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FOREWORD

There are few things more emblematic of England’s heritage than the
great country houses which grace our landscape. However, such
properties are not to be viewed simply as objects of architectural and
curatorial or artistic interest. They are also expressions of wealth, power
and privilege, and as new questions are being asked of England’s historic
role in the Atlantic world, and in particular about slavery, new
connections are being unearthed between the nation’s great houses and
its colonial past.

In 2007 English Heritage commissioned initial research by Miranda
Kaufmann into links with transatlantic slavery or its abolition among
families who owned properties now in its care. This was part of the
commitment by English Heritage to commemorate the bicentenary of the
abolition of the British transatlantic slave trade with work that would
make a real difference to our understanding of the historic environment
in the longer term. This scoping report surveyed 33 properties and found
26 which had some connection to slavery or abolition, and so stimulated
many interesting questions for further research. As a result, more detailed
surveys of four sites (Bolsover Castle [Derbyshire], Brodsworth Hall
[South Yorkshire], Marble Hill [Twickenham, London] and Northington
Grange [Hampshire]) were commissioned in 2008.

Their findings and those of other scholars and heritage practitioners
were presented at the ‘Slavery and the British Country House’ conference
at the London School of Ecomonics in 2009, which English Heritage
co-organised with the University of the West of England and the National
Trust. This conference brought together academics, heritage professionals,
country house owners and community researchers from across Britain to
explore how country houses might be reconsidered in the light of their
slavery linkages and how such links have been and might be presented
to visitors.

Since then the conference papers have been updated and reworked
into a cutting-edge volume which represents the most current and
comprehensive consideration of slavery and the British country house as
yet undertaken. English Heritage is proud to be publishing work on
which historians, educators and heritage professionals can all build to
develop new understandings of this challenging and important part of
our national story.

Baroness Andrews
Chair, English Heritage
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NOTES ON MEASUREMENTS

Imperial measurements are used throughout the text;
please see the conversion table below for details of metric
equivalents.

1ft = 304.8mm
1yard = 0.914m
1 mile = 1.6km

1 acre = 0.4 hectares
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INTRODUCTION

The British country house, that symbol of refinement,
connoisseurship and civility, has long been regarded not
only as the jewel in the nation’s heritage crown, but as an
iconic signifier of national identity.

It seems, then, at first sight tendentious to link such
houses and the rural idyll they represent with the subject
of slavery. Until recently, most studies of such properties
took a ‘connoisseurship’ approach, focusing on their
architectural features, the glories of their collections and
the genealogies of the families who owned them. And while
an increasing number of historians were interested in the
wider significance of country houses, either with reference
to the continuing influence of the landed elite in mainland
Britain or its internal social history, it is only in the
last 20 years that the relationship between landed
wealth, British properties and enslaved African labour
began to emerge.

Alaistair Hennesey’s short piece on Penrhyn Castle, and
James Walvin and Simon Smith’s more substantive research
project on Harewood House paved the way for further
academic work in this field. Academic research takes time to
feed through into the public domain, where such links had
so often been either studiously ignored or actively repressed.
When they were acknowledged at all in the heritage sector,
it was usually done in a sanitised manner that rendered the
connection a historical curiosity of little significance.

We could characterise these various responses as
symptomatic of what might be termed the ‘Mansfield Park
complex’.! But such one which became increasingly
untenable as the political and social landscape changed.
Heritage policy from the 1980s was becoming more
cognisant of the need to involve the British tax-paying public
in the way heritage was defined and funded. That public
was itself becoming more socially and ethnically diverse
and began to include the descendants of those who had
been colonised and enslaved. As the internet revolutionised
historical research, old boundaries between the local and
the global and the academic and the popular become
increasingly blurred and pressures mounted in some
quarters to reinterrogate old narratives. The bicentenary of
the formal ending of the British slave trade in 2007 excited
public debate on the legacy of Atlantic slavery and
encouraged heritage bodies, especially those in receipt of
public funding, to look anew at the history of the properties
in their care.
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This book grew out of a conference on ‘Slavery and the
British Country House: mapping the current research’
which was held in November 2009 and organised by English
Heritage in partnership with the University of the West of
England and the National Trust (with assistance from the
Economic History Society). The conference proved popular,
immediately attracting a large and diverse audience of
academics, heritage professionals, country house owners,
community activists and independent researchers. It built
on the efforts English Heritage had been making since
2007 to reconsider the ways in which its properties might be
researched and represented.

This book, comprised of updated versions of the
conference proceedings, asks two main questions. The
first is: what links might be established between the
wealth derived from slavery and the British country
house? The second is: what implications should such links
have for the way such properties are represented to the
public today?

The contributions include two studies specially com-
missioned by English Heritage and one sponsored by the
National Trust. The rest are by independent researchers
including academic historians and geographers.

Four themes emerge from the papers contributed. The
first is that wealth deriving from the trade in and labour of
enslaved Africans did affect the erection, renovation and
occupation of a significant number of Britain’s stately homes
between the 1660s and the 1820s, but that there is also a
web of wider, more indirect slavery associations with such
properties that also merit consideration.

The second theme is that both the merchants and the
members of Britain’s landed elite who were involved in the
proliferation of country houses from the late 17th century
(the latter to consolidate their status and the former to gain
entry into that elite) increasingly utilised notions of gentility,
sensibility and cultural refinement in part to distance
themselves from their actual connections to the Atlantic
slave economy.

A third theme is that the very aesthetics of the country
house in the period covered here, as manifested in the
classical motifs of their lavish interiors, the romantic styles
of their landscaping and their amassing of erudite collections
of art and furniture, though so often represented as being a
world away from slavery interests, were in fact related and
need to be understood as such.



The final theme explored has to do with how these links
are variously presented to and interpreted by the different
constituencies that make up the British public today. When
considering the stories of those people associated with a
particular property, curators make a judgement about
whose stories are sufficiently significant to merit recounting
and how they might best be told. It is one thing to make a
reference to the fact that money financing a property was
made from, say, a slave plantation, but a more individualised
treatment of the evidence might convey a very different
message. The identification of particular individuals of
colour associated with that property might well have a
particular resonance for those members of the public for
whom a visit to an historic property might afford not
merely a day out but an encounter with heartfelt questions
of family history, identity and belonging. And that
personalised connection has an impact beyond those who
count themselves among the descendants of the enslaved
and the colonised to reach into our very notions of who
‘belongs’ to Britain.

The methods and approaches of the contributors to this
volume vary in scope as well as content. Nick Draper’s
chapter on ‘Slave ownership and the British country house:
the records of the Slave Compensation Commission as
evidence’ discusses a new database whose preliminary
findings afford us a national overview of the proportion of
slave owners who owned country houses on the British
mainland in 1834. It thereby sets the scene for the
subsequent chapters, which go on to address issues outside
the database’s chronological and thematic reach.

For example, the two regional studies of slavery-related
country houses that follow deal with properties which, for
reasons of chronology, might not necessarily be traceable
through the above-mentioned database. Jane Longmore’s
‘Rural retreats: Liverpool slave traders and their country
houses’ identifies over 20 such houses in the Liverpool area
that had been built by slave traders, plantation managers or
merchants involved in slave-produced goods. The fact that
most of these houses have since been demolished reminds
us how easy it is to forget the impact that slavery originally
had on a region’s architectural heritage.

Madge Dresser’s study of slavery and country houses
in the West Country builds on her earlier study of
Bristol to consider slavery-related properties in parts of
Gloucestershire and Somerset. It argues that an eclectic
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study, based on place as well as family or individual
buildings can help to establish the multi-layered connections
between local merchant and gentry families and the profits
and administration of the colonial slave economy.

Roger Leech’s chapter ‘Lodges, garden houses and villas:
the urban periphery in the early modern Atlantic world’
compares the second residences and villas of merchant and
gentry owners in Bristol on the British mainland with some
merchant and planter houses in the British Caribbean, most
notably on Nevis and St Kitts. Utilising archaeological
evidence on both sides of the Atlantic he considers the links
‘between the housing cultures of British merchants and
their Caribbean planter counterparts’, their relationship to
the profits derived from slavery and the ‘Georgianisation’ of
selected planter houses.

It is no accident that the opening up of Britain’s
involvement in the Caribbean coincides with a particularly
intensive phase of country house building. Nuala Zahedieh’s
chapter ‘An open elite? Colonial commerce, the country
house and the case of Sir Gilbert Heathcote and Normanton
Hall’ documents the history of that Rutland country house,
arguing that a significant sample of those who made their
fortunes out of the slave-based plantation system in the late
17th and early 18th centuries ‘were active and enthusiastic
purchasers, and even builders of country houses’.

Simon Smith’s chapter adopts a Caribbean starting point
to establish that over one-third of slave plantations on the
island of St Vincent were at one point connected to 26
country houses on the British mainland. He goes on to query
the significance of this relationship in his chapter ‘Slavery’s
heritage footprint: links between British country houses
and St Vincent plantations, 1814-34".

The two specially commissioned studies funded by
English Heritage for this volume focus on specific case
studies of selected properties on the British mainland.
‘Property, power and authority: the implicit and explicit
slavery connections of Bolsover Castle and Brodsworth Hall
in the 18th century’ by Sheryllynne Haggerty and Susanne
Seymour investigates the different ways in which the two
properties named in the title relate to slavery. South
Yorkshire’s Brodsworth Hall exemplifies a straightforward
instance of slavery’s explicit connections with a British
prestige property, although not a slave trader himself, Peter
Thellusson invested in wide varieties of slavery-related
commodities and land. By contrast, Bolsover Castle in

Derbyshire, owned by the third Duke of Portland between
1762 and 1819, seems at first glance unrelated to slavery
until one considers the longstanding and various roles the
Duke played as Prime Minister, Secretary of Home Affairs,
and more generally as a member of the landed elite in the
protection and maintenance of Caribbean slave regimes.

Slavery and country house aesthetics may seem poles
apart, but two of our contributors make the case that the
two are intimately intertwined. Laurence Brown points
out that the classical slavery-related motifs employed in
the lavish interiors of Marble Hill in Twickenham and
Northington Grange in Hampshire were not unrelated to
the fact that both properties had financial ties to Atlantic
slavery. Using the example of Piercefield estate on the
banks of the River Wye near Chepstow, Victoria Perry’s
chapter considers how slavery wealth underpinned the
aesthetics of romantic landscaping and ‘scenic tourism’ in
late 18th-century Britain.

The final section of the book explores the links between
history and heritage. Dodington house in Gloucestershire
(now famously owned by James Dyson) was for centuries
the home of the Codrington family, whose Caribbean
sugar interests helped to consolidate their fortunes. After
considering the career of Christopher Codrington (1668-
1710) Natalie Zacek offers a critical look at the way in which
Dodington House has ‘in recent decades, emerged as an
important site of popular memory for issues of slavery and
its abolition within the British empire.’
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Caroline Bressey’s chapter contests the political legacy
of slavery in England’s country houses through a close
examination of the way Kenwood in north London and
Osborne House on the Isle of Wight have informed their
visitors about their respective links to slavery and empire.
Cliff Pereira’s piece considers the impact community
activism has made on the way the London Borough of Bexley
has presented the historic properties within its borders and
the extent to which it has acknowledged its West Indian and
East Indian links.

The volatile link between history and memory is
considered by Shawn Sobers and Rob Mitchell in their
record of a multimedia consultation exercise they undertook
at the behest of the National Trust. It breaks new ground in
its examination of how various marginalised community
groups, including those of African-Caribbean origin,
perceived Dyrham Park (Gloucestershire), Clevedon Court
and Tyntesfield (both North Somerset). It considers, too,
the ways in which those responsible for these properties
have approached and might in future address the subject
of slavery.

This volume, like the conference, is a work in progress.
Its intention is to map current research, provoke debate
and stimulate new approaches to the understanding and
representation of our built heritage.

Madge Dresser and Andrew Hann
June 2013






