Documentary sources for the slave trade: the University of Aberdeen's collections 
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The University of Aberdeen’s collections have a justified reputation for being a rich source for documentary evidence relating to the transatlantic slave trade, the abolitionist movement and plantation slavery. The geographical range of the holdings is considerable – from the southern states of America to the former British colonies of Jamaica, Tobago, St Kitts, Saint Vincent and Dominica in the Caribbean. Their chronological spread is equally impressive, charting as they do slave practice from the early-1700s, through the apprenticeship years of the 1830s and on into the post-abolition era. Some of these collections are well known amongst scholars in the field, some less. Others have only recently been deposited with the Archives and so have yet to be brought to the attention of the academic community. 
Where they have been used as primary sources it has largely been by historians looking for evidence of the economic compulsion behind the perpetuation of the institution of slavery. But the personal testimony contained in the collections has, perhaps, been viewed in historiographical terms as being of lower value. However this evidence can be of comparable significance and the collections contain much for the historian of cultures, medicine, society, ideas and literature. There are truly multiple readings.

This paper looks in turn at three traditional subject areas when considering the transatlantic slave trade – plantation slavery, the abolitionist movement, and the apprenticeship system - with reference to key manuscripts from the collections and through the voices of those who participated in or experienced them; to hear the ‘testimony’, so to speak, of plantation owners, overseers, lawyers, and - though largely filtered through European intermediaries – some of the enslaved people.
The University of Aberdeen was founded in 1495 making it the fifth oldest university in the English-speaking world – one of that élite band of ‘ancients’ which have experienced fully the period from the Renaissance, through the Enlightenment, industrialisation and into the modern era.
This antiquity is reflected in the archives it holds which include a fine collection of medieval and early modern manuscripts, as well as outstanding 17th to 19th century collections relating to science, medicine, Scottish enlightenment philosophy, and Jacobitism. As the main repository for archival collections for the northern half of Scotland the University has also acquired an unrivalled collection of written material relating to the history and culture of the North-East of Scotland. These diverse collections include the records of families, estates, churches, institutions and businesses, as well as the literary, academic and antiquarian papers of individuals. These papers touch on almost every field of human knowledge and endeavour, and constitute a rich record of the intellectual history of the University, Scotland, Europe and the world, as well as charting the pioneering lives of Aberdeen graduates across the globe as explorers, scholars and entrepreneurs.

And it is by listening to the voices of some the individuals in these collections that local or personal narratives of events can be found. Always in mind, however, are questions as to the reliability of these opinions. How authentic are they? How self-conscious are they? And crucially, what audiences are they addressing?
Aberdeen and the North-East’s involvement in the transatlantic slave trade was extensive and reflected a pattern familiar elsewhere. Many of the area’s prominent rural landowners profited from long-established economic ties with the Caribbean and southern states of America, both as businessmen engaged in the triangular traffic and as plantation owners, directly involved in sugar production. Networks of patronage, trade and politics emerged and were consolidated over the period under examination.
The types of records that survive reflect these myriad interests and include correspondence, accounts, bills, vouchers, slave lists, inventories, journals, treatises, and reports. All survive, to varying degrees, amongst the papers of over a dozen collections. 

Prominent amongst the families whose papers document their participation are the Earls of Fife, the Gordons of Buthlaw and Cairness, the Grants of Monymusk, the Leslies of Warthill, and the Shand Family of the Burn, near Fettercairn. All profited from the trade, and many publicly demonstrated the wealth they had amassed through grand architectural statements – none more so than at Cairness where the house, interiors and gardens were lavishly re-designed in the 1790s by the celebrated architect James Playfair and, after his premature death, completed by Sir John Sloane. The majority were absentee proprietors who, having established their trade interests, repaired to Scotland and managed those interests at a distance. They were therefore reliant on a cast of professionals - doctors, attorneys, managers and agents – to ensure that the profit they enjoyed continued to flow back to Scotland.
The papers of one professional group survive in great numbers in the archive; those of doctors, a result, perhaps, of their tendency to maintain case notes and journals in the execution of their medical duties. The journal of one such individual is held by the University, providing an invaluable personal account of daily life in Dominica over a ten-month period between 1789 and 1790. 

Jonathan Troup was born in Aberdeen around 1764, graduated AM in 1786 from Marischal College, and embarked on a career as a medical practitioner. In 1788 he accepted employment as a doctor based in the Dominican medical practice of a fellow Aberdonian medic, a Dr Fillan, possibly with the ambition shared by many of his peers, namely to make sufficient money from a spell in the Indies to enable him to establish a practice and social position upon his return to his native country.
His intimate journal chronicles first his eventful voyage to the Caribbean on board the Duchess of Portland, which sailed from London in December 1788 arriving in Roseau, the capital of Dominica, in May 1789, and continues as an account of his work and life on Dominica up to April 1790. The single-volume manuscript contains an extraordinary mixture of personal, medical, geographical and cultural observations, and is peppered throughout by ink and water colour drawings of the island’s people, landscapes, flora and fauna. It presents Troup as a literate and intellectually curious individual. He immersed himself fully in island life, exchanging books and engaging in lively discussions with the many foreign nationals on the island. He set down poetic verses, made note of the latest literary and philosophical opinions from Europe, as well as acute observations on the natural history and meteorology of the area. It is an immediate, if haphazardly sketched, account of his life there, suggestive of a private record and not one that was for further dissemination or subsequent publication.
As a doctor attached to a thriving practice, he attended the black and white populations of some twenty-four estates as well as ministering to sick inmates in the island’s prison. It is in the course of this work that he describes in frank and vivid detail incidents involving the treatment of enslaved individuals by their owners: of men in slave hospitals reminiscent of carcasses on a butcher’s table; of the indiscriminate fathering of children with African women; of the horrendous catalogue of injuries suffered by plantation workers; of endemic dysentery, diarrhoea, worms and gonorrhoea, the latter condition he himself contracted within one month of arriving. He also, unintentionally, produces a fascinating anthropological record of African and Creole life on the island. In broadly objective tones he notes music, dance steps, feast days, superstitions, dress and language.
Seldom though is a black voice heard. A notable exception is the poignant account of a young enslaved boy, Ingelo, to whom Troup evidently warmed after treating him, apparently successfully, for ‘dancing sickness’. Ingelo’s story charts his abduction, along with nineteen other Africans, who were promised for sale to ‘African traders’ by their king, identified only as George. Troup relates that George reneged on whatever agreement he had made and, as a consequence, the twenty were removed as booty, first to Liverpool then to the Caribbean, before being returned to Africa for negotiations to be resumed. These failed again and the original consignment of enslaved Africans made another journey to Europe before arriving in Dominica and being placed on the island’s Bath Estate to assist with the season’s crop, while attorneys decided on the lawfulness of their being sold locally. The following extract from Troup eloquently expresses their pitiful existence, emotional poverty and bleak prospects:

“After they were inoculate[d] they fall off [sick] much with […] diarrhoea, eating of earth and one died. Ingelo now appears one of the smarter of the boys. But their falling off depends more on their being made slaves than want of sugar cane in season. For the Captain promised to be back after four months and carry them home to [their] Parents. This he has not done and they are very sensible of it.” 

This rather inelegantly articulated account of a young boy’s harrowing journey back and forth across the Atlantic encapsulates some of the many complexities of the trade, not least the question of the degree of local African complicity in the trade in people.

Troup also sheds an interesting light on inter-racial relationships and the accepted social hierarchy and relative status of the Creole and black African. Alongside a pen and ink illustration of a woman scattering corn to a hen, he notes:
“Mullatoe woman in morning dress. They are slaves too most of them – taken as housekeepers. Make shirts. Are very prolific at times when she is chaste if not many abortions are consequence – they are very cruel to the blacks from whence they spring.  [As] a mistress they delight in whipping the negroes. […] They are remarkably fond of Dancing, particularly minuets […] Also fond of all dress, particularly of red, yellow and green.” 

Another Creole, this time mentioned by name, is a male accoucheur, or midwife, called Joseph who he relates as having been: 

“brought up in France from a very early period and had studied at Paris and Montpellier and other capital places where he had learned Anatomy and surgery and midwifery – he is to give me a history of a negro woman’s delivery at Mr Gemmil’s.” 

The last statement refers to Joseph having successfully delivered quadruplets. Though in no way a typical experience, Joseph’s European education, probably during the period of French control of the island, was recorded with admiration by Troup who wrote in glowing terms of his professional accomplishment. 

R. B. Sheridan has rightly recognised the journal as an extraordinary source for African medical practice. 
 But it is also a rare personal view of slave society, nascent island culture and inter-racial relations, as noted by Claire Swan in her recent excellent review of the manuscript in Scottish Archives, the journal of the Scottish Records Association. 
 
Once plantations were successfully established, responsibility for the day-to-day management of estates was given over to a plantation manager. One such individual was John Ross of Arnage, whose papers survive in the University. 
 The papers are of considerable interest, cover the period 1775 to Ross’s death in 1787, and have yet to be properly reviewed. Ross was a plantation factor in St Augustine in East Florida at a fascinating period in Floridian history, during which time he managed a number of indigo estates, including one owned by the formidable governor royal of Florida, Patrick Tonyn. He also purchased plots of land of his own, became a member of parliament for East Florida, before being exiled following the loss of Florida to Spain in 1783.
The papers, though small in number, are rich and varied. They provide a number of personal, though fleeting, perspectives on the American War of Independence, which are detailed in correspondence with his father who resided at the family home at Ellon, north of Aberdeen. In 1776, he talks of the “civil war raging to the north” and later, in 1782, he describes his terror as Spanish troops close in on Augustine.  The papers also include early sketches and descriptions of plots for sale along the Nassau River. Little reference is made to enslaved individuals though until a letter to his father:
“I wrote to you that I intended purchasing a Negro woman and her children from Mr Elliot [his employer], which I have accordingly done. I wonder you should suspect me of any other connexion with such a wench than that of having got some children by her. I am not yet old enough for dotage, although my head and beard are become pretty gray.” 

Although his father’s letters have not survived it seems reasonable to presume his father had expressed concerns as to Ross’s intentions regarding the woman and his children. Ross continues, requesting an advance if that did not “pinch him”: 

“Not because I would choose, if it were in my power, either the mother or children their freedome at present – but only because I would wish to have that in my power as soon as possible, for fear of accidents. I mean to myself.” 

His earlier dismissive comments can be read in terms of the power dynamic of male owner and enslaved female, in which casual sexual relations with non-whites were considered routine and without consequence. Ross’s subsequent comments, however, hint at a concern for their long-term welfare. It is not until Ross dies and we look at his testate papers that we find that he had indeed acquired articles of manumission and secured their freedom, four years later, in 1782.
In the mid to late-1700s, the majority of middle-class Scots, if not untroubled by the transatlantic slave trade, accepted it as a legitimate price to pay for domestic economic prosperity and viewed it is a fundamental component of the emerging concept of the British Empire. Those with more direct business interests were unequivocal in their opposition to attempts to abolish slavery. The following extract from a letter by James Duff, second Earl Fife, to a fellow peer in response to Wilberforce’s attempts to pass an emancipation bill in 1804, neatly captures their position:

“I have never had but one opinion […] I always thought the slaves meliorated by their situation, that we had no right to interfere unjustly with the property of your Lordship and others and that you had as much humanity as Mr Wilberforce or me … [it] is the worst to try so dangerous an experiment.” 

The bill was successfully obstructed by the House of Lords and the West India interest in 1804 and 1805 before being finally passed in 1807.

Aberdeen’s role in the abolitionist movement has been thoroughly documented 
 and it was, in many ways, typical of other small urban cities in Britain at the time. What distinguishes it though was the robust intellectual challenge to slavery lead by Marischal College’s professor of natural philosophy and logic, James Beattie.
Beattie was a poet as well as philosopher and was a founding member of the Aberdeen Philosophical Society, along with other key Aberdeen Enlightenment figures, Thomas Reid, John Gregory, George Campbell and David Skene. But he was also an early and highly eloquent opponent of the institution of slavery and was greatly respected by James Ramsay, a King’s College graduate and lifelong friend, as well as by Wilberforce, Clarkson and other luminaries within the movement. 
For almost forty years Beattie taught at the college, influencing hundreds of students and leaving an enduring legacy of a reasoned, humanitarian approach to the subject, as evidenced in his lecture notes, fifteen different sets of which survive in the University’s archives. These provide an insight into the evolution of Beattie’s own philosophy and the maturing of his views. Interestingly, Jonathan Troup took his degree at Marischal whilst Beattie was regent although it unclear whether he actually studied directly under him.
The persuasive power of his words shine through in his treatise, ‘On the lawfulness and expediency of Slavery, particularly that of the Negroes. Written in the year 1778’, the manuscript of which survives in the University archives alongside the bulk of his papers. He begins with a patient, reasoned argument:
“ … slavery is inconsistent with the dearest and most essential rights of man’s nature; that it is detrimental to virtue and industry; that it hardens the heart to those tender sympathies which form the most lovely part of the human character; that it involves the innocent in hopeless irretrievable misery in order to procure gratification for the authors of that misery; that it seeks to degrade into brutes those whom the Lord of heaven and earth endowed with rational souls, and created for immortality: in a word that it is utterly repugnant to every principle of reason, conscience and humanity”. 

But he punctures this with occasional, quiet fury:
“ … there is something in slavery which fills a considerate mind with horror. That a man, a rational and immortal being, should be treated on the same footing with a beast, or piece of wood, and bought and sold, and entirely subjected to the will of another man, whose equal he is by nature, and whose superior he may be in virtue and understanding; and all this for no crime, but merely because he is born in a certain country, or of certain parents, or because he differs from us in the shape of his nose, the size of his lips, of the colour of his skin: - if this be equitable, if it be excusable, if it be pardonable, it is vain to talk any longer of the eternal distinctions of right and wrong, truth and falseness, good and evil.” 

For Beattie, it is a fundamental moral question of right and wrong and no economic argument could or should be offered as a justification. He maintained that the blame lay unequivocally at the feet of Europeans: it was they whose initial inducements of liquor and guns corrupted local leading men so as to become fully complicit in the exchange of raw goods for people, and it was their greed which perpetuated and expanded the system.
After years of intense anti-slavery lobbying and pro-abolition public meetings, parliament finally voted in 1833 to end slavery throughout the British empire. With the passing of the Emancipation Act in the following year, enslaved children under the age of six were automatically freed, however, for the remaining enslaved people, an interim policy known as the Apprenticeship System, put them into ‘training’ for manumission. Non-agricultural workers were to work on for four more years whilst the majority - the field workers or praedials - were to serve a six-year apprenticeship, in effect transforming chattel slaves into serfs. And to assuage the planters, a massive compensation scheme was announced in parallel.
The three parties involved in the Apprenticeship System were the enslaved, the planters, and the magistrates. The magistrates’ role was to arbitrate in disputes between apprentices and masters, effectively to oversee emancipation. The University holds a quite invaluable window into this world through the private journal of one such magistrate, John Anderson.

Anderson was an Invernessian, who was educated in Edinburgh before accepting a posting to the island of St Vincent for, by his own admission, explicitly financial motives. As white anti-slavery agents, it might be expected that the magistrates would demonstrate impeccable, pro-emancipation, Whigg credentials. Anderson though was not in this mould and has been described by one historian as “an uninhibited racist”.
  For Anderson, emancipation was to be a controlled and limited exercise which should not extend to include any wider societal, educational or cultural reform. His confirmed views on white racial superiority reveal themselves not only in private moments when he talks of the “semibarbarous indolent nature” of the “savage”. It also permeates in his narrative of the cases on which he adjudicated, as seen in the following startling admission: 
“whenever I observed a delinquent particularly vehement in his, or her, profession of innocence … my mind almost unconsciously had formed an opposite conclusion, - even before the charge was investigated.” 

It would be wrong, however, to dismiss the journal merely as the writings of a virulent, un-reconstructed bigot. Like Troup’s, the journal contains much on custom, dress, dance, commerce, and military matters, and provides a different perspective on inter-racial relations. Unlike Troup, Anderson records his belief that the journal might be read “by such friends, as may do me the favour of glancing over these pages” 
 and this lends the text a self-conscious tone not evident in Troup’s.
Much of the focus of the commemoration of 1807 has been on the conditions under slavery and the movement to abolish the transatlantic slave trade but what of the conditions and attitudes in the Indies after the abolition of slavery itself? A startling set of documents deposited with the University in 2007 describe the conditions on a failing trio of estates on Tobago belonging to the Clunys of Gordon, where the workers’ living conditions and quality of life are recorded in bleak terms. 

The Clunys had been in ownership of the estates of Bacolet, Speyside and Trois Rivières since the mid 1700s but, a century later, a fatal combination of long-term neglect, dependence on monoculture and competition from elsewhere in the region, particularly from Cuba, had crippled the estates and rendered them a liability. In a last ditch attempt to salvage something from the properties, a young Scot, John MacKenzie, was dispatched by Colonel John Gordon of Cluny to assess the situation on the ground, to investigate suspected corruption, and to report with recommendations on possible crop diversification or else the expediency of selling the properties and leaving the Indies altogether. As well as correspondence, two very detailed reports were compiled by Mackenzie. From the extant correspondence, Mackenzie comes across as capable, determined and perceptive. He expresses genuine horror at the sorry conditions in which the former slave population persisted as well as the debauchery and licentiousness to which he states the worst of the local white population had given itself over. And yet his sympathies for the plight of an individual fail to shake his confirmed views on the worth of the black man. Ruminating on the lack of reliable labour, Mackenzie offers the following:
“I may have formed too hasty an opinion, but I think Managers themselves are much to blame for causing the scarcity of labour that is prevalent. Most of them have resided in the Island before slavery was abolished, and they are apt to comport themselves towards the negros as in the days when the whip could be laid on. Nothing irritates a negro more than to have abusive language addressed to him; and it is wonderful how he can be led by a little “soft sawdering”. Instead of […] calling them black rascals (the most offensive epithet that can be applied) […] I talk to them more civilly than to a white man.” 

But his ostensibly enlightened attitude is revealed to be no more than a patronising attempt to induce docility and hard work.
“It costs me little trouble being so; and I have already found the utility of the practice”. 

He goes on:

“In saying that labour can be commanded I must not forget the indolent disposition and irregular habits of the negro generally. […] With the exception of entertaining a higher notion of their “rights” and importance, I am inclined to think they have advanced little in civilisation since obtaining their freedom. They live in small hovels, seldom more than one room for the family. It is a rare thing to find a young man able to read; and as for any principle of honesty I really do not believe that there is a black man fit to be trusted and I have never heard a white man hold a different opinion.” 

This is, perforce, a rather superficial overview of the many archive collections held at Aberdeen for the study of slavery. It is hoped, however, that it suggests something of the potential of reviewing personal evidence in addressing key historical moments; that by making the effort to seek out personal narratives, researchers will be reminded of the human dimension in large-scale history; and that it contributes to the symposium’s aim of promoting the value of multidisciplinary discussions, bringing together historians, archivists and writers, to critically engage with archives.
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