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A REVIEW: 
The Slave Master of Trinidad:  

William Hardin Burnley 
 and the Nineteenth-century Atlantic World  

by Selwyn R. Cudjoe 

BRIDGET BRERETON 
  
 

The Trinidad-born scholar Selwyn Cudjoe has published a full-length biography of William Hardin 

Burnley, The Slave Master of Trinidad (University of Massachusetts Press, 2018). It’s an important 

contribution to the historiography of nineteenth-century Trinidad, and it sheds light on the multi-

faceted connections between Trinidad and the Caribbean, on the one hand, and the metropolitan 

power on the other, in the decades before and after Britain’s decision to free the enslaved people 

in its colonial empire. 

 

 Burnley was born in New York in 1780, but he was essentially an Englishman rather than an 

American, because his well-off family took the loyalist (or royalist) side during the American 

Revolution and settled in England after the end of the war and the independence of the United 

States. The young Burnley was educated in England, and first came to Trinidad in 1798, a year 

after it had been taken from Spain by Britain. He became a more or less permanent resident in 

1802, when the island was formally ceded to Britain by treaty, and lived there for the rest of his 

life, dying in 1850. 

 

Burnley was immensely successful in his business career in Trinidad, and ended up owning many 

sugar estates, some outright, some in partnership with others, including his principal estate and 

residence, Orange Grove. At the time of Emancipation in 1834, he owned around a thousand 

enslaved people, making him the largest slave-owner in Trinidad, and one of the largest resident 

slave- owners in the whole British Caribbean. And so he received the largest single share of the 

compensation money paid out in the 1830s to former owners of human property in Trinidad—

the famous, or infamous, 20 million pounds voted by Parliament for this purpose. 

 

In the Prologue, Cudjoe explains his special connection to Burnley and to Orange Grove and 

Tacarigua. His ancestors were enslaved labourers on the Orange Grove estate, and his grand-

parents and parents worked there as free people; he grew up in the shadow of the great estate 

in Tacarigua. But Trinidadians might still be puzzled as to why he devoted so many years to 

 



2 Bridget Brereton 
 

 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 4  No. 2  ▪  November 2018 

researching the life of an owner of enslaved people and a defender of slavery. Historians are 

trained to pay attention to individuals who are important players in the events and movements 

of their time—not because they were admirable, or on the “right side of history”, but because 

they significantly impacted on the history of their period.  

 

Fifty years ago, the pioneering writer on nineteenth-century Trinidad, the British historian Donald 

Wood, called Burnley “a founding father of British Trinidad”. If I had to pick out the two most 

important figures in Trinidad’s history in that century, I would choose Burnley, and Charles 

Warner, the powerful attorney-general in the 1830s to 1870s. Neither was an admirable character 

and neither could be regarded today as “national heroes” (if we had any); but both helped to 

shape the course of the island’s economic, social and political evolution between 1800 and 1880.  

For Burnley was much more than just a successful planter and businessman; he was a powerful 

politician deeply involved in the debates and decisions around slavery, “Amelioration”, the 

“Apprenticeship”, the problems of free labour after emancipation, and immigration policy. He was 

a member of the colonial councils from 1813 to his death in 1850, and for much of that time, he 

was easily the most important voice for the Trinidad planters and slave-owners. Governors came 

and went, but Burnley (and Warner) remained as permanent and powerful forces. Burnley had 

significant connections and clout in London, with the civil servants in the Colonial Office who made 

policy for the empire, and with British politicians and writers, as well as in Port of Spain. 

 

As we might expect, Burnley fought a robust, though ultimately losing battle against the British 

government’s new “Amelioration” policy (to improve slave conditions through legislation 

between 1824 and 1834), against Emancipation itself in 1834, and against the early end of the 

“Apprenticeship” (the quasi-slavery system put in place in 1834) in 1838 instead of 1840 as 

originally planned. Once slavery had finally ended in 1838, Burnley helped to shape government 

policy about land issues, especially squatting by the ex-slaves, the employment and treatment of 

the formerly enslaved on the estates, and the inauguration of various immigration schemes to 

replace the lost labour of the former slaves who had left the plantations. Holding deeply racist 

views, Burnley was no friend of the ex-slaves in their struggles to survive during the last period of 

his life (1838 to 1850). He was also an early advocate of indentured immigration from India, which 

began in Trinidad in 1845. 

 

So Burnley was unquestionably a man who helped to shape Trinidad’s history, especially in the 

formative decades of the 1820s to 1840s, and he has long awaited a proper biography. Cudjoe 

has given us a scholarly, deeply researched account of his life and times, based on years of work 

in a wide range of primary sources, in libraries and archives in Britain, Trinidad and the United 

States. It’s not possible to do justice to this long book in this brief review, but I have no doubt that 

it is a valuable and important contribution to the historiography of Trinidad and by extension the 

Caribbean. 
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 Donald Wood was right to call Burnley a founding father of British Trinidad, and his life as 

revealed in this book helps us to understand the evolution of the island’s society and economy as 

it transitioned from the brutalities of enslavement to the injustices and burdens of the post-

emancipation decades. As the distinguished scholar Arnold Rampersad has put it, it is a piece of 

both Trinidad/Caribbean and British history, for the ideas and actions of a man like Burnley speak 

to the evolution of Britain as an imperial power as much as to the development of Trinidad. The 

Slave Master of Trinidad helps us to grasp the complex interrelationships between metropole and 

colony during a period of fundamental change in both. 

 


