Roque Ferdinand


Thanks to the dearth of written sources on most enslaved people’s lives we know very little about Roque Ferdinand beyond what is written on the memorial to him in St Mary Magdalene Church, Midhurst:

In a grave beneath are deposited the Remains of ROQUE FERDINAND a Native of the ISLAND of BONAVISTA who died May 7. 1789 Aged 67.

He came to England with SIR GEORGE THOMAS BART late GOVERNOR of the LEWARD ISLANDS and served him and his succeeding Family with unremitted Zeal Affection and Honesty Fifty two Years.

This Stone is erected as a Token of Regard and in Commemoration of his Worth by SIR GEORGE THOMAS A: D: 1789.

This plaque is one of the few surviving eighteenth-century commemorations of a Black man in a Sussex parish church.

Bonavista, or Boa Vista is an island in Cape Verde archipelago, about 450 km off the west coast of Africa. The archipelago played a critical role in the rise of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Even from the late fifteenth century Portuguese investors were using the islands’ rich volcanic soils to experiment with sugar cultivation. Their proximity to Africa’s Guinea Coast encouraged traders to purchase captives there for these early plantations. 

Thereafter the innovation of using African captive labour rather than indentured European workers spread across the Atlantic to the New World. Long after the plantation economy of Cape Verde was overshadowed by that of the Americas, Boa Vista remained important staging posts in the transatlantic slave trade.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Williams, D. (2015). Cape Verde at the End of Atlantic Slavery. Slavery & Abolition, 36(1), 160–179. https://doi.org/10.1080/0144039X.2014.924253] 


Roque Ferdinand was born enslaved and purchased in 1737 when he was about 15 years old by the man mentioned on his memorial, Sir George Thomas. Thomas was a high-ranking colonial official, on his way to become governor of the British North American colony of Pennsylvania and was on the lookout for a domestic rather than field labourer to accompany him. Ferdinand was released from slavery only upon his ‘owner’s death in 1773. Thomas’ will provided that “My cook Roque Ferdiuaudo to be free & to have £20 a year”. [footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Oliver, Vere Langford, The history of the island of Antigua, one of the Leeward Caribbees in the West Indies, from the first settlement in 1635 to the present time, 1894: https://archive.org/details/historyofislando03oliv/page/128/mode/2up, cited in https://magistraetmater.wordpress.com/2019/10/28/black-slavery-and-rural-britain/ 
] 



By then, Ferdinand was living at Yapton in Sussex, where Thomas had settled after a career in colonial governance. He had in the meantime presumably accompanied his “owner” to Pennsylvania, which Thomas left in 1747 pleading ill health, then to London where Thomas resided until 1753, and then to the Leeward Islands, where Thomas ended his career in 1766. 

Although Roque died at the age of 67 he experienced freedom for only his last 16 years. Even then, given that his memorial notes fifty-two years of service, he must have carried on in domestic service for his former “owner’s” son and the benefactor behind the memorial, also called George Thomas.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://magistraetmater.wordpress.com/2019/10/28/black-slavery-and-rural-britain/] 


We can only speculate about Roque Ferdinand’s thoughts on his relationship with Thomas senior. Despite retaining Ferdinand as his “property”, Thomas certainly appears to have cherished it. Clearly the enslaver thought of his cook very differently from the other Africans he “owned”. 

For as well as being a colonial governor, Thomas was one of the tens of thousands of Britons who owned Caribbean slave plantations in absentia. Born into a slave-owning dynasty on the island of Antigua, he had inherited two sugar estates there, Winthorpe and North Sound. They were managed by Dr. Walter Tullideph, a sugar planter and attorney who offered oversight of absentee owners’ estates. 

We get a glimpse of Thomas’ very different attitude to “his” other Africans in Tullideph’s reports. Here is an example, which also references Thomas’ purchase of the Yapton estate in Sussex:

Antigua, Novr. 22d 1749 

To George Thomas Esqr

There are many Vessells gone to the Coast of Guiney, so that it is probable Slaves will be in Plenty this year. I think to buy four young Girls and two Men boys, for Winthorpes, in the Crop, and I suppose as many at least for No. Sd [North Sound]. I Congratulate you on the agreeable purchase you have made in England [the estates of Yapton and Ratton in Sussex]. By this Vessell there is 15 hhds. [hogsheads] of No. Sd. Sugar gone to Mr. Douglass, which I wish safe. I am Yrs. &e. 

Wr. Tullideph 


After Thomas’ death his family continued to invest heavily in slavery and sugar. His son inherited the Antiguan plantations and built the grand country house, Dale Park in Madehurst with the proceeds. Despite his grandson being disinherited for marrying a “foreigner”, his great-grandson, Sir William Lewis George Thomas, 4th Baronet tried to claim compensation for the emancipation of the family’s 303 captives at North Sound when slave ownership was abolished in 1833. He was unsuccessful in that bid, but did obtain £2,660 (equivalent to around £240,000 today) through his wife’s Jamaican slave-owning family. The family’s captives in Antigua received no compensation at all. There the former slave owners retained a monopoly on land holding and paid the lowest possible wages to their former captives. 







The presence of Roque Ferdinand’s memorial reminds us that people of African heritage have been part of Sussex communities for centuries, their contributions woven into the history of this nation. Almost uniquely, the plaque honours a man enslaved and brought to Britain as an individual, even though it remains difficult to find out much more about his identity, dignity, experiences, relationships or faith, or to present aspects of his life in his own words. 



