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COMMEMORATION in 2007 of the ending of the British slave trade 
was, understandably, almost exclusively centred on the ‘Guinea Trade’.  
Nevertheless, it is clear that in 18th century Cumberland, acceptance of slavery 

and slaves was commonplace even though the county is often thought of as peripheral 
to the British slave trade. Cumbrians were deeply involved in the African trade – as 
traders operating from Cumbrian and other ports, as owners or overseers overseas, 
as owners/employers of people of African descent in Cumbria, or as producers and 
consumers of slave-connected products. It is, however, important to acknowledge that 
Cumbrians also owned people from non-African countries. One such was Tom Ellen 
– ‘boy’ or ‘servant’ to Joseph Senhouse (1743-1829), of the Netherhall family – part 
of whose story is recorded in the Senhouse archives held in the Carlisle offi ce of 
Cumbria Archives Service.1

In common with many of their contemporaries from all social groups, the Senhouse 
family had the problem of successfully placing younger sons in gainful employment. 
The eldest son inherited the main estate of Netherhall, together with its encumbrances 
which, in Humphrey Senhouse’s (1731-1814) case, included the costs of his mother’s 
generous annuity, and of developing the new town of Maryport – named for his mother, 
Mary, a daughter of Sir George Fleming, Bishop of Carlisle. Lacking the funds to 
purchase property, the younger Senhouses were to be settled into, hopefully, lucrative 
professions.2 The third son, William (1740-1800), recorded in his Recollections that ‘it 
was thought proper to send me to Sea, and make a Voyage of Trial’ on a trading voyage 
to Virginia, organised by John Senhouse of Whitehaven. He subsequently joined the 
Navy, a career he thoroughly enjoyed. Joseph, the fourth son, also went to sea, but 
in the service of the East India Company – his father, Humphrey Senhouse (1705-
1770), had a one-sixteenth share in the Earl of Middlesex, one of the vessels in which 
Joseph sailed. Both careers had, however, stalled by 1770, largely through lack of 
funds to purchase further promotion, but Sir James Lowther’s patronage – a reward 
for Senhouse political loyalty – resulted in William’s appointment to the chief customs 
post for Barbados and the Leewards, with the presumption that he in turn would be 
able to suitably appoint Joseph. Lowther also expected William to fi nd posts for other 
young men for whom he was patron. William and Joseph sailed for Barbados at the 
end of 1770 and, in the late April following, Joseph took advantage of the sale of land 
in islands acquired by the British Crown. He bought uncultivated land surrounding 
an existing coffee plantation on the coast of Dominica near Roseau, the capital, where 
William appointed him to the customs post on the incumbent’s death. Joseph then 
acquired the ten acres of leasehold coffee from its French owner, Bartholomew Roseau. 
By 1773 Joseph had ten slaves on his 303 acres, of which 40 acres were planted with 
coffee. He initially kept Roseau on as his overseer at a salary of £75 local currency a 
year plus his keep.3
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In November 1771, Mary Fleming Senhouse made various entries in her small Cash 
Book, regarding the affairs of her youngest son, Joseph, for whom she was attorney 
during his absence overseas. Most of the entries recorded items for ‘Thomas Ellen 
upon his going to Barbadoes’.4 In the invoices, Thomas was variously referred to as 
Thos Ellin, Thos. Allan, and, merely, ‘Mr. Senhouses Boy’.

Thomas was provided with clothes (totalling £8 8s. 5d.), bedding, and a box – 
presumably made of wood, requiring ‘a Lok and Bandes for a Box for thomes’, for 
which Philip Nelson, steward and general factotum to the Senhouses, was paid a 
shilling. Nelson also provided ‘2 Comes’ (1s. 10d.) and ‘2 Par of Bokels’ (1s. 6d.) 
– the latter for the two pairs of shoes purchased from Hugh Scott and three pairs from 
George Hope. Scott also supplied a pair of pumps. Mrs. Senhouse’s invoices for ‘a 
Pr Lam Breeches’, and the ‘making a Coat & vest’ (10s. 6d. and 4s. 6d. respectively) 
are preserved, but her summary ‘Accounts of Thomas Ellen fi tting out (& other 
Expenses) upon his going to Barbados in Decr. 1771’ also include cambric and buttons 
for shirts, four pairs of stockings, a coat and vest, fi ve yards of riband for trimmings, 
and six handkerchiefs. It was clearly the intention that Tom should be smartly turned 
out.

FIG. 1. Plan of Joseph Senhouse’s Plantation in Dominica.
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Philip Nelson accompanied Tom to Whitehaven, where he then lodged with Roger 
Fleming for two weeks, while awaiting embarkation.5 Fleming also supplied Tom’s 
‘Beding for his Voiage’. His box was taken to Whitehaven by the carrier. There was 
another bill, for the sum of £3 4s. 0d., to Mr. Hodgson – unfortunately with no 
explanation. Joseph does not appear to have reimbursed his mother until 1775, when 
he recorded, ‘Cash paid on account of Thos: Ellen. £9 8s. 0.’; and ‘paid John Nelsons 
bill for Turtle feast at his ho: £4 4s. 0d.’6  

Tom arrived in Barbados in mid-April 1772, and on 24 July Joseph Senhouse wrote to 
his own mother in Carlisle, in reply to her letter sent at the end of May which he had 
received the evening before. After updating her about his ‘little property’ in Dominica, 
and progress on the confi rmation of his customs post at Roseau, he assured her that he 
wanted to delay the receipt of his legacy from Aunt Thompson. His plan was to make 
a profi t on the exchange rates,7 and he wrote: 

‘Tom Ellen arrived here above three months ago, as you would fi nd by my last letters. Bragg drop’t 
him in Antigua and a sloop that chanc’d to come from thence soon after landed him here, he is 

FIG. 2. Mary Fleming Senhouse’s cash book showing expenditure for Thomas Ellen
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highly pleas’d with the kind mention you make of him, and was truly glad to hear his Missy, Missy 
Gale and her little folks were all well. the complaint in his Legs broke out afresh soon after his 
arrival here, but by bathing in the sea, and the assistance of a few medicines, he has for some time 
past been perfectly well. Im pretty certain this Climate will agree much better with his constitution 
then England.8

It would seem possible that Tom had originally been left with the Senhouse family, 
and was only sent to Joseph because he was unwell. He would certainly not have been 
the only black ‘servant’ in the Carlisle area at the time – the Misses Waugh had a black 
boy serving their guests at their musical evenings at Tullie House.

There are a smattering of references to Tom Ellen in Joseph’s letters and accounts, 
which give an indication of his life in Barbados. He continued to need some medical 
attention: on 4 December 1775 Dr. Holloway was paid £1 5s. 0d. ‘for bleeding Thomas 
Ellen’.9 He had perhaps, although there is no mention of him in Joseph’s Memoir, 
accompanied Joseph on his trip to England, as on 4 November Joseph recorded paying 
eight guineas for ‘Thomas Ellen’s passage from England in Richmond Capt. Birch
. . . plus Bedding Shirts Jackets 19/-’. On Christmas Day 1776, at William’s plantation 
the Grove, Joseph gave Charles, a ‘servant’ who seems to have been assigned to 
Joseph, and Thomas Ellen, three shillings and one and a half pence each. The other 
House ‘servants’ received eighteen shillings and ninepence between them, so a total of 
£1 5s. 0d. on Christmas boxes. On 30 December Joseph paid W. Trahern for making 
‘6 shirts for T. Ellen and 2 p[ai]r Drawers for self 18/9’. There is no mention of Tom 
Ellen in Joseph’s accounts for his trip to England the previous summer, so it would 
appear likely that Tom stayed behind at the Grove. There is also no mention of clothing 
for Charles – just Tom, being dressed as befi tted a gentleman’s personal servant or 
page.10 

In January 1776, Tom Ellen was included in Joseph’s valuation of his various assets: 
under the fi gures for the plantation and for the Customs post, there were ten ‘seasoned 
Negroes’, and – fi nally explicitly stated – ‘Thomas Ellen a Slave Boy, by birth a 
Malayan, value £35.’11 
 
On 20 August 1776 Joseph Senhouse paid John Adamson ‘For Cash advanced Thos 
Ellen in my absence £2. 18s. 6d.’; Gill and Perry supplied a pair of pumps and a pair 
of shoes for £1 1s. 3d. in November and, in December, £2 1s. 4d. ‘Expence acct . . . on 
acct of T: Ellen’.12 Charles Walrond had also been paid 11s. 3d. (Dominica currency) 
in November, for making Tom a coat and breeches, and altering a waistcoat; and Mrs 
Trahern made six shirts for Tom and ‘2 pr. Drawers for self ’.13 

Things were changing, however. By October 1776, Joseph had decided that his 
plantation was uneconomic to run as he had been doing, and sold part of it to a Mr 
Laing, the latter buying £250-worth of ‘New Negroes’.14 Joseph was also well aware 
that William was unable to procure a government post for him, or rather, one that was 
going to produce the remuneration he required.

Matters had gone badly wrong for Tom Ellen by the following summer: on 14 July 
1777, Joseph paraphrased, as a record, his letter ‘to desire Simon Lee will deliver 
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my Boy Thos: Ellen to the care of Mr: Duer [his attorney] at Dom[inic]a: and any 
expence: he or Capt: Gilbert may have been at for his passage &c I would willingly 
pay him whenever he pleases’. Five days later, he wrote to his Dominica manager, 
Mr Llewellin, informing him that he had appointed two attorneys to oversee his 
plantation on his returning to England. A problem he had to settle was Tom Ellen’s 
future, so ‘Desired when Tom Ellen arrives he will employ him in the House and 
Garden only, & not in the the Field except in picking Cotton, but never to suffer him 
to taste strong Liquors as he was addicted to drinking, which was the reason of my 
sending him there with hopes of reformation. & never to let him be idle if possible.’ He 
asked Mr. Duer to ‘send Tom Ellen to Lowther Hall as soon as he arrives’.15

 
Joseph’s attorneys had the power to ‘place on my said Estate white Servants for the 
Management thereof, from time to time, and as often as they shall be wanted, and to 
remove and displace such Servants as may Misbehave and are not fi t to be continued 
or employed in the said Estate’. No doubt that would have applied to Tom Ellen also. 
On 8 January 1778, Joseph wrote from Barbados to Llewellin that ‘It gives me pleasure 
to hear Tom behaves better than he did, I hope he has seen his error & will reform, he 
will be the only person benefi ted thereby. His Cloaths &c shall be sent to him by an 
early oppty: now you give me hopes of his good behaviour.’ Had Tom not behaved, 
would he then have been sold – and thus not needed his clothes? One wonders with 
what clothing he had been sent there. 

Thereafter, there is no record. We know that the land itself had gone back to the wild 
by 1826, but of what happened to any of the other slaves and to Tom Ellen, there is 
nothing.16 

In the deposited Senhouse archive there is no explanation of who Tom was, nor his 
precise status, until fi ve years after his arrival in Barbados, when he was valued as a 
slave. In the registers of the Chapelry of Maryport for 5 November 1770, however, 
is recorded the christening of ‘Thomas Ellen an East Indian Youth.’ The boy was, as 
was commonly done, named for his owner’s home – Ellen was the name of the river 
running through the Senhouse estate and Maryport. 
 
Where and when he was acquired as a child by Joseph is not stated – presumably on 
one of his East India voyages between 1762 and 1766. The Company offi cials whom 
he met with in Bencoolen commonly owned slaves, and Henry Fletcher, Captain and 
owner of the East Indiaman, the Middlesex,17 with whom Joseph had sailed to the East 
Indies, had his own Indian ‘servant’, Richard Fletcher.18 There is no record of Tom’s 
age – ‘boy’ could mean anything, but ‘youth’ perhaps implies he was in his teens when 
equipped for the voyage to Barbados. The diffi culties involved in trying to identify 
‘Indian’ ‘servants’ in Cumberland in the later 18th century are exemplifi ed by the 
entry in the Dearham Burial Register for 15 April 1773, which simply records Rosetta 
‘an Indian Black’, who died from smallpox.  

The paternalist, seemingly concerned, tone of Joseph’s letter to his mother after 
Tom Ellen’s arrival in Barbados, illustrates the ambiguities of Tom’s treatment – and 
perhaps illustrates a difference in attitudes towards slaves from the east from that 
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shown towards those from Africa. It may, of course, merely have been due to the fact 
that Tom was young and had been living as a servant in a large extended family. His 
lighter physique later meant that he was worth less.

When in the service of the East India Company in 1766, Joseph bought a copy 
of ‘Oroonoko’, whether Aphra Behn’s novel or its adaptation as a popular play by 
Thomas Southerne is not stated in his accounts. Either way, ‘Oroonoko’ was by this 
period beginning to be seen as an anti-slavery work, but reading it clearly did not 
affect Joseph’s personal willingness to own slaves. 

Joseph gave Christmas boxes to the superior house slaves at the Grove, as he would 
have done to the senior servants in an English country house, recording the sums in 
his accounts. He accepted the realities of slave ownership, and assuaged any feelings 
of conscience by his belief in the mental inferiority of the African: after the gardener 
at the Grove cut his wife’s throat, he remarked, ‘It is something extraordinary, these 
accidents do not so oftener happen, among a set of people, who’s Passions, are so 
much stronger than their Reasons.’  While he recorded various instances of brutality 
shown towards slaves on other plantations, he did not link these with any critique of 
the slave system. No doubt Joseph would have felt that he had behaved both justifi ably 
and humanely by disposing of Tom Ellen in the way he did – to his own plantation, 
with orders that he was not to be overworked – rather than selling him. It could, 
however, be argued that Tom probably had little market value in a sugar plantation 
economy.

Joseph’s brother William was later to tell his sister-in-law Kitty, that his own relationship
with his slaves was a counter-argument to that of Wilberforce;19 but his 1797 letter to 
Joseph shows he shared the commonly held belief that the African slaves were rather 
simple-minded. He regarded his slaves as part of his family, he was pater familias in 
the Roman manner. He accepted the institution of slavery as natural, but disliked 
overt cruelty which would have disturbed the paternalism of his own methods. Being 
a resident owner meant he had a personal relationship with many in his workforce, 
trusting maids with his children’s care and expecting loyalty in the same way as he 
would have done from the servants at Netherhall. The Senhouse archives do not 
include plantation accounts, so whether slave collars and branding irons were part 
of expenditure at the Grove cannot be known. We have William’s perspective, and no 
evidence of his workers’ view – not even of numbers of runaways.

One is left to doubt, however, that Tom Ellen would have appreciated his later 
description as Joseph’s ‘faithful Malay slave’, who would have served to ‘remind [him] 
of other days’.20 Whether fi eld slave or servant dressed in breeches and pumps, Tom’s 
legal status did not change. As slave-owner, Joseph had total control over Tom’s life 
and death no matter what use he was put to. Joseph’s abandonment of his property and 
Tom’s demotion from favoured ‘servant’ to ‘Malay slave’, worth only half an African 
slave, was precipitated – or excused – by his over-consumption of alcohol. What to do 
with an adult who had outgrown his cute boyhood, was a problem faced by many slave 
owners, from Pepys to Fleming. Owners often blamed the problem on the slave, who 
was not supposed to become intransigent or turn to alcohol. The solution was to rid 
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oneself of the embarrassment and minimize loss on the asset by selling the liability on 
as a labourer. The disadvantage of owning non-African slaves like Tom, however, was 
their unsuitability for the kind of labour exacted on plantations.
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