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Abstract 

 

This paper examines the claims of Eric Williams and the more recent Legacies of British 

Slave-Ownership projects regarding the influence of enslavement in the building of Britain 

and its empire through a multi-generational study of a leading British elite family, the 

Bentincks. Using the concept of imperial careering, it charts how four men from this family 

not typically identified as enslavers or abolitionists were entangled with enslavement in 

Britain’s Western and Eastern empires. It concludes that the influence of enslavement was 

extensive and mainly exploitative, but involved losses as well as gains for these elite 

protagonists. 

 

  



 3

 

Keywords 

 

Imperial Careering, Slavery, Family, Eighteenth Century, Empire 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Introduction 

 

In 1944 Eric Williams argued that profits from the Atlantic slave trade and slavery were of 

central importance to the Industrial Revolution in England. Furthermore, profits from related 

industries such as shipbuilding, iron manufacture, cotton manufacture, and activities such as 

insurance and banking all contributed to the success of the British economy.1Joseph Inikori 

has also argued that African enforced labour was significant in Britain’s economic success.2 

More recently, the Legacies of British Slave Ownership (LBS) project has demonstrated the 

complicated web of trade, investment and indebtedness that emanated from Caribbean 

slavery via the compensation claims following emancipation.3 The effects of the slave trade 

and slavery on the British economy have been hotly debated, and Williams has been 

criticised due to his polemical style and lack of empirical data, but it is difficult to challenge 

his basic argument that the slave trade and slavery had a pervasive influence on the British 

economy.4 Indeed, there is no doubt that the West India Interest was shocked by the rise of 

the abolition movement in the late 1780s, and the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade in 

1807 was seen as a stunning u-turn in government policy.5 
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Whilst Williams was mostly concerned with the ‘Atlantic’ first British empire, historians of 

the ‘Eastern’ second empire have often taken a more cultural turn.6 This has included life 

and/or family biographies, such as Linda Colley’s Elizabeth Marsh or Margot Finn’s Sir 

Thomas Munro, and especially the use of the concept of ‘imperial careering’.7 There is a big 

debate about exactly when the first British empire ended and the second began; but adopting 

the concept of imperial careering allows the historian to step outside the bounds of ‘first’ and 

‘second’ empire, ‘Atlantic’ versus East, ‘core’ and ‘periphery’, ‘metropole’ and ‘colony’.9 It 

facilitates a more ‘complex spatiality’ and indeed, a more complex and nuanced chronology 

of empire.10 This article therefore revisits Williams’ concerns with slavery as an inherent part 

of the British empire, but adopts the concept of imperial careering; thereby avoiding any false 

separation of empires either chronologically or spatially, and facilitating a discussion of both 

economic and cultural aspects. It uses the case study of the elite Bentinck family. Their 

family careers allow us to trace links with slavery and empire from the beginning of the 

eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth, linking Atlantic and Indian slavery. This article 

therefore steps across artificial historiographical fractures to consider a variety of imperial 

encounters.  

 

The Bentincks are not a family well-known for their connections with enslavement. William 

Henry, third Duke of Portland, was identified by Miranda Kaufmann’s study for English 

Heritage as having links to slavery as he was petitioned by the abolitionist Granville Sharp.11 

Lord William Bentinck is listed as an unsuccessful claimant for compensation at the abolition 

of slavery on the LBS database.12 Yet the research presented here on the Bentinck family 

highlights a range of more complex connections, implicit as well as explicit. The Bentincks 

were an aristocratic family with, at various times, estates in a number of English counties as 

well as plantations in Demerara and Jamaica.13 However, many of the men of the family were 
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involved in either high politics, plantation management, colonial management – or a 

combination of these occupations- in places such as Jamaica,the Guianas, St. Vincent, India, 

and, of course, London.14 They therefore are not representative of most British peoples’ 

experiences of empire, but taking four generations of the family means that their story is 

illustrative of the elite experience. In order to study the Bentinck family, a range of primary 

sources have been used. These include the Portland Collection in the Manuscripts and Special 

Collections of the University of Nottingham, Colonial Office records relating to Grenada at 

The National Archives, the Liverpool Papers at the British Library with regards to colonial 

management, papers relating to the Zong at the National Maritime Museum, and papers 

relating to the Bentinck family at the National Library of Jamaica and the University of West 

Indies, Mona. Together these have illuminated the wide variety of experience even within an 

elite aristocratic family. 

 

The remainder of this article is structured chronologically. It outlines the imperial careers of: 

Henry Bentinck (the first Duke of Portland) and his links with the South Sea Company and 

plantation ownership and colonial office; William Henry Cavendish-Bentinck (the third Duke 

of Portland) and links with slave holding and management of empire; Henry William 

Bentinck and his colonial service and plantation ownership; and Lord William Henry 

Cavendish-Bentinck and his links with abolition and colonial service. In following their 

imperial careers, it is possible to trace one family’s complicated and often conflicted links 

with slavery and empire between the early eighteenth and the mid-nineteenth century. Indeed, 

despite having good access to information, finance, opportunities and networks, the 

Bentincks were not always able to benefit financially from these connections, and certainly 

not as easily suggested by Williams.  This article therefore does not agree with Williams’ 

implicit suggestion that all individuals involved in slavery and slaveholding necessarily 
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benefitted, even within the elite. However, it does conclude by agreeing with and adding to 

Williams and the LBS projects with regards to the pervasive nature of slavery within the 

British empire, both at home and abroad. 

 

The Bentincks 

 

Henry Bentinck (1682-1726), first Duke of Portland: The SouthSea Bubble and Flight to the 

colonies 

 

Williams’ thesis is certainly challenged by the demise of the first Duke of Portland’s estate. 

When Henry Bentinck inherited the earldom in 1709, his estate was valued at over 

£850,000andhad been augmented when he married Lady Elizabeth Noel (eldest daughter and 

co-heir to the second earl of Gainsborough) in 1704.15 However, when his son, the second 

Duke of Portland, married in 1734, the estate was valued at only £40,000.16 Henry Bentinck 

was already in financial difficulty by 1710, possibly due to his investment in the East India 

Company. He invested £10,000 in 1698 in patriotic support of King William’s war, a gesture 

many elites made.17 He may therefore have been hoping to restore his fortunes when he 

subsequently invested in the South Sea Company. The joint-stock South Sea Company was 

founded in 1711 as a synthesis of ‘finance, commerce and foreign policy’.18 The aim was to 

try and monopolise shipping and trading rights in South America as a counteraction to the 

Iberian empires’ control of that region. This aim was furthered at the end of Queen Anne’ s 

War (1702-13), when Britain was awarded the Asiento, the contract to deliver enslaved 

Africans to the Spanish colonies. Using Royal African Company ships, the South Sea 

Company did indeed fulfil its contract, delivering enslaved Africans to various ports in the 

Spanish Caribbean and mainland.19 However, the South Sea Company became increasingly 
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important in helping to finance the Tory government’s war debts from 1719 onwards and the 

initiative was a key part of the ‘financial revolution’.20 The hoped-for success of the South 

Sea Company therefore became an inherent part of the imperial project. This meant that 

several elite families, including the Crown, with the King as Governor of the Company, acted 

as patriotic investors. At one point King George I owned £15,383 worth of shares, the Earl of 

Pembroke £69,052, and the Duchess of Kendall, £47,000.21 This all led to the speculation in 

the Company’s shares in 1720.  

 

Henry Bentinck was therefore not unusual in investing in the South Sea Company, but the 

scale of his investment was. Over the summer of the infamous ‘bubble’ of 1720, he was 

involved in deals for over 130,900 shares.22His investment continued even when the shares 

fell to 200d in October from a high of 950d in June.23 It would appear that Henry Bentinck 

used the South Sea stock he owned as collateral to borrow from other people; at first to buy 

yet more stock, and later to pay off his debts related to earlier issues.24 For example, his agent 

wrote to a gentleman named Edwin hoping he would lend Henry Bentinck money against his 

South Sea stock. He made a point of noting that the duke was a ‘person of great Honour, and 

would be very punctuall [sic] in complying with his Obligations’ and in fact eventually under 

pressure Edwin lent money for the duke to purchase £3,000 worth of South Sea stock for 

£16,000.25 When the stock price fell and Edwin tried to get further security, Henry Bentinck 

used emotional blackmail. He begged Edwin not to sell the stock at low prices ‘with Tears on 

his face’.26 The duke was also involved in similar deals with Messrs Caswall & Co., whom he 

later gave ‘Notice not to dispose any part of the said stock’ or they would be ‘answerable for 

the same’.27 However, he subsequently reneged on these types of deals, including those with 

Edwin, Turner, Caswell & Co., and John Meres, many of which were being contested as late 

as 1738.28Whilst Meres received his money from Bentinck, Caswall did not.29 
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We cannot be sure whether Henry Bentinck was a ‘greater fool’ following the ‘herd’ of 

investors, or whether he felt compelled as an elite to support the government’s war effort 

through the scheme.30Gary O’Shea suggests he was fraudulent and actively reneged on 

certain contracts by tying up many of his assets in the estate trust for his children.31No doubt 

he would have hoped to have bolstered his personal wealth with these investments; yet in 

August 1720 he argued that he could not afford to pay Mr Meres the money he owed him, 

because if he (the duke) were seen to be selling, the price would fall even further.32 Clearly 

he believed his actions were influential, whatever his personal motives. It would appear that 

far from profiting from involvement in the slave trade via the South Sea Company, Henry 

Bentinck, like many if not all elite landowners, lost out financially to a large degree with 

serious repercussions for himself and his family in the long term.33 

 

In an attempt to save these familial financial fortunes, Henry Bentinck tried to develop his 

imperial career in a different direction and when he took up the post of the Governor of 

Jamaica in 1722, he became directly involved in a slave society. Jamaica had been taken from 

the Spanish in 1655, and was by the early eighteenth century a slowly growingsugar colony.34 

Henry must have seen this as a great opportunity to replenish his wealth and status, especially 

as, at the request of the Crown, he was awarded twice the normal salary of £2,500.35In 1723 

he created the parish of Portland in north-east Jamaica, named in his honour, in an attempt to 

encourage English settlement there.36 He began purchasing property as soon as he arrived in 

Spanish Town in January 1722. He bought a pen (a small livestock farm), which he then 

immediately mortgaged for £1,700.37 The precise location of this property is unclear and little 

is known about its management, but it almost certainly would have included the ownership of 

enslaved Africans. Although records identifying further purchases have not been identified, 
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he clearly intended to increase his land and slave holdings in Jamaica. His will records that he 

left to his wife Elizabeth ‘for ever all the Lands & Negroes of which I shall die seized of or 

any Wise entitled to within this Island’.38 He also requested that his widow sell the same as 

soon as possible after his death in order to pay the debts on his estates in England.39 

 

Henry died at the young age of 44, whilst still in office in Jamaica. His move to Jamaica did 

not save his fortunes. Indeed, it has been argued thatHenry Bentinck’s involvement in the 

South Sea Company prevented his family ‘from playing an influential part in affairs for 

nearly two generations’.40His albeit short, more direct involvement in a slave society did not 

rescue his finances either. 

 

William Henry Cavendish-Bentinck (1738-1809); third Duke of Portland: enslavement and 

the management of empire41 

 

The family fortunes were still suffering from the first duke’s foray into the South Sea scheme 

when William Henry Cavendish-Bentinck married Lady Dorothy Cavendish in 1766. Neither 

her substantial £30,000 dowry as the only daughter of the fourth duke of Devonshire nor the 

income from the Cavendish estates of his heiress mother, Lady Margaret Cavendish Holles 

Harley, which he eventually benefitted from at her death in 1785, were enough to turn things 

around.42 Two costly property disputes, the most notorious with Tory political opponent, Sir 

James Lowther in Cumberland, did not help and, in fact, made the third Duke of Portland 

particularly sensitive to issues surrounding property – in its various forms.43 Indeed, people 

were able to play on his insecurities and exploit the several important posts he held in the 

Whig party. As Prime Minister he was lobbied by abolitionists and as Secretary of State for 

Home Affairs, he had to deal with slavery as part of his role in colonial management.44 
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During his brief term as Prime Minister between 2 April and 18 December 1783, William 

Henry was drawn into the debates over the infamous Zong massacre.45 The court case did not 

centre around the murder of the 133 enslaved Africans on board, but on their value as 

property; and it was through issues of property that Granville Sharp sought to sway William 

Henry’s opinion on the matter.46 For example, Sharp wrote in his covering letter that he 

rejected the pro-slavery argument that third persons could not intervene because enslaved 

Africans were property.47 The ‘supposed Property in their Persons’ was ‘a very limited sort of 

Property’ [all emphases in originals].48 Instead he argued for the right of the enslaved to own 

their own bodies: ‘The property of these poor injured Negroes in their own Lives … was 

infinitely superior … than the … Slaveholder’s or Slave-dealers iniquitous claim of Property 

in their Persons’. Not content with playing on William Henry’s personal proclivities, Sharp 

also played on the fragility of the Whig party at this time. Condemning the ‘monstrous 

injustice & abandoned Wickedness’ of the slave trade, he suggested that the suffering of 

those in the West Indies from ‘Tempests and Hurricanes’, and the loss of the thirteen 

continental colonies was God’s vengeance for being involved in slavery – fostered as it was 

by ‘parliamentary Authority’.49 He also warned that any delay in stopping involvement in 

such a trade ‘must necessarily endanger a Man’s eternal Welfare, be he ever so great in 

temporal dignity or Office’. Granville therefore brought Portland’s personal insecurities 

together with politics and religion. William Henry did not deign to reply, but we can assume 

that as a member of the elite, ‘he upheld pragmatic British interests and the property rights of 

slave-owners’.50 In 1783 the West India Interest were certainly still firmly and successfully 

upholding their interests.51 
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Later in his career William Henry was again confronted with issues over slavery, this time 

during his tenure as Secretary of State for Home Affairs and, yet again, issues over property 

were prominent. Grenada had been ceded to Britain from the French in 1763 as part of the 

Treaty of Paris, and many French had remained on the island. Neither side trusted the other, 

partly because of the restricted political advancement allowed to the French.52 In 1795 these 

tensions erupted under the leadership of Julien Fedon, a free man of colour of French 

extraction. Fedon’s rebellion has been characterised by Michael Craton as ‘the most serious 

threat posed to British control anywhere in the Antilles’.53 Around 50 of the leading British 

planters, including Governor Home, were executed by the rebels.54  One hundred plantations 

were burned and around 7,000 enslaved Africans killed, condemned to death or deported. The 

total economic losses were estimated at around £2.5 million.55 The loss of enslaved labour 

and the ongoing wars with the French left the islanders feeling insecure and they and their 

creditors turned to William Henry for protection and recompense.  

 

William Henry’s reaction tells us much about his attitudes towards land and the enslaved as 

property. Many formerly French plantations were forfeited and the sales were being dealt 

with by local commissioners. William Henry received a lengthy petition in 1797 from several 

Liverpool merchants who were some of the creditors of these estates. They complained that 

the commissioners had no ‘stake’ in the plantation land and therefore had no interest in 

securing the best prices for it and its associated enslaved workforce, whereas the Liverpool 

merchants, as creditors of the former French owners, did.56 They accused the commissioners 

of being corrupt and complicit in selling land and enslaved Africans at reduced prices. This is 

quite possible as, whilst prices for newly imported Africans would have been high, prices for 

internal local sales between friends and fellow planters may have been kept artificially low. 

The commissioners had already sold 900 slaves from various estates, and without the 
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enslaved to work the land, these estates were worthless, meaning that the present owners 

were even less likely to be able to pay off their debts.57 On this occasion William Henry did 

reply, if somewhat slowly, and was liaising with the Treasury to appoint ‘a proper person’ to 

deal with the issue.58 It is clear, however, that the Liverpool merchants and William Henry 

understood the enslaved as property, and as property which was important to the physical 

landscape; without the enslaved, they believed the plantations could not be worked. The 

enslaved were therefore essential to the success of the slave colonies and the wider imperial 

project.  

 

Imperial careers were, as Finnpoints out, not just about the individual, and William Henry 

was active in helping out family members.59 He assisted his Anglo-Dutch relations and 

secured positions for his more immediate family (see below), including the secretaryship of 

Jamaica and the clerkship-in-ordinary to the Privy Council for his grandson Charles 

Cavendish Fulke Greville (1794-1865), both of which helped Greville to pay off his 

debts.60William Henry Cavendish-Bentinck’s political careering highlights the links between 

the elite, the empire, and slavery. The fact that people played on his personal property 

insecurities tells us that the concept was important to him in private as well as public terms. 

Furthermore, his core defence of the principle of property included the right to hold chattel 

property in enslaved persons as part of the imperial project.61 

 

Governor Henry William Bentinck (1765-1820) and his Anglo-Dutch relations: Colonial 

Service and Plantation Ownership 

 

Henry William Bentinck was the great grandson of the first earl of Portland, the father of the 

first Duke of Portland.62 He was on the Anglo-Dutch side of the family (which took the title 
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of Counts Bentinck) and negotiated interests in both the British and Dutch empires. Born in 

Holland, he was educated in England where he reported having ‘many and near 

connections’.63 He then served for 12years in the Prince of Orange’s army before entering 

British colonial service, spending much of the remainder of his life in the British Caribbean. 

Henry William had a very direct engagement with slavery and empire, holding a number of 

colonial offices in the Caribbean, most notably as governor of St. Vincent (1802-1806), 

Demerara (1806-1812) and Berbice (1814-1820).His Anglo-Dutch identity likely helped him 

to ease the transfer of the latter two colonies from Dutch to British rule.64 He had a close 

relationship with the third Duke of Portland, to whom his birth was reported and with whom 

he corresponded from his first colonial posting in Martinique, and visited at Bulstrode, his 

estate near London. At his appointment as Governor of Demerara, he was introduced in the 

press as a relative of the third duke.65 

 

Henry William was reportedly popular amongst the planters in his role as Governor of 

Demerara. Before leaving for his appointment in 1806, he was given ‘a very elegant 

entertainment ... by the Merchants and Planters of this Colony, resident in London’.66 This 

may have been because he was also a property owner in Demerara (see below). In 1811 he 

wrote first to the Earl of Liverpool as Secretary for War and the Colonies and then to his 

successor Earl Bathurst begging for relief for both Essequibo and Demerara, where the 

planters were being hounded by their creditors.67 The Earl of Liverpool was a good choice 

because he had been given the freedom of that port in 1796 in recognition of his support of 

the town’s interests, including of course, the slave trade.68 No doubt Henry Williamincreased 

his popularity with the planters when in 1811 he delayed enacting the British Government’s 

ruling against the Demerara Court of Policy’s banning of meetings of enslaved peoples.69 
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However, his fortunes as a plantation owner were mixed. He reported his purchase of a 

plantation in Demerara, a hot spot for British investment, just before the Peace of Amiens 

(March 1802), having recently been appointed as Collector of the Customs and Vendu Master 

of the colony.70 Although the property was not identified by name, it is likely to have been La 

Bonne Intention, then a cotton plantation on the north coast of the colony.71 As the property 

was ‘supposed to be capable of considerable improvement if the requisite funds were 

advanced to support it’, Henry William speculated on the ‘probable profits of those Offices’, 

taking a loan from the merchant house of Turnbull, Forbes & Co. of London. But the gamble 

did not go well as the failure of Turnbull, Forbes & Co. in August 1802 led him to declare ‘a 

loss exceeding his whole private fortune’.72 It is likely that his relationship with the Anglo-

Dutch merchant, Daniel Willink (1780-1859) (see below), then of London, began in the wake 

of this failure. Henry William was thus one of the British settlers who were undermined by 

the decline of profitability in Caribbean cotton planting in the early nineteenth century due in 

part to increased competition from cheaper cotton supplies from the United States.73 

 

Henry William appears to have been directly involved with the management of La Bonne 

Intention when resident in Demerara. In 1804, cotton and coffee (and probably sugar) 

werebeing imported into Liverpool.74 By 1808 Henry William and his brother Charles 

Ferdinand (Governor of Surinam, 1809-1811) each owned a sixth share in the property with 

Willink also holding a financial interest.75 By his death in 1820, Henry William claimed a 

two-thirds share in the plantation which he left to his nephews, though the property was still 

mortgaged to Willink and the assigns of Turnbull & Forbes at this point.76In 1835 the family 

were still doing business through Liverpool but by then with the banker and shipping agent 

Daniel Willink(formerly of London), the son of an Amsterdam merchant, and the Dutch 

consul in Liverpool.77 It would appear that Charles Bentinck (Henry William’s nephew) had 
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just returned from a ‘West Indian Trip’ during which he had been actively corresponding 

with Willink concerning estate management.78The letters are concerned with the arrival, 

quality and prices of sugar into Liverpool, and the shipping of coal to the estate, which 

suggests that Charles Bentinck had an interest in the use of steam power, a common 

development after 1807.79 

 

La Bonne Intention plantation was also an important and notorious site in the punishment 

displays that followed the Demerara insurrection by the enslaved in 1823. This uprising is 

believed to have been started by rumours that the British government had voted for 

emancipation. Around 9,000 enslaved people were said to have been involved in the 

rebellion, and the governor estimated that 255 were killed or wounded in the fighting. 

Summary trials and public executions were part of the violent punishments meted out in front 

of other enslaved people on a range of estates as well as in the capital Georgetown. This 

resulted in a further 33 deaths.80 La Bonne Intention, by this time a sugar plantation, was 

burned and Lindor, an estate carpenter, executed as a ringleader and his body notoriously 

displayed at the plantation as a warning to others.81Unsurprisingly, the insurrection appears to 

have exacerbated financial problems with the estate. In 1837, Henry William’s nephews, 

Charles Anthony Ferdinand Bentinck and Henry John William Bentinck, were awarded 

£13,378 13s 7d compensation for its 266 enslaved workforce, following abolition of slavery 

in the British Caribbean. However, this was directly transferred to their agent, Daniel 

Willink, with regards to two mortgages on the estate held by him worth £10,065 17s 6d and 

£29,287 9s 1d respectively. It was estimated that the nephews had to furnish a further 

£16,000 to pay off their debt.82 It is likely, given the earlier involvement with Daniel Willink, 

that the Bentincks had been borrowing from him since the early days of their ownership of La 
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Bonne Intention. The nephews retained ownership of the plantation into the 1840s, perhaps in 

the hope that it would become profitable post-emancipation.83 

 

It would appear that Henry William was helped out by his relationship with the third Duke of 

Portland, and indeed, the Anglo-Dutch Bentincks clearly had many and long-lasting 

relationships with imperial slavery and with the West Indian colonies post-emancipation. 

However, Henry William’s and his nephews’ experience shows that these connections were 

not always profitable.  

 

Lord William Henry Cavendish-Bentinck (1774-1839): Abolition and Colonial Service 

 

Lord William Henry was the second son of the third Duke of Portland. His career complicates 

Williams’ story of Atlantic slavery because he was involved with enslavement issues in 

relation to India as well as the British Caribbean. Furthermore, Lord William Henry, unlike 

his predecessors, was part of the British abolition movement, but his liberal ideas only went 

so far; he was pro-slavery in India and despite opposing Atlantic slavery submitted a claim 

for compensation in relation to the enslaved workforce of a Trinidad plantation (see below). 

His complex story, and his relationships with other members of his family over the issue of 

abolition, means that we must question simplistic accounts about who was pro-slavery and 

who was an abolitionist within the British empire.  

 

As noted above, the dukes of Portland were impoverished by the first duke’s involvement in 

the South Sea scheme. This meant that Lord William Henry was reliant on his imperial career 

to secure his finances and those of his wider family. He entered the army in 1791and served 

in several European arenas, including Ireland (1794-1798) and Italy (1799-1801). However, 
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in 1802 his father exerted his influence and secured him theoffice of Governor of Madras 

from 1803.84 This post came with a salary of £15,000 per annum and Lord William Henry 

hoped that he might amass ‘a fortune of between £50,000 and £60,000’ if he stayed in service 

until 1810.85 However, he lost his position in 1807 during the Vellore mutiny, and so never 

realised his full financial expectations. He estimated, however, that he still managed to save 

about £20,000 whilst in India.86 He used this money to purchase land in Norfolk, buying the 

914 acre North Lynn estate near Kings Lynn in 1809 and another nearby farm in 1817, 

outlaying an estimated £50,000.87 Lord William Henry served again in the Army in Italy in 

the later years of the war against Napoleon, again with controversial results leading to his 

recall.88 An early attempt to become Governor of Bengal in 1822 failed, vetoed by Lord 

Liverpool and Foreign Secretary Canning after Lord William Henry aligned himself with 

more radical reformers and against the Ministers.89 However, he eventually gained favour and 

held the office of Governor General of Bengal between 1828 and 1833 and India between 

1833 and 1835. These posts secured him savings of around £70,000, much of which he used 

to pay off his debts on his Norfolk property. His widow (and heir) left £40,000 when she died 

in 1843.90 

 

Lord William Henry married Mary Acheson, daughter of Lord Gosford, in 1803, and her 

evangelicalism had an important influence on him.91 Both developed strong associations with 

the abolitionist and wider humanitarian movements. Following his recall from Madras, Lord 

William Henry came to know Joseph John Gurney, the Norwich Quaker banker and brother 

of Elizabeth Fry.92 Indeed, Gurney, Birkbeck & Co was one banking house through which 

Lord William Henry secured loans for the development of his North Lynn estate and he held 

an account with them from at least late 1813.93 Lord William Henry’s relationship with the 

Quakers and humanitarians appears to have been long lasting and friendly. Gurney described 
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him as ‘a man of excellent sense and great integrity of purpose’.94 The Bentincks visited 

Gurney at his residence in Earlham, Norfolk in October 1825. At an Anti-Slavery Society 

dinner held during their stay, Lord William Henry publicly supported resolutions to abolish 

slavery in the British Caribbean and met the anti-slavery reformer Thomas Fowell Buxton, 

whose work he had been sent the previous year.95Gurney’s hope was that Lord William 

Henry would present these resolutions drafted by the Norwich Anti-Slavery Society to 

Parliament (where he sat as MP for Nottinghamshire) and just before the visit had sent a copy 

to him.96 There is no evidence that Lord William Henry did so, despite recording his 

experience at the meeting as ‘very much pleased with things – high hospitality’.97 

 

Lord William Henry’s abolitionist attitudes may have put him out of favour with other elites, 

including his niece’s family who held plantations in Jamaica.98 His elder brother, Lord 

Titchfield (later fourth Duke of Portland), had refused a peerage offered to him by the 

Ministry of all Talents in 1806 because he objected to their ‘unanimous’ views supporting 

abolition of the British Atlantic Slave Trade.99 Indeed, it may have been his brother’s 

influence in Lord William Henry’s Nottinghamshire seat which deterred him from presenting 

in Parliament the anti-slavery resolutions he had publicly supported in Norfolk. 

 

While Lord William Henry condemned the African slave trade as cruel, (see below) his 

support for abolition in the Atlantic did not stop him from submitting a counter claim for 

compensation of £2,411 to gain payment for a debt with regards to 46 enslaved persons on a 

Trinidadian estate under the Slave Compensation Act. The estate was owned by a family 

which had petitioned the third duke in relation to Saint Domingue war accounts and Lord 

William Henry on the basis of his earlier support when they had met in Madras.100 In addition 

his finances remained fragile and he may have been motivated by the need to call in debts or 
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he may have wanted to invest in India.101 Furthermore, if we consider his attitudes towards 

slavery in India, Lord William Henry’s position on slavery per se is rather more ambiguous, 

even if we allow for the fact that he may have been swayed by pressure from the directors of 

the East India Company.102 He had little regard for Indian cultural heritage, writing in 1829 

that India was ‘cursed from one end to the other by the vice, the ignorance, the oppression, 

the despotism, the barbarous and [the] cruel customs’.103 ‘Examine the whole scheme of this 

Indian system, and you will find the same result; poverty, inferiority, degradation in every 

shape. For all these evils, knowledge! knowledge! knowledge! is the universal cure.’104 Lord 

William Henry regarded India ‘as a great estate, of which I am the chief agent, whose 

principal business is to improve the condition of the tenantry and to raise the revenues’.105 

While he did attempt to improve education in India through the Foreign School Society, John 

Rosselli is rather kind with regards to Lord William Henry’s motives for not wanting to see 

abolition in India, arguing that he saw Indian slavery as a social device for coping with 

extreme poverty, rather than slavery per se.106 Lord William Henry himself reasoned that 

Indian slavery was ‘Divested . . . of all the cruel features which characterised the African 

trade’.107 His stance may also have been shaped by the wider tendency of the abolition 

movement as a whole to position Indian sugar as the ethical alternative to Caribbean sugar, a 

common argument at this time.108 

 

Lord William Henry’s attitudes towards slavery and empire were certainly contradictory. 

This may have been partly because of his family’s links with both abolitionists and pro-

slavers. It is also likely that his attitudes were shaped by his imperial career ambitions. 

Certainly his attitudes towards sugar and slavery in India fit in with Williams’ arguments 

with regards to ‘the new industrial order’ and the attack on monopoly.109 
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Conclusions 

 

The Bentinck family provides a long-term multi-generational case study through which to 

examine elite engagements with enslavement in ways which transgress chronologies of 

empire, boundaries of geo-political spaces and historiographies of pro- and anti-slavery. A 

focus on the Bentinck family’s ‘imperial careering’ allows us to revisit Williams’ arguments 

over the importance of the slave trade and slavery to the wider imperial project and to build 

on the more recent work of the LBS projects. The Bentinck family story supports arguments 

that slavery was pervasive within the British imperial system.  

 

A multi-generational consideration of a family not previously renowned for strong links to 

slavery has revealed a wide range of complex engagements with enslavement, some deep and 

long-lasting, others more fleeting. There is strong evidence of the profits to be gained from 

enslavement and colonial service more broadly. Lord William Henry Bentinck, Henry 

William Bentinck and even Henry first Duke of Portland benefited directly from 

governorship salaries, the latter two in Caribbean colonies based on systems of enslavement 

of people of African descent. Henry William Bentinck and his nephews gained ownership of 

at least one plantation in British Guiana, identified by Nicholas Draper as one of the most 

profitable regions of the British Caribbean at the abolition of slavery in the 1830s, profiting 

from its outputs and, albeit indirectly, the compensation payment for the freed workforce. The 

first Duke of Portland profited from plantation ownership in Jamaica in the 1720s, albeit 

briefly, and Lord William Henry Bentinck attempted to profit from the compensation 

payments at the abolition of slavery. These salaries and profits contributed to the acquisition 

of English estates (Lord William) or a relief of their indebtedness (first Duke of Portland) and 

elite metropolitan lifestyles (Henry William and his nephews). However, the Bentinck case 
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study also reveals that links to enslavement were not always profitable, even in the period of 

the ‘first empire’. Most notably the first Duke of Portland lost significantly from his 

investment in the South Sea Scheme and Henry William’s plantation was heavily mortgaged. 

This evidence of mixed profitability from enslavement also supports the findings of the LBS 

compensation database which reveals a long chain of investment and indebtedness in 

enslavement by the 1830s as early core investors borrowed money during periods of profit 

squeeze.  Furthermore, there is evidence that some members of the Bentinck family (Henry 

William and his nephews) continued to make investments in enslavement during the periodin 

which Williams argues the system had become economically moribund. Conversely, and in 

support of Williams’ periodization, Lord William Henry Bentinck set out to seek his fortune 

in the east of empire rather than the Atlantic world. 

 

The Bentinck family also reveals complex and wide geographies of connections to 

enslavement, supported by networks of family patronage which stretched across the British 

and Dutch empires, and which facilitated changes in national colonial regimes in the 

Caribbean. The third Duke of Portland was a particularly influential figure, both as an active 

politician and as a staunch correspondent with family members in the Netherlands, a range of 

British Caribbean island colonies, Dutch and British Caribbean colonies on mainland South 

America and the Indian subcontinent. Finally, the Bentinck case study reveals multiple and 

complex, though mainly exploitative, engagements with enslavement. The third and fourth 

dukes of Portland were staunchly against the abolition of the slave trade in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries but by the 1820s at least, Lord William Henry Bentinck (their 

son and brother respectively) was openly supporting abolition of slavery in the Atlantic world 

and closely connected to strong anti-slavery and humanitarian networks in Norfolk and 

Clapham. However, even he was not averse to making a claim for compensation at the 
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abolition of slavery in the British Caribbean. Furthermore, Lord William expressed 

differential attitudes to enslavement in the Atlantic and Indian spheres. 

 

Although not strongly associated in the past with enslavement, this case study supports the 

claims of Williams and the more recent work of the LBS projects which highlight the 

importance of slaveryto the development of British colonial and domestic fortunes. Indeed, 

this case study of a leading aristocratic family broadens and refines the claims of both 

Williams and the LBS projects by highlighting the reach of enslavement entanglements in 

elite circles and examining both the profits and the losses experienced by such British landed 

elites.  
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