed the geography of the island more
thoroughly than any other West Indian island. Nearly 90 per cent of the land in
Barbados was arable, and the island had no mountains. By the nineteenth century
Barbados, according to Barry Higman, “was effectively one vast sugar plantation.” 23
From very early on there were no areas in which runaway slaves could establish
autonomous maroon communities like those of other parts of the Americas, and
references to such maroon communities disappear after the 1660s or 1670s. There
was also no farm land available for any slave or servant who acquired freedom. 24

Although Barbadian sugar profits were impressive in the seventeenth century
when there was little competition, they paled in comparison to later returns from
Jamaica, the French Caribbean territories, and much later, Cuba. 25 Lower profits
and the need for more careful management because of soil exhaustion produced a
higher rate of planter residency in Barbados than elsewhere in the Caribbean. After
Restoration, Barbados enjoyed a degree of socio-political stability which was unusual
for the West Indies. By the late seventeenth century the Barbadian plantocracy had

developed a well-defined insular identity, and was characterised by stable patriarchal

22 There were only 696 Spaniards in Jamaica when it was captured by the British in 1655, although the
Spanish had been there for 150 years. See Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery: An Analysis of
the Origins, Development and Structure of Negro Slave Society in Jamaica (London: MacGibbon and
Kee, 1969), p. 15; Watson, Civilised Island, pp. 61-62.

23 punn, Sugar and Slaves, p. 27; Higman, Slave Populations, p. 52; Watts, West Indies, p. 186.

24 Hilary Beckles, “From Land to Sea: Runaway Barbados Slaves and Servants, 1630-1700," Slavery
& Abolition, vol. 6, no. 3 (1985), pp. 95-111.

25 Watts, West Indies, pp. 286-300.
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family structures and inheritance patterns. About 120 planter families could trace
their roots back to the settlement of the island before and during the English Civil
War, and this planter élite controlled both houses of the island’s legislature. 26

The rise of the plantations initially sent Barbados’ white population into decline,
and it went from an estimated 23, 000 to 12, 528 between 1655 and 1712. After
more than half a century of decline, the white population of the island stabilised at
between 17,000 and 18,000 between 1720 and the eatly 1770s. It then began to
decline gradually but steadily during the 1770s, possibly as a result of emigration
during the American War of Independence, which cut off most of the food imports to
the British Caribbean. Between 1783 and 1816 the population was relatively stable at
just over 16,000. 27 This pattern was atypical in the anglophone West Indies, where
white population decline was generally precipitous during the eighteenth century. 28
Although many propertyless whites emigrated, analysis of Barbadian emigration to
South Carolina during that colony’s early settlement in the 1660s shows a mixture of
wealthy and middling planters, merchants, artisans, small farmers, sailors, servants,
slaves and poor and landless white men and women. However most seem to have
been members of the Barbadian planter class who left because, as Richard Dunn
states, they “had no expansion room in Barbados.” 29

By the mid-eighteenth century, landless people were the majority among the
island’s white population, rather than wealthy planters. Landless whites were socially
and politically marginalised, and by the mid-eighteenth century a distinctive “"poor

white” group had become a permanent feature of the Barbadian social landscape,

26 punn, Sugar and Slaves, p. 76; Greene, “Changing ldentity,” pp. 240-242; Puckrein,Little England.,
p. 24 and 39; Beckles, History of Barbados, pp. 42-46 and p. 160; Karl Watson, “Salmagundis vs.
Pumpkins: White Politics and Creole Consciousness in Barbadian Slave Society, 1800-34," pp. 17-31 in
Howard Johnson and Karl Watson (eds.), The White Minority in the Caribbean (Oxford: James Currey,
1998), pp. 17-19; Watts, West Indies, p. 332.

27 Beckles, History of Barbados, p. 32, Edward Brathwaite, The Development of Creole Society in
Jamaica, 1770-1820 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 80; Jill Sheppard, The ‘Redlegs’ of Barbados:
Their Origins and History (New York: KTO Press, 1977), p. 43.

28 Dunn, Sugar and Slaves, p. 237; Watts, West Indies, pp. 311-312.
29 punn, Sugar and Slaves, pp. 122-116.



29

absorbing ever more victims of downward social mobility. Jill Sheppard estimates
that, by 1834, destitute whites comprised 8,000 out of a population of 12,000 whites,
while Beckles asserts that they always accounted for 40 to 60 per cent of the white
population. 30 By the 1700s the white population in Barbados was highly internally
stratified. Unlike white minorities elsewhere in the British Caribbean, it was also

numerically stable. 3!

The Expansion of Slavery and the Marginalisation of White Wage Labour

By comparison, the slave population was rising rapidly, and the marginalisation of
landless whites was rapidly accelerated by the growth of the slave population and
the range of slave occupations. In 1700, the slave population was estimated at just
over 50,000, whereas, by 1780, it was over 80,000. 32 When prices for British
Caribbean sugar in the European market declined between 1670 and 1690, as
production increased in Jamaica, Martinique, Guadeloupe and Brazil, Barbadian
planters initially responded by purchasing more slaves to increase production,
importing at least 3,000 slaves a year after 1650. 33 They also implemented cost-
cutting measures in estate management, of which the most significant in the long
term were “amelioration” policies, designed to encourage slave population growth
through natural increase rather than imports, and the training of slaves in several

plantation occupations, including skilled artisans and petty managers. 34 According to

30 Beckles, “Black over White: The ‘Poor White' Problem in Barbados Slave Society,” Immigrants and
Minorities, vol. 7, no. 1 (1988), p. 4, Sheppard, Redlegs, p. 43. According to Karl Watson, a socio-
economic group specifically termed “poor white” or “redlegs” dates from the 1780s (Watson, The
Civilised Island, p. 108).

31 Beckles, History of Barbados, p. 42 and “Land Distribution and Class Formation in Barbados, 1630-
1700: The Rise of a Wage Proletariat.” JBMHS, vol. 36, no. 2 (1980), p. 129; Handler, Unappropriated
People, pp. 18-19; J. McCusker and R. Menard, The Economy of British America, 1607-1789 (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991 [1985]), p. 153; Sheppard, Redlegs, p. 63.

32 McCusker and Menard, British America, p. 153.
33 Ward, British West Indian Slavery, p. 11,

34 Ibid., p. 13. Watts, West Indies, p. 312; Marietta Morrissey, “Women's Work, Family Formation, and
Reproduction among Caribbean Slaves,” in Beckles and Shepherd (eds.), Caribbean Slavery, pp. 674-
676.
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Richard Sheridan, Barbadian planters engaged in “ecenomic amelioration”,
improving the living conditions of their slaves out of self-interest. For example, they
pursued pro-natalist policies, giving incentives to mothers to have children, lightening
the workload and providing special medical care for pregnant women. Planters also
shifted early on to the use of animals for some of the most repulsive labour tasks,
such as dung-collecting, which were still done by slaves in other islands; and they
encouraged the development of a skilled slave élite. 35 Barbados was the first island
to employ slaves as head-drivers. 3¢ By 1798, for example, all the skilled positions
below the level of bookkeeper on the large Newton plantation in Christ Church parish
were held by slaves, not whites. In the late eighteenth century, the management of
the Codrington estate in St. John, run by the Society for the Propagation of the
Gospel, turned to slave labour hired from other owners for more specialised and
physically taxing estate work. The estate’s “principal négroes” were given a greater
degree of job flexibility. By 1781, just 59 per cent of the estate’s slaves were field
labourers. 37

Increased imports and amelioration policies resulted in a slave population which,
despite a death rate which was still high, displayed the unusual characteristic of
beginning to sustain itself by natural increase during the late eighteenth century. In
1817, African-born slaves were a mere 7.1 per cent of the island’s slaves population,
and had decreased to 2.9 per cent by 1832, the lowest figures in the entire

anglophone Caribbean. 38 In 1820 it was the only island whose slave population

35 Richard Sheridan, “Why the Condition of the Slaves Was ‘less intolerable in Barbadoes than in the
other sugar colonies’,” in Hilary Beckles (ed.), Inside Slavery: Process and legacy in the Caribbean
experience (Barbados, Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago: The Press, 1996), pp. 31-50.

36 Hilary Beckles and Karl Watson, “Social Protest and Labour Bargaining: The changing nature of
slaves’ responses to plantation life in eighteenth-century Barbados,” Slavery and Abolition, vol. 8, no. 3
(1987), p. 284.

37 Mary, Butler, “Mortality and Labour on the Codrington Estate, Barbados"JCH, vol. 19 no. 1 (May
1984), pp. 48-67, Watson, The Civilised Island, p. 140; J. Harry Bennett, Bondsmen and Bishops:
Slavery and apprenticeship on the Codrington plantations of Barbados, 1710-1838 (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1958), pp. 12-20.

38 Bennett, Bondsmen and Bishops, p. 52; Watson, Civilised Island, p. 130.
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increased after the abolition of the slave trade. Between 1807 and 1834 the slave
population of the West Indies declined from 775, 000 to 665, 000, a fall of 14 per
cent, but the slave population of Barbados rose from 75, 000 to over 80, 000
between 1808 and the 1830s. 3% .

Slave population growth and estate labour policies contributed to “"extensive
unemployment among white labourers, with the consequences of their increased
material impoverishment and loss of technical skills — a process, if anything, that
was the obverse of that experienced by a significant section of the slave and free
non-white population”. 40 To be a socially ‘respectable’ white person, one did not
necessarily have to own an estate, which was impossible for most whites, but work
associated with enslavement and blackness was out of the question. This opinion
was enforced from above and below: in 1744 the manager of Codrington estate
noted that, even when poor whites were willing to engage in estate labour, plantation
managers would refuse them, as they were “irritants” to the slaves. 4

Slavery pushed whites out of the majority of estate jobs which they had performed
in the early days of the West Indian sugar industry, reducing the range of areas in
which they could find employment. The decision to train slaves in a variety of
occupations created a large group of artisan, or “tradesman” and “mechanic” slaves,
who came to dominate the market for skilled trades, and, because of their slave
status, contributed to the general decline in wages for tradespeople. Few were willing
to hire a white artisan when hired slave labour cost less. By the early nineteenth
century the only occupations which were still exclusively white in the plantation-
dominated countryside were those of manager, overseer and bookkeeper, and

competition for this work kept wages low. The situation was particularly acute for

39 pp 1824, vol. 24, “Returns of the... Slave Population in each of His Majesty’s Colonies in the West
Indies; distinguishing the Males and Females...,” pp: 79-82; Beckles, History of Barbados, p. 55;
Blackburn, Overthrow of Colonial Slavery, p. 423.

40 Beckles, “Black Over White,” p. 3.

41 Manager Abel Alleyne to the SPG, 4 April 1744, Codrington Plantation Correspondence, cited in
ibid., p. 4.
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white women, who were already proscribed by accepted social norms from most
areas of labour and business activity. By the time of emancipation, slave women
dominated the market for seamstresses, cooks, maid servants and nursemaids,
initially the preserve of white women. Certain jobs in the towns, such as clerks in
merchant houses, were reserved for white men, and those who prospered opened
small merchant enterprises in the towns. 42

According to the 1834 compensation records over 44 per cent of Barbadian
slaves were employed in areas other than field labour, and around one-quarter did
not live on estates. By comparison, more than 70 per cent of Jamaican slaves were
field labourers, and around 92 per cent lived on agricultural units. 43 No other British
sugar producing colony combined a comparable rate of non-plantation slave labour
with such a large white population. European travellers in the West Indies frequently
commented on Barbados’ peculiarly large population of poor whites, stating that
many of this “degraded class” lived from begging or on the charity of enslaved
neighbours and friends. 44

However not all landless whites were poor and such descriptions do not
adequately explain how they survived. The 1688 “Act for the governing of Negroes,”
the most important law in the Barbadian slave régime, provides the key to
understanding how many whites found a means of a s;acure livelihood despite the
steady marginalisation of white wage labour. Referred to in the island as “No. 82,”
this act was an attempt to define clearly the boundaries between whites and blacks,
enslavement and freedom. Except in instances of capital crime, slaves were
permanently placed outside the common law, and No. 82 established special slave

courts with juries composed of three freeholders — themselves planters and

42 Dickson, Letters on Slavery, p. 42. The transition from free to skilled slave labour was complete on
the plantations by 1700. By 1680, 49 per cent of the households in Bridgetown had no white maid
servants and 92 per cent had domestic slaves (Beckles, White Servitude, pp. 138-139).

43 Barry Higman, Slave Population and Economy in Jamaica, 1807-1834 (Kingston: The Press, 1995
[1976)), p. 42; Higman, Slaves Populations, p. 550.

44 gee for example H.N. Coleridge, Six Months in the West Indies, in 1825 (London: Publisher
unknown, 1826), pp. 286-287.
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slaveowners — which functioned until the end of slavery in 1834. The act illustrates
an obsession with restricting labourers’ freedom of movement which characterised
plantation slave societies. No. 82 also forced slaveowners to uphold the boundaries
which it established, and one clause, which was repealed in 1706, prohibited the
island’s Jews from keeping large numbers of slaves for the purpose of hiring out their
labour. 45 The specific targeting of Jews indicates that the purpose of this clause was
to preserve the practice for white slaveowning Christians, as opposed to outlawing it
entirely.

At the same time that slavery marginalised whites socially and economically, it
provided a means by which landless whites could sustain themselves. The
marginalisation of white labour gave rise to a parallel system of slave ownership
besides plantation slavery, with most whites owning small numbers of slaves but no
land, 46 and probably surviving by hiring out their slaves to others, including
plantations. In 1832, about 80 percent of Barbadian slaveowners owned between 1-
20 slaves, accounting for nearly 28 per cent of the slave population. While this was a
common pattern in sugar-producing colonies, where frequently more than 70 per
cent of owners had fewer than 20 slaves, no other colony had such a high
percentage of slaves concentrated in the small slaveowner category. 47 Furthermore,
in most other colonies, many small scale slaveowners were also small farmers,
which was not the case in Barbados. While most slaves were still the property of

wealthy landowners, a significant minority had landless owners. 48

-

45 “An Act for the governing of Negroes” begins with the preamble: “Whereas the Plantations and
Estates of this Island, cannot be fully managed and brought into use, without the labour and service of
great number of Negroes and other Slaves: And forasmuch as the said Negroes and other Slaves
brought unto the People of this Island for that purpose, are of barbarous, wild and savage nature, and
such as renders them wholly unqualified to be governed by the Laws, Customs and Practices of our
Nation...” This act was passed on August 8 1688 (Richard Hall, Acts, passed in the island of
Barbados..., [London: R. Hall, 1764), pp. 112-121; Goveia, Slave Laws, p. 25.

46 Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 151.
47 Higman, Slave Populations, pp. 102-103.

48 |n 1824, out of 5206 slaveowners, 3671 had no land, and most of that number had few slaves
(Report of a Committee of the Council of Barbadoes, appointed to inquire into the actual condition of the
Slaves in this Island..., (London: Publisher unknown, 1824), pp. 77-78 and 151. In 1826, a
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Hires could be of short duration, involving one specific task which needed to be done
for a specified period of time, or long term for an unspecified period. This system was
so widespread, that it accelerated both the process from which it had sprung, namely
the expansion of slavery beyond the plantations into all areas of the economy, and
the progressive marginalisation of white labour. For most whites, the only way to
survive, indeed, the only way to be a respected member of white society, was to own
either land or slaves. Owning at least one slave became the sine qua non of white
respectability, and many would starve because they either would not or could not
engage in work associated with slavery, but could not afford to buy or hire slaves. In
1822 the Barbados Mercury, a Bridgetown merchant newspaper, railed against poor
white and “middle class” white pride, saying that these people were too proud even
to go to the market to buy their own food, or do other “negro” jobs. 49 During the
Christmas season of 1821, the same newspaper sought donations for “A Case of
Peculiar Distress”, namely, the son of a “very respectable Gentleman”, who had not
even “a slave in the world to boil a kettle of water, nor has he the means of hiring
one.” In response to the campaign, the man and his family received several
donations. 39

The marginalisation of white wage labourers and the stratification of the estate
labour force according to skills had several consequences for the lives of slaves, the
first of which was the entrenchment of a highly diversified slave labour hierarchy. In
1789 Dickson observed that “some slaves live and are treated so very differently
from others, that a superficial observer would take it for granted, they belong to
classes of men, who hold distinct ranks in society, so to speak, by tenures essentially

different.” 51 He was referring mainly to the labour hierarchy of the estates, where the

representative in the House of Assembly described Barbados as a colony where “there are many Slave
Owners in low-circumstances of life” (CO 31/50, 7 March 1826).

49 BMBG, 23 September 1822.
50 |pid., 11 December 1821,

51 Dickson, Letters on Slavery, p. 6.
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slave elite was composed of drivers (particularly those of the first and second
gangs), boilers, watchmen, artisans and other estate “officers,” as such slaves were
termed. In accordance with this hierarchy, power and privileges were unevenly
distributed among slaves, giving élite slaves a particule;r interest in protecting their
position.32 According to Dickson, “a negro driver would no more think of going into
the field than a coachman in England would think of setting out on a journey without
his whip.” 33 Over time slavedrivers on large estates developed a great deal of
latitude in exercising their power. In the mid-1820s, the influential attorney of the
Codrington estate, John Forster Clarke, ordered drivers to stop carrying whips into
the field, but stated in 1829 that:

... [T]he driver and the manager have both informed me lately, that the gang

was, not long since, so idle and inattentive, that the driver was compelied to

take it up again for a short time. It is now discontinued, and idleness, insolence,

and insubordination, (the common offences in the field), are punished by the

driver's sending the offender from the field, to be put into confinement, and
reporting it to the manager as soon as he comes home from the field... 54

Women were excluded from nearly all occupations in the officer and trades
categories on Caribbean plantations, and Janet Henshall-Momsen notes that “the
slave élite consisted almost entirely of men.” 35 Although certain élite occupations
were female-dominated — particularly domestic work, huckstering and
seamstressing — women were disproportionately concentrated in field labour

throughout much of the Caribbean by the early nineteenth century. 56

52 Hilary Beckles, Black Rebellion, p. 62; Edwin Lascelles et al, Instructions for the Management of a
Plantation in Barbadoes and for the Treatment of Negroes, &tc. (London: Publisher unknown, 1786), p.
22 and 26.

53 Dickson, Letters on Slavery, p 14 and 53.

54 John Forster Clarke, attorney for the Codrington estate, “Progress of Religious Instruction in the
West Indies,” Barbadian, 9 June 1829.

55 Janet Henshall-Momsen, “Gender roles in Caribbean agricultural labour,” in Malcolm Cross and Gad
Heuman (eds.), Labour in the Caribbean: From emancipation to independence (London: MacMillan
Caribbean, 1992), pp. 142-143.

56 Unusually, Barbados had a slight majority of female slave drivers. However, this was because of the
larger proportionate of children and elderly people on Barbadian estates. The women who supervised
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By the 1800s, while the majority of slaves spent much of their lives in the fields,
significant numbers were employed in other areas, and, over the course of his/her
life, an individual might perform a variety of different jobs. A typical newspaper
advertisement from 1813 illustrates this. The notice announced the sale of several
slaves: “[T]hree Men, one a carpenter and fisherman, one who has been
accustomed to be about a house but originally a field r;lan; the other has been
employed about a house and the care of a horse; two young women, good
sempstresses and accustomed to wait on a lady; and a girl about nine years of age.”
Another advertisement from 1816 offered for sale an 18 year old girl “who has been
brought up in a family to be a Needlewoman and washer; she would make a good

field negro.” 37

Urban Slavery and its Impact on Rural Life

The fluidity of labour categories was facilitated by the existence of port cities,
particularly in major points of access to the Americas like Barbados, Jamaica and St.
Domingue. Although the historiography of slavery, particularly in the sugar-based
economies of the British Caribbean, has focussed on ryral life, cities and plantations
developed together as integral parts of the system of colonisation and social and
economic development in the Caribbean. Port cities were the focus of trade and
communications in the Atlantic world. They connected colonies to each other and to
metropoles; were the focal point of trade between the rural producers of agricuitural
products and the consumers in towns and other parts of the countryside; and linked

the local population with urban merchant houses, ports, and army and naval bases.

their work were called drivers, although their status would have been more akin to that of nurses. First
and second gang drivers and rangers were almost always men, and they were the most powerful group
among estate slaves. See Higman, Slave Populations, pp. 189-192; Beckles, Natural Rebels: A social
history of enslaved black women in Barbados (London: Zed Books, 1989), pp. 31-38.

57 BMBG, 16 March 1813 and 12 March 1816.



37

58 As Christine Huinefeldt argues in her discussion of slavery’s disintegration in Peru,
“we cannot understand the events in the sphere of [the] rural hinterland without
examining the connections between the rural and urban realms. And to perceive
these connections, we must look at the relationships established by the slaves
themselves...”. 39 Caribbean cities shaped rural existence in several ways. They
were crucial to the development of extensive internal marketing systems dominated
by slaves and, with usually no need for field labour, provided a space in which the
rigid hierarchies of plantation life did not apply. Additionally, landless free people
tended to be concentrated in cities, making the slave:free ratio in the countryside
even more extreme. Cities also facilitated the expansion of the “hiring out” system. 60

By 1829, about 17 per cent of slaves lived in Bridgetown, ¢! the island’s capital
city and the major port of call for the south-eastern British Caribbean. 62 The urban
labour hierarchy was completely different from that of the countryside, and the 1817
slave registration returns showed that 58 per cent of Bridgetown’s slaves were
skilled. 63 Domestics were by far the largest category, accounting for 50 per cent of
urban slaves, with tradesmen a distant second at 11.5 per cent. Although the
registration returns provide the most comprehensive statistics on slave occupations,
the categorisations imposed upon slaveowners by the British government for the

purposes of registration neither express the full range nor capture the true nature of

58 Welch, “Urban Context,” 1994. :
59 Hunefeldt, Paying the Price, p. 36.
60 gee Higman, Slave Populations, pp. 226-259; Welch, “Urban Context,” pp. 4-11.

61 welch, “Urban Context,” p. 115. Higman suggests that the percentage of urban slaves was declining
between 1817 and 1834 in most British Caribbean islands, which Welch argues might have been the
result of a strategic decision to redistribute slaves into rural areas after the abolition of the slave trade
(See Higman, Slave Populations, p. 87 and Welch, “Urban Context,” p. 116).

62 Schomburgk, The History of Barbados, pp. 165-166. The number of slaves in the island’s second
most important port city and major fishing port, Speightstown and in the lesser towns, Oistins and
Holetown, is unknown. In 1825, Bridgetown was thought to have a population of around 20, 000 (PP
1826, vol. 29, p. 154). There were no such estimates for Speightstown during slavery but, in 1837, its
population was estimated at 4000 (PP 1837-38, vol. 48, Report on Negro Education, Windward and
Leeward Islands, p. 262).

63 Welch, “Urban Context,” p. 44; Higman, Slave Populations, pp. 232-235.
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the work which slaves did. “Transport workers” could be porters or boatmen; women
working as hucksters or seamstresses might have been classified as either “skilled
tradespeople” — along with artisans, who were predominantly male — or “sellers”.
The numbers of those listed as “hired” and “absent” should probably include some of
the 28 per cent who were listed as having no occupation. Many of the owners of
these allegedly ‘unoccupied’ slaves may have hired them out over long periods and
genuinely had no idea what their slaves did for a living. ¢4

Port cities were a life-line in the West Indies, particularly because the French,
Dutch and British Caribbean slave colonies were export-oriented and depended
heavily on imports. 65 Barbados, however, was the ultimate example of import-
dependency. In most of the older sugar-producing colonies planters gave their slaves
allotments of “scrub” land on which to grow their own feod. Barbadian slaves had
only “garden plots” attached to their homes, which at best supplemented their estate
rations, and almost all of their food were imported and dispensed by the estates. 66

However, across the Caribbean, including Barbados, slaves’ allotment-based
agriculture was crucial for the domestic market. Although the law did not recognise
slaves as having any right to property ownership, Roderick McDonald argues that
such rights “existed de facto in the slaves’ informally negotiated conditions of life and
labor”. 67 Slaves took advantage of their allotments and garden plots to feed
themselves and earn money to augment their property through a system of internal
marketing based on slaves’ arable plots and livestock rearing. By the mid-eighteenth
century, the population of Barbados, particularly in urban areas, depended upon
slaves’ garden plots for several basic dietary staples, as well as poultry and livestock
products. By 1800 Sunday was firmly established as market day in the British

Caribbean, and Barbadian slaves travelled around the island to the four principal

64 Higman, Slave Populations, p. 228.
65 Watts, West Indies, p. 229.
66 Mintz and Hall, Origins, p. 23.

67 Roderick McDonald, Economy and Material Culture, p. 16.
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towns, but particularly to Bridgetown, to sell their produce. 68 The slave-dominated
internal marketing system facilitated the development and spread of one of the most
independent slave occupations and one of the few skilled jobs dominated by slave
women — huckstering. The most widespread type of huckstering was that of itinerant
“petty hucksters”, who traversed town and countryside with little trays of goods,

sometimes selling items which were also available in urban merchant shops. 69

The Contradictions of Slavery: The “Hiring Out” System

Huckstering illustrates one of the fundamental features of plantation slavery, namely,
that, despite owners’ efforts to maintain total control over their slaves, the smooth
functioning of slavery required that slaves have a certain amount of autonomy. Hired
slave labour — from the hire of domestics and artisans by individuals to plantations’
regular use of hired field labourers — was an endemic feature of British Caribbean
slavery. 70 In theory, owners assumed total control over the hiring process,
bargaining over wages and making sure that their hired slaves turned over all their
earnings. 71 Hiring was supposed to be controlled by a system of passes, without
which, according to No. 82, slaves were not supposed to leave their homes or
plantations, even to attend social functions.

In reality, slaves regularly traversed the island without passes, particularly to
attend weekend dances and to go to market on Sundays, and were sometimes
allowed to hire themselves out. Plantations allowed their slaves, particularly
artisans, to hire their labour elsewhere. 72 Newspaper advertisements for hired

labour frequently made it clear that those advertising expected to negotiate terms

68 Beckles, “Internal Market Economy,” pp. 2-3; Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 70 and pp. 125-
130.

69 Beckles, Internal Market Economy, p. 13.
70 Bennett Jr., Bondsmen and Bishops, 1958, p. 13.

1 o. Nigel Bolland, “Proto-Proletarians? Slave wages in the Americas,” in Turner (ed.), Chattel
Slaves, pp. 126-138.

72 Higman, Jamaica, pp. 41-42.
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with the slave, not the owner. In 1816 a notice declared: “Wanted to hire by the Year
— a good male cook, who must bring a letter of recommendation from his owner or
last employer.” 73 While owners hired out labour for pecuniary gain, it was also a
convenient means of devolving responsibility for the care of slaves for whom they
often had no work, as those who hired slaves were responsible for their food and
clothing during the period of hire. 74 Owners frequently-opted to retain ownership of
their slaves, and, in exchange for a fixed monthly rate, sometimes as low as one
dollar, 75 would issue passes to their slaves and allow them to do more or less as
they pleased. 76

Although both unskilled field labourers and skilled artisanal workers were offered
for hire, hired slave artisans had far more independence than hired gang labourers.
While hired field labourers had greater freedom of mobility and probably better
conditions than slaves permanently resident on particular estates, monetary
agreements between owners and artisans tended to be more flexible, with artisans
allowed to keep more of the money which they earned. A Jamaican planter who
testified before the House of Commons committee on West Indian slavery in 1831
stated that slave tradesmen were generally better off financially than any other sector
of the enslaved population and that, “in going through a negro village [he] could
always tell a tradesman’s house from its external appearance.” 77

Particularly after the abolition of the slave trade, most of those who were hired out

in Jamaica were probably gang labourers working on a daily basis. 78 By contrast, in

73 BMBG, 29 June 1816.

74 Higman, Jamaica, p. 41. See also Paul D. Lack, “An Urban Slave Community: Little Rock, 1831-
1862,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly, vol. 4, no. 3 (1982), cited in Welch, "Urban Context,” p. 43.

75 €0 28/119 No. 116 MacGregor to Glenelg, 24 May 1837, enclosing case of the classification of an
apprentice named Rebecca as a domestic.

76 Higman, Jamaica, p. 42.

7 pp 1831-32, vol. 20, Report of the select committee appointed to consider and report upon the
Measures which it may be expedient to adopt for the purpose of effecting the Extinction of Slavery..., p.
36.

78 Higman, Jamaica, pp. 41-42.
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Barbados, where there was no shortage of estate labour, the majority of “jobbing”
slaves were skilled and élite non-agricultural labourers, such as tradesmen,
domestics, hucksters and seamstresses. By the nineteenth century population
density and steady natural increase meant that there was not usually enough estate
work to keep slaves occupied. 79 Overpopulation was reflected in the fact that
Barbados had one of the lowest levels of sugar productivity per slave in the British
West Indies. 80 At the same time, there was a market for non-plantation work. Most
Barbadian planters were resident, and the high rate of white residency kept the
number of domestic servants among the highest in the anglophone Caribbean. In
1788 a committee of the House of Assembly found that a quarter of slaves were
“employed in menial service” as butlers, doormen, maids, washers, nurses, carriage
postilions, and so on. 8! Similarly, there were probably more artisans in Barbados
than elsewhere, which was reflected in the fact that wages for artisans and
mechanics were considerably lower in Barbados than in other British Caribbean
sugar colonies.82

Slaves who hired themselves out chose anything but field labour, and the market
for hiring out was competitive. Widespread non-agricultural hiring out in Barbados
had a significant impact on the entire society. First, hired slaves, particularly skilled
self-hired slaves, were an unwanted source of competition for free workers and small
business people, and were perceived to be a threat to public order because of the
degree of personal independence which they enjoyed.‘Yet they were crucial to the
island’s economy. Huckstering is a particularly illustrative example of this paradox. In
1708 and 1774 the government passed laws outlawing huckstering, which were
ineffective because few could afford to obey them and there was no real political will

to enforce them. In 1784 the legislature admitted the centrality of slave marketing to

79 Watson, Civilised Island, p. 141.
80 Ward, British West Indian Slavery, p. 13.
81 Watson, Civilised Island, p. 142.

82 Higman, Slave Populations, p. 81 and p. 140.
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the island’s internal economy, but also recognised the threat which such marketing
posed to urban merchant businesses, and passed an act restricting huckstering to a
particular market in Bridgetown, which also failed. 83

The 1708 “act to prohibit the Inhabitants of this Island from employing, their
Negroes or other Slaves, in selling or bartering” was an attempt by the legislature to
stop “abuse” of the hiring system. The law fined owners for "permitting negroes to go
at large, and hire out themselves, to any person or persons, or follow any trade,
occupation or calling, and receive the profits themselves, or render to the owners, or
for their use, a daily, weekly, or monthly sum of money, or any other income or
gratuity...”. 84 Unsurprisingly, few obeyed. Self-hires were so widespread that, in
1825, a case reached the Colonial Office of a slaveowner, some of whose slaves
were “hired from themselves” by a widow to cultivate a‘small piece of land. A rumour
spread that the owner had taken the money from them, and, to protect his reputation
“as a humane and good Owner of slaves”, he sued the widow to make “a plain
demonstration of the equity of his conduct towards his slaves”. 85 In August 1818 a
group of white men from the parish of St. George in the centre of the island,
published the following notice:

Whereas many idle Negroes are allowed by their owners to traffic and

huckster, to the great injury of the owners of property in general, the

undersigned have therefore given this public Notice, as it is their intention to

have all such Negroes brought to Justice, should it be continued after this
advertisement. 86

In response to such outcries and frequent petitions from Bridgetown merchants, the

legislature passed an act in 1819 outlawing itinerant huckstering, which, like all

83 Watson, Civilised Island, pp. 147-148.

84 Hall, Laws of Barbados, No. 116; Fortunatus Dwarris, Substance of the Three Reports of the
Commissioner of Inquiry into the Administration of Civil and Criminal Justice in the West Indies,
extracted from the Parliamentary Papers... (London: Joseph Butterworth and Son, 1827), pp. 20-21.

85 C0 28/95 President of the Council Skeete to Secretary of State for the Colonies Lord Bathurst, 6
July 1825.

86 BMBG, 11 August 1818,
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previous attempts, was ineffective. 87

The labour hierarchy, the system of internal marketing and the hiring system
embodied and entrenched a fundamental contradiction of New World slavery.
Slavery was a systematised form of dehumanisation and violence, in which
slaveowners had the power of life and death over their slaves. 88 However, as
Dickson stated frankly in 1789: “Laws framed by owners (especially by owners who
are greatly outnumbered by their slaves ) must, at best, be easily eluded, partial if
not oppressive in their nature, and feeble in their operation.” 89 Owners had to accept
their dependence on slaves and allow them a degree of independence without which
slaveownership would have been unprofitable and difficult. Owners were unable to
maintain total control over the activities and interactions of their slaves. As Mintz and
Price have argued, while the legal code of slavery theoretically assigned everyone a
place in the social hierarchy based on race and legal status: “The conception of a
society divided into two hermetically sealed sectors can be seen for what is [sic]
really was: the masters' ideal, never achieved.” Slaves.were a legally distinct group
but the economic and social pressures created by the everyday actions of slaves and
free people blurred the boundaries between those who were enslaved and those
who were free. This blurring affected what it meant, in terms of everyday experience
and possibilities, to be a free person or a slave. 90

While this contradiction between law and reality was a feature of all slave
societies, the structure of labour relations in Barbados contributed to an unusually

stable system. Richard Sheridan suggests that the lack of rebellions in Barbados

between the late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries resulted from planters’

87 See CO 31/47, Minutes of the House of Assembly, 21 January 1818, petition from Bridgetown
merchants; CO 30/20 No. 381, “An Act to prohibit Goods from being carried about from House to House
or about the Roads or Streets... ,” passed 25 May 1819. :

88 Goveia, Slave Laws, p. 52.
89 Dickson, Letters on Slavery, pp. 43-44.

90 Mintz and Price, Anthropological Approach, pp. 13 and 18.
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amelioration policies making “humanitarian amelioration” unnecessary. 91 Beckles
and Watson further assert that the insurrectionism which was a feature of Barbadian
slavery in the seventeenth century, and which characterised other Caribbean
societies during the eighteenth century, “gave way to patterns of collective behaviour
characterised by limited protest and the seeking of socio-economic concessions from
masters”. 92 Slaveowners in other islands allegedly laughed at the “lenity” of slave-
discipline in Barbados. 93

Sheridan, Beckles and Watson focus on plantation slaveownership, which by itself
does not explain the reason for the stability of the slave system in Barbados.
However, Beckles and Watson do recognise that Barbadian slavery was the product
of “unique geographic, demographic and economic forces, which tended towards
compromising rather than confrontationalist social attitudes”. 94 This combination of
factors produced a pattern of widely-spread networks of kinship in Barbados. This
pattern, although not unique to the island, was more pronounced that elsewhere. By
the nineteenth century, the population was large and continued to grow, although
few slaves were imported into or exported from Barbados. 95 Most slaveowners
acquired slaves through internal sales, and this factor, along with the prevalence of
hiring out which was a particular feature of Barbados, énd the mobility of slaves
which was a feature of most slave societies, created slave family networks which
crisscrossed the island. During the 1820s Barbados was exceptional in the
anglophone Caribbean in having over 50 per cent of male and female partners living
separately from each other, compared with the usual average of about 30 per cent.

96 This further encouraged the mobility of slaves, and forced concessions regarding

91 Sheridan, “Condition of the Slaves,” p. 47.

92 Beckles and Watson, “Social Protest,” p. 273.
93 Ibid., p. 284.

94 1bid., p. 288.

95 Higman, Slave Populations p. 81.

96 Ibid., p. 396. Estimations based on data from Methodist and Moravian church records.
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slaves’ mobility on the part of owners. Re-uniting with kin and visiting “Wives and
children on other plantations” 97 and in towns influenced decisions about recreation,

self-hire and running away.

The Growth of the Free Population of Colour

Comparative analyses of slavery in Brazil and the southern United States during the
eighteenth and nineteenth century suggest that, in plantation-based societies, long-
term economic stability led to lower manumission rates and slower growth of a free
population of colour. Degler argues that, in contrast to the United States, the “boom
and bust” cycles of the Brazilian sugar industry encouraged the rapid growth of a
skilled free non-white population, as planters frequently manumitted skilled slaves in
order to limit their slave labour force to agricultural labourers. 98 Legal constraints as
well as the stability of the Barbadian slave system seem to have limited the
possibility of manumission. Although the price of freedom could be worked out
between an individual owner and slave, manumission fees were set by law, and had
to be paid to the vestry of the parish in which the slave was manumitted. An annuity
was paid out of the fee to the ex-slave for his/her support. in 1801 these fees were
raised from £50 (which were waived if the owner was impoverished) to a non-
negotiable £300 for women and £200 for men. The change was made in response to
several trends: more women were being manumitted thkan men; slaveowners tended
to manumit old or infirm slaves so as not to have to take care of them; and
manumission numbers in general were beginning to rise. While there were legal

means through which the fees could be evaded, it involved either the owner or the

97 CO 31/50 7 March 1826.

98 |n 1860, the ratio of free people of colour to slaves in the U.S. was 8:1 (Carl Degler, Neither Black
Nor White: Slavery and Race Relations in Brazil and the United States [London: Collier-MacMillan,
1971], pp. 39-47), whereas, by the 1870s, free non-whites outnumbered both whites and slaves in
Brazil, accounting for 70 per cent of the population (Herbert Klein, “The Colored Freedmen in Brazilian
Slave Society,” JSH, vol. 3 (1969), p. 42). See also Eugene Genovese, “Slave Societies in North
America,” in Cohen and Greene (eds.), Neither Slave Nor Free, p. 261; Marvin Harris, “Patterns of Race
in the Americas (New York: Walker, 1964), pp. 79-84.
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slave getting to England to effect the manumission under a 1732 act which made it
possible to free a slave from the colonies without paying any fees. Many owners did
make use of this act, particularly after 1801, but for most it was obviously
inconvenient. 99 Few slaves who were not in the slave labour élite could afford
manumission fees.

Manumission through self-purchase, although infrequent in most slave societies,
was even less so in Barbados, partly because competition reduced the rate of
payment received for skilled or élite slave labour. Thus, although tradesmen,
domestics and the children of trusted officer slaves were disproportionately
represented among the free population of colour, few slaves, however skilled, could
earn enough to free themselves or family members. 100 Additionally, slaveowners’
dependence on the hiring out system, particularly owners who had little or no
property other than their slaves, made them reluctant to exchange a steady income
for one manumission payment, and most could not themselves afford the
manumission fees. These factors contributed to low manumission rates, which rose
from 157 individuals, or 0.2 per cent of the slave population, in 1817, to 363
individuals, or 0.4 per cent of the slave population, in 1832, a lower rate than in other
territory, with the exception of Jamaica. 101

Although women were underrepresented in the skilled slave élite, and few
therefore independently raised the money to buy their freedom and the freedom of
their children, in many slave societies the majority of manumitted slaves were
women. Between 1809 and 1811, 168 men and 263 women were freed in Barbados.
Many women were manumitted as a “gift” either for on.al domestic service or by their
free male partners. The majority of domestics were female, and, since domestic work

brought slaves into close personal contact with owners, the chances of being freed

99 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 44-47
100 Watson, Civilised Island, p. 140.

101 Handler, Unappropriated People., pp. 51-52. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, these figures did
not vary much until the mid-1820s, when, as part of its “gradual emancipation” policy, the imperial
government insisted that barriers to manumission be removed.
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as a gift were greater. Domestic work and huckstering were the two élite jobs open to
women which offered the greatest opportunities for ea;ning money by renting out
one’s labour or receiving freedom as a gift. 102

The low rate of manumission meant that the free population of colour in Barbados
always remained much smaller, both in absolute numbers and as a percentage of
the total population, than in most other islands, and free people of colour remained a
minority of the free population. In this respect, Barbados resembled the free
population of colour in the United States more than other Caribbean islands. 103 For
example, whites outnumbered free people of colour in Barbados by 2:1in 1833. By
contrast, by 1831, free non-whites outnumbered whites 4:3 in Jamaica, over 3:1 in
St. Kitts, and 4:1 in Trinidad. 104 Information on the free population of Barbados is
both scarce and unreliable for the period of slavery, but it was estimated that, in
1748, there were 107 free people of colour, 47, 025 sIayes and 15, 192 whites. By
1825 there were 78, 096 slaves, 4, 524 free people of colour and 14, 630 whites. 105
The rapid growth rate suggests that manumission was the major factor contributing

to their growth, although natural increase should not be discounted, and its

importance increased as the free population of colour grew.

102 Berlin, Slave Without Masters, p. 151, Manumission figures from Handler, Unappropriated People,
p. 49. Jane Landers and Kimberley Hanger both caution against placing too much emphasis on the roie
of white male manumitters in the growth of free populations of colour in slave societies. They argue that
free family members of colour tended to be more significant overall (See Jane Landers, “Introduction”
and Hanger, “Patronage, Property and Persistence,” in Landers (ed.), Against the Odds, p. viii and 50.

103 Berlin, Slaves Without Masters, p. 136 and 398; Cox, St. Kitts and Grenada, p. 12; Heuman,
Between Black and White; p. 7; Carolyn Fick, The Making of Haiti: The Saint Domingue revolution from
below (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1990), pp. 118-134; Higman, Slave Populations, p. 77.

104 gjo, “Race, Colour and Miscegenation,” p. 7, Cox, St. Kitts and Grenada, p. 12; Campbell,
“Trinidad’'s Free Coloureds,” p. 600.

105 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 18-19.
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Population of Barbados, 1748-1834

-

Year | Whites | Free | Slaves Total Total free | % of colour | % of Manu-
people population | population | of total colour of | missions
of (including population | free per
colour slaves) population | year

1748 | 15192 | 107 47 025 62 324 15 299 0.2 0.7

1768 | 16 139 | 448 66 379 | 82966 16 587 0.6 27

1773 | 18 532 | 534 62 548 81614 19 066 0.65 28

1786 | 16 167 | 838 69 115 86 120 17 005 1.0 49

1801 (15887 | 2209 |69 196 87 292 18 096 25 12.2

1809 | 15566 | 2263 |69 369 87 198 17 829 3.0 12.7

1810 [ 156517 | 2526 |69 119 87 162 18 043 29 13.9

1811 | 15794 [ 2613 |69 132 87 539 18 407 3.0 14.2

1812 | 15120 [ 2529 |68569 |86218 17 649 29 14.3

1813 | 156561 | 2412 |65 995 83 968 17 973 2.9 13.4

1814 [ 15920 | 2317 |66 663 84 900 18 237 27 12.7

1815 | 16145 [ 3319 |69 280 88 744 19 464 3.7 17.1

1816 | 16072 | 3007 | 71286 90 365 19 079 3.3 15.7 157*

1825 | 14630 | 4524 | 78096 |97 251 19 150 52 24

1826 | 14584 | 4777 |80 551 99 912 19 361 4.8 25 107

1827 (14687 | 4896 |79 383 98 966 19 556 4.9 25

1828 | 14824 | 5020 |80 050 99 894 19 844 5.0 25.3

1829 | 14959 | 5146 | 81902 102 007 20 105 5.0 25.6 223

;233- 14 592 | 6584 | 82807 103 983 21176 6.3 31.1 363*

Compiled from Handler, The Unappropriated People, pp. 18-19, 49, 51.

* Figures for 1817 and 1832 respectively.
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Many free people of colour had either themselves begun life as slaves or were
barely a generation removed from slavery. The widespread networks of slaves’
families frequently included free people of colour, and there were significant social
and working connections between slaves and free non-whites. Most free people of
colour lived lives which were very similar to those of the slave élite with whom they
competed for jobs, had close relatives who were slaves, and, particularly in towns,
shared a social setting with other non-whites who, although slaves, made their lives
independently of their owners. The itinerant hucksters, small shopkeepers and
artisans in Bridgetown were nearly all free people of colour and slaves. 106 In her
description of life as an Englishwoman in early nineteenth century Bridgetown, Eliza
Fenwick commented that: “We have in our little establishment two men & two women
servants. The women are free, the others are hired of their Owners.” 107 A law
passed in 1820 to regulate the fares of porters and boatmen in Bridgetown referred
to the “notorious fighting, quarrelings, and other evil and pernicious practices of the
Porters and Boatmen openly carried on in the public Streets, Wharfs and landing
places in Bridge Town to the disturbance of the general quiet of the Inhabitants...”.
The law prescribed flogging for slaves and imprisonment for free boatmen who were
“complained against for... refusing to work when called upon in giving abusive
language.” 108

At its height in the last decade of slavery the free population of colour was
estimated at 6,584, compared with a slave population of over 82, 000. 109 However,
many of them had a great deal in common with slaves, and free people of colour

were socially, culturally and economically integrated in Barbadian slave society. 110

106 FwW.N. Bayley, Four Years’ Residence in the West Indies, during the years 1826, 7, 8 and 9
(London: William Kidd, 1833), pp. 60-61.

107 Eliza Fenwick (A.F.Wedd [ed.]). The Fate of the Fenwicks: Letters to Mary Hays, 1798-1828
(London: Methuen, [1927]), p. 75.

108 co 30/20 No. 403, “Act passed to regulate the fares to be taken by the porters and boatmen in
Bridgetown,” passed 9 August 1820.

109 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 19-21.
110 s, “Marginality,” pp. 151-153.
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The next section examines how relationships between free people of colour and
slaves blurred the boundaries between freedom and slavery, and how these

connections helped to shape and extend the individual possibilities of slaves.

Free People of Colour in the Barbadian Social Order

Labour and Social Relations Among Free People of Colour

Prior to 1636, when the legal status of Africans and people of African descent was
clarified, there may have been Africans who gained freedom at the end of terms of
indentureship, similarly to white indentured servants, e;/en if, as Handler points out,
their numbers would have been small. !11 It is also possible that, before the principle
was firmly established that legal status derived from mothers, the offspring of
relationships between white men and slave women were sometimes freed. Once the
sugar revolution had overtaken the island, the children of interracial unions were
freeborn only if their mother was free at the time of their birth.

By the late eighteenth century several features defined the free population of
colour in Barbados. As in other slave societies, women were the majority of those

manumitted, consistently accounted for over 60 per cent of Barbadian manumissions

during the nineteenth century. !12 Female slaves who were manumitted as a reward

1 Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 13.

112 Ibid., pp. 22-23. For comparison see Berlin, Slaves Without Masters, p. 151; Hanger, “Patronage,
Property and Persistence,” p. 50. Beckles and Watson, like many historians, argue that sexual
relationships between white men and slave women were less frequent in Barbados because the large
number of white women reduced “competition among males for scarce females.... In Barbados... the
demographic structure would both minimise this form of conflict and promote reproduction among the
slaves, which at the same time accounts for the small size of the coloured social group” (Beckles and
Watson, “Social Protest and Labour Bargaining,” p. 287. For a similar line of argument see, for example,
Heuman, Between Black and White, p. 4, Rosemarijn Hoefte, “Free Blacks and Coloureds in Plantation
Suriname,” p. 104; Laura Foner, “The Free People of Color in Louisiana and St. Domingue,” JSH, vol. 3
(3), 1970, p. 441). At the core of this argument is the assumption that white men ‘resorted’ to black
women only in situations where white women were scarce.

The argument that white men “resorted” to slave women because of the shortage of white men also has
implications for instances of rape during slavery. Many historians warn against seeing the violation of
women'’s bodies in situations of extreme domination such as slavery as a sexual act, as opposed to an
act of violence expressing physical and political power (for good analysis and challenge of this notion
see Barbara Bush, “White Ladies, Coloured Favourites and Black Wenches,” Slavery & Abolition, vol. 1,
no. 3 (December 1981) pp. 245-262; Burton, Afro-Creole, pp. 31-32. Richard Dunn was perhaps the
first contemporary historian to recognise this, tentatively stating that the shortage of white women “was
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for years of service as domestics and women who were manumitted by their male
partners would have made up a considerable part of this number. Some female
slaves, like their male counterparts, did sometimes earn enough money to purchase
their freedom and that of their family through their own labour. Phoebe Ford, a
shopkeeper from Holetown, probably a huckster during her bondage, earned the
money to buy her freedom and set up a small retail shop, then purchased and
manumitted her three illegitimate children. 113 Natural increase and the unreliability of
census information might explain why there was apparent gender parity among the
Barbadian free population of colour, although there were more white and slave
women than men. 114

Like landless whites, free people of colour did not work as field labourers on the
plantations. Manumission, whether by gift or purchase, favoured urban slaves,
artisans, domestics, the mistresses and children of white men or élite slaves, who
were therefore over-represented in the free population of colour. !5 Furthermore, by
the end of the eighteenth century, field labour was associated with slave status and
was considered by free people to be degrading work. Free people of colour were
also excluded from jobs of authority on plantations which were reserved for whites.
There was little hope for free people of colour to own land, let alone plantations,

except via inheritance from a parent or as a bequest in an owner’s will. 116 As g

perhaps not the key consideration. The master enjoyed commandeering his prettiest slave girl and
exacting his presumed rights from her. Many planters whose wives and children lived with them in the
islands openly kept black concubines” (Dunn, Sugar and Slaves, pp. 252-253). Following Dunn and
Bush, Beckles has retreated from his 1987 view (See Beckles, “Property Rights in Pleasure: The
marketing of slave women'’s sexuality in the West Indies,” in Roderick A. McDonald [ed.], West Indies
Accounts: Essays on the history of the British Caribbean and the Atlantic economy in honour of Richard
Sheridan [Kingston: The Press, 1996], pp. 169-183).

It is likely that sexual relations between white men and slave women were just as common in Barbados
as elsewhere, but that fewer children of such relationships were freed by their fathers. Thus, at least
one part of Beckles and Watson's claim, that the stability of white family arrangements in Barbados as
compared with elsewhere affected the growth of the free population of colour, might be correct.

113 €O 28/92, petition of Sam Gabriel, Catherine Abel Duke and William Collins, 8 March 1823. Also
cited in Handler, Uanappropriated People, p. 57 and 133.

114 Handler, Unapproriated People, pp. 24-25; Beckles, History of Barbados, p. 52.
115 Higman, Slave Populations, p. 384.

116 Ibid., p. 121 (Handler found clear evidence of only four non-white plantation owners between 1780
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result, free people of colour were concentrated in urban areas. Between 1809 and
1829 around 63 per cent of the free population of colodr lived in Bridgetown, and
Speightstown was composed largely of free people of colour. 117 An 1825 description
of Speightstown stated that “The population of the place is colored in a very large
proportion, and you may walk some time in the street before you will meet a white or
black man or woman.” 118

Although there was a small and recognisable élite among Barbadian free people
of colour by the late eighteenth century, few free people of colour were wealthy, and
the island did not have a large non-white élite equal to that of other territories. Mixed-
race free people may have been slightly more likely than those of darker complexion
to be wealthy, and there were several mixed-race merchants and hoteliers in the
towns. 119 However, in contrast to other islands, Barbados lacked the finely graded
distinctions of colour which led elsewhere to the develgpment of a coherent mixed-
race or “coloured” sense of identity. Barbados therefore had no class coresponding
to either the large “brown” merchant class of Kingston and the powerful coloured
political organisations of late slavery and early emancipation Jamaica, or the wealthy
mixed-race landowners and merchants of Trinidad, Dominica or, most notably, the
“mulatto” landed-aristocracy of pre-revolutionary Haiti. There were no legal privileges
for mixed-race people in Barbados, nor was the enmity which characterised social
and political relations between free blacks and free coloureds elsewhere a feature of

social relations. 120

and 1834); Watson, Civilised Island, pp. 201-202.

17 Handler, “Barbados” in Cohen and Greene (eds.), Neither Slave Nor Free, pp. 216-217; Higman,
Slave Populations, p. 96.

118 Coleridge, Six Months, p. 48. The differentiation between “colored” and “black” in this statement is
ambivalent, since it is unclear whether the distinction is one of legal status between slaves and free
people of colour, or phenotypically between people of lighter and darker skin colour. See also Bayley,
Four Years’ Residence, p. 58.

119 Neville Connell, “Hotel Keepers and Hotels in Barbados,” JBMHS, vol. 33, no. 4 (1970); Handler,
Unappropriated People, pp. 41-42, 56-59, 130-133; Higman, Slave Populations, p. 192.

120 For information about relations between people of mixed race and those of darker colour, as well
as free non-white property-ownership, see Campbell, “Trinidad’s Free Coloureds,” pp. 603-604; Foner,
“Louisiana and St. Domingue,” p. 425; Handler, “Barbados,” pp. 247-248; Heuman, Between Black and
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As in other countries, however, many free people of colour sought to differentiate
themselves from slaves in various ways, among the easiest of which was in their
style of dress. 121 By the early nineteenth century, there was an increasing number of
relatively wealthy urban free people of colour, and the numbers of those who could
afford a good education for their children also increased. 122 Most of these would
have probably been male children. Descriptions of the lifestyles of wealthy free non-
whites are rare, but in 1837 Thome and Kimball met Joseph Thorne, his wife and two
other “coloured gentlemen” — the Methodist minister Joseph Hamilton and Thomas
J. Cummins — at Thorne’s home. Thorne, who had been a slave until 20, afterwards
became a Bridgetown merchant and shoemaker. Thome and Kimball's description of
his home is valuable as a rare, possibly unique, description of the home of a wealthy
free person of colour during this period, and gives the impression that, culturally,
Thorne was very much an upper middle class nineteenth century man of education,
who had a hobby as an amateur gentleman naturalist. They were struck by the

“scientific appearance” of his parlour:

On one side was a large library of religious, historical, and literary works, the
selection of which displayed no small taste and judgment. On the opposite side
of the room was a fine cabinet of minerals and shells. In one corner stood a
number of curious relics of the aboriginal Caribs, such as bows and arrows,
etc., together with interesting fossil remains. On the tops of the books-cases
and mineral stand, were birds of rare species, procured from the South
American Continent. The centre table was ornamented with shells, specimens
of petrifactions, and elegantly bound books. The remainder of the furniture of
the room was costly and elegant. 123

This description also illustrates the possibility of upward social mobility which existed
among urban free people of colour during the early nineteenth century. Another

wealthy Bridgetown merchant of the 1820s and ‘30’s, London Bourne, had also been

White, p. 36 and 46; Harry Hoetink, “Surinam and Curagao,” in Cohen and Greene, Neither Slave Nor
Free, pp. 64-84; Honeychurch, Dominica Story, pp. 100-102; Levy, Emancipation, p. 31; Sio, “Jamaica
and Barbados,” p. 12; Watson, Civilised Island, p. 190.

121 Honeychurch, Dominica Story, p. 80; John Waller, A Voyage in the West Indies... (London: Printed
for Sir Phillips and Co., 1820), p. 4 and 95, also cited in Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 139.

122 \watson, Civilised Island, p. 213

123 Thome and Kimball, Emancipation in the West Indies, p. 73.
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born a slave, son of a free man of colour. 124

However, the appearance of growing wealth must be treated with some
scepticism. It is likely that the proportion of freedpeople, as opposed to freeborn
people, was higher than the limited statistics indicate, given the unreliability of
census information, and the increase in manumission rates towards the end of
slavery. Freedpeople would have been more likely to identify culturally and socially
with slaves. Before the late 1820s, when the Church of England roused itself into
serious missionary activity, most free people of colour also shared the same spiritual
views as slaves. Many adhered to the African-derived religious belief in obeah —
which was the spiritual belief system in which most slaves participated until the last
decade of slavery. Obeah was just as prevalent in towns among slaves and free non-
whites as in rural areas. 125 Slaves and free people of colour also came together in
the Methodist church, which specifically targetted urban slaves and free non-whites,
although the membership of this denomination always remained small. 126 Free non-
whites mingled socially with slaves at Sunday dances, which free people of colour
often hosted. After a white man was murdered when he intervened to stop such a
dance at the home of a “free coloured person”, a letter writer to the Mercury

observed that:

These illegal gatherings are becoming every day more frequent; the time was,
when they (the negroes and coloured people) considered it a mark of favour if
they were permitted to meet occasionally on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon to
amuse themselves, provided they dispersed at the close of evening; but in the
town | have alluded to (and of which | feel myself more particularly authorised
to speak, although | believe the frequency of meeting prevails in every part of
the Island, even the metropolis), it appears that the judicial decision in the case
| have related, has impressed them with an idea that they cannot be legally
prevented from assembling when and where they please. 127

124 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 56-57. Bourne was manumitted in 1818 at age 25 by his
father (Karch, “London Bourne,” p. 2).

125 yw. Orderson, Creoleana: or social and domestic scenes and incidents in Barbados in days of
yore (London: Saunders and Otley, 1842) p. 37. Orderson refers to obeah having its “nucleus” in
Bridgetown.

126 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 154-161; Noel Titus, The Development of Methodism in
Barbados (Bern: Peter Lang, 1993).

127 BMBG, 18 June 1821. See also discussion in Jerome Handler and Charlotte Frisbie, “Aspects of
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Blurring the Legal Boundaries: Urban Street Culture

Despite efforts made to segregate society legally, the very presence of free
people of colour increased the difficulties involved in controlling slaves. The first
known reference to free people of colour in Barbados is a law of 1652 which
prohibited anyone from “entertain[ing] any man or woman, White or Black, above
one night, if he doth not know him to be a Free-man...”. 128 This law indicates that
there were already people of colour who were legally free in Barbados, and that
authorities were worried slaves would use this fact to pass as free themselves.

During the eighteenth century, the growing similarity of their employment and
disregard for pass laws and laws against extended hires helped to obscure further
the boundary between being a slave away from one’s owner with leave, becoming a
runaway, and becoming legally free. It is difficult to know how many runaways there
were at any given time in Barbados. By the 1830s, although the free non-white
population was officially less than 7, 000, it was secret;y suspected that the number
was as high as 12,000. 129 In dismissing the credibility of this estimate, made by the
island’s governor in 1833, Handler does not take account of the presence of people
whose manumissions were unrecorded, the numbers of runaways passing as free,
and the number of skilled slaves whom any casual observer might have assumed
were free.

Karl Watson has argued that anonymity was not a strong characteristic of
Barbadian slave society, because blacks and whites knew each other well on an
individual basis. 130 However, even if individual relations permitted such close

knowledge in rural areas, town life was different. The ability of slaves to blend into

Slave Life in Barbados: Music and its cultural context,” Caribbean Studies, Vol. 11, no. 4 (January
1972), pp. 5-46; Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 123 and 172.

128 john Jennings, Acts and Statutes of the Island of Barbados, 2nd ed. (London: 1656), pp. 20-21,
cited in Handler, Unappropriated People, p. 13.

129 co 28/87, Combermere to Bathurst, January 3 1818; Attorney-General Henry Sharpe to Governor
Lionel Smith, 12 October 1833.

130 watson, “Salmagundis vs. Pumpkins,” p. 19.
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the non-white crowd made whites in slave societies uneasy, 13! especially in the
towns, where they dominated the streets and the markets. Anti-huckstering
legislation failed in part because rural slaves coming from distant plantations with
items to sell to Bridgetown hucksters preferred dealing with itinerant hucksters to
those based in the market. Urban market hucksters, many of them free non-whites,
unofficially and illegally set prices for the entire market. They prohibited anyone from
buying or selling items below certain prices “and the poor negroes are compelled to
take that price, because they are not permitted to take the commodities out of the
market.” 132 In Bridgetown, the strong presence of free people of colour and their
close associations with slaves made it difficult to distinguish slave from free. In one
of its frequent calls for a strengthened police force in Bridgetown the Barbadian

newspaper stated:

We frequently receive communications complaining of the blasphemous and
obscene language of the slaves, and ‘the degraded part of the free population,’
as a correspondent of to-day calls them, which almost daily is heard in our
streets.... It is lamentable that, notwithstanding the exertions made to
humanize and Christianize these people, and with all the opportunities now
afforded them of hearing the Word of GOD, such a large portion of them

remain lawless, hardened, foul-tongued, incorrigible sinners! 133

Whites were aware of loyalties among people of colour, and they knew that the
non-white crowd could easily turn on them. In 1827 a white Bridgetown resident
named John Staunton, who owned a counting-house, successfully appealed his
conviction for refusing to help two white Bridgetown policemen as they were trying to
arrest a slave. Scuffles between the police and people of colour in the town were
common and the testimony in this case reveals the extent of white fear of non-white
crowds in the 1820s. The slave was accused of theft and, when the police

confronted him, he refused to say who he was or where he was from. As the police

131 Wade, Slavery in the Cities, p. 70.

132 ¢ 31/45, Minutes of the House of Assembly, June 1811, cited in Beckles and Watson, “Social
Protest,” p. 282.

133 Barbadian, 10 August 1830, emphasis in the original.
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tried to drag him away, a large crowd of “colored persons” of unspecified legal status
gathered in front of Staunton’s counting house. They followed the action, “shouting
and hooting & exciting the Slave to escape if he could, & advising him to lie down &
not to go....” The policeman claimed they asked several slaves standing around a
cart nearby to bring the cart and help them, and none moved. When they saw
Staunton and his assistant, two white men, the constables asked them for help, and
they refused. During the inquiry Staunton was adamant that, had he helped “[he and
his assistant] should have been exposed to the hootinds and vituperations” of the
crowd, whom he claimed the constables had not, in fact, asked for any assistance.

134

Free People of Colour and Slave Runaways

Slaves frequently had the ready assistance of free people of colour in using
extended terms of hire to establish an identity as a free person outside the bounds
of the law — becoming a “runaway”. Bridgetown was known to be teeming with
runaways, and Bay Street and Nelson Street, in the southwest of Bridgetown, were
crowded collections of small wooden houses inhabited by free people, slaves living
away from their owners and hiring themseives out, and, it was well known, a sizable
runaway population. Like the legally free, runaways gravitated towards urban areas
where they could more readily find work, and where th;ay were least likely to have
their freedom questioned. 135 Often owners who hired their slaves for long periods,
and depended upon them to return with the money they had earned, only realised

that their slaves had actually absconded once the appointed day for payment had

passed. Once gone, runaways could simply disappear and biend into the world of

134 co 31/50 2 January 1827 and 30 January 1827. The cage was a public jail for runaway slaves
whose owners were unknown or had not yet claimed them.

135 Heuman, “Runaway Slaves in Nineteenth Century Barbados,” Slavery &Abolition - Out of the
House of Bondage: Runaways, Resistance and Marronage in Africa and the New World, vol. 6, no. 3
(December 1985), pp. 95-111; Handler, “Escaping Slavery in a Caribbean Plantation Society:
Marronage in Barbados, 1650-1830s,” New West Indian Guide/Nieuwe West-Indische Gids, vol. 71
(1997), pp. 183-225. For comparison see Wade, Slavery in the Cities, pp. 214-225.
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slave and free people of colour, taking advantage of their connections in the towns
and around the island. Owners who wanted their slaves back were often forced to
tread a fine line between tempting and coercing them into returning. An 1817

advertisement for Mary was a clear example of this:

The subscriber's Mulatto Girl, Mary, who was advertised in the Mercury some
weeks past, as being absent, not having returned, he will readily sell her to any
person who may be inclined to purchase her. Should she return within ten days
from the date of this advertisement, he will grant her free pardon; but if she be
absent on the expiration of the above-mentioned time, he will give £25 Reward

for her apprehension. 136

This danger was particularly acute with artisans and hucksters. Betsy Lemon’s
owner, seeking her return in 1816, stated "she had for some time past been
employed selling dry-goods both in town & country, an;j has thereby made extensive
connections.” Several months later the owner was still advertising to get her back. 137
An advertisement for Mystella noted that: “As she is a good washer and seamstress,
she may find employment, and be induced to remain out; therefore, any person
found harbouring or concealing her, will be prosecuted with the utmost extent of the
law...”. 138 Huckstering allowed slaves to live semi-independent lives, and
accusations that hucksters often stole were widespread. However, they could be so
valuable and difficult to control that their owners would turn a blind eye to such
claims, or accept no responsibility for the means through which their hucksters
conducted their business. In 1818 the following notice appeared in the Mercury: “The
subscriber forbids any person delivering goods of any description to her Negro
Woman Slave named Nanny, who has been in the vile‘habit of taking up sundry

articles without her knowledge. Those already taken she will not be answerable for,

nor any for the future.” 139

136 BMBG, 31 May 1817.
137 Ibid., 30 March, 3 and 12 September 1816.

138 Ibid., 25 March 1817 Prosecutions under the Detinue Act, which provided for reimbursement of
owners whose slaves were illegally hired or harboured by other free people, were infrequent, but cases
may often have been settled informally.

139 |bid., 7 February 1818.
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The proximity of other Windward islands and the frequency of travel between
them provided runaways with the possibility of running even further, 140 particularly
after the capture of nearly all the Windward Islands by the British during the
Napoleonic Wars. In the early nineteenth century, there was a particularly close
relationship between Barbados and the more recent British acquisitions of Trinidad
and Demerara and Berbice in British Guiana, where many Barbadian planters owned
property. 141 There were a number of Barbadian free people of colour in Demerara
and Berbice, 142 probably working in the trades and huckstering for better wages
than were available in Barbados, and skilled Barbadian slaves whose owners hired
them out sometimes went to British Guiana to find work. 143 Barbadian slaves were
occasionally sold to Demerara even after the end of the slave trade. 144

The geographical proximity between the Windward territories, and the regularity of
communication between them, also helped slaves to abscond from the island.
Runaway slaves were sometimes suspected of having gone to other islands, often to
reunite with free family members already there, and runaways from elsewhere in the
Windwards and British Guiana were sometimes discovered passing for free in
Barbados. 145 In 1818 a slave girl named Eliza Rose was suspected of having been
taken to St. Vincent by her father or her grandmother, both free people of colour. 146

The Napoleonic Wars also led to the presence of large numbers of British troops,

garrisoned at St. Ann’s in Bridgetown. A black regiment in the imperial army, formed

140 Beckles, “From Land to Sea".
141 peerr, History of Sugar, vol. |, pp. 161-162.

142 pedro Welch, “Crimps and Captains’: Displays of self expression among freed coloured women,
Barbados, 1750-1834," Journal of Social Sciences 1V, vol. 2 (December 1997), p. 106; St. Michael
vestry minutes, 11 November 1847, notice for £16 worth of manumission annuities due to Sarah
Lane, living in Demerara.

143 Higman, Slave Populations, p. 84.
144 See, for example, CO 28/101 Petition of Richard Walden, native of Bridgetown, Barbadoes, [n.d].

145 BMBG, 19 April 1917 and 27 July 1822; Barbadian, 22 July 1825, See also Heuman, “Runaway
Slaves,” p. 101.

146 BMBG, 31 January 1818.
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of Africans liberated from enemy slave ships at the end of the eighteenth century,
was garrisoned at Adam’s Castle near the capital. As Brathwaite notes, imperial
troops posted in Caribbean cities, particularly those of African descent, undermined
the segregation of slave and free. 147 In 1813 an advertisement for a black slave
named James, a tailor, mentioned that he had once been the property of an army
captain in the 3rd West India Regiment and had since his disappearance “repeatedly
been seen at St. Ann’s, where he has much connection, having formerly been
messman to the 6th W.I. [Regiment].” 148 Several notices appeared for slave women
suspected of having left the island as the wives of black soldiers. In 1818, when she
was questioned by the Bridgetown nightwatch on suspicion of being a runaway,
Celia, the property of a Bridgetown slaveowner, showed them a forged pass and
they let her go. Her owner suspected that she then proceeded to Dominica as a
black soldier's wife. 149 Slave men could escape under the cover of inter-island
military manoeuvres. In June of 1816, an advertisement announced the capture of a

“‘Barbadian Negro” in St. Lucia: .

... [W]ho absented himself from Barbados when the Expedition sailed from
Martinique, in December 1808; and afterwards went with the expedition to
Guadeloupe, in 1809; and has ever since passed himself for a free man. When
he used to be taken from about the barracks of St. Ann’s, he passed by the
name Titus, but of late he has added William to it; and now he is confined, he
says he belongs to the Parish of St. John, in Barbados, and that his name is
[William] Wiggins; although at first he said he belonged to Mr. Hall, in Bridge-
Town. 150

Slaves might pass for free for years before being caught. In 1818 a reward was

offered for a shoemaker named Sam or Sammy who was thought to be:

... [H]arboured by his mother, named Ruthy, the property of Thos. L. Waith,
Esq. in Christ Church, at Bissex-Hill Plantation in the Parish of St. Joseph, and
at Locust-Hall Plantation in the Parish of St. George. He has numerous
connexions in St. Peter and St. Lucy’s Parishes, particularly in Speight’s-Town,
where, or in its vicinity, he was harboured and concealed by his father, named

147 Brathwaite, Creole Society in Jamaica, p. 106.
148 BMBG, 30 January 1813.

149 1bid., 4 August 1818.

150 1bid., 15 June 1816.
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Sam, or Joe Leacock, for nearly 16 years, when by accident he was discovered
to be a slave; and it was fairly proved that he was stolen by his parents when
the mother was leased at Haymond’s Plantation, and he a child; and as he long

passed for a free boy, it is probable he will attempt to do so now.... 17!

Pretending to be a slave out on a written pass from his/her owner was also an
alternative to passing for free. For example, Toney, a slave who had in the past hired
himself out in Bridgetown and Christ Church, was “seen with a forged Pass, and no
doubt has deceived many, and, as he can read and wr}te, he may renew his pass....”
152 Many runaways hid in the homes of their family and friends on plantations or the
slave “yards” which adjoined the homes of slaveowners who did not own large tracts
of land, particularly in towns. 153 Slaves would frequently run away when they
thought they might be separated from friends and family through sale, as was the
case with Hester, who, after being advertised for sale, was suspected of being
hidden by her husband, a tailor living in Nelson Street. 154 In 1819 one slaveowner
responded to an anonymous offer to buy his slave Clarissa, who had absconded
when her owner decided to move to the United States, presumably taking her with
him. Her mother was a free woman and her father a slave, and the owner demanded
£150 for her, making it unlikely that her family could have bought her freedom. 155

While whites also colluded in defying the rules by illegally employing people
whom they knew to be slaves, free people of colour frequently participated in hiding
their own relatives or those of their friends. An 1822 notice for Penelope stated that
“she is supposed to be harboured by her mother, Mary Barrow (passing herself as a
free woman), living in Nelson-street; or by Mary Johnson, a free coloured woman
also a resident in Nelson Street.” 156 The owner of Hamliet, a black slave fisherman,

suspected after he had run away that “... he may pass himself off as a free man,

151 1bid., 24 October 1818,

152 bid., 20 July 1819.

153 Heuman, “Runaway Slaves”; Handler, “Escaping Slavery,” p. 209.
154 BMBG, 1 January 1814.

155 |pid., 23 February 1819.

156 1bid., 30 July 1822.
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having two sisters who are free subjects,” one of whom lived in Bay and the other in
Nelson Street. 157 A striking example of the blurred line between slavery and
freedom within families was the case of Lydia, whose owner advertised for her after
she ran away in 1826:

This woman is universally known; having been a retailer of goods for persons

with whom she formerly lived. She has relations and connections at a tenement

adjoining Kendal plantation, occupied by a yellow-skin woman named Norabh;

also in the Old Church Yard, where her sister, a free black woman named

Molly, resides; at Mr. Evelyn’s, the owner of her husband, called Niles

(otherwise Green) and at [Adam’s] Castle... [l]t is believed she is harboured

alternately by her family. — This woman has not absconded from any unkind

treatment, as she actually led a life of freedom, and the only reason for her

desertion is in consequence of her mistress requesting her to seek an owner.

158

Gendered family relationships influenced the assistance which hired and runaway
slaves received from free and slave kin. There is a well-established historiography on
the social acceptability of polygyny and corresponding rejection of polyandry in
Caribbean slave society. This gendered family relationship was important in the lives
of Barbadian slaves. It had been the custom, since the earliest days of slavery in
Barbados, for male slaves to have “two or three wives,” 159 whereas it had never
been socially acceptable for women to have more than one husband. 160 “Polygamy”
was a “privilege” reserved for men and several advertisements for adult male
runaways mentioned that the slave in question was suspected of being harboured by
one of his wives. A runaway from 1814, whose owner was from St. Peter, “was
formerly the property of Mr. Robert Yearwood, and is supposed to be harboured at
Mr. Joseph Yearwood’s estate called Lammey’s, in St. Joseph’s parish, or at Lear’s

estate [in Christ Church] where he has a wife, and another at Mr. Moore’s, not far

157 Ibid., 6 September 1817.
158 Barbadian, 13 October 1826.

159 Richard Ligon, A True and Exact History of the Island of Barbados, 1657 (Barbados: Barbados
National Trust, 2000 [1661]), p. 69, Barbara Bush, Slave Women in Caribbean Society, 1650-1838
(London: James Currey, 1985), pp. 96-103.

160 Report of a Committee of the Council of Barbadoes..., pp. 51 and 118-119.
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off.” 161 While women were often thought to be hiding with their husbands not a
single advertisement mentioned a slave woman having more than one husband.
However, one 1816 advertisement for a runaway slave woman named Mary stated
that: “Her husband (William White) has another wife at Mr. Henry Thorpe’s, in the
Parish of St. Joseph, where it is likely she is harboured....” 162

Thus, despite the legal stratifications of slave society, the close connections
between slaves and free people of colour constantly challenged and redefined social
boundaries, and free people of colour actively collaborated in this process of
subversion. The final section examines the diverse and frequently ambivalent
positions of free people of colour as both supporters of slavery as an institution and
opponents of slavery as it personally affected them and their families. It discusses
the rise of a strongly pro-slavery Barbadian élite of colour which sought to dissociate
itself from the social, cultural and political environment of the majority of free and

enslaved people of colour.

An Ambivalent Relationship: Free People of Colour and Slavery

Slaveownership and the Militia

Despite the close relationships between many slaves and free people of colour,
being free and non-white in a society based on black slavery and white freedom was
a condition which inherently produced situations of personal insecurity and political
ambivalence. Free people of colour were diverse in their economic status and their
personal and occupational relationships with slaves. Despite their diversity none,
however wealthy and for however long they had been 1:ree, enjoyed the legal
privileges accorded to even the poorest white or was ever fully safe from the
possibility of having their free status challenged. Even the wealthiest free people of

colour were excluded from the island’s political institutions. Furthermore, while many

161 BMBG, 22 February 1814.
162 |bid., 9 April 1816,
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were determined to defend their free status and that of their families, or obtain
freedom for slave relatives, such desires could co-exist with support for slavery as an
institution, which permeated the society.

Slaveownership was a mark of social status and an economic asset for free
people of both races, and even those who did not own slaves were indirectly
economically dependent upon the plantations and slavery for their survival. Most of
the artisans and domestics who constituted such a large portion of the free non-white
population probably survived through their own labour rather than that of slaves, but
Handler estimates that around 2000 free people of colour were slaveowners by
emancipation in 1834. 163 During the early nineteenth century, the number of
slaveowners of colour increased along with the rate of manumission. This correlation
between the growth of the manumitted population and the increase in their
slaveownership would have made it increasingly common for an individual to be
simultaneously a former slave, have enslaved relatives and be a slaveowner.

While free people of colour bought their own kin in order to free them, they also
owned slaves for their services, just like whites, and do not appear to have been
more inclined to manumit their slaves than white owners, either in Barbados or other
New World slave societies. 164 Upon her death in 1823, Phoebe Ford, the previously
mentioned manumitted slave and Holetown shopkeeper, left behind two slaves and a
house worth £500. 165 When Coobah Gibbs died in 1830 one of her sons, a daughter
and her grand-daughter were free, but she died before she could manumit her
brother, and her remaining son and two daughters. She left two slaves for her two
free children. 166 William Bourne, the father of the slave-born merchant London

Bourne, owned three slaves himself before manumitting his wife and children in

-

163 Handler, Unappropriated People, 150-151.

164 big., p. 55; Hanger, “Patronage, Property and Persistence,” p. 46, Gad Heuman, Between Black
and White, p. 14.

165 CO 28/95 President Skeete to Bathurst, 6 July 1825, enclosing papers relating to the petitions of
Sam Gabriel Ford and WC Ford.

166 Jerome Handler et al, Freedmen of Barbados, p. 21.
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England in 1818. His son London owned three slaves in right of his wife, but went to
great lengths to manumit slave family members. 167

Although most free people of colour probably owned no slaves, slavery implicated
all free people. All free men, regardless of colour, had to serve in the militia, a
military institution which existed throughout the British West Indies for protection
against both external invasion and slave rebellion. Established in Barbados in the
1630s, militia service was mandatory for all free men, regardless of race, between 15
and 60 years of age. Men of colour were debarred from positions as commissioned
officers in the militia, but by the time of the 1816 slave rebellion, there were 1726
white and 473 non-white privates. 168 For many runaway slaves and newly freed
slave men, militia service was a means of establishing oneself as a free person. In
1814, $100 was offered for a Barbadian tailor named Daniel Lewis, who had

“absconded” from Fort Royal in Martinique:

He left Barbados with a pass for 6 months only, from Elizabeth Lewis, his
owner, of Bridge-Town, lately deceased, 6th Sept. 1810, to work for Mr.
Bingley, late of Fort Royal, Taylor, and on Mr. B's return to Barbados about 2
years ago, Daniel, in company with a Free Negro Man named Albert,
commenced and carried on the business at Fort Royal, as successors of Mr.
Bingley. It is well known that he passed himself off as a free man, and as such,
actually served in Mr. Davids’ company of militia, Fort Royal, whereby
establishing his freedom there, having a paper or certificate in his possession
(which was sworn to by a white person) purporting to be the freedom of
Barbados, signed John Lucomb, Church Warden; that £300 had been lodged
for that purpose, which proves to be a forgery. Daniel is generally well known in
and about Fort Royal and St. Pierre, and all the Barbadian people there know
him to be the Slave of Mrs. Lewis above-mentioned, although he associated
with free people of colour at Martinique, who are now supposed to secrete [sic]
him... 169

The backbone of the militia system of the British West Indies was the militia
tenancy. Each island had legislation which stipulated that every estate was

responsible for providing one militia tenant for a certain number of slaves or acres of

167 Karch, “London Bourne,” pp. 2-3.

168 Handler, “Freedmen and Slaves in the Barbados Militia,” JCH, vol. 19 (1984), pp.1-25; Lucas
Mss, “General Return of the Militia of Barbados,” 24 April 1816, p. 405, BPL. For comparison see Klein,
“Freedmen in Brazil,” pp. 31-33.

169 BMBG, 7 June 1814. Martinique was captured and held by the British from 1803 until the end of
the war.
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land which the estate owned, and had to provide that man with a small amount of
land for the support of himself and his family. The militia tenancy or tenement system
was an attempt to stabilise the white male population when it was rapidly falling and
the slave population was rising, leaving white slaveowners surrounded, often in
isolated rural areas, by hundreds of enslaved Africans. 170 Even in Barbados,
however, the militia was not enough to prevent the whife population from declining
relative to slaves and, although no records were kept of their numbers, many free
men of colour held militia tenancies. At the beginning of the post-emancipation
period a writer to the Liberal newspaper described Barbados as a place “where the
‘white face’ is daily lessening in the scale of numbers — where the ingenuity of our

legislators can hardly even now preserve the preponderance in our Militia.”17!

Families of Free and Slave Members: The Barrier of the Law

Joining the militia was one of the strategies employed by free people of colour to
keep their families together, in a context where most could not afford to manumit
their enslaved relations and there were few options for free men and women in rural
areas. Many militia tenants, both white and of colour, had relationships and families
with slave women in their areas. This could lead to the seemingly incongruous
situation of runaways being harboured by militia tenants. This may have been the
case with Molly, Jesse and Philly, who, in 1816, were “"supposed to be harboured
along with their mother, and at the house of their father, at his tenement on the
property of John Bowen Esq...." 172

Many free people would also rent their relations from their owners in exchange for
the privilege of having them live with them. In response to a question from the 1831-

32 House of Commons commission on slavery as to how a free man of colour could

170 Handler, “Barbados Militia,” p. 7.
171 Liberal, 1 August 1838.

172 BMBG, 24 August 1816. During slavery the term ‘tenement” referred to the holding of militia
tenancies (CO 31/47, 21 January 1818).
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survive in the West Indies, a Jamaican plantation manager stated that:

In town he might work upon a wharf, he might work on board a ship, he might
act as a servant. There is also another way; they form connections with slave
women, and establish themselves in villages; and in right of their wives occupy
lands belonging to the owners of the estates. | knew one of them... who rented
two acres of land, and he paid 30s. for an acre of land; so that his ground rent
was £3. He was a married man, but his wife was a slave, and he had to pay a
rent for her; he paid £18 a year for her; that was in order to ensure her living
with him; and besides that he supported himself, and in a great measure his
wife. She was occasionally with her mistress, but when she was with him he
supported her, and himself and the children, and did militia duty; and | believe
he had nothing but those two acres of land, because he came down to borrow
money from me to manumise his wife, and a certain sum was wanted to make
up the balance; he could not accomplish the freedom of his wife, and therefore

| inferred that he had nothing but this land. 173
Such rental arrangements were common during slavery and usually seem to have
involved free men of colour renting their slave kin. In late 1832 an advertisement for
a runaway named Nanny Flora stated that she was supposed to be harboured by her
husband, a free black tailor, who had pretended to hire her, but was now several
months’ rent in debt to her owner. Her husband then forged the signature of another
person, to pretend to the owner that he had hired her out, but had not paid in that
money either. 174

Many families with both free and slave members, who sought to overcome the
legal barrier of slavery, found themselves caught up in the complications of slave
law. These legal entanglements often made freedom precarious. The most frequent
cause of legal complications and loss of freedom was the discovery that
manumission fees had not been paid. Upon such a disE:overy people who had
believed they were free might find themselves escheated to the Crown as public
property to be sold at auction, or, worse still, confronted by the next-of-kin of a
deceased owner, who suddenly materialised with a legal claim to inherit them.
Throughout the early nineteenth century several free people of colour appealed to
the Governor, as the representative of the Crown, to spare them from re-

enslavement. In 1823, although she had been living as a free woman for 27 years,

173 pp 1831-32, vol. 20, “Report from the select committee...,” p. 18.
174 Barbadian, 24 December 1832.
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Harriet Burke appealed to the crown via the secretary of state for the colonies, Lord
Bathurst, when she found the freedom of herself and her five children placed in
doubt. Four of her children had been born after her manumission, making them
legally free, but in 1804 her second child was “when an infant, seized by a relation of
her former mistress, and conveyed into the Country”. The Governor at the time gave
her permission to reclaim him, which she did, but he was immediately stolen again
and sold. Harriet found herself in worse difficulties in 1823 when, in response to her
latest petition for her son’s freedom, Governor Henry Warde and the Attorney-
General ruled that her deceased owner had committed various legal errors, as a
result of which neither Harriet nor her children had ever been free. Although the
Crown apparently found in her favour, she was nevertheless removed from the St.
Michael vestry almshouse list and lost her manumission annuity. When she appealed
again in 1833 for ten years’ retroactive manumission payments, the vestry
prosecuted her. 175

Sarah Stewart, a woman who claimed her owner Margaret Stewart had
manumitted her in 1794, fought unsuccessfully to her dying day to save her children
from being enslaved. When Margaret Stewart died in the 1810s her son-in-law, John
Francis Gill, tried to claim Sarah and her children as his slaves. Sarah’s appeals
against his claim spanned the administrations of four governors in Barbados, the first
not long after her former owner’s death and the last, under Governor Warde, in 1829.
In reviewing Sarah'’s last appeal before she died, the Acting Protector of Slaves, 176
John Mayers, stated that he suspected her case was invalid, because Margaret only
had a life interest in Sarah, 177 and therefore had no legal right to manumit her.

Futhermore, Margaret had never paid the required manumission deposit. Mayers

175 CO 31/4, 10 June 1823; St. Michael vestry minutes, 5 August 1833.

176 The office of Protector of Slaves was created under the Consolidated Slave Act of 1826 and is
discussed in Chapter 2.

177 1t is not clear from the documents on this case whether "“life interest” referred to a leasing
agreement between Margaret and Sarah’s real owner, or if someone had bequeathed Sarah to
Margaret in a will only for the duration of Margaret's life.
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also believed Sarah’s manumission documents were forged. The slave registration
records of 1820 to 1829 listed Sarah and two of her sons as the property of John
Francis Gill, and Sarah died shortly after the 1829 return was taken. Because she
was a woman, Sarah’s legal predicament endangered every generation of her family,
as Mayers noted that: “[I]t is alleged [Sarah] has left other Children and Grand
Children not yet met with by John Francis Gill so as to be taken into possession.” 178
Such cases reveal the instability of the boundary between freedom and enslavement
and the determination with which people sought to legalise their status, and secure
that status for their relatives.

Cases could become particularly complicated, however, when the struggle for
freedom was between people of colour themselves, both because of the likelihood of
personal connections and because of the fact that few free people of colour left wills.
The contradictions involved in non-white slaveownership are strikingly revealed in
the case of a slave named Jane Denny, who petitioned first the governor and then
the imperial Board of Treasury for herself and her descendants. The Denny family of
slaves were owned by a free woman of colour, Agnes Charlotte Denny, who died
intestate. Upon her death in 1829, they were escheated to the crown, whereupon
Jane petitioned for their freedom on the grounds that, as Agnes’ children were
illegitimate and there were no debts to be settled on Agnes’ estate, there was no
reason for them to continue in slavery. The Board decided the case in their favour,
however Agnes’ children intervened and argued that, if the Board’s manumission
order were carried out, they “[Agnes’ children] will want food & a shelter, as their
mother owes more than the house is worth...”. In their petition to the Acting Protector
of Slaves Agnes’ children included a outline of her debts which they said only a sale
of the slaves could settle. Upon hearing of the intention of Agnes’ daughter, Hannah
Maria, to claim her mother’s slaves, Jane Denny sent z; desperate petition to the

Board of Treasury which reveals how enslavement could be used to settle personal

178 cO 28/105 Governor James Lyon to Sir George Murray, 30 April 1830, enclosing documents
relating to the petition of Sarah Stewart.
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scores between those who were slaves and those who were free. Jane alleged that:

[T]hrough the influence of the said Hannah Maria Denny, and her Friends, your
Memorialist with her Children and Grand Child, may be doomed to a state of
perpetual Slavery, and thereby fall into the hands of the said Hannah Maria
Denny who is her inveterate Enemy, and whose earnest wish it is to obtain the
possession of your Memorialists, Children, and Grand Child, by any Means
whatever, to render their future existence wretched and miserable.
Jane also accused Agnes’ children of lying to the Acting Protector of Slaves when
they said her other property was insufficient to cover her debts. She strengthened
her case by claiming a respectable connection with another free person, the
children’s father, stating that “her [Jane’s] children are by one father, a Gentleman
descended from one of the first families in this Island, but now reduced by Misfortune

to the greatest Adversity, and not in his power to render any service to his Children,

much less to emancipate them from the Cruel Yoke of Slavery.” 179

The Free Non-White Elite and the Beginning of the Struggle for Civil Rights

Despite these personal motivations and complications, slaveownership and
support for the institution of slavery were usually as much a business decision and
issue of status for free people of colour as for whites. \}ery few free people of colour
were as wealthy as the Belgrave family, who between them, by 1816, owned at least
three of the largest plantations in the southern parishes of St. Philip and Christ
Church, with hundreds of slaves. 130 Still, many free people of colour in Barbados
used slaves to help establish themselves in business, and many of the non-white
élite, which consisted mainly of urban tradesmen and shopkeepers, were
slaveowners who survived by doing business with sugar estates. In 1823, John
Montefiore, a leading Bridgetown merchant and a Jewish man of colour, advertised

six slave carpenters for sale or hire. 18! Estate ledgers show that his business, along

179 €0 28/106 Lord Commissioners of the Treasury to Horace Twiss, 6 January 1830, enclosing
documents relating to the petition of Jane Denny in behalf of herself and Children... and her Grand
Child... 26 March 1830.

180 Handler et al, Freedmen of Barbados, pp. 4-5.
181 BYBG, 29 Novemiber 1823.
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with that of Thomas J. Cummins, another prominent merchant of colour, did regular
business with several estates around the island. 182 Cummins was also the agent for
Edgecombe plantation, owned by a white planter. 183 In 1825 another prominent
merchant and philanthropist of colour, John Cutting, 134 offered a reward to whoever
caught his runaway carpenters, Anthony and Dickey, and put them into the cage. 185

Throughout the Americas, free women of colour accounted for a significant
percentage, perhaps the majority, of non-white slaveowners. Hanger calculates that
women bought 77.8 per cent of the slaves purchased by free people of colour in
eighteenth century New Orleans. 186 Aithough similar statistics are unavailable for
Barbados, given that most types of work were off-limits to women, many free women
of colour, like white women, probably survived by hiring out slave labour.

The wealthiest free women of colour were shopkeepers, hoteliers or the
mistresses of wealthy white men. They were a powerful presence in the urban hotel
and prostitution industries, both significant economic sectors in Caribbean port cities.
One of the most renowned eighteenth century figures in Barbados was the tavern-
owner Rachael Pringle Polgreen, the daughter of a white man who had bought her
freedom, who became one of the richest businesswomen of the 1780s and 1790s.
She died extremely wealthy in 1791, leaving property which included 19 slaves. 187
In the early nineteenth century free women of colour sich as Betsy Austin, Sabrina

Brade, Hannah Lewis and Susannah Ostrehan ran some of the most popular taverns

182 Newcastle and Bissex Hill estate journals, n.d. [early 1820s].
183 Handler et al, Freedmen of Barbados, p. 15.

184 Cutting was the Secretary of the Samaritan Charitable Society of the Free People of Colour, which
was founded in the 1790s, and was the island’s oldest consistently functioning philanthropic society in
the early nineteenth century. See Chapter 2, p. 96.

185 Barbadian, 8 July 1825.
186 Hanger, “Patronage, Property and Persistence,” p. 50.

187 Jerome Handler, “Joseph Rachell and Rachael Pringle-Polgreen: Petty Entrepreneurs,” in D. G.
Sweet and G.B. Nash (eds.), Struggle and Survival in Colonial America (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1981), pp. 376-391; Handler et al, Freedmen of Barbados, p. 43.
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in Bridgetown. 188 On his visit to Barbados in 1837 the ship in which abolitionist
William Lloyd was travelling was greeted, in typical fashion, by boats which came
from two different hotels “each with a Negro woman as steerer, to deliver their cards
of recommendation” and invite them on shore. Local residents particularly
recommended a woman of colour named Hannah Lewis to Lloyd and his party as
“very respectable.” 189 Still, despite these examples of successful entrepreneurship
on the part of free women of colour, more lucrative and influential occupations like
merchant activities were closed to women.

The legislature saw free people of colour as a nuisance and a threat, and sought
to exclude them from any positions of political influence. For free men of colour, both
their general lack of property and their colour worked against them (women of all
races were excluded from the political, judicial and administrative institutions of the
state). In 1721, a law was passed limiting the qualification for the vote, holding of
elective office and jury duty to 21 year old males who were Biritish subjects,
Christians, the owners of at least ten acres of land or a house with an annual taxable
value of £10, and, most importantly, white. The law also specified that “no person
whatsoever... whose original extraction shall be proved to have been from a Negro”

could give testimony in a court of law. As Handler states :

The 1721 law had the obvious effect of stripping freedmen ... of a major device
that protected against assault, theft, and similar offenses against property and
person. In addition... prior to 1721, some of the known cases stemmed from
complaints that they were seized and illegally held as slaves; debarment from
legal testimony made it more difficuit to win cases of this kind and to validate
claims to free status. 190 )

The situation was further compounded by a 1739 law which permitted slaves to give
testimony against free people of colour. Rather than being an act for the amelioration

of slavery, this law "made it less cumbersome for whites to recover stolen property or

188 Bayley,Four Years’ Residence, pp. 27-28, 149-150; Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 33-37.

189 William Lioyd, Letter from the West Indies, During a Visit of 1836, and the spring of 1837 (London:
Publisher unknown, 1839), p. 7.

190 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 67-68.
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-

press charges against freedmen who engaged in illicit trade with slaves”. It
recognised that, given the close relations between slaves and free people of colour,
a slave might be the only witness to crimes allegedly committed by free non-whites.
Slaves could give testimony against each other in the slave courts, but as these
courts operated outside the common law, free people did not come under their
jurisdiction. Slaves could not testify against whites, and free people of colour could
not testify at all, thereby ensuring that, without the assistance of white witnesses,
slaves and free people of colour had no effective means of defending themselves
legally, even in cases of capital offence committed by whites. 191

There were some rights which free people of colour shared with whites. Unlike
Jamaica, there were no legal restrictions on their ability to own property, which was
less a reflection of planter liberality than of the Barbadian plantocracy’s sense of
security. Free people of colour in Barbados posed less of an economic threat than
their counterparts in Jamaica or Haiti. 192 Laws of 1688 and 1649 made it illegal for
slaves to strike or use any “insolent language or gesture” to any free person,
regardless of colour. Nevertheless most people of colour shared their economic and
working lives, residential space and social milieu with slaves, but had no legal means
to protect themselves and their property from anyone. 193

By the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, there was a small free élite
of colour who, although not as wealthy as the plantocracy, were certainly comfortable
by the standards of the day. Had they been white, these men would have been
eligible to participate in the political institutions of the country. Prior to the late

eighteenth century there is no evidence of a concerted movement by free people of

191 bid., p. 69.

192 4 1831, only 75 free non-whites in Barbados had taxable property worth more £30 a year (see
chapter 2, pp. 93 and 133-134). By contrast, in St. Domingue on the eve of the revolution, free people of
colour owned one-third of the land and one-fourth of the slaves (Foner, “Lousiana and St. Domingue,” p.
425), and in 1826, the Jamaican legislature classified 400 of the island’s 28,800 free non-whites as
“rich,” 5,500 in “fair circumstances” and the remainder as “absolutely poor” (Sio, “Jamaica and
Barbados,” p. 12).

193 Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 70-72;, Heuman, Between Black and White, pp. 5-6.
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colour against the racial inequality laws. This changed when, in 1796, a free man of
colour named Joseph Denny was accused of murdering his white neighbour, John
Stroud. Aithough it was quite obvious that the murder had been an accident, Denny
was sentenced to death. As people of colour, neither Denny, nor any of the
witnesses to the event, could testify. The case also awakened the deep-seated racial
hostilities of whites towards people of colour, with powerful popular pressure exerted,
particularly among lower class whites, to have Denny executed. He was eventually
transported rather than executed. The case led a group of 58 free men of colour to
write to the Governor asking for the civil right to testify in court. In their memorial they
stated that they accepted the necessity of their “subordinate state” within Barbadian
slave society, but “if a white man may murder a Free Coloured man, and escape the
punishment of such laws, then we have no security for our lives, and we are in a
much worse condition than our slaves.” 194

This petition, and those which followed it until the 1820s, were phrased in
deferential terms, expressing acceptance of the racial hierarchy of the island and
enthusiastic support for slavery. Some of the signatories were themselves
slaveowners. In 1803 the House of Assembly received a petition, allegedly signed by
over 300 free men of colour, asking it to reject a proposed bill which would have

limited their rights to acquire and bequeath land and slaves. The petition stated that:

Although we have all our lives been accustomed to the assistance of slaves,
we must immediately deprive ourselves of them and perform every menial
office with our own hands... Many of our children who are now grown almost to
the years of maturity have from their earliest infancy been accustomed to be
attended by slaves; if this bill should pass into law, when we are no more,
these children cannot possess a single slave. What will then be the meaning of

their condition? Surely death would be preferable to such a situation! 195

194 Lucas Mss, Minutes of the Barbados Council, 15 October 1799, “The Humble Memorial and
Remonstrance of the Free Coloured People...,” 14 October 1799, gited in Handler, Unappropriated
People, p. 76.

195 “The Humble Petition of the Free Coloured People, Inhabitants of the Island,” in Lucas Mss,
Minutes of the Barbados Council, 1 November 1803, cited in ibid., p. 147. The legislation was proposed
to prevent any repeat of recent events in Grenada in 1795, where a wealthy non-white planter named
Julien Fedon led an armed uprising of free people of colour and slaves against the white plantocracy
(see Hilary Beckles, Black Rebellion, pp. 82-83).
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This was followed by a petition to the House of Assembly in 1811, signed by 172 free
men of colour, and a memorial to the Governor in 1812, again requesting the right to
testify. 196

It is instructive that, of all these early petitions, that of 1803, which is the only
petition appealing for equal rights of slave ownership, earried the most signatures,
indicating that security of property-ownership, including slaves, was a issue to which
a number of free people of colour attached great importance. Of the petitions
requesting the right to give testimony, that of 1811 was the largest. Even so, it is
highly unlikely that the majority of free people of colour had any part in the
preparation of these petitions and memorials, and they should not be taken to
represent the views of an entire community. Several of the signatories were the
wealthiest and most prominent men of colour in the island, among them the planter
Jacob Belgrave Jr. and the merchant William Bourne Sr. Despite the fact that 300
people signed the 1803 petition, the issues of property bequests and the threatened
limits to acquisition of property which provoked it were irrelevant to the majority of
free people of colour. Most free non-whites did not have enough property to be
affected by the proposed 1803 law, and almost none of them left wills.

Thus, by the early nineteenth century, an élite had emerged which challenged
laws imposing civil discrimination on free people of colour, and the main issue which
petitions addressed was the demand for the right to testify in court. These petitions
did not take issue with the exclusion of free people of colour from political institutions,
or their subordination in public institutions such as the militia. The petitioners asked
for increased civil rights, but not rights equal to whites. Additionally, the petitioners
stresses their support for slavery, to illustrate to the plantocracy that they were

trustworthy and loyal.

196 Handler et al, Freedmen of Barbados, p. v.
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Conclusion

This chapter has examined the development of the complicated and ambivalent
structural interactions between free people of colour, slaves and slavery, and the
emergence of a free élite of colour which began a campaign for increased civil rights.
Support for slavery played a central role in the efforts of this élite to convince the
legislature of its loyalty. Chapter 2 discusses the impact of the international debate
over slavery on these relationships, and in the changin.g legal position of free people
of colour in Barbados. It also situates free non-white political and civil rights petitions
within the extra-parliamentary world of non-white political activism between the 1816
slave rebellion and the 1830s. During this period the abolitionist climate radicalised
both the demands and the methods of free non-white political agitators, and less
wealthy free people also began to challenge racial segregation. There has been little
examination of the impact of international and imperial political discussions,
decisions and events on Barbadian free people of colour. Contrary to representations
of free people of colour as pro-slavery throughout the early nineteenth century, 197 by
the mid-1820s, a shift was occurring in the views of wealthy free people on the
question of slavery, in part as a result of wider debates at the time. The next chapter
discusses how, even before the decision to abolish slayery was taken in 1833, the
growing power of British abolitionism in the 1820s impacted on the institution of
slavery, causing subtle but significant changes which affected the lives of free people

of colour in Barbados.

197 Beckles, “On the Backs of Blacks,” p. 185.
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Chapter 2

Race and Institutional Reform:
Free People of Colour in the Amelioration Period, 1816-1834

This chapter examines the critical period between the 1816 slave rebellion and
the passage of the imperial act of emancipation in 1833. It illustrates how the conflict
between the imperial and colonial governments over slavery affected free people of
colour and their ambivalent social and political relationships with slaves. Particularly
after the imperial parliamentary debate on slave emancipation in 1823, the policies
for the amelioration of slavery which parliament pressed the colonial legislature to
implement, and the politically uncertain climate of abolitionism, transformed the legal
and political relationship of free people of colour to slavery. During this amelioration
period, the boundary between slavery and freedom became difficult to maintain,
even before the 1833 act was passed.

The struggle over amelioration created space for free people of colour to establish
social and philanthropic institutions for free people of colour and slaves. On the one
hand, charitable work served to further the social aspirations of the wealthiest and
most prominent free people of colour. It provided them with a means to express a
public role which helped to distinguish them from the non-white majority by affirming
their standing as members of the ‘respectable’ classes; while challenging the racially
exclusive policies of the local government. However, this community organising also
illustrates Arnold Sio’s point that “the continuation of relations with slaves was not a
barrier to a free coloured identity.” | Although élite free people of colour were
articulating a sense of themselves as the leaders of a distinct socio-legal group, their
philanthropic organising also reflected a nascent sense that they shared common
‘racial’ ground with slaves.

The conflict between the imperial and colonial governments gave new impetus to

struggles for change in the Caribbean, particularly those of slaves and free non-

1 Sio, “Marginality,” p. 153.
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whites. The chapter illustrates how abolitionism helped to ignite the 1816 slave
rebellion, and discusses how the outbreak and suppression of the rebellion reflected
free non-whites’ ambivalent social, economic and political relationship with slaves.
The chapter challenges Hilary Beckles’s claim that the events of 1816 set the tone
for political relations between free people of colour and slaves for the remainder of
the slavery period. 2 Jerome Handler examines the crucial period from 1823-24 in
Barbados and recognises that, as the Barbadian legislature came under increasing
pressure from the imperial government to reform its laws on slavery and racial
segregation, civil rights petitioners became more assertive and expanded their
demands. 3 However he does not recognise 1823 as a'turning point in the
movement's position on slavery. As this chapter shows, a series of international and
local events in 1823 led élite free people of colour to abandon pro-slavery arguments
in their demands for increased civil rights, and turned what had previously been
simply a civil rights struggle into a demand for equal political rights.

The imperial government’s shift towards abolitionism between 1823 and 1833
made the already difficult political position of free people of colour more
uncomfortable. Although civil rights agitators tried to remain neutral on emancipation,
the growing influence of parliamentary abolitionism, and the increasingly violent
intransigence of local whites, made neutrality an untenable option by the 1830s.
Additionally, as the imperial government increased pressure on West Indian
assemblies to reform, the confidence of Barbadian free people of colour grew. The
struggle for political and civil rights became a more brdadly-based and grassroots
challenge to racial segregation and political exclusion, involving both free people of
colour and slaves. As the radical element became more prominent, ideological and
tactical divisions appeared among the élite and between the élite and those who

were not part of the non-white élite. In 1833, free people of colour were forced to

2 Hilary Beckles, “On the Backs of Blacks,” p. 185.

3 Jerome Handler, Unappropriated People, pp. 90-97 and 217-218.
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choose sides between the colonial and imperial goverﬁments, and, in so doing, some
of them publicly condemned racial slavery as the basis of their own oppression.
The Shifting Boundaries of Freedom:
Imperial and Legislative Amelioration Measures, 1815-1833

Amelioration and Religious Reform

From the late eighteenth century the abolitionist movement in Britain gained
political ground, achieving first the 1772 Mansfield ruling that no slaveowner could
deport a slave from England to a slave society, and then the abolition of the slave
trade in 1807. 4 However, while the war with France lasted, the ideas of equality and
fraternity were cast in British domestic and imperial politics as concepts to be
defeated, not incorporated, and emancipation in the British empire seemed unlikely.
After the Haitian revolution, West Indian slave owners lived in dread of metropolitan
abolitionist movements, which they argued had given “encouragement” to slaves and
free non-whites in St. Domingue to massacre the white élite. 5

However, the cessation of hostilities in 1815 ushered in a new political era in
which slavery as an institution, and West Indian slaveholders as a socio-political
class, were increasingly marginalised in imperial politics. Two decades of war left the
imperial government with a massive debt, and it adopted a policy of retrenchment
which included reduction of the military establishment in the Caribbean. Additionally,
the powerful West India Interest, composed of merchants and absentee planters
resident in Britain, faced mounting demands for electoral reform which threatened its
presence in parliament. In the West Indies, demands for inclusion were also being
raised by two politically marginalised but numerous and economically powerful
sectors of society — urban merchants and wealthy free people of colour. Although by

no means democratic, the demand that the political institutions of Britain and the

4 For discussion of the 1772 James Somerset case see Robin Blackburn, The Overthrow of Colonial
Slavery: 1776-1848 (London and New York: Verso, 1988), p. 100.

5 BMBG, 30 March 1816, Fick, The Making of Haiti, pp. 118-134; Barry David Gaspar and David
Geggus (eds.). A Turbulent Time: The French Revolution and the Greater Caribbean (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1997).
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British empire should speak for more than just the landed élite reflected the political
discourse of the “Age of Revolution”. 6

Even before the war ended, there were signs of planters’ declining influence. The
colonies seized from France during the revolutionary wars, rather than being
modelled on the “old representative system” of the early colonies like Barbados, St.
Kitts, Antigua and Jamaica, were ruled as crown colonies without elected
legislatures. The governor, as the representative of the Crown, was all-powerful.
From then on, the principles of political representation on which West Indian
planters, as “free born Englishmen,” based their claims to self-government, would

never be secure again. ’

In the 1810s, under pressure from the abolitionist lobby in parliament, the imperial
government began to scrutinise the internal affairs of the slave colonies more
carefully. The establishment of registers of the slave populations in the 1810s
confirmed suspicions regarding the demographic catastrophe wrought by slavery:
with the exception of Barbados, the populations of all of the sugar colonies were
declining without slave imports. 8 Between the early 1810s and 1823, the
government pressed Caribbean legislatures to carry out limited legal reforms, termed
“amelioration”, in an attempt to meet some of the demands of abolitionists. It wanted
legislatures to extend greater common law protection to slaves in order to decrease
the arbitrary power of slaveowners, and support missionary activity with legislative
reforms in order to counter the abolitionist argument that slavery was incompatible
with Christianity. The aim was to improve and preserve the institution of slavery, not
abolish it. In 1818, the new governor of Barbados advised the House of Assembly to
reform laws relating "to the free people of Colour and the Slave Population." He saw

these ameliorative reforms as necessary in order to build up "a Constitutional Force

6 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 1770-1823 (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1975).

7 Lowell J. Ragatz, Fall of the Planter Class.

8 Barry Higman, Slave Populations, pp. 72-75.
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for the security of the Colony". ?

Church reform, particularly of the Church of England, was a key abolitionist
concern. Most people of colour in Barbados probably believed in obeah, and very
few were baptised Christian before emancipation in 1834. 10 The West Indian clergy
came mainly from the planter class, and supported the planters’ right to determine
whether or not their slaves had access to Christian tea‘chings. The majority of
Barbadian planters, like West Indian planters in general, refused to allow
missionaries to preach to their slaves, viewing Christian teachings and literacy as
inherently subversive to slavery. In 1817, the Colonial Office requested a survey of
Anglican Church membership, w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>