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Introduction 5

appearing in Britain as slave-owners themselves, as autonomous actors
and as dependents. They both were legacies of slave-ownership and in
turn left legacies themselves, only a handful of which we have reflected
here. Again, the absence of discussion of free people of colour in Britain
(or indeed the colonies) as a distinct legacy of slave-ownership does not
reflect a failure to register them on our part, but rather a recognition
that our best contribution is to make our data available and to work with
historians dedicated to this subject.'®

We do not claim that the legacies of slave-ownership are the same as
the legacies of slavery. We have used slave-ownership as a lens through
which to re-examine the formation of Britain in the critical decades after
Emancipation. But slave-ownership was only one form in which slavery
came home to Britain, and the slave-owners were only one means of
transmission. The persistence of the language of slavery as the antithesis
of English freedom was one of those legacies, used by varied groups of
Britons across the nineteenth century, its meanings shifting according
to the context, as it was also linked to debates over labour, race, gen-
der and civilisation. The systemic effects of slavery on the British econ-
omy through the flow of tropical commodities into British metropolitan
consumption are not captured in our work. We are also focused on the
universe of slave-owners at the end of slavery, at a specific point in the
mid-1830s. Such slave-owners were in sitzu on 1 August 1834 (the record
date for the compensation records) as a result of processes of transfer
and transmission of ‘slave-property’ unfolding prior to that, often over a
century or more, and so there are often long continuities of ownership
of estates and the enslaved populations working on them. There are also,
however, discontinuities and our work does not capture slave-owning
families of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries who had moved out
of the slavery business by the 1830s, such as the Huguenot financier fam-
ily the Thellussons.'”

In focusing on slave-owners, we are inevitably privileging their his-
tories over the histories of the enslaved. We have committed resources
to retrieving the histories of the slave-owners — resources that might in
theory have been deployed in reconstructing the fragments that remain
of the lives of enslaved people, lives often truly lost to history. This deci-
sion on our part is not because we regard the histories of the enslaved
people as less important than those of the slave-owners, but because we
approached the project primarily as historians of the British metropole of
the mid-nineteenth century. In the course of the project, we have come
to see more clearly not only the importance but also the practical possi-
bilities of linking our work on slave-owners to the enslaved populations
on whom the system rested, and in a new phase of research we intend
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to integrate the two histories as fully as possible. It should also be clear
that we are not seeking to rehabilitate or to celebrate the slave-owners,
but to underscore through the histories of the slave-owners and their
families the continuing presence and significance of slavery in British
metropolitan society in the mid-nineteenth century and to illuminate the
afterlife of slavery following Emancipation. Because of the importance,
in our judgement, of stripping away the layers of insulation between
modern Britain and its historical involvement in slavery, and because of
the investment by the original ‘planters’ and ‘proprietors’ in resisting the
term ‘slave-owner’, we are seeking to reinstate that term in British his-
tory-writing, including in the titles of our book, of our project and of our
online Legacies of British Slave-ownership database, but we are aware
that in so doing we are running counter to the emerging preference for
the use of ‘enslaver’ as the logical counterpoint to ‘enslaved person’ or
‘enslaved people’.

The slave-owners, we are suggesting, played an important part in
the shaping of modern British society as agents, but also subjects, of
that new world. Our investigation of slave-ownership has enabled us to
rethink the notion of decline, to measure the impact West Indian pro-
prietors were able to have economically, politically and culturally in the
period after Emancipation, and to trace the continuities in the physical
and cultural fabric of Britain. Far from surviving as an archaic fragment,
with their political power demolished and their wealth undermined by
Emancipation, they were able to mobilise sufficient influence to secure
major concessions in return for their acceptance of abolition. In add-
ition to the sum of £20 million that they received in compensation for
the loss of their ‘property’ in enslaved men and women they also bene-
fited substantially from the system of ‘apprenticeship’, which meant that,
although formally free, those previously enslaved were compelled to work
on the estates of their masters for a further period of four to six years.'®
Since compensation marked the acceptance of the view that the institu-
tion of slavery had been legally and politically sanctioned by the state and
that ‘the nation’ (in this case, British taxpayers) ought to bear the cost
of the losses to slave-owners, those erstwhile slave-owners saw no reason
to assume individual guilt for the part they had played in maintaining
the institution. Once abolition was enacted they joined the chorus cele-
brating Britain’s moral superiority and castigating other, less progressive,
slave-owning nations.

Former slave-owners were active in multiple ways in the reconfiguration
of economy, state and society that took place in the 1830s and 1840s and
in which the abolition of slavery was a significant act. In abolishing chat-
tel slavery in 1833, Parliament was intervening in the rights of property
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owners on a much greater scale than previously.'” The organisation of
compensation was in itself a remarkable bureaucratic achievement, one
of the hallmarks of the rapidly expanding state. The shift from the use of
enslaved labour to diverse forms of unfree and ‘free’ labour was one of
the key changes in this period and one in which the state played a critical
part. Despite the widespread assumption that slavery was the antithesis
of freedom and that Emancipation had effected an epochal change, slav-
ery was only abolished in the British Caribbean, Mauritius and the Cape,
and it persisted elsewhere. Slavery was still being legislated against in
India in 1976.% Illegal slave-trading continued in the nineteenth century
alongside variegated forms of unfree and bonded labour that persisted
well into the twentieth century and beyond.”' The regulation of labour at
home, through the New Poor Law and the Factory Acts, and of labour
across the empire through indenture were some of the innovative prac-
tices of governments that could combine a commitment to laissez-faire
in some areas with a belief in the need to organise labour not just on a
national but also an imperial scale. While Eric Williams argued that 1833
marked a critical moment in the demise of mercantilism, the shift from
protection to free trade was by no means linear. The freedom of labour
was restricted in many ways both at home and in the empire, not least
in the regulation of masters and servants,”” and the West Indians fought
a long rearguard action against free trade in sugar, as Keith McClelland
documents.”*

Some of the slave-owners, most notably John Gladstone, had seen the
writing on the wall and had started to reorganise their estates before
1833. Gladstone’s efforts to inaugurate the use of Indian indentured
labour on his Guyanese estates had limited success in the 1820s but were
to provide one of the bases for the large-scale adoption of the system by
the 1840s.”" Some slave-owners tried to adapt to the new conditions of
labour on their plantations, as did Lord Holland and Matthew James
Higgins, for example.”” Others abandoned their engagement with the
sugar economy and moved their investments elsewhere, using the com-
pensation money to move into a variety of other enterprises from railway
construction to maritime insurance and banking, as Nicholas Draper
shows.”* The decline of British proprietorship in the West Indies was thus
a neglected aspect of the shift from land to commerce and industry that
was a feature of this period. Few slave-owners moved directly into manu-
facture for their interests had long been in land and commerce.

After 1833 the West Indians abandoned the identity of slave=owner
and sought to ensure their place in the reconfiguration of the ruling elite
that was part and parcel of the ‘Age of Reform’. Determinedly not part of
a residual formation in a time of realignment when emergent groupings
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were claiming dominance, they declared themselves as modern men, part
of the new ‘free’ world. Between 1828 and 1833, new rights for dissent-
ers, Catholic Emancipation, parliamentary reform, a Coercion Act for
Ireland, the abolition of slavery and new forms of government for India
together marked a historic settlement across nation and empire. A new
hegemony was established, dependent on an alliance between the landed
aristocracy and sections of the middle class, committed to an expansion
of laissez-faire and a reforming state. Government was to be by consent,
if possible, at home but reliant on force and dominion in the empire,
including Ireland. In the metropole, public opinion had an increased
weight as the power of the press increased rapidly and more meritocratic
systems of appointment began to slowly displace the patronage that
had operated for generations. Slave-owners and their descendants were
more likely to be Tories than Whigs but they belonged to the elite that
effected these changes and (sometimes) benefited from them. William
Gladstone and Henry Goulburn in the House of Commons, Charles
Trevelyan in the expanding colonial and civil service, Cardinal Manning
in the resurgent Catholic Church, and Captain Frederick Marryat and
Charles Kingsley, authors who were among the first generation to be able
to make a substantial income from writing, were just some of the many
former slave-owners or their descendants who established themselves as
influential men in the reconfigured public world.

The abolition of slavery meant a shift in the balance of empire. The
British West Indies, especially Jamaica, once the jewel in the crown,
became increasingly defined as problematic and unproductive. Attention
shifted to India and the East and to the new colonies of white settle-
ment. Younger sons who had headed for the Caribbean now found their
opportunities in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and South Africa.
Henry Kingsley abandoned his family’s long-term interest in Barbados
and chose New South Wales for his (unsuccessful) colonial careering.
Compensation money, or people connected with compensation, moved
into new ventures such as the Australian Agricultural Company and the
development of South Australia and British Columbia. The Caribbean
was no longer seen as a place to make a fortune and was neglected,
side-lined in favour of more wealth-producing economies. Slavery was
something to be regretted and forgotten, best expunged in so far as was
possible from public memory.

Slave-owners and their descendants were active agents in the remak-
ing of race as a hierarchical category. Once slavery no longer fixed the
African as inferior, other legitimations for his/her subordination had to
be found. Historians, novelists and travel writers with West Indian origins
played a significant part in the debates over race in the mid-nineteenth
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century and the shift from the ascendancy of abolitionist humanitarian
discourse to a harsher version of stadial theory, envisioning the civilisa-
tional process as glacially slow. They used their eye-witness experience,
as Catherine Hall argues, to make claims as to the veracity of their char-
acterisations of racial difference.”’” In the process they also rewrote the
history of British involvement in colonial slavery, successfully constitut-
ing themselves as the victims of Emancipation.

sk s

In undertaking our research on slave-ownership, five definable though
overlapping sets of literature have shaped our thinking or contributed to
the intellectual context within which we have undertaken the work: the
series of controversies around the work of Eric Williams; the reflections
on the social and political formations of nineteenth-century Britain of
Cain and Hopkins and William D. Rubinstein; the ‘new imperial his-
tory’; an emerging literature on the nineteenth-century colonial state;
and work on history, family and gender.

Eric Williams’ Capitalism and Slavery included four connected argu-
ments that are critical for us: slavery was key to the Industrial Revolution;
slave-wealth was important to the social, cultural and political fabric
of eighteenth-century Britain; the West Indian slave-economy was in
decline after 1783 and possibly after 1763; and the West Indian slave-
owners were at first a progressive force within mercantilism and then
became a reactionary faction in the face of the rise of industrial capital-
ism.”* Each of these has a bearing on our work and is in turn illuminated
by that work. Each, but especially the first and the third, has attracted
sustained controversy and remains too often the subject of an unhelpful
polarisation between Anglo-American and Caribbean scholars. Our data
might offer the possibility of a commonly accepted basis of evidence for
rediscussion of some, although not all, aspects of these sometimes bitter
controversies over Williams.

At no stage did Williams argue that slavery ‘caused’ the Industrial
Revolution. ‘It must not be inferred’, he said, ‘that the triangular trade
was solely and entirely responsible for the economic development. The
growth of the internal market in England, the ploughing-in of the profits
from industry to generate still further capital and achieve a still greater
expansion, played a large part’” Furthermore, what Williams argued
was not simply that the profits of the triangular trade were reinvested in
British industry ‘where they supplied part of the huge outlay for the con-
struction of the vast plants to meet the needs of the new productive pro-
cess and the new markets.””’ In a frequently quoted line he wrote that ‘the
profits obtained provided one of the main streams of that accumulation of
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6 Transforming capital: slavery, family,
commerce and the making of the
Hibbert family

Katie Donington

Introduction

This chapter presents a case study that demonstrates the potential for
the deployment of both our empirical data and integrative conceptual
frameworks to explore the original accumulation and subsequent con-
tinuity of wealth and status from slavery. Using the research strands that
have underpinned the overall project, this chapter examines the political,
social, cultural, financial, imperial and physical legacies established by
the Hibbert family following their involvement with the slavery business.
The Hibbert family story charts the transgenerational transformation of
capital from property in commodities to property in people and finally to
investment in land, political position and cultural capital. From mercan-
tile beginnings through to colonial plantation and finally metropolitan-
land and country-house ownership, the narrative charts the movement of
capital from the instability of merchant venture into investment in trad-
itional forms of metropolitan property, thus securing for the Hibberts a
lasting position — that is still maintained today — within Britain’s aristo-
cratic elite through marriage into the Holland family.

The history of the Hibbert family during the period is one in which
the entanglement of metropole with colony is a central theme. Not only
were the family involved in the movement of goods and people across
the globe but also, more intimately, they themselves were part of a con-
tinuous ocean-borne traffic as various members supplied the person-
nel required for a successful colonial enterprise. The wealth generated
through participation in the slavery system enabled the Hibberts to
return to the imperial centre, positioning themselves within the social,
political and cultural sphere of the landed classes. The sites in which
they were located connect the various industries involved in making slav-
ery work. The geographic reach of the Hibbert business network — from
Manchester and Liverpool to Kingston and finally London — paralleled
developments within the structure of the wider slave-economy. As they
reaped the rewards of their colonial ventures and returned to England,

203
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they spread away from the metropolitan commercial centres associated
with transatlantic trade into the genteel surroundings of the countryside
of Cheshire, Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire.

Using the profits accrued from the very highest levels of mercantile
trading both in and with the West Indies, they began to exert their influ-
ence on their surroundings. They invested in property in both England
and Jamaica and set about improving, expanding and remodelling it.
They filled their houses with art, books and furniture that conformed
to the dictates of fashionable taste, allowing them to participate in the
culture of conspicuous consumption. As a dissenting family they were
debarred from formal political power, although one of their number —
George (1757-1837) — publicly adhered to the Anglican faith, enabling
him to enter Parliament. As an alternative to formal political power, they
adopted positions of civic power, becoming church trustees and school
governors and serving on the judiciary and as high sheriffs. They used
their wealth to support charities and invested in philanthropic institu-
tions, helping to create legacies that befitted their reputation and status.
The children of this generation of Hibberts would be schooled in the
best institutions in England. Their marriages would seal the family trans-
formation from merchants to gentry and even aristocracy, although for
the younger Hibbert sons the commercial world continued to provide a
living.

When the campaign to abolish the slave-trade and later slavery mobi-
lised they were at the forefront of slavery’s defence. Three generations
of members of the Hibbert firm were involved with the Society of West
India Planters and Merchants (SWIPM). They gave evidence before the
select committee in 1790, presented petitions, published pamphlets,
wrote to newspapers and gave speeches to Parliament. In this way they
helped to constitute and disseminate anti-abolition discourse. From
1790 onwards, George (1757-1837), as the most politically powerful
of the group, was an advocate of compensation. This public rhetoric
belied a private acknowledgement by the 1820s that slavery would inev-
itably come to an end. This realisation engendered a growing interest in
expanding the family’s portfolio. The Hibberts championed several early
railway schemes, although not all of them came to fruition. They also
became involved with burgeoning areas of finance capitalism and invest-
ment in both maritime and life insurance companies. At the ending of
slavery in the Caribbean, Nicholas Draper has estimated that the fam-
ily were awarded £103,000 in compensation claimed either as outright
owners of enslaved people or as creditors.’

The Hibbert family experience is not representative of all those who
claimed ownership in people. As the ILegacies of British Slave-ownership
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database demonstrates, ownership could take various forms, was of vary-
ing intensity and infiltrated a wide cross-section of metropolitan society.
Instead the Hibberts are an example of the merchant—planter elite: a fam-
ily who were able to exploit and profit from every stage of the processes
necessary for the slave-economy to work. They were able to convert their
identification as both merchants and colonial rentiers into positions of
power within the metropole. This transformation was never complete; as
with the younger sons of many of the landed gentry who did not inherit
country houses or large sums of capital, some members continued to
work for their livings. They did this through the commercial continuity
offered by involvement in the family merchant house as well as expand-
ing that interest to take advantage of new investment opportunities.

This chapter will begin by outlining the foundation of the Hibberts’
commercial interests. It will break down the establishment of their colo-
nial business empire geographically, starting in Manchester, then moving
to Jamaica and finally London. It will consider the roles of family, mar-
riage and religion in the constitution of commercial networks, giving an
impression of the various interconnections that allowed the Hibberts to
flourish. It will give details of the Hibberts’ involvement in the campaign
to secure compensation and which of them received it. It will then con-
sider their influence on the metropole by outlining some of their activities
within a series of distinct spheres: town- and country-house owner-
ship, cultural consumption, philanthropy and charity, political and civic
power, and commercial investment. It will examine the next generation
of Hibberts, the marriages they made and their subsequent positions in
society. The chapter will conclude with some thoughts on what kinds of
legacies the Hibbert family left behind and the work that has been done
to tie these legacies to the history of slave-ownership. In assembling a
survey of data related to the Hibbert family, this chapter is designed to
demonstrate some of the ways in which the profits and power accrued
from slave-based wealth infiltrated British society in complex and varied
forms, not only touching the lives of those who benefited directly from
slave-ownership but also affecting those for whom slavery appeared a
distant and disconnected phenomenon.

The Hibberts in Manchester

The Hibbert family formed part of a network of wealthy dissenting mer-
chants who spread across Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds and their rural
environs. Dissenting merchant communities were close knit; marriage,
religion and trade were intimately entwined. Up until the repeal of the
Test Acts in 1828, dissenters suffered under discriminatory legislation.
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Barred from political and educational institutions that might have fostered
ambitions towards power, individuals from the dissenting community
found different ways of securing status. Commerce represented an alter-
native path to wealth and influence; using dissenting networks meant that
wealth circulated within the community. Dissenters fostered these links
using the twin virtues of respectability and trust to ensure the integrity
of their social and economic relationships. The Memorials of a Dissenting
Chapel tells the history of the Cross Street Chapel in Manchester. Its
‘founders and worthies” were dominated by men involved in commerce
and manufacturing. Many of the names to whom the author attributed
‘the rise of Non-Conformity in Manchester’ — the Hibberts, Touchets,
Diggles, Bayleys, Philips and Robinsons — were related to one another
through the interlocking ties of kinship and commerce.” In his discussion
of Manchester’s role in the slave-economy, Eric Williams named some
of the individuals above, although he did not outline a specific network.’
Marriage played a central role in forming these relations, with women
acting as the conduits for commerce, bringing with them important con-
nections. This was certainly the case for the Hibberts. For example, Sarah
Hibbert married Thomas Diggles of Booth Hall in 1763. The Diggles,
like the Hibberts, were involved in both the African and West Indian
trades; as Eric Williams has stated, ‘Robert Diggles, African slave trader
of Liverpool, was the son of a Manchester linen draper and the brother
of another.”” Robert was the uncle of Thomas, and was documented as a
partner in an Africa ship that delivered cotton to Liverpool in 1716.> He
was also a trustee of the Cross Street Chapel, as were three generations
of the Hibbert men.

Manchester had a key role to play in the maintenance of the slave-
economy. Finished cotton pieces were particularly in demand in the
Guinea trade, as it was known. It was one of a number of desirable com-
modities used in the slave-trade on the coast of West Africa. Raw cotton
produced by enslaved workers in both America and, more substantially,
the Caribbean was then shipped back to the port at Liverpool for pro-
cessing in Lancashire. Manchester’s proximity to Liverpool and its port
made the area into one of slavery’s hinterlands. The Hibberts ‘at one time
supplied check and imitations of Indian goods to the African Company
for the slave trade’.” As cotton manufacturers during the period of the
traditional cottage industry of the north, the Hibberts’ role involved
‘organising and financing the separate stages, procuring the raw wool,
linen or cotton, then delivering it to the cottagers’ and finally collect-
ing and warehousing the finished article ready for delivery to Liverpool
and finally shipment to Africa.” The trade required a good knowledge
of African tastes; specific colours and patterns were requested by ships’
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captains who knew the market through their experiences of trading in
Africa, with bright colours and checks particularly in demand. In a let-
ter of 1765 to the Messrs Hibbert of Manchester, the African Company
asked that greens and yellows be avoided when producing cloth for the
Africa trade.”

The Hibberts in Jamaica

In the Memorials of a Dissenting Chapel, the first Robert Hibbert (1684—
1762) was listed as a ‘linen draper’. The description of his sons — Robert
(1717-84) and Thomas (1710-80) — indicated a geographic expan-
sion of their commercial interests; ‘Robert ... was a West Indian mer-
chant, and his elder brother, Thomas, resided the greater part of his life
in Jamaica, superintending estates which the family had acquired.”” In
1734 Thomas arrived in Jamaica and like many before him he settled
in Kingston. During the eighteenth century Kingston was ‘the leading
metropolis of the British West Indies’ and ‘was inferior in population
only to Havana in the Spanish Caribbean and to Philadelphia and New
York in British North America’.! Dominated by its vast natural harbour,
Kingston was by far the most important port on the island; Burnard and
Morgan have estimated that, of the Guinea ships ‘whose disembarkation
point is known, eighty seven percent landed at Kingston’.!' Slave factors
purchased the enslaved from the ships themselves; if they were large-
scale merchants they would buy in large lots, as the ‘economies of scale
ensured that much of the slave trade was concentrated in relatively few
hands’.!” The investors would give instruction to their ship’s captains,
who then agreed a bonding contract for the local factor to sell the slaves
for no less than a premium price agreed beforehand. As Richard Pares
has explained, ‘In these cases the factor insensibly became the real pur-
chaser of the slaves: he paid the limit demanded by the owners, resold
the slaves to the planters for payment in six, nine or twelve months, and
compensated himself — indeed, made his fortune — out of the difference
between the cash price and the credit price.”"”

Thomas had several commercial partners over the years. As an indi-
cation of the scale at which Thomas was trading, in partnership with
Samuel Jackson, he acted as a factor for sixty-one ships over a ten-year
period between 1764 and 1774, selling 16,254 enslaved people.'* The
partnership was successful enough for the firm to open ‘a branch house
(Barnard & Montague) at Montego Bay’."” Trevor Burnard has argued
that the lending of money by Kingston merchants is an undervalued part
of the plantation economy.'® He has suggested that a better understand-
ing of the internal credit system in the West Indies would add a further
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dimension to the discussion about the relationship between merchants
and planters that both Richard Pares and more recently Simon D. Smith
have explored.'” Basing his estimate on the estate inventories left by mer-
cantile men of a similar standing in Kingston, he has stated that debts
owed to Thomas could well have reached up to £250,000. In evidence
given by Hercules Ross to the parliamentary select committee in 1791,
Ross spoke of ‘the late Mr. Thomas Hibbert, who had for forty or fifty
years before been the most eminent Guinea factor in Kingston, and a
most respectable character’.'®

Thomas compounded his economic influence with the acquisition of
political and civic power, acting as an assistant judge of the Grand Court
and a justice of the peace by 1751. He represented both St George and
Portland before becoming Speaker of the House of Assembly in 1756.'"
Thomas’ magnificent town house, built in 1755 and situated on Duke
Street, was the seat of the Jamaica Assembly following the temporary
move of the capital from Spanish Town to Kingston. Not content with
success as a merchant, in the early 1760s Thomas invested in a large tract
of land in the parish of what is now St Mary’s for the purposes of devel-
oping his own sugar plantation — Aqualta Vale. In later years his nephew
Robert (1750-1835) invested £ 14,501 in the dilapidated property adja-
cent to Aqualta Vale — the estate formerly owned by William Beckford
Ellis Esq.”’ The Hibberts transformed the usage of the estate, replacing
the coffee with a large cattle-breeding pen. The scale of the plantation is
indicated by the size of the workforce, which by 1825 had reached 896
enslaved people.’’ This accumulation of economic, political and social
power as well as an investment in land ownership would be repeated by
the Hibberts both at home and in the colony.

With Thomas’ success began a period in which the Hibberts, along-
side their various partners, were a major force in Kingston’s mercan-
tile trade. His brother John (1732-69) was sent to join him in 1754,
with the three eldest sons of their brother Robert (1717-84) — Thomas
(1744-1819), John (1748-70) and Robert (1750-1835) — following in
1766, 1769 and 1772. Thomas (1710-80) himself never had any legit-
imate heirs, although he fathered three daughters with a free woman
of colour, Charity Harry, whom he described euphemistically as his
‘housekeeper’ in his will.”” Thomas was not alone in this practice — a
number of the Hibbert men had ‘outside’ families. Thomas’ daugh-
ter Jane Harry”’ is the best documented of these offspring; others are
mentioned in wills and in the diaries kept by Thomas’ nephew Robert
(1750-1835).>" John (1732—69) married Janet Gordon in 1760; she was
part of a Scottish family that had become prominent within the legal
profession in Jamaica with several members acting as attorney general
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and taking seats in the House of Assembly. Their son Thomas (1761—
1807), alongside his cousins from England, would go on to inherit their
uncle Thomas’ vast wealth, his estate and his slave-factorage business.
Thomas’ nephews — Thomas (1744—-1819) and Robert (1750-1835) —
worked within the family counting house and married into the Boldero
London banking and Nembhard Jamaica planter families respectively.
This consolidated their ties within both the capital’s mercantile sphere
and the colony’s landed classes. The next generation of Hibbert men
followed the pattern set by their uncle, becoming judges and members
of the Chamber of Commerce and the House of Assembly. Involvement
in the Assembly gave the Hibberts a voice within planter-dominated
island politics, enabling them to represent both their own and the wider
mercantile interest. It afforded them access to vital information regard-
ing trade, defence, the convoy system and the mail packets, all of which
were important in giving them the edge over their less-well-connected
competitors. With success came expansion; having secured the Hibberts’
commercial houses in Jamaica, the family looked to move into the lucra-
tive sugar trade.

The Hibberts in London

London had always been important to the colonial slave-economy and
by the third quarter of the eighteenth century it had become the centre of
both finance and distribution for the sugar industry. As Richard Sheridan
noted, ‘Here was a large and growing market for sugar; an important
source of plantation supplies; a financial, exchange and shipping centre;
and the seat of imperial government.’”> With planters consigning their
sugar to the London merchant houses, the Hibberts saw an opportunity
to share in the profits that were flowing into the City of London from
the colonies. In 1770 Thomas (1710-80) wrote to his Jamaica corres-
pondent and brother-in-law Nathaniel Phillips informing him of a new
co-partnership between his nephew Thomas (1744-1819) and the
London merchants John Purrier and Thomas Horton.”* With Thomas
(1744-1819) and his brother Robert (1750-1835) already established
in Jamaica, the partnership used the relationships garnered through their
uncle’s commercial houses to move into plantation supply, sugar com-
mission and finance credit. Over the years the Hibberts’ partnerships
went through various reconfigurations including Hibbert, Purrier &
Horton (1772-81), Hibbert, Fuhr & Hibbert (1791-9), Hibbert, Fuhr
& Co. (1800-2), Hibbert, Fuhr & Purrier (1802-18), Geo. Rob. Wm
Hibbert (1804-5), Geo. Rob. Wm & Sam. Hibbert (1811-18), G. W. S.
Hibbert & Co. (1820-38) and Hibbert & Co.(1839-63).?” The personnel




image20.png
The Hibberts in London 211

was made up of trusted business associates including John Purrier, his
son John Vincent Purrier, Thomas Horton and Edward Fuhr. As with the
firm in Jamaica, close family members were the cornerstone of the mer-
chant house; brothers Thomas (1744-1819), Samuel (1752-86), George
(1757-1837) and William (1759-1844), Samuel’s son Samuel junior
(1783-1867), George’s son George junior (1796—1882) and William’s
son William Tetlow (1792-1881) all operated at different times within
the various co-partnerships.

The London firm connected the Hibberts’ interests in Manchester
and Kingston, allowing bills from Jamaica to be drawn on the London
house. In 1802 this connection seems to have dissipated somewhat with
George (1757-1837) complaining that ‘the Manchester business by their
abruptly becoming merchant importers of their own account is greatly
changed from what it was in my Father’s day and cannot be followed
up without great energies’.”® Family also played a key role outside the
co-partnership, with the Hibberts working closely with their brother-in-
law Thomas Greg (1752-1832), a member of Lloyd’s, to provide insur-
ance for their correspondents. Thomas’ nephew Robert Greg wrote of
his uncle that

by sundry letters he appears to have started on his own account as Insurance
Broker, & Underwriter in 1772. He commenced with many good connections,
his Father’s House of Thos & John Greg of Belfast, Robt & Nath’l Hyde of
Manchester, & Philips, Hibberts & others ... The Business was first carried out in
Lloyds Coffee House, then Old Bethlehem Broad St, & finally Warnford Court,
Threadneedle Street.””

The Philips were connected to the Hibberts through marriage, the
bonds of matrimony and kin providing a steady commerce between
the families. The stability of the firm was one of its main strengths and
undoubtedly influenced the calibre of its correspondents, who were
drawn from the elite of Jamaica’s plantocracy and included both Simon
Taylor and John Tharp. By 1823 the scale of the Hibberts’ sugar trading
was vast; George (1757-1837) claimed that the family had concerns in
1,600 hogsheads brought into the Port of London that year.”

Merchant houses involved in transatlantic trade had to be prepared to
fulfil a number of functions for their clients. They arranged for the ship-
ping, insurance, warehousing, porterage, lighter wharfage and distribu-
tion of their goods — all of which they took a healthy commission from.
Their expert knowledge of the London sugar markets was deployed to
get the best value for their customers, which sometimes meant hold-
ing onto the sugar until it could achieve a better price. They acted as
financiers, offering their correspondents credit, paying their debts and
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dispensing allowances to their family members on their accounts. They
sourced plantation supplies from ‘Negro clothes’ to soap, candles and
cooking utensils. They provided journals, ledgers and paper for book-
keeping on the estates. They sourced pepper, cinnamon, mustard and
cloves to flavour their correspondents’ food, and wine, madeira, port and
brandy to wash it down with. If their correspondents sent their children
back to Britain, they sometimes acted as guardians and were involved in
arranging their schooling. They were a source of information for their
clients on a variety of topics from trade and politics to intimate fam-
ily matters. The Hibbert counting house undertook all these activities
and more.

The Hibberts eventually came to own their own ships and private quays.
As well as acting as a convenient system of transatlantic transport for the
Hibberts and their friends, this provided both themselves and their cli-
ents with a greater degree of control over the movement of produce and
afforded a greater protection against theft when the vessels arrived in the
Port of London. In evidence given to a select committee in 1823, George
(1757-1837) stated that he had personally owned or held a part share in
eight ships in the West India trade.’’ The Hibberts’ ships were famed for
the quality of their captains, a number of whom were Brethren of Trinity
House. The speed of their ships was also noted — the vessel Hibberts broke
a record in 1785 by sailing from the Downs to Port Royal in thirty-
five to thirty-eight days.”” In 1793 George became involved in the plan
to build closed docks for the West India trade. The West India Docks
were constructed on the Isle of Dogs and opened for business in 1802.
George stated that he had invested £2,000 and acted as chairman of the
West India Dock Company eight times between 1799 and 1815."" Two
more Hibberts — Thomas and Robert — were also listed as investors. The
West India Dock Act of 1799 made it compulsory for ships in the West
India trade to use the new facilities. The government awarded compen-
sation to those affected by the Act, including the Hibberts, who owned
Wiggan’s Quay. The Hibberts received £33,408 in compensation.’’ On
top of this lump sum of capital, as both an investor in and director of the
company, George was paid dividends and could exert a degree of control
over the practical running of the docks; for example, he and the Court of
Directors were able to set the rates for using the dock facilities.

Like the Hibberts in Jamaica, this new generation of London-based
Hibberts sought to build on their economic position with political and
civic representation. George (1757-1837) was the most powerful of the
Hibberts in the metropole. He was the younger brother of the three
Manchester Hibberts who had been sent to work for their uncle Thomas
(1710-80) in Jamaica. He arrived in L.ondon in 1781 and took his place




image22.png
The Hibberts and compensation 213

as a junior member of the firm Hibbert, Purrier and Horton. By 1782
his name had begun to appear in the minute book of the SWIPM. This
organisation was the centre of the West India interest in London and
was attended by the elite of planter and merchant circles. The SWIPM
was effectively a lobby group; it formulated the interests’ position on
matters affecting trade such as freight rates, duties, the organisation of
convoys, the timing of the mail packets and later in defence of the slave-
trade and slavery. George was a regular attendee, as were his brothers
Thomas (1744-1819), Robert (1750-1835) and William (1760—1844),
and later his nephews Samuel junior (1783-1867) and William Tetlow
(1792-1881), and his sons Nathaniel (1794-1865) and George junior
(1796-1882).

The SWIPM was dominated by planters and merchants connected
to Jamaica, and given the Hibberts’ predominance there George rapidly
became a useful and active member of the group.” By 1798 George had
begun to chair the SWIPM’s meetings, acting in place of the permanent
chair as a trusted stand-in. George’s importance to the SWIPM can be
seen in his election to various committees, particularly the slave-trade
sub-committee of which he became a member in 1792. The SWIPM
regularly sent deputations to the government to lobby on the issues
affecting the West India trade. George was routinely selected to make a
representation, so much so that it was said that ‘Mr Pitt was accustomed
to say, that “he never got so clear a view of the objects of a Deputation,
as when he saw Mr. George Hibbert at the head of it””.”° This gave him
access to privileged information and allowed him to have an influence
over important practicalities of trade such as when a convoy might leave
during times of war, or the delay of the mail packet. These were not
decisions he alone made but he together with the elite members of the
SWIPM could ensure that their interests, and those of their correspond-
ents, were best served. In 1806 he became MP for Seaford. From this
national platform he made three speeches in defence of the slave-trade
that were later published by the SWIPM, outlining the West India pos-
ition and making public calls for compensation for those planters and
merchants who would be affected by the loss of their source of labour.”’
Hibbert’s success was crowned in 1812 when he was elected Agent for
Jamaica, a position he maintained until 1830, when ill health and old age
finally necessitated his retirement from public life.

The Hibberts and compensation

George (1757-1837) first made a public argument for compensa-
tion in 1790, when alongside his brother Robert (1750-1835) he
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was called to give evidence to the select committee looking into the
slave-trade. He suggested that the £70 million invested by merchants
and planters in the plantation economy would be irredeemably lost
were the source of labour and therefore cultivation to be brought to
halt.” In a speech to Parliament in 1807 he made the case for the pay-
ment of compensation using the example of the West India Dock Act,
from which he himself had benefited. He argued that “if the spirit of
reform be consistent’ then those whose property would be interfered
with through the abolition of the slave-trade should likewise be com-
pensated.”’ Following the abolition of the slave-trade in 1807 and the
amelioration campaign, it became clear that the institution of slav-
ery would be the abolitionists’ next target. George consistently argued
that both the slave-trade and slave-ownership had been sanctioned
and legislated for by the British Parliament, leading to heavy invest-
ment in the plantation complex by both metropolitan merchants and
colonial planters. He demanded a fair and equitable settlement to end
the practice of property in people. In 1818 he wrote to Earl Bathurst,
the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, stating, ‘By [British]
Law Slaves are considered as Property, they are not distinguished from
ordinary articles of Merchandize.*” He argued that people of respect-
able position were maintained by the system of slavery; they therefore
deserved compensation for the dismantling of their economic stabil-
ity. In 1827 Robert Wilmot Horton, the colonial secretary, wrote to
George about the practicality of slave compensation, to which George
replied, ‘An Appraiser may measure a Man & ascertain his strength —
but it is impossible that he could adequately estimate the importance
of the Man in every relation to the Plantation.*' In other words, it was
the incalculable value of the system of slavery and not the actual indi-
vidual slave that should be taken into consideration when calculating
compensation.

Given the level of involvement the Hibberts had with the West India
trade, it is unsurprising they lobbied so hard for the payment of com-
pensation. The database shows that cleven Hibberts were awarded
compensation totalling £103,000: Robert (1750-1835), George
(1757-1837), William (1759-1844), Robert junior (1769-1849),
Samuel junior (1783-1867), Thomas (1788-1879), Thomas junior
(1795-1845), William Tetlow (1792-1881), George junior (1796—
1882), John Nembhard (1796-1886) and John Washington (1804—
75). Robert junior, William, his son William Tetlow, George, his son
George junior and George’s son-in-law Samuel junior were all based
in London and were involved with the merchant house. Thomas and
John Nembhard were the sons of Robert Hibbert (1750-1835) and
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Jamaica-born Letitia Nembhard. Thomas junior and John Washington
were the sons of Jamaica-born Thomas (1761-1807) and Dorothy
Mansfield. The Hibberts made claims as trustees, owners-in-fee, mort-
gagees, judgement creditors, devisees in trust and executors. Their
ownership of slaves was based both on plantation ownership and on
the complex system of credit relationships that characterised the West
India trade. George died in 1837, before the compensation process
could be completed. He did, however, recognise that he would be a
significant recipient (he received £63,000) and therefore made provi-
sions in his will: ‘My estates in Jamaica, compensation monies, stock,
leaseholds, dock, canal and other shares, and all residue of personal
est. to my Ex’ors on trust to sell.””” By the time compensation was
awarded, the Hibberts had already secured a place for themselves in
British society. The compensation money was no doubt of practical
use to the Hibberts but more than that it confirmed them in their
claims to respectability. It was an admission by the government that
George’s arguments concerning the legitimacy of property in people
were held to be true. This allowed those who had been involved with
slavery to rebuild their tarnished reputation and reinvent themselves
ready for the dawning of a new age of Victorian imperial Britain.

The Hibbert family legacies

Over the course of three generations the Hibberts had transformed
themselves from their Manchester cotton origins through their involve-
ment with colonial slavery. Their success can be traced in the types
of marital alliances they formed. The first generation married into the
dissenting mercantile families of the north, the second made matches
within the commercial and banking families of I.ondon and the plant-
ocracy in Jamaica, and by the third generation the Hibbert children
were marrying into the English aristocracy and gentry. David Hancock’s
detailed study of merchant men closely matches the Hibbert family’s
trajectory: the amassing of a commercial fortune and its subsequent
deployment to secure social status.”’ Hancock identified key activities
that were seen as vital in the process of becoming what he termed a
gentleman improver. Among these were the acquisition of land and
an attendant interest in its improvement and cultivation, public ser-
vice through political engagement, active philanthropy, the building
and renovation of country houses and gardens, and participation in
the culture of conspicuous consumption. The Hibberts enthusiastic-
ally adopted these practices, moulding themselves in the image of the
respectable metropolitan gentleman.
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At home with the Hibberts: land, property and
cultural capital

The Hibberts’ rise can be charted through their appearance in the vari-
ous London directories. Up until the 1790s they were only listed in the
commercial handbooks, but by 1796 Thomas’ (1744-1819) address at 38
Weymouth Street could be found in Boyle’s Court Guide: The Fashionable
Court Guide or Town Visiting Directory. Over the course of the next thirty
years an increasing number of Hibberts were included in this type of
publication so that by 1830 The Royal Blue Book. Fashionable Directory
Jfor 1830; containing the Town and Country Residences of the Nobility and the
Gentry listed seven Hibberts within its pages: ‘George Hibbert Esq. FRS.
FSA. FLS. 38 Portland Place’, ‘George Hibbert Esq. Junior, 4L Albany’,
‘John Hibbert Esq., 47 Great Ormond Street’, ‘Nathaniel Hibbert
Esq., 10 King’s Bench Walk, Temple’, ‘Samuel Hibbert Esq., 78 Harley
Street’, “Thomas Hibbert Esq., 16 Berkeley Street, Portman Square’ and
‘William T. Hibbert, 36 Upper Harley Street’. Clustered around cen-
tral London, these residences allowed the Hibberts access to the social,
political, cultural and economic heart of the imperial centre. The pos-
session or rent of a fashionable London property was essential for a fam-
ily like the Hibberts. Close to the City of London, Parliament and the
social entertainments of the season, their residences in the capital were
an important marker of status. The newly developed Marylebone area,
including the Portland Estate, was popular with absentee West Indian
proprietors, giving the Hibberts an instant network for social and busi-
ness calling.

Interestingly, between 1796 and 1820 George Hibbert’s main
London residence was on Clapham Common Northside. Inhabited by
the mercantile and banking classes, Clapham was also the home of the
Evangelical anti-slavery sect, known afterwards as the Saints. Its resi-
dents included William Wilberforce, Zachary Macaulay, the Thorntons
and James Stephens. Both the Hibberts and the Saints worshipped at
Holy Trinity Church, with George paying for cleven seats for the fam-
ily and their servants.'’ He was included in a list of trustees and was
involved in the establishment of a Chapel of Rest located at St Paul’s
Clapham, where his two-year-old son George was interred after his
death in 1795.

The house itself was described in detail in a sales advert of 1820."
The description captures vividly the lifestyle that the Hibberts had
grown accustomed to. The residence is described as a ‘Capacious Family
House, Pleasure-Grounds, extensive Hot-Houses, PADDOCK, and
TLAND. The land consisted of eleven acres and stretched back towards
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the Wandsworth Road. In 1795 it was recorded that ‘Mr. Hibbert is
allowed to fence in a piece of ground from the Common, opposite his
house, and to plant trees for the ornament of the Common.’** The acqui-
sition of such prime land so close to Holy Trinity Church, the worship
place of the Evangelical anti-slavery Clapham sect, certainly must have
caused George to make an impression on his neighbours. The interior
of the house was conjured up in lavish terms by the Reverend Thomas
Dibdin, who was a friend and a fellow Roxburghe Club member. In
his Bibliographical Decameron he wrote about Hibbert using the name
Honorio and stated that “The mansion of Honorio is both capacious
and richly furnished. And his Albanos, his Annibal Caraccis, Murillos,
Berghems, Bassans, and Cuyps! All these — in a Palladio-proportioned
room, some twenty-five feet in height — are the rich accompaniment of
his stained glass book-vistos, and scattered and classically-embellished
libraries.”’

The house was laden with cultural treasures, including George’s famed
library, his print and art collection and a specially painted frieze that
had been executed by Henry Howard. George’s garden at Clapham was
considered to rival Kew in the variety of specimens that could be found
growing there.’® George was not the only Hibbert to settle in Clapham;
his brother William (1759-1844) and his brother Samuel’s widow Mary
and their families also lived in the area. Thus it is possible to see the ways
in which slave-based wealth had an impact even upon the heartland of
the abolitionist movement — Clapham Common.

“The Cit’s country box’:*’ the Hibberts and country-
house ownership

Away from the bustle of L.ondon and Manchester, the Hibberts had
purchased and inherited land and estates in the surrounding country-
side, allowing them to adopt a lifestyle of country gentility. The estates
that were associated with the family over the course of the three genera-
tions discussed are as follows: Stockfield House, Birtles Hall and Hare
Hills in Cheshire; Chalfont House in Buckinghamshire; Munden House
in Hertfordshire; Bilton Grange in Warwickshire; Pains Hill in Surrey;
East Hyde in Bedfordshire; and Braywick Lodge in Berkshire. Stockfield
House was the original family home of the Hibberts, described by John
Seed as one of several ‘fine houses and small estates within the orbit of
Manchester’.” Pains Hill, a 230-acre estate, was purchased by Robert
(1750-1835); however, it only stayed in the family between 1798 and
1802. Robert sold it on to William Moffat MP, a London banker and
East India Company stockholder.”’ Robert had previously offered the
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estate to his Jamaica-born cousin Robert (1769-1849) for the sum of
£27,000, giving a rough estimate of what Moffat is likely to have paid.>
Likewise, East Hyde in Bedfordshire did not remain in the family very
long. Purchased in 1806 by Robert junior (1769-1849), the cousin to
whom the offer of Pains Hill was made, it was sold in 1833 to Levi Ames,
who had at one time been an alderman of Bristol. Birtles, Chalfont,
East Hyde and Hare Hills were all purchased by the Hibberts during
the period of slavery. Bilton Grange and Braywick Lodge were acquired
shortly after the ending of slavery. Munden was inherited by George
(1757-1837) through his wife Elizabeth Fonnereau, whose uncle Rogers
Parker had bequeathed it to her on his death in 1829. The next sec-
tion will examine three of the Hibberts’ principal properties: Chalfont,
Munden and Bilton Grange.

Thomas (1744-1819) acquired the estate of Chalfont in
Buckinghamshire in 1794. He had made a fortune through his involve-
ment first with his uncle’s slave-factorage business and second on his
own account by setting up the co-partnership Hibbert, Purrier and
Horton. Thomas had been in Jamaica between 1766 and 1780 and from
an extract in his brother Robert’s (1750-1835) diary it seems that he did
not enjoy life in the colonies; “Take a walk in the evening with my Bro. In
the back garden when he explains to me how little his present way of life
agrees with his feelings and wishes.”’ In 1780 the two brothers and their
cousin Thomas (1761-1807) each inherited from their uncle Thomas a
third part of his vast estate. Thomas (1744-1819) returned to England
the same year and set about enjoying life as an absentee. Following his
marriage to Sophia Boldero in 1784, he and his new wife lived at Upper
Grosvenor Street. After purchasing Chalfont, Thomas hired John Nash
to transform the house between 1799 and 1800. Chalfont was painted by
Thomas Girtin and J. W. M. Turner — the Turner painting was only redis-
covered in 2003 following a project by curators at the Tate to catalogue
Turner’s works.”* Chalfont’s owners Thomas and Sophia were captured
on canvas, this time by Thomas Gainsborough. While Thomas’ portrait
is now in a private collection, his wife’s was sold to Baron Alphonse de
Rothschild of Paris for 10,000 guineas in 1885.%° It now hangs in the
Neue Pinakothek in Munich.”®

Between 1800 and 1803 the Hibberts’ counting house suffered finan-
cial instability. Thomas’ brother George wrote to Simon Taylor in 1803
explaining that a ‘totally misguided attack has been made upon the
Credit of our House originating as I think in the failure of our next door
neighbour in Mincing Lane, thank God we stand though sorely pelted’.””
Interestingly, in the same letter he offered Chalfont as security on a loan
that the Hibberts had taken out with Taylor. Chalfont then was both an
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ornamental status symbol and a practical capital investment that could
be lent upon to support the Hibberts when necessary.

Thomas and his wife Sophia separated in 1796 and did not have any
children. On Thomas’ death in 1819 he left Chalfont to his brother
Robert (1750-1835). Robert in turn bequeathed it to his younger son
John Nembhard (1796—1886), his eldest son Thomas (1788—1879) hav-
ing inherited Birtles Hall in Cheshire. Robert left the staggering sum of
£250,000%" in personalty as well as his ‘Jamaica estates with slaves, stocks
etc.’. °° Both John Nembhard and his elder brother Thomas are listed in
the slave compensation registers. John Nembhard lived at Chalfont with
his wife Jane, the daughter of Sir Robert Alexander, a banker with par-
liamentary connections who acted as governor of the Bank of Ireland.
John served in the King’s Dragoon Guards as a cornet at Waterloo before
retiring at the rank of major in 1848. His diary of his experiences dur-
ing the Napoleonic Wars is kept in the collection of the First Queen’s
Dragoon Guards.*’ After John Nembhard’s death in 1886, Chalfont was
sold by his executors to Captain Berton, and by him in 1899 to Mr
John Bathurst Akroyd, and was purchased from the latter by Mr Edward
Mackay Edgar."!

Unlike the previous property, Munden in Hertfordshire was inher-
ited by George (1757-1837) through his wife Elizabeth Fonnereau’s
uncle Rogers Parker. George, like his brothers Thomas (1744-1819) and
Robert (1750-1835), was involved in the family merchant house; unlike
them he never visited Jamaica. His business and political interests kept
him attached to London and therefore he was content to wait for his wife
to inherit the property rather than buying an estate in the mode of his
brothers. The house was neither fashionable nor elegant: ‘at the time of
the death of Rogers Parker in 1828 Munden was merely an old fashioned
farm-house’.”” However, it held the potential, given the right balance of
capital investment and taste, to become a respectable family seat. It was
located at a distance from London but was not so far as to make access
to the capital difficult. Relatives by marriage of the Hibberts — the Gregs
and the Thellusons — already owned land in the arca, allowing George
to consolidate the family’s presence. In 1829 Hibbert relinquished his
property at Portland Place, ‘retired from London, and applied himself to
the improving and ornamenting his newly inherited property’.”’

The need for extensive renovation work to be carried out on Munden
necessitated George selling part of his famous and much-prized book and
print collection. George was a renowned collector; his brother Robert
wrote in 1801 of a ‘Story of George having given £5,000 for Woodhouse’s
Pictures’.”" Hibbert had major book and print sales in 1802, 1809, 1829
and 1833. Important sales of George’s collection also took place after his
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death — in 1860, 1868 and 1902.” The sale in 1829 was noteworthy in
that it ‘occupied altogether forty-two days ... There were eight thousand
seven hundred and ninety-four lots, representing about twenty thousand
volumes; and the total amount realised was twenty-one thousand seven
hundred and fifty-three pounds, nine shillings’.®® The money enabled
George to transform Munden into a resplendent Tudor Gothic man-
sion. The estate at Munden was passed down to George’s eldest son,
Nathaniel, allowing him to claim the status of country gentleman.

Following an education at Winchester, Nathaniel had been prepared
for a life of genteel sociability. Unlike his father, Nathaniel went into
the legal profession, although he occasionally attended the meetings
of the SWIPM. In 1828 he married Emily Smith, the daughter of the
renowned wit and later Canon of St Paul’s, the Rev. Sydney Smith. A
letter from the reverend to Lady Gray in 1827, telling her of the engage-
ment, betrayed a degree of reticence regarding Nathaniel’s association
with the West Indies. As Nicholas Draper has pointed out, the letter
‘characterised George Hibbert as “the Indian” rather than West Indian,
merchant: Nathaniel he described as “Mr Hibbert of the North Circuit
... a sensible high-minded young man who will eventually be well off.”>*"
Inheriting Munden would distance Nathaniel from his father’s roots in
the increasingly unacceptable world of slave-based commerce. Nathaniel
was remembered by Barbarina, the wife of Admiral Sir Francis Grey,
who wrote, ‘Mr. Hibbert was, I think, the most agreeable man I ever
met, full of cleverness and knowledge, very original in his views, and with
that rare gift of making those he talked to feel clever t00.”** On his death
Nathaniel left £9,000 in personalty. However, with Munden secured as
the family seat, alongside his well-connected marriage, his daughter was
well placed to make an excellent match.

Nathaniel’s marriage to Emily brought with it an important social net-
work; Emily’s elder sister Saba was the second wife of Sir Henry Holland.
Holland had two sons by his first wife, the eldest of whom was Henry
Thurston Holland. In 1852 Nathaniel and Emily’s daughter Elizabeth
married Sir Henry’s eldest son. Henry Thurston Holland had an illus-
trious political career and was eventually made Viscount Knutsford in
1895. Henry and Elizabeth had twin sons, Arthur and Sydney Holland,
in 1855. Elizabeth died shortly after and Henry married again, this time
to Margaret Trevelyan, the daughter of Charles Trevelyan and Hannah
More Macaulay. The granddaughters of pro-slavery George Hibbert
and abolitionist Zachary Macaulay were thus linked by marriage and
it was Margaret who would help to raise George’s great-grandchildren.
Arthur entered into the Royal Navy as an acting lieutenant but retired
upon inheriting Munden. There was a stipulation in his mother’s will
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that required him to take the additional surname of Hibbert, which he
assumed by royal licence in 1876. His twin brother Sydney inherited the
title Viscount Knutsford from their father. Sydney pursued a successful
legal career. He was also director of the English and Scottish Australian
Bank, the Electric Underground Railway Company and the London and
Lancashire Life Insurance Company. His philanthropic work earned
him the title “The Prince of Beggars’ after he wrote thousands of letters
to raise money for the London Hospital.”” Munden remains within the
Hibbert—Holland family today.

John Washington (1804-75) rented Bilton Grange in Warwickshire in
1839 and purchased it in the early 1840s. His father Thomas (1761—
1807) had purchased the two-third interest held by his cousins Thomas
(1744-1819) and Robert (1750-1835) in their uncle Thomas’ (1710—
80) plantation Aqualta Vale. Thomas’ death in 1807 occurred just three
years after John Washington was born. In his will he left each of his chil-
dren £10,000 and a further £10,000 for each son who lived to the age
of twenty-five. In 1839, aged thirty-five, John Washington married Julia
Talbot née Tichborne, the third daughter of Sir Henry Joseph Tichborne.
He completely remodelled Bilton Grange, employing Augustus Pugin to
design both the exteriors and interiors. The work was on a grand scale:
starting in 1841, it took ten years to complete and has been described
as ‘one of the other great domestic schemes of Pugin’s mature years’.
Relations between the two men were strained, with ‘frequent disputes’
breaking out between the architect and his client. Pugin’s work has been
described in detail:

Pugin greatly expanded a small eighteenth-century house, adding a new wing
that completely dominated the existing structure, and creating a sequence of new
rooms which included a galleried Great Hall with stained glass windows. There
was a dramatic staircase with carved newel posts in the form of heraldic beasts
and birds, some fine carved stone fireplaces with heraldic andirons or firedogs, a
rich array of carved and painted panelling, elaborate chandeliers and decorative
metalwork including some finely wrought keys, a Pugin speciality. A range of spe-
cially designed tiles and wallpapers featured the Hibbert initials and coat of arms.
In its diversity, Bilton Grange represented a typically extravagant and completely
coordinated Pugin interior, in his modern medieval style.”

Employing the Gothic architect Pugin may have been a result of Julia’s
connection to the Talbot family, who themselves were significant recipi-
ents of slave compensation money. Julia had previously been married to
Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Talbot and their son Bertram went on to
become the seventeenth Earl of Shrewsbury. John Talbot, the sixteenth
Earl of Shrewsbury, had hired Pugin to remodel part of his country house,
which then became known as Alton Towers. Like Talbot and Pugin, Julia




image34.png
The benevolent slave-owners? 225

was a Catholic, which may have influenced her husband’s choice. The
Gothic form and its later revival were strongly associated with English
liberties.” John Washington’s choice of an architectural style that was
closely associated with forms of English freedom is an interesting one.
Perhaps like his namesake George Washington — the slave-owning cham-
pion of American independence — he was able to reconcile slave-owner-
ship and claims to a particular — racially bounded — notion of freedom.
Or perhaps, like his namesake, he found that in relinquishing his claims
to ownership he could clothe himself in the mantle of the emancipator.

In 1866 the Hibberts sold Bilton Grange and moved to London. They
had transformed the house, which remains an English Heritage grade II
listed building. Shortly after the Hibberts’ departure, the house became
a school with pupils entering under the Rev. Walter Earle in 1887. The
school — Bilton Grange — still exists as an independent preparatory
school.

Acquiring property and land was part of the mechanism for trans-
forming a mercantile fortune into a more stable and respectable form of
wealth. Works of improvement were part of the lexicon of gentlemanly
culture; a man might talk with landed neighbours or within his club
about new innovations upon his English estate in ways that he could
no longer do with regard to his Caribbean holdings. L.and and houses
offered a sense of permanency that mercantile capital could not guar-
antee, although of course there was always the possibility that these
acquisitions might be lost. If kept and managed well, land and property
could be passed along the generations, creating a legacy of respectability
and power. The Hibberts had risen from their involvement in the slavery
business but they were shrewd enough to recognise that investment in
land ownership in England would secure for them and their successors
the position they craved within metropolitan society.

The benevolent slave-owners? Philanthropy, charity and
moral capital

These estates brought with them social, political, civic and cultural
power. They enabled the Hibberts to cultivate an identity in the trad-
itional mode of paternalistic land ownership. Not only did the family
exert their influence on the physicality of the estates they lived on by
building, remodelling and landscaping but they also became involved in
the social, moral and spiritual fabric of the area. This manifested itself
through a keen concern in the local churches, hospitals and schools as
well as support for the poor in the community through contributions
to relief funds and the establishment of almshouses. The Hibberts were
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philanthropists at both a local and a national level. While some of their
activities were intimately tied to their estate ownership; other projects
they were involved with were designed to be of benefit to the nation. The
Hibberts saw no incompatibility between their actions as philanthropists
and their activities as slave-owners. A particular form of philanthropy
was articulated by George (1757—-1837) during the slave-trade debates
of 1807. He stated that ‘the rational principle of self-love ... puts first
the centre in motion, and then extends itself in progressive circles of
beneficence to the extremities’.’” George believed that charity could and
should be extended, but only to proper objects — the deserving of the
metropole. In later years George increasingly used the discourse of ben-
evolence to publically defend slave-ownership, as can be seen from his
position in 1823 as a governor of the Society for the Conversion and
Religious Instruction and Education of the Negro Slaves in the British
West India Islands.

The Hibberts’ philanthropic activities were in part about legacy-build-
ing. The memory of the family is closely bound up with the public rep-
utation that they established as benevolent improvers. Charitable acts
confirmed the social order of things and endowed the Hibberts with a
moral authority that justified their position within society. It also pro-
vided an alternative narrative to their increasingly controversial identi-
fication with slave-ownership. Their donations were often accompanied
by memorial plaques; others resulted in streets or buildings adopting
the Hibbert name. These physical remnants of the Hibberts’ presence
remain dislocated from the history of the family’s involvement in slavery,
thus allowing a pamphlet to be printed in 2007 — the bicentenary of the
abolition of the slave-trade — that uncritically celebrated John (1811-88)
of Braywick as ‘a local philanthropist” without gesturing to the origin of
his wealth.”

Religion, almshouses and education

Religiosity was an important part of demonstrating one’s respectability.
The provision of religious instruction, places of worship and support-
ing the dissemination of the Christian faith were both an expression of
one’s personal devotion and a marker of social position. As wealthy land-
owners the Hibberts felt it their duty to ensure that adequate spiritual
sustenance was available to both themselves and those who lived on or
close to their properties. This was a lesson that had been learnt through
the generations, with successive Hibbert men acting as trustees for the
Cross Street Chapel in Manchester. In 1840 Thomas (1788-1879) of
Birtles Hall built the private chapel of St Catherine’s Church in Over
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Alderley, Cheshire. The church is designated as a grade II listed build-
ing by English Heritage. As patron, Thomas’ name was worked into the
design; on the four-centred arched door case “T. H.” was inscribed in
Lombardic script in the spandrels. It became the parish church of Birtles
and Over Alderley in 1890.

Saint Marie’s Catholic Church in Rugby owes its existence to John
Washington of Bilton Grange. John’s wife Julia was a Catholic and
later in life he himself converted. John Washington purchased land on
Dunchurch Road and commissioned Augustus Pugin to design a church.
When the congregation required an extension of the church building he
and others put together the funds for Pugin’s son Edward Welby Pugin
to undertake the necessary work. In recognition of the part the Hibberts
had played in the founding of the church, the old chancel became known
as Hibbert Chapel. John Washington paid for a 200-foot tower and spire
designed in the Gothic style by Bernard Wheelan, which was completed
in 1872.7 The Hibbert coat of arms can be seen entwined with that of
his wife in tiling in the church. The couple were interred in the family
vault beneath the Hibbert Chapel.

At Bray, John (1811-88) was responsible for the construction of St
Mark’s Hospital Church. Opened in 1873, the church served the inmates
of Cookham Workhouse and the poor of Maidenhead. John was a
Chairman of the Board of Guardians and contributed the entire £2,000
cost of erecting the church, purchasing an organ and all the necessary
furnishings.” In memory of his father, John paid for the chancel window,
underneath which was a plaque inscribed with his father’s name and the
date of his death. Memorial inscriptions and family vaults can be found
at Aldenham churchyard in Hertfordshire, St Anne’s in Manchester,
Exeter Cathedral in Devon, St Peter’s Chalfont in Buckinghamshire and
Kingston Cathedral in Jamaica.”

The Hibberts did not only build churches and chapels as expres-
sions of their religiosity; Robert junior (1769-1849) — a Unitarian — also
founded the Hibbert Trust. Robert junior was born in Jamaica, the son
of John (1732—-69) and Janet Gordon. Despite his dissenting faith, he was
a pragmatist and must have signed the Thirty Nine Articles in order to
receive his BA from Cambridge. In 1791 he returned to Kingston to take
his place in the family business. He was a plantation owner with one of
his estates — Georgia — becoming embroiled in a newspaper controversy
involving a Unitarian missionary called Rev. Thomas Cooper. Cooper
had been sent to Jamaica in 1817 to assist in the process of Christianising
the population but had abandoned the attempt when it became appar-
ent he would not be allowed to educate the enslaved. Cooper published
an account of his experiences in Zachary Macaulay’s Negro Slavery in




image1.png
Legacies of British
Slave-Ownership

Colonial Slavery and the Formation of
Victorian Britain

Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper, Keith McClelland,
Katie Donington and Rachel Lang

B CAMBRIDGE
UNIVERSITY PRESS




image37.png
228 Transforming capital

1823.77 Following this, George (1757-1837), Robert junior’s cousin,
wrote into both John Bull and the Morning Chronicle to defend his relative.
Robert junior then waded in with his own tract entitled Facts Verified on
Oath,™ after which Cooper and his wife published a rebuff that included
scandalous details about the sexual conduct of George and Robert jun-
ior’s nephew George Hibbert Oates (1791-1837).7° The correspondence
between Cooper and George was published by the former in 1824 just as
the debates around amelioration were set to reignite.*

In 1847 Robert junior executed a deed conveying to trustees $50,000
in six per cent Ohio stock, and £8,000 in railway shares. The trustees
appointed alongside Robert were Mark Philips (MP for Manchester)
and his brother Robert, both of whom were Robert junior’s cousins. He
stipulated that the income should be spent ‘in such manner as they in
their uncontrolled discretion shall from time to time deem most con-
ducive to the spread of Christianity in its most intelligible form, and to
the unfettered exercise of the right of private judgement in matters of
religion’.”' The Hibbert Trust, as it then became known, offered divinity
scholarships. Candidates would only be considered if their degree came
from an institution such as the London University, ‘where degrees were
granted without subscription to the articles of religion’.*” The trust insti-
tuted an annual Hibbert Lecture, the first being delivered by Professor
Max Muller in 1878, and it also published the Hibbert Journal between
1902 and 1968. The Hibbert Trust is still in existence today and awards
grants in line with Robert junior’s wishes. The Trust’s website carries no
biographical detail of Robert junior other than the date of his will and his
status as a Unitarian. His association with slavery is dealt with — albeit
sympathetically — in Jerom Murch’s Memoir of Robert Hibbert, Founder of
the Hibbert Trust.

Alongside attending to the spiritual needs of the local residents, the
Hibberts made provision for their lodgings, physical health and educa-
tion. In the mode of paternalistic philanthropy, the Hibberts supported
the dependents of the parish through the establishment of a number
almshouses. It was not just the Hibbert men who undertook this form
of action; philanthropy provided an acceptable way for women to enter
the public sphere as the care of the destitute was an acknowledged part
of the remit of wealthy women. John Nembhard’s wife Jane bequeathed
£300 for the benefit of two Chalfont almshouses (which have since been
demolished) through a legacy that was invested in the North British
Railway Company. Robert of the Hibbert Trust purchased an estate at
East Hyde in Bedfordshire in 1806. In 1819 he funded twelve cottages
on Castle Street in Luton for twenty-four poor widows and also provided
funds for their maintenance. These cottages were later demolished but
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only on the condition that new almshouses would replace them and that
the street they were to be built on would be named Hibbert Street.**
Hibbert Street still exists today, as does the Robert Hibbert Almshouse
Charity, which offers housing for ‘elderly persons with preference being
given to those living in the ancient borough of Luton’.*

Robert junior’s cousin William (1759-1844) lived at Crescent Grove
just off Clapham Common Southside from 1810 until his death. William
had been out to Jamaica in the early 1780s and as his brother George
(1757-1837) explained ‘was intended for a Planter, but a prize in the
lottery brought him home’.*> He was a partner in the firm Geo., Rob. &
Wm. Hibbert, which first appeared in Kent’s Directory in 1804. Despite
investing in Hare Hills — a country residence in Cheshire —William died
and was buried in Clapham, an indication of his attachment to the area.
He died a very wealthy man, leaving upwards of £100,000 in person-
alty.” In his will of 1844 he stipulated that his two youngest daughters
Sarah and Mary Anne were granted use of the house. In memory of their
father the sisters erected an almshouse on Wandsworth Road.

The house remains today, and visible on the building is an inscrip-
tion that reads, ‘These houses for eight aged women were erected by
Sarah Hibbert and Mary Ann Hibbert in grateful remembrance of
their father William Hibbert Esq. long an inhabitant of Clapham anno
domini 1859.” The building and the plaque have ensured that William’s
memory has been enshrined in the local area although it is unlikely that
many people are now aware of his involvement with slavery. During
2007 historian Steve Martin conducted guided tours of Clapham that
highlighted the forgotten presence of slave-owners, revealing a his-
tory that has been largely obscured by the abolitionist presence. The
almshouse continues to be administered by the Hibbert Almshouse
Charity.

As well as the founding and support of almshouses, the Hibberts were
also involved with improving both the educational and healthcare facilities
in the vicinity of their estates. John of Braywick Lodge made a significant
contribution to Bray School in Maidenhead, allowing the schoolroom to
be enlarged and a preparatory school to be added to the original build-
ing. He was also on the committee of management for Bray School.”
He made contributions towards the establishment of three hospitals:
Maidenhead Cottage Hospital, Windsor Hospital and Jesus Hospital. A
£2,000 donation for Jesus Hospital became known as Hibbert’s Gift.*
John Washington invested in educational facilities for the local Catholic
community close to Bilton Grange. He founded a boys’ school, a girls’
school and a convent with four Sisters of Providence to teach the female
students. John Nembhard’s wife Jane made contributions to a school in
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Chalfont and for the establishment of the Cottage Hospital through a
legacy in her will.™

For the benefit of a nation

While some of the Hibberts chose to concentrate their charitable efforts
on improving the populace in their immediate neighbourhoods, others
committed to philanthropy on a national scale. George (1757-1837)
was involved in two major projects: the London Institution and the
National Institution for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck, which
later became the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI). Investing
in this kind of large-scale public work earned George a reputation for
philanthropy that has been perpetuated over the course of centuries. The
RNLI’s Wikipedia entry describes George as one of the ‘philanthropic
members of London society’ without giving any indication of the spe-
cifics of his interest in maritime ventures — his role in the shipping of
slave-produced goods.” George had also carefully cultivated an identity
as a cultural connoisseur and collector. He was involved with a variety of
learned societies and kept an extensive library and print collection. The
London Institution helped to fix his position among London’s cultural
elite, creating a legacy that was separate and distinct from that of his
involvement with slave-based commerce.

The London Institution

The London Institution was founded in 1805 and paid for by subscrip-
tion by members of the City’s mercantile and banking elite. The enter-
prise involved George and his friends Sir Francis Baring and John Julius
Angerstein, as well as the abolitionists Henry and John Thornton, and
Zachary Macaulay, who acted as managers. An address on the founding
of the London Institution decreed that, “The metropolis of the British
Empire is still destitute of a public library, upon any scale at all com-
mensurate to the want of its inhabitants, or to the dignity of its situation
as the first city in the world, the seat of the arts, of learning, and of
opulence.””’!

The Institution was intended for the diffusion of useful knowledge in
the arts and sciences with an eye to increasing the productivity and effi-
ciency of commerce and industry both at home and out in the empire.
Janet Cutler has suggested that the London Institution was conceived
of by its commercial founders as an alternative to the more aristocratic
Royal Institution.”” George took a leading role in its establishment and
acted as both president and vice-president between 1805 and 1830. The
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magnificent building at Finsbury Circus was designed by William Brooks
and constructed by Thomas Cubitt. Lectures took place on the subjects
of chemistry, mineralogy, natural philosophy and botany. The Institution
also enjoyed a well-stocked library and reading rooms. The Institution
closed its doors in 1912, whereupon the library was broken up with parts
of the collection going to the British Museum (later the British Library),
the Guildhall Library and the University of London. The building itself
was immediately afterwards occupied by the School of Oriental Studies
before being demolished in 1936.

The Royal National Lifeboat Institution

Sir William Hillary was the driving force behind the establishment of
the National Institution for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck
in 1824. Hillary recruited George (1757-1837) to help generate funds
from his mercantile connections in the City. Hillary and George had
had an uneasy relationship in the past. Hillary and his brother had an
interest in the Adelphi plantation in Jamaica and had borrowed £19,607
15s 8d from the Hibberts. As George explained to his commercial cor-
respondent Simon Taylor in 1808, ‘Sir William Hillary is gone to pieces
and has absconded ... Hillary has scandalously treated and deceived
us.””? Over the ensuing years the two men clearly resolved their differ-
ences, although two claims for compensation awarded for 154 and 79
enslaved persons respectively on the Adelphi estate were still being dis-
puted by Hillary, the Hibberts, their partner John Vincent Purrier and
Isaac Lascelles Winn up until the early 1840s.”" It is clear that both
George and Hillary had a vested interest in the preservation of ships,
their crew and their cargo; they also doubtless had many friends among
the seafaring community. The RNLI provided rescue lifeboats to retrieve
the crew of foundering ships, many of whom, despite their maritime
occupation, could not swim. The RNLI has continued its work up until
the present day and indeed makes mention of Hibbert on their website,
although he is referred to as ‘Chairman of the West Indies Merchants
Company’ in a somewhat opaque reference to his participation in the
slave-economy.””

Philanthropic activity secured the family’s reputation in both life and
death. The Hibbert name lives on through various legacies that the fam-
ily endowed, in street names and carved into the very fabric of the build-
ings they erected. With the passing of time the family’s association with
the West Indies and slavery has gradually faded so that the name has
become disconnected from the origins of the wealth that enabled their
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and the market opened up to newcomers. George junior became a dir-
ector of the Indemnity Marine Insurance Company, taking out its first
ever policy on 4 August 1824.'%? This company would go on to become
the insurance provider Aviva, a now familiar household name. Aviva’s
online heritage section mentions George junior by name; however,
his association with the slave-economy is not recorded. Both Samuel
and George junior became directors of the Imperial Life Insurance
Company and the Imperial Fire Assurance Company, serving at vari-
ous times between 1831 and 1858. Between 1851 and 1867 William
Tetlow was a director of the Royal Exchange Assurance Corporation.
He was a director of the Canada Company between 1826 and 1830.
This was a private chartered land development company that was set up
to facilitate the colonisation of Upper Canada. The Canada Company
assisted emigrants by providing low-cost transport in ships, farming
equipment and cheap land.'”’ Hibbert Township in Ontario, Canada,
was opened in 1830 and named after the family. William Tetlow was
also involved in the establishment of the Colonial Bank of the West
Indies. Closer to home, Samuel junior was appointed as a director
of the Bank of England five times between 1820 and 1833. In 1877
George junior’s personal estate was valued at £70,000, the majority
of which he left to his brother Nathaniel’s grandson Sydney George
Holland.'?* Samuel junior prospered to an even greater degree, leaving
£90,000 in personalty in his will of 1867.'% It was William Tetlow who
accrued the greatest wealth, leaving a personal estate of £165,288 1s
11d.'%°

Conclusion

The Hibberts’ story is one of continuous acquisition. Spanning both
metropole and colony, they accrued power in all its forms — economic,
political, social and cultural — as well as expropriating the labour power
of the enslaved. Their story is remarkable in that they survived in the
uncertain world of global commerce during a period in which bank-
ruptcy and financial crisis was a common feature of life. It also shares
a commonality with many other successful colonial families in that it
epitomises the centrality of networks of association. Beginning in the
close-knit world of the dissenting north, the Hibberts used their con-
nections to Liverpool and Jamaica before expanding into London. Once
they had secured the means to, they then expanded outwards into the
countryside, which (owing to the connection between land ownership
and power) continued to hold status. Along the way marriage played an
important part in consolidating their social position, bringing with it
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the solid relationships required in a system that was still deeply reliant
on trust and personal reputation. Marriage also provided the means of
achieving social mobility: the unions made by the third generation of
Hibberts were marked by their movement into the sphere of the gentry
and aristocracy. The Hibberts’ narrative mirrors, in part, a traditional
interpretation of the trajectory of commercial men; that ‘the summit of
their ambitions was to enter landed society’.'”” Certainly they set about
acquiring land, building country houses and partaking in paternalistic
acts of philanthropy. However, they also retained their ties to commerce;
George’s memorial inscription proudly proclaimed him as ‘of Munden
in this county, and of the City of London, Merchant’.'** It is interest-
ing to note that by the time of his death in 1837 the usual prefix of
‘West India’ had been dropped from the mercantile title. Neither his son
George junior nor son-in-law Samuel junior purchased country houses,
despite having wealth enough to do so. A number of the Hibberts went
on to become decorated members of the British Army and Navy, serving
across Europe and the empire. The family’s desire for and attainment of
power was a quest that spanned the generations. Over the course of that
period they transformed themselves from prosperous merchants operat-
ing on the periphery of power in the north of England to a landed family
with considerable economic, political and cultural influence both in the
capital and the surrounding environs of their newly acquired country
seats.

The historical memory of the Hibberts is both diverse and problem-
atic. Their involvement with philanthropy secured a lasting reputation
for the family as generous benefactors. This image has been perpetuated
by the ongoing work of the charities and churches that benefited from
their wealth. Their name is commemorated by streets named for them in
Tuton, Maidenhead, Battersea, Manchester and Marple. The relation-
ship between their various activities as patrons of the arts, country-house
owners and even as the devout disseminators of religion in the case of
the Hibbert Trust remains dislocated from the origins of the wealth that
supported them. The Hibberts were a respectable family. Their connec-
tion to slavery in no way debarred them from participation within the
elite; indeed, it paved the way for their transformation from merchants
to gentlefolk. However, as the abolition of slavery approached, their con-
nection to it became increasingly controversial. Not only did the Rev.
Sydney Smith attempt to elide the association of his in-laws to the slavery
business but even George’s biographer J. H. Markland — himself a rela-
tion of the Hibberts and a member of the West India interest — avoided
all mention of the morally loaded term ‘slave-owner’ when he wrote his
culogising Sketch of the Life and Character of George Hibbert in 1837.
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Figure 6.7 George Hibbert, by Sir Thomas Lawrence, oil on canvas,
1811.

In 2007 Britain marked the bicentenary of the abolition of the slave-
trade. In the same year an exhibition opened at the Museum of London
in Docklands entitled London, Sugar, Slavery. Situated in the old sugar
warehouses of the dock complex championed by George and expanded
by his son George junior and son-in-law Samuel junior, the exhibition
highlights the relationship between the metropolis and the slavery busi-
ness. Hanging at the centre of the exhibition is George’s portrait by Sir
Thomas Lawrence, the same painting that once hung in the boardroom
of the East and West India Dock Company.

Removed from the context of that powerhouse of colonial commerce
and repositioned in a display that explores the violent denigration of
humanity in the pursuit of profit, the exhibition unflinchingly restores the
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connections between metropolitan enrichment and colonial exploitation.
Distanced from the brutality of the plantations, the maps, the docks and
the sumptuously clad figure of George Hibbert were intended to be a
celebration of the achievements of commerce and empire. By placing the
portrait in a narrative that begins with huge panels listing the number of
enslaved people carried across the Atlantic, the exhibition asks import-
ant questions about the ways in which we think about Britain’s imper-
ial past. Michael Gove, Secretary of State for Education, has recently
emphasised the need to understand ‘our island story’.'?’ The story of the
Hibbert family, indeed the story of many of the individuals and families
whose names can be found within the slave compensation records, is
this island’s story of the interconnection between metropole and colony.
Britain’s story is not bounded by its geographical borders; instead it has
had a global reach. People and places far beyond its formal territories,
as we now understand them, have been affected in the course of British
history and those same peoples and places have had a profound influence
on Britain. The imprint left by the Hibberts is also the tangible legacy
of those enslaved people who generated the wealth that paid for it. It is
only by acknowledging and exploring these interconnections that we can
begin to understand and appreciate the global roots and routes that have
paved the way to a modern British society.
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1 Introduction

Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper and
Keith McClelland

Slave-ownership is virtually invisible in British history. It has been elided
by strategies of euphemism and evasion originally adopted by the slave-
owners themselves and subsequently reproduced widely in British cul-
ture. The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB), a national
Valhalla, the pantheon of not only a handful of heroes but also (unlike,
for example, Westminster Abbey) a much wider swathe of the people who
are held to have made modern Britain, includes hundreds of Britons who
themselves owned enslaved people or whose families owned enslaved
people; almost none is identified as a slave-owner. The vast bulk of rele-
vant entries continue to reflect (consciously or otherwise) the strategies
of the slave-owners of the early nineteenth century, who evaded the very
term ‘slave-owner’.!

For example, the ODNB says of the lawyer Fortunatus Dwarris that he
‘inherited considerable property’ in Jamaica, where he was born in 1786;
that such property of course included men and women remains unsaid.’
Again, Thomson Hankey, the political economist and governor of the
Bank of England, is said by the ODNB to have joined his father’s firm
Thomson Hankey & Co., ‘plantation owners and West Indies merchants’;
the firm, again, owned men and women as well as plantations.’ At the
same time as eliding slave-ownership, the ODNB sustains a discourse
that sees the ‘West Indian proprietor’ as the victim of the slave-system
and of abolition. In the 1770s, for example, Anthony Morris Storer’s
‘Jamaican source of income all but dried up with the economic distress
caused by a hurricane compounded by the government’s American pol-
icies’;" in 1812, the destruction by volcano of the estate on St Vincent
belonging to Frederick Thesiger (later lord chancellor, who had left the
navy on becoming heir to his father’s estates around 1807 on the death
of his brother George) ‘considerably impoverished his family’;’ in the
early 1800s, the novelist Ellen Pickering’s ‘family owned property in the
West Indies, but losses and relative impoverishment after the abolition of
the slave trade compelled their retirement for some years to Hampshire
[from Bath]’;° and, in the early 1830s, the pioneering woman journalist
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Frances de Peyronnet and her French husband the Vicomte Jules de
Peyronnet ‘thanks to the income from the Whitfield sugar plantations [in
StVincent] ... were able to tour Europe in style’, but then later in the dec-
ade, with gradual abolition, ‘this source of revenue began to dry up.””

Such entries in the ODNB thus refuse to acknowledge slavery, even
by name. There is no difference between pre- and post-Emancipation
descriptions of ‘West Indian property’,® and the words ‘slave-owner’ and
even ‘slave’ do not appear. Moreover, the ODNB portrays those who
owned enslaved people as vulnerable, the real victims. Elsewhere in the
writing of British history, the slave-owners, to the extent they are present
at all, have been represented collectively as an outworn and reactionary
fragment, the losers of history, irrelevant to an understanding of the for-
mation of modern Britain.”

Against this background, our project is to reinscribe slave-ownership
onto modern British history. Slave-ownership, pace the ODNB, per-
meated the British elites of the early nineteenth century and helped
form the elites of the twentieth century. Graham Greene and George
Orwell, two of the greatest British writers of the past century, were both
descended from slave-owning families. Slave-ownership was and remains
hidden in plain sight: the names of slave-owners were preserved in fam-
ilies as diverse as those of the architect Sir George Gilbert Scott, the two
Lord Chancellors Douglas McGarel Hogg and Quintin McGarel Hogg
(Viscounts Hailsham), the political and diplomatic Akers-Douglas family
(Viscounts Chilston), the descendants of George Hibbert (the Holland-
Hibberts of Broadclyst House in Devon and Munden in Hertfordshire,
Viscounts Knutsford) and the millionaire banker and predecessor of the
modern Barclays bank, Robert Cooper Lee Bevan. Such names signal
the continuities of slave-ownership in the mainstream of British life.

This book presents some of the fruits of our effort to capture those
continuities. In it we draw on the data included in the online Legacies of
British Slave-ownership database (www.ucl.ac.uk/Ibs) published in parallel
with this volume, and in which readers of this volume will find the material
and sources underpinning our arguments and conclusions presented here.
The database digitises all the awards in the slave-compensation records
of the 1830s and develops more detailed entries for the absentee planters
living in Britain at the time of Emancipation or moving or returning there
after Emancipation. In this volume, we have sought to use this underlying
prosopography in order to build a totalising picture of the slave-owners
by reintegrating various forms of history rewriting — economic, political,
cultural, social — that are increasingly separate as the profession polarises
between specialist work and ‘global’ histories that operate at such high
levels of abstraction as to risk losing their moorings in the evidence. We
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are thus attempting to reintegrate cultural, political and social history
into material history, without becoming reductive. We do not believe that
material interests determine positions, even on slavery itself (although we
have found very few men and women who gave up slave-ownership or
compensation'’) but we do argue that we cannot fully understand such
positions without knowing the material interests that were involved.'!

We believe that the context provided by the database offers a chance
to escape the questions of representativeness that haunt, for example, the
pioneering work of Eric Williams on the slave-owners in Britain, which
presented a powerful litany of examples but no capacity to gauge their
significance.!” We have tried consistently to respond to that question of
significance. Our aim is to answer not only ‘what happened to the slave-
owners in Britain after Emancipation?’ but also ‘how important were
the slave-owners in the period after Emancipation?’ In this volume, we
have focused on major areas that, as discussed below, appear to us to be
central. But we believe that our work here is only a fragment of the work
that the database can potentially support. We have in no way exhausted
its possibilities, but have tried to highlight key findings and to analyse the
types of issues raised by the search for the ‘legacies of slave-ownership’.
The content of the database is itself fluid, not final: we claim it to be
comprehensive in its coverage of the awardees of slave compensation,
but, as a database of 47,000 individuals of whom biographical details
have been developed for some 3,000, it will always be subject to expan-
sion in the breadth and depth of the knowledge it captures. This book
and the online database therefore represent a baseline from which any
further work will point to a broader and deeper penetration of British
metropolitan life by slave-ownership and its legacies.

We are using the term ‘legacies’ in three, inter-related, senses. The first
refers to a direct, causal relationship between slave-ownership or other
financial ties with slavery and the subsequent activities of those who
were recipients of slave compensation, including but not confined to the
disposal of the money that they gained. Second, we use the term in a
looser sense to refer to a less direct connection where we can say that
slave-ownership shaped, but did not determine or cause in any strong
sense, the activities and bearings of people who were constitutive of
nineteenth-century Britain. Finally, we believe that the activities of those
descendants of slave-owners in the twentieth and indeed twenty-first cen-
turies who continued to shape Britain were themselves in part legacies of
slave-ownership. For example, embedded in George Orwell’s description
of his family as ‘lower-upper middle class’ — that is, ‘upper-middle class
without money’ —is the continuing imprint of slave-ownership: while the
money derived from slavery had gone by the time of Orwell’s father, the
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social and cultural capital acquired through slave-wealth remained, pro-
pelling the family from obscurity in Scotland and sustaining its members
within the ranks of a British imperial administrative class.'?

At the same time, there is a broader context, and we recognise that
our definition of legacies is limited. Clearly the social and economic
structures of the former slave-colonies themselves are one of the most
immediate legacies (perhaps rke most immediate legacy) of slavery and of
slave-ownership, but we do not seek to address here the complex and dis-
tinctive paths that led from slave-colony to modern nationhood. These
paths have been the subject of much exploration, driven for understand-
able reasons in large part by the effort to recover the histories of the
enslaved people and their descendants. Recent work to (re)integrate the
slave-owner into these histories has to date focused on the period of slav-
ery rather than the period after Emancipation.'* Our sense —and it is no
more than that — from our work is that the impact of the former slave-
owners in the former slave-colonies themselves was wildly uneven. Many
followed the example of the former slave-owner and West India merchant
Nathaniel Snell Chauncy, whose will, made in 1848, specified that his
property in the Caribbean should be disposed of and that all the money
raised should be invested in railway or other companies ‘in England,
Wales, Scotland or Ireland or any of the British colonies’.!” That such
withdrawal to Britain and disinvestment from the former slave-econo-
mies was a material part of the behaviour of absentee slave-owners, who
joined the British state and eventually the British people in abandoning
their respective previous commitments to the slave-colonies, is one of the
refrains in this book. At the same time, however, absentee former slave-
owners also remained invested and flourished, especially in the newer
slave-colonies. The movement of indentured people into British Guiana
and Trinidad was driven by absentee former slave-owners in Britain. A
handful of such slave-owners, including Booker Brothers, who went on
to dominate the Guyanese sugar industry until its nationalisation, used
the disruption of the Emancipation period to transform their position
from agents and managers who were at most small-scale slave-owners to
large-scale proprietorship in the aftermath of Emancipation. At present,
all we can do is point to the possibilities of further work on the role of the
slave-owners, both resident and absentee, in the remaking of the slave-
colonies in the period after Emancipation.

Equally, and as crucially, this volume is not about another very dir-
ect legacy of slave-ownership, the people of colour born of white slave-
owners and women of African origin or descent, both enslaved and
free. The records do not support systematic identification of them, but
such children are interwoven in our stories of absentee slave-ownership,




