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Abstract 
 

The American Revolution not only marked the end of Britain’s control over thirteen 

rebellious colonies, but also the beginning of a division among subsequent historians that has 

long shaped our understanding of British America. Some historians have emphasized a 

continental approach and believe research should look west, toward the people that inhabited 

places outside the traditional “thirteen colonies” that would become the United States, such as 

the Gulf Coast or the Great Lakes region. In contrast, historians of the early Caribbean and the 

early modern British Empire have endorsed an Atlantic perspective that underlines the necessity 

of looking east, toward an imperial world governed by London officials and made up of 

Caribbean colonies worked by enslaved Africans. To date, however, little work has combined 

Britain’s North American and West Indian colonies into the same analytical frame to examine 

the Revolution along a north-south axis. This dissertation examines the interconnected worlds of 

Massachusetts, Jamaica, and London during the long decade between the Seven Years’ War 

(1756-63) and the outbreak of the American War of Independence (1775-78). Through a close 

reading of newspapers, personal letters, pamphlets, shipping lists, merchant business papers, 

official imperial correspondence, Parliamentary records, and slave testimonies, this dissertation 

uncovers the intertwined lives of merchants, planters, enslaved Africans, and imperial officials 



iv 
 

within the British Empire. I argue that the years before the Revolution are best understood as a 

unique interwar period within British imperial history, one that produced a great struggle for 

empire. This struggle was simultaneously a contest over imperial policy and the terms of 

Britishness, as well as a new, transformative phase in a multi-generational fight for freedom by 

the enslaved. Ultimately, my dissertation reveals the contested nature of politics and 

policymaking within geographically and demographically diverse empires, as well as the limits 

of colonial and enslaved resistance to imperial authority. 
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Introduction 
 
 

 In 1763, Jamaica’s chief engineer, Thomas Craskell, collaborated with James Simpson, a 

local surveyor, to create a new, detailed map of Surry, a county located on the eastern side of the 

island. Commissioned by Henry Moore, the Governor of Jamaica, the map was one of three that 

the pair made, one for each of Jamaica’s counties. After squinting through the North-South sights 

on his circumferentor, Simpson staked a colored ranging rod in the distance and instructed 

laborers, likely enslaved Africans, to unfurl a chain of small metal links in a straight line. 

Meanwhile, under Craskell’s supervision, axmen hacked away any intervening trees or brush. 

When the chain ran taut, workers drove a pin through the end into the earth. One length. They 

then pulled the equipment forward and repeated the process until they reached the rod. Link by 

link, Simpson, Craskell, and their team carefully surveyed the Jamaican landscape, slowly 

binding the island in a network of chains.1 

 As Craskell and Simpson’s workers battled the hot and muggy Caribbean climate, British 

soldiers and imperial officials were engulfed in an empire-wide crisis. Indeed, the surveying took 

place during the Seven Years’ War, a period of intense global upheaval for the British. In North 

America and the Caribbean, the British struggled to defend their colonial interests from 

European rivals. At the same time he commissioned the maps, Governor Moore also directed 

island troops against a determined group of hundreds of enslaved men and women in Jamaica 

who had recently launched an insurgency campaign across the island. Fighting continued for 18 

                                                             
1 B.W. Higman, Jamaica Surveyed: Plantation Maps and Plans of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries 

(Barbados: University of the West Indies Press, 2001), 49-51; Hornsby, Surveyors of Empire: Samuel Holland, 

J.W.F. Des Barres, and the Making of the Atlantic Neptune (Ithaca: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011). 
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months in what would prove to be the largest slave revolt the British empire had seen up to that 

date. From his mansion in Spanish Town, Moore sat on the frontline of both wars. 

After the slave rebellion was put down and the Seven Years’ War ended by the Treaty of 

Paris in 1763, Moore dedicated the map to George Grenville, the newly appointed Lord of the 

Treasury and Chancellor of the Exchequer, in what was likely a gesture of good will. For the 

map was more than simply a guide to the island. It was also a diagram of imperial power. 

Moore’s gift came at a time when Grenville and Parliament had begun to rethink the 

organization and management of Britain’s colonial possessions. In the past, imperial officials had 

been comfortable exerting little administrative oversight over its American colonies, a style of 

control historians have called “salutary neglect.” Over the preceding decades, plans for reform 

had surfaced, but war with France continually impeded any large-scale change. After the Seven 

Years’ War, however, Parliament was pressed by the urgency of a swollen national debt and the 

difficulty of governing a newly expanded and demographically diverse empire. Grenville and his 

ministry decided that the existing imperial arrangement was inadequate in addressing these new 

problems. Reforms were needed. But what they should look like touched off an intense empire 

wide conflict that embroiled colonial and metropolitan interests in Britain, West Africa, North 

America, and the Caribbean over the next decade. At stake was the political, economic, and 

constitutional status of those who lived along the periphery of empire. What were the parameters 

of British subjecthood? Should slaves be included? What role did Britain’s colonies play in the 

empire? Who had the authority to make these decisions?  

As Moore understood, Grenville sat at the helm of imperial policymaking and was thus 

uniquely positioned to protect and advance—or threaten and undermine—Jamaican interests. 

Moore also dedicated Craskell and Simpson’s other two maps of the island to key imperial 
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officials: the Earl of Hillsborough, the President of the Board of Trade under Grenville; and 

Robert Darcy, the Earl of Holderness, the former Secretary of State for the Southern Department. 

These men, especially Hillsborough, were in the process of overseeing a massive cartographic 

project to survey and map Britain’s newly acquired territories after the war. Through the 

mapping of these disparate places, the Board of Trade sought to better manage their colonial 

settlements and to more effectively integrate them into a reformed imperial system.2 What better 

way to remind imperial leaders of the importance of Jamaica than by sending them large, 

lavishly decorated maps of the island to hang on their walls and watch over them as they 

deliberated plans to reform the empire? 

Moore and the sugar-slave interest that the Jamaican assembly represented weren’t the 

only players trying to curry favor in this debate over imperial reform. Mainland colonists and 

enslaved Africans had their own ideas about what the empire should look like and whose 

interests it should serve. These were often at odds with what both island planters and Parliament 

envisioned for the future of the empire. By 1776, just over a decade after the end of the Seven 

Years’ War, the tensions among these various interest groups shattered the empire. Mainland 

colonists, led by rebels in Boston and fueled by a revolutionary language of natural rights, 

ultimately declared their independence and exited empire. White island colonists, who had long 

benefited from the economic and military protections offered by British troops and ships, 

remained within the imperial fold, but faced new and dire economic challenges that threatened 

ruin on an unpredictable scale. On the mainland as in the islands, enslaved Africans, meanwhile, 

through their refusal to play out the roles assigned to them by their white owners, created a 

radically new political context surrounding the legality, practicality, and morality of their 

                                                             
2 S. Max Edelson, The New Map of Empire: How Britain Imagined America before Independence (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2017). 
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bondage. Their actions became infused with the language of liberty and slavery used in the 

mainland’s constitutional disputes with Parliament. It was the enslaved, fighting for their own 

freedom on the ground and supported—sometimes cynically, sometimes integrally—by white 

allies across the empire, who transformed chattel slavery and the trans-Atlantic slave trade from 

an unquestioned reality into a politically fraught issue with both supporters and critics. Their 

actions ultimately laid the groundwork for the more widespread abolitionist campaigns that 

would emerge in the late-1780s, both in Britain and, to a lesser extent, in the newly united states 

of North America.  

While aspects of all of these transformations have been addressed piecemeal by 

historians, they cannot be properly understood unless analyzed together. Using Massachusetts 

and Jamaica as its two principle sites of analysis, this dissertation combines the perspectives of 

mainland, island, and enslaved interests to tell a new, trans-Atlantic history of the American 

Revolution. Each of these interests was crucial to the emergence and development of the 

imperial crisis during the 1760s and early 1770s. In recent scholarship, historians of British 

North America and the Caribbean, especially Massachusetts and Jamaica in particular, have 

demonstrated how these places and the people who inhabited them were thoroughly apart of the 

Atlantic world.3 When it comes to the American Revolution, analysis tends to operate within a 

                                                             
3 On Massachusetts and North America see Mark Peterson, The City-State of Boston: The Rise and Fall of an 

Atlantic Power, 1630-1865 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019); Alan Taylor, American Revolutions: A 

Continental History, 1750-1804 (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2016); Edward Gray and Jane Kamensky, 

eds., The Oxford Handbook of the American Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013); and David 

Waldstreicher, Runaway America: Benjamin Franklin, Slavery, and the American Revolution (New York: Hill and 

Wang, 2004). On white colonists and enslaved people in Jamaica and the Caribbean see Trevor Burnard, Jamaica in 

the Age of Revolution (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020); Vincent Brown, Tacky’s Revolt: The 
Story of an Atlantic Slave War (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2020); Katharine Gerbner, Christian 

Slavery: Conversion and Race in the Protestant Atlantic World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 

2018); Daniel Livesay, Children of Uncertain Fortune: Mixed-Race Jamaicans in Britain and the Atlantic Family, 

1733-1833 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018); and Brooke Newman, A Dark Inheritance: 

Blood, Race, and Sex in Colonial Jamaica (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019). 



5 

 

colony-metropole framework, with the focus only on one region’s relationship to London. But 

these approaches overlook how colonists and enslaved people on the mainland and in the islands, 

who oftentimes had conflicting interests, were interconnected in their struggle over imperial 

policy. This dissertation shows how the actions of one interest group presented both challenges 

and opportunities for the others. Highlighting this entanglement among mainland colonists, 

island planters, and enslaved Africans provides a new perspective on the central themes that 

animated the imperial crisis, including debates over colonial rights, political representation, and 

slavery.4   

The period from 1760-1778, this dissertation argues, is thus best understood as a great 

struggle for empire. During these years, people on both the mainland and islands fought different 

yet interrelated struggles over colonial policy and the future of the post-Seven Years’ War 

British empire. Massachusetts colonists vied for greater incorporation into the empire and equal 

participation and representation within the British nation. Island planters, too, sought similar 

acceptance from British authorities.5 In order to maintain their high profits, they needed 

continued economic protections over the sale of sugar in home markets, as well as military 

resources to help defend against internal and external enemies in the Caribbean. Enslaved people 

in both places sought a more fundamental restructuring of the empire, one that entailed the 

                                                             
4 On entangled histories see Eliga Gould, “Entangled Histories, Entangled Worlds: The English-Speaking Atlantic 

as a Spanish Periphery,” The American Historical Review 112, no. 3 (June 2007): 764-86; Eliga Gould, Among the 

Powers of the Earth: The American Revolution and the Making of a New World Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2012); and Jeremy Adelman, Sovereignty and Revolution in the Iberian Atlantic (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2006). Gould focuses on colonial entanglements between different empires along the 

periphery. He also examines how the early United States became entangled with other European empires after the 

Revolution. This dissertation suggests the importance of examining intra-imperial entanglements both across regions 
and with the metropolitan core. 

 
5 Sarah Yeh, “Colonial Identity and Revolutionary Loyalty: The Case of the West Indies,” in Stephen Foster, ed., 

British North America in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 

195-226. 
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elimination of coerced labor and complete freedom from slavery. Understanding how and why 

these stories are connected reveals how the history of this period is more multifaceted and 

interdependent than historians have previously acknowledged. What drove the struggle for 

empire was a dialectic between colonial resistance and metropolitan reform. As British 

lawmakers embarked on a series of reforms in the aftermath of the war, they faced a network of 

interest groups in North America and the West Indies that each had their own ideas about the 

future of the empire. The power that imperial officials held over policymaking operated on 

unequal terms, certainly, but resistance along the periphery forced them to negotiate every step 

of the way. By 1775, the outbreak of war represented the utter failure of officials to reconcile the 

asymmetrical negotiations with mainland, island, and enslaved interests.  

Using a broad and diverse set of primary sources, including newspapers, personal letters, 

pamphlets, shipping lists, merchant business papers, official imperial correspondence, 

Parliamentary records, and slave testimonies from North American, West Indian, and British 

archives, this dissertation situates the years preceding the American Revolution within a wider 

Atlantic and imperial framework. It braids together the lives of merchants, planters, enslaved 

Africans, and imperial officials during a period of rapid change. Uncovering the 

interconnectedness of their stories reveals not only the contentious political context in which 

reforms were made, but also how individuals beyond the halls of power in both London and the 

colonies responded to them and changed the narrative in turn.  

 

* * * * * 
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To bring their map to life, Craskell and Simpson sent their surveying results to Daniel 

Fournier in London to be compiled and printed. Fournier was a skilled artist and prominent 

chaser within the printing business. Known derisively as the “mad geometer,” he was 

occasionally found with a piece of chalk in his hand, tracing sketches on the tops of ale-house 

tables.6 The resulting map of Surry was adorned with elaborate images of island life created by 

Fournier’s drawings and engravings. In the map’s upper-right hand corner sits an idealized image 

of a port city, possibly Kingston (Figure 1). The image provides a window into the deep social, 

political, and economic interconnections that shaped the struggle for empire during the 1760s 

and 1770s. In the foreground, an enslaved African rests his hand on the front face of a 

dilapidated monument that overlooks the bustling activity of the harbor. The Atlantic Ocean 

glistens in the background, lapping against the schooners, sloops, and other vessels that crowd 

the harbor and float in the shadow of a nearby gunboat. One would have heard the sharp clatter 

of shoes on the wharf; the muffled sounds of bags stuffed full of rice, cotton, and coffee being 

hoisted up onto the shoulders of free and unfree people of color; the scraping of wood against 

brick as barrels of slave-produced sugar and North American fish rolled along the docks; the 

babbling chatter of ship captains as they tried to sell their wares and restock supplies for their 

next journey; and the idle conversations of merchants and sailors as they swapped stories, 

exchanged newspapers and letters, and updated each other on the latest news.  

Here, in Fournier’s image, was Britain’s maritime world; a world that linked together the 

lives of those who inhabited North America, Britain, West Africa, and the Caribbean. As a 

means of analyzing this interconnected world, and the larger imperial crisis it experienced during 

the 1760s and 1770s, this dissertation takes Massachusetts and Jamaica as its two main case 

                                                             
6 General Evening Post [London], 4 Sept. 1792. 
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studies. These places offer distinct yet interrelated perspectives on the struggle for empire. Both 

drove the currents of change that coursed through the period. Colonists in both places were the 

most vocal in articulating their region’s arguments to imperial officials. Political resistance 

among Massachusetts colonists, for example, set the pace for the rest of the mainland. Jamaica 

often served as a stand-in for the rest of the Caribbean because of how profitable it was relative 

to other islands and to the British imperial economy as a whole. Both, in different ways, 

dominated imperial politics at various points throughout the 1760s and early 1770s. The 

merchants, planters, slaves, and imperial officials who inhabited Massachusetts, Jamaica, and 

London each had their own perspectives on the events of the 1760s and 1770s. 

 

 

Figure 1 – Thomas Craskell and James Simpson, “This map of the county of Surry in the island of 

Jamaica” (1763) 

 

Their horizons were limited by numerous factors such as wealth, status, and place. Their 

historical trajectories each operated on timelines that intersected each other at different moments. 
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Events for one group in one place did not always hold the same significance for others in 

another. Together, however, their stories provide a rich portrait of an entangled empire burdened 

by the striving of clashing interest groups, one that would eventually crack under the weight of 

their demands. 

 As representative of the North American mainland, Massachusetts serves as a key site in 

examining the contours of Britain’s reform project. Boston was the most demonstrative and 

radical in its opposition to British policy. Its inhabitants continually made strong demands for 

representation within the empire. Radical colonists there led resistance efforts against British 

lawmakers from the Stamp Act through the Coercive Acts, following a long tradition of 

opposition to metropolitan authority dating back to the Glorious Revolution.7 As their response 

to the Stamp Act demonstrated, radical colonists provided a model that other colonies were 

willing to follow throughout the 1760s and 1770s. By making speeches and passing resolutions 

in their Assemblies and sending clothes, food, and other goods, the other mainland colonies 

came to stand in solidarity with Massachusetts during this period. In his colorful history of the 

“American Rebellion” written in 1781, Peter Oliver, the former Chief Justice in Massachusetts, 

and later a loyalist during the Revolution, referred to Massachusetts as “the Volcano from 

whence issued all the Smoak, Flame & Lava which hath since enveloped the whole British 

american Continent, for the Length of above 1700 Miles.”8 More than any other mainland city, 

Boston drew the attention of imperial officials.9 Radical colonists in Boston made political 

                                                             
7 Richard Dunn, “The Glorious Revolution and America,” in The Oxford History of the British Empire: The Origins 

of Empire, ed., Nicholas Canny (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 446-65. 

 
8 Douglass Adair and John A. Schutz, eds., Peter Oliver’s Origin & Progress of the American Rebellion: A Tory 
View (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1961), 9. See also Jane Kamensky, A Revolution in Color: The World of 

John Singleton Copley (New York: Norton, 2016). 

 
9 Mark Peterson argues that Boston and its surrounding hinterlands was a powerful and influential “city-state” for 

much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He shows how British officials, as well as subjects of other 
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demands that were predicated on a revolutionary language of rights and liberty and a new theory 

of imperial sovereignty. This greatly concerned Grenville and successive ministries, who worried 

that Boston’s discontent would spread to other places in the empire. As a result, over the 1760s 

and 1770s, Parliament became embroiled in a protracted constitutional struggle with Boston and 

the mainland, eventually vowing to go to war, regardless of the outcome for wealthy West Indian 

planters or the empire’s thousands of slaves. 

 Boston may have been the loudest British colony, but Jamaica was far and away the most 

important. As Fournier’s depiction illustrates, Jamaica was a critical commercial hub within the 

wider British imperial economy. The immense profits that accrued from the island’s dozens of 

slave worked sugar plantations, the power its white representatives held within imperial politics, 

and the persistent demands for freedom made by its unfree population make Jamaica a crucial 

place for understanding the course and outcome of Britain’s reform project.  

Jamaica was in most ways the complete opposite of Massachusetts. The comparative 

wealth each colony produced for its white inhabitants was staggering in its difference. Historian 

Trevor Burnard estimates that on the eve of the American Revolution the average free white 

colonist in Jamaica was 37 times as wealthy as his counterpart in the thirteen mainland colonies, 

and 58 times as wealthy as the average white colonist in New England.10 In terms of export 

value, Jamaica outpaced Massachusetts by a factor of 10. In 1773, Jamaican exports to Britain 

amounted to over £1.2 million. New England exports that same year totaled just under £125,000. 

The disparity between these numbers is explained by the contrasting demographics and 

                                                             
European Atlantic empires, understood Boston as a type of state in its own right. Peterson, The City-State of Boston, 

5-8. 

 
10 Trevor Burnard, “‘Prodigious Riches’: The Wealth of Jamaica before the American Revolution” The Economic 

History Review 54:3 (August 2001), 520; Burnard and Garrigus, Plantation Machine, 37-38, 171-72. 
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economies of each region. Though African slavery was present when Massachusetts was 

founded in the seventeenth century, and when the British took control of Jamaica from Spain in 

1655, Massachusetts never came close to matching Jamaica’s ratio of slave to free people. From 

the late seventeenth-century, enslaved people accounted for 80 to 90 percent of Jamaica’s total 

population. In 1774, the island’s slave population (roughly 193,000) was nearly as large as all the 

inhabitants in Massachusetts combined (about 235,000). The number of black inhabitants in 

Massachusetts, in fact, never reached above 4 percent of the colony’s total population at any 

point during the eighteenth-century.11 Zachary Bayly, one of the wealthiest planters in Jamaica, 

owned just over 2,000 slaves upon his death in 1770, which was nearly half the total black 

population in all of Massachusetts.12 

As Fournier’s image reveals, slave labor was fundamental to Jamaican society. By the 

mid-eighteenth century, sugar production was rapidly expanding, as more planters opened more 

sugar estates that were bigger and had larger slave forces. Business was booming so much, in 

fact, that historians have characterized the years between 1763 and 1775 as “a brief golden age 

for the plantocracy.”13 Because of the lucrative returns these plantations offered the empire, 

imperial authorities were highly concerned with the welfare of the colony. They were also 

constantly reminded of it in the day-to-day politics of managing the empire. Indeed, Jamaican 

assemblymen transformed their wealth into political influence vis-à-vis the West Indian lobby in 

                                                             
11 Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone, 54, 396-97. The number of slaves in Boston dropped from 1,544 in 1752 to 

811 in 1765. Gary B. Nash, The Urban Crucible: Social Change, Political Consciousness, and the Origins of the 

American Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979), 320.  

 
12 Burnard, Planters, Merchants, and Slaves, 160. 

 
13 Burnard, Planters, Merchants, and Slaves, 167, 171-72. See also George Metcalf, Royal Government and 

Political Conflict in Jamaica, 1729-1783 (London: Longman, 1965), J.W. Ward, “The Profitability of Sugar 

Planting in the British West Indies, 1650-1834,” Economic History Review 31:2 (1978): 197-213, and Richard 

Sheridan, Sugar and Slavery: An Economic History of the British West Indies, 1624-1775 (Bridgetown: Caribbean 

Universities Press, 1974). 
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London. Stephen Fuller, an absentee Jamaican planter, was a key player within the lobby. 

Jamaica also had more representatives than any other British West Indian colony, and its 

members were wealthier and more well-connected. Other island colonies couldn’t help but 

express jealousy. Samuel Martin, a slaveholder from Antigua, complained when he saw 

ministerial decisions being heavily influenced by “Jamaica politiks.”14 Even though this lobby 

was still nascent during the 1760s, and not as powerful as it would become a generation later, 

Jamaican merchant-planters such as Fuller and London Mayor William Beckford, still leveraged 

their connections within Parliament and bent imperial policy to its own interests.15 Their efforts 

were much more effective than Massachusetts assemblymen, Boston merchants, or other 

mainland interest groups. 

 

* * * * * 

  

By telling the stories of those who inhabited Massachusetts, Jamaica, and London, this 

dissertation approaches the trans-Atlantic history of the American Revolution from a social 

history vantage point. The chapters that follow include a diverse array of individuals, from 

powerful imperial officials, colonial governors, and political lobbyists to enslaved women and 

men striving for freedom, well-to-do merchants on the make, and poor white farmers searching 

for opportunity. Together, their combined efforts to resist authority, influence politics, make a 

living, or simply survive constituted the everyday realities that made up the struggle for empire. 

                                                             
14 Quoted in Andrew O’Shaughnessy, “The Formation of a Commercial Lobby: The West India Interest, British 
Colonial Policy and the American Revolution” The Historical Journal 40:1 (March, 1997), 74-75. 

 
15 On the West India lobby after the war see David Beck Ryden, West Indian Slavery and British Abolition, 1783-

1807 (2009). 
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Their futures were bound together by the tumultuous events of the coming of the Revolution as 

well as the larger imperial structures that surrounded them as they lived their lives.16  

Their lived experiences connect three major fields of study: early America and the 

American Revolution, the British West Indies, and British slavery and abolition. First, over the 

last two decades scholarship on the American Revolution has followed the field of early America 

and moved beyond the traditional thirteen mainland colonies. Influenced by recent trends in 

Atlantic and continental history, the early American stage has shifted from the eastern Atlantic 

seaboard to the North American interior, the Caribbean, Africa, Great Britain, and, indeed, the 

globe. The period has become de-coupled from the origins story of the U.S. nation-state. The 

voices of women, indigenous people, enslaved Africans, loyalists, and ordinary people now 

command a prominent, fixed place within the literature.17  

Much of this expansion has taken place under the guise of “neo-imperial” history. In fact, 

the boundaries between “neo-imperial,” international, and Atlantic histories have become quite 

                                                             
16 For several recent social histories that take a similar approach to the revolutionary period see Kathleen DuVal, 

Independence Lost: Lives on the Edge of the American Revolution (New York: Random House, 2015); Christer 

Petley, White Fury: A Jamaican Slaveholder and the Age of Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018); 
Andrew Jackson O'Shaughnessy, The Men Who Lost America: British Leadership, the American Revolution, and the 

Fate of the Empire (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013); Jane Kamensky, A Revolution in Color: The World 

of John Singleton Copley (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2016); Jill Lepore, Book of Ages: The Life and 
Opinions of Jane Franklin (New York: Knopf, 2013); Trevor Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: Thomas 

Thistlewood and His Slaves in the Anglo-Jamaican World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); 

and Patrick Griffin, The Townshend Moment: The Making of Empire and Revolution in the Eighteenth-Century 
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blurred in recent years.18 The emergence of Atlantic history in the mid-1990s was foreshadowed 

by a small cadre of early twentieth century early American scholars who focused on empire.19 

Historians such as Charles Andrews and Lawrence Henry Gipson took what we would call today 

an Atlantic approach through their work on colonial institutions and the “imperial mind” in 

Whitehall.20 “If we are to understand the colonies, not only at the time of their revolt, but also 

throughout their history,” Andrews wrote in the preface to his 1912 book, The Colonial Period, 

“we must study the policy and administration at home and follow continuously the efforts which 

were made, on the side of Great Britain to hold the colonies in a state of dependence and on the 

side of the colonies to obtain a more or less complete control of their own affairs.”21 But as their 

mid-twentieth-century critics pointed out, rarely did the voices, ideas, or politics of actual people 

ever surface. In a review of Gipson’s work in the New York Times in 1966, Bernard Bailyn 
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wrote, “Nowhere in this literature is there a systemic account of the informal structure of 

authority, of the shape of the struggle for power, of the rivalries, factions and interests that 

swarmed around and through the agencies of government.”22 Other historians of Bailyn’s 

generation noted the lack of coverage of the American Revolution by the “imperial school,” as it 

came to be called. In 1957, Edmund Morgan wrote that, “Although their works have necessarily 

squinted at the Revolution in every sentence, the only direct confrontations have been brief and 

inconclusive.”23 Imperial history fell out of fashion with, first, the ascendency of republican 

ideas and ideology in the neo-whig interpretive framework, and, later, the radical transformation 

in historical scholarship wrought by the emergence of social and cultural history from the 1970s-

1990s.24  

In the wake of Atlantic history’s immense growth, as well as the substantial insights 

provided by the social and cultural turns, it now seems timely to revisit Andrews and Gipson’s 

approach. This dissertation, with its focus on the trans-Atlantic dimensions of the American 

Revolution, sits within this “imperial school” tradition, but also aims to infuse it with a 

sensitivity to people and politics, as Bailyn, Morgan, and others had called for. What emerges is 

a broader view of the course and consequences of the American Revolution than the one 

provided by Andrews and Gipson. The enlarged geographic scope of this dissertation, with its 
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attention to Boston, Jamaica, and London, would have been familiar to Andrews and Gipson. But 

its focus on the voices of unfamiliar people, both free and unfree, from these places, including, 

for example, Bernard Townsend, a poor white farmer from Boston, John Boylston, a middling 

merchant in London, and Peter and Sam, two enslaved men from Jamaica, would not have 

appeared in their earlier histories. Similarly, many of the events in this dissertation, such as 

Tacky’s Revolt or the Somerset case, would not have garnered much attention. These new 

people, places, and events create a much more dynamic, diverse, and contested portrait of 

empire. The familiar story of resistance to revolution on the mainland becomes contextualized, 

and in certain ways provincialized, within a larger history of an empire in crisis struggling to 

manage the demands of various interest groups. This imperial perspective matters because it 

reveals the embedded, entangled world in which planters, merchants, and slaves operated. Their 

actions were informed by the larger Atlantic world, even as the consequences of their decisions 

shaped it.25  

Of course, scholars of the Atlantic world have long known of the importance of assessing 

North America and the West Indies in the same analytical frame. Andrews himself noted that, 

“No distinction existed between them [North America and the West Indies] in colonial times and 

none should be made now by the writer on colonial history. To understand the events taking 

place in one group we must examine to a greater or less extent corresponding events in the 
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others.”26 Recently, the Atlantic approach to early American and early Caribbean scholarship has 

generally accomplished this integration in the longue durée. Indeed, as more historians in both 

regions have begun to see their places as pieces within a wider imperial framework, they have 

uncovered important comparisons between North America and the Caribbean, especially when it 

comes to slavery and politics. Ira Berlin, for example, famously distinguished “societies with 

slaves,” like Massachusetts, and “slave societies,” like Jamaica. Richard Dunn has masterfully 

compared the lives of enslaved people on two plantations, one in western Jamaica, and the other 

in tidewater Virginia. Wendy Warren has illustrated the importance of slavery as an institution to 

early New England, especially among indigenous peoples. And Edward Rugemer has traced the 

similarities and differences between South Carolina and Jamaica from the seventeenth through 

the mid-nineteenth centuries.27 These works have widened and contextualized our understanding 

of Britain’s Atlantic colonies. Their emphasis on economy and migration have shown where and 

how the demographic trends and social and political practices of Britain’s mainland colonies 

were connected to and influenced by the Caribbean.  

If Atlantic historians have succeeded in analyzing specific places within British North 

America through a West Indian lens, they have been less successful when it comes to the 

American Revolution as an event. Two recent works, one by Holger Hoock and the other by 

Robert Parkinson, are instructive.28 Both exclude the West Indies, even though the region’s 
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history is crucial to their arguments. In his examination of violence and the Revolution, Hoock 

largely ignores the Caribbean. He does not once mention Jamaica, for example, or the thousands 

of enslaved people who died of disease and starvation there as a result of trade disruptions 

caused by mainland independence. Parkinson describes how radical mainland colonists who 

opposed imperial reform had to build common cause with other members of the colonial public 

by convincing them that they were “the most legitimate, responsible guardians” of such English 

ideals as liberty, rights, and consent. But he pays almost no attention to the role that West Indian 

slave revolt or mainland antipathy toward Caribbean planters played in that process. Nor does he 

attempt to explain how or why mainland colonists came to exclude the West Indies in their 

vision of the common cause.29 By ignoring the West Indies in these ways, our understanding of 

the Revolution becomes limited only to the areas that would become the future United States. 

But this was not how mainland colonists experienced their world. They understood how their 

response to imperial reform efforts could be shaped by the actions and interests of West Indian 

planters and slaves. Despite the economic and political importance of Jamaica and the British 

islands, these places still remain out of sight in histories of the Revolution. 

There are a handful of works, however, that directly address the West Indies during the 

American Revolution, though most, because of their large temporal scope, contain only one 

chapter on the subject. Within these histories, the problem of divergence—or why the mainland 

colonies rebelled, and the islands stayed loyal—remains the central analytical question. Andrew 

O’Shaughnessy’s pathbreaking 2006 work, Empire Divided, remains the standard in this regard. 

West Indian planters relied too heavily upon the Royal Navy and imperial troops for protection 

of their sugar profits, O’Shaughnessy argued. And they needed the empire to help quell slave 
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revolts and fend off foreign invasion. “In the event of an imperial rift,” O’Shaughnessy writes, 

“economic self-interest dictated loyalty to Britain.”30 Since O’Shaughnessy, other scholars such 

as Trevor Burnard, Sarah Yeh, and Edward Rugemer have continued to place the mainland’s 

revolutionary trajectory within a West Indian context. Yeh largely supports O’Shaughnessy’s 

conclusion, writing that, “There can be little doubt that the islanders’ limited means of defending 

themselves, and the potential threats they faced from foreign neighbors and massive slave 

rebellions, were an overwhelming factor in keeping them within the British Empire.”31 She 

argues that the American Revolution provided an opportunity for West Indians to affirm their 

British identity.32 Trevor Burnard suggests we investigate whether the island colonies might have 

joined the Revolution as opposed to why they stayed loyal. Jamaican colonists did not rebel, he 

argues, because they did not want to; they were loyalist in outlook, not revolutionary. “There 

were few economic reasons encouraging rebellion, and many compelling loyalty,” Burnard 

writes.33 This dissertation, though deeply informed by these works, moves beyond the 

framework of divergence to ask a different set of questions. In what ways were the mainland, 

islands, and metropole interconnected? How and why did these interconnections shape colonial 

responses to imperial reforms during the 1760s and 1770s? How did they transform the lives of 

the enslaved and the status of slavery within imperial politics?  
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The third historiographical field in which that this dissertation intervenes is the history of 

British slavery and abolition. Scholars have long known that the American Revolution and 

British abolitionism bear a layered and tangled relationship. David Brion Davis argues that the 

Revolution caused “the popularization among blacks as well as whites of a belief in individual 

freedom and inalienable natural rights” and therefore greatly advanced the cause of abolition.34 

Christopher Brown does not see a direct link between the Revolution and British abolition, but 

argues that “it transformed the political and cultural significance of antislavery organizing” in 

Britain.35 Seymour Drescher and Trevor Burnard do not see the Revolution as a catalyst of 

change in this regard. “The war of American independence actually disrupted a growing 

transatlantic public discussion of slavery and of the moral obligations of empire in general,” 

Drescher writes.36 Similarly, Burnard states that the Revolution “did relatively little to advance 

dreams of an empire without slavery” and that it “delayed rather than advanced the cause of 

abolitionism in British America.”37  

Despite these differences about the Revolution’s effects on British abolition after 1783, 

all agree that by the mid-1770s slavery had become newly politicized in a way it had not been a 

decade and a half earlier. It is this process that this dissertation focuses on. In the wake of the 

Seven Years’ War, the idea of slaves as subjects began to emerge. Plans for slave reform started 
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to circulate. These developments were spurred by larger discussions among British officials 

about how best to govern and incorporate the thousands of “strangers within the realm” that were 

now under British rule as a result of new territorial acquisitions from the Treaty of Paris in 

1763.38 Christopher Brown argues that the imperial crisis during the 1760s and 1770s “directed 

unprecedented attention to the moral character of colonial institutions and imperial practices.”39 

The language of liberty and slavery used by mainland colonists in their constitutional struggle 

against Parliament politicized slavery in new ways. This dissertation argues that planters and 

slaves in Jamaica and the West Indies played a pivotal role in this process. During the 1760s, 

radical mainland colonists and Caribbean slaveholders transformed the imperial politics 

surrounding slavery. They did this through their criticisms of each other’s responses to imperial 

reform measures like the Sugar and Stamp Acts. In these debates, both sides utilized the 

language of slavery to articulate their claims to British liberty.  

Both anti-slavery writers and enslaved people were quick to connect the dots between 

slavery as a form of political subjugation and slavery as coerced labor and chattel bondage. This 

dissertation argues that the resistance politics of enslaved people in Jamaica throughout the 

1760s and early 1770s was central to the collapse of the distinction between these two notions of 

slavery. It thus supports the conclusions drawn by scholars such as Edward Rugemer, David 

Waldstreicher, and Manisha Sinha that enslaved people, not just white anti-slavery activists, 
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were pivotal to the transformation of the imperial politics of slavery.40 Tacky’s Revolt in 1760, 

as well as the subsequent slave revolts in 1765-66 and 1776, occurred simultaneously with key 

moments of imperial reform. These people may have been formally excluded from owning 

property, voting, or holding office, but their actions formed, in effect, a political interest group 

within imperial politics, one that continually shaped the debate over reform. By the outbreak of 

the American revolutionary war, this interest helped place slavery on the political agenda within 

the British empire. 

Caribbean slave revolt during the American Revolution is not typically seen as a form of 

enslaved politics. It has been largely rendered as a political problem for white island planters 

rather than as a freedom struggle for the enslaved. Andrew O’Shaughnessy, for example, frames 

his coverage of the 1776 revolt in terms of its transformative effect on white colonial politics. He 

argues that it created a conservative backlash among island planters against the Revolution and 

intensified their “garrison mentality.”41 In hindsight, we know that Jamaican slave revolts did not 

lead to emancipation, and in fact engendered fierce repression by island whites. But rebel slaves 

who fought these wars did not know the future and could not foresee the outcome of their 

struggle. The revolts during the 1760s and 1770s were moments of hope for the enslaved. To be 

sure, they were episodes of violence, death, and destruction. But they offered pathways toward 

an alternative future, one that promised a better, more stable life. As historian Vincent Brown 

writes, “Slaves and their descendants revolted not merely against the power of slaveholders and 

their successors but for a host of historically specific aims that included freedom, but 
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transcended it in ways we have yet to discern with clarity….They fought for the space to develop 

their own notions of belonging, status, and fairness beyond the masters’ reach.”42 Suspending 

what we know about the outcome of these revolts and viewing them from the perspective of the 

enslaved, and within the context of an imperial struggle over liberty and tyranny, helps us better 

understand the nature of enslaved politics, how resistance unfolded across space and time, and 

how the lives of the enslaved were connected to other places and forces across the Atlantic 

world.   

The idea that enslaved people were autonomous individuals who had their own 

motivations and used the Revolution to achieve their own political goals is not new to scholars 

focusing on the mainland. Indeed, Woody Holton and Alan Taylor have shown how enslaved 

people in Virginia took advantage of the exigencies of war to run away from their owners.43 

Cassandra Pybus similarly explores how enslaved people found freedom through flight during 

the war, but also follows them across the globe after they left the shores of America for London, 

Australia, Sierra Leone, and New South Wales.44 Gary Nash and Sylvia Frey examine black 

forms of resistance during the revolutionary period, arguing that the Revolution was a struggle 

for black liberation.45 This dissertation places the history of resistance politics among Jamaican 
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slaves during the 1760s and 1770s within this growing body of scholarship on free and unfree 

people of color in North America during the American Revolution. Resistance politics among the 

enslaved, and the vexed relationship between liberty and slavery, was not confined to the 

mainland alone. Slaves in the Caribbean understood what was at stake during the Revolution. 

They followed developments on the mainland and strategically sought ways to exploit moments 

of wider imperial crisis to advance toward their goals.   

 

* * * * * 

 

 In chapter one, I examine the political economy of slavery that bound the two worlds of 

Massachusetts and Jamaica together. The connections between New England and the Caribbean 

had existed since the founding of both colonies in the seventeenth century. These ties supported 

each other’s regional economies and opened up commercial opportunities for white colonists in 

Boston. But Tacky’s Revolt in 1760-61 demonstrated that this interconnected world, and the 

imperial authority that sanctioned it, was always fiercely contested. The enslaved had their own 

political goals and exploited the opportunities created by the Seven Years’ War to achieve them. 

By 1763, despite imperial victory over France, the postwar empire presented new problems. How 

should the empire be organized? Who was going to foot the bill? In the ensuing years, as 

imperial officials sought to address these problems, the ties that bound Massachusetts and 

Jamaica began to fray. 
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 Faced with a national debt that had nearly doubled after the war, British imperial officials 

implemented their first reform, the Sugar Act. This new law was designed to address island 

planter complaints about mainland smuggling and illicit trade during the war, as well as more 

properly subordinate and secure the colonies to the empire. In chapter two, I analyze the debate 

between Massachusetts and Jamaica over how and for whom the imperial economy should 

operate. What Massachusetts colonists understood to be a necessary part of their regional 

economy, island planters viewed as antithetical to imperial commerce and a serious danger to 

their bottom line. Massachusetts lost this debate. But in their defeat, they tarred their West Indian 

opponents as being selfish and domineering and inhabiting a world apart from the empire. 

Despite the social and economic ties between Massachusetts and Jamaica, the debate represented 

how the two places were, in fact, worlds apart when it came to the issue of sugar and slavery 

within the empire.  

 On the heels of the Sugar Act came another reform by imperial administrators: the Stamp 

Act. This new law proved a terrible misjudgment, one that created massive resistance across the 

empire. The Act was detested in both Massachusetts and Jamaica. In chapter three, I trace the 

ways in which mainland colonists, instead of trying to recruit the islands to their cause, 

continued their attacks against island planters as non-British and parasites on the imperial 

economy. I show that enslaved Africans in Jamaica, many of whom were veterans of Tacky’s 

Revolt, continued to practice their resistance politics to achieve freedom, despite the dire risks 

involved. Imperial disputes between mainland colonists, island planters, and Parliament over the 

Stamp Act charged the ideas of liberty and slavery with a powerful valence that white reformers 

within the empire seized to condemn slavery and the slave trade. The actions of the enslaved 

gave added urgency to this debate. Indeed, their resistance spurred the development of 
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antislavery sentiment among a small coalition of white colonists and imperial reformers who 

increasingly saw chattel slavery and the slave trade as both a political and moral problem for the 

empire. 

 Imperial officials ultimately repealed the Stamp Act in the face of widespread resistance, 

but divisions between Massachusetts and Jamaica continued to grow. Over the following four 

years, colonists in Massachusetts and in North American more broadly wrestled with a new set 

of administrative reforms, the Townshend Acts, which they vigorously opposed. British 

administrators again were forced to backtrack and pass a repeal. Calm was restored. Over those 

same years, Jamaican planters enjoyed a “golden age” of profits through the continued 

exploitation of their enslaved workforce. The power of their lobby acquired exemptions from the 

reforms Massachusetts struggled against during the late 1760s. The enslaved, meanwhile, 

continued to resist their bondage. The imperial politics of slavery shifted in the wake of 

published critiques of the slave trade by colonial and metropolitan writers, black and white, such 

as Granville Sharp, Anthony Benezet, Maurice Morgann, Phillis Wheatley, and Ukawsaw 

Gronniosaw. In chapter four, I examine the period from 1772 to 1774, a crucial moment during 

which mainland, island, and enslaved interests all arrived at an entwined moment of crisis. The 

developments of the previous decade came to a head when twin financial and political crises, 

along with the Somerset decision, a controversial court case regarding the status of slavery 

within the empire, transformed the imperial logic that had governed mainland, island, and 

enslaved interests since the end of the war. This breakdown in imperial affairs propelled 

Massachusetts colonists toward revolution, Jamaican planters toward economic ruin, and 

enslaved Africans toward new assertions of freedom. 
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 In chapter five, I examine the Atlantic consequences of mainland colonists’ decision to 

declare independence and go to war with Britain. Their exit from empire provided enslaved 

people in Jamaica another opportunity to press for freedom. The enslaved on the island came 

close to successfully wresting political control from colonial authorities. But instead of gaining 

their freedom, enslaved men and women were forced to remain in bondage and face the 

consequences of mainland independence. The war deprived island slaves of provisions and food 

supplies and caused thousands to die of hunger and disease. With the threat of slave revolt and 

the outbreak of the American War of Independence, white colonists in Jamaica found themselves 

in a similar position to the one they had been in 1760. For all the profits that island planters 

accrued off the backs of their enslaved labor force during the 1760s and early 1770s, and for all 

the military resources that the Jamaica colonial agency won from imperial authorities, Jamaican 

slaveholders were unable to prevent the outbreak of war between Britain and its mainland 

colonies. The implications of the fighting took on a new dimension once France entered the war 

in 1778. Facing attacks from external enemies, including mainland colonists and the French, 

Spanish, and Dutch, as well as internal resistance among the enslaved, island merchants and 

planters were thrown into a war that a majority of them wanted to avoid at all costs.   

 

* * * * * 

 

Living in Jamaica, Craskell was well acquainted with the island’s tradition of enslaved 

resistance. As late as 1760, he owned an enslaved woman named Parthenia. Parthenia’s right 

foot was larger than her left because of an infection she had contracted, the “Crab Yaws,” a 

warty inflammation of the skin, bones, and joints. In November 1760, as Tacky’s Revolt wore on 
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and skirmishes between rebel slaves and whites continued across the island, Craskell sold 

Parthenia at public auction.46 Three or four days later, she decided to use her two feet, bear the 

brunt of her bodily pain, and run away.47 Parthenia wasn’t the only one who challenged 

Craskell’s authority through flight. Years later, Craskell put numerous ads in Jamaican 

newspapers searching for other runaways. The actions of slaves like Parthenia serve as a critical 

reminder that the lines on Craskell and Simpson’s map only represented projections of imperial 

power. On the ground, the Jamaican terrain was always contested and negotiated by the 

enslaved. The struggle for empire among mainland, island, and enslaved interests that would 

unfold in the years following Parthenia’s flight would radically transform the British Atlantic 

world and force future mapmakers to reckon with the fallout. 

  

                                                             
46 Craskell sold her to John Hill who likely paid around £30. Burnard, Planters, Merchants, and Slaves, Table 4.9, 

190-91. 

 
47 The Kingston Journal, 29 Nov. 1760. 
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Chapter 1 – Worlds Together (1760-1763) 
 
 

 On June 2, 1760, Bernard Townsend dipped a quill into a dark inkwell and started writing 

a letter. Townsend lived on the southwest side of the British colony of Jamaica in St. Elizabeth 

parish on Lower Works estate, a former sugar plantation, but now a thriving farm or “pen.” As 

Townsend wrote, dozens of black and mixed-race enslaved African men and women labored 

around him. They tended the cattle and mules, harvested the crops in the fields, guarded the 

estate, washed the clothes, carried the water, nursed the sick, and cooked the food.1 The estate, 

which Townsend oversaw but did not own, sat next to the Great Morass, a vast freshwater 

swamp that was dotted with thatch palm and red mangrove trees and teemed with egrets, 

ospreys, shrimp, crocodiles, and other wildlife. The marshland was fed by the Black River, a 

broad stream that started in Cockpit Country, a pocket of mountainous terrain to the north that 

many of the island’s runaway slaves called home. The river snaked south through the heart of the 

parish and flowed past Lower Works before depositing into the ocean. Townsend had lived in 

this tropical world on the edge of the British empire for about a year. But his first home, where 

he had grown up and gotten married, was over 1,500 miles to the north in Malden, 

Massachusetts, a rural town situated just outside of Boston.  

Townsend’s letter was addressed to his brother-in-law, Benjamin Dolbeare, a prominent 

merchant in Boston with deep commercial ties to Jamaica and the broader Caribbean. Strict and 

demanding, Dolbeare was well-respected among the city’s social and political elite. His world 

could not have been more different than Townsend’s at Lower Works. One of the oldest colonial 

port cities in the British Atlantic world, Boston was a vibrant commercial hub that daily saw 

                                                             
1 Shepherd Verene, Livestock, Sugar, and Slavery: Contested Terrain in Colonial Jamaica (Kingston: Ian Randle, 

2009), 129-38. 
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numerous vessels enter and leave the harbor carrying raw materials, manufactured goods, and, 

occasionally, enslaved Africans. The town of Black River, situated a couple miles to the south of 

Lower Works, received ships as well, but not nearly as frequently as Boston. Kingston and 

Spanish Town, both on the eastern side of the island, were Jamaica’s key commercial and 

political centers. While families like Dolbeare’s depended on unfree labor for agricultural 

production, shipping, and domestic work, the enslaved population in Jamaica greatly outsized 

that of Massachusetts.2 There was anywhere between 50 and 100 slaves laboring around 

Townsend on Lower Works, which was more than the total number of people of color living in 

the entire town of Malden.3 

Despite the distance and demographic differences that separated Townsend and Dolbeare, 

their lives, like the colonies of Massachusetts and Jamaica, remained intimately entangled. 

Indeed, Lower Works, and Jamaica’s profitable sugar economy more generally, could not have 

functioned without the streams of trade from Britain’s North American colonies, especially those 

in New England. Fish caught off the coast of Massachusetts powered slaves as they went out to 

harvest sugar cane. The guiding light from burning whale oil enabled continuous work in the 

fields throughout the night. Meanwhile, the burning of waxy spermaceti carved out of the head 

cavities of Nantucket whales illuminated white planters and overseers like Townsend as they 

wrote correspondence, marked up account books, and monitored inventory in their nearby 

houses, which were built from and covered by lumber and shingles from the Merrimack Valley 

and other places in New England. Jamaica’s carts, mills, warehouses, and other plantation 

                                                             
2 On slavery in eighteenth-century Boston see Jared Hardesty, ‘The Negro at the Gate’: Enslaved Labor in 

Eighteenth-Century Boston,” The New England Quarterly 87, no. 1 (March 2014), 74-88. 
 
3 A Century of Population Growth from the First Census of the United States to the Twelfth, 1790-1900, Department 

of Commerce and Labor, Bureau of the Census, S.N.D. North (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1909), 5, 

158-62; Greene, The Negro in Colonial New England (New York: Columbia University Press, 1942), 81-85, 339; 

Verene, Livestock, Sugar, and Slavery, 131-32.  
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buildings were likewise built with similar materials. New England pine formed the barrels, casks, 

and hogsheads which carried slave-produced sugar, rum, molasses and other goods to Great 

Britain, Europe, and North America.4 The New England-Caribbean connection that sustained 

Jamaica’s economy and, in turn, kept the wheels of the entire British imperial economy 

churning, was also the very traffic that brought men like Townsend to the island. The set of trade 

routes, communication lines, personal and familial relationships, and business transactions that 

underwrote this connection linked the Caribbean island of Jamaica to the distant New England 

colony of Massachusetts. Both of these colonies, and their respective regions, relied heavily on 

each other for the subsistence and vitality of their economies, which is to say they both 

fundamentally relied on slavery and the slave trade. 

As Townsend and Dolbeare understood, this meant that their livelihoods were always 

dependent upon the forced labor of enslaved Africans. But these unfree men and women had 

their own ideas about their place within the colonial order and how it should operate. They did 

not simply accept the roles their white owners assigned to them. Through various forms of 

resistance, they continually rejected the foundation upon which the economic lives of people like 

Townsend and Dolbeare rested. Achieving some form of freedom was their main political goal. 

In the 1730s, for instance, island slaves had successfully revolted against British authorities and 

                                                             
4 On New England whale products used in the West Indies see Jeremy Zallen, American Lucifers: The Dark History 

of Artificial Light, 1750-1865 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019). On trade between North 

America and the West Indies see Peter Pellizzari, “Supplying Slavery: Jamaica, North America, and British Intra-

Imperial Trade, 1752-1769,” Slavery & Abolition (forthcoming 2020): 1-27; Selwyn Carrington, The British West 

Indies during the American Revolution (Providence: Foris Publications, 1988); Richard Pares, Yankees and Creoles: 
The Trade between North America and the West Indies before the American Revolution (Hamden, CT: Archon 

Books, 1968); and Eric Kimball, “‘What have we to do with slavery?’: New Englanders and the Slave Economies of 

the West Indies,” in Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Economic Development, eds., Sven Beckert 

and Seth Rockman (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 181-94. 
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brokered a peace treaty wherein they achieved semi-autonomy.5 Enslaved people’s resistance 

politics intermittently placed the New England-Caribbean connection, and the wider British 

imperial economy, upon a precarious footing. Nowhere was this more forcibly demonstrated than 

during a series of slave uprisings in Jamaica from 1760-61 generally called Tacky’s Revolt, 

named after one of the rebels’ chief African leaders. “Our Island is now Turned into a Garrison 

& Military Law takes Place on Account of the Negros upon Some Plantations Rebelling,” 

Townsend wrote to Dolbeare in his June letter. He relayed information about the killing of 

planters and overseers on estates in nearby Westmoreland parish, no doubt also contemplating 

his own fate should the fighting reach Lower Works, some 30 miles away from the bloodiest of 

the fighting. Townsend also complained to Dolbeare about the negative effect the rebellion was 

having on island commerce. “The Government thinks proper to Keep Marshall Law In force wch 

is a considerable Damage,” he wrote.6  

But the uprisings meant more than just fear and frustration for white colonists like 

Townsend. For enslaved men and women, Tacky’s Revolt was a fundamental expression of 

black politics in a world that denied them access to the prerogatives and the protections of British 

citizenship. Tacky’s Revolt was similar to previous large-scale slave uprisings in the Caribbean 

like in Antigua during the 1730s, which sent Townsend’s neighbor, Isaac Royall, to New 

England on the eve of the last imperial war.7 These revolts were the culmination of weeks, 

                                                             
5 On the First Maroon War and the role of maroons in Jamaican society during the eighteenth-century see Mavis 

Campbell, The Maroons of Jamaica, 1655-1796: A History of Resistance, Collaboration and Betrayal (Trenton: 

Africa World Press, 1990) and Helen McKee, “From Violence to Alliance: Maroons and White Settlers in Jamaica, 

1739-1795,” Slavery & Abolition 39, no. 1 (2018): 27-52. 

 
6 Bernard Townsend to Benjamin Dolbeare, 29 Aug. 1760, Box 3, Folder 2, Dolbeare family papers, Massachusetts 

Historical Society, Boston, MA (Hereafter DFP). 

 
7 On the Antigua slave revolt see David Barry Gaspar, Bondmen & Rebels: A Study of Master-Slave Relations in 

Antigua, with Implications for Colonial British America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985). 



33 
 

sometimes months, of face-to-face politicking, word-of-mouth organizing, and inter-plantation 

coordination. They were moments of dire risk, violence, and death, but also of hope for the 

enslaved, moments full of opportunity and unpredictability. They contained within them the 

potential for a different way of life, one that promised freedom from exploitation, deprivation, 

and exhaustion.8 Townsend and Dolbeare may have operated in an imperial world organized 

around African slavery, and they may have been legitimated and protected in it by the whiteness 

of their skin, but the enslaved continually contested that world and sought to build a different one 

governed by different terms.    

If the lives of Jamaican slaves were entangled with those of Townsend and Dolbeare, all 

of their horizons were shaped by the larger events of the empire in which they lived. Indeed, 

their lives unfolded within the context of the Seven Years’ War, a protracted global war that 

Britain fought against other European empires from 1756-63. Around the same time Townsend 

arrived in Jamaica, Britain defeated French forces at both Montreal in Canada and Guadeloupe in 

the Caribbean, capping off what became known as the annus mirabilis against the French. “Our 

bells are quite worn threadbare with ringing for victories,” one British official observed in the 

fall of 1759.9 Townsend even expressed optimism that Britain would sign a peace treaty in 

March 1760. “Pray God Send Mr. Pitt may Act this Last and great part well,” he wrote 

                                                             
8 In these ways, enslaved people asserted a type of moral economy linked to the formal political economy in which 

they were exploited. Slave revolts thus contained similarities to urban crowd actions that regularly took place 

throughout Britain and America during the early modern period. E.P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of the 

English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,” Past & Present 50 (February 1971), 76-136; Gary B. Nash, The Urban 

Crucible: Social Change, Political Consciousness, and the Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1979); and Barbara Clark Smith, “Food Rioters and the American Revolution,” William 
and Mary Quarterly 51:1 (January, 1994), 3-38. 

 
9 Horace Walpole to George Montagu, 21 Oct. 1759, Horace Walpole’s Correspondence, ed. W.S. Lewis, 48 vols. 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1941), 9:251. 
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Dolbeare.10 But imperial officials had to siphon off troops and warships from Jamaica in order to 

support these and other campaigns elsewhere. The island’s weakened military defenses became a 

motivating factor behind Jamaican slaves’ decision to revolt, a strategy they would employ 

during future imperial crises.11 The war also brought commercial disruption for Dolbeare and 

Townsend as enemy privateers battled British vessels across the Atlantic, imperiling trade and 

delaying communication.12  

Ultimately, island militiamen and maroons, with the support of the Royal navy and army, 

suppressed Tacky’s Revolt in 1761, and the Seven Years’ War ended with the Treaty of Paris 

two years later. Over the course of the following decade, imperial administrators in London 

sought to reorganize the empire through a series of legislative reforms. These reforms would 

ignite a protracted debate among colonists, planters, and slaves on the mainland and in the 

islands over the terms of their belonging within the empire. This clash of interests would fray the 

social and economic bands that tied Massachusetts and Jamaica together. For the first time, these 

intra-imperial connections would be openly contested within the empire. But before the public 

demonstrations, acerbic newspaper essays, and high-minded pamphlets of resistance to 

Parliamentary authority by a fiery group of radicals in Boston; before the circulation of anti-

slavery tracts among white reformers in Britain and North America condemning the slave trade; 

and before Jamaican planters and British slave traders felt the need to mount an economic and 

intellectual defense against slave reform, Massachusetts and Jamaica were economic partners, 

two worlds bound together by the chains of slavery.  

                                                             
10 Bernard Townsend to Benjamin Dolbeare, 1 Mar. 1760, Box 1, Folder 2, DFP. 

 
11 Maria Bollettino, “Slavery, War, and Britain’s Atlantic Empire: Black Soldiers, Sailors, and Rebels in the Seven 

Years’ War,” (Ph.D. diss., University of Texas at Austin, 2009), 200-202. 

 
12 See, for example, Thomas Truxes, Defying Empire: Trading with the Enemy in Colonial New York (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2008). 
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The story of how and why Townsend moved from Malden, Massachusetts to create a life 

on Lower Works in Jamaica reveals what this interdependence looked like on the ground and 

what it meant to the people who were entangled in it. This chapter thus connects the histories of 

New England and the Caribbean, two key regions within the British empire that have long been 

analyzed separately by scholars who, operating within a nation-state framework, focused on one 

or the other.13 Recent efforts by Atlantic historians have compared the political, economic, and 

social dimensions of colonial life in British North America and the Caribbean.14 These works 

have begun to uncover what individuals like Townsend had always known; namely, that their 

world was shaped by trans-Atlantic and imperial processes that pulled them into larger networks 

of trade, slavery, and war.15 Following Townsend through this world illuminates the crucial 

elements and tensions within Britain’s imperial system before it was fundamentally transformed 

by reform minded imperial officials after the Seven Years’ War. 

Townsend’s life was entangled with the lives of the enslaved men and women that lived 

and worked around him on Lower Works, as well as the rebel slaves across the island who 

                                                             
13 This chapter moves beyond comparison and builds on the conceptual framework of “entangled histories,” which 

several historians have embraced to examine the social and economic interconnections between North America and 

the Caribbean. See, for example, Gregory O’Malley, Final Passages: The Intercolonial Slave Trade of British 
America, 1619-1807 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014) and Wendy Warren, New England 

Bound: Slavery and Colonization in Early America (New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2016).  
14 See, for example, Andrew Jackson O'Shaughnessy, An Empire Divided: The American Revolution and the British 

Caribbean (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000); Richard Dunn, A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave 

Life and Labor in Jamaica and Virginia (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2014); and Edward 

Rugemer, Slave Law and the Politics of Resistance in the Early Atlantic World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2018). 

 
15 This focus on broader, imperial systems within Atlantic history was presaged by a group of early twentieth-

century historians, including Charles McLean Andrews, George Beer, Herbert Osgood, and Leonard Labaree, who 

later came to represent the “imperial school” within Revolutionary historiography. George Louis Beer, The 

Commercial Policy of England toward the American Colonies (New York: Columbia College, 1893); Herbert L. 
Osgood, The American Colonies in the Eighteenth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1924); Leonard 

Labaree, Royal Government in America: A Study of the British Colonial System before 1783 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1930); and Charles McLean Andrews, The Colonial Period (New York: H. Holt and Company, 

1912). These histories were criticized in the mid-twentieth century for being too rigid and institutional. In looking at 

Townsend, this chapter adds a crucial social dimension to this imperial approach.   
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fought for their freedom during Tacky’s Revolt. It was bound up with the other white planters 

and attorneys on nearby plantations who made demands on his pen, as well as his familial and 

social relations in Massachusetts with whom he frequently corresponded. It was shaped by the 

decisions of the island’s Governor and Assembly who passed laws and oversaw the island 

militia, as well as imperial officials in London who directed the Royal Navy and managed 

imperial affairs. His story is one of personal dilemmas, maritime adventure, imperial trade, 

Atlantic warfare, slavery, and slave resistance. In short, it is the story of an interconnected 

British empire enveloped in war.  

 

* * * * * 

 

Boston would have been an island were it not for its neck. That narrow, bent strip of land 

connected the city to the North American continent and stretched it out into the harbor. At the 

edge of the city was the Long Wharf, which jutted out into the cold Atlantic water, thin and 

straight, like the stalk of a sugar cane. The wharf served as the hub of trade of a region stretching 

from Hartford to Nova Scotia. Ships from across the empire docked there, unloaded their goods, 

and bought new ones. The city was home to many merchant families like the Dolbeares who had 

personal and business ties to Jamaica, the West Indies, and West Africa. The daily buying and 

selling of goods, the debits and credits inked into account books, the unopened letters passed 

between hands—the ebb and flow of the empire—were all conducted within the nearby Town 

House on King Street as well as the many houses, taverns, and coffee shops that branched out 

and around the dockyards. Massachusetts was an economy oriented around fish, livestock, rum, 
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and wood. Because so much of all of these found their main markets in the Caribbean, it was 

also, crucially, an economy rooted in slavery. 

Townsend would have understood this well. Across Charlestown to the north and a little 

ways up the Mystic River, Townsend lived with his wife, Mary, on a 150-acre farm in Malden. 

The two got married in 1744, right at the outbreak of King George’s War, another British 

imperial war with France that brought fighting to the Massachusetts countryside. Over the course 

of the following decade the couple lived together on their farm. From 1750-52, Townsend served 

as a selectman for the town of Malden. He was responsible for directing town politics, setting the 

tax rates for the county, issuing warrants to the constables to collect taxes from residents, and 

overseeing the sale of public land to prospective buyers.16 It was a respected post, reserved for 

town leaders. The property Townsend and his wife owned was full of wooded land, pastures, and 

a small orchard. It’s likely that the couple relied upon enslaved labor to manage the estate’s daily 

work. Their neighbors in Dedham, Dorchester, Watertown, Medford, and other rural towns 

outside Boston lived on similar sized estates and commonly depended upon the labor of enslaved 

men and women.17 The men would have hewed wood, tended livestock, and occasionally run 

errands into Boston. The women would have worked more closely with Mary, managing the 

house, cooking, cleaning, and tending the orchard.  

While different in scale and type of labor than a large sugar plantation in Jamaica, 

Townsend’s life on his Malden estate was similar to the life he would later find on Lower Works. 

Indeed, in describing Lower Works to Dolbeare, he couldn’t help but draw parallels to his former 

life in the New England countryside. It is “what we call here a Large Penn,” he explained, but 

                                                             
16 “Malden Town minutes,” 2 Mar. 1750, Early Massachusetts Records of Middlesex County – Malden, MA, reel 1, 

New England Genealogical Historical Society, Boston. 

 
17 Hardesty, “Creating an Unfree Hinterland,” Early American Studies 51, no. 1 (2017), 55-58. 
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“with you it is Term’d a Grazeing Farme.” In Jamaica, Townsend may have overseen the labor 

of ten to twenty times the number of slaves than he would have in Malden, but the basic tasks of 

his job were the same. As he informed his brother-in-law, Townsend was responsible for “the 

Care of Stock and Kattle with the Sundry Disorders that they are liable unto in this Climate.” He 

boasted that he had learned quickly as a result of “having lived so long in the Country before I 

came from Boston.”18  

Townsend’s marriage into the Dolbeare family provided him entrée into Boston’s elite 

mercantile community. Benjamin and his wife, Hannah, married in 1711 and together had 11 

children. His son, also named Benjamin, attended Harvard College.19 Benjamin’s sister, Sarah, 

married William Clarke, a prominent physician in New England, who later became friends with 

Townsend. In addition to being a merchant, Dolbeare was also a pewterer and ironmonger, like 

his father. His wealth placed him in the top seven percent of property owners in the city. Within 

this bracket, his taxable estates were valued at £850, which put him near the middle. He was not 

quite as rich as people like John Hancock, whose taxable wealth totaled £18,000, or James Otis, 

at £2,040, but it was still sizable compared to the rest of the adult white male population.20 

Dolbeare, like Townsend, was also involved in public service. He served as Overseer of the Poor 

for Boston for 20 consecutive years, from 1757-77, where he was responsible for the public 

health and social order of the city.21 The Dolbeare family also owned a first-floor pew in the Old 

                                                             
18 Bernard Townsend to Benjamin Dolbeare, 6 Apr. 1761, Box 1, Folder 3, DFP. 

 
19 Admittatur of Benjamin Dolbeare, Jr., 9 Aug. 1759, Harvard University Archives, Cambridge, MA. 

 
20 James A. Henretta, “Economic Development and Social Structure in Colonial Boston,” The William and Mary 
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South Meeting House, a public mark of their high social and economic status within the 

community.22 

If Townsend’s marriage garnered him social influence, it also solidified his entanglement 

with Caribbean slavery. The Dolbeare family, like many other merchant families in Boston, 

occasionally bought and sold slaves throughout the eighteenth-century. In 1732, Benjamin’s 

brother, James, bought “a negro man” named Loran for £90 from a man in Lancaster.23 In 

Boston, a decade later, James also bought a five-year old “Negro girl” named Rose for £59.24 

Benjamin, in 1774, as administer of Nathaniel Loring’s estate, sold “a negro man called and 

known by the name of Boston” for £58.25 The family was also active in the slave trade out of 

Jamaica. In 1780, Benjamin’s son, Thomas, sold a “negro man slave” named Dick for £140 

Jamaica currency to Jamaica’s top ranking political officer, Lieutenant Governor John Dalling.26 

Thomas’s father-in-law, William Clarke, also owned an estate in St. Mary parish, Middlesex 

County, Jamaica.27 The social, cultural, and economic status enjoyed by the Dolbeares were thus 

underwritten by the Atlantic world of slavery and linked to the grand sugar fortunes in Jamaica 

and the Caribbean. 
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In visiting relatives or running errands in Boston, Townsend would have left the 

relatively isolated countryside and entered a large, bustling maritime city where slavery and 

unfree labor were common features of everyday life. Boston’s slave population had steadily 

grown over the eighteenth-century, but by the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War it had leveled 

off. A census taken a few years after Townsend left for Jamaica, recorded a total of 4,891 

slaves—2,824 male and 2,067 female—in Massachusetts. This represented about 2.2 percent of 

the total population. In Boston, there were 811 “Negroes & mulattoes,” thus bringing the city’s 

enslaved population to 5.2 percent, double the colony’s overall percentage, but still quite low 

compared to other colonies in the British empire, and half that even of Northern cities like New 

York.28 The black population in Massachusetts in fact never reached above four percent of the 

colony’s total population at any point during the eighteenth-century, but Boston’s always led the 

average.29  

These numbers, however, belie the importance of slavery to the region’s social relations 

and economic development. In Boston, enslaved laborers worked in a variety of capacities in 

homes and workshops, near dockyards, and aboard ships at sea. Far from simply free and unfree, 

black and white, Boston’s labor force was diverse and multi-ethnic. Enslaved Africans frequently 

worked alongside poor and unskilled whites, day laborers, indentured servants, enslaved Native 

Americans, and free people of color. In Boston, in the eighteenth-century, a quarter of taxpayers 
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owned slaves. About a third of those who owned slaves were artisans.30 Slaves, especially 

women, also labored as domestic workers where they worked as cooks, maids, nurses, and 

laundresses. Within the household, they commonly worked alongside other Africans and Native 

Americans, both enslaved and free. Many were taught how to spin, knit, and weave. Enslaved 

men oftentimes also worked as butlers, drivers, cooks, or general handymen.31  

But these were only roles assigned to them and enforced by their white owners. Many 

enslaved men and women resisted their bondage and sought pathways to freedom. In 1755, two 

slaves, Mark and Phillis, were found guilty of murder and executed at Cambridge. According to 

a newspaper report, “The Fellow was hanged, and the Woman burned at a Stake about Ten Yards 

distant from the Gallows….After Execution, the Body of Mark was brought down to 

Charlestown Common, and hanged in Chains, on a Gibbet erected there for that Purpose.”32 The 

body remained there for several years. It’s likely that Townsend would have known about the 

executions and come across the body while traveling into Boston. In 1757, near Townsend’s 

farm in Malden, an enslaved man named John ran away from his master and tried to pass as a 

doctor.33 About a year later, John had still eluded capture.34 Across the Mystic River, in 

Charlestown, an enslaved man named Gosport also fled his enslavement by running away.35 

Boston’s large and diverse population afforded them some measure of anonymity. Because 
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Boston was a large seaport city, many of these men and women escaped by boat. Ship captains, 

always facing a shortage of seamen, were willing to ignore a runaway slave’s status and treat 

him or her as free. Slaves also sought freedom as crewmembers on privateering vessels, which 

were more numerous after the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War. Fugitive slaves aboard 

privateers were also oftentimes provided wages and a share of prize money.36 These decisions by 

the enslaved served as a constant reminder that Massachusetts’ economic order was predicated 

upon unfree labor, and that not everyone willingly complied with this imperial arrangement.  

Such was the world that awaited a small, seven-year-old girl from the Senegambia region 

of West Africa who arrived in Boston in July 1761. The girl stood aboard the ship Phillis 

surrounded by 74 other slaves, 21 fewer than had departed with her eight months prior. The ship 

was one of seven others that had entered into the city from Africa that year.37 She was also one 

of over 33,000 slaves transported to the Caribbean, 6,500 slaves transported to mainland North 

America, and 300 slaves transported to Boston that year. An older white woman named Susanna, 

who was taken by the girl’s “interesting features,” decided to purchase the “little stranger.”38 

Susanna’s husband John made his wife a gift of the girl. Susanna named her Phillis, after the 

ship, and gave her the family surname, Wheatley. The girl would grow up to become the 

empire’s most famous African-American poet in the eighteenth-century and an important voice 

within a trans-Atlantic political debate over slavery that would emerge within the empire a 
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decade later.39 But her arrival in Boston portended none of this. Instead, it promised drudgery 

and a life of bound labor.    

Wheatley, like dozens of other enslaved Africans, was brought to Boston by the region’s 

numerous slave traders. Timothy Fitch, a brown-eyed, long-faced slave trader who lived a town 

over from Townsend, in Medford, owned the ship that brought Wheatley to Boston. While 

Dolbeare primarily trafficked in slave-produced goods like rum and molasses with merchants in 

Jamaica and London, Fitch frequently re-exported West Indian sugar, rum, and molasses out of 

Boston to sell along the West African coast in exchange for slaves. In November 1760, the 

Phillis left Boston harbor, bound for Africa, and sailed across what the poet Wheatley would 

later call “the great Atlantick wat’ry Road.”40 The ship was laden with, among many other 

goods, 80 barrels of rum, 6 loaves of sugar, and several barrels of muscovado sugar.41 From 

Medford, Fitch instructed the ship’s captain, Peter Gwinn, to trade these goods for “One 

Hundread or One Hundread & Ten Prime Slaves,” preferably young and male, when he reached 

Jamaica. Gwinn wasn’t supposed to buy young girls like Wheatley. “You’l Observe to get as few 

Girl Slaves as Possible & as many Prime Boys as you Can,” Fitch instructed.42 Wheatley’s age, 

gender, and health made her a “refuse slave”: rejected, discarded, thrown away, of no value for 

labor. Most refuse slaves came to Boston because traders like Fitch prioritized selling their 
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“prime” hands to Jamaica and other West Indian islands, or in southern mainland colonies. If 

refuse slaves like Wheatley still didn’t sell in New England markets, they were re-shipped to the 

Caribbean. 

If Massachusetts and Jamaica were connected through “refuse” bondspeople, they were 

also connected through the sale of refuse fish. Indeed, fish was by far New England’s largest and 

most important export. Aboard Fitch’s ship was also 15 quintals of the “best Winter Table Fish.” 

As James Otis, a prominent lawyer and statesman in Massachusetts, wrote, “The fishery is the 

center of motion, upon which the wheel of all British commerce in America turns.”43 About half 

of the average annual value of all exports from the region came from the sea: a third from the 

sale of fish and the rest from whale products.44 But the scarcity of labor and high wages caused 

the fish trade to slump during the Seven Years’ War. “It is not an encreasing Trade,” Governor 

Francis Bernard wrote to the Board of Trade.45 Massachusetts ports like Boston, Salem, and 

Newburyport linked New England’s fish supplies to the rest of the empire, specifically to places 

like Jamaica in the Caribbean, but also to Southern Europe and Great Britain. From 1752-1769, 

Massachusetts exported nearly 9.5 million pounds of fish to Jamaica. This represented over half 

of all fish imported into Kingston from all British mainland colonies combined.46 The highest 
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quality grade of fish, typically cod, was generally sent to Continental Europe, especially Spain, 

Portugal, and Italy. What Bernard called “the Worst sort” of fish, low quality herring, shad, and 

mackrell, were typically categorized as “refuse” or “Jamaica” fish, salted, barrelled, and sold for 

25 percent less to tobacco plantations in the southern mainland colonies or to Jamaica and the 

Caribbean to feed plantation slaves. Whether refuse fish or refuse slaves, both were seen as 

things with prices by Boston slave traders like Fitch who followed the cold, calculating logic of 

the market. Meanwhile, Britain’s wheel of commerce continued to turn.  

As Townsend and Dolbeare understood, other commodities linked the Massachusetts 

economy with that of Jamaica’s. From his small shop on Dock Square, Dolbeare sold Jamaican 

rum and barrels of Jamaican sugar along with beef, pork, hog fat, stone lime, onions, and rock 

salt.47 The shop, originally built by Dolbeare’s father, fronted a public common area in the 

shadow of Faneuil Hall, an important public building erected by wealth extracted from the slave 

trade. Dock Square functioned as a flourishing hub of commercial activity in Boston and was a 

popular site for the exchange of West-Indian commodities. Carts, vendors, taverns, and various 

shops and buildings clustered in and around the area. They sold goods imported from across the 

empire including gunpowder, brass kettles, frying pans, the latest fashioned tea pots, dishes, 

ivory handled case knives, steel, and pipes as well as books, household furniture, and large 

assortments of various textiles.48 Dock Square was also the closest thing Boston had to a slave 

market. Walking to his shop, Dolbeare would have passed enslaved men, women, and children 
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who were occasionally bought and sold in the square.49 Next to slave runaway-ads and notices of 

slaves for sale, merchants like Dolbeare packed Boston’s newspapers with advertisements 

announcing the details of their latest West Indian goods to the public.50  

Massachusetts’ interdependence with other regions in the empire created commercial 

opportunities for men like Townsend and Dolbeare. In a report to the Board of Trade on the 

colony’s economy, Governor Bernard described how Massachusetts was tied to the West Indies 

through the trade of both places’ staple commodities, and how both were then tied to Great 

Britain. “These several kinds of fish together with boards, staves, shingles, & hoops, commonly 

called lumber…make up the freights to the West Indies: the returns are made partly in 

remittances to England & partly in rum, Sugar & Melasses.”51 As the wealthy Jamaican planter 

Edward Long wrote in his three-volume history of Jamaica, all profits “find their way into Great 

Britain,” just as mercantilist economics would have it. The revenue arising from the sale of 

Massachusetts goods in Jamaica was ultimately remitted back to London and penned onto the 

debit side of London merchant account books, to “discharge of the balances respectively due 

from those colonies to the mother country.”52 London merchants and their Boston agents 

corresponded with Kingston merchants and planters and created a dense, interconnected network 

of debt, enslaved humans, sugar, fish, molasses, lumber, and other goods and commodities. Little 

hard currency actually circulated. The stitched binding of account books separated credit on one 
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page from debit on the other and, like ship hulls, carefully balanced the rise and fall of monetary 

exchange that rolled across the choppy waves of the Atlantic Ocean. 

New England relied the most on the West Indies for its trade, more than any other region 

on the North American mainland. Each year between 1768 and 1772, almost two thirds of the 

total value of all commodities exported from New England came from sales to the West Indies. 

This proportion was greater than Quebec, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland (6%), the Middle 

Colonies (42%), the Upper South (9%), and the Lower South (18%), or the British home islands 

directly (18%). Within the wider context of the British imperial economy, New England’s trade 

with the Caribbean was crucial. Forty percent of the average annual value of all commodities 

exported to the British West Indies from British North America came from New England. This 

New England trade accounted for a tenth of the total revenue from all commodities exported 

from all regions in North America to Great Britain, Ireland, Southern Europe, and the West 

Indies. By contrast, during this same period, the average annual value of sugar exported from the 

British West Indies to Great Britain and North America was over £3.1 million. The value of this 

single commodity was greater than the average annual value of all commodities exported from 

all of British North America combined (£2.7 million). When rum and molasses are added in, the 

British West Indies generated 70% more annual value in exports than the rest of Britain’s 

colonial holdings in the Americas.53 

Out of all the West Indian goods that Dolbeare sold on Dock Square, Jamaican rum and 

molasses were the two most important. “I consider the Melasses distilling as very necessary to 

the chief part of the trade of this province,” Governor Bernard reported to imperial officials in 
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London.54 Rum and molasses were also the two highest volume goods from the Caribbean that 

circulated in the Massachusetts economy. From 1752-69, Jamaica exported over 210,000 gallons 

of molasses and nearly 62,000 gallons of rum to Massachusetts.55 Molasses and rum were two 

byproducts created during the sugar making process. Because of the high amount of sugar 

produced by enslaved men and women in Jamaica, the island had large stores of these goods on 

hand after each harvesting season. A thriving secondary market emerged in North America, 

especially New England, where merchants like Dolbeare would buy from Jamaica and then sell 

locally, refine at a nearby distillery, or re-export in the coastal trade.56  

Townsend and his wife appeared to live a comfortable, though certainly not lavish, life on 

their farm in Malden. Townsend’s brother-in-law had capitalized on the economic links between 

Massachusetts and Jamaica to solidify himself and his family as important members of Boston’s 

mercantile community. Townsend, as a member of the family, had partial access to this elite 

world, along with the economic benefits and social connections that came with it. Why, then, did 

he decide to leave Massachusetts and abandon his wife to live in an unfamiliar world so far from 

his home?   

Part of the answer lies in the larger changes in the Massachusetts economy caused by the 

Seven Years’ War. While places like New York and Philadelphia received wartime contracts and 

experienced widespread prosperity, Boston struggled. Slightly more than a quarter of the over 
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2,500 men who served in the provincial army died during the first part of the war, mainly of 

disease. Soldiers died at about four times the normal rate of people in Boston.57 Real income 

rates declined, housebuilding and ship construction dropped off, and trade sank to a nearly 40 

year low. Increased British impressment of New England sailors greatly damaged the region’s 

fishing industry causing codfish exports to drop about 85 percent during the war. Craftsmen, 

meanwhile, couldn’t find work, forcing many to declare bankruptcy or move elsewhere. The 

ranks of the poor swelled, causing poor relief taxes to rise, adding more burden on middle 

income households who were already struggling with rising food costs.58 “The Situation of this 

Province, and of the metropolis of this Province in particular, is deplorable,” reported one Boston 

newspaper in 1757. “We are sinking under intollerable Loads of Debts, Multitudes are confined 

to their own Houses, [and] our Gaols are daily filling…with those who have been in Times past 

the most useful Members of Society.”59 That same year, Governor Thomas Pownall, Francis 

Bernard’s predecessor, found that the colony, which had formerly been “rich, flourishing, 

powerful, [and] enterprising,” was now “ruined and undone.”60 Townsend was hit hard by this 

economic downturn. As he later described to Dolbeare, the poor economy was the main reason 

for his departure. After “finding my Selfe Reduced to the Lowest Ebb, and becoming Tiresome 

to my Friends wch brought me to a Degree of Despiration, and at the Same time not Seeing any 

                                                             
57 Fred Anderson, A People’s Army: Massachusetts Soldiers and Society in the Seven Years’ War (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1984), 99-101. 

 
58 Gary B. Nash, The Urban Crucible: Social Change, Political Consciousness, and the Origins of the American 

Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press), 240-43. 
 
59 Boston Gazette, 18 Apr. 1757. 

 
60 Quoted in Nash, Urban Crucible, 242. 

 



50 
 

way open where in I could get an Imployment that would Support my Dear Wife and Selfe,” 

Townsend decided Massachusetts could no longer help him.61 

But Townsend advertised the sale of his estate in 1753, a full three years before the 

outbreak of the Seven Years’ War.62 This would suggest that his financial troubles had started 

earlier and were only exacerbated by the outbreak of the war. Adding to this were the medical 

costs that arose from Mary’s battle with breast cancer, which she got at some point during the 

1750s. Overwhelmed, Townsend probably fled to Jamaica to escape his creditors and avoid 

debtors’ prison. Indeed, part of the reason why Townsend thought he “had better goe to Some of 

the West India Islands,” was because “I was not known there.”63 Townsend may not have been 

as much of a victim of the larger economic downturn in Massachusetts as he let on to his brother-

in-law. His money problems were certainly compounded by personal vices, particularly his 

drinking. “Never did I see a greater alteration in one Man for the better,” wrote George Ruggles, 

one of Dolbeare’s associates in Jamaica, about Townsend after his arrival there. “He’s now 

become the Industrous, frugal Man & as Close a keeper to his business & home as one can 

desire.” With the rowdy crowd and drinking and gambling in the town of Black River only a 

short walk from Lower Works, it would have been easy for Townsend to resume his old ways. 

But he was apparently a changed man. “I have not seen him in a Tavern since I came to the 

Island,” Ruggles reported.64  

 

* * * * * 
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Jamaica, however, was the last place in the empire where a man might go to atone for his 

sins and improve his moral standing in the world. Indeed, over the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries the island had garnered a reputation among whites across the empire as a land of 

excess, opportunity, lust, and naked ambition. Among the sons of wealthy absentee planters 

living in London, the island was seen as a risky, “get-rich-quick” business venture, a place to 

make some money, live hard, and, if they managed to survive, from which to return home to 

Britain in splendor. White Jamaicans were sociable and enjoyed showing off their wealth 

through their clothing, food, number of slaves, and lavish balls and banquets.65 To the many 

young, single, male European migrants, especially Scottish and Jewish tradesmen and 

professionals who faced high rents or unemployment in Britain, the island offered them a chance 

at a better life, which many of them eventually obtained.66 Townsend was thus likely drawn to 

the island for these reasons initially and only later decided, out of necessity, to change his ways. 

Whatever the reason, during the late 1750s, as the Seven Years’ War raged on, Townsend 

searched Boston for a passage to Jamaica. He reached out to his brother-in-law, William Clarke, 

the physician, who then connected him with his friend, John Perkins, who was the family doctor 

for the Bradfords. John Bradford was an experienced ship captain who frequently shuttled goods 

between New England and the West Indies. Townsend had Perkins put in a good word for him 

with Bradford, who later secured Townsend’s voyage. On the day of his departure, Clarke 
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walked Townsend to the Long Wharf. There, amidst the chatter of dockworkers loading and 

unloading ships and the lapping of the waves, with the vast expanse of the harbor surrounding 

them, Clarke cautioned Townsend that he was heading to a “Strange and Expencive place.” He 

proceeded to drop five pistoles into Townsend’s hand, saying it would be useful to him when he 

landed. After apologizing that he couldn’t do more, he bid his kinsman farewell, and Townsend 

boarded the ship.67 The Malden farmer would never step foot in Boston again, nor would he 

again lay eyes upon the face of his dying wife. 

Townsend’s passage to Jamaica fully immersed him in a maritime world of which he had 

only seen glimpses of while living in Malden and Boston. His time at sea, like his life on land, 

was shaped by an empire in the throes of war. Just as the Seven Years’ War created the 

destructive economic conditions in Massachusetts that Townsend fled, so, too, it created perils 

and problems for his journey across the Atlantic. Reports constantly circulated in Boston 

newspapers about vessels destroyed or captured by French privateers. Townsend also entered 

Caribbean waters right as British naval forces were staging an attack upon the French islands of 

Martinique and Guadeloupe. Before he could start his life anew in Jamaica, then, Townsend had 

to cut across this fiercely contested war zone.  

His journey not only underscores the social and economic links between New England 

and the Caribbean, but also reveals how his world became further enmeshed with free and unfree 

people of color within the empire. These men and women built and manned the ships that 

connected the mainland with the islands, enabling Townsend’s passage to Jamaica. But they also 

understood the maritime world as a portal to freedom, or at least as a means to negotiate and 
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subvert the terms of their bondage. In seeking escape aboard a ship, Townsend thus followed a 

well-worn path that many enslaved men and women had tread before him. 

 The merchant vessels in the Caribbean trade, like the type Townsend boarded, were built 

in a variety of places across the empire, but New England, especially Massachusetts, was by far 

the prime ship building locale in the British colonies. From 1752-69, at least one-tenth of all 

ships that were recorded passing either into or out of Kingston, Jamaica were built in 

Massachusetts. One in four was built in New England.68 Shipwrights employed dozens of 

workers to gather materials, lay the keel, attach the ribs, caulk the frame, design and paint the 

interior, and attach the cordage, blocks, and masts. Depending on its size, this took about a year. 

Enslaved men and women as well as Native Americans frequently helped at different points 

within this process. They labored alongside white master artisans, journeymen, apprentices, 

servants, and seasonal laborers in the shipyard. They felled trees in the surrounding New 

England forests for lumber and built and watched over the boiling hot tar pits that created the 

naval stores necessary for holding the hulls, masts, and rigging together.69 These ships not only 

transported goods and people from New England to the Caribbean, but also undergirded the 

trans-Atlantic slave trade into Jamaica. From 1752-69, fifteen percent of slaving voyages from 

Africa to Kingston were conducted using ships built in New England. Ships built in Boston, in 

particular, were responsible for bringing about 1,000 enslaved humans to Jamaica during this 

period.70 
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The vessel that Townsend boarded in Boston would have been small to mid-sized, either 

a brigantine, snow, or sloop, manned by a handful of crewmembers and protected by a few 

cannons, and carrying some combination of fish, oil, lumber, wood, livestock, and foodstuffs. 

Indeed, from 1752-69, forty percent of vessels on routes between New England and Jamaica had 

a registered tonnage of less than 50. Over 80 percent had a registered tonnage of less than 100. 

Townsend thus would have been on a much smaller vessel compared to those that carried 

manufactured goods and enslaved humans on routes that ran between Great Britain, Africa, and 

Kingston. Because of these smaller vessels, Townsend would only have been accompanied by a 

handful of other people.71 Townsend never mentioned who he met or conversed with on his 

journey aside from Captain Bradford. The majority was likely white sailors, but it’s possible 

there were a few people of color.72 Blacks commonly served as seamen alongside their white 

counterparts, but more frequently they were cooks, servants, and musicians. Young black boys 

were often employed as entertainers and seen as showpieces who brought status to the ship 

captain.73 This was possibly the case on Bradford’s ship, which Townsend remembered had 

“Good Entertainment” during his journey.74    

About a fifth of all ships leaving Boston harbor were destined for the Caribbean. The 

journey took anywhere from four to eight weeks. From 1752-69, there were on average about 50 
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ships per year that entered Kingston from New England, or roughly one per week.75 But given 

the ice that tended to block up Boston in the winter as well as hurricane season in the Caribbean, 

most voyages clustered in certain months of the year. Vessels bound for Jamaica typically left 

Boston between November and March. They would arrive to the island in the middle of 

harvesting season, which typically ran from spring to early summer, and unload the fish, wood, 

lumber, flour, and other goods in exchange for mainly rum and molasses, which they’d bring 

back to New England.76 They typically left the island between May and July, which were the 

busiest months of the year in Kingston for ship departures. On average, there were about 30 

vessels per year that cleared the island for New England, or one every 12 days. 

Such was the type of vessel and seasonal rhythm of trade that Townsend entered, but 

cargo lists and shipping statistics remain silent about the oftentimes precarious circumstances 

that threatened voyages between New England and the Caribbean. Indeed, weather, war, and 

enemy privateers made travel unpredictable and dangerous. Henry Tiffin, a seaman in the British 

Royal Navy and contemporary of Townsend, frequently made the journey between 

Massachusetts and Jamaica. In his commonplace book, Tiffin drew dozens of vivid watercolor 

illustrations of his time at sea. Sometimes harrowing, other times uneventful, Tiffin’s drawings 

provide a glimpse into what Townsend’s journey would have looked like, and the dangers it 

entailed.77  
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Tiffin left Boston aboard the schooner Falmouth, bound for the West Indies. He wound 

his way down the Atlantic coast and made good time until his ship ran into treacherous weather 

near Cape Hatteras off the coast of North Carolina, about 80 miles east of New Bern. As the sails 

unfurled, the ship began to lurch and sway. “Our Vesell Strains & Leaks Very much,” Tiffin 

wrote. The seas rose to a “mountainous height” around the crew. In order to “save Our Lives 

Ship & Cargo We threw all the Lumber of[f] the main Deck...which eased her greatly.” The 

storm was such a remarkable moment that Tiffin drew it in his commonplace book (Figure 2). 

Blackish-green colored waves crash into the side of the Falmouth, bend its masts backward, and 

push its bow upward into the wind. Positioned on the main deck, in front of the taut, greyish-

white sail, the ship’s crew can be seen tossing pieces of wood overboard.78 That lumber was to 

be sold in the West Indies, instead it was eaten by the sea. Dumping goods was a common tactic 

of sailors during bad weather to make the ship easier to control.79 Britain’s commercial wheel 

spun, but it was always subjected to the caprices of the environment, which posed a constant 

threat to sailors and cargo alike. 
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Figure 2 – “The Sloop Falmouth in a Heavy Gale of Wind of[f] Cape Hattrass in lattd 35.00 N” 

 

When Townsend made his journey to Jamaica, all of the traffic between New England 

and the Caribbean was in a state of profound disarray given the large-scale nature of the Seven 

Years’ War. Compounding the environmental threats experienced by Tiffin were the enemy 

privateers that plied Atlantic waters looking to seize ships, crew, and cargo. After Britain 

declared war on France in 1756, the Royal Navy and privateers began seizing enemy ships. In 

response, France declared war on Britain a month later and sent their own warships and 

privateers into the Atlantic.80 Merchant ships from both empires suffered major losses. “‘Tis 

said, a great Number of English Vessels have been taken by the Enemy’s Ships of War,” 

reported one Boston newspaper in 1756.81 Newspapers tried to track the chaos. They frequently 

compiled and printed lists from word of mouth reports. “From a regular List we are assured that 
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75 Privateers have been taken from the French in the European Seas since the War,” reported the 

Boston Evening-Post in 1757.82 Frenzied accounts of British merchant ships falling prey to 

French privateers circulated as well. “Capt. Gibbons, in his Passage to Antigua, was chaced for 

three Days by the Enemy’s Privateers,” reported the Boston News-Letter.83 Captain Bradford was 

no stranger to these wartime perils. In 1760, after he brought Townsend to Jamaica, he defended 

his ship from an attack by a French privateer off the coast of Antigua.84 Before he boarded 

Bradford’s ship, Townsend would have understood that there was a chance he could be attacked 

by an enemy privateer at sea and never, in fact, reach Jamaica. 

Because Jamaica was so crucial to Britain’s imperial economy, privateer attacks were 

especially numerous around the island. Indeed, about the time Townsend entered Caribbean 

waters, wartime deprivation by enemy privateers had reached a fevered pitch across the island. 

The situation was so dire that 78 of the island’s merchants signed a petition to the King seeking 

redress. “The depredations committed on the Coasts of this your Majesty’s Island, by the 

Enemy’s Privateers; who not only by making daily Seizures of their Coasting Vessels interrupt 

the Commerce thereof; but by Landing almost on every part (plundering and carrying off Slaves 

and even the White Inhabitants) keep your Majesty’s Subjects in continual Terror.” The 

petitioners also complained about high rates of impressment by the Royal Navy, which “is 

attended with the most destructive consequences to the Trade of your Petitioners, and others [of] 

your Majesty’s Subjects concerned in Shipping to this Island.”85 
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Despite the risks, Townsend eventually reached Jamaica safely. But after he landed in 

Kingston, he soon discovered that the wartime hardships he sought to escape in Massachusetts 

had followed him across the Atlantic. His arrival in Jamaica came at a pivotal moment for both 

the island and the empire. Indeed, Townsend would soon find himself entangled in an intense 

insurgency campaign conducted by hundreds of enslaved Jamaican men and women across the 

island. This slave revolt, the largest that British imperial officials had yet seen, opened a new 

front in the Seven Years’ War. The enslaved fought a series of battles against white colonial and 

imperial officials. Their actions had the potential to create new political, economic, and social 

arrangements beyond the confines of plantation slavery. They also posed a fundamental threat to 

the existing imperial order which had long benefited white colonists like Townsend and 

Dolbeare. 

 

* * * * * 

 

The city of Kingston sat in a sapphire haze from the towering Blue Mountains that rose 

behind it, silent and uneven, like a bumpy spine, over the eastern part of the island. A prominent 

island planter once described the mountains as looming and imposing figures that seemed “to 

crush those that are below them.” Covering the mountains’ many faces, and spilling out into the 

nearby plains and valleys, were blankets of deep-rooted cedar, Blue Mahoe, and soap wood trees. 

Each were wrapped in “creeping” vegetation that wound up their knotty trunks and bound their 

extended limbs like iron chains.86 Hills, “fringed with trees and shrubs,” covered the remaining 

land from the foot of the mountains to the edge of the sea.  
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In the shadows lived the city’s inhabitants, descendants of those who fled Port Royal 

seven decades earlier in the wake of the apocalyptic earthquakes and fires that destroyed the 

island’s original commercial hub. Scattered throughout the trees, “peeping among their branches 

or buried amidst their shades,” sat Kingston’s wooden mills and docks, thatched-roof houses, and 

small buildings.87 Packed in between, were the many slave pens which contained the hundreds of 

newly arrived Africans before they were sold in public yards much larger than Dock Square in 

Boston.88 In his autobiography, Olaudah Equiano, a formerly enslaved African, remembered 

how, upon his arrival into Barbados, he was “conducted immediately to the merchant’s yard, 

where we were all pent up together like so many sheep in a fold, without regard to sex or age.”89 

City merchants purchased slaves “wholesale” in large groups at discounted prices from ship 

captains and then resold them “retail” to local residents and island planters from the surrounding 

countryside. One German chaplain, Philipp Waldeck, described the process in his diary.  

 

“In the morning a young boy walked through the streets of Kingston with a bell and a slip 

of paper on which were written the numbers assigned to each slave that was to be sold. At 

a specified time all the slave traders gathered in the market place. Then these slaves, 

these miserable men and women, lacking the least covering were driven forth, like cattle. 

They were then viewed, bidded for and haggeled over.”90 
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 In moving from Massachusetts to Jamaica, Townsend traveled from a majority white 

colony to one whose population was overwhelmingly composed of unfree people of color. In 

Boston, five percent of the city’s population was enslaved. In Kingston, it was 60 percent, and 90 

percent for the island as a whole.91 Kingston had nearly as many slaves and free people of color 

than all the urban centers of British North America combined.92 In Boston, a household had on 

average one or two slaves; in Kingston, households averaged eight slaves; outside the city, on the 

sugar estates, the average reached upwards of 200.93 The gap between rich and poor among 

Jamaica’s free population was much greater as well. In Boston, Dolbeare’s wealth placed him in 

the top seven percent of property owners. But in Jamaica, he would have ranked near the bottom. 

Simon Clarke, Jamaica’s richest man, was 11 times as wealthy as John Hancock, Boston’s 

richest man.94 Jamaica was in fact the most unequal society in the entire Atlantic world. One 

recent economic study of the island finds that during the eighteenth-century Jamaica’s Gini 

coefficient, a measure of economic inequality, was 0.75, compared to 0.46 in the American 

South, 0.38 in the Middle Colonies, and 0.52 in England and Wales. (A Gini coefficient of 0 

means perfect equality; 1 represents maximum inequality.)95 In traveling to Jamaica, Townsend 

no doubt hoped to acquire some of these profits for himself. 
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But the specter of death haunted all newcomers to the island. In New England, life 

expectancy among white colonists was relatively high compared to other places in the British 

empire. In fact, it even increased slightly over the eighteenth-century.96 But in Jamaica, death 

was a part of everyday life. Ten percent of island colonists died every year. All those who came 

to the island experienced a “seasoning” period, typically lasting one to three years, when they 

adapted to the island’s environment. In a letter to Dolbeare, Townsend noted that shortly after his 

arrival he contracted “a Violent Fever” that “Troubles me & Keeps me Low & weake.” His 

doctor eventually informed him that he was out of danger and had a “favourable seizeining…to 

the Climate.”97 But not everyone was so lucky. Most young, white immigrants found their life 

cut short by one or two decades as a result of coming to the island. For enslaved Africans, the 

seasoning period was much more fatal. Adapting to the island’s environment and violent labor 

regime, and battling any illnesses contracted during their transport across the Atlantic, enslaved 

Africans experienced mortality rates during the seasoning period of around 50 percent.98   

With Clarke’s “small capitoll” in his hands, Townsend set about looking for employment 

in Kingston. Walking the streets, he would have witnessed the Jamaican slave economy in full 

operation. He would have overheard what Equiano described as “the noise and clamour” of 

public slave auctions, where the cries of families and friends being separated could be overheard 

as buyers rushed “into the yard where the slaves are confined, and make choice of that parcel 

they like best.”99 After several weeks, Townsend’s optimism soured and his “melancholy 
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Sircumstances” began to look permanent. “I had no one to apply unto, no Apperance of any Sort 

of gitting into Business, and [was] an Entire Stranger to every Body,” he wrote to Dolbeare.100 

Townsend had picked an inauspicious time to seek employment in Kingston. The city, much like 

Boston, was suffering from deflated trade as a result of the Seven Years’ War. In June 1757, 

Robert Stanton, a Kingston merchant, noted his frustration in a letter to another merchant in 

Bristol. “This damned wicked French war as it ’tis carried on will be the ruin of many, both 

planters and merchants, because no goods shipt from hence.”101 A few years later, Samuel 

Vaughn, another Kingston merchant, had to halt his trade to Boston because of the uncertainties 

of the war. “Should publick affairs take a different turn we then may give fresh orders to you,” 

he wrote, “but at this juncture of time it appears to[o] precarious to venture.”102 By April 1760, 

little had changed. “The present prospect is hazardous,” Vaughn wrote.103 With dashed hopes, 

Townsend returned to Bradford’s ship to see if he could stay aboard since it was cheaper than in 

the city. Bradford informed him that he was headed to Black River, a small town in St. Elizabeth 

parish on the western side of the island, to load his ship, and that he was welcome to come along. 

Townsend accepted without hesitation. Six weeks later, he left Kingston, his pockets “having no 

Incumberance” after “having Spent my little Cash.” 

Aside from his failure to obtain employment in Kingston, one of the main reasons why 

Townsend left for Black River was to be closer to two men who were friends of Dolbeare’s and 
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who frequently did business with him: George Ruggles and Joseph Royall. These men, along 

with John Vassall, the man they worked for, embodied the entangled worlds of Massachusetts 

and Jamaica. Ruggles and Royall were both attorneys for a portion of Vassall’s estates in St. 

Elizabeth parish. John was a member of the sprawling network of Vassall family members that 

dated back to the mid-seventeenth-century. Many of his relatives owned large tracts of land in 

Jamaica and were prominent leaders within the island’s political and social elite. The Vassalls 

sent their children to Harvard and owned a lot of property in and around Boston, including a 

mansion along Brattle Street in Cambridge.104 John Vassall and his brothers lived as absentee 

planters in Cambridge and drew their money off the backs of enslaved laborers who worked their 

plantations in Jamaica. John hired Ruggles and Royall to look after his property on the island. 

Joseph Royall was related to Isaac Royall, Townsend’s neighbor in Medford, and also linked, 

through marriage, to the Vassall family.105 Ruggles was also related to the Vassall family. His 

wife, Susanna Vassall, was John’s brother.106 When Joseph moved to Jamaica, he made Dolbeare 

his attorney and instructed him to look after his mother and estate in Dorchester, 

Massachusetts.107 Ruggles and his wife owned an estate in Cambridge as well as a plantation 
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named Top Hill located just outside Black River. It was here that Townsend would eventually 

make his way. 

On a Sunday afternoon, Townsend and Bradford landed in Black River. Even though St. 

Elizabeth was a peripheral town compared to Kingston, Townsend’s chance of finding 

employment was significantly higher. White men were in high demand across the island, but 

especially in frontier areas like St. Elizabeth. Planters sought out men like Townsend to work as 

overseers, pen keepers, artisans, or property managers, but also, perhaps more importantly, they 

were there to represent and maintain white supremacy.108 Their presence helped planters satisfy 

the requirements of the island’s deficiency tax, which mandated that each plantation population 

adhere to a certain white-black ratio or else pay a penalty. Deficiency taxes were implemented 

because it was commonly believed that the presence of whites deterred slave rebellion. Many 

absentee-planters, however, ignored the law and were dilatory in paying the fine.109 The Jamaica 

assembly would later attribute the lack of whites on the island as one of the reasons for the 

outbreak of Tacky’s Revolt. It was unlikely for Townsend to find employment as a middle 

manager on a sugar plantation in St. Elizabeth, which contained 23 sugar mills, a relatively low 

number compared to other surrounding parishes like St. James, Clarendon, or Westmoreland, 

which had around 70-80 each.110 Landholders in St. Elizabeth, instead, concentrated mainly on 

the production of provisions, livestock, and minor staples like ginger, cotton, and coffee. St. 

Elizabeth relied on slave labor, but less in comparison to other places on the island. The parish 
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saw a 44 percent increase in its slave population from 1734-68, which was low compared to 

other places that saw two to three-fold increases over the same period. While Townsend lived in 

St. Elizabeth during the late 1750s and early 1760s, there were about 9,000 slaves that lived 

there, which was ten times as many blacks and almost 60 percent of the number of whites that 

lived in Boston. 

Bradford left Townsend in Black River and went to Top Hill to meet Ruggles and Royall. 

Alone and penniless, Townsend remained apprehensive of the new town. “I try’d what I could to 

be Cheerfull and to put as good Apperance on as possable,” he wrote to Dolbeare. “After a 

Troublesom Night, and no Sleep,” Townsend met Royall and Ruggles at Top Hill. While 

Ruggles did not have any work for Townsend, Royall, who oversaw Lower Works, agreed to 

hire him. Townsend quickly fell into a type of informal apprenticeship with the existing overseer 

on Lower Works before the man eventually found a better job on another plantation. Royall hired 

Townsend in his place and paid him about £50 Jamaica currency per year, which was slightly 

more than what a free person of color on the island typically made and a little less than an 

artisan’s yearly income.111 It was here, at Lower Works, in the swampy Caribbean heat, at the 

edge of empire, where the desperate formerly-middling farmer from Massachusetts finally settled 

to make a living.  

 

* * * * * 

 

                                                             
111 Burnard, et. al., “Living Costs, Real Incomes, and Inequality in Colonial Jamaica,” 65. In New England, these 

wages would have put Townsend in the range of what a general day laborer or farmhand would have made. Gloria 

L. Main, “Gender, Work, and Wages in Colonial New England,” The William and Mary Quarterly 51, no. 1 

(January 1994), 48. 

 



67 
 

Soon after Townsend fell into a new daily rhythm at Lower Works, hundreds of enslaved 

men and women across the island revolted. The revolt was a complete rejection and attempted 

overthrow of the island’s brutal slave economy, which had just provided a modicum of social 

and financial stability to Townsend. At the same time, it opened a new front in the Seven Years’ 

War that British imperial officials could not ignore. Their plan was shrewdly kept from island 

authorities and spread to nearly every place across the island. As Edward Long wrote, the plan 

“was a matter preconcerted and known to all the chief men in the different districts; and the 

secret was probably confided to some hundreds for several months before the blow was 

struck.”112 It was “conducted with such profound secrecy, that almost all the Coromantin slaves 

throughout the island were privy to it, without any suspicion from the Whites.”113 

As Long indicated, the principle organizers and leaders of the revolt were “Coromantee” 

slaves, though many non-Coromantees were also involved at various points. Coromantee was the 

name of a place, a landing site, along the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana). Slaves from this 

region were commonly people of the Akan or Twi language groups. In the New World, white 

colonists and slave owners labeled slaves from that region Coromantee. Over time, it became an 

ethnic identity among slaves that held important cultural connotations. Coromantee slaves had a 

warrior reputation and were seen by many whites, Townsend included, as strong and resilient, 

and thus ideally suited for hard labor. But they were also understood to be fierce, violent, and 

rebellious.114 In the past, Coromantees were found at the heart of several slave revolts across the 
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British Caribbean and North America.115 Townsend, in his description of the revolt to Dolbeare, 

noted how many of the slaves involved “are of the Cormontee Tribe.” Only having lived in 

Jamaica for about a year, Townsend had already adopted this vocabulary and the language of the 

island’s planter class. “We are neaver under any Appreension of the Creole Negroes,” he wrote. 

“It would be well for the Island if the Cormontees was not Allow’d to be Imported.”116 

The Coromantee slaves and their followers expressed two main visions for what the 

island’s political order would look like after slavery. Some wanted a life akin to what the island’s 

maroon population had obtained a generation earlier. As Long noted, “a principal inducement” to 

the revolt in 1760 was “the happy circumstances of the Marons,” who many slaves observed 

existing in “very comfortable settlements” and living “a life of freedom and ease.”117 Other 

rebels envisioned more radical and widespread change. According to an account of a captured 

slave recounted by Long, the island was to be divided into separate political districts, each 

headed by certain chiefs, who were the main leaders in the revolt. As for the economy, there 

would be “a fair division of the estates, and we will make sugar and rum, and bring them to 

market,” the captured slave allegedly said. The rebels saw a potential alliance in the many sailors 

that traded with the island. “As for the sailors, you see they do not oppose us,” the slave said, 

“they care not who is in possession of the country, Black or White, it is the same to them. So that 

after we are become masters of it…they will come cap in hand to us (as they now do to the 

Whites) to trade with us. They’ll bring us things from t’other side of the sea, and be glad to take 
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our goods in payment.”118 This vision entailed the political formation of a confederation of 

districts, but with continued links to the British Atlantic economy through trade in the island’s 

main commodities, sugar and rum. Despite the differences in these visions, they both included 

some form of political freedom and economic autonomy. 

To implement their plans, the rebel slaves were careful in their tactics and timing. They 

used geography, island demographics, and British involvement in the Seven Years’ War to their 

advantage. On the night of April 7, 1760, two enslaved men named Tacky and Jamaica led about 

90 rebel slaves in the initial revolt in St. Mary’s parish, which was located three parishes to the 

northeast of Townsend, on the other side of the island. The rebels targeted Fort Haldane at Port 

Maria, which held crucial weapons and ammunition. The nearby mountains provided a safe place 

to retreat if needed.119 As Long recounted, St. Mary’s was “thinly populated with Whites” and 

“contained extensive deep woods” so that “should the issue of the conflict prove unfavourable to 

them, they might retreat with security into the woods, and there continue well supplied with 

provisions.”120 The rebel slaves also chose to revolt at a time when Jamaica’s defenses were 

already stretched thin as a result of the global context of Britain’s imperial war with France. 

Indeed, Jamaica’s two regiments of regular troops were short five companies of men who had 

been removed from island and deployed to the Mosquito Shore and the West African coast, 

likely to defend outposts that the British had recently captured from the French two years 
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earlier.121 The British Navy at Jamaica was also stretched thin. It only had seven warships and 

nine frigates stationed near the island. This was too few ships to defend the island from enemy 

privateers and a potential French invasion, convoy merchant vessels to London, and also help put 

down a slave rebellion. Consequently, no naval vessel was stationed near Port Maria, which 

rebel slaves used to their advantage.122  

 After the initial outbreak in St. Mary’s, the second phase of the revolt occurred in 

Westmoreland parish, about 125 miles away and much closer to Townsend. Westmoreland was 

adjacent to St. Elizabeth to the west. On Forrest Estate, several slaves rose up and revolted. 

Townsend followed events as they unfolded and reported a summary to Dolbeare. “In 

Westmoreland, the next parrish to Leward of us upon Cap’t Forrest’s Estate they Rise [and] 

Killed Mr. Smith, Attorny to Forrest and 5 or 6 Gentm that was with him at Supper.” The fact 

that Townsend knew these men’s names reveals the regional knowledge of the island that 

Townsend had acquired. It’s possible he knew these men personally, which would have driven 

home the seriousness and urgency of the revolt. After killing Smith and several others, slaves 

from surrounding plantations moved to join the rebels. The group worked their way from estate 

to estate burning cane and collecting more guns and ammunition. “After they had killed all the 

whites they could find they Sett Fire to the Buildings and Cane Pieces,” wrote Townsend.123 

They soon moved into Jones and Moreland estates in the nearby mountains, where they 

successfully defeated several parties of armed planters. In a letter to John Vassall’s brother in 

Cambridge, Leonard Stedman, an overseer in St. Elizabeth, noted how the rebels at Jones Estate 
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“have made a stand & repuls’d our parties & beat them of[f] several times oweing to their 

advantageous Situation and having Arms & ammunition in plenty.” Upon hearing the news of 

these victories, several slaves on other plantations felt their odds of winning were much higher 

and decided to join the rebels. “Mr. Tom Williams arm’d twenty of his negroes to guard his 

house,” wrote Stedman, but they quickly “joined the Rebellion the first opportunity they had.” 

Another planter “arm’d twelve of his & they did the same.”124  

What unnerved many island officials was that the rebels were led by a particularly skilled 

enslaved man named Apongo, or Wager. Apongo was reputed to have been a powerful man and 

a prince in the Kingdom of Dahomey, an area of land in the south of present-day Benin, before 

he was kidnapped and sold into Jamaican slavery. John Cope Sr., a wealthy planter in 

Westmoreland, met Apongo and dozens of his warrior supporters while he served as the 

governor of Cape Coast Castle. Apongo was a skilled commander who had extensive experience 

in combat and as a military leader as a result of his time fighting during several of the wars that 

took place among the Akan during the eighteenth-century.125 Reports from the island printed in 

Boston newspapers referred to him as the rebels’ “Chief Coromantee Commander.”126 Through 

his leadership, hundreds of rebel slaves organized and joined in revolt. The Seven Years War not 

only provided opportunities to revolt, but also gave some enslaved people a chance to gain 

formal combat experience. It was not uncommon for British military leaders to arm blacks 

during times of war.127 Apongo and his followers were aided by several former French slaves 
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who fought the British at the battle of Guadeloupe but were later captured and sent to Jamaica. 

Many whites feared that this combined veteran military experience would embolden the rebels 

and transform them into a more formidable fighting force.128  

 Their fears soon proved warranted. The rebels, buoyed by their early victories, moved 

further north and built a strategic barricade. “They formed a strong breastwork across a road, 

flanked by a rocky hill,” Long wrote. “Within this work they erected their huts, and sat down in a 

sort of encampment.”129 It was there that they successfully repelled an attack by a party of white 

soldiers. The militiamen, upon approaching the barricade, “were struck with terror at the dismal 

yells and the multitude of their assailants.” Confusion and panic broke out as each man ran for 

himself despite the shouts of their commanding officers. The rebels unloaded a barrage at them 

as they fled, wounding some and killing others. Several broke limbs when they fell over nearby 

“precipices” in their haste to escape.130 Many slaves interpreted this as a turning point in the war. 

Hundreds of men and women who were previously “on the fence” about joining the revolt, 

unsure which side would provide them with the best means of survival, now flocked to the 

barricaded rebels, swelling their ranks. As Long described, the victory “raised the spirits of the 

coromantins in this part of the country and encouraged so many to join the victorious band that 

the whole number very soon amounted to upwards of a thousand, including their women, who 

were necessary for carrying their baggage and dressing their victuals.” The rebel slaves “were 

now become flushed with a confidence in their superiority and gathered reinforcements every 

day.”131 The outcome of the struggle remained uncertain, but the rebels had many reasons to be 
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optimistic. They had a sizable number of supporters, some of them experienced soldiers, a 

semblance of defenses in the barricade, and access to the surrounding hills and woods to escape 

as a means of last resort. To many slaves, the tides appeared to be turning. 

 But island officials soon returned, this time with more formidable forces. The Navy 

transported a detachment of the 49th regiment from Spanish Town to Westmoreland. The troops 

were joined by a new company of militiamen as well as a party of maroons. The forces 

approached the barricade. “The regulars led the van, the militia brought up the rear, whilst the 

Marons lined the wood to the right and left to prevent ambuscades,” Long wrote.132 As Admiral 

Holmes, who was following events closely at sea, described it, “a Body of Troops and Militia 

attacked the Slaves who were strongly Entrenched, and after a smart fire after hours, drove them 

with precipitation and loss from their Lodgements.”133 Apongo and several other slaves escaped 

and quickly fled into the hills. Those that were captured were brought to Savannah la Mar and 

later executed. Meanwhile, a group of soldiers entered a set of empty huts behind the barricade, 

sat down, and began eating and drinking the rebels’ provisions. Some of the fleeing rebels, 

seeing this, turned around and shot down into the huts, nearly killing several soldiers. But the 

maroons quickly scaled the hills and pursued them into the woods. The resistance, which had 

briefly looked like it might succeed, was now broken and scattered. Over the following several 

months, bands of rebel slaves continued fighting and conducted guerrilla strikes from various 

places in the mountains and swamps across Westmoreland, St. Elizabeth, and Clarendon 

parishes.134  
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By June, news of the revolt had begun to circulate throughout the empire. Fighting had 

broken out on April 7. Eight weeks later, accounts of it made landfall in New England with 

Captain Thompson on the brig Friendship. The Boston Gazette quickly printed his reports. Other 

papers soon followed. Readers learned about the various punishments inflicted on those rebel 

slaves who had been captured. According to one report, two slaves, Quaco and Anthony, were 

executed. One was burnt at the stake, the other hanged, his head cut off and affixed to a pole near 

Kingston.135 This type of brutal execution against rebel slaves would not have been unfamiliar to 

Boston readers. White authorities in both Massachusetts and Jamaica took the same approach 

when it came to slave rebelliousness. They both strategically utilized public displays of violence 

to simultaneously bolster state authority and scare slaves into submission.  

On July 3, 1760, a joint party of British troops and island maroons captured Apongo. The 

defeat struck a decisive blow to morale among rebel slaves in Westmoreland. Tacky had also 

recently been shot and killed. Island officials had cut off his head and stuck it on a pole on the 

highway leading to Spanish Town. A few of Tacky’s supporters, however, in an act of defiance, 

stole the head and brought it into the woods. Though small skirmishes continued, and several 

conspiracies were discovered in other places across the island, including Hanover, St. John, St. 

James, Clarendon, St. Dorothy, and St. Elizabeth parishes, island officials had successfully 

contained the biggest threat posed by the insurrection. By the beginning of 1761, eight months 

after it started, the war was all but over. According to Long’s estimates, the revolt killed 60 

whites and 300-400 enslaved men and women. The total number of slaves who were killed, 

executed, transported, or died by suicide approached 1,000. The economic damage, measured in 

“ruined buildings, cane pieces, cattle, slaves, and disbursements,” amounted to at least 
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£100,000.136 In the wake of the war, the island assembly passed a series of legislative acts 

designed to clamp down on slave mobility, tighten slave oversight, and solidify the legal terms of 

white supremacy.137  

 

* * * * * 

 

In hindsight, it may appear that the slaves stood little chance of success. But this wasn’t 

how they understood their struggle as it unfolded. Plans for the revolt, which were spread across 

the entire island, were successfully kept from island whites, rebel slaves won several 

engagements with island militia, and, were it not for the maroons, the plantation raids from 

slaves in the mountains may have lasted much longer. But Tacky’s Revolt ultimately did not 

bring freedom to the island’s hundreds of slaves. Instead, the end of the fighting promised a 

continued life of violent, bound labor. Nonetheless, the revolt had important repercussions for 

the empire. First, it demonstrated, on a large scale, how the imperial world in which white 

colonists like Townsend and Dolbeare lived was predicated upon the labor of the enslaved and 

was always dependent upon their cooperation. The social and political influence of wealthy 

planters and merchants in Jamaica, Boston, and London derived their social and political 

influence, to some degree, from the labor of the enslaved. Second, the image of island planters in 

Britain became significantly altered. Metropolitan Britons recoiled at accounts of white brutality 

during the revolt. Their revulsion toward what they believed to be excessive violence and cruelty 

upon Africans spurred the development of an image of plantation America as a place of barbarity 
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where island whites acted as haughty, tyrannical masters.138 “It is a clear truth, that those who 

every day barter away other mens liberty, will soon care little for their own,” James Otis, a 

Boston lawyer, wrote in 1764 about those involved in the slave trade. “To this cause must be 

imputed that ferosity, cruelty, and brutal barbarity that has long marked the general character of 

the sugar-islanders.”139 These ideas would come to play an important role in sectional disputes 

between the mainland and islands within imperial politics during the 1760s and 1770s. Finally, 

Tacky’s Revolt may have failed to achieve what its leaders had hoped, but its memory survived 

among the enslaved on the island and influenced future attempts at revolt. An enslaved man 

named Blackwell, who was a veteran of Tacky’s Revolt, but was later acquitted of all charges, 

would play an important role in organizing another uprising on the island in 1765.  

Soon after the revolt was put down, on November 3, 1762, British, Spanish, and French 

negotiators agreed upon preliminary terms of peace. The resulting Treaty of Paris, which went 

into effect on February 10, 1763, officially put an end to the Seven Years’ War. A few months 

later, Dolbeare wrote to Townsend and said that his wife’s wound from her surgery had healed. 

Mary moved back to Malden, but the cancer still spread. “The cancer humour has affected her 

whole mass of Blood & has settled in one of her hips & down to her foot,” Dolbeare wrote. “She 

has been in so great pain for about a month past that she has hardly been able to live under it & it 

still continues & its thought by the Doctors that she can’t survive it.”140 Dolbeare again insisted 

Townsend send money for her support, but five days later, as his letter was in transit, Townsend 
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died in St. Elizabeth parish, Jamaica. Dolbeare didn’t get the news of his death until May 1764, 

when a Massachusetts built sloop named America, landed in Boston.141   

Townsend’s will stipulated that any remaining money after his debts were settled was to 

be paid to his wife. But his debts, it turned out, were large. “I can’t tell but I fear but Little,” 

Royall wrote to Dolbeare. “He Owed much more than I Expected and many of his book debts are 

good for nothing.” Royall estimated there to be only about £100 for Mary.142 Dolbeare, in his 

response, barely contained his frustration. “It is very wonderfull to me that Allmost all Estates of 

persons that die in the West Indies turn out insolvent.”143 In the end, Townsend failed to acquire 

the riches he set out to obtain. He also, like hundreds of enslaved men and women before him, 

failed to escape Jamaica’s deathly environment. The social and economic ties that bound 

Massachusetts and Jamaica together, however, showed no signs of fraying at the end of the war. 

Slaves continued to be sold in Kingston yards; sugar, rum, and molasses continued to be loaded 

onto ships and sent to the mainland and Britain; and Dolbeare continued to send goods to Royall 

from Boston.  

With the Treaty of Paris, Britain became the unrivaled super-power in the New World. 

Victory offered imperial officials a new opportunity to rationalize their growing empire. 

Colonists everywhere celebrated the end of the war and looked forward to a new era of peace. 

Nowhere was this more fervent than in Massachusetts, where colonists eulogized fallen British 

generals, toasted the new young king, and renamed towns and taverns in commemoration of the 

                                                             
141 The ship was captained by Arthur Hallowell and is listed in Jamaican clearance records for March 26, 1764. C.O. 

142/18, TNA. 
 
142 Joseph Royall to Benjamin Dolbeare, 10 Mar. 1764, Box 1, Folder 6, DFP. 

 
143 Benjamin Dolbeare to Joseph Royall, 7 Sept. 1764, Box 1, Folder 6, DFP. 

 



78 
 

war.144 Massachusetts colonists had provided significant resources and manpower for the war 

effort. About one in three men served as provincials.145 These sacrifices, they believed, put them 

on an equal footing with metropolitan Britons. Independence was far from their minds. 

Jamaican planters also had reasons to celebrate the end of the war. Despite the manpower 

used to capture Havana in 1762, including Massachusetts soldiers and Jamaican slaves, the city 

was returned to Spain in the peace.146 This proved immensely beneficial for Jamaica traders, who 

no longer had to compete with Spanish sugar planters. The peace also meant the removal of 

French and Spanish privateers from Caribbean waters. Trade and transportation became less 

risky. Insurance rates on exported sugar from Jamaica to London, for example, dropped from 15 

percent during the war to 4 percent in 1763.147 Jamaican colonists could also celebrate having 

suppressed the biggest slave revolt in its island’s history. Given the large amount of economic 

revenue the island provided to the imperial economy, and the economic and military protections 

provided by Parliament, island planters and merchants felt secure in their place within the 

empire.     
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Chapter 2 – Worlds Apart (1764) 
 
 

In the fall of 1763, the bustle of London life pressed down on Jasper Mauduit as he 

opened a letter from Boston. Mauduit was a successful merchant who sold textiles and dry goods 

out of his shop in central London. He co-owned the store with his brother, Israel, a former 

minister and member of the Royal Society, and his son-in-law. Together the three men were 

enjoying the return to normal business operations that had started in the spring as a result of the 

end of the Seven Years’ War. Their shop was located on Lime Street in Cornhill, the commercial 

and financial heart of the city, only a stone’s throw from the Royal Exchange. Nearby, the voices 

of people discussing the latest news from coffee-houses and taverns spilled out into alleyways 

where they mixed with the cries of street vendors hawking food and advertising wares.1 A short 

walk south from Mauduit’s shop, down Bishopsgate Street to the foot of the London Bridge, was 

the equally raucous world of shipping that swirled around the Thames River, London’s main 

waterway and artery of trade. The river, which was frequently clogged due to limited dock space, 

abounded with vessels of all sizes being loaded and unloaded with goods to and from New 

England, the West Indies, and other places across the empire.2  

 Maudit’s letter was from Thomas Cushing, a prominent Boston merchant and member of 

the Massachusetts Assembly. There was a pending bill in the British House of Commons, the 

Sugar Act, which promised stringent regulations of imperial trade and new taxes on molasses, 

sugar, and other goods. Cushing worried the proposed law would strangle the Massachusetts 

economy. As agent, Mauduit was responsible for representing Massachusetts’ interest to the 
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British government. Cushing thus instructed Mauduit “to gett this Act repealed or in some way 

or other obtain reliefs for us under this insupportable Burden.” Knowing that this would lead 

Mauduit headlong into the vested interest of Britain’s sugar colonies in the Caribbean, he 

cautioned Mauduit that “the wealth, power and art of our adversaries, the west Indians…call 

loudly for the greatest Care and Attention.”3 

The West Indians that Cushing was so wary of were a group of about 550-600 wealthy 

and politically connected men who lived in London and its surrounding countryside.4 A large 

part of their income came from their property holdings and sugar estates in Jamaica and other 

island colonies. These men included the Jamaican-born sons of wealthy planters who traveled to 

Britain for schooling, but chose to stay after graduating; Kingston merchants who left for Britain, 

but kept close ties to the island; those who were originally from Britain, temporarily moved to 

the Caribbean, made their piles, and then returned home; and individuals born in Britain who 

inherited Jamaican estates. One third of these men were native Britons who had never so much 

as seen the island, except on a map like the one Daniel Fournier had printed in London.5 In 

addition to absentee planters, Cushing was also worried about three other groups who helped 

push West Indian political interests in London. This included London merchants who traded with 

the islands, the colonies’ political agents in London, and between 30 and 50 members of 
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Parliament who had West Indian connections.6 Together these absentee planters, London 

merchants, colonial agents, and MPs loosely constituted the West India interest or lobby. What 

concerned Cushing the most was how effective this interest would be at leveraging its economic 

importance to gain preferential treatment within imperial politics. 

One of the interest’s key figures was Stephen Fuller. The Fullers were an old, 

distinguished family within England dating back to the sixteenth century. As ironmasters they 

built their fortune by supplying the Board of Ordnance in London with cannons and guns. They 

owned a sizable estate at Rose Hill in Sussex, about 40 miles southeast of London. In the 

seventeenth century, the family diversified their business activities by buying multiple sugar 

estates and livestock pens in various parishes across Jamaica. By the eighteenth-century, the 

Fullers had solidified their position as one of the leading families within Jamaican politics.7 

Stephen Fuller was educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, and later took over the family’s 

lucrative ironworks business in England. He became Jamaica’s colonial agent at nearly the same 

time as Mauduit became agent for Massachusetts. He also served as a “transatlantic broker” for 

his friends in Jamaica.8 He looked after their affairs in London, sent them goods only available in 

Britain, set up their children in Britain’s top schools, and kept them up to date with metropolitan 
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news.9 Fuller was also a leading member of the Society of West India Merchants and the West 

India Committee, two organizations that frequently met to discuss political and economic issues 

affecting the islands. Mauduit would have been familiar with these men, and likely crossed paths 

with Fuller. A few of the interest’s favorite meeting places, including the Jamaica Coffee House, 

King’s Arms Tavern, and the London Tavern, were all located in Cornhill, only a couple of 

streets over from Mauduit’s shop.10 It was precisely men like Fuller whom Cushing warned 

Mauduit against. 

In 1764, as respective agents for Massachusetts and Jamaica, Mauduit and Fuller found 

themselves at the center of a growing debate over what reforms were needed to put the empire on 

a better financial and administrative footing in the wake of the Seven Years’ War. Imperial 

officials believed that the colonies should help pay for the costs incurred from their defense and 

to contribute more to help pay down the national debt, which had nearly doubled over the course 

of the war.11 The Sugar Act was intended to address these problems. “We have expended much 

in America. Let us now avail ourselves of the fruits of that expense,” pronounced George 

Grenville, the soon-to-be appointed Prime Minister, in a speech introducing the bill to the House 

of Commons in March 1764.12 The Act’s stated goal was to raise money “towards defraying the 
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expences of defending, protecting, and securing the said colonies and plantations.” It aimed to do 

this primarily by lowering the duty on foreign molasses from 6d to 3d per gallon (Section VI), 

but more rigorously enforcing its collection.13 Another chief goal was to address the issue of 

illicit trade, which had bedeviled top imperial officials for years. These complaints from the 

government were amplified by West Indian planters who had been arguing for decades that 

North American smuggling was hurting their bottom line. The Sugar Act thus aimed to curb “the 

clandestine conveyance of goods to and from the said colonies and plantations.” Several portions 

of the act included provisions that significantly strengthened the power of local customs officials 

to prosecute smugglers.14 

But not all colonial interests were on board with this reform. The correspondence of 

Mauduit and Fuller reveals how, despite the social and economic ties that bound Massachusetts 

and Jamaica together, the two interests were in fact worlds apart when it came to the issues of 

illicit trade and imperial revenue. The debate over the Sugar Act made it clear that what was 

good for Jamaican planters wasn’t necessarily good for Massachusetts traders. There were 

certain parts of the imperial economy, such as protective tariffs on sugar and restrictions on 

foreign trade, that worked well for Jamaican planters, but poorly for Boston merchants. 

Similarly, there were long-held practices and certain ways of trading in Boston, including 

smuggling and otherwise trading illegally with foreign empires that mainland merchants 

understood to be crucial to their economy, but that Jamaican planters frequently complained 

about. Mauduit and Fuller’s experiences as agents provide a window into the relative 
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effectiveness of the North American and West Indian lobbies in representing these interests to 

government officials during a crucial moment within imperial affairs. Massachusetts and the 

mainland colonies ultimately failed to prevent the passage of the Sugar Act. They failed, in part, 

because they were not as organized and effective in lobbying as their West Indian counterparts, 

nor indeed as economically or politically important. They also failed because the West India 

interest had the better argument, at least according to imperial officials, who agreed that 

smuggling was a major threat to the sugar colonies and, as a result, imperiled a major source of 

British wealth and power.15 

The conflict created by the Sugar Act was not the first time North American and West 

Indian interests clashed over the issue of foreign trade. The battle over the Sugar Act reprised a 

fight the two interests had had over thirty years earlier, on the eve of another great imperial war. 

In 1733, Parliament passed the Molasses Act, which aimed to protect British West Indian sugar 

producers from French competition. It imposed duties on foreign imports into the colonies, 

including sugar, rum, and molasses. North American interests vigorously opposed the bill and 

tried to prevent its passage. Several Massachusetts traders, for example, signed a petition against 

the British sugar planters and sent it to the House of Commons as evidence against the bill.16 

Even though the law was passed, it was widely ignored in North America. The first year after its 

passage, the law only generated £330 sterling in revenue. This fell to £76 per year from 1738-41. 

Over the next two decades, North American traders, instead of paying the 6d per gallon on 
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foreign molasses mandated by law, bribed local customs officials with anywhere from ¼d to ½d 

per gallon. Poorly paid customs officials happily agreed to this informal exchange.17 The Sugar 

Act of 1764 thus may have lowered the duty on foreign molasses on paper, but the proposed 3d 

tax was still a significant increase from the way the trade actually worked on the ground, with 

traders paying an “unofficial tax” in bribes. Tighter restrictions meant that the law would be 

much harder to avoid this time around. Plus, new instructions were issued to customs officials 

that threatened them with heavy fines and dismissal if they were caught taking bribes or 

colluding with merchants.18 

 Given this contentious history between North American and West Indian interests, 

imperial officials should have anticipated that the Sugar Act would reignite sectional conflict 

within the empire. But this was a necessary cost of reform, at least according to Grenville, who 

saw in the Sugar Act not only an opportunity to raise more revenue from the colonies, but also to 

more effectually regulate colonial trade and properly subordinate the colonies to the mother 

country, a goal British political leaders had been trying to achieve since the late 1740s.19  Indeed, 

before he introduced the Sugar Act, Grenville continually received reports from the Treasury, 

Board of Trade, and Commissioners of the Customs that detailed the numerous failures of the 

Navigation Acts to properly regulate the imperial economy. If left unaddressed, the rapid post-

                                                             
17 Rabushka, Taxation in Colonial America, 735. 

 
18 Even though West Indian planters and merchants failed to get the Molasses Act to apply to the North American 

colonies, they did obtain considerable benefits from the law including the extension of protected markets in Ireland 
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Planters,” The Journal of Economic History 17, no. 1 (March, 1957), 71-72, 77, 81-83. For a useful overview of the 
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war growth in North American territory and population would make any future attempts at 

reform “infinitely more difficult, if not utterly impracticable,” according to a letter from the 

Treasury.20  

In passing the Sugar Act, Grenville and his supporters re-exposed and exacerbated long-

standing tensions between North American and West Indian colonists, ultimately demonstrating 

that the government was unwilling or even unable to broker a compromise. The subsequent 

debate between the two interests not only rankled North American colonists, and eroded a 

portion of the imperial goodwill they had expressed in the wake of the Seven Years’ War, but 

also led mainland colonists to formulate specific attacks on West Indian planters as inhabiting a 

world apart from the rest of the empire. These attacks would come to play an important role in 

how New England responded to future reform efforts by Parliament. They would also come to 

occupy a central place in a trans-Atlantic debate over the imperial politics of chattel slavery and 

the status of slaves as subjects, which emerged after the war and gained momentum as imperial 

reformers wrestled with fundamental questions regarding British property, imperial governance, 

and social organization in the newly enlarged and demographically diverse empire.21  

 

* * * * * 

                                                             
20 Thomas Barrow, “Background to the Grenville Program, 1757-1763,” The William and Mary Quarterly 22, no. 1 

(January, 1965), 102. John Murrin believes that imperial officials like Grenville miscalculated in assessing the 
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Empire to Republic (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 123.  
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 From his shop on Lime Street in Cornhill, Mauduit would have had to travel across the 

city before he arrived at the government offices, civil service buildings, and Houses of 

Parliament at Westminster. With all the foot and wheeled traffic clogging the streets, the large 

number of visitors from out of town who had business at the bar of the House of Commons or 

simply came to see the city, and the poor condition of the narrow roads, it would have taken 

Mauduit a considerable amount of time to arrive at Westminster, possibly upwards of two 

hours.22 It was here, in these buildings, that imperial officials and MPs deliberated on and made 

imperial policy. These antechambers, winding hallways, government offices, and nearby taverns 

and coffee-houses were also the main places where key aspects of Mauduit’s job as agent took 

place.  

The colonial agency was born out of a need within the empire for a reliable form of 

communication between the metropole and periphery. It also emerged in the absence of formal 

political representation in London for the colonies. As the agency developed over the 

seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries, the colonies came to rely upon their London 

representatives as important means of persuasion when it came to securing acceptance of 

colonial laws, getting favorable legislation passed within Parliament, and managing colonial 

finance, trade, and military affairs. Over time, imperial officials, especially those at the Board of 

Trade, who oversaw the regulation of the imperial economy and frequently made policy 

recommendations and sent reports to the Privy Council, grew dependent upon colonial agents as 
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key sources of information.23 This was especially important given the lag time in trans-Atlantic 

communication. It took anywhere from four to eight weeks for a letter to travel one-way across 

the Atlantic, meaning that an individual in London had to wait between three and four months to 

get a response from someone in the colonies. It was therefore much easier for imperial officials 

and MPs to consult colonial agents in person if they wanted to move quickly on a particular bill 

or had a pressing question regarding legislation or a legal decision. 

All agents roughly employed the same methods for representing colonial interests and 

fulfilling their employers’ requests. One of the most common means of persuasion was personal 

meetings with MPs and individuals within the administration. Agents frequently walked the dark, 

twisting corridors of Whitehall to talk in person with the heads of the Treasury, Board of Trade, 

and other departments. These meetings often took the form of small conferences, where 

department heads invited agents, London merchants, and other interest groups to come together, 

discuss a bill, and resolve differences. Stephen Fuller, for example, frequently met with other 

merchants and planters at the Treasury, War Office, Excise Office, Secretary of State’s office, 

Board of Ordnance, and Admiralty Office.24 Agents also frequently wrote petitions and had them 

presented in both Houses of Parliament or to the Privy Council.25 They could act as witnesses 

and provide oral testimony in front of a Parliamentary committee while a bill was under 

consideration. Agents were also responsible for providing copies of laws and periodic updates to 

colonial legislatures about pending bills, future governmental plans, and the general flow of 
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Parliamentary business. The job of agent was thus a physically demanding one that entailed 

being in several places at once. It was therefore common for agents to employ messengers to 

stand and wait outside the halls of Parliament or offices of Whitehall and relay any news 

regarding colonial issues. To get the latest information, agents also had to grease the wheels of 

the imperial bureaucracy. This entailed giving gifts or paying small sums to clerks, servants, 

doorkeepers, and mid-level bureaucrats in exchange for immediate notification of any matters 

affecting the colonies. These “tips” proved crucial to the success or failure of an agent. If 

overlooked, access and information could quickly disappear.26  

 As Mauduit began to navigate this delicate, fast-moving world of lobbying in the fall of 

1763, he had to deal with political infighting among his employers in Massachusetts, which 

continually undermined his authority in London. Indeed, the biggest challenge that Mauduit 

faced in his efforts to oppose the Sugar Act was neither the stonewalling of the British 

government nor the obstinacy of the West India interest, but rather the political backlash and 

division within the Massachusetts’ Assembly that emerged as a result of his appointment as 

agent. The biggest point of controversy was the fact that many assemblymen believed William 

Bollan, the former agent who had served the colony for nearly two decades, was much more 

knowledgeable, more politically connected in London, and, most importantly, more experienced 

when it came to dealing with the political maneuvering of the West India interest.  

 Mauduit’s critics were not unjustified in their frustration. Bollan had proven himself a 

reliable and trustworthy representative of the colony’s interests for many years. Bollan was born 

in England around 1710 and immigrated to Massachusetts at an early age. He trained as a lawyer, 

and as early as 1732 became acting “Counsellor at Law” for Harvard College. A decade later, he 
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became the advocate general of Massachusetts and solidified his position within the upper circles 

of Massachusetts politics through his marriage to Frances Shirley, the daughter of then 

Massachusetts Governor, William Shirley. In the mid-1740s, Governor Shirley sent Bollan as 

colonial agent to London in order to secure reimbursement for costs Massachusetts incurred as a 

result of King George’s War, which he succeeded in obtaining. Over the next two decades, 

Bollan remained in London, where he represented Massachusetts interests and built relationships 

with key political figures. He owned houses in both Boston and London, but spent the majority 

of his time in London.27 

 Bollan garnered a reputation within London politics as an assiduous worker and loyal 

friend of Massachusetts. Years later, Benjamin Franklin described Bollan as “a Cautious exact 

Man.”28 In his later life, John Adams remembered Bollan fondly, calling him a “faithful Friend 

to America” and a “learned Man,” who based his opinions on “indefatigable Research.”29 Bollan 

always wanted to have as much information as possible before conversing with British officials 

or other MPs. This oftentimes meant that while he was in London he directed the Massachusetts 

assembly to gather data, interview witnesses, and collate reports on various aspects of the 

economy so he could always have them on hand should the need arise. In one instance, Bollan 

scoured several libraries before returning to his home in London where he worked on drafting a 
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petition “to the great prejudice of my health, above thirteen weeks making an incessant 

application to it, working generally from morning till bedtime.”30 

 But it was Bollan’s past experience with the West India interest that Mauduit’s critics 

believed would have given Massachusetts the upper hand in the fight over the Sugar Act. In the 

early-mid 1750s, Bollan tangled with island agents and absentee West Indian planters in 

Parliament over the renewal of the Molasses Act.31 In 1750, members of the West India interest 

wanted to make the law permanent, and to have it be more rigorously enforced. They submitted a 

petition and presented testimonies to the House of Commons, insisting that mainland smuggling 

and illicit trade were damaging all parts of the empire, singling out Boston in particular.32 Bollan 

immediately moved to counter the measure. He believed the West India interest was peddling 

“groundless and injurious Charges” in order to “blacken the Northern Colonies, and prejudice as 

far as might be everyone against them (knowing this Trade would be universally resented) so 

that the Molasses Trade might be judged of with less Candour.”33 The House delayed addressing 

the issue until the following Parliamentary session. Bollan, meanwhile, warned the 

Massachusetts Secretary, Josiah Willard, against the intrigues of the West India interest in a 

message that was nearly the same as the one Cushing would later give to Mauduit in 1763. “The 
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Wealth, Power, Arts, and Indefatigable Pains of your Adversaries…all concur…to render the 

greatest Care and Circumspection necessary.”34  

 In March 1753, the House of Commons took into consideration the state of Jamaica. 

West Indian MPs again insisted that in addition to the renewal of the Molasses Act, a clause 

should be inserted that banned trade between mainland colonies and foreign countries. Through 

an immense effort, Bollan single-handedly had the motion delayed and the issue tabled. He 

gathered reports about commodity prices, import and export amounts, and details about certain 

branches of colonial trade from Massachusetts. He drafted and sent memorials to the House of 

Commons and the Treasury, and critiqued the West India argument in personal meetings with 

administration officials and members of the West India interest.35 As he described to Willard, 

“When the Attempt was lately made to continue or perpetuate the present [Molasses] Act, there 

was not any one Person, Agent, Merchant, or other Person, ever appointed from first to last, to 

oppose it, but myself.”36 The following year, the West India interest tried to re-introduce the ban 

on trade with foreign colonies for a third time. But Bollan petitioned against it, and again got it 

delayed. In 1754, Bollan wrote to Massachusetts officials and described a relentless campaign of 

misinformation by the West India interest to get the bill passed. “The Adversaries of the 

Province are indefatigable, sparing no pains or Expence of any kind, but use their utmost 

Endeavors in every shape to carry their point.”37 And again the following year: “By their great 

Wealth, and their Numbers residing here, and their many Seats in Parliament, they have great 
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Advantages, and their Applications & Misrepresentations are endless.”38 The issue was set to be 

taken up again by the House of Commons in 1755, but it was tabled indefinitely as Britain 

became preoccupied with the commencement of the Seven Years’ War.39 

The Sugar Act of 1764 was thus but the latest salvo in this longer conflict between North 

American and West Indian interests that dates back to the 1730s. The enhanced restrictions on 

foreign trade contained in the Sugar Act were clauses that the West India interest had been 

seeking since the early 1750s. But it was largely through Bollan’s efforts as Massachusetts agent 

that these restrictions did not become law earlier. Bollan’s success was also partly due to the fact 

that the government was amenable to his arguments. Imperial officials could have gone ahead 

with the prohibition on foreign trade, but they saw in Bollan’s argument cause for concern, 

something that Grenville, in 1764, did not think was worth considering. Given his experience in 

this regard, it’s no surprise that Mauduit’s critics were outraged that Bollan had been removed as 

agent right as an issue he spent many years managing reappeared in Parliament.   

 Unfortunately for Bollan, his long track record of success was no guarantee of his future 

employment. In 1762, Bollan became a political casualty in a dispute between Thomas 

Hutchinson, then Lieutenant Governor of Massachusetts, and James Otis, Jr., a reputable lawyer 

and outspoken assemblyman. The Otis and Hutchinson families were both politically important 

and well-established within Massachusetts politics. When the sitting Chief Justice of the 

Massachusetts Superior Court, Stephen Sewall died, in 1760, Otis petitioned Governor Francis 

Bernard to appoint his father to the vacant seat. The two previous governors had apparently 

promised the younger Otis that his father would be appointed when the seat opened up. But 

                                                             
38 William Bollan to Josiah Willard, 18 Aug. 1755, 21:330-33, MAC. 

 
39 Perry Gauci notes how the bill was defeated “largely due to a lack of parliamentary time.” Gauci, “Learning the 

Ropes of Sand,” 114. 



94 
 

Governor Bernard chose Hutchinson instead.40 Furious and filled with feelings of betrayal, the 

younger Otis swore revenge.41  

 Otis took aim at Bollan, one of Hutchinson’s closest political allies. He tarred Bollan and, 

by extension, Hutchinson, by painting the agent as an overbearing Anglican who threatened 

religious liberty. He also charged Bollan as being Hutchinson’s mouthpiece and another 

instrument Hutchinson could use to consolidate control over the offices of the colonial 

government. According to one of Bollan’s friends on the council, Otis and several other 

“firebrands” were determined to “set the Government into a Flame” by insinuating that the 

colony’s dissenting churches were in danger, and that Bollan, “being a Churchman,” was a “very 

unsuitable Person” to represent the colony “in a Time of such eminent Danger.”42 In his place, 

Otis believed Mauduit was a better choice for agent because Mauduit was “at the head of the 

Dissenters in England” and was considered “a most likely person to save [the colony] from ruin.” 

Otis also stoked the flames of opposition among some of Bollan’s earlier critics, who disliked 

him on the grounds that he didn’t report frequently enough to the assembly and patronized them 

when he did. They also believed he was all too willing to do the bidding of the governor. Bollan 

was, after all, the son-in-law of former Governor William Shirley. As a result of Otis’ 

machinations, Bollan’s place within London as the voice of Massachusetts quickly eroded. 
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 In 1762, the agency was up for re-appointment. The ensuing battle fractured 

Massachusetts politics along three lines. Some individuals sided with Hutchinson and supported 

Bollan.43 Others, including Governor Bernard and several members of the Council, supported 

Richard Jackson, an MP in the House of Commons and the colonial agent for Connecticut. Otis 

and his supporters backed Mauduit.44 While Hutchinson favored Bollan, he did not stop his 

friends from adding his name to the list of potential agents. Alarmed, rival factions calculated 

that Hutchinson would have been able to get enough votes to become agent, an office whose 

power they feared he might leverage to become governor. So they joined forces, dropped 

Jackson, and supported Mauduit.45 In April, by over a two-thirds majority vote in the House and 

a razor-thin margin in the Council, Otis ultimately prevailed and Jasper Mauduit was chosen 

Massachusetts agent.46 Mauduit’s appointment, it turned out, was less a vote of confidence in his 

ability than it was a defensive move to thwart Hutchinson from getting the office. Governor 

Bernard reluctantly agreed to the appointment, but only under the condition that Jackson be 

assigned Mauduit’s back-up in the event he became indisposed. “I saw it to be most improbable 

that he [Mauduit] should be able of himself to conduct so arduous a business as was to be put 

into his hands,” Bernard later told Jackson. “If I could engage you to assist Mr. Mauduit in the 

                                                             
43 Hutchinson had been a long-time supporter of Bollan’s and had helped him keep the agency in the late 1750s. In 
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difficultest part of his Business, I could reconcile it to myself to consent to his election.”47 

Hutchinson, meanwhile, broke the news to Bollan. “I made what opposition to it I could, but the 

terror of election which is just at hand prevailed over all other considerations….I never knew an 

instance of such mad proceedings.”48 

 Mauduit’s enemies immediately criticized him as unfit for the agency. His health and age 

were two main points of contention. Mauduit was 70 years old. A few years before he was 

appointed, he had written the House Secretary, Andrew Oliver, about his “ill state of health and 

growing infirmities,” which Mauduit believed would forbid him from undertaking any work on 

behalf of the colony.49 John Adams ridiculed Mauduit as “a woolen draper, a mere cit, so 

ignorant of court and public business that he knew not where the public offices were, and that he 

told Mr. Bollan that he was agent for New England.”50 Adams felt Mauduit not only lacked the 

requisite knowledge of political etiquette to advance Massachusetts’ interests, but also that he 

was socially unqualified for the office. It didn’t help either that Mauduit kept trying to get his 

brother appointed as co-agent. The Massachusetts Assembly never approved his request, but it 

enraged Governor Bernard, who had battled the Assembly to get Jackson appointed as Mauduit’s 

back-up.51 It also reaffirmed the narrative circulating among his critics that he was too 
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incompetent to handle the duties of the office by himself. Cushing related to Mauduit how he had 

overheard someone say that it appeared by Mauduit’s letters that he was unfit for the job, “that 

by reason of Indisposition” Mauduit was unable “to attend at the severall Boards upon the 

Province Business.”52 In these comments, Mauduit’s critics revealed how the agency was an 

office of high importance, one that required a strong, healthy, intelligent person who knew how 

to follow proper political etiquette and play the game of London politics. 

Despite these criticisms, however, Mauduit was the agent, and the Massachusetts 

assembly instructed Bollan to immediately hand over all papers, documents, and accounts to 

him. But Mauduit had to be conscious of who he corresponded with and how he drafted reports. 

There were many in Massachusetts who actively sought to undermine him. Writing to Mauduit 

soon after his appointment, Otis noted that Governor Bernard was “now violent in his 

oppositions to you and that he and the Lieut. Governor [Hutchinson] are firmly resolved to have 

Mr. Bollan or anybody else rather than a dissenter.” Otis recommended that Mauduit send his 

letters under cover to the Secretary, who would then deliver them to the Speaker without opening 

them. “By this means your letters will first fall into the hands of your friends, and not into the 

hands of political enemies as some of yours have.”53 The political divisions that persisted even 

after Mauduit was elected created many obstacles for him to act effectively as agent. He had to 
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be strategic about who he sent what information to, or he might further feed his opponents and 

unwittingly contribute to his own removal. 

 If Mauduit had to be careful to whom he wrote in Massachusetts, he also had to avoid 

relying too much on Bollan in London for help. The agency was a coveted position. It conferred 

a certain authority within imperial politics. Agents had to register their credentials at the Board 

of Trade. In exchange, they were officially recognized as a colony’s agent, which added a formal 

element to the responsibilities of the office and lent credibility to their discussions with members 

of the government.54 The agent could also expand his own personal and commercial network 

while conducting colonial business. In this sense, the agency was immensely profitable on a 

personal level as well. For years, Bollan had enjoyed these benefits and this aura of authority. So 

when he was replaced by a man he thought unworthy and unqualified for the office, Bollan 

grudgingly complied, but only agreed to help Mauduit to a point, after which he was on his own.  

The two men met a few times in Bollan’s home in Leicester Square, a popular and 

vibrant cultural center in the West End, just north of Whitehall.55 Bollan transferred to Mauduit 

papers regarding the colony, brought him up to speed on pending policy issues, and answered 

several of his questions.56 But Bollan quickly felt that Mauduit’s questions were becoming so 

particular that he was, in effect, doing Mauduit’s job for him. He feared that he would end up 

doing all the work of the agency, while Mauduit got to reap the benefits. Bollan wrote to the 

Massachusetts secretary and painted a picture of Mauduit as ignorant and incompetent. “I cannot 

conceive…that after my Dismission I should from time to time give him [Mauduit] my Advice 
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respecting” the agency, “for in this Case, while Another should have the Authority, Credit and 

Profit of the Agency, I should in effect be the Agent.”57 One of Mauduit’s friends in 

Massachusetts learned of Bollan’s letter and informed Mauduit. “Mr. Bollan has his friends 

among us, who will make use of all incidents, opportunities and advantages to serve him….I 

believe you may depend on it, that Mr. Bollan will be no more than your complimental friend.”58 

 This friction between Mauduit and Bollan hamstrung the ability of the Massachusetts 

lobby right at a moment it needed to be unified. Bollan should have expected that Mauduit would 

have needed more help in taking over the agency. His annoyance at being so abruptly dismissed 

was likely what drove his curt response. But this left Mauduit without advice about the 

intricacies of navigating imperial bureaucracy and any tips or tricks regarding who to talk to and 

when about specific types of petitions or legislation. Most importantly, Mauduit was unable to 

draw upon the vast repository of political experience Bollan had acquired while battling the West 

India interest. With political infighting in Massachusetts and distrust between Bollan and his 

successor in London, the Massachusetts agency was in disarray and politically fragile when 

Grenville introduced the Sugar Act in March 1764. Cushing may have been right in labeling the 

West India interest as “our adversaries,” but on the eve of the Sugar Act, Mauduit was thrust into 

a contentious political environment filled with his own adversaries on both sides of the Atlantic 

who were looking to discredit and undermine him at every turn. 

* * * * * 
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While Mauduit settled into his role in London, a new, much younger face vied for the 

Jamaican agency. During the late 1750s and early 1760s, before there was an opening at the 

Jamaican agency, Stephen Fuller had operated as a government contractor with his brother, 

Thomas. The pair dealt in charcoal, wood, and iron ore and made guns and small cannons for the 

British government. The family owned a large forge in Heathfield, located about eight miles west 

of Rose Hill in Brightling and 50 miles south of London. Fuller spent most of his time either at 

the family estate in Sussex or at his offices in London. He owned an apartment along New Bond 

Street in the fashionable and expensive Mayfair neighborhood, a popular haunt among the city’s 

wealthiest individuals. He also had an office on Lincoln Street along the Strand, only a few 

minutes’ walk to Whitehall. Most of Fuller’s correspondence during this time was with British 

administrators at the Tower of London, on the eastern side of the city, near Mauduit’s shop on 

Lime Street.59 

Though much of Fuller’s life before the agency revolved around guns and gunpowder, he 

never found himself far removed from the currents of Jamaican and British politics. It was 

through his brother, Rose, perhaps more than any other individual, that he remained apprised of 

the latest political developments in the island. His brother’s political career also continually 

offered him opportunities to develop relationships with leading West Indian planters and MPs in 

London. Rose was born in England and studied medicine at Trinity College, Cambridge and the 

University of Leiden. Upon graduation, his father sent him to Jamaica to manage the family’s 

sugar estates. From the mid-1730s to the mid-1750s, Rose held various positions within the 
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Jamaican government. Upon his father’s death in 1755, Rose inherited the family’s estate in 

Sussex, but left the management of affairs to Fuller, while he became MP for New Romney in 

1756, Maidstone in 1761, and Rye in 1768.60 The network of friends that he cultivated in 

Jamaica and the British House of Commons over the course of his thirty year political career 

would prove vital to Fuller’s entrance into Jamaican politics and his future bid for the Jamaican 

agency.  

 Fuller also benefited from a close personal relationship with William Beckford, the most 

important and politically connected West Indian living in London. Beckford was a generation 

older than Fuller. He had been born into one of the wealthiest Jamaican families on the island. 

Upon the death of his father and older brother, he inherited a fortune of £500,000, which he 

expanded significantly over the course of his life.61 Beckford served in the Jamaica assembly for 

several years before moving to London and obtaining the highly coveted office of Lord Mayor of 

the city. Beckford’s political success positioned him as a gatekeeper for aspiring West Indians 

who were looking to enter British or Jamaican politics. Indeed, befriending Beckford opened 

many political doors. In the 1750s, Rose advised Stephen Fuller to cultivate friendships with 

Beckford and Beckford’s brother, Richard, as much as possible because “they have the greatest 

power of any persons in or belonging to this island to serve you, and without them nothing can 
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be done.”62 Fuller took his brother’s advice and became close with the Beckford family, which 

ensured him a powerful ally should he ever choose to enter Jamaican politics.63    

 In 1764, Fuller decided to make a bid for the Jamaica agency, which had recently become 

vacant. His determination to succeed was fueled by the fact that he had come very close to 

obtaining the office eight years earlier. He was thwarted in the past not because of unsuccessful 

politicking, insufficient political support, or adversity within the island, but because letters of 

support in favor of his candidacy that were written in England did not make it to the island in 

time, a much more mundane reason that surely infuriated him. What made matters worse was the 

fact that many Jamaican politicians wrote to Rose and said that if they had received his letters 

sooner Fuller would have gotten the agency.64  

It seemed that Fuller would have been a better choice, too. After the agency went to 

Stanhope, several Jamaican assemblymen fumed. They felt he knew very little about West Indian 

affairs. In all likelihood he had probably never in his life set foot in Jamaica. “Jamaica was bad 

enough in your time, it is much worse now,” William Lewis wrote to Rose in the wake of 

Stanhope’s appointment, “we have numbers of new politicians set up, who are all desirous of 

being great men, but few are willing to undertake the business of the country.”65 In addition to 

his unfamiliarity with the island, others felt that in choosing Stanhope, a man one member 
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described as a mere “creature of” the “Courtiers,” the assembly was forfeiting its control over the 

agency and ceding authority over its affairs to London. If the assembly ratified Stanhope’s 

nomination, “they may rest assured, they’l never be free Agents Themselves, nor have a free 

Agent for them, hereafter, but their Agency will be looked upon, as a Court Perquisite.” Instead, 

they needed to “keep Themselves free, & not bind Themselves, their Posterity, & their Country, 

in Fetters, to any Court Minion, whatever.”66 

 In his bid for the agency in 1764, Fuller was also motivated by the fact that Stanhope 

didn’t seem particularly good at his job. In the early years of his tenure during the late 1750s, 

while Fuller returned to work at the family’s gun and iron works business, Stanhope appeared 

effective. He regularly testified before the Board of Trade regarding Caribbean issues.67 He met 

frequently with gentlemen planters, British merchants, and other Caribbean agents living in 

London in order to safeguard Jamaica’s interests regarding smuggling, grant reimbursements, 

troop deployments to the island, and any proposed taxation on sugar or rum.68 But by 1761-62, 

the Jamaica assembly’s optimism soured, and old fears about metropolitan control over the agent 

resurfaced. Stanhope, it seemed, was starting to ignore the assembly and take more direction 

from the absentee planters in London and the council in Jamaica.69 This break down in relations 

                                                             
66 Ferdinand J. Paris to Stephen Fuller, 16 Nov. 1756. Quoted in Greene, Creating the British Atlantic, 195. 

 
67 Lovel Stanhope to Jamaica Committee of Correspondence, 12 Feb. 1762, Box 15, William H. Lyttelton Papers, 

Clements Library, University of Michigan (hereafter WHLP). 

 
68 See, for example, Lovel Stanhope to Jamaica Committee of Correspondence, 2 May 1761; 8 Aug. 1761; 2 Mar. 

1762; and, Box 15, WHLP.  

 
69 After the assembly passed a stamp tax on various island documents to help raise money to repair the island’s 

fortifications and replenish their munitions and supplies in the wake of Tacky’s Revolt in 1760, there were many 
absentee planters who thought the bill was unnecessary and ineffectual. The assembly reminded Stanhope who 

employed him. “Whatever those gentlemen may think of themselves,” the assembly wrote to Stanhope, “we do not 

by any means allow them to be competent judges of the expediency of laws that have passed the legislature.” Unless 

explicitly directed by the committee, the assembly instructed him not to take any instructions from them. Jamaica 

Assembly to Lovel Stanhope, 6 Nov. 1760, vol. 5, Journals of the Jamaica Assembly, 199-200. (Hereafter JAJ.) 



104 
 

between the assembly and its agent came in the wake of Tacky’s Revolt, when the assembly 

began to assert greater authority over colonial affairs. This entailed protecting the autonomy of 

the assembly against encroachments from the governor and council.70 As part of this effort, the 

assembly tried to rewrite the law governing the operation of the colonial agency in order to make 

the agent answerable only to the assembly rather than both the assembly and council.71 Their 

motion was blocked by the council, but the move nonetheless represented a drifting apart 

between Stanhope and the assembly.   

From the assembly’s vantage point, Stanhope’s distractions were proving detrimental to 

his ability as agent. It was becoming clear that he was either unwilling or unable to successfully 

grease colonial legislation through the imperial bureaucracy, the most fundamental and important 

responsibility of the office. “We observe with concern,” the assembly informed Stanhope, “that 

none of the bills passed during your agency, have had the good fortune to be approved by the 

ministry.” There was nothing wrong with the way the assembly drafted the laws, they said, 

which were all near identical copies of acts passed by Parliament. “We therefore hope that your 

assiduity for the future will convince us that nothing is wanting on your part to attend our 

wishes.”72 Privately, Stanhope fumed. Writing from London, he told the governor of Jamaica to 

tell the island assembly that “I do not direct the judgement of the Lords of Trade or Council.” All 
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I can do is “bring the matter fully & fairly before them.”73 Whether they ultimately agreed with 

his point of view was out of his control. 

Tensions came to a breaking point in the fall of 1763. The assembly found Stanhope in 

violation of the policy governing the colonial agency. “In disobeying the orders of the committee 

of correspondence,” the assembly found that he had acted “contrary to the trust reposed in him” 

by the legislature of the island. Consequently, in November, shortly after the Peace of Paris that 

finally settled the Seven Years’ War, Jamaica’s lower house voted to replace him.74 A dispute 

ensued between the assembly, who wanted George Morrison as the new agent, and the council, 

who wanted to keep Stanhope.75 Over the following days, the assembly and council met in joint 

conferences to come to an agreement over the direction of the island’s agency. By December, no 

progress had been made. The only agreement they could come to was that a third person should 

be picked.76 Meanwhile, in London, Lord Halifax became secretary of state for the southern 

department and brought Stanhope along with him, promoting him to under-secretary. Stanhope 

happily accepted the new position and tendered his resignation with the Jamaica assembly. The 

agency, it turned out, was merely a steppingstone for Stanhope. The move, however, gave Fuller 

the opportunity he had been looking for. 

In early 1764, Stanhope told Rose, who told Fuller, that the agency would need a new 

leader. As Stanhope’s letter of resignation made its way to Jamaica, a journey of about six 

weeks, Fuller immediately started to canvass members of his personal and business network for 
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letters of support, much as he had done in 1756. He wrote to no fewer than 19 individuals, many 

of whom he had contacted in his previous bid for the agency.77 Fuller felt confident that he had 

stronger political support this time around. In a letter, he noted that his application had a better 

chance of succeeding because Rose was now better friends with William Beckford, “which they 

were not upon my first application 7 or 8 years ago.”78 To avoid any possibility that his letters of 

support would be delayed or lost in transit, Fuller spent a considerable amount of time trekking 

around the streets of London, speaking face-to-face with the most important people connected to 

Jamaica, and ensuring that they would each write on his behalf. This likely would have entailed 

trips to both Houses of Parliament as well as Beckford’s city home in Soho Square. “I have been 

round amongst the principal Gentlemen of the Island residing in Town,” Fuller wrote to a friend 

in Jamaica, “and every one that I have seen, have either wrote in my favour already, or have 

promised to write.”79  

Fuller sought the agency for its power and political connections, but he also wanted it for 

his own self-interest and personal advancement. Writing to a supporter on the island, he noted 

that the position “would give me Access to Gentlemen of the greatest Consequence in this 

Kingdom, and afford me frequent opportunities of serving the Island in General & my Friends in 

particular.”80 It was clear that Fuller’s wound of being overlooked in 1756 remained raw. In a 

letter to a friend in Jamaica, he noted that “If I had had it [the agency] seven years ago, when by 

my services to the Country I had a small matter of rights to it, I flatter myself that my 
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Appointment would not have been repented of by the Island in general. And I believe I should 

then have had it, had not my Friend, the Earl of Halifax, engaged himself to Mr. Stanhope the 

very day before my Application to his Lordship.” Fuller was confident that this time around his 

incessant politicking would pay off. “I believe there is not above one Jamaica Gentleman in this 

Country that would not exert himself in my favour,” he boasted.81 

Despite his confidence, there were reasons for him to worry. Fuller’s close relationship 

with his brother created some opposition to his candidacy. Indeed, Fuller learned that there were 

several members of the Jamaica assembly who objected to what they saw as his “obnoxious” 

connection with Rose, which they resented because they believed Rose “voted for the additional 

Duty on Rum” in the Supply Bill in the House of Commons for 1761-62.82 Fuller was 

bewildered at the accusation: “How anything so false could have crept into that Country and how 

it could gain Credit there is a matter of amazement.”83 Defending his brother, Fuller explained in 

a letter how Rose had exerted “his Sole Mediation & Influence” with the Treasury to get them to 

repay the duty of custom and excise upon rum exportations and, further, how the latest papers 

laid before the house indicated that as a result of these actions, “the Planters have reaped very 

great advantages.” He also said that Rose would write to gentlemen on the island and clarify the 

matter. But Fuller remained apprehensive that these accusations would hurt his chances at the 

agency. He thus wrote to the prominent planter-politician, Zachary Bayly, in Jamaica and 

reminded him of his commitment and dedication to the agency should he be selected. “Having so 
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large concerns in the island of Jamaica, I need not tell you that it is my interest as well as 

inclination to serve the Island to the utmost of powers.” He also reassured Bayly of his 

impartiality and independence. “My connection with my Brother has been objected to me in your 

Island, but I hope nobody can think so ill of me as to imagine I could as a mark of honor be 

swayed by any thing but my duty as Agent.”84   

In October 1764, as enslaved workers across the island began planting crop for next 

season’s sugar harvest, the Jamaica assembly commenced. By this time, news of Stanhope’s 

resignation and acceptance of his new position within the secretary of state’s office had reached 

the island. The assembly also got word that Morrison had declined the position of acting agent.85 

With both the council and assembly’s first choices not interested in the position, they turned to 

Fuller and put his appointment to a vote. He was approved by a 19-13 margin.86 William 

Lyttelton, the newly appointed governor was apparently swayed by Fuller’s personal request to 

him back in April because on November 9, 1764 he signed the bill that made Fuller Jamaica’s 

London agent.87 Fuller finally had acquired the office that had eluded him seven years earlier. 

Fuller’s two letter writing campaigns and extensive face-to-face networking in 1756 and 

1764 were two early tests of the core skills of an agent. Cultivating relationships, managing old 

correspondences, and asking favors from tenuous contacts all proved successful for Fuller in 

acquiring the agency. His past experience corresponding with the Board of Ordnance over gun 

contracts also provided him with a valuable window into the nature of Britain’s complicated 
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governmental bureaucracy. Unlike with Stanhope, the assembly remained highly satisfied with 

Fuller’s ability. He would go on to serve as agent for the next 30 years. While the aging Mauduit 

battled his employers in Massachusetts and was forced to remain on guard when around Bollan 

in London, the much younger and vibrant Fuller burst onto the scene and exerted all his energy 

and connections to further Jamaica’s interest. Given this new development in the Jamaica 

agency, Cushing had good reason to caution Mauduit against the West India interest. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Both on official colonial business in London, Jasper Mauduit and Stephen Fuller would 

have walked the same corridors of Whitehall, spoken to the same wig-headed imperial officials 

at the Board of Trade and Treasury, bribed the same mid-level clerks for information, and 

employed similar lobbying tactics. In 1764, the Sugar Act put the two interests that these men 

represented on a collision course. The central controversy that this reform ignited revolved 

around smuggling, or the legality of colonial trade with foreign nations. Massachusetts and 

Jamaica held different ideas about the proper operation of the imperial economy. Within these 

arguments, colonists in both Massachusetts and Jamaica attacked each other as corrosive and 

dangerous to the overall health, security, and prosperity of the empire. The Sugar Act 

controversy thus reveals how each colony viewed its economic relationship to the empire, and 

how their different relationships created conflicting demands on the direction of imperial reform 

efforts. 

For Jamaican planters and merchants, smuggling by mainland colonists was a problem 

that had a long history, and one that they had been trying to get the empire to address for the past 
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three decades. Their main complaint regarded island profits, but they made their arguments by 

casting smuggling as detrimental to the national security of the empire. They had drawn attention 

to problems caused by smuggling before the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War. In 1753, as 

Bollan battled the West India interest in the House of Commons, the Board of Trade issued a 

comprehensive report on the state of Jamaica. The report included detailed numbers on the 

island’s exports, imports, and commercial shipping activity with Ireland, Africa, Madeira, and 

North America. The report highlighted smuggling as a key issue. During the 1740s and 1750s, 

total imports into Jamaica from North America were valued at £75,000 per year. The report 

estimated that mainland merchants used about a third of that to purchase island goods such as 

sugar, molasses, and rum. The other two thirds was used to buy the same goods from the French 

at Saint Domingue, which had the consequence of “greatly enriching that dangerous neighboring 

enemy.”88 The King’s revenue was “doubly defrauded,” the report noted, because the smuggled 

goods that the North Americans bought from the French were landed duty-free. Ships arriving in 

mainland ports like Boston from British Caribbean ports like Kingston were required to show 

certificates verifying that their ships had in fact left a British port and had not landed in and 

traded with a foreign island. Mainland merchants, however, got around this regulation by first 

landing and unloading smuggled goods into smaller bays and rivers along the North American 

coast, outside the reach of the custom houses.89 

The Seven Years’ War only exacerbated the problem. During the war, smuggling took on 

a new and heightened significance. Trade with foreign countries now became trade with the 
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enemy. Caribbean merchants and planters, in addition to protecting their profits, were more 

acutely worried about potential foreign invasion. In their eyes, free ports on the French and 

Spanish islands—places like Monte Christi, tucked between Hispaniola and Saint-Domingue—

were the sources of the problem.90 Under the cover of flags of truce, North American merchants 

illegally traded with the enemy and thereby ameliorated the effects of British naval blockades, 

strengthened enemy forts and fortifications by providing lumber, bricks, and other materials, and, 

ultimately, prolonged an already expensive war. William Pitt, then Secretary of State for the 

Southern Department and the man in charge of directing Britain’s war effort, was furious. In 

1760, he sent a circular to the governors in North America and the West Indies demanding that 

they get tough on “this dangerous and ignominious Trade” and start sentencing “all such heinous 

Offenders to the most exemplary and condign Punishment.”91 It wasn’t just planters complaining 

about profits, but imperial leaders also recognized the dangerous implications of mainland 

smuggling. The Seven Years’ War thus aligned the interests of Jamaica and the West Indies with 

imperial war goals. 

During the war, Jamaican officials tried to meet Pitt’s demands. The island’s governor, 

William Henry Lyttelton, empowered Rear Admiral Holmes to seize all British vessels coming 

out of enemy ports and bring them back to Kingston, where they were to be condemned as lawful 
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prizes. The Jamaica assembly even passed a law, which was later disallowed, that established the 

death penalty for certain instances of smuggling.92 Despite these efforts, illicit trade continued. 

The problem became so bad that in 1761 the Jamaica assembly petitioned the King for relief and 

instructed Stanhope to use his best efforts to represent their complaints.93 At the outset of the 

war, the Jamaica assembly explained in its petition, the Royal Navy had reduced the French 

West India islands “to the utmost distress and misery.” Their trade became severed. The value of 

sugar and other commodities plummeted because French traders couldn’t get them to market. 

Provisions became scarce, and the output of their plantations was crippled. But because of trade 

with North American colonists, French planters still had access to supplies and provisions, and 

they could continue to sell their goods and produce. Despite a few scattered victories, the 

Jamaican petitioners lamented, “all the vigilance of the ships of war, and all the endeavours of 

his majesty’s ministers to suppress this pernicious trade are become ineffectual.”94 The assembly 

ended the petition with a dire warning: if left unchecked smuggling will “totally depopulate and 

ruin Jamaica as a sugar-colony.”95 

Toward the end of the war, problems only seemed to multiply. In 1762, Lyttelton began 

receiving reports of smuggling happening in Curacao and Saint Eustace. James Douglass, a naval 

official who served under Admiral Rodney, informed Lyttelton that the northern colonies’ trade 

with the French at these ports not only provided the enemy with provisions and money, but was 

“a great detriment to our sugar colonies” since it routed “lumber and provisions” that would 
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normally have gone to support British sugar planters into the hands of the enemy.96 Worse, still, 

Lyttelton’s efforts to control illicit trade only seemed to have emboldened smugglers. As 

Douglass explained, traders were smuggling “not secretly as formerly, but now…in an oppen 

manner, by sloops…going in numbers together.” They even attacked a royal cruiser, took two 

brigantines, sold them, and used their men “in a most cruel manner.”97 In the eyes of Jamaican 

planters, Boston merchants weren’t just robbing them of money, they were aiding and abetting 

the enemy, all for the sake of inflated wartime prices and duty-free profit. 

By the end of the war, then, Jamaican colonial officials and the West India interest had 

abundant evidence about the problems caused by smuggling and years of experience trying to 

combat it. Several months after the passage of the Sugar Act, Grenville responded to the Jamaica 

assembly’s wartime petition by setting up a meeting with Fuller to discuss the issue. But this 

meeting took place only weeks after Fuller was officially appointed to the Jamaican agency, 

which meant that Fuller still lacked specific instructions from the island assembly on what 

specific views he should represent to the administration. “Mr. Grenville told me we ought to be 

ready in regard to what particular relief we expected,” Fuller explained to the Jamaica committee 

of correspondence. “Upon which I took the Liberty of mentioning the additional shilling upon 

Rum…but that I conceiv’d the taking that Duty off intirely or taking only 6s per Gallon off, and 

laying 6s per Gallon more on French Brandy, and at the same perusing the most effectual 

methods to prevent Smuggling…would be a very considerable relief to the Planters, and as I 

conceived would not diminish in the least the Publick Revenue.”98 Instead of wavering and 
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telling Grenville he couldn’t provide an answer because he didn’t know what his employers 

wanted, Fuller expressed what he calculated would be the best solution.  

Adjusting the rates of duties was one way to increase revenue, Fuller explained to 

Grenville, but solving the problem of smuggling would yield more money for the government in 

the long run. Grenville asked Fuller how he thought this could be done. Fuller, again, pressed 

Jamaican interests despite not having formal instructions. Over the following several days, Fuller 

worked with his brother and drafted a lengthy letter to Grenville outlining his thoughts on illicit 

trade happening in Great Britain, from Ireland down to Portsmouth, and what should be done to 

prevent it.99 Fuller expressed optimism to the Jamaica assembly that the administration would 

listen to his ideas. He continued to advocate for lower import duties on rum, drafting a paper on 

the issue and circulating it among “Friends of the Colonies & men of the greatest Reputation I 

know of.” He also had it on hand if he ever got the opportunity to present it to the Treasury.100 

But Fuller believed smuggling to be a more systemic and pressing issue. If successful in 

clamping down on smuggling, Jamaica, with Whitehall’s help, would be able to “make sure of a 

solid and lasting advantage” within the empire. He was confident that his plan would put a total 

stop “to this abominable practice,” which he recognized as “more injurious to the Planters in 

Jamaica than any Duties that ever have been or probably ever will be laid upon Rum.” Reform of 

illicit trade was so important that it outweighed any other piece of legislation Parliament could 

pass in their favor. “Prevention of Smuggling is & must be the true and only Basis of any 

Advantages that this or any further Ministry may think proper to give to the Produce of our own 
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Colonies,” Fuller wrote to the Jamaica committee. “Without it, any advantage they intended to 

give us would be rendered precarious at least, if not ineffectual.”101 

In the eyes of Jamaican planters and merchants, smuggling empowered foreign enemies, 

undercut the market for their goods, and defrauded them of profits. In his conversation and 

correspondence with Grenville, Fuller expertly aligned these views with British interests by 

underscoring how attempts to reform anti-smuggling laws, like the Sugar Act, were mutually 

beneficial because they addressed West Indian concerns and increased revenue, both of which 

served the good of the empire. But this view of the imperial economy, and the proper reforms it 

entailed, was directly at odds with how Massachusetts merchants understood things. Indeed, they 

saw in the West India interest’s arguments against smuggling increased prices, higher 

unemployment, lower revenues, and, ultimately, economic ruin. This hostility to the Sugar Act 

by Massachusetts colonists signaled to imperial authorities that catering to the West India 

interest and reforming illicit trade with foreign countries would create damaging fallout for other 

parts of the empire. 

 

* * * * * 

 

In the fall of 1763, news of the proposed Sugar Act reached Boston. The city’s merchants 

were stunned. As Governor Bernard described to Jackson, the news “caused a greater alarm in 

this Country than the taking of Fort William Henry did in 1757.”102 The news was so “Sudden 
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and unexpected,” Cushing told Mauduit.103 While several people criticized Parliament on the 

grounds that it did not have the constitutional authority to implement the tax within the colonies, 

most of the arguments made against the act were economic ones—and they all had much to do 

with the West Indies and their role within the empire. It wasn’t simply that the authority behind 

the tax was in question, it was also, perhaps primarily, a matter of revenue more than 

representation. The mercantilist imperial system—defined broadly as a set of protectionist 

economic policies that privileged a strong balance of trade between the metropole and colonies 

and the metropolitan acquisition of gold and silver coin—took shape in the corpus of legislative 

acts passed by Parliament over the late seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries. But this approach 

to the economy didn’t square with the reality of how people in Massachusetts actually operated 

within it.104  

At the heart of the issue for New Englanders was fish, and the terms on which planters in 

the British West Indies could buy it. The fish that was caught off the coast of New England fell 

into three categories, in diminishing order of quality: merchantable, Jamaica, and refuse. The 

bulk of what mariners caught was Jamaica or refuse fish (considered West Indian grade). As the 

governor of Rhode Island explained in a pamphlet that circulated widely in the colonies and was 

reprinted in London, this fish was “unfit for the European markets, [and] serves for feeding the 
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slaves in the West Indies; as much of this is sold in the English islands as they will purchase, and 

the residue sold in the French and Dutch colonies.”105 In its instructions to Mauduit regarding the 

Sugar Act, the Massachusetts assembly compiled statistics on the fishing trade. Each year, 

Massachusetts typically had close to 400 vessels of varying sizes active in the fishery. During a 

normal fishing season, from March to October, each vessel caught, on average, about 800 

quintals of fish, or some 80,000 pounds by weight. Three-fifths of this catch was West Indian 

grade.106 Traders in Massachusetts received sugar, molasses, and rum from the islands in return, 

which they would then re-sell in the coastal trade to other mainland colonies. The re-sale of these 

slave-produced commodities helped New England merchants both to pay their British creditors 

and to further consume British manufactures. Some merchants would use these small profits to 

venture into other branches of trade. This extra specie was crucial for the proper functioning of 

New England’s local economy.107 

The problem that many Boston traders saw, however, was that West Indian planters 

weren’t buying enough fish. Demand in British Caribbean markets was too weak relative to the 

yearly catch. The Sugar Act, Cushing explained to Mauduit, would only “prove the 

Insufficiency” of the British West Indian islands in producing a demand for fish whose profits 

were capable of supplying the northern colonies with adequate sugar, rum, and molasses to 

match the demand on the mainland. “There is no vent at the marketts in Europe” for the vast 

majority of West Indian grade fish caught in New England, he said, “and our English Islands are 
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not able to take it off.”108 Massachusetts assemblymen took the manuscript instructions regarding 

the Sugar Act that they intended to send to Mauduit and reprinted and circulated it as a pamphlet 

entitled Reasons Against the Renewal of the Sugar Act. The pamphlet echoed Cushing’s 

concerns. “Our own Islands take off but about one third of the West India Cod fish, and not more 

than one quarter of the Mackrell and other small fish, the remainder will be lost if we are 

prevented from supplying the foreign Islands, there being no other Market where it can be 

disposed of.”109 If foreign trade with the French and Dutch ended, one Boston newspaper 

essayist wrote, the British sugar islands would not be capable of purchasing and making use of 

all the northern produce sold to the whole of the West Indies. What should the northern colonies 

then do with the surpluses? Should the quantity of all the fish, flour, lumber, and horses 

produced “dwindle down into the diminutive size” of the British West Indian markets?110 As 

weeks turned into months, fish supplies accumulated. The worst case scenario was that 

“considerable Quantities [would] perish,” thus leaving merchants with spoiled fish and lost 

revenue on their hands.111 

Other traders in towns outside of Boston held similar views toward the Sugar Act. In 

1764, several merchants in Boston, many of whom were notorious smugglers such as John Rowe 

and Edward Payne, re-created the Society for Encouraging Trade and Commerce within 

Massachusetts Bay, which was initially formed in the early 1730s to coordinate resistance 
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against the Molasses Act. Similar to Fuller and Mauduit’s activities as agents in London, 

members of the Society met at various taverns and coffeehouses in Boston. The most popular 

spot was the British Coffee House on King Street, which sat in the shadow of the Town House, 

near the edge of the Long Wharf.112 When news of the Sugar Act reached Boston, the committee 

started gathering data about the colony’s fishing trade in order to prove to imperial authorities 

that the act was misguided. In Salem, Samuel Gardner and Benjamin Pickman, two seasoned 

merchants involved in the fishing trade, reported that in 1762 there were 30 vessels that netted 

26,740 quintals of fish, about 75 percent of which was refuse fish (20,517 quintals) and the rest 

merchantable fish (6,223 quintals). That same year, close to 70 percent of the fish caught in 

Plymouth was graded as “Jamaica” fish.113 In Newbury, the story was the same. Fisherman there 

reported to the committee that the town caught nearly six times as much Jamaica as 

merchantable fish.114 In their testimony, Gardner and Pickman critiqued the provisions in the 

Sugar Act that prevented trade with foreign empires. The data was “plain proof” of “how 

insufficient our own Islands are to supply us” with markets. As a result, they had “as good a right 

to trade to one island as to another.”115 

For the empire, addressing the complaints of West Indian planters came at the expense of 

the merchants and fishermen in Massachusetts. What West Indian planters called smuggling that 
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cost them buyers for their goods, and imperial leaders saw as an evasion of tax revenues that had 

become more crucial than ever, was in fact integral to the economic survival of people like 

Gardner and Pickman. The biggest fear among New Englanders was that the Sugar Act would 

destroy their fishing industry, which, they argued, would seriously damage British commerce in 

numerous ways. The Massachusetts assembly’s Reasons against the Renewal of the Sugar Act 

made their case. First, the report estimated that each fisherman’s take-home pay would be 

reduced by two-thirds.116 Second, it predicted that unemployment would rise and British naval 

power would weaken. The assembly estimated the Act would put about 5,000 sailors out of a 

job, which was bad for the Royal Navy because the ships that patrolled New England and West 

Indian waters relied heavily upon the impressment of these men.117 Third, the destruction of the 

fishery would hurt Massachusetts’ ability to consume British manufactures. Here they made a 

direct comparison with the West Indian economy. “The imports into Great Britain from the sugar 

islands may appear more considerable than the imports from the northern colonies; but the 

exports of the manufactures of Great Britain to the northern colonies (on which the wealth of the 

nation so much depends) exceed those to the sugar islands vastly more than their imports exceed 

ours.”118 Massachusetts colonists consumed more manufactures than absentee Jamaican planters 

because they “are not able, by their trade and industry, to procure estates sufficient to enable 

them to retire,” and, instead, had to live in the “cold climate” of the colonies, which ultimately 

benefited Great Britain more “than their going home would be in order to consume the same 

quantities there.”119 Finally, the negative consequences of the Sugar Act would ripple into other 
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branches of trade. Deprived of the exchange of fish for molasses on the French and Spanish 

islands, the New England rum distilleries would go out of business, which would both hurt the 

consumption of naval stores and rice from the southern mainland colonies and weaken the trade 

“to Africa to purchase slaves for our own Islands in the West Indies.”120 

In addition to the dangers that the Sugar Act posed to Massachusetts’ commerce, other 

observers explained how it was bad economics for the islands themselves. In a pamphlet printed 

in Boston in 1764, one anonymous writer tried “to point out the method of reconciling the 

present seemingly different and clashing interest of its southern and northern colonies.”121 The 

Sugar Act would make doing business in Jamaica much more expensive because the price of 

articles such as fish and lumber that Caribbean planters relied so heavily upon would rise 

substantially. “The charge in feeding their slaves, building their sugar-mills, houses, stores, and 

doing other things in which lumber is wanted, will be enhanced.” The Act would also have 

profound consequences for the island’s reliance upon slave labor. The author suggested that the 

increased prices of supplies would result in decreased provisions and thus had the potential to 

drive thousands of slaves to rebellion. It would interrupt the supply of slaves to the island and 

make slave prices higher, the author argued. “It is certain that the dependance which our 

islanders have heretofore had upon a partial supply of slaves from the north American traders to 

Africa, must…fail, and hence a rising demand & price of slaves will ensue, which must tend to 

depreciate their estates already settled, and very much discourage the industrious planter from 

clearing and subduing the new rich lands in the ceded and conquered countries and islands.” Far 
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from being a detriment to island colonists, Massachusetts’ trade to foreign islands in fact both 

increased the number of slaves in Jamaica and enabled planters to cheaply support them.122 

The Sugar Act threatened the destruction of this carefully created, informal, inter-

imperial ecosystem. There was confusion among some in Massachusetts over why Grenville had 

set the duty on foreign molasses so high. Either importation of foreign molasses, which was legal 

as long as the duty was paid, would be shut down completely or merchants would continue to 

“run it in clandestinely,” Cushing explained to Mauduit. In either case, the crown would receive 

no revenue.123 Hutchinson knew the rate would be too high and predicted it would cause “a total 

prohibition” on trade, which “would give a great shock to the trade of the colonies.”124 Governor 

Bernard also thought the rate of the duty was too high. He believed more people would actually 

obey the law, and more money would be raised from it, if the duty was set at a penny per gallon, 

as opposed to the proposed three pennies.125 

If Massachusetts’ merchants and its top colonial officials were both telling the empire 

that its reform was misguided, it was unclear to them why Parliament was so insistent on passing 

it. Why did the empire all of a sudden want to more tightly regulate a commercial practice that 

hadn’t posed a serious problem in the past? Why did imperial administrators want to raise the 

duty on a branch of trade that so clearly couldn’t sustain it? Mauduit, in London, couldn’t 

provide any clarification. In February 1764, a month before Grenville introduced the Sugar Act, 

Mauduit still believed a three pence duty was appropriate, and he was content with going along 

with the consensus in Parliament rather than posing any objections. “All agree that a practicable 
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Duty should be laid, & the payment of it enforced. To attempt to controvert either of these would 

be to no manner of purpose,” Mauduit wrote to Cushing in late December 1763. He looked 

around and didn’t see other agents opposing Grenville’s plan, so he assumed it would not be 

objected to in the colonies.126  

For answers, Massachusetts traders looked to whom they believed were the law’s chief 

beneficiaries: the British West Indian planters. It was here that they saw the real injustice of the 

Act and here that they focused their frustration. Many merchants in Massachusetts and London 

believed the Sugar Act was a partisan piece of legislation aimed at benefiting the already wealthy 

members of the West Indian interest. Indeed, Hutchinson expressed surprise at the 

shortsightedness of imperial officials in London. Did they really not see that the Act would 

simply raise the price of sugar and molasses in England? And for what, “to raise the fortunes of a 

few West Indian planters[?],” he asked Jackson.127 Governor Bernard was similarly puzzled. “It 

can’t be imagined now that North America will be sacrificed at this time of day to the West 

Indies.”128 In a critique of the Act, and, by extension, Britain’s system of trade laws, Cushing 

wrote that the Act would, in short, enable West Indian planters “to gain a monopoly of what they 

cannot supply, and make them the Sole purchasers of what they cannot take off.”129 Several 

London merchants who traded to North America expressed similar opinions. In his observations 

on North American trade, one anonymous writer saw the prosperity of the mainland colonies and 

Britain itself being sacrificed to the West Indians. “For what do we make this Sacrifice? To raise 
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the West Indians who were before growing inconceivably rich into an unnecessary, nay into a 

dangerous degree of opulence?”130  

Many Massachusetts colonists and London merchants alike criticized the Sugar Act for 

disrupting the harmony of the imperial economy—and they did not hesitate to place the blame on 

Jamaica and the West Indies. “Does the interest of the nation center only in the advantage of the 

island colonies as the only force of wealth,” one Boston newspaper writer asked. “No, we are all 

link’d in a chain of mutual dependence on each other and when properly regulated by the most 

prudential laws form a beautiful whole having within ourselves the right sources of an active 

commerce and diffusive happiness.” The island and mainland colonies were mutually beneficial 

to each other within Britain’s mercantile economy, but only under proper and fair regulation. The 

problem was that the proposed legislation was so obviously playing favorites, and thus pitting 

parts of the imperial world against each other. “The general interest of a people ought to take 

place of their private emolument of a few individuals,” the author stated.131 Fuller and the West 

India interest were targeted as threats. The lobby was “too well established, its advocates are 

numerous and daily increasing.” The author wanted to protect the continental colonies from 

further feeling “the additional effects of their over-bearing power” and, as a result, “be still more 

oppressed” from “an entire prohibition of the exportation of their produce” to foreign West 

Indian colonies. The chain of mutual dependence that had effectively bound the empire’s regions 

together for decades was showing sudden strains.132  
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Opposition toward the Sugar Act mixed well with hatred toward British West Indian 

planters. Several writers attacked them as a small group of decadent, self-interested partisans 

who, with their whips and lashes, forced the hands of their slaves to extract the sugary riches 

from the veins of the imperial economy. To the great detriment of the empire as a whole, wrote 

one Boston essayist, it were these “rich, proud, and overbearing planters of the West Indies” who 

used “their weight and influence” within Parliament “to cramp and impoverish the poorer 

northern colonies.” This conduct didn’t benefit the planters at all, and only gave them the 

opportunity “to shew forth a wanton display of the opulence and influence in a few overgrown 

West-Indian estates.”133 Bostonians argued that in their blind devotion to profit, West Indian 

planters were bent on enslaving them. “As these people are used to an arbitrary and cruel 

government over slaves, and have so long tasted the Sweets of oppressing their fellow creatures, 

they can hardly forbear esteeming two millions of free and loyal British subjects, inhabitants of 

the northern colonies, in the same light, and persuading themselves that they are only to be 

considered as placed there for their own use, advantage, and emolument,” wrote an anonymous 

essayist in the Boston Evening-Post.134 This metaphorical language of enslavement, which 

scholars have long understood to be used by mainland colonists in opposition to Parliamentary 

authority, was also utilized by them against their Caribbean neighbors.135 “One would almost 
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imagine that the order of things was inverted, and that the mother country had actually 

established her West India islands with a view of promoting her own destruction,” wrote an 

anonymous essayist in London.136 Planters enslaved blacks to enrich themselves, and this logic, 

according to Massachusetts traders, only naturally extended to their northern neighbors.  

Among the critics of West Indian planters, James Otis, who had frustrated Bollan’s bid 

for the Massachusetts agency, was perhaps the most outspoken. His widely read pamphlet, 

Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved, was one of the first essays on the mainland 

that made the constitutional case that Parliamentary legislation like the Sugar Act violated 

colonists’ natural rights. The pamphlet contained attacks on West Indians that mingled with anti-

slavery ideas. Indeed, Otis attacked the slave-trade as “the most shocking violation of the law of 

nature,” and tarred everyone who was involved in it, including West Indian planters, as 

unrelenting tyrants. He also directly questioned slavery’s racist assumptions. “Can any logical 

inference in favour of slavery, be drawn from a flat nose, a long or a short face”? By bartering 

and trading in human flesh, West Indian planters not only revealed the “ferocity, cruelty, and 

brutal barbarity” toward their slaves, but showed themselves to be power-hungry and tyrannical 

when it came to government. “Is it to be wondered at, if, when people of the stamp of a Creolian 

planter get into power, they will not stick for a little present gain, at making their own posterity; 

white as well as black, worse slaves if possible than those already mentioned.”137 In this light, 

the Sugar Act made perfect sense. Through this legislation, West Indian planters aimed to keep a 

tight hold on markets in North America that they could never fully satisfy, thus ensuring high 

demand and high prices for their goods. “Hence the reason is plain why the British sugar planters 
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are growing rich, and ever will,” Otis wrote, “because the demand for their produce has and ever 

will be greater than they can possibly supply, so long as the English hold this continent, and are 

unrivalled in the fishery.”138 This preferential treatment toward an already overbearing and 

power-hungry group of individuals was, simply put, a terrible idea. “Should the British sugar 

islands ever be able to supply Great-Britain and her northern colonies with those articles, it will 

be time enough to think of a total prohibition; but until that time, both prohibition and duty will 

be found to be diametrically opposite to the first principles of policy.”139 

If imperial authorities were set on catering to the West India interest and prohibiting trade 

with foreign colonies, Massachusetts writers argued, then they would have to accept the fact that 

colonists would stop buying British manufactured goods and begin to make their own. Historians 

commonly understand this homespun argument to have emerged in the late 1760s, but it was first 

articulated among mainland colonists in 1763-64 in response to the Sugar Act and its effect on 

North American trade to the West Indies.140 Indeed, the Sugar Act, with its naked partiality 

toward one part of the empire, would drive Massachusetts colonists into self-sufficiency, 

frugality, and the production of their own goods as much as possible. In his Rights, Otis 

described how “without [the French West-India produce] our fishery must infallibly be ruined. 

When that is gone our own islands will very poorly subsist. No British manufactures can be paid 

for by the colonists,” which will force the northern colonists into “manufacturers of linen and 

woolen to cloath themselves.”141 Cushing agreed with Otis and explained as much to Mauduit. 
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“Instead of Trading we must go to improving our Lands, raising our own Flax and wool, wearing 

Cloaths of our own manufacturing.” The colonists wouldn’t be able to buy British goods because 

they wouldn’t have the money to do so. The ultimate outcome of the act “will certainly reduce us 

to the necessity of Trading very little, living very poor, and wearing only such things as we can 

raise and manufacture among ourselves.”142 The Sugar Act would not only hurt Massachusetts 

profits, but it would cause changes in colonial behavior that would inflict economic harm on 

merchants in London. Through this Act, Britain was only shooting itself in the foot. 

The opposing arguments laid out by Massachusetts and Jamaican interests for and against 

the Sugar Act presented the British government with an important decision. Both interests made 

the case that their arguments, and the policies they entailed, were in the public good of the 

empire. In Massachusetts, Governor Bernard explained that the detriment to North American 

trade that would result from the Sugar Act was in fact a detriment to the empire as a whole. “The 

Trade of NAmerica is really the Trade of Great Britain,” he explained to the Board of Trade, “the 

profit & loss, the increase & Decrease of which finally come home to the latter.”143 This was also 

the same type of argument made by Jamaica. The West India interest argued that Massachusetts 

smugglers defrauded the public of valuable tax revenue by trading, duty-free, with enemies of 

the crown. The Sugar Act was thus in the best interest of the British nation. Two integrated parts 

of Britain’s imperial economy were thus both utilizing the language of the public good to argue 

for mutually-antagonistic legislative preference within the empire. Grenville and the British 

government had to decide which argument colonial policy should favor. 
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* * * * * 

 

It was up to Fuller and Mauduit in London to persuade Grenville one way or the other. 

Grenville ultimately saw in the Jamaica argument a better alignment with British imperial goals.   

Indeed, the West India argument would win out for three reasons. First, Jamaica was much more 

economically important to the empire. Its concerns were thus a much higher priority than those 

of Massachusetts. From 1758-64, the average annual value of Jamaica’s exports to Great Britain 

was over £1 million, or about 21 times the average annual value of New England exports.144 One 

of the biggest arguments Cushing, Otis, and others made against the Sugar Act was how much it 

would decrease their consumption of British goods and thereby hurt British manufacturers. But 

this argument didn’t hold much weight when the average annual value of goods that Jamaica 

imported from Britain was higher than New England by almost £100,000.145 Given these 

numbers, a temporary decrease in the consumption of British goods in New England, if that were 

even to happen at all, looked like a small cost to pay to ensure higher overall tax revenues, better 

enforcement of trade, and closer supervision of the colonies. 

Second, rooting out smuggling was an imperial objective that authorities had long sought 

to achieve. Nowhere was this view more clearly laid out than in a pamphlet by Thomas Whately, 

secretary to the Treasury and one of the key architects of the Sugar Act. He was also close 

friends with Grenville. “It is the Policy of every Nation to prohibit all foreign Trade with their 

Plantations,” wrote Whately. “Colonies are only Settlements made in distant Parts of the World 

for the Improvement of Trade,” and if they were allowed to smuggle goods to other countries 
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“they would destroy the very Purposes of their Establishment.”146 All evasions of the Navigation 

Acts were destructive to the public good, Whatley stated. Smugglers may profit from their 

actions, but “the essential Interests of the Commonweal are thereby sacrificed to private, partial, 

and trifling Emoluments, uncertain in their Nature, temporary in Duration, and ruinous in the 

End.”147 Whately believed that any risk of Massachusetts becoming self-sufficient and 

independent was worth taking if it meant the administration could clamp down on smuggling. 

Indeed, contraband trade in America “is become a much more alarming Circumstance than that 

Increase of Wealth, People, and Territory, which raises Apprehensions in many Persons that the 

Colonies may break off their Connections with Great Britain.” But in fact, Whatley went on to 

explain, “[t]hat Connection is actually broken already, wherever the Acts of Navigation are 

disregarded; and for so much of their Trade as is thereby diverted from its proper Channel, they 

are no longer British Colonies, but Colonies of the Countries they trade to.”148 Rooting out 

smuggling was thus seen by imperial authorities as being in the interest of the British nation, just 

as West Indian planters had argued.  

Preventing smuggling was also in accordance with prevailing mercantilist ideas about 

Britain’s imperial economy. Mauduit and the Massachusetts interest lost the debate, in part, 

because they made what was effectively a free trade argument within an empire whose 

administrators understood the economy in mercantilist terms.149 Adam Smith’s ideas about free 

trade and his attacks on monopoly in An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 

                                                             
146 Thomas Whately, The Regulations Lately Made Concerning the Colonies and the Taxes Imposed upon Them 

Considered (London: Printed for J. Wilkie, 1765), 88-89. 

 
147 Whately, The Regulations Lately Made, 90. 
 
148 Whately, The Regulations Lately Made, 91-92. 

 
149 Jonathan Barth, “Reconstructing Mercantilism: Consensus and Conflict in British Imperial Economy in the 

Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” The William and Mary Quarterly 73, no. 2 (2016): 257–90. 



131 
 

Nations (1776) would not appear for another dozen years. The Sugar Act, which answered the 

interests of West Indian planters through its preferential and protected trade environment, was 

thus very much in-line with imperial officials’ mercantilist views. By maligning Massachusetts 

traders for violating the Navigation Acts, the West Indian interest was making a mercantilist 

argument that made sense to government administrators. Not only were Massachusetts and 

Jamaica worlds apart on the issue of smuggling, they were in effect speaking different 

languages.150   

The third reason why the West India argument won out was because Fuller and the 

Jamaica agency were more effective and organized than Mauduit and the Massachusetts agency. 

Poor communication, slow mail transportation, and divisive local politics hindered 

Massachusetts’ initial response to the Sugar Act. Indeed, once they heard about the Sugar Act, 

many of Mauduit’s critics immediately tried to send someone to London to help him. Prevention 

of the act was very important, but they thought Mauduit was ill-equipped to handle the pleading 

on his own. The assembly eventually chose Hutchinson, but he declined. “I never was of opinion 

that any good could come from a sturdy and sullen behavior of the colonies,” he wrote to 

Jackson.151 Mauduit’s political enemies in Massachusetts were quick to exploit the situation, 

stating that if Bollan had been their agent, he would have vigorously opposed the Act right from 

the start. 

It did not help Mauduit that the Massachusetts assembly took so long to get their formal 

instructions regarding the Act to him. On February 11, 1764, Cushing in Massachusetts and 

Mauduit in London both sat down to write each other letters. Neither would receive the other’s 
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for weeks, possibly months. Cushing informed Mauduit that the General Court had finished their 

instructions to him regarding the Sugar Act, and that they had just been forwarded to him. At the 

same time, Mauduit, an ocean away, wrote to Cushing about how he hadn’t yet received any 

instructions regarding the Sugar Act. Mauduit didn’t think he was authorized to make any 

opposition to it. Instead, he thought it best “to make a merit of our submission” in the hopes that 

this would give them leverage later on. Opposition was a foolish stance, anyway, because many 

MPs agreed with Grenville that the colonies should contribute to the expense of their own 

government and defense. Mauduit seemed to concur. “All that we can desire,” he told Cushing, 

“is to have the duties laid on in such a manner as shall be the most equal and the least prejudicial 

to our trade.”152 In Massachusetts, the ink on the instructions that would inform him of the 

impropriety and foolishness of such a stance had yet to dry. 

There were other crucial documents that were slow to arrive in London that prevented 

Massachusetts from making a full case against the Act. On 10 February 1764, the Committee of 

the Society for Encouraging Trade and Commerce in Boston had sent to Bollan all the fishing 

data they had collected and tabulated from the various towns in Massachusetts over the winter of 

1763-64. But because his name was misspelled on the cover and because it was carelessly and 

slowly passed among intermediaries, Bollan didn’t receive it until April 9, a month later than he 

might have expected, and five days after the Sugar Act had already passed into law. “If your 

letter, which contains sufficient authority for its intended purpose had come to hand in season,” 

Bollan wrote, “I certainly should have done everything in my power to discharge the trust 

reposed in me in the best manner” and present it to the proper imperial officials.153 For all the 
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data the colony collected, it didn’t reach the ears of those within the empire who had the power 

to make policy decisions.  

While Bollan’s letter was delayed in transit, the Massachusetts assembly’s instructions 

finally reached Mauduit in late March. But it was too late for him to make any real use of them, 

even if he had wanted to. Mauduit had already rolled over and weakly submitted to the Act, 

while the West Indian lobby stood firm in their support of it. In fact, while the bill was moving 

through committee, Mauduit wasn’t knocking on doors in Whitehall or setting up meetings with 

government administrators. Instead, he was sick and bed-ridden in his shop on Lime Street.154 It 

was Mauduit’s brother, Israel, who did all the footwork and tried the most to oppose the 

legislation. He met and discussed with officials at the Treasury and offered up an essay that he 

had written weeks earlier on the rum trade. But neither Mauduit nor Israel believed it would have 

much effect. Israel commented on the power of the West India interest in preventing any amount 

of opposition from succeeding. “This is a very bad Sessions for any such attempt, when the state 

of parties is such that 50 or 60 West India voters can turn the balance on which side they 

please.”155 Mauduit agreed and thought it prudent not to cross the sugar interest, informing 

Cushing that “considering the very formidable number of votes which the West Indians have in 

the house of Commons…it is our business to avoid as much as possible the committing ourselves 

in any dispute with them.”156  

Even if all the necessary information had been sent to Bollan and Mauduit in time, it’s 

unlikely they would have been able to prevent the passage of the Act. Poor transportation and 
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delayed communication initially gave the impression in London that Massachusetts would 

submit to the law. Giving more time to the West India lobby to mobilize, it took from Mauduit 

precious time he could have otherwise used to lay forth Cushing’s arguments and try to win 

lesser concessions such as a lower tax rate on foreign molasses. Mauduit’s submission rankled 

his supporters back home. “Your friends are sorry to observe some concessions you have made,” 

Cushing wrote. “It was presumed you would not have conceeded to any duty till you had heard 

from the Court.” With news of a proposed stamp tax filtering its way back to Boston, Cushing 

made sure Mauduit knew what to do going forward: “I doubt not you will be…attentive to our 

interest and will be vigilant and active in opposing every project of this nature.”157 

The miscommunication between Mauduit and the Massachusetts assembly occurred at 

the same time a debate over colonial representation and rights emerged within the empire. 

Massachusetts colonists like Otis argued that Parliament could not lay a tax like the Sugar Act 

unless they had representation in Parliament. “The supreme power cannot take from any man any 

part of his property, without his consent in person, or by representation,” Otis wrote.158 This was 

one of the most essential, natural, and inalienable rights of all British subjects. Grenville and 

supporters of the government, however, responded by stating that the colonies, just like the 

majority of Englishmen who did not send members to Parliament, were “virtually represented.” 

An MP, regardless of what county elected him, spoke for all British subjects, including those 

who could not vote. As Soame Jenyns, an MP who defended Parliament’s right to tax, asked in a 

pamphlet, “Why does not this imaginary Representation extend to America as well as over the 

whole Island of Great Britain?...If the Towns of Manchester and Birmingham sending no 

                                                             
157 Thomas Cushing to Jasper Mauduit, 9 April 1764, JML, 158-159. 

 
158 Otis, Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved, 38. 



135 
 

Representatives to Parliament are notwithstanding there represented, why are not the Cities of 

Albany and Boston equally represented in that Assembly?”159  

In the absence of an elected official, Massachusetts’ London agent was the closest thing it 

had to formal representation in Parliament. But Otis believed such proxies served more as 

consultants and did not have the authority to officially represent the colonies. “As to the colonists 

being represented by the provincial agents, I know of no power ever given them, but to appear 

before his Majesty, and his ministry,” Otis wrote. “None of them have, and I hope never will 

have, a power given them, by the colonists, to act as representatives, and to consent to taxes; and 

if they should make any concessions to the ministry, especially without order, the provinces 

could not by that be considered as represented in parliament.”160 The structural deficiency and 

inadequacy of the Massachusetts lobby, made clear by Mauduit’s botched handling of the Sugar 

Act, helped catalyze the demand for formal political representation. This demand was further 

amplified when mainland colonists looked to the West India lobby. Indeed, Jamaican colonists 

had both their colonial agents like Fuller and a significant number of absentee planters who were 

also MPs and who all seemed to vote as a unified bloc. To be sure, there were MPs who 

defended mainland interests and garnered reputations as “friends of America,” including, for 

example, Barlow Trecothick, Isaac Barré, and William Pitt. But they were not as numerous as 

members of the West India lobby, whose fortunes and positions within British society depended 

on furthering the interests of the islands. 
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Much as the fortunes of New England and the West Indies were entangled, the story of 

the Sugar Act reveals how their interests were distinct and, increasingly, competing. 

Massachusetts traders may have lost the argument, but they successfully painted their West 

Indian counterparts as inhabiting a world apart from the rest of the empire. They attacked them 

as proud, overbearing, and parasitic planters whose avarice held the empire hostage to its 

demands. These ideas would soon play an important role in the wider development of antislavery 

sentiment among an emerging coalition of white colonists, enslaved Jamaicans, and imperial 

reformers who saw slavery as both a political and moral problem for the empire. They would 

also resurface a year later in the battle over the Stamp Act, a new tax that Grenville believed 

should be passed along with the Sugar Act to raise additional revenue. Unlike with the Sugar 

Act, both Massachusetts and Jamaica agreed that the Stamp Act was bad colonial policy, but 

they sharply disagreed over how best to express their sentiments to imperial officials. Among the 

empire-wide chaos that the Stamp Act would create, enslaved Jamaicans, among them, veterans 

of Tacky’s Revolt, would yet again press for freedom. 
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Chapter 3 – Reckoning (1765-1766) 

 

 

On the night of November 23, 1765, an enslaved man named Abruco, but known by 

whites as Blackwall, led a group of about 40-60 insurgents to a pair of long and low trash houses 

on Whitehall estate in Jamaica. Whitehall sat several miles south of Port Maria, along the 

Easternmost River, near the middle of St. Mary’s parish, a mountainous region north of 

Kingston. The buildings had wooden roofs and were packed high with unusable pieces of sugar 

cane, leaves, and other waste—fuel for the boiling house furnaces.1 Blackwall and his followers 

set the structures ablaze and used the light of the flames to make their way to the estate’s main 

house, where they broke in and killed a white man.2 The estate’s overseer fled, while his sister, 

the owner, a white woman named Mary Ballard Beckford, stumbled over the railing that lined 

the piazza of the house and, with the assistance of some enslaved servants, ran into the cane 

fields.3 After this initial success, Blackwell grabbed as many guns and as much ammunition as 

possible and led his group a few miles northwest, across the White River, to Ballard’s Valley 

estate. There they burned the trash houses and sang war songs, reveling in their victories.4 They 

then tried to attack the overseer’s house but were repelled by a group of whites and retreated into 
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the woods to regroup.5 Only four years after Tacky’s Revolt had ended, enslaved people in 

Jamaica were in open revolt once again.  

As Blackwall burned trash houses, the island’s assemblymen were in Spanish Town, 

locked in a constitutional battle with the British crown vis-à-vis the newly appointed governor, 

William Lyttelton. The controversy first erupted in December 1764, when one of Lyttelton’s 

representatives, following the instruction of a writ of seizure issued by a local judge, had tried to 

take the horse carriages of John Olyphant, an assemblyman from St. Elizabeth parish, while he 

was attending a House session. According to longstanding rules, an assemblyman could not be 

arrested, nor could his property be seized while he sat in the House upon business. The assembly 

immediately decried that the seizure was a breach of privilege and accordingly arrested the men 

involved. The prisoners appealed to Governor Lyttelton for a writ of habeas corpus to set them 

free. Lyttelton recommended that the assembly grant the men their freedom, but it ignored his 

request. A protracted legal, constitutional, and political battle—what historians have termed the 

“privilege controversy”—unfolded between Lyttelton and the House and battered the island for 

eighteen long and weary months. Reports of the dispute were re-printed in North American 

newspapers, where colonists followed along, no doubt contemplating the implications for their 

own legislatures.6 Out of this controversy came a powerful justification for and defense of 

Jamaican colonial rights and assembly privileges.7 
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Jamaican slaveholders articulated this defense upon the backdrop of Blackwall’s slave 

rebellion, but both events unfolded within an Atlantic context marked by chaos created by the 

protests of radical colonists in Massachusetts to the Stamp Act, a new reform implemented by 

George Grenville. Resistance in Massachusetts led to a crisis of political authority across 

Britain’s Atlantic empire. The Stamp Act was a sweeping tax on a wide range of paper products 

including pamphlets, newspapers, and almanacs. The goal of the reform was to raise money 

“towards further defraying the expences of defending, protecting, and securing” Britain’s 

American colonies.8 According to Grenville, “this law is founded on that great maxim, that 

protection is due from the Governor, and support and obedience on the part of the governed.”9 

But Boston radicals viewed the tax as unconstitutional, since it was laid by a political body in 

which they were not directly represented. About a month after Blackwall and other enslaved 

Africans in Jamaica began organizing their revolt, these self-labeled sons of liberty took to the 

streets and resisted the Act by demolishing a brick building intended to be the Stamp office, 

burned a nearby barn, and ransacked Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson’s house. As 

reports of the actions in Boston spread, similar demonstrations appeared in Newport, New York, 

and Philadelphia. Support and obedience were in short order, and established authority 

everywhere under assault. 

Occurring simultaneously, these events—slave revolt, the privilege controversy, and the 

Stamp Act—represented a key moment of imperial reckoning that engulfed Britain’s Atlantic 

empire. Relationships between slave and slaveowner, governor and colonial assembly, colonist 

and Parliament, and King and subject became openly contested. This reckoning was a product of 
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the competing visions of empire that had developed among imperial officials, colonists, and the 

enslaved after the Seven Years’ War. With the Sugar and Stamp Act, Grenville and his 

supporters had sought to tighten oversight over the colonies and find ways to raise revenue from 

them. Massachusetts colonists felt like the sacrifices they made during the war had gone 

unnoticed by British lawmakers. Their affections were only further alienated by the Stamp Act.10 

They wanted additional representation and incorporation into the empire, but, as the failure to 

block the passage of the Sugar Act made clear, their interests were subordinate to those of West 

Indian planters within imperial policy. Jamaican slaveholders, by contrast, had just won a major 

victory in the Sugar Act and agreed, albeit grudgingly, to support the Stamp Act, especially if 

compliance meant they could remain in the crown’s good graces. The enslaved men and women 

in Jamaica, meanwhile, picked up the gauntlet thrown down by Tacky’s Revolt and continued to 

enact their politics of resistance to achieve a colonial order in which they were no longer 

exploited, demeaned, and held in bondage. All these demands strained the ties that bound the 

empire together. The clash of interests during this imperial reckoning led to the upending of what 

had long been seen as the natural order and ushered in a period of turmoil that blurred the lines 

of political authority undergirding imperial governance. 

In particular, the strand of authority that governed the relationship between slave and 

slaveowner started to show new signs of fraying. The events of this period catalyzed the 

transformation of the imperial politics surrounding slavery. White colonists in Boston and 

elsewhere on the mainland utilized the language of liberty and slavery to critique what they saw 

as an unconstitutional tax and West Indian slaveholders’ timid acquiescence to it. Using the same 

language, slaveholders in the Caribbean defended their actions from what they viewed as 
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unwarranted attacks by North American colonists. These writers compartmentalized their 

metaphorical understanding of slavery from the actual conditions of the enslaved.11 But they 

couldn’t control anti-slavery writers, who were reading newspaper reports about the activity of 

rebel slaves like Tacky, Wager, and Blackwall, from connecting the two and collapsing the 

distinction. Enslaved Africans elsewhere in the empire also saw past the metaphor. During the 

height of resistance against the Stamp Act, slaves in Charleston, for example, took to the streets 

and cried out for liberty.12 As a result of these actions, a debate that was initially about the 

constitutionality of a tax reform expanded to include questions about slavery and the slave trade. 

Over the ensuing years, slavery became newly politicized and, as a result, transformed what most 

people saw as an unproblematic feature of empire into a salient political and moral issue by the 

early 1770s.13  

 

* * * * * 

 

Jamaican slaveholders articulated one of the strongest defenses of their rights and 

liberties at the same time the men and women they held in bondage fought for the freedom that 

had been denied them during Tacky’s Revolt. In April 1763, before the privilege controversy 

began, small groups of rebel slaves, who had survived Tacky’s Revolt and refused to surrender, 
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attacked and killed a few whites in Westmoreland and Hanover parishes on the northwestern side 

of the island. These rebels were, according to one newspaper report, “parties of Negroes which 

are the remains of those that were in Rebellion during the administration of Lieutenant Governor 

Moore.”14 The following year, in early December 1764, slaves in and around Spanish Town 

“form’d a horrid conspiracy for massacreing all the white inhabitants, and taking possession of 

their estates.”15 They amassed “a large magazine of arms and ammunition of almost every kind” 

a little ways outside of the city. They planned to attack on Christmas day, and continue into 

Kingston, but were thwarted when their plans were discovered.16 

This conspiracy occurred right outside the walls of the assembly and the Governor’s 

mansion. It’s likely that slaves were amassing arms and ammunition on December 8 while John 

Olyphant’s horse carriages were seized. Over the next two weeks, Lyttelton and the House went 

back and forth over the legality of the seizure while the city’s slaves prepared for rebellion. After 

the assembly refused to release the prisoners, Lyttelton prorogued the assembly for one day on 

December 18. Members of the assembly unanimously issued a series of resolutions that outlined 

its rights and privileges. As Lyttelton later described to William Knox, “they voted me guilty of a 

flagrant breach, contempt & violation of their Privileges & drew the heads of an address to the 

King beseeching him to restrain my arbitrary Power as Chancellor & prevent such open & 

manifest violations of their said Privileges.”17 The House also voted not to take up any further 

business, including supplying the island’s troops, until Lyttelton relented. The implication this 
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would have for responding to slave revolt was not lost on the Governor, who at this point had no 

doubt learned of the intended uprising just outside his door. Lyttelton immediately dissolved the 

assembly and ordered a new election to be held in March 1765. In a letter to the Board of Trade, 

Lyttelton justified his actions and recommended that the crown intercede. He also highlighted the 

importance of the assembly’s cooperation in putting down slave unrest and the innumerable 

problems that would arise for the island’s security if the dispute was not resolved quickly.18 

London officials sided with the Governor and supported his actions. The Board of Trade 

brought the situation to the attention of the Privy Council, which then put it before the King, who 

was angered by the assembly’s intransigence. The Board of Trade subsequently informed 

Lyttelton that if the assembly continued to be derelict in its duties, the Privy Council would not 

only have Parliament intercede but would also raise additional taxes on the island as a punitive 

measure.19 Island elections were held on March 5, about two weeks before the British Parliament 

passed the Stamp Act. Voters returned many of the same men who were originally involved in 

the controversy, and the stalemate continued. In July, Lyttelton finally received the Board of 

Trade’s response. He immediately became confident and optimistic about resolving the dispute 

knowing that now he had the full backing of the crown.20  

In July, as the Governor and assembly dug in their heels, Blackwall, the head boiler on 

Whitehall estate, and other Coromantee leaders began organizing support for the revolt that 

would break out the following November.21 The uprising was not isolated to Whitehall alone. 
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Blackwall recruited allies from Valley, Unity, Albion, Llanrumney, Friendship, and Trinity 

estates, all of which were located near each other along the two main rivers that flowed into Port 

Maria. They also spread news of the revolt to Frontier estate, the same plantation Tacky had 

belonged to. Leaders there would have followed in Tacky’s shadow as they tread the same 

pathways, used the same huts to have similar hushed conversations, and assessed the challenges 

and opportunities presented by the same local terrain. In addition to the plantations around Port 

Maria, Coromantees successfully recruited supporters in the eastern part of the parish, including 

at Hopewell, Charlottenburgh, Esher, Wantley, Water-Valley, Orange-Hill, Bendishes, Green-

Castle, and Gibraltar estates. One Coromantee in particular, Quaw, worked tirelessly to spread 

news of the revolt. Slaveholders later identified Quaw as a “missionary from the chiefs of the 

conspirators” who talked with fellow slaves “on every estate” from Gibraltar, located southeast 

of Port Annotto in St. George’s parish, to Albion, located northwest of Port Maria, a distance of 

about 45 miles.22 Despite the later mishap in timing the outbreak of the revolt—a difficult task 

given the large number of supporters spread out across disparate estates and the constant risk of 

discovery by fellow slaves and whites—the breadth of the plan was significant. The fact that 

Coromantee leaders successfully kept it secret for so long—nearly five months—is testament to 

both their skill and determination. 

The revolts of 1760-61 and 1765-66 did not just occur on the same plantations. Many of 

the enslaved people involved had a personal connection to Tacky’s Revolt, and their actions 

were influenced by the memory of that struggle. One slaveholder in St. Mary’s parish later 

testified that “the first cause and spring of the late actual and intended insurrections of the 
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Coromantee negroes, in the parish of St. Mary, was by the influence and persuasion of the 

negroes on the different estates, that had been concerned in the rebellion in that parish in the year 

1760.”23 Another slaveholder, James Charles Sholto Douglas, thought that the revolt of the “new 

negroes” would not have occurred “without the assistance and knowledge of the old negroes in 

the parish, of those negroes in the very estates and neighbourhood, who had been so deeply 

engaged a few years before in rebellion and murder.”24 Blackwall himself had been tried during 

Tacky’s Revolt, but was acquitted on lack of evidence. “This very fellow was certainly 

concerned in the former rebellion,” Douglas noted.25 Some rebel slaves even understood the 

revolt as an opportunity to finish what had been started in 1760. According to Douglas, the rebel 

slaves “expected that their numbers and secrecy would make amends for their disappointment in 

the former insurrections.”26  

The plan was for a three-pronged assault to occur the day after Christmas. Groups of 

Coromantees were to attack at three separate locations. Each detachment was to be assisted by 

members of the island’s maroon community. The first group was to attack Fort Haldane at Port 

Maria, which the rebels knew to be poorly defended. According to their intelligence, later 

relayed by Douglas, there were “only three or four sickly soldiers, whom they could easily drive 

with their bills into the sea, take possession of their arms and ammunition, and afterwards cut off 

all the white people in the neighbourhood of Port-Maria and Bagnal’s.”27 According to the 

testimony of the lieutenant of the 66th regiment, there were only 18 able-bodied soldiers at Fort 
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Haldane and Fort Lyttelton.28 The second group was to destroy as much sugar cane and 

plantation infrastructure and kill as many whites around Jack’s Bay and Port Annotto. The third 

group was to rise at Orange-River estate, just to the east of Hopewell, and then make their way 

south through the woods to Sixteen-Mile Walk, killing or driving off all the white people in their 

path. It’s possible this operation was intended to secure the southern part of the parish and act as 

a bulwark against any troop reinforcements coming northward from Spanish Town.29  

 Those maroons sympathetic to the rebels had an interest in the success of the revolt. They 

felt that the island’s whites had been ignoring them, likely because they had not been faithfully 

adhering to the terms agreed to in the treaty that ended the First Maroon War in 1738. If more 

Coromantees became free, their military strength would increase significantly, which would put 

them on a better footing if they wanted to negotiate with colonial officials in the future. 

According to Douglas, rebel slaves said several maroons, “were disgusted at the little notice 

taken of them by the white people, and wanted that more of the Coromantees should become 

free, to render them more formidable in the eye of the white inhabitants.”30 The ultimate goal of 

the three-part plan was to secure an arrangement similar to the one the maroon population 

already enjoyed under the Treaty. Indeed, after the three Coromantee-led groups secured the land 

across the parish, the rebels intended to divide it up among themselves, likely into separate 

kingdoms, each led by a different Coromantee leader, like they had planned to do in 1760. The 

rebels would use the land to hunt and grow livestock and eventually, “live like gentlemen,” 
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according to Douglas. They then planned to have Governor Lyttelton apply directly to the King 

“to put them on the same footing as the maroons.”31 

In August, as Coromantees spread word of their revolt, Nicholas Bourke published an 

essay entitled The Privileges of the Island of Jamaica, a powerful justification for and defense of 

Jamaican colonial rights and assembly prerogatives. His essay was originally published in 

Kingston on August 10, 1765, just four days before the first Stamp Act riots in Boston erupted. 

Bourke had represented several parishes in the assembly for many years. When he first became 

an assemblyman in 1754, he owned over 1,000 acres of land in St. James parish and over 800 

acres in Clarendon. He was also a large slaveholder. Upon his death in 1772, his estate inventory 

listed 486 enslaved individuals—257 male, 229 female, and 90 children—totaling close to 

£12,000 Jamaica currency.32 

 Given Bourke’s intimate familiarity with the Jamaican slave economy, and his frequent 

interaction with unfree people of color, both in Spanish Town and on his plantations, it is 

unsurprising that in his pamphlet he couched his defense of colonial liberty by using the 

language of slavery. He was also drawing on the familiar metaphorical understanding of slavery 

used in republican ideology.33 In Bourke’s view, the relationship between crown, colonist, and 

slave was a hierarchical one. The crown provided protection and colonists gave obedience in 

return. “I contend not for an equality of the Colonies with the mother country; they are, and in 
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the nature of things must be dependent upon it.”34 But according to Bourke, the assembly’s 

privileges were not given to it by the crown but were granted by its constituents. Bourke attacked 

those “antiprivilegians” who argued that the King, being “Lord of Jamaica and the colonies,” 

could give his subjects in the colonies as much (or as little) liberty and what form of government 

he wanted. This is “most absurd, false, and wicked,” he declaimed.35 If this was the case, then 

Jamaican colonists were completely subject to the will of another authority. In other words, they 

were slaves. “Can there be a more slavish or infamous position than that we have no constitution 

in the Colonies but what the king is pleased to give us?”36  

 For Bourke, there were freemen, who had rights and protections under the law, and then 

there were slaves, who were completely dependent upon another individual and not part of the 

British polity. A freeman, Bourke explained, “has his life, his liberty, and his property secured to 

him by known laws to which he has given his consent and that he cannot be divested of any 

right, but by a judgment of a lawful court and for breach of some law of the land.” A slave, on 

the other hand, “holds everything at the pleasure of his master and has no law but the will of his 

tyrant.”37 Those who were free in Jamaica had inherited their “life, liberty, and property” from 

their ancestors who first settled on the island.38 “Never was it pretended, till now, that a British 

subject became a slave or forfeited any of the Rights and Privileges of an Englishman by settling 

in a British Colony.”39 Since then, the House had always had power over ministers and courts of 
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justice. This was the chief bulwark of the constitution, Bourke argued, and was the key reason 

why the writ of seizure issued against Olyphant was unconstitutional. “If our lives, liberties, and 

properties are not our inheritance,” Bourke wrote, then we are “not freemen but slaves; not the 

free subjects, but the outcasts of Britain…liable to be dispossessed by the hand of power.”40 

Bourke ended his pamphlet with a ringing declaration: “It is the part of slaves to submit to 

Oppression. It is the part of cowards to shrink at the appearance of danger. We are not slaves, we 

cannot be made so without our consent as long as Great Britain is free.”41 

It was just a few miles north of Kingston in St. Mary parish, near a plantation owned by 

Bourke, that Blackwall burned the trash houses that set in motion the slave revolt. Even though 

the plan was for the uprising to occur the day after Christmas, Blackwall may have felt 

compelled to act early because one slave, Quamina, may have misunderstood the intended day of 

rising and attacked early. A few enslaved people later blamed Quamina for “being too hasty,” 

according to one overseer.42 Regardless, after Blackwall and his followers were repelled at 

Ballard’s Valley estate and forced to flee into the woods, they regrouped and turned back south, 

toward the Cross, an intersection of three roads, one leading north to Port Maria, another to Port 

Annotto in the east, and a third toward the southern part of the parish. As they walked, they 

killed at least one white overseer, who was likely on his way to Whitehall to help extinguish the 

trash house fires. The rebels then dispersed into the woods.43  
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Blackwall’s rebellion coincided with another plot by enslaved people to rebel on the 

western side of the island in Westmoreland parish.44 It’s possible the two uprisings were 

connected. According to one slaveholder’s testimony, there was “some evidence given at 

Hopewell, [that] it appeared the infectious spirit of rebellion had spread amongst the slaves 

beyond the parish of St. Mary.”45 While Blackwall and other Coromantees organized and 

enacted their plan, several enslaved people were in talks of rebellion on Masemure Estate, the 

same plantation where Wager and dozens of other slaves had risen only a few years ago during 

Tacky’s Revolt.46 Cuffee, a slave on Masemure, held several meetings with other enslaved 

Africans in his quarters. In one discussion, Cuffee was attended by two other enslaved men, 

Bauhus[?] and Toney[?], who were armed with cutlasses. Testing the group’s loyalty, Cuffee 

asked them if they had the heart to go through with the plan. They said they did. He then asked 

them if they had lived very well. Knowing the risks of fighting, Cuffee told his followers that if 

they did not think so, they should re-consider joining the uprising. Cuffee, accompanied by 

Bauhus and Toney, then left the hut and walked to another meeting with other potential allies on 

Midgham plantation to the north.47 In addition to Cuffee’s leadership, the rebel slaves had 
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recruited an enslaved blacksmith to their cause, who crafted “several pointed Irons to fix on the 

ends of Lances.”48  

Instead of directing the island’s resources to manage this slave resistance, Governor 

Lyttelton remained in a deadlock with House members, who continued to resist him. A group of 

assemblymen decided to challenge the authority of the crown, go over the heads of the Privy 

Council, and petition Parliament directly for relief. Lyttelton, upon learning about this, dissolved 

the assembly again. Acting as private citizens, they continued with their petition. Lyttelton, who 

could provide for the troops through the royal treasury and thus did not need House approval, 

wrote to the Privy Council to tell them what happened. The Privy Council received Lyttelton’s 

letter at the same time Blackwall and his supporters rose up. It laid the affair before Parliament, 

but nothing came of it because Parliament was too busy engulfed in the chaos in the colonies 

caused by the Stamp Act. Responding to the Jamaican committee of correspondence’s request to 

advocate for the assembly’s case against Lyttelton in front of Parliament, Stephen Fuller, the 

island’s London agent, said he had not forgotten about this “grand & important object” and 

promised that “immediately after the Business of the Stamp Act was over” those MPs 

representing West Indian interests would “do every thing in their Power to re-establish the 

harmony, and Tranquility of the Island.”49 With the assembly dissolved and enslaved people in 

open revolt, there seemed little chance that harmony and tranquility would return to Jamaica any 

time soon. 

 

* * * * * 
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During the fall of 1765 and the spring of 1766, political authority was not just on trial in 

Jamaica, but in all of Britain’s Atlantic colonies. The chief cause of the unrest was the Stamp 

Act. The reform was a colossal failure in terms of imperial policy. Colonists from Nova Scotia to 

Nevis reacted negatively to the Act to varying degrees. One mark of its failure was the way in 

which it galvanized opposition from both Massachusetts and Jamaica, two interests that had 

diverged sharply only a few months earlier over the Sugar Act.  

 In the fall of 1763, the Massachusetts assembly and the Jamaican committee of 

correspondence both instructed their colonial agents in London to oppose the Act. Richard 

Jackson, who would become the official agent for Massachusetts after Jasper Mauduit resigned 

because of his poor health in the fall of 1764, attended multiple meetings with Grenville and 

other North American representatives, including Israel Mauduit, Jasper’s brother. Jackson 

wanted more clarification on the proposed law. Mauduit told Grenville that the colonies needed 

details about the provisions of the bill; otherwise “it would be asking the province to Assent to 

[what] they did not know.”50 Grenville dismissed their concerns and vaguely gestured to the 

British stamp law, saying the colonial one would be very similar. At another meeting, the agents 

again voiced their opposition to the Act and told Grenville that if a tax must be laid, let the 

colonies lay it upon themselves. But no one knew what proportion each colony would agree to 

provide, and the meeting ended in a confused stalemate.51 By the fall of 1764, as these 

negotiations faltered, the Massachusetts assembly was in the process of drafting a petition to the 

House against the Act. 
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 Meanwhile, Fuller met with London merchants and West Indian planters about drafting 

their own petition opposing the Act. After much deliberation, the group agreed a petition was 

warranted. Fuller later reported to the Jamaica committee of correspondence that he was able to 

get “our Principle planters” and other key merchants to sign it.52 Regardless of whether or not the 

House accepted it, the planters agreed that it should “remain as a Memorial of our unwillingness 

to Submit to such a Burthen.”53 Governor Lyttelton privately expressed support for this decision, 

calling it “very judicious.” Lyttelton opposed the Act because he felt it did not account for the 

variability of the colonies across the empire. Each colony, he wrote in a letter to Knox, was 

unique “in the frame of its Government, temper of the people, & capacity of bearing particular 

Taxes.” If a Stamp Act was imposed in all the colonies “without previous information of the 

local Circumstances attending each,” then it might prove in some place “inefficacious” and in 

others “productive of greater discontents than the object was worth.”54 

Both individuals representing North American and those representing West Indian 

interests also voiced concerns about the Act. William Beckford, the leading Jamaican absentee 

planter, for example, was one of only a handful of MPs who disputed Parliament’s right to lay 

the tax. Fuller’s brother, Rose, did not question Parliament’s right, but he thought the Act was 

bad policy, and expressed fear that it would only produce “discord and confusion.”55 Isaac Barré, 

an Irish veteran of the Seven Years’ War and an American sympathizer, opposed the bill 

outright. The verdict was still out on the effects of the Sugar Act, he stated. “We are working in 
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the dark, and the less we do the better,” he said. Barré cautioned the administration against the 

“odious” tax, at least until they had a better sense of how the Act influenced colonial trade. If 

Grenville forged ahead, Barré predicted it would leave “2 million of unrepresented people 

mistreated and in their own opinion slaves.”56 

Both Massachusetts and Jamaican colonists invoked slavery in their opposition to the 

Stamp Act. But they did so in different ways and with different meanings. In Massachusetts, the 

freeholders of Boston urged their representatives to the Massachusetts General assembly, one of 

whom was James Otis, to oppose the Stamp Act because it was unconstitutional. They believed 

that if they were not represented in Parliament then that body did not have the authority to 

deprive them of their property via any tax on internal commerce. In their eyes, this was tyranny 

and akin to slavery. Their defense of their English liberties was similar to Bourke’s defense of 

the privileges of the Jamaican assembly. “If taxes are laid upon us in any shape without our 

having a legal representation where they are laid,” the Boston freeholders wrote, “are we not 

reduc'd from the character of free subjects to the miserable state of tributary slaves?”57  

Some Jamaican slaveholders did not think Parliament had the right to lay the tax, but they 

were all in universal agreement that the reform was bad policy. Their main arguments against the 

Act centered on the financial burdens of living in a slave economy. In the petition to the House 

of Commons, Fuller and other members of the West India interest argued that island inhabitants 

could not afford to pay the new stamp tax because they were already struggling to pay for 

damages caused by Tacky’s Revolt.58 In 1760, the Jamaica assembly passed a stamp tax for this 
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purpose, but had to repeal it in 1763 because it disproportionately burdened the poor. Fuller felt 

that Grenville’s stamp duty would be met with the same, if not greater, challenges.59 In a letter to 

a friend in England, one slaveholder living in Jamaica complained about the numerous factors 

contributing to the island’s high cost of living, including “the gradual rise in the prices of slaves 

from Africa,” as well as the burden of additional taxes and difficulty of conducting trade during 

times of slave insurrection and martial law. “It is easy to foresee, that a very few more taxes 

imposed upon it from your side of the globe, subsequent to the stamp-duty” will complete 

Jamaica’s “final ruin.”60  

In February 1765, despite warnings of varying degrees from multiple interest groups 

across the empire, the House passed the Stamp Act with little debate by a 200-vote margin. The 

bill’s passage was quiet and uneventful. One observer in the House gallery noted how during the 

vote there was only a small minority of MPs in the opposition were almost exclusively composed 

of “Gentlemen Interested in the West Indies” and a few others with connections to the colonies. 

“Except for these few Persons so Circumstanced there are Scarce any People here, Either within 

Doors, or Without, but what approve the Measures now taking which Regard America.”61 The 

new law received the royal assent the following month and was to go into effect on November 1.  

Both Massachusetts and Jamaica opposed the Stamp Act but did so in different ways. 

Massachusetts took a much more radical approach. The riots that occurred there in August did 

                                                             
59 1765-66, British Library, Add MS 33030, fols, 50-203; Brown, Tacky’s Revolt, 217-18; The Annual Register, 

(London, 1767), 36. 

 
60 Letter from “an eminent Planter in Jamaica” to “a Gentleman of great Consequence in England,” in The Universal 
Magazine of Knowledge and Pleasure, (London, 1765), 212. 

 
61 Jared Ingersoll to Gov. Fitch, 6 Mar. 1765 in Jared Ingersoll Papers, ed. Franklin B. Dexter, vol. 9 (Papers of the 

New Haven Colony Historical Society, New Haven: 1918), 317. 

 



156 
 

much to motivate colonists in other North American port cities to openly resist the reform.62 

“New England vaunts its Numbers, and arrogates glory to itself in taking the lead of North 

America,” wrote the Governor of South Carolina a couple of weeks after news of the Boston 

riots reached Charleston. “Before those accounts came, the People of this Province, tho’ they 

conceived it too great a burthen, seemed generally disposed to pay a due obedience to the 

Act….After their [Boston’s] Example the People of this Town resolved to seize and destroy the 

Stamp Papers, and to take every means of deterring the Stamp Officers from executing their 

Duty.”63 The fear of becoming slaves pervaded these demonstrations. Thomas Hutchinson, the 

Lieutenant Governor of Massachusetts, described the state of the colonies in a letter to a British 

imperial official. “This flame…has been spread through this and every other colony upon the 

continent, and, everywhere, it is the universal voice of all people, that if the stamp act must take 

place we are absolute slaves.”64     

The flame of resistance reached the Caribbean, too. It burned brightest in Nevis, where a 

group of radicals made bonfires of stamped paper and nearly murdered the stamp distributor after 

they knocked him off his horse and chased him to his house.65 In Jamaica, however, response 

was more subdued.66 Governor Lyttelton, who read reports about the Virginia Stamp Act 
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resolutions and the Boston riots, worried about the fate of British authority and the rule of law. In 

a letter to Georgia’s colonial agent, Lyttelton noted that if the “Doctrine openly asserted by the 

Virginia assembly that that Colony ought not to be bound by the [Stamp Act] and the Sedition of 

the People of Boston, who…have compelled the Distributor of the Stamps to take an Oath that 

he will not execute his Office after pulling down the Edifice intended for the custody of them & 

committing many other Acts of violence” were left unchecked, then “I do not see how the 

Mother Country can hope for the future that her Laws will be obey’d in such distant 

Dominions.”67 In contrast, Lyttelton was proud of the way the law had been obeyed in his 

colony. In a letter to the Board of Trade in London in December 1765, Lyttelton reported no 

unrest. The “Stamp Duty has been duely carried into execution,” he wrote.68  

But Lyttelton had an interest in stretching the truth to make himself look good to his 

superiors. The Act was not as uncontroversial as Lyttelton made it seem. The Jamaica stamp 

distributor, John Howell, reported to the Secretary of State that upon arriving to the island he 

received “repeated threats of violence, Torrents of personal abuse, and many other very 

disagreeable circumstances.”69 Kingston emerged as the main site of opposition. It was the 

commercial center of the island and the merchants who lived there had the most to lose from the 

Act, which, through its various taxes on certificates, shipping papers, and other documents, made 

the daily cost of doing business more expensive for them.70 Lyttelton knew about the opposition 

in Kingston and apparently thought issuing the stamped paper there would only cause more 
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trouble. In a letter to a Treasury official he noted that the Duty had been “duely and punctually 

carried into execution” but that “it has not been thought prudent…to lodge it anywhere but in 

Spanish Town the Place where I usually reside.”71 

 While resistance to the Act was perhaps not as volatile as it was in places like Boston, 

Jamaican colonists employed other, more subtle means of opposing the new law. Many planters 

resisted the tax through legal maneuvers like tax evasion and tax avoidance. In a wide-ranging 

study, historian Carl Lane analyzed the legal documents of the Jamaican Court of Ordinary, 

which served as the island’s probate court. All of these documents required stamps under the 

new British stamp law. After examining crop accounts, land patents, inventories, and wills, Lane 

concludes that “many islanders avoided the taxes by securing various legal documents before the 

Parliamentary law became effective or by postponing their acquisition until after the act was 

repealed.” There were also instances when local authorities “respected the validity of documents 

filed at Spanish Town after November 1, 1765, even though some documents and official copies 

of them required stamps.”72 Lyttelton could boast to his superiors that the law had been 

implemented, but people still found ways around it. 

 The example of slave manumission records proves the most interesting case. Though 

rare, Jamaican planters and the island assembly did occasionally grant emancipation to enslaved 

people for various reasons. In order to do this, Lane describes how a master had to draw up and 

sign a document of freedom, present it to a parish judge for his verification and signature, and 

then file an official copy in Spanish Town. A slave manumission was in fact a deed, since it 

transferred property. The Stamp Act taxed these documents. The Act was to go into effect on 
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November 1, 1765. The month before, in October, there were 39 registered slave manumissions, 

which was double the number of manumissions in any of the preceding eleven months and 

represented a quarter of all slave manumissions over the last year. Of those 39 manumissions in 

October, moreover, 24 of them were registered on the last day of the month, one day before the 

Stamp Act was to become law. These numbers suggest that slaveholders rushed to get their 

paperwork done before the tax increase. Far from “enslaving” colonists as those in Boston cried 

loudly, then, the Stamp Act actually hastened planters’ manumission of their slaves and 

facilitated slave emancipation in Jamaica.73 

 Those colonists in Jamaica who opposed the Act may not have felt compelled to carry out 

extreme demonstrations because Boston radicals had gone so far already. After news of the 

Boston riots and other mainland protests reached the island, many white Jamaicans felt that the 

Act would eventually be repealed. They therefore felt that they did not need to follow the law. 

Howell wrote to the Secretary of State and noted how the total revenue collected by the Stamp 

Act in Jamaica would have been higher, “had not the people conceived a repeal of the law as 

unavoidable which they inferred from the conduct of the N. Americans…for in consequence of 

the supposed repeal the publick business was impeded.74 In addition to stamp distributor, Howell 

was a provost marshal. He was responsible for issuing certain court records on stamped paper. 

But in February 1766, the documents issued by Howell’s own office were unstamped. Ironically, 

the man who was appointed to enforce the stamp law was guilty of breaking it.75 Jamaican 
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colonists could thus both benefit from a potential repeal as a result of Bostonians’ extreme 

actions and proclaim loyalty to the crown and Parliament for dutifully obeying the law.  

 All of this took place while enslaved men and women in Jamaica revolted and 

assemblymen defended their institution’s rights and privileges. The confluence of these events 

revealed how different notions of British liberty and slavery increasingly became entangled with 

each other in complex ways. White colonists in Massachusetts and Jamaica both shared a similar 

sense of British liberty that viewed unwarranted metropolitan overreach—whether that was from 

Parliament in Boston or from the crown in Jamaica—as hostile. An abridgement of that liberty, 

to them, meant that their rights as subjects would be stripped and they would subsequently 

become slaves. Within this context, the actions of rebel slaves in Jamaica, reported out to readers 

across the empire via newspapers and planter correspondence, increasingly politicized the 

institution of slavery and thus made it more difficult for white colonists to prevent the meaning 

of their words from apply to men and women in bondage. 

 

* * * * *  

 

If colonists in Massachusetts utilized the language of slavery to convey their grievances 

against Parliament and the Stamp Act, they also used it to attack colonial officials in Jamaica and 

the West Indies for complying with the law. Both Massachusetts and Jamaica interests believed 

the Act would be economically harmful. This created a moment for potential unity. But radicals 

in Boston and elsewhere in North America did not try to make common cause with the British 

Caribbean. This was most apparent when they did not invite representatives from any West 

Indian colonies to the Stamp Act Congress in New York in October 1765. Instead of trying to 
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recruit island planters’ support for repeal, radical colonists on the mainland saw in West Indian 

compliance an opportunity to burnish their own identity as defenders of British liberty, draw 

supporters to their cause, and legitimate their claim for further incorporation into the British 

nation. Many of their criticisms about island greed and undue political influence had been 

articulated during the dispute over the Sugar Act, but mainland colonists extended and amplified 

them during the Stamp Act controversy by speaking directly to what they viewed as the 

dangerous and corrupting influence of slave societies. These attacks had the effect of further 

blurring the boundaries between slavery as political metaphor and slavery as chattel bondage. 

 Soon after the Act’s passage, radical patriots on the mainland decided to stop trading with 

those islands that complied with the new law. This embargo, according to one Boston radical, 

was intended to show posterity their “Abhorrence of a People who can so tamely submit 

themselves to the Yoke of Servitude and entail on their Generations to come the Curse of all 

Freeborn Britons.” These declarations were as much statements of hostility toward West Indian 

planters, whom they labeled “Creole Slaves,” as they were moments of political posturing 

calculated to bolster their own cause and reaffirm their own patriotism to onlookers in London. 

“Let us all in [the?] American Colonies with one Mind withhold our Connection with such 

slaves,” the Boston writer continued, “and let them want the comfortable Injoyment of every 

delicious Dainty from us till they are brought to a State of Despondency, without Cash, without 

any Thing but stinking Fish and false Doctrines.”76 Another mainland colonist seethed with 

hatred at the “Cowardly, Dastardly Creoles” in the islands. “I wish they may have neither Fresh 

or Salt Provision from any Son of Liberty on the Continent,” he wrote, “and that they may like 

the Blacks, whom they now make Slaves of with Rigour, be deemed to wear the Infernal Badge 
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of STAMPS around their Necks, ’till they like the brave Sons of LIBERTY on the Continent 

become FREE.”77 With these declarations, mainland colonists, knowing island planters needed 

New England fish to feed their slaves and New England lumber in which to ship their sugar, 

struck at the economic heart of Britain’s imperial economy. They also cast planters, who they 

saw as willingly submitting to the stamp law, as slaves undeserved of being called British. In the 

eyes of radical Bostonians, West Indian planters were servile enslavers who consented to tyranny 

if it meant they could continue to hold Africans in bondage for their own financial gain. 

 Mainland colonists knew Britain’s island economies relied principally on enslaved labor. 

By threatening food imports and plantation provisions over compliance to the stamp law, 

mainland radicals were willing to starve island slaves and potentially incite slave rebellion if 

Caribbean planters didn’t acquiesce to their demands. These threats worked and forced West 

Indian slaveholders to write back to London demanding for a repeal of the Act. In Antigua in 

December 1765, for example, planter Kender Mason frantically wrote a letter to officials at the 

Treasury calling for repeal. His reasoning had nothing to do with the constitutionality of the Act. 

Instead it was driven solely by the impending economic crisis fabricated by mainland merchants. 

“Our Crop promises well, but we are likely to be miserably off for want of Lumber and 

Northward Provisions, as the North Americans are determined not to submit to the Stamp Act; 

and of course cannot clear out their Vessells.” This included, Mason noted, lumber for boards 

and staves to transport sugar and rum hogsheads as well as “Negro Provisions” including corn, 

rice, salt fish, and flour. If the Act wasn’t repealed, the islands and the merchants in England 
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“will feel the Effects severely.” Repeal, therefore, Kender insisted, was crucial because “once 

we’re deprived of a Trade from the Northward, the Estates here can never be supported.”78  

The Governor of Barbados, Charles Pinfold, further explained the precarious situation the 

mainland embargo created for the Caribbean. At a time when the “North Americans not only 

vilified and abused us, but threaten us with Famine,” Pinfold wrote to the Treasury, we have 

done our best to follow the law and act in a “loyal and dutiful manner.” Pinfold required all ships 

leaving Barbados to have stamped paper, but since it was the duty of the officers of other ports to 

see that the law be properly implemented, he allowed ships on unstamped papers to enter the 

island. This was also to ensure the island got necessary provisions to feed its majority-slave 

population. The plan, Pinfold wrote, prevented our “Distress for the want of those necessary 

articles of Food, which are supplied from the Northern Continent.”79 In a letter to Secretary 

Conway, Pinfold took his island’s compliance to the law and resistance to North American 

bullying as a point of pride and grounds for further crown indulgence. The Stamp Act, “which 

has occasioned so much Trouble to his Majesty’s Servants in other parts of his American 

Dominions,” was fully obeyed in Barbados “with a Readiness which does honor to your 

Inhabitants.” Barbadians held strong in their compliance, too, in the face of persistent 

intimidation from North Americans who have “in their Letters spared neither arguments or 

Threats to persuade us to follow their Example.”80 In the face of economic threats from the 

mainland, island colonies like Barbados strategically used their resistance as evidence that they 

should continue to remain in the good graces of the King. 
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 Jamaica was much more economically diverse than Barbados. It was physically larger, 

for one, which meant planters were more willing to grant enslaved people small gardens to 

harvest their own food to supplement their diet. This was also to decrease their dependence on 

northward provisions. While sugar remained Jamaica’s most important commodity, the island 

also exported coffee, cotton, allspice, and indigo. Livestock pens, like the one Bernard Townsend 

labored on in St. Elizabeth parish, dotted the landscape, too.81 Jamaica was thus better positioned 

to withstand economic threats from the mainland. But based on data from Kingston shipping 

lists, it appears that the island took an economic hit for its political loyalty to Britain over the 

Stamp Act. Indeed, the number of ships entering Kingston from North America dropped 60 

percent between the time of the Boston riots in August 1765 and ultimate repeal in March 1766. 

During that time, the total value of imports into Jamaica from North America dropped from an 

estimated £590,000 to £423,000, or about a one-third decrease. After repeal, that value increased 

20 percent.82 Newspaper reports also suggest there was a decrease in North American imports 

over this period.83 

 Other islands experienced similar economic retribution from the mainland for their 

compliance to the law. Upon learning that Barbados had “tamely submitted” to the Stamp Act, 

one Boston merchant, “noted for his public Spirit,” decided to alter his intended voyage to that 

island and ordered his ship to head for St. Kitts instead.84 The Boston Sons of Liberty famously 

burned stamps in a large bonfire on the Boston Common, but they also burnt stamped clearance 

papers brought into Boston harbor by captains from “the SLAVISH Islands of Barbados and 
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Antigua.”85 North American sailors were even reportedly in the streets in St. Kitts, behaving like 

“young Lions” and inciting inhabitants in their destruction of the stamps.86  

 Mainland colonists believed places like Jamaica complied with the stamp law not because 

colonists there agreed with Parliament on the issue of taxation, but because their need of a large 

standing army forced them to acquiesce. Since Britain took control of Jamaica in the mid 

seventeenth-century, colonists had frequently called for more troops to be stationed on and 

around the island. A quarter of all British troops stationed in America, or about 2,500 men, were 

kept in the Caribbean. Jamaican colonists had grown accustomed to the presence of the Royal 

Navy because they knew their lives depended on it should a slave rebellion break out.87 They 

therefore saw royal troops as their salvation rather than the first step toward tyranny. Island 

profits were made possible through enslaved African labor, which in turn was policed by the 

local militia and the Royal Navy. When it came to the Stamp Act, mainland colonists saw 

compliance as a natural outgrowth of the strong—and from their perspective, desirable—military 

presence in the Caribbean. 

 New Englanders saw the army very differently. In January 1766, one Boston writer, 

touching on the republican idea of aversion to standing armies, viewed British military power as 

enslaving Jamaicans to unconstitutional taxes and warned the fate of “the united Colonies” 

would be the same if they did not maintain the “Power of Resistance.” The printer then added a 

line, “Where will the Money come from to maintain Forces to enslave so great a Part of the 
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British Nation?”88 According to another Boston writer, “Stamps have been also crouded upon 

some of the people of Jamaica and other islands, who were kept in awe by a military power.”89 

The billowing sails of the British Royal Navy may have been a welcome sight to white colonists 

in Jamaica, but to mainland observers this only served as proof of what would happen should 

they fail in their republican duty to resist the encroachment of a tyrannical government. 

 Commentary like this was more than a condemnation of West Indian compliance. It was 

also a conscious attempt by New England radicals to perform their adherence to a rigorous 

version of British liberty, one that defined North Americans as “free” and West Indians as 

“slaves.” This posturing was on full display as a result of a pamphlet dispute between mainland 

and island colonists over the proper response to the Stamp Act. The Barbados Committee, in a 

letter to their London agent, criticized colonists on the mainland for their riotous, disobedient, 

and violent behavior. In his rejoinder, John Dickinson, a prominent lawyer and politician from 

Pennsylvania, defended the demonstrations and excoriated Barbados for complying with the law.  

If Barbadians accused mainland colonists of inciting “rebellious opposition” to 

Parliament, Dickinson wrote, then they obviously did not have a proper understanding of the 

rights of British subjects and were therefore ignorant and insensitive to the invasion of those 

rights.90 Island colonists, it seemed to Dickinson, were willing to submit to any legislation passed 

by Parliament, no matter how damaging.91 Where were you during the Glorious Revolution? 

Dickinson asked. Were you still living in ignorance and faithfully adhering to the maxim of “the 
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king can do no wrong” and “submission is due to the powers that be?”92 In their compliance, 

island colonists deserted and betrayed the very principle on which the British constitution had 

been founded.93 This made them slaves, in Dickinson’s mind, and “there can be no friendship 

between freemen and slaves.”94 In contrast, Dickinson, no doubt with his London audience in 

mind, wrote at length about the mainland’s loyalty to the empire and boasted about colonists’ 

unwavering commitment to the King. “Every drop of blood in my heart is British,” he wrote, 

“and that heart is animated with as warm wishes for her posterity as her truest sons can form.”95 

If islanders blindly followed the will of a tyrannical government, they were no different than the 

African men and women they held in bondage. This made mainland colonists true English 

patriots because they protected British liberty and resisted imperial overreach when it needed to 

be fought back.  

 Dickinson’s attacks provoked two separate responses from colonists in Barbados. Both 

responses disputed Dickinson’s portrayal of West Indian planters as slaves and argued that the 

Act would ruin the Caribbean’s slave economies. The first response came from John Gay 

Alleyne, a wealthy Barbadian slaveholder who had served in the island’s assembly for over four 

decades. Dickinson’s attacks revealed a fundamental misunderstanding about the differences 

between North American and Caribbean colonies, Alleyne explained. North America and its 

“mighty numbers” could not be compared to small islands like Barbados that only contained “a 

handful of men.” The vast land and resources in North America made it more likely that 

mainland colonists would be able to successfully defend their property from British occupation 
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in the event Parliament decided to use military force to compel compliance. As a result, 

mainland colonists could be more radical in their resistance. But Barbadian planters, Alleyne 

explained, did not have this luxury. If they decided to resist the Stamp Act like Bostonians, and 

Parliament decided to send in the troops to enforce the law, they would have lost all of their 

liberties. 

This island, which could not so much as exist without the constant Protection and 

Support of some superior State, must ever be dependant, and could only…have suffered 

by a Revolt. North America, then, in struggling for the Liberties she demanded, might 

possibly have arrived at a State of Independence, but could not, in the Nature of Things, 

have been reduced to that of Slavery. But this Colony…in violently struggling for a 

greater Share of Liberty than we possessed, might have found ourselves but the more 

closely riveted in our chains….What other Fate was likely to beside us in the last Scene 

of all, but that of Beggary added to Slavery?96  

 

What Dickinson called slavish dependence, Alleyne understood to be a necessary feature of 

living in an island slave society. 

 According to Alleyne, radical resistance to the Stamp Act would not only make white 

Barbadians slaves, but would also ruin the economic livelihood of the island’s white colonists, 

which was fundamentally reliant upon the freedom to enslave others. “The Inhabitants of this 

Country engaged in the Production of a very rich Commodity, which is not however to be 

produced but by the Labour of great Numbers of Slaves,” Alleyne wrote. Several financial 

instruments such as bonds and bills of sale underwrote this arrangement. Colonists could not risk 

having these documents annulled for not being properly stamped. If “a general Opposition had 

taken Place to the Stamp Act amongst us,” it would have “exposed the Merchants and Planters, 

by Turns, to the severest of Losses.” The entire slave-based economy would collapse.97  
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 The second response came from Kenneth Morrison, a Barbadian planter. Just because 

island officials decided to obey the Stamp Act did not make them slaves, Morrison argued. “1 

believe that a dutiful Submission to lawful Authority, even when its Hand lies heavy upon us 

will, never be thought, by sober-minded Men, to indicate any Inclination to Slavery.”98 

Dickinson characterized West Indian colonists as a people who either chose to be slaves out of 

inclination or were too cowardly and fearful to resist an oppressive act of Parliament. But 

Morrison made a distinction between a “dastardly” and a “rational” fear. “To fear, where Fear is, 

is neither unmanly or slavish,” he wrote. “If, therefore, our Committee express an awful 

Deference to those whom God…hath set over them for their Good; in this they act like prudent 

and Wise Men.”99 

  All three writers agreed that the Stamp Act was a bad law, that it would bring economic 

destruction, and that repeal was necessary. But there was intense disagreement over how best to 

achieve that goal. Dickinson was convinced that the North American response was the best 

approach, even if he expressed some reservations that the riots in Boston went too far.100 Alleyne 

and Morrison took a moderate stance and were more willing to continue pursuing opposition 

through formal petition. This pamphlet exchange reveals how different conceptions of slavery 

inflected colonial responses to the Stamp Act in both North America and the Caribbean. The 

language of slavery was a flexible political tool. Mainland colonists had attacked West Indian 

planters during the Sugar Act as attempting to enslave them by monopolizing markets and 
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clamping down on smuggling. Now they added to those attacks by derisively labeling them as 

slaves for not more openly resisting the Stamp Act.  

 

* * * * * 

 

Those within the empire who thought slavery and the slave trade were morally wrong 

followed the political developments happening in Massachusetts, Jamaica, and across the empire. 

They read newspaper reports of the Stamp Act riots, the privilege controversy, and slave unrest 

in Jamaica. Writers like Bourke, Dickinson, and Alleyne understood that when they used the 

terms slavery and slave, they meant a specific political category of subjugation, not actual 

enslaved Africans. But they could not control others from connecting the two. All the talk of 

political slavery within imperial politics gave added momentum to those in the colonies and 

Britain who wanted to see chattel slavery and the slave trade reformed, if not completely 

outlawed. Anti-slavery writers read and drew upon the same set of preconceived images about 

Caribbean slaveholders that mainland colonists did in their fight against the Stamp Act. These 

anti-Caribbean prejudices were a mix of ideas about the un-manly and un-British corrupting 

influence of slavery and the uniquely enervating and sickly environment of the islands. Over 

time, it became more difficult to talk about liberty, rights, and sovereignty without reckoning 

with the status of the empire’s thousands of slaves.  

  Slavery had long been associated with luxury, idleness, sexual immorality, and 

corruption. These ideas can be found in the early antislavery writings of people like Morgan 

Godwyn, Benjamin Lay, and Ralph Sandiford, many of whom experienced and learned about 
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slavery while they lived in the West Indies.101 Much of Lay’s knowledge about slavery, for 

example, came from his time in Barbados in the 1720s. There he saw, firsthand, its depredation 

and corrupting influence. Lay was repulsed by the “inexpressible Cruelty, Torture, and Misery 

these poor Wretches were and are put to Night and Day,” but he soon found himself enacting the 

very violence he so abhorred.102 Lay’s experience was precisely what Benjamin Franklin 

cautioned against in his Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind (1751). Indeed, in 

this short essay, Franklin looked to the West Indies and argued against the further importation of 

slaves into America because of the negative effects the slave system had on the minds and habits 

of white colonists. “The negroes brought into the English Sugar Islands have greatly diminished 

the whites there,” Franklin wrote. Poor whites go unemployed, while a few families become rich, 

spend their money on foreign luxuries, and eventually become enfeebled and lazy as they sit 

around and force their slaves to do all their work. “Slaves also pejorate the Families that use 

them,” he concluded. The “white children become proud, disgusted with labour, and being 

educated in idleness, are rendered unfit to get a Living by industry.”103 White Caribbean 

colonists became drunk on their virtually unlimited power over their slaves, Franklin charged, 

which not only corrupted their minds, but also stunted the growth of proper virtue and industry 

among themselves and their children. 

 It wasn’t just the nature of slavery that corrupted planters. It was also the working of the 

Caribbean climate in which they lived. This idea gained wide-spread purchase through the 
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writings of the famous French naturalist, Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, who, in his 

sweeping, 36-volume Histoire Naturelle, argued that there was a causal link between the various 

climates of the earth and the characters and appearances of the people who lived there. Jamaica 

and the West Indies were located in the Torrid Zone, a much hotter area than the northern, more 

temperate places like Britain and New England. Buffon’s theory involved what can be called a 

racial politics of heat. “The greater or less degree of black depends on the greater or less degree 

of heat,” he wrote.104 Where there was excessive heat, like in the Torrid Zone, there were found 

“the blackest of all the black men.”105 This was their natural environment, Buffon reasoned, and 

they were particularly suited to live, thrive, and work productively there. In the cooler climates 

of the north, there were people of fairer and paler complexion, the so-called “real” and “natural” 

color of humans.106 If one moved out of their “natural” climate zone, it led directly to their 

degeneracy. White Jamaican planters, then, according to Buffon, were not natural to the Torrid 

Zone and their living there had, over time, given them all the same characteristics typically 

associated with their black slaves, chiefly laziness, ignorance, and arrogance. “All men have a 

tendency to laziness, but the savages of hot countries are not only lazy to an extreme, but 

tyrannical to their women, beyond any other classes of men.”107 When mainland colonists looked 

to the Caribbean, they saw not only the morally corrupting effects of owning slaves, but also the 

adulterating influence of the hot climate. 
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 These ideas had important consequences when it came to mainland attacks on West 

Indians for compliance to the Stamp Act. Nobody more forcefully expressed them than John 

Adams, who mixed his antipathy toward West Indian submission with Buffon’s “scientific” 

ideas of environment and culture. Adams, a young lawyer from Braintree who started to gain 

notoriety after he wrote resolutions against the Stamp Act known as the Braintree Resolves, 

wrote several essays in the Boston Gazette that were collectively published as A Dissertation on 

the Canon and Feudal Law (1765). In an essay published two months after the Stamp Act riots in 

Boston, Adams declared that Britain’s imperial policies were “a direct and formal design…to 

enslave all America.” Slavery, according to Adams, meant ignorance, extreme poverty, and 

dependence, and it was the chief political evil against which a free people must constantly guard 

against. “Consenting to slavery is a sacrilegious breach of trust as offensive in the sight of God 

as it is derogatory from our own honor or interest or happiness,” he wrote.108 Those who 

submitted to the Stamp Act were, in Adams’ eyes, submitting to slavery. So, when Adams 

looked to the West Indies, as he did when he wrote in his diary in January 1766, he only saw 

their “base Desertion of the Cause of Liberty” and “mean, timid Resignation to slavery.”109  

 Adams thought that both planters’ status as slave-owners and their natural environment 

made them unfit to protest the Stamp Act and, ultimately, protect British liberty. “They live 

under the scortching Sun, which melts them, dissipates their Spirits and relaxes their Nerves.” 

For Adams, the ultimate punishment for these “Meeching, sordid, stupid” planters, who were 

“below Contempt [and] below Pity,” was to have their slaves, who “seem to have more of the 
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Spirit of Liberty than they,” rule over them. In a stark inversion of the Jamaican social and 

political landscape, Adams wrote derisively that “They deserve to be made Slaves to their own 

Negroes….I could wish that some of their Blacks had been appointed Distributors and Inspectors 

&c. over their Masters. This would have but a little aggravated the Indignity.” The Stamp Act 

thus prompted within Adams a particular image of West Indian planters who, because of the 

corrupting influence of slavery and the hot Caribbean climate, were not manly or British enough 

to protect liberty and, as a result, deserved to be ruled over by their own slaves. 

  Adams was not interested in abolishing slavery or reforming the slave trade. He was 

chiefly concerned with defending what he saw as his natural and inherited rights as a freeborn 

British subject.110 This meant resisting imperial overreach and opposing the Stamp Act, which he 

understood to be unconstitutional. His comments on West Indian planters are revealing, 

however, because they show the adaptability of these potent images. Mainland colonists like 

Adams utilized them in their opposition to imperial policy. But anti-slavery advocates also seized 

on those same ideas to help propel their reform arguments. Where Adams saw in West Indian 

planters a relinquishing of British duty, critics of slavery saw a need for Parliamentary 

intervention and slave reform. 

 Calls to reform slavery and the slave trade within the British empire had been made since 

the early eighteenth-century.111 In a three-page pamphlet entitled The Selling of Joseph published 

in 1700, Samuel Sewall, then the associate justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court, 

critiqued slavery and questioned the assumptions that underwrote it. “It is most certain that all 
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Men, as they are the Sons of Adam, are Coheirs; and have equal Right unto Liberty,” he 

wrote.112 In 1746, Edward Trelawney, the Governor of Jamaica from 1738-1752, called on 

Parliament to pass a law to end the sale of slaves imported into Jamaica.113 Trelawney lamented 

“the Rage that Planters have for buying Negroes,” which not only made them blind to everything 

except money and power, but would also soon threaten the very existence of the island itself.114 

The planters were like naïve children “playing with Edge-Tools,” and it was up to the adults in 

Parliament to prevent them from cutting themselves.115  

These calls placed an increasing emphasis on Caribbean planters as pariahs. During the 

Seven Years’ War, critiques of West Indian planters and images of them as a debauched group of 

leeches on the British imperial economy circulated in essays and pamphlets. Joseph Massie, a 

London merchant, economist, and pamphleteer, excoriated West Indian planters as cruel and 

ruthless masters who “fleece” Great Britain out of millions of pounds of revenue every year. 

“The Principles of Tyranny and Cruelty descend from Father to Son along with their Sugar-

Plantations,” he wrote. The tyranny they exerted over their slaves, Massie warned, would soon 

be fastened over the entire British empire. “The LIBERTY of GREAT BRITAIN is in more 

Danger from Sugar, Planters, &c. than the LIBERTY of ROME ever was from a Catiline.”116  
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By the end of the war, some in the colonies began calling for the end of the slave-trade. 

Philadelphian Anthony Benezet was one of the earliest and most prolific abolitionist writers 

within the empire. His writings were wildly popular in Europe where they were translated into 

French and German. He would later have a large influence on the thinking of Granville Sharp. 

Beginning in the late 1750s, Benezet published several anti-slavery pamphlets and began to 

mount an all-out assault against the institution. At bottom, Benezet saw the slave trade as a 

product of human avarice and greed. His writings were a quilt of economic, religious, legal, and 

political arguments stitched together into essays that were by turns Christian sermon, moral 

harangue, legal brief, travel narrative, newspaper report, and political declaration. Benezet aimed 

to bring the violence and moral wickedness of the slave trade into his readers’ hearts. “Everyone 

who is in any respect concerned in this wicked Traffique,” Benezet wrote, must be filled with 

“Surprize and Terror from a Sense that there is a righteous God and a State of Retribution on 

which will last forever.”117 Benezet, in his later essays, widened his audience from sympathetic 

Christians to British imperial administrators and those in Parliament. “Britons boast themselves 

to be a generous, humane people, who have a true sense of the importance of Liberty,” he wrote, 

yet the “barbarous, savage Slave-Trade with all its attendant horrors receives countenance and 

protection from the Legislature whereby so many Thousand lives are yearly sacrificed.”118 The 

slave trade was not simply a matter of individual moral failure, but a collective abdication on the 

part of the British empire of its moral duty to both God and humanity. 
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Benezet, more than any early anti-slavery writer, broadened the debate about colonial 

rights and liberties to include the status of slaves. Indeed, he strategically framed his attacks on 

slavery within the context of colonial resistance to Parliament’s reform legislation. In his A 

Caution and Warning to Great Britain and Her Colonies (1766), Benezet opened with a 

provocative question:  

 

At a time when the general rights and liberties of mankind, and the preservation of those 

valuable privileges transmitted to us from our ancestors are become so much the subject 

of universal consideration; can it be an inquiry indifferent to any, how many of those who 

distinguish themselves as the Advocates of Liberty remain insensible and inattentive to 

the treatment of thousands and tens of thousands of our fellow men, who, from motives 

of avarice, and the inexorable decree of tyrant custom, are at this very time kept in the 

most deplorable state of Slavery in many parts of the British Dominions?119 

 

How could it be, Benezet asked, that while colonists like Dickinson, Bourke, and Alleyne speak 

of liberty and slavery, we continue to look the other way when it comes to the thousands of 

enslaved men, women, and children that live among us?  

Part of what made Benezet effective was how he capitalized on broader cultural shifts 

that were occurring within the British empire toward slaveholders and the institution of slavery. 

Indeed, within the Society of Friends in Pennsylvania, Quaker colonists debated the morality of 

slaveholding during the mid-late 1750s. Moral reformers discouraged slave ownership among 

their members and pushed them to purify themselves by cutting ties with slavery.120 By the mid-

eighteenth-century, with the growth of enlightenment thinking and sentimentalism, British men 
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and women were more readily sympathetic to the injustices of enslaved Africans.121 This was 

brought home concretely by Tacky’s Revolt. Metropolitan Britons—who already mocked West 

Indian absentee planters as greedy and brash—read newspaper reports of the insurrection and 

became disturbed at the grisly violence and appalling punishments that white Jamaicans exacted 

on rebel slaves. Their actions seemed tyrannical and unconscionable.122  

 By the mid-1760s, the voices of anti-slavery writers had grown louder, and their attacks 

became more wide ranging. West Indian planters embodied all the corrupting influences of 

slavery and became a convenient and visible target for attacks. As a result, the discourse of rights 

and liberty, which was catalyzed by mainland colonists’ dispute with Parliament and the West 

Indies over the Stamp Act, started to become entangled with the movement to reform slavery. 

  

* * * * * 

 

With the chaos and uncertainty in Jamaica as a result of slave revolt and the privilege 

controversy, combined with the turmoil from the Stamp Act, the lines of authority across the 

empire felt like they were being redrawn. Yet by the spring of 1766, the imperial reckoning that 

only a few months earlier had felt imminent seemed suddenly to fade away. Imperial officials 

found a way to solve, at least temporarily, the problems that plagued the empire.  
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In Jamaica, the response to Blackwall and other Coromantees was the same as it had been 

with Tacky and Wager: state sanctioned violence, round ups of suspects, interrogations, and 

punishments. Almost immediately after Blackwall burned the trash houses on Whitehall estate, a 

fire alarm rang out and whites began to group up and gather arms and ammunition. Zachary 

Bayly, a prominent slaveholder, who was on his Nonsuch Estate up the river from Whitehall 

when the revolt broke out, assumed the role of general. Upon learning about the rebels, Bayly 

“immediately mustered all the white people on this and my next Estate armed in the best manner 

in our power, and proceeded with them except two that I despatched different ways to give the 

alarm to the Neighbours.”123 Bayly followed Blackwall from Whitehall to Ballard’s Valley and 

then to the Cross, before he lost track of them. The following day, he directed raiding parties into 

the woods to attack the rebels. They captured Blackwall and killed a few of his supporters. A 

couple of rebels chose to commit suicide.  

Bayly also oversaw efforts to round up suspected slaves on all the plantations in the 

region for questioning.124 The interrogations led to the discovery of the planned December 26 

uprising on the eastern estates. Upwards of 100 suspected rebels were interrogated at Nonsuch 

estate in St. Mary parish. Officials surmised that about half of them had knowledge about the 

uprising. Blackwall was immediately tried, convicted, and burnt alive on November 28, four 

days after the uprising.125 In total, nine were acquitted, 30 transported off the island, eight 

hanged and their bodies burnt, and three burnt alive.126 Parish officials in Westmoreland 

                                                             
123 Zachary Bayly to William Henry Lyttelton, 25 Nov. 1765, Box 17, Lyttelton papers, UMCL. 

 
124 Zachary Bayly to ???, Dec. 1765, Box 17, Lyttelton papers, UMCL; Brown, Tacky’s Revolt, 222-23. 
 
125 “An account of what Negroes were concerned in the late insurrection,” 14 Dec. 1765, Box 17, Lyttelton papers, 

UMCL. 

 
126 “Tryed at Nonsuch the undermentioned Negroes,” Dec. 1765, Box 17, Lyttelton papers, UMCL. 



180 
 

discovered the plot on Masemure estate before enslaved people there could rise up. In response, 

the parish magistrate put the area on high alert. “I have used every precaution necessary to strike 

Terror into the minds of the Slaves,” he informed Governor Lyttelton. He instructed all the 

militiamen to remain armed and march throughout every part of the parish beating their drums. 

He banned any white person from letting their slave carry a gun or ammunition and prohibited 

enslaved people from holding meetings on estates.127 

Soon after the revolts were discovered and put down, the constitutional battle between 

Governor Lyttelton and the assembly resolved itself, mainly because imperial officials in London 

decided to drop the matter. Though the King, Privy Council, and Board of Trade all followed the 

privilege controversy with intense interest, it became clear, once Grenville was removed and 

Rockingham took office in 1766, that the imperial position had shifted from coercion to 

conciliation. Whereas the crown initially had backed Lyttelton and condemned the behavior of 

the Jamaica assembly, in March 1766, the Secretary of State sent Lyttelton a letter urging him to 

seek a “Mode of Conciliation” with the assembly.128 A few weeks later Lyttelton was re-assigned 

to Portugal and replaced by the Lieutenant Governor, Roger Hope Elletson, who the Board of 

Trade instructed to let the assembly have its way. According to one slaveholder who was present, 

there was “a general triumph and enthusiasm which prevailed…amongst all ranks of people. The 

Towns were splendidly illuminated, the shipping in the ports were dressed in their gayest 

colours, and such joy and satisfaction appeared in every countenance.”129 
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As the island’s Assembly wrapped up its investigation of the slave uprising, Stephen 

Fuller told Governor Elletson that the Rockingham administration wanted the privilege 

controversy resolved without them having to determine “upon points pregnant with innumerable 

& almost insuperable difficulties.” Fuller believed the administration wanted to sweep the entire 

affair under the rug, “rather than throw the whole Island again into fresh distractions & 

themselves into a complication of distractions” so complex as to be impossible “to draw the Line 

& ever will be so.”130 Fuller’s letter suggests that after the Stamp Act controversy, the 

Rockingham administration realized how determined colonial assemblies were to defend what 

they perceived to be their rights and liberties. This was not a problem that was going to have a 

straight-forward solution.  

Members of the Jamaica assembly made this clear when, after Lyttelton left office, they 

passed a series of resolves strongly denouncing his actions as “unprecedented, arbitrary, and 

tending to introduce measures destructive” of the constitution and the legal rights of the people 

and declared their privileges as their “rightful, lawful, and undoubted inheritance.”131 The 

assembly’s report on the 1765 slave rebellion also blamed Lyttelton for not adequately 

provisioning the island with enough troops and for failing to send a ship-of-war to the north side 

of the island to protect white inhabitants. “There was almost a general murmur and complaint, of 

the little attention the governor had shewn to the very just apprehensions, and imminent danger, 

of the inhabitants of the parish of St. Mary,” one colonist testified to the assembly.132 

Massachusetts colonists read the assembly’s resolves and followed the affair closely.133 From the 
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perspective of imperial officials in London, pressuring the Jamaica assembly at this moment 

risked making the situation worse by further antagonizing colonial sentiment and potentially 

creating additional demonstrations against metropolitan authority that might invigorate radicals 

in other parts of the empire.  

 This response makes sense given how difficult it was for imperial officials to agree on 

repealing the Stamp Act. Indeed, as news of colonial protests filtered back to London it became 

apparent that Grenville’s administration had grossly misjudged the situation. By mid-January 

1766, Secretary Conway collected all official correspondence between stamp distributors and 

colonial governors and compiled it into two large, oversized, bound volumes.134 As MPs 

consulted the papers, they began to better understand colonial grievances, or at least those 

coming from Massachusetts, since the majority of documents related to Governor Bernard and 

events in Boston. Divisions emerged in the House over what the government’s response should 

be. Grenville continued to believe Parliament was supreme and the law should remain in place. 

William Pitt, the former Prime Minister who had steered Britain through the Seven Years War, 

defended the colonies, denied the idea of virtual representation, and called for repeal. On January 

14, 1766, Grenville and Pitt clashed in the Commons. One gallery observer noted how “for some 

hours the debate lay between these two great masters, and the ministry stood by, like the rabble 

at a boxing match.”135 

 The question went to an American committee, which made a final report at the end of 

February. The Committee asserted Parliament’s authority over the colonies, but recommended 
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that the House “amend” the Stamp Act.136 One MP, in the midst of debate, succinctly described 

the problem: “If we do not repeal it, [then] the disorder in America [and] the distress of our 

manufactures at home [will continue]. If we do repeal it, no minister will venture to tax them 

again. The Americans will never submit when they see resistance is the best argument for relief, 

and you will have the same argument urged not against this law alone but against every other 

which they do not perfectly approve of.”137 Pitt said the ultimate decision was only “a choice of 

evils” and that even though Parliament will certainly “give up some of our dignity,” it will 

nonetheless “retire to better and stronger ground.”138 Grenville continued to believe the colonies 

were capable of paying the tax. While the House deliberated, mainland and island agents 

continued to lobby for repeal.139 

 By early March, Parliament eventually agreed to a complete repeal of the Stamp Act. But 

to save face, they quickly passed the Declaratory Act, which asserted Parliament’s complete and 

total authority over the colonies “in all cases whatsoever.” Nonetheless, there was great joy and 

celebration when news of repeal reached the colonies. In Boston, town bells clanged, fireworks 

exploded, cannons boomed, gunfire cracked the air, bonfires raged, and, at night, the soft flicker 

of candlelight illuminated the entire town.140 Newspapers couldn’t keep up with the “endless” 
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accounts of celebration that circulated. “The minds of the people here are quieted and not in 

general disposed to seek after novelties,” wrote one Boston merchant.141 Colonists in Jamaica 

celebrated with equal joy. In Kingston, members of the local militia including grenadiers and 

light infantry fully clad in their uniforms, gathered and fired three volleys into the Caribbean air. 

As one newspaper report put it: 

 

The gentlemen of the light infantry had prepared an emblematic flag, representing Liberty 

Triumphant, and an odious Stamp Man imploring forgiveness for his many notorious 

oppressions and extortions during the exercise of his most detestable function; and also, 

an effigy of the grand promoter and friend to the Stamp-Law, which after being 

ignominiously bro’t to the coffee house in a cart, was hung up to the sign post, while a 

bonfire was made in which he was consumed. The town was finely illuminated, many 

loyal toasts were drank, and the evening concluded with the greatest harmony, decency 

and decorum.142 

 

As a new planting season began in Jamaica in the fall of 1766, the empire appeared to 

have returned to business as usual. But the imperial reckoning had only been delayed. Enslaved 

men and women on the island again had been denied freedom. Their revolt resulted in bondage, 

just as it had in 1760-61. But they remained undeterred, and as the interwar period wore on, they 

continued to find ways to achieve freedom. As early as October, for example, reports circulated 

about another Coromantee led rebellion in Savanna-la-Mar.143 What was different after 1765, 

however, was the fact that rebel slaves began to gain important white allies across the empire 

like Benezet and Granville Sharp who added a new dimension to their cause.  
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Island slaveholders, meanwhile, had reason to be optimistic. They had successfully 

protected their assembly from unlawful encroachment, and now experienced widespread 

economic growth, entering what historians have described as a “golden age” in sugar profits. But 

now that discussions about the status of slavery and the slave trade were becoming more 

prominent, their future was far from secure. In a few short years their confidence would be 

shaken by a runaway slave who became the center of a controversial court case in London that 

attracted widespread attention from all parts of the British Atlantic world. By the time of the 

trial, the attacks that mainland colonists had made against West Indian planters during the Sugar 

and Stamp Acts, which most slaveholders had felt did not warrant a full-throated response, 

appeared much more significant and threatening.   

Bostonians also had reason to be optimistic. The decision to repeal the Stamp Act seemed 

to restore imperial goodwill among colonists. “LET us entertain the most dutiful and loyal 

sentiments with respect to the King—rejoice in his upright administration,” pastor Samuel 

Stillman proclaimed in a sermon celebrating repeal at the First Baptist Church in Boston. “May 

the British Parliament receive that deference from us that they deserve, and be convinced by our 

future conduct, that we aim not at independency.”144 Bostonians drank to the health of the King. 

“May an Abhorrence of Slavery still and ever remain the best Criterion of a true British subject,” 

they toasted.145 But the underlying issue regarding imperial authority was far from resolved. As 

Francis Bernard wrote to Richard Jackson, “The Repeal of the Stamp Act is very acceptable to 

people of all ranks, parties & opinions; and it will, I hope…restore peace & good humour to this 

province, but you must not expect too much from it, that it will re-establish the Authority of 
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Goverment: that will require other than negative means.”146 In other words, Bernard thought that 

it was going to take more than simply repealing a law to fully restore order in the colonies. 

Radical protests by Boston colonists may have succeeded in getting imperial officials to rethink 

one law, but only a year after repeal, mainland colonists would learn that Parliament was still 

adamant in implementing a larger reform agenda centered on raising revenue from the colonies.
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Chapter 4 – Crisis (1772-1774) 

 

 

London was awash in panic. The city’s light summer air was cut with dark stories of 

suicide, doom, and financial ruin. Over the fall and winter of 1772, dozens of British and 

Scottish banks stopped money payments. Wealthy individuals saw their fortunes disappear 

virtually overnight. The city’s newspapers teemed with bankruptcy notices as the unending 

stream of failures continued unabated.1 The financial crisis quickly rippled into Europe and the 

American colonies. Even John Boylston, a hardened London merchant who owed his modest 

living to the voracious demand of Jamaica’s slave economy, expected a complete stoppage to all 

colonial trade. “All Credit at present is at a stand owning to the many great Bankruptcies that 

have lately happened so that one knows not whom to trust,” he wrote to a slave trader in Boston, 

the same man who kidnapped Phillis Wheatley from West Africa a decade earlier. “I hope these 

Clouds will soon be dispelled.”2  

Boylston had weathered many storms of uncertainty and economic hardship over the 

years. These were perils he knew to be the hallmark of his trade. Before he moved to London in 

1768, at the well-seasoned age of 60, he had been a merchant in Boston for close to four decades 

and had already successfully steered business through two major imperial wars. Yet the feeling 

of endless confusion and panic blindsided him. Boylston told a friend only a few weeks after the 
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outbreak of the crisis that he had already witnessed the greatest number of bankruptcies ever 

known. On numerous occasions he referred to the sudden stoppage and slowdown as a 

“distressing time,” an “evil hour,” and a “Contagion.”3  

The crisis was made more abrupt by the fact that over the last several years, London’s 

merchants, mainland traders, and West Indian slaveholders had been riding a wave of economic 

prosperity, easy credit, and high prices. By the mid-1760s, the North American and Caribbean 

colonies had started to pull out of the post-war economic downturn. Fueled by the abundant raw 

materials of the western empire, the British economy began to rapidly expand as it entered the 

early stages of the Industrial Revolution.4 Times had been good—so good, in fact, that Boylston, 

in 1771, openly contemplated setting up a Jamaican plantation of his own, a notoriously risky 

undertaking that required large pools of capital. “I have now been some time privately informing 

myself of the consequence of purchasing [a] plantation in your Island,” he wrote to one of his 

Jamaican clients.5 Just a year later, he and his fellow merchants quickly discovered the trough on 

the other side of the wave’s crest. “The too extended Credit that has formerly been given has 

reduced such numbers of late from a State of Affluence to Beggary,” Boylston wrote to one of 

his Jamaican correspondents.6 Plenty and penury, he understood, were two sides of the same coin 

that could flip at any time. 
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Boylston had long been familiar with these ups and downs of business. Politics, however, 

was best left to other, younger, more able men. “Politicks [are] incompatible with that tranquility 

I seek & is also my aversion,” Boylston wrote to a friend in 1771.7 “The bare mentioning the 

word gives me a Delirium.”8 But after the financial crisis, he soon learned that, despite his 

wishes, business and politics could not be separated. Imperial officials recognized this 

entanglement as well. The fallout from the credit crisis created new political problems for the 

empire. Indeed, the Tea Act, notorious as a catalyst of revolution, grew out of the new politics of 

these doldrums. The problems of the East India Company, one of Britain’s largest joint-stock 

companies, worsened as its inventory of unsold goods grew and its revenue declined.9 In 

response, the North administration facilitated an emergency £1.4 million bailout loan. The Tea 

Act, passed in May 1773, aimed to alleviate the financial troubles of the Company by raising a 

revenue from the colonies. But imperial officials quickly discovered that their economic decision 

reignited and deepened old political problems with the mainland colonies, specifically Boston, 

regarding Parliamentary sovereignty, taxation, and colonial authority.10  

Just two weeks after news about the financial crisis emerged, Lord Mansfield, the Chief 

Justice of the King’s Bench, issued a highly anticipated ruling in Somerset v. Steuart. The case 

centered on James Somerset, an enslaved man of African descent, who ran away from his owner, 

Charles Steuart, while in England, but was later recaptured. Anti-slavery activists, led by lawyer 

Granville Sharp, argued that Somerset’s imprisonment was unlawful. The case, which some 
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observers labeled “the Negro Cause,” garnered widespread attention and became a test case for 

the legality of slavery in Britain. In his ruling, Mansfield described slavery as “odious” and said 

that “the state of slavery is of such a nature, that it is incapable of being introduced on any 

reasons, moral or political; but only positive law.”11 No such law authorized enslavement in 

Britain’s home islands.  

The ruling compounded the sense of upheaval caused by the outbreak of the credit crisis. 

Jamaican slaveholders were greatly alarmed and immediately denounced the ruling. But the 

Somerset case was as much a victory for enslaved men and women as it was a crisis for 

slaveholders. Indeed, London’s black community cheered Mansfield’s ruling. News of it 

circulated across the Atlantic and inspired some slaves to run away from their owners. The case 

marked an important development in enslaved people’s struggle for freedom and signaled a 

decisive shift in the imperial politics of slavery.12 

In the short span of two years, then, from June 1772 to July 1774, mainland, island, and 

enslaved interests that had emerged in the wake of the Seven Years’ War all reached entwined 

crisis points. This convergence created an imperial crisis that propelled Massachusetts colonists 

toward independence, portended economic ruin for Jamaican slaveholders, and promised a form 

of political advancement for enslaved men and women. Indeed, this two-year span marked a 

crucial turning point in the struggle for empire. Imperial officials who, for a decade, had been 

unable to implement their postwar vision, found themselves, by the spring of 1774, amid a full-

blown political and economic meltdown. Like the Stamp Act affair, colonial leaders in 
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Massachusetts and Jamaica failed to find common cause and their interests continued to split 

apart. Meanwhile, even though enslaved men and women had failed to achieve freedom in 1760-

61 and 1765-66, their resistance politics, supported by a growing number of white anti-slavery 

activists, led to an important new legal precedent in Somerset that would have seemed 

unimaginable a decade earlier. 

As an active merchant in London trading to North America and the Caribbean from 1768-

1775, Boylston witnessed all of these events first-hand. His story connects Britain, Boston, and 

Jamaica and provides insight into how each of these places was affected by and responded to the 

political and economic turmoil during this critical period for the empire. His correspondence, 

business papers, and account books reveal how merchants, on-the-ground, understood and 

experienced the credit crisis, and how that crisis in turn affected slavery and the Jamaica-London 

trade. They also shed light on how Massachusetts and Jamaica responded to abrupt changes in 

British imperial policy during this moment. Boylston’s political sympathies lay with Boston, and 

most of his family lived there. But his economic livelihood relied wholly on Jamaica. Before the 

Seven Years’ War, these loyalties were entwined and would not have appeared at odds. Yet 

beginning in 1772, it became increasingly apparent to Boylston that Parliament was either unable 

or unwilling to find a system that reconciled the different visions Massachusetts and Jamaican 

colonists had about how the empire should be organized and managed. This posed a predicament 

for Boylston, who had social and economic connections in both worlds.  

 

* * * * * 
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Son to physician Zabdiel Boylston, John, born in 1708, was no stranger to crisis.13 In the 

waning years of his childhood, the Seahorse arrived in Boston from the West Indies laden with 

sugar, rum, and enslaved people infected with smallpox. The disease quickly washed over the 

city. Each day, fresh reports of the newly sick and dying stained the columns of the city’s public 

papers. John, his younger brother, Thomas, and his father’s two bonds people, Jack and Moll, 

soon caught the disease. Operating under the dark shadow of a “Cloud of Opposers” and the red-

hot “Rage of the people,” Zabdiel carefully made two incisions and inoculated John against the 

disease.14 John and the city soon recovered, but not before eight-hundred lives were lost, fifteen 

percent of Boston’s population.  

 Zabdiel knew as much about commerce as he did about medicine. Indeed, he was an 

astute businessman with a successful and thriving apothecary shop in Dock Square, where he 

sold medicines, medical equipment, sugar, coffee, and tea.15 John likely worked in his father’s 

shop while he grew up. There he would have learned the intricacies of balancing budgets, 

managing accounts, and maintaining trustworthy correspondents—lessons which remained with 
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him for the rest of his life.16 Walking through Dock Square, he also would have witnessed the 

buying and selling of enslaved Africans, and have been familiar with the flow of slave produced 

commodities and island provisions in and out of Boston. In 1735, as the smallpox epidemic 

faded into a bad memory, John, at the age of twenty-six, followed his cousins, Thomas and 

Nicholas, into business and established himself as a merchant.  

 Over the next three decades, Boylston, much like Benjamin Dolbeare—Bernard 

Townsend’s father-in-law and prominent West Indian trader in Boston—catered to the needs of a 

thriving British empire. He sold assorted dry goods, including nails, glass, bolts, pipes, tobacco 

tongs, knives, and cloth. With his father’s sharp eye for business, Boylston quickly saw success. 

His account balances ran into the thousands of pounds. During the mid-1740s, he aided Britain’s 

imperial struggle against France during King George’s War by selling gunpowder and muskets 

to farmers in western Massachusetts.17 By the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War, Boylston, as 

demonstrated by his growing number of customers, had cultivated a degree of respect among 

Boston’s mercantile community. His prospects were bright, and his path forward lay with the 

empire. 

 By the end of the Seven Years’ War, while Bernard Townsend labored on his livestock 

pen in St. Elizabeth’s parish in Jamaica, Boylston developed business contacts with island 

merchants, Joseph and Eliphalet Fitch, in Kingston. He sold goods and provisions to the island, 

sustaining its slave economy. In 1763, for example, Boylston sent the Fitches 576 barrels of beef 

to feed their enslaved workers. The net proceeds amounted to £1,287.18 During this time, 
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Boylston also facilitated the crisscrossing of British ships between Jamaica and Boston by 

providing the Fitches with insurance for their shipments and storage and advertisement for their 

goods. He charged them freight, wharfage, packing, housing, and portage fees, the attendant 

costs of moving Jamaica’s slave produced goods from island shore to shop floor. 

The mid-1760s were as turbulent for Boylston and his family as they were for the empire 

at large. Both of his parents fought declining health, while West Indian planters ramped up their 

attacks against North American smuggling. Stephen Fuller and the West India interest 

complained loudly of mainland merchants illegally trading with foreign islands in the Caribbean. 

The Royal Navy twice caught Bolyston’s cousin, Thomas, engaged in this illicit trade during 

scouting expeditions off the northern coast of French Hispaniola at Monte Cristi.19 Parliament 

tried to discourage this illicit trade by passing the Sugar Act on April 5, 1764. The reform 

mandated more scrupulous oversight of shipping activity via signed certificates and affidavits 

and implemented harsher penalties for non-compliance. It also gave broad powers to customs 

officials to enforce these new regulations. Boylston’s mother, Jerusha, died ten days after the Act 

passed. Shortly thereafter, Boylston’s cousin by marriage, Benjamin Hallowell, a customs officer 

in Boston, was forced to flee the fiery wrath of an anti-Stamp tax mob that attacked and pillaged 

his house.20 In a bid to both restore tranquility and reestablish its authority, Parliament, in March 
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1766, repealed the Stamp Act and passed the Declaratory Act. Two weeks later, just days before 

news reached Boston, Boylston’s father died. 

 Tensions continued to smolder between Parliament and its mainland colonies. In the late 

1760s, Parliament again passed a series of duties called the Townshend Acts to raise revenue 

from the colonies. Boylston’s Jamaican correspondents did not have to deal with these new 

regulations since the islands were exempt, a reward granted by the British government for 

remaining loyal during the Stamp Act affair.21 Boston traders, however, vigorously opposed the 

new duties and regulations and, like they had during the Sugar and Stamp Acts, likened their 

political situation to slavery. “Nothing but a total Deprivation of our Liberty, and entailing 

Slavery upon us and our Posterity, can satiate the Malice of our cruel Enemies,” one Boston 

newspaper reported about Parliament.22 In protest, traders, many of whom Boylston had known 

for years, formed nonimportation associations. 

 Instead of staying in Boston and joining this resistance, Boylston decided to uproot, 

traverse the Atlantic, and settle in the heart of empire. By this time, Boylston had reached the 

prime of his life and started to seriously think about retirement. He fathered no children and 

remained a bachelor his entire life.23 He may have felt that London could offer him a fresh start 

and a new life after the death of his parents. At the very least, it would provide a refuge from any 

hostility posed by the nonimportation associations. Instead of “the acquisition of money,” he 
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wrote to a business correspondent, “the object of my attention [is] imploying the remainder of 

my life with reputation to my self & Advantage to my Friends.”24 Remaining neutral in this 

controversy would be much easier—not to mention more profitable—from London. There he 

could avoid having his loyalties questioned by his neighbors whenever he walked about town. 

 Despite being far removed, Boylson remained a staunch ally of the radical patriot cause. 

During political discussions about the Townshend Acts, Boylston kept his correspondents abreast 

of any new developments in the lobbying of Benjamin Franklin and Barlow Trecothick, two 

friends of America with whom he occasionally dined.25 Boylston was also an ardent supporter of 

the nonimportation and non-consumption agreements. His main accounts were in Jamaica, so the 

fight was of little economic consequence to him. But he was still furious when he learned of 

those who broke their pledges. He called them “traitors” who “weaken the cause of truth and 

liberty.”26  

The imperial metropole would not have been unfamiliar to Boylston, who no doubt first 

heard stories when he was a child from his father after he returned home from his visit to London 

in the 1720s.27 Boston was also thoroughly saturated with London prints, London visitors, and 

hundreds of newspaper advertisements circulating London goods, images, and ideas.28 Even so, 

after Boylston made the trip, the city’s bustling quays, crowded streets, and swift pace must have 

been jarring. He certainly didn’t take to the stench of the city’s “tainted” and “corrupt” air, 
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which, as he told his correspondents, blew its vice and immorality down every street and 

alleyway.29 And he commonly complained about how expensive everything was.30 It wasn’t the 

most ideal place for a man contemplating retirement, but, despite his grumbling, he slowly grew 

fond of London and soon found a place for himself there. “The Ultimate end of leaving my 

Native home is in some measure gratified in enjoying here more health than in America,” he told 

a friend in Boston, three years after his arrival.31  

 For all the city’s strangeness, Boylston was undaunted by the prospect of re-establishing 

himself in business. Commercial relationships, interest rates, inventory lists, and accounting had 

been the staples of his life for the past forty years. The trading network that he had built spanned 

the Atlantic world, touching Halifax, Ipswich, Salem, Boston, Providence, Newport, and 

Nantucket in New England; Manchester, Dublin, Bristol, Liverpool, Bath, and London in Great 

Britain; and Portland, Kingston, and various plantations in Jamaica.32 Boylston’s biggest 

accounts were all in Jamaica, with Joseph and Eliphalet Fitch and Philip Philip Livingston, the 

owner and executor of various plantations across Jamaica including Albany Estate, Aleppo 

Estate, Clonmell Pen, Friendship Estate, Golden Vale Estate, and Sunning Hill Estate.33 

 For these men, Boylston functioned as their London supplier, also called a factor or 

commission agent. This was somewhat different than his previous role serving them as a Boston 
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merchant. The biggest difference was the selling of Jamaican sugars. Indeed, after a sugar 

shipment reached the Thames, Boylston was responsible for its sale. Sugar was commonly sold 

through a broker or middleman, chiefly to refiners, grocers, re-exporters, and speculators. The 

skill of the supplier came in knowing when to sell: a rhythm dictated by the interaction of crop 

cycles, weather, and markets. Sugars that arrived in London in early August generally sold 

quickly and at the best prices. By late October, the market started to saturate, and prices dropped 

until the next season cycled back around. It was thus ideal for Jamaican planters to hit this 

window at the right time, and to avoid the doubled insurance rates that came as a result of 

hurricane season, which began in August. “Let me express my ardent wishes that you could get 

your Sugars off the Island before the 26th July to have the benefit of being first at Market & at a 

Short insurance,” Boylston instructed Livingston.34 

Other functions that Boylston performed, such as paying customs duties, insuring cargo, 

and issuing credit, were similar to his work in Boston. In London, Boylston provided insurance 

for at least 33 ships making a circuit from Boston, to Jamaica, to London. The modest amount of 

insurance he provided reflected his small capital. All but one policy was valued under £1,000 

sterling; and their average cost ran £21.35 Boylston also bought manufactured and other goods 

requested by his correspondents. Since he lived in London, he looked after the schooling of their 

children, too. In moving to London, Boylston assumed many of the duties that absentee planters 

like Stephen Fuller performed for their relatives and friends in Jamaica, which included taking 
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care of their white and mixed-race children.36 But most of these tasks were old hat to Boylston, 

who had mastered the rhythm and intricacies of trade well before he moved to London.37  

Much of Boylston’s trans-Atlantic network and commercial activity mirrored other West 

Indian merchants and commercial houses in London, Bristol, and Glasgow during the mid-

eighteenth-century.38 Boylston, however, never attained the same level of wealth or social 

prestige as the men at the top of these mercantile communities, mainly because he did not have 

as much capital to invest. Those men and their associates formed a select group of businessmen 

who made their money from British shipping, overseas trading, planting, the African slave trade, 

government contracting, and finance. As David Hancock has argued, these men were 

opportunistic improvers and entrepreneurs with a global vision. They helped integrate the British 

Atlantic community and played an important role in the economic development of the British 

empire in the middle decades of the eighteenth-century.39 Boylston never enjoyed the same 

levels of success and political influence that these younger men did. But he invested in empire all 
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the same, just on a much smaller scale. “My present employment from Jamaica & Boston tho’ 

not more than 500 per annum is sufficient to keep me beneath Envy & above Contempt,” he 

confided to a friend.40 Boylston’s accounts were on the order of hundreds rather than tens of 

thousands of pounds. His ambition had waned with age, too. As he frequently intimated in his 

letters, personal tranquility rather than profit was his ultimate goal. “Here none has any feeling, 

except for the loss of their money,” he mused to his cousin in Boston. “How wretched that Being 

who can’t endure his own company!”41 

Over the years, Boylston had come to understand commerce as one, large, unpredictable 

lottery. “As we have not the Gift of prescience all trade is a Lottery,” he once told Livingston.42 

Before the outbreak of the credit crisis, Boylston’s bets had generally paid off, albeit modestly. 

Prospects dipped slightly during the late 1760s as sugar prices ran flat due to oversupply from 

ramped up production in the Ceded Islands and increased productivity across the Caribbean. But 

sugar was still sought after, and prices and profits took off again after 1770. Times were so good, 

in fact, that Boylston almost bought a Jamaican plantation of his own. In January 1771, Boylston 

wrote a lengthy letter to Eliphalet Fitch in Kingston asking for his advice. “I have now been 

some time privately informing myself of the consequence of purchasing [a] plantation in your 

Island,” he began. Boylston wanted to make sure his purchase would yield him more profit than 

investing the same capital elsewhere in the British economy, perhaps in East India Company 

stock. He even offered to go in on the purchase with Fitch, splitting the profits and loan 

payments. He worried that the increased supplies from the Ceded Islands would dampen sugar 
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prices. “However, on a moral certainty of the Plantations Not being worn out, & producing on an 

average a neat Profit of 13 percent, I think it advisable to purchase.”43 The continued toil of the 

enslaved men and women on Livingston’s estates in the Jamaican countryside had created a 

golden opportunity for Boylston to expand his business, and did not figure in his calculations of 

“moral certainty.” 

Any merchant or planter who bet on sugar, it seemed, only came out ahead. Boylston’s 

move to buy a plantation was part of a larger trend of rapid expansion and investment across 

Jamaica. Since the end of the Seven Years’ War, the number of sugar estates on the island had 

grown by 30 percent.44 The value of aggregate sugar property—measured by the total value of 

plantation infrastructure, slaves, livestock, and other inventoried goods on the island—

quadrupled from £3.5 million in the early 1740s to £15.1 million by the early 1770s.45 While 

land and sugar prices continued to rise, planters purchased more enslaved people to work their 

new estates. During the middle part of the eighteenth-century, Jamaica’s enslaved population 

more than doubled, from about 87,000 in 1730 to 233,000 in 1775.46 By the 1770s, each 

Jamaican planter on average owned 46 people, which made up about 58 percent of their personal 
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property.47 Planters drove enslaved workers harder as well, increasing the output of their estates. 

In 1755 each enslaved laborer produced about 500 pounds of sugar. By 1775, this was up to 700 

pounds. Over this period, the mortality rate for slaves in the first three years after arriving to the 

island remained at about 50 percent.48 The depletion rate across the island hovered around 20-

25.49 The average output of sugar on each plantation, meanwhile, rose from 168,000 pounds per 

estate to 265,000 pounds over the same period.50 This growth was the hallmark of what some 

scholars have called a “golden age of the plantocracy,” a period during the middle decades of the 

eighteenth-century when enslaved workers on island plantations across the Caribbean produced 

widespread economic prosperity for white planters and merchants in London and the 

Caribbean.51 This slave-produced economic boom brought fantastic wealth to white slave 

owners. From 1741 to 1775, slave imports nearly doubled, sugar production increased 170 

percent, and sugar prices steadily rose.52 In the Caribbean, sugar ruled. And there were no 
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shortage of merchants and traders, including small factors Boylston, who, like bustling courtiers 

to a king, jostled for access and information. 

The economic boom motivated island planters to consume larger amounts of capital to 

buy more land and more people to work it, which further increased their indebtedness to factors 

in Kingston and London. In early 1772, Livingston requested a two-year, £2,000 loan from 

Boylston. He needed the money to put one of his plantations on a more solid footing. Boylston 

hesitated at first, uncomfortable, since the amount was much larger than what he normally 

loaned. The interest alone would make him a tidy sum, but it would stretch him to the limit of 

what he was able to advance. Times were good, though, and his account books gave him no 

reason to doubt that the profits he’d seen in the past wouldn’t continue. Several months later, 

Livingston thanked Boylston for the advance and said it put “my Estate in very good Order” and 

helped him get it “pretty well stocked with Slaves, Mules, & Horned Cattle.”53 The loan 

leveraged Boylston significantly, but it was a risk that seemed worth taking. 

The optimism felt by Boylston and his Jamaican clients was not universal across the 

empire. The “golden age” looked much different from the perspective of colonists in Boston, 

who, in 1770, felt their worst political fears were becoming a reality. Two years earlier, 

Parliament had stationed 2,000 British troops in the city to help quell unrest that resulted from 

resistance to the Townshend Acts. Tensions often ran high and reached a breaking point on 

March 5, 1770. As Boylston tracked Jamaican sugar prices in London, British troops fired on a 

crowd of Bostonians in King Street, killing five people, including a person of color named 
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Crispus Attucks.54 In the wake of the affair, Parliament repealed the Townshend Duties, except 

the tax on tea. In a letter to a friend, Boylston expressed mixed feelings about the situation. On 

the one hand, he predicted the outcome would result in a continuation of nonimportation. “I now 

fear the late infernal Conduct of the Troops with you will much more confirm your resolutions of 

nonimportation, yet I impatiently wait a [while?] to dispel this gloomy prospect.” On the other 

hand, he felt the affair was a victory for Bostonians, and that the antagonism between Parliament 

and the colonies would abate, if not become resolved entirely. “I cannot omit to express the 

pleasure I feel at finding the Vindictive measure lately intended against us now subsiding & that 

no other regiments are going from hence for Boston in consequence of your driving out those 

lately there.”55 The incident did much to catalyze resistance toward Parliamentary authority in 

Boston. But it also reveals the wide gap between how Massachusetts and Jamaica understood 

and experienced empire during this moment.  

 From a wider imperial perspective, the years from 1767-1770 were marked less by 

political resistance than by widespread economic prosperity for white merchants and planters 

across the empire, especially the British Caribbean, but even also in North America. Seen from 

this vantage point, the Townshend Acts and the Boston Massacre appear not as inevitable steps 

on a straight and narrow road to revolution, but rather as a temporary political dispute set within 

a larger context of economic growth, easy credit, and rising incomes. Indeed, in North America, 

the economic boom spurred increased demand for British goods among mainland colonists. 

Boylston, like many other London merchants trading to America, simply waited out the 
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nonimportation agreements, building up inventories and biding their time.56 Boylston made notes 

in his accounts for which shipments could be processed after the affair blew over. “The Acts are 

not repeal’d in Season for Capt Lyde, the Above, as also these below, are to be sent afterwards at 

the repeal,” he wrote in his ledger.57 Meanwhile, sectors of Britain’s domestic economy such as 

manufacturing, internal improvements, and mining rapidly expanded. British customs data shows 

how the effects of the nonimportation agreements were a temporary blip on an otherwise upward 

trend in mainland consumption of British manufactured goods. Indeed, in the two years after the 

repeal of the Townshend Acts, the value of New England imports from Great Britain reached its 

highest point during the eighteenth-century.58 The built up backlog of goods flooded American 

markets with lower prices from a glut that was cushioned by pent up demand.59  

And yet, even at the height of this economic boom, Boylston had started to grow weary 

of trade. All those years worrying about shipments, scanning newspapers for word that his ships 

had docked safely at their destinations, and monitoring accounts to ensure he didn’t slip into 

bankruptcy had begun to take their toll. In 1771, the Fitches contacted Boylston about taking on 

a new client from the island, but he declined, likely because he was both too leveraged and trying 

to pull back from additional obligations. “I would quit at this period of Life all commercial 

connexions, being heartily tired of disappointments in Markets & all the train of troublesome 

consequences attending it,” the aging merchant responded.60 Despite word from Livingston that 
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he was making sugar “very far better in Quality than any I ever yet made,” Boylston’s thoughts 

had sobered and turned more seriously toward retirement.61  

Death, too, felt nearer now than it had ever felt before. Boylston was fast approaching 64 

years old, and he continued to struggle with the “real grief & affliction” that stemmed from the 

death of his cousin, Nicholas, a few months earlier.62 “Remember that Death stands at your 

Elbow,” Boylston told his cousin, Thomas. “The period of Existence is very short & certain 

don’t procrastinate what may be done today.”63 Because his “Age & Infirmities [were] increasing 

very fast,” he informed his nephews in Kingston, “I have quitted all intentions of imagining any 

more in business & shall in a very few days set out for Bath for the remainder of my life.”64 But 

right as Boylston was thinking about paring back his business activity, his luck suddenly ran out. 

The lottery of trade, which had brought consistent profits to him and many other investors over 

the last six years, suddenly portended bankruptcy and ruin on a scale Boylston had never known. 

The credit crisis threw the delicate political affairs of the empire into a tailspin, pulling along 

with it Boylston’s finances and any hope he may have had of a peaceful transition out of London. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Boylston watched as the contagion of failure swept through London’s economy, much 

like the smallpox epidemic that ravaged Boston in his youth. From 1772-73, about 550 total 
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banks went under, the highest number that had ever been recorded.65 The Bank of England 

issued emergency loans to help contain the infection and prevent further companies from going 

under. Boylston did all he could to quarantine himself and avoid falling into “that abyss of 

Bankruptcy” that surrounded him.66 If he was going to stay afloat, he had to reform his lending 

practices. He began contacting his correspondents to start the long, thorny process of calling in 

loans and closing accounts. The city, meanwhile, continued to grow restless as newspapers 

blamed the North administration for the crisis. “Every evil with which the nation is afflicted is 

owning to the weakness and wickedness of this administration. The nation has no confidence in 

this set of men,” one writer in the London Evening Post proclaimed.67 As reports of bank failures 

in Scotland, Wales, parts of Europe, and America appeared in newspapers, Boylston grew 

increasingly impatient and anxious. It soon dawned on him that, as he confided to Livingston, he 

would not “escape without some marks of this Tempest.”68 

Boylston may have worried about becoming a loser in the situation, but if only a handful 

of small-scale traders like him went out of business, the British economy would manage. What 

caused the most alarm among imperial officials was the negative effects the string of 

bankruptcies had on larger British institutions and companies. The most important of these was 

the East India Company, a giant monopoly that ran Britain’s imperial operations in India and 

brought in over two million pounds per year in revenue.69 Since 1767, despite widespread 
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speculation in its stock, the Company had concealed information from the public about its 

declining sales and revenue. Much of the slump was a result of North American boycotts in 

response to the Townshend Acts. In 1767, Britain shipped close to 869,000 pounds of tea to 

North America. By 1770, its annual exports to the mainland provinces totaled a mere 109,000 

pounds. The Company’s stockpile of unsold tea continued to grow in London warehouses, 

doubling from 8.8 million pounds in 1768 to 17.8 million in 1772, an amount estimated to be 

worth over two million pounds.70 Fearful of damaging the Company’s credit or hurting its stock 

prices, Company directors refused to lower its high 12.5 percent annual dividend rate. 

 When the credit crisis hit, however, reality finally caught up with speculation. It became 

clear that the Company’s cash projections were not only over inflated, but its cash accounting 

was inaccurate. In the past, the Company had typically relied on loans from the Bank of England 

to hold them over until the sales of their goods were finalized. But in July 1772, officials at the 

Bank of England, who became acutely concerned about overextension and potential bankruptcy, 

only provided the Company with a fraction of the capital it requested. Desperate for credit to pay 

its bills, the Company, which needed about £1 million to stay solvent, turned to Lord North for 

help.71 

Boylston appeared to be getting financially squeezed as well, though on a much smaller 

scale. Like the East India Company, the crisis made it harder and harder for Boylston to secure 

the necessary credit to pay his bills. Before the crisis, Livingston would ship his sugar and other 

goods to Boylston in London. While they were in transit, Livingston would then “draw on” 

Boylston for an amount he thought his shipment was worth. He would scribble out terms on a 
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slip of paper and hand it to a third party in exchange for plantation provisions and other supplies. 

These bills of exchange functioned like modern-day, post-dated checks. They guaranteed to the 

third party that Boylston would pay the specified sum after a certain number of days. It was not 

unusual for such bills to be presented to Boylston before the shipment arrived in London. In such 

cases, he advanced his own money, which was typically on loan from another party, to cover the 

gap until he could sell Livingston’s goods.72 

But the crisis threw this whole system into disarray. Bankruptcies made it nearly 

impossible for factors to find credit. Trade ground to a halt. There was no guarantee that colonial 

goods would even sell. Boylston’s reputation and trustworthiness were his livelihood. If he 

couldn’t pay a bill when it came due, it was a reputational death knell. “Ruin is the infallible 

Consequence of not paying ones Bills at time under acceptance,” he told a correspondent in 

Boston.73 Word would eventually get out that any bills consigned to him would not be honored. 

Throughout the entire crisis, Boylston’s chief source of worry was meeting these financial 

demands. 

Boylston’s account with Livingston was both his largest and most nettlesome. Livingston 

continued to borrow before his sugar shipments arrived in London. His outstanding balance had 

ballooned from £1,421 in 1770 to £4,046 in early 1773.74 Boylston repeatedly tried to get him to 

slow down and wait at least 10 days until after he knew for certain that his goods had arrived 

before drawing more bills. Boylston also made sure his other creditors knew this new policy, too. 

“I will not on any Motive accept any more future Drafts from any one until I receive the 
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Effects,” he barked at the Fitches.75 In August 1772, Boylston, not wanting to overextend himself 

and fall into bankruptcy, denied a bill for £9,000 that Livingston had drawn. “On the whole I 

have & would exert myself to the utmost to serve you,” he wrote, “but [I] dare not do it at the 

expence of my reputation & peace.”76 Despite the fact that Boylston made most of his money 

from Livingston’s account, it was clear that the planter needed a London supplier with deeper 

pockets. Exasperated, he wrote to the Fitches that “Mr. Livingston will withdraw his connexions 

with me in order to place them on a more sufficient Foundation, for which having no resource, I 

must acquiesce tho’ with much regret, I shall loose so valuable a Correspondent.”77 A month 

later, he lamented to Livingston that, “people in general are at present so much distressed that I 

think it better to decline all business than be unhappy in pursuing it.”78 Livingston’s demands 

had clearly worn down a man who was already fed up with the problems caused by the crisis.  

Boylston’s troubles were symptomatic of many other West Indian mercantile houses in 

London during the crisis, many of which had much larger accounts than Boylston. The golden 

age, it seemed, had suddenly turned to brass. Merchants trading to the Caribbean contracted their 

accounts and discontinued the generous credit lines they had previously granted their 

correspondents. Even the likes of Samuel Bean, who led a Jamaica firm in London estimated to 

be worth £250,000, went bankrupt in 1772. This upset Boylston, since Bean still owned him 

money and he now had to attend bankruptcy court to get it.79 Seeing all of these failures around 

them, Boylston and his peers chose to shore up their existing accounts rather than expand. On 
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recommendation from Livingston, John Boggs, a Jamaican planter, sought out Boylston as a 

London supplier. But the old merchant refused the new account. “I will rather tread in Gardens 

for Bread than contract obligations I cannot timely discharge,” he told the Fitches.80 Boylston did 

offer to set the man up with other West Indian merchants in the city, but they all rebuffed him. “I 

have applied to Messrs. Harrison’s, Messrs. Walker & Dowson, Messrs. Chandler & Davidson, 

Mr. Grant & others,” Boylston told Livingston, but they “all decline any new Engagements at 

present saying…that the too extended Credit that has formerly been given has reduced such 

numbers of late from a State of Affluence to Beggary.”81  

As London merchants tightened their accounts, stagnation and financial hardship soon 

rippled across the Atlantic and hit the islands. Thomas Newland, one of Boylston’s smaller 

accounts in Jamaica, wrote that many of the island’s planters had fallen behind in payments and 

struggled with their debt. Across the Caribbean, white West Indians had grown indebted to 

British merchants for a staggering £10-15 million, three times the amount of British North 

American debt. This was partly a result of the high capital investment required to operate large 

sugar plantations. This high level of indebtedness, coupled with the fact that most of their wealth 

was concentrated in enslaved people and immovable property such as boiling houses, mills, and 

other plantation infrastructure, made West Indian planters much more sensitive to disruptions in 

credit than their northern neighbors. Parliament tried to alleviate the pain by allowing foreigners 

to lend money on security of West Indian estates.82  
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Boylston, however, had no sympathy for island planters. He felt they had brought this 

misery upon themselves. Frustrated with his own accounts, he thought Newland’s remarks were 

“extreamely just,” adding, unsympathetically, that “too many [of] your planters [run] behind 

hand [and] through Avarice plunge themselves & friends into inextricable difficulties [that] 

many here now fatally experience.”83 The crisis made Boylston more bitter and blunt. As he told 

the Fitches, “Several Capital House Factors for your Island here are mentioned as expected to 

stop very soon; Owing tis said to African Connexions & the insatiable thirst your Planters have 

of extending their possessions at the expence of the property & peace of other persons.”84 In 

Boylston’s eyes, planter profligacy meant merchant misery. 

 

* * * * * 

 

 If island planters fretted over deteriorating access to metropolitan credit and struggled to 

avoid bankruptcy, they also were forced to reckon with an important legal victory obtained by 

enslaved people in Somerset v. Steuart. The case came about through an enslaved man’s decision 

to run away from his owner, a political act of resistance that enslaved people had been 

undertaking for generations. Somerset’s actions led to the re-thinking of the status of slavery 

across the empire and threw into question the legal foundation that supported planter profits and 

the imperial economy. When set within the longer history of slave politics during the interwar 

period, Somerset can be seen as an important outgrowth of the efforts of enslaved men and 

women who collectively resisted their bondage in 1760-61 and 1765-66.  
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Boylston rarely talked about enslaved people, or slavery in general. References to slaves 

only came up in letters to his Jamaican clients, but even then, only as property within the context 

of plantation maintenance or expansion, not as people with interests or politics. In moving from 

Boston to London, Boylston entered a much larger and more diverse city, indeed, in some ways 

an entirely different world. There were anywhere from 5,000-10,000 blacks in London during the 

late eighteenth-century.85 This was about six to 12 times the number living in Boston.86 People of 

color would have been much more visible to Boylston as well. Most blacks worked as servants 

for wealthy white individuals and families, many of whom made it a point to show them off as 

status symbols and markers of their wealth. Jack Beef, an enslaved servant, was one of many 

men and women of color who performed a wide variety of duties for their white owners, 

including, for example, running errands, opening doors, driving stagecoaches, as well as washing 

clothes, cooking, and cleaning within the domestic realm.87 If an enslaved or free person of color 

like Beef waited on Boylston, the merchant did not mention it in his correspondence. But such an 

arrangement would not have been uncommon. 

For Boylston, slavery and the slave trade simply created additional opportunities to make 

money. After overhearing fellow merchants in London complain about the uncertainty and 

delayed payments from other slave traders, Boylston, in his old age, felt that trafficking in 

enslaved people was not worth his trouble. He also did not feel like he had enough capital to 

engage profitably in the trade. “After the best information I can get from those connected with 
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the Guinea Factors in your Island,” Boylston wrote to the Fitches, “I find on the maturest 

deliberation it would not be advisable for either you or me to ingage in this matter…as the want 

of a sufficient Capital is a sufficient Apology on my part; & the uncertainty as also most 

probably the incapacity of the purchasers for timely paying for them if ever must necessarily 

embarrass you & occasion you more disquiet than the profit will atone for.”88 Boylston instead 

eagerly facilitated slave investment for his relatives in Jamaica and Boston. “I am thinking that 

some advantageous contract may be made with the Liverpool Guinea Traders (who are 

frequently here) to deliver a number of Slaves at Jamaica for a certain price,” he advised the 

Fitches.89 In 1774, he even went so far as to lobby officials at the Royal African Company on his 

cousin’s behalf, a notable favor considering his aversion to politics.90 While he didn’t directly 

buy or sell slaves, Boylston profited from selling slave clothes and other plantation provisions, 

just as he had when he lived in Boston. In July 1770, for example, he sold Livingston “40 doz. 

Coarse Negro hats” at about £8 per dozen, as well as pistol powder, cattle chains, and yoke irons. 

Even if he never bought or sold a slave himself, Boylston knew there was no shortage of ways to 

profit from slavery.91 

 The growth of antislavery sentiment over the 1760s and early 1770s increasingly 

rendered this business problematic. By the time of Somerset, slavery and the slave trade were 
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still legally protected, but they had become highly politicized. Critiques of slavery, whether 

economic or moral, were no longer fringe issues. Much of this development occurred as a result 

of enslaved men and women, who continued to upset the imperial politics of slavery. Indeed, 

while there were no slave revolts in Jamaica in the late 1760s, people continued to find ways to 

resist their bondage. One of the most frequent and successful methods was taking a boat and 

fleeing Jamaica altogether. During the 1760s, enslaved people on the northern side of the island 

frequently stole canoes and, by cover of night, rowed to Cuba, where they received protections 

from the Spanish crown. In 1767, British Admiral William Perry estimated that about 100 people 

had run away in this manner.92 Roger Hope Elletson, the governor of Jamaica, pleaded with Lord 

Dartmouth, the Secretary of State, to speak with Spanish officials and do something about the 

growing problem.93 Elletson even wrote directly to the Governor of Cuba and demanded that he 

return the runaways.94 The Jamaica Assembly became involved, too, and drafted a petition to the 

King about the matter. The problem was a continual source of tension between the courts of 

Spain and Britain as late as 1771.95 

 If Boylston did not see slavery as a moral or political problem, by 1773 there were a 

number of men and women, both black and white, who did. Their writings linked anti-slavery to 

mainland patriot arguments about sovereignty and further connected the politics of slavery with 
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the question of imperial reform. Phillis Wheatley, an enslaved African poet from Boston, was 

one of the most effective writers in this regard.96 In 1770, Wheatley had gained transatlantic 

fame for her eulogy on the death of the revivalist George Whitefield. But it was her poem to 

Lord Dartmouth in October 1772, her six-week trip to London in the summer of 1773, and the 

publication of her Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral in September 1773 that 

transformed the politics of slavery.97 In her poem to Dartmouth, Wheatley equated recent 

imperial reforms to the chains of slavery: “No more, of Grievance unredress'd complain, / Or 

injur'd Rights, or groan beneath the Chain, / Which wanton Tyranny, with Lawless Hand, / Made 

to enslave, O Liberty \ Thy Land.”98 Later in the poem, she compared the anguish and pain her 

father felt when she was kidnapped from Africa and sold into slavery with the grief that colonial 

patriots felt upon the loss of their liberty.99  

 

From native Clime, when seeming cruel Fate 

Me snatch'd from Afric's fancy'd happy Seat, 

Impetuous—Ah! what bitter Pangs molest, 

What Sorrows labour'd in the Parent breast? 

That, more than Stone, ne'er soft Compassion mov'd, 

Who from its Father seiz'd his much belov'd. 

Such once my Case—Thus I deplore the Day, 

When Britons weep beneath Tyrannick Sway.100 
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Colonial liberty and African slavery, Wheatley argued, were intertwined.101 

 Wheatley was not the only person of color who criticized slavery in writing. Ignatius 

Sancho, an enslaved man born on board a slave ship in the Middle Passage, owned a grocer’s 

shop with his wife in Westminster. In 1766, he wrote a letter to novelist Laurence Sterne, 

encouraging him to use his literary skill to write something in opposition to slavery. “Give one 

half hour's attention to slavery, as it is at this day practised in our West Indies,” Sancho pleaded. 

“That subject, handled in your striking manner, would ease the yoke (perhaps) of many—but if 

only of one—Gracious God!—what a feast to a benevolent heart!”102 Sancho wrote essays for 

newspapers arguing for the end of the slave trade, and his letters, which were later published 

after his death, were read widely and later used by abolitionists as evidence of African humanity 

and intelligence.103 In 1770, Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an enslaved man living in Worcestershire, 

England, published an autobiography describing his experience of slavery, which later served as 

inspiration for other African writers.104 Ottobah Cugoano was a black anti-slavery writer in 

London who befriended Sancho, Olaudah Equiano, and even Wheatley when she visited London. 
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He later published a searing critique of West Indian slavery and the trans-Atlantic slave trade, 

calling the practice of slavery a “brutish barbarity, and unparalleled injustice.”105 

White anti-slavery activists were just as vocal and similarly contributed to the growing 

politicization of slavery. Granville Sharp, a lawyer, early abolitionist, and ally of the mainland 

patriot cause, was one of the most influential figures in this multiracial opposition to slavery. 

From the time of the Stamp Act through the outbreak of the credit crisis, Sharp took a serious 

interest in the abolition of slavery. In 1769, he published A Representation of the Injustice and 

Dangerous Tendency of Tolerating Slavery in which he examined the legal status of slaves in the 

colonies, pointing out the oppressive nature of Jamaican slave statutes in particular.106 He 

frequently corresponded with North American antislavery activists, including Anthony Benezet 

and later Benjamin Rush. He relayed information about North American efforts to abolish the 

slave trade to his friends in England, including a proposed bill in 1767 in the Massachusetts 

General Court to lessen the colony’s dependence on slave labor through increased duties on 

imported slaves.107 He also accompanied Wheatley on a tour of the Tower of London when she 

visited the city.108 By the early 1770s, Sharp had come to believe that American liberty could not 

be achieved without the abolition of slavery.109 
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 By 1772, then, the status of colonial slavery was a much-discussed political issue, one 

that had become intertwined with the imperial controversy. This was why when Sharp, who had 

already developed a reputation as someone who was seeking a test case for the legality of 

slavery, decided to defend Somerset the case attracted widespread attention.110 Court 

proceedings opened on January 26, 1772. Over the following five months, lawyers on both sides 

presented wide ranging, lengthy, and detailed arguments. “No Man at this Day is, or can be a 

Slave in England,” argued one of Somerset’s lawyers.111 Members of the West India interest, 

who had the most to lose if Somerset won, actively intervened in the case by financially 

supporting Steuart’s legal team, paying him at least 19 pounds, 5 pence. Stephen Fuller became 

the intermediary for this exchange of money. On June 9, 1774, Fuller wrote in his account book 

with the Jamaica Assembly the following entry: “To: Cash Paid Mr. Stuart for half remainder of 

charges in the Negroe cause: the W. India Merchants paying the other half.”112 As the case drew 

to a close, Steuart’s supporters worried about Mansfield’s personal relationship with Dido 

Elizabeth Belle, his 11-year-old, mixed-race niece, who was living with him at his estate in 

London during the case.113 They felt that her presence would unduly influence Mansfield’s 

thinking about Somerset. One Jamaican slaveholder wrote in his diary, “No doubt he will be set 

free, for Lord Mansfield keeps a Black in his house which governs him and the whole family.”114  
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 On June 22, Mansfield issued his ruling, which granted Somerset his freedom. Boylston 

did not mention the case in his correspondence, but it would have been difficult for him to miss, 

given its widespread coverage in London newspapers and the drastically different, though 

equally impassioned, responses articulated by people of color and West Indian slaveholders 

alike. The Morning Chronicle provided the following account of the black community’s 

response to the ruling: 

Several Negroes were in court yesterday, to hear the event of a cause so interesting to 

their tribe, and after the judgment of the court was known, bowed with profound respect 

to the Judges, and shaking each other by the hand, congratulated themselves upon their 

recovery of the rights of human nature, and their happy lot that permitted them to breathe 

the free air of England.—No fight upon earth could be more pleasingly affecting to the 

feeling mind, than the joy which shone at that instant in these poor mens sable 

countenances.115 

 

The Middlesex Journal noted that “a great number of Blacks were in Westminster-Hall to hear 

the determination of the cause and went away greatly pleased.”116 A few days later, the London 

Packet reported that about 200 black men and women held a public ball in Westminster “to 

celebrate the triumph which their brother Somerset had obtained over Mr. Stuart his master. Lord 

Mansfield’s health was echoed round the room.”117 Some enslaved people in the colonies 

interpreted the outcome of the case as a legal means to freedom, as long as they could make it to 

England. Two years after the ruling, a Virginia slaveholder put an advertisement in the Virginia 

Gazette for the return of his runaway slave, Bacchus, who he thought might “attempt to get on 

Board some Vessel bound for Great Britain, from the Knowledge he has of the late 
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Determination of Somerset’s Case.”118 Even though there remained widespread ambiguity over 

just what the ruling meant for the institution of slavery, it nonetheless promoted an intense 

discussion of slave rights within the empire, including a notable public debate in Boston 

newspapers, and even inspired freedom suits among slaves in Massachusetts and other mainland 

colonies.119 

 The ruling motivated the appearance of new imperial policies aimed at reforming slavery. 

Maurice Morgann, a colonial official who had held various administrative positions within the 

empire, had drafted a plan for the abolition of slavery in the West Indies at some point during the 

early 1760s. In it he argued that the slave trade was immoral and unjust, but it resulted from bad 

state policy, not the moral failings of any individual planter or trader.120 He proposed settling 

Florida with free black labor and outlawing slavery there. The British state would then buy a 

certain number of children from Africa each year, free and educate them in Britain, and, when 

they reached 16 years old, send them to Pensacola to lead and grow the colony.121 Morgann 

described how, at the time, the plan had been “communicated only to a few friends, thrown 

aside, and almost forgotten.” In 1772, however, he was reminded of the essay by “the question 

which has been lately agitated in the Court of King’s-Bench, concerning the condition of a West-

Indian slave brought into England.”122 He thus decided to publish the pamphlet because he 
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wanted to capitalize on the heightened discussions about slavery in the wake of the Somerset 

ruling. He felt that more people would read the work and that it might have a better reception in 

the new political climate.  

If the Somerset ruling was a major victory for enslaved interests, West Indian planters 

felt it was an unprecedented disaster. “The late decision with regard to Somerset the Negro…will 

occasion a greater ferment in America (particularly the Islands) than the Stamp Act itself,” one 

correspondent wrote in London’s General Evening Post, because it will ultimately “leave the 

subject at Jamaica or Barbadoes wholly without a hand to cultivate his plantations.”123 Talk of 

slaves as subjects, with rights and protections under the law, seriously jeopardized planters’ 

property rights, and, indeed, threatened their entire sugar-slave economy. Several West Indian 

planters responded to the ruling in print, including Edward Long, the Jamaican absentee 

planter.124 Long and others stressed that the Somerset ruling not only threatened their own 

individual profits, but endangered the national prosperity of Britain itself. Mansfield’s decision, 

according to Long, would lead directly to the general abolition of slavery, which would mean 

“the total abolition of sugar-making, and all other West Indian produce.” This would lead, in 

turn, to the “great diminution” of the East Indies trade. Together, the downfall of these two 

“main supports” would destroy Britain’s national commerce and its standing in the world. “There 

may be no human means of preventing this kingdom from dwindling into an appendage to some 
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foreign and more powerful state.”125 Long also believed that the opinion would operate as “a 

direct invitation” to black people across the empire and instigate a mass exodus from the 

colonies to Britain, thereby swelling the ranks of the poor and taking jobs previously meant for 

poor whites.126 

These publications represented the first concerted proslavery argument. That West Indian 

planters like Long felt compelled to develop and articulate such a proslavery position starting in 

1772 only shows how far enslaved interests had advanced since the Seven Years War. It also 

shows how much slavery had become politicized since the end of the war, and how much the 

Somerset ruling served as a catalyst for this development. The negative depictions of West 

Indian planters that mainland colonists employed during the Sugar and Stamp Act controversies 

had now become entwined with antislavery arguments that sought to portray the West Indies as 

immoral, greedy, and un-British.127  

 

* * * * * 

 

While planters in London and the Caribbean reeled from the ruling, the credit crisis 

continued to rage. Lord North turned to the finances of the East India Company, which remained 

in dire straits. Parliament was scheduled to meet after the New Year, but North felt the financial 
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problems of the Company needed immediate attention. He called for an early session that opened 

in November 1772. The government could have let the Company fail. But North, speaking 

before the House, argued that the Company’s financial health was in the public’s interest. Its 

status was too important to the British nation (not to mention to many of his stockholding 

friends). If it went under, the public would be the ultimate loser, cheated out of thousands of 

pounds of tax revenue. Its failure would also damage Britain’s global standing.128 Parliament 

voted to create two committees to investigate the state of the Company’s affairs. In the spring of 

1773, North, on recommendation from one of the committee’s reports, moved to provide a £1.4 

million loan to the company.129  

The bailout may have kept the Company afloat financially, but there was still the problem 

of its massive stockpile of unsold tea sitting in London’s warehouses. By law, the Company 

could only sell its tea in London, where it had to pay an import duty and an inland duty for any 

tea meant for re-export. The proposed Tea Act exempted the Company from both of these duties. 

The goal was to help the Company pay off its remaining debts by making it easier to sell its 

surplus tea in American markets. But several MPs pointed out that the Company would still 

suffer from the colonial tax on tea, which had remained in place after the repeal of the 

Townshend Acts in 1770. Besides, they argued, the tax had generated little revenue because of 

widespread smuggling. But Lord North was loath to remove it. The money it did generate helped 

pay colonial governors’ salaries. “If the East India Company will export tea to America,” he said 
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before the House, “they will very much increase that duty, and consequently very much facilitate 

carrying on government in that part.”130 Plus he saw repealing it as a political concession to 

mainland colonists, which he thought they did not deserve. The colonial tax on tea was thus left 

in place and the Tea Act passed in April 1773.131 

Imperial officials were caught off guard when the Act reignited the constitutional and 

political conflict with the mainland. The so-called “American question” had briefly flared up a 

year earlier when Rhode Island sailors torched a British customs vessel, the Gaspee. But 

relations had otherwise remained quiet since the repeal of the Townshend Acts. Some even 

believed the matter of sovereignty had been resolved. But when news of the Act’s passage 

reached the mainland, radical colonists in Boston again took the lead in opposition, like they had 

during the Stamp Act affair. They were led by a loose coalition of various groups generically 

called the Sons of Liberty. Despite the fact that the Act lowered the overall price of tea, the Sons’ 

chief complaint was that it reaffirmed a previously unconstitutional tax made in 1767 and kept in 

place after 1770. They also opposed it because it gave the East India Company a monopoly on 

selling tea in America, thus stifling competition and pushing colonial sellers, and colonial 

smugglers, out of the market. In the fall of 1773, Boston Sons of Liberty made dark threats 

against Governor Hutchinson and East India Company tea consignees. In November, the city 

stood on edge as tension mounted between the Sons of Liberty, who sought to refuse the tea from 

landing, and the city’s ship owners and consignees, who wanted to obey the law.132 On 
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December 16, 1773, Boston radicals dumped three cargos of Bohea tea into the city’s harbor. 

“What Measures will the Ministry take in Consequence of this?” asked Boylston’s cousin, John 

Adams, in his diary the following day. “Will they dare to resent it? Will they punish Us? 

How?”133 

News of Boston’s destruction of the tea electrified London. The act seemed the ultimate 

affront to Parliament’s authority. It felt as if all of London now saw Boston as the enemy. Much 

to Boylston’s dismay and apprehension, he could only watch as the city turned hostile toward 

friends of America. The destruction of the tea, he wrote to Thomas Gray in Boston, “has 

alienated the hearts & enfeebled the hands of our best friends here by leaving them no Asylum 

from continual reproach.”134 The last time he faced a divisive political environment during the 

late-1760s in Boston, he decided to simply get up and leave town. But the messiness of imperial 

politics had caught up with him in London. The economic crisis had spawned a political one for 

the empire, and this time the Jamaican merchant decided to fight on behalf of his native town. 

But in the face of the unyielding North administration, which now had the political support from 

a sizable majority of Parliament, he felt such a tact was futile. Boylston ultimately doubled down 

on his original decision to leave the city altogether for the comfort and solitude of the English 

countryside. 

The American question had grown as old and tired as Boylston himself. In the spring of 

1774, Parliament debated how to heal the wound that Boston inflicted on the empire. House 
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members lamented that no coherent imperial policy toward North America had been agreed upon 

over the last ten years. “Since the repeal of the Stamp Act, MP after MP rose to give their 

thoughts on America. Yet, over and over, only a temporary, patchwork solution could be agreed 

upon,” one MP lamented. “In time past we had one system. In following times, we had another. 

In another we had neither one nor the other. We have fallen into confusion.”135 Lord North called 

for unanimity. Whatever line was drawn must be defended no matter the consequences. 

While Parliament debated, Boylston fought persistent colds and coughs. He wrapped 

himself in thin, warm flannels and drank hot, sour punch to ward off the chills. He complained of 

aches in his hands, back, neck, and head. He continually needed help getting out of his chair. 

Rheumatism fixed in his back and shooting pains ran up his spine to the back of his head. While 

he conducted business, he scratched in his ledger remedies for his many symptoms.136 

Starting in March 1774, Lord North introduced a series of measures that sought both 

reparations and reform in Boston. “For the course of five, six or seven years the town of Boston 

has invariably been the ringleader and promoter of all the disorders, the discontents, and 

disturbances,” he declared at the opening of the House session.137 North was determined to make 

Boston an example for the rest of the empire. The set of measures included the Boston Port Bill, 

which closed the port of Boston until the damaged tea was repaid; the Massachusetts 

Government Act, which revoked Massachusetts’ 1691 charter and gave the King and the 

Governor wide-ranging authority over the council, courts, and appointment of civil officers; and 

the Administration of Justice Act, which made British officials immune to criminal proceedings 
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in Boston and gave the Governor the authority to move court trials out of the colony. The 

reforms were what many hardliners in the House had been calling for since 1765. 

Boylston became incensed when he heard the news, calling the measures vindictive, 

unjust, and severe.138 But he felt uneasy about the dumping of the tea. “Could no alternative be 

found? I greatly deplore the fatal necessity,” he wrote to a Thomas Gray, a fellow merchant in 

Boston. Boylston, weary from the strain of the credit crisis and his own health problems, wanted 

nothing more than for this unhappy family quarrel to quickly resolve itself. But he sensed the 

growing storm of anti-American sentiment in London and knew this time it wouldn’t simply 

blow over. Despite his political support for the patriots, though, he thought the best way forward 

was for Boston to repay the cost of damages. That would pacify Parliament and neatly sweep the 

problem under the rug. “I see the Necessity of you & your friends using your utmost influence 

for making reparation for the Loss of said Tea to prevent your final ruin,” he wrote. “It would be 

attended with the best consequence, as it will…relieve us from the partial charge of Dissafection 

& Rebellion & of course discourage Parliament from any future Attempts to enslave us.”139 Such 

a position no doubt would have alleviated some of the political pressure Boylston may have felt 

in London as well. The old merchant still clung to a waning hope that reconciliation could be 

found. 

No longer content with scribbling away in private letters, Boylston decided to turn his 

words into action. In early March, he met with other merchants and traders at the Thatched 

House Tavern on St. James’s Street in London to draft a petition to the House of Lords. The Port 

Bill punished the entire town of Boston for the actions of a small group of “persons unknown,” 
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the petition stated, unfairly grouping the innocent with the guilty. Parliament’s measures also 

condemned the town before charges were read, thus robbing British subjects of the right to due 

process. “Such proceedings are repugnant to every principle of law and justice, and threaten 

every man’s security,” the petition read.140 Boylston affixed his name to the bottom of the 

document, alongside 28 other men, including Benjamin Franklin and John Alleyne, the 

Barbadian planter who attacked John Dickinson in 1766 over the Stamp Act.141 Boylston’s 

signature was a radical act. It placed him at odds with his peers in the London mercantile lobby, 

which was overwhelmingly dominated by conservatives, who felt it was their job to simply 

explain their interest and advise the government rather than sign petitions and espouse a cause. 

By signing his name, Boylston publicly declared his opposition to the government and openly 

affirmed his loyalty to radical patriots in Boston.142 

The petition, however, was dead on arrival. The North administration was resolved to 

deny any pleas from the mainland colonies. The North American lobby did all it could to get 

Parliament to listen, but, by this time, the mainland agencies were in shambles, especially in 

Massachusetts. Since Jasper Mauduit had replaced William Bollan as Massachusetts’ official 

agent in 1764, the colony’s agency had steadily declined. Richard Jackson had enjoyed a short-

lived tenure as agent after Mauduit, before he was replaced by Dennys De Berdt in 1766, who 

proved ill-informed, not well-connected, and quarrelsome with other agents. In 1768, Boylston 

had complained that De Berdt was worse than no agent at all, noting that his “Age & infirmity” 
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prevented him from performing the duties of his office.143 Franklin, already agent for three other 

colonies, had succeeded De Berdt in 1770. But he and the rest of the North American lobby had 

faced mounting bureaucratic obstacles from imperial officials. The North administration had 

continually attacked the validity of agents’ credentials and utilized procedural maneuvers to table 

any of their petitions.144 Imperial bureaucrats had stonewalled agents, too. The secretaries of 

state, who became responsible for American affairs after the duties of the Board of Trade had 

been pared back, were deliberately evasive.145 After the destruction of the tea, no one in the 

ministry was open to hearing, much less negotiating with, the North American agents. William 

Bollan, who had remained in London after his dismissal and continued to publish tracts in 

defense of American interests, tried to present Boylston’s petition to the House of Commons and 

House of Lords, but he was flatly denied by both. Boylston could only look on as the act became 

law.146 

Boylston had hoped that the West India interest would support his resistance to the Port 

Bill. West Indian merchants had been present at the meeting at the Thatched House Tavern. 

Across town, at the Jamaica Coffee House, Stephen Fuller attended a meeting of the Society of 

West India merchants, where they brought up and discussed the bill. It would have seemed clear 

to Boylston that the closure of the port of Boston would only have meant scarcer slave provisions 

in Jamaica. Surely there was a common interest here. But, to Boylston’s dismay, their 

involvement remained lukewarm at best. Only a handful of merchants showed up at the Thatched 

House Tavern, fewer than anticipated, and the group at the Jamaica Coffee House only resolved 
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to have Stephen’s brother, Rose, and two others monitor the situation.147 “I am sorry to say no 

such Aid or Assistance may be expected from any of the People here, altho’ we have a better 

right to demand it,” Boylston grumbled to Gray.148 

Rose Fuller tried to provide some assistance, however, as the coercive measures made 

their way through Parliament. Fuller, much like Boylston, was nervous over the North 

administration’s move to close the port of Boston. He thought the town needed to be punished, 

but he also understood how the port closure would damage Jamaica’s sugar-slave economy. If 

Boston was not allowed “to export certain commodities…to the West Indies, such as lumber and 

provisions,” Fuller explained to the House, it would produce a “prodigious inconvenience” and 

have a “bad consequence” for the islands.149 He further predicted that the Boston Port Bill would 

do much more harm than good. “I believe all North America will be dissatisfied with it. I believe 

they will look upon it as a foolish act of oppression.” Boston colonists in particular would 

fiercely oppose it. Fuller predicted that “Bostonians, upon the first resistance, will tell you they 

won’t remit the money which they owe you; that nothing but confederacies would spring up 

among them;…that this bill could not be carried into execution without a military force; that if 

you send over a small number of men, the Boston militia would immediately cut them to pieces; 

that if you send over a larger number, 6 or 7000, the Americans will debauch them; and that by 

these means we should only hurt ourselves.”150 
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In Lord North’s mind, however, the time for leniency had passed. He dismissed Fuller’s 

concern that Boston could resist the implementation of the Act. “The whole force of 

Massachusetts Bay can not prevent Great Britain’s frigates from carrying this Act into 

execution,” North stated to the House.151 “Every resolution we can take must be at an end, for we 

are come to that point that nothing that we should ordain with respect to America will be obeyed 

unless they think we can carry into execution by force.” North recognized Fuller’s concern about 

the possible damage to the sugar colonies, but he saw it as a “temporary inconvenience” that 

must be felt if Britain wanted to maintain its authority.152 Temporarily sacrificing the 

profitability of Jamaican sugar plantations, and the overall health of the imperial economy, was 

worth it, according to North, if it meant the restoration of law and order in Boston. 

 Fuller’s motion was shot down, but he continued to advocate for the mainland. He tried 

multiple times to get the Tea Act repealed. He called it “the genuine foundation of our evils” and 

thought that if it wasn’t revoked rebellion would ensue.153 In April 1774, he introduced a motion 

styled as an “olive branch” toward the colonies. “The want of a consistent plan here has 

occasioned all the disturbances there,” he explained to the House. “I wish to do something to 

show our willingness to bring about peace.” This meant repeal of the Tea Act and the Boston 

Port Act, both of which colonists in Boston would resist either “by violence or by confederacy.” 

Fuller repeated his warning about the potential strength of mainland opposition. “The Acts will 

be resisted, and the power of this country will be committed, and America as they are now united 

will be difficult to overcome.” But North was again adamant. The line had been drawn. “What 
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may be the event no man can foretell,” he said, “but this I am certain of, fluctuation of conduct 

and irresolution in steps we take after the event must be fatal.” Where past administrations had 

equivocated, North was resolved to stand firm, regardless of the consequences. Fuller’s motion 

to repeal the Tea Act was voted down 182-49.154 

Rose Fuller’s views were in the minority. They were also a minority in the larger West 

India interest, which opted to remain aloof while the coercive measures went through Parliament. 

It’s likely Boylston heard of Fuller’s opposition in the House, either from Franklin or from 

reading portions of the debates that were reprinted in London newspapers. But the old merchant 

could tell when the tide was against him. In June 1774, Stephen Fuller wrote to his employers in 

Jamaica regarding the Massachusetts Government Act. “I consulted most of the Jamaica 

Gentlemen upon the subject, and also the West India Merchants, who, are altho of various 

opinions in regard to several clauses of the Bill, did not chuse to step forth in opposition to it, as 

a matter not immediately affecting them.”155 Just like during the Townshend Acts, the West India 

lobby did not see Massachusetts’ cause as their own. While they no doubt understood the 

economic ramifications of the measures for the islands, they were confident that the supplies 

they received from Boston could be found from other places in the empire. It made little sense, 

moreover, for the lobby to intervene on a Parliamentary dispute that did not directly concern 

them. They’d only open themselves to censure or political retaliation from the King or 

Parliament. 
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Besides, all their needs were being met. Imperial policy favored protective sugar tariffs 

and low duties on slave imports. Rum and molasses did take a hit from the credit crisis, and the 

value of Jamaica exports to London dipped 14 percent from 1772-1773 due to the credit crisis. 

But sugar prices still remained relatively high, and by the time North introduced the coercive 

measures, Jamaica had already recovered.156 And the island remained protected by the British 

Royal Navy, which had several ships stationed nearby that could be marshalled at any moment. 

 It was clear to Boylston and to Fuller alike, then, that any type of coalition between the 

North American and West Indian lobbies would not materialize. Boylston suspected that no 

amount of petitioning was going to change the course of imperial policy. But he could effect 

change in a different, albeit much smaller way. In July 1774, Boylston shipped John Rowe three 

hogsheads of goods via Salem. The previous year he had sent similar shipments to the Boston 

Committee of Correspondence free of shipping, freight, or commission charges.157 His shipment 

this time, however, was in open defiance of the recently passed Boston Port Act. The Boston 

Committee of Correspondence had an account open with Boylston and had relied on him for 

manufactured goods they could only get from London. Boylston took great pride in fulfilling 

their order. “I think myself honoured by the grateful notice my townsmen have taken of my 

small attempts to serve them,” he wrote, “for next to the Plaudit of one’s own breast, the 

approbation of one’s Country I think the highest pleasure attainable.” Boylston’s “country” was 

now Boston and North America, and while he may not have been able to change imperial policy, 

he used his reach as a merchant to do all he could to support patriot efforts there.158   
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 Other than these small acts of solidarity, however, Boylston continued to focus on 

managing his infirmities and preparing for his move to Bath. When politics came up, he resigned 

to fume privately rather than battle publicly. Whenever Boylston vented to one of his 

correspondents, he was careful that his views didn’t find their way into print. He was on the way 

out of London, and he didn’t want to risk being publicly criticized as an American sympathizer. 

“I must desire you would not let these Sentiments as such be known in any publick paper,” he 

cautioned Gray. “It may involve me in some disagreeable altercation which I should wish to 

decline at this Period of Life in which I wish for peace & tranquility.”159 As upset as he was, the 

old merchant had more pressing business to attend to anyway. He was still pulling himself back 

from the brink of insolvency due to the credit crisis. Yet it seemed that everywhere he turned his 

bets in the lottery of trade continued to prove bad. “I am quite sick of conducting business on the 

present System which is attended with so little advantage to oneself & Correspondents,” he 

wrote the Fitches.  

 

* * * * * 

 

In 1768, Boylston had sailed into the port of London on a great wave of economic 

prosperity and imperial confidence. He was washed out by a political and financial hurricane 

seven years later. During this time, white colonists in both Boston and Jamaica swung from a 

period of relative tranquility after the repeal of the Stamp Act to a chaos that threatened to tear 

the empire apart at the seams beginning in 1772. Colonists in each region, despite their common 
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allegiance to the crown, experienced this passage of time differently. Bostonians entered 1772 in 

a relative calm but had just avoided another reckoning over Parliamentary sovereignty and 

colonial rights during the Townshend Acts in the late 1760s and the Boston Massacre in 1770. 

The path of Jamaican slaveholders was not as rocky. They had seen rising profits and great 

economic growth since the end of the Seven Years’ War. But the credit crisis, the Somerset 

decision, and a potential civil war in Massachusetts created a nexus of economic, legal, and 

political problems that portended ruin and the destruction of the imperial status quo.160  

 For free and unfree people of color in London and Jamaica, their experience of empire 

during this seven-year period was one of continued struggle. But 1772 marked a celebratory 

moment of victory rather than a violent retrenchment of slaveholder power, as had happened in 

1761 and 1766. Jamaican slavery still flourished, of course, and North American built ships 

continued to bring new groups of enslaved Africans to the island. But the Somerset ruling 

transformed the imperial politics of slavery and the growth of antislavery sentiment among both 

black and white people in Britain and the colonies pointed toward future signs of change.  

When Boylston first heard of the destruction of the tea, and the coercive measures sought 

by Lord North in response, he had a feeling that, if they passed, union would inevitably follow. 

These measures “may enforce the necessity of an Union of America at a Congress appointed for 

that purpose,” he speculated to Gray in April 1774.161 Like Lord North, Rose and Stephen Fuller, 

Livingston, the Fitches, and everyone else across the empire, Boylston couldn’t know what 

would happen. But a few months later, Boston and other mainland colonies proved Boylston’s 

suspicions correct when they came together in Philadelphia and formed, for the first time, a 
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continental association to resist what they saw as Britain’s tyrannical and unjust reform 

measures. Significantly, this union did not include any West Indian islands. 

The Continental Congress quickly agreed to a comprehensive embargo of all trade from 

Britain, including Jamaica and the Caribbean. Economic war broke out between Great Britain 

and North America. The ban on trade that had previously only been with Boston now included 

all of Jamaica’s principle trading partners on the mainland. It was only then that Caribbean 

planters and the West India interest, caught in the middle, recognized the gravity of the situation. 

Boylston solemnly broke the news to the Fitches. “It is with concern I acquaint you with the 

present very low price of Sugars occasioned by the illegal & oppressive American Acts passed 

here the last Parliament which has induced America to agree to the nonimportation of everything 

from hence which includes many thousands hhds of refined Sugar that from hence was annually 

exported there.”162 The storm wrought by the credit crisis proved only a prelude to a much larger 

disaster. By this time, Boylston had finally organized his finances enough to move to Bath. 

Perched atop his comfortable aerie in the English countryside, the old merchant reflected on his 

good luck. “A more proper Season for retiring from all business could not have occurred,” he 

crowed. “The Dispute with America has totally defeated all prospects of my doing anything 

more there, & no hopes of negotiating anything to advantage from Jamaica.”163 
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Chapter 5 – Unnatural Rebellion (1776-1778) 

 

A few dozen wooden houses scattered across a patch of swampy land was all that made 

up the small frontier city of Lucea. Tucked away in a dense cluster of thick trees, the Hanover 

parish port city hugged the northwestern edge of Jamaica. One large street divided the town’s 

huddled buildings from the nearby bay, a mile-wide basin, ring-shaped and spherical like a 

musket ball. On a Sunday in mid-June 1776, two men, Peter and Sam, met in that street, by the 

bridge near the coppersmith’s shop. They were accompanied by about forty other enslaved 

people who had made the journey across the parish’s rugged terrain. Sundays were market days, 

and on Sundays, Lucea became the site of social and economic exchange for the enslaved who 

came together to talk, share stories, and buy and sell goods. These were treasured moments of 

pause for bondsmen and women who spent the other six days of the week laboring 12-20 hours a 

day under the close watch of plantation overseers. Peter and Sam used their time that Sunday in 

Lucea to begin organizing a plan to rebel.1 After the meeting, Peter walked the roughly two and a 

half miles back to Point Estate, following the dusty road that roped around the outside of Lucea 

Bay and bent northeastward along the coast. Sam, meanwhile, went the opposite direction, 

returning to Baulk Estate to the southwest, about a two mile journey into the interior of the 
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parish.2 Once back on their plantations, both men cautiously started to recruit more enslaved 

people and collect as many guns and as much powder as possible. 

Peter and Sam’s freedom struggle took place upon the backdrop of open economic 

warfare waged by American privateers against Jamaican trade. While Peter and Sam crisscrossed 

nearby plantations and visited slave quarters, American privateers off the coast, with the support 

of the French, preyed on Jamaican commercial vessels. According to British intelligence reports, 

French ships were headed toward North America laden with arms, ammunition, and gunpowder. 

More alarming were the roughly thirty armed American vessels floating off the coast of French 

Hispaniola preparing to attack. Hispaniola was only about 150 miles to the east of Jamaica, 

closer than Boston was to New York. “They [the Americans] propose to take and seize every 

Ship or Vessel belonging to this Island [Jamaica] that they can meet with,” one Montego Bay 

slaveholder reported.3 The strategy was highly effective. Mainland colonists understood the 

value of Jamaican trade and purposely struck at the economic heart of the empire. Officials 

struggled to defend the island from American captains who sailed into harbors, typically by 

night, cut ship lines, burned vessels, stole cargo from long boats, and made off with island 

provisions. 

Given the political, economic, and social interdependence of Britain’s American 

provinces, the North American mainland’s military engagement against and subsequent 

declaration of independence from Britain in 1776 held far reaching consequences for Jamaica’s 

colonists and its enslaved population alike. For colonial officials, the imperial civil war created 
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new threats that required new strategies of self-defense and resource management. The great 

artery of trade with the continent, which island planters and merchants had relied on for 

provisions and supplies for over a century, was now, for the first time, completely severed. In 

addition, mainland rebels intentionally weaponized their trading vessels to attack West Indian 

commerce. 

For the enslaved, the outbreak of the war created new openings to further advance their 

political goal of freedom. As they had during the Seven Years’ War in 1760 and again during the 

chaos surrounding the Stamp Act crisis in 1765, Jamaican slaves in 1776 shrewdly leveraged a 

larger moment of imperial crisis to more effectively resist their bondage and achieve a life absent 

slavery. The actions of mainland colonists—including those in the mainland port cities that 

sustained the British Caribbean—not only led to the formation of a new polity out of the British 

empire, but also opened new pathways and foreclosed others for white colonists and black slaves 

in the Caribbean, who still remained an integral part of that empire.  

The outbreak of this imperial civil war, then, was both a problem and an opportunity for 

Jamaica. In mid-July, soon after mainland patriots declared independence from Britain, Hanover 

parish officials learned of Peter and Sam’s plans. On July 22, three alarm bells rang loudly 

through the heart of Lucea, warning its white inhabitants of an intended slave rebellion. Women 

and children from nearby plantations flocked to the town for protection as panic and confusion 

among white colonists rippled through the island. “The cries and squawling of these, joined with 

the sound of Trumpets, and drums beating to arms, during the alarms, were sufficient to rouse 

the most insensible of human beings,” observed Simon Clark, a slaveholder who was in Lucea at 

the time. Able-bodied white men lined the street and blanketed the town. All were “ready at a 

minutes warning to turn out armed.” Should these minute men fail to suppress the rebellion, 
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Clark wrote, “the apprehension of an invasion by the French and Spaniards and the capture of 

our Ships by the American Privateers joined therewith will undoubtedly reduce the credit of this 

Island to the lowest Ebb and be productive of the most fatal consequence to this country in 

general.”4 Confronted with threats of slave revolt, foreign invasion, food shortages, potential 

famine, rising costs of plantation provisions, and plummeting sugar prices, all the fears of white 

Jamaicans regarding external and internal enemies seemed to have come true. 

As fear spread among island whites, they turned for salvation to their political arm in 

London, the West India lobby. At the beginning of 1775, Stephen Fuller, the Jamaican agent, 

became active in a way that he had not been since the Stamp Act. From the wooden tables of the 

Jamaica Coffee House and the Kings Arms Tavern in Cornhill, Fuller mobilized other West 

Indian merchants against the war. He made his way through the dense network of bureaucratic 

offices to lobby imperial officials at the Board of Trade and Treasury, Commissioners of the 

Excise and Customs, the Secretary of the Admiralty, the Secretary of State at the Colonial 

Office, the Prime Minister, Lord North, and the King’s council. Realizing the economic threat  

that the war posed, Fuller and many members of the West India interest acted with an acute sense 

of urgency. Yet, for the first time since the end of the Seven Years’ War, their lobbying proved 

ineffectual. Lord North’s administration was all too willing to temporarily risk island security to 

restore law and order on the mainland.5 

  Historians typically date this period, from 1775-1778, as the sunset of the West Indian 

“golden age” and the onset of the West India lobby’s decline as a force in imperial politics. The 

outbreak of the war threatened planter profits, and the anti-slavery movement continued to gain 
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momentum.6 There were also serious divisions within the lobby itself regarding the war. As 

historian Andrew O’Shaughnessy has shown, half of the 49 West Indians in Parliament 

consistently opposed Lord North’s policy of war against North America. The other half 

supported it—at least initially.7 Despite these divisions, however, all agreed that the islands 

needed protection. Fuller, through his many personal relationships with imperial officials, 

continued to wield significant political influence in the early years of the war, which he 

successfully translated into additional resources for Jamaica.  

 But the war did more than simply create new political and economic problems for white 

colonists and their representatives in London. It also created favorable circumstances for 

Jamaican slaves, as well as many of those enslaved on the North American mainland, to press for 

their freedom.8 Before officials discovered the plot, Peter and Sam learned that the island’s 

troops were set to disembark from Lucea to fight rebel colonists in North America. The enslaved 

men planned to time the outbreak of their rebellion to occur after this departure. They also 

strategically decided to wait until after a majority of merchant vessels sailing to Great Britain left 

the island, which happened in late July of 1776, as it did every year. With a majority of the 
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island’s soldiers and fleet elsewhere, Peter and Sam reasoned, late July was an ideal time to 

rebel. 

Through the eyes of white island colonists, Peter and Sam are rendered as just another 

threat for planters and local officials to manage. Following commentary like Clark’s, scholars 

have taken up this view in recent work on the rebellion. O’Shaughnessy, for example, frames his 

coverage of the revolt in terms of its transformative effect on white colonial politics. From 1774-

1775, he writes, white island colonists were posturing on behalf of North America in their 

struggle against Parliament. But this changed in 1776. Not only did the Jamaican slave revolt 

create a conservative backlash against the Revolution, he argues, but it also intensified the 

“garrison mentality” of white island colonists.9  

Such an approach, however, both isolates the event from the wider imperial context in 

which it took place, and glosses over what the rebellion meant to enslaved men and women 

themselves, the principle actors involved. Straining to recapture the point of view of people like 

Peter and Sam recasts the struggle as an enactment of enslaved politics as well as an important 

episode in a multi-generational freedom struggle fought by slaves. In this frame, the event 

becomes unmoored from a timeline dominated by the politics of white colonists and, instead, is 

placed within a different, longer trajectory tied to the politics of black liberation that connects to 

the freedom struggles in 1760-61 and 1765-66.10 This slave resistance timeline ran parallel to the 
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Law and the Politics of Resistance in the Early Atlantic World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2018), 
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10 Hilary Beckles usefully reframes the slave resistance timeline between 1638 and 1838 as a 200 Years’ War. 

Hilary Beckles, “The 200 Years War: Slave Resistance in the British West Indies: An Overview of the 
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more familiar sequence of events regarding white colonists on the mainland and the coming of 

the American Revolution. At crucial moments, though, the two trajectories intersected. The 

Jamaican slave rebellion in 1776 was one such conjunction.  

 

* * * * * 

 

 The Jamaica Coffee House was nestled in the heart of London’s busy financial district. It 

sat opposite the Royal Exchange, a few paces off the main thoroughfare on Cornhill, at the end 

of a narrow, spindly alleyway. Within its walls, the Society of West India Merchants, the 

powerful mercantile lobby composed of London merchants, absentee sugar planters, politicians, 

and traders, formally convened. At their monthly meetings they swapped stories and exchanged 

news over rum. They also closely monitored their political and financial interests within Britain 

and across the empire. Of the Caribbean colonies represented, Jamaica was the largest and most 

economically important. From 1769-1778, for example, it accounted for 42 percent of all sugar 

and 88 percent of all rum imported into London from the West Indies.11 Its representatives, 

therefore, exerted significant influence within the Society. Since his appointment as Jamaica’s 

agent in 1765, Stephen Fuller had emerged as one of the Society’s leading figures.   
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Up until the formation of the Continental Congress in October 1774, Fuller, on orders 

from his employers, had stepped back from the dispute between the mainland and Parliament. 

Over this period, the West India interest continued to manage its trade in sugar and slaves. For 

example, the lobby fought hard to eliminate what they considered to be illegal fees collected by 

customs officers in London and Jamaican ports. It also cracked down on thieves who were 

repeatedly caught stealing sugar and other goods from their ships docked on public quays along 

the Thames River.12 Fuller played a pivotal role in defeating an Irish bill that proposed a 6d per 

gallon increase on rum.13 At their monthly gatherings, the West India merchants who comprised 

the Society frequently went over Treasury meeting minutes, discussed pending legislation, 

advised MPs on economic matters relating to colonial trade, organized meetings with imperial 

officials, provided disaster relief money for West Indian islands damaged by fires or hurricanes, 

donated money to the Marine Society, managed freight rates for outbound ships to the sugar 

colonies, organized annual dinners, and printed various tracts that promoted their several 

branches of trade.14 Since Fuller’s appointment, the Society had grown into a formidable 

organization that held a hybrid role of local police force, political advocacy group, modern day 

think-tank, and philanthropic society. Its members were ready to marshal their networks, 

                                                             
12 The Society complained vehemently about the King’s Watchmen for the Night, who were responsible for walking 

along the quays and monitoring docked ships every two hours, but instead shirked their duties after they checked in 

with the Surveyor at 10:00 pm. 2 Jan. 1772, Reel 1, WICM. Thefts became such a problem that the Society started 

publishing advertisements offering rewards for those who captured anyone breaking into ships. Instances of the 

Society paying bills for prosecuting thieves litter the West India Committee minutes. See, for example, 2 Oct. 1770 

and 7 Oct. 1771, Reel 1, WICM. 

 
13 See 15 Apr. 1772, 5 May 1772, 29 Nov. 1773, and 7 Dec. 1773, Reel 1, WICM. 
 
14 It was over this time, too, when the lobby’s membership, schedule, and activities became more formalized. In 

1769, they started keeping regular meeting minutes; in 1771, they discussed a method “for the Admission of 

Members in this Club;” and in 1772, they began to hold meetings consistently every month. The first recorded 

meeting was on 11 Apr. 1769 and admission policy was first brought up on 2 Apr. 1771, Reel 1, WICM.  
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contacts, and resources at any moment to protect the legal and economic apparatus that governed 

their plantation profits.15  

In the summer of 1774, it had started to become clear to Fuller that the American 

question was going to have long term ramifications for Jamaican interests. “Nothing is yet 

determined as to sending more Troops or more Ships, or stationing two ships at Port Antonio,” 

Fuller had written to Jamaica’s Governor in June. “Appearances are rather discouraging at 

present. The attention is all to the continent of N. America at present.”16 In his ongoing 

conversations with Lord Dartmouth, the Secretary of State, Fuller had intuited that the resources 

of the empire were stretched too thin and Jamaica should start lowering its expectations about 

acquiring any additional military aid for the island. “The language that I am most used to is that 

the Dominions of Great Britain are so exceedingly extensive, and her Finances so limited that it 

is impossible if we can cover the whole with her own strength,” Fuller had told the Jamaica 

Committee of Correspondence that June. “Therefore it behooves the Colonies to exert 

themselves in their own defence.” He had thought it “doubtful whether it will be in 

[Dartmouth’s] power to add a man to your present Land Forces or a Sloop to your Naval Forces 

‘til the affairs upon the continent of N. America are all perfectly quiet and settled.”17 

By January 1775, news had reached London of an impending stoppage of all trade 

between North America and the West Indies, and Fuller and the West India interest could no 

longer ignore the political crisis in North America. In October 1774, the newly created 

Continental Congress in Philadelphia had agreed to implement a series of non-importation, non-
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consumption, and non-exportation agreements. After December 1, Congress had banned the 

importation, consumption, and use of goods, wares, and merchandize from Great Britain and 

Ireland, all East India tea, and molasses, syrups, brown unpurified sugar, coffee, or pimento from 

the British Caribbean. If Parliament did not repeal the Coercive Acts by September 10, 1775, the 

Continental Association would also stop exporting all goods to Great Britain, Ireland, and the 

West Indies. Finally, the Congress vowed to discontinue the slave trade and stated that they “will 

neither be concerned in it ourselves, nor will we hire our vessels, nor sell our commodities or 

manufactures to those who are concerned in it.”18 Soon after the news reached London, the 

Society of West India Merchants received an invitation from a group of 23 absentee planters to 

have a joint meeting at the London Tavern in Bishopgate Street. The planters wanted to discuss 

“the very alarming Situation in which the West India islands are placed by the late American 

proceedings” and “to deliberate on the Steps necessary to be taken by us jointly on the present 

important crisis.”19 

On January 18, the day of the joint meeting, over 200 gentlemen showed up—many times 

the number typically present at a monthly meeting. Stephen’s brother, Rose Fuller, opened by 

reading the resolutions of the Continental Congress. He then stated that if they should go into 

effect it would put the sugar colonies in “deplorable distress…for want of provisions of all kinds, 

lumber and staves for the packages of their goods, and other supplies absolutely necessary for 

their support and maintenance, with which they had hitherto been furnished from North 

America.” Rose Fuller moved that the members should “present a petition to Parliament, 

pointing out the peculiar circumstances of their situation, and praying their interposition.” A 
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sizable majority of gentlemen agreed. But an intense faction opposed the motion and refused to 

sign the petition. They believed the Continental resolves were hollow threats, that the islands 

could be supplied with goods and provisions from elsewhere in the empire, and that there was no 

imminent threat.20 Despite the opposition, Rose Fuller’s motion passed. His brother and 20 other 

members of the Society of West India Merchants began drawing up the petition and collecting 

evidence for its presentation to Parliament.21 

While specifics were being worked out, Stephen Fuller received instructions from the 

Jamaican committee of correspondence to secure the acceptance from the King of a different 

petition, one the assembly in Kingston had written and passed in December 1774. Like the 

petition from the merchants and planters in London, this remonstrance reflected divisions on the 

island over the proper response to British colonial policy. It also revealed how slaves’ resistance 

politics shaped planter politics within the assembly. Indeed, the petition would not have even 

been passed and sent to Fuller in London had it not been for the ongoing threat of insurrection 

posed by the island’s enslaved population. As Basil Keith, the Jamaican Governor, explained to 

Lord Dartmouth, a minority of members known as the Kingston party, which was composed of 

merchants sympathetic to the mainland, shrewdly voted on and passed the petition at the very 

end of the session only after a majority of members from the Spanish Town faction had left to 

return to their estates. The end of the session was typically “spun out (meet when they will) till 

Christmas Eve, or within a day or two of that time,” Keith explained. These planter 
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assemblymen, whose estates were distant from the seat of government, would have voted down 

the petition, but they were “obliged to set out for their Estates” a few days early because they 

were typically “full of new Negroes.” They had to be present on Christmas day, “when the 

Slaves begin the Holydays allowed them by Law and Custom,” which was also “the time of the 

year most dreaded for Insurrections and Rebellion.” The petition therefore did not accurately 

express the true will of the Jamaican assembly, Keith noted, but he felt he had to pass it along 

nonetheless and not risk another constitutional showdown with the assembly.22 Even though 

enslaved people did not write or sign the petition, their resistance politics shaped its passage and 

influenced the way the island presented its political position to imperial authorities in London. 

Regardless of the circumstances of its passage, Stephen Fuller was instructed to do all he 

could to make sure the King read the assembly’s petition. From their different perspectives, these 

two petitions—the one drawn up by London merchants and the other by the Jamaica assembly— 

constituted the most forceful and direct critique of British colonial policy in America made by 

West Indian merchants and planters in the 12 years since the end of the Seven Years’ War. The 

Jamaica petition made the political and constitutional argument for reform, while the London 

merchants’ petition laid out the economic argument for unity.  

The Jamaica petition defended the colonial rights of mainland colonists in language that 

sounded like it had been written by James Otis a decade earlier. Indeed, the petition stated that 

“the most essential rights of the [mainland] colonists have been invaded.” The right of English 

subjects could not be bound by laws passed without their consent, which the petitioners defined 

as “the first established principle of the constitution.” This principle had been grossly violated in 
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the years since the Stamp Act. The petition elaborated the same understanding of the 

development of colonial history and the extension of English liberties and privileges that 

mainland colonists had been espousing since the mid-1760s. When white emigrants arrived in 

British North America and the West Indies, they came with “the same privileges…as the free-

born subjects of England.” Since this legal grant flowed from the crown, Parliament could not 

invalidate or cancel it. To assume it could was not only “delusive” but it “renders unstable and 

insecure those very rights and privileges which prompted their emigration.”23  

Echoing mainland grievances, the Jamaican assembly’s petition rebuked Parliament for 

its handling of American affairs. Over the past several years, the assembly had been observing 

Parliament’s American policy “with deep and silent sorrow.” They saw in the Stamp Act, 

Townshend Acts, and Tea Act an “unrestrained exercise of legislative power” which, if left 

unchecked, would undoubtedly lead to “that last and greatest of calamities, that of being reduced 

to an abject state of slavery, by having an arbitrary government established in the colonies.” The 

Jamaica assembly expressed resentment over the Quebec Act, the “murder of colonists” in 

Boston in March 1770, the revocation of trial by jury, and the act of sending imperial troops 

there to enforce “those dreadful laws” after the dumping of the tea. While most of this legislation 

did not directly concern Jamaica, and while Parliament had passed favorable commercial 

regulations toward the islands, most notably the Sugar Act, the assemblymen who approved the 

petition nonetheless readily believed that this unlawful way of governing in North America 

would soon reach the Caribbean. Parliament, they insisted, was doing nothing but “destroying us 

and our children by divesting us of all rights and property.” The petition thus closed by asking 

the King to recognize that colonists were equally entitled to the benefits of the English 

                                                             
23 The petition passed 16-9 in the assembly. 23 Dec. 1774, JAJ, 6:569-70 and C.O. 137/70, ff. 29-31, TNA.  



251 
 

constitution. If this was denied them it would result in the dissolution of that dependence 

between colony and imperial state. “Should this bond of union be ever destroyed, and the 

colonists reduced to consider themselves as tributaries to Britain, they must cease to venerate her 

as an affectionate parent.”24 Throughout the entire interwar period, the Jamaican assembly had 

not felt it to be in their interest to explicitly join mainland colonists in their opposition to 

Parliament’s colonial reforms. The assembly’s petition represented the first a major departure 

from that norm.25 

If the Jamaica petition made the argument that island and mainland colonists were 

connected as children to parents in their shared familial entitlement to British liberties, the 

London merchant petition made a nearly opposite case about the relationship between Jamaica’s 

economic self-interest and the wealth of the British nation as a whole. At bottom, this argument 

was about the preservation of chattel slavery and the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Indeed, the 

merchant petition laid out how Jamaica and the West Indies occupied a vital commercial position 

within the British imperial economy. Not only did “the British Property or Stock vested in the 

West India Islands” amount to upwards of £30 million sterling, but West Indian trade generated 

great profits and revenue for the entire empire. This arrangement, however, could only exist 

through a deep dependence on resources from other places in the empire, including enslaved men 

and women from West Africa to perform all the necessary labor, food provisions from North 

America to feed and keep those enslaved laborers alive, and troops and ships from the Royal 
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Navy to protect the island in the event that slaves revolted or the island was invaded by a foreign 

power. “The Sugar Plantations in the West Indies are subject to a greater Variety of 

Contingencies than many other Species of Property from their necessary Dependence on external 

Support,” the petition read. “Therefore should any Interruption happen in the general System of 

their Commerce, the great national Stock thus vested and employed must become unprofitable 

and precarious.”26  

It was therefore vitally important for London merchants and absentee planters to ensure 

that Parliament held onto its mainland colonies, not to protect a shared sense of familial 

connection to British ideals and values, but to protect the revenues of Jamaica’s slave-run 

plantations. “The Profits arising from the present State of the said Islands…depend on a free and 

reciprocal Intercourse between them and the several Provinces of North America, from whence 

they are furnished with Provisions, and other Supplies absolutely necessary for their Support and 

the Maintenance of their Plantations,” the petition stated. If the Continental agreements went 

forward, the petition warned, the islands “will be reduced to the utmost Distress, and the Trade 

between all the Islands and this Kingdom will of course be obstructed to the Diminution of the 

public Revenue.” It will also produce “extreme Injury of a great Number of Planters,” which 

would have a ripple effect and cause “great Prejudice of the Merchants” because of the “the 

Delay of Payment of the Principal, and Interest of an immense Debt, due from the former to the 

latter.” At the heart of the American question, then, according to the London West India 

merchants, was the survival of “that great political System of the Colonies.” To preserve “the 
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Intercourse between the West India islands and the Northern Colonies” was to restore and protect 

“the general Harmony and lasting Benefit of the whole British Empire.”27 

  Historian Andrew O’Shaughnessy characterizes these two petitions as a belated 

intercession by the British West Indian assemblies and the West India lobby to persuade imperial 

officials to pass more conciliatory measures toward America. But this “too little too late” 

perspective appears true only when looking back from 1776. In February 1775, when or if war 

was going to break out was still unknown, and an independent United States barely conceivable. 

Island colonists and their political representatives in London had, up until then, a successful 

record of bending imperial policy to obtain what they wanted from empire. They had good 

reason to be optimistic that petitioning would be successful and restore harmony. As long as they 

presented members of Parliament with impartial facts and figures about trade, coupled with 

lengthy merchant testimonies about the political and economic damage the Coercive Acts would 

produce, surely imperial officials would understand and find a common solution.28  

On February 2, 1775, Rose Fuller introduced to the House of Commons the merchant 

petition. The petition was one of 16 others written by merchants, traders, and manufacturers 

across Great Britain, all of whom expressed similar degrees of alarm over Parliament’s colonial 

policy toward America and the destructive economic consequences of an imperial civil war. 

Jamaica and West Indian colonists were not the only ones with commercial interests at stake.29 
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On March 16, Richard Glover, a poet, politician, and long-time advocate for the mercantile 

community, presented lengthy evidence in support of the London merchant petition.30 Earlier, 

several London merchants trading to the islands had answered questions from the committee. 

Glover summed up their testimonies with a speech in which he reiterated the group’s principle 

concerns: the economic folly of war and the risk to imperial security. It was not just that a third 

of British commerce would be affected, “but our bulwark of defence, our powers in offence, the 

arts and industry of our nation” were at risk, too.31 Glover warned of famine and slave rebellion 

in the islands. “That of the inhabitants of those islands above four hundred thousand are blacks; 

from whose labours the immense riches there…are derived with such immense advantage to 

these kingdoms,” he proclaimed. “How far these multitudes, if their intercourse with North 

America is stopped, may be exposed to famine, you have heard.”32 Ultimately, it was to reason 

itself that Glover appealed. He urged the committee to think logically about what they were 

doing and not be blinded by anger toward the colonies. “Passion can misinterpret words, give 

solidity to empty sounds, and convert shadow to substance.”33 
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Glover’s plea, however, fell upon deaf ears. The petition was not voted on or reported to 

the House.34 There was a similar dismissal of the Jamaica assembly petition. Stephen Fuller 

failed to get it brought up in Parliament and Lord Dartmouth, the Secretary of State for the 

colonies, denounced it. Dartmouth wrote to the Jamaican Governor that the “very extraordinary 

Petition of the Assembly…may probably lead to Measures of a very serious Consequence.” 

Dartmouth reproached the governor for letting the petition pass through his hands unopposed, 

calling the assembly’s conduct “indecent” and even “criminal.”35 By burying the West India 

petition in committee and blocking the Jamaica assembly petition, Lord North and his supporters 

demonstrated that they were willing to withstand the economic risks of their colonial policy and 

felt they were on secure constitutional ground in their actions.  

A few weeks after Glover’s testimony, in April 1775, the imperial civil war that many 

West Indian traders feared broke out in Massachusetts at Lexington and Concord. Over the 

subsequent eight months, Lord North, with the backing of the King, implemented a series of 

measures that struck at the commercial heart of the mainland, regardless of the collateral damage 

to the West Indies. On July 1, the New England Restraining Act took effect, which prohibited 

New England colonies from trading with any places that fell outside Great Britain, Ireland, or the 

British West Indies. In August, King George issued a royal proclamation that declared the North 

American colonies in “open and avowed rebellion.” In December, Parliament passed “An Act to 

Prohibit All Trade and Intercourse” with the mainland colonies in North America.36 According to 
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this Prohibitory Act, any ships or vessels belonging to any of the rebellious colonies—including 

those filled with provisions for the enslaved workers in Jamaica—were liable to seizure. 

 

* * * * * 

 

In May 1774, Vice-admiral Clark Gayton departed England aboard the Antelope to 

assume command of Britain’s naval forces on the Jamaica station. Over the previous four 

decades, Gayton had risen through the ranks of the Royal Navy, first as a midshipman in North 

America and later as captain and commander in the West Indies. In the process, he attained the 

attention and respect of Britain’s top naval command. He was fiercely ambitious and very 

popular among his men. Gayton’s experience and knowledge made him perhaps the best choice 

to protect British interests in the Caribbean from the chaos threatened by imperial civil war, 

foreign invasion, and potential slave revolt.  

When Gayton arrived in Jamaica, Sir Basil Keith occupied the Governor’s Mansion. 

Keith, who also had several years of experience as a naval officer in the West Indies, was well-

educated and easy-going. Keith’s brother was well-connected in London and his political 

relationship with Lord Dartmouth and the King helped Keith secure the coveted governorship of 

Jamaica.37 Whereas Gayton was tactically shrewd, Keith was politically savvy. The leadership 

and ability of both men, however, were seriously tested after the West India interest failed to 

acquire any change in imperial policy as the civil war that plagued the empire in Massachusetts 

spread to Jamaica and the West Indies in the fall of 1775 and the spring and early summer of 

1776. Both men played critical roles in navigating Jamaica through this new, tumultuous period 
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in its history. Gayton and Keith faced a war on three fronts: against American privateers preying 

on island trade; against the French and Spanish who openly aided the Americans and continued 

to mobilize their own troops, ships, and resources for war; and against the potential of slave 

uprising. 

On September 2, 1775, a week before the provision in the Continental Association 

banning all trade with the West Indies was to take effect, the Board of Admiralty dispatched 

orders to Gayton regarding American vessels. The Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty 

instructed Gayton “to seize all Ships and Vessels belonging to any of the said Colonies or owned 

by the Inhabitants thereof” unless he had clear evidence that the ship was returning from a 

British port that was not in rebellion. “This Exception is not to extend or be applied to such Ships 

or Vessels as may have Arms or Ammunition on board, which Ships and Vessels are to be seized 

in all cases whatsoever.” All captured vessels must be taken to a port “not within the twelve 

associated Colonies” and detained or prosecuted according to law depending on the situation.38 

In November, Gayton relayed the instructions to his officers. He told them to take any seized 

ships into Port Royal where they’d be lawfully reviewed. Gayton also had reliable intelligence 

reports that the Americans “constantly resort to Cape Nicola Mole and other Ports in the Island 

of Hispaniola, where they load with French produce & secretly take in large quantities of Arms 

& Ammunition.” The best place to station interceptors, Gayton surmised, was to have one cruiser 

at Inagua Island in the Bahamas and the other at the Caicos Islands.39 
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While Gayton positioned his fleet, Keith tried to acquire accurate reports about a 

potential foreign invasion from the French. Cape Nicola was also a place of interest for him. 

Over the past few years, the French had invested a lot of money into building it up. In a letter to 

Lord Dartmouth, Keith referred to it as “the Gibraltar of the West Indies” because “all Ships 

going through the Windward Passage must come within sight of it.”40 Gathering intelligence and 

relaying it back to the Secretary of State was one Keith’s most important responsibilities as 

Governor. But the close proximity of islands in the Caribbean created a continual cold war type 

environment among French, British, Spanish, and Dutch officials. Rumor mixed with fear and 

created an arms race environment wherein a build-up or influx of new ships or troops in one area 

necessitated reciprocal action from nearby empires. In the absence of modern surveillance 

technology, it was difficult for Keith and Gayton to obtain reliable and complete information 

about the position and strength of the enemy.41 Their only recourse was to commission covert 

intelligence gathering missions to nearby islands.42 This process always contained an element of 

guesswork. This was especially true for rebel slaves like Peter and Sam, who could never know 

fully how much white authorities understood their plans, which fellow slaves would remain loyal 

when fighting broke out, or where colonial troops or maroons had been deployed during battle. 
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Office. For example, a man gave one of Gayton’s officers information about French activity at Cape Nicholas Mole 

and swore an oath to its veracity before a magistrate at Port Royal. But when one of Gayton’s other vessels returned 

from that place it became clear that his testimony was “an absolute Falsity.” Clark Gayton to Philip Stevens, 28 Mar. 

1776, ADM 1/240, ff. 179-81, TNA. 

 
42 The Colonial and Admiralty Office records are full of intelligence reports about island activity among foreign 
empires. See, for example, William Burnaby to Philip Stevens, 5 Feb. 1765 and 21 Dec. 1765; Burnaby to John 

Lindsay, n.d. [1765?]; J. Leveson Gorver to Burnaby, 14 May 1765; William Parry, “Report on the Sea and Land 

Forces at Havana,” January 1767; Admiral William Forrest to Philip Stevens, 29 Nov. 1769; “Intelligence from 
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Jamaica’s specific geography made it difficult to defend against foreign and internal 

enemies. Keith, in response to a set of queries issued by the Colonial Office, explained how the 

island’s close proximity to France and Spain affected its security. “Jamaica is a small Island, 

very near and between two very large ones possessed by European nations often at war with 

Great Britain, and to both of which the conquest or desolation of it must be a predominant and 

desirable idea.” The French were set on ruining the sugar trade of their only considerable rival in 

the region. The Spanish were still brooding over their loss of Jamaica in the seventeenth-century 

and, motivated by national pride, would go to great lengths to regain their possession.43 In 

addition to its precarious geopolitical position within the Caribbean, the island’s terrain made it 

difficult for white officials to control the actions of enslaved people, including putting down 

slave revolt. The island’s close proximity to Spanish and French territories in fact created unique 

opportunities for enslaved people to run away, especially since many enslaved and free people of 

color knew how to navigate coastal waterways. Jamaica’s many mountains, hills, swamps, and 

wooded areas provided additional avenues of escape for rebel slaves to tactically retreat, hold out 

against colonial forces, and prolong warfare.44 Edward Long described Westmoreland parish as a 

likely spot for slave unrest due in part to the fact that “the neighborhood is filled with woods and 

thickets, that might the oftener tempt them [enslaved people] to mutiny, by the shelter they 

afford.”45  

While it was difficult for Keith to know when and where the enemy might strike, there 

were certain steps that he took to help mitigate the commercial fallout from the war, prevent the 
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island from falling into famine, and reduce the threat from internal enemies. In November 1775, 

a Jamaican assemblyman explained how “the present critical situation of affairs” would greatly 

damage “the importation from North America to this island of provisions and all sorts of grain, 

as well as staves, boards, and other lumber.” He pressed the House to form a committee to 

investigate what measures might be taken “to prevent a scarcity of provisions and what 

encouragement ought to be given to increase the cultivation and produce…as well as the 

procuring and manufacturing of staves, boards, and other lumber, in this island” for domestic 

consumption. The House immediately recommended that Keith lay an embargo upon all 

exportation of island provisions for six months. No vessel was thus allowed to leave the island 

with provisions on board other than what was necessary for its voyage.46 Not wanting to 

overburden Kingston merchants with debt, Keith shrewdly granted a few exemptions to the 

embargo for traders whose shipments were about to depart before it went into effect.47 

The purpose of this domestic production of provisions was to prevent a scarcity and 

thereby keep the island’s majority slave population fed and less prone to rebellion. In order to 

encourage production, the committee recommended that the assembly pass a series of subsidies 

on a variety of commodities including grain, corn, rice, peas, and beans. The assembly offered 

premiums to anyone on the island who planted and harvested these provisions between 1 Dec. 

1775 and 31 Mar. 1777. Harvests over 1,000 bushels qualified for a £150 premium; 750 bushels 

for £100; and 500 bushels for £50. The planter had to get a certificate of proof signed by the 

                                                             
46 1 Nov. 1775, JAJ, 6:574-75; Basil Keith to Lord Dartmouth, 6 Nov. 1775, C.O. 137/71, ff. 17-20, TNA. 

 
47 Edward Foord, a Kingston merchant and agent to the Asiento Company in Cuba, regularly sold slaves and 
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justices and vestry of the parish in which he resided.48 The resolutions were printed and 

circulated in Jamaican newspapers for three months. Similar incentive structures were 

implemented for fish, turtles, and oil and salt production.49 Remarkably, the Assembly also put in 

place an assize of bread, which granted local authorities the power to ration and regulate prices 

and control rates of production, a prerogative nearly unheard of in the provinces.50 Keith, 

recognizing the gravity of the situation, quickly signed all of the resolutions into law.  

While Keith assessed French and Spanish movements and worked with the Assembly to 

prevent famine and slave revolt, Gayton and his officers started to battle American privateers. 

The threats that the rebel colonists posed to island security, coupled with the Board of 

Admiralty’s orders to intercept American vessels trading with the French and Spanish, stretched 

Gayton’s resources thin and significantly diverted his attention away from defending the island 

from potential slave revolt.  

Much of Gayton’s initial efforts were focused on preventing foreign enemies from 

supplying the mainland rebels with provisions, arms, and ammunition. In late January 1776, 

Gayton reported to the Admiralty Office that his ships had captured a schooner and two sloops 

from Cape Nicola that were “laden with French Produce and bound to the Rebellious Colonies.” 

Another one of his ships caught two other rebel sloops, one of which was from Turks Island 

laden with salt and headed toward North America.51 In early June, Gayton reported that he took 

three prizes, “one of them a Schooner bound to Philadelphia with 20 Tons of Gun Powder, 1,000 

Stand of Arms, with a quantity of Flints & Musquet Balls, which would have been a very great 
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262 
 

Acquisition to the Rebels had it got to any part of America.”52 During his command on the 

Jamaica station, Gayton caught no fewer than 235 rebel ships.53   

But as the Jamaica assembly later complained, Gayton’s efforts were not enough. The 

assembly issued a detailed report documenting 15 instances of American privateers capturing 

Jamaican vessels or stealing cargo from boats docked in harbors around the island. In January 

1776, one ship was cut from its mooring in Dry Harbor, St. Ann and an American privateer took 

a Kingston merchant’s dragger, Nancy. In April, another privateer took a sloop from Orange Bay 

and sent it to Georgia. The following day, the same privateer took a brig from Honduras and a 

long-boat from Dry Harbor. In May, three vessels stationed at Fort George, Port Antonio were 

taken. In June, word reached the island that three vessels bound for England that had on board a 

considerable amount of produce and Spanish money were taken.54 This attack, in particular, was 

a considerable blow to island commerce. “These Ships sailed without Convoy and were very 

valuable,” Keith informed Germain, “the loss is therefore very great both upon the Planters and 

the Merchants and is the more regretted by all His Majesty’s loyal Subjects in the consideration 

of the Advantage accruing to the Rebels thereby.”55 Gayton, it turned out, was much better 

offensively, out in the Caribbean, away from the island, rather than defensively, in the small 

inlets and riverways around the island. The assembly, in their report, made this clear. “The said 

vice-admiral Gayton hath not granted that protection to the commerce and coast of this island, 
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which might reasonably have been expected from the squadron under his command.” Island 

merchants also complained that Gayton was too aggressive and exceeded his authority in 

impressing men for his ships. Trading vessels were thus significantly undermanned and “some of 

the inhabitants have been deprived of their liberty to the great injury of society.”56 Gayton 

rebuffed their complaints. He was working with few ships and it would be impossible given his 

current fleet to patrol every bit of the island’s coastline. 

 Throughout the early fighting of the war, defending the island from a potential slave 

revolt was not a priority for Gayton. There were simply too many other problems to manage. 

One of the most pressing was finding a way to do his job despite the legal obstacles posed by 

some Jamaican colonists who were sympathetic to the American cause. Indeed, Gayton found 

himself embroiled in a protracted legal dispute over the handling of captured prize vessels. A 

lawsuit emerged immediately after Gayton made his first capture in December 1775. When the 

rebel ship arrived in Port Royal harbor, Gayton confined the crew aboard his ship. The 

Commissioners of Customs in Kingston then ordered Gayton to deliver the captured ships to the 

customs house where they could be prosecuted for smuggling. But Gayton refused, insisting they 

weren’t smugglers, but people in actual rebellion.57 The Chief Justice of the island demanded 

Gayton deliver up the crew and let them walk freely in Kingston, to which he eventually 

complied. But a Kingston merchant, Joseph Fitch, petitioned the Chief Justice for a writ of 

habeas corpus, saying that Gayton didn’t have a proper warrant to detain the two captains at all.58 
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57 Clark Gayton to Philip Stevens, 21 Jan. 1776, ADM 1/240, ff. 139-41, TNA. 
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As prize vessels continued to pile up in Port Royal harbor, Gayton was served with no fewer than 

ten writs. He was swamped with so much legal paperwork that he was forced to hire a lawyer to 

manage everything.59  

 Gayton quickly grew furious. He was trying to fight a war, but he had to battle additional 

obstacles created by the very colonists he was trying to protect. In March 1776, Gayton wrote to 

the Admiralty Office and complained that “there are too many Friends to America in the Island.” 

He recommended that all prize vessels be tried in England.60 The Jamaican Attorney General 

soon after issued a ruling regarding the legality of the captures. At the heart of the dispute was 

the timing of when the Prohibitory Act took effect versus when the seizures of the vessels were 

made. The Attorney General ruled that the nine vessels that had clearance papers before January 

1, 1776 were not liable to condemnation, but any vessel brought in after that date could be 

condemned.61 

 Defending the island from foreign invasion posed another significant problem for 

Gayton. Indeed, the most urgent threat to island security appeared to be an invasion from either 

American or French forces, not an attack by internal enemies. This was made especially clear 

after Gayton and Keith both received news that the Americans had captured Nassau in the 

Bahamas and had taken a large quantity of gunpowder with little resistance.62 At the same time, 
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Gayton received intelligence from Hispaniola that “the French are still making every Preparation 

for War” and that “they have already arrived a Reinforcement of 6,000 Troops, with Two 

Frigates of 20 Guns each.” Troops were quartered at Cape Francois, Cape Nicholas, and Port au 

Prince, Gayton learned. “Warlike preparations are making at Martinique & Guadalupe, [too], 

where they have sent great Quantities of Arms & Ammunition.”63 The news shook some 

Jamaican colonists. “The times here are very troublesome,” wrote one trader. “The French seem 

to be much in favour of the Americans, likewise one third of this island at least.” With French 

build-up and the capture of Nassau, he wrote, “this town is in much the same situation as 

Newport was upon receiving the account of the Lexington Battle.”64 

 With royal ships scattered across the Caribbean battling American privateers, Gayton 

mired in legal paperwork, and reports of foreign enemies preparing for an invasion, the island 

seemed ill-prepared to defend against slave revolt. The tipping point came in early June, when 

Keith received instructions from George Germain, the Secretary of State, to further deplete 

island defenses by removing all the troops of the 50th regiment and sending them to West 

Florida. Imperial officials, based on their intelligence reports, believed that the American rebels 

were going to attack there.65 The troops stationed in Jamaica were close by and could be 

conveniently mobilized in defense. The plan was to leave behind a small contingent of soldiers 

that would later get reinforced by a larger regiment from Ireland.66 But this left Jamaica in a 

vulnerable position for a short period of time as the Irish regiment was in transit.  
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Keith reluctantly complied with the request, but not before warning Germain of the 

precarious situation it placed the island. “It is my Duty to represent to your Lordship the general 

Consternation and Allarm spread through this Island on the removal of this Regiment and its 

being left with one Weak Battalion consisting only of 360 Rank and File. The Assurance that 

another, and stronger Battalion will soon replace it here, by no Means quiets their Fears and 

apprehensions.” Keith recognized how defenseless the island would be against a potential slave 

revolt. Instead of explicitly raising the issue with Germain, Keith subtly reminded him that “the 

Number of our Slaves are considerably increased” and that the white population was “several 

thousands less” than in 1773.67 Two weeks later, a group of Jamaican slaves in Hanover Parish, 

among them Peter and Sam, seized the opportunity and began organizing to rebel. 

 

* * * * * 

 

While Gayton and Keith set their eyes toward the distant horizon, looking out for 

American, French, and Spanish forces, Peter and Sam navigated a different scale of battle, one 

that had a much closer, land-based horizon. In the days after the general meeting at Lucea Bay 

on June 16, 1776, Peter, Sam, and other enslaved people fanned out across Hanover parish to 

continue building their rebellion. Peter and a fellow slave from Point Estate, Fisher, were tasked 

with organizing to the east of Lucea. Sam and two other slaves were responsible for estates to the 

west. Between June 16 and July 14, Peter walked or rode to no fewer than ten estates, pens, and 
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sugar works and spoke to no fewer than 40 slaves, many of whom relayed his message and 

gathered more people to rise. During this time, Sam’s group reached no fewer than nine estates 

and acquired a sizable amount of gunpowder, guns, and other supplies.  

Peter and Sam’s success speaks to not only how quickly enslaved people mobilized to 

fight and to the level of distraction the American war generated, but also to the existence of 

porous plantation boundaries and the relatively high slave mobility between and across estates. 

Despite their lock on the political and economic levers of state power and the various 

mechanisms of control used to contain slave movement such as long work hours, floggings, 

curfews, and roll calls, white planters never had complete or even sufficient control over slave 

movement and the circulation of ideas among slaves. Peter and Sam’s persistence and skill in 

navigating this “rival geography” of fertile plains, rocky foothills, cramped slave quarters, dusty 

roads, and nearby woods outside Lucea was crucial in laying the foundation for the rebellion.68 

Peter traveled by foot or horseback along two main routes while spreading word of the 

uprising. The first path followed a winding river that connected Lucea to the parish’s elevated 

mountains in the east. The river snaked its way out of Lucea Bay to the southeast, deep into the 

woods, like a long, wiry tail. Kew Estate sat along the river, closest to the bay. There, Peter tried 

to convince Johnny, an enslaved Cooper, to rise, but he refused. He also met Bacchus, Harry, 

Hamilton, and Ned who agreed to rise, but could not promise any guns or powder. After Kew, 

Peter followed the river further inland, down to Dundee Pen, where he met Marriott, who was 

convalescing from being whipped and agreed to join as soon as he was well. Several days later, 

Peter returned and continued to make his way southeast, following the river, where he reached 
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the dividing line between Georgia and Dundee Estates. There he shook hands with July, a driver 

on Georgia Estate. The two men agreed to eat dinner together the following night and discuss the 

rebellion, but Peter, fearing for his safety, did not follow up because he learned that July’s 

overseer had vowed to flog any Point Estate slaves he caught at Georgia.69 Upon returning to the 

Point, Peter learned that thirteen more slaves had all promised to rise with him.70 

Peter’s second path cut along the northern edge of the island and ran eastward out of 

Point Estate. On June 30, he followed the road past Paradise Estate and into the small huts of the 

slave quarters on Hopewell. There he met a man named Hamlet who agreed to rise and promised 

he would try to convince other slaves as well. That same night, Peter continued eastward along 

the road, following it as it bent south and curved around the tip of Mosquito Cove before turning 

back north toward Barbican Estate on the coast. At Barbican, Peter met five slaves, Jupiter, 

Powell, Quamina, Sampson, and Zell, who all agreed to join. A week later, on July 7, Peter 

returned to Barbican but instead of walking east he turned south and followed the Maggotty 

River about a mile to the Maggotty Estate. There he met more enslaved people among their 

houses and spread the word about the rebellion.71 At this time, Gayton and Keith had their eyes 

on the southeastern part of the island. A group of merchant ships leaving Kingston for London 

were being harassed by American privateers. Frustrated, Gayton was forced to re-direct a man-

of-war intended for New York to help convoy the commercial vessels.72 

Meanwhile, Sam and two other slaves, Blue Hole Harry and Congo Leander, walked 

across various estates on the leeward side of the island. They made their way down to Green 
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Island, a tiny speck of land off the coast, slightly north of the border between Hanover and 

Westmoreland parish. In late June, Congo Leander traveled to Richmond, an estate to the 

southwest of Lucea Bay, on the banks of the Lances River, which curved its way down from the 

eastern mountains and across the heart of the parish before dumping into the Caribbean. At 

Richmond, Congo Leander approached a watchman named Adam and informed him that slaves 

from five southwestern parishes had already agreed to join the rebellion. This included slaves at 

Harding Hall, an estate along the Pell River, east of Green Island harbor; Davis Cove, an inlet 

about a mile north of Green Island; Cousin’s Cove, a smaller inlet further north; and Spring 

Estate and Haughton Tower, both located slightly inland.73 

 A couple of weeks later, on Sunday, July 14, Adam traveled to Spring Estate where he 

met five slaves including Blue Hole Harry, Congo Leander, a slave named Glouster from Davis 

Cove, and two drivers, one from Harding Hall and the other from Caldwall Estate, a plantation 

located further down the Pell River. At this gathering, Congo Leander allegedly showed Adam a 

“certain quantity of Gunpowder Contained in a Tuskin, Calabash or [Gourd], which they were to  

make Use of in their Intended Insurrection.”74 When Adam asked what other weapons and 

supplies they had, Congo Leander reassured him that he would give Adam his overseer’s gun, 

that their friends had enough gunpowder, “and that they would supply themselves further by 

breaking into the White Peoples’ Houses on the several Estates.” It was also at this meeting that 
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Sam informed Adam of his success in organizing slaves on plantations further north. Sam had 

“promised to get hands” from Fat Hog Quarter, an estate a few miles down the Lances River, 

Cacoon, Top River, Richmond, and Baulk estates.75  

 The plan was for the rebellion to break out in response to a series of signals given at three 

plantations located southwest of Lucea. First, Mingo at Bachelor’s Hall was to fire a gun into the 

air. Next, an enslaved cook named Quamin at Fat Hog Quarter, about a mile southwest of 

Bachelor’s Hall, was to answer with a gunshot of his own. Finally, this was to be followed by 

George’s gunshot at Baulk Estate. Upon hearing the signals, “they were to Rise in general 

Rebellion and Attack the several Estates and put to death all the White people they could.” The 

slaves organized themselves into three specific military hierarchies of command that fell along 

ethnic lines, similar to the revolts in 1760-61 and 1765-66. An enslaved man named Prince was 

to be the head man or King of the Ebos; Charles at Baulk Estate was to lead the creole slaves and 

be succeeded by Cesar if he died, and then Mingo if Cesar died; and Sam, with Adam as his 

captain, was to lead the Coromantees.76 

 Importantly, this entire operation was encouraged by two key developments that occurred 

in June and July. First, during the early days of organizing, Peter, Sam, and several other 

enslaved persons involved learned about Governor Keith’s orders to remove a majority of the 

troops from the island. While the enslaved met in Lucea, they no doubt saw the troops either in 

the city itself or glimpsed them boarding the ships in the bay near the fort. Peter and Sam would 

have taken this information with them as they traveled and likely used it to further encourage 
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other people to rise. Second, the rebels were keenly aware of island shipping patterns and 

rhythms of trade. Through their experience working the different stages of the crop cycle, and 

the associated shift in labor conditions that planters enforced to meet seasonal demands, they 

knew that the end of July was a crucial window for commodity exportation. The rebels sought to 

exploit this annual rhythm of commerce for their own political gain. With a majority of the 

island’s vessels away from the coast, they reasoned, their rebellion would have a better chance to 

succeed. As Sam reported in his testimony, the general design “was to Kill all the White people 

they could” and that “they were Encouraged in this Undertaking by the Soldiers going away 

from the Fort at Lucea and all the Ships Sailing for Great Britain.”77  

 This was how many island whites understood the slaves’ rebellion as well. George Scott, 

the attorney at Point Estate, attended almost all of the examinations and concluded that, “The day 

was to have been tomorrow the 22d [July] which was…when all the Ships would be gone; and 

the Troops being removed from the Fort was not a little inducement.”78 Governor Keith drew the 

same conclusion. “They were invited to their attempt by the particular Circumstances of the 

Times,” he wrote to the Colonial Office. They well knew that “there were fewer Troops in the 

Island than had been at any time within their Memory; that the number of Slaves were near 

doubled in that time, that Great Britain was exerting all her Strength in reducing the Rebellious 

Colonies of North America; [and] that the Shipping were all leaving the Island, for the Protection 

of which the Men of War were likewise going.” Given such circumstances, Keith explained, 

“they could not withstand such a tempting opportunity to throw off the Yoke of Slavery; now, or 
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never, they thought was the time to make themselves Masters of this Country.”79 In a report that 

the island assembly later issued on the origin of the slave rebellion, members were “clearly of 

opinion,” after reading the examinations and other correspondence, “that the principal cause [of 

the rebellion] was the removal of the troops, [and that] the chief of those conspirators [built] their 

strongest hopes and fixed their intended time of action immediately upon the departure of the 

said troops from the parish.”80 Unintended fissures created in the empire by the war with North 

America presented an unparalleled opportunity for bondsmen and women to collectively resist 

their enslavement.  

Based on testimonies from two other enslaved men, Charles and Pontack, it’s clear that in 

addition to Peter and Sam’s plan there was a different group of slaves in the northeastern part of 

Hanover parish who developed a parallel plan to rebel, one that involved a strategic alliance with 

the island’s maroon community.81 The plan was made in coordination with at least two maroons 

or “Cudjoe Negroes” named Billy and Asherry. Certain members of the maroon community were 

upset because they felt their treaties had been violated by a law that was recently passed which 

established patrolling parties in each parish to more closely police runaways.82 Under the terms 

of the 1738-39 treaties, the assembly granted maroons a premium of 30 shillings for each 

runaway slave they returned to his or her owner. Some maroons saw these new patrolling parties 

as infringements on their rights of returning runaways and thus a deprivation of an important 
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source of money. Indeed, Charles, a slave on Bluehole Estate, later testified that on either June 8 

or 15 he saw three maroons enter the slave quarters on Rutherglen Estate. He overheard one of 

them say “that the white People no longer sent them after Runaways, that they had now got 

Rangers of their own to go look for them, and that by this ill usage the bread was taken out of 

their mouths, but that they were determined to make the Country come good again.”83 Similarly, 

according to Pontack’s testimony, Billy and Asherry “were angry too much with the white 

people because they had taken from them their bread by appointing Rangers to go after 

Runaways which they had [always] considered as a right of their own.” In response to another 

slave’s comment, Asherry reportedly “struck the ground with great violence” and swore “Damn 

his blood he did not care how soon the Negroes of their Town did what they said they would, for 

that the white people did too much, and of late had not at all used them well.”84  

Knowing that a portion of the maroon community was disillusioned with and felt 

aggrieved by island whites, and could therefore be enlisted in their own cause, many estate 

slaves felt more secure in their decision to rise. On Saturday night, July 6, a large group of 

enslaved people gathered at a funeral on Tryal Estate to mourn the loss of a fellow enslaved 

woman named Sarah. Tryal sat along the coast, near the Flint River, in the northeastern corner of 

Hanover parish, close to the border with St. James parish to the east. As historian Vincent Brown 

has shown, slave funerals and mortuary rituals were important features that structured enslaved 

life in Jamaica and helped “define and signify categories of belonging, measures of status, moral 
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injunctions, and shared desires.”85 Sarah’s funeral brought together surrounding slaves from at 

least three plantations. The emotional ritual practices, communal feasting, and dance and music 

at her death became a moment for a critical mass of enslaved people to reflect on their bondage, 

which led several to affirm their commitment to join the maroons and rise up. Indeed, one 

enslaved person at the funeral told Pontack that he had been ill-treated by his overseer and that 

he was therefore determined to rise. Another person reportedly declared, “Damn his Soul he did 

not care how soon Cudjoe’s Negroes rose, he would go and join them.” At least 25 other people 

agreed. One in particular observed, “That it would be a shame for them not to join Cudjoe 

Negroes.”86 

Their plan, according to Pontack’s testimony, involved a coordinated attack by maroon 

and estate slaves. To initiate the plan, a corps of maroons was to come down and take a group of 

estate slaves up into the country. This was intended to draw the white planters into the woods 

and make them think that their property had been stolen. The remaining estate slaves, in 

conjunction with another group of maroons, “were to come out, attack the weakest places first, 

[and] burn all the cane pieces of all the Estates.” While the whites were distracted with 

extinguishing the flames, “Cudjoe’s Negroes (thus assisted) were instantly to repair to the 

Towns, break open the Stores, and houses, and from thence supply themselves plentifully with 

Guns, Powder &c.” Once the fighting broke out, Pompey, a slave on Magotty estate who owned 

a mare, “was to ride as hard as he could to Cudjoe Town” to the southwest and inform them of 

the uprising.87 
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It’s unclear how much Peter and Sam were informed of the specific timeline of this joint-

maroon uprising and how much they planned to coordinate the two plans. None of the enslaved 

people that were said to be at Peter and Sam’s meetings in Lucea come up in Pontack and 

Charles’ testimonies. But it’s very likely that both groups at least knew there were multiple plans 

afoot. Tryal estate was less than 10 miles from Lucea. Moreover, two slaves, Hector and Austin, 

told Peter on July 7 that they would rise. The following day they were also present at Sarah’s 

funeral and promised they would join the maroons in rebellion. Pontack further testified that he 

met with the driver of Point Estate, Peter’s home plantation, who was returning from the woods. 

The driver “expressed great displeasure against his Overseer Mr. McKillop for keeping them so 

long there and preventing them from going to supper in due time,” and declared his resolution of 

joining “Cudjoe’s Negroes.” It also seems likely that the slaves on Tryal would have known 

about Peter and Sam’s plan. While Peter was at the Point, an enslaved fisherman told him that he 

had spoken to four slaves at Tryal Estate, only eight miles from the Point, and promised to speak 

to the rest.88 

Like the naval operations that Gayton oversaw, the rebel slaves’ plans did not unfold 

exactly how they intended. White officials learned of the revolt in two phases.89 The first phase 

came at the end of June. As the various troops across the island made their way to ship transports 

in Lucea, Keith learned on June 27 that an uprising was planned. Writing to Germain on July 1, 

Keith explained that one of his council members told him in person that an intended insurrection 
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in Hanover was “happily discovered.” Keith was reassured that the principle leaders involved 

were apprehended and parish magistrates were examining witnesses, but that “great Quantities of 

Cutlasses and other Weapons which they had secreted had been found in different places.”90  

That same night Keith received word that the entire regiment of troops was ready to 

disembark the island in two or three days. Not knowing if he should let the troops leave or wait 

until he received further information about the rebellion, Keith quickly wrote Gayton and told 

him to detain the troops a few days while he consulted with his council. After lengthy 

deliberation, the council “were of an unanimous opinion that there did not appear…such 

necessity for disembarking or detaining the 50th Regiment in this island.” The troops could stay 

or leave as far as the council was concerned. Keith, however, concluded his letter by subtly 

reiterating to Germain how reluctant he was to remove the troops. “We are much more actuated 

by the consideration of this most unnatural Rebellion in North America which impels this proof 

of our Loyalty and Zeal for the King’s service than the confidence of our internal safety.” The 

island, Keith explained, was not in a state of rebellion like North America, even though they had 

“everything to fear from the great Number of our Slaves who are now as to the Whites at least 

two or three and twenty to one and have often shewn a disposition to Rebel.”91 Keith was being 

more than a dutiful colonial official following orders. Instead, he saw the move as a political 

transaction wherein he would let the troops leave the island so long as Germain and his superiors 

understood it was a significant demonstration of loyalty to the empire—a political favor that 

could be cashed in later—given how much it exposed the island to harm. Two days later, on July 

3, the troops disembarked. Many whites were in disbelief and thought the move was reckless. As 
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one Jamaican merchant wrote to his business partner in London, “2,000 soldiers distributed in 

different parts of the Island would always keep the Negroes in good order, and prevent their 

entering into such diabolical plots. But without this strength we are very insecure. How impolit ic 

then to take from us the very few soldiers we had!”92  

It’s unclear how much Hanover parish officials knew about the rebellion at this point in 

late June. It appears that Peter and Sam were successful at keeping it on track and evading 

complete discovery because they continued to travel across the parish into the first two weeks of 

July. This was all while Keith, sitting in the Governor’s Mansion, thought the crisis had been 

averted. From July 1-19, Keith explained to Germain, “I received from Hanover…that there was 

less and less foundation, for that Alarm; so that I began to be perfectly easy as to any present 

Danger, in that part of the Island.”93 It was only after an enslaved boy was discovered tampering 

with his overseer’s pistol on July 15 that the second phase of discovery began. Over the 

following two weeks, Hanover parish officials examined Adam, Sam, Peter, Pontack, and 

Charles and learned the extent of the plans. 

Dire reports flowed into Keith’s office. Fear rippled through Lucea as local white soldiers 

held suspected rebels prisoner, even as cane rotted in the fields. “We have now in this Town 

between forty and fifty Prisoners, many of them Creoles, and all of them seemingly desperate 

fellows,” wrote one colonel. “You are sensible Sir that Messages are Easily Carried backward 

and forward to and from Negroes and should the Body of their Infatuated people now at Work be 

persuaded to Come to Attempt a Rescue of their Chiefs, We may sustain a loss in Repelling 
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them.”94 Confusion reigned. Parish militiamen were having as difficult a time tracking down 

rebels as Gayton was at sea. “Did I know where the most danger was Apprehended I would go to 

that place to give proper Orders, but I am not Informed of any Particulars,” complained one 

general to Keith.95 One report even suggested the rebellion had spread as far east as Montego 

Bay.96 Panicked, Keith desperately scratched a letter to Gayton asking for help. “There is every 

reason to think this Island is in more danger than it has ever been since the English Conquest of 

it,” he lamented. Keith wanted Gayton to have his ships go up and down along the coast of 

Hanover parish and “make all the parade they can [by] keeping in the day time Jack, Ensign & 

Pendant flying” and “to fire Morning & Evening Guns.”97 The goal was to demoralize and 

dispirit the slaves by putting the full might of the Royal Navy on display. What sometimes 

worked against the French and Spanish might also prove effective in pacifying rebel slaves on 

the island who outmanned whites by significant margins.98 

Keith’s fears were further heightened after he learned about the extent of creole slave and 

maroon involvement in the rebellion. As he read more reports and slave examinations, he 

worried that the many creole slaves involved, who knew the island well, had enabled the 

rebellion to spread to other parishes. “As it was chiefly formed by Creole Negroes,” Keith 

explained to the Colonial Office, “there was every reason to fear they had connections through 
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the whole Island,” especially in Westmoreland and St. James parishes. Keith was particularly 

unnerved because the main conspirators were creoles, “who never were before engaged in 

Rebellions, and in whose Fidelity we had always most firmly relied.” But it was the maroons that 

Keith feared the most. “The Maroon Negroes are objects of Alarm at present,” Keith wrote to 

Germain. “If unfortunately engaged in Rebellion, [they are] very capable of doing us the greatest 

Mischief from their situation in the very heart of the Country, their manner of Life, and the very 

high Idea the Slaves entertain of them.” They were also “well Armed and provided with 

Ammunition, which has been constantly furnished them, since our Treaty with them; and as our 

fast Friends, they have been ever trusted and employed against Rebellious Negroes, or in 

scouring the Woods and taking up Runaway Slaves.” If the maroons became involved, Keith 

believed, the rebellion would turn into a full-fledged war over the control of the island, one they 

were unlikely to win if the war in the 1730s was any guide. “I may truly say,” Keith concluded, 

“we are now in the most imminent Danger, and the most pressing Necessity.”99 

As previous colonial officials had done when confronted with a threat from slave revolt, 

Keith honed the state’s capacity for violence, however diluted it was by external enemies, and 

ruthlessly hunted down and brutally punished those believed to be involved. Soon after he read 

Sam’s testimony, Keith, upon recommendation from a newly formed council of war, declared 

martial law and laid an embargo on all island trade. He also dispatched all the troops, guns, and 

ammunition he had available to the north side of the island. Peter and Sam’s fate is unknown but 

given their extensive involvement in the rebellion it would seem likely they were killed. In the 

end, 135 of their fellow slaves were tried, 17 were executed, 45 transported, 11 were sentenced 
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to “Severe Corporal Punishment,” and 62 were acquitted.100 As Keith later explained to Germain, 

“I hope this new impression of dread of us, joined to the discomfiture of their well laid Scheme 

for our destruction will serve greatly to our Security.”101 Hundreds of whites from the parishes of 

Hanover, St. James, St. Ann, and St. Elizabeth applauded and thanked Keith for his leadership.102 

But while the rebellion was eventually suppressed, the numbers of enslaved people 

involved speak to the widespread success Peter and Sam achieved in its planning and how close 

they were to succeeding. According to a list compiled by Hanover parish magistrates, 8,618 

slaves were suspected of being involved (Fig. 2). The rebellion cost the island about £1,000 in 

provision expenses, plus the damage to plantation goods and infrastructure and the lost value in 

island commerce due to the embargo.103 One parish official, in a letter to Basil Keith, explained 

how the slaves nearly achieved their goal. He estimated that half of the parish’s enslaved 

population intended to rise. “And as these Estates are all connected by an uninterrupted line or 

Chain extending to about 25 miles from the borders of Green Island to Colonel Grizell’s, they 

were enabled to act the more decisively because they could have done it jointly and uniformly.” 

Had they been able to coordinate more fully, they “might probably have destroyed [us?]” before 

                                                             
100 “A List of the Negroes Tried in the Parish of Hanover for intending to raise in Rebellion and being concerned in 

Rebellious Conspiracies &c from the 20th July to the 18t of September 1776,” C.O. 137/71, ff. 397, TNA.  

 
101 Basil Keith to George Germain, 2 Sept. 1776, C.O. 137/71, ff. 334-37, TNA. On the connection between fear, 

slave torture, exemplary punishment, and the Jamaican legal order see Vincent Brown, “Spiritual Terror and Sacred 

Authority: The Power of the Supernatural in Jamaican Slave Society,” in Edward Baptist and Stephanie Camp, eds., 

New Studies in the History of American Slavery (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006), 179-90 and Diane 

Paton, “Punishment, Crime, and the Bodies of Slaves in the Eighteenth-Century,” Journal of Social History 34 

(Summer 2011): 923-45.  

 
102 “Address of the Magistrates of the Parish of Hanover to Basil Keith,” 16 Nov. 1776, C.O. 137/72, ff. 41-42, 

TNA. There were 270 members from St. James who congratulated and thanked Governor Keith for his efforts 

during the rebellion. “The Humble Address of the Inhabitants of the Parish of Saint James,” 7 Nov. 1776, C.O. 

137/72, ff. 43-44, TNA. Members of Saint Ann and Saint Elizabeth parish also thanked the Governor in a similar 
manner. “The Humble Address of the Inhabitants of the Parish of Saint Ann” and “The Humble Address of the 

Inhabitants of the Parish of Saint Elizabeth,” n.d. [November, 1776], C.O. 137/72, ff. 45-46, 47-49, TNA. 

 
103 In response to several requests from various parishes, the island Assembly granted £986 in reimbursements. 17 

Dec. 1777, JAJ, 7:51, 54. 



281 
 

the various parts of the parish “could have been put into a posture of Defense and long before 

assistance could have been sent them.”104  

The Hanover parish rebellion was an important moment in the longer black liberation 

timeline of Jamaican slaves. They did not achieve political independence in 1776. But they did 

not know this would be the outcome. Many enslaved persons saw in the removal of imperial 

troops due to the war with North America, the specific timing of island shipping, and the 

prospect of assistance from the maroons a unique opportunity to achieve a life after slavery. The 

fact that these men and women were able to find and exploit a weakness in this conjunction of 

events demonstrated to imperial officials the interconnected nature of the empire. Indeed, a false 

report of an intended invasion by mainland rebels in one part of the empire forced a reshuffling 

of imperial troops that left Jamaica vulnerable long enough for slaves to organize for war and 

press for freedom. Their efforts were another reminder to imperial officials that Jamaica was a 

colony constantly at war with itself and that, despite their success in thwarting Peter and Sam’s 

plans, their authority, going forward, would remain fiercely contested. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Even as Keith read examinations of slaves from Hanover parish, he received desperate 

requests from other inhabitants of the island for protection from American privateers. “It gives 

me pain to observe that from the daring conduct of the Pirates and the shameful assistance given 

them by the French, some hostilities await this defenceless part of the Island,” wrote one resident 
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in Montego Bay.105 In the wake of the slave rebellion, all signs pointed toward a great 

unravelling in Jamaica of an empire that had appeared so unified and secure. Keith and Gayton 

had temporarily resolved the rebellion on the island, but the other fronts of the imperial civil war 

grew increasingly dire. By the spring of 1777, attacks by American privateers became more 

focused. The Continental Congress, recognizing the Caribbean as the lynchpin of the British 

imperial economy, decided to double down on its harassment of island trade. This caused severe 

problems for island slaves who became deprived of adequate provisions necessary to survive. 

Rumors of further French and Spanish build up, meanwhile, heightened fears of a foreign 

invasion. As news of the war reached Fuller in London, he and the anti-war faction of the West 

India lobby pressed the government for any kind of support it could offer.  

The general military strategy toward the Caribbean that the newly formed Marine 

Committee of the Continental Congress developed in late 1776 and early 1777 was one that 

involved a type of naval guerilla warfare in the West Indies, akin to the approach rebel slaves 

took toward defeating island whites. The plan, as one member of the Committee explained, was 

to have American captains island-hop across the Caribbean and harass trade, burn vessels, raise 

chaos, and then quickly disappear. “Destroying their settlements, spreading alarms, showing and 

keeping up a spirit of enterprize that will oblige them to defend their extensive possessions at all 

points is of infinitely more consequence to the United States of America than all the Plunder that 

can be taken.” The Committee wanted “to alarm not only the Inhabitants but the whole British 

nation.” Imperial officials would thus be pressed “to provide for the security and protection of 

every Island they have, and by that means this must divide their force and leave our Coasts less 

carefully guarded.” The Committee knew it didn’t have the resources or ships to fight the British 
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Royal Navy head on, so “the only effectual relief…is to attack the enemies’ defenceless places 

and thereby oblige them to station more of their Ships in their own Countries or to keep them 

employed in following ours.”106 

Jamaica figured as a crucial piece in the American Congress’s strategy, even while 

imperial officials failed to act on Fuller and the West India interest’s pleas to safeguard the 

islands by avoiding war. In the spring of 1777, the Committee developed a plan to attack 

Jamaica’s sugar fleet and deal a significant blow to British commerce. The convoy was to be 

made up of Continental frigates and cruisers. They were instructed to rendezvous at Abacoa, one 

of the Bahama islands, and from there descend upon the Jamaica fleet, which they believed was 

always guarded by ill-equipped and old convoy ships. “We have it in contemplation to Strike a 

Stroke against the British West India Trade that will be severely felt in the Primary way [and] 

will…give an éclat to our Navy that will be of infinite service to it,” read the Committee’s 

instructions. “The most valuable fleets of Jamaica Sugar Ships always depart from that Island 

about the 26th day of July,” the Committee wrote. “Our design is to intercept this Fleet and take, 

sink, burn, and destroy as many of them as possible.”107 Both American patriots and rebel slaves 

in Jamaica sought to exploit this seasonal rhythm of trade unique to the Caribbean for their own 

political purposes. 

Several white Jamaicans fumed at how broken and chaotic the empire had become. In 

1776 and 1777, Peter Ingram, a former Jamaica assemblyman, penned his frustration in two fiery 

letters to Germain, which were forwarded to Germain by Lieutenant Governor John Dalling. 
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Ingram provided a history of imperial politics over the last decade that laid the blame for the 

empire’s ills at the foot of radical colonists in Boston. “The spark which set America in a flame 

was kindled in Massachusetts bay,” Ingram wrote in his first letter in July 1776. He attacked 

James Otis as “the original incendiary,” called Joseph Warren “the second plausible ringleader,” 

and thought Samuel Adams a “nefarious traitor.” Ingram thought Adams in particular had “sold 

his soul to the devil by violating a solemn oath that he would bear true allegiance to his 

Sovereign.” It was a shame that the Continental Congress “should suffer their understandings to 

be enslaved by such a hot-headed Desperado.”108 In his second letter, Ingram laid out a wartime 

strategy for vanquishing the rebel colonists, starting with a swift and powerful strike at Boston. 

“The first object of importance that presents itself is the conquest of New England. Until that 

seminary of rebellion is thoroughly humbled and subdued, America will never be at peace.” 

Ingram wanted Germain to “lay New-England in the dust” and “let Britannia’s thunder burst 

upon them by laying waste [to] their country, and reducing to ashes every port-town in New-

England, whose privateers have grievously interrupted and annoyed the commerce of the Parent 

State as well as that of her Sugar colonies.” Ingram believed that Boston radicals intended to lead 

the mainland in a “grand, comprehensive plan, extending to nothing less than absolute dominion 

over the immense and as yet unexplored Continent of North and South America.” But if the 

British military struck now and put rebel mainland colonists in their place, it would “effectually 

disconcert all the hellish plots they have been hatching ever since, or soon after the repeal of the 

stamp-act.”109 What only two years earlier had been demonstrations of support for Massachusetts 

colonists, as expressed in the Jamaica assembly petition, had now become bitter hatred. 
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As Jamaican colonists seethed, Keith and Gayton’s efforts to repel mainland attacks 

worsened. One Jamaica merchant wrote in a letter to a correspondent in London, “If this 

unnatural War is to last much longer, the Sugar islands must be totally ruined, unless 

Government will give them the necessary assistance and protection.”110 It fell to Fuller in 

London to acquire such additional support. Since early 1776, Fuller had been imploring Germain 

for convoys to assist merchant vessels leaving Jamaica for England.111 In February 1777, Fuller 

informed the Jamaica Committee of Correspondence that the Admiralty had approved of sending 

three ships to the Caribbean. The following month, Fuller relayed word that one additional 

frigate and four armed ships had also been dispatched there. Two weeks later, Fuller visited 

Germain’s office and personally requested allocations of cannon, mortars, and military stores for 

the island. These provisions, Fuller later told Keith, “would render you much more formidable in 

case of insurrection and make you perfectly secure from any internal dangers.”112 Despite these 

minor successes, however, the Committee was still upset with Fuller’s inability to obtain what 

they considered adequate protection. The Committee, Fuller explained to Germain, is “much 

disappointed in their expectation of Succour from Great Britain” and “they are under great 

apprehensions from the number of French Troops at Hispaniola & the Windward Islands.” While 

the King’s subjects in Jamaica were certainly the most faithful to the empire, Fuller reassured 

him, “the want of Protection will shake their loyalty & affections to the Roots.”113 Allegiance 

followed protection, and many white Jamaican colonists knew the futility in trying to defend the 

                                                             
110 Nathaniel Phillips to Hibbert, Purrier, and Horton, 7 Oct. 1776, Letter book of Nathaniel Phillips, 1766-89, MS 

1965, National Library of Jamaica, Kingston. 

 
111 Stephen Fuller to George Germain, 27 Jan. 1776, C.O. 137/71, ff. 31-32, TNA. 
 
112 Stephen Fuller to Sir Basil Keith, 21 Mar. 1777, reel 2, SFLB. 

 
113 Stephen Fuller to George Germain, 5 Jan. 1779, C.O. 137/74, ff. 42-43, TNA. 
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island without British support. As it became more evident that additional resources from the 

empire were not forthcoming, many colonists questioned casting their lot with the British and 

contemplated the benefits of being ruled by a different empire that more closely looked after 

their economic interests.114 

While the steep decline in trade with North America as a result of the civil war imperiled 

the profit margins of white colonists in Jamaica, it also created a scarcity of provisions that 

island slaves were forced to confront. It was common for enslaved people to supplement their 

diet by cultivating provisions on small grounds or gardens in areas adjacent to their living 

quarters. But many were forced to do this because planters refused to provide them with 

adequate rations.115 The problem only exacerbated as the war progressed. This “subsistence 

crisis” was also a result of poor weather conditions and, later, natural disasters. Indeed, in 

December 1776, as Keith awaited the arrival of the Irish troops that were meant to replace those 

he ordered to West Florida, he grew worried that the threat of famine would lead the island’s 

slaves to organize and rise again. “I do not, at present, know of any design in our Negroes 

against the Internal safety of the Community,” he informed Germain, but “their general 

disposition and a Scarcity of Provision; which augments daily from the loss of our Seasons” was 

cause for concern.116 Food prices, meanwhile, continued to climb and planters struggled to find 

the money to pay for goods. While Keith, Gayton, and Fuller worried about the threats posed by 
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American and French military forces, the biggest enemy that Jamaican slaves fought in the wake 

of their attempted rebellion was malnutrition, disease, and famine.117     

In June 1777, Governor Keith died suddenly. Four months later, the Americans won a 

decisive victory at Saratoga in New York. The subsequent declaration of formal French support 

for mainland rebels made neighboring Hispaniola not just a clandestine supply station for the 

Americans but turned the French troops and ships there into actual enemy combatants. The 

following year, in April 1778, as the war worsened for island colonists and enslaved people 

alike, and as Stephen Fuller continued to lobby the government for protection, Admiral Gayton, 

whose poor health matched the condition of his ship, was relieved of his command on the 

Jamaica station. By this time, the small trade war with the mainland that Gayton was tasked with 

managing when he had first set sail to the Caribbean in 1775 had transformed into a full-scale 

global imperial war by 1778. Mainland, island, and enslaved interests would continue to clash as 

the struggle for empire wore on. But where those interests would stand after the smoke settled 

remained an open question. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 In 1786, three years after the end of the American War of Independence, Robert Sayer, a 

prominent printer on Fleet Street in London, finished making changes to his map of North 

America and the West Indies. The map was based on survey information provided long before by 

Thomas Pownall, the longtime MP and former Massachusetts Governor. It had gone through 

four previous revisions since its first printing in 1763, with reissues in 1772, 1775, 1777, and 

1779. The six maps all looked nearly identical. Sayer used the same cartouches and inserts and 

the same excerpts from the Treaty of Paris of 1763 to fill in blank space around the Atlantic 

Ocean. But because of the war, the colors of the imperial boundaries on the continent had to be 

redone repeatedly, not to mention the titles, which changed from “a map,” to “a new map,” to “a 

new and correct map.” Reports from America seemed to become outdated before they even 

reached London. With each new edition, Sayer had been convinced the boundaries of the British 

empire in the New World were settled. In 1786, Sayer removed the text of the 1763 treaty and, in 

the title, referred to “the Preliminary Articles of Peace, Signed at Versailles, 20 Jan. 1783, 

wherein are particularly Distinguished the United States” (Figure 3). With the peace agreement, 

Sayer could finally stow away his engraving plates and put the map to rest.1   

 

 

                                                             
1 An Accurate Map of North America (London: printed for Robert Sayer, 1763[?]); An Accurate Map of North 

America (London: printed for Robert Sayer, 1772); An Accurate Map of North America (London: printed for Robert 
Sayer, 1775); A New and Correct Map of North America; with the West India Islands (London: printed for Robert 

Sayer and John Bennett, 1777); A New and Correct Map of North America, with the West India Islands (London: 

printed for Robert Sayer and John Bennett, 1779); A New Map of North America, with the West India Islands 

(London: printed for Robert Sayer, 1786). On Robert Sayer’s life see Susanna Fisher, “Sayer, Robert,” 23 Sept. 

2004 in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 
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Figure 3 – A New Map of North America, with the West India Islands (London: Robert Sayer, 1786) 

 

The image of North America and the West Indies in Sayer’s map—with Massachusetts 

part of a newly formed United States and Jamaica still under British control—represented the 

outcome of a long and contested struggle for empire. During the interwar period, from Tacky’s 

Revolt and the Seven Years’ War to the outbreak of the American war, mainland, island, and 

enslaved interests clashed with each other over the political, legal, and economic structure of the 

empire. Just like the changing nature of Britain’s maps of the New World, what those interests 
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looked like, who represented them, and the level of influence they exerted over colonial policy 

evolved drastically between 1760 and 1776.  

Sayer’s map captures what many historians of early America and the American 

Revolution tend to overlook. Sayer’s field of vision included both North America and the West 

Indies, two regions whose interwoven histories are crucial to understanding the struggle over the 

British empire during the 1760s and 1770s. Historians of the American Revolution have 

conceptually cut off the bottom half of Sayer’s map in their analysis of the top half. But as this 

dissertation argues, the two pieces must be stitched together. The political demands and imperial 

lobbying of the free and unfree people in the British Caribbean were integral to the development 

and outcome of the Revolution. Recovering such an entangled perspective allows us to see how 

the American Revolution was a trans-Atlantic event composed of interrelated struggles. These 

struggles unfolded at varied rhythms, on asymmetrical scales, and across multiple sites within 

the British empire. 

In Massachusetts, most colonists’ deep commitment to empire in 1763 eroded 

significantly during the ensuing years and ultimately reached a breaking point in 1775-76. The 

outbreak of civil war with Britain represented the failure of government officials and 

Massachusetts colonists to reconcile conflicting political and economic visions of a post-Seven 

Years War empire. This outcome resulted, in part, from the policy decisions of imperial officials, 

who, in their effort to reorganize the empire, raise revenue, and draw the colonies under closer 

metropolitan authority, repeatedly seemed to favor West Indian interests—at least according to 

Bostonians.  

As the constitutional controversy over taxation and representation between Parliament 

and mainland colonists unfolded during the 1760s, some North Americans did not see Jamaica 
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and the West Indies as potential allies, but instead used island planters to achieve their own 

political goals. During the Sugar Act, for example, mainland colonists contrasted their 

Britishness and defense of English liberty with West Indian planters, who they derided as a small 

group of greedy slaveholders that were parasitic to the health of the British nation and bent on 

enslaving the mainland, just as they did their majority slave populations. Radical mainland 

colonists further exploited island planters through economic coercion. For example, some Boston 

merchants, ship captains, and traders understood how dependent Jamaica’s slave economy was 

on North American provisions and supplies. During the Stamp Act, they used this to their 

advantage by refusing to trade with islands known to have complied with the Stamp Act. Even 

when the Jamaica assembly backed mainland interests in a petition to the King in 1774, colonists 

at the Continental Congress weakly thanked the assembly and further complained about the 

futility of petitioning instead of seriously investigating how they might reconcile their 

differences, potentially build a coalition, and further each other’s interests. At multiple moments 

throughout the interwar period, then, instead of finding ways to make common cause, radical 

mainland colonists attacked West Indian planters to make their own resistance to imperial 

reforms more effective. 

For most of the interwar period, white merchants and planters in Jamaica could ignore 

these attacks, largely because the economic value of their sugar-slave economy and the political 

skill of their colonial agents and London lobby secured their place within the empire. After 

putting down Tacky’s Revolt, the 1760s in Jamaica were marked less by constitutional dispute 

with Parliament as in Massachusetts and the mainland and more by economic expansion and 

profitability. To be sure, the threat of foreign invasion and slave uprising always simmered 

below the surface. But the island militia and the troops and ships provided by the Royal Navy 



292 
 

largely did their job and prevented external and internal enemies from overtaking the island. At 

the same time, Jamaican planters remained unaffected by attacks from antislavery writers. Critics 

of slavery and the slave trade were in the minority among MPs and government administrators, 

not to mention within the British public. Even if there were some people in London who were 

uneasy about the violence used to put down slave revolt in Jamaica, calls for reform had not yet 

influenced policy.  

Within the matter of two years, however, from 1772-74, the relationship between island 

whites and the empire showed significant signs of fraying for the first time. With the credit crisis, 

the Somerset ruling, and the imminent civil war with Massachusetts and the mainland, Jamaican 

colonists and absentee planters in London became alarmed and felt compelled to respond like 

they had done repeatedly in the past, by pointing out how any threat to Jamaica’s profits was a 

threat to national prosperity. In the wake of the Somerset ruling, for example, West Indian 

planters defended the existing sugar-slave economy and portrayed their role within it as a great 

benefit to the British nation. At the same time, they issued dire warnings about economic 

destruction and social decay if the empire started treating slaves as subjects with rights. In 

addition to the Somerset ruling, the outbreak of war in North America further threatened island 

interests. Understanding how fighting would seriously disrupt trade and the flow of North 

American provisions, the Jamaica assembly tried to calm tensions between Parliament and the 

mainland colonies by petitioning the King “to heal those disorders, which may otherwise 

terminate in the destruction of the Empire.”2 When this failed and American privateers began 

attacking merchant vessels in the Caribbean, Stephen Fuller, Jamaica’s London agent, worked to 

ensure that the island and its commerce was properly defended. For Jamaican colonists, then, the 

                                                             
2 To the King’s most Excellent Majesty in Council, the Humble Petition and Memorial of the Assembly of Jamaica 

(Philadelphia: printed by William and Thomas Bradford, 1775), 4. 
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interwar period began as an era of relative tranquility, increasing profits, and political influence 

in London and then abruptly ended, a decade and a half later, in acute fear and economic 

uncertainty.  

For enslaved men and women in Jamaica, the 1760s and 1770s were marked by continual 

struggle. Led by Coromantee slaves, Jamaica bondspeople unwaveringly pursued a politics of 

resistance by repeatedly pressing for freedom in 1760-61, 1765-66, and 1776. Before each of 

these moments of collective resistance, these people took advantage of the island’s weakened 

defenses due to military and commercial developments happening elsewhere in the empire. In 

1760 and 1776, for example, the imperial demands of the Seven Years’ War and the American 

War of Independence created new pathways to freedom for the enslaved in Jamaica. In this way, 

slave politics was trans-Atlantic in scope, even as the immediate goal of these men and women 

was political autonomy and local control over land. They were denied formal political 

representation in the island’s colonial assembly and did not have an agent like Stephen Fuller 

walking the halls of Westminster and Whitehall advocating for their interests. But through 

collective resistance, enslaved people in Jamaica formed a type of de facto interest group within 

imperial politics, one that continually had to be reckoned with whenever colonial or metropolitan 

authorities made political or economic decisions. 

The growth of antislavery sentiment across the empire between 1760 and 1776 bolstered 

the political effectiveness of this interest group and further amplified its demands. Over this 

period, whites in Britain and the colonies came to understand chattel slavery and the slave trade 

in a new way. While both had largely gone unquestioned before 1750, with only a few critics 

voicing concern, by the third quarter of the eighteenth-century, especially in the wake of the 

Somerset ruling in 1772, they became political and moral problems for a growing number of 
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people within the empire. This transformation accelerated during the interwar period. Much of 

the change resulted from the way in which Massachusetts radicals and other mainland colonists 

couched their constitutional dispute with Parliament in terms of colonial rights, liberty, and a 

metaphorical usage of political slavery. But it was also spurred on by mainland colonists’ attacks 

on West Indian planters over their inadequate responses to imperial reforms, which used the 

same language. What initially began as a political debate over taxation and representation 

between colonists and Parliament quickly expanded to include questions over the legal, moral, 

and economic foundations of slavery. 

This politically charged discourse helped advance enslaved interests by connecting 

enslaved men and women’s struggle against their conditions of bondage to mainland colonists’ 

resistance to Parliamentary reforms. White antislavery activists like Anthony Benezet and 

Granville Sharp were among the first to link the two struggles and recognize how they were 

entwined. But they only gave voice to what enslaved people already knew. The revolutionary 

ideology of natural rights that emerged during the interwar period added a new dimension to 

slave politics. It created a new language of rights that people could use to achieve political goals 

that they had been seeking to obtain for generations. Several enslaved people in Massachusetts 

took advantage of this development and, as early as 1773, began petitioning the General Court 

for their freedom, arguing that “Thay have in Common with all other men a Natural and 

Unaliable Right to that freedom which the Grat Parent of the Unavese hath Bestowed equalley 

on all menkind.”3 The new opportunities to achieve freedom through the courts, the cultural 

changes wrought by the growth of antislavery sentiment, and the multiple openings for revolt in 

                                                             
3 “Petition for freedom (manuscript copy) to the Massachusetts Council and the House of Representatives,” [13] 

January 1777, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, 

https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=557.  
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Jamaica caused by imperial warfare made the interwar period a unique chapter within a long 

history of black resistance to slavery. 

Mainland, island, and enslaved interests entered a new phase after the war as the struggle 

for empire transformed into a struggle over the future of slavery. The Massachusetts Supreme 

Court effectively abolished slavery in the state by 1783. But the new federal government later 

proposed by colonial elites, which Massachusetts eventually ratified, did not. Even though the 

word “slavery” does not appear in the Constitution, the document expanded and protected 

southern proslavery interests in a variety of ways, including the three-fifths clause, which 

granted additional political power to slaveholders based on the number of slaves they owned. 

The Constitution did not outlaw slavery in the new government, nor did it immediately ban the 

importation of new enslaved people. Such omissions postponed a reckoning between antislavery 

and proslavery forces and, as a result, led to the expansion of slavery in the southern interior of 

North America over the course of the late-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.4  

The islands remained subject to Parliamentary authority but within a significantly smaller 

British Atlantic world. After the war, despite opposition from Caribbean planters and lobbying 

from American traders, British officials formally barred American shipping with its island 

colonies from 1783 until 1793. During this “closed” period, many United States merchants 

ignored the trade restriction, as they had done in the past with the Navigation Acts, and resumed 

trade with the islands, though on a diminished scale and now technically illegal.5 The negative 
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effects that the war had on island profits and trade turned out to be temporary. Total sugar 

production rose 11 percent after the war. West Indian exports to Great Britain grew nearly 10 

percent from their levels during the interwar period.6 By 1800, the British West Indian economy 

had regained what it had lost and continued to grow.7 Island planters, it seemed, had made the 

right decision to remain loyal to Parliament. 

But after the war, the antislavery sentiment that had emerged during the interwar period 

did not wither away or remain on the margins. Instead, it continued to grow and became more 

widespread and influential. In 1783, Olaudah Equiano, a sailor and former slave, informed 

Granville Sharp about the Zong incident, a massacre of 132 enslaved Africans who were forced 

overboard into the Atlantic Ocean by a British ship captain who tried to claim insurance money 

for the lost cargo. In response, Sharp conducted an extensive letter-writing campaign to publicize 

the massacre and get the captain and his crew convicted of murder. The case was later used by 

several antislavery writers as evidence of the horrors of the slave trade.8 In 1784, James Ramsay, 

a minister and former slaveholder in St. Kitts, published An Essay on the Treatment and 

Conversion of African Slaves in the British Sugar Colonies, which highlighted slaveholder 
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abuses in the Caribbean and laid out a plan for reform. The pamphlet represented a marked shift 

in public discussion about antislavery legislation.9 Three years later, a group of antislavery 

activists formed the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade and worked to 

persuade the British public of the “impolitick and unjust” nature of the slave trade.10 These 

developments posed new and significant political problems for West Indian planters who were 

forced to defend a slave system that had become a symbol of British immorality.11  

By the late 1780s and early 1790s, slaveholders in the United States and the British 

Caribbean ended up in radically different political positions. As historian Trevor Burnard writes, 

southern slaveholders “had consolidated their power within the new state and in a nation 

committed to slavery. Jamaican planters, on the other hand, had reason to regret their choice to 

stay loyal: their loyalty was rewarded, as they saw it, by British betrayal once abolitionism 

became a major social movement from the mid-1780s.”12 Enslaved people in Jamaica, aided by 

free people of color who read and explained newspaper reports and pamphlets, closely followed 

the development of antislavery sentiment in Britain.13 In 1788, one Jamaican merchant called 

abolitionist activity “the Frenzy of a few Fanatics” and described their ideas as a “dreadful 
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clamour.” He acknowledged how their ideas had “already reached the Ears of the Slaves and 

they now say that the Whites in Great Britain are their Friends, and wish to make them free.”14 

But enslaved people understood that abolition was not inevitable and that a long freedom 

struggle remained ahead.  

The period from 1760-1778 sat on the cusp of the Age of Revolutions. The politics of 

resistance practiced by black bondspeople in Jamaica would be taken up by others to great effect 

elsewhere across the Atlantic world in the decades following the American Revolution. In 1791, 

enslaved people in French Saint-Domingue revolted and, by 1804, achieved an independent, 

post-slavery society that men and women of color in Jamaica had tried repeatedly to realize 

during the 1760s and 1770s. News of the Haitian Revolution spread rapidly across the 

Caribbean. Enslaved people in Jamaica sang songs about the uprising only a month after it broke 

out.15 As events unfolded in Saint-Domingue, Jamaican slaves again took advantage of an 

imperial conflict to press for freedom, as they had done in the past. In the so-called Second 

Maroon War from 1795-96, enslaved people joined the Trelawny Town maroons in their struggle 

against colonial officials.16 The war did not lead to an independent black nation led by former 

slaves as happened in Haiti, but it did demonstrate to colonial officials that until their demands 

were met, enslaved people in Jamaica would continue to engage in the same type of resistance 

politics they had developed over the previous three decades.  
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To see the years between Tacky’s Revolt and the American revolutionary war from an 

entangled perspective is to understand how imperial politics was a composition of diverse, 

oftentimes competing interest groups that spanned North America and the West Indies. Each 

group sought ways to utilize the actions of the others for their own advantage—much like our 

own politics today. Events looked different, and took on different levels of significance, 

depending on where one stood. Crisis for one group could mean opportunity for another. 

Political advancement for one people could be interpreted as economic disaster and signs of 

moral decay by another. The politics of mainland, island, and enslaved interests during the 

struggle for empire was multi-sided as much as it was multi-sited. Colonists, merchants, planters, 

and enslaved people understood how their lives shaped and were shaped by forces beyond their 

immediate horizons. Such entanglements underscore the political difficulties that leaders 

encounter when seeking to reform diverse polities. These entanglements also suggest the need to 

understand how the seemingly disconnected struggles that make up our own world are in fact 

interrelated and transgress artificial lines on a map in a myriad of ways. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



300 
 

Bibliography 

 

Adelman, Jeremy. Sovereignty and Revolution in the Iberian Atlantic. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2006. 

 

Anderson, Fred. A People’s Army: Massachusetts Soldiers and Society in the Seven Years’ War. 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984.  

 

———. “A People’s Army: Provincial Military Service in Massachusetts during the Seven 

Years’ War.” William and Mary Quarterly 40, no. 4 (1983): 500–527.  

 

———. The Crucible of War: The Seven Years’ War and the Fate of Empire in British North 

America, 1754-1766. 1st ed. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2000. 

 

Andrews, Charles McLean. The Colonial Period. New York: Holt and Company, 1912. 

 

Armitage, David, and M. J. Braddick. The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800. Houndmills, UK ; 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. 

 

Bailyn, Bernard. Atlantic History: Concept and Contours. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2005. 

 

———. The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution. Cambridge: Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 1967. 

 

———. The Ordeal of Thomas Hutchinson. Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard 

University Press, 1974. 

 

Bailyn, Bernard, and Philip D. Morgan, eds. Strangers within the Realm: Cultural Margins of the 

First British Empire. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991.  

 

Barrow, Thomas C. “Background to the Grenville Program, 1757-1763.” The William and Mary 

Quarterly 22, no. 1 (1965): 93–104.  

 

———. Trade and Empire; the British Customs Service in Colonial America, 1660-1775. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967. 

 

Beckford, William. A Descriptive Account of the Island of Jamaica: With Remarks upon the 

Cultivation of the Sugar-Cane ... Also Observations and Reflections upon What Would 

Probably Be the Consequences of an Abolition of the Slave-Trade, and of the 

Emancipation of the Slaves. London: Printed for T and J Egerton, 1790. 

 

Beckles, Hilary. “Caribbean Anti-Slavery the Self-Liberation Ethos of Enslaved Blacks.” The 

Journal of Caribbean History 22, no. 1 (1988): 1–19. 

 



301 
 

———. “The 200 Years War: Slave Resistance in the British West Indies: An Overview of the 

Historiography.” Jamaican Historical Review 13 (1982): 1. 

 

Beer, George Louis. The Commercial Policy of England toward the American Colonies. Studies 

in History, Economics, and Public Law ; v. 3, No. 2. New York: Columbia College, 1893. 

  

Berkin, Carol. Revolutionary Mothers: Women in the Struggle for America’s Independence. 1st 

ed. New York: Alfred Knopf ; Distributed by Random House, 2005. 

 

Berlin, Ira. Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998.  

 

Bernard, Francis. The Papers of Francis Bernard: Governor of Colonial Massachusetts, 1760-

69. Edited by Colin Nicolson. Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts ; v. 

73, 81, 86, 87. Boston : [Charlottesville]: Colonial Society of Massachusetts ; Distributed 

by the University of Virginia Press, 2007. 

 

Blake, John. “The Inoculation Controversy in Boston, 1721-1722.” New England Quarterly 25, 

no. 1 (1952): 489. 

 

Bollettino, Maria Alessandra. “Slavery, War, and Britain’s Atlantic Empire : Black Soldiers, 

Sailors, and Rebels in the Seven Years’ War.” Ph.D. Diss., University of Texas at Austin, 

2009.  

 

Bolster, W. Jeffrey. Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997.  

 

Bowen, H. V. Revenue and Reform: The Indian Problem in British Politics, 1757-1773. 

Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991. 

 

Boylston, Zabdiel. An Historical Account of the Small-Pox Inoculated in New England ...: With 

Some Account of the Nature of the Infection in the Natural and Inoculated Way, and 

Their Different Effects on Human Bodies. London: for S Chandler, 1726. 

 

Breen, T. H. The Marketplace of Revolution: How Consumer Politics Shaped American 

Independence. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2004. 

 

———. “Ideology and Nationalism on the Eve of the American Revolution: Revisions Once 

More in Need of Revising.” Journal Of American History 84, no. 1 (1997): 13–39.  

 

Brown, Christopher L. “Empire without Slaves: British Concepts of Emancipation in the Age of 

the American Revolution.” The William and Mary Quarterly 56, no. 2 (1999): 273.  

 

———. Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism. Chapel Hill: Published for the 

Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by 

the University of North Carolina Press, 2006.  



302 
 

Brown, Vincent. “Narrative Interface for New Media History: Slave Revolt in Jamaica, 1760-

1761.” The American Historical Review 121, no. 1 (2016): 176–186.  

 

———. “Social Death and Political Life in the Study of Slavery.” The American Historical 

Review 114, no. 5 (2009): 1231–1249.  

 

———. “Spiritual Terror and Sacred Authority: The Power of the Supernatural in Jamaican 

Slave Society.” In New Studies in the History of American Slavery, edited by Edward E. 

Baptist and Stephanie M. H. Camp. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006. 

 

———. Tacky’s Revolt: The Story of an Atlantic Slave War. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2020. 

 

———. The Reaper’s Garden: Death and Power in the World of Atlantic Slavery. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2008.  

 

Buffon, Georges Louis Leclerc. The Natural History of Animals, Vegetables, and Minerals: With 

the Theory of the Earth in General. Translated from the French of Count de Buffon. 

Intendant of the Royal Gardens in France; Member of the French Academy, of the 

Academy of Sciences, and of the Royal Societies of London Berlin, &c. By W. Kenrick, 

L.L.D. and J. Murdoch. ... Eighteenth Century Collections Online. London: printed for, 

and sold by TBell, no26 Bell-Yard, Temple-Bar, 1775. 

 

Bundock, Michael. The Fortunes of Francis Barber: The True Story of the Jamaican Slave Who 

Became Samuel Johnson’s Heir. New Haven [Connecticut]: Yale University Press, 2015. 

  

Bunker, Nick. An Empire on the Edge: How Britain Came to Fight America. First edition. New 

York: Alfred AKnopf, 2014. 

 

Burbank, Jane, and Frederick Cooper. Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of 

Difference. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2010.  

 

Burnard, Trevor. “‘Prodigious Riches’: The Wealth of Jamaica before the American 

Revolution.” The Economic History Review 54, no. 3 (2001): 506–524. 

 

———. “European Migration to Jamaica, 1655-1780.” The William and Mary Quarterly 53, no. 

4 (1996): 769–796.  

 

———. “Harvest Years? Reconfigurations of Empire in Jamaica, 1756-1807.” The Journal of 

Imperial and Commonwealth History 40, no. 4 (2012): 533–555.  

 

———. Jamaica in the Age of Revolution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020. 

 

———. “Kingston, Jamaica: Crucible of Modernity.” In The Black Urban Atlantic in the Age of 

the Slave Trade, edited by Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, Matt D. Childs, and James Sidbury, 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013.  



303 
 

———. “Not a Place for Whites? Demographic Failure and Settlement in Comparative Context: 

Jamaica, 1655-1780.” In Jamaica in Slavery and Freedom: History, Heritage and 

Culture, edited by Kathleen E. A. Monteith and Glen Richards. Kingston, Jamaica: 

University of the West Indies Press, 2002. 

 

———. “Passengers Only: The Extent and Significance of Absenteeism in Eighteenth Century 

Jamaica.” Atlantic Studies 1, no. 2 (2004): 178–195.  

 

———. “Powerless Masters: The Curious Decline of Jamaican Sugar Planters in the 

Foundational Period of British Abolitionism.” Slavery & Abolition 32, no. 2 (2011): 185–

198.  

 

———. “‘The Countrie Continues Sicklie’: White Mortality in Jamaica, 1655-1780.” Social 

History of Medicine 12, no. 1 (1999): 45–72.  

 

———. Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: Thomas Thistlewood and His Slaves in the Anglo-

Jamaican World. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004.  

 

———. Planters, Merchants, and Slaves: Plantation Societies in British America, 1650 - 1820. 

American Beginnings, 1500-1900. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015. 

 

Burnard, Trevor G., and John D. Garrigus. The Plantation Machine: Atlantic Capitalism in 

French Saint-Domingue and British Jamaica. Early Modern Americas. Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016.  

 

Burnard, Trevor, and Kenneth Morgan. “The Dynamics of the Slave Market and Slave 

Purchasing Patterns in Jamaica, 1655-1788.” The William and Mary Quarterly 58, no. 1 

(2001): 205–228.  

 

Burnard, Trevor, Laura Panza, and Jeffrey Williamson. “Living Costs, Real Incomes and 

Inequality in Colonial Jamaica.” Explorations in Economic History 71 (2019): 55–71. 

  

Calder, Charles Maclear. John Vassall and His Descendants. Hereford, Eng.: SAustin, 1921. 

 

Calloway, Colin G. The American Revolution in Indian Country: Crisis and Diversity in Native 

American Communities. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995. 

 

Camp, Stephanie M. H. Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the 

Plantation South. Gender and American Culture. Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2004. 

 

Campbell, Mavis Christine. The Maroons of Jamaica, 1655-1796: A History of Resistance, 

Collaboration & Betrayal. Granby, Mass.: Bergin & Garvey, 1988. 

 

Carp, Benjamin L. Defiance of the Patriots: The Boston Tea Party & the Making of America. 

New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010. 



304 
 

Carretta, Vincent. Phillis Wheatley: Biography of a Genius in Bondage. Athens: University of 

Georgia Press, 2011.  

 

Carrington, Selwyn H. H. The British West Indies during the American Revolution. Providence: 

Foris Publications, 1988. 

 

Chan, Alexandra A. Slavery in the Age of Reason: Archaeology at a New England Farm. 1st ed. 

Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2007. 

 

Colonial Society of Massachusetts. The Eighteenth-Century Records of the Boston Overseers of 

the Poor. Edited by Eric Guest Nellis and Anne Decker Cecere. Publications of the 

Colonial Society of Massachusetts ; v. 69. Boston : [Charlottesville]: The Colonial 

Society of Massachusetts ; Distributed by the University of Virginia Press, 2007. 

 

———. The Papers of Francis Bernard: Governor of Colonial Massachusetts, 1760-69. Edited 

by Colin Nicolson, Francis Bernard, and Colin Nicolson. Publications of the Colonial 

Society of Massachusetts. Boston, Colonial Society of Massachusetts. Distributed by the 

University of Virginia Press, 2007. 

 

Conway, Stephen. The British Isles and the War of American Independence. Oxford, [England] ; 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2000. 

 

Cotter, William R. “The Somerset Case and the Abolition of Slavery in England.” History 79, 

no. 255 (1994): 31–56.  

 

Craton, Michael. Testing the Chains: Resistance to Slavery in the British West Indies. Ithaca 

N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2009.  

 

Crawford, Nicholas (Doctor of Philosophy. “Calamity’s Empire: Slavery, Scarcity, and the 

Political Economy of Provisioning in the British Caribbean, C. 1775-1834,” 2016. 

 

Crosby, David L., ed. The Complete Antislavery Writings of Anthony Benezet, 1754-1783: An 

Annotated Critical Edition. Antislavery, Abolition, and the Atlantic World. Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 2013.  

 

Cugoano, Ottobah. Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and 

Commerce of the Human Species: Humbly Submitted to the Inhabitants of Great-Britain. 

London, 1787. 

 

Cullon, Joseph. “Colonial Shipwrights and Their World: Men, Women, and Markets in Early 

New England.” ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2003.  

 

Davis, David Brion. Inhuman Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New World. Oxford ; 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2006. 

 



305 
 

———. The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 1770-1823. Power and Morality 

Collection at Harvard Business School. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1975. 

  

———. The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 

1966. 

 

Demarin, John Peter. A Treatise upon the Trade from Great-Britain to Africa: Humbly 

Recommended to the Attention of Government. London: Printed for R Baldwin, 1772. 

 

Desrochers, Robert. “Slave-for-Sale Advertisements and Slavery in Massachusetts, 1704-1781.” 

The William and Mary Quarterly 59, no. 3 (2002): 623–664. 

 

Dinkin, Robert J. “Seating the Meeting House in Early Massachusetts.” The New England 

Quarterly 43, no. 3 (1970): 450–464.  

 

Dorsey, Peter A. Common Bondage: Slavery as Metaphor in Revolutionary America. 1st ed. 

Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2009. 

 

Drescher, Seymour. Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery. New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2009. 

 

———. Econocide: British Slavery in the Era of Abolition. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 

Press, 1977. 

 

Dubois, Laurent. Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004.  

 

Dunn, Richard S. A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave Life and Labor in Jamaica and Virginia. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2014. 

 

———. Sugar and Slaves: the Rise of the Planter Class in the English West Indies, 1624-1713. 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1972.  

 

———. “The Glorious Revolution and America.” In The Oxford History of the British Empire: 

Volume 1: The Origins of Empire, 446–65. New York: Oxford University Press, 1998.  

 

DuVal, Kathleen. Independence Lost: Lives on the Edge of the American Revolution. First 

edition. New York: Random House, 2015. 

 

Edelson, S. Max. The New Map of Empire: How Britain Imagined America before 

Independence. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2017. 

 

Edwards, Bryan. The History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies. 

3d ed., with Considerable additions. London: Printed for John Stockdale, 1801.  

 



306 
 

Enthoven, Victor. “‘That Abominable Nest of Pirates’: St. Eustatius and the North Americans, 

1680—1780.” Early American Studies 10, no. 2 (2012): 239–301. 

 

Equiano, Olaudah. The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano. Edited by Robert J. 

Allison. Third edition. Bedford Series in History and Culture. Boston, MA: 

Bedford/StMartin’s, 2016. 

 

Estwick, Samuel or. Considerations on the Negroe Cause Commonly so Called: Addressed to the 

Right Honourable Lord Mansfield, Lord Chief Justice of the Court of King’s Bench, &c. 

2nd ed. Goldsmiths’-Kress Library of Economic Literature ; No. 11073. London: Printed 

for JDodsley, 1773. 

 

Foy, Charles R. “Seeking Freedom in the Atlantic World, 1713—1783.” Early American Studies 

4, no. 1 (2006): 46–77.  

 

Franklin, Benjamin. Observations on the Late and Present Conduct of the French,: With Regard 

to Their Encroachments upon the British Colonies in North America. Together with 

Remarks on the Importance of These Colonies to Great-Britain. By William Clarke, M. 

D. of Boston in New-England. To Which Is Added, Wrote by Another Hand, Observations 

Concerning the Increase of Mankind, Peopling of Countries. London re-printed for John 

Clarke, 1755. 

 

Frey, Sylvia R. Water from the Rock: Black Resistance in a Revolutionary Age. Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 1991. 

 

Games, A. “Atlantic History: Definitions, Challenges, and Opportunities.” American Historical 

Review 111, no. 3 (2006): 741–757. 

 

Gaspar, David Barry. Bondmen & Rebels: A Study of Master-Slave Relations in Antigua, with 

Implications for Colonial British America. The Johns Hopkins Studies in Atlantic History 

and Culture. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985.  

 

Gauci, Perry. “Learning the Ropes of Sand: The West India Lobby, 1714–60.” In Regulating the 

British Economy, 1660-1850, edited by Perry Gauci. Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011. 

  

———. William Beckford: First Prime Minister of the London Empire. The Lewis Walpole 

Series in Eighteenth-Century Culture and History. New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2013.  

 

Gerbner, Katharine. Christian Slavery: Conversion and Race in the Protestant Atlantic World. 

Early American Studies. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018. 

 

Gerzina, Gretchen. Black London: Life before Emancipation. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers 

University Press, 1995. 

 



307 
 

Ghachem, Malick. “The Antislavery Script: Haiti’s Place in the Narrative of Atlantic 

Revolution.” In Scripting Revolution: A Historical Approach to the Comparative Study of 

Revolutions, edited by Keith Michael Baker and Dan Edelstein. Stanford, California: 

Stanford University Press, 2015. 

 

Gipson, Lawrence Henry. The British Empire before the American Revolution. Caldwell, Id.: 

The Caxton Printers, 1936. 

 

Goodspeed, Tyler Beck. Legislating Instability: Adam Smith, Free Banking, and the Financial 

Crisis of 1772. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2016. 

 

Gould, Eliga H. Among the Powers of the Earth: The American Revolution and the Making of a 

New World Empire. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012. 

 

———. “Entangled Histories, Entangled Worlds: The English-Speaking Atlantic as a Spanish 

Periphery.” The American Historical Review 112, no. 3 (2007): 764–786.  

 

———. The Persistence of Empire: British Political Culture in the Age of the American 

Revolution. Chapel Hill, N.C.: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American 

History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University of North Carolina Press, 

2000. 

  

———. “Independence and Interdependence: The American Revolution and the Problem of 

Postcolonial Nationhood, circa 1802.” William & Mary Quarterly 74, no. 4 (2017): 729–

752. 

 

Gould, Eliga H., and Peter S. Onuf. Empire and Nation: The American Revolution in the Atlantic 

World. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005. 

 

Gray, Edward G., and Jane Kamensky. The Oxford Handbook of the American Revolution. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2013.  

 

Greene, Jack. “An Uneasy Connection: An Analysis of the Preconditions of the American 

Revolution.” In Essays on the American Revolution, edited by James H. Hutson and 

Stephen G. Kurtz. Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and 

Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia. Chapel Hill, [North Carolina] ; New York: The 

University of North Carolina Press : WWNorton & Company, Inc, 1973. 

 

———. Creating the British Atlantic: Essays on Transplantation, Adaptation, and Continuity. 

Early American Histories Ser. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2013. 

 

———. Evaluating Empire and Confronting Colonialism in Eighteenth-Century Britain. 

Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 

 

———. Settler Jamaica in the 1750s: A Social Portrait. Early American Histories. 

Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2016. 



308 
 

———. The Constitutional Origins of the American Revolution. New Histories of American 

Law. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 

 

———. “The Jamaica Privilege Controversy, 1764-66: An Episode in the Process of 

Constitutional Definition in the Early Modern British Empire.” The Journal of Imperial 

and Commonwealth History 22, no. 1 (1994): 16–53.  

 

Greene, Jack P., and Philip D. Morgan, eds. Atlantic History:A Critical Appraisal. Reinterpreting 

History. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. 

 

Greene, Lorenzo Johnston. The Negro in Colonial New England, 1620-1776,. Studies in History, 

Economics, and Public Law ; No. 494. New York, London: Columbia University Press; 

PSKing & Staples, Ltd, 1942. 

 

Griffin, Patrick. The Townshend Moment: The Making of Empire and Revolution in the 

Eighteenth Century. Lewis Walpole Series in Eighteenth-Century Culture and History. 

New Haven ; London: Yale University Press, 2017. 

 

Gross, Robert A. The Minutemen and Their World. 1st ed. American Century Series. New York: 

Hill and Wang, 1976. 

 

Hacker, J. D. “Trends and Determinants of Adult Mortality in Early New England: Reconciling 

Old and New Evidence from the Long Eighteenth Century.” Social Science History 21, 

no. 4 (1997): 481–519. 

  

Hancock, David. Citizens of the World: London Merchants and the Integration of the British 

Atlantic Community, 1735-1785. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1995. 

 

Hardesty, Jared. Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighteenth-Century Boston. Early 

American Places. New York: University Press, 2016.  

 

———. “Creating an Unfree Hinterland: Merchant Capital, Bound Labor, and Market 

Production in Eighteenth-Century Massachusetts.” Early American Studies: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal 15, no. 1 (2017): 37–63. 

 

———. “‘The Negro at the Gate’: Enslaved Labor in Eighteenth-Century Boston.” The New 

England Quarterly 87, no. 1 (2014): 72–98.  

 

Harris, J. William. The Hanging of Thomas Jeremiah: A Free Black Man’s Encounter with 

Liberty. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009. 

 

Hart, Richard. Slaves Who Abolished Slavery. Kingston, Jamaica: University of the West Indies 

Press, 2002. 

 



309 
 

Henretta, James A. “Economic Development and Social Structure in Colonial Boston.” The 

William and Mary Quarterly 22, no. 1 (1965): 75–92.  

 

Higman, B. W. Jamaica Surveyed: Plantation Maps and Plans of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth 

Centuries. Plantation Maps and Plans of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. 

Barbados: University of the West Indies Press, 2001. 

 

———. Plantation Jamaica, 1750-1850: Capital and Control in a Colonial Economy. Kingston, 

Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press, 2008. 

 

Hinderaker, Eric. Boston’s Massacre. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard 

University Press, 2017. 

 

Holton, Woody. Forced Founders: Indians, Debtors, Slaves, and the Making of the American 

Revolution in Virginia. Chapel Hill: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early 

American History and Culture by the University of North Carolina Press, 1999.  

 

Hoock, Holger. Scars of Independence: America’s Violent Birth. First edition. New York: Crown 

Publishing, 2017. 

 

Hopkins, Stephen. An Essay on the Trade of the Northern Colonies of Great Britain in North 

America. Printed at Philadelphia. London: reprinted for TBecket and PAde Hondt, near 

Surry-Street in the Strand, 1764. 

 

Hoppit, Julian. Britain’s Political Economies: Parliament and Economic Life, 1660-1800. 

Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2017. 

 

Hornsby, Stephen J. Surveyors of Empire: Samuel Holland, J.W.F. Des Barres, and the Making 

of the Atlantic Neptune. Carleton Library Series 221. Montreal ; Ithaca, Ny.Y.: McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 2011. 

 

Inikori, J. E. Africans and the Industrial Revolution in England: A Study in International Trade 

and Economic Development. Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2002.  

 

Jamaica. Assembly. Journals of the Assembly of Jamaica. Jamaica: sn, 1663. 

 

James, C. L. R. (Cyril Lionel Robert). The Black Jacobins; Toussaint Louverture and the San 

Domingo Revolution. New York: Dial Press, 1938. 

 

Jasanoff, Maya. Liberty’s Exiles: American Loyalists in the Revolutionary World. 1st ed. New 

York: Alfred A Knopf, 2011. 

 

John, A. H. “Miles Nightingale ‐ Drysalter.” Economic History Review 18, no. 1 (1965): 152–

163.  



310 
 

Johnson, Richard R. “Charles McLean Andrews and the Invention of American Colonial 

History.” The William and Mary Quarterly 43, no. 4 (1986): 520–541.  

 

Johnson, Walter. River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2013.  

 

Jonathan Barth. “Reconstructing Mercantilism: Consensus and Conflict in British Imperial 

Economy in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries.” William & Mary Quarterly 73, 

no. 2 (2016): 257–290.  

 

Kachun, Mitchell A. First Martyr of Liberty: Crispus Attucks in American Memory. New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press, 2017. 

 

Kamensky, Jane. A Revolution in Color: The World of John Singleton Copley. First edition. New 

York: WWNorton & Company, 2016. 

 

———. The Exchange Artist: A Tale of High-Flying Speculation and America’s First Banking 

Collapse. New York: Viking, 2008. 

 

Kammen, Michael G. A Rope of Sand: The Colonial Agents, British Politics, and the American 

Revolution. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1968. 

 

Karras, Alan L. Smuggling: Contraband and Corruption in World History. Exploring World 

History. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009. 

 

Kimball, Eric. “‘What Have We to Do with Slavery?’: New Englanders and the Slave Economies 

of the West Indies.” In Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Economic 

Development, edited by Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman. Pennsylvania: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2016. 

 

Klooster, Wim. “Inter-Imperial Smuggling in the Americas, 1600-1800.” In Soundings in 

Atlantic History: Latent Structures and Intellectual Currents, 1500-1830., edited by 

Bernard Bailyn and Patricia L. Denault. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 

2009. 

 

Kosmetatos, Paul. The 1772-73 British Credit Crisis. Palgrave Studies in the History of Finance. 

Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018. 

 

———. “The Credit Crisis of 1772–73 in the Atlantic World.” edited by D’Maris Coffman, 

Adrian Leonard, and William O’Reilly. New York: Routledge, 2015.  

 

Labaree, Benjamin Woods. The Boston Tea Party. New York: Oxford University Press, 1964. 

 

Labaree, Leonard Woods. Royal Government in America; a Study of the British Colonial System 

before 1783. Yale Historical Publications. Studies 6. New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1930. 



311 
 

Lambert, David. White Creole Culture, Politics and Identity during the Age of Abolition. 

Cambridge Studies in Historical Geography 38. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005. 

 

Lane, Carl Anthony. “The Roots of Jamaican Loyalism, 1760-1766.” Ph.D. Diss., City 

University of New York, 1978.  

 

Lawson, Murray. “The Routes of Boston’s Trade, 1752-1765.” Publications of the Colonial 

Society of Massachusetts 38 (1947): 81. 

 

Lears, T. J. Jackson. Something for Nothing: Luck in America. New York: Viking, 2003. 

 

Lepler, Jessica M. The Many Panics of 1837: People, Politics, and the Creation of a 

Transatlantic Financial Crisis. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 

 

Lepore, Jill. Book of Ages: The Life and Opinions of Jane Franklin. First Edition. New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 2013. 

 

———. New York Burning: Liberty, Slavery, and Conspiracy in Eighteenth-Century Manhattan. 

1st ed. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005. 

 

———. These Truths: A History of the United States. First edition. New York: W.W. Norton & 

Company, 2018. 

 

Lerg, Charlotte A., Susanne Lachenicht, and Michael Kimmage, eds. The TransAtlantic 

Reconsidered: The Atlantic World in Crisis. Key Studies in Diplomacy. Manchester: 

University Press, 2018. 

 

Livesay, Daniel. Children of Uncertain Fortune: Mixed-Race Jamaicans in Britain and the 

Atlantic Family, 1733-1833. Williamsburg, Virginia : Chapel Hill: Omohundro Institute 

of Early American History and Culture ; University of North Carolina Press, 2018. 

 

Long, Edward. Candid Reflections upon the Judgement Lately Awarded by the Court of King’s 

Bench, in Westminster-Hall, on What Is Commonly Called the Negroe-Cause. London: 

Printed for T Lowndes, 1772. 

 

———. The History of Jamaica or, General Survey of the Antient and Modern State of the 

Island: With Reflections on Its Situation Settlements, Inhabitants, Climate, Products, 

Commerce, Laws, and Government. London: T Lowndes, 1774. 

 

Loren Schweninger. “Freedom Suits, African American Women, and the Genealogy of Slavery.” 

William & Mary Quarterly 71, no. 1 (2014): 35–62.  

 

Mager, Gerald Marvin. “Zabdiel Boylston: Medical Pioneer of Colonial Boston.” Ph.D., 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1975.  



312 
 

Magra, Christopher P. “The New England Cod Fishing Industry and Maritime Dimensions of the 

American Revolution.” Enterprise & Society 8, no. 4 (2007): 799–806.  

 

Main, Gloria L. “Gender, Work, and Wages in Colonial New England.” The William and Mary 

Quarterly 51, no. 1 (1994): 39–66.  

 

Marshall, P. J. The Making and Unmaking of Empires: Britain, India, and America, c.1750-

1783. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005.  

 

Mary Beth Norton. “The Seventh Tea Ship.” William & Mary Quarterly 73, no. 4 (2016): 681–

710.  

 

Mason, Julian D., ed. The Poems of Phillis Wheatley. Rev. and enl. Ed. Chapel Hill: University 

of North Carolina Press, 1989. 

 

Massie, J. (Joseph). Brief Observations Concerning the Management of the War,: And the Means 

to Prevent the Ruin of Great Britain. ... By J. Massie. The second edition, with Additions. 

Eighteenth Century Collections Online. London: Sold at the pamphlet shops at the Royal-

Exchange, Temple-Bar, and Charing-Cross, 1761. 

 

Matson, Cathy D. Merchants & Empire: Trading in Colonial New York. Early America. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998. 

 

Max Edelson. The New Map of Empire: How Britain Imagined America before Independence. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2017. 

 

McCusker, John J. Rum and the American Revolution: The Rum Trade and the Balance of 

Payments of the Thirteen Continental Colonies. Outstanding Studies in Early American 

History. New York: Garland Pub, 1989. 

 

———. The Economy of British America, 1607-1789. Needs and Opportunities for Study Series. 

Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture by the 

University of North Carolina Press, 1985.  

 

Mcdonald, Michelle Craig. “There Are Still Atlanticists Now: A Subfield Reborn.” Journal of 

the Early Republic 36, no. 4 (2016): 701–713. 

 

McDonald, Roderick A. The Economy and Material Culture of Slaves: Goods and Chattels on 

the Sugar Plantations of Jamaica and Louisiana. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 1993. 

 

Mckee, Helen. “From Violence to Alliance: Maroons and White Settlers in Jamaica, 1739-1795.” 

Slavery & Abolition 39, no. 1 (2018): 27–52.  

 



313 
 

Metcalf, George. Royal Government and Political Conflict in Jamaica, 1729-1783. Royal 

Commonwealth Society. Imperial Studies, No. 27. London: Published for the Royal 

Commonwealth Society by Longmans, 1965. 

 

Minardi, Margot. “The Boston Inoculation Controversy of 1721-1722: An Incident in the History 

of Race.” The William and Mary Quarterly 61, no. 1 (2004): 47–76.  

 

Mintz, Sidney, and Douglas Hall. “The Origins of the Jamaican Internal Marketing System.” In 

Caribbean Slavery in the Atlantic World: A Student Reader, edited by Verene Shepherd 

and Hilary Beckles, Rev. and Expanded ed. Kingston: Ian Randle Publishers, 2000. 

 

Morgan, Edmund S. “The American Revolution: Revisions in Need of Revising.” The William 

and Mary Quarterly 14, no. 1 (1957): 3–15.  

 

———. The Stamp Act Crisis: Prologue to Revolution,. Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute 

of Early American History and Culture at Williamsburg, Vaby the University of North 

Carolina Press, 1953. 

 

Morgan, Kenneth. The Birth of Industrial Britain: Economic Change 1750-1850. Seminar 

Studies in History. London ; New York: Longman, 1999. 

 

———, ed. The Bright-Meyler Papers: A Bristol-West India Connection, 1732-1837. Records of 

Social and Economic History ; New Ser., 40. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

 

Mulcahy, Matthew. Hubs of Empire: The Southeastern Lowcountry and British Caribbean. 

Regional Perspectives on Early America. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

2014. 

 

Murrin, John M. Rethinking America: From Empire to Republic. New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 2018. 

 

Nash, Gary B. The Unknown American Revolution: The Unruly Birth of Democracy and the 

Struggle to Create America. New York: Penguin Books, 2006. 

 

———. The Urban Crucible: Social Change, Political Consciousness, and the Origins of the 

American Revolution. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979. 

 

Nelson, Louis P. Architecture and Empire in Jamaica. New Haven ; London: Yale University 

Press, 2016. 

 

Newman, Brooke N. A Dark Inheritance: Blood, Race, and Sex in Colonial Jamaica. New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2018. 

 

Norton, Mary Beth. Liberty’s Daughters: The Revolutionary Experience of American Women, 

1750-1800. 1st ed. Boston: Little, Brown, 1980. 



314 
 

Oberg, Barbara, ed. Women in the American Revolution: Gender, Politics, and the Domestic 

World. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2019. 

 

Oliver, Peter. Origin & Progress of the American Rebellion: A Tory View. Edited by Douglass 

Adair and John Schutz. Huntington Library Publications. San Marino, Calif.: Huntington 

Library, 1961. 

 

Olson, Alison G. “The London Mercantile Lobby and the Coming of the American Revolution.” 

The Journal of American History 69, no. 1 (1982): 21–41.  

 

———. Making the Empire Work: London and American Interest Groups, 1690-1790. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992.  

 

O’Malley, Gregory E. Final Passages: The Intercolonial Slave Trade of British America, 1619-

1807. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014.  

 

Osgood, Herbert L. (Herbert Levi). The American Colonies in the Eighteenth Century. New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1924. 

 

O’Shaughnessy, Andrew. “The West India Interest and the Crisis of American Independence.” In 

West Indies Accounts: Essays on the History of the British Caribbean and the Atlantic 

Economy in Honour of Richard Sheridan, edited by Roderick A. McDonald. Barbados: 

The Press, University of the West Indies, 1996. 

 

———. “The Formation of a Commercial Lobby: The West India Interest, British Colonial 

Policy and the American Revolution.” The Historical Journal 40, no. 1 (1997): 71–95.  

 

———. An Empire Divided: The American Revolution and the British Caribbean. Early 

American Studies. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000. 

 

———. The Men Who Lost America : British Leadership, the American Revolution, and the Fate 

of the Empire. Lewis Walpole Series in Eighteenth-Century Culture and History. New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2013. 

 

Otis, James. The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved. The second edition. 

London]: Boston, New-England printed, London reprinted for JAlmon, 1765. 

 

Paley, Ruth. “Imperial Politics and English Law: The Many Contexts of Somerset.” Law and 

History Review 24, no. 3 (2006): 659–664.  

 

Pares, Richard. Merchants and Planters. Economic History Review. Supplement 4. Cambridge 

[Eng.: Published for the Economic History Review at the University Press, 1960. 

 

———. Yankees and Creoles; the Trade between North America and the West Indies before the 

American Revolution. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1956. 



315 
 

Parkinson, Robert G. The Common Cause: Creating Race and Nation in the American 

Revolution. Chapel Hill, 2016. 

 

Parry, J. H. “Eliphalet Fitch: A Yankee Trader in Jamaica during the War of Independence.” 

History 40, no. 138/139 (1955): 84–98. 

 

Paton, Diana. “Punishment, Crime, and the Bodies of Slaves in Eighteenth-Century Jamaica.” 

Journal of Social History 34, no. 4 (2001): 923–954. 

 

Pearce, Adrian J. The Origins of Bourbon Reform in Spanish South America, 1700–1763. Studies 

of the Americas. New York: Palgrave Macmillan US : Imprint: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2014.  

 

Pellizzari, Peter. “Supplying Slavery: Jamaica, North America, and British Intra-Imperial Trade, 

1752-1769. Slavery & Abolition. Forthcoming, 2020. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0144039X.2019.1698125. 

 

Penson, Lillian Margery. The Colonial Agents of the British West Indies; a Study in Colonial 

Administration, Mainly in the Eighteenth Century. Cass Library of West Indian Studies ; 

No. 16. London: FCass, 1971. 

 

Peterson, Mark. The City-State of Boston: The Rise and Fall of an Atlantic Power, 1630-1865. 

Princeton University Press, 2019.  

 

Petley, Christer. White Fury: A Jamaican Slaveholder and the Age of Revolution. First edition. 

Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2018. 

 

Philippe R. Girard. “Jean-Jacques Dessalines and the Atlantic System: A Reappraisal.” The 

William & Mary Quarterly 69, no. 3 (2012): 549–582.  

 

Pitman, Frank Wesley. The Development of the British West Indies, 1700-1763. New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1917. 

 

Price, Jacob. “Buchanan and Simson, 1759-1763: A Different Kind of Glasgow Firm Trading to 

the Chesapeake.” William and Mary Quarterly 40, no. 1 (1983): 3. 

 

Pybus, Cassandra. Epic Journeys of Freedom: Runaway Slaves of the American Revolution and 

Their Global Quest for Liberty. Boston: Beacon Press, 2006. 

 

Quarles, Benjamin. Black Mosaic: Essays in Afro-American History and Historiography. 

Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988. 

 

———. The Negro in the American Revolution. Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early 

American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va, by University of North Carolina Press, 

1961. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0144039X.2019.1698125


316 
 

Rabushka, Alvin. Taxation in Colonial America. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008.  

 

Reasons against the Renewal of the Sugar Act, as It Will Be Prejudicial to the Trade, Not Only of 

the Northern Colonies, but to That of Great-Britain Also. Province of the Massachusetts-

Bay. Boston: N.E: Printed for Thomas Leverett, in Cornhill, 1764. 

 

Rediker, Marcus. The Fearless Benjamin Lay: The Quaker Dwarf Who Became the First 

Revolutionary Abolitionist. Boston, Massachusetts: Beacon Press, 2017. 

 

———. The Slave Ship: A Human History. New York: Viking, 2007. 

 

Reeder, Tyson. Smugglers, Pirates, and Patriots: Free Trade in the Age of Revolution. Early 

American Studies. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019. 

 

Richter, Daniel K. Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early America. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001. 

 

Roberts. “Samuel Storke: An Eighteenth-Century London Merchant Trading to the American 

Colonies.” The Business History Review 39, no. 2 (1965): 147–170. 

 

Roberts, Justin. Slavery and the Enlightenment in the British Atlantic, 1750-1807. New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2013. 

 

Rothman, Adam. Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep South. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005. 

 

Rugemer, Edward Bartlett. Slave Law and the Politics of Resistance in the Early Atlantic World. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2018. 

 

———. The Problem of Emancipation: The Caribbean Roots of the American Civil War. 

Antislavery, Abolition, and the Atlantic World. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 

Press, 2008. 

 

Ryden, David. West Indian Slavery and British Abolition, 1783-1807. Cambridge ; New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2009. 

 

Saunt, Claudio. West of the Revolution: An Uncommon History of 1776. First edition. New York: 

W.W. Norton & Company, 2014. 

 

Saville, Richard, and David W. Crossley, eds. The Fuller Letters, 1728-1755: Guns, Slaves, and 

Finance. Sussex Record Society (Series) ; v. 76. Lewes: Sussex Record Society, 1991. 

 

Scherr, Arthur. John Adams, Slavery, and Race: Ideas, Politics, and Diplomacy in an Age of 

Crisis. Santa Barbara, California ; Denver, Colorado: Praeger, 2018. 



317 
 

Schneider, Elena Andrea. The Occupation of Havana: War, Trade, and Slavery in the Atlantic 

World. Williamsburg, Virginia : Chapel Hill: Omohundro Institute of Early American 

History and Culture ; University of North Carolina Press, 2018. 

 

Scott, Julius Sherrard. The Common Wind: Afro-American Currents in the Age of the Haitian 

Revolution. New York: Verso, 2018. 

 

Sewall, Samuel. The Selling of Joseph:A Memorial. Boston of the Massachusets: Printed by 

Bartholomew Green, and John Allen, 24. 

 

Sharp, Granville. A Representation of the Injustice and Dangerous Tendency of Tolerating 

Slavery: Or of Admitting the Least Claim of Private Property in the Persons of Men, in 

England : In Four Parts ... Goldsmiths’-Kress Library of Economic Literature ; No. 

10593. London: Printed for Benjamin White, and Robert Horsfield, 1769. 

 

Shepherd, Verene. Livestock, Sugar and Slavery: Contested Terrain in Colonial Jamaica. 

Forgotten Histories of the Caribbean. Kingston: Ian Randle Publishers, 2009. 

 

Sheridan, Richard. “The Crisis of Slave Subsistence in the British West Indies during and after 

the American Revolution.” The William and Mary Quarterly 33, no. 4 (1976): 615–41.  

 

———. “The Wealth of Jamaica in the Eighteenth Century.” Economic History Review 18, no. 2 

(1965): 292–311.  

 

———. “The British Credit Crisis of 1772 and the American Colonies.” Journal of Economic 

History 20, no. 1 (1960): 161. 

 

———. Sugar and Slavery: An Economic History of the British West Indies, 1623-1775. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974. 

 

———. The Development of the Plantations to 1750: An Era of West Indian Prosperity 1750-

1775. Barbados: Caribbean Universities Press, 1970. 

 

———. “The Jamaican Slave Insurrection Scare of 1776 and the American Revolution.” The 

Journal of Negro History 61, no. 3 (n.d.): 290–308.  

 

———. “The Molasses Act and the Market Strategy of the British Sugar Planters.” The Journal 

of Economic History 17, no. 1 (1957): 62–83.  

 

Simmons, Richard C., and P. D. G. Thomas, eds. Proceedings and Debates of the British 

Parliaments Respecting North America, 1754-1783. Millwood, N.Y.: Kraus International 

Publications, 1982. 

 

Sinha, Manisha. The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition. New Haven ; London: Yale 

University Press, 2016. 



318 
 

Smith, Barbara Clark. “Food Rioters and the American Revolution.” The William and Mary 

Quarterly 51, no. 1 (1994): 3–38.  

 

Smith, S. D. Slavery, Family, and Gentry Capitalism in the British Atlantic: The World of the 

Lascelles, 1648-1834. Cambridge Studies in Economic History. Second Series. 

Cambridge, UK ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

 

Soderlund, Jean R. Quakers & Slavery: A Divided Spirit. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 

Press, 1985.  

 

Spero, Patrick, and Michael Zuckerman. The American Revolution Reborn. Early American 

Studies. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016. 

 

Spindel, Donna J. “The Stamp Act Crisis in the British West Indies.” Journal of American 

Studies 11, no. 2 (1977): 203–221.  

 

Stevenson, Brenda. “Family and Community in Slave Narratives.” In The Oxford Handbook of 

the African American Slave Narrative, edited by John Ernest. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2014.  

 

Stillman, Samuel. Good News from a Far Country: A Sermon Preached at Boston, May 17, 

1766 : Upon the Arrival of the Important News of the Repeal of the Stamp-Act. Boston: 

Printed by Kneeland and Adams in Milk-Street, for Philip Freeman, in Union-Street, 

1766. 

 

Stone, Don Charles. The Lanman Family: The Descendants of Samuel Landman of Boston, 

Massachusetts, 1687, with Data on the Boylston Family in England and America. 1968, 

1968. 

 

Swaminathan, Srividhya. Debating the Slave Trade: Rhetoric of British National Identity, 1759-

1815. Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009. 

 

———. “Developing the West Indian Proslavery Position after the Somerset Decision.” Slavery 

& Abolition 24, no. 3 (2003): 40–60.  

 

Taylor, Alan. American Revolutions: A Continental History, 1750-1804. First edition. New 

York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2016. 

 

———. The Internal Enemy: Slavery and War in Virginia, 1772-1832. First edition. New York: 

W.W. Norton & Company, 2013. 

 

Thomas, P. D. G. The House of Commons in the Eighteenth Century,. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1971. 

 

Thompson, E. P. “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century.” Past & 

Present, no. 50 (1971): 76–136. 



319 
 

Thompson, Thomas. The African Trade for Negro Slaves,: Shewn to Be Consistent with 

Principles of Humanity, and with the Laws of Revealed Religion. By Tho. Thompson, M. 

A. Sometime Fellow of C. C. C. London, 1772. 

 

Thoms, D. “The Mills Family: London Sugar Merchants of the Eighteenth Century.” Business 

History 11 (1969): 3–10. 

 

Tise, Larry E. Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840. Athens: 

University of Georgia Press, 1987. 

 

Toth, Charles W. “Anglo-American Diplomacy and the British West Indies (1783-1789).” The 

Americas 32, no. 3 (1976): 418–436.  

 

Trelawny, Edward. An Essay Concerning Slavery, and the Danger Jamaica Is Expos’d to from 

the Too Great Number of Slaves ... and a Proposal to Prevent the Further Importation of 

Negroes into That Island. London: Printed for C Corbett, 1746. 

 

Truxes, Thomas M. Defying Empire: Trading with the Enemy in Colonial New York. New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2008. 

 

Tyler, John W. Smugglers & Patriots: Boston Merchants and the Advent of the American 

Revolution. Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1986. 

 

Ulrich, Laurel Thatcher. A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 

1785-1812. 1st ed. New York: Knopf : Distributed by Random House, 1990. 

 

United States. Bureau of the Census. A Century of Population Growth from the First Census of 

the United States to the Twelfth, 1790-1900. Government Printing Office, 1909. 

 

Waldstreicher, David. “Ancients, Moderns, and Africans Phillis Wheatley and the Politics of 

Empire and Slavery in the American Revolution.” Journal Of The Early Republic 37, no. 

4 (2017): 701–733.  

 

———. Runaway America: Benjamin Franklin, Slavery, and the American Revolution. 1st ed. 

New York: Hill and Wang, 2004. 

 

———. Slavery’s Constitution: From Revolution to Ratification. 1st ed. New York: Hill and 

Wang, 2009. 

 

———. “The Revolutions of Revolution Historiography: Cold War Contradance, Neo-Imperial 

Waltz, or Jazz Standard?” Reviews in American History 42, no. 1 (2014): 23–35.  

 

———. “The Wheatleyan Moment.” Early American Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal 9, 

no. 3 (2011): 522–551. 



320 
 

———. “Women’s Politics, Antislavery Politics, and Phillis Wheatley’s American Revolution.” 

In Women in the American Revolution: Gender, Politics, and the Domestic World, edited 

by Barbara Oberg. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2019. 

 

Ward, J. R. “The Profitability of Sugar Planting in the British West Indies, 1650‐18341.” 

Economic History Review 31, no. 2 (1978): 197–213.  

 

———. British West Indian Slavery, 1750-1834: The Process of Amelioration. New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1988. 

 

Warren, Wendy. New England Bound: Slavery and Colonization in Early America. First edition. 

New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2016. 

 

Waters, John J., and John A. Schutz. “Patterns of Massachusetts Colonial Politics: The Writs of 

Assistance and the Rivalry between the Otis and Hutchinson Families.” The William and 

Mary Quarterly 24, no. 4 (1967): 543–567.  

 

White, Jerry. A Great and Monstrous Thing: London in the Eighteenth Century. 1st Harvard 

University Press ed. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2013. 

 

Williams, Eric Eustace. Capitalism & Slavery. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1944. 

 

Wolf, Edwin. “Benjamin Franklin’s Stamp Act Cartoon.” Proceedings of the American 

Philosophical Society 99 (January 1955): 388–96. 

 

Wood, Gordon S. The Creation of the American Republic, 1776-1787. Chapel Hill: Published for 

the Institute of Early American History and Culture at Williamsburg, Va, by the 

University of North Carolina Press, 1969. 

 

Yeh, Sarah. “Colonial Identity and Revolutionary Loyalty: The Case of the West Indies.” In 

British North America in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, edited by Stephen 

Foster. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013. 

 

Yirush, Craig. Settlers, Liberty, and Empire: The Roots of Early American Political Theory, 

1675-1775. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 

 

Young, Alfred F., Gary B. Nash, and Ray Raphael, eds. Revolutionary Founders: Rebels, 

Radicals, and Reformers in the Making of the Nation. 1st ed. New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2011. 

 

Zallen, Jeremy. American Lucifers: The Dark History of Artificial Light, 1750-1865. Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2019. 

 

 



321 
 

Appendix 1 – Kingston Imports from North American Mainland Colonies (1752-69) 

 

Apples 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

New York 270,200 51.8 

Pennsylvania 201,400 38.6 

Massachusetts 24,200 4.6 

Rhode Island 9,015 1.7 

Delaware 8,400 1.6 

New Jersey 5,000 1.0 

Virginia 2,400 0.5 

Maryland 1,400 0.3 

Total 522,015  

 

 

 

Beer and Cider 

Colony Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 13,560 30.9 

Georgia 10,196 23.2 

Virginia 5,716 13.0 

Connecticut 3,780 8.6 

New York 3,575 8.1 

Maryland 1,881 4.3 

North Carolina 1,493 3.4 

New Hampshire 1,254 2.9 

South Carolina 1,164 2.6 

New Jersey 1,008 2.3 

Beef and Pork 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 3,784,320 30.7 

North Carolina 2,264,312 18.4 

Virginia 2,201,946 17.8 

South Carolina 2,091,870 17.0 

New York 1,018,060 8.3 

Massachusetts 325,625 2.6 

Georgia 229,750 1.9 

Rhode Island 158,187 1.3 

Maryland 113,250 0.92 

Connecticut 112,845 0.91 

New Jersey 31,575 0.3 

New Hampshire 4,750 0.04 

Total 12,336,490  
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Massachusetts 194 0.4 

Rhode Island 126 0.3 

Total 43,948  

 

Bread 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 10,608,692 54.3 

New York 6,135,656 31.4 

Delaware 1,352,932 6.9 

Virginia 496,612 2.5 

Rhode Island 350,257 1.8 

Maryland 250,180 1.3 

Massachusetts 178,763 0.9 

South Carolina 56,140 0.29 

Connecticut 49,000 0.25 

North Carolina 39,354 0.2 

New Jersey 14,941 0.08 

Georgia 4,704 0.02 

Total 19,537,231   

 

Bricks 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 1,477,700 35.9 

Massachusetts 1,063,160 25.8 

South Carolina 452,500 11.0 

Rhode Island 426,500 10.3 

New Hampshire 360,000 8.7 

New York 145,000 3.5 

Connecticut 126,000 3.1 

New Jersey 50,000 1.2 

Virginia 20,000 0.5 

Total 4,120,860   

 

Butter and Cheese 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 20,770 53.8 

New York 12,930 33.5 

Massachusetts 4,883 12.7 

Total 38,583 
 

 

Corn 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Virginia 8,163,904 36.8 
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Pennsylvania 4,018,796 18.1 

North Carolina 3,516,895 15.8 

Maryland 2,846,403 12.8 

South Carolina 1,869,909 8.4 

New York 932,047 4.2 

Massachusetts 301,355 1.4 

New Jersey 189,840 0.9 

Rhode Island 180,712 0.8 

Georgia 129,192 0.6 

New Hampshire 34,216 0.2 

Connecticut 20,440 0.1 

Delaware 896 0.004 

Total 22,204,605 
 

 

Fish 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Massachusetts 14,411,262 57.7 

Rhode Island 4,237,827 17.0 

Pennsylvania 3,178,168 12.7 

New Hampshire 1,489,888 6.0 

North Carolina 674,134 2.7 

New York 466,043 1.9 

Connecticut 282,031 1.1 

Virginia 79,240 0.32 

South Carolina 66,955 0.27 

Georgia 36,262 0.15 

Maryland 35,280 0.14 

New Jersey 28,189 0.11 

Total 24,985,278 
 

 

Flour 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 33,756,233 62.2 

New York 15,292,030 28.2 

Maryland 1,971,600 3.6 

Virginia 1,089,200 2.0 

Massachusetts 768,000 1.4 

Rhode Island 724,480 1.3 

Connecticut 198,000 0.36 

Delaware 181,200 0.33 

North Carolina 153,820 0.28 

South Carolina 113,300 0.21 

New Jersey 33,600 0.06 
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Georgia 2,650 0.005 

Total 54,284,113 
 

 

Ham 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 291,391 82.7 

New York 38,998 11.1 

Virginia 7,766 2.2 

Rhode Island 3,344 0.95 

North Carolina 3,161 0.90 

New Jersey 2,688 0.76 

Massachusetts 2,657 0.75 

South Carolina 1,920 0.5 

Maryland 308 0.1 

Total 352,233 
 

 

Livestock 

Colony No. of Animals Percent of Total 

Rhode Island 2,771 30.5 

Connecticut 1,976 21.7 

Virginia 1,632 17.9 

Georgia 727 8.0 

New York 679 7.5 

North Carolina 441 4.8 

South Carolina 409 4.5 

Maryland 166 1.8 

Massachusetts 143 1.6 

Pennsylvania 138 1.5 

New Hampshire 8 0.09 

New Jersey 4 0.04 

Total 9,094 
 

 

Lumber1  

Colony Amount (ft) Percent of Total 

Rhode Island 45,198,210 58.1 

Massachusetts 8,749,796 11.2 

Pennsylvania 5,989,915 7.7 

New Hampshire 4,944,912 6.4 

North Carolina 4,399,774 5.7 

South Carolina 2,860,879 3.7 

Georgia 1,896,942 2.4 

                                                             
1 Includes boards and timber. 
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Virginia 1,558,313 2.0 

New York 1,194,924 1.5 

Connecticut 617,580 0.8 

Maryland 255,144 0.3 

New Jersey 111,865 0.1 

Total 77,778,254 
 

 

Madeira Wine 

Colony Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 121,107 52.4 

New York 73,931 32.0 

South Carolina 17,451 7.6 

Virginia 5,355 2.32 

Maryland 5,292 2.29 

Massachusetts 5,031 2.2 

Rhode Island 1,512 0.7 

North Carolina 1,250 0.5 

New Hampshire 116 0.1 

Total 231,046 
 

 

Oil 

Colony Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

Massachusetts 47,755 43.6 

Rhode Island 27,310 24.9 

Pennsylvania 15,157 13.8 

New York 11,665 10.7 

New Hampshire 5,733 5.2 

Virginia 788 0.7 

New Jersey 378 0.3 

North Carolina 378 0.3 

South Carolina 189 0.2 

Connecticut 126 0.1 

Total 109,478 
 

 

Onions 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Connecticut 168,724 51.8 

Pennsylvania 80,808 24.8 

Massachusetts 29,615 9.09 

New York 29,527 9.07 

North Carolina 16,021 4.9 

South Carolina 616 0.2 

New Hampshire 411 0.1 
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Total 325,722 
 

 

Peas 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

South Carolina 709,650 53.7 

North Carolina 369,422 28.0 

Virginia 131,663 10.0 

Pennsylvania 58,902 4.5 

New York 23,153 1.8 

Rhode Island 17,528 1.3 

Maryland 5,656 0.4 

Massachusetts 4,410 0.3 

Total 1,320,383 
 

 

Pitch, Tar, and Turpentine 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

North Carolina 2,085,782 31.5 

South Carolina 1,784,788 26.9 

Virginia 736,586 11.1 

Pennsylvania 663,005 10.0 

New York 468,350 7.1 

Massachusetts 335,488 5.1 

Rhode Island 225,611 3.41 

Georgia 225,207 3.40 

Maryland 53,669 0.8 

New Hampshire 30,888 0.5 

New Jersey 7,475 0.11 

Connecticut 5,980 0.09 

Total 6,622,829 
 

 

Rice 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

South Carolina 16,074,081 81.5 

North Carolina 2,133,284 10.8 

Georgia 867,052 4.4 

Pennsylvania 299,160 1.5 

New York 166,262 0.84 

Rhode Island 86,678 0.44 

Virginia 76,409 0.39 

Massachusetts 18,998 0.10 

Total 19,721,924 
 

 

Salt 
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Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Rhode Island 444,375 43.0 

South Carolina 355,500 34.4 

Pennsylvania 222,020 21.5 

Connecticut 6,240 0.6 

Massachusetts 4,160 0.4 

Total 1,032,295 
 

 

Soap, Candles, and Tallow 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 522,933 77.3 

North Carolina 38,204 5.6 

Rhode Island 29,622 4.4 

New York 26,477 3.9 

Massachusetts 24,894 3.7 

Virginia 22,790 3.4 

Connecticut 4,291 0.6 

South Carolina 3,693 0.5 

Delaware 1,477 0.22 

New Hampshire 1,231 0.18 

Georgia 924 0.1 

Total 676,537 
 

 

Staves, Shingles, Hoops, and Heading 

Colony Amount (pieces) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 28,244,815 21.6 

South Carolina 25,709,046 19.6 

Massachusetts 17,667,965 13.5 

New York 16,340,781 12.5 

Virginia 13,652,123 10.4 

North Carolina 12,911,850 9.9 

Georgia 9,522,793 7.3 

New Hampshire 3,290,657 2.5 

Maryland 1,974,117 1.5 

Rhode Island 1,158,050 0.9 

Connecticut 172,900 0.13 

New Jersey 136,053 0.10 

Delaware 115,000 0.09 

Total 130,896,150 
 

 

Tobacco 

Colony Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

North Carolina 41,440 62.5 
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New York 11,809 17.8 

Pennsylvania 5,600 8.5 

Virginia 5,600 8.5 

South Carolina 1,120 1.7 

Maryland 690 1.0 

Total 66,259 
 

 

Wine 

Colony Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania 15,611 39.6 

New York 4,536 11.5 

Rhode Island 4,517 11.5 

Massachusetts 4,158 10.6 

South Carolina 3,474 8.8 

Virginia 3,276 8.3 

North Carolina 3,203 8.1 

New Jersey 630 1.6 

Total 39,405 
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Appendix 2 – Kingston Exports (1752-69) 

 

Sugar 

Colony/Country Region Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

London Great Britain 12,155,342 58.8 

Bristol Great Britain 3,334,873 16.1 

Liverpool Great Britain 2,902,910 14.0 

Scotland Great Britain 601,356 2.9 

England Great Britain 309,892 1.5 

Lancaster Great Britain 240,040 1.2 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 160,747 0.78 

Massachusetts New England 142,661 0.69 

South Carolina Southern mainland 130,464 0.63 

New York Mid-Atlantic 92,389 0.45 

Honduras Central America 83,485 0.40 

Wales Great Britain 56,980 0.28 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 41,730 0.20 

London Great Britain 40,289 0.19 

Gibraltar Europe 34,440 0.17 

Netherlands Europe 26,037 0.13 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 25,595 0.12 

Rhode Island New England 22,955 0.11 

Germany Europe 12,674 0.061 

Curacao Caribbean 12,461 0.060 

North Carolina Southern mainland 11,046 0.053 

Spanish Main Spanish Main 9,347 0.045 

Connecticut New England 9,213 0.045 

New Hampshire New England 9,019 0.044 

Georgia Southern mainland 6,517 0.032 

Florida Southern mainland 5,384 0.026 

Bermuda Caribbean 3,985 0.0193 

N/A New England 3,945 0.0191 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 3,038 0.0147 

Turks and Caicos Islands Caribbean 1,961 0.0095 

Nova Scotia Canada 1,418 0.0069 

Cuba Caribbean 1,241 0.0060 

Delaware Mid-Atlantic 582 0.0028 

Scotland Great Britain 504 0.0024 

Maine New England 315 0.0015 

Canada Canada 78 0.0004 

Total 
 

20,674,998 
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Rum 

Colony/Country Region Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

London Great Britain 2,741,501 41.2 

Liverpool Great Britain 704,761 10.6 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 483,645 7.3 

Bristol Great Britain 456,333 6.9 

Lancaster Great Britain 409,521 6.2 

South Carolina Southern mainland 347,304 5.2 

New York Mid-Atlantic 319,005 4.8 

Scotland Great Britain 193,657 2.9 

England Great Britain 106,803 1.6 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 83,300 1.3 

Honduras Central America 82,424 1.2 

Wales Great Britain 72,576 1.1 

Massachusetts New England 61,895 0.9 

North Carolina Southern mainland 61,332 0.9 

Florida Southern mainland 51,380 0.8 

Georgia Southern mainland 46,161 0.7 

Rhode Island New England 36,910 0.6 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 34,734 0.5 

Cuba Caribbean 27,688 0.42 

Africa Africa 23,640 0.36 

New Hampshire New England 10,242 0.15 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 9,552 0.14 

Connecticut New England 7,308 0.110 

Curacao Caribbean 7,206 0.108 

Scotland Great Britain 6,604 0.099 

Nova Scotia Canada 5,674 0.085 

Gibraltar Europe 5,040 0.076 

N/A New England 4,116 0.062 

Delaware Mid-Atlantic 2,688 0.040 

Turks and Caicos Islands Caribbean 2,520 0.038 

Bermuda Caribbean 2,499 0.038 

Spanish Main Spanish Main 1,512 0.023 

London Great Britain 1,428 0.021 

Maine New England 1,060 0.016 

Cuba Southern mainland 504 0.008 

Colombia South America 420 0.006 

Canada Canada 336 0.005 

Total 
 

6,413,277 
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Wood1 

Colony/Country Region Amount (ft) Percent of Total 

London Great Britain 30,395,061 52.3 

Liverpool Great Britain 11,600,013 20.0 

Bristol Great Britain 7,543,794 13.0 

Scotland Great Britain 2,528,103 4.4 

England Great Britain 1,864,180 3.2 

Lancaster Great Britain 1,108,235 1.9 

Curacao Caribbean 488,384 0.84 

South Carolina Southern mainland 484,272 0.83 

Massachusetts New England 204,083 0.35 

Honduras Central America 203,160 0.35 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 180,306 0.31 

London Great Britain 123,291 0.21 

Wales Great Britain 119,002 0.20 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 101,663 0.18 

New York Mid-Atlantic 100,869 0.17 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 54,713 0.09 

Netherlands Europe 44,800 0.077 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 43,880 0.076 

Spanish Main Spanish Main 36,520 0.063 

Germany Europe 26,880 0.046 

North Carolina Southern mainland 24,040 0.041 

Scotland Great Britain 23,160 0.040 

Georgia Southern mainland 23,000 0.040 

Florida Southern mainland 8,800 0.015 

New Hampshire New England 5,980 0.010 

Bermuda Caribbean 4,480 0.008 

N/A New England 2,840 0.005 

Rhode Island New England 2,600 0.004 

Maine New England 600 0.001 

Total 
 

58,089,309 
 

 

Molasses 

Colony/Country Region Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

Rhode Island New England 334,019 24.7 

New York Mid-Atlantic 306,401 22.7 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 286,140 21.2 

Massachusetts New England 214,181 15.8 

                                                             
1 Includes brasilletta wood, camwood, cedar, dry wood, ebony, firwood, fustick, Jamaica logwood, lignum vitae, 

Nicaragua wood, logwood, lumber, mahogany, planks, prize logwood, prize mahogany, redwood, Spanish elm, 

Spanish wood, and savaco wood. 
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Virginia Mid-Atlantic 81,332 6.0 

Connecticut New England 30,991 2.3 

New Hampshire New England 23,600 1.75 

London Great Britain 23,552 1.74 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 11,453 0.85 

North Carolina Southern mainland 5,942 0.44 

South Carolina Southern mainland 5,330 0.39 

Honduras Central America 4,736 0.35 

Canada Canada 4,480 0.33 

Delaware Mid-Atlantic 3,776 0.28 

Nova Scotia Canada 3,157 0.23 

N/A New England 3,136 0.23 

Scotland Great Britain 2,048 0.15 

Liverpool Great Britain 1,856 0.14 

Bermuda Caribbean 1,656 0.12 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 1,532 0.11 

Maine New England 384 0.03 

Florida Southern mainland 320 0.02 

Georgia Southern mainland 64 0.005 

Total 
 

1,352,238 
 

 

Pimento 

Colony/Country Region Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

London Great Britain 9,933,628 73.2 

Liverpool Great Britain 2,056,127 15.2 

Bristol Great Britain 762,394 5.6 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 171,316 1.3 

Lancaster Great Britain 145,397 1.1 

New York Mid-Atlantic 101,078 0.74 

England Great Britain 59,765 0.44 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 58,520 0.43 

Massachusetts New England 46,450 0.34 

Scotland Great Britain 42,954 0.32 

Spanish Main Spanish Main 27,500 0.20 

Curacao Caribbean 26,680 0.20 

Honduras Central America 20,990 0.15 

South Carolina Southern mainland 19,037 0.14 

Rhode Island New England 11,120 0.08 

N/A New England 7,990 0.06 

Netherlands Europe 6,600 0.05 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 5,600 0.04 

North Carolina Southern mainland 2,039 0.02 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 900 0.01 
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Connecticut New England 800 0.01 

Bermuda Caribbean 580 0.004 

Florida Southern mainland 500 0.004 

Scotland Great Britain 100 0.001 

New Hampshire New England 100 0.001 

Maine New England 100 0.001 

Total 
 

13,568,796.81 
 

 

Cotton 

Colony/Country Region Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

Liverpool Great Britain 2,183,400 43.3 

London Great Britain 1,084,110 21.5 

Lancaster Great Britain 622,800 12.3 

Bristol Great Britain 549,900 10.9 

Scotland Great Britain 228,300 4.5 

Massachusetts New England 92,400 1.8 

England Great Britain 58,720 1.2 

Rhode Island New England 39,300 0.8 

New York Mid-Atlantic 32,100 0.6 

Netherlands Europe 25,800 0.5 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 15,900 0.32 

Curacao Caribbean 14,400 0.29 

New Hampshire New England 12,600 0.25 

Wales Great Britain 12,300 0.24 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 8,100 0.16 

Honduras Central America 6,300 0.12 

Scotland Great Britain 4,500 0.09 

N/A New England 4,500 0.09 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 4,200 0.08 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 3,900 0.08 

Germany Europe 3,000 0.06 

South Carolina Southern mainland 2,400 0.05 

North Carolina Southern mainland 1,200 0.02 

Florida Southern mainland 900 0.02 

Total 
 

5,044,330 
 

 

Ginger 

Colony/Country Region Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

London Great Britain 4,945,550 49.7 

Liverpool Great Britain 2,583,053 25.9 

Bristol Great Britain 1,426,529 14.3 

New York Mid-Atlantic 200,594 2.0 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 187,857 1.9 
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Lancaster Great Britain 143,947 1.4 

Massachusetts New England 84,022 0.8 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 65,172 0.7 

South Carolina Southern mainland 64,268 0.6 

England Great Britain 56,517 0.6 

Scotland Great Britain 40,880 0.4 

Wales Great Britain 40,047 0.4 

Connecticut New England 20,000 0.2 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 6,000 0.1 

New Hampshire New England 5,788 0.1 

Curacao Caribbean 5,298 0.1 

North Carolina Southern mainland 3,700 0.04 

N/A New England 3,696 0.04 

Netherlands Europe 3,400 0.03 

Rhode Island New England 3,081 0.03 

Honduras Central America 2,600 0.03 

Florida Southern mainland 2,000 0.02 

Bermuda Caribbean 1,518 0.02 

Scotland Great Britain 400 0.004 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 200 0.002 

Total 
 

9,960,715 
 

 

Coffee 

Colony/Country Region Amount (lbs) Percent of Total 

London Great Britain 1,263,683 31.8 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 840,962 21.2 

New York Mid-Atlantic 292,575 7.4 

Liverpool Great Britain 208,457 5.2 

South Carolina Southern mainland 203,065 5.1 

Netherlands Europe 178,861 4.5 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 138,765 3.5 

Massachusetts New England 117,660 3.0 

Bristol Great Britain 65,480 1.6 

North Carolina Southern mainland 57,106 1.4 

Germany Europe 53,575 1.3 

Florida Southern mainland 44,742 1.1 

Curacao Caribbean 26,202 0.7 

Rhode Island New England 25,220 0.6 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 21,948 0.6 

New Hampshire New England 13,148 0.3 

Lancaster Great Britain 10,726 0.3 

Georgia Southern mainland 10,439 0.3 

England Great Britain 7,546 0.2 
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New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 7,394 0.2 

N/A New England 6,920 0.2 

Wales Great Britain 6,143 0.2 

Maine New England 5,882 0.1 

Honduras Central America 4,236 0.1 

Bermuda Caribbean 1,384 0.03 

Connecticut New England 1,038 0.03 

Delaware Mid-Atlantic 692 0.02 

Nova Scotia Canada 346 0.01 

Total 
 

3,973,135 
 

 

 

 

Wine 

Colony/Country Region Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

London Great Britain 113,955 33.3 

Cuba Caribbean 40,679 11.9 

Liverpool Great Britain 36,240 10.6 

Scotland Great Britain 36,089 10.5 

Bristol Great Britain 25,263 7.4 

Curacao Caribbean 16,921 4.9 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 15,693 4.6 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 14,049 4.1 

Rhode Island New England 7,667 2.2 

South Carolina Southern mainland 5,922 1.7 

Honduras Central America 4,638 1.4 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 2,016 0.6 

St. Kitts Caribbean 1,630 0.5 

England Great Britain 1,575 0.5 

Georgia Southern mainland 776 0.2 

New York Mid-Atlantic 756 0.2 

New Hampshire New England 504 0.1 

Lancaster Great Britain 378 0.1 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 378 0.1 

Scotland Great Britain 126 0.04 

Cuba Great Britain 126 0.04 

Wales Great Britain 126 0.04 

Total 
 

342,516 
 

 

Limes 

Colony/Country Region Amount (gal) Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 86,121 44.1 

New York Mid-Atlantic 22,838 11.7 
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South Carolina Southern mainland 20,097 10.3 

Massachusetts New England 16,853 8.6 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 13,356 6.8 

North Carolina Southern mainland 11,876 6.1 

Maryland Mid-Atlantic 7,308 3.7 

London Great Britain 3,780 1.9 

Connecticut New England 2,520 1.3 

Florida Southern mainland 1,733 0.9 

Turks and Caicos Islands Caribbean 1,544 0.8 

Curacao Caribbean 1,103 0.6 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 945 0.5 

New Hampshire New England 756 0.4 

Georgia Southern mainland 756 0.4 

Honduras Central America 630 0.3 

N/A New England 630 0.3 

England Great Britain 409.5 0.2 

Maine New England 283.5 0.1 

Rhode Island New England 189 0.1 

Scotland Great Britain 63 0.03 

Total 
 

195,332 
 

 

Hides 

Colony/Country Region No. of Hides Percent of Total 

Pennsylvania Mid-Atlantic 117,660 29.9 

London Great Britain 86,040 21.9 

Liverpool Great Britain 44,600 11.3 

Netherlands Europe 29,620 7.5 

Massachusetts New England 27,080 6.9 

New York Mid-Atlantic 25,440 6.5 

Curacao Caribbean 17,670 4.5 

Virginia Mid-Atlantic 13,160 3.3 

St. Kitts Caribbean 10,000 2.5 

Bristol Great Britain 4,910 1.2 

Georgia Southern mainland 2,320 0.6 

Germany Europe 1,950 0.5 

Delaware Mid-Atlantic 1,540 0.4 

Scotland Great Britain 970 0.2 

Honduras Central America 650 0.2 

Rhode Island New England 600 0.2 

New Jersey Mid-Atlantic 400 0.1 

Nova Scotia Canada 320 0.1 

Total 
 

393,320 
 



337 
 

Appendix 3 – Impact of Seven Years’ War (All Locations) 

Kingston Import/Export Trade 

 

Imports 

Commodity Prewar Postwar Percent Change 

Apples (lbs) 12,400 327,215 2539% 

Beef and pork (lbs) 21,721,677 28,060,443 29% 

Beer and cider (gal) 321,524 857,704 167% 

Bread (lbs) 3,481,160 7,209,739 107% 

Bricks (lbs) 2,920,450 1,525,410 -48% 

Butter & cheese (lbs) 18,004 147,729 721% 

Corn (lbs) 8,769,228 8,217,226 -6% 

Fish (lbs) 15,403,256 17,714,318 15% 

Flour (lbs) 16,711,900 23,184,383 39% 

Ham (lbs) 121,290 88,917 -27% 

Livestock (No.) 8,270 12,214 48% 

Lumber (ft) 10,677,610 17,238,282 61% 

Madeira wine (gal) 534,476 570,346 7% 

Oil (gal) 31,954 38,458 20% 

Onions (lbs) 48,579 223,044 359% 

Peas (lbs) 716,307 380,342 -47% 

Pitch, tar, & turpentine (lbs) 2,080,433 2,939,635 41% 

Rice (lbs) 4,000,402 10,632,496 166% 

Salt (lbs) 1,952,710 2,570,738 32% 

Soap, candles, & tallow (lbs) 168,115 243,422 45% 

Wine (gal) 37,651 96,477 156% 

Wood (pieces) 20,772,775 70,456,937 239% 

 

Exports 

Commodity Prewar Postwar Percent Change 

Coffee (lbs) 664,482 1,844,171 178% 

Cotton (lbs) 2,378,460 1,317,300 -45% 

Ginger (lbs) 6,107,621 1,817,182 -70% 

Hides (No.) 116,170 134,950 16% 

Limes (gal) 34,776 107,573 209% 

Molasses (gal) 739,038 297,109 -60% 

Pimento (lbs) 2,095,760 2,466,042 18% 

Rum (gal) 1,881,307 2,303,574 22% 

Sugar (gal) 6,615,040 6,625,753 0.16% 

Wine (gal) 52,688 192,957 266% 

Wood (ft) 20,962,665 21,326,651 2% 

 


