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Trust, Pawnship, and Atlantic History: The Institutional 
Foundations of the Old Calabar Slave Trade 

PAUL E. LOVEJOY and DAVID RICHARDSON 

"Pawns Will Live when Slaves is Apt to Dye." 

Richard Rogers, Bristol shipmaster, 1788.1 

WHEN ADAM SMITH WROTE IN 1776 that the "greater part of the exportation and 
coasting trade of America is carried on by the capital of merchants who reside in 
Britain," he was commenting on Britain's dominance of the North Atlantic world at 
that time.2 The causes of that dominance and its connections with British 
industrialization have been the subject of much debate. For some, both industrial- 
ization and commercial supremacy stemmed from socioeconomic forces within 
Britain itself, among which early productivity advances in agriculture, success in 
creating a system of public finances, and a socioeconomic environment conducive to 
technological innovation have been seen as important. Others, by contrast, have 
argued that it was the fruits of empire that allowed Britain to emerge as the first 
industrial nation. Specifically, the slave plantation complex of the Americas is 
frequently seen to have been a major engine of capital accumulation in Britain, with 
Liverpool's late eighteenth-century dominance of the Atlantic slave trade and its 
subsequent control of the cotton import trade symbolizing the apparently intimate 
relationship between slavery and the rise of industrial capitalism in Britain. 

Whatever contribution the Atlantic system made to capitalist development in 
Britain, the ability of British merchants to mobilize finance capital for commercial 
purposes was a major factor in turning the North Atlantic into "an English inland 
sea."3 Following Adam Smith's lead, various historians have studied the mecha- 

Earlier versions of this article were presented at the London School of Economics, Stanford University, 
University of Birmingham, University of Warwick, Northwestern University, University of Manchester, 
the African Studies Association (UK) Annual Meeting, Bristol, 1996, and the Canadian Economic 
History Conference, Niagara-on-the-Lake, 1997. We wish to thank the participants of these seminars 
and conferences for their comments and suggestions. We would like to thank Robin Law, Ruth Paley, 
Stephen Behrendt, and LaRay Denzer for various references and Ugo Nwokeji and Caroline 
Sorensen-Gilmour for their comments and assistance. Support for our research has come from the 
University of Hull and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 

1 Public Record Office (hereafter, PRO), Chancery Masters' Exhibits, C 107/12, July 20, 1788, 
Richard Rogers to James Rogers. 

2 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Natitre and Causes of the Wealth of Nations [1776] (London, 
1900), 282. 

3 Russell R. Menard, "Transport Costs and Long-Range Trade, 1300-1800: Was There a European 
'Transport Revolution' in the Early Modern Era?" in James D. Tracy, ed., The Political Economy of 
Merchant Empires: State Power and World Trade 1350-1750 (Cambridge, 1997), 252. 
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nisms and patterns of capital flows between Britain and the Americas.4 In some 
cases, these studies have highlighted important institutional and other innovations 
for securing and protecting debts, including guarantee payment systems for 
post-dated bills of exchange.5 Much less attention, however, has been paid to the 
role of capital in the procurement and export of slaves from Africa, which was seen 
by Malachy Postlethwayt as the "Great Pillar and Support" of the American 
plantation trade in the 1740s.6 Nearly one out of every two enslaved Africans 
shipped across the Atlantic was transported in British vessels between 1660 and 
1807, and in the quarter-century before British abolition, the British share of the 
trade accounted for more than half the slaves transported to the Americas.7 Hence 
the slave trade in Africa depended heavily on the capital of British merchants, 
principally in the form of advances of trade goods to African dealers in slaves. 

The levels of credit advanced to African merchants have yet to be quantified, and 
indeed quantification may be impossible. But the amounts advanced almost 
certainly grew in tandem with the magnitude of the trade and the opening of new 
slaving frontiers, both inland and along the coast.8 Whatever the absolute levels of 
credit were, moreover, it is likely that advances by Europeans were as important in 
facilitating the seizure and movement to market of slaves in Africa as they were in 
allowing slave purchases and the clearance and cultivation of land in the Americas. 
In this respect, the credit situation in Africa mirrored that which underpinned 
American colonial expansion and the development of a transatlantic economy.9 
Without credit to African merchants, the scale of the transatlantic traffic would 
have been much lower than it actually was. 

Compared to British America, where credit was a matter for negotiation between 
agents of British or European heritage who often shared family or other ties, credit 
relations in Africa almost always involved parties who lacked common ancestry and 
whose cultural traditions could not have been more different. Nonetheless, the 
evidence of rising slave shipments suggests that British merchants and African 
dealers in slaves were able to agree on forms of accommodation that reduced the 
risks of advancing credit for the British and allowed African dealers to compete 
with other groups in the Atlantic world for British commercial capital. But the 
mechanisms by which this accommodation was reached remain far from clear. The 
aim of this article is to explore some of those mechanisms in order to shed light on 

4 Jacob Price, "Credit in the Slave Trade and Plantation Economies," in Barbara L. Solow, ed., 
Slavety and the Rise of the Atlantic System (Cambridge, 1991), 313-17. 

5Richard B. Sheridan, "The Commercial and Financial Organisation of the British Slave Trade, 
1750-1807," Economic Histoty Review 11 (1958-59): 249-63. 

6 Malachy Postlethwayt, The African Trade, the Great Pillar and Support of the British Plantation 
Trade in America (London, 1745). 

7 David Eltis, David Richardson, Stephen D. Behrendt, and Herbert S. Klein, eds., The Atlantic 
Slave Trade 1527-1867. A Database (Cambridge, 1999). 

8 For specific examples of credit in the slave trade in Africa, see Ray A. Kea, Settlements, Trade and 
Politics in the Seventeenth-Century Gold Coast (Baltimore, Md., 1982), 240; Philip D. Curtin, Economic 
Change in Pre-Colonial Africa: Senegambia in the Era of the Slave Trade (Madison, Wis., 1975), 303-04; 
and Marion Johnson, "The Ounce in Eighteenth-Century West African Trade," Jourtnal of African 
History 7 (1966): 197-214. Joseph C. Miller suggests that European credit was at "the core of the 
complex forces that fuelled the transport and distribution sectors of western central Africa's eighteenth 
century political economy"; see Way of Death: Merchant Capitalism and the Angolan Slave Trade, 
1730-1830 (Madison, 1988), 187. 

9 See Price, "Credit in the Slave Trade," 335-36. 
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how western Africa became integrated into the Atlantic economy and how in 
general British merchant-investors interacted overseas with local agents to work out 
mutually advantageous conditions for trade. 

British merchants achieved their dominance of the slave trade by shipping slaves 
from various parts of Atlantic Africa.10 Since trading and credit relations varied by 
region and by port of slave supply, Britain attained its position by adjusting to local 
political conditions, which were shaped to a considerable degree by the commercial 
and political elites who served as slave suppliers. We will focus on conditions at one 
African port dominated by British merchants, the port of Old Calabar, in the Bight 
of Biafra.1" British merchants were easily the largest source of credit for slave 
transactions at Old Calabar before 1807, and how they handled credit arrangements 
with local merchants offers insights into the commercial strategies pursued by 
British merchant-investors elsewhere in Africa and throughout the Atlantic world. 

We shall argue that British commercial relations with Old Calabar in the hundred 
years after the middle of the eighteenth century were in large measure a story of 
evolving institutional adjustments to changing economic and political parameters of 
trade. In seeking to tell this story, we follow others, notably Douglass C. North, 
Oliver E. Williamson, and Avner Greif, who have used insights from "new 
institutional economics" to explore in other contexts the relationship between 
institutional change and levels of economic activity.12 Our analysis of credit at Old 
Calabar highlights a number of features of the personal and commercial relations 
of British and local merchants at the port, but, we argue, the adaptation by British 
and Old Calabar merchants of the local institution of debt bondage, or "pawnship," 
proved crucial as a way of securing credit until Britain abolished its slave trade in 
1807. As abolitionist Thomas Clarkson learned in the course of his investigation 

10 For a survey of the ports of western Africa involved in the export slave trade, see David Eltis, Paul 
E. Lovejoy, and David Richardson, "Ports of the Slave Trade: An Atlantic-Wide Perspective," in Robin 
Law, ed., The Ports of the Slave Trade (Bights of Benin and Biafra) (Stirling, forthcoming). 

11 There is often confusion over "Calabar," "New Calabar," and "Old Calabar" and by extension to 
the ethnic designation "Calabari" and "Calabali" for enslaved Africans in the Americas who came from 
the interior of the Bight of Biafra. The confusion arises from the fact that Elem Kalabari in the Niger 
delta was often called "New Calabar" to distinguish it from Old Calabar, located on a tributary of the 
Cross River, the Calabar River, which has no connection with Elem Kalabari. For Old Calabar, see 
A. J. H. Latham, Old Calabar, 1600-1891: The Impact of the International Economy [upon a Traditional 
Society (Oxford, 1973); Kannan K. Nair, Politics and Society in Soulth Eastern Nigeria, 1841-1906 
(London, 1972); Monday Efiongh Noah, Old Calabar: The City States and the Europeans 1800-1885 
(Uyo, Nigeria, 1980); and Monday B. Abasiattai, ed., A History of the Cross Rives Region of Nigeria 
(Enugu, 1990), especially chapters by Latham, "The Pre-Colonial Economy: The Lower Cross Region" 
(70-89), and Noah, "Social and Economic Developments: The Lower Cross Region, 1600-1900" 
(90-108). Also see David Northrup, Trade without Rulers: Pre-Colonial Economic Development in 
South-Eastern Nigeria (Oxford, 1978). 

12 Douglass C. North, "Institutions, Transaction Costs, and the Rise of Merchant Empires," in 
Tracy, Political Economy of Empires, 22-41; Lance E. Davis and North, Institutional Change and 
American Economic Growthi (Cambridge, 1971); Oliver E. Williamson, The Economic Institutions of 
Capitalism: Firms, Markets, Relational Contracting (New York, 1985); Williamson, "Credible Commit- 
ments: Using Hostages to Support Exchange," American Economic Review.73 (1983): 519-40; Avner 
Greif, "Institutions and International Trade: Lessons from the Commercial Revolution," American 
Economic Review 82 (1992): 128-33; Greif, "On the Political Foundations of the Late Medieval 
Commercial Revolution: Genoa during the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries," Jouirnal of Economic 
History 54 (1994): 271-97; Greif, "Cultural Beliefs and the Organization of Society: A Historical and 
Theoretical Reflection on Collectivist and Individualist Societies," Journal of Political Economy 102 
(1994): 912-50; and Greif, Paul Milgrom, and Barry Weingast, "Coordination, Commitment, and 
Enforcement: The Case of the Merchant Guild," Jolrnal of Political Economy 102 (1994): 745-76. 
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into the slave trade in 1788, African merchants received goods on credit from the 
slave ships "for the purpose of slaving those ships, on whose account they travel. 
These are in a particular predicament, being obliged to leave a pledge or security 
for their return. This pledge consists of their own relations, who are detained till 
they come back."'13 The use of human pawns to secure goods advanced against the 
delivery of slaves represented, we believe, an extension of local credit arrangements 
to British ship captains enabling them to enforce repayment of debts in compliance 
with customary law.14 Moreover, as pawns were subject to possible transport and 
sale in the Americas should they be unredeemed, ship captains were sometimes 
faced with making judgments about whether or not to sail with pawns instead of 
waiting for slaves to be delivered. The comment of Bristol slave trader Richard 
Rogers that is cited at the beginning of this article suggests that pawns were more 
likely to survive the Middle Passage than slaves brought from the interior, thereby 
tempting ship captains to sail with pawns rather than wait for delivery of slaves, 
despite the underlying premise prohibiting the shipment of pawns from the port. 
Hence Rogers's comment that "Pawns Will Live when Slaves is Apt to Dye" reveals 
a complex structure of credit and a mechanism for enforcement of the contracts 
implicit in slave transactions at Old Calabar, with those being held as pawns 
providing apparently good security for credit because of their connections with local 
traders. This institutional adjustment brought some alleviation of the risks to 
British traders of advancing credit at Old Calabar while allowing local merchants to 
compete for access to commercial credit. Pawnship, therefore, underpinned the 
expansion of slaving at Old Calabar before 1807. Once Britain abolished its slave 
trade and then sought to develop other forms of trade with the port, different 
mechanisms had to be found to secure credit relations. 

To consider the impact of British credit on commercial institutions at Old 
Calabar, it is first necessary to examine the historical context of the slave trade there 
in the eighteenth century. We will then describe the extent to which a relatively few 
merchants in Bristol and Liverpool, on the one side, and Old Calabar, on the other, 
dominated the trade in slaves. This oligarchical structure, we argue, promoted 
personal interaction and resulted in longstanding relationships based on business, 
education, and friendship, but by itself was insufficient to provide the security 
necessary to allow British merchants to "trust" goods on credit to their counterparts 
at Old Calabar. We then consider how local institutions, notably the male secret 
society, Ekpe, and human pawnship (in Efik, the word is ubion),15 were modified as 
debt-enforcing agencies at the port, allowing British merchants to advance goods on 

13 Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species, Particularly the 
African [1785], 2d edn. (London, 1788), 27-28. The second edition of the Essay included Clarkson's 
observations arising from his research in Liverpool and Bristol in 1788, as well as letters and other 
materials sent to him. Both Northrup and Noah have mistakenly assumed that Clarkson actually visited 
Old Calabar, but he never did; see Northrup, Trade without Rulers, 66; Noah, "Social and Political 
Developments," 95. According to Clarkson's own testimony before the parliamentary inquiry in 1789, 
"he had never been to Africa, but had made a Tour last Year through England, in the View of collecting 
Information on the Subject of the Trade to Africa; and in this Tour had passed Two Months at 
Liverpool, and Two at Bristol"; see Sheila Lambert, ed., House of Commons Sessional Papers of the 
Eighteenth Century, 145 vols. (Wilmington, Del., 1975), 69: 73. 

14 For a general discussion of human pawning in Africa, see Toyin Falola and Paul E. Lovejoy, eds., 
Pawnship in Africa: Debt Bondage in Historical Perspective (Boulder, Colo., 1994). 

15 Hugh Goldie, Dictionary of the Efik Language (Farnborough, 1964), 300. 
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TABLE 
African Slave Exports from the Bight of Biafra, 1701-1810 

Proportioni of Total 
Period Nutmnber of Slaves Trade (Per-cenit) 

1701-1710 10,867 3.4 
1711-1720 21,956 5.5 
1721-1730 38,295 7.1 
1731-1740 34,069 6.6 
1741-1750 99,870 18.5 
1751-1760 97,968 15.7 
1761-1770 152,076 18.2 
1771-1780 119,005 16.3 
1781-1790 175,428 20.4 
1791-1800 151,365 19.6 
1801-1810 100,567 14.7 

SOURCE: David Eltis, David Richardson, Stephen D. Behrendt, and Herbert S. Klein, eds., The Atlantic 
Slave Trade 1527-1867. A Database (Cambridge, 1999). 

credit with greater confidence than would otherwise have been the case. Finally, we 
explore the implications of the Old Calabar case for our understanding of British 
commercial and financial relations with the Atlantic world from the mid-eighteenth 
century. 

UNTIL THE 1740s, THE BIGHT OF BIAFRA was a minor source of slaves for the 
transatlantic trade as a whole. Biafran slaves only constituted about 6 percent of the 
slave trade as a whole early in the eighteenth century, but the Bight of Biafra 
became a leading source of slaves, especially for the British trade, by the end of the 
century, when it accounted for 20 percent of the trade.16 Annual shipments of slaves 
probably amounted to less than 3,000 in most years during the first three decades 
of the eighteenth century but then rose rapidly, increasing over fourfold from the 
1730s to the 1760s, or from about 34,100 in 1731-1740 to about 152,100 in 
1761-1770 (see Table). The trade peaked in the 1780s, when an estimated 175,400 
slaves left the Bight, but then began slowly to decline up to and beyond British 
abolition in 1807 before experiencing a final resurgence between 1820 and 1840. 
Shipments of slaves from the Bight almost totally collapsed after 1840. About 
900,000 slaves were shipped to the Americas during the height of the British trade 
from the 1740s through 1807. This represented about 60 percent of the total 
number of slaves, estimated at perhaps 1.5 million, who embarked on ships in the 
Bight of Biafra during the whole period of the slave trade. 

Although British merchants took an increasing share of the slave trade on many 
parts of the African coast in the eighteenth century, the expansion of British trade 
was most heavily concentrated in the Bight of Biafra. Of the slaves known to have 

16 For information on slave shipments from the Bight of Biafra before 1700 and after 1810, see 
David Eltis, "The Volume and African Origins of the British Slave Trade before 1714," Caliers d'tides 
africaines 35, nos. 2-3 (1995): 138-39, 616-27; and Eltis, Economic Growth anid the Enidinig of the 
Tranisatlanitic Slai,e (Oxford, 1987), 250-52. The slaves taken from the Bight in 1810-1840 were shipped 
by non-British carriers. 
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left the Bight of Biafra from 1701 to 1810, some 85.8 percent left on British ships. 
French ships came a distant second, transporting less than 10 percent of exported 
slaves.17 While some slaves were obtained from the region called "Calabar" in the 
early seventeenth century, most of these usually came from Elem Kalabari, not 
from the Cross River.18 By the second half of the seventeenth century, English ships 
began to call at Old Calabar, but the trade remained relatively small until Bristol 
ships became active in the slave trade early in the following century. Much of the 
trade in the first three decades of the eighteenth century appears to have been in 
Bristol hands. Thereafter, sustained expansion in exports from the Bight of Biafra 
was almost entirely attributable to Liverpool shipping, although Bristol continued 
to be important until the early 1790s.19 Based on a sample of 640,806 slaves, it has 
been calculated that Liverpool ships took 60.9 percent of all slaves leaving the Bight 
of Biafra, while Bristol ships accounted for another 20.2 percent. Of slaves leaving 
Old Calabar from 1701 to 1810, 49.4 percent (86,810 slaves in a sample of 175,684) 
went on Liverpool ships, a smaller percentage than for the region as a whole, while 
25.1 percent (44,112 slaves) went on Bristol ships, and another 6.6 percent (11,560 
slaves) went on London ships. French ships accounted for 13.8 percent (24,238 
slaves), mostly from 1780 to 1793. Other countries accounted for the remaining 5.1 
percent (8,964). 

It is evident from shipping data that merchants residing in Liverpool and Bristol 
provided the bulk of credit advances that fostered the large expansion in slave 
shipments from Old Calabar between 1740 and the 1780s. It is also evident, 
however, that merchants at Old Calabar were not the only ones in the Bight of 
Biafra to gain by such advances, as merchants from the same two British ports 
dominated other ports in the region, notably Bonny.20 Given this dominance, 
British abolition of slaving in 1807, though perhaps anticipated by well-connected 
merchants at the coast, still brought some disruption to commercial relations and 
credit movements at ports in the region. Unfortunately,. evidence relating to the 
commercial relations between the British and local merchants at other ports in the 
Bight of Biafra is, at present, much weaker than for Old Calabar. Therefore, we 
concentrate on the management of credit at Old Calabar in the period 1750-1807 
and, to a lesser extent, during the transition to palm oil trading following British 
abolition. The growth of palm oil exports attracted British merchants again, as 
A. J. H. Latham, Kannan Nair, and more recently Martin Lynn have shown, but in 
advancing goods to local traders they now had to find ways of protecting credit that 
differed from those used in the era of the slave trade.21 Further developments in the 

17 See Eltis, et al., Atlantic Slave Trade. 
18 For the early slave trade in the Bight of Biafra, see A. F. C. Ryder, "The Trans-Atlantic Slave 

Trade," in Obaro Ikime, ed., Groundwork of Nigerian History (Ibadan, 1980), 238-41; Edwin Ardener, 
"Documentary and Linguistic Evidence for the Rise of the Trading Polities between Rio del Rey and 
Cameroons, 1500-1650," in I. M. Lewis, ed., Histoty and Social Anthropology (London, 1968), 81-126; 
and G. I. Jones, The Trading States of the Oil Rivers: A Stutdy of Political Development in Eastern Nigeria 
(London, 1963), 33-42. 

19 Eltis, Lovejoy, and Richardson, "Ports of the Slave Trade." 
20 For Bonny, see K. 0. Dike, Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta, 1830-1885 (Oxford, 1959); and 

Susan Hargreaves, "The Political Economy of Nineteenth Century Bonny: A Study of Power, 
Authority, Legitimacy and Ideology in a Delta Trading Community from 1790-1914" (PhD disserta- 
tion, University of Birmingham, 1987). 

21 Latham, Old Calabar, 55-90; Nair, Politics and Society, 28-113; and Martin Lynn, Commerce and 
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nineteenth century resulted in a series of institutional adjustments and economic 
crises that ultimately led to British colonial occupation. 

AT OLD CALABAR, as Latham has shown, credit, and the mechanisms for guaran- 
teeing that credit arrangements were honored, depended on "trust," as credit 
between European firms and African suppliers was known in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.22 Goods were advanced to "trusted" merchants in the river 
towns of the Niger Delta and Cross River estuary. These goods in turn were sent to 
interior markets controlled by slave traders from Aro Chukwu, whose dispersed 
settlements in the interior gained control of the slave trade in much of Igbo and 
Ibibio country in the course of the eighteenth century. Aro merchants in effect 
"bulked" slaves at their monthly fairs at Bende and Uburu for re-export to the 
coast, almost always through Bonny, Elem Kalabari, or Old Calabar, depending on 
the line of credit.23 For Old Calabar, slaves were often sent to Itu on the Cross 
River, from where they were transferred downriver. Unlike Bonny and Elem 
Kalabari, however, merchants at Old Calabar traded directly with Ibibio country 
and with Cameroons.24 Whether through commercial arrangements with the Aro 
network or with other merchants, the delivery of slaves liquidated debts that 
stretched into the interior. Liverpool and Bristol merchants had no direct access to 
Aro traders and other inland sources of slaves, but they could, and indeed actively 
sought to, establish good relations with coastal merchants, protecting their invest- 
ments through institutional arrangements that could be enforced in these towns and 
apparently through similar means into the interior. It is probably not a coincidence 
that the great expansion in slave exports from the Bight of Biafra occurred at the 
same time as the consolidation of the Aro commercial "diaspora." 

At any time in the second half of the eighteenth century, a limited number of 
Liverpool and Bristol firms dominated particular ports in the Bight of Biafra. 
Probably no more than fifteen or so commercial houses were operating at any one 
time, with usually twice as many from Liverpool as Bristol. At Old Calabar, 
partnerships headed by William Whaley and Edward Forbes of Liverpool and 
James Laroche of Bristol controlled much of the early trade in the 1740s and 1750s. 
William Davenport, who has left some of the most detailed accounts for the 
eighteenth-century trade, was a major Liverpool trader from 1757 to 1784 and 
perhaps the largest single British trader at Old Calabar in the period 1768-1774.25 

Economic Change in West Africa: The Palm Oil Trade in the Nineteenth Centtoy (Cambridge, 1997). See 
also A. G. Hopkins, An Economic Histoiy of West Africa (London, 1973), 112-66. 

22 A. J. H. Latham, "Currency, Credit and Capitalism on the Cross River in the Pre-Colonial Era," 
Journal of African Histozy 12 (1971): 600-05; and Latham, Old Calabar, 26-28. 

23 For the Aro, see J. 0. Ijoma and 0. N. Njoku, "Highpoints of Igbo Civilization: The Arochukwu 
Period," in A. E. Afigbo, ed., Grolundwork of Igbo Histoiy (Lagos, 1991), 313-30; Felicia Ekejiuba, 
"Highpoints of Igbo Civilisation-The Arochukwu Period: A Sociologist's View," in Afigbo, 333-40; 
K. 0. Dike and Ekejiuba, The Aro of Soluth-Eastern Nigeria, 1650-1980 (Ibadan, 1990); A. 0. Nwauwa, 
"The Dating of the Aro Chiefdom: A Synthesis of Correlated Genealogies," History in Africa 17 (1990): 
227-45; G. Ugo Nwokeji, "The Biafran Frontier: Trade, Slaves, and Aro Society, c. 1750-1905" (PhD 
dissertation, University of Toronto, 1999); Northrup, Trade withlolut Riulers, 113-45. 

24 Latham, Old Calabar, 46; Ardener, "Documentary and Linguistic Evidence," 106-11. 
25 Information on these merchants and their connections is to be found in Eltis, et al., Atlantic Slave 
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Davenport had been apprenticed to Whaley in the 1740s, and the Whaley- 
Davenport connection with Old Calabar was to continue into the 1770s and beyond 
through other Liverpool merchants. By 1785-1795, Liverpool merchants John, 
James, and William Gregson and Thomas and William Earle and Bristol merchant 
James Rogers were the leading traders to the port. Members of the Earle family 
had earlier been partners with Davenport, and the Earles continued to trade into 
the early nineteenth century. Moreover, another continuity in the concentration of 
commercial knowledge of trade at the port is evident in the close association of Sir 
James Laroche, member of Parliament and nephew of the Bristol merchant of the 
1750s, with James Rogers, at least before Rogers went bankrupt in 1793. 

Although the evidence is more patchy, the pattern of local merchant participation 
in the slave trade at Old Calabar appears to have mirrored that at British ports. A 
few Old Calabar merchant families, descended from the original Ibibio-speaking 
settlers but adopting a new ethnic name, Efik, dominated the African side of the 
trade. For most of the seventeenth century, when the scale of the slave trade was 
not very large, the principal settlement was at Creek Town (Obio Oko), but other 
wards or "towns" were founded, the most important of which were Old Town 
(Obutong), Duke Town (Atakpa or New Town), and Henshaw Town. By the end of 
the seventeenth century, Old Town, where the Robin family was dominant, appears 
to have emerged as the leading commercial ward, and it remained so until the 
middle of the eighteenth century. Old Town was located on the Calabar River 
downstream from Creek Town and was therefore in a better location to serve slave 
ships. Another trader active in the 1690s, Ephraim Duke, may have been the 
founder of the Duke family, which was initially resident at Creek Town but which 
established its ward, New Town or Duke Town, a few kilometers downstream from 
Old Town, apparently in 1748, and became a serious rival to Old Town as the slave 
trade expanded.26 

By the last third of the century, there were at least thirty local traders at Old 
Calabar who were active in the slave trade; they are mentioned in a diary kept by 
Antera Duke (Ntiero Edem Efiom), fragments of which have survived for 1785- 
1788.27 As many as half of these merchants were supplying slaves to British ships in 

Trade; David Richardson, "Profits in the Liverpool Slave Trade: The Accounts of William Davenport, 
1757-1784," in Roger Anstey and P. E. H. Hair, eds., Liverpool, the African Slave Trade, and Abolition 
(Liverpool, 1976), 61-62; Richardson, ed., Bristol, Africa and the Eighteenth-Century Slave Trade to 
America, Vol. 3: The Years of Decline 1746-1769 (Bristol, 1991); Stephen D. Behrendt, "The British 
Slave Trade, 1785-1807: Volume, Profitability, and Mortality" (PhD dissertation, University of 
Wisconsin, Madison, 1993), 303; PRO, Chancery Masters' Exhibits, C 107/59, accounts of Sir James 
Laroche with James Rogers; PRO, Treasury Papers, T 64/286, Lists of Ships and Their Owners in the 
African Trade 1789-95. Also see A. J. H. Latham, "A Trading Alliance: Sir John Tobin and Duke 
Ephraim," History Today 24, no. 12 (1974): 862-67; J. V. Clinton, "King Eyo Honesty II of Creek 
Town," Nigeria Magazine 69 (1961): 182-83. 

26 For the background to the various wards at Old Calabar, see Noah, Old Calabar, 2-18, 48-66; 
Noah, "Social and Political Developments," 90-108; Ekei Essien Oku, The Kings and Chiefs of Old 
Calabar (1785-1925) (Calabar, 1989); and Ukorebi U. Asuquo, "The Diary of Antera Duke of Old 
Calabar (1785-1788)," Calabar Historical Journal 5 (1978): 32-42. 

27 "The Diary of Antera Duke," in Cyril Daryll Forde, ed., Efik Traders of Old Calabar (London, 
1956), hereafter, Antera Duke, "Diary." For the identity of Antera Duke (Ntiero Edem Efiom), see 
Asuquo, "Diary of Antera Duke," 35-38. 
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the late 1760s, and each was associated with one of the Old Calabar wards.28 
Prominent among them were Eyo Nsa of Creek Town, Tommy Henshaw of 
Henshaw Town, and Egbo Young, Antera Duke, and Edem Ekpo and his son, 
Edem Efiam (both known as Duke Ephraim) of Duke Town.29 Moreover, several of 
those active in 1785-1788 remained involved in slaving beyond 1800.30 When Edem 
Ekpo died in 1786, his son not only took his commercial name, Duke Ephraim, but 
also continued the business. Indeed, the continuity in names is one indication that 
merchants were succeeded by their descendants.31 

It appears, then, that a few trading houses controlled slave exports from Old 
Calabar between 1750 and 1807, just as a relatively small number of Bristol and 
Liverpool merchants and their agents or ship captains tended to dominate 
European trade with the port.32 In this respect, at least, slave trading activities and 
credit relations at Old Calabar may have become embedded in social relations. 
More specifically, they may have come to resemble a situation described by Mark 
Granovetter in which agents had recurrent dealings with each other and might be 
assumed to rely on their past record of dealings to determine whether "a particular 
other may be expected to deal honestly."33 It is important, therefore, to try to assess 
the degree to which trust permeated commercial relations at Old Calabar after 
1740. 

IT WAS OBSERVED IN 1789 that the "Black Traders of Bonny and Calabar" were "very 
expert at reckoning and talking the different Languages of their own Country and 
those of the Europeans."34 British dominance of trade at these ports helped ensure, 
however, that English, often in pidgin form, became the language of commerce. 
There are signs that the leading traders at Old Calabar appear to have been both 
literate and relatively fluent in English or pidgin versions of it as early as the 1750s. 
In 1761, William Earle of Liverpool responded to a letter of complaint that he had 
received from Duke Abashy; Abashy's letter has, unfortunately, not survived, but 
those of some other Old Calabar merchants have.35 For example, a letter dated 
June 16, 1769, from Ephraim Robin John to Thomas Jones of Bristol was later 

28 For the names of traders supplying slaves in 1769-1770, see Account Book of the Dobson, in 
Hasell Papers, Dalemain House, Cumbria. We are grateful to Mr. Robert Hasell-McCosh for 
permission to use material from his family's papers. 

29 P. E. H. Hair, "Antera Duke of Old Calabar-A Little More about an African Entrepreneur," 
History in Afr ica 17 (1990): 360. 

30 In 1805, Henry Nicholls reported that Egbo Young, Duke Ephraim (the younger), Eyo Honesty, 
and Antera Duke were active traders; see Robin Hallett, ed., Records of the African Association, 
1788-1831 (London, 1964), 197, 199. 

31 Latham, Old Calabar, 33-37; Nair, Politics and Society, 4-14. 
32 Similar patterns of British merchant participation in slaving voyages to other places in the Bight 

of Biafra are also evident; see Behrendt, "British Slave Trade," 301-03; Eltis, Lovejoy, and Richardson, 
"Ports of the Slave Trade." 

33 Mark Granovetter, "Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness," 
American Journal of Sociology 91 (1985): 491. 

34 Evidence of William James, in Lambert, Sessional Papers, 69: 49. Also see John Adams, Remarks 
on the Country extending from Cape Palmas to the River Congo (London, 1823), 144. Adams, who was 
at Old Calabar in the 1790s, observed that "many of the natives write English." 

35 William Earle noted that he had only received one of several letters that Duke Abashy had 
written; see February 10, 1761, William Earle to Duke Abashy, Merseyside Maritime Museum 
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submitted as evidence in an affidavit in a British court in 1773. Other letters were 
also presented to the court.36 Hence it is perhaps not surprising that in 1773, Robin 
John Otto Ephraim asked Ambrose Lace of Liverpool to "Send me some Writing 
papers and 1 Bureaus to Buy."37 Perhaps like Antera Duke, he used some of the 
paper requested to keep a diary; there are suggestions that other diaries were being 
kept circa 1800, at least.38 Furthermore, we know that trading accounts were 
registered on board slave ships and that Old Calabar merchants kept their own 
accounts and "comey books" to record which ships had paid tax.39 Thus in 1792, 
Captain Thomas Codd lodged provisions and gunpowder from his ship the African 
Queen with Duke Ephraim, Egbo Young, and Antera Duke and reported to the 
Bristol merchant James Rogers that he had "taken their receipts" for the same.40 
British-Old Calabar commercial relations in the late eighteenth century were, 
therefore, underpinned by a shared language, and, as Codd's experience indicates, 
Old Calabar traders became accustomed to at least some of the commercial 
conventions of European merchants. 

Although many Old Calabar traders learned English without leaving Africa, some 
merchants and their offspring went to Britain to be educated.41 In 1767, Ambrose 
Lace brought "young Ep[rai]m" (Robin John Otto Ephraim) to Liverpool for 
schooling. The youth was the son of Robin John Ephraim, alias King George, of Old 
Town.42 In Lace's view, the father "has been Guilty of so many bad Actions, no man 
can say anything in his favour." The boy spent two years at Lace's expense at school 
in the city before returning to the coast, carrying Lace's hopes that "when his 
Fathers gone ... the son will be a good man."43 In 1804, Archibald Dalzel informed 
the African Association that "there are many negroes who speak English; and that 
there is rarely a period that there are not at Liverpool, Callabar negroes sent there 
expressly to learn English."44 As seems to have been the case with young Robin 
John Otto Ephraim in the late 1760s, these students often lodged in the homes of 
the Liverpool slave traders, perhaps forming attachments to their families. In this 
respect, overseas travel by the Old Calabar elite helped cement ties with British 

Archives, Liverpool, Earle Papers, Letter Book of William Earle 1760-1. We are grateful to the 
Merseyside Maritime Museum for permission to cite material from these papers. 

36 Ephraim Robin John to Thomas Jones, June 16, 1769, in affidavit of Thomas Jones, Bristol, 
October 21, 1773, PRO, King's Bench, KB 1/19 Mich 1773. 

37 "Grandy King George" [Robin John Ephraim] to Ambrose Lace, January 13, 1773; Robin John 
Otto Ephraim to Ambrose Lace, July 19, 1773; in Gomer Williams, History of the Liverpool Privateers 
and Letters of Marque, with an Account of the Liveipool Slave Trade (London, 1897), 542-48. 

38 Asuquo, "Diary of Antera Duke," 34. 
39 Antera Duke, "Diary," 29, 33, 41, 46, 54, 56, 60. The diary also suggests that letters were being 

exchanged between Old Calabar merchants; see 52. 
40 PRO, C 107/6, March 11, 1792, Thomas Codd to James Rogers & Co. 
41 According to Adams, Remarks on the Countty, 144, literacy in English was "an art first acquired 

by some of the traders' sons, who had visited England." 
42 Evidence of John Ashley Hall, in Lambert, Sessional Papers, 72: 537. The connection between 

King George's son and Lace was made by those questioning Hall; Hall himself denied first-hand 
knowledge of the connection. 

43 Ambrose Lace claimed to have spent ?60 on young Robin John Otto Ephraim; see Lace to 
Thomas Jones, November 11, 1773, in Williams, History of the Liverpool Privateers, 541-42. 

44 Hallett, Records of the African Association, 195. On the basis of Archibald Dalzel's report, Nicholls 
spent two weeks in Liverpool talking with students before he left for Old Calabar in 1805. 
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slave traders.45 At the same time, some of the merchants in Bristol and Liverpool 
visited Old Calabar as commanders of slave ships before establishing their own 
firms at home and thus had opportunities to develop ties with their Efik counter- 
parts. Ambrose Lace of Liverpool and Thomas Jones of Bristol, for example, 
commanded ships trading to Old Calabar before establishing their own firms in the 
1770s.46 Sometimes, moreover, ship captains may have become attached to specific 
families in Old Calabar. In October 1785, for instance, Antera Duke referred in his 
diary to the house of Captain Potter's "mother" and "father." When Potter 
welcomed Antera Duke to his "father's" house, he killed a goat in accordance with 
local custom.47 

Business relations at Old Calabar seem, therefore, to have become, in Granovet- 
ter's phrase, "mixed up with social ones."48 In the 1780s, captains regularly attended 
dinner parties given by Old Calabar merchants, including parties on Christmas and 
New Year's Day. Captains reciprocated by hosting Old Calabar merchants on board 
their ships.49 They also went on fishing trips together.50 Discussion of business 
matters doubtless helped enliven conversations on such occasions. In this sense, 
these gatherings of masters and traders perhaps helped produce the conspiracies 
against the public interest that Adam Smith feared,51 except in this case the victims 
were those who had been enslaved. While slaving transactions clearly took place at 
Old Calabar between agents of radically different cultural backgrounds-British 
and Biafran-some accommodation of these differences seems to have taken place 
through education, social interaction, and even fictive kinship. Indeed, efforts to 
personalize relationships contrast sharply with the endemic violence that accom- 
panied and underpinned the slave trade. 

Both British and Old Calabar traders used terms and expressions of endearment 
and familiarity in seeking to build confidence or to repair damage caused by 
disputes. As William Earle of Liverpool wrote to Duke Abashy in 1761, "You know 
very well I Love all Calabar." He also claimed that "I do not Want to wrong Nor I 
never did wrong any man one Copper," a reference to the local copper currency at 

45Literacy remained common into the early nineteenth century, at least among the male offspring 
of the leading merchants. In 1819, G. A. Robertson claimed that "the greater part of the male-natives" 
at Old Calabar "can read and write English"; see Robertson, Notes on Africa; Partictularly those Parts 
which are Situated between Cape Verd and the River Congo (London, 1819), 313. Similarly, in the early 
1820s, Adams observed that the traders of Old Calabar "have had the sagacity to retain up to the 
present period" knowledge of English: "They have established schools and schoolmasters, for the 
purpose of instructing in this art the youths belonging to families of consequence"; see Remarks on the 
Colntry, 144. 

46 Eltis, et al., Atlantic Slave Trade. In 1772-1773, Jones was involved in the repatriation of Little 
Ephraim Robin John and Ancona Robin Robin John, sons of Robin John Ephraim of Old Town; see 
Ruth Paley, "After Somerset: Mansfield, Slavery and the Law in England 1772-1830," in Norma 
Landau and Donna Andrews, eds., Crime, Law and Society (Cambridge, forthcoming). 

47 Antera Duke, "Diary," 39, 64; compare Asuquo, "Diary of Antera Duke," 40, who offers a 
different interpretation, identifying the "Potter of Antera Duke" as King Ekpo Iya Obo, "otherwise 
called 'Ekpo Ete'" of Eniong. 

48 Granovetter, "Economic Action," 495-96. Also see Sara S. Berry, "Stable Prices, Unstable 
Values: Some Thoughts on Monetization and the Meaning of Transactions in West African 
Economies," in Jane I. Guyer, ed., Money Matters: Instability, Values and Social Paymenzts in the Modern 
History of West African Commulnities (Portsmouth, N.H., 1994), 309-10. 

49 Antera Duke, "Diary," 41-42, 52, 63. 
50 Antera Duke, "Diary," 37. 
51 Smith, Wealth of Nations, 282. 
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Old Calabar. The personal dimension of this correspondence should be noted: 
Earle even passed on the greetings of his wife, who "Sends you her Love."52 
Similarly, in a letter dated July 19, 1773, Robin John Otto Ephraim asked Ambrose 
Lace to "Remember me to your Wife," almost certainly because he had known her 
in Liverpool when he was there a few years earlier.53 Marital relations were 
certainly far different in Old Calabar than in Liverpool or Bristol, but this did not 
prevent traders on both sides from using knowledge of each other's families to try 
to cement relations. The language of sociability obviously permeated correspon- 
dence between British and Old Calabar merchants. 

Many of the problems that created tension between British and Old Calabar 
merchants arose from the way in which slave ships conducted their business. 
Merchants in Liverpool, Bristol, and London delegated the responsibility for their 
affairs to ship captains, who might well jeopardize long-term relations in the pursuit 
of short-term gain. One source of tension was uncertainty over the definition of 
slaves, and the resulting problems that arose through arbitrary seizure and illegal 
shipment to the Americas of allegedly free persons. Such occurrences provoked 
"panyarring," that is, retaliatory seizure of goods or people, and perhaps most 
unusual, the poisoning of ship captains by Old Calabar traders in 1773.54 Friendship 
and personal relationships aside, violence often accompanied slave trading and 
could be sudden and severe. 

William Earle's correspondence with Duke Abashy of Old Town in 1761, noted 
above, began in fact because one of Earle's shipmasters had seized AbaThy's son. In 
early 1763, perhaps in retaliation, traders from Old Town seized the master of the 
Dalrymple of Liverpool, temporarily held him captive, and confiscated some of his 
goods.55 It is significant that Earle was part owner of the vessel, and, the personal 
nature of Earle's letters notwithstanding, the dispute over Duke Abashy's son had 
to be resolved. This was not, moreover, an isolated incident. In 1789, Duke Ephraim 
informed James Rogers and Sir James Laroche that two of his canoemen had been 
seized illegally. Ephraim complained that while he had been a "very good friend" 
to the ship Jupiter, owned by Rogers and Laroche, its master had sailed away with 
the canoemen, both of whom were "free men." In response, the outraged Duke 
threatened to "make Bristol Ship pay for them two" unless they were returned by 
"Any other Ship or himself [Rogers]."56 Whether the two men were returned or 
Duke Ephraim carried out his threat is unknown, but the fact that those seized 
worked for Old Calabar's leading merchant at the time is significant. Even when 

52 William Earle to Duke Abashy, February 10, 1761, in Letter Book of William Earle 1760-1. 
53 Robin John Otto Ephraim to Ambrose Lace, July 19, 1773, in Williams, History of the Liverpool 

Privateers, 547. Also see Hall's testimony in Lambert, Sessional Papers, 72: 537. 
54 According to John Ashley Hall, two ship captains from Liverpool were imprisoned and poisoned 

in 1773; see Lambert, Sessional Papers, 72: 538-39. This incident, combined with the sharp fall in British 
trade with Africa following the outbreak of war, may have prompted King Henshaw, Duke Ephraim, 
and Eyo Honesty to write in 1780 to the merchants of Liverpool to assure them that "no whiteman shall 
be stop onshor any more long as we be Callabar and we make Great Law about whitemen not hurt and 
Suppose one family Stop any whiteman We Will Brock that family because all country Stand by that 
Law this time." The letter was published in the Liverpool General Advertiser, February 21, 1788. We 
wish to thank Stephen Behrendt for drawing our attention to this letter. 

55 Letter of James Berry, April 3, 1763, in Williams, History of the Liverpool Privateers, 533-35. 
56 PRO, C 107/12, October 16, 1789, Duke Ephraim to Rogers & LRoach [Laroche]. 
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