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PREFACE 

Guinea was the name given by the early European traders to the 

coastal region of West Africa which extends roughly from Cape Verde on 

its westernmost point (approximately 15°N) to about 15°S, in Southern 

Angola. The term also denoted the gulf formed by the great bend of this 

coast eastwards and then southwards. Loosely applied, the name was used 

to cover any part of the coast beteeen Cape Verde and Angola. There was 

a general distinction between Upper and Lower Guinea but in a more limi­

ted sense, the name was applied to the upper portion only, from what is 

now Senegal to Nigeria. Parts of this area were variously called the 

Gum, Grain, Gold, Ivory and Slave coasts according to the type of commer­

ce that prevailed in any one particular area. The name did not come 

into general use until about the late fifteenth century and it is likely 

that the term derived from the important trading town or kingdom of the 

upper Niger basin also designated variously as Ghinea, Genni, Jenne or 

Djenee dating from the 8th century. It is also possible that the word 

came from Ghana or Ghanata, the oldest known empire in the Western Sudan-

It was the reports of the gold and wealth of this early empire that lu­

red the Europeans to the West African coast. 

Oneother point needs explanation: the dates up to 1752 are left 

in the Old Style except that the year may be taken to begin on January 

1st. After 1752, the dates are cited according to the Gregorian Calen­

dar, 
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CHAPTER I 

THE VALUE OF THE GUINEA TRADE AND THE 
ENGLISH CONNECTION WITH IT 

The principal incentive to British enterprise in West Africa 

since the days of the Portuguese explorations till the end of the eigh­

teenth century had been the acquisition of wealth. It was trade that 

principally attracted Englishmen, as well as other Europeans, to Afri­

ca until about 1789, when philanthropic designs began to emerge. Even 

then, philanthropy was mingled with the desire for commercial gains. 

During the great debate which began in 1789 over the abolition 

of the slave trade, the abolitionists did not simply wish to abolish 

the trade for the sheer reason of relieving the Africans from the bru­

talities of the slave traders. The philanthropists hoped to replace 

"the inhuman and shameful traffic" with "a just and legitimate commer­

ce". In 1791, the House of Commons rejected Wilberforce's bill for 

the entire abolition of the slave trade within the remains of the Bri­

tish dominions but passed a bill incorporating the Sierra Leone Compa­

ny. The Company was the instrument by which the humanitarians hoped 

to implement their views. The commercial interests in their schemes 

were quite apparent. The value of West Africa depended entirely upon 

its trade for the belief existed that territories were not worth re­

taining if nothing commercially was gained from them. Such views were 

1 John Debrett, The Parliamentary Register, Vol, XXIX, 
p. 384, 
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very extant in the often polemical writings of Malachy Postlethwayt and 

other eighteenth century English economists. Before however, these 

views can be analysed and a detailed examination of Parliament's inte­

rest in Africa from 1713 onwards is undertaken, it would be useful to 

explain the terminal dates of this study and to make a few remarks about 

the image of Africa as it was in the minds of eighteenth century En­

glishmen, 

The period 1713 to 1785 has been chosen for the one general 

reason that during this period, Parliament was mainly concerned in pre­

serving the slave trade in the hands of British merchants. Particular 

reasons for choosing these dates are that in 1713* Parliament approved 

the Assiento clause, extracted from Spain in the Treaty of Utrecht, by 

which England gained the monopoly of supplying slaves to the Spanish 

American colonies. Through the acquisition of this monopoly as well 

as her own already existing large volume in the slave trade, Great 

Britain superseded France in the African trade and became the leading 

supplier of slaves to the Caribbean and the American colonies. 1785 

is chosen as the concluding date because it marked the beginning of 

the era of philanthropic thinking which was to transform the attitude 

of Parliament and the nation towards the slave trade. In contrast to 

the tacit moral recognition given to the slave trade in 1713, by 1785, 

a revulsion against it was taking hold of England during which the sla­

ve trade became a subject of attack by humanitarians both inside and 

outside Parliament. This forced the House of Commons to shift its 
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sentiment on the trade. The dates selected may seem arbitrary but it 

is evident from the debates in both Houses that after 1785, there was 

a marked change in Parliament's attitude to the slave trade. The task 

now was not the preservation of that trade but its ultimate suppression. 

Although Englishmen were very loud in their estimates of the 

place of the African trade in England's commercial greatness, yet they 

were profoundly ignorant of that continent. The coast of West Africa 

was familiar to the Portuguese by the late fifteenth century and known 

to the merchants of other nations by the second half of the sixteenth 

century. During the seventeenth century an earlier "scramble for Ari-

ca" can be said to have taken place. Portuguese, Dutch, French, 

Swedes, Brandenburgers and the English all rushed to West Africa not 

for territorial but for commercial profits. Yet more than two centu­

ries 's connection with West Africa had not widened their knowledge of 

areas remote from their trading posts on the coast. 

Eighteenth century English maps of Africa always left the inte­

rior empty. No inland territorial demarcations were indicated. The 

omission was due to the fact that almost nothing was known of the inte­

rior. Well known rivers of West Africa such as the Senegal, the 

Gambia, the Sierra Leone and the Volta on the Gold Coast were marked 

but their sources were not designated. In 1722 for example, Malachy 

Postlethwayt, the well known pamphleteer on the African trade, pu­

blished a treatise entitled The National and Private Advantages of 
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the African Trade considered'. Along with it was a map of West Africa 

which he engraved as "A New and Correct Map of the Coast of Africa." 

In 1746, the map was revised yet the centre of West Africa remained 

blank. Postlethwayt disguised his ignorance of the interior by placing 

a separate map of the Gold Coast across the centre. On the larger map, 

one dot represented the whole of Ashanti, another dot, Dahomey. The 

emptiness of the immediate territories beyond the forts was also con­

cealed by the usual labels "Gum Coast", "Grain Coast", "Ivory Coast", 

"Gold Coast", "Whyda", "Bennin", "Calabar" and "Angola". Sierra Leone 

took the place of Portuguese Guinea, Whyda that of Benin and Benin pla­

ced where Calabar should have been. The European forts were however, 

more precisely indicated showing that beyond these forts on the coast 

Englishmen's knowledge of West Africa as a whole was bleak. Between 

Calabar and Angola, Postlethwayt did not even attempt to show that the 

Congo existed. The estuary of the Congo is shown but the river itself 

was not there. 

In 1758, the Annual Register boasted of the capture of Senegal 

and Goree from the French after which it went on to inform its readers 

that "the river Senega, or Senegal, is one of those channels of the 

river Niger, by which it is supposed to discharge its waters into the 

Atlantic ocean. The river Niger, according to the best maps, rises in 

the East of Africa; and after a course of 300 miles, nearly due west, 

1 A reproduction of this map is attached to the dissertation 
at the end. 
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divides into three branches, the most northernly of which is the Sene­

gal, as above; the middle is the Gambia, or Gambra; and the most sou­

thern Rio Grande", Little did the columnist realize that the Niger rose 

in the west and not the east of Africa, Many in his day imagined that 

the Niger rose close to the Nile and ran right across the heart of 

2 
Africa into the Atlantic, Interestingly, Postlethwayt's "New and 

Correct Map of the Coast of Africa" which was considered as one of the 

most authentic maps of West Africa had no trace of the Niger, 

At the time that the Committee of the whole House was hearing 

evidence for and against the abolition of the slave trade at the bar 

of the House of Commons, many witnesses who came to testify before the 

Committee, confessed their lack of knowledge of the interior of West 

Africa. John Barnes, Governor of Senegal from 1763 to 1766, said he 

had served the Company of Merchants in Africa for thirteen years. Yet 

he declared he had been little acquainted with the interior of the 

country. Another Governor, Richard Miles, testified that he had served 

the Company for eighteen and a half years on the Gold Coast. For the 

first ten years, he commanded most of the smaller forts and during his 

1 The Annual Register. Vol. I, (1758), p. 75, 

2 Howard, C. and J.H. Plumb, (Edited), 
West African Explorers, p. 9, 

3 tbridgment of the Minutes of the Evidence taken before a 
Committee of the Whole House to whom it was referred to 
Consider of the Slave Trade. No. 1. (1789). PP. 2-7, 
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last seven years on the Gold Coast he was Governor at Cape Coast Castle. 

Miles claimed he had travelled to Senegal, Goree, the Gambia and Sierra 

Leone but admitted he knew nothing about the interior of t he Gold Coast. 

Apart from his trips to the above named places, Miles told the Committee 

that he was never five miles away from the coast, that his activities 

were confined only to the coastal area and that the little that he had 

seen of the Gold Coast was "an impenetrable wood." Their lack of con­

tact with the hinterlands of their trading posts is perhaps more asto­

nishing than the ignorance of writers about the African trade at home. 

This .lack of knowledge of the inland parts of West Africa raises 

the wider question as to why nothing had been learnt about the interior 

for more than two hundred years. Later historians have attributed seve­

ral factors to this complete ignorance, the unhealthy character of the 

West African climate which hindered European settlements, hostility of 

the natives, impenetrable forests, deadly tropical diseases and 

2 

unnavigable great rivers leading to the interior. These might well 

have been obstacles to European penetration into the interior of Africa 

but they do not fully explain the general lack of enthusiasm to go 

farther inland. The fact is that the lure of wealth in gold that 

1 Abridgment of Minutes of Evidence..... No. 1, (1789), 
pp. 9-17. 

2 See for example, the views of K,G. Davies, 
The Royal African Company, pp. 1-16, 
C. Howard and J.H. Plumb. opn ci,t.. pp. 1-25, 
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led Englishmen to West Africa had failed them. They found no rich gold 

mines. Instead, they saw an already flourishing trade in slaves carried 

on by the Portuguese and settled down on the coasts to share in its pro­

fits. As England came to acquire a greater share of the trade, its im­

portance in English commerce to the West Indies and the American colo­

nies oegan to loom in the minds of Englishmen, 

From the Restoration in 1660 and throughout the eighteenth cen­

tury, slave trading formed an integral part of British commercial enter­

prise in West Africa^ In the eighteenth century, the slave trade was 

considered a necessary factor in building a commercial empire in America 

2 
and the West Indies* It meant to individuals and the public alike an 

additional strength to national wealth through its profits and an aug­

mentation in naval power so that despite the fact that Englishmen's know­

ledge of West Africa except the coastal regions, was fragmentary the si­

gnificance of the African trade as one of the mainstays of the British 

Empire was not disputed. 

About 1709, Charles Davenant wrote pamphlets on the African tra-

de. In one^these treatises he stated that the importance of t he African 

trade to Great Britain and her colonies had been "a point so universally 

1 For the early part of the European slave trade and the Portu­
guese and English roles in it, see Basil Davidson's Black Mother: Africa, 
The Years of Trial, pp, 87-88, 

2 James High, "Tne African Gentlemen, A Chapter in the Slave 
Trade." 

Journal of Negro History, Vol. XLIV, No. 1, (Jan., 1959), p. 289 » 
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acknowledged already, that the going about to prove it would be almost 

as needless as to write elaborate dissertation for proving that the sun, 

without the interposition of a cloud, must shine in our horizon by twel­

ve o'clock of the day". In other words, the importance of the slave 

trade to England was so unquestionably taken for granted that it was 

almost unnecessary to try to argue about it. Davenant was not the only 

political economist to hold like views. 

Malachy Postlethwayt spoke for his generation when he wrote in 

1745 that the African trade was the great pillar which supported Bri-

2 

tain's commerce with her West Indian and American colonies. Postleth­

wayt was by far the most important and enlightened writer on the Afri­

can trade though he often tended to exaggerate its importance. In his 

Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce, Postlethwayt painted in glo­

wing terms the vast riches of Africa, its excellent climate and its si­

tuation for commerce to be "certainly beyond either of the other quar-
3 

ters of the world". He estimated the Guinea coast to be a great market 

1 C, Davenant, Political and Commercial Works relating to 
the Trade and Revenue of England, the Plantation 

Trade, the East-India Trade, and African Trade. Vol. V, p. 81, 

2 M. Postlethwayt, The African Trade the Great Pillar and Sup­
port of the British Plantation Trade in 
America, extracts of which can be found in 

English Historical Documents, edited by David C. Douglas, Vol. X, 
pp. 824-826. 

3 Postlethwayt, The Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce. 
Vol. I, No page numbers exist in the 4th edition (1774) used for this 
study of this two volume work. The exact page cannot here be cited but 
the above views will be found under the article, "Africa" in the volume 
given above. 
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for European manufactured goods, particularly English textiles. In 

another work, Postlethwayt pointed out that West Africa abounded in 

various commodities of inestimable value among which were gold, diamonds, 

gum, dye-woods, bee-wax, and tusks and that if England could oaty exert 

herself "to bring a few hundred thousands of Jjhe natives) to cloath 

with our commodities, and to erect buildings to deck with our funitu-

' re, and to live sometning in the European way (,..)", she would acqui­

re a more lucrative commerce than the slave trade. 

Other political economists were less romantic about the African 

trade though its significance was not underestimated. Before he died 

in 1762, Adam Anderson had written: "On the west coast of Africa, our 

commerce is principally for the slave trade of Guinea and Benin; where, 

however, we have neither colony nor plantation; but merely a number of 

inconsiderable forts on its shores, for the protection of our trade witl 

its wretched natives; which indeed would be of little importance to us, 

were it not for the great and constant supplies we get from thence of 

negro slaves for our American plantations, purchased entirely with our 

/ >. 2 
British produce and manufactures (,..)% Despite the frivolous 

1 Postlethwayt, Britain's Commercial Interest Explained and 
Improved Vol, II, p. 218, The whole 

title is too long to be given in full. 

2 A. Anderson, An Historical and Chronological deduction of the 
Origin of Commerce from the Earliest Accounts, 

Vol. I, Introduction, pp, lx-lxi# 
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remarks, Anderson nevertheless concluded that the African trade was 

beneficial to Great Britain. 

In 1758, when Senegal and Goree fell to the British, the Annual 

Register proclaimed that by these conquests, England had wrested from 

the enemy one of their most valuable branches of commerce. The allu­

sion was to the gum trade of Senegal, 

Towards the latter part of the century, the importance and pro­

fitability of the African trade was much emphasised. In 1772, when the 

House of Commons was reviewing the state of the trade, a pamphlet, in­

tended to advise the government, stated: "How vast is the importance 

of our trade to Africa, which is the first principle and foundation of 

all the rest; the main spring of the machine, which sets every wheel 

in motion: a trade which arises almost entirely of ourselves, our ex­

ports being chiefly our own manufactures, or such as are purchased with 

them, and the returns gold, ivory, wax, dyeing woods and negroes the 

first four articles of home consumption, or manufactured for exporting, 

the last affording a most prodigious employment to our people, both by 

sea and land without whom our plantations could not be improved or 

carried on, nor should we have any shipping passing between colonies, 

and mother country; whereas by their labours our sugars, tobacco, and 

numberless other articles are raised, which employ an incredible number 

1 The Annual Register, Vol. I, (1758), p, 75. 
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of ships, and these ships in their turn must employ a much greater num­

ber of handicraft trades at home; and the merchandises they bring home 

and carry out, pay such considerable sums to government, that of them 

consist the most flourishing branches of revenue; so that both for ex­

ports and imports, the improvement of our national revenue, the encou­

ragement of industry at home, the supply of our colonies abroad, and 

the increase of our navigation, the African trade is so very beneficial 

to Great Britain, so essentially-necessary to the very being of her co­

lonies, that without it neither could we flourish nor they long 

subsist," John Peter Demarin expressed in an emotional language the 

sentiment that was to be echoed and exploited in the debate over the 

abolition of the slave trade. The gist of the argument is quite ob­

vious: the wealth and naval power of England depended largely on the 

African trade. Viewed in this light, the importance of the Guinea tra­

de to Great Britain became particularly revealing to contemporaries. 

Direct trade however, with Africa in the eighteenth century in 

natural produce was small in volume. Commodities imported directly 

from West Africa were gold, ivory, gum, bee-wax, diamonds and dye-woods, 

Exports to West Africa were cotton, linen and woollen cloths, 

1 Demarin, John P. A Treatise upon the Trade from Great 
Britain to Africa; Humbly recommended to 
the Attention of Government, pp, 4-5, 

Cited later as Treatise upon the Trade ... to Africa, 
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gunpowder, shot, iron bars and nails, copper and brass utensils, guns, 

cowries, beads and spirits. These are by no means all the imports and 

exports. Gold came mainly from the Gold Coast, gum and bee-wax from 

The Gambia, Sierra Leone and Senegal and ivory from the Ivory Coast 

although gold and dye-woods could be obtained in most parts of West 

Africa, 

Between 1701 and 1705, Britain's annual average export values 

to West Africa stood at #97,OOQ-0-Od. From 1716 to 1720, the figure was 

#100,000, exceeding export values to the East Indies which amounted to 

#87,000, In 1725, average values were #190,000 compared with #113,000 

to the East Indies. Apart from a few periods of decline, between 1711 

to 1715 and 1741 to 1745, the figures rose steadily until they reached 

#775,000 in the period 1771-75, #790,000 in the years 1786 to 1790 and 

2 

#965,000 from 1798 to 1800, Import values were less spectacular, be­

ginning with #19,000 from 1701 to 1705, #55,000 between 1736 and 1740, 
3 

#100,000 from 1786 to 1790 and declined to #72,000 from 1796 to 1800. 
In 1765, exports of printed cotton and linen cloth to Africa and the 

1_ The reader is advised to refer to Mrs. Elizabeth B. 
Schumpeter's English Overseas Trade Statistics, 1697-1808 
for more items of imports and exports. 

2 ibid.. p. 17. During these years e^ort values to West 
Africa were more than those to France, Flanders, Spain 
and Portugal, particularly from 1796 to 1800. (Table V), 

3 ibid., p. 18 (Table VI). 
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East Indies stood at 76,820 yards, 42,487 yards in 1775 and 111,480 yards 

in 1785, In 1795, the amount of exports in cotton and linen cloth to 

Africa and the East Indies was #11,425 while that to the West Indies 

2 
was #85,929, Simples of exports and imports could be multiplied but it 

will be seen from the above statistics that the average annual values 

to and from West Africa were never beyond a million pounds despite mar-

'ked increases in certain years. The balance was however, made up in­

directly by large shipments of slaves to the Plantations. 

Historians of the slave trade have not been able to ascertain 

the exact number of slaves delivered to the West Indies nor will that 

number ever be established. According however, to figures compiled 

from the records of the Royal African Company, that Company had deli­

vered to the British West Indies alone 90,768 slaves between 1673 and 

1711. Of these Barbados received 42,111, Jamaica 34,480, Nevis 9,245, 

3 
Antigua 2,987, St. Christopher 624 and Montseratt 1,321. These grand 

1 Schumpeter. op. cit,. p. 67. (Table XXXVU). Since manu­
factured cloth was imported from the East Indies, it can 
be assumed that much of this cloth went to West Africa. 

2 ibid.» p. 67, (Same Table). When export or import values 
from the West Indies are linked with those from West Afri­
ca, remembering of course the slave population there, the 
indirect profits from the African trade will appear much 
greater. 

3 K. G. Davies, op.cit., p. 363. 
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totals do not include slaves delivered by interlopers or those sent to 

the American colonies. In 1789, Barbados imported 444 slaves; out of 

these she re-exported 399 to foreign colonies and retained only 45 sla­

ves. Jamaica imported 9,898 slaves, re-exported 2,030 and retained 

7,868. In 1791, she imported 15,293 slaves, re-exported 2,915 of them 

and retained 12,378, For the same year, 9,373 slaves were delivered 

to the small island of Grenada. Of these, 6,362 were re-exported and 

3,011 slaves retained. When it is remembered that the value of a slave 

was #30 or more, the profits from the slave trade can be visualised 

even when the cost of insurance, freight, and all other side expenses 

are taken into account. In 1751, Liverpool despatched 53 ships to West 

Africa and in 1753, 72 ships. It has been estimated that these ships 

brought in capital worth #160,792 in 1749-50, #345,546 in 1760 and 

#571,003 in 1770,2 In 1789, 61 ships left Liverpool for West Africa to 

purchase slaves and in 1790 and 1791, the number had risen to 94 and 97 

ships respectively-5 while between 1789 and 1791, a total number of 365 

registered ships left London, Bristol and Liverpool for West Africa for 

1 Debrett, Pari. Register. Vol, XXXI, (1792), p. 254. 
These figures were presented to the Commons by the 
Inspector-General of Customs, Thomas Irving, Statistics 
for the middle years of the 18th Century are not availa­
ble for citation, 

2 Williams, J. B. "The Development of British Trade with 
West Africa, 1750 to 1850", 

Political Science Quarterly, Vol. I, No. 2, (June, 1935), p. 194, 

3 Pari. Register, Vol, XXXI, p. 253, 
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the sole purpose of buying slaves. These were years when the slave tra­

de came under heavy attack by moralists and humanitarians but this did 

not seem to have had the desired effect of discrediting the trade. 

Although the Navigation Laws were not binding on the African 

coast, West Africa fitted in well with British mercantilist concep­

tions. The objective of the mercantilist ideal was a self-sufficing 

empire with England producing the manufactured goods while the colonies 

2 

supplied the necessary raw materials. Sugar, the principal produce of 

the West Indies, came to depend entirely on slave labour. The prospe­

rity of the West Indian commerce was therefore considered inseparable 

from the African trade. It was also claimed that the slave trade pre­

vented a mass exodus of English craftsmen to the West Indies. The Afri­

can trade as linked with the production of sugar in the West Indian 

islands, was also regarded essential to England's domestic industries. 

In one respect, the Guinea trade suited excellently the mercantilist 

thinking: it provided nothing that could compete with English indus­

tries. The East India Company brought into England manufactured silk, 

cotton and linen goods that rivaled English textiles on the market. 

The importation of gold and other precious metals from West Africa on 

the other hand was thought more advantageous than the export of bullion 

1 Pari. Register, Vol. XXXI, p. 253, 

2 Klause E. Knorr, British Colonial Theories, 1570-1850, 
Chaps. Ill and IV, 
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from England by the East India Company. The advantages of the African 

trade over that of the East India Company may seem debatable but the 

doubt did not then exist. 

Prior to the incorporation of the Royal African Company in 

1672, English merchants had sponsored intermittent trade ventures to 

2 the Guinea coast since 1553# Through these voyages a somewhat regular 

trade combined with piratical plunderings was established between 

England and West Africa. Efforts at founding permanent companies pro­

ved abortive. In 1662, the Company of the Royal Adventurers of England 

trading into Africa was incorporated. This Company was to be the di­

rect predecessor of the Royal African Company. The Royal Adventurers 

became involved with the Dutch who captured their forts but were relie­

ved by Admiral Holmes in I664* The Company did not prosper as a whole 

and was soon out of business but from its ruins rose the Royal African 

1 Between 1673 and 1713, the Royal African Company 
brought into England an aggregate total of 548,327 guineas, 
9,801 ounces of gold from 1721 to 1724 from West Africa 
and #66,308 sterling worth of silver from the West Indies. 
See Davies,_op. cit., p. 360, Appendix II, and p. 345. 
However, a glance at Mrs. Schumpeter's trade statistics 
shows that British import values from the East Indies 
rose steadily from 1700 onwards reaching over #1 million 
in 1751 and continued so well into the beginning of the 
19th Century. See Schumpeter, op. cit., p. 18, Table VI. 

2 See Hakluyt's The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffi-
ques and Discoveries of the English Nation, Vol. VI, 
pp. 124 & ff. 
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Company incorporated by charter in 1672. With the full backing of the 

Crown behind it, the Royal African Company quickly rose to a predomi­

nant position in the slave trade. "James, for many years the Governor 

and the largest shareholder in the Royal African Company, was also the 

Lord High Admiral whose courts chastised those who infringed its privi-

2 

leges." One ship, the Providence, was captured, tried and condemned 

as an interloper. By these measures, the Crown kept the Company's mo­

nopoly intact. The heavy reliance of the Company however, on the Crown 

made it liable to the political tensions of the day and susceptible to 

criticisms from the opponents of monopolies. The Company's future 

prospects were therefore heavily staked on the support from Charles II 

and James II. The consequence was that when James Hed England in 

1688, royal support for the Company was suddenly withdrawn. Its exclu­

sive monopoly of the slave trade came under attack and criticism. In 

1 For brief summary accounts of the Company of Royal 
Adventurers, see Davies, op. cit., pp. 38-46. Also 
W. R. Scott, "The Constitution and Finance of the 
Royal African Company of England from its Foundation 
till 1720." 

American Historical Review, Vol. VIII, No. 2, (Jan., 1903), 
pp. 241-259. 

2 K. G. Davies, The Royal African Company, p. 103. 

3 Donnan, Elizabeth, Documents Illustrative of the 
History of the Slave Trade to 
America, 

Vol. II, pp. 276-277. (Hereafter cited as Documents,) 
Other ships sent out to ward off interlopers were: 
the Phoenix (1674), the Hunter (I676), the Norwich 
(1678), the Orange Tree and the Mordaunt (1684). See 

Davies, op. cit,, p. 115, 
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1698, the Company lost its monopoly and from then on its prosperity 

began to decline. 

As the Act of 1698 was due to expire in 1711, the directors of 

the Company made strenuous efforts to regain the monopoly between 1708 

and 1712, The prospects of reviving the Company's exclusive privileges 

raised a storm of protest all over England. Wholesale petitions were 

sent to Parliament against renewing the Company's monopoly. One of the 

petitions from the London merchants stated: £bhe African] "Trade is 
African 

now in great danger of being lost, by means of the Royal.Company, who 

do not pay their Debts, nor carry on the Trade, nor support their 

Settlements, nor protect the separate Traders; and by their present 

Circumstances they remain only in a Capacity to oppress the Petitioners, 

2 

and others, and obstruct the Trade in general", while Edinburgh and 

Glasgow imagined that to revest a monopoly in the Royal African Company 

would be "contrary to the Articles of Union". Even the butchers, bakers 

brewers, rope-makers and dyers of London, the black smiths of 

1 Statutes at Large, Privy Council Series, edited by 
Henry Woodfall and William Strahan; Vol. Ill, Cap. XXVI, 
9 and 10th William III, pp. 710-11. (Cited later as 
Statutes at Large) The attack on monopolies was not 
restricted to that of the Royal African Company. In 
1689, the Merchant Adventurers lost their monopoly and 
in 1699 commerce with Russia and Newfoundland was thrown 
open to all British subjects. See T.S. Ashton, An Eco­
nomic History of England: The 18th Century, p. 130» 

2 Journals of the House of Commons, Vol. XVI, p. 235, 
(Cited later as Commons Journals or simply C. J.). 
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Birmingham, shipwrights and owners as well as all those interested in 

the furnishing of vessels and the merchant corporations of Plymouth, 

Bristol, Liverpool, Whitehaven, Deptford and Wapping petitioned against 

the restoration of any monopoly in the African trade. 

In view of these protests, the House of Commons could not igno­

re the state of the trade to West Africa. The Board of Trade was ins-

- tructed to draw up a report on the trade. The Board immediately set 

itself to the task and conducted an extensive investigation into the 

affairs of the Royal African Company. The Company's accounts of ex­

penses on its forts, value of stocks, dividends, debts contracted, im-

2 
ports and exports were all examined. The Board also sent out letters 

to the Governors of the English colonies strictly requiring them to sub-

3 
mit evidence and accounts on the state of the slave trade. When the 

report finally came before the Commons, it charged the Company with 

falsification of accounts. It also recommended that no joint stock 

company be formed and that the African trade should remain free and 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XVI, pp. 77, 135 for Edinburgh 
and Glasgow. For other petitions see pp, 71, 75, 77, 
83, 86, 259-60, 261, 267, 269, passim. 

2 Donnan, Documents, Vol. II, pp. 22-24, 25-43, 

3 ibid., pp, 44-46. For replies, see pp. 46-48, 
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1 

open. 

To implement the Board's recommendations, the Commons in March 

1708, adopted the following two resolutions in Committee: first, "That 

the Trade to Africa is very advantageous to Great Britain, and necessa­

ry to the Plantations thereunto belonging" and secondly, "That the 

Trade ought to be free to all her Majesty's Subjects, in a regulated 

* Company, under such Rules and Provisions, as may be for the Preserva-

of the said Trade, and maintaining such Forts and Castles, as are 
2 

necessary for that Purpose". Yet a bill brought in at the request of 

the House to effect these resolutions was postponed at least seven times 

and eventually lost in committee.J 

Outside Parliament, the storm had not subsided. "By more peti­

tions to Parliament and to the Queen, by arguments before the Board of 

Trade, by broadsides, and by pamphlets, the battle over monopoly raged." 

Charles Davenant wrote pamphlets defending the Company from the attacks 

of other pamphleteers. The controversy went on for about half a dozen 

1 Donnan, Documents, Vol. II, pp. 54, 67, 50-68, 

2 Commons Journals, Vol, XVI, p. 160, 

3 ibid., pp. 203-04. 

4 Donnan, Documents, II, p. 22 (Footnote). 

5 Davenant, Works, Vol. V was devoted almost entirely to the 
controversy and defence of the Company, Davenant was then 
Inspector-General of the Customs. He had been appointed 
to that office in 1704. I owe this reference to Prof. T. S. 
Ashton. See his introduction to Mrs. Schumpeter's English 
Overseas Trade Statistics. 1697-1808, p. 2. 
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years. The directors of the Company accused the separate traders of 

conspiring with their officers and agents on the African coast to de­

fraud the Company. The separate traders argued that forts and castles 

were unnecessary to protect the slave trade from rival nations and sub­

mitted a comprehensive scheme for reorganizing the trade. This state 

of affairs continued throughout 1710 and 1711, In 1712, the House of 

Commons was again forced to act as a mediator in the dispute. Resolu­

tions were passed that the African trade be free and open to all British 

subjects; that it was necessary to maintain forts in West Africa to ward 

off rivals; that the colonies ought to be supplied with sufficient num­

bers of slaves at reasonable rates and that alliances should be concluded 

2 
with the native chiefs to ensure a constant provision of slaves, A "Bill 

for establishing the Trade to Africa in a regulated Company" was intro-

3 4 

duced. It went as far as the third reading and was then defeated. 

At the same time both Houses passed a bill to enable the proprietors of 

the Company to settle satisfactorily their accounts and debts with their 

1 Commons Journals. Vol. XVI, pp. 319-320. 

2 ibid., Vol. XVII, p. 164. 

3 ibid., p. 174. 

4 In 1709, 1710 and 1711 further extensive investigations 
were conducted by the Board of Trade on the African tra­
de and its views presented to Parliament. The Commons 
passed similar"resolutions but nothing resulted from 
them. See Donnan, Documents. II, pp. 109-146, Also 
Commons Journals, XVI, pp. 549-51, 552, 589, 601, 627, 
691 and passim. 
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creditors. By adopting the role of a moderator in the controversy over 

the Company's monopoly, Parliament had committed itself to intervene, 

though not unnecessarily, in the affairs of t he Royal African Company^ 

It is with these future interventions that the next chapters will be 

concerned. 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XVII, pp. 252, 257. 
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CHAPTER II 

PARLIAMENT AND THE ROYAL AFRICAN 
COMPANY IN ITS LAST YEARS, 1713-1750 

On November 26th, 1741, the Gentlemen's Magazine reported: 

"This Day was held a General Court of the Royal African Company of En­

gland when the Sub-Governor acquainted the Court, that they were call'd 

together in order to lay before them the present Situation of the Compa­

ny's Affairs; which having been done, he submitted the following propo­

sals to their Consideration, which being read, were unanimously agreed 

to". The proposals were: 1) that the then present capital stock of 

the Company which consisted of 4,000 shares including trust stock, should 

be increased to any number not exceeding 20,000 shares; 2) that any num­

ber of the trust and newly created shares not exceeding 17,000, be ves­

ted in the name of such trustees as the Court of Assistants should think 

fit; 3) that the Court of Assistants be empowered to sell and dispose 

of the 17,000 shares to be created at such times and proportions as the 

Court would deem best at the rate of #10 per share; 4) the Court of 

Assistants was instructed to make an application to the Crown for more 

financial support and 5) "That it be left to the Court of Assistants 

either to chuse a Committee of seven Persons for the management of the 

1 The Gentlemen's Magazine, Vol, XI, (Nov., 1741), 
p. 607. 
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Company's Affairs, or to revive the four usual standing Committees". 

By this scheme, the Company hoped to obtain #175,000 which would enable 

the proprietors to pay off their debts. The annual grants from Parlia­

ment would then be used to extend the trade into the interior parts of 

West Africa. Although the scheme came to nothing, it was symtomatic 

of the many vain attempts of the Royal African Company to rehabilitate 

- its financial embarrassments in its last years. 

Between 1713 and 1730, Parliament had not actively intervened 

in the affairs of the Company. There was no manifest concern or anxiety 

in the Company's management. In 1713, Parliament approved the Assiento 

contract in the Treaty of Utrecht by which England would supply the Spa-

2 
nish American colonies with slaves. The contract was criticised not so 

much for its intent but for the alleged personal and private commercial 

3 
gains behind it. Having no slave trading posts of her own on the West 

African coast, Spain used the assiento as the means to stock her colonies 

1 Gentleman's Magazine, Vol. XI, (Nov., 1741), p. 607 

2 At least 4,800 slaves were to be supplied each year by 
England to Spanish America, See Articles V and VII of 
the Treaty of Utrecht in Reports from Committees of the 
House of Commons Reprinted by Order of the House. Vol, I, 
pp, 46-47, 

3 "Report from the Committee of Secrecy, appointed to 
examine the several Book3 and Papers, relating to the 
Negotiations of Peace and Commerce, between England 
and France" in Reports, op, cit., Vol. I, p. 6. The 
assiento was a contract granted by Spain to individual 
merchants or foreign companies as a sole right to sup­
plying slaves to Spanish America. 
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with negro slaves. The "Assientists", as those who obtained this privi­

lege were called, bought the necessary slaves from places such as Barba­

dos, Jamaica, Curacao or elsewhere in the West Indies. In time however, 

Jamaica became the chief source of supply. The contract made in 1713 

between England and Spain was soon assigned to the newly formed South 

„ « 1 

Sea Company, This was not the first time that Englishmen were to supply 

the Spanish colonies with slaves but it was the first time that Parlia­

ment was concerned in a formal contract for that puspose. A flourishing 

trade existed between Jamaica and Spanish America, from which England 
2 

derived great profits. The writer of a tract The Assiento Contract 

consider'd ...» stated that the English trade with the Spaniards from 

Jamaica had been very considerable. He estimated that "there {had"} been 

received of them in Gold and Silver and the Produce of New Spain, 
3 

#200,000 or #250,000 Yearly (.,.)", It seems therefore that Parliament 

saw beyond Jamaica vast opportunities of commercial enterprise in the 

Spanish colonies. Apart from selling slaves as well as manufactured En­

glish cloth to the Spanish colonies, England would obtain through the 

1 For details see E. Donna«/"The Early Days of the South 
Sea Company", Journal of Economic and Business History, 
Vol, II, No. 3, (May, 1930), pp. 419-450, 

2 Curtis Nettels, "England and the Spanish-American 
Trade, 1680-1715", Journal of Modern History, Vol. Ill, 
No. 1, (March, 1931), pp. 1-32, 

3 Donnan, Documents, Vol. II, p. 151, 
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Spanish trade with Jamaica silver coin, a commodity considered of immen­

se value, 

A more immediate reason was that Parliament wanted to exclude 

the French entirely from the African trade. The French had held the 

Assiento from Spain since 1701. To meet a possible French rivalry in 

the African and the Spanish-American trade, Parliament incorporated the 

South Sea Company in 1711. That Company was intended to exist side by 

side with the Royal African Company to crowd out all other European na­

tions in the slave trade. In November, 1713, the Board of Trade sugges­

ted to Lord Bolingbroke that the Portuguese be asked to allow English 

traders a free access to Brazil to sell slaves. Bolingbroke wrote back 

to the Board asking for more information on the subject. The Board 

summoned representatives of the Royal African Company for a conference 

with the separate traders on the scheme. Upon hearing the proposals, 

the Company's representatives objected to the plan saying that to supply 

slaves to Brazil would mean an increase in tneir prices in the Planta­

tions and a decrease of prices in Brazil. It would also prevent the 

English from selling slaves to the Portuguese at a fifty per cent rate 

over the normal prices in West Africa, The separate traders though 

differing with the Company, disagreed among themselves. Some like 

William Heysham and Colonel Uleland - agents for Barbados - expressed 

their belief that an extension of the British slave trade to Brazil woulc 

be injurious to the Plantations. Others such as a certain Mr. Kent, 

argued that if the Portuguese did not buy slaves from the English, they 
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would obtain them from the Dutch, the French and the Brandenburgers in 

any case. England could just as well sell slaves to Brazil. If the 

English could achieve a monopoly of the whole slave trade, then they 

might succeed in shutting off the Portuguese supply of slaves to the 

Spanish colonies. Kent believed dearer slaves to be advantageous to the 

planters because, were they cheap, the French would afford to buy more, 

improve their sugar plantations in t ne West Indies and thus undersell 

the British in the sugar trade. One more delegate, Richard Harris, 

thought it would do no harm to furnish Brazil with slaves since every 

healthy slave sold there brought in #50 or more to the British trader, 

After listening to the various arguments, the Board concluded 

that "Upon the whole, it being consider'd that the African trade is 

shared by so many several nations, the more persons are engag'd in 

supplying the Brazils with negro's, The cheaper will negro's and their 

labour be, and consequently their sugar-works better supported, these 

gentlemen all unanimously agreed that our carrying negro 's to the Bra-

2 
zils would be prejudicial to the British Plantations in America". Even 

if a positive conclusion had been arrived at, it is doubtful whether the 

Portuguese on their part would have allowed British traders to transport 

1 Donnan, Documents, Vol. II, pp. 171-173, 

2 ibid.. p. 173, 
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slaves directly and freely to Brazil. 

In the same year, (1713) the Royal African Company again peti­

tioned for a renewal of its monopoly. The petition once more aroused 

the opposition of the separate traders. Petition after petition flowed 

into Parliament from London, Bristol, Liverpool and smaller towns such 

as Ashburton and Kingsbridge in Devonshire against the revival of any 

monopoly in the slave trade. These petitions pointed out that despite 

former resolutions passed by the House to leave the African trade free 

and open, the Royal African Company had attempted to obstruct indepen­

dent traders from going off to trade in West Africa, The petitioners 

asked that on no account should the Company's monopoly be renewed. 

The House of Commons immediately responded to their demands. 

The Commons took the petitions into consideration in a committee of the 

whole House on 30th April and on May 2nd, the following resolution was 

reported: "That the Trade to Africa ought to be free and open to all 

her Majesty's Subjects of Great Britain, and the Plantations, under such 

proper Regulations as shall subject the Traders to Duties, for maintai-

2 

ning the Forts and Settlements on the Coast of Africa", When the reso­

lution was read a second time, a short debate arose upon it. A motion 

was made that the debate be adjourned. The motion failed to pass and 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XVII, pp. 297-299, 307. 

2 ibid.. p. 310. 
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the House ordered a bill to be brought in for that purpose at the end of 

the debate. 

On 6th May, a "Bill for establishing the Trade to Africa, free 

and open to all her Majesty's Subjects of Great Britain, and the Plan­

tations" was introduced and read the first time. At the several stages 

of the bill, the directors of the Company, through their lobbyists, en­

deavoured to impede its progress, Two amendments, one intended to pre­

vent the separate traders from entering the forts without the consent 

of the Royal African Company, the other, that an allowance be made to 

the Company on cargo lost or destroyed at any time through or by the 

separate traders, were proposed on the second reading of the bill. The 

first amendment was rejected and the second modified and accepted by a 

vote of 125 to 107, A third amendment offered by the separate traders 

to the bill read that "the Exclusive Right of trading to Africa, men­

tioned and intended to be granted by Letters Patents of King Charles the 

Second to the Royal African Company, is an Invasion on the Freedom of 

2 
Trade, and of dangei'ous Consequences to the Commerce of this Kingdom". 

This too was negatived by another vote of 132 to 98. In spite of the 

protests from the Royal African Company and certain West Indian and Ame­

rican planters, the bill passed its third reading on June 8th and was 

sent up to the Lords. The Lords received the bill on June 9th and read 

it on the 17th and 23rd of the same month. On 25th June, tne Lords 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XVII, p. 389. 

2 ibid., p. 389. 
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"committed" the bill but no more was heard of it. In fact, the loss of 

this bill had almost set a seal on African affairs in Parliament for the 

next sixteen years. During these years nothing was discussed in Parlia­

ment on the Royal African Company or the South Sea Company in relation 

to Africa, In 1726 for instance, the Royal African Company petitioned 

the Board of Trade for financial assistance. The Board referred the 

petition to Parliament recommending that the forts and castles be taken 

over by the Crown, If that were not possible, Parliament should impose 

duties on all ships which traded to West Africa. The revenue so obtai-

2 

ned would be employed to maintain the forts. Parliament took no steps 

to implement the Board's recommendations. This attitude of indifferen­

ce on the part of Parliament in the affairs of the Royal African Company 

continued till 1729 when the state of the African trade and the plight 

of the Company were again brought to t he attention of the House of 

Commons. 

Before then, the Royal African Company's affairs had began to 

fall into disarry. In 1722, the Company attempted to reorganize its 

finances but the steps came to nothing,-̂  Five years later, the Company 

took resolutions at a General Court to prevent the separate traders from 

1 Journals of the House of Lords, Vol. XIX, pp. 577, 580, 
583, 586, 

2 Donnan, Documents, Vol. II, pp. 337-339, 

3 Anderson, Origin of Commerce, Vol. Ill, pp. 134-35* 
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damaging its trade. At that meeting, the General Court proposed to re­

duce the Company's nominal stock so that every eight hundred pounds 

would be deflated to one hundred pounds; that a certain quantity of 

additional stock be created- in its corporate form and sold out to indi-

divuals to enable the Company to maintain its trade. These proposals 

also produced no results. Faced with this inability to recuperate its 

financial position, the Company had no other alternative but to turn 

to Parliament for assistance. 

In February 1729, the Royal African Company sent a petition to 

the House of Commons. The petition set out the advantages of the Afri­

can trade regarding the exports of woollen and cotton goods as well as 

the supply of slaves to the colonies. It also declared that to secure 

the African trade for Britain, the Company had built a number of forts 

and castles on the African coast; that the Company had maintained these 

forts at its own expense which had "proved a very great and insupporta­

ble Burthen upon them". In view of the Company's financial difficulties 

the directors requested Parliament to grant them money to help to upkeep 

2 
the forts and castles. The petition itself was rejected by a vote of 

134 to 90 but the Commons resolved to take the state of the African tra­

de into consideration. 

1 Anderson, op, cit., Vol. Ill, p. 144, 

2 Commons Journals , Vol. XXI, p . 447* 
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Following this resolution, the Commons on 6th March, 1?29, or­

dered the Company to produce a statement of account of its forts, cas­

tles and finances. An attempt to have the names of the Company's pro­

prietors, specifying each man's property, inserted in the accounts fai­

led to pass but instructions went to the Commissioners for Trade and 

Plantations to reproduce a copy of one of their reports drawn up in 

1711 on the African trade. That same day, the report was laid before 

the House* 

The report contained accounts and descriptions of each fort and 

castle on the Gold Coast and the Gambia. Fort James on the Gambia was 

described as defended by "24 Pieces of large Cannon, Six Twelve Pounders, 

2 
and Six Twenty-four Pounders", It also accommodated seventy white men, 

one hundred castle slaves but at the time the survey was conducted, the 

3 
fort held only fifty-one white men and forty-one slaves, 

Dixcove, located about eight leagues east of Cape Three Points 

and built by the Company, was defended by twenty-four cannon * It had 

lodging rooms, apartments to house a garrison, warehouses and storage 

rooms. The fort usually could accommodate twenty-one white men and fif­

ty-four castle slaves. 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXI, p. 476. 

2 ibid.. p. 477. 

3 ibid.. p. 477. 
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Cape Coast Castle, described as a square building situated about 

the middle of the Gold Coast, was according to the report, "fortified 

with Four large Bastions, and a Platform towards the Sea; has been en­

larged with new Buildings, and made more regular, as x-rell as Six times 

larger, and stronger, by the present Company, with Stone, Brick, Tiles, 

Lime, and Tarras, etc., and is a Security for all ships in the Road; 

was many years doing; having Apartments for the Chief Merchants, Fac­

tors, Writers, Surgeons, Artificers, and Soldiers, Magazines, Warehou­

ses, Storehouses, Granaries, Guard-rooms, Two large Tanks, or Cisterns, 

for fresh Water, built with Brick and Tarras sent from England, holding 

at least 200 Tons; Repositories, to lodge 1,000 Negroes; and Vaults for 

Rum, etc. Work-houses for Smiths, Armourers, Coopers, and Carpenters: 

On the Bastions are mounted 30 great Guns, and towards the Sea, on the 

Platform, 11 Guns, from Eighteen to Thirty-two Pounders, sufficient to 

protect any ships in the Road". This excerpt is quoted in full in order 

to demonstrate the type of establishments maintained on the African 

coast, for similar accounts were given of forts at Sekondi (Succondee), 

Commenda, Fort Royal, Phipps Tower, Anomabu (Annamaboe), Tantamkweri 

(Tantumquerry), Winneba and Whydah on the Gold Coast. The estimates 

for maintenance of the Company's officers, agents and forts on the Afri­

can coast were #25,428 and #14,941 a year. More papers relating to the 

forts and the list of the proprietors of the Company were presented to 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXE, p. 477-
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the Commons on March 10th by Francis Lynn, the Secretary of the Royal 

African Company at the orders of the House though earlier the Commons 

had rejected a propsoal to have the names of the proprietors inserted 

in the accounts. 

After a due consideration had been given to the report and the 

state of the Company in a committee of the whole House, the Commons on 

• 26th March, 1730, passed the following resolutions: 1) "That the Tra­

de to Africa ought always to remain free and open to all his Majesty's 

Subjects". 2) "That the Trade and Navigation to the Coast of Africa 

ought never to be taxed with any Duties whatsoever, for the Support and 

Maintenance of any Forts and Settlements there". 3) "That British 

Forts and Settlements on the Coast of Africa are necessary to be main­

tained, as Marks of the Possessions of Great Britain in those Parts" 

and 4) "That an Allowance ought to be made towards the Support and 

2 

Maintenance of the said Forts and Settlements". On 30th April, 1733, 

while in a committee for supply, the House of Commons passed a further 

resolution that "a Sum, not exceeding Ten thousand Pounds, be granted 

to his Majesty, to be applied towards the Maintenance of t he British 

Forts and Settlements, belonging to the Royal African Company of En­

gland, on the Coast of Africa". With that grant, indifference in the 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXI, p. 522. 

2 ibid., p. 522; it must be noted however, that "Marks of 
the Possession of Great Britain in those Parts" referred 
only to the forts and not territorial sovereignty, 

3 ibid., p. 538. 
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affairs: of the Royal African Company had vanished. Prior to this time, 

Parliament had followed a declared policy of minimum interference In 

the management of the Company; the House now faced the problem of re­

trieving the dislocations in the finances of the Royal African Company 

and became irrevocably involved in its future prospects. Every year, 

the Company made formal petitions to Parliament for t he grant of 

« #10,000. Each year, the House of Commons ordered that the Company pro­

duce a statement of accounts of the estimates for every succeeding year 

and also an account of how the directors had spent the sums voted by 

Parliament during the previous years. 

Although Parliament granted yearly #10,000 for the support of 

the forts, yet these subsidies did not seem to have had the desired 

effect of completely stablizing the financial difficulties of the Royal 

African Company. Three years after the first of these grants, one 

reads that the Company was again in difficulties. "At this time", 

wrote Anderson, "the Royal African Company was in a very bad condition^-

It continued to lose much of its trade to the separate traders as it 

had been doing for many years past. In another general meeting, the 

proprietors resolved to confine themselves to purchasing slaves on the 

2 
African coast and reselling them to private traders. Other proposals 

1 Anderson, Origin of Commerce, Vol. Ill, p. 196. 

2 ibid., p. 196. 
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were that the officers and agents of the Company should be allowed to 

engage in an extensive trade inland for gold, ivory, bee-wax, drugs and 

dye-woods, or that the salaries and allowances of the officers both at 

home and abroad be reduced. By these various means of frugality, the 

Company hoped to retrench its financial difficulties. The proposals did 

not however, appear to solve its problems and the Company was once more 

unable to pay its debts. The officers and agents in Africa proposed 

at their general meeting to create bonds to the value of twenty thou­

sand pounds at four per cent interest to extend the trade inland. Sur­

prisingly, the General Court in England agreed to the proposal. Not­

withstanding this, the Company's affairs still continually worsened 

while the profits of the separate traders increased. This state of 

affairs did not go unnoticed. As the Company's prosperity waned to a 

precarious position, Parliament's anxiety over its trading assets in­

creased. 

In January 1743, the directors of the Royal African Company de­

clared in their petition to the House of Commons that they had "found, 

by Experience, that the (...) annual Sum of Ten thousand Pounds has been 

so far from answering and defraying the necessary Charges and Expenses 

of the (...) Forts and Settlements, that the Petitioners have totally 

exhausted even the trading Stock which they were possessed of when the 

said annual Allowance was first granted; so that they are now 

1 Anderson, op. cit., Vol. Ill, pp. 196-197. 
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absolutely disabled from maintaining and supporting the said Forts and 

Settlements any longer with the said annual Allowance of Ten thousand 

Pounds only". The directors hinted at handing over their forts to the 

Crown and to be compensated by Parliament. The House of Commons took 

the hint and immediately ordered the Commissioners for Trade and Plan-

2 
tations to investigate the general state of the African trade. A select 

• committee was also appointed to examine and report on the Company's 

3 
accounts of expenditure from 1729 to 1743. 

Pending the presentation of the Select Committee's report, the 

Accountant-General of the Company, Edward Sparke, drew up a separate 

report of the Company's accounts intended to be given to the Commissio­

ners for Trade. In it he said that the books containing the accounts 

from Africa in the Company's possession had not gone beyond December 

31st, 1741. The cost of maintaining the forts for t he years 1742 and 

1743 could not therefore be exactly ascertained. He however, estimated 

that the expenditure on the forts would amount to #33,905-10-10d in 

addition to #203,433-5-10d as the expenses from 1730 to 1741. In all, 

the Company would have spent by the end of 1743 a total amount of 

#237,338-l6-8d.4 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXIV, p. 534. 

2 ibid., p. 534. 

3 ibid., p. 548. 

4 ibid., p. 552. 
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When the report of the Select Committee came before the House, 

it was concerned mainly with the expenditure of sums granted by Parlia­

ment but included investigations into the value of the Company's stocks 

and the state of its forts. Evidence taken came mostly from Edward 

Sparke who had served as Accountant to the Royal African Company since 

1720 and from October, 1729, as its Accountant-General. By virtue of 

his office, the management of the Company's accounts in England and 

abroad came under Sparke's supervision. His duties were not confined 

to any particular branch but extended to the whole of the Company's 

finances "so that", as the Select Committee reported, "there could not 

be any buying, selling, importing, or exporting, paying or receiving 

Money, or any other Transaction in Trade, abroad or at home, without 

coming to his Knowledge, and being subject to his Examination and Ins­

pection, either before or after such Transaction is done". Sparke also 

took cognizance of all books and papers except minutes and letters, re­

lating to accounts before such books received endorsement from the 

Court of Assistance or any of the Committees of the Company. As it 

turned out, the Company was on trial for suspicions of embezzlement of 

parliamentary grants. The Select Committee scrutinized every detail of 

expenses. The investigation was prompted not by an outburst of peti­

tions from the separate traders and the public but by Parliament's con­

cern in the decline of the Company's assets. The initiative came from 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXIV, p. 663. 
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the House of Commons and not from the public. 

The Select Committee found that the Company had spent over 

#6,540-4-lld on salaries for governors, agents, soldiers, canoemen, 

castle slaves and free black servants, #1, 915-4-7d on building mate­

rials and ammunition and #2,249-10-lld on quit-rents, dashees and other 

acknowledgements. The cost of books and canoes in Africa was 

#371-19-10d and a further sum of #849-2-8d was expended on recruits 

for the Company in Africa. Expenses on ships and small vessels pro­

tecting the forts and castles totalled #1,000 while freight and insu­

rance paid for in England to defray the foregoing charges as well as 

all other incidental fees amounted to #2,026-12-6d. In 1730, the Com­

pany was said to have spent #12,6l5-2-lld on the forts and outposts 

alone. 

On further examination, Sparke told the Committee that these 

sums had been compiled from the account books kept by the Company's 

servants and agents on the African coast and transmitted to the direc­

tors at home though sums from the London account books had been partly 

included. Questioned as to the method of keeping vouchers in Africa, 

Sparke answered that every person in the Company's service in any place 

whatsoever, had to keep a true and written account of all receipts and 

disbursements. At the end of every two months, each agent was obliged 

to render to the Council at the nearest principal fort, two original 

1. Commons Journals, Vol, XXIV, p. 663, 
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accounts signed by himself and attested to be true by another of the 

Company's servants who was privy to his transactions. The accountant 

resident at that principal fort examined and made comments on the 

accounts. These were then laid before the Council which in turn re­

examined them. The Council was allowed to make deductions and altera­

tions if that were found necessary. The accounts were then inserted 

in t he General Books and sent to t he Company in Eng land where the 

Accountant-General compared all journals and ledgers with the original 

vouchers from which the accounts had veen compiled. Full and final 

endorsement of these accounts however, rested with the directors. 

The manner of verifying these accounts seemed so reassuring that 

Sparke emphasized before the Committee that "so many several Examina­

tions of the Books and Accounts, made by Persons whose private Inte­

rests have no Connection with each other, render it extremely difficult 

for any of the Company's Servants to embezzle or misapply any of the 

Effects committed to their Charge, with Impunity, or without being de-

2 
tected'V After a close examination of each year's expenditure, the 

Select Committee expressed their satisfaction with Sparke's explana­

tions. In their report to Parliament, the Committee declared: "Upon 

the Evidence (...) your Committee beg Leave to observe, that they having; 

1 Commons ..Journalsv Vol. XXIV, pp. 663-64. 

2 ibid.. p. 664. 
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received already such an Account of the Truth of the Amount of the 

Charges for each Year of the first Seven Years, £that is from 1730 

onwards]], and not having any Reason to doubt, that the Amount of the 

Charges for each of the last Five Years, which do not exceed, but ra­

ther fall short of the former Years, have been collected with due Dili­

gence and Care, thought it unnecessary to enter into a particular and 

minute Examination of the Books, Papers, and Vouchers, so offered to be 

produced, on behalf of the said Company, by the said Examinant". In 

the matter of the Company's stocks, the investigation revealed that on 

December 31st, 1729, the Royal African Company's debts had exceeded its 

trading stock by a sum of #13,005, In 1733, the debt had increased to 

#13,535* Although a decline in debt was reported in 1737, it had 

2 
again risen to #72,640 by the end of December in 1743* 

If the evidence presented to the Committee was not in any way 

tampered with, it is to be admitted that the reports of naval Captains 

on the condition of the forts and deficiency of supplies at the castles 

were incorrect and tendencious, calculated to discredit the Company. 

One Captain had stated in his despatch to the Admiralty: "They [the 

Company} have not of late Years been enabled to repair, fortify, and 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXIV, p. 665. Sparke had 
offered to produce all original vouchers and account 
books to support his evidence. 

2 ibid.. p. 666. 
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supply, their several Forts and Castles upon the Coast of Africa, in a 

sufficient-Manner to serve the said Forts, and the Possession of the 

Trade on that Coast; so that they are now become very much out of Re­

pair, and not in a proper defensible Condition against any Enemy that 

may attempt to attack them". In September 1741, Captain Edmund Strange 

reported that the Gambia had had no supplies for two years yet the 

Accountant-General produced and presented to the Committee twelve bills 

of lading with receipts and invoices. The receipts showed that supplies 

of goods had been despatched to the Gambia at various times. In June, 

1739, #2,004-17-9d worth of goods was delivered at James Fort in the 

Gambia; in May, 1740, #3,294-l-8d worth of supplies was sent out. In 

June and August, 1741, supplies received in the Gambia amounted to 

#2,535-10-4d and #2,079-18-5d respectively. In all, #9,914-8-2d worth 

of goods and supplies were received at James Fort between September, 

1739 and August 1741.2 

In August, 1742, Captain Charles Wyndham inspected Cape Coast 

Castle and wrote home that "no Goods were sent to Cape Coast from the 

Company since August, 1740", But, on the contrary, Sparke proved to 

the Select Committee from books signed by the.principal agents at Cape 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXIV, p. 667. 

2 ibid., p. 667; the report was dated September 20th, 1741, 

3 ibid.. p, 667; report dated August 13th, 1742, 
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Coast and nine original bills of lading, that at the end of June, 1740, 

there remained at Cape Coast, #4,267-0-3d worth of various merchandises. 

In July 1740, cargo delivered at Cape Coast amounted to #785-6-8d. In 

August, 1740, two deliveries were made totalling #2,734-19-ld while 

bills drawn on the Company added up to #554. In June and July, 1742, 

#719-5-8d and #2,701-7-lld worth of merchandise were sent to Cape Coast, 

• Taken together, the Company invested #ll,76l-19-7d in merchandise on 

Cape Coast. 

One more report, drawn up by Captain Edward Gregory on June 11th, 

1743, stated that the storehouse at Dixcove was quite empty, "having 

had no Supply from Cape Coast, or from the Royal African Company, for 

2 

Three Years, (as the Chief told him)". The remark bracketed by the 

Captain himself is suggestive that these charges against the Company 

might have been based on suppositional evidence taken from surrepti­

tious critics at the forts. In the same despatch, Captain Gregory re­

ported that "the People at Cape Coast Castle complain of the Company's 

not sending out any Goods or Provisions, as they promised; which occa­

sioned them to be in a starving Condition; except only a Ship from 
3 

Bristol, with #280 worth of Provisions for them and the Out-Forts". 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXIV, p. 667, 

2 ibid.. p. 667. 

3 ibid., p. 667. 
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When questioned by the Committee on this report, Sparke explained that 

it was not the policy of the Company to send supplies directly to any 

outfort. Goods destined for outposts such as Dixcove were sent to Cape 

Coast. The Governor at Cape Coast redistributed these goods to the out-

forts according to their needs. In any case, Sparke-proved by the ori­

ginal account books signed by several principal factors and agents at 

Dixcove that supplies had been received at that fort between 1741 and 

1743 to the amount of #983-7-3d. He also produced two bills showing 

that cargo had been shipped to Cape Coast in May, 1743 amounting to 

#3,906-14-ld. The report was referred to a committee of the whole 

House, 

On April 24th, 1744, two resolutions were reported: one was, 

"That the Royal African Company of England do lay before this House, 

an Estimate of the annual Charges which may be necessary for effectually 

maintaining and supporting the British Forts and Settlements belonging 

to the said Company on the Coast of Africa, for the Protection of the 

2 
Trade of all his Majesty's Subjects there"; the other was that the 

Company produce an estimate of what sum would be needed to enable it 

to repair the forts and keep them in a defensible position. The esti­

mates came swiftly from the Company the next day. These were again 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXIV, p. 667, 

2 ibid., p. 669. 
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referred to a committee of the whole House and on 1st May, the House of 

Commons passed another resolution, "That the Sum of 'Twenty thousand 

p 

rounds be granted to his Majesty, to be applied for the Maintenance of 

the British Forts and Settlements belonging to the Royal African Compa­

ny, for the Year 1744"- The resolution was unanimously agreed to and 

the sum granted. At the same time the Commons also resolved to send 

an address to the King requesting him to instruct the Board of Trade to 

draw up a report on the general state of the African trade, the condi­

tion of the forts and castles and an estimate of what sum was necessa­

ry for the upkeep of the forts. The report did come before the House, 

was considered in a committee of the whole but nothing materially re-
2 

suited from it, The inquiry however, had ended in a declaration of con­

fidence in the Royal African Company and more money voted to assist it 

to maintain its forts. That confidence proved illusionarj for the ma­

jor crisis of the Company was already on the horizon. 

In spite of the twenty thousand pounds granted in 1744 for the 

repair of the forts, the Royal African Company intimated to Parliament 

in 1745 that it was unable to maintain those same forts. No 

1 Commons Journals. Vol. XXIV, p. 675. 

2 ibid., pp. 730-31, 791-97, 846, 884-85. 
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parliamentary grant was given in that year and the subsidies from 

Parliament stopped altogether in 1747 after another #10,000 was granted 

in 1746. As one historian has remarked, the Company was again left to 

2 
its own resources. 

From 1747 to 1749, the crisis in t he finances of the Royal Afri­

can Company grew more acute. The directors reported to Parliament that 

3 

the Company no longer possessed any credit and that they were unable 

to pay their creditors. At this critical moment in the Company's his­

tory, it was quite clear that co-operation between the shareholders 

and the directors was needed in order to prevent the Company from an 

imminent bankruptcy. To do this, the Company's finances had to be re­

organized. It was therefore in the interest of the creditors that the 

Company should be reconstructed aven if this meant a considerable sa­

crifice on their part. Such a scheme was realized belatedly by the 

creditors in 1750. 

In February 1747, the Company petitioned Parljanent that it was 

totally incapable of holding its forts and castles against 

1 This fact has not been noticed by both Eveline Martin 
and John Gray who assumed that Parliament first decli­
ned to give further grants in i.747. See Commons Jour­
nals, Vol. XXVIII, p. 273. 

2 Martin, The British West African Settlements, p. 8, 

3 Commons Journals, Vol. XXV, p. 2fcS6, 
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encroachments from the French, The petition quickly caught the atten­

tion of the merchants from London, Liverpool and Bristol, The London 

merchants told Parliament that unless proper measures were taken to 

prevent French rivalry, the African trade would soon be lost to other 

nations. They reiterated the benefits that Great Britain reaped from 

the slave trade, requested that Parliament resume the grant of subsi­

dies to the Company and suggested that a joint stock Company be formed 

2 

to take over the trade. The merchants from Liverpool and Bristol pe­

titioned against the formation of a joint stock company. They stated 

that contrary to the pessimism of the London merchants, the African 

trade, for many years past, had been gradually extended and improved; 

that the slave trade had never been in a more flourishing state and 

that far from being lost to other nations, England had driven and ex­

cluded the French, the Dutch and the Portuguese from the trade. Their 

view was that no alterations should be made in the conduct of the slave 

3 

trade. 

These two petitions evoked a reaction from the creditors of the 

Royal African Company. The creditors presented their own case to the 

House of Commons. Their petition recounted the sums invested in the 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXV, p. 526, 

2 ibid., p. 565. 

3 ibid,, p, 597, For other petitions against a joint 
stock company, see page 604, 
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Royal African Company observing that if a joint stock company were 

formed, Parliament should grant them compensation for their invest­

ments. The creditors had not yet seen that it was to their interest 

that the Company should be reconstituted. All that they were interes­

ted in was to have the debts owed to them duly and fully paid. The va­

rious petitions were referred to a committee of the whole House to be 

< considered together. 

As late as December 22nd, 1748, the Royal African Company itself 

again petitioned Parliament for assistance. The petition outlined the 

difficulties the Company had ran into, namely, that its debt stood at 

#100,000, The directors further stated that "their Debts remained un­

paid; their Credit is greatly impaired both at home and abroad; and 

their Forts and Settlements (...) in Danger of going to Decay, and 

falling into the Hands of foreign Nations, Rivals to the British 

2 

Trade", They therefore asked Parliament to "grant such lasting Encou­

ragement to the Petitioners, as may enable them to pay their Debts, and 

3 
keep and maintain their Forts and Castles in a defensible Condition", 

This announcement from the Company alarmed its creditors and 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXV, p. 599, 

2 ibid.. p. 677J Almon, Debates, Vol. XVII, p. 337, 

3 ibid,, p. 677; also in Cobbett's Parliamentary History 
of England. Vol. XIV, pp. 564-65 and ff. 
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strengthened the view expressed by the merchants of London of the pre­

carious situation of the British share of the slave trade. The London 

merchants declared in a second petition to Parliament that without par­

liamentary grants, the British forts and castles on the West African 

coast must either be abandoned or be allowed to fall into the hands of 

the French, 

Upon second thoughts, the Liverpool traders, in another petition, 

advised Parliament that the best protection that could be given to the 

African trade was to send warships to that coast to keep out the French, 

Their petition further recommended that although forts and castles were 

deemed necessary as a protection to t he British trade in West Africa, 

yet they would prove "a Burden and a Nuisance in the Hands of any 

Joint-stock Company, whose private Interest has, and ever: will be, 

found incompatible with the Interest of the separate and open Traders", 

Their scheme of reform was that the Crown should take over the manage­

ment of the forts. If this could not be done, the control of the cas­

tles should be so regulated that no one would acquire more advantages 

over the other traders. 

These petitions aroused the House of Commons from its temporary 

lethargic attitude to t he crisis of the Royal Afri can Company. Two 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXV, pp. 732~33« 

2 ibid.. p. 777* 
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days were spent in a committee of the whole House on all the petitions 

at t he end of which four resolutions were reported. The first three 

resolutions resummarised former views that the slave trade should re­

main free and open to all British subjects and that forts and castles 

were necessary for the protection of the British trade to West Africa. 

The fourth resolution added that "in Order to carry on the African 

Trade in the most beneficial Manner to these Kingdoms, all his Majes­

ty's Subjects whatsoever, trading to Africa, be united in an open Com­

pany, without any Joint-Stock or Power to trade as a Corporation, under 

proper Regulations; and that the Forts and Settlements upon the Coast 

of Africa be put under proper Management and Direction". A bill was 

ordered to be brought in embodying these resolutions. On 4th May, 1749, 

a "Bill for extending and improving the Trade to Africa" was introduced 

and read the first time in the House of Gommons, 

The preamble of the bill stated that "Whereas the Trade to and 

from Africa is very advantageous to Great Britain, and necessary for 

the supplying the Plantations and Colonies thereunto belonging with a 

sufficient Number of Negroes at reasonable Rates; and for that Purpose 

the said Trade ought to be free and open to a 11 his Majesty's Subjects"^ 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XAV, p. 830, 

2 British Sessional Papers, 1731-180U. (Edited by Edgar 
L. Erickson); vol. II, No. 49, (1749), p. 1, The de­
tails of the bill will not be given here as t his will 
form the basis of the next chapter. 
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In other words, no changes were to be made in the principle of free 

trade hitherto upheld in the slave trade since 1698. 

Before the bill was read the second time, the Royal African Com­

pany presented the Commons with a petition setting out its claims to the 

West African coast. The proprietors asked Parliament not to deprive 

them of their rights or take away their property without giving them 

an adequate compensation. This request was followed by another from 

the Company's creditors. They complained against the management of 

the Company and offered to surrender their rights "to whomsoever the 

Wisdom of Parliament should judge fit". Evidently, the creditors ex­

pressed approval of the incorporation of a new company to replace the 

Royal African Company; nothing would be done to impede the progress of 

the bill through the House provided they received satisfaction for the 

debts owed to them. The creditors also requested Parliament to order 

an inquiry into the Company1s financial situation. The Commons promp­

tly responded to the creditors• request. The Company was ordered to 

lay before the House a list of its debts together with the times when 

the debts had been contracted, the copy of its charter and letters from 

the creditors advising the directors to surrender the forts to the 

2 
Crown in or about May, 1748, These papers were presented to the House 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXV, p. 862, 

2 ibid.. p. 862, 
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on May 22nd, 1749. 

On May 30th, all the petitions as well as the papers produced 

relative to the Company's debts were considered in a committee of the 

whole House after which a resolution was passed that "a reasonable 

Compensation be given to the Royal African Company, whenever, they 

shall be divested of their Charter, Lands, Forts, Castles, Slaves, and 

- all other Effects thereunto belonging; and that such Compensation shall 

be, in the First place, applied for and towards the Payment of the bona 

fide Creditors of the said Company*r, The bill itself was not finally 

considered until June 6th when it was read the third time, passed and 

sent to the Lords, In the Lords, objections were raised to the whole 

scope of the bill that it was dropped after only two days of debate on 

2 

it. Matters did not end up there however, for the Lords sent an address 

to the King, "That He will be graciously pleased to direct the Commis­

sioners for Trade and Plantations to prepare a Scheme, for the better 

securing, improving, and extending, the Trade to Africa, and to lay the 

same before both Houses of Parliament at the beginning of the next 

Session of Parliament (,.,-) and that His Majesty will be pleased to 

direct the Commissioners for executing the Office of Lord High Admiral 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXV, p, 882; Almon, Debates, 
Vol, XVII, p. 341. Also Cobbett's Pari. Hist.. 
Vol. XIV, pp. 567-68. 

2 Journals of the House of Lords, Vol. XXVH, p. 364, 
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of Great Britain to appoint proper Persons, to inspect and examine the 

State and Condition of the (...) Forts, Castles, and Settlements, and 

also of the Military Stores, Castle-Slaves, Canoes, and other Vessels 

belonging to the Royal Africal Company; and to report, with all possi-

1 
ble Dispatch, how they find the same". 

Following this resolution, the Board of Trade was again ordered 

to investigate the state of the African trade. The Commissioners for 

Trade and Plantations immediately began their investigations. Letters 

were sent out mainly to the Royal African Coxapany and the merchants of 

London, Bristol and Liverpool requiring them to submit schemes for the 

improvement and extension of the British trade to West Africa though 

all other corporations connected with or interested in the slave trade 

could also send in their views. The Commissioners for Trade employed 

at least seven months in assembling their information. 

When the report came before the Commons in February, 1750, seve­

ral schemes were put forward in it as to the most effective method of 

improving the African trade. In the first place, the Royal African 

Company itself presented two schemes. One purported to the creation 

of a joint stock company; the other propos ed a regulated company with 

a moderate joint stock. In the former plan, the directors of the 

Company indicated they were willing to give up all their trading rights 

in Africa for a reasonable compensation if subscriptions for a joint 

1 Lords Journals, Vol, XXVII, p. 364* 
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stock company could not be procured; that no separate traders could 

advance any considerable sums of money, at a sudden notice, as in times 

of war or attacks from pirates, to defend or repair the forts since 

there would be no joint obligation or any security for reimbursements. 

An exclusive company could do this; it was therefore best suited to 

carry on the African trade. Such a company too could compete with ri­

valry from the Dutch and the French or exclude them from the slave tra­

de altogether. Hence it would be easier for a joint stock company to 

buy the best kind of slaves at cheaper prices "than a great Variety 

of British separate Traders bidding upon one another". To render this 

scheme workable, the directors suggested that fifteen thousand shares 

be raised at ten pounds a share. 

In their second plan, which in fact was to be a reorganization 

of the Royal African Company, the directors of the Company proposed that 

the forts and castles should be maintained at all cost. As this could 

not be done effectually without parliamentary aid, it was pointed out 

that Parliament should resume the annual grants to any company that 

might be incorporated but advised that whatever sums were granted would 

be more usefully disbursed by a joint stock company or a regulated com­

pany with a joint stock. A committee of separate traders, it was 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons by the 
Commissioners for Trade and Plantati ons pursuant to an 
address of the House of Lords to His Majesty the 8th 
June, 1749, for the better securing, improving and ex­
tending the Trade to Africa. (London, 1750). pp. 7-8, 
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thought, would be more interested in their own profits than the general 

welfare of the British colonies. The proposed joint stock company was 

not to have an exclusive charter. By means of a regulated company with 

a joint stock, the directors of the Royal African Company hoped to 

bridge the gap between the Company and the separate traders. The Com­

pany, with its agents permanently residing on the African coast, would 

be able not only to buy slaves and sell them to the separate traders 

at lower prices, but assist these traders to ship their slaves to the 

British colonies without undue delay. What the Company proposed to do 

was to play the role of a middleman between the separate traders and 

the African middlemen as it had intended to do in 1733 but to eliminate 

any distrust on the part of the separate traders, the Company wished to 

keep a true account of the prices of slaves open to their inspection. 

In these proposals, the Royal African Company did not omit to 

provide safeguards for itself. To prevent the Company from being obli­

ged to keep a great number of slaves obtained for the separate traders 

at the forts, the directors insisted that the Company should be allowed 

to ship a certain number of slaves annually to the colonies after having 

kept them at least thirty days. This would be a means of establishing 

a good understanding between the Company and the separate traders, 

otherwise, the separate traders could refuse to buy slaves from the 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons 
by the Commissioners for Trade ...., pp, 15-16. 
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Company or blackmail the agents to sell slaves to them at a loss. 

Finally, the directors suggested that the transactions of this 

reorganized company should be subject to such parliamentary inquiry, 

regulations and penalties in regard to the expenditure of the sums 

granted by Parliament as the House thought best. The Company complai­

ned that it had been brought to a "low Situation, while the separate 

2 
Traders have been raising great Fortunes upon their Ruins". In spite 

of all these difficulties which the Royal African Company had to en­

counter, its debt being about #130,000, the directors still hoped that 

with a sufficient grant of #20,000 a year, they would yet be able to 

save and bring the Company back to its former flourishing situation 

except this time to the benefit of both the Company and the separate 

traders. 

Other schemes submitted by the merchants of London, Bristol and 

Liverpool showed marked divergent views as to the best method of impro­

ving the African trade. From London, three separate plans were put 

forward all of which were in disagreement with one another. One group 

of merchants favoured a full joint stock company with a large capital 

to Tun the slave trade. This group recognized that it was essentially 

necessary to keep forts on the African coast "not as Marks of Posses­

sion only, but in such defensible State and Condition as will procure 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons 
by the Commissioners for Trade p. 161 

2 ibid., p. 17* 
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at least an equal, if not a superior Degree of Power with those in the 

Hands of the British Rivals in that Trade on the same Coast, as it will 

(,.,) encourage the Natives to give the British Subjects a Preference 

in Trade", Freedom of trade however, was to be accorded to the separa­

te traders. These merchants also advocated limitations restraining the 

directors of the proposed company and their servants from engaging pri­

vately in the slave trade or selling slaves to foreign traders. The 

company was to be prohibited from making pre-contracts in England for 

the sale of slaves in Africa and the agents were to be bound to give 

no preference to any ship on the coast but be obliged to serve any 

ships that arrived first. They also requested that warships should be 

stationed on the African coast to protect the British traders. 

Another section of the merchants of London, while acknowledging 

that it was absolutely necessary to maintain forts and garrisons in 

West Africa, nevertheless deprftcated the idea of forming a joint stock 

company to take over the African trade. These merchants recommended 

that all British subjects should be permitted to trade freely to West 

Africa and that "an open Company be established, of which every British 

Subject trading, or intending to trade, to Africa, shall or may become 

free on Payment of Forty Shillings; which shall be applied to the currerb 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons 
by the Commissioners for Trade...., pp. 29-31, 
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Expenses of the said Company". Their scheme was closely modelled on 

the bill of 1749. 

A third group from London, that is, the sugar planters, agreed 

with the Royal African Company that Parliament should give an annual 

subsidy of £20,000 for the maintenance of the forts. They further pro­

posed that "as the Aid of Parliament is absolutely necessary for that 

Purpose, the Ends of granting such Aid will be much better answered, 

by committing that Trust, and the Application of the Money the Parlia­

ment shall grant, to an incorporated Body of Men with a Joint-Stock 

(made answerable, under Penalties, for the due Execution thereof), than 

to any temporary, mutable, and transient Set of Men whatsoever, who 

might renounce it fthat is the trade]} at Pleasure, and who would be 

answerable each for his own Acts only, and not one for the Acts of 

2 
another". The planters thought that the most beneficial method of 

conducting the slave trade was "by a Company with a joint trading 

Stock; without any exclusive Privileges, but under such Regulations 

and Restrictions as will leave the Trade free and open to all His 

3 
Majesty's Subjects", 

1 Papers la id before the Honourable House of Commons by the 
Commissioners for Trade pp, 32-33. 

2 i b i d . , p . 49. 

3 i b i d . . p . 49, 
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Of all the schemes presented to the Commissioners for Trade and 

Plantations, that from the merchants of Bristol though closely modelled 

also on the bill of 1749, was the only one which vaitured to suggest 

amendments to the bill and added pertinent comments to s ome obscure 

meanings of it. The second clause of the bill of 1749 had declared that 

all British subjects who wished to trade to West Africa would be 

incorporated as a "Body Corporate and Politick". The traders from Bris­

tol commented that this clause had been construed in a way that could 

prevent any person or persons not belonging to t he proposed company from 

trading to Africa. These individual traders, in their view, should be 

allowed to trade to West Africa but not permitted to vote in the elec­

tions of the committee-men who were to direct the company. As many 

other separate traders would rather choose to drop their interests in 

the trade than be obliged to come Into the company, the Bristol merchants 

argued that the restriction might tend to lessen the trade and by that 

means destroy, in some measure, the intentions of Parliament in leaving 

1 
, the trade free and open. 

The other amendments recommended to Parliament through the 

Commissioners for Trade and Plantations by the merchants of Bristol 

related to the fourth and fifth clauses of the bill. These two clauses 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons 
by the Commissioners for Trade ...., pp. 37-38, 
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had placed the direction of the future company in a committee of eight 

men, four to be chosen from London and two each to be elected from Bris­

tol and Liverpool. The traders from Bristol suggested that the 

committee consist of nine instead of eight men. Their reason was that 

this number would enable an equal representation on the committee for 

all three cities. This equality of representation would serve as a 

• safety valve against the possible combination of any two cities to 

1 
monopolize the management of the company. 

Another argument was that the volume of trade from Bristol and 

Liverpool was greater than that from London. The merchants of Bristol 

thought that the traders from Bristol and Liverpool ought at least to 

have an equal number of representatives each on the committee; they 

also argued that those who had the larger share in the trade and whose 

interests most immediately depended on its preservation, were more 

likely to exert themselves in maintaining the forts and castles. As 

will be seen later, these recommendations were accepted by Parliament 

and incorporated in the Act of 1750, 

The apprehensions of the Bristol merchants were quite understan­

dable. Bristol and Liverpool were probably in no way concerned together 

in the slave trade. There is all likelihood that the two ports were 

rivals in the African trade. Yet both of them were in some degree 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons 
by the Commissioners for Trade..... p. 38. 
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connected with the city of London. It could therefore justly be infer­

red that either city's committeemen would probably contrive to conspire 

with the four representatives from London to monopolize the direction 

of the company to the detriment of the other. As the committeemen were, 

in all probability, to reside in London, it could further be assumed 

that no ill consequences would be expected from an improbable combina­

tion between Bristol and Liverpool against London; the merchants of 

that city, though being the agents for both Bristol and Liverpool, must 

be supposed to have had as great an interest in their own welfare in 

the slave trade and would of course have opposed any schemes proposed 

by Bristol and Liverpool that tended to the ruin of their fortunes. 

However, these fears were removed by the limitations placed on the 

committee of nine when the Company of Merchants trading to Africa was 

incorporated in 1750. 

In contrast to the various schemes submitted to the Board of 

Trade for the improvement of the African trade, the merchants from 

Liverpool presented no definite plan at all. Their letter to the 

Commissioners for Trade was a bitter denunciation of the Royal African 

Company, It began by charging that the slave trade had never flourished 

in the hands of the Company in spite of its monopoly and subsequent 

parliamentary subsidies intended to assist the Company to maintain the 

trade. The letter went on to show how the separate traders had outbid 

the Royal African Company in supplying slaves to the colonies. For 

this reason, the Liverpool merchants opposed the formation 
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of any company whatsoever to control the slave trade. If Parliament 

thought it wise to incorporate a company, they would not oppose the 

idea. The merchants bluntly told the Commissioners, though incorrectly, 

that the Royal African Company had not been of any service at all to 

England and that "there is nc other Method to be found out for settling 

this Trade on a proper Foundation, to answer the Purposes of the Public!!, 

to support and enlarge our Plantations, and, in some measure, enable us 

to vie with other Rival Nations, bub that it remain intirely open and 

1 
free to all his Majesty's Subjects, without any Charge Whatsoever". 

Despite their opposition to any company rule in Africa, the Liverpool 

traders nevertheless recommended that the best scheme for preserving 

the British forts on the African coast was, "That the Government should 

take them into their own Hands, and support them at a publick Expense, 

for the impartial and undistinguished Benefit of every Trader (...) 

And as we take this to be the only Method of fixing the Forts and 

Settlements on that Coast, to answer the best Purposes to Trade, and to 

be useful to the Publick; so we beg Leave further to lay before Your 

Lordships the bad Consequences of having them in the Hands of any Tra­

ding Company: The Experience of former Times shews, that such a Com­

pany have always done all in their Power to prevent the Natives from 

going off to, or trading with, the Ships at Sea, or any one else on 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons 
by the Commissioners for Trade ...., p. 44. 
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Shore but themselves". Though the usefulness of forts and castles was 

admitted, they asserted that "in the Hands of a Company they will be 

(as they hitherto have been) a Burden and Nuisance, and obstruct, rather 

2 

than serve, our foreign Trade and Navigation". No evidence or instan­

ces were cited to support these allegations. In view of the fact that 

the trade had been thrown open to all British subjects only since 1698 

and that the Royal African Company had indeed rendered useful service 

to England, the accusations of the Liverpool merchants were unfounded 

and hence mere sophistry. 

Before the various plans submitted were considered by the House 

of Commons, the Royal African Company petitioned it was unable to hold 

its forts any longer. The Company now offered to surrender the forts 
3 

to the Government in exchange for any reasonable compensation. This 

petition touched off another chain of reaction throughout England. A 

flood of petitions poured into the House of Commons on the state of the 

African trade. Some urged the establishment of a joint stock company, 

others denounced the idea. The merchants once again showed that they 

1 Papers laid before the Honourable House of Commons 
by the Commissioners for Trade «..., p, 45, 

2 ibid., p. 46. 

3 Commons Journals , Vol. XXV, p . 942. 
Almon, Debates, Vol. Xtflll, p . 99. 
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could not agree as to the best method of carrying on the slave trade. 

Faced with these contradictory views, the House of Commons took pains 

to examine thoroughly the nature of the controversy and disagreements. 

Seven days were spent in a committee of the whole House on the affairs 

of the African trade. During the Committee's sittings, evidence was 

heard at the bar of the House on all proposals to re-establish the tra­

de on a firmer footing. After most of the witnesses as well as the re­

port of the Commissioners for Trade and Plantations were examined, the 

Chairman of the Committee, Robert Hoblyn, reported the Committee's re­

solutions to the House on March 2nd, 1750. These were identical with 

those agreed to in the preceding session. It was then ordered that a 

bill be brought in embodying these resolutions. Rather than draft a 

new bill, the previous bill with a few modifications, was reintroduced 

on March 6th. It successfully passed its third reading on March 17th 

and was sent up to the Lords, where it was passed with some slight amenc 

ments and received the royal assent on 12th April, 1750 as the "Act for 
2 

extending and improving the Trade to Africa", 

1 For the contents of these petitions, see Commons Journals, 
Vol. XXV, pp. 977, 978, 983-4, 988, W 3 , 998, passim. 
Also in Almon, Debates, Vol. XVIII, pp. 100-102 and ff. 

2 Commons Journals, Vol. XXV, p, 1114. 
Lords Journals. Vol. XXVIi, pp. 443, 460, 
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By this Act, the Royal African Company was to be divested of its 

charter and trading assets but the exact date had not been specified. 

Unlike the bitter attacks on the Company by the separate traders, the 

House of Commons paid tribute to the Company. In their latest petition 

to Parliament, the directors of the Company had asked for a compensa­

tion of #180,000, This sum was not granted; on the other hand, the 

Commons passed a resolution that "in Justice and Equity, the Publick 

was indebted to the Company m a greater Sum than what they now deman­

ded". The Commons went further to saythat the laying open of the tra­

de in 1698 had been an injury to the Company since no other assistance 

was given to it. The House praised the directors of the Company for 

having weathered immense odds and difficulties to preserve tne African 

trade for Britain. This recognition or the Uaupany's services to the 

nation did not induce the Committee to grant it any other sums of mo­

ney. The fate of the Company now hung in the balance. Its dissolution 

had drawn much closer. 

The various financial crises that afflicted the Royal African 

Company since 1730 had finally convinced Parliament that its replace­

ment by another company was more politic than its maintenance. The 

Company however, was to exist for a further two years though unsuppor­

ted by Parliament. Parliament had also realized the full adverse 

implications of letting the British monopoly of the slave trade fall 

1 Almon, Debates, Vol. XViil, p. lo2. 
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to the French or the Dutch, It was well known, in accordance with the 

mercantilist conception of the day, that trade was considered by almost 

every state in Europe as tne source of wealth and wealth as the measure 

of power. Trade was therefore eagerly contested for as territory was 

in building an empire. As no state thought it was any more secure in 

a territory than it was able to defend that territory, so it seemed 

vain for England to think herself entrenched in her monopoly of the 

slave trade with nothing to protect it but forts kept up as mere marks 

of possession and managed by an unorganized body of separate individual 

traders. All agreed it was in the interest of Great Britain that her 

oolonies be supplied with negro slaves equal to their wants. It was 

also admitted that the more money was employed in this trade, the more 

slaves would be shipped to the colonies at less exorbitant prices. It 

was evident to Parliament that the separate traders alone could not 

achieve these objectives in face of French rivalry. While a joint 

stock company could meet these wants, Parliament feared a return to 

trade monopoly that could prejudice the interests of the separate 

traders. Faced with this dilemma, the best course for Parliament seemed 

1 The Dutch were by far the only nation that rivaled 
the English on the Gold Coast, Their forts were 
interspersed with those of the Royal African Company 
on the Gold Coast, 

U N I V E R S I T Y O F O T T A W A S C H O O L O F G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

67 

a limited joint stock company with stringent guarantees for the separa-

1 
te traders. Parliament did not adopt this course. Instead, the House 

decided on an open company in which the separate traders were given a 

free hand in the slave trade. Tnrough an open company, Parliament hoped 

to satisfy the desires of the individual traders as well as those of 

the proposed company; but as events were to show, the House found that 

it was far easier to accommodate the interests of the company it had 

created to those of the independent traders than to assuage the appe­

tite of the separate traders even though the company that was incorpo­

rated in 1750 was modelled on their wishes. 

1 To put forward this view is not to suggest any 
condonation in the slave trade. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE INCORPORATION OF THtS COMPANY OF MERCHANTS 
AND FINAL DISSOLUTION OF THE ROYAL AflUCAN 
COMPANY, 1750-1752, 

The creation of the Company of Merchants trading to Africa was 

entirely the work of Parliament. The driving force behind the incor­

poration of the new company to replace the Royal African Company was 

Parliament's general concern to preserve the African trade for Great 

Britain. According to the Act of 1750, the new Company's sphere of 

influence extended from "Port Sallee in South Barbary to the Cape of 

Good Hope". The area granted to the Company was outwardly very exten­

sive but in effect tneir trading posts were mainly situated in the Gold 

Coast and the Gambia. On the Gold Coast, there were eigi t forts, res­

tricted chiefly to the coastal areas; these were Dixcove, Winneba, 

Cape Coast, Accra, Whyda, Commenda.Tantamkweri (Tantumquerry) and 

Sekondi (Succondee). On the Gambia, the Company possessed only James 

Fort. Besides these main forts, the Company had other small trading 

posts ranging from thatched huts to mud houses. The forts on the Gold 

Coast were regarded as the most important settlements, the headquar­

ters of the Company's administration on the African coast being at 

Cape Coast Castle. 

The constitution designed for the Company was intended to imple­

ment the principle of free and open trade on the West African coast. 

In this sense, the demands of the separate traders triumphed over those 

of the monopolists. To ensure this principle, the first clause of the 
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Act declared that "it shall and may be lawful for all his Majesty's 

Subjects to trade and traffick to and from any Part or Place in Africa, 

between the Port of Sallee in South Barbary, and the Cape of Good Hope, 

when, and at such Times, and in such Manner, and in or with such Quanti­

ty of Goods, ".fares, or Merchandises, as he or they shall think fit, 

1 
without any Restraint Xirtiatsoever, save as is herein after expressed", 

2 
The Company itself was established as a "Body Corporate and Politick"; 

it could sue or be sued but it was prohibited from trading in its cor­

porate form. Clause three for instance, stated: "That it shall not be 

lawful for the Company, established by this Act, to trade to or from 

Africa in their corporate or joint Capacity, or to have any joint or 

transferable Sbock, or to borrow, or take up, any Sum or Sums of Money, 

3 
on their Common Seal". In essence, the Company wasto be a regulated 

and not a joint stock company. As a regulated company, the members 

vrere to trade either individually or m partnerships with their own ca­

pital. They were free to conduct bheir own businesses as they wished 

but subject to the general rules laid down by Parliament. One of the 

general rules of the Company was that its place of trade was limited 

1 Sessional Papers, Vol. II, No. 50, 1749/50, p. 2. 
Statutes at Lar»e, Vol. VII, 23 Geo. II, C.31, (1750), 
p. 268, 

2 Sessional Papers, Vol. II, No. 50, 1749/50, p. 2. 
Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 268, 

3 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 269. 
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chiefly to West Africa. By the provisions quoted above, the Company, 

unlike a joint stock company, could not itself engage in trade. It 

existed mainly to protect the interests of its members in the African 

trade, 

The direction and management of the Company's affairs was placed 

in a Committee of nine men. This Committee had full powers to make 

Orders for the governing, maintaining, preserving, and improving, the 

Forts and Factories already built, or which hereafter shall be built 

(...)" within the territorial limits assigned to the Company. The 

nine members of the Committee were to be elected annually at a general 

meeting of the Company. As Committee-men, they were forbidden to trade 

to or from the African coast in a corporate form. Clause nineteen of 

the Act of 1750 specified that "no Person shall be capable of being cho­

sen, or acting as a Committee-man, above three Years successively; and 

two or more Persons, who shall be in Copartnership in Trade, shall not 

be capable to be chosen or act as Co.amittee-men, during the same Time 

or Year: And the (...) nine Persons, or any of them, shall not, during 

such Time as they shall be of the said Committee, in any Manner, direc­

tly or indirectly, trade jointly, or in Copartnership, to Africa, or 

lade, or cause to be laden, any Goods or Merchandises on Board the same 

Ship, in which any of the said nine Committee-men shall, for that 

1 Sessional Papers, Vol. II, No, 50, p. 3. 
Statutes at Large, Vol, VII, p. 269, 
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Voyage, have before laden Goods to be carried to any Place in Africa", 

The Committee was responsible for the appointment of governors, deputy-

governors, officers, both civil and military, to the African coast; it 

could remove or dismiss any of its officers in accordance with the re­

gulations laid down by the Act regarding the conduct of the Company's 

2 
servants. The Committee also supervised the shipment of supplies such 

as clothings, building materials, food and all cargo intended for trade 

to the West African coast. 

To prevent any unnecessary haggling or wrangling between the 

merchants of London on one hand and those of Liverpool and Bristol on 

the other, Parliament provided that of the nine members of the Commit­

tee, three should be elected from each of these cities. The date on 

which the elections were to be held was specified as July 3rd for each 

3 
year. The ninth clause stated that if any of these cities defaulted 

in electing their Committee-men at the time they should have been elec­

ted, then the six others duly chosen were to run the Company's affairs 

until the next annual elections. When the third of July fell on a 

Sunday, the election of the members of the Committee would be held on 

Monday, July 4th. 

Elaborate regulations were drawn up to safeguard the rights of 

the separate traders. Membership in the Company was based on a fee of 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 271, 

2 Sessional Papers, Vol. II (Bius), No. 50, p. 3 
Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 269, 

3 Statutes at Large. Vol. VII, p. 269. 
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forty shillings. These fees were payable to the chamberlain of the 

city of London, the clerk of the merchants's corporation of Bristol 

and the town clerk of Liverpool, Persons admitted to the membership 

of the Company were called the "Freemen" of the Company. It was among 

the freemen that the Committee of nine was chosen. As no proxy votes 

were allowed, the election of the Committee was determined by the majo­

rity votes of those who were actually present at the election. 

The burden of restrictions did not so much however, fall on the 

actual members in the Company but on the Committee of nine. This body 

bore the brunt of administrative control from Parliament. The freemen 

of the Company for instance, were authorized to remove any member of 

2 

the Committee who showed unwillingness to perform his duties. In res­

pect to parliamentary control, no member of the Committee, in the first 

place, was eligible for future elections after his three year term of 

3 
office had expired. This device was intended to check the outgoing 

Committee from manipulating their own subsequent re-election to the 

Committee, Secondly, the members of the Committee were subject to 

removal by Parliament for reasons of misconduct or misappropriation of 

funds. This meant too that Parliament's authority in the Company was 

supreme. No evidence however, exists in neither the Journals of the 

House of Commons nor those of the Lords indicating that this power was 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol, VII, p. 269, 

2 ibid.. p. 269, 

3 ibid., p. 269. 
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ever exercised by Parliament. On the contrary, as it will be shown in 

a later chapter, the Committee enjoyed Parliament's confidence each time 

its conduct was censured. 

Other restraints limiting the role of the Committee were meant 

to curb any exercise of unbridled monopolistic control of the African 

trade by the Committee. One of the regulations emphasized that "(,,.) 

• no Orders or Regulations, to be made by the (...) Committee, shall tend 

to lay any Restraint whatsoever on the (,..) Trade or Traders to and 

from Africa, contrary to the true Intent and Meaning of this Act", 

The first meeting of the Committee was scheduled to convene on the 

first Monday of August, 1750 but after that date, the Committee was 

then to settle or determine the manner and procedure of its future 

meetings. No orders of the Committee to which all members did not 

give their consent were to be valid unless the same orders were re­

passed and confirmed at a subsequent meeting. At each meeting, a quo­

rum of five or more present chose a chairman by lot to preside over 

the meeting. The chairman chosen for that particular meeting had no 

vote on that day on any business unless there happened to be a tie vote 

2 
on a question. In such a case, the chairman had the liberty to vote on 

the side he judged best to be right. A member who was absent at the 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 269, 

2 ibid.. p. 269, 
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time of the choice of the chairman was not permitted to vote on any 

question before the Committee on that day; he could sit in the meeting 

and give his opinions concerning all matters discussed as any other mem­

ber was entitled to do. This exclusion of a member from v oting did not 

nullify any of the decisions taken by the remaining members of the 

1 
Committee, 

In addition to the foregoing limitations, the Committee was re­

quired to keep% true and exact list" of the names of the members of 

the Company, their addresses as well as the places where they had been 

admitted as freemen. The list was to be published every year at least 

ten days before the election of the members of the Committee were held 

2 
in July, The books and receipts of payment of the Company were to be 

kept open at all times for inspection by the freemen. 

Although the Committee-men were prohibited from trading in part­

nerships to and from the African coast, they were nevertheless respon­

sible for investing the sums granted by Parliament in purchasing goods 

normally sent out to West Africa for the maintenance of the forts and 

castles. In view of this, the Committee was further required to render 

to the Commissioners for Trade and Plantations a "just and perfect 

Account of all their Transactions once a Year (»,.) in which shall be 

contained an Account of all the Monies received and disbursed by the 

1 Statutes at Large. Vol, VII, p. 270. 

2 ibid., p. 270-71, 
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(...) Committee, or their Order". The Committee was also enjointed to 

produce on demand by the Board of Trade, all their instructions and or­

ders despatched to tne officers and agents of the Company either in En­

gland or on the African coast. In particular, Parliament directed that 

"the (...) Committee shall, every Session of Parliament, lay before the 

Parliament a Oopy of such annual Account audited {by the Cursitor Baron 

of the Exchequer}, and of all Orders and Regulations made by them in the 

Preceding Year, relating to the (...) Forts and Settlements, or the 

2 

Government of their Officers or Servants employed therein". This re­

quirement was the culminating point of parliamentary control for like 

its predecessor, the Royal African Company,the Company of Merchants 

trading to Africa had to petition the House of Commons each year for an 

annual allowance of £10,000, The Company was therefore entirely depen­

dent on Parliament for subsidies and every year the Committee had to 

account to parliament how sums granted in the previous year had been 

spent. 

On the African coast, the Committee was to see to it that no 

separate traders were obstructed from trading in the Company's sphere 

of influence "and that the Forts, Warehouses, bud Buildings, already 

erected, or which shall hereafter oe erected, by the (...) Company, 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 271* 

2 ibid.. pp. 271-72, 
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shall and may at all Times hereafter be free and open to all his Majes­

ty's Subjects, to be used as Warehouses for depositing Gunpowder, Gold, 

Elephants Teeth, Wax, Gums and Dru^s, and no other Goods", The separa­

te traders could build houses on the coast under t he protection of the 

forts and the Committee was to give assistance to ail British subjects 

who took refuge in the forts in times of danger, shipwreck and attacks 

from pirates and rivals or enemies. 

To a limited degree, the Board of Trade and the Admiralty could 

exercise some control over the Company but the authority was hardly 

ever used. The Board of Trade was empox̂ ered to investigate any corn-

plaints brought up against the Committee. It could even taice punitive 

measures by dismissing any member of the Committee if charges of mis­

conduct were proved against him. The Board frequently received accounts 

of the Company. These often included reports on the forts and letters 

2 

from the governors and agents of the Company of Merchants, In December, 

1754, the Committee sent a petition to the Board of Trade requesting 

a grant of f10,000 to enable the Company to complete the construction 

of a fort at Anomabu. After considering the petition in its meeting, 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 272, 

2 Journal of the Commissioners for Trade and Plantations, 
Vol. X, Jan., 1754 to Dec, 1758, pp. 53, 73, 160, 
passim. (Cited later as Board of Trade Journal.), 
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the Board ordered its secretary to "acquaint the Secretary to the Lords 

Commissioners of the Treasury by letter that as this office is not an 

office of account, and consequently not authorized or directed to enqui­

re into the expenditure of publick money, the Board cannot take that 

part of the (petition^ into consideration, and as to the utility and 

expediency of the fort at Annamaboe, their Lordships have already re­

ported their opinion upon it to his Majesty's Secretary of State", 

This apparent decline of the Board to come to the direct assistance of 

the Company meant that the Commissioners for Trade and Plantations ac­

ted as an advisory and not a policy making body on the affairs of the 

Company. In September 1755, the Board ordered the Committee of the Com­

pany to appear before it to give an account of the defences of the 

2 
forts. The Committee informed the Board that "the forts were in general 

3 

in very indifferent repair" and recommended that the only effectual 

method of defending the forts was by having a superior naval force on 

the African coast. The Board's inquiries into the defences of the 

garrisons rose not so much from administrative concern and vigilance 

in the conduct of the African Committee but from fears of a likely 

attack from the French on the British trading posts on the West African 

coast. 

1 Board of Trade Journal, Vol. X, p. 88, 

2 ibid., p. 174. 

3 ibid., p. 175, 
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In theory, appointment made by the Company's Committee were 

subject to review by the Commissioners for Trade; in practice however, 

the Board declined to assume this responsibility. In March 1757 for 

instance, the Board was acquainted by the Committee of the death of 

John Apperley, the Company's principal engineer at Anomabu. The Board 

did not issue orders for his replacement. Instead the Commissioners 

left the appointment of the new engineer to the Board of Ordnance, 

About January 1758, the Board of Trade acted as a mediator and adviser 

to the Company of Merchants in a dispute between the Company and. the 

King of Casinka country in the Gambia. Hostilities were reported to 

have occurred between the Company's agents and the King of Casinica over 

the {.urchase of slaves and the Company's trading rights. The Board 

examined Captain Barlisle who had witnessed the fighting between the 

Casinkas and the Company's servants ana recommended that "it would be 

tne most advisable to endeavour the putting and end to these disputes 

by gentle methods and a few presents to the principal people of the 

country (.,.) and to endeavour to accommodate the differences which had 

risen in an ami,cable way, and pursue such measures as should (...) ren-

2 
der that method the most effectual". Neither the Committee nor the 

Company's agents were reproved for the incident. Shortly after this 

1 Board of Trade Journal, Vol. X, p. 311. 

2 ibid.. p. 365, 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

79 

recommendation, the French surrendered their Senegal and Gambian trading 

posts to England. Rumours quickly spread that Parliament intended to 

put the administration of these garrisons as well as the direction of 

the African trade under the Board of Trade. Samuel Touchet, one of the 

members of the African Committee, appeared before the Board to ascertain 

the truth of this. Touchet declared diplomatically on behalf of the 

whole Committee that if Parliament thought that to place the African 

trade under the control of the Board of Trade was the right course of 

action, the Company would not oppose the change. The Board assured Tou­

chet that "they considered themselves as unfit and unable to undertake 

the direction of the affairs and trade of Africa (,.,)"» The period 

between 1750 and 1758 was the time that the Commissioners for 'Trade 

could have exercised a firmer control over the African Committee since 

the Company had just only been established but they constantly declined 

to assume any major responsibility in the affairs of the Company. The 

belief as expounded by some historians that the Board of Trade exerted 

2 

any effective control over the Company seems too farfetched; on the 

contrary, the Board was reluctant and unwilling to commit itself to 

interventions in the Company's affairs. 

1 Board of Trade Journal, Vol. X, pp. 397-98. 

2 See for example the views of Eveline Martin: 
The British West African Settlements, pp, 16-17. 
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The other government department through which Parliament hoped 

to restrain the Company of Merchants' activities was the Admiralty. The 

last six clauses of the Act of 1750 provided that warships be sent out 

by the Admiralty to the West African coast to keep off French interlo­

pers in the British trading areas; but to prevent the captains of these 

warships from engaging in the slave trade, it was stipulated that "no 

Commander or Master of any Ship trading to Africa, shall by Fraud, 

Force, or Violence, or by any other indirect Practice whatsoever, take 

on 3oard, or carry away from the Coast of Africa, any Negro or Native 

of the said Country, or commit or suffer to be committed, any Violence 

on any Natives, to the Frejudice of the said Trade; and that every Per­

son so offending, shall, for every such offence, .'forfeit the Sum of 

one hundred Pounds of lawful Money of Great Britain", Was Parliament 

sincere in this declaration or did it mean to throw dust in the eyes 

of contemporary conscientious objectors to the slave trade? While it 

might be accepted that the motive behind the declaration was genuine, 

the possible answer is that Parliament acted in ignorance of the method 

of obtaining slaves. The fact that most slaves were captured in inter­

necine tribal wars was either still hidden from Parliament or little 

know*). In any event, the absurdity in the clause to the historian of 

the eighteenth century is quite apparent: the preamble of that very 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 272, 
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Act stated that slave labour was necessary for the prosperity England's 

West Indian and American colonies. Yet the clause quoted above prohi­

bited the forceful transportation of Africans upon which the slave tra­

de largely depended to the British colonies across the Atlantic. Each 

year, captains of warships sent out to West Africa despatched home re­

ports on the forts. The Journals of the House of Commons contain many 

of these reports. The reports were laid before the Commons In each 

session of Parliament but until about 1792 no captains or masters of 

ships vrere prosecuted for breaches of tne clause. This is not to say 

that no captains of warships were ever engaged privately in the slave 

trade while they remained on the African coast. The point to be noted 

here is that although the forts under the management of the Company of 

Merchants were often inspected by officers sent out from the Admiralty, 

that department had no real control over the Company. Soldiers in the 

service of the Company in West Africa were recruited by the Committee 

and not by the Admiralty. In reality therefore, the Adiairalty remained 

a critic of the fortifications of the castles. Loopholes and weaknesses 

in their defences were pointed out by the Admiralty through its naval 

officers but the repair of these forts was the responsibility of the 

1 In that year Wilberforce secured the prosecution of 
Captain John Kimbal for cruelty and murder of slaves. 
Captain Kimbal was later acquitted. See Pari. Reg,, 
Vol. XXXI, pp. 155-175. 
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Company and could not even be enforced by the Admiralty, Like the 

Board of Trade, the Admiralty acted as an advisory body to both Parlia­

ment and the Company; it did not seem to have had any direct jurisdic­

tion over the Company or any authority to correct the Committee of nine 

whose conduct it could enquire into. 

The Company, as it was established, was criticised first by 

Malachy Postlethwayt and later by Adam Smith. Postlethwayt devoted 

sections of his Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce and the se­

cond volume of his Britain's Commercial Interest Explained and Improved 

to discussing the unwisdom of vesting the African trade in a regulated 

company. He thought the trade would have been more efficiently conduc-

2 

ted if a joint stock company had been formed to control it. m 1776, 

Adam Smith criticised the Company's constitution on the grounds that a 

regulated company was much more unfit to maintain forts and garrisons 

than a joint stock company because the directors of a regulated company 

had no particular interest in the general prosperity of the company. 

The direcbors of a joint stock company on the other hand, he argued, 

had no private trade of their own apart from their share of the profits 

1 Tne above observations and discussion of the Admiralty's 
role in the Company have been based on the various re­
ports sent back to Parliament by commanders of warships 
either stationed or patrolling the West African coast. 

2 See the articles under "Africa" and "French African 
Trade and Company" in Universal Dictionary of Trade 
and Commerce, Vol, 1. Also Britain's Commercial Interest 
Explained and Improved..,. Vol. II, chaps. XXIV-XXV, 
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made on the common stock of the company. Their private interests were 

inseparable from the general prosperity of the company. In addition, 

the directors of a joint stock company always had at their disposal 

a large capital, part of wnich could be used at anytime to repair and 

maintain their forts whereas on the contrary, the regulated company had 

no such fund which could be employed for an effectual upkeep of their 

1 
forts and garrisons. 

Without delving any deeper into the objections of Smith, one 

might say in passing that he was essentially right as far as the English 

African companies were concerned. Both the Royal African Company -

that is, in its last years, - and the newly created Company of Merchants 

having had no common joint stock, were unable to maintain their forts 

and castles without parliamentary subsidies. Apart from the general 

concern of preventing the African trade from falling into the hands of 

the French, Parliament seemed to have had two distinct objectives m 

view when it incorporated the new company; first to restrain effecti­

vely the monopolistic tendencies of syndicates which could easily deve­

lop in a regulated company and secondly, to lorce the Committee as muh 

as possible to give more attention to the maintenance of the forts and 

castles on the African coast. These two objectives probably accounted 

1 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of 
the Wealth of Nations. (Modern Library Edition), 
pp. 6V5-96. 
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more for the restraints laid on the Company. Its constitution was ra­

dically different from that of its predecessor. The Royal African Com­

pany had an exclusive privilege to the African trade by charter. That 

charter had not been confirmed Dy act of Parliament. In the Company of 

Merchants, monopolies of any Kind were banned. The positions of Gover­

nor, Sub-Governor and Deputy-Governor were dropped, and with the hope 

of obviating through the constitution the danger of any reversion to 

monopoly trade, Parliament launched the new Company on its commercial 

life which was to last for at least seventy one years. 

The Act of 1750 made no provision for the immediate dissolution 

of the Royal African Company. Consequently that Company was left in 

the anomalous position of existing alongside the new Company; it faced 

a double predicament: dissolution at any moment and a prolongation of 

its life into the future. This anomaly was bound to create difficulties 

between the Royal African Company and the Company of Merchants, 

One difficulty which soon presented itself was the appointment 

of officers and agents to the African coast. Having been forced to 

give up their trading assets to the Company of Merchants, the directors 

of the Royal African Company were not in a friendly mood to assist the 

new Company to establish itself. Nothing was said in the Act of alte­

ring either the acLidnistration or the administrators in Africa, 

1 An exception however, was that on the African coast, 
the principal agents at the forts and castles retained 
the title of Governors, 
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Governors, agents and factors in Africa still held commissions issued by 

the Royal African Company and the directors did not feel obliged to re­

voke these commissions or recall these officers. They informed Parlia­

ment to give the annual grant of ten thousand pounds to the new Company 

and that they would surrender their charter to Parliament and their 

"territories" to the Company of Merchants if a compensation were given 

to them. But they refused to confirm new appointments made by the 

2 
Committee of the Company of Merchants, The Committee complained to 

Parliament about the situation, asked that the House of Commons exami­

ne the matter and indicated that "any farther Delay (would) be attended 

3 

with great Inconvenience and Expense", A Select Committee was appointed 

to resolve the difficulties. On May 21st, 1750, the Committee reported 

to the Commons that they had managed to get the directors of the Royal 

African Company and the Committee of the Gompany of Merchants to settle 

their differences. This did not really solve the problem and friction 

continued between the two Companies. 

As the Royal African Company had not been legally divested of 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p. 90, 

2 ibid.. p. 146. For a summary account of the difficulties 
involved in the situation, see Eveline Martin's British 
West African Settlements, pp, 13-14, 

3 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p. 146, 
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its charter, it continued to send ships to trade on the West African 

coast. In January 1752, it even applied to Parliament for financial 

aid declaring that it would now help the Company of Merchants to esta­

blish itself. The directors told Parliament that their Governors on the 

African coast had now been removed and that commissions to the officers 

of the Company of Merchants had been confirmed. By these intimations 

- the directors hoped to induce Parliament to grant them relief. That pe­

tition was to be the last of the Royal African Company's applications 

to the Commons for financial assistance. 

To put an end to the bickerings between the Royal African Compa­

ny and the Committee of the Company of Merchants, the House of Commons 

ordered that a bill be brought in for compensating the Royal African 

Company and to vest the forts solely in the Company of Merchants trading 

to Africa. 

The bill, as introduced and passed, recounted the grant of the 

charter to the Royal African Company by Charles II, the throwing open 

of the African trade to all British subjects in 1698 and the failure of 

the Royal African Company through inadequate capital. The Act of 1750 

incorporating the Company of Merchants was recited after which the pre­

amble then declared: "That the Royal African Company of England, from 

and after the tenth Day of April one thousand seven hundred and fifty-

two, shall be, and they are hereby absolutely divested of and from their 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, p. 382, 
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said Charter, Lands, Forts, Castles, and Military Stores, Canoe Men, 

Castle Slaves, and ail other their Estate, Property and Effects 

whatsoever; and that all and every the British Forts, Lands, Castles, 

Settlements and Factories on the Coast of Africa, beginning at Port 

Sally, and extending from thence to the Cape of Good Hope inclusive, 

which were granted to the said Company by the said Charter, or which 

have been since erected or purchased by the said Company (...) shall 

(...) be vested in, arid the same and every of them are and is hereby 

fully and absolutely vested in (...) The Company of Merchants trading 

to Africa". The Company's account books, ledgers, goods, corresponden­

ce and all contracts concluded with the native princes were to be trans­

ferred to the Company of Merchants which was authorized to sell or dis-

2 
pose of them and present the proceeds thereby obtained to Parliament, 

The Company of Merchants was however, pronounced "freed and absolutely 

discharged of and from all Claims and Demands of the (...) Royal African 

Company of England, and their Creditors, and every of them, and of all 

and every Person or Persons claiming under them, or any or either of 

3 
them". No further powers were conferred on the Committee of the Company 

except the privilege to erect courts of judicature for the Company's 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, 25 Geo. II, C. 40, 
P. 444. 

2 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, pp. 445, 447. 

3 ibid.. p. 444» 
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servants on the African coast but all jurisdiction was to be subject 

to revocation by the Crown. In spite of the fact that the defence of 

the forts had been placed largely in the hands of the Admiralty, a ryder 

incorporated a further declaration that "it shall and may be lawful to 

and for the said Company of Merchants, (...) or their Committee for the 

Time being, by and with the Consent and Approbation of the (»,.) 

Commissioners for Trade and Plantations, or the Majority of them, to 

authorize and impower such Persons, as they shall think fit, at any of 

the said Forts, Castles, Settlements and Factories, or elsewhere in 

Africa, to raise, arm, train and muster such Military Forces, as to 

them shall seem requisite and necessary". To wind up the affairs of the 

Royal African Company, the House of Commons emphasized that "from and 

after the said tenth Day of April one thousand seven hundred and fifty-

two, the said Royal African Company of England shall cease to be a 

Corporation, and be incapable of doing or exercising any Corporate act". 

For the loss of its charter and property, the Company was to receive a 

compensation of _112,142-3-3d. This large sum was not accredited solely 

to the shareholders of the Company; out of it, the Company had to pay 

off its debts to the creditors about whom more will De said in the next 

3 
chapter. With the passing of this Act, the Royal African Company was 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 444. 

2 ibid., p, 446, 

3 25 Geo. II, C. 40, (1752). 
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finally dissolved and the tethered history of its latter years brought 

to an end while the Company of Merchants now assumed full responsibility 

over the West African coast. 

In retrospective, the Company was loosely knitted together. 

Its constitution left no room for a more compact organization. The 

constitution of the Royal African Company had been designed to tighten 

- up effectively a monopoly. No other British subject was allowed to 

trade to West Africa while the Company dominated the African trade bet­

ween 1672 and 1698. The Committees of the Company of Merchants did not 

seem to have offered any real control over the African trade till the 

Company's dissolution in 1821. They exercised no tangible or visible 

power over the separate traders. Their activities were closely watched 

by the separate traders from Bristol and Liverpool and any action which 

smacked of monopoly on the Committees' part was reported to Parliament, 

The Committee-men therefore had to confine their own commercial inte­

rests within the limits of the Act of 1750. One fact however, was cer­

tain. Parliament had an effective control over the Company. "In their 

control of the Company's income, Parliament had an admirable means of 

impressing their wishes on the Committee, as it was possible to make any 

grant subject to what provisions the House chose". How that opportuni­

ty was used remains to be seen; but before the relations between the 

Commons and the Committee of the Company can be discussed, it seems 

appropriate to examine at this point how the spoils of the Royal Africar 

1 Martin, op, cit., p. 17. 
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Company were divided among its creditors by Parliament, 
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CHAPTER IV 

SETTLING THE CLAIMS OF THE CREDITORS 

The machinery of administration devised for the Company of 

Merchants trading to Africa could only become a reality when that Com­

pany assumed full power over tne forts. As has been shown in the pre­

vious chapter, that assumption of full responsibility was not realized 

till the Royal African Company had been finally dissolved. One of the 

major problems which necessitated a delay in the immediate dissolution 

of the old Company was that as the claims of the creditors of t he Roĵ al 

African Company still remained to be examined, it was not possible to 

divest the Company at once of its charter and property in Africa,. In 

the Act of 1750, provision was made for the appointment of commissioners 

to examine the claims of the creditors. The thirty-second clause of the 

Act stated that "all and every the Creditors of the JJtoyal African) Com­

pany are hereby required on or before the respective Days and Times here­

after limited and appointed for that Purpose, to deliver or cause to be 

delivered in Writing under their respective Hands, or t he Hands of Per­

sons by them respectively authorized unto such Officer or Officers, and 

such Place within the City of London, as the (...) Commissioners or any 

two of them shall appoint". The creditors vrere required to send in just 

and true accounts of their respective claims together with valid copies 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 272, 
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of the securities under which the sums were claimable. In ErgLand, and 

Ireland, the creditors were to make their claims on or before 30 August, 

1750; for creditors on the African coast or elsewhere in the West Indies 

and America, their time was extended to the end of December, 1750. The 

examination of these claims proved long and complicated; the Commissio­

ners could not accomplish their investigations within the time specified 

in the Act of 1750 and Parliament found it necessary to pass another act 

extending the time allowed to the examination of the claims. It was not 

till I75I that the Commissioners were able to present their findings 

to the House of Commons, 

To prevent the Royal African Company from evading its creditors 

while the claims were under review, Parliament enacted in the Act of 

1750, "That the said Royal African Company, their Directors, Officers 

and Servants, and every of them, shall, for Space of One Year, (...) be, 

and they are hereby restrained and disabled from assigning, transferring 

or disposing of all or any their Military Stores, Ammunition, Slaves, 

Canoes, Vessels and Things necessary for the Use or Defence oft heir 

2 

Forts and Settlements", On the other hand, Parliament was not unmindful 

of protecting the Company from malicious law suits. That same clause of 

the Act also declared that "all Actions, Suits and Process, depending, 

1 24 Geo, II, Cap. 49, 1751, 

2 Sta tu tes at Large, Vol, VII, p . 273. 
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or which shall be hereafter commenced or prosecuted by any Person or 

Persons for Recovery of any Debt or Sum of Money due, or pretended to be 

due, from the said Company, or from any Person or Persons, for or in res--

pect of any debt or debts contracted for or on Behalf of the said Compa­

ny, shall be, and the same are hereby stayed for the Space of one 

Year". The directors and agents of the Company were however, strictly 

' required to go before the Commissioners to explain certain accounts on 

any request from the Commission. 

Not unnaturally, creditors of the Company were quick to assert 

their claims before the Commons. Petitions were sent to the House of 

Commons reminding the House to do all in its power to assist the credi-

2 
tors to recover their investments. On April 16th, 1751, for instance, 

Claude Aubert, an agent for two merchants, John and Anthony Allut, pre­

sented a petition to the Commons in which he stated that the Royal Afri­

can Company owed £2,986—8-9d to John and Anthony Allut "by virtue of a 

Promisory Note, bearing Date the Second of July 1737, from Messieurs 

Jeremiah Tinker and John Cope, then Two of the said Company's Chief 

Agents or Governors at Cape Coast Castle in Africa, to John Peter Gonso-

lin, of Marseilles", The Alluts, being overseas, could not present thei? 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 273, 

2 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p. 96, 

3 ibid., p. 171. 
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case in person to the Commissioners examining the claims of the credi­

tors. Claude Aubert was therefore instructed to forward on their behalf 

their claims to the House of Commons, On April 22nd, a similar petition 

from Jonathan Bracebridge on behalf of Henry Turner, a former Governor 

of the fort at Whydah, was read in the House for claims up to £415 in 

respect of salaries due to Turner, Two days later, another petition 

y from Alexander Grant and Richard Oswald, two London merchants, was also 

read in the House of Commons. .The petition set out that the two men had 

bought Bance Island, on the Sierra Leone River, from the Royal African 

Company and had maintained a fort on it at their own expense since 

2 
1748; that by the act constituting the new Company, all the forts of 

the former Company were to be handed over to the Committee of the Compa­

ny of Merchants, The petitioners declared they would be deprived auto­

matically of their fort on the island and asked Parliament to consider 

their case, examine their claim, and exclude Bance Island from the con­

trol of the Company of Merchants. The stories contained in all these 

petitions were not very exact but they were all referred to a select 

committee appointed to examine the report of the Commissioners presen­

ted to the House of Commons in March 1751. On 21 May, the Select 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p. 188, 

2 ibid., pp. 193-94. Bance Island was originally called 
Bence Island. After Grant and Oswald bought it, it was 
for a time called George Island. Bance Island however, 
persisted and has corrupted into Bunce Island, the pre­
sent name. See Christopher Fyfe's A History of Sierra 
Leone, p. 7, 
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Committee presented to the House a comprehensive review of all claims 

due to the creditors from the Royal African Company, 

In this report, certain persons, taking advantage of the parlous 

state of the Company, endeavoured to discredit it before the Select 

Committee. In a report sent back to the Secretary to the Admiralty, 

Captain Thomas Pye had charged that on bona fide evidence, he had heard 

-"a Gentleman, late one of the Chief Agents at Cape Coast Castle, and 

esteemed a Man of Veracity, say, That he (could) prove the African Com­

pany to be Debtor to the Forts and Settlements near Foursoore thousand 

Pounds, out of the Monies granted at different times by Parliament for 

the Maintenance and Support of the said Forts and Settlements". The 

Select Committee could not let this indictment of the Company pass unno­

ticed. Captain Pye was called before the Committee and examined on the 

truth of the accusation. He told the Committee that he had obtained his 

information from Thomas Chalmer, a former agent of the Royal African Com­

pany. On further cross-examination, Chalmer produced a copy of an 

account book which he claimed to be one of the Company's ledger books; 

he had based his information to Captain Pye on this account book. Chal­

mer 's copy was dated 1 January, 1736 to 31 December, 1748. The Commit­

tee however, found that during the period 1736 to 1748, Whydah was ad­

ministered separately from Cape Coast Castle. Chalmer knew nothing about 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, p. 245. 
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the supplies sent out to the fort at Whydah and nothing about what was 

sent to the Gambia. He could not therefore have had an accurate know­

ledge of what the Company did not send out to the forts. For this rea­

son, the Committee declared Chalmer*s evidence insufficient on which to 

base an accusation of misappropriation of funds against the Royal African 

Company. The charge was dismissed. 

The Commissioners* report to the House of Commons had also censu­

red the conduct of Charles Hayes, the Deputy-Governor of the Royal Afri*. 

can Company, The Commission alleged that Hayes had been guilty of some 

irregularities in transfeftLng stocks to individual buyers. Two particu­

lar instances were cited. 

In the first case, Hayes was accused of having had an "interest 

or concern" in the transfer of stocks in which Henry Parsons, a creditor 

of the Royal African Company, was involved. About March, 1729, the di­

rectors of the Company sold and transferred to Henry Parsons £64,739-11-4 

worth of stocks at 40$. The terms of the transaction were that if Par­

sons failed to fulfil his part of the bargain, the stocks and the money 

together with the interest were to revert to the Company, Parsons never 

paid for the stocks and died, owing the Company #800 on an account of 

#2,000, On 27 November, 1740, John Tysoe, one of Parson's trustees, 

retransferred to the Company #2,000. This was the #2,000 with a dividend 

of #200, the two sums being a part of the #64,739-ll-4d of stocks trans­

ferred to Parsons. Hayes was later censured by the Commissioners exami­

ning the claims of the creditors as having manipulated stocks indirectly 
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for his own business interests. 

The other instance was that in October 1729, the Court of 

Assistants of the Company directed Hayes, Sir Bibye Lake and the same 

Henry Parsons, all three men acting as the trustees, to transfer to 

Francis Lynn #10,000 worth of trust stock. At the time that the trans­

fer was made, the Company was then in financial difficulties and had in 

fact applied to Parliament for assistance. Tne profits to be obtained 

from the transaction were to be employed in defraying all expenses in­

curred by the Company on the application for an allowance from Parliament 

On this occasion formalities were dispensed with and the Court of 

Assistants authorized Hayes to transfer the stock without accounting for 

it or the profits obtained from it. The stock was therefore given to 

Francis Lynn without a formal account entered to that effect in the Com­

pany's ledger boots. As the Company was satisfied with his proceedings, 

Hayes did not think it necessary to keep an account of the sale for a 

later reference but he remembered that #5,000 was left to the disposal 

2 

of Henry Parsons, the other #5,000 in his hands. The Commissioners in­

vestigating the claims charged that Hayes, Parsons, Sir Bibye Lake and 

Francis Lynn had misappropriated the #10,000, 

The Commissioners had found it strange that the Company did not 

approach the executor of Parson's will for the payment of his debt. When 

examined on this point by the Select Committee, Hayes explained that he 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, pp. 245, 259, 

2 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, pp, 245-246+ 
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frequently asked Parsons while he was still alive, to pay and take his 

stock. Parsons had always answered that he had lost #10,000 by the tran­

saction; he was therefore unable to pay the Company immediately but that 

he would remit the money as soon as he could do so. As Parson's servi­

ces to the Company had been considerable, Hayes thought it would be un­

just to prosecute him for not paying his debt. At his death, Parson's 

estate was mortgaged; his sto ck pawned for money he had borrowed on it. 

Reports reached Hayes too that the city of London demanded large sums 

from Parsons for arrears of rent due to the city from the city's mar­

kets. Evidently, Parsons had died so greatly in debt that it would have 

been in vain to approach the executor of his will for the payment of his 

debt to the Company, The result was that the stock together with the 

dividend upon it was retransferred to the Company. 

After the Select Committee had heard Hayes's explanations, they 

agreed that "the #5,000 Trust Stock, so transferred to him, was by him 

disbursed or applied for the service of the Company", The Committee als< 

declared that Hayes had had no "interest" or benefited from the stock 

transferred to Parsons and that as Parsons had died indebted to the Com­

pany, Hayes had acted right in transfering the. stock back to the Company, 

With regard to the petition of John and Anthony Allut, the 

Committee examined the Royal African Company's ledger books and found 

that #3,589-17-lld was due to John Peter Gonsolin from the Company; that 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, p. 245, 
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#603-9-2d, a part of the above sum, had been paid out to Gonsolin by the 

Royal African Company, reducing the amount to #2,986-8-9d, the sum men­

tioned in the petition. On farther inquiry however, the Committee 

learnt too that there had been more deductions from this sum for the 

value of goods sold to the agents of the two creditors abroad. Slaves 

were given in exchange for these goods but the number and prices of 

these slaves were not indicated in the report. The Committee at any 

rate stated that "the Prices put upon the said Goods, and Slaves [had 

been! much beyond their current Value", The deductions for these tran­

sactions reduced the sum to #l,119-18-3d. Claude Aubert informed the 

Committee when these further deductions were revealed that he had not 

been made aware of them but later produced a letter confirming the de­

ductions. The Committee then recommended that no more than #l,119-18-3d 

2 
should be given to John and Anthony Allut, Other claims however, did 

not fare so well, 

Jonathan Bracebridge, an executor of the will of Henry Turner, 

a late Governor of Williams Fort at Whydah, had asked for a sum of #415 

alleged to be due to Turner. He had had Turner*s will for about a month 

before theCommissioners closed their investigations. Bracebridge did 

not present his claims before the Commissioners as he was required to do 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p. 246. 

2 ibid., p. 246, 
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by the Act of 1750. No reasons for the omission were given neither to 

the Commission nor to the Select Committee, To his further disadvanta­

ge, the Committee found on examining the Company's ledger books that no 

accounts had been received from Whydah since 1745. Turner's claims with 

the Company could not have been made up between 1745 and 1750 from the 

Company's accounts. 

In view of the doubtful and questionable nature of the claim, 

the Committee called upon James Craick, a former principal agent at 

Cape Coast Castle, to appear before it for interrogation. During his 

examination, Craick testified that no accounts of expenditure of some 

goods of the Company had been found since Turner's death. It was there­

fore almost impossible to determine whether Turner was indebted to the 

Company or whether it was the Company that owed Turner some money. 

Since the truth of Jonathan Bracebridge•s claim could not be exactly 

established, it was rejected. 

Several other creditors asserted their claims under a sum which 

amounted to #4,029-3-10d. The Royal African Company had allowed inte­

rest on this sum to its creditors but the amount was later turned into 

principal on bonds and securities. The details of the transaction were 

not inserted in the report handed over to the Committee but the Committei '• 

heard the plea of the creditors not only in regard to this sum but also 

to their claims of interest in general on all sums lent to the Company. 

The creditors based their claims on these reasons; that Parliament's 

grants to the Royal African Company for the upkeep of the forts had in-

duced them to trust and invest in the Company; that by these 
U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

101 

investments, they had the same legal right to interest as the Company; 

and that the forts were worth considerably more than their interest and 

principal amounted to. The creditors stated furthermore, that they 

ought to be paid their interest before the proprietors of the Company 

could have any part of the compensation intended to be given to the 

Royal African Company as a preliminary to its dissolution. It must 

be admitted that the reasons on which the creditors based their claims 

were very lame if not flimsy and unacceptable. 

The Committee told the creditors that they - that is the credi­

tors - had never taken any interest on the sums granted by Parliament 

to the Company; that the value of their securities and their legal right 

to interest were not to be considered together but separately. In any 

case, neither the Act for extending and improving the trade to Africa 

nor that allowing further time to the Commissioners appointed to exami­

ne the claims of the creditors directed the Commissioners to determine 

claims on interest. It seemed therefore that Parliament did not intend 

that claims on interest should be allowed to the creditors. Although 

the Committee did not dismiss the possibility of claims on interest, it 

did not confirm that possibility either. As nothing had been said by 

Parliament on such claims, the Committee did not attempt to decide bet­

ween.the creditors and the Company. It however, ordered interest rates 

to be computed on all claims arising under the #4,029-3-10d in case the 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, pp. 246-247, 
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House of Commons should decide to take the matter into consideration, 

A sum of #37,559-3-3£d had been considered of a dubious nature 

by the Commissioners. Some of the claimants under this sum, like 

William Newland, the Solicitor of the Royal African Company, had later 

written to the Commissioners withdrawing their claims. Since no real 

valid reasons were given for the withdrawals, the Commissioners recom­

mended that the whole amount should be disallowed. Not willing to sim­

ply waive the sum aside, the Committee asked James Postlethwayt, the 

Accountant to the Commission and a brother of Malachy Postlethwayt, 

the skillful pamphleteer on the African trade, if he had any objections 

to the Commissioners recommendation. Postlethwayt said he had no objec-

2 
tions and the sum was thrown out. 

The Company's officers and agents in Africa claimed a sum of 

#7,381-15-5d for salaries due to them or for goods sold from their own 

property for the upkeep of the forts. On examining the Company's ledger 

books, the Committee found that that amount could not be exactly ascer­

tained because no account books had been transmitted to the Company from 

James Fort in the Gambia since 31 December, 1741, Several agents who 

forwarded claims under this sum were resident in the Gambia for a con­

siderable number of years. Thomas Boteler, William Husbands and Richard 

Stockwell, all three being former agents of the Company, demanded payment 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p, 247, 

2 ibid,. p. 247, 
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of their salaries out of that sum. The Committee saw that the three 

men took to their own account goods belonging to the Company to the va­

lue of #l,096-17-9d and gave the Company credit for the sum. But by 

their contract with the Company, they were prohibited from appropriating 

any part of the Company goods on their own account. They were also 

restrained from trading with any goods not carried out to Africa by 

themselves or sent out to them. Since their account with the Company 

was still open according to the Company's books and no particulars sent 

over as yet from the West African coast nor any oaths taken as to the 

truth of the claims, the Committee set aside their claims for future 

consideration. 

One of the Company's agents whose case drew much attention in 

both Houses was David Crichton. Crichton had been a principal agent at 

Cape Coast Castle. At the time that the Royal African Company was in 

fiscal difficulties, Crichton together with another agent, William Stead 

had contracted a debt of about #1,000 to maintain the forts in West 

Africa, When both agents returned to England Crichton was unable to 

pay his share of the debt. The result was that he was brought before 

a London magistrate by William Stead, tried and committed to prison. 

While in prison, Crichton petitioned Parliament for relief when the bill 

for extending and improving the trade to Africa was going through both 

Houses in 1750, When the bill was sent to the Lords, that House 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p. 247, 
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inserted an amendment that Crichton be released from prison. The amend­

ment was accepted by the Commons and Crichton was let out of prison when 

the bill became law. He was however, forbidden to leave England within 

the space of one year. This provision was added so that Crichton would 

be on hand for further cross-examination for charges that William Stead 

might bring up against, him. His relief featured in the act appointing 

the Commissioners to examine the claims of the creditors as well as that 

which finally divested the Royal African Company of its trading assets. 

During the time the Commissioners were examining the claims, Crichton 

again petitioned the House for an extension of the period allowed him 

to remain out of prison as he was normally given a term of one year 

during which he could not be recommitted to prison without Parliament's 

consent. His petition was referred to the Select Committee which after 

considering it, recommended his discharge to the House. At the final 

settlement of the Company's debts, William Stead was given a sum of 

2 
#179-0-6d aad Crichton ordered freed from any more law suits. 

Other sums owed by the Company to certain creditors were allowed 

to stand as valid. One of such sums was an amount of #40,785-13-6^d 

due from the Company on bonds and securities with interest to a number 

1 Statutes at Large, Vol, VII, pp. 272-73, 

2 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, p. 247, 
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of its creditors. This sum had been paid to the Company partly in 

hard cash and partly in merchandises, or money deposited with the Com­

pany. Part of this money had also been issued by the creditors to pay 

the Royal African Company's agents and officers abroad. The Committee 

here again consulted James Postlethwayt regarding the truth of the sum, 

Postlethwayt told the Committee that it did appear from the account 

• books of the creditors that they had indeed lent or sold goods to the 

Company amounting to the above sum. He saw no reason why this sum 

should not be regarded as a genuine claim on the part of the creditors. 

The Committee concurred with his views and the sum was duly accredited 

to the debts of the Royal African Company. For similar reasons, other 

sums up to #9,46l-l-2^d, #8,391-15-5d and #8,788-9-8d were accepted as 

2 
genuine claims by the Committee, 

Not all the claims had sometning to do with money and a singular 

case was that of Alexander Grant and Richard Oswald which involved a 

fort on Bance Island in the Gambia, As stated in their petition to 

3 

Parliament, Grant, Oswald and John Sargent, acting as a firm, had 

bought this fort from the Royal African Company but what was said in 

the petition did not appear very consistent with the Committee's 

1 For a list of the names of the creditors and sums 
claimed, see Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, pp, 250-257, 

2 ibid,, p. 246, 

3 See infra, p, 94, 

U N I V E R S I T Y O F O T T A W A S C H O O L O F G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

106 

findings. The Committee had examined Richard Spence, the Secretary to 

the Royal African Company, regarding the circumstances surrounding the 

sale of this fort by the Company to Grant and Oswald, Spence told the 

Committee that Bance Island and its fort formerly belonged to the Compa-

by but that in 1728, Walter Charles, the Governor of the fort, had ar­

bitrarily ill-treated the Africans who rose up against him, captured the 

fort and turned him out of the island. The Royal African Company made 

no attempt to regain the fort for the natives had blown up the magazi­

nes and burnt down the houses to ensure that the Company's officers did 

not return to the island. 

In 1744, Captain John Boyce bought the fort for another merchant, 

George Fryer. Boyce testified before the Select Committee that he paid 

one hundred pounds to the native chief for the fort. The sum was paid 

not at once but by instalment with goods and 120 iron bars valued at 

five shillings a bar and that it took him five years to pay off the 

whole amount. Boyce declared too that he repaired the fort, rebuilt 

the magazines, the ramparts and mounted twenty-two guns, ten of which 

were nine-pounders, the whole work costing him #1,190, 

At the time that Boyce bought the fort, he omitted to inform 

the Royal African Company about it. He knew that the fort had been the 

property of the Company yet he did not" attempt to obtain the Company's 

consent before he purchased it. As he explained to the Committee, he 

1 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVI, p. 247, 
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did not think the Company would reoccupy the island. When he first 

applied to the chief to repurchase the fort, he was refused but later 

permitted to buy it on a second application. The Committee questioned 

him as to how he acquired the guns, Boyce replied that the guns belon­

ged to the Royal African Company but that he had found them "in the 

rubbish". After buying the fort, Boyce did not even inform the Company 

" about the guns as it did not endeavour to reclain them. 

Meanwhile, Fryer had found the fort too expensive to maintain; 

he therefore resold the fort and the island to Richard Oswald. Receipts 

and other files were produced showing that Oswald was in partnership 

with Alexander Grant and John Sargent. In September 1748, Fryer sold 

2 

all his goods, slaves, sloops and boats to Oswald, In the way the 

story turned out, Grant and Oswald had bought the fort not from the 

Royal African Company as they asserted in their petition but directly 

from George Fryer, 

When the Act of 1750 partially liquidated the Royal African 

Company and created the new Company of Merchants trading to Africa, 

Richard Spence notified Oswald that Bance Island would be included in 

the territory and possessions to be surrendered to the new Company. On 

the other hand, Charles Hayes, the former Deputy-Governor of the Royal 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, p. 247, 

2 ibid,. p. 248. 
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African Company, told the Committee he believed the Company never really 

wanted to reoccupy the fort because it could not maintain it. The 

Committee of the Company of Merchants at any rate expressed its de­

termination to take over the fort and the island from Grant and Oswald* 

On 22 and 23 May, 1751, the Commons took into consideration in 

a committee of the whole House the various recommendations tendered by 

the Select Committee; no definite decisions were reached in these 

sittings but on 24 May the House passed resolutions which finally settlec 

the claims of the creditors. A sum of #77,894-15-9d was granted as "a 

reasonable Compensation, to be applied to the Payment of such of the 

2 
Creditors of the Royal African Company of England", John and Anthony 

Allut received #l,119-18-3d while #23,688-15-5d and #2, 105-12-3d were 

alloted to creditors who owned African transferable stock as from 31 

December, 1748 at ten per cent and from the same date at five per cent 

respectively. Remuneration was also given to the Commissioners who exa­

mined the claims as well as their secretary and accountant. All valid 

3 
claims were satisfied, A bill was then ordered to be brought in to 

give-a legal effect to all compensations granted; the members appointed 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, p. 248, 

2 ibid., p. 269, 

3 ibid., p. 270, See also the same volume, pp. 250-260 
for all other claims. 
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to bring in the bill were further instructed to insert "a Clause or 

Clauses for saving the Right of Alexander Grant, and Richard Oswald, 

and Company, of London, Merchants, to a certain Fort situate in Bance 

Island, in the River Sierra Leone, on the Coast of Africa, formerly 

belonging to the Royal African Company of England, and now claimed by, 

and in the Possession of, the said Alexander Grant, and Richard Oswald, 

' and Company". At the passing of the bill which divested the Royal 

African Company of its charter, forts and property in 1752, Grant and 

2 

Oswald were confirmed in their possession of Bance Island, 

On the whole, it can be said that the House of Commons had acted 

fairly and generously towards the creditors. The investigations into 

those claims had lasted longer than was expected; the time allowed for 

that investigation had been extended by an act of Parliament. Every 

creditor of the Royal African Company had therefore been given an ample 

opportunity to present his claims to Parliament. Although some claims 

such as those of the Company's agents had been postponed and settled in 

1752, all rightful claims received due satisfaction. In satisfying the 

creditors, the Commons finally washed off their hands in the affairs of 

the Royal African Company. Their attention now turned towards the con­

duct of the Committee of the Company of Merchants trading to Africa, 

1 Commons Journals, Vol. XXVI, p. 270, 

2 Statutes at Large, Vol. VII, p. 444, 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

CHAPTER V 

THE FIRST PARLIAMENTARY INQUIRY INTO THE 
ADMINISTRATION OF THE COMMITTEE OF THE 
COMPANY OF MERCHANTS TRADING TO AFRICA, 

1753-65 

The relations between the House of Commons and the Committee of 

the Company of Merchants trading to Africa throughout the first part of 

the Company's existence, were not those of over-bearing criticisms. 

The Commons took a considerable interest in the management of the Compa­

ny, Through the Act of 1750, the Company was made responsible for Bri­

tish interests on the West African coast; it was the only representative 

of British authority on that coast. Yet when the Government wished to 

negotiate treaties with the African chiefs, the Captains of His Majestyfe 

ships, and not the resident Governors of the Company, were usually given 

the honour of representing the Crown. 

In January 1752, reports reached London that the French were 

attempting to build a fort at Anomabu. In February, Commodore Matthew 

Buckle, Commander of the Assistance, was sent out by the Admiralty to 

ascertain the truth of the French activities at Anomabu. On his arri­

val there with his small squadron of three warships and another sloop 

of war, the Badger, Buckle found three French men-of-war at Anomabu, 

The French were about to build a fort in order to make a settlement. 

Buckle ordered them to desist; he informed the French that if his orders 

were not complied with, he would be obliged to compel them by force to 

abandon their enterprise and accordingly made preparations for an enga­

gement. The French Commander, after some consideration, submitted and 
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left the coast. Buckle then completed negotiations with the chiefs 

at Anomabu and a treaty was signed by which the chiefs promised not to 

allow the French to build a fort at Anomabu, Again in March 1753, 

another treaty was concluded between England and the Fantis aimed at 

preventing the French from procuring any settlement on the Gold Coast, 

Thoma3 Melvil, the Company's first Governor to Cape Coast, claimed the 

credit for the negotiations in his letter to the Committee but Captain 

George Cockburn of the warship Glory provided the necessary dignity of 

2 

solftonly assuring the Fantis of British protection. This practice of 

by-passing the Company in similar negotiations meant that Parliament 

intended to take the initiative in political decisions affecting the 

relations between the Company and the African chiefs. 

Consideration of the Committee's annual petitions to the House 

of Commons for the Company's allowance provided critics in and outside 

Parliament ready opportunities of expressing their criticisms on the 

management of the Company, These opportunities were frequently used 

and the readiness of the Commons to discuss the management of the Com­

pany's affairs by the Committee of nine was shown five years after the 

1 Gentleman's Magazine, Vol. XXIII, (Dec., 1753), p. 588, 
Also in Donnan, Documents, Vol. H , pp, 491-492, 

2 Commons Journals, Vol, XXVII, p. 615, Appendix No, 1, 
The Fantis occupied the region around Cape Coast, 
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Company had been incorporated. 

Parliament had hoped to satisfy the slave traders - the "African 

Gentlemen" as they were called - by establishing the Company of Merchants 

as a regulated Company; but barely three years after the Company came 

into existence, the conduct of its Committee of nine was attacked by the 

separate traders from Bristol and Liverpool, 

In April 1753, a section of the Bristol separate traders, headed 

by William Wansey and Thomas Harris, complained to the Committee of the 

Company of Merchants about "the Inconvenience attending the Trade from 

the Liberty allowed to the Governor and other Officers upon the Gold 

Coast of trading in Slaves upon their own Accounts (,,«)", To support 

their allegations, the two men called Captains Alexander Graham and 

James Hamilton to give evidence before the African Committee. James 

Hamilton was the chief mate of a slave ship, the Polly of Bristol. Ha­

milton declared to the Committee that on one of his voyages to West 

2 
Africa, he had hired a factory at Lagoe from which he could buy slaves. 

He further testified that Richard Brew, the Company's principal agent 

at Tantamkweri, told him to leave the coast. On his refusal to do so, 

Brew threatened to raise his prices for slaves so that the natives would 

not sell slaves to Hamilton. When he still refused to leave, Brew 

1 Donnan, Documents, Vol. II, p. 499, 

2 Lagoe is now Lagu, situated between Winneba and 
Tantamkweri, 
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