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• Introduction •

Ideas and Sentiments

The age of revolutions of the eighteenth century was 
a time of transformation in political and economic 

relationships, and in ways of thinking about the world. 
This book is about some of the changes of the times, 
from the point of view of a large, odd, and enterprising 
family, the Johnstones, and of their households, friends, 
servants, and slaves.

The four Johnstone sisters and seven Johnstone broth-
ers grew up in Scotland in the 1720s and 1730s and 
made their way, in imagination or in reality, to the ex-
tremities of the British, French, Spanish, and Mughal em-
pires. Two of the brothers became rich, in many scenes 
and over many setbacks. The family lived at the edges of 
the enlightenment, and they were friends, at least from 
time to time, of David Hume, Adam Smith, and the poet 
James “Ossian” Macpherson. They were unusually in-
temperate, unusually literary, and there were unusually 
many of them.

All I knew about the Johnstones, when I came across 
the oldest brother’s letter book in a library in Edinburgh, 
was that another brother, John, had been a candidate in 
a contested parliamentary election in 1774, in Adam 
Smith’s home town of Kirkaldy.1 They were not a cele-
brated family, even at the moments of their greatest suc-
cesses. But they lived amidst new empires, and they were 
confronted throughout their lives with large and  abstract 
questions about commerce and the state, laws and regu-
lations, and slavery and servitude. They were  expressive 
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observers of the “Anguish Vexation & Anxiety” of mod-
ern life, in the oldest brother’s words, and of the chang-
ing scenes that Elizabeth Carolina Keene, who married 
John Johnstone in Calcutta in 1765, described as the 
“troublesome, fl uctuating state of human affairs,” in the 
“constitution of states and empire.”2

The history of the Johnstones is a story of the multiple 
or multiplier effects of empire, in which individuals at 
home were connected, by information and expectations, 
to events in the East and West Indies. It is a family his-
tory, in the sense that the sisters and sisters-in-law in the 
Johnstones’ story, including the sisters who stayed at 
home in Scotland, were at the center of the exchanges of 
economic, political, and personal information in which 
the family prospered. It is also a history of other people 
in the family’s lives, and in particular of two individu-
als—a young woman known as “Bell or Belinda,” who 
described herself as a native of Bengal, the “slave or ser-
vant” of John Johnstone, and Joseph Knight, the African 
slave whose lawsuit against Margaret Johnstone’s son-
in-law ended slavery in Scotland—who are the most im-
portant fi gures in the story, in the retrospect of two cen-
turies of public life.3 

The economic and the political were intertwined in 
the Johnstones’ lives, and so were the public and the 
private, commerce and law and conscience. Their his-
tory is a vista of the new ideas and sentiments of the 
times and of the eighteenth-century enlightenment. The 
political thought of the philosophers of enlightenment 
was concerned in multiple respects with the dilemmas of 
overseas commerce and conquest.4 The relationships of 
the Scottish enlightenment to the Johnstones suggest a 
more intimate proximity, to the domesticity of empire. 
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The Johnstones were not themselves economists or ge-
ologists or historians. But they were involved through-
out their lives with the philosophes of eighteenth- century 
Edinburgh, and with the milieux of the enlightenment, 
in the sense of the booksellers, proof-correctors, law-
yers, and clerks by whom the “lights of science” or the 
“atmosphere of society,” in the description of their friend 
the philosopher Adam Ferguson, were “communicable 
to others by mere information.”5 

The Johnstones’ history is a story of how individuals 
made money in the eighteenth-century empires, and es-
pecially of making money by the use of information. It is 
also a history of the institution of slavery, from the East 
to the West Indies. At least six of the seven brothers be-
came owners of slaves. Two of them were public oppo-
nents of slavery, and one was a prominent defender of 
the slave trade. The Johnstones fl ourished in the half 
century that has been identifi ed, since the imperial histo-
ries of the nineteenth century, with the political institu-
tions of modern times: a new British empire in India, a 
new land empire in North America, and a new and more 
enlightened (or less benighted) Atlantic economy in the 
West Indies and Spanish America.6 It was a founding 
period of modern ideas in a vaster sense: of the com-
petitive economy, of individual rights and the govern-
ment of law, and of industrial or industrious transfor-
mation.7 It was a time when laissez-faire was new and 
when even the idea of the economy or of economic life—
of a distinctive space or territory of economic exchanges 
—was unusual and insecure.8 But the Johnstones’ em-
pire, or the empire of economic opportunity to which 
they looked forward, was not the empire that was even-
tually founded. Their history is in this respect a story of 
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possible futures that did not come to be, and of life in 
uncertainty, including uncertainty about the frontiers of 
economic life and the frontiers of the law. 

The sisters and brothers lived at a time in which even 
the distinctions that were most self-evident a generation 
later—between law and political power, or private and 
public life, or the economic and the political—were the 
subject of endless, anxious inquiry: over “what was, 
and what was not law,” in the oldest brother’s words, or 
“what [was] the state,” or who was a servant and who 
was a slave.9 The idea of empire was itself, in the John-
stones’ and their friends’ understanding, an idea about 
interior as well as exterior infl uence, “empire” in the 
sense of dominion or information or the power of 
words. Their story is a portrait of the outer lives of the 
sisters and brothers and of their households—of their 
voyages and marriages and debts, their petitions and 
packages and lawsuits. But it is also a history of their 
inner lives and of what the new ideas of the time, and 
the new connections of empire, meant to this eighteenth- 
century family. It is about large and abstract ideas in the 
lives of individuals who were not themselves philoso-
phers or theorists of enlightenment. The frontiers be-
tween philosophical and political and popular ideas 
were indistinct, like so many other frontiers, in these 
new and modern times: a world of “internal and ex-
ternal sentiment,” in David Hume’s description of the 
“fl uctuating situations” of moral evaluation.10

The Johnstones were no more than minor fi gures in 
the public events of the times, and they had an unusual 
capacity in their political ventures for being on the 
wrong side of history, or the losing side. But they left 
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behind them an amazing amount of evidence or traces 
of their lives: lists of things to do, wills, codicils, mort-
gages, diaries about carrots, inventories, complaints 
about torture to the Privy Council, evidence in favor of 
Armenian plaintiffs, letters about bundles of muslin, 
lists of the names of their slaves, decrees of alimony, an-
nuities to their servants, descriptions of the different 
kinds of paper used in Persian correspondence, mar-
riage settlements, mausolea, lawyers’ invoices, love let-
ters from their lawyers, legal documents in successive 
lawsuits against each other and against others. They 
were interested in family history and in the techniques 
of searches in libraries; they wrote letters about sorting 
letters; and they were complicit, or so it seems, in the 
falsifi cation of the records of their own dates of birth. 
There are traces of all the sisters and brothers, the most 
successful and the most obscure, and of many of their 
servants and slaves. 

The history of the Johnstones and of their extended 
households is a story of women and men who were in-
volved in one way or another in each other’s lives, and 
in the vast changes of the times. But the evidence of the 
lives of the different individuals is extraordinarily di-
verse and disproportionate. It is as though there are 
some who can be seen in intimate detail, and from mul-
tiple points of view, and others who are a blur, or fi gures 
in a distant landscape. There are some, like Bell or Be-
linda, who have no names (or only the most implausible 
of names), no dates of birth or dates of death, and whose 
words are no more than the words of the clerks of courts. 
Joseph Knight, who was brought from Africa to Jamaica 
when he was “very young,” remembered only that he 
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could not remember: “he does not know anything of his 
being sold.”11 

The family’s story is a microhistory, or a prosopogra-
phy, a history of persons (of the face or the person in 
front of one’s eye.) It is inspired in this respect by the 
prosopographies or family histories of the Roman em-
pire, and the Johnstones were in a sense a very Roman 
family: “new men,” or men who wanted not to be new, 
in a new empire.12 It is inspired, too, by the microhisto-
ries of early modern Europe and the “prosopography of 
the lower orders,” in which the poor as well as the rich 
can be the subject of a qualitative history.13 It is a case 
study of the Johnstones and their extended connec-
tions.14 But the history of the Johnstones is also a new 
kind of microhistory, in several different respects. It is a 
large history in relation to space, in the sense that the 
brothers, two of the women with whom they lived, and 
at least four of their slaves moved over very great dis-
tances, and in the sense that the story of the Johnstone 
sisters is a history, in part, of the consequences at home 
in Scotland of distant events.15 It is a history of individu-
als of diverse legal conditions and social classes: a story 
that includes mistresses and servants and slaves in the 
same history. It extends across the frontiers between dif-
ferent kinds of historical inquiry, in that it is a history of 
economic life, of political ideas, of slavery, and of family 
relationships. Economic evidence, in the family’s history, 
has been a source for political history, political evidence 
has been a source for the history of sentiments, the his-
tory of the law has been a source for family history, and 
family relationships have been a source for the history 
of enlightenment.16
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The Johnstones’ history is a new kind of microhistory, 
too, because it is an exploration of new ways of connect-
ing the microhistories of individuals and families to the 
larger scenes of which they were a part: to important or 
“macrohistorical” inquiries. One connection is that the 
individuals are themselves important (as Joseph Knight 
was important). Another is of illustration, as the history 
of the Johnstones is an illustration, or a case study, of 
the larger history of their times. Yet another is of repre-
sentativeness, or of the absence of representativeness. 
The new possibility, in late-modern microhistories, is of 
connecting micro- and macrohistories by the history of 
the individuals’ own connections.17 It is this possibility 
that I have tried to explore in the Johnstones’ story: to 
proceed, encounter by encounter, from the history of a 
family to the history of a larger society of empire or en-
lightenment or ideas. But the Johnstones’ history is also 
the story of disconnections or discontinuities: of depar-
tures and loss, and of individuals (like Bell or Belinda) 
who vanish without trace, or out of history. This, too, 
was the experience of eighteenth-century commerce and 
eighteenth-century empires.

The prospect in these new kinds of microhistory is of 
a new way of thinking about one of the oldest historical 
inquiries, or the history of the inner life. This is a his-
tory, in Adam Smith’s description, that recounts the un-
folding of public events by leading the reader “into the 
sentiments and mind of the actors.”18 It is an eighteenth- 
century sort of history, in the sense of a history of the 
ideas and sentiments of large numbers of people and 
how these ideas change over time.19 The distinction 
 between the inner and the outer life, or between an 
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 interior, private existence of the mind and an exterior 
universe of events and circumstances, is very diffi cult to 
identify in the lives of the Johnstones (as it is in our own 
lives). So too is the distinction between the intimate and 
the offi cial, the universe of sentiment and the universe 
of reason. Adam Smith used eleven different words to 
describe the inner experience in the fi rst few lines of 
The Theory of Moral Sentiments.20 These elusive, fl uc-
tuating conditions are alluded to amazingly often, as 
will be seen, in the evidence of the Johnstones’ lives and 
of the other people in their households.

The Johnstones’ history begins, in what follows, with 
the narrative of their lives: setting out from their home 
in the west of Scotland, establishing themselves in Cal-
cutta, Grenada, and Pensacola, coming home from the 
empire, and recollecting their earlier existence, as elderly 
men and women. I will use their own words, to a great 
extent, and the words of contemporary records; I have 
made no changes to the spelling of eighteenth-century 
letters and other writings. Their history in the fi rst three 
chapters of the book is more like a novel than like an 
epic or epopeia, in Sir Walter Scott’s distinction: “rather 
a history of the miscellaneous adventures which befall 
an individual [or a number of individuals] in the course 
of life, than the plot of a regular and connected epopeia, 
where every step brings us a point nearer to the fi nal 
catastrophe.”21 But it is not a novel, or a historical novel. 
It is an eighteenth-century history, and one which has 
conveyed in a very exigent respect the limits of historical 
inquiry. The limits have their own story, and this is the 
subject, or one of the subjects, of the endnotes that are a 
substantial part of the book.
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I then turn in the next three chapters to larger histori-
cal questions about the commercial empires and the en-
lightenment of the eighteenth century: about the new 
economic theories and sentiments of the times; about 
the Johnstones’ own experiences of empire, in relation 
to the institution of slavery, to the new exchanges of in-
formation, to family relationships, and to the intimacy 
of empire; and about the enlightenment of the times, 
also from the point of view of the Johnstones’ lives and 
connections. I return, in conclusion, to the history of the 
inner life, in the sense of the interior of the household or 
the home, and the interior of the mind, or the intentions, 
character, and conscience of individuals that were dis-
cussed so endlessly in the Johnstones’ own lives—and in 
the sense, too, of the ideas and sentiments that are the 
subject, or one of the subjects, of historical understand-
ing. I return, too, to Bell or Belinda’s story and to her 
importance in history.

This is a family portrait, and the relationships be-
tween the Johnstones and the other individuals in their 
extended households are at the heart of the story. But 
the view from the family is also a vista of larger circum-
stances that are themselves, in part, the circumstances 
of the interior as well as the exterior world. At least 
some of the women and men with whom the story will 
be concerned were continually evaluating their own 
and other people’s inner sentiments in the light of their 
outer circumstances; others were the subject of the 
evaluations of other people, in courtrooms, market-
places, prisons, and parish churches. Events, for them, 
were the source of information about intentions and 
values. This was the unending, refl exive observation 
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that Smith  described in The Theory of Moral Senti-
ments: of seeing one’s own sentiments “with the eyes of 
other people, or as other people are likely to view 
them.”22 It is this eighteenth-century world of the mind 
that I have tried to describe.



• Chapter One •

Setting Out

The Johnstone sisters and brothers were born in Scot-
land in the 1720s and 1730s and grew up in Dum-

friesshire, in the Scottish-English borders. Over their long 
lifetimes, from Barbara’s birth in 1723 to the death of 
Betty, the last surviving child, in 1813, they were partici-
pants in a vast transformation of the conditions of exis-
tence. They lived in a time of economic and commercial 
revolution; of expansion in long-distance commerce and 
empire; of political revolution in India, North America, 
France, and Saint-Domingue; and of the changes in ways 
of thinking about individual lives, political rights, free-
dom of commerce, and European dominion overseas 
that have been associated, since the Johnstones’ own 
times, with the birth of the modern world.1

The valley of the Esk, where the Johnstones’ family 
home of Westerhall is hidden among bare, rounded hills, 
was at the edge of this new world of enlightenment. It 
was a place of sheepgrazing, smuggling, and disputes 
over inheritance.2 “It’s but a coarse moorish Country,” 
in the description of a travel guide of 1729, and Daniel 
Defoe, in his Journey through Scotland, found only one 
impressive sight in the entire vicinity, “standing in a wild 
and mountainous Country, where nothing but what 
was desolate and dismal could be expected.”3 Scotland, 
with its own legal system and established religion, had 
been united with England under a single parliament by 
the Act of Union of 1707.4 But it was still, for several 
generations, a “small and poor country.”5 The west of 
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Scotland, in particular, was in the early part of the eigh-
teenth century a “country without Trade, without Cul-
tivation, or money,” in the description of a contempo-
rary of the Johnstones, Elizabeth Mure, in which “some 
part of the old feudle system still remained.”6 Scotland 
was also traversed, in the Johnstones’ childhood, by 
confl icts over religion and by the struggles over political 
succession—the Jacobite rebellions, and eventually the 
confl ict of 1745–46—which were at one and the same 
time wars within families and scenes in the long, inter-
mittent, and occasionally global competition between 
England and France.7 

The economic and commercial expansion of the eigh-
teenth century—an “economic revolution,” especially 
in  Holland, England and France, an increase in long- 
distance commerce in the Atlantic and the Indian oceans, 
and an “industrious revolution” in the consumption of 
textiles and household goods—came relatively late to 
the west of Scotland.8 But in the 1740s, in Elizabeth 
Mure’s account, almost everything began to change: 
“About the 40 riches began to incress considerably. 
Many returnd from the East and West Indias with good 
fortune who had gone abroad after the Union.” The 
ideas of individuals changed, too. “It was then that the 
slavery of the mind began to be spocken off; freedom 
was in every bodys mouth.” Even children were to be 
freed from superstition; “for their Girls the outmost care 
was taken that fear of no kind should inslave the mind; 
nurses was turned off who would tell the young of 
Witches and Ghosts.”9

The expansion of long-distance commerce—or the 
early globalization of the eighteenth century—was most 
spectacular, in the Johnstones’ lifetimes, with respect to 
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the Atlantic commerce with North and South America, 
the Caribbean, and the West African slaving ports, and 
the Indian Ocean commerce with eastern and southern 
India.10 The ocean had become “the great high road of 
communication to the different nations of the earth,” as 
Adam Smith wrote in 1759, and the “industry of man-
kind” had “entirely changed the whole face of the 
globe.”11 The Atlantic slave trade, in which the British 
acquired the right to supply slaves to the “South Seas,” 
or the Spanish colonies in America, became a fl ourishing 
commerce, connected in turn to the markets for Indian 
textiles in coastal and interior Africa. The European em-
pires transported some forty-one thousand slaves per 
year from Africa to the Americas in the 1700s, and 
eighty-seven thousand per year in the 1790s; British 
traders accounted for almost half the expansion. By the 
1790s some thirty-two thousand slaves were exported 
each year to the British West Indies alone.12 

The European commerce with India was transformed 
over the same period by the successes of the French and 
English East India companies. The East India compa-
nies, private associations of merchants with trading 
privileges granted by Indian and European sovereigns, 
were the intermediaries in the expansion in sales of In-
dian manufactured goods, textiles, and spices, and of 
Chinese tea, to European, African, and American mar-
kets.13 They were also in a position to extend their priv-
ileges, in the interstices of continuing confl icts between 
the Mughal empire and its Indian enemies, into territo-
rial dominion.14 The “great monied companies,” in Ed-
mund Burke’s description of 1769, constituted “a new 
world of commerce,” a system that was “wholly new in 
the world.”15
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The eighteenth-century epoch of globalization was a 
period of almost uninterrupted war, over very large dis-
tances. The half century from the outbreak of the War of 
the Austrian Succession in 1740 to the end of the War of 
American Independence in 1783—the Johnstones’ own 
age of empire—was thought of at the time as a single 
confl ict, with its interwar periods and its postwar peri-
ods and its periods of false or imagined or expected 
war.16 The French and British navies fought over prizes 
and islands from Madras to northern Canada, and from 
the Cape of Good Hope to the Antilles; the Jacobite 
armies fought with French support in Scotland, and the 
armies of the British and French East India Companies 
fought in changing alliances with the princes of the 
 Mughal and Maratha empires. It was a time, as David 
Hume wrote to a French friend in 1767, in which the 
“most frivolous Causes” were liable to “spread the 
Flame from one End of the Globe to the other.”17

The age of revolutions, from the overthrow of  Mughal 
power in Bengal in 1757–65 and the American Revolu-
tion of 1776 to the French Revolution of 1789 and the 
revolution of 1793 in Saint-Domingue, the modern 
Haiti, was the last scene of the Johnstones’ lives, and of 
the lives of their extended households.18 Five of the 
brothers lived for a time in the British colonies in North 
America, or were landowners in the territories that be-
came the new United States. Bell or Belinda, who had 
been the “slave or servant” of John Johnstone, arrived in 
Virginia in 1772, as the revolutionary crisis began to un-
fold. William Johnstone’s daughter was involved, as will 
be seen, in the family disputes of the French Revolution 
and the Napoleonic empire. Betty Johnstone was in-
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volved, with two of her nieces, in the politics of inheri-
tance in the new American republic.19 This was the 
Johnstones’ own new world. 

The Four Sisters and Seven Brothers

The Johnstones were the children of a young couple 
from the unprosperous professional classes of lowlands 
Scotland: Barbara Murray and James Johnstone. The 
young couple made a “clandestine & unorderly” (or 
unannounced) marriage in 1719, in the judgement of 
the Edinburgh justices of the peace.20 The older James 
Johnstone, the children’s father, was a law student, 
whom an acquaintance urged, some years later, to “try 
to disencumber yourself of that intolerable shyness 
which plagues you.”21 He was from a family of provin-
cial lawyers and factors—or commissioners for the es-
tates of rich landowners—who was the heir to the newly 
acquired title of baronet of Nova Scotia and to the 
heavily indebted family home of Westerhall.22 Barbara 
Murray, the children’s mother, was from a legal and 
professional family of the uneminent nobility, the 
granddaughter of an Edinburgh surgeon and great-
granddaughter of an archbishop of Glasgow.23 She was 
described, in a sermon preached after her death, as en-
dowed with an “admirable power of elocution,” al-
though “her temper was ardent, & consequently liable 
to excess”; “she did not abound for instance in the vir-
tue of Prudence . . . nor had any talent at making a se-
cret of every thing.”24 

The families were diverse, like so many others in eigh-
teenth-century Scotland, with respect to religion and 
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politics. The Johnstones of Westerhall were members of 
the Church of Scotland and supporters of the union with 
England; the Murrays of Elibank were for the most part, 
in this period of fl uctuating religious associations, mem-
bers of the Church of England or of the Episcopal 
Church in Scotland. One of Barbara Johnstone’s broth-
ers, the children’s “Uncle Sandy,” was a prominent Jaco-
bite, and another was a British army chaplain and preb-
endary in the Church of England.

Barbara and James Johnstone had fourteen children 
over the nineteen-year period from 1720 to 1739, of 
whom eleven survived infancy.25 This is a large popula-
tion of relations to keep in mind, and it is quite diffi cult, 
in a world of much smaller families, to imagine what it 
would be like to have intimate, or potentially intimate 
relationships with one’s ten brothers and sisters (and ten 
or more sisters-in-law, or brothers-in-law, or other com-
panions). There were misunderstandings from time to 
time, even within the family; James had to assure Wil-
liam at one point in 1757 that “the Ungrateful & Ex-
travagant Brother G. mentions is Gidion.”26 I have pro-
vided in an appendix some straightforward, or fairly 
straightforward biographical information about the 
brothers’ and sisters’ baptisms, marriages, and deaths. 
These are their stories, in brief. 

Barbara (Johnstone) Kinnaird (1723–65), the oldest 
of the surviving children, lived in Scotland throughout 
her life. She married a man from a Perthshire family, 
Charles Kinnaird, who inherited the title and estate of 
his cousin under the complicated circumstances that 
were so familiar in eighteenth-century inheritance dis-
putes (his cousin’s wife had been accused of attempting 
to fabricate a pregnancy, and the birth of two male heirs, 
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by walking around with pillows under her dress).27 
Charles Kinnaird came from a Jacobite family and was 
arrested in 1745, with a servant of Sir James Johnstone 
called Walter Scot, for “treasonable correspondence”; he 
was later described in family stories as “eating his com-
mission in prison.”28 Barbara had fi ve children and a 
shortlived period of prosperity, during which she was 
able to buy “Tea-cups & Saucers” and even a carriage 
with her husband’s “name Copper’d and a Coronet.”29 
But she and her husband separated soon afterwards.30 
She then lived on her own in Edinburgh and died at the 
age of forty-one.31

Margaret (Johnstone) Ogilvy (1724–57), the second 
child, was the fi rst of the Johnstones to become well 
known, or notorious, in public life. She was a Jacobite, a 
supporter of the “pretender” to the thrones of England 
and Scotland, and she and her husband, David Ogilvy, 
spent much of 1745–46 traversing Scotland with the 
rebel armies of “Bonnie Prince Charlie.”32 She was of 
enthusiastic “political notions,” in the contemporary de-
scription of a pamphlet, The Female Rebels, “with black 
Eyes and black Hair, and her Person well sized, and an 
easy though not very slender Shape.”33 When the rebel-
lion was defeated and her husband escaped to France, 
she was arrested and brought as a prisoner to Edinburgh 
Castle. She escaped from the castle in disguise, in No-
vember 1746, with the help of one of her sisters, one of 
her brothers, and an elaborate conspiracy involving a 
tea kettle and “a little girl,” to convince the guards that 
she was ill in bed.34 She later lived in exile in France and 
died of consumption at the age of thirty-two.35 Her 
daughter, Margaret, married a man from another Jaco-
bite family in Jamaica, John Wedderburn, who was the 
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owner of Joseph Knight, the slave who sued for his free-
dom in Perth in 1774.

James Johnstone (1726–94), the oldest surviving son, 
was sent to study in Leiden on the recommendation of 
James Boswell’s father (and “after many doubts diffi cul-
ties objections Answers etc. etc. and etc.”).36 He was a 
student there during the war of 1745, where he was de-
scribed as “slow of apprehension and unsuspicious,” but 
“the best-natured man in the world.”37 He later became 
a soldier in the British army against which his sister had 
rallied. His mother described him as “poor unlucky 
Jamie.”38 He was a vast fi gure, in the description of an 
English acquaintance, cast “in a Herculean mould, of an 
uncouth aspect, rude address, and almost gigantic pro-
portions,” which concealed “great integrity directed by 
strong sense.”39 He married a widow called Louisa Mey-
rick, moved to Norfolk, inherited the family home in 
Scotland, which he described as a “Crazzy Rocking 
house,” and died without legitimate children at the age 
of sixty-eight.40 He was a member of parliament in the 
last years of his life and an opponent of slavery.

Alexander Johnstone (1727–83) also became a sol-
dier on the government side and was sent to North 
America. He served in Canada and later in northern 
New York, where a friend of the family reported that he 
was “very shy, & more discontented than I ever saw any 
body.” “He had always an oddity about him, but I was 
willing to impute it to his cross fortune,” one of his ma-
ternal aunts wrote to his uncle in Canada.41 He eventu-
ally became a colonel in charge of fortifi cations on the 
West Indian island of Grenada and purchased a large 
sugar plantation on the island, together with 178 “Ne-
groes and Mullatoe slaves.”42 He was a member of the 
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Assembly of the island of Grenada, and in a case before 
the Privy Council in London, he accused the governor 
of Grenada of the torture of slaves. He died unmarried 
at the age of fi fty-fi ve, also without legitimate children, 
leaving his slaves, mills, and boiling houses to his 
brother James. 

Betty Johnstone (1728–1813) lived with her parents 
until their death, except for a diffi cult period during the 
Seven Years’ War when she quarrelled with her mother 
about a parcel of Indian textiles. She was the family’s 
continuing source of information, about everything 
from tenancy contracts to the news from Jamaica, and 
from opinions about her sister Barbara’s separation to 
the arrangements for her brother George’s election cam-
paign in Carlisle. She is the most obscure of the brothers 
and sisters, in the sense that she never entered into the 
public record of events between her birth and her death, 
or into the record of public life. After her parents’ death 
she rented an apartment of her own in Edinburgh—“my 
own opinion Ever was that a person comed to my time 
of Life should have a place of there own that they may 
Retire to,” she wrote to one of her brothers—and she 
died unmarried at the age of eighty-fi ve, in 1813.43 

William (Johnstone) Pulteney (1729–1805) studied in 
Edinburgh with Adam Smith, with whom he lived “inti-
mately [for] four years,” in Smith’s own description.44 
He was described by one of his uncles as a “dealer in 
mystery,” and he was a grave fi gure even in his youth; 
Smith wrote that “he had, when I fi rst knew him, a good 
deal of vivacity and humour, but he has studied them 
away.”45 He was educated for the law, and he was the 
most respectable of the brothers and sisters. He was 
also the most successful. “Our friend, Johnstone, has 
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wrote the most-super-excellent-est Paper in the World,” 
David Hume wrote of his memorandum in a celebrated 
lawsuit of 1763 (over another feigned pregnancy).46 
William married an English heiress, Frances Pulteney, 
changed his name to Pulteney, and was a member of 
parliament for thirty-six years.47 He owned property in 
Dominica, Grenada, Tobago, Florida, and New York 
and was a prominent parliamentary supporter of the 
slave trade.48 He died intestate in 1805, one of the rich-
est men in England.49

George Johnstone (1730–87) went to sea at the age of 
thirteen, where he served variously as a midshipman, 
captain, and eventually commodore.50 He was a naval 
offi cer in the West Indies, Lisbon, the Cape Verde Is-
lands, and the Cape of Good Hope, and was governor of 
the new British colony of West Florida in 1764–66. He 
was a member of parliament, and closely involved in the 
parliamentary politics of the East India Company and of 
the American Revolution, initially as a supporter of the 
American revolutionaries, until he was sent to the new 
United States as part of the peace commission of 1778, 
and later as a vehement defender of the British govern-
ment. He died at the age of fi fty-six, recognizing one 
child with his wife, Charlotte Dee, and four surviving 
children with his companion, Martha Ford, the daugh-
ter of an auctioneer in the Haymarket in London, with 
whom he had lived in the 1760s and 1770s in West Flor-
ida and Kensington Gore.51 

Charlotte (Johnstone) Balmain (1732–73), the young-
est of the sisters, was described as her mother’s “favou-
rite daughter,” and she lived at home until she was 
thirty.52 During the quarrel over the Indian textiles, she 



Setting Out 21

took on some of her sister Betty’s responsibilities for 
writing letters of family information (“tho greatly her 
inferiore in expressing or in any way acknowledging the 
favours I owe you,” as she wrote to their brother Wil-
liam).53 She then made what her parents considered to be 
a catastrophically unsuitable marriage to a family friend, 
James Balmain, the son of the minister of a nearby 
church, who had become an offi cer of the excise, or 
“gauger,” a collector of the duties on wines, spirits, and 
imported goods.54 Charlotte and her husband had fi ve 
children, of whom two survived into adulthood.55 They 
lived in Scotland, where James Balmain was deeply in-
volved in helping his brothers-in-law with searches in 
Edinburgh libraries into the history of their distant an-
cestors. Charlotte was forgiven by her father on his 
deathbed, and she died at the age of forty-one.56 

John Johnstone (1734–95) joined the service of the 
East India Company at the age of sixteen, became a tax 
collector and merchant in Calcutta, Dhaka, and the in-
land province of Burdwan, and for a time was in charge 
of the Company’s Persian correspondence. He was the 
other successful brother. He lived in India for fi fteen 
years and was considered to be fl uent in both the “Moor’s 
language” (Persian) and the “country language” (Ben-
gali). He was the only one of the brothers who made a 
large fortune overseas, and he was the source of fi nan-
cial support for at least fi ve of his brothers and sisters. In 
Calcutta he married Elizabeth Carolina Keene, who had 
published translations of the love poetry of Ovid and 
Horace when she was a “very ingenious young Lady of 
fourteen,” and who travelled to India with her sister in 
1761.57 He and Elizabeth Carolina returned to Scotland 
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with several Indian servants, including “Bell or Belinda,” 
and with a large, if fl uctuating fortune, which he in-
vested in landed estates, houses, and his own and his 
brothers’ political careers. He was a member of parlia-
ment, for a short time, and an opponent of slavery; he 
died in Scotland at the age of sixty-two.58 

Patrick Johnstone (1737–56), the next son, also joined 
the East India Company at the age of sixteen. His father 
had a “Serious Conversation” with him when he was 
fourteen about the “Choice of some Business for Life.”59 
In his petition to join the Company, he stated that he 
had been “educated in writing and Accompts,” and pre-
sented a certifi cate of having gone “thro’ a complete 
course of Mathematick and Book keeping” with a 
teacher in Edinburgh; he “promise[d] to behave himself 
with the utmost Diligence and Fidelity.”60 In India, Pat-
rick worked as an accountant and set up in trade with 
his brother John. He died in Calcutta shortly before his 
nineteenth birthday, in 1756.

Gideon Johnstone (1739–88), the youngest of the 
brothers and sisters, was the most unsettled of all of 
them. He joined the navy and served in the West Indies 
together with his older brother George. He then went to 
join his brother John in the East Indies as a free mer-
chant, became an offi cial of the East India Company, 
and enlisted in the Company’s army. He was heard of in 
Basra, Mauritius, and the Cape of Good Hope. In the 
East Indies he was reported to have set up in business, 
selling the water of the Ganges to Indian pilgrims. He 
then returned to America, and during the Revolution-
ary War he became a naval offi cer, again in the West 
Indies. He also served in New York, off Plymouth 
Sound, and off the island of Nantucket.61 In 1780, he 
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married Fanny Colquitt, from a family of Liverpool 
lawyers and slave-ship owners, and he died in Scotland 
at the age of forty-nine.62

Difficult Circumstances

The Johnstones were not rich by the standards of 
their own milieu of small landowners. The Westerhall 
estate was in the Johnstones’ lifetimes endlessly in 
debt.63 Their father was preoccupied throughout his life 
with the hope of fi nding evidence, somewhere in the ar-
chives of Scotland, that he was the rightful heir to the 
estates and titles of a very much richer distant cousin, 
the Marquis of Annandale. It was through these con-
nections that he became an intimate associate of David 
Hume, who had spent a cold and melancholy winter, in 
1745–46, as the “friend and comrade,” or paid com-
panion, “like a servant,” to the rich cousin.64 But the 
efforts were unsuccessful, and the older James John-
stone borrowed continually against his land from 
friends, neighbors, and the relatives of his wife (whose 
own father had invested heavily and disastrously in 
“South Sea” shares, in the company supplying slaves to 
the Spanish South Atlantic).65 

By 1758, all the “Baronies Messuages Lands Tene-
ments and Hereditaments” of the estate in the valley of 
the Esk were estimated, in the marriage settlement of the 
younger James, to amount to a “Clear yearly value of 
£220 or thereabouts.”66 This was an unimposing sum 
for a landowning family with eleven children, a little less 
than half, for example, of the stipend of a commissioner 
of the Scottish Excise, or the position to which Char-
lotte’s tax collector husband was eventually appointed.67 
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When William moved to London, he was described by 
the politician Horace Walpole as the “third son of a poor 
Scot.”68 When the younger James died in 1794, he was 
“indebted to several other persons in Scotland by Bond 
and simple contract—to a much larger Amount than his 
personal Estate in Scotland,” and the family estate in 
Westerhall was “advertised for sale.”69

All the Johnstone children were educated, at home or 
in the homes of tutors.70 They were literate, and even 
literary, although the girls spelled far more erratically 
than the boys, and their mother most erratically of all. 
There were books at Westerhall, many of them bor-
rowed, and a succession of itinerant secretaries or tu-
tors. “Pat reads now every day some piece of Virgil,” one 
of the tutors wrote to William in 1751, and “Gideon 
reads as formerly only that for some time he has had 
Ovid’s Metamorphosis in place of Caesar—I’m to begin 
Arithmetick with him next Week.”71 The Johnstones 
were connected to the expanding industry of carriers 
and libraries, and packmen “who ramble from town to 
town selling books.”72 When their mother asked George 
to buy her some refi ned sugar, it was to be sent by sea to 
Newcastle, directed “to Laidlaw at the Circulating Li-
brary.”73 In the inventory of the Westerhall estate, drawn 
up by a bookseller from Carlisle after the deaths of 
James and his widow Louisa, there were 785 volumes in 
the house and 112 magazines and pamphlets.74 

But the Johnstones’ life was almost always insecure. A 
tradesman in a nearby town wrote repeatedly in 1749 to 
ask for payment of a debt of twenty-eight shillings; “per-
haps you think it is but a small item,” but “I desire to be 
thankfull yt. there is law for poor and small people als 
well as for great folks.”75 “Cause send me out a pair of 
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shoos for I am bair foot,” their mother wrote to William 
in 1750, with her usual ardency (or overstatement).76 
There was a sense of extreme care with respect to expen-
diture, including in exchanges within the family. Shoes 
were a continuing preoccupation, and the children’s 
tutor complained in 1751 that “the shoes sent for Pat by 
the Carrier are quite too little for him & too large for 
Gideon.”77 When Charlotte, the youngest daughter, was 
ill and asked her older brother William to send her six-
pence worth of “Elixir of Vitriol,” she assured him that 
“the sixpence shall be returned the fi rst I am master 
of.”78 When William wanted to invite Adam Smith and 
one of Smith’s other students, his friend Alexander Wed-
derburn, to visit, also in 1751—their intention, follow-
ing the summer ritual of the times, was to restore them-
selves with goat whey—his father explained that William 
and his friend would have to share a room and that 
Smith would have to stay “above Stairs,” because “the 
Room off the drawing Room” was already occupied.79 
There was even a dispute over some rabbit skins, which 
their father had promised to his two younger daughters, 
as Betty wrote to William, but which “my mother is to 
sell and keep the money to herself.”80

It was the outside world, in these diffi cult circum-
stances, that provided the possibility of improvement. 
There were three main opportunities for advancement, 
or for the “management” of their lives: by military ser-
vice, by overseas commerce, and by marriage. The chil-
dren and the Johnstones’ extended family of friends and 
relations were involved in an elaborate process of con-
certation or coordination: “I could have wished Sir 
James had gone to Edin. for Pat’s sake whose future 
Management should now begin to be concerted,” the 
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family’s tutor wrote to William, soon after Patrick’s 
fourteenth birthday.81 Alexander was sent to London, 
with a “memorand” of the letters of recommendation he 
was to request.82 By the age of twenty-three, William 
was experienced in the procedures of recommending 
himself to persons of infl uence. “I intend to get myself 
recommended to the Dutchess [of Queensberry],” he 
wrote to his father. “I think I could do a vast deal in the 
way of recommending myself to people. . . . I intend to 
recommend myself as much as I can.”83

Of the eleven children, seven were involved directly in 
the military confl icts of the times: in the British army 
and navy, in the Jacobite army, and in the East India 
Company’s armed forces. Margaret was reported to have 
ridden into battle in 1746, with “a led horse for her hus-
band”; “she really is much of a heroine, and might make 
a very fi ne fi gure in romance,” an acquaintance wrote, 
and “she seems to feel only for the loss of the battle and 
the ruin of their cause.”84 James and Alexander were in 
the British army, George and Gideon were in the navy, 
and John and Gideon were for a time in the East India 
Company’s army; when Margaret was in prison, one of 
the Johnstones’ father’s many anxieties was to “prevent 
any slurr upon your other children actually in the ser-
vice on her account.”85 James, who was stationed in 
Scotland and the north of England, sought without suc-
cess to become governor of a fort in Jamaica; he was 
promoted, late in life, to the rank of major.86 The broth-
ers’ unending quest, in the economical armed forces of 
the times, was for letters of recommendation, and for 
borrowed money with which to buy commissions or ad-
vancement. Alexander’s instructions from their father, 
when he went to London to look for opportunities in 
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the British empire in North America, were to ask for let-
ters of recommendation from three lords and to “wait 
on” three colonels.87

The second route of management or advancement, 
through overseas commerce, was opened to the John-
stones by enlistment in the service of the East India 
Company. The English East India Company, which had 
been founded in 1600 as a company of merchants, was 
at the outset of its period of greatest prosperity in the 
1740s. Young men from Scotland, in the expansion fol-
lowing the political union, were conspicuous in its en-
terprises. John was the fi rst of the brothers to set off, 
being admitted as a writer, or junior offi cial, in 1750, at 
the age of sixteen, on the security of two of his maternal 
uncles. He was “on leaving me (in my oppinion) capa-
ble of discharging the Duty of Clerk in any offi ce with 
credit,” his teacher in Edinburgh certifi ed to the East 
India Company.88 John arrived in Bengal in 1751, and 
his younger brother Patrick soon followed, on the secu-
rity of two London merchants.89 Patrick arrived in 1754 
and took up employment as an assistant in the Accoun-
tant’s offi ce in Calcutta. “My very worthy Brother 
Johny & I are trying to establish & carry on a Good 
Trade Tho We want Money to make it an extensive 
one,” Patrick wrote to William from Calcutta in Sep-
tember 1755: “I shall write you very fully of my situa-
tion & opinion of the People here by next Ship.” Gideon, 
the youngest brother, followed later, arriving in India as 
a “free merchant” in 1762 and entering the Company’s 
service in 1764.90

The third route of advancement, through marriage, 
was of mixed success for the Johnstones. Barbara’s 
 marriage ended in a legal separation, and Charlotte’s 
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 marriage was considered to have been a family disaster. 
James became engaged in 1757 to a wealthy heiress, a 
“Miss Mendez,” who, as he wrote to William, “has 
£12,000 E.I.S.,” or East India shares. But at the very last 
moment he withdrew from the engagement. “Nothing 
ever was brought so farr the marage cloaths bought the 
Diner rady the company invited the poor sweat creature 
doatingly fond of him,” their mother wrote to George of 
the elaborate preparations for the marriage, suggesting 
that he consider taking James’s place; “well did I love 
her for she had a fi ne charackter and seemd a senceable 
wise woman. . . . would god you could love her and she 
you I think she would fi nd her loss of him more than 
made up.”91 In the following year, James married Louisa 
Meyrick, the heavily indebted widow of a clergyman, 
heiress to a disputed estate in Norfolk and to the invo-
luted matrilineal relationships, over three generations, 
of her mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, aunts, 
and great-aunts.92 Louisa’s estranged husband died sud-
denly in February 1758; she and James married later 
that year, to the astonishment of James’s family (“who is 
this James is maryd to,” their mother asked William).93 
William’s old friend from the goat-whey summer, the 
lawyer Alexander Wedderburn, was more encouraging: 
“Jamie is perhaps not so much to blame as you suppose, 
I fancy Miss Mendez is but a Bitch & I hear his marriage 
is not a very bad one. I shall write you more when I’m 
better informed.”94

The only one of the children whose economic circum-
stances were entirely transformed by marriage was Wil-
liam himself, the “dealer in mystery.”95 William was in-
structed by his mother and father in the language of 
compliments, and he outlined his own plan, as a law 
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student, in the way of recommending himself to peo-
ple.96 In 1760 he married Frances Pulteney, in 1767 he 
changed his name to Pulteney, and later in the same year 
he inherited the vast fortune of one of his wife’s cousins, 
an event that was greeted by his father with “gratitude 
to God” for his “manifold blessings” and by Adam Fer-
guson and Adam Smith with “joy” and high “spirits” 
that lasted late into the night.97 It was Frances Pulteney’s 
fortune, together with the fortune that John made in the 
service of the East India Company, that was the basis of 
the family’s subsequent wealth.

Tragic News from the Indias

The war years of 1756 to 1763 were a period of ex-
treme diffi culty for the Johnstones.98 Margaret, after her 
escape from prison, made her way to France, where her 
husband served in the army of Louis XV. The army offi -
cer who had been on duty when she fl ed was court-mar-
tialled in Edinburgh, but pardoned by George II.99 In 
France, as Margaret wrote to her mother, she became the 
“ambasadredo” of the Scots offi cers to the French Con-
seil d’État, where she “waited of all the Ministers, pre-
sented my Memoirs, & told my Story.”100 Her daughter 
was born in France and by 1749 had “4 teeth begins to 
Speak and is the admiration of all the Luxumburgh.”101 
Margaret later made an arduous journey to Scotland 
when she was pregnant in 1751, observed by offi cials of 
British intelligence, and returned to France, where she 
died in 1757.102 Her death was not known to her family 
in Scotland until several months later: Barbara’s husband 
wrote to William, in April 1757, that “I hope the report 
of Lady Oglives Death will prove false there is no 
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 accounts comed to the family of Early [Margaret’s in-
laws] I beg to know what you have heard.”103 

George returned from Jamaica in 1758, “in a very ill 
stait of health,” as Gideon wrote to Charlotte, and was 
greeted at Plymouth by their mother’s lamentations over 
James’s broken engagement, or “the augly beheaviour of 
poor unlucky Jamie to poor Mrs Mendez.”104 “I came 
home from the Wt Indias,” George wrote to one of his 
uncles in 1759, “with Pretensions, wch. a Clear Con-
science & Ignorance of the World made me believe were 
Unsurmountable.” But he was unsuccessful in a dispute 
concerning the division of naval prizes, or the system, 
so  extensive in the eighteenth-century navy, by which 
the value of captured vessels was allocated among com-
manders, offi cers, and crews.105 He was unsuccessful, 
too, in the metropolitan milieu of what he described as 
“various applications & wrigling Connections”; “I soon 
found . . . that I might as well whistle to ye wind.”106 He 
was eventually sent to Lisbon, and to a sequence of 
minor naval postings, in pursuit of “small Privateers” 
and illicit fi shing vessels. “I am just going to sea, I pre-
sume you have feeling suffi cient to judge of my distress 
without discribing it,” he wrote to William late in 
1759.107

Barbara’s marriage came to an end, also in 1759. 
“Your sister and I” are on the point of “parting for ever,” 
her husband wrote to William, and went on to inquire 
about the premiums for “Lint & Lint Mills.”108 Betty 
was sent by their father to bring Barbara home, without 
her children; when her husband was asked “for what 
Crime he said for non but illnature.” In the arbitration 
that followed Barbara was awarded £130 per year, with 
£100 for household furniture.109 She then lived in Edin-
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burgh, in a “very Distresst Condition,” in Betty’s de-
scription. “Every body here thinks she Behaves just as 
she ought to Do,” Betty wrote to William, and she had 
“never been out Except twice at Church.”110

By the late 1750s the Johnstones’ father was heavily 
in debt, including to his wife’s brother, and so was James. 
James’s schemes of advancement—to buy a lieutenancy 
in the Guards, to go to Jamaica, to become a member of 
parliament, to discover a lead mine on the estate at 
Westerhall—came to nothing, and he and Louisa were 
very close, in the fi rst period of their marriage, to being 
imprisoned for debt.111 They determined to sell every-
thing they could, except her old home in Norfolk, where 
they settled: “we shall be free of Debt and from what I 
know of us both will never contract more,” he wrote to 
Louisa in July 1759.112 He and William were involved in 
a bitter quarrel that turned, in part, on James’s willing-
ness to dispose of the remaining family estates in Scot-
land, and on his interpretation of what he described, 
with heavy irony, as “True Scotian Pride,” or “Noble 
Hereditary Clannish Enthusiasm.” He had no power, 
James wrote to William, to sell his wife’s land, and he 
could not in any case advise her “to part with the Sweet-
est most improveable Spott perhaps in the Universe for 
barren Hills and horrid Mountains.” Sell the hills, he 
recommended to William, renouncing the “family spirit,” 
the sanitation, and even the rooks’ nests of his ancestors’ 
“Crazzy Rocking house.”113

There was terrible news, meanwhile, from India. Six 
of the seven Johnstone brothers were involved in the 
war of 1756–63, and the two who had joined the East 
India Company were even closer to the hostilities than 
James and Alexander in the army, or George and Gideon 
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in the navy. John was in Dhaka in East Bengal when the 
fi ghting began in 1756, and Patrick was in Calcutta. 
Both were captured. John was released into the custody 
of the French; Patrick died on the night of June 20–21, 
1756, in the prison of the Nawab Siraj-ud-daulah that 
was later known as the “black hole of Calcutta.”114 The 
news of Patrick’s death was confi rmed the following 
year. “I am exceedingly sorry to acquaint you that my 
Dear Brother Pattys Death is but too certain I cannot 
think of acquainting my Poor Father and Mother of it,” 
James wrote to William in June 1757. “Good God what 
Distresses are accumulated on their heads.”115

At home in Westerhall, the older Johnstones waited 
anxiously for news of events that had unfolded in the 
East and the West Indies months or years earlier. “We 
are in great fear for Both Sandy & Jock,” Betty, who had 
become the family’s center of information, wrote in Sep-
tember 1759. “Im vastly anxious to hear about Jock 
Sandy & George,” she wrote in October, and later in 
October, “Im in great anxiety about Poor Sandy.” In 
May 1760 she wrote, “There is a report here that there 
has been an ingagement in the East Indias God preserve 
Jock. . . . is there any accounts of Gidion George or 
Sandy?”116 Their uncle Walter, too, who was the younger 
half-brother of the Johnstones’ father by their grandfa-
ther’s relationship with a woman named Julian Meikle, 
was a source of anxiety; “Uncle Watty had the Lap of his 
Coat Shot of by a Cannan Bulet when they came to Ja-
meca,” Betty wrote to William in 1758.117 I have been 
“very uneasy,” Gideon wrote to William from Jamaica 
in 1761, “haveing never Received but one letter from my 
friends for these sixteen month past.”118
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The brothers who were overseas sent presents, from 
time to time. Gideon, when he returned from Jamaica, 
brought “a present of four small Images & Seven Bas-
kets for having frute,” as Betty wrote to William. “Poor 
man if he had been possessed of more money he would 
have Bought Somthing Better for Willy he says.”119 
Their uncle by marriage, who was an Edinburgh law-
yer, provided advances of money: Gideon “got fi ve 
pound from Mr Ferguson for which he was to send 
you a Bill,” Betty wrote to William during the crisis 
over Barbara’s separation; “I have likwise got forty 
shillings from him.”120 George sent money for Char-
lotte and Betty, which they used to buy “cardanells,” or 
red cloaks.121 There were more imposing bundles from 
John in India: “2 pieces dacca doreas” (or fi ne Indian 
cloth) which came over land; two pieces of “Flowred 
dorea” and “Busseda fl owred Doorea” for Charlotte 
and Betty, which were sent by a Portugese ship; and “13 
shirts 1 piece of fi ne Dacca Tanjibs & 2 pieces of Dam-
ity” for James.122 

But these bundles precipitated one of the worst crises 
in the family, in the form of a catastrophic row between 
the Johnstones’ mother and Betty. The distribution of 
the Indian textiles among Betty, Charlotte, and their 
mother was apparently not made clear in John’s letter, 
and Betty and her mother both believed that a particular 
piece of muslin was intended for her. By the early spring 
of 1760, Betty had left home: their father “is so much 
Distress, its not in his power” even to answer her letters, 
Charlotte wrote in March 1760. “What shall I do about 
going to Westerhall,” Uncle Walter asked William. “It is 
my duty but so disagreeable that I shudder at it.”123 
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“It grieves me to the heart to be now obliged to tell 
you,” their father wrote to Betty more than a year later, 
in October 1761, “that the many repeated Efforts I have 
made to bring your mother to be reconciled to you have 
hitherto prov’d unsuccessful”; “[she] declares she will 
Leave here if you come here.” Charlotte reported that 
their mother “is as bad as ever the opening the Bundle 
and the muslin that was lost is now her theam.” “Im 
Extremely sensible that nothing on Earth can be a 
greater misfortune to me than not having a home to go 
to,” Betty wrote to William. She stayed with a variety of 
friends and neighbors, and her possessions were stored 
in a trunk; she wrote to William that she was thinking of 
becoming a “Boarder.” But in May 1762, after an exile 
of two years, she was fi nally back at home. In June 1762 
there was a new letter from John in India, and Betty 
conceded that the entire crisis had been a misunder-
standing: “Youll see be it non of the Musslin was in-
tended for me.”124 

The Frontiers of Empire in the West

Within a few months of Betty’s return, the end of the 
Seven Years’ War brought a substantial improvement in 
the Johnstones’ fortunes. The Treaty of Paris of 1763—
in which Canada was ceded by the French to the British, 
Louisiana was ceded by the French to the Spanish, Gua-
deloupe and Martinique were ceded by the British to the 
French, the West Indian islands of Grenada, Dominica, 
and Tobago were ceded by the French to the British, and 
Florida was ceded by the Spanish to the British—opened 
new and confusing opportunities for British offi cials.125 
Alexander, whose service in New York and Canada had 
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been a sequence of reverses—“a million of other ob-
structions,” as he wrote to his commanding offi cer—
was sent to the island of Grenada as a major.126 George, 
in an even more surprising transformation, was ap-
pointed in 1763 as the fi rst British governor of the new 
colony of West Florida. His wartime service, too, had 
been a sequence of misfortunes, and he was at one point 
despatched by the Admiralty to Lisbon, as he com-
plained to William, with a sealed packet containing the 
order that he was to be detained there: “like a Slave of 
the Indies made the Porter of a Paper-Speak for my own 
Punishment.”127 But by 1763 he had returned to Lon-
don and to the political circles of the new king, George 
III.128 His nomination in West Florida was one of a se-
ries of appointments of Scots offi cers in the newly ac-
quired colonies, or in the words of the radical North 
Briton, “the greatest satire on the Scotch administra-
tion.”129 “It is suggested that the Ministry sent him to 
Mobile to get rid of him, given that he was one of the 
most ardent in the Opposition party,” the French gover-
nor of Louisiana commented when George eventually 
arrived in Florida.130

The new British colonies in the Americas were identi-
fi ed as the foundation of a modern British empire, to 
extend from the West Indian islands towards the south 
and west, into the Gulf of Mexico and to the Mexican 
mainland. The sugar islands, and the Atlantic slave trade 
to supply the West Indian plantations, were the most 
lucrative part of this new world of American com-
merce.131 The islands were expected to be the point of 
entry, in turn, to a larger seaborne empire, in which the 
British navy would dominate the Gulf of Mexico as far 
as Honduras and the Spanish settlements that the British 
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called the “Musquito Coast.”132 This was to be an em-
pire of commerce, extending to the Spanish provinces 
that were still, in the 1760s, considered to be the richest 
parts of the American continent. It would be a resource, 
in the “next war,” for an eventual British conquest of the 
French part-island of Saint-Domingue, the most pros-
perous of the sugar colonies, and of Mexico itself.

These were also the Johnstones’ own expectations. 
The island of Grenada, on which Alexander was sta-
tioned with his regiment, was a prosperous slave society, 
of which the population was estimated, by the new Brit-
ish government, at 646 “Families (Whites),” 10,531 
“Blacks (Slaves),” and 3,315 “young Negroes.”133 In the 
description of a British pamphlet of 1770, it was “civi-
lized and well-cultivated”; “the most valuable acquisi-
tion made by us at the late peace,” in which “the planters 
[were] more civilized than the Coureurs de Bois of the 
Continent.”134 In the exodus of French proprietors, Alex-
ander was able to acquire a large estate, the Baccaye 
plantation; he was the fi rst of the brothers to become 
involved, directly and on a large scale, in the Atlantic 
slave economy. The transactions were, as so often, com-
plicated: the plantation was sold by its French owners in 
April 1763 and resold four days later; Alexander bought 
the plantation and its slaves, with the fi nancial support 
of his brother William, from the widow of the new pro-
prietor in December 1764. He was the owner, now, of 
“67 men,” “50 women,” “29 boys,” and “32 girls,” “Ne-
groes and Mullatoe slaves”; their names, listed in the 
contract of sale, included “Fashonable,” “Rogue,” “John 
Baptist,” and “Johnston.”135

But Grenada was also a scene of political, religious, 
and military confl ict. It was in a condition of continuing 
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revolution, with a substantial population of runaway 
slaves: “sheltered in the woody Mountains” and “more 
than ordinarly audacious,” in the description of the new 
British governor, “after such a change of Properties, and 
from such a jarring mixture of Slaves.”136 “The whole 
island was in the utmost state of violence & distraction,” 
Alexander wrote later of Grenada in the early period of 
British government.137 The island had been endowed, in 
the new dispensation, with an impressive array of con-
stitutional innovations: a “House of Representatives,” in 
this island of a few hundred “Families (Whites),” to-
gether with a “Council” (or senate), provision for the 
political rights of Catholics, a government printing of-
fi ce, bilingual in French and English, and an inquiry into 
“the Defi ciency of the Publick Records,” “destroyed by 
Vermin, Time, Accident . . . Corruption or Negligence.”138 
But within a few months, there was confl ict between the 
governor and the military authorities, between French 
and British proprietors, and between more or less anti-
Catholic British Protestants. There were disputes over 
the British and French laws of slavery, the “Government 
of Slaves,” and the use of torture in the war against the 
rebels in the interior of the island.139 In the later descrip-
tion of Alexander and his friends, it was “the most ty-
rannical, confused, and illegal series of proceedings, that 
ever were transacted by any men, taking upon them the 
management of a British Colony.”140

Alexander was elected to the new House of Represen-
tatives of the island; he was in confl ict both with the 
governor and with his own military command.141 There 
was a dispute, in particular, over the relationship be-
tween civil and martial law, with respect to a woman 
who had joined the army in Cork as a “leagerlady,” “one 
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of those females who are allowed to follow the camp in 
order to wash the mans cloaths.”142 Alexander was even-
tually convicted of mutiny and dismissed from his com-
mand; “a Gentleman of his Acquaintance told me that 
he was more disordered in Mind than in Body,” James 
wrote to their father.143 But in these diffi cult times he 
had been able to make a success of his newly purchased 
estate. The property was valued in 1770 at £95,017, in-
cluding 266 “Slaves of Particular Inventory.” When the 
French returned in 1779, Alexander was listed as the 
owner of 351 slaves.144 Far from home, he had renamed 
the estate “Westerhall,” after the family home in the val-
ley of the Esk; this is still its name.

The colony of West Florida, which was George’s new 
frontier of empire, was an even more disorderly scene. It 
was a land of swamps in the former Spanish province of 
Florida and the former French province of Louisiana, 
which extended across the western part of the modern 
state of Florida, as well as much of Alabama and parts of 
Mississippi and Louisiana. It was insignifi cant in commer-
cial terms, even in comparison with the island of Grenada; 
its non-native population was estimated, in 1763, at 
about a thousand people, most of them enslaved Afri-
cans.145 It was also very little known; a correspondent 
wrote to the Gentleman’s Magazine to request “any curi-
ous gentleman, who lives in Florida, or any of the adja-
cent parts, to acquaint you, whether there are any lions 
in the forests of those places.”146 “It is situated at the 
Boundary of the British Empire,” George wrote of Pen-
sacola, the capital of the province, and the “boundary 
with the Creeks,” or the Creek tribe, was “the little Brook 
which surrounds this Town.” The town itself was “never 
more than an Assemblage of miserable Bark Huts.”147 
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“Mobile is terribly unhealthy,” in the description of the 
British offi cers, and “near rotten Swampy Ground”; “the 
Bread is excessive bad; No Bread in the World deserves 
condemnation more justly.”148

George set off for Florida in 1764 in imposing style. 
He brought with him a former whaling ship, the Gram-
pus, containing “presents” for the “Indians,” and he was 
accompanied by James Macpherson, the translator of 
the “Ossian” poems, as the secretary of the province; “I 
would advise him to travel among the Chickisaws or 
Cherokees, in order to tame him and civilize him,” David 
Hume commented, with heavy irony.149 George’s com-
panion, Martha Ford, who was pregnant at the time, 
came too, or so it seems. One of their children was bap-
tised in Pensacola on December 10, 1764, according to 
a certifi cation that George provided to the East India 
Company some years later.150 Martha was registered as 
the owner of two plots of land in the province: a “gar-
den lot in Pensacola” and fi ve hundred acres of wilder-
ness, together with all “mines of Gold and Silver” to be 
found there in the future.151 George and she appear to 
have lived together in the “Governor’s House,” which he 
constructed in Pensacola in the course of 1765 (with 
“Paper Hangings Boards Shingles etc.”).152 A visiting 
clergyman from South Carolina wrote disobligingly, af-
ter a tour of the province, that “the Governour is a Sin-
gle Person, keeps a Concubine, has a Child by her and 
the Infection rages and is copied.”153 James “Ossian” 
Macpherson, in a kindlier spirit, wrote from Pensacola 
to George, who was absent in Mobile, that “your people 
are well.”154

George and “Ossian” Macpherson’s grandest project, in 
the early months of the new government, was a political 
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settlement with the Creek and Choctaw nations who 
surrounded the province. “Go, go, go away & tell thy 
Chief that all the Red Men desire that the English may 
not come here,” the chiefs of the Ozages and Missouri 
were reported as telling a British offi cer, in April 1765; 
“we know you not, nor have we ever seen you.”155 
George arrived in West Florida, in a different and more 
optimistic spirit, with an elaborate theory of the Ameri-
can political system. The “nature of the Indian Govern-
ment, which is, so many united Republics, leaves a vast 
Competition for Power amongst them,” he wrote to 
London.156 He and Macpherson were the impresarios—
together with an assortment of visiting British offi cers, 
including an admiral from Jamaica and a colonel from 
Scotland—of a series of imposing peace congresses with 
the Choctaw in Mobile and the Creeks in Pensacola.157 
“The two Congresses which we have held are the largest 
that ever met on the Continent,” George informed the 
ministry in London.158 He was given the Choctaw name 
Ungulasha Mattaha (or “Support of the Imoklashas”), 
and he tried to outline for his American interlocutors the 
multiple identities of the new empire, English, French, 
and Spanish.159

There is a “Jealousy which is Spread abroad, that we 
wish to possess all the Lands of the Indians. Nothing is 
so untrue,” George declared in the congress with the 
Creeks. His intention was rather, he said, to “shew we 
are all one people.” He also, “now that all other white 
Nations are gone,” undertook to provide “a plentyfull 
Trade from all parts of the world” and to regulate the 
price of “Dutch pretties,” “nonsopretties,” and “Large 
Silk Bengall.” To the Choctaws he undertook to ensure 
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“that every darkned Spot is enlightned” and to defend 
them against the traders who supplied the “Poisonous 
Liquor called Rum” (“he who is destroyed by Drunken-
ness shall be forgott like the Hog who has perished in 
the Swamp”). To the ministry in London, he reported 
that the Americans had agreed to “admit a free Trade.”160 
The “Talks are now all made White & Good, between 
us & the White people,” the Mortar chief responded, 
and the warrior Emisteseguo outlined his own nation’s 
procedures: “the Eagles Tail, which I hold in my hand, is 
the Custom of my Country, & spreads like a sheet of 
Paper.”161

George’s other great hope in West Florida was for a 
new American empire of maritime commerce to the 
south and the southwest. “No country perhaps on the 
face of the earth possesses so pure, serene, and temper-
ate a sky,” he wrote to an English newspaper some days 
after he arrived, describing himself as “Captain Gen-
eral, Governor and Commander in Chief”: “West Flor-
ida bids fair to be the emporium, as well as the most 
pleasant part of the new world.” It was particularly well 
suited, in his imagination, to be the center of a fl ourish-
ing Anglo-Spanish-French commerce in the Gulf of 
Mexico, with a “market-place” in Pensacola, to be or-
namented by “a capacious building upon Corinthian 
columns.”162 There was a potentially unlimited com-
merce in “Furniture” with the Spanish empire, he wrote 
to the Board of Trade in London: “it might be carried to 
any Extent.”163 George wrote to the new governor of 
Louisiana about the “Fineza” of Spanish diplomacy and 
about the prospects for a universal prosperity “far 
above the little Jealousies of Commerce.”164 He was 
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also involved in diplomatic relations with the outgoing 
French governor, who reported to the ministry in Paris 
that the exchanges were extremely exhausting:

The correspondence I am obliged to have with the En-
glish, who write to me from all sides, and principally 
Governor Jonsthon, who is in Mobile, gives me a great 
deal to do. He is an extraordinary man. As he knows 
that I speak English, he sometimes writes to me in verse, 
he speaks to me of François I, of Charles V, he compares 
Pontiac to Mithridates. He says that he sleeps with 
Montesquieu.165

In Florida the new government set to work on the 
enterprise of what George described as the machinery 
of offi ce, or “settling the Civil Government of the said 
Province”; this included “the Statutes at Large,” “Sta-
tionary Ware for the Publick Offi ces,” “fi tting up a 
General Court,” and “putting on frames to their Maj-
estys pictures.”166 The new capital in Pensacola was 
laid out into rectangular plots with imposing street 
names; there were grants of town land to William, to 
the Johnstones’ maternal uncle in Edinburgh, to Mar-
tha Ford, and to “Ossian” Macpherson (on Mansfi eld 
Street).167 There were new political institutions, as in 
Grenada, including an Assembly of the Province, with 
a Speaker who prepared an elaborate address about 
the Roman conquest of Britain, to be sent to the King, 
“as to another Alfred.” There was a council, or senate, 
to which George delivered his opinion, in May 1765, 
on “the words Liberty of the Subject.”168

But George’s initial high hopes for the new colony 
were soon disappointed. He and Macpherson quarrelled 
with the British military offi cers in the province within a 
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few days of their arrival, over the momentous question 
of the relationship between military and political power, 
or in George’s expression, over the principle that “Impe-
rium in Imperio cannot exist in a Common wealth.”169 
There was much “obloquoy and scurrilous language,” in 
Macpherson’s description; Macpherson himself fell out 
with the new chief justice of the province and left for 
home in 1765, by way of Charleston in South Carolina. 
George described him as “a Gentleman, who has had a 
very principal Part in the settling this Government” and 
who was in a position to return to England “now that 
the Wheels of Offi ce are set in Motion.”170 There were 
disputes over the passwords to be given to sentries 
(George suggested “Bedlam, Countersign, Lunacy”) and 
disputes over the runaway slaves of the offi cers.171 West 
Florida was, in George’s description in his offi cial cor-
respondence, a place of “Jealousies,” “Disturbance,” and 
a “Torrent of Abuse.”172 There was “pretty authentic in-
formation,” he reported from Pensacola in 1766, “that 
there was going to be a great Revolution or Rebellion in 
this said Town shortly.”173 

The project of a new empire of universal commerce 
was similarly unsuccessful. There was no “free Egress 
and Regress” for vessels in the Spanish trade, and there 
were very few of the respectable individuals whom 
George described as “real merchants.” The Indian trade 
was at risk of being abandoned to “vagabonds, worse 
than the very Horses who carry their Burthens.”174 
The  implementation of the navigation acts that regu-
lated shipping in the colonies was a travesty, in George’s 
account, of the “proper sense of the Words Importa-
tion and Exportation.”175 Less than a year after his ar-
rival, George wrote to London that “above one Fourth 
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of the Soldiers have already died, and one Fifth of the 
Inhabitants.”176 

George’s government turned, in these circumstances, 
to the establishment of a slave society. West Florida was 
a land, like so many of the settlements around the Gulf 
of Mexico in the 1760s, of fugitives, emigrants, and run-
away slaves, into which the government sought to intro-
duce a slave plantation economy, similar to those of the 
West Indian islands. Before he left the province, George 
signed an Act for the “Government of Negroes and 
Slaves,” which embodied in statute the “custom” by 
which “color” was a “badge of slavery” and decreed 
new and extraordinarily violent provisions against “fu-
gitive or runaway” slaves; the act was superseded after 
his departure by an even more bloodthirsty law.177 

Even the new hopes of enlightenment were aban-
doned. The expectation of the native Americans, George 
wrote to London soon after his arrival, had been that 
“the English intended, fi rst, totally to surround them 
and next, to extirpate them from the face of the Earth.”178 
“Nothing is so untrue,” he declared to the Creeks in 
1765.179 But his own government quarrelled with the 
native Americans over land, slaves, the theft of clothes, 
and attacks on Indian traders.180 The experiment in po-
litical coexistence had come to an end, and so had the 
experiment in enlightened commerce (in selling Bengal 
silk).181 By 1766 George was no longer willing that the 
disputes should be “Huddled up by an Expensive te-
dious & useless Congress.”182 “The present rupture is 
very fortunate for us,” he wrote of an impending war 
between the Choctaws and the Creeks, and “it was un-
doubtedly our Interest to foment the Disputes between 
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those Nations.” “I am of opinion, we should feed the 
War.”183 To the military commander in the province, he 
proposed a new policy of vengefulness.184 To the govern-
ment in London, he wrote that “the Creeks must be 
chastised,” and asked for a military force of 850 men, to 
“march forthwith against the Lower Creek Towns de-
stroying Men, Women, and Children.”185 By the autumn 
of 1766, he had arrived at his own politics of desolation: 
“There certainly never was a time when the proper 
Chastisement even if thought necessary to extend to Ex-
tirpation could be so Easily infl icted.”186

George was granted permission by the king, late in 
1766, “to return to England, on your Private affairs for 
Six Months.” In February 1767 he received a new letter, 
in which he was dismissed from his position, on the 
grounds that the king “disapproves entirely” of his “rashly 
rekindling the war between the Indians and his subjects in 
North America,” and of “the Spirit of Disunion which has 
weakened and distracted the colony of Pensacola.”187 But 
George, by then, was no longer there. In January 1767, 
having sold to his secretary, Primrose Thomson, for one 
guinea, “a negro wench named Phillis,” he left for home.188

Small Congratulatory Elephants

John and Gideon were participants, at the other ex-
tremity of the British empire, in a different and more 
opulent scene. Bengal in the fi rst half of the eighteenth 
century was a “paradise of the earth,” in the description 
of Lord Clive, the offi cial of the English East India Com-
pany who was celebrated in so many subsequent histo-
ries as the founder of “British India.”189 It was a land of 
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“thousands and thousands of merchants,” Clive said in 
the House of Commons in 1772, into which “the silver 
of the west and the gold of the east have for many years 
been pouring,” and whose “superfl uity” of “very curious 
and valuable manufactures” was “suffi cient for the use 
of the whole globe.”190 It was also a land of settled gov-
ernment, under the rule of the Nawab of Bengal and the 
sovereignty of the Mughal Emperor: “within the juris-
diction of some known and acknowledged state,” in the 
account of a pamphlet of 1773, and in contrast to the 
lands of no “fi xed occupancy” or “vacant possession,” in 
much of North America.191 The English East India Com-
pany, like the French, Dutch, and Danish companies, 
and the Persian, Armenian, and Turkish merchant com-
munities, was an association of traders at the periphery 
of this vast commercial and agrarian society. The com-
panies were established in coastal and riverine ports and 
subject to elaborate permissions from the Indian gov-
ernments; their business, in Adam Smith’s description, 
was no more than “a drop of water in the immense 
ocean of Indian commerce.”192

John arrived in India in 1751 at a time when “our 
Domain was limited within a Ditch & Rampart,” in his 
own later description. By 1761, as he wrote in a New 
Year’s letter to his childhood friend and future brother-
in-law, James Balmain, the East India Company was “in 
the highest pitch of glory, Possessors & Lords of almost 
half Hindostan, & give Law everywhere.”193 He was an 
observer, and at times a leading fi gure in the Company’s 
rise. “Since my arrival till now I have been very unsettled 
continually shifting from one busy scene to another,” he 
wrote to James Balmain, and he was successively a mer-
chant in bales of cloth, an offi cer in the Company’s army, 



Setting Out 47

a political or intelligence offi cer, a specialist in the pro-
curement of bullocks, a civil servant, a merchant in the 
inland trade in salt (eventually in partnership with his 
brother Gideon), a tax farmer or subcontracted revenue 
collector (in partnership with a Mughal offi cial called 
Motiram), and a high administrator of the land revenues 
of the Mughal empire.194 He was also, by the end of his 
period in India, the most prominent opponent of Lord 
Clive’s government, and a demonic fi gure, for Clive, of 
“Corruption, Avarice, Rapacity.”195

The rise of the English East India Company in the 
1750s and 1760s was an outcome of the political, eco-
nomic, and military troubles of the Mughal empire. The 
eighteenth-century revolutions began, in the Persian-
Bihari historian Ghulam Husain’s description, with the 
wars of the Maratha rulers of western India against 
the Mughal emperor: a time of “independence and re-
volt,” in which “the materials of a revolution becoming 
daily more abundant, seemed now to be assembled in 
heaps.”196 In the interstices of these confl icts, the British 
East India Company arrived at a new dominance over 
its European competitors and eventually over the gov-
ernment and commerce of Bengal. 

The East India Company’s servants, who had arrived 
in India as merchants, were transformed into sover-
eigns; in the description of a German-Dutch-Portugese 
factor called William Bolts, who was John’s partner in 
the salt trade, and who later became a highly infl uential 
political writer in London, the Company had created a 
“monstrous government” of the “Merchant-sovereign 
and the Sovereign-merchant.”197 The wars between In-
dian sovereigns were adjusted to the almost global con-
fl ict between the English and the French, and to the 
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 mercenary armies that were supplied to the Indian 
princes, respectively, by the East India Company and 
the French Compagnie des Indes.198 The capture of the 
East India Company’s domain in Calcutta by the Nawab 
Siraj-ud-Daula in 1756, in which Patrick Johnstone 
died, was an episode in the long wars. So was the vic-
tory of the East India Company’s army, commanded by 
Clive at the battle of Palashi, or Plassey, in 1757, in 
which John was an artillery offi cer.

The war years of 1756–63 were a period of a “vast 
fl ow of money thro’ so many hands,” in John’s descrip-
tion.199 There was the Company’s old-established com-
merce in textiles and manufactures. There was the inland 
commerce in commodities for domestic consumption, 
which the English called the “country trade,” and for 
military procurement. There was the administration of 
tax revenues. There was the economy of “presents,” or 
“acknowledgements” of services rendered, given by the 
Indian sovereigns, offi cials, and bankers to the British of-
fi cials. Clive returned to England in 1760 with an im-
mense fortune—including a jagir, or an entitlement to 
the land revenues of a large territory in Bengal, provided 
by the Nawab—and an imposing title, “Flower of the 
Empire” of Alamgir.200 In this universe of opportunity, 
John was an expert in the trade of the “black merchants” 
and the “banyans or black agents,” and in the economy 
of presents.201

John’s most settled identity, in the shifting scenes of 
his Indian existence, was as an intermediary or transla-
tor between the Company and the “country govern-
ment.” In Edinburgh, he had studied bookkeeping and 
merchants’ accounts and was “bred up in the mercantile 
way.”202 In India, he was in the “Offi ce of Persian trans-
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lator, and was employed in writing and translating the 
public Letters”; he was adept in Bengali. Even his ene-
mies in the Company referred gloomily to the “deep 
Fund of critical Learning which Mr Johnstone displays 
in the Country Language.” 203 He had a Persian title, If-
tikhar-ud-daulah, or the “Distinguished of the State.”204 
When the East India Company for the fi rst time took on 
the administration of the interior of India, he was ap-
pointed, on the basis of his knowledge of “the Moor’s 
language,” to become chief of what he described as the 
“frontier country” of Midnapore and later of the opu-
lent inland province of Burdwan. 

“I . . . was sent alone to negotiate,” he wrote later: “I 
was shut up in a ruinous house” with only “one offi cer;” 
“I was . . . assisted only with a writer;” “I continued in 
the management for almost two years alone.” He was 
alone, and he was at the same time surrounded, in a vast 
and strange world. Burdwan, he wrote in one of his of-
fi cial reports, “contains near 8000 villages and near two 
millions of inhabitants.” In his survey of land revenues 
in the province, he employed “from sixty to seventy 
writers every day for near eight months” and attracted 
the “resentment and ill will” of “many thousands.”205

John was deeply involved, meanwhile, in the elabo-
rate politics of the East India Company in India. By 
1761 he had become a public fi gure, as a member of 
the Company’s Council in Calcutta, or the group of of-
fi cials who served as the “government” of the East 
India Company’s settlements, factories (or trading 
posts), and enclaves in Bengal. He had risen in the 
Company’s own well-defi ned hierarchy: in “1751 I was 
the 80th in the list of Compy. servants from the Gover-
nour, and there are not now above six or seven betwixt 
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me & the president.” He described his new life in gran-
diose terms in the letter to James Balmain: “Cicero 
never quitted the Senate with more joy than I have felt 
today in opposing an Incroachment aimed by the 
Presidt. against the publick libertys of the servants.” 
But he was conscious of confl icting desires with respect 
to his political life, and of the extent to which it inter-
fered with his opportunities for business advancement: 
“I’d be glad if I were some removes from it were my 
own Intrest alone to Guide my Decision.”206

John was involved, too, in the even more involuted 
politics of the East India Company in England, through 
an extended correspondence with his friends and broth-
ers.207 The East India Company’s Court of Directors in 
London was “a fl uctuating, Democratic community of 
traders,” in William Bolts’s description.208 It exercised, or 
tried to exercise, virtually unlimited power over its Coun-
cil in Calcutta. The British in India, in consequence, spent 
very little time talking to Indians, as Ghulam Husain ob-
served, and a great deal of time “answering very long 
letters from Europe.”209 The instructions in letters from 
what Lord Clive described as the “fl uctuating and un-
settled” government of the Company in London were 
sometimes countermanded in new letters in the next 
ships to arrive.210 It was occasionally the case, in John’s 
description, that the Company’s servants in India would 
be sent covenants to sign, renouncing “any presents from 
the Indian princes and powers” and meanwhile “received 
advice by the same ships which brought the covenants” 
that the orders were repealed. He was himself dismissed 
from the Company in 1764 and reinstated within a few 
months.211 One of his associates complained, in Calcutta, 
that “the Orders from the Court of Directors have been 
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so fl uctuating, that it has really been diffi cult to collect 
the Sentiments that were to guide our Conduct Abroad.”212 
The directors in London described themselves as equally 
uninformed, “destitute as we are of the Informations and 
Lights necessary to guide us.”213

By 1765 John was well established in the government 
and commerce of Bengal. He lived in the interior of the 
country, in the rich provincial city of Burdwan. He was 
diligent in the affairs of the province: “even when by 
fatigue and attention my health was hurt, I attended to 
the public business, though unable to rise from my bed,” 
he wrote after his return to England.214 An offi cer in the 
East India Company’s army recalled John’s “indefatiga-
ble Exertion” in military procurement: “he not only sup-
plied them with Bullocks, but with Money likewise.”215 
His youngest brother, Gideon, after the end of the naval 
war in Jamaica, had joined him in Bengal as a “free mer-
chant,” or trader who was not a servant of the East India 
Company. John, Gideon, and William Bolts had a suc-
cessful partnership as salt merchants and tax “farmers” 
or subcontracted revenue offi cials. John was able to send 
money to his family in England, through the offi cial 
channels of the East India Company and the unoffi cial 
channels of agents in France.216 Their father wrote to 
William in 1762 about “Johns Money” for Sandy, Gid-
eon, George, and “the Rest.”217

John was well established, too, in the Anglo-Indian so-
ciety of the times. He bought twenty-three volumes of 
sermons and a silver saucepan when one of the chaplains 
of the East India Company died in Calcutta in 1761; in 
the same sale, “Ramkissen Metre” bought an “Astrologi-
cal Instrument,” “Collychurn Pollit” bought three wigs, 
and the Company surgeon Tysoe Saul Hancock (who 
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was Jane Austen’s uncle) bought “15 Sheep and a goat.”218 
John was fl uent in the almost incomprehensible Anglo-
Indo-Persian of the early administration: “the Mutchulca 
of the Vacqueal of Sabut Jung expresses fully the Terms 
on which this Assignation on the Athats of Calcutta, 
&c.”219 He had become an extreme instance of what 
Lord Clive and the directors of the East India Company 
described as the “moderate state”: “all barriers being 
thus broken down between the English and the country 
government.”220

But John’s Indian existence came to an abrupt end in 
1765. The crisis began, as so often in the early period of 
the British in India, with a dynastic succession in the 
family of the nawabs of Bengal, and with the economy 
of presents or acknowledgments.221 John was the leader 
of the Company’s deputation to the court of the new 
nawab in Murshidabad. He was the recipient, there, 
of the ritual presents from the “country” government 
to the Company’s offi cials, described by Lord Clive 
as “small congratulatory Nazurs [or gifts], Elephants, 
Horses &c. which I have been under a Necessity of re-
ceiving.” John, too, was given the “usual” presents (a 
“sarpech [turban ornament] set with jewels,” “a sword, 
a male elephant and a title”). He was also given money, 
including a present that arrived in a cart, or “hackaree,” 
of silver coins in small denominations; there were ad-
ditional presents for himself, the other members of the 
deputation, and his brother Gideon, including from the 
“Seats [Seths], the great bankers of India”: a total of 
some six hundred thousand rupees in presents over a 
few days, or about seventy thousand pounds for John 
and Gideon.222
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It was these presents that precipitated or were the 
pretext for the crisis of 1765. Lord Clive had recently 
returned from England to Bengal (via Brazil) with a 
mission, in his own expression, to save India by cleans-
ing the “Augean Stable” of the Company servants’ lux-
ury: “What do we hear of, what do we see, but Anarchy, 
Confusion, and, what is worse, an almost general Cor-
ruption,” he wrote in a letter to the East India Company 
in London in May 1765.223 John was instructed to re-
turn from his position in Burdwan to Calcutta, to what 
he described as a “scene of terror, discontent, dissen-
tion, and anxiety,” in which “spies, informers, and para-
sites were every where encouraged.”224 He and his part-
ner, an offi cial called Motiram, were called before a 
newly established secret committee in Calcutta, to 
which the new nawab complained that John had failed 
to offer him “Compliments of Condolance and comfort 
me,” “I was Day and Night in a Flame.” There was a 
dramatic confrontation between Clive and John, in 
which either Clive (according to Ghulam Husain) or 
John (according to Lord Macaulay’s later account) was 
reduced to silence; John, accused of extortion, resigned 
from the Company.225

The secret committee, John said in two extended 
statements in his own defense, had assumed the uncon-
stitutional powers of an “Offi ce of Inquisitors,” a tribu-
nal “whose Laws and Rights we know not the Bounds 
of.” “I see Force and Violence take the place of Law and 
Liberty”; “What Man would admit himself to be judged 
by Narratives obtained under such Circumstances?” 
The proceedings, he wrote, were a “Violation of that 
Liberty & Freedom, that as a Briton I had a Right to,” 
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the most unprecedented in “any English Colony.” They 
were a violation, too, of the rights of his partners, in-
cluding Motiram, “ignorant of our Laws and Rights,” 
who had been arrested “with all the Terrors attending a 
Man already convicted and condemned of capital Of-
fences,” and Motiram’s diwan, or fi nancial offi cer, seized 
“under this Terror and Confusion.” Motiram, who lived 
in the Company’s enclave, “ought to have had his In-
dictment, and been allowed Counsel”; he should have 
been tried “under the English fl ag and by English-
men.”226 Even the raja of Burdwan and the principal 
adviser of the new nawab had been intimidated, in 
John’s later account: “I received letters from them both, 
which are in my possession, expressing the utmost 
dread and apprehension.”227

The presents he and Gideon had received, John said, 
were consistent with longstanding custom and with 
Lord Clive’s own earlier practices. The crisis had turned, 
as so often, on a mistranslation of an expression in the 
“country language”: “Cooch booligani” [Kuch bolega 
nahi] or “[he] will say nothing,” which might or might 
not have constituted a threat to ruin the Seats’ or Seths’ 
business, if they had not been willing to “acknowledge” 
his services.228 Clive’s new secret committee, in John’s 
description, constituted a profound change in the rules 
of British power in India. The relationships of formal 
subordination to the Mughal princes, in which the Brit-
ish offi cials were rewarded with “presents” for their ser-
vices to Indian rulers, and under which Clive had ac-
quired his own fortune, were now deemed to be illegal 
and unseemly. The involvement of East India Company 
offi cials in the detailed administration of the Indian 
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princes’ land revenue, in which John was so expert—
“ransacking the Accounts of the Country Governt.,” in 
the expression of one of his friends—was considered to 
be unsuited to the dignity of the British.229 So too were 
the elaborate partnerships that John and others had es-
tablished with Indian merchants, bankers, and revenue 
offi cials. The rhetoric of rights, within the British settle-
ments, was to be restricted in future to British or Euro-
pean subjects.

Lord Clive himself identifi ed his return to Bengal, in 
1765, with the end of the old compromises in India—
“Alas! how is the English name sunk! . . . I am come out 
with a mind superior to all corruption”—and the disen-
tangling of economic and political power. The destiny of 
the East India Company, in these circumstances, was to 
become the state: “We must indeed become Nabobs our-
selves in Fact, if not in Name, perhaps totally so without 
Disguise.”230 It was time “to throw off the Mask” and to 
set up as sovereigns of India.231 In August 1765 Clive 
travelled to Murshidabad and Benares and concluded 
the treaty with the Mughal emperor that endowed the 
East India Company with the diwani or revenue admin-
istration of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa—the moment of 
destiny that was identifi ed by Clive’s biographer, Sir 
John Malcolm (whose father was an agent of the John-
stones in the valley of the Esk), as the origin of British 
political and economic power, “fi xing fi rm the founda-
tion of the British empire in India.”232

Over the summer of 1765, John tried to collect as 
many of his debts as he could, and the debts of his broth-
ers. His activities in India had become a family enter-
prise, in his early partnership with Patrick and his later 
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partnership with Gideon. William and Betty, too, had 
investments in Calcutta, which John left in the hands of 
a local lawyer; John made a settlement of 17,141 rupees 
and 14 annas on Betty.233 He sold 98,942 rupees’ worth 
of salt to a merchant called Gocul Chund Gosaul, “on 
account” for the British offi cial who was his successor in 
Burdwan; he and the offi cial disputed the currency in 
which the transaction was to be completed, the commis-
sion on the exchange rate (the “Batta”), the weight of 
the salt (“factory weight” or “Bazar weight”), and the 
translation into English of the contract that John had 
drawn up in Bengali.234 

In September 1765 John married Elizabeth Carolina 
Keene. She was then in her early twenties, and she was 
by far the most literary of the Johnstones’ extended 
family, in the sense that she had three years earlier pub-
lished a volume of poetry about, among other things, 
square roots, boundless space, tears, fears, the rage-
fraught ocean, and daring to know (a translation of 
Horace).235 She had also, at the age of fourteen or fi f-
teen, published a translation of Ovid in which Dido 
“talk[ed] like a debauchee,” in the view of the poet 
Oliver Goldsmith.236 Elizabeth Carolina and her sister 
had travelled to India in very obscure circumstances in 
1761, having received permission from the East India 
Company to proceed to “their friends” in Madras.237 
They were passengers on an East India Company troop 
ship called the Earl of Holdernesse, which left Ports-
mouth in convoy, amidst the naval confl icts of the 
Seven Years’ War, and arrived in Mozambique in July 
1761. One of the soldiers died of small-pox; the ship 
lost sight of the convoy. They then proceeded to Ma-
dras. But their friends were not there, or were not their 
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friends, and the sisters continued to Calcutta, arriving 
in the Hooghly River in December 1761.238 They lived 
at fi rst “in the Europe Captain’s house that brought 
them to Calcutta” and then in the “gardenhouse” of an 
East India Company offi cial, an acquaintance of an el-
derly soldier to whom they had a “letter of particular 
recommendation.”239

In the spring of 1762, Elizabeth Carolina and her sis-
ter continued to Islamabad, or Chittagong in East Ben-
gal, where they settled in the bungalow of the old sol-
dier.240 It was a year of epidemic disease and earthquakes: 
“several shocks of earthquakes . . . so violent as to rend 
and shatter the only strong brick building we had.”241 
But they became involved, in Chittagong, in an awk-
ward dispute with an East India Company offi cial, their 
landlord in the “gardenhouse,” over money that might 
or might not have been advanced to them by John’s 
partner, William Bolts. In the winter of the same year, 
they decided to return to Calcutta; the “two Ladies have 
been determining and undetermining for so long that 
they have no determination left at last, if ever they had 
any,” their landlord wrote of their impending departure 
for Lakshmipur, in the delta of the Brahmaputra.242

John’s and Elizabeth Carolina’s marriage, four years 
after she arrived in India, was considered to be obscure 
or “clandestine,” in the terms of the East India Compa-
ny’s enclave. It led to the suspension of the Company’s 
chaplain for having conducted a marriage ceremony, in 
this empire within an empire, without the permisssion of 
the Council.243 On September 25 John requested a “pas-
sage to Europe” for “Mrs Johnstone with her Servants 
& necessaries,” and on October 5 he and Elizabeth Car-
olina boarded a Bengal-constructed ship, the Admiral 
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Stevens, for the long journey home. This was the end of 
the early period of the Johnstones’ story; in the words of 
the ship’s log and the idiom of the merchant-sovereigns, 
“came on board Mr Johnstone saluted him with 11 
guns.”244



• Chapter Two •

Coming Home

The next period of the Johnstones’ lives was the 
time of their greatest prosperity. John, Elizabeth 

Carolina, and their servants arrived in England in the 
spring of 1766, after a more than usually eventful 
journey, in a vessel later described by the Company as 
a “crazy” ship. The Admiral Stevens made a slow prog-
ress through the Indian Ocean (“baffl ing winds and 
rain with large confused swell”), stopped for New 
Year’s Eve at the Cape of Good Hope, where an Indian 
sailor, “Canro Mahomet Lascar,” died, another sailor, 
“Miralabdi Lascar,” ran away, and one of the passen-
gers, an aspiring merchant, bought seaweed, birds, and 
rhinoceros horn. They also stopped at St. Helena, 
where some stowaways from the garrison “swam off 
in the dusk of the Evening,” and at Ascension Island, 
where the ship’s crew caught a turtle that was said 
to have contained two thousand eggs. They were car-
rying a tiny horse and mare for the Prince of Wales 
(“no more than thirty Inches high”), and the mare 
was discovered to be “very big with foal.” They en-
countered a ship going from Cadiz to New England, 
another ship going from Bristol to Barbados, and a 
Dutch East Indiaman. The Admiral Stevens spent a 
month in Lisbon, after its bow opened off the coast of 
North Africa. On May 9, 1766, it anchored in the 
Downs.1 John had been away from home for sixteen 
years.
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The Finances of the Family

The dispute with the East India Company continued 
in John’s new life. He was prosecuted for restitution of 
the presents he had been given in India, or of everything 
received “from any of the Indian Princes, Sovereigns, 
Subahs or Nabobs . . . under the Denomination of Gifts, 
Rewards, Gratuities, Allowances, Donations or Com-
pensations”; the case in the chancery courts extended to 
“Money Effects Jewels or otherwise.”2 John asserted his 
innocence in a letter to the Company, and anticipated 
the eventual “Approbation . . . of every Honest Man.” In 
a pamphlet published shortly after his return, with an 
afterword by George, he compared the economy of pres-
ents, in which offi cials in the service of the East India 
Company received allowances from Indian princes, and 
the economy of prizes, in which offi cers in the service of 
the Royal Navy received a share in the value of the 
enemy vessels they captured. There was an “injustice,” 
he observed, in changing the regulations of what “should 
be thought improper” without “a very considerable in-
dulgence” to “those who had engaged in the service 
upon the faith” of the earlier regulations.3

The various lawsuits were eventually dropped, as the 
outcome of a political compromise within the different 
factions in the East India Company in London, and John 
was able to devote himself to the elaborate work of re-
patriating (or expatriating) his wealth. For the John-
stones, as for so many of the East India Company’s ser-
vants, the process of bringing back Indian commodities 
(which were subject to customs regulations) and Indian 
gold (which was subject to the Company’s own regula-
tions) was long and complicated.4 There were newspa-
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per reports about hidden opulence and a consignment of 
jewels on the Admiral Stevens.5 Even the ill-destined 
package of textiles for Betty and Charlotte came in part 
in a “Chest over Land,” in part with a major who never 
answered George’s letters, and in part via Lisbon through 
the hands of an acquaintance’s uncle.6 With the larger 
sums John brought back later, the procedures were even 
more arduous. His letters are full of guilders and rupees 
and French ships and “correspondence with the gentry 
in Lisbon and Holland.”7 William and Betty were among 
the recipients of remittances; William, who had by then 
changed his name to Pulteney, and had even changed the 
name of the estate he had acquired, sought the help of 
David Hume, at the time the under-secretary of state for 
the Northern Department of the British ministry, in con-
vincing a French bank that a bond on the French East 
India Company, made out by John’s attorneys in Cal-
cutta to “William Johnstone of Auchenbedrigg,” should 
be paid to “William Pulteney” of “Solwaybank.”8

“I have been repeatedly bubbled & bit,” John la-
mented to William. He and Elizabeth Carolina, who by 
now had a young son, were obliged to live in London, 
in connection with his multiple legal cases. The longer 
he remained in “this City of Sharpers & Pickpockets,” 
he wrote, “the more heartily sick am I of the Law in all 
its branches.”9 He was preoccupied with the dilemmas 
of East Indian fi nance: “I wd. be very glad to borrow 
money to purchase stock in Britain but will not have 
any share or connection in anything done in holland,” 
he wrote to William.10 Even his successes were uneasy. 
To his brother-in-law, Elizabeth Carolina’s brother Tal-
bot Keene, a Church of England clergyman who was 
involved in his early negotiations over the  Indian funds, 
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he wrote that “it is most becoming in us to use our 
victory with moderation & gentleness . . . I dont wish 
to do harsh things to others though I should be vexed 
again to be made the dupe for my lenity & good faith.”11 
But by 1770 John had returned to Scotland as a wealthy 
man, and the prospective owner of vast estates. He con-
sidered properties in all parts of the country, offering 
forty-six thousand pounds for one estate, after “very 
carefully walking thro every fi eld,” inquiring into a sec-
ond which “is reported as very beautiful & Improve-
able,” and buying a third property, near the Ettrick For-
est, which James described as “the Elisium of the 
Hanginshaw, a Paradise.” He was a romantic in his pur-
chases, in William’s description, or in “a sort of love 
fi t.”12 John eventually settled with his family and ser-
vants in a rented mansion near the ancient castle of Bal-
gonie in Fife.13

George, too, returned from West Florida a few months 
after John arrived from India in early 1767; Alexander 
returned from Grenada early in 1768.14 George and 
Martha Ford lived in Kensington and had four more 
children: George Lindsay, Sophia, James Primrose, and 
Alexander Patrick, who were baptised in London.15 
Margaret (Johnstone) Ogilvie’s daughter—the little girl 
who had played in the Jardins du Luxembourg—was 
also part of the exiles’ return of the 1760s.16 In 1769, the 
younger Margaret married another Jacobite exile of the 
second generation, John Wedderburn, who had gone to 
Jamaica after his father was executed for treason in 
1746, and returned with “1000 a year in Jamaica and 
5000 well secured at London.” It was a marriage of love, 
and the Wedderburns settled in Perthshire, where Mar-
garet (who had been born in France) commenced legal 
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proceedings to become a naturalized British subject, 
with the help of her uncles and great-uncles. “I am really 
ashamed to put you upon so troublesome a piece of 
business as this probably will be,” her husband wrote to 
William, “but my Wife has no body to apply to but her 
Mothers Brothers, & lucky she is in having such to apply 
to, In the ancient Fuedal notions that reign in her fathers 
Family, Women are only looked on as burdens & not 
worth taking care of.”17 

Even Gideon, the youngest and most feckless of the 
brothers, returned home as a fairly rich man, and by 
1768 was in search of an estate in the west of Scotland.18 
He had made his way from one extremity of the British 
imperial world to the other: to Jamaica with George in 
1757; in Jamaica again from 1759 to 1761; to Bengal in 
1762 to join John. In 1764 James applied on his behalf, 
with a falsifi ed attestation of his age, for an offi cial posi-
tion in the East India Company.19 His whereabouts were 
frequently a mystery to his family: William was informed 
by an acquaintance at the Admiralty, in 1773, that “there 
have within these four days, been several persons to en-
quire about him at the offi ce, some saying they heard he 
was dead, others that they had heard he was dying, and 
past all hopes of recovery.”20 But Gideon was in several 
respects one of the most enterprising of all the John-
stones. George’s old Florida secretary, James “Ossian” 
Macpherson, even heard from his cousin in Madras in 
1774 that “Governor Johnstone[‘s]. . . brother Gideon 
has made a fortune selling the water of the Ganges to 
pilgrims who cannot get to Benares. His price: one 
Rupee per bottle.”21 

Of the Johnstones who stayed at home, it was Wil-
liam Pulteney, with the resources of his wife Frances, 
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who came to assume the position of the family banker, 
or the fi nancier of distant opportunities. He lent money 
to Alexander for his plantation in Grenada in 1764; he 
participated in John’s enterprises in Calcutta in 1765; in 
1766 he bought land in West Florida. Alexander also 
borrowed money from John to fi nance the Grenada 
plantation and the purchase of additional slaves: “Sandy 
. . . has drawn another Bill at 12m sight for £370 on you 
& me for 12 Negroes which, very much against my In-
clination I have accepted,” John wrote to William in 
1767.22 William bought his own slave plantation in 
Grenada and estates in the West Indian islands of Dom-
inica and Tobago, where one of the Johnstones’ neph-
ews was later governor.23 He was involved in investments 
in the French-Scottish tobacco trade with Virginia, and 
in what he described as the “exchange & change” of 
buying Portugese funds with “Dutch or ffl emish money,” 
to be loaned to the West Indies on the security of estates 
in Jamaica.24 He was at the same time an increasingly 
English fi gure, engaged in the development of the re-
sorts of the English south coast and in the beautifi ca-
tion of the fashionable town of Bath, owned in part 
by his wife’s family and a favorite spa of the newly 
rich.25 William, too, like Alexander in Grenada, con-
structed a virtual image of their family home: there is a 
Westerhall Street, still, in the English coastal resort of 
Weymouth.

Charlotte, the youngest sister, left home in 1763 with 
the childhood friend of the family, James Balmain, who 
had become an offi cer of the excise, in an elopement that 
was a matter of deep distress to her parents: “Charlote 
has just now run of with the ministers Son, its an un-
lucky fancy for women to get it into their head that they 
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must have a Husband,” her aunt wrote in January 
1763.26 Barbara, the oldest sister, lived in retirement in 
Edinburgh after her separation from her husband, 
Charles Kinnaird. She was occupied with the legal dis-
putes of her estranged husband and with the prospects, 
in “the East or West Indies,” of the family’s distant con-
nections; she provided advice about positions in West 
Florida and “a very kind letter” of introduction to her 
brother James for the poet William Julius Mickle, who 
was a cousin of their uncle Walter.27 Barbara’s own 
daughter made an unsuitable marriage in the summer of 
1765, at the age of fi fteen or sixteen, to a medical stu-
dent from Cambridge, Massachusetts, Edmund Dana. 
To his American family, Dana wrote reassuringly that 
his wife’s uncles included “the Govrs. Johnstone of W. 
Florida and one of the East India Provinces.”28 Barbara 
Kinnaird died in Edinburgh later in the same year, in 
October 1765.29

Betty continued to live at Westerhall and took over 
the management of the estate, having been reunited with 
her mother. She was at the center, still, of the brothers’ 
and sisters’ elaborate exchange of information with re-
spect to marriages, separations, and distant encounters 
in the East Indias. She was also, by the time the brothers 
returned, an intermediary in the family’s economic rela-
tionships. A very long letter of December 1764, from 
their father to William, about leases, litigation with ten-
ants, the politics of the East India Company, John’s posi-
tion in Burdwan, and the price of claret in Bengal, was 
in Betty’s hand. She was engaged, as the owner of obli-
gations in Calcutta (John’s settlement of 17,141 rupees), 
in the negotiations to remit the rupees to Scotland via 
the French or the Dutch, and in the intricacies of the 
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 distinction between English and Scottish law, with re-
spect to deeds of settlement. She paid James’s bills and 
negotiated on John’s behalf about the “right of Ultimus” 
and bills at forty-fi ve days’ sight; she was solicited to 
provide instructions about George’s political interests in 
a nearby English constituency, and when James was in 
trouble in Norfolk, he asked her to send, by ship, “four 
Masons and Two Labourers.” She was the source, above 
all, of details of fact: “Betty knows how much the Quit 
Rent is,” James wrote to John in 1770.30

Of the brothers, only James was still in diffi cult mate-
rial circumstances by the late 1760s. He and Louisa had 
moved to Norfolk, near the property of her maternal 
relations, which he had described, in his quarrel with 
William, as the sweetest spot in the universe. They lived 
in a rented house and were still in debt; in 1772 they 
moved into a single room, “thro Frost & Snow,” to save 
the next quarter’s rent. He felt that he was by now, in his 
mid-forties, an old man. His great object was to build a 
house, as he wrote to John: as the “Acidity of Life 
aproaches Mirth Chearfulness & Gayity fl y before Si-
lence Wrinkles and Grey hairs.” He was frequently ill: “I 
have been almost dead and what is worse rotten before 
I was dead,” he wrote to Charlotte’s husband, James 
Balmain.31 

James borrowed money from everyone he could, in-
cluding Betty, Charlotte, John, Alexander, James Bal-
main, and his lawyer, against the diminishing security of 
the Westerhall estates. Louisa also borrowed money 
from their lawyer—“could Paper blush, the Colour of 
this would be much changed uppon your Perusal,” she 
wrote—in order to buy a lottery ticket. “Tis not for my 
self I am so Sanguine for Money would be no additional 
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Happiness to me, but could I be Instrumental to Procure 
an Addition, to my Dearest Johnstone,” she explained, 
and concluded with detailed instructions: “If I should be 
so Fortunate to have a Prize the sooner I hear the Better 
. . . But if the Contrary I would not Hear till the Lottery 
is over I will have Expectation at Least.”32

James was a “strange odd man,” in the description of 
their uncle Walter.33 His illnesses were redoubtable: “I 
was siezed all at once with that species of a Putrid 
Fever called Mille Harpies,” he wrote to John in 1771; 
“In Two Days my whole Body was covered with Pus-
tles as large as nuts and my Skin was Hot as if I had 
been roasted alive.”34 “The Qualifi cations of the Head 
have been dealt me with a Scanty Hand,” he wrote to 
an old acquaintance from the valley of the Esk, Gilbert 
Petrie; “those of the Heart you may depend on.” He 
was also, in the letters that he wrote from Norfolk and 
that he and Louisa copied into his agricultural journal, 
a continuing source of information about the interior 
lives of the family, and of consolation in diffi cult times. 
He was lavish with family counsel, in relation to the 
mind and the body. “Grieved am I every Time I think of 
my Dear John,” he wrote to Betty: “Seventeen broiling 
years in Bengal is but Part of his Disorder” and “Tran-
quillity of mind is more necessary for the Radical Cure 
of His Disease than keeping his feet constantly dry.” To 
Alexander he wrote, “Leave Law Sugar Bills & Accep-
tancys for Air Exercise Health & Friendship.” To John 
he wrote about Betty, “Sister Betty is a Martyr to the 
delicate sensibility of Her Heart,” and about George: 
“Geo. Body suffers for the Labor of his mind. Disease 
pursues Genius, as Night the Day. He must cease to 
think to be well.”35
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In the months before their father died in 1772, James 
had “not Credit for a shilling.” “Every Creditor I owe 
has insisted in a way to plain to be misunderstood that 
they must have their money,” he wrote to John, and “my 
Mind is in such Perturbation that I cannot write my 
Dear Father.”36 But the Johnstones were in a collective 
sense an extremely wealthy family. John and William 
had bought landed property in the vicinity of the family 
estates and across Scotland. Even the itinerant Uncle 
Walter had come home to one of William’s properties 
near Westerhall: “I am wearied of wandering to & fro 
upon the face of the Earth,” he wrote to William, and “in 
my dreams I am fl aying burning Limeing Sowing Hedg-
ing Planting Shooting and fi shing.”37 John devoted him-
self to the improvement of his father’s estate: “go on 
with it my Dr Betty & get so many Good Ash Trees as 
you can get,” he wrote in 1767. “I wd have Oak, Ash, 
Fir, Beech, Elm, Plantree, Chesnut & Walnut.” He wanted 
gooseberries and “Alpine Strawberries as I hope to help 
to gather some of them this year.”38 The sons were richer 
by far than their parents. “My surprise is not that the 
debts are so great, but how he managed upon so trifl ing 
a Reversion for so long a period,” John wrote to William 
when he and James went through their father’s papers 
after his death in 1772. “I cannot help blushing when I 
compare the moderation of my fathers Expences with 
my own disbursements.”39

The Politics of the East and West Indies

The Johnstones were involved, within a short time of 
their return, in a family business of politics. John, 
George, and Alexander had all been prominent in the 
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miniscule political institutions of the British empire: the 
East India Company’s Council and the Mayor’s Court in 
Calcutta, the General Assembly of the province of West 
Florida, the bicameral and bilingual legislature of the 
island of Grenada.40 At home, fi ve of the brothers aspired 
to become members of the House of Commons. Elec-
tions, in this high period of the unreformed parliament, 
were a contest of fortunes, and John and William’s new 
riches were invested in political infl uence.41 George, even 
in Florida, had been eager for a parliamentary career, 
and his prospects were transformed by John’s return. 
“Considering my brothers Johnston in point of fortune,” 
William wrote to a political friend in 1766, “I was not 
myself so much perswaded of the propriety of placing 
him immediately in that house. But the arrival of my 
brother John from India has removed that objection. 
His generosity is without any Limits.”42 “Our friend 
George Johnston is coming home; his brother, the In-
dian, desires to bring George and himself into Parlia-
ment, at any rate George,” David Hume’s cousin wrote 
to the same political friend in 1767.43 

Four of the Johnstone brothers, James, William, 
George, and John, were eventually elected to the House 
of Commons, and from 1768 to 1805, there was always 
at least one of them in parliament, and sometimes as 
many as three.44 The general election of 1768 was a fam-
ily enterprise, with fi ve of the brothers involved in an arc 
of constituencies from St. Ives in Cornwall to Cromar-
tyshire in the Highlands of Scotland. Only William was 
initially successful (in one of the three constituencies in 
which he was a candidate). James was defeated in St. Ives 
and John in Haslemere in Surrey, in a contest that in-
volved the friends of Lord Clive, his old opponent in 
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Calcutta.45 Alexander, too, was unsuccessful, in Woot-
ton Bassett in Wiltshire.46 George was defeated in Carl-
isle, where Betty came to help with the organization of 
the election: he “stood on the hustings for eight days 
during the election, bowing to every voter who was so 
obliging as to poll for [him].”47 John reported gloomily 
to William, in the summer of 1768, that “James was 
gone down to St. Ives to prepare Matters for the feigned 
trial,” or the aftermath of a more than usually elaborate 
election, and “George is expected down at the Carlisle 
assises where some actions are to be tried against one 
Sturdy, an agent, for bribery.”48 George was later se-
lected for the spectacularly corrupt constituency of 
Cockermouth in Cumberland and in 1774 moved on to 
Appleby in Westmorland, of which a contemporary po-
litical history related that “Hog-sties have been deemed 
freeholds here, and purchased . . . at a price exceeding 
all belief.”49 John was eventually elected in 1774, in a 
brutal contest for the Dysart Burghs in Fife, Adam 
Smith’s home constituency.50 James was elected in 1784 
for the Dumfries Burghs. 

The Johnstones were in parliament during a period of 
intense political drama over the two great questions of 
the American Revolution and the reform of the East India 
Company, and they were closely involved in both. The 
disputes over American taxation, from the Stamp Act to 
the American Declaration of Independence and the Amer-
ican wars, were juxtaposed, in the House of Commons, 
to the initially even more acrimonious debates over the 
“revolution” of 1765 in India, the overthrow of Mughal 
power, and the revenues provided by the East India Com-
pany to the British state.51 The Johnstones’ private inter-
ests were intertwined at every point with these public 
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dramas, in the course of which George said of the British 
parliament that “the eye of the world is upon her.”52 
George and William were members of the Select Com-
mittee of the House of Commons which was charged in 
1772 with investigating the recent history of the East 
India Company, including the history of John and Gide-
on’s presents and elephants.53 They were relentless in 
their pursuit of Lord Clive, John’s enemy in Calcutta, 
who had in turn pursued John for so long in India and in 
the English courts. “He & all his Brothers are my most 
inveterate Enemies,” Clive wrote of William to a political 
friend. “You must know his former name was John-
ston.”54 “You and George have done for poor Clive,” one 
of their friends wrote to William, after Clive died by his 
own hand in 1775, in the aftermath of the investigation 
of his own presents; “He treated himself as he did the 
India Company, made it great and cut its throat.”55

William, in what he described as “these golden times,” 
became an expert on public fi nance, sinking funds, and 
the jurisprudence of mortgages.56 He was a specialist, in 
particular, on the legislation and litigation relating to 
mortgages on slaves, including in the island of Grenada; 
the rights of foreign creditors who were the holders of 
mortgages on British sugar plantations; and the rights of 
British creditors who held mortgages on slaves on for-
merly French plantations.57 He was interested in parlia-
mentary procedure and in what he described, in a con-
tentious debate over the civil law of property in Quebec, 
as “reciprocal decorum.”58 “Had we all the money in 
Europe at a reasonable interest, and could we actually 
employ it in trade, so much the better,” he declared in 
support of the West Indian loans; “We should thus be 
the bankers of Europe.”59
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But the Johnstones were involved, too, in the highest 
and most abstract rhetoric of resistance to oppression. 
George’s fi rst major speech in parliament, in 1770, was 
an elegy to “the liberal genius of our civil policy,” and a 
denunciation of the despotism of military government in 
British North America, which he compared to the depre-
dations of Roman proconsuls in Africa, as depicted by 
Tacitus: “military establishments were instituted to de-
fend our civil rights, not to destroy them.”60 He was a 
much admired orator in the early years of the American 
revolution. He fought a duel with another member over 
the “honour of the nation,” while ill (“he had at that 
time an open wound in his arm, and his legs very much 
swelled”).61 As the American crisis deepened, George 
was a continuing critic of the ministry’s “cruelty and op-
pression,” and an apparently enthusiastic friend of the 
colonists, “unanimous against our power from Nova 
Scotia to Georgia.” He commended the “people of New 
England” for their “wisdom, courage, temperance, forti-
tude” and anticipated that the slaves of the Americans 
would rally to their masters’ cause—“in general, I must 
also observe, that masters are kind to their slaves”—and 
concluded in 1776 that “the war was diabolical.”62 A 
young Edinburgh mathematician, Walter Minto, who 
was the tutor of George and Martha Ford’s older sons, 
described him in 1777 as “a man who opens the ground 
in which Ed. Burke Charles Fox & Col. Barré tread after 
him in the Parliament of G. Britain the most august as-
sembly in the world.”63

John was most notable, in parliament, as an opponent 
of the act to suspend habeas corpus, proposed by the 
British government with respect to prisoners seized over-
seas, which he described as an “arbitrary, cruel and dia-
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bolical” assault on “the grand palladium of the British 
constitution, the freedom of men’s persons.” “The con-
fi nements, commitments, massacres, and the whole train 
of consequences that would arise from such a system of 
punishment, revenge, and retaliation, probably on both 
sides of the Atlantic, fi lled his mind with horror and 
anxiety,” he declared in 1777.64 He, too, was in favor of 
the American colonists and against “those romantic 
dreams of American conquest, and unconditional legis-
lative supremacy.”65 He was preoccupied, in particular, 
with the freedom of movement and of emigration. In a 
parliamentary debate of 1776 on emigration, he ob-
jected to an evocation of the “principles of liberty” in 
Scotland: “he could not agree in that description of a 
Country which . . . had stopt the Free subjects of Britain 
from going to any part of his Majesty’s Dominions they 
thought proper.”66 As a justice of the peace in the county 
of Stirling, he defended the rights of poor Scots against 
the efforts of government to prevent emigration to 
North America: “Johnstone was compleatly absurd he 
spoke most violently against the Justices of Peace inter-
fering said such a Stop woud be illegal that we had no 
Power, he said he wished there were more of the Com-
mon People there that he might inform them that they 
were their own Masters, & might emigrate if they chose 
it, in short it is impossible to tell you the whole of his 
absurdities,” the local member of parliament complained, 
on a rainy October night in 1775.67 

In the confl ict over the reform of the East India Com-
pany, the Johnstones were similarly prominent. George 
described the Company, in the spirit of John’s partner 
from Bengal, William Bolts, who had himself arrived in 
London, as a “monstrous heap of partial, arbitrary, 
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 political inconsistencies,” sovereign-merchants and 
merchant-sovereigns.68 The Johnstones even associated 
the two dramas of empire explicitly, in the West and 
the East. “The distribution of justice should fl ow from 
the throne,” George said in a parliamentary debate in 
1772: the king should assert his own sovereignty over 
Bengal, and should then “grant the lands to the East 
India Company, as was done in the cases of New En-
gland and several other of our chartered colonies”; the 
situation of Philadelphia “fully illustrates and vindi-
cates my idea.”69 

George connected the politics of the East India Com-
pany and the American Revolution even more immedi-
ately, a few months later, when he moved a resolution in 
the General Court of the East India Company to obtain 
an act of parliament that would enable the Company 
“to export their surplus Teas to foreign Markets, clear 
of all Drawbacks and Duties, as well as to take off the 
three percent Duty in America.”70 It was the legislation 
that followed this resolution, later known as the Tea Act, 
that was the immediate cause of the “Boston Tea Party” 
in December 1773, in which American protesters, 
dressed as “Indians,” threw consignments of tea into 
Boston harbor.71 The “detestable tea, sent out by the 
East India Company” was evidence, for the Americans, 
of a “political plan” on behalf of a company that had 
obtained its “exclusive privilege of trade” by “bribery 
and corruption”; the watchmen on their rounds should 
be instructed to “call out every night, past Twelve 
o’Clock, beware of the East-India Company.”72 George 
himself lamented, in March 1774, that “the poor India 
Company, Sir, is the butt between America and England. 
I much advised the directors to desist from exporting tea 
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to America. I foresaw it was a measure that would pro-
duce no good effect.”73

The Johnstones presented themselves, in the debates 
over the East India Company, as the defenders of the op-
pressed people of India. In the years following John’s 
departure from Calcutta in 1765, the East India Com-
pany had consolidated its control of the inland or “coun-
try” commerce of Bengal, including the collection of 
land taxes and the sale of commodities for inland con-
sumption (salt, betel-nut, and tobacco). The British offi -
cials increased their own tax revenues and disrupted the 
long-established arrangements for security of provi-
sions. In 1769–71 the country was desolated by a terri-
ble famine, in which some two million people died, 
many of them in John’s old district of Burdwan.74 George 
spoke eloquently in parliament on behalf of “those men, 
wearing few clothes,” who were “squeezed in [Lord 
Clive’s] engines of oppression” in Bengal.75 He looked 
forward to a new spirit of revolution in India; in the 
expression of the chairman of the Select Committee, of 
which he and William were members, “Good God! what 
a call—the native of Indostan, born a slave . . . a patient, 
submissive, willing subject to eastern despotism, fi rst be-
gins to feel, fi rst shakes his chains, for the fi rst time com-
plains under the preeminence of British tyranny.”76

John himself was suffi ciently restored, by February 
1771, that he wrote from Scotland to the East India Com-
pany with an offer to return to India as governor of Ben-
gal, a position in the bequest of the Company’s directors, 
and to express his conviction, “from a conscious Integ-
rity,” that there was no one who had “served the Com-
pany with more Zeal” or who had administered the rev-
enues of Bengal “with less Oppression to the Natives.”77 



76 Chapter Two

But his offer was refused, and the Company appointed 
Warren Hastings instead. James, in a letter of commiser-
ation to John, expressed his condolences, too, for the 
people of India: “to me who think that Benevolence Jus-
tice & Humanity ought by no means to be restricted to 
Collour”: “I am sorry so worthless a Villain as a Friend 
of Clives must be, has got the government of such a num-
ber of the Human Species committed to Him.”78

The Arts and Sciences 
of Enlightenment

The Johnstones were politically established in this 
high summer of their lives, and they were established, 
too, in the culture of the enlightenment. They returned, 
after their overseas ventures, to the periphery of the high 
philosophical world of the English and Scottish enlight-
enments. David Hume described George as a “very gal-
lant, sensible young Fellow,” whom “I have seen pretty 
often,” and he even expressed his opinion about the 
complicated relationships between the brothers and sis-
ters, or about what George described as “the simple en-
gaging & domestick Situations of Mankind.” “I may 
fairly say my Ideas concerning my Sisters Conduct were 
in every thing correspondent with the Letter you sent 
me,” George wrote to Hume before he left for Florida.79 
“Pulteney’s Behaviour . . . is noble,” Hume wrote of Wil-
liam in 1769 and sent the proofs of his History of En-
gland to him for franking (to save the cost of postage, 
since William, as a member of parliament, had the privi-
lege of free letters).80 John was “on intimate terms with 
Dugald Stewart, Playfair, Robertson & all the Literary 
people of Scotland.”81 There were portraits of the John-
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stones by the most eminent painters of the times. Wil-
liam was painted by Thomas Gainsborough in the early 
1770s—an odd portrait, in which he stands between his 
two lives and his two identities, an English springtime 
scene to his left, and to his right a dark and frightening 
forest, like the fi rst scene of Macbeth.82 His daughter 
Henrietta Laura Pulteney was painted by Angelica 
Kauffmann, dancing in a glade in a white muslin dress.83 
There is a painting by George Romney of “Mrs John-
stone,” which is almost certainly of Martha Ford, with 
one of their younger children.84 John and Betty were 
painted by Henry Raeburn, in conversation with their 
grandniece Margaret, the daughter of Margaret Wed-
derburn, with Betty in a fi ne white bonnet and a pale 
blue ribbon. 

The richest of the Johnstones, William and John, be-
came patrons of architectural projects. Robert and James 
Adam, the Scottish architects, built the Pulteney Bridge 
in Bath for William, with “Tuscan porches” and Venetian 
windows, and they prepared plans for the redecoration 
of Shrewsbury Castle with “rich gothic details” (which 
were never carried out). John commissioned two mauso-
lea, one at the estate where he eventually settled—at Alva 
in the Ochil Hills of Clackmannanshire—and one in the 
Westerkirk church near the family home of Westerhall, 
with “a fl uted frieze with occasional ox-skulls.” He also 
commissioned the most extraordinary project of classical 
estate buildings for Alva, which were again never built: 
“a circular court 100 feet across. In the centre is a round 
dung hill. . . . Over the dung hill there is a round pigeon-
house that supports a short octagonal turret with a pyra-
midal roof. The court is surrounded by eight 2-storey 
blocks with pyramidal roofs,” and eight one-story blocks, 
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including “a brewhouse, a poultry house, a dairy, a wash 
house, a laundry, a slaughter room, coach houses, a cart 
shed, stables, a cow house, a carpenter’s shop and a 
smith’s shop.”85

George, of all the brothers, had a predilection for the 
company of poets and philosophers. After “Ossian” Mac-
pherson, in West Florida, he took with him as secretary 
on one of his naval postings to Lisbon their cousin Wil-
liam Julius Mickle, the translator of the Lusiad by Luis 
de Camöens, the “Epic Poem of Commerce” and of the 
Portugese empire.86 James, too, was “enchanted” with 
the Lusiad, and liked to declaim “his most admired 
parts.”87 On a later political mission to Philadelphia and 
New York, George’s secretary was the philosopher 
Adam Ferguson. He even thereby caused great offense 
to the young Jeremy Bentham, to whom he had almost 
promised Ferguson’s position, and whom he regaled with 
complaints about his brother William; he was said to be 
“very fond” of Bentham’s Fragment on Government and 
“used to carry it about with him in his pocket.”88

George was an observer of the science of enlighten-
ment and of the connections of global commerce. The 
transport of goods “thro’ the trackless Waves, by the 
Power of the Clouds” was the most surprising “of all 
the Wonders which the white Men perform,” one of his 
Choctaw interlocutors was reported as having ob-
served in West Florida in 1765, and George returned 
many years later to the idyll of communication. “After 
the Changeable incredible Account I have given you of 
our Politicks,” he wrote to Ossian Macpherson’s cousin 
in India, “I have nothing to add but an Account of a 
new discovery they have made in France of transporting 
themselves from Place to Place in the Air by means of 
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what is called Air Balloons.” “What an Animal it is!” he 
exclaimed of Montgolfi er’s invention, in the language of 
the Choctaw colloquy:

The Pen Ink Paper & Marks arresting my thoughts & 
sending them in a Ship to my Friend at the extremity of 
the Globe Passing through the trackless Waves born 
long by the Power of the Clouds directed by the invisible 
Power of the Loadstone & bringing back the Treasures 
of the East is suffi ciently surprizing but all our Inven-
tions seem lost in this. Who shall say that all this Mer-
chandize may not pass through the Air.89

The Johnstones were interested, too, in the study of 
history. Their enduring objective, since well before David 
Hume’s miserable winter with their rich cousin, had 
been to fi nd evidence, somewhere in the manuscript 
rooms and libraries of Scotland, of the family’s noble 
descent. They were preoccupied, in particular, with their 
ancestor, or purported ancestor, Matthew de Johnstone 
and his involvement in the battles of the 1450s. Char-
lotte’s husband, James Balmain, was occupied in the 
quest, together with an undiligent research assistant in 
the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh, known as “Mr. 
B––,” or “Bruce.” “I observe,” James wrote to his brother-
in-law, that Mr. B–– “has consulted only Printed Books 
These have been Thumbed over & over again to no Pur-
pose.”90 Even Alexander, returned from Grenada, corre-
sponded with their cousin William Julius Mickle, in Ox-
ford, about the “extract from Bishops Kennedys history 
in the Bodleian library, relative to the particulars of the 
Battle of Arkinholme” (of 1455) and the “opportunity 
of employing any person (who I mean to pay for their 
trouble) to take the copy.”91
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The brothers’ and sisters’ own children were educated 
in the enlightened spirit of the times. Barbara’s daughter 
was sent to a boarding school, and her son, as her hus-
band Charles Kinnaird reported to William, was “very 
fond of Vergil & talks very freely with Ovid.”92 George’s 
cosmopolitan principle, in the “system of education” he 
designed for two of his and Martha Ford’s sons, when 
they set off for Pisa with their tutor Walter Minto in the 
summer of 1776, was that the experience of “different 
Climates & different Governments gives a more liberal 
Turn of Thought & prevents Illiberal Prejudices while it 
enables us at the same time to determine truly between 
the Good & the Bad.” The children were to read Plu-
tarch, Ossian, and “the Beautiful Parts of Scripture . . . 
but without ever engaging them in any Controversy on 
Religion—only as a history of what is passed & what is 
now contended for on different sides.” The “national 
character” of the people they were among was to be 
“learned from the Sober Frugal Middling Ranks.” But 
life in Italy was not only an education in the “various 
Revolutions of different Communities”: “Let them go to 
Opera or Comedy every Saturday,” and “Grapes in par-
ticular they may eat of for ever.”93 To his own brother in 
Scotland, Minto wrote of the two children, whom he 
described as “my Boys,” that George was “a father who 
loves them to distraction.”94

The Ruins of the Indies

This, then, was the existence of the Johnstones in their 
happiest period: making speeches about the Roman em-
pire, negotiating mortgages from Amsterdam bankers, 
reading aloud their favorite verses of Portugese epics, 



Coming Home 81

refl ecting on the future of fl ight, and gathering alpine 
strawberries in the valley of the Esk. But their idyll was 
not uninterrupted, and they had not left the Indies en-
tirely behind them. Adam Smith wrote of the servant of 
the East India Company in Bengal that he “wishes to get 
out of the country . . . as soon as he can,” and “the day 
after he has left it and carried his whole fortune with 
him, it is perfectly indifferent though the whole country 
was swallowed up by an earthquake.”95 This is close to 
the judgement of Ghulam Husain, the Persian historian: 
“intent on his own views, he little cares about what 
ruins shall remain after him.”96 But the Johnstones car-
ried the ruins of the East and West Indies with them, or 
the memories of the ruins, into English politics and into 
the Scottish hills.

Alexander was thus selected, by a group of French 
and English proprietors in Grenada, to protest against 
the “illegal, grievous, cruel, oppressive and unjust acts” 
of the island’s governor, to the highest political instance 
in the empire, the Privy Council of the king’s closest ad-
visers in London.97 He was occupied, for the fi rst years 
of his return to England, with the preparation of the 
petition, its eight articles of charge against the governor, 
and the pamphlets published in support of the propri-
etors’ case. The new British empire in the West Indies, in 
his and his friends’ description, was a scene of private 
and public desolation. Alexander’s own grievance, that 
he had been convicted of mutiny at the instigation of the 
governor, was intertwined with high constitutional the-
ory, with descriptions of religious confl ict between the 
French and the English planters, and with the evocation 
of an island society obsessed with the revolution of the 
“maroon” or runaway slaves. 
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The Grenada crisis was the outcome of the disregard 
by the government in London of “the general rights of 
mankind,” Alexander and his friends wrote in one of 
their pamphlets, A Narrative of the Proceedings upon 
the Complaint against Governor Melvill, and of “a total 
indifference in all matters that do not immediately con-
cern our own particular interest.”98 There was religious 
oppression, of a most “illiberal” sort, against the king’s 
new Catholic subjects; there was a confusion of laws 
and constitutions; there were individuals who had acted 
indiscriminately in a legislative or judicial capacity; there 
were public documents that had been suppressed and 
secreted; there were rights under “the rule of Civil Law” 
and rights under the “Code Noir,” or the French regula-
tions for the government of slaves. One of Alexander’s 
associates had been imprisoned, “in the same gaol with 
the run-away negroes and malefactors of every class,” 
for the crime of reading in French “in a tumultuous 
manner.”99 

There were also peculiarly Atlantic oppressions, in a 
island of which some ninety percent of the population 
were enslaved Africans and that was traversed, like so 
many American colonies in the 1760s and 1770s, by the 
substantial revolution of escaped slaves in the interior of 
the country.100 The process before the Privy Council on 
Alexander’s case provided a glimpse of distant horrors 
for the lords of council. The “severest & most cruel tor-
tures” had been used to extort a confession of murder 
from fi ve slaves, according to Alexander’s complaint. 
The governor, Alexander’s opponent, justifi ed the use of 
torture, in response, “in cases of alarm or danger”: “con-
sider to what imminent destruction the few white inhab-
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itants . . . would be exposed, were slaves (since slavery is 
permitted) liable to no other methods of examination, 
trial or punishment, than free persons.” There was an 
account of an extraordinary political crisis over a slave 
named Augustine, a fugitive who had gone over to the 
side of government and who had enticed several of the 
other maroons to surrender. Augustine, who was himself 
accused of rape and murder, was then freed, as described 
in Alexander’s complaint, by “the passing of a Bill in 
two hours thro’ both houses, entituled, ‘A Bill to free 
Augustine.’ ”101 

The personal, judicial, and political crises in Grenada 
were intertwined, in what Alexander and his friends de-
scribed as a “multiplicity of honours.”102 There were 
justices of the peace who were judges in military cases, 
and justices of the peace who tortured slaves.103 Alexan-
der’s own cause was a family enterprise in which George 
went to the Privy Council offi ce “in the name of my 
brother, who is now ill and confi ned to his bed.” Wil-
liam was one of the signatories of the “Memorial of the 
Proprietors of Lands in the Island of Grenada.”104 But 
the Privy Council was ill informed, in the account of 
Alexander and his friends, even with respect to the cir-
cumstance that “slaves are freehold, and considered as 
landed property in all the West india islands.” Of the ten 
lords of council, three failed to attend on the second 
day of the hearings, according to the Narrative of the 
Proceedings; one said in the course of the proceedings 
that torture “was always used against slaves”; and one 
chose “to write letters of business in the middle of the 
most interesting point.”105 The Privy Council rejected 
Alexander’s petition.
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In John’s case it was his partner in the salt trade, Wil-
liam Bolts, who followed him to England, and with 
whom John, William, George, Betty, and Elizabeth Car-
olina were closely involved.106 In a three-volume book 
published in England in 1772, Bolts presented a fright-
ening and Ovidian depiction of his and John’s oppo-
nents in Calcutta, including Lord Clive and Harry Ver-
elst, the East India Company offi cial who had been so 
discontented with Elizabeth Carolina and her sister. It 
was the “multiform characters” of English oppression 
that were so insidious for Bolts in India, as they were for 
Alexander in the West Indies. The East India Company’s 
Council were justices of the peace, judges of appeal, tax 
collectors, “Merchants, or Sovereigns,” “all of which dif-
ferent characters they can and do assume, as occasion 
requires. . . . [It would] be diffi cult to trace those gentle-
men through their various metamorphoses.” 

There were awful tales of debt and oppression, of the 
imprisonment of John’s partner Motiram, and of “Rad-
hoo Tagoor, a black merchant of Calcutta,” who tried to 
collect a small debt from a member of the council on 
behalf of a sail-maker and “was immediately seized by 
his peons.”107 Bolts’s book was a defense of the dissident 
East India Company offi cials, of other European and 
Asian residents of India, and of Indians living under 
British rule, whom Bolts described as new British sub-
jects. “In speaking of British subjects, we would be un-
derstood to mean his Majesty’s newly-acquired Asiatic 
subjects, as well as the British emigrants residing and 
established in India,” Bolts wrote: “many millions of 
civilized, inoffensive and industrious inhabitants,” val-
iant in war and tolerant in religion, who had been the 
denizens, under the “black Nabobs,” of an opulent com-
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mercial and manufacturing economy, but were oppressed, 
under British rule, by “unbounded despotism.”108

The years following John’s return to England were a 
period of intense political interest in events in India. 
There was news from India, and there were also indi-
viduals, merchants and translators and experts on Per-
sian seals, who made the long journey by land or sea.109 
The parliamentary debates over the East India Company, 
in which the Johnstones were so involved, were reported 
in intricate detail. “One and forty times did the House sit 
upon this business,” Edmund Burke said in the House of 
Commons of the East India debates, with their books 
upon books, and papers upon papers.110 The famine of 
1770–71 in Bengal was described as having been caused 
by taxation, or monopoly, or both, as the Company’s ser-
vants protected their permits and orders, even at the 
worst of the crisis. A correspondent of the Gentleman’s 
Magazine depicted a “famished multitude,” with the 
dead “mangled by dogs, jackals, and vultures.” A later 
account, in 1772, wrote of the “monstrous and uncon-
stitutional powers, with which our nabobs in that coun-
try have been permitted to invest themselves,” such that 
they acquired “a monopoly of the necessaries of life,” 
and of Lord Clive, that “he signed the death warrant for 
two millions of his fellow creatures.”111 The East India 
Company was charged, in George’s summary, with im-
posing a system of arbitrary taxation and “regulations, 
contrary to the law of nature,” that “produces famine 
and all other evil consequences that have followed in 
Bengal.”112 

William Bolts was followed to England, in the midst 
of these evocations of distant horrors, by two more of 
John’s acquaintances from Bengal, Armenian-Persian 
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merchants from Calcutta and Benares. They had been 
“seized in the most sudden, cruel, and inhuman Man-
ner” on the order of East India Company offi cials, in the 
course of a dispute over commercial permits; these were 
the same offi cials who had been John and Elizabeth Car-
olina’s opponents in Calcutta. The Armenians had trav-
elled to England, they said, to seek justice against their 
oppressors, which they pursued over a period of eight 
years in a sequence of legal instances ending in the 
House of Lords. Their petition was read to the House of 
Commons through the good offi ces of the Johnstones; 
George declared that he was happy to defend a “poor 
oppressed Armenian merchant,” who was a Christian, 
as it happened, but who could “equally” have been 
“Mussulman and Gentoo [Hindu]”: “it was not because 
he was a Christian that I presented his petition, but be-
cause he was a human being and fellow-creature, and 
because his case brought the situation of all the inhabit-
ants of Bengal fairly before the House.”113 

In the merchants’ civil case, John appeared as a wit-
ness, together with Bolts and an Armenian merchant 
from Cronstadt, a native of Ispahan, now living in Am-
sterdam, speaking through a translator. The plaintiff 
charged that he had been imprisoned on the covert or-
ders of the English offi cials, who had conveyed their in-
tentions in a “rukah,” or an instruction included within 
an instruction. John’s evidence turned, as so often, on his 
identity as an interpreter who “had the charge of the Per-
sian correspondence for a considerable time,” and who 
could inform the court about letters within letters and 
“his idea of a Rukah,” on which “anything strong & 
pointed” is conveyed in the East: “it is a slip of paper 
generally conveyed in the body of the ltre [letter].”114
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Intran Bell alias Belinda

The universe of India came home, even to John’s new 
estates in Scotland. 1771 was a year much like any 
other in this period of the Johnstones’ lives. John was at 
home in his rented house in Balgonie in Fife, working 
on the journal entries for his and William’s partnerships 
in India and in the Grenada plantation: an “infi nite la-
bour,” he wrote to William, but “I know of nothing to 
interrupt me.” He heard from Gideon in Basra and from 
George, who was ill with sciatica.115 Charlotte and her 
husband came to stay with him in the spring. He and 
Elizabeth Carolina went to Westerhall over the summer 
to visit his mother, who was seriously ill; his mother 
came to stay in September. James, in Norfolk, was cor-
responding with James Balmain about the unending 
search for their ancestors’ titles, and with Uncle Walter 
about decoy ducks and the London poulterers: “Life is 
a Continued Dream; Happyest is He, not perhaps the 
Richest, who has the manyest of them, so much for Phi-
losophy; now for the Decoy.”116

But a very different drama had unfolded in the sum-
mer and autumn of 1771, in the sheriff’s court of the 
town of Cupar in Fife, and in the circuit court of Perth. 
In the last days of June 1771, the body of a baby boy, 
wrapped in a linen cloth and “having the marks of vio-
lence” upon him, was found in the river Leven, not far 
from John and Elizabeth Carolina’s home. The mother 
could be identifi ed, and she was taken to Cupar, where 
she was indicted for the crime of child murder. She was 
described in the indictment as “Bell alias Belinda a 
black Girl or woman from Bengal in the East Indies, 
the slave or servant of John Johnstone.” In the record 
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of her interrogation on July 4, 1771, she was described, 
or described herself, as a “Black Girl who calls herself 
Bell or Belinda.” She said that she had come from Ben-
gal with the Johnstones, that she had stayed with them 
for four years in London, and that she had then come 
with them to Scotland. On the previous Sunday, she 
said, she had “brought forth a child which she says was 
dead born That she bore the child in her Ladys Bed-
room and no Body was present with her at the time nor 
did she ever tell any Body that she was with Child and 
that the Child was a Boy and she keeped it two days 
after it was born and then carried it away in a Cloth 
. . . and threw the Child and Cloth into the water.” “Mr 
Johnston and his Lady were from home sometime be-
fore the Child was Born and were not come back when 
she was brought here.”117

Eighteen witnesses were identifi ed, six of them from 
the household of a neighboring tenant and four from 
the Johnstones’ household, including “Molly a black 
girl, the slave or servant of John Johnstone.” Bell or Be-
linda, it was said, had left the “bed and room” where 
she usually slept with the other servants, and had gone 
to the bedroom of Mrs Johnstone. In the words of the 
indictment, “[you said] that you was too hot or that 
you had catched cold by bathing in the River,” and “you 
did continue altogether or for the most part in said bed 
room or dressing room ’till you was delivered . . . and 
you did remain mostly by yourself in said appartments 
for sometime after your said Delivery.” There was no 
evidence of what had really happened; the indictment 
said that Bell or Belinda murdered her child “by stran-
gling him, or knocking him on the head,” or “by some 
other violent means.” But under the “act anent murder-
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ing of children” that was then in force, even to have 
concealed a pregnancy, or to have given birth alone, 
was evidence of murder, and Bell or Belinda was com-
mitted for trial, at the Northern Circuit Court in 
Perth.118 A servant called Mary Burgess, who had been 
convicted of child murder ten years earlier by the same 
court, had been hanged in Perth in 1762, and “pub-
lickly dissected and anatomized.”119 

On the morning set for the trial, in September 1771, 
an offi cer of the court called John Swinton, the sheriff 
depute of the county of Perth, asked the court for a 
continuance of one day on the grounds that Bell or Be-
linda did not “understand either the Language or Laws” 
of the country, and having been brought to Perth only 
two days earlier, “had no opportunity of applying for 
assistance with her Tryal sooner.” The continuance was 
granted, and the trial opened the following morning. 
The defendant was described as “Bell alias Belinda a 
black Girl or woman from Bengall in the East Indies the 
Slave or Servant of John Johnston.” There were two cir-
cuit judges who came from Edinburgh, of whom one 
was the Johnstones’ maternal uncle (the uncle who had 
given Betty forty shillings). Bell or Belinda was present 
in court: “Intran Bell alias Belinda,” in the legal Latin of 
the Scottish bar.120 When she was asked to plead, she 
presented a new petition, signed by two notaries public 
on behalf of the petitioner, “who declares she cannot 
write, and who touched the pen.” “She is a Native of the 
Kingdome of Bengall, lately come to this Country, un-
derstanding little or nothing of the Language of it, and 
altogether ignorant of the Laws thereof,” she said in the 
petition: “In the event of the Tryall, she is certain she 
will be found altogether Innocent of the actuall  murder.” 
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But there was a new character in the story: “John Taitt 
a witness who she is advised is necessary for her excul-
pation upon the Crime,” and who was for the moment 
“absent in London.” She therefore petitioned the court, 
“so far as she has an interest in the Disposall of her 
person,” to be sent away. “May it therefore Please your 
Lordships to Banish me to one or other of His Majestys 
Plantations or settlements in the East or West Indies or 
in America.”121

The judges accepted the petition, and there was no 
trial. They sentenced Bell or Belinda to be banished to 
“one or other of his Majestys plantations in America or 
the West Indies during all the days of her Life.” She was 
“made over” or committed to a merchant in Glasgow, 
Patrick Colquhoun, who was contracted to fi nd a “proper 
opportunity for her Transportation”: “the said Lords 
Transfer Convey and Make over the said Bell alias Be-
linda to the said Patrick Colquhoun or his assigns to be 
sold as a Slave for Life . . . being always accomptable to 
the said John Johnston Esq. and to make payment to 
him of the price she shall yield at a sale after deducting 
the Expence of her Transportation.” If by some eventual-
ity Bell or Belinda should ever return to Scotland, the 
judges added, in the provision that was usual in cases of 
transportation, she should be brought back to Perth, 
whipped, retransported, and “as oft apprehended trans-
mitted Imprisoned whypt and again Transported.” John 
was present in court during these proceedings, or at least 
participated in the judicial process; he signed the circuit 
minute book, together with the prosecuting advocate, to 
indicate his consent to the outcome.122

Bell or Belinda was sent, in the end, to North America. 
The North Circuit judges sentenced four people to be 
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transported, in the space of a few days in September 
1771, and all four of them—a man who had tried to 
bring about an abortion, a woman who had stolen some 
blue and white checked linen, a man who had obtained 
money under false pretences, by posing as a friend of the 
long-lost brothers of several Perthshire farmers, and Bell 
or Belinda—were transported to Virginia.123 They ar-
rived in America on a ship called the Betsey, of which 
the captain was James Ramsay, that had left Glasgow on 
January 12, 1772, and arrived in Virginia on March 31, 
1772. The receipt for their transportation was signed in 
Williamsburg on April 29, 1772, by the naval offi cer of 
the Upper James River, and remitted in due order to the 
court in Scotland.124

Joseph Knight

In Perth, in the same year, a different trans-Atlantic 
drama of the law had begun to unfold, which also in-
volved the Johnstones’ extended family, their slaves in 
Scotland, and the memory of distant oppression. The 
other legal cause was far more celebrated than the case 
of Bell or Belinda, and it had a very different outcome. 
It developed over the period from 1772 to 1778, and it 
concerned Margaret (Johnstone) Ogilvy’s daughter, 
who had played as a little girl in Paris and had settled 
in Perthshire with her husband, John Wedderburn, an-
other returned Jacobite and the young son-in-law who 
had written to William to seek the assistance of his 
wife’s uncles in her application for naturalization and 
to lament the ancient feudal notions in which “women 
are only looked on as burdens & not worth taking 
care of.”125
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When he returned to Scotland from Jamaica, John 
Wedderburn brought with him a slave called Joseph, 
whom he had bought as a child from a Captain Knight; 
the slave’s name was Joseph Knight. John and Margaret 
Wedderburn had four little children at their estate of 
Balindean in Perthshire. Joseph Knight also had a child, 
who died young, with a local woman, a servant at the 
estate, whom he later married; John Wedderburn gave 
him money to “defray the expences of the sickness and 
funeral of the child.” But in 1772 and 1773 the relations 
between John Wedderburn and Joseph Knight began to 
worsen. In the summer of 1772, in Joseph’s own ac-
count, he had “observed in the news-papers, an article 
which mentioned the noted decision of the Court of 
King’s Bench, in favour of Somerset, a negro; and this 
naturally led him to think, that he also was intitled to be 
free.” This was the celebrated case of James Somerset, 
who ran away from his owner in London, was recap-
tured and placed in irons on a ship bound for Jamaica, 
and released on a writ of habeas corpus; the case was 
decided in June 1772 by Lord Mansfi eld. The owner of 
James Somerset, Charles Steuart, was, like the John-
stones, an established fi gure in the Scottish-Atlantic co-
lonial administration, paymaster-general of the customs 
offi ce in Boston, and a friend of Benjamin Franklin’s son 
and of the Johnstones’ uncle James, the governor of 
Quebec.126 

In the course of 1773, Joseph Knight decided to leave 
the Wedderburns’ household; in John Wedderburn’s de-
scription, he “became discontented and sullen, and 
packed up his cloaths.” In November 1773 John Wed-
derburn requested the local justices of the peace—they 
met in his own house—to determine that Joseph was 
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indeed bound to him for life, which they did. Joseph, 
again in John Wedderburn’s description, “was much 
dissatisfi ed with this judgement: Told the Justices, that 
he would apply to the Sheriff, who was a better Judge 
than they; and had given a contrary decision in a late 
question.”127

In December 1773 Joseph presented a petition to the 
sheriff depute of Perthshire—he had “saved his pocket-
money for that purpose,” John Wedderburn said—in 
which he stated, “The petitioner does not admit that he 
is a slave.” The sheriff’s substitute dismissed the petition. 
Joseph then presented a further petition in the county 
jurisdiction; in John Wedderburn’s description, “he liked 
the Law of the Sheriff Depute of Perthshire better.” In 
May 1774 the sheriff depute judged in Joseph’s favor: 
“Finds that the state of slavery is not recognized by the 
laws of this kingdom, and is inconsistent with the prin-
ciples thereof; And fi nds the regulations in Jamaica con-
cerning slaves do not extend to this kingdom; and repells 
the defender’s [John Wedderburn’s] claims to perpetual 
service.” It was this judgement that John Wedderburn ap-
pealed, in turn—he described it as an “extraordinary 
piece of usurpation of the Shiriff in point of Jurisdic-
tion”—in a case that was heard by the highest courts in 
Scotland, over the period from March 1775 to January 
1778: the “Joseph Knight case.”128

The events of the Joseph Knight litigation were inter-
twined in the most intricate way with the lives of the 
Johnstones. The sheriff who decided in Joseph’s favor in 
1774 was John Swinton, who three years before had 
presented the petition of Bell or Belinda. One of Swin-
ton’s brothers, Samuel, had been a friend of George’s in 
the navy, and another of his brothers, Archibald, was a 
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friend of John’s in India—“worthy Swinton,” in John’s 
description, than whom “none stands higher in the lists 
of fame or in the good opinion and regard of all.”129 
John Wedderburn’s initial counsel was James Ferguson, 
the Johnstones’ fi rst cousin and the son of their maternal 
uncle, who had himself been one of the two judges in 
Bell or Belinda’s case. John Wedderburn later added an-
other counsel, Robert Cullen, who had been, like Wil-
liam, Adam Smith’s student. John and Margaret Wed-
derburn had a daughter in the summer of 1772, the 
summer in which Joseph Knight lost his own child; the 
daughter was the young girl who was later painted by 
Raeburn in conversation with her great-uncle and great-
aunt, John and Betty Johnstone. By the winter of 1775, 
during the denouement of Joseph’s case, Margaret Wed-
derburn was again pregnant, and gravely ill: “reduced to 
a skeleton, a constant Hectick, and so weak,” her hus-
band wrote to William in January 1775. Betty was stay-
ing in Perthshire with the Wedderburn family both in 
the spring and in the summer of 1775; in March, a few 
days after the Joseph Knight papers were fi led in Edin-
burgh, she wrote to William that Margaret had died: “I 
feel her loss in the strongest degree as she was to me as 
my own Child.”130

The eventual case in the court of session unfolded in 
the same milieu of the Scottish legal profession as the 
case of Bell or Belinda. John Wedderburn’s lawyers pre-
sented one of the most sustained justifi cations of slavery 
in any of the polemics of the times. They invoked the 
book of Exodus with respect to the relations between 
masters and servants (“for he is his money”); the “feel-
ings of humanity” of Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero; and 
the many acts of the British legislature, as recently as 
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1765, that “authorised and countenanced the negro-
trade.” Robert Cullen described the economic impor-
tance of the “negro trade” to Britain (195 ships em-
ployed in England, more than thirteen thousand seamen, 
two million pounds brought home each year), and the 
consequences among American slaves of a victory for 
Joseph Knight: “the profl igate, lazy and discontented 
amongst them, will miss no opportunity of stealing 
across the Atlantic.” James Ferguson, in this respect in 
advance of his time, warned of “a very shocking calam-
ity, viz., the debasing of our own race.”131

“It is perhaps right to preserve our ideas of liberty as 
pure as possible, that there should be no examples of 
slavery before our eyes in this country,” Ferguson said, in 
a striking juxtaposition of enlightened sensibility and 
prudence; but “we have chosen to be the fi rst commercial 
nation in the world, and have interwoven our interests so 
with that of our settlements in other climates, that we 
cannot now exist without them.”132 “This sort of local 
emancipation seems rather whimsical,” Cullen said of 
the origins of the case in the Perth sheriff’s court. The 
Knight case was rather to be understood, in their view, 
within the circumstances of a modern world in which 
slavery was almost universally accepted. Laws were at 
fi rst, in Cullen’s description, “strictly territorial.” But “it 
soon came to be thought illiberal to limit all ideas of jus-
tice to the regulations of their own particular society,” 
and in order to “correct their local prejudices,” a “regard 
became due to the laws of other countries.” Joseph 
Knight’s lawyers had invoked precedents of the emanci-
pation of slaves in the French (admiralty) courts; Cullen 
dismissed these precedents as dating to a period “when 
the great commercial connections of different nations, 
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had not yet brought Courts of Common Law to enlarge 
their views, and to pay just regard to the laws of other 
countries.”133

The enlarged or modern or liberal position, on this 
view, or the unprejudiced position, was to be concerned 
with the ideas and the laws of the rest of the world: in the 
expression of the American declaration of independence, 
at almost exactly the same time, to “pay due attention to 
the opinions of mankind.” It was liberal, thereby, to give 
judgement in the Joseph Knight case in favor of the mas-
ter. But the court decided otherwise, and by a vote of 
seven to fi ve, in January 1778, they affi rmed the judge-
ment of the lower court, or the local emancipation in 
Perthshire: “affi rmed the Judgement of the Sheriff in fa-
vour of the Negro.”134 Joseph Knight had fi rst read about 
the Somerset case in the Edinburgh Advertiser in July 
1772; the outcome of his own case, another Scottish 
newspaper wrote in January 1778, was that “the free-
dom of negroes has received its fi rst general determina-
tion in the Supreme Civil Court of Scotland.”135 The case 
of Bell or Belinda, only a few months before, had been 
the very last occasion, as it turned out, when the state of 
slavery was determined in a British court: “the said Lords 
Transfer Convey and Make over the said Bell alias Be-
linda . . . to be sold as a Slave for Life.”136



• Chapter Three •

Ending and Loss

The legal cases of Joseph Knight and Bell or Belinda 
mark the beginning of the end of the Johnstones’ 

story. It is a story that ends, like so many true stories, in 
sorrow and loss. “Old age makes wid strids with me 
now,” the Johnstones’ mother wrote to John, a few 
months before he left India, and “your poor father does 
not seem to have so easie a decay, he lives in a constant 
dread of blindness . . . all his ails was ever atended with 
great loness of spirits.”1 When she died in 1773, two of 
her daughters, Margaret and Barbara, were already 
dead, and Charlotte died two weeks later; Charlotte’s 
death, like that of Margaret’s daughter, was described as 
an aftereffect of childbirth.2 Betty, who never married, 
was frequently unwell. “Poor Betty had been taken ill of 
the particulars attending a Cholera Morbis,” their father 
wrote to William in April 1772, and her case was “ex-
tremely doubtfull”; she was also rheumatic and on occa-
sion scarcely able to “walk about without Pain.”3

The letters between the brothers and sisters were 
fi lled, like so many eighteenth-century letters, with de-
scriptions of illness. The brothers who had returned 
from overseas were constantly concerned with the ail-
ments they had brought with them: the illnesses of em-
pire. There was James’s fever “called Mille Harpies,” 
George’s fl atus, Alexander’s legs, and John’s continuing 
chills: “seventeen broiling years in Bengal is but Part of 
his Disorder.” Their feet were almost always cold. They 
also wrote to each other about the most repulsive 
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 sequence of remedies: “my father . . . was bled blistered 
vomited & had three doses of rubarb,” Charlotte re-
ported to William. There was elixir of vitriol (for which 
she borrowed sixpence), “decoction of the bark,” mag-
nesia, asses’ milk, antimonial mercury, saline draughts, 
and “the extraordinary effect of semiruta in Putrid 
 Fevers.”4

The Johnstones were preoccupied, too, with the ill-
nesses of the spirit. “I know by Experience how much 
the Mind preys on the Body,” James wrote to John in 
November 1771. “Depression of Mind is the most dis-
agreeable attendant of advanced Life,” he lamented a 
few months later, before he set out to visit their elderly 
parents in Westerhall. All is “Care Anxiety Vexation 
Dissapointment,” he wrote to his lawyer; “the Present, 
Painfull, Grievous, Unsupportable were not our Soulls 
to dart forward to the smilling Regions of Futurity,” 
that “Time far from realizing follows only to deface.” “I 
have been much out of order In my Inward man,” John 
wrote at the time of his wife, Elizabeth Carolina’s, last 
illness, when he was in “constant pain” in his stomach 
and bowels.5 The Johnstones’ Uncle Walter, their fa-
ther’s half-brother, was invoked, as so often in times of 
crisis, as when Margaret’s son was reported to be in 
trouble in Scarborough: “Low Spirited people are not 
only very suspicious, but exceedingly quick sighted.”6 
But he, too, was plagued by gout, as he wrote to James 
Balmain on a stormy day in Dumfries, “all wrapt up in 
blankets like a poor bastard child lying near the fi re 
upon a low Stool.”7

Betty, after their parents’ deaths in 1772 and 1773, 
stayed at fi rst with a succession of friends and relations. 
“I have been going from place to place without a settled 
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Residance,” she wrote to William in October 1773, “and 
I own my Mind has not been quite at Ease.” John had 
“Insisted in the strongest terms that I should stay with 
Mrs Johnstone and him.” But “my own settled Resolu-
tion Ever was that when ever the Mournfull Event of my 
Father and Mothers Death happened I would have a 
House of my Own.” John had “at last given me his con-
sent,” and she had found a “new well aird House” in 
Edinburgh, “consisting of four Rooms and a Kitchen.” 
She needed therefore to draw on her own capital of one 
hundred pounds, which was in William’s hands, and 
which “I alwise Intended for furnishing my House.” “I 
have Bought my Furneter but am not to Receive them 
till I pay the money,” she wrote to William, who had ap-
parently responded that he was surprised by the news, 
and that it would not be convenient for him to provide 
the capital. As Betty wrote, “My own opinion Ever was 
that a person comed to my time of Life should have a 
place of there own that they may Retire to.”8 

The Detritus of Empire

Of all the brothers, only John settled at home in Scot-
land. Alexander, George, and Gideon were no more 
than occasional visitors. Alexander’s sugar plantation 
in Grenada, “Westerhall,” became the subject of litiga-
tion among three of the brothers, Alexander, William, 
and John (“Pulteney Esqr. and others . . . agt. Johnstone 
Esqr.”), described by James as an “UnBrotherly and un-
natural Law Suit.” The “Reckonings Quarrels Contro-
versies Claims and Demands” were eventually resolved 
with James’s arbitration and in response to the death-
bed wish of their father.9 Alexander died unmarried and 
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without legitimate children, leaving his Grenada estate, 
together with his “Negroes and other Slaves Mills & 
Boyling Houses,” in trust for James, James’s “heirs 
male,” and an arcane array of other possible heirs; Wil-
liam’s fi rst son “by any wife other than his present 
wife”; George and Martha’s “eldest son” George, “in 
case he is now or hereafter shall become the legitimate 
son of my said Brother . . . within and according to the 
law of Scotland”; and John, Gideon, and their future 
sons.10 More than fi fty years later, Alexander’s grand-
daughter Ann, “daughter of Jane Castino Johnstone a 
mulato daughter of Col. Alexander Johnstone,” called 
upon John’s grandson and was given “one pound ster-
ling.” She was in service with a grocer in the Canongate 
in Edinburgh; her husband, who was a cattle drover, 
had “got [his] Leg broken and otherwise Dreadfully 
crushed on the body.”11 

Gideon, who tended to appear in Edinburgh with 
news of distant friends and then to leave again, also 
died without legitimate children. In 1780, after rejoin-
ing the navy, he was stationed in Liverpool, where he 
married Fanny Colquitt, from a family of Liverpool 
lawyers, merchants, slave-ship owners, and port offi -
cials. Her father, who was “deputy searcher of the port 
of Liverpool,” appeared to have been very dubious 
about Gideon at fi rst and took elaborate care in his will 
to ensure that his daughter’s income should be “wholly 
exempt from the Receipt power or controul of her pres-
ent or any future husband”; in a codicil a year later, he 
described Gideon as someone “who I much respect” 
and included him as a benefi ciary of the family estate.12 
Gideon’s ship was sent to America soon after his mar-
riage, where he served off Plymouth Sound, Nantucket, 
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and New York.13 On his return to Britain, he and Fanny 
lived in London, in a house that John had leased near 
Grosvenor Square, and in one of John’s new estates in 
Scotland.14 Gideon died in 1788, leaving legacies to 
Charlotte’s children and his estate to “my very dearly 
beloved brother John,” to whom he considered himself 
bound in “gratitude as well as Affection” for “every far-
thing I may be possessed of.”15

George, too, was restless until the very end of his life. 
He returned, in the interstices of his political interests in 
the East India Company and the American Revolution, 
to his earlier prospect of a new empire of commerce in 
the Gulf of Mexico, from Honduras to Jamaica and the 
Atlantic markets. His great parliamentary cause of 
1777 was the “Musquito Coast,” or the Mosquitia re-
gion of the Gulf coast of Central America (in modern 
Honduras and Nicaragua), where two Scottish entre-
preneurs, together with Gustavus Vassa, the emanci-
pated slave later known as Olaudah Equiano, had set 
out to establish an export business in “expressing veg-
etable oils” for use in wool production, to be followed 
by “the culture of cotton.”16 

In 1778 George was selected as one of the commis-
sioners in the unsuccessful mission of reconciliation 
with the North American colonies, or the new United 
States—the Carlisle Commission, chaired by a young 
poet and court offi cial, Earl Carlisle.17 It was this com-
mission of which the philosopher Adam Ferguson was 
the secretary. George was convinced, apparently, that 
the military victory of the Americans and the French 
was inevitable; his and the commission’s objective, as he 
wrote in the letters he sent to American acquaintances, 
was to negotiate “a benefi cial union of interests,” or “the 
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most liberal, and therefore the most lasting terms of 
union,” which would “once more unite our interests.” 
But George’s three letters became a scandal, the more so 
when he was accused of offering one of his correspon-
dents a bribe of ten thousand guineas.18 “It is incompat-
ible with the Honour of Congress to hold any Corre-
spondence or Intercourse with the said George Johnstone 
Esq; especially to negotiate with him upon Affairs, in 
which the cause of Liberty and Virtue is interested,” the 
Congress declared in the late summer of 1778. George 
returned immediately to London.19

Martha Ford, in London, and their sons, who were in 
Pisa with their tutor, waited for news; “you will easyly 
see their situation by the map of New York,” Martha 
wrote to the children, and “your sure I must have had 
many anxious hours my dear boys for the welfare of 
your noble father. . . . In the midst of all his diffi culties he 
mentions you all in the Tenderest manner.”20 On his re-
turn from America, George quarrelled bitterly by letter 
with Walter Minto, the tutor of the children.21 He in-
sisted that the boys, aged eleven and thirteen, be sent 
home immediately on a merchant ship from the port of 
Livorno. They were then captured, together with their 
tutor and “a black boy from Bengal,” by a French war 
ship, “taken Prisoners & carryd into Malaga.” In the 
chaotic ports of the wartime Mediterranean—“36 fi sh 
ships waiting [in Gibraltar] for convoy, their cargo’s 
spoiling”—their destiny was the subject of intermittent 
diplomatic negotiation and a “very unreasonable De-
mand made by the French Captain for their Release.” 
They were eventually released in Cadiz, to await “a con-
venient opportunity to return to England.”22
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George and Martha separated some time between 
1778 and 1781. George sought another chance in the 
great lottery of naval captures, or the economy of prizes, 
and commanded a convoy to protect thirty-seven ships 
carrying wine for the merchants of Oporto. He was 
eventually in command of one of the oddest expeditions 
of the entire Revolutionary War, in 1781: in appearance 
a convoy of East India ships bound for Madras, and in 
prospect a plan to capture the Cape of Good Hope, pro-
ceed to the East Indies, seize the islands of Ceylon and 
Celebes, incorporate the private army of the East India 
Company, including two thousand “sepoys” or Indian 
troops, and return to capture the Spanish settlements in 
Rio Plata, in modern Argentina.23 He was married for 
the fi rst time in 1782, in Lisbon, to Charlotte Dee, with 
whom he had his only legitimate child, a son.24 

George’s armada was engaged in battle in the Cape 
Verde islands off the coast of west Africa, after the proj-
ect was uncovered by a French intelligence offi cer in 
London (who was later the last person to be hanged, 
drawn, and quartered for espionage). The French navy 
reached the Cape of Good Hope before him, and his 
most spectacular exploit, as a portly and infi rm com-
mander, was to capture four Dutch East Indiamen ships 
in Saldanha Bay near the Cape, “running in under the 
shore in the night.”25 A part of the expedition continued 
eastwards to India, two ships went westwards to South 
America, and George himself returned to Lisbon; “so 
many schemes enter his head that they confound and 
confuse him, and leave him perfectly undetermined on 
any point,” his closest friend among the naval captains 
commented, before setting sail for “the famous River 
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Plate, which Vomits forth half the Riches of the World.”26 
The expedition ended, like so many of George’s plans, in 
quarrels over the naval encounter in the Cape Verde is-
lands, a court martial, and litigation that made its way 
eventually to the House of Lords.27 

Over the last months of his life, in 1786 and 1787, 
very weak but in “a perfect disposing mind & mem-
ory,” George recalled the detritus of a life of empire, in 
a sequence of codicils to his will: to his wife Charlotte, 
his pillowcases and “all pieces of silk or printed cotton 
that are in my possession”; all his “old China and Japan 
of every kind whole or Rivitted” to be sent to the estate 
of Alva, where John now lived, and “constantly used on 
Mirthful Days under the care of Sister Betty”; to his 
niece, William and Frances Pulteney’s only child, Hen-
rietta Laura, in remembrance of her kindness, “my 
Crimson Shawl”; to William his “two Busts of the 
Roman Emperors”; to Betty, his silver teapot and silver 
milk pot, “after Japan models”; to “the family at West-
erhall,” “my best Glasgow Edition of Milton”; to his 
and Martha’s son James “my steel sword”; and to their 
son Alexander, or Sandy, “my other sword.” It was as 
though he were disposing of all his memories and all 
his things; even the codicils become odder and more 
minimal over time, conditional upon “gaining suffi cient 
insight into my affairs wch depending on so many con-
tingent events.” George wanted to return, in the end, to 
the valley of the Esk: “I desire that my Body may be 
carried to the Grave by Six of the poor persons who 
reside in the parish of Westerkirk who will receive a 
suit of coarse grey Cloth and two Guineas each I beg 
that ten Guineas worth of drink may be given to the 
Populace at the funeral.”28
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The James Johnstones

Of all the brothers, James was the one whose exis-
tence became more comfortable towards the end of his 
life. On his father’s death in 1772, he inherited the fam-
ily estate at Westerhall, but very little money. “The Re-
version to James is scarce worth mentioning,” John 
wrote to William, in the letter about how he could not 
help blushing when he understood how impoverished 
their father had been.29 But a few years later, after Alex-
ander’s death, James inherited the other Westerhall in 
the West Indies, the sugar plantation. He was at least 
from time to time a wealthy man. He lived in Alexan-
der’s house in London with a housekeeper, a cook, a 
housemaid, a coachman, and two footmen.30 He and 
Louisa were still endlessly in debt: when Charlotte’s 
widower, James Balmain, died in 1792, a friend in the 
Scottish excise found in his pocket book the note of a 
bill he had paid for James in 1772, as well as notes of a 
debt owed by James to Charlotte from 1760, a bond of 
£433 owed to James Balmain from 1786, a bill for a 
“Cask of Acquavita,” and another bill of fi fteen shil-
lings for “Russia toweling sent to Lady Johnstone.”31 
James and Louisa had no children.32 But James had a 
daughter, Ann, who was married to a shopkeeper in 
Carlisle and whose own children Louisa helped to edu-
cate. He also had a son, called James Murray Johnstone, 
whose moral upbringing he entrusted to his and Loui-
sa’s housekeeper and to the housekeeper’s brother, a 
captain on the Grenada ships.33 

From 1784 to 1790, and again from 1791 to 1794, 
James was a member of parliament. His interventions 
had the same exuberant tone as his letters from poverty 
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in Norfolk. He defended hawkers and peddlers (he would 
not “be willing to extract a groan or a tear from any one 
individual hawker or pedlar in the kingdom”), and op-
posed the immunity of the navy (an “exclusive privilege 
to plunder the natives of India”), the tax on maidser-
vants (“it tended to oppress an order of individuals who 
were entitled to the most humane usage”), and the duty 
on pawnbrokers (it “would ultimately grind the faces of 
the poor”). “If the House were to pronounce what was, 
and what was not law,” he said in a debate on election 
procedures, “there was an end of . . . the liberties of Great 
Britain.” He was described as speaking “with a sort of 
Lacedemonian eloquence.” Even his apology for having 
been obstreperous in a parliamentary debate, in 1788—
“he acknowledged he had been drunk, and hoped that 
would excuse him”—left the House of Commons “in 
perfect good humour.” “He would suspect the Speaker,” 
he was reported to have announced in a debate on the 
post offi ce, “he would suspect my lords the bishops; he 
would suspect every man in that House; he was sent 
there to suspect them all.”34 

After Alexander’s death in 1783, James was himself 
the owner of slaves, in the other, distant Westerhall in 
Grenada. But he appears to have retained his earlier 
opinion, expressed in his letter to John about the East 
India Company’s government of Bengal, that benevo-
lence, justice, and humanity ought by no means to be 
“restricted to Collour,” and to have arrived at some sort 
of accommodation of humanity and interest. An anti-
slavery pamphlet of 1789 was dedicated to him as “a 
humane, disinterested Planter,” and he declared in 1792 
that “he has bought no slaves for these last three years; 
those, whom he now has, he says, shall live well and die 
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peaceably upon his estate; but though another pound of 
sugar should not be produced upon it, he will deal no 
more in human fl esh!”35 He believed, like Adam Smith, 
that sugar cane could be cultivated with ploughs and 
without the “hand labour” of African slaves.36 In the 
parliamentary debate over the “gradual abolition of the 
slave trade” in 1792, he was reported as saying that

he was convinced that the slave trade should be abol-
ished immediately. He stated, that in a plantation of his 
own in the West Indies, he had introduced the plough, 
and he had found his grounds produced more sugar 
than when cultivated by negroes. He concluded with de-
claring his opinion, that if it were to be immediately 
abolished, it would be as much to the advantage of the 
planter, as for the honour of Great Britain.37

James corresponded with the overseers of the Wester-
hall plantation about the condition of the slaves; he sent 
“a skilful labouring husbandman” from the estate of 
Westerhall in Scotland, “with the common plough of 
that country.” “I found that Sir James had even sent 
them out shoes,” an abolitionist acquaintance wrote; the 
slaves were “well supplied with food and clothing.”38 
His manager wrote to him in 1793, amidst the anxieties 
over the revolution in Saint-Domingue, that “we are still 
going on making Sugar. The Negroes are all in good 
health & spirits.”39 When James died in London in 1794, 
he left one hundred pounds to the manager of the 
Westerhall plantation “for his upright conduct,” fi fty 
pounds to “my Overseer for his humanity towards my 
Negroes,” and twenty-fi ve pounds to “my Ploughman in 
Grenada for the care he has taken in instructing my Ne-
groes in the proper use of the Plough.”40
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At Westerhall in the valley of the Esk, too, James de-
voted himself to the improvement of the estate. He sunk 
a mine in the northern hills, where the metal antimony, 
much used at the time in printers’ types, medicine, and 
military ordnance, had at last been found, and called it 
the Louisa Mine.41 He had a black servant who lived 
with him, also, confusingly, called James Johnstone; the 
parish records of Westerkirk for 1778 describe the inter-
rogation of a servant on the estate, Henrietta Allen, who 
had “brought forth a Child in uncleanness” and who, 
being “exhorted to ingenuity,” named as the father 
“James Johnstone Negroe Servant to Sir James John-
stone of Westerhall.” The parish register also records, 
three years later, the interrogation of (the black) James 
Johnstone, who “acknowledged that he had been guilty 
of uncleanness with her but was persuaded that he was 
not the Father of her Child because it had no natural 
resemblance to him being white.”42 When James died, he 
left his estate in Grenada to his wife, and an annuity of 
twenty pounds a year “to James Johnstone my black ser-
vant who discovered a mine of Antimony at my estate at 
Westerhall.”43

There was a lending library for the mine workers, es-
tablished in 1793 with a gift from the Westerhall Min-
ing Company, of seventeen “Books for our mental Im-
provement,” including William Robertson’s History of 
Scotland, Seneca’s Morals, “Ferguisons Lectures,” and 
“Lavoisers Cahomestry.” James’s butler presented the 
library with a devotional work called Human Nature in 
its four-fold state, and his secretary gave the Constitu-
tion of America. In August 1793 the miners ordered 
from an Edinburgh bookseller Hume’s History of En-
gland, Sir Charles Grandison, Roderick Random, Henry 
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Mackenzie’s Man of Feeling and Burn’s Poems. In Octo-
ber 1793 the minute book of the new library recorded 
that “the Miners this night having met & Exchanged 
Books thought it fi t to form them selves into a Society” 
with a president, a clerk, a treasurer, and two inspec-
tors. A James Johnstone or Johnston, the same James 
Johnstone, perhaps, who discovered the mine, was an 
inspector of books and a member of the society’s com-
mittee; he was fi ned a penny in 1793 for “not Return of 
Books” and another penny in 1794 for “blots in books.” 
In July 1795, “the Society thinking it very Necessary 
that they should have their foundamental Articles writ-
ten on Vellum and have ordered it to be got”; in Janu-
ary 1797 “there was a Code of Laws presented to the 
members,” and an “abridgement of the Laws”; in April 
1797 they ordered Smith’s Wealth of Nations and Rob-
ertson’s India.44 The landscape that James had described 
in 1759 as a place of “barren hills and horrid moun-
tains” had been transformed in the space of a genera-
tion, like so much of southern Scotland, into the very 
microcosm of an enlightened industrial society.

Indian Yellow Satin

John Johnstone died in 1795 at his estate of Alva, in 
the Ochil hills of Clackmannanshire. He and Elizabeth 
Carolina had left their rented house in Balgonie the 
year after Bell or Belinda was sent to America; they re-
turned only “to pack up our Baggage, & bid adieu to 
the old Castle,” he wrote to William in 1773.45 One of 
the other young men and women who had been part of 
John’s Anglo-Indian household left too. A James John-
stone who was baptised in April 1773 in the church of 



110 Chapter Three

Kirkandrews upon Esk, a few miles to the south of 
Westerhall and across the frontier into England, was 
described in the parish register as “a Mollato aged 
about nineteen years, who was brought from the East 
Indies by Mr. John Johnston of Westherhall in Scot-
land”: he was the same James Johnstone, perhaps, who 
was or was not the father of Henrietta Allen’s son, or 
who discovered the Louisa mine, or who was the in-
spector of books in the miners’ library.46 

John’s troubles with the East India Company had di-
minished after the company abandoned its prosecution, 
and after he was passed over, in 1771, for the govern-
ment of Bengal. His partner William Bolts left the coun-
try—“Poor Bolts is gone youll see; a heavy stroke upon 
my Dear Sister as well as Mrs. J & myself,” John wrote 
to William—and was heard of in Lisbon, loading Brazil-
ian snuff for a voyage to the East Indies, in a vessel with 
a mutinous crew, under the colors of the Empress of 
Austria.47 Even the sequence of John’s lawsuits, over his 
Indian presents and over the Grenada investments, had 
dwindled away: the East India Company against John-
stone; Johnstone and Bolts against Fatio (of the East In-
dies and the mortgages on the slaves in Grenada); John-
stone, Pulteney, and others against Bolts (on behalf of 
Mrs. and Miss Johnstone, or Betty and Elizabeth Caro-
lina); Johnstone against Johnstone (the unbrotherly law 
suit among William, John, and Alexander).48 

In his semiretirement John devoted himself to family 
responsibilities. His household in Balgonie consisted of 
one male servant and three women servants, in addition 
to Bell or Belinda: these at least were the individuals 
who were listed to be called as witnesses in her trial.49 In 
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Alva, the estate for which the round pigeonhouse with 
the octagonal turret was designed, he lived in grander 
style: in the returns for taxes on male and female ser-
vants, he declared four female servants and six male ser-
vants, including a butler, a valet, and a coachman.50 “All 
the old drawing room furniture [was] thick Indian yel-
low satin covered with velvet Gods or Goddesses,” his 
and Elizabeth Carolina’s granddaughter recalled many 
years later, with “magnifi cent India China” and a “rare 
library” with “Indian correspondence upon vellum pow-
dered with gold & silver.”51 

Elizabeth Carolina died at Alva in 1778, leaving a 
young son and daughter. John’s happiness, he wrote to 
James Balmain, was placed “more on the Social pleasures 
under my Own Roof than in Any I have yet found to 
depend on Externals.”52 He cared for George in his last 
illness; the “only thing [that] gives him ease . . . seems to 
be Chafi ng his head with our hands & the Opium,” he 
wrote to William. He wept over a funeral eulogy to 
George by William Julius Mickle.53 He was the trustee of 
Barbara’s children, a “second father” to George’s young-
est son, and solicitous, after George’s death, of both Mar-
tha Ford and George’s widow. James wrote of “my dear 
Johns Goodness,” and Uncle Walter described him as 
“Dutiful noble spirited John.”54 There is a mausoleum to 
Elizabeth Carolina by Robert Adam in the churchyard at 
Alva, and a mausoleum to the Johnstones’ parents, also 
by Adam, in the Westerkirk churchyard, near the family 
home of Westerhall.55 John was a subscriber, together 
with his young son James Raymond Johnstone and his 
brother-in-law James Balmain, to the Society for the Ab-
olition of the African Slave Trade, founded in Edinburgh 
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in 1788, which petitioned parliament and reprinted Wil-
liam Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint”:

Men from England bought and sold me,
Paid my price in paltry gold;
But tho’ their’s they have inroll’d me,
Minds are never to be sold.56

John was Gideon’s and George’s executor, and he 
sorted his father’s and George’s papers; his own ex-
tremely respectable children and grandchildren were 
sought out, well into the nineteenth century, with the 
woes of distant relations, the descendants of the neph-
ews and nieces of John and Elizabeth Carolina.57 But 
John’s earlier life was never entirely distant. He re-
ferred in his will to the reversion of the settlement of 
17,141 rupees and 14 annas “on Miss Betty Johnstone 
my well beloved Sister,” the settlement he had made in 
the last anxious days before he left Calcutta in October 
1765.58 John was described as having refl ected, in the 
last days of his life, on the brothers he had lost, and on 
the persistence of family relationships in the world to 
come. “I am fully persuaded we shall meet thereafter,” 
the philosopher Adam Ferguson, who had become an 
intimate friend, wrote to him shortly before his death: 
“that you will know your Brother, & that I shall know 
you both.”59

The Treasurer

The Johnstones’ family home of Westerhall was put 
up for sale after James’s death. William inherited the 
title of baronet and was by James’s will the residual heir. 
He declined to take over the estate in Scotland, because 
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“he would have become responsible for the Debts”; 
Louisa, too, “declined proving the will in Scotland see-
ing the personal estate there to be insolvent.”60 Louisa 
and William quarrelled bitterly over the other estate, in 
Grenada; “that scoundrel Sir William Pulteney has 
played us a Trick which I really had not given him credit 
for baseness enough to have done,” Louisa’s lawyer 
wrote in 1796.61 In her own will Louisa left everything 
to her maternal family in Norfolk, with a bequest for the 
“education of all or any of the children” of James’s 
daughter.62 “I certainly Exist, but can hardly be said to 
Live,” she wrote to her cousin and heir shortly before 
her death in 1797, in her old sprightly literary language; 
she was oppressed by gout, the news from Grenada, and 
the “Unfortunate, irreparable, ever to be Lamented Loss 
Death of my adored, beloved Husband, Sir James John-
stone with whom my All my Every Happiness in this 
World was with him Burried in his Grave, lost & gone 
for ever Never Never, more to return.”63

William, the most circumspect of the brothers and the 
brother who never went to the Indies, was the longest 
lived. His wife, Frances Pulteney, died in 1782.64 Their 
daughter, Henrietta Laura, was sent to a convent school 
in Paris and returned to England in 1784, described in 
the Whitehall Evening Post as “the greatest heiress ever 
remembered in this country.”65 She had been educated, 
in William’s view, with “too much indulgence,” and he 
made an attempt, with a new governess or chaperone, at 
what he described as “a plan of coertion.”66 He also de-
voted sustained effort to the negotiation of a suitable 
marriage, fi rst with the Prime Minister, William Pitt, and 
then with a succession of English lords. “Miss Pulteney 
was certainly offered to Mr Pitt by her father,” a New 
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York newspaper reported in 1789, “provided he was 
created Earl of Bath.”67 Henrietta Laura was married in 
1794 to the son of her great-aunt.68

In a cartoon of 1798, William was depicted as “Le 
Trésorier,” the treasurer, crouched over chests of bills 
and bonds.69 He was a treasurer, too, of parliamentary 
constituencies, or of “borough jobbing,” in the descrip-
tion of his nephew, Barbara Kinnaird’s American son-in-
law; “he is as anxious abt. buying & selling seats as any 
boroughmonger in England.”70 The Gentleman’s Maga-
zine reported in 1805 that “he was supposed to be the 
richest Commoner in the kingdom. His funded property 
amounted to near two millions sterling; and he was the 
greatest American stockholder ever known.”71 After 
James’s death William was involved in the detailed man-
agement of the Grenada plantation. He negotiated the 
rental of slaves from his own estate of Port Royal in 
Grenada to the Westerhall estate; their names included 
“Calcutta” and “Dumfries.”72 He was also involved, in 
the most abstract detail of uses and prices, in the ex-
change of a slave called Pierre, who had been carried or 
“carréd,” in the French-English idiom of the island, from 
Grenada to England and in whom James’s old Westerh-
all manager also took an interest. As William wrote to 
the lawyers for Louisa’s estate:

It does not occur to me that there can be any objection, 
to the Exchange which Mr Keith [the manager] pro-
poses of another seasoned negro for Pierre, but he does 
not say, what negro he proposes, nor who shall judge, 
whether the negro he may offer, be equal to Pierre . . . as 
Mr Keith has had the use of Pierre ever since he left the 
Island.73
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William’s land interests extended, by now, far into the 
North American continent. An informant had written to 
him enthusiastically in 1780 about the prospects for im-
provement in New Orleans and the Mississippi delta: 
“the soil is the same with that of Lower Eygpt, & formed 
in the same way by the slime of the River.”74 In 1791 he 
initiated the largest of all his investments, with the inter-
vention of Benjamin Franklin’s grandson. In partnership 
with Patrick Colquhoun, the young Glasgow merchant 
who had been charged in 1771 by the Perth Circuit 
Court with selling Bell or Belinda in America, and who 
soon after became a pillar of the enlightened establish-
ment, William bought the vast expanse of New York 
State known as the Genesee Tract; some 1,300,000 
acres.75 In 1804 he married for the second time, to Mar-
garet Stuart, the widow of one of his and Adam Smith’s 
old Edinburgh friends.76 

At the very end of his life, early in 1805, William 
played a critical role in the complicated parliamentary 
procedure whereby William Wilberforce’s bill for the 
abolition of the slave trade was defeated by the House 
of Commons.77 An amendment that was supported by 
William and his friends had the effect of delaying the 
eventual abolition by more than a year, and was pre-
pared by “a canvass, more importunate” than on any 
previous occasion “by those interested in the continu-
ance of the trade.”78 The delay affected the lives of more 
than a hundred thousand people: one hundred two 
thousand people were embarked as slaves in the Atlantic 
trade in 1806, of whom fi fty-nine thousand were sent 
under British and United States fl ags.79 William, in his 
last important parliamentary intervention, declared in 
opposition to the bill that “this bill was built on theory, 
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and he was not fond of theories”; “the same principles 
would lead as far as entire emancipation.”80 He died in-
testate in the same year; his widow died more than forty-
four years later, in 1849.81

Distant Destinies

The infatuation with empire continued even into the 
next generation. Three of George’s sons with Martha 
Ford joined the service of the East India Company; his 
son James died in India at the age of twenty-two, and his 
son Alexander died there at the age of twenty-fi ve, leav-
ing three small children.82 Barbara’s son Patrick Kin-
naird went to India, where he died in 1771. 83 Charlotte’s 
son George Balmain also went to India.84 John’s oldest 
granddaughter, who was named Elizabeth Caroline, be-
came a historian of Etruria and of a lost world of com-
merce, “long before the people of the ancient world were 
bound together under the leaden yoke of universal em-
pire.”85 Barbara’s son-in-law, the medical student from 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, became a clergyman in the 
Church of England. His own daughter, Barbara’s grand-
daughter, was married in Boston to an offi cial of the 
East India Company—“his person and manners were 
disgusting to me,” her American uncle wrote—and set-
tled in Calcutta; one of Barbara’s grandsons was des-
patched to the family tracts in upper New York, and 
another was in “the Egyptian expedition” of 1802.86

Margaret (Johnstone) Ogilvy’s granddaughter, Mar-
garet Wedderburn, the little girl who was born during 
the summer when Joseph Knight fi rst read about slaves 
being entitled to be free, and who was painted by Rae-
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burn in conversation with her great-uncle John and her 
great-aunt Betty, settled with her sister in Prince of 
Wales Island, which is now Penang in Malaysia. Her 
husband was the East India Company’s fi rst British gov-
ernor, Philip Dundas, and her sister also married an 
East India Company offi cial in Penang. Margaret died, 
like her mother and grandmother, in the aftermath of 
childbirth, in Calcutta in 1806.87 Her husband died 
soon afterwards, and so did her sister’s husband; in a 
codicil to his will, her husband noted that their two lit-
tle boys were in the care of “a female slave,” “whose 
name I cannot set forth.”88

The disputes over the American properties continued 
in the generation of the Johnstones’ children. George’s 
youngest son quarreled with his cousin by marriage, 
Henrietta Laura’s husband, over the vast family lands in 
upstate New York: a dispute that ended, as so often, in a 
complicated lawsuit, in this case in Geneva, New York, 
and turned on the rights of aliens to own land in New 
York; the original agreement between William and Pat-
rick Colquhoun; and the prenuptial agreements between 
William, his daughter, and their spouses.89 The former 
American vice president Aaron Burr, when he visited Ed-
inburgh, was enlisted by John and Elizabeth Carolina’s 
daughter, Anne Elizabeth, and Charlotte and James 
Balmain’s daughter, Elizabeth Caroline, in the affair of 
the American lands.90 Henrietta Laura “declared to my 
son,” George’s widow wrote in 1805, “that she did not 
Consider Him as a Relation, and that Mr Willm. Pulteney 
from the time he changed his name did not consider 
himself as having any thing to do with the Johnstone 
family.”91
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Laura Pulteney was the only one of all the Johnstones’ 
children who tried to fi nd her way out of the circle of 
imperial and family relationships. The history of the 
Johnstones has been a Balzacian story: of the endless, 
recursive connections of individuals and marriages, like 
the “strange, boundless, immeasurable mass of inter-
weaving destinies and lonely souls which is the unique 
feature of Balzac’s novels,” in Georg Lukács’s descrip-
tion.92 Laura’s story was Balzacian, too, in the sense that 
these recursive relationships were connected, in the end, 
to the politics of the French revolutionary empire. Laura 
reserved the right, when she married her cousin, of mak-
ing a will and disposing of her estates “as if she were a 
feme sole”—in her own words, “as I should see fi t and 
as if I was sole and unmarried.” She chose to leave be-
quests to two female friends: the wife of a clergyman in 
Nottingham, free of the control of “her present or any 
future husband” or “her present or any future cover-
ture”; and a young girl in a convent in France, the 
daughter of another childhood friend. But the clergy-
man’s wife turned out to be the defendant in an ex-
tremely intricate divorce case involving climbing in and 
out of rectory windows, and Laura’s estate became the 
subject of litigation on behalf of her friend’s ten chil-
dren by her fi rst husband and four children by her sec-
ond husband, the co-defendant or co-respondent.93 The 
destiny of Laura’s old friend’s daughter in France was 
even more spectacular. She became an imperial princess, 
the adopted daughter of Napoleon, and a rueful ob-
server of the “gothic ideas” of customary law in post-
Napoleonic Germany.94

Martha Ford lived for more than forty years after 
George’s death. She survived all four of her sons; her son 
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George Lindsay Johnstone, who returned from India, 
left her a large annuity of £1,500 per year, or more than 
fi ve times the value of the old Johnstone estate in Dum-
friesshire.95 Her daughter, Sophia Johnstone, married a 
Sicilian duke.96 Martha Ford died in London in 1830, at 
the age of eighty-six; her house eventually became the 
home of the Royal Society of Medicine.97 In her own 
will, she left her fortune to her grandchildren and to So-
phia, “for her own sole separate use and benefi t and my 
will is that her present husband or any future husband 
shall not intermeddle therewith.”98

Betty was the last of the Johnstone brothers and sis-
ters, and she has been at the very center of this story, 
with her bundle of textiles and her rupees and her 
chronicles of family news. She lived in Edinburgh in the 
four-room apartment, the “House of my Own,” with 
two “Old Women” overhead who “neither Spin nor 
make any noise whatever”; this estate agent’s descrip-
tion is due to the philosopher Adam Ferguson.99 She 
later lived in a villa that John and Gideon had owned in 
the Edinburgh suburb of Hawkhill, where her nieces 
brought Aaron Burr to visit her, to whom she served 
Madeira wine: “Asked into Mrs J’s room. Pretty place; 
view of the Forth . . . Repast; delic. Vin Mad.”100 To her 
niece Anne Elizabeth, or Betty, she wrote, when she was 
eighty, with encouraging words—“go on and pros-
per”—and with news of her health: “I fi nd nothing does 
me so much good as exercise.”101 Betty died in 1813, 
and her will, like George’s, is a reminiscence of the resi-
dues of empire. Her niece, the younger Betty, is directed 
to divide up her clothes, including her new black silk 
gown; the picture of her brother George is to be given 
to his son John (the litigant in upstate New York); there 



120 Chapter Three

is a locket for poor Margaret Dundas, in Penang; the 
“silver teapot I got from brother George” is to go to 
Charlotte’s daughter; and “poor Sandy Johnstones 
sword to be sent to Mrs Johnstone for her son” in India; 
John’s daughter Betty is “to keep the piece of spoiled 
India silk.” Her estate was worth £740.102



• Chapter Four •

Economic Lives

The history of the Johnstones is an eventful story, full 
of lawsuits and loss and distraction. The John-

stones were unusually enterprising, and there were un-
usually many of them. But they lived in interesting 
times, and their history can provide a vista—the view of 
a particular extended family—of large and important 
historical changes. They were surrounded by the insti-
tution of slavery and by individual slaves; their suc-
cesses were the outcome of economic information, 
which was also information about private relationships; 
their empire was a family enterprise, of which the con-
sequences or multiplier effects extended far into the in-
terior of Scotland; and it was an empire of intimate ex-
changes. Their history is a view of future possibilities 
that were lost, in the founding epoch of modern em-
pires, and in particular of the unlikely possibility of an 
empire of individual (or family) enterprise: of laissez-
faire when it was new.

The Johnstones and their slaves and servants lived in 
the origins and end of empires, and in the ruins of other 
possible outcomes. To be observers of the beginning of 
new times was to observe the old times that were com-
ing to an end, and the other futures, likely or unlikely, 
that were anticipated in hope or fear. It is diffi cult, now, 
to forget the asymmetry of historical knowledge with 
respect to time: that historians know, as the individuals 
in the past into whose lives they seek to enter, did not 
know, how events turned out, or how the story ended. It 
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is diffi cult, too, to forget this asymmetrical knowledge 
with respect to space or information: to try to imagine 
what it was like to have only a very indistinct idea of the 
difference between the East and West Indies, or America. 
It is diffi cult, most of all, to imagine all the other future 
lives, or ways of living and ways of thinking, to which 
individuals in the past looked forward. But these expec-
tations were themselves part of the Johnstones’ experi-
ence of empire.1

The world in which the Johnstones fl ourished, and in 
which three of them (Alexander, William, and John) 
made their large and insecure fortunes, was a time of 
new empires, in the description of individuals at the 
time, and of subsequent historians. The Johnstones lived 
at the edge of three sets of events that have been identi-
fi ed, in nineteenth- and twentieth-century histories of 
empire, as the founding moments of the modern Anglo-
American world. There was the East India Company’s 
acquisition of power over the fi nancial administration 
of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa, in the disputes of 1765 in 
which John was so prominent: the point when the Brit-
ish offi cials decided “to become Nabobs ourselves,” in 
Lord Clive’s expression; or to become virtuous, in Lord 
Macaulay’s later description, in an instance of moral 
destiny from which “dates the purity of the administra-
tion of our Eastern empire.”2 There was the American 
Revolution, or the “fl attering object” that William de-
scribed with laborious irony in 1778 as “the idea of es-
tablishing a new and magnifi cent empire upon the pil-
lars of freedom.”3 There was the construction, over the 
period from the decision in James Somerset’s case in 
1772 to the abolition of the slave trade in British ships 
in 1806, of a new and less impure British empire in the 
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West Indies and the South Atlantic, the “palliation” of 
the Atlantic slave economy, in J. R. Seeley’s late Victo-
rian description, in which “we published our own guilt, 
repented of it, and did at last renounce it.”4 

The Johnstones’s world of opportunity was a time of 
innovation, too, in the vaster sense of a revolution in the 
mind, or in ways of thinking about economic and politi-
cal life. They lived amidst what was described at the 
time, and in later histories, as the period of foundation 
of the science of political economy, of the politics of in-
dividual rights, and of the idea of a distinctive space, or 
territory, of economic relationships. It was at “the mo-
ment when Smith wrote,” according to the French econ-
omist Jean-Baptiste Say’s early nineteenth-century his-
tory, that political economy was distinguished for the 
fi rst time from the science of politics.5 The defi nition of 
a science of political economy was only possible, in turn, 
in John Stuart Mill’s later account, because the “facts” 
of the production and distribution of wealth had be-
come “associated in the mind.” The exchanges that con-
stituted the object of political economy were for Mill 
like a new territory that had been cultivated by settlers 
and had not yet been enclosed within a city wall: “with-
out any intentional classifi cation, the facts classed them-
selves.”6 The most enduring discovery of the founders of 
the science of political economy was in this view the 
discovery of economic life itself, or of a set of relation-
ships of economic exchange.

This was the drama of transformation in which the 
Johnstones lived. But they were on the losing side in all 
these innovations, in the sense that they were continu-
ally in opposition, to an almost eerie extent, to “the 
relatedness of the whole fl ow of events from the past 
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into the present,” or to the “victory of what, in the ret-
rospect of later history, became the forces of progress” 
(as in Bernard Bailyn’s description of the losers in the 
American Revolution), or of the forces of empire.7 
They were opposed to Clive’s Indian settlement of 
1765. They were enemies, eventually, of the American 
Revolution. They were involved from the 1760s to the 
1800s, or some of them were involved, in the sustained 
expansion of slavery in the British empire. They were 
on the wrong side in the political revolutions of the 
times, and on the wrong side in their conceptions of 
economic opportunity. 

The Johnstones used the new language of political 
economy to a striking extent in their public and political 
speech. They were among the early administrative fi g-
ures to invoke the freedom of commerce, “free Trade,” 
and the “security of possession,” well before the publica-
tion of The Wealth of Nations in 1776.8 John’s public 
statements in Bengal in 1761–65 were full of references 
to free competition, freedom to trade, freedom of self-
improvement, and the prospect of gain. So were George’s 
statements, in West Florida in 1764–67: freedom of 
commerce, free egress and regress, free importations and 
exportations, free trade, “exact Justice” in the Indian 
trade, plentiful trade “from all parts of the world.”9 But 
the Johnstones’ empire of individual initiative was only 
in the most indistinct sense a purely economic enter-
prise. The prospect of exchange on which David Hume 
and Adam Smith’s systems of economic freedom were 
founded—the “ordinary course of business” or the 
“common course of business and commerce,” in the ex-
pressions that are repeated so frequently in The Wealth 
of Nations and in Hume’s Essays—was for the John-
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stones a sequence of personal and political crises.10 They 
were the projectors of a new world that was not to be.

Possible Empires

One of the Johnstones’ distinctive idioms, over most 
of a century, was their enduring preoccupation with in-
security. “The wretched, lost eliza dies,” Elizabeth Car-
olina wrote in the book of translations from Horace 
that she published after she left England for India in 
1761, lamenting the troublesome, fl uctuating condition 
of states and empire.11 Betty wrote to William about 
being vastly anxious for news of John, and in great fear 
for Alexander. James wrote to John about “Anguish 
Vexation & Anxiety.” “It has given me a world of un-
easiness,” John wrote to William, in a letter about divi-
dends and lawyers’ fees.12 James wrote to Betty about 
his grief over the insecurity of John’s property, “con-
nected with men who exist only by the Circulation of 
Paper.”13 John’s and George’s political speech was a se-
ries of iterations of abstract nouns of an ever more lurid 
sort: “punishment, revenge, and retaliation,” “miseries, 
mischiefs and oppressions,” and “jealousy, distraction, 
and distrust.”14 The new frontiers of the British empire 
were scenes of desolation, in the brothers’ public descrip-
tions: “terror, discontent, dissention, and anxiety,” as 
John wrote of Calcutta, or “violence & distraction,” in 
the depiction of Grenada by Alexander and his friends, 
an “incongruous and unsettled mixture of privileges and 
jurisdictions.”15

The future of the British empire, in the descriptions of 
the Johnstones and their friends, was itself a fl uctuating 
and unsettled prospect. Even the largest choices,  between 
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different sorts of empire, were identifi ed as unresolved.16 
The Johnstones were self-conscious, in an ironical sort 
of way, about the experience of living in the founding 
moment of a new epoch. “If we live in the advanced pe-
riod of Empire & reap the advantages of a great society, 
we must put up with the inconveniences without repin-
ing,” George wrote in an elaborate letter of solicitation, 
shortly before he left for West Florida.17 The different 
destinies of empire were jumbled together in their proj-
ects. George was preoccupied in West Florida with the 
rise of the Roman republic, and the routes to becoming 
“Masters of the World,” and a few years later, in En-
gland, with the decline of the Roman and Spanish em-
pires.18 The Portugese empire, which was the “fi rst com-
mercial empire of the modern world,” was a different 
dispiriting precedent: “this held up as a mirror to En-
gland,” as their cousin William Julius Mickle wrote to 
George.19 The Dutch empire was more encouraging, at 
least for William, who looked forward in his project of 
colonial mortgages to a kind of Dutch destiny for Brit-
ain, as the “bankers of Europe” or as a “storehouse or 
magazine for the goods of all nations,” like the North 
Sea island of Texel, where the great trading ships un-
loaded their commodities for the Amsterdam markets: 
“how else have the Dutch fl ourished? Is not their whole 
country a kind of Texel?”20

In an interesting family rhetoric of the anxieties of 
empire, the brothers were elaborately uneasy about the 
prospects of lasting dominion.21 It was “a golden 
dream,” George said in parliament in 1774, of the gov-
ernment’s ideas of “the riches to be drawn from the East 
Indies.”22 The hopes of American conquest were “ro-
mantic dreams,” John said in 1777.23 The idea of a new 
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and independent American empire was fl attering, Wil-
liam wrote in 1778, but the “defects” were “too appar-
ent to escape observation”; “are there no rocks or 
quicksands to be dreaded?”24 “Their Golden Dreams 
(as they termed them) were indeed at an end,” one of 
George’s friends wrote of the projected expedition to 
Celebes, Ceylon, and the South Seas in 1781, and de-
scribed himself, a few weeks later, as “bidding adieu to 
the Imaginary Golden Views off of Rio La Plata.”25 The 
British empire in India, George and Martha’s son 
George Lindsay Johnstone said in parliament in 1801, 
was “an empire of opinion,” founded on the disinclina-
tion of “the natives to refl ect upon their own strength”; 
“he would not say how long we could expect to retain 
our dominions in India; but he was a sanguine man, 
indeed, who could expect our empire there to continue 
for 200 years.”26

Even the largest reorganization of political space was 
insecure in the Johnstones’ new world of commerce. The 
Johnstones and their households were the embodiment 
of the indistinctiveness of the eastern (or Asiatic) and 
western (or Atlantic) empires, and of north American (or 
virtuous) and south American (or slave) societies.27 The 
many founding moments of the 1770s and 1780s—of 
the British empire in India, the American Revolution, and 
the humanitarian movements in opposition to Atlantic 
slavery—have been seen, in retrospect, as a reordering of 
economic and political geography. There was a crowded 
and impoverished eastern empire in India and a new ter-
ritorial republic in North America, expanding to the west 
across an empty continent.28 There was a virtuous repub-
lic in the American north, with slave societies in the trop-
ical empires of the Caribbean, and slave-owning societies 
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in South America. But this was not the Johnstones’ geog-
raphy of empire. It was Bengal, in John and his associ-
ates’ descriptions of the 1760s, that was the richest and 
most industrious of all modern societies, a “paradise of 
the earth.” George’s prospect in West Florida was of a 
new seaborne empire of commerce, from the West Indies 
southwards and westwards towards the Bay of Hondu-
ras and the Spanish Main, and of a slave plantation econ-
omy in the Gulf of Mexico and Mosquitia, as in Jamaica 
or Saint-Domingue.29 His sense of the new American re-
public, in 1779, was coastal or riverine: “the situation of 
their country, full of creeks and bays, and intersected 
with rivers, made the watery element almost natural to 
them.”30 It was an empire of shipping more than an em-
pire of settlement.

The words of Bell or Belinda’s petition in September 
1771—“to Banish me to one or other of His Majestys 
Plantations or settlements in the East or West Indies or 
in America”—were the expression of this indistinction, 
or of the continuity of the eastern and western and 
southern empires.31 So was her life, with her terrible 
traverse of enslavement in the age of the American Rev-
olution, from Calcutta to London, and London to Fife, 
and Fife to Virginia. But the Johnstones, too, were in-
distinctly Indian, American, and West Indian. Gideon 
lived successively in or around Jamaica, Murshidabad, 
Benares, Basra, Mauritius, the Cape of Good Hope, 
Nantucket, New York, and again in Jamaica. John, who 
was described by David Hume’s cousin as “the Indian,” 
owned property in West Florida and Grenada. Wil-
liam’s investments extended from Calcutta to Barba-
dos, Grenada, Tobago, Dominica, New York, Virginia, 
and Florida.32 
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The minor fi gures in the Johnstones’ history, or the 
friends who came and went in their ventures, lived in 
the same unsettled world of possible empires. The John-
stones were unusual in the capaciousness of their ambi-
tions. But their acquaintances also moved restlessly 
among different scenes of commerce and conquest, in 
the East and the West Indies. There are other family 
histories that the Johnstones encountered, and that are 
also stories of multiple empires. Even John Swinton, the 
sheriff depute of Perthshire who intervened so momen-
tously in the lives of Bell or Belinda and of Joseph 
Knight, was connected to the opportunities of the dis-
tant Indies.33 His brother Samuel was a naval offi cer in 
the West Indies, who later settled in London as a pub-
lisher of French newspapers, and became a wine mer-
chant, specializing in the supply of claret to offi cials of 
the East India Company in Calcutta.34 Another brother, 
Archibald, who went to India as a surgeon and became 
a Persian translator in Bengal, was an expert on the au-
thenticity of Persian seals and signatures; he returned to 
Scotland in 1767 with an emissary of the Mughal em-
peror, a Bengali scholar of Persian and the author of the 
earliest travel accounts of Europe written (in Persian) 
by a Bengali.35 

The family of Alexander Wedderburn, the old friend 
of the Johnstones and Adam Smith from the goat-whey 
summer of 1751, was similarly restless. Wedderburn be-
came Lord Clive’s lawyer in his disputes over the East 
India Company, and the owner of a tract of twenty thou-
sand acres of land in East Florida.36 His brother, David 
Wedderburn, who participated in the congress of Creek 
warriors in Pensacola when George was governor, had 
arrived in Florida undecided between going “upon the 
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Conquest of Mexico, or Peru” or “making rich” in the 
upper Mississippi.37 He then became a general in the ser-
vice of the East India Company in Bombay. “I have two 
houses, two carriages, six horses, and fi fty three servants 
at this moment,” he wrote to his sister in 1771: “the cli-
mate here is delightful, the atmosphere is clear,” and “I 
believe I shall return to Europe with fear and trembling.” 
He died two years later, in an assault on the fortress of 
Baruch, in northwest India.38

The two London merchants who provided Patrick’s 
security when he joined the East India Company in 1753 
were respectively a treasury clerk, lottery projector (of a 
fraudulent lottery to raise money for the purchase of Sir 
Hans Soane’s museum), and agent for Barbados and Vir-
ginia; and an East India Company proprietor, former 
doctor in Jamaica, and part-owner of Bance Island in 
modern Sierra Leone.39 James “Ossian” Macpherson, 
after his employment with George in West Florida and 
his journey to South Carolina, became an agent in Lon-
don of the Nawab of Arcot and a historian of the East 
India Company.40 The Johnstones’ friends the Petries, to 
whom James wrote about the qualifi cations of the head 
and the heart, were the children of a clergyman in the 
Valley of the Esk. One was an East India Company Army 
offi cer in Bengal, where he was John’s attorney and took 
refuge in Gideon’s house in Calcutta; he was later a 
sugar merchant in London and the proprietor of estates 
in Tobago. A second brother was an East India Com-
pany offi cial in Madras, who later became a banker in 
London and died as governor of Prince of Wales Island, 
the modern Penang. A third brother was governor of the 
Cape Coast Castle in modern Ghana and later secretary 
of the Assembly of Tobago.41
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George’s secretary in West Florida, Primrose Thom-
son, to whom he sold the “negro wench named Phillis,” 
remained in America after George’s departure.42 He be-
came an expert on the wheels of offi ce in the British 
empire, including the preparation of expense accounts; 
he instructed George’s successor in “the methods, which 
I have hitherto pursued, not knowing till then, that it 
was absolutely necessary to take Vouchers for every tri-
fl ing disbursement.”43 Primrose Thomson then made his 
way to India, where he became “Quarter Master Gen-
eral of the Vizier’s Army in Bengal” and died in offi ce. 
His own brother, who had also served in West Florida 
during George’s government, became a lieutenant in the 
expedition, in the convoy under George’s command, to 
the Cape of Good Hope, and either Madras or the Rio 
Plata; in his will, he acknowledged debts to both John 
and George, to be repaid out of the “sixteen thousand 
rupees” that he had been left by his brother Primrose in 
Bengal.44

What Is the State?

The Johnstones’ frontiers of empire were insecure, in 
a more insidious sense, because they were frontiers in 
the mind, or frontiers of the public and the private, of 
commerce and power and law. Like the legal world of 
the eighteenth-century American colonies, in Hendrik 
Hartog’s description, the Johnstones’ economic world 
was a “strange and unfamiliar place.” It was strange to 
them, as well as in the retrospect of historical under-
standing. “The very possibility of thinking of law as a 
separated, bounded, distinctive sphere of activity and 
thought” was an innovation of the late eighteenth and 
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early nineteenth centuries in North America, in Hartog’s 
account; and so too, in America and elsewhere, was the 
idea of the economy or of a distinctive sphere of eco-
nomic or commercial or business life.45 An economic 
empire, in which “commerce is extended all over the 
globe” (as in David Hume’s prospect of peaceful ex-
change), was a world in which buying and selling, killing 
and conquering, ruling and governing, were interwoven, 
or interconnected.46 

The exchanges of commerce, in the new theories with 
which the Johnstones were so familiar, were made pos-
sible by political institutions, and in particular by the 
security of persons and property, and the impartial ad-
ministration of justice.47 They were made possible, too, 
by the new sentiments of the times, or by the mildness 
and moderation—the disposition to obey the laws and 
to resolve disputes without intimidation or violence—
that were so admired by the Edinburgh philosophers. 
Economic exchanges were both distinct from and con-
tingent upon political (or legal) and social (or psycho-
logical) institutions. But the ordinary course of events, 
or “buying and selling, the more common and ordinary 
transactions of human life,” in Smith’s description, was 
at the same time continually at risk from bad political 
institutions and bad dispositions. It was most immedi-
ately at risk, in Smith’s theory, in long-distance com-
merce, or from the “regulations of the mercantile sys-
tem,” of which “those which concern the trade to 
America and the East Indies derange it perhaps more 
than any other.”48

The relationships among economic, political, and mil-
itary exchanges were the object of abstract refl ection in 
the Johnstones’ lifetimes, even to merchants and sol-
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diers. “A trading and a fi ghting company, is a two headed 
monster in nature that cannot exist long,” one of John’s 
acquaintances in Calcutta wrote in 1765, “and thus we 
shall go on, grasping and expending, until we cram our 
hands so full that they become cramped and numbed.”49 
“We are at once Tradesmen & Soldiers to America,” 
Adam Ferguson lamented in 1772, to Ossian Macpher-
son’s cousin, “and the Question has now become com-
plicated in the highest degree.”50 “What is the state?” 
Alexander Wedderburn asked in a parliamentary debate 
on East Indian affairs in 1773, and what “if you say the 
Company is the state?”51 Even William returned at the 
end of his life to earlier disputes: “the character of trad-
ers and sovereigns was inconsistent, and their union had 
never failed to prove ruinous to the mercantile concerns 
of these counting-house kings.”52

The relationships of commerce and power were at 
the same time connected to the most immediate choices 
of the Johnstones’ lives. It is extremely diffi cult, now, to 
imagine oneself into the eighteenth-century world of 
the mind, in which there was only a very vague sense of 
the economy, or economic life, as a distinct and well-
defi ned subset of human existence, and even more dif-
fi cult to imagine oneself in a world in which these dis-
tinctions and defi nitions were themselves the object of 
anxious refl ection.53 But these were the circumstances 
of the Johnstones’ empire. The brothers were con-
fronted, as John was in Bengal in the 1760s, with a mul-
tiplicity of interests: his own private interest, which 
could be pursued in the public economy of presents or 
the private economy of the country commerce; his pub-
lic interest in the commerce of the Company, which was 
itself private; his private interest in his position in the 
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Company’s public council; and his public interest, 
within the council, in defending the “liberties of the ser-
vants.” The Johnstones became rich in the course of ac-
tivities that were not in subsequent terms, and not even 
in the terms of The Wealth of Nations, commercial: 
marriage, friendship, offi ce, the semi-economic, semi-
military economy of prizes, and the semi-economic, 
semi-political economy of presents. When John was ac-
cused of having become angry, in 1765, when his pres-
ent from the banker Jagat Seth was sent in public and 
not “privately,” he responded that it was not the public-
ness but the conveyance of the present that he objected 
to, being sent in a cart, or “hackaree.”54

All the Johnstone brothers except William, and one 
of the sisters, Margaret, were involved, at one time or 
another, in military life. But military relationships were 
themselves substantially fi nancial, or commercial. Pat-
rick, who was in the service of the East India Company 
as an accountant, was the only one of the brothers and 
sisters to die violently in wartime. John, who entered 
the Company’s service as a writer, came into and out of 
military occupations in the Company’s own army, as a 
paymaster, an artillery offi cer, a “commissary,” and a 
purveyor of bullocks: “I’m I believe at Last quite of the 
Army,” he wrote to James Balmain from Calcutta in 
1761.55 Gideon, who served in the Royal Navy in the 
West Indies and went to India as a free merchant, also 
joined the East India Company’s army in Patna.56 The 
Company’s army was a private military enterprise that 
offered “larger pay, the hopes of wealth, the spirit of 
adventure and enterprise, but, above all, the not being 
inlisted for life,” in David Wedderburn’s summary of 
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1772.57 But the king’s army, too, was an economy of 
fl uctuating prices, as in the tariffs for lieutenancies and 
majorities that were such a feature of Louisa, Char-
lotte, and Betty’s correspondence.58 When John and 
William were poring over the history of their transac-
tions with Alexander over the Grenada plantation, one 
of the items was the interest on a loan of one thousand 
pounds: “it is certain you Paid that Money for his 
Commission.”59 

The economy of naval prizes in which George and 
Gideon were involved was similarly intricate. George’s 
letters from his wartime posting in Lisbon were full of 
cruises and pursuits: “I forgot to tell you I took two 
small Privateers . . . [and] a Snow with Fish for all which 
I shall touch about 200£,” he wrote to William in 
1761.60 The possibility of advancement was the out-
come of changes in naval intelligence, in the value of 
cargoes, in admiralty regulations, and in the decisions 
of prize courts. It was dependent on personal relation-
ships, which were also economic relationships.61 Even 
the Johnstones’ elaborate investments in estates in the 
Scottish borders were inspired by the prospect of naval 
fortune. When Gideon was thinking of returning to 
Scotland, John advised him to purchase no more than a 
modest estate, suffi cient “to make a good Vote at least” 
(or a vote in a parliamentary election) and “easiest to be 
attended to by a factor,” “till you Catch a Spanish Reg-
ister Ship & be able to take In the half of the County.”62 
An Edinburgh accountant who was still struggling with 
the residue of George’s estate, more than twenty years 
after his death, wrote in 1809 that “there are many 
transactions, obscure and unfi nished,” in part having to 
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do with prize agents and navy agents: “the Accountant 
has some doubt of being able to institute a proper 
 account.”63

The economy of presents imposed an even more 
changeable mixture of political and commercial advan-
tage. There was no senior offi cer or East India Company 
offi cial, Lord Clive said in the House of Commons, “not 
a governor, not a member of council . . . who has not 
received presents. With regard to Bengal, there they fl ow 
in abundance indeed.”64 One of the Johnstones’ political 
friends was reported to have “with great humour, en-
tered into the history of presents”: “when taken, he said, 
without consent, they were plunder; when taken with 
consent they were gifts, and when taken by connivance, 
they became inland trade.”65 But for John, the legal and 
moral circumstances of his Indian presents were a ques-
tion of the utmost seriousness. He had received presents 
of the sort that were given, like Lord Clive’s jaghire, 
from a superior to an inferior, and presents, like the “ac-
knowledgements” he was given by the Seat (or Seth) 
bankers, of the sort that were given by an inferior to a 
superior.66 They had been given to him as a political fi g-
ure in the Company’s government, and as a merchant 
who was no longer in the Company’s service. They were 
“fair and avowed presents,” in his own description, 
“agreeable to the universal practice of the country” in 
all ages; “no presents were ever received in India upon a 
more honourable footing.” It was the practice of the 
Company, rather, that was unsettled, changing with “a 
critical exactness of weeks, days, or hours,” and with the 
voyages of ships that arrived in India bearing the orders 
that specifi ed a new regulation, and the “advice” that the 
order was already repealed.67
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What Was, and What Was Not Law

The law itself was for the Johnstones a changing and 
unreliable condition. The sisters and brothers were in-
volved in an dizzying array of legal causes and legal in-
stances: infanticide, treason, naturalization, the law of 
slavery (in Perthshire) and the law of slavery (in Gre-
nada), inheritance, illegitimacy, salvage, debt, restitution, 
elections, bankruptcy, courts martial, entail, torture, ali-
mony, the law of separation in England (Louisa’s) and 
the law of separation in Scotland (Barbara’s). “Heartily 
sick am I of the Law in all its branches,” John wrote to 
William, amidst the legal disputes with the East India 
Company over his presents and jewels. James, with his 
dire experience of litigation over Louisa’s inheritance, de-
scribed lawyers to Alexander as “the most worthless and 
abandoned of Mankind.”68 

The frontiers of economic life were indistinct in the 
new world of commercial exchange, and so were the 
frontiers of the law. But the Johnstones also had an im-
posing conception, like so many others at the time—the 
miners of Westerhall, with their “foundamental Articles 
written on Vellum” and their “Code of Laws,” or Laura 
Pulteney’s heiress in France, the German princess, who 
believed that “it is easier to restore customary law than 
gothic ideas”—of the law as an abstract ideal. It was an 
ideal, in turn, that they described as being in danger 
from one extremity of the British empire to the other. In 
Burdwan John had sought to point out to the “Country 
People” “how they may have Justice” “publicly tried, 
entered, and registered in Books for that Purpose.”69 The 
East India Company “give Law every where,” he wrote 
from Calcutta in 1761, and then, in 1765, that its secret 



138 Chapter Four

committee had constituted itself as a court “whose Laws 
and Rights we know not the Bounds of.” The attempts 
of the local magistrates to prevent emigration were “il-
legal,” he exclaimed years later in Stirling.70 Alexander 
described the torture of the slaves in Grenada as “illegal 
& unnatural proceedings,” his own prosecution as “il-
legal and malevolent,” and the acts of the government 
of Grenada as “Illegal, Grievous, Cruel, oppressive and 
unjust.”71 

“I . . . observe the Word Illegal is somewhat frequent 
in your Correspondence, and I was also favored with a 
Sight of the Word Anté constitutional,” George wrote 
from West Florida to the British commander in chief, in 
1765.72 His letters to the Board of Trade were a cascade 
of commentaries on “Language without a Meaning” 
and the “abundance of Words, without any precise 
Idea”: “tho I do acknowledge, the Word Civil as some-
times opposed to Military Affairs, and sometimes op-
posed to Criminal Affairs, and as sometimes opposed to 
Canon Law, and as sometimes opposed to Common 
Law, and as sometimes opposed to Statute Law, with 
many other Interpretations, are suffi cient to bewilder 
Brains more distinct than those of West Florida.”73 
George’s letters were also commentaries on the practice 
of the law, and on the details of “settling” the civil gov-
ernment: “the Registers of the Country threatened to be 
thrown into the Streets,” just as the minutes of the coun-
cil of Grenada, in the case of Augustine, the fugitive for-
mer slave, were “omitted, lost, or supprest,” “so many 
public documents being wanting.”74 “It is virtually un-
derstood that the power that makes the laws will not 
infringe them,” Ossian Macpherson wrote in Florida, 
and one of George’s last offi cial acts in the province was 



Economic Lives 139

to sign a law “appointing where the laws of this prov-
ince shall be lodged.”75

The confusion of laws was particularly intricate when 
it involved the legal systems of different societies and 
religions and institutions: the bilingual law of Grenada, 
or the quadrilingual law of West Florida, or the law of 
the “Mayor’s Court” of Calcutta.76 George was con-
cerned in the case of an escaped slave and an indentured 
“mulatto,” who survived a shipwreck in the Gulf of 
Mexico, in a jurisdiction that was either French or Span-
ish or maritime.77 West Florida was a land of many iden-
tities and many islands, as George sought to explain in 
his Creek and Choctaw congresses, and in his corre-
spondence with his French and Spanish interlocutors: 
the English and the French “Red Men,” on the two sides 
of the Mississippi, the French in New Orleans as Span-
iards, the French in Florida as English, and so forth.78 
Alexander’s dispute with the governor of Grenada in-
volved the relationship between civil and martial law, in 
the case of the “leagerlady” who had joined the army in 
Cork.79 John was deeply involved in a dispute in Bengal 
over whether the English offi cials’ “gomastahs,” or com-
mercial agents, should be subject only to English courts, 
a policy of which John’s ally of the time, Warren Hast-
ings, wrote that “this is not only to deprive [the inhabit-
ants of India] of their own Laws, but to deny them even 
the Benefi t of any.”80

The law of slavery was both a domestic or household 
law and a regime of multiple jurisdictions. Joseph 
Knight’s legal victory in Scotland in 1778 turned on the 
relationship between the “municipal laws of Jamaica” 
and the “Law of Scotland [which] acknowledges the 
Law of Nature as its rule”; on the just regard that was 
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due, in a time of “great commercial connections,” to 
“the laws of other countries”; and on the presence or 
absence of a “written contract in the Whidah or Anama-
boe language.”81 There were individuals whose lives 
were at the intersection of these connections: Joseph 
Knight himself, or the Armenian merchants who came 
to seek justice at the King’s Bench in London; or John’s 
partner Motiram in Calcutta in 1765, of whom John 
said that, although he lived in the East India Company’s 
enclave, he was “ignorant of our Laws and Rights.”82

Bell or Belinda, in her petition in Perth in 1771, de-
scribed herself as a native of the kingdom of Bengal, 
lately come to Scotland, and, in the same expression that 
John used of Motiram, “altogether ignorant of the Laws 
thereof.” She had been the subject, successively, of the 
jurisdictions in India that the English described as the 
“country” courts (either “Gentoo,” or Hindu, or “Cadi” 
or Muslim): of the East India Company’s own jurisdic-
tion; of admiralty law at sea, of Dutch colonial law in 
the Cape and Portugese law in Lisbon; of English law, 
Scots law, and again of admiralty law. She invoked her 
understanding of the awfulness of infanticide in her pe-
tition (“a Crime against the Laws of God and nature in 
every kingdome, and which she abhors”), and she also 
invoked her condition as a thing, or an object of prop-
erty rights (the rights of her owner), “so far as she has an 
interest, in the Disposall of her Person.” She was de-
scribed as a “Slave or Servant” in the court papers in 
Scotland and as one of four “convicts” in the papers sent 
to Scotland from Virginia. When she landed in Virginia, 
she became the subject of yet another jurisdiction, in 
which “all negroes, Moors, and mulattoes, except Turks 
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and Moors in amity with Great Britain, brought into 
this country by sea, or by land, were slaves.”83

The legal roles of individuals changed over time, in 
the frightening oscillations of commerce, sovereignty, 
and jurisdiction that William Bolts described in India—
the metamorphoses of judges and justices—and that 
John anticipated, in one of his speeches about the sus-
pension of habeas corpus in North America, as a se-
quence of “confi nements, commitments, massacres, and 
the whole train of consequences.”84 The laws also 
changed, and so, most insidiously, did the distinction 
between laws, rules, regulations, instructions, and val-
ues. “Judicial, administrative, and legislative powers 
were blurred and diffuse,” as in Hartog’s description of 
eighteenth-century North America, and so were per-
sonal rights and property rights, judgements of law and 
judgements of fact, and the rhetoric of “legal, moral 
and political arguments.” The possibility of thinking of 
the law as an autonomous sphere was an innovation in 
North America, and it was an innovation too, or a dis-
tant prospect, in the Johnstones’ own scenes of admin-
istrative power. The frontiers or boundaries of eco-
nomic, political, and military existence were indistinct 
in the Johnstones’ experience, and so were the boundar-
ies of the law: in James’s words of 1785, “what was, 
and what was not law.”85 

A Society of Persons

The Johnstones’ failures of imagination—or their ten-
dency to be on the losing side of the history of the Brit-
ish empire, as they made and risked so many fortunes—
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were the outcome of these confl icting and changing 
objectives, and of the tension between commerce and 
political power. All the brothers and sisters, at home 
and overseas, were economic individuals, who used and 
thought about money in Adam Smith’s sense: “every 
man thus lives by exchanging, or becomes in some mea-
sure a merchant, and the society itself grows to be what 
is properly a commercial society.”86 They were enter-
prising in their ventures, and in the invention of their 
own lives: new names, new identities, new furniture, 
new houses. George’s fi rst political oration in North 
America, to the Choctaws in March 1765, was in part 
an incantation of prices: “I should inform you that this 
Liquor is bought for almost Nothing and that you get it 
at a great Price . . . The Handkerchief which I now hold 
in my hand Cost in those Miserable times, the Sum of 
thirty Dollars, and the Like Can now be had for at most 
half a Dollar.”87

But the Johnstones were at the same time participants 
in the “mercantile system,” or the highly regulated com-
merce between Europe and the two new worlds of Asia 
and America, that was Smith’s principal object of criti-
cism in The Wealth of Nations.88 John and Gideon were 
for short periods “voluntary, unconnected settlers” or 
free merchants in India. They were individuals making 
their own fortunes, as in Smith’s theory of free trade to 
India, in the description of the Johnstones’ cousin Wil-
liam Julius Mickle: a “Chaos of Confusion” or the 
“plan, that Government should leave every subject to 
the course of his own industry.”89 The brothers were at 
other times the servants of established institutions: the 
East India Company, the Royal Navy, or the Board of 
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Trade. They were sometimes unconnected, and some-
times lived by the connections of offi ce, family, and po-
litical infl uence.

The Johnstones fl ourished in the changing and con-
tested space between the political and the economic: 
economic exchanges, economic dispositions, and eco-
nomic regulations, including the regulations that were 
the foundation of all private exchanges and the regula-
tions that were no more than the protection of particu-
lar private interests. In the unending enterprise that John 
described as “the Scramble for Power & Perquisites,” 
they competed on the basis of economic information, 
including information about reputation, infl uence, and 
interests.90 But it was this promiscuity of interests, in 
turn, or this extensive prospect of economic exchange, 
that was the explanation for the Johnstones’ most obvi-
ous failures of political insight or political foresight.

In the disputes over the American Revolution, the 
Johnstones were on the wrong side in the obvious sense 
that their expectation, like the expectations of almost 
everyone else in British public life, was that the indepen-
dence of the new United States would be ephemeral, in 
economic if not in political terms. They were on the los-
ing side, more idiosyncratically, in that they were so con-
sistent in seeing the confl icts in America as a question of 
interest and compromise. William’s pamphlet of 1778 
on American affairs was addressed to men of modera-
tion, “suffi ciently divested of passion and prejudice, to 
be able to discern the true interest of America.”91 
George’s ill-timed letters, as a member of the commis-
sion of conciliation with the American colonists, were 
an evocation of “the real interest of your country,” as he 
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wrote to the brother of Barbara’s son-in-law, “a benefi -
cial union of interests.”92

The Johnstones’ prospect of economic empire, in the 
Americas, was of multiple, innocuous investment op-
portunities. The establishment of “a more regular form 
of government” was essential to the security of prop-
erty, as George and John declared in the dispute over 
the venture of the Scottish entrepreneurs in Mosquitia 
in the Bay of Honduras. But the specifi c institutions for 
the protection of commerce were multiple and fl uctuat-
ing. The idea of a colonial government, or of an outpost 
of empire, was elusive even to the British administra-
tion. The British settlement in Mosquitia was purely 
private, as the ministry said in response to George’s 
complaint: “it had never been considered in the light of 
a colony, but rather a society of persons.”93 When Wil-
liam resumed his own North American investments in 
the 1790s—his project of land acquisitions in the new 
American republic—it was in association with an im-
posing array of political friends: Patrick Colquhoun, 
the Glasgow merchant to whom Bell or Belinda was 
consigned in 1771, Aaron Burr, John Adams’s son-in-
law, Benjamin Franklin’s grandson, Alexander Hamil-
ton, and Barbara’s American grandson.

Even the Johnstones’ most unlikely expectation—their 
prospect of a new Atlantic empire in Central and South 
America—was the outcome of these ideas of a moderate 
or interested state. In the Johnstones’ geography of em-
pire, the opportunities for future prosperity in the Amer-
icas lay to the south and the southwest, and in the coastal 
and riverine commerce that George described as “wa-
tery.” They and their friends were preoccupied, in par-
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ticular, with access to the Pacifi c or the South Seas, “by 
way of the Lake of Nicaragua” (in the Mosquitia ven-
ture), or via Cartagena (as in their uncle’s earlier expedi-
tion), or via the Rio Plata in modern Argentina (in the 
unsuccessful project of capturing Ceylon and Celebes).94 
They were preoccupied, too, with islands, trading ports, 
and waterborne commerce. The island of Grenada was 
“civilized and well-cultivated,” a “most valuable acquisi-
tion,” for Alexander’s friends in the 1760s; Pensacola was 
to be the emporium of the new world; Mosquitia was for 
George’s friends in 1777 “a delightful and most valuable 
country”; Trinidad was for Patrick Colquhoun a “fi ne 
island [that] only requires an extensive and industrious 
white population to render it among the richest and most 
productive countries in the world.”95 

The new empire to the south was a society of persons, 
or merchants, in these visions of future investment, more 
than an empire of land and settlement. It was an empire 
without a state, with the protection of naval rather than 
military power. It was also an empire of slavery, as will 
be seen, or of the new plantation economy in which the 
individuals who were the instruments of production 
were themselves objects of exchange.96 It was a society 
of endless interest and endless prudence. “He was not to 
be dazzled by splendid theory,” William said of the per-
fect statesman, in his speech against Wilberforce’s bill 
for the abolition of the slave trade; “he was much 
more—he was a man of prudence.”97 The investor, too, 
was a man of prudence, weighing all the circumstances 
of a case. As William observed in the same speech, “If it 
were merely to talk of humanity and justice, and those 
popular topics, the task would be easy; but in the  present 
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instance the considerations were more important, as in-
volving the great interests of the country.”98

A Moderate Empire

The Johnstones’ ventures in India, too, were a shifting 
mixture of commerce and empire. John was the only one 
of the brothers who was an important fi gure, in an indi-
rect sort of way, in the nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury epics of progress and empire.99 He was the emblem, 
in particular, of the early East India Company system of 
“corruption,” which Lord Clive was described as having 
vanquished in the moment of destiny of 1765. John was, 
in Lord Macaulay’s description, “one of the boldest and 
worst men” in the Company’s government.100 His fall 
from power in the East India Company’s council in Ben-
gal, in the aftermath of the presents that he, Gideon, and 
their friends had received from the Nawab of Bengal 
and the Seth bankers, was the outcome of a ritual of 
purifi cation, in Macaulay’s historical story: the moment 
in which “English power came among them,” no longer 
“unaccompanied by English morality.”101 It was the 
repudiation, at last, of the moderate state, in which 
“corruption and frequent revolutions must in the end 
overset us.”102 

But the moderate empire was identifi ed at the time as 
a dominion of free economic exchange. The dispute be-
tween John and Lord Clive, in Calcutta in the summer 
of 1765, was over the relationship between the East 
India Company and the Indian sovereigns, and the regu-
lation of the British offi cials’ involvement in Indian com-
merce, at least as much as it was over the much-despised 
presents (of which Clive had earlier been an even more 
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opulent recipient, as the Johnstones pointed out on 
many occasions).103 John’s criticism of Clive was to a 
striking extent a defense of freedom and competition. 
He described the proposed reform of the inland com-
merce in salt as a “Monopoly,” in contrast to the earlier 
scene, where there were “Competitors,” a “Power of bet-
tering ourselves by selling to others,” and “every Mer-
chant has been . . . at Liberty to trade” with “the Zemin-
dars [or landlords] under the Nabob’s jurisdiction.”104 
His own evocation of economic exchanges in the inte-
rior of Bengal, in 1761, had been a scene of universal 
industry for Europeans and Indians. There was even the 
possibility of buying and selling landed estates, “the 
property in the Lands also being alienable and saleable, 
much in the same manner as with us”: “from the pros-
pect of Gain, and security of possession, industry and 
agriculture will thereby be promoted.”105

The opposing side in India, or Lord Clive’s side, were, 
by contrast, the proponents of a strong and regulat-
ing state. Clive identifi ed himself explicitly with the 
 security of government (or corporate) regulation, as 
against the free trade in which “every Servant and Free 
Merchant corresponded with whom they pleased.”106 
The confl ict in which he and John were leading fi gures 
was a dispute over independence, in the sense of the 
freedom of individuals from the restrictions of estab-
lished institutions. It was the “forward Spirit of Inde-
pendency,” in Clive’s expression of 1765, that was at the 
heart of the crisis: an “independent Way of thinking and 
acting,” or an “independent and licentious Spirit.” On 
his return to India, Clive recounted, he had discovered 
among the British offi cials a scene in which “all Distinc-
tion ceased, and every Rank became, in a Manner, upon 
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an Equality.” This “too little Inequality of Rank” was 
tending even to “democratic Anarchy.”107

The crisis in India in 1765 was a confl ict, at the same 
time, over the relationship between British offi cials as 
subjects and Indian princes as sovereigns. The moderate 
state was so abhorrent for Clive because it was a politi-
cal system in which East India Company offi cials relied, 
as they had relied for more than a century, on the protec-
tion of Indian princes and Indian laws. The English were 
merchants, not sovereigns. They had by settling in India 
become almost Indians themselves, all the barriers 
being “broken down between the English and the coun-
try government.”108 They were emigrants, in the expres-
sion of John’s partner William Bolts: “the British emi-
grants residing and established in India.”109 John, with 
his hackarees and Athats and his Persian prepositions, 
lived close to the Indian land that he could not own and 
that he could “farm” only with respect to salt, or tax 
revenues.110 He was the emblem of a different destiny, 
and even of the Persian historian Ghulam Husain’s un-
likely prospect of invaders who, “although they keep up 
a strangeness of ideas and practices,” “fi x the foot of 
residence and permanency in these countries.”111 As 
Clive complained during his confl ict with John in the 
summer of 1765, “There seems to me to have been a 
combination between the blacks and whites, to divide 
all the revenues of the Company between them.”112

Economic Theories

The Johnstones lived in a new world of laissez-faire, 
in all these respects, and at the same time they lived in an 
old world of compromise and political interest.113 They 
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were the embodiment of “the true spirit of commerce,” 
in William’s expression of 1788, and of its confl icts.114 
They sought to compete by all respectable means, or by 
all means that were decorous or honorable. But the 
frontiers of the decorous were in continuing fl ux, in their 
lifetimes, and with their own changing circumstances. 
Their individual choices were almost exactly the choices 
with which the theorists of political economy were so 
preoccupied: about how to compete, and whether to seek 
advancement by infl uence, or information about prices, 
or political offi ce, or the opportunity of regulation.

The generation following the publication of The 
Wealth of Nations has been seen, since the early 
nineteenth- century histories of economic thought, as 
the founding epoch of a new system of political econ-
omy, in the high or scientifi c theory of economists, and 
in the “ ‘middle’ principles” or “intermediate maxims” 
of public life (in the expression of the economic writer 
Walter Bagehot).115 It was the moment of origin of the 
ideas and systems that were eventually triumphant, in 
the genealogy of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
thought. But the system of freedom of commerce was 
also the object of serious and sustained critiques, in 
which several of the Johnstones’ friends were involved 
and in which they were themselves, as in so many other 
instances, on almost all sides, and on different sides at 
different times. 

In a fi rst critique, the new system of political econ-
omy was described as unrealistic, in that it disregarded 
the extent to which commerce required the protection 
of well-enforced laws and of military force, especially in 
relation to overseas ventures. This was William Julius 
Mickle’s criticism of Adam Smith’s theory of Asian 
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commerce—in a long introduction of 1778 to his trans-
lation of the Lusiad—or of a “free trade with India.” 
Smith’s prospect of voluntary or independent or purely 
economic settlers included “not one idea of Indian jeal-
ousy and hatred of Europeans,” Mickle wrote: “It is, ac-
cording to the Doctor, as safe to settle in, and trade with 
India, as to take a counting-house near London-bridge, 
or to buy a peck of peas at Covent-Garden.”116 

Long-distance commerce, in the early criticism of 
Smith by Mickle and others, required at least one of sev-
eral possible types of political order. There was the order 
provided by the sovereigns of the countries in which the 
commerce took place; the order provided by the mer-
cantile corporations themselves, including the East India 
Company and the other merchant-sovereigns; the order 
provided by the sovereigns of the merchants’ own coun-
tries, which was the recourse of empire, in a military and 
political sense; and the order provided by as yet unin-
vented institutions that would transcend the frontiers of 
existing political societies. The theorists of free trade 
were opposed to both corporate and imperial power, as 
their critics observed. They were thereby in the position 
of abandoning European settlers to the protection of 
jealous local sovereigns, or of visionary political proj-
ects.117 These were disputes over the theory of political 
economy and over the politics of race. But they were 
also the debates in which John and Clive were involved 
as protagonists in Calcutta in 1765: over independency 
and free trade and the possibility of “a combination be-
tween the blacks and whites.”118

A second critique of the new theory of free trade was 
that it was unrealistic in that it was founded on an ex-
cessive confi dence in the wisdom of individuals. It was 
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oddly ingenuous, in the view of its critics, in its pre-
sumption that individuals pursue their own interests by 
economic competition and not by competition for po-
litical positions or restrictions. “Mr Smith . . . thinks 
that trade should be left to itself, because individuals 
understand best their own interests,” the Edinburgh 
publicist William Playfair, an associate of William and 
of Patrick Colquhoun, wrote in his own, augmented 
edition of The Wealth of Nations; he commented that 
Smith at the same time complained “in unusually bitter 
terms of that desire of monopoly which is, and which 
must be, the concomitant of a desire to accumulate and 
become rich.”119 

In the real world of commerce, that is to say, and es-
pecially in the real world of empire, individuals were 
not always wise or foresighted. They pursued their own 
interests most effi ciently by understanding the rules of 
political infl uence: of recommendations, parliamentary 
boroughs, indirect taxes (as in George’s project of the 
East India Company’s exporting tea to America, and 
again in his project of vegetable oil plantations in Hon-
duras), the changing regulations governing gratuities 
from Indian princes, and the jurisprudence of mortgages 
on slaves. William was “totally absorbed in the accumu-
lation of wealth,” the Johnstones’ American nephew 
wrote at the very end of his life: “his character is distant 
& reserved and the principal occupation of his mind at 
present is, borough jobbing. If this is respectability of 
character I am at a loss to defi ne the word.”120

The new system of political economy was considered 
to be both unrealistic and dangerous, thirdly, in that it 
disregarded the extent to which commerce required 
 civility and virtue, and it thereby contributed, in turn, to 
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the subversion of virtue itself. Its tendency, in the view of 
its early critics, was to undermine the social foundations 
of order. This was the criticism made by William Julius 
Mickle and others (including James’s old school friend 
Alexander Carlyle), of the infi delity of David Hume and 
Adam Smith: “introducing that unrestrained and univer-
sal commerce, which propagates opinions as well as 
commodities.”121 The criticism was elaborated later, in 
the period following the French Revolution, into a large 
theory of social destruction. For the poet Robert Southey, 
Smith was a Diogenes of the modern subject, poised to 
“pluck the wings of his intellect, strip him of the down 
and plumage of his virtues.”122 The effect of materialist 
doctrines was to transform society into an anarchy of 
interests and desires, in which individuals would be 
more terrifying to each other than the “cayman of the 
Ganges and the tiger of Zara.”123

All these early criticisms of laissez-faire political econ-
omy were familiar, in one form or another, to the John-
stones and their friends. James, who had been “en-
chanted with the fi rst edition” of William Julius Mickle’s 
translation of the Lusiad, immediately borrowed a copy 
of the new edition, with its vehement criticism of Adam 
Smith. “When he has seen that part where you cut off 
the heads of those Gigantick Errors you have found in 
Dr Smiths book I doubt not of his being highly pleased 
& making known his opinion to every body,” the John-
stones’ Uncle Walter wrote to Mickle.124 But the dismal 
choices that the critics described—to live under the pro-
tection of Indian princes or to become sovereigns one-
self, to choose between one’s immediate and enduring 
interests, to choose what sort of person one wants to be, 
or seem to be—were also the choices of the Johnstones’ 
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own lives. They were enchanted with works of economic 
theory and economic criticism, and they lived amidst 
personal choices that were also choices of economic sys-
tems or worlds of thought.

The early criticisms of political economy were ad-
dressed, implicitly or explicitly, in the nineteenth-century 
epics of the history of economic thought, which were 
also delineations of the territory of economic life. They 
were implicit, too, in the other nineteenth-century epic 
of virtuous empire. Even in the most civilized societies, 
in these historical stories, there were imperfections to be 
reformed (as in the semi-economic semi-political institu-
tions of the army, the navy, the parliamentary boroughs, 
and the East India Company). In uncivilized societies, 
or the societies that John Stuart Mill described as exist-
ing in a condition of infancy, or “nonage,” there were 
by contrast no conditions for economic freedom; there 
was only empire, or the far-off prospect of improvement. 
Political economy was itself a source of virtue in civi-
lized or commercial societies. It was a Christian way of 
thinking and the foundation of consistent customs, or 
norms, of civilized competition and enlightened self-in-
terest.125 This was the intellectual world of the John-
stones’ respectable grandchildren in nineteenth-century 
Scotland and the nineteenth-century British empire. But 
it was not their own world of opportunity.



• Chapter Five •

Experiences of Empire

The Johnstones’ experience of empire was indistinctly 
public and private, economic and political, reckless 

and prudent. It was disorderly in multiple respects, with 
regard to the forces of progress, or the forces of empire. 
But the family’s history and the history of their extended 
households provide a circumstantial view of eighteenth-
century economic life. Their stories show the multiplic-
ity of connections between the slave economies of the 
times and the enlightened offi cials of East Indian and 
Atlantic commerce. The history of the Johnstones’ for-
tunes—of how these brothers and sisters, who grew up 
with the prospect of penury and loss, were able to make 
money out of information, and out of the returns on 
their initial, unlikely prizes (William’s wife’s inheritance 
and John’s presents from the Indian princes)—is an un-
usual story of economic improvement. The story of the 
Johnstones’ family exchanges is the vista of a multiplier 
effect by which distant events were of consequence in 
the interior of Scotland, and by which the empire at 
home became an information order of sisters and nieces. 
It is a vista, too, of intimate exchange.

Slavery in the British Empire

The Johnstones were minor participants in the politi-
cal history of British slavery over more than forty years. 
They were on different sides at different times and in 
different circumstances: Alexander, as an opponent of 
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the torture of slaves, in 1770; George, as a defender of 
the kindness of American slave-owners, in 1775; John, 
together with his son and his brother-in-law, Charlotte’s 
widower, as subscribers to the Society for the Abolition 
of the Slave Trade, in 1788; James as a supporter of the 
immediate abolition of the slave trade, in 1792, and of 
the gradual abolition of slavery; and William, as a prom-
inent defender of the slave trade and slavery in 1805.1 
Margaret’s son-in-law, John Wedderburn, was the owner 
and the loser in the case that ended the law of slavery in 
Scotland; the Johnstones’ nephew was his legal counsel. 
The Johnstones’ two slaves, Bell or Belinda and Joseph 
Knight, were fi gures of world-historical importance in 
these dramas of progress. Bell or Belinda was the last 
person who was determined to have been a slave by a 
court in the British Isles, and Joseph Knight’s law suit 
against John Wedderburn ended the legal recognition of 
slavery in Britain.

Of the seven Johnstone brothers who set out from the 
valley of the Esk in the 1730s and 1740s, at least six 
became the owners of other people. James inherited Al-
exander’s slaves in Grenada. Alexander bought the Bac-
caye plantation and its slaves with money borrowed 
from William and John. William owned slaves in Gre-
nada, Dominica, and Tobago. George owned the slave 
called Phillis, in West Florida. John owned Bell or Be-
linda, and “Molly,” and some share in Alexander’s slaves 
in Grenada. Gideon married into the Liverpool business 
of the Atlantic slave trade, and his father-in-law, Scrope 
Colquitt, was a Liverpool lawyer, a parliamentary lob-
byist for the “Free and open Trade to Africa,” and the 
part owner in the 1740s and 1750s of three slave ships 
trading between the Gold Coast and Jamaica, Antigua, 
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and Tortola.2 Elizabeth Caroline Johnstone, the histor-
ian of Etruria, remembered a nursery maid who “was a 
half Negro—Her father a fi ne & noble looking man was 
the liberated slave of my G. Uncle Gideon Johnstone 
who bought Hawk Hill & left it & his slaves to my 
Grandfather.”3 Only Patrick, who died at the age of 
eighteen, was uninvolved in the slave economy of the 
times, or involved only to the extent of the fortunes of 
the two merchants, one a political agent of Virginia and 
Barbados, and the other a proprietor of the slave- trading 
island of Bance in Sierra Leone, who provided the secu-
rity in 1753 for his passage to India.

For the Johnstone sisters and sisters-in-law, the expe-
rience of setting out for the empire was from the outset 
an encounter with slavery and with slaves. When the 
Earl of Holdernesse, in which Elizabeth Carolina Keene, 
later Johnstone, and her sister travelled to India in 
1761, was close to Madagascar, “two canues with two 
men in each came on board”; “they spoke a little Bro-
ken English and . . . they would fane have had us go in, 
telling us there was plenty of Bullocks and Slaves to be 
had.”4 Martha Ford lived in a slave society in Pensa-
cola. Margaret Wedderburn lived in Perthshire with a 
slave, Joseph Knight. John, Elizabeth Carolina, and 
their son lived in Fife with Bell or Belinda; Betty, Char-
lotte, and Charlotte’s husband, James Balmain, were 
frequent visitors. When Margaret Wedderburn’s daugh-
ter and son-in-law died in Calcutta and at sea, their 
sons were left in Penang in the care of a European ser-
vant and a “female slave.”5

The Johnstones and their children—or all of them ex-
cept Alexander and his “mulato daughter”—lived at a 
distance from the exchanges of the slave economy.6 
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James, who was identifi ed in his will as “Sir James John-
stone of Grenada,” never visited the plantation he in-
herited, although his manager wrote to him from time 
to time about the transactions of the estate: “the Mu-
latto carpenter purchased in October last, as formerly 
advised,” who “is really a valuable acquisition,” or “Ten 
fi ne Stout young Men & Women at £56 p head.”7 John 
reported to William that Alexander had drawn on their 
credit “for 12 Negroes,” very much against his inclina-
tion.8 Even in Jamaica, John Wedderburn lived high 
above the exchanges of the slave market, in a literal 
sense, or “up” from the port in which the slaving vessels 
were unloaded, in Joseph Knight’s description. “He was 
sent up from the Ship to the Petitioners house in Ja-
maica,” Joseph Knight recalled of his arrival in the 
Americas, in the statement of his own history that he 
presented to the magistrates in Perthshire, at the outset 
of his law suit.9 When a namesake of Patrick Colquhoun, 
William Colhoon or Colqhoun, the son of a lesser 
Glasgow merchant, became chief mate of a “very fi ne 
vessel” bound from Senegal to Virginia in 1770 with a 
hundred and fi fty slaves, he wrote to his sister in 
Glasgow that “it is a very precarious cargoe as for me it 
is the fi rst time we always have plenty of noise and stink 
in proportion.”10 There was no fi rst time, for the John-
stones, in the immediate experience of the Atlantic slave 
trade: no noise and stink.

But the institution of slavery was at the horizon of the 
Johnstones’ expectations of empire, from the East Indies 
to the Gulf of Mexico. They planned their involvement 
in the sugar industry, or “branch.” “Among my Papers I 
observe a Plan No. 1 ‘To Settle a Plantation.’ This was 
one you gave me 1766, when our engaging in this branch 
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was fi rst thought of in Consequence of [Alexander’s] 
Letters,” John wrote to William, in one of their continu-
ing exchanges over the partnership in Grenada.11 Alex-
ander named fi ve of his brothers and three of his neph-
ews in his will as potential future owners of his slaves 
and boiling houses.12 Louisa, as James’s widow, inher-
ited the Grenada plantation and was its owner at the 
time of the Grenada slave revolution of 1795; “tranquil-
lity is completely established,” her friends were informed 
in 1796, which “holds out the prospect of Lady J’s en-
joying before long a handsome revenue from the Es-
tate.”13 William’s daughter Henrietta Laura became the 
owner of the Grenada estates that were the subject of 
litigation between her heirs and George’s grandchildren. 
Louisa’s mother, many years earlier, had been left an in-
terest in estates in Ireland, England, Wales, and Barba-
dos, as had her grandmother, the benefi ciary of estates in 
Ireland, England, and Barbados.14 

These expectations were not even unusual in the John-
stones’ milieu of the Scottish law and in their circles of 
friends and associates. To move outwards from the John-
stones’ experience is to fi nd the same normality of empire 
in the lives of their friends. Alexander Wedderburn, who 
spoke so eloquently of the East India Company (“what 
is the state?”), was in correspondence with the governor 
of East Florida in 1775 about “the expense of settling 
a Plantation,” and even about settling in America him-
self, or “commencing an East Floridan”: “Estimate of 
the purchase of 30 Negroes and other Necessaries for 
the Settlement of an Indigo Plantation.”15 His brother, 
George’s friend David Wedderburn, travelled to West 
Florida via the slave societies of St. Christopher, Antigua, 
and Jamaica. A few weeks after his arrival in Mobile in 
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1765, he wrote home about “a Negro Servant of mine 
[who] was shot t’other day in the Shoulder by accident” 
and the promise he had been given by one of his new 
friends: “if I believed my Slave had been Shot designedly 
by an Indian he would bring me the Indians head that 
shot him before the Sun went down.”16 Once he was set-
tled in India in 1771, David Wedderburn wrote to his 
sister with details of the society of the English settlement, 
a narrative of the politics of the East India Company, and 
“a pretty exact account of my revenue, my expences”: 
“the fi rst year, I was at a considerably larger expence, for 
many obvious reasons, than I shall any succeeding one 
furniture, linnen, China, Horses, Carriages, Slaves, House 
&c. &c. were all to be purchased.”17 When he died in 
Baruch in 1773, the inventory of his estate, sent back to 
his sister and brother in England, included “5 Goats & 6 
Kids Slaves 4 Coffrey Boys 4 Malabar do. 1 Box China 
Fireworks.”18

The minor fi gures in the Johnstones’ story had much 
the same experience of overseas enterprise, in which 
slavery and and the enslaved, or the once enslaved, 
came and went, on the horizon of empire. Samuel Swin-
ton, the wine merchant and newspaper publisher, and 
John Swinton’s brother, lived in London with a black 
servant whom he had “brought . . . from the West In-
dies” and later with a servant described in a court case 
of 1771 as “a little tawney boy belonging to Mr. Swin-
ton.”19 A spectacular legal case of the period, in which 
John Swinton was one of the advocates, involved an-
other close acquaintance and neighbor of the John-
stones, Sir William Maxwell, who was later both Alex-
ander’s and James’s trustee; the case turned on Maxwell’s 
wife’s inheritance, his brother-in-law’s divorce, the 
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 alleged adultery of the brother-in-law’s wife with Max-
well’s former footman, and the inadmissibility of the 
evidence of Maxwell’s slave, Latchemo, on the grounds 
that he was fi rst, a slave, and second, not a Christian.20 
A lady called Miss Isabella Hall, in the east of Scotland, 
received the sad news in 1765, from a wartime col-
league of John’s in Calcutta, that her brother had died 
in Sumatra, leaving her as his heiress and also as the 
guardian of his little daughter of fi ve, “Miss Peggy,” 
who had been born in Sumatra and who was sent to 
Scotland with “one pair of Gold Sleeve Buttons” and 
“One Slave Woman named Betty”: “the Nurse is a slave 
& must return to India.”21

For some of the Johnstones’ acquaintances, including 
their long-standing friends the Petries, the slave econ-
omy was far more immediately present in Africa, as well 
as in the East and West Indies. Gilbert Petrie, to whom 
James wrote in 1771 about the qualifi cations of the head 
and the heart, had recently returned from his position as 
governor of the slave-trading and mercantile fort, the 
Cape Coast Castle in modern Ghana. He sent James the 
present of an “Animal,” in remembrance of earlier ser-
vices; it was to Petrie’s credit, James responded, that 
“sixteen broiling years on Sultry Sands cannot Efface 
the Slightest Obligation.” Petrie and his younger brother 
John, who had been John and Gideon’s friend in Cal-
cutta, visited James in Norfolk, where they discussed the 
effect of “Semiruta in Putrid Fevers.”22 Gilbert Petrie 
later moved with his slaves to Tobago, and John Petrie 
became the most extravagant of all the defenders of 
slavery in the House of Commons. “The abolition of the 
slave trade would be the scourge of Africa; as a planter, 
he wished it to take place; but as a cosmopolite, he de-
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sired its continuance out of humanity to the inhabitants 
of the coast of Africa,” he declared in opposition to Wil-
berforce’s abolition bill in 1799; in a later orator’s sum-
mary of his speech, “ ‘the heart shudders to conceive what 
must be the state of Africa without the Slave trade.’ ”23 

In North America, too, the Johnstones and their ac-
quaintances lived amidst the relationships of a slave-
owning society. Barbara Johnstone Kinnaird’s grandson 
had very little prospect of “bettering his condition” in 
his property within William’s New York estates, his 
Massachusetts uncle wrote in 1804; “he has no slaves to 
cultivate it.”24 In 1776, when James Ramsay, the captain 
of the Betsey, on which Bell or Belinda had been trans-
ported to Virginia in 1772, was en route from Barbados 
to Glasgow, the Betsey was captured by American priva-
teers. The prisoners, who included Captain Ramsay, two 
“gentlemen passengers,” and “a Negroe Boy belonging 
to the said James Ramsay,” were taken to Rhode Island 
and thence to Cork in Ireland.25 At the end of George’s 
unsuccessful mission of American conciliation, the chair-
man of the commission, Lord Carlisle, wrote to his wife 
from New York to inform her that George would be 
bringing letters home, and to report on the acquisitions 
of his American household: 

I bid Frederick purchase a black slave for me if he could 
fi nd one about 12 or 13 years of age. . . . Today after 
dinner he told me he had one to show me, but believed 
it was rather too young. I desired to see it, and he pro-
duced one of not quite four years old, which he would 
fain add to the company of the raccoon, grey squirrel, 
fi sh-hawk, and other beasts which his love of natural 
history has fi lled my house with.26
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The history of the Johnstones’ and their friends’ en-
counters with slavery is the story of individuals who be-
came rich in the later eighteenth century, and whose en-
counters in the British empire were ventures into the 
economy (and the society) of enslavement. But it is also 
part of a larger story of change over time that is very 
different from the narrative of humanitarian or legal or 
political progress, in which at least two of the brothers 
were also participants (the drama of “palliation,” in J. R. 
Seeley’s description).27 The forty years in which the 
Johnstones were active in public life, from the new set-
tlements of 1763 to the abolition of the slave trade (in 
British ships) in 1806, were a time of humanitarian sen-
timent, as in the abolitionist associations in which James 
and John were involved, and at the same time, of con-
solidation and expansion in the Atlantic slave econ-
omy.28 This was a matter of the numbers of slaves trans-
ported across the Atlantic: the peak of the French slave 
trade came in 1790, the British slave trade in 1799, the 
slave trade in U.S. ships in 1807, the Portugese slave 
trade in 1829, and the Spanish slave trade in 1835.29 It 
was a matter, too, of the politics of race, of the adminis-
tration of slave societies, of anxiety about slave revolu-
tions, and of refl ection on the future of slavery.30

The idea of race was indistinct in the Johnstones’ 
postwar world of the 1760s and 1770s, like the ideas of 
empire, or law, or economic life. Bell or Belinda was de-
scribed variously in the court papers of 1771 as a “black 
girl,” a “native of Bengal in the East Indies,” and a “Ne-
groe Girl.” Adam Smith used the word “race” in The 
Wealth of Nations in a variety of senses: the “race of 
animals,” the “race of the kings of France,” the “race of 
labourers,” the “race of mendicant friars,” the “unpros-
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perous race of men commonly called men of letters.”31 
But the scientifi c racism of the nineteenth-century epics 
of the history of empire, of master castes and stronger 
races, was already in view, as in the Johnstones’ cousin 
James Ferguson’s reference, in Joseph Knight’s case, to 
“a very shocking calamity, viz., the debasing of our own 
race.”32 The “general’s people are Samboes,” a Jamaican 
historian wrote in the report on Mosquitia that George 
submitted to parliament in 1777, and they had “inher-
ited some of the worst characteristicks of the worst Af-
rican mind.”33 William, in his speech against the aboli-
tion of the slave trade, in 1805, presented the choice 
before parliament as a question of species: “the real fact 
was agreed upon by all parties to be this: the West Indies 
cannot be cultivated by Europeans, whose constitutions 
will not bear fatigue in that climate. It is therefore neces-
sary, if they are to be cultivated at all, that it must be by 
some other class of the human species.”34

The Johnstones were at the margin, once again, of 
these scenes of change. Even John, in India, was a tran-
sitional fi gure in the new politics of race. He was a con-
spirator, in Clive’s foreboding view, in a combination of 
blacks (or Indians) and whites. His references to differ-
ences of race, in his self-defense before and after leaving 
India, veer wildly between sympathy for “the Sufferings 
of Mootyram” (a man with “a House and Family” who 
had been confi ned with “all the Terrors attending a man 
already convicted and condemned of capital Offences”) 
and for his Persian correspondents (“I received letters 
from them both . . . expressing the utmost dread and ap-
prehension”); dismay, that even the merchants in the 
Calcutta market now refuse his goods (“How ready the 
Black Fellows are to curry Favour”); and large questions 
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about race and power: “Has . . . any Black Man in the 
Country, now either Resolution or Power” to question 
the Company?35 

In West Florida, George’s government was a forced 
march through the slow transformation of the racial 
politics of empire.36 The new government in Florida was 
occupied from the outset with the establishment of a 
slave society, and with the legal position of fugitive, 
 captured, restituted, salvaged, and “lost” slaves. Even 
George’s expense account included reimbursement to a 
visiting naval offi cer of “the Value of his Negro lost in a 
Boat.”37 There was a “most ticklish” case of the trial “of 
a White Man for the Murder of an Indian,” which in-
volved “the Question of Infi del Evidence,” the “Distinc-
tion between Murder and Manslaughter,” and the treaty 
obligations entered into with the native Americans. 
There was also the case of a black slave who escaped 
from Florida to New Orleans, where he was “received 
on board a Spanish Frigate,” and four slaves who es-
caped, together with the indentured “Mulatto Man,” 
but were shipwrecked on the Chandelier Islands—from 
which the two survivors, one of the slaves and the mu-
latto, were rescued by “a Frenchman” and taken to New 
Orleans, where they were held for “Charges (including 
Salvage).” It was a case, George wrote to the outgoing 
French governor, that raised not only the “maritime laws 
of Oleron” and the principle of “mutual Restitution” of 
runaway slaves, but also the “established Humanity of 
the French Nation”: “I must declare it is the fi rst time I 
have ever heard of a mere Layman asking Salvage for a 
Living Soul.”38

The act for the regulation of negroes and slaves that 
George signed before he left the province was the codifi -
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cation of a new society, in which “it will be necessary to 
employ a great many Negroes” and “where custom has 
prevailed to distinguish their color for the badge of slav-
ery.” All negroes, Indians, “mulattoes,” and “mustees,” 
with the exception of those who were free, were declared 
to be “chattels personal in the hands of their owners”; 
there was a schedule of punishments “if any Negro or 
slave shall offer violence or strike any white person,” 
“(not extending to life or limb).” In the new and more 
bloodthirsty act passed after George’s departure, the 
schedule was increased to “death or any other punish-
ment,” and to the crimes of the mind: “if any slave or 
slaves shall compass or imagine the death of any white 
person . . . such slave or slaves shall suffer death.”39

In Grenada, too, the Johnstones were caught up in 
the changing politics of race, and in the regulation of a 
society at war with its slaves. Grenada, like West Flor-
ida, was a society obsessed with the slaves’ own revolu-
tions. The “disquiets and animosities” in which Alex-
ander was involved in Grenada were disputes, as in 
Pensacola and Calcutta, between British settlers or 
 British offi cials. But they were also disputes over the 
law and the social relationships of slavery. Alexander’s 
complaint to the Privy Council turned on the events of 
the slave revolution in the interior of the island, on the 
use of torture against slaves, and on the transition from 
the “Code Noir” of the French colonies to the British 
“Government of Slaves.” The “Act to free Augustine” to 
which Alexander so objected was the consequence, as 
recounted in one of the pamphlets by the Johnstones’ 
friends, of the distinctive social circumstances of the 
 island: the “very complicated degree of relation” be-
tween Alexander’s opponent (the island’s governor); his 
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“ intimate friend” Augustine; the friend’s companion, “a 
black wench, a near relation to the famous Augustin”; 
and the friend’s “incestuous family, particularly with 
his mistress, daughter, and granddaughter, all which 
dear and endearing appellations are applicable to one 
and the same person only.”40 

The Westerhall plantation in Grenada was a part of 
the Johnstones’ lives over three generations, and its de-
scent by inheritance was a journey through the early 
history of empire. Alexander was the most prosperous 
of all the absentee proprietors in Grenada when the 
French recaptured the island in 1779, or at least the 
owner of the largest number of slaves—the slaves whom 
he had bought with credit from his brothers.41 The 
Westerhall plantation later became a celebrated exam-
ple of enlightened production, in the years when it was 
owned by James: of cultivation with the plough, by 
slaves in shoes. It was virtually untouched, according to 
the abolitionists’ histories, by the epidemic illnesses that 
affl icted the island, and by the political sequence of slave 
revolutions, including Fédon’s Revolution of 1795–
96.42 When William inherited the plantation, in the de-
scription of his new manager, “the plough was aban-
doned, because, on that Estate, it was found to accomplish 
no saving of expense, no acceleration of labour, and be-
cause it added nothing to the crop.” The manager, in 
turn, became one of the most prominent theorists of 
slavery of the nineteenth century: “I know Westerhall 
Estate, Grenada, well—every cane hole in it,” he wrote 
of the “rage for everything that was black,” and “the 
ignorant population of Africa, can only be raised to the 
blessings and advantages of freedom through personal 
Slavery.”43 
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The future of slavery was a matter of legal and ad-
ministrative reorganization, in these scenes, more than 
of political or parliamentary reform. It was also a mat-
ter of expectations about the political lives of the en-
slaved.44 The Johnstones and their friends were sur-
rounded by the anticipation and the anxious observation 
of slave revolt. Grenada, when Alexander arrived, was 
an island of revolt, with its “jarring” mixture of slaves, 
“sheltered in the woody Mountains.” The crisis over the 
fugitive Augustine was an episode in a century-long war 
in Grenada between the European colonists and the ma-
roons of the interior, former slaves and descendants of 
slaves. The Grenada “Act for the better Government 
of Slaves” spoke of “Great Terror and Manifest Haz-
ard” and the legislation in West Florida referred to 
“fugitive or runaway” slaves.45 William’s proposed re-
forms of mortgages on West Indian estates in the early 
1770s, and his associates’ litigation with respect to 
the English and French law of mortgages on slaves, 
came at a time of “true panic” in the French colonial 
administration, over slave revolts in Surinam, Guyana, 
Berbice, and Saint-Domingue.46 His last parliamentary 
strategy on mortgages was a private bill regarding 
the Westerhall plantation in Grenada, passed in 1796, 
to “raise Money by Mortgage for repairing the Damage 
done thereto in the late Insurrections.”47 “Before there 
was a white American revolution, there were already 
black and brown ones sweeping through South America 
and the Caribbean,” as Simon Schama has written, 
and before the political confl icts over the slave trade, 
there were military confl icts, which were also political.48 
This too was the Johnstones’ narrative of slavery and 
empire.
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“The storm is fast gathering; every instant it becomes 
blacker and blacker,” William Wilberforce said in his 
peroration at the end of the parliamentary debate of 
1805, in which William Pulteney played such a promi-
nent role in delaying the abolition of the slave trade—a 
defeat of which Wilberforce wrote that “I never felt so 
much on a parliamentary occasion. I could not sleep 
after fi rst waking at night. The poor blacks rushed into 
my mind.”49 The debate turned, as on previous occa-
sions, on the “great interests of the country.” But it was 
also concerned to a novel extent with events in Saint-
Domingue, now the independent state of Haiti, and with 
“the minds of the negroes.”50 “They were capable of re-
fl ecting on their physical powers,” Wilberforce was re-
ported to have said of the slaves in the West Indies (in an 
interesting echo of George’s son’s comment, four years 
earlier, on the transient disinclination of the natives of 
India “to refl ect upon their own strength”).51 “That they 
had feelings, and could think and act like men was, he 
supposed, hardly disputed,” Wilberforce also said; “an 
instance had been lately shewn that black men could 
feel, could conceive, and could execute what they 
planned as well as we could.”52 

The condition of slavery was widely diverse across the 
vast distances that the Johnstones and their friends tra-
versed. The East India Company in Calcutta and Lon-
don was actively involved in the slave trade from Mada-
gascar, Angola, and Guinea to St. Helena and the West 
Coast of Sumatra; even the letter that Lord Clive sent to 
London on the Admiral Stevens in 1765, with John and 
Elizabeth Carolina, reported on the successful conclu-
sion of a slaving voyage from Madagascar to Sumatra.53 
The “domestic slavery” of the interior of India was dif-



Experiences of Empire 169

ferent from the “chattel slavery” of the West Indies and 
North America.54 George, in his elegy to the Mosquito 
shore, was shocked by the “shameful traffi c” of the Brit-
ish merchants, seizing “the surrounding tribes of Indi-
ans” to be “conveyed as articles of commerce to the En-
glish and French settlements in the West-Indies.”55 The 
slave laws of the French, English, Spanish, Dutch, and 
Portugese empires were disparate, and they changed 
over time. So too did the slave laws of the North Ameri-
can colonies. The legal regimes of individual estates 
changed as islands and colonies were ceded from one 
European empire to the next. The descriptions of indi-
viduals were elided: Bell or Belinda, who was a “slave or 
servant,” or “Molly a black girl, the slave or servant of 
John Johnstone,” or David Wedderburn’s “Negro Ser-
vant of mine” in Florida in 1765, who was also, for his 
native American friends, “my slave.”

But for the enslaved, including the individuals who 
were slaves in the Johnstones’ households, the diversity 
of slave regimes was itself a continuing constituent of 
the experience of slavery. Almost all the individual 
slaves in the Johnstones’ history had information about 
different kinds of slavery and different slave societies; 
almost all also lived in a world of “choicelessness.”56 To 
be without choice was to be subject to sudden, tragic 
transition from one regime or condition to another. It 
was to be carriable, in particular, from the domestic 
slavery of Europe or Asia to the plantation slavery of 
the Americas. 

James Somerset, who had been brought by his owner 
from the North American colonies to England, escaped 
from enslavement in London and was recaptured; when 
he was freed by court order, he was in irons on a ship 
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bound for Jamaica. Joseph Knight was bought in the 
Cape Coast of modern Ghana, brought to Jamaica, and 
then carried onward by his owner, John Wedderburn, to 
Scotland. The immediate claim, in his case before the 
Perth Court in 1774, was to “inhibite and discharge Sir 
John Wedderburn from the sending the Petitioner abroad 
. . . either by carrying furth of this Country or in other 
ways”; John Wedderburn’s counter-claim was “he ought 
to be allowed to carry the pursuer back with him to the 
West indies, if he should chuse, altho’ he does not insist 
on this in point of fact, as he has no such intention.”57 
Bell or Belinda lived in the “domestic slavery” of the 
East Indies and in the domestic servitude of Scotland; it 
was a court in Scotland that determined that she was 
not a “slave or servant” but a “Slave for Life,” and sent 
her to the slavery of Virginia. 

“This Age of Information”

The Johnstones’ rise to fortune, in so many scenes and 
over so many setbacks, was an enigma to their contem-
poraries, and it is enigmatic still. The family’s efforts to 
fi nd evidence of their descent from Matthew de John-
stone—described by James as the “Great Desiderata of 
my father”—ended only in 1881.58 The claims of the 
Johnstones of Westerhall were then repudiated with de-
rision. The Johnstones were only tenuously related to 
the nobility, the genealogists of the successful heirs 
claimed. They had been a family of local lawyers and 
commissioners, or agents working on commission, “suc-
cessively employed as factors or otherwise on the affairs 
of the Earls and Marquises.” They had the “freest ac-
cess” to the muniments or archives of their distant rela-
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tions; both the Johnstones’ father and their grandfather, 
according to the successful claimants, had used their 
legal position to obfuscate the historical record.59 The 
Johnstones, as so often, had invented themselves.

The possibility of economic decline was as likely, in 
the Johnstone brothers’ and sisters’ early years, as the 
possibility of fortune or economic advancement. The 
family was not poor in the terms of their neighbors in 
the Valley of the Esk (although William, even in 1767, 
was identifi ed in London as the “third son of a poor 
Scot”).60 But they lived with the prospect of falling from 
indebtedness into landlessness, and into social ignominy. 
“I wish the Poor Girls were Safe,” George wrote to Wil-
liam at the family’s low ebb of fortune in 1759.61

The successes of the Johnstones were the consequence 
of opportunity, resolution, and the effi cient use of infor-
mation of the most diverse sort. The brothers were not 
war contractors or slave traders or bankers or the con-
querors of provinces (like Lord Clive); they were not 
even merchants in Adam Smith’s sense of the man of 
speculation who “is a corn merchant this year, and a 
wine merchant the next, and a sugar, tobacco, or tea 
merchant the year after.”62 Only John, in India, and Pat-
rick and Gideon, over a shorter period, made money out 
of buying and selling commodities—bales of cloth, salt, 
and the services of bullocks. The Johnstones lived in the 
early period of the industrial-scientifi c revolution in 
Scotland, and the sites of industrial transformation were 
at the edge of their fi elds of vision, or of what could be 
heard. “The distant din of war reaches us but seldom 
but from the Carron the farce I suppose must now be at 
an end,” John wrote to James Balmain during the Amer-
ican revolutionary war, in reference to the Carron Iron 
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Works, a few miles from his home in Alva. The letters of 
James, John, and Betty are full of references to looking 
for coal in the hills of Scottish estates.63 But the John-
stones’ own ventures in industry were almost always 
transient—experiments with canals and sulphur and an-
timony. They made money out of money, and out of 
 information.

There were two initial sources of the family’s new-
found prosperity. The fi rst was the money that John, the 
ninth of the eleven children, was able to send or bring 
from India—his presents from Indian princes and bank-
ers, and the profi ts of his commerce in muslins and salt. 
The second was the inheritance of William’s wife, Fran-
ces Pulteney, anticipated from 1760 and confi rmed, to 
the jubilation of William’s Edinburgh friends, in 1767. 
John and William were rich men by the late 1760s, and 
they invested their money in property, bonds, and politi-
cal opportunities. They provided loans and stipends to 
their brothers and sisters, to their nephews and nieces, 
and to Uncle Walter. Their older brother Alexander, or 
“poor Sandy J.,” with his “oddity” and his “cross for-
tune,” was the third of the brothers to become rich, as 
the owner of the Westerhall plantation in Grenada, 
bought with money borrowed from William.64 The fam-
ily was itself an investment opportunity and a society of 
information.

In the new world of information of the late eighteenth 
century, the Johnstones were able to turn these initial 
endowments (or prizes) into enduring fortunes. The sis-
ters and brothers were conscious of living in the inquis-
itive times that their contemporary, Vicesimus Knox, 
described as “this age of information.”65 They were in-
terested by “disposition”—like Fanny Price in Mans-
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fi eld Park, the most Indian of Jane Austen’s novels—in 
“information for information’s sake.”66 Their under-
standing of commerce, like that of Adam Smith, was 
founded on a sense of the importance of information; 
the “unavoidable ignorance of administration” with re-
spect to the relative importance of different political 
fi gures in the distant colonies; the “uneasiness” of the 
merchant with respect to the “character and situation 
of the persons whom he trusts”; and the “intelligence 
requisite” for distant speculations.67 So was their under-
standing of politics. They were like North Americans, 
as described by another colonial offi cial of the time, 
with East Indian and Atlantic connections (the brother 
of the offi cial with whom George corresponded in West 
Florida): “the acquirement of information . . . forms a 
character peculiar to these people,” a “turn of character 
which, in the ordinary occurrences of life, is called 
 inquisitiveness.”68 

The Johnstones described themselves as well in-
formed, and they were described by others as persons of 
information. “He seems a man of much information & 
strong feelings, his manner awkward but expressive,” a 
British diplomat wrote of George in 1779, during the 
negotiations over the captivity of Martha and George’s 
two young sons.69 The letters of the family and their 
friends were concerned, to a striking extent, with ex-
changes of information. Patrick promised William, in 
the letter that arrived after his death in Calcutta, that “I 
shall write you very fully of my situation & opinion of 
the People here by next Ship.”70 Margaret wrote to their 
mother from Paris about her daughter’s teething, her 
grandmother’s illness (“I fear I fear she’s dead”), and her 
success in presenting the Scottish regiment’s requests to 
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the French court.71 “As you ask a perticular account I 
shall inform you of every thing I know,” Betty wrote to 
William, after Barbara’s separation.72 “Write me mi-
nutely about Your Children and about every thing else 
that you know I am anxious about,” David Wedderburn 
wrote to his sister from Bombay. To his brother, en route 
from Antigua to Jamaica, he wrote of his plans “to get 
(if I can) some information about Johnson’s [John-
stone’s] warlike preparations,” and of “the Ideas I have 
formed for myself upon my present information which, 
is very imperfect.”73

William, whose collection of letters is the largest sin-
gle repository of the family’s surviving correspondence, 
was an economist, in the eighteenth-century sense, of 
bills and bonds. He was also an economist of useful in-
formation, about everything from the Nile-like soil of 
the Mississippi delta (as described by his informant in 
New Orleans) to the reputation of his sister Barbara 
(she had never been out except to church, Betty wrote 
after the Kinnairds’ separation).74 He identifi ed himself 
in the House of Commons as the recipient and purveyor 
of authentic information. “I have my information from 
a person who has universally acknowledged abilities 
[and] has had opportunities of enquiry,” he said in a de-
bate about fraud in naval procurement. In the debate 
over Wilberforce’s abolition bill, he said that “he could 
assert, from his own knowledge and means of informa-
tion, that [slaves] were universally much better treated 
now.”75

There were multiple respects in which the Johnstones’ 
late eighteenth-century empire was an “information so-
ciety,” in the classifi cation of modern historians of infor-
mation.76 It was a time of exuberant expansion in the 
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public media of newspapers, pamphlets, and books, es-
pecially in Britain and France, but increasingly in the 
rest of Europe, in the Americas, and in the East Indies.77 
The modern industry of public opinion was an innova-
tion of the Johnstones’ own lifetimes. “One and forty 
times did the House sit upon this business,” Edmund 
Burke said in a parliamentary debate of 1772 over the 
East India Company: “books upon books, and papers 
upon papers were brought up and piled upon your 
table.”78 “The eyes of the world have been blinded by 
publications,” Clive said of the descriptions in England 
of the consumption of salt in Calcutta.79 John Swinton’s 
brother Samuel became the publisher of two French 
newspapers, Le Courier de Londres and Le Courier de 
l’Europe, which he offered to enlist, in 1794, in the cir-
culation of news in Ostend, Martinique, and in northern 
France. He was a virtuoso, in prospect, of overseas pub-
lic opinion, and of the new media of bellicose informa-
tion, to be distributed

by means of light paper Balloons painted black sent up 
by means of spirit of wine from different parts of the 
border of France when the wind blows fair, also by 
means of messengers sent in the night time to leave them 
on different parts of the high Road near the large Towns, 
also by means of Dogs set on shore on different parts of 
the Sea Coast of France with Packets in bladders tied to 
their necks.80

The Johnstones’ world of empire was a time, too, 
when the old media of unwritten and whispered ex-
changes coexisted with the new world of print. The 
news of distant exchanges was a juxtaposition of infor-
mation in the most diverse public and  private media, 
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written and spoken and brought by ship’s captains, 
or intercalated in family or commercial correspondence. 
Two of James’s friends, when they were students in 
Leiden during the war of 1745, travelled to Rotter-
dam “to learn if they had heard anything by fi shing-
boats”; “having gone so far and brought back no news,” 
they decided they would “frame a gazette,” in the form 
of a “banker’s private letter he had got by a fi shing-
boat.”81

In Calcutta, after John’s departure, his friend William 
Bolts produced a gazette in manuscript, “having in 
manuscript many things to communicate, which most 
intimately concern every individual,” which could be 
copied at his home between the hours of ten and twelve 
in the morning.82 There were American newspapers in 
Chittagong in 1762.83 But there was also news from 
passing ships, as when the captain of the ship in which 
Elizabeth Carolina and her sister arrived in Madras 
caught sight of a “country boat,” or an Indian boat, 
from the Maldive Islands, who “informs us . . . that 
Pondicherry has been in our hands this four months.”84 
There was false news: “I hear the Armenians in Calcutta 
have received accounts, that Russian’s have taken Con-
stantinople,” one of Samuel Swinton’s correspondents 
was informed. There was news, even, of the marriage of 
Marie Antoinette to the future Louis XVI, in a letter 
from Dunkirk to Calcutta in 1770: “He is a poor Weakly 
Lad both in mind & body & she a fi ne bouncing Ger-
man Lass so they are very unequally matched, but it is 
thought it will be a means to preserve peace in Europe 
for a long time.”85 

The Johnstones’ world of private information, like the 
information society of mid-eighteenth-century Paris, in 
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Robert Darnton’s description, was a “communication 
network made up of media and genres that have been 
forgotten.”86 The sisters and brothers were preoccupied 
with letters, of instruction or credit or solicitation, and 
also with the mechanisms by which the letters were 
identifi ed with signifi ers of time and place (sent by par-
ticular ships, or forgotten by Gideon, or returned, in the 
case of a letter from John to William, from the Belgian 
town of Spa). The only transient glimpse of emotion that 
William showed in his thirty-seven years as a member of 
the House of Commons, as related in the parliamentary 
reports, was on the unlikely subject of franking, or free 
postage privileges for members of parliament: “Franks, 
he observed, often produced gain to the post-offi ce rev-
enue, by calling forth answers to letters . . . He argued 
also on the cruelty of diminishing the comfort and satis-
faction enjoyed by persons at a considerable distance 
from each other, who conversed familiarly by letter 
while their letters could pass free.”87 One of George’s 
last projects was for the “opening of the Communica-
tion by Suez to the E. Indies” by a British consul in 
Cairo, with the “hospitality incident to the country” to 
be fi nanced by a “small charge upon private letters.”88

The family were preoccupied, too, with the compli-
cated conversations, written and spoken, by which the 
information in letters was evaluated. In the elaborate 
communications of the Johnstones and their friends, the 
exchange of information was to a great extent a ques-
tion of letters about letters, or news about news. “You 
seem uneasy that all my letters have been open’d, and so 
am I too,” David Hume wrote to their father: “I think I 
have in all of them us’d the precaution to name no-body, 
and to date from no place.”89 There were letters to India 
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that were partially in Gaelic and letters that were spir-
ited away, like their maternal uncle’s letters to his son, 
which “may have been secreted . . . from my connection 
with the Johnstones.” There were letters of William Bolts 
in cipher, in which “Port-au-Prince” denoted “Sind,” 
“Baltimore” was “Bengal,” and “American Congress” 
was “Tipu Sultan.”90 John was involved in intricate de-
tail with the exchange of letters within letters: letters 
written on Rukahs, like the information he explicated in 
the Armenians’ case in London, or the “packet of Letters 
intercepted by one of his Chokies” (or custom house of-
fi cials), which he sent from Jellasore to Calcutta in 1761, 
and which may or may not have been forgeries, “sealed 
with a Seal which any Engraver can counterfeit.”91

The Johnstones’ late eighteenth-century empire was a 
society in which the establishment of an information 
order was at the heart of imperial power, as C. A. Bayly 
has shown of rural North India in the early British pe-
riod—a “talkative, knowing society, highly competitive 
about the use and diffusion of information.”92 For the 
Johnstones and their friends, the information of empire 
was in particular a matter of the knowledge of lan-
guages. John’s identity in India was as an interpreter of 
Persian correspondence and the “Moor’s language,” or 
as an intermediary between empires and idioms. The cri-
ses of his Indian existence turned on translations and 
mistranslations—the expression “Cooch booligani” 
(“he will say nothing”), or whether the “words of friend-
ship” in a Persian letter of 1765 were “ironical,” with an 
expression meaning “nevertheless” mistranslated as 
“moreover.”93 Archibald Swinton, when he was asked to 
interpret the signatures on Persian letters that had been 
sent to George in England, described them as being 
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“marked Vussalaam, which means ‘Farewell,’ ”or per-
haps “ne plus ultra.”94 George included six different In-
dian interpreters in his expense account for his period 
in West Florida, and Martha Ford’s concession was 
bounded to the north by the Indian interpreter’s camp.95 
David Wedderburn was the interpreter for the French 
offi cials in the Choctaw and Chickasee congresses of 
1765, and he anticipated that he would learn Choctaw 
(“which does not seem diffi cult as it does not consist of 
many words”).96 On his way to India in 1770, he came 
upon the survivors of a Dutch East India ship that had 
been cast away in the Cape Verde islands, including 
“about twenty German soldiers,” to whom he spoke 
German and whom he took with him to the East India 
Company’s army in Bombay.97

The Johnstones and their friends lived in India during 
the period of transition that the historian Ghulam Hu-
sain described as “these times of half-knowledge,” or 
half-conversation, in which the English were interested 
only in information that they could write down, and not 
in “inquiring into the characters and tempers of men.”98 
But in John’s early imperial world of almost-assimilated 
and almost-Indian merchants—the world that Clive re-
pudiated—the character of both Indian and European 
offi cials was the object of endless observation. John’s 
self-defense in 1765 was a description of his relation-
ships to his partners (Motiram), his partners’ subordi-
nates, his bankers (the Seths), the princes by whom he 
was employed (the raja of Burdwan), and the princes 
whom he distrusted (the nawab of Bengal). His corre-
spondence with his English friends in India was con-
cerned with the evaluation of the “country” offi cials 
upon whom they were so dependent: the character of a 
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Bihar Maharaja (“he is deserving my utmost confi -
dence”) and of the fi nancial offi cer of an English general 
(“whatever his father-in-law may be, I will be bound for 
his never being never concerned in a plot”).99 Clive’s ob-
jective, John wrote in his letter of resignation from the 
Company in 1765, was to diminish his “Rank of Credit” 
to a condition “now become of so little Consequence in 
the Eyes and Opinion of every Body”: “to render me 
cheap and of no consequence in the Eyes of the very 
Country People.”100 

The Johnstones’ understanding of empire was founded 
on a self-conscious sense of the power of words: the 
words of friendship in a Persian letter, or words that 
were like bullets, in Mobile, or the eagle’s tail, in Pen-
sacola, that “spreads like a sheet of Paper.”101 They were 
conscious of themselves, too, as observers of their own 
information society. They were critics of words: “justice, 
prudence, moderation, &c. &c. . . . such a common-
place jingle of words,” as George said of Lord Clive’s 
speech about the eyes of the world.102 John expressed his 
suspicion of what he described as the “narratives” of the 
East India Company in Calcutta in 1765: “Narratives 
extorted by Hope of Favour, or Fear of Disgrace,” the 
contradiction between Motiram and Jagat Seth’s “Nar-
rative,” and the contradiction between Reza Khan’s fi rst 
and second narratives: “what Man would admit himself 
to be judged by Narratives obtained under such Circum-
stances?”103 They were interested in the destiny of public 
records, thrown into the street in West Florida or eaten 
by vermin in Grenada. They were effi cient, or so it seems, 
in the obfuscation of public or parochial records, as 
with Gideon’s birth certifi cation in Westerkirk or George 
Lindsay Johnstone’s in Pensacola.
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These were all opportunities or sources of economic 
information. The Johnstones lived in a new information 
society in the sense of the sustained expansion in com-
mercial and fi nancial information, both in the public 
media of business newspapers and in the “correspon-
dence of the moneyed and the mercantile world,” in Ed-
mund Burke’s description of 1796, a “kind of electric 
communication everywhere.”104 But the information 
that the Johnstones amassed was diffi cult to classify as 
political or fi nancial. The different kinds of knowledge 
were intermingled in their ventures: the public and the 
private, the personal and the fi nancial and the political. 
They were interested in information about opportuni-
ties for bettering themselves by inheritance, military 
promotion, public offi ce, the sale of East India Company 
stock, chancery litigation, naval intelligence, and insur-
ance against changes in the price of sugar. The family 
was its own society of economic advancement.

The Johnstones were specialists in the exchanges that 
historians have described as “affective information,” or 
the information that is exchanged within families and 
within intimate relationships.105 But these exchanges 
were concerned with prices and military promotions, as 
well as with illness and childhood. It was the Johnstone 
sisters, and Betty in particular, who were the essential 
fi gures in the family’s organization of information, in-
cluding information about events in India and the West 
Indies. A very long letter from the Johnstones’ father to 
William—about East India Company politics, the price 
of claret in Calcutta, a lawsuit in Edinburgh, John’s po-
sition in Burdwan, and his own apprehensions (“when 
three parts of four of one is already in the grave and the 
grasshopper is become a Burden”)—was in Betty’s 
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hand.106 Louisa copied James’s letters to John about her-
itable bonds and the acidity of life, to Betty about the 
“appearances of Coal,” and to Gilbert Petrie about 
scorching sands.107

John’s letters to his brothers are fi lled with descrip-
tions of papers: a letter from William that Gideon forgot 
to deliver, a letter to Alexander asking for “some large 
trunks to Inclose to you Giddes papers,” and the “infi -
nite labour” of working on the journal entries for the 
Westerhall plantation, in the winter when Bell or Be-
linda was pregnant.108 “Frightful all searches amongst 
musty papers are now to me,” their father wrote to 
David Hume.109 John was asked by their father “to go 
thro his Papers with my Brother, & look into the state of 
his Affairs”; he later inherited Gideon’s and George’s pa-
pers. “I hope it will cast up,” he wrote to William Julius 
Mickle, of a letter that Mickle wanted him to fi nd in the 
“multitude of Papers” that he had inherited from 
George. After Louisa’s death her heirs were informed 
that William was “entitled to have the writings of the 
Estate of Westerhall,” together with other papers and 
letters, but that if one of their friends “would take the 
Trouble of looking them over and destroying all that 
contain nothing about the payment of Debts I should 
suppose it would answer.”110 

John and Gideon’s partner William Bolts was even 
more elaborately self-referential, or self-conscious of 
himself as an individual who lived by information. In his 
will, written in Lisbon in 1805, he identifi ed his assets as 
his volumes of books and a share in a “patent or privi-
lege for the manufacturing within the dominions of Por-
tugal of Crystalized Lemon juice.” It was his papers that 
were at the center of his existence, or his imagined end. 
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“All my manuscripts & books of accounts and papers 
epistolary Commercial historical political Biographical 
philosophical polemical,” he instructed his executors, 
were to “be all burnt in a Bonfi re to be made in the largo 
do Quintella at a convenient distance under my win-
dows the said being previously tied up into bundles and 
thrown over the balcony progressively.”111 

Information was a source of political infl uence, in 
the Johnstones’ world of opportunity, and it was also a 
source of profi t. It was economic information in a ca-
pacious sense, including information about the charac-
ter of business correspondents and public offi cials. The 
brothers invested in stocks and shares and in relation-
ships. There was news about positions and news about 
prices. “I think we may tomorrow try if we can sell 
1000 at 273 or higher . . . & watch the market for an-
other 1000,” John wrote to William of their East India 
Company stock.112 There was news, too, about time 
and place, as in a lawsuit that William brought in 1800 
against the brokers to whom the sugar from the Wester-
hall estate in Grenada had been consigned and who 
had (in his view) sold it prematurely: “Sir William [had] 
strictly prohibited them, as he expected the market 
to rise.”113 

But the Johnstones’ information was also about eco-
nomic sentiments, or rules about rules. There was a 
“species of injustice,” as John wrote on his return from 
India, in the fl uctuating understanding of economic reg-
ulations and of what “should be thought improper” 
in public or private life. The rules of economic exchange 
changed continuously, in the unrestrained and universal 
commerce that was, in the view of the early critics 
of  laissez-faire, so destructive of the foundations of 
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 economic order.114 John’s commerce in salt in partner-
ship with the “black merchants” was unseemly, on the 
principles that Lord Clive introduced in the British set-
tlements in India in 1765. His presents were against the 
(new) regulations of the East India Company, which 
was itself a regulated private enterprise, and against the 
new norms of race and virtue. The British were now 
considered to be conquerors and not men of commerce. 
“I have no Concern in Salt, or any other Trade whatso-
ever,” Clive wrote to John, as John and his household 
were preparing to leave India.115

Clive’s own fi nancial transactions—or his insider 
trading, in modern terms—were considered to be un-
seemly, in turn, in the disputes over the regulation of the 
East India Company in which George and William were 
later so involved. In 1773 the committee of which they 
were members published Clive’s private letters from the 
summer of his return to India. “See what an Augean Sta-
ble is to be cleansed,” Clive had written to the East India 
Company from Madras, on his way to Calcutta; and to 
his attorney, on the same day, he wrote with instructions 
to his stockbrokers, in a letter in cipher to be sent by a 
French ship from Pondicherry: “Whatever Money I have 
in the Public Funds, or anywhere else, and as much as 
can be borrowed in my Name, I desire may be, without 
Loss of a Minute, invested in East India Stock.”116

The Johnstones’ information, which was the enduring 
source of their success, was a compendium of public, 
private, political, economic, and philosophical (or senti-
mental) intelligence. It included news about laws, regu-
lations, expectation of changes in regulations, norms of 
reciprocal decorum, and expectation of changes in 
norms. The brothers and sisters lived in a new world of 
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economic possibility, and of transformation in economic 
sentiments. These were the changes in sentiments that 
were so insidious for the critics of political economy: 
with respect to the political conditions for long-distance 
commerce; or the interconnectedness between economic 
and political choices (as in Adam Smith’s own critique 
of merchants who sought to pursue their interests by 
political infl uence); or the consequences of economic 
opportunities for virtue, honour, and respectability of 
character (in the expression of the Johnstones’ American 
nephew, writing of William in 1805). The family’s infor-
mation, in this fl uctuating scene, was about economic 
choices, and about the choice of which choices were eco-
nomic, or licit. 

Family Histories

The empire was a family enterprise for the Johnstones, 
and for the sisters as well as the brothers. It was family 
relationships that constituted the connection between 
the future and the past, and between the Indies and 
home: the multiple or multiplier effect of empire. “In 
what Part of the Kingdom has not some Parent lost his 
son, or some Son your Parent, in your Service?” George 
asked in a speech to the East India Company’s General 
Court, and the suggestion was, as so often, over-
wrought.117 There were no more than a few hundred 
British subjects in the employment of the Company in 
India in the 1760s, and perhaps two thousand more in 
London, or at sea: an infi nitesimal proportion of the 
population of India and a tiny proportion of the popula-
tion of Britain.118 Even if the thousands of British sub-
jects who went to the West Indies were included—the 
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soldiers or colonial offi cials or enterprising individuals, 
like James’s ploughman who was sent to Grenada to in-
struct the slaves on the Westerhall estate and who stayed 
on, “making money, by instructing the slaves of other 
proprietors”—the overall number of individuals in-
volved in colonial commerce and empire was small.119 
The “frenzy of migrating” to North America, with which 
John had such sympathy as a magistrate, was itself a 
matter of no more, in the 1760s and 1770s, than some 
one to two percent of the British population.120

But in this early modern world of large, well-informed 
families, the statistics of employment or emigration pro-
vide only a partial indication of the different respects in 
which the exterior world of the Indies extended into the 
interior of the British empire, and into the interior expe-
rience, or the inner lives, of the women and men upon 
whom it impinged. It is as though there were an ex-
tended effect of information and expectations, in which 
each individual who went to sea, or went to the Indies, 
was connected to sisters and brothers who were vastly 
anxious for news, or who were the heirs of their broth-
ers. The distant and the lost—described by George in the 
same speech to the East India Company as the “pale fi g-
ures of my departed friends”—were connected to events 
at home by exchanges of information, inheritance, com-
modities, and coerced or uncoerced journeys.121

The multiplier effect of empire, in the economic sense 
of the expenditure that was the outcome of projects con-
nected to the East and West Indies, was evident in the 
Johnstones’ lives.122 The classical estate buildings de-
signed for John in his new house at Alva in Stirling, with 
the round dung hill and the octagonal turret, would 
have been the source of employment and income for ma-
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sons, carpenters, and pigeon-keepers. The family’s litiga-
tion over the Westerhall estate in Grenada, with its 
“reckonings quarrels controversies claims and demands,” 
was the source of employment and income for lawyers, 
accountants, and lawyers’ clerks. But there was a more 
extensive multiplier effect of information and expecta-
tions, in which the masons and pigeon-sellers in Stirling 
had ideas about the Indies, and about the Johnstones, as 
well as income from the Johnstones’ “disbursements.”123 
So did the lawyers’ clerks in Edinburgh and Lincoln’s 
Inn. All individuals were curious, in Adam Smith’s de-
scription, and interested in the characters of other peo-
ple; all also had expectations about their own future 
lives.124 This more extensive multiplicity of empire—this 
empire of indistinct ideas—extended into the deep inte-
rior of the English and Scottish countryside, and into the 
interior of family life.

The Johnstones lived in an imagined and remembered 
web of family relationships. They and their friends re-
ferred endlessly to the family, or to families: the family 
at Westerhall, to whom George left his edition of Mil-
ton; the feudal notions in Margaret’s husband’s family; 
the confl ict between proper family spirit and clannish 
enthusiasm of which James wrote to William in their 
quarrel of 1759; or in the East Indies, the suffering of 
Motiram, a man with “a House and Family.”125 The 
words that described family connections were in fl ux in 
the Johnstones’ lifetimes. There was the household fam-
ily, of individuals living in the same house or household 
(even when the household was itself on the move); the 
lineage family, constituted by birth or blood or ancestry; 
and the kinship family of smaller or larger relation-
ships.126 John referred to Elizabeth Carolina as his 
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“ family” after their father’s death: “I intended to have 
returned sooner to my family, who most deeply feels this 
great loss of one whose kindness exceeded that of her 
own father to her.”127 But all these families were changed 
by the outcomes of empire. 

The experience of empire was for the Johnstones, and 
especially for the slaves in their households, a sequence 
of departures into unknown and frightening seas. Jo-
seph Knight was “very young” when he was taken by 
Captain Knight from the Cape Coast Castle in West Af-
rica to Jamaica. Bell or Belinda went from India to En-
gland with Elizabeth Carolina in 1765–66. In the sum-
mer of 1771, she was taken from the house in which she 
lived, and in which her son had died, to a prison in the 
town of Cupar; she was then taken to a different prison 
in the town of Perth; from the prison in Perth, she was 
taken to “the next adjacent shore,” according to the 
order of the court, and “so from shore to shore till she is 
brought to the Port of transportation there to be impris-
oned.” She was in Glasgow in the depths of the winter of 
1771–72; her last journey, or the last journey of which 
there is a record in the labyrinth of the law of Scotland, 
was the Atlantic crossing to Virginia in January–March 
1772, in the Betsey.128

Even for the individuals in the Johnstones’ story who 
were not enslaved, setting out for the empire was a 
frightening venture. George was thirteen when he went 
to sea, and John was sixteen when he left for India in the 
service of the East India Company. Patrick was sixteen 
when he joined the East India Company and eighteen 
when he died in Calcutta. Elizabeth Carolina was eigh-
teen when she and her sister sailed from England in the 
spring of 1761, “proceeding to their friends at Madrass,” 
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and to the “bungalow” of the old soldier in Chittagong 
to whom they had a “letter of particular recommenda-
tion.”129 Martha Ford was twenty, and eight months 
pregnant (on the evidence of the East India Company 
record of her son’s christening), when she arrived in 
West Florida, after a journey of which George wrote, 
from the island of St. Christopher, that “every thing for-
tunate hath as yet attended.”130 George and Martha’s 
son George was eleven when he and his brother were 
taken prisoner by privateers and “carryd into Mal-
aga.”131 “I own I can scarce keep up my spirites,” Bar-
bara’s son Patrick wrote to his brother when he was 
waiting to sail for India: “the leaving ones country and 
parting with our relations is a dreadfull thought.”132 

But family relationships, including the relationships 
of virtual families and households, were the setting 
within which all these histories unfolded. Even Joseph 
Knight’s case turned on the relationships of property 
within a household that extended over vast distances of 
space, time, and law. His fi rst petition, in the long se-
quence of requests that led to his freedom in 1778, was 
in part an account of a conversation with his owner: 
“Sir John at that time said he would not give him his 
ffreedom here because he would starve as nobody would 
imploy him but that he would give him his freedom in 
Jam.a [Jamaica] and a house and some Ground where 
he might live Comfortably all the days of his life. . . . It 
is not 12 mos. Since this Conversation happened.”133 
John Wedderburn, in turn, in his “Complaint” against 
Joseph Knight, recounted his own conversations and his 
observations about Joseph Knight’s wife, who was also 
a servant in the family. He placed himself in the position 
of the father of the family, or the head of the household, 
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in an economic and a moral sense: “the Child having 
died the Complainer would have inclined the Connec-
tion to have broke off as he had no good opinion of any 
of that Ladies Virtues. But he [Joseph] insisted . . . in 
marrying her.”134

For the Johnstones’ immediate relations, the family 
constituted a virtual economic enterprise that extended 
from the East and West Indies to the Scottish country-
side. The letters of credit within the family, or letters of 
lamentation about credit, were themselves a medium of 
information. The brothers and sisters had elaborate rela-
tionships of quantifi ed obligation, from the time when 
Charlotte promised, in 1751, to repay the sixpence bor-
rowed from William for elixir of vitriol. When Barbara’s 
marriage ended, she stayed in Edinburgh with Betty “at 
her own Expence,” as “Rooms taken was not proper in 
her situation.”135 Betty wrote to William, when she had 
quarreled with their mother, about a transaction involv-
ing herself, William, their father, and their uncle: “I think 
it will be proper for you eather to Burn or Return me 
that Receipt which I gave you.”136 Their father wrote to 
William, while John was still in India in 1762, about 
“keeping Johns Money designed for Sandy & Gidion in 
Scotland,” paying “Georges Sum” to him in London, 
and getting receipts for “what is intended for the Rest.”137 
Alexander, fi ve years later, had “drawn” the bill on John 
and William for the twelve slaves in Grenada. James, in 
Norfolk, “drew on” John, Alexander, Betty, Gideon, and 
Charlotte. Betty drew on William for her furniture and 
discharged “your Bill to me”: “am very sorry it should 
be in the smalest Degree inconvenient for You to an-
swere my Demand.”138 “If there is an error of £2..12 I 
am satisfi ed that you will give me Credit for it,” James 
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wrote to John from Norfolk. “I have not calculated the 
Interest as I have no Interest Book.”139 

The transactions within the family veered wildly be-
tween small and large amounts. “I will pay you Hon-
estly and Thankfully (if not all at once at different 
Times),” Louisa wrote to James’s lawyer in 1771, when 
she borrowed money from him for a lottery ticket.140 On 
other occasions the sums involved were imposing: “My 
brother cou’d be in cash,” John wrote of Alexander to 
one of the family’s business associates earlier in the same 
year, and he proposed to “send over my servant with Ten 
Bills for Ten Thousand pounds at three days sight.”141 
“I am sorry from the Circumstances of my own Affairs, 
I shall not been able to assist you with the Sum you have 
occasion for,” John wrote to William in 1769, with re-
spect to a large and unspecifi ed purchase, and then in 
1773, with respect to one of his own purchases, “I know 
so little of your Ability to assist me that I dare only men-
tion my Want without saying anything more.”142

The economy of assistance extended to the older and 
younger generations. Alexander included George and 
Martha’s son George in his list of virtual heirs, 
and Gideon left annuities to Charlotte and James Bal-
main’s children. John and William took responsibility 
for Edmund Dana, the American husband of Barbara’s 
daughter.143 The Johnstones’ Uncle Walter was a part of 
these extended exchanges as he came and went in the 
family’s lives (“all wrapt up in blankets like a poor bas-
tard child,” as he wrote of himself, at the age of sixty-
two).144 “I knew from John the fi rst day that you and he 
gave jointly £10 a month,” he wrote to William, of his 
subvention from his nephews, in the course of a dispute 
over a rumor that he had complained of William’s lack 
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of generosity: “who or What your informer can be I can-
not tell. . . . it has almost madden’d me.”145 

The Johnstones’ family transactions varied between 
exchanges of sentiments and exchanges of pensions. “I 
could wish you to consider Georges Situation & of set-
tling some plan for making his Circumstances Easy,” 
John wrote to William, in a letter about the Grenada 
estate, and then, “I wish I could accomodate George with 
Land instead of Houses. . . . I am sure George will not be 
averse to accept our assistance while we act consistently 
& united on the same plan.”146 James was anxious when 
John failed to answer his letters, and he asked Betty 
whether John had been saying anything disagreeable 
about him.147 Charlotte wrote to William of her “fear of 
being thought ungratefull.”148 Betty found it impossible, 
during the crisis over the family presents, to discover the 
extent of George and John’s “generosity” to her and 
Charlotte, because “my Father will show me non of the 
Letters” and “my mother would not alow him to show 
us the Letter.”149 Uncle Walter reminded William of their 
long-ago friendship in a letter about his longing to retire 
to one of William’s estates, where “the proprietor can 
. . . settle his Uncle”; “now Willy be you the same honest 
Doctor I used to carry on my back through the Esk.”150 
James reassured Charlotte’s husband, in the midst of the 
unsuccessful search for the family’s noble descent, that 
“I do know you,” and “the real sentiments of your soul 
not of yesterday, but long before we took our solitary 
walk from Shiells to Westerhall.”151

It was the Johnstone sisters and aunts, once again, 
who were at the center of this family history of empire. 
The world of the colonial and East India Company ad-
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ministration was elaborately masculine, even though 
the Johnstones were involved with two of the unusual 
women who made their own routes to the “Indies”: 
Elizabeth Carolina, who published her poems about 
wretchedness and loss before setting out with her sister, 
amidst the naval battles of the Seven Years’ War, for the 
delta of the Brahmaputra; and Martha Ford, who set 
out for West Florida by way of Jamaica, and who ended 
up owning her own land by the Indian interpreter’s 
camp.152 But the women who stayed at home were also 
part of the exchange of information about distant 
 opportunities.

The economy of recommendations, even in the colo-
nial and East India Company administration, was in 
substantial part a matter of exchanges with sisters at 
home. Barbara wrote to James about a position for Wil-
liam Julius Mickle in the West Indies. Their aunt wrote 
to their uncle in Canada about her “recommendations” 
of two offi cials, an additional recommendation for a 
third offi cial, on the basis of the “charecter I get of him 
from his companions,” and the unsuccessful efforts of 
their older brother with respect to another of her sons 
(“his interest has failed & all expectations over”). She 
also described the “minds & capacities,” marriages, and 
marriage prospects of her daughters and nieces: “as you 
desire a touch of Domestick History.”153 David Wedder-
burn wrote to his sister from Bombay about “your 
Captain” (“a very good sort of man”), “your Miss Bail-
lies,” another offi cial “that you wrote about,” and the 
offi cials recommended by another friend—“I will shew 
every civility . . . to every Person she may be pleased to 
consign to me.”154 He also wrote to his sister (in French) 
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about East India Company politics and East India Com-
pany prices: “I have just learnt that you have been at the 
offi ce of the East India Company giving your opinion in 
opposition to some of my friends: but for my own part, 
I very strongly approve of the directors you have chosen. 
When the shares rise to 260, which will probably hap-
pen within a few days, my view would be that you 
should sell your shares.”155

The lives of the women who stayed at home were in-
fl uenced in innumerable respects by exciting and awful 
anticipation. “Dont keep me on the rack,” the John-
stones’ mother wrote to George in 1759, about the trans-
position of her “propos’d felicity in your coming home 
& being made captain” into dread, having heard “that 
you was arrived at plimoth in a very ill state of health.”156 
“My mind is on the Rack imagining that if you had good 
newes to send me this neglect would not have happened 
on your part,” their father wrote to William in 1764, in a 
letter in Betty’s hand, asking “what passed at the Gener-
all Court” (of the East India Company, concerned at the 
time with John’s position in Bengal).157 Barbara’s hus-
band in Perthshire did not believe the reports of Marga-
ret’s death because Margaret’s husband’s family in Angus 
had heard nothing; James believed that the reports of 
Patrick’s death were “but too certain”; William, in Lon-
don, had reason not to believe the reports of Gideon’s 
death because it “would certainly have been mentioned 
in the dispatches.”158 To John, in India, their mother 
wrote that “the world does you perfect justice, no body 
has any unfriendly thing to say of you.”159

These were not even the idiosyncratic misfortunes of 
the gentry. The Johnstones’ impoverished factor in Dum-
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fries, George Malcolm, wrote to William in 1771 that 
“the bad news from Bengal has fi lled us all with the out-
most Uneasyness. May I ask the Favour, that if you have 
heard any Accounts about our Lads, that you will be 
pleased to communicate them.”160 Patrick Colquhoun’s 
namesake, William Colhoon, wrote to his sister, also in 
1771, when he was about to leave for Africa, that he 
“had the pleasure to receive your letter this day about 
Seven o clock at Night but found it not your own writ-
ing which I was a little surpris’d at.”161 “Dear Brother 
This comes with my Love to you,” one of the men who 
was transported to Virginia with Bell or Belinda in 1772 
wrote in a “forged and fabricated” letter he delivered to 
a farmer in Perthshire, and defrauded thereby him of 30 
shillings; to another family he wrote in the assumed per-
son of “your dear and loving brother till death.”162

The insecurity of the Johnstones and their friends 
took the form of what can described as an instability 
with respect to time or tense. They lived in the future, 
that is to say, or in a condition of expectation (about 
future happiness, future profi ts, presents that were soon 
to arrive, coming home) and anxiety (about future dis-
tress or future changes in the rules of empire). They also 
lived in the past: in long-remembered childhood walks, 
and in the virtual Westerhall in which John “hope[d] to 
help to gather” alpine strawberries, or that William and 
Alexander imagined in the Westerhall in Dorset and the 
Westerhall in Grenada, with their slaves named “John-
ston,” “Calcutta,” and “Dumfries.”163

“They treated it rather as a South Sea bubble, than as 
any thing solid and substantial: they thought of nothing 
but the present time, regardless of the future,” Lord 
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Clive said in one of his speeches in the House of Com-
mons, about the East India Company proprietors’ atti-
tude to their new Indian empire. But the servants of the 
empire who were in India, or en route to India, were al-
most the opposite, in the experience of the Johnstones 
and their friends. They thought endlessly of the future 
and of a distant past of dales and hills; it was the present 
that was airy and insubstantial. They were like the young 
men that Clive described “at their very setting out,” who 
“infl ame one another’s expectations to such a degree, in 
the course of the voyage,” and the same young men, ar-
rived in India, “in anxious suspence to learn whether 
they were punishable or not for misconduct,” as the reg-
ulations of offi ce changed with the “direction” of the 
Company at home, “fl uctuating and unsettled.”164 

“Grieved am I every Time I think of my Dear John,” 
James wrote to Betty in 1772; “His Property I am afraid 
is connected with men who exist only by the Circulation 
of Paper and whom a Blast on Credit must annihilate.”165 
The Johnstones were conscious of living in what Wil-
liam described as “these golden times,” and they were 
also conscious that their hopes with respect to the East 
Indies were no more, in George’s expression, than a 
“golden dream.”166 Even at home in Scotland, John was 
endlessly on the move, from his rented house in Balgonie 
to the family home at Westerhall, the estates he inspected 
or planned to inspect in Orkney and Berwickshire, the 
estates he bought in Hangingshaw near Ettrick and in 
Denovan near the Carron, and the estate where he even-
tually settled, at Alva in the Ochil Hills. “I own it is my 
wish to fi x my wandering feet on some speck of Earth I 
could call my own,” he wrote to James in 1769; his wish, 
in 1771, was to return to India.167
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Connections of Things

Family relationships constituted the connection be-
tween home and the empire: connections of information, 
obligation, and commodities. The Johnstones’ letters, 
like so many family letters, were about things. William, 
when he was a law student with Adam Smith, was asked 
to send shoes for Patrick and Gideon; Betty sent spades 
to William; there were letters about rabbit skins and po-
tatoes. But the fl ow of commodities, by the end of the 
1750s, was more modern and more foreign. Barbara 
wrote to William about “tea-cups & Saucers” that were 
“extremely pretty”; their mother asked George, in the 
letter about James’s broken engagement, to send her 
“coffee cups out of the indea ships,” blue and white 
bowls, and refi ned sugar, to be sent via the circulating li-
brary; Betty corresponded with William about the price 
of “Green tea.”168 Alexander Wedderburn wrote to his 
brother in Bombay, in a letter that arrived after his death, 
about the “false Ideas” in William Bolts’s book, his own 
“anxiety about Money,” his expectation that his “regrets 
will increase,” and his wife’s new interests: “Mrs. W. has 
taken a fancy to make a collection of natural history, sev-
eral people have sent her shells & a great deal of dirty 
stuff besides. She will be much obliged to you for any 
sort of trash that your world affords.”169

The Johnstones and their friends even tried to send 
things to the Indies. A long letter of 1764 from their fa-
ther to William, in Betty’s hand, recounted John’s dis-
content over “the Badness of the Claret that was sent 
out in the Beginning of 1763.”170 Samuel Swinton sup-
plied “Chateau Margaux,” “Lafi tte,” and “red Cham-
paigne” to offi cials of the East India Company in Cal-
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cutta.171 James Balmain sent John a “3 part song,” which 
did not arrive, and a violin. “I’m sorry you parted with 
so valuable an acquisition as the true Cremona, to so 
bad a hand as mine,” John wrote from Calcutta; “The 
damps of the Rainy season brought it all to pieces before 
I arrived & the Company I would say Clumsy hands we 
have here to put it together I’m afraid will hurt it 
greatly.”172 David Wedderburn asked his sister to pack 
up and send to George in West Florida “a repeating 
watch in a small box & a muff in a case forgot in the 
parlour.”173

There were new households overseas, fi lled with the 
fl ora and fauna of home. The Earl of Holdernesse, on 
which Elizabeth Carolina and her sister travelled to Cal-
cutta, was carrying “cuttings of Sallow, willow & alder,” 
which “all died in the Passage,” as John and the other 
members of the East India Company’s Council in Cal-
cutta wrote to London in 1762; “the Seeds had been set 
in many different Soils but none of them had come 
up.”174 The Chittagong offi cial in whose house Elizabeth 
Carolina and her sister lived ordered pears, quinces, and 
plums trees from Mocha and wrote of “planting fruit 
trees all over my hill.”175 David Wedderburn, in Bombay, 
asked his sister to send him “sixteen or twenty pounds 
of the best sort of Barley.”176 George’s friends’ expedi-
tion to settle Fort Johnstone, on an uninhabited island in 
the South Atlantic, carried “All kinds of Trees to Plant 
and Grasses of every kind—Seeds both Cape and Euro-
pean without number and without name.”177 Even Sam-
uel Swinton, in Sloane Street in London, established 
himself as a merchant in fi ne foreign trees: peaches, nec-
tarines, plum trees, almond trees, fi g trees, and red and 
white mulberries from China.178
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In Bombay, David Wedderburn established a “family,” 
in the military sense of a society of soldiers, and a new 
imaginative family. “I love my horses, my dogs, my cats, 
my chickens, my soldiers, my servants; why then should 
I not love my wife if I had one,” he wrote to his sister 
(about an unexciting romance on one of his visits to 
England). Once he had arrived in India, he wrote to her 
in greater detail: “believe me, you have no chance of 
having an Indian sister,” although “you may, perchance, 
have an Indian Nephew, or a Niece.”179 After his death 
one of his friends in India—who had earlier been with 
him in West Florida, when George was governor—wrote 
to David Wedderburn’s brother that “there is a Mogull 
Woman who lived with the Genl. For 12 or 14 Months, 
he had a very particular regard for her.”180 The inventory 
of his household in Bombay, sent to his sister when he 
died, was a compendium of his new and old lives: 8 
China Images, 2 Clarinets, 1 Box Persian Sweetmeats, 1 
Box for Smoking Stockings, 1 Printing Press, 1 Cask 
Mango Pickles, 1 Rabbit House, 68 Ducks, 1 Abissinia 
Sheep; and the 8 slaves.181 

The family exchanges were a matter, above all, of 
pieces of cloth. “The history of textiles is fundamentally 
a story about international commerce in goods and 
ideas,” Laurel Thatcher Ulrich has written, and for the 
Johnstones and their households the experience of inter-
national or long-distance connections was a story about 
linens and muslins and shawls.182 George’s peace con-
gress with the Creeks turned on the exchange rate for 
“Dutch pretties” and “Large Silk Bengall.”183 The com-
merce in fi ne textiles was the foundation of John and 
William Bolts’s early ventures in India, and of the ex-
changes of commodities with home: fl owered dorea, fi ne 
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Dacca tanjibs, and damity, in George’s listing of 1758, 
or the “Tanjibs fl ower’d” and “Mulmules” that John 
sent to James, for Louisa, on Christmas Eve of 1761.184 
William Bolts’s denunciation of the oppression of the 
East India Company was the evocation of a lost society 
of industriousness and exquisite muslins, in which “by 
the Gentoo-accounts, the former manufactures in Ben-
gal were incomparably fi ner than any thing now pro-
duced.”185 The Cape Coast Castle in West Africa, at the 
time when Captain Knight was there on his way to Ja-
maica—the Captain Knight by whom Joseph Knight 
was bought and sold—was an emporium of “Patna 
Chints,” “Cherriderries,” “White Linnen,” “Bejuta-
pauts,” and “Mohair Buttons.”186

For the non-Indian brothers, too, the exchange of lin-
ens and cloth was a continuing preoccupation in the en-
closed masculine world of the army and the navy. I am 
“in a very bad situation having lost all my Light clothes 
and but very little linning,” Gideon wrote to George in 
1759, and two days later to William, I have “had the 
misfortune to loose all my Westindia cloths and Lin-
nings.”187 In a codicil to his will, George left “all my 
wearing apparel” to his servant, who had behaved with 
“Assiduity Affection & Attention to me during my long 
illness.”188 Even in India, the East India Company offi -
cials yearned for cloth from home. Samuel Swinton, the 
entrepreneur of French newspapers and red champagne, 
was a purveyor of “Scarlets & other Cloths, Gold & 
Silver Lace, Shoes, Hatts, Silk Stockings, Books, Pam-
phlets &c,” to the British in Calcutta.189 Elizabeth Caro-
lina’s landlord in the garden house in Calcutta ordered 
“good Broad Cloth, of either Pepper and Salt, Choco-
late, or Purple Colors, for the lining a Chaise,” in Chit-
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tagong, and from another offi cial in Dhaka, to whom he 
had sent a “supply of pickled Oysters,” “a sett of crim-
son Tassells for my Palanquin.”190 

The lives of the Johnstone sisters and sisters-in-law, at 
home, were changed by the new empire of things. There 
is a sense in the family letters of a transformation in the 
color and texture of daily life—of a spade-colored or 
shoe-colored world that was suddenly bright. The tex-
tiles that were sent from the Indies, or that Betty and 
Charlotte bought with the money from their brothers 
(the “cardinals,” or red cloaks) were novelties in the in-
terior of the Scottish countryside.191 The muslins in Bet-
ty’s parcel were valuable objects of exchange, and they 
were also objects that were unlike the other clothes and 
cloths in the family’s Westerhall home.192 George evoked 
the old world of the Scottish-English borders in his imag-
inary mise-en-scène of his own funeral, with the poor of 
the parish clothed in “coarse grey Cloth.” To his wife he 
left his pillow cases and his pieces of silk or printed cot-
ton; to his niece he left his crimson shawl. One of Loui-
sa’s innumerable debts was for “Russia toweling,” and 
one of her cousins in 1766 left to her younger son “my 
Crimson Mohair Bed and Bedding with the Taffi tee 
Window Curtains.”193 Betty, in the family portrait by 
Raeburn, is dressed in black, like an elderly Scottish 
lady: a fi ne deep black, with wide sleeves of black velvet 
and a facing of black ribbons, a gauzy white neckerchief, 
and a white bonnet with a pale blue silk bow.

The color and the softness of life were of consequence 
for the Johnstones’ extended households as well. Joseph 
Knight, when he was examined by the justices of the 
peace in Perthshire, said that “he has been entertained 
and clothed as well as the Rest of Sir John’s servants but 
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that his stockings were generally Coarse except four 
pair.”194 Janet Abernethy, the woman who was trans-
ported to America with Bell or Belinda, had been con-
victed of stealing “a piece of blue and white Linen 
Cheque” from one merchant in Aberdeen, and a “piece 
of spotted Camblet or cloth” from another merchant.195 
Even Bell or Belinda’s own tragedy turned on a piece of 
cloth. “You did murder said child,” the indictment 
against her stated, “and more particularly having wrapt 
said child in a Linin Cloth, you did throw him into the 
water or river of Leven.” The linen cloth was lodged in 
evidence, and sent with her from judicial instance to 
judicial instance. “She the declarant brought forth a 
child which she says was dead born,” she said in her 
fi rst, coerced examination in Cupar; and “she keeped it 
two days after it was born and then carried it away in a 
Cloth which is just now showen to her to the Water of 
Leven and threw the Child and Cloth into the water,” 
and “declares that the Cloth abovementioned is the 
same cloth in which she carried the Child to the 
water.”196

Intimate Lives

The consequences of empire were connections, in 
these circumstances, of intimate relationships. For the 
Johnstones, like so many of their friends in the East and 
West Indies, did not return home alone. There are six 
individuals, in the records of the Johnstones’ lives, who 
can be identifi ed as having been “brought” or “carried” 
or “carréd” from India or America. There is Bell or Be-
linda, who said of herself in Cupar in 1771 that “she 
came from Bengall in the East Indies with Mr Johnston 



Experiences of Empire 203

and his Lady and has staid with them four years in Lon-
don and afterwards has staid with them in Scotland ever 
since.”197 There is Molly, who was listed as a witness 
against Bell or Belinda, and who was described only as 
“a black girl, the slave or servant of John Johnstone.” 
There is Joseph Knight, who told the justices of the 
peace in Perthshire in 1773 that he “was brought from 
the Coast of Guinea by one Capt. Knight when he was 
very young and carried to Jamaica,” and that John Wed-
derburn “brought him w. him from Ja. To Britain about 
4 years ago.”198 

There is Pierre, who was “carréd” from Grenada to 
England, and exchanged by William in 1797 for another 
“seasoned negro” of equal value. There is “Jane Castino 
Johnstone (Granado),” the “mulato daughter” of Alex-
ander, in Bexley Heath. There is James Johnstone, the 
“Mollato” who was “brought from the East Indies by 
Mr. John Johnston,” and baptized in Kirkandrews upon 
Esk in April 1773, the year after Bell or Belinda was 
sent to be sold in America and after Joseph Knight had 
read in an Edinburgh newspaper about the law of slav-
ery in England. The “molatto” James Johnstone may or 
may not have been the same person, in turn, as the 
James Johnstone, “Negroe Servant to Sir James John-
stone,” by whom Henrietta Allen said she became preg-
nant in 1778, or the “James Johnstone my black ser-
vant” to whom James left an annuity in his will, or the 
James Johnstone who was an inspector of books in the 
Westerhall Miners’ Library.199

It is disquieting that there is so little to be discovered, 
in all the bundles and writings and registers of the times, 
about the lives of these children, or these women and 
men. I have referred to “Bell or Belinda” in this way 
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 because that is how she was said to have described her-
self in the prison in Cupar: “4th July 1771 Compeared 
the above mentioned Black Girl who calls herself Bell or 
Belinda.”200 But there is a very remarkable proliferation 
of “ors” in the successive courts’ descriptions of her: a 
distancing of the law from her history or her life. She 
was “a black Girl or woman,” “the slave or servant” of 
John Johnstone; she understood “little or nothing of the 
Language”; she was described as having left her room 
on a “Friday or Saturday night” and as having told the 
other servants that “you was too hot or that you had 
catched cold”; she was “altogether or for the most part” 
alone in Elizabeth Carolina’s “bed room or dressing 
room,” and was “delivered in one or other of these places 
as aforesaid or in some other place”; she was said to 
have killed her child “by strangling him, or knocking 
him on the head”; and “said Child was found dead or 
said Child was and still is amissing.” Sometimes she was 
“Bell or Belinda” and sometimes “Bell alias Belinda”; 
her own initial declaration was said to be “unsigned by 
you (because you said you could not write).” She peti-
tioned the court in her last declaration to be sent “to one 
or other of His Majestys Plantations or settlements in 
the East or West Indies or in America.”201 

There is very little to be discovered, or that I have 
been able to discover, about where Bell or Belinda, or 
Molly, or James Johnstone were born and where they 
died. If Bell or Belinda “came” to England with John and 
Elizabeth Carolina, and James Johnstone was “brought” 
by them, then they sailed from India via the Cape of 
Good Hope and Lisbon on the Admiral Stevens, in 
1765–66; James would have been a boy of eleven. But 
there is no sign of them, or of “Molly,” in the ship’s two 
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log books, with their registers of “Lascars” or Indian 
sailors, and their dispiriting news (“baffl ing winds and 
rain with large confused swell”). They are invisible in 
the diary of the merchant with the seaweed and the 
birds. They are invisible, too, in the petitions with re-
spect to servants’ servants (the servants of the servants 
of the “Honourable Company”) that are so conspicuous 
in the East India Company’s records of a later period.202 
They are to be glimpsed, if at all, in John’s laconic re-
quest in Calcutta in September 1765 “to accommodate 
with a passage to Europe . . . Mrs Johnstone with her 
Servants & necessaries.”203 

Bell or Belinda was invisible once again in her Atlantic 
passage: the passage to the destiny ordered by the court 
in Perth, of being sold as a “Slave for Life,” “so as the 
person to whom she is sold may have a property and 
interest in her service during all the days of her Life.”204 
She arrived in Virginia with three other convicts on the 
ship called the Betsey, according to the certifi cate that 
was sent back to Scotland; the Betsey was itself certifi ed 
as having landed with fi ve passengers and a crew of 
eleven. One of the people “imported” on the ship, a boy 
called James Patteson, was reported in a Virginia news-
paper to have run away from his master, and then to 
have come back on board and stolen a blue waistcoat 
lined with white fl annel.205

It is evident, all the same, that Bell or Belinda, and 
Molly, and “James Johnstone,” and Joseph Knight were 
in no respect invisible in the remote estates in rural Scot-
land to which they were brought. Joseph Knight had a 
romance with Ann Thomson, who was a maidservant in 
John and Margaret Wedderburn’s house and whom he 
married in Edinburgh. (He was “under the dominion,” 
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in his owner’s disobliging description, “of one of the Fair 
Sex not very famous for her virtues”).206 James John-
stone, or one of the James Johnstones, had a romance 
with Henrietta Allen, who was a maidservant in James 
and Louisa Johnstone’s house, and whose son James had 
no natural resemblance to him, “being white.” 

Bell or Belinda had some sort of romance, or some 
sexual encounter, in or in the vicinity of John and Eliza-
beth Carolina’s house. The tragedy of her own child’s 
death, and her indictment, impinged upon a very wide 
society of the east of Scotland: a multiplier effect of in-
terior connections, again. Of the witnesses who were to 
be heard in Bell or Belinda’s trial, four, including Molly, 
were identifi ed as servants of John Johnstone; there was 
also the neighboring tenant, his wife, and four of his 
servants; there were three midwives, a surgeon, two of-
fi cers of the court, and the two “writers” in Cupar who 
had written down her self-inculpating and unsigned 
declaration. In Perth there was John Swinton and the 
two notaries public who signed Bell or Belinda’s new 
declaration; there were four witnesses to the notaries’ 
declaration; there was John Taitt, the witness who was 
not there.207 

The Johnstones, who wrote to each other about so 
many events, about illnesses and anxieties and teacups, 
said nothing at all in any of their surviving letters, or in 
any that I have been able to fi nd, about “Bell or Be-
linda,” or Joseph Knight, or the James Johnstone who 
was baptized in 1773, or the black James Johnstone. But 
it is diffi cult to imagine, in our own worlds of the mind 
and our own times, that their relationships to these 
young women and men, who had come with them as 
children from the other side of the world, were not of 
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importance in their lives: in the intimate experience of 
empire. 

One of the most elusive conditions of eighteenth-cen-
tury life, the conditions that are most diffi cult to think 
oneself into in modern opulent societies, is the physical 
intimacy of the household, the juxtaposition in space of 
mistresses and servants and slaves. Bell or Belinda came 
from India in the confi ned space of the Admiral Stevens 
with John and Elizabeth Carolina, just as Joseph Knight 
came from Jamaica with John Wedderburn. Even when 
they were rich, the Johnstones did not live the sorts of 
lives in which the gentry and their servants were far re-
moved from each other in a spatial sense. There are mo-
ments in their letters when there is a vivid impression of 
what their houses and their rooms were like: when their 
father writes about William and his friend sharing a 
bedroom, or when John writes from Balgonie to apolo-
gize for having mislaid one of the plans of the Grenada 
plantation: “after a search I found the Roll of Maps I 
had most carefully wrapt up with my own hands & 
which Mrs Johnstone had as carefully laid by in her 
Drawers when removing my Luggage from one Room to 
another in my absence.”208

The Johnstones’ lives were intertwined with the lives 
of their servants in time as well as space. John was in 
Balgonie in May before Bell or Belinda’s baby was born 
in June 1771, although he and Elizabeth Carolina had 
gone away by the time of the birth; it is likely that Eliz-
abeth Carolina was herself pregnant at the same time.209 
Charlotte, her husband James Balmain, and their family 
were also staying at Balgonie in the April before Bell or 
Belinda’s baby was born; Charlotte too was pregnant in 
the summer of 1771.210 Betty was a constant visitor to 



208 Chapter Five

John’s homes; she passed through Balgonie in February 
1771 and was there again in March 1771. She was stay-
ing in Perthshire with the family of her niece Margaret 
Wedderburn in the spring and again in the summer of 
1775, at the period of intense crisis in the drama of Jo-
seph Knight and John Wedderburn. The succession of 
events that unfolded in the Johnstones’ extended house-
holds in 1771–74—Bell was sentenced to be banished 
in 1771, Joseph Knight read about the Somerset case in 
1772, in 1773 the “mollato” James Johnstone was bap-
tized in England and Joseph Knight declared that he 
was not a slave, in 1774 Joseph Knight’s case was de-
cided by the sheriff depute of Perthshire—were events 
in the lives of these three young people, who had come 
to Scotland as children from India and from Africa, via 
Jamaica.211 But they were events, too, in the lives of the 
“masters” and “mistresses” by whom they had been 
carried.

The consequences of the distant empire, for the John-
stones, extended far into the interior of Scotland in a 
geographical sense: into the inland valleys and hills in 
which they settled or to which they returned, with their 
teacups and damity and terrible news from the Indies. 
The empire extended, too, into the interior of their 
homes and their households: in the lives of the individu-
als who returned with them, and who had to make lives 
for themselves, in these cold, inhospitable hills. It ex-
tended, even, into the most interior or personal spaces of 
the Johnstones’ houses, in Fife or Perth. Bell lived in a 
“bed and room” with the other servants, or so the court 
in Cupar was told in July 1771. She left the room in the 
last days of June, and she went into “her Ladys Bedroom 
and no Body was present with her at the time”: “you did 



Experiences of Empire 209

continue altogether or for the most part in said bed 
room or dressing room ’till you was delivered . . . and 
you did remain mostly by yourself in said appartments 
for sometime after your said Delivery.”212 This, too, was 
the intimacy of empire.



• Chapter Six •

What Is Enlightenment?

The Johnstones lived at the edges of empire and at 
the edges of the enlightenment. The brothers and 

sisters were not themselves philosophers or chemists or 
historians; only Elizabeth Carolina wrote a work of lit-
erature that was published, and only William wrote a 
political pamphlet of any substantial pretention (about 
his thoughts on the American confl ict, in 1778, and on 
the unlikelihood that the colonists, with their “uncertain 
theory” of a new system of government, would be able 
to establish “a new and independent empire”).1 But the 
Johnstones were friends or acquaintances of the philo-
sophes of eighteenth-century Edinburgh, including David 
Hume, Adam Smith, and Adam Ferguson. They lived in 
the “atmosphere of society,” in Adam Ferguson’s expres-
sion, in which “minds should become enlightened, in 
proportion as they should have occasion to receive in-
formation from the frequent discussion of subjects, 
which they are concerned to understand.”2

In the Scotland to which the Johnstones returned, 
there were at least three different senses of enlighten-
ment, or of “lights.” There was the sect of philosophers 
of the science of nature and human nature.3 There was 
the milieu of the enlightenment, in the sense of the as-
sortment of booksellers, printers, proof-correctors, itin-
erant tutors, lawyers, advocates’ clerks, translators, and 
editors who constituted the business of enlightenment in 
Scotland as in France: the individuals by whom the 
lights of science were communicated.4 There was the 
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disposition of enlightenment, or enlightenment in the 
principal eighteenth-century sense of a condition of 
mind or way of thinking: Kant’s sense, in the 1784 essay 
“What is Enlightenment?”; or Elizabeth Mure’s sense of 
a change in manners in the west of Scotland; or the sense 
of a “cultura populorum,” in the translation of the word 
“Aufklärung” that was sent to the Royal Society of Ed-
inburgh in 1788: the enlightenment of large numbers of 
people, or of the “populi.”5

The Johnstones were fi gures of enlightenment in all 
these senses, at least from time to time, and their lives 
provide an odd and disturbing perspective on the trans-
formation that Adam Ferguson described as the “prog-
ress of information,” the “progress of society,” or the 
“principles of progression in the human mind.”6 They 
were a connection, in the most intricate respects, be-
tween the enlightenment and the empire, at home and in 
the Indies. Their dramas of empire unfolded in the world 
of the philosophes, and the philosophes also lived in or 
were familiar with the Johnstones’ world of empire.

The Sect of Philosophers

The political thought of the eighteenth-century en-
lightenment was concerned to a striking extent with the 
dilemmas of overseas empire.7 The promise of David 
Hume’s Political Discourses, the book of which he wrote 
that it was “the only work of mine that was successful 
on the fi rst publication,” was of a commercial society 
that extended across the globe.8 Ferguson’s Essay on the 
History of Civil Society was a drama of mercantile vir-
tue and the corruption of empire.9 Approximately a 
third of The Wealth of Nations was about empire, or at 
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least about the long-distance commerce that in Smith’s 
description was so intricately entangled with the eigh-
teenth-century empires. Of the last additions that Smith 
made to The Wealth of Nations in 1783, more than 
three-quarters were about wool, herrings, and the East 
India Company.10 

The highest and most abstract questions of enlighten-
ment philosophy were at the heart of these discussions 
of empire: about the universality of human nature; or 
the respects in which sympathy is refracted by distance; 
or the uncertainties of government over extended societ-
ies—the politics of distance—that were so intriguing to 
David Hume. The new circumstances of empire were at 
the heart, too, of the divisions within even the closest 
friendships of the Scottish enlightenment. Adam Smith 
denounced American slavery in The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments in “as bitter an invective as ever fell from the 
tongue of man,” in the expression of an Edinburgh- 
educated Virginia lawyer; he “exalted into heroes” the 
African slaves and “debased into monsters” the Ameri-
can colonists.11 Smith’s comments on slavery were in-
voked by Joseph Knight’s lawyer in 1775 as “the Indig-
nation of a generous mind.”12 David Hume devoted a 
notorious footnote in his essay “On National Charac-
ters” to the natural inequality of different “species of 
men”: “I am apt to suspect the negroes to be naturally 
inferior to the whites.” Hume’s footnote was itself in-
voked in the disputes of the 1770s on the opposite side, 
by the supporters of slavery, and refuted in detail by his 
critics in Scotland.13 In the “Abolition Map” in Thomas 
Clarkson’s History of the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 
with its multitude of waters fl owing into an ocean of 
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emancipation, Adam Smith and the critics of David 
Hume are contiguous, as rivers of virtue.14 

The philosophers of enlightenment were widely iden-
tifi ed as no more than theorists, in these controversies 
over empire and commerce. “We well know with what a 
sovereign brow of contempt some of our modern phi-
losophers look down from their lofty dictatorial chairs 
on the nameless crowd below,” William Julius Mickle 
wrote in his defense of the East India Company.15 Smith’s 
criticisms of empire, for Mickle, were “the dreams and 
dotage of Theory.” William (Johnstone) Pulteney, in his 
last speech in support of the slave trade, declared that 
“this bill was built on theory, and he was not fond of 
theories”; “some say, that it is much better to employ 
free negroes than slaves. . . . This is, however, only a sup-
position, a mere theory.”16 Even for the critics of empire, 
the philosophers of the Scottish enlightenment had no 
more than a distant view of imperial oppression. As the 
poet Richard Clarke asked in a satire of 1773, called 
The Nabob, which was in part a denunciation of Hume’s 
views of race and slavery:

Concerns it you who plunders in the East,
In blood a tyrant, and in lust a beast?
When ills are distant, are they then your own?
Saw’st thou their tears, or heard’st th’oppressed groan?17

The history of the Johnstones and the philosophes 
suggests a different and more disturbing possibility, that 
the ills of empire were not all that distant from the world 
of the Scottish enlightenment. In degrees of separation—
did Adam Smith, for example, who wrote so eloquently 
against slavery, know anyone who was a slave? did he 
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know anyone who knew anyone who knew a slave?—
the Johnstones were themselves the connections between 
a large part of the high enlightenment and the oceanic 
scenes of empire.

The intimacy of the Johnstones with the philosophers 
of the Scottish science of man, or the sect of the high 
enlightenment, began in their childhood. Their father 
was the intermediary in the affair of David Hume’s un-
fortunate employment as companion to the Johnstones’ 
rich and disturbed young cousin or kinsman, who was 
declared a “lunatic” in England in 1747, and in Scot-
land in 1757—by what was known as a “Brieve of Fu-
riosity”—and who was the aspiring author of a novel 
about blighted and eventually triumphant love.18 Hume 
wrote twenty-one letters to the older James Johnstone 
over the course of a few months in 1745–46, when he 
was living with the rich cousin and in a spirit of increas-
ing despondency: “God forgive you, Dear Sir, God for-
give you, for neither coming to us, nor writing to us.” 
They were still in correspondence many years later over 
what the Johnstones’ father described as the “dark re-
membrance” of the affair.19 Two of the Johnstones’ un-
cles, including the judge in Bell or Belinda’s case, were 
among Hume’s close friends in Edinburgh; he described 
them in 1764 as “those with whom I have long liv’d in 
the greatest Intimacy.”20 

The younger Johnstones were themselves Hume’s 
friends: George, whom Hume described as a gallant, 
sensible young fellow, and William, “Our friend, John-
stone.” Hume even seems to have invited George, in 
1763, to “interpose” with their father with respect to 
their “Sisters conduct,” writing to him, ingratiatingly, as 
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“the Son of the greatest Infl uence, & the Brother of the 
Strongest Affections.”21 Hume was solicited by William, 
when he was under-secretary of state in 1767, in the ef-
fort to return the family’s Indian fortunes to Scotland, 
via the good offi ces of the French Compagnie des Indes. 
He solicited his publisher’s vote, on behalf of William 
and his friends, in the East India Company intrigues of 
1772 and 1774.22 

The relationships between the Johnstones and Adam 
Smith suggest a similar scene, in which the East and West 
Indies were at the edge of the horizon, or the fi eld of vi-
sion, of the Scottish philosophes. Adam Smith, like 
Hume, described his connection to the Johnstones, or at 
least to William, as close.23 He celebrated William’s wife’s 
inheritance late into the night in 1767, with Adam Fergu-
son and Hugh Blair at the Edinburgh “Poker Club.”24 In 
1772 William tried unsuccessfully to procure a lucrative 
offi ce for Smith as a member of the East India Compa-
ny’s commission of inquiry into its own affairs; Smith 
addressed him as “my dearest Pulteney.”25 In London, 
where Smith lived from 1773 to 1777, and where he fi n-
ished and published The Wealth of Nations, his acquain-
tances were also the acquaintances of William, George, 
and John, in and around the “British Coffee-House” in 
Charing Cross to which Smith’s letters were addressed.26 
Smith was involved in the solicitation of positions for his 
relations and the friends of his friends: together with 
George, on behalf of Edmund Burke’s cousin in India; 
and together with Burke, on behalf of one of William’s 
old friends from New York (the friend who had described 
Alexander as “more discontented than I ever saw any 
body”). James “Ossian” Macpherson, George’s former 
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secretary in West Florida, described Smith, in a letter of 
solicitation to his cousin in Madras, as “Dr Adam Smith, 
one of my best friends.”27 

In Scotland Smith’s relations with the Johnstones were 
more complicated. John’s rented estate in Balgonie, 
where Bell or Belinda’s baby was found in the river in 
1771, was only an afternoon’s walk from Smith’s home 
in Kirkaldy, where he was living at the time. Smith and 
John were almost certainly acquainted, if only through 
the affairs of the Duke of Buccleuch, Smith’s friend and 
former pupil, and the landowner of whom the John-
stones were tenants in Westerhall, and neighbors in the 
Ettrick Forest. “When you mention to Mr Smith your 
scheme for beautifying the Face of Byken, (which I much 
aprove off) I would sound him wither the D. would cre-
ate new Votes in the Forrest and Join you,” James wrote 
to John in April 1771, in an apparent reference to 
Smith.28 John was also actively involved in the politics of 
the town of Kirkaldy. His election to parliament in Oc-
tober 1774 was for the boroughs that included the town, 
and his unsuccessful opponent was the son of Smith’s 
oldest family friend, James Oswald, the secretary of the 
Leeward Islands, and a cousin of the Oswalds who had 
established the largest of all the Scottish merchants’ 
slave-trading empires in Africa.29 One of John’s letters to 
William, in October 1767, was dated from Kirkaldy, 
and he wrote again, in September 1768, that “it was nec-
essary I should go to Kirkaldy to settle the affair I spoke 
to you of.” “I was at Kirkaldie at that time,” he wrote of 
his travels in June 1771.30

The Johnstones came and went, too, in the lives of the 
scientifi c fi gures of the enlightenment. Betty was preoc-
cupied, during her exile from Westerhall over the matter 
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of the muslins, in transmitting samples of different min-
erals and ores to William Cullen in Edinburgh, the emi-
nent professor of chemistry and medicine (and the father 
of Robert Cullen, John Wedderburn’s lawyer in the case 
against Joseph Knight). “You have never said whither 
you Received the Minerall Stones yet or if Doctor Cul-
len has trayed what they containd we are all very anx-
ious,” she wrote to William in 1762.31 “You will remem-
ber my Coal Sulphur &c and my Fathers Mines in your 
Perigrinations,” James wrote to her from Norfolk in 
1770, and then again in 1772, “Have you conversed 
your Mineral Friends?”32 John, William, and George 
were involved with the two prominent medical theorists 
of the time, William Hunter and John Hunter, in an ex-
change of elections and obligations, in which the Hunt-
ers supported the Johnstones in the politics of the East 
India Company, and the Johnstones supported the Hunt-
ers in the politics of St. George’s Hospital. William 
Hunter had “acted the kindest part,” in John’s descrip-
tion, and John Hunter was “a man of that Stamp as 
makes me think him worthy to be ranked in the number 
of our friends.”33 Smith and Hume’s friend, the Edin-
burgh “philosophic chemist” Joseph Black, was engaged 
by William in the endorsement of a patent medicine, Dr 
Velnos’s Vegetable Syrup.34 The eminent geologist Ethel-
dred Benett was Louisa’s cousin (and the granddaughter 
of the cousin with the crimson mohair bed). Another 
eminent chemist, Sir James Hall, a student of Joseph 
Black and the geologist Joseph Hutton, was the fi rst 
cousin of “Miss Peggy,” who was sent from Sumatra to 
Scotland with the slave woman named Betty.35

Walter Minto, the tutor of George and Martha’s 
older sons, lived with them in Pisa in the house of the 
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astrophysicist Josephus Slop de Cadenberg. Minto was 
himself converted from the study of Italian antiqui-
ties—when Hume had offered him the position of tutor, 
on George’s behalf, “he and a friend were about to go 
[to Italy] as pilgrims relying on the charity of the 
pious”—to the mathematics of celestial orbits.36 When 
he and George quarrelled, Minto had the opportunity 
of going to join “an umarried uncle I have in Jamaica” 
on “his own estate near Montego Bay.” He emigrated, 
instead, to Princeton, New Jersey, where he became the 
fi rst professor of mathematics. He exhorted his stu-
dents, in a commencement address in 1788, to “preserve 
this rising and extensive empire from the ill-boding 
spirit of conquest,” and donated a portion of his salary 
to provide a medal for the best essays on “the unlaw-
fulness and impolicy of capital punishment” and “the 
unlawfulness and impolicy of African slavery.”37 

Adam Ferguson was the closest of all the Scottish phi-
losophers to the Johnstones, and his own changing cir-
cumstances provide a vivid illustration of the connec-
tions between the high Scottish enlightenment and the 
empire. Ferguson’s aspiration, at the time of the publica-
tion of his Essay on the History of Civil Society in 1767, 
was to be appointed as governor of West Florida in suc-
cession to George.38 In 1772 one of the Johnstones’ Ed-
inburgh correspondents reported to William that the 
studies of “our literary friends here,” and especially of 
Ferguson, “have also taken the route of India.” Ferguson 
hoped by then to be named, with the support of David 
Hume and the Johnstones, as secretary to the East India 
Company’s supervisors in Calcutta, and was again dis-
appointed. In 1774 he went to Geneva as the tutor to a 
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young lord (“I may have much to Say in Europe as well 
as in Asia,” he wrote); in 1778 he was appointed as 
George and Lord Carlisle’s secretary in America.39 
George determined in his will that his youngest son 
should be sent to live in Scotland as soon as he reached 
the age of either four or six; the little boy, whose guard-
ians included John, Betty, and John Wedderburn (“my 
beloved and respected friend”), was brought up eventu-
ally by Adam Ferguson (“most worthy of the human 
race”).40 George’s older sons in India and their mother 
Martha Ford remained on friendly terms with Ferguson. 
Ferguson corresponded with Betty about John’s illnesses 
and helped her to fi nd a tenant for her apartment in Ed-
inburgh; he and John corresponded, as John was dying, 
about the possibility of eternal life.41

David Hume, Adam Smith, Adam Ferguson, and Wil-
liam Cullen were all members of the discussion club 
called the “Select Society,” which was the founding in-
stance, as recounted in multiple histories, of the Edin-
burgh enlightenment. William was also a member; so 
were his uncles Lord Elibank and James Ferguson (later 
the judge in Bell or Belinda’s case); so too was John 
Swinton (who presented Bell or Belinda’s petition), Wil-
liam’s childhood friend Alexander Wedderburn, and his 
brother David Wedderburn of West Florida, the Cape 
Verde Islands, and Bombay.42 William and James were 
members of the “Poker Club,” which was the continua-
tion of the Select Society, together with Smith, Hume, 
Ferguson, their uncle Lord Elibank, their nephew John 
Wedderburn’s two legal counsels in the Joseph Knight 
case, and another nephew, the future husband of Char-
lotte’s daughter Caroline.43 The Johnstones were fi gures 
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in the social relationships of the Scottish enlightenment, 
and the philosophers of the enlightenment were fi gures 
in their own social relationships of empire. 

The Milieux of Enlightenment: 
Books and Booksellers

The sense of the overseas connections of empire as 
almost within sight, in eighteenth-century Scotland, ex-
tended well beyond the philosophers of empire. The sect 
of the high enlightenment, as described in a satire of 
1774 called the Scots Review, was so exiguous that there 
were no more than eight copies of Hume’s Treatise of 
Human Nature in the entire country; and the “exact 
number of all the freethinkers in Scotland” amounted to 
only “six hundred three score and six.” But there was a 
more fl ourishing industry of enlightenment—of tutors, 
schoolmasters, keepers of small academies, doctors of 
divinity, and editors who aspired “not only to review 
authors, but the taste and judgments of the public it-
self”—and this too was among the scenes of the John-
stones’ lives.44 

The Johnstones were preoccupied, from their earliest 
years in Westerhall, with borrowing and buying and 
storing books. Their father borrowed a copy of Grotius 
from Adam Smith’s family friend James Oswald and 
sent it to David Hume to be returned.45 Patrick and 
Gideon’s tutor borrowed Aesop’s Fables and Dunlop’s 
Greek Grammar from a neighbor, but was obliged to 
return it when the neighbor came home.46 James bor-
rowed a translation of Horace from William: “I have 
taken Francis Horace and no other Books Jas. John-
stone,” he wrote on the reverse of the letter to William 
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from Barbara’s husband, about the report of Margaret’s 
death in Paris.47 There were elaborate inventories of 
books in the probate records of James’s and Charles 
Kinnaird’s estates in Scotland: Machiavelli and Des-
cartes in the Kinnairds’ home, and in the library at 
Westerhall, Plato, Voltaire, “Muncaster on the slave 
trade” and “Mrs McAulys History of England four vol-
umes.”48 George left his best Glasgow Milton to the 
family at Westerhall and his three books of the naviga-
tion compendium The Neptune François to one of 
David Hume’s young cousins.49 Betty wrote in her will 
that “I promised to Mrs Playfair my maid Dr Blairs Ser-
mons and desire they may be given her.”50 The initial list 
of subscribers to William Julius Mickle’s translation of 
the Lusiad in 1776 included Betty, James, William, Al-
exander, George, John, David Hume, John Swinton, Ar-
chibald Swinton, “Primrose Thomson in India, 2 cop-
ies,” the Johnstones’ maternal uncles Elibank and 
Pitfour, Uncle Walter, and Charlotte’s widower James 
Balmain.51 

Books and booksellers were a medium of exchange 
between distant friends and the extremities of the em-
pire. There was Laidlaw at the circulating library in 
Newcastle, to whom George was supposed to send their 
mother’s refi ned sugar. The Johnstones’ father made 
elaborate arrangements to send books to John in India.52 
When the chaplain of the East India Company died in 
Calcutta, John bought twenty-three volumes of sermons, 
and there were forty more volumes, shared among seven 
other offi cials.53 George, when he was ordered to Lisbon 
in 1759, asked Samuel Swinton to take charge of his 
books, and he heard from Newcastle, where Swinton 
had been sent on the “Impress Service” (or the gang of 
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naval offi cers who pressed reluctant sailors), that “wher-
ever my Furniture goes your Books shall also go.”54 Even 
William Colhoon, on his way to Africa, wrote to his sis-
ter that “you may send my Brown Close and what you 
think convenient to serve and a few Books of different 
kinds.”55 

William Bolts, when he was expelled from India by the 
East India Company in 1768, was allowed “about two 
hours to put together his own and his wife’s cloaths, to-
gether with some of his books and papers, into chests, to 
be taken with them.” A captain in the Company’s army 
then “marched him through the streets surrounded by 
soldiers; leaving the doors of his house open, and his pa-
pers and effects at the mercy of the populace.”56 In his 
will Bolts left “printed Books consisting of about four-
teen hundred Volumes of all Sizes,” to be sent to the “Is-
land of Guernsey” and there sold, “after the distribution 
of catalogues in London Amsterdam and Paris.”57

The world of the booksellers was infl uenced, in turn, 
by the opportunities of empire. This was a matter of the 
books that were sold: Robertson’s History of South 
America, which the Westerhall miners ordered in 1796, 
or “Robertson’s India,” which they ordered in 1797.58 
“The country is over-run with a kind of literary pack-
men, who ramble from town to town selling books,” the 
counsel for the London booksellers said of Scotland in 
1774, in the celebrated debate over literary copyright in 
the House of Commons, in the course of which George 
defended the freedom of ideas, in opposition to Edmund 
Burke’s defense of booksellers’ property: “In every little 
town there is now a printing press. Coblers have thrown 
away their awl, weavers have dismissed their shuttle, to 
commence printers.” The books to be sold were them-
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selves, from time to time, adventures: Hawkesworth’s 
Voyages, for example, with its East Indian encounters in 
the South Seas, which was the booksellers’ most extrav-
agant property and which the attorney general described 
in parliament as “very low indeed,” a “mere composi-
tion of trash.”59

The opportunities of empire were also a matter of the 
printers’ and publishers’ own lives. The two “Miss Bail-
lies” who arrived in Bombay in 1772, “stupid, awkward 
[and] perfectly vertuous,” were recommended by “your 
freind Donaldson the bookseller,” David Wedderburn 
wrote to his sister.60 Samuel Swinton, after he had estab-
lished himself in London with his black servant from the 
West Indies, his “little tawney boy,” and George’s books, 
became the employer, in Boulogne, of the political writer 
Jean-Paul Brissot. He also supplied “Magazines and 
Pamphlets to my sundry friends and good Customers in 
Bengal . . . not being able to fi nd storage for them any 
where else, I put them into a Trunk of Millinery Ware.”61 
William Julius Mickle, whose father had been employed 
by the London booksellers in correcting the translation 
of Pierre Bayle’s Dictionary—“the great part of the notes 
to which were the production of his pen”—and whose 
brother was a journeyman printer, was the corrector of 
proofs at the Clarendon Press in Oxford. He too was “on 
the point of setting off for Carolina” in 1765 or for “some 
settlement in the East or West Indies,” with “letters to the 
West Indies” from the Johnstones’ Uncle Walter.62

The owner of James Somerset, Charles Steuart, was 
the brother of an Edinburgh lawyer, James Steuart, the 
son-in-law of an eminent grammarian, printer of the 
Caledonian Mercury, keeper of the Advocates’ Library 
in Edinburgh (where he was succeeded by David Hume), 
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and author of Ruddiman’s Rudiments of the Latin 
Tongue.63 James Steuart’s letters to his brother are fi lled 
with allusions to the distant vicissitudes of empire: a 
“servant in my house” who “on leaving it went to the 
East Indies to an Uncle who happen’d to die before their 
meeting”; a “gentleman’s son” who had been a sailor in 
St. Petersburg and “proposes going to London soon to 
try his fate either for the East or West Indies”; his own 
son, whom he hoped to see as a “writer in the East India 
Company” but whom he eventually bound “as an ap-
prentice in our printing house” (“I propose he should 
also set up a shop as a Bookseller”); his third son, who 
aspired to “going out to the East or West Indies accord-
ing as recommendations may cast up.”64 James Somerset 
was brought to Edinburgh in 1771 on a family visit; in 
January 1772 James Steuart invited his brother to return 
for a “longer stay,” “and Anne [his daughter] desires you 
will send Somerset before you.”65 

Legal Information

The milieu of the law in Scotland, the other promi-
nent setting of enlightenment, was also connected to the 
opportunities of empire. The Johnstones’ maternal fam-
ily consisted of lawyers and soldiers of empire. Their 
mother’s oldest brother, the advocate Lord Elibank, who 
provided the security for John’s fi rst position in the East 
India Company, had earlier served in the unsuccessful 
expedition against Cartagena in what is now Colombia; 
their maternal grandfather lost a fortune in the “South 
Sea bubble” of commerce in slaves and contraband to 
the Spanish south Atlantic, as did the father of Hume’s 
other friend and the Johnstones’ other uncle, Lord Pit-
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four, the judge in Bell or Belinda’s case.66 Of Lord Pit-
four’s own sons, one was John Wedderburn’s lawyer in 
the case against Joseph Knight (the lawyer who talked 
of the calamity of the debasing of race), one was “made 
the Merchant” and became governor of Tobago, and 
one was an army offi cer in North America and in Alex-
ander’s regiment in Grenada and Tobago, “where he was 
of great service in quelling very formidable insurrections 
of the negroes,” in Adam Ferguson’s account.67 

The sense of overseas opportunity in the large legal 
families of eighteenth-century Scotland extended well 
beyond the Johnstones’ own relations. When David 
Wedderburn landed in Antigua on his way to West Flor-
ida, he found an old acquaintance of his brother Alexan-
der “who was called to the Bar the same day with you 
came up to me in the Street . . . & invited me to his house 
from which I write at present.”68 Alexander Wedder-
burn, the author of the “manifesto of the Scottish En-
lightenment” (in the description of David Hume’s biog-
rapher), was in correspondence about the details of 
settlements in East Florida: “N.B. In the within Calcula-
tion there is no Allowance made for the death of Ne-
groes; Because if there are a suffi cient Number of Women 
the Children should nearly make up for this loss.”69 John 
Swinton’s son became secretary of the East India Com-
pany’s council in Calcutta; it was his grandson of whom 
Sir Walter Scott, whose mother was Swinton’s fi rst 
cousin, told a celebrated story in 1826: “Curious expres-
sion of an Indian-born boy just come from Bengal, a son 
of my cousin George Swinton. The child saw a hare run 
across the fi elds and exclaimd ‘See there is a little tiger.’ ”70 
Scott, whose father was a solicitor, or writer to the sig-
net, and who was himself an advocate, recounted his 
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own pedigree as a sequence of overseas connections: his 
brother who was a naval offi cer in the “haunted keys of 
the West Indies” and died in the service of the East India 
Company; another brother who died in Canada and left 
a son in the East India Company’s service in Bombay; a 
brother who “died on his return from the West Indies”; 
and his wife, whose fortune consisted in an annuity from 
her “very affectionate brother,” “Commercial Resident 
at Salem in India.”71 

Even in the Scottish countryside, the inland or interior 
consequences of the Johnstones’ unsettled existence 
were mediated through the law. The wills that James, 
Alexander, George, Gideon, John, Louisa, and Betty 
made; the annuities the brothers left to their children 
and servants; the bonds in which their wealth was 
brought home from India; their purchases of estates; 
their mortgages on land and slaves; the confl icts over 
their inheritances and marriage settlements: all these re-
lationships were the occupation of innumerable lawyers 
and clerks, in the universe of the law that Sir Walter Scott 
described as the “dry and barren wilderness of forms 
and conveyances.”72 This wasteland, which was the mi-
lieu or one of the milieux of the Scottish enlightenment, 
was also a scene in which the insecurities of empire were 
an enduring preoccupation. George’s will was condi-
tional, with its reverie of gaining suffi cient insight into 
so many contingent events, and so was William Julius 
Mickle’s: “as the contingencies of human life are uncer-
tain and inscrutable.”73 John’s will was an expectation 
of uncertainty to come, or an instruction with respect to 
“the Laws and practice of the respective Countries 
where my Estate means and effects real and personal or 
any part thereof may happen to be situated at the time 
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of my death.”74 The family lawyer who bought Louisa’s 
lottery ticket, and to whom James wrote about the smil-
ing regions of futurity, was the executor of Martha 
Ford’s mother’s will and the trustee of her grandsons in 
India; he was also the part owner with Samuel Swinton 
of the Courier de l’Europe.75

The public procedures of the law were in turn a source 
of information, or misinformation, about distant events. 
The legal process in eighteenth-century Scotland was 
still a public spectacle: of magistrates and judges on cir-
cuit processing through the streets. Songs in the Justi-
ciary Opera, a satire of provincial justice composed by 
James Boswell and other young lawyers in the 1770s, 
begins with a “Grand Procession,” and turns on the peti-
tion for banishment of the “pannel,” or accused:

O send me oure the lang seas
My ain kind lordie, O . . .
O send me east, or send me wast,
Or send me south or nordie, O.76

There were public punishments, like the sentence im-
posed on a woman called Christian Crawford on Christ-
mas Eve of 1760, by one of the judges who later voted 
against Joseph Knight, that she should stand in the pil-
lory in Edinburgh from noon to one in the afternoon on 
the ninth of January, “with a paper affi xed on her breast, 
with these words written on it in large characters, Infa-
mous prevaricator upon oath in judgment”; or the pun-
ishment that would have been infl icted on Bell or Be-
linda if she were to have returned to Scotland, “upon the 
fi rst market day after her Incarseration” to be “whypt 
through the streets of Perth by the hands of the Com-
mon hangman receiving the ordinary number of strypes 
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upon her naked back at the usuall places and accus-
tomed time of day.”77

Bell or Belinda’s own case was reported in the Scots 
Magazine with a strikingly inaccurate headline on the 
front cover: “A criminal slave adjudged to be sold for 
behoof of the master.” But the magazine’s account pro-
vided information beyond what was recorded in the cir-
cuit court minutes: that the advocate-depute consented 
to the outcome “in respect of the particular situation of 
the pannel” (the accused, or Bell), because “it appeared 
from an inquiry made since taking the precognition, 
that there was no suffi cient evidence of intentional mur-
der.”78 A slightly different law report in the Caledonian 
Mercury added further information about Bell or Be-
linda’s state of mind and the import of the missing wit-
ness: “though she was conscious no actual murder 
could be proved against her, yet, as by the absence of a 
person at London, to whom she had revealed her situa-
tion.”79 A report in the Public Advertiser referred to her 
as “Bell alias Belinder,” sentenced to “Banishment for 
Life.”80 A few months later, the Scots Magazine reverted 
to Bell or Belinda’s case in its account of James Somer-
set’s lawsuit in London in June 1772, and of the scene 
in the court of King’s Bench. “It was wished that a late 
trial at one of our circuit-courts,” the magazine added, 
citing the report of Bell’s case, “had been transferred to 
Edinburgh, in which case, the question now determined 
in the court of king’s-bench, might perhaps have been 
fully debated.”81

Joseph Knight’s case, in the following year, was from 
the outset a case about information, including his own 
information about the law and the information of other 
slaves. It was eventually an extraordinarily public cause: 
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“the pleadings in this case, have been all along attended 
by a female audience. The galleries yesterday were quite 
crouded with Ladies of fashion,” the Caledonian Mer-
cury reported in 1776, the day after a rousing speech 
about “the consequences of introducing slavery here. . . . 
In this country, so fertile for improvements, we may 
soon see a team consisting of two horses, two oxen, and 
two slaves.”82 But it had begun with Joseph Knight’s 
knowledge of James Somerset’s case. “What made him 
resolve to go away was a paragraph that he read in Mr 
Donaldson’s news papers published the third day of 
July,” he declared in the magistrates’ court, which was 
sitting in justice in his owner’s house, “and from that 
time he has had it in his head to leave his service.” Jo-
seph Knight had later come to know of another case 
involving a slave in Scotland: “he afterwards liked the 
Law of the Sheriff Depute of Perthshire better who by a 
scots newspaper he found had discharged a servant for-
merly a Slave from all service or dutie to his master.”83 
His lawyer in Edinburgh anticipated a more far-reaching 
discussion: “he looked forward with enthusiasm to some 
future day, when, in an African Code of Laws, a new 
species of manumission should be mentioned . . . that, if 
this poor negro had any friends or relations in his native 
country, the joyful news might reach them.”84

In the courtrooms of the justices of the peace, the 
sheriff-substitute, the sheriff-depute, and the lords of 
session, Joseph Knight’s case impinged on the lives of 
hundreds of writers, ushers, clerks, advocates, and legal 
reporters: another multiplier effect of empire. John 
Cairns, in his remarkable study of the Scottish law of 
slavery, has identifi ed seventy-eight cases of black men 
and women in Scotland in the fi rst three-quarters of the 
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eighteenth century, almost all of whom were involved, in 
one way or another, with the processes of the law.85 Bell 
or Belinda’s case, too, impinged on the armies of the law 
in the east and west of Scotland, as she was taken from 
prison to prison, and “so from shore to shore.” She 
passed through the worlds of the writers in Cupar, who 
wrote down her fi rst declaration, the declaration “tend-
ing to show your guilt,” and of the “Sheriff Offi cer” in 
Cupar who witnessed the declaration; of the offi cers 
who undertook the subsequent inquiry into her inten-
tions; and of the “co-notarys public” in Perth who wrote 
down her second declaration and subscribed for her, 
when she “touched the pen,” “by order of the said Bell 
or Belinda, the petitioner above named.”86 

Even the missing witness, the mysterious John Taitt 
who was absent in London, to whom Bell said that she 
had “revealed her situation” and “who she is advised is 
necessary for her exculpation upon the Crime,” was al-
most certainly an offi cer of the law. He was the same 
John Taitt or Tait, perhaps, writer to the signet, who 
petitioned in the same Sheriff’s Court in Cupar three 
years later with respect to the entitlement of the Count-
ess of Rothes to the “family writings” in her brother’s 
house, or her “right to the writings.”87 He was also, per-
haps, the John Tait who appears in the correspondence 
of the Johnstones’ Grenada estate as the person who 
was designated to take care of “unpleasant matters:” 
“you will please write to Mr Tait to look after the mat-
ter”.88 Or the John Tait who was the “doer” or agent for 
the Johnstones’ disturbed cousin, in 1766, in the matter 
of the family’s ancient descent.89 Or the “Mr Tait” who 
visited the Johnstones’ father in 1762, in connection 
with “Johns Money designed for Sandy & Gidion:” “it 
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was no small Mortifi cation that Mr Tait Behoved to 
leave me befor he could Draw out what Number of 
Acres are Contained in Glendining.”90 It is possible, 
even, that he was the John Tait who died intestate in 
1817 and whose son, also John Tait and also a writer to 
the signet, recorded that he left “debts considered good” 
from “Sir John Johnston” of £19.15s.8d, and “debts 
considered desperate” from “Sir James Johnston & 
Reprs” of £107.1s.31/4d.91 

Clerks and Clerics

There was another important milieu of the enlighten-
ment in Scotland, of itinerant men of letters: clerics, 
clerks, tutors, and secretaries. The Johnstones were a 
family in whose lives religion played an inconspicuous 
role. In all her letters and her descriptions of journeys, 
Betty says almost nothing about religious observance: 
only that her sister Barbara, in Edinburgh after her sepa-
ration from her husband, was thought to have behaved 
“just as she ought to Do” and had “never been out Ex-
cept twice at Church.”92 Louisa, at the end of her life, 
was interested in deism, or in the beliefs of Mexicans 
and Mahometans, “whom we call Idolaters, Infi dells, & 
Heathen.”93 John, like the Johnstones’ father, referred to 
religious belief in moments of extreme solemnity (after 
their father’s death, in John’s case, and after the news of 
William’s inheritance, in their father’s case), and at the 
very end of his own life, in his conversation with Adam 
Ferguson about the “thereafter” and the possibility of 
being reunited with his brothers in the world to come.94 
Elizabeth Carolina, of whom so little was known, even 
to her children, was perhaps the most devout. Her 
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daughter described her, in an inscription in the mauso-
leum in the Westerkirk churchyard, as having led “a life 
of unaffected piety,” and her poems, published when she 
was in India, included a hymn for the General Fast of 
1758, and a version of Psalm 139.95 It was only the 
Johnstones’ mother, in all the family letters I have looked 
at, who described her refl ections on eternity: their dis-
turbed mother with all her anger and all her losses, who 
wrote to John in India, in a letter that was even more 
than usually distraught, that “upon a frequent and 
narow examination I feel no steps in my life that gives 
death any additional horror and I bless God I am quit 
content with the part I have acted.”96

But the connections to the Church of Scotland and 
the Church of England were abundant in the John-
stones’ lives, as in the lives of so many others in the 
eighteenth-century British empire. They were involved 
within their extended families with the established 
(Presbyterian) Church of Scotland, the Episcopal (An-
glican) Church in Scotland, and the Church of England. 
William was for a time the “ruling elder” (at the age of 
twenty-six) of the presbytery in which Westerkirk was 
included.97 Charlotte, James, and John all married into 
clerical families. Charlotte’s father-in-law, who was 
supposed to have signed the false attestation of Gide-
on’s date of birth, was the minister of the Westerkirk 
church. Louisa’s fi rst husband was a Church of England 
vicar, and she was the great-niece of an archbishop of 
Canterbury.98 Elizabeth Carolina’s brother, with whom 
John corresponded about moderation and gentleness in 
the affairs of the East India Company, was also a Church 
of England vicar; her nephew was a curate and aspiring 
naval chaplain, who tried after his father’s death to sell 
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his copy of Hume’s History of England to his more op-
ulent cousins in Scotland.99 Barbara’s son-in-law from 
Massachusetts, Edmund Dana, the former medical stu-
dent, became a Church of England clergyman and the 
rector of a parish in Shropshire, in the bequest of Wil-
liam’s wife Frances’s estate.100 William Julius Mickle’s 
father was a minister.101 Laura Pulteney’s heiress’s fi rst 
husband was a clergyman (the clergyman into whose 
house her second husband was supposed to have 
climbed), and her father-in-law was the archbishop of 
York.102 Even John Tait, or one of the John Taits (the 
“doer” John Tait), was the grandfather of a nineteenth-
century archbishop of Canterbury.103

The Johnstones were involved, too, with a larger and 
more indistinct world of clerks, in the sense of the cleri-
cal, or the educated. John was described by his teacher, 
when he left for India, as “capable of discharging the 
Duty of Clerk in any offi ce with credit,” and the John-
stones were themselves almost clerks: individuals who 
could have been clerk-like.104 One of the many odd as-
pects of their story is their continuing mobility, in space, 
economic circumstances, and social condition. They 
could have been clerks in offi ces, if the fortunes of war 
had been different or if their own resolution had been 
less. Their prospects rose and fell and rose again. They 
had been “employed as factors or otherwise,” in the de-
scription of the successful claimants in the eventual dé-
nouement, in 1881, of their father’s great cause of the 
Annandale peerage. There was even an old leather bag 
of documents that the Johnstones’ father was supposed 
to have secreted at some point before 1766, and that 
was discovered in 1876 in the Edinburgh offi ces of John 
Tait’s former law fi rm.105 
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The Johnstones and their friends were surrounded by 
a changing scene of writers and clerks. There was the 
tutor who lived in the family house in Westerhall, read 
Virgil with Patrick and taught arithmetic to Gideon, and 
despatched William into the world in 1751 with the 
parting advice “that you would retain your primitive In-
tegrity at least till you can get handsomely off with it—
And whatever your Sentiments & Practice be keep al-
ways your wonted Gravity & Circumspection.”106 There 
were the writers, or the semi-clerks, who wrote and cop-
ied letters. John Wedderburn lamented to William in the 
winter of 1775, when his wife was dying and Joseph 
Knight had sued for his freedom, of “having no body at 
hand to write for me.”107 David Wedderburn resolved, 
before he left for West Florida, to “read & save money,” 
as he wrote to his sister; “I have found a very good 
Mathematician & a good Scholar whom I shall carry 
north with me instead of a Valet de Chambre.”108 There 
were the teachers to whom John, Patrick, and Gideon 
were sent and who provided the certifi cations that the 
East India Company required of its “writers.”109 George 
and Martha’s third son attended a class in bookkeeping 
“and acquired a perfect knowledge of it”; he was also 
instructed in Edinburgh in the principles of Persian 
grammar, “in prose and poetry.”110

The Johnstone sisters, and the sisters of their friends, 
were for the most part self-instructed, or self-improved. 
Their mother was highly literary in her prose and almost 
illiterate in her spelling. Betty’s spelling was phonetic in 
her earliest letters and in letters dictated to her by her 
father; it was highly accomplished by the time she was 
living on her own. “You ask me if I know anyone who is 
more useless to society than you,” David Wedderburn 
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wrote to his sister in French in 1767. “Yes, I know thou-
sands,” he responded, recommending a course of self-
instruction, to begin with Voltaire’s Histoire Univer-
selle.111 The Johnstones’ aunt Anne Ferguson wrote of 
the education of one of her own daughters that “she has 
cost me more trouble than all the rest, for her genious 
bewitched me, & some times got the better of my Rea-
son”; there had been instruction in “Hunting, Riding, 
Shooting, & Latin,” as well as “a little musick, Bowling 
& Chess which I indulge her in.”112 By the late eigh-
teenth century, it was fairly common for the Johnstones’ 
daughters to be educated in schools. Barbara’s daughter 
Elizabeth was sent to school in Kent, William’s daughter 
Henrietta Laura to school in France, and George and 
Martha Ford’s granddaughters to schools in Hammer-
smith and Chelsea.113 The early nineteenth- century note-
books of John and Elizabeth Carolina’s grandaughter 
included observations on Salic Law, the constitution of 
Tyre, and Greek, French, Italian, German, and Hebrew 
texts.114

There was a wandering society of educated individu-
als who appeared and vanished in the Johnstones’ lives. 
James and Louisa’s man of business, during their long 
exile in Norfolk, was a curate called Edmund Nelson, 
who paid their bills for the London Chronicle, negoti-
ated on their behalf with a tenant named Sanctuary and 
an exigent turnip farmer, and was eventually an execu-
tor and benefi ciary of James’s will.115 John and James 
employed “Mr. B——,” or John Bruce, to make “Discov-
erys” in the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh with re-
spect to the “Great Desiderata” of their father, or the 
evidence of the family’s claim to their disturbed cousin’s 
estate. To Mr. B——, James sent instructions in the 
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 procedures of historical research: “whether he found the 
account he gives in more than one Author”; “what num-
ber in the Manuscripts”; “I want Mr. B likewise to send 
me the exact Orthography”; “if He makes any more 
Searches He should be instructed to look at Manuscripts 
or Records only.” To James Balmain, who was Mr. 
B——’s friend, he sent advice on remuneration: “do not 
send away a man of that Manly Spirit he appears to be 
with a Frown on his Face Make him Smile tho my whole 
£19, should go into his Pocket.”116

The lives of the itinerant clerks and clerics are ex-
traordinarily elusive. It is as though the Johnstones’ tu-
tors and writers were almost literally invisible, like the 
“Dominie” in Guy Mannering, the closest of all Sir Wal-
ter Scott’s novels to the Johnstones’ existence, who is 
fi tted out by a returning East Indian colonel with “two 
suits of clothes, one black and one raven-grey.”117 They 
were fi gures of the countryside, even within the society 
of enlightenment in which, in Hume’s idyll, men “fl ock 
into cities; love to receive and communicate knowl-
edge.”118 They moved between different positions and 
between different classes or ranks: between the “high” 
and the “low” scenes of the enlightenment, or between 
the respectability of the church or the law and the “low 
life” of writers and tradesmen. The Johnstones’ tutor in 
Westerhall wrote to William that “for myself I have 
nothing more to hope or to fear than when you left 
me—I have some thoughts of making my way among 
the Dissenters in Engd. (when my Pupils are disposd of) 
if the smallest Encouragement offers for it—I add no 
more.”119 David Hume was a “gentleman” when he was 
the companion to the Johnstones’ cousin, and he was 
also a servant. The dispute that continued into the 1760s 
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was over the salary that had been “due for that quarter 
in which Mr Home leaves his service” because “a ser-
vant, who is dropt betwixt terms, is not suppos’d to fi nd 
ready employment.”120 

These clerks, or these insecure men and women of let-
ters, were the intermediaries of information in the John-
stones’ households: of “light” or enlightenment, in 
Adam Ferguson’s sense of knowledge that was commu-
nicable to others by information, or in Hume’s sense of 
a “conversible World,” in which everyone “mutually 
gives and receives Information.”121 Even the unrespect-
able Uncle Walter, who was a source of expertise in so 
many family crises, and who loved the rhymes of Ger-
man poetry, was a tutor, or a schoolmaster, to his great-
nephews and great-nieces, who were sent to live with 
him in Dumfries.122 It was Uncle Walter, too, who wrote 
to William (in the words of Candide) of “wandering to 
& fro upon the face of the Earth & being convinced by 
a certain learned Christian called Voltaire that God gave 
man the Earth ut opereratur Cum,” and of his “Hobby 
horsical passion for country diversions” (in the words of 
Tristram Shandy), in which he dreamed of limeing and 
sowing and hedging.123 It was William Julius Mickle, in 
the controversy over the booksellers’ property, who in-
structed George about the perils of restrictions on copy-
right in “an opulent and a reading country”: “books of 
dirty paper & dirty crowded print, notes left out and the 
text mutilated at the mercy of the Lord knows who, are 
the certain consequences.”124

Betty, of all the brothers and sisters, with her “Perigri-
nations” around the country and her “Mineral Friends,” 
going from place to place “without a settled Residance,” 
was the closest to being a clerical fi gure in this sense, a 
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woman of letters or an intermediary of information. She 
and her sisters-in-law, in this extended family of literate 
women, wrote or copied hundreds of the family’s let-
ters.125 Louisa copied out James’s letters about being rot-
ten before he was dead, his instructions to Mr. B, and the 
deeds of 1634 in the inheritance case, in an “Orthogra-
phy” that followed the size of the characters (from 8 
point to 24 point).126 Betty wrote her father’s letters to 
William about claret and East India Company politics. 
She was also a continuing source of legal, political, fi -
nancial, and family information, as she crisscrossed 
Scotland. “I learn from Miss Johnstone who passed here 
yesterday, that the copy of the opinion . . . has never yet 
reached Westerhall,” John wrote from Balgonie to one 
business associate, and to another, “I shall draw a Re-
ceipt upon you to my Sister Miss Johnstone who . . . will 
send it you when she arrives at Hawick.” To Betty her-
self, he wrote “You were Impowered to conclude this 
matter. . . . You can get it for Bills at 45 to 59 days 
sight.”127 Even when she was eighty, the last of the broth-
ers and sisters, she was a source of family news for her 
nieces, and of letters about letters: “both the letters were 
good,” she wrote to John and Elizabeth Carolina’s 
daughter in 1809, “go on and prosper.”128

This was even the world of the minor fi gures in the 
Johnstones’ history. Patrick Colquhoun, who was con-
tracted to transport Bell or Belinda to Virginia and to 
sell her as a slave for life, was the son of a “local Judge 
and Register of the Records” in the west of Scotland.129 
He emigrated at the age of sixteen to become a clerk in 
Virginia, and on his return he established a commerce 
in convicts.130 He then entered the linen and muslin 
trade. He was later involved in the “plantation busi-
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ness” in the Bahamas and interested in the sale of “Got-
tenburgh Herrings at Cork for the West India Con-
sumption” (or food for the West Indian slaves).131 He 
became Lord Mayor of Glasgow and a prolifi c writer 
on the police, the British empire, and the defi nition of 
poverty. He introduced himself to William in 1787 as a 
writer with a shared “zeal & anxiety to do good.” He 
and William were partners in the purchase of land in 
New York.132 He had “been honoured by the society of 
the most eminent men of the age in which he has lived, 
among others Mr Burk, Dr Adam Smith, Earl Sheffi eld,” 
he wrote in a memorandum of his own public service, 
which was his self-reinvention as a fi gure of the enlight-
enment; “he is stated a Public benefactor.”133 Colqu-
houn’s projects of reform, his biographer (and son-in-
law) wrote in 1818, “will be gratefully hailed by millions 
yet unborn.” He was identifi ed, almost two centuries 
later, as among the “leading fi gures of the Scottish 
 enlightenment.”134 

The Milieux of Political Thought

The industry of politics, or of the production of po-
litical thought, was itself a milieu of enlightenment. The 
Johnstone sisters and brothers were involved in political 
life at a time of drastic innovation in institutions and 
ideas. They had been engaged from their childhood in 
the old, established world of what George described in 
1759 as “various applications & wrigling Connec-
tions.”135 Alexander was instructed to “wait on” colo-
nels, and William recommended himself to duchesses, in 
a neo-Roman court politics of empire: “The Emperor’s 
court is like the house of Fame, / The palace full of 
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tongues, of eyes, and ears.”136 Margaret was involved in 
the court of the pretender to the British throne and in 
the French court, where she waited on ministers and 
presented her memoranda.137 In Murshidabad John was 
an expert in the court politics of the Mughal empire. 
George even identifi ed himself as an expert on court eti-
quette in the Ottoman empire (or on how to “command 
an infl uence with the Beys, and a respect from the 
Arabs,” in the new postal service from Suez to Cairo).138 
His appointment to offi ce, in the post-war settlement of 
1763, was widely attributed to the infl uence on the 
young George III of the Earl of Bute and of his Scottish 
secretary.139

But the Johnstones and their friends were involved, 
too, in a new proliferation of elections and votes, from 
the House of Representatives in the island of Grenada to 
the General Assembly of the province of West Florida, 
and from the East India Company’s court of directors in 
London (“a fl uctuating, Democratic community of trad-
ers,” in William Bolts’s description) to its council in 
 Calcutta.140 They lived in a period of innovation in the 
political institutions of the European empires, or of Eu-
ropeans in incipient empires: in the West Indian assem-
blies, the North American colonies, and in India. These 
were the institutions that John took so seriously when 
he compared himself to Cicero, in Calcutta in 1761, in 
his defense of the public liberties of the servants (or the 
Company offi cials).141 “I have business enough to keep 
away ennui, but, not enough, to fatigue me. I have op-
position enough in our little politicks here, to keep me 
sometimes Alert, but never enough to vex me,” David 
Wedderburn wrote to his sister in 1771, of his new life 
in Bombay.142
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The Johnstones lived in a time of innovation in the 
political procedures of the British parliament and in the 
fi nance of elections.143 In the House of Commons, James, 
William, George, and John were the elected representa-
tives, between them, of nine parliamentary constituen-
cies in England and Scotland; there were at least nine 
other constituencies in which they, Alexander, and 
Gideon were “interested,” as unsuccessful candidates or 
as proprietors. Betty was an intermediary for George in 
the notorious parliamentary contests of 1768 in Cum-
berland, in the course of which George stood on the hus-
tings for eight days, bowing to every voter, and was vis-
ited, while “employed in canvassing the citizens,” by his 
and William’s old friends from the Select Society and the 
Poker Club.144 “I earnestly wish you will write me fully,” 
one of his political agents wrote to Betty in Carlisle, and 
asked for instructions “if I should Send off the Stewarts 
on Wednesday morning or what other day.”145

The Johnstones were engaged, in turn, in a newer and 
far more abstract politics: a politics of enlightenment. 
They used the language of philosophical system in their 
family letters, their offi cial correspondence, their pam-
phlets, and their speeches. They wrote and spoke about 
“public liberties” and “civil rights,” the “distribution of 
justice” and the “general rights of mankind,” “Ben-
evolence Justice & Humanity.” George’s fi rst reported 
speech in parliament, after his bowing on the hustings, 
began with the imposing preamble, “Sir; if we look into 
the antient historians, Tacitus particularly.”146 His nine 
speeches in support of the North American colonies, in 
the course of 1775, were eulogies to ancient liberties 
(“my system . . . is for preserving them sacred and invio-
late”) and elaborations of the theory of power (“I say, a 
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free government necessarily involves many clashing ju-
risdictions” and “Great Britain is the only government 
in the world which has found out the art of carrying 
power to the distant parts of the empire, by satisfying 
the people that they are in security against oppres-
sion”).147 His published writings included an elaborate 
essay on the politics of “whim, which is essential to the 
happiness of mankind.”148

The Johnstones were participants in a new politics of 
words in the British empire: a government of language, 
or of “powerfully resonant and powerfully abstract 
words” that served, as in Daniel Rodgers’s description of 
the politics of the early American republic, to “unify and 
mobilize,” to “legitimize the outward frame of poli-
tics.”149 They were extraordinarily self-conscious with 
respect to their roles in this new politics of what George 
called “sounding words and unmeaning phrases,” and of 
the new process of production of political ideas.150 They 
were conscious, too, of living in a period of continuing 
expansion in the meaning of political words, including 
the expression “Liberty of the Subject,” or “Liberty in 
one of the seven signifi cations of the word,” about which 
George expatiated to the council of West Florida in 
1765.151 They used the words “freedom,” “liberty,” and 
“rights” in the old sense of corporate entitlements (the 
“libertys of the servants” of the East India Company), 
and in the new sense of the late eighteenth-century revo-
lutions, or of the “general rights of mankind” (as in the 
Grenada pamphlet of 1771 by Alexander and his 
friends).152 

The parliamentary world of the Johnstones was al-
most exactly that of Sir Lewis Namier’s structure of 
politics, in which an earlier and illusory prospect of 
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“faithful service to your country” had given way, by 
1760, to “the service of one’s friends.”153 But it was also 
a world in which interests were adorned with ideas, and 
ideas were in turn interests. The parliamentary opposi-
tion was unifi ed by the rhetoric of resistance to oppres-
sion, as well as by the opportunity of offi ce and the in-
terests of merchants. The political parties were associated, 
in David Hume’s description, with “a philosophical or 
speculative system of principles, annexed to its political 
or practical one,” and “each of the factions, into which 
this nation is divided, has reared up a fabric of the for-
mer kind, in order to protect and cover that scheme of 
actions, which it pursues.”154 The fabric of philosophi-
cal principles, by the time of the Johnstones’ most 
prominent political activity, in the disputes over habeas 
corpus in the American colonies, the abolition of the 
Atlantic slave trade, the regulation of the East India 
Company, and the origins of the Bengal famine, was it-
self a political or practical system: an industry of politi-
cal  enlightenment.

The Johnstones’ multiple lives provide an interesting 
glimpse, in these circumstances, of the new milieux of 
late eighteenth-century politics, and of the connections 
between principles, ideas, and interests. There was the 
production of political correspondence, or the govern-
ment by letter, of which the Persian historian Ghulam 
Husain observed that the East India Company’s servants 
spent so much of their time “answering very long letters 
from Europe.”155 There was the government by descrip-
tion, in which the Johnstones were so experienced, in 
their depictions of disturbance (in Florida), distraction 
(in Grenada), and “discontent, dissention, and anxiety” 
(in Calcutta).156 Even David Hume was a virtuoso of the 
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offi cial letter, in his period as secretary to the British am-
bassador in Paris and later as the secretary to whom 
offi cial letters were sent in London from “Europe, Asia, 
Africa and America.”157 The Johnstones themselves had 
secretaries in their political lives: John, in Burdwan, with 
his sixty to seventy writers (or transcribers of property 
rights), and George, with Ossian Macpherson in Florida, 
William Julius Mickle in Lisbon, and Adam Ferguson in 
wartime New York. There was an empire of paper and 
of the abstraction (or subtraction) of rights. The East 
India Company had omitted to send a “supply of Sta-
tionary,” John and his colleagues complained in a letter 
from Calcutta in 1762; and they had been obliged to 
“make use of the Country Paper.”158 

The Johnstones’ political speech, too, was a collective 
enterprise, or a subcontracted industry of enlighten-
ment. The great political events of the times were exer-
cises in declamation, from John’s speeches in Calcutta 
(“Cicero never quitted the Senate with more joy”) to 
George’s address to the Creek nation in Pensacola about 
“the Great God of the World” engraving the mark of 
Justice “on the minds of Man.”159 “I never heard a better 
digested, better Reasoned, or more forcible speech,” 
John wrote to James Balmain in 1778, after listening to 
an oration on military contracts in the “present disgrace-
ful, ruinous and inglorious war.”160 William, with all his 
circumspection, was noticed when he arrived in London 
as “an orator at the India House.”161 Parliamentary ora-
tory, by the time the Johnstones were active in political 
life, was an elaborate mise-en-scène of the transcriptions 
of debates, the reproduction of speeches in monthly 
magazines, the preparation of reports, the compilation 
of evidence, and the arrival of unexpected witnesses, like 
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the Armenian merchants from Bengal. The palace was 
full of eyes, and the House of Commons was in the “eye 
of the world.”162

It is even possible to see, in the Johnstones’ lives and 
speeches, the process of production of these new political 
spectacles, or the machinery behind the mise-en-scène. 
One of George’s most elaborate speeches, about Mas-
sachusetts, the East India Company, and the “horrors of 
civil war,” ends suddenly when he says, “I cannot see my 
other memorandums, and therefore I shall conclude.”163 
An oration by William on the injustice of the “double 
government” of the Mayor’s Court in Calcutta was 
compiled out of a letter from John and information from 
William Bolts.164 The production of political ephemera 
was itself a collective enterprise. John published a pam-
phlet about the political economy of Indian presents, 
with an afterword by George; George published eight 
pamphlets, on India, America, and his complicated dis-
pute over the encounter between the British and French 
fl eets in the Cape Verde islands. George also wrote a 
long letter to the Public Advertiser in response to a pam-
phlet by Lord Clive and in defense of John, “a most re-
spected Brother, who is confi ned to his Bed by a long 
and severe Sickness.” William published four political 
pamphlets in addition to his Thoughts on America, one 
of which was a defense of George in the Cape Verde 
lawsuits.165 

The Johnstones were interested in the smallest details 
of these ventures, from the translation into French of 
“two brochures on the affairs of the India Company” to 
the posthaste production that a friend from Scotland 
proposed to George: “give me your ideas which I will 
throw into Language for you in three days, provided 
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my name is never to be heard of.”166 The oddest of the 
brothers’ pamphlets was the Narrative of the Proceed-
ings upon the Complaint against Governor Melvill, the 
very long, anonymous annex to Alexander’s complaint 
to the Privy Council about torture and oppression in 
Grenada, “appealing to the world against their decision 
by a narrative of the facts.” It begins in the fi rst person 
of the anonymous author (“I desire the public will judge 
. . . my own conduct”) and continues as a third person 
description of the Johnstones’ involvement in the case: 
“Mr George Johnstone, on that day, went to the Coun-
cil Offi ce, by the desire of his brother, who was sick.” It 
is a compilation of Alexander’s charges, annotated 
with references to offi cial documents in the left and 
right margins (identifi ed as “proof”), his opponent’s 
answers, annotated with self-refuting footnotes, his 
own responses to his opponent’s answers, and a fi fty-
fi ve page appendix. It is a compendium, too, of the 
Johnstones’ obsession with “evidence,” “minutes,” and 
“public documents,” a virtuoso production of the 
printing of marginalia and notes, in the booksellers’ 
genre of the early-eighteenth-century dictionaries of 
the French critic Pierre Bayle (and of William Julius 
Mickle’s  father).167 

But the Narrative is at the same time a philosophical 
and even a moving work. It is a description of Alexan-
der’s elaborate complaint against the governor of Gre-
nada, who presided over his dismissal, and an evocation 
of the “general rights of mankind . . . such as men of 
moral sentiments have confessed to belong to human 
beings, in all ages.” It is also a defense of religious free-
dom, and a vindication of the rights of the colonies, 
with their “system of distributive justice.” It is a defense 



What Is Enlightenment? 247

of the right not to be tortured: “That no one shall be 
tortured into confessions or discoveries of any sort.”168 
It is an identifi cation, in the midst of the intimate friends 
and incestuous families of Anglo-French slave societies, 
of the “most essential rights.”169 The complaint by Alex-
ander and his friends was about their interests, about 
their sense of having been disregarded, and about the 
largest and most philosophical foundations of a slave 
society. It turned, in the version presented in the Narra-
tive, on the question of whether it was permissible, in 
“cases of alarm or danger,” as the governor argued, and 
“for the better prevention of such atrocious murders in 
future,” that slaves should be “put slightly to the ques-
tion.” “This very expression carries a degree of cruelty 
equal to the torments which the negroes suffered,” the 
anonymous author or authors—or Alexander and 
George—responded; slaves were by law liable to no 
“torture of any kind,” and torture “is contrary to the 
fi rst principles of natural justice, and always defeats the 
purpose for which it is intended. . . . It is from argu-
ments such as these, that the most unfeeling tyrants vin-
dicate their proceedings.”170

The Atmosphere of Society

Political enlightenment, in all these scenes, was a 
jumble of high or philosophical ideas and of the misrep-
resentations described in one of the Grenada pamphlets 
as “Grub-street productions.”171 The Johnstones were 
involved in the diverse milieux of the eighteenth- century 
enlightenment—in the high enlightenment of the phi-
losophes and in the medium enlightenment of booksell-
ers, lawyers, clerks and clerics, and the new political 
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industry. They were the connection, or one of the con-
nections, between these milieux and the distant oppor-
tunities of empire. Their encounters provide a glimpse 
of celebrated and uncelebrated individuals who were on 
the point of setting out for the empire, or who were 
waiting for news of their brothers, or who longed to set 
out for somewhere. Even David Hume had determined 
in his youth to “toss about the World, from the one Pole 
to the other” and settled in Bristol “with some recom-
mendations to eminent merchants”; “his Master dealt 
in sugar,” in a contemporary account.172 In 1746, after 
the melancholy winter with the Johnstones’ cousin, he 
too set off for the empire (or for Boston), only to be 
redirected, in the end, to an expedition against the 
French East India Company port of Lorient.173 

The Johnstones’ lives also provide a view of the 
connections between the different milieux of the en-
lightenment at home. The tripartite understanding of 
enlightenment in modern historiography—as a sect  
of philosophes (the “high” enlightenment), as a milieu 
of the communication of ideas, including the ideas of 
the philosophers (the “medium” enlightenment, or the 
enlightenment as medium), and as a disposition, in 
the principal sense of Kant and other contemporaries 
(the “low” enlightenment of large numbers of people, 
or of the “populi”)—was already established, as has 
been seen, in the disputes over the “enlightened mind” 
in late eighteenth-century Scotland. It was implicit in 
Adam Ferguson’s prospect of the lights of science, which 
were communicable to others by mere information and 
by which the human mind was itself enlightened. It was 
the scheme, too, that was parodied in the Scots Review 
of 1774: of a limited sect of philosophers, a fl ourishing 
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industry of doctors of divinity and reviewers of the 
public taste, and “a dissipated, giddy, unthinking age,” 
together with “false alarms of the growth of infi delity 
and scepticism.”174

In the Johnstones’ own involvement in the milieux or 
media of enlightenment, these distinctions were far more 
elusive. There was no orderly sequence in their lives in 
which the “high” thought of the enlightenment was dif-
fused, in various media, to the opinion of the public or 
the people, and no causal sequence in which the political 
thought of the philosophers was the explanation for po-
litical events. There were allusions, certainly, to high 
philosophical thought in parliamentary and political 
life, or at least to the thoughts of philosophers. When 
William’s old friend Alexander Wedderburn, by then the 
solicitor general, asked, “What is the state?” and talked 
about Molinists and Jesuits as powers within the state, 
he was using the words of Hume’s Essays, and so was 
the Secretary of State, Lord Halifax, when he exhorted 
George, in West Florida, to “mildness and modera-
tion.”175 George’s own politics of whim was an allusion 
to Hume’s essay on the progress of the arts, and his lon-
gest printed piece, his pamphlet on East Indian affairs, 
was an effusion of references to Homer, Helvetius, Mon-
tesquieu, Mirabeau, Harrington, Pope, Hume, and Adam 
Ferguson.176 Adam Smith was invoked explicitly by Jo-
seph Knight’s lawyers, and implicitly in Alexander and 
George’s Narrative of Grenada: the “general rights of 
mankind,” as acknowledged by “men of moral senti-
ments” to belong “to human beings, in all ages.”177

But the sequence of infl uence was also, on occasion, 
the opposite. The political atmosphere of the age, or the 
“medium” political thought of the Johnstones and 
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 others, was diffused to or expressed in the “high” 
thought of philosophers. Some of the subsequently cel-
ebrated expressions and explanations in Adam Smith’s 
own political descriptions of empire—about the “golden 
dream” of conquest in America, or the East India Com-
pany’s constitution as both a sovereign and a merchant, 
or the dilemmas of carrying power over great distances—
were already familiar in the ephemeral and political writ-
ings and speeches of the 1760s and early 1770s. 

“The extravagant ideas conceived by government, of 
the riches to be drawn from the East Indies, was in fact 
a golden dream,” George said in parliament in May 
1774, in the Johnstones’ familiar idiom of the pessimism 
of empire; and again in October 1775, of the govern-
ment’s American policies, he said, “the purpose was 
clearly to amuse the people on this side the Atlantic, and 
to divide the people on that.” “It is surely now time that 
our rulers should either realize this golden dream . . . or, 
that they should awake from it themselves,” Smith wrote 
in 1776 in the celebrated last paragraph of The Wealth 
of Nations: “the rulers of Great Britain have, for more 
than a century past, amused the people with the imagi-
nation that they possessed a great empire on the west 
side of the Atlantic.”178 “If the trading spirit of the En-
glish East India company renders them very bad sover-
eigns; the spirit of sovereignty seems to have rendered 
them equally bad traders,” Smith wrote in his similarly 
celebrated diatribe against the Company’s policies in 
Bengal, echoing William Bolts’s description, in which 
“the Company continue there the Merchant-sovereign 
and the Sovereign-merchant,” in unending quest of the 
power of “erecting imperium in imperio.”179 
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The philosophical thought of the high enlightenment 
and the low political thought of public and parliamen-
tary opinion are blurred or blotted together here, as in 
the bestselling novel by the Johnstones’ distant relation 
Charles Johnstone, Chrysal: Or, the Adventures of a 
Guinea, a circulation romance of the East Indies and 
America that was described as having been written on 
the paper used to wrap butter, with the consequence that 
it consisted of “a number of fragments,” “almost the 
whole philosophical part having been erased.”180 It is 
possible that Smith, during the virtually undocumented 
two years that he spent in London while he was fi nish-
ing The Wealth of Nations, was among the contributors 
to William and George’s “memorandums,” in their par-
liamentary speeches, or that they were given pages or 
fragments of his manuscripts. But Smith was also, like 
the Johnstones and like the Grub-Street writers, a part 
of the shared world of “sounding words.” There was a 
new public philosophy of empire in the process of being 
invented, in these letters and pamphlets and speeches, as 
the political ideas of the philosophers were diffused to 
the milieu of administration, and the interested oratory 
of political administration was diffused, in turn, to the 
philosophers’ ideas.

“Every man has a right to his ideas. Most certainly, 
every man who thinks has a right to his thoughts,” Lord 
Camden said in the House of Lords proceedings on liter-
ary property, with respect to which George was ha-
rangued on the subject of dirty crowded print: “but what 
if he speaks, and lets them fl y out in private or public 
discourse? Will he claim the breath, the air, the words in 
which his thoughts are clothed? Where does this fanciful 
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property begin, or end, or continue?” It was this world of 
fl ying and fl oating ideas, the ideas of philosophers and 
the ideas of politicians and proof correctors, that was the 
milieu of political enlightenment.181 

The Enlightenment of the Johnstones

The last scene of enlightenment, in the Johnstones’ 
lives, is the scene of their own inner lives; of the extent 
to which they were themselves women and men of en-
lightenment, in Kant’s sense of a disposition of mind or 
a way of thinking. The eighteenth-century idea of the 
circumstances of the mind (a Denkart, a cultura, a dis-
position des esprits) is an oddity in modern histories 
of  the enlightenment, as it has been since the post- 
enlightenment or post-philosophical historiography of 
the early nineteenth century.182 It is an idea of condi-
tions of mind that are characteristic of large numbers of 
individuals or of entire societies: circumstances, in the 
terms of Hume’s or Kant’s idylls of enlightenment, of 
openness to new ideas, inquisitiveness, interest in 
knowledge, the tendency to question established opin-
ions, emancipation from superstitious fears. 

The Johnstones were undoubtedly fi gures of enlight-
enment in all or most of these senses. Their restlessness 
in space and time—going from place to place without a 
settled residence, like Betty, or wandering to and fro 
upon the face of the earth like Uncle Walter, or longing, 
like John, “to fi x my wandering feet on some speck of 
Earth I could call my own”—was also a restlessness of 
the mind, or the spirit. They were curious about the nat-
ural and the social world: the meaning of Persian prepo-
sitions, the political organization of the Choctaw con-
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federacy, the minerals in the Eskdale hills, the incidence 
of depression, the fondnesses of birds. The diary that 
James began to keep when he and Louisa moved to Nor-
folk was a compendium of the inquisitiveness of the 
times: “some late Experiments” with respect to the ef-
fects of lime on the growth of oats, “the account sent me 
by my Brother of the making Salt Petre in the Province 
of Patna Bengal,” the sixteen sorts of cyclises, “various 
Experiments I have made on Carrots,” and the “Indian 
Method of making Stucco.”183

Elizabeth Carolina, in the book of poems that she pub-
lished after she left for India, translated the passage from 
Horace—Sapere Aude, or “Dare to be wise!”—that was 
the motto of “What is Enlightenment?”, and the John-
stones can be thought of as a little society of enlighten-
ment in something close to Kant’s sense.184 They were 
willing to question almost all kinds of established opin-
ion; they were unfrightened of new circumstances; they 
were emancipated from tutelary authority; they were 
educated and interested in the education of their own 
children; they amused themselves with ideas (as in Adam 
Smith’s wonderful evocation of the advantages of educa-
tion, in the lectures he gave in Glasgow, that when a child 
who has been educated is grown up, he will have “ideas 
with which he can amuse himself”).185 Their own milieu 
of the extended family was for the most part uninfl u-
enced by religious observance, as has been seen. It was 
free, too, of the superstitions that were such anathema to 
the philosophers of enlightenment. Louisa’s letter about 
the lottery ticket is the only occasion in all the thousands 
of family letters and other documents I have read in 
which any of the Johnstones refers to destiny or fortune, 
and it is in a context of highly  literary irony: “she is not 



254 Chapter Six

only Hoodwinked but tottally Blind, God Grant she may 
stumble on me & 383.”186

The lives of the Johnstones were a vivid illustration, in 
all these respects, of the change of manners described by 
their contemporary Elizabeth Mure, when “the slavery 
of the mind began to be spocken off; freedom was in 
every body’s mouth. . . . For their Girls the outmost care 
was taken that fear of no kind should inslave the 
mind.”187 The Johnstone sisters were unintimidated in 
their marriages, journeys, and political involvements; so 
were the women with whom their brothers were in-
volved. They were in no respect “docile creatures,” in 
Kant’s expression, not “daring to take a single step with-
out the leading-strings to which they are tied.”188 Betty’s 
assertion of independence to William, with its imposing 
sequences of “owns,” was a continuing negotiation with 
the established institutions of women’s property: “my 
own settled Resolution Ever was that . . . I would have a 
House of my Own,” “my own opinion Ever was that a 
person comed to my time of Life should have a place of 
there own that they may Retire to.”189 

Margaret’s daughter, the wife of John Wedderburn, 
was intensely engaged in the legal negotiations over her 
naturalization; it “was the thing on earth that vexed her 
the most,” her fi rst cousin, Barbara’s son, wrote after her 
death. Her granddaughter, who died in Penang, was de-
picted in the Raeburn portrait, with her great-aunt Betty 
and her great-uncle John, as avid, learned, and unafraid: 
telling a story, with a paperbound volume in her hand, 
bent back upon itself to the page she was reading.190 
Betty encouraged her nieces to “go on and prosper.” Her 
fi rst cousin, the daughter of the judge in Bell or Belinda’s 
case, was instructed in “Shooting, & Latin.”191 Even Wil-



What Is Enlightenment? 255

liam encouraged his daughter Laura: “your last letter is 
a masterpiece,” he wrote to her in 1791, and urged her 
to “take a full view of your real merit, it will not make 
you too vain, it will only correct your propensity to un-
dervalue yourself.”192

The family was in general unconvinced with respect 
to the rights of fathers and husbands. In their wills, they 
declared their opposition to the established institution 
of coverture—in which a married woman was “covered 
over by her husband,” with her “very being or legal ex-
istence . . . incorporated or consolidated into that of the 
husband”—and to the race of husbands.193 James left an 
annuity to his daughter, “so as not to be in any way sub-
ject to the debts engagements or Controul of her now 
present or any future husband . . . notwithstanding such 
her Coverture,” and another annuity to the mother of 
his son, also “notwithstanding her Coverture.” Laura 
made her will “as I should think fi t and as if I was sole 
and unmarried,” with a bequest to her friend, the clergy-
man’s wife, “notwithstanding her present or any future 
coverture.” Martha Ford’s mother, the widow of the auc-
tioneer in the Haymarket, left “to my said grandson 
George Lindsay Johnstone my Brilliant diamond ring 
which my late husband used to wear,” and the dividends 
on her 3 percent annuities to her other daughter, subject 
to “writing under her own hand,” “whether sole or co-
vert.” George and Martha’s oldest son left money to his 
sister, his mother, and his two daughters, “separate and 
apart from any husband with whom she may hereafter 
intermarry” or “any present or future husbands.” Mar-
tha left her estate to her daughter, “and my will is that 
her present husband or any future husband shall not in-
termeddle therewith . . . but the same and every part 
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shall be at the disposal in every respect of the said So-
phia.”194

There were no sisters or daughters in the Johnstones’ 
immediate family who fell out of their lives, in the sense 
that a young woman called Janet or Jean Kinnaird fell 
out of the life of Barbara’s relations by marriage, the 
Kinnairds. “I was so happy with Jeannie Kinnaird that 
. . . it made me humane, polite, generous,” James Boswell 
wrote in 1768, after an evening of celebration at the 
Faculty of Advocates in Edinburgh: 

I drank too much. I went to . . . seek a girl whom I had 
once seen in the street. I found a natural daughter of the 
late Lord Kinnaird, a fi ne lass. I stayed an hour and a 
half with her and drank malaga and was most amorous, 
being so well that no infection remained.195

Janet Kinnaird was in this account the daughter of Bar-
bara’s husband, Charles Kinnaird (who had died the 
previous year and whose separation had been arranged 
by Boswell’s father). She was the half-sister of the John-
stones’ nephews and nieces; she is otherwise invisible in 
the history of the family and their friends.

The Johnstones’ enlightened disposition extended to 
prejudices of different sorts as well. James used the ab-
stract language of enlightenment in the most matter-of-
fact way in his private letters to his brothers and sisters, 
as when he described himself to John as someone “who 
think[s] that Benevolence Justice & Humanity ought by 
no means to be restricted to Collour,” or wrote to Betty, 
with respect to the seeds to be used by one of their ten-
ants, that “it would be unjust and Unreasonable for us 
to interfere in His Management of His Farm.”196 Marga-
ret’s son-in-law John Wedderburn, who was so shocked 
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by the ancient “feudal” notions of women’s entitlements 
in his father-in-law’s family, was shocked, too, by the 
intolerance of the British government with respect to the 
Irish: “I allways looked upon the Irish to be oppressed,” 
he wrote to William in 1778, and “I think the scheme 
you mentioned of emancipating the Roman Catholicks 
. . . is an excellent one.”197 

There was no “reason for inserting the word Christian 
that does not equally apply for putting in the words 
Mussulman and Gentoo,” George asserted in his defense 
of the (Christian) Armenian merchants in the House of 
Commons.198 Alexander and his friends complained in 
Grenada of “illiberal cries of a difference in religion,” 
suited to “the most barbarous times of ignorance and 
enthusiasm.”199 John defended the rights of his partner 
Motiram in Calcutta, and his other partner, William 
Bolts, was a powerful critic of the racial prejudices of 
East India Company offi cials: “let such who place their 
security in the pretended degeneracy or effeminacy of 
the natives recollect, that they are those very natives 
who fi ght our Indian battles.”200 James congratulated 
the House of Commons that “religious toleration was 
making such rapid advances” in 1789 (in the relief of 
Anglicans in Scotland and the prospects for Catholic 
emancipation): “every man should be indulged in the ex-
ercise of his religious opinions; to exercise a tyranny 
over the body, was bad enough; but to exercise it over 
the mind, was intolerable.”201

The Johnstones even identifi ed themselves as the de-
fenders of the oppressed at home, of hawkers, peddlers, 
maidservants, and the “common people” of Scotland. 
The right of habeas corpus, which John described as 
“the grand palladium of the British constitution, the 
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freedom of men’s persons,” was a preoccupation, succes-
sively, of at least fi ve of the Johnstones in their public 
lives: Alexander in Grenada, George in opposition to the 
denial of habeas corpus in the North American colonies 
in 1775, John in opposition to the “Bill to suspend Ha-
beas Corpus” in 1777, William in opposition to the 
“Habeas Corpus Suspension Indemnity Bill” at the time 
of the anxieties over Ireland in 1801, and George’s son 
George Lindsay Johnstone, also in 1801, who moved an 
amendment to the same bill, in protest against the “op-
pression” of the Irish and in support of “his hon. Rela-
tive.”202 John was completely absurd, his neighbor com-
plained on the rainy night in Stirling in 1775; “he said he 
wished there were more of the Common People there 
that he might inform them that they were their own 
Masters. . . . In short it is impossible to tell you the whole 
of his absurdities.”203

The Coexistence of Enlightenment 
and Oppression

The Johnstones were modern fi gures in all these re-
spects, and fi gures of enlightenment. But their enlighten-
ment coexisted, in scene after scene of their lives, with 
the terrible ills of empire and slavery. A narrative of Brit-
ish rule in Bengal, some years after John’s return, de-
scribed a land of “laughing husbandmen,” where “the 
manufacturer sung unmolested under every shady tree,” 
transformed into a “famished multitude,” with the dead 
“mangled by dogs, jackals, and vultures.”204 In West 
Florida the outcome that the native Americans antici-
pated in George’s account—that the Anglo-Americans 
intended “to extirpate them from the face of the Earth”—
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was set in motion in George’s own government and in his 
own instructions.205 The outcome of the initial period of 
British rule in the island of Grenada, in which Alexander 
made the foundations of his fortune, was an “excess loss 
of Negroes” amounting to 86,500 individuals, or more 
than fi ve times the initial population of the island, in the 
evaluation of French offi cials after the colony was recon-
quered in 1779.206 There was a continuing “retrograde—
a diminution,” Patrick Colquhoun wrote of the “black 
population” of Grenada at the end of the Johnstones’ 
lifetimes, in his new idiom of enlightened political econ-
omy: an excess of deaths over births so great that “ac-
cording to this rate of diminution, the slave population 
would be annihilated in about forty years.”207

The enlightenment of the Johnstones was an accom-
paniment to these horrors, juxtaposed in time and in 
space. The legal disputes over empire and slavery were 
concerned to a striking extent, in their liefetimes, with 
ways of seeing, or with the possibility of seeing oppres-
sion. This was the point of their cousin’s speech against 
Joseph Knight—“it is perhaps right to preserve our ideas 
of liberty as pure as possible, that there should be no 
examples of slavery before our eyes in this country”—
and it was the point of Joseph Knight’s own lawyer’s 
speech as well: “in this country . . . we may soon see a 
team consisting of two horses, two oxen, and two 
slaves.”208 But the Johnstones and their friends had seen 
the ills of empire. They were surrounded, even “in this 
country,” or in Scotland, by the economic consequences 
of empire. They were surrounded, too, by other people, 
some of whom were themselves slaves and who had 
their own memories and their own images of evil: other 
people who could see the enlightenment.
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The Johnstones could remember their earlier lives in 
the East or West Indies, and so could the individuals 
they brought with them. The most sensational case in-
volving a slave in Scotland (the case of Sir William Max-
well’s sister-in-law) was about the events that a slave, 
“Latchemo,” had seen or might have seen. Bell or Be-
linda, in her petition in Perth, invoked her understand-
ing of the dispositions of other people, of how she was 
seen or would be seen in the future by the people among 
whom she lived, “understanding the crime with which 
she is charged is obnoxious to every well disposed sub-
ject of this Country, and that she cannot have any hap-
piness in it after being so charged.”209 Joseph Knight’s 
case turned on his memory or lack of memory of events 
in Africa, and on the conversations he had had with his 
owner about different possible futures in Jamaica and in 
Scotland. Joseph Knight’s lawyer, in his written memo-
rial, invoked his own conversation with a different indi-
vidual in Scotland who had once been a slave: “the 
Counsel for the Mem.ist has at present a Black servant 
who remembers perfectly his being taken up when play-
ing himself put in a Bag & carried on Ship board.”210

In the disputes over slavery of the late eighteenth cen-
tury, one of the familiar comparisons was between the 
slave owners of modern times and the slave owners of 
antiquity, with their “soiled virtues” or the “excuse” of 
“the invincible error of universal custom.”211 The John-
stones did not have this excuse. They lived in a setting, 
or a series of settings, in which slavery was sometimes 
the condition of almost all individuals (as in the island 
of Grenada under French and British rule), sometimes in 
fl ux (as in England and Scotland), sometimes in expan-
sion (as in British West Florida), and sometimes the sub-
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ject of intense, wrenching dispute. The error of custom 
was never, in their experience, invincible. 

Even within the setting of their own family, or their 
complicity of intimacy and exchange, the Johnstones’ 
relationships to chattel slavery were extraordinarily dis-
parate. James, who inherited Alexander’s slaves and sent 
shoes and the Scottish ploughman to Grenada, argued in 
the House of Commons for the immediate abolition of 
the slave trade. Alexander, the only one of the brothers 
who lived in or near their West Indian plantation, ar-
gued in the Privy Council against the torture of slaves. 
William was one of the last and most effective of all the 
supporters of the slave trade in the House of Commons. 
George described the kindness of slave owners in the 
American South—“in general . . . masters are kind to 
their slaves”—and denounced the enslavement of Mus-
quito Indians as a “shameful traffi c.”212 John, to whom 
the proceeds of the sale of Bell or Belinda in Virginia 
were supposed to have been remitted in 1772, was a 
subscriber, eighteen years later, to the Society for the 
Abolition of the African Slave Trade. The Johnstones’ 
relationships to their slaves changed over time, and so 
did their relationships to each other and to the institu-
tion of slavery. This, too, was a part of their experience 
of enlightenment.

There were offi cials in the new British empire of the 
1760s who were vastly more cruel than the Johnstones. 
The evils for which they were so execrated were acts of 
insubordination, in general, or of avidity. The worst des-
olation in Bengal, in the famine of 1770–71, came after 
John’s return to England, as he suggested in his own rec-
ollection of having governed “with less Oppression to 
the Natives.” But their language of enlightenment—their 
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discourses on rights, in the midst of conquest, and on 
freedom, in the midst of terror—is still extraordinarily 
diffi cult to make sense of. It is as though the words that 
are so inspiring, and that are so familiar, even now, the 
words at the heart of our own public life, fl uctuate and 
vanish in the Johnstones’ lives. “Does the Governor 
think that by an eternal repetition of the words, human-
ity, benevolence, candor, delicacy, &c. that the qualities 
follow like water in a pump,” Alexander asked in his 
complaint about torture. “In my Ears it is a cant Word 
without any idea,” John said of one of the expressions 
used against him by the East India Company. The lan-
guage of the Johnstones, too—of rights and oppression 
and justice—is in our ears, at least from time to time, 
cant: words without ideas.213



• Chapter Seven •

Histories of Sentiments 

The history of the Johnstones has been a series of 
scenes or episodes in an unsettled world. It has been 

concerned with events in the early British empire, and in 
the eighteenth-century enlightenment. But it is also a 
history of the public and private lives of a number of 
individuals, who were connected to each other through a 
single extended family; of how they described the expe-
riences of empire; and of how they were described. Even 
Bell or Belinda, in the courtroom in Perth, described her 
own state of mind: “she is certain she will be found alto-
gether Innocent of the actuall murder,” in the formal 
speech of the lawyers to whom she had applied for as-
sistance with her trial; and, in the reported speech of the 
Caledonian Mercury, “she was conscious no actual mur-
der could be proved against her.”1

The Eye of the Mind

The experience of the inner life was a continuing pre-
occupation, in the Johnstones’ unsettled existence. 
Their ideas of inwardness and outwardness, like their 
ideas of empire, or of the economy, or of the history of 
the human mind, were in fl ux, like so much else in their 
lives; they were not the same over time, or the same as 
our ideas. “I know by Experience how much the Mind 
preys on the Body,” James wrote to John in the winter 
of 1771, while Bell or Belinda was in prison in Scotland, 
and for the Johnstones, as for everyone else in their own 
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times (or in our own times), the frontier between the 
mind and the body was itself indistinct. “I have been 
much out of order In my Inward man,” John wrote to 
Charlotte’s widower James Balmain, when Elizabeth 
Carolina was dying, and he was ill in his stomach and 
his mind.2 There were Diseases of the Body, and the 
Disorders of the Mind Depending on the Body, as in the 
title of one of the books in the library in Westerhall.3 
The Johnstones referred frequently to oppression and 
anxiety, and these were conditions of the body, the 
mind, and the empire in India. There was the “cruelty 
and oppression” of the British in North America, the 
“anxiety” of the East India Company in Calcutta, and 
“Lowness, Oppression or Anxiety,” to be relieved by 
“Assafoetida” or “Paeony-water.”4 

There was only an indistinct frontier, too, between the 
inner life of the mind and the inner life of the spirit: for 
the Johnstones as for everyone else. The “outward Man,” 
in the description of the author of Diseases of the Body, 
was constituted by the material system of things, which 
was the union of the body and the “Rational Soul.” The 
“inward Man” was constituted by the spirit, “which is 
fi tted only for communicating with the Supreme Infi -
nite.”5 The life within was thereby invisible, and it was 
at the same time visible to God. “Before I think, thou 
know’st, O Lord, / What all my thoughts will be,” Eliza-
beth Carolina wrote in the volume of poems she pub-
lished after she and her sister left for India, in verses 
paraphrased from Psalm 139: “Say, whither shall I 
screen my soul, / From that all-seeing eye?”6 Her brother, 
many years later, when he was ill and blind and his 
nephew James Raymond Johnstone had sent him some 
money, responded with “a few lines”: “The Mind has an 
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Eye, an Eye, brighter far / Than the bright sun himself, 
for the Mind is Gods Star.”7 

Even the frontier between the inner life, of the mind 
or of the spirit, and the outer events of public life was 
indistinct in the Johnstones’ lives. The empire in India 
was in their description “an empire of opinion,” and the 
empire in the Americas was an artistry of power, “satis-
fying the people that they are in security against oppres-
sion.”8 The enlightenment was a disposition of mind 
and an atmosphere of society. The Johnstones and their 
friends were continually evaluating their own senti-
ments and the sentiments of other people, in India and 
Scotland and the American colonies. They were inter-
ested in the character of offi cials in the court of the 
nawab of Bengal in Murshidabad, and of military con-
tractors in Pensacola. The information with which they 
were so preoccupied was knowledge, in particular, 
about “the People here,” as in Patrick’s last letter from 
India.9 They were surrounded by intimations of the 
transformation of the human mind, as in Elizabeth 
Mure’s history of “the change of manners in my own 
time,” or Walter Minto’s history of “the customs and 
manners of the people” in America (“they are in a very 
fl uctuating state”).10 

Public life was itself, in the Johnstones’ theories, an 
exchange between internal and external circumstances. 
“Men, accustomed to affairs, are apt to look more to the 
characters and principles of those who speak, than to 
what they say in the moment: They are apt to look to the 
nature of the human mind,” William declared in one of 
his pamphlets about the East India Company and the 
British constitution.11 Like the law, with its evaluations 
of intention and cognition, or like commerce, with its 
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extended observations of “character and situation,” in 
Adam Smith’s description, political life was a sequence 
of predictions about individuals and societies. The grav-
est danger of an abolition of the slave trade, William 
said in the peroration of his last parliamentary speech, 
the speech against Wilberforce’s bill, was that “such a 
measure must give a very strong turn to the minds of the 
negroes now upon the islands: they might well say, if 
you think the situation of slaves is so dreadful, that you 
will not allow any more of our countrymen to be made 
slaves, why are we to continue slaves still?”12

The History of the Human Mind

The history of the Johnstones and their far-fl ung 
households has in these respects been a history of inner 
as well as outer lives, of “internal and external senti-
ment,” as in David Hume’s description of the “fl uctuat-
ing situations” of moral evaluation.13 It is thereby both 
an old-fashioned and a new venture. The object of his-
torical investigation, for the historian of Rome Barthold 
Georg Niebuhr, the inspiration of so much nineteenth-
century historiography, was the Innere, or the “inward-
ness of the ordinary life” of antiquity: an insight into 
how it really was, through the clouds or the mist (the 
Nebel) that separate us from the past, or a glimpse, as 
though in a clear light, of the individuals of those other 
times, “living and moving.” It was an understanding of 
events as they were seen by individuals at the time, as 
Goethe wrote to Niebuhr in 1812, in which “the Past 
can be made present to the inward eye and imagina-
tion.”14 These are the images, still, or some of the im-
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ages, of historical investigation: an inquiry into an “un-
glimpsed world” that is “obscured from view by clouds,” 
or a “verifi able world of interconnections” that is also a 
“depiction of interior worlds” and of their relationship 
to the “exterior world” of historical events.15 They are 
the images, in turn, of one of the grandest and longest-
lasting of historical investigations, or the history of the 
human mind and how it changes over time.

The possibility of an interior history is enticing, be-
cause it is a history of how it really was, at some moment 
in the past.16 “All history is the history of thought,” for 
the idealist historians of the early twentieth century, and 
the “re-enactment of past thought in the historian’s own 
mind.”17 Or some history, at least, is the history of 
thought: the history of empires in particular.18 The his-
tory of the mind is enticing, even more imposingly, be-
cause it is or can be a history of change over time. This 
is the enlightenment historians’ prospect of a universal 
human nature, or a universal disposition of mind, that is 
transformed by the historical circumstances of legal, 
commercial, and social institutions. It was David Hume’s 
prospect, in particular, of a peaceful exchange of com-
modities and ideas, in which “the minds of men, being 
once roused from their lethargy, and put into a fermen-
tation, turn themselves on all sides,” and “it is impossi-
ble but they must feel an encrease of humanity, from the 
very habit of conversing together, and contributing to 
each other’s pleasure and entertainment.”19 

The diffi culties of an interior history of this sort were 
evident even in the eighteenth-century historians’ sci-
ence of human nature. There was a “scarcity of monu-
ments,” the philosopher Condorcet wrote in the 1790s 
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in his own sketch of a “history of the progress of the 
human mind,” or a lack of archives, records, and other 
evidence with respect to the lives of the vast majority of 
individuals. There was also a lack of observable rela-
tionships, even with regard to “the history of a few 
men,” between interior consequences and exterior, “pub-
lic and known” events.20 There were very few details 
about the inner (or outer) lives of almost all individuals, 
and even with respect to the individuals for whom there 
were such details, there was very little evidence of senti-
ments, ideas, or the interior consequences of exterior 
events.

This is still the dilemma of histories of the inner life, 
which historians have sought to address in innumerable 
ways, through histories of mentalities, myths, and ide-
ologies, or through the social history of ideas, or through 
microhistory or prosopography, the history of persons. 
It is even a moral dilemma. For if historians ask ques-
tions about how it really was in the past, then the an-
swers must be concerned, in part, with the ideas, senti-
ments, motives, and values of past individuals. But there 
is very little evidence about the ideas of the vast majority 
of these individuals. So the dilemma is that there can be 
a history without ideas and sentiments, or a history 
without most individuals in it: a history of only the great 
or the important or the philosophical, the individuals 
who wrote about their own ideas, or who were written 
about in their lifetimes. There can be a history of ideas 
that is no more, as in Condorcet’s description, than the 
history of a few men, or a history of the “mass,” that 
“can only be founded on observations.”21 This is itself a 
very eighteenth-century dilemma, in the sense that to re-
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linquish the possibility of a history of the interior lives 
of the uneminent is to relinquish the deepest presump-
tion of the late eighteenth-century enlightenment, which 
is the presumption of inner equality: that all individuals 
without exception are discursive and inquisitive, with 
moral sentiments and ideas about the world. 

The history of the Johnstones and their households 
has been a microhistory, in the terms of these old histori-
cal dilemmas. But it is a large microhistory. This is in part 
because the Johnstones were themselves such a large and 
disorderly family, and moved around over such large dis-
tances. It is in part because there are so many other indi-
viduals who were involved in their lives, including the 
two slaves or servants, Bell or Belinda and Joseph Knight, 
whose stories have turned out to be so important. It is in 
part, too, because the history of the Johnstones, who tra-
versed or transgressed the distinctions between different 
sides of eighteenth-century life, economic, political and 
domestic, is a transgression, in turn, of the distinctions 
between different kinds of history. The colonial and East 
India correspondence has been a record of administra-
tive procedure, and of “discontent, dissention, and anxi-
ety.”22 The history of the law has been a history of legal 
decisions, and also of “individuals caught in the web of 
the law.”23 The history of economic life—of presents, 
prizes, and mortgages on slaves—has been a history of 
ideas and sentiments. The history of families has been a 
history of empires. There are events in the Johnstones’ 
lives, and in the lives of the others with whom they were 
involved, that can be observed, to use an eighteenth- 
century image, from multiple points of view, as travellers 
see a distant town.24
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Family Secrets

The Johnstone brothers and sisters wrote to each other, 
from time to time, about their own interior dispositions. 
“I dar say you feell for me as I do for Every thing that 
concerns you,” Betty wrote to William, in the diffi cult 
period of their estrangement from their parents.25 “I am 
just going to sea, I presume you have feeling suffi cient to 
Judge of my distress without discribing it,” George wrote, 
also to William, in the course of a different estrange-
ment.26 Martha Ford wrote to Walter Minto, the tutor of 
her sons, that “no one can feel more sincerely than I did, 
for your Situation, it must be a heavy Charge, other Peo-
ple’s Children.”27 But the Johnstones were not the sort of 
people who discoursed at any length about their inner 
selves. James did begin to keep a diary, but he abandoned 
it after a few pages, reusing the blank notebook, some 
years later, as his “private” letter book, and it was mostly, 
in any case, about starches: “by various Experiments I 
have made on Carrots I am certain that they are one of 
the most fattening of all Vegetables Every Animal and all 
sorts of Poultry are fond of them.”28

There is an unusual intimacy in the Johnstones’ let-
ters: the intimacy, in part, of the relationships between 
eleven sisters and brothers who survived into adulthood, 
who were all literate, and who lived in different places, 
with different reasons to write letters to each other.29 But 
the letters have the sometimes distracted quality of con-
versations, veering from one subject to another, or from 
the intimate to the agricultural and the ornamental. Bar-
bara’s husband wrote to William in 1759 about his im-
pending separation, and inquired about the premiums 
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for “Lint & Lint Mills.” Barbara, their mother, wrote to 
George in the same year about her “brocken and af-
fl icted heart,” her anxieties for his health, and to ask him 
to buy her the coffee cups “out of the indea ships.”30 
Even the brothers’ offi cial letters veer in much the same 
way from the intimate to the administrative. John, in his 
last letter to the East India Company before leaving Cal-
cutta, described the “terrible Apprehensions” of Mu-
hammad Reza Khan; the “Anxiety of his Mind,” and the 
“Pains and Terrors” of Motiram; and then reverted to 
the “Monthly Cash  Accompts.”31 

The information about the other individuals in the 
Johnstones’ lives is different and less intimate. The John-
stones were a family with long-lasting secrets, many of 
them involving women, and some of them involving indi-
viduals who had no names, or no names in the acknowl-
edgment of the law, in the sense that their fi rst cousin, the 
(illegitimate) son of their uncle Patrick, wrote from India 
in 1785 that “I am the son of nobody.”32 Louisa was mar-
ried to someone else (“your poor dear Husband,” in her 
lawyer’s expression) when she became involved with 
James; her mother had only an approximate name (“Eliz-
abeth Mary Louisa commonly called Elizabeth Mary 
Louisa Montgomerie”); and the name that was wrongly 
attributed to Louisa herself in Namier and Brooke’s His-
tory of Parliament was the name of the second husband of 
the widow of her mother’s brother.33 The evidence of Mar-
tha Ford’s history has been no more than a succession of 
birth certifi cates, death certifi cates, and passing references 
in other people’s letters, and the two letters saved by her 
sons’ tutor. She is mentioned in only one of the many hun-
dreds of letters of the Johnstone brothers and sisters, or at 
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least of the letters that I have read: a solicitous reference in 
a letter from John to William Julius Mickle, with whom 
Martha was staying after George’s death.34

The life of Elizabeth Carolina, the most pious of all 
the Johnstones, was a profound secret, even to her own 
children. She is commemorated in two monuments in 
white marble: a tablet in the churchyard of Westerkirk, 
placed by her daughter Anne Elizabeth, and a bas relief 
in the churchyard of Alva, the profi le of a beautiful 
young woman with a necklace in her hair. But there is 
almost nothing that is known of her early life, or her 
parents, or of why she went to India in wartime, in the 
spring of 1761. John wrote in a letter to William, after 
their father’s death, that he was very eager to return to 
his wife (his “family”) after the “loss of one whose kind-
ness exceeded that of her own father to her.”35 That is all 
there is, of the family history of Elizabeth Carolina (as 
she was described on the title page of her book), or Car-
oline (as she was described in the request to the East 
India Company for permission to go to India), or Eliza-
beth Caroline (the name on the monument in Wester-
kirk), or Caroline Elizabeth (the name on the monument 
in Alva). Her son James Raymond Johnstone wrote in a 
letter to his sister, in 1815, that their mother’s father was 
“Colonel William Keene of Norfolk,” and “my grand-
mother whom he married in Dublin was the widow of 
Mr Madden of that City. Her maiden name was O Car-
rol.” But there was nothing else he knew.36 “I wish I 
could give you the information you want about our be-
loved parents, but of our mother as she died in our in-
fancy I know none of the particulars you require, but the 
day of her death at Alva,” he wrote again to his sister in 
1819. He concluded, as in an eighteenth-century novel, 
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“this will be delivered to you by our housekeeper who is 
now waiting for it, & as she goes by the [illegible] Boat 
I cannot detain her.”37

With respect to the other individuals in the John-
stones’ history, there is far less evidence. The informa-
tion about the Johnstone brothers and sisters has been 
information, for the most part, of the sort that is avail-
able about individuals with names, who write letters 
and own property: even unvaluable property, like “the 
piece of spoiled India silk” that Betty left to her niece. 
The information about the individuals in their extended 
households, or their wider connections, is far more dis-
parate. Even the name has been a will-o’-the-wisp from 
time to time, including in relation to places that are rela-
tively rich, like England and Scotland, in parish registers 
and family historians and digitized records. 

There were 20,426 people called Johnstone or John-
ston whose baptisms were entered in the old parish reg-
isters in Scotland in the lifetime of these Johnstones 
(from Barbara’s birth in 1723 to Betty’s death in 1813). 
There were multiple James Johnstones, even in the John-
stones’ own story. There was their father. There was 
their brother, who married Louisa. There was “James 
Johnstone,” “my nephew,” who went to West Florida 
with George; James Johnstone, the “mollato,” who came 
from India with John and who was baptised in 1773; 
James Johnstone, “Negroe Servant,” who confessed to 
“uncleanness” with Henrietta Allen in 1778; James 
Johnstone, “my black servant,” who discovered the anti-
mony mine and to whom James left an annuity in his 
will; and the James Johnstone who was an inspector of 
books in the miners’ library. There was a James John-
stone with whom Alexander’s “mulato” daughter lived 
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at Hangingshaw; and a James Johnstone—or several 
James Johnstones—who was the father of eight children 
whose births were recorded in the old parish register of 
Westerkirk between 1781 and 1798, with the evocative 
names of James, John, Louisa, Margaret, William Pult-
ney, Barbara, George, and Wilhelmina.38 “There were 
multitudes of Johnstones in Annan,” one of the judges 
complained when the family’s claim to the Annandale 
peerage was eventually heard in 1881: “there are so 
many James Johnstones.”39

There is even less information about Bell or Belinda. 
She had no birth certifi cate, so far as I know, no prop-
erty, no death certifi cate that I have been able to fi nd, 
and no name: no family name, at least, and only the 
most insubstantial of fi rst names, or conjunctions of 
names. She was a thing, as well as a person, and there is 
no record of her having been bought or sold. She was 
reported on three different occasions, in her interroga-
tion in prison in Cupar, in her indictment, and in her 
petition in the courtroom in Perth, to have described the 
events of the summer of 1771, when her son was born 
and died in Scotland. But the events she recounted were 
not a description of sentiments, and the words reported 
were not her own words: “she the Declarant brought 
forth a Child,” in the third person of her initial declara-
tion in Cupar, or “you did only make answer that,” in 
the second person of the indictment against her.40

Even in the Johnstones’ own letters, the hundreds of 
letters in dozens of collections, it is the silences, as so 
often, that have been eloquent. The Johnstones were in-
volved in the two dramatic legal cases involving slaves 
in the east of Scotland, in 1771 and 1773–78, that have 
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been at the center of this history. But there is no men-
tion in any of the family letters that I have seen of either 
Bell or Belinda, or Joseph Knight. Was this because the 
cases were not all that important in the busy and (in 
this period) affl icted lives of the family? Was it because 
the cases were important, and the Johnstones were care-
ful, even in letters to their closest relations, to make no 
reference to them, that they had conversations about 
the cases but did not refer to them even indirectly in 
their letters? Or was it because the letters about the two 
cases were among the papers that John, in particular, 
must have destroyed, in his own version of his friend 
William Bolts’s Lisbon confl agration (the bonfi re of 
philosophical papers)? James wrote to John at the be-
ginning of the summer of 1771 and received no re-
sponse, which made him “very uneasy” (“pray write me 
if he was mentioning any thing in Relation to me that 
was disagreeable to him,” James wrote to Betty in Sep-
tember); a few months later, after Bell or Belinda had 
been sent away to be sold in Virginia, and in response, 
apparently, to a letter from John that does not survive, 
James sought to console John for the “Lowness of Spir-
its [that] will chill every faculty.” He concluded, a little 
implausibly, with Aeneas’s words to Dido, about the 
self-consciousness of the righteous mind.41

Joseph Knight, unlike Bell or Belinda, is an individ-
ual about whom there is a great deal of information: 
who was examined often, and who sent many memori-
als to many different judicial instances; who signed his 
own declaration in the magistrates’ court in Balindean 
in November 1773; and who described his conversa-
tions with his owner, the feeling of his stockings, the 
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paragraph he read in a newspaper of July 3, 1772, and 
his own inner life of the mind, “from that time he has 
had it in his head to leave his Service.” He remembered, 
even, what it was that he could not remember: “de-
clares that he was brought from the Coast of Guinea 
by one Capt. Knight when he was very young and car-
ried to Jamaica . . . that he does not know anything of 
his being sold”; he “was not made acquainted with 
that sale & knows nothing more of the matter.”42 But 
Joseph Knight, too, is someone of whom there is a vast 
amount that is not known, including when he was 
born, or where he lived after his world-historical vic-
tory of 1778, and when he died. 

Even the history of Joseph Knight’s name turns out to 
be a blank wall of anonymity, a collision of the indi-
vidual and the statistical. Captain John Knight of Bris-
tol made two voyages from the Cape Coast Castle in 
modern Ghana to Jamaica, arriving on a ship called the 
Phoenix in June 1760 and in April 1765. But if the little 
boy who was later Joseph Knight was on one of the 
voyages, he was recorded as no more than a number: 
one of the 292 “slaves disembarked” from the Phoenix 
in 1760, or the 290 “slaves disembarked” in 1765.43 All 
the individuals in the Johnstones’ story were involved 
with each other, intimately or at a distance; they are 
part of the same story. But they are the subjects, or the 
possible subjects, of entirely different sorts of history.44 
They seem to impose different genres: the history of a 
social condition (“slavery”), or the political history of 
public offi cials, or the history of marriage, or fi nancial 
history. They impose, most insidiously, the inequality of 
individuality: of who is, and who is not, the subject of 
her or his own history.
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The Discontinuity of Size and Scenes

The family history of the Johnstones has been a “mul-
titude of views or glimpses,” as in David Hume’s de-
scription of probability, or “a bundle of little episodes,” 
as in The Man of Feeling, the novel by the Edinburgh 
writer Henry Mackenzie that the Westerhall miners or-
dered in 1793.45 But it is thereby a new as well as an 
old-fashioned kind of historical inquiry. It has been 
made possible by the spectacular increase in informa-
tion about early modern individuals, which is the con-
sequence of late modern technologies of historical in-
vestigation. The quantity of information or evidence 
about the Johnstones is the outcome of their own age of 
information, and of the choices of nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century keepers of public and private records, 
including the Johnstones’ own grandchildren, with their 
bundles of accountants’ notes and “Letters of Affection 
& Curiosity.”46 It is the opportunity of access to all this 
information that has been transformed beyond recogni-
tion in the historians’ new world of the twenty-fi rst cen-
tury: by the computerization of the catalogues of public 
and private archives, the very large-scale digitization of 
newspapers, books, and other records, new technolo-
gies of reproduction, and the Web sites of public and 
private family historians, which are almost entirely un-
connected (too unconnected, perhaps) to the scholar-
ship of historians. 

The possibilities of a microhistory of the uneminent 
or the unimportant have been multiplied, in the new 
world of historical research. In the prosopography of 
the lower orders that Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni 
described in their manifesto of microhistory of 1979, the 
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name was to be the red thread, Ariadne’s thread in the 
labyrinth of the archive. In the period of less than a gen-
eration, the technology of looking for individuals by 
their names has become literally unrecognizable.47 The 
new technologies offer the possibility of a new way of 
connecting the microhistories of individuals and fami-
lies to the larger scenes of which they were a part. One 
connection is of illustration: as the history of the John-
stones is a case study of the larger history of their times. 
Another is of representativeness, or the absence of repre-
sentativeness. The Johnstone brothers and sisters, like 
Bell or Belinda, were in no respect median or character-
istic fi gures; and their history indeed imposes a very exi-
gent sense of how diffi cult it would be, with the incom-
plete evidence available about early modern  populations, 
to arrive at the sort of precise descriptions on which 
quantitative measures of the median can be founded. 

The new possibility is of connecting micro- and mac-
rohistories through the history of the individuals’ own 
connections and discontinuities. These are connections 
in space and time: in the case of the Johnstones and Bell 
or Belinda, connections from India to the Americas, and 
over their long lifetimes. They are also connections of 
friendship and business, in the various milieux or media 
of empire and enlightenment with which this book has 
been concerned: medium-size histories. The increase in 
the quantity of information can thereby make possible a 
change in the quality of information, or in the resolution 
or the size of microhistories.48 

This is the simile of historical insight, once more, or 
the fi gurative language of seeing: of the glimpse, or the 
point of view. The sources of information about the 
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Johnstones and their households are like a multitude of 
vistas, or photographic images. It is as though the differ-
ent individuals can be seen at different distances and 
with different resolutions: portraits and horizons and 
landscapes. “The point is that you can’t get at the thing 
itself, the real nature of the sitter, by stripping away the 
surface. The surface is all you’ve got. You can only get 
beyond the surface by working with the surface,” the 
photographer Richard Avedon said of the “perfor-
mance” of portraits.49 The surface, in the history of the 
Johnstones, is sometimes at a distance and sometimes in 
the intimate closeness of a portrait: a multiplicity of pic-
tures or a “multi-resolution experience.”50 The promise 
of the new microhistory is thus of a variability of his-
torical size or historical resolution, in which the micro- 
is set in many different scenes, of different dimensions, 
and seen from different points of view.51 

The Incompleteness of Information

The new microhistory of connected lives imposes a 
tolerance for the diversity of historical evidence: fl imsy 
lists of things to do, large parchment mortgages, “pri-
vate letters of no consequence,” like James’s letters to 
Louisa, or the “Porteous Roll” for the county of Fife, 
the bundles of papers concerning criminal cases that 
were carried around Scotland from court to court, and 
of which one of the characters in Sir Walter Scott’s 
“The Surgeon’s Daughter” says that eighteenth-century 
writers were such admirers, “choosing their heroes out 
of the Porteous Roll.”52 It also imposes a tolerance for 
indeterminacy, in the sense that it is a history that 
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changes direction in unexpected ways. The history of 
the Johnstones, their servants, and their slaves has been 
a story of voyages, in space and time. But it has also 
itself been a voyage, in space and time and in the ever-
changing metaspace of the technologies of historical 
research. I came across the Johnstones, as I mentioned 
at the outset, because of John’s involvement in the par-
liamentary election of 1774 in Adam Smith’s home 
town of Kirkaldy. There was in the end almost nothing 
to discover about the election (or that I have so far 
discovered). But in looking for the circumstances of the 
election, I found James’s letter book from his exile in 
Norfolk—the letter book about “Anguish Vexation & 
Anxiety”—and a glimpse of a larger and odder family 
of sisters and sisters-in-law.53 

The voyage changed direction, even more unexpect-
edly, because of a different chance encounter. The his-
tory of the Johnstones has been in large part about the 
family’s relationships to Atlantic and Indian Ocean slav-
ery, and to individual slaves. But these relationships 
were quite unexpected, in relation to the history of the 
public Johnstones, in the East India Company, or the 
navy, or the society of the enlightenment in Edinburgh.54 
The thread of evidence, in this case, was the relationship 
of property, and the will in which Alexander left his 
slaves, mills, and boiling houses to James. It was also a 
thread that began with an individual, or with the judi-
cial description of an individual, “Bell, alias Belinda,” 
the “slave or servant of John Johnston”: a chance en-
counter, in the late modern way, with the outcome of an 
internet search for “John Johnstone.”55

The new microhistories impose a tolerance, above all, 
for incompleteness. Bell or Belinda’s petition is not very 
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much more than a fragment or a residue, like the judi-
cial declaration by a woman called Brinda, who lived in 
rural Bengal some three generations after Bell or Belin-
da’s time, in Ranajit Guha’s essay “Chandra’s Death.” It 
inspires the sense of confl ict described by Guha, be-
tween “the phenomenon of fragmentation” and the 
“urge for plenitude” that “constitutes the driving force 
behind much of historical research,” “an insatiated, in-
deed insatiable urge for more and more linkages.”56 But 
the new technologies also inspire a more insidious sense 
of incompleteness. This is the incompleteness of histori-
cal research, or “searches,” in a universe of information 
that is itself changing continuously over time. It is al-
most a Hegelian “bad infi nity,” of doing the same thing 
again and again (looking for Bell or Belinda) and not 
knowing how to stop.57 I have not found out who 
bought Bell or Belinda in Virginia in April 1772, or 
which of George and Martha Ford’s children was bap-
tised in Pensacola in 1764. But these are the sorts of 
things that could be known: that someone will know, 
eventually, or will not know.58

So the history of the Johnstones is both new and old-
fashioned. It has come close, in a number of respects, to 
the historical novel.59 It has been inspired in substantial 
part by inquisitiveness, or by the curiosity into “charac-
ters, designs, and actions” that Adam Smith described as 
the condition of “every age and country of the world.”60 
It is the depiction of an eighteenth-century world in 
which large numbers of individuals were interested in 
novels: Margaret’s granddaughter, in the portrait by 
Raeburn; or the miners of the Louisa antimony mine; or 
Lord Camden, who spoke in the House of Lords about 
rights to ideas, and who was sitting by a window seat 
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heaped with novels when one of the Johnstones’ former 
friends went to talk to him about the East India Com-
pany; or George himself, who wrote a novel or novella, 
which he sent to William in 1759: “I send you by this 
Coach, a little book wrapt up in Brown Paper,” “some 
Jeux d’Esprit of mine,” the stories of romantic and naval 
life.61 

But the Johnstones’ history is not a novel.62 It is a his-
tory of eighteenth-century life, and one that has con-
veyed, in a very old-fashioned respect, the restrictiveness 
of the historian’s investigations. I can perhaps explain 
what I mean in terms of the observation, made by so 
many novelists, that the characters in their novels have a 
life of their own, or run away with the story. The experi-
ence of writing a family history is almost the opposite. 
The novelist’s observation is an expression, or so it 
seems, of the circumstance that the author of a novel 
starts by imagining a character, with certain characteris-
tics, and that various unexpected developments then fol-
low from these initial characteristics. The historian’s cir-
cumstances are the opposite, in the sense that she starts 
by not knowing anything about a character, a man or a 
woman or a child, “James Johnstone,” or Bell or Belinda, 
who once existed. So the inquiry, or the sequence over 
time (the historian’s time), is a process of fi nding pieces 
of evidence with which to try to make sense of these in-
dividuals. The condition with which the novelist begins, 
or the character, is the condition with which the histo-
rian ends, or the very distant end, rather, at which the 
historian never arrives. The details that are for the nov-
elist a way of conveying the verisimilitude of an indi-
vidual who is imaginary, are for the historian a way of 
discovering the circumstances of an individual who was 
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once alive: a way of convincing others, and also of con-
vincing oneself.

The Johnstones and their friends were modern or 
postmodern characters: at least as cunning and as self-
conscious as historians. They subverted public or semi-
public records, and they were intrigued by self- subverting 
instructions, or letters within letters; they destroyed doc-
uments, intercepted packets of offi cial correspondence 
that turned out to be forged, and composed instructions 
about throwing manuscripts over balconies. Their his-
tory imposes a high degree of suspicion with respect to 
birth certifi cations, and even to the most decorous of 
works of record (like the Burial Registers of Westmin-
ster Abbey); an old-fashioned critique of sources. It also 
imposes a high degree of indulgence for the incomplete-
ness of historical evidence, of fragments of sources. But 
it has at the same time inspired a sense of awe with re-
spect to these fragments of evidence, or to the appar-
ently infi nite possibilities of historical inquiry into the 
lives of individuals in the past: new sources to be discov-
ered and new things to be done with information. This 
is itself a very old-fashioned history.
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Other People

Elizabeth Caroline Johnstone Gray, who was John 
and Elizabeth Carolina’s granddaughter, wrote in 

her Tour to the Sepulchres of Etruria, in 1839, that the 
history of the Etrurians was a collection of “fragments,” 
or “half-broken, tarnished, hideous things,” “ranged 
along the wall in melancholy confusion and neglect, 
without a place in the catalogue.” But it was also a his-
tory, in her description, of “ancient modes of thinking 
and acting” and of individuals who once were alive: 
“there they lay, not with a look of death, but as if they 
had a tale to tell, if there were anyone present willing to 
listen.”1

This, too, has been a history of fragments, which is at 
the same time, or so I hope, a history of the sentiments 
and thoughts of other times. It is an eighteenth-century 
sort of history, in David Hume’s sense of “a cautious ob-
servation of human life,” as it appears “in the common 
course of the world, by men’s behaviour in company, in 
affairs, and in their pleasures.”2 But it is also in the spirit 
of Adam Smith’s description of the process by which in-
dividuals make their own moral lives, out of an endless 
exchange of observations of themselves and other peo-
ple. It has been a view of the outer lives of individuals 
who were themselves observing the lives of others, and 
coming to conclusions about intentions and dispositions, 
who were evaluating the inner in relation to the outer, or 
the relationship between the inner and the outer: indi-
viduals for whom “the surface is all you’ve got.”3
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The Johnstones and the Mind

The brothers and sisters who have been at the center 
of the story are in a sense uninteresting, because they are 
so often unestimable. In the evaluation of character with 
which their friends and connections in the Scottish en-
lightenment were so preoccupied, they would have been 
considered, as indeed they were considered, to be se-
verely remiss. They were almost entirely lacking in the 
easiness or milkiness that Hume described in his account 
of his “own character”—“of mild dispositions, of com-
mand of temper,” “little susceptible of enmity, and of 
great moderation”—and that was the highest achieve-
ment of enlightenment virtue.4 All of them, or at least all 
of them of whom it is possible to make this sort of eval-
uation, had very different values in different circum-
stances: at different times in their lives, in different 
places, and in the different sides of their lives, private 
and public. But they all quarrelled amazingly often in 
these different circumstances (or at least all of them ex-
cept Patrick, who died so young).

There are times in their private letters when the broth-
ers and sisters are relentlessly unsentimental. His mind 
was like “a gloomy mansion fared to Mammon,” Bar-
bara’s son-in-law wrote of William at the end of his life, 
and from their earliest correspondence with their father 
to the exchanges of slaves, estates, and constituencies of 
the 1780s, the brothers were an economic enterprise: a 
family partnership.5 But there are other times when their 
passions overfl ow. Even William, with all his decorum, 
quarrelled with their father (“what you say I cannot be-
live to be the Result of Calm Reason,” Betty wrote to him 
reproachfully); with their mother (“till your mother and 
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you have a meeting things will never make up betwixt 
you,” their father wrote to him in 1762); with James 
(over the description of the family home of Westerhall as 
a crazy rocking-house); with Alexander (over the Gre-
nada plantation); with George (over letters of recom-
mendation); and with Betty (over the money for her fur-
niture).6 Charlotte quarrelled with their father, and Betty 
quarrelled with their mother. John and William quar-
relled with Alexander; George quarrelled with almost 
everyone, including his two beloved little sons (who had 
“disobeyed disappointed and disobliged” him).7 

The family were at times wildly uninhibited in their 
descriptions of their relationships to each other. “I will 
take care she be keept from anoying me wt. greater ex-
pedition than her sister did,” their mother wrote to Wil-
liam about one of his sisters, either Betty or Charlotte: 
“furious fool.”8 To George, she suggested that he marry 
“Miss Mendes,” whom James had abandoned: “I think 
she would fi nd her loss of him more than made up.”9 
Their father warned James not to tell his secrets to Wil-
liam, and he promised Betty that he would come to see 
her in Edinburgh, if he could “get quite” of her mother. 
“My mothers Spleen will distroy her,” George wrote to 
William, “I wish the Poor Girls were Safe.”10 Even 
James, who was so often a conciliatory fi gure within the 
family, had an eccentric tendency to add and subtract 
sentiments: “I scarce knew that I loved him so well till 
he was in Danger,” he wrote to John of George, and, of 
their father, “my F. loves me better than any Thing on 
Earth”; to Betty he wrote that “no Body loves you more 
than I do.”11

But the Johnstones also lived, as everyone lives, in the 
midst of moral choices or moral sentiments. There were 
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occasions when the brothers and sisters, and their chil-
dren, were movingly considerate. Betty wrote to Wil-
liam, in 1759, to implore him to visit Barbara’s daughter 
in her boarding school in Kent, in order to inform her of 
her parents’ separation and to advise her about “what 
part she is to act”: “its a melancholy and disagreeable 
offi ce at the same time its an act of Charety as it might 
Shoock the Child Doubly hearing it from any indifferent 
person.”12 George was described by his sons’ tutor, with 
whom he later quarrelled so grievously, as a father who 
loved them to distraction.13 George and Martha’s chil-
dren and their grandmother, Martha’s mother, were con-
spicuously solicitous of each other in the legal doc-
uments that are almost the only evidence of their 
domestic life. George Lindsay Johnstone, who may or 
may not have been born in Pensacola, wrote from Luc-
know, after his father had abandoned his mother, to 
thank William Julius Mickle for the “attention you have 
shown my good Mother,” the “Character you have 
given me of my Sister,” “your kindness to my mother & 
Brothers,” “your Conduct to my beloved Parent.”14 Al-
exander Patrick, his youngest brother, in a will that he 
made in Benares in 1799, referred to “my worthy and 
affectionate mother,” “my dearest and incomparable 
sister,” and to “the uncommon generosity of my dearest 
Georges disposition and the warm and unbounded af-
fection which he bears for me.”15 There is a monument 
to George Lindsay Johnstone’s memory in Westminster 
Abbey: “a sister prostrate in all the effusion of hopeless 
woe upon a brother’s tomb.”16

John, who was described by Lord Clive in the most 
diabolical terms of “Corruption, Avarice, Rapacity,” 
“Extortion,” and “Falshood,” was within the family a 
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fi gure of enduring virtue.17 “No body has any unfriendly 
thing to say of you,” his mother wrote to him in India, 
and for Uncle Walter he was “Dutiful noble spirited 
John.”18 This was a consequence, at least in part, of his 
position as the source of fi nancial support for almost 
everyone in the family; in William’s description, “his 
generosity is without any Limits.”19 But it was a conse-
quence, too, of his generosity of mind. It was John, of all 
the brothers and sisters, who was kind to Martha Ford 
and her children, “little George” and “my Dear Miss So-
phia.”20 He looked after George, during his last illness: 
“Chafi ng his head with our hands,” as he wrote to Wil-
liam.21 He was solicitous even of the family’s business 
associates: “poor Scott,” “poor Petrie,” the “pains and 
Terrors” of Motiram, the “very affecting visit” he had 
received from the distressed daughter of an old acquain-
tance.22 He and Betty, above all, were endlessly consider-
ate of each other. John “is better,” Uncle Walter wrote to 
William in 1773, “but he was ill during your father’s last 
illness, & since that, while he remained at Westerhall 
waiting for Bettys recovery, (for Grief & fatigue had 
brought on her old distemper), & she for his. They went 
away together.”23

The Johnstones were elaborately self-conscious, in 
their public lives, with respect to their own moral senti-
ments. It was “from a conscious Integrity,” John wrote 
to the East India Company in 1771, that he sought to 
return to India as governor of Bengal; there was no one 
who had served with “less oppression to the Natives.” 
Of his gratuities, he wrote that “no presents were ever 
received in India upon a more honourable footing.”24 “I 
have no personal or interested views,” William wrote in 
a draft of a letter about an election in Shrewsbury, “& 
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look for no other reward but that which arises from the 
consciencious discharge of my duty to the Public.”25 
George described himself as having come home from the 
West Indies with “a clear Conscience & Ignorance of the 
World.”26 “When you fi nd that I vary from my Word or 
bear a double Tongue, I desire you will Immediately mis-
trust & desert me,” he exhorted the Creek chiefs in Pen-
sacola in 1765; to the Secretary of State, he wrote that 
“we are conscious of having acted with the utmost In-
tegrity.”27 His subsequent defense of the North Ameri-
can colonists was the outcome of a “conscientious be-
lief” in free institutions, he declared in parliament in 
1775: “I here defy any man to say I was ever actuated by 
interested motives during the course of my life.”28

Even in their private letters the Johnstones were self-
conscious, self-interested, and interested in their own 
consciences, in an unsettled combination. “I should 
think I was a Villain if Stamps and Parchment only 
bound me,” James wrote to Betty, with respect to the 
lease of one of their tenants; and then to Alexander, with 
respect to his quarrel with John over the Grenada plan-
tation, he wrote, “I should think myself a Villain . . . not 
to use my Pygmy Infl uence with him to join Two Broth-
ers.” “It would be like taking an advantage of your ne-
cessities to make that the Condition of my Assistance,” 
John wrote to James, when James had said that he would 
be willing to sell him the family home of Westerhall: “I 
never can suppose that to be voluntarily the case.”29 
Betty described herself to William as a character in a 
play, in the episode of the muslin from India: “I trust in 
God no part I shall ever act shall make me suffer what I 
have of Late.”30 George’s last days were lightened, in 
John’s description, by “the Joy he felt on looking back & 
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viewing his honor safe, his fame secured”: the deathbed 
scene depicted by William Julius Mickle in the elegy over 
which John wept so copiously.31 It was the refl ection of 
doing good, like Dido—“and may mens sibi conscia 
Recti digna ferant Praemia”—with which James sought 
to console John in the winter of 1771: the winter of Bell 
or Belinda’s trial and of her journey to the Betsey.32

The history of empires is itself, in these circumstances, 
a history of the inner life. The Johnstones, their servants, 
and their slaves lived in multiple, shifting moral uni-
verses. They were lonely, and they lived with memories 
of loneliness. This is most intense in Bell or Belinda’s life: 
“altogether or for the most part” alone, and “mostly by 
yourself,” in the interior of John and Elizabeth Caroli-
na’s rented house. John, too, described himself as alone: 
“I . . . was sent alone to negotiate,” “I continued . . . for 
almost two years alone.” “Nothing on Earth can be a 
greater misfortune to me than not having a home to go 
to,” Betty wrote, when she had been sent away with her 
trunk. Gideon was very uneasy in Jamaica, “haveing 
never Received but one letter from my friends for these 
sixteen month past.”33 

The anxiety to which the brothers and sisters referred 
so frequently was a condition of bad expectation. “I 
will have expectation at least,” Louisa wrote of her lot-
tery ticket, but there was also the anxious expectation 
of loss. It was a condition, from time to time, of insecu-
rity in relation to their own identity, or to the mind and 
the self. When John came home after fi fteen years in 
India, he had become an “Indian,” in the expression of 
David Hume’s cousin: “his brother, the Indian.”34 He 
was unsettled in Scotland, and he still expected, in 1771, 
to return to India. All the broiling years in India were 
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only a part of his disorder, as James wrote to Betty, and 
“tranquillity of mind” was more important for the cure 
of his disease than “keeping his feet constantly dry.” 
John himself seems to have described a transformation 
in his interior existence, in a letter to his mother that 
has not survived, and to which she responded in the 
more than usually distraught (and more than usually 
wildly spelled) letter about eternal life: “You had one 
expresion struck me, you say fi veten years in indes has 
made a great choing in your constitution it ought to be 
now in its prime all it can afoord you is not worth ris-
quing it oh come home.”35

Intran Bell alias Belinda

Even Bell or Belinda’s history, which is so odd and 
evanescent, has been a history of moral circumstances. 
She has been at the center of the history of the John-
stones because her destiny provides a glimpse or an il-
lustration—a view, as though through the clouds or the 
mist of distance—of a transnational life, in the eigh-
teenth-century world of global connections. The narra-
tive of her life, or of the fragments of a life, is itself re-
markable. She was a native of Bengal; she came to 
London and then to Scotland; she had a son in Scotland, 
who died and whom she threw into the river (or whom 
she laid to rest in the river); she was imprisoned in two 
small towns in Scotland, and sentenced to be sold as a 
slave; she arrived in Virginia in the early years of the 
American Revolution. She is not a representative fi gure, 
in the sense that she can stand for one or more of the 
populations of individuals of which she was a part (or 
one or more of the territories in which she lived).36 But 
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she is an important and even a world-historical fi gure, as 
the last person who was deemed—“adjudged,” in the 
words of the headline in the Scots Magazine—to be a 
slave by a court in the British Isles. 

Bell or Belinda is important because of her place in 
the sequence over time of legal decisions involving 
slavery in the British empire. Her case was heard in 
Perth on September 13, 1771 and was reported in the 
Caledonian Mercury in the issue dated September 14, 
1771. James Somerset ran away from his owner in 
London on October 1, 1771, and the fi rst writ of ha-
beas corpus was issued in his case, by Lord Mansfi eld, 
on December 3, 1771. Bell or Belinda left Glasgow for 
Virginia on January 12, 1772; the decision in the Som-
erset case, which had the effect of ending slavery in 
England, was delivered on June 22, 1772.37 The case 
that ended slavery in Scotland, Knight v. Wedderburn, 
began, in turn, when Joseph Knight read an article 
about the Somerset case in an Edinburgh newspaper 
published on July 3, 1772: “and this naturally led him 
to think, that he also was intitled to be free.” The Jo-
seph Knight case began in a magistrates’ court in Perth-
shire on November 15, 1773, and was decided by the 
highest court in Scotland on January 15, 1778.38 There 
was, so far as I know, no case after Bell or Belinda’s in 
which the state of slavery, in the British Isles, was de-
termined by a British court.39

It is possible, even, that Bell or Belinda’s case was 
known to and of importance to James Somerset and Jo-
seph Knight. James Somerset’s and Joseph Knight’s legal 
choices were made in a knowing, well-informed world 
of individuals who were slaves and who had conversa-
tions, access to newspapers, opinions about offi cers of 
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the law, and letters from their friends. This was also Bell 
or Belinda’s world, in London and the east of Scotland. 
There is nothing in the Johnstones’ letters to show that 
Bell or Belinda or Joseph Knight were among the ser-
vants who accompanied the Johnstones or the Wedder-
burns on their repeated family visits. But at least some of 
the servants in the Johnstones’ households were contin-
ually on the move between Westerhall, Edinburgh, and 
the family estates in Balgonie and Balindean. 

James Somerset had himself been in Edinburgh shortly 
before Bell or Belinda’s trial and had stayed in the house-
hold of his owner’s brother, the Edinburgh lawyer who 
was the son-in-law of the publisher of the Caledonian 
Mercury. He ran away in London two weeks after the 
publication, in the Caledonian Mercury, of the report of 
Bell or Belinda’s being sent to the West Indies or North 
America. Joseph Knight read in another Edinburgh 
newspaper about James Somerset’s case; his owner, John 
Wedderburn, had been on the list of assizes to be called 
as a jury in Perth, in the summer before Bell or Belinda’s 
case had come to trial.40 The county judge to whom Jo-
seph Knight appealed in December 1773, on the grounds 
that he “had given a contrary decision in a late ques-
tion,” was John Swinton, the sheriff depute of Perthshire 
who had presented Bell or Belinda’s request for a con-
tinuance, in order to prepare her petition. It was John 
Swinton’s decision that the high court eventually up-
held: “fi nds that the state of slavery is not recognized by 
the laws of this kingdom, and is inconsistent with the 
principles thereof.”41 The “mollato” James Johnstone, in 
turn, left John and Elizabeth Carolina’s household at 
some point before he was baptized in England in April 
1773, or in the aftermath of Bell or Belinda’s going away, 
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and in the interval between James Somerset’s and Joseph 
Knight’s cases. 

Bell or Belinda is an important fi gure, in all these re-
spects. But she is also an individual who lived amidst 
moral choices and moral sentiments. In her own peti-
tion, the petition written by the two notaries public, she 
describes herself to a striking extent in the language of 
moral responsibility, or moral self-consciousness. She is 
“certain” she will be found innocent, she “abhors” the 
crime of child murder, she has little “understanding” of 
the law of Scotland, she is “advised” as to the statute, 
she is “desirous,” she has “understanding” of the obnox-
iousness of the crime with which she is charged, she has 
an expectation as to her future “happiness.” But she at 
the same time expresses her uncertainty as to whether 
she is a person or a thing: “she is willing for her part, so 
far as she has an interest in the Disposall of her Person.” 

These words are writers’ words: the evocation of at 
least three arguments that were familiar in the Scottish 
courts of the time, about actual versus statutory murder, 
fi nding happiness, and witnesses who were in England; 
and one that was unfamiliar, about whether or not she 
was her own property, in relation to the rights of her 
owner, which were the rights that John Johnstone as-
serted in countersigning the court’s decision. But Bell or 
Belinda takes possession of the words, in the most im-
mediate sense. The earlier declaration in Cupar, in which 
she said that she had never told anyone that she was 
with child, was “unsigned by you (because you said you 
could not write).” The declaration in Perth was signed 
by two notaries public and four witnesses, “by order of 
the said Bell or Belinda,” “who declares she cannot write 
and who touched the pen.”42
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There are things that can be known of Bell or Belinda 
with a substantial degree of probability. It is reasonable 
to see her as someone who was extremely resilient, in a 
physical sense: who survived an eight-month journey 
from Calcutta via the Cape of Good Hope to London, 
childbirth alone, six months in a succession of Scottish 
prisons, and a two-month journey, in mid-winter, from 
Glasgow to Virginia. She can be seen as resilient, or in-
dependent, in an emotional sense as well: in her choice 
to stay on her own in Elizabeth Carolina’s bedroom, or 
in her description of the days after her baby’s birth, “she 
keeped it two days after it was born and then carried it 
away in a Cloth,” or in the other servants’ description of 
what she said when they asked, “what was the matter 
with you”: “you did only make answer that you was too 
hot or that you had catched cold by bathing in the 
River.” But here again there is no evidence, only circum-
stances and the reports of conversations.

The “precognition” in the summer of 1771 was a ju-
dicial inquiry into Bell or Belinda’s state of mind, while 
she was expecting her child, and over the course of three 
days in June. So was the later “inquiry” (“made since 
taking the precognition”), with its determination “that 
there was no suffi cient evidence of intentional murder.” 
There are only fl eeting indications of what being preg-
nant—or being in “expectation”—meant to Bell or Be-
linda, or of her loss. One is a glimpse, or an inference, 
of her own memories. For the sequence of events that 
was so shocking to the neighboring tenant farmers—
“she keeped it two days after it was born and then car-
ried it away in a Cloth . . . and threw the Child and 
Cloth into the water”—was almost exactly the repeti-
tion of the burial rituals of the society in which Bell or 
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Belinda had once lived, or of her own earlier life. “They 
burn not . . . an infant who has not cut its teeth, but 
bury them, or throw them into the river,” in an eigh-
teenth-century translation of a description of Hindu 
burial rites. In the description of later archaeologists 
and anthropologists, infants “are buried and not cre-
mated, though at some places by the river side they are 
wrapped in cloth and submerged in the river”; “when 
the deceased is a young child,” the period of mourning 
“is generally telescoped so that it ends on trivatri—after 
‘three nights.’ ”43 There is one image, or view, that was 
the neighbors’ view, of a slave or servant throwing away 
her baby. There is another view, of a young woman (a 
young mother) with her own images or her own imagi-
nation of distant remembered scenes: an individual 
seeking, by the riverside in Balgonie, to do that which 
she had long ago seen done.

The relationship between Bell or Belinda and the 
Johnstones is itself no more than a sequence of glimpses 
or inferences. The circumstances of the events of the 
summer of 1771, when Bell or Belinda stayed on her 
own in Elizabeth Carolina’s bedroom, are an indication 
of the intimacy of her relationship to either John or Eliz-
abeth Carolina or both, or at least of the other servants’ 
sense of this intimacy, and of her independence within 
the household. There is no suggestion, in the court re-
cords that I have seen, or in any kirk records that I have 
been able to fi nd, of an inquiry into who the father of 
her child might have been, and this silence may itself 
suggest that the father was not someone whom the 
courts or the kirk wished to identify. I have no reason to 
suppose, on the basis of John’s letters over this period, 
or indeed over the entire period of his life with Elizabeth 
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Carolina, that he was the father of Bell or Belinda’s 
child. It is more likely that the “James Johnstone” who 
came with him from India, and who left the household 
after Bell or Belinda was sent away, was John’s son: a 
half-Indian son, born soon after his arrival in the 1750s, 
to whom John gave his father and brother’s names. This 
James Johnstone, who would have been sixteen or sev-
enteen in 1770, on the basis of the parish records of 
Kirkandrews upon Esk, could even himself have been 
the father of Bell or Belinda’s child: the child who died, 
and who would have been John’s grandson.44

Bell or Belinda’s legal defense is also obscure, with the 
involvement of the sheriffs of two contiguous counties, 
and the missing witness who was himself, or so it seems, 
an offi cer of the court, and one of the Johnstones’ law-
yers. It is enigmatic, too, in the sense that it was expen-
sive. Someone, John Johnstone or John Swinton or John 
Taitt, the missing witness, must have paid for Bell or 
Belinda’s food and lodging in the long months of prison 
in Cupar, in Perth, and in Glasgow. Someone must have 
paid for the “inquiry made since taking the precogni-
tion.” Someone must have paid the fees of the notaries 
public.45 There are at least two possible explanations for 
John’s involvement in Bell or Belinda’s case. One is that 
he was vindictive and wanted to assert his property 
rights in her as his slave (this is the explanation that is 
implicit in the inaccurate headline in the Scots Maga-
zine, “criminal slave adjudged to be sold for behoof of 
the master”). The other is that he wanted to save her 
from being condemned to death: that he cooperated 
with John Swinton in a legal defense in which state-
ments that were usual in cases of child murder in Scot-
land were augmented by the very unusual statement that 
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she was not her own property, and that her owner, too, 
had rights with respect to her eventual punishment.46 
The second explanation seems to me to be the more 
likely. But this is no more than a balance of probabili-
ties. The family connections between the Johnstones and 
the Swintons seem to indicate that John and John Swin-
ton might have cooperated in Bell or Belinda’s case; John 
Swinton’s involvement, three years later, in Joseph 
Knight’s case against John Wedderburn indicates that he 
was on the opposite side from at least some of the John-
stones, or their extended family.

The last intimation of Bell or Belinda’s life that I have 
been able to fi nd is a public record: the receipt signed in 
Williamsburg in April 1772 by the naval offi cer of the 
Upper James River. Her future, or the future that was 
before her in America, is in other respects a blank, just 
as her past was a blank in the courtroom in Scotland. 
She arrived in Virginia at a time that has been of intense 
interest to historians (and to family historians): the pe-
riod of fi nancial and economic crisis that immediately 
preceded the American Revolution. There are persons 
with names, or with names that are more plausible than 
the name (“Bell alias Belind a black girl”) that she was 
given in Williamsburg, who were connected to her new 
life. There were the three men who signed the receipt in 
Virginia, there was the captain of the Betsey, there was 
the merchant to whom she was consigned (Patrick 
Colquhoun), there were the three other convicts on the 
ship, and there was the indentured servant who ran 
away and came back to the Betsey for the blue-and-
white waistcoat. But there is nothing in these other peo-
ples’ histories that has led me, so far, to Bell or Belinda’s 
own life. It is possible that she died a slave in America. It 
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is also possible that she was never enslaved, or not for 
long. In September 1772 a man in Brunswick, Virginia, 
placed an advertisement in the Virginia Gazette to an-
nounce that a “likely Mulatto Fellow named barnaby” 
had run away and that “a young Mulatto Wench, named 
belinda, went off at the same Time, who is short and 
very fat.” It is possible that this was the same Belinda, or 
the Belinda from Bengal: well, fat, and free.47

All these possibilities are disconcerting, in a historical 
inquiry: the possibility that an individual, a person with 
a moral existence, could simply vanish in the historical 
record, or from the historian’s sight. But there is some-
thing even more disturbing, which is the possibility that 
Bell or Belinda also vanished from the sight, or the mem-
ory, of the individuals with whom she had lived for so 
long. I have looked for her in the letters of John and his 
brothers and sisters, in Patrick Colquhoun’s letters, and 
in the letters of Virginia merchants. I have tried to imag-
ine John and Elizabeth Carolina saying good-bye to her, 
or instructing that she should be sold, in the way of the 
British offi cials of the time, to a “good master.” I have 
tried to imagine what she meant to them.48 But it is also 
possible, and this is what is so diffi cult to imagine, that 
she meant nothing at all: that she vanished over the ho-
rizon in January 1772 and was forgotten by all of them, 
as though she had never existed. 

Other People

The history of the Johnstones, and of Bell or Belinda, 
has been “fl uctuating, uncertain, fl eeting, successive, and 
compounded,” as in David Hume’s description of the 
circumstances of the human mind.49 But it is also a 
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 history of moral sentiments. It is a history, at least, of 
individuals in circumstances that are moral circum-
stances, in our own, modern understanding, and in an 
eighteenth-century understanding as well: of individuals 
in circumstances that imposed either the exercise of 
moral imagination, or the refusal of moral imagination. 
They were circumstances in which entirely new scenes of 
oppression were both remote and close (“when ills are 
distant are they then your own?”), and in which indi-
viduals lived in contiguous and confl icting cultures, and 
found themselves alone in empires. They were circum-
stances, too, in which the language of universal and in-
dividual rights coexisted with extreme brutality; where 
many hundreds of thousands of women and men lived 
in relationships that were at one and the same time rela-
tions between individuals and relations of power, in 
which their own individuality, or their own humanity, 
ebbed and fl owed. I said earlier that it is extremely dif-
fi cult, now, to imagine ourselves in an eighteenth-cen-
tury world in which there was only a very indistinct 
sense of the frontiers of empire, or race, or law, or eco-
nomic life. But it was a diffi cult world of the mind for 
individuals in the eighteenth century as well.

The history of empires, or the history of enlighten-
ment, is itself, in this sense, a history of the inner life. To 
describe the circumstances of individuals in the past, 
and to imagine how they thought about these circum-
stances, is to describe the history of values. The history 
of the Johnstones has been an effort to imagine, or to 
think oneself into the lives and the values of individuals 
in the past, on the basis of disparate kinds of evidence 
and information, which is also true information. This is 
an historical inquiry. But it is also a moral inquiry, at 
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least in an eighteenth-century sense. Individuals made 
moral judgements, in Adam Smith’s description, by sur-
veying their own sentiments “with the eyes of other peo-
ple, or as other people are likely to view them”: by plac-
ing themselves in imagination in the situation of others. 
This was similar to the experience of reading history; we 
“transport ourselves in fancy to the scenes of those dis-
tant and forgotten adventures.”50 But it was also a de-
scription of the process by which moral values came 
into existence, in an endless exchange of observations or 
views between the interior and the exterior life, and be-
tween more or less distant individuals.

Smith was extraordinarily insistent, in The Theory of 
Moral Sentiments, on the fi gurative language of seeing: 
of eyes (“the eye of the mind”) and of imagination (the 
“illusion of the imagination”).51 This is also the fi gura-
tive language, or one of the languages, of history: Bar-
told Niebuhr’s language, and the language of Elizabeth 
Caroline Johnstone Gray, the historian of the Etrurians. 
I have talked often about “evidence” and “information,” 
and there is a very important sense in which historians 
aspire to the attributes of magistrates, with respect to 
intentions and truth. But historians have also aspired to 
the attributes of insight, of being able to see glimpses of 
distant and forgotten worlds, in “half-broken, tarnished, 
hideous things.”52 This sort of history of the inner life is 
Smithian, in the sense that it is an exercise in observing 
the moral sentiments of other people. It is Smithian, too, 
in that it is itself an exercise in moral observation, or in 
moral imagination.
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Appendix

Children of James Johnstone 
and Barbara Murray

William, b. 1720 [d. 1720]

Elizabeth, b. 1721 [d. 1721]

Henrietta, b. 1722 [d. 1722]

Barbara, b. 1723 d. 1765 m. Charles Kinnaird

children: George, Patrick, Elizabeth, Helen, 
 Margaret

Margaret, b. 1724 d. 1757 m. David Ogilvie

children: Margaret, David

James, b. 1726 d. 1794 m. Louisa Meyrick

children: Ann Scott [with ——], James  Murray
 Johnstone [with Jean Swanston]

Alexander, b. 1727 d. 1783

child: Jane Castino [with ——]

Elizabeth, b. 1728 d. 1813

William, b. 1729 d. 1805 m. 1, Frances Pulteney, 2, Margaret 
Stuart

child: Henrietta Laura Pulteney (with Frances 
 Pulteney)

George, b. 1730 d. 1787 m. Charlotte Dee

children: [John], George Lindsay, James Primrose, 
 Sophia, Alexander Patrick (with Martha Ford); 
 John Lowther (with Charlotte Dee)

Charlotte, b. 1732 d. 1773 m. James Balmain

children: Caroline, [John], George
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John, b. 1734 d. 1795 m. Elizabeth Carolina Keene

children: James Raymond, Anne Elizabeth

Patrick, b. 1737 d. 1756

Gideon, b. 1739 d. 1788 m. Fanny Colquitt
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charge to my account.” He added that “the Miss Keene’s being particu-
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