
In 2011, the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale 
University purchased a manuscript collection through a pri-
vate sale at Sotheby’s London.1 The collection, known as the 

“Thomas Thistlewood Papers,” includes more than ten thousand pages 
hand-written by Thomas Thistlewood, an eighteenth-century English 
overseer and enslaver who spent the majority of his life in Jamaica. The 
Thistlewood papers, which were the property of John Monson, the 11th 
Lord Monson of Lincolnshire, England, sold for a sum that was likely six 
figures.2 The collection includes thirty-eight diaries, thirty-five weather 
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1 “Thistlewood Archive,” Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library (Beineke), 
Mar. 1, 2012, Yale University, New Haven, Conn., https://beinecke.library.yale.edu 
/article/thistlewood-archive. 

2 Because Yale is a private university and the Thistlewood papers were sold in a 
private sale, it is not possible to determine the exact price paid for the collection. The 
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reports, nine commonplace books, two reading lists, and a handful of 
other volumes. After being approved for an export license, the 92 items 
in the collection were shipped from the Lincolnshire Archives, where 
they had been held on deposit since 1951, to the Beinecke in New Haven, 
Connecticut.3 

Since the documents moved to the Beinecke, archivists have carefully 
cataloged and digitized them, so anyone with an internet connection can 
access and examine the high-resolution images for free.4 Yet even before 
they were digitized, the Thistlewood papers had made a distinct mark 
on scholarly understandings of slavery and the experiences of enslaved 
men and women. Starting in 1989, when Douglas Hall’s excerpted 
transcription of the journals was published under the title In Miserable 
Slavery, a number of books and dozens of peer-reviewed articles have 
drawn on Thistlewood’s handwritten records. Over the past fifteen years, 
the Thistlewood papers have also drawn the attention of prize-winning 
novelists such as Marlon James and Zadie Smith, and the manuscripts 
have been featured on public television, in documentaries, and in digital 
projects.5 

six-figure estimate is based on several conversations with rare book and manuscript 
collectors and individuals with knowledge of the Thistlewood acquisition, as well as an 
analysis of comparable auction sales. For the number of pages, see Trevor Burnard, Mas-
tery, Tyranny and Desire, 24.

3 Thomas Thistlewood wrote thirty-seven of the diaries, and his nephew John 
wrote one. I am grateful to Edwin (E. C.) Schroeder, the former director of the Beinecke 
Library, for talking with me about the Beinecke’s acquisition and transportation of the 
Thistlewood papers, as well as why the Beinecke chose to purchase this collection. 

4 “Beinecke Library Digitizes Papers of Thomas Thistlewood,” Yale University 
Library News, Nov. 10, 2015, https://web.library.yale.edu/news/2015/11/beinecke-librar 
-digitizes-papers-thomas-thistlewood. 

5 Marlon James, The Book of Night Women (New York, 2009); Zadie Smith, “What 
Do We Want History to Do to Us?,” review of the artwork of Kara Walker, New York 
Review, Feb. 27, 2020, https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/02/27/kara-walker 
-what-do-we-want-history-to-do-to-us/; Trevor Burnard, letter to the editor, and reply 
by Zadie Smith, “An ‘Invaluable’ Source,” New York Review, Oct. 8, 2020, https://www 
.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/thistlewood-invaluable-source/; “Thomas This-
tlewood, 1721–1786,” 2007, BBC, accessed Oct. 1, 2020, https://www.bbc.co.uk 
/lincolnshire/content/articles/2007/03/29/thomas_thistlewood_feature.shtml; Simon 
P. Newman, “Hidden in Plain Sight: Escaped Slaves in Late Eighteenth- and Early 
Nineteenth-Century Jamaica,” William and Mary Quarterly (OI Reader app), June 
2018, accessed Apr. 1, 2022, https://oieahc.wm.edu/digital-projects/oi-reader/simon-p 
-newman-hidden-in-plain-sight-2/. The “Hidden in Plain Sight” digital article includes 
an audio reading of a part of Thistlewood’s diary. For analysis of the recording of This-
tlewood, see the William and Mary Quarterly’s “Article Forum on Newman’s ‘Hidden 
in Plain Sight’: The Potential of Digital Platforms for Long-Form Scholarship,” esp. 
Hilary McD Beckles, “Running in Jamaica: A Slavery Ecosystem,” in Forum on Simon 
P. Newman, “Hidden in Plain Sight: Escaped Slaves in Late Eighteenth- and Early 
Nineteenth-Century Jamaica,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 76, no. 1 (January 
2019): 9–14, esp. 14; Jessica Marie Johnson, “Who’s HiPS? Plain Sight Histories of Slav-
ery,” ibid., 15–18, esp. 17; Sharon M. Leon, “Silence and Blindness: Newman’s Digitally 
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Initially, historians hailed the discovery of the Thistlewood papers as 
a new and unique archival source that would offer unprecedented insight 
into daily life in the eighteenth-century Caribbean. Thistlewood wrote 
systematically and unreflectively about his daily activities, recording basic 
facts including the weather, his dinner guests, and—most horrifically—his 
descriptions of sadistic punishments and his notations in Latin about the 
women he raped.6 His diary entries, which provide consistent data over 
several decades, offer insight unavailable in travel accounts, governmental 
records, or other more common archival sources. 

Yet as several scholars–especially Black feminist scholars—have 
pointed out, the type of information that the Thistlewood diaries make 
visible is deeply problematic, particularly for telling histories of enslaved 
women. Saidiya V. Hartman, who wrote about Thistlewood in her 
groundbreaking essay, “Venus in Two Acts,” articulates the problem 
clearly: 

While the daily record of . . . abuses . . . constitutes a history 
of slavery, the more difficult task is to exhume the lives buried 
under this prose, or rather to accept that Phibba and Dido [two 
enslaved women referenced in Thistlewood’s journal] exist only 
within the confines of these words, and that this is the manner 
in which they enter history. The dream is to liberate them from 
the obscene descriptions that first introduced them to us. It is too 
easy to hate a man like Thistlewood; what is more difficult is to 
acknowledge as our inheritance the brutal Latin phrases spilling 
onto the pages of his journals.7

Hartman’s challenge—to “exhume the lives buried under this 
prose”—represents an ethical project as well as a historical one. 

Enhanced Imaginary,” ibid., 19–24; Celia E. Naylor, “Imagining and Imagined Sites, 
Sights, and Sounds of Slavery,” ibid., 25–32, esp. 29; Newman, “Breaking Free: Digital 
History and Escaping from Slavery,” ibid., 33–40. 

6 For historians on the discovery of the papers, see for example Douglas Hall, In 
Miserable Slavery: Thomas Thistlewood in Jamaica, 1750–86 (Basingstoke, U.K., 1989); 
Richard Sheridan, “Slave Medicine in Jamaica: Thomas Thistlewood’s ‘Receipts for a 
Physick,’ 1750–1786,” Jamaican Historical Review 17 (1991): 1–18, esp. 1; Philip D. Mor-
gan, “Slaves and Livestock in Eighteenth-Century Jamaica: Vineyard Pen, 1750–1751,” 
WMQ 52, no. 1 (January 1995): 47–76; Trevor Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: 
Thomas Thistlewood and His Slaves in the Anglo-Jamaican World (Chapel Hill, N.C., 
2004). On using the terminology of “rape” versus “sex” related to Thistlewood’s diaries, 
see Heather V. Vermeulen, “Thomas Thistlewood’s Libidinal Linnaean Project: Slavery, 
Ecology, and Knowledge Production,” Small Axe 22, no. 1 (March 2018): 18–38. 

7 Saidiya V. Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12, no. 2 (June 2008): 1–14 
(quotation, 6). 
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Responding to Hartman, as well as Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s now- 
classic text Silencing the Past, several scholars have sought to define 
more ethical methodologies for utilizing archival sources such as the 
Thistlewood papers. They have theorized the archive and drawn on inter-
disciplinary methodologies to articulate important new approaches to 
historical research, especially in relation to slavery and colonialism.8 In 
her 2016 monograph Dispossessed Lives, for example, Marisa J. Fuentes 
suggests that historians need to read “along the bias grain” in order to “eke 
out extinguished and invisible but no less historically important lives.”9 

Scholars can build on this critical research and take it in a new direc-
tion by lingering on Hartman’s call to “acknowledge . . . our inheritance.” 
Here, it is important to interrogate the multiple meanings of “inheri-
tance” and to recognize not only the intellectual and psychic inheritance 
of Thistlewood’s diaries but also their material inheritance, including mar-
ket value. The value of the Thistlewood collection has changed over time, 
and it is possible to examine the historical record to determine why and 
how that has happened.  

8 The texts related to archival theory, Black feminist studies, slavery, and colonial-
ism that have been influential for my own thinking include Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s 
Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” Diacritics 17, no. 2 (Summer 1987): 
64–81; Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History 
(Boston, 1995); Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey along the Atlantic Slave 
Route (New York, 2007); Hartman, Small Axe 12: 1–14; Vincent Brown, “Social Death 
and Political Life in the Study of Slavery,” American Historical Review 114, no. 5 (Decem-
ber 2009): 1231–49; Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and 
Colonial Common Sense (Princeton, N.J., 2009); Marisa J. Fuentes, “Power and Histor-
ical Figuring: Rachael Pringle Polgreen’s Troubled Archive,” Gender and History 22, no. 
3 (November 2010): 564–84; Zeb Tortorici, “Visceral Archives of the Body: Consum-
ing the Dead, Digesting the Divine,” GLQ 20, no. 4 (2014): 407–37; Vincent Brown, 
“Mapping a Slave Revolt: Visualizing Spatial History through the Archives of Slavery,” 
Social Text 33, no. 4 (2015): 134–41; Laura Helton et al., “The Question of Recovery: An 
Introduction,” Social Text 33, no. 4 (2015): 1–18; Jennifer L. Morgan, “Archives and His-
tories of Racial Capitalism: An Afterword,” Social Text 33, no. 4 (2015): 153–61; Marisa 
J. Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive (Philadelphia, 
2016); Daina Ramey Berry, The Price for Their Pound of Flesh: The Value of the Enslaved, 
from Womb to Grave, in the Building of a Nation (Boston, 2017); Sasha Turner, Contested 
Bodies: Pregnancy, Childrearing, and Slavery in Jamaica (Philadelphia, 2017); Jessica 
Marie Johnson, “Markup Bodies: Black [Life] Studies and Slavery [Death] Studies at the 
Digital Crossroads,” Social Text 36, no. 4 (2018): 57–79; Alyssa Mt. Pleasant, Caroline 
Wigginton, and Kelly Wisecup, “Materials and Methods in Native American and Indig-
enous Studies: Completing the Turn,” WMQ 75, no. 2 (April 2018): 207–36; Herman L. 
Bennett, African Kings and Black Slaves: Sovereignty and Dispossession in the Early Modern 
Atlantic (Philadelphia, 2019); Jessica Marie Johnson, Wicked Flesh: Black Women, Inti-
macy, and Freedom in the Atlantic World (Philadelphia, 2020); Jennifer L. Morgan, Reck-
oning with Slavery: Gender, Kinship, and Capitalism in the Early Black Atlantic (Durham, 
N.C., 2021).

9 Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives, 7 (quotations), 9. On theorizing archives and reading 
“against” or “along the grain,” see also Stoler, Along the Archival Grain.
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In the case of the Thistlewood diaries, Caribbean archivists and 
scholars are largely responsible for increasing its intellectual and mone-
tary value. Beginning with Thistlewood’s death, one can trace the path 
of the physical diaries through space and time as they were transported 
across the Atlantic, from Jamaica to England, and passed down within 
the Thistlewood family. In the 1850s, the diaries were sold to William 
John Monson, 6th Lord Monson, of Lincolnshire. For nearly a century 
thereafter, Thistlewood’s papers were held at the Monson estate until John 
Roseberry Monson, 10th Lord Monson, decided to store his manuscript 
collection at the Lincolnshire County Archives. There, a Jamaican scholar 
and librarian, Kenneth Ingram, read through the diaries in the 1970s and 
recognized their intellectual value for understanding the history of slavery 
and Caribbean history. Ingram told his friend Hall, the Jamaican histo-
rian, about the significance of the diaries, and in 1989, Hall published In 
Miserable Slavery, the first monograph based on the Thistlewood papers. 
Since then, dozens of scholars have spent years painstakingly reading, 
transcribing, and interpreting the Thistlewood diaries, making them into 
one of the most significant archival collections for the history of slavery. 
As a result, by the time the Monson family decided to sell the manuscripts 
in 2011, the Thistlewood papers had become an extremely valuable asset in 
their collection. 

Using the Thistlewood papers as a case study offers a different per-
spective on the meaning of inheritance, one based on the creation of 
monetary value through archival and historical labor. This approach 
creates new opportunities for reparative work by encouraging historians, 
archivists, and other scholars to recognize how their labor can increase the 
monetary value of archival sources and enrich collectors and institutions. 
The amounts may be relatively small in comparison to the full scope of 
reparations needed, but they are important to document because they 
can end up shaping access to manuscripts as well as financial resources 
and knowledge production. Moreover, once scholars recognize the role 
they play in wealth creation, they can identify new reparative avenues 
that will help to redress some of the inequities embedded in our archival 
inheritance.  

Thomas Thistlewood, the man who wrote the words on the pages 
that were sold to Yale University in 2011, was born on March 16, 1721, in 
Lincolnshire, England. In 1750, after traveling and working for several 
years, Thistlewood sailed to Jamaica, where he remained for the rest of his 
life. His first job was as penkeeper at Vineyard Pen, after which he became 
an overseer at Egypt, a sugar plantation in Westmoreland parish.10 He 

10 Hall, In Miserable Slavery, 1–2; Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire, 7–9.
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remained at Egypt until 1767, when he moved to 160 acres of land that he 
had recently purchased and called Breadnut Island. When Thistlewood 
died in 1786, he held thirty-four women, men, and children in slavery.11

Thistlewood kept a regular diary starting in 1741 in England. He con-
tinued the practice when he emigrated to Jamaica, recording his activities 
and the weather in a tiny, slanted script on paper bound together into 
small volumes. On the cover of each notebook, Thistlewood wrote the 
year. Inside, each diary was made up of a few hundred pages, and each 
page contained somewhere from 150 to 200 words. In total, historian 
Trevor Burnard has estimated that Thistlewood wrote about 2 million 
words. In addition to his thirty-seven diaries, Thistlewood recorded the 
weather in thirty-five separate journals, which span from 1752 to 1786. He 
also kept nine commonplace books, two lists recording his books, a vol-
ume enumerating enslaved people as well as an account of their labor, and 
a few other miscellaneous volumes.12

When Thistlewood died in 1786, he left an estate worth £3,371 
Jamaican currency, of which £1,501 represented enslaved women and 
men. His diaries were not included in the monetary value of the estate, 
though they were important enough to be shipped back to his family in 
Lincolnshire. They were passed down to Thistlewood’s nephew, William, 
before making their way to Thistlewood’s great-niece, a woman who is not 
named in the records.13 

The Thistlewood family maintained possession of the diaries 
until the 1850s, when they were either sold or given away. It is at this 
moment that the first effort to place a monetary value on the manuscripts 
occurred. The details are unclear, but we know that Thomas Thistlewood’s 
great-niece fought to maintain possession of the journals after her 
husband, the Reverend J. F. Wray, died. In 1852, Wray had written a 

At Vineyard Pen, Thistlewood was employed by Florentius Vassall, a slave owner 
with close ties to Harvard College. “Florentius Vassall: Profile and Legacies Summary,” 
Center for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery (LBS), accessed June 18, 2022, 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146651009. Tomiko Brown-Nagin et al., “Har-
vard and the Legacy of Slavery,” Harvard Law Today, Apr. 28, 2022, 15–21. Thanks to 
Caitlin Galante DeAngelis for alerting me to this connection. 

11 Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire; Trevor Burnard, “Thistlewood, Thomas 
(1721–1786), Slave Owner and Diarist,” 2004, Oxford Dictionary of National Biog-
raphy, https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/64972; “Thomas Thistlewood: Profile and 
Legacies Summary,” LBS, accessed July 26, 2021, https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person 
/view/2146651067.

12 Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire, 7–9, 24–25.
13 For the value of the estate, see “Thomas Thistlewood,” LBS. See also Burnard, 

“Thistlewood, Thomas (1721–1786).” I am grateful to Trevor Burnard for helping me 
piece together the diaries’ provenance and for his generosity in sharing his transcriptions 
of the Thistlewood diaries. 
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letter to an unknown recipient promising to send “the Manuscript” and 
“a Catalogue of the Curiosities.”14 The following year, after his death, 
John Carter and J. S. Padley discussed the documents in another letter 
in which Carter noted that Thistlewood’s great-niece “seems to dispute 
their removal” but that Wray’s letter proved that she was “not entitled” to 
them.15 Carter added that Thistlewood’s great-niece was “very poor” and 
that she would only part with the manuscripts for a price: “something 
over the price of waste paper,” he suggested.16 

It is not known whether Thistlewood’s great-niece ever received 
money for the Thistlewood diaries, but if she did, it was likely—in 
Carter’s words—“trifling.”17 Still, despite the lack of specifics, this 
moment offers us an opportunity to reflect upon value, inheritance, and 
archives during the mid-nineteenth century. Here is a collection—con-
taining brutal details about the banal evil of slavery—that was transported 
from Jamaica to Lincolnshire and passed down within the Thistlewood 
family. The process reveals how descendants of an enslaver might benefit 
from an archive created through brutality. It also shows the dynamics of 

14 J. F. Wray to unknown, Feb. 9, 1852, [Monson 31/91/1], Thomas Thistle-
wood Papers, James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn Collection, OSB MSS 176, 
box 11, folder 86, Beinecke, Yale University, https://collections.library.yale.edu 
/catalog/14697843, image 3 of pdf. I have included the original Monson collection refer-
ence numbers in brackets for citations of the Thistlewood Papers. 

15 For the discussion of the documents, see John Carter to J. S. Padley, Nov. 
22, 1853, [Monson 31/91/2], Thistlewood Papers, Osborn Collection, OSB MSS 
176, box 11, folder 86, Beinecke, Yale University, https://collections.library.yale.edu 
/catalog/14697843, image 5 of pdf. James Sandby Padley was a surveyor and architect 
with antiquarian interests who published two books; R. C. Wheeler, “J. S. Padley as an 
Antiquary,” Lincolnshire History and Archaeology 39 (2004): 20–23. It is unclear whether 
Padley brokered a deal with Lord Monson, or whether he acquired the Thistlewood 
manuscripts and then sold them. I am grateful to Mitch Fraas for alerting me to Padley’s 
antiquarian interests and activities. 

16 Carter to Padley, Nov. 22, 1853, [Monson 31/91/2], Thistlewood Papers, Osborn 
Collection, OSB MSS 176, box 11, folder 86, Beinecke, Yale University, https:// 
collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/14697843, images 5 and 6 of pdf (“poor,” 5, “some-
thing,” 6). The full text reads: “Dear Sir. I received your letter respecting the Manuscript 
taken and belonging to you, and have made more Enquiries, and find that they are safe 
at Mrs. Overtons [?]. The widow of the Revd. J Wray seems to dispute their removal 
without some trifling compensation being made to her which would appear to me from 
the Enclosed note that she is not Entitled to have. The woman is very poor and doubts 
not you will allow her a trifle I daresay—she makes it appear that the whole of the papers 
are not yours. That the Manuscript reffered to in the letter cannot be found, and she is 
willing to part with the remainder for something over the price of waste paper. I think it 
best to acquaint you exactly as she expressed herself to me—I have not the least doubt but 
that you will get your right at last. Perhaps you will be coming over before long, or if you 
so prefer it I will endeavor to finish the matter for you. I am Dear Sir Yours Truly, John  
Carter.”

17 Carter to Padley, Nov. 22, 1853, [Monson 31/91/2], Thistlewood Papers, Osborn 
Collection, OSB MSS 176, box 11, folder 86, Beinecke, Yale University, https:// 
collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/14697843, image 5 (“trifling”). 
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patriarchy within nineteenth-century England, as a woman who is not 
named in the records is cheated or tricked out of this deeply problematic 
inheritance. Those involved included middlemen: the dealers and collec-
tors who trafficked in these documents, trying to make a profit as they 
bought and sold the manuscripts.

The dealer who acquired the Thistlewood collection eventually sold 
them to Lord Monson of Lincolnshire. He and his son, the Viscount 
Oxenbridge, were interested in material related to Lincolnshire, politics, 
and hunting.18 Thistlewood’s manuscripts were an unusual acquisition, 
and the baron probably purchased them because they belonged to a 
Lincolnshire family and included a journal devoted to hunting and gam-
ing, not because they provided insight into enslaved life. 

The Monson family stored the Thistlewood papers at their family 
estate. They were a very small part of a rapidly expanding manuscript col-
lection that included family papers, government documents, legal records, 
account books, and papers related to sport. Over the next century, the 
Monsons made their mark on their collections. Members of the family 
stamped documents with a number, and some manuscripts (though not 
the Thistlewood papers) were bound as books so they could “adorn the 
library shelves.” A number of documents were “housed in a series of little 
boxes made to look like books, also designed for the library,” while others 
were “scattered about the building in chests, cupboards, and presses.” The 
massive collection, in other words, was molded to fit the design of the 
Monson family’s library and furniture. Of the documents that were “scat-
tered” around the estate in furniture, some were organized “in folders on a 
subject basis by the 9th Lord Monson” (the sixth baron’s grandson), while 
others had been “unfolded from their former bundles and [were] in some 
disorder.” A final group were “unsorted items,” which “had been put up 
for storage” in their original bundles.19

The Thistlewood papers were in this final group of “unsorted items,” 
suggesting that the 6th Lord Monson, his son, and his grandson did not 

18 It is unclear when William, 6th Lord Monson, acquired the manuscripts, but 
it was likely in the 1850s. He was born in India in 1796, where his father (also named 
William Monson) was a lieutenant-colonel in the army. G. P. Moriarty, rev. by James 
Falkner, “Monson, William (1760–1807),” 2004, Oxford Dictionary of National Biogra-
phy, accessed June 14, 2022, https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/18993. The future 6th Lord 
Monson married Eliza Larken in 1828 ; her wedding dress is now part of the Victoria and 
Albert Museum’s collection. Wedding dress, 1828, silk lined with cotton and silk, and 
trimmed with silk lace; hand-sewn, Victoria and Albert Museum Textiles and Fashion 
Collection, https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O1136561/wedding-dress-unknown/. For 
the Monsons’ interests, see “Death of Lord Monson,” Sherborne Mercury, Dec. 23, 1862, 
p. 8. British Library Newspapers; Joan Varley and Dorothy M. Williamson, Lincolnshire 
Archives Committee: Archivists’ Report, Mar. 13, 1951–Mar. 27, 1952 (hereafter Archivists’ 
Report, 1951–52), pp. 5–36.  

19 Varley and Williamson, Archivists’ Report, 1951–52, p. 6.
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consider the collection to be particularly notable or valuable. Instead, they 
chose to highlight and display other manuscript acquisitions that focused 
on local politics, hunting and gaming, and estate records. Shipping 
accounts, hotel bills, and pictures from a Grand Tour in 1842–45, for 
example, were bound in volumes, as was correspondence about anti-
quarian topics and acts of Parliament relating to sewers.20 In some cases, 
the Monsons sent the papers of other Lincolnshire families to be bound. 
When the 6th Lord Monson purchased hundreds of papers from the 
Newton family in 1850, for example, he wrote to his son that they had 
been sent to his binder. Other papers remained loose and unsorted. The 
Thistlewood papers were stored in their original binding, with loose 
brown paper covers, and were not sent to the Monsons’ binder.21 Where 
they were housed in the Monson estate is unclear, but it was probably not 
in the library. 

Based on the Monsons’ collecting priorities and their decisions about 
binding, storage, and presentation, we can surmise that the ten thousand 
pages that Thistlewood wrote about enslaved men and women were not a 
centerpiece of their collection. Perhaps they felt that the content related to 
slavery was so ordinary as to be unremarkable, or the Monsons may have 
simply been indifferent to the Thistlewood material, which was one of the 
few sets of family papers in their collection that was acquired from a com-
moner family, rather than the landed gentry. 

The Monson family’s relative disinterest in the Thistlewood papers 
speaks to a broader silencing of histories of slavery in the decades after 
emancipation in the British Empire. Instead, the Monsons’ collecting and 
displaying priorities can be understood as being part of a larger trend in 
the social history of collecting. In mid-nineteenth-century Britain, col-
lecting was becoming increasingly popular. Items of historical interest, 
including books and manuscripts, were commodified and sold through an 
increasingly complex network of dealers, auctions, and antiquarian shops. 
These collections were then displayed in homes and estates and used 
for conversation and to display taste and refinement.22 As a result, the 

20 The Grand Tour volumes are from Monson 15 D/2/1-4. Correspondence on anti-
quarian topics is from Monson 7/29-36. Bills and acts of Parliament relating to sewers are 
from Monson 7/16/22-3. See Varley and Williamson, Archivists’ Report, 1951–52, pp. 13, 
15, 16. For more information on manuscripts in the Monson collection that were bound 
into books, see Archivists’ Report, 1951–52, p. 23. 

21 The documents of the other families likely became Monson 7/11-14; see Varley 
and Williamson, Archivists’ Report, 1951–52, p. 20. For the loose papers, see ibid., p. 31.

22 For more on the culture of collecting in Victorian England and the development 
of rare book and manuscript markets more generally, see Kristian Jensen, Revolution 
and the Antiquarian Book: Reshaping the Past, 1780–1815 (Cambridge, 2011); David 
McKitterick, The Invention of Rare Books: Private Interest and Public Memory, 1600–1840 
(Cambridge, 2018); Toby Burrows and Cynthia Johnston, eds., Collecting the Past: British 
Collectors and Their Collections from the 18th to the 20th Centuries (Abingdon, U.K., 2019). 
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Thistlewood diaries remained in genteel obscurity for nearly a century, an 
all-but-forgotten piece in the Monson estate’s vast collections. 

The Thistlewood papers were held at the Monson family’s estate until 
1951, when the Monsons decided to store their manuscript collections 
at the Lincolnshire Archives, which was founded in 1948 as part of a 
nationwide movement to create county archives. The development of 
local archives coincided with decolonization in the British Empire: Indian 
independence was  in 1947, the year before the Lincolnshire Archives 
were founded, while Jamaica was granted independence in 1962, the same 
year that the Local Government (Records) Act was passed in the United 
Kingdom.23 During this period of decolonization, the establishment of 
county archives prioritized records that would be of local interest, such as 
regional estates, parish records, and land titles. Meanwhile, some mem-
bers of the landed gentry, facing rising taxes and labor shortages, found 
themselves unable to maintain their large country estates. These families 
sometimes turned to newly established county archives to deposit their 
manuscript collections.24

Thomas Thistlewood’s diaries were part of a large deposit of archi-
val material owned by the Monsons, most of which concerned their 
family, title, and estate or were related to other families and estates in 
Lincolnshire. The Monsons’ decision to deposit their manuscript collec-
tions at the Lincolnshire Archives was a consequence of their departure 
from Burton Hall, the family seat for nearly 350 years. The 10th Lord 
Monson, who also owned a plantation in Jamaica, complained about high 
taxes and lack of staff, and sold Burton Hall in 1951.25

Thanks to Mitch Fraas for his recommendations on this topic. For the role of dealers in 
the development of a market for historical objects, see Mark Westgarth, The Emergence of 
the Antique and Curiosity Dealer in Britain 1815–1850: The Commodification of Historical 
Objects (London, 2020). 

23 For the establishment of the archives, see Janet Foster and Julia Sheppard, British 
Archives: A Guide to Archive Resources in the United Kingdom, 3d ed. (London, 1995), xiii.

For decolonization and the development of local archives, see the Local Govern-
ment (Records) Act of 1962, which conveyed discretionary powers to local governments 
in order to “enable[e] adequate use to be made of records under its control.” See “Local 
Government (Records) Act 1962,” Statute Law Database, accessed June 15, 2022, https://
www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Eliz2/10-11/56.

24 The Lincolnshire Archives, for example, accepted deposits from dozens of Lin-
colnshire families in the late 1940s and 1950s. Joan Varley and Dorothy Williamson, Lin-
colnshire Archives Committee: Archivists’ Report, 1950–51; Varley and Williamson, Archivists’ 
Report, 1951–52. 

25 “Judge Stays His Hand: Lord Monson’s Claim for Flat,” Nottingham Eve-
ning Post, Mar. 14, 1949, 5; “The Village,” Lincoln Parish Councils: Burton, accessed 
June 13, 2022, https://burton.parish.lincolnshire.gov.uk/parish-information/village/1; 
“Lord Monson: Obituaries: Independent Peer Who Was Dedicated to the Preser-
vation of Ancient Liberties,” [London] Daily Telegraph, Feb. 25, 2011, p. 31; “Lord 
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The Monson family retained ownership of the Thistlewood papers 
(as well as the other items in their collections), while the Lincolnshire 
Archives assumed all costs associated with transporting, archiving, and 
storing the Monson collection. This type of deposit agreement has since 
been criticized for exploiting archival labor and, in many cases, drawing 
on public funds while enriching private collectors.26 The arrangement did, 
however, make it possible for members of the public to access and read 
the documents in the Monson collection. Still, they were not universally 
accessible.27 The Monsons could restrict access to the Thistlewood papers, 
as well as other manuscripts in their collections, and they also requested 
an acknowledgment in a resulting article or book.28 

The Monson collection was an exciting acquisition for the 
Lincolnshire Archives. In their 1952 Archivists’ Report, archivist Joan 
Varley and assistant archivist Dorothy Williamson wrote that the archives 
committee had been “so fortunate” to have received on deposit “some 
collections of outstanding size and value.” For the Lincolnshire Archives, 
the value of the Monson and other deposits was primarily due to the 
information they revealed about local and English history. For example, 
the archivists noted that the Sussex and Worcestershire deeds were “valu-
able reflections of the state of agriculture and of the landlords’ position 
in the later 17th century,” items in the Amcotts’ deposit offered “a valu-
able contribution to the study of the social and economic status of the 
Lincolnshire gentry in the second half of the 15th century,” and a survey 

Monson,” [London] Times, Apr. 8, 1958, p. 10; “About Us,” Round Hill Hotel and 
Villas, accessed June 16, 2022, https://www.roundhill.com/montego-bay-jamaica-hotels 
/jamaica-montego-bay-hotels-resorts.

26 For ownership of the papers, see, Lincolnshire Archives, email to author, June 
7, 2021. The deposit agreement included a caveat that if the collections were withdrawn 
within a certain period of time, the owners would pay some recompense to cover costs, 
a provision that did not come into effect with the Monson deposit. For deposit agree-
ments, see Dennis F. Walle, “The Deosit Agreement in Archival Collection Develop-
ment,” Midwestern Archivist 10, no. 2 (1985): 117–27.

27 Deposits were accepted with the understanding that they would be made avail-
able for public research. Email with Lincolnshire Archives, June 7, 2021. I am grateful 
to Jess Hogg at the Lincolnshire Archives for providing me with information about the 
Lincolnshire Archives and the Monson deposit.

28 I have had no direct contact with anyone who was denied access, but I have 
heard reports that the Monsons did deny access to some researchers. The 10th Lord 
Monson died in 1958, before the publication of any research based on the Thistlewood 
papers, so it was the 11th Lord Monson and his wife, Lady Emma Monson, who made 
those decisions. The 11th Lord Monson, whose death in 2011 precipitated the sale of the 
Thistlewood manuscripts, was most well-known for his campaign to oppose compulsory 
seat-belt legislation and for denouncing the Sex Discrimination Act and extensions to 
the Race Relations Act. According to his obituary, “his most consistent campaigning” 
was for “native Algerians who had wanted the French to stay; the South Vietnamese after 
their defeat by the North; white Rhodesians; and Ulster Protestants.” See “Lord Mon-
son: Obituaries,” 31.
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of Richard Brownlowe’s manor would be “of the utmost value as a source 
of agrarian history.”29 This sense of value was in keeping with the collect-
ing priorities and institutional logic of a county archive, which prioritized 
records with local connections or significance.30

The Monson deposit also demanded a great deal of labor. “This has 
meant,” Varley and Williamson wrote, “that a great portion of the time 
of the staff of the archive office has been devoted to work on deposited 
collections” so as to “supply the depositors with schedules of their doc-
uments and to make available to students information on the nature of 
these collections.” Three staff members worked to organize and describe 
the Monson deposit: the archivist, the assistant archivist, and the archi-
vists’ clerk. They divided the collection into categories, beginning with the 
title, estate records, and personal writings of the Monson family, and then 
moved on to other records, mostly those of other Lincolnshire families 
that were acquired by gift or purchase.31 

The Thistlewood papers were regarded as one of the “miscellaneous” 
collections within the Monson deposit that were “presumed to have been 
collected by the 6th Lord Monson, by his son Viscount Oxenbridge 
or by his grandson, the 9th Lord Monson.” They were group 31 of 32 
groups of documents in the collection, sandwiched between Monson 30, 
“Miscellaneous printed matter,” and Monson 32, “Miscellaneous draw-
ings.” As the organization of the Monson deposit suggests, the day-to-day 
descriptions of eighteenth-century Jamaica’s brutal slave society did not fit 
with the more general themes of the Monson papers. Nor did they fit with 
the institutional logic of a county archive. Still, the archivists’ description 
of the papers offered, for the first time, publicly available information 
about Thistlewood’s diaries, noting that they were a “full and interesting 
record” and “concerned with life in Jamaica.”32 

In the decades after the Thistlewood diaries were deposited at the 
Lincolnshire Archives, scholars and students slowly became aware of their 
existence—largely due to the catalog description that was written by Joan 
Varley and Dorothy Williamson. In the late 1950s and 1960s, references to 
Thistlewood began to appear in scholarly publications, most notably O. 

29 Varley and Williamson, Archivists’ Report, 1951–52, pp. 5 (“fortunate”), 50–51 
(“reflections”), 46 (“contribution”), 39 (“utmost”). In addition to the Monson deposit, 
the Lincolnshire Archives also received several other smaller deposits in 1951. Ibid., 52, 5.

30 The Lincolnshire Archives’ website currently states that they “will not accept 
any material” without “a Lincolnshire connection.” “Lincolnshire Archives,” Lin-
colnshire County Council, accessed June 18, 2022, https://www.lincolnshire.gov.uk 
/history-heritage/lincolnshire-archives/5.

31 Varley and Williamson, Archivists’ Report, 1951–52, pp. 5 (“meant”), 20. 
32 Ibid., 6 (“miscellaneous”), 35–36 (“Miscellaneous printed matter,” 36), 31 (“full”), 

32 (“concerned”).
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A. Sherrard’s Freedom from Fear.33 During this period, historians inter-
ested in telling history from below also began to scour local archives for 
new types of records that could be used to shed light on everyday life. It 
was not until the 1970s, however, that a new bibliography—along with 
the work of a network of Caribbean scholars—would begin to transform 
the Thistlewood diaries from an obscure source into one of the most 
well-known archives for the history of slavery.

In the early 1970s, Kenneth Ingram (1921–2007), the campus librar-
ian at the University of the West Indies (UWI) at Mona, visited the 
Lincolnshire Archives. The trip was one of several that Ingram undertook 
in his mission to identify previously unknown or obscure Caribbean 
manuscript sources that Caribbean scholars could use to write their own 
history. Ingram, who was born in St. Ann parish, Jamaica, was educated at 
Jamaica College in the 1930s before earning a library degree in the United 
Kingdom. He was one of the first Jamaicans to qualify as a professional 
librarian when he returned to the island in 1947.34 

In 1950, two centuries after Thomas Thistlewood landed in Jamaica, 
Ingram began working as a librarian at the UWI Mona, a position that 
he held until 1981. During his tenure as UWI Mona Campus Librarian, 
Ingram helped to establish the West Indies and Special Collections 
Section (1974).35 In the 1960s, just as Jamaica was granted independence 

33 The first published reference to Thistlewood appeared in O. A. Sherrard’s mono-
graph Freedom from Fear: The Slave and His Emancipation (New York, 1959), which 
covered the history of slavery and abolition from the ancient era to British emancipation 
in 1833. Sherrard, a political and military historian who also wrote biographies of major 
British figures, does not note how he found the Thistlewood papers, but he thanks “the 
authorities of the Lincoln Archives for permission to quote” the manuscripts. Entitled 
“Thistlewood,” chapter 9 is a case study of him that spans ten pages, describing him 
as an eighteenth-century slave owner who “was honest and outspoken, if not particu-
larly upright.” Ibid., preface (“authorities”), 86 (“honest”). Some reviewers mentioned 
Thistlewood in their scholarly reviews of Sherrard’s book. See, for example, Theophilus 
E. McKinney, “Slavery—The Story of Fear,” review of Freedom from Fear, by Sherrard, 
Phylon 22, no. 2 (1961): 196–98. J. R. Ward, an economic historian at the University 
of Edinburgh, referenced Sherrard’s text in a 1979 essay, which also drew on the This-
tlewood journals. His 1988 monograph on West Indian slavery used Thistlewood as a 
source. Ward, “A Planter and His Slaves in Eighteenth-Century Jamaica,” in The Search 
for Wealth and Stability: Essays in Economic and Social History Presented to M. W. Flinn, 
ed. T. C. Smout (London, 1979), 1–20; Ward, British West Indian Slavery, 1750–1834: The 
Process of Amelioration (Oxford, 1988).

34 James Robertson, “Making the West Indian Archive Accessible: Ken 
Ingram’s Archival Cartography,” in Decolonizing the Caribbean Record: An Archives 
Reader, ed. Jeannette A. Bastian, John A. Aarons, and Stanley H. Griffin (Sacra-
mento, Calif., 2018), 327–49; “Kenneth Everard Niven Ingram (1921–2007),” National 
Library of Jamaica (blog), Apr. 9, 2017, https://nlj.gov.jm/project/kenneth-everar
d-niven-ingram-1921-2007/.

35 Kenneth Everard Niven Ingram was a founding member of the Jamaica Library 
Association, and the president of the Association of Caribbean Universities, Research and 
Institutional Libraries. See ibid.; “Mr. Kenneth Ingram,” Mona Library, University of the 
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from Great Britain, Ingram was in the process of collecting archival infor-
mation on the Commonwealth Caribbean. In 1967, after learning of a 
similar effort by Peter Walne, Ingram decided to focus specifically on 
source material for Jamaican history. He traveled throughout the British 
Isles to collect and describe every manuscript record he was able to find 
about Jamaican colonial history. The result of Ingram’s efforts was pub-
lished in 1976 under the title Sources of Jamaican History 1655–1838: A 
Bibliographical Survey with Particular Reference to Manuscript Sources.36 
Ingram’s bibliography spanned more than 1,300 pages and was much 
more than an organized list of sources: Ingram had read thousands upon 
thousands of handwritten pages from the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 
nineteenth centuries to produce extensive descriptions of many of these 
manuscript collections. 

Ingram wrote later that his effort to discover and compile archival 
sources was “an awakening and an awareness of part of our historical her-
itage,” and that his goal was “to enrich and preserve that heritage and to 
make known the contents of its records.” For Ingram and other Caribbean 
scholars, the “records [were] part of the flesh, muscle and nerve of our 
own history.”37 As his comments suggest, Caribbean scholars, eager to 
write their own histories during a period marked by decolonization and 
independence, came to value manuscript sources such as the Thistlewood 
papers in new, important, and transformative ways.38 

West Indies, accessed Sept. 25, 2020, https://www.mona.uwi.edu/library/mr-kenneth-in-
gram.

36 K. E. Ingram, Sources of Jamaican History 1655–1838: A Bibliographical Survey with 
Particular Reference to Manuscript Sources (Zug, Switz., 1976), 1: i. See also Peter Walne, 
ed., A Guide to Manuscript Sources for the History of Latin America and the Caribbean in 
the British Isles (London, 1973). Walne’s bibliography lists Thistlewood’s journals under 
the category of the “Monson manuscripts” but does not include a description of its 
contents. Ibid., 55. Ingram’s thesis, which was nearly identical to his 1976 bibliography, 
predated Walne’s volume. I am grateful to Jerome Handler for copies of Walne’s and 
Ingram’s bibliographies.

37 K. E. Ingram, “Reminiscences and Reflections of a Librarian—the Highways and 
Byways of Work with West Indian Source Material,” Jamaica Library Association Bulletin, 
1989–1990, 19–27 (“awakening,” 19, “flesh,” 21). 

38 K. E. Ingram, “The West Indies and Special Collections Department of the 
University of the West Indies Library, Mona, Jamaica: Its Origins, Its Growth, and Its 
Involvement with Regional Bibliographical and Archival Developments, 1948–1981,” in 
Libraries, Literacy, and Learning: Essays in Honour of the Hon. Joyce Lilieth Robinson, ed. 
Ingram (Kingston, 1994), 141–67 Kenneth Ingram, “Historical Sources: Discovering, 
Recording, Acquiring and Using Them in a West Indian Context,” Jamaican Historical 
Society Bulletin 11, no. 4 (October 1999): 85–88. For more on “worldmaking” in the Black 
Atlantic during decolonization, see Adom Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire: The Rise 
and Fall of Self-Determination (Princeton, N.J., 2019). On more recent efforts to decol-
onize Caribbean records, see especially Bastian, Aarons, and Griffin, Decolonizing the 
Caribbean Record. I am grateful to Stanley Griffin and John Aarons for their insights on 
this topic and for their comments and suggestions. 
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In his description of Thistlewood’s journals, Ingram devoted nearly 
three full pages to the diaries, noting that they “may well be said to be 
a unique record in the sources of Jamaican social and economic history” 
because they gave “a detailed day to day record . . . over an unbroken 
period of some 36 years.” Ingram also remarked on Thistlewood’s “copious 
notes on his reading” and his correspondence with botanists and histori-
ans, and he added that “the journals are a mine of information on slave 
customs and slave lore,” including information on the history of medi-
cine, the maroons, and local personalities.39 

Ingram also took another step that had important ramifications for 
the accessibility of the Thistlewood journals. Shortly after returning to 
the UWI Mona, Ingram contacted the university’s vice-chancellor, asking 
him to request a copy of the Thistlewood journals that could be stored 
on the campus. With the Lincolnshire archivists acting as intermediar-
ies, Lord Monson gave his assent, and the first copy of Thistlewood’s 
diaries was shipped back across the Atlantic Ocean to be stored at the 
UWI Mona Library, where it remains part of the West Indies and Special 
Collections.40 

Caribbean scholars immediately recognized the value of Ingram’s 
labor. Elsa V. Goveia, a pathbreaking historian of the Caribbean and 
the first woman to earn a chair in history at the UWI Mona, wrote that 
Ingram had brought a “treasure trove . . . to the light of day” through his 
“unstinting devotion to the cultivation of productive scholarship.” Goveia, 
like Ingram, was devoted to the cultivation and creation of Caribbean 
archives. She was a member of the College Archives Committee at the 

39 Ingram, Sources of Jamaican History, 2: 694–96 (“may well, 694, “journals,” 
694–95).

40 Ingram, Jamaica Library Association Bulletin, 22. Ingram procured a paper copy, 
rather than microfilm, although exactly when is unclear; it was likely in the early 1980s, 
because Douglas Hall used this copy to write his 1989 book, In Miserable Slavery. In 
his acknowledgments, Hall wrote: “Back at the University of the West Indies, Kenneth 
Ingram was requested by the Vice-Chancellor to seek permission of Lord Monson to 
have a copy made of the Thistlewood papers. Lord Monson kindly gave his assent and 
that copy is now lodged in the University Library on the Mona campus. In this the 
very necessary co-operation of the Lincolnshire County Archivist was readily given.” 
See Hall, In Miserable Slavery, vi (quotation). Currently, only a paper copy of the This-
tlewood papers is available at the library. I am grateful to Yulande Lindsay at the West 
Indies Special Collections for her efforts to find out whether there was also a Thistle-
wood microfilm. For more on Ingram’s microfilming efforts, see Robertson, “Making 
the West Indian Archive Accessible.” In addition to the copy made for the UWI Mona 
West Indies and Special Collections, other early microfilm copies were purchased by the 
American Philosophical Society (APS) (1984) and Harvard University (1993). For the 
APS copy, see “Thistlewood Family Papers, 1748–1792,” American Philosophical Society, 
1748–1792, Mss.Film.1461, microfilm, accessed June 17, 2022, https://search.amphilsoc.
org/collections/view?docId=ead/Mss.Film.1461-ead.xml;query=;brand=default. For the 
Harvard copy, see  “Papers, 1748–1792,” 1748, Thistlewood Family, microfilm. Thanks to 
Mitch Fraas for identifying these early microfilm copies. 



610	 william and mary quarterly

UWI Mona, where she helped to establish the West Indies and Special 
Collections, and she acknowledged that Ingram’s work on his bibliogra-
phy was “hard, but hopefully rewarding labour” and a “labour of love.”41 
Similarly, Gad J. Heuman, a historian of the Caribbean who reviewed 
Ingram’s Sources of Jamaican History in the American Historical Review, 
called the text “masterly” and credited Ingram for making research in 
Caribbean history “much easier.”42 Ingram’s bibliography also led the his-
torian Richard Dunn to travel to the Lincolnshire Archives in 1977—spe-
cifically to read the Thistlewood papers.43 

Nearly all the reviews of Ingram’s bibliography used words such as 
labor, devotion, and love to describe his effort. And, indeed, Ingram’s pas-
sion did not end with his bibliography: in his conversations with other 
scholars, he provided an unparalleled insight into the opportunities for 
doing new and innovative research with archival collections that, in most 
cases, were created in Jamaica before they were transported across the 
Atlantic and, eventually, deposited in British archives.44 

One of Ingram’s frequent conversation partners was Douglas Hall, 
a Jamaican historian and the first Caribbean-born scholar to become 
a professor and head of a department at the UWI. Hall, along with 
Goveia and Roy Augier, was part of a cohort of West Indian scholars 
who “transformed history teaching” at the University of the West Indies 
and beyond by insisting that Caribbean history was not “a mere append-
age of Europe.”45 Hall helped to establish the Association of Caribbean 
Historians in 1969 and served as its president in 1980–81. 

Hall was the first scholar to publish a monograph on the Thistlewood 
records, In Miserable Slavery: Thomas Thistlewood in Jamaica, 1750–86. 
In the acknowledgments, Hall noted that he had heard of the diaries 
from his friend Ingram. Hall himself had grown up in Westmoreland 

41 Elsa V. Goveia, review of Sources of Jamaican History 1655–1838: A Bibliographi-
cal Survey with Particular Reference to Manuscript Sources, by K. E. Ingram, Caribbean 
Quarterly 24, nos. 1 and 2 (March–June 1978): 94–95 (quotations, 95). For Goveia’s own 
career and life, including her work to create West Indian archives, see “A Tribute to Elsa 
V. Goveia,” Caribbean Quarterly 30, nos. 3–4 (September–December 1984): 2–6; Mary 
Chamberlain, “Elsa Goveia: History and Nation,” History Workshop Journal, no. 58 
(Autumn 2004): 167–90. 

42 Gad J. Heuman, review of Sources of Jamaican History, 1655–1838: A Bibliograph-
ical Survey with Particular Reference to Manuscript Sources, by K. E. Ingram, American 
Historical Review 83, no. 1 (February 1978): 305.

43 Richard Dunn, email message to author, Nov. 21, 2020. Jack Greene also credits 
Ingram for giving him a typescript copy of the bibliography before it was published. 
Greene, Settler Jamaica in the 1750s: A Social Portrait (Charlottesville, Va., 2016), viii. 

44 Robertson, “Making the West Indian Archive Accessible.” 
45 Swithin Wilmot, “A Tribute to Douglas Hall, Delivered at the Chapel, University 

of the West Indies, Mona, December 6, 1999,” Journal of Caribbean History 35, no. 1 
(2001): 16–23, esp. 16–19 (“transformed,” 16, “mere,” 18). F. R. Augier et al., The Making 
of the West Indies (London, 1960).
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parish—where Thistlewood lived for most of his time in Jamaica—and 
he was excited to learn more about the history of his home region. So, 
following Ingram’s advice, Hall traveled to the Lincolnshire Archives. In 
Miserable Slavery was divided into eleven chronologically organized chap-
ters, each of which guided readers through a portion of Thistlewood’s 
life in Jamaica. Within each chapter, Hall provided an introduction, 
followed by several contextualized excerpts from Thistlewood’s journal. 
The result was a very useful monograph that made it much easier for 
readers to access, read, and understand the Thistlewood journals as a 
source for historical inquiry. Hall’s account—which measures just over 
three hundred pages including notes and index—was dramatically shorter 
than Thistlewood’s journals. Still, the excerpts provided insight into the 
source and dramatically reduced the barrier to entry for scholars to use the 
journals.46 

The publication of In Miserable Slavery marked an important turn-
ing point for the significance and notoriety of the Thistlewood papers. 
Though a handful of scholars had read Thistlewood’s journals at the 
Lincolnshire Archives before Hall’s book was published, access to the 
original manuscripts was limited. For scholars located outside the 
United Kingdom, the physical location of the journals in Lincolnshire 
meant that only well-funded scholars could afford to travel to see them. 
Meanwhile, Thistlewood’s handwriting, though legible, took time and 
labor to read and transcribe. When Hall published abridged transcrip-
tions of Thistlewood’s journals, it meant that researchers could access 
Thistlewood’s writings through a library, and they could skim quickly 
through Hall’s index and Thistlewood’s entries to identify key themes or 
topics. This crucial labor by Caribbean scholars meant that in the last 
decade of the twentieth century, historians would be able to more easily 
access Thistlewood’s diaries to write new narratives about the past.

Thanks to Kenneth Ingram’s efforts, Douglas Hall’s abridged 
transcription In Miserable Slavery, and the reproduction of Thomas 
Thistlewood’s journals through copies and microfilm, Thistlewood and 
his journals became increasingly well-known within the fields of early 
American and Caribbean history. Those developments coincided with the 
emergence of Atlantic history as a major field of research, which meant 
that the Caribbean—long an underexamined region—became the focus 
of more scholarship. Several historians associated with the rise of Atlantic 
history began to mine the Thistlewood diaries for insights that could be 
used in comparative and transatlantic studies. Thus, Philip D. Morgan 
published a 1995 article in the William and Mary Quarterly that used the 

46 Hall, In Miserable Slavery.
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diaries to explore the experiences of enslaved people at Vineyard Pen, 
where Thistlewood was overseer. Other historians drew on Thistlewood’s 
manuscripts to write about the history of medicine, book history, Black 
women’s experiences, and the mentality of enslavers, while the environ-
mental historian Michael Chenoweth used Thistlewood’s weather journals 
to examine climate change in the eighteenth-century Caribbean.47 

In the early 2000s, scholarly research on the Thistlewood diaries 
offered new insights into the history of slavery and slaveholding culture.48 
In his 2004 monograph Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire, Trevor Burnard 
focused on Thistlewood’s life, his status as an upwardly mobile white man 
in Jamaica, and his aspirations to be taken seriously as an Enlightenment 
gentleman and natural scientist. Burnard also devoted chapters to the 
enslaved men and women who interacted with Thistlewood, examining 
their resistance to slavery, their efforts to negotiate with Thistlewood as 
a white overseer and enslaver, and their creation of kinship networks and 
households under the confines of slavery.49 

As Thistlewood’s diaries became more prominent, some scholars 
used the manuscripts to raise important questions about archival meth-
odology and ethics, particularly relating to Black women’s history. The 
most controversial, and horrific, aspects of Thistlewood’s archive relate 
to his sadistic punishments and coerced sexual encounters with enslaved 
women, especially his twenty-six-year relationship with the enslaved 
woman Phibbah, with whom Thistlewood had a son named John. Saidiya 

47 Morgan, WMQ 52: 47–76; Michael Chenoweth, The 18th Century Climate of 
Jamaica: Derived from the Journals of Thomas Thistlewood, 1750–1786 (Philadelphia, 
2003). For other historians, see Sheridan, Jamaican Historical Review 17: 1–18; Hilary 
McD Beckles, Centering Woman: Gender Discourses in Caribbean Slave Society (Kingston, 
1999), chap. 3; Robert Forster, “Three Slaveholders in the Antilles: Saint-Domingue, 
Martinique and Jamaica,” Journal of Caribbean History 36, no. 1 (2002): 1–32; April G. 
Shelford, “Pascal in Jamaica; or, The French Enlightenment in Translation,” Proceedings 
of the Western Society for French History 36 (2008): 53–74. For more on scholarship using 
the Thistlewood diaries in the 1990s and early 2000s, see James Robertson, “‘The best 
poor man’s country’? Thomas Thistlewood in Eighteenth-Century Jamaica,” Caribbean 
Quarterly 52, no. 4 (December 2006): 74–84. 

48 For example, see Hartman, Small Axe 12: 1–14; Cecilia A. Green, “Hierarchies 
of Whiteness in the Geographies of Empire: Thomas Thistlewood and the Barretts 
of Jamaica,” New West Indian Guide / Nieuwe West-Indische Gids 80, nos. 1–2 (2006): 
5–43; James Walvin, The Trader, the Owner, the Slave: Parallel Lives in the Age of Slavery 
(London, 2008); Amanda Thornton, “Coerced Care: Thomas Thistlewood’s Account of 
Medical Practice on Enslaved Populations in Colonial Jamaica, 1751–1786,” Slavery and 
Abolition 32, no. 4 (December 2011): 535–59; Katherine Paugh, “Yaws, Syphilis, Sexuality, 
and the Circulation of Medical Knowledge in the British Caribbean and the Atlantic 
World,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 88, no. 2 (Summer 2014): 225–52.

49 Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire. Burnard has also helped to make the This-
tlewood diaries more accessible by sharing microfilms and transcriptions with several 
scholars, including me. Such informal networks of scholarly exchange have been another 
important method of circulating, and enhancing the value of, this collection. 
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V. Hartman’s 2008 “Venus in Two Acts” was one of the first works to 
challenge scholars about their approach to the Thistlewood archive by 
showing how Black women were elided and erased within the “libidinal 
economy of slavery.” As she wrote, for Phibbah and other enslaved Black 
women who exist (or go unnamed) in the pages of white men’s account 
books and journals, “the stories . . . are not about them, but rather about 
the violence, excess, mendacity, and reason that seized hold of their 
lives, transformed them into commodities and corpses, and identified 
them with names tossed-off as insults and crass jokes.”50 More recently, 
Heather V. Vermeulen has extended Hartman’s critique by noting that 
many historical accounts of Thistlewood’s sexual practices do not use the 
term rape. Instead, “one encounters references to his ‘sexual athleticism,’ 
‘spur-of-the-moment lust,’ ‘voracious libido,’ ‘couplings,’ and ‘sexual con-
quests’ recorded in ‘schoolboy Latin.’”51 This scholarship, which draws 
on and extends the tradition of Black feminist thought, challenges his-
torians to think more critically about how the Thistlewood papers—and 
the histories that center them—highlight narratives of oppression and 
violence while occluding Black women’s experiences, insights, and per-
spectives. These publications have further enhanced the value and prom-
inence of the Thistlewood diaries even as they critique the content of the 
documents. 

The influence of the Thistlewood diaries has extended well beyond 
academic circles. In 2007, as part of the bicentenary memorial of the 
transatlantic slave trade’s abolition, the BBC broadcast televised inter-
views with Burnard about his research on Thistlewood. Meanwhile, the 
Jamaican novelist Marlon James used Thistlewood as a model to help him 
develop the characters and plot for his 2009 historical novel, The Book of 
Night Women.52 In a 2006 blog post, James wrote about the influence of 
Burnard’s Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire on his novel, demonstrating how 
information about Thistlewood can move from archive to scholarly publi-
cation to novelistic description. For James, reading Burnard’s book was “a 
revelatory, appalling shock.” Though he had assumed that he understood 
the basic facets of slavery as “common knowledge,” Burnard’s text made 
him realize that “there are still aspects of slavery (the black holocaust) . . . 
being discovered anew.” For James, in fact, Thistlewood’s diaries were not 
only “valuable” and “shocking” but also “in many ways the most essential 
of all the slavery accounts from whites,” both because they were “bracing 
in their depiction of violence” and because the details that Thistlewood 
recorded were “horrendous precisely because they are so matter-of-fact.” 
For James, then, the Thistlewood diaries—through the lens of Burnard’s 

50 Hartman, Small Axe 12: abstract (“libidinal”), 1–2 (“stories,” 2).
51 Vermeulen, Small Axe 22: 19. 
52 “Thomas Thistlewood, 1721–1786,” BBC; James, Book of Night Women.
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text—provided “rich information” about “the European mind and its 
inherent contradictions and hypocrisies.” Yet they also presented prob-
lems, in that Thistlewood’s banal descriptions of cruelty were “more 
shocking than fiction.”53 

As James’s experience attests, decades of scholarly research and writ-
ing had made the Thistlewood journals valuable in new ways. Historians, 
literary scholars, and novelists used them to write new interpretations of 
diverse topics including daily life for the enslaved, the culture of white 
slave ownership, knowledge circulation in the Atlantic world, weather 
patterns, the history of medicine, and the violence of the archive. As 
scholarly interest and publications increased, the diaries became one of the 
best-known sources for Caribbean and Atlantic history, further enhancing 
their status and value, both intellectual and—as it turned out—financial. 

By 2011, when the Monson family decided to sell their manuscript col-
lections, the accumulation of scholarly and intellectual labor had brought 
Thomas Thistlewood’s diaries out of obscurity and made them into one of 
the most important collections for the history of slavery and enslaved life. 
So although the Thistlewood diaries were only a small part of the Monson 
manuscript collection, they brought a significant return on investment 
for the Monson family, having increased in value from just above “waste 
paper” to hundreds of thousands of dollars.54

The increase in market value had notable consequences: most signifi-
cantly, it meant that only well-resourced institutions or individuals could 
realistically purchase the papers.55 In Jamaica, scholars and officials tried 

53 Marlon James, “Books I Read While I Was Writing Part 1,” Marlon James: Among 
Other Things . . . (blog), Aug. 31, 2006, http://marlon-james.blogspot.com/2006/08/
books-i-read-while-i-was-writing-part.html.

54 For the Lincolnshire Archive, the sale of the Thistlewood papers—along with 
several other valuable items in the Monson collection—meant the loss of prominent 
collections that archivists had invested time, energy, and labor in processing, storing, and 
stewarding. In their “Collections Development Strategy” for 2011–15, the Lincolnshire 
County Council stated that one of its collecting priorities would be to “actively engage 
with the Monson family to agree [to] the continued deposit of papers still held with 
the family.” See “Economy and Culture: Collections Development Strategy: Museums, 
Archives and Local Studies, 2011 to 2015,” p. 22, https://www.thecollectionmuseum.com 
assets/downloads/Collection_Development_Strategy_2011-2015_v7.pdf. Since then, the 
Lincolnshire Archives has purchased some of the Monson family manuscripts. See for 
example SDBM_259522, Schoenberg Database of Manuscripts, Schoenberg Institute 
for Manuscript Studies, University of Pennsylvania Libraries, Philadelphia, https://sdbm 
.library.upenn.edu/entries/259522c, accessed June 15, 2022. 

55 For an example relating to the acquisition of the Center for Sex and Culture 
archives by Harvard University, see Annie Vainshtein, “SF Kink Community Grieves 
Loss of Center for Sex and Culture: ‘We’ve Lost Something Enormous,’” SFGATE, Jan. 
29, 2019, https://www.sfgate.com/local-donotuse/article/kink-center-for-sex-and-culture 
-carol-queen-close-13571669.php. I am grateful to Stephen Vider for alerting me to this 
story. 
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to acquire the Thistlewood manuscripts for the West Indies and Special 
Collections at the UWI Mona—the collection that Kenneth Ingram had 
established—but they were unable to garner the necessary funds. In fact, 
even before the diaries were sold, Frances Salmon, the former head of 
the West Indies and Special Collections, had identified the Thistlewood 
manuscripts as a priority for submission to the UNESCO Memory of the 
World Programme. When she contacted the Lincolnshire Archives about 
the Thistlewood collection, however, she learned that the manuscripts 
were to be offered for sale through Sotheby’s. Salmon then contacted 
Sotheby’s directly to inquire about the collection but never received a 
response. She also alerted the National Library of Jamaica, the Institute 
of Jamaica, and the Jamaica Archives and Records Department about the 
pending sale so they could make a joint offer for the manuscripts, but it 
was not possible to do so before the collection was sold.56 

As this sequence of events indicates, representatives of Jamaican cul-
tural and intellectual institutions were unable to bid or even gain access 
to information about how they could make an offer to purchase the 
Thistlewood papers. In other words, a lack of resources is not the only 
hurdle facing scholars, communities, and institutions from the Caribbean 
and in the Global South. Elite networks, including preexisting and 
long-cultivated relationships between dealers and well-resourced institu-
tions, are a major impediment to access and the acquisition of archival 
records.57 

Instead of returning to the Caribbean, the Thistlewood papers 
were purchased by the Beinecke Library at Yale University, where they 
were acquired as part of the James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn 
Collection of early modern English literary and historical rare books 
and manuscripts, established in 1934.58 Archivists at Yale scanned the 

56 Frances Salmon, conversation with and email to author, Mar. 8 and Apr. 2, 2022. 
I am deeply grateful to Frances Salmon, Paulette Kerr, and Yulande Lindsay at the UWI 
Mona for their insights into this topic and for taking the time to speak with me. For 
the UNESCO program, see “Memory of the World,” UNESCO, https://en.unesco.org 
/programme/mow. Thanks also to James Robertson for alerting me to the Jamaican effort 
to purchase the Thistlewood papers. James Robertson, email to author, Nov. 16, 2020. 

57 For private sales, a book dealer typically approaches institutions that may have 
an interest in specific books or manuscripts. This was the case with Yale’s purchase of 
the Thistlewood manuscript. The Beinecke then negotiated a purchase directly with 
the dealer. This structure privileges established and well-funded institutions with 
long-standing relationships with book dealers. Public auctions offer more transparency 
but can drive prices up, which often means that an under-resourced institution will not 
win the item either way. 

58 James Marshall Osborn was a literary scholar and a collector. Osborn began 
collecting rare books and manuscripts while in graduate school at Oxford University 
in 1934. He settled in New Haven, Conn., and worked as research associate and cura-
tor of the James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn Collection from 1938 until 1972. 
See Werner Bamberger, “James Osborn, 70, a Literary Scholar: Specialist in 17th- and 
18th-Century English Literature, Was at Yale,” New York Times, Oct. 19, 1976, p. 42; 
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Thistlewood papers, and high-quality images of the manuscripts are now 
available to anyone with internet access. As a result, it is now easier to 
read and view the manuscripts.59 

How should scholars interpret this sale? Returning to Saidiya 
V. Hartman will help. In her description of “inheritance,” Hartman 
alludes to the “brutal Latin phrases spilling onto the pages of [Thomas 
Thistlewood’s] journals.”60 That is part of our inheritance: the legacies 
of sexual violence, white supremacy, patriarchy, and Eurocentrism that 
were embedded in Thistlewood’s notations. But inheritance also refers to 
our scholarly ancestry: the labor and publications that have been passed 
on to us from previous generations and from our contemporaries. We 
recognize this inheritance, in significant measure, through extending grat-
itude in acknowledgments and footnotes. With regard to the Thistlewood 
papers, academics today are especially indebted to Kenneth Ingram, the 
Jamaican librarian whose labor and insight was a turning point for schol-
arly understanding of the Thistlewood papers, and to the archivists at the 
Lincolnshire Archives. Thus Douglas Hall, for example, thanked Ingram 
for telling him about the manuscripts, and he acknowledged the archi-
vists and staff at the Lincolnshire County Archives, who, he recounted, 
“warmed the chill of the Castle rooms with . . . kindness.”61

Hall also included a lengthy acknowledgment of Lord Monson. 
When Hall was at the Lincolnshire Archives, he learned that, because 
the Thistlewood papers “were the property of Lord Monson,” he would 
need Monson’s permission in order “to publish any work based on them.” 
Hall credited M. E. Finch, who was then the acting county archivist at 
Lincolnshire, for acting as “intermediary.” Fortunately, wrote Hall, Lord 
Monson granted him permission to publish In Miserable Slavery and also 
“gave his assent” for Hall and Ingram to have a copy of the Thistlewood 

“Mrs. James M. Osborn, Gave Music Gifts to Yale,” New York Times, Dec. 24, 1968, p. 
20; René Wellek, “James Marshall Osborn, 1906–1976,” in Evidence in Literary Scholar-
ship: Essays in Memory of James Marshall Osborn, ed. Wellek and Alvaro Ribeiro (Oxford, 
1979), v–xv; David Daiches, “Jim Osborn: Some Personal Notes,” ibid., xvii–xxii. For 
more information on the Osborn collection, see Stephen Parks, “The Osborn Collec-
tion: A Fifth Biennial Report,” Yale University Library Gazette 52, no. 3 (January 1978): 
101–21; “Early Modern British, European, and Osborn Collections,” Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, accessed Feb. 8, 2019, https://beinecke.library.yale.edu 
/collections/curatorial-areas/early-modern-british-european-and-osborn-collections; “Read-
ing English: An Exhibition Celebrating the James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn 
Collection,” accessed Sept. 23, 2020, https://beinecke.library.yaleedu/exhibitions-visiting 
/special-exhibitions/reading-english-exhibition-celebrating-james-marshall-marie.

59 “Beinecke Library Digitizes Papers of Thomas Thistlewood.” 
60 Hartman, Small Axe 12: 6.
61 Hall, In Miserable Slavery, vi.
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papers made that could be stored at the UWI Library in Mona.62 As 
Hall’s experience indicates, when the Thistlewood papers were on deposit 
at the Lincolnshire Archives, scholars were required to gain permission 
from Lord Monson in order to publish their findings. As a result, when 
one reads the acknowledgment sections of the books and articles about 
Thistlewood written before 2011, they include thanks to Lord and Lady 
Monson. Philip D. Morgan, for example, noted that he “wish[ed] to 
thank Lord and Lady Monson for permission to quote from the diary.”63

The required acknowledgment of Lord Monson reflects the fact that 
these papers were legally the property of the Monson family and would-be 
authors wishing to draw from them had to follow the law or risk the con-
sequences, something no reputable academic press or journal would per-
mit. Moreover, the Monson family did store the manuscripts for a century 
and then choose to make the collection more publicly available by depos-
iting it at the Lincolnshire Archive. Nonetheless, it is impossible to ignore 
that, while Lord Monson’s ownership of the collection remains hyper-
visible in publications, scholarly labor is erased over time, especially the 
decades-long work of Ingram, who is acknowledged in Hall’s 1989 book 
but then drops out of the record in later publications.64 Moving forward, 
the James Marshall and Marie-Osborn Collection, the Beinecke Library, 
and Yale University will be the recipients of these acknowledgments 
because they are the new owners of the manuscripts. This is a reminder of 
the enduring primacy of property over labor when acknowleding archival 
inheritance.65 

Recognizing the value of labor should bring us back to the individ-
uals—especially the enslaved women—who labored for Thistlewood and 
appear, fleetingly and always inadequately, in his handwritten pages. Here, 
it is important to turn again to the insights of Black feminist scholars who 
have centered women such as Phibbah and Dido in their scholarship, 
demonstrated the unacknowledged value of their labor, and asked how 
society can mourn and reckon with the legacies of slavery, colonialism, 
patriarchy, and white supremacy that ensnared them. 

Black feminist scholarship also offers crucial insights into the politics 
of citation and acknowledgement, both historically and in the production 

62 Ibid., vi.
63 Morgan, WMQ 52: 50.
64 On the exploitation of archival and librarian labor, see Jasmine E. Burns, “Infor-

mation as Capital: The Commodification of Archives and Library Labor,” VRA Bulletin 
45, no. 1 (2018): 1–11. I am grateful to Adam Beauchamp for alerting me to this article.

65 Yale provides the following suggested citation for scholars citing the Thistlewood 
papers: “Thomas Thistlewood Papers. James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn Collec-
tion, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.” “Thomas Thistle-
wood Papers,” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Dec. 14, 2018, https://orbis 
.library.yale.edu/vwebv/holdingsInfo?bibId=10177215.
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of academic knowledge today. Historians can turn to this scholarship—as 
well as the field of Critical Archive Studies—to identify the inequities 
embedded in the current systems of archival management and knowledge 
production, and to identify one’s own position within these systems.66 
The #CiteBlackWomen movement, for example, has persuasively argued 
for the importance of acknowledging the labor of scholars—especially 
women of color—who are often marginalized in references, syllabi, and 
footnotes.67 That mission should be extended to include the archivists 
and librarians who identified, cataloged, and cared for the sources that are 
used to write about the past.68 

In the case of the Thistlewood papers, it is especially notable that the 
individuals who were primarily responsible for creating the intellectual 
value of the Thistlewood papers were Jamaican scholars, while the individ-
uals who are most consistently acknowledged by a generation’s worth of 
authors are members of the English gentry. Moving forward, of course, an 
elite university in the United States with its own ties to slavery and settler 
colonialism will be the recipient of required acknowledgments. 

Inheritance also refers to wealth (or dispossession) that is passed 
down through generations, a definition that allows us to look at Thomas 
Thistlewood’s diaries in yet another light. In examining the material his-
tory of the papers, it is evident that the labor of archivists, librarians, and 
scholars dramatically increased the value of the documents, a process of 
wealth creation that is not limited to this collection. As scholars over the 
last two generations have asked different questions about the past—and 
sought to center Black experiences—archivists and historians have found 

66 My research for this article has made issues of academic gatekeeping especially 
clear. I have benefited from my race and class status as a white woman with a secure 
financial income, a graduate degree from an elite university, and my current tenured 
position at a research university in the United States. Without access to specific individu-
als, institutions, and informal networks, I would not have been able to write this article. 
I am grateful to the anonymous reader who urged me to make this point more explicitly. 

67 For the Cite Black Women collective, see Cite Black Women, https://www 
.citeblackwomencollective.org/. 

68 For the invisibility of archival labor, see Michelle Caswell, “‘The Archive’ Is 
Not an Archives: Acknowledging the Intellectual Contributions of Archival Stud-
ies,” Reconstruction 16, no. 1 (2016), https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7bn4v1fk. The 
acknowledgment of archival labor should include the recognition that Archival Studies 
is an important and relevant field of knowledge. As Caswell writes, “almost none of the 
humanistic inquiry at ‘the archival turn’ (even that which addresses ‘actually existing 
archives’) has acknowledged the intellectual contribution of archival studies as a field 
of theory and praxis in its own right, nor is this humanities scholarship in conversation 
with ideas, debates, and lineages in archival studies.” See ibid., para. 4. For those seeking 
to explore the field of Critical Archival Studies, see the opening essay to a special issue 
on Critical Archival Studies; Caswell, Ricardo Punzalan, and T-Kay Sangwand, “Editor’s 
Note: Critical Archival Studies: An Introduction,” Journal of Critical Library and Infor-
mation Studies 1, no. 2 (2017): 1–8.
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new records that offer novel kinds of information.69 As a result, the col-
lections containing these records have become far more valuable. An 
analysis of manuscripts sold at auction shows quite clearly that the mar-
ket has followed the scholarship: documents related to Caribbean slavery 
have increased in value somewhere from twenty- to fifty-fold since early 
1980s.70 The auction data tells a story about how scholarship affects the 
creation of new markets and the cultivation of new archival collections in 
major libraries such as the Beinecke.71 

In other words, scholars have created a new inheritance. Though it 
is not possible to ascertain which individuals and/or groups are primarily 
responsible for the rising price tag of archival material related to slavery, 
there are several historiographical trends that have contributed to this 
shift. In the 1960s and 1970s, new fields of research focused on telling 
histories from below and led scholars to value different types of archival 
material.72 Diaries, especially those that focused on the lives of common 
people, became the subject of major studies, and they were valued for 
the insights they offered into everyday life. In social histories of slavery, 

69 The relationship between scholars, collectors, and archives is complex and 
multidirectional. For example, recent scholarship on Arthur Schomburg has examined 
how his scholarly work and his cultivation of an Afro-diasporic collection have played 
a major role in shaping scholarship over the past century, just as new scholarship on the 
African diaspora has influenced collecting priorities of major archives. Adalaine Holton, 
“Decolonizing History: Arthur Schomburg’s Afrodiasporic Archive,” Journal of African 
American History 92, no. 2 (Spring 2007): 218–38. Thanks to Bradley Craig for alerting 
me to this research.

70 I analyzed auction records from Swann Auction Galleries, Sotheby’s, Bloomsbury 
Auctions, and Bonhams, searching for manuscript sales related to “Jamaican slavery” 
from 1980 to 2020. There were eleven manuscript sales relating to Jamaican slavery 
between from 1980 to 1985, which sold for an average of $217, or approximately $540 
in 2021 dollars. From 2015 to 2020, there were seven comparable manuscript sales, and 
these sold for an average of $10,167. Sales in GBP were converted to USD based on the 
rate of conversion in the year that they were sold. I am extremely grateful to Mitch Fraas 
for sharing preliminary data on this and for coming up with the idea to examine auction 
records to identify the changing valuation of manuscript collections related to the Carib-
bean. 

71 There are both direct and indirect methods of influence. In some cases, schol-
ars working on a particular set of archival materials may collaborate with librarians 
and archivists at their home institution to acquire the collection. In other cases, archi-
vists may define acquisition priorities based on important new directions in scholarly 
research. Though not the focus of this article, there are also numerous collectors, auction 
houses, and individuals who have been instrumental in developing the market for archi-
val material related to slavery as well as African American history and literature more 
broadly. One especially notable example is Swann Auction Galleries’ Printed and Man-
uscript African Americana sale, which was first held in 1996 and was the first auction 
department dedicated to African American printed and manuscript material. For Swann 
Galleries’ link to rising prices for African American material, see “Nationwide Demand 
for Slave Memorabilia Sparks Bidding Wars,” Los Angeles Sentinel, Nov. 28, 1996, A13. 

72 Here, I am thinking especially of the new social history, Black Studies, women’s 
history, popular history, and labor history. 
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scholars sought to center the experiences of the enslaved, highlighting 
themes of resistance and resilience.73 There is, likewise, a long history of 
influential Black feminist scholars centering Black women’s experiences in 
their scholarship while also offering a pointed critique of scholarly archi-
val practices.74 

The consequence of this accumulated scholarly labor has been 
immense: stories and lives that were thought to be unknowable have 
been the subject of book-length studies, and scholars have developed new 
methods to interpret, aggregate, and draw insights from diverse archival 
materials. Though the intellectual impact of these historical methods 
and practices is widely recognized, their influence on the archives market 
is rarely acknowledged. This is a missed opportunity: as scholars have 
increasingly recognized the problematic nature of the archives—especially 
those related to slavery and colonialism—it is crucial for scholars to con-
sider the connection between scholarly labor and the archival market. 

As a result of scholarly labor, archival manuscripts that contain infor-
mation on enslaved women have become more marketable, a development 
with complicated and deeply problematic consequences. Enslaved women 
such as Phibbah and Dido, who appear in Thistlewood’s handwriting in 
scattered references on thousands of pieces of paper, are ensnared again in 
an extractive and capitalist economy in which they are sold to the highest 
bidder and “owned” by an institution or a family. Meanwhile, the labor 
of Caribbean archivists and scholars—who are largely responsible for the 
prominence of the Thistlewood manuscripts in particular—does not result 
in the actual ownership of the manuscripts by Caribbean institutions, nor 
do they share in the proceeds from the sale of the manuscripts. 

And so, it behooves us, as scholars, to ask: for whom are we creat-
ing wealth? In the case of Thistlewood’s diaries, that wealth was reaped 
by the Monson family and the British government.75 In other cases, the 

73 For a classic example of a diary becoming a major study, see Laurel Thatcher 
Ulrich, A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 1785–1812 
(New York, 1990). For social histories, see for example John W. Blassingame, The Slave 
Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (New York, 1972); Blassingame, 
ed., Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies 
(Baton Rouge, La., 1977); Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves 
Made (New York, 1976); Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 
1750–1925 (New York, 1976). 

74 See especially Deborah Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plan-
tation South (New York, 1985); Spillers, Diacritics 17: 64–81; Nell Irvin Painter, Sojourner 
Truth: A Life, a Symbol (New York, 1996); Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Ter-
ror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New York, 1997); Jennifer L. 
Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery (Philadelphia, 
2004); Hartman, Lose Your Mother. 

75 The Monson collection was sold, in part, to cover the inheritance taxes for the 
11th Lord Monson. “Lord Monson: Obituaries,” Feb. 25, 2011. In the United Kingdom, 
the inheritance tax is 40 percent for any assets over £325,000. For more on the U.K. 
inheritance tax, see “How Inheritance Tax Works: Thresholds, Rules and Allowances,” 
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profits from the sale of slavery archives go directly to the descendants of 
enslavers. Either way, the accumulated labor of scholars—many of African 
descent—has produced capital for members of the English gentry, former 
colonial governments, and elite institutions. This is, quite literally, the 
opposite of reparations. 

Acknowledging the role of scholars in the process of wealth cre-
ation opens up new possibilities for reparative work.76 With the issue of 
inheritance-as-wealth on the table, we can ask: What can we do to repair 
the disparities of wealth stemming from the archives that we use and 
preserve? What leverage do we, as historians and scholars, have when we 
recognize the wealth that we are creating with our scholarship and our 
labor? And what would it mean for the archives of slavery to be sold, and 
stewarded, in a way that furthered reparative efforts and acknowledged 
our messy inheritance?  

In order to begin answering these questions, scholars need to recon-
sider the relationship between academic labor and the capitalist economy. 
When historians think or write about the value of the archive, they are 
usually referring to the content in the manuscript pages. Take Douglas 
Hall’s own commentary on Thomas Thistlewood’s diaries: “The value of 
[the diaries], as reliable sources of information, depends on the answers 
to two questions: first, why did Thistlewood write his diaries; and second, 
to what extent can we come to general conclusions about Jamaican soci-
ety on the basis of the evidence provided by a single diarist?”77 For Hall, 
value was intimately connected with reliable information. Yet the value of 
the Thistlewood diaries is much broader, and it includes market value as 
well as intellectual value. The relationship between those sorts of value is 
complex, but as we have seen, the creation of intellectual value can lead to 
increased market value. Scholarly labor—including the identification of 
archives and the demonstration of historical significance through interpre-
tive work—imbues archival materials with monetary worth.

With that understood, it is possible rethink the broader issues of 
inheritance wrapped up in the history of the Thistlewood papers, as 
well as other important archives related to slavery and colonialism. The 
Legacies of British Slavery database, which connects the wealth of slave 

accessed June 13, 2022, https://www.gov.uk/inheritance-tax. Thanks to James Robertson 
for bringing this aspect of the sale to my attention. 

76 The ideas offered in this article are meant to supplement, not replace, current 
arguments for reparations and to offer more opportunities to create reparative frame-
works. For an argument for reparations relating to slavery in the Anglophone Caribbean, 
see Hilary McD. Beckles, Britain’s Black Debt: Reparations for Caribbean Slavery and 
Native Genocide (Kingston, 2013). For a historical examination of reparations arguments, 
see Ana Lucia Araujo, Reparations for Slavery and the Slave Trade: A Transnational and 
Comparative History (London, 2017).

77 Hall, In Miserable Slavery, xvi–xvii (quotation).
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owners to individuals living today, notes that “neither the Egypt estate . . . 
[where Thistlewood worked as overseer] nor Thistlewood’s own Breadnut 
island . . . has yet been traced in the Accounts Produce or the slave com-
pensation records.” In other words, though it is known that Thistlewood’s 
estate at the time of his death was worth about £3,371.26 in Jamaican 
currency, none of that wealth has been definitively traced to an individual 
living today.78 But when we broaden our definition of “inheritance” to 
include archival documents, the opportunities for reparative work expand. 
Archivists, historians, and other scholars increased the monetary value of 
the Thistlewood papers by conceiving and manifesting the intellectual sig-
nificance of the materials. Is there a way to uncover, aggregate, and com-
municate data about archival value over time, perhaps by following the 
model of the Legacies of British Slavery site? How could this data be used 
to strengthen arguments for reparative efforts? 

There are no definitive answers, but there are many possibilities. 
When historians and scholars recognize the role they play in creating an 
archival inheritance, they can use their influence to begin conversations 
about reparative approaches to archival collections, whether at their 
home institution, with a manuscript collector, or in conversation with 
an auction house or manuscript dealer. They might, for example, advo-
cate for an institution or an auction house to develop an ethics policy 
regarding archival acquisitions that could work toward reparative efforts.79 
Scholars can also advocate for changes in export regulations and national 
laws so that they support the identification of slavery archives as cultural 
property.80 

78 “Thomas Thistlewood,” LBS, accessed Oct. 1, 2020: “Estate probated in Jamaica 
in 1787. Slave-ownership at probate: 34 of whom 12 were listed as male and 22 as female. 
0 were listed as boys, girls or children. Total value of estate at probate: £3,371.26 Jamai-
can currency of which £1,501 currency was the value of enslaved people. Estate valuation 
included £54 currency cash, £1,072.57 currency debts and £36.63 currency plate.” 

79 Auction houses that deal directly with collectors have a unique opportunity to 
promote communication between collectors, institutions, and communities who would 
otherwise remain anonymous to each other. For example, Revere Auctions has developed 
an ethics policy regarding Native American sacred objects in consultation with scholars 
and tribal nations, with the twin goals of promoting communication between collectors 
and representatives of tribal nations, and creating opportunities for repatriation. “Native 
American Objects Ethics Statement,” Revere Auctions (blog), accessed June 10, 2022, 
https://www.revereauctions.com/native-american-objects-ethics-statement/.

80 Numerous laws regulate the export of valuable archival materials, but they tend 
to promote a specific version of national history. In the United Kingdom, for exam-
ple, laws regulate the export of “national treasures.” Thus, when Yale purchased the 
Thistlewood papers in 2011, the Beinecke had to apply for an export license from the 
British government. Several individuals I spoke to were surprised that the Thistlewood 
papers were approved for an export license while the Monson Catholicon Anglicum, a 
medieval manuscript sold by the Monson family, was one of just twenty-two items to 
be denied such a license two years later. The Thistlewood papers are arguably a more 
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In some cases, a scholar might decide not to work with a particular 
archive or might initiate a conversation about reparative approaches with 
a family or individual that owns a manuscript collection.81 Either way, it 
is important to know that some collectors seek out scholars to write aca-
demic publications about their collections because they know that those 
works will increase their value. In other cases, a family in possession of a 
slavery archive might feel ashamed of or embarrassed by their ancestor’s 
involvement with slavery, and a scholar could offer a reparative solution 
that might convince the family to make their collections available, such as 
donating them or taking part in other reparative approaches to family his-
tory.82 Descendants of enslaved men and women identified in manuscripts 
or other archival materials could also claim the archival representations of 
their ancestors, and scholars can support these claims through research, 
writing, and advocacy.83 

revealing and rarer source about British history, but they were not deemed a “national 
treasure,” unlike the medieval religious text. The decision by the British government 
about that text explicitly cited scholarly knowledge, noting that the “Keeper of Special 
Collections at the Bodleian Libraries, acting as expert adviser, had objected to the export of 
the archive.” If scholars who care about reparative practices engage with these laws, they 
could be revised to support and promote a broad notion of repair. After all, the U.K. 
law preventing the exportation of “national treasures” while looted objects from other 
nations enrich British museums and institutions is quite obviously a legacy of colonial-
ism. For a full report on the items denied an export license in 2013–14, see “Export of 
Objects of Cultural Interest 2013/2014,” December 2014, Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport, accessed June 10, 2022, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/export 
-of-objects-of-cultural-interest-20132014 (“national”). Thanks to Mitch Fraas for alerting 
me to the existence of this report. For the Waverly Criteria, which are used to determine 
whether an item should be designated a “national treasure,” see “Reviewing Commit-
tee,” Arts Council England, accessed June 10, 2022, https://www.artscouncil.org.uk 
/supporting-collections-and-cultural-property/reviewing-committee#section-2. For Brit-
ish museums and colonialism, see Dan Hicks, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, 
Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution (London, 2020). On displaced archives and 
international efforts to address the legacy of colonialism, see James Lowry, ed., Displaced 
Archives (Abingdon, U.K., 2017); James Lowry, ed., Disputed Archival Heritage (London: 
Routledge, 2022). 

81 Thanks to Emma Hart and Trevor Burnard for their comments and suggestions 
on these topics. 

82 For one scholar’s research into his own family papers, see William Horne, “White 
Americans Fail to Address Their Family Histories,” Activist History Review (blog), Feb. 
9, 2018, https://activisthistory.com/2018/02/09/white-americans-fail-to-address-their 
-family-histories/. I am grateful to Cory Young for alerting me to this essay.

83 For a detailed argument using the Native American Graves Protection and Repa-
triation Act and international treaties on cultural patrimony as precedent for contesting 
Harvard’s ownership of daguerreotypes of enslaved men and women, see Yxta Maya 
Murray, “From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried: Carrie Mae Weems’ Challenge 
to the Harvard Archive,” Sept. 11, 2013, 8 Unbound: Harvard Journal of the Legal Left 
1 (2013), Loyola-LA Legal Studies Paper No. 2013-31, SSRN Scholarly Paper, https://
ssrn.com/abstract=2324363. I am grateful to Bradley Craig to alerting me to this article. 
For an introduction to the concept of cultural heritage and cultural property, see Erich 
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At the same time, well-resourced institutions such as the Beinecke, 
which own collections relevant to under-resourced institutions such as the 
West Indies and Special Collections at the UWI Mona, should develop 
reparative strategies that could include, but are not limited to, collabo-
rative ownership, reparative description, repatriation, remuneration, and 
community and institutional partnerships.84 A partnership between the 
Beinecke and the West Indies and Special Collections could, for example, 
create funded opportunities for Caribbean scholars to examine manuscript 
collections at the Beinecke in person and promote awareness about the 
existing collections available at the West Indies and Special Collections 
and other institutions in Jamaica.85

Digitization can be part of a reparative process, but it should sit 
within a broader strategy. The fact that the Beinecke allotted labor and 
resources to the creation—and free distribution—of high-resolution dig-
itized images of the Thistlewood papers has made the documents more 
widely accessible, which is significant. That said, digitization also operates 
to bring more prestige, attention, and value to elite institutions, and it can 
be used to deflect criticism from rich institutions and their collections.86 

Moreover, when considering the digitization of slavery archives in 
particular, scholars and institutions should bear in mind Jessica Marie 
Johnson’s reminder that “everyday violence in the lives of the enslaved 

Hatala Matthes, “The Ethics of Cultural Heritage,” July 12, 2018, last modified July 23, 
2018, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Archive, Fall 2018 edition, ed. Edward N. 
Zalta, Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2018, https://plato.stanford.edu 
/archives/fall2018/entries/ethics-cultural-heritage/.

84 In developing reparative strategies, research in Critical Archival Studies and Black 
Archival Studies is especially helpful. Scholars have critiqued foundational concepts such 
as “provenance,” “authorship,” and “ownership” and offered new methods intended to 
address inequities in the current system of archival management. For a critique of the 
concept of “provenance” and a call for reparative description in archival practice, see 
Jarrett M. Drake, “RadTech Meets RadArch: Towards a New Principle for Archives and 
Archival Description,” On Archivy (blog), Apr. 6, 2016, https://medium.com/on-archivy 
/radtech-meets-radarch-towards-a-new-principle-for-archives-and-archival-description 
-568f133e4325. For Black Archival practices, see “Black Archival Practice I,” special 
issue, Black Scholar 52, no. 2 (Summer 2022), esp. Tonia Sutherland and Zakiya Collier, 
“Introduction: The Promise and Possibility of Black Archival Practice,” ibid., 1–6. For an 
important critique of the concept of “shared inheritance,” see Stanley H. Griffin, “Value 
Displaced, Value Re/Claimed: Reparations, Shared Heritage and Caribbean Archival 
Records,” in Disputed Archival Heritage, ed. James Lowry (Abingdon, U.K., 2023), 
304–31.

85 The idea of partnerships emerged in my conversation with Frances Salmon, 
Paulette Kerr, and Yulande Lindsay at the UWI, Mona. I am very grateful to them for 
sharing their insights with me. 

86 Digitization sometimes operates to shield rich institutions from critique by 
implying—or stating overtly—that rare and valuable archival manuscripts are “bet-
ter off ” in elite institutions than in under-resourced institutions. Such an argument 
occludes the fact that digitization usually operates to make manuscripts more valuable, 
and increased visibility from scholars operates to bring more prestige to elite institutions 
while simultaneously enhancing the value of the collections through scholarly labor. 
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created a devastating archive. Left unattended, these devastations repro-
duce themselves in digital architecture, even when and where digital 
humanists believe they advocate for social justice.”87 Digitization should 
be combined with practices such as reparative description and collabora-
tive partnerships to redress the devastation wrought by the archives that 
are being redistributed in the digital world.88 

As elite institutions in the United States and Britain acknowledge and 
assess their historical ties to slavery and colonialism, manuscript collec-
tions should be part of the conversation regarding reparative solutions that 
can mitigate ongoing systemic inequities. Currently, most “Universities 
and Slavery” initiatives focus on identifying the historical connections 
between a specific university and the institution of slavery. At Yale, for 
example, the “Yale and Slavery Research Project” is charged with “inves-
tigat[ing] Yale’s historic entanglements and associations with slavery, the 
slave trade, and abolition.”89 Integrating manuscript collections—includ-
ing recent acquisitions—into the conversation creates new opportunities 
for repair and partnerships.

Regardless of the path forward, we, as scholars, need to think dif-
ferently about the work that we do and how we understand the archive. 
In Silencing the Past, Haitian anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot 
argued that “silences enter the process of historical production at four 
crucial moments: the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); 
the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of 
fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective 
significance (the making of history in the final instance).”90 Following 
the Thistlewood papers through each of Trouillot’s four moments should 
prompt scholars to consider another dimension of silencing: silencing 
around the economic value of archival and scholarly labor, and the mone-
tary value accrued by research and writing. In the case of the Thistlewood 

87 Johnson, Social Text 36: 58 (quotation). See also Dorothy Berry, “The House 
Archives Built,” Up//Root: A We Here Publication, 2021, https://www.uproot.space 
/features/the-house-archives-built. 

88 Such a process may well require reconsidering foundational concepts in Archi-
val Science, such as the definition of a “creator” and the role of “provenance.” On the 
“creator” concept, see Sue McKemmish and Michael Piggott, “Toward the Archival 
Multiverse: Challenging the Binary Opposition of the Personal and Corporate Archive 
in Modern Archival Theory and Practice,” Archivaria, no. 76 (Fall 2013): 111–44, esp. 
111–14; Berry, “The House Archives Built.” On the concept of “archival autonomy,” see 
Joanne Evans et al., “Self-Determination and Archival Autonomy: Advocating Activism,” 
Archival Science 15, no. 4 (2015): 337–68. For a critique of “provenance” and reparative 
description, see Drake, “RadTech Meets RadArch.” 

89 “Working Group,” The Yale and Slavery Research Project,” accessed June 13, 
2022, https://yaleandslavery.yale.edu/working-group. For more on the “Universities 
and Slavery” consortium, see “Universities Studying Slavery,” President’s Commission 
on Slavery and the University, USS Conference, Fall 2022, https://slavery.virginia.edu 
/universities-studying-slavery/.

90 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 26.



626	 william and mary quarterly

papers, the monetary value of the collection has been explicitly silenced 
because the information about the Sotheby’s sale is private. More fre-
quently, the cost of archival material is silenced not because it is neces-
sarily a secret but rather because many scholars do not consider it to be 
important. 

The “making of history,” in short, is a constantly evolving process 
that has an impact on the market for archival manuscripts. As scholars 
create historical narratives (as we define the “retrospective significance” 
of the sources), the effort to “make history” can be followed by another 
phase: the making of wealth and notoriety. The value and fame of a par-
ticular set of sources can, in turn, affect how those sources are collected 
and organized (the “making of archives.”) The process is never complete, 
but by recognizing the interplay between making history and making 
wealth, we can build new creative avenues to help repair the damage done 
by these archives of slavery. 


