Sugar and Slavery

The Penrhyn Connection

Penrhyn Castle was built on a massive fortune
made from sugar plantations in Jamaica.

This booklet explores that story.
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Richard Pennant (1737-1807), 1st Lord Penrhyn,
owned six sugar plantations in Jamaica and
hundreds of slaves. He was an absentee landlord
and wrote hundreds of letters to the agents who
managed his plantations. These letters

offer an invaluable insight into

slavery in the British colonies |

during the 18th century; they

are now kept in the archives

of Bangor University.




Richard Pennant

In 1765 the 28 year old Richard
Pennant, a wealthy merchant,
Member of Parliament for Liverpool,
and, later, first Lord Penrhyn,
married Anne Susanna Warburton,
the heiress of the old Penrhyn estate

in the Ogwen valley, where the castle

now stands.

Richard Pennant

Richard Pennant was a forward-
looking man, a moderniser and an
improver. He transformed his new
estate, creating farms, developing a
slate quarry, building roads, a
harbour and a railway. North Wales
was never to be the same again. He
provided employment for thousands
of people, and riches for some.

The Penrhyn estate was not the
only land Richard Pennant owned.
The money that enabled him to
stand for Parliament and to marry
Anne Susannah Warburton came
from his sugar plantations in the
island of Jamaica in the Caribbean.
Here he was the owner not only of
land, but also of men, women and
children. He owned nearly five
hundred slaves.

‘Richard Pennant was
quintessentially a Liverpool
merchant, one of that particular
breed of merchant princes grown
wealthy on the slave trade and on
that most primitive of systems of
capital accumulation, the West
Indian plantation system’

- Merfyn Jones



The Pennant family came from
Flintshire but Gifford Pennant had
emigrated to Jamaica in the mid-
17th century. He was awarded a
grant of land in 1665, and came to
own one of the greatest estates in
the island — 20 times larger than the
average. His son Edward became
Chief Justice of Jamaica; of
Edward’s sons, Samuel became
Lord Mayor of London, and John
added even more to the Jamaican
estate by a judicious marriage. By
1750 the main branch of the
Pennant family had returned to
Britain and were controlling their
Jamaican properties by letter,

corresponding with their agents.
Richard Pennant was born in
London, in 1737 and educated at
Eton and Cambridge.

The Pennants were typical
entrepreneurs of their time, ready to
invest, and prepared to take a close
interest in their properties. Richard
Pennant took the same ‘hands-on’
approach to his new estate in Wales.

‘They were white, they were wealthy,
and they were the better educated in
the formal sense since they could
afford a schooling in England.’ -
Douglas Hall
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‘The world the slaves made

Denbigh Plantation 1870

Most slaves in Jamaica worked in
the sugar plantations. A revolution in
European and particularly British
eating-habits meant that what had
been a luxury item was needed to
make beer, jams and processed
foods, and to sweeten tea and
coffee. The value of British imports
from Jamaica was five times greater
than from the colonies which
became the United States. Raw
brown sugar was shipped to
refineries in Britain, many of them
situated around Liverpool.

Harvesting the crop meant cutting the
cane stalks with a machete known as
a ‘cutlass’ before removing them to a

crushing mill and then boiling the
juice. On Richard Pennant’s Denbigh
plantation in Jamaica, 60 slaves
worked in the ‘great gang’ at the
harvest, 36 (mainly children) in the
‘small gang’ and 19 in the ‘grass
gang’. This was the busiest time of the
year, but plantation owners believed
that slaves had to be kept hard at
work at all times, otherwise they would
become idle or plan revolts.

Richard Pennant’s guidelines for
managing his slaves: ... they should
not be overworked and that they
should be treated with tenderness
when they are ill and with humanity
and attention, at all times.’



Not all Jamaican slaves worked in
the fields. Every sugar plantation
needed specialists to make
equipment and to repair machinery —
coopers, carpenters, masons,
blacksmiths and millwrights.
Metallurgists were respected in
African society for harnessing the
power of nature; they brought these
skills with them to Jamaica when
they were enslaved and passed
them on to their descendants.

They became the skilled workers in
foundries and workshops.

Pennants plantation 1870

As the sugar trade became
increasingly competitive, Jamaican
estate owners introduced more
modern machinery, such as the all-
iron horizontal three roller mill to
crush the cane. Richard Pennant
was one of the first to power these
sugar-mills by steam engines. These
were built in Birkenhead and
Birmingham but were maintained
and repaired by skilled slave-artisans.

On Richard Pennant's Denbigh
plantation in 1808 the slaves included:

9 carriers

2 boilers

9 coopers

21 carpenters

3 doctors and
mid-wives

10 stock-keepers
14 distillers

‘Indeed the
efficient and
proper running of
sugar factories
heavily depended
on these African
enslaved

~ artisans.’



Richard Pennant and Liverpool

Richard Pennant, first Lord Penrhyn,
was Member of Parliament for
Liverpool for 19 years, at a time when
the town grew rich on the profits of its
slave traders — on average between
10 and 15% a year — and from the
wealth generated by imports from
Jamaica and the other Caribbean
islands. The slave trade turned over
large sums of money, which became
available for re-investment.

Liverpool merchants realised that
public opinion was turning against
the slave trade by the end of the
18th century and that abolition was
inevitable. They diversified their

investments and looked for new
ventures to support. Many of them
turned their attention to North Wales
and invested in mining and
quarrying. Richard Pennant’s
investments had already created the
largest slate quarry in the world just
five miles from this castle.

‘Liverpool is an outstanding example
of a world mercantile port city,

which represents the early
development of global trading and
cultural connections throughout the
British Empire.’ — citation of
Liverpool’s World Heritage Status
inscription, 2004

Penrhyn Slate Quarry by Henry Hawkins 1832
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The end of the British slave trade

Richard Pennant wanted the slave
trade to continue. So did many
others — not only the rich but also
ordinary people such as seamen
who benefited from it. But times
were changing. Slave-owners had
gradually realised that it was in their
own interest not to work slaves so
hard that they died but to encourage
them to start families to replace the
work-force. There was less need to
import new slaves. In Jamaica, the
slaves themselves were mounting
successful resistance campaigns. In
Wales, in England, Ireland and
Scotland, campaigners were calling
for an end to the trade and for
slaves to be freed.

On 25 March 1807 Parliament
outlawed the slave trade within
the whole British Empire;
between 1833 and 1838 it
outlawed slavery itself in British
colonies. Richard Pennant’s
successor received £14,683
17s 2d compensation for the
loss of his slaves. In the United
States of America, slavery was
abolished only after four years of
civil war, in 1865.

Slavery means individual human
beings are the property of another.
The slave trade means the capture,
purchase and sale of human beings,
often transporting them across the
ocean in the process.

‘Were the House of Commons to
vote for abolition, they actually would
strike at seventy millions of property,
they ruined the colonies and, by
destroying an essential nursery of
seamen, gave up the domination of
the sea at a single stroke’ — Richard
Pennant in a Parliamentary

debate, 1788

Josiah Wedgwood medallion made in 1787.
Emblem of the Society for the Abolition of Slavery.



| Wales and the Struggle against Slavery

Welshmen and women took part in ‘I saw the ship Cora ... We could
the struggle to end slavery in the hardly believe that 705 children, men
Caribbean and later in the United and women had been confined
States. The Rev. John Elias of between its decks, taken from their
Anglesey preached against the slave  land and were on their way to

trade in Liverpool itself, and Welsh- endless slavery. But it was true.’ -

language chapels and newspapers Rev. Dr Ben Chidlaw, Bala and Ohio
kept the cause alight, but it was the
American Civil War (1861-5) that
brought the issue home. Many
thousands of Welshmen living in
the USA volunteered to serve
President Lincoln.

For Welsh soldiers, more than for
any other white ethnic group in the
Northern army, the American Civil
War was not to preserve the Union
but to bring slavery to an end.
Friends and family back home learnt
how they gave their lives to this
cause in the terrible battles of
Antietam, Shiloh and Gettysberg.
The last American slaves were freed
eight months after the end of the
war. To this day, the songs of the
Northern army remain popular with
bands and choirs in Wales.

Fighting slavery: Huw Roberts, of Garth Dorwen, Pen
y Groes and of the 8th Wisconsin Infantry Regiment



Slavery Today

Brazil was the last country in the
western hemisphere to make slavery
ilegal, in 1888. By the end of the
19th century, slavery seemed almost
to have vanished. Since then, more
people have been enslaved than at
any time in history. Millions died as
slaves in the Soviet gulag from 1930
until the 1960s, and in Hitler's Reich
from 1933 to 1945. Today, in many
countries of the world, including the
United Kingdom, people work in
what are literally slave conditions, in
catering, hospitality, farming and the
sex industry.

The Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, adopted in 1948 by the
United Nations, bans slavery. In
December 1966, the UN General
Assembly adopted the International
Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights; article 8 bans slavery. The
treaty came into force in March
1976. By November 2003, 104
countries had ratified this treaty. Yet
slavery endures.

‘Slavery in the UK exists in various
forms ... All share elements of the
exploitative relationship which have
historically constituted slavery:
severe economic exploitation, the
lack of a human rights framework;
and one person’s control over
another through the prospect or
reality of violence. Slavery is defined
and prohibited under international
law. Coercion distinguishes slavery
from poor working conditions.” —
Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 26
February 2007
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