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Abstract 

Agent of Imperial Change: James MacQueen 
and the British Empire, 1778-1870 

This thesis examines the long and varied career of James MacQueen ( 1778-1870). a 

passionate and seemingly indefatigable Scotsman who spent his life attempting to consolidate 

British imperial power in the old empire of the West Indies, and introduce it to what he hoped 

would be part of a new empire in Africa. Although always a dedicated imperialist, his work in 

four specific capacities is highlighted: as a pro-slavery polemicist during the last decade of the 

emancipation debate, 1823-33; as an agent for the Colonial Bank 1836-38; as founder and general 

superintendent of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, 1837-44; and as a geographer, 1820-

70. In each of these endeavours MacQueen acted as an Hagent"--an imperial go-bet\veen-­

attempting to bind Great Britain closer to two of its peripheries. Although his grand plans for 

expansion into Africa never found much support, he did help consolidate central power through 

the establishment of metropolitan-controlled and government-chartered companies in the 

Caribbean colonies, and by filling in the so-called "blank spots" of Africa. On the one hand, 

MacQueeu brought the metropolis to the periphery, and on the other, he brought the periphery to 

the metropolis. 

As one born during the American War of Independence and dying on the eve of the 

partition of Africa, MacQueen lived in a period that historians once deemed "'anti-imperial." 

More recent scholars have revised this view, mainly by redefining imperialism, and this thesis 

continues along this line by delineating some of the subtler mechanics of Empire; specifically, 

those with which Mac Queen was involved: labour, banking, communications, and geography. 
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Introduction 

Building Bridges in a Turbulent Empire: 
The Life and Work of James MacQueen 

James MacQueen 1 ( 1778-1870) was a dedicated imperialist who devoted the major portion 

of his career attempting to preserve, defend and expand the British Empire at a time when it was 

of little interest to most people in his country.:? He had grand plans for expanding the Empire. 

especially in Africa. ln the tradition of Richard Hakluyt, arguably Britain's first great armchair 

imperialist, MacQueen could wax sentimental about the Empire in the hope of inspiring his 

countrymen to action. In the "'Epistle Dedicatory" (to Sir Frances Walsingham), in the first 

edition of The Principal Voyages of the English Nation (1589), Hakluyt wrote: 

For. which of the kings of this land before Her Majesty, had their banners ever seen in the Caspian Sea? 
Which of them hath ever dealt with the Emperor of Persia, as Her Majesty hath done, and obtained for 
her merchants large and loving privileges? Who ever found English consuls and agents at Tripolis in 
Syria. at Aleppo, at Babylon, at Basra, and which is more whoever hear of Englishmen at Goa before 
now? What English ships did heretofore ever anchor in the mighty river of Plate? Pass and re-pass the 
u.npassable ( in fonner opinion) straight of Magellan. range along the coast of Chile. Perus, and all the 
backside of Nova Hispania [Mexico], further than any Christian passed, traverse the mighty breadth of 
the South Sea, land upon the Luzones [principal island of the Philippines] in despite of the enemy, enter 
into alliance, amity and traffic with the princes of the Moluccas, and the isle of Java, double the famous 
Cape of Bona Speranz.a. arrive at the iste of St Helena, and last of all return home most richl}• ladc:n with 
the commodities of China, as the subjects of this now flourishing monarchy have done?3 

Hakluyt's magnum opus was meant to persuade the government and the public to sponsor and 

support overseas expansion. Likewise, in 1821, in what was also ostensibly a geographical work, 

MacQueen addressed bis readers directly: 

Unfold the map of the world. We command the Ganges-fortified at Bombay, the Indus is our own. 
Possessed of the islands in the mouth of the Persian Gulf, we command the outlets of Persia, and the 
mouths of the Euphrates ... We command at the Cape of Good Hope; Gibraltar and MaJta belonging to 
us, we controul the Mediterranean. Let us plant the British standard on the Island of Socotora"--upon 
the island of Fernando Po'--and inland upon the banks of the Niger, and then we may say Asia and 
Afric?-for all their productions and all their wants--are under our controul. It is in our power. Nothing 
can prevent us. 0 



But also much like Hakluyt. MacQueen died before his country realized any of his grand dreams. 

The government flatly refused to sponsor large-scale expansion into Africa in this period, and 

there was never enough sustained public interest to mount major private endeavours on the scale 

that MacQueen advocated. Thus as a driving force behind direct territorial expansion--in 

imperialism in its traditional sense--MacQueen was largely a failure. 

Instead, MacQueen's contributions to the British Empire were to be in the much humbler 

and more mundane fields of banking, mail, and geography. Although his Africa plans run as an 

undercurrent throughout, this thesis focuses on MacQueen's work in four specific capacities: as 

a pro-slavery and West lndian polemicist, as an agent for the Colonial Bank, as the founder and 

agent of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, and as a geographer of Africa. It analyzes how 

these contributions influenced the shape and development of the British Empire on an individual 

level, and what they can tell us, when examined collectively, about the Empire generally in the 

period between the so-called ''first" and Hsecond" British empires. 

I have used the word .. agent" to characterize MacQueen and his varied work because the 

term singularly describes his role relative to the Empire on a number of different levels. Firstly, 

MacQueen was literally an agent for at least two companies, the Colonial Bank and the Royal 

Mail Steam Packet Company, in addition to being solicited by the Colonial Office to be its agent 

for the Niger Expedition of 1841. Secondly, he was more of an unofficial agent for other groups, 

such as the Scotch Distillers and more significantly, the West Indian colonists as a whole. Along 

these same lines, his constant promotion of Africa, in the hopes of "selling" the public and the 

government on the continent's potential to Britain, was much like an agent's. In a broader sense 

of the definition. MacQueen also either represented or acted directly as a motivating force through 
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individual lobbying and public writing. And finally, even a ··chemical agent'' does not seem 

inappropriate when thinking ofMacQueen because of the belligerent and caustic nature of much 

of his writing, which--as will be seen in the thesis~-often had an effect similar to something like 

agent orange regarding public debates over complicated issues. 

Before introducing the nature and significance ofMacQueen's work, it would be useful 

to provide a brief sketch of MacQueen's life, to provide both flesh to the subject as well as a 

personal context for his work. 

MacQueen was a Scotsman born near Glasgow. Of course, the Scottish educational 

system, as well as Scottish connections to the Industrial Revolution and colonial trade, 

undoubtedly had an enormous influence on MacQueen. But except for the occasional Gaelic 

phrase in his writing, MacQueen' s national heritage is invisible in his work. After looking at his 

life in retrospect, MacQueen must be described as more British than anything else, and supports 

Linda Colley's conclusion that the Empire, in addition to the long war against Napoleon. provided 

an important opportunity to unify Scots and English into ''Britons. "7 And indeed, MacQueen 

spent virtually all of his life hating the French, and the majority of his life in London, fighting for 

a specifically British Empire. 

MacQueen was also a man of little means, with no family connections of consequence. 

Over the years, he did build up a network of influential friends, from powerful West India 

merchants and banking men, such as John Irving and Lord Ashburton, to important publishers and 

cartographers, such as William Blackwood and John Arrowsmith. MacQueen even became allies 

with Thomas Fowell Buxton, the eminent antislavery leader, who, along with these other men, 
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would help further MacQueen's nwnerous ideas and schemes regarding the Empire. But his lack 

of personal influence also meant that MacQueen was forced to rely largely on his expertise and 

polemical skill as his only means of exerting leverage. He usually tried to lobby individuals 

privately first, but if this did not work, he would "go public" in the hopes of bringing ··pressure 

from without" to bear on his cause. MacQueen even used this tactic for defence, as seen during 

his bitter falling out with Irving and the RMSP Company in 1842. After resigning from the 

Company, MacQueen continued to send reports on the Company from the outside, much to the 

irritation of the management. After being criticized for this activity, and failing to get a 

cooperative response to these reports, MacQueen threatened that ""unless I receive a distinct. 

satisfactory, and civil answer, I will at once lay the communication made [i.e. the report 

submitted] before the public."8 

On the other hand, MacQueen also had a strong sense of social rank and propriety. For 

example, during his dispute with Royal Mail, MacQueen was blamed by Irving for most of the 

Company's current problems at a meeting of shareholders, a meeting in which MacQueen himself 

was in attendance. MacQueen responded with a series of published letters to clear his name 

because, he explained, "'when the respected Chainnan 's rank and station in society are considered, 

something more becomes necessary from an humble individual like myself than [a] bold and 

simple denial.',9 Furthennore, MacQueen made it a point not to criticize Irving directly, but 

aimed his fire at "hwnbler" subordinates. As we shall see, these common conceptions about the 

social order would also influence his work in defending slavery, and affected his vision of the 

Empire overall. MacQueen's own acceptance ofhis subordinate position in this hierarchy, which 

helped define his role as an "agent'' for powerful metropolitan interests, adds a West Indian 
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variation to the thesis recently forwarded by P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins regarding the 

predominance of ~·gentlemanly capitalists" in London in directing British overseas expansion at 

least until 1850. 10 

One reason MacQueen made a good agent wa.:; because he was an indefatigable worker 

with a hardy constitution. Perhaps working fifteen years as a plantation manager in the West 

lndies .. seasoned" him in a sense. Most of his significant work regarding the Empire took place 

after 1821, the year he published, at age forty-three, A Geographical and Commercial View of 

Northern and Central Africa. Over the next decade, he published two more books, fifteen articles 

in Blackwood 's Edinburgh Magazine, and innwnerable other articles, addresses and open letters 

in various colonial journals such as the Royal Gazette (Jamaica) as well as the Glasgow Courier, 

of which he was omier and editor between 182 l and 1831. He toured the entire Caribbean three 

separate times in the l 830s and early 40s, spending little more than a few days in each island. He 

was busiest in the late l 830s, as in 1838, when he was an agent for both the Colonial Bank and 

R..\1SP Company, and an adviser to both Buxton and the Colonial Office regarding Africa and the 

slave trade. In 1840 he published A Geographical Survey of Africa, and turned to making detailed 

maps of the continent. By the time he joined the Royal Geographical Society in 1845, aged sixty­

eight, he had become one of the cowitcy's leading experts on Africa. He would present six papers 

to the Society over the next fifteen years. [n the 1860s, MacQueen worked as a correspondent 

for the London newspaper, the Morning Advertiser, and co-authored a book with the explorer 

Richard Burton on the Nile question in 1864 (by which time he was eighty-six years old) with 

some of the reprinted articles. 

The image ofMacQueen spending his life poring over stacks of parliamentary papers, and 
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scribbling late into the night to produce a steady stream of dry works such as his Statistics ofrhe 

British Empire (1836) makes him appear almost as a caricature from a novel of his famous 

contemporary, Charles Dickens. Like a Scrooge or Thomas Gradgrind, there is no evidence in 

his published work of any sense of humour or any interest beyond the confines of ··business ... 

[nstead, MacQueen seems to have -seen the world largely through statistics--in terms of miles, 

degrees, shillings and pence--and analyzed it only in tenns of potential profit or state strategy. 

His writings also often have an extremely angry and paranoid tone to them--which could erupt 

into fury at times--as one fighting against the world. His life of undeniably hard and dedicated 

work often seems to have been done only in spite of humanity, not because of it. Perhaps this 

public demeanour helps explain why, as an activist for grand schemes in distant lands (like Mrs. 

Jellyby), he failed to find much sympathy amongst the British public. 

Of course it is unfair to characterize MacQueen the man too much since polemical writing 

hardly offers accurate information about the author himself. I have only provided a general sketch 

of him to try and bring my subject to life. Moreover this thesis is not a biography ofMacQueen 's 

life, but a description and analysis of his work which related to the British Empire. What little 

infonnation has survived about MacQueen's personal life is utilized only when it impinged on 

this work. 11 

Excepting an entry in the Dictionary of National Biography, there has been no scholarly 

examination solely on MacQueen and his career. He has remained in the footnotes of histories, 

with several references to his individual endeavours, especially in geography and the debate over 

slavery. but no comprehensive analysis. Philip D. Curtin has probably done the most extensive 
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review. devoting just over twenty pages of his seminal work on British attitudes toward Africa 

to MacQueen 's geographical and strategic ideas. 12 Others have also acknowledged MacQueen • s 

significance in lesser degrees. K. Onwuka Dike placed MacQueen in his "·constellation of 

illustrious names,'' a list of famous Britons interested in Afric~ which included Sir Joseph Banks. 

Mungo Park and the Lander brothers. 13 G.E. Metcalf also provided a good analysis of 

MacQueen's influence on T.F. Buxton's ideas and plans regarding the Niger Expedition in his 

introduction to the reissue of Buxton's 1840 book, The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy. 14 

But most of MacQueen' s work as a geographer with interest in Africa has been little more than 

mentioned in a number of other studies. 15 

So, too, with MacQueen's work defending slavery and the West India colonies, where 

historians have often referenced MacQueen, without examil'Jng his work critically itself. While 

some scholars such as Christopher Fyfe have recognized MacQueen as "a champion of the West 

lndia interest," 16 he is usually only mentioned to provide a representative of the pro-slavery side 

in the emancipation debate. For example, William Green calls MacQueen's attack on Sierra 

Leone (the abolitionist settlement for freed slaves in West Africa), "the classic tirade against the 

colony." 17 Martin Lynn labels MacQueen a "major protagonist" in the emancipation debate, 18 

while David Geggus uses him to represent the pro-slavery lobby in the public debate over Haiti. 19 

He is also mentioned in both W.L. Bums' dated history of emancipation and apprenticeship, as 

well as in Joseph Lowell Ragatz's classic study of the West India interest for his notable 

participation in the pamphlet war over emancipation.20 

Finally, MacQueen's role in the establishment of the Colonial Bank and the Royal Mail 

Steam Packet Company has been almost ignored, though in this case largely because these topics 
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themselves have received little examination. The official history of the Colonial Bank only 

briefly mentions MacQueen, while that for the RMSP Company does not mention him at all..: 1 

A more recent, though largely non-scholarly, book on the Royal Mail line at least notes the 

essential role MacQueen played in the fonnation of the Company.21 

Thus, my first goal in this thesis is to provide an examination of MacQueen 's contribution 

to these individual endeavours themselves. Chapter One is mostly a background chapter to 

provide a context for MacQueen's later work. It describes MacQueen's early career and tries to 

locate the formative influences on his ideas and skills before the 1820s. Fedon's Rebellion, and 

the French Revolution generally, figure prominently as major influences on MacQueen's beliefs, 

particularly those regarding authority and property, whlle life in Glasgow gave him a stronger 

appreciation for the colonies and imperial opportunities generally. And as owner and editor of 

the Glasgow Courier, MacQueen sharpened his skills as a public polemicist in the oftentimes 

ruthless world of newspaper warfare. 

Chapter Two describes MacQueen's participation in the last decade of the emancipation 

debate, 1823-33, when he came to prominence as a public defender of slavery and the West India 

colonies. The nature of MacQueen' s propaganda, set in the context of other mainstream defences 

of slavery, helps pinpoint the fundamental points of the pro-slavery position, which has been 

largely stereotyped, if not ignored, in any analysis of the debate. We find both a position that in 

some ways did not differ significantly from the antislavery viewpoin~ as well as tensions between 

the various West India interests in the metropolis, provinces, and colonies. MacQueen's 

supposed extremism regarding slavery is also assessed in light of later developments in the West 

Indies. as well as his own subsequent acceptance by the government and even by the abolitionists. 
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Finally. MacQueen also brought out issues of trusteeship during the emancipation debate by 

implicitly asking that if the West India colonies were indeed on the decline, what should be done 

with them? 

MacQueen 's strong and steadfast defence of the colonies gave him a great deal of 

credibility and authority amongst West Indian colonials and metropolitan merchants, and 

consequently made him one of the few credible ''bridges" for post-emancipation reconstruction. 

Chapters Three and Four focus on two aspects of this reconstruction with which Mac Queen was 

involved between 1836 and 1844. The former examines some of the financial restructuring of 

the West lndies through MacQueen's experience in fonning the Colonial Bank. The latter 

concerns West Indian communications through MacQueen's far more involved role with the 

Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, a firm of which he was both founder and general 

superintendent. In each case, MacQueen worked as the principal agent for metropolitan 

mercantile elites (in fact, many of the directors overlapped both companies), and was responsible 

primarily for erecting an infrastructure in the various West Indian colonies. These two companies 

remain his most tangible legacies to the British Empire. 

Chapter Five covers MacQueen's career as a geographer in the last half-century ofhis life. 

Examining his geographical work and tracing its evolution over such a long duration provides 

valuable insight into the nature and development of British geography as a whole between 1820 

and 1870. This was a truly unique period for British geography, as it became a professionalized 

discipline at the same time that Africa was being "opened" by British explorers, missionaries and 

traders. MacQueen himself became interested in Africa from travel literature and the prospects 

for commercial gain, and initially used geography in a deliberate way to promote his O'Ml scheme 
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to start an Africa company. His plan never materialized, but MacQueen did become one of 

Britain's few experts on Africa, even before he became a fellow of the Royal Geographical 

Society in l 845. l use MacQueen 's career as a geographer to argue that for the first time since 

geography had become a recogniz.able discipline in Britain (that is, from about the end of the 

sixteenth century), it was no longer the conspicuous partner of British imperialism. 

MacQueen played a significant role in each of these individual fields and his contributions 

to them merits being told for the fresh light that his work can throw on them. On the other hand, 

it is no coincidence that MacQueen embarked on these seemingly disparate endeavours, and his 

story offers a unique opportunity to compare different episodes in British imperial history that 

might not otherwise have been examined together. What we find is that MacQueen's successes 

and failures in the slavery debate, with the Colonial Bank, the RMSP Company, and as a 

geographer do indeed share a common thread regarding the nature of British imperialism and the 

British Empire generally at this time, and I have tried to highlight and trace this thread through 

each chapter. 

Generalizing about the period between the first and second British empires has challenged 

imperial historians for more than one hundred years. From the very birth of British imperial 

history in the Victorian age, scholars have found even the concept of the ''British Empire'' 

between 1783 and 1870 proble!!latic. A hodge-podge of territories collected over 300 hundred 

years for various reasons, the= "Empire'~ seemingly had no common history, no wlifying structure, 

and no uniform policies. Sir John Seeley's famous comment made in 1881, that ··we seem, as 

it were, to have conquered and peopled half the world in fit of absence of mind," shows that from 
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the beginning of the discipline, British imperial historians have had difficulty in making sense of 

the Empire.:i3 [n a similar vein, more recent historians such as D.K. Fieldhouse have described 

the modem British Empire as ··a multiplicity of possessions [ which] had nothing in common but 

their subjection.••.:4 Other British imperial scholars have even mused whether or not there was an 

empire at all in the nineteenth century, noting the lack of an organized and efficient central 

authority. After describing the Colonial Office as a ''glorified Circumlocution Department," Ged 

Martin went on to argue (in a review essay) that "on the test of central control, the Empire comes 

to look less like one monolithic structure but rather a bWldle of relationships between a strong 

power and a diversity of weaker territories. "2s 

Historians have had even more difficulty in characteri2ing British imperialism-that is, the 

nature of British expansion-between the two empires. For a nwnber of seemingly solid reasons, 

scholars such as R.L. Schuyler used to describe this period as one characterized by '"anti­

imperialism," where the mother country was relinquishing power to the old colonies, and 

remained uninterested in acquiring new ones. 26 The loss of the American colonies, the growing 

influence of Adam Smith's ideas regarding laissez.faire economics, and the development of 

industrial capitalism, changed, if not soured, attitudes toward formal empire well into the 

nineteenth century. For example, in 1808, the Edinburgh Review announced its conclusion 

regarding the Empire: "Independence is a stage at which all distant and prosperous colonies are 

destined ultimately to arrive. If foresight does not voluntarily relax the ties of the metropolis, 

force will in time asswedly break them."27 More importantly, policies changed drastically. The 

central government by and large refused to sponsor formal expansion as it had for the past three 

centuries--that is, by granting a charter to an individual or company, with rights to monopoly and 
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annexation. The mercantilist system was also eroded from the l 820s onward, culminating with 

the Sugar Duties Act of 184628 (the imperial equivalent of the repeal of the Com Laws) and the 

abolition of the Navigation Acts in 1849. For the white settlement colonies, ""anti-imperial'' 

sentiments manifested into the idea of"responsible government," represented by Lord Durham·s 

Report of 1839, whereby sovereignty would be gradually relinquished by the mother country as 

the colony ··matured"--perhaps to eventual independence. As early as 1825, William Huskisson. 

President of the Board of Trade 1823-2 7 and driving force behind the first curtailments to the 

Navigation Acts, argued the case for ·'freedom" from the imperial bond for Canada, in the hopes 

of avoiding the American precedent: 

I cannot doubt. that without any other encouragement than freedom of trade, and a lenient administration, 
these [i.e. North American] Provinces will, henceforward, make the most rapid strides toward 
prospericy;-that connecting their prosperity with the liberal treatment of the Mother CoWltry, they will 
neither look with envy at the growth of other States on the same Continent, nor wish for the dissolution 
of old. and the formation of new, political connexions ... [L Jet us, as the parent state, fulfil our duties with 
all proper kindness and liberality. This is true wisdom; affording us, on the one ban~ the best chance 
of perpetuating a solid and useful connexion, and on the other, the best hope if ( which God avert!) in the 
progress of human events, that connexion is ever to be dissolved, that the separation may not be 
embittered by acrimony and bloodshed. 29 

ln 1952 Vincent Harlow revised the ··anti-imperial" interpretation somewhat by questioning 

whether the American Revolution was the real cause of this retreat from empire. He argued that 

Britain had adopted a ""trade, not dominion" philosophy of empire by the end of the Seven Years' 

War, when developments in science, industry, and the British predominance at sea led "a self­

confident island people to search the oceans for new markets."30 But in this search, British 

administrations made a conscious effort to avoid creating another (white) settlement empire, 

which inevitably involved costly and difficult responsibilities of imperial control. Instead, this 

new empire would be an exclusively ·'commercial empire based on alliance with coloured 

peoples."31 
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Most scholars have accepted Harlow's conclusion that the .. swing to the East" and the 

foundations of the second empire came more as a result of the Seven Years' War, and not the 

American War of lndependence; although, as Peter Marshall has noted, the demarcation line 

between the two empires depends on the criteria one uses, whether it be interest and aims, or 

wealth, trade, colonists and territory.32 But were British administrations anti-empire, as scholars 

up to. and including, Harlow had suggested? A year after Harlow's book was published Ronald 

Robinson and John Gallagher effectively demolished this traditional interpretation altogether by 

first noting the simple fact that the British Empire grew enormously in this so-called period of 

"anti-imperialism. "33 Where in some places little more than toe-holds had once been in the late 

eighteenth century, entire continents and sub-continents were under British control by 1870, 

including all of Canada, Australia and India. All of this--plus territories acquired in Lower 

Burma, Cape Colony, China, West Africa, and scattered islands in the South Atlantic, Indian and 

Paci fie Oceans--was acquired before the onset of the "'new" imperialism! The crux of their 

article, however, was in redefining imperialism. which was done by demonstrating how "free 

trade" policies were only a new means of exerting imperial control. In contrast to Seeley's 

famous quip, Robinson and Gallagher saw a conscious and deliberate expansion of the British 

economy into the world, in which political force would only be used (but used nevertheless) if 

a region somehow resisted "informal" integration with the British imperial nexus. Thus, the only 

difference between free-trade policies of the nineteenth century, and the mercantilist policies of 

before, was the British government's "'willingness to limit the use of paramount power ... in 

contrast to the mercantilist use of power to obtain commercial supremacy and monopoly through 

political possession. ••34 In their larger work on British imperialism in Africa, they expanded on 
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the conscious role played by the government, which they termed the '"official mind,•· in designing 

policies favouring British economic expansion: 

However liberal in principle, Victorian statesmen in practice never minimised the role of government in 
all this ... But now liberation. not acquisition. was more often the aim of power; and free trade, not 
monopoly, was its device. All over the world the Canningites and Palmerstonians exerted their strength 
to bring about political conditions favouring commercial advance and liberal awakening. 1' 

Critics of Robinson and Gallagher have challenged their definition of imperialism as being too 

broad, and have questioned, for example, whether or not Britain's involvement in certain regions 

such as Latin America can really be classified as such.36 Nevertheless, it is clear that very few 

historians since the l 960s are willing to characterize this period as Hanti-imperialistic. "37 In fact, 

some scholars have sought to expose the ··myths of • Little England'," questioning even such 

seemingly straightforward statements as Disraeli's oft-quoted comment made in 1852 that "'these 

wretched colonies ... are a millstone round our necks. "38 

With the existence of British imperialism in this period largely a given, most scholars 

have now focused on refining the imperial dynamic with more sophisticated and detailed analysis 

of both the -~metropolitan" and .. peripheral" forces at work.39 Some have continued to see the 

expansion of the British economy as the touchstone of early and mid-nineteenth century British 

imperialism, and have examined, for example, the composition of the metropolitan leaders 

directing this trade.40 [n fact, some scholars have gone a step further along these lines by arguing 

that imperialist policies were merely handmaidens to a (supra•national) system of an expanding 

modem capitalism. 41 Other scholars have examined how industrialization and developments in 

metropolitan technology encouraged and facilitated expansion, particularly developments in 

steam power from the 1820s onward, in medicine in the 1840s and 50s (especially quinine 

prophylaxis), and in firearms (namely ·4the breechloader revolution" of the 1860s)."'2 The 
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evolution of the Colonial Office also affected the development of the Empire. In its early years 

at the beginning of the nineteenth century, it was a small and reactive office; but after 1832, with 

a reformed Parliament. three decades of experience, and able undersecretaries such as James 

Stephen (the yowiger) or Lord Howick (later, the third Earl Grey), the Colonial Office became 

a more organized, professional and proactive department of government, and one at least capable 

of formulating long-term imperial policies.43 Finally, one must not forget the humanitarian 

impulse borne of the Enlightenment and the Evangelical revival. Missionary activity, the 

formation of societies for aborigines protection, the antislavery campaign, etc. all had imperial 

implications . .w Even the government became more "'hwnanitarian" by the late eighteenth century, 

according to George Mellor, when ·trusteeship" became the justifying principle underpinning 

imperial control. .is Edmund Burke first used the concept of trusteeship during the debate on 

Charles James Fox's East India Bill in 1783, in which he explained that: 

all political rule which is set over men., and that all privilege claimed or exercised in exclusion of them, 
being wholly anificial. and for so much. in derogation from the nanu-al equality of mankind at large, 
ought to be in some way or other exercised ultimately for their benefit ... such rights or privileges, or 
whatever else you choose to call them, are in the strictest sense, a trusr, and it is of the very essence of 
every trust to be rendered accountable.'* 

The concept was soon applied beyond India to British dominance anywhere. The principle had 

revolutionary implications for nineteenth-century British imperialism. On the one hand, the idea 

of trusteeship implied that colonies were no longer viewed as merely economic units to be 

exploited to their maximum for the sole benefit of the mother cowitry. On the other hand, 

trusteeship added a fresh impetus to imperial expansion as well as an entirely new dimension to 

the justifications for imperial rule. 

Peripheral analyses have focused on the "pulling'' forces which drew the metropolis into 
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more control over certain regions. In his later years, for example, Ronald Robinson himself 

became more convinced of the primacy of these forces in explaining European expansion, and 

developed theories emphasizing the role of native collaboration and other Hexcentric'' forces:n 

A theory incorporating more than economic imperatives of imperialism is John S. Galbraith· s 

"turbulent frontier'' thesis. 48 Galbraith foW1d the British drawn into more and more control over 

regions (he used India as his case study), not as a result of calculated decisions for economic gain, 

but to quell various crises. D.K. Fieldhouse applied this thesis more comprehensively to explain 

all European expansion between 1830 and 1914.49 

The ··peripheral" explanations of nineteenth-century imperialisn, came partially from 

pioneering regional studies. MacQueen's two areas of interest, West Africa and the West Indies, 

provide excellent examples. K. Onwuka Dike's Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta 1830-1885 

became a classic because it was one of the first detailed studies of Nigeria. But it was also one 

of the first peripheral explanations for British expansion. Dike examined how the decline of the 

slave trade and the British suppression of this trade gradually widennined native authority to the 

point of collapse; consequently, British consuls were induced to fill the vacuwn, which ultimately 

led to crown colony administration by the central government. so In his study of Old Calabar, the 

town on the south-eastern coast of Nigeria and peopled largely by the Efilc, A.J.H. Latham 

affirmed this view of Britain as the '·reluctant imperialist": ''the last thing which Britain wanted 

was to become involved in Effie politics, still less to assert political control. Yet very gradually 

Britain was drawn into Efilc affairs, almost without being aware of the fact."s 1 A.G. Hopkins also 

insisted that British expansion into this region can only be explained by indigenous conditions, 

primarily unstable economic conditions brought on by the transition to ··legitimate commerce. "52 
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The peripheral explanation can also be applied to the "old" parts of the British Empire. 

such as the West Indies. Indeed the concept of the "turbulent frontier" works very weil here. 

The turbulence brought on by ·'the slavery question" seems a classic example of how the British 

government reluctantly fowid itself taking on more control in reaction to certain difficulties. D.J. 

Murray's detailed study of British colonial policy 1801-34 is the story of government officials 

content at the .. general supervision" of the West India colonies until compelled to organization 

and action from outside sources, such as the sudden windfall of ceded territory in need of 

administration after the Napoleonic Wars, and the pressure exerted by the humanitarians to 

introduce antislavery measures in the colonies. 53 Intervention increased markedly after 

emancipation to supervise apprenticeship and to create new, wtlfonn, legislation in place of the 

old slave codes. Initially, then, emancipation brought government involvement to protect the 

freedmen~ but, argues William Green, after the labour crisis of the late l 830s, the government 

intervened to defend the plantocracy: .. the priorities of Glenelg and Stephen (Colonial Secretary 

and Undersecretary. respectively. at this time]-namely, protecting the liberty of freedmen against 

encroachments from the planters--were supplanted by an official determination to reinforce the 

planters and preserve plantation agriculture.""' Pieter C. Emmer goes further to describe how the 

government became involved in the West Indies at the political, economic, judicial and social 

levels for both the planters and the freedmen. ss 

I have briefly sketched a some of the salient characteristics of the British Empire during 

Mac Queen's lifetime, and outlined how historians have characterized its expansion and 

maintenance at this time, in order to provide a better understanding of what MacQueen • s 
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experience can tell us. MacQueen's work as an agent--for the West Indian colonials, for the 

Colonial Bank and Royal Mail, and even •ifor" Africa (as a geographer and promoter)--working 

in Britain for British-based interests, for the purpose of forging more pennanent bridges with the 

colonies and the wider world, suggests a significant shift in the nature of the Empire and 

imperialism in the first half of the nineteenth century. 

The ties with which MacQueen helped bind the periphery and the metropolis, not only 

facilitated greater assimilation of the latter to the fonner, but helped centralize power in the 

metropolis. Growing up in a world shaped by mercantilism and war, MacQueen had always 

fought for strong central authority. His plans for Africa called for state-sponsored protection, and 

to a lesser extent, administration. And his first proposal for the RMSP Company requested that 

all management and control lay with the government. These requests were not granted. But 

MacQueen was part of a more general process of centralizing authority in the metropolis, if not 

always with the central government. In MacQueen's experience, this shift took three basic forms: 

l ) private companies with colonial interests, as with the new multinational banks and steam 

packet companies, backed by government charters and Empire-wide government regulations; 2) 

renewed interest in examining and mapping the wider world, which was encouraged and aided 

by renewed official support for exploration and by the professionalization and institutionalization 

of geography as a discipline; and 3) increased government intervention in the fonn of important 

policies and regulations which affected the colonies, either directly, as with emancipation and 

apprenticeship, or more indirectly, as with the banking and postal regulations. Many of these 

developments were outgrowths of larger centralizing trends in Britain, such as the (re-) 

organization of the Post Office in the late l 830s, or the muscular antislavery policies of the 
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government. represented most clearly by its Antislavery Squadron as the enforcement arm in the 

campaign to suppress the foreign slave trade. MacQueen' s long and diverse career allows us the 

opportunity to see these developments together. 

Thus MacQueen's contribution to the Empire was not in acquiring vast ttacts of territory, 

or even starting a commercial company, as he had always hoped and fought for. This is not the 

story of gunboats, of flags planted, or of "man-on-the-spot" adventures. Instead, this is the story 

of one man's much less glarnourous work of forging links between Britain and two of its 

peripheries, the West Indies and Africa, whose instruments of imperialism were mail, currency, 

regulation, maps, schedules and the chartered company. 
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Chapter l 

The Making of an Imperial Agent: 
Experience and Opportunity in Grenada, Glasgow and Africa, 

1796-1821 

Little is known about MacQueen's early life, but what few details are available provide 

valuable insight into his later career. Bom in a particularly tumultuous period in British imperial 

history, Mac Queen sought to defend, maintain, and expand the British Empire. He did this 

conveniently by looking for opportunities for himself under the aegis of the imperial system. His 

early career in Grenada and Glasgow are good examples of how he gravitated to areas within the 

Empire which afforded such opportunities. Moreover, his dream of establishing a commercial 

company in the interior of Africa also demonstrates his entrepreneurial spirit. This chapter will 

show how his work in Grenada, his plans for an Africa company, and his early work in Glasgow 

were all influenced by the imperial system within which he moved, and which, in turn, shaped 

many of his future ideas, attitudes and goals regarding the British Empire-an empire which he 

would have some part in shaping. 

~seasoning Time' for an Imperialist: Grenada Plantation Manager in the Age of Revolution, 
1796-1810 

Parish records show that MacQueen was born on June 21, 1778 to William M'Queen and 

Peggy Cranston in Crawford, Lanarkshire, about 100 miles southeast of Glasgow. 1 MacQueen 

was born in a volatile period for the British Empire, a time when it faced serious challenges from 

both within and without. Before he was twenty one, the British Empire had already gone through 

a successful rebellion of British colonists in North America, several rebellions of slaves in the 
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West Indies. and conflict with F ranee which had lasted for more than half of his lifetime up to 

that point. These direct and indirect attacks on the British Empire influenced MacQueen deeply. 

Even more significantly, he began his career working within the British imperial system itself, 

and saw firsthand the results of some of these challenges. 

In 1796, at the age of eighteen, MacQueen went to the West Indies and eventually became 

a plantation manager on a large sugar estate in Grenada. Like many lower middle-class Scotsmen 

had done since the Act of Union in 1707, MacQueen sought the great opportunities afforded by 

the now ·•British" colonial empire. By the late eighteenth century Scotsmen had already become 

famously successful colonists, for several reasons. The end of the Jacobite threat by mid-century, 

population pressures, enclosures, a low standard of living, patronage, and by the I 770s, the 

Scottish Enlightenment and heavy promotion for the colonies, all encouraged and aided a large 

number of Scotsmen to emigrate; while the superior Scottish educational system greatly helped 

their prospects for success when in the colonies, even if originally without independent means.: 

Eric Richards even argues that Scottish success in colonization, in "cultural extroversion," as he 

calls it, can be explained mainly as a defence mechanism against the encroaching hegemony of 

the English. 3 

Thus Scots colonists in the West Indies often started poor, but soon prospered. Richard 

Sheridan has observed that "not a few of the Scottish servants rose to a higher rung of the 

plantation ladder than that of salaried overseer or manager. John Luffman wrote from Antigua 

in 1787: 

The negroes are turned out at sunrise, and employed in gangs from 20 to 60, or upwards, under the 
inspection of white overseers, generally poor Scotch lads, who, by their assiduity and industry, frequently 
become masters of the plantations, to which they came out as indentw'ed servants., ... 
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And a century later, an anonymous writer in Blackwood 's Edinburgh Magazine likewise noted: 

Wben colonisation came into vogue[?], he [the Scot] was foremost among colonists ... Invariably femme 
attended his steps. He opened up new channels for trade; he wrestled with savage nature, and tamed her 
into a submissive servant; whenever money was to be made, the proverbial Scotchman had not long to 
be looked for.' 

Grenada in particular offered several inducements for an enterprising young man in 

MacQueen's situation. First, the four islands ceded by France after the Seven Years' War-­

Grenada, St. Vincent, Tobago, and Dominica-were well publicized in Scotland to attract settlers. 

MacQueen himself may have been influenced by John Campbell, an influential Scottish la'Nyer 

whose works regarding the ceded islands were published even before the treaties had been signed 

in Paris in 1763.6 Whatever the inducements, however, it is clear that Grenada acquired a 

sizeable and vocal Scottish population very soon after cession. They made themselves known 

by passionately objecting to the religious toleration granted to the remaining French Catholic 

settlers, and, according to a contemporary, they "wanted to demolish all the French churches in 

the island."7 For MacQueen, a large anti-French Scottish population would have been one 

powerful incentive to emigrate. 

A second incentive was the vast amount of relatively unexploited land on Grenada, 

making it suitable for large-scale sugar production, the most lucrative enterprise of the eighteenth 

century. The French, who had controlled the island ever since their conquest (and near 

extennination) of the Caribs in the mid-seventeenth century, had established small freeholder 

plots raising indigo, coffee, cocoa, cotton, as well as sugar.8 Immediately following cessation, 

however, the British began amalgamating ceded plots into larger estates for more effective 

monocultural exploitation. As a result, by 1780 sugar production had already increased by 200 

percent and Grenada overall had become Britain's second most important export island in the 
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Caribbean after Jamaica.9 

A third factor pulling men like MacQueen was the fact that Grenada suffered from a 

severe shortage of whites in proportion to the black slaves and free coloreds--a chronic problem 

for the British West Indian plantocracy throughout the colonial period. Comparatively speaking, 

however, Grenada had an acute shortage, which can be attributed largely to the island's instability 

following its cession: the French captwe of the island in 1779, its return to Britain at the Treaty 

of Paris in 1784, and especially F edon' s rebellion of 1795-96. 

Fedon's Rebellion was the French-backed armed rebellion of Grenadian slaves and 

francophone free coloureds and whites, led by the free-colored planter, Julien Fedon, between 

March 1795 and July 1796.10 After a brief period of toleration immediately following Grenada's 

secession to the British in 1763, the French population on the island struggled under moW1ting 

legal restrictions on their language, religion, and right to hold public office. Free-coloured 

francophones suffered additional constraints which barred them from voting, holding any civil 

or military office, or acquiring more land. Matters only worsened in 1793 after France declared 

war on Britain, and the staunch Protestant Scot, Ninian Home, became Lieutenant Governor. 

Fedon and other free-colored settlers began plotting a revolt throughout 1794 and sought help 

from Jacobin agents working in the Caribbean. In February 1795, Fedon was made commandant 

general of Grenada for the revolutionary anny, and on March 1, captured three of the island's 

settlements in a surprise attack. There were several bloody engagements over the next year, 

during which time most of the anglophone whites fled to the capital, St. George's, while many 

of the island's slaves joined the rebels in the hopes of attaining freedom. By January 1796, 

F edon' s foices controlled all of Grenada save the capital. After the arrival of massive 
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reinforcements, the British were able to finally capture Fedon's camp (near his estate at 

Belvidere) in June, though not Fedon himself, who escaped and whose subsequent fate remains 

a mystery. The British carried out summary executions on most of the blacks caught, while rebel 

free coloureds faced show trials before their executions. Many of the rebel whites as well as some 

of the free-coloured officers were deported to non-British territories along the coast of Honduras. 

Rooting out all of the remaining insurgents took nearly another year. In all, the revolt involved 

150 whites and free coloureds, and over 7000 slaves, roughly half of the island total. 

Naturally, such a catastrophic upheaval greatly accelerated a trend where the ratio of 

whites to the rest ofthe population had progressively widened from one to two in 1700 to one to 

twenty-five in 1783, to one to sixty by 1806. By contrast, Jamaica and Dominica had ratios of 

one to eight and one to twelve, respectively, by the latter date. 11 Beginning in the 1 790s, the 

Grenada Assembly began passing a number of so-called "'deficiency laws" to try and stem a 

twenty-year decline in the absolute number of whites. Though unsuccessful in the long run, the 

laws at least pressured planters to offer incentives to prospective white immigrants such as 

MacQueen. 

Finally, Fedon's rebellion may paradoxically have been a further inducement to patriotic 

opportunists such as MacQueen. While the rebellion caused an estimated £2.5 million worth of 

damage according to one of the three surviving prisoners of Fedon, 12 it also brought many 

forfeited estates and a much weakened French Catholic influence on the island. 

MacQueen got a taste of the rebellion firsthand since rebels were still being sought out 

and prosecuted (i.e. executed or transported) well into 1797. 13 Details ofMacQueen's activities 

on Grenada until his return to Britain in 1810 are almost non-existent, mainly because there are 
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few surviving records from this tumultuous period. 14 He later noted that he managed Westerhall 

Estate (southern Grenada) for ··several years" and thus knew ·•every cane hole in it." The year 

that MacQueen arrived the estate had passed from Lady Johnstone, widow of Sir James 

Johnstone, to Sir William Pulteney. While with the estate, MacQueen mentions that he 

experimented with cultivating sugar-by the plough, but abandoned the practice because of expense 

and the unsuitability of the land. 15 MacQueen's analysis is probably correct for the most part, 

although Sheridan reminds us that planters were always fearful of the plough because it would 

unbalance the labour force by displacing the field hands during the off season, thus creating large 

numbers of idle slaves. 16 Grenadian planters after Fedon's rebellion would have found such a 

situation intolerable. 

While specific details on MacQueen in this period are lacking, the effects of F edon' s 

Rebellion on him and all of the whites are fairly clear. The extensive damage undennined any 

hopes that Grenada would become a major sugar producer. In fact, the island largely reverted to 

small-scale plantations and peasant agriculture. 17 The material devastation coupled with the 

psychological shock of the rebellion induced many whites to leave. Their population dwindled 

to an all-time low of only 633 in 1810, the year that MacQueen himself left. The slave 

population, too, began an unbroken decline after Pitt's 1805 Order in Council which abolished 

the slave trade to the newly acquired colonies and restricted any slave imports to three percent of 

the slave population. 18 The effects of the rebellion, in addition to abolition and the island's 

impatient planters who sought only to maximize short-term profits, rendered Grenada a dead end 

career for MacQueen. 
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While this part of his career was over, the long-tenn effects of the age of revolution on 

MacQueen would last a lifetime. The American and French revolutions sowed a pennanent 

distrust in MacQueen' s mind, wh.ile at the same time reinforcing his ·'British" identity. 19 This 

distrust would also, when coupled with his mercantilist background, give his later promotional 

work a sense of urgency about it, as MacQueen constantly insisted that Britain must be quick to 

get its share of the imperial pie. But Fedon's Rebellion had the most powerful, as well as 

personal, impact on MacQueen. The experience of attempting to rebuild Grenada into a viable 

sugar producer after the most serious upheaval in the island's history, and perhaps the most 

serious rebellion in British imperial history, clearly influenced his views regarding authority, 

property, slavery, and the French. For MacQueen, the Rebellion was the most hideous outgrowth 

of an age convulsed by revolutions in the name of"freedom" and "liberty." When these terms 

were used later in domestic debates over issues such as Catholic emancipation, slave 

emancipation, and the repeal of the Navigation Laws, sugar duties and Com Laws (for 

commercial emancipation), we can better understand MacQueen's violent reaction. 

Glasgow Merchant and Promoter 

Upon his return to Britain, MacQueen settled in Glasgow, where he immediately married 

and by 1813, had two children. 20 While Glasgow was close to where MacQueen had been raised, 

it was also another place where opportunity beckoned, especially for those with West Indian 

interests. The last two decades of the eighteenth century marked the beginning of Glasgow's 

··meteoric" rise in industrializ.ation, and Glasgow became one of Britain's most important ports, 

entrepots. and manufacturing centers. Glasgow had prospered earlier in the eighteenth century 
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by importing tobacco from the mainland colonies and exporting manufactured goods to the West 

lndies. But after the triangle trade with America was broken, at least temporarily, in 1776, sugar 

became the new money maker, and thus the West Indies occupied an even more important 

position for Glasgow. From this point until the end of the Napoleonic wars would be the ·~apogee 

of Glasgow's West India interest.n21 The city also became an integral part of the cotton boom 

at the tum of the century--as an importer, exporter, and manufacturer--when Britain made the 

transition from linen to cotton textiles. 22 Cotton would soon replace sugar as the most lucrative 

raw material. The West Indies were the first to export cotton to Glasgow, and became themselves 

a chief market for cotton manufactures, especially the cheap ""slave cloth." 

MacQueen maintained his West Indian connections through the wine and spirits trade. In 

the 1813 Glasgow Directory, MacQueen is listed as a proprietor of a "spirits-cellar'' working with 

the wine and rum merchants Mather, Carnegie, and Co. at their office in the Ton tine Back 

Buildings, which was in the heart of commercial Glasgow.23 By the 1820s, MacQueen had made 

a name for himself in the Scottish spirits industry-though not as a merchant, but as a publicist 

and lobbyist. Sometime before 1826 he became a "deputy'' for the spirits interest and 

corresponded with the Chancellor of the Exchequer regarding the unfairness of the high duties 

on spirits coming from England into Scotland. He was unsuccessful, at least in the short run, 

since he admitted to leaving the trade himself because of the high duties.24 Nevertheless this part 

of MacQueen's life is significant because it marks the beginning of his career as a professional 

agent fighting for a particular cause. Also characteristically, MacQueen was rewarded for his 

"disinterested" efforts by the group he represented, even ifhe was not successful in their cause. 

On June 21, 1826, he was given a dinner and a silver cup, on which it was inscribed: 



A Tribute 
from Scotch Distillers 

To James M'Queen. Esq. 
For his efficient and disinterested exertions as a Public Writer. in support of a Free Trade in 

Spirits between Scotland and England. l 826!' 
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By the time that the Scottish distillers acknowledged MacQueen, he had already been 

writing publicly for more than a decade, primarily through the medium of the newspaper. His 

first polemical writing endeavour, however, goes back to 1813, when he published a pamphlet~ 

sized regional study of the Russian Empire.26 Such a work may not seem polemical at first 

glance, until one traces its evolution. The next year MacQueen incorporated this work into a 

much larger book on the military events between 1812 and 1814, which he revised yet again the 

succeeding year.27 At one level, this huge work, spanning over 1000 pages, was simply another 

mediocre narrative of contemporary events. As part of what Linda Colley has identified as ··the 

new cult of elite heroism" which began at the end of the eighteenth century, MacQueen's book 

emphasized the deeds of the great men of the military struggle against France. 28 But as the 

subtitle suggests, the book is also a catalogue of the destruction resulting in the wake of the 

French Revolution, both from Napoleon's armies and from the subversive effects of the ideas of 

the Revolution. In fact, the book can be seen as sort of a personal catharsis, and a public rejection 

of all that MacQueen had experienced during the "'Age of Revolution," especially all of the 

rebellions fought in the name of "liberty.n It is also significant because it was the first public 

expression of his views, and marks the beginning of a method he would employ the rest of his life 

in order to comment, to promote and to defend. 

The actual research or writing was poor in places, but MacQueen wrote forcefully, and 
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persuasively, making especially good use of statistics to support his many claims. ln his 

.. Abstract of the Destruction of Mankind Since the French Revolution," for example, MacQueen 

figured that 7,204,340 people were killed or wounded as a result of the French wars. Even more 

impressive. or incredible, are his calculations for the destruction of property: £2,727,748,000 for 

--Robberies and Confiscations in France," and a grand total of £7,119,307,446 damage to all 

European nations. He concluded "'such is a faint and but a faint sketch indeed of the system of 

robbery and oppression exercised in France during the golden days of Liberty and Equality ... 

From the General downwards, plunder was the order of the day; and the Liberty and Equality 

which they carried along with them, entitled them, as they conceived, to make everyone alike, 

with regard to property."29 One cannot help but think that memories of Grenada were at the back 

ofMacQueen's mind when writing these passages. Though never mentioned directly in the book, 

Fedon's rebellion is never far from the surface. By seeing this work as a polemic reaffinning the 

sanctity of authority and property, the opening chapter on Russian "geography" makes more 

sense. According to MacQueen, both the Russian land and the Russian people dealt Napoleon 

his first serious defeat because Russia "was well adapted for protracted warfare, her population 

less contaminated with those baleful principles, which had taught the other nations of Europe that 

any other government and authority was better than their own."30 MacQueen's admiration of the 

Russians and revulsion of the French would last his entire lifetime. For example, his book on the 

causes of the Crimean War written nearly forty years later had to be one of the few which 

defended the Russians (who had only expanded their empire modestly compared to the French 

and English) and blamed the conflict on the French. Among the reasons found by MacQueen for 

the French aggression was revenge for Napoleon's defeat in 1812 and a Catholic conspiracy.31 
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Promoting an Empire in Africa, 1820-21 

In 1821, MacQueen published another book, this time on African geography. A 

Geographical and Commercial View of Northern and Central Africa was not such a radical 

change from his earlier work as its subject suggests.32 An analysis of this book as a work of 

geography, and where it fits into British geography, will be dealt with in detail in chapter five; 

and as a polemic for justifying slavery wili be examined in the next chapter. Here I wish to 

explore MacQueen' s scheme for establishing a British empire in Africa, a dream which infonned 

virtually all of his future work. 

It was no coincidence that MacQueen became interested in African geography specifically. 

Firstly because he ·'discovered" the continent in the completely conventional way of reading 

Mungo Park's immensely popular Journey into the Interior Districts of Africa in the Years I 795, 

1796 and 1797 (London, 1799), a work which went through four editions within a few years, and 

has since never been out ofprint.33 But as much as Park's Travels may have been an interesting 

read in itself. it was the context in which it was read that was the deciding factor for MacQueen' s 

geographical career. At the beginning of Northern and Central Africa he described how his initial 

inspiration came while he was managing Westerhall Estate: 

[There] I had Mandingo Negroes under my charge, who were well acquainted with the Joliba. 34 They 
knew the name perfectly from hearing me pronounce it in reading Mr. Park's book. I also knew a Houssa 
[i.e. Hausa] Negro, who said he rowed Mr. Park across the Niger. These things naturally attracted my 
attention; and being fond of geographical subjects, I endeavoured to collect all the accounts which I 
could concerning the features of that country on the Upper Niger, as well as from Negroes as from 
gentlemen of my acquaintance, who had obtained their sources from similar information. H 

Britain's transatlantic imperial nexus within which MacQueen worked exposed him to Africa 

directly. Though he would go on to become a leading authority on this part of the world, 

MacQueen's tenure as a plantation manager in the West Indies would be the closest he would 
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ever come to Africa. 

Mac Queen devoted most of Northern and C entra/ Africa to outlining a grand though 

fairly specific plan for erecting a new British empire in the interior of West Africa. In other 

words. the British Empire was still at the heart of his public work; only now he was providing 

specific proposals, not just a general commentary on the state of things. MacQueen's Africa 

scheme would remain a lifetime pursuit, and marks his transition from merely a writer, to a 

publicist, lobbyist, and critic, hoping to use his writing to effect specific changes in policies as 

well as attitudes. 

Though MacQueen later became bitter about receiving almost no recognition for his 

geographical theories, it soon becomes clear in Northern and Central Africa that geographical 

discussions were only a abstract means to a material end. As his title suggests, much of the book 

is devoted to the ·'commercial" view of West Africa, which meant a simple description and 

analysis ofa region's potential commercial value to Britain. Thus interspersed with MacQueen's 

specifically geographical sections are more general descriptions of certain regions' resources, 

manufactures, and inhabitants (noting especially whether they were peaceable or warlike, traders 

or fanners ). One of the criticisms that MacQueen later levelled against the journal of the popular 

explorer Hugh Cl~pperton36 was his failure to provide both a "geographical and commercial 

view" of Sokoto (a region in central West Africa): ''Not a syllable is said about the countries to 

the northward and to the westward, whether they were fertile or barren, mountainous or plain; nor 

is a syllable said about their people, their cities, their rivers, if they have any, or the distances and 

bearings, from Sackatoo [Sokoto ], of any one of them. "37 Put together, the "geographical and 

commercial views" were designeci, MacQueen stated bluntly, to encourage Britain, specifically 
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the British government, .. to explore Central Africa to its deepest recesses--[and] to acquire 

command and control over the whole of its trade. ''38 In other words, MacQueen put forward a 

blueprint for informal imperial control. 

The Niger River was the highway by which exploration and control would take place, 

since, .. rivers are the roads in the Torrid Zone."39 Thus MacQueen's entire plan-which takes up 

nearly half of Northern and Central Africa-♦♦hinged on the Niger emptying into the Bight of 

Biafra. Recognizing this, a contemporary reviewer suspected MacQueen's convenient 

assumption that all of the major rivers emptied into the Niger (and the Niger into the sea)."0 

Indeed, according to MacQueen' s map and his logic, the Niger Delta provided access to virtually 

the entire interior of Northern Africa, south of the Sahara and west of the Nile. (Map 1.1) 

MacQueen proposed that after acquiring a charter from the government, the newly created 

commercial company would control and exploit those interior regions where the Niger and its 

branches reached. Only two stations would be needed: an inland base to be used as a depot, and 

presumably for maintaining internal control, which could be put at the fork of the Niger and the 

Gir (Benue ); and a station at the mouth of the Oil Rivers-which MacQueen was arguing was the 

outlet of the Niger--to control access and maintain Britain's monopoly of the interior trade. The 

··station that nature points out," argued MacQueen, was the island of Fernando Po, little more than 

100 miles away in the Bight of Biafra.41 With infonnal control established through collaboration 

with native princes, the British could commence forming plantations to grow produce, using 

indigenous slave labour. The scheme would benefit both Britain and Africa: the former by giving 

her fresh colonies to replace the old ones (colonies being the basis for national power), and the 

latter by teaching her ••civilization" through ""legitimate" industry. Civilization, contingent upon 
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the end of the slave trade and the abolition of slavery itself, would not come, argued MacQueen, 

·•till the native princes are taught that they may be rich without selling men--and till Africa is 

sho'Yln, that it is in the labour and industry of her population, and in the cultivation of her soil, that 

true wealth exists .• ,.i::? 

What ever else one may say about MacQueen' s position on slavery, he did have a 

sophisticated enough understanding of the subject to see it in its larger context-that is, a system 

of labour serving a larger imperial structure. For MacQueen, slavery was only one element within 

a web of relationships within the British Empire: between the slaves and the ruling class in the 

colonies, the colonies and the mother country, other British colonies with the Empire, and 

Britain's relationship to other imperial countries. Slavery could not be separated from these other 

elements (though as seen in the next chapter, as the emancipation debate became more heated, 

MacQueen's scope narrowed considerably). At this time, however, his discussion of slavery and 

emancipation was inextricably linked to his genuine attempt to fit them into the British imperial 

system generally. 

From the beginning of his public writing on the subject, MacQueen claimed to desire the 

ultimate emancipation of all slaves. When Britain erected its empire in Africa as he hoped it 

would, he maintained that "it must never be forgotten, that not time and nor opportunity ought 

to be lost in making freedom universal in Africa. ,,.u But true liberation in Africa, MacQueen 

believed, would only come when "legitimate trade" became a real alternative to selling slaves. 

What retarded African progress, as any good self•interested entrepreneur understood, was a lack 

of stability wrought by the slave system itself: 

Nothing can be done--nothing will ever be done, to alter their [the Africans'] present indolent and 
inactive mode oflife, till justice and general security are spread throughout these extensive regions. It 



would be vain to expect industry or exenion on their parts, in order to procure the comforts and luxuries 
of life, when no one can call any thing he may possess his own, or where the superior wealth which he 
does possess serves only to mark him out as the prey of the unfeeling robber or sovereign despot."" 
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MacQueen 's solution for this uncertain environment was the British and the stability of 

the colonial system: ··colonization, fixed and stable, can alone render ... [Africa] any permanent 

benefit.'' MacQueen advocated a policy of infonnal rule in Africa, where existing native 

structures would be utilized as much as possible to fit the British imperial system. This 

arrangement of infonnal domination would gradually "create the labour in which freemen would 

be employed," and thus the old system would slowly but inevitably give way to a new system 

based on free labour. But the transition would be a natural evolution, not a forced--and thus 

violent--change. In other words, emancipation would not come 

till time prepared ... [the Africans'] minds for the change, and till a general system of industry, and influx 
of wealth from labour, enabled the freemen and their chiefs to emancipate their slaves, without reducing 
themselves to beggary and want: In short, till the one could procure labour to earn his subsistence, and 
the other free labourers to keep up his [sic] fonner rank and independence.•' 

The last quotation best exemplifies MacQueen's lack of understanding of indigenous 

slavery in Africa, which differed greatly from the plantation slavery used by Europeans in the 

New World. MacQueen assumed that indigenous African slavery was basically like the European 

colonial slave system, where slaves were simply the labour element (as well as chattel) in a larger 

economic system. In fact, at the risk of oversimplification, African slavery was a form of"social 

death," to use Orlando Patterson's phrase, where slaves fanned a separate caste outside of society, 

yet remained a contributor to that society at all levels-slaves were indeed labourers, but also 

step-brothers and sisters, civil administrators, soldiers, generals, even rulers owning a great 

number of slaves themselves . .i6 Like most of his cowitrymen writing on Africa at the time, 

MacQueen got most of his information from ancient scholars such as Ptolemy, and European 
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was W1substantiated theory at best, and even the eye-witness observations made by Park were 

treated simply as colourful details with which MacQueen could paste onto asswnptions based on 

West Indian slavery and his own conservative views of the social order. When he argued that the 

indigenous slave system must be• maintained for the time being so as not to reduce native 

landowners ·10 beggary and want," one cannot help but think that he was referring to West Indian 

planters. 

On the other hand, MacQueen's analysis of the African-European slave trade, and the best 

means to suppress it, was more perceptive. The corollary to his assertion that only legitimate 

commerce could eliminate African slavery in any meaningful way was that force was useless. 

Thus the British policy of suppressing the slave trade via the naval patrol along the African 

coastline was not only a waste of money and men, but a hopeless cause as well. The suppression 

campaign was partially based on the premise, forwarded by the abolitionists, that cutting off the 

external market would dry up the internal sources in Africa itself. MacQueen rejected this logic 

entirely: 

Were the European abolition rendered ever so effectual--were all the traffic with the other places 
previously enumerated abolished, still this would scarcely dry up one tear that flows to swell the tide of 
African misery. Millions are still slaves--slaves to slaves in Africa. It is in Africa, therefore, that this 
evil must be rooted out-by African hands and African exenions chiefly that it can be destroyed. It is a 
waste of time and a waste of means and an aggravation of the disorder, to keep lopping off the smaller 
branches of a malignant, vigorous and reproductive plant, while the root and stem remain uninjured, 
carefully supplied with nourishmen~ and beyond our reach. 

MacQueen suggested that the money spent on suppression could have been spent much more 

usefully on imperialism to eradicate slavery: 

Half the sums we have expended in this manner. would have planted us firmly in lnterior Africa, and 
rooted up slavery forever. Only teach [the Africans] and shew them that we will give them more for their 
produce than for the hand that rears it, and the work is done. All other methods and means will prove 
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MacQueen adamantly opposed Britain's suppression campaign until late in his life. Britain never 

gave it up; in fact, it was expanded greatly in the 1840s. But in that time the campaign also 

created a large number of critics who ranged from Thomas Carlyle to Joseph Sturge. 

In these early years of the 1820s, MacQueen's ideas and interests bridged both the colonial 

and humanitarian sides of the slavery question. On the one hand, MacQueen' s prescription for 

freedom in Africa was the British colonial system. If African freedom and civilization were the-­

at least professed-goals of British policy, then only a British empire in Africa could establish the 

security, structure and ''civilization" necessary for such goals. Moreover, this empire, like its 

predecessors since the reign of Elizabeth I, had to be a monopoly, at least in the first few years 

of the charter. Already aware of anti-mercantilist sentiments in Britain, MacQueen argued that 

·1he reasons urged against the exclusive privilege of trade to a civilized state do not apply in this 

instance. The trade, open to all, would create conflicting interests, which would retard and 

endanger, if not altogether prevent the accomplishment of the ... ultimate object in view.''°'8 The 

British West Indian planters used the same argwnents to justify slavery and their protective duties 

on sugar. Furthermore, for MacQueen and the West Indians, the whole imperial system had to 

be underpinned by the principle of the inviolacy of property md authority-indeed the lack of this 

principle was the root of the problem of African progress, as well as a threat to the West India 

colonies. Finally, MacQueen also agreed with the West Indians that the continuation of the 

foreign slave trade also jeopardized the colonies. He told Viscollllt Melville that without the 

complete stoppage to the transatlantic flow of slaves to Britain's colonial competitors, "ruin swift 

and inevitable will overtake all our West India Colonies, and with their fall a deep and perhaps 



incurable wound must be inflicted on other Colonial establishments. "49 

On the other hand, MacQueen may have had more in common with the humanitarians at 

this point in his life since they made up the major portion of those British who were interested 

in Africa at all. Their chief concem was Sierra Leone, the colony founded by the African 

mstitution in l 787 for freed slaves, and taken over by the government in 1807. Moreover, British 

policy toward Africa throughout most of the nineteenth centw-y was conducted through the Slave 

Trade Department (telling in itself), a special department of the Foreign Office created in 1819, 

and which was dominated by antislavery proponents. MacQueen never tired of publishing 

Zachary Macaulay's comment made in 1807 to the governor of Sierra Leone, Thomas Ludlam, 

that: ··I have no doubt that the government will be disposed to adopt almost any plan which we 

may propose to them with respect to Africa., provided we will but save them the trouble of 

thinking."50 The most notable antislavery influence in the government was James Stephen, Jr. 

( I 789-1859), however, who dominated colonial policy from this period until the late 1840s. 51 

In the end., however, MacQueen differed considerably from both sides. The antislavery 

concern for Africa really did not extend beyond Sierra Leone, and even barely here, witil after 

British emancipation in 1833. This indifference made their preponderant influence over Britain's 

Africa policy even more problematic for MacQueen. Furthermore, he wholeheartedly objected 

to Sierra Leone as a British base for anything-as a colony for freed slaves, as a base from which 

to expand into the interior, or even as a base for the antislavery blockade to which MacQueen also 

objected: "[Sierra Leone] is a grave for Europeans; and whoever turns his eye to the map, will 

readily perceive that it is the worst chosen station on all the coast of Africa for an extensive 

political or commercial establishment ... it has nothing in it or about it that ever can give it an 
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ascendancy in Africa. "52 

In light ofhis later fame as a West Indian spokesman, MacQueen's differences with the 

West India interests stand out more prominently. His objection to the antislavery blockade was 

a major difference between them. After abolition, the West Indian merchants and planters 

became the Antislavery Squadron's most avid supporters, since it was engaged essentially in 

suppressing foreign competition by curtailing the flow of labour to the West Indies. While 

MacQueen agreed that the foreign slave trade would ultimately be the death of the British West 

India colonies, he disagreed as to the remedy to stop it. Another difference was MacQueen' s 

interest in Africa, a place which the West India plantocracy could not have cared less about after 

abolition of the slave trade in 1807. (Even before then their interest only extended to superficial 

assessments of the different African ethnic groups in an effort to know which were good labourers 

and less likely to rebel.53
) This same marginal interest resurfaced in the late 1830s when West 

lndian planters once again looked to Africa for labour, only at this point for .. emigrants"--another 

policy which MacQueen opposed. 

MacQueen' s interest in Africa revealed a far more ftmdamental difference, though. While 

the West India lobby was looking to prop up a 200-year old system, MacQueen was looking to 

erect an entirely new empire elsewhere. Why? Because in 182 l he recognized that 

Our West India colonies are ... on the decline. The system that made them is destroyed; and it is quite 
certain, that a revolution of internal establishments, violent or gradual, is not far distan~ either of which 
will work such a change as will render these possessions of linle value as commercial colonies. They 
are also daily getting more and more into contact with dangerous and ambitious neighbours, which must 
render the tenure of these possessions more insecure, and perhaps force us into future contexts, the 
expences attending which, the parent state may, from their altered economy, grudge to bear.'4 

At first this seems a stunning admission in light of MacQueen, s reputation as the champion of 

the West Indies only four years later. MacQueen believed that Britain's West India colonies 
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retained their value for the time being, but without a steady supply of labour, with revolution and 

rebellion having convulsed the Caribbean for more than thirty years, with every other European 

power firmly planted in the region, and with a great dependence on the United States, the 

economic potential of these colonies would only decline farther. Yet the transition to a new 

empire in Africa did not mean that the West Indies were to be abandoned. The maintenance of 

the plantocracy's authority and property was not only guaranteed under British law, but essential 

to future imperial endeavours elsewhere. 

MacQueen claimed that the new plantations under the control of his African company 

would reap even larger benefits for both Africa and Britain than the old colonies because all of 

the conditions would be the same except transporting the labour across the Atlantic. In fact, the 

slave trade, MacQueen argued, was a large mistake because it both retarded African civilization 

and kept the price of planting high: "'The great error committed by her [Africa's] Princes, and all 

Europeans who have hitherto held communications with Africa, is, that they withdraw the labours 

of Africa to cultivate other quarters of the world, in place of fixing its exertions to the soil which 

gives it birth."55 With only minor adjustments, this plan would remain MacQueen's imperialist 

manifesto for the next four decades, as he ceaselessly lobbied private and public individuals to 

adopt it. 

Indeed MacQueen began pressuring influential people before the publication of Northern 

and Central Africa in 182 l. In 1820 MacQueen went to London temporarily, and presented the 

various departments of the government with a memorial that outlined the same basic principles 

as the plan forwarded in his book. After lobbying the Colonial Office, the Board of Trade, the 
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Board of Control. and the Admiralty, MacQueen still failed to attract official support for his plan. 

MacQueen 's plans for Africa are interesting because of how they bridge both the old 

British empire and 'Nhat was to be the ·~new" or ''second" British Empire. On the one hand, 

MacQueen saw the vast commercial and imperial opportunities to exploit in West Africa at a time 

when British interest in the continent could hardly have been lower, and anticipated several 

British policies toward Africa late in the century. His plan for an inland empire, with the Niger 

as its primary artery, was eventually adopted by some of Britain's most influential Africa 

enthusiasts, most notably, Thomas Fowell Buxton and the Africa Civilization Society in the late 

l 830s and early 40s. By this time Buxton was arguing (with consultations from MacQueen) that 

the .. remedy" for the slave trade was "self evident: we must obtain the positions which command 

the Niger.''56 MacQueen's oft-repeated observations that rivers were the strategic points for 

imperial control and the "'highways" into the commercial heartland of Africa reminds one of H.M. 

Stanley's similar attempt at strategic-river promotion, in his famous letter published in the Daily 

Telegraph (London) in 1877 regarding the Congo river: 

I feel convinced that the question of this mighty water•way will become a political one in time ... I could 
prove to you the Power possessing the Congo, despite the cataracts, would absorb in itself the trade of 
the whole enormous basin behind. The river is and will be the grand highway of commerce to West 
Central Africa. 57 

And MacQueen' s argument that only the pursuit of legitimate commerce would eradicate 

indigenous African slavery, and thus the slave trade, was most famously promoted by the 

missionary-explorer David Livingstone, who adopted the ·'commerce and Christianity first" 

approach to the problem of African slavery in the l 850s. 58 Ironically, later British imperialists 

were more accepting of indigenous slavery in Africa; as Michael Twaddle has recently observed, 

For the Englishmen ... who brought many of the remaining independent areas of Africa under British 



colonial control in the late nineteenth century, the abolition of Caribbean slavery in the I 830s appeared 
to have been largely ·a failure'. The British partitioners of Africa were determined not co repeat this 
·failure'. Though •anti-slavery' was one of their principal watchwords ... British officials were concerned 
to preserve indigenous slave systems in Africa for as long as possible, provided that the grosser methods 
of slave-acquisition by plwider or purchase were phased out. because of their convenience as sources of 
labour for the new order. 39 

.p 

This acceptance of slavery while professing antislavery platitudes had been MacQueen' s strategy 

from the beginning. Finally, MacQueen's call for the imposition of imperial control as the 

panacea for an unstable environment wrought by war and slavery, which had hitherto prevented 

Africans from pursuing any legitimate livelihood, was echoed very clearly three-quarters of a 

century later by Joseph Chamberlain, when contemplating war with the Asante: 

I think the duty of this country in regard to all these savage cowitries over which we are called upon to 
exercise some sort of dominion is to establish, at the earliest possible date, Pax Britannica, and force 
these people co keep the peace amongst themselves ... The people are not a bad people. The natives are, 
on the whole, perfectly willing to work ... but in such cases as that which we are considering [i.e. war 
with King Prempe of Asante], the government is so atrociously bad that they are not allowed to do so. 
No man is safe in the enjoyment of his own property, and as long as that is the case, no one has any 
inducement to work. 60 

On the other hand, the kind of empire MacQueen hoped to establish, as well as the 

methods he hoped to establish it by, were thoroughly mercantilist. He hoped to get a charter from 

the government, which granted his company monopoly rights as well as government protection, 

in order to establish plantations worked by slaves. These ideas were almost as old as the British 

Empire itself, dating back to the very first British colonies in North America and the Caribbean, 

though they would resurface as "'neo-mercantilist" ideas in the new empire.61 Living in a period 

between the two mercantilist empires, MacQueen failed to get any official support for state­

sponsored expansion. A potential patron told him as much while he was lobbying in London. 

After examining MacQueen's plan, James, Duke of Montrose (1755-1836), noted that he was 

impressed with MacQueen's research and agreed that hls geographical theories ""seemed 

consistent with the facts,·· but ultimately could not grant his support, for reasons similar to the 
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government's. He explained to MacQueen: .. I believe Individual Enterprise is the only chance 

of making these discoveries, as the Government of this country does not appear inclined, and is 

not perhaps well calculated to embark on expeditions of this nature or even to settle 

Establishments on the Island near the Shore, much less the lnterior."62 

Undeterred by Montrose, MacQueen returned to Glasgow at the end of 1820, convinced 

that the problem was not with his plan, but with its promotion. Like all imperial ventures since 

the days of Queen Eliz.abeth, MacQueen's plan relied on both government protection and public 

investment~ both of which by the tum of the nineteenth century, could be shaped by external 

pressure--the campaign against the slave trade being the greatest example of this. MacQueen's 

first step in applying this pressure had been to publish Northern and Central Africa. His second 

was to acquire a newspaper. 

Initiation into Public Polemics: Editor of the Glasgow Courier, 1821-

In the early 1820s, probably 1821, MacQueen became editor and proprietor of the 

Glasgow Courier, which he ran out of his wine and spirits business office.63 That he initially 

entered the newspaper business to promote his Africa scheme is suggested by a comment he made 

to his friend, fellow conservative, and publisher, William Blackwood, in 1820: that from this 

period on his "chief object with regards to Africa is publicity.'164 Blackwood himself had only 

just recently started his own monthly magazine in 1817 as a "massive reinforcement for the Tory 

counter-attack on the Whig press. ,'6s Both Blackwood and MacQueen widerstood that owning 

a newspaper provided the perfect medium by which to air one's views on numerous issues. 

MacQueen not only focussed on Africa, but as we have seen, fought for free trade in spirits, and, 
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as we shall see in the next chapter, increasingly wrote on slavery and ·"colonial" (usually West 

Indian) issues generally. Here [ would only like to examine how MacQueen's ten years in the 

newspaper business shaped his skills and methods as a polemicist, as well as the general 

significance of the Glasgow Courier. 

Newspapers in early nineteenth-century Britain had most of the component parts of one 

today, only interests have shifted and the journalistic standards seemed to have been somewhat 

looser, or at least looser in different areas. As MacQueen's experience shows, a paper's 

proprietor, publisher, printer, and editor might be different, or they might be one and the same.66 

Most of the news was commercial or political, with some local news, the occasional arts section, 

·•curious" stories, and letters to the editor filling in elsewhere. In the main, the news came from 

either a ·•private" correspondent, or was "'borrowed" from another paper. The former was a vague 

catch-all phrase to make any source s0W1d legitimate. Oftentimes these sources were not private, 

or at least not exclusive, as several papers relied on the same source. For example, one scholar 

points out that the Courier shared a London correspondent with its liberal rival, the Glasgow 

Chronic/e.67 A more common practice among newspapers was simply to clip out articles in other 

papers, edit them if need be, and print them with or without acknowledgement from the original 

source. Many of MacQueen's articles got wide circulation throughout Britain and especially 

throughout the colonies in this way. 

Because of the emphasis on political and commercial news, which centered, of coW'Se, on 

the metropolis, and without independent access to the Parliamentary chambers for their reporters 

until 1881, Scottish newspapers suffered from a particularly vulnerable position. Thus they were 

forced to rely heavily on these practices and borrowed liberally, especially from London papers. 
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The Courier defended this ·mutual appropriation system' as late as mid-century. Cowan 

concludes that ··so long as the Scottish newspaper was merely parasitic, editing differed so little 

from typesetting that one control [i.e. manager] sufficed for the two processes. "68 

The tri-weekly Glasgow Courier had been one of the many Scottish newspapers born out 

of the tumult of the revolutionary period, which became a real awakening for Scottish political 

consciousness. As Bruce Lenman notes, in 1782 there were eight newspapers in Scotland; by 

1790 there were twenty-seven.69 The Glasgow Courier had always been a conservative paper 

ever since William Reid and Company founded it in 1791, and remained so until the paper's 

demise in 1866. The paper's circulation was never great (about 400 in 1837 and peaking at 1025 

in 1843 7°); but it was during MacQueen 's tenure as editor that it became a paper of some repute, 

known for its unswerving opinions and forceful prose. One Victorian writer stated in the l 870s 

that .. I know ofno journal, past or present, better deserving the name of 'Conservative' than did 

the Glasgow Courier. It upheld everything."71 By 1823, the Courier had become the bastion 

of high Toryism in the Scottish West because ofMacQueen's work and because the two other 

.. militant Tory" papers, the Glasgow Sentinel and the Clydesdale Journal, had, by then, both 

failed. 72 Toe Courier opposed every major reform in this period, including Catholic emancipation 

and Parliamentary reform, but the Courier's defence of slavery Wltil the very last day before 

emancipation made its longest lasting impression. In 1890, twenty-five years after the paper had 

folded and nearly sixty years since emancipation, one Glasgow editor still described the Courier 

as ""hyper-Tory in its politics, as well as pro-slavery."73 

MacQueen's work at the Glasgow Courier taught him the skills and methods for fighting 

in a public medium, which were to become immensely important assets for his career. He 
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developed an even sharper edge to his style, making him appear strong and unswerving to 

supporters, and extreme and ruthless to his enemies. The experience also made him far more 

political: public issues and arguments were taken personally, and personal issues often were 

made public. Nothing was off limits, nothing too personal, no language too extreme. For 

example, in the summer of 1826 MacQueen published details about a domestic dispute between 

James Cameron, a local Glasgow bookseller, and his wife. Such tabloid-level stories were rare, 

though not unheard of. But we soon learn that MacQueen ran the story not to exploit a good 

piece of gossip, but to punish someone who had allowed an antislavery petition into his 

bookshop. When Cameron complained about this thinly-veiled breach of public trust, MacQueen 

responded by offering more lurid details of the case. He concluded with a piece of sarcastic 

advice which demonstrates well how politics (in this case, the politics of slavery) had infected 

MacQueen: 

we would counsel James Cameron, as he evidently wants that •sense and good feeling' which could 
direct him and prompt him to treat a white woman, his wife, as he ought to treat her, to apply to, and this 
without delay, to his African brothers (all men are brothers) ... for one of his spare wives. Being the 
colour at present most in vogue, and which obtains the highest consideration, she might be more to his 
taste. 1

~ 

After a similar incident only two months earlier, another victim hoped to be pointing out the 

obvious when he attacked MacQueen and his co-publisher for "prostituting the advantage which 

you possess as the publishers. ,,,s 

As petty, extreme and ruthless as we find these examples now, and as many readers did 

then as well, the above incidents and ones like them nevertheless contributed to MacQueen' s 

reputation as a powerful polemicist. In fact, it seems that MacQueen was even tame by 

newspaper standards, and was universally praised as editor of the Glasgow Courier, except by 
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the abolitionists. For example, when it seemed that MacQueen was going to leave Glasgow and 

start a newspaper in London in 1825 (an idea from grateful colonials in the West Indies that 

ultimately did not materialize), the liberal and antislavery journal The Glasgow Free Press had 

this to say about MacQueen: 

although we differ from Mr. M'Queen on many questions connected with West Indian slavery, as well 
as from his Tory opinions, yet we have always been disposed to pay tribute to the zeal and perserverence 
"ith which he unifonnly advocated the cause he thought right. As a political opponent, we have found 
rvtr. M"Queen decided and fair; and opposed to us as the Glasgow Courier is ... we cannot avoid seizing 
this opportunity of stating that, personally, we shall part with its present Editor without an unkind feeling, 
as we shall find. we suspect. few so calculated as he, to soften the asperity of newspaper warfare, by 
candour and fairness-however strongly tincrured by the prejudices of the party. We wish we could say 
as much for some of our contemporaries ... 71) 

For those whom MacQueen supported, he was an invaluable champion of their cause, 

demonstrated clearly by the number of "rewards" MacQueen received. Already by 1826, after 

only five years of serious public writing, he had been rewarded by the London Committee of West 

India Merchants and Planters, the Jamaica Assembly, the Grenada Assembly, and as noted, the 

Scotch distillers-all for his ''disinterested exertions as a public writer." Thus MacQueen's work 

at the Courier marks the real beginning of his public life as either a spokesman or a target on 

conservative issues. Though he had published before-between 1813-1 S and in 1821-the Courier 

provided MacQueen with both a reliable medium through which to air his views, as well as a 

guaranteed audience. More importantly, though, the newspaper business allowed him to apply 

short, sharp, and direct pressure on lesser issues of public policy, which had more chance of 

success than the grand plans made in a monograph. 

These plans remained a lifetime pursuit, but already by 1820 it was apparent that they 

were anachronistic. That MacQueen anticipated several ideas and justifications regarding 
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expansion into Africa during the second empire, based on his experience with the first empire. 

highlights the similarities between the two, especially the emphasis on state control. 

Unfortunately for MacQueen, however, he would not live long enough to see any of these ideas 

come to fruition, but instead, as the succeeding chapters will show, left his legacy on smaller 

projects of empire-building, either in the old empire of the West Indies, or in the groundwork for 

imperial endeavours in a new empire in Africa. 

With experience from the West Indies, opportwlities in Africa, and skills acquired in 

Glasgow, MacQueen began his public career as an imperialist. In 1821 he was already forty-three 

years old. Yet his work in attempting to shape the post-war British Empire would span the next 

forty-three years. 
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Chapter 2 

Informal Agent: 
Defending Slavery and the West lndia Colonies, 1824-1833 

··And who is this Mr. MacQueenT So asked the somewhat bewildered London 

newspaper. The New Times. in September 1824, which found itself and the antislavery cause 

under siege by a new voice in the emancipation debate. 1 Although MacQueen had written 

publicly about slavery in Northern and Central Africa in 1821, 1824 is the year when he came 

to national prominence--either as a powerful and "'disinterested" authority, according to those 

with West Indian interests, or as an obnoxious and radical pro-slavery "mercenary," according 

to antislavery proponents. From 1824 until the final passage of the Emancipation Act in the 

summer of 1833, MacQueen maintained this dual image with a prolific output of material written 

in a style he had learned from the newspaper business: forceful, personal, and antagonistic. 

As mentioned in the introduction, MacQueen has held a somewhat anomalous position 

in slavery and antislavery scholarship as well, with numerous references but little critical analysis 

of his views or significance. The weak analyses ofMacQueen's contribution to the slavery issue 

are related to the scholarship of the pro-slavery interests in Britain at this time generally. The 

overwhelming focus of most historians of this subject has been on antislavery, which has enjoyed 

a lively and innovative scholarship, especially after the publication of Eric Williams' 

controversial Capitalism and Slavery in 1944.2 On the other hand, the assessments ofpra.slavery 

proponents-their motives, arguments and methods-have been based largely upon assumptions, 

if not ignored altogether. With few exceptions, they have been portrayed as the established and 

monolithic defenders of the status quo. For example, Williams' chapter on the West India interest 
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in his classic work is essentially a long list of various opulent merchants and planters, who. 

through their rotten boroughs, bought with rotten money, scrambled to block abolitionist 

initiatives, particularly in Parliament.3 David Brion Davis, who has traced the contours of the 

antislavery debate with the most precision, still describes the West Indian planters as men ··who 

were still living in an eighteenth-century world, [and] had little comprehension of the changes 

taking place in English society.',4 Along a similar vein, Seymour Drescher argues that .. the 

antiabolitionist response followed a fairly set pattern during the entire half-century after 1788. 

Occasionally, the slave interest could mount a vigorous counter•attack at the beginning of a new 

escalation in the campaign or in the wake of slave uprisings."5 These general conclusions 

represent the limits of mainstream analysis on this side of the slavery debate. 

But these summary statements about the West India interest have obvious shortcomings. 

What was the West India interest's "'cowiter•attack" based on? What status quo were they trying 

to defend?-•the one in which they ceaselessly claimed "distress"? Or the one in which they faced 

the constant public criticisms of their system? 

Furthennore, the few studies that have focused on the proponents of the slave system after 

abolition in 1807, such as those by Ragatz, Douglas Hall or Barry Higman, have shown that the 

West India body suffered from a great deal of internal conflict and disorganiz.ation, and mounted 

anything but a strong and consistent defence of their cause. Still, these works concentrate on the 

metropolis, especially the work of the Committee of West India Merchants and Planters in 

London.6 Such a focus distorts the importance of the Committee and the "interest" generally, 

glosses over tensions between the metropolis, the provinces and the colonies, and diminishes the 

importance of other pro-slavery advocates. 
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An examination of MacQueen 's work throughout the l 820s and early 30s advocating 

slavery and defending the West India colonies themselves highlights some of the weaknesses and 

gaps in the scholarship. MacQueen was not an official member of the Committee of Merchants 

and Planters, nor any formal West India "'interest," not even the local Glasgow West India 

Association in his home city, and thus does not fit the traditional anti-antislavery mould. He only 

became a plantation owner himself in 1829, a fact he and other West Indians emphasized to 

demonstrate his objectivity. MacQueen also differed considerably from the main West India body 

because he himself believed and stated that the West India colonies were on the decline, and 

looked to Africa for new commercial and imperial opportunities. 

Yet despite his differences with the established West India interests, MacQueen was well 

knoMt as one of the staunchest defenders of slavery and the West India colonies. One poetical 

pamphleteer, parodying the antislavery viewpoint, singled out MacQueen by name and put him 

alongside the West India Committee and other pro-slavery publications: 

For we've had many a bruising rub, 
From the: abhorr"d Wi:st India club, 
We've been tormented, by M'Queen, 
By newspaper, and magazine ... 7 

And at times MacQueen was considered the only defender of the colonies. The strongly 

conservative journal, John Bull, replied to an assertion in the British and Colonial Weekly 

Register, which had claimed that the emancipationists faced no opponents, with: "No opponents!­

•let them read the Glasgow Courier-let them try to reply to the manly and avowed cuttings up 

and cuttings down of Mr. M'Queen."8 

Part of this chapter will elucidate the basis of the West Indian position in the slavery 

debate. and how MacQueen reflecte~ differed and contributed to this position. Not only does his 
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... ,·ork enrich our understanding of the emancipation debate, and the West India lobby generally. 

but it is also crucial for understanding MacQueen's later successes in the West Indies. His work 

for the Colonial Bank or the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company in the late l 830s depended 

heavily on his reputation both as an expert on West Indian matters to investors in Britain, and as 

an authority and ally to the colonists. 

The Defence of Slavery in England and Scotland after 1823 

Although slavery had existed in the British Empire since the early seventeenth century, 

there was little need to justify it in the mother country until there emerged an organized and 

serious challenge against slavery, which did not occur witil the last quarter of the eighteenth 

century. The few justifications for slavery before this time were largely philsophical in nature. 

They emphasized that slaves were part of a fixed social order, sanctioned by God and ancient 

tradition, and that Africans could be made these slaves because of inherent inferiorities. Hebrew 

and classical history, the Bible, and Christian theologians such as St. Augustine and St. Thomas 

Aquinas all provided support to this view of •·absolute and perpetual slavery," which was last 

seriously explained and defended in the late seventeenth century by John Locke.9 With the rise 

of the antislavery movement in Britain in the 1 770s and 80s, pro-slavery arguments were 

forwarded more or less constantly until the Emancipation Act of 1833. Over the course of the 

sixty-year struggle, the main lines of the pro-slavery defence remained generally the same, with 

only a shift in emphasis over certain issues-mainly a shift from philosophical justifications which 

argued the need to retain slavery in order to ''civilize" a savage people, to more material defences, 

economic and legal, which focused on the inevitable "ruin" of the West India colonies without 
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slavery. on individual liberty (i.e. for white Britons), parliamentary interference, and property 

rights. 

The defence of slavery in the decade between 1823 and the passage of the Emancipation 

Act in 1833 was primarily a reactionary measure to not just a revived antislavery campaign. but 

a campaign that went from a gradualist platform to an immediatist one very quickly. David Brion 

Davis has argued that immediatism had been a part of antislavery thought since the eighteenth 

century, though for reasons explained below, it was not until the l 820s when the majority of 

emancipationists adopted this position. 10 Davis credits the Quaker East India merchant from 

Liverpool, James Cropper, with reviving the antislavery campaign to a national level. 11 Heavily 

influenced by Adam Smith, Cropper fonned the Liverpool Abolition Society in 1821 and 

published ··The lmpolicy of Slavery" in 1823, which became the classic attack on West Indian 

slavery based on the doctrine of laissez-faire economics. 12 He cited the duty placed on all 

non-West Indian sugar as the best example ofhow the West Indian planters needed an artificial 

prop for their immoral and inefficient system. If the West Indian system was truly efficient, why 

did it need the protection? 

[s then the present system of colonial cultivation advantageous to the Planters? If it be, of what do they 
complain? Have they not the unrestrained use and full control of their Slaves? Have they not the 
privilege of importing their produce at a less duty than other coW1tries? Have they not bounties also on 
its re-exportation? Yet we hear every day that West Indian cultivation is no longer profitable, and that, 
without further sacrifices on the pan of the mother country, the Planters will be ruined. But can the 
Planters suppose that this colUltty is prepared to make these further sacrifices? To submit to still heavier 
burdens, for not other purpose than to support an unjust system, which is at the same time unprofitable, 
not only to the country, but to themselves? 11 

At the same time that Cropper was forwarding his economic arguments against slavery, 

other antislavery proponents were seeing that their high hopes regarding British abolition of the 

slave trade ( 1807) and slave registration ( 181914
) were not going to be realized. In fact, quite the 
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opposite was the case. Shocking slave mortality rates demonstrated clearly that British planters 

were not meliorating the condition of their slaves, and that emancipation was certainly not close 

at hand. Furthermore. the foreign slave trade was increasing to fill in the vacuum left as a result 

of the British withdrawal from the trade. 15 

For these economic and humanitarian reasons, then, the old abolitionists 16 led by William 

Wilberforce formed the broad-based Society for Mitigating and Gradually Abolishing the State 

of Slavery throughout the British Dominions in 1823. Initially the Anti-Slavery Society, as it was 

known, endorsed modest goals, such as promoting easier manumission laws and providing 

religious instruction for slaves. 17 With breath-taking speed, however, the antislavery movement 

as a whole quickly became radicalized. Thomas Fowell Buxton, the Quaker brewer, took over 

from Wilberforce as the antislavery leader in Parliament. In May, two months after Wilberforce's 

moderate Anti-Slavery Society petition, Buxton introduced a motion for the emancipation of all 

blacks henceforth born in the West Indies. 18 In August the massive slave rebellion in Demerara 

and the subsequent debate over the complicity of Reverend John Smith, greatly intensified and 

polarized the debate. 19 In 1824, Eliz.abeth Heyrick published, anonymously, Immediate, Not 

Gradual Emancipation, a popular pamphlet which forwarded, among other inflammatory 

proposals, that the slaves, and not the planters, should be compensated. 20 

West Indian polemicists responded by debating the specific points raised by Cropper and 

others: the duty on this product is X and not Y, the law in this colony is A and not B, person Z's 

statement has been misrepresented, etc. The basic economic argument was more difficult, 

however, because Cropper had put his finger on a crucial paradox within the pro-West Indian 

argument. Polemicists such as MacQueen found themselves in the wienviable position 
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throughout the 1820s of having to claim West Indian "distress" and the need for government 

support, at the same time that they attempted to prove that the West India colonies were valuable. 

productive, and worth keeping. MacQueen's series of articles in the latter 1820s, HThe British 

Colonies:• littered with his hallmark statistical tables, illustrate this fundamental contradiction. :i 

Other long-standing arguments would erupt over issues as old as the antislavery 

movement itself, such as disputes over Biblical passages, or comparisons with English workers.:.:? 

These were important issues that drew passionate responses from both ~ides. But it is important 

to be clear about the general position of the pro-slavery interest at this time, and the foundation 

of its defence. It was not as different from the antislavery position as one might guess, and it was 

certainly not as clear-cut as presented by some emancipationists, who argued that •·Slavery is a 

bad thing and ought to be abolished. How stands the counter argument? ... Slavery is a good 

thing and ought to be continued."23 On the contrary, West Indian advocates had long since 

relinquished the moral high ground regarding the slave question. By the early 1820s, no serious 

polemicist argued that slavery or the slave system was something "good," and even the most 

conservative parties in the debate at least claimed, like MacQueen had in 1821 and later, to 

oppose "slavery in the abstract." Likewise, despite whatever personal views of race that 

pro-slavery advocates may have held, no serious polemicist argued that Negroes were inherently 

inferior beings, thus justifying any kind of cruel treatment. Indeed, as will be seen below, West 

Indians were at pains to show how much they had meliorated the condition of the slaves. 

The nature of these rebuttals regarding "slavery in the abstract" and amelioration provide 

a clear indication of who had defined the tenns of the debate by the early 1820s. For example, 

largely in response to Cropper's offensive, the West India Association in 1824 published a 
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collection of papers. articles and letters by various people, mainly John Gladstone, who had been 

a friend of Cropper's up to this point, to clarify the West Indian position on the slave question. 

Gladstone, a Liverpool merchant~ M.P. (for Berwick, 1818-27), and planter, with immense 

investments in Demerara,24 and father of the great liberal leader of the Victorian era, prefaced his 

response to Cropper's .. Impolicy of Slavery" with "it is not my intention to advocate Slavery in 

the abstract ... " He also made a point to note up front that he was "ready to join with Mr. 

Cropper ... to assist in practically endeavouring to improve the condition of the Slaves, where 

improvement is necessary, so as, to increase the comforts of which their situation may, from time 

to time, admit."25 Gladstone spent much of his time attempting to prove that the condition of the 

slaves had been improved-so much so in places, he added, that it led to rebellion, as in Demerara 

in 1823, where ·,he ringleaders in the insurrection almost wholly belonged to estates which were 

most distinguished for kind and indulgent treatment"26 (including one of Gladstone's own:7
). 

lncluded in the collection are a series of first-hand accounts testifying to the meliorated condition 

of the slaves in the colonies. When Foreign Secretary George Canning introduced the 

government's amelioration bill in March of 1824, one member with West Indian property claimed 

that ··no other consideration of equal weight [to amelioration], with regard to the management of 

his property, had pressed upon his mind, during the last ten years."28 By 1830, the West India 

lobby felt the need to publish a list of all the ameliorative measures that had been passed in the 

colonies since the bill of 1824. 29 

The primary argument against emancipation, then, was not one of principle, but of timing. 

That is, the planters did not oppose emancipation per se, but immediatism. As MacQueen had 

done in 1821, the Liverpool polemicists justified the slave system with the only philosophical 
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position left to them: that slavery was a crude but necessary means for assimilating Africans into 

a more developed economy and .. civilized" culture. Artificially emancipating them now, it was 

argued. before they had learned the ways of this more advanced system and way of life, would 

mean their own ruin and the destruction of the whole of the British West India colonies because 

emancipated Africans would not work on the plantations. 30 Thus pro-slavery advocates were 

willing to grant that emancipation was a worthy and desirable goal, but just not now, or in the 

immediate future. Another Liverpool writer, "'T.F.," with moderate views on slavery, told 

Cropper in an open letter that .. I have no objection to your position, that Christianity clears 

Slavery away; for I, too, am for its ultimate abolition; but it must not be a forced measure. To be 

beneficial, it must be cautious, extremely gradual, and carried on with the voluntary consent of 

the proprietors. nl I 

The sincerity of these arguments is immaterial for my purposes here. I want to emphasize 

the philosophical justifications for slavery which were forwarded to rationalize and defend very 

material interests in the West Indies. What we find is that slavery proponents conceded the 

essential point regarding the nature of slavery: that it was Hunnatural," by which was meant that 

it was not a fixed part of some abstract hierarchical social structW'e. They were no longer arguing, 

as some such as John Saffin had in the early eighteenth century, that to even challenge slavery 

was tantamount "to challenge the entire structure of orders and degrees which God had 

established for men."32 Philosophically, then, the West Indians were very close to agreeing with 

the Anti-Slavery Society's central premise, that slavery was "opposed to the spirit and precepts 

of Christianity as well as repugnant to every dictate of natural humanity and justice. "33 Defending 

slavery in the 1820s meant defending a system that was admittedly crude and temporary. By 
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granting that they opposed ··slavery in the abstract," defenders of the slave system were forced 

to fall back on arguments regarding property rights. 

In material terms, defending the sanctity of property translated into demanding 

compensation. The bottom line for the West Indian planters was that if emancipation should 

come, forced from above onto the colonies in an unprecedented form of parliamentary 

interference/' then the British slave owners were to be given 'just compensation" for property 

that was attained legally, under the sanction of British law. Gladstone proclaimed: 

[ consider the title of the West India Planters to their property in their Slaves to be as strong and valid 
as the law of the land can make it; and that if, for any purpose whatever. the public should interfere with, 
injure. or take their property from them, they are bound to make full compensation. as is the practice in 
every other case of interference with private property for a public purpose. To admit the principle of 
requiring any higher title than that which the law recognises, would be to strike at the root of all propeny 
throughout the kingdom. In the question of compensation, the Slave is no party; that is between the 
proprietor and the legislator on(v. The law must, at least, be binding on those that made it; but it is not 
for either party to fix the value; that, as in all similar cases, ought to be done by a jury, not of 
emancipators, but of honourable, unprejudiced, disinterested men. 35 

Again, Gladstone was willing to concede that slavery was wrong, but he stood firm on the issue 

of property. And his defence is exemplary. Ofthe over 150 pro-slavery works written after 1823, 

roughly a quarter specifically dealt with property rights and compensation. 36 Virtually every 

defence of slavery until emancipation in 1833 followed the same formula: the professed shared 

revulsion of slavery, but the appeal to the sanctity of property and British law, and the subtle but 

very important qualifier, that if (when?) emancipation should come, renumeration for property 

legally attained must be forthcoming. 

The debates over slavery and the West Indies which took place in Liverpool and London 

in 1 823 and 1824 radiated out to the rest of the country in the following years. The debate 

reached Scotland by 1824 and 1825, and paralleled the earlier English debates very closely, with 
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the same arguments being used and even the same cases for details--e.g. the Nottingham case in 

Tortola, or the Steele case in Barbados. What differed in Scotland was the suddeMess of the 

whole issue. 

The speed and scope of the revived antislavery campaign seemed all the more radical in 

Scotland because antislavery was a relatively new movement. C. Duncan Rice has argued that 

despite a number of critics and moralists influenced by the Enlightenment and religious 

radicalism in the eighteenth century, slavery never faced a serious threat in Scotland before the 

1820s because so many interests were tied to the slave system. 37 In fact, there was no meeting 

held against slavery until 1814, and the first abolitionist societies were not fonned until 1823, first 

in Edinburgh, with Glasgow and Aberdeen following. 38 This antislavery vacuum helps explain 

why MacQueen was so casual with the issue in 1821 in Northern and Central Africa, and also 

may partially explain why he reacted so violently when the debate did reach Scotland in full force. 

MacQueen's Contribution to the Slavery Debate: Methods and S11bstance 

As seen in the previous chapter, the earliest record ofMacQueen's views on slavery, the 

West India colonies and related issues, are in his 1820 memorial to Viscowit Melville concerning 

his proposed Africa company, and more significantly in 1821, when he published a more 

elaborate case for his plan in A Geographical and Commercial View of Northern and Central 

Africa. MacQueen was distinguished from most other writers on slavery at this time in that he 

dealt primarily with African slavery, not West Indian slavery, though his view of the fonner 

essentially came from his experience with the latter.39 Because slavery was under no serious 

threat in the very early 1820s, MacQueen spent little time discussing it; and when he did, his 
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position was moderate and his tone was non-confrontational, even conciliatory. All of this 

changed after 1823, when the antislavery campaign remobilized. Except for discussions on Sierra 

Leone, Africa was largely left aside, in order to concentrate on defending the West India colonies, 

and the slave system in particular. Moderation and conciliation were abandoned to apocalyptic 

pronouncements, recrimination, and bitter public attacks on individual emancipationists. This 

inflammatory style propelled MacQueen from an unknown Scotsman promoting a fantastic plan 

for Africa, to the most notorious spokesman of the pro-slavery lobby. Though he differed from 

the main body of planters on some key issues, he nevertheless became their "champion," enjoying 

the prestige and financial renumeration accorded to a valued spokesman. 

Mac Queen had made enough of a name for himself by 1823 through the Glasgow Courier 

that the West India Association in London solicited his polemical services. They paid him one 

hundred guineas to answer an article on the ·'sugar question" which had appeared in the new 

liberaljoumal, The Edinburgh Review.40 The subsequent publication of The West India Colonies 

in 1824, and The Colonial Controversy in 1825, catapulted him into the national debate, as well 

as earning him further financial recompense. The Barbadian exclaimed that the West India 

Colonies ''ought to be in every man's library'' and suggested "that meetings ought to be held in 

every Colony, to vote an address to Mr. M'Queen, expressive of our grateful sense of his 

labourious and disinterested exertions ... calculated, if any human effort can, to undeceive the 

British public on a subject, connected with our future existence as part of the British 

dominions.',4 1 

The debate over emancipation was a bitter campaign, but MacQueen set a new standard 

for its intensity--in tenns of output and method--even amongst radical polemicists. As noted, 
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MacQueen' s position on the issues had not changed since l 820, though it seemed it had since his 

arguments became increasingly hardened, extreme, personal and narrow as the emancipation 

debate progressed through the latter 1820s. Once he turned his attention to the issue, he never 

let up. He was a tireless researcher and writer, and, in addition to his two books, he flooded the 

Glasgow Courier, Blackwood's, and several of the colonial journals with pro-colonial (i.e. West 

Indian) articles. Between 1827 and 1833, for example, MacQueen published no fewer than 

fourteen articles in 8/ackwood's. As editor of the Courier, he had the luxury of maintaining a 

constant focus on the latest turns, no matter how small, in the slavery debate. In fact, he 

discussed the issue so much that even the conservative readers of the Courier began complaining. 

ln March of 1826, a subscriber of over twenty-two years wrote to the editor in exasperation about 

the .. valuable columns of late being so much taken up by the slavery question. ,'42 

MacQueen was also good at self-promotion. Although a prolific pamphleteer and 

assertive newspaper editor, he also believed in the old method of agitation, which was to contact 

key individuals, hoping to exert pressure and influence ''from within." He periodically gave 

Blackwood a list of"official and important people" whom he, MacQueen, wanted to receive a 

personal copy of his articles. Most of the people on this list were those most able to influence 

colonial policy, such as the prime minister, the colonial secretary, the colonial undersecretaries, 

and a miscellaneous group of M.P .s, naval and military men, and personal friends who were 

interested in the defence of the colonies. For example, in 1829 MacQueen told Blackwood to 

send copies to: the Duke of Wellington, P.M., Sir George Murray, Colonial Secretary, Horace 

Twiss, Colonial widersecretary, Sir Robert Hay, Colonial undersecretary, and interested Lords 

such as the Marquis of Sligo. Lord Eldon. and the Duke ofNewcastle. M.P.s were also included. 
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most importantly. Joseph Hume."'3 MacQueen would also hand out copies of 8/ackwood's, with 

his articles in them, when in London himself. Finally, and perhaps most importantly in the long 

run, MacQueen made sure that his articles circulated ( or more accurately, re-circulated) around 

the colonies as well. 

MacQueen also had access to at least one inside source of information. In 1824 Thomas 

Moody, who had held numerous posts in the West Indies as well as the home government, was 

brought in as expert to the Colonial Office, by then undersecretary R.J. Wilmot Horton. 44 Moody 

was a colonial sympathizer and a friend ofMacQueen's. Once inside the Colonial Office, he had 

.. all its archives open to him." and periodically wrote MacQueen with valuable information.4s 

Thus MacQueen' s method of agitation can be seen as a combination of pressure from 

"'within" and "without." He believed in the former as the right and proper way of agitating, but, 

as a Scots merchant of little means or consequence, he usually made few inroads this way, and 

was therefore forced to exert extemal pressure.''6 On the other hand, it is evident that MacQueen 

had not become completely aware of the power of mass agitation. While his method of individual 

contacts made him more personally well known (he was almost wtlversally referred to by name), 

this method could hardly combat the organized and public campaign of antislavery, which was 

Britain's first national mass movement.47 As Howard Temperley has argued, while antislavery 

undoubtedly had its powerful allies within the establishment, it was the movement's "'pressure 

from without'' that was decisive, both for abolition of the slave trade in 1807 and emancipation 

of the slaves in 1833.48 MacQueen's faith in the "old guard," in gentlemen's agreements made 

behind closed doors,49 and his revulsion to mass agitation is indicative of the West Indians 

generally, and helps explain its ·•disorganization" in the face of antislavery. Interestingly, one 
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might draw a parallel between the West lndian form of •·gentlemanly agitation" and its distaste 

for popular agitation. with the "gentlemanly capitalists,,. .. contempt for the everyday world of 

wealth creation and of the profit motive" of the ordinary ••industrial capitalist,'~ identified by Cain 

and Hopkins. 50 

The manner in which MacQueen expressed his views is what set him apart from other 

polemicists in the debate. Despite repeated claims of employing no ad hominem attacks, and 

bearing none of the emancipationists any personal ill-will, one of MacQueen' s distinguishing 

strategies was, in fact, to single out and publicly expose individuals. We have already seen this 

humiliating exercise in Glasgow. MacQueen repeated this tactic with even more vengeance, 

especially as the debate became more heated through the l 820s. In the West India Colonies--the 

book in which he began by stating that '"it was not my intention ... to hurt the personal feelings 

of any man"-MacQueen attacked antislavery hypocrisy by using Buxton and one William Smith 

as personal examples on a subject he knew from experience: 

Mr. Buxton stands in the foremost ranks to declaim against, and denowice what he calls a West India 
monopoly, while at the very moment he, as a brewer, is concerned in a trade which ... fonns the greatest 
monopoly, and wider the most galling and grinding fetter, ever witnessed in any country. Mr. William 
Smith of Norwic~ one of the bitterest enemies of the Colonies, adopts the same strain of argument and 
pursues the same line of conduct at the moment when (if public report speaks true) he himself, or a 
branch of his family, with other colleagues, as distillers for the English market hold and participate in 
one of the most injurious monopolies in the spirit trade that ever existed .. From which they derive an 
extra gain of £600,000 per annum.,. 

MacQueen later traced some of Buxton's background to connect him with money made from 

Barbados. His mother had inherited a great deal of money from her father, Mr. Osgood Hanbury, 

a London banker, and his sister, both of whom had sold "several" slave estates in Barbados 

arowid the tum of the century. MacQueen then suggested that Buxton himself had continued to 

be remitted from Barbados for this property right up to the time that "he produced his resolutions 
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[in 1823], declaring personal slavery criminal; and consequently, every one who touched such 

property, or the proceeds from such property, as aliens from God, and as infamous amongst 

mankind. '' 52 

The Stephens and Macaulays were singled out for even more personal exposure. 

MacQueen publicly criticized the appointment of James Stephen, the younger, as the law adviser 

to the Colonial Office, and later, his growing influence over colonial matters. "It may not be 

deemed irrelevant to ask,'' MacQueen disingenuously queried, ''if it is true, that he [Stephen] 

interferes with everything that is colonial, whether it related to the colonies or their affairs, as 

connected with the commercial or political interests of the cotmtry? If it is true, ... by the way in 

which he touches off every subject, and by the advice he has given, has agitated Canada ... and 

sown dissension in every colony which communicates with the office where he is?" And bringing 

in Zachary Macaulay, •'ifit is true, that not only Mr. Stephen, but Mr. Macaulay, have been seen 

ranging through the [Colonial] office, almost at pleasure--the latter generally on the eve of a 

parliamentary debate on colonial subjects, till even inferior clerks trembled to be held as the 

responsible keepers of colonial papers?" A page later MacQueen provided a list of all the 

Stephens connected with the colonies, with their salaries, in order, be noted, '~o see what pay they 

or their friends received for their labours and active hostility carried on against the West India 

Colonies."53 He accused the Macaulays (namely Zachary, "the Leviathan of the band," though 

his son J.8.,-and his cousin, Kenneth, were mentioned), of making money on Sierra Leone and 

the slave trade, as founders of the colony with influence in the government, and as the prize 

agents for the Antislavery Squadron. 54 

Most ofMacQueen's actual arguments were not original. His responses to "Anglus" of 
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the New Times throughout the fall of 1824 closely paralleled the exchange between Gladstone and 

Cropper in Liverpool the previous year. What distinguished the substance of MacQueen's 

argument was the incorporation of Africa, specifically Sierra Leone, into the debate. His unique 

attack did not delay emancipation, but it did prompt a select committee hearing which concluded 

that the colony was, indeed, quite unsuccessful in achieving any of its professed goals, that it was 

useless for British needs, and that a new base should be formed. 

Except for vague references to the ''misery of Africa" or the "barbarity of Africa" by each 

side in the slavery issue, the continent itself had no bearing on the course of the debate. The 

.. slavery question" was exclusively a West Indian question despite attempts by MacQueen to alter 

the course of the debate. In fact, the debate did not even concern all of British slavery-slavery 

in India for example. As noted in the previous chapter, abolitionist interest in Africa extended 

only to their colony in Sierra Leone, and would not extend further until after British emancipation 

in 1833, when they turned their attention to the foreign slave trade. Interest in all of the continent­

-that is. beyond the coastline--really only began once quinine came into use in the l 840s, and 

missionaries and explorers began to penetrate the interior with more frequency. 55 

On the other hand, MacQueen had always been passionately interested in Africa ever since 

1820. As demonstrated by his lobbying efforts of 1820-21, his personal interest in the British 

Empire was ultimately not in saving the old colonial system in the West Indies, but in erecting 

a new one in West Africa. Howevery the struggle over the "slavery question" had distracted 

MacQueen enough to put these plans on hold until well after emancipation had been effected. 

But he found that part of his plan was still very useful for combatting the emancipationists. He 

had decided that Sierra Leone was, conveniently, the soft underbelly of the antislavery cause. 
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The colony of Sierra Leone had always faced problems ever since its fowiding by 

Granville Sharp in 1787 as the "4Province of Freedom," a home for freed slaves. After one year, 

half of the original European and Negro settlers died.56 The same mortality rates continued in the 

first years after the Sierra Leone Company, a partnership whose directors came mostly from the 

.. Clapham Sect" of antislavery advocates (including Henry Thornton (its first chairman) and 

William Wilberforce), acquired the colony in 1792. And despite the hopes of its proprietors, the 

colony did not make any money in these early years either. In fact, Fyfe notes that the original 

subscription offered by those such as Thomton and Wilberforce in 1790 to keep the colony afloat 

were more ··an act of kindness rather than ... an investment;" and that only through their influence 

with powerful friends were they able to keep the colony nmning over the next years. 57 And again, 

the colony's fortunes had not improved when the government took over in 1807. A report on the 

settlement by government commissioners in 1811 concluded that "the nature of the soil" and the 

.. indolence of the population" had 4'greatly retarded the progress of cultivation. ,,ss 

Public criticism did not begin to surface, however, until after Britain embarked on its 

campaign to suppress the illegal slave trade via a naval blockade along the West African coast--a 

policy officially begW1 in 1808. This policy committed the governments in London and Freetown 

to vastly more responsibility: the British government now had to expend far more money and 

men for the patrols, while Freetown now became the hub of the West African squadron, the 

location of the Court of Mixed Commission where captured slavers would be tried, and the new 

home for any freed slaves from illegal slavers--an enonnous responsibility for any colony, let 

alone one already struggling. Joseph Marryat, M.P. for Sandwich and former agent for Trinidad, 59 

lambasted the colony in Parliament for making the public pay "'for the maintenance of those very 
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captured negroes who are said to maintain themselves''60 (an argument similar to Cropper's 

criticism of the West Indies!). Sir James Yeo, the commander of the West African squadron, 

claimed that Sierra Leone '"'Was the most unfit, and worst situation on the whole coast." Other 

officers later complained of the constant shortages as well as the high mortality rate.61 The 

conservative press also made occasional references to the ·'pest house.''62 On the whole, however. 

criticism remained scarce, as Africa, including Sierra Leone, was a subject of little interest to 

anyone. 

MacQueen' s crusade throughout the 1820s was to change this. He hoped to increase 

interest in Africa, and later to discredit Sierra Leone as a viable British base in the process. As 

noted in the previous chapter, he had sought since 1821 to change public ignorance and apathy 

in order to promote his own company; and at that time he had mildly questioned the value of the 

colony in Northern and Central Africa. Now, in the mid-1820s and in the heat of the 

emancipation debate, he hoped to expose Sierra Leone as a landmark abolitionist failure. He 

attacked the colony mercilessly and at any opportunity afforded him. The colony appeared 

frequently in the colwnns of the Glasgow Courier, and made up the subject of a substantial part 

of the Colonial Controversy. But MacQueen's most devastating criticism was reserved for three 

articles he published as letters to R. W. Hay (the colonial undersecretary) in 1826 and 1827 in 

Blackwood 's. 63 This tri-partite offensive on Sierra Leone marks the first systematic criticism of 

the colony in public--criticism which eventually led to two parliamentary inquiries and a 

government commitment to withdrawal. 64 

Demonstrating the colony's numerous problems and failure was not difficult, though 

MacQueen exaggerated these negatives to the extreme. Mortality was the easiest point to expose, 



78 

having used the common description of the colony as a .. grave for Europeans'' as early as 1821. 

ln the articles in Blackwood's he employed more colourful details to drive home the point. For 

example. he hoped to incite further fears of disease with the suggestion of yellow fever (the 

disease which .. boils the blood'"). And to personalize the horror of the climate in this part of 

Africa, he provided a list of officers who had died between October 1824 and March 1826, with 

their ages and time spent in Sierra Leone-most had been in their twenties, and had spent less than 

a year in the colony--as well as a list of the cost for all of the funerals (mainly the cost of 

constructing coffins) since 1825.65 Using information from parliamentary returns, Sierra Leone 

gazettes, and the Quarterly Review, MacQueen estimated that the colony cost Britain no less than 

£500.000 a year, and, after a list of twelve different tables, concluded that it had cost the country 

£16,342,645 since 1807. 66 And despite massive government subsidies, he emphasized that Sierra 

Leone was still unable to produce any article for export, noting the slave commissioners' report 

of 1824, which found that almost all of the colony's export returns were actually re•exports.67 

Native religion, culture, and what MacQueen called "civilization" generally, all remained at the 

··barbarous" level, except among the Jamaican Maroons and the Nova Scotian blacks, 1-Who 

brought with them, though I can scarcely say, improved, the civilization which they had learned 

from their acquaintance and connexion with civilized life. ',68 On the other hand, the white 

population had descended "to the rank of the savage" because of the brutal and degraded 

environment, and most importantly, because the Africans were "taught to believe that they are 

equal in rank, rights, privileges, and power" to the British. In fact, the mixing of racial and social 

classes seemed to be the colony's most repugnant characteristic for MacQueen: 

Those whites who are fommace enough to survive a few years, acquire all the slovenliness and much of 
the indolence and extreme vulgarity of the African female house-keepers whom they are compelled to 



employ, and with whom alone they can associate in hours of relaxation. No wtlon between a white man 
and an unlettered African negress can ever take place. but such as saps, not consolidates, the basis of 
human society and of social order. ~9 
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Here MacQueen hoped to illustrate how emancipation threatened far more than just economic 

interests, and appealed to his audience's sense of social stability and propriety. Indeed, this 

point is made in a recent biography of the radical Quaker antislavery reformer, Joseph Sturge, 

which argues that the radical l 824 pamphlet, Immediate, Not Gradual Emancipation, was a 

watershed not only in the antislavery campaign, but in British political agitation generally, where 

disenfranchised elements in British society sought a real voice in politics: "'Using the pressure 

groups as their vehicle, sections of society (businessmen, Dissenters, provincials and women) 

which had previously been told to be content with 'virtual representation' were assuming a right 

to influence national policy-making directly."7° For social conservatives such as MacQueen, 

these challenges to the social order made the debate over slavery much more than a debate over 

economic systems, and helps explain his intense responses to these challenges. 

MacQueen also attacked Sierra Leone's effectiveness as a base to stop the slave trade, the 

whole reason for the massive government commitment to the region. He annowtced that the trade 

··Instead of being diminished is QUADRUPLED."71 In a powerful conclusion, MacQueen listed 

the results of Britain's coloniz.ation of Sierra Leone: 

Africa stands the same as it stood forty years ago, and Sierra Leone with the blacks congregated there, 
and maintained at a vast expense by this cowitry, produces nothing from its soil--in fact, it has no soil 
fit to produce any valuable produce, while pestilence so in'esistible and destructive dwells in the place, 
that no skill can baffle it, no medicine can cure it, and no human constitution withstand it! Toe 
civilization of the settlement is found to be a phantom, its improvements many dreams, its industry an 
idle tale, and only the extravagance ofits expenditure true. From authority which cannot be controverte~ 
from inf onnation which cannot be contradicted, while truth is adhered to, the facts here stated have 
placed before you and before the public.72 

Only two years after the previous inquiry, the government called for another inquiry of 
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the colony in 1827. MacQueen privately claimed credit for the move, a claim which may have 

some validity. He made sure to circulate his articles among anyone concerned in London. After 

arriving back from there in May 1827, he wrote to Blackwood that "'what I have stated ... has 

made a deep impression. The thing now most under consideration is how to get out ( of Sierra 

Leone] with any appearance ofhonour."73 In December of 1827 he noted that Joseph Hume, the 

money-conscious M.P. and fellow critic of Sierra Leone, was urging MacQueen to finish another 

article on the subject.'~ And in April 1828, MacQueen remarked that the Finance Committee was 

considering the value of Sierra Leone, claiming to Blackwood that "'Your magazine with my 

details are their textbook. "75 

ln June of 1830 Hwne entered a motion in Parliament to quit Sierra Leone, noting ""it had 

been tried to twenty years by individuals, and for twenty years by Government. That was enough 

for a fair trial; and ... [the colony] had failed." 76 The subsequent Select Committee, chaired by 

Hume, recommended that liberated Africans should be landed on the island of Fernando Po, in 

the Bight of Biafra, and that the European staff in Sierra Leone should be minimized ~'as far as 

possible" and replaced by Africans. 77 MacQueen seemed to have been vindicated. 

However, the government did not follow through on the Committee's recommendations. 

Various complications had hamstnmg any moves to change the govemment's current policies 

toward West Africa. The news of another outbreak of yellow fever on the West African coast in 

1829 (which had reached Fernando Po by May), undennined a central argument for moving to 

the island.78 Furthermore, both the Colonial and Foreign Offices had misgivings, if not outright 

objections, of moving to Fernando Po. The fonner, which had taken over the operation of the 

infant British settlement already in operation there ( since 182 7), was furious to learn that Captain 
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W.F.W. Owen. the commander of the new settlement, had not only annexed territory on the island 

(against Colonial Office, but not Admiralty, orders), but also had been landing Africans from 

captured slave ships before they had been properly adjudicated in Sierra Leone.79 Meanwhile, the 

Foreign Office still had not settled negotiations with Spain, the acknowledged owner of Fernando 

Po by this point-negotiations which were complicated by Owen's aggressive actions and by the 

strong Sierra Leo neon interests within the department. 80 

Nor was MacQueen in a position to celebrate at this time. Although always pessimistic 

about the political climate, he became especially gloomy as he sensed worse trouble to come. In 

March 1829 he wrote Blackwood: ••Although all is apparently quiet in the political atmosphere 

. . . I am assured that things are not to be--that it is the calm before the storm which is about to 

originate a total change in our Councils and in our policy."81 The next month, Parliament passed 

Catholic emancipation (opening all offices of state, except Viceroy and Chancellor, to Catholics), 

a cause which MacQueen had fought with only slightly less vigour than slavery. 

In the midst of this tense and demoralizing atmosphere, MacQueen had become extremely 

busy in the late 1820s with personal business in the West Indies and at home. By September 1828 

he was complaining to Blackwood that "my extensive West India Business will from all I can see 

lead me either to settle in London or to be very frequently there. In either case I must have a 

person who can take a share in and the management of the Glasgow Courier. "82 In late 1831 he 

finally gave up the editorship to an equally stawich conservative, William Motherwell, although 

MacQueen retained part ownership of the paper (he also added defiantly that the emancipationists 

would be ··dreadfully mistaken ... if they think that because I have finished the magazine they are 

clear ofthe subject [of the colonies].").83 
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Reaction to MacQueen in Britain 

The reaction to MacQueen 's increasingly broad offensive throughout the 1820s ranged 

as wide as his own targets, from conservative Glasgow readers with little interest in slavery, to 

the national leaders of the antislavery campaign, to the West Indian colonists. ln Glasgow, the 

same ··constant Reader'" who had complained about the amount of coverage of the slavery issue. 

went on to point out, and politely criticize, another important part ofMacQueen's polemical style: 

The scurrility and improper language used in these discussions of late, are such that loudly call for the 
interference of yow- readers ... I give you every credit for the sincerity of your motives. and I believe few 
can argue the question better, but still it is hard that a great majority of your readers should be doomed 
to have, day after day, the paper half-filled with arguments, to them so uninteresting ... 14 

If MacQueen was getting complaints from the readers of his own ultra-conservative newspaper, 

one can imagine the reaction of those Glaswegians on the other side of the emancipation debate. 

Not surprisingly, MacQueen had become the lightning rod for antislavery coW1terattacks, as 

demonstrated by this placard which was posted around the city in 1826: 

Wanted lmmediately 
MANUFACTURING LABOURERS 

to go out to the West Indies 
3000 Manufacturing Labourers, who ..,.;u engage to go out to the West Indies. \.\ill receive of cow-se 
NO wages but all the kind attention, treannent. comfort, indulgences and privileges. etc .. etc . ... with 

the addition of a LARGE CART WHIP, frequently and powerfully to their bare bones ... For 
particulars, apply to 

James M'Slavery" 

More mainstream antislavery responses to MacQueen began in 1824 and grew in number 

and intensity to match his attacks. Most of them criticized his acidic style, and almost from the 

start singled him out as one of the leading spokesman for the pro-slavery lobby. "Anglus" of the 

New Times, whom MacQueen believed to be Zachary Macaulay, seemed set on his heels 

somewhat by this new firebrand, who displayed "a degree of heat and asperity, a strength of 

prejudice. and a consequent eagerness of misrepresentation." "'Anglus" concluded that 
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MacQueen was indeed, by this early date, ""the very fiercest partiz.an of the West Indian system."86 

This same year, Thomas Cooper, a Unitarian missionary from Jamaica whom MacQueen had 

criticized in the West India Colonies and threatened to expose further, credited MacQueen with 

commencing the pro-slavery offensive in Britain. Cooper also added a personal rebuff which only 

seems appropriate to MacQueen: ~1 beg ... to assure him [MacQueen], that I neither fear his 

threats. nor his publications. "87 In 1826, the elder Stephen, who claimed that he normally 

eschewed engaging in personal attacks, noted that for MacQueen, "'I will for once make an 

exception ... " And by 1830, Stephen was calling MacQueen "the Goliath ofthe Colonial Host.''88 

The defence of Sierra Leone was headed by Kenneth Macaulay, cousin of Zachary and the prize 

agent for the Antislavery Squadron in the colony itself. In 1827 he published a long pamphlet 

entitled The Colony of Sierra Leone Vindicated.from the Misrepresentations of Mr. McQueen of 

Glasgow, which focussed on the narrow details ofMacQueen's articles.89 Attacks on MacQueen 

continued well beyond the passage of the Emancipation Act in 1833, and we11 past MacQueen's 

own interest in the issue, emphasizing how much bitterness he had invoked in these years. We 

find the antislavery journal, the Colonial Reformer, sarcastically advising MacQueen as late as 

l840 that .. habitual lying is exceedingly injurious to a man's morals. It is high time for Mr. 

M'Queen to refonn all such evil habits ... "90 

Mac Queen's opponents eventually zeroed in on his credibility, believing this to be his 

most vulnerable point. Critics almost wriversally branded him a West India mercenary, since it 

was well known that be had been renumerated for some of his exertions. The accusations became 

more elaborate, however, as the debate intensified. In 1826, Stephen simply criticized MacQueen 

for only writing .. in the interest of his employers.',91 In 1829, the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter 
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devoted an entire section to ~"the West India Committee, and its Mercenaries in the Press,'' which 

included the Quarter(v Review (though admittedly tamer by this time), Blackwood 's, John Bull. 

the Morning Journal of London, the London Courier, and of course, the Glasgow Courier. 

(Fraser's Magazine, which ranked with the Glasgow Courier for its passionate defence of 

slavery, did not begin until 1830.) The most active individuals the ASMR identified were James 

Franklin, from Kingston, Jamaica,92 and MacQueen, who was "supposed to have received 

£15,000 in all from the West lndies,"93 making him the highest paid mercenary in the cause. By 

the next year, the secretary of the Dublin Anti-Slavery Society, Joshua Abell, asserted that 

MacQueen was receiving an annual subsidy of £3000--money, Abell insisted, "which is robbed 

from the slaves, in order to bribe him to write against law, justice, and the rights of the British 

people. "94 

By my estimation MacQueen received somewhere on the order of £6000 total for his 

writings on slavery,95 and the suggestion that he was receiving a regular wage was groundless. 

Nevertheless. any payments fed the perception that MacQueen was simply a slavery hack. This 

image changed somewhat in 1829, when the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter discovered that 

MacQueen had acquired West Indian property in both land and slaves. With witty sarcasm, it 

observed that ·1hls circumstance may now give a sharper and louder tone to his vituperations; and 

it may also render it unnecessary for the West India body to fee advocates so highly as it has 

hitherto done."96 

MacQueen' s increasingly caustic and reckless articles and addresses eventually, perhaps 

inevitably, created legal problems. In December 1831, William Blackwood was charged for libel 

by Thomas Pringle, then Secretary to the Anti-Slavery Society, on account of an article 
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MacQueen had written the previous month. The charge against Blackwood can be traced back 

to an ex-slave named Mary Prince. Born in 1788, she had been the slave of five different masters, 

most of them abusive. in Bennuda, Turk's Island, and Antigua before she escaped while visiting 

London with her last owners in 1828. She soon came into contact with members of the Anti­

Slavery Society, notably George Stephen. the younger son of the elder Stephen, and Secretary to 

the Society at the time before Pringle took over. With the assistance of the Society, Prince fought 

first for her own legal freedom, and then for emancipation generally. Before her death in the early 

l 830s, she recounted her story to the Society, which published her autobiography in January 

1831. Edited by Pringle, The History of Mary Prince: A West Indian Slave was a popular (if not 

a critical) sensation, going through three editions before March.97 

Attached to the tract was a ··Supplement" written by Pringle, where Prince's authorities 

were substantiated and critics were discredited. Here MacQueen's past began to catch up with 

him. One authority was Joseph Phillips, a twenty-seven year resident of Antigua who had 

distributed charitable goods to the slaves on behalf of the Ladies' Society ofBinningham for the 

Relief of British Negro Slaves. After seeing a report of the Ladies' Society in 1826, MacQueen 

responded in the Weekly Register of Antigua (among other journals), where he claimed that there 

were no such Negroes in need, and therefore, the Society must have been "duped out of its 

money'' by its agent Phillips, whom MacQueen went on to describe as "a man of the most 

worthless and abandoned character." Pringle published Phillips' accowit of this episode in The 

History of Mary Prince, as well as the 1830 report by Ladies' Society of Birmingham, in which 

they affirmed that •'Mr. McQueen, the Editor of the Glasgow Courier," had been 

··COMPLETELY REFUTED.''98 
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Once the lawsuit was filed, MacQueen admitted to Blackwood that ·'Pringle's labours ... 

have done great mischief," but that he planned to counter with his own pen. He also noted that 

he would write an open letter to Earl Grey, Secretary to the Treasury, as well as '"get the West 

lndia Body to give you a sum of money ... and to present it separate and circulate it as an 

advertisement . .. Pringle must be met with his own weapons. "99 The subsequent pamphlet, 

published in November 1831 in BJackwood's, was devoted to defaming Prince, Pringle, Phillips 

(now described as an "anti-colonial/ungus"), and anyone else associated with the case and the 

making Prince's History. 100 At the same time, MacQueen attempted to vindicate Prince's fonner 

owners, Mr. and Mrs. John Wood of Antigua. "'Pringle," MacQueen sneered, has ''given to the 

world the history of the profligate slave mentioned, for the purpose of destroying the character 

of ... her owners." MacQueen added that "Pringle may conceive himself to rise beyond the reach 

of human laws, but let him rest assured that there is a tribunal superior to hwnan tribunals, where 

the intentions of the heart and the works of the hand, in the guilty labour of bearing 'false witness 

against your neighbour,' will be impartially tried, and terribly pwlished."101 The charge of libel 

was almost immediate. Ironically, MacQueen bad admitted to Blackwood that he was not able 

to say all that he had wanted to for fear of a libel suit. Perhaps even more ironical, and surely 

more painful for MacQueen, was that Pringle's lawyer was none other than a Stephen--George, 

in this case. 

MacQueen's response to the History of Mary Prince is indicative of his polemical work 

in the years immediately preceding emancipation. It demonstrates how he differed from most of 

the mainstream pro-slavery advocates such as Gladstone or ·•Vindex" (Thomas Moody and Hyde 

Villiers, both connected with the Colonial Office) who generally utilized calmer language as well 
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as pseudonyms. It is for these reasons that even provincial ladies' clubs knew of '"Mr. MacQueen. 

the Editor of the Glasgow Courier_,, 

MacQueen took full responsibility for the suit, and promised Blackwood that the West 

lndians would come to their aid for "what is in reality their cause." 102 The West Indian response 

is indeed telling. A month after his promise, MacQueen wrote to Blackwood stating ·•1 do not 

expect the London West lndia Committee to intervene in this matter. One of the lies of my 

anticolonial opponents was that I was dictated to and paid by them." 103 Most likely MacQueen 

solicited the help of the Committee, and creatively chose to interpret a negative response as proof 

that he was an independent writer. He promised continued help, though in Jwie of 1832 he left 

on a year-long business trip to the West Indies, explaining that his business partner Alexander 

Macdonnell, fellow pamphleteer and by this time Secretary of the West India Committee in 

London, would keep him infonned on the libel suit. When MacQueen arrived back in England 

in July the next year, he saw that Blackwood had lost the case. 

Prince's case is a classic illustration of how issues became politicized in the emancipation 

debate. On the one hand, her story was at least greatly shaped by her abolitionist benefactors. 

Moira Ferguson notes that Hmany aspects" of Prince's narrative "do confonn to fairly 

propagandistic slave narratives."'°" Furthennore, the controversy which erupted after the 

publication of her book involved members of the Anti-Slavery Society, not her individually. For 

example, it was Pringle who sued Blackwood, not Prince, even though MacQueen' s abuse of her 

far exceeded his attacks on Pringle. Furthennore, Prince's book sparked a counter libel case five 

days after the initial one had been filed; this one involved John Wood v. Pringle. 105 Again, why 

did not Prince's fonner owners sue her for libel for her book? On the other hand, MacQueen ~ s 
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use. or more accurately abuse, of the Prince case was simply another shameless attempt to 

discredit the emancipation cause as a whole through slandering individuals. Like Sierra Leone, 

Mac Queen hoped to use Prince to bring out the worst stereotypes of blacks, and to tap into the 

British public's fears about emancipation, especially the prospect of a toppled social order. For 

MacQueen personally, the case likely brought back feelings from his days in Grenada. Prince's 

engagement in the emancipation debate was yet another terrible manifestion ofHfreedom'' gone 

awry. Like Fedon's Rebellion, it was a challenge to the social order made more serious for the 

simple fact that Prince was a Negro woman, or even worse, a recent ex-slave. 

By the l 830s, MacQueen' s polemical work over the past decade had gained him the 

reputation of an authority on the West Indies, even if a highly partisan authority. [n early 183 2 

he was summoned to testify as a witness before a Common' s committee on the commercial state 

of Britain's Caribbean colonies. At this point, MacQueen may have felt somewhat reassured that 

the government thought him to be a credible authority on the colonies, despite what he always 

believed to be the strong antislavery influence within several key government offices. Unlike 

those posed to his business partner, Macdonnell, who had also been summoned before the 

Committee, the nature of the questions put to MacQueen were of a general nature. Essentially 

the Committee wanted MacQueen to voice his opinion on the cause(s) of, and remedy for, the 

·•distress" of West Indian colonists. He identified four main causes for the difficulties: 1) the 

increase in the foreign slave trade; 2) the government's policy of emancipation; 3) the fiscal 

regulations of the colonies; and 4) the laws forbidding the transfer of slaves from island to 

island. 106 These problems, he claimed, not only affected planters, but inevitably their slaves; and 
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if the pressure was not alleviated in some way soon, the colonies would be ruined, which would 

also affect British naval superiority, and the security of British imperial interests elsewhere. 

Parliament had heard these problems before over the last decade at one time or another by 

different members, although this was the fust time they were stated comprehensively. The first 

and last points dealt with the labour problem that abolition of the British slave trade in 1807 had 

introduced. and that the suppression of the intercolonial trade in 1827 had exacerbated, especially 

amongst the frontier colonies such as Demerara and Trinidad. 107 David Eltis estimates that these 

colonies paid two to three times more for their labour than, say, Cub~ which had Wllimited access 

to fresh labour. I08 The fiscal regulations referred to the high tax on colonial sugar which had been 

imposed as a war time measure but had never been removed, where it stood at 24s. in 1832. 109 

The issue had arisen twice in Parliament in 1828, with a petition and a motion to lower the duties, 

but to no avail. 110 The West Indians were to remain frustrated on this point, as the only real 

change was to equalize the duty with East Indian sugar in 1835, and with all sugar, regardless of 

origin. in 1846. 111 

In my view, MacQueen's second point is the most significant of the four, if the least clear. 

When Mac Queen listed "the government's policy of emancipation," he was not referring to a 

specific proposal to emancipate the slaves because, as yet, there was none, though Buxton was 

to introduce a resolution for immediate emancipation within three months of MacQueen' s 

testimony. MacQueen may have known about this move, or he may not have. His point here was 

that the government's "'policy" had kept West Indian colonists in a state of uncertainty over the 

past decade. As Canning had outlined in Parliament in 1823, the government was pledged to the 

ultimate emancipation of slaves, but a ·~gradual,, emancipation. How long is gradual? Canning 
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also insisted that the government respected the .. rights of private property.'' Mainstream 

abolitionists also supported these rights because, although slavery was a sin, they insisted~ it was 

a sin that had been sanctioned by British law. ln 1828 Buxton declared '"I am a friend to 

compensation." 11
~ But was this a guarantee of what all West Indian proprietors since the early 

1820s had called "just" compensation? Neither the government nor the hwnanitarians would ever 

be pinned down on the point. Meanwhile there were more radical antislavery advocates clouding 

the issue by questioning the principle of compensation altogether. We have seen this proposal 

suggested as early as Heyrick's Immediate, Not Gradual Emancipation in 1824, but by the latter 

1820s, some M.P .s began questioning the principle as well. Brougham suggested that there 

should be no discussion of the issue until after emancipation: "let the House do that which they 

thought right; and when persons could make out that they had been damnified by the measures 

so adopted, then would come the time for talking of compensation" [my emphasis]. 113 A year 

later~ Otway Cave moved for emancipation, arguing that compensation was immoral. 114 Thus, 

the decade following the government's 1823 resolutions became an agonizing waiting game for 

slave owners, who could not foresee any further than the immediate future because they did not 

know if emancipation would come the next day, or the next generation, and whether they would 

be compensated when it did come. MacQueen made this point at the inquiry, noting the 

proprietors' "apprehension that their property is to be taken away, that capital annihilated, credit 

destroyed," of which "the consequence is, inevitable misery to all in the Colonies, and to all 

connected with them."115 From all of the defences of slavery in this period, beginning with 

Gladstone's in the early 1820s, one senses that most planters would have traded their land and 

slaves in an instant if they had been offered a fair price for them; the uncertainty of the future 
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outweighed any potential profits to be made. David Brion Davis has concluded as much, at least 

regarding the absentee planters in Britain in the early 1830s: '"the absentee proprietors were 

prepared to settle for cash and let the colonists deal with the consequences." 116 Davis' 

observation also highlights again the disjunction between the metropolitan and colonial West 

lndia interests. 

Perhaps all of the colonial interests held out the fleeting hope for a government 

commitment to keep the slaves bonded, at least for a specified time, and MacQueen may have 

nurtured this hope. When asked about his suggested remedies for West Indian distress, he argued 

for a reduction on sugar duties, a bounty on exports, "but above all, and before all, and without 

which all other remedies are vain, is, the protection of property must be secured." The Committee 

then asked: 

What do you mean by the protection of property? 

MacQueen: That the property established in the Colonies shall be considered secure and legal property. 
and not to be taken from them as is now threatened to be done ... 

When you say that, do you refer to the consideration of manwnission or emancipation of the slaves? 

MacQueen: Emancipation in pan, compulsory manwnission is one of those regulations attended with 
evils ... 117 

MacQueen went on to argue that compensation would be almost impossible to estimate, which 

implied that the government bad no 'just" option in this matter except to pledge its support for 

legal property. 

MacQueen' s bold, if quixotic, stance was grounded less in principle than in politics. He 

most surely did want the continuation of slavery, especially considering his own new investment. 

But his later actions suggest this uncompromising stand was a bluff. 

The Committee published its report in April. It concluded that the duties on West Indian 
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did not seriously burden the colonists, though it recommended a decrease in the duties on sugar, 

as well as cocoa, castor oil, ginger and pimento. More importantly, the Committee agreed that 

the current laws regarding slaves (which the report referred to tellingly as -~abolition laws") had 

resulted in some distress for the colonists: 

Having thus given their reasons for apprehending. that the estimate of loss by the abolition laws, is 
somewhat exaggerate~ Your Committee have no hesitation in submitting to The House their opinion, 
first. That some loss, and consequently some part of the distress of the Colonists, is occasioned by those 
laws; and, secondly, That such loss constitutes a fair ground of claim for compensation. 111 

For MacQueen and the West Indian slave owners, the Committee's conclusions were 

wholly inadequate, and hardly settled anything. The principle of compensation had been agreed 

to by most everyone; the problem had been in specifying and committing to a just compensation. 

The Committee did not advance this issue at all. 

MacQueen in the Colonies: Colonial Perceptions and Penooal Business 

As we have seen, the reaction to MacQueen' s polemics in Britain was mixed, but 

generally negative. To the majority of those interested in emancipation--and even to some who 

were not--he was considered extreme and obnoxious, though an authority and a force to be 

contended with. Even the West India Association seemed to have weakened its support for 

MacQueen by not coming to his aid during the Pringle case. As one would expect, however, 

MacQueen's image in the colonies was far different. The white colonists viewed his polemical 

defence as one of the few strong and steadfast bulwarks against the antislavery juggernaut. 

Furthennore, MacQueen's acquisition ofhis own West Indian property in 1829 only strengthened 

his involvement in colonial affairs, which in turn bolstered his credibility amongst the colonists 

even more. He helped to unify the planters in their last defence against emancipation of the 
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slaves. a defence which did not stave off emancipation, of course, but did help define some of its 

terms. MacQueen's popularity in the colonies is most significant, however, in that it laid the 

foundation with which to enact future schemes for the West Indies in a post-emancipation world. 

Before the 1820s, MacQueen had numerous individual contacts in the West India 

colonies, having lived there for fifteen years and having conducted business connected with them 

since. His refashioning of the Glasgow Courier into a staunchly pro-colonial organ introduced 

him to a wider audience, but it was his monographs published in 1824 and 1825 that made him 

well known throughout the colonies, just as they had in Britain. In early 1825, the Barbadian 

announced that "in our humble opinion, Mr. M'Queen stands above ALL who have entered the 

lists in the defence of the West Indian character, and in affording the British Public the most 

correct and valuable information on Colonial subjects."119 The colonists, however, gave 

MacQueen additional credit for simply forwarding the arguments at all, and his popularity in the 

colonies highlights the tensions which existed between the West Indians in the metropolis and 

their colonial counterparts. Basically, the colonials felt abandoned, betrayed, and!or that 

incompetents were defending their interests in Britain. The occasional and quiet rebuttals by 

Gladstone in Liverpool and J. Clayton Jennyns, the head of the West India lobby's "literary 

committee" since 1824, were not good enough to answer the offensive launched by those such 

as Cropper, especially considering what was at stake. In 1825 the St. Jago de la Vega Gazette 

(Jamaica) complained: ''What are we to make of, or how much can we depend upon, what we 

call the West India interest at home? There is an infatuation, folly or stupidity, that hangs about 

them it seems impossible to account for. We can place no reliance upon them ... " 120 However, 

the Gazette continued,"' ... but we do look for something favourable from the pen of our able and 
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indefatigable friend, Mr. MacQueen, as well as from John Bull [the conservative London 

journal].·~ After 1824 MacQueen became one of the few voices from ··home" that could be relied 

upon to defend the West Indies on every point, no matter how seemingly small, and launch an 

offensive of his own against the antislavery campaign. In othe1· words, he was viewed as sort of 

an informal agent for all of the British West Indies. 

The colonists tried to make use of their ally right away by exploiting his popularity in the 

colonies and his experience in the newspaper business. Many colonials believed that he could 

defend their interests more effectively by conducting a London newspaper, and in 1825 a 

campaign was launched toward this goal. The Barbadian originally suggested the idea, arguing 

that .. the confined circulation of a Provincial [i.e. the Glasgow Courier], compared with that of 

a Metropolitan, Journal lessens considerably the usefulness of Mr. M'Queen's friendly 

exertions." 121 Subsequently, on September 23rd, there was a public meeting at the town hall in 

Bridgetown, where the inhabitants resolved to start such a paper, and enlist MacQueen as its 

conductor. Two months later, colonials in Port of Spain, Trinidad met and resolved the same, 

noting that MacQueen was ''universally considered to be the Gentleman best fitted to conduct."122 

By November, Berbice planters had raised over £500, and Demerara planters had just started their 

own campaign. 123 Jamaican colonials followed suit by opening a subscription in December, sorry 

that they had not done so earlier. In commenting on the subject, an editorial in the Royal Gazette 

reinforced the view that MacQueen was the last and only hope for the colonies: 

Many Gentlemen would be desirous of evincing their respect for him [MacQueen], and of contributing 
to the only means now left us for drawing the veil of delusion from the eyes of the people of England on 
the subject of Colonial Affairs. It is much to be regretted that the proposals of Mr. M'Queen were not 
taken up here at an earlier period ... Let us hope that it is not too late, and that the exertions and talents 
of our most able Colonial advocate may yet be able ro rescue us from the imminent danger in which we 
are involved." 1=~ [my emphasis] 
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The speed with which this plan for a newspaper run by MacQueen was put into effect, and 

the Wliversal praises for MacQueen as the leading colonial champion confinned his role as a one 

of the leading, if not the leading, spokesman for the West lndian colonies in this period. But 

more significantly, the whole project betrays a certain unpreparedness, and even desperation, on 

the part of the colonials. Why was MacQueen ""the only means left"? Why did he have to 

.. rescue" the colonies? Furthermore, despite all of the hopes and money, the newspaper never 

materialized, for reasons that are a little mysterious. MacQueen wrote to the Royal Gazette in 

April 1826, sounding almost as if he were writing secretly from a prison: "I must be guarded in 

what I do now about a London paper, which, if ever accomplished, must be an evening one. If 

I cannot make it out with safety, I have another thing in view, which may be safer to myself, and 

almost as useful to you." 125 Presumably, MacQueen's alternative was to publish pamphlets 

instead, as well as launching an unprecedented anti-emancipationist barrage of articles in 

Blackwood's. Nevertheless, what does it say about the West India interest when it cannot even 

get a newspaper off the growid? It was not even the first such paper which never materialized, 

and can be added to the list of failed attempts to establish a pro-colonial paper, such as Jennyns' 

Common Sense, orto the list of papers which blamed their failures on their support of the colonial 

cause, such as the Sunday Herald and The Phoenix (both of which subsequently sought 

compensation from the West India Committee!). 126 

Although the newspaper project failed, MacQueen continued to grind out articles and 

pamphlets for the colonial cause. He became much more materially involved in the West Indies, 
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though, after 1829 when he acquired his own property. 

Between 1829 and 1834 MacQueen had acquired ten plantations on the small island of 

Tortola (part of the Virgin Islands). Eight of the ten estates were formerly owned either by Ruth 

Lettsome or George Martin, both previously prominent landowners whose heirs had fallen on 

hard times. 117 Both families owed money to George and Robert Dennistoun of Glasgow, which 

is probably how MacQueen became interested in the property. With capital borrowed from the 

prominent merchant-banking house of Reid, Irving and Co. of London, MacQueen assumed the 

debt on the first three estates in February 1829 with his old business associates from MacQueen, 

Mackay, and Co., i.e. Hugh Mackay, Patrick Macdougall and William Boyd. Again with money 

from Reid and Co., an additional seven estates were purchased with Alexander Macdonnell at 

auction just prior to emancipation. Thus by 1833 MacQueen was part owner of 2000 acres of 

land and over 1000 slaves, making him and his business partners the largest owners of land and 

slaves on the island virtually overnight, as well as substantial planters in the British West Indies 

generally. 

MacQueen's motivation for such a massive purchase so quickly remains unclear. Tortolan 

sugar production had been on the decline ever since the end of the Napoleonic Wars, when the 

Virgin Islands ceased to be of strategic importance for British privateering. 128 In September 1819 

a devastating hurricane ripped through Tortola, killing over eighty blacks and fourteen whites, 

and causing more than £300,000 (currency) of damage to property. Consequently, the remaining 

whites began to emigrate and the packet system was removed to the neighbouring island of St. 

Thomas, thus providing the government with even less incentive to intervene. Thereafter, 

Tortola's most valuable commodity was its slave labour, as British planters on more productive 
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islands, especially the recently acquired and fairly unexploited colonies of Trinidad and British 

Guiana, frantically searched for slaves in other British colonies to meet their needs. Tortola 

became a prime target of labour "speculators" acting on behalf of labour-short planters. After the 

intercolonial slave trade was made illegal in 1828, such speculation could no longer take place. 

In the face of all of this, however, MacQueen made his purchases and, by 1832, had apparently 

cut all of his ties with Glasgow, intending to devote all of his energies to his West lndian 

business. 

MacQueen' s new stake in the West Indies clearly affected his public writings, which 

became even more radical than before and were addressed more directly to the colonies 

themselves. After Lord Howick, the parliamentary undersecretary and son of the Prime Minister, 

Earl Grey, made a speech in Parliament outlining the government's plans for emancipation in 

April 1831, MacQueen immediately penned a long and inflammatory address to all of the 

colonies, in an attempt to unify them, though it is clear his ultimate goal was to stave off the 

govemmenfs plans for manumitting the slaves. With the refrain ••Colonists and Shipomiers!'' 

in every paragraph, he explained "'you are no longer considered of any advantage to your cowitry. 

You are injured, and about to be sacrificed to the monster, THEORY, and to the hydras, 

Expediency and False Philanthropy." 129 The gap between the West Indian colonies and the 

metropolis no doubt grew wider with MacQueen' s interpretation of how the they, the colonists, 

were viewed at home: 

The honest individual, or individuals, who have hitherto been appointed to enquire into your case, have. 
whenever they told truth, been forsaken by a feeble, truckling Government, and surrendered to the 
merciless persecution and cahmmies of a mendacious and venal faction. 130 Your friends are forsaken-­
your enemies rewarded. Every interested knave and hypocrite, and every literary rush light. pushes 
himself into notice by reviling and calumniating you. Nor is this all.-• While every anonymous 
accusation. and slander. and every ex parte. partial and vindictive charge, has been. with aggravations. 
produced against you. every docwnent which has come from you in vindication of property. character. 



and political rights. has been suppressed. garbled. and mutilated. at the will and pleasure of your enemies. 
::md this. too. WITH THE KNOWLEDGE. and under the very eye. of Government. .. 

Colonists! ... The Depanment of Government which has been appointed to guard and protect 
you [i.e. the Colonial Office], is ruled and dictated by irresponsible men. It is filled with men who ARE 
YOUR FOES ... 

Colonists! ... You~•all of you-are held up as an incubus upo~ and most of you are represented 
as a disgrace to your coW1try. You are from the Pulpit, at the Bar. and in the Legislature described and 
denounced as robbers. murderers and monsters of vice and iniquity,-•multitudes of your deluded 
countrymen would cheer the messenger who brought the intelligence that your were engulphed in the 
ocean. or massacred by your servant~. ill 
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And finally, after setting this context, MacQueen claimed that the government's plans for 

emancipation did not include compensation. This was a selective reading ofHowick's speech 

at best, since the undersecretary did not even mention the subject. Furthermore, MacQueen's 

attack on Howick was either based on ignorance or insincerity, since Howick believed that 

emancipation had to be adopted with at least a modicum of consent from the planters, who, he 

would argue later, should be the ones enforcing any scheme. 132 As is obvious from the preceding 

hyperbole, however, MacQueen' s purpose was to rouse and wlify the West Indian colonists to an 

extent unprecedented in their history. "Wherever situated, though your properties may be 

differently constituted, your interests are one. You must sink or swim together." 

Near the end of this long diatribe, Mac Queen finally offered practical, if still vague, 

advice, noting that Parliament has just dissolved, giving the colonies some breathing space. 

Make the proper use thereof. The next Parliament, if it can pass the constitution destroying bill [i.e. the 
Refonn Bill], will not last many months. Another. in that case, must be chosen. Amidst the turmoil of 
anarchy and changes at home, you may be forgotten for this seaso~ by which time you must be prepared 
to convince our new Legislature and arbitrary popularity exciting and hunting Government [sic], that 
their measures pursued against you are wrong, or submit to be deprived of both your propeny and libeny, 
or else you must have secured an ~lwn and protection under the sway of some other nation than your 
own. Ill 

The threat of the West Indian colonists seeking "asylum and protection under the sway of some 

other nation" was an empty threat, but one that would be employed, along with recollections of 

the American Revolution, over the next two years. 



99 

Mac Queen's arguments here are fascinating in how similar they are to emancipationist 

arguments: MacQueen simply turns the argwnents on their heads. Like the abolitionists, the basis 

of MacQueen's argument stemmed from his appeal to a person's '"natural rights." However, 

whereas the humanitarians appealed to the natural right of every human being to liberty, 

MacQueen argued for the natural rights of Britons, and their right to "liberty, protection of 

property, and taxation, with representation." Thus, in the world of colonial logic, MacQueen put 

the suffering colonist in place of the suffering slave, thereby justifying appeals for government 

protection, or, failing that, separation: ··Toe Government which arbitrarily or capriciously invades 

the rights of private property, releases the oppressed sufferer from obedience and allegiance." 

Such ··oppression,, could also justify (non-violent) resistance, paralleling yet another 

emancipationist argument: 

Will you submit to be made, by arbitrary power, political slaves to your own bondmen? No, never! Tell 
your country, like the brave Spartans, when she goes to deprive you of your property and your liberties, 
··COME AND TAKE THEM." But raise no your ann against her. Let her complete injustice by the 
application of physical force. 

MacQueen's argument highlights a larger issue that underpinned the colonial position 

regarding the slavery question: trusteeship. This question went beyond the realm of legalities and 

even of rights. The West India question was one of duty and obligation. Trusteeship has 

traditionally been understood in terms of British subject peoples of colour, e.g. Indians, Africans 

(either in Africa or the West Indies), Australian Aboriginals, etc. 134 But where did the West 

Indies, now apparently in their decline, fit into the future of the British Empire? The 

emancipation debate in this period can be seen in part as a struggle to answer this question. At 

this point, slavery proponents focussed on the past and present. MacQueen and the West Indian 

plantocracy understood there to be, in fact, a·~" between the colonies and the mother country, 
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but MacQueen spent the last decade trying to focus on the debate on the one which centered on 

the imperial government and the white colonists, not the black slaves. And indeed, the whites 

of the British West Indies were ruled with restrictions from the home government in exchange 

for certain protections and obligations from the mother country--namely, the colonists gave up 

their right to sell their produce to anyone but the mother country in exchange for physical and 

fiscal protection. In effect, MacQueen was arguing that to abandon the colonies now, in their 

time of distress, after keeping them bound during 200 years of prosperity, was the height of 

exploitation, like divorcing one's wife after she is no longer a young beautiful bride. Had the 

country no sense of obligation? 

MacQueen left for the West Indies in the swnmer of 1832, primarily for personal business, 

but could now make his appeals to the colonists as one of them. He used his year-long stay there 

as an opportunity to try to infonn, inspire, wtlfy and direct the colonists in the fight for their 

property. He arrived in St. Kitt's in July, and immediately composed a third address which, when 

printed. covered over three and a half pages of Jamaica's Royal Gazette. Having failed to receive 

any reassurances from official authorities about the nature of the emancipation plan, MacQueen 

continued the same themes he had developed in bis first two addresses: noting the low esteem the 

colonies were held in Britain, emphasizing the need for unity, especially the need for the 

fonnation of a formal delegation, and underlining the fact that their fates were in their own 

hands. 135 In fact, the gap between the West India colonies and the mother country could not have 

been wider in MacQueen's view. Not only had the "'anti-colonists" stepped up their attack, but 

the West India Committee was, alas, still of little use. The Committee could provide some 

support to the colonists when their delegation arrived in Britain, but not direction, "because they 
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[the Committee] are not particularly acquainted with the subject [of the colonies].n MacQueen 

had apparently resigned himself to the fact that after ten years of intense debate over slavery and 

the colonies, the West India Committee had never been able to rise to the occasion, and would 

never be able to gain the confidence of the colonists themselves. 

MacQueen watered down his own solution to the colonial problem to a more realistic 

level than that offered in his first addresses. No talk of revolt, or joining another country, 

although the anxious "Colonists!" begins almost every paragraph. MacQueen may have realized 

that some of his initial panic was W1justified, because now he made a point to note that ··1 am not 

counselling you to rebellion." But he did coW1Sel the colonists to try everything up to rebellion: 

Colonists!-Tell your misguided country that if slavery is a sin, a shame, and a crime, it is she, not you 
who is the criminal, because it was she, not you. who created it for the Colonies. It is your country, not 
the Colonies, who was, who is, and who, till she acts justly and honourable by you, must continue to be 
the actual slave trader, and the only slave proprietor. Throw these facts in her teeth in the proudest 
language of indignation and reprobation. Tell her that you have no irremovable affection for the system 
of personal bondage, but that you have an honest and invincible anachment to your property, and that 
you never can. and never will, be brought willingly to relinquish that property until your country pays 
you back every farthing which you paid unto herself ... 

Strong language, but strong language was about the only weapon the colonists had left, as 

MacQueen realized. He also advised that the colonists make their case everywhere, in public, in 

Parliament-•·1eave no stone untumed"-but they needed to meet with ministers of the government 

above all, and make swe not to ··allow themselves to be handed over to the lower and inveterate 

organs of the Colonial Office." Still, MacQueen had no delusions about easy, or even probable 

success. In fact, he added that it was probably too late: "'I do not say that this course adopted will 

now save you, but I know that if it had been adopted at an early period, that it would have saved 

you., and I cling to the hope that it will yet save you, while I firmly believe that if such a course 

is not taken, your doom is certain." 
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MacQueen wrote one final address before leaving the West Indies, which reiterated his 

earlier message. Although this address showed signs of desperation by relating numerous 

gruesome stories of slave treachery, it also showed MacQueen was facing certain realities. For 

the first time, he appealed to the free coloureds to join in the colonial struggle: "Union is strength! 

Let all classes, but more especially the white and the free coloured population, be united, and I 

am delighted!"136 MacQueen's invitation to the free coloured is only the last in a series of 

measures that serve to show that at bottom, MacQueen was looking for a way--the least 

humiliating way--that the colonies could bind themselves closer to a mother country that did not 

want them. Despite all the strong language, he urged the colonists to ameliorate the condition of 

their slaves as far as possible. 

The reaction in the colonies to MacQueen' s addresses varied from cautious criticism to 

enthusiastic support, gratitude and acceptance. Charles Thomson, the Attorney-General of St. 

Kin's at the time, was much more willing to give the home government the benefit of the doubt, 

and believe that it would not abandon the colonies. Indeed. he insisted that the government would 

''take such steps, as are in their judgment best calculated to save and to protect the colonies."137 

Thomson argued that MacQueen was too cynical and paranoi~ and that the "tone and character'' 

of his addresses hurt the colonial cause more than helped it. Finally, Thomson added that not 

only did MacQueen not offer anything new, but that he also encouraged rebellion, despite his 

denial to the contrary: 

··•Good friends, sweet friends, let me not stir you up 
To such a sudden flood of mutiny,"31 

was the expression used by Anthony, according to Shakespeare," urged Thomson, "when goading 

the Roman people to acts of violence and plunder." Thomson's critical points were also 
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expressed by ··A Creole" writing to the St. Christopher Advertiser, 139 as well as by Young 

Alexander in The Colonial Observer. 1
"

0 

The dissension did not last, however, as MacQueen responded to these criticisms with his 

usual ferocity. In a long letter. he discredited Thomson by announcing that, as an attomey­

general, Thomson was ··not a Colonist." Addressing Thomson personally, MacQueen pointed 

out, --you do not possess, and you cannot possess, any Colonial property, and you consequently 

can never be injured by any measure on the part of Government, however mischievous, 

dangerous, and destructive they may be." 141 In a strategic reversal from his writings in Britain, 

MacQueen staked his authority in the fact that he was now a West Indian proprietor, admitting 

··all that I have in the world [is] vested in and dependent upon the fate of the West-India 

colonies." 

Generally, however, judging by the reception MacQueen received in the colonies which 

he visited, it is clear that the majority of colonials appreciated, respected, and ultimately followed 

much of his analysis and advice on their situation. After his speech at a dinner given in his 

honour in Antigua, where MacQueen reassured his audience that the new king (William [V) was 

on their side, 142 an editorial noted that "coming from so respectable a quarter, [MacQueen' s 

speech] is sufficient to cheer the heart of every West Indian proprietor, and to chase despondency 

from our shores."143 Over the course of the next two months, he was treated to public dinners in 

Barbados, St. Vincent and Tobago. 144 The dinner in St. Vincent was a subscription dinner, where 

183 guests paid eight powids each in a strong demonstration of support for MacQueen. Finally, 

in Grenada, a "'deputation of several respectable Gentlemen waited upon him," but, having not 

enough time to organize a public entertainment, presented MacQueen with 200 guineas instead. i.is 
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More than the rewards. MacQueen' s addresses seemed to have sparked more serious 

attempts at colonial unification. Obviously some colonists took MacQueen's warnings and 

suggestions more seriously than others, but it seems clear that this address, and those that 

followed, did serve as a catalyst to at least get the colonists more mobilized than before. Less 

than three weeks after MacQueen' s first address had been published in Jamaica (May 183 l ), the 

July 16 edition of the Royal Gazette published the resolutions of no less than eight meetings 

which had taken place around the island. The paper also ran, for the first time, an advertisement 

for the fonnation of a "colonial union." 

By the end of July, 1831, all but two parishes in Jamaica bad held meetings to consider 

the crisis and to protest, as strongly as possible, the British government's intervention. The tone 

of these meetings varied from those who only demanded just compensation, to some even 

threatening separation from the Empire. At a meeting in Montego Bay (parish of St. James), the 

freeholders asserted that any move by the imperial government to deprive them of their properties 

••will compel them to petition his majesty to absolve them from their allegiance, that they may 

seek the protection of some other power able and willing to secure to them the enjoyment of their 

rights, and the peaceable possession of their properties."146 The resolutions adopted at a meeting 

in Mandeville (parish of Manchester) ranged from mild to radical: after admitting that they would 

··readily resign" their slaves if compensated, the colonists also forwarded to the government a 

bold, if hollow, threat: ''deny us that [compensation], and although we may be too weak to 

prevail, still we may prove powerful enough to injure our oppressors."147 

The first calls for a more fonnal all-West Indian organiz.ation were also made. The idea 

seems inspired from MacQueen' s calls for unity and organized pressure on the government. 
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Clearly influenced by American precedents, the .. Colonial Union'' was to be a central body where 

delegates from each colony would attend, and eventually go to London to represent the interests 

of all the West lndies. As it stood, the West Indian islands all lobbied the government 

individually through individual agents, or sympathetic M.P.s. 148 The West India Committee was 

supposed to represent all of the colonies, but, as noted earlier, it had never been seen to do so 

effectively. MacQueen's call to bypass the Committee seems to have been taken up at this point. 

In May 1833, delegates were elected from around the West Indies, with MacQueen chosen to 

represent the Leeward Islands. The news of his election was announced with great optimism: 

The talents of Mr. M'Queen are well known both in England and Scotland; and as a Delegate from the 
West India colonies we augur good things. He is intimately acquainted with British and Colonial affairs; 
nor is he to be deceived by the tinsel which may be held out to allure him from the path which he 
conscientiously pursues. His ability, associated as it will be with that of other Delegates, is to be inferred 
will go some way in funher securing the right of compensation now admitted by some of the staunchest 
of the Anti-Slavery Party; if, indeed, it does not alter the tone asswned by many of them. Time will show 
the result of such an occasion both of mental strength and energy. 1~

9 

In fact, time did not show the result of MacQueen's work as a delegate because the crucial 

negotiations with the government over emancipation occurred precisely at this time by the 

traditional representatives of the West India cause. Between April and June 183 3, the Colonial 

Office dealt with the usual prominent metropolitan merchants with West India connections, which 

were now formed into a formal delegation of their own and included, among others, William 

Murray, Sir Alexander Grant, George Hibbert, John Irving, Andrew Colvile, and Hugh 

Hyndman. 150 The delegation, as well the Saints, finally accepted a plan for emancipation, drafted 

by Stephen, in June 1833, which included major concessions to the West Indians: a staggering 

twenty-million powid grant, an apprenticeship period for the slaves, and continued protection for 

West Indian sugar. 151 

Thus MacQueen was able to rally the troops just in time to witness signing of the peace. 
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He arrived back in London in July, a month after the Emancipation Act had passed. But while 

his efforts in the West Indies can be seen, at best, as a heroic failure, the Royal Gazette ·s 

commentary on what he brought to the colonial cause is revealing. His reputation, knowledge ( of 

both Britain and the colonies), and unswerving loyalty would form the basis for MacQueen's 

future work in the West Indies-work which would be accomplished under the auspices of some 

the very same metropolitan merchants who had negotiated in place of MacQueen and the other 

colonial representatives. 

In examining the mainsprings of the defence of slavery in Britain in the last decade before 

emancipation, especially MacQueen's contribution to it, we find that slavery advocates actually 

did not differ significantly from antislavery proponents in theory. The debate centered chiefly on 

timing. And even the most extreme addresses written by MacQueen were based on the same 

logic as those by his emancipationist counterparts. In practice, of course, most philosophical 

positions, especially those from the pro-slavery side, sprung from material interests, as seen by 

the argwnents ofMacQueen or Cropper. Nevertheless, by the 1820s, the debate over slavery was 

about when it should take place, not if. Most colonial hacks were at pains to show how much the 

condition of the slaves had been meliorated. Conveniently, most argued that continued progress 

and development through amelioration, ultimately ending in emancipation, would have to be 

"very gradual" if the colonies were not to be completely ruined. But the concession is a quantum 

leap from the idea that slaves are a fixed and permanent part of the social structure. 

MacQueen covered all of these arguments and in this sense is highly representative of the 

pro-slavery position. On the other han~ he was also a maverick. He did not belong to any of the 
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formal West India associations, and did not have a personal interest in the colonies witil after 

many years ofloyal defence. Though never publicly acknowledged, this independence arose from 

his personality as well as his own ideas, especially those regarding the government's suppression 

of the foreign slave trade, the imminent decline of the West Indies, and his interest in Africa. 

Indeed, his incorporation of Africa into the debate set him apart from everyone. One can say that 

both sides in Britain were uncomfortable with MacQueen. Obviously, antislavery polemicists 

would find his work objectionable in the extreme. But the volume and method of his offensive 

set him well apart from most supporters of slavery, even the West India Committee, who failed, 

in the end, to come to his aid during his legal battle. 

It is important, however, to qualify how radical MacQueen would have been to those 

outside the emancipation debate. At the time the abolitionists labelled MacQueen an extremist, 

and especially touay' his n:marks, n:garuing i.hc: need to uphuiu U:lC pait:mai authority of the 

planters, and about Africans, individual abolitionists and their supporters, are W1settling. But did 

the public or the government at the time really consider him an extremist? Did he really represent 

a radically conservative and out-of-touch faction? It is tempting to believe so in light of present­

day attitudes towards these issues. For example, it now seems obvious that MacQueen's abuse 

of Mary Prince was nothing more than shameless and Wlmitigated racism. But we must 

remember that MacQueen was a propagandist (albeit a relatively independent one) and the attack 

was strategically planned to tap into the pervailing prejudices of British society. During the 

passage of the amelioration bill in 1824, for instance, George Canning, then President of the 

Board of Trade, and considered a liberal on slavery issues for his previous support of abolition 

in 1807, likened immediate emancipation to the irresponsiblity of Dr. Frankenstein in Mary 



Shelley's recently published novel ( 1818) because, Canning explained: 

In dealing with the negro ... we must remember that we are dealing with a being possessing the fonn and 
strength of a man. but the intellect only of a child. To tum him loose ... would be to raise up a creature 
resembling the splendid fiction of a recent romance; the hero of which constructs a hwnan fonn. with all 
the corporeal capabilities of a ~ with the thews [muscular development) and sinews of a giant; but 
being unable to impan to the work of his hands a perception of right and wrong, he finds too late that he 
has only created a more than mortal power of doing mischief, and himself recoils from the monster which 
he has made. m 

l08 

Furthermore, MacQueen was hardly excommunicated from his official connections after the 

Prince article. It was not three months after it was published that he was invited to offer evidence 

before a Commons' select committee on the state of the West India colonies. And he continued 

to have access to the government for his future work. And how oct of touch was his defence of 

plentocratic rule? The Colonial Office's change of policy from supporting the freedmen to 

supporting the planters during the economic crisis of the early l 840s suggests that when push 

came to shove, the government, too, would come to the defence of the traditional colonial 

authority structure, even well after the fight for emancipation was over. Indeed, in a recent re­

working of Eric Williams' controversial decline thesis, Thomas Holt has argued that the Office 

did not support emancipation at aJl for humanitarian reasons; instead, officials viewed it simply 

as a ··question of labour," which was the way that pro-slavery advocates such as MacQueen 

viewed it--only the plantocracy saw a different answer to the question. m Perhaps the most telling 

evidence regarding MacQueen's extremism, however, is provided by his acceptence by some of 

the abolitionists themselves later in his career. Less than five years after the Emancipation Act, 

Buxton was inviting MacQueen to his home for advice on Africa and the slave trade. 154 

Except for some of the high-density islands such as Barbados, the end of slavery led to 

pennanent economic decline, largely because the freedmen refused to confonn to the needs of the 

plantocracy. This economic hardship exacerbated other social problems perceived by the whites, 
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such as high crime. lax sexual mores, orphans, and a revival of African spiritualism. The 

perceived social and religious decline had become so chronic in most of the West India colonies 

by the l 850s. that even the white missionaries were complaining about the level of African 

"civilization." 155 ln other words, the freedmen had failed to conform to the missionaries' view 

of responsible and respectable free people. Pro-slavery polemicists had argued as much ever 

since the debate over slavery began in the eighteenth century, perhaps knowing better than anyone 

that the freed slaves would not automatically submit to white needs or expectations, and that 

slavery was the only system capable of forcing them to conform. The similar reactions and 

explanations offered by the whites, whether planter or missionary, pro-slavery or antislavery, 

demonstrates that their views of the African were often not that far apart. 

Most importantly, MacQueen' s polemical work during the 1820s and early 30s had earned 

him the reputation as one of the West India colonies' most unflinching allies, and he emerged as 

one of the leading spokesman for the pro-slavery and colonial cause. Regardless of whether he 

was considered a radical, he was considered an authority by members of govemment, and became 

a lightning rod for antislavery counterattacks. Furthermore colonials overwhelmingly found his 

defence strong and consistent. Indeed, many had lost faith in the West India Committee in 

London as well as the other "colonial hacks," and increasingly turned to MacQueen as their sole 

saviour. This reputation that MacQueen had carved out for himself would be essential in making 

him one of the few credible bridges between the colonies and the metropolis in post-emancipation 

reconstruction. 
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Chapter 3 

Emancipation and Economic Reconstruction: 
MacQueen and the Colonial Bank, 1836-38 

After settling his own compensation claims, MacQueen set about in the l 830s to settle 

some of the affairs for the British West Indies after slavery. His own contribution was to help re­

dP.fine their relationship to the mother country in two key areas of the British imperial system: 

finance and communication. From 1836 to 1838 he was the agent for the Colonial Bank, and 

from 1838 to 1842 he was the agent for the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company. Though almost 

nothing is recorded of MacQueen' s work in these areas, they were probably his most significant 

legacies to the British Empire. This chapter will help clarify the reasons behind the establishment 

of a banking system in the West Indies in general, and MacQueen's contribution to the formation 

of the Colonial Bank in particular. 

Retreat to Personal Affairs and a Return to Public Work, 1833-36 

For three years after the passage of the Emancipation Act., Mac Queen did not publish 

anything. He had not gone this long without publishing since before 1820, and would never do 

so again before his death in 1870. What kept him silent in these years was his personal business 

endeavours, which turned out to be a bureaucratic nightmare and ultimately, a financial disaster. 

His career as a planter lasted roughly three years, and it took him this long again to finally settle 

his compensation claims, for which he did not receive any of the money. 

IfMacQueen had entertained any thoughts about attempting to revive his Tortolan estates 

into viable sugar producing plantations, these were soon dashed. MacQueen 's claims for 
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compensation. complicated in themselves. were overwhelmed by a barrage of counter-claims. 

brought forth by everyone from MacQueen's creditors to the former slaves of his plantations. 

Indeed, ifhe had believed that he could make money from compensation he was here, too, sadly 

mistaken. When he purchased these plantations, he inherited their histories, which immediately 

came to light after emancipation. 

Excluding MacQueen's creditors, the cowiter-claimants fell roughly into two categories: 

those who had money owed to them by the previous owners of the estates, and female ex-slaves, 

who. along with their mulatto children, had been guaranteed lifetime support. The former 

category only included the five estates fonnerly owned by Ruth Lettsome. Her son, William 

Paynes Georges, ran the property since his mother's purchase in 1813, but after 1820 hard times 

apparently led him to run up enormous debts, mainly with merchants from Tortola and St. 

Thomas, but also with his manager, Hugh Smith, whom he did not pay after December 1820. By 

June 1822, Georges had borrowed almost £4000 (sterling), which amowited to as much as the 

mortgage. 1 Subsequently, Georges abandoned the estates, leaving the debts hanging until 

Mac Queen and Company sought compensation. MacQueen' s dismay at seeing several claims 

such as that by John James Henry Vanburen, "practitioner of physic and surgery," claiming 

£32.0.1 ¾ against the old Lettsome estates, could only have been surpassed by the flood of 

counter-claims against his Brewer's Bay estate, filed by the fonner owner's concubines and their 

mulatto children. When George Martin died in 1818, he had granted annuities to five of his 

female slaves, plus support for all of the children he had sired by three of them. By January 1836, 

MacQueen faced eighteen counter-claims against the estate. Twelve of these came from former 

slaves or their children, and their claims totalled more than £16,000.2 
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All of these counter-claims, however, were secondary next to those filed by MacQueen' s 

creditors. He and his partners owed upwards of £80,000 to Reid, Irving, and Company on the ten 

estates.3 In the end, the slaves from the ten estates secured £13,589.15.9 as compensation:' The 

award was easily the largest from Tortola, where the average payment was £454½.5 Clearly, debts 

far exceeded assets, and MacQueen and Co. were forced to turn over all the compensation money, 

as well as the estates, to their creditors at the end of 1836. 

It was just well for MacQueen to make a fresh start, however, since the end of 

apprenticeship all but eliminated the already depressed Tortolan sugar industry. Demerara labour 

.. speculators" had already drained some of the labour force since emancipation because the 

auxiliary Acts allowed apprentices to purchase their freedom without the consent of their 

masters.6 In 1837, another hurricane hit the island and destroyed seventeen sugar works. And 

between 1837 and 1847, Tortola suffered from almost continual drought. When apprenticeship 

was abolished in I 838, several labourers began working their own plots. However, it was 

collapse of MacQueen's old creditors, Reid, Irving, and Company. Tortola's largest employer. 

in the wake of the passage of the Sugar Duties Act that completely finished the island as a sugar 

producer. 7 After 1846, most labourers turned to small-scale peasant farming. 8 

After this brief retreat to personal affairs immediately after emancipation, MacQueen 

returned rededicated to defending the West India colonies. He did this first with another 

pamphlet, entitled the General Statistics of the British Empire. This was MacQueen's attempt 

to quantify everything of value in the British Empire from poultry and rabbits to the colonies 

themselves. 9 He detennined, for example, that Great Britain had no less than £60 million worth 



124 

of manure alone! But the statistics themselves are less important for our purposes here than his 

reason for publishing them. Though never stated explicitly, it becomes clear by the end of the 

tract that MacQueen hoped to defend the West India colonies by defending the value of 

agriculture. especially in relation to the obviously increasing importance of manufacturing. 10 He 

concluded that while manufacturing was no doubt important, it did not compare to the value of 

agriculture, which in fact underpinned manufacturing: ''the result of the preceding researches. 

inquiries, and calculations is, that amidst the numerous and proud manufacturing concerns in 

Great Britain, which adds so much to her wealth ... the value and importance of land, and 

agricultural industry and produce, stand proudly conspicuous and preeminent." It seems that this 

conclusion was founded less on the statistics that he provided than from the assumption (stated 

in the very next sentence) that ·,he prosperity of every interest, in every country in the world, is 

based and dependent upon the prosperity and proper cultivation of the soil." 11 

Such an observation should not come as a surprise from one who cut his teeth in the old 

plantation system, defended that system in his prime, and was hoping to replicate a version of that 

system in Africa. That this pamphlet came from MacQueen is even less of a surprise since he had 

devoted virtually all of his energies over the past quarter decade in using his pen in an attempt to 

educate and persuade what he felt was an ignorant and unsympathetic British public and 

government. The pamphlet also bears MacQueen' s hallmark statistical approach to polemical 

subjects which he had been developing since his first publication in 1813 and used extensively 

in his geographical and polemical works of the l 820s. On the other hand, there were some 

changes. It was a tame tract by his earlier standards: no fiery rhetoric, no names, no apocalyptic 

pronouncements. He did mention that Sierra Leone "stands as a living record of national folly 
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... [and] forms a blot on the page of British colonial history." 12 However, MacQueen reserved 

what little analysis there was in this tract for criticizing the larger West Indian planters, who, he 

claimed. had fleeced the smaller ones in the division of the £20 million compensation payment. 13 

He did not go into detail, but the remark foreshadows more serious disagreements in the near 

future. Although MacQueen was a West Indian proprietor himself, the criticism nevertheless 

demonstrates that he was willing to break with most powerful elements of the West India body 

publicly. His work with the Colonial Bank, while strengthening his ties with some, alienated him 

still further from other colonials in the West Indies themselves, and represents the larger tensions 

created when the Colonial Bank became established in the colonies. 

Though he had opposed emancipation with everything in his power, making a name for 

himself as one of slavery's staunchest defenders, MacQueen nevertheless accepted the reality of 

emancipation. He repeatedly told the British West Indians that they should now look ahead. At 

one of several public dinners in the West Indies given in his honour during his travels for the 

Colonial Bank in 1836-37, MacQueen reportedly told his audience: 

Much might at that time [during the emancipation debate) have been done by the all-powerful influence 
which the West India interest then command~ had they acted with wianimity, but, unfortunately, they 
were divided amongst themselves, and thus fell easy prey to their enemies. He could say much on this 
subject, but would pass it over as equally painful for the company to hear, as for himself to recite. The 
evil had been done, and could not be widone; it was useless to dwell upon the past. Attention should now 
be directed to the future, and to the means of meeting the great and pressing dangers that were yet to 
come.•◄ 

Appropriately, MacQueen repeated this sentiment at all of his public dinners as an agent for the 

Colonial B~ a situation symbolic of the fact that while his audiences were celebrating his past, 

MacQueen was working toward their future. 
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The British Background to the Establishment of the Colonial Bank 

The formation of the Colonial Bank in 1836, along with several other smaller banks in the 

West lndies in this same period, was a watershed in banking history because, for the first time, 

there were ·•free-standing" banks in the colonies themselves. This development was the result of 

long-term developments in banking and the more specific needs of the British West Indies 

themselves. 

Banks have exported their services across borders ever since the beginning of capitalism 

itself. initially, Italian banking houses, and later south German or Dutch bankers, offered their 

products (such as capital or bank notes) and services (such as credit or exchanges) to foreign 

countries in one of two ways: either by sending a representative, or by making ammgements with 

a similar institution within the country in question. 15 These companies were usually owned by 

powerful families such as the Medicis or Rothschilds, and remained a significant banking model 

until the twentieth century. Financing in the British West Indies grew out of this tradition, with 

merchant-bankers in the metropolis responsible for financial arrangements in the colonies. These 

merchant houses would provide the massive amoWlt of start-up capital needed for a new 

plantation-for transport, equipment, slaves and first year's provisions-as well as arrange for the 

resale of the crop once the plantation began producing. 16 

The evolution of the British economy provided the context for establishing a new financial 

arrangement. By the tum of the nineteenth century, industrializ.ation, with its concomitant 

economic adjustments, brought, as Michael Collins has noted, "growth in both productive and 

trading sectors, the greater accumulation of wealth holdings and increased sophistication of 

economic relations." These developments in turn made 



specialisation. including financial specialisation. more feasible and economic development called for 
more advanced mercantile and financial arrangements. Here. the commercial banker played a central 
role: in the provision of credit, media of exchange and remittance facilities; as well as providing the more 
traditional service as a safe repository for valuables. 17 

127 

[n his classic study of the imperial banks written more than sixty years ago, A.S.J. Baster also 

pointed out that British overseas investment began increasing markedly at this time, especially 

after the Napoleonic Wars. 18 The elimination of the Dutch East India Company in 1795 and the 

formal closure of the Bank of Amsterdam in 1819 (having been without funds since l 793) 

effectively eliminated Holland as a banking rival. The fall in money rates in Britain also 

encouraged capital overseas; for example, investment in the newly-independent countries of 

South America increased by nine million pounds per year between 1815 and 1825. 

The British government adjusted to these general changes by changing banking laws at 

the same time that it tried to regulate the banking sector more closely. In 1826 it legalizedjoint­

stock banking for all entrepreneurs through the Joint-Stock Banking Act, thus ending the Bank 

of England's exclusive right to joint-stock banking. 19 Throughout the l 830s the Treasury also 

developed a series of Colonial Banking Regulations. These regulations restricted issuing bank 

notes to a proportion of the company's paid-up capital, required the company to publish its annual 

accoWlts, applied controls on the opening and closing of branches, limited business to "'banking," 

and specified a geographic location for the bank. 20 

The new banking legislation of the 1820s and 30s opened the door for a new system by 

reducing the risks to potential investors. The Joint-Stock Banking Act did this directly by 

allowing an unlimited number of partners for any banking company. The Colonial Banking 

Regulations never became law, but as Geoffrey Jones has explained, the essence of these 

regulations were usually incorporated into a banking company's charter.:i 1 Until unrestricted 
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limited liability legislation passed in 1857 and 1858, royal charters were a common way to further 

minimize risks for new companies in the early nineteenth century, as MacQueen's numerous 

lobbying efforts--ranging from his proposed Africa company to a British steam mail system-­

attested. For banking companies, royal charters typically made shareholders liable to only twice 

their investments. On the other han<L by granting the charters, the government sought to regulate 

the banking industry and hoped to prevent banking failures. In addition to the rules of the 

Colonial Banking Regulations, the government required periodic renewal of the charter. The 

charters did not, however, grant monopoly rights. 

By the 1830s, the culmination of these long-tenn economic and legislative developments 

precipitated the formation of several "multinational" banks in the space of only a few years. 

Multinational banks differed from "international" banks which had existed for centuries in that 

the former established a branch in another country. Ownership and control remained in the 

metropolis, but the branches themselves were "free-standing" banks, with no equity in domestic 

banks.12 Multinationals had no interest in the domestic market, and were, in fact, characterized 

by their geographical and functional specialization; their charters usually circumscribed their 

functions, and their services adapted to serve the needs of the local economy. And wtlike their 

merchant-bank cowtterparts, multinationals were run by a number of shareholders, not an 

individual or small family circle. 

Not surprisingly, the first British multinational banks were fonned within the Empire, 

where political, economic and institutional compatibility facilitated easier establishment and 

greater security. The first overseas banks were in Australia, the West Indies, Canada and the 

Mediterranean: 



Australia: 
Bank of Australasia (1835) 
Bank of Southern Australia ( 1836) 
Union Bank of Australia ( 183 7) 

West Indies: 
Colonial Bank ( 1836) 
Bank of British Guiana ( 1836) 
Bank of Jamaica ( 183 7) 
Jamaica Planters Bank ( 183 7) 
West India Bank (1839) 

Canada: 
Bank of British North America ( 1836) 

Ionian Islands (British Protectorate 1815-64): 
Ionian Bank ( 1839) 
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The establishment of so many multinational banks in the space of only four years is also a 

dramatic demonstration of the centralizing trend in the British Empire. While power was not 

going directly to the government, as all of these banks remained in the private sector (though they 

were public companies), control was gravitating towards it as the author of uniform colonial 

banking regulations and the royal charters which underwrote these banks. 

The West Indian Background to the E,tablishment of the Colonial Bank 

The metropolitan forces pushing a banking system out to the colonies were complemented 

by local conditions within the colonies which pulled it in. Each of the major regions within the 

Empire had reached an important point in its own history and possessed its own unique reasons 

for establishing banks in the l 830s. For example, the development of colonial banking can fit 

easily into the context of Australian settlement or the evolution of responsible government in 

Canada.23 Likewise, the British West Indies had their own particular reasons for requiring new 

financial arrangements--namely, emancipation of the slaves and the enonnous changes which 
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accompanied it. 

Virtually all historians who have dealt with the Colonial Bank recognize that 

emancipation in some way precipitated the Bank's fonnation, but their explanations vary in 

scope. Jones, for example, focuses exclusively on sugar prices, which may not even have been 

seriously affected by emancipation until the end of the apprenticeship system in 1838. He 

attributes the formation of the Colonial Bank simply to opportunistic British merchants hoping 

to take advantage of high sugar prices in the mid-1830s. 24 After recovering from a post-war 

recession, sugar prices, indeed, had increased since the early l 820s, from an average price of 31 s. 

l0d. per hundredweight in London between 1821 and 1830, to 37s. 5d. between 1836 and 1845.25 

Furthermore, the cost of labour remained low until the end of apprenticeship; in some cases, 

labour was cheaper than during slavery. In Jamaica, for example, a hundredweight of sugar cost 

10s. 5.5d to produce between 1832 and 1834, 9s. 2.25d. between 1836 and 1838, before sharply 

increasing to 29s. 2d. in the last two years of the decade. 26 

Thus it is true that optimism and opportunity were certainly present for those in the sugar 

business after emancipation, but only in the briefwindowofthe mid-1830s. After 1838 the price 

of labour rose while the price of sugar fell before completely bottoming out in the wake of the 

Sugar Act of 1846.27 Moreover, almost no colonials at the time refened to sugar prices as a 

compelling reason to establish a banking system. 

Any explanation regarding the formation of the Colonial Bank must take the effect of 

emancipation on the local economy more into accowit. First, the twenty-million pounds awarded 

by the British government as compensation to the British planters, still the largest compensation 

award in British history, brought a sudden influx of capital into the West Indies unlike any other 
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time in their history. For many contemporaries, this enormous money transfer was reason enough 

to explain the founding of a banking system. Indeed. Mary Butler has shown that both the 

Jamaica and Colonial Banks cited compensation as their founding raison d'etre. She 

convincingly argues that the connection between compensation and banking had been made by 

metropolitan merchants as early as 1824, when they tried to fonn the West India Company at the 

very time that compensation first began to be debated in public and in Parliament. These 

merchants failed to get government support and the scheme soon died, but Butler concludes that 

the West India Company's "foundation Wlderscores the fact that the link between compensation 

and the establishment of suitable banks was made almost immediately."28 

While the compensation payment was significant, the end of the slave system itself 

inevitably brought much more complicated financial activity in the colonies, and thus also 

precipitated the need for a banking system. For example, hitherto there was little money in the 

colonies. Foreign trade had always tended to drain specie, but more importantly, little money was 

actually needed in the colonies: no wages were paid, slaves grew much of their own food, and 

planters used metropolitan agents to sell their sugar, purchase their supplies, and advance them 

credit. 29 As final emancipation approached in 183 8, MacQueen explained how this old system 

was completely inadequate: 

Hitherto every thing in the West Indies. but more especially in the British West Indies, has been 
transacted, as it were, by barter. Labour, except to a small extent, was not paid for in wages, and hence 
a very small quantity of metallic currency was sufficient to supply the wants of every colony. This, 
however, can no longer be the case. The general emancipation of the labow-ers changes every thing. All 
labour must henceforward be paid for in the colonies; and every article of supply necessary, either for 
estates or the population, must be purchased in the colonies, paid for in them, and the value remitted to 
other colonies; while by-and-by the most of the produce produced will also be sold and paid for in the 
colonies. 30 

The quotation from MacQueen also points to probably the most important issue which 



132 

necessitated the fonnation of the Colonial Bank: the problem of West Indian currency. The 

system of currency in the British West Indies in the early nineteenth century can only be described 

as chaotic: a mishmash of several currencies in circulation with no standard and fixed exchange 

rates. Until the eighteenth century, all transactions in the British West Indian colonies were 

conducted with tobacco or sugar. Furthermore, successive waves of Europeans colonizing the 

West Indies, all with their own currencies, over three centuries, had created a complicated 

intennixture of local currencies by the tum of the nineteenth century. The Spanish doubloon 

(gold) and dollar (silver; also known by its earlier name, 'pieces of eight') still predominated in 

the British colonies, even where accounts were kept in shillings and pence, according to 

MacQueen. 31 Along side these were also Portuguese gold johannes ( ~joes') and half-johannes, 

French pistoles, copper 'Leeward Island Dogs', fowpenny 'bits' and United States dollars. 

Colonies also crudely minted their own currencies, mainly by cutting out a piece of a Spanish 

dollar and stamping the letter of the colony on it--the 'stampee.' Cyril Hamshere gives an 

excellent example of the difficulties that this currency hodge-podge created: 

In Trinidad at the opening of the nineteenth century there was a variety of coin, which might have 
delighted a modem coin-collector, but hardly facilitated local business: 'dow-o fuene', quaner dollar, 
·two-bit piece', the •cinq sous clou' or •cinq sous croix'-of irregular shape stamped with a cross--and 
often cut into quaners known as •cinq sous coupes' or ·Moco pa Jim'. In St. Lucia they dealt in sols, 
deniers, Ii~ Louis d'ors, ·three-man pieces', British pennies and 'Leeward Island Dogs; in Grenada 
it was stamped colonial monetas and moidres; in Guiana, Dutch guilders and stivers. 32 

Paper money had been outlawed since the early 1760s,33 while metallic currency, in MacQueen's 

words, was "'not only exceedingly scarce, but also ... exceedingly, nay, ruinously mutilated and 

debased, "34 despite laws in force forbidding mutilation on pain of death. 3s 

Thus emancipation exacerbated old financial problems as well as creating new ones, at 
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the same time that it created new opportunities for potential creditors working under the new 

joint-stock company laws. In the summer of 1835 the editor of the Grenada Free Press 

summarized why the time had come for a banking system to be established in the West Indies. 

The biggest problem was the shortage of currency, and he noted that "we see not by what other 

means. but through the aid of Banks, the planter can find ready money to meet the weekly 

expenditure for wages. "36 Of course, banks would also provide "'fimds of deposit and credit" for 

the planter. In general, a banking system would bring benefits to all levels of colonial society: 

.. Since we have shewn, that prosperity uniformly attends the establishment of Banks in every 

country: that commerce is extended, that agricultlll'e is fostered, manufactures are enlivened, and 

by these combined operations the situation of the poor is ameliorated, need we say, that the West 

India Colonies offer a wide field for the beneficial action of such institutions?" 

Interestingly, banking services for the lower classes, alluded to briefly in the Grenada 

Free Press excerpt, became a major focus in the colonies in the autumn of 1835, and further 

illustrate some of the goals that the colonial elite had in mind for banks. The push to establish 

a ··savings' bank," modelled on those of the Friendly Societies, which helped the freedmen pool 

their money to purchase land, began in Barbados. It is immediately apparent that the upper 

classes wanted a savings bank to serve as a social safety net as well as an institution to help 

facilitate the assimilation of the ex-slaves into colonial society-all to be paid for by the ex-slaves 

themselves. l 7 At a meeting in Bridgetown, the "monied men" urged "the very great importance 

of impressing on the minds of the labouring classes, especially the lately emancipated people, the 

necessity of industry and frugality" and predicted that ·\mless some early and effective measures 

be taken to improve the moral habits of the labouring classes, who, in a few short years, will be 



134 

thrown entirely on their own resources, misery and destitution will spread over the length and 

breadth of our land." They concluded that 

It is desirable ... that a Savings' Banlc. approaching as near as is practicable to the principles of the 
institution in the Mother Country. should be commenced in this Island. A small deposit of money by 
~very labouring man and woman. to be placed on interest, would. in a few years. amowit to a 
considerable sum. The certainly of relief in old age, sickness, or inability to work, should be impressed 
on the minds of the labourers as an important consideration.-- Many a poor, industrious man. may be 
assisted too. with a small sum lent him to commence business with. or to build a shelter for his family 
in case of casualties by fire. or other calamities. Instances of this kind have occurred in the Friendly 
Societies, contracted as their means are.11 

The savings banks never succeeded because most labourers never had extra money to put away, 

and because saving had never been a part of West Indian culture for any class, particularly the 

upper class. 39 But its promotion is important in demonstrating how the plantocracy tried 

abdicating any social responsibilities after emancipation, hoping that the local peasantry would 

develop their own institutions to cope with the new needs of West Indian society. When the 

savings bank scheme failed, the Colonial Bank was there to fill part of the vacuum. 

Another reason the savings banks did not succeed was because no one had the means to 

found such an institution. In his article, the editor of the Grenada Free Press noted that the 

planters themselves could not raise the necessary capital to fonn any kind of bank, and he 

believed the only solution was for colonial legislatures to "fonn their Treasuries into local 

Banks." But the history of the establishment of a banking system in the West Indian colonies 

shows that the means and the will to establish them would have to come from the home country. 

The editor of the Royal Gazette appended a note to his colleague's article stating he had 

infonnation that, indeed, "a Colonial Bank is about to be established in London, and that 

Branches will be formed in all the British West India Colonies.'...a 

During his work for the Bank, MacQueen recounted that members of the metropolitan 
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West lndia interest began formulating plans for a banking system as soon as the Emancipation 

Act was passed in 1833. The plan made little, though some, headway with the government, and 

another meeting was called in August 1835 to discuss another government-supported bank. but 

one specificaJly for Jamaica-a meeting to which MacQueen was invited. The Jamaica plan, put 

forth by one Mr. Lindo and strongly supported by William Burge, the Jamaican agent in London, 

projected a bank whose primary business would be mortgages, consignments, and commissions 

on sales and bills of exchange-in other words, the scheme sought to institutionalize the century­

old relationship between metropolitan merchants and the colonial planters. MacQueen stated that 

at this point ··r observed that such a plan could never be countenanced by Government, that would 

deservedly and in limine be resisted by the Colonists both at home and abroad, being not a 

banking concern but a mercantile concern. The general plan for a general bank was then stated 

by me to the meeting, the influential hands in which it then was, and the negociations going with 

the Government under most favourable prospects.''41 

MacQueen alluded to some important concerns held by both the government and the 

colonists regarding the establishment of any banking system. Neither wanted "mercantile" 

business to be part of the system. The government feared that such business would conflict with 

proper banking activities, and in practice specifically restricted banks with royal charters--such 

as the Colonial Bank-to "banking business" (what this meant is explained below). The colonists, 

on the other hand, wanted to liberate themselves from the traditionally unfair arrangement 

between themselves and metropolitan merchants, which kept planters in perpetual debt to their 

creditors in Britain. The establishment of a proper bank in the colonies themselves, would, in the 

words of one letter to the editor, ""release him [the planter] from the thraldom of the merchant, 
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under whose tyranny he now writhes. ,'4:? 

Transatlantic Bridge Building: MacQueeo as the Principal Agent for the Colonial Bank 

Mac Queen's above quotation also alludes to his own role in the fonnation of the Bank. 

though it is not absolutely clear. The scholarship has been even less clear on this point. While 

the official history makes virtually no mention of him, the Dictionary of National Biography 

credits him with ·1be organization and projection of the Colonial Bank.',43 The truth is certainly 

somewhere in between. It is fairly clear that MacQueen was not the author of the original plan 

forwarded in 1833, though he was an avid promoter of it once it was with the government. 

Moreover, the Colonial Bank's Court of Directors never acknowledged him as the prime mover 

in the operation, as the Directors for the Royal Steam Packet Company did. The distinction is 

important since several of the Directors for the Colonial Bank would also be directors for the 

RMSP Company, including John Irving, who became the first chairman of both companies. 

Four of the original eight directors were from the West India Committee: I.A. Hankey. 

Charles McGarel, James Cavan, and the chairman, Irving, of Messrs. Reid, Irving & Company, 

MacQueen' s own creditor. The other half were from the banking bll3iness, which included David 

Barclay, M.P., John Gurney Hoare, Abraham George Robarts and Samuel Gumey.44 Many of 

these Directors were, and would be, involved in nwnerous post-emancipation reconstruction 

schemes, emphasizing the heavy involvement of metropolitan interests in the colonies at this 

time. For example, Irving, Cavan, and Barclay took part in the fonnation of the Trinidad Railway 

Company in the latter 1840s,"s and, as will be seen in the next chapter, both the Irvings (Sr. and 

Jr.), Cavan, and Robarts were Directors in the original Royal Mail Steam Packet Company. 
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Meanwhile. Irving Sr. (along with Andrew Colvile and George and Samuel Hibbert) was also in 

the midst of trying to form the Bank of Jamaica!46 

MacQueen certainly knew the chairman, and most likely knew at least the other West 

Indians on the Board, if not all of the founders. It is highly probable that he discussed with them 

the formation of such a company in the early thirties, as all West Indians were attempting to 

reconcile themselves to emancipation and the subsequent compensation payment. The speed with 

which MacQueen' s arrangements were made supports this contention. He was appointed the 

Company's principal agent at the very first meeting of the Directors on March 31, 1836. Two 

weeks later, the Board established MacQueen's salary at £1200 a year, plus expenses, and ordered 

him to make arrangements to leave for the West Indies. 47 

By the time of their first meeting, the provisional Court of Directors had raised £500,000 

capital out of a total subscription of £2,000,000. The Company's head office was located briefly 

at 62, Broad Street before moving to 13, Bishopgate Street Within. On June 1, the charter had 

been secured from the government, though negotiations continued throughout the rest of the year 

with MacQueen's old adversary, James Stephen the younger, the powerful permanent 

undersecretary of the Colonial Office. 48 TI1e charter incorporated the principles of the new 

generation of multinational banks. Though colonials bad a stake in the company, ownership 

remained firmly in the metropolis as the charter stipulated that three-fourths of the two-million 

poWld subscription had to be raised in the United Kingdom, and the remaining quarter from the 

colonies. The charter also limited the company to the "business of bankers," that is, "dealing 

generally in bullion, money, and bills of exchange, and lending money on commercial paper and 

Government securities.,. It could make and issue notes, which would be payable on demand in 
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dollars. [twas liable for the full amount of the stock, regardless of how much of it was paid up, 

and was required to publish yearly accounts in London and the colonies. The Colonial Bank was 

forbidden. however, to ··tend or advance money on the security of lands, houses, or tenements. 

or upon ships ... [or] to deal in goods, wares, or merchandize of any kind whatsoever." In sum. 

the charter ensured a firm metropoli1an foothold in the colonies, ensured that it did not cross into 

mercantile interests, and forbade long-tenn loans to planters. In other words, the Colonial Bank 

helped facilitate metropolitan domination of the local West Indian economy. 

Mac Queen's task was to lay the growtdwork for this assimilative process. Though his 

contribution to the original idea of the Colonial Bank is not certain, we do know that he was 

responsibie for establishing the company's initiai infrastructure in the West indies. As the 

Company's principal agent, MacQueen's instructions were "to visit the different West Indian 

[stands for the purpose of furthering the arrangements of the Corporation.'"'9 This vague mission 

statement misleadingly underrates the extremely complicated nature of his task and, by extension, 

his contribution to the Company's formation. In practice, the instructions meant touring the 

West Indies to evaluate how the Company was to be administered in the colonies (namely, 

choosing the locations of the principal and subordinate branches), selecting the initial senior staff, 

and working through any miscellaneous problems, either generally or within individual colonies, 

such as communication schedules, incompatible colonial laws, or difficult locals. 

The nature of the task severely limited the number of people qualified to accomplish it 

because of the delicate balancing act it required one to perform. The mission required someone 

able to balance the interests of both the metropolis and the colonies--interests which, throughout 

the history of the Empire, have differed considerably. The ideal agent for the Colonial Bank, and 
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numerous other metropolitan companies like it, was one loyal to, knowledgable of, and respected 

by both the Corporation and the colonials. No one fit this profile better than MacQueen. His 

dedication to the colonies was undoubted after the bitter trials of the emancipation debate, and 

his popularity was soon confirmed after his arrival. 

On the other hand, he sincerely believed in the Colonial Bank's purpose to partially 

assimilate and bind the colonies to the mother country. In addition to a sound understanding of 

economic principles, MacQueen was familiar with colonial laws and other relevant information, 

had good connections with influential colonials (usually Assembly members), and knew the 

Caribbean well enough to decide on the most strategic locations for the bank's branches, both 

generally and within the islands themselves. MacQueen's reputation as an expert on the West 

Indies was also part of the Directors' decision to make him their agent. One had to hav~ a general 

knowledge of the Caribbean to organize an administrative framework from which the company 

could operate. But one also had to have enough local knowledge and respect to be able to get 

work accomplished in the individual islands. MacQueen had both of these important 

qualifications. At the first general meeting of proprietors nearly two years later, the Directors 

explained to the stockholders that they had chosen MacQueen because of "his known experience 

and popularity in the West Indies."50 MacQueen's appointment is significant, therefore, because 

it underlined his reputation as an expert on the West Indies in both the metropolis and the 

colonies, and hence, his ability to bridge these two worlds effectively. 

Excepting his brief trip in 1832-33, MacQueen's work for the Colonial Bank was also the 

first work he had done in the West Indies since managing Westerhall Estate in Grenada. As the 

company's agent, MacQueen' s primary task was to select eligible locations for branches of the 
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Corporation's banks, and, with the help of another agent. Michael McChlery, to select the 

Company's first managers and senior staff.51 McChlery had lived in Barbados for several years 

and. more importantly, was the nephew of one of the Directors, James Cavan, who, with his 

brother Michael, had foW1ded Cavan Brothers & Company in 1797, one of the largest London 

merchant houses with connections to Barbados. s:? By August, after McChlery and MacQueen had 

been in the West Indies for over two months, the Directors appointed him (McChlery) manager 

of the principal bank in Barbados, and superintendent of the branches in the Windward Islands. 53 

Their first concern, however, was the Company's main branch in Kingston, Jamaica, where 

MacQueen was authorized to draw up to £5000 sterling for the purchase of premises. 54 On June 

1st, 1836, the two men embarked from London to Falmouth, and, after touching at Barbados, 

landed at Kingston on July 23rd. 

As soon as they arrived in the West Indies, it became clear that MacQueen was as 

polarizing a figure in the West Indies as he was in Britain (although the majority of colonials 

strongly supported MacQueen), and the only immediate difficulties arose from MacQueen 

himself. 

MacQueen's tour in the West Indies wtderlines how much he was still appreciated by the 

majority of the plantocracy as a loyal ally for the colonies during the emancipation debate, and 

beyond. In many ways the mission looked more like a royal tow- than a business expedition, just 

as his trip in 1832 had, with MacQueen treated to public dinners and nwnerous gifts wherever he 

and McChlery stopped. In the parish of St. George, Jamaica, he was given a dinner where the 

chairman, Roger Swire, described MacQueen as ··a gentleman who took our part, and came 
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forward in a manly and independent manner, when our hacks were at the wall. " 55 And when the 

two agents were about to leave Jamaica for the last time in March of 1837, the Kingston 

Chronicle proclaimed that "We have no doubt that had Mr. MacQueen remained in the island 

another month. he would have been publicly entertained in every parish in the island. " 56 Indeed. 

MacQueen was seen as kind of a saviour by uncertain and expectant colonials. When it became 

clear that the Colonial Bank would be successfully established, the Royal Gazette introduced the 

news as a promise fulfilled by MacQueen: "'this Establishment will soon be 'under way,' as Jack 

says, the Cashier, Books, etc. etc., have arrived on the last packe~ and Jamaica's friends will have 

an opportunity of shewing that his [MacQueen' s] assistance was not made up of idle words. Mr. 

M' Queen is again himself. "57 

Outside of Jamaica, MacQueen and McChlery were able to accomplish their immediate 

goals without much incident; a remarkable achievement in light of MacQueen 's demonstrated 

propensity to bum bridges, and simply because of the amoW1t of ground the two men covered. 

They travelled virtually the entire British Caribbean (including British Guiana), most of it more 

than once, in their year-long tour. They also visited Cuba, Puerto Rico, St. Domingue (Haiti) and 

St. Croix (Denmark). By the beginning of l 838 the Directors happily announced at the general 

meeting that "'they have been extremely fortunate in their selection of Managers and Officers, and 

that all the Establishments are under the management of Gentlemen of great local knowledge and 

commercial experience. ~,ss 

The two agents also fonnulated and enacted an administrative scheme for organizing the 

Colonial Bank in the West Indies. The plan-which was apparently sketched out sometime before 

their departure and revised on their journey before being detailed in mid-1837-was to divide the 
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British West Indies into three districts, with principal branches in Jamaica~ St. Thomas and 

Barbados, subordinate banks in Demerara and Trinidad (under the Barbados branch), and to form 

other banks where and when necessary.59 By the end of 1837, a total of thirteen branches had 

been formed, making the Colonial Bank the largest and most influential institution of its kind in 

the West lndies, and marking a significant metropolitan influence in the colonies. 

The Corporation's instructions to its managers and staff were consistent with the finalized 

version of the charter, presented to Parliament in December 1837. The numerous branches were 

to provide the standard banking services--dealing with bullion and exchanges, and transmitting 

money between colonies--as well as the limitations on lending money on ··mortgages of fixed 

property. ''60 These instructions, and the charter underpinning them, are illuminating. They 

demonstrate that the Bank's primary role in this early period was more to meet the day-to-day 

business of the colonies than to provide capital for long-term loans to planters-an initial, but only 

initial, step in post-emancipation reconstruction. The limitations on lending money to planters, 

especially long-term loans, were standard practice among the other banks in the region such as 

the Planters Bank and the Bank of British Guiana, which followed the Colonial Bank's lead. The 

caution arose out of the economic difficulties resulting from declining sugar prices, increasing 

planter indebtedness, and estate abandonment. Richard A. Lobdell has noted that evidence 

collected by two Select Committees in the 1840s confinned the suspicions that all consignees had 

concerning the future of sugar.61 Consequently, planters were not able to secure long-term loans 

until later in the century, and these came largely from planter building societies, fonned in the 

l 860s and 70s.62 
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Local vs. •Colonial' Banking: Controversy over MacQueen and the Colonial Bank 

In the middle of this friendly abnosphere, MacQueen still managed to create difficulties. 

Many of the problems arose simply because ofhis personality. For example, a former custos of 

St. Anne ·s parish in Jamaica got into a row with MacQueen over subscription money given to 

him for his paper war with the emai:icipationists in 1828. MacQueen claimed he never received 

such money. The retired custos, Henry Cox, was astonished and confronted MacQueen in the 

streets of Kingston on the matter, where it was again denied. Cox then got the letter 

acknowledging the receipt of the money and published it. The Royal Gazette, consistently a 

strong ally ofMacQueen's, expressed the hope that the incident would "make Mr. M'Queen less 

pertinacious in insisting on the accuracy and the retentiveness of his own recollection, and less 

hasty in giving publicity to statements seriously affecting the conduct and character of an 

honorable man."63 

The Gazette was not only commenting on MacQueen' s behaviour toward Cox, but was 

also referring to a much larger and more significant row between MacQueen, William Burge, the 

Jamaican agent in London, and Hector Mitchel, a Jamaican Assemblyman, Custos, and Mayor 

for the Corporation of Kingston. In a letter addressed to Mitchel dated January 11, 1837, 

MacQueen charged Burge with "double dealing," and implicated Mitchel as well. 64 Specifically, 

MacQueen accused the two of secretly plotting to undermine the establishment of the Colonial 

Bank in favour of their own plans to folUld a local Jamaican bank. According to MacQueen, there 

had been nothing but cooperation regarding the two banks initially. He related how Burge sought 

to improve the plan for a specifically Jamaican bank after Lindo's plan was effectively abandoned 

at the August 1835 meeting. Burge asked MacQueen for help, and in December 1835 MacQueen 
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provided him with papers related to the Colonial Bank that were with the government, ""that he 

might learn from them.'' Cooperation continued between the men through the summer of 1836, 

as they corresponded with details on the developments of their respective banks. 65 

The problems began when MacQueen started asking questions in Jamaica regarding its 

currency. MacQueen explained that the rationale for the Colonial Bank was to act as a Bank of 

England for the colonies, which would entail, above all, stabilizing the island's debt and its 

currency. He made serious inquiries into the island's silver. In July 1836 he inquired about the 

£200,000 loan made by the British government to Jamaica, and at the time, he was assured that 

it was delivered in sterling. MacQueen was satisfied on this point, but made further inquiries into 

Jamaica's silver currency. The British government had introduced a silver coin into the British 

West Indies in 1825-26 in an attempt to create a uniform currency; but, knowing how difficult 

it was to keep specie in the colonies, the Mint depreciated the silver relative to the Spanish silver 

dollar by ten percent. 66 Mac Queen needed details on how much the currency was now 

depreciated, how much was in circulation. etc. for the Bank's infonnation. Perhaps mistaking 

these inquiries, Burge wrote MacQueen in October and politely criticized him for suggesting that 

the coins making up the £200,000 loan were not of the standard value. Burge also sent a letter 

to the Committee of Correspondence, with accompanying letters from the Mint confirming the 

coins' value.67 MacQueen angrily wrote back that it was his duty to inquire into all of the island's 

coinage, especially considering the depreciated silver that had been introduced previously.63 But 

what infuriated MacQueen and precipitated his caustic public response to Mitchel, was when 

Mitchel read Surge's letter to the Assembly's Currency Committee on December 13, 1836, 

adding that MacQueen • s response to Burge was prompted by a •wicked spirit ... with the intention 
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to injure the credit of the island'" and accusing the Directors of the Colonial Bank of .. selfish 

attempts to depreciate our currency. •-<:
9 It was at this point that MacQueen pulled out his standard 

method of intimidation: to go public. He also offered his usual justification for instigating the 

bitter public debate: ·-you [i.e. Mitchel] forced me to ta.Ice up the pen ... and it will not be laid 

down until truth in all these matters is placed before the public. "70 

The editors of the Royal Gazette admitted that "Mr. M'Queen's observations have 

staggered us .• , because Burge was known as a reliable and respectable gentleman, and a loyal 

defender of the island's interests. In fact, he had been one of the principals (along with Irving) 

in negotiating the details of the Emancipation Act with the Colonial Office in the spring of 1833. 

The dispute with MacQueen exploded in the spring and summer of 183 7 into a very bitter and 

public exchange. At one point, MacQueen even accused Mitchel and another Assemblyman, W. 

Hyslop, of accosting his (Mac Queen's) clerk in the streets of Kingston in order to get infonnation, 

offering him champagne and a higher-paying position with their bank. Mitchel read MacQueen' s 

letter of accusation, as well as the clerk's declaration, to the Assembly, which caused a sensation, 

not least because Mitchel was forced to periodically sit down because of"excited feelings" and 

an asthmatic condition. Hyslop was convinced ofa conspiracy, "and was about insinuating (sic] 

a charge against Mr. M'Queen, when Mr. Leslie [the chainnan] called the hon. member to order 

[ and stated that] If he persisted in dealing out in such insinuations, he begged to remind the 

honorable member that Mr. M'Queen had his friends also in that house, and that they would not 

be afraid to speak out and defend that individual. "71 

By June, the Royal Gazette was despairing at this increasingly absurd melodrama, noting 

the ··degree of rancour" amongst everyone involved in the ··currency question,,, including all of 
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the Jamaican press. But the dispute reflected the deeper•rooted division amongst Jamaican whites 

beween those who supported the Colonial Bank and those that supported a local bank. In other 

words, the dispute boiled do\\111 to the perennial problem of the British West Indies about the level 

of metropolitan intervention. Indeed., in June 1838, the Jamaica Assembly officially protested 

against imperial interference. 72 

In the case of the Colonial Banlc, the chief source of opposition came from local colonial 

merchants who had traditionally advanced money to planters. 73 MacQueen did not create this 

opposition and the ensuing division, though his blitzkrieg style of public argumentation did 

exacerbate the problem. The more moderate contributors to the debate all voiced an interest in 

the establishment of both banks, some precisely because the local bank would provide, in the 

words of one letter to the press, •'a healthy counterpoise to the otherwise all absorbing, ail 

controlling influence of the Colonial Bank."7
~ [my emphasis] And in fact, by 1839, Jamaica had 

the Colonial Bank as well as two local banks: the Bank of Jamaica and the Planters' Bank. 

The issues brought out in the "currency question" involving the soundness of Jamaica's 

monetary system and an acceptable level of metropolitan intervention continued to plague the 

Colonial Bank long after MacQueen had left the island. At the first general meedng of 

proprietors in January 1838, where the news of the Bank's progress was generally positive, the 

Directors admitted that they had to contend with two main difficulties: "the prejudices invariably 

felt by aJl Communities against Institutions," and problems "arising from the very defective and 

unsound state of the Currency in the West Indies generally and the imperfect state of the Law 

relating to Legal tender under debt. "75 
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MacQueen published his 1838 pamphlet in part to address these difficulties. The 

.. prejudices'' in the colonies held against ··Institutions" underlined colonial sensitivity to 

metropolitan encroachment. MacQueen agreed that the colonies needed a local bank to deal with 

the new problems (and opportunities) associated with emancipation, especially currency related 

problems. But, on the other hand~ he steadfastly insisted that no individual colony could defend 

its economic needs or facilitate the structural changes without the backing of the British 

government. Therefore, the new financial institutions would have to have strong connections 

with Britain: 

Such a banking establishment as the Colonial Bank, with the head quaners in London, and agencies in 
the principal foreign countries connected with the Colonies, can alone render the British colonies any 
l!ssential service, or save them from most serious mischief, perhaps ruin, under the total change of society 
which has so hastily taken place. No banking establishment, merely local, in any of these colonies, 
whether the establishments be the work of the Public. or of individuals, can prevent, in moments of 
pressure or alann, the precious metals from leaving any colony; while both will be foWld comparatively 
feeble and powerless to bring these back when pressure requires it, and necessity demands a supply."0 

MacQueen' s analysis stemmed from his belief that no part of the imperial periphery, whether the 

old colonies in the West Indies, or a new empire in West Africa, could manage well without a 

strong connection to the mother country. 

The chronic problem of currency was more serious and required more immediate action. 

The government freed the Colonial Bank's hands somewhat when it agreed to lift the restriction 

on paying only in dollars; a supplementary charter signed in 1838 allowed for payment in any 

currency legal within the colony where the Bank issued the note. 77 This same year, the 

government recognized the "unsatisfactory state of the monetary system" in the West Indies, 

noting, as MacQueen ha~ uthe almost total disappearance of the Spanish dollar from the ordinary 

channels of circulation, the substitution of mutilated coins, or of parts of coins, and the difficulty 

in preserving even these, defective as they are, for the purposes of domestic interchange."78 
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After an inquiry, the government determined that the root of the problem .. consists in the 

over-valuation of the gold coins in circulation relatively to those of silver."79 In the world market 

of 183 8, the rate of exchange between silver and gold was 15 .8 to 1; whereas in the West Indies. 

one doubloon equalled sixteen dollars--that is, the exchange rate was 16.48 to 1. The 

government's remedy was to fix the exchange rate of the Spanish dollar and doubloon for the 

British West Indies. An Order in Council in September of 1838 fixed the rate at 64 shillings for 

one doubloon, and four shillings, two pence for one dollar. The measure gave the needed stability 

in the short term, and the problem was addressed for the long tenn when the government again 

began introducing sterling coin into the colonies in 1838, a measure which eventually supplanted 

the Spanish coin, and remained standard throughout the British Caribbean until 1951.80 

MacQueen did not stay on with the Colonial Bank as he became very busy at this time, 

being engaged in negotiations with the three departments of government regarding the Royal Mail 

Steam Packet Company, and in consultations with Buxton and the Colonial Office on Buxton's 

Africa scheme. MacQueen was also writing his new book on African geography. As for the 

Colonial Bank, it was ultimately successful, though not without its trials. In its first year, the 

Corporation made a profit of £17,804 with a maiden dividend of four percent.81 Profits and 

dividend percentages continued to rise witil the economic crisis of 1841, when dividends shrank 

from a high of eight percent to five percent within the year, and were passed altogether from 1844 

until 1848. By 1849, dividends returned at two percent, and thereafter continued another ascent, 

reaching twelve percent by 1863, and a profit of £121,000.82 After the collapse of the Jamaica 

Planter's Bank in the wake of the economic crisis in the 1860s, the Colonial Bank maintained a 
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virtual monopoly in the region until the Bank of Nova Scotia established a branch in Kingston 

in l 889.83 In the spirit of lmperial federation , the Colonial Bank Act of 1916 lifted the 

geographical restrictions on most British banks, and allowed them to establish branches anywhere 

within the empire. The Colonial Bank went to West Africa, thus completing the traditional 

trading triangle between Britain, the West Indies and Africa. s.i In 1925 the Colonial Bank 

amalgamated with Anglo-Egyptian Ltd. and the National Bank of South Africa to fonn Barclays 

Bank (Dominion, Colonial, Overseas; or, DCO), which is Barclays International today. 

The Colonial Bank was the product of emancipation. With the end of slavery came a 

revolution in both the local West Indian and British transatlantic economies. The Bank was 

fonned to deal with this revolution. Wages now had to be paid, a large of influx of capital from 

the compensation payment had to be channelled to various elements in the West Indian economy, 

and numerous other services were needed to deal with a free, wage-earning society. The necessity 

of a bank was increased by other difficulties which were exacerbated with the end of slavery, such 

as the unsound state of colonial currency. And while the establishment of the Colonial Banlc did 

provide local banking services in the colonies themselves for the first time, it also bound the 

colonies closer to the mother country in two important ways: the government now began creating 

a unifonn set of standards, and control of the bank remained in the metropolis. MacQueen was 

instrumental in facilitating this change in the colonies as one of the few people credible enough 

and knowledgeable enough to work effectively in both worlds. Binding the colonies closer to 

Britain was exactly what he had always argued was the best imperial policy for both the colonies 

and the mother cowitry, and it is no surprise to find him as one of the Colonial Bank's principal 

agents. He would go on to do largely the same, though in a much larger capacity, with the Royal 
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Mail Steam Packet Company in the following years. 
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Chapter 4 

Post Office Imperialism: 
MacQueen and the Fonnation of the 

Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, 1837-44 

During his work with the Colonial Bank MacQueen began working on another scheme 

to bind the colonies closer to the mother cowitry: this time through communications. Unlike his 

somewhat nebulous role in the fonnation of the former, MacQueen was widoubtedly the central 

figure in the formation and projection of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, which began 

service January 4, 1842. He developed the original plan, and contributed all of the major 

modifications for this complex undertaking during the first few years of the company; he single­

handedly promoted the plan to the British government and subsequently became the RMSP 

Company's primary negotiator from 1838 to 1841; and finally, he laid the administrative 

groundwork in both Britain and the West India colonies. 

Now in his 60s, MacQueen's work in these years was the most significant of his career, 

and marks the apex of his influence on British policy in both West Indian and African affairs. 

As will be seen in the next chapter, while he was working with the RMSP Company, MacQueen 

was also solicited by the Colonial Office and his old nemesis, T.F. Buxton, for advice on Africa, 

on subjects which ranged from negotiating with Africans ( although MacQueen had never been 

to Africa) to statistics on the slave trade. Not surprisingly, MacQueen was asked to be the head 

negotiator for the upcoming Niger Expedition ( co-sponsored by the government and Buxton's 

African Institution), an offer he refused because of his work with the RMSP Company. Clearly 

during the latter 1830s and early 1840s, MacQueen had become one of Britain's most influential 
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agents for the British Empire. 

These years represent the peak of his influence, however. MacQueen took no significant 

part in the actual Niger Expedition, which was just as well for him since the mission ended in 

disaster by 1841. 1 His reputation as an African expert remained intact, but he no longer enjoyed 

any direct influence on the government as he had previously. He also resigned his position as 

Superintendent of the RMSP Company in 1842 mainly because of internal company politics. 

Characteristically, MacQueen intervened in the Company's business from the outside, which 

eventually led to a complete, embittered and public falling out by 1843. 

Despite his difficulties with the Company, and despite the fact that his plan was altered 

significantly after his departure, MacQueen deserves credit for organizing, promoting, and 

building the original RJ\itSP Company. Toe venomous accusations and cowiter-accusations after 

he resigned did not encourage company officials to memorialize MacQueen's contributions.2 

This chapter will examine MacQueen's part in the formation of the RMSP Company more fairly, 

and do so in the context of the government's increasing imperial control over the West India 

colonies. 

Developments in Steam Technology and the British Postal System to 1837 

MacQueen' s plan for steam communication and the formation of the RMSP Company was 

a marriage between the larger revolutions which occurred in the latter l 830s in steam navigation 

technology and in the British postal system. Steam ships had been experimented with ever since 

Thomas Newcomen first developed his atmospheric steam engine in the early eighteenth century, 

although it was not until the nineteenth century when a workable vessel had been invented. 3 



159 

MacQueen·s interest in steam navigation can be traced back to his residence in Glasgow, which 

remained the center for advancements in steam navigation for at least the next half century. [n 

l 812. the first passenger paddle steamer, the Comet, was lallllche~ and by 1819, twenty six steam 

vessels ran along the Clyde (as opposed to less than ten on the Thames), by which time the Clyde 

area began exporting steamers:' But these early steamers were small, inefficient, ugly to 

contemporaries, and had no supporting infrastructure such as coaling facilities in the ports--and 

thus their acceptance was slow. The Admiralty, always a conservative body, remained apathetic 

or even hostile to the use of steam ships well into the century. In fact, it was not until 1837 that 

the Steam Department was formed within the Admiralty/ when steam became a more accepted 

mode of transportation. 

More pointed changes occurred in the British mail system, which changed significantly 

within the span of a very short time in the latter l 830s. Largely as a result of pressure from 

Robert Wallace, M.P. for Greenock since 1832, the House of Commons established a Post Office 

Commission in 1835, which published a series of ten reports over the next three years.6 Among 

other recommendations for such things as competitive tenders for mail-coach contracts and the 

introduction of registered mail, the Commission recommended in 1836 that all packet services 

be transferred to private contractors or to the Admiralty, which had been in charge of the overseas 

packets since 1823.7 In 1837 Parliament passed the Post Office (Management) Act, which 

consolidated all of the previous Post Office regulations from the past 300 years into five statutes.8 

ln the summer of this year, the first regular rail mail line opened between London and Liverpool, 

inaugurating the revolution in overland mail delivery, and which was immediately followed the 

next year by an Act of Parliament allowing for a separate rail car for mail sorting. 9 The first 
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regular service to India began in 183 7 as well. Based on a plan by Thomas Waghom, the Post 

Office and the East India Company each agreed to contribute £50,000 a year to support a mail line 

to lndia, via Egypt overland to Suez. 1° Finally, Rowland Hill published Post Office Reform: Its 

Importance and Practicability in 1837, which advocated a universal penny post and the use of 

pre-paid postage stamps. This small pamphlet sparked public agitation for the next two years 

(largely financed by the banking house of Baring Brothers), and led to the introduction of the 

Penny Post throughout Britain, probably the single most important development in postal history. 

Beginning in January 1840, any pre-paid letter up to one-half ounce would cost only one penny 

to be delivered anywhere in the United Kingdom (two pence if paid on delivery). 11 

The Penny Post did not extend to the colonies, where the risks and the cost of transport 

were considerably higher than for inland mail, and more importantly, where there was no general 

system for conveying the mails at all. Much like what was done since the Crown monopolized 

the mail in 1635, the government simply contracted out the delivery of mails to private 

individuals or companies. But whereas the government had slowly taken over the various 

services for the inland mails since the days of Charles ~ it continued to pay for overseas delivery 

for the majority of this service throughout the nineteenth century. Before 183 7 and the advent 

of the large steam packet companies such as Royal Mail, the Peninsular and Oriental (P & 0) or 

Cunar~ private ships and British coffee-houses were the mainstay of the colonial mails. Anyone 

wishing to send mail to the West Indies usually went to his local coffee-house, where bags were 

hung on the walls with the names of outgoing ships, their ports of caJI, and times of departure. 12 

At the tum of the nineteenth century, the government attempted to clamp down on this technical 

infringement of the monopoly; but, realizing that it could not replace the system~ tried to 
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regularize and control it. Beginning with the creation of the Ship Letter Office in 1799, the Post 

Office allowed the system of"ship letters" to continue-giving official endorsement to a practice 

as old as overseas mail itself--but stipulated that it, the Post Office, would pick up the bags, stamp 

and charge the letters, and send them by government mail coach to the port, where the private 

ship would convey them. Although the service cost the sender only half that of the normal 

packet, and although the master of the carrying vessel received two pence per letter from the Post 

Office. contraband mail to the colonies remained high. 13 

There were some government packet services. Beginning in the 1820s, the Admiralty 

pioneered the use of steamships for mail service to Ireland, and by 1836, the Post Office had 

twenty six packets under its charge. 14 But the system was limited to very small routes, and these 

were losing money. Between 1832 and 1836, these packets lost £154,957, which is what 

prompted the Post Office Commission to recommend using private contractors as much as 

possible. After the reorganization of 1837, the packets became the responsibility of three 

departments: the Post Office and the Treasury would consider what mail services were needed, 

and the Admiralty would enter into the contracts, as well as superintend their execution and 

enforcement. 1 s 

MacQueen's Plan for Steam Mail Communication: Origins, Design, and Promotion 

Like many others, MacQueen was quick to see the possibilities offered by the 

developments in steam navigation and the British mail services. The haphazard system of ship 

letters and the government's invitation to contract out the various overseas services, coupled with 

the increasing number of steam ships, undoubtedly interested MacQueen. But as he recalled, he 



162 

had been --specially requested" by interested West Indians to design a steam communication 

system for the colonies in early 1837 when he was touring the islands for the Colonial Bank. 16 

His defence of the colonies over the past fifteen years through the use of forceful and highly 

detailed articles and pamphlets earned him the reputation of one who knew the problems of the 

British West Indies, and could credibly offer a plan for the future of the colonies in a post-slavery 

world. Numerous packet companies already existed, and new plans for steam packets were put 

forth regularly, and thus. initially, MacQueen's plan was just another among many. But by the 

latter l 830s, British West Indians were still dissatisfied, because the packets only came once a 

month, there was no time for colonials to reply by the same packet, and the service was always 

irregular. New companies such as the Jamaica Steam Navigation Company (1835) failed to 

provide the desired services, even within their limited routes. 17 For example, in January 1838, 

the Annual General Meeting of the Glasgow West India Association was dominated by 

complaints against the British-West Indian packet service. 18 In the summer of 1839, the Colonial 

Gazette summarized the problem and the general feeling among the colonials, after it took the 

Pandora packet almost two months to deliver West Indian mail to Britain: 

This vessel is several days behind her time, the Barbados papers being 54 days old; but this is an 
improvement on the Jamaica mails, when they were of60 days' date. As we have fonnerly observed, 
the present Post Office arrangements for the West-Indian mails are ill-digeste~ and the people of the 
several islands have j~ cause of complaint. The remedy for this is to be found in the establishment of 
a well-considered line of steamers, which we would fain hope will speedily be effected. 19 

MacQueen also had more philosophical reasons for designing a steam communication 

system. Basically, such a plan made sense for a dedicated imperialist such as MacQueen. 

Imperialism by definition requires effective commwiication. The expansion and maintenance of 

an empire demands that the center be able to control its periphery, which can only come through 
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reliable communication. Thus all territorial expansion--indeed, any attempt by a centralized 

power to exert its influence--has some concomitant system of communication underpinning it. 

The first regular and efficient imperial communication system was probably introduced by the 

Persians in the fifth century BC when Darius I built 1500 miles of roads with a series of posts 

along them to better administer his extensive satrapies {provinces).20 In England, the ·'King's 

mail" is first mentioned in relation to Edward IV ( r. 1461-70), 21 when the threat to his throne 

during the Wars of the Roses probably necessitated a fast, reliable, and above all, secure, means 

to convey messages. The Tudors, however, established the first Royal Mail system, when Henry 

Vill appointed the first "Master of the King's Post" to oversee royal communications. By the 

time of Elizabeth, British merchants had their own organized means of transmitting messages 

overseas, beginning with the Merchant Adventurers of the late sixteenth century, an organization 

which officially held a monopoly on business mail until the ubiquitous system of ships letters 

became common in the seventeenth century.22 Between the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

century. transatlantic commwtlcations improved steadily. which resulted in both the centralization 

of power in the metropolis, and after 1714, in "centralizing resistance to that central authority."23 

However, these developments did not come as the result of technological developments or 

government initiatives, but instead from "the growth of oceanic merchant shipping and by the 

development of the news business of the post and the newspapers. "24 

By contrast, MacQueen hoped to take advantage of technological developments and the 

central government in order to start a packet service, whose ultimate goal was to engage the rest 

of the world more closely. Why? Because he understood the connection between mail 

commwiication and informal imperialism. In an early pamphlet published in 1838, MacQueen 
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argued that .. the rapidity and regularity with which such communications can be made, gives to 

every nation an influence, a command, and advantages such as scarcely anything else can give, 

and frequently extends even beyond the sphere of that influence and that command which the 

direct application of mere physical power can obtain to any government or people. "25 

Designing a steam mail communication system was an incredibly complicated task. First, 

the routes had to be devised. Which ports should be included on the routes? Of these, which 

should be hubs, which should be other major stops? How long should these ports have to reply 

to incoming mail? How often should the mail be delivered and picked up? The answers to these 

questions provided the basis upon which to sketch a network of mail lines, including the 

transatlantic lines, the intercolonial lines, and relatedly, the main lines and their feeder lines. 

Delivering mail to the numerous islands of the West Indies, for example, complicated the routes 

because of the sheer nwnber of ports, which increased the chance for mishaps. Excluding these 

chance mishaps for the moment~ however, MacQueen still had to calculate all of the distances 

between stops, the time it would take for a steamer or a sailing ship to reach these ports, and, from 

the infinite nwnber of permutations of routes, what the best possible combination would be. Of 

course these calculations would depend on numerous variables. For example, times would 

depend upon the size of the sailing ship or steamer, the size of the latter's engine, the efficiency 

of its engine, the quality of the coal used, the abilities of the commander and/or engineer, and the 

time of year which affected winds and currents. Times and frequency would depend upon the 

number of vessels in operation on the routes, and this would depend partially on the company's 

ability to pay for vessels in operation. Revenue was to come from postage, passengers and 
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freight--other variables. 

Next, these mail steamers needed logistical and administrative support. Coal could come 

a number of places in Britain, and then had to be shipped to various depots scattered around the 

routes. Workers also had to be hired at these depots to coal the company's ships when they came 

in. Other logistical concerns included lighthouses, supplies for vessels, offices and depots, food, 

unifonns and other items for commanders and crews, and the necessary port facilities for docking, 

landing mail, etc. The administration was headed, in this case, by the government, but controlled 

and operated by the Company's management in London. A secondary office would also have to 

be opened in the Company's home port, which eventually became Southampton. The 

shareholders and insurance companies could also affect the Company's operation. The Company 

kept agents in all of the ports of call, while the Admiralty kept agents aboard all of the vessels. 

Variables for these elements in the plan included the company agent's relationship to the 

individual colonial authorities, and the Admiralty agent's relationship to the commander of the 

individual vessels. MacQueen also had to account for colonial and foreign laws-especially those 

regarding mail, passengers, and freight-in addition to Britain's relationship with these colonies 

or foreign countries. This period was one of the most tumultuous for all of the Central and South 

American countries, including the Caribbean, as British colonies adjusted to emancipation, and 

most of the old Iberian colonies adjusted to independence. The British government did not 

always have a smooth relationship during these times, demonstrated most dramatically by its 

blockade of the Mexican ports in early 1842, and its protectorate established over the Mosquito 

Coast (Nicaragua) from 1841 to 1850. 

Finally, MacQueen had to promote his plan to those who could put it into operation, 
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which meant first, the government, specifically, the Admiralty, Treaswy and Post Office; second, 

private influential individuals who could raise a substantial amount of capital and who would 

direct the company; and third, the public, who would buy shares in the company, as well as use 

the service for mail, passage and freight. Part of promotion also included defending one's plan 

against critics and competing plans. Because steam mail communication involved so many 

different elements, MacQueen had to contend with political struggles as varying interests 

jockeyed for favour or a superior position both within and without of the Company. 

MacQueen had to consider and manage virtually all of these basic elements and the 

numerous variables for his plan-a complicated task for the smallest of steam mail routes. Thus 

one can only imagine what was first said in response to MacQueen' s initial plan for a world-wide 

steam mail comnum.ication system in the summer of 1837. Immediately upon his return from his 

business trip for the Colonial Bank, MacQueen submitted such a plan to the Admiralty. The 

scheme entailed steam comnumication between Britain and "the western world," which included 

no less than all of the major trading ports in the world. The next month he published a more 

detailed plan, entitled "A General Plan for a mail communication between Great Britain and the 

Eastern and Western parts of the World; also to Canton and Sydney westward by the Pacific." 

As their titles suggest, these early schemes outlined extraordinarily large ventures, on the scale 

of his grand plans for establishing an empire in West Africa. In fact, his arguments and even 

s)'lltax were very similar to those found in Northern and Central Africa. In his introduction to 

Francis Baring, M.P. and Secretary to the Treasury, MacQueen put forth why mail 

communication was so important to the British Empire, and why no expense should be spared to 



implement it: 

No narrow or parsimonious views on the part of this great country ought to throw aside the plan ... or 
leave it to be taken and split into divisions by parties, perhaps foreigners, who will then not only 
command the channels of British intelligence, but be enabled to demand what price they please for 
carrying a large and imponant portion of the commercial correspondence: of this coW1try. The Public, 
moreover, can only repose implicit confidence in a mail conveyance under the direction and 
responsibility of Government. Further, it is scarcely necessary to point out, or to aven to, the immense 
advantages which the Government of Great Britain would possess, in the event of hostilities, by having 
the command and the direction of such a mighty and extensive steam power and communication, which 
would enable them to forward, to any point within its vast range, despatches, troops, and warlike stores.~0 
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By Mac Queen's estimates, this global mail service would require roughly forty-one steamers, 

fourteen sailing vessels, a little over a million pounds for start-up costs ( construction of the 

vessels, depots, etc.), and over a half-million pounds annually to maintain the system.:i7 Using 

geographical infonnation provided by the Royal Geographical Society, Mac Queen also strongly 

advocated British involvement in either the construction of a canal across Panama, or the 

establishment of a permanent route across Nicaragua, via Lake Nicaragua. :is To emphasize the 

importance and necessity of a regular and global communication network, MacQueen used 

parliamentary papers to list the value of Britain's world-wide imports and exports, which he broke 

do'Ml by region. He also compared the total value of British trade, about £17,500,000, with that 

of the United States, almost £8,000,000, to show the increasing competition from foreign trading 

nations.29 

As with his Africa plans, his global steam communication scheme was both logistically 

and politically impossible to implement. No vessel had even traversed the Atlantic entirely by 

steam, and would not until the pioneer crossings of the Sirius and the Great Western in April 

1838 (MacQueen had written the pamphlet in January and February of this year). Nevertheless, 

the Admiralty did show some interest in a limited version of the plan, and one of its secretaries, 

Charles Wood, began working ~ith MacQueen on several combinations for mail routes to the 
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Americas. 

Meanwhile, MacQueen had to contend with competing interests for steam communication 

to the West Indies. The rival plan that concerned him the most at this time was one put forth by 

.. a West India committee" in August of 1838. MacQueen learned that William Burge, the agent 

for Jamaica with whom he (MacQueen) had disputed on his previous West India trip, was in 

charge of the meeting. In response, MacQueen immediately composed a pamphlet to promote 

his plan to any West Indian doubters.30 He dismissed this committee's criticism of his plan on 

the charge of ignorance and parochialism. For example, they objected to the packets calling at 

foreign ports such as San Juan, Puerto Rico, or St. Jago de Cuba. MacQueen again tried drive 

home the point that engagement, not exclusion, would be the path to success for British Empire, 

and most especially for the British West Indies, which could no longer support themselves in 

isolation. MacQueen spelled out with statistics why a regular intercourse with the other major 

centers in the Americas would be of great benefit to British West Indian colonists, particularly 

Jamaicans. 400,000 people (190,000 whites, MacQueen noted parenthetically) lived in San Juan, 

while St. Jago constituted Jamaica's best re-export trader: 

That town contains 55,000 inhabitants; ships 180,000,000 lbs. of coffee ( double the coffee crop in 
Jamaica) 244,000 cwt. of sugar, 15,000 casks of molasses, 40,000 bales tobacco, and 4,000 bales cotton, 
&c. &c. It has in the copper•ore trade 30 vessels of 230 tons each, which, together with the very rich 
mines themselves, are chiefly the property of British subjects, and of individuals in this country ... 
Between Jamaica and St Jago there is a very considerable trade; in fact, it is now the best re-expon trade 
that Jamaica has, and its importance is best proven by the numerous applications which the merchants 
in Kingston make to the naval commander on the station, to send ships of war with the mails to St Jago, 
as anyone who reads the Jamaica papers, but which it would appear her agent here does not rea~ may 
see. 31 

The Glasgow West India Association also considered MacQueen's plan in February 1838, 

offered its comments and suggestions, mainly amounting to minor adjustments in the number of 

stops per month for various vessels in the plan.32 By November, the Association had turned to 
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an alternative plan for a packet service between Liverpool and the West lndies33
, and presented 

a memorial to the Admiralty in March of 1839.34 A great deal of political lobbying ensued, as 

the GWIA pushed hard for its plan, or at least for a modification ofMacQueen's plan. Because 

of its traditional business connections, the GWIA wanted St. Thomas instead of Grenada as the 

main coal depot. MacQueen countered and eventually won, after which the Grenada Legislature 

promptly voted him one hundred guineas to buy a piece ofplate.35 

Meanwhile MacQueen, Baring from the Treasury and Wood from the Admiralty 

continued to hammer out the details of MacQueen's plan, which, for the time being, was 

restricted to mail service to the West Indies, and selected ports along the eastern coasts of North 

and South America. The Admiralty also informed MacQueen that it refused to perform the 

service itself as MacQueen had requested,36 and wished to contract out the service. In February 

l 839, MacQueen wrote to Baring with the news that he had fowid some "influential gentlemen" 

interested in forming the company.37 

Foundation of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, 1838-41: Continuing Negotiations 
and Establishing an Administration 

Most of the original directors of the RMSP Company were familiar faces to anyone 

interested in the West Indies, and certainly to MacQueen. John Irving, James Cavan and the 

banker A.G. Robarts were directors from the Colonial Banlc, and the former two had also been 

involved with the Trinidad Railway Company. Toe RMSP Company's solicitors, Crowder and 

Ma)'llard, had been MacQueen's legal representatives in charge ofhis compensation claims, while 

the deputy chairman, Andrew Col vile, and George Hibbert, had been two of the founders of the 
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failed West India Company (1824), and, with Irving, part of the founders of the Jamaica Bank. 

The other directors included Thomas Baring, George Brown, Robert Cotesworth, Henry 

Davidson, Russell Ellice, John Irving, Jr., W.I. Marshall, and P.M. Stewart. Thomas Masterman 

and A.G. Robarts were the company's auditors, and Messrs. Robarts, Curtis and Co. its bankers. 38 

Once again, in an arrangement similar to the formation of the Colonial Bank, these influential 

men with West Indian coMections would provide the capital for a venture in which MacQueen 

would do much of the initial groundwork. 

The Directors first met on July 24, 1839 at the offices of Reid, Irving, and Co. in Token 

House Yard, London, where the proposed charter and prospectus were read. A month later the 

Court engaged MacQueen as the ~'General Superintendent of the Affairs of the Company," and 

resolved 4'that, in consideration of the Services already rendered by Mr. M'Queen in framing the 

Plan of Operation of the Company and carrying through the Contract with H.M. Government, he 

be paid the sum of £5000, and that he be further paid the annual swn of£ 1000 for his future 

services. "39 After acknowledging MacQueen as the author of the original plan, the Directors 

assigned him the same sort of vague title that he had been given while working for the Colonial 

Bank, and one which, again, reflected the broad range of his duties in these early years of the 

Company. Essentially, he was the point man for all of the Company's business, except for the 

construction of the new steam vessels which the company planned to build (the ships were 

partially the responsibility of the "Assistant Superintendent" who was based in Greenoc~ and the 

Ship Building Committee of the Court itself; in December 1840, a "Marine Superintendent" 

would take complete charge of this aspect of the Company's business). Thus MacQueen was 

involved in constant modifications to the plan, on-going negotiations with the government, the 
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selection of a dock site in Britain, and the erection of the Company's entire infrastructure in the 

colonies, which included the selection of ports (plus dock sites, wharves, storehouses, etc. for 

incoming company vessels), negotiations with all of the colonial governments regarding laws, 

customs dues, port charges, postal facilities, lighthouses, etc., the locations of coal depots, and 

the selection of the Company's first managers and staff. 

The Company's charter was signed the next month, on September 26, 1839."0 

Mac Queen's first order of official business was to accompany the Chairman and Deputy 

Chainnan to their meetings with the Admiralty and Treasury regarding the contract, which was 

signed on March 20, 1840:" The terms of the contract regarding the obligations of both the 

government and the Company were similar to the one just previously negotiated with Samuel 

Cunard in July 1839, but the size of the contract was wholly unprecedented. Whereas Cunard 

was to be paid £55,000 annually to run four vessels of at least 300 horsepower between Liverpool, 

Halifax, and Boston, the RMSP Company negotiated a staggering subsidy of £240,000 a year to 

run fourteen steamships of at least 400 horsepower, plus four sailing vessels, between 

Southampton and virtually every significant port on the Atlantic side of the New World. Both 

the subsidy and the number of new ships to be constructed remain the largest in the history of the 

British government. Even the mail line serving India and China received a smaller subsidy--the 

Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company's contract of 1851 stipulated £199,600 per 

year for the Suez-Calcutta-Hong Kong line. By this time, Royal Mail was receiving £270,000 a 

year because of an added line to Brazil whlch had been signed into its 1850 contract. 

At the stage when the original contract was signed, the plan entailed service from Halifax, 

Nova Scotia to Paramaribo in Dutch Guiana, with only one stop on the eastern coast of the United 
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States. New York, though the possibility of adding additional stops was written in. The bulk of 

the service would be to serve the West Indies, both foreign and British, and included ports around 

the Gulf of Mexico--Chagres (Panama), Belize, Vera Cruz and Tampico in Mexico, Mobile, 

Alabama, and the Spanish Main--Cartagena, Santa Marta, Porto Cabello, and La Guayra (the port 

for Cara~as). 

The Company would hire its own commanders and crew, but the ultimate authority on 

board the vessels would be an Admiralty mail agent (an officer of the Royal Navy) who was not 

only in charge of the mails, but empowered to" require a due and strict execution of this contract 

on the part of the said Company, their officers, servants, and agents, and to detennine every 

question arising relative to proceeding to sea, or putting into harbour, or to the necessity of 

stopping to assist any vessel in distress, or to save human life ... " His decision was "final and 

binding" though it could be appealed to the Admiralty Commissioners. It is not difficult to see 

how these sweeping, but somewhat vague, powers led to conflicts with the commanders of the 

ships, when even questions of steering the vessel into harbour was not solely their O\m. Tensions 

would be exacerbated also by the provision that the agent be provided with his own first-rate 

cabin, a "'proper and secure" place for mails, and was not to be charged for passage and 

victualling. 42 

The Company and the government showed interest in the Pacific links, especially after 

the Company received a letter from parties in Sydney expressing their desire for service from the 

RMSP Company.43 In July 1840 the Directors asked MacQueen to estimate the costs of a 

Panama-Sydney-Canton line, while Irving and Colvile would request an additional £70,000 

annual subsidy to conduct the services.44 The next month the Admiralty specifically asked about 
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sending mail to Brazil and Buenos Aires, which of course, had been in MacQueen 's original all-

encompassing plan, but which had been shelved. The Company agreed to negotiate these stops 

as well. None of these additions came to fruition, however. Meetings between the Chairman, 

Deputy Chairman and Baring, now Chancellor of the Exchequer (since August 1839), had led to 

the conclusion that these additional lines were all desirable, but currently unfeasible in light of 

poor relations, as with Panama, or because of domestic "financial and political matters" as with 

Sydney or South America, which forced defennent of the issue to another time. 45 

Before MacQueen left on his West Indian mission in December 1840, he had to head off 

an attempt to change the British terminus for the line. This seemingly simple question became 

complicated when numerous interested parties lobbied for alternatives to Southampton, which 

was Mac Queen's choice. The community at Falmouth made an especially strong plea, having 

been the only station for the overseas mails for nearly 200 years. The Southampton Dock 

Company made the earliest, and most persistent attempts, perhaps explaining somewhat 

MacQueen' s partiality to this port. In July both Plymouth and Devonport sent deputations to the 

Company hoping the get the terminus based in their respective ports. 46 Indeed, when the 

Admiralty conducted an inquiry into the best port for the West India mails, which included the 

above four ports plus Dartmouth, the officers in charge of the investigation, led by Rear Admiral 

Sir James Gordon, noted that every port had been very anxious to attract the business: 

·-mroughout the whole course of our proceedings a deep interest was invariably manifested by the 

parties to whom the task of the representing the alleged advantages of each particular port had 

been assigned."47 In August, the officers concluded that Dartmouth would make the best port 

because it was quiet, had good lights, and was relatively secure. A meeting with the Admiralty 
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was quickly organized, and MacQueen (again) entered a statement regarding the distances, etc. 

to show the advantages of Southampton. The government agreed to try the port temporarily, but 

the issue did not arise again and the RMSP Company remained based at Southampton for its 

entire existence, including its administrative offices which moved from London in 1842. 

Another West India Mission and Another Infnstructure to Establish, DH. 1839-Aug. 1840 

The next major piece of business for MacQueen was to set up the RMSP Company in the 

West Indies. In early November 1840 he was given a letter of credit for £2000 draMt on, 

naturally, the Colonial Bank.48 Later this month, a special session of the Court of Directors was 

organized to give MacQueen his instructions for the mission.49 He was given power of attorney, 

which allowed him to enter and conclude contracts for the Company according to colonial laws. 

He was also to find suitable ports, including all of the concomitant facilities for the Company's 

vessels and the government's mail. The Company also gave MacQueen letters of introduction 

from the Colonial Office, the Foreign Office and the Admiralty, to ensure access to the highest 

levels of colonial authority. 

On December 3rd, MacQueen departed for the West Indies. In less than nine months, he 

was to travel over 18,000 miles and visit thirty-eight ports. As on his previous trip for the 

Colonial Banlc, MacQueen received a warm welcome in most of the colonies, even missing one 

of his connections out ofDemerara because of a public dinner given for him the previous night.50 

MacQueen was familiar enough with the West Indian colonies to know which ports would 

best serve the Company. With speed being such an important factor in the success of the service, 

MacQueen spent the majority of his time negotiating with Governors and Collectors of Customs 
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for privileged access for Company vessels into the ports, which meant securing agreements for 

exemption from customs fees, entry fees, harbour dues, tonnage dues, and the usual red tape 

required for incoming passengers. Freight was to be severely limited on the Company's vessels, 

so that any items could be carried off and reported to customs in the time in took to exchange the 

mail. MacQueen had written to most of the island governments informing them of his--and the 

Company's-intentions, so none of his requests were unexpected. Though he did encowiter some 

hesitance in places, usually due to internal politics more than any problem with the Company, 51 

in the end MacQueen was able to secure all of the needed provisions for quick and easy access 

for the Company's vessels. 

Supporting facilities to accommodate the vessels proved more troublesome. MacQueen 

wrote from Barbados about the astonishing lack of lighthouses in the colonies: Hit is a disgrace 

to England that such a thing [ constructing lighthouses] has not been done many years ago," and 

suggested that "it would be worth the while of the Directors to press upon the Home Government 

the propriety of following out this subject. "52 Over the next few years the Directors did press the 

issue, and fowid both the home government and the colonial governments reluctant to construct 

the lighthouses. In fact, in the fall of 1842, the Jamaica Legislature passed an act which, in effect, 

cut off the maintenance for the current lighthouses. 53 

More serious concerns arose over the coal depots. Firstly, it was more of a challenge for 

MacQueen to decide which colonies would make the best places for the stores. Aside from the 

strategic considerations, he had to take into accowit the available port facilities for storing 

thousands of tons of coal, the price of labour in the colony for coaling, and the contractors for the 

depot. MacQueen specifically complained about one of the main factors influencing his decision, 
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and one of the biggest variables in post-slavery West Indies: Negro labour. Early in his trip 

MacQueen wrote to the Directors, ""under the existing state of things [the Negroes are] uncertain 

in their attendance while in several places their demands for wages is too frequently exorbitant, 

especially when they perceive that they can with impunity take advantage of the party which 

stands in need of their labour.''54 _He was referring to the colonies of low population density, 

Grenada specifically in this case, where the availability of land left labourers with more options, 

and thus more bargaining power.55 For this reason MacQueen initially favoured Barbados, a high 

density colony where labour was much cheaper and more reliable. But perhaps because of old 

friends and a sense of nostalgia, or perhaps because of some business connection with the 

Company, MacQueen did settle on Grenada, for which, as noted above, he received a prompt 

reward from the island's legislature. MacQueen also wanted European labourers to be sent out 

to the coal depots to be in charge of them, for the purpose, he argued, of teaching the Negroes 

proper labour discipline, and to prevent fraud. 56 

The colonies had their own concerns as well. MacQueen had to change his plan 

significantly when, apparently for domestic problems over its control over Santo Domingo, Haiti 

proved less willing than other counnies to allow Royal Mail Vessels into ports without the usual 

port examination procedures. 57 All of the places at which MacQueen stopped voiced concerns 

about smuggling, a practice which had a long tradition with the crews of government mail 

packets. 58 Because RMSP Company vessels were allowed limited amounts of freight, plus 

passengers, these concerns were even more pronounced at this time. 

Foreign ports also had the additional, and far more serious, concerns regarding slaves. 

ln late February, MacQueen wrote 



there is a misconception I find prevailing in the Foreign Islands regarding the Steamers which I hope to 
get done away ... it is believed that they are commanded by Captains in the Navy and that therefore being 
in some measure Government Steamers and at all events being completely under Government control 
the Slaves in the Foreign Colonies may find a refuge on board the Steamers without the possibility of 
their owners recovering them or compensation for them. This must be guarded against in every way.'9 
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For many Britons, slave emancipation and the continuing policies of suppressing the foreign slave 

presented a clear case of British humanitarianism in action. On the other ban~ foreign countries, 

particularly the other major slave-owning countries of Europe, viewed British antislavery policies 

with a great deal of mistrust and cynicism Gust as British slave owners and their polemicists, like 

MacQueen, had denowiced the motives of the philanthropists during Britain's own emancipation 

debate). Foreign countries did not see the RMSP Company as a private mail service with only 

the backing of the British government. Instead, they saw it as an extension of the British 

government. 

On the last leg of MacQueen'sjoumey he travelled north to visit Washington, D.C. and 

Halifax. MacQueen had a friendly meeting with President Tyler, who, according to MacQueen, 

was encowaging about the scheme, although it is apparent that he offered nothing substantive to 

the RMSP Company. Cunard served Boston and New York already, and numerous U.S. packet 

services were in operation, and expanding--and would soon be competing fiercely with Cunard 

for the transatlantic mails between the U.S. and the U.K.60 MacQueen had heard rumours, too, 

that Cunard, with support from the Glasgow Chamber of Commerce and the Governor of 

Bermuda, was secretly planning another line to Bermuda and onward to St. Thomas and the 

Windwards through the front of another company called the Rell Steam Packet Company. In 

Antigua MacQueen had run into a member of the Bermuda Assembly, who apparently told 

MacQueen about the plan, and even gave him a copy of the memorial that was sent to the 
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government. 61 

Evolution of the Company With and Without MacQueen, 1840-42 

MacQueen arrived back in London at the end of August 1840. On the surface, little 

seemed to have changed with the Company since he had departed, but MacQueen soon found that 

some small adjustments in the Company's administration would profoundly affect his association 

with Royal Mail. 

Virtually all of the Company's business while MacQueen was gone had been concentrated 

on the construction of a fleet of fourteen full-rigged paddle steamers, using the latest steam 

technology available. This was yet another enormous task in setting up the RMSP Company, and 

by itself put the Company on the cutting edge of transportation technology. In September of 

1839, the Directors fonned a Committee of the Vessels and Supply of the Machinery, with one 

Lieutenant Kendall as a Company agent in Greenock, who was essentially in charge of ship 

building. Because the scale of the undertaking went well beyond the means of any one company, 

the Directors had secured, by October, contracts with seven different shipbuilders, which were 

located in four different cities, and seven different "engineering" companies ( engine builders) in 

three different cities. 62 According to the plan, all of the vessels were to be exactly the same so 

any steamer could run any part of the mail route requiring a steam vessel (at this point, four of 

the smaller feeder lines required only small sailing vessels). Because the Company planned to 

carry passengers and some freight, the vessels were also to be larger than any mail packets 

hitherto in British history-roughly 2000 tons-even approaching the largest steamship of the day, 

which was the President of 2360 tons (launched August 1840).63 The 400 collective horsepower 
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engines were also large for their day. By comparison, Cunard's ships at this time were 1154 tons 

running on 300 horsepower engines.64 In March 1840, Lt. Kendall prepared all of the drawings, 

specifications and other preparations for the contracts, and building soon commenced. 

Construction would take nearly a year a half, in which time the Company had to attend 

to fitting and manning the fleet. As building became more involved, the Company hired a captain 

of the Royal Navy, Edward Chappell, fonnally to oversee all of the Company's ship building 

operations in December 1840, just days before MacQueen departed for his West Indian mission. 65 

While MacQueen was gone, Chappell's reports dominated Company business, with weekly 

updates on everything from chronometers to cookery. Overall, everything went well, although 

with such a large widertaking using new technology, there were bowid to be glitches. The basic 

design of the vessels contained some inherent flaws. For example, the decks had to be raised in 

mid-construction because not enough room had been made for ventilation, while the long boats 

could not be carried at all on this first fleet because the engines took up too much space. 66 Other 

problems also made caused headaches, but no serious setbacks, as when clerical errors in the 

specifications led one of the shipbuilders (and engineers), Caird & Company, to build vessels that 

were not standard with the rest of the fleet. The Directors complained, but since time was 

extremely tight, they bad no recourse but to accept the fact that their fleet would not be unifonn. 67 

The construction of so many new and innovative vessels in such a short time caused a 

sensation. The Greenock Advertiser enthusiastically reported on the progress of the "splendid 

new steamers'' in the summer of 1841: 

For durability, elegance of model, and the promise of the finest sailing qualities, these vessels are 
pronounced. by the most competent judges, to be wuivalled. and certainly present a most imposing 
spectacle. The hurry to have them out to sea is so great, that almost every kind of work connected with 
them is going on at once, and consequently a vast number of hands may be seen busily engaged in the 
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work on any lawful day of the week. 01 

When the Forth was finally launched in May 1842, over 60,000 spectators came out for the 

occasion.69 A contemporary history written in the 1870s also noted that ''the fleet of the RMSP 

Company consisted of the finest class of vessels of that description built of wood which, previous 

to 1841, had been sent to sea either for naval or mercantile purposes."70 

In November 1841, the Admiralty tested, inspected and gave its approval for the first four 

vessels. Again, there were some problems, such as the strong vibrations from the paddles, a ''wet 

cloud" from the boiler, and the fact the engines had been built one foot further aft than the 

specifications had called for. Still, the inspector added that "there certainly cannot be a finer 

piece of workmanship than these engines."71 

MacQueen had only been back in England for a couple of months when the vessels were 

ready, and had spent this time facing a new Company. While MacQueen had been gone, Captain 

Chappell, the Marine Superintendent, had gradually acquired more responsibility and authority 

within the Company through his oversight of ship construction. He and MacQueen soon clashed 

over the plan. Only a month after MacQueen had returned, Chappell called for the formation of 

a ''Committee of Captains" to check MacQueen's plan: specifically, to check his calculations, the 

safety of the routes, and the selected locations of the coal depots.n Taken completely by surprise, 

MacQueen was furious. Never one able to take questions to his conclusions lightly, MacQueen 

also objected to this check on the plan because this process had been done months ago with the 

Admiralty. 73 

Still, the Committee, which included MacQueen, Chappell, and three naval officers, met 

over the next three weeks. MacQueen filed a separate report in which he reiterated his objections. 
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But he need not have complained too much since the Committee fowid little wrong with the plan. 

Lighthouses were needed, a couple of ports needed changed, speed and coal consumption were 

thought slightly too optimistic, and the passage through the Turk's Island Passage and New 

Providence Channels (the Bahamas) was deemed too dangerous for fast steamers-"it would seem 

a almost a miracle/' the Captains noted, •'to make 112 voyages each year, through these cowitless 

rocks and shoals without the occurrence of disaster."74 MacQueen accepted most of these 

changes, explaining that he had pushed for some of these changes himself (e.g. the lighthouses), 

and that discrepancies should be blamed on the new ships' performance, and not his calculations, 

which he based on other steamers, notably the Great Western). The most serious oversight seems 

to have been down time for the steamers. The Committee noted that ''there has as yet been no 

instance of a steam vessel working for six months, without cessation," whereas MacQueen' s plan 

was based upon year•round service. 

The report basically vindicated MacQueen, and he received further backing a week later 

regarding the navigation of the Bahamas when Chappell reported that the Admiralty saw "nothing 

to prevent the Company's ships with proper care from using the Hawk's Nest and Cockburn's 

Anchorages, and from carrying out the course of operation contemplated by Mr. M'Queen. "75 But 

other developments coupled with MacQueen's natmally suspicious mind led him to believe that 

a conspiracy bad been hatched to squeeze him out of the Company's operations. At the same 

time that the Committee presented its report in mid-November, a new plan was considered, 

authored by MacQueen's old partner in the Colonial Bank, Michael McChlery.76 McChlery's 

plan was a pared down version ofMacQueen's, and for the moment, received little attention. But 

these small incidents and disagreements were disconcerting. MacQueen later recalled that 
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.. everything around me indicated some secret work in operation. Scarcely a question was asked 

for many weeks regarding anything that I had seen, heard, or done during my mission. "77 

Initial Service: Problems and Modifications 

Partial service began in early 1842, with the departure of the Tay from Southampton on 

January 4. Delays plagued the vessel from the very beginning, as the Tay did not even make it 

out of British waters without finding itself behind schedule. In this case the Admiralty had 

insisted, against strong Company protests, that the steamer pick up the outward mails at 

Falmouth. ;is Further delays and other problems, even disasters, beset the Company for the first 

few months of operation--so much so that it seems particularly remarkable that the Company 

survived, let alone prospered. 

The full extent of the mail system's weaknesses did not reveal themselves until a couple 

of months of service. Some inegularities were to be expected from the initial run of such a 

complicated undertaking, but prolonged delays would be the death of the endeavour, since the 

Company's raison d'etre was to provide faster, more regular, service. In mid-March 1842, three 

months after service began, the Directors sat to examine the main reasons for the delays. Crew 

trouble and a labour shortage seemed the most common causes initially. According to 

MacQueen's later accoun~ the Company sought its first crews from the dredges of the seafaring 

world, and paid for their parsimony with insubordination to officers and rudeness to passengers. 

For example, the Tweed lost precious time coaling at Grenada because the crews of the Dee and 

the C /yde refused to help. The Dee herself spent over two days coaling because of the same 

labour problems; consequently, the passengers became so disgusted that they all hired another 
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vessel. The next month the commander of the Clyde reported on the "mutinous state" of his 

crew. 79 The City of Glasgow had trouble coaling in Demerara partially because the chief engineer 

and trimmer were being punished for misbehaviour, and partially because the local Negroes 

struck work. A month later the Directors found out that the ship's third engineer had been thrown 

into prison for striking a saloon cook, with Captain Boxer describing the rest of his crew as 

.. absolutely little short of savages."80 It is little wonder, then, why the Company's agent in 

Grenada, Captain Maclean, recommended implementing naval discipline.81 

There were other causes for delay as well: no tugboat at the Mississippi port, no trade 

wind, an engineering error miscalculating the amount of coal needed, a British naval blockade 

of Mexican ports (June 1842), etc. Regardless of the reasons, these delays inevitably led to 

complaints, with which the Company was flooded in the spring and summer of 1842. Complaints 

ranged from poor treatment and the quality of the wine, to schedule irregularities--either the 

failure to arrive on time, or even the unexpected landing, as when the Actceon landed and left a 

group of passengers on Turk's lsland.82 Even problems which had been foreseen and discussed 

previously disrupted the operation. In August, Customs officers in Southampton found 

contraband tobacco on both the Trent and the Thames; subsequently, both vessels had temporary 

stops put on them. 83 And no mail was exchanged at Mayaguez (Puerto Rico) because the port 

authorities required the Company's agent there, R.D. Jacob; "to become security for any negro 

slaves the steamers might take from the island," which he refused to do. Shortly thereafter, 

MacQueen had to rearrange the routes so that San Juan became the only port of call for the 

island.84 

Also not surprisingly, disputes arose between the Company's commanders and the 
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Admiralty mail agents, as the former obviously resented taking orders from someone else on a 

ship that was technically under his command. For example, in the summer of 1842, the 

Admiralty agent aboard the Medway, Lieutenant Achmutry, wrote the commander, Captain Smith, 

a note during the vessel's approach to port, with suggestions on where to land. According to the 

evidence that the Directors received Jater, Smith shot back to the messenger .. for God's sake, tell 

rvtr. Achmutry I cannot be humbugging replying to letters now!"85 

These initial difficulties occurred during the first major administrative reorganization of 

the Company's management. On February 10, 1842, barely one month after service began, the 

Secretary, Henry Longland, retired. A week later, Chappell became the new secretary at £1000 

per year, and was paid an additional lump sum of the difference of all of his previous pay 

calculated at this rate. MacQueen's position was refined to "Superintendent of Foreign 

Agencies,,, which included the oversight of the "operation of the Company abroad; of the proper 

instructions to the Captains; of the regular performance of the service abroad, and of the 

correspondence relating therein." He was also requested to attend Court meetings. 86 

As his new duties suggest, MacQueen still retained enormous responsibility within the 

Company. For the next six months, he took care of virtually all business arising from outside of 

Britain, which included pr')l,lems on board the vessels, complaints from foreign or colonial 

governments, or anything to do with the coal depots or company agents. He then provided a bi­

monthly report of his work to the Court. Still, relative to his earlier position, MacQueen's 

influence had declined in the Company while Chappell's had grown significantly. As Secretary, 

all business, now including MacQueen' s, passed through Chappell before it came before the 

Directors. Obviously the Directors were impressed with Chappell, and MacQueen found that he 
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no longer had the ear of the Chainnan or Vice-Chainnan, as he had previously. 

Nothing reflected the new order of Company management better than when the Directors 

ordered some modifications to the plan in May. As usual, MacQueen was to work out the details. 

but he was to do so with Chappell. On Chappell's suggestion, MacQueen was also given explicit 

instructions about the scope of the plan. He was told up front to eliminate service to Halifax and 

Surinam, and reduce service to Tampico, Vera Cruz, Cartagena and Chagres to once a month.87 

MacQueen opposed these limitations on the Company's service, having seen his plan 

reduced from a world-wide mail service to one that did not even serve all of the Caribbean. Even 

worse for MacQueen, McChlery submitted another plan the next month, paralleling the one 

suggested by Chappell, and which received a more enthusiastic response from the Directors this 

time. 88 MacQueen struggled to maintain the present scheme, but did so during the low point of 

the Company's history. In May, the Medina struck the shoals off Turk's Island and was lost. And 

as the complaints continued to mount, a sympathizer wrote the Company saying one newspaper 

was predicting "the probable dissolution of the Company. "89 By the beginning of August the 

Directors had decided to adopt the reduced plan, and Chappell had already come up with a new 

set of by-laws for the Company and instructions for the commanders. On the same day that he 

presented these to the Directors, MacQueen submitted his resignation. 90 

Engagement or Exclusion? Differing Views on the Mail System and MacQueen's 
Resignation 

It seems clear at this point that the falling out between MacQueen and the company which 

he founded came about because of differences in the scope of the operation. MacQueen hoped 
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to establish a global mail system, while the Company would settle for a mail service localized to 

the West lndies, mainly the British West Indies. When it became clear to MacQueen that the 

Company was going to substantially scale down his scheme, with his influence rapidly declining 

within the management, he left. Personal conflicts with the management, particularly with 

Chappell, also led to the break. Differing opinions easily turned into bitter political rivalries as 

MacQueen was always prone to take criticism personally, and Chappell was increasingly less 

tolerant of MacQueen as his (Chappell's) own influence grew. 

With MacQueen out, the adoption of the new plan came quickly. Chappell drew up new 

instructions for a new plan six days after MacQueen 's resignation. By the end of the month the 

Directors had approved the new plan, and by mid-September the Admiralty had granted its 

permission to try it experimentally. On October l, the RMSP Company put the plan into effect. 

The new scheme had reduced the routes far more than the Directors had asked in May. 

The RMSP Company eliminated service to Surinam, St. Croix, Cura~ao, Turk's Island, and all 

of North America, including Halifax. Service to the Spanish mainland was reduced to once a 

month.91 The total mileage of the routes went from 684,816 to 392,926.92 The RMSP Company 

was now almost solely a British West Indian mail service. 

The new scheme seemed to work well. Expenditures had been cut from £360,000 a year 

to £235,000. Incredibly, the government did not cut its subsidy in proportion to the reduced 

service. Furthermore, the Admiralty approved the new routes by March 1843. With several of 

the original problems taken care of such as crews and workers at the coal depots, the Company 

was doing quite well, and posted a profit for the first time in 1843 of £94,219. 1845 is when the 

Company really got on its feet, when it maintained a reliable regular service, the debt was paid 
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off, and dividends began to be paid on shares (£1 .10/share). The 1850s saw profits reach over 

£200,000, largely helped by the additional government subsidy of £30,000 for another line to Rio 

de Janeiro. 93 Meanwhile, the Company maintained its monopoly over mail service to the British 

West lndies. These successes were nearly offset by bad luck, however. In the first ten years of 

its operation, Royal Mail lost seven vessels. 94 

MacQueen may very well have been just as happy as anyone involved with the Royal Mail 

to see it prosper. After he resigned he still had a substantial number of shares in the Company-­

£4000 worth, that he had purchased with his £5000 ••gift" that the Company had given him. As 

the founder of the Company and a substantial shareholder, he felt justified in commenting on the 

Company's business from the outside, even though he had resigned his position. In May 1843 

he wrote the Directors that he had heard from a friend that because of "improper construction," 

one of the boilers had caught fire aboard the Severn, one of the new vessels about to commence 

service, on its way from Bristol ( where it was constructed) to Southamoton. Likewise, according 

to MacQueen, the Avon, also built by William Patterson in Bristol, also suffered structural 

problems that led to high coal conswnption and the risk of fire. Chappell was more than irritated 

with MacQueen not only because of his unsolicited, and seemingly unfounded, information, but 

also because MacQueen had not even infonned the Company first, and instead had written the 

same letter the day before to the Admiralty. Chappell responded with a short note requesting 

MacQueen to furnish authorities for his charges. Incensed that his word was not deemed good 

enough, MacQueen wrote back refusing the request, and offered more rumours about the poor 

performance of other Company vessels.9s 
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The matter dropped for the rest of the summer, with both sides disgusted with the other. 

But the increasingly strained relationship between MacQueen and the Company snapped 

altogether in one night the next autumn. At the third General Meeting of the RMSP Company 

in mid-October 1843, Irving, Company Chairman and MacQueen's long-time associate, singled 

out MacQueen as one of the main causes of the Company's problems: 

A misfomme to which I trace much of the evil which has arisen to us, from the confidence which we gave 
to Mr. Macquee~ in the belief that he had talents for the investigation-that we could depend upon his 
statements to us as to the concern. The calculations of revenue proceeded from Mr. Macqueen; the 
calculation of the cost proceeded from Mr. Macqueen. ln fact,! am sorry to say, that a great deal more 
confidence was given to Mr. Macqueen that from subsequent investigation than he deserved. There 
(pointing to Mr. Macqueen in the body of the meeting, the Shareholders turning round at the same time), 
there he sits, and he cannot deny a word that I state.96 

This was only the final humiliation which led to MacQueen writing the series of scathing letters 

in Herapath 's Railway Journal between October and December 1843, and put together in one 

volume in January 1844. The same charges against MacQueen had been implied at the second 

General Meeting the preceding March, where Chappell blamed virtually all of the Company's 

problems on the original calculations: 

It is now universally admitted that the original project of the Company embraced too extensive a sphere 
of operation; that its calculation. whether as related to the nwnber of ships required; to the work they 
could perform; to the practicability of their visiting all of the specified places; to the adequate security 
of the Ports with assemblage; to the cost of building, outfit, and maintenance of the Ships; and to the 
amount of Revenue likely to be realized, were all too sanguine a character. 

Even the loss of the Medina and the Isis were blamed on the "old plan" for no other reason, it 

seems, than they were lost during the operation of the plan. 97 

The bulk of MacQueen' s Reply was spent demonstrating that the initial problems were 

not due to the calculations but to the ships themselves and the management, especially Chappell. 

Mac Queen also argued that regardless of where one placed the blame, his actions were approved 

by the Directors and the Admiralty every step of the way. To blame him now was simply 
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scapegoating. What angered MacQueen even more was the fact that he had done virtually all of 

the groundwork for the formation of the Company, then others had come along and changed the 

plan. not only taking credit for themselves, but leaving nothing for MacQueen but the blame for 

any difficulties: 

Nothing is so easy as to find fault, especially when doing so proceeds from ignorance of the subject on 
hand. It is also easy for men to travel when the way by which they can travel has been pointed out to 
them. But with all the spirit which has been displayed to cavil, no one went to the Government with a 
scheme for conveying the vast correspondence to and from the western world that Government could 
afford or would ente~ or that it would have been safe for private interests to have taken up, Wltil it 
was done by me without assistance from any quarter.91 

MacQueen's defence here was entirely justified. To dismiss MacQueen's contribution 

because his calculations were '"too sanguine a character'' is to ignore the numerous other factors 

involved in establishing a steam mail system. Moreover, we have seen that the initial problems 

were not due to the calculations, though they were not really the fault of the ships or of Chappell 

either, as MacQueen charged. The initial delays had been caused by other unknowns such as 

labour shortages, difficult crews, disputes between commanders and mail agents, and engineering 

errors. The recriminations that resulted from these problems were simply the result of the 

Directors looking for a scapegoat, and MacQueen looking to vindicate himself, as well as vent 

his anger at those who took over the management and direction of the Company. 

Undoubtedly, Chappell was right that the irutial scope of the operation was too large. Here 

was another example ofMacQueen's reach exceeding his grasp. Considering the complexity of 

the scheme, the new and Wltested technology used, and the inexperience of all involved, it is 

surprising the RMSP Company did as well as it did. Indeed, a contemporary concluded that 

inexperience on the part of all concerned explained most of the Company's initial problems: 

Though Mr. McQueen ... was a gentleman who had considerable experience in the promotion oflarge 
undertakings. his knowledge of maritime affairs was limited. while he was not sufficiently conversant 



with those details. the practical knowledge of which is so essential to the success of all shipping 
operations. The directors, as a body, were not competent, from previous experience, to manage such an 
undertaking; while the choice also of commanders, selected from the Royal Navy, with little or no 
experience of steam. and none whatever of the requirements of a merchant ship, was unfortunate ... •'99 
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But MacQueen never backed down from his position on the scope of the mail system, and 

here lies the crux of the dispute. The most interesting parts of his Reply are those which explain 

the role of the mail system in connecting the British West Indies to Britain, and both to the wider 

world. As he had argued all along, the steam communication system was vital for, first, the 

British West Indies after emancipation: 

The late great change in society has placed the British colonies in a totally different position from that 
in which they fonnerly stood-a position wherein it becomes absolutely necessary for their prosperity, 
nay, for their existence, that they should have ready and frequent communication and full acquaintance 
with every quaner of the world, but more especially with that quarter of the world to which they 
geographically belong, wherein great and rising nations, such as Mexico and the United States of 
America, to say nothing of the British North American colonies, regulate, and will continue more and 
more to regulate, by their energies and their productions, all their markets, all their prices, and all their 
exchanges. 100 

Therefore, the limitations imposed by the new plan would only hurt the West Indies and the 

Company in the long run, and MacQueen found himself once again showing the absurdity of such 

limitations. For example, New Orleans was eliminated as a port altogether under the new 

scheme. Yet, MacQueen noted, ·'that port exports yearly to Great Britain on British account, and 

principally in British ships, about 9,000,000£, being greater than the exports of all the British 

West Indies put together."101 MacQueen even found parochialism among the colonials, who, 

insisted MacQueen, should have known better: 

[tis with regret and surprise that l have heard it stated. on the part of some British West Indian colonists, 
that such restriction of the service is proper; because, the undertaking being British, the operations 
thereof ought to be chiefly confined to British possessions, and that, in the benefits which it confers, 
foreign places ought to be considered of minor importance. No such language ought to be held by any 
British colonist, especially under the present circumstances and position, when they recollect, as they 
ought to do. that British merchants trade. and trade largely too, with every cowitry in the world. 102 

MacQueen' s comments here are symptomatic of the differences between his idea of a mail 
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communication system and the ideas of those who could implement such a system. MacQueen 

wanted a world-wide and highly centralized system. What his efforts led to was a localized and 

partially private packet company. Once again, MacQueen's vision went beyond the Empire's 

grasp, for such a system was simply not possible, and no one supported such a system, from the 

government which wanted to contract out the service, to colonials, who wanted an exclusively 

British service. But if his schemes were unrealistic, his analysis regarding the role of mail in an 

imperial system was highly sophisticated, and ultimately prophetic. It was not until 1860 when 

the Post Office itself realized that mail communication involved more than just carrying 

messages. At this time, a select committee concluded that mail 

frequently involves considerations of an imperial character affecting our political relations, our colonial 
empire. the efficiency of our army and our navy, and the spread of commerce.103 

This is precisely what MacQueen had argued in 1838.104 

MacQueen' s achievements regarding the development of the colonial mail system are, 

however, significant in themselves. Designing, modifying, promoting and managing so large a 

project demonstrate MacQueen's abilities as a practical agent for imperial change, even if the 

project ultimately left him behind. The fonnation of the RMSP Company is also representative 

of a crucial period in British imperial history, when technology and governmental reorganization 

radically changed the way the Empire operated. Steam power brought speed and regularity to 

overseas travel. For the British Empire this translated into regular schedules and thus more 

efficient colonial administration, as well as tighter centralized control. Although this period is 

traditionally known as the classic age of laissez-faire government in Britain, especially regarding 

colonial policy, the government's dramatic reorganization and centralization of colonial mail 
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counters this view. The subsidy is the most dramatic example of how much the British 

government was willing to pay for its control. While the big steam packet companies posted large 

profits every year for themselves, the government was losing enonnous sums because the postage 

revenues were not nearly enough to cover the subsidy. A parliamentary inquiry headed by 

Viscount Canning (then Postmaster-General) in the early l 850s 105 found that Royal Mail was by 

far the largest drain, running a deficit of nearly 70 percent: 

Line <Companx) 
North America (Cunard) 
East lndies (P & 0) 
West Indies & Brazil (RMSP) 

Postaae 
£120,863 

127,896 
85,410 

Contract Payment 
£188,040 

199,600 
270,000 

Deficit 
£67,177 

71,704 
184,590 

The government maintained the subsidies, even in the face of huge losses and vociferous critics 

such as Robert McCalmont, who argued throughout the l 850s that the contract system was a 

.. new Navigation Law" and attacking the packet companies as "pampered monopolists."106 It was 

not until 1860 when the subsidies were even reduced, and witil 1876 before they were eliminated 

altogether. 

The government's suppon to the mail system is a prime example ofhow it was increasing 

its intervention in colonial affairs. A uniform system of mail delivery, enforced by Admiralty 

agents and standardized regulations, greatly expanded the government's presence in the British 

West Indies along the same lines that it had grown since the end of slavery, when commissioners 

sought to carry out its policies. MacQueen contributed to this direction in British imperial policy 

by always advocating strong central control; he did not get the absolute government control that 

he had pushed for in the beginning, but his efforts in forming the RMSP Company helped 

establish the direction. In a very real sense, the RMSP Company was the government's agent, 
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and the system of mail delivery under which they operated was only one step away from direct 

government control. 

Some of these inter-related transitions in British history that the fonnation of the RMSP 

Company represents were captured most beautifully by MacQueen' s famous contemporary, the 

painter J.M.W. Turner (1775-1851). Turner spent eight months in 1838 painting The Fighting 

Temeraire tugged to her last berth to be broken up. The picture depicts the noble-looking but 

now ghostly man-of-war, which had fought in the Napoleonic Wars, being pulled by a small 

paddle steamer up the Thames to Rotherhith to be dismantled for scrap. 107 The symbolic 

transition from sail to steam is made clear by the smoke from the tug's steam funnel which pours 

forth partially to cover the Temeraire. The old warship is still beautiful but it is set against a 

sunset where other tiny phantom-like sailing ships fade into the distance. For MacQueen, the 

painting may very well have symbolized more than just the transition from sail to steam, but also 

the transition in the development of the British Empire, which no longer developed in leaps by 

dramatic wars, but by the steady, if mundane. advances in technology and a<iministration-­

represented by a steam tug boat. 
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l 07. The scene depicted is not historically accurate: the masts and sails on the Temeraire had 
already been removed; two steam tugs, the Samson and the London, pulled the large ship, and 
their steam funnels would have most likely been amidships, not fore; and they most certainly did 
not carry out their operation at dusk, as Turner shows. Nevertheless the symbolism of the 
painting perfectly captures several transitions occurring at the time. The connection with Turner 
was inspired by an exhibit at the National Gallery, London, in the summer of 1995, which 
featured The Fighting Temeraire. 



Chapter 5 

Armchair Geographer and Imperialist, 1820-70 

It is appropriate to examine MacQueen, s geographical work last because his interest in 

this field lasted nearly half a century, and infonned almost all of his other endeavours, especially 

his most cherished goal of establishing a British empire in Africa. His geographical work also 

spanned an important period in both British geography and British imperialism, from the travels 

of Mungo Park at the turn of the century, to the fowtdation of the Royal Geographical Society in 

1830, to the journeys of David Livingstone in the l 850s and 60s. Essentially, the first half of the 

nineteenth century was the ··opening" of Africa to British traders, missionaries and ultimately, 

soldiers and administrators. Thus, examined within the context of this more general evolution 

of geography and imperialism, MacQueen' s geographical career between 1820 and 1870 provides 

valuable insight into the nature of both at this time, and the nature of their relationship with each 

other. I have divided MacQueen's career into roughly three periods: 1820-32, the years of the 

debate over ·"the Niger question" which were influenced, significantly, by ''the slavery question"; 

1839-59, when MacQueen was recognized as an authority on Africa; and 1860-70, the period of 

the Nile debate, MacQueen' s somewhat reactionary tum, and the ambivalent acknowledgement 

of MacQueen' s contribution to geography by the geographical establishment at his death. 

MacQueen' s legacy in geography is not as tangible as in his other work with the Colonial 

Bank or the RMSP Company or even the emacipation debate, but in some ways it had the same 

general effect of aiding the centraliz.ation of power in the metropolis, and especially with the 

government. His influence came partially as a counsellor on African affairs. By the late l 830s 
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he became recognized as an ··expert'' on Africa. He was especially influential in the planning of 

the Niger expedition of 1839-41, co-sponsored by the government and Buxton• s Africa 

Civilization Society. But the majority of his legacy resulted from the sterile and often thankless 

work of annchair geography--that is, compiling and synthesizing geographical information in 

order to fill in the ··blank spots'' on the map, which in MacQueen's case was the map of Africa. 

This kind of work not only provided valuable information for British expansion, but also helped 

promote and legitimize expansion. 

I have employed, or rather appropriated, the phrase "annchair geography" to describe the 

kind of work done by MacQueen. The label was inspired by reading the brief analyses of 

MacQueen' s geographical work by other scholars, who either directly use the phrase in its 

common connotation to dismiss him, or at least imply that because he had never been to Africa 

we are to suspect his work. 1 Ian Cameron, for example, describes MacQueen' s contribution to 

the Nile debate between the rival explorers Richard Burton and John Speke in one sentence: ·'the 

annchair geographer James M'Queen (who had never been out of England in his life) stirred up 

trouble by publishing a series of bigoted and scurrilous attacks on Speke's character."2 While the 

nature of MacQueen 's attacks in this case is accurate enough, such a view of MacQueen and 

··annchair geography" generally has led historians to ignore what MacQueen's work can tell us. 

On the other hand, other scholars have used the phrase more specifically, even narrowly, to 

describe an influential group of amateur geographers who ''corrected the information obtained 

by the great nineteenth century explorers." lncluded in this elite group were those such as John 

Pinkerton, W.D. Cooley, C.T. Beke and MacQueen.3 For MacQueen specifically, then, "armchair 

geography" serves as a good general phrase to characterize his geography, whose salient points 
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would be compilation, synthesis. amateurism, and promotion. 

The Development of Geography in Britain in the Nineteenth Century 

At the turn of the nineteenth century "geography" in Britain could mean anything from 

agriculture to topography to travel literature to navigation. With the exception of some surveyors. 

cartographers and hydrographers, geography was mainly a hobby pursued by amateurs. For 

example, in a revealing review of one of the most popular geographical works in Britain, John 

Pinkerton's Modern Geography ( 1802), the Edinburgh Review began by stating generally that 

There is no science so attractive as geography. It requires scarcely any preparation of previous 
study, and deals in a sort of information so popular and various, as to recommend itself even 
to those who have but linle relish for literary occupations. It is indeed a kind of condensation 
of books of travels, and exhibits the most captivating collection of marvellous truths that ever 
yet were assembled. to excite or gratify curiosity. Ofits substantial utility, it is unnecessary to 
speak." 

As the quotation suggests, there had existed no training in geography at the university level5 and 

a limited exposure to geography at the elementary and secondary levels. Edmund Gilbert has 

shown that teaching geography to British schoolchildren in the early nineteenth century "consisted 

largely of learning by rote the names of places and products.'16 The Scientific Revolution and the 

Enlightenment had influenced geography to the limited extent that the value of collecting and 

cataloguing information was recognized. The emphasis on statistics, borne mainly of the Scottish 

Enlightenment in the latter eighteenth century, also influenced how geography was viewed, and 

hence, taught. lbrougb something similar to the ~~scientific Tables" of The Students' Classical 

Guide to the Sciences (1818), MacQueen as a schoolboy would have memorized the world's 

countries, their capitals (including name, population, latitude and longitude, and miles from 

London), square miles, population, type of government, sovereign, religion and any principal 
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towns. lakes, rivers, capes, islands, animals, produce and trade. Geography has worked with 

statistics in a wtlversalist scope and determination ever since Claudius Ptolemy's (c. AD 90-168) 

attempt to record the location of all the known places of the world using latitude and longitude. 

But at the tum of the nineteenth century geography emerged reinvigorated as a kind of"'inventory 

science''--like geology, meteorology, botany, etc.7--whose purpose was to explore, collect, 

catalogue, plot and map everything in the world. Nevertheless, even amongst the most 

.. scientific" scholars such as James Rennell,8 the Bible and the ancients, especially the Geography 

of Ptolemy, continued to be extremely important sources for geographical infonnation. 

Geography remained "attractive" to the wider public, however, mainly because of 

--voyages and travels,'' a genre revived in Britain with the great explorations of the eighteenth 

century, especially those of William Dampier ( 1652-1715) and Captain Cook ( 1728-1779), as 

well as the "imaginary travellers" in the literature of Defoe, Swift, Montesquieu and Voltaire.9 

By the tum of the nineteenth century travel literature continued to be immensely popular, despite 

the mediocrity of the vast majority of it--a slough of aristocratic "tours" through Britain or 

Europe, or obscure expeditions detailed by minor officers of the Royal Navy. 

By the 1880s geography had become a more clearly defined, professional discipline, 

integrated with other physical sciences, and underpinned with a scientific methodology. The most 

significant changes came from the pioneering work of two Gennans: Alexander von Humboldt 

( 1769-1859) and Carl Ritter ( 1779-1859). Humboldt revolutionized geography in much the same 

way that Captain Cook revolutionized marine surveying: through strict adherence to the scientific 

method and the integration of many disciplines to provide the most accurate regional 

description. 10 Hwnboldt began his career advocating the study of the "geography of plants," and 
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ended it with an attempt to incorporate all the physical sciences to describe the entire universe, 1 1 

a work which transformed the theoretical basis of geography for the first time since Ptolemy. 1: 

Geographer Robert H. Fuson has stated simply that Humboldt "laid the foundations for our 

discipline:• 13 Ritter, .. the co-founder of modem geography," infused the human element into 

geography by emphasizing our influence on the physical environmeni and vice-versa. 14 By mid­

century the German influence could already been seen on British geography. In 1848 Mary 

Somerville published Physical Geography, a work which outlined a specific methodology based 

upon Humboldt's holistic approach to geography, and for which Somerville eventually won the 

RGS gold medal. 15 Charles Darwin, on whom Hwnboldt's work had an enormous influence, also 

contributed to the transition of a method based upon direct observation and integration with other 

sciences. 16 But it is Sir Halford Mackinder, the first man to reach the top ofMoWlt Kenya and 

holder of the first Chair of Geography at Oxford ( 1887), who defined the discipline directly in 

purpose and method, by bringing together the elements of physical and hwnan geography: 

··Physiography asks ofa given feature, ~Why is it?' Topography 'Where is it? Physical geography 

··Why is it there?~ Political geography, 'How does it act on man in society,--how does he react 

on it?' ... The[se] four subjects are the realm of the geographer." 17 Mackinder's explanation 

fonned the basis of his "new geography," and marks the beginning of geography as the discipline 

that we know today. 18 

The development of a standard methodology was paralleled by the intitutionalization of 

geography. The first professional geographical organization in Europe was the Paris 

Geographical Society, fonned in 1821, followed by the Berlin Geographical Society (co-founded 

by Humboldt and Riner) in 1828.19 In Britain, the Royal Geographical Society was fonned in 
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1830 from the Raleigh Travellers Club, a dining club fonned in 1827, and a year later also 

incorporated the African Association ( l 788-1831 ).10 While all of these organizations were mainly 

social clubs for curious aristocrats? they provided the first institutional structure for geography. 

More importantly for our purposes, by the l 860s the RGS had become dominated by what Roy 

Bridges has called the ·~service class·': surveyors, hydrographers, imperial administrators, 

engineers~ and medical doctors~-in other words, those with an interest in expanding the British 

Empire. 

From Elephants to Blank Spaces: European Maps of Africa to the Early Nineteenth 
Century 

Africa held a somewhat anomalous position in the European study of geography overall, 

mainly because of the continent's location relative to Europe, which had led to varying levels of 

knowledge for different sections--as R.V. Tooley observed, ·'Egypt and its northern coasts being 

known in remote antiquity, its southernmost tip not reached till 1487 by Bartholomew Diaz, and 

its centre practically unknown till the late 19th century. ••ZJ Despite over three centwi~s of contact 

and trade, Europeans held detailed information, at best, for three to four-hundred mil~s up the 

principal rivers on which they had trading factories (namely, the Senegal and Gambia Rivers in 

West Africa). Otherwise, little was known beyond one or two-hundred miles of the coast, if this 

much. Even the coastlines did not get surveyed competently and comprehensively until Captain 

W.F.W. Owen's great African Survey of 1822-26.24 As numerous scholars have pointed out, the 

climate, coupled with powerful African states and merchant middlemen, strongly discouraged any 

European penetration of the interior.25 
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European ignorance of African geography did not mean that Europeans did not produce 

geographical works on this part of the world. But this ignorance did mean that European 

geographers had to rely far more on ancient sources and their own imaginations than they did for 

other parts of the globe. Ptolemy remained the paramount source, with a considerable reliance 

on the Old Testament and the medieval Arabic soW'Ces. Moreover most people are familiar with 

the beautiful but highly fictitious maps of Africa by European geographers-maps which portrayed 

fantastic creatures such as the cyclops, or fabled kingdoms such as the Christian empire of Prestor 

John in Abyssinia, or simply a nice picture of elephants.26 Contemporaries certainly were aware 

of these shortcomings, as seen in Jonathan Swift's oft-quoted lines: 

Geographers in Afric's maps 
With savage creatures filled the gaps 
And o'er unhabitable downs 
Placed elephants for want of to'Ml.S. 

It is a commonplace now to observe that many of the best European maps of Africa in the 

early modem era were more works of art than science. It is no coincidence that during the golden 

age of Dutch cartography (roughly from 1570 to 1670), Dutch map-makers not only produced the 

most accurate maps of Africa of their time, but also the most beautiful. 11 Less fanciful maps 

began appearing at the tum of the eighteenth century, led by French cartographers, especially 

Guillaume de L 'Isle ( 1675-1726) and Jean Baptiste d' Anville ( 1697-1782), the latter whose work 

Rennell described as ~'the most perfect of all, previous to the inquiries of the African Association 

[1788-1831)."28 De L'Isle and D'Anville greatly advanced the geography of Africa by simply 

admitting the extent of European ignorance of the continent, a:id their maps are the first in the 

modem period to leave major blank spaces.19 Still great geographical fictions existed and were 

created even in MacQueen's day. Rennell, for example, England's best geographer, "'invented" 
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the Kong Mountain range (through a loose interpretation of Park's Travels) stretching across 

Africa at 10° North latitude in 1788, which remained on European maps for the next century. 30 

Africa also held a special place in European geography because of the slave trade and 

slavery. Although the first Europeans to make contact with the African coastline south of the 

Sahara in the fifteenth century were looking primarily for gold, the trade in slaves remained the 

mainstay of African-European trade until the nineteenth century, and thus the main source of 

geographical information for cartographers. British information regarding Africa, too, came 

really only after its own transatlantic slave trade had been well established by the latter 

seventeenth century. 31 Moreover popular interest increased in the latter eighteenth century as the 

abolitionist assault on the slave trade intensified. By the turn of the nineteenth century the 

popular antislavery campaign kept Africa publicized at a national level. In particular, the 

Abolition Society's founding of Freetown, Sierra Leone in 1787 kept Africa in the limelight as 

more first-hand information became available, and even more importantly, as the colony 

increasingly became the focus of pro-slavery counter-attacks. 

European geographical knowledge of Africa, then, involved far more than just the physical 

topography of the continent. The '"geography" of Africa inevitably involved issues of trade, 

morality, cultural dominance, and perhaps most importantly, a lack of infonnation. This was true 

in MacQueen's day as well, and Northern and Central Africa is one of the best works 

representing geography's implication in these other issues. MacQueen' s information came as 

much from business associates, hearsay, and cultural assumptions and myths as much as from 

past geographers, who themselves had been influenced by these same factors. 
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Armchair Geography, 1820·33: Africa Schemes, the Niger Question, and the Politics of 
Slavery 

Strictly as a work of regional description, Northern and Central Africa is a dissertation 

on the geography of what is today West Africa, and particularly the course of the Niger River. 

The work is basically a massive synthesis and interpretation of ancient and modem sources of 

African information, put together in a comprehensive geography for the first time since 

Pinkerton's Modern Geography. The number of explorer's accounts of Africa had risen 

considerably since James Bruce's journeys in the l 770s; but while these accounts excited great 

interest, their inherently limited focus on the path of the explorer himself rendered them useless 

as general geography texts of Africa. The only geographical works about Africa-in other words, 

those that put together the explorers' infonnation-came from the giants in the field of geography 

such as Rennell or Pinkerton, who were willing and able to take on so obscure a topic as Africa. 

Rennell was the African Association's geographer who had been solicited to write a geographical 

commentary on Park's Travels. Significantly, all ofRennell's geographical expertise hitherto lay 

with India, where he had done very accurate survey work on the Bhutan frontier and produced the 

first ··approximately correct map" of the sub--continent in 1783. 32 However great his abilities 

were, though, his selection by the African Association highlighted the absence of any "expert" 

on Africa at this time. The end result of his commentary was a good work piece of scholarly 

work, but one inevitably limited by a heavy reliance on ancient sources and British attitudes to 

other cultures. For example, Rennell spent much time discussing the boundaries of "moral 

geography," which, in his opinion, were to be drawn according to ''the opposite qualities of mind, 

as well as of body, of the Moors and Negroes."n Out of the 1500 pages of his 1.Wodern 
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Geography. Pinkerton devoted a paltry eighty two to the whole continent of Africa, and of this 

he focussed mostly on Egypt and Abyssinia. West Africa is dismissed almost in a single 

sentence: ··on this side of Africa, so far as hitherto explored, are innumerable tribes, as little 

meriting particular description as those of America."3
"' 

Mac Queen's work combines Rennell' s scholarly standards and interest in Africa to the 

broad scope and patently annchair methods of Pinkerton. In fact, MacQueen may be considered 

the first armchair geographer of West Africa. As he acknowledged, he relied heavily on the 

standard older sources of Ptolemy, Leo Africanus, and the medieval Arabic works of Ebn Hankel, 

Shabeeney, Bakui. He supplemented this infonnation with that gleaned from the major 

explorations during his oMt lifetime, especially those of James Bruce, James Tuckey, T.E. 

Bowditch, and of course, Mungo Park. 35 

The resulting work is a good example of the fill-in-the-blank geography common in the 

early nineteenth century. Based on a process going back to Ptolemy, the armchair geographer 

begins with a blank sheet, pencils in the latitude and longitude lines for the area he is to deal with, 

pores over any source relating to his topic, and attempts to translate such infonnation into degrees 

to plot on the map. This "map-plot" method of geography, as I have called it, is a cross between 

primitive physical geography and political geography: points such as towns are calculated and 

fixed, and then used as reference points to delineate the locations of larger features such as rivers, 

mountain ranges and political boundaries. As a result of this method, the actual geographical 

sections of MacQueen 's work make for painfully dry reading since he was simply plotting in text 

form, or justifying his plots. For example, MacQueen's description of the Cameroons coastal 

region begins thus: 



About 3 ° 20' north latirude we have the great estuary of Old Cameroons, or Jamoor, and Malemba rivers. 
The extreme breadth is 12 miles. lt communicates with Old Cameroons by Bimbia and other creeks. 
At a short distance from he sea, is an island between the Jamoor and Malemba rivers, on which the town 
of Cameroons is situated. Toe natives say, that all these three rivers come from one parent stream in the 
interior; but of whose source they are ignorant, as it was far distant. Southward, the coast rises into a 
table land. extremely beautiful. and very healthy. Passing Cape Ciara [sic], in 1 ° 10' nonh latitude, we 
have Moohn~ or Danger river, a deep and powerful stream, navigable for vessels of any burden. 

Or south of the Niger 

we 'Nill find ... Coomassie to Yahndi is 24 days' journey. This will place Yahndi in north latitude 8° 38'. 
and 0° 55' east longirude. From Yahndi to Yaoora is 42 days' journey, and the same distance to the point 
where the Niger is crossed in the route to the city of Houssa. From lnta to Timbuctoo is 41 days' 
journey; from Coomassie to Kong is 24 days' journey, and then to Ninne is 24 days' journey, according 
to the accounts from which Bowditch obtained from different authorities. 36 
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Clearly the emphasis is on the map, and much of the text is devoted to simply walking the reader 

around it. 

MacQueen devoted most of his efforts to guiding the reader down the course of the Niger 

River, a task which required him to forward and justify a controversial theory on the topic since 

no European had gathered first-hand information past the city of Boussa {5° E 10° N), where 

Park had perished in 1805. The course of the Niger had been a great geographical conundrum 

since the beginning of the discipline, and the question had recently gained popularity in the latter 

eighteenth century as European explorers were able to penetrate further into the interior.37 By the 

tum of the nineteenth century the most popular theories regarding the Niger's mouth put it either 

in a lake in the interior, in a swamp in the interior, in the Nile, or in the Congo. The first theory 

was probably the most widely accepted, with influential supporters such as Rennell; while 

Mac Queen's theory was nearly original, having only been proposed previously by a Gennan 

geographer named Christian Reichard in 1803. 38 MacQueen later claimed never to have heard 

of Reichard or his theory until '"several years" after the publication of Northern and Central 

Africa, though this seems unlikely since he definitely consulted Tuckey's Na"ative of an 
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Expedition to £-'Cplore the River Zaire ... (London, 1818), where the theory is mentioned (though 

only in passing) in the introduction. 39 

The geographical sections of Northern and Central Africa were meant to evaluate a 

region's value and compatibility to the British imperial economy, and induce the government to 

support his scheme for a British empire in West Africa. As discussed in chapter one, MacQueen 

turned to various departments of government, and finally the Admiralty, to solicit support for the 

plan. His memorial to the First Lord, Viscount Melville, however, had to go through the second 

secretary, John Barrow:'0 Barrow, world traveller, future fowiding member and President of the 

Royal Geographical Society, and a regular contributor to the Quarterly Review, had become 

Britain's most powerful patron of geography with the death of Joseph Banks in 1820, and wielded 

enonnous influence over British policy. Regarding the Niger, he initially supported the Congo 

River thesis, having organized Tuckey's mission there in 1816-17, and written the introduction 

to the explorer's posthumous journal. Throughout the 1820s, though, Barrow argued 

anonymously in the Quarterly Review that the Niger emptied into the Nile. Thus, when the 

Admiralty, too, eventually rejected MacQueen's plan, Barrow's personal beliefs were not lost on 

MacQueen, who knew of his contributions to the Quarterly Review. 

MacQueen's lobbying and subsequent publication demonstrate that he was not a dilettante 

pursuing geography as an amusing hobby, as practised by most of those in the African 

Association. Nor was he a relatively disinterested scholar searching for geographical truths like 

Rennell or Pinkerton. MacQueen was an entrepreneur using geography openly and consciously 

to promote and facilitate British expansion into Africa. Philip D. Curtin has rightly noted that 

most of MacQueen's ideas were ·~e common coin of the time." After the Napoleonic Wars, 
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several people forwarded plans for expansion into West Africa, from Joseph Banks, to ex-colonial 

governors such as William Dawes, to merchants like G.A. Robertson.41 Robertson's was the 

closest to MacQueen's, focussing on the Oil Rivers delta (i.e. the outlet of the Niger River) and 

a base at Fernando Po, although he did not advocate penetration into the interior.42 

In a more general way, however, MacQueen' s work has more in common with the 

geographer-imperialists of the British past such as Richard Hakluyt ( 1552-1616) or Alexander 

Dalrymple (1737-1808), who used geography specifically for imperial enterprise, and advanced 

both in the process. In fact, until the revival of travel literature at the tum of the eighteenth 

century, it is fair to say that all British descriptive geographies (as opposed to mathematical or 

British regional geographies) were promotional literature for imperial expansion; and the fonnula 

remained the same in MacQueen's day: describe the region's topography, resources, manufactures 

and people in order to demonstrate the great economic potential to Britain and secure a charter 

from the government. Most of the justifications remained the same as well: economic 

independence and strategic security against European rivals (though France had long since 

replaced Spain as Britain's great nemesis). Only some of the moral justifications for imperial 

expansion and control had changed since the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with 

·'development" becoming even more important than religion in aiding the "civilizing mission. "43 

However primitive his methods and self-serving his purpose, MacQueen nevertheless was 

instrwnental in applying British geography to the interior of West Africa, and introducing Africa 

generally to the British public. His ideas may have been "common coin," but Curtin also points 

out that "MacQueen's [geographical] synthesis dominated British geographical thought for a 

generation.'"'"' 
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As his activities over the next decade show, MacQueen believed that publicizing Africa 

was the way to both ends, and that geography was the main way to publicize Africa. ln addition 

to publishing Northern and Central Africa, MacQueen wrote several articles in B/ackwood's and 

his own Glasgow Courier. MacQueen now had a pennanent soapbox from which he could 

deliver a steady stream of news and commentary regarding Africa, as well as constant promotion 

and pressure to adopt his plan. 

Geography remained the pretext to write about African affairs, and as the l 820s wore on 

there was increasingly more to write about as the British government began to take a more serious 

interest in the Niger region. While theie may have been a genuine interest in "the Niger 

question/' there were numerous other factors encouraging the British government to look to the 

Bight of Biafra, such as the increasing value of the palm oil trade, the desire to suppress a 

flourishing slave trade in the region, the reorganiz.ation and government takeover of the Gold 

Coast forts: and the problems of Sierra Leone as the central British base in West Africa.4s 

Consequently, the government sponsored all of the important expeditions in West Africa in this 

decade: Dixon Denham, Hugh Clapperton and Walter Oudney to Lake Chad (1822-25), Gordon 

Laing to Tirnbuctoo (1824-26), Clapperton and Richard Lander to Sokoto (1825-28), and Richard 

and John Lander down the last 500 miles of the Niger (1830). As with (ex-) slave legislation, 

colonial finance and overseas mail, geography, too, was in the process of coming under the 

purview of the British government. 

MacQueen took the opportunity to comment upon all of the above expeditions, refining 

his own geographical details in the process, but never wavering from his original conclusions. 

These reviews began with a heavy emphasis on the "geographical view," and less so on 
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extraneous matters. In 1823 he responded to (what he believed to be) Barrow's anonymous 

review of Northern and Central Africa46 mainly by criticizing Barrow's O\om theory that the Niger 

emptied into the Nile. MacQueen sifted through minute geographical and meteorological details 

point by point. demonstrating an increasingly sophisticated method: from comparing the rainy 

seasons of the two rivers to tracing the terrain the Niger would have to travel through. In light 

of his later writings, MacQueen showed remarkable restraint in the face of criticism, even 

sarcasm, about hls work. He concluded magnanimously that despite these criticisms of his work 

(which were of course wrong, he urged), at least Africa was getting publicity: ''Notwithstanding 

these [geographical] errors and inconsistencies, the Quarterly Review deserves great praise for 

what it has done--what it wishes to do--what it gets done in AFRICA. '147 

In June 1831 Richard and John Lander returned as heroes to England after successfully 

navigating the last 500 miles of the Niger River to the Oil Rivers delta, thus proving MacQueen's 

theory correct. The newly fonned Royal Geographical Society awarded Richard Lander their first 

gold medal for his efforts. With the quick publication of the Landers' journal, MacQueen put 

together and published his own geography of the Niger with this new information. It was the 

most accurate delineation of all 2600 miles of the river to date, plotting every known point 

between Mount Loma at its source to the Delta in the Gulf of Guinea. No other geographer 

offered as detailed a description as MacQueen's. Even the RGS took little advantage of Lander's 

discovery; aside from Richard Lander's own address to the Society, the only paper that the RGS 

sponsored focussed on the question "'Is the Quorra, which has lately been traced to its Discharge 

into the Sea, the same River as the Nigir of the Ancients?'"'8 

Yet what should have been MacQueen 's moment of geographical glory turned into one 
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of bitter disappointment. Except for a couple of publishing friends,·19 no one credited MacQueen 

for his theory or even for his abilities as a geographer of this region. He complained to 

Blackwood that ··Even at this moment with the exception of my friend Mr. Hunter (publisher?] 

the whole ... press in this quarter and as far as I have seen in other places exclude my name from 

any connection with the discovery and as being the first to point out clearly the important fact. ,~so 

Why? 

Three reasons suggest themselves, all of which shed important light on geography and 

British attitudes toward Africa in this period. First, most people did not know-and did not care­

that much about anything to do with Africa, especially a river. As the above-mentioned RGS 

paper suggested, even geographers considered the Lander's discovery as more of an answer to a 

geographical puzzle than additional infonnation to a regional geography. Now that the puzzle 

had been solved, this chapter in geography seemed to have been closed. 

The second reason comes from the inherent advantages of the explorer over the annchair 

geographer. Though both are equally necessary components of the geographical process, the 

explorer's work is certainly more exciting, even romantic and adventurous, than that of the 

geographer who stays at his desk compiling and writing. MacQueen first faced the issue in 1822, 

when the Quarterly Review, with Barrow as author, sarcastically noted that MacQueen's map for 

Northern and Central Africa had been "constructed from materials collected in his closet."51 

After Lander's discovery, the point was brought up again, this time, far more bluntly: 

Since Park's first discovery of the Joliba. every point of the compass has been assumed for the ulterior 
course and termination of that river. M. Reichard the Gennan hit upon the happy conjecture, for it was 
nothing more; he arrived at the conclusion which happened to be right, though every stage of his 
reasoning was growtded on false data; he had not a single fact to guide him ... Mr. M'Queen, almost as 
ingenious as M. Reichard, but a humble copyist, with an equal poverty of facts, claims the merit of the 
discovery; which however is due. and solely due, to Richard Lander. n 
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Although Barrow's statement betrays an incredible lack of understanding of the geographical 

process (by Barrow's logic, Ptolemy, the 'gigantic copyist, ' 53 should never have been an 

authority), this natural prejudice in favour of the explorer-geographer was nothing new before 

Barrow, and certainly continued after him. The RGS itself has held this bias. According to D.R. 

Stoddart. out of the 280 gold medals awarded between 1832 and 1972, only 68 were for ··non­

exploratory geography. nS-' Moreover, the gap between the two only widened when theorists such 

as MacQueen would question the conclusions, or even the observations of the explorer. 

Regarding Clapperton and Lander's journals, MacQueen commented 

The errors which have been committed in, and the blunders which have crept into, the narratives of 
Clappenon's and Lander's earliest travels, are ... as conspicuous as they are remarkable. In the narrative 
ofClapperton's second journey, we are infonned that Boussa is situated on an island; that the Quorra [the 
Arabic name for the Niger] there runs in three streams ... The narrative states this in the most pointed 
manner as being what Clapperton saw and Mote. Lander now [in 1831] tells us ... that the Quorra at 
Boussa runs in one channel, which is only about a stonethrow across ... not situated on an island, but on 
the northern bank of the river ... Which of the narratives, both given by eye-witnesses, are we to 
believe?" 

Though this criticism is completely valid, and raises a point not adequately considered until very 

recently, such statements look, at the very least, petty and churlish when applied to an obviously 

courageous person who has risked his life and endured innwnerable hardships for the sake of king 

and the very infonnation in question. MacQueen' s haggling did not endear him to other 

geographers, let alone the public at large. W .D. Cooley would run into the same problem in the 

l 850s and 60s when criticizing the observations of the very popular explorer, David Livingstone. 

[n fact, Bridges argues that this armchair criticism was determinative to the eclipse of armchair 

geographers as legitimate geographers by the 1870s.56 This contention is supported by Stoddart 

when he points out that Halford Mackinder ··deliberately set out to be the first man to climb 

Mount Kenya in order that his ideas on the nature of geography might command respect. • At that 
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time,· Mackinder wrote, ·most people would have no use for a geographer who was not an 

adventurer and explorer. "'57 

Thirdly, and most significantly, MacQueen did not get recognized for his geographical 

work because Africa had become increasingly politicized throughout the l 820s as a result of the 

heightening intensity of the emancipation debate. As noted in chapter two, MacQueen hoped to 

expose Sierra Leone as a weak link in the abolitionist defence, citing the colony's high mortality 

rate. poor productive output, etc.. Not surprisingly, he utilized geography as another weapon 

against the colony. For example, he used the testimony of Alexander Gordon Laing, a fellow 

Scotsmen from the 2nd West India Regiment who had explored the region around Sierra Leone 

in the early l 820s, for both its geographical information and its negative infonnation regarding 

the colony itself.58 The connection between geography and the anti-Sierra Leone campaign was 

made even clearer when a letter from Clapperton was published in early 1825 suggesting that the 

Niger might tenninate in the sea. The Glasgow Courier 's first response to this exciting piece of 

geographical news had nothing to do with geography; instead it announced in bold letters: "Sierra 

Leone may now indeed tremble. "59 

MacQueen also attacked the abolitionists~ ignorance of African geography. After Buxton 

referred to the Bonny and Calabar rivers as "inconsiderable streams" at an African Institution 

meeting, MacQueen asserted that such ignorance proved that- the humanitarian interest in Africa 

was all talk: 

If ever we wish to do good to Africa-if ever we wish to stop either a foreign or an internal slave trade 
in that coW1try-dry up the tears, heal the wounds, and open the eyes of the African population to their 
ignorance, their vices, their crimes, and their debasement, we must take the business out of the hands of 
men who do nothing else but make pompous speeches at public meetings, and spend the funds bestowed 
by a charitable public to enlighten Africa. in trumpeting, through Tracts and Reviews, their own praises. 
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MacQueen ended with his familiar alternative, but what now sounded more like a battle cry: 

··plant British banners ... on Fernando Po, under the guidance of British merchants, not British 

enthusiasts. ''60 

Politics, especially the politics of slavery, inevitably began to affect MacQueen's 

geographical work. In his 1826 review of Clapperton 's journal, he rather tamely remarked ·~e 

cannot but deprecate the injudicious zeal with which Clapperton pressed the total abolition of the 

slave trade [to Sultan Bello ofSokoto]."61 By the turn ofthe 1830s, when MacQueen had become 

a political firebrand, he had managed to alienate almost everyone associated with African affairs, 

from the humanitarians who considered him a "mercenary for the West India cause," to the 

government, and even other geographers who eschewed "enthwiasts" from either side of the 

slavery debate. Thus when no one credited MacQueen for his contribution to the Niger question, 

and particularly when Barrow dismissed him out of hand as a "humble copyist," he privately 

lamented: 

By any thinking mind, it [MacQueen' s Niger thesis] could only be doubted by a nation, which like this 
nation, ... is ready to listen to everything but the truth on the subject. Every effort ~ill be made to rob 
me of the praise of the discovery by an invidious and mercenary Press and by Lander and his friends. 
They merely descended the River, the course of which I pointed out unto them and I also know that it 
was from my book and map that Clapperton formed his opinion about the outlet of the River being in the 
Delta of Benin. &z 

Publicly, MacQueen lashed out violently at all of his perceived enemies, targeting those 

factions which really did oppose him: "the Saints and Theorists and Free Traders"--in other 

words, the abolitionists, John Barrow, and the East India interest. The first two thwarted his 

geographical work the most, and for these two MacQueen planned a response in another article 

on African geography. He specifically wanted to "give Barrow a drubbing" (though, still in the 

midst of the Pringle lawsuit, MacQueen assured Blackwood that "there shall be no names and no 
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libels'-63). In February 1832 MacQueen published his article in Blackwood's and demonstrated 

his own command of African geography even better than in 1831. But any geographical 

information is overshadowed by his thinly-disguised attack on the Saints and Barrow. He blamed 

them not only for the failure of his own scheme but for the failure of all British policy towards 

Africa: 

The system which has been pursued by this country, during the last thirty or forty years, in everything 
that was coMected with a knowledge of Africa, its people, or its geographical features, has been alike 
contemptible and reprehensible. and such as is a disgrace to it. A contemptible and interested faction 
(the abolitionists] laid claim to the government of that quarter of the world, dictated to the British 
Government what it should and what it should not do, shut up all communication concerning Africa, 
except such as its lying vehicles pleased to give, and led the people of this cowitry to believe that the 
barbarism, brutality, superstition, and degradation of four thousand years• standing, had wholly vanished 
from Africa, wider their superintendence. That delusion is past, and an astonished and indignant country 
finds. that after mis.spending about FIFTEEN MILLIONS of money, Africa is left more wretched than 
ever. So much for the would-be instructors of Africa. Anet.her party [Barrow], residing with the 
Government. and with the fear of the Government, took African geography under its supreme direction, 
and the consequence was, that her vast mountains, and cultivated plains, were turned into morasses, 
lakes, or sandy deserts, at pleasure; and her mighty rivers, compared to which Europeans steams are 
rivulets, were made to stand still, to sink in sands, or disappear in fictitious lakes, to run dwindling 
through sandy deserts, or to leap over mighty mountains,-to run every way but the way they really ran, 
according as these geographical dictators thought proper.64 

Such was the parting shot of a man who had been beaten by his political opponents and rejected 

or ignored by his geographical peers. 

MacQueen left for the West Indies on his business trip in July 1832 and arrived back just 

in time to witness the wipleasant, but not unexpected, passage of the Emancipation Bill in the 

summer of 183 3. With slavery abolished and a major plank in his Africa scheme eliminated, with 

a libel suit still pending, with his plantations and slaves to deal with in the wake of emancipation, 

and as an outcast in the geographical field, MacQueen temporarily retreated from geography, and 

public life altogether, Wltil the latter 1830s when he began to re-emerge through his work with 

the Colonial Bank and the RMSP Company. 
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Africa Expert, 1838-60 

Ironically, MacQueen, s recognition as a legitimate geographer and African expert only 

came at the price of his gradual alienation from the West India interest. As noted, he briefly 

criticized some of the larger planters over the division of the compensation money, while his 

work with the Colonial Bank and RMSP Company had conflicted with competing West Indian 

interests in these fields. By the late l 830s and early 40s, he became very vocal about his 

opposition to British suppression of the slave trade and African immigration to the West Indies, 

two major components of the West Indian cause. Even more disturbing to West Indians, he also 

began consorting with his fonner enemies, the abolitionists. 

In fact, the abolitionists provided the initial opportunity for MacQueen 's re-entry into 

African affairs, and the first major recognition of his abilities. With British slave emancipation 

accomplished, British abolitionists had turned their attention to the foreign slave trade and 

discovered a disconcerting fact--one already known by many, including MacQueen--that 

suppression had utterly failed to stem the transatlantic slave trade. Buxton, by now one of the 

most influential men in the country ( despite his defeat in the 183 7 general election), and after 

1839, leader of the main abolitionist faction, the Africa Civilization Society, became convinced 

that the only way to stop the slave trade permanently was to end slavery in Africa. 65 Buxton 

claimed to have arrived at this conclusion from a revelation one night,66 but this revelation was 

in all probability influenced by years of MacQueen's unceasing polemic. How else can we 

explain the fact that Buxton solicited his former tormentor, MacQueen, for infonnation and 

advice regarding Africa? 

As MacQueen never failed to point out dwing the 1820s, Buxton knew little of Africa 
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) and the old abolitionist invited MacQueen to Leamington in May 1838 

to advise him on Africa, specifically the extent of the slave trade and MacQueen 's plan to 

eliminate it.68 MacQueen became a member of the ACS the next year, many of whose members 

he had personally attacked less than a decade previously.69 Furthermore, the ACS strongly 

supported the naval campaign to suppress the foreign slave trade, a policy that MacQueen 

emphatically opposed. Thus, in light of their earlier acrimony over the emancipation debate and 

their present differences regarding suppression (among other things), I find this meeting at 

Leamington, as well as MacQueen's membership with the ACS, nothing short of incredible.70 

One can only conclude that at this point Buxton and MacQueen needed each other: Buxton 

needed an expert's assistance, and MacQueen needed a sponsor for his plan, and a man with 

powerful African connections. 

According to the scheme as outlined in The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy, Buxton 

adopted most of the components of MacQueen's plan, but none of the principles of it. 71 He 

agreed to establish a base on Fernando Po and base at the Niger-Tchadda (Benue) confluence and 

to introduce legitimate commerce to replace the slave trade. However, he made it clear that he 

did not intend '~o erect a new empire in Africa," and therefore, as G.M. Metcalfe bas pointed out, 

rejected those parts ofMacQueen's plan which directly supported imperial expansion, such as 

monopoly trading rights, or a custom house on F emando Po. 72 The different ends that Buxton and 

MacQueen had in mind can be traced back to different assumptions about Britain's relationship 

with Africa. Buxton believed Britain had a debt to pay, and urged his readers '1o recollect that 

for centuries we were mainly instrumental in checking cultivation in Africa: we ransacked the 

whole continent in order to procure labourers for the West Indies."73 MacQueen, on the other 



hand, always insisted that African slavery was the result of the ••ignorance and barbarity'' of 

Africans themselves. Perhaps partially due to these fundamental differences which remained 

between the two men, Buxton did not acknowledge MacQueen much in his book except for 

estimates regarding the slave trade, some comments about the value of Sierra Leone, and a vague 

reference to MacQueen' s authority as an expert on Africa. 74 

Once the Colonial Office became convinced of the value of Buxton's plan, it too, solicited 

MacQueen' s advice on some of the more specific details about the plan~ and especially how to 

conduct the negotiations with the African leaders. He not only provided the Colonial Office with 

detailed advice on how to conduct the negotiations, but he also insisted that the government 

needed a more specific plan to go into Africa.7s Not surprisingly, Colonial Secretary Glenelg, 

having just received MacQueen 's proposals regarding West Indian currency, proposed that 

MacQueen be the agent for this expedition. 76 

MacQueen' s negotiating experience as the agent for the Colonial Bank and RMSP 

Company may have been a factor in the government's decision to ask him for advice and to 

consider him as an agent for the expedition. If so, such reasons tell us a great deal about the 

number of African experts in Britain at this time, and how this nwnber had changed since the late 

~ighteenth century when the African Association asked Rennell to be their advisor. MacQueen' s 

geography was not progressive, and one could even call it tainted because of his interested 

motives. Yet this is what Buxton and the government chose. There simply were no other good 

alternatives at this time. Along the same lines, MacQueen was at the height of his influence, and 

at this point resembles his preceding geographer-imperialists like Hakluyt or Dahymple the most­

-all compiled, synthesized~ promoted and advised. 
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It is unclear why MacQueen did not become the agent for the ill-fated Niger expedition 

of 1839-4V7 but part of the reason lies with fundamental differences in dealing with the slave 

trade--concems which MacQueen expressed publicly in his new book, A Geographical Survey 

of Africa, published in 1840. As the subtitle of his new work explained, he prefaced his 

geography with a letter to Glenelg's successor, Lord John Russell, in which he hoped the book 

would ··prove a guide to Government in following out their present extended views and plans, 

fonned for the purpose of extirpating at its roots the African slave trade. "78 In other words, the 

only .. new" part of this geography would be new geographical details overlaid on MacQueen's 

old ideas about establishing inland commerce and ending the slave trade. The only real difference 

from Northern and Central Africa as far as the plan went was in emphasis: instead of attacking 

the cost and uselessness of Sierra Leone, he took aim at the government's policy of naval 

suppression of the foreign slave trade. With the government in the midst of shifting its locus of 

operations in West Africa from Sierra Leone and the Windward coast to the Bight ofBiafra and 

Fernando Po, initiated by way of the Niger expedition, there was little point in beating a dead 

horse. But another component to the government's change of policy, also heavily influenced by 

Buxton and the ACS, was a massive expansion of the antislavery naval blockade. The number 

of ships deployed on the West African station rose from 7 in 1831, to 19 in 1841, to a peak of 36 

between 1845-4 7. 79 MacQueen had always opposed suppression as useless and costly, and was 

now joined by several others, including the merchant-explorer Macgregor Laird, the parsimonious 

M.P. Joseph Hume, conservative and liberal writers such as Thomas Carlyle and Charles Dickens, 

and pacifist abolitionists such as Joseph Sturge and his British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society. 

MacQueen estimated that Britain's suppression campaign cost the country £600,000 annually ( see 



his calculations pp. xxxiii-xxxix). The figure is as exaggerated as the annual export of slaves 

from Africa. which Buxton--using MacQueen's calculations--estirnated at 150,000 (and which 

MacQueen in tum, used Buxton as his authority).80 In A Geographical Survey MacQueen 

encouraged the use of missionaries more because they provided far cheaper and more effective 

imperial expansion: ha few thousand pounds--10,000£ annually, my Lord, spent in this way, 

would prove more effectual in spreading knowledge, and industry, and civilization in African, 

than half a million annually spent in external efforts to extinguish the foreign slave trade."81 

Likewise, MacQueen approached the actual geographical sections in A Geographical 

Survey in much the same way as he had in Northern and Central Africa: numerous map-plots 

combined with general regional descriptions--in other words, another "geographical and 

commercial view." His narrative begins: 

Africa ... extends nonh to south from Cape Bianco in 9° 48' E. long. and in 37° 20' N. laL, to the Cape 
of Good Hope in 34 ° 22' S. lat. and 28 ° 24' 24" E. long.; and east to west ... being in extreme length from 
north to south 4302, and in its extreme breadth from east to west 4127 geographical miles. This 
irnponant and vast portion of the world, hitherto but little known, and less attended to for any good or 
beneficial purpose, stretches through the wllole of the tonid zone, and includes within its borders l l 0 

lat. of the southern, and 14 ° lat. of the northern temperate zone; thus enjoying the finest and most 
productive climates on the face of the globe. 

The cowitries extending throughout by far the greater portion of the vast surface just mentioned 
are, as regards soil and capabilities, amongst the finest in the world ... 12 

The changes were simply in scope and sophistication. MacQueen now attempted to cover 

all of Africa (though everything south of the equator is described in less than twenty pages at the 

end of the book, while the Niger itself is given over eighty pages); greatly expanded his range of 

sources; and utilized more developed techniques for both the map-plot and descriptive sections 

of the work. The nature and changes of MacQueen's methodology is explained in a very 

illuminating concluding chapter in A Geographical Survey entitled "Construction of the Map." 

Indeed, the section is an explicit explanation of armchair geography generally: 



The labours and speculations of geographers. or writers on African matters previous to this day, were 
brought into aid. The accounts of travellers, ancient or modem. that were known, or that came in my way 
were carefully and separately examine~ their statements retained or rejected, according as these agreed 
with themselves as a whole; or, as they stood the test of rigid examination when contrasted with others. 
The bearings and distances give in each were all carefully considered. as these were found to be given 
when travelling from different points in Africa to other points in Africa. Every one of these journeys 
were [sic) then protracted upon a large scale. and afterwards reduced, combined, connected, by which 
means. with the aid of one or two fixed points. and a few more stated positions in which there could be 
no great error. one traveller and writer was made to check the other, and sometimes themselves.11 
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MacQueen then discussed the difficulties of ascertaining information from explorers for 

use in converting it to a spatial format. Distances, place names, directions, indeed, all 

observations were susceptible to misinterpretation and hence, distortion. He spent two pages 

explaining his method for calculating distances. Where in Northern and Central Africa he simply 

calculated an explorer's travel as ten miles per day, he now took account of mode of travel, 

terrain, and activities of the explorers themselves, and more carefully determined the method of 

calculation if he was using a previous geography. Mac Queen repeatedly notes that determining 

place names was a similar nightmare for the geographer.84 

MacQueen' s range of sources had also expanded. The expeditions from the previous fifty 

years, particularly those of the 1820s and 30s-Rene De Caillie (to Timbuctoo 1827-29), 

Clapperton, Lander, Macgregor Laird and R.A.K. Oldfield (up the Niger 1832•34)-provided most 

of the information for A Geographical Survey, supplanting all other sources available, even 

Ptolemy. MacQueen also acquired more older Arab and European works, making especially good 

use of Guillaume D'Lisle's maps and some more obsclll'C eighteenth-century surveys.85 He also 

apparently acquired a copy of Pinkerton's next massive compilation, his Collection of Voyages 

and Travels (London, 1811). More importantly, however, MacQueen admitted that much ofhis 

infonnation came "'from written and oral communications of various individuals." He had always 

used these ••infonnants" (as he often called them) ever since his initial interest in geography was 



227 

sparked by discussions with the slaves in Grenada. During the 1820s he mainly relied on his 

friend Blackwood for his powerful connections in getting him information. Since then, 

MacQueen 's own network of business contacts (including Glasgow and Liverpool merchants, 

West Indian friends, and other newspaper editors and correspondents) and purely geographical 

correspondents had expanded considerably. Far more foreign information was made available 

with the formation of the Paris and Berlin Geographical Societies in the 1820s, and the 

publication of the most famous foreign travels in West Africa, such as Caillie's journey to 

Timbuctoo in 1828.86 It is clear in MacQueen's 1832 article on the geography of West Africa that 

he made more use of older Dutch and French maps than the Landers' journals.87 By the 1840s 

MacQueen began consistently referring to the French Geographical Bulletins in his work, and 

established a correspondence with the Paris Geographical Society (which published the Bulletins). 

His British connections were even more fruitful. For example, he corresponded directly with 

Oldfield and Robert Jamieson, and through friends was able to acquire unpublished letters and 

surveys of John Beecroft (explorer, surveyor and British consul on Fernando Po) and Captain 

Owen. the Admiralty's pre-eminent hydrographer. The Admiralty even agreed to give MacQueen 

a copy of Captain Allen's recent survey of the Niger.88 Finally, MacQueen also became friends 

with John Arrowsmith, Britain's leading cartographer and engraver, who not only provided 

Mac Queen with geographical information, but also engraved MacQueen' s maps for A 

Geographical Survey, as well as all of his future maps.89 

MacQueen even attempted to provide more than just the Hgreat physical features" of 

Africa. He tried to broaden his descriptive sections primarily by including more of what we could 

loosely call anthropological information. MacQueen had always distinguished the "'barbarian" 
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North Africans--Arab or Moor-from the ··perfect [i.e. pure?] savages" of the south-the Negroes. 

This was a commonplace distinction, even amongst liberal quarters in Britain.Q() Now, however, 

MacQueen fairly accurately divided all of Africa into roughly six main ethnic groups: the Berbers 

in the north, the Foulahs in the northwest and west, the various ··Arab tribes" throughout 

northern-central and eastern Africa, the Negroes south of 10° N. latitude, the Hottentots in the 

southwest, and the Caffies in the southeast. He also provided more information on the various 

peoples within each region, though still in the superficial manner of something like the •iScientific 

Tables." And as always, emphasis was on the strange and the sensational. MacQueen's 

description of Ashantee is typical: 

Ashantee is a monarchy of the most despotic description; the sovereign there rules over all his subjects 
by the terrors of superstition and the sword. Their religion is Paganism, in its lowest and most degraded 
foffllS; and in many of the districts and the countries adjoining, the people are so ignorant and degraded 
as to worship the shark and the snake. Amongst other customs which were kno\W and practised amidst 
the most barbarous nations of Europe and Asia in the most ancitnt times-that of sacrificing their enemies 
taken captive in war, to gratify their deities, to appease the manes of their chiefs who fell in banle, or to 
attend them as slaves in the invisible world, is retained in Ashantee ... 91 

MacQueen continued to describe the practice of hwnan sacrifice for the next thirteen pages (more 

than half of his whole description of Ashantee ). The passage shows that MacQueen had not 

adopted some of the more innovative investigative methods of analyzing African regions and 

people, such as Hannah Kilham's watershed studies of African languages near Sierra Leone and 

the Gambia in the 1820s or S.W. Koelle's linguistic work in the 18S0s.92 Instead, he was 

incorporating the descriptive techniques of traditional travel literature-listing the manners, 

customs, religion, etc. of a region--and applying it to Africa in a comprehensive way. 

MacQueen' s descriptions were superficial and biased, but they were a great improvement over 

previous compilers such as Pinkerton. 

Contemporaries realized as much. even before the publication of A Geographical Survey, 
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as seen by MacQueen' s work with Buxton and the government. A Geographical Survey only 

confirmed and reinforced his reputation as an established authority on Africa, as his later career 

suggests.'n In 1843 he wrote a "'Geographical Memoir'' and constructed two maps for the Church 

Missionary Society to preface the journals of their two missionary-explorers, C. W. Isenberg and 

J.L. Krapf, to Abyssinia, a region with which MacQueen had dealt little.94 That MacQueen was 

still chosen again reflects on both his reputation and the number of British African experts 

generally. And from MacQueen's point of view, the CMS's workconfinned his new-found belief 

in imperialism on the cheap, even if he did not have any direct strategic designs in this part of 

Africa. 

In addition to Krapf and lsenberg's accounts, MacQueen relied very heavily on Bruce's 

journals, to provide his usual textual synthesis plus two maps.95 The actual geography itself is 

really only remarkable, however, by how it was prepared and presented. First, Mac Queen again 

worked through the RGS, sending his two maps and a response to a recent explorer's account of 

the region.96 More significantly, however, MacQueen's 0 Geographical Memoir" was his first 

apolitical geography-no criticisms, no promotion, no plan--only no-nonsense map-plots around 

eastern Africa. Along the same lines, the geography is even more detailed, at least in its 

cartographic form, as MacQueen began using a larger scale (i.e. focussing on a smaller region), 

which he would employ for all of his future maps. 97 Instead of attempting to plot all of Africa, 

or even all of "Northern and Central Africa," as be bad up until 1841,98 MacQueen was now 

isolating regions within Africa. The change reflects an advance in geographical knowledge, but 

an advance made along the same primitive track of map-plot style geography. 

In the mid-1840s MacQueen again became a one-man pressure group to achieve his plan, 
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and nearly succeeded. In 1844 and 1845, he sent numerous letters and memorials to the Prime 

Minister. Sir Robert Peel, outlining his scheme, though now emphasizing the problems with 

importing •'free labourers" into the West Indies, and warning of the dangers of Britain's 

dependence on the United States for almost all of its cotton.99 Initially the government responded 

with polite apathy, as it had to most ofMacQueen's schemes in their original form. But, again 

following the same pattern as before with the Colonial Bank and RMSP Company, MacQueen 

had convinced a group of private investors, this time under the directorship of Alexander Baring 

(of the banking family, and by now Lord Ashburton), to form the company by 1847. As usual, 

the government granted a charter, a prospectus was drawn up, and the Directors held their first 

meeting. However, Ashburton postponed developments because, according to MacQueen, he 

.. saw the Commercial Stonn coming" in the wake of the repeal of the Com Laws, and the plan 

was never resumed. 100 

While his attempts to effect his scheme failed, MacQueen' s memorials to Peel are 

interesting nevertheless because here is where he explained most explicitly how he tried to bring 

a rapproachment between the West Indians and the abolitionists, and after failing, why he sided 

more with his former enemies: 

l have taken a great deal of trouble to bring round a cordial union between the former opposers of 
Colonial Slavery and everyone connected with the now enfranchised British Tropical Colonies ... But 
my efforts have been completely thwart~ though I know this to be the wish of many West Indians both 
at home and abroad On the part of the fonner opposers of Colonial Slavery the propositions suggested 
[i.e. MacQueen's plan] were met with the readiest acquiescence and the most cordial good will ... 101 

Although MacQueen still could not call the abolitionists anything more than the "former opposers 

of Colonial Slavery," he nevertheless realized that Britain's future in Africa lay with them, even 

in the geograprucal field. 



231 

The abolitionists may also deserve some of the credit for MacQueen 'sentry into the Royal 

Geographical Society. Technically MacQueen became a fellow of the RGS in 1845, aged sixty­

seven years. upon the nomination of John Arrowsmith, which was certainly a significant 

endorsement. But as noted, MacQueen 's connections with the Society began at least since the 

late l 830s when he began working on his plan for global mail commWlication and also when he 

sent material for Buxton or the CMS via the RGS. Furthermore, he addressed his correspondence 

to Captain Washington, the ROS Secretary between 1836 and 1840, who also belonged to 

Buxton's ACS. 102 

Mac Queen's contribution to the RGS was modest but important. He presented a half­

dozen of his own papers and communicated four others to the Society, presenting his last in 1860. 

Continuing in the direction he took with his 1843 ''Geographical Memoir," MacQueen's work 

now dealt exclusively with Eastern Africa and was purged almost entirely of any non­

geographical information. He mainly synthesized the latest explorer's accowits, and converted 

their information into highly detailed map-plots. 103 His work was undoubtedly useful for 

explorers but makes for painful reading as an endless namtive of latitudes, longitudes, miles, and 

obscure place names. As we have seen. he had always written his geographical sections in this 

manner, in the Scientific-Tables manner that he had learned, but until the 1840s there had always 

been a political or commercial element to them. Without this edge to MacQueen' s geography, 

one can especially sympathize with British school children who were stiJI learning geography as 

MacQueen had. In 1880 John Richard Green, the pioneer social historian, lamented: 

No drearier task can be set for the worst of criminals than that of studying a set of geographical text­
books such as children in our schools are doomed to use. Pages of 'tables', 'tables' of heights and 
·tables· of areas. 'tables' of mountains and 'tables' of table-lands, 'tables' of numerals which look like 
arithmetical problems, but are really statements of population; these ... fonn the only breaks in a chaotic 



mass of what are amusingly styled ·geographical facts'. which turn out simply to be names, names of 
rivers and names of hills, names of counties and names of towns, a mass barely brought into grammatical 
shape by the needful verbs and substantives. and dotted over with isolated phrases about mining here and 
cotton-spinning there. 1°" 
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As much as we sympathize with Green, however, what is important to note in this context is that 

even in 1880, the ··capes and bays" style of geography that MacQueen learned and practised was 

still the nonn. ln fact, this style of geography would continue to be taught in such a way well 

into this century. 

Rejection and Reaction: MacQueen 's Last Africa Plan and the Nile Question, 1860-70 

While beginnings of a reaction to MacQueen' s method of writing geography were only 

being heard at the end ofMacQueen's career and after, a rejection of his purpose for geography 

was fully complete by 1860. MacQueen's last attempt to get his plan adopted best illustrates how 

geography had changed, and specifically, how its relationship to imperialism had changed. 

As Robert Stafford relates, Palmerston's return to office in 1859 and the imminent 

outbreak of the American Civil War "revived flagging interest" in the development of cotton in 

the Niger Valley, a cause which MacQueen had promoted generally since 1820, and specifically 

since 1839. ios In 1860 he asked if the Society would sponsor his scheme. Francis Galton 

reviewed the plan and gave it a favowable endorsement. But the RGS never acted on it because, 

Stafford argues, Sir Roderick Murchison, the RGS's longest-running president and perhaps 

Britain's most influential patron of the sciences, opposed the scheme--not because he objected 

to imperial expansion into Africa; on the contrary, in his 184S Presidential Address Murchison 

had rebuked MacQueen (in his first year as a Fellow) for commwticating information regarding 

Krapf's journey to the Juba River (Somaliland)--a potential British market--to the Paris 
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Geographical Society. I06 And not because the members of the RGS as a whole objected to 

expansion~ as mentione~ the RGS was dominated at this time by military men and the 4'service 

class'' described by Bridges '07 •-all of whom supported exploration, world geography, regional 

geographies outside of Britain, and ultimately, expansion. Murchison opposed MacQueen's plan 

simply because he, Murchison, "knew that openly projecting the RGS as a colonising agency 

would be disastrous." 108 For the first time in 300 years, British geography could no longer justify 

itself as a visible concomitant of imperial expansion. 

In fact geography was no longer simply a "useful" means to any other end, whether 

imperialism or simply ''to excite and gratify curiosity" as at the beginning of the century when 

MacQueen began his career. British geography in the l 860s was in the initial throws of the 

identity crisis that would not be resolved until Mackinder fonnulated his "new geography" in the 

1880s. The discipline was in the process of becoming a professional, specialized and legitimate 

··science," whose purpose could no longer be openly implicated with interested ends such as 

imperial expansion. This is not to say that geography was no longer implicated in imperialism: 

only that it was forced to go undergrowid, thus creating perhaps a more insidious fonn of veiled 

imperialism. 109 

This last failure to adopt his plan marks a distinct change, or return, in tone in 

MacQueen 's geographical work, which would last for the remaining ten years of his life. As with 

his first decade of writing geography, MacQueen again brought politics into his geography in a 

vicious way. Perhaps a lifetime of failed attempts to promote his African plans, plus never 

receiving the credit he believed he deserved for his geographical work, coupled with the 

immediate concerns of economic hardship, ·•family afflictions,,, and an exhausting debate over 
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the sources of the Nile, pressed dowr. heavily on MacQueen in this period. 11° Consequently he 

may have despaired of British geography and Britain in Africa, and retreated somewhat to the 

comfort and stability of the Bible and the classics. In a long reminiscing letter to Lord Ashburton 

(second baron), then President of the RGS, MacQueen recounted his plan's history, but then tailed 

off into a long and strange discussion on the soW'Ces of the Nile. In seemingly conscious reaction 

to all contemporary exploration, MacQueen made no mention of the recent discoveries of Burton, 

Speke, Livingstone or any other contemporary explorer; instead, he provided a summary of 

ancient Egyptian knowledge and the Old Testament, plus a lamentation on the destruction of the 

library in Alexanclria--once the Mecca of all armchair geographers-in the seventh century. He 

concluded that ··had the library ... not been destroyed by the fanatical Arabs, we should have had 

no lack of infonnation regarding the Nile, and all the sources, and courses of its early 

tributaries."111 

The "'Nile question" was indeed the greatest single geographical issue by the late l 850s, 

and Mac Queen's handling of it epitomizes the change in his work. Early in his career MacQueen 

had simply accepted Ptolemy's conclusion that the river sprang from two sources coming from 

the ··Mountains of the Moon." More careful analysis of the journals of Bruce, Krapf, Isenberg, 

and most especially, infonnation obtained from the recent Egyptian expeditions up the White Nile 

(1839, 1840, and 1841) ordered by Mohamet Ali, had led MacQueen to remain thoughtfully 

ambiguous on the question in the 1840s. For example, on his 1843 map of Abyssinia, MacQueen 

included both Ptolemy's and Bruce's versions of the source of the Nile, plus several specific 

details ( e.g. river width and depth) provided by the Egyptian expeditions. 112 His papers presented 

to the RGS in the l 850s made him an authority on Eastern and even Southern Africa. Indeed, in 
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his 1858 Presidential Address to the Society, Sir Roderick Murchison referred to MacQueen as 

.. our sagacious critic on all South African subjects."' 13 But MacQueen did not really get involved 

with the problem of the Nile's source until the dispute between Richard Burton and John Speke 

became a national debate after Speke presented his findings to the RGS in 1859 and then 

published Journal of the Discovery of the Source of the Nile in 1863. The public was divided 

on S peke's claim to have discovered the source as Lake Victoria, which he had made 

independently on the expedition led by Burton (l 857-59). 114 Just as the public had become 

bitterly divided, geographers split into camps on each side of the question, with those such as 

Livingstone, Murchison and Cooley supporting Speke, and Krapf, Beke and MacQueen 

supporting Burton. 115 

As a correspondent for the Morning Advertiser since the early 1860s, MacQueen, now in 

his eighties,jumped into the middle of the fray on Burton's side in a manner reminiscent of the 

l 820s and the Niger question, or the l 830s and the currency question. While MacQueen raised 

legitimate questions about Speke's geography, focussing on the elevation of Lake Victoria, such 

criticisms were overshadowed by MacQueen 's personal attacks. He lambasted Speke with all of 

the bitterness and vehemence with which he had the abolitionists, using ad hominem arguments, 

haggling over irrelevant details, and pandering to the prudery of his time; in an effort to discredit 

the man instead of the message. For example, MacQueen spent two pages recounting the story 

of how Speke measured one of the fatted wives of King Rumanika ofKaragwe (Rwanda?): ""We 

must give this precious piece of information in Speke's words, as he seems to delight and excel 

in such exhibitions. An agreement was quickly made with the lady. Speke was to obtain a good 

view ofher naked, and then to measure her, upon a like reciprocity on his part ... " 116 MacQueen's 



236 

articles were published as a single volume together with Burton's own views of the Nile's source, 

which he had previously presented to the RGS. 117 Burton offered an interestingly qualified 

endorsement of MacQueen in the preface to the book: 

To the veteran Afiican geographer, Mr. James Macqueen, my thanks are especially due for pennission 
to reprint his valuable and original letters ... His literary labours in the cause of the Dark Peninsula have 
extended through half a century, and hardly ever before has he shown greater acumen or higher spirit--to 
say nothing of his inimitable dryness of style--than in those compositions, put forth at a time when the 
English world was bowing down before their latest idol. 111 

Presumably the '"latest idol" was Speke's latest theory on the source of the Nile, and thus Burton 

is praising MacQueen's reviews. Nevertheless, Burton must have been embarrassed by parts of 

MacQueen' s reviews since the book was published just after Speke' s shocking ''gun accident" 

which occurred the day before he was to debate Burton at the RGS. Upon hearing the news, 

Burton is said to have cried, 'By God, he's killed himself.' 119 

After MacQueen himself died in 1870, Murchison gave his "old and respected friend" a 

generous obituary in his annual Presidential Address, noting, among other things, that MacQueen 

.. published, through Mr. Arrowsmith, the first map, approaching to correctness, of the interior of 

Africa."120 But, as with Burton's endorsement, one also senses a little reserve and qualification 

about Mutchison's description of MacQueen as a geographer. Murcnison ended with "In him 

[rvtacQueen] the Society has lost one of its most attached members." What does this mean, and 

is it a compliment? I suspect this ambiguity arose from difficulties in reconciling MacQueen' s 

geographical work with British geography generally in the l 860s and 70s. 

Both Burton and Murchison acknowledged that MacQueen bad contributed much 

important knowledge about the geography of Africa over a lifetime of study, synthesis and 
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promotion. lndeed, no one had a more comprehensive range about the subject, filled in more 

.. blank spaces" on the map, or spoke more passionately about Africa than MacQueen. And while 

it is true that he became a geographer in the first place only to achieve self-interested ends quite 

outside the realm of geography--indeed, he became expert in the field, at least initially, only to 

justify hirnselfto his dismissive critics and unconvinced government officials, and ultimately to 

legitimize his plan for Africa-he nevertheless deserves credit for advancing British geographical 

knowledge of the interior of Africa. We must remember, however, that MacQueen had the 

benefit to belong to the first generation of Emopean geographers who were able to take advantage 

of contemporary explorations into the interior (from Bruce's journey onwards) since the travels 

of Leo Africanus in the sixteenth century. There were simply very few rival map-plotters of 

Africa when MacQueen began his career. This certainly was not the case when he ended it. 

But what kind of geography did MacQueen contribute, and how did it change? At the 

core of all of MacQueen's geographical work was what I have called the map-plot--the 

delineation of a region's main features, mostly physical, in text fonn. I have given a liberal 

sampling ofMacQueen's style cf listing latitudes, longitudes, miles, directions, etc. about which 

Green was to complain regarding British geography generally. In the early part ofMacQueen's 

career, i.e. from the publication of Northern and Central Africa (1821) to 1832, his map-plots 

were heavily overlaid with more general "descriptions": a listing of the region's soil, vegetation, 

··beauties," along with an equally simplistic overview of the humans in this area-mainly their 

productions, manufactures, trade practices and willingness to trade, plus some of their more 

notable (if sometimes exaggerated) customs, ''manners," etc. MacQueen also included very 

specific details about his plan for expansion into Africa and commentary on British policy 
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towards Africa generally in these early geographies. In fact, the geographical sections of them 

were only meant to support and strengthen his plan and commentary; in other words, they were 

to show where the most valuable regions in West Africa were, how the British were to get to these 

regions, and how the British government should tailor its African policy to accommodate this 

expansion. 

This was the method, style and purpose that MacQueen had learned as a schoolboy 

studying geography, travel literature, and the history of the British Empire. Ever since the 

Elizabethan era when British geography came into its own, it had always been inextricably 

attached to imperial expansion--to promote it and to facilitate it--from Hakluyt's geographical 

compilations of America to Dalrymple's of the South Seas. MacQueen also took after these great 

predecessors in their advising capacities, which enabled them to shape government overseas 

policies based upon their geographical expertise. 

MacQueen' s later work did change, but not ftmdamentally. It only became more focussed, 

by which I mean two things. First, his map-plots became more localized and detailed as he 

perfected his own skills and his network of sources expanded. On the other hand, the material 

within the geographies themselves narrowed as he gradually began removing any non­

geographical information. In A Geographical Survey, his plan and usual commentary were 

attached separately as a preface to the actual geography. By 1843, his plan was out of his 

geographies altogether. The descriptive sections were also pared down after 1840. Thus, by the 

1850s when he was presenting most of his work to the RGS, his geographies had been stripped 

down to their map-plot skeletons, making them little more than cartographies in prose. 

I believe that MacQueen made these changes because he sensed, though he did not 
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consciously recognize or understand, the larger changes in the discipline. The age of the 

gentleman geographer was certainly coming quickly to an end. Moreover Murchison's rejection 

ofMacQueen's plan in 1860 because the RGS could not openly act as a "'colonizing agency" also 

suggested that the days of the geographer-promoter were also numbered. 

Burton and Murchison sense~ the anachronistic qualities to MacQueen' s work themselves. 

Where MacQueen' s work became increasingly reduced to latitudes, longitudes, and simplistic 

descriptions, the theory behind geography was becoming broader, emphasizing the unity of all 

sciences. Not surprisingly, then, MacQueen never once made mention of Humboldt, Ritter, 

Somerville or any pioneer in the field. And Burton's reference to MacQueen's "dryness of style" 

points to a larger question about MacQueen's whole approach to geography, which had changed 

greatly since the days when geography required "scarcely any preparation of previous study," and 

··recommend[ed] itself even to those who have but little relish for literary occupations."121 In his 

biography of James Rennell written near the end of the century, Clements Markham asserted that 

the ideal geographer 

should have been trained by years of land or sea surveying, or both, and by experience in the field in 
delineating the surface of a country. He should have a profound knowledge of all the world of 
exploration and discovery previous to his ovm time. He should have the critical faculty highly 
developed, and the power of comparing and combining the work of others, of judging the respective 
value of their labow-s, and of eliminating errors. He must possess the topographical instinct; for, like a 
poet, a geographer is bom--he is not made. 122 

Mac Queen had many of the qualities that Markham outlines; but his greatest weakness was that 

his approach was less like a poet's and more like Thomas Gradgrind's. By the time of his death 

it was clear that he had not been born a geographer, but an imperialist. 
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Conclusion 

MacQueen died on May 14, 1870, aged ninety-two years, in his London home ofthe past 

twenty-five years at Bury Street, St. James. In the occupation box on his death certificate, 

Mac Queen is listed simply as a ""gentleman." [n almost every sense, this tenn seems 

inappropriate. MacQueen was never really wealthy enough to claim much status. In fact, he died 

penniless, leaving behind his fifty-nine year old spinster daughter, Jean, destitute, and who was 

subsequently provided for only from money collected among RGS fellows. 1 But even in more 

prosperous days, MacQueen never sought to escape the grind of work or the activity of the City 

in order to retire to an easier life. And he was hardly "gentlemanly" in most of his public 

writings. On the other hand, the term does characterize some of the ambiguity of MacQueen 's 

position in British society, with no professional training or function, but an amateur, enthusiast, 

or hobbiest in several endeavours, such as technology, geography, or grand schemes of 

government policy. 

One can sympathize, then, with those who had to specify MacQueen' s occupation. 

Probably a more accurate tenn would have been an anachronistic one: •'imperialist." The label 

captures the essence of MacQueen' s career and also suggests that he himself was somewhat 

anachronistic to his age. I believe MacQueen would have been much more comfortable in the 

mercantilist empire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, or in the chauvinistic empire of 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Throughout his life he seemed to have had one 

foot in each of these worlds, and for the most part seems to have fallen in between them in his 

own time. 
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Even MacQueen himself remained a frustrated man because of his seeming inability to 

connect with government officials or with the British public on his ideas about the British 

Empire. But it is a mistake to judge his legacy this way, to judge it based on his backward­

looking defence of slavery or on his premature plans for an African empire. While he did not 

directly contribute to the acquisition of additional territory-•~imperialism" in its classic sense-he 

did help shape the development of the Empire as a foot soldier fighting on the ·~bulent 

frontiers" within the Empire. His work defending slavery, in forming the Colonial Bank and 

Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, and in geography are significant examples of this work (even 

if MacQueen himself considered them side lights to his larger goals) and they collectively they 

formed part of the larger developments of British imperialism in this period. 

MacQueen was, and perhaps remains, most notorious for his defence of slavery. Over the 

course of the last decade before the Emancipation Act, he emerged as a powerful spokesman for 

the West Indians, and was paid on many occasions for his exertions by the official committee of 

merchants and planters in London, or by individual colonies. He was also well known among 

emancipationists, and became a target for many of their offensives, even well after 1833. And 

finally, the plantocracy in the colonies considered MacQueen an invaluable ally and influential 

authority on matters of their interest. His steadfast defence and his brief tenure as a planter 

himself gained him enonnous credibility among the colonists as one of the rare men from the 

metropolis who knew their actual situation. He was also instrumental in unifying the colonists, 

if only when it was too late. 

While certainly a staunch defetder of the colonies, MacQueen was also a maverick in 



some areas. He belonged to no organized West Indian association, and opposed some key issues 

that most West Indians supported, particularly the suppression of the foreign slave trade. 

MacQueen' s interest in Africa also led him to take an unconventional approach to attacking the 

antislavery cause, such as his broadside against the colony of Sierra Leone, an attack which at 

least spurred, if not inspired, the inquiries into the colony, and the eventual decision to withdraw. 

These numerous differences with the bulk of the West India interest would develop to form a 

major split later in his career, and serve as a reminder that there were several competing 

••interests" among the West Indians. 

More significantly, MacQueen's defence of slavery and the colonies provides us with 

valuable insight into the emancipation debate, and helps refine our understanding of the issues 

involved, as well as the real gap between the opposing sides. For MacQueen, as for Gladstone 

and the majority of pro-slavery polemicists in this period, the debate had largely come down to 

a legal dispute. Moral justifications--from the Bible or from arguments regarding the level of 

African ·•civilization"--for continuing the slave system were ushered out as well, but they were 

almost always undercut by statements claiming to be opposed to "'slavery in the abstract." 

Moreover, these philosophical arguments were only used to argue about when emancipation 

should come, not if it should come. Of colU'Se, the plantocracy wanted to continue the system as 

long as possible, and much of the debate over slavery in the l 820s was simply over timing: 

should the slaves be emancipated gradually, or immediately? But the fundamental issue 

throughout dealt with rights; firstly the right to property without interference, or, in the last resort, 

the right to j ustice--that is, to be justly compensated for property legally purchased under British 

law. And claims for compenstation did not come in a panic immediately before emancipation. 
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As soon as the debate had begun in the early 1820s, pro-slavery advocates were already pressing 

the issue of compensation, revealing how little, in principle, they differed from the 

emancipationists. In tum, most emancipationists favoured compensation. 

And finally, of the two sides in the emacipation debate. slavery advocates such as 

MacQueen turned out to be more accurate about the future of the West Indies. They predicted 

economic and social decline because, without a coercive system, they argued, Africans would not 

work. What they really meant, and what even antislavery advocates later came to agree, was that 

the black population would not necessarily work or behave in the way envisioned by whites. 

MacQueen and other slavery apologists argued that such intransigence came from a lack of 

civilization, and by the 1850s, the hwnanitarians began to agree with them when commenting on 

the "moral decline" of the ex-slaves. Perhaps those who defended the slave system Wlconsciously 

understood better that freed slaves would resist confonning to white standards of any kind-­

whether as labourers or as so-called responsible and moral free people--and would instead pursue 

their own interests. What is important, however, is not that MacQueen's predictions were right, 

but that his former adversaries came to agree with him. In this sense, Mac Queen's racism was 

not some relic from a dying plantocracy, but the way of the future for Victorian attitudes toward 

race. 

While lamenting the coming of emancipation, MacQueen nevertheless accepted the reality 

of it, and adjusted accordingly. His most tangible legacies to the Empire, in fact, were projects 

meant to help the West India colonies adjust to what MacQueen always called "1hat great change 

in society." In the case of the Colonial Bank, MacQueen was intimately involved with the 

formation of the Company, even if it was not his idea originally. He attended meetings of the 
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various West lndian interests which were attempting to deal with the financial realities of 

emancipation, and offered his own advice. He soon became allied with a specific group of the 

West lndian mercantile elite, many of whom were involved in several post-emancipation 

reconstruction schemes, and become their principal agent at the very first meeting of the directors. 

As the Company's point man, MacQueen, along with Micheal McChlery, established the Bank's 

infrastructure in the West Indies. The task should not be underestimated in light of the 

complicated nature of the work, which was exacerbated by tensions between the colonies and the 

metropolis. MacQueen had both the knowledge of the colonies and the credibility among 

colonials to be able to effectively establish as instrusive an institution as a metropolitan-owned 

and controlled bank. And despite some initial problems, due to MacQueen's personality, to 

tensions about the Bank itself, or to currency problems, the Banlc became the most influential 

financial institution in the West Indies for the rest of the nineteenth century. By introducing, 

standardizing, and stabilizing the currency, as well as offering other typical banking services 

( excepting long-tenn loans), the Colonial Bank brought some financial stability to the tumult 

raised in the wake of emancipation. 

MacQueen' s most significant achievement was the RMSP Company, which he founded 

and projected in its early years. Taking advantage of conflating trends in steam technology and 

the British postal system, MacQueen formulated the original complicated plan, and all of the early 

modifications; did all of the early negotations with the Admiralty, Post Office and Treasury; 

countered rival plans and criticism; and most importantly, he established the Company at both 

ends of the imperial nexus, in both Britain and in the West Indies. It was an astounding 

accomplishment. He had convinced the government to offer the largest subsidy to a mail packet 



company in Britain's history, and commit itself to a project which involved the construction of 

an unprecedented fourteen new steamships. After some initial difficulties, the Company provided 

a vastly improved, if not perfect, mail service to the British Caribbean, imposing for the first time 

a sustained and regular postal schedule for the entire region, and offering colonials a reasonable 

period in which to send their reply r:nail. The early difficulties, however, in addition to a different 

vision of what a steam mail company could and should do, were partially responsible for 

MacQueen's resignation and bitter falling out with the Company. But his resignation and the 

subsequent modifications to the route of the Company should not diminish his early work as its 

fowider and its first general superintendent. Ultimately, this company, like the Colonial Bank, 

gained a virtual monopoly throughout the British West Indies, and marks a significant new 

metropolitan presence in the region. 

Finally, MacQueen died a geographer. Geography was a subject in which he had been 

interested for a half-century, and the one to which he devoted almost exclusively to the last 

twenty-five years of his life. After failing to get support for his ideas on Africa from the 

government or from private speculators, MacQueen found that his best opportunities regarding 

the continent would come through geography, and the societies which were interested in such 

information, namely, the Royal Geographical Society, the African Civiliz.ation Society and the 

Church Missionary Society. His geographies were valuable at the time because they filled in the 

so-called ~'blank spots" on British maps of Africa, as British explorers, missionaries and traders 

were able to penetrate the interior of the continent consistently for the first time ever. MacQueen 

was also a valued expert on Africa generally, offering advice to the Colonial Office and to 

important sponsors of expeditions such as T.F. Buxton. But his geographical work is also 
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valuable today as a window into the nature and development of nineteenth-century British 

geography generally, a subject we find that began the century as a amateur hobby, and which had 

become a more modem. professional discipline by 1870. The implications for imperialists like 

MacQueen was that geography could no longer be used as an overt tool of imperial expansion, 

as it had for the previous three-hwidred years of its development. Of course, it was still used as 

a tool of imperialism, but after 1870, it was cloaked largely in the garb of"science.'' 

MacQueen' s difficulties in coming to grips with the changes in geography are related to 

his understanding of--and contribution to--British imperialism. He did not fully recognize that 

the expansion and consolidation of the Empire would not be done as it had previously. British 

governments were no longer conciously promoting additions to the Empire through pre­

authorized rights to annexation and monopoly, as they had since the time of John Cabot and did 

so right up until the time ofMacQueen's birth. For example, in light of his genuinely impressive 

achievements in exploration, it is often forgotten that Captain Cook's secret orders for his first 

voyage ( 1768-71) were to find the mysterious "'southern continent" and "with the Consent of the 

Natives to take possession of Convenient Situations in the Country in the Name of the King of 

Great Britain; or if you find the Country wlinhabited take possession for His Majesty by setting 

up Proper Marks and Inscriptions, as first observers and possessors. "2 

No such orders were being given by the tum of the nineteenth century, and MacQueen 

understood this to a limited extent. Even in his earliest plans for an Africa company, he was not 

asking for the government to take possession of territory, only "'control" of it. In fact, he even 
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made at least a tacit recognition of the rights to possession. In Northern and Central Africa, he 

noted. 

it will. and may very justly be asked, what right have we, or any other European nation, to go and fix 
ourselves in Africa. conquer and controul the native powers, levy taxes, and make them our subjects? 
The answer is plain; we have no such right. nor is any such right here claimed or advocated. 3 

instead. MacQueen promoted a fonn of infonnal control over the region through the command 

of strategic points, collaboration with native elites, and monopolized trade. The line between the 

old-fashioned policies of outright possession and MacQueen's version of informal empire may 

be thin--indeed, it was only a step away--but the mere fact that he felt compelled to address the 

point at all suggests a change in imperial policy. He was less able to see much beyond this 

change, however. He still believed in the laws which underpinned this old fonn of imperialism, 

such as the various protective duties on colonial produce, and he staunchly defended these 

policies. 

Ironically, it was in this attempt to preserve the old system that MacQueen made his 

greatest contributions to the empire, and helped pave the way for the new empire. He failed to 

convince the government to sponsor expansion into Africa, or to take complete control of 

overseas mail, but he was part of a process of imperial centralii.ation. Again, the nature of this 

centralized power was not the traditional one of firm, direct and overt control by the govemr.ient 

over the Empire in the fonn of something like the Navigation Acts. The process occurred 

indirectly, and manifested itself in the form of regulations on specific elements that affected the 

Empire, such as ex-slaves, banks, mail, and geographical knowledge. The policies of 

emancipation, compensation, and apprenticeship were applied to the colonies through stipendary 

magistrates and collaboration with the plantocracy, while the Colonial Banking and Post Office 
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regulations were applied through the medium of a government-chartered metropolitan company. 

The government also sponsored the RGS, as well as most of the important expeditions into Africa 

in this period. 

MacQueen 's most significant contributions to the Empire were made as a bridge, or more 

accurately, as an agent working across this bridge, facilitating this centralizing process between 

the center and two peripheries-between Britain and Africa, and Britain and the West Indies. The 

characteristics of such an agent, of an imperial go-between, were outlined very accurately in The 

London Tradesman, a book published in 1747: 

he must understand not only Goods and Merchandize in general, and be a Judge of every particular 
Commodity he deals in, but must know Mankind and be acquainted with the different Manners and 
Customs of all the Trading Nations; he must know their different Products, the Properties of their Staple 
Commodities, their Taste in the several Sons of Goods they want, their principal Marts and Markets, the 
Seasons proper for buying and selling, the character and Humour of their Traders, their Coins, Weights, 
and Measures. their particular Manner of keeping Accompts, the Course of their Exchange, &c. the 
Duties chargeable at their several Ports. their Methods of Entry and Clearance; their peculiar Mercantile 
Customs and Usages, relating either to Payments, or Buying and Selling; the common Arts, Tricks and 
Frauds, put in practice by the Dealers: In a word, he must be as well acquainted with the Manners and 
Customs of all the Nations he trades with as his own; all which requires an extensive Genius and great 
Experience. 

As to his Education, he must widerstand his Mother Tongue perfectly, write it grammatically, 
and with Judgmen~ he mwt learn all the Trading languages, French., Dutch and Portugueze, and be able 
to \\Tite them ... He must understand Geography and some Navigation, must write a fair and legible Hand, 
and ought to be a comp I eat master of Figures and Merchants Accompts. • 

The author, R. Campbell, was describing the ideal merchant, but is this not a summation of 

MacQueen and his career? MacQueen' s abilities were not with the sword or the Bible, traditional 

symbols of imperial enterprise, but with the details of empire, like "Coins, Weights, and 

Measures." MacQueen's "genius" (if the term is appropriate) was to use his considerable 

knowledge of the center and its peripheries, both old and new, in order to mitigate between them, 

and bind them closer together. 

As one who grew up in the colonies, MacQueen's knowledge of the British West Indies 
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was extensive, and respected, which made him one of the few people able to effectively negotiate 

between Britain and the colonies. During the slavery debate, he was a dual agent, attempting to 

represent the colonies in the mother country, and vice versa. He failed in his ultimate goal, but 

the experience gave him the kind of intimate knowledge needed for practical post -emancipation 

adjustment and development. The Colonial Bank required an understanding of the West lndian 

"Manner of keeping Accompts, [and] the Course of their Exchange currency," while a unifonn 

mail communication system required a mastery of equally tedious details like "'Duties chargeable 

at their several Ports, [and] their Methods of Entry and Clearance." MacQueen also had the 

confidence of the metropolitan merchants with West Indian connections who funded and directed 

these projects. 

Regarding Britain's relationship with the world outside the Empire, MacQueen knew that 

one had to understand a region before it could be integrated with the British imperial economy. 

His career as a geographer was largely an attempt to understand the '•Manners and Customs" of 

Africa-Le. its staples, tastes, markets, economic, political and social structures, etc.--so that he 

could not only spark the interest of the British government and public in the continent, but also 

fonnulate the best method of its integration. His knowledge here was quite limited, but it far 

exceeded that of most his cowitrymen, which is why he became a credible bridge between Britain 

and Africa. His own plan for British expansion into Africa, based on his experience with the old 

empire, nevertheless anticipated many policies toward Africa in the future, ~eluding a toleration 

of indigenous slavery, ··commerce and Christianity" as the means to combat slavery, the capture 

and control of strategic locations, and the monopolization of trade within controlled regions. 

That MacQueen 's suggestions were prophetic underlines that fact that the imperialism of 
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the latter part of the nineteenth century was more ··neo" than ''new." If the Pax Americana of the 

latter twentieth century is any guide, informal imperialism was to be the imperialism of the future. 

As during the Pax Britannica, or any imperial age for that matter, it is the control of financial 

institutions, communications, and geographical reconnaisance that largely determine a state· s 

ability to reach beyond its borders. Although he spent much of his life trying to add to the formal 

empire. it was to these essential elements of imperialism--its less glamorous nuts and bolts--to 

which MacQueen contributed. 



Notes to Conclusion 

1. Katherine Petherick to Mr. Bates, 3 Jan. 1871, RGS/GC. ""Miss Macqueen's Fund" was 
organized by Katherine Petherick, whose husband, John, was the fonner Consul of Khartoum, 
and most famous for his row with Speke during his (Speke's) second expedition to East Africa 
< 1859-63). The donations enabled Jean MacQueen to spend her remaining years in a women's 
dormatory in Whittington College, Highburg . 

., Quoted in J.C. Beaglehole, The Life of Captain James Cook (Stanford U.P., 1974), 149. 

3. P. 202. 

4. R. Campbell, The London Tradesman (London, 1747); quoted in Stanley Chapman, Merchant 
Enterprise in Britain: From the Industrial Revolution to World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge 
U.P., 1992),25. 
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