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ABSTRACT
This paper contributes to the literature on payments for slave sales in the later phase of the British slave trade. It analyses the procedures used in the ‘guarantee’ system in transatlantic slaving whereby merchants in British ports forged close connections with African factors in British America and with British businessmen who guaranteed to pay the factors’ bills presented as payments for slave sales. This was an important institutional procedure in the history of the transatlantic slave trade. Though the ‘guarantee’ system has been explained in outline in previous studies, the case study presented here offers the most detailed appraisal of this system. Examining the British slave trade to Jamaica in 1790s, then the most significant disembarkation centre for enslaved people taken on British vessels, the paper explains the coordination necessary between groups of British merchants, their African factors in Jamaica, and their British guarantee in order to secure payments for slave sales at a time of considerable volatility in the demand for slaves in Jamaica. The paper suggests that cooperation between merchants in different British ports in connection with the slave trade is as worthy of investigation as the rivalry between the British ports involved in the ‘Guinea’ traffic.
In a highly risky form of transatlantic commerce, subject to long voyages of more than a calendar year and potential delays in receiving payments from the Americas for slave sales, merchants in the British slave trade needed ways of reducing uncertainties.
 One important way of doing this was to gain control over payments for slave sales, for this constituted the major part of merchants’ profits in the trade.  In the second half of the eighteenth century, the guarantee system evolved to deal with this problem. This was an important institutional arrangement in the financing of the British slave trade.
 Most transactions in that trade involved granting credit to suppliers of goods and captives and purchasers of enslaved Africans. Bills of exchange, rather than specie or produce, were the preferred way for slave merchants to receive payments based on the extension of credit.
 Under the guarantee system, merchants appointed a merchant in a British port to guarantee that their bills for slave sales would be paid on presentation. This was a system of immediate remittance with ‘bills in the bottom’ of the ship whereby payments were made in tranches of bills at specified times in the same vessel that had delivered slaves. The bills were factors’ bills rather than planters’ bills. The guarantor usually received a one-half per cent commission on bills he accepted and paid and on bills sent him for collection. This was a worthwhile proposition for the guarantor because factors often provided additional business.
 

It was not necessary for bills of exchange to pass through banks; they could, and usually did, circulate among the trusted merchants and factors named on the bill. In 1797 James Wallace, who had first-hand knowledge of Liverpool’s merchant community, explained that bills remitted by ‘guarantee’ were ‘instantly circulated on a faith in the acceptor, and endorser only.’
 The guarantees were always businessmen of substantial wealth, reputation and reliability. Among them were wealthy London sugar commission merchants acting as acceptance houses for British slave merchants.
 The earliest documentary evidence of the guarantee system is a letter written by Robert Hamilton, a Scots merchant-planter in Kingston, in 1734. When visiting Bristol he found that slave traders there had ‘security [i.e. a guarantee] att home Agreable to the Custome of their town for the remittances of all Negroe Consignments in Jamaica…this is what they all Insist on’ and ‘no consignments of that kind can be obtain’d there without such security.’ Hamilton did not elaborate further on the methods by which the ‘security’ or ‘guarantee’ operated.
 Further information on guarantees can be found, however, for the Charleston slave factor Henry Laurens in the late 1740s and 1750s, by which time guarantees were commonly used in remittance arrangements for slaves sold in South Carolina.
 The system spread particularly to slave sales from Caribbean markets and soon became embedded as a regular business practice in the British slave trade. A recent monograph on British transatlantic trade in the period 1750-1815 has drawn attention to the significance of the guarantee system in British business culture.

Despite previous consideration of the guarantee system, none of the published studies have more than scattered material from merchants’ papers in different archives in order to analyse this business practice. Illuminating deposits of manuscript material in two archives now makes a deeper examination of the guarantee system possible. This paper deploys evidence from those collections to investigate the operation of this business procedure in the late phase of the British slave trade. The documents largely comprise correspondence and summaries of accounts among two overlapping manuscript deposits covering the Taylor/Tailyour families. The Tailyours were of Scottish provenance. They held substantial investments in the slave trade, slavery and sugar plantations between the end of the American Revolution and the abolition of the British slave trade. One family member was the richest sugar tycoon in Jamaica, Simon Taylor, who was a manager and attorney for several absentee estate owners and later the owner of four sugar plantations and three livestock pens in Jamaica.
 

The family member discussed below was John Taylor, a nephew of Simon. He was born at Marykirk, Scotland in 1755, and worked successively as a factor and trader in Glasgow, Virginia and New York before moving to Jamaica in 1782 to work under the supervision of his  second cousin Simon, one of the richest sugar planters in the British Caribbean. John Taylor changed his surname from Tailyour to Taylor to align himself with his cousin’s business reputation.  He became established in Kingston in handling plantation supplies and dry goods in the firm of McBean, Ballantine & Taylor. A fair amount of the firm’s business dealt with consignments connected to Simon Taylor. In late 1783 John Taylor noted that ‘Guinea factorage is in my opinion one of the most profitable lines’ in Kingston.
 He switched to operating ‘in the Guinea factorage line’ between 1785 and 1791 through the assistance of his cousin. He was reputed to be making an annual profit of £5-6,000.
 He later acquired two Scots partners, Peter Ballantine and James Fairlie, under the firm of Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie. It is mainly the correspondence associated with John Taylor that forms the case study presented here.
 

This paper shows that merchant networks across several ports on a transnational basis lay at the heart of the guarantee system in the British slave trade, and that the part played by each person or firm in the web of business associations was necessary for the success of this procedure in terms of securing payments. The case study focuses on the first half of the 1790s, when the British slave trade was expanding to diverse markets, with a notable growth in slave deliveries to Jamaica. During this period fluctuations in the import levels and sale prices for slaves in Jamaica made it difficult for merchants to calibrate finely the successful conduct of the trade. Slave imports into Jamaica were larger than for any other disembarkation centre for enslaved Africans in the British colonies. In the second half of the eighteenth century, the number of sugar estates and the amount of sugar output in Jamaica both doubled. In the 1790s new plantations were starting up, especially on the north side of Jamaica, and sugar production was increasing significantly.
 The Jamaican slave trade reached its peak in the 1790s both in value and volume.
 In the period 1790-95, some 103,560 slaves were delivered to Jamaica from 373 voyages. Prime male slaves then fetched, on average, higher prices than at any other previous quinquennial period in Jamaica’s history. Well over half of these captives disembarked at Kingston. 1793 was the peak year for these slave arrivals, accounting for more than a quarter (27,528) of total disembarkations at Jamaica between 1790 and 1795.
 The guarantee system was crucially important for financial gains from these voyages. The case study concentrates on merchants’ networks in relation to businessmen based mainly in London, Liverpool, Bristol, and Kingston, Jamaica. 

                                                                             *

The key personnel in slave sales in the late-eighteenth century British Caribbean were businessmen referred to at the time as African or ‘Guinea’ factors. They could be found in ports such as Bridgetown, Barbados; Charlestown, Nevis; Basseterre, St Kitts; Kingstown, St Vincent; St George’s, Grenada; Roseau, Dominica; and Kingston, Jamaica. Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie, the factors discussed here, operated on a London-Kingston nexus. John Taylor was the main partner in this firm. He handled the sale of slave cargoes for his cousin in Kingston in the late 1780s and early 1790s.
 His sojourn in Kingston gave him expertise in how to sell the enslaved to planters and merchants, in what lots, for what prices, and on what terms of payment. John Taylor left Jamaica for England owing to ill health in 1792 but continued to trade from London with his two partners in Kingston, Ballantine and Fairlie.
 Taylor was the second largest ‘Guinea factor’ selling slaves in Kingston between 1785 and 1796: in that period, fifty-four slaving vessels were consigned to him from which 17,295 captives were sold.

The partnership of Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie began on 1 January 1792. Taylor held a half share in the firm; the other half was equally divided between the other two partners.
 Taylor’s residence in London allowed him to become thoroughly acquainted with leading African merchants in British ports. The geographical division of the factorage, with one partner based in London and two resident in Kingston, enabled Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie to correspond authoritatively about the state of the market for slaves in Jamaica, especially the average prices achieved for slave cargoes, and the respective position of slave merchants and their British guarantees.
 Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie concentrated their slave sales on Kingston, the main port in Jamaica and the leading disembarkation centre in the British Atlantic world for enslaved Africans throughout the eighteenth century.

Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie competed with several other experienced African factors at Kingston. They included Shaw & Inglis, Rainford & Rainford, Lindo & Lake, and Aspinall & Hardy.
 Despite this competition, Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie gained significant returns from slave sales through earning a 5 per cent commission.
 This was partly achieved through their own skill in handling sales. But it was also made possible by the guarantee system. The instigators in the use of the system were slave merchants in British ports. Those discussed in this paper wrote to Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie to ask whether they would handle the sale of their slave cargoes, giving details of their ships, the intended complement of slaves, the provenance of the enslaved in West Africa, and the estimated time of the ship’s arrival at Kingston. The normal procedure was for Ballantine & Fairlie, singly or jointly, to contact John Taylor in London. He would then reply to the enquiring merchants on behalf of Ballantine & Fairlie in Kingston. At the same time that a British slave merchant contacted John Taylor, he would request that a guarantee should be supplied for the bills to be remitted from Kingston to the slave merchant’s account with the guarantee. Taylor was kept up-to-date with the state of the markets in Jamaica for slave sales not just through his contacts with Ballantine & Fairlie but through regular letters sent by Simon Taylor and other contacts from Kingston.

Successful replies to requests that Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie should remit the bills and the statement that a named guarantee would honour the payments was sufficient for the British slave merchant to proceed with the arrangements. A guarantee could not determine exactly the length of bills drawn at slave sales or the average sale price for the cargo, but in other respects confirmation that the African factors of choice would handle a sale and that the preferred guarantee would provide backing was rather like producing a trump card in a game of whist. It meant that British slave merchants were ensured the sale of their slave cargoes with the payments guaranteed by a trustworthy businessman of secure commercial standing in Britain. Implicit in the arrangements was the understanding that all parties – the African factors, the British merchants, the guarantor – would honour their agreements. With such reductions of crucial aspects of business uncertainty, slave merchants could conduct their commercial affairs with confidence that they would receive payments. Trust, reputation and honour all intertwined as aspects of business behaviour for the guarantee system to work effectively.

Specific examples of how John Taylor handled such matters in relation to British slave merchants and Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie will illustrate these points. In January 1794, John Taylor informed the London slave merchant William Collow that Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie would sell slaves from the Gold Coast on his vessels the Eagle and the Countess of Galway for bills of exchange at 15, 18 and 21 months’ sight drawn on William Miles of Bristol as guarantee in equal proportions. If bills could be purchased on better terms at Kingston, however, the ship captains were expected to obtain them.
 Another letter, dated February 1794, from Thomas Clarke of Liverpool informed Taylor that he intended to send slave cargoes on the Elliot and the Clemson to Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie for sale at Kingston, with William Miles again as the guarantee.
 Many other letters from British slave merchants similarly requested that Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie should be the African factors engaged to sell slave cargoes at Kingston and that Miles should act as guarantee.
 Merchants wanted to establish who would act as African factors for their slave sales and who would serve as a guarantee before their ship began its voyage so that the captain had detailed knowledge about the business personnel associated with payments for the voyage.

Frequent requests that Miles should act as the guarantee for slaves sold by Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie arose from Miles’s eminence as a West India merchant and from his personal connection with Taylor. By the 1790s, Miles was an elderly, wealthy Bristol merchant with widespread business connections and personal experience of the Caribbean. As a young man, he had served as a factor in Kingston. On returning to his native Bristol c. 1765, he built up a substantial trade as a sugar importer and invested in Jamaican sugar plantations. By the 1790s, he had largely retired from day-to-day oversight of his West India business but had the help of his son Philip John, with whom he entered into a partnership on 1 May 1794 as William Miles & Son.
 Miles acquired property in Bristol, became a leading partner in a bank, and was for a long time a respected pillar of the city’s merchant community.
 He was ‘immensely rich’ and handed over a cheque for £100,000 when one of his sons married in 1795.
  

Miles had served as a guarantee for slave cargoes before the 1790s.
 He knew John Taylor well, for Taylor had served as Miles’s attorney in Jamaica. Miles, in turn, acted as guarantee for slave cargoes handled by Taylor at Kingston.
 Taylor maintained his personal connection with Miles in the early 1790s by visiting him in Bristol.
 Cordial relations proved mutually beneficial for business. On one occasion, Taylor closed his accounts with Miles for ‘some hundred thousands of pounds without a dispute on a penny.’
 Taylor and Miles trusted one another and combined to judge applications for remittances for slave sales under the security of a guarantee. Miles usually agreed to requests from merchants to guarantee the payments for their slave sales by Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie provided they had applied to John Taylor for his approval of the arrangements.
 Miles drew attention to the way in which he assessed whether he could offer a guarantee. ‘Several Guarantees have been given by me in the Guarded and usual Manner I have always adopted,’ he explained, ‘and which from experience I am sure you have found to be Wise & very necessary.’
 

A regular flow of bills as remittances was sent from Kingston to Miles in Bristol.
 John Taylor hoped bills would always ‘come round in time to keep Mr Miles in Cash to take up our Bills as they become due.’
 Careful timing in the remittance of bills was needed to ensure that Miles as guarantor was not ‘in advance,’ in which case he would have to pay from his own funds. Any bills unaccepted by Miles were noted for want of effects or protested and sent back to Ballantine & Fairlie to return to the drawers.
 Noting a bill meant that it was a dishonoured negotiable instrument returned to the forwarding party for acceptance or payment, with the reason for non-acceptance stated in writing. Protesting a bill entailed legal registration of the non-acceptance in order to seek redress from the drawer or endorsers of the bill.
 

Full remittances for slave cargoes were the preferred outcome for Miles in his role as guarantee; they also promoted the reputation of Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie.
 To sustain that reputation, Taylor and his partners gave full attention to their business relations with Miles. After hearing about one of Taylor’s visits to Miles in Bristol, Ballantine & Fairlie noted that they would work hard ‘to deserve his good opinion, and he is richly entitled to all our attention as we think with you a better guarantee cannot be [had] particularly in the present situation of affairs.’

The strong business connection between William Miles and John Taylor led to mutual trust in dealing with British slave merchants. Philip John Miles noted to Taylor in early 1794 that his father had received several applications lately from Liverpool slave merchants ‘to all which a general Guarantee have been sent as usual, that if your House takes up & sell, my father will accept & pay their bills.’
 Miles & Son also made efforts to put John Taylor in touch with slave merchants in Liverpool and Bristol. They forwarded him a letter they had sent to their friends Hayhurst, Poole & Fletcher of Liverpool, ‘requesting them to introduce you to the principal Guinea Houses in that place for not being in the habit of corresponding with the Merchants in that line, we are not well acquainted with their firms, but those Gentlemen will pay you every attention & introduce you to such as may be depended upon.’
 Miles & Son also talked to the merchants ‘in the African line’ in Bristol to consign their ships to Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie in Kingston.
 John Taylor visited the leading Bristol slave merchants Thomas Jones, John Anderson and James Rogers.
 He was received civilly and gained a favourable response from them. This led him to secure arrangements for Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie to sell slave cargoes dispatched by these merchants to Kingston.

Neither Miles nor Taylor personally knew each slave merchant that applied to them for their commercial services. To minimise the risks of attaching themselves to men who lacked a sound business reputation, they used the advice of a mutual friend, Edgar Corrie, a Scottish brewer and corn factor in Liverpool who knew the leading merchants there.
 Corrie’s advice was crucial in maintaining business connections between Liverpool merchants, Taylor and Miles. Corrie energetically promoted Taylor’s business among Liverpool merchants.
 Forging such connections was essential for successful conduct of commerce. In early 1794, for example, Corrie set up a meeting in London between Thomas Clarke of Liverpool and Taylor to discuss prospects for slaving voyages. ‘I think your meeting will be productive of future important Business,’ Corrie wrote Taylor, ‘for there is no person more enterprising in the African commerce; and it is material to have satisfactory payment, which may induce him to send some vessels to those parts of the Coast from which you wish to have slaves.’
 

Corrie’s discussions in Liverpool led him to recommend Taylor ‘fixing’ the slave cargoes of substantial merchants such as Clarke, Tarleton & Rigg, Ralph Fisher, and Thomas Leyland.
 Such ‘fixing’ would entail agreeing that their slave sales should be handled by Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie, and that specific dates for drawing bills sent as remittance should be arranged before the voyage began.
 Corrie advised Taylor that Leyland would be ‘strongly disposed’ to give Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie a preference for slave sales from his ships at Kingston ‘if the sights of the Bills can be made satisfactory.’
 This was a reference to the length of credit allowed before the bills were due to be paid. Corrie spoke with Clarke, who was sending two vessels out to purchase Igbo slaves at the Bight of Biafra. Clarke informed Corrie he was willing to send these slaves directly to Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie for sale if financial terms were arranged and approved before the ship began her voyage.
 It was usually Taylor’s responsibility to determine the sight of the bills for payments, and to inform his partners in Kingston and the guarantee of these details well ahead of sales. But he pointed out to British slave merchants that the dates at which the bills were drawn depended on the state of the market for enslaved people at Kingston.

To inform Taylor of the competition among sellers of slaves, Corrie supplied the following names of African factors at Kingston that had found favour with Liverpudlians: Aspinall & Hardy, Lindo & Lake, Blundell & Rainsford, and William Daggers.
 Corrie’s discussions with slave merchants in Liverpool enabled him to furnish information to Taylor about the African coastal regions to which particular merchants intended to send their ships along with evidence about recent purchase prices for enslaved Africans in those areas. Clarke, Leyland and other Liverpool merchants made enquiries to Corrie about engaging Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie to sell their slave cargoes.
 Corrie, for his part, influenced Liverpool merchants to consign African captives to Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie.

Corrie also supplied letters of introduction to Taylor on behalf of Liverpool merchants. In one such letter, he referred to John & Thomas Hodgson, a prominent slave trading firm, as ‘my very respected & particular friends.’
 Joseph Ratcliff & Co. first contacted Taylor by gaining his address from Corrie’s office.
 Tarleton & Rigg opened their correspondence with Taylor with a recommendation from Corrie, ‘their mutual good friend.’ Their objectives in seeking a connection with Taylor were to obtain ‘a good average’ price for the sale of a cargo of Angolan slaves by Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie, but ‘above all we request to be put upon an absolute certainty that your House will undertake the sale.’
 Apart from his contacts with Liverpool slave merchants, Corrie secured an agreement from the London merchant William Collow that he would entrust the sale of slave cargoes to Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie.

At the beginning of 1794, Corrie advised Taylor that Liverpool had recently sent out many ships to Angola and that favourable news about a good sugar crop from Jamaica would influence Liverpool’s merchants to concentrate more on acquiring slaves at the Gold Coast and Bonny.
 Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie did not want to sell Angolan cargoes but were searching for slaves from the Gold Coast, New Calabar and Bonny. This was because enslaved Africans from those three regions had the most certain sales in Jamaica.
 Simon Taylor and Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie reiterated the view that slaves from the Gold Coast and Bonny were desirable for sale at Kingston.
 For Gold Coast cargoes, and, though not specifically mentioned, for slaves from Bonny as well, reliable bills of exchange could be gathered for payments. These cargoes ‘generally command the large and best purchasers which secures early remittances…whereas Angola cargoes you are often obliged to solicit Customers, which is not agreeable.’

When merchants contacted Taylor about the possible sale of their slave cargoes by Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie, they wanted to confirm arrangements for the length of bills before payment was required. A certain amount of negotiation took place, but matters would only proceed on the terms Taylor was willing to accept. In January 1794, for example, Thomas Leyland wanted Taylor’s approval for the sale of an Igbo slave cargo at Kingston for net proceeds in bills at 12, 15 and 18 months sent to Miles; he was not prepared to supply such a cargo for similar bills he had lately received from Jamaica at 18, 24 and 30 months’ sight. Leyland obviously thought a period of up to two-and-a-half years before he received payment for the sales was too long to wait.
 Taylor was aware, however, of the long credits granted to Jamaican purchasers of slaves in order to attract their business. He therefore turned down Leyland’s request and stated he would not sell Igbo cargoes at Kingston for bills at shorter terms than 18, 24 and 30 months.
 

This example should not imply that Taylor was inflexible in granting requests from British merchants. On the contrary, he sometimes agreed to meet exigencies to help merchants with whom he was associated. Thus James Jones of Bristol requested Taylor’s help in selling a slave cargo at Port Maria, a harbour on the north side of Jamaica. This was a very small importation centre for slaves compared with Kingston.
 But it catered in the 1790s for the expanding sugar estates in its hinterland. Taylor agreed to help Jones by instructing either Ballantine or Fairlie to travel to Port Maria to oversee the sale of the cargo. This was no doubt influenced by the fact that Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie were handling other slave cargoes dispatched by Jones for disembarkation at Kingston.

Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie handled many slave cargoes for sale at Kingston. The partners dealing with sales considered they would not have been entrusted with so many cargoes if British merchants ‘did not think us fully safer than any other of the factors. There have been so many Negroes imported, the demand is by no means so generally great as it has been consequently longer credit is given but you may rely on our dealing only with such people as we are pretty certain are ultimately good, and we have not a doubt of our keeping Wm Miles clear of any advance whatever.’
 Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie benefited from the fact that some of the best purchasers of slaves ‘have been so long in the habit of buying from the House that they do not wish to go elsewhere.’
 

Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie maintained a regular flow of remittances to Miles. These amounted to large amounts of money. In September 1794, William Miles & Son reported that they had accepted bills from Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie for sales of slaves from nine ships amounting to £202,314 16s. 7d. (£12,462,542 in 2000 prices).
 In March 1795 three sets of bills reached Miles for the proceeds of the sale of three slave cargoes amounting to more than £40,000.
 For the period between July 1794 and October 1796, the balances Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie owed to Miles for slave sales amounted to £77,200.
 This would be the equivalent of £4,755,520 in 2000 prices.

The period in the 1790s during which Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie were active in selling slave cargoes was one in which slave sales experienced volatile fluctuations in Jamaica. Several contributory factors account for this situation. British parliamentary debates over the abolition of the slave trade in mid-1792 made Jamaican planters wary of buying slaves.
 As the immediate threat of an act to abolish the slave trade receded, a different problem emerged. Provisions became scarce in Jamaica by spring 1793 owing to a US government embargo on exports from its ports. This stemmed partly from American governmental attempts to prevent Britain from interfering with American vessels trading with the French West Indies. Jamaica relied on imported provisions to feed her slaves. A diminution in the supply of provisions forced prices up rapidly to virtually double their previous level.
 This occurred shortly after large numbers of saltwater slaves had been sold. Planters soon found the costs of buying provisions to feed slaves were too prohibitive to encourage further purchases of the enslaved. Simon Taylor refrained from buying slaves from incoming cargoes at this time.
 

Fluctuating economic circumstances affected the demand for slaves entering Jamaica. By July 1793 ‘the rage for selling Guinea cargoes’ had ‘considerably subsided’ in the island.
 In addition to the above problems, Jamaica had slow slave sales because 13,750 Africans had been sold at Kingston in the year after May 1792 in the wake of soaring sugar prices in Jamaica after the Saint-Domingue slave rebellion.
 The price of buying newly imported slaves fell prodigiously in Kingston in the spring and summer of 1793 because ‘the Importation to this Country has been immense.’
 In such circumstances, the guarantees of many Guinea Houses were withdrawn. The entire business of selling slaves in Jamaica was then carried by a few substantial African factors who had ‘Staunch Guarantees’ such as Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie could rely on in the person of Miles.

Mid-1793 was also the time when a significant credit crisis occurred in Britain. This arose from fears that a general credit expansion could lead to financial collapse at a time when the West Indian islands were drawn into a wartime situation.
 John Taylor thought the credit crisis was not the result of the war but stemmed from ‘the abuse of the circulation of paper.’
 Bankruptcies occurred among several slave trade firms in Bristol and Liverpool as merchants failed to meet creditors’ demands. Many London West India houses experienced financial difficulties during the crisis.
 A vessel from Liverpool brought ‘dreadfull information of the State of Credit in that town, many Bankers and some of the most capital African merchants having been obliged to stop and it is expected that most of the guarantees for the Present will for a time be withdrawn.’
 The ‘dreadful failures’ in Britain dampened the planters’ appetite for slave purchases in Jamaica.
 By late 1793, this combination of circumstances drove down slave sale prices and increased the time allowed on bills for payments.

John Taylor married a Scottish wife in 1793 (leaving in Kingston a mixed-race partner and three or four children) and decided to remain in Britain rather than return to Jamaica.
 Declining demand for slaves in Jamaica by 1794 amidst the uncertainties brought to international commerce by Britain’s war against revolutionary France was accompanied by greater difficulty for Taylor in securing bills at Kingston. He was also concerned that his partners there were handling sales of too many slave cargoes during a time when securing good average prices for them was difficult. Worried about securing remittances from Kingston ‘transacted at so great a distance from me,’ he wanted to withdraw from selling slave cargoes.
  Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie therefore decided to end their African factorage at Kingston.
 Their partnership was considered to have safer connections than any equivalent firm in Jamaica, and it was therefore anticipated they could conclude their business affairs favourably.
 Within half a year, Simon Taylor also decided it was time to stop selling further slave cargoes in Jamaica because only expensive bills could be purchased that were unreliable.
 

Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie’s decision to end their work as African factors at Kingston was understandable owing to the economic challenges confronting the market for slave sales in Jamaica in 1794. Miles’ negative views about the future prospects of selling enslaved Africans in Jamaica also influenced their decision. From July 1794 onwards, William Miles & Son withheld their services as a guarantee in the slave trade for the foreseeable future, ‘the times being so full of danger, and heavy disappointments to be expected from the greatest fall on produce.’
 Miles had so many concurrent acceptances that he became anxious and alarmed. In his opinion, Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie had agreed to act for too many slave merchants within a short time period. He feared great disappointment would occur in securing remittances: as a result of Miles’ guarantees, Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie might have ‘the greatest part of the Ships fitted out of England on the African Trade.’
 Miles considered the danger to Britain’s West India plantations and commerce was greater than he had ever seen in the forty years he had been involved in such business.
 For these reasons, he decided ‘for my own sake, and our valuable friend Mr S Taylor, to beg that the African business with respect to me & my son may be stop’t altogether.’
 

Miles considered his decision was justified when, in the spring of 1795, Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie drew upon him for the proceeds of slave sales from eight ships.
 Miles thought it unlikely that the Kingston firm could remit proceeds in time to cover the bills he had accepted as guarantee. He did not think they would fail to remit the bills; it was rather ‘the payment of them, which constitutes the risque.’
 Timing was, of course, essential in ensuring that Miles benefited from serving as a guarantee. Several bills Miles had recently received were noted and all but one of the rest were protested as they became due.
 This caused him business problems because he needed to supply his bankers with accepted bills to be in cash to pay Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie’s account.

Financial relations between Miles and Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie were concluded satisfactorily by the autumn of 1797. 
 Ballantine & Fairlie gathered planters’ bills for slave sales and paid off Miles for £32,000 in acceptances in 1798 and for £23,000 in 1799 to settle their account with him.
 John Taylor had left the business of Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie in October 1796, finding he ‘could not be tolerably easy while my whole fortune was dependant on W[est] India Security, & that must be the Case while I continue a partner in Jama[ica].’ Taylor thought he had then made sufficient money in Jamaica for his future wants while living in Britain.
 He had become prosperous through selling in Kingston , under the firm Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie, 12,225 captives between 1792 and 1796. His commissions on slave sales amounted to £36,792 in the period 1785-96.
 In 1798, Taylor bought his father’s estate at Kirtonhill, near Montrose, Scotland, and never returned to Jamaica. He eventually died on his Scottish estate on 11 February 1816, with a net worth of nearly £100,000.
 
A few months before John Taylor left Jamaica for Scotland, his partners in Kingston, James Fairlie and Peter Ballantine, had also decided to come home. ‘Barring any uncommon accident befalling the island,’ Ballantine & Fairlie explained in July 1796, ‘we shall both be able with propriety to return to Britain in all next year in a comfortable & easy situation, and…altho we may not be quite clear of our engagements with our Guarantee, yet he will be in no advance for our concern & his engagements to fall due reduced to a very moderate sum as to leave us under no apprehensions of effectual remittances coming forward.’
 Fairlie duly returned to Scotland. Ballantine entered into an African factorage with David Dick, a clerk in Kingston, as Ballantine, Dick & Co, but he also returned to Scotland in August 1798.
 Ballantine died on 4 June 1810, leaving £26,025 in non-landed property, while Fairlie died on 19 May 1819, leaving £46,294 in non-landed property.
 
                                                                               *

The mercantile networks discussed in this paper in relation to the guarantee system show that merchants and factors worked hard to minimise elements of uncertainty in the British slave trade in relation to financial returns. Certain aspects of the operation of the Jamaica market for slaves could, of course, not be pinned down precisely. The arrival of several vessels at once at Kingston naturally tended to reduce average prices at slave sales through competition. The slaves themselves would be in various states of health: unhealthy Africans and a preponderance of older people would fetch lower prices than slaves in good health in their prime years. Planters might be short of funds either because they were moderate purchasers, waiting for better crops to increase their funds from sugar sales to pay for slaves, or needing more generous credit terms to induce them to buy. But the guarantee system coupled with communication through merchants’ networks worked together to reduce these risks for merchants and factors ahead of the sale of slave cargoes. African factors such as Ballantine & Fairlie reported back to John Taylor the recent averages fetched for slave sales in Jamaica and the credit terms offered. The agreement that a guarantee would honour the bills of exchange at the time their sight ended was crucial in reassuring slave traders and their associates that they would receive remittances at a specified time. Thus the guarantee system played an essential role in facilitating the financial rewards accruing to businessmen engaged in the British slave trade.

The evidence presented in this paper also suggests a broad conclusion about the way in which historians conceptualise the operation of the British slave trade. Usually, one reads about merchants in particular ports competing with one another in the trade and about the rivalry between the three main slave trading ports of Liverpool, London and Bristol. This is related to the growing dominance of Liverpool in the eighteenth-century British slave trade.
 Competition between individual merchants was common and undoubtedly businessmen at specific ports were aware of the state of the slave trade at other ports. But this paper has shown that the successful conduct of British merchants in the slave trade depended on strong networks among businessmen with particular functions in different ports. Liverpool, London and Bristol slave merchants all had connections with John Taylor in London, with William Miles in Bristol, and with Taylor, Ballantine & Fairlie in Kingston. The efforts of Edgar Corrie as an intermediary between Liverpool slave merchants and Taylor facilitated the operation of the slave trade through these networks by putting merchants in different ports in contact and by providing detailed information about the terms under which they traded. Some of these networks were based on partnerships but others relied on connections made and sustained by recommendations, personal visits and correspondence, in all of which trust and reputation provided confidence that agreements would be honoured. The combination of networks linking merchants at British slave ports with African factors in Jamaica and a respectable, eminent guarantee is symptomatic of the transnational connections that facilitated the operation of the late British slave trade as a commercial enterprise.
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