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   For Sophie and Juliette, 
my favourite people to share stories with.

  

 
  
   ‘Are you quite sure you want to hear it?’ he asked. ‘Sometimes Maria, a story that one hears starts one off doing things that one would not have had to do if one had not heard it.’

   —Elizabeth Goudge, 
The Little White Horse (1946)
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‌A Note on Language

   A new vocabulary is emerging to talk about enslavement, challenging problematic assumptions embedded in existing terminology. Words and phrases like ‘slave’, ‘slave owner’, ‘slave master’, ‘slave trade’ and ‘slavery’ have been rightly castigated for dehumanising men, women and children, reproducing enslavers’ prejudices by characterising African people as cargo or property. Instead, words like ‘enslaver’, ‘enslaved’ and ‘enslavement’ reflect a status imposed on individuals, rather than their central identity. I talk about ‘trafficking Africans’ or ‘slaving’ instead of ‘the slave trade’. I write Black with a capital letter as it conveys a shared cultural identity, but white in lower case. Terms like ‘planter’, ‘mistress’, ‘slave wife’, ‘housekeeper’ and ‘lover’ obscure realities – ‘planter’ sounds bucolic, while the latter terms romanticise unequal and predominantly coercive and abusive sexual relations. When I talk about sex between white men and Black or mixed-ancestry women – so commonplace in this story – I try to correctly identify rape, and use the word ‘relationship’ when describing long-term sexual relations, resulting in multiple children, advisedly; this is not intended to convey a completely consensual or remotely equal partnership. I use ‘mixed ancestry’ or ‘mixed heritage’, because ‘mixed race’ suggests the existence of pure biological races. Such neologisms may at first seem inelegant or strange; I believe they are preferable to continuing to dehumanise enslaved people and obscure the violence they endured. Apart from when quoting directly from a source (many of which inevitably use terms that are offensive today), I will be using this language. As Wittgenstein said: ‘The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.’ If we want to make our world better, we could do worse than begin by changing our vocabulary.

  

 
  
   
‌A Note on Currency

   During the period covered by this book, currency in the British Caribbean was worth less than British pounds sterling – £1 8s currency was approximately equal to £1 sterling. All figures in the text are converted to sterling, except where I have specified ‘currency’. Occasionally currency is not specified in the original document, and I have made an educated guess. This is indicated in the notes at the end of the book.

  

 
  
   
‌Preface

   
‘Le secret des grandes fortunes sans cause apparente est un crime oublié, parce qu’il a été proprement fait.’

‘The secret of large fortunes without an apparent source is a forgotten crime, forgotten because it was done properly.’



   
   Honoré de Balzac, 
Le Père Goriot (1835)

   Until recently, the extent to which Britain profited from enslavement, from the founding of its first Caribbean colonies in the seventeenth century to emancipation in 1834, has successfully been obscured. Now, the perpetrators are emerging from the woodwork: merchants, plantation owners, insurance brokers, colonial officials. But one category still largely escapes our notice. Women.

   Men always aspired to pass down property from father to son. Real life, though, proved messier. The male line often failed: then wives, daughters, sisters and nieces became enslavers and plantation owners in their own right. For almost two centuries, generations of these heiresses brought huge fortunes back to Britain under cover of matrimony.

   Heiresses tells the stories of nine such women. Using surviving family papers, letters, diaries and portraits, we will trace the source of their wealth, sometimes reaching back to the very beginning of English colonisation. We will follow their experiences from childhood through a series of dramatic twists and turns, the plot thickened by dastardly stepfathers, ardent suitors and lovers, disapproving parents and disappointing children, war and revolution, bigamy, adultery and divorce, bankruptcy, suicide and insanity. One woman found herself on trial for theft, facing transportation to Australia or the death penalty. Another faked her daughter’s death. In a truly incredible case, the daughter of a woman born enslaved wed the son of a Scottish Earl.

   These predominantly white women forged personal connections between Caribbean enslavement and sites of British identity, from the Battle of Hastings to Aston Villa Football Club. In the following pages, we will encounter people and places we thought we knew: naval hero Horatio Nelson; novelists Jane Austen and Tobias Smollett; dramatist David Garrick; poets Robert Burns and Lord Byron; portrait painters Thomas Gainsborough, Joshua Reynolds and Johan Zoffany; London’s exclusive Sloane Square; the British Museum; and Britain’s stately homes – even royal residence Windsor Castle.

   Heiresses is a story with global reach. We will journey from Jamaica to Sierra Leone, Charleston, South Carolina and Germany; from Antigua to India, China and Australia; from St Kitts and St Vincent to France and Italy. Along the way, we will meet American Founding Fathers, European rulers – notably Marie Antoinette and Napoleon – and a future Governor of New South Wales.

   We will also encounter several individuals the heiresses enslaved. As in my first book, Black Tudors, which told the stories of Africans living free in early modern England, I have endeavoured to tease out every last inch of meaning from the slight documentary records of their lives. Again, extraordinary stories emerge. Of a Jamaican carpenter collecting caricatures of his enslavers. Of an Antiguan heiress’s former nurse writing to her in India requesting her freedom. Of a woman who travelled all the way from Barbados to London to confront her enslavers.

   This is not a story of the distant past. Rather, legacies of enslavement can be traced in many aspects of our lives today. Many British public institutions, buildings and infrastructure were funded by these ill-gotten gains. Most pressingly, the racism and racial inequality that still poison our world are ongoing consequences of this dehumanising system.

   British enslavers were compensated to the tune of £20 million for the loss of human ‘property’ in the 1830s, incurring a government debt fully paid off only in 2015. Which means British taxpayers – including those of Black Caribbean descent – helped pay that money back. Some 3,000 families resident in Britain received compensation; far more had profited from enslavement over the previous two centuries. How many descendants must be alive today?

   This isn’t merely a thought experiment for me. I have discovered some of my own maternal ancestors engaged in trafficking Africans and enslaving people in Jamaica. Two were Liverpool merchants who invested in multiple slaving voyages in the latter part of the eighteenth century. Another was a solicitor and enslaver in Jamaica, acquainted with some of the characters in this book. It was a jolt when his name jumped out from the documents several times during my research. My family history is British History in microcosm; we are all living in the ruins of empire.i

   I hope sharing the stories in this book will provoke much-needed conversations and lead to educational, creative and reparative work in partnership with descendants of enslaved people and enslavers on both sides of the Atlantic. Together, I hope we can start to make sense of our shared history, and use that understanding to work towards a fairer future.

   
    
     	i Phrase borrowed from Akala, author of Natives: Race and Class in the Ruins of Empire (2019). See ‘My Family and Enslavement’ at the end of the book for more details.
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‌Introduction

   It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single woman in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a husband. Inheriting Langley’s estate in St Mary, Jamaica, from her uncle in January 1791 transformed fourteen-year-old Clementina Clarke from insignificant schoolgirl to wealthy heiress – and enslaver of some 150 men, women and children – overnight. Unable to contain his excitement, her guardian, Bristol merchant William Gordon, was ‘so highly imprudent as to state the particulars by reading them in a public coffee house, surrounded by a variety of gentlemen of all descriptions’.

   Richard Vining Perry, a ‘dissipated but handsome’ apothecary, wasted little time, initiating an exchange of clandestine notes with the underage girl. Then, one Wednesday in March, a message arrived at Clementina’s school, purportedly from her guardian, inviting her to tea. Shortly afterwards, a carriage bearing Mr Gordon’s livery appeared at the door. Clementina stepped into the chaise and was promptly whisked away to Gretna Green and a new life as Mrs Perry.

   Her schoolmistress gave chase, following the couple as far as Ghent, but to no avail. Newspapers and caricaturists salivated at every detail of the scandal. Following reports Perry had brandished a pistol, The Times salaciously riposted: ‘A PISTOL in the hands of CLEMENTINA PERRY would be absolutely a very dreadful weapon – were that same PISTOL at all like the lady in its readiness to GO OFF!’

   Forced to return to England by the French invasion of the Netherlands in 1793, Perry was imprisoned and charged with ‘forcible abduction, or stealing an heiress … for lucre’. But he regained his freedom after Clementina, now pregnant with their second child, testified she had intended to elope with him. As one shrewd observer put it, it was folly ‘to dream of a Woman’s bastardizing her own Babies and hanging the Father … for the patriotic Desire of saving future Heiresses!’ Clementina may have later regretted her loyalty. At his trial, Perry had described the providential way ‘their eyes met in attraction, and with a kind of electrical fire shook them to their souls.’ But, before long, her husband abandoned her in Bath, to die in poverty aged just thirty-eight, while he squandered her fortune.1

   This picaresque adventure sounds like it belongs in a sensational romance novel, farcical play or period drama. As will many elements of the equally dramatic stories you’ll find in this book. Marriages brokered against a backdrop of fancy London townhouses and sweeping country estates; characters desperate to climb the social ladder; fortunes won, only to be lost by prodigal husbands or children; adultery, divorce, insanity. But there is one key difference from the stories we’re used to. The source of Clementina’s and the other heiresses’ wealth.

   Heiresses had always been an attractive commodity in the marriage market. They could restore – or transform – a family’s fortunes. For example, the prodigious wealth of the Dukes of Westminster (currently estimated at around £10 billion) can be traced back to Sir Thomas Grosvenor’s 1677 marriage to the twelve-year-old Mary Davies, heiress to the 500-acre Ebury Manor estate – today’s Mayfair and West End.2 Such windfalls were akin to winning the lottery, catapulting a lucky few into an entirely different social league.

   Though they would vow ‘for richer, for poorer’, bachelors of a certain class were looking for wealth just as much as they were looking for love. A contemporary advice book for young men commented:

   Nothing can be more sordid, than to bargain for a wife as you would for a horse … But do not fly to one who has nothing but beauty, or, if you please, affection to recommend her. A fair Wife with empty pockets is like a noble house without Furniture, Showy, but Useless: As an odious one with abundance, resembles fat land in the midst of fens, rich, but uninhabitable.3


   Of course, we are not immune to such considerations today; tabloids, soap operas and romcoms still delight in the classic tale of rich girl, poor boy. But such was the barefaced avarice of some Georgian suitors that in 1742 a directory of eligible women, listed by social status and size of fortune, was published anonymously by ‘a younger brother’. Browsing its pages, widowers and bachelors could find ‘an exact alphabetical list’ of ladies ‘with an account of their places of abode, reputed fortunes, and fortunes they possess in the stocks’. The author shamelessly dedicated his publication to the woman he was courting, a Miss Fetherston of Southampton Row, listing her £30,000, alongside significant investments in the South Sea Company, the East India Company and the Bank of England.4

   From the late seventeenth century, a new kind of heiress was on offer: women whose wealth came from Britain’s thriving new Caribbean colonies.5 Within thirty years of establishing their first foothold in the Americas at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607, the English had arrived in St Kitts, Barbados, Nevis and Antigua. In 1655, they seized Jamaica from the Spanish. The island would become Britain’s most profitable American colony. So profitable that in the middle of the American Revolution, when Jamaica was at risk of French invasion, the British Commander in Chief, Henry Clinton, willingly diverted 4,000 troops under Lord Cornwallis to its aid.6, ii

   Over the next century and a half, as the European powers struggled for ascendancy in the region, several other islands and territories would be ceded to Britain by the French and the Dutch. These colonies, and the huge profits from the sugar – ‘white gold’ – they produced, were founded on the displacement and attempted eradication of indigenous peoples, and the back-breaking labour of millions of Africans trafficked across the Atlantic.

   Lady Maria Nugent, wife of Jamaican Governor Sir George Nugent, came face-to-face with the harsh reality when visiting a sugar plantation in 1802. She found enslaved men hard at work in the boiling house, stirring cauldrons and filling barrels. When the overseer told her the men worked twelve-hour shifts, she exclaimed:

   how dreadful to think of their standing 12 hours over a boiling cauldron, and doing the same thing; and he owned to me that sometimes they did fall asleep and get their poor fingers into the mill; and he shewed me the hatchet that was always ready to sever the whole limb, as the only means of saving the poor sufferer’s life! I would not have a sugar estate for the world!7


   This is just one detail of a transatlantic economic system predicated on treating human beings like livestock, or worse. Legally, they were considered chattel – not people but property. Exhausting work, horrific punishments, disease and malnutrition meant about one-third of Africans died within three years of arriving in the Caribbean; the rest would be lucky to survive more than seven.

   British people and institutions profited from enslavement in numerous ways. They invested in slaving voyages, either through direct ownership or by becoming shareholders. Some insured the ships; others provided copper manillas – horseshoe-shaped armlets or bracelets used as currency in West Africa – iron manacles or guns. British merchants imported sugar, rum, coffee and tobacco produced by enslaved workers, sending plantation supplies back to the colonies. Those appointed as governors or to other colonial posts had lucrative salaries. Finally, there were the plantation owners, each an enslaver of hundreds of people. Marrying an heiress, however, is often overlooked as a route to acquiring this wealth.

   When we picture an enslaver, we usually imagine a man, but the lottery of human reproduction and mortality led to many women inheriting human ‘property’. This was especially true in the Caribbean, where death rates were so high that ‘once in seven years’ there was ‘a revolution of lives’, which ‘would soon leave the place a desert, did not daily recruits come over from Great Britain’.8 Women were usually the last resort, after the supply of sons, nephews, male cousins and godsons had been exhausted. Nonetheless, over forty per cent of individuals awarded compensation when enslavement ended were women.9

   Soon, rich enslaving families began to return to Britain, hoping to buy a place in society. Over two centuries, more than 150 Caribbean heiresses and their money were grafted into British society. They proved as attractive to aristocrats and gentlemen as to chancers like Richard Vining Perry. At least one Duke, several Earls, Lords and Knights all wed Caribbean heiresses. Fifteen MPs augmented their fortunes by such marriages, queuing up alongside merchants, naval officers, soldiers, writers, scientists, even clergymen.10

   Various famous figures joined the queue. While stationed at Nevis a youthful Horatio Nelson married Fanny Nisbet, niece of John Richardson Herbert, President of the island’s council.11 Elizabeth Langley Rose of Jamaica took as her second husband Sir Hans Sloane, whose collections form the basis of the British Museum, the British Library, the Natural History Museum and the Chelsea Physic Garden. Ann Lascelles, who had ‘the expectation of a fortune of three thousand pounds in West Indian property’, married the novelist Tobias Smollett, then serving in Jamaica as a Royal Navy surgeon.12 Sir Humphry Davy, inventor of the Davy mining lamp and possible inspiration for Mary Shelley’s Dr Frankenstein, married Jane Apreece, née Kerr, of Antigua: her wealth allowed him to quit employment and focus solely on research.13

   The gargantuan scale of Caribbean fortunes became legendary; one fictional Jamaican character arrived in London ‘with rum and sugar enough belonging to him to make all the water in the Thames into punch’.14 Heiress Elizabeth Knight, who married Lord Onslow in 1708, was so fabulously wealthy – with a fortune of £70,000 – she was known as the ‘Indian Queen’.15 Most heiresses had dowries closer to the £5,000 considered necessary to merit a mention in the Directory of Heiresses. As this figure exceeded the vast majority of people’s annual income, it made them very attractive, especially if the dowry were just a harbinger of the inheritance to come.16 Sixteen-year-old Maria Glenn, who, it was anticipated, would inherit her grandfather’s St Vincent property when she turned twenty-one, was described in the Taunton Courier in 1817 as ‘like a deposit in our savings Bank, to be reserved until a few more years have improved the amount of her fortune, and the value of her affections.’17

   All this wealth was injected with abandon into the British economy. In Tobias Smollett’s novel The Expedition of Humphry Clinker, he rather hypocritically has gouty Welsh squire Matthew Bramble complain that:

   Every upstart of fortune, harnessed in the trappings of the mode, presents himself at Bath … Clerks and factors [traders] from the East Indies, loaded with the spoil of plundered provinces; planters, negro-drivers, and hucksters from our American [including Caribbean] plantations … knowing no other criterion of greatness, but the ostentation of wealth, they discharge their affluence without taste or conduct, through every channel of the most absurd extravagance.18


   His disdain is a ripe example of the perennial prejudice against ‘new money’ or the nouveau riche amongst the upper classes. ‘Old’ families prided themselves on their aristocratic ancestry, and genteel wealth based on landownership, ideally tracing both the family line and grant of land back to the Norman Conquest. Though, as John Stuart Mill pointed out, there is nothing very noble about acquiring property through ‘conquest and violence’ rather than ‘just partition, or acquisition by industry’, however many centuries ago it happened.19 They sneered – with a touch of jealousy – at ‘nabobs’ and ‘negro-drivers’, who had amassed their wealth ‘in trade’, and were now eager to buy their way into high society. But as Shakespeare’s Timon put it, enough ‘glittering precious gold’:

   
… will make

Black white, foul fair, wrong right,

Base noble, old young, coward valiant.20



   Caribbean heiresses and their husbands did their best to establish genteel credentials but had to tread the fine line between ‘good’ taste and tasteless extravagance.21 They had portraits painted by leading artists. Townhouses, country houses and estates were bought, built or renovated with their new fortunes.22 Hosting lavish entertainments in these splendid homes for guests including famous writers, politicians and royalty projected families further up the social ladder. Some inheritances funded extensive travels to fashionable destinations across Europe. Others bankrolled the military careers of husbands and sons fighting Britain’s colonial wars or were invested in the East India Company or new colonies like Australia. Very few funded philanthropic endeavours, beyond customary bequests to the Church and poor parishioners.23

   Though Caribbean heiresses’ wealth usually outweighed all other considerations, suitors and their families still harboured anxieties about them. As ‘new money’, these women were unlikely to sport much of a pedigree. They might even have criminal ancestry, given transportation to the Americas had been a common punishment in the early years of colonisation, well before Australia became an option. In one popular play, ‘Miss Patty Plumb of Jamaica’ faced gossip that ‘her grandfather was transported for robbing a hen-roost’.24 Good breeding and preserving the family line from any vulgar taint remains an obsession amongst the British upper classes. As Lady Bracknell put it in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, on learning that Jack had been found as a baby in a handbag at Victoria Station, and has no idea who his parents are:

   You can hardly imagine that I and Lord Bracknell would dream of allowing our only daughter – a girl brought up with the utmost care – to marry into a cloak-room, and form an alliance with a parcel?25


   Heiresses who grew up in the Caribbean faced another nagging suspicion: would they prove as temperamental as their home climate? Mrs Bertha Rochester, née Mason, in Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre – in stark contrast to the meek and mild heroine – embodies this prejudice. Mr Rochester, a younger son, sets out for Jamaica to seize Bertha and her £30,000. After marriage, however, he finds her ‘intemperate and unchaste’. Her ‘violent and unreasonable temper’ matches the ‘fiery West Indian’ nights. Eventually, he hides away the ‘wild beast’ he has married; she became the archetypal ‘madwoman in the attic’.‌26, iii

   British men also feared unknowingly marrying a woman with African ancestry. In reality, such heiresses were rare, though several appear in literature, most famously Miss Lambe in Austen’s Sanditon and Miss Swartz in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair.‌27, iv Only twenty per cent of mixed-heritage children in Jamaica were given their freedom, let alone an inheritance. Of the 150 women I surveyed, eighteen had African ancestry.28 They were born, at best, from extremely unequal relationships between white men and Black women, or, at worst, as a consequence of an environment where repeated rape was not only commonplace and committed with impunity but considered a shrewd financial move: begetting more human ‘property’.29

   Some heiresses were in line to inherit people and plantations from a very young age; others had a more remote chance or waited for decades for an elderly relative to die. Some fabled fortunes proved a mirage. Volatile Caribbean investments meant marrying an heiress was high-risk, as likely to lead to litigation and bankruptcy as the high life. Much of their property was in human beings; their plantation land worth little without enslaved labour; their funds advanced against the putative profits of next year’s crop. Unlike traditional fortunes founded on British landownership, with a steady rent roll, incomes based on sugar and rum proceeds faced numerous hazards; which is why so many colonial families bought land in Britain. Lady Maria Nugent complained conversation in Jamaica revolved around ‘death, debt and disease’. One might add ‘war, weather and resistance’, and later ‘abolition and emancipation’, to the list of threats to Caribbean wealth. In a society as sensitive to events as today’s capital markets, where goods and services were bought ‘on credit’, reputations and fortunes rose or plummeted in tandem.

   Men on the make, like Richard Vining Perry, sought to benefit from the legal principle of femme couverte; until 1882, a woman’s worldly goods became her husband’s upon marriage. Feminist Mary Astell complained in 1700 that a man might, when courting a woman, call himself her ‘slave a few days, but it is only in order to make her his all the rest of his life’ (emphasis added). She urged women to think very carefully before they subjected themselves to the ‘inconstant, uncertain, arbitrary will’ of a husband.30

   However, husbands did not always have full control over their wives’ Caribbean assets. While we might assume prenuptial agreements are a modern phenomenon, historically, heiresses usually had the protection of a marriage settlement. These contracts sought to safeguard their inheritance, specifying funds were ‘for her own sole use independent of any husband’. In aid of this, fortunes were placed in trust (that ancient innovation of English law, so often aimed at preserving wealth), overseen by two or more trustees, legally obliged to manage the property for the heiresses’ benefit.

   Similar provisions appeared in family wills. Besides trustees, executors were nominated to carry out the deceased’s wishes. Executors must apply for probate (the legal right to deal with someone’s property, money and possessions after they die) before they can distribute assets. Apart from rare cases where they took on the executorship themselves, heiresses had to grapple with executors, trustees and lawyers – who did not always have their best interests at heart – to take possession of their property.

   Heiresses took an active role in managing their Caribbean estates from afar, particularly before marriage, or during widowhood. They engaged with every aspect of the business, from implementing the latest agricultural and industrial innovations, to choosing trustworthy attorneys to represent their interests in the colonies and negotiating with metropolitan merchants to sell their sugar and rum. As wives, they did not simply retreat into domesticity but continued to influence their husbands with their often superior knowledge and connections.

   None of the heiresses in this book appear to have questioned the morality of their actions. However, enslavement did not find universal acceptance in their society. Some white people recognised enslavement was wrong long before the abolition campaign gathered strength. Prominent Quakers spoke out against slaving from the 1670s; in 1761, they expelled anyone who engaged in this ‘repugnant’, ‘Unchristian traffick’ from their Society. In 1774, the founder of the Methodist Church, Reverend John Wesley, declared enslavement a ‘violation of justice, mercy and truth’. A far more establishment figure, Dr Samuel Johnson, once proposed a toast in Oxford to the ‘next rebellion of the negroes in the West Indies’.31 Sir George Ellison, eponymous hero of Sarah Scott’s 1766 novel, visits Jamaica after marrying an heiress. He deplores ‘the cruelty exercised on one part of mankind by another: as if the difference of complexion excluded them from the human race, or indeed as if their not being human could be an excuse for making them wretched’.32 Though even his seemingly sympathetic lament allowed for the possibility Africans were not human. Being an abolitionist did not make a person immune from being racist.

   Most new arrivals quickly became inured to the brutality. Those heiresses who grew up on the islands accepted it as the natural order of things; those who had never visited or left as young children hardly interrogated it either. Anna Eliza, Duchess of Chandos, who never met the people she held in bondage, wrote in 1776: ‘’Tis true they are born to labour in a manner peculiar to their colour; but we who reap the fruits of that labour, ought to soften it to them, as much as possible, by every proper indulgence’.33

   The telling phrase is ‘as much as possible’. Ultimately her concern, echoed in the letters of many an absentee enslaver, rings hollow when contrasted with archaeological and documentary evidence of injuries and illnesses, low life expectancy and records of vicious punishments meted out to those who resisted. Women were certainly not more naturally empathetic. Financial considerations always came first, even when couched in general platitudes about improving conditions. There are a few examples of enslavers overall, mostly Quakers, who decided to set the people they inherited free.34 And a couple who expressed the sentiment, but didn’t follow through.35 Ultimately, enslaved people were too valuable, too large a percentage of their assets, for most enslavers even to consider emancipating them.

   By the time calls for abolition and emancipation intensified in the late eighteenth century, enslavers, including several heiresses’ husbands, had infiltrated the political class. They were able to delay, oppose and obstruct any change in the law. When it became clear they had lost the moral and legal argument, heiresses’ husbands were prominent amongst the enslavers pressing the government for compensation when enslavement was finally abolished in 1834. The £20 million payout represented forty per cent of government spending that year. Some female enslavers received astronomical sums; the ten women with the largest pay-outs netted £301,587 between them – at the most conservative estimate more than £34 million today.36

   We cannot understand these women without understanding the people they enslaved, several of whom shared their surnames, or even first names. In some cases, they were intimately connected. Though most heiresses were white, some were children of enslaved women, meaning they might eventually ‘own’ their own mothers.37 Some heiresses were suckled by Black wet nurses, remaining in contact years later. Those who grew up in Britain were often waited on by Black people their families had brought home from the Caribbean. Heiresses enquired after specific individuals or sent gifts of clothes or money to people they hadn’t seen for decades.

   The heiresses’ family papers reveal personal stories like these – often lost in the grand narrative of the millions trafficked across the Atlantic or the hundreds ‘owned’ by a particular family – including occasional letters written by an enslaved person. Many resisted enslavement, whether through everyday acts of defiance or risking their lives in uprisings. Some freedom seekers escaped temporarily, others permanently, even crossing oceans. Just to survive each day on a plantation, building families and making lives for themselves in the most difficult of circumstances, required extraordinary bravery and resilience.

   Inevitably, many people are recorded only by name (and that imposed) and estimated ‘value’, their experiences forever lost to us. Nonetheless, we must recognise the human struggle of each and every individual whose labour supported the heiresses’ extravagant lifestyles, and whose fates depended on their whims or inaction.

   The stories that follow are of nine women – Sarah, Frances, Mary, Jenny, Martha, Jane, Elizabeth, Isabella and Anna Susanna – whose lives are bursting with drama and intrigue, but also help paint a picture of the wider story of Britain’s colonial past, and collide spectacularly with the history we thought we knew. On first-name terms, we will follow both their personal trials and tribulations and their efforts to obtain, maintain and retain their inheritances. Re-tracing their steps will lead us to surprising places, deep into the tangled web of enslavement that stretched into every corner of British society. Let’s begin, though, not with Sarah Newton, but with a woman she enslaved, Betsy Newton, and her quest to claim freedom for herself and her children.

   
    
     	ii The order was  countermanded a week later after the threat passed.


     	iii Anna Eliza, Duchess of Chandos, who inherited a Jamaican estate from her first husband, became a real-life Mrs Rochester, certified insane by a Commission of Lunacy in 1791 after his untimely death. ‘Duchess of Chandos Anna Eliza Brydges formerly Elletson (née Gamon)’, LBS: http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146640763; Sturtz, ‘“Dimduke”’; Young, ‘Negotiating’, pp. 581–602.


     	iv Although Bertha Mason is never explicitly described as of African descent, references to her ‘thick dark’ hair and ‘discoloured’, ‘black’ face, and her ‘swelled and dark lips’ plus the fact that her parents wanted her to marry Rochester because he was ‘of a good race’ have led some scholars to this conclusion.
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      Lady Sarah Holte, née Newton, painted c.1763 a few years before the artist, Tilly Kettle, departed for India. After her husband’s death, she fought with her sister-in-law over who should keep the pearl necklace.

     



   

  

 
  
   
‌1

   Sarah Newton (1723–1794)

   Tracing Sarah Newton’s inheritance takes us from the earliest years of English settlement of Barbados, the crucible of British Caribbean sugar production, to people and places at the heart of life in Britain today.

   In January 1795, an enslaved woman named Betsy Newton made a desperate journey from Barbados to London. The overseer at Newton plantation had executed her brother. She had been clapped in irons and sent to work in the field. Without her care, her newborn baby boy had died. She had appealed for help from the plantation attorney, but his wife turned her away from their home, taunting: ‘Your mistress will give you all away to Strangers.’ Loath to leave her other four young children behind, Betsy nevertheless decided she must appeal directly to her enslaver, for all their sakes. If she returned home, the overseer would ‘certainly kill her’. Come hell or high water, she must sail for England.

   She knew that Lady Sarah Holte (née Newton), one of two sisters who had enslaved her and her family for the last decade, had recently died; the other, Elizabeth Newton, lay seriously ill. As neither sister had any children, no one knew who was going to inherit Betsy and her family. She must reach England before the will was finalised. The only way she could be reunited with her children would be to return to Barbados carrying a certificate of her freedom and an order for her children to be released. Surely this was only right? Twenty-seven years earlier, an English court of law had ruled that her grandmother, Mary Hylas (née Revill), was a free woman. But the Newton family had defied the judge’s order to return Mary to England. Betsy, however, refused to be ignored.1 She would confront her enslaver face-to-face.
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   To understand how Sarah came to jointly inherit Betsy, her family, over 400 other people and almost 800 acres of prime Barbados real estate, we need to begin at the beginning. Or, more precisely, with her great-grandfather Samuel Newton and his older brother Robert. Extensive family records allow us to trace the Newtons’ ascent and Sarah’s own trials and tribulations, as well as revealing the dramatic stories of Mary Hylas and Betsy Newton. Uniquely, hundreds of skeletons found at Newton plantation reveal incontrovertible truths about enslavement’s physical impact.

   When Robert set out for Barbados as a young man in the early 1640s, the Newtons were a fairly lowly yeoman family, with a small estate at Northedge Hall near Ashover in Derbyshire.2 Robert had high hopes, joining a wave of ambitious men flocking to Barbados, seeking to make a fortune from planting sugar.

   Sugar could catapult a man from obscurity to greatness. James Drax, second son of a Warwickshire vicar, arrived in Barbados in 1627 with £300. He pioneered sugar cultivation using enslaved labour. By the time of his death, he enjoyed an annual income of over £1,000 from Barbados, held extensive estates in England and had been knighted by Oliver Cromwell. The Drax family are major landholders in England and Barbados to this day.3

   Armed with £170 from his father and a loan from London merchant John Kirkham, by 1647 Robert had ‘by God’s providence … begun a plantation’. There, ‘amongst others’, he employed two men ‘which I have bought, commonly called Negroes, commonly called by the names of Dick and Tymme [Tim]’.4

   The English had first arrived on Barbados, a small island of just 166 square miles, in 1627. By the time Robert arrived, the white population was growing fast; numbers more than doubled from 14,000 in 1640 to 30,000 in 1650. Although we often think of North America as the ‘New World’, between 1640 and 1660, two-thirds of transatlantic emigrants headed for the Caribbean, mostly to Barbados.5

   As in Virginia and New England, religious intolerance in Britain prompted Puritans, Quakers, Catholics, Jews and other non-conformists to make new lives for themselves on the island. Similarly, many people arrived as indentured servants; Robert Newton employed a number on his plantation. Not all came willingly. To be ‘Barbadosed’ was to be kidnapped; many were ‘deceived or enticed away’. Long before Australia was ‘discovered’, criminals were sentenced to transportation to Virginia or Barbados. In 1655, one visitor condemned Barbados as ‘the Dunghill whereon England doth cast forth its rubbish: rogues, whores and such like people.’6
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      Richard Ligon’s 1657 map of Barbados, showing colonists driving camels and shooting runaways.

     



   

   The British Civil Wars, waged between 1642 and 1653, also had a major impact. Many Royalists were compelled to leave their homes after their property was destroyed or confiscated. Richard Ligon, who headed to Barbados in 1647, recounted how he had ‘lost (by a Barbarous Riot) all that I had gotten by the painful travails of my youth, by which means I was stripped and rifled of all I had, left destitute of a subsistence, and brought to such an Exigent, as I must famish or fly’.7 Cromwell sold captured Royalists as indentured servants in Barbados. Thousands of Scottish and English prisoners of war arrived on the island after his victories at Dunbar and Worcester; tens of thousands of Irish during his reconquest of Ireland. Reflecting on their fate, Cromwell was ‘persuaded that this is a righteous judgement of God upon these barbarous wretches, who have imbrued their hands in so much innocent blood.’8

   Africans ‘bred up amongst the Portugals’, who had been producing sugar in Pernambuco and Bahia in Brazil for years, helped the English unlock the ‘secrets of that mystery’; London financiers were persuaded to invest capital in this ‘sweet business’.9 The first large shipment of sugar – ‘70 full chests’ – had left Barbados in 1643 and by 1645 cane covered forty per cent of the island’s less than 1,000 acres of arable land. Within twenty years, this figure would double.10 Barbados’s annual crop was worth over £3 million by the early 1650s – £1 million more than the annual cost of supporting the entire English army and navy – making it ‘one of the richest spots of earth under the sun’.11

   As production skyrocketed, prices in London plummeted, transforming sugar from a luxury of the rich – witness Elizabeth I’s blackened teeth – to a necessity for all. British demand for sugar became insatiable; to sweeten newly fashionable coffee, chocolate and tea; to make jam and a whole host of puddings; even added to everyday items like bread and porridge.‌12, v

   Robert Newton may have purchased a plot of land ‘ready furnished and stocked with Servants, slaves, horses, cattle, assinigoes [donkeys, a word borrowed from the Portuguese], cane, &c. with a sugar work and an ingenio [mill]’. However, given his modest means, he more likely had to start from scratch, and ‘endure all hardships, and a tedious expectation, of what profit or pleasure may arise, in many year’s [sic] patience’.13

   Robert knew he had taken a huge gamble. He made a will just before returning to Barbados from England in June 1647, acknowledging the ‘uncertainty of life’. It proved to be a prescient act – he died less than four months later. Whilst he left Africans Dick and Tim to a Barbados friend and neighbour, the plantation went to his ‘loving brother Samuel Newton’ (Sarah’s great-grandfather) and London merchant John Kirkham.14 Samuel initially promised to give Kirkham the plantation to pay off his brother’s debts. But in 1654 he had a change of heart – possibly influenced by his wife Barbara, who was a Quaker – and went out to Barbados to claim it for himself.

   Samuel continued to struggle with Kirkham over who owned the plantation until 1659, when the merchant finally relinquished it before the Lord Mayor’s Court in London, for a payment of 276,000 lbs of muscovado sugar.vi‌15 By this time, Samuel’s plantation consisted of 174 acres, ‘15 Christian servants, 76 negroes young and old, 32 cattle young and old and ten horses, 5 coppers, 3 stills and utensils.’16 Casual listing of people alongside livestock and even equipment typifies enslavers’ attitudes towards their human ‘property’.

   The word ‘plantation’ evokes a pastoral scene – acres of lush vegetation overlooked from shady verandas – but the industrial nature of sugar production, with specialised equipment, machinery and buildings needed for each stage of the process, makes the phrase ‘factory in the field’ more apt.17 ‘Forced labour camp’ better reflects enslaved people’s experiences; producing sugar was back-breaking, even fatal, work.

   After sprouting from an old cutting planted lengthways, it took fourteen to eighteen months for sugar cane to reach its full height of eight feet: a period of constant weeding, manuring and pest control. Once cut, cane had to be processed within two days or the juice began to sour. Labourers rushed it to the mill, feeding it back and forth through rollers, squeezing juice into a tray below.

   The juice then travelled down a pipe to the boiling house, ‘where there are six or seven large coppers or furnaces kept perpetually boiling; and from which with heavy ladles and skimmers they skim off the excrementitious parts of the cane’. As skilled men and women gradually transferred the liquid from the biggest to the smallest copper vat, it reduced and purified, becoming darker and thicker. When the head boiler judged the liquid was about to crystallise, it was transferred to a cooling cistern. Once cool, workers poured the juice into clay pots headed for the curing house. There, another group drained the molasses, taking it to the still house to be distilled into rum. The remaining liquid took about a month to dry out fully, becoming brown muscovado.

   Every stage of this process was dangerous, even life-threatening. One enslaver listed possible ‘mischances’ in 1689: ‘If a Stiller slip into a Rum-Cistern, it is sudden death: for it stifles in a moment. If a Mill-feeder be catch’t by the finger, his whole body is drawn in, and he is squeez’d to pieces. If a Boyler get any part into the scalding Sugar, it sticks like Glew, or Birdlime, and ’tis hard to save either Limb or Life.’18 This was why, as Lady Nugent observed in Jamaica, an axe was always on hand to sever the limb before the whole body followed.
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      An ox-driven sugar mill in Brazil. From Willem Piso’s Historia Naturalis Brasiliae, published 1648.

     



   

   To make more valuable white sugar, muscovado was placed in a mould, then smeared with wet clay. Water then percolated through the clay for four months, draining off all impurities.19 An Italian Jesuit priest in Brazil marvelled how dirty mud could turn sugar white, ‘just as the memory of our sins mixed with tears of repentance purifies and whitens our souls’.20

   Despite modern technology, the urgency of getting sugar cane from field to mill remained. Trinidadian historian and cricket writer C.L.R. James captured the drama in Beyond a Boundary, relating how factories worked round the clock, grinding cane as fast as it could be cut. If something went wrong with the engines, ‘the tension was immediately acute’. Cutters for miles around downed tools, while the engineers ‘worked frantically like men on a wrecked ship’. When the engines were repaired, an ‘enthusiastic crowd’ celebrated the ‘miracle’.21

   Although Samuel continued to employ a dozen or so ‘Christian servants’ throughout his lifetime, he and his contemporaries soon became dependent on African labour.22 The earliest Black people in Barbados had been captured from Iberian vessels by privateers. In 1641 the Star of London became the first English slaving ship to arrive directly from West Africa. By the 1650s, 3,000 Africans were trafficked to Barbados each year. The Black population grew rapidly from around 1,000 in 1640 to 20,000 in 1655, outnumbering the white population by 1660. By 1700 seventy-five per cent of the island’s inhabitants were of African descent. George Downing – who later built Downing Street – remarked while visiting Barbados as a chaplain fresh out of Harvard that Africans were ‘the life of this place … and the more they buy, the better able they are to buy, for in a year and a half they will earn (with God’s blessing) as much as they cost’.23

   The key features of chattel enslavement, specifically service for life and enslaved status being hereditary through the mother, soon appeared. In 1635, the oldest surviving Barbados plantation inventory listed white servants with the date their indentureship expired, alongside a ‘negro’ with no end to his service. In 1654, one visitor observed ‘miserabell Negors borne to perpetual slavery they and their seed’, whose owners ‘sell them from one to another as we do sheep’. Three years later, when ‘Mary a negro’, recently manumitted (set free)vii by Colonel John Higginbotham, claimed her three children should now also be free, the Council ruled that, as she was enslaved when they were born, they remained Higginbotham’s property.24 And, as we know, in 1647, Robert Newton was able to bequeath Dick and Tim to his friend.

   However, it was not set in stone that all Africans were automatically someone’s property. In 1636, the Governor and Council ruled: ‘Negroes that came here to be sold, should serve for life, unless a contract was before made to the contrary’ (emphasis added). In 1654, a Black man named Anthony Iland was released from William Leachy’s control after explaining he had arrived on the island as a free man. Baptism was also seen as a potential path to freedom, as it had long been thought immoral to enslave fellow Christians. For this reason, colonists increasingly avoided converting Africans.25

   Any remaining grey areas were eliminated in 1661, when the Council issued ‘An Act for the better ordering and governing of Negroes’, whom they characterised as ‘heathenish, brutish and an uncertaine, dangerous kind of people’. Enslaved Africans became ineligible for trial by jury. There was no punishment if they were injured or even killed by their enslavers. Conversely, if they so much as hit a ‘Christian’ (a term by now nearly synonymous with ‘white’), they would be ‘severely whipped’. If it happened again, they would be branded in the face and have their noses slit. The Barbados Act was the first comprehensive English colonial ‘slave code’; it would influence lawmakers across the British Americas.26

   African enslavement was not the inevitable consequence of the encounter between Black and white. Holding Africans in bondage was still unfamiliar enough in England when Robert wrote his will in 1647 for him to have to spell out Dick and Tim’s status in Barbados. Over 300 Africans had lived free lives, many as baptised Christians, in Tudor and early Stuart England. They were paid wages, allowed to testify in court and to marry white English people. There was, however, one rule at home and another abroad. The labour demands of Caribbean plantations; the precedent set by the Spanish and Portuguese; the increasingly ready supply of enslaved labourers; and the fact that more work could be brutally extracted from them than from indentured servants: all conspired to cement African enslavement as the keystone of the English colonial economy.27

   Though Robert Newton laid the foundations of the family’s fortune in Barbados, it was his brother Samuel, Sarah’s great-grandfather, who made his ambition a reality. Once in Barbados he put all his energies into developing and expanding the modest plantation he had inherited. He pursued an aggressive programme of land accumulation, growing his holdings in Christ Church parish to 581 acres by 1679.

   Deeds held in the Barbados archives reveal how Samuel leveraged his connections with prominent men, collected debts in kind and preyed on others’ misfortunes to acquire parcel after parcel of land and property. Sometimes he simply purchased twenty acres or so from a neighbour, using island currency – ‘£100 current’ was roughly equal to £70 sterling – or just ‘good merchandable muscovado sugar’. But other acquisitions suggest friends in high places, from Council members to Chancery Court judges.28

   Samuel went into business with sugar merchant John Searle – probably a relation of Daniel Searle, late Parliamentarian Governor of Barbados – operating from a counting house in Oistins Bay. Embracing the latest technology, he acquired new ironware for his sugar furnaces on a trip to Derbyshire with Searle in 1664, and replaced his cattle-driven mills with windmills, which turned faster and more forcefully, extracting more juice.29

   As his operation expanded, the number of people Samuel Newton enslaved grew in tandem, from seventy-six individuals in 1659 to 260 twenty years later. Although they left no written records, their skeletons, unearthed by archaeologists in the twentieth century, testify loud and clear to both the harrowing conditions endured, and the ways they retained elements of West African culture, while adopting new habits such as smoking tobacco.

   Becoming one of the island’s wealthiest men, Samuel accrued increasing social and political status. He rose from Captain in the Barbados Militia in 1659 to Colonel, leading a 434-strong ‘regiment of horse’, in 1680.viii He served on the Barbados Council from 1672.30 In 1676, his children’s tutor – a white indentured Scotsman – praised Samuel as the best master in the island: ‘in nature meek, gentle and kind and noblie generous, exceeding rich’ and ‘most in favour with our Governor than any’.31

   Though considered ‘a quiet man’, Samuel was very particular about his position. In 1683, he complained Sir Martin Bentley had insulted him at the funeral of Lady Ann Willoughby of Parham, the widow of a former Governor. Bentley ‘confessed that, owing to the crowd of coaches, his coach was before Colonel Newton’s. He had, however, punished his coachman for taking place of Colonel Newton’s and intended no disrespect to the Colonel or to the Council’. Samuel and his fellow councillors were satisfied but stressed: ‘Sir Martin and his lady should henceforth not only know, but observe their places in the island.’32 This preoccupation with hierarchy was common amongst Samuel’s contemporaries, ‘new money’ keen to ape the English upper classes, but anxious about how they were viewed from the motherland. The concern was not unfounded; one observer remarked in 1655: ‘A rogue in England will hardly make a cheater here. A bawd brought over puts on a demure comportment, a whore if handsome makes a wife for some rich planter.’ Island hospitality was rumoured to be so ‘debauched’ that guests were too drunk to return home after dinner; one clergyman complained the ‘inhabitants had pissed £15,000 against the wall … by their excessive drinking’.33

   Samuel Newton now bought his family a place in British society. He had sold his modest childhood home, Northedge Hall in Derbyshire, to his associate John Searle in the 1660s. When another Barbados enslaver, Charles Agard, died in 1679 owing him over £3,000, Samuel took land as payment from his executors. He acquired Kings Bromley estate near Lichfield in Staffordshire for himself, and nearby Foston in Derbyshire for his daughter Sarah and her new husband, Richard Bate.34 Samuel died in 1684, leaving half his assets to his wife Barbara and half to their teenage son John; the family left Barbados soon after. When John died in 1706, his English and Barbados estates passed to his eleven-year-old son, Samuel.35 It was this second Samuel Newton who was the father of our heiress Sarah, the future Lady Holte.
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   When Sarah Newton was born in December 1723 her chance of inheriting the family fortune seemed remote. She was the youngest of four, with two older sisters, Elizabeth and Mary, and an older brother, John. They grew up at Kings Bromley Hall, a grand neoclassical mansion her father had built to crown the Staffordshire estate, which had swelled from 130 to over 2,000 acres during the family’s tenure. The ‘handsome house’ was considered ‘a fit habitation for a gentleman’; Sarah’s father Samuel’s appointment as High Sheriff of Staffordshire in 1728 confirmed his place in society.36

   However, between building such a grand home and ‘the expense he has been at for some years upon his Barbados estate’, Samuel had amassed debts of £4,000 by the time Sarah was a teenager, almost five times his annual income.37 Some of his problems in Barbados were inherited; his grandmother Barbara and his father John had spent decades unsuccessfully chasing their Newton tenants for unpaid rent and compensation for the loss of several enslaved people.38 Besides the immediate pressure on the family finances, Samuel worried about his children’s futures. How would he fund dowries for three daughters?

   The answer was to send his son John to Barbados to marry an heiress. Sixteen-year-old Elizabeth Alleyne was ‘of respectable descent’ – at least by colonial standards – from ‘one of the most ancient families’ on the island, known for their ‘humanity and good sense’. More importantly, the Alleynes were wealthy, with extensive landholdings worked by several hundred enslaved people.39 Samuel did not know the family personally, but his lawyer helped him strike a deal with Elizabeth’s father Reynold Alleyne through a mutual friend. Not only would Elizabeth bring £6,000 to the marriage, but Reynold undertook to pay off all Samuel’s debts. In return, Samuel would settle Newton plantation on John, amply supporting the young couple and their future children.

   Sarah and the rest of her family found it hard to part with John, ‘a young gentleman whose good qualities and natural disposition’ prompted a ‘tender regard’ from ‘all who knew him’.40 They did not know when, or if, they would see him again. Around a third of Europeans who arrived in the Caribbean died within three years, predominantly succumbing to yellow fever or malaria.41 But the deal had been done; John left for Barbados in the autumn of 1739.

   The £6,000 Samuel received from Reynold Alleyne would provide £2,000 dowries for Sarah and each of her two sisters. Mary, who was ten years older than Sarah, made a good match in 1743, marrying Edward, third son of Sir John Harpur of Calke Abbey, Derbyshire. But neither Sarah nor Elizabeth attracted a suitor. Left at home together for the next decade, they developed a strong bond.

   Sarah was thirty-two, ten years older than the average well-to-do bride, when she finally married on 30 June 1755.42 The groom was thirty-five-year-old Sir Lister Holte of Aston Hall near Birmingham. The Holtes had been Warwickshire landowners since the fourteenth century. Sir Thomas Holte – rumoured to have killed his cook with a meat cleaver – purchased the baronetcy in 1611 from James I, who had created the noble title of ‘baronet’ as a money-making scheme to offset the huge debts inherited from Elizabeth I’s long-running war with Spain.
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      Portrait of Sir Lister Holte by Tilly Kettle, c.1763.

     



   

   Sir Lister had attended Eton, then Magdalen College, Oxford, where the Holtes enjoyed privileged status as ‘founder’s kin’. ‘Very good natured’, he had ‘a handsome face and good person’. On first meeting, he could be ‘sadly awkward’, but ‘he mends upon knowing’. Sarah had known Sir Lister for years, probably ever since the Newtons supported his successful campaign to become Tory MP for Lichfield in 1741.

   When they first met, Sir Lister was already a ‘sorrowful widower’, wearing a diamond ring containing a lock of his late wife’s hair. Anne Legge, the Earl of Dartmouth’s daughter, had come with a dowry of £12,000. Sir Lister had been ‘most violently fond’ of her, but she succumbed to smallpox in 1740, after just eight months of marriage.ix

   Sir Lister did not marry again until 1748. His second wife was Mary Harpur, sister to Sarah’s brother-in-law Edward. Mary ‘possessed … all the valuable accomplishments that adorn her sex’, with a dowry of £10,000 to boot. However, the second Lady Holte died of a brain haemorrhage three years later.43

   With no children, it is surprising Sir Lister did not seek a younger woman on his third attempt at marital bliss. Sarah’s £2,000 dowry paled in comparison to what his first two wives had brought to the table. However, her brother John Newton had been married fifteen years without producing any legitimate children, increasing the possibility she and her sisters might inherit the family’s growing fortune.44 John and his wife had inherited half of Mount Alleyne in St James, Barbados, from her father; her grandmother Elizabeth Hannay would soon leave her Seawells, five miles east of Newton.45

   The Newton family wealth, accrued in Barbados and invested in the trappings of gentility in Staffordshire, had enabled Sarah to marry a baronet and become Lady Holte. Her new home, Aston Hall, set in over 300 acres of parkland, was considered ‘the most superb in that neighbourhood, fit to grace the leading title of nobility’. The pleasure gardens featured a bowling green and a cottage ‘tearoom’ furnished with Chinese chairs and a mahogany table.46 Like so much furniture found in Britain’s most affluent homes, Sarah’s table was probably made from Jamaican trees felled by enslaved people – the word mahogany may derive from the Taíno word maga or the West African Yoruba word oganwo. Today, the Hall stands in the shadow of Aston Villa Football Club, built in 1897 on top of gardens Sarah would have strolled through. Her marital home will be a familiar sight to Villa fans, who stream past it on match days; her married name equally so to anyone who has ever stood in the Holte End stand.

   Many heiresses were served by Black people their families brought to Britain from the Caribbean. We usually know very little about these individuals. But as John Newton ended up in court over his treatment of two people he brought to Kings Bromley from Barbados, we learn rather more. The unsavoury episode would have long-reaching repercussions for both the Newton family and the people they enslaved.

   In 1754, the year before Sarah married Sir Lister Holte, John Newton returned from Barbados after an absence of fourteen years, with his wife Elizabeth and her sister Judith Alleyne. Elizabeth and Judith each brought a favourite enslaved attendant with them. John Hylas,x a young man in his early twenties, was Judith’s choice. Elizabeth had chosen Betsy Newton’s grandmother, Mary Revill, probably in her late thirties.47

   This was the first and only time Sarah met anyone her family enslaved. We do not know what she made of John and Mary, but her brother later told their neighbour, poet Anna Seward, the ‘Swan of Lichfield’, that Africans ‘were of a nature so sordid and insensible, as to render necessary a considerable degree of severity, and to make much lenity alike injurious to the indulger and the indulged’.48 Perhaps John’s wife Elizabeth also believed Mary Revill was ‘insensible’ to emotional pain. By insisting Mary travel with her to England, Elizabeth forcibly separated her from her teenage daughter Doll and her three younger children, fathered by a white man named Nat Saer: Mary Ann, around ten, John, who was disabled, and George, still an infant.49

   Bringing Africans to England raised the question of whether their legal status changed on leaving colonial jurisdiction for the metropole, where English Common Law took precedence. During the Tudor period, Africans previously enslaved by the Spanish or Portuguese had become free on arrival in England. However, once the English began to enslave people in their own colonies, the concept of ‘free soil’ began to clash with the strongly held principle of an Englishman’s right to property. There had been numerous conflicting legal decisions, but if the Newtons’ right to enslave John and Mary in England was challenged, they could quote the Yorke–Talbot opinion of 1729. Attorney General Philip Yorke, 1st Earl of Hardwicke, and Solicitor General Charles Talbot had made this statement to an eager crowd of enslavers after a dinner at Lincoln’s Inn. They held that an enslaved person’s status did not change upon arrival in England; baptism did not confer freedom; and they could legally be compelled to return to the plantations.50 Though uttered by the country’s most senior lawyers, it was not an official judgment, far less statute law, as John Newton would learn to his cost.

   Mary Revill and John Hylas got married on 30 December 1758 at St Chad’s Church in Lichfield.‌51, xi Sometime after Judith Alleyne died in 1763, Hylas (presumably with Mary), ‘left the Family with the consent of Mrs [Elizabeth Alleyne] Newton’. Hylas then ‘lived more than a Year and a day in a free state without being claimed’; but then the Newtons demanded he return. When Hylas refused, John Newton ‘found he had no power to compel him’ in England but nevertheless considered legal action against his new employer, a Mr Hone, probably the painter and Royal Academy co-founder Nathaniel Hone. Hylas was baptised ‘Thomas John Hylas’ on 31 January 1766 at St James’s, Piccadilly, Nathaniel Hone’s parish church, perhaps in a renewed effort to assert his free status.52

   Later that year, the Newtons ‘forcibly carried away and transported’ Mary back to Barbados without her husband’s consent. Hylas did nothing for two years, fearful he might ‘likewise be trepanned [trapped] and transported’. Enslavers regularly sent Africans back to the Caribbean, often for sale, when they no longer had use for them in England. In 1773, an African confined on a ship on the Thames shot himself rather than return to the Caribbean. Abolitionist poets Thomas Day and John Bicknell imagined his final thoughts in The Dying Negro:

   
… better in th’untimely grave to rot,

The world and all its cruelties forgot,

Than, dragg’d once more beyond the Western main,

To groan beneath some dastard planter’s chain …‌53, xii



   In December 1768, John Hylas brought a case – probably of habeas corpus, a law protecting the individual from arbitrary imprisonment – against John Newton for damages for the loss of his wife. The ensuing legal struggle, presided over by Chief Justice Sir John Eardley Wilmot (who, ominously, counted Yorke and Talbot amongst his mentors) in the Court of Common Pleas, was about whether a husband’s rights over his wife trumped an enslaver’s rights over his human property, and whether the latter, legislated for in the colonies but not the mother country, remained in force in England.

   Abolitionist Granville Sharp took a great interest in the case. He attended court, hoping the proceedings would help his struggle to obtain a definitive legal decision that Africans became free on arrival in England and could not be sent back to the colonies. Sharp had begun his campaign in 1765, shocked at the treatment of Jonathan Strong, an African from Barbados, whom he met outside his brother’s surgery. Strong had been badly beaten by his enslaver, David Lisle, and left for dead. Sharp helped Strong get hospital treatment and a new job. When Lisle tried to sell Strong to Jamaica, Sharp successfully defended him in court – the first of a string of such victories.

   John Newton’s defence was mounted by his friend Sir Fletcher Norton, MP, a duplicitous character, nicknamed ‘Sir Bull-Face Double-Face’.54 He seized on the fact Hylas had asked for damages, but not Mary’s return, suggesting he did not miss his wife, so did not deserve much compensation. Although the Habeas Corpus Act fixed damages at £500, ‘besides treble costs’, Judge Wilmot awarded Hylas only one shilling. He did, however, decree ‘the defendant was bound, under a penalty, to bring back the woman, either by the first ship, or at farthest within six months’.

   Despite this, Mary remained in what Sharp called ‘unlawful confinement beyond the seas’. Did the Newtons simply refuse to allow Mary to return to England, or did she prefer to stay with her children and grandchildren in Barbados, where the family had a relatively privileged position on the plantation? Or had she heard John had a new wife? There are records of two sons born to a John and Frances Hylas in London in 1769 and 1771, one baptised at St James’s, Piccadilly, where Hylas himself had been baptised.55

   The Hylas case did not set a clear precedent – just what enslavers wanted. Lord Chief Justice Mansfield remarked in 1771: ‘I don’t know what the consequences may be, if masters were to lose their property by accidentally bringing their slaves to England. I hope it will never finally be discussed; for I would have all masters think them free, and all Negroes think they were not, because then they would both behave better.’56 But Granville Sharp would not give up, and in 1772, in Somerset v Stewart, Lord Mansfield ruled deportation illegal. Though he tried to make his judgment only narrowly applicable, it was widely misinterpreted as freeing all Africans in England.

   It was whispered that Sarah called the shots in her marriage. According to a later family chronicler, ‘though not an old man’, Sir Lister ‘yielded himself more and more to the influence and management of his wife’. A concrete sign of her ascendancy came in 1768, when she chose a neighbour and friend from Staffordshire, Ralph Pickstock, as the new steward for Sir Lister’s estates; the faithful retainer remained in her service until her death.

   Sir Lister and his younger brother, Charles, had been inseparable when they were younger. But Charles blamed Sarah for the rift that now developed between them. Lamenting ‘the many instances I have lately received of the loss of your affection’, he even questioned whether Sir Lister cared ‘where I lived or if I lived at all’. Soon Charles ‘was in the habit of entering the dining room when Lady Holte withdrew’.

   Taking Charles and his wife Anne’s side, the later family chronicler – descended from their side of the family – called Sarah ‘haughty, cold and selfish’, while Anne’s ‘high spirits and keen wit … could ill brook the assumption of superiority indulged in by Lady Holte.’ Even at the time, a family friend contrasted ‘the complacency of the temper of one and the violence of the other’.57 Anne was from an old Warwickshire family.58 It seems possible that Sarah, insecure about her family background, jealously guarded and asserted her newfound status as a baronet’s wife as strongly as her great-grandfather had insisted on his carriage going ahead in a funeral procession.

   The birth of a daughter, Mary Elizabeth, to Charles and Anne in 1757 seems only to have heightened the tension. Sarah and Sir Lister had no children. In an era where many married women were almost constantly pregnant, this may indicate Sarah suffered from infertility or endured a series of miscarriages. Though, as neither of Sir Lister’s previous wives had provided an heir, he may have been the infertile one. Nonetheless, women were usually blamed; perhaps Sarah envied her sister-in-law’s ‘success’.

   The crisis came in May 1758, when Sir Lister disinherited his infant niece in favour of his first wife’s nephew, Heneage Legge. If Legge had no sons, another nephew, Lewis Bagot, would inherit, and if his line failed, Wriothesley Digby, the son of an old family friend, would become the residuary heir. Heneage Legge had apparently overtaken Lewis Bagot in the running ‘owing to him being a married man’, and having ‘married the woman Lister liked’.

   Charles and Anne were sure Sir Lister had ‘been induced to make this unjust disposition’ by Sarah. The will certainly accorded significant power to her and her family. Sarah and her brother John were both named as executors, alongside their relative, lawyer Fettisplace Nott.59

   In 1769, Sarah and Sir Lister travelled to Bath in hopes of a cure for his failing health, probably staying at 9, the Circus, her brother John Newton’s prestigious new address. But by the time they returned to Aston in early March 1770, Sir Lister was ‘far advanced in a dropsy, his legs, thighs and every surface of his body greatly swelled and distended with water’. His doctors had ‘slight punctures’ made in his legs to drain the liquid. For three weeks after he returned home, this treatment seemed to be working; the swellings subsided, and his strength and appetite returned. But then ‘every prospect of relief almost suddenly and entirely vanished, the discharge of water became immense, his strength entirely exhausted, and every effort of constitution to assist him failed’. Sir Lister died on Sunday 8 April. Sarah’s brother John and sister Elizabeth were by her side, but she hardly saw anyone else. Her friend John Ash reported: ‘Poor Lady Holte although she continues much indisposed, is better than she was the first three days; as her late husband might be said to be absolutely dying for four or five days … the shock was the less alarming’.60

   Even as he lay on his deathbed, Sir Lister refused to see his brother. They had not spoken since Sir Lister refused Charles financial support in a ‘cruel manner’ two years before. Anne had desperately tried to reopen communications, but concluded she had ‘offended past forgiveness, and that an intercourse of even distant civilities cannot be restored.’ By this time, Sir Lister’s silence may not have been entirely voluntary. His ill health and residence in John Newton’s house both gave Sarah more sway; one acquaintance questioned whether his doctor was ‘one of his bodyguards’.61

   Sarah did very well from Sir Lister’s will. She was to have an annuity of £1,500 a year, Aston Hall and its park, with five adjoining meadows, their furniture, wines, spirits, horses and carriages, most of the jewellery and £1,000 cash. She spent little time at Aston, preferring Kings Bromley Hall, now home to her widowed mother and her sister Elizabeth. She became such a frequent visitor that a room there was still known as ‘Lady Holte’s Bedchamber’ in 1869.62

   At forty-seven, Sarah was now independent, powerful and wealthy in her own right. But on New Year’s Day 1773 she was horrified to learn Heneage Legge, Lewis Bagot and Wriothesley Digby had applied to Chancery to render Sir Lister’s will null and void.63 As executors, she and her brother John would have to defend their position in court.

   It soon became clear Charles and Anne, now Sir Charles and Lady Anne, were behind the suit. Sir Charles had inherited the baronetcy, 8,000 acres around Aston Hall, his brother’s library, and a £10,000 dowry for his daughter Mary Elizabeth. But it was a terrible blow that, after Sir Charles’s death, Mary Elizabeth’s future children would be passed over in favour of Legge, Bagot and Digby. Local antiquary William Hutton, in his 1783 History of Birmingham, decried the disinheritance as ‘one of the most unaccountable assignments that ever resulted from human weakness.’ He imagined the ghost of Sir Lister visiting Aston Hall, meeting ‘repeated buffetings’ from generations of ‘shades’ of his ‘venerable ancestors’, for, ‘in one fatal moment’ ‘barring, unprovoked, an infant heiress of £7,000 a year, and giving it, unsolicited, to a stranger, having failed to produce his own issue’, through his ‘own imbecility’. These sentiments, according to Hutton, ‘exactly coincide with those of the world’.64

   Adding insult to injury, Lady Anne found it ‘mortifying’ only £200 had been added to her existing jointure – the annual allowance she was set to receive after her husband’s death – whereas any future wife might have £700. She and Sir Charles resented Sarah not allowing them to live at Aston Hall, while leaving the grounds ‘in such a condition one would imagine it a common.’ They also found it suspect the will left nothing to Sir Lister’s other relations, but a codicil added just two days before his death left a legacy of £200 to Sarah’s sister Elizabeth. They persuaded Legge, Bagot and Digby to object to this provision, as well as demanding Sarah pay off Sir Lister’s substantial debts and her annuity be reduced.65 These measures would not directly benefit the couple; this was vengeance.

   Sarah sought assistance from her second cousin, John Lane, a barrister at Lincoln’s Inn, who insisted, ‘for God’s sake my Dear Lady H: Despise them and make their malice the object of your laughter, for believe me your affairs are too well sure to be affected by their rancorous baseness of heart’. Despite her friends’ and family’s efforts to comfort her, Sarah fretted about the case for over two years, increasingly preoccupied by petty details. John Lane advised against trying to reclaim a favourite pearl necklace.

   Eventually, in March 1775, Sarah received the good news that ‘every particular wherein your Ladyship is at all interested or concerned is fully settled in your favour and nothing remains from which any future disputes can arise.’66 However, there would soon be a new family conflict, leading to a most distressing scandal. It would also make Sarah and Elizabeth more likely to inherit the Barbados estates. Following Elizabeth Hannay and Judith Alleyne’s deaths, these now comprised Newton, Seawells and all of Mount Alleyne.

   In February 1774, John’s wife, Elizabeth Alleyne Newton, died of gangrene, after refusing an amputation.67 The couple had no living children.68 John was fifty-seven, ‘an elderly man’ according to one servant. If he died without an heir, his assets would go to Sarah and her sister Elizabeth (their elder sister Mary Harpur had died in 1761). However, John soon ‘formed a great affection’ for Catherine Seymour, the nineteen-year-old daughter of Lord Francis Seymour, Dean of Wells, and married her in June 1776. He was forty years her senior, ‘a quiet sober sort’; she a lively, ‘free and flighty’ teenager.69 Besides the mismatch in age and temperament, John Newton was punching above his weight socially. Catherine was the Duke of Somerset’s granddaughter and could trace her ancestors back to the brothers of Henry VIII’s third wife, Jane Seymour. This was the most illustrious connection the Newtons had bought with their Barbados profits yet, but it would cause far more trouble than it was worth.70

   Unlike her Holte relations, Catherine seemed to warm to Sarah immediately. When the newlyweds visited Aston Hall, the two women spent several evenings chatting by the fire in Sarah’s dressing room. Sarah showed Catherine ‘many marks of friendship and civility’. On their departure, she produced ‘most excellent cider’ and some ‘inimitable poultry’ for the journey; Catherine declared, ‘I never anatomised a chicken with so good a glee in my life.’ Sarah insisted they keep in touch. Catherine’s letters professed ‘the truest Affec[tion] & most unfeign’d Friendship’; pouring out ‘effusions of regard with which my bosom is fill’d.’ She even wrote an ode to Sarah ending: ‘How much O Holte you all your sex excel!’71

   Catherine was keen for Sarah to visit her at Spettisbury House in Dorset, ‘an elegant Mansion House … fit for a Nobleman’s family’ John Newton had owned since 1761.72 She tried to entice her with the prospect of visiting the Glastonbury Abbey ruins, and the opportunity to have her portrait painted by miniaturist Thomas Redmond. Sarah had visited Spettisbury in the past, but she did not make the journey to see Catherine. At the end of 1776, John put the house up for sale. He had decided to move to Kings Bromley Hall following his mother’s death earlier that year. On Christmas Day, Catherine wrote to Sarah that they were leaving Dorset, but ‘the prospect of scenes as delightful in Staffordshire … particularly augmented by the enjoyment of your society & that of the worthy Eliza’s’ provided consolation.

   But before that happy reunion could take place, John and Catherine decided to spend the first few months of 1777 in Bath. Catherine continued to beg her ‘beloved sister’ Sarah to visit, exclaiming: ‘were I with you I would kneel to solicit you, & never rise till you had granted my request. – Indeed, my dear sister (I think I hear you say) you might walk upon your knees all your life time if that was the case.’

   As Catherine had anticipated, her invitation was not accepted and by the end of January, she had ‘given up the hope, tho with reluctance of seeing you anywhere but at Aston.’ Her efforts to persuade her other sister-in-law Elizabeth to visit were equally unsuccessful. One reason for Sarah’s reluctance may have been a bout of ill health. Catherine was ‘extremely Anxious’ when she heard about this ‘feverish complaint’. She feared Sarah was ‘a little like your dear Brother – Too inattentive to yourself. – I hope you have proper advice – & remember you do not live merely for yourself.’ 73

   Why was Catherine so keen to have her much older sisters-in-law to stay? It certainly seems odd given how other evidence suggests she was spending her time. According to John Newton, at Spettisbury, Catherine:

   showed by her conduct and behaviour that she was a woman of loose and vicious disposition who took and allowed liberties with other men and she became improperly and intimately connected with several gentlemen in the neighbourhood.


   When they moved to Bath, she ‘became even more open in her vicious indiscreet and improper behaviour such as walking arm in arm and singing with people of lower station.’ Gossips feasted on her overfamiliarity with Mr Brett, a singer, and Mr Dash, a riding master.

   Such behaviour was extremely concerning; as Dr Samuel Johnson put it, ‘the chastity of women’ was ‘of the utmost importance, as all property depends upon it’. Besides the blow to his heart, a cuckold must live with the nagging doubt that his heir might be another man’s son. When the Bastard’s legitimacy in Shakespeare’s King John is questioned, he exclaims: ‘Heaven guard my mother’s honour – and my land!’74

   Sarah enquired whether Catherine had any ‘marvellous’ news, trying to pin down exactly what her sister-in-law was doing. But Catherine’s letters revealed nothing untoward. She mentioned Mr Brett only once – she was ‘much pleas’d’ with his ‘sweet harmonious voice’ – but emphasised her husband’s Barbados friend, John Charnock, had introduced them, giving the connection an air of respectability. Catherine insisted she was ‘obliged’ to go out for the sake of politeness, only seeing company and returning visits ‘Heaven knows thro’ necessity!’ She protested she was: ‘a very unfashionable Creature … for I never dance, never play cards, never saunter about the Town of a morning, never go to the Pump room, never sit & abuse my neighbours, never do anything to make people talk of me’. Catherine wrote tenderly of John, ‘my dear N.’, and ‘all his excellencies’. It was ‘my duty as well as inclination to accommodate myself to his pleasure’, and to look after his health, partly ‘for the sake of his dear and valuable sisters’.75 Nevertheless, her father Lord Seymour told John he was ‘very uneasy at her behaviour’ and encouraged him to restrain her.

   After Catherine and John moved to Kings Bromley Hall in April 1777, Sarah could observe the young woman’s behaviour for herself. She continued to stay there regularly; the Newtons visited Aston at least once. That summer, Catherine was observed in compromising situations with her footman Isaac Hatheway; Thomas Cope, the new coachman; and Isham Baggs, a young gentleman studying at Merton College, Oxford, whom John Newton had ‘brought up and educated at his own expense, from his infancy’. Baggs’s room had an interconnecting door with Catherine’s; the housekeeper often saw them lying on Baggs’s bed ‘toying and playing together’. She was convinced ‘the connection and intercourse between them was of a criminal nature’.

   By early October, Sarah was also sure Catherine had been unfaithful. It was one thing to cede the family fortune to her own nephew or niece; quite another to risk it going to a child fathered by Baggs, or even worse, a servant. After Sarah broke the news to her brother in a letter, he immediately sacked Thomas Cope, sent Baggs back to Oxford and arranged for Catherine to be placed in a French convent, with a quarterly allowance of £100.76

   
    
     
      [image: An etching of Catherine Newton and Isham Baggs sat by a river beneath a tree. Her skirts are hitched up and he caresses her bare calf. The caption reads: 'Mrs Newton bathing in the River Trent Assisted by Mr Baggs.']
     

     
    
      Catherine Newton with Isham Baggs as depicted in The Trial of the Hon. Mrs Catherine Newton.

     



   

   The Newtons were doing everything in their power to avoid a public scandal. But Catherine forced John’s hand by returning from France and persuading her father to apply for a legal restoration of conjugal rights. The appeal accused John of cruelty and improper behaviour. John retaliated with the help of his second cousins, John Lane and his brother Thomas Lane, also a lawyer. He accused Catherine of adultery, lining up a handful of servants as witnesses.

   Scandal was now unavoidable. Such proceedings were still relatively rare, and the press loved reporting every titillating detail.77 A scurrilous pamphlet, The Trial of the Hon. Mrs Catherine Newton, covered the story at such length it came in two parts. The Ramblers’ Magazine imagined Catherine insatiably switching between multiple lovers, explaining: ‘I chose to have more than one in my suite, for the same reason I kept a larder, that I might not be disappointed in always having something that pleased me.’

   The writer then slipped into the realms of pornographic fantasy. He imagined Catherine leaning out of her bedroom window in Bath one day, catching the eye of Thomas Cope and Isaac Hatheway below. Isaac encouraged his friend:

   Tom, now is your time, if you have a mind to make a bold push – she has been this hour impatiently waiting for the actor, and I am positive you can supply his place entirely to my Lady’s satisfaction – for, poor gentleman, she has made him rehearse so often that his pipe is almost sore.


   Cope hurried to her room and ‘boldly made an attempt – a la levrette [from the French for female greyhound; from behind]’, as she was still leaning out the window. Catherine, ‘not insensible or displeased at this unexpected attack’, cried:

   ‘Heavens! who is that?’ ‘Only your man, Thomas’ replied the coachman. ‘Oh, very well,’ resumed Mrs N_n, ‘drive on, coachman.’78


   When Catherine gave birth to a son on 22 November 1780 John brought another case to ensure the boy could not inherit. Over thirty witnesses, including Catherine’s sister, agreed she and John had not seen each other since separating in 1777. Furthermore, John’s two doctors, his butler and his housekeeper confirmed he had been in such a ‘debilitated state of body’ since the winter of 1779 that he could hardly climb the stairs, let alone father a child. The Newtons were sure the father was John Acland, a captain in the militia quartered at Wells.xiii‌79 Sarah was doubtless of one mind with her sister Elizabeth, who later vowed: ‘not a farthing shall go to that nasty little Bastard … as he was no more my Brother’s child than he was mine.’80

   The Court granted separation from ‘bed and board’, but John did not obtain a full divorce by Act of Parliament until May 1782. However, Catherine’s son was not officially disinherited. Though the Lord Chancellor, Lord Thurlow, denounced her conduct, he thought it unfair that a ‘guiltless infant’, ‘born in wedlock’, should be left with nothing.

   John Newton died eighteen months after the divorce. In his will, he repeated that Catherine’s son ‘was and is a Bastard’, enjoining Sarah and Elizabeth to ‘withstand to the utmost all attempts which may be made to set up the said child’.81 The sisters had it inscribed in stone that John ‘died without issue’ on his memorial in Kings Bromley church. The statement was of the utmost importance to them. For Sarah and Elizabeth now became their brother’s heiresses, jointly inheriting Newton and Seawells plantations in Barbados.xiv

   Sarah and Elizabeth now ‘owned’ 430 men, women and children. Their brother John had always insisted ‘the purchase, employment, and strict discipline of the negroes were absolutely necessary to maintain our empire, and our commerce in the indies’. By the 1780s, however, abolitionist ideas were gathering momentum. John, and quite possibly his sisters, had found it necessary to assure their friends ‘accounts of the cruelties practised upon the slaves by their masters was [sic] false, or at least infinitely exaggerated.’ Rather, ‘the high price and value of the subjugated, inevitably preserves them from the dire consequences of this imputed barbarity’. If anything, enslavers always insisted they had more to fear. Sarah and Elizabeth knew the cautionary tale of their Lichfield neighbour Charles Ashwell. A ‘hapless wreck of negro cruelty’, he had lost an arm and two fingers aged fourteen when his uncle was murdered by the people he enslaved in Grenada, despite his ‘compassionate temper’.82

   However, the skeletons unearthed by archaeologists at Newton tell a different story. Human remains were first discovered at Newton in the mid-twentieth century, by workers planting casuarina trees. Local people had long known where the ‘old people’ were buried. A team of archaeologists arrived to investigate in 1972; they uncovered bones barely two centimetres deep on their very first day.83 They also found coffin handles, brass buttons, tobacco pipes, jewellery and other artefacts. Newton Burial Ground appears today to the uninitiated eye to be just a gently sloping field, the crest of the hill dotted with trees. However, beneath lies the largest undisturbed plantation cemetery ever found. Many burial sites have been destroyed by modern farming methods, but Newton was never ploughed due to shallow soil and limestone lying just below the surface. An estimated 570 people were buried at Newton. In 1972 and 1973, 104 skeletons were disinterred; remains of forty-six further individuals were exhumed and analysed in 1997 and 1998.

   The archaeologists’ conclusions are made all the more chilling by their precise scientific language. The evidence ‘does not support Newton as a healthy population’, even in comparison to other African diaspora examples. Rather ‘extreme stress, particularly for Newton females, is evidenced by the lowest relative mean age at death of any diaspora skeletal sample’: just 19.97 years, in comparison to estimates of 34.3 in Europe and 26.4 in Africa (a figure thought to have been higher before European contact).84

   Written records dating mostly from the late eighteenth to early nineteenth century confirm enslaved people at Newton rarely died of old age. Instead, they predominantly succumbed to tuberculosis, dropsy, dysentery, leprosy and measles.85 Of course, these diseases were also common amongst white populations in the Caribbean and Europe – Sir Lister had died of dropsy. However, enslaved Africans died younger, and in far greater numbers, due to overwork, hunger and poor living conditions. Or, as one plantation doctor commented, ‘It is not an unusual thing to lose in one year … ten, twelve, nay, as far as twenty’ out of 180 labourers, ‘by fevers, fluxes, dropsies, the effect of too much work, and too little food and care.’86

   The hospital at Newton was ‘a horrid unhealthy hole most ill-contrived’, where ‘men & women are most indecently mixed together, with other detestable circumstances.’ However, as one Newton overseer observed, it was ‘impossible to tell when a person is sick or not except he be really ill’ and so ‘for fear of accident, they are confined [in the hospital] till they profess themselves ready to work again’.87 Spending time in a plantation hospital often made patients worse; others were subjected to medical experiments using methods that would not have been countenanced in Britain.88

   Many skeletons had lower limb and other traumatic injuries. Three-quarters had evidence of pulling and tearing of muscle attachments; twenty-five per cent had hernias. Whereas sugar cane harvesters today wear metal shin guards, people at Newton sustained ‘skin lacerations … easily caused by sharp and rusty tools’, while ‘leg abrasions and lesions, including those from yaws,xv could become further infected as workers kneeled in the dirt to dig and plant young cane’.89 It was hard for exhausted, overworked and underfed labourers to focus on the task in hand for hours on end, day and night. At Newton in 1693, one man ‘in the night walking over the worm tubs [so named for the coiled tubes used to distil rum] happened to slip in & scald himself’, which ‘affected his bowels’. Although ‘all care was taken’, he died two weeks later.90

   Dental evidence shows enslaved people were chronically malnourished and suffered episodic starvation. Many had lost teeth; most showed signs of advanced gum disease and tooth decay, likely caused by chewing cane and drinking black strap molasses.

   Unusually, Newton had no provision grounds – allotments for food crops – so people could only grow small amounts of things to eat by their houses. The workforce subsisted largely on a diet of lentils, pigeon peas, some fish and seafood and salted meat. The lack of major rivers and scattered springs on the island meant that, while white Barbadians used cisterns and wells, enslaved people were compelled to drink from ponds, sometimes sharing this stagnant, probably contaminated, water with livestock.91

   Some were so hungry they resorted to eating dirt. Formally known as geophagy, this practice – recorded by Hippocrates and still around today – was common amongst enslaved people in the Americas. Several individuals at Newton, like Sue in 1791, were labelled: ‘dirt eater’.92 Geophagy is associated with extreme hunger – giving the feeling of a full stomach – and an effort to obtain sufficient iron and minerals, especially during pregnancy. However, soil might be contaminated with lead, bacteria, hookworm or other parasites, causing digestive problems and stomach disorders.93

   With a crude birth rate of just 0.037, there was no natural increase in the enslaved population. This low fertility resulted from poor nutrition, ‘high pathogen load’ (evidence of infection), environmental toxins (lead, from contaminated rum) and ‘devastating physical and psychosocial stresses’.94 These dire outcomes are the logical consequence of a system made profitable by literally working people to death. As enslaved people observed, ‘Buckraxvi make whip do every ting, but make life, and that it no able to do, but it make plenty dead.’95

   Nevertheless, the people of Newton made lives for themselves despite the appalling conditions. Their remains, and objects found alongside them, reveal glimpses of their cultural and daily experiences, including practices surviving from West Africa. Smoking was ubiquitous; archaeologists found many pipe fragments and twenty-one whole pipes, plus pipe wear on forty per cent of teeth. Wearing beads was popular; 900 were found at Newton. As one Welsh clergyman and naturalist observed in 1750: ‘our slaves, in their mirth and diversions, differ according to the several customs of so many nations intermixed. However, all agree in this one universal custom of adorning their bodies, by wearing strings of beads of various colours … twined round their arms, necks, and legs.’

   Thirty per cent of the skeletons were African-born, originating from at least three different areas in modern-day Ghana, Senegal and the Gambia. Five individuals had filed or intentionally chipped teeth – modifications traditionally practised in many parts of Africa for decorative and or group identity purposes, sometimes as a rite of passage. One young woman had been buried face down in a large mound of earth, far from the others; treatment meted out in West Africa to those ostracised for witchcraft or suicide. By contrast, a Ghanaian style pipe, a knife, bracelets, rings and a necklace were found alongside the skeleton of a fifty-year-old man, suggesting he was a highly respected healer and diviner. His necklace, of a style traditionally worn by Asante priests, was made of twenty-one drilled dogs’ teeth, fourteen European glass beads, seven cowrie shells and five drilled fish vertebrae. The central carnelian bead would have come all the way from Khambhat in southern India. Both carnelian and cowrie shells had deep sacred significance, imbuing the wearer with spiritual powers.96

   On 7 June 1784, Sarah and Elizabeth’s attorney Sir John Gay Alleyne (Elizabeth Alleyne Newton’s second cousin) appraised Newton and Seawells for them.97 The valuation, four pages of neat italic writing sent back to England, now in a London archive, is dominated by the listed names and purported values of men, women and children, the total amounts writ large with a flourish by the team of three local appraisers. They concluded Newton’s 454 acres, ‘with the ruined buildings thereon’, were worth £13,620; the 242 people enslaved there: £7,448 10s. With the addition of fifty-seven cattle, twenty-four calves and eleven sheep, the whole estate was valued at £21,716. Similar calculations were made to assess Seawells, where 188 people worked 342 acres. The grand total came to £37,495.98

   Recent natural and man-made disasters had severely affected the properties’ value. The buildings had been ruined by a devastating hurricane in 1780, which ‘destroyed every vestige of a house, garden, trees and every other pleasurable object’.99 The American Revolution had disrupted trade, causing not only shortages of food and supplies, but also of new labour. The numbers of captive Africans arriving in Barbados dropped dramatically from 879 in 1775 to a mere seven individuals in 1778. These factors combined had a serious impact on the bottom line. The estates sustained losses of £1,362 in 1783 and £3,657 the following year.100

   Sarah and Elizabeth could have gleaned some fragmentary information from the valuations about the individuals who toiled on their behalf. At Newton, Old Toby and his son Little Toby were smiths; Tomboy and Mingo were watchmen; the cook was called Monday; a man named Ned worked alongside him in the house; Julias and Peter were stable hands. Tom Rogers was a carter; Jack Tom minded cattle, while another Ned cared for calves. The drivers of the three gangsxvii were Saboy, Robin and Dicky; another Old Toby made baskets. Skilled men specialised in each stage of sugar production: mill-feeder Billy; Peter the boilerman; Pauly the distiller; clarifiers Reynold and James; and Old Sambo the clayer. One man named Minimas was ‘absent’, perhaps having escaped permanently as he was listed without a value.

   At Seawells, Jeffry was the ranger (head officer); Quan a boiler, Joe a carpenter; Peter, William and Dick Mingo were coopers; Dick, Frank, Nick and another Jeffry were masons; Will was a joiner, Mingo the cook and Jack the butler. Betty and Grace worked in the house, Rose cooked for the children, Judy cared for the calves. Ben, Cudjoe, Nick and Obbo were watchmen, Bacchus a carter and Sandy, Ayon and a woman named Matty were drivers. Matty was probably too old for field labour and so oversaw the third gang, made up of children aged roughly between six and fourteen, who did lighter work such as weeding or collecting fodder for animals.101

   Though they did not have access to the forensic analysis of modern archaeologists, Sarah and Elizabeth could see several people were unwell or injured. At Newton, Peter, who worked in the stable, was ‘unhealthy’, as was Dublin. Bristol had a lame hand, Saboy was ‘infirm’, Jack, Addo, Rittah and Merindah had leprosy. Molly G was a ‘cripple’, and several others were so old they were described as ‘superannuated’, and listed with a market value of £0. At Seawells, Phebe and Nanny were sick nurses, Prince, Natt and a boy named Frank were lepers, Bessey consumptive and James, Gallipah and Sary ‘superannuated’.

   Did Sarah and Elizabeth notice the absence of Mary Hylas, whom they had known in England for the better part of a decade? Mary had been ‘infirm’ in 1783 and so probably died shortly before the valuation was made, quite likely of tuberculosis, which ran in her family. Reunited with her four children, Doll, Mary Ann, John and George, in 1766, she had become the matriarch of a relatively privileged extended family, many of mixed heritage, ‘better used than the generality of Slaves’. They even, one overseer remarked, had ‘a kind of right to be idle’.102 Was this preferential treatment linked to residual guilt about failing to return Mary to England?

   Mary’s eldest daughter, Doll was now in her late fifties, with five grown-up children, including Betsy, who would later flee to England. Betsy had been named after Elizabeth Alleyne Newton, who ‘before her death’ sent her ‘a present of a ring’. Doll worked in the kitchen and had recently become plantation midwife, initially receiving 6s 3d for each delivery. But from 1784 the payment was two gallons of rum per birth; a pragmatic move as the island had a huge excess since exports had been curtailed during the war.

   Like Doll, the rest of Mary Hylas’s daughters and granddaughters officially had domestic roles. As they had ‘not learnt to do anything’, however, they remained ‘at leisure’. Records from the 1770s show them receiving items such as shoes, hats and special cloth. This was particularly significant given – despite the sanitised images in many artworks of the period, including this book’s cover image – many enslaved people wore minimal clothing and most went barefoot.
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   Doll and her younger half-sister Mary Ann Saer even ‘had the privilege of a slave to wait upon them’: Mary Ann’s son Tommy. They claimed his services because when Mary Ann’s white father Nat Saer died, he bequeathed a woman named Esther to care for their disabled brother John Saer. Despite opposition from his heir-at-law, ‘Esther became the property of Mary Ann and her family, and consequently of their owners’, as, in time, did her twelve children and grandchildren.

   The men of the family were skilled craftsmen, with better working conditions and greater freedom of movement than field labourers. Mary Hylas and Nat Saer’s other son, cooper George Saer, was ‘an excellent workman in his own trade – a good carpenter – almost a good anything – always at work, always willing, and always ready and good humoured – strictly honest and sober.’

   
    
     
      [image: Three lists: 1. some of Mary Hylas’s adult male descendants listed in the 1784 valuation of the Newton Plantation: Old Toby Smith, Toby, Billy Saer, Tommy Saer, George Saer, Bob, John, Daniel, Hercules. 2. Some of Mary Hylas’s female descendants listed in the 1784 valuation of the Newton Plantation: Nanny, Dol, Dolly, Betsey, Janey, Mary Ann, Kitty Thomas, Mary Thomas, Phillida. 3. Some of Mary Hylas’s child descendants listed in the 1784 valuation of the Newton Plantation: John, Ned, Tommy, David, George.]
     


     
    
      Some of Mary Hylas’s descendants, listed in the 1784 valuation made when Sarah and her sister inherited Newton plantation.

     



   

   During most of Sarah and Elizabeth’s ownership, the Hylas clan retained their relatively privileged status. After William Yard became overseer at Newton in 1782, he began a sexual relationship with Betsy’s sister Dolly.103 He also grew fond of Betsy’s nephew Billy Thomas, who became his personal attendant. Billy was ‘in great confidence with his Master & trusted with everything, even lay in his chamber’ – perhaps suggesting a sexual element to Yard’s favouritism. This physical proximity to Yard allowed the family access to plantation storehouses. They took ‘dry goods, rum, sugar, and other commodities’ both for their own use, and to sell at Sunday markets, probably through Betsy’s husband, a huckster. Reportedly ‘all the family except George Saer, were concerned in these Rogueries’. Yard, a ‘large heavy fat man’, who enjoyed his drink, was either oblivious or simply didn’t care.

   Appalled, a later manager exclaimed: ‘Good God! What supine indolence it must have been that this pilfering work could be carried on and Mr Yard not find it out for so long a time.’ Conversely, enslaved people applauded the widespread habit of appropriating goods. He who could ‘rob the most without being detected was the best fellow … for a thief to steal from a thief makes God laugh.’104

   Beyond the requisitioning of rum and provisions, ‘dances, cock-fights, gaming tables were plenty in the Estate … and Every relaxation and debauchery.’ This included sexual exploitation of enslaved women, extending far beyond Yard’s relationship with Dolly. Most women in the Hylas family, according to one overseer, ‘either have or have had white husbands, that is men who keep them’. The broader phenomenon is confirmed by archaeologists finding five to ten per cent European admixture in the Newton population’s genetic makeup. Three young skeletons had dental stigmata indicating congenital syphilis; an estimated ten per cent of children were born with venereal disease.105

   The Newton overseer’s likening of these arrangements to marriage – using the word ‘husband’ – should not lull us into romanticising the coercive reality. Jamaican enslaver Thomas Thistlewood recorded drunken parties where a man got ‘beastly drunk and wanted to force Rose’, while another, being ‘in Liquor’, ‘went to the Negroe house and had Little Lydde in Jenny’s house’.106

   Yard’s negligence went beyond his ‘relaxed discipline’. What his successor blamed him for the ‘most’ – a word he underlined – was the estate’s bad ‘condition and repair’. His ‘method of planting was wrong’, exposing young canes to extreme heat in the dry season. He had allowed soil erosion and let buildings and equipment deteriorate. He left the boiling house ‘in a very poor predicament’, with ill-maintained coppers. Equally, the blacksmith’s shop had not been maintained properly; the tubs for distilling rum were in terrible condition.107

   Yard also neglected workers’ houses. Poorly maintained accommodation had devastating consequences for their health. Samuel Smith grew up in housing formerly inhabited by enslaved people in Antigua. He recalled the roof had so many holes they could only ‘cork the big ones and leave the smaller holes to whistle when the wind would blow … we would generally get wet when it rain’. The floors rotted, leaving only earth beneath. That earth was ‘full of jiggers’ (mite larva), which burrowed ‘into the feet of the person and keep them from walking properly’. The houses were so rat-infested ‘you would have to wrap up your feet at night’, and ‘babies could not be left alone’. Scorpions lurked in clothes, their sting sometimes deadly, and lice were so prevalent that ‘at every stroke of the comb the lice would … drop like falling rain’. There was no privacy, and so ‘good or bad was practiced openly. Picknee could not escape the open vice … so a young gal usually start to have children at age thirteen’. Smith reflected: ‘we used to live together like a flock of cattle … there was no difference to speak of between the life of animals and ours’. Though ‘we got used to it. Only now, I can say it was hell, living hell and more than that.’108

   An ocean away, Sarah and Elizabeth blithely continued their genteel lives in the palatial surroundings of Aston Hall and Kings Bromley Hall. From the perspective of profit, all seemed in order. A couple of years after the American Revolutionary War, their income from Barbados began to recover. Average profits of over £3,000 a year compared very favourably as a return on investment with those reaped both in Barbados and across the British Caribbean.109

   Although Sir John Gay Alleyne maintained he had ‘studied’ to fulfil his responsibilities to Sarah and Elizabeth to the best of his ‘ability & faithfulness’, he rarely visited their estates. His home, St Nicholas Abbey, lay in the distant northerly parish of St Peter, so he could not oversee how ‘the sugars are sent on board, so perfectly and constantly as I might.’ Furthermore, besides being Speaker of the House of Assembly, his hands were ‘full of business’ as attorney for several other absentees. According to Betsy Newton, by the late 1780s, he had ‘grown old and leaves everything to Yard’, who had ‘it all his own way’.110

   Sir John later claimed ‘he never had observed any of the deficiencies or want whenever I had come to Newton’. Perhaps this was because ‘he was always treated plentifully and sumptuously, nay elegantly and luxuriously’, drinking ‘the best Claret and Noyau’.‌111, xviii

   Jane, Sir John’s young, constantly pregnant, second wife (and cousin) discouraged him from taking any trouble over the estates for two reasons: the effect on his worsening health and to keep him away from the ‘debauchery’. It has been suggested the ‘luxurious’ hospitality Sir John received from Yard included sex with enslaved women.

   The underlying tensions came to a head one day in 1794 when ‘some of the female part of’ Sir John’s family caught Yard with Dolly. They ‘either surprized the two Lovers in the fact itself – or heard such indisputable proofs of it from the next chamber as put it out of doubt.’ Sir John – clearly under marching orders from his unforgiving female relations – gave Yard ‘a severe reprimand on the impropriety of such behaviour’ and ‘the detriment it might be to the Estate’.112

   Yard now turned vindictively on the family he had favoured for years. He sent the women out of the house into the fields, even though they were likely ‘to do nothing, a mockery of punishment’. Doll, though deemed too old for fieldwork, was replaced as plantation midwife. Betsy’s son John Scott lost the opportunity of becoming an apprentice carpenter.

   The fall from grace meant the family lost access to the plantation stores. Undeterred, Billy Thomas and a white bookkeeper, Patrick Paine, encouraged Betsy’s brother Hylas to steal Yard’s key. When Yard found out, Hylas was hanged. Though Yard’s successor claimed Hylas had been ‘upon the fullest evidence condemned’, Betsy’s version, that there was no trial, and Yard ordered the execution ‘under a pretence that Sir John had desired it’, is more convincing. It was not a decision taken lightly. Hylas was ‘a cooper, a valuable man’, worth as much as £100 to Sarah and Elizabeth; they would receive only £25 compensation from the Barbados government following his execution.

   Yard may have hanged Hylas to protect Billy, who had not been ‘detected amongst the Stealers of the sugar’ and could have been convicted only on Hylas’s testimony. He now sold his favourite to Dutch Demerara for £60, placing him beyond British jurisdiction. There was some relief amongst the family, according to a later manager, because Billy could easily have incriminated the rest, but more likely due to their love for their ‘near relation’. Still, they were ‘all up in arms against Mr Yard for his severity against Hylas’ – none more so than Betsy – putting Yard ‘in fear of his Life’.

   Doll and Betsy appealed to Sir John to intervene, but his plea ‘not to ill use the women’ only incensed Yard further. Betsy was clapped in irons and separated from her young son. Without his mother’s milk, he died. Distraught, Betsy went again to Sir John to complain, but this time Lady Alleyne refused her admittance.

   This was the last straw for Betsy. She fled the plantation, leaving her four young children behind, just as her grandmother Mary Hylas had been forced to do over forty years earlier. Betsy was at large in Barbados for several months, perhaps sheltered by friends or relations on other plantations, or lost in Bridgetown’s crowds. Yard threatened ‘if he could catch her to put her in Irons and many other severities’.

   The conflict seriously curtailed Sarah and Elizabeth’s profits; Newton made under £500 in 1794, less than a quarter of the usual income. Later managers at Newton were adamant this was down to the Hylas family, who were ‘absolutely a nuisance in the field and set the worse example to the rest of the Negroes.’ They had ‘great influence with the slaves and if I compel them to labour tis unknown how far they may carry their resentment … they have it in their power to injure the property many thousands without us knowing the principals’.

   Lady Sarah Holte died suddenly on 1 April 1794, aged seventy. Elizabeth, who had been by Sarah’s side at Aston Hall when the end came, ‘seemed very much distressed by her sister’s death’.113 She erected a monument to her and Sir Lister, sculpted by Richard Westmacott the elder, at St Peter and St Paul church, a stone’s throw from Aston Hall, ‘as a memorial of his virtues, and in compliance with the wishes of his Widow.’

   When the news reached Barbados that summer, Sir John Gay Alleyne expressed his ‘grief and surprise at the melancholy and unexpected … mournful’ event; ‘from the cheerful style in which she concluded the last epistle I was favoured with at her hands, I could not draw the least presages’. He sent his ‘tenderest condolence to her afflicted sister on her loss, which considering the infirm state of her own health, must be an irreparable one.’114

   Sarah had left her half of Newton and Seawells and the people living there to Elizabeth. The fate of Betsy and her family now hung in the balance. Betsy knew the seventy-five-year-old Elizabeth Newton was ill, so unlikely to live long, and had no children. Lady Alleyne had taunted her: ‘Your mistress will give you all away to Strangers, and what should Sir John trouble himself about it for – If I was to be your mistress I should know what to do with you.’ With these words ringing in her ears, she decided to risk a journey to England ‘in hopes of procuring an order from Mrs Newton’ – she meant Elizabeth, it was common for unmarried women of a certain age and rank to be called Mrs, pronounced mistress – ‘to release her children’, before she died.115

   Betsy left the island in January 1795, heading for the closest British-occupied island, St Vincent, a hundred miles to the west and long a destination for people fleeing Barbados.116 The usual dangers of such a journey were heightened by the fact Britain was at war with Revolutionary France, a conflict also playing out in the Caribbean. War broke out in St Vincent in March; Betsy ‘took shelter’ on a ship headed for England. She may have convinced the captain she was free, purchasing her passage with money saved by the family from their market trading; or paid a bribe, while admitting her true situation.117

   When she arrived in London, Betsy was received warmly by ‘the great Barbados planters’, who, the Newtons’ second cousin, John Lane, snidely remarked, ‘are taken in by [her] and have been taking care of her to let her laugh at them. They have been giving her flannel and the Lord knows what.’118 Lane did not say who had harboured Betsy. Amongst the most prominent Barbadian families at the time were the Lascelles, Earls of Harewood; the Estwicks – Samuel Estwick was an MP and agent for Barbados from 1778; and the Brathwaites – John Brathwaite succeeded Estwick as agent in 1792. It is possible Betsy contacted the Blackman or Daniel families who had sold Newton sugar for decades; or the Bromes, who owned Hannay’s in St Lucy (Elizabeth Alleyne Newton’s grandmother, who had owned Seawells, was a Hannay).119

   After Sarah’s death John Lane volunteered to help Elizabeth with her affairs and wrote to Sir John Gay Alleyne, who ‘readily accepting a continuance of the trust which I was honoured with by the two worthy ladies’, agreed to continue as the family’s attorney on the island.120 Elizabeth ‘hardly had spirits to undertake’ the task of making a will. She rallied only when reminded that ‘if she should die intestate the whole of the real estate would be claimed by Mrs [Catherine] Newton’s son’ – ‘that nasty little bastard’.

   Elizabeth knew who Sarah thought should inherit the Derbyshire estate and accordingly left it to Reverend John Arden, their first cousin once removed. She also followed Sarah’s advice to compensate Sir John Gay Alleyne’s nephew, Edward Bouverie, who had lost a chance of a Barbados inheritance on his uncle’s second marriage; he received £2,000. She was less sure who should inherit the Staffordshire and Barbados estates, but eventually decided they would go to John Lane and his brother Thomas. Nearer relatives were unhappy the Lane brothers inherited so much, but after helping with the Chancery Court case over Sir Lister’s will and John Newton’s divorce, John Lane in particular was ‘the friend and relation in whom both Lady Holte and Mrs N had ever put the greatest confidence’. Elizabeth died less than nine months after Sarah, on 24 December 1794, leaving monetary legacies totalling £23,500 to friends and family.121

   The Lane brothers decided to divide the property, with John taking Seawells and Thomas taking Newton.122 It was therefore to Thomas Lane that Betsy made her appeal. By this time, she had a new baby girl.123 She didn’t know how her four children in Barbados were faring, and desperately wanted to return to them. They were, she avowed, ‘all free born and living at Newtons’, but were ‘seized as slaves during the life of Mrs Newton by her agent Mr Yard.’ She ‘pleaded strongly for her liberty, with her little girl in her arms’. She dared not return to Barbados without a certificate of freedom, ‘for Yard would certainly kill her’. Thomas Lane conceded Betsy was free ‘by setting foot on English ground’. He offered to send her back to Barbados, but ignored her plea for formal manumission.

   So, Betsy’s children remained enslaved. By 1796, her twelve-year-old son John Scott was apprenticed to a mason; Betsey Ann and Maria, ten and eight, were employed in picking grass and Nanny Doll, aged five, as yet did ‘nothing’. Betsy stayed in England, marrying a Mr Miler and continuing to write to her family in Barbados. In 1801, having heard her children had been ‘very severely treated’, she tried again, asking Thomas Lane for ‘a certificate of her own freedom and an order upon his agent for the release of her children’, to no avail. In 1819, her daughter Betsey Ann wrote to Betsy, by now married to a Mr Betts, asking her to intercede with Lane again to obtain freedom ‘for all their family’, but Betsy could not afford to pay the required manumission fees.124

   When the Lanes heard about the Hylas clan saga, they replaced Yard immediately, and wanted the whole family sold off the island. Instead, new overseer Sampson Wood attempted to make peace. He brought the women back into the house, appointing Dolly’s sister Jenny as his housekeeper. But when Doll asked Wood to send Jenny’s sons, Robert and William Henry, to school, he refused, fearing that ‘to bestow on them the powers of reading and writing, it is of little good, and very frequently produces of mischief.’

   Nonetheless, the Hylas clan continued to be granted unusual privileges, receiving specialist medical treatment and ‘handsome’ funerals.125 Several female family members gained their freedom well before enslavement ended, usually with the help of white men they were in sexual relationships with.126 Mary Ann Saer’s son, carpenter John Thomas, ‘a very good looking and apparently well informed man’, managed to escape to England like his cousin Betsy, this time via Grenada. Sampson Wood characterised the family as ‘a set of disaffected people and conceive they should have been long ago manumitted’ – a feeling perhaps based on that 1768 judgment in an English court that their ancestor, Mary Hylas, was a free woman.127

   Newton and Seawells remained in the Lane family into the twentieth century. They sold Newton for £40,000 in 1921; sugar cultivation continued there until at least 1982. The burial ground now belongs to the Barbados Museum and Historical Society. When Barbados became a republic in 2021, plans were announced to build an African-inspired memorial on the site, featuring 570 timber columns – one for each person buried there – accompanied by a museum and research institute. The government commissioned the design from David Adjaye, the prominent Ghanaian-British architect behind the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington DC. Seawells, purchased by the Barbadian government in 1937, now forms part of Grantley Adams International Airport.‌128, xix A ruined industrial building with a tall chimney is still visible from the runway. Sarah’s home, Aston Hall, is now a museum, dwarfed by the adjacent Aston Villa football stadium. Her dressing room has been reinterpreted in collaboration with local young people of colour as a Black teenage girl’s room, featuring Kente cloth, a bottle of cocoa butter and a hot comb. A recorded poem plays when visitors enter:

   
Hello Sarah Newton

Aka Lady Holte

But you are no lady, just a lady at fault …

I am here to confront your participation in the Atlantic Slave trade

Let you hear about the privilege you have gained from Black people’s pain

Here I am a Black woman taking up space in your own place

I may have not been alive to put you in your place

But I am here now on behalf of my race …129



   Over a million tourists fly into Barbados each year, often oblivious to the history beneath their feet.130 Likewise, the 40,000 fans who attend most Aston Villa home matches, some sitting in the Holte End stand, have no conception of the link to Barbados. One of Villa’s most famous fans was the locally born poet Benjamin Zephaniah, son of Barbadian post office manager Oswald Springer and Jamaican nurse Lenive Faleta (Valerie) Honeyghan. For him, going to Villa Park was ‘like going to Church … it’s the place where I worship … nothing beats standing in the Holte End singing our hearts out’. Zephaniah married his second wife, Qian Zheng, at Aston Hall in 2017. After he died in December 2023, his Ode to Villa was played on the stadium’s big screens ahead of an FA Cup match against Arsenal.131 Yet, just as the first bones were found a mere two centimetres beneath the soil at Newton, we need only scratch the surface of seemingly English places like Aston Hall museum and Aston Villa Football Club to find connections not only to Barbados but to the transatlantic, intertwined lives of women like Sarah Newton, Mary Hylas and Betsy Newton.

   We often think of enslavement in binary terms: Black or white; enslaved or free. Yet the lives of Mary Hylas and her descendants on Newton plantation show it was not that simple. Leveraging their intimacies with their enslavers, they were able to obtain certain privileges, and even grasp freedom. With a white father and grandfather, four of Mary Ann Saer’s children were described by a later manager as being ‘as white as himself’. The white men in their story, however, were bookkeepers or overseers. What became of children fathered by plantation owners? Could their daughters, despite their skin colour, become heiresses?

   
    
     	v British consumers remain addicted to sugar to this day, consuming over three times the amount recommended by NHS guidelines. Diabetes Research and Wellness Foundation, ‘Most People’: https://www.drwf.org.uk/news-and-events/news/report-on-diet-finds-most-people-in-the-uk-are-consuming-almost-3-times-the-recommended-daily-sugar-intake/.


     	vi This unrefined brown sugar was used for sixty per cent of transactions in Barbados by 1648. Menard, Sweet Negotiations, p. 17.


     	vii The word manumit comes from the Latin manus (hand) and mittere (to send), literally to send out of the hands of; similarly emancipate comes from ‘e’- out of, manus and capere – to take.


     	viii These were more honorary than active positions; the militia would be deployed only in the event of an invasion or uprising.


     	ix Before Edward Jenner discovered cowpox vaccination gave immunity to smallpox in 1796, the disease killed some 400,000 Europeans a year, including monarchs Mary II, Louis XV and Emperor Joseph II. It had also proved one of the Europeans’ most potent weapons in colonising the Americas: alongside other common viruses such as measles and flu, smallpox killed ninety per cent of indigenous people.


     	x In classical mythology, Hylas was a favourite companion of Hercules, kidnapped by nymphs during the voyage of the Argo.


     	xi Marriage between two Africans in Britain was not particularly unusual in the period. The earliest known examples come from St Dunstan’s and All Saints, Stepney in 1608–10. Chater, Untold Histories, pp. 204–5; Kaufmann, Black Tudors, p. 124.


     	xii Ironically, Day had no problem depriving orphaned English girls of their liberty; he acquired two, aged twelve and eleven in turn, from London’s Foundling Hospital, and unsuccessfully tried to train them to become his perfect wife. His relationship with his eventual bride, Esther Milnes, appears to have been a classic case of coercive control. Moore, How to Create the Perfect Wife.


     	xiii Acland would later reject Catherine to marry Jamaican heiress Elizabeth Fuller.


     	xiv Mount Alleyne in St James was returned to the Alleyne family.


     	xv Yaws is an infectious disease that affects the skin, bones and cartilage, causing disfiguring raspberry- or cauliflower-shaped lesions and swellings.


     	xvi ‘Buckra’ meant master/white man, derived from the Ibibio-Efik (languages spoken in modern-day Nigeria) word ‘mbakara’, originally meaning demon.


     	xvii Labourers were divided into three groups who worked on various tasks depending on their age and strength.


     	xviii A liqueur, named for an old French word meaning ‘kernel’, made of brandy flavoured with peach or other fruit kernels, giving an almond-like flavour.


     	xix Named after the Barbadian National Hero, Labour Party founder and first Prime Minister of Barbados.


    

   

  

 
  
   
    
     
      [image: Painting of Frances Dalzell. A young woman with dark hair, she is wearing a black gown and holding a fan and handkerchief.]
     

     
    
      Frances Duff, née Dalzell, probably painted in the 1750s. Sadly, she is not wearing the gold chain her mother sent her from Jamaica.
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   Frances Dalzell (1729–1778)

   Frances Dalzell, daughter of a woman born enslaved in Jamaica, became legally ‘white’ in 1738 and married into the Scottish aristocracy. Despite her African ancestry, Frances could not afford to show mercy to the people she enslaved.

   Lord Braco and his wife were most unhappy when they learnt in 1757 that their beloved youngest son, George, wanted to marry a girl from Jamaica. Their other children had already made dismal choices of partners – as far as enhancing the family’s status was concerned. George’s eldest brother had seduced his mother’s maid. His sister had leapt from a window to elope with an ageing Jacobite, soon finding herself a destitute widow living in exile with three young children.1

   True, the Jamaican girl in question, Frances Dalzell, boasted a famous General for a grandfather. The military hero had retired aged eighty-seven, the oldest serving officer in Britain, having weathered ‘eighteen campaigns under the greatest commanders in Europe’, many with the Duke of Marlborough during the War of the Spanish Succession. And the Dalzells claimed descent from the Earls of Carnwath.

   But Frances’ more immediate relations were quite another matter. Her father Gibson was merely a colonial merchant and enslaver, now being sued by the South Sea Company for embezzlement. Her mother Susanna, still living in Jamaica, was not married to her father. What’s more, Susanna had been born enslaved. Would Frances’s illegitimate birth and African ancestry prove a deal-breaker? Or would her prospects of inheriting half the riches her parents had amassed, besides a legacy from her grandfather – who could not be long for this world – conquer all?

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   How did Frances, a woman of mixed heritage, become an heiress? As we saw with the Hylas family, relationships between white men and Black or mixed-heritage women were commonplace in the Caribbean, existing on a spectrum from brutal rape to long-term cohabitation, resulting in multiple children; but always involving a coercive element or at best an extreme imbalance of power. The agent for Jamaica told the Board of Trade in June 1763 that the scarcity of white women (white men outnumbered white women on the island two to one) ‘has introduced, to a most scandalous degree, an unlawful commerce with Negro Slaves; which habit reconciles, and numbers sanctify’. Newly arrived Governor’s wife Lady Maria Nugent observed in 1802: ‘white men of all descriptions, married or single, live in a state of licentiousness with their female slaves.’2

   Satirists regularly lampooned the habit in salacious caricatures. Even Prince William Henry (later King William IV), did not escape their scrutiny. In Wouski – a print later suppressed – Gillray depicts him lying in a hammock aboard his ship, the Pegasus, embracing an attractive Black woman.xx The Prince admitted contracting gonorrhoea ‘in my pursuit of the Dames de Couleurs’ while serving in the Caribbean as a young naval officer; it was even rumoured he brought a Black woman home with him. He certainly trashed Rachel Pringle Polgreen’s Bridgetown brothel – Bullingdon Club style – during his time in Barbados.

   More pertinent to Frances Dalzell’s family story is an etching published anonymously in London in 1808 entitled Johnny Newcome in Love in the West Indies, which goes from him ‘being smitten with the charms of Mimbo Wampo a sable Venus’ on arrival, to leaving behind nine ‘hopeful young Newcomes’ when he departs from ‘Frying Pan island’, including ‘Lucretia Diana Newcome, a delicate girl much like her Mother; only that she has a great antipathy to a pipe, and cannot bear the smell of Rum’.3 Like Newcome, Frances’s grandfather, French Huguenot merchant John Augier, had at least eight daughters and three sons, all described as ‘mulattoes’ – a now offensive term derived from the Portuguese word for mule, used to denote someone with one white and one Black parent. We do not know who their mother was, or even whether they all had the same mother. Judith, Nelly and Sarah, ‘three old Negro slaves’, later manumitted and given pensions in Augier’s business partner Peter Caillard’s will, are possible candidates. Six of the Augier sisters – including Frances’s mother Susanna – would go on to have long-term sexual relationships with white men.4
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   While such families proliferated, the children rarely inherited a fortune. In fact, eighty per cent of mixed-heritage people in Jamaica were never even manumitted by their fathers. Fewer still were left any sort of legacy.5 The Augier family were fortunate in this respect. When John Augier died in 1722 his will freed and left legacies to several children.

   However, he left nothing to Frances’s mother Susanna. There was no need to emancipate her; she was already free.6 And no need to provide for her because she had another source of support: his business partner, fellow Huguenot Peter Caillard. At seventeen Susanna conceived her first child by Caillard, a daughter named Mary. He was then nearing sixty and had known Susanna from birth. Mary was born in January 1725, Peter followed in March 1726, and Susanna in May 1728. The sexual abuse may have started several years earlier; Caillard may even have purchased her freedom.7

   The English had invaded Jamaica in 1655, after their abject failure to capture the larger and richer neighbouring island of Hispaniola (now shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic) from the Spanish. Oliver Cromwell’s ‘Western Design’ had aspired to challenge Spanish dominance; Jamaica was a consolation prize.

   Unlike Barbados, Jamaica had been inhabited before European contact by indigenous Taíno, who gave the island its name, Xaymaca, meaning ‘land of wood and water’. In 1494, Christopher Columbus claimed the island for Spain, enslaving the Taíno and forcing them to dig for gold. After many died from this back-breaking toil or European diseases, the Spaniards began to import Africans, mostly from the Kingdom of Kongo and the Portuguese colony of Angola. But, finding no treasure, the Spanish neglected the island. When the English invaded in 1655, many Africans fled to join the remaining Taíno in the mountains, forming Jamaica’s earliest Maroon communities. The remaining Spaniards and Africans didn’t put up much of a fight.

   In the first forty years of English occupation, Jamaica was primarily a base for piracy against the Spaniards. Port Royal, frequented by the likes of Captains Henry Morgan and Blackbeard (Edward Teach), became known as the ‘wickedest city on earth’. New colonisers had also begun planting ginger, indigo, pimento trees (bearing berries that make allspice), cotton and coffee. Cacao (to make cocoa and chocolate) initially proved the most popular crop. But, by the early eighteenth century, Jamaica increasingly attracted men wishing to emulate Barbados’s success by cultivating sugar.8

   Caillard and Augier were in business together by 1693, making them amongst the first residents of the new town of Kingston.9 The settlement had been founded after a devastating earthquake hit nearby Port Royal in 1692, killing 2,000 people and causing two-thirds of the place to collapse into the sea. One mile long by half a mile wide, Kingston was laid out in a regular grid pattern of streets surviving downtown to this day, with wide thoroughfares making it easy to transport goods between the port and the plantations now proliferating throughout the island. Kingston grew rapidly and, by 1716, was the largest settlement in Jamaica, though Spanish Town, some twelve miles to the west, remained the official capital and administrative centre. Kingston’s boom was fuelled by its role as a major entrepôt for the transatlantic trafficking of Africans. Some 4,000 out of 6,000 captives arriving each year were re-exported; a quarter heading to New York, one-tenth to Virginia, but the majority to Spanish colonial ports: Cartagena, Havana, Portobello and Veracruz, after Britain was granted the right or asiento to do so in the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht.10 In the eye of the storm, Caillard and Augier did well for themselves; Caillard became a Member of the Assembly in 1716; and by 1718 the two men had established a plantation in St Andrew, near the source of Wagwater River.

   Peter Caillard died in May 1728, the same month Susanna gave birth to their youngest child. He left Susanna one of the most substantial legacies ever bequeathed to a mixed-heritage person in colonial Jamaica. Caillard’s personal property was valued at almost £20,000. This included 170 enslaved people.xxi As well as their Kingston home on Water Lane, Susanna inherited storehouses on Mathews Lane, two Kingston public houses, the New York Arms and the White Cross, and several properties on the high street in Spanish Town. She also became proprietor of the Wagwater plantation in St Andrew, and two cattle pens and two plots of land in St Catherine.11

   Despite Susanna’s newly inherited wealth, having the protection of a white man still brought significant advantages, whatever the personal cost. Within months of Caillard’s death, Susanna met Frances’s father, Gibson Dalzell.

   Gibson Dalzell was born in Portsmouth in 1698. He had been conceived out of wedlock, after his mother Anna Maria Gibson became ‘enamoured’ with his father, Robert, a ‘giddy and extravagant’ Captain in her father’s Regiment of Foot. When the Colonel found out, he initially tried to have Robert court martialled, before agreeing to promote him if he married Anna Maria.12 Robert Dalzell rose through the ranks, obtaining Gibson an income from fraudulent army commissions while he was still a child, then sending him to Christ Church, Oxford.13 After he graduated, Robert, now a South Sea Company director, found Gibson a lucrative job as an agent.xxii Aged twenty-two, Gibson set out for Cartagena, moving on to Cuba two months later.

   During his five years working as a factor in Cuba, Gibson received ‘several cargoes of Negroes for the use of the company’. Though today it is remembered primarily for the bursting of its economic bubble in 1720, the South Sea Company had trafficked over 30,000 captive Africans to the Spanish colonies by 1739. This was a small fraction of the dehumanising annual quota of 4,800 piezas de india – a Spanish measure whereby a healthy grown man counted as one unit, while older men, women and children were ‘worth’ less – agreed in the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht.14 However, Gibson and his fellow agents actually made more profit from selling contraband goods such as flour and woollen clothing. Some even disguised sailors as Africans on arrival in Spanish ports to conceal their main cargo.15

   Gibson’s South Sea Company career came to a dramatic end when war broke out between Britain and Spain in 1727. In June of that year Spanish officials raided his premises, seizing several Africans, over 20,000 lbs of snuff (powdered tobacco for export to Europe), and all his paperwork. Two months later Gibson was arrested and imprisoned. He managed to escape to a Franciscan convent, but was driven off the island in April 1728 by the ‘vigorous prosecution of the Governor’. He made it home to London via Kingston, Jamaica, but the Company directors refused to compensate him for losses of over £5,000.16 So Gibson returned to Kingston, hoping his main contact there, South Sea Company agent Edward Manning – a politically powerful Member of the Assembly and amongst the wealthiest men in Jamaica – would help him get back on his feet.17 Within months of arriving, he obtained a royal patent for 500 acres in Portland.18
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