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INTRODUCTION

e

Elisabeth and Her Sisters

LISABETH SAMSON, a spinster aged forty-nine, had set her sights
-]E on becoming the wife of the organist of the Dutch Reformed
Church in Paramaribo, the tiny capital of the colony of Suri-
name.! To this end, she had instructed her solicitors in the Netherlands to
petition the Dutch States General, the highest authority for colonial affairs,
requesting permission to marry. The year was 1764. The Political Council of
Suriname had already refused her permission because eighty years earlier a
ruling of the Suriname Company, which ran the place, had prohibited mar-
riage between Europeans and Africans. Back in 1685, when the Suriname
Company first sought to curtail the practice of Dutch men marrying their
enslaved concubines, the principals would not have imagined that an Afri-
can woman would seek to marry a Dutch man. Now this was exactly what
Elisabeth Samson proposed, proudly affirming in her petition to the States
General that she was “a freeborn Negress.” She wanted to be married to the
man of her choice and was not about to be denied.

Elisabeth Samson could buy and sell most of the Political Council of
Suriname. She was a black woman, but she also was one of the wealthiest
planters in the Atlantic world: the owner of a number of substantial proper-
ties in and around Paramaribo, including a very large mansion situated on
prime land, six massive plantations, including one that was over a thousand
acres, and many hundreds of slaves. Having personally visited the Neth-
erlands, she knew Dutch law and understood the way the Dutch colonial
system worked. To her great satisfaction, the Dutch States General declared
that Dutch law did not prohibit interracial marriage and their ruling over-
rode that of the Suriname Company. The only problem was that the legal
deliberations had taken three years, during which time her fiancé had died.
Unperturbed, she promptly fixed upon another Dutch man, to whom she
was married at her mansion in December 1767.
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Elisabeth Samson was born in 1715 to an African woman called Nanoe,
who had been enslaved but was manumitted on the death of her owner in
1713, along with her two mulatto children, Maria and Charlo. Nanoe had six
other children with her enslaved African husband, and these children re-
mained in bondage even when she was freed. Her last child, Elisabeth, was
born free in 1715 because her mother was then a free woman. The manumit-
ted son, Charlo, became a carpenter, and he purchased the six other children
from his father’s widow, then progressively manumitted his siblings over the
next decade until the whole family was emancipated. Elisabeth grew up in
the household of her half sister Maria, who married a wealthy Swiss planter
and, after his death, a German merchant. Elisabeth was highly literate and
was trained by her brother-in-law in business matters, at which she proved
remarkably adept.

By nineteen she had begun to accumulate property, and by her mid-
twenties she was the owner of two small coffee plantations. Sometime in
her twenties she acquired a business partner who was also her lover, a Ger-
man army captain named Carl Creutz. He received a grant of one thousand
acres in 1749, and with Elisabeth Samson’s capital and her two hundred
slaves, the couple created a large and successful coffee plantation, which
they called “Clevia.” “Clevia” was registered in their joint names, as were a
second plantation, “La Solitude,” and two large houses they owned in the
town. The slaves, however, were clearly demarcated as the property of Elisa-
beth Samson alone, and she retained sole ownership of her original planta-
tions. It was she who controlled the operation of the plantations, managed
the household, and transacted all the business, while Creutz attended to
political matters and went off into the jungle to do battle with the Maroons.

Despite living on the frontier, the couple lived in grand style, occupying
a lavishly furnished mansion in Paramaribo that was staffed by forty-four
slaves and filled with a cornucopia of luxury goods, including hundreds of
bottles of wine and nineteen dozen Japanese porcelain teacups. The inven-
tory of their household filled more than thirty folios. Elisabeth Samson
and Carl Creutz wanted for nothing, unless it was legitimacy. Creutz was
a member of the Political Council, so he knew that the local law of Suri-
name prohibited marriage between Europeans and Africans, but that did
not restrain him from ostentatiously flaunting his relationship with a black
woman as his lover, his business partner, and his social equal. The governor
grumbled about the couple in his private diary but did nothing about it,
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given that Carl Creutz was his good friend and Elisabeth Samson was
very rich. .

In 1762 Creutz died at the age of forty-seven. He had no children, so
his will left his half of their joint estate to Elisabeth Samson for her life-
time, after which it would go to his brothers. Within two years Elisabeth
Samson had paid the Creutz brothers in Germany the considerable sum of
155,000 guilders in order to consolidate the property as her own in perpetu-
ity. That accomplished, she then proposed marriage to her tenant, a Dutch
man many years younger than her who lived above the stables on the ad-
joining block. Christopher Brabant was merely the church organist, so he
had no political status to uphold and protect. Presumably, he was keen to
marry Elisabeth Samson and move into the luxurious mansion next door to
enjoy the fruits of her vast wealth, but it was she, not he, who initiated the
official request to marry. The Political Council upheld the law against such a
marriage, even though it acknowledged there were favorable circumstances
in this particular case. As the governor explained to the authorities in The
Hague, the marriage of Elisabeth Samson to Christopher Brabant meant
that he would become her legal heir, and “the wealth the young man will
inherit in due time will,” the governor argued, “come into white people’s
possession.” This was a very good thing for the governor, since it was “not
recommendable [that] the black people are rich and have possessions . ..
and become high and mighty like white people are.”” Although this was an
attractive proposition to the Political Council, it was not a sufficient induce-
ment to break its own law.

During the legal deliberations in The Hague it would scarcely have
slipped the notice of the Dutch authorities that this black woman was past
fifty and most unlikely to have any children, so the marriage would ensure
that her fortune flowed into Dutch hands. Although Brabant died during
the three years it took the Dutch authorities in The Hague to allow the mar-
riage, Elisabeth Samson soon found another young Dutch man to marry.
When she died in 1771, Hermanus Zobre inherited all of her properties and
possessions, making him a millionaire at the age of thirty-three. If he was
grateful to his late wife he gave no sign of it, not even bothering to erect
a tombstone in her memory. In little over a decade, Elisabeth Samson’s
carefully managed wealth would all be frittered aWay on her husband’s ill-
conceived projects and high living. All her money was gone and the prop-
erty was taken for debt by the time he died in 1784.
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Elisabeth Samson had an unworthy husband and no children to preserve
her memory. Until the twenty-first century, she remained little more than
a colorful piece of local folklore in Suriname and otherwise was entirely
unknown in the history of the Dutch empire, despite a large amount of
material relating to her residing in the Dutch archives. It is thanks to the
painstaking research of Suriname writer Cynthia McLeod that we know
about her impressive life.* Growing up in Suriname, McLeod knew about
Elisabeth Samson from local history, but assumed that she must have been a
slave concubine who had been manumitted on the death of her master, who
then left her his fortune. What other narrative could there be to account
for a fantastically rich black woman in the early eighteenth century? That
she was a self-made entrepreneur was inconceivable. It was when McLeod
went looking for Elisabeth Samson in the Rijksarchief in The Hague, as
well as searching archives in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and Germany, that
she found a very different story from the one she had received from Suri-
namese history. It was highly gratifying, she reports, that her research was
able to “have salvaged the remarkable person of Elisabeth out of the sphere
of ‘the helplessly forlorn and pitied black mistress'who inherits the fortunes
of her industrious white master.”*

Certainly the micro-biography of Elisabeth Samson is intriguing, but
is it of any real use to historians of the Atlantic world? Surely this black
woman is sui generis, a historical anomaly of passing interest for her en-
terprise and audacity? Can this exceptional case tell us anything meaning-
ful about race and gender in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world? We
took the view that it could. The mere knowledge that the daughter of two
enslaved Africans could be an independent agent and amass her own per-
sonal fortune in the middle years of the eighteenth century complicated
and challenged much of what we had understood about race and gender
in slave colonies. More important, it gave us a tantalizing glimpse of what
was possible for a free black woman to achieve in the Atlantic slave world.
We might have dismissed her extraordinary circumstances as particular to
unique features of the Dutch empire, with no relevance to the Anglo im-
perial sphere, were it not for having stumbled upon evidence of another
fabulously wealthy black woman, this time from a British colony, who had
demanded that the Colonial Office in London overturn a colonial law that
discriminated against her as a free woman of color.

That woman was Dorothy, or Doll, Thomas, born a slave on Montserrat
around 1756, who went on to establish business interests across the British
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colonies of the Windward Islands and the South American littoral. Her
existence was uncovered by chance by Cassandra Pybus while undertaking
research on a project entirely unrelated to the British Caribbean.> At the
same time that the biography of Thomas began to reveal itself, Kit Candlin
discovered other such women in the colony of Trinidad.® This book builds
upon this initial research and published findings, but greatly expands the
detail and implications, as well as making inevitable corrections to some of
our earlier errors and assumptions.

One would search in vain for any mention of these women in the histo-
riography of the British Caribbean, or even in local histories of the colonies
where they did business; they simply disappeared from view. These women
were largely illiterate and left no family papers, no letters, no diaries, and
no oral history. To look for their life stories might seem an impossible task,
but our excavation of colonial archives, newspapers, parish records, and con-
temporary travelers’ accounts yielded a rich trove of materials that comple-
mented what we had learned about Elisabeth Samson. Along the way we
were hugely surprised to find quite a few more entrepreneurial black women
in the archives we consulted, and even more surprised to find that they were
comparatively wealthy. This was so unexpected that we felt it was crucial
to reconstruct these contradictory colonial lives to provide much-needed
nuance to the historiography and to give greater texture to the story of the
Caribbean slave colonies.

‘The idea was born that we should excavate the colonial archives to find
other enterprising black women in the British Caribbean colonies in the
long eighteenth century. We understood this would be something of a Her-
culean task, but it could be done. Since the groundbreaking manifesto of
Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni in 1979,” the intensive archival research
needed for the recovery of the lives of forgotten people has been trans-
formed by digital technology. Each year the capacity to find minute infor-
mation grows exponentially with the digitization of a vast range of archival
sources plus sophisticated search engines, not to mention the indefatigable
work of genealogists and family historians, who proved to be invaluable for
this project.

GIVEN THE BREADTH OF EXPERIENCES we found among free women of
color across the British Caribbean, as well as the complexities presented
by the many different Caribbean archives, we felt that a study that incor-
porated the entirety of the Caribbean would have been a task at once too
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large and too diffuse. What we needed for our project was a region of the
Caribbean where we could intensively search the archives and still keep
the project cohesive. Certainly it had to be transcolonial, given that the
women we had already found were particularly adept at crossing borders
and boundaries, rather than spending their whole lives in just one colony.
One of the significant features we were able to discern was their capacity
to make or remake themselves in a variety of different situations, and their
ability to exploit the gaps in a fluid political and racial climate. We wanted
to highlight the transcolonial and transcultural aspect of these women'’s
lives, and so looked for a region of the British Caribbean that was particu-
larly multicultural and fluid during the Age of Revolutions. We chose to
concentrate on the southern Caribbean, including the colonies of Grenada,
Trinidad, and Demerara, which were important late colonies for the British
and places that were contested and fought over to a far greater degree than
other territories.® The imperial insecurity of the region would have likely
profoundly influenced the lives and the choices of the women, and we also
suspected that such political insecurity may have produced a number of
such women by the end of the eighteenth century.

During this time the British Caribbean was changing markedly as island
colonies adjusted their imperial connections. While there was nothing to
quite equal the extraordinary swap that saw the British exchange the wil-
derness of Suriname for New York, colonies such as Grenada, Dominica,
Tobago, and St. Vincent, known as the “ceded islands,” were easy pickings
from France as a result of the Seven Years’War. These imperial acquisitions
were followed at the end of the century by the takeover of Dutch Demer-
ara by the British in 1796 and Trinidad from Spain in 1797, as part of the
renewed war with France. These were forgotten places, barely imaginable in
the metropolitan capitals of Europe, undeveloped and sparsely populated,
filled with the flotsam of the Atlantic. This was a liminal world where com-
plex, multiracial communities numbered in the hundreds, not thousands,
and the African slaves were hardly counted. Most of these colonies, at the
time of cession at least, were poor and marginal, with virtually no invest-
ment in infrastructure or defense.

Aspiring and established planters looking for new opportunities, many
of them with slaves, flocked to the ceded islands, seeking to build or re-
build their fortunes on the edges of the Atlantic. Alongside these planters
came others, rich and poor, who also sought the freedom and anonymity
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that might be found there. Smugglers and privateers, many of them heavily
involved in illicit trade with the Spanish American colonies on the main-
land, made this region their home, while the predatory navies of Europe
and America sought to defend slippery, ever-changing interests. As with
frontiers everywhere, these islands and the sea between them became syn-
onymous with insecurity and danger.

But there were advantages to be found here. The ceded islands became
destinations of desire not just for whites, but for free Africans and their
descendants, who sought the sanctuary that an undeveloped frontier might
offer. These southern islands had been mainly colonized in the last waves of
Caribbean expansion by a mixed bag of Europeans other than Britons and
were unique in their liberties within the British sphere. Older possessions
like Jamaica had strict racial laws, but these new colonies were less secure,
and the British colonial authorities made concessions to French, Spanish,
and Dutch colonists who took a less absolute view of race. This made the
ceded colonies attractive to free Africans and their descendants. Cooks,
cleaners, washerwomen, nursemaids, tradesmen, storekeepers, and hoteliers
all took the opportunity to refashion their lives in the region.

All these arrivals radically changed the ethnic profile of these places. On
Grenada and St. Vincent, numbers both white and black increased almost
exponentially. In just ten short years from 1788 to 1798 the free population
of Trinidad jumped from three thousand to twelve thousand, the majority
free colored, while the number of slaves rose even more dramatically. These
raw, volatile colonies were just the kind of places where an enterprising free
colored woman could thrive. By the beginning of the nineteenth century
just under half the slave owners on Grenada, Tobago, and Trinidad were
women, and many of them were women of color. The business records that
survive from these colonies are filled with the petty transactions of such
women, often with other women, buying slaves and other property, owning
shops and trading goods.

By the late eighteenth century, the southern Caribbean presented a
particular phenomenon of fluid, contested colonies with a history of in-
surrection, even while located in the cockpit of British colonial efforts in
the Atlantic world. As the Age of Revolutions spread war throughout the
region, colonies changed hands repeatedly or descended into chaos. In the
transient insecurity that this world engendered, some free colored women
were able to reach dizzying heights of success in comparison to women not
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just in the Caribbean but anywhere in the British world.” The freedom that
could be found in an insecure frontier society provided marginal subjects
with many more opportunities than those in the metropole, and the free
colored women who are the subject of this book grabbed these opportuni-
ties with both hands. To understand how they thrived in this world we need
to scrutinize the social milieu of these colonies and shift the focus from
the white male elites and their traumatized, degraded slaves, and seek out
the women who found distinctive advantages there in the turbulent years
between 1763 and 1840.

So this book is about wealthy free colored women in a frontier world,
some of whom grew powerful enough to affect colonial justice, make de-
mands of white men, possess many slaves, and own hundreds, sometimes
thousands, of acres of the most valuable farming land in the world. Of
course, there were free colored women who rarely experienced a life beyond
the petty world of prostitutes, hucksters, and washerwomen, who would
never own any land or slaves and who would not acquire a share of the hefty
compensation paid by the British government for emancipating the slaves.
Nevertheless, the ebullient, enterprising colonial subjects we have chosen
to research present an extraordinary story that has yet to be fully told in the
context of Atlantic history.

This is a uniquely southern Caribbean tale. As a site of inquiry, the Brit-
ish colonies in the southern Caribbean hold advantages for our research
other than the numbers of free colored women. Because of their geographi-
cal position it is possible to compare and contrast the newer ceded colonies
with the long-established colony of Barbados, which was settled by the
British in 1627. Barbados was an important node for the empire in the re-
gion; it was, as visitors observed, “the London of the West Indies.” A much
older and comparatively more stable colony than its neighbors, it was also
where some of the women in this story were born or was a place they passed
through. Focusing our research in the region that surrounded Barbados
makes it possible to examine the comparative dynamics between that piv-
otal British colony and more recently acquired territories.

The newer colonies, as Barry Higman has argued, represent the second
and third stage of colonies in the Caribbean, yet they have received far less
scholarly attention than places such as British Jamaica, Spanish Cuba, or
French St. Domingue.'® The colonies of Grenada, Trinidad, and Demerara,
near to and feeding off Barbados, are a highly appropriate location for ex-



