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Abstract

This article looks at the Enlightenment debate on natural rights as it developed
in the Caribbean during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, par-
ticularly in the Dutch colonies comprising modern-day Surinam and Guyana.
This area was one of chronic slave rebellion, and over the span of this study its
enslaved devised complex strategies to acquire freedom. Building on prior schol-
arship exploring the evolving motivation behind Caribbean slave rebellion before
and after the Haitian Revolution, my article reveals that the communication
networks formed both amongst the enslaved as well as between them and sym-
pathetic whites served as the furnace for the forging of a new multicultural and
subaltern class solidarity in the Caribbean. Members of this class largely
rejected the nationalist propaganda of the colonial powers and found common-
ality in a willingness to fight against tyranny and political oppression of all
kinds.

One of the more intriguing debates in the field of slave resistance in the
Americas is whether or not slave rebellion had a different character after
the Haitian Revolution than before. Scholars such as Monica Schuler,
Michael Craton, Ira Berlin, and Eugene Genovese have all argued to
some extent that slave revolts before Haiti tended to be organized along
ethnic lines, while revolts after the revolution tended to be led by slave
leaders articulating the Enlightenment claim of natural rights, or the
“rights of man”. We should not, however, make the mistake of inter-
preting this phenomenon to mean that slaves discovered more of a jus-
tification to revolt after Haiti. As Jean-Phillippe Garran Coulon has
observed, “slaves were always in a permanent state of war with their
masters.”1 Indeed, ideological debates gave slaves only more rhetorical
ammunition with which to continue the battle. For his part, Craton also
argues that the Haitian Revolution and the circulation of the natural-
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rights philosophy did not so much provide a motivation for slave rebel-
lion, as these developments were “utilized” by savvy slave leaders when
it “suited their purposes”.2 Perhaps it would be useful then to consider
that the natural-rights debate gave slaves the discursive milieu of the
law to express frustrations that were long-suffering.

This study explores the nature of these “natural-rights revolutions”,
the communication networks through which they were articulated, and
the possibility that New World slave rebellion served as a furnace in
which a new sense of Atlantic World citizenship was forged amongst
both a multicultural and multinational class of the marginalized and the
recalcitrant. This position would serve as a plank in the broader argu-
ment that the natural-rights movement amongst rebel slaves was the
foundational paradigm for the intellectual development of subsequent
New World civil-rights ideologies.

Perhaps what allowed Saint-Domingue’s revolution to occur was a
function of political and social fissures in the power structure of their
white oppressors, as explored by David Geggus and Laurent Dubois.
Dubois explores the possibility that the news of the French Revolution,
increased literacy between island slaves and creoles, and the environ-
ment of a discourse of liberty helped the enslaved to take note of an
avenue of escape in that political superstructure, and they were proac-
tive and savvy enough to exploit it.3 The slave communication networks
that allowed that discourse to be constructed eventually allowed for the
formation of diasporic consciousnesses amongst New World enslaved
communities, and provided a mode of identity formation in the colonial
environment during which political and personal allegiances were
cemented. Guyana’s 1763 Berbice Rebellion, against a Dutch adminis-
tration, and the 1823 Demerara Rebellion against a British one, provide
interesting illustrations of this phenomenon. In 1763, the Dutch slave
rebel Cuffy had two simple demands: He wanted half the colony and
freedom for its enslaved. The rebel slaves were by then occupying three-
fourths of the colony and the colonial government was in full retreat,
migrating downriver from safe camp to safe camp. Cuffy’s demands,
however, were generally bereft of any legal reasoning in the Western
sense — he said that his fellow enslaved had been mistreated, and he
was trying to make a deal given the fact that he was negotiating from a
position of power (albeit temporarily). The legal position from which
Cuffy was reasoning was likely the quite common African perspective
that the only way to “own” land was to put work into it, and make it
produce something. The enslaved had certainly done their share, along
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the way forming ethnically aligned slave communities bonded together
primarily due to a mutual language. This was an instance in which
African and European values clashed due to dissimilar legal vocabular-
ies. In 1823, it is well-documented that slave leaders passed on a great
deal of information to their constituencies about the rights afforded them
by King George IV, and tended to assert their autonomy along lines of
legalistic rights that should be afforded to all humans.4 When Demerara
Lieutenant Governor John Murray encountered a gathering of slaves,
they made quite explicit that their claim for freedom was based on the
inalienable truth that “God had made them of the same flesh and blood
as the whites; they were tired of being slaves; their good King had sent
order that they should be free, and they would work no more.”5 In other
words, these enslaved wanted their natural rights. 

The enslaved’s adoption of European legalistic positions was likely a
result of them noticing a political fissure in the colonial superstructure,
through which they might exploit an avenue of escape. Rather than to
the enslaved themselves, British slaveowners ascribed much rebellious
activity to British abolitionists. There was never any significant aboli-
tionist element that gained any ground in the Dutch political sphere, but
in Britain, the slavery/antislavery debate practically tore apart the Par-
liament, leading to a legislative civil war that was at least as vitriolic, if
not as bloody, as America’s.6 The British abolitionist element was seen
by planters as an insidious divisive bunch out to destroy their liveli-
hoods. Indeed, by the time of the 1823 rebellion, British antislavery
forces had already abolished the transatlantic trade and had made great
strides toward abolishing slavery altogether. The missionary John Smith
was most likely unjustly arrested and convicted for inciting the rebellion
partly as a message to those same antislavery forces. It is likely that the
1823 Rebellion occurred when it did and took the form it did because
the enslaved recognized that there were certain Western officials that
they could play against each other.

The enslaved in Demerara were caught in a fascinating dilemma. The
focus of a spiritual mission by English abolitionists to bring them the
gospel, many of the enslaved had undertaken an active Christian
lifestyle — but that lifestyle was highly contested. Many of their owners
were wholly against them having Sundays off to worship, and as such
made them work six days a week, including Saturday, leaving them only
Sunday to work on their provisional gardens. This was a great source of
frustration for many of Demerara’s enslaved, as Reverend Smith had
constantly conveyed to them the idea that Sunday was a day of rest.
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Appeals to their masters to have Saturdays free were repeatedly
rebuffed. Asked if he had ever heard of anything that displeased his fel-
low parishioners, an enslaved named Manuel from the Chateau Margo
answered “No, only so far that I heard them saying that since Sundays
was taken to serve God, they wanted to have Saturdays to work their
grounds.” And when asked the reason “the negroes took it into 
their heads to revolt”, Manuel answered flatly: “Because they had no
other time to wash their clothes or to do anything else, except on the
Sabbath.”7

Testimonies like Manuel’s seem to suggest two things. First, that the
enslaved rebelling due to planter opposition to religious instruction was
very much tied into the enslaved’s desire for social reproduction, seeing
as how they could not both do personal chores and rest on the Sabbath.
Second, Smith’s claim that this was a reason for rebellion was very
much tied to his desire for the court to see the utility of his vocation.
Smith would want to highlight that the enslaved were missing their con-
nection with God. But it is very possible that the enslaved were just as
opposed to Reverend Smith demanding they rest on their personal-chore
day. This is where the rift in the political superstructure becomes most
evident. When two poles of authority were giving the enslaved conflict-
ing information about what to do, they could play those opposing poles
off each other in order to slip into the power vacuum. Some Caribbean
planters saw the value of allowing the enslaved some amount of control
over their daily lives, as an 1831 petition by the St Vincent colonial coun-
cil claims that “another day in the weekend (or perhaps one in the fort-
night) must be given to the slave to dispose of his extra products.”8

This fissure in the colonial superstructure revealed fundamental con-
tradictions between the practice of slavery and distinct political and
intellectual tides in Western European thought, and is a testament to
the fraught psychology involved in the construction of the colonial imag-
inary. Several times in the record of colonial planters, one discovers bla-
tant contradictions in their correspondence that seem to reinforce the
notion that the practice of slavery itself was in opposition to their self-
ascribed identities as “civilizers”: in one breath testifying to the “faithful”
nature of their slaves, and in the next asking for reinforcements due to
chronic rebellion; decrying the savage nature of slavery while still argu-
ing for its necessity; praising a rebel for his loyalty to his men and then
subsequently lamenting his “bestial nature” — the list goes on. In one
instance, Berbice governor, Simon van Hoogenheim seemed oblivious
to the innate contradiction in his intention “not to destroy the rebels but,
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through kindness, to bring them again under subjection”.9 Once the
Dutch got reinforcements during the 1763 Rebellion, Dutch mercenaries
had begun shooting any blacks they found along the river, without ask-
ing if they were rebels or not. Van Hoogenheim’s proclamation was
intended to send the message to the enslaved that the Dutch wanted to
re-establish the status quo. He wanted to, in a sense, kindly re-subjugate
them.

The primary locus in which slave rebellion developed was during
time spent in the slave public sphere, spaces safe from the pan-audial
surveillance of the colonial agent. These spaces were often slave quar-
ters, courtyards, forest clearings, and work fields. Jonathan Glassman
has claimed that “agrarian rebels” were motivated by an “ambiguous
consciousness fashioned out of fragments of hegemonic ideologies”.10 It
was likely that both a hegemonic discourse of freedom (natural-rights)
and a subaltern discourse of freedom forged from long-standing trauma
were synthesized in the slave public sphere into a unique natural-rights
ideology forged by the circumstance of slavery, which still rejected the
white-supremacist strain that had already infected American and Euro-
pean articulations of these rights. In the process of rebellious conspiracy,
this synthesized discourse is likely constructed initially in small groups
in safe spaces through vocalized expression of grievances and theory-
building, then, over time, the vocalized construction of a cohesive phi-
losophy either gaining approval or receiving scrutiny in the slave-quarter
public sphere, and then that externally synthesized ideology being inter-
nalized by the enslaved looking for a way to both articulate and have
someone to commiserate with their desire to rebel. Perhaps that serves
to explain the recurring phrases you see in the record from various
slaves. A “paper from the king” is a phrase that is repeated several times
by the enslaved throughout the 1824 trial as the main reason for the
enslaved rebelling. Under pressure from abolitionists, one of the ame-
liorative measures to slavery taken by the British Parliament was to pass
certain legislations against severe whippings. This is most likely the
“paper” that the enslaved had heard about, and its liberating nature
could have easily been interpreted as a call for liberty from the king.
The phrase is so often used by so many different slaves that it is clear
that it had become a sort of rhetorical signifier amongst the enslaved of
Demerara as part of their justification for rebelling. This synthesized
discourse not only articulated justifications for conspiracy, but it was
also used to recruit others. In this way, the forging of the reasons to
rebel is part of the act of rebelling. Michel Foucault’s theories most point-
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edly reflect how the power of discourse can be used as a well from
which to draw justifications for one’s actions.11 The construction of com-
munication networks combined with the emergence of a synthesized
discourse were key steps in the forging of diasporic identity, sometimes
making smoother the transitions from resistance to rebellion, and from
rebellion to revolution. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the
forging of this unique synthesis seems to have become the prevailing
resistance paradigm in the Caribbean and North America. 

The most fertile and unyielding fount of information channelled
through the slave communication network was colonial agents them-
selves. During an 1816 slave rebellion in the British territory of Barba-
dos, which the colonizers were hard pressed to put down, a British
commander assigned to quell the rebellion seemed fairly convinced that 

from the many enquiries which I have made of the Slaves in general, as from
the evidence and confession of those who have been taken prisoners, it is fully
ascertained that the Chief cause to which this unfortunate calamity is to be attrib-
uted is the general opinion, which has pervaded the minds of those misguided
people, since the proposed Introduction of the Registry Bill, that their Emanci-
pation was desired by the British Parliament.12

This conclusion was confirmed by Governor James Leith, whose claim
that Barbadian planters had “flattered themselves” that their good treat-
ment would prevent their slaves from resorting to violence, penned an
“Address to the Slave Population of Barbados” on 26 April 1816 to justify
the state of slavery. Leith used the address to explain to the island’s
enslaved that, just as they were slaves in Africa, they were still slaves
under British rule.13 However, four days later Leith wrote a letter to his
superiors blaming the slave revolt on the enslaved’s knowledge that a
“claim of natural right” had by “long custom [though] sanctioned by law
refused to be acknowledged”.14 Fifteen years later the emancipatory
message of the rights of man continued to foment slave rebellion in the
Caribbean, as evidenced by a series of resolutions passed by the St Vin-
cent colonial council which includes the claim, “That the continued
threats of emancipating our Slaves is silently fomenting rebellion and
internal war in its worst shape.” Almost immediately, British planters
blamed the dissemination of natural-rights propaganda on abolitionists.15

The series of resolutions proposed by the St Vincent colonial council
accused the Antislavery Society — characterized by Leith as “enemies
of the state” — of “fomenting rebellion and internal war by their threats
of immediate emancipation” in Caribbean colonies as far flung as
“Jamaica, Barbadoes, Demerary . . . Antigua, and Nevis”.16
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Although Smith’s defence during his trial was based on the premise
that he neither condoned nor was complicit in the 1823 rebellion, it
seems his ambiguous17 intermediary status prevented him from being
able to surreptitiously18 resist divulging British intelligence before it was
scheduled to be announced. The danger here was that when that news
was not announced in a timely fashion, the enslaved started to suspect
that the colonial authorities were conspiring to keep it from them, and
to erase or elide some or all of the rights King George had bestowed
upon them. Upon receiving news of his parishioners’ plans to drive the
whites into town to obtain the truth, Smith imploringly replied to one
of them, “Quamina, don’t bring yourself into any disgrace . . . the white
people were now making a law to prevent the women being flogged,
but the law had not come out yet.”19 How could Smith not know that
the word yet contained significant meaning? And Smith assuredly was
not the only culprit, as evidenced by the case of the head driver on the
Demerara plantation Le Resouvenir, who strongly hinted his slaves’
emancipation was coming when he told them to “work, for they were
not free yet”.20

The historical record indicates that it was well known that slaves also
received information from marginalized whites. And if the early nine-
teenth-century Atlantic world was a place in which peoples of the lower
economic classes were beginning to find unity in shared oppression,
ports seemed to be a particularly busy site of information transfer. Since
the main thoroughfare of each of the Dutch colonies was essentially
whichever river its string of plantations was on, many of the enslaved
became adept seamen by conveying their masters up and down those
rivers.21 Through this they had a great deal of contact with sailors from
across the Atlantic world. The British doctor, George Pinckard unwit-
tingly sketched the contours of how the slave communication network
might have procured information. He first made mention of a ship that
had “arrived at Demerara, which was some weeks ago at St Domingo,
and I am sorry to observe that the captain brings a very afflicting
report”.22 Later, in a seemingly unimportant aside, he mentioned that,
upon returning to his barracks he saw “a string of negroes singing out
in the sailors’ cry ‘Yeoh-yeoh, yeoh-yeoh’ and hauling at a long rope”.23

These are fairly innocuous incidents, except when combined with the
testimony of the slaves accused of treason during the Demerara rebel-
lion seven years later. Testimony in the 1823 case indicates that the
rebels heard that they had been emancipated “from sailors, when they
had come down for produce; that the sailors would introduce into their
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songs that they were great fools to be slaves”.24 As mentioned earlier,
we must remember to view sceptically the claim that members of the
Antislavery Society were responsible for slave rebellion. Although it is
very possible they played some part, this is likely attributing too much
agency to foreign elements. Rather than white outsider elites actively
working in the Caribbean, it is more likely that sympathetic whites and
free blacks, influenced by antislavery ideology as well as being versed
in the natural-rights philosophy that had helped spark the Haitian Rev-
olution, aided and abetted a slave communication network. 

Before the Haitian Revolution, one was more likely to see European
class revolutionaries rather than European abolitionists as nodes on the
slave communication network. During an earlier rebellion in Demerara
in 1795, a Major M’Creaph mentioned that the rebels included “French
Revolutionists then in the Country, join’d by many Dutch and anarchi-
cal Desperados”. The phenomenon of “French revolutionists” again
invokes the Haitian Revolution. M’Creaph seems to have encountered
a situation in which French revolutionaries had actively exported these
ideals and were fighting for them outside the bounds of French territory,
perhaps as part of an international effort against tyranny of all kinds.
This seems to be at least what M’Creaph was talking about when he
noted “the overbearing tide of French influence and Principles” which
Demerara governor, Van Berchryck “strove to resist and oppose”.25 The
argument that the 1823 Demerara slaves later brought before a British
colonial government now ruling over a largely Dutch planter class could
be seen as an evolved, more sophisticated version of the same natural-
rights discussion.

An incident on Demerara’s Bermingham plantation could be consid-
ered to be another of the many instances we have seen of French com-
plicity with slave rebellion in the Atlantic world. Although Bermingham
was himself of Irish descent, the Dutch governor made note of the fact
that he defied a Dutch officer in French, and it was a French burgher
who later tried to protest Bermingham being shackled. We also have the
example of the man P. Callart, a Frenchman on the plantation of
Bermingham’s son Edward, who was caught actively helping the rebels
in 1772. Lastly, the leader of a group of military deserters, Jean Renaud,
was also French, and was believed by the editors of Essequibo governor
Storm van Gravesande’s letters to be the same “white man” fighting with
the rebels described in an earlier document entitled “Transaction in Rio
Berbice and Demerary”.26 British doctor, Pinckard writes of a case in
1796 Berbice in which the vessels containing five slaves were captured
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by French privateers. The Frenchmen, giddy with the prospect of free-
ing these bondsmen, regaled them with revolutionary notions of liberte,
egalite, and fraternite, and went on and on about the new emancipated
circumstances in which they soon would find themselves. Unfortunately
for these gallant liberators, however, the enslaved were so conditioned
by their captivity that they were suspicious of the motivation of the 
privateers and killed them. When confronted with their crime, they 
presented the rationale that they were afraid that if they were recap-
tured, the Frenchmen would falsely claim that it was their idea to
escape.

These incidents support the argument that the introduction of natu-
ral-rights discourse by French soldiers and sailors could have affected
the tenor of slave rebellion in the Americas. What is surprising, how-
ever, is that these incidents took place largely before the French Revo-
lution, the well from which this discourse was supposed to have sprung.
It would be foolhardy to presume, however, that the natural-rights dis-
course emerged fully formed from the French Revolution — the conver-
sations that gave birth to the revolution must have been circulating in
France long before 1789. When the American Revolution broke out,
Robert Mackey holds that the French elite supplied America with soon-
to- be war heroes such as Marquis de Lafayette and Henri de St. Simon,
leaders of the famous “Thirty-Eight”. When these French veterans of
America’s war came home, they ended up playing a pivotal role in the
composition of the Declaration of Rights and Man and Citizen.27 But
aside from the noted thirty-eight patriots who returned to France, for
young enlightened French war heroes, the Atlantic world was their oys-
ter. What of the soldiers who did not come home, but sought their for-
tune in the Americas? And what of escaped prisoners from the
neighbouring penal colony of French Guiana, who went on to have con-
siderable contact with Surinam maroons?28 The Dreyfus Affair was
proof enough that a good number of them would have been political
prisoners. The marginalized whites who contributed to the slave com-
munication network as well as these French revolutionaries could be
considered to be members of a multinational lumpenproletariat who
carved out new democratic spaces in the imperial New World on their
way to forging the essence of what might be called the new Atlantic
world citizen — a citizenship devoid of inherited social and political hier-
archies in which any man (yes, unfortunately, still only mostly men)
could mobilize, and demand the same natural rights as any other man.

Major M’Creaph’s claim that rebellious blacks “had never before

127New World Slavery and the Natural Rights Debate
JCH 49: 2 (2015) CONTRIBUTORS' COPY -- NOT FOR CIRCULATION



manifested the least discontent” is coded language for the “faithful slave”
archetype; phrasing that any colonial reader would have recognized.
Indeed, comments on the “faithfulness” of the enslaved did not simply
illustrate individual reports about random insurgency, they also served
as part of the social discourse that was constantly assessing the mind-
state of the enslaved. In essence, slaveholders used reports like this as
guides to determine what might cause their slaves to cross the line into
rebellion. After the Haitian Revolution, this line became blurred, as
some of the enslaved who might have been considered “faithful” now
had the natural-rights discourse of the revolution to articulate whatever
grievances they might have had, as well as the knowledge that the way
they were treated was anathema to the spirit of the new Atlantic world
citizen. The adoption of this discourse would have been far more preva-
lent in Guyana than in a place like Surinam, which possessed several
large thriving maroon communities. Although in Guyana slaves like the
Demerara rebels had to resort to confronting the system head on, peace
treaties the Dutch signed with the Surinam maroons effectively created
a natural escape valve for the discontented enslaved. There was far less
reason to conspire to a rebellion when one had the option of escaping
to established slaves communities.

In Conclusion

Now a vital part of the discussion among sociologists who study black-
ness, the notion of a “double consciousness” argues that one of the ways
that members of the African diaspora were able to negotiate the various
demands of the modernist perspective was by adopting two distinct 
consciousnesses that allowed them to be simultaneously invested in and
detached from their own social and political selves. It was through the
writing of black intellectuals like Frederick Douglass and W.E.B. 
Du Bois that Paul Gilroy noticed their ultimately doomed attempts to
reconcile white racism with the concept of universal natural rights.
Indeed, one could say that late nineteenth and early twentieth-century
black intellectuals suffered from a sort of “acquired schizophrenia”—
their educational and intellectual heritage was one hundred per cent
Western, and yet the more they became educated the more they were
confronted with the fact that they would never be accepted as equal
contributors to that heritage, at least not in their lifetimes. 

But a concept like double consciousness might not be adequate. This
phenomenon was not simply an internalization of both a black and
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white perspective; the white perspective had already inside it, its own
contradictory messages about black slavery. The white Westerner
widely promoted the Christian narrative of charity, kindness, and love
towards one’s fellow man and woman, but many were also unable to
resist the heaping hordes of money available by displaying avarice, cru-
elty, and stoic disregard toward those they would eventually come to
call “black people”. The white “consciousness” was already pathologi-
cally conflicted, and so had pathological effects on an already trauma-
tized black consciousness. 

But even this highly unstable double consciousness was complicated
by more cultural stimulation in the New World. Enslaved Africans not
only appropriated aspects of European culture in forging their New
World identities, they were also in no small way influenced by the psy-
chological adaptations that New World Indians made to European terri-
torial encroachment. Caribbean maroon communities represent the
most abject example of the enslaved adopting Amerindian coping strate-
gies. Given this complication it might be useful for us to utilize this idea
of multiple consciousnesses less as a psychological dysfunction and
more as an adaptive capacity. Indeed, Gilroy does fully embrace the
concept that, since members of the African diaspora have had to endure
living in different political contexts, the adaptive capacity to negotiate
different ethnic and political identities should be — must be —
embraced.29 This third cultural adaptive capacity, comprised of the abil-
ity of the enslaved to learn to constantly re-establish their social and
physical geography, could even be seen to complete a sort of colonial-
era “triple consciousness”.

NOTES

1. Dubois, 105.
2. Craton, 16. 
3. Dubois.
4. da Costa, 179.
5. Demerara: Further Papers viz. . . ., 5.
6. For more on Britain’s antislavery debate, see David Brion Davis, The Prob-

lem with Slavery .
7. Proceedings Against the Late Rev. J. Smith, 17, 26.
8. The National Archives, Kew Gardens, United Kingdom, CO 260/48 “Petition

of the Legislative Council of Saint Vincent and Its Dependencies”.
9. Hartsinck, 56.
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10. Glassman, 277.
11. Foucault.
12. The National Archives, CO 28/85, 1826 Letter from military commander

in St Ann’s Parish.
13. The National Archives, CO 28/85, James Leith, “Address to the Slave Pop-

ulation of Barbados”, 26 April 1816. 
14. The National Archives, CO 28/85, 30 April 1816 Letter from James Leith.
15. Alexander, 312.
16. The National Archives, CO 260/48 “Petition of the Legislative Council and

Saint Vincent and its Dependencies”. 
17. Smith’s status was not ambiguous in the sense that he was unsure of his

political loyalty — as far as he was concerned he was British. Smith simply
had a severe policy disagreement with his government; namely that the
institution of slavery should exist. Instead, Smith’s ambiguity lay in his ex-
tremely close interaction with the slave population, which assigned him a
blurred social identity located between British and slave interests.

18. Unconsciously?
19. Proceedings Against the Late Rev. J. Smith, 128.
20. Proceedings Against the Late Rev. J. Smith, 86 fn.
21. The National Archives, CO 116/33, 1764 Testimony from Berbice Rebellion

Trial Transcript: “Ja, I rowed on my master’s yacht.”
22. Pinckard, Vol. II, 125.
23. Pinckard, Vol. II, 232.
24. Proceedings Against the Late Rev. J. Smith, 101.
25. The National Archives, CO 111/4, M’Creaph to the Duke of Portland.
26. S’ Gravesande, 442 cf.
27. Mackey, 57.
28. American Museum of National History, New York, NY, Morton C. Kahn,

“Notes on the Saramaccaner Tribe of Bush Negroes of Dutch Guiana”, 8
November 1927, 15.

29. Gilroy, in Percy C. Hintzen and Jean Muteba Rahier’s Global Circuits of
Blackness. Felipe Smith calls this “adaptive capacity” of “modern citizens
who live in an unsought adversarial relationship with their nation of birth”
a “coping strategy”. The idea is the same.
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Abstract

The main purpose of this investigation is to explore the power relations evi-
denced during Toussaint Louverture’s imprisonment at Fort de Joux. This eval-
uation not only identifies how the primary sources in relation to this historical
episode communicate the events that precede and provoke the captive’s death,
but also facilitates a rumination about the discursive paradigms that propel the
vortex of the Haitian Revolution: race, colonialism, and modernity. This study
is largely based on documents available in the Nemours Collection of Haitian
History, the Bibliotèque Nationale de France, and the Château de Vincennes. 

The pictorial images of Toussaint Louverture oscillate between interpre-
tations with Westernized traits and portraits that denote prognathism.
As the artistic representations of this historical figure vary according to
the a priori conception of his legacy, the characterizations of the leader
of the Haitian Revolution in popular culture and prevalent literary
works tend to occidentalize him, to construct him as a savage being, or
to insert him in the bank of Otherness that Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
criticizes.1 The tendency to trivialize this character is due to the fact that
the analysis of his pertinence requires complex cogitation about the 
discourses in conflict during the historical juncture of the Haitian 
Revolution.

The main purpose of this investigation is to explore the power rela-
tions evidenced during Toussaint Louverture’s imprisonment at Fort de
Joux. This evaluation not only identifies how the primary sources in
relation to this historical episode communicate the events that precede
and provoke the captive’s death, but also facilitates a rumination about
the discursive paradigms that propel the vortex of the Haitian Revolu-
tion: race, colonialism, and modernity. This study is largely based on

Toussaint Louverture’s 
Captivity at Fort de Joux

DANNELLE GUTARRA

The Journal of Caribbean History 49, 2 (2015): 133–159
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documents available in the Nemours Collection of Haitian History, 
the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, and the “Archives de l’armée de
Terre et des organisms du Ministère de la Défense” in the Château de
Vincennes.

This investigation narrates the most relevant events related to Tous-
saint Louverture’s captivity at Fort de Joux: his passage through France,
the treatment received in prison, and the antagonistic relationship with
his jailer, while also inquiring into the historical pertinence of the accel-
erated deterioration of Toussaint Louverture’s health, his death in cap-
tivity, and the subsequent enigma around his remains. The power
relations evidenced during Toussaint Louverture’s imprisonment at Fort
de Joux evidence a centrality of corporeal punishment, psychological
manipulation, panoptical surveillance, and pseudo-scientific observa-
tion. The episode also reveals an influence of contemporary racialist the-
ories and the Western conception of the modern subject.

The Passage to his Cell and the Bureaucracy 
of Captivity

The tumultuous tale of the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) highlights
how diverse social groups of the colony of Saint-Domingue seized the
context of the French Revolution in order to articulate their long-lived
desperate claims: the white colonists’ demand for political autonomy,
the longing for French citizenship by the free men of colour, and the
enslaved’s struggle for general liberty. Meanwhile, the French govern-
ment strove to guarantee its sovereignty in the colony; the negotiations
of power with the different social-racial groupings of Saint-Domingue
and the persistence of slave insurrections led to the pioneer abolition of
slavery in 1794. One of the leaders of the Haitian Revolution, Toussaint
Louverture, even became governor of the colony as a method of pacifi-
cation of the slave populations. In response to his military protection of
the territory from foreign invasion, Napoleon Bonaparte hailed the for-
mer revolutionary leader in his correspondence as a man of “virtue”,
“wisdom”, and “patriotism”. Nevertheless, Louverture transgressed the
negotiations of power with the French metropole when he implemented
the Constitution of 1801, which permanently abolished slavery in the
colony, innovatively prohibited racial discrimination, established a level
of political autonomy of the territory, and named Louverture governor
for life. The Napoleonic administration responded to this challenge with
an aggressive expedition, the overthrow of Louverture, and the acceler-
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ation of the restoration of slavery. The declared war would eventually
be won by the determination of the former slave population to protect
their freedom and culminate with the independence of Haiti in 1804.

On 28 July 1802, the Minister of War of France offers specific instruc-
tions to the commanders of military divisions in the outlined route for
Toussaint Louverture’s relocation to Fort de Joux.2 The passage through
France is an enterprise of much significance according to the Minister
of War; he requires the most rigorous surveillance and the participation
of experienced military men. The Minister of War conceives the revo-
lutionary leader as a treacherous man that could effortlessly deceive
inexperienced soldiers.

During the passage to his cell, an unexpected encounter occurs; Lou-
verture’s escort identifies from a distance two fugitives from Fort de
Joux: General Louis Marie Auguste Fortuné D’Andigné, leader of the
Chouannerie, and Jean Baptiste Pierre Constant de Suzannet, counter-
revolutionary of the War in the Vendée. This fact is substantiated by
both a letter written to the Minister of War3 and Suzannet’s journal.4

The counterrevolutionaries had been transferred to Fort de Joux on 15
August 1801. The prisoners’ first impression of Louis Philibert Baille de
Beauregard, the prison’s commander, had been favourable, but, through
the passing of time, it became increasingly antagonistic. D’Andigné and
Suzannet were not liberated at the date promised by Napoleon Bona-
parte, which compelled the prisoners to plan diverse escape attempts
and Commander Baille to enforce stricter surveillance.5

Jean Debry, Prefect of Doubs, exercised pressure over Commander
Baille for him to separate D’Andigné and Suzannet. Nevertheless, Baille
did not concur and chose to only impose more rigorous surveillance than
in the past. This measure was not sufficient for the commander to notice
that the captives had a striving enterprise of gradually filing the bars of
the cell’s single window. D’Andigné and Suzannet selected the night of
15 August 1802, the anniversary of their stay at Fort de Joux, to carry
out their adventurous getaway. The prisoners were able to break out
through the window’s opening because of a rope, which length they had
calculated according to their idea of the castle’s height. However, having
descended until almost the end of the rope, they noticed that their cal-
culations had fallen short by multiple feet. According to the narrative
of D’Andigné’s memoirs, the desperate captives decided to let them-
selves roll on the castle’s walls, which only produced minor bruises for
both fugitives.

It was not until the next morning that the guards of Fort de Joux

135Toussaint Louverture’s Captivity at Fort de Joux
JCH 49: 2 (2015) CONTRIBUTORS' COPY -- NOT FOR CIRCULATION



became aware of the jailbreak, and Jean Debry received urgent news.6

Debry immediately suspected it could have been an act of corruption,
since the rope that hanged from the window was too short, and he
deemed impossible that the fugitives could have descended without
external assistance. D’Andigné and Suzannet’s escape sparked an inves-
tigation that involved not only the castle’s guards, but also Commander
Baille. Commander Baille resumed his work at Fort de Joux, but the
episode of D’Andigné and Suzannet’s escape would infiltrate the sol-
dier’s subsequent performance. Simultaneously, the French government
would sustain increased supervision on the command of Fort de Joux,
especially after Baille received an even more demanding responsibility
with Toussaint Louverture’s arrival to prison. Multiple elements of Tou-
ssaint Louverture’s passage from Saint-Domingue to France would pur-
sue the captive to his cell in Fort de Joux: the trepidation toward
Louverture’s alleged craftiness, the French government’s perception that
the prison should considerably increase its security measures, and the
pressure over Commander Baille to comply with these expectations. The
encounter between Louverture’s escort and the fugitive counterrevolu-
tionaries turns out to be an accidental poetic representation of this
escape’s impact on the captivity of the leader of the Haitian Revolution.

The Fort de Joux would be a strange setting for the man that had
been formed in the Tropics and had struggled for multiple years for the
concept of general liberty. With an elevation of three thousand feet, the
prison is located in the region of Franche-Comté in France, which is sit-
uated on the Swiss border; more specifically, it is found in the Jura
Mountains of the Doubs department.7 The nineteenth-century historian
Edouard Girod would describe Doubs’s freezing climate and would refer
to Louverture’s cell as the “chambre glaciale”,8 connoting the low tem-
peratures that afflicted the chamber’s inhabitants. In the historical junc-
ture in which Toussaint Louverture becomes an inmate of Fort de Joux,
prison is still a punishment of recent implementation. Michel Foucault’s
Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison denies that penitentiaries
emerge due to the pursuit for a more “humane” penalty.9 On the con-
trary, Foucault conceives prison as a consequence of power relations of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which reformulate the human
body and stipulate new dynamics of punishment and discipline. Tous-
saint Louverture experiences a reclusion in Fort de Joux that is distin-
guished by power relations that are centred in his body and his soul.

On 28 July 1802, the Minister of War provides exclusive instructions
to the command of Fort de Joux.10 Napoleon’s subordinate conveys that
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the French government’s determination is absolute secrecy and total iso-
lation of the convict. Louverture’s surveillance is deemed as an under-
taking of significance for the French government, and the entire
responsibility of this project falls upon the figure of Commander Baille.
It is ruled that monthly provisions of wood, sugar, or any other item
must be divided in thirty equal parts and should never exceed the daily
portion. Louverture’s diet during his whole stay consists of crackers,
cheese, salted meats, and wine.

On 18 September 1802, Debry remits a communication to the Min-
ister of the Interior in relation to the establishment of the quantity of
funds for heating and the diet of the prisoner of Fort de Joux.11 The
major concern is the arrangement of a low rate for heating; it is stated
that the fixation of a cord and a half of wood per month, which would
cost forty francs per month, turned out to be roughly sufficient for a
person from the Tropics, emphasizing on the low temperatures experi-
enced at the Jura Mountains. The proposal by Debry in this letter is the
investment of four francs a day for food and forty francs per month for
heating and lighting.

The commander of Fort de Joux sends two missives to the prefect of
Doubs at the beginning of October 1802; these letters detail the circum-
stances of the administration of Toussaint Louverture’s care and sur-
veillance during his first days at Fort de Joux. The motive of the first
letter of 6 October 1802 is to transmit the captive’s request of a hat,
since the prisoner suffers from acute headaches. On the other hand,
Baille adds in a postscript that Louverture’s sugar use exceeds the estab-
lished provision, thus he has offered the prisoner part of his own supply.
Nonetheless, the second letter sent only three days later displays Baille’s
discontent due to Louverture’s demands, which include a hat, six
scarves for his head, and more sugar; the commander assures not
endowing him with any more sugar from his supply and reproaches the
captive for the “senselessness” of his requests.12

On 12 October 1802, Jean Debry mails a letter to the sub-prefect
interim of Pontarlier. This missive responds to two breakdowns of
expenditure submitted by Commander Baille. The prefect of Doubs
identifies numerous irregularities in these reports, particularly the exces-
sive expense in sugar and candlelights. Debry commands that, because
of these irregularities, the budget would be decreased during that month
in order to restore to the French government its investment.13 In this
new budget, the quantity of francs attributed to Louverture’s diet is the
same; it is the heating section the one that is noticeably condensed —
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the investment of forty francs is reduced during this month to twenty-
six francs. Only one month earlier, French officials had expressed that
the amount of forty francs was merely adequate for the heating of the
shelter of a person from the Tropics. In the month of October, Debry
carries into effect an alteration under the penumbra of an imminent win-
ter. On 19 October 1802, the sub-prefect interim of Pontarlier sends a
communication to Debry that elucidates the intricacies in trying to
obtain wood at a low price; the lowest fee attained is thirty-six francs
per cord of wood. Despite this high cost, a new distribution of two cords
per winter month is established after the acknowledgement by the
French government that a lower quantity would have detrimental reper-
cussions in the captive’s body.

At some point in the first half of October 1802, “abbot Dormoy” pre-
tends to be a doctor and is allowed to converse with the legendary cap-
tive. Although the details of the exchange will forever be an enigma, the
abbot’s clandestine visit would have major consequences in Louver-
ture’s custody at Fort de Joux. The situation would humiliate Com-
mander Baille once more and would incite even more reinforced
surveillance; the entrance of another physician in Louverture’s cell
would be impeded at all costs. Debry immediately sends Baille an epistle
in which the commander is warned that he would be subjected to
another investigation.14

On January 1803, the transfer of Jean Kina and his son Zamor to Fort
de Joux is organized. Jean Kina’s participation in the Haitian Revolution
is antithetical to Louverture’s ideals, since he was one of the enslaved
armed by the grands blancs of Saint-Domingue.15 The Kinas are impris-
oned because of a technicality: they are detained for entering France
without authorization. The major tribulation during the planning of the
relocation of the Kinas is Toussaint Louverture’s presence in Fort de
Joux, since the French government deems pertinent that the revolution-
ary leader is kept uninformed of the Kinas’ confinement at the prison.16

The Kinas wind up being residents of the same cell D’Andigné and
Suzannet escaped from. Despite being the adjacent room to Louverture’s
chamber, it turns out to be the only vacant space, and it is concluded
that it would be unfeasible for the Saint-Domingue natives to commu-
nicate. On 22 January 1803, Jean Debry stipulates the reduction of the
budget for Louverture’s wood consumption to address the costs of heat-
ing the Kinas’ cell. The French government had already acknowledged
that a decrease in the heating distribution would have devastating reper-
cussions on Louverture’s health; it is after this reduction, on a still chilly

138 Dannelle Gutarra
JCH 49: 2 (2015) CONTRIBUTORS' COPY -- NOT FOR CIRCULATION



month, that one can detect the accelerated deterioration in the prisoner’s
well-being.

The French government’s policies in terms of Toussaint Louverture’s
confinement predominantly revolve around his surveillance and his
body’s performance. The French government speculates and negotiates
around the minimum necessities of Louverture’s body. Louverture’s
body is conceived as a machine, and its performance is based on math-
ematical formulas of minimal maintenance. An economy of the essential
quantities of food and heating is established; the captive is penalized
when he surpasses the budgeted limit. Gradually, units are rationed in
a gamble to the survival of the prisoner.

Foucault argues that penitentiary punishment transcends the concept
of captivity and appropriates the human body as the object of penaliza-
tion.17 Toussaint Louverture’s confinement is distinguished by a
rationing of heating, a limited and salty diet, an absolute absence of exer-
cise, and a privation of human contact. Toussaint Louverture’s body had
served the French government during approximately eight years. The
metropolitan power had absorbed Louverture’s corporeal forces as a
method of pacification of the colony of Saint-Domingue and to hold him
under a state of submission, to transform him into the “docile body” that
Foucault depicts.18 On the instant that Louverture challenged
Napoleonic sovereignty with the Constitution of 1801, his body’s per-
formance is reformulated. The body politics that are exercised on the
captive of Fort de Joux guarantee the minimal performance of the
machine, which deprives the government of a higher economic expense
and prevents the potentiality of the physical exertion that a jailbreak
requires. Simultaneously, the sense of perennial supervision is perpet-
uated; the documents emphasize on the productivity of the captive’s
panoptical surveillance.19

On the other hand, the French government’s performance around
the detention of the political prisoner reflects the eminence of bureau-
cracy in this historical juncture. The “maintenance” of Louverture’s
body is dispersed during the wait for the approval of multiple officers.
J.F. Bosher identifies the emergence of a bureaucratic tradition in French
idiosyncrasy since the revolutionary period.20 Michel Foucault contends
that the bureaucratic element of penitentiary punishment aims to make
the penal process anonymous and blameless.21 The politics of the treat-
ment of the leader of the Haitian Revolution in a prison on the Swiss
border is distinguished by the conception of the body as a machine, cor-
poreal punishment, panoptical surveillance, and bureaucratic orchestra-
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tion. Nevertheless, Toussaint Louverture’s imprisonment would present
other hues, like an observation that intends to construct knowledge and
the assault against the spirit.

The Correspondence between Commander 
Baille and the Minister of the Navy

Louis Philibert Baille de Beauregard joined the military service of Bour-
gogne on 10 January 1760 and, by March 1788, had collected the honour
of the “Croix militaire”.22 Being Chief of Brigade, Baille participated in
the well-known Battle of Jemappes under the command of General
Charles François Dumouriez, a battle that culminated with French vic-
tory and was part of the 1792 campaigns of the Revolutionary Wars.23

On 13 October 1800, Baille became commander of Fort de Joux, after
serving as commander of different locations since 1793.24 D’Andigné
would provide in his memoirs an all-encompassing picture of his
appraisal of the jailer’s character as a weak one for constant fear of being
discharged.25

In October 1802, Commander Baille receives the instruction of
redacting weekly reports for the Minister of the Navy, Denis Decrès,
about relevant occurrences of Toussaint Louverture’s custody. This cor-
respondence not only details happenings during the prisoner’s captivity,
but also generates logos about the fallen leader, his body and his spirit.
In Discipline and Punish, Foucault argues that the structure of prison pre-
cisely aims to bring to the surface knowledge about the captive, which
is recorded in multiple reports jailers must complete; panopticism then
becomes production of data about the condemned.26 Throughout these
primary sources, Commander Baille displays his insistent fear of being
dismissed from his post because of the recent jailbreak in Fort de Joux.

On 19 October 1802, Baille writes his first letter to the Minister of
the Navy, and the commander transmits his estimations about the moral
fibre of the historical figure in his correspondence.

Je vois Toussaint-Louverture une fois chaque jour, il me fait quelques fois demander
outre cela plusieurs fois dans le même jour, il m’entretient et de sa position qui l’affecte
beaucoup et de ces affaires politiques sur lesquels je trouve qu’il varie, lorsqu’il me
parle des mêmes affaires plusieurs jours après m’en avoir parlé, ce qui m’annonce qu’il
m’induit souvent en erreur, et je me suis apperçu que lorsqu’il m’en impose manifeste-
ment et que je lui parois le croire, il ne peut s’empêcher de faire un petit sourire, pour
me le cacher il ferme la main et la porte sur sa bouche, cependant il est convenu
plusieurs fois avec moi avoir fait des fautes.
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I see Toussaint Louverture once every day; he also sometimes calls for me several
times in the same day; he talks to me about his position, which affects him a lot,
and about his political affairs about which I find that he varies, when he talks to
me about the same issues various days after having talked about them, which
indicates to me that he often misleads me, and I noticed that, when he asserts
himself in a manifest manner, and I seem to believe him, he cannot contain a lit-
tle smile; to hide it, he closes his hand and takes it to his mouth; meanwhile, he
has admitted to me in various occasions having committed errors.27

In this same missive, Baille communicates that, since September, the
prisoner has suffered from fever and has pulled out five teeth; he adds
that the captive has been drinking teas recommended by a doctor, but
that he will not let a physician evaluate him until he receives a 
command from the French government. This letter evidences that Com-
mander Baille has developed in a month and a half an antagonistic rela-
tionship with his prisoner; this relationship is distinguished by
continuous suspicion and the conception of Louverture as a perverse
and calculating being. On the other hand, this document supports the
health portrait that Caffarelli elucidated in his account from September
1802. In October 1802, the convict still suffers from these symptoms,
but does not obtain medical attention because of the bureaucratic limi-
tations of French authority.

On 27 October 1802, Denis Decrès mails Baille a statement that
reveals his construction of the revolutionary leader. The missive starts
with a message from the First Consul. “Le Premier Consul m’a chargé de
vous faire connaître que vous répondez de sa personne sur votre tête. Je n’ai
pas besoin d’ajouter à un ordre aussi formel et aussi positif. Toussaint-Lou-
verture n’a droit à d’autres égards qu’à ceux que commande l’humanité.” —
“The First Consul ordered me to let you know that you respond for this
person with your head. There is nothing to add to such a formal and pos-
itive order. Toussaint Louverture has no more rights than what human-
ity demands.”28 Napoleon’s order establishes that Louverture must be
treated like a criminal, without sentimentality or any regard for the mil-
itary title he previously flaunted. The Minister of the Navy guarantees
the commander that hypocrisy is the predominant vice in Louverture’s
nature. Decrès warns Baille of the captive’s alleged dexterity of decep-
tion, which could culminate with an escape, and instructs him to inspect
his cell in pursuit of valuables and to seize Louverture’s clock, his only
acknowledged belonging. Meanwhile, the position of the Minister of the
Navy on the topic of Louverture’s health is unconditional.

Le seul moyen qu’aurait eu Toussaint de voir son sort amélioré, eût été de déposer
toute dissimulation. Son intérêt personnel, les sentiments religieux dont il devrait être
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pénétré pour expier tout le mal qu’il a fait, lui imposaient le devoir de la vérité: mais
il est bien éloigné de le remplir, et par sa dissimulation continuelle il dégage ceux qui
l’approchent de tout intérêt sur son sort.

The only way Toussaint would see his destiny improve would be to strip of all
pretense. His personal interest, the religious sentiments that should penetrate
him to expiate all the wrong he has done, impose the duty of the truth: but he is
well away of fulfilling it, and, for his continuous simulation, he frees the ones
near him of all interest in his destiny.29

Decrès constructs Louverture as a hypocritical being, whose life has
been an act of simulation. The Minister of the Navy considers that the
prisoner’s health state is a manipulating performance, since Louverture
does not supposedly possess a sense of attachment to the value of truth.
He deems the captive responsible for any lack of interest from the
French government in guaranteeing his survival. Another matter of
importance to Decrès is the elimination of the military title of general
and the regular use of his first name only. “Toussaint est son nom; c’est
la seule dénomination qui doit lui être donné.” — “Toussaint is his name;
it is the only denomination you must give him.”30 Henceforth, it is pro-
hibited for Louverture to flaunt his military uniform; instead, he must
wear a round hat and warm clothing, either gray or brown-coloured.
The rationale is to dissociate him from his past as general. “Quand il se
vante d’avoir été Général, il ne fait que rappeler ses crimes, sa conduite
hideuse et sa tyrannie sur les Européens. Il ne mérite alors que le plus pro-
fond mépris pour son orgueil ridicule.” — “When he boasts about having
been a general, he does nothing more than to remember his crimes, his
horrid conduct, and his tyranny over Europeans. He does not deserve
then anything more that the most profound contempt for his ridiculous
pride.”31

The treatment chosen by Decrès is intended to break the self-worth
of the former governor; the measures are psychological and snatch from
the captive his narrative of power. Decrès’s commentary disavows the
services given by Louverture for the French Republic and regards the
pride of the prisoner as “ridiculous”. His letter exhibits a derogatory por-
trait of the leader of the Haitian Revolution and dictates that Louverture
does not deserve an accommodating guardianship of his well-being.

In a letter written on 30 October 1802, Commander Baille assures
the Minister of the Navy that he is the only person that has any contact
with Louverture. On the other hand, Baille declares that the captive has
been suffering from headaches and acute episodes of fever. Neverthe-
less, he refuses to provide him medical attention as an act of racial dis-
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crimination. “La composition des neigres ne ressemblant en rien à celle des
Européens, je me dispense de lui donner n’y médecin n’y chirurgien qui lui
seraient inutils.”. — “The composition of black men is nothing alike to
the one of Europeans; I exempt myself from providing him a doctor or
a surgeon, which would be useless to him.”32 The inmate presents con-
sistent health deterioration, but Commander Baille denies remedial
assistance to Louverture because of his race. Baille’s remark alludes
directly to Louverture’s biological composition; therefore, the comman-
der’s politics are based on the racialist current of biological determinism
in order to deny medical attention to the black prisoner. Louverture’s
captivity at Fort de Joux is part of the historical juncture of the intensi-
fication of pseudo-scientific theorization of race.33

Toussaint Louverture’s representation in the correspondence
between the Minister of the Navy and the Commander of Fort de Joux
insists on racial inclinations to hypocrisy, simulation, pride, caprice, and
lack of productivity. The image of the “black race” in this documentation
concurs with the definition of the African man in Carl Linnaeus’s Sys-
tema Naturae, primary text of biological taxonomy published in 1735.34

This depiction is also compatible with the portrait of the black slave in
the anti-abolitionist discourse of the grands blancs of Saint-Domingue in
the transatlantic debate regarding general liberty.35 Michel Foucault sug-
gests that Linnaeus’s taxonomy provides a structure for the modern elab-
oration of penal codes; to be specific, he establishes an inexorable
connection between biological determinism and the delimitation of pun-
ishments in the modern construction of penalization.36

On 1st November 1802, Commander Baille mails two reports to
Decrès that imply his anxiety surrounding his relationship with his pris-
oner. The first letter requests an assistant, since Baille considers that
Louverture’s surveillance has completely captured his attention and has
obfuscated him in his role as Commander of Fort de Joux. On the other
hand, the commander emphasizes on the fact that this officer must be
a soldier capable of “taire les propos déplacés et les mensonges que lui ferait
Toussaint, pour lui persuader qu’il est homme d’honneur.” — “silencing the
inappropriate propositions and the lies that Toussaint would tell him to
convince him that he is a man of honour.”37 Baille conceives Louverture
as a man exempt of honour, when this is the notion that the captive
praises the most in his writings. In the second missive, the commander
notifies having complied with the order of performing an exhaustive
inspection of Louverture’s cell and, not having found any other money
or jewels, seizing his clock following Decrès’s command.38 The com-
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mander assures the Minister of the Navy that, since his first encounter
with Louverture, he has not called him by any other name than Tous-
saint and that he is fully aware of “l’importance que je devois mettre à la
garde de sûreté de ce destructeur de l’espèce humaine.” — “the importance
I must grant to the guard of security of this destructor of the human
species.”39 Baille’s final comment could connote a defence of the “purity
of races” or an allusion to the illegitimacy of the exercise of violence by
a black man. Nonetheless, Michel Foucault argues that the structures
of power construct the transgressor as an unbearable anomaly.40

In the same missive, the commander displays how his worldview
mediates his perception of the leader of the Haitian Revolution.

Avant que Toussaint n’arriva au fort de Joux, d’après ce que je savois par les nouvelles
officielles, j’étois persuadé que le seul principe d’humanité politique pouvait lui faire
grâce, je me suis conduite en conséquence et son hypocrisie ne m’en impose point. Je
me suis aperçu qu’il connoissait la réticence, mais se faisant deviner en un mot, mon
Général, selon ma façon de le juger, c’est un assemblage de monstruosité dans lequel
l’on découvre quelques étincelles de lumières qui se dissipent comme l’éclair pour ne
laisser voir que des vices, surtout celui d’une ambition sans borne.

Before Toussaint arrived to Fort de Joux, from what I knew according to the offi-
cial press, I was convinced that the single principle of political humanity would
be comical to him; I behaved in consequence, and his hypocrisy has not imposed
on me. I noticed that he knew reticence, but I suppose in a few words, my gen-
eral, according to my judgement, that he is an aggregate of monstrosity, in which
one discovers some sparks of light that dissipate as lightning to only reveal the
vices, above all an ambition without limits.41

Baille’s elaborate commentary dismisses Louverture’s cognitive
capacities for the comprehension or reinterpretation of political moder-
nity; the commander then exiles the captive from political history and
the logos of modern subjects. This statement employs the language of
mockery and represents a symbolic revenge on what his prisoner rep-
resents. On the other hand, the commander describes Louverture
through metaphors that connote savagery in the African man and wis-
dom in the European man; the black captive is portrayed as a “monster”
with certain Western characteristics, but with an essence of perversity.
In “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse”,
Homi Bhabha argues that the dynamics of power in colonialism revolve
around the concept of mimicry; this mimesis could be described as a
cultural assimilation that simultaneously perpetuates difference.42 Com-
mander Baille conceives the mimetic Other as a spine-chilling entity that
intrigues him, which is why he develops a relationship with his object
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of study that is based on confrontation, psychological manipulation, and
pseudo-scientific observation.

Louverture writes Baille a letter after the inspection of his cell. “Rien
n’est plus fort que l’humiliation que j’ai reçu de vous aujourd’hui.” — “Noth-
ing is more severe than the humiliation that I received from you
today.”43 The captive repudiates the withdrawal of his only possession
of value, his clock, and he demands that it is restored to his family “le
jour qu’on me enverra au supplice.” — “the day I am sent to my torment.”44

Vous remettrez le tout a mon épouse et à mes enfants; quand un homme est déjà mal-
heureux ont ne dois pas chercher à l’humilier et vexer sans humanité n’y la charité
sans aucune considération pour lui comme un serviteur de la République et ont n’a
pris toutes les précautions et les machinations contre moi comme si j’étois un grand
criminel, je vous ai déjà dit et je vous le répète encore, je suis honnête homme et si je
n’avois pas l’honneur, je n’aurois pas servi ma patrie fidèlement comme je l’ai servi et
je ne serois pas non plus ici par ordre de mon Gouvernement.

You will return everything to my wife and my children; when a man is already
unhappy, one must not try to humiliate him and offend him without humanity
or charity, without any consideration to me as a subject of the Republic, nor to
take all the precautions and machinations against me as if I was a great criminal;
I have already told you, and I repeat it once again: I am an honest man, and, if I
did not possess honour, I would not have served my country as loyally as I served
it, and I would not be here by order of my Government either.45

Michel Foucault argues that penitentiary punishment not only
focuses on the body, but also injures the level of the soul in an equal
manner.46 Louverture believes that humiliation has been a fundamental
component of the power relations of his captivity at Fort de Joux. This
passionate letter reveals that the captive recognizes the psychological
aspects of the politics imposed by Decrès, which is an attempt against
his self-esteem and aim to make a moral blow.

On 6 November 1802, Commander Baille sends Decrès a letter that
evidences a command from the French government that required the
commander to withdraw any pen or paper from Louverture’s cell.
Nonetheless, the purpose of the missive is the reiteration of his interest
in the concession of an assistant and the enumeration of the motives for
the urgent demand. The first motive he mentions alludes to Louverture’s
character.

J’ai l’honneur de vous observer que Toussaint est naturellement vif et emporté et que
lorsque je lui fais des observations sur ses plaintes de la non justice qu’il prétend qu’on
ne lui rend point, il trépigne des pieds et se frappe la tête de ses deux poings. Cependant
je n’emplois jamais aucuns termes injurieux sentant ma position vis à vis de la sienne.
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I am honoured to point out to you that Toussaint is naturally strong and exces-
sive, and that, when I tell him my observations about his complaints of the injus-
tice he pretends to receive, he kicks and hits his head with his two fists.
Meanwhile, I never use offensive terms laying my position against his.47

This depiction of Louverture’s personality agrees with the represen-
tation of the “tropical man” in geographical determinism that classifies
him as “excitable” or impulsive; simultaneously, Baille makes a contrast
with the alleged Western man’s “calm demeanour”. On the other hand,
the commander refers to a verbal confrontation after which the captive
became physical; this altercation elucidates an increment in tensions
between the jailer and his prisoner. Louverture’s desperation in his cap-
tivity is interpreted by Baille as a sign of his character and his race, not
as a denunciation of his abhorrence toward the circumstances of his
imprisonment. This tale evidences the exacerbation in the animosity
between the revolutionary leader and the commander of Fort de Joux.
The second reason that the commander points out for the grant of an
assistant is linked to the rhetoric of the former governor of the colony
of Saint-Domingue, since he supposedly tends to sustain his arguments
with an “apparence de vérité” — “appearance of truth”.48 The correspon-
dence between Decrès and Baille constantly highlights the persuasive
capabilities of the prominent figure of the Haitian Revolution. This apti-
tude is constructed as a perverse endowment; this construction does not
admit Louverture’s intellect, but limits him to an aberrant figure.

The commander continues his narrative of his tense quarrels with
Louverture in a letter written on 14 November 1802 to the Minister of
the Navy.49 In this letter, Baille aligns with the conception of prison as
a benevolent punishment: the jailer states that Toussaint Louverture’s
penalty turns out to be too mild and not in accordance with the com-
mitted crimes. The commander then concurs with detractors of peni-
tentiary punishment of the turn of the century.50 In the same missive,
Baille exposes his estimation that the withdrawal of writing tools greatly
distressed the overall mood of the prisoner. The commander also asserts
that Louverture continues to complain of symptoms of disease; the cap-
tive conveys suffering from constant headaches, elevated fever, acute
pain in the lumbar area of the back, and rheumatic pain that impedes
him to stand or walk, among other ills. The prisoner attributes these
maladies to the unstopping chill in his cell and alleges not having con-
stant fire in his chamber. Baille portrays incredulity to his symptoms
and ignores his denunciations, but he responds permitting him to remain
in his bed after preliminarily resisting, leaving his daily rations at the
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entrance of his room, and ordering Louverture to remain in silence. The
Commander of Fort de Joux agrees with the policies previously estab-
lished by the Minister of the Navy, which deem Louverture’s health
conditions as acts of simulation. After the bureaucratic crisis concerning
the heating budget, a decline in the prisoner’s health is observed, and
the captive himself denounces a reduction in the distributed quantity of
wood. The racial politics around Louverture’s health persist due to the
nonexistence of a command from the French government for the provi-
sion of medical attention; this order was never issued.

Further ailments would emanate from the narrative of a missive from
Baille to Decrès on 18 November 1802. Louverture communicates to
Baille that he feels extremely unwell, suffering from continuous fever
and acute pain throughout his whole body. It is in this condition that
Baille inspects the cell in search of correspondence, inspection that cul-
minates with the seizure of the letters Louverture held on to from the
moment of his arrest, letters that evidenced the premeditated trap for
his detention. The ill prisoner requests the commander to promise him
that these letters would be returned in case he ever departed jail. Baille
pledges with a false promise that he would detail in his letter to the Min-
ister of the Navy.51

The relationship between the jailer and his prisoner is exceptionally
hostile and replete of instances of deception, verbal confrontation, and
psychological manipulation. Louverture vents to the Commander of Fort
de Joux his denunciations to the French government. Baille confronts
the captive with arguments mediated by his worldview and breaks
down his evaluations of Louverture’s temperament in his reports to the
Minister of the Navy. Just like Linnaeus’s taxonomy becomes a prece-
dent for the modern penal code, the theories of biological determinism
promote particular politics for the black prisoner in terms of the right
to medical assistance. The notion that prison does not symbolize an anal-
ogous reprimand to the crimes committed by Louverture provokes an
exacerbation of penitentiary politics, which assess how much more the
captive can stand.

Decrès would applaud Baille’s performance as Commander of Fort
de Joux in a letter dated 1st December 1802. “Je ne puis, Citoyen Comman-
dant, qu’applaudir à votre exactitude, à vos précautions, et à vos principes
d’une surveillance sévère, mais assortie des tempéramens que commande l’hu-
manité.” — “I only can, commander, applaud your exactitude, your pre-
cautions, and your principles of severe surveillance, but combined with
temperaments that humanity demands.”52 Nonetheless, in less than a
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month, Commander Baille would be dismissed from his post to avoid
the addition of an assistant to the Commander of Fort de Joux.53 Com-
mander Amiot’s selection is based on his youth, his submission, and his
military history. Former Commander Baille would continue working for
the French government as part of the brigade of the coast of La Rochelle,
until his retirement on 29 July 1806.54 Baille’s departure from the struc-
ture of Fort de Joux is the culmination of an antagonistic relationship
that evidences the tensions that rise from the conflictive constructions
of race, colonialism, and modernity in this historical juncture.

Toussaint Louverture’s Death

On the third of January 1803, Commander Amiot becomes Toussaint
Louverture’s new custodian. Amiot carries on with the imposed meas-
ures of surveillance and with the predecessor’s discipline of rendering
weekly reports to the Minister of the Navy. Nevertheless, his narrations
are laconic, and they are exempt of former Commander Baille’s political
and racial commentary. It is since Amiot’s letter to the Minister of the
Navy dated 28 January 1803 that a progression of rapid decline of health
in the leader of the Haitian Revolution is evidenced. This deterioration
begins after the diminution of the provision for heating since the arrival
of the Kinas.55 During the month of February of 1803, Amiot notifies
Decrès that the prisoner suffers from fever, acute stomachache, lack of
appetite, constant vomiting, and corporeal inflammation. During the
month of March, aggravating ailments emerge, such as continuous
cough and severe corporeal pain. Despite the evident and accelerated
deterioration of health, Louverture does not obtain medical assistance.56

On 7 April 1803, Toussaint Louverture dies. Commander Amiot sub-
mits his last missive in relation to the custody of the noted political pris-
oner, in which he narrates his response to the death of the ill captive.
According to the detailed report, at 11:30 a.m. on the day of Louver-
ture’s death, Commander Amiot visits his cell to deliver the food ration
for the day, when he discovers him sitting in his chair with his head
supported by the chimney and his right arm hanging in the air. After
calling him and touching him without any response, the commander
requests the collaboration of Doctor Tavernier and Surgeon Gresset. The
health officers recognize that the body of the prisoner does not show a
pulse or respiration, that his eyes are lifeless, and his members are stiff,
thus the captive is declared dead and buried on the grounds of Fort de
Joux.57
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Tavernier and Gresset perform an autopsy on the corpse. The report
of the autopsy states that the prisoner retained a substantial quantity of
blood in the mouth, the lips, the right sinus, the right lung, and the pia
mater, from which it is concluded that the captive died due to a cere-
brovascular accident provoked by pneumonia.58 On the other hand, the
autopsy uncovers an emaciation of the mesentery, pathology that mir-
rors an illness of long duration. Toussaint Louverture’s death certificate
speculates that he must have been approximately fifty years old at the
time of his death.59 According to parochial documents, Louverture actu-
ally was approximately sixty years old.60

Toussaint Louverture’s death is a result of a bureaucracy that pro-
vided insufficient resources for basic needs and racial politics that
repeatedly impeded the reception of medical attention. The revolution-
ary character personifies a homo sacer. The text Homo Sacer: Sovereign
Power and Bare Life by Giorgio Agamben appropriates the concept homo
sacer from Roman law to illustrate what is conceived as a state of excep-
tion. The homo sacer is a criminal, whose transgression is deemed so
radical by the structure of power that he becomes an exception to the
attainment of justice. This figure seems to be under penal law, but he
truly symbolizes an exclusion of the exercise of law.61

Michel Foucault examines the connection between history and power
relations in Genealogy of Racism; Foucault argues that the structures of
power employ history as the fundament of the conceptualization of
human relations according to the idea of war.62 Modernity witnesses an
intensification of racial tensions that culminates in a philosophy of
“counter history”; this “counter history” moves away from the construc-
tion of the homogeneity of the State and emphasizes in its heterogeneity
and the function of the sovereign of upholding segregation. This discur-
sive tactic provokes in turn intense battles about nationalities, social
classes, and races. The author proposes that modernity strengthens the
conception of the phenomenon of race as a biological disharmony and
concludes that racism is the fundament of the homicidal politics of the
State.

The nonexistence of medical attention to the captive represents an
institutional form of political assassination. Louverture’s cold cell
became a menacing stage, in which it was awaited that sickness would
achieve its gradual homicide. Louverture’s murder due to his race, his
transgression to French colonialism, and his defiance to modern para-
digms were located, nonetheless, under a veil of legal legitimacy. This
apparent legality was due to the fact that this homicide precisely
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occurred in a setting that alleged to be more “humane”, that intended to
make unquestionable the benignity of the punishment, and that
increased the appearance of condescension in the global theatre.63 Lou-
verture’s death evidences the instrumentalization of penitentiary pun-
ishment for the annihilation of a homo sacer. The primary sources
elucidate a frightening logos that is centred in the functionality of illness
and reveals a detached glance toward pain and blood.

On August 1895, the President of the Haitian Republic, Florvil Hyp-
polite, implores the French government for the relocation of the remains
of the leader of the Haitian Revolution. This request would lead to a
pursuit that would mirror the evolution of biological determinism in the
construction of race; it would concurrently elucidate the perpetuation
of historiographical errors in the myth of this historical character. The
office of the Prefect of Pontarlier responds to the Haitian government,
indicating that Toussaint Louverture’s remains were probably discarded
during a renovation of the Fort de Joux from 1876 to 1880, which made
their transportation to Haiti certainly impossible.64 Nevertheless, the
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Haitian Republic holds on to the ver-
sion immortalized by the French historian and abolitionist Victor
Schoelcher: Louverture’s remains had been transferred by his son Isaac
from Fort de Joux to Bordeaux, since that city became his place of 
residence.65 On June 1896, Bordeaux’s town hall notifies the Haitian
government that Louverture’s body was never transported to the ceme-
tery of Bordeaux, denying the official account of nineteenth-century 
historiography on this historical character.66

In the year 1900, the Haitian government requires the repatriation
of at least a fragment of the skull sheltered in the cell the famed revolu-
tionary leader occupied. The narratives of Edouard Girod and John
Bigelow,67 both visitors of the chamber of Fort de Joux, referred to the
existence in this cell of a section of the captive’s skull, a fragment that
resulted from the autopsy. Cyril Clerc subsequently resolves to verify
the authenticity of this piece, basing his examination on craniology; his
investigation culminates in the document “Autour d’un crane.”

Clerc draws upon various craniological theories to establish an aver-
age of the facial angle of the enigmatic skull. Cyril Clerc elaborates in
his writing a comparative table of the facial angles of the skull found in
Fort de Joux according to diverse formulas. The craniologist assures that
his calculations clarify that the facial incline of the skull found in Lou-
verture’s chamber is representative of the “white race”.

Following his craniological studies, Clerc asseverates that the skull
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in question does not belong to the leader of the Haitian Revolution, since
it is characteristic of “un individu de la race blanche, d’un centre montag-
neux – peut-être de notre région, – intelligent, très probablement gaucher,
décédé à un âge déjà avancé.” — “an individual of the white race, from a
mountainous area – perhaps from our region, – intelligent, probably left-
handed, deceased at an advanced age.”69 “Autour d’un crâne” is a racial-
ist text that exhibits a pejorative image of the body and the cognitive
capacities of the “black race”; Clerc emphasizes on the intelligence of
the being whom the skull belonged to because craniology mediates his
notion of race. This manuscript corroborates how scientific racialism
infiltrates the Western conception of Toussaint Louverture nearly a 
century after his death.

In an ironic twist, official historiography would make the Haitian
government fall into error once again in the year 1921. On 23 August
1921, the Minister of the Republic of Haiti in Paris, Dantès Bellegarde,
requests the French government for the transfer of at least Louverture’s
skull to Haitian territory with the interest to involve the object in the
festivities of the inauguration of a statue of the leader of the Haitian
Revolution in the capital of Port-au-Prince.70 The French government
proceeds to investigate the already forgotten issue of the whereabouts
of the remains and the skull of the prisoner of Fort de Joux. The search
culminates in February 1922 with the conclusion already reached
twenty-two years before.71 The enigma around Toussaint Louverture’s
remains substantiates that, during the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twen-
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D’après ces chiffres, le crâne est donc d’un blanc supérieur à la moyenne. —
“According to these figures, the skull is then of a white man superior to the
average.”68

Table 1: Cyril Clerc’s Findings

Angle de Camper      Angle de Cloquet        Angle de Jacquart

Camper’s angle        Cloquet’s angle        Jacquart’s angle 

Crâne de Joux 79º 62º 30 79º 45
Skull of Joux 

Crâne d’Européen 80º 62º 76º 5
Skull of an European 
man 

Crâne de nègre 70º 58º 70º 3
Skull of a Black man  
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tieth centuries, this historical figure was bound to historiographical
myths and pseudo-scientific formulations about race.

The Power Relations in a Cell at Fort de Joux

The primary sources concerning Toussaint Louverture’s captivity eluci-
date power relations that are representative of discursive conflicts in
this historical juncture. The position of the French government is medi-
ated by contemporary theories of race and the conception of the modern
subject within Western masculinity. The reception of the nature of the
black prisoner revolves around the concepts of simulation and anomaly.
This stance denies virtue in the former subject of the French govern-
ment, conceives the mimesis of the colonized as “monstrosity”, and rep-
resents Louverture’s transgressions as atrocious crimes against
humanity. Even though theoretically the captive’s intelligence is
negated, his gift of assertive argumentation is incessantly feared.

The politics of captivity is centred in the punishment of the body and
the soul. The conception of the body as a machine guides the distribu-
tions of his basic necessities and puts to the test the minimum quantities
for survival in a pseudo-scientific experimentation that conceives an
economy of the body. The body politics appear combined with a mod-
ulation of the mood of the prisoner, which focuses on attempts against
the captive’s pride. The intention is to vanquish Louverture’s recollec-
tion of his past of service to the metropole as soldier of the French army
and as colonial governor. In other words, the body politics, psychologi-
cal manipulation, and panoptic observation that distinguishes the power
relations during the captivity of the leader of the Haitian Revolution
influences the fact that the prisoner contemplates his imminent death
in life.

The observation does not only comply with surveillance expectations,
but also produces logos about the captive and his relationship with his
warden. This scrutiny constructs the captive as a “biological atrocity”
that camouflages as a man because of its inclination to deception, with
Western masculinity as its model of simulation. The knowledge pro-
duced by such observation is mediated by the idea of modernity as inac-
cessible to the “black race” and by racial theories that involve biological
and geographical determinism. The modern theories of race support a
historicist conception of human groups that justifies colonialism and the
institutional domination of bodies of Otherness; the body of the Other
represents an exception to modernity and liberal discourse, since it does
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not concur with the Western definition of the modern subject. The
“mimetic Other” is conceived and treated like a monstrosity because of
his intellectual competence, which is promptly discarded in the bank of
simulation. The French government reformulates the “docile body” of
the colonial soldier; by becoming a transgressor of Napoleonic sover-
eignty, Louverture loses his utility as colonial intermediary, and the
metropole disbelieves his obedience. The reconceptualized docility of
this body is achieved with politics that focus on attempts against both
the body and the soul. Racial politics and bureaucratic uncertainty grad-
ually assassinate the captive. This homicide exemplifies an institutional
extermination due to the race and the political stance of the prisoner.

The historical pertinence of Toussaint Louverture’s captivity and
death at Fort de Joux is largely due to its imbrications in a historical
juncture of transition, in which multiple traits of modernity intensify:
the body of the soldier increasingly structures the ideal concept of soci-
ety; the body also becomes the scientific variable that dictates racial
hierarchies; political machineries gradually discard the subject from his-
torical processes; the prison is seen as the legitimate expression of pun-
ishment and discipline from the State; the violence exercised by the
structures of power acquires an institutional tone, and, lastly, modern
thought justifies, structures, and exacerbates colonial domination and
the war between races. The institutional assassination of Toussaint Lou-
verture is a crucial component of a legitimation of power that disquali-
fies the redefinition of modernity, conceives the Other as exception,
constructs colonial sovereignty as a symbol, and presages the tragic
repercussions of the construction of the body-society as a machine and
the soul as property of the State.
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Abstract

This article examines captivity among the Maroons of Jamaica from 1798, the
year of the first census among the Maroons to list slaves, to 1821. I place the
practice of captivity within the larger contexts of bondage in pre-colonial West
Africa, where many of the ancestors of the Maroons originated, and colonial
Jamaican society. Utilizing the Maroon census data in the Proceedings of the
Honourable House of Assembly Relative to the Maroons and an analysis of
dependency on the Gold Coast of West Africa, I contend that the Maroon
Treaties of 1739 and West African traditions of dependency informed bondage
among the Maroons of Jamaica in the nineteenth century.

During a 1991 conference on Maroon Heritage held at the University of
the West Indies at Mona, Colonel Martin-Luther Wright of the Accom-
pong Maroons (who are situated in the mountains of St Elizabeth in
western Jamaica) defined Maroons as “a group or groups of people who
resisted European slavery, defeated the colonial forces and gained for
themselves everlasting freedom.” “The true Maroon,” he went on to say,
“is the one who is committed to this ancestry and spirit of freedom from
any kind of slavery and the preservation of human dignity and self-
respect.”1 In this context, Maroon communities became the ultimate
symbols of power and freedom in studies of resistance in the Atlantic
world. However, some residents of the Maroon communities in colonial
Jamaica did not experience the freedoms of self- or legally emancipated
peoples. Late eighteenth-century colonial documents confirm that
Maroon communities in Jamaica contained a small, but constant, popu-
lation of unfree people, who the white census takers referred to as slaves
in the colonial records.2

The people categorized as slaves in the colonial census records may
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best be understood as unfree. That is, they faced civil-social disabilities
that prevented full participation in the endogamic Jamaican Maroon
communities. These communities were organized around inter-depen-
dent social relations similar to those known from the Gold Coast. A sig-
nificant concentration of enslaved people arrived in Jamaica from the
Gold Coast region in modern day Ghana during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Kromanti, an ethnic identity that developed among
the Akan-speakers who embarked on slave ships from the fishing village
Kromantine on the Gold Coast, particularly influenced the identity that
emerged in ethnically diverse Jamaican Maroon villages. Kromanti influ-
ences have been widely recognized in the music, language, religion, and
social and political structures of the Jamaican Maroons.3

Many different forms of free and unfree dependency coexisted in
precolonial Gold Coast communities. Each group had specific rights and
privileges, but also faced limitations. The extent of a person’s privileges
or disabilities was determined by a number of factors, including the
wealth and power of the family, the person’s age and sex, and his or
her relationship to the family head. Junior kinsmen, wives, and children
— especially those born into the villages — characterized free depend-
ents. Next on the continuum were the quasi-free dependents, the clients
and awowa (the Twi word for pawn). Their bondage was related to a
debt and usually temporary. Finally, there were the slaves. Ofie nipa (lit-
erally “house person”) were born into slavery, while masters purchased
odonko (roughly translated as “he who joined us and will not go back”)
from outside the community. Anthropologist Barbara Kopytoff, who has
written extensively about the emergence of the Jamaican Maroon iden-
tity, found many similarities between their social and political structures
and those of the Akan speakers of the Gold Coast. The continuities
between the Akan and Jamaican Maroon socio-political organizations
support the argument that Maroons, like the Akan, had unfree people
living in their communities. Considering the sparse documentary evi-
dence of slavery among the Maroons, I maintain that studies of Maroon
communities must be placed within a broader corpus of scholarly
works, which will facilitate a much needed discussion of freedom and
unfreedom in Maroon history and societies. 

This study of slaveholding among Jamaican Maroons offers a more
complex understanding of Jamaican and Maroon history, master and
slave relationships, and notions of freedom across time, places, and cul-
tures. It establishes a counter-narrative, not at the expense of a celebra-
tory Maroon narrative, but rather as a nuanced revision. This in turn
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will hopefully inspire a closer examination of other slave groups, who
have been inadvertently subjected to underestimation due to our image
of the “free” Maroon figure. The broader argument that unfree people
existed in Maroon communities is more significant than arguments con-
cerning whether or not colonial census takers conflated awowa, odonko,
and ofie nipa under the single category of slave. Though people who
were enslaved among the Jamaica Maroons did not face the same dis-
abilities as those held in households and on plantations in the white
colonial society, they also did not possess the same privileges as free
Maroons. 

A study of unfreedom among colonial Jamaican Maroons is long over-
due. It has been postponed for three main reasons. First, there is little
source material related to bondage in Maroon villages. Neither the
Maroons nor the people they held in captivity in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries left written records regarding the nature of, or rea-
sons for, bondage in these communities. Second, the Maroons were a
secretive society. Even now, it is difficult for non-Maroons to gain access
to the modern day oral narratives about the Maroons’ remembered past,
which could shed light on the nature of bondage. Third, scholars and
activists have been reluctant to challenge the myth of the Maroon free-
dom fighter by bringing attention to captivity among the Maroons.
Despite these evidentiary and historiographical gaps, a comparative
analysis of bondage in West Africa offers a useful perspective on slave-
holding among the Jamaican Maroons in the colonial period. 

In this study, I argue that not all members of the Jamaican Maroon
communities of Accompong, Moore Town, Charles Town, and Scot’s
Hall were free; and that the nature of their captivity was similar to
bondage throughout the Atlantic world during this period. Cases derived
from intermittent census records of Maroon villages from 1798 to 1821
suggest that Maroons began acquiring larger numbers of bondmen and
women in the late eighteenth century. I propose that Maroon slavehold-
ers took advantage of opportunities provided by the Maroon Treaties of
1739 to exploit the labour of their bondmen, and that West African prac-
tices informed the treatment and condition of those captives. I also
demonstrate that a discussion of unfreedoms among the Maroons need
not reinforce the image of the Maroon as a traitor — this being an assess-
ment that gained support as scholars sought to understand the compli-
cated relationships between Maroons, the colonial regime, and those
enslaved on the plantations after the signing of the treaties in 1739. Nor
must such a discussion necessarily undermine the identification of
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Maroons as rebel warriors. This study avoids dichotomous frameworks,
and creates room for a discussion of unfreedom in Maroon towns by
placing the eighteenth to early nineteenth-century history of captivity
by the Maroons of Jamaica within the larger contexts of bondage in pre-
colonial West Africa and early colonial America. Drawing on the works
of Sidney Mintz and Richard Price, John Thornton, and Audra Diptee,
among others, I approach this research from the theoretical framework
that the forms of bondage practised in Maroon villages through the nine-
teenth century developed from local opportunities shaped by West
African cultural antecedents.5

The Early Maroons and the Treaties of 1739

The exact etymology of the word Maroon is contested, though it likely
derived from the Spanish world cimarron, meaning wild cattle. It was
first applied to runaway blacks in a 1626 document discussing bondmen
who established autonomous strongholds in the Jamaican interior after
escaping their Spanish captors.6 Initially, the term Maroon referred to
any enslaved person who absconded from his or her master. But soon
the term came to refer specifically to those who lived permanently out-
side the bounds of the plantation regime in independent settlements. 

Though the Maroons loomed large in the popular imagination during
the colonial period, it is difficult to determine the true size of these com-
munities. The exact population of the Maroon villages is uncertain prior
to the first census records because the inaccessibility of the communi-
ties, the physical mobility of the inhabitants, and their guerilla-style 
warfare all made an accurate count impossible. Maroons did not report
their population size or demographics to the colony, and colonial
planters and officials had their own agendas when deciding what figures
to put forward. 

The estimated size of Maroon towns by 1730 ranged between a few
hundred and “some thousands” of inhabitants. There were important
reasons to downplay the population figures of the Maroons. A large
Maroon population suggested an inability of both the planters and colo-
nial authorities to control the enslaved populations. Moreover, maroon-
age deterred potential settlers, who would be reluctant to establish
themselves near large Maroon communities. Despite regularly offering
free or reduced priced land and religious tolerance, colonial officials in
Jamaica found it challenging to entice whites to settle on the island by
the eighteenth century. Enticing settlers became far more difficult dur-
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ing the critical years of the First Maroon War (1730–1738), when word
spread of the dangers posed by the Maroons and enslaved blacks — as
well as the obstacles that poor whites, Catholics, and Jews faced in the
colony. At the same time that fewer whites were willing to settle in
Jamaica, absenteeism among the planter class soared as it became
increasingly difficult to control those who were enslaved on the planta-
tions, or to protect their own lives and property. 

At other times, colonial Jamaicans may have inflated the size of the
Maroon villages, particularly to explain humiliating defeats in their
attempts to bring the Maroons under their control. Two officers in the
British regular army who were sent to Jamaica to fight the Maroons in
1730 certainly felt that the danger from the “Negroes in rebellion” had
been overstated. Colonel Townsend wrote, “the Affair of the Rebellious
Negroes is a Trifle”; and Colonel Cornwallis echoed this sentiment 
saying, “there never was a Rebellious Negro heard of.”7 Though these
sentiments were born of frustration with the difficult situation on the
island, these officers were right to question whether figures put forth
by the Jamaican officials accurately reflected the size of the Maroon 
population. 

The population of the Maroon towns increased steadily over the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. People escaped individually and col-
lectively to the Maroons, while Maroon raiders captured others. The
most important source of the Maroon population, however, was slave
insurrections. At such times, large groups would flee together and join
an existing community or establish their own. For instance, enslaved
blacks who fled Major Selby’s plantation in the parish of St Ann, fol-
lowing the insurrection in 1673, formed the nucleus of the Leeward
Maroons on the western side of Jamaica. More men and women joined
them, following a revolt on Sutton Plantation in 1690, as did those flee-
ing from Captain Herring’s estate in 1696.8 Meanwhile, enslaved men
and women belonging to Mrs Grey revolted in 1685 in Guanaboa.9 They
eventually settled with the remaining Spanish Maroons in St George
parish in the east, and became known as the Windward Maroons.10 Nev-
ertheless, the combined population of the Maroon communities likely
never exceeded two thousand, and amounted to only 754 people in
1798.11

Regardless of their actual numbers, Richard Price, a distinguished
scholar of Maroons in the New World colonies, noted that the
autonomous black communities “stood out as a heroic challenge to white
authority”.12 This was certainly felt by the Jamaican plantocracy. In
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1734, Governor Hunter of Jamaica lamented that the recent failures to
suppress the “slaves in rebellion” had “such influence on [their] other
slaves that they [were] continually deserting to them in great numbers
and the insolent behaviour of others [gave them] but too much cause to
fear a general defection”.13 Less than a month later, the Council and
Assembly of Jamaica further acknowledged that the Maroons provided
plantation slaves “all the hopes of freedom” and that they “only wait for
an opportunity of joining them”.14 Besides the numerous insurrections
on and mass flight from the plantations, which augmented Maroon
forces, British troops and the colonial militia were largely ineffectual in
halting Maroon attacks against the plantations.15 Faced with riotous
blacks enslaved on plantations on one side and a formidable Maroon
fighting force on the other, King George II of England and the Jamaican
colonial government were forced to negotiate again with “slaves in rebel-
lion”, resulting in the Maroon Treaties of 1739. 

These treaties were not the first, nor were they the last, to be signed
between colonial regimes and Maroon leaders. As early as 1545, the
Spanish had attempted to negotiate peace with a rebel band in Hispan-
iola, and this was followed by overtures with rebel groups in Panama
and Mexico. Maroon bands also drove the Portuguese and French to
offer terms of peace in their New World colonies. The British came to
the negotiating table twice in Jamaica alone — in 1662 and 1739. Euro-
pean ethnocentric historical analysis would have us question the neces-
sity for signing peace treaties with Maroon bands. Surely, the greatest
powers in the colonial world could subdue poorly equipped and out-
numbered bands of “rebel slaves”. A pan-African frame of analysis leads
to disillusionment and anger with the Maroons for signing treaties with
colonial oppressors. In reality, colonial officials were well aware of, and
respected, the military skills and expertise of the “slaves in rebellion”.
Suffering from a lack of cohesion, discipline, and commitment in their
own fighting forces, colonial regimes needed these peace treaties to pro-
tect and expand their colonial plantation societies. Governor Hunter’s
address to the Crown in 1730 most eloquently sums up the situation:

They are now grown to a greater head than ever, and Wee have less power to
Quell them having neither means nor power to help ourselves. We are more Con-
vinced of the Weak and Defenceless Condition of the Island by the defeat of Sev-
eral partys which have been lately fitted out . . . in order to reduce those Rebels,
but by the want of Experience in the officers, and of Discipline in the Men, they
have always Miscarried or met with little or no Success, which hath Encouraged
our Slaves to that Degree that we are under the greatest Apprehension of a Gen-
eral Insurrection.16
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At the same time, the constant warfare took a toll on the Maroons,
whose communities had to be moved or were destroyed, and whose
members were killed in the fighting. From their inception, security had
been a major preoccupation of the Jamaican Maroons. In signing the
treaties, the Maroons did what was best for their own people. These
rebels understood and accepted that unfreedoms were a part of life.
While they rejected enslavement for themselves, they were not ideolog-
ically against slavery. Eighteenth-century Jamaican Maroons did not
share the sense of black consciousness that was developing among dias-
pora people elsewhere in the Americas. 

The first Maroon Treaty of 1739 signed with the Leeward Maroons
contained fifteen clauses outlining the rights and obligations of the
Maroons and the colonial government, which were necessary to sustain
peace between the two parties. In exchange for land and acknowledging
their freedom, the Leeward Maroons promised to assist in suppressing
future slave insurrections, and to allow colonial officials greater physical
access to, and supervisory power in, their villages. Three months later,
the Windward Maroons signed a similar treaty.17

Scholars and contemporaries on the island, past and present, have
greatly criticized the Jamaican Maroons for turning their backs on those
enslaved on the plantations once their own freedom was secured. Their
signing of the treaties and rumours of mistreating those who had sought
sanctuary in the villages serve as the basis for the image of the menda-
cious Maroon. Historian Mavis Campbell has most ardently argued that
the signing of the Maroon Treaties in 1739 was a betrayal to those still
enslaved on the plantations and represented a lost opportunity to over-
throw the colonial regime.18 This sentiment is sometimes expressed in
popular Jamaican editorials as well, whenever the question of Maroon
exceptionalism arises.19 Both positions are problematic due to their
anachronistic analysis of the goals of the first Maroons, which were
never to overthrow racialized slavery, but rather to escape their oppres-
sors and to establish their own autonomous societies. 

It is within the historical context of the early Atlantic world — a
period fraught with contradictions — that any discussion of unfreedom
must be situated. Eighteenth-century Europeans routinely debated con-
cepts of independence, freedom, and justice while simultaneously
upholding one of the most violent and far-reaching systems of slavery
the world had known. Scholars acknowledge that Europeans held ideals
of liberty and fairness exclusively for themselves.20 In the same way, so
did the Jamaican Maroons. The flight of the early Maroons from white
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captors was not a referendum on racial chattel slavery, but a demon-
stration of the lengths that they would go to in order to achieve freedom
as they defined it. Similarly, the signing of the 1739 treaties did not sig-
nify a desire for a closer alignment to the colonial regime nor a break
with enslaved brethren. Instead, the treaties were a formal recognition
of the autonomy that the Maroons had already established for them-
selves, and a symbol of the distinction between themselves and non-
Maroons. A reconciliation between twenty-first century notions of
freedom, justice, and identity, and eighteenth-century Jamaican Maroon
worldviews is necessary in order to understand modern Maroon identity
and to fully appreciate the place of Maroons in Caribbean, and indeed,
world history. 

Evidence of Unfreedom 

Bondage and captivity in Maroon societies did not spontaneously emerge
in the late eighteenth century. The Maroon practice of slaveholding, offi-
cially first recorded in 1798, could not have existed in a vacuum or with-
out antecedents. Maroon society and culture developed within the
Atlantic world context in the early colonial period, when various forms
of bondage and captivity were the norm. Many of the men and women
who established the early Maroon communities were from West African
societies, where bondage was central to their way of life. Slaves were a
form of private property, a source of labour, and as dependents, they
were also a means of expanding the lineage. Additionally, early Maroons
had fled from a society in which servitude and slavery co-existed. Free
whites, free people of colour, indentured servants, and slaves interacted
in a variety of domestic, social, and economic settings. 

Prior to 1798, the situations of blacks who had lived among the
Maroons provide tantalizing evidence of unfreedom in Maroon villages.
These cases indicate that the Maroons held new arrivals in a state of
quasi- or full bondage, until they took an oath of allegiance. The
Maroons prevented these individuals from returning to the plantation
and withheld sensitive information, to lessen the threat of discovery and
attack by the white colonial militia. 

The deposition of a captured man named Sarra, who had been among
the Maroons, to colonial authorities provides a window into the treat-
ment of non-Maroons. Sarra was wounded and captured by the colonial
militia in 1733. We know very little about his time among the Maroons,
yet it is clear that Jamaican officials were interested in what he could

168 Amy M. Johnson
JCH 49: 2 (2015) CONTRIBUTORS' COPY -- NOT FOR CIRCULATION



tell them about the elusive and powerful Maroon communities, which
they sought to destroy. Three months earlier, these officials had cap-
tured and tortured Cyrus, another Maroon agent, and from the infor-
mation obtained at that time, they had formed suspicions about
Jamaican slave fraternization with the Maroons and Maroon prepara-
tions to defeat the white militia. Thus, the colonial authorities were keen
to gather more information about the Maroons from Sarra. While some
portions of his deposition may not be true, he did relate that the
Maroons “give encouragement for all sorts of negroes to join them, and
oblige the men to be true to them by an oath which is held very sacred
among the negroes, and those who refuse to take that oath, whether
they go to them of their own accord or are made prisoners, are instantly
shot to death”.21 The use of oath taking among the Maroons has been
corroborated and linked to the sacred Akan oath. Kopytoff suggested
that the oath was the first step in a longer process of incorporating out-
siders into interdependent Maroon networks.22

Another source of compelling evidence for unfreedom in Maroon vil-
lages prior to 1798 is the 1744 Act entitled “Act for the Better Order and
Government of the Maroon towns”, which outlawed Maroon slave own-
ership. This legislation also levied steep fines against anyone who sold
a slave to the Maroons or who purchased a slave as a proxy for a
Maroon. In addition to the penalty, the slave was subject to forfeiture.
It is unlikely that the government would have passed this legislation
unless Maroons were holding slaves. Considering that slaves were
already in the villages for the white superintendent to count in 1798,
this law was ineffectual at completely forestalling the practice of slave-
holding but may have led to the concealment of bondmen from census
takers. 

Another source that showed the varying degrees of unfreedom in
Maroon villages comes from the Journal of Assembly of Jamaica and the
more detailed Maroon census records in the appendices of the Proceed-
ings of the Honourable House of Assembly Relative to the Maroons. In accor-
dance with the provisions of the Treaties of 1739, the Maroons allowed
a white superintendent to reside among them. His main duties were to
ensure that the Maroons complied with the terms of the treaty. It was
especially important to the colonial government to have an adequate
count of the number of Maroons they could call upon to put down future
slave insurrections and that the Maroons not accept future runaways.
The records in the Journal of Assembly of Jamaica simply list the number
of Maroons in each category: men, women, boys, girls, and children.
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They sporadically include groups for the insane, infirm, and superan-
nuated. The Maroon census exists for 1773, 1789–1799, 1801–1803, and
1809–1821. Only in 1798 (accept for in Accompong), 1803, 1809, and
1817–1821 did the superintendents include a category for the number
of slaves.

The appendices in the Proceedings of the Honourable House of Assembly
Relative to the Maroons are more informative. They include detailed cen-
sus records for the years 1799, 1801–1803, and 1809–1821. The super-
intendents separated the Maroons by sex and then listed the names and
approximate ages for each free person living in the towns. They also
recorded the number of Maroons living outside of the village, the eld-
erly, infirm, and the number of slaves. Initially the information provided
about the enslaved Maroons was inconsistent. For example, in 1799 and
1801–1803 the slaves in Moore Town were organized by their owner.
The only information we have about these enslaved is the sex of adults
and a tally of children. During this same period, the superintendents of
Charles Town and Scot’s Hall included the names of the enslaved.
Thomas March, superintendent of Scot’s Hall, went even further to pro-
vide the ages of the bondmen. Beginning in 1810, all the superintendents
began recording the names of the captives belonging to each Maroon,
and in 1819 they began to record the ages of these bondmen as well.

The census records are unable to tell us what it meant to be a slave
among the Maroons during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
It is unclear from the documents whether the Maroons themselves
referred to these people as slaves or by a variety of terms, how they
treated their captives, or what roles captives filled in these communities.
In order to imagine the lives of these enslaved men and women in
Maroon villages, one method is to turn to theoretical frameworks used
to examine and understand bondage in West Africa. Ira Berlin’s frame-
work of societies with slaves provides a foundation for an initial foray
into the question of slave experiences among the Maroons. The census
records are valuable, however, for illuminating other important aspects
of slaveholding among the Maroons. The records show that the number
of slaves living among the Maroons increased steadily in the nineteenth
century, and Maroon slaveholders began holding larger concentrations
of bondmen in these villages. 
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Data on the Unfree

The prevalence of slaveholding by the Maroons varied by town in the
period from 1798 to 1821. Approximately 200 people lived in Accom-
pong during these years, and on average only about 4 per cent was cat-
egorized as slaves. The superintendent did not list any slaves on the
return until 1810. Superintendent Edan Mitchell recorded nine bondmen
that year, but the slave population never exceeded twelve during the
next decade. In comparison, slaves represented as much as 12 per cent
of the population in Moore Town and Charles Town, which averaged
330 and 273 free people, respectively. In the small Scot’s Hall commu-
nity of about 50 residents, 26 per cent was classified as slaves in the
same 23-year period.23

The population of slaves steadily increased in the Maroon villages
over a twenty-year period. In 1798, the average number of bondmen in
the four Maroon towns was 10.75. By 1820, that number more than dou-
bled, to 23.5. The greatest gains in all four villages were made in the
period between 1812 and 1817. After that time, the enslaved population
in Charles Town dropped off sharply, while the number of bondmen in
Moore Town and Accompong continued with a slow growth to the end
of the decade. 

In addition to the increase in the enslaved population, the number
of individuals owning more than one bondman also grew. Whereas in
1799, twelve slaveholders each held one slave and only one person held
more than four, by 1801, four people held two or more slaves. The
upward trend continued such that between 1810 and 1820 as many as
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Figure 1: Population of Slaves in Jamaican Maroon Communities.24

Source: Journal Assembly of Jamaica, various years and Proceedings of the
Honourable House of Assembly, various years.
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five slaveholders each held five to nine slaves per year in these towns.25

In short, the data suggests that slaveholding took on increasing impor-
tance among the Maroons in the early nineteenth century. 

The lack of data makes it difficult to pinpoint the factors that stimu-
lated the growth in Maroon slaveholding in the nineteenth century. Two
significant and interrelated issues are worthy of further examination to
uncover the reasons for increased slave holding, and the use and treat-
ment of those bondmen in Maroon towns. The Treaties of 1739 provided
economic opportunities for labour exploitation, and the Maroons
responded to these opportunities by utilizing a system of bondage with
which they were already familiar. 

The Economic Impact of the Treaties of 1739

The Maroon Treaties of 1739 shaped bondage in Maroon communities
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by providing
important opportunities for economic exploitation of slave labour. Fol-
lowing the Maroon Treaties of 1739, Maroons had secure access to land
that they could extensively farm with little concern for having to aban-
don their crop.26 Notably, in addition to 1,500 acres of land, Article 4 of
the Leeward Treaty provided “liberty to plant the said lands with coffee,
cocoa, ginger, tobacco and cotton and to breed cattle, hogs, goats, or any
other stock, and dispose of the produce or increase of the said commodi-
ties to the inhabitants of this island”.27 The Windward Maroons received
an unspecified allotment of land, but the same guaranteed rights of pro-
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Figure 2: The Concentration of Slaves by Household.

Source: Proceedings of the Honourable House of Assembly, various years.
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duce. In other words, the Maroons were able to expand agriculture on
permanent plots, engage in large-scale animal husbandry, hunt freely,
travel more openly, and market their goods. The food crops and meats
produced in the Maroon villages were invaluable in the sugar-oriented
Jamaican markets, especially when the island was cut off from food sup-
plies from mainland North America. It is not too surprising that Tom
and Quaco of Scot’s Hall are listed specifically as “field negroes” in the
1818 census records. This was likely a response to the new opportunities
for the Maroons to market agricultural and wildlife products. 

Maroon slaveholders also “hired out” their bondmen to planters,
small farmers, and merchants in need of extra labour. For instance, cen-
sus taker Thomas March listed Tom of Scot’s Hall as working outside
of the community in 1801, though he was back “in the town” the next
year until 1819, when he was again hired out.28 While it is unclear
exactly where Tom was or what his duties entailed, this was a unique
opportunity for him to interact with whites, plantation slaves, other
Maroons, and possibly even free blacks beyond Scot’s Hall. The practice
of hiring out not only provided Maroon slaveholders another means to
exploit the labour of their bondmen; it also offered their captives a
unique perspective from which to understand colonial Jamaican society
in the post-treaty era.

Maroons turned to bondage as one means of acquiring the labourers
necessary to take advantage of these economic opportunities, and these
captives were an important investment. For instance, other than the sub-
stitution of Quaw for Quaco in 1802, the same two men show up as
slaves in every census record from 1799 until 1819 in Scot’s Hall. Quaco
was “manumised” in 1819, though Tom continued to be listed as a slave.
The emancipation process in early nineteenth-century Jamaica further
illustrates the value that Maroon slaveholders placed on their bondmen.
It appears that Maroon slaveholders were no more eager than the
island’s planter elite to emancipate their slaves without recompense.29

Slave owner Kate McLeary of Moore Town emancipated four slaves 
valued at £163, while George Atkinson, also of Moore Town, freed 17,
valued at £391. Meanwhile, Catherine Dacree and James Rowe eman-
cipated a total of eight slaves in Accompong. Two were worth £513, and
the other six were valued at £681.30

Bonded labour was logical from an African and colonial Jamaican
standpoint. In many West African societies where land was plentiful,
control over labourers was essential to maximizing wealth. Likewise,
slaves were central to the economic viability of colonial Jamaica.31
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Maroon slaveholders utilized their bonded labourers to produce agricul-
tural goods and animal products to sell in colonial markets. They also
used their bondmen as a source of labour for hire. The economic use-
fulness of captive labourers most certainly made them a significant asset
to Maroon slaveholders.

The Social Impact of the Maroon Treaties of 1739

While Maroon slaveholders had more opportunity to extract and utilize
the labour of their bondmen, they had little incentive to fully incorpo-
rate them into their lineage networks. The peaceful relationship between
the planters and Maroons that resulted from the Maroon Treaties meant
that Maroons could not, and no longer needed to, entice people from
the plantations to join them. The Maroons did not require additional
warriors to protect the village from militia incursions, or to raid planta-
tions and settlements for supplies. The ability of Maroons to travel
openly and to access local markets in the post-treaty period also meant
that they could buy and trade for the items they needed without having
to rely on plantation networks. Additionally, a gender balance eventu-
ally developed in Maroon towns through natural reproductive processes.
Though the practice of polygamy (another example of West African tra-
ditions in Jamaican Maroon communities) suggested that female captives
could always be incorporated into their owner’s households as wives
and concubines, the dire need for women diminished. In short, there
were few incentives for Maroons to integrate quasi-free and unfree men
or women more fully into the civil-social life of the village. 

They also had less incentive to incorporate outsiders as Maroons
because of their emerging Maroon identity. By 1739, they were no
longer concerned with creating an internal identity and instead shifted
toward projecting their outward identity as formally recognized free peo-
ple and Maroons.32 By sanctioning their existence, the colonial regime
institutionalized and reinforced the cultural distinctions that were
already emerging between Maroons and those who were enslaved. The
Maroons rightly took great pride in their ancestors’ fight against the
plantation system. Kenneth Bilby eloquently noted, “the Maroons’
beginnings are sometimes traced back to the African continent. But for
[most], the critical, defining moment in their history occurs when one
or more of their captive ancestors decide[d] not to work, vowing to fight
instead.”33 Given the growing cultural distinctions between the Maroons
and those enslaved on the plantations during the late eighteenth and
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early nineteenth centuries, and the methods by which the early Maroons
gained their freedom along with the difficulties they faced to maintain
it, it is certain that they held themselves in higher esteem than plantation
slaves. 

Those who could claim a Maroon identity sought to preserve their
distinctiveness even when they spent little time among their Maroon
kinsmen. People like Nelly Murray and Amba of Moore Town appear
each year in the Maroon census records under the designation of those
“residing out of the town”. Nelly apparently chose to live with her father
in St Thomas, while Amba resided with a white man on the island. Even
when their travels took them far from the island, Maroons had a vested
interest in remaining a part of the community. For example, from 1799
to 1803, Mackay, a mulatto from Charles Town, resided in Great Britain
but continued to be counted in the census records as a Maroon.34 Under
the 1791 Act, Maroons who no longer lived in the towns could renounce
their ties to the communities and live on the island as free blacks, but
for a variety of reasons, some practical and some identity-based, few
chose this option.35 Those enslaved in the Maroon towns after 1739 may
have been part of the village, possibly even respected and well treated,
but could not claim to have struck out against the plantocracy to pursue
their freedom or to be descendants of someone who had. In effect, peo-
ple brought into the Maroon towns as slaves after 1739 could never
claim a “free” Maroon identity. 

Unfreedoms and Privileges among the Maroons

The data collected in the Proceedings of the Honourable House of Assembly
Relative to the Maroons does not illuminate the disabilities bondpeople
faced in Maroon villages. In the absence of evidence from Maroon slave-
holders or their captives, I can only draw general conclusions about the
limits of their freedom. In 2012, I had the privilege of meeting with
Colonel Sterling of the Moore Town Maroons. Based on his extensive
knowledge of the community’s oral history, Colonel Sterling confirmed
Sarra’s contention that people who fled to the Maroons in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries were not necessarily incorporated into
the community. Colonel Sterling referred to them as obrone — people
living on the outskirts of the community, who were prevented from fully
participating in the life of the community.36 Colonel Sterling did not
elaborate on what those restrictions entailed in Moore Town, besides
briefly mentioning that these people lacked full access to important local
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histories. There is evidence that unfree and non-Maroons faced more
serious disabilities in Accompong where they were unable to participate
in important ceremonies. For example, only full-blooded male Maroons
are allowed on the sacred grounds of the Peace Cave and Kojo’s burial
place in Accompong during the annual festival to celebrate the victory
over the British that led to the signing of the Maroon Treaty in 1739.
Maroon women had other duties, such as preparing special foods, during
the celebration.37 Religious ceremonies such as these are the cornerstone
of Maroon life and identity. They were used to affirm ties to the ances-
tors, who served as a source of physical and spiritual protection, and
they strengthened relationships within the village. Any restriction on
participation would be significant in a society organized around cooper-
ative effort and social inclusion.

The Maroon census records data is much more useful at providing a
small window into the privileges associated with the reciprocal relation-
ship between master and bondman in Maroon villages. The records
clearly highlight an increase in the prevalence of slave holding among
the Maroons, likely in response to the economic opportunities presented
by the Maroon Treaties of 1739. They also indirectly shed light on the
nature of bondage among the Maroons, when the data is analysed in the
context of West African systems of bondage. 

For example, the census records reveal that bondmen and bond-
women enjoyed a certain amount of stability in Maroon Villages. In
1810, two enslaved people named Dye and Hannibal belonged to the
Estate of Waters, deceased, in Moore Town. Rather than being sold off,
they continued to belong to the estate until 1818, when they joined Lieu-
tenant-Colonel Phillips’ household in the same town. Lieutenant-Colonel
Phillips also held Old Tabia and Old Phillip, the two oldest slaves in the
census records. Moreover, it appears that Maroons sought to keep bond-
women and children together. Other than an instance in 1811 when
Eboe Sally of Moore Town belonged to the Estate of Dido Hopkins and
her child to the Estate of Waters, most of the women were listed with
their children in the same village and under the same proprietor in all
of the census records.38 Though Maroon slaveholders permitted many
of those held in bondage to have families and other comforts (such as
joining an owners’ family), this did not preclude their use of violence
and deprivation on others. An anonymous source reported that Maroons
treated some captives with such severity that “some of them afterwards
used to Escape from their Tyranny and come to beg the Mercy of their
Former Masters.”39 Yet, there is no evidence that Maroon slaveholders
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routinely or systematically dehumanized or mistreated the people they
held in bondage, especially those who had established themselves in the
village. 

Social and familial stability were two important privileges enjoyed
by the Maroon slaves documented in the census records. While this type
of reciprocity between master and slave may have been influenced to
some degree by practices on Jamaican plantations, the nature of Maroon
slaveholding in the nineteenth century goes back much deeper in the
historical memory of the Maroons. Based upon the strong connection
between West African and Jamaican Maroon socio-political organization
as well as religion, speech, and music, West African cultural practices
doubtless informed captivity among the Maroons. Moreover, the vul-
nerability of their communities and food sources and the need to attract
men and women for the preservation and growth of the villages, indi-
cates that Jamaican Maroons could not have practised the kind of slav-
ery associated with Jamaican plantations, especially before 1739. 

In his 1998 work, Many Thousands Gone, historian Ira Berlin
extended the concepts of societies with slaves and slave societies to the
Americas. He argued that in societies with slaves, the line between slave
and free was more fluid than in slave societies because slavery was just
one of many types of labour requisition. Moreover, dependency, rather
than the master–slave relationship, provided the model for social rela-
tions.40 The concept of societies with slaves is exemplified in West
African forms of dependency. Using this as a model, this study focuses
on the links between West African and Jamaican Maroon slaveholding
practices.

Prior to the middle of the eighteenth century, the vast majority of
the early Maroons were African-born. Jamaica, during this period, had
a large African population, and African-born men and women were
more likely than Jamaican-born bondmen to flee to Maroon villages. By
the late eighteenth century, a generation of Maroons had been born in
the Maroon towns, who only possessed second-hand knowledge of life
on the plantations or in Africa. As these Maroon children grew to adult-
hood, they too practised the cultures and traditions of their African-born
ancestors that had been adapted to their new socio-historical context.
This process is the key to understanding systems of unfreedom in
Maroon villages. It is not that Maroon, or African for that matter, cul-
tural practices of bondage were stagnant; rather there is no evidence
that the Jamaican Maroons had an impetus or the means to develop as
a slave society. Also, in many ways, the relationship between slave-
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holder and bondman resembled forms of social dependency in West
Africa.

In the late 1960s, historians Walter Rodney and J.D. Fage engaged in
a lively debate over the role and importance of slavery in West Africa
prior to the Atlantic slave trade.41 This debate sparked several threads
of inquiry, including research into the nature of slavery in West Africa.
The aim was largely to contrast their practices with slavery on New
World plantations, and later to investigate the transformation of slavery
and other forms of bondage in response to the Atlantic slave trade. 
It is important to understand that the forms of bondage practised in
pre-colonial African societies, which formed the foundation for manag-
ing bondage among the Jamaican Maroons, were complex and not
changeless.

Early scholarship on bondage in Africa cast “slavery” as a benign
institution with few similarities to the brutal, inhumane practices of
New World plantation owners. This depiction was derived from the tes-
timonies of nineteenth-century European colonial officials in West
Africa, who argued that slaves caught up in domestic bondage were
humanely treated. In 1977, Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff edited a
seventeen-chapter collection focused on “slavery” in Africa. The goal of
the editors and contributors was to combat the benign slavery image,
and to provide a theoretical framework for understanding the complex-
ity and variety of bondage throughout the continent. They contended
that slavery was a form of dependency, used principally as a mechanism
to incorporate outsiders into kin-based village networks. Individuals
used these lineage networks to control labour, acquire and distribute
wealth, and to secure social and physical protection. Although Miers
and Kopytoff have been criticized for constructing a definition of slavery
in Africa that is too broad and ahistoric in their lengthy introduction, the
major contributions of the collection to the study of dependency on the
Continent have endured. The contributors identified the social rules reg-
ulating “rights-in-person” and demonstrated that Western concepts of
slavery do not adequately cover the multiplicity of dependent statuses
and experiences in West Africa.42

Since the publication of this seminal work, scholars of slavery in
Africa have focused their studies by geography and time period to avoid
anachronistic interpretations of bondage. Although Akosua Perbi was
not the first scholar to write about slavery on the Gold Coast (now
Ghana), she was the first Ghanaian to join the conversation.43 Perbi
championed an analysis of slavery on the Gold Coast from a Ghanaian
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point of reference. After conducting almost 400 oral interviews in addi-
tion to archival research, Perbi concluded that an understanding of lin-
eage property rights, not individual property rights, was crucial to fully
comprehend the function of dependency in Ghana.44

Scholars of slavery in Africa may disagree about the extent and exact
role of slavery, but there is a concensus that all dependents, including
slaves, were endowed with certain rights and privileges. For example,
free dependents had the privilege of full civil–social participation in the
life of the community, in accordance with their age and sex, but also
had obligations within those networks. Free men and women owed mil-
itary and financial support to the chief and their kinsmen, while children
owed allegiance to their parents in exchange for social and economic
security. Their higher number of rights in comparison to their disabili-
ties sets free dependents apart from quasi- and unfree dependents.
While quasi-free dependents had little authority in the patron’s commu-
nity, they nevertheless maintained some security in the form of kinship
networks, which were not completely severed. The most vulnerable of
the dependents were those held in full bondage, that is, slaves. Yet even
here, there were gradations of inclusion and variability in rights and
privileges. An odonko (purchased slave) relied completely on his or her
master, and had few civil-social rights or privileges. He or she was a
kinless stranger with no lineage protection, and therefore more easily
depersonalized and commodified. Meanwhile, those born into slavery
had fictive and sometimes true kinships with their masters. These kin-
ship networks often shielded them from the violence and dehumaniza-
tion experienced by purchased slaves. However much authority lineage
leaders/masters had over their dependents, their behaviour toward their
dependents was also governed by certain social norms. The benevolence
and generosity of the patron/master, even towards slaves, enhanced his
or her esteem. 

Quaw, who appeared in the Scot’s Hall census record in 1799 as a 4-
year-old boy belonging to 90-year-old Grace, exemplifies the use of slav-
ery as a means of incorporating outsiders.45 Quaw was the only slave
belonging to Grace and was much too young to do the hunting or farm-
ing necessary to provide for her. It is more likely that Grace provided
him with a home and sustenance in exchange for his companionship,
light work, and the future labour and social support he would provide.
Quaw is unique because he was not in a household with older slaves,
and his mistress was quite elderly. But he was certainly not the only
enslaved youngster. Although the documents do not provide the ages of
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the slaves in the other Maroon towns in 1799, there are estimations for
slaves’ ages in 1820. In Charles Town in 1820, there were thirty-two
people listed as slaves in the census, thirteen of whom were recorded
as ten years of age or younger. Women held ten of these youths. A sim-
ilar pattern plays out in Moore Town in 1820, though not as pronounced.
Of the forty-seven slaves on record, fifteen were ten year olds or
younger, and nine belonged to women. Finally, of the twelve slaves in
Accompong in the same year, four were under ten years old, including
a one-month old September.46

The case of Wendy, a slaveholder with one of the largest numbers of
slaves in Charles Town, is particularly illustrative of the process of
extracting labour among the Maroons. Wendy was in her late 80s in
1820, and likely unable to do all of the farming, hunting, and household
chores required to support herself. By 1820, she owned 42-year-old Jane
and 20-year-old James, both of whom were listed in the 1810 census;
15-year-old Bessy had been acquired in 1815; 10-year-old Sybil arrived
a year later; and 9-year-old Ned was first recorded by the census taker
in 1817. The gender and age norms for bondage in West Africa and
Jamaican colonial plantations suggest that Jane and Bessy performed
household chores in addition to fieldwork with James. The two women
were also responsible for caring for their elderly owner, and for the chil-
dren belonging to the household. Sybil and Ned, too young to be field-
workers, were old enough to help around the house, care for the animals
and the garden, and provide companionship for Wendy. 

Both Grace and Wendy were elderly, and it is unlikely they could
have kept their slaves by force or enforced behaviour by violence to any
great degree. Moreover, they would have had little recourse in going
through the colonial legal system to control their bondmen because slave
ownership among the Maroons was outlawed. This suggests the slaves
in their keeping worked and cared for Grace and Wendy largely because
they saw a mutual advantage in that affiliation. More broadly, these
cases speak to the master–slave relationship in Maroon villages. Maroon
slaveholders and their captives related to each other through a set of
reciprocal obligations that had much in keeping with the forms of
dependency on the Gold Coast during the pre-colonial period. Maroon
slaveholders prevented their bondmen from fully participating in the
life of the community, but did extend to their captives privileges and
rights that affirmed their humanity. 
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Conclusion

Reconsidering the practice of slaveholding among the Maroons during
the colonial period has significant value for multiple fields of study.
First, it offers a more nuanced narrative of Maroon and Jamaican histo-
ries. I demonstrate that the Maroons are not one-dimensional characters
— rebels or traitors. Examining their slaveholding practices sheds addi-
tional light on their society and their expansive cultural connections to
West Africa. Moreover, highlighting the complexity of Maroon history
and culture permits a better understanding of Jamaican history. In par-
ticular, the ways in which Jamaican and Maroon histories intersect and
shape each other become clearer. Second, this article enhances studies
of masters and slaves. Rather than focus on the means by which masters
asserted control and slaves circumvented it, this paper explores the rec-
iprocity that existed between Maroon slaveholders and their captives. I
have shown that the Maroons had ingrained values concerning human
bondage, which in some ways paralleled systems of slavery on New
World plantations and among Akan-speaking peoples of West Africa.
What is more, Maroon slaveholders were similar to slaveholders
throughout the Atlantic world in the eighteenth and nineteenth century
in the ways that they responded to the new opportunities presented by
the Maroon Treaties of 1739. Consequently, we may discuss unfree peo-
ple living among the Maroons without buttressing the image of the
Maroon traitor or diminishing the important place Maroons occupy as
freedom fighters. Finally, this article highlights that freedom does not
have a singular definition, nor is it experienced in the same way across
time, place, and culture. 
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Abstract

Health and welfare provision for the poor, developed somewhat differently in
the Bahamas to most British Caribbean colonies. Services became concentrated
around one Nassau institution, the New Providence Asylum. Beginning as a
poorhouse, by the 1840s it also comprised a hospital and dispensary, where out-
patients could receive medical advice and prescriptions for medicines. Subse-
quently, further elements were added including a leper house and behind it a
lunatic asylum. The institution’s facilities were all quite basic before 1890, with
defective sanitary arrangements a cause of ongoing concern. 

People experiencing severe deprivation normally had to be admitted to the New
Providence Asylum in order to receive assistance. “Outdoor relief was only
granted in extreme circumstances, mainly to those in the impoverished “Out-
Islands . Poor relief remained a contentious issue for the white ruling elite, argu-
ments reflecting diverse perspectives on poverty, sickness and public
responsibility in relation to the largely black population.

It is generally acknowledged by historians that, in the period following
emancipation, British West Indian colonial administrations did not
regard health and welfare provision for their newly-freed black popula-
tions as a priority.1 Hitherto, parish vestries and voluntary charitable
bodies had largely restricted their endeavours to providing for the needs
of sick or poor white people. Early institutions like the public hospital
in Kingston, Jamaica, and the St Michael parish almshouse in Barbados
operated primarily on the basis of racial exclusivity. Occasionally some
arrangements might be grudgingly made for members of the free
coloured population.2 During the years of enslavement some plantations
had at least provided basic hospital facilities, however unsatisfactory
these were.3 After 1838, without even that problematic provision, for-
merly enslaved people were expected largely to fend for themselves.
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Families now had to accept most of the responsibility for supporting
members who were elderly, sick, disabled or otherwise unable to work
and contribute to household income. 

The relatively sophisticated arrangements for poor relief that had
long existed in England, and which were subjected to fundamental
reform in 1834, were initially of little more than marginal influence in
the Caribbean colonies. There was continued reliance on the ineffective
parish and voluntary organizations to provide support to needy individ-
uals and families.4 Where there was some expenditure on welfare serv-
ices by allegedly cash-strapped colonial governments it was, as in
Barbados and Jamaica, suffused with the ideological considerations
enshrined in England’s new Poor Law. Ideals of enforcement of a work
ethic and prevention of dependency were paramount, and material relief
could only be directed toward those unable to work due to extreme
youth, old age, sickness, or other physical or mental incapacity.5

Despite the colony’s relative lack of advancement, centralized poor
relief arrangements were initiated quite early in the Bahamas. Indeed,
these developments probably stemmed from the islands’ particular eco-
nomic and social circumstances. New Providence was the most impor-
tant island and its main town Nassau the commercial heart of the
colony, containing most of the existing public and administrative infra-
structure.6 In comparison, the many scattered islands of the archipelago
were economically under-developed. Much of the population was
dependent on subsistence farming and on dispersed occupations like
sponge fishing, salt extraction, and “wrecking”. Plantation-based 
agriculture was largely absent and certainly much less significant than
elsewhere in the British Caribbean.7 As the nineteenth century advanced
increasing numbers of people, particularly in the “out-islands”, became
enmeshed in exploitative economic arrangements characterized by
chronic indebtedness. These took the form of the truck, credit and share
systems, all of which placed working people at a permanent disadvan-
tage.8 The consequence was perennial poverty, which periodically 
deteriorated into severe forms of material deprivation.9

Bahamian society was highly polarized socially and racially, with
local political power concentrated in the hands of a white merchant
elite. Its small House of Assembly in Nassau, which was able to exercise
a good deal of political autonomy, tended towards indifference to the
needs of most people living in the out-islands.10 However, there was a
substantial “poor-white” class present in the Bahamas, concentrated
mostly on the island of New Providence. As Cicely Jones has shown in
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relation to Barbados,11 it was almost certainly the visibility and notoriety
of the poor whites’ plight that stimulated moves toward the early estab-
lishment of facilities for the islands’ indigent poor. 

From Poorhouse to the New Providence Asylum

The first formal steps to make some provision for the increasing num-
bers of “infirm, poor and impotent” on the island of New Providence
were taken in 1809. An act of that year enabled the purchase of land
and establishment of a “Poor House or Hospital”. Consolidating legisla-
tion in 1815 combined its administration with that of the separate “Work
House or house of correction”, and a joint Board of Commissioners was
appointed over the two institutions. The commissioners comprised the
Rectors of Christ Church and St Matthew, the New Providence Police
Magistrate, and four named merchants. They were empowered to
appoint a “fit and proper person” as “Governor” of the Poor House, at a
salary of up to £250 per annum. Funds were to be drawn from the poor
rates of the two parishes, sale of church pews, and charitable donations,
and applied to “the relief and comfort of the maimed poor, needy and
infirm” admitted into the “Poor House or Hospital”. Basic rules and reg-
ulations were laid down, which included injunctions regarding the
“cleanliness, healthiness, sobriety, temperance, decent and orderly
behaviour” of the people admitted. Offenders were liable to up to 48
hours in the stocks or to have their food allowance reduced.12

It is not clear when exactly the poor house and hospital opened,
though one of its later medical officers stated that it was erected in 1819.
It stood on a rising three acre site adjoining Shirley Street, on the east
side of Nassau, and comprised a two-storey stone building, 125 feet long
and 15 feet wide, with a verandah on the south side.13 Dr Benjamin
Tynes was appointed physician, and in May 1823 John Burnside was
installed as its governor.14 The 1824 diary of an unnamed American
physician, who was covering for the absence of Dr Tynes, shows clearly
that some active medical treatment of patients was taking place in the
“Poor House”.15

The emancipation of enslaved people in 1838 undoubtedly extended
the prospective clientele among those unable to maintain themselves,
in addition to an increased demand for temporary relief for liberated
Africans brought to Nassau after rescue from slaving ships.16 Legislation
in 1840 expanded the roles and functions of the “Poors’ House”. In addi-
tion to its in-house provision for “the able-bodied, the aged and infirm,
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the children and the sick”, it was now empowered to provide allowances
to “persons residing out of the establishment” and also to dispense med-
icines to “the poor in New Providence”. The house was henceforth to
have its own Board of Commissioners, and the Grand Jury was detailed
to make periodic inspections and report to the governor.17 There was
still much unmet need elsewhere in the colony, and an amending Act
of 1845 sought to extend some of the benefits to the out-islands. Justices
of the peace or stipendiary magistrates, on islands without parochial
officers, were made ex officio guardians of the poor. They were to report
regularly on the “number and condition” of the poor in their districts,
provide estimates of “supplies necessary for their support”, and arrange
for their distribution. However, the legislation was not only about grant-
ing relief to the needy. There were distinct elements of both deterrence
against mendicancy and promotion of work habits. Able-bodied people
in receipt of relief would be required to labour “on any public works
which the justices direct” for payment of sixpence per day. Powers were
also granted for the placing in service, apprenticeship or indentureship
of children in New Providence who had been left destitute or whose
parents were receiving public relief.18

By the 1840s the poor house and hospital had become known as the
“New Providence Asylum”, and it was offering both relief for the desti-
tute and a widening range of health-care services. Although the nature
of what it provided was yet quite modest, the breadth of the institution’s
functions already rendered it almost unique in the region.19 A new “bath
and ablution house” was erected in 1845. Construction began of a sec-
ond building to the rear which, although originally intended specifically
as a lunatic asylum, became primarily a hospital.20 One other particu-
larly significant development was the establishment of a public dispen-
sary, with a salaried “keeper”, following legislation in 1846.21 Here
people from New Providence, with a certificate confirming inability to
pay due to poverty, could receive free medicines and medical advice
from a salaried physician. Medicines from the dispensary were supplied
to local magistrates or clergymen in the out-islands, for distribution to
the necessitous poor.22

By 1850, the New Providence Asylum comprised a “large pile of
buildings”, providing for “the aged, sick, infirm or otherwise helpless
poor of the whole colony”. Additional funding was now coming through
an annual appropriation from the House of Assembly. Day-to-day man-
agement was exercised by a superintendent, receiving a salary of about
£200 per annum, assisted by a matron and several attendants. The physi-
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cian attended on at least a daily basis. Although Governor John Gregory
commended the “liberality” of the Bahamas legislature, he lamented the
lack of a separate lunatic asylum which necessitated seventeen insane
people being kept in unsuitable accommodation in the “Asylum for the
Poor”.23 At the end of 1851, the total number of inmates was sixty-two,
of whom forty-four were “poor and infirm”, fourteen were lunatics, and
four lepers. Over twelve hundred people had received assistance from
the dispensary during the year.24

Further additions were made during the 1850s, and by 1860 separate
buildings at the back of the hospital had been provided for lepers and
for lunatics. At the end of the year there were five patients in the
lazaretto and twelve in the lunatic asylum.25 The New Providence Asy-
lum now effectively consisted of several distinct facilities, situated on a
campus. However, problems were becoming increasingly apparent, as
described in a report of January 1874. The institution consisted of a
“pauper asylum” for “aged, decrepit and destitute persons”, a “Hospital
for sick poor” sent in from New Providence and other islands, a male
leper ward, wards for male and female lunatics, and a dispensary. Con-
ditions were fairly basic, and little money was forthcoming for signifi-
cant improvements. The sanitary arrangements had been of particular
concern to the physician Dr Chipman, before his untimely death in July
1873.26 Sewage was drained into a deep pit cut into the rock; when full
the contents were removed to the garden and covered with earth. The
odours were reduced by adding carbonate of lime or charcoal powder.27

Chipman observed that the latrines were “anything but satisfactory” and
certainly contributed to engendering diseases such as diarrhoea.28

Governor William Robinson, who arrived in the Bahamas in 1874,
was far from impressed with the “unsatisfactory condition of the estab-
lishment”. Although he considered the buildings well situated, he did
not think its construction “suitable for the purposes for which they are
used”. He instituted an enquiry into various aspects of its operation.29

Robinson continued to criticize the New Providence Asylum’s various
shortcomings, administrative and structural, whilst accepting reluctantly
that it was all that could be afforded in the present political circum-
stances. In 1877 he described the buildings as “undoubtedly defective,
and their position bad”.30 His concerns reflected the views of Dr Fred-
erick Duncombe, who had taken over as physician in 1874 after the
death of Dr Chipman.31 Duncombe suggested in 1880 that all the build-
ings needed to be tidied and repaired, or renewed “if practicable”. He
highlighted the need to “ameliorate” the lunatic wards, noting also that
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the access thoroughfare up the “steep rocky hill” to the male lunatic
ward passed directly through the females’ area. The unsatisfactory “Lep-
ers ward” consisted of two adjoining “miserable huts”, one for four men
and the other for one woman, located in the orchard. He was disparag-
ing of many of the institution’s patients, suggesting that the poor-house
provided for “the aged and destitute, the blind, crippled and hopelessly
incurable”. Death rates were swelled by the admission of “decrepit”
cases, many of whom were “moribund” and only survived a few days.32

Following Duncombe’s representations, some improvements were made
to the general fabric. All the buildings were cleaned and whitewashed,
a new wall was built to separate the male and female lunatic wards, and
work started on a new leper house.33

At the end of 1880 the total number of patients in the New Provi-
dence Asylum stood at 84, rising a year later to 95.34 In January 1881
Duncombe provided a detailed description of the complex, together with
a diagrammatic representation of its lay- out.35 A long avenue, orna-
mented with “towering Casuarine trees”, led from the gate-keeper’s
lodge up to the original “Pauper’s Asylum”, which also contained the
dispensary and out-patient surgery. About sixty feet to its rear was a
parallel and longer “range of buildings”, consisting of three descending
structures joined by gables, which contained the “Hospital Wards”.36

Behind the hospital there was an orange orchard, in which a newly com-
pleted lazaretto or “Lepers’ Hospital” had been erected with accommo-
dation for four men and two women. Duncombe complained, however,
that the lepers had “no appreciation or admiration of the fine new build-
ing” and preferred the “more secluded, & less pretentious style of their
wooden huts”.37 Beyond the orchard and separated by a wall was the
“Female Lunatic Hospital” and then a steep climb to the “Male Lunatic
Hospital”. Duncombe noted that its enclosure offered “a very rugged
aspect being on the brow of a hill without one tree”.38

Duncombe was particularly critical of the sanitary arrangements. The
main cesspit was located in the grounds near the female lunatic ward
block, and had to be accessed daily by “subordinate attendants” bringing
refuse from the various buildings. Exercise facilities were generally lack-
ing, and Duncombe called for the piazza next to the hospital to be
extended to provide “fresh air and promenade”, as well as shelter from
sun and rain, for convalescent patients. Although money had been spent
on improvements and repairs over the previous year, the buildings were
“as compared with Modern Hospitals, constructed on radically defective
principles, it might be said on no system whatever”.39 The inadequacy
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of the accommodation for lunatics also continued to raise concerns, with
some quieter patents having to be housed in the lower part of the main
hospital building due to overcrowding.40

Dr Duncombe’s criticisms resulted in some further enhancements,
and a recognition that the overall accommodation was not adequate for
the level of demand. However, having exhausted himself in his labours,
he died from chronic bronchitis in March 1882.41 His successor as sur-
geon-superintendent, William Robinson,42 was likewise committed to
improving and updating the New Providence Asylum. Various structural
adaptations were made, some consequent on damage caused by a severe
hurricane. A small new building for “refractory” lunatics was added in
1885. A new dispensary was fitted up and significant improvements
made to the area surrounding the poorhouse.43 Nevertheless, despite
Robinson’s success in bringing about some improvements, sanitary con-
ditions continued to be a major concern, as he graphically described in
1887:

The Cesspit into which all the refuse matter of the Establishment is cast, has been
a source of very considerable annoyance and expenditure, on account of the
porous character of the stone, the liquids have oozed out, and during the hot
weather of the summer the exhalations arising through the trap door have on
occasions been most offensive.44

Five years later nothing had changed, and attention again had to be
drawn to the cesspit, for “no matter what attention is paid to it, bad
odours must arise”.45

By 1890 the inadequacies of the New Providence Asylum were
clearly apparent. During the previous year the accommodation had been
“taxed almost to its utmost limits”. The pressure was greatest in the hos-
pital which was “too much crowded”, and urgent action was required.
Plans were already in hand for the development of a new building to
mark Queen Victoria’s jubilee.46 Opened in June 1893 the Victoria Hos-
pital, as it became known, could accommodate forty acute patients, with
two medical and two surgical wards. The building was surrounded by
a piazza, and contained a bathroom and “the latest and most approved
earth closets” on each floor. It was carefully distinguished from the exist-
ing “Infirmary and Poor House” with its elderly and chronically infirm
clientele. According to William Robinson, the new hospital was a “credit
to the Colony” and it gave the “greatest satisfaction” to its patients. Gov-
ernor Anthony Shea thought it an “inestimable boon” to the commu-
nity.47 Other improvements gradually followed. The Queen’s diamond
jubilee provided the impetus for erection of a new two-storey male
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lunatic asylum, at a cost of £1500, completed in 1899.48 In that year the
decision was taken to demolish the old poorhouse and to replace it with
a new infirmary, which opened in 1902 as the “Alexandra Wards”.49

At the beginning of 1900 there were 141 people in the New Provi-
dence Asylum, with 36 in the hospital, 66 in the infirmary, 10 in the
leper asylum, and 29 in the lunatic asylum. A contemporary description
portrayed a rather picturesque institution located within a twenty acre
site, of which a “large proportion” was “laid out as a park with shade
trees”. The front block was “approached through a handsome gateway
and an avenue of casuarina trees”. Governor Shea anticipated that, once
the new additions were completed, the New Providence Asylum would
be “unsurpassed in the West Indies”.50 Photographs from 1903 confirm
the progress that had been made, depicting an imposing looking hospital
building and the modern new infirmary surrounded by wide, covered
verandahs.51 The lazaretto appears as a solid white house, set in a grove
of trees.52 However, the American observer Clement Penrose considered
the small building’s arrangements to be “out of date and thoroughly
inadequate”, and recommended the establishment of a new leper asylum
on a dedicated island. He was otherwise quite impressed, regarding the
hospital and lunatic asylum as “well conducted”, with practically all of
the patients coming “from the poorest class of inhabitants of the
islands”.53

Poverty and Welfare Provision

From the outset, the machinery to provide relief for the poorest and
most deprived people was centred on the New Providence Asylum itself.
Influenced by the principles of the New Poor Law in England, the
islands’ authorities continuously demonstrated a great reluctance to
offer direct material assistance to people living in their own homes, how-
ever needy, other than in situations presenting no realistic alternative.
The intention was, wherever possible, to restrict relief to people who
sought entry into the institution. The intended recipients were deemed
in 1848 to be those “such as from age or infirmities are unable to
work”.54 According to a report submitted in 1850, admission to the asy-
lum was based on presentation of a certificate from a minister of religion
or another “respectable well-known householder” confirming that the
person was genuinely “incapacitated by age, sickness, or infirmity from
earning a subsistence”. Once in the institution, inmates received “plain,
wholesome food”. Those who were sufficiently able would be employed
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in growing vegetables for the institution. Out-relief was generally “dis-
countenanced”, though allowed in a few cases. Importantly, the dispen-
sary provided medicines and medical advice, without the need for
admission. Governor John Gregory complacently claimed that “there is
no danger of any human being under his rule dying from the want of
food, of medicine, or of care.”55

The out-islands posed a particular difficulty as regards adherence to
a policy of withholding outdoor relief. Poverty and deprivation were
endemic, and it was increasingly acknowledged as unrealistic to expect
people in poor physical condition to undertake a lengthy boat journey
to Nassau in order to receive assistance. At the end of 1860, 122 paupers
were in receipt of outdoor relief, most of whom lived in the out-
islands.56 The authority to grant relief to people in the islands rested
with the commissioners of the New Providence Asylum. It was recog-
nized in 1866 that, while the numbers of recipients were relatively
small, there was also a “not inconsiderable” number of people who could
“barely find a subsistence” and who were almost completely dependent
on relatives and neighbours.57

The problems associated with impoverishment were certainly not
restricted to people living in the out-islands. Deprivation fuelled the high
incidence of ill health throughout the Bahamas. It was not only the eld-
erly and infirm who were affected but also “a considerable number of
the poor & destitute, who are not old.” Lung diseases such as pulmonary
consumption (tuberculosis) became particularly rife. Writing in 1873,
the New Providence Asylum’s physician, Dr Chipman, emphasized their
origins in particular parts of Nassau, whilst delivering the standard
moral judgements on the social mores of the poor: 

This class of patients chiefly among the black & coloured population, living in
unhealthy districts in the suburbs of the town, & in the low lying settlements of
Grant’s Town & its vicinity subsisting on a poor diet, for the most part & leading
many of them dissolute lives, after a while get into bad health & when thus pre-
disposed upon exposure to vicissitudes of weather badly provided with clothing,
& medical comforts speedily give way, & fall into ill health.58

The multiple difficulties experienced by formerly enslaved people and
their descendants living in the overcrowded and insanitary black settle-
ments of Grant’s Town, Bain Town and Delancey Town were grudgingly
acknowledged.59 However, this did not prevent a continuing tendency
for members of the white elite to condemn their inhabitants’ moral stan-
dards and lifestyle patterns. As one otherwise sympathetic senior Colo-
nial Office official observed in 1873, policies to raise funds to improve
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public services by increasing taxes on food, in the hope that “the
Negroes” would be stimulated to work harder, had failed because they
were “contented with bad food rather than increase their exertions”.60

After Governor William Robinson took up office in 1874 and declared
himself “not satisfied with the system of poor relief in force in this
Colony”, he initiated an enquiry into New Providence Asylum’s opera-
tion. He thought that its associated expenses were too high and was par-
ticularly concerned that outdoor relief was being granted too widely,
rather than only to “the really necessitous”. He considered that “amongst
such a population as this” the system was “peculiarly liable to abuse”.61

The committee of enquiry only concurred to a degree, insisting that they
could see no way to reduce the institution’s expenditure “without
detracting from its usefulness”. Although they acknowledged that the
numbers of people from New Providence in receipt of outdoor relief
had increased significantly due to a short-term upsurge in demand, they
had since been reduced from ninety to thirty, “without hardship”. The
committee claimed that the absence of a “relieving officer”, other than
the New Providence Asylum’s superintendent, placed too much respon-
sibility on ministers of religion to assess whether applicants for assis-
tance were “really necessitous and deserving”. There were, however, “a
class of persons” who were “ill and verging on destitution” for whom
some immediate relief prevented admission to the asylum. They also
endorsed the continuing need for outdoor relief for people in the out-
islands, the level of which had been “extraordinary” in recent months
due to the effects of severe drought.62

The committee was, however, openly judgemental in regarding cer-
tain recipients of assistance with scant sympathy:

There are a notoriously depraved group of women who live by open and shame-
less prostitution. They get broken down and are found in a state of hopeless mis-
ery. These women find themselves in the Asylum, get better, go out, and ply
again their vocation; another breakdown, they return — never again to leave.

These were the “costliest patients”, being granted a generous diet. They
consequently fared better than “the honest, hardworking man or woman
who, under prostration by illness which could not be controlled, has to
forego all these comforts, be deprived of medical care and struggle to
live as best he can or die.”63 Another group of people singled out for
condemnation were those who permitted “an aged mother or sister or
father” to be admitted into the asylum and become a burden on the
colony, even though they had the means to prevent it. In many instances
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the relative had allegedly earlier persuaded the elderly infirm person to
convey their property to them, causing them to be sent as a pauper to
the very institution they dreaded.64

Governor Robinson was convinced that improvement of the welfare
system could only come about if the New Providence Asylum were
placed on a sound financial footing through a dedicated poor rate. How-
ever, he was unable to convince a reluctant House of Assembly.65 Finan-
cial constraints continued to restrict what could be done. The attitude
toward provision of outdoor relief remained at best equivocal, even for
the out-islands. Natural disasters placed all parts of the colony under
severe strain. A lengthy drought in 1883 ruined the summer crops, only
to be followed by a hurricane in September that caused widespread dev-
astation in both New Providence and the out-islands. Many people in
helpless condition were driven into the New Providence Asylum, and
admission numbers were the highest for a decade. William Robinson,
the surgeon-superintendent, described the institution as “the last resort
of the old and feeble from all parts of the Colony”. They remained out-
side until “poverty and advanced sickness at last force them to come
in”. This was particularly the case for people from the outer islands
“where the food is often unsuitable and insufficient”.66

Despite the continuing attempts to avoid expenditure on any relief
other than inside the New Providence Asylum, practicalities intervened.
Much to Governor Shea’s displeasure, it was noted in 1891 that the
numbers in the out-islands receiving monetary aid were steadily increas-
ing, and also that as many as twenty-nine “pensioners” in Nassau itself
were being given regular “provisions”.67 A year later it was reported that
the expenses incurred for grants of money to paupers in the out-islands
and of provisions to those in New Providence were still increasing.68

The trend continued, so that by 1899 there was a “considerable number
of pensioners” receiving assistance, in addition to those aged and infirm
people being cared for in the New Providence Asylum as destitute pau-
pers. Taking account also of the continuing provision of free prescrip-
tions and medical aid through the dispensary, the annual amounts of
money being spent had more than doubled during the 1890s.69

The Sick and the Insane

For many Bahamians the incurred stigma rendered the New Providence
Asylum somewhere to be avoided, unless the degrees of both sickness
and poverty meant there was no alternative. The first choice for many
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black and coloured people, especially those in the out-islands, was to
resort to practitioners of what critical commentators construed as “bush
medicine”, with its alleged links to obeah.70 William Robinson, the asy-
lum’s surgeon-superintendent, maintained in 1884 that the problems
were exacerbated by the absence of qualified doctors in the out- islands,
which left people with little choice when they were sick. Consequently,
“the first help is obtained from ‘Bush Doctors’ and others who make a
living by working on the credulity of these poor people, and so deter
them from seeking that help, which in many instances would, if given
time, save life.”71 Governor Blake attributed high mortality rates in the
New Providence Asylum to the extreme reluctance of people to enter
before “bush remedies” had failed, by which time they were in “an
advanced state of disease”. He pointed out that “the coloured population
are peculiarly susceptible to the attacks of phthisis, bronchitis or pneu-
monia, against which their system offers a comparatively feeble resist-
ance.”72 He returned to the issue more than once, contending in 1886
that they rarely applied for admission “until they have exhausted the
means of cure known to the ‘Bush’ doctors or Obeah men”.73 The links
with “Obiism” were also noted by the American medical research team
in 1905, who nevertheless described a quite sophisticated range of treat-
ment remedies used by “the poorer natives in the outer islands”.74

Indeed, more recent research has confirmed the extent and quality of
bush medicines, some of which have remained in common use up to
the present time.75

Another factor contributing to delays before people received more
formal assistance or treatment was the practical difficulty associated
with boat transportation to Nassau of those in frail condition. The arrival
of people at the New Providence Asylum in a deteriorated physical state
was a perennial source of concern. Its physician, Dr Duncombe,
lamented in 1874 that very many were sent “in the most advanced stages
of disease, either actually dying or under conditions already desperate”.
They came “merely to die in the enjoyment of comforts and attentions
not procurable in their wretched homes”.76 Ten years later William
Robinson, the surgeon-superintendent, summarized the circumstances
of many coming to the institution:

It is the last resort of the old and feeble from all parts of the Colony, these remain
outside till poverty and advanced sickness at last force them to come in, then for
a time they are kept alive by generous diet and so on, but in many cases the story
is finished an hour or so after admission. This is most especially the case in admis-
sions from the Out Islands where the food is often unsuitable and insufficient,
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the disease is far advanced and the length of the journey in small vessels with
very scanty accommodation spoils the last chance of the poor patient.77

Similarly despairing commentaries were often repeated. It was reported
in 1888 that “great numbers” of the patients admitted were from the out
islands, and “as long as they can support themselves they refuse to come
to Nassau”. Only when they reached old age and “health is destroyed
and then become frequently helpless” would the resident magistrate
send them, by which time “in most of these cases nothing can be
done”.78

The very poor condition of many of those admitted to the New Prov-
idence Asylum was regularly given as the main justification for the insti-
tution’s high mortality rates. During the 1870s and 1880s, the annual
death rate was always in excess of 20 per cent, and commonly over 25
per cent. For example, in 1874 a total of 244 people were treated in the
institution, out of whom 74 died, making a death rate in excess of 30
per cent. In 1875 and 1876 the rate was 27 per cent.79 Although it fell as
low as 21 per cent in 1877, this was only a temporary improvement.
Governor Robinson in 1878 attributed the New Providence Asylum’s
“unnecessarily high” death rate to it being “not only an asylum for the
aged, decrepit and destitute, but a hospital for the reception of the worst
and most hopeless cases of illness, often in the most advanced stages”.80

By 1884 the death rate had again increased to over 25 per cent, 70 people
dying out of 274 people treated.81 The problems continued into the
1890s. Apart from old age, tuberculosis continued to be the largest single
cause of death. The surgeon-superintendent, William Robinson, in 1895
observed that the disease was “very prevalent and fatal to our coloured
people”.82 By the end of the decade there had been some marginal
improvement in the figures. The number of deaths reached one hundred
in 1898, but this was arguably in the context of an enlarged institution
that now included a modern hospital, and with overall numbers treated
during the year having reached six hundred.83

As previously indicated, a particular approach to the care of mentally
disordered people was adopted in the Bahamas. In the main British
Caribbean colonies, dedicated lunatic asylums were established during
the nineteenth century.84 However, in the Bahamas, as in some smaller
colonies like Dominica and Montserrat, provision for the insane was
located in one part of a more general institution.85 The various problems
associated with accommodating lunatics in the original poorhouse had
become clearly apparent by the 1840s, leading to a decision to make
specific arrangements for them. It had been intended that the New Prov-
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idence Asylum’s second building should be used as a lunatic asylum,
with an adjoining garden, but by the time of its completion the need for
a hospital was deemed greater. Governor Gregory could only express
the hope in 1850 that a “proper asylum for the insane” would be built
when “the treasury is somewhat richer”.86 The unsatisfactory situation
continued for several more years. A small lunatic asylum was eventually
added, and in 1860 it contained twelve patients.87

Separate buildings were provided for male and female lunatics, the
male asylum comprising twelve cells and the female six. At the end of
1872 they housed nineteen patients, twelve men and seven women.
Three were described as “maniacal and dangerous”, seven as “quiet
chronic”, two as “melancholy and suicidal” and five as “idiotic, paralytic,
epileptic”; some of the last group were actually being accommodated in
the hospital. Sixteen patients were said to be employed in gardening,
drawing water, household work, or washing.88 By 1874 the daily average
number had increased to twenty-two.89 It was clear, though, that condi-
tions were far from ideal and in 1876 Governor Robinson condemned
the “bad” rocky site on which the asylum buildings were located, and
observed that their internal arrangements were “inferior and defective
when compared with any similar institution at home”. However, his
criticisms were tempered by recognition that all the inmates were from
the “labouring and pauper classes, either Africans or of African descent”.
They were used to “indifferent and irregular fare”, whereas in the asy-
lum they had “regular living” and the benefits of the “ablest medical
attendance procurable” in the colony.90

Robinson continued to point out the defects in the lunatic asylum,
noting in 1880 that structurally it “falls short of the requirements for
such an institution”, having no means for the separation and classifica-
tion of patients.91 The medical officer, Dr Duncombe, made periodic
representations about conditions and brought about some minor
improvements, such as a new separating wall, with a wicket gate
between the male and female buildings, “by which greater security is
provided & abuse of the gravest description prevented”.92 However,
Duncombe’s reforming instincts were compromised by the apparent dis-
dain with which he regarded the lunatic asylum’s patients:

The class of lunatics obtainable in this Colony is almost entirely from the very
lowest class, often of pure African blood. The aged black appears to degenerate
into a state of shocking and disgusting dementia. A strict classification would
show a larger number of imbecile if these finally degenerating into a condition
of revolting and disgusting paralysis and dementia were added.93
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A charitable interpretation would suggest that Duncombe’s statement
was symptomatic of the general exasperation he was experiencing in the
months before his death. 

Returns for 1883 show that some cosmetic improvements were being
made to the lunatic asylum. A “very comfortable reading room” had
been provided for the patients, supplied with books and illustrated mag-
azines by “kind friends”, a musical box and games were available, and
religious services were being held twice weekly.94 The surgeon-super-
intendent, William Robinson, was particularly exercised about the state
of the asylum, which “can be looked on only as a place for safe keeping
of the Insane”, offering little prospect of “improvement in the mental
condition of these unfortunates”. The lack of means to classify the
patients meant that “the noisy patient has it in his power to annoy and
disturb all the other inmates”, thus preventing necessary sleep. Robinson
advocated erection of a separate building for violent patients, providing
relief both for quieter lunatics and for people in the general hospital.95

His complaints were partly addressed during 1885, with the completion
of additional buildings for four male and two female “refractory”
patients, enabling the separation at night of “violent and noisy”
lunatics.96 However, despite the new buildings and its location in a
“most healthy situation”, the lunatic asylum still possessed “none of the
requirements now considered necessary for such an institution”.97

Insanity had never been confined to any particular race, as became
apparent in a cause cÈlËbre that developed in late 1886. At a time of high
inter-racial tension in Nassau, a white man named Charles Sands shot
and killed a black policeman in the street. An angry crowd gathered
when he was arrested. When the case came to trial at the Bahamas Gen-
eral Court, Sands was acquitted of murder on the grounds of insanity
and committed to the lunatic asylum.98 Sands’ father happened to be a
member of the House of Assembly and he lobbied Governor Henry
Blake, seeking his transfer to a “British Colony”, or more particularly to
an asylum in England, offering to pay the expenses of his conveyance
and maintenance.99 Although not expressed openly, Blake was clearly
conscious of the critical racial and class dimensions of the case. He
wrote to the Secretary of State, Sir Henry Holland, recommending that
Sands be sent to Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum in England. He
claimed that the asylum in Nassau was “quite unsuited for the detention
of Criminal lunatics”, for it was not secure and people frequently
escaped over the walls; a “special warder” was having to be paid to
watch over Sands. Evidently alarmed about the likely public order
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aspects, Blake argued that his escape “might be the cause of serious dif-
ficulties in the Colony”.100 Colonial Office officials acknowledged that
the “little asylum” in Nassau was not a suitable place to detain a criminal
lunatic. The Secretary of State, Henry Holland, however, was not pre-
pared to sanction Sands being brought to England and brokered his
transfer to the “much more suitable” Jamaica Lunatic Asylum, at a cost
of 12/6d per week, chargeable to the Bahamas government.101

The Sands case had incidentally highlighted the worsening difficulties
at the lunatic asylum. In January 1889, William Robinson drew attention
to the overcrowded state of the female part and called for immediate
steps to “relieve the Congestion”. Tensions were also apparent on the
male side, where a keeper had been dismissed for ill-treating a patient
and the head keeper reduced in rank for having chosen not to report
the incident.102 The erection of a new building for three refractory
women provided little more than temporary respite, for patient numbers
were rising steadily. Sixteen people were admitted during 1889, the
largest number yet in a single year, but only seven had been discharged
and five died.103 The problems continued to mount. A record twenty-
one patients were admitted during 1894, and Robinson declared the asy-
lum to be “taxed to its utmost limit”.104 The improvements associated
with the opening of the Victoria Hospital in 1894 served only to highlight
the situation in the lunatic asylum. 

The construction of a new male lunatic asylum began in 1896, in
anticipation of the Queen’s diamond jubilee, and it was completed in
June 1899. The “handsome and commodious structure” was located at
the summit of the institution’s grounds, with extensive panoramic
views.105 However, a prominent American psychiatrist, Dr G.A. Blumer,
had been distinctly unimpressed when visiting two months before its
opening.106 Whilst acknowledging the beauty of the views, he severely
criticized the unoccupied building:

This resembled in general appearance a cheap hotel in the Adirondack wilder-
ness. The hardware looked as though it had come out of the ark, and the plain,
clumsy woodwork had only the questionable merit of great strength to commend
it.

Blumer depicted the existing “quarters for the insane” as being “of the
crudest kind”. They housed thirteen male and fourteen female patients.
The men were “comparatively quiet”, but he observed that “Little or
nothing” was being done for them, despite the “evident pride” of the
“colored man in charge” regarding the notes he kept.107 Blumer strongly
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condemned the accommodation for “disturbed women”; four were “in
seclusion of the worst kind, confined behind heavy barred and bolted
doors, noisy, profane and obscene”. At meal time the female attendant
was accompanied by a man to deliver their food, “in case of any emer-
gency arising that might require his superior strength”. The cell doors
were “unbolted and unlocked hastily, the food thrust into the room on
a tin plate, the door was banged to again”, leading Blumer to construe
the “colored-women attendants” as “great cowards”.108

Despite Blumer’s strictures, the new block did mark a significant
improvement in facilities for the insane at the New Providence Asylum.
Sir Wilfred Beveridge, of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical
Medicine, reported quite favourably in 1927 on the “concrete building
with a wide verandah in front”, describing the premises as “clean and
satisfactory”. The male patients appeared “well cared for and contented”,
though they received little active treatment. The women were “clean
and well cared for”. However, sanitation arrangements remained
extremely deficient, for the latrines still “consisted of pits dug in the
rock and covered only by wooden box-seats”. Three patients had died
from “asylum dysentery” in the previous year, which Beveridge directly
attributed to the “defective latrines”.109 The 1899 building remained in
use until the mid-1950s, when a new mental hospital opened in another
part of the island. By then it had severely deteriorated, with insanitary,
dilapidated conditions, neglect of the patients, and extensive use of the
instruments of mechanical restraint. Its stigmatic reputation had led the
surrounding locality to become known colloquially as “Crazy Hill”.110

Conclusions

The systems for providing poor relief and health care in the Bahamas
developed in a singular manner. From the outset, resource constraints
and geographical realities had combined to foster the concentration of
provision around a single institution in Nassau. In the course of the nine-
teenth century, the range of services offered at or through the New Prov-
idence Asylum grew in piecemeal fashion. The gradual emergence of
an institution that combined the diverse functions of poorhouse, hospi-
tal, dispensary, lunatic asylum and lazaretto, as well as centre for the
distribution of outdoor relief, appears to have happened as an incremen-
tal response to pressing local needs rather than because of any carefully
prepared plan for the development of a multipurpose health and welfare
facility. 

205Aged, Decrepit and Destitute
JCH 49: 2 (2015) CONTRIBUTORS' COPY -- NOT FOR CIRCULATION



Resources and geography continued to be significant determinants
of the type of provision that needy Bahamian people received. During
much of its history, environmental and physical conditions, as well as
nature and quality of services, in parts or all of the New Providence
Asylum were acknowledged to be highly unsatisfactory. However, at
least the people of Nassau and its surrounds had reasonable access to
what was available. This was far less the case for the sick, elderly or
destitute living in the out-islands, who could be faced with the choice
between a hazardous journey to the New Providence Asylum and the
unpredictable receipt of medicines or meagre subsistence relief at home. 

In their attempts to deal with the consequences of sickness, disabil-
ity, old age and poverty, the Bahamian colonial authorities betrayed a
complex set of attitudes and responses. A paternalistic acceptance of
some responsibility for the plight of the helpless poor was certainly evi-
dent in some quarters. At the same time the need for economy and fru-
gality in the use of public funds was a constant consideration, and this
fuelled the conviction that much poverty was associated with idleness
and that all those capable of work should be made to do so. Judgemental
attitudes toward the shortcomings of members of the poorer classes
were endemic in the Bahamas. Though only openly expressed periodi-
cally, it was clear that elite perceptions were intimately bound up with
questions of ethnicity and colour. Racialized ideas underpinned moral
judgements regarding behaviour, attributions of causation of both
poverty and disease, and even specific diagnoses of physical and mental
illness. As the Sands case exemplified, factors surrounding race could
also be significant determinants of treatment approaches and outcomes.
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49. BPP 1900, Vol. LIV, Annual Series of Colonial Office Reports, 277 – 
Bahamas, 1898, pp. 33–34; Munnings, 21; Penrose, Plate LXVII. 

50. BPP 1900, Vol. LIV, Annual Series of Colonial Office Reports, 298 – 
Bahamas, 1899, pp. 33–34

51. Penrose, Plate LXVII.
52. Penrose, Plates LXVIII, LXIX. A group of seven, tidily dressed male leprosy

patients are shown, all but one seated on a bench. All are black, and one
is a teenage boy. A young white male doctor stands behind them.

53. Penrose, 388–89, 403–04, 415.
54. BPP 1847/8, Vol. XLVI, Reports to Secretary of State, 1847, p. 45.
55. BPP 1850, Vol. XXXVII, Reports to Secretary of State, 1849, Part II, 

p. 164.
56. BPP 1862, Vol. XXXVI, Reports to Secretary of State, 1860, p. 24.
57. BPP 1866, Vol. XLIX, Reports to Secretary of State, 1864, p. 31.
58. CO 23/209, fos.66–68, 25 January 1873, Chipman to Acting Colonial 

Secretary. 
59. Craton and Saunders, Vol.2, 50, 64, 101–02; Saunders, Bahamian Society,

77–80. 
60. CO 23/209, fos. 53–54, note dated 5 April 1873. The official advocated the

abolition of taxes on “articles of general consumption”.
61. BPP 1875, Vol. LI, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions,
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1875, Part II, p. 14; CO 23/214, fos. 210–11, 29 June 1875, Robinson to
Carnarvon; fos. 212–13, 9 February 1875, “Minute of His Excellency the
Governor”. 

62. CO 23/214, fos. 214–22, 24 April 1875, Report of Committee.
63. CO 23/214, fo.217.
64. CO 23/214, fos. 219–20.
65. BPP 1877, Vol. LIX, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions,

1876–1877 and 1877, Part I, pp. 42–43.
66. CO 23/224, Resident Surgeon Superintendent’s Report for 1883, fos. 44,

47.
67. CO 23/233, fos. 74–75, 12 February 1891, Shea to Knutsford; fos. 79–83,

Report by William Robinson.
68. CO 23/234, 30 January 1892, fo. 150.
69. BPP 1899, Vol. LXI, Annual Series of Colonial Office Reports, no. 238,

1897, pp. 12–13. 
70. Craton and Saunders, 118–19, 165–66, 223–24; Saunders, Bahamian Society,

66–68, 86–87; Saunders, Social Life, 68–69; De Barros, 244, 253–58.
71. CO 23/224, Resident Surgeon Superintendent’s Report for 1883, fos. 44–

45.
72. BPP 1884–1885, Vol. LII, Reports to Secretary of State, 1884 and 1885, p.

60.
73. BPP 1886, Vol. XLV, Reports to Secretary of State, 1883–1885, p.149. See

also BPP 1887, Vol. LVII, Reports to Secretary of State, 1884, 1885, 1886,
p. 173.

74. Penrose, 414–15.
75. Higgs; Hanna-Smith.
76. CO 23/212, 12 January 1874, Report of the Physician of the New Providence

Asylum for the Year 1873, fo. 157.
77. CO 23/224, Resident Surgeon Superintendent’s Report for 1883, fo. 47. It

was reported in 1892 that the “very hardships incurred during the voyage
in numerous cases hastens the inevitable end”, and that during 1891 several
people had died before they reached the asylum – CO 23/234, 30 January
1892, Returns for 1891, fo. 148. 

78. CO 23/230, 18 February 1888, Hospital and Asylum Returns 1887, fo. 100. 
79. BPP 1875, Vol. LI, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions,

1875, Part II, p. 14; BPP 1877, Vol. LIX, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s
Colonial Possessions, 1876–1877 and 1877, Part I, p. 43.

80. BPP 1878, Vol. LV, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions,
1876 and 1877, p. 37.

81. BPP 1884–1885, Vol. LII, Reports to Secretary of State, 1884 and 1885, p.
60.

82. CO 23/245, fos. 300–06, undated, Returns for 1894.
83. BPP 1900, Vol. LIV, Annual Series of Colonial Office Reports, no.277,

1898, pp. 35–36.
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84. For detail on provision for the insane in the West Indian colonies, see
Smith, Insanity, Race and Colonialism; for a briefer summary see Smith,
“Caribbean Bedlam”. 

85. See note 16.
86. BPP 1850, Vol. XXXVII, Reports to Secretary of State, 1849, p. 164.
87. BPP 1862, Vol. XXXVI, Reports to Secretary of State, 1860, p. 24.
88. TNA, CO 23/209, fos. 61–64, Lunatic Asylum Return.
89. BPP 1875, Vol. LI, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions,

1875, p. 14.
90. CO 23/215, fos. 577–79, 2 December 1876, Robinson to Carnarvon. Despite

his concerns about the lunatic asylum, Robinson refused to accede to the
Earl of Carnarvon’s proposal to allow Dr Thomas Allen of the Jamaica Lu-
natic Asylum to come to the Bahamas as part of an inspection of West In-
dian lunatic asylums, partly on grounds of lack of funds to pay the costs
but also because “his services are not needed here”. 

91. BPP 1881, Vol. LXIV, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Posses-
sions, Reports for 1879–1880, p. 61. 

92. CO 23/220, 24 February 1880, Report of the Physician to the New Provi-
dence Asylum for the Year 1879, fos. 126, 130, 15 June 1880, Robinson to
Kimberley, fo. 317; CO 23/221, 10 January 1881, Fred Duncombe – Report
on the “New Providence Asylum” 1880, fos. 49, 53 — Duncombe described
the lunatic asylum as “our lunatic prison for criminal and dangerous lu-
natics.” 

93. CO 23/220, fos. 126–30, 24 February 1880, Report of the Physician to the
New Providence Asylum for the Year 1879. 

94. CO 23/224, fos. 39–41, 28 January 1884, Lunatic Asylum Returns, 1883.
95. CO 23/224, fos. 44–49, 28 January 1884, Resident Surgeon Superintendent’s

Report for 1883. The returns for 1883 indicated that, of the asylum’s 21
patients, 13 were considered “Maniacal and Dangerous”.

96. CO 23/228, fos. 20–24, 9 February 1886, Hospitals & Asylums Returns for
1885; BPP 1886, Vol. XLV, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Pos-
sessions, Reports for 1883–5, p. 149.

97. BPP 1887, Vol. XLV, Papers Relating to Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions,
Reports for 1884, 1885, 1886, p. 173.

98. Powles, 113–15; Johnson, In Slavery and Freedom, 113, 122, note 19; TNA,
CO 23/229, fos. 64–66, 3 January 1887, Report by William Robinson, fos.
84–89, “Criminal Lunatic, Sands”.

99. CO 23/229, fos. 87–88, 2 March 1887, Sands to Blake.
100. CO 23/229, fo. 85, 4 March 1887, Blake to Holland.
101. CO 23/229, fo. 89, note dated 26 March 1887; CO 137/530, fos. 248–49,

note dated 17 March 1827, fo. 250, 16 February 1887, Justice to Holland,
fos. 254–57, 23 March 1887, draft letter Holland to Blake. The patient pop-
ulation at the Jamaica Lunatic Asylum was overwhelmingly black and
coloured — Smith, Insanity, Race and Colonialism, 129–30.
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102. CO 23/231, 14 January 1889, Hospital and Asylum Returns, 1888, fos. 21–
22. 

103. CO 23/232, 17 February 1890, Hospital and Asylum Returns, 1889, fo.
113.

104. CO 23/241, n.d., Hospital and Asylum Returns, 1894, fo. 302.
105. CO 23/249, fo. 225, 18 February 1897, Report by H.L. Dixon, Resident

Surgeon Superintendent; BPP 1899, Vol. LXI, Annual Series of Colonial
Office Reports, 238 – Bahamas, 1897, p.12; BPP 1900, Vol. LIV, Annual
Series of Colonial Office Reports, 277 – Bahamas, 1898, pp. 33–34.

106. American Journal of Insanity 1898–1899, April 1899, 713. Dr Blumer was
medical superintendent of the New York State Asylum at Utica.

107. Blumer disparagingly cited extracts from these notes — “Samuel Bowleg
continues silly and worrisome”; “Shadrach Wemyss continues quiet and
rational.”

108. American Journal of Insanity 1898–1899, April 1899, 713. Blumer’s racially
derogatory views were also evident in inspections conducted at asylums
elsewhere, notably in Barbados — see Smith, Insanity, Race and Colonialism,
155.

109. Beveridge, 27.
110. Nassau Guardian, 5 December 1981, 3 December 2003. During a visit to

Nassau in May 2015, I was advised by several people, including a local
tourist guide, that the site is still referred to as “Crazy Hill”.
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Jemmott’s study of the family life of African-Jamaicans from the formal
end of slavery to 1882 is a lightly revised version of her 2005 University
of the West Indies, Mona, doctoral dissertation. (Her bibliography has
not been updated: nothing appears that was published after 2005.)

At the outset, Jemmott takes note of the long history of ideas about
dysfunctional and “broken” black Jamaican family forms, but insists 
that she is less interested in such forms as defined both by nineteenth-
century commentators and by modern scholars; her focus is on “black
familial values and interrelationships rather than on family structure”
(p. 4). Her aim is “an in-depth historical investigation of the black family,
with its rich and diverse tapestry of challenges and advocacy on behalf
of kin” (p. 5). And she sees the major historiographical contribution of
her book as resting on “its focus on the agency of black families in the
maintenance of freedom on their terms, a vision which for many was
closely linked to the protection of familial rights and well-being” (p. 11).

In addition to contributing to the historiography of post-slavery
Jamaica and, by extension, the Caribbean, Jemmot wants her work to
resonate with present-day discourses on the black family. In particular,
like Erna Brodber in her 2003 Standing Tall: Affirmations of the Jamaican
Male, she wants to engage the trope of black male “marginalization” and
general absence from the family setting. She does this by providing
“important evidence of black male activism on behalf of family”
between 1834 and 1882, showing the African-Jamaican man as “a sig-
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nificant and central” figure “both in terms of his image of self and in the
activation of these familial roles” (p. 7).

Since Jemmott wants to probe deeply inside the post-slavery
Jamaican family, and understand its members’ interrelationships and
worldviews, she must confront the usual problem of sources: how to
hear the voices of the excluded, the weak and the oppressed, in a pre-
modern society where literacy was not widespread? Like many others,
she searches for black testimonies (petitions, affidavits, depositions,
interviews, evidence in courts or to commissions or magistrates, public
speeches), and she also considers what black people actually did. While
she accepts the well-known problems of such testimonies, such as the
copious evidence given by ordinary Jamaicans to the Jamaica Royal
Commission (JRC) in 1866, she believes that to dismiss such testimony
as merely whites engaged in “ventriloquizing” blacks is to deny them
the power of self-articulation in different media. But of course Jemmott
has no choice but to rely heavily on the writings of white men, gover-
nors, clergy, abolitionists, newspaper reporters or editors and, above all,
the Special/Stipendiary Magistrates (SMs), whose voluminous reports
remain perhaps the key primary source for the years between 1834 and
about 1860, and not only for Jamaica.

The uneven distribution of surviving sources relevant to her subject
and focus leads Jemmott to concentrate on the Apprenticeship period
and just after, in chapters 2 and 3 — this is when the SMs’ reports are
especially voluminous, frequent and detailed. Similarly, chapter 5 on
the repercussions of Morant Bay on families in St Thomas relies almost
entirely on evidence given to the JRC. In chapter 3, she devotes several
pages (pp. 98–111) to the efforts of a few families to recover relatives,
mostly boys, lured away from Jamaica to Cuba and the USA where they
were illegally enslaved. Like similar cases of Trinidadians who found
themselves held as slaves in Venezuela before 1854, these efforts —
though few in absolute numbers — generated significant paper trails
because British consuls and the Foreign, as well as the Colonial, Office
became involved.

Jemmott’s book is well organized and clearly written. Chapter 1 con-
siders historiographical issues, and seeks to “conceptualize” the black
family, in its many forms, without subscribing to nineteenth-century
European ideas. This is a useful, if hardly novel, discussion. Chapter 2
deals with “family advocacy”, the efforts of African-Jamaicans to defend
the dignity, honour and well-being of their family groups. This they 
did through the SMs and the courts, and through various strategies of
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collective activism, reflecting, in Jemmott’s view, deep-seated African
norms. Most of chapter 2 deals with the years between 1834 and 1839,
but she also examines public meetings, petitions and various kinds of
protest in the 1860s and 1870s which centred on family issues. In all
these kinds of family advocacy, Jemmott points out the central role of
fathers and husbands.

Chapter 3 looks at family reunification during the Apprenticeship
and just after, as Jamaicans worked for temporary or permanent recon-
stitution of families separated during enslavement; and considers the
cases of persons kidnapped into slavery in Cuba or the US South and
the efforts of relatives to recover them. The effect on families in St
Thomas of the appalling reprisals after Morant Bay is the subject of
chapter 5. This was indeed a “family tragedy”, as Jemmott calls it, and
the JRC evidence which she deploys makes it abundantly clear that the
loss of husbands, fathers, sons and brothers through executions and
killings, as well as the loss of houses and possessions, deeply affected
these victimized people. Here she succeeds in giving a “more human
face” to their suffering, “an experience that has all too often been
reduced to statistical representation” (p. 199).

Chapters 4 and 6 deal with black Jamaicans’ response to the efforts
of the colonial state to control, regulate and modify their modes of par-
enting, marital unions and family formation: reform and industrial
schools, compulsory education, and legislation on marriage, divorce,
bastardy, maintenance and so on. In these chapters, Jemmott stresses
the oppressive character of most of the actions in this sphere by the
state, based as they generally were on racist stereotypes about irrespon-
sible parenting, neglect of illegitimate children, absent fathers and feck-
less and immoral mothers.

While I have no doubt Jemmott is essentially correct in this line of
analysis, I think she overstates her case in a few instances. She dismisses
the state’s efforts to provide orphanages, reformatories and industrial
schools (pp. 120–32) as nothing but heavy-handed, oppressive attempts
to deny the parental rights of poor Jamaicans on racist grounds, without
conceding that juvenile destitution, vagrancy and crime constituted a
real problem requiring some kind of state intervention. Similarly, she
seems to regard any moves towards compulsory primary schooling (dis-
cussed on pp. 132–38) as unfair and oppressive “coercion” of parents.
Yet this was a universal aspect of modernizing states — Britain was
doing just this after 1870 — and most historians criticize colonial gover-
nors for delaying the implementation of compulsory schooling, as in
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British Guiana with the infamous “Swettenham Circular” in the early
1900s. It was surprising, too, to read in chapter 4 that parents resisted
voluntary apprenticeship of boys to a master craftsman in order to learn
a trade (p. 136). In most of the Caribbean, I thought, having at least one
boy in the family learn artisan skills was an important strategy for social
and economic mobility. Again, in chapter 6 Jemmott discusses the Bas-
tardy and Maintenance Ordinances of 1881–1882, allowing the mother
of an illegitimate child to bring a case of paternity in a district court and
to gain maintenance from the father, in wholly negative terms, as just
reflecting the racist stereotype of the irresponsible black father (pp. 181–
85). It is hard to imagine that these laws never operated in favour of
hard-pressed mothers or that men who abandoned their children never
existed in Jamaica then.

Notwithstanding a tendency here and there to overstate her case
against the colonial authorities, Jemmott provides rich evidence, espe-
cially at moments when the sources are plentiful as noted already, and
generally sound analysis in this book. Overall she has made a useful
contribution to the growing literature on the history of family life and
relations among African-Caribbean people in the post-slavery period.
Like Brian Moore and Michele Johnson, she concludes that most black
Jamaicans in the period she studies fiercely defended their right to form
unions, have children and rear them in ways of their choosing, consid-
ering this as one of the most precious consequences of freedom.

Bridget Brereton
University of the West Indies, 

St Augustine, Trinidad
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Proponents and opponents of slavery in late eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century France did not solely debate the moral justification
for human bondage. They also spent much time assessing its economic
underpinnings to determine whether slave labour was more profitable
than its salaried counterpart. The two approaches were not mutually
exclusive: in the rationalist thinking of the Enlightenment, what was
more efficient was also morally superior, so many abolitionists turned
to economics to prove that what they knew to be just was also right.
Retracing that century-long debate is the main purpose of Caroline
Oudin-Bastide and Philippe Steiner’s book, which breaks new ground
by focusing on an overlooked dimension of the French abolitionist
movement, but also leaves out some important issues by failing to 
connect their history of ideas with the reality of plantation life and
emancipation in the Caribbean.

The book’s first chapters provide a chronological overview of the
abolitionist debate, which gathered momentum in the 1770s and 1780s,
on the eve of the French Revolution. From the outset, authors like Du
Pont de Nemours argued that slavery was not just evil but inefficient,
and thus wrong from both a moral and financial perspective (p. 16). In
response, subsequent authors did elaborate calculations to demonstrate
the value of abolition or to counter that the main alternatives (such as
white immigration and free black labour) were not practical. Following
the interlude of the French and Haitian revolutions, which saw slavery
abolished and then restored everywhere except Haiti, a new generation
of authors revived these debates on morality and practicality in the
1820s and 1830s, though often in a more abstract manner because they
realized that they lacked accurate statistics on which to base their cost
estimates for bonded and salaried labour on Caribbean plantations 
(p. 109).
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The second half of the book goes over similar material, this time top-
ically, by covering key questions that informed the abolitionist debate:
How productive is slave labour? What prompts plantation labourers to
work? What kind of labour system should replace slavery? Contempo-
raries’ answers were fairly predictable, with colonists arguing that no
labour system was more sensible or even more humane than slavery in
the colonial context, while their opponents made elaborate plans for a
post-emancipationist order that would reconcile black freedom and pro-
ductivity. (There were exceptions to the rule: some abolitionists like
Condorcet, Turgot, and Say conceded that slavery was profitable but
wrong while a few pro-slavery authors like Barré de Saint-Venant wrote
that it was a losing proposition for planters even as it made money for
France.) Ultimately, no side prevailed in this battle of ideas, in part
because many authors, especially on the abolitionist side, had never left
metropolitan France and had a poor grasp of the basics of plantation
agriculture. In this context, many authors made unsubstantiated claims
or tweaked statistics to fit their political agenda. 

Oudin-Bastide and Steiner should receive praise for shedding new
light on the abolitionist debate, which most French historians have
retraced by studying political debates on the morality of abolition, par-
ticularly during the period of the two abolitions of 1794 and 1848, not
long-term intellectual debates on its economic worth. Their book’s main
flaws stem from what it did not do. Particularly glaring is the authors’
unwillingness to settle the question that is at the centre of their work:
was slavery profitable or not? They note that much work has been done
calculating the profit margins of plantations in the United States and in
English colonies but they decline to undertake a similar task for French
colonies, choosing instead to cite the flawed and conflicting statistics
used by contemporaries (p. 26). A related question — were colonies a
good investment for the French state at the macroeconomic level? —
receives short shrift (p. 231) even though it featured prominently in con-
temporary debates and it has been addressed extensively, in the context
of the second French colonial empire, by Jacques Marseille in Empire
colonial et capitalisme français: Histoire d’un divorce (1984).

Another curious omission is the period 1794–1802, during which
France abolished slavery for the first time. Decades-old theories on the
impact of emancipation were suddenly put to the test, while new con-
troversies erupted over the kind of free labour system to implement in
French colonies. The book covers this momentous decade in a few para-
graphs (p. 91 and p. 192). Focusing on this crucial period (as well as the
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aftermath of the second emancipation in 1848, which also gets scant
coverage p. 251), would have offered a useful counterpoint to the largely
theoretical debates that are covered in the book. It would also have
allowed the authors to give a voice to activists of colour, some of whom,
like Toussaint Louverture of Saint-Domingue (Haiti), were quite active
in the world of print in the 1790s yet are largely absent from this book.
Advocates and opponents of slavery gave blacks no agency in the abo-
litionist debate because they assumed that “le Nègre ne calcule pas” (p.
182). By restricting their work to intellectual debates between white
French and colonial authors, Oudin-Bastide and Steiner are unwittingly
repeating their mistake.

Philippe R. Girard 
McNeese State University,

Louisiana, USA
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