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Introduction
This resource was produced as part of the creative, practice-based academic research project 
Grafting Black Life, on the University of Edinburgh’s Institute of Geography and its transatlantic 
connections to Caribbean plantation slavery and empire. Grafting Black Life is a creative research 
project that includes the practice of site-specific installation in the Institute of Geography building 
on the University of Edinburgh campus. This resource is created by Dr Victoria Ogoegbunam Okoye, 
Lecturer in Black Geographies at the University of Edinburgh.

This resource presents archival materials from the Lothian Health Services Archive (Main Library, 
University of Edinburgh) and The National Archives (Kew, London) relating to the Royal Infirmary 
of Edinburgh’s ownership of Red Hill pen, a 420-acre estate in St Thomas-in-the-East, Jamaica. The 
Infirmary inherited the estate, with 39 enslaved people, from the Scottish surgeon Archibald Ker in 
1750. It held Red Hill until 1892, leasing it for much of that time, and received compensation under 
the Slavery Abolition Act.  It used these profits to build and extend its operations, including 
constructing the Institute of Geography building. This digitised resource supports wider public 
access and engagement with these histories and offers context for reading them critically.

A Black feminist reading of these archival materials asks what these records do to the people they 
describe: how lists, valuations and legal phrasing turn Black life into property, and how a person’s 
name, labour and kinship become entries in someone else’s ledger. We must always attend to what 
the archive cannot hold, including care, refusal, memory and the everyday ways people at Red Hill 
made lives for themselves. This requires that we resist treating these papers as neutral evidence, and 
instead asking whose interests produced them, whose absence they require, and what responsibility 
we carry in handing them on – and how we might remember otherwise.

Colonial slave registers, at the National Archives
The National Archives holds hundreds of large, heavy bound volumes known as slave registers. 
Enslavers were required to submit returns listing the people they claimed to own. In these returns, 
owners gave each person’s name, sex and racial category, and where known the name of their 
mother, and swore to provide a “true, perfect and complete list” of those held in their “possession.”

https://victoriaokoye.com/grafting-black-life/


Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh documentation and correspondences, at Lothian Health 
Services Archive
The Lothian Health Services Archive holds letters between the Infirmary’s managers, agents in 
Jamaica and legal advisers, spanning the 1750s to the 1840s. They discuss the bequest, whether 
the enslaved people could be sold, the leasing of Red Hill pen, requests to free Juliet and her 
children, and disputes over rent and compensation. Written by owners, managers and lawyers, 
the letters treat people as assets to be held, leased or settled. Their concern is income and legal 
title, and those they describe rarely appear as more than a number or a name. Reading across 
them shows how an institution managed slavery from a distance.

Reading these records
These documents were produced by enslavers, lawyers and institutions. They describe people 
as property, and the names they record were imposed by those who claimed ownership. The 
people of Red Hill appear as entries in a list, not as authors of their own histories, and the 
silences are part of the archive’s violence. We invite readers to read against the grain, attending 
to what the records omit as well as what they state: women’s labour, kinship, resistance, and 
what freedom meant after abolition.

Content notes
These are colonial documents, produced through colonial logics that describe and discuss 
Black peoples as property. Terms such as “slaves” and “Negroes” appear in quotation as part of 
the historical record. The registers show that the Infirmary claimed ownership of the land and 
of the enslaved people tied to it. This resource presents the Red Hill returns across several 
registration exercises between 1817 and 1832.



As you encounter this document and its 
contents, please take care and remember: 
This document presents a series of colonial archives as starting point – but not ending 
point – for thinking and feeling with Black relationalities. 

Honoring Black life requires that we complicate and unsettle what the colonial archive 
seeks to tell us about ourselves. What might it look like to refuse the ‘knowledge’ and 
‘evidence’ the colonial archive presents to us, about us? 

As you engage these materials, remember that Black peoples, we also have our own 
archives – practices, materials, and rituals, and communications for remembering, as 
memory work, and as methods of passing along histories and ways of knowing-being in 
interdependent relation with our lands/earth and with each other. 

As such, Black archival work can span identifying and critiquing the colonial archive (as 
in this resource document), working with more expanded forms of archives, as well as 
the production of archives and endless ways of remembering our pasts, ancestors and 
ourselves, to inform our present and future lived experiences. This is the work of the 
Grafting Black Life research project and site-specific installation. What memories might 
the earth, plants, intergenerational conversations, rituals, dances, songs, and altars hold 
and transmit for us? 



Document Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh 18th Century Correspondence

Date 1750

Place St Thomas in the East, Jamaica

Creator Estate of Archibald Ker

Archive and reference Lothian Health Services Archive – catalogue reference: LHB1/72/5/6a (inventory, page 1)
Lothian Health Services Archive – catalogue reference: LHB1/72/5/6a (inventory, page 2)

Document type Copy of 'Inventory and Appraisement of the Goods and Chattels, Rights and Credits of the Late Archibald 
Ker'. Inventory includes 39 slaves, each listed with a name (given by slave-owner) and value (back)

Historical context The following document is an inventory and appraisement that was compiled after the death of Archibald 
Ker, a Scottish surgeon in St Thomas-in-the-East, Jamaica, in 1750. It lists 39 enslaved people, 21 recorded as 
men and 18 as women, each given a name by their enslaver and assigned a monetary value. This is an 
enslaver’s document: It turns Black lives into assets of monetary value, set beside “goods and chattels,” 
including the estate’s 420 acres of land. The document records nothing of their own names, kin, relations, 
knowledge, ideas, imaginations, thoughts, nor acts of resistance, and those silences are part of the violence 
of the archive. Ker left Red Hill Pen to the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh, which held it until 1892. At abolition, 
compensation of around £832 went to the Infirmary as the estate’s owners, not to the people whose labour 
had sustained it. The Infirmary’s charity was built on that unpaid labour. This archival material is evidence 
of that harm and readers should read this document against the grain.

This inventory’s colonial logic attempts to, but cannot fully determine Black life. How might we imagine the 
endless ways these individuals sustained relations – love, family, care, playfulness, imagining, alongside 
grief and pain – together and in the environment in which they found themselves? How might we imagine 
the ways they took care of each other, and adapted themselves to their new environments and relations?

Image rights This material is a digitised version of a physical material held at The Lothian Health Services Archives. It is 
shared here with permission.

https://images.is.ed.ac.uk/luna/servlet/s/1neg47
https://images.is.ed.ac.uk/luna/servlet/s/1neg47


This two-page inventory document begins with 
these words: 

“Jamaica
St. Thomas in the East

An Inventory and Appraisement of all and 
singular the goods and chattles rights and credits 
of Archibald Ker late of St. Thomas in the East. 
Surgeon deceased…”

The document lists these “good and chattle,” 
including enslaved people and their assigned 
monetary values, followed by household items.

In the context of enslavement, the term “chattel” 
referred to a specific system in which human beings 
are treated as legal and personal property. In this 
system, enslaved people were commodified with 
assigned monetary values. Just like merchandise or 
livestock, they could be purchased, sold, traded, and 
in this case, inherited by another enslaver. 

This form of chattle enslavement was practiced across 
the Americas and the Caribbean as part of British 
Empire. 

This is the first page of the inventory document, the 
second page follows. 



(page 2 of the inventory document)



Document Index book

Date 1752

Place Edinburgh, Scotland

Creator Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh

Archive and reference Lothian Health Services Archive – catalogue reference: LHB1/1/82

Document type Book

Historical context In the meeting report on the following page, the Infirmary’s managers describe the enslaved people of Red 
Hill pen as “as much a real estate as the land is.” 

This phrase reflects the legal and economic logic of coloniality, produced and reproduced by Archibald Ker 
and his estate, the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh, and the wider enterprise of empire. Ker left the estate “real 
and personal,” and a 1751 letter to the managers advised that the enslaved people could not be sold without 
an Act of Parliament. The managers’ wording turns Black people into fixed property to be held and rented, 
and its colonial logics attempt to erase their kinship, knowledge and labour. It also makes the language of 
charity and good management part of that violence, as the Infirmary’s care for Edinburgh’s “sick poor” was 
funded by their unpaid work. Eighteen of the 39 people inventoried in 1749 were women, and the status of 
enslaved children followed the mother’s, so their bodies sustained the “property” the managers describe. We 
read this passage as a record of how the institution saw and valued them.

Yet within African and African diasporic ontological relations, our ways of being are interdependent with the 
land, earth, ancestors, and other beings. How might we conceptualize Black relations with the land in ways 
outside colonial logics and forms of value? 

Image rights Photographs of this archival document are not permitted. Instead, a textual excerpt is provided.



Within a meeting report in which the managers of the Royal 
Infirmary of Edinburgh discussed Red Hill Pen, the managers 
describe the enslaved through the following lens: 

“…they [enslaved at Red Hill Pen] are 
as much a real estate as the land is.”



Document Copy of oral examination

Date 1841

Place Edinburgh, Scotland

Creator Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh

Archive and reference Lothian Health Services Archive – catalogue reference: LHB1/7b/9/44

Document type Copy W. Burges notes on the examination of W. McWilliam, Friday 24th Dec 1841

Historical context These notes record testimony taken on 24 December 1841 during a dispute between the Royal Infirmary’s 
managers and their lessee, James Trecothick, over unpaid rent and withheld “compensation” money. 
William Burges’s arbitration followed in 1842. The statement that “Negroes” could not be made to work and 
brought the estate “to the verge of ruin” was made by the lessee’s representative to defend his client’s 
finances. It is not a neutral account. It blames Black people for a financial failure, and it describes their 
refusal of labour as damage to property. However, we can also consider the ways this testimony points to the 
people of Red Hill pen asserting control over their own time, bodies and work during and after the 
“apprenticeship” system, which was designed to keep them labouring for former enslavers. We read it as 
evidence that people at Red Hill withheld their labour from those who had owned them, and that this refusal 
was understood as a threat to profit. 

This testimony speaks to who was compensated. The Infirmary and its lessee fought over the money 
awarded for the “loss of labour,” while the people who laboured received nothing. The women, children, and 
men who sustained the estate remain unnamed here, and the money awarded for the “loss of labour” was 
contested by the institutions, not paid to them.

This record contains no testimony from the people of Red Hill Pen, and that absence is part of the archive’s 
violence. We do not treat the claim of “ruin” as fact. How might these Black people have described ruin, and 
used ruin generatively to affirm their own desires, imaginations, bodies, and well being? 

Image rights Photographs of this archival document are not permitted. Instead, a textual excerpt is provided.



As part of legal proceedings, the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh, 
through its lawyer, examined the legal representataion of their 
lessee (James Trecothick). In response to a question concerning 
the status and functioning of Red Hill Penn and getting its 
(apprenticed) workers to work to enable the estate’s profits, the 
legal representative responded:

“Could not get Negroes to work.
The Negroes brought the Estate to the 
verge of ruin.”



Document Correspondence letter

Date 1842

Place Edinburgh, Scotland

Creator Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh

Archive and reference Lothian Health Services Archive – catalogue reference: LHB1/7b/9/41

Document type Handwritten letter

Historical context This document, dated 20 March 1842, outlines a dispute between the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh’s 
managers and their lessee, James Trecothick, over Trecothick's unpaid rent and compensation money. Under 
the Slavery Abolition Act, Trecothick claimed compensation for “the loss of the services of the slaves” on Red 
Hill pen. He received £832 10s 8d with interest but paid the Infirmary £500, in 1836. After a period of legal 
arbitration, the Royal Infirmary received £721 10s 11½d in full settlement. 

The document refers makes several references to these individuals as "slaves," and discussess abolition 
within the econonic loss of their labor to the profiits of the Royal infirmary. Years after the abolition of 
enslavement, the document still refers to“the slaves thereof” as part of the Penn. This may be inherited legal 
wording, but it shows the colonial logics and language of property still at work, and persisiting within the 
archival record. Are there other ways we might notice the ways colonial logics persist through language? 

Who counts as a legal "person" within this document and post-abolition? How do we all continue to inherit 
and live through these logics? 

Image rights Photographs of this archival document are not permitted. Instead, a textual excerpt is provided.



Within an examination of by the managers of the Royal Infirmary 
of Edinburgh and addressed to James Trecothick (their lessee in St. 
Thomas) the managers equated the enslaved with the real estate 
of the Penn, and sought the “release of all sums of money and coin 
in respect of Red Hill Pen in Jamaica.” They wrote the following: 

“…the possession of the said Penn and 
the slaves…”



1817
Colonial Slave Registry



Document Colonial Slave Registry 1(14)

Date 1817 (“Enrolled in the Office of Enrolments 28th February 1818”)

Place St Thomas in the East, Jamaica

Creator Office of Registry of Colonial Slaves and Slave Compensation Commission records

Archive and reference The National Archives (Kew) – catalogue reference: T71/145

Document type Colonial Slave Registry

Historical context Britain established colonial slave registers following its abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807. The 
1807 act of abolition did not abolish the ongoing practice of enslavement of African peoples across its 
colonies, which continued until 1833. The British imperial government used these colonial slave registers as 
records to monitor enslaved populations and restrict enslavers’ trafficking of enslaved people. Colonial 
authorities required enslavers to register people they claimed as property, documenting details such as 
names, ages, gender, racial classifications, births, and deaths.

We should meet this archival document as historical material and as colonial instrument of the racial 
violence and dehumanisation that rationalised and sustained plantation enslavement and empire. These 
registers demonstrate how British colonial administration systematically classified, controlled and 
commodified Black lives. They provide partial historical evidence of enslaved individuals and families. 
Colonial authorities and enslavers produced these documents from their perspectives and interests, so this 
record excludes enslaved people's own voices, relationships, experiences and ways of knowing. 

Image rights This material is a digitised version of a physical material held at The National Archives. Due to the nature of 
the National Archives T 71 material, no specific permissions or fees are required for reproduction of this 
material. 

This material contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C2584249
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/


The registry entry begins with these words: 
“A Return of Slaves, in the parish of St. Thomas in 
the East, in the possession of Meredith Moore as 
Overseer to James Trecothick Esq. Lessee of the 
Edinburgh Royal Infirmary – no other 
Representative being in the Country on the 28th 
day of June, in the year of our Lord 1817.”

The table classifies enslaved individuals according 
to their “names,” “colour,” “age,” as “African or 
Creole,” and provides further “Remarks.”

“Names”: Across African and African diaspora cultures, our names 
are important: They link us to our heritage, history, they “place” us 
in the world upon birth. Enslavers actively prevented enslaved 
people from passing on these cultural naming practices, instead 
imposing English names. Enslavers often repeated names, assigning 
the same – such as John, or Mary, or Nancy to different people. This 
was a way of erasing an individual through commodification, as if 
transferable units, or according to their assigned labor function. 

“Age’: in years or months 

“African or Creole”: classification this often 
referred to the enslavers’ designation of their 
birthplace; those born on the continent were labeled 
as “African,” and those born in the “New World” 
diaspora were labeled “Creole.” 

“Remarks”: In Jamaica, colonial authorities and 
enslavers used this column to track the maternal 
inheritance of the enslaved person. Enslaved status 
was passed on through the mother, regardless of 
whether the child’s biological father was enslaved, 
free, or an enslaver. 

“Colour”: Colonial authorities classified enslaved Africans and 
their descendants through racial taxonomies. In this Red Hill Pen 
record for 1817, I found “Negro,” “Sambo,” “Mulatto,” “Quadroon.” 
These and other designations were attempts to evaluate and 
“objectively” categorise Black enslaved peoples through their  
degrees of African and European ancestry. These categories did not 
merely describe racial difference.  Colonial authorities developed 
and used this bureaucratic system to order Black life according to 
racialised hierarchies of ancestry, colour, and proximity to 
whiteness.





1820
Colonial Slave Registry



Document Colonial Slave Registry 1(14)

Date 1820

Place St Thomas in the East, Jamaica

Creator Office of Registry of Colonial Slaves and Slave Compensation Commission records

Archive and reference The National Archives (Kew) – catalogue reference: T71/146

Document type Colonial Slave Registry

Historical context British Colonial Slave Registers (1813–1834)
Britain established colonial slave registers following its abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807. 
The 1807 act of abolition did not abolish the ongoing practice of enslavement of African peoples across 
its colonies, which continued until 1833. The British imperial government used these colonial slave 
registers as records to monitor enslaved populations and restrict enslavers’ illegal importation of 
enslaved people. Colonial authorities required enslavers to register people they claimed as property, 
documenting details such as names, ages, gender, racial classifications, births, deaths and transfers of 
ownership.

We should meet this archival document as historical source and as colonial instrument of the racial 
violence and dehumanisation that sustained and rationalised plantation enslavement and empire. 
These registers demonstrate how British colonial administration systematically classified, controlled 
and commodified Black lives. They provide partial historical evidence of enslaved individuals and 
families. Produced through the perspectives and interests of colonial authorities and enslavers, this 
record excludes enslaved people's own voices, relationships, experiences and ways of knowing. 

Image rights This material is a digitised version of a physical material held at The National Archives. Due to the 
nature of the National Archives T 71 material, no specific permissions or fees are required for 
reproduction of this material. 

This material contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C2584250
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/


“Triennial Returns for the Parish of Saint Thomas in 
the East for the year of our Lord One Thousand Eight 
Hundred and Twenty”



1823
Colonial Slave Registry



Document Colonial Slave Registry 1(14)

Date 1823

Place St Thomas in the East, Jamaica

Creator Office of Registry of Colonial Slaves and Slave Compensation Commission records

Archive and reference The National Archives (Kew) – catalogue reference: T71/147

Document type Colonial Slave Registry

Historical context British Colonial Slave Registers (1813–1834)
Britain established colonial slave registers following its abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807. 
The 1807 act of abolition did not abolish the ongoing practice of enslavement of African peoples across 
its colonies, which continued until 1833. The British imperial government used these colonial slave 
registers as records to monitor enslaved populations and restrict enslavers’ illegal importation of 
enslaved people. Colonial authorities required enslavers to register people they claimed as property, 
documenting details such as names, ages, gender, racial classifications, births, deaths and transfers of 
ownership.

We should meet this archival document as historical source and as colonial instrument of the racial 
violence and dehumanisation that sustained and rationalised plantation enslavement and empire. 
These registers demonstrate how British colonial administration systematically classified, controlled 
and commodified Black lives. They provide partial historical evidence of enslaved individuals and 
families. Produced through the perspectives and interests of colonial authorities and enslavers, this 
record excludes enslaved people's own voices, relationships, experiences and ways of knowing. 

Image rights This material is a digitised version of a physical material held at The National Archives. Due to the 
nature of the National Archives T 71 material, no specific permissions or fees are required for 
reproduction of this material. 

This material contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C2584251
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/


“A 
Copy of the 
Registry of Returns
for the parish of
Saint Thomas in the East
for the year
1823.”



1826
Colonial Slave Registry



Document Colonial Slave Registry 1(14)

Date 1826

Place St Thomas in the East, Jamaica

Creator Office of Registry of Colonial Slaves and Slave Compensation Commission records

Archive and reference The National Archives (Kew) – catalogue reference: T71/148

Document type Colonial Slave Registry

Historical context British Colonial Slave Registers (1813–1834)
Britain established colonial slave registers following its abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807. 
The 1807 act of abolition did not abolish the ongoing practice of enslavement of African peoples across 
its colonies, which continued until 1833. The British imperial government used these colonial slave 
registers as records to monitor enslaved populations and restrict enslavers’ illegal importation of 
enslaved people. Colonial authorities required enslavers to register people they claimed as property, 
documenting details such as names, ages, gender, racial classifications, births, deaths and transfers of 
ownership.

We should meet this archival document as historical source and as colonial instrument of the racial 
violence and dehumanisation that sustained and rationalised plantation enslavement and empire. 
These registers demonstrate how British colonial administration systematically classified, controlled 
and commodified Black lives. They provide partial historical evidence of enslaved individuals and 
families. Produced through the perspectives and interests of colonial authorities and enslavers, this 
record excludes enslaved people's own voices, relationships, experiences and ways of knowing. 

Image rights This material is a digitised version of a physical material held at The National Archives. Due to the 
nature of the National Archives T 71 material, no specific permissions or fees are required for 
reproduction of this material. 

This material contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C2584252
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/




1832
Colonial Slave Registry



Document Colonial Slave Registry 1(14)

Date 1832

Place St Thomas in the East, Jamaica

Creator Office of Registry of Colonial Slaves and Slave Compensation Commission records

Archive and reference The National Archives (Kew) – catalogue reference: T71/150

Document type Colonial Slave Registry

Historical context British Colonial Slave Registers (1813–1834)
Britain established colonial slave registers following its abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807. 
The 1807 act of abolition did not abolish the ongoing practice of enslavement of African peoples across 
its colonies, which continued until 1833. The British imperial government used these colonial slave 
registers as records to monitor enslaved populations and restrict enslavers’ illegal importation of 
enslaved people. Colonial authorities required enslavers to register people they claimed as property, 
documenting details such as names, ages, gender, racial classifications, births, deaths and transfers of 
ownership.

We should meet this archival document as historical source and as colonial instrument of the racial 
violence and dehumanisation that sustained and rationalised plantation enslavement and empire. 
These registers demonstrate how British colonial administration systematically classified, controlled 
and commodified Black lives. They provide partial historical evidence of enslaved individuals and 
families. Produced through the perspectives and interests of colonial authorities and enslavers, this 
record excludes enslaved people's own voices, relationships, experiences and ways of knowing. 

Image rights This material is a digitised version of a physical material held at The National Archives. Due to the 
nature of the National Archives T 71 material, no specific permissions or fees are required for 
reproduction of this material. 

This material contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C2584254
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/
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