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Abstract:

In 1873, the Gambia colony became the first British West African colony to abolish debt 

imprisonment. The Gambia colony by abolishing debt imprisonment became part of a 

larger wave of mid-19th century advancements in progressive debtor reforms happening 

across the British Empire. Other British West African colonies also passed their own 

reforms: the Gold Coast colony established an insolvency court in 1853, and the Sierra 

Leone colony passed a bankruptcy act in 1862. Nonetheless, as will be explored in this 

article, the abolition of debt imprisonment in the Gambia colony was not inevitable. Rather, 

this abolition was a response to material and political transformations that occurred in the 

region after the creation of the British West African Settlements (BWAS) in 1866. The 

creation of the BWAS had significant impacts on the Gambian commercial credit system 

and on the main holders of debt within the colonial groundnut trade- Liberated African 

traders.
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Liberated Africans and the abolition of debt imprisonment in the Gambia colony 

under the British West African Settlements,1866–1888

In  1873,  Gambia  became  the  first  British  West  African  colony  to  abolish  debt 

imprisonment. Many parts of the British Empire experienced significant advancement in 

progressive debtor reform between the early- to mid-19th century. Foremost among these 

reforms were the abilities to declare bankruptcy and insolvency and the abolition of debt 

imprisonment.1  The British Parliament passed an extensive bankruptcy act in 1861 and 

abolished debt imprisonment in 1869, catching up to a wave of such abolitions in British 

Canada, British Australia and the US—parts of which, such as Kentucky, abolished debt 

imprisonment as early as 1821.2 British West African colonies also passed their own reforms: 

the Gold Coast colony established an insolvency court in 1853 and the Sierra Leone colony 

passed a bankruptcy act in 1862.3 Nonetheless, as will be explored in this article, the abolition 

of debt imprisonment in the Gambia colony was not inevitable. Rather, this abolition was a 

response to material and political transformations that occurred in the region after the creation 

of the British West African Settlements (BWAS) in 1866. The creation of the BWAS had 

significant impacts on the Gambian commercial credit system and on the main holders of debt 

within the colonial groundnut trade- Liberated African traders.

On the 7th of August, 1872, a group of seven imprisoned debtors wrote a petition to the 

administrator of the Gambia colony asking for their release from debtor’s prison. The group, 

led by a Liberated African named J.D. Thompson and comprised of both Gambian and Sierra 

1 Paul Johnson, “Class Law in Victorian England”, Past & Present, Volume 141, Issue 1, November 1993, 
158-163.
2 Alexander F. Roehrkasse, “Market Development, State Formation, and the Historical Abolition of the 
Debtors’ Prison.” Punishment & Society 25, no. 1 (2023): 204–207.
3 For Gold Coast; see Ernest Gardiner Smith. The Laws of the Gold Coast Colony, Rev. ed., printed by 
Waterlow & Sons Limited, 1928; for Sierra Leone; see Arnold, and Perfect, A Political History of The 
Gambia, 1816-1994, (Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, 2006) 64.
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Leonean groundnut traders from the farthest trading post up the Gambia River, argued ‘Your 

petitioners are men who have been honest with their creditors, but the series of wanton 

outrages perpetrated by bands of marauders in our place of trade, are the causes of our bad 

debts and shortcomings’. 4 Considering their claims of being attacked and the refusal of their 

British merchant creditors to release them until the debts were fully paid, they asked that the 

administrator of Gambia introduce an insolvency court in the colony like the one in Sierra 

Leone:

Your petitioners will ask your Excellency to see the advantages our sister settlements 

have over us. They have Insolvent Courts, wherein one in such a state as we are can 

pass through and obtain his freedom... 5

The  1872  petition  was  republished  in  The African  Times,  the  leading  British 

newspaper  on  African  matters  in  the  19th century,  signaling  that  the  contradictions 

exacerbated by the creation of the British West African Settlements (BWAS) were coming to 

a head. Beginning in 1866, the independent crown colonies of Sierra Leone, the Gambia, the 

Gold Coast, and Lagos were reorganized into a hierarchical structure of dependent colonies 

administered by a governor-in-chief headquartered in Sierra Leone who had the power of 

executive oversight over all the BWAS.6 Major factors in the creation of the BWAS were the 

British metropole’s opposition to colonization in West Africa and the substantial number of 

4 ‘Petition for Means of Obtaining Release from Imprisonment for Debt’, The African Times, Vol.XII. No.135, 
London, Monday, September 23, 1872, 30.
5 ‘Petition for Means of Obtaining Release from Imprisonment for Debt’, The African Times, Vol.XII. No.135, 
London, Monday, September 23, 1872, 30.
6 Arnold Hughes and David Perfect, A Political History of The Gambia, 1816-1994, (Rochester, NY: Boydell 
& Brewer, 2006),65-66; For a good description of the British West African Settlements; see George James 
Moutafakis ‘The British Colonial Policy and Administration of The British West African Settlements, 1866-
1888’ (Unpublished PhD Diss New York University, 1960).
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deaths of white soldiers from disease in the region.7 The BWAS represented the British 

Imperial Government’s attempt to downsize and make its colonial holdings more efficient.  

Hence, a key policy item in the creation of the BWAS was the complete withdrawal of British 

troops from all British West African colonies except Sierra Leone. This meant that after 1866, 

Liberated African traders like Thompson traded in the Gambia River without any form of 

military protection. 

By, the mid-19th century, Liberated African traders were the primary middlemen in 

the Gambia colony’s groundnut trade along the Gambia River.8 The term ‘Liberated African’ 

referred to the 99,000 Africans rescued from slave ships by the British Royal Navy after the 

British abolished the Atlantic Slave Trade in 1807. British officials legally “liberated” the 

Liberated Africans in the Sierra Leone colony, where most of them were forcefully settled. By 

the 1830s, about 4,000 Liberated Africans had been settled in the Gambia colony.9 Over time, 

Liberated Africans filled the ranks of the British imperial forces, the lower-level bureaucracy, 

and large segments of the commercial class in Sierra Leone and Gambia. Liberated African 

traders,  as  middlemen,  took imported  trade  goods  on  credit  from British  merchants  in 

Bathurst and bartered them for groundnuts grown by African producers along the Gambia 

River.10 Thus, Liberated African traders regularly moved between Bathurst,  the colonial 

capital located at the mouth of the Gambia River, and the rest of the territory of the Gambia 

River not under direct British rule. Although the colonial government was ready to intervene 

7 W. David McIntyre, The Imperial Frontier in the Tropics 1865-75, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1967), 80-
81.
8 Florence K. Omolara Mahoney, ‘Government and Opinion in The Gambia 1816-1901’ (unpublished PhD 
thesis, London University, 1963), 128.
9 Richard Anderson, The Diaspora of Sierra Leone’s Liberated Africans: Enlistment, forced Migration and 
Liberation at Freetown, 1808-1863. African Economic History V.41(2013): 111.
10 Kenneth Swindell and Alieu Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate: The Gambian Groundnut Trade, 1834-
1934,(Leiden: BRILL, 2005), xix.
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militarily from the 1830s to the late 1850s if British merchants or traders experienced attacks 

or had their good stolen, by the early 1860s, it was less likely to use military force under  

directives from the Colonial Office for military restraint and “non-intervention”.11 

Hence, there were a few key questions being asked in the commercial community of 

Colonial Gambia by the time the BWAS was established in 1866. (1) Were Liberated African 

traders, as British subjects, entitled to British military protection? (2)  Where exactly did 

British jurisdiction start and end in the Gambia River? (3) If Liberated Africans had to trade in 

areas beyond British jurisdiction, was it fair for the British colonial government to imprison 

them for the debts accrued when the manufactured goods they had taken as credit from British 

merchants were destroyed, stolen or seized?12 

The full withdrawal of British imperial troops in 1870 as part of the creation of the 

BWAS brought the debates and questions about British jurisdiction and military protection 

for Liberated African traders to an inflection point. This withdrawal represented a dramatic 

reduction in British influence and military power in the Gambia River. Furthermore, the 

situation escalated in 1872, when African leaders and communities in the Gambia River 

increased their challenges to British commercial domination with violence and producer 

strikes.13 As such, many traders were attacked and therefore imprisoned for debt. However, 

British  merchants  imprisoning  large  numbers  of  Liberated  African  traders  who  were 

specialized in moving and trading goods to the furthest reaches of the Gambia River made the 

debt  imprisonment  system  untenable  for  the  colonial  groundnut  trade.  It  was  also 

11 Parliamentary Papers (PP), 1877, Correspondence Respecting the Limits of British Jurisdiction in The 
River Gambia, Enclosure 2 in No. 31 Colonial Secretary to Governor, February 1863. 
12 PP, 1877, Correspondence Respecting the Limits of British Jurisdiction in The River Gambia, Enclosure 2 
in No. 31 Colonial Secretary to Governor, February 1863. 
13 Alieu Jeng, An Economic History of The Gambian Groundnut Industry 1830-1924: The Evolution of An 
Export Economy, (Unpublished PhD Diss, University of Birmingham, 1978).
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unsustainable for the Gambian colonial government to allow British merchants to so easily 

lock up traders that the colonial economy relied on. 

Oddly, the administrative structure of the BWAS provided the colonial government 

with more flexibility to resolve problems exacerbated by its creation. The administrative 

structure of the BWAS weakened British merchants’ political and legislative power through 

the removal of the executive council and reduction of the legislative council to a dependency 

status.14 This  enabled  the  colonial  government  to  abolish  debt  imprisonment  without 

significant British merchant opposition by forcing British merchants to prove that fraud had 

occurred before a Liberated African trader or any African middleman could be imprisoned for 

debt.15 

This article seeks to contribute to the history of Liberated African rights as British 

subjects. The question of rights is important because it was a key concern for the 

imprisoned debtors, who in their 1872 petition highlight the advantages that their British 

merchant creditors had over them: “ If the European merchants fail in business here, they 

have the advantages of passing through the Insolvent Court in England”.16The imprisoned 

debtors lack of access to insolvency courts ensured that Liberated African traders were 

always indebted to British merchants, who then used these debts to secure their labor. This 

article argues that Liberated African rights in the Gambian context were shaped by the 

changing jurisdiction of British Empire in the Gambia River. British jurisdiction and 

sovereignty in any given area of its empire was “fragmented” and determined by 

14 PP, 1865, Report from The Select Committee on Africa (Western Coast); Together With The Proceedings of 
The Committee, Minutes of Evidence and Appendix 26 June 1865.
15 Gambia National Record Service (NRS), CSO 1/24 A Bill, Entitled “An Ordinance for the Relief of 
Insolvent Debtors.”
16 ‘Petition for Means of Obtaining Release from Imprisonment for Debt’, The African Times, Vol.XII. 
No.135, London, Monday, September 23, 1872, 30.
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geographical features such as rivers, mountains and military power in specific locations.17 

The movement and actions of Liberated Africans within the dynamic and changing 

patchwork of British jurisdiction and sovereignty determined how the colonial state related 

to them and vice versa.  As Kelley explains, ‘The process of giving substance to the abstract 

category of “liberated African” is best understood not as an event originating in any specific 

place but rather as  occurring simultaneously in multiple nodes and assuming distinct shape 

according to local circumstances.’18 Despite Liberated Africans in Sierra Leone and the 

Gambia  having the ability to move, reside and own property, they were never formally 

recognized as British subjects.19 Rather, British officials and colonial society in Sierra 

Leone and the Gambia treated Liberated Africans as British subjects without formal 

recognition. When colonial governments were forced to act outside their jurisdiction 

however, questions of Liberated African rights became prominent. 

The ambiguity of Liberated African rights after the British abolition of Atlantic 

Slave Trade was a consequence of the very marginal labor and social positions that British 

officials placed Liberated Africans into at the beginning of the 19th century. As Scanlan and 

other historians of Liberated Africans have noted, for British officials in Sierra Leone, the 

Africans aboard captured slave ships were often an afterthought.20 For much of the early 

period of British antislavery operations from 1807 to 1815, British officials were primarily 

concerned with the trade goods aboard the slave ship or the ship itself. They considered the 
17 Lauren Benton, A Search for Sovereignty: Law and Geography in European Empires, 1400–1900, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
18 Sean Kelley, ‘Precedents: The ‘Captured Negroes’ of Tortola, 1807–22’ in Liberated Africans and the 
Abolition of the Slave Trade, 1807-1896, eds. Richard Andersonand Henry B. Lovejoy (Rochester, NY: 
University of Rochester Press, 2020), 36–41. 
19 PP, 1853, Papers Relative To the Rights of Liberated Africans and the Prevention of Slave Dealing at Sierra 
Leone, Despatches from the Secretary of State, No.1, Right Hon. Sir John S. Pakington to Governor 
Macdonald, February 28, 1852. 
20 Padraic X. Scanlan, ‘The Colonial Rebirth of British Anti-Slavery: The Liberated African Villages of Sierra 
Leone, 1815–1824’, American Historical Review, October 2016, 1088. 
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Africans on slave ships to be contraband or seized goods, not people in themselves.21  They 

therefore either put the African captives taken off slave ships into indentures as apprentices 

or forced them into the imperial forces.22 From 1815 to the 1830s, Liberated Africans from 

Sierra Leone were settled without their consent in different villages established in Sierra 

Leone itself, The Gambia, Trindade and elsewhere.23 In these places, Liberated Africans 

became part of agricultural communities administered by missionaries. By the 1840s, 

however, many Liberated African communities had become more organized, independent 

and wealthy. As such, a larger number of them formed their own businesses and trading 

diasporas across British West Africa.24 It was this increased mobility outside colonial 

jurisdiction that ultimately led to important debates among British officials about Liberated 

African’s rights as British subjects. 

Two notable examples demonstrate the significant relationship between Liberated 

African’s mobility and debates about their rights as British subjects. In 1852, the governor 

of Sierra Leone sent a dispatch to the secretary of the colonies explaining that there were 

doubts as ‘to how far a liberated African could be made amenable as a British subject for 

offences cognizable by British law, and committed out of the jurisdiction of the colony’. 

The governor claimed that ‘I have heard it argued by many legal gentlemen here, that a 

liberated African is not, strictly speaking, a British subject’. The governor was concerned 

about allegations that Liberated Africans were engaging in slave dealing in the territory of 

21 Kelley, Precedents,28.
22 Richard Anderson, The Diaspora of Sierra Leone’s Liberated Africans: Enlistment, forced Migration and 
Liberation at Freetown, 1808-1863. African Economic History V.41(2013): 102-104.
23 Maeve Ryan, Humanitarian Governance, and the British Antislavery World System (Yale University Press, 
2022),116.
24 Martin Lynn, ‘Technology, Trade and ‘A Race of Native Capitalist’: The Krio Diaspora of West Africa and 
The Steamship, 1852-95’, Journal of African History, Vol. 33, No. 3 (1992), 421-440.
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chiefs who had signed treaties with the British.25 The secretary of the colonies refused the 

governor of Sierra Leone ’s attempt to declare Liberated Africans British subjects, instead 

instructing him to add ‘British subjects & Liberated Africans’ in the colony’s treaties with 

chiefs to provide some means of legal recourse.26

Similarly in colonial Gambia, the governor planned to pass an ordinance in 1855 

that would ‘enable all Liberated Africans and their descendants to enjoy all the rights of 

British subjects within the settlements in the River Gambia…’.27 Some prominent 

merchants on the council opposed the ordinance, claiming it discriminated against other 

white Europeans who were long-term residents of the colony.28 Although this ordinance was 

never passed, the rights of Liberated Africans similarly came up when the colony passed a 

different ordinance restricting foreigners from entering the Gambia River for the purpose of 

trade, describing their activities as smuggling.29 Since Liberated Africans were becoming 

important traders or agents in the river trade for British merchants in Bathurst, it was 

concerning that the ambiguity of their political status could cause them to be labeled as 

smugglers if they took credited merchant goods to places as far as Fattatenda 270 km 

upriver. 

The ability of Liberated Africans to establish trading posts at the farthest areas of 

British influence was both a problem and a resource for British officials and merchants. For 

25 PP, 1853, Papers Relative To the Rights of Liberated Africans and the Prevention of Slave Dealing at Sierra 
Leone, Despatches from the Secretary of State, No.1, Right Hon. Sir John S. Pakington to Governor 
Macdonald, February 28, 1852. 
26 PP, 1853, Papers Relative To the Rights of Liberated Africans and the Prevention of Slave Dealing at Sierra 
Leone, Despatches from the Secretary of State, No.1, Right Hon. Sir John S. Pakington to Governor 
Macdonald, February 28, 1852. 
27 The National Archives (TNA), CO 89/2, Proceedings of the Legislative Council, 14th February 1855.
28 TNA, CO 89/2, Proceedings of the Legislative Council, 14th February 1855.
29 NRS, PUB 5/1, An Ordinance to make better regulations for the Navigation of the River Gambia, and to 
give increased power to the Collector of Customs and other person for the prevention of Smuggling in the 
said River, 4th July, 1853.
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the Gambian colonial state, this mobility created an issue around how much protection it 

could give Liberated Africans and how willing it was to enter conflicts with surrounding 

African communities to enforce that protection. The British merchants, who were the main 

creditors and employers of Liberated Africans, were limited in their knowledge of exactly 

what Liberated African traders did with the credited goods, which they hoped were used to 

barter for groundnuts. However, employing Liberated African traders in the main economic 

activity of the colony was the cheapest and most secure way to get groundnuts into Bathurst 

from the African states along the Gambia River. Debt imprisonment, therefore, became a 

crucial lever of control for British merchants to employ a highly mobile Liberated African 

labor force while possessing low levels of surveillance over their transactions. As I will 

explore in the article, debt imprisonment, and the threat of it, was used by British merchants 

to force traders to disclose hidden goods, renegotiate trade terms and reduce their ability to 

compete with their creditors. Imprisoning Liberated African traders also came with a cost: 

restricting the mobility and labor of Liberated African traders, which British merchants 

needed to collect and transport groundnuts to Bathurst cheaply and securely. The complete 

military withdrawal in 1870 as part of the BWAS made the cost of debt imprisonment too 

high, leading to its abolition in 1873. 

Drawing on newspaper articles, petitions and administrative correspondence, this 

article shows that credit/debt relations in the Gambia colony were maintained through a 

significant amount of military force and penal coercion, which broke down with the 

creation of the British West African Settlements. As the commercial arrangements that 

organized the Gambian groundnut trade had already put Liberated Africans at great risk, the 

10
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worsening crisis in 1870 made them the most affected by the material and political 

transformations of the BWAS. 

The article relies heavily on The African Times. First published in 1861, The African 

Times began as a newspaper produced by the African Aid Society in London. This society 

was devoted to promoting African American migration to Africa and spreading 

“Christianity” and “Commerce” in Africa. The African Aid Society used the newspaper as 

an outlet for these causes.30 By 1866, the African Aid Society broke with the main editor of 

the newspaper Ferdinand Fitzgerald, an obscure historical figure believed to be an Irishman 

who championed many causes of Liberated Africans. After Fitzgerald’s break with the 

African Aid Society, he forged deeper ties with the emerging Liberated African commercial 

class across West Africa, by acting as an agent in England for Liberated African and other 

African traders trying to procure goods directly from England. Fitzgerald not only relied on 

Liberated African correspondents to provide content for the paper, but he also used the 

commissions he earned from them to fund the newspaper after it separated from the African 

Aid Society.31 By the 1870s, The African Times had become a major platform for espousing 

Liberated African views. As such, it provides unique insight into the Liberated African 

commercial community in British West Africa. 

I

The following section explains why the abolition of debt imprisonment in 1873 

primarily impacted Liberated African traders in the Gambia and why debt imprisonment 

30 Jonathan Derrick, Africa, Empire and Fleet Street, 14.
31 In editions of The African Times produced after 1866, there is an advertisement in the front page of the 
newspaper for the AFRICAN AGENCY for transacting business in England for Native and other traders on 
the West Coast of Africa. This ad also adds “Mr. Fitzgerald has made arrangements for selling produce 
consigned to him by ships to London or Liverpool.”
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was a key issue for British merchants and Liberated Africans in the groundnut trade along 

the Gambia River. The British abolition of the Atlantic Slave Trade in 1807 and 

establishment of the Gambia colony in 1816 gradually transformed commercial relations 

along the Gambia River. Foremost among these changes were the levels of credit risk that 

British merchants had to bear, the labor force that engaged in the trade and the mechanisms 

through which commercial agreements and debt recovery were enforced. These changes 

would ultimately make Liberated African concerns about their protection in the river trade, 

whether physical or in terms of debt, a central issue in the colonial state’s attempts to 

maintain a sustainable trading economy after the British West African Settlements were 

created in 1866. 

The credit structure used by British merchants in the Gambian groundnut trade was 

essentially inherited from the older gum trade in the Senegal colony and, thus, resembled 

credit structures from the slave-trade era.32 The British merchants who first settled Bathurst 

in 1817 came from Goree and Saint Louis, where the biggest business aside from the slave 

trade was the gum trade.33 To collect the gum, the small number of European merchants 

based in Saint Louis and Goree gave African traders highly desired blue baft cloths on 

credit to barter for gum on the banks of the Senegal River. The African traders would 

themselves give the blue baft cloth on credit to the Trarza gum collectors in anticipation of 

the harvest.34 This system created a sharp division of roles between an importer/exporter 

European merchant creditor class and an African middleman debtor class. 

32 James L. A. Webb Jr, ‘The Trade in Gum Arabic: Prelude To French Conquest in Senegal’, Journal of 
African History, Vol. 26, No. 2 (1985),149-168.
33 Florence K. Omolara Mahoney, ‘Government and Opinion in The Gambia 1816-1901’ (unpublished PhD 
thesis, London University, 1963),31.
34Webb, The Trade in Gum Arabic,159.
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 The practice of supplying manufactured goods as credit to African middlemen, and 

the commercial and credit relations that came with it, was not true of every commercial 

interaction of the Atlantic Slave Trade. In other regions and periods of the Atlantic Slave 

Trade, European merchants traded directly with African producers from their ships docked 

along the shore.35 European merchants favored the practice of supplying manufactured 

goods as credit to African middlemen from the 17th century onwards due to two key factors. 

First, European influence and territorial reach were limited mainly to the forts and outposts 

from which they traded; having African middlemen indebted to them extend their reach 

without increasing the risk of death from attacks and disease. European merchants 

extending their reach this way became increasingly important as the trade in African 

captives expanded. Second, large African demand for European goods and European 

industrial overcapacity also favored credit in the form of manufactured goods.36 This credit 

system, however, made debt recovery and credit security a major factor in the level and 

sustainability of trade.37 

Different systems were created for securitizing debts between European and African 

traders during the slave-trade era. Outside the Senegambian region of the Atlantic Slave 

Trade, in places like the Gold Coast and Slave Coast, debts were securitized through 

pawning, a system of hostage taking where African middlemen gave their relatives as 

captives to European slave traders to access credit .38 In Senegambia, pawning was less 

35 C. W. Newbury, ‘Credit In Early Nineteenth Century West African Trade’, Journal of African History, Vol. 
13, No. 1(1972), 82-83.
36 Toby Green, A Fist Full Of Shells: West Africa From The Rise Of The Slave Trade To The Age Of 
Revolution, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019) 90-91.
37 Paul E. Lovejoy and David Richardson, ‘This Horrid Hole’: Royal Authority, Commerce and Credit At 
Bonny, 1690–1840’, Journal of African History, 45 (2004), 367.
38 P. Lovejoy and T. Falola (eds.), Pawnship, Slavery and Colonialism in Africa (Asmara: Africa World Press, 
2003), 3. 
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prevalent due to the large number of Muslim merchants in the area and the illegality of 

pawning in Islamic law.39 That is not to say that pawning did not occur, but rather that other 

forms of securities dominated in Senegambia. For example, marriages between African 

women and European traders were extremely important as these women and their networks 

facilitated trade and secured debts.40 There also existed in the Gambia River a specialized 

commercial class of merchants known as the Juula, whose members could help secure 

commercial interactions and recover debts.41 However, the options for securing debts in 

Senegambia were weak in comparison to the pawning system available elsewhere. Thus, 

Senegambia had long been a high-risk credit area for the many British and French slave 

traders most active there.42 

The British government’s abolition of the Atlantic Slave Trade in 1807 and 

reentrance into the Gambia River region in 1815 would change credit and debt relations in 

the river in favor of British merchants. The most important of these changes was the 

emergence of Liberated Africans as middlemen in the Gambia River trade. The British 

reentered the Gambia River as part of the peace treaty that ended the Napoleonic Wars in 

1814. The British returned Goree Island and Saint Louis on the Senegal River to the French 

in 1815 and the French in turn recognized British sovereignty over the Gambia River.43 In 

1817, British merchants who were settled in the Senegal River relocated to the Gambia 

39 P. Lovejoy and D. Richardson, ‘The business of slaving: pawnship In Western Africa, c. 1600–1810’,in P. 
Lovejoy and T. Falola (eds.), Pawnship, Slavery and Colonialism in Africa (Asmara: Africa World Press, 
2003), 28.
40 Hilary Jones, The Metis of Senegal: Urban Life and Politics in French West Africa, (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2013) 34-39.
41 Donald R. Wright, ‘Darbo Jula: The Role of a Mandinka Jula Clan in the Long-Distance Trade of the 
Gambia River and Its Hinterland’, African Economic History, No. 3 (Spring, 1977),33-45.
42 Boubacar Barry, Senegambia and the Atlantic Slave Trade (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 
100-108.
43 Mahoney, Government and Opinion,25-26.
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River. From their location in Bathurst, British merchants sent out trading ships and boats to 

trade in locations around the Senegal River and to outposts in the Gambia, the furthest 

being Fattatenda 270 km upriver.

Initially, the middlemen who acted as agents for the British merchants were 

individuals of mixed African and European heritage and other Europeans from Goree, as 

well as Juula merchants.44 By the 1840s, the Juula had started to raise their prices, as shown 

by the governor’s statements in an 1849 annual report that discussed British merchants’ 

concerns about the rising cost of the river trade: ‘The immediate cause of this feeling on the 

part of the merchants is, that the Joulahs or native factors have latterly raised the per 

centage charged by them on the value of such goods as they convey to the British 

factories’.45 Thus, from the 1840s, British merchants became more interested in employing 

and training Liberated Africans agents, whose numbers in colonial Gambia rose from 1831 

onwards.46Instead of relying on Juula traders, British officials in Sierra Leone sent more 

Liberated Africans to the Gambia both to satisfy demands by British merchants and 

officials there and spread the cost of maintaining the rising Liberated Africans population.47 

A parliamentary report from 1826 provides insight into why British merchant 

wanted Liberated African apprentices, saying ‘the settlement is now almost entirely 

dependent on Goree for tradesmen, and for the sailors required in the trade up the river’. In 

other words, most of the skilled labor in Bathurst from 1816 to 1836 were French subjects 

44 Mahoney, Government and Opinion, 84-85.
45 PP, Reports of Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions Past and Present, 1849, Gambia, 327.
46 Kyle Prochnow , ‘Perpetual Expatriation’ Forced Migration and Liberated African Apprenticeship in the 
Gambia in Liberated Africans and the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 1807-1896, eds. Richard Andersonand 
Henry B. Lovejoy (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2020) 349-352.
47 Kyle Prochnow , ‘Perpetual Expatriation’ ,351.
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who had come from Goree Island close to the mouth of the Senegal River.48 Many of these 

laborers were slaves who sent their wages back to their French masters in Goree. British 

officials and merchants argued that the remittances sent by the skilled laborers to Goree 

were a burden on the small supply of physical cash in circulation at the time.49 Officials 

were also suspicious of the Wolof slave and free population coming from Senegal and were 

fearful of relying on them in case of a French attack. Since large parts of the laboring 

population were French subjects also meant that they were highly mobile between French 

and British spheres of influence. For British officials and merchants in the Gambia, the 

presence of enslaved French subjects flew in the face of their claims of enforcing an 

antislavery policy.50 Thus, British officials and merchants in the Gambia preferred 

Liberated Africans as a colonial labor force over the French subjects coming from Goree.

Consequently, by the 1860s Liberated Africans were the primary traders for British 

merchants seeking to export groundnuts from the Gambia colony. In his 1865 annual report 

to the secretary of state for the colonies, Governor D’Arcy communicated the key role of 

Liberated Africans as follows:

The trade, however, possess[es] vitality, embracing about 800 miles including the 

land on each side of the creeks…during the four rainy months of July, August, 

September and October, our native trader (Liberated African) is busy; he conveys 

rice and corn, the property of his European employer, articles at the time most in 

request, up the river receiving in exchange pagns or country cloth, manufactured 

48 PP, 1827, Report on the Commission of Inquiry Into The State Of The Colony Of Sierra Leone, Second 
Part, Dependencies In The Gambia, Rowan Report 9 May 1827.
49 F. Mahoney, “Notes on Mulattoes of the Gambia Before the Mid-Nineteenth Century,” Transactions of the 
Historical Society of Ghana 8 (1965): 128.
50 Mahoney, ‘Government and Opinion in The Gambia 1816-1901’, 127.
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from cotton grown in the country in the Native towns by the weavers…in 

November he receives Ground nuts, hides and wax in exchange for the same pagns, 

but his factory is now stocked by imports from home, the possession of Guns, 

powder, madras handkerchiefs and rum tempt the native to industry and the trade is 

very active, till the rainy season comes round when the pagn season again opens, the 

European Merchant generally leaves for Europe by the June mail leaving this part of 

the trade to be conducted by his Native agent, the trade thus tends to the prosperity 

of all and prevents Bathurst becoming a fishing village.51

During the rainy months of July, August, September and October the trade in the Gambia 

River was entirely in the hands of Liberated Africans. The rainy season often came with the 

outbreak of diseases and flooding in Bathurst, which was located on the mangrove-covered 

island of St Mary’s. British merchants in Bathurst left the colony in June fearful of catching 

the ‘fever’, as the colony suffered repeated outbreaks of yellow fever during the 19th 

century.52 By June, the soon-to-be absentee British merchant had already given their 

Liberated African agents both food staples and other trade goods on credit. The agents 

would then barter these goods for cloth and groundnuts, the life blood of the colonial 

economy. The colony generated most of its revenue from groundnuts exported to France for 

use as industrial lubricants and as an olive oil substitute.53 Accordingly, during the most 

important months of the trading season, commercial activity was carried out by a heavily 

indebted Liberated African class of middlemen located in the Gambia. 

51 NRS, CSO 1/13, Annual Report, D’Arcy to Secretary of State, 9th November 1866.
52 G.M. Findlay and T.H. Davey, ‘Yellow Fever in The Gambia,’ Transactions of the Royal Society of Tropical  
Medicine and Hygiene, Vol. XXIX, No.6, April 1936.
53 Swindell and Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate. xix.
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Employing Liberated Africans as middlemen gave British merchants greater 

leverage in both managing their trade and recovering their debts. A British merchant in the 

Gambia River in the 1760s would have been dependent on an African middleman coming 

from the surrounding community for exchanging his trade goods into slaves, possibly also 

realizing that the chances of getting anything back could be minimal, unless the British 

merchant had familial ties, or other trade networks he could rely on. By the 1860s, though, 

the picture was very different, as British merchants gave their goods mainly to Liberated 

Africans, who were part of the colonial population and extremely dependent on British 

military protection and laws for their freedom. As more Liberated Africans became 

middlemen, so too did the debtor’s prison in Bathurst become more important for managing 

debt in favor of British merchants. 

The debtor’s prison emerged in the aftermath of the abolition of the Atlantic Slave 

Trade as an innovation for managing credit and labor relations. In the slave-trading system, 

debts could be resolved through enslavement: the debtor could either be sold or lose their 

relatives into the horrors of the Middle Passage. The colonial government in the Gambia 

built the Bathurst prison sometime between 1820 and 1824 with two floors: the bottom 

floor, made up of 24 small cells, was for convicts while the top floor, made up of six 

significantly larger cells, was for debtors and people awaiting trial.54 The debtor’s prison 

helped British merchants recover debts and manage the commercial activities of their 

African middlemen from a distance. 

The editor of The African Times describes how British merchants used debt 

imprisonment against Liberated African traders, whom he describes as ‘the educated 

54 TNA, CO 90/25, Return of the Goal and Houses of Correction for 1851.
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natives [without] whose intermediation between the British import houses and the native 

producers, the trade could not be carried on’.55  The editor writes as follows: 

In the event of his desiring emancipation from this thraldom, or claiming for 

himself and his fellows equal protection and advantages with the merchants under 

British rule, he is proceeded against in the court of law for the balance alleged to be 

standing against him, has, almost as a matter of course, judgment pronounced 

against him...56

In the column, the editor explains that because Liberated African traders lacked the capital 

to buy imported goods for trade, they are forced ‘to take goods for barter from the 

merchants, at the merchants’ prices, as agents, with the responsibility of principals’.57 The 

commercial relationships between British merchants and Liberated African traders were 

exploitative credit relationships which made debt imprisonment for Liberated Africans an 

ever-present reality. 

An 1881 petition to the governor-in-chief by British merchants in Bathurst provides 

further insight into British merchants’ views on the role of debt imprisonment. Although 

this petition was written after the colonial state abolished debt imprisonment in 1873, it is 

noteworthy because the petitioners advocated for the reinstatement of debt imprisonment 

with:

55 ‘Debtors’ Relief Ordinance for The Gambia’, The African Times, Vol. VIII No.87. London, Wednesday, 
September 23, 1868.
56‘Debtors’ Relief Ordinance for The Gambia’, The African Times Vol. VIII No.87. London, Wednesday, 
September 23, 1868.
57 ‘Debtors’ Relief Ordinance for The Gambia’, The African Times, Vol. VIII No.87. London, Wednesday, 
September 23, 1868.
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Now if there was a law for the imprisonment for debt, these people might not only 

be induced in terror of the law to act honestly, towards their employer or creditors 

but might also on arrest make an effort to settle or arrange about the deficiency in 

their account.58

In this petition, British merchants argued that debt imprisonment was necessary for getting 

repaid as Liberated African traders conducted business outside the jurisdiction of the 

Gambia colony and the colonial courts. The merchants claimed that since Liberated African 

traders often travelled beyond the colony, they could hide goods and profits from them. The 

petitioners’ hope was that the colonial court and threat of debtor’s prison could halt 

unauthorized transactions and force Liberated African traders to disclose their hidden 

goods. 

British merchant justification for debt imprisonment, such as the one in the 1881 

petition, ignored Liberated Africans’ own longstanding claims that they bore all the risk of 

trade up the river, earned little profits if any and faced imprisonment if they protested the 

unfair system or lost goods due to warfare upriver. For the Liberated African middlemen, 

the main problem with the credit system was that they had no protection against attacks 

while trading or from overreach of their creditors. In an 1864 petition to the governor by 

‘traders at the Gambia’, which was reprinted in The African Times, a group of Liberated 

Africans  ask, ‘Why should they, after being liberated, settled and called British subjects, be 

left entirely into the hands of heathen, to be ill treated, beaten and wounded, without any 

one to give them redress, for the want of protection’.59

58 NRS, CSO 1/62 Petition from “merchants, agents of mercantile houses, and other residents, or natives of 
Bathurst in the British Settlements on the River Gambia” to Right Hon. The Earl of Kimberley Principal 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, 27 Dec 1881.
59 ‘The Coloured Traders of the Gambia Seek Protection’, No.3, memorial, The African Times, Oct 22, 1864.
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As indicated in the 1864 petition, many of the traders were subject to increasing 

violence along the Gambia River.60 The violence, was preceded by a British military 

intervention against the King of Baddiboo in 1861 to redress British merchant grievances. 

In response to the outbreak of violence and under restrictions from the colonial office to 

only interfere ‘under an unavoidable necessity’, the colonial government in 1863 put 

together a commission of two British officials and one British merchant. The Liberated 

African traders were responding to this commission’s report in their 1864 petition. The 

commissioners wrote:

The merchants appear, however, to be of opinion that when their traders or stations 

are robbed or injured, the British Government should exact compensation in each 

case, or make war upon the town. This the Commission cannot agree with or 

recommend, as it would lead to constant trouble, war and ill-feeling; they are of 

opinion that proper protection should be provided for the merchant at MacCarthy’s 

Island, Albreda, and some place between them (an island, if possible), and that all 

merchants should be informed that if they carry on trade anywhere else they must 

do so at their own risk, and make their own arrangements with the native chiefs; but 

that the same would not be supported by Government, except under very 

extraordinary circumstance in case of injury and bad faith.61

The commission essentially limited British jurisdiction and the areas where merchants and 

traders could expect to get redress to MacCharty Island and lower on the Gambia River. 

The commission suggested this constraint despite knowing that there were trading stations 

60 Martin Klein, Slavery and colonial rule in French West Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998) 68-69
61 PP, 1877, Correspondence Respecting the Limits of British Jurisdiction in The River Gambia, Enclosure 2 
in No. 31, Colonial Secretary to Governor, February 1863, Report.
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as far as 270 km upriver, about 100 km north of MacCharty Island. One merchant on the 

commission, Thomas Bown, himself had Liberated African agents at Fattatenda, the 

farthest trading post. The commission’s recommendations coincided with a changing 

political environment in the British metropole around British colonization and military 

force in West Africa. These changing attitudes would lead to the creation of a commission 

in 1865 on British West African Settlements that would ultimately result in the BWAS and 

complete military withdrawal in 1870. The next section will explore questions about the 

military’s role in debt. 

II

 The abolition of the slave trade was a militarized project that came with an 

increased British military presence in West Africa.62 Starting in 1807, the Royal Navy 

deployed squadrons along the West African Coast to stop slave ships while companies of 

British forces were positioned in new locations to protect the emerging ‘legitimate trade’, 

or new commercial ventures meant to dislodge the slave trade. Over time, British military 

force would be used in the recovery of debts and the resolution of commercial disputes in 

the Gambia River, which were managed through a multilayered system of treaties with 

African leaders and military force. 

Trade agreements between the colonial state and African states on the Gambia River 

were formulaic, especially in 1843 when the Gambia colony first became independent of 

the Sierra Leone colony. The trade treaties ensured that British traders could freely practice 

Christianity in the region, trade in ‘every article’, have paths through the country open to 

them and receive the constant protection of the king or chief who signed the treaty. The 
62 Padraic X. Scanlan, Freedom's Debtors: British Antislavery in Sierra Leone in the Age of Revolution (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2017) 114-118.
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king or chief was given an annual stipend from the colonial state for the protection of 

British traders. Most significantly for this article, the chief or king was also responsible for 

returning merchant property ‘taken away’ in his territory and paying outstanding debts.63 

British merchants in Bathurst used the treaty provisions to pressure the colonial state and 

forces to act in their interest. 

British merchants claimed that the chiefs and kings were unwilling to protect British 

property or settle unpaid debts as an excuse to demand the use of military force from the 

colonial state.64 The merchants frequently pointed to the occurrence of ‘outrages’, cases of 

assault, refusal to repay debts and property theft to justify the necessity of military 

expeditions. Between 1826 and 1870, when the British forces were removed from the 

Gambia colony, British imperial troops were employed at least six times to enact violence 

on communities that had committed outrages related to trade.65 The repeated use of British 

military expeditions over time had the simultaneous effect of consolidating British claims 

of sovereignty over the entire Gambia River. 

 Despite the 1814 treaty with the French, British sovereignty over the Gambia River 

was not recognized by the African states on the river nor was it a physical reality. Rather, 

British sovereignty over this region was constructed through treaties, military action and 

the building of military forts. In 1816, the first fort in colonial Gambia was built on St 

Mary’s Island with about 45 Royal African Corps troops, which was increased to 150 West 

Indian Regiment Force troops in 1819 and about 230 in the 1850s.66 Between 1819 and 

63 PP, 1865, Report from The Select Committee on Africa (Western Coast); Together With The Proceedings of 
The Committee, Minutes of Evidence and Appendix, 26 June 1865, App. No. 3, Gambia Treaties.
64 NRS, CSO 1-56, Administrator of the Gambia to the Governor In Chief, 26 July 1881.
65NRS, CSO 1-56, Administrator of the Gambia to the Governor In Chief, 26 July 1881.
66 Francis Besset Archer, The Gambia Colony and Protectorate: An Official Handbook (London, St. Bride’s 
Press, 1905).
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1865, four new forts were also built along the Gambia River that covered much of the 

mouth and middle of the river. Additionally, an unarmed colonial steamer was introduced in 

1843 to easily move troops around,67 which the governor in 1852 described as ‘… the 

police of this river, the conservators of its peace, so necessary for the development of 

commerce and civilization’.68  This military force, sometimes with reinforcements from 

Sierra Leone and elsewhere, was used to consolidate British sovereignty over the Gambia 

River. 

For example, the 1861-1862 war against the Kingdom of Baddiboo resulted in the 

removal of any restrictions on British traders operating in the primary groundnut-producing 

region on the Gambia River. The Baddiboo War started on the pretext that the Baddiboo 

king did not ensure that goods stolen by his subjects were returned to British merchants.69 

After the war with the British, the weakened Baddiboo king was overthrown by Islamic 

militants.70 Warfare would spread out from Badibbo into many regions of the Gambia 

River, leading Liberated African traders to write the 1864 petition described above. 

The Gambian colonial state was reluctant to engage in further military action 

despite continued unrest after the Baddiboo War. The Gambian colonial state’s approach in 

1864 marked a major turning point in British West African policy. By the mid-1860s, a 

segment of British metropole considered the Atlantic Slave Trade to be over, causing them 

to question the continued British military and colonial presence in West Africa, which 

67 PP, Reports of Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions Past and Present, 1851, Gambia, 200.
68 PP, Reports of Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions Past and Present, 1851, Gambia, 200.
69 ‘The Wars Amongst the Natives of the River Gambia’, The African Times, vol III, No. 32, Feb 23, 1864.
70 Martin A. Klein, Islam, and imperialism in Senegal; Sine-Saloum, 1847-1914, (Stanford University Press, 
1968).
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proponents had justified as an essential step to end the slave trade.71 British politicians who 

were against West African colonization considered the high mortality rate among white 

soldiers and officials as too costly.72 In response to these concerns the British Parliament 

established a commission in 1865 to inquire into the state of British West Africa.73 This 

commission resulted in the decision to withdraw British troops from all West African 

colonies except Sierra Leone and to convert the Gambia and other British colonies into 

dependencies of Sierra Leone through the creation of the British West African Settlements 

(BWAS) in 1866. 

The withdrawal began with the removal of British forces from MacCarthy Island in 

1866. When the Royal Commission on the West African Settlements convened in 1865, 

there were 300 troops stationed in the Gambia colony. These troops were gradually reduced 

to 270 in 1866, then to 130 in 1868, and finally withdrawn entirely in May 1870.74 Thus, 

even the limited sovereignty that the colonial government agreed to maintain in 1864, 

covering the mouth of the Gambia River to MacCarthy Island, was gone. In this context of 

limited British military power, producers of groundnuts refused to sell their groundnuts at 

the low prices pushed by the British merchants. These strikes generally began with African 

producers breaking the bushel measure, which was previously used to negotiate the price of 

the groundnuts with smaller dimensions providing a larger profit for the producers.75 It was 

generally Liberated African traders who had to witness the anger of the African producers 

71 Seymour Drescher, ‘Emperors of the World: British Abolitionism and Imperialism’, in Derek Peterson, 
Abolitionism and Imperialism in British, Africa, and the Atlantic, ( Ohio University Press, 2010) pp. 142
72 Crowder Michael, West Africa Under Colonial Rule, (London, Hutchinson, 1968)
73 PP, 1865, Report from The Select Committee on Africa (Western Coast); Together With The Proceedings of 
The Committee, Minutes of Evidence and Appendix 26 June 1865 
74 PP, Copy or Extracts of Papers relating to the recent outbreak of Cholera in the Settlement of the Gambia, 
1869, No. 7, Despatch from Rear Admiral Patey to the Earl Granville, 17 May 1869; PP, Reports of Her 
Majesty’s Colonial Possessions Past and Present, 1870, Gambia, 63.
75 NRS, CSO 1/36 Chamber of Commerce to Acting Administrator, 15 Feb 1873. 
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over the reduced bushel measurement. By 1872, about two years after the troops were fully 

withdrawn, the situation between British merchants and Liberated African traders had 

become dire.

 A letter from the Bathurst Chamber of Commerce (representing all the main 

merchants) to the Acting Administrator describes how a trader named Henry G. Dodgin was 

‘severely flogged, wounded by a pistol; shot and otherwise macheted by the natives’. 

According to the British and French merchants who Dodgin worked for, he suffered this 

punishment simply because ‘he refused to buy groundnuts by a measure less than that 

agreed upon by the Merchants and Traders’.76 In addition to the Dodgin incident, the 

merchants wrote about a the theft of five barrels of gun powder by Foday Kabba and 

‘depredations committed by Beram Cessay on the traders at Naneyar’.77 These two Muslim 

leaders  were among the Islamic militants who fought in Baddiboo. Their actions show how 

the conflict in Baddiboo had spread outwards. The Chamber of Commerce referenced the 

increasing boldness of African communities against British dominance with a ‘series of 

wanton outrages committed by the natives upon our trade and commerce in this River. It 

has until this season been unprecedented in the history of the Gambia for natives to board 

and plunder English and French vessels in pursuit of lawful commerce in a British River’.78 

Regarding attacks on British traders in 1872, British merchants wrote ‘Aldoo Manny, J.D. 

Thompson and other traders as well as other merchants have been plundered the particulars 

of which have not reached Bathurst’. These were all traders at Fattatenda, the farthest 

trading post- and associated with Thomas Brown, the British merchant on the 1864 colonial 

commission on British jurisdiction and protection in the Gambia River. 

76 NRS, CSO 1/36 Chamber of Commerce to Acting Administrator, 15 Feb 1873. 
77 NRS, CSO 1/30+31, Principle Merchants to Acting Administrator, 4 June 1872 
78 NRS, CSO 1/30+31, Merchants to Acting Administrator, 4 June 1872.
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J.D. Thompson, a long-time Liberated African trader whose name appears in 

petitions by Liberated African traders from 1864, was imprisoned for debt because of the 

incident in Fattatenda.79 Thompson, it would seem, organized the imprisoned debtors to 

write the 1872 petition, which demanded creation of an insolvency court for imprisoned 

debtors. Noting that British merchants in the Gambia colony had access to insolvency 

courts in England where they could argue for bankruptcy, the imprisoned debtors ask ‘…

Why should they be over-favoured at the cost of us poor people, who have to go through all 

the privations in the rivers with their goods?’ According to the imprisoned debtors, the 

British merchants had refused them other avenues for paying their debts as they ‘…offered 

their services in many ways to their creditors, either working or with a grant of sufficient 

goods, and in time, will be able to meet the debts, or any other way in which they can 

satisfy their creditors’. 80

By 1872, when J.D. Thompson and his cohort wrote their petition, the Liberated 

African trader was unlikely to get military protection regardless of whether they were close 

to Bathurst or 200 miles upriver. In this situation, debt imprisonment became a contentious 

issue. As an African correspondent wrote to The African Times: 

The merchants oppress them with their supposed British rules in the colony, and the 

natives in the river are venomous asps to them. After the goods are taken by 

violence from them by the natives and they escape to bring the tidings to their 

creditors they are arrested.... And without you, the people of Europe, amend the 

79 ‘The Coloured Traders of The Gambia Seek Protection, No. 3, Memorial, The African Times, Vol. IV No, 
40, October 22, 1864.
80 Petition for Means of Obtaining Release from Imprisonment for Debt,’ The African Times, Vol.XII. No.135, 
London, Monday, September 23, 1872, 30.
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laws of this colony, so as to be such as they are in our sister settlement, a terrible 

mutiny will surely put an end to it; but God forbid.81 

The ‘sister settlement’ mentioned referred to Sierra Leone, where there was an insolvency 

court and bankruptcy act had been passed in 1864. In the next section, we will see that 

while the BWAS made matters worse for people like J.D Thompson, it’s transformed 

political structure also opened new opportunities for improving debtor protections. 

III

British merchants perpetuated a racialized credit-based hierarchy through their 

position in the market, seats on the colonial legislative council and through the courts. The 

British merchants who owned the largest firms in Bathurst such as the Goddards and 

Cowns had significant influence over legislation in colonial Gambia.82 The colonial 

legislative council was comprised of British officials including the governor and secretary 

of state until 1843, when William Goddard, a former slave holder from Goree, was 

appointed to the legislative council as an unofficial member. By 1865, there were three 

European merchants on the nine-person legislative council and one European merchant on 

the five-person executive council. The first African would not join the legislative council 

until J.D. Richards, was appointed in 1883.83 

In 1865, Governor D’Arcy, under pressure from Liberated African traders, 

attempted to introduce a bankruptcy act in the Gambia colony, as Sierra Leone had done 

such just a few months prior. To D’Arcy’s frustration, the merchants and their supporters on 

81 ‘Merchant Oppression at The Gambia’, The African Times, Vol. XII., No. 137, London, November 29, 
1872.
82 Arnold, and Perfect, A Political History, 60-65.
83 Arnold, and Perfect, A Political History, 48.
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the legislative council rejected the act.84 The bankruptcy act would have given the Court of 

Civil and Criminal Justice jurisdiction to adjudicate cases of indebtedness at the request of 

those who couldn’t pay their debts. Under this act, Liberated African traders would have 

had a chance to challenge their creditors and declare bankruptcy, creating a higher burden 

of proof for creditors to show that their traders were fraudulent. This shift would have been 

a departure from the status quo in which colonial courts in Bathurst acted swiftly and 

harshly against debtors.85

Colonial administrators filled all lower and mid-level judicial positions with British 

merchants in Bathurst, so Liberated Africans were likely to face their creditor or another 

British merchant as their judge in the colonial courts. All the biggest European merchants in 

Bathurst were appointed as justices of the peace, giving them the ability and privilege to 

decide most minor civil and criminal cases in the colony. 86 British officials argued that 

unqualified British merchants had been given such judicial positions because of staff 

shortages in the colony. However, the 1841 Madden Report on the Gambia for a 

parliamentary commission on West Africa, accused the Gambian administration of willfully 

making every white person in the colony a justice of the peace. The report stated, ‘The 

practice of giving the commission of the peace to every white person settled in the 

colony… has a great tendency to bring the magisterial office into contempt’.87 As one 

correspondent to The African Times under the pseudonym “Viper” put it in 1872, ‘It is in 

their power now to deny us employment, as they can frame, and have framed, their laws 

84 Mahoney, Government and Opinion, 137.
85 NRS, CSO 1/38 Queen’s Advocate to Governor-in-Chief, 13th June 1874.
86 PP, 1842, Report from The Select Committee on The West Coast Of Africa Part 1 Report And Evidence, 
Madden Report 31 July 1841.
87 PP, 1842, Report from The Select Committee on The West Coast Of Africa Part 1 Report And Evidence, 
Appendix No. 8, Gambia, Commissioner’s Report, The Government, Administration of the Laws And Public 
Establishments.
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here to suit their purposes, in order that they might put the whole of the Gambians in gaol, 

as they say themselves, and are doing it’.88 

British merchant political power, as well as the commercial system that largely 

benefited them, began to weaken with the creation of the British West African Settlements 

in 1866 and became untenable after the British military withdrawal of 1870. As a result, the 

Gambia colony was downgraded into a dependency of Sierra Leone. Consequently, the 

Gambia colony lost its independent executive and legislative councils while the governor 

was demoted to an administrator under a Sierra Leonean governor-in-chief.89 This meant 

that by 1872, British merchants in the Gambia had lost their legislative and executive 

council positions, rendering them unable to block the passage of laws approved by the 

governor-in-chief.

As such, the mounting discontent among Liberated African traders and deteriorating 

commercial situation in the Gambia River could be resolved in ways that were unfavorable 

to British merchants. The Sierra Leone secretary of state and governor-in-chief were then 

able to push the colonial administration of the Gambia to abolish debt imprisonment on 

June 27, 1873, in response to the growing number of petitions from British merchants and 

Liberated African traders about the worsening situation in the Gambia colony. The colonial 

office and government in Sierra Leone were also influenced by the advocacy of the editor 

of The African Times on behalf of the indebted Liberated African prisoners.90 The editor 

published a series of articles that described the conditions in the prison, made demands for 

an insolvency court and detailed the unfairness of the predatory commercial system in 

88 ‘Merchant Oppression at The Gambia’, The African Times, Vol. XII., No. 137, London, November 29 1872.
89 PP, 1865, Report from The Select Committee on Africa (Western Coast) ; Together With The Proceedings 
of The Committee, Minutes of Evidence and Appendix 26 June 1865.
90 NRS, CSO 1/35, Fitzgerald to Under Secretary of State for the Colonies, 1 March 1873. 
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colonial Gambia, depicting the Gambian credit system as backwards and out of pace with 

England and other British colonies in West Africa such as Sierra Leone.91

It is important to note that the debates around debt imprisonment in the Gambia 

were formed in the context of a broader shift in England towards both greater access for 

declaring bankruptcy and the abolition of debt imprisonment. In 1861, the British 

Parliament passed the Bankruptcy Act in England, which allowed non-merchants to declare 

bankruptcy. As noted previously, the governor of the Gambia attempted to introduce the 

same legislation in 1865 after it was adopted in Sierra Leone. By the late 1860s, there was a 

more radical push in England to end debt imprisonment, culminating in the Debtors Act of 

1869.92  This act formally ended debt imprisonment for non-fraudulent debtors, although 

the broader practice of debt imprisonment continued for some time. 

Correspondences from the governor-in-chief and colonial office before and after 

debt imprisonment was abolished portrayed the eventual abolition of debt imprisonment in 

1873 as merely a matter of updating Gambian colonial laws.93 If that was the case, it begs 

the question of why debt imprisonment was not abolished in Lagos until 1890 and in Sierra 

Leone until 1893. One potential explanation is that Sierra Leone and Lagos were far more 

significant politically and economically to British imperialism hence the colonial state was 

reluctant to go against merchant interests. 

In effect, by abolishing debt imprisonment, the colonial office in England and the 

colonial government of Sierra Leone proceeded with the cheapest option for mitigating the 

91River Gambia, The African Times, Vol III No. 32, February 23, 1864; ‘Merchant Oppression at The 
Gambia’, The African Times, Vol. XII., No. 137, London, November 29, 1872; ‘Imprisonment for Debt at 
Bathurst’, The African Times, Vol.XII. No.141, London, Saturday, March 29, 1873.
92 Jay Cohen, The history of imprisonment for debt and its relation to the development of discharge in 
bankruptcy, The Journal of Legal History, 3:2 (1982), 164.
93 NRS, Administrator to Governor in Chief, 4 June 1874.
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crisis on the Gambia River without further military intervention. Many of the petitions by 

the British merchants and Liberated African traders asked that the imperial government 

introduce a gunboat into the Gambia River.94 For the colonial office, a gunboat with troops 

would have gone against the goals of withdrawing and decreasing military commitments 

outside of Sierra Leone as part of the creation of the BWAS. Thus, from the perspective of 

the colonial office, agreeing to Liberated African demands for release from prison was 

much easier. This action was only possible because of the weakened nature of British 

merchant legislative power. 

To conclude, colonial state officials framed the abolition of debt imprisonment in 

colonial Gambia merely as the extension of debtor protections that had already been 

recognized in England. However, the fact that the abolition of debt imprisonment does not 

happen in the more politically and economically important colonies such as Sierra Leone 

and Lagos until much later makes one pause in accepting this conclusion. Rather, it is 

primarily by following Liberated Africans and their movements as traders in the Gambia 

River that the significance of the changes wrought by the BWAS on credit and debt 

relations becomes clear. 

Like British claims of sovereignty over the Gambia River, Liberated Africans’ rights 

were formulated slowly over time and at the margins of British jurisdiction. The biggest 

driver in this regard was therefore the Liberated Africans themselves. As Liberated Africans 

moved and acted in ways unpredicted or undesired by colonial states, these states were 

forced to decide what types of protections they were ready and willing to afford Liberated 

94 NRS, CSO 1/30, Merchants to Acting Administrator, 4th June 1872.
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Africans. The enactment of debtor relief for Liberated Africans was one protection given, 

but only out of the necessity to protect British trade interests.
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