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THE PERRIN-FITZHERBERT CORRESPONDENCE

The first 350 lots in this auction comprise the remarkably comprehensive archive of the West Indies
correspondence relating to the Jamaican and Barbados estates of the Perrin and Fitzherbert families.
The vast majority of the letters are in excellent condition, as are the early West Indian Newspapers.

The earliest recorded handstruck marking of Barbados and the earliest recorded Town-marks of
Jamaica are included, along with a whole range of other varieties. Whereas there is considerable
duplication of some things — especially the 18th Century JAMAICA and IAMAICA marks — it has been
decided to offer the whole archive on one day, so that there can be no worries about further quantities
becoming available. Archives such as this very rarely come onto the market, and we can assure all
collectors that this is the complete West Indies correspondence.

And yet even where there is duplication there is still tremendous variety, especially amongst named
ships, routes, rates and the fascinating contents of so many of the letters. Having said that, estimates
have been set at a modest level, and we are confident that there will be no lots remaining unsold.

The archive has been housed for some years in the care of the Derbyshire Record Office. We have
been able to build up an excellent working relationship with the staff there, and in accordance with the
vendor’'s wishes all the material has been microfiimed over the last few months. So the wealth of
information contained in these letters will not be lost to students. Indeed the British Library have no
record of any other copies of the early West Indies Newspapers that are included, and so these have
been specially microfilmed for both institutions.

Pencilled archival numbers have been left on each item, because a detailed record of all the items
that have been removed from the County Record Office has been kept. Collectors will have the choice
of rubbing these marks off or leaving them on as part of the documents’ distinctive history.

To set this correspondence in its historical context, some background notes have been included
which add a good deal to one’s appreciation of the letters’ contents:-

BACKGROUND & HISTORICAL NOTES REF:
THE PERRIN - FITZHERBERT CORRESPONDENCE

William Perrin made his fortune as a merchant at Kingston in the first decades of the 18th Century.
Probably he acquired most of his plantations through foreclosures of loans; this is why they are scattered
about the island.

1739 He goes to England, leaving behind Philp, one of his partners, as his attorney.
1747 Dissatisfied with Philp, he appoints Fuller and Co. as his attorneys.
1749 Philp dies without leaving a will.

1759 Perrin dies, apparently without having returned to Jamaica, leaving his fortune to his son William
Philp Perrin.

Perrin’s career gives a useful illustration of some aspects of Jamaica’s early history. The colony
was taken by the English in 1655 but for various reasons sugar planting did not become well established
there until the 18th century. The island’s period of greatest prosperity began with a marked increase
in the price of sugar about the middle of the century. At the same time there was stagnation or decline
in the contraband trade to the Spanish American colonies which until then had been one of the main
activities of the Kingston merchants; it is in this that Perrin had probably made most of his money. So
merchants turn from trade to planting, and because of the high price of sugar, planters could afford
to leave the colony and live as absentees in England. Absentee ownership was common throughout
the British West Indies, particularly in Jamaica, and particularly from the middle of the 18th century.
By the 1760s about a third of Jamaican plantations belonged to absentees, and by the 1820s about
80%. Most of the surviving collections of West Indian papers start with this increase in absenteeism
round about the 1750s and 1760s.

William Philp Perrin inherited five plantations — Retrieve, Vere, Forrest, Blue Mountain and Grange
Hall — with about 600 slaves, yielding about £5000 pa, and worth about £60,000. This was a large
fortune even by Jamaican standards. Perrin seems never to have been to the West Indies to see his
properties, probably because of his chronic bad health, and perhaps also because of the influence of
his mother.

Of the five plantations, Forrest was sold ¢.1769, probably because it was so widely separated from
the others, and Retrieve — a small coffee estate with some uneconomic gold deposits — was rented
out. The Perrin-Fitzherbert Papers deal with the three other properties.
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