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INTRODUCTION

Slavery legally ended in the British Empire on August 1, 1834,
but at this date the institution still existed in France’s sugar
colonies. During the 1830s, however, growing emancipation pres-
sures in France resulted in various ameliorative measures in the
legal status of slaves. By 1840, the French government had decided
for emancipation, and in that year a royal commission was appoint-
ed to study the mechanics of abolishing slavery and the possible
socioeconomic consequences of emancipation in the colonies
themselves. The commission members held a diversity of views,
but there was a general consensus that information was needed
in order to formulate recommendations to the government. As
part of its efforts to acquire information, the commission decided
to investigate the results of emancipation in the British West
Indies. A five man group was selected to carry out these inves-
tigations; the group was headed by Capitaine de Corvette Layrle,
a career naval officer. 1

As a whole, the group visited most of Britain’s Caribbean
possessions, but apparently not all members of the group visited
each of the territories; Layrle, however, visited quite a few,
including Barbados. It is his report on Barbados, based on a
visit during the early 1840s, that is translated in this article.2

Victor Schoelcher, the leading French emancipationist of his
day, objected to the members of this investigatory team, and
questioned if they would be biased by their backgrounds and
vested interests. The group included slaveowners and “‘creoles of
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