Bristol Quakers and Transatlantic Chattel Slavery:

African Stories [

The Dickinson family were one of several Bristol Quaker families which owned plantations and
therefore also ‘owned’ an enslaved African workforce. Francis Dickinson was rewarded by a land
grant for his part in Britain’s 1655 conquest of Jamaica. He became a Quaker soon after and his 18th
century Quaker heirs inherited four profitable Jamaican sugar plantations. Two of his descendants
still unashamedly identified themselves as Quakers when claiming and receiving government

compensation for the abolition of British slavery in the 1830s.

Meanwhile generations of enslaved Africans had laboured to enrich the Dickinson family. An
unusually large collection of family papers in the Bristol and Somerset Archives includes lists of
named African men, women and children, recording details of their work and physical condition
alongside records of the animal stock on the Dickinson plantations. These painful records are a stark
reminder that any true history of transatlantic chattel slavery should be first and foremost a history

of African people, rather than merely a history of white slaveholders.

Deeper empathy with an African community struggling to survive and hold itself together on the
Dickinsons’ Pepper Penn plantation becomes possible after reading about ‘Neptune, a Boy” working
in the stable; “Yellow Mary’ who did the Dickinson’s laundry; ‘Old Phillis’ who kept the Fowl House;
and ‘Mulatto Jenney, Mulatto Sarah and Mulatto Margery’ who worked ‘in the House’. The Tield
Negro Men’ included London, Bristol, Sampson, Bacchus and Jupiter — reflecting the common
practice of humorously naming enslaved Africans after British cities or classical heroes as if to
underline their powerlessness and loss of African identity. The ‘Field Negro Women’ included ‘Big
Peggy’ and ‘Little Peggy’, ‘Big Damsel’ and ‘Little Damsel’, ‘Big Jenny’ and ‘Little Jenny’ —
presumably mothers and (nameless) daughters labouring in the cane fields alongside other African
women called ‘Countess’, ‘Fidelia’, ‘Bess’, ‘Rose’ and ‘Prue’. Had ‘Benneba’ and ‘Gabba’ been
allowed to keep at least part of their true names? Probably quite different naming was happening in

the Dickinsons’ Negro housing’, situated on the swampy banks of Black River.

The Dickinsons were certainly aware of George Fox’s advice to Quaker slaveholders in Barbados to treat
their enslaved workers ‘kindly and gently’ by refraining from excessive punishment and promoting
Christian worship (Letter to the Governor of Barbados, 1671). Caleb Dickinson senior, grandson of Francis,
left written instructions along the same lines to his sons and heirs in 1709: “T'o be very careful of my
Negroes and kind to them and not work them in the rain nor in the night, nor before day in wet weather

on no account... To be always moderate in Correction’. However there was also an underlying profit



motive in his comment that “Those Negroes that can’t endure labour I had rather sell them than have

them drove, whipped to death or abused so that nobody will buy them.’

Caleb Dickinson junior, who inherited the plantations with his two Quaker brothers and visited
Jamaica in 1757, invested in a British doctor who was sent there the following year with ‘a Compleat
Apothecary’s Shop... and medicines of all necessary kinds’. This was not enough to prevent
continuous ill-health among the African workforce. A list of enslaved workers from 1805 includes
many people suffering from ‘sores’ and ‘yaws’ (a skin condition associated with overcrowding and
insanitary living conditions) as well as some described as ‘weakly” or ‘good for nothing’, and others

with ruptures, blindness, venereal disease or missing an arm or a foot.

The Africans on the Dickinson plantations were not simply passive victims. In his letters to business
associates Caleb Dickinson commented on the ‘laziness’ of ‘the poor negroes’ and their regrettable
‘practice of skulking and running away’. The 1805 Dickinson inventory for Appleton Plantation
included ‘Ivan — run away 10 years since’. One of the many remarkable documents in the Dickinson
family papers is a ‘Humble Address and Petition of Free People of Colour to the Assembly of
Jamaica’, dated 1792. This document described ‘the various afflixions they suffer and the severities
they groan under... they being entirely blameless in regard to their birth and complexion.” An
educated minority of Africans were making a determined and eloquent appeal for the protection of

British law in Jamaica, in the years which also marked the onset of the nearby Haitian Revolution.

Following in the footsteps of the National Trust, the Bank of England and various universities,
Britain Yearly Meeting decided in 2022 to face up to the reality of its involvement in transatlantic
chattel slavery. Here in Bristol, these connections are all around us. Bristol was the busiest British
slave port in the first half of the 18" century, and though Liverpool later took first place the wealth
created by enslavement continued to permeate the fabric of our city and enrich the descendants of
those who traded in enslaved Africans and slave-produced goods. Local heroes until recently
included the now-infamous Edward Colston. The elegant terraces of Clifton, the Great Western
Railway and even Bristol’s famous Suspension Bridge owed much of their funding to slavery profits

passed down through the generations.

Where did Bristol Quakers stand, amid this amassing of slavery-based wealth? Many of the most
successful Quaker merchants and industrialists owed their fortunes to transatlantic slavery and we
know that some of their money went into building three of the five Bristol Meeting Houses. It has
not been difficult to find evidence of this from family histories, Quaker records and documents in
the Bristol and Somerset Archives. However, sadly lacking from the surviving historical evidence is

an adequate record of the African Stories which laid the true foundations for Quaker wealth. This



article is dedicated to the African people whose suffering and hard labour made the Bristol Quakers’

comfortable lives and grand Meeting Houses possible.
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Africans in 18% century Bristol were not a large community and Bristol was never the home of black
abolitionist heroes such as the Londoners Ottabah Cugoano, Olaudah Equiano and Ignatius Sancho.
However it has been possible to recover the names and something of the life stories of a small
number of young Africans whose presence in Bristol was entirely due to Quaker involvement in
transatlantic chattel slavery. These stories provide significant evidence of Bristol’s evolving African
diaspora in its earliest years. They also offer a glimpse of varied relationships between African

servants and their white Quaker masters and mistresses.

During a visit to his Jamaican plantations in 1757 Caleb Dickinson casually promised John
Macutchion, a British agent in the sugar export business, to receive ‘a little Negro boy he bought on
the Bay’. This promise had almost been forgotten by the time the child reached London but
arrangements were quickly made for him to be sent by stage coach to Bristol, under the care of
another passenger: “The weather being severe, he had need be an inside passenger — and as he is a
Negro child, his passage may be paid here on his arrival’. A few days later Caleb shared the news
with his brother, I have wrote to Barwell to send down the boy — for I must oblige Macutchion,
besides I promised him — but not at £35 a year.” He plainly had no wish to keep the child in slavery,

but was equally reluctant to be saddled with a lasting commitment to maintain him.

Fortunately other Bristol Quakers were on hand to help: ‘I expect Brother Goldney, who loves
amusement, will take him — I’ll keep one of his Birds instead.” Thomas Goldney, a wealthy merchant
banker and a pillar of Bristol Quaker Meeting, was engaged in building a splendid new home
including a grotto adorned with Caribbean shells, an elaborate garden and a collection of exotic
birds. This chilling exchange seems to have been accomplished, for a month later Caleb wrote to
another Jamaican business partner, ‘Give my compliments to Mr M, whom I shall write to shortly...

his boy Champagne is here and goes to school.” We do not know how the boy’s story ended.

Like most plantation owners, the Dickinsons often found themselves negotiating the ambiguous
status of children of dual heritage (from an enslaved mother and a white British father). In
November 1764 Caleb Dickinson wrote a reference letter for Billy, the son of Poll, his African cook

in Jamaica, who had travelled back to England with him in 1757 and been apprenticed to a country



carpenter (Dickinson papers, DD/DN/6/3). Whilst in England Billy had been treated ‘as other
servants are’ (crossed out entry: ‘as our white servants are’). Billy ‘is become master of his business
and has behaved very well. He returns again to Jamaica to make his Masters a return for their

kindness towards him.’

Caleb continued this ‘kindness’ by insisting that Billy should ‘take abode in the House until he can
build for himself’ and be supplied with ‘shoes and other necessaries’ and ‘a reasonable supply of
clothes’. However the limitations of ‘kindness’ were evident in the instruction that Billy be treated ‘in
the like manner as if he was an indentured servant and that he has no wages’. Caleb Dickinson
evidently hoped to obtain a skilled tradesman (in short supply on Jamaican plantations), without the
usual costs. Rather surprisingly, the reference to ‘no wages’ is also crossed out in his draft letter,
suggesting some level of uncertainty. Billy would have found himself working alongside other
mixed-race people within the Dickinson household, most of whom had no prospect of
emancipation. The next generation of the Dickinson family seems to have had few scruples about
the sexual exploitation of enslaved African women. Caleb’s nephew Caleb III (no longer a Quaker)
spent many years managing the Dickinson plantations, during which he produced five illegitimate

children, all baptised in St Elizabeth, Jamaica.

The Dickinsons and Goldneys were not alone in receiving African children into their Quaker
households. The diarist Sarah Fox (nee Champion) records her attempts to care for ‘poor Ned —a
little innocent negro boy about 12 years old, who was sent over to my brother, but with whom the
climate not agreeing, he was boarded out’ (The Diary of Sarah Fox, ed. Madge Dresser, 2003). Her
encounters with Ned during 1777 caused her much soul-searching. By the 1780s Sarah was a
convinced abolitionist, despite her devotion to her brother Richard and sister-in-law Julia Champion
(nee Lloyd), who were both deeply implicated in South Carolina slavery. The unfortunate ‘Black
Ned’ died in January 1778, just in time to thwart a plan to ship him back to Jamaica. According to
Sarah, he resisted this journey since ‘he feared if he died on board ship the crabs would eat him,
which would prevent his going to Heaven, where he said he should go to God and see his mother
again’. Ned was buried in the Friends’ burial ground adjoining Quaker Friars Meeting House in

central Bristol.

Caleb Dickinson had at least one African servant who became a valued member of the Dickinson
household, travelling with his master between Bristol and the rebuilt country mansion at
Kingweston, Somerset, which eventually became his preferred family residence. Jeffery is recorded
as ‘Caleb’s Black Man’ in a letter from his elder brother regretting his death from smallpox in 1759.
Ezekiel Dickinson, who lived in Wiltshire and was a devout member of Corsham Quaker Meeting,
wrote praising Jeffery’s ‘late behaviour at Monks, particularly to thyself in his tender and affectionate

behaviour... I believe thee mayst truly say thee hast lost a faithfull servant’.



The rest is silence. It feels important, nevertheless, to remember these young African lives shaped,
and in many cases shortened, by Quaker involvement in transatlantic chattel slavery. Though the
written evidence is fragmentary, creative memorialisation projects can help to restore wholeness and
dignity to almost-forgotten individuals. Ros Martin’s 2017 film Daughters of Igbo Women (now freely
available on YouTube) has opened the way for a community-based project to remember Fanny
Coker, another African servant, buried with her fellow-Baptists in a communal Bristol grave. Ros is
a member of the Bristol Quaker Reparations Group. There will soon be an opportunity for Friends
everywhere to contribute towards funding an appropriate memorial for Fanny Coker, as one more

step on our slow Quaker journey towards reparative justice.

Julia Bush (Bristol Area Meeting)
June 2024
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