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Contemporary sources list the causes as peripneumonic fevers
caused by damp air or tetanus nascentium or jawfall and lock

jaw.65 This appears to be supported by the account that
Thistlewood gives of the infant deaths. To understand why the
rate was so high many contemporaries, including Thistlewood

blamed the slave midwives
In the morning Sarah's child died. OIld daphne not good for

much66

Accounts by other planters and slave doctors agreed 'bad'
treatment of the umbilicus ovas was the primary cause of
disease. The conditions for tetanus certainly existed in the
slave village as the huts were in close quarters with the
livestock pens, but, if tetanus from these circumstances was the
cause of high infant mortality it should have affected the whole
population. The figures across the age spectrum, however, are
low compared to death from yaws or dysentery. Another reason
to question the living conditions as seriously affecting the
health of the baby, was that there should also be a high incidence
among mothers, but this again appears to be untrue.67

The symbolic nature of the first eight or nine days of a baby's
life in African, and therefore Afro-Caribbean folklore, has been
suggested by some historians as the reason for high infant
mortality. This folklore states that for the first eight or nine
days a new born baby is not considered part of this world. This
means that, until this period is over the baby may be ritually
neglected as it was considered no more than a wandering spirit,
or a visitor from the underworld.68 If a baby dies during this
time it was considered not to have existed. It is not clear
whether the slaves under Thistlewood's care subscribed to this
practice or not. Thistlewood does not mention any misgivings
about the women's ability to mother their children. However, non
reporting by Thistlewood is not any evidence in itself for its non
existence. Another way to try to gauge may be the recorded
emotions that the slave women show following an infant's death.

65 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838. p.143
66 Thistlewood. T Monsoon 31/10 Tuesday 20 November 1759 p.217

67 Bush. B Slave Women in_Caribbean Society 1650-1838. p.144-145
68 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838. p.146
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Here again Thistlewood is a scant recorder, so it is hard to
adjudge. However, given the apparent respect that the slave
women surrounding Thistlewood had for other African traditions,
it is likely that they also followed this practice.

The effect that this type of reproductive patiern had on a
particular woman can be seen if we draw a reproductive time
line for one of Thistlewood's slave women. Abba was the most
prolific child bearer that Thistlewood owned, therefore clearly a
fertile woman. However her time line clearly shows the effect
that miscarriage, infant and child death had on her family size.

30 Dec 1761 - Mary born

7 Oct 1763 - Johnnie Born (Died 1771)

18 Nov 1766 - Neptune born (Died 1773)

17 Oct 1771 - Girl born - Died one week later
25 Aug 1772 - Jenny born

4 May 1774 - Miscarried

9 June 1775 - Boy born - Died one week later
21 Apr 1776 - Phibbah born

2 Mar 1780 - Boy born - Died next day

18 Dec 1780 - Miscarried

21 Sep 1781 - Miscarried

27 Oct 1782 - Ben born

The timeline shows that Abba underwent 12 pregnancies in 21
years, bore nine children to full term, three of whom died in the
first week, and two of whom died before their tenth birthday.
When Thistlewood died, Abba had four living children, Mary,
Jenny, Phibbah and Ben, and one grand-daughter, the daughter of
Mary the eldest, who had also suffered a miscarriage before she
carried to full term.

Some historians have suggested that a lack of stable
partnerships among slaves led to lower fertility. While it is
hard to determine the level of relationships between slaves it
seems that many of the adult slaves, in Thistlewood's diary,
lived in serial monogamy and few were without a partner for
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long. For example, Phoebe was maiched in 1767 to Egypt
Neptune at the age of only fourteen. She appears to have
remained with him unitl the late 1770's when she was matched
with Jimmy. This would suggest that this explanation has little
weight in this case study. Nevertheless looking at individual
cases it would follow that those who formed Ilasting
relationships were more likely to have more children than those

who do not appear to.

The attitude of Thistlewood and other masters to their slaves'
fertility affected the reproductive levels among their slaves.
This was because women may have been persuaded to become
pregnant if masters provided incentives and time off surrounding
the birth. Conversely, if the master was negative towards slave
reproduction and actively discouraged it through no concessions
for pregnant or post natal women this may have hampered
women's desire to be pregnant. In general, masters did not think
of their new possessions as couples who would raise children.
Instead most made a rational decision to buy instead of breed.
By this method masters before the 1780's were able to sustain
their slave numbers without having to encourage the raising of
children who would have had unproductive years.6® In many
ways Thistlewood reflects this attitude. He rarely mentions
expectant mothers or a slave child by name, let alone refer to
children in general. He seems to have regarded expectant or
nursing mothers as a nuisance rather than a blessing. Many
commentators, both contemporary and current, have placed
indirect and direct responsibility for low fertility on masters.
They see masters prefering male slaves to female slaves, and
not offering suitable care during pregnancy and for new born
infants.’0  This explanation, however suggests that women were
persuaded by the attitudes of their masters rather than making
their own decisions about fertility.

69 Mullin. M Africa in America: Slave Acculturation and Resistance in the
American South and the British Caribbean 1736-1831. University of
lllinois Press, Urbana, 1992. p.20

70 Engerman. S "Some Economic and Demographic Comparisons of Slavery in
the United States and the British West Indies." Economic History Review.

2nd Ser XXIX. 1975 pp.258-275 p.269-270
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Women had strong motivations to limit the number of children
they had. The burden of children under the conditions of slavery
was great, as there was little time to care for a child. In
addition, women may have felt they were bringing children into a
life of bondage a punishment they felt no human deserved.’1
Thus, women, in controlling their fertility were creating an
effective means of resistance against which planters were
almost powerless.72 There were three forms of action that
women could take to resist their master in this way. The first
was to practice abstinence. Clark Hine and Wittenstein have
suggested that by refusing, or, attempting to avoid to have sex
with their white master, and putting off marriage to a fellow
slave, women could effectively reduce the possibility of
conception.”3 If a woman did fall pregnant she had two avenues
open to her. The second way to gain control over their
reproductive capacity, therefore, was abortion. However there is
evidence that this was practised less often than abstinence.”4
In many cases, it is also hard to determine whether termination
of pregnancy was deliberately induced by abortion or a naturally
created miscarriage. There is evidence in the diary that slaves
practised abortion and knew of herbs and practises that induced

termination. For example, in 1767, Thistlewood records
PM Mountain Lucy miscarried, having | am told drank
contrayerva lately every day on purpose.”>

The third way a woman had to gaing control over her
reproduction, was infanticide, which along with suicide may be
seen as the ultimate statement of resistance. This was not
necessarily a sign of neglect but that mothers loved their
children too much to see them grow up in bondage, or the baby

71 Bush. B "The Family Tree is Not Cut: Women and Culturla Resistance in Slave
Family Life." In Resistance: Studies in African, Caribbean and Afro
American History. G. Okihiro (ed). University of Massachussett Press,
Amherst, 1986. p.126

72 Bush. B "The Family Tree is Not Cut." p.128

73 Clark Hine. D & Wittenstein. K "Female Resistance: The Economics of Sex."
Black Women Crossculturally. F. Steady (ed) Schenkman Bookd Inc,

A Rochester, 1981. pp.289-300 p.291
74 Clark Hine. D & Wittenstein. K "Female Resistance" p.292
75 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/8 Friday 17 July 1767 p.174
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may have been created out of rape and therefore not wanted.76
The practise of infanticide, like abortion, is hard to conclusively
prove, as a high infant mortality rate from natural causes could
mean that it would have been easy for women to perform
infanticide relatively undetected. The African belief that babies
were not part of this world for the first nine days also
contributed to white thinking that mothers Kkilled their baby
through neglect. It also meant that masters looking for
explanations for infant mortality could blame the mothers for
infant death instead of looking for environmental and other
causes which might implicate themselves as negligent in looking
after their property.

While reproductive related resistance seems on the surface to be
an act of individual resistance, it was in fact a communal
resistance. First, in order for women to practise abstinence
they must have had a degree of co-operation from the slave men
with whom they associated’”. Second, to practise abortion and
infanticide the women would need to rely largely on each other
both for secrecy and assistance’® . In both cases, there would
have been more than the individual taking action. It is possible
therefore that as slave women kept, to a large degree, control
over their reproductive potential, they may also have determined
the fate of their own children in accordance with traditional
values and beliefs brought with them from Africa.”9

Slave women who came into contact with Thistlewood risked
sexual exploitation from him and other white men. While the
level of consent is hard to establish, Thistlewood had casual
sexual encounters with many slave women. While most of these
encounters provided little recompense for the women, some were
able to benefit materially in some way by regularly making
themselves available for sexual activity. This allowed them to
create a better existence for themselves and their family. The

76 Clark Hine. D & Wittenstein. K "Female Resistance" p.294-295
77 Clark Hine.D & Wittenstein. K  "Female Resistance" p.298

78 Clark Hine. D & Wittenstein. K "Female Resistance" p.293
79 Bush. B Slave Women in _Caribbean Society 1650-1838. p.147
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small group of slave women who benefited most were those with
whom the white men formed lasting relationships that were
based on a mixture of opportunity and affection. Thistlewood
was not as involved in the reproductive life of his slaves as
were his nineteenth century counterparts, as the eighteenth
century slave trade provided an adequate source of new recruits.
The women under Thistlewood's care, while not producing a large
number of future workers, suffered many miscarriages and
infant deaths suggesting this rather than fertility per se was the
main cause of a declining population. Women could use their
fertility in a positive way by using it as a way of resisting the
master through prevention, termination and death.
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CHAPTER FIVE
SLAVE WOMEN AND THE SLAVE COMMUNITY

Slave women were involved both in the creation and execution of
the culture which existed within the slave community. The time
which slaves gave over to these cultural activities allowed them
a freedom of expression which their daily drudgery precluded.
The relationships that slaves formed between themselves and
the familial links that spread throughout the slave community
provided slaves with support networks, and a group of people on
whom they felt they could rely in times of trouble. Women were
integral members of the slave community, not only as an
important members of slave families, but as the bearers of
tradition within the slave community.! Thus they were able to
promote a separate identity. Tradition in turn became an
important weapon against total domination by the white
community and culture. In this chapter, therefore, | aim to
explain Thistlewood's knowledge of, and attitude towards, the
slave community and culture, and how this may have been
influenced by the slave women with whom he came into contact.
It also seeks to establish the nature of the slave community and
identify women's position within it and, to understand the
cultural values and practices that Thistlewood's slaves indulged
in, and recognise the role women played within that culture.

To study the workings of the slave community and culture using
Thistlewood's diary does pose certain problems. As in other
accounts by European observers, the information is mediated
through Thistlewod's own European beliefs and values. This
leaves the relative significance of events and structures open to
misinterpretation. The slave participants of this community and
culture are silent, and so there are gaps in our understanding.

1 See Terborg-Penn. R "Black Women in Resistance: A Cross Cultural
Perspective." |n Resistance: Studies in African, Caribbean, and Afro
American History. G. Okihiro (ed) University of Massachussetts Press
Amherst, 1986. pp.188-210 p.189.

and Davies. A "Reflections on the Black Women's Role in the Community of Slaves.
Massachussetts Review. 13 Winter 1972. pp.81-103. p.84

and Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838. Heinneman
Publishers and Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1990. p.153
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This is especially true in the level of importance that the slaves
attached to their community and culture. These problems are
common in most source available for eighteenth century slavery.
This has led to some conflicting evidence being presented,
especially in regard to the nature of the family and marriage.
Beckles believes that the conflict in opinion among contemporary
sources arises from the level of contact the writer had with the
slave community. A casual observer did not recognise the nature
of slave relations, whereas someone with a more intimate level
of contact would have a greater knowledge.? Experienced
observers, however, often made little comment on matters that
newcomers or travellers felt were unusual, as custom and
cultural practices were so familiar to them that they felt little
need to comment. This assumption would lead us to conclude that
Thistlewood would have a reasonably developed knowledge of the
relationships between slaves, as he had a high level of contact
with them, but that he may not record as much information as
time goes by as slave culture and its practices became
commonplace to him.

The diary allows us both to establish some of the structures and
roles within the slave community, and develop a knowledge of
the cultural practices and beliefs in which the slaves that
Thistlewood had contact with were engaged. Thistlewood's
knowledge of both these aspects of the slaves lives becomes
more finely tuned during his time in Jamaica. The way in which
Thistlewood accumulates knowledge is never explicitly stated.
We can assume it was through a combination of observation and
information from the slaves. This information would have been
accumulated by him both directly in conversation, and indirectly
through overheard conversations and messages. Thistlewood
relates, for example. how a white worker at Egypt received his

knowledge from the slave woman with whom he was involved.
John groves continues in his house, Ansau is ffrequently
with him, and tells him all the News She can.3

2 Beckles. McD H Natural Rebels: A Social History of Enslaved Black Women in
Barbados. New Brunswick, NJ, 1989. p.116
3 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/11 Wednesday 10 September 1760 p.159
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There is no reason to believe Thistlewood was any different. It
is hard to assess whether Thistlewood would have received more
information about the slave community from men or women.
However, it is more likely to have been women as most of his
close contacts within the slave community were with Phibbah's
friends and relations, most of whom were women. Phibbah
herself was probably Thistlewood's greatest single source on the
activities of the slave community.  While it is hard to establish
exactly how much Phibbah would have known, it is likely that she
had a significant amount of knowledge about the activities of the
slave community. The position which she held in the slave
community gave her access to information about the activities
of the slaves, and her lifetime of slavery gave her the knowledge
to interpret the significance of cultural beliefs and events to
Thistlewood. Indirect information was also likely to be from
female slaves as they comprised the largest percentage of house
slaves, therefore they were the slaves Thistlewood was most
likely to overhear gossiping as they went about their work. It
is hard to gauge how much Thistlewood gained from the slaves
through direct reporting and how much he merely heard or
observed. It seems likely that the slaves tried to keep many of
their activities from Thistlewood, rather than risk possible
interference.

At an early stage in Thistlewood's life in Jamaica he began to
identify the various ethnic groups that comprised the slave
community. One way which he used, during his first years in
Jamaica, as an aid to memory in identifying the groups was to
record the ethnic origin of the women with whom he had a sexual

encounter. For example, on 17 August 1751
Att night, cum Betty, Coromantee, or Gold Coast negroe#

As time goes by Thistlewood no longer records the ethnic origin
of his conquests, but simply records their name. This could
indicate that he no longer felt the need to distinguish between
the separate groupings amongst his slaves, or, that it was now
second nature to him to recognise the differences, and, therefore
that there was no need to record the women's origin.

4 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/1 Friday 17 August 1750 p.360
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Thistlewood's diary, in general, contains a lack of explicit
information about the slave community and culture. This
reflects the non paternal nature of Thistlewood's attitude
towards his slaves which resulted in Thistlewood's having a
general lack of interest in the non-productive aspect of slaves
lives. This meant that he rarely interfered with the workings of
the community, or put a stop to cultural practices that he did not
view as countermanding his authority or causing a disturbance
within the slave community. By operating in this way,
Thistlewood hoped to create a workforce that would work hard
during those hours of productive labour, in the knowledge that,
once their work was done, the slaves' time was their own. This
contrasts with the attitude and behaviour of the Southern
planter James Hammond who carefully designed a plan of
physical and psychological domination in the hope of undermining
black community and culture. Hammond believed this would
break black solidarity and in so doing make his slaves a more
compliant workforce.>

‘The contrasting attitudes between Thistlewood and Hammond
reflect the differences in the management style, not only
between these two slave owners, but between Jamaica and the
American South in general. The more industrial model that the
Jamaican slave owners operated meant that the profit motive
dominated their interest in slaves activities. In contrast, slave
owners in the American South saw their slaves not only as
workhorses, but also as ‘children' who needed 'parental guidance'
in all areas of their life. They attempted to remove those areas
of slaves' lives which they could not dominate. The attitudes of
the planters was influenced by the population balance. In
Jamaica slaves well outhumbered white people, so it was harder
for slave owners to impose their will on the slave community.
This meant that whites lived in a predominantly African culture,
resulting in whites engaging in a limited cultural exchange with

5 Faust. DG "Culture Conflict and Community: The Meaning of Power on an
Ante-Bellum Plantation." The Culture and Community of Slavery.

Finkleman. P (ed). Garland Pub Inc New York, 1989 pp.87-103 p.89




118

slaves.® While slaves had some white traditions imposed upon
them, whites adopted some slave cultural activities, such as a
taste for slave food, some slave sport and some slave language
patterns? and incorporated them into the new white Jamaican
culture. This can be seen in Thistlewood's diary. For example, in
December 1751 Thistlewood comments on the white Creole

pronunciation.
#The Creoles in Jamaica usually pronounce a Water melon

Water Million.8
In the American South, however, whites outnumbered blacks, and
therefore it was easier to impose their will and attempt to
stamp out African culture and replace it with European ideas and

behaviour.

Despite any deficiencies the diary may have it does allow us to
look at the nature of the community and family among his slaves.
The largest percentage of the references concerning inter-slave
relations concern disturbances or disputes in the slaves
community, which annoyed Thistlewood or where he was called
on to adjudicate. These include incidents such as

Plato catch'd Jackie & mn: lucy, last night, and complained

to med
This sort of incident was common during Thistlewood's years at
Egypt. This suggests that while Thistlewood generally did not
interfere with the slave community he was used by the slaves as
an adjudicator if they were unable to settle their differences
amicably themselves. It is hard to establish whether
Thistlewood was used in this way because he was considered a
fair arbitrator, or as a last resort when the dispute could not be

settled any other way.

6 Hall. N "Slaves Use of their "Free" Time in the Danish Virgin Islands in the
Late Eighteenth Century and Early Nineteenth Century." Caribbean Slave
Society and Economy: A Student Reader. H. McD Beckles & B. Shepherd.
Kingston. 1991. pp.335-344  p343

7 Hall. N "Slaves Use of their "Free" Time in the Danish Virgin Islands in the
Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Century." p.343

8 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/2 Sunday 8 December 1751 p.272

9 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/11 Wednesday 20 February 1760 p.34
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The diary does not provide evidence to support the assertion of
many historians that there was a strict hierarchy from
domestics and artisans at the top down to the field workers at
the bottom. Within the slave community there appears to be a
fluidity or mixing between domestics, artisans, and field slaves.
This fluidity is especially true of the time that Thistlewood
spent at the Penn, 1767-1786, where the slave numbers were
relatively small. This does not preclude the development of a
small elite, which spanned several estates, and which was made
up largely of drivers, head domestics, and some artisans. These
slaves gained their status because of their ability to accumulate
wealth and move freely around the district, as these were the
attributes that were highly prized in the slave community. This
meant that artisans and domestics, who had the ability to earn
income not only through their provision grounds, but also by
using their skills for financial return, were most likely to be
part of this elite. This group included people such as Phibbah,
Mountain Lucy, and House Franke. This group was the most likely
to have livestock, horses, and other assets which not only gave
them status, but also wealth.

The ability of the women in this small elite to buy clothes and
live a reasonable lifestyle made them more attractive to white
men. Consequently a large percentages of this elite were
involved in relationships with white men. In some ways this
separated them from the rest of the slave community, as by
consorting with white men they were learning and adopting some
of the attitudes and behaviour of the white community. It would
seem, however, that while the women improved their own
position, and in many ways attempted to emulate white
behaviour, they managed to remain part of the slave community.
The key to their success within the slave community was that
they appeared to use their position not to alienate themselves
from the rest of the slaves and become "white" but to assist the
rest and mediate between them and the masters on their behalf.
Thus, through skill they gained the slaves respect and devotion,
rather than their envy and hatred. For example, in 1755 Phibbah
spoke to Thistlewood on behalf of London who had runaway
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last night had some Words with Phibbah and (She was very
saucy) abt: Shewing me London who wanted to come home.
To day noon | also had some discourse with Mrs Cope about
him - Phibbah has took her things out of my house while |
was away this morning, and has not come since.10

Phibbah returned to Thistlewood on the tenth of July after
London had returned. London, interestingly, was not punished for
running away, but was put in the hothouse to recover from
previous whip wounds that had become infected. This suggests
that Phibbah was prepared to risk her own position to assist a
fellow slave. It may also suggest that she recognised how much
Thistlewood needed her, and was prepared to manipulate this to
her own advantage, and on this occassion she appears to have

been successful.

The slave community was divided into family units. The status
of these households and the nature of familial relationships,
within these households, has been the subject of debate from the
eighteenth century until today.l! The nature of slave marriage
and morality was the subject of contemporary and current
debate. A Eurocentric bias has often led to misconceptions over
the nature of the slave family, marriage and morality. These
have generally occurred because of a lack of conceptual
flexibility in notions that Europeans held about marriage which
suggested that monogamous partnerships and nuclear units were
the only acceptable form of marriage.l? Many contemporary
accounts imply that slave marriage and morality did not exist, or
if it did it was only in the form of polygamy. The historian
Edward Long promoted these concepts, and believed that slaves
were incapable of ‘civilised' marriage, but were instead devoted

to immoral and uncommitted relationships.
They (slaves) laugh at the idea of marriage, which ties two
persons together indissolubly. Their notions of love are,
that it is free and transitory.13

10 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/6 Sunday 6 July 1755 p.147

11 Fogel and Engerman "Recent Findings in the Study of Slave Demography."
Sociology and Social Research. LXIIl (1979) pp.566-589. pp.578-580

12 Davies. A "Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Community of Slaves."
p.8
131ong. E A History of Jamaica. London 1776. vol 2 p.415
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It suited European purposes to promote this view. Planters used

it to justify their behaviour in separating families and/or taking
women as sexual partners, and abolitionists also used these
notions to support their claim that slavery was detrimental to
the well being of the slaves.l4 Contemporary Europeans,
however, contradicted themselves in the 1789 Official Enaquiry
into the Slave Trade when the Jamaican Assembly conceded that
while no legal forms of marriage existed for slaves, many
cohabited together by mutual consent. They went on to
acknowledge that while couples often separated with little
ceremony, many couples lived and grew old together, and that a
strong family attachment prevailed among the slaves.l!3

Historians have continued the debate over the nature of the slave
family. Research has shown that families did exist within the
slave community and that family structures varied.16 Until the
mid twentieth century it was commonly reported that polygamy
was the dominant family structure. Higman, however, in his
study of the slave family has gone to great lengths to prove the
existence of the nuclear family model.17 A more balanced
appraisal suggests that there were elements of African and
European family structures within slave society. Beckles
suggests that the emphasis of the two elements changed as the
slave society matured and became more Creolised.!8

The character of the individual households and family structures
in which Thistlewood's slaves lived are hard to discover, because
Thistlewood's inventory, like other inventories, rarely identifies
husband and wives. In his slave lists at the start of each year
Thistlewood clearly identified mother and child relationships,

14 Bush. B "The Family Tree is Not Cut: Women and Cultural Resistance in Slave
Family Life in the British Caribbean." In Resistance: Studies in African,
Caribbean, and Afro American History. G. Okihiro (ed) University of
Massachussetts Press Amherst, 1986. p.118

I5Bush. B Slave Women in_Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.99-100

16 Craton. M "Changing Patterns of Slave Families in the British West Indies."

Journal of Interdisciplinary History. X 1979. pp.1-35 p.25

17 Higman. B W Slave Population and Economy in Jamaica 1807-1834.
John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1984.

18 Beckles. H McD  Natural Rebels p.116
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especially when the children were young, but failed to recognise
other familial bonds. This does not mean such bonds did not
exist, and the comments he makes throughout the diary suggests
that most of the slaves entered into partnerships at one time or
another with slaves both on and off their own property. Another
source within the diary of the family formations amongst
Thistlewood's own slaves was when he allocated cooking pots in

1767:
also gave iron potts, to the following nig: Abba & Sally 1.
x Lincoln & Sukey 2. x dick & bess 3. x Solon & maria 4. X
cudjoe & caesar 5. x Cubbah & Peggy 6. x pompey & Chub 7.
x Mirtilla & Franke 8. x Johnnie 9. x damsel, phoebe, nanny
& Jimmy not served till after 19

and provision grounds in 1770:
This morning shared the lime kiln provision ground
amongst my nigroes they struck a line from the south most
site p=o to a young alligator pear tree in abbas line /abbas
ground remains the same, beginning at the stake, south side
1. Jimmy, damsel, bess & Sally 2. Lincoln & Sukey 3.
Solon & maria 4. dick & mirtilla 5. Franke & phoebe -
north side returning 6. peggy 7. cudjoe and chub 8. nanny
9. Caesar 10. Coobah & pompey - gave the nigroes the rest
of today, and tomorrow to plant and put their grounds in
order20

These two distributions give us some indication of the
households that existed on the Penn. From these indicators it
would appear that Lincoln and Sukey, and Solon and Maria, were
couples who span the three year gap, and that Dick and Bess live
as a couple in 1767 but by 1770 Dick had taken up with Mirtilla,
and Coobah and Pompey have developed a relationship. The other
adults do not appear to have formed partnerships on the Penn, but
many were involved with a mate from a nearby Estate. In both
1767 and 1770 there were children listed in Thistlewood slave
lists at the beginning of the year. They were not mentioned,
however, in the allocation of either cooking pots or provision
grounds. It is most likely that they were grouped with their
mother and expected to share the pot, and to assist their mother
in the provision ground. This would explain the distribution of

19 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/18 Tuesday 29 September 1767. p233
20 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/21 Friday 19 October 1770 p.186
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the provision grounds, Abba having her own as she had the most
children to assist her, and to provide for. This meant
Thistlewood felt she needed a whole plot to herself.

The sideline references that Thistlewood made suggest that
most adult slaves had partners, even if couples were not always
both resident on the same plantation. The evidence from
Thistlewood's diary seems to follow the findings of Craton in his
study of the Bahamas that slave families had a pronounced
tendency to appear on larger isolated holdings, and that on
smaller holdings close to other slave communities there were
more likely to be disjointed family groups.21 This was for two
reasons. First, the smaller numbers of slaves on small scale
holdings meant that a slave on a small estate was less likely to
find a suitable partner on the estate where she/he lived than a
slave on a large plantation. The second reason was the proximity
of other holdings which meant that travel to see a partner often
involved only a short distance trip, thus allowing visits to be
made on a regular basis between husband and wife or children.
When Thistlewood was at Egypt it would appear that many slaves
were able to find a mate on the plantation. However, with the
slaves at the Penn being usually fewer than twenty adults in
number, slaves were more likely to find a mate outside the Penn.
Thistlewood recognised this is 1770 when he included the
husbands of his slave women, who lived off the Penn in his

Christmas hand outs.
also gave Neptune, lewie & harry a bottle among them,
being husbands to phoebe, Franke & damsel - Lewie made
me a present of 7 crabbs?22

" Thistlewood has little to say about the structure of families
within Egypt plantation and Breadnut Island Penn. He certainly
did little to encourage or discourage the existence of any
particular pattern developing. This seems contrary to the belief
of Patterson that masters discouraged the development of

21 Craton. M "Changing Patterns of Slave Families in the British West Indies."
pp.10-11
22 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/21  Tuesday 25 December 1770 p.229
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nuclear families.23 It is reasonable to assume that the slaves
with  whom Thistlewood came into contact, like slaves
throughout the Caribbean, strove to re-establish the familial
patterns that they brought with them from West Africa. This
meant a two generation pattern developed. The first generation's
response to the new setting was to establish fictive kinship
networks24, By the second generation slaves could develop
extended family networks based on blood ties and provision
grounds.2> The fictive links of the first generation were based on
place of origin, ship mates, and adoption by established slaves.26
There is evidence in Thistlewood's diary that all these links
existed among his slaves. In 1767 when Cudjoe is sick he went
to Canaan to be with his countryman, implying that his

countryman, like a family member would care for him.
gave Cudjoe a Tickett to go to his countryman's again to
Canaan for another week27

When mulatto Will is dying the evidence of ship mate links can
be seen in his wishes as to how his things are to be disposed on

his death
Wrote a memorandum, how mulatto=Will's goods are to be
disposed of at his Death: his wives shipmate Silvia to have
his cow, her daughter hester yl: heiffer . . . 28

Thistlewood also practised putting new arrivals with older more
established slaves when they were adjusting. This process,
while convenient for the planters also became an important
element in cultural continuity with Africa in the community as
newcomers brought news of Africa with them and refreshed
African cultural practices.29

23 patterson. O The Sociology of Slavery. London, 1967 p.167

24 Fictive kin links, means those which are not derived from blood, but slaves

created among themselves as a substitute for blood relatvies. :

25 craton. M "Changing Patterns of Slave Families in the British West Indies."
pp.26-27

26 Mullin. M Africa in America: Slave Acculturation and Resistance in the
American South and the British Caribbean 1736-1831. University of
llinois Press, Urbana, 1992. p.161

27 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/18 Monday 20 April 1767 p.103

28 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/9  Tuesday 21 March 1758 p.23

29 Bush. B Slave Women in_Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.105
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Second generation slaves, in Jamaica, continued to have fictive
kin but they began to have a group of blood relatives with whom
they had the highest level of association. For example, Phibbah
was a Creole, therefore at least second generation Jamaican, and

she had contact not only with her son and daughter
Phibbah's Coobah over here to day and her mulatto child, a

girl named Nanny30

but with her sister Nancy
At Night Phibbah's sister Nancy come ffrom Salt River to
see her, | gave her yl: two Bitt punch Bowl | bought the

other day.3!
The links between family groupings were maintained through
regular contact between slaves not only by visits, but also
through gift giving. Family links were sometimes recognised by
slaves in their naming practises. By giving their children names
that linked them to the extended family unit they connected their
children with the past and provided them with a sense of
identity and history.32  Slaves not only gave children the names
of ancestors, but also linked family members of the same
generation by giving them the same name. This meant on a
plantation that there could be more than one slave with the same
name. To eliminate this the names were modified to include
words such as big and little, or place of origin. It is hard to
determine whether slaves were named by their masters, or
chosen from within the slave community. It seems clear that
Thistlewood named at least some of his slaves himself. For
example, when he bought his first slave Lincoln he noted "Named
him Lincoln."33  Clearly this name is derived from Thistlewood's
home county of Lincolnshire. Even if masters were responsible
for naming some of their slaves, Inscoe's study of Carolinian
slave names suggest that slave perpetuated family names

30 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/20 Sunday 12 February 1769 p.28

31 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/6 Friday 24 January 1755 p.16

32Cody. CA "There was No 'Absalom' on the Ball Plantations Slave Naming
Practices in the South Carolina Low Country, 1720-1865." _The Culture
and Community of Slavery. P Finkelman (ed). Garland Pub Inc, New York,
1989. pp.15-48 p.25

33 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/7 Saturday 3 January 1756 p.2
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whether they originated from the master or not.34 This seems to
be true for Thistlewood because while he may have named some
of the slaves he purchased he does not seem to have influenced
the names of all his bought slaves nor the names of the children
that were born. This would suggest that some familial links
existed on the Egypt and Paradise Estates (both owned by John
Cope) with names such as Mountain Lucy and Egypt Lucy, Big
Mimber and Little Mimber.

It was widely believed by whites that slaves practised polygamy
which whites regarded as an uncivilised form of marriage. It is
true that polygamous family structures were part of African
cultural traditions and, therefore, it is likely slaves would
attempt to adopt this form of family structure in the West
Indies.3> As polygamy was an African tradition it may suggest
that the more Creolised the slaves became the more likely slaves
were to develop European nuclear family models.36  This is hard
to assess from the diary. Nevertheless, other studies have
shown that this does not necessarily follow, with Africans just
as likely to adopt a nuclear family model, and Creole men just as
likely to have many wives.37

There are two types of slave relationship which contemporary
whites could have misinterpreted as polygamy. It seems
probable that both these types of situations occurred among
Thistlewood's slaves. The first is that extended kin networks,
both fictive and real, were misinterpreted by whites as
polygamous marriages.38 This could have been the case with the

statement by Edward Long
They are all married (in their way) to a husband, or wife,
pro tempore, and have other family connexions, in almost
every parish throughout the island; so that one of them,

34 Inscoe.J  “Carolinian Slave Names: An Index to Acculturation." The Culture and
Community of Slavery. P Finkelman (ed) Garland Pub Inc, New York,
1989. pp.163-190 p.179

35 Beckles. McD H  Natural Rebels p.117

36 Beckles. McD H  Natural Rebels p.116

37 Craton. M "Changing Patterns of Slave Families in the British West Indies."

p.26
38 Bush. B Slave Women in_Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.97
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perhaps, has six or more husbands, or wives, in several
different places; by this means they find support, when
their own lands fail them; and houses to call and

refreshment, whenever they are on their travels . . . .39

Thistlewood rarely dwells on the 'marital status' or family
connections of his slaves, but it is certain that many were
involved with a web of people which extended across the
district. Neither does Thistlewood pass judgement on the
nature of the relationships that existed between his slaves. The
exact nature of these relationships cannot be precisely
identified. However, while some slaves were undoubtedly
involved in polygamous relationships most of these connections
were more likely to be kin rather than marital based. The visits
that Thistlewood records between slaves are likely to be the tip
of the iceberg as he concentrates his entries on visits by, and
visitors to Phibbah. The non reporting of the travels of other
slaves is not evidence that it does not happen. The fact that
slaves found partners away from their own Estate, and that
Thistlewood records issuing large numbers of passes to slaves
to travel the district unimpeded, is evidence that travelling
between estates occurred among all slaves.

The second area that whites commonly cited as evidence of
polygamous relationships among slaves was what whites
perceived as sexual instability and promiscuity, especially
among the younger slaves. However, under African cultural
practice serial monogamy was acceptable at certain times in the
life cycle, and slaves could live in trial marriages without being
considered promiscuous.49 In some African cultures a marriage
was not confirmed until there were children born from the
relationship.  Serial monogamy does appear to have existed
among Thistlewood's slaves, especially among the young who
seem to have many partners before settling down.  This type of
behaviour can be seen in the actions of House Franke, one of
Phibbah's friends and a respected house slave

39 Long E History of Jamaica. vol 2 p.415
40 Brown. SE “Sexualtiy and the Slave Community." Phylon. vol 42. no 1. March
1981. pp.1-10 p.6
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hear house Franke at Paradise is about making a match

with a carpenter nigroe named Jack, who has worked with
mr Charles cook a good while: to free herself from being
troubled by driver Quashie and mulatto davie.4!

Franke had previously been linked to these two men but was now
ready to settle down with Jack, a third suitor. There was no
stigma attached to her for having been involved with other men,
and her status remained high and her character untarnished as a

result.

The bonds that existed between slave men and women were
frequently tested, not only by their inability to determine their
own existence, but often by their inability to protect one another
from white masters. This included not only protection from
punishment, but for husbands to keep their wives away from the
sexual advances of white men. This must have been particularly
frustrating to the slave men under Thistlewood's care, as both
Thistlewood and his white workmates were persistent in their
pursuit of slave women. There are, however, incidents of slave

men fighting back:
Robert42 was some shot in liquor last night Seemingly, had
yl: hiccough exceeding, sent for Quasheba who could not
come her husband being in the way . . . 43

Despite these frustrations, the role the family and marriage
played in the slaves lives was important as it provided them
with an alternative source of strength and identity to that which
the master provided. While the exact function the family played
in the life of the slaves is hard to establish from the diary, there
is likely that kinship enabled slaves to find the strength to
survive the rigours of their everyday life.44

On a more practical level the extended family formed the basic
unit of society and provided a way in which young and old were
cared for by the wider community. The respect that was given to
the elderly meant that the older generation played an important

41 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/20 Monday 8 May 1769 p.86
42 Robert Lawrence, book keeper at Egypt from July 1759 to early 1760.
43 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/10 Monday 5 November 1759 p.208
44 Bush. B "The Family Tree is Not Cut." p.117
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role in the upbringing of slave children.45  Another important
function of the family was to provide economic assistance to its
members. They assisted each other when crops failed and
worked as a unit to ensure the success of its provision grounds.
Property became an indication of the strength of kinship ties
among slaves, and the common family property became its
symbol of family unity and continuity.46  This meant that the
provision ground and the home yard became the focal point of
family activity, not only because it provided a livelihood for
them, but because it was a way of demonstrating that links
between them were strong. The extended family also served as
an effective cover for runaways, offering protection for its
members despite the threat of heavy punishment for harbouring
them. This was certainly the case in Thistlewood's diary with
many running away not only to extended family, but to their

husbands and wives on other plantations
In the evening had Easter, hazat's Wiffe ffetched from the
negroe house and fflogged for harbouring at her house (mrs
Appleby's) last week.47
Slave owners recognised this behaviour and cited strong
emotional bonds within families as being principally responsible
for successful runaway attempts.48 In acknowledging this,
whites were contradicting their belief that slave families were
unimportant and weak. In so doing, they were undermining their

own racist ideology.

Thistlewood's respect for marriage and family bonds can be
assessed in three ways. The first is through the level of
separation through sale of families that occurred on
Thistlewood's property. This was extremely minimal,
Thistlewood rarely sold slaves, and those whom he did sell seem
to be relatively free of attachments on his property. He sold his
slave Coobah on 18 May 1774.4° At the time she does not appear
to have a partner amongst his slaves, and her daughter Silvia had

45Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.105-106
46 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.107

47 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/9  Saturday 12 July 1758 p.125

48 Beckles. McD H  Natural Rebels p.120

49 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/25 Wednesday 18 May 1774 p.96
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died in March 1768.50 Therefore, she was free of family
connections.

The second way Thistlewood's attitude can be assessed is
through the level of contact the slaves were able to have with
their family members off the Estate. This can be assessed
through looking at the number of tickets or passes Thistlewood
issued to his slaves to travel to other plantations without
risking punishment. During 1766, his last full year at Egypt, he
issued 1333 tickets.5! This suggests that a high level of
movement was approved by Thistlewood. Two years later, 1768,
Thistlewood's first full year of the Penn, only 48 tickets52 were
issued. The smaller number of slaves accounts for some of this
decrease, as there were only 27 slaves on Thistlewood's property
including children. However, there also seems to be
proportionately fewer tickets issued. The smaller numbers do
not seem to reflect a change in policy as there were still slaves
moving off and on his estate, but it may be that the smaller
number of slaves meant that Thistlewood could keep track of his
slaves easily without having to issue them with a pass. |In
general, Thistlewood does not appear to wish to prevent the
movement of his slaves between neighbouring plantations to see
friends and family. In this respect Thistlewood could be seen as
encouraging familial bonds. One example of this came in 1767
when Thistlewood moved to the Penn. He allowed Mirtilla to
~remain at Egypt with her husband driver Johnnie until the
fifteenth of December when she was returned to the Penn due to

the pair causing a disturbance.
recd a note from mr John hartnole, by dover, who brought
home Mirtilla, she having been fighting with her husband
driver Johnnie, at Egypt last night.53

The final way we can assess Thistlewood's attitude towards
slave marriage is in his choice of sexual parthers. There is
evidence that he took little notice of these liaisons when picking

50 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/19 Wednesday 16 March 1768 p.48
51 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/18 Thursday 1 January 1767 p.5

52 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/20 Sunday 1 January 1769 p.3

53 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/18 Tuesday 15 December 1767 p.278
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his own prey34 . Nevertheless, Thistlewood contradicts this
stance by reprimanding a white underling for trying to form a

relationship with a slave woman already attached to a slave man.
Quamina catch'd Quasheba with the white man James;
reprimanded James, but he is in liquor, and very obstinate
and silly.55

The status of slave women within the slave family has often
been portrayed as a powerful one, with the word matriarchy
emerging as a way of identifying patterns and control within the
family. This has largely been the result of the concern, by
historians, with the reduction of male authority within the slave
family.56 This concept has been developed in the Jamaican
context by Orlando Patterson who claimed that one of the "major
indignities"57 of slavery was the reduction of male authority.
This has often led historians to polarise the roles of men and
women within the family suggesting that the women were
domineering and all important, and the men were insignificant in
either the control or nurturing of the family unit. However,
recent studies show that the "dichotomy of the domineering
woman and the emasculated man slave is an
oversimplification."58  Thistlewood's diary also seems to debunk
the idea that sex roles were polarised within the family. This
does not mean that female headed households did not exist. The
practice of polygamy, existence of common law wives to white
men, separation through death or sale, and the existence of
marriages across plantation borders meant that women headed
many households. The presence of this type of family, however,
does not signify the existence of a matriarchy, as this concept
implies power to women in a system where there are stable
kinship structures and the mother is the supreme authority

54 For example see Chapter 4 p.80

55 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/12 Wednesday 21 October 1761 p.257

56 | ebsock. S "Free Black Women And the Question of Matriarchy: Petersburg,
Virginia, 1784-1820." Women and the Family in a Slave Society.
P.Finkelman (ed) Garland Pub Inc, New York, 1989. pp.277-298 p.279

57 patterson. O Persistence, Continuity and Change in the Jamaican Working-

Class Family." Journal of Family History. Summer 1982 pp.135-161. p.141

58 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.122
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figure.59 These concepts are not supported by the evidence from
Thistlewood's diary or by other recent research on the nature of
plantation life. There are several examples in the diary of slave
men exerting their authority over their wives by preventing them
from having sexual liaisons with other slave men, and to a more
limited extent with white men. While the power black men had
over his wife and children may have been limited, it was not

absent.

The image of the woman as the bedrock of the family has been
reinforced by an emphasis on women's role as child bearers and
socialisers. These roles tied women to the family, and at the
same time marginalised men's role within the family.®0 The
tendency by planters, including Thistlewood, to rarely identify
paternity has effectively obscured the level of involvement men
had in their families. However, there is also growing evidence
that shows that, even though fathers had minimal legal rights
over their children, they showed great pride and affection
towards their offspring.61  This is supported by Thistlewood in
his diary. He occasionally recognised paternity and the bonds
that existed between the father and his children. When Old Tom

died at Egypt Thistlewood records
gave Quacco a little Rum, and Sugar upon Acct: of his
father62

In doing this, Thistlewood recognised that Quacco was grieving
the loss of his father, and therefore implies there were
affectionate bonds between father and son. There is also
evidence in the diary that where paternity was acknowledged
Thistlewood expected men to be responsible for the welfare of
his wife and children. This can be seen in an incident in 1759
when a slave child died.

59 Davies. A "Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Community of Slaves."
p.84

60 Beckles. McD H  Natural Rebels p.116

61 Wilson. P Crab Antics: THe Social Anthropology of English Speaking Negro
Societies of the Caribbean. Yale University Press, New Haven, 1973.
0.196

62 Thistlewood. T  Monson 31/5 Tuesday 5 February 1755 p.29




133

In the morning little Agnes died. (Ambo & betty's Child)
Flogged Ambo ffor Starving it, and not giving betty a place
to live.63
Thistlewood's diary along with other plantation records have
confirmed the root of the matriarchal myth lies with the
planters' emphasis on motherhood, and not from the slave need to
perpetuate the female line.64 This bias has been continued by

later historians.

Thistlewood's diary tells us nothing about the domestic
organisations of individual households on his estate. Other
studies have shown that the role of the slave woman within the
family can be seen to have close parallels with that of the
peasant woman in pre industrial Europe.65 Slave women were
seen by their own community as separate but equal to men in a
society where all members made a vital contribution to the
family economy. This meant that women had considerable
influence over the domestic sphere. Within this context the
keystone to all relationships was the mother child relationship
and not that of the husband and wife. This in turn enabled women
to play a strong role in the wider community.66

The roles which men and women played within their own home
mirrored European culture where the women cooked, cleaned and
cared for the children and the sick. While the African man could
not exert the same level of authority over his wife as the white
man he did have a higher status than a woman within the home.67
The work which women undertook, however, in the domestic
sphere in their roles as wives and mothers could not be claimed
directly by the master.68  This meant it was possible for women
to turn around the traditional badge of female oppression and

63 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/10 Thursday 12 July 1759 p.125
64 Beckles. McD H  Natural Rebels p.116

65 Bush. B "The Family Tree is not Cut." p.121

66 Bush. B “The Family Tree is not Cut." p.121

67 Hooks. B Ain't | A Woman _p.44

68 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.98
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create meaningful labour that provided the foundation for some
autonomy and in itself became a form of resistance.6

Just as many whites condemned slaves for not being capable of
morality and monogamy, so too slaves were condemned for
lacking parental solicitude and parenting skills.70 Women, as
primary care givers to children, were targeted in particular as
having neglected their maternal responsibilities in favour of
trivial pleasures.71 This was largely a result, not of slave
women being bad mothers, per se, but of their behaviour did not
conforming to eighteenth century white standards. Slave
women's behaviour was based on their own cultural heritage
which decreed that children belonged to the whole community
and not just to their biological parents. This meant that the
community, not parents alone, had the collective responsibility
to show a child affection and teach it discipline.’2  Their
cultural heritage also suggested that babies be ritually
neglected for the first nine days, not because they were bad
parents, but because until that time had passed children were
not considered part of this world. Thistlewood does not seem to
ascribe to the philosophy that slave women were bad mothers,
and pays very little attention to the parenting ability of his
slaves in either a positive or negative way. He seems to have a
degree of faith in slave women's ability and gave women time off
work to care for their children when they were sick.
Little phibbah ill off a sore backside etc gave it physick,
nanny at home minding it.73

This suggests Thistlewood believed that the mother was the best
person for the job of taking care of her own children. The
evidence that we can glean from the diary suggests that,
‘contrary to the belief that slave women did not care, mothers did

69 Davies. A "Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Community of Slaves."
p.87

70 Green. C  "Gender and Re/Production in British West Indian Slave Societies.
Part 1: Reclaiming Women's Lives." _Against the Current. Sept/Oct 1992
pp.21-27 p.34 :

71 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.103

72 Bush. B Slave Women in_Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.103
73 Thistlewood. T Monsoon 31/21 Monday 9 July 1770 p.111
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show a child affection and that strong bonds existed between

mother and child despite the conditions of slavery.
Abba's Johnnie fainted /or had a fit/ His mother almost
out of her senses’4
This morning sent Abba to Savanna la Mar with Johnnie to
the doctor . . . but he died, before they got him home about
10 o'clock . . . Abba quite frantic & will hear no reason.”5

The behaviour and emotions that Abba displayed when she knew
her son was dying, and dead were not those of an unfeeling
woman, but one of a woman who is desperate about losing her
child. This suggests that she cared deeply for her children, and
did not take her maternal duties lightly. This attitude
contradicts historians, such as Patterson,’6 who have said that
slaves did not love their children, and had no desire to raise
them under the conditions of slavery.

The most important aspect of women's lives within the slave
community was their role as the bearers of tradition and the
preservers of African values. Women were the primary agents
in the maintenance of conventional behaviour not only within
their own families but within the community at large.”7 This
meant that women provided the key to cultural identity and
survival, as they taught their children their African heritage and
attempted, where possible to continue to operate in the way they
had learnt from their mothers. The teaching of African culture
and way of life promoted a separate consciousness among slaves
and gave them a sense of pride and self worth. This could lead
to resistance to European cultural impositions.’”8 The role that
women held in West African society equipped them to play a
vital and indispensable role in the cultural life, and as such they
participated fully in the cultural life of the slave community.”?

74 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/22 Sunday 6 January 1771 p.7

75 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/22 Tuesday 8 January 1771 p.8

76 patterson. O The Sociology of Slavery. Chapter 4

77 Terborg Penn. R "Black Women in Resistance." p.189

78 Davies. A "Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Community of Slaves."
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Slave culture was a mixture of African and Creole elements.
Slaves through the sheer force of circumstance, had to adapt
their traditional cultural patterns to new social situations, but
wherever possible slaves strove to re-establish their African
heritage even when it meant resisting European impositions.80
For example, slaves resisted European religion, few slaves
converted to Christianity, prefering instead the African based
forms of religious expression. Slave women were particularly
reluctant to convert as Christian based marital vows took away
independence from the women slaves that they had in regard to
equal right in divorce.8! The cultural heritage of the slaves was
preserved better in the West Indies than the American South
where planters, unlike Thistlewood and his associates, tried to
ban cultural activities because of a fear of slave subversion. In
the West Indies also, the numerical advantage that blacks had
over whites and the relative autonomy of their community meant
they were able to channel their cultural beliefs in such a way
that the dehumanising aspects of slavery were reduced.82
Cultural defiance took the form of song and language. Language
remained a fundamental part of a slaves' identity, and was
important to slave cultural unity. Slaves came from diverse
areas of Africa, and, therefore, spoke a variety of African
languages. In Jamaica these mixed with English and became a
new Creole language. It acted as the first defence against
depersonalisation, and was, therefore, a powerful form of
resistance especially as the Creole language was rich with
double entendre.83

Thistlewood was generally not concerned with the culture of the
slaves, and did little to prevent the slaves from developing a set
of beliefs and practising their own ceremonies. In 1769 he
reprimanded Phibbah's daughter Coobah for participating in
Myall84 dances

80 Bush. B Slave Women _in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.87
81 Bush. B "The Family Tree Is Not Cut" pp.123-124

82 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p.151
83 Bush. B Slave Women in Caribbean Society 1650-1838 p158

84 Myall religious practices were brought from Africa by the slaves and involved a
form of group worship.
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Egypt Lucy acquainted Phibbah privately that the myall
dance has been held twice at Phibbah's coobah house, at
Paradise estate by nigroes from Long Pond Estate, as also
Egypt dago & Job who are both myal=men, attend these
dancings85

Reprimanded Coobah severely about the myal Affair86

This reaction appears to be because of Coobah's relationship to
Phibbah, and possibly was due to Phibbah's angst over the
situation, and not because of a desire to stamp out all myall
activity.  This attitude contrasts sharply with that of James
Hammond, who went to great lengths to stamp out traditional
African culture and religious practices and beliefs among his
slaves.87  The lack of direct concern that Thistlewood had with
this aspect of his slaves lives leads us to believe that rather
than his slaves having few separate beliefs and practices,
Thistlewood under reports these activities as they have no
direct bearing on his prime interest in their lives. Thistlewood,
therefore, reports only on activities that disturb him, or the
smooth operation of the slave community in some way. He also
reported on something when he encountered it for the first time.
Consequently many references to slave song, dance, ceremonies
and language come in the first few years that Thistlewood was
in Jamaica. After 1753 reporting is scarce which had now
become commonplace and unimportant to him.

Thistlewood does record some of his slaves' beliefs or folklore,
especially when he first arrives. For example, in June 1750 he

noted
When negroes are sick, their relations and friends usually
give them, some very ugly new name, which they think may
deter God Almighty from taking them, as they have such an
ugly name.88

Slaves in Jamaica brought with them from Africa two pagan

religious traditions: Myall, which was concerned with group

worship, and Obeah, that was worked by individual priests who

85 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/20 Saturday 22 March 1769 p.50
86 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/20 Sunday 16 April 1769 p.66
87 Faust. DG "Culture, Conflict and Community." pp.90-91
88 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/1 Saturday 23 June 1750 p.315
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dealt with magic, poisons, and folk medicine.8? It seems that
both of these practices operated among Thistlewood's slaves.
The incident with Phibbah's Coobah and the myall dances is
evidence that this form of religious expression existed. The
obeah or wise men also gave Thistlewood cause for
consternation, especially when they worked to turn one slave

against another, as slaves seek out their advice.
mr Wilsons Will /who is an obiah or bush man/ catched in
Abbas house, at work with his obiah, about midnight last
night and made her believe damsel is the occasion of her
children being sick, & her miscarriage etc a sad uproar,
took him home this morning with his obiah bag. mr Wilson
flogged him well90

On this occasion Thistlewood while always wary of the reputed

power of the Obeah men, was not necessarily punishing the slave

for participating in religious acts, but for disrupting the peace,

and causing an uproar among his slaves.

Slaves also participated in nhumerous ceremonies. Funerals were
particularly riotous affairs which involved singing and dancing.
Women were important to the funeral service and particpated
fully in it, unlike the European ceremony in which the main
participants were men. That this behaviour occurred is seen in

the death of Old Tom
About 1tam Old tom died, having been ill off a bad cold and

cough ffor near a ffortnight past . . . The Negroes Singing
most part of the Night at Old Tom's house?!
To night old Tom was Buried, the Negroe Wenches Sung over

him a long time . . . 92
Thistlewood does not record the deaths of all slaves in such a
detailed way. Most deaths were simply recorded as having died
and been buried. It could be said that the mark of how important
a slave was to Thistlewood was how much he recorded about
their death and funeral. Funerals provided an opportunity for
slaves to gather in large groups and spend time together without
causing the white community undue cause for concern. This can

89 Bush. B Slave Women in_Caribbean Society, 1650-1838. pp.73-74
90 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/31 Friday 28 December 1780 p.205

91 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/5 Monday 4 February 1758 p.28
92 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/5 . Tuesday 5 February 1758 p.29
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be seen in the funeral for mason Quashe that clearly contravened

slave law in allowing large groups of slaves to gather.
all last night and today, a vast company, with singing &c at
the Negro house with Franke, for the loss of her husband,
Quashe. She killed a heifer and several hoggs &c to
entertain her company with. Delivered to Franke a jug of
rum, 8 gallons or more?3

While slaves participated in a rich culture of their own, not all
were proud to do so, for some knowledge of, and participation in,
these activities became part of their oppression as it identified
them as a slave and not a free person. There are incidents in
Thistlewood's diary that reflect this attitude. It can be seen
clearly in the wishes of Mulatto Will for his funeral.

he desires to be buried at Salt River at his mother

(dinnah's) right hand, and that no Negroes should sing

etc.94
It would seem that even in death that Will, while recognising his
African heritage by requesting to be buried with his African
mother, aspired to be closer to the white than the slave
community. It could be said that some women who formed long
term relationships with white men were also rejecting their
own culture. This type of behaviour has been identified in slave
women throughout the West Indies who associated closely with
white men. In Mullin's look at the Newton Estate in Barbados he
identified this behaviour in the family of the head domestic Old
Doll. Old Doll was a powerful women on the estate and ensured
that her family dominated the house and artisanal positions, thus
elevating them above the status of the field.95 The women of the
family largely consorted only with white men, thus through a
systematic process of whitening their descendents they brought
themselves physically closer to the whites. The only record in
Thistlewood's diary of a conversion to Christianity by a slave

was Phibbah's daughter Coobah in 1771
Hear Phibbah's Coobah has got herself christened at home.%6

93 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/18 Sunday 5 July 1767 p.165

94 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/9 Tuesday 21 March 1758 p.23

95 Mullin. M Africa in America pp.97-98

96 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/22 Wednesday 13 November 1771 p.203
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The conversion to Christianity was a rejection of the pagan
religious practices of the slave community. Coobah had
associated with white people on an intimate level, having
accompanied Dorrill Cope to England in 1767, and had several
white husbands. On her conversion she appears to have changed
her name to Jenny Young. In doing this she was taking the title
of a free European person consequently further distancing
herself from the slave community. Slave mistresses were the
most likely to adopt patterns of white behaviour as they were
the closest to that culture. It is hard to assess the feelings of
women in Thistlewood's diary towards their culture. They
appear to still participate in the culture and community of the
slaves, but at the same time they were likely to be the most
Europeanised of the slaves. This meant they had a delicate
balance to achieve so as not to alienate themselves from either

group.

Thistlewood gained knowledge of the slave community and
culture through both direct conversations with slaves and
indirect hints through observations and overheard conversations.
Women would have been particularly influential in this process,
not only because of their high level of direct contact with him,
but also because they were well represented in his household.
The diary tells us that most adult slaves formed marital
relationships, and that extended kin networks both real and
fictive were a basic social unit within slave society. Within the
family women remained the primary care giver but the role of
men in the family was probably greater than previous studies
have shown. Women were important members of the community
not only because they were the primary care givers responsible
for the physical and spiritual well being of the child, but also
because they were primarily responsible for maintaining
African and Creole culture in the community. This was an
important role as it enabled slaves to provide an alternate set of
values from the set the ruling European class imposed upon them.
While not all slaves were proud to be members of the slave
community, a set of networks existed to support and comfort
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members through familial links and an embracing of African
traditions.
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CHAPTER_SIX
CONCLUSION

The diary of Thomas Thistlewood provides us with an entree into
the world of eighteenth century Jamaica. By following the
everyday life of Thistlewood over a thirty seven year period,
1750-1786, we are able to build up a picture, not only of the life
of one white man, but of the interaction that occurred within
white society, between the white and slave communities, and to
a lesser extent within the slave community. In doing this, we
are able to widen the scope of our enquiry to the nature of the
relations between the two communities. Slave women played an
important role in the life of Thistlewood, as he did in theirs.
Thomas Thistlewood interacted with slave women on three
levels; as the master of workers, as a predator waiting to take
advantage of any woman sexually, and, to a small number of
women Thistlewood was a companion and friend. It is through
these three types of interaction that we are able to guage the
role and status of slave women both within their own community
and within Jamaican society as a whole.

The uncritical and mundane nature of the diary, as well as
Thistlewood's candid reporting of his sexual relationships,
suggest that it was written as a personal aid to memory, and not
with publication in mind at the time of writing. This gives us
reason to have a degree of faith in the reliablity of its contents.
It must never be forgotten, however, that the voice of the slaves
is missing, and some of the events, therefore, are reported from
- a third party point of view. This means that there will always
be gaps in our understanding as the attitudes, motivations and
actions of the slaves cannot be accurately assessed. The
selectivity of Thistlewood in his reporting of events also lead to
gaps and many incidents are incomplete in their coverage.
Having noted these problems, the diary does, however, provide us
with a case study which enables us to build a picture of the
relationships that existed between a master and his slaves, and
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to a lesser extent those which occurred between the slaves
themselves.

Eighteenth century Jamaican society was largely divided into
two groups, white free and black slave. At first glance it
appears that these communities were at opposing poles, with no
interaction.  Closer examination, however, proves this to be
incorrect and there were several points at which the two
communities intersected. Slave women were important to these
intersections in three ways. They were the mistresses of white
men, the mothers of mulatto children, and the principal
commercial link between the two communities.

White men from all ranks in Jamaica indulged in sexual
relationships with slave women. While their relationships
functioned on many levels, it was the women with whom white
men formed lasting relationships who became an important link
between the two communities. Slave women who became the
"wives" of white men were given elevated status by the whites,
often becoming their master's housekeeper. They were often
given gifts and lived a life of relative comfort compared to the
rest of the slave community. This was true of Phibbah,
Thistlewood's "wife". While she was already a domestic slave
when Thistlewood began his relationship with her, her position
at the top of the domestic ranks was confirmed by his
attachment to her. This was especially true when Thistlewood
became the master of his own property, as Phibbah ran the house
for him single handed. The close contact that these women had
with white men meant that cultural values and practices were
- passed between them. In this way this group of slave women
became cultural mediators between the two communites. These
women provided their white “"husbands" with insights into the
structures of the slave community and their cultural practices,
thus giving their men a better understanding of the activities of
the slave community. At the same time the proximity of these
women to white society meant they were likely to be the slaves
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who were most Europeanised.l They had the best command of the
English language, and were likely to adopt European dress and
other mannerisms. The women then filtered these ideas down to
the rest of the slave community, who incorporated aspects of
white culture into their own cultural practices. The slave
"wives" of white men also mediated between the two
communities through subtle pressure on the master to moderate
his behaviour towards the slave community. This could be done
both through general behaviour, or through pleading for a specific
case. Phibbah often attempted to intercede on behalf of a slave,
and asked Thistlewood for leniency.2 While she was sometimes
successful, on other occassions Thistlewood felt she had
overstepped the line and was aggravated by her behaviour.3
Phibbah could make her feelings known to Thistlewood even more
firmly by leaving his house and depriving him of her company. It
seems certain that on several occassions Phibbah was
successful in curbing Thistlewood's behaviour by this method.

The nature of the relationships that existed between slave
women and their white "husbands" meant that women had a
careful path to tread. The close relationship that these women
had with white men could alienate them from the slave
community, as the rest of the slave community could become
suspicious of their behaviour and loyalties. At the same time
their elevated status could be lost at any time by the whim of
their master who had ultimate control over their position. In
order to balance their position so that they were accepted by
both communities, they had to identify to some degree with the
needs and desires of both these forces. It would seem that
Phibbah managed to tread the fine line, and kept a positive
relationship with the slave community, as well as being
influential in Thistlewood's life.

1 Barash. C  "The Character of Difference: The Creole Woman as Cultural Mediator
in Narratives about Jamaica." _Eighteenth Century Studies. 23. 1990.
pp.407-423 p.413

2 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/6 Sunday 6th - Thursday 10th July 1755
pp.147-151

3 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/11 Friday 17 January 1760 p.8
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Mulatto children who were the product of these inter-racial
relationships. They also forged a link between the two
communities as they were physical evidence of white and black
interaction. Mulatto people could be found among both the slave
and free population. While white paternity did not guarantee
manumission, mulattos were the largest group among the free
black and coloured community. Those mulattos who were left in
bondage were often elevated to a position away from the field,
due to white notions that their white blood made them more
suited to skilled labour in trades, and for positions in the house.
Whites also believed that Mulattoes were the most likely to
identify with their own aims and aspirations. Freed mulattos
often found they were in an awkward position within Jamaican
society, as while they were no longer owned, they did not enjoy
full civil rights.4 This meant they were in limbo, both the slave
and white communities being suspicious and jealous of their
position. The ambiguous nature of the position of freed slaves
can be seen in the life of Thistlewood's son John. He was
manumitted, as a child. by Thistlewood and educated until his
mid teens when he was apprenticed as a carpenter. Despite his
free status, his most frequent companions were not white youths
but young men of colour, both free and slave. Many of his
activites continued to focus on the slave community. While this
group of people found it hard to find a niche within Jamaican
society they formed a vital link between the white and slave
cultures. This was not only because they physically joined the
two, but, because the recognition of paternity by white men may
have led them to adjust the stereotypes they held about slave
and African people, as they would not want to associate their
own children with animalistic characteristics.

The third way the two communities intersected was by
commercial activity in the internal market. Slave women, as the
principal marketers, were the commercial intermediaries
between the two communities. The provision ground system that
operated in Jamaica, the success of slaves in turning the grounds

4 Heuman. G Between Black and White: Race. Politics and the Free Coloureds in
Jamaica, 1792-1865. Clio Press, Oxford, 1981. pp.4 & 5
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to a profit, and the lack of diversification among the whites
meant that slaves dominated internal markets.> This meant that
the white community was reliant on the slave for their
subsistence. Female slaves dominated the marketing side of the
provision grounds. This was due not only to their African
heritage in which women were the principal marketers, which
meant they had developed skills and techniques in this area, but
also to the compatibility of marketing with other female tasks
such as childcare. This meant women and the white community
engaged in commercial activity while slave men concentrated
their efforts on the production of the provision ground.

While the diary shows that the two communities intersected, it
also shows that the principal contact between the two
communites was between dominant master and subserviant
slave. The interaction between the two communites at this level
was not static, nor was it a case of simple complete domination
and subordination, but a subtle blend of domination, persuasion,
accomodation and resistance.

Thistlewood's diary confirms the idea that Jamaican masters had
little use for the paternal ethos so prevalent in the American
South and instead operated a model of master slave relations
close to that identified by Littlefield as the industrial model.6
This is reflected in the diary by most of the entries concerning
the slaves relating to their work tasks and performances. As
Thistlewood's prime interest in his slaves was their productive
capabilites he had little interest in those aspects of his slaves
lives that did not directly influence this capability. This
contrasts with the attitude of the planters in the American
South who tried to influence every aspect of their slaves' lives.
This did not mean that Thistlewood did not interfere at all in the
slave community, but that he did so only when the slaves were

5 Green. C "Gender and Re/Production in the British West Indian Slave
Societies, Part 1: Reclaiming Women's Lives." Against the Current.
Sept/Oct 1992. pp31-37 p.37

6 Littlefield. D "Plantations, Paternalism, and Profitability Factors Affecting
African Demography in the Old British Empire." Journal of Southern
History. XLVIIl. 2. May 1981. p.169
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causing a disturbance whether to himself or the rest of the slave
community, or he felt that the slaves were directly
countermanding his authority.? The result of this attitude is
that most of the references in the diary to the slave community
concern disputes and disturbances.

The number of entries concerning the productive aspects of the
slaves' lives mean that we are able to establish the nature of
slaves' work and the allocation of positions to slaves.
Thistlewood's diary confirms that while general field work was
genderless, gender assumptions that created an image of a
woman as incapable of handling authority meant that women
were unable to rise to a position of authority, such as driver in
the field. It also suggests that if a slave was able to escape the
field, gender was also an important determinant in deciding the
occupation of a slave, with male slaves dominating the trades
and female slaves dominating the domestic and huckster
occupations. Many historians have placed emphasis on the
influence of colour and origin of birth in the elevation of slaves
from the field, stating that both mulatto and Creole slaves were
more likely to escape from the field. While it is not possible to
establish this conclusively from Thistlewood, it seems from
these examples where we can establish the origin of the slaves,
that this has some truth in it.8 The range of occupations open to
women was more limited than those available to men. This
meant women had an economic disadvantage as positions away
from the field provided slaves with the opportunity to market
their skills to gain private return, as well as working on behalf
of their master. However, one important position which was
almost exclusively a female domain was huckstering, due to the
white belief that women were more passive and trustworthy.
Huckster women moved reasonably freely around the area selling
and trading on behalf of their master. The position gave women
advantages of freedom of movement which enabled them to keep
in touch with other plantations, and gave them the skills and

7 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/31 Friday 28 December 1780 p.205
8 For example, Phibbah, House Franke and Paradise Coobah were all Creole, and
Mulatto Davie was a Creole carpenter.
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customer base to use when they sold their own goods from their
provision grounds.

The other way that women could escape from the field was to
enter the "house" as a domestic. The advantage of this position
was not only relief from the drudgery of field work, but also the
ability to use their skills to earn money on their own behalf.
Many women did sewing, and washing in order to generate their
own income. Many historians have assumed that domestic
slaves separated themselves form the field workers and formed
an elite class within the plantation. This is not borne out in
Thistlewood's diary. Domestic workers did sleep in the kitchen,
but they also had huts in the slave village to which they could
retreat, and far from snubbing the slave community were active
participants in its activities. @ On smaller estates, such as
Thistlewood's own, Breadnut Island Penn, there was only one
domestic slave and the other slaves spent time in the house
according to health and the seasonal demands of the field work.
This meant it was extremely unlikely, if not impossible, for an
elite class to develop. The closest that a separate class can be
identified in the diary, is one that spans the district and
includes drivers, artisans and head domestics from several
plantations.  This group were given raised status not only
because of the position the master gave them, but because of the
extra money and freedom these positions allowed the slaves to
obtain. This group were the most likely to be Europeanised, and
the women often had partners within the white communty. Even
these slaves, however, participated in many slave activities.
Phibbah could be identified as part of this group. She clearly had
elevated status and mixed freely with slaves from the
neighbouring estates. Her closest friends, and many of her
relatives also held similar positions, and they interacted through
gifts and visits on a regular basis. While she may have preferred
the company of those in a similar position to herself she was
respected within the wider slave community as she participated
in slave ceremonies, aided the nursing of the sick®, and was

9 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/21 FRiday 29 June 1770 p.103
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prepared to help those in need!? . In this way, while enjoying the
perks her position gave her, she identified with the interests of

the slave community.

Production on behalf of the master was only half the productive
picture for slaves. The work they conducted on their own behalf
in the provision grounds, and their "free" time, completed the
picture. These activites formed an important part of slave
culture and gave slaves an area of their lives where they could
develop self esteem and get some direct return for their labours.
It is not clear from the diary what the internal organisation was
or the exact profit levels slaves were able to gain from their
own activites. It is clear, however, that Thistlewood's slaves
engaged in the growing of produce, from food staples to flowers
to medicinal herbs, tended livestock and fowls, hunted and
gathered, and developed craft activities in order to generate
income. Those slaves who had a trade, or who worked in the
house were able to use the skills they had to earn exitra money.
While the exact level of profit is unclear, it would appear most
of Thistlewood's own slaves possessed at least some fowls
and/or livestock. There is also evidence in the diary that slaves
were able to accumulate financial capital.ll This confirms the
idea that slaves were able to dominate the finanacial markets
and so enter the import market.

In the area of production the majority of slaves were field
slaves. This meant they had a similar set of experiences
regardless of gender in this area of their lives, with only those
who escaped field labour having production influenced by gender
considerations. The area of slaves lives that were most
influenced by gender were their sexual and reproductive lives.
Sexual exploitation of women by their white masters provided
another area in which the master could assert his power.
Reproduction not only added to the physical burden of female
slaves, but added extra responsiblities of childcare to their list
of tasks.

10 Thistlewood. T  Monson 31/31 Saturday 25 March 1780 p.48
11 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/20 Sunday 3 September 1769 p.153
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Thistlewood's diary is great testimony to the sexual exploitation
of slave women.!2 Thistlewood not only gave details about his
own encounters, but also noted the sexual activities of his
associates. While Thistlewood is not forthcoming about the
level of consent he received from the women about his own
advances, he records the forced attentions that his associates
gave slave women.!3 Slave men unable to prevent these types of
attacks on their wives, mothers, daughters and sisters, felt
frustrated and humiliated by these acts as they were a challenge
to any authority they had over their women. In this way sexual
exploitation can be seen as an attack not only against women,
but the whole slave community.

A small group of women were able to make short term gains by
making themselves available to white men on a regular basis.
Through turning their exploitation to their advantange they were
able to make small improvements to the lifestyle of both
themselves and their families. These women, however, were
still subject to the whims of the white master, who might use
them regularly for a few months and then ignore them for some
time. Despite these women trying to control the situation by
making themselves available, they were still subject to
punishment for non-compliance, if the white man so decided.

The only women who were able to make long term gains from
sexual contact with white men were those women who entered
into "marriages" with white men. They were removed from the
rigours of field work, and kept in a style of relative comfort by
their white "husbands". Even these women were not immune to
the whim of the white man and at any time their position could
be destroyed and the woman returned to the field. Phibbah made
long term gains for herself and her son through her liaison with
Thistlewood. She retained an important position for herself in
the house, and was manumitted by him on his death. John, their

12 see Appendices 1, Thistlewood alone had sexual relations with 85 women in the
10 years 1754-1764.
13 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/6 12 March 1755 p.60
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son, was saved from the brutalities of slavery by being
manumitted by Thistlewood very young.

It could be debated whether long term relationships between
white men and slave women were based on manipulation and self
interest, or mutual affection and caring. In the case of
Thistlewood and Phibbah, it is hard to tell, as there were
advantages to both parties in having a relationship together. The
exact nature of their relationship will never be known, as
Thistlewood does not reflect on his feelings, and Phibbah's
feelings are unknown. It is likely, however, that their
relationship contained elements of both self interest and
affection, with the balance between the two altering over time.

Slave women's life was distinct from slave men, not only
because of their sexual exploitation, but, also because of their
ability to have children. The low fertility rate among Jamaican
slaves has long been the subject of historical debate.
Thistlewood's diary confirms the findings of Kiple, that high
infant mortality, rather than low fertility was the chief cause of
Jamaican slaves being unable to maintain their numbers through
reproduction.14 Thistlewood does not theorise about the high
level of infant mortality, although his comments suggest that he,
like other contemporaries, blamed poor midwifery for some
infant deaths. The diary does confirm that the principal cause of
infant death was lock jaw or jaw fall. It is likely one important
reason for the number of infant deaths was the African belief
that a baby was not part of this world for the first eight or nine
days of life, therefore, babies were often ritually neglected
during this period, and not considered to have lived if they died

within it.

Another debate concerning slave fertility is the extent to which
women were prepared to resist their master through depriving
him of future slaves by performing abortions and infanticide.
Thistlewood's diary, while it shows that slave women had a

14 Kiple. K  The Caribbean Slave: A Biological History. Cambridge University
Press. Cambridge, 1984. p.117
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knowledge of aborficants!> does not record how regularly they
were used. The high level of miscarriage, stillbirth and infant
death make it difficult to determine the level of deliberate
neglect or harm mothers inflicted on themselves or their babies.
It is likely that some slave women deliberately terminated their
pregnancies, or killed their babies, but there is evidence in the
diary that mothers were attached to their children and did not
wish them dead even if life meant coping with the rigours of
slavery.16

Another area of historical debate has been the nature and
stucture of the slave community and culture. While
Thistlewood's lack of interest in the private lives of his slaves
meant that this area of the slaves lives is not well developed in
the diary, the information we do have allows us to draw some
conclusions about the nature of the slave community and culture
and the attitudes the slaves had towards it. The structure of
slave marriages has been debated from the eighteenth century to
the present day with ideas about the extent of polygamy and
monogamy conflicting. While it is hard to establish the exact
nature of marital relations between slaves from the diary it
would seem a variety of structures existed. Serial monogamy
seems to have been a common pattern among the slaves, with
slaves having several partners, especially when they were young,
but settling into a more permanent relationship in their latter
years. This pattern fits the West African pattern which
accepted experimental marriages before settling on a partner.
While some slaves were able to find partners on their own
estate, others had parthers in the surrounding district, whom
they appear to have seen regularly from the flow of visitors, to
and from both Egypt and Breadnut Island Penn, and from the
number of tickets Thistlewood issued.

To wideAn the picture from marriage to kinship networks, it
would appear from Thistlewood's diary, that far from being

15 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/8 Friday 17 July 1767. p.174
16 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/22 Sunday 6 January 1771 p.7
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separated emotionally as Patterson has suggested,!7 slaves
operated an intricate web of kin links that spanned the district.
Thistlewood's slaves fit the two generational pattern of family
ties that Michael Craton identified, that the first generation of
slaves established fictive kin links based on place of origin,
shipmates, and adoption by established slaves.!® The second
generation maintained these links, and developed new ones based
on blood relationships, both across and between generations.

Historical research has often polarised the roles slave women
and men within the slave family. @ Women are characterised as
all powerful matriarchs and men as unimportant bystanders. The
evidence from Thistlewood's diary suggest, however, that while
women were the principal caregivers, fathers were not
incidental in their children's lives. Fathers appear to have
played an important role in both providing for, and nurturing
their children, moreover, masters expected slave men to assume
responsiblity for their families in this way.!9 The bonds that
fathers formed withtheir children often lasted until adulthood.20
Contemporaries often believed that slaves were bad parents who
did little to care for their children. Later historians followed
this line of argument claiming that the rigours of slavery
prevented mothers, as primary caregivers, from developing close
bonds with their children, and they therefore lacked parenting
skills.  Thistlewood's diary clearly demonstrates that mothers
developed strong attachments to their children, and were
heartbroken when one died.21 Thistlewood never comments on
the parenting skills of his adult slaves, but the fact that he
entrusts the care of sick children to their mothers suggest that
he had faith in their abilities.

17 patterson. O Slavery and Social Death. A Corporate Study. Harvard
University Press, Cambridge, Mass. 1982. pp.7-8

18 Craton. M "Changing Patterns of Slave Families in the British West Indies."
Journal of Interdisciplinary History. X 1979 pp.1-35. pp.26-27

19 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/10 Thursday 12 July 1759 p.125

20 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/5 Tuesday 5 February 1755 p.29

21 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/22 Tuesday 8 January 1771 p.8
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Slave culture and the level to which slaves participated in it, is
hard to establish from the diary. The little we are able to glean
from the snippets Thistlewood has provided is that slaves did
participate in a separate culture from that which the Europeans
imposed upon them. Slave culture was a combination of African,
European and Creole elements and was expressed through song,
story22 | religion 23 and participation in ceremonies?4 . ltis
widely believed by feminist historians that slave women were
the principal disseminators of slave culture.25 While the diary
does not specifically address this issue, as principal care givers
it is likely that women on Thistlewood's estate bore this
responsibility. This role gave slave women an important and
positive position within the slave community, as a separate
cultural identity from whites gave slaves a measure of self
worth and the ability to resist the advances of the master.

Not all slaves were, however, proud of their slave culture or
African heritage. Some slaves strove to separate themselves
from the rest of the slave community and became more
Europeanised. The women who formed close relationships with
white men, and mulatto slaves were the most likely to develop
these feelings. It is unclear from the diary the level of
Europeanisation of the female slaves. From the little knowledge
we have, however, it would appear that slave mistresses were
the most likely to adopt English mannerisms, language and
religion. But, most did this while retaining element of slave
culture and their African identity. This meant they could move
with some degree of ease between the two communities.

In assessing the nature of the slave women's place and role
within Jamaican society | proposed three hypotheses which now
need to be tested. The first was that while Thistlewood, and
other slave owners kept women slaves primarily for their

22 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/9 Saturday 17 September 1768. p.161

23 Thistlewood. T Monson 31/20 Saturday 22 March 1769 p.50

24 Thistlewood. T  Monson 31/18 5 July 1767 p.165

25 For example see Davies. A "Reflections on the Black Woman's role in the
Community of Slaves." Massachussetts Review. 13. Winter 1972.

pp.81-103 p.84
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economic productive funciton, that it was through their sexual
function that slave women were able to gain some form of
bargaining power to use in their relationship with their master.
This hypothesis has proved to be true in some cases but not for
the majority of the slave women. The sexual relationship that
Thistlewood entered into with most of the women was not
sufficient in time or quantity to provide the women with any
benefits of leverage over Thistlewood. A small group of women
could make short term benefits from sexual encounters with
Thistlewood, by making themselves available to him, but even
these women were not able to make sufficient gains to have any
lasting bargaining power over their master. The group of women
for whom this hypothesis was true, was the slave women who
became the "wives" of white men. They gained status and
financial reward from their liaisons with white men. Through
subtle pressure and the withdrawal of their services they were
able to exert some influence over their masters, and in so doing
they could attempt to improve the conditions for the rest of the

slaves.

The second hypothesis | proposed was that through the strong
relationships some women developed. with their masters they
were able to gain entry into the wider Creole society in a way
that was not available to men. This has proved to be true. The
slave women who acted as mistresses to the white men were not
only the most likely to receive manumission for themselves
and/or their children, thus legally bringing them to a closer
status with the whites but the high contact they had with whites
meant that they were the slaves most likely to emulate white
behaviour. These women were the most likely to speak English
and dress in a European style. In these ways they appeared more
European than African. The white men with whom they formed
these relationships often mixed with other white men in the
same situation. Therefore, there was a mixing among this groups
of slave women and a number of white men. This enabled slave
women to build a network of white contacts as well as slave,
thus increasing the accessible market for their provision
grounds, and domestic skills which again increased their wealth
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and position, which in turn allowed them to adopt a more
European lifestyle and in so doing separated them further from
the slave community. Slave men could gain wealth through
selling their services as tradesmen, or produce from their
provision ground. This meant they could possibly buy their own
manumission.  Their inability to form intimate relationships
with whites, however, hampered their effort to become
assimilated in any way to the wider Creole society as they

lacked an opening.

The third hypothesis | proposed was that within the slave
community, although there were ways women could gain status,
a double domination existed for them. Slave women were also
subject to the control of black men. While it is hard to assess
accurately the gender dynamics within the slave community due
to the nature of the sources, it would seem that women and men
were separate but equal within the slave community. Women
shared equal responsiblity in the economic accumulation of the
slave family. They were the principal sellers, while the men
were the principal tillers of the grounds. This division of labour
was not created so that one of the pair had a lesser status job,
but for efficiency of time and resources. The authority in the
slave community of matters such as disputes may have come
form the elder males within the community, but as bearers of
culture and the principle carers of children, women fulfilled an
equally vital role within the slave community as men.

The diary of Thomas Thistlewood paints a cameo picture of
eighteenth century Jamaican society, and the role and status of
slave women within it. It throws new light on many of the
historical debates concerning both Jamaican society as a whole,
and the dynamics that existed both within and between its two
principal communities, as well as issues concerning the role and
status of slave women. In order to gain a better understanding
of these issues it would be necessary to look in detail at other
plantation records, letters and journals from eighteenth century
Jamaica to gain a direct comparison and therefore a more
accurate assessment of slavery in Jamaica. It may also be
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useful to look at the sources about nineteenth century Jamaican
slavery, with particular reference to the few slave testimonials
which were recorded about this time period. Noting that the
ameliorative measures introduced in the nineteenth century with
the end of the slave trade meant that the conditions of slavery
altered between the two centuries, this would give a
longitudinal comparison to enhance the picture. Another way of
gaining a greater picture would be to compare the experience of
the Jamaican situation to that of one of the other West Indian
islands, such as Barbados or Antigua. The availability of
plantation records, journals and other material relating to
plantation life would be the major stumbling block to further

analysis.
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TABLE OF THISTLEWOOD'S SEXUAL PARTNERS 1754-1764

NAME

APPENDIX ONE

FREQUENCY OF SEXUAL CONTACT

Abba

Abigail
Amelia

Anser

Aurelia
Baddou
Barnett's Nancy
Beck

Belinda

Bella

Bessie

Betty

Big Doli

Big Mimber
Billy Foots Mimber
Celia

Chrishea

Clara
Crawford's Quasheba
Cubbah
Cynthia
Daphne

Dawe's Negress
Dido

Doll

Douglas Eve
Douglas Hanah
Douglas Lettie
Egypt Susannah
Ellin

Esther

Eve

Fanny

Gordon's Polly
Hanah

Hagar
Hayward's Cloe
Jenny

Juba

Juliana
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Juno

Joan

Little Doll
Little Lydde
Little Mimber
Little Prue
Lydde
Margaritta
Maria

Mary
Mazarine
Melia

Mimme

Moll

Mould's Lydde
Mountain Lucy
Mountain Lydde
Mountain Susannah
Nancy

Nanny

Nelly
Paradise Beneba
Pettinne
Phibbah
Phillis
Phoebe
Princess
Quasheba
Rosanna
Rose

Sabina
Sabrina
Solinda
Sukey

Sylvia

Venus

Violet
Worsoe

Also Listed 10 Women as Unknown
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