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ABSTRACT 

Baptist missions in the British Empire must be understood in the context of the 

Dissenting tradition in England, including Baptist history, theology, epistemology, 

radical politics, and class considerations.  The Baptist missions at Serampore, in British 

Bengal, from 1794 to 1837, and in Jamaica from C. 1824 to 1850 provide ideal case 

studies through which to examine missionary identity formation, as well as the impact of 

missions on the Empire.  British Baptist missionaries, already marginalized in England as 

Dissenters and artisan-class men, faced powerful challenges to their individual identities 

and loyalties in the mission field.  In both India and Jamaica, white missionaries tended 

to identify more with non-white converts than with their fellow colonials.  This shift led 

the Baptists studied here to ground their identities and loyalties in their mission and in 

their churches, rather than in the British Empire.  Baptist missionaries thus viewed 

themselves primarily as Christians and Dissenters, not as English and white, and placed 

allegiance to their churches before English nationalism.  The white missionaries who 

began the missions at Serampore and in Jamaica ultimately entrusted the future of their 

work to non-white converts.  In both cases, the goal of evangelization was an independent 

church led by indigenous Christians.    

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 1

 

Through the medium of their and your struggles, we read the Acts and the Epistles, as it were, with new 

eyes, and seem to behold as in a mirror the Christianity of the early ages.  We can truly say of you, dear 

brethren, and both we and you of them, “now we live, if ye stand fast in the Lord!”   

      --Andrew Fuller to first Baptist missionaries in India 1 

 

 

THE DISSENTING TRADITION IN ENGLAND 

 

 In 1792 in the small town of Kettering, in northern England, a group of fourteen 

Baptist tradesmen and ministers founded the Baptist Missionary Society, collecting a 

subscription of thirteen pounds, two shillings and sixpence to begin the work of overseas 

evangelization.  The Reverend Andrew Fuller, a founding member, later recalled, “When 

we began, in 1792, there was little or no respectability among us, not so much as a squire 

to sit in the chair, or an orator to address him with speeches.”2  The reputation and 

respectability of the Baptist denomination itself was little better: as Dissenters from the 

Established Church, Baptists regularly incurred the wrath of the largely Anglican British 

elite.  Baptist chapels, strongest in Northern commercial towns like Birmingham and 

Northampton, and filled with artisans, shopkeepers, journeymen, and petty professionals, 

contrasted starkly with the wealthy Anglican cathedrals of London and York and their 

Oxbridge-educated, often titled parishioners.  Disdained by political and religious 

authority, the Baptists commended themselves to a higher authority and a larger purpose.  

Their unique worldview, moored in specific theological beliefs and working class 

backgrounds, often alienated them from other Englishmen.  Yet the nineteenth century 

saw the Baptists gain powerful friends in Parliament, win legislative victories at the 

forefront of the day’s major social and political questions, and ultimately, enjoy the 

repeal of the very laws that disbarred them from participation in British governance and 

privilege.  These triumphs at home went hand-in-hand with Baptist successes abroad, 

mostly achieved through the Baptist Missionary Society, whose inauspicious origins 

belied its ultimate influence.   

As many historians have acknowledged, the changing fortunes of the Baptists in 

England and their missionaries in the Empire form a critical thread in the larger British 

                                                           
1 John Clark Marshman, The Life and Times of Carey, Marshman, and Ward.  Embracing the History of the 

Serampore Mission, 2 vol. (London:  Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans, & Roberts, 1859), vol. I, 154 
2  Marshman, I, 17 
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imperial narrative.  Many scholars have applied themselves to the study and analysis of 

the “colonial encounter” within the missionary context, and much of the current 

historiography acknowledges the influential role missionaries played in shaping imperial 

politics and society.  Some historians point to the benevolence and education the 

missionaries brought to the colonized; but the majority of recent work sees the 

missionary enterprise as a venture whose discourses, often characterized by constructions 

of cultural and racial dominance, were bound up in imperialism.3  Much of this 

scholarship emphasizes the immediate social and political contexts in which the 

missionaries worked, but overlooks long-term influences such as Baptist history and class 

background, and particularly Dissenting doctrine.  This focus on the power, influence, 

and control white missionaries exercised over converts, present in much of the current 

scholarship, tends to minimize the role native Christians played in the creation and 

maintenance of a viable, evangelical church.  Thus both missionaries and colonial 

converts are maligned by such an approach. 

I argue, rather, that the actions of Baptist missionaries in the British Empire must 

be grounded in their own theology and worldview.  A thorough comprehension of the 

goals, assumptions, doctrine, socio-economic backgrounds, and political history of this 

religious group within Britain is critical to understanding why the missionaries behaved 

as they did in the colonial setting.  Recent scholarship, including Catherine Hall’s 

excellent and otherwise thorough work on the Baptists in Jamaica in the 1830s and 

1840s, fails to provide this context and thus comes to questionable conclusions regarding 

the missionary enterprise and its effects in the Empire.  An approach which foregrounds 

the Baptist worldview—history, theology, and political and class relationships—and 

                                                           
3  See E. Daniel Potts, British Baptist Missionaries in India, 1793-1837 (Cambridge:  Cambridge 

University Press, 1967) Robert Eric Frykenberg, “Christians in India:  An Historical Overview of Their 

Complex Origins” in Christians and Missionaries in India:  Cross-Cultural Communication since 1500, 

with Special Reference to Caste, Conversion, and Colonialism, ed. Robert Eric Frykenberg, (Grand Rapids:  

William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2003) for examples of the former, and Catherine Hall’s work on the 

Baptists in Jamaica in Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination 1830-1867 

(Chicago:  University of Press, 2002), “Gender and Ethnicity in the 1830s and 1840s” in White, Male, and 

Middle-Class:  Explorations in Feminism and History (New York:  Routledge, 1992), and “White Visions, 

Black Lives:  The Free Villages of Jamaica” History Workshop Journal 36 (1993) for the latter.  Other 

important recent work on missions in the empire includes Susan Thorne, Congregational Missions and the 

Making of an Imperial Culture in Nineteenth-Century England (Stanford:  Stanford University Press, 

1999), Emilia Viotti Da Costa, Crowns of Glory, Tears of Blood: The Demerara Slave Rebellion of 1823 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), Brian Stanley, The Bible and the Flag. Protestant Missions and 

British Imperialism in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Leicester: Apollos, 1990).  
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places Baptist missions within their own context is also needed to gain a balanced and 

comprehensive understanding of the relationship between missions and empire.  Such an 

approach leads to significant conclusions about the ways missionaries viewed themselves 

and their mission, the place of missions within the Empire, and the instrumentality of 

native Christians in creating independent, indigenous churches. 

Before exploring the work of the Baptist Missionary Society in the Empire, then, 

one must turn first to Baptist history, theology, and social and political contexts in 

England itself.  Like many Dissenting denominations in England, the Baptists traced their 

ecclesiastical origins back to Christ, the apostles, and the first century church.  Eighteenth 

and nineteenth century Baptists claimed the day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came 

upon the Twelve Apostles and enabled them to speak in tongues and work miracles, as 

the birth date of their movement.4  Thus many nineteenth century Baptist apologists and 

scholars began their histories of the denomination with John the Baptist, who preached 

repentance and baptized sinners in the Jordan River to prepare the way for Christ.  In his 

massive 1887 History of the Baptists, pastor-scholar Thomas Armitage asserted, “The 

voice, ‘Make straight his paths,’ is the first sentence in Baptist history.”5  Other scholars 

began during the Reformation with the Anabaptists, pointing to that sect’s rejection of 

infant baptism, hierarchical authority, and a state church as prefiguring Baptist doctrines.6  

In 1738, Thomas Crosby, one of the first Baptist historians, held up the Anabaptists as 

“men who [reject the Catholic and Anglican hierarchies].  Their own bishops and priests 

they do chuse for themselves; ignorant and unlearned laymen, that have wife and 

children.  They mutually salute one another by the name of brother and sister.  They own 

no other authority than the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament…”7  Crosby’s 

description of Anabaptist practice does concur with many nineteenth century Baptist 

forms.  Yet most consider the Anabaptists as largely distant from English Baptists, 

                                                           
4  See Acts 2 and Thomas Armitage, footnote 5 below. 
5 Thomas Armitage, A History of the Baptists; Traced by Their Vital Principles and Practices, from the 

Time of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ to the Year 1886. (New York:  Bryan, Taylor, & Co., 1887), 13.  

Armitage referred to Matthew 3:3.  “For this is he [John the Baptist] that was spoken of by the prophet 

Esaias, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight his 

paths.” 
6  See A.C. Underwood, A History of the English Baptists. (London:  The Baptists Union Publication Dept., 

1947), 22-4.  Underwood dates the first Anabaptist church from 1525. 
7  Thomas Crosby, The History of the English Baptists, From the Reformation to the Beginning of the Reign 

of King George I.  4 vol. (London, 1738), vol. I, xxxi 
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“whose origin must be sought elsewhere, and is to be found among those native 

Englishmen who, in a spirit of radicalism and with their eyes on the New Testament, 

carried the principles of the English Reformation to their logical conclusion.”8  Twentieth 

century scholars collectively look to “these native Englishmen,” the Separatists, for 

Baptist beginnings.      

Modern Baptist scholars see the seeds of their movement in the first years of the 

seventeenth century, with John Smyth, whose church emerged out of the Separatist 

movement in England, which itself had emerged from Puritanism.9  After concluding 

from the Scriptures that primitive Christians had baptized not infants, but adult believers, 

John Smyth baptized himself and his congregation in 1609, asserting “That baptism is the 

external sign of the remission of sins, of dying and being made alive, and therefore does 

not belong to infants.”  Evidence of Smyth’s movement is limited, but his group did leave 

behind a twenty-article confession of faith, which rejected Calvinist doctrines like 

election and original sin and placed leadership within individual, autonomous 

congregations.  Smyth’s confession also affirmed “That the Lord’s Supper is the external 

sign of the communion of Christ, and of the faithful amongst themselves by faith and 

love.”  Thus from the beginning of the seventeenth century, English Baptists rejected 

high church forms and hierarchies in favor of the simple sacraments of baptism and the 

Lord’s Supper as ordained by the New Testament. 

Two hundred years after Smyth, the Baptist congregations of England—and new 

mission congregations, founded outside of England by Baptist missionaries—would 

continue to emphasize these two rites above all other sacraments.  Smyth affirmed, in his 

confessions, the program that BMS missionaries would carry out in the Empire, “That the 

grace of God, through the finished redemption of Christ, was to be prepared and offered 

to all without distinction” and “That men, of the grace of God through the redemption of 

Christ are able…to repent, to believe, to turn to God, and to attain to eternal life.”10  This 

belief that all men, first, should hear the word, and, second, could receive and be saved 

                                                           
8  Underwood, 27 
9 The Independent or Congregational churches also arose out of Puritanism around the same time. 
10  William L. Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions of Faith. (Chicago:  The Judson Press, 1959), 98-101.  Some 

scholars suggest that Mennonite teachings, with which Smyth was intimately acquainted, influences his 

conclusions regarding infant baptism.  See also D. Mervyn Himbury, British Baptists:  A Short History.  

(London: The Carey Kingsgate Press Limited, 1962), 27 
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by it underpinned every step taken in Baptist missions in the coming centuries, when 

much of the rest of the religious world doubted the wisdom of preaching abroad or even 

questioned the capability of other races—Africans, for example—to attain salvation.  By 

the end of his life, Smyth’s doctrine was closer to that of the Anabaptists and Mennonites 

than to Puritan and Separatist teachings.  He aligned with the former particularly 

regarding the relationship between Church and State, cementing an early Baptist 

reputation for radical politics.11  The movement, whose churches were called “General 

Baptist,” spread quickly, with most congregations forming in the northern parts of 

England.   

Not long after Smyth, another sect holding similar doctrines, including adult 

baptism, arose independently.  This group, which came to be known as the Particular 

Baptists, “represent the last stage in the evolution of English Separatism as it moved 

forward to its logical outcome in [adult] believer’s baptism.”  This sect retained more 

Calvinistic theology than the more inclusive General Baptists allowed: “Particular” here 

denotes the belief in a “particular” atonement, limited to the elect.12  By the mid-

seventeenth century, both General and Particular Baptists had concluded that baptism was 

for adult believers, that it should be administered by a baptized Christian, and that the 

correct New Testament mode of baptism was full immersion, “resembling burial and 

rising again.”13  Besides adult baptism, the group’s radical views on the Church’s proper 

relationship to the State most set them apart.  “The Puritans were still in the State Church, 

and many of them wished to stay there,” Armitage noted in 1887, “but the Baptists took 

the ground that the pale of the Gospel Church could never be measured by the boundaries 

of the nation.”14  Often forgotten by today’s historians, the Baptists’ early determination 

of the universality of the Church—beyond “the boundaries of nation”—powerfully 

influenced their later missionary practice and their loyalties.   

Thanks to the efforts of mostly lay evangelists and a period of respite from 

persecution, the Baptist churches and their principles developed and spread throughout 

the English Civil War, with a group of Baptists—Roger Williams among them—

                                                           
11  He insisted on a total separation between the two, thus condemning the Church of England.  Himbury, 

30-1 
12  Underwood, 56-7 
13  Underwood, 58-9  
14  Armitage, 437 
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emigrating to New England in 1630, and churches springing up in Scotland, Ireland, and 

Wales, as well.15  An association of seven Particular Baptist churches formulated the 

London Confession in 1644, in the midst of the English Civil War.  This confession, 

which was forwarded to Parliament, stated Baptist doctrine on baptism—immersion was 

declared the correct mode—and protested that “we desire to live quietly and peaceably, 

as becometh saints…so it may prove us to be a conscionable, quiet, and harmless people 

(no ways dangerous or troublesome to human society).”  In response, Parliament granted 

legal toleration to the sect in 1647.16  During the period of confusion after Cromwell’s 

death, though, “Baptists were commonly regarded as most dangerous plotters and 

sectaries.”17  With the Anglican monarchy restored, active persecution soon began again 

and continued nearly unabated through the 1680s.  Parliamentary legislation, including 

the 1673 Test Act, which closed civil and military offices to nonconformists, aimed to 

suppress all dissent from the Established church.18  Many Baptist leaders spent at least 

some time behind bars during the Restoration period; John Bunyan, author of Grace 

Abounding and Pilgrim’s Progress, was the most famous of these.19  Many Baptists even 

faced banishment or death for their convictions at the hands of the restored Stuart 

monarchy.  Indeed, Crosby, writing in 1738 with all the fire of one who could recall the 

events, related several harrowing tales of Baptists dragged from worship to jail and 

                                                           
15  W.T. Whitley, A History of British Baptists. (London:  Charles Griffin & Company, 1923), 67-89 
16  Lumpkin, 148-9 
17  Lumpkin, 220.  The Baptists were only one among many sects outside Anglicanism which thrived 

during the Civil War and Commonwealth, and, though they hastened to assure the government of their 

loyalty, they should be placed in a middle ground in terms of political radicalism—more radical than 

Anglicans and Puritans, but less so than the Quakers, the Diggers, and the Levellers.  Like these latter 

groups, the Baptists completely and vociferously opposed a state church, and also often refused to take 

oaths.  Typically, they did not go so far as to argue, in the face of the Test and Corporation Acts, for the full 

equality of all before the law, as did the Levellers.  Neither did they claim, with the Diggers, “that it was a 

Christian duty to put the common land and crown properties under spade and ploughshare.”  Of course, 

political views varied even within the denomination, and some Baptists actually became Levellers during 

Cromwell’s rule.  See Underwood, 66, 82.  See also footnote 18, below.  
18  Early Baptists histories betray much stronger, angrier feelings about the Restoration than more recent 

accounts.  Armitage goes so far as to attribute the call for Charles II to “a burst of unreasoning loyalty” on 

the part of the English people, and notes that the king “had given his word on honor to protect all his 

subjects in their religious freedom; and then, like a true Stuart, he sold that honor to his lust for power.”  

Armitage, 476.  Other significant legislation included the 1661 Corporation Act, which kept those who 

refused to take the Eucharist in the Anglican fashion out of public office, and the 1664 Conventicle Act, 

which made attendance at nonconformist services subject to harsh penalties.  Many of these laws were 

aimed as much at Catholics as Protestant Dissenters.  See Himbury, 59, Underwood, 100-5  
19  Armitage, 476-7 
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thence to the gallows.20  These were the Baptists’ darkest days, and certainly not a period 

likely to endear future Baptists to the English government. 

The Glorious Revolution and the accession of William and Mary ushered in a 

period of toleration, but, as most Baptist scholars indicate, a time of general religious 

indifference and decline followed for all English denominations.  Church membership, 

clerical intellectual standards, and religious enthusiasm fell before the advance of the 

Enlightenment’s science and reason.21  During these years, the General and Particular 

Baptist churches suffered from doctrinal differences, mostly respecting the Trinity, and 

many churches divided.  The General Baptist churches, who tended to resist needed 

changes (such as education for the pastorate), suffered most, and by 1700, most 

congregations had died out or turned to Unitarianism.22  With the Test and Corporation 

Acts still in force, national and political life offered no opportunity to the Baptists, either. 

Faced with such trials, the churches turned inward, working to organize and consolidate 

their gains while they could.  Evangelism, which had been such a vital part of Baptist 

practice in earlier years, received almost no attention.23  By the mid-eighteenth century, 

all of England’s churches, the Baptists not excepted, were desperately in need of revival. 

In 1738, revival came, but not yet for the Baptists.  Anglican Evangelicals and, 

later, Methodists—George Whitefield and then John Wesley, in particular—stirred 

England’s churches into action with their zealous sermons, preached in the open air to the 

lower orders of society, long neglected by Anglican Latitudinarianism.24  This Great 

Awakening rippled through churches on both sides of the Atlantic.  At first, this wave of 

enormously successful evangelism inspired little reaction from the Baptists, who were 

                                                           
20  A number of detailed accounts of arrests and executions may be found in vol. III of Crosby’s tome.  

Particularly stirring is the story of a minister called John James, who was arrested in 1661 while preaching 

at a Baptist meeting house.  Charged with speaking “treasonable words against his Majesty’s royal person,” 

James received the sentence of death despite his wife’s pleas to the king.  When asked what he had to say 

for himself, James quoted Scripture against his prosecutors.  His last words declared “that Jesus Christ, the 

Son of God, was King of England, Scotland, and Ireland, and of all the kingdoms of the world.”  See 

Crosby, vol. III, 171  
21  See Himbury, 63-4; Underwood, chapter VI  
22  Underwood, 125-7 
23  The falling away from evangelism stemmed partly from the rise of antinomianism among the Particular 

Baptists.  This hyper-Calvinistic doctrine held that, since only the elect would be saved anyway, preaching 

served no purpose.  See Underwood, 133-4 
24  See Robert G. Torbet, A History of the Baptists, 3rd ed.  Valley Forge:  Judson Press, 1963, 73; Whitley, 

211-2   
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still mired in theological debates and characterized by a “censorious spirit.”25  The Baptist 

awakening finally began in the 1750s, when several groups of new believers—though 

converted by a Methodist preacher—concluded that Scripture called for adult baptism by 

immersion.  These churches in the Midlands eventually joined with local General 

Baptists, creating the New Connexion of General Baptists.  Formed in London in 1770, 

this group intended “to revive experimental religion or primitive Christianity in faith and 

practice.”26   

The Methodists affected the Particular Baptists similarly, stimulating church 

cooperation and association, and creating a spirit of revival.  For the Particular Baptists, 

the awakening manifested itself especially in a new emphasis on education, with the 

founding in 1770 of the Bristol Education Society, and in a relaxation of rigidly 

Calvinistic doctrines. 27  This latter attribute grew particularly strong in Northamptonshire 

under the influence of the young Reverend Andrew Fuller, “the man who dealt the mortal 

blow to the system which held that it was impossible for any but the elect to embrace the 

Gospel and that it was therefore useless to invite the unconverted to put their trust in 

Christ.”28  When Andrew Fuller, with his thoughtful, evangelizing spirit, met another 

young Baptist called William Carey and his enthusiasm for foreign missions in the 1790s, 

the Baptist regeneration was complete.  These men, along with other zealous, youthful 

preachers from the north of England, founded the Baptist Missionary Society at 

Kettering, signaling revival and the beginning of a new direction for the denomination.  

As one scholar concludes, the founding of the Baptist Missionary Society “blazed a new 

path destined to be trodden by all who counted.”29  From 1792, the vanguard of Baptist 

talent and energy marched abroad.  The Baptists’ greatest risks and bravest triumphs of 

the next hundred years would unfold, not in the British Isles, but in the British Empire, as 

Baptist missionaries carried the gospel beyond the seas.  

Overall, the long road from John Smyth to Andrew Fuller had been a rocky one 

for the Baptist churches.  Fiercely persecuted from the birth of their movement, the 

Baptists enjoyed a brief period of vibrant growth under the Puritan government of 

                                                           
25  Whitley, 212-7 
26  Lumpkin, 340-1 
27  Torbet, 79-80 
28  Underwood, 161 
29  Whitley, 245 
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Cromwell, but then faced worse persecution than ever after the Restoration.  Though 

Englishmen by birth, they were traitors by law, and many believers died for it.  Finally 

granted toleration after the Glorious Revolution, the Baptists were no longer criminals, 

but they were still marginalized.  The Test and Corporation Acts kept them from truly 

participating in English government.  With this legislation still in force by 1792, the first 

BMS missionaries and their supporters in England hardly had a strong stake in the 

English political system.  The Baptists’ own theological views on church and state, which 

increasingly stressed individual and church autonomy and particularly condemned the 

Church of England, reinforced their fringe position.  Therefore, as the first Baptist 

missionaries went out into the world to spread the gospel, any love of county in their 

hearts was tempered by the memory of two hundred nearly unabated years of English 

persecution—and by their continued second-class citizen status.  With such a background 

behind them, Baptist missionaries abroad were more likely to define themselves as 

Christians and Dissenters than as Englishmen.        

When the first agents of the Baptist Missionary Society left England for “heathen 

shores” in 1794, they carried a highly developed theology with them, and they viewed 

their new surroundings through this lens.  An understanding of Baptist doctrinal beliefs 

and practice is critical to the study of their missions in the empire, for, ideally, a 

missionary’s every decision in the field arose from his understanding of God and God’s 

church.  Of first significance is Baptist ontology:  their beliefs about the nature of man, 

his world, his purpose, and his life beyond the temporal sphere.  In most cases, Baptists 

answered these philosophical questions much as any eighteenth or nineteenth century 

Christian did.  Along with other groups inspired by the Awakening, the Baptists 

formulated an increasingly positive view of man and his potential during this period.  

Where Calvinism had held that only the elect could be saved—leaving little reason for 

the saved to preach abroad, for the “heathen” clearly were not predestined—evangelicals 

renewed the Baptist emphasis upon the universality of Christ’s redemption for all 

mankind.  Believing, with their forbears, that “man was made upright in the image of 

God, free from all disorder natural and moral…yet capable also of sinning, which he 

unhappily did,”30 the Baptists felt keenly the depraved, sinful nature of man and his 

                                                           
30  Articles of Religion of the New Connexion, 1770, quoted in Lumpkin, 343 
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hopelessness without knowledge of salvation in Christ.  The sin of the first man brought 

sin upon all men, who were “by nature children of wrath, the servants of Sin, the subjects 

of death and all other miseries, spiritual, temporal, and eternal, unless the Lord Jesus set 

them free.”31  Baptist missionaries in Jamaica collectively affirmed this view at their 

Jubilee mission celebration in 1862, declaring that they came to preach Christ to the 

Jamaican slave “because he was without God, and without hope in the world--because his 

precious and immortal soul was perishing for lack of the knowledge of Christ and of his 

salvation.”32  The Baptist missionaries believed that man had been created good, but had 

been corrupted by sin, and now lived under wrath because of that sin.  Only God’s plan 

of salvation through Christ, which was clearly laid out in Scripture, could pay the debt 

man owed for sin.  The key to God’s plan was the gospel, the “good news” of Christ.  

With most Christians, Baptists acknowledged Jesus Christ as the Son of God.  By the late 

eighteenth century, the sect had also settled controversy regarding Christ’s humanity or 

divinity.  The 1770 Articles of Religion confirmed, “We believe, that our Lord Jesus 

Christ is God and man, united in one person:  or possessed of divine perfection united to 

human nature, in a way which we pretend not to explain, but think ourselves bound by 

the world of God firmly to believe.”33  Further, they concurred with other sects in their 

view of Christ as the sacrifice for sin and the mediator between man and God:  “he 

suffered to make a full atonement for all the sins of all men—and that hereby he has 

wrought out for us a compleat salvation; which is received by, and as a free gift 

communicated to, all that believe in him; without the consideration of any works done by 

us, in order to entitle us to his salvation.”34   

It was in the means of obtaining this salvation that the Baptists diverged from 

common Protestant doctrine and practice.  Baptists pointed to Ephesians 2:8-10:  it was 

                                                           
31  Second London Confession, 1677, quoted in Lumpkin, 259 
32  John Clark, W. Dendy, J.M. Phillippo, The Voice of Jubilee:  A Narrative of the Baptist Mission, 

Jamaica, from its Commencement; with Biographical Notices of its Fathers and Founders.  London:  John 

Snow, 1865, 10-11.  In Baptist memoirs and autobiographies, ministers censure themselves as much as the 

“heathen.”  In his account of Carey’s youth and conversion, John Clark Marshman noted Carey’s 

mischievous childhood and indulgent youth until the soon-to-be eminent missionary “began to realise his 

danger as a sinner and the necessity of conversion.”  Marshman, I, 3-4 
33  Articles of Religion of the New Connexion, 1770, quoted in Lumpkin, 343.  The view of Christ as both 

God and man seems to have been orthodox from the first century forward, but it was also challenged by 

“heresies” such as Socinianism and Arianism, which denied the deity of Christ, as early as the apostolic 

age.  See Underwood, 127 
34  Articles of Religion of the New Connexion, 1770, quoted in Lumpkin, 343 
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grace that saved the sinner, through faith, and this grace reached and covered the sinner 

through the act of baptism.  This rite also initiated the new convert into Christ’s body, the 

Church, and bestowed upon the young Christian the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Baptists 

affirmed “that it is the indispensable duty of all who repent and believe the gospel, to be 

baptized, by immersion in water, in order to be initiated into a church state; and that no 

person ought to be received into the church without submission to that ordinance.”35  The 

Baptists concluded from the Scriptures that only believing adults had received baptism 

during the days of the apostles; they further found that baptism constituted full 

immersion, so that the sinner reenacted the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ.  

Through the act of baptism, the sinner crucified and buried his former, sinful nature and 

then arose from the water, clean, to live new life in Christ and in his Church.36  Baptists, 

both General and Particular, distinguished themselves by this practice from the early 

seventeenth century.  In his 1887 History, Armitage went so far as to declare that “from 

the introduction of Christianity into Britain, its Baptism was immersion.”  British 

Christians had strayed from original practice, he argued; Baptists were now returning to 

the true, correct method.37  Likewise, missionaries in the empire carefully followed the 

doctrine and practice of baptism by immersion for adult believers.  The first Hindu 

converts in India were immersed in the Ganges, and Jamaican slaves in island rivers, 

often before hundreds of onlookers who lined each bank.38   

British Baptist missionaries, then, went out into the empire with three key 

convictions about the nature and needs of man.  First, all men and women were created in 

God’s image.  Thus, everyone deserved to hear God’s truth, and further, everyone was 

capable of understanding and accepting it.  Second, all had sinned and fallen short of the 

glory of God; therefore, all were destined for eternal punishment, unless they heard and 

accepted the gospel.  Finally, it was by the grace of God that believers were saved, 

through faith in Christ.  Upon confession of their belief, converts received this grace 

                                                           
35  Lumpkin, 344 
36  See Romans 6:4, Colossians 2:12, 1 Peter 2:21.  Matthew’s account of Christ’s baptism by John, which 

states that the Lord “came up out of the water,” was also important in establishing immersion over 

sprinkling.  See Matthew 3:14-6.   
37  Armitage’s History of the Baptists contains two full chapters titled “Immersion in England.”  He notes, 

“Pouring and sprinkling having taken the place of immersion in England, baptism came to mean another 

thing from its former self; the words wash and washing naturally changed to adapt themselves to the new 

ordinance and to the theology by which it was interpreted.” Armitage, 436 
38  See Marshman,I,  139-40, 155, 176; Burchell, 272 
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through the rite of baptism and became a part of the Church. 

In terms of the historiography of missions in the empire, the interpretation and 

application of Baptist epistemology is even more important than ontology.  How did the 

Baptists reach their particular conclusions about theology, church structure, and ethics?  

From what sources and what authority did they derive the beliefs and practices that 

shaped their work in the imperial mission field?  Historians who fail to ask these 

questions cannot present a complete picture of the missionary enterprise.   

As previously discussed, religious historians locate Baptist origins within both the 

Anabaptist and English Separatist traditions.  Both of these sects rejected the Catholic 

and Anglican churches, with their hierarchies, their learned, elite ministers, and their 

perceived neglect of the common Christian.  Like many other groups that sprang from the 

Reformation, the Anabaptists and Separatists looked for a purer church, one more in line 

with the expressed will of God, not the structures and interests of men.  They turned, 

therefore, to the Word of God itself to find and build the perfect Church, though both 

groups, particularly the Separatists, retained some forms and practices inherited from the 

Anglican or Continental traditions.  By the eighteenth century, the Baptists had carried 

this type of epistemological quest to its logical conclusion:  Scripture was the Christian’s 

primary authority.  Baptists sought to restore the church of the New Testament—the 

“primitive Church,” as they often called it—, conforming as exactly as possible to the 

example laid out by the first century apostles and their converts.  Naturally, then, 

nineteenth century Baptist apologists and historians traced the lineage of their movement 

from the New Testament directly through the various permutations of the true, apostolic 

church.  In this manner, the Baptists could define themselves against the Catholic church, 

which claimed unbroken historical succession from the Twelve Apostles, by claiming a 

“true lineage from the Apostolic Churches…rest[ing] in present conformity to the 

apostolic pattern, even though the local church of to-day be self-organized…provided, 

that it stands on the apostolicity of the New Testament alone.”  Armitage painstakingly 

argued in 1887 for a Baptist genealogy that began with John the Baptist and Christ, 

carried on by Paul, Peter and John, then maintained by some who clung to the original 

pattern through the Middle Ages—here Armitage included extensive discussion of 

medieval baptisteries and fonts—, then meandering through the Waldensians and 
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Lollards, thence to various baptizing Reformation sects like the Anabaptists, and finally 

to the Baptists themselves in the seventeenth century.  “So, likewise, the unity of 

Christianity is not found by any visible tracing through one set of people,” Armitage 

concluded.  “It has been enwrapped in all who have followed purely apostolic principles 

through the ages; and thus the purity of Baptist life is found in the essence of their 

doctrines and practices by whomsoever enforced.”39   

Like his Baptist brethren in the mission field, Baptist historian Thomas Armitage 

was clearly aware of the sources and intellectual lineage from which his convictions had 

sprung.  An understanding of missionary epistemology has become increasingly 

important in the light of recent scholarship.  Catherine Hall, particularly, tends to accord 

missionaries’ actions to their “Englishness,” their “whiteness”, and their middle-class 

backgrounds—though most BMS evangelists were of working-class stock—rather than to 

their most deeply held and, indeed, long established religious convictions.  Though 

scholars may discount a story such as Armitage’s as an invented history of an imagined 

community, it is important to note the very real, identifiable ties between apostolic 

Christianity, Armitage’s account of Baptist history and others like it, and Baptist 

missionaries’ efforts in the field.  Armitage argued that a physical lineage, traceable 

through blood or history, was unnecessary and even wrong.  Rather, the true Christians 

could be found throughout history through an examination of their doctrine and practice.  

Only those who adhered to the words of the New Testament and the example of the early 

church could call themselves part of the church of Christ.  Eighteenth and nineteenth 

century Baptists clearly saw this adherence to Biblical truth as a far more binding tie than 

temporal connections of blood or nation.  Baptist doctrine and practice, then, derived 

from three sources, as identified by Baptist historians and missionaries in their own 

                                                           
39 Armitage, 1.  Direct appeals to apostolic example may be seen in Anabaptist literature as early as the 

Waterland Confession of 1580, which declared, “The doctrine which ordained ministers propose to the 

people ought to be or to agree with that which Jesus Christ brought from heaven, which he taught the 

people by word and work…and which the apostles of Christ, at the mandate and according to the spirit of 

Christ, announced.  It…is contained in the books of the New Testament to which we join all that which is 

found in the canonical books of the Old Testament and which is consonant with the doctrine of Christ and 

his Apostles and in accord with the administration of his spiritual kingdom.”  Quoted in Lumpkin, 59. It is 

also significant that nearly every Baptist or pre-Baptist confession Lumpkin includes, which span nearly 

four hundred years, originally contained Scripture references within the text to back up each doctrinal 

assertion.  In the coming chapters, I will show that Baptist missionaries in India and Jamaica shared this 

epistemology. 
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words:  first and foremost, Scripture itself, and then, as interpreted from Scripture, 

Biblical primitivism and apostolic example.  Both in England and abroad, Baptist 

churches looked to these sources as their authority.  They believed that they found there 

the pure, unadulterated will of God, where other Christians had strayed from God’s truth 

and fallen into the mistaken forms and interpretations of imperfect men.  These beliefs 

must be borne in mind by historians who study their adherents.   

When the Baptist Missionary Society prepared evangelists for the field in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century, its leaders impressed this same epistemology 

upon their young agents.  In 1823, during a special service to mark James Phillippo as a 

missionary before he sailed for Jamaica, several eminent local ministers spoke to such 

effect.  The keynote speaker, Reverend J. Acworth of Leeds, discoursed on the 

missionary enterprise, emphasizing key aspects of both Baptist ontology and 

epistemology:  

“Christianity is like the vital air, or the light of heaven, needed by all, and suited to all.  In its 

 invitations it is unlimited, and its promises make no distinction of sex, or age, or station, or 

 country, or colour.  Every Christian feeling prompts to exertions of this kind.  In our endeavour for 

 the extension of the kingdom of Christ we are acting in accordance with the plans and purposes of 

 God.  We are treading in the steps of the apostolic churches and primitive Christians.”40   

 

As they sent a young agent out into the Empire, Baptist ministers in England thus 

reiterated the universality of the gospel, the brotherhood of man, and the preeminence of 

primitive Christianity and apostolic example.   

 Missionary and travel accounts from the field in the late eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries provide countless examples of Baptist theology in practice among unbelievers 

and new converts in the Empire.  Of course, the cultural and circumstantial exigencies of 

each situation called for certain new approaches to preaching and leadership, but the 

Baptists’ faithfulness to the New Testament model was, overall, quite extraordinary.  In 

Jamaica, missionaries set up church communities based on primitive forms and practice, 

and, despite racial barriers, new converts called each other “brother” and “sister” as first 

century Christians had.  The very language of the missionaries and their converts was 

saturated with New Testament terminology.  The missionaries also carried their radical 

Baptist convictions about personal faith and individual freedom into their enterprise in 

                                                           
40 Edward Bean Underhill, Life of James Mursell Phillippo, Missionary in Jamaica, (London:  Yates and 

Alexander, 1881), 25-6 
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plantation Jamaica—with enormous political and social ramifications.   

In India, the first BMS missionary, William Carey, and his colleagues turned to 

the apostles for answers to difficult cultural situations.  Upon the first baptisms, the 

question of whether to give Hindu converts new, Christianized names arose.  After 

looking at the Scriptures, the missionaries decided not to encourage renaming, because, 

they agreed, “it did not appear to have been usual in the apostolic age to repudiate such 

names of heathen origin such as Sylvanus, Olympias, Hermes, Nereus, and Fortunatus.”  

Biblical examples guided their evangelism—both message and method—as well.  The 

Serampore missionaries, in a document describing their “leading principles,” recorded, 

“regarding the style of their addresses to the heathen…the necessity of adhering to the 

example of the Apostle Paul and making the subject of their preaching ‘Christ the 

crucified.’ 41  Baptist doctrine and practice, both in England and in the Empire, rested 

upon the authority of Scripture and aspired to a re-creation of the ideal, primitive church 

of apostolic days.   

For most missionaries, one more element greatly influenced the Baptist 

worldview and shaped missionary practice:  class.  From the beginning of the Baptist 

movement in the early seventeenth century, most adherents came from the lower orders 

of society.  Even leadership and ministers came from the “mechanics” class, as it was 

called, and early preachers had little more education than their congregations.  Too, most 

early ministers received no pay—and no training.  Preachers “earned their living by 

manual labor” and preached, when they could, for free.42  Throughout the seventeenth 

century, the typical Baptist was an artisan.  In his 1738 history, Crosby listed twelve 

Baptists who were arrested while worshipping in Ailsbury in 1664.  Among them were a 

minister, a teacher, a glover, a linen-draper, a tallow-chandler, a farmer, a shoemaker, a 

widow with six children, and a spinster.43   By the late eighteenth century and the 

founding of the BMS, some Baptists had climbed into the middle classes, but most seem 

to have remained artisans, and content to be so.  The first three great missionaries in 

                                                           
41 Marshman, I, 152-3, 228.  The missionaries cited Paul’s words to the Corinthians:  “When I came to you, 

brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about 

God.  For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”  See 1 

Corinthians 2:1-2  
42 Underwood, 125 
43 Crosby, II, 180-3 
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India, William Carey, Joshua Marshman, and William Ward, all began life with scant 

education and simple hand skills.  Carey was a shoemaker, Ward a printer’s apprentice, 

and Marshman weaver’s apprentice.  All had received only a cursory formal education 

until entering the ministry.44  Yet their abilities, carried into the mission field with them, 

contributed significantly to the security and independence of the mission.  A trade often 

assisted a missionary in self-support, and the ability of individual missionaries to support 

themselves and their families with their hands reinforced the sect’s emphasis on personal 

freedom and independence.  In India, Carey got around the East India Company’s anti-

missionary policies by registering as a settler and working in an indigo factory during his 

first years there.45  Later, his knowledge of Bengali won him a post (though not a 

professorship, since he was a Dissenter) at the new College of Fort William.  The five 

hundred rupees a month he earned this way allowed the Serampore mission to become 

independent from England’s pecuniary assistance.46  BMS leadership in England came 

from similar stock, and equally valued individual labor and the independence it could 

provide.  Andrew Fuller, Carey’s encourager and the first secretary of the BMS, “came of 

sturdy yeoman stock” and grew up laboring on his father’s farm in Soham.  Samuel 

Pearce, a young minister and idealist who “played a decisive part in the formation” of the 

BMS, worked as a silversmith before entering the ministry.47  Of the great Jamaica 

missionaries, only one, James Phillippo, came from a middle class background.  Thomas 

Burchell was apprenticed to a wool-stapler, and William Knibb, one of the most 

outspoken defenders of the Jamaican slaves, worked as a Sunday school teacher before 

becoming a missionary.48  Overwhelmingly, the Baptist denomination, its leadership, and 

its missionaries were working class individuals. 

Class differences between Anglican elite and Dissenting artisan only intensified 

religious and political tensions.  In both England and the Empire, the Englishmen in 

power typically persecuted or ignored working class ministers and missionaries.  It is 

difficult to imagine that Baptists entering the mission field forgot the prejudices they had 

                                                           
44 Marshman, I, 5-8, 93-5, 102-5 
45 Marshman, I, 65-8, 90-2 
46 Marshman, I, 144-9 
47 Ernest A. Payne, The First Generation:  The Early Leaders of the Baptist Missionary Society in England 

and India. (London:  Carey Press, 1936), 25, 47 
48 Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects:  Colony and Metropole in the English Imagination, 1830-1867.  

(Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2002), xiii-xviii 
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faced in England.  The missionaries’ mechanics class background formed an integral part 

of their identity and, thus, greatly affected the way they understood and responded to the 

colonial context.  Their class status and political marginalization in England shaped the 

way they viewed themselves and their obligations in the Empire.  Ultimately, political 

and class-related prejudices and assumptions, as well as theological beliefs, led Baptist 

missionaries to question and recreate their own identities and loyalties once they left 

England for the mission field.49 

The humble beginnings of the Baptist Missionary Society, compared with its 

ultimate range of influence and success, mirrors, in many ways, the little-respected place 

of Dissent in British society in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries compared with 

its broad power as part of nineteenth century evangelicalism.  The BMS grew out of the 

mid-eighteenth century revival of church growth, individual spirituality, and 

evangelicalism.  Inspired by Wesley and others, young Baptists began to find in the 

Scriptures a powerful insistence that every Christian must “go into all the world and 

preach the good news to all creation,” for “whoever believes and is baptized will be 

saved, but he who does not believe will be condemned.”50  None heard this call louder, 

nor listened to it more eagerly, than William Carey.  A young shoemaker and sometime-

preacher, only recently converted from the Established church and baptized, he devoured 

missionary accounts and Cook’s Voyages Around the World in his spare time and 

plastered maps above his workbench, with labels for religions and tribes.  “The project of 

establishing a Mission among the heathen had taken such complete possession of his 

mind as to absorb his thoughts and his affections.  He could talk of little else.”51  Yet 

Carey, at first, found little support or encouragement among even Baptist ministerial 

brethren, and certainly met with no affirmation from other denominations.  As a recent 

convert and a very young man, he carried little weight in the community of Dissent, and 

older ministers did not hesitate to make this clear to him.  When, at a ministers’ meeting 

at Northampton, Carey proposed for discussion the topic of “the duty of Christians to 

                                                           
49 Armitage’s history suggests that nineteenth century Baptists held this view even outside of the imperial 

context.  Armitage begins his introduction by stating unequivocally that his book “is not the history of a 

nationality, a race, or an organization, but of a people” whose principles and practices reflect New 

Testament truth.  Armitage, 1 
50 Mark 16:15-6 
51 Marshman, I, 9 
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attempt the spread of the Gospel among heathen nations,” “the venerable divine received 

the proposal with astonishment, and, springing to his feet, denounced the proposition 

with a frown, and thundered out, ‘Young man, sit down.  When God pleases to convert 

the heathen, He will do it without your aid or mine.”52  The Christian public, for a 

hundred years content to argue the finer points of theology and occasionally offer a 

handout to the local poor, simply were not prepared for such a notion, and for some time, 

Carey fought alone for the cause of foreign missions.  Yet Carey was persistent, and he 

soon gained an ally in the young Reverend Andrew Fuller of Kettering and in other 

youthful, optimistic pastors who, with Carey, had been inspired by the Awakening and 

were prepared to commit themselves and their churches to a more active execution of 

their faith.   

Along with John Ryland, a Northampton pastor, and John Sutcliff of Olney, 

Fuller had already begun to reexamine strict Calvinism.  Influenced greatly by the 

Awakening writings of Jonathan Edwards, these young ministers became convinced that 

Baptists needed to re-emphasize evangelism.  When these three men met William Carey, 

then only recently ordained a Baptist minister, in 1791, their mutual concerns, fired by 

Carey’s enthusiasm and willingness, quickly grew into bigger plans.  Carey presented his 

case to the Dissenting public in May 1792, when he published An Enquiry into the 

Obligations of Christians to use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens with Fuller’s 

encouragement and advice.  At the same time, Fuller, Ryland, and Sutcliff preached 

increasingly mission-oriented sermons to fire up their Northamptonshire churches.  At 

last, the ministers of the Northamptonshire Association formed the “Particular-Baptist 

Society for propagating the Gospel among the heathen”—the BMS—in the back-parlor 

of an obliging Kettering parishioner, on 2 October 1792.53  They declared their intent “to 

evangelise the poor dark idolatrous heathen by sending missionaries into different parts 

of the world where the light of the glorious Gospel was not at present published.”54  

Among the fourteen founders, nearly all were young men—most in their twenties and 

thirties—, and none was wealthy, though most still put a week’s salary into Fuller’s 
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snuffbox towards the first Society subscription.  Fuller, Ryland, Sutcliff, Carey, and 

Reynold Hogg, a pastor from Thrapston, were chosen to make up the directing 

Committee.  “Once more God had chosen things which are despised for his glory,” 

Baptist historian Ernest Payne records.55   

“Things which are despised” aptly describes most early perceptions of the BMS.  

Initially, even other Baptist churches in England were skeptical of the organization and 

its declared purpose.  Fuller recalled that “good Dr. Stennett,” the most influential Baptist 

minister in London at the time, “advised the London ministers to stand aloof and not 

commit themselves.”  Other denominations reacted with equal aversion.  A Reverend 

Hamilton of the Church of Scotland stated that “to spread abroad the knowledge of the 

gospel among the barbarous seemed to him highly preposterous, inasmuch as it 

anticipates, nay, reverses the order of nature.  Men must be polished and refined in their 

manners before they can be properly enlightened in religious truths.”56  With such 

skepticism and outright opposition from both inside and outside their own movement, the 

Society immediately faced the problem of funds and support.  A little-known group of 

young ministers from the north of England could not command broad influence 

throughout their denomination, much less among all the Protestant churches of Britain.  

Samuel Pearce, an equally young, but highly charismatic Birmingham pastor and friend 

of Carey’s, took the first step towards creating a supportive base when he collected 

seventy pounds from his own church and formed an auxiliary society in Birmingham to 

raise funds and awareness for the work of the new BMS.57  With funds and organization 

at least a bit more secure, the Society was able, in January 1793, to settle upon Bengal as 

their first sphere of labor, and to depute Carey and John Thomas, a friend of Sutcliff’s 

who had already spent time in India, as their first missionaries.   

Thus began the Baptist Missionary Society.  Tiny and despised in 1793, the 

organization was made up of young, inexperienced men who were outsiders even within 

their own denomination, itself on the fringe of English Protestantism.  Too, all of its early 

                                                           
55 Payne, 12-5.  Payne alludes here to 1 Corinthians 1:26-29.  “Brothers, think of what you were when you 

were called.  Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of 

noble birth.  But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of 

the world to shame the strong.  He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things--and the 

things that are not--to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.” 
56 Marshman, I, 17-9 
57 Payne, 48-50.  See also Stanley, 15 
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leaders hailed not from London’s wealth or the country gentry, but from the northern 

artisan class.  Funds and any sort of institutional support remained uncertain for years.  

Throughout the first thirty years of its existence, the BMS and its missionaries faced 

pecuniary difficulties and political persecution.  Yet, by the mid-nineteenth century, the 

organization wielded considerable influence as a key player in evangelical initiatives for 

the abolition of the slave trade, greater Parliamentary oversight of the East India 

Company, and other “humanitarian” questions related to the administration of the British 

Empire.  It was the imperial context that made the BMS great.  From their positions as 

colonial insiders of sorts, Baptist missionaries spoke with singular authority before 

Parliament and before the world during the nineteenth century.  To a considerable extent, 

their voices helped shape Britain’s relationship with her colonies throughout this period.  

Therefore, the question of missionary identity and loyalty is one of great significance 

both for religious and social history, and for imperial history.  As religious historian 

Olwen Hufton has acknowledged, recent historiography has increasingly recognized the 

role religion plays in identity formation.  This phenomenon is amplified within the 

colonial context, he says:  “The balancing of notions of difference in the juxtaposition of 

two religions with contrasting codes of belief has been fundamental to the understanding 

of the cultural encounters of Europeans as they expanded in Asia and the Americas.”58  In 

the colonial setting, multiple threads of interest and ideology came together, and 

identities and definitions mixed and merged.  “Native” worldviews met and clashed with 

the goals and assumptions of imperial administrators, some seeking to spread British 

“civilization,” others looking to line their pockets.  Dissenting missionaries, whose 

background and beliefs refused to fall easily into any category, complicated the picture.  

Missions played a major role in identity formation within the empire, affecting both 

colonizer and colonized, and ramifying through both empire and metropole. 

The inherent struggle of the missionary project to balance a history and theology 

of radical freedom and individuality against the economic and political imperatives of a 

successful British Empire played itself out in various ways and places during the 

nineteenth century.  In the mission field, the Baptists faced an array of challenges that 
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ultimately led them to question their loyalties and identities.  As marginalized Dissenters 

in England, Baptists already faced such conflict.  Their ambivalence only increased when 

they entered the more complicated colonial setting.  India—Bengal, specifically—and 

Jamaica, the two most significant spheres of labor for the Baptist Missionary Society in 

first half of the nineteenth century, provide crucial contexts in which to explore the 

struggle, resolutions, and ramifications of the missionary enterprise in the British Empire.  

Best examined within the context of the Baptist worldview as formulated by theology and 

class background, these case studies provide strong evidence that many Baptist 

missionaries in the field viewed themselves more as Christians and Dissenters than as 

English and white, and cleaved to their faith and their Christian brethren before their 

nation and countrymen—with significant consequences for their role in the Empire. 

When the five members of the Committee of the BMS took their thirteen pounds, 

two shillings and sixpence and considered how best to spend it in 1792, their eyes fell 

first upon India.  William Carey, the young shoemaker-turned-preacher who had 

essentially pestered an otherwise reluctant set of Baptist ministers into establishing the 

Society in the first place, sailed for the East in 1794.  His and other missionaries’ work 

outside Calcutta, in the face of “Hindoo superstition,” government opposition, fire, and 

flood, would capture the British evangelical imagination and provide the example for all 

later missions in the Empire.  Thus, the work of the BMS in India provides an excellent 

case study for an analysis of missionaries and their place in imperial history.   

When Carey and Thomas entered Bengal in 1794, the British had only begun to 

gain ascendancy on the subcontinent.  Robert Clive’s victory at Plassey in 1757 had 

secured Bengal for the East India Company, but with unfriendly Indian kings and tribes 

on every side, the Company was more concerned about maintaining its tenuous grip on 

pieces of the rich subcontinent than spreading Western education and religion among 

millions of new Hindu and Muslim subjects.59  In fact, the Company outright opposed 

such efforts as likely to stir up native prejudices and undermine British control.  A faction 

of Company supporters in Parliament—many in rotten borough seats that Clive had 

purchased with his spoils of victory—as well as the majority of the Court of Directors 

effectively kept missionaries from working freely in India until 1813.  To the horror of 
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Baptists and other evangelicals in England, the Company clearly cared only to exploit 

India’s riches, leaving its inhabitants languishing in “ignorance and superstition.”  

Missionaries could not enter the country without a license, and the Company’s Court of 

Directors would not grant licenses.60  Further, greed found an ally in wounded imperial 

pride.  The War of American Independence had left a bitter legacy and shifted Britain’s 

primary colonial emphasis to the East, and British imperialists were determined not to 

make the same mistake twice.  When the great evangelical Parliamentarian William 

Wilberforce advocated “measures…as may gradually tend to [India’s] advancement in 

useful knowledge and…religious and moral improvement” during the debate on the 

renewal of the Company’s charter in 1793, one of the Directors opposed the measure on 

the grounds of imperial interests.  “One of the leading and most efficient causes of the 

separation of America from England, as the mother country, was the founding of 

Colleges and establishing seminaries for education in different provinces,” he argued.  

“Sound policy dictated that we should, in the case of India, avoid and steer clear of the 

rock we had split on in America.”61  India was now Britain’s largest imperial possession, 

and Britain was determined to keep it.  Thus, the men in power in England and their 

representatives in India completely opposed the missionary enterprise.  Company 

servants in Bengal did little to redeem Englishmen in the Baptists’ eyes.  These young 

men “regard[ed] the Sacred Scriptures with indifference, if not aversion…Nothing was 

considered so unfashionable as religion, and even a formal attendance on Christian 

ordinances on the Sunday inspired contempt.”62  The first missionaries to enter India saw 

in their fellow Englishmen there only greed, debauchery, and negligence.   

Beyond opposition from their own government, the missionaries faced merciless 

odds and horrendous conditions in India itself.  Except for a tiny group of Indian 

Christians in the Tamil peninsula and a small Danish mission that had transferred to 

Bengal from Tranquebar in 1758, Christianity was virtually unknown among the natives 

of the subcontinent, and the gospel had certainly never been taught or printed in any of 
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the Indian languages.63   Too, the economic viability of the fledgling BMS was by no 

means assured; Carey and Thomas had to be prepared to support themselves and their 

families with their own two hands.  With eighteen months often elapsing between the 

dispatch of a letter and the arrival of a reply from England, the missionaries in India were 

largely on their own for funds, organization, and moral support.64  In addition, the very 

climate of India seemed to be against the missionaries.  Within a twelve-month period in 

1811-1812, ten members of the mission family, many of them children, died of disease.65  

Finally, the Bengali population’s response to the gospel was apathetic at best, and often 

outright hostile.  Carey labored for seven full years before the first native convert 

expressed his desire for baptism, and this convert quickly fell away from the faith.66  

Surrounded by “idolatry” and horrified by sati and other Hindu rituals, the missionaries 

clung more fiercely than ever to the promises of God, in whom they placed their full trust 

and hope.  The Baptists in India, despite overwhelmingly hostile circumstances, located 

their identities in God and in his work in Bengal, subordinating other loyalties to this 

cause.  

Only the mission in Jamaica, begun about twenty-five years after Carey’s passage 

to India, inspired equal interest and devotion and, in the 1830s, commanded the attention 

of virtually all of England.  When BMS agents began to evangelize there in 1813, 

Jamaica offered slightly more auspicious prospects than India had promised in 1794.  The 

West Indies had long been counted among the most lucrative colonies in the British 

Empire.  Jamaica had, for two hundred years, been a vital link in the triangle trade of 

rum, slaves, and molasses.  With an economy based almost exclusively on the cultivation 

of luxury goods, mostly sugar cane, for export, Jamaica relied heavily upon plantation 

slavery.  The slave population of Jamaica lived at the mercy of a small group of white 

elites, many of them absentee landlords who had little long-term interest in the island or 

its inhabitants.  Anglican and other ministers on the island ministered mostly to the white 

population and ignored the slavery problem.67  Christianity was already present, and even 
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some native Baptist churches, founded by former slaves from America, had sprung up 

briefly on the island.  Yet, in Jamaica as in India, the colonial government and local elites 

strongly opposed the BMS missionaries’ work and did everything possible to prevent it.  

While these white Englishmen opposed their message, African slaves welcomed the 

gospel with joy, leading the Baptists to contrast African converts, despite their 

“ignorance,” favorably against Jamaica’s white population.  Thus in Jamaica, even more 

so than in India, missionaries began to relocate their identities, aligning themselves with 

their black brothers and sisters and defining themselves against the white planter elite, 

whom they viewed as debauched and oppressive.  This struggle would ultimately lead to 

the Baptists’ fight for the abolition of slavery and their continued support of the black 

peasantry on the island, even when the viability of the Jamaican economy hung in the 

balance.   

In both India and Jamaica, then, the local government hated and mistrusted the 

missionaries and, in many cases, did its best to obstruct their work.  The shared 

community of race grew more complicated overseas, as well, for in both settings the local 

white population presented a poor contrast to pious native converts, with whom the 

missionaries increasingly identified.  Indeed, the nature of the gospel message itself 

tended to break down class, and racial distinctions kept intact in England were 

increasingly challenged overseas.  In these unfamiliar, uncomfortable contexts, the 

missionaries turned increasingly to the realities which, they believed, promised to endure 

beyond culture, race, and place:  they anchored their identities in their faith, which told 

them that all people should hear and receive salvation in Christ, and that those, of any 

blood or nation, who accepted and followed that message were the true bearers of the 

faith.  

When viewed in the light of Dissenting history, theology, and social and political 

conditions, the Baptist missionary enterprise in the British Empire emerges as a complex, 

often conflicted project.  Already marginalized in England, missionaries in the Empire, 

faced with opposition and derision from white British authority, increasingly defied the 

boundaries of nation and race to identify themselves with their converts.  Strong evidence 
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suggests that Baptist missionaries in the British Empire saw themselves first as Christians 

and Dissenters, not as English and white.  Ultimately, this radical relocation of identity, 

shaped by religious belief, shifted the Baptists’ political allegiance, as well.  When faced 

with a choice between the two, missionaries pledged their loyalties and lives not to 

England, but to the Kingdom of God.  Their actions in the mission field aimed to create 

free, independent native churches.  Though most missionaries maintained that the gospel 

could only benefit Britain in the long run, the Christians they baptized and the churches 

they started would eventually challenge white, English authority in the Empire, just as the 

early Baptists had opposed the dominion of the Anglican elite at home. 
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Conversing with his elder sister, he mentioned that his doctor had told him, last evening, he would not live 

the night through; ‘but, (he observed), ‘I did not think so.  I could not speak, to tell him that I entertained a 

different opinion, but I felt a certainty, in my own mind, that my end was not near.  Indeed, I had a firm and 

abiding conviction, that I had a great deal of work to do, before my heavenly father called me home.’  

When asked, what made him think so? He replied, ‘From a constant whispering to my heart, “Be up and 

doing.”    

--William Burchell on Thomas Burchell, Jamaica missionary68 

 

 

THE JAMAICA MISSION, PART ONE 

 

 On August 1, 1838, the British Parliament acquiesced to the pressure of churches, 

philanthropists, and radical antislavery groups and, at the risk of alienating nearly the 

entire white planter population of the West Indies and their colonial legislatures, 

extended full freedom to all former slaves.  Though slavery had been abolished in 1833, 

the “apprenticeship system” that followed had kept Britain’s African subjects bound to 

their former masters, sometimes under even worse conditions than before.69  The day of 

full freedom was, thus, a day for celebration, worship, and thanksgiving.  On this day in 

Spanish Town, the capital of Jamaica, a curious celebratory parade of newly-freed 

apprentices, their black-skinned children, and, scattered among them, white Baptist 

missionaries wound its way through the streets and past the Government House.  The 

participants marched like pilgrims to Zion, singing hymns, laughing, and crying.  Despite 

the dire warnings of planters and legislators that emancipation would lead to a violent 

uprising, only joy, gratitude, and, indeed, displays of loyalty to England characterized the 

celebrations throughout the island that day.   

“The whole scene was deeply interesting,” reported the Jamaica Gazette, “and the 

order and propriety observed would have done credit to the most civilised country in the 

world.  The conduct of the people in this district generally, in other respects also, is such 

to entitle them to the highest commendation…They voluntarily went out to work on the 

second day, and in some instances on the following, and supplied the usual demand of the 
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market, presenting their labour thus voluntarily given as a free-will offering of their 

employers.”70  Such decorum and even generosity on the part of the freed slaves certainly 

surpassed the expectations of both Jamaican legislators and skeptics in England and 

hardly matched the treatment the slaves had received at the hands of their owners.  

Clearly, some outside influence had engendered this response.  The parade at Spanish 

Town offered an answer to the paradox, for at the head of the procession marched one 

James Mursell Phillippo, a Baptist missionary whose efforts, with other Baptist 

colleagues, to secure the abolition of slavery and then apprenticeship had won thousands 

of Africans to the Baptist faith.  The joyful spectacle at Spanish town, which had, in fact, 

been planned and implemented under the missionaries’ direction, included hundreds of 

school children carrying banners and flags.  Reverend Phillippo’s description of the scene 

carefully notes the messages printed on some of the children’s banners: 

 “1. Am I not a man and a brother? 

  2.  The day of our freedom. 

  3.  England, land of liberty, of light, of life. 

  4.  Ethiopia bends her knee to God and gives him glory. 

  5.  Freedom shall henceforth for ever be enjoyed throughout the British empire. 

  6.  Equal rights and privileges. 

  7.  Philanthropy, patriotism, and religion, have, under God, achieved for us this glorious triumph. 

  8.  Emancipation in peace, in harmony, in safety, and acquiescence, on all sides. 

  9.  Truth, justice, and right have at length prevailed. 

  10.  Let strife and conflict from these lands be driven,  

         And men and masters fill the path to heaven. 

  11.  May the cause of mercy triumph in both hemispheres. 

 12.  The 1st of August, 1838, never to be forgotten through all generations.”71 

This parade and the mixed messages—equality and justice, yet acquiescence and 

loyalty—it attempted to convey, with banners doubtlessly created and printed by the 

white missionaries, though carried by former slave children, reveal the bundle of tensions 

and contradictions that so characterized the missionary project in Jamaica.  White Baptist 

missionaries faced daily questions of identity and loyalty as they worked among former 

slaves and masters.  Horrified by the callous selfishness and debauchery of the white 

planter population, and gratified by the former slaves’ ready acceptance of the gospel, the 

missionaries found themselves identifying more with the black population than the white.  

As their evangelization among the Africans bore fruit and their influence over the black 
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population grew, many missionaries were forced to question their loyalties, as well.  

Where did their first allegiance lie—with the Kingdom of God, or with England?  The 

labors of an extraordinary group of Baptist missionaries in Jamaica from about 1830 to 

1838 reveal much about the nature of missions in the colonial context.  Despite the 

declared apolitical nature of their mission, these men, once they understood and identified 

with the circumstances of their slave converts, poured all of their strength into the fight 

for the end of slavery and apprenticeship, with major ramifications for the Baptist 

churches in Jamaica and broader implications for the British Empire itself.72  

* * * 

 From the beginning, the missionaries carefully avoided overt politics.  They were 

unconcerned with worldly institutions, for the calling to save souls was immeasurably 

more important, they believed.  Further, they knew that any meddling in political 

controversy—especially agitation against slavery—could hurt the mission.  In a volume 

written to mark the Jubilee year of the Baptist mission in Jamaica in 1862, the 

missionaries looked back upon the early days of their work and saw fit to publish the 

goals and aims that had motivated them:   

“Christian missionaries did not come to Jamaica to abolish slavery, or to change the political 

institutions of the country.  Their vocation was infinitely higher and holier.  They came indeed out 

of compassion for the poor slave; but it was because his mind was in the darkness of ignorance, 

and superstition, and sin—because he was without God, and without hope in the world—because 

his precious and immortal soul was perishing for lack of the knowledge of Christ and of his 

salvation.”73        

 

The Baptist Missionary Society, which trained, sent, paid, and oversaw the Baptist 

missionaries in Jamaica, instructed its agents, “Do not intermeddle with 

politics…Remember that the object is not to teach the principles and laws of an earthly 

Kingdom…but the principles and laws of the kingdom of Christ…Political and party 

discussions avoid as beneath your office.”74  Yet the very character of the gospel as the 
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Baptists understood and preached it compelled them to involve themselves further than 

they or the Baptist Missionary Society wished.  Missionary John Clark continues in The 

Voice of Jubilee:  “But the gospel is the everlasting foe of every kind of 

bondage…Wheresoever it comes, it seeks to emancipate from every yoke.  It has a 

natural and implacable antipathy to oppression, and cannot live in the same land with 

slavery.”  The missionaries conclude triumphantly that it was not their political actions, 

but the gospel itself, that struck down slavery in Jamaica.75  Still, the role of the 

missionaries in securing emancipation was considerable.  Despite their initial 

determination to remain above politics, their deep involvement and, ultimately, 

identification with the slave population would not allow them to remain silent. 

 The young Baptist Missionary Society, initially formed in 1792 to send agents to 

India, sent their first representative to Jamaica in 1813, at the request of a planter who 

wanted the gospel preached to his slaves.76  It is important to note that these were not the 

first evangelistic efforts among Jamaica’s slaves; Jamaican and African Christians had 

already begun the work.  Converted slaves and several free black Christians preached 

before any white missionaries arrived, and the “Native Baptist” congregations they 

started thrived during the first decade of the nineteenth century.  Most of these were 

stamped out by planter legislation in 1807, but the religious tradition and memory 

remained, and needed only a small flame to be rekindled.77  Indeed, one English 

missionary, in recounting the beginnings of the mission, stated that Europeans rarely 

founded churches; rather, they arrived where a congregation had already been formed by 

the personal evangelistic efforts of the people.  Then they began to preach and oversee.78  

Thus, when the first white missionaries arrived in Jamaica, the precedent for black 

churches under black leadership had already been set.  The foundation of this “Native 

Baptist” tradition was accepted and even utilized by the Society’s missionaries, who 

would rely heavily upon some of the structures and methods their predecessors had 

already successfully employed.   

For the purposes of this study, significant English Baptist missionary efforts 
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began in 1824, when Thomas Burchell and James Mursell Phillippo arrived in Jamaica.  

The two men had met and begun a lifelong friendship when they were accepted as 

missionaries by the Baptist Missionary Society in 1819.  Though he spent his youth as a 

wool-stapler’s apprentice, Burchell had voraciously read every missionary periodical he 

could find since childhood, longing to go abroad and preach.  Phillippo came from a 

middle-class family, rare among Baptists.  He, too, had long considered the missionary 

enterprise and, though he often felt himself unworthy of the task, believed that God could 

use even “the foolish things of this world” to accomplish “the mightiest of His designs.”79  

The third of the great Jamaica missionaries, William Knibb received his ordination in 

1824, as well, and followed close behind.  Knibb had taught Sunday school for a scant 

living before he sailed to Jamaica, and he was eager to bring his educative talents to the 

largely illiterate slave population.  The last of the three to arrive on the island, Knibb 

would prove to be the most politically volatile and the most outspoken.  All were young 

men, in their twenties, and full of hope.  These three men, Burchell, Phillippo, and Knibb, 

came to Jamaica with the conviction that the slaves were sunk in spiritual ignorance and 

doomed to eternal death without the gospel.  At first, their only goal was the salvation of 

souls.  Yet these men, particularly Knibb, would be among the most influential figures on 

the island during the 1830s and 1840s, playing a central role in the abolition of slavery 

and apprenticeship, and in the explosive growth of Christianity on the island in the late 

1830s.    

 During the first years of their ministry in Jamaica, the Baptist missionaries 

witnessed the horrors of slavery and experienced the frustrations of preaching to men and 

women who were often forbidden from attending church, from reading scripture, and 

even from marrying.  Burchell later recalled with exasperation that the slaves “could be 

instructed only by stealth.”80  All of the godlessness of the society could be traced back to 

the horrible institution of slavery, the missionaries thought.  William Knibb wrote to his 

mother, “I know not how any person can feel a union with such a monster, such a child of 

hell…The slaves have temporal comforts in profusion, but their morals are sunk below 

the brute, and the iron hand of oppression daily endeavours to keep them in that 
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ignorance to which it has reduced them.”81  As they worked among the people, baptized 

converts, and gained “brethren,” as they called them, among the slave population, the 

missionaries kept silent with increasing difficulty.   

Soon, despite their promises to avoid political involvement, they were interceding 

in specific cases on behalf of their converts.  “I do all that I can to prevent oppression,” 

Knibb wrote back to England.  “I have told the magistrates respectfully, but firmly, that 

let the consequences be what it may, no one shall oppress my people with impunity.”82  

Yet the Baptists’ position in Jamaica was very tenuous, particularly because the 

missionaries worked so closely with the slave population.  Though such a level of 

identification and interaction between slaves and missionaries certainly helped create 

strong churches, it also made planters very suspicious and hostile towards Baptist 

influence.  Thus, when a major slave rebellion erupted in 1831, the Baptists could hardly 

escape being tainted.  Touched off by a debate in the House of Commons over immediate 

abolition, and exacerbated by inflammatory protest speeches and articles from planters 

and legislators in Jamaica, the uprising occurred in the western parishes, where most 

mission stations were located.83  The fact that Sam Sharpe, the rebellion’s leader, 

identified himself as both a “native Baptist” and a member of Burchell’s congregation, 

quoted Scripture against slavery, and set up Burchell, who was in England at the time, as 

an absent leader who would return with emancipation papers, only further implicated the 

missionaries.  Though the Baptists preached peace and obedience once they discovered 

the plans for rebellion, their congregations grew angry and disappointed at this lack of 

support, and the uprising went forward anyway.
 84   

After the suppression of the rebellion—accompanied by the execution or outright 

murder of hundreds of slaves—contemporaries knew whom to blame, calling the uprising 

the “Baptist War.”  Indeed, though none of the missionaries had encouraged the rebellion, 

“the network of mission stations and their attendant satellites of sectarian groups [native 
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Baptists and others] became the mechanism for…mobilization.”85  Further, as the 

missionaries themselves affirmed, their message was “the everlasting foe of every kind of 

bondage,”86 and the role the radical teachings of the gospel, and its workings among the 

slave population, played in the event was undeniable.  The Baptists immediately felt the 

backlash of planter fears:  Knibb, Burchell, and other missionaries, including those from 

other denominations, were arrested, persecuted, and blasted in the press, and chapels 

were burned or dismantled.  Worse, planters took measures to stop any further mission 

work, even persecuting any slaves suspected to be Christians.87    

 Apparently, it was this restriction of further evangelization that set the Baptist 

missionaries on a new, radical course.  Slavery, as an impediment to the gospel, had to be 

abolished.  As Phillippo recalled, it was the “increasing efforts to frustrate the objects of 

their mission” that propelled the missionaries into this drastic stance.  They could not 

stand by while “that accursed system…aimed to quench the light of heaven, to close the 

avenues to the tree of life, and to consign its helpless victims, not only to degredation and 

misery in this world, but to everlasting torment in another.”  Once committed to the cause 

of abolition, the Baptists were formidable adversaries.  As experienced observers of the 

system, they could give speeches and publish pamphlets on the evils of slavery with 

authority and very real, personal emotion.  Indeed, now that they had chosen to fight, the 

missionaries supplied antislavery agitators in England with a great deal of their political 

weaponry.  Phillippo wrote: “Though from the first they had regarded it as their bounded 

duty to inculcate upon the victims of misrule and oppression, obedience to the civil 

authorities, and patient submission to their nameless wrongs, yet now impelled by justice, 

humanity, and religion, they fearlessly published to the world the atrocities they had 

witnessed, and thus supplied the material by which the philanthropists of Britain were 

enabled to move the nation in their favour.” 88  In April, 1832, William Knibb sailed for 

England to explain the new complexities of the Jamaica mission to the BMS directly.  

Though the Society remained cautious, Knibb was determined to win them over to an 

antislavery stance.  His emotional descriptions of slavery’s physical and spiritual cruelties 
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before the Society’s June meeting provoked exactly the response he had intended.  His 

speech brought the full weight of the Baptist Churches in England around to the cause of 

abolition.89   

 Despite organized opposition from Jamaica’s planters and their allies in the 

Church of England on the island, and the best efforts of the West Indian interest in 

Parliament, the dream of emancipation—which had effectively begun with the 

evangelical leader William Wilberforce half a century before, then carried on by men like 

Knibb—became law on August 28, 1833.90  Significantly, Edward Stanley, the minister 

who proposed the finally adopted plan of emancipation, cast the colonial legislatures and 

the planters they represented as the source of most of the West Indies’ problems, just as 

the missionaries did.  During debate, he chastised the colonial legislatures which, he said, 

were far behind the mother government in terms of humanitarian laws.  Contrasting a 

righteous England with her selfish colonies, he intoned, "Up to this hour the voice neither 

of friendly expostulation nor of authority has produced the desired effect upon the 

Colonial Legislatures—not a single step has been taken by any of them with a view to the 

extinction of negro slavery."91  Stanley’s position illustrates an interesting theme that runs 

throughout the conflict in Jamaica:  a felt alliance between a middle class, evangelical 

faction in Parliament, working- and middle-class evangelical churches in England, and 

their missionaries in the Empire.  Whenever the Baptists in Jamaica found themselves 

without redress there, they looked to England for support and for justice.92  Likewise, the 

temper of the English people, caught up in antislavery zeal, unequivocally favored the 

missionaries and the slaves during these decades.93  The plan of emancipation provided 
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for a period of “apprenticeship” to follow abolition.  Praedial (field) slaves would be 

required to work for wages under their former masters until 1840, non-praedial 

(household) slaves until 1838.94  As the missionaries renewed their efforts under this new 

system, they quickly saw that apprenticeship would be little better than slavery for the 

people of Jamaica and the cause of the gospel.   

 As with the campaign for abolition, the struggle over apprenticeship bitterly 

divided planters and missionaries, and the latter again turned to England for redress.  The 

fight against what the missionaries saw as slavery by a new name was waged on both 

sides of the Atlantic.  In England, Joseph Sturge, a Birmingham Quaker and friend of 

Knibb’s, pressed the BMS to take an immediate stand against apprenticeship.  Knibb sent 

firsthand accounts of the workings of apprenticeship to Sturge and his supporters, which 

were then used to light a fire under English evangelicals who felt that 1833 had gone far 

enough.95  In their letters, the missionaries made their disappointment in the plan of 

emancipation evident.  Burchell wrote to his brother in 1836, “With respect to the 

apprenticeship system itself, it turns out to be anything but salutary and beneficent…Mr. 

Stanley, however, committed an almost unpardonable offence, when he imposed six 

years of apprenticeship upon the negroes, under pretence of preparing them for 

freedom.”96  Appealing again in another letter to the trans-Atlantic alliance of 

evangelicals, he added, “I do trust that British Christians will exert themselves, and save 

the people.  They cannot bear it.  It is not becoming as bad as, and even more harassing 

than, slavery itself.”97   Knibb’s letters are full of similar concerns, though he has nothing 

but approval for the behavior of the black population.  In January 1836, he wrote: 

“I am in a land of half freedom, where there is much that is pleasing, and much to annoy.  Every 

effort has been made in certain quarters to prevent the system from working, but hitherto in vain.  

The general conduct of the emancipated Africans is above all praise; nor do I believe that there is a 

population on earth among whom less crime is committed.  We only need perfect freedom to make 

the colony prosperous.  This must come, and the sooner the better.  I bless God for what has been 

done, but I do not like the apprenticeship system, because it is unjust; yet it is not slavery, and it 
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must issue in freedom.”98   

 

Coming from men on the spot, missionary voices spoke with authority, and their 

warnings of impending insurrection in Jamaica combined with the determined efforts of 

agitators like Joseph Sturge at home to ensure a hearing. 

Accounts from outside observers reinforced their position.  Jamaica, in the period 

between initial emancipation (1834) and full emancipation (1838), intrigued the reading 

public of the world.  Evangelicals, philanthropists, and particularly slaveholders 

worldwide watched eagerly to see whether “The Great Experiment” of emancipation 

would end in glory or disaster.  This fixation produced a rash of missionary and travel 

logs, mostly from men who sailed to Jamaica to see for themselves.  Almost universally, 

these accounts blamed the white planter population for the failure of apprenticeship.  The 

planters “cherished their hostility after the act of abolition,” two American observers 

reported.  “It would seem that they had agreed together with one accord, never to become 

reconciled to the measures of the English government, and had sworn eternal hostility to 

every scheme of emancipation.”99  Most of these writers believed that the Spanish Town 

assembly would intentionally subvert the will of the British Parliament if not carefully 

watched.  The colonial legislature’s passage of acts intended to undermine the plan of 

emancipation received rigorous censure.  Joseph John Gurney, a wealthy English Quaker, 

declared in his account, “If there is any one circumstance more than another which 

endangers the peace and prosperity of the colony, it is, as we believe, the passing of local 

laws, opposed to the true intent and purpose of the act of emancipation.  That several 

such provisions have been enacted within the last few months is undeniable…”100  

Significantly, most of these accounts repeatedly contrasted the behavior of the white 

planters unfavorably with that of the apprentices.  Burchell lamented, “Had a term of 

years been appointed for a strong police to watch over and restrain the masters, so as to 
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prepare them for dealing with free men, there would have been some propriety; for I do 

not hesitate to affirm that, whatever failure has happened, has been owing entirely to the 

master, and not to the servant.”101   “If the white would but act properly, all would go on 

well; but this is not to be expected from the present race,” Knibb wrote in disgust.102   

Such language and comparisons from the missionaries and their supporters reflect 

the beginning of an important shift in missionary identity.  Because of the nature of their 

message, their work, and their environment, the Baptists struggled with questions of 

identity from the beginning of their mission.  On the surface, it seems that, as 

Englishmen—part of the tiny white minority of the island—, the missionaries’ natural 

inclination would have been towards the planter population.  Yet the planters’ debauched 

lifestyles and cruel treatment of their slaves alienated the missionaries, and early tensions 

between the two white groups grew into bitterness after the slave rebellion of 1831, often 

accompanied by personal attacks in court and in the press.  The missionaries saw in the 

planter population every kind of wickedness.  Phillippo charged them with drunkenness, 

adultery, fornication, and hypocrisy and noted that, though licentiousness among the 

slaves ran rampant, it was even more common among the white population.103  Burchell 

recalled the vituperative attacks of the local press, which was dominated by the planter 

elite:  “The malignant tone of the colonial newspaper press, with but few exceptions, and 

the slander with which the missionaries were assailed in them from week to week, were 

indeed singularly extravagant.”104  The missionaries made no attempt to hide their disgust 

with the colonial legislature, either.  Their constant appeals to England over the heads of 

their local officials only widened the divide between planters and missionaries.105 

 As early as the 1820s, the missionaries’ criticism of the white population began to 
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escalate significantly, moving from simple condemnation of their behavior to another 

level based on the comparison of white and black within the context of Christian virtue 

and behavior.  “The poor, oppressed, benighted, and despised sons of Africa form a 

pleasing contrast to the debauched white population.  They gladly hear the word, and to 

them the gospel is preached,” Knibb wrote soon after his arrival in Jamaica. Understood 

in the context of Dissenting theology, Knibb’s statement here alludes to the work of 

Christ and the apostles, who took the Good News first to the Jews, and then, when they 

did not receive it, shook the dust off their feet and went to the Gentiles.106  Looking back 

on emancipation day, Burchell proudly contrasted the loving, meek behavior of his 

congregation of apprentices with the planters’ less civilized actions, noting the Africans’ 

Christ-like “readiness to forgive and forget the injuries of the past.”107  Measured in terms 

of their receptiveness to the gospel, their character, and their behavior, the former slaves 

were, as a group, far superior to the planter elite, the missionaries concluded.  The Baptist 

missionaries’ own socioeconomic and political backgrounds contributed to this 

phenomenon, as well.  Nearly all of the missionaries came from industrial towns and 

“mechanics” class, artisan backgrounds.  As a denomination, the Baptists had faced more 

than a hundred years of social and political persecution from the British government and 

Established Church in England, as well.  The divide between the Anglican gentry and 

these members of the Dissenting working class carried easily across the Atlantic, as the 

strong alliance between the planters and the Anglican Church against other missionary 

groups in Jamaica confirmed.108     

  When all of these factors—planter debauchery and disdain for the gospel, black 

decorum and receptivity to the message, and the complexities of the missionaries’ own 

social, economic, and political heritage—were placed within the context of Baptist 

theology, the result was a drastic shift in the missionary-convert relationship.  The 

Christian message itself, as interpreted by the Baptists, played the leading role in this 

process.  The radically egalitarian language of the gospel permeated the missionaries’ 

writings. They constantly cited Galatians 3:28, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 

neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”  
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They emphasized concepts such as the unity of all believers and the family of God, 

calling all converts brothers and sisters in Christ, regardless of color or status.  Thus, by 

1838, the missionaries’ writings indicated a radical relocation of their own identities.  As 

I will show, the Baptist missionaries in Jamaica rejected racial divides in favor of 

spiritual ones.  They identified themselves as part of a Christian family, and their brothers 

and sisters were not white, but black.  At Falmouth in 1839, Knibb gave a radical speech 

that—with an eerie, though unsurprising, foreshadowing of twentieth-century civil rights 

language—epitomized the radical Baptist viewpoint.  “The same God that made the white 

made the black man,” Knibb thundered.  “The same blood that runs in the white man’s 

veins, flows in yours.  It is not the complexion of the skin, but the complexion of the 

character that makes the great difference between one man and another.”109  The Baptists’ 

realigned identity narrowed the gap between white missionaries and black converts 

further than any other denomination yet dared—and it also completely shut out the white 

planter elite.   

 Once the missionaries had made this leap, they relentlessly pursued the 

implications of their redefined relationships.  Now that they identified themselves with 

their converts, the Baptists fought for them with renewed vigor.  “I deny...the right of 

having our sympathies called forth for the white man at the expense of the negro,” Knibb 

declared in an address before a group of apprentices in 1838.  The fiery missionary made 

his intentions and his loyalties clear:  “I pledge myself, by all that is solemn and sacred, 

never to rest satisfied, until I see my black brethren in the enjoyment of the same civil 

and religious liberties which I myself enjoy, and see them take a proper stand in society 

as men.”110 Such rhetoric was a radical departure from missionaries’ typical instructions 

to slave converts to submit to their masters as to the Lord—a commandment that 

Anglican missionaries were still giving. 

All of the Baptist missionaries and their supporters interceded regularly in court 

or with employers on behalf of their converts, and even for former slaves outside the 

churches.  The Quaker John Candler, who visited Jamaica on behalf of the Friends to 

support missions there, witnessed a tavern scuffle between a young drunk planter and a 
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black tavern waiter when the black man tried (understandably) to prevent the planter 

from riding his horse into the establishment.  Candler separated them and, identifying 

himself as an English visitor traveling Jamaica to see its state and nature, declared that he 

would stand by the black man in a court of law.  The other white men in the tavern made 

the planter apologize to the black waiter, and the matter was dropped.111  Candler’s 

journals, punctuated with references to “the Lord’s people” and “brethren,” like his 

fellow Quaker Gurney’s account, show that the tightening of inter-racial relations among 

the Baptists soon influenced other evangelical denominations, as well.  Gurney reported 

warmly, “To us it was a happiness, of no common order, again to unite with our brethren 

and sisters of the African race, in drinking at the fountain of the waters of life.”  He 

further emphasized the unity of all believers in his last address to a Baptist congregation:  

“After once more pressing upon their attention those fundamental principles, in the 

maintenance of which the true church of Christ, of every name, country, and color, is one 

body, we took a last solemn leave of Jamaica and her inhabitants.”112  Of all the writings 

that describe this remarkable period of interracial identification, unity, and growth, 

Burchell’s joyous account of his daughter’s baptism is perhaps the most memorable:   

“My beloved daughter entered the river, hand in hand with our servant girl.  As soon as she was 

baptized, the assembled multitudes broke forth in the strains of gladsome and thrilling melody, 

giving utterance to their feelings in the well-known doxology, ‘Praise ye the Lord.  Hallelujah!’  

The greatest possible interest was manifested by all present; some rejoiced and triumphed.  

Esthranna is the first child of the missionary family, born and brought up on the island, and 

publicly baptized, and that too in company with the natives.  In this the people take special delight 

saying, ‘Now we see there is no distinction!’”113 

 

The missionary’s description indicates that Esthranna Burchell and one of the Burchell 

family’s black servants—who, he suggests, was also a close friend to his daughter— 

were immersed into Christ together, both entering the water as sinners, and coming up 

out of it as children of God, reborn, and now sisters in Christ.  The performance of this 

ancient ritual served a twofold purpose.  First, it effected the forgiveness of sins and the 

receipt of the Holy Spirit.  Second, it broke down any racial—or even class—distinctions 

between Esthranna and her friend.  Both young women were sinners in need of grace; 

both received it, and all of the witnesses rejoiced.  
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All of the evangelical writings from this period—travel logs, reports, missionary 

journals, and memoirs—reflect the contagious excitement and optimism of this phase of 

Jamaica missions.  Missionaries who decried the apathy and stinginess of churches in 

England rejoiced at the zeal, humility, and liberality of the Jamaican congregations.  Most 

visibly, the number of black seekers, inquirers, and converts only continued to rise.  The 

Baptist missionaries were widely recognized, both in Jamaica and in England, as the 

friends of the former slaves, as their burgeoning congregations daily affirmed.  By the 

passage of full emancipation in 1838, everyone on the island knew who the Baptists were 

and what they had done.  Knibb, Burchell, Phillippo and their colleagues had made 

themselves visible in the battle against slavery and apprenticeship from the early 1830s, 

and, now that full freedom had been achieved, the black population of Jamaica flocked to 

them.  In 1837, the Baptist churches were already “the most numerous body of Christians 

in the island.  The number of their missionaries now in Jamaica is sixteen, the number of 

chapels is thirty-one, and the members 32,960...The Baptist missionaries, as a body, have 

been most distinguished for their opposition to slavery.  Their boldness in the midst of 

suffering and persecutions, their denunciations of oppression, though they did for a time 

arouse the wrath of oppressors and cause their chapels to be torn down and themselves to 

be hunted, imprisoned, and banished, did more probably than any other cause to hasten 

the abolition of slavery.”114  The Baptists loved keeping congregational records, and their 

writings are full of lists of converts and inquirers for each station, year by year.   

Even more than the numbers, though, the blending of black and white Christians 

seemingly into one united family of God illustrated, for them, the absolute perfection and 

efficacy of the gospel of Christ.  In the midst of the Great Experiment, which so many in 

Jamaica and England had decried as the death knell of the West Indies and the sugar 

trade, the kingdom of God was flourishing as it had in the first century.  Looking back on 

this time, Phillippo wrote exultingly that, once “the tide of knowledge and religion had 

begun to flow…utterly in vain was very attempt to impede its onward progress.  A new 

era had dawned upon Jamaica, and a change was gradually taking place, which, in the 

short space of about twenty years, has produced results probably unprecedented in any 

age or country.  It recalls to our remembrance the events of apostolic times, when 
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superstition burnt her books on the altar of truth, when the idols of the heathen fell, and 

the throne of Satan trembled.”115  The Day of Pentecost had come again to the earth. They 

were seeing the work of the Lord, and “it was marvelous in [their] eyes.”116   

 This optimistic missionary vision of unity and identity, though shining and 

confident on the surface, suffered from inner tensions and limitations.  The missionaries 

were bound by their own time.  They were associated, at least to some extent, with the 

British Empire and with the shameless exploitation of Jamaica’s land and people for 

sugar profits.  Despite their shifting identities, physically they were white, and they were 

men.  They brought to the colonial encounter a specific idea of “civilization.”  In their 

writings, the missionaries show themselves to be committed, godly men with a genuine 

concern and love for all souls, no matter the color skin that covered them.  Yet they were 

also carriers of the sort of “civilizing mission” that empire historians such as Catherine 

Hall condemn as Westernization, cultural imposition, and racial domination.  An 

inevitable tension lay at the heart of the missionary enterprise in Jamaica, a tension that 

the Baptists constantly struggled with and tried to reconcile.   

 The idea of civilization, along with the cultural norms, assumptions, and 

expectations that stemmed from it, was central to this tension.  To the Baptist 

missionaries, “civilized” meant, first and foremost, aware and accepting of the gospel.  

England, as a thoroughly Christianized land, was mostly—but not completely— 

civilized.  On the other hand, Jamaica, where the gospel had scarcely been preached, 

languished under the Devil’s sway. “I have now reached the land of sin, disease, and 

death, where Satan reigns with awful power, and carries multitudes captive at his will,” 

Knibb wrote back to England in 1825.  “True religion is scoffed at, and those who profess 

it are ridiculed and insulted...”117  Those who had never heard the message were heathens, 

but those who had heard and rejected it were worse.  Most of the planters fell into this 

latter category.  One had to be “in Christ” to be truly civilized, and one who was in Christ 

would live up to certain ethical standards.  The planters, as depicted by Phillippo, 

certainly did not.118  Thus the planters, though Englishmen, were uncivilized.  These men 
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made their place on the scale of civilization abundantly clear to the missionaries through 

their actions after the “Baptist War” of 1831.  Phillippo indignantly recounted his narrow 

escape from a group of white men who would have “torn” him “limb from limb.”  He 

professes shock and outrage at the actions of these “so called enlightened, 

RESPECTABLE!  CHRISTIAN BRITONS!”119  Not only their debauched lifestyles, but 

their animalistic attacks on the mission and the truth branded the planters “below the 

brute” on the civilization ladder themselves.   

Of course, the slaves were living similarly sinful lives when the missionaries first 

encountered them, but the missionaries skirted this potential problem by blaming all that 

was evil in their potential converts upon the system of slavery itself.  The slaves could 

not be personally blamed for their spiritual state. Rather, the planters, who knew the truth 

but rejected it, also kept it from their slaves, denying them any chance at civilized, moral 

lives.  The missionaries found countless metaphors to describe slavery’s effects on the 

enslaved population:  it was darkness, a disease, a plague, and a poison.  Knibb wrote to 

his mother, “The cursed blast of slavery has, like a pestilence, withered almost every 

moral bloom.”120  Candler, during his tour of the island, decried the “abominable doings 

that we hear of around us, springing in part out of slavery, which was a bitter tree bearing 

bitter fruits.”121  In addition to their moral degradation, the slaves’ “ignorance” in terms of 

education and particularly literacy—for the civilized man must read the Bible for 

himself—also kept them from civilization.  Again, the missionaries faulted slavery and 

slaveholders, not the slaves themselves, for this lack. The intellectual character of the 

black men and women under slavery was characterized by ignorance of arts and sciences, 

reading, arithmetic, mechanical arts, and civil polity, Phillippo wrote sorrowfully.  

“Enthralled and bowed down by a system that reduced them to the level of the brute, and 

at the same time carefully excluded by their superiors from every means of improvement, 

they were altogether destitute of taste and genius.”122   

Finally, the remnants of African spiritualism—among the most foreign and 

frightening of the converts’ caveats—, were likewise attributed to the withering influence 
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of slavery.  Candler, in his description of an “interesting palaver” in which a hymn 

degenerated into a “grotesque” dance “of slavery times,” noted that such ritual was 

slowly fading under the influence of Christian truth.123  Thus, every characteristic of the 

slaves and former slaves that made them uncivilized could be linked directly back to the 

cursed system of slavery and the men who perpetrated it.  In his journal, Candler 

lamented the moral degredation slavery caused among Jamaica’s population.  Yet the 

truth would, in time, fill every dark corner of sin, ignorance, and superstition with light.  

“Slavery, by depriving the people of moral instruction, and setting before them the 

example of everything that was bad, hardened the hearts of many of its victims, and 

degraded their character to the lowest point,” he wrote.  “But the state of things is fast 

improving; some who were hardened in iniquity are now turning into a right path, and the 

influence of the Gospel extends in every direction.”124  Happily, the missionaries had 

come to Jamaica with the antidote for slavery’s poison.  As they believed, Christ’s own 

promise that “the truth will set you free” had never been more aptly applied.  The gospel 

itself had freed the slaves; now, it would civilize them.   

The Baptists, during the time of their greatest influence over the laboring black 

population, developed a sophisticated “civilizing mission” ideology.  Based on their 

notion of civilization as Christian, educated, and enlightened (as opposed to 

superstitious), this ideology permeated nearly every aspect of the mission in Jamaica.  

The missionaries communicated this ideology by preaching the gospel and enforcing its 

ethics, by taking upon themselves the education of their converts and their children, and, 

ultimately, by building their own cross-class utopian society in which their conception of 

civilization could be fully realized.  All of these ideas stemmed from their interpretation 

of New Testament scripture, from which they were careful not to stray.  Teaching and 

preaching the gospel always remained their first priority.  The missionaries hoped, by 

their teachings and their own examples, to inspire their converts to live godly lives now 

that freedom allowed them to do so.  Thus, the Baptists campaigned first against the 

fornication and adultery slavery had encouraged.  Gurney called “the rapid diffusion of 

marriage among the negroes” as “one of the happiest results of freedom…multitudes, 
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who were formerly living as man and wife without the right sanction, are now convinced 

of the sinfulness of the practice, and are availing themselves, with eagerness, of the 

marriage covenant.”125  The missionaries greeted any signs of improving domesticity with 

joy; marriage and family were central to their faith and their beliefs about civilization.  

Knibb encouraged his converts, “Be kind to your wives; lighten their labours.  I was glad 

to hear one of my people some time ago say, that he wished his wife to refrain from hard 

labour, and turn her attention to domestic affairs, so that when he came home he might sit 

down and take his meals ‘like a gentleman.’”126   

The missionaries emphasized sobriety, as well.  Most missionary accounts contain 

several references to temperance meetings, and Candler announced that even the 

Maroons, “till lately a fierce, cruel tribe” had received the message from a Baptist 

minister “who…persuaded many of them to leave off rum and to become tee-totallers.”127  

The missionaries also proudly described the increased modesty of their converts’ dress, 

which had once been inappropriately gaudy, and Phillippo noted that polygamy and the 

eating of unclean animals had ceased.128  The missionaries saw signs of civilization at 

every turn.  The slaves were leaving behind the sin, ignorance, and superstition of slavery 

for the civilization of the gospel.  Thome opened his book thus:  “Among the points 

established in this work, beyond the power of dispute or cavil, are the following:  That 

the emancipated people are perceptibly rising in the scale of civilization, morals, and 

religion.”129  The Baptists rejoiced as they saw their civilizing mission bear fruit, both in 

numbers of converts, and in the new Christians’ ethical, respectable lives.  Candler 

heaped praise upon the Baptists’ work: 

“Wherever missionaries plant themselves, a disposition is manifested by the labourers around to 

attend at chapel; and the communities that receive moral and religious instruction at their hands 

become improved in their conduct; persons who have lived in open sin, begin to feel ashamed of 

their course of life; marriages multiply, and the order and sobriety which prevail are very cheering.  

They come to their places of worship with apparent delight, are anxious to become members of the 

church they belong to, and demean themselves, when assembled for public worship, in a sedate, 

serious, and becoming manner.  Some of them, I know from personal communication, desire to 

love the Lord in sincerity…”130  
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Clearly, outside observers recognized the changes in Jamaica society and credited them to 

the missionaries. 

Education played a major role in missionaries’ work.  As soon as they arrived on 

the island, the Baptists saw an immediate need for schools, for only a fraction of the 

population was even able to read scripture.  Therefore, to communicate the gospel in the 

way that they wished, the missionaries had to become educators as well as evangelists. 

They approached this task with characteristic determination, but met with difficulties.  

Many parents, having had no education themselves, saw no reason to give up their 

children’s labor to school.  “With respect to schools, we labour under very great 

disadvantages from several causes,” Knibb confessed in a letter to Sturge.  “The total 

ignorance of a great portion of the people prevent their so fully appreciating the value of 

instruction, or the necessity of regularly sending their children, as is desirable.  This 

feeling will, however, give way as light and knowledge advance, and our strenuous 

efforts are constantly directed towards this desirable object.”131  The Quakers expressed 

particular concern about education; both Candler and Gurney spent a great deal of their 

travels visiting schools.  Candler was pleased to find all races and both genders studying 

in one school room.  “Boys and girls are instructed together, and black, white, and brown 

take their seats without distinction of colour,” he wrote in his journal.132  He was anxious 

to  convince the Committee of the Society of Friends of the need for further support for 

Jamaican schools.  “Although education is widely spread in Jamaica, almost every 

missionary station now having its school, or being about to have it, there are still many 

districts in which the there is neither missionary nor school master, and in which 

superstition and dense ignorance prevail,” he wrote with concern.  “How can we bestow 

help here?  Will the Committee endeavor to answer this question...The good already done 

in Jamaica, by missionaries and schoolmasters, is very great:  the change in many places 

is from darkness to light, and we have really cause to be proud, if such a term is a proper 

one, of our black fellow-subjects in many parts of their island.”133   

Indeed, the Baptists pointed to the missionary schools as one of the primary 

centers which prepared the slave population for freedom.  “In order to form a correct 
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estimate of the bearing of this great measure [emancipation] upon the moral and religious 

condition of Jamaica, it is necessary to bear in mind that it was a blessing bestowed upon 

a people already prepared for its reception,” Phillippo noted.  “And by what means had 

that preparation been effected?  By education.  One of the first acts of the missionaries 

was the establishment of schools:  and, long before the abolition of slavery, these 

institutions had exerted a most beneficial influence over the negro population.”134  In 

Jamaica, as in Baptist mission stations throughout the British Empire, education lay at the 

center of the missionaries’ efforts. 

The last clearly articulated component of the civilizing mission was 

enlightenment.  The missionaries, coming from a worldview that encompassed science 

and Enlightenment thought as well as fervent belief in one God, saw Jamaica’s syncretic 

blend of various elements of African spiritualism with Christianity as a major 

impediment to the real truth.  Candler noticed “much superstition among the Negro 

population, and as might be expected, much ignorance...but many of them, I trust, are 

receiving the Gospel in its simplicity, and experience its power in their hearts.”135   The 

missionaries fought various African spiritual forms often as they worked among the 

Jamaicans, but they were certain such belief could not live long next to the gospel.  

“Scenes of dissipation and midnight revel are now comparatively unknown in the island,” 

Phillippo wrote with satisfaction.  “The frantic orgies and Bacchanalian festivities of the 

Christmas holidays, with a few exceptions, are confined now almost exclusively to the 

towns, where they are secretly encouraged, but even here they are becoming increasingly 

unpopular, and will be speedily extinct.”136  Though time and experience would prove 

them wrong, the missionaries were confident in the 1830s of the impending 

disappearance of all such beliefs, which they termed “superstition.”  The message they 

brought to Jamaica would cleanse the island of sin, of ignorance, and of superstition, all 

in God’s time, they believed.
137

 

Contemporary writers reveal in the Baptists’ spread of civilization one further, 

subtler purpose:  the “civilizing mission” ensured the Great Experiment’s continuing 
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success.  It kept the people from violence and insurrection, and it secured, for a time, the 

continuance of a black labor force for the sugar plantations.  As long as the Baptist 

influence continued, some suggested, Jamaica would remain a loyal, productive colony of 

Great Britain.  “There has been nothing of an insurrectionary character since the 

abolition of slavery,” Thome reported reassuringly.  “There has been no increase of 

crime. The character of the negro population has been gradually improving in morals and 

intelligence…Again, the apprentices of Jamaica have not manifested any particular 

defiance of law.”138  In his published letters, Gurney related an incident at a plantation he 

visited to illustrate the extraordinary effects Christianity was having upon slave society.  

“Fifty acres of cane were accidentally burnt on this property,” he wrote.  “The negroes 

came forward of their own accord, and offered to work for a time, without remuneration, 

in order to make up the loss!”139  The Baptists and their supporters, in many of their 

writings, carefully established the connection between their message and the assurance of 

social order.  The connection between the civilizing mission ideology and the 

maintenance of the security and economic viability of Jamaica is undeniable.   

Yet, the civilizing mission, especially as manifested in the education the 

missionaries worked tirelessly to bring to the new Christians, certainly did not have the 

docility of the black population as its aim.  Indeed, it was quite radical.  The missionary 

program of education and civilization rested on a key assumption:  that the former slaves 

were, in fact, human beings and capable of civilization, education, and even leadership.140 

For, most important of all, the missionaries wanted the new Christians to read, interpret, 

and then pass on the gospel themselves.  Following the example of the apostles, the 

missionaries intended to preach, baptize, and plant churches, but they did not intend to 

lead these congregations forever.  Rather, the converts themselves, as they learned and 

grew in knowledge and understanding, would lead worship, preach, teach, evangelize, 

and lead the churches.  Knibb, especially, kept this object always in view.  “The progress 

the children are making is highly satisfactory, and should God still condescend to be with 
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us, we shall soon have efficient masters for our schools, and pastors for our churches, 

from among those who, a few years ago, were doomed to all the horrors of slavery,” he 

wrote in 1839.141  His projection of former slaves as pastors is particularly significant, for 

the pastorship was the highest position of leadership within a Baptist congregation.  The 

missionaries often pictured their converts as John the Baptists who would go out and 

preach in the wilderness, carrying the message much further than the white missionaries 

could alone.   

The civilizing mission’s functions related to Jamaican social order and economic 

success were balanced out, then, by a belief in African humanity, intellect, and potential 

for leadership, which much of the rest of the world saw as radical, dangerous, and even 

disloyal.  The Baptist missionaries did not see the two as extremes or as mutually 

exclusive.  Indeed, they drew both from their interpretation of Scripture and from the 

exigencies of their circumstances.  They certainly did not feel that their work 

compromised their loyalty to England.  Yet the loyalty question would grow increasingly 

contentious as the mission progressed.   

The missionaries clearly recognized the deviance of their position:  they even 

boasted of it.  Phillippo bragged that “it was chiefly by [the influence of missionary 

schools] that the long-cherished notion of the mental inferiority of the African race was 

exploded—that they acquired an increased acquaintance with the word of God—that they 

were taught to regard themselves as men—rational, responsible, and immortal beings.”142  

This view stood in complete opposition to that held by the planters, the legislature, the 

established church, and, indeed, much of mainstream England.  The planters’ and 

legislature’s view of the Africans as beasts allowed their enslavement, and, after 

emancipation, secured their continued role as laborers only.  Other religious groups on 

the island were likewise unwilling to adopt the level of familiarity with black converts 

that the Baptists pursued; Anglican churchmen certainly never went so far as to identify 

themselves with their black converts.  Finally, time would reveal that even many of the 

middle class evangelicals who had enthusiastically supported abolition would eventually 

grow uncomfortable with the program of radical missionaries in Jamaica and statesmen in 
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England.143  Admittedly, the Baptist missionaries in Jamaica walked a tense, often 

ambivalent line.  Painting themselves as civilizers and rescuers, they brought a gospel to 

Jamaica that was conditioned, to some extent, by their own backgrounds.  Yet, the 

Baptists’ position was consistently far more radical—and much more in line with the best 

interests of the laboring black population—than anyone else’s.  They gave voice to 

voiceless and help to the helpless, not for political or personal gain—their work won 

them only ill-health, early death, and persecution and ridicule from those in power—, but 

because they believed that God had called them to do so.  

* * *  

Catherine Hall’s recent work on the Baptist missionary enterprise in Jamaica has 

received much attention.  In her monograph Civilising Subjects and two articles, one on 

missionaries’ gender and ethnicity constructions, and the other on the Baptist Free 

Villages—all heavily influenced by neo-Marxist and post-colonial theory—she views the 

slave-missionary relationship, and indeed, the entire missionary enterprise in Jamaica, as 

a discursive terrain through which the historian may unpack the identities missionaries 

“constructed” for themselves and their converts as white and non-white, English and non-

English, civilized and uncivilized.  Hall’s approach portrays white missionaries as 

accessories to empire and minimizes the very real activity, involvement, and leadership 

of non-white Christians, which were instrumental the success and growth of colonial 

Baptist churches.   

I contend that Hall’s analysis fails to present an accurate picture of the Baptists—

black and white—in Jamaica because it places the missionary enterprise in a context that 

seeks out these constructions and relationships of power instead of viewing it on its own 

terms.144  Rather, the actions of Baptist missionaries in the British Empire must be 

grounded in their own theology.  A thorough comprehension of the goals, assumptions, 

doctrine, socio-economic backgrounds, and political leanings of this religious group 

within Britain is critical to understanding why the missionaries behaved as they did in the 

colonial setting.  Hall’s major mistake lies in her assumption that the missionaries 
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identified themselves, first and foremost, as English and white.  I will argue that, instead, 

most of the Baptists saw themselves first as Christians and Dissenters.  Their first loyalty 

was not to England, but to the Kingdom of God.  

Hall sets up her “Gender and Ethnicity” article as an investigation of English 

national identity with the Baptist missionaries in Jamaica as her test case.  Looking at 

constructions of Englishness and whiteness, she seeks to “expos[e] the relations of power 

involved in that ethnicity” and “to uncover the contingency of that construction in its 

historical specificity.”145  She sets out to deconstruct Englishness.  I do not deny the value 

of such a project, but I do question her choice of the Baptist missionaries as paragons of 

constructed Englishmen for this study.  First, her view of religion as little beyond a 

“discursive terrain” is inherently problematic.146  While she does admit the possibility of 

sincere belief on the part of the missionaries, she sees their Christianity primarily as a 

venue for constructions of Englishness and assertions of power.  Although religious 

belief and tradition are changeable and, in many ways, historically specific, it should be 

clear that religious experiences and motivations cannot be discussed fairly in non-

religious terms.  E. Daniel Potts articulates a similar position in his seminal history of the 

British Baptist missionaries at Serampore: 

“A major contention common today as well as then converns the supposed fact that Christian 

doctrines were promoted by, at best, questionable means.  Medical and educational work, for 

instance, was conducted, some have charged, not for humanitarian but merely ulterior reasons—

the desire for conversions.  It could be pointed out that there is not evidence that the Baptists as a 

rule made their eleemosynary work depend on conversions.  They performed it as their Christian 

duty, as they saw it....This was not for their own gains but to enable them to impart the Christian 

message.  To them this was their most important service....views that conversions and service are 

incompatible reflect a basic misunderstanding of Christianity.  To a Christian, preparing the 

ground for conversion is the most important service he can render.”147 

 

Potts’ argument here is an excellent example of missionary history set in theological and 

philosophical context.  Potts attempts to uncover and understand the missionaries’ 

worldview as they themselves articulated it.  Hall makes a similar attempt.  She does 

discuss, very convincingly, the role the Baptists’ socioeconomic backgrounds and history 

as persecuted Dissenters played in their relationships with the Anglican elite in Jamaica, 
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thus taking the temporal, material part of the Baptist worldview into account. However, 

she fails to address the more important aspect of the Baptist outlook:  their religious 

beliefs, including ontological and theological questions of enormous import.  Spiritual 

concerns, far more than material ones, informed and drove the missionary enterprise in 

Jamaica.   

 One of Hall’s major arguments for the missionaries’ construction of power 

relationships is based on the patterns of familial language and church and community 

structures she correctly identifies in the Baptist tradition and hierarchy in Jamaica.  She 

condemns as cultural racism the “paradoxical conviction that slaves were…younger 

brothers and sisters who must be educated and led by their older white siblings,” the 

appellation of the slaves as “babes in Christ,” and the teaching and admonishing role that 

the missionaries assumed over their black converts.  Later, she identifies similar patterns 

of patriarchy in the set-up of the Baptist Free Villages and the hierarchy of the church.148  

Hall recreates the Baptists’ familial language and structures accurately, but she interprets 

them out of their theological context.  As previously established, Baptist theology 

grounded itself firmly in the authority of the New Testament.  Therefore, the words of the 

New Testament, and the examples provided by the apostles and the early church in the 

New Testament, dictated nearly every aspect of the Baptist worldview.  Hundreds of 

Baptist Missionary Society agents throughout the British Empire strove to imitate this 

original pattern.149  John Clark Marshman’s 1859 memoir of the “Serampore Trio,” the 

first great Baptist missionaries in India, provides the clearest examples of this conviction 

in action.  Speaking of William Carey’s conversion experience, Marshman wrote that 

Carey’s “views on the subject of baptism became changed, and he imbibed the conviction 

that baptism by immersion and after a confession of faith was scriptural and apostolic.”150  

Later, he relates Carey’s disbanding and reformulation of a church that had strayed from 

apostolic example, readmitting only “those who agreed to subscribe a declaration that 

they would in future adhere with rigid fidelity to the doctrines and the discipline of the 
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New Testament.”151  As already discussed, Phillippo’s ordination ceremony involved a 

reiteration of this worldview:  the eminent Baptist ministers who sent him out declared 

that he and his colleagues were “treading in the steps of the apostolic churches and 

primitive Christians.”152  The Baptists’ theology clearly influenced their missionary 

practice enormously; therefore, any history of their work in the empire must be placed 

within this context. 

Each of the points Hall cites as evidence of the Baptists’ power constructions can, 

in fact, be traced to their theology.  The familial language the Baptists used, including 

their references to the former slaves as “babes in Christ” and “younger siblings,” is 

simply an echo of the language of the New Testament, which often refers to those newly 

come to Christ as young, immature, children, and babies, as opposed to those whose 

many years as Christians have allowed them to “become mature, attaining to the whole 

measure of the fullness of Christ,” as Paul wrote to the Ephesians.  This maturity must 

occur “that we henceforth be no more children, tossed to and fro, and carried about with 

every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby the lie in 

wait to deceive; but speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in all things, which 

is the head, even Christ.”   Likewise, the apostle Peter wrote to newly formed churches, 

“As newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow thereby.”153  

References to fellow Christians as brothers and sisters in the New Testament are 

ubiquitous, occurring more than twenty times and in nine different books, both gospels 

and epistles.  Thus the Baptists’ familial language stems not from their intent to assert 

their superiority over another race, but directly from the texts they followed so faithfully.   

The structure of the growing Jamaican congregations, as centered around white 

patriarchs, with black “class leaders” overseeing large groups of black converts beneath 

them, also receives Hall’s criticism.  A patriarchal church structure, with the oldest and 

wisest male Christians assuming the role of pastors, was indeed present in Jamaica.  But 

again, the Jamaican pattern merely follows apostolic precedent.  The first century church 

was ruled by groups of men whom the church appointed as elders and deacons.  As the 

only men on the island who met Scripture’s qualifications for these offices, the 
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missionaries initially took these roles.154  However, their African converts also moved 

into such positions as they grew and matured in Christ.  The missionaries’ dreams of a 

black pastorate have already been alluded to here; they would become reality beginning 

in the 1840s.  I will address Hall’s discussion of the Free Villages in the fourth chapter. 

I in no way wish to suggest that the Baptist mission in Jamaica was completely 

free of racism, sexism, and real power struggles.  Hall identifies many clear instances of 

cultural imposition and racial bias.  I do argue, however, that, when understood in the 

context of Dissenting theology, based upon New Testament Scripture and apostolic 

example, the Baptist missionaries in Jamaica receive a fairer, more accurate hearing.  I 

conclude, based on this understanding, that the Baptists were, without a doubt, more 

disinterested than Hall believes.  Most missionaries wholeheartedly served God and his 

children, not themselves.  Indeed, these men gave up health and home to ameliorate first 

the spiritual, and then the social and political, situation of the black population of 

Jamaica.     

 

 

 

                                                           
154 Pastor, elder, and bishop were apparently interchangeable terms for these men in the highest position of 

leadership.  Deacons held a position of authority just beneath them.  I Timothy 3:1-4:  “This is a true 

saying, If a man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good work.  A bishop then must be blameless, 

the husband of one wife, vigilant, sober, of good behaviour, given to hospitality, apt to teach; not given to 

wine, no striker, not greedy of filthy lucre; but patient, not a brawler, not covetous; one that ruleth well his 

own house, having his children in subjection with all gravity…” 
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Finally, let us give ourselves up unreservedly to this glorious cause.  Let us never think that our time, our 

gifts, our strength, our families, or even the clothes we wear, are our own.  Let us sanctify them all to God 

and his cause. 

    --Serampore missionaries on their “leading principles”155 

 

THE SERAMPORE MISSION, PART ONE 

 

 William Carey stands at the center of the story of modern missions in India, just 

as much as the birth of modern missions in England.  It was Carey who had first proposed 

the idea of a Baptist missionary organization to send evangelists to preach the Gospel 

beyond British shores, and after years of labor to gain credence and support for his 

dream, it was Carey who embarked in 1794 on the first mission.  In 1799, he was joined 

by William Ward and Joshua Marshman, and these three men set up a mission station at 

the Danish settlement of Serampore, outside Calcutta, since the East India Company 

government had threatened to deport them if they remained in British territory.156  There, 

they began their small work of preaching, teaching, translating, and printing.   

Like their colleagues in Jamaica, the Baptist missionaries at Serampore often 

found themselves in a situation where identity, loyalty, and even what it meant to be a 

true Christian and missionary were open to question.  Carey, Marshman, Ward, and the 

mission family they oversaw at Serampore always strove to meet these challenges by 

looking back to the values, precepts, and patterns of the New Testament and the apostolic 

church.  The Serampore trio, like the Baptists who supported and sent them out, came 

from a working class background of religious dissent, and their work in India was guided 

by a specific set of theological beliefs.  As they undertook the missionary enterprise in a 

very hostile environment in India, they strove to apply the injunctions of Scripture and 

the patterns of the apostolic church to their work.  To understand their actions in the 

mission field, it is important, therefore, to examine the backgrounds, beliefs, and personal 

strengths of each of these men.   

 William Carey was born in 1761 in Northamptonshire into, ironically enough, a 

staunch Anglican family.  According to J.C. Marshman, as a youth, Carey “entertained a 

cordial hatred of all dissent.”  Apprenticed to a shoemaker at fourteen, he was led by a 
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fellow-apprentice to examine the Scriptures more carefully and “began to realize his 

danger as a sinner and the necessity of conversion.”  Over time, his own study and 

weekly visits to various churches, including a local Baptist chapel, contributed to his 

conversion to Dissent.  With continued study, “his views on the subject of baptism 

became changed, and he imbibed the conviction that baptism by immersion and after a 

confession of faith was scriptural and apostolic.”  John Ryland, who would later be 

among the founders of the BMS, baptized the young shoemaker at his request.157  Carey 

eagerly accepted occasional ministerial posts in country villages, also working at a school 

here and making a few pairs of shoes there to earn a bit of money, which he was 

perpetually without.158   

Cook’s Voyages Round the World first turned the shoemaker-preacher’s thoughts 

towards “the project of establishing a Mission among the heathen,” and the dream 

immediately obsessed him.159  Yet, as previously discussed, Carey had to plead for 

several years before any fellow Baptists really answered his call.  When at last Carey’s 

hopes were realized in Kettering in 1792, he immediately offered to go wherever the 

newly-formed Baptist Missionary Society might send him.  In response to a letter from a 

man named John Thomas, a zealous Dissenter who had already been preaching in India 

without support, the BMS decided to send Carey, together with Thomas, to Bengal.  

Carey’s young family accompanied him, after much protest from his wife.  Because of 

the Company’s policies against “unauthorized Europeans,” particularly missionaries, they 

were forced to take a Danish ship and to land in Danish territory after being expelled 
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from a Company vessel by British authorities.160  This was an early instance of a recurring 

pattern in the Serampore mission, the subordination of British authority and imperial 

interests to religious imperatives.  Fully aware of the Company’s wishes, the missionaries 

used covert and technically illegal means to enter their territory anyway.161 

 Thomas and the Careys sailed in June 1793 and arrived in Bengal Bay in 

November of that year; Carey spent most of the journey studying Bengali.162  The 

missionaries saw God’s providence in the British government’s failure to notice—or at 

least dispute—their arrival in Calcutta.  Thomas, who would prove to be a rather 

inconsistent companion and missionary, used his medical training to earn money to settle 

debts while Carey struggled to find some means of support for his wife, their four 

children, and his sister-in-law while he learned the language.163  After months of moving 

from tiny house to tiny house, scraping for food and money—which was usually spent 

extravagantly by Thomas—and enduring the recriminations of his wife and sister-in-law, 

Carey was offered a job as manager of  an indigo factory at Malda.164  The owner, George 

Udny, was a Christian and Company civil servant who professed interest in assisting the 

propagation of the Gospel.  Now with a means of independent support, Carey and 

Thomas could begin their undertaking.  Joined by another BMS missionary in 1796, the 

men labored for the rest of the decade to little apparent effect.   

In contrast to the later Baptist mission in Jamaica, where African hearers eagerly 

accepted the message, in India in the 1790s, Carey’s words seemed to fall upon deaf ears.  

He labored for seven years without seeing a single conversion.  "This part of the world is, 

as it respects divine things, a vast uncultivated wilderness,” Carey wrote back to England.  
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“We see thousands and thousands of people wherever we go, and no extent of charity can 

make us say of one of them, ‘that is a Christian.’  I am often discouraged when I see the 

ignorance, superstition, and vice, with which this country abounds; the vast numbers who 

have not heard of the word of life…”165  Not least among his troubles was the 

considerable language barrier, for his labors to master Bengali did not help him 

understand the dialects spoken in Malda.166  Worse, after two years of studying Bengali 

with a paid native munshi, who assured him of his ability, and even after some months of 

preaching in Bengali, a native listener in Calcutta informed a devastated Carey that his 

speech was nearly incomprehensible.  "I feel the impression which that poor man's 

remark made on me to this day,” the missionary admitted in a letter to his sisters.167  Too, 

he experienced keen anxiety about his own sinfulness and his perceived lack of real talent 

for the missionary enterprise.  “If they say I am a plodder, it is true,” he told his nephew 

later.  “I have no genius, but I can plod."168   

 When Joshua Marshman and William Ward arrived in Bengal in 1799, they 

brought new blood and new hope to the floundering mission.  Udny had been forced to 

abandon his indigo works that year, removing much of Carey and Thomas’s income, and 

the ongoing disappointment of such slow progress in evangelism constantly wore upon 

Carey.  News of the impending arrival of new ministers lifted Carey’s spirits, and he 

busily set about building huts like his own to house the new mission families in Malda.  

With two other missionaries and various family members, Marshman and Ward sailed on 

an American ship, again without passports or Company permission, and landed outside 

Calcutta late in 1799.  Fearing British interference, they hurried to the Danish settlement 

at Serampore, north of Calcutta.  The day after their arrival, British authorities informed 

the missionaries that they would be expelled from India as missionaries without licenses.  

The Baptists sought protection from the Danish governor, who offered them asylum, and 

then they sent an explanatory letter to Lord Wellesley, the Governor-General, declaring 
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that they intended to stay in Serampore.  Upon learning that the missionaries had arrived 

in a foreign ship and intended to stay in a foreign settlement, Wellesley felt he had no 

right to expel them.169  Thus the new missionaries found themselves in a difficult position.  

They had averted deportation once, but they would risk it again if they left Danish 

territory and entered British Company lands, where Carey resided and had been working.  

The Danish governor himself, seeing their dilemma, soon offered a solution.  He 

suggested that Serampore might make a good headquarters for the mission, and promised 

his protection of the work, extending even to a school and press which, he felt, could only 

benefit his settlement.  Convinced that the mission would be much more secure and free 

from British persecution at Serampore, Ward went under the protection of a Danish 

passport to Carey at Malda to persuade him.170  Though he had just purchased his own 

small indigo holdings there in hopes of supporting the mission, Carey saw that the 

removal to Serampore, “where we may be unmolested by the government” was the “plain 

will of God” and the only viable option for the success of the mission.171   

Thus began “a perfectly new epoch in Mr. Carey’s missionary life”172 and in the 

life of the Baptist mission in India.  The removal of the mission to Serampore and the 

arrival of Marshman and Ward began a period of as many successes as the preceding 

years had seen of disappointments.  By the time his colleagues arrived in 1799, Carey had 

mastered Bengali, nearly finished translating the Bible into the vernacular, and begun a 

small press at Malda to print the Scriptures and religious tracts.  Despite his initial 

difficulties, Carey’s facility for languages and translation grew, and these talents proved 

vital to the mission’s later spiritual and financial success.  He was also a gifted amateur 

botanist and agriculturalist, and he put these abilities to use in India, working to introduce 

“agricultural improvements” whenever he felt that he could take time away from purely 
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spiritual pursuits.173  His experience in education would also serve him in good stead.  

Still, Carey’s greatest role continued to be leadership.  His colleagues depended on his 

wisdom and experience, and despite the equal contributions of Marshman and Ward, the 

Society and the entire denomination in Britain held him in greatest esteem.    

Joshua Marshman and William Ward’s own talents and strengths complemented 

Carey’s affinity for languages and hard work.  Like Carey, Marshman and Ward came 

from “mechanics” class families in Northern England.  Both had grown up in Baptist 

households, while Carey had converted as a young man.  The son of a runaway weaver’s 

apprentice-turned sailor, Marshman only received formal education through the age of 

seven—the highest level of education available in his native Wiltshire.  He taught himself 

to read and walked miles to borrow books from his neighbors, and worked very 

successfully as a bookseller’s apprentice in his youth.  He was a part-time minister and 

schoolmaster in Bristol when the Periodical Accounts, the denominational magazine 

which contained reports of Baptist evangelistic efforts at home and abroad, turned his 

thoughts to missions.  Marshman quickly formed a tenacious desire to participate in the 

work, and when a friend received his appointment from the BMS, Marshman persuaded 

Fuller with some difficulty—for his interest seemed rather sudden—to let him go to 

India, too.174  His wife, Hannah, and their young son John Clark accompanied him.  The 

whole family would be active in the work of the mission.   

The Marshmans were known for their intellect and their strong opinions, which 

could, at times, produce friction with younger missionaries.  Carey admitted that junior 

missionaries found Marshman’s weighty attainments difficult to live up to:  “In short his 

diligence reproaches the indolence of some, his acquirements reproach their ignorance, 

and his…strong mind not infrequently excites sentiments of resentment and dislike.”175  

Too, once he took a position, especially one relevant to spiritual matters, Marshman 

could be completely intractable, “as if he [had] gone with Mahomet from Mecca to 

Paradise & talked with [the angel] Gabriel on the subject,” Ward quipped.176  Despite his 

stubborn opinions, Marshman never quarreled with Carey or Ward; indeed, Carey wrote 
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happily to Dr. Ryland only weeks after meeting the missionary-intellectual, “I think 

Marshman to be one of the best men you could have chosen. I heartily love him.”177   

Overall, Marshman and his extraordinary abilities were vital to the success and 

position of the Serampore mission.  One of his first tasks in India was to open, with his 

wife, two boarding schools which “gradually rose in repute, and became the most popular 

and remunerative establishments of the kind at the Presidency, and thus formed the 

mainstay of the Mission.”178  Besides exercising his considerable educative talents, 

Marshman acted as the liaison between the mission and the government, and also 

frequently stood forth as the voice of the mission in public and in the press.179  These 

activities culminated in an impressive exchange on the divinity of Christ between 

Marshman and Rammohun Roy, the respected western-educated Bengali intellectual and 

critic, in the Bengali press in 1820 and 1821.  This controversy arose after Rammohun 

Roy, who had visited the Serampore Baptists and discussed Christianity on several 

occasions, arousing their hopes for his eventual conversion, published The Precepts of 

Jesus.  The Brahmin assembled the various moral teachings of Christ in this text without 

reference to the doctrinal and miraculous portions of the gospel, for, he wrote, “I feel 

persuaded that by separating from the other matters contained in the New Testament, the 

moral precepts found in that book, these will be more likely to produce the desirable 

effect of improving the hearts and minds of men of different persuasions and degrees of 

understanding.”  Marshman marshaled an impressive array of texts and logic to defend 

the wholeness of scripture against Rammohun, arguing for the divinity of Christ and the 

exclusivity of his message.  Rammohun responded with equal strength, also using biblical 

texts.  Both men acquitted themselves well in the debate, and neither changed his 

position, though Serampore’s hopes for an influential convert had been dashed.180  
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Perhaps the most striking illustration of the scope of Marshman’s intellect is his 

translation of the Bible into Chinese, which he taught himself, with brief encouragement 

and instruction from a Spanish Catholic priest who had lived in Peking for several years.  

Since the Father spoke no English, the two men conversed about Chinese in Latin.181  

Though Carey and Ward possessed similar diligence and abilities, Marshman’s mind 

doubtlessly helped bring the mission to the level of a “learned, pious, and industrious 

society.”182   

William Ward, born to a carpenter, worked as a printer’s assistant and then an 

editor from his early youth.  As a young man inspired by the French Revolution, he 

imbibed radical opinions and became active in politics.  During his editing and political 

days, Ward used his ink to fight for what would become one of the greatest Dissenting 

causes of the next century, the abolition of slavery.  After his baptism, Ward turned from 

temporal political pursuits to more spiritual ones and began to preach to the poor.  

Though he was untrained, Ward’s preaching impressed a wealthy Dissenter, who paid for 

him to be educated as a minister.  While at school, Ward heard of the BMS’s search for 

missionaries to aid Carey in his work in Bengal.183  Ward had, in fact, met Carey just 

before the missionary sailed for Bengal in 1794, and the encounter had made quite an 

impression upon him.  As Eustace Carey recorded, upon being introduced to the then 

very young printer, Carey told him, “‘We shall want you in a few years, to print the 

Bible; you must come after us.’  And these few words, as Mr. W[ard] has confessed, so 

remained on his mind, that he could never forget them.”184  Recalling this meeting, Ward 

was eager to answer the call to India, and he, Marshman, and two more BMS 

missionaries, William Grant and Daniel Brunsdon, sailed for Bengal with their families in 

1799.185   
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Like Carey and Marshman, Ward possessed several specific skills which greatly 

benefited the work of the mission.  First among these was, of course, his talent and 

experience with news and printing.  Thus Ward’s chief duties at Serampore would be 

editing, type-setting, and printing the thousands of translations, tracts, and periodicals 

that poured out of Serampore in the first forty years of the nineteenth century.  He also 

acted as the mission’s administrator, handling finances, settling disputes, and overseeing 

building projects.186  Ward held the most progressive doctrinal views of the three, 

advocating an open communion policy so that the Baptists could celebrate the Lord’s 

Supper with fellow Christians from other denominations.187  When this gentle man died 

suddenly from cholera in 1823, John Clark Marshman took his place in the printing 

office.188 

Carey, Marshman, and Ward, known collectively throughout England and Bengal 

as “The Serampore Trio,” all had what one historian has called “a herculean capacity for 

work.”189  In addition to their individual tasks, all three men contributed to the work of 

translation and education, and all three preached, both in homes and in the streets, many 

times a week.  Carey sent a staggering but matter-of-fact description of his daily activities 

to John Ryland in 1806: 

“I rose this day at a quarter before six, read a chapter in the Hebrew Bible, and spent the time till 

seven in private addresses to God and then attended family prayer with the servants in Bengalee.  

While tea was pouring out, I read a little in Persian with a Moonshi…read also before breakfast a 

portion of the Scriptures in Hindoosthanee.  The Moment breakfast was over sat down to the 

translation of the Ramayuna from Sangskrit, with a Pundit…continued this translation till ten O 

Clock, at which time I went to [the] College [of Fort William], and attended duties there [teaching 

Bengali, Sanskrit, and Marathi] till between one and two O Clock—When I returned home I 

examined a proof sheet of the Bengalee translation of Jeremiah, which took till dinner time…After 

dinner translated…greatest part of the 8th Chap. Of Matthew, into Sangskrit….after six sat down 

with a Tilingua Pundit…to learn that Language…I began to collect a few previous thoughts into 

the form of Sermon…and preached in English at half past seven…the Congregation was gone by 

nine O Clock.  I then sat down to write to you, after this I conclude the evening by reading a 

chapter in the Greek testament, and commending myself to God.  I have never more time in a day 

than this, though the exercise vary.”190 

 

It is important to note that the missionaries were only able to achieve such a level of 
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productivity with the assistance of native pundits and munshis.  Carey’s position at the 

College of Fort William gave him unique access to “help…from learned Indians 

congregated from all over India.”191  Certainly, the missionaries could never have 

translated their scriptures into over thirty Indian languages without the expertise and 

labor of men who knew these languages best.  As E. Daniel Potts has pointed out, in the 

case of many Serampore translations, a native pandit actually translated the New 

Testament into his language, and one of the trio then checked and edited this translation 

against the original Greek or Hebrew text.  “I constantly avail myself of the help of the 

most learned natives, and should think it criminal not to do so,” Carey wrote to Fuller, 

“but I do not commit my judgment to any one.”192  Pundits and munshis, though 

frequently referenced in the missionaries’ letters, were almost always nameless, and they 

rarely received public credit for co-translation.  The trio should have acknowledged the 

assistance of Indian pundits more clearly.  Yet, their position on collaboration with such 

men, almost none of whom were converts to Christianity, was admirable and certainly 

more progressive than the views of others within their denomination.  As Potts points out, 

the trio recognized their own limitations as translators and made regular use of native 

expertise, while the junior missionaries at Calcutta eschewed the scholarship of non-

Christian scholars, believing that Indians would “never master Greek and Hebrew.”193  

The Serampore missionaries’ early utilization of native expertise to produce the best 

possible translations of their gospel set the tone for their continued reliance upon Indians, 

Christian and non-Christian, to carry their message forward.  

It was the trio’s intense commitment to their work, as well as the assistance of 

paid Indian scholars, which allowed Ward to report, in their tenth year at Serampore, that 

the mission now supported four stations in Bengal, one in Patna, stations on the borders 

of Orissa, Bhutan, and Burma, and boasted more than two hundred native Christians in 

church fellowship, a chapel inside Calcutta, Scriptures translated and printed in six Indian 

languages, and translation commenced in six more.194  Part of the missionaries’ 
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unflagging dedication to such labor stemmed from a desire to relieve the Society of the 

burden of supporting them—Carey’s goal from the beginning.  As he wrote to Fuller of 

the mission’s expenses in 1799, “I believe we all have ‘a mind to work;’ and everyone 

will do his utmost to take all the burden he can from the Society.”195  To this end, the trio 

adopted the communal, Moravian style of administration, which centered around a 

“mission family” who pooled all of their resources and shared a common stock and a 

common table, taking only what was necessary for food and clothing and dedicating all 

the rest to missionary purposes.196   “I really think it to be impossible to pay more 

attention to economy than we do, for all our brethren and sisters are of one heart in this 

respect,” Carey assured Fuller in 1800, just after the missionaries had purchased a 

building in which they could hold worship services and house all of their families.  They 

hoped to save money in the long term in this way by avoiding separate rent payments or 

purchases.197   

Besides exercising “the strictest economy,” the missionaries also felt themselves 

bound to seek gainful and immediate employment for the support of the mission, so that 

they could operate, as far as possible, independently of the Society.  The missionaries 

hoped to find lucrative work that complemented and supported their spiritual work.  

Though Carey had been forced to resort to indigo cultivation during his early years, the 

talent of the new missionaries and the now-steady footing of the mission due to Carey’s 

years of experience in India allowed the Serampore group to turn immediately to 

education and printing—activities they hoped to apply to evangelism—for financial 

support.  Carey had already translated the New Testament and much of the Old 

Testament into Bengali, and as soon as the mission was reestablished at Serampore, the 

missionaries set up the old press from Malda and printed these translations for 

distribution.  Their next task was education.  The Marshmans opened their boarding 

schools in May of 1800, and by the end of the year were earning three hundred rupees a 

month from this work.  In June, the missionaries established a vernacular day school for 

native youth to take advantage of that “anxiety which [the Bengali elite] manifested…to 

obtain for their children the advantages which a knowledge of English is supposed to 
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confer.”  The mission was thus able to meet a major demand in Bengali society—for an 

English education, given in the vernacular.  “Commerce has raised new thoughts and 

awakened new energies,” the missionaries wrote to the Society, “so that hundreds, if we 

could skillfully teach them gratis, would crowd to learn the English language.”198  These 

early printing and education ventures kept the mission financially afloat until Carey’s 

post at the College of Fort William brought more security. 

Now settled at Serampore and relatively safe from both pecuniary difficulties and 

British persecution, Carey, Marshman, and Ward could turn to the central purpose of 

their mission:  evangelism.  The Serampore missionaries’ view of India and its religions, 

culture, and practices greatly influenced their approach to evangelism.  Like their later 

colleagues in Jamaica, who tended to collapse a kaleidoscopic mix of folk religions and 

spiritual beliefs from multiple sources in Africa and the Caribbean under one heading—

superstition—, most Indian missionaries, including the Serampore trio, dealt with the 

complexities of India’s various systems of religious beliefs by making broad 

classifications, like “Hindu idolatry,” that did no justice to the multifaceted nature of 

Indian beliefs and ways of life.  As anthropologist Stephen A. Tyler has noted, a 

“syncretistic pattern” is central to “the religious system known as Hinduism, which, at the 

time of the Serampore mission as well as today, incorporated “preexisting non-Aryan 

religious features…into the body of Aryan belief” and encompassed “Brahmanic 

ritualism” as well as “non-Aryan patterns of asceticism and theistic devotional worship 

(bhakti).”199  Further, Hindu belief, though most common and certainly the most noted by 

Western missionaries, jostled alongside Islam (usually referred to as Mahomedism by the 

missionaries), various strains of Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, and other belief systems.  

The Serampore trio failed to acknowledge the complexity of Indian religious belief 

because, first, they could not understand and were even unaware of much of it.  More 

than the limitations of their experience and knowledge, though, the missionaries’ own 

religious worldview dictated the ways in which they understood and responded to Indian 

belief systems.  Like other Dissenters, and against groups like the Unitarians and 

freethinkers like Rammohun Roy, the Baptists interpreted Christ’s declaration that “no 
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man cometh to the Father but by me,” as a claim for Christ as the exclusive way of 

salvation.  None of the Indian religious systems made way for Christ, and could not, 

therefore, be accepted as truth.  Indeed, even when Rammohun Roy adopted major 

portions of Jesus’s ethical teachings and combined them with Vedic scriptures, the 

missionaries rejected his project as an adulteration of the true, pure gospel.200  The 

missionaries thus understood Indian religion in biblical terms, viewing Hinduism as a 

system of “idolatry.”   

In the descriptive accounts of Indian religions, particularly Hinduism, written by 

any Protestant missionaries in India during the first half of the nineteenth century, 

“idolatry” is a constantly repeated, key word.  Indeed, the very first public address of the 

BMS, published in 1792, announced intentions “to evangelise the poor dark idolatrous 

heathen by sending missionaries into different parts of the world where the light of the 

glorious Gospel was not at present published.”201  The missionaries assumed that 

Hinduism was meant to be monotheistic, like Christianity, but saw that Hindus made 

“offerings to a variety of imaginary subordinate beings, or rather to creatures.”202  The 

idolatry of Hinduism confronted Carey as soon as he began his ministry in Malda; local 

Hindus approached him and asked that he make an offering to “Kally [Kali], the goddess 

of destruction” to ensure a successful indigo crop.  “This Kally is the most devil-like 

figure that can be thought of,” Carey wrote, “she stands upon a dead man; her girdle is 

strung with small figures of human skulls.”  The missionary remonstrated with the Hindu 

workmen “upon the wickedness and folly of idolatry.” “I set my face as much as possible 

against their making any offering at all, and told them that I would rather lose my life 

than sacrifice to their idol,” Carey recorded with some passion.  He then urged the men to 

turn away from idolatry and worship the one true God.203  The missionaries learned, in 

time, to quell such horrified and passionate responses to native practices and to focus 

instead on positive similarities between Hindu and Christian ethics.  Still, shock, horror, 

and quick opposition seemed to be their universal, natural reaction during these early 

days. 
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Reverend Alexander Duff, a Church of Scotland missionary and a friend and 

younger contemporary of the Serampore missionaries, probably expressed the British 

evangelical response to Hindu “idolatry” at its most dramatic: 

“Hinduism still retains all the loftiest terms expressive of adoration and worship, prayer, and 

praise; but under these what vain, and foolish, and wicked conceptions does it convey?  What 

horrid and monstrous practices does it inculcate?  Hinduism has its public temples too.  But what 

are they?  Black, and sullen, and stupendous piles reared in the fabled recesses of a past eternity, 

and covering the whole land with their deadly shade!  Who are worshipped therein?  Not, as may 

readily be supposed, not the high and the holy One that inhabiteth eternity [Brahma], but three 

hundred and thirty millions of deities instead….Who and whence are these?  Practically we are 

still directed to the clay, and the wood, and the stone; and are told that the infatuated people 

ransack heaven above, and earth below, and the waters under the earth, for vital forms after which 

to shape and fashion their lifeless divinities…And oh, what an appalling spectacle, every where to 

witness multitudes endowed with reasonable souls and immortal spirits, rending the air with the 

deafening shout,— ‘Behold, these be thy gods, O Hindustan!’”204 

 

Duff’s histrionic account of India’s idolatry intentionally presents India as morally and 

philosophically contemporaneous with the fallen ancient Israel:  “Behold, these be thy 

gods, O Hindustan!” directly parallels the high priest Aaron’s words to the Israelites 

when he gave them a golden calf to worship instead of the one God who had led them out 

of Egypt.205  Duff, like other British evangelical missionaries in India in the first half of 

the nineteenth century, thus saw in India a reincarnation of ancient Israel, who fell away 

from the worship of the one true God and followed other gods of wood and stone.  The 

missionaries’ abhorrence of Indian idolatry aligned with their overall view of India as 

depraved, superstitious, and full of every kind of vice.  When the Serampore missionaries 

laid out their “leading principles” for evangelism in 1805, they noted that a minister 

should keep in mind “the humiliating character of [the Hindus’] idolatrous worship, 

feasts, and songs.”206   

Yet, it should be remembered that most Britons, not just these missionaries, 

shared the view of India as superstitious, depraved, and in need of renewal—as did even 

Rammohun Roy, the great Indian intellectual and reformer, who argued that 
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contemporary Hindu polytheism, “idolatry,” and “superstition” deviated from the Vedic 

scriptures, which taught monotheism, rationality, and dignity.207  The East India 

Company’s new charter would also affirm this vision of India in 1813, making Britain’s 

role as bringer of civilization to an underdeveloped, superstitious nation the official 

policy of the British government.208  The Serampore missionaries were certainly not the 

only men who viewed Indian culture and religious tradition as superstitious and in need 

of reform.  In fact, their response to Indian belief was measured and tolerant compared 

with other assessments. Serampore’s 1805 statement of leading principles closed by 

declaring that, though missionaries must preach the truth, they must also “avoid any 

attack on [Indian] prejudices by exhibiting any degree of acrimony against the sins of 

their gods, and on no account…do violence to their images, or…interrupt their worship— 

‘the real conquests of the Gospel being those of love.’”209  Thus, despite their abhorrence 

of idolatry, the missionaries were determined to win Indian souls from it through love 

and truth, not violence and intolerance. 

The Serampore missionaries found certain aspects of Indian culture and society 

just as distasteful as the spiritual transgressions of idolatry.  Chief among these was the 

caste system, whose rigidity prevented many from accepting the Gospel, the missionaries 

felt.  “The obstacles in the way of the Gospel are very great, and were it not that God is 

almighty and true, would be insurmountable,” Carey confessed to the Society in 1794.  

“The caste is such a superstition as no European can conceive, and more tenaciously 

regarded than life…[caste is] interwoven with every circumstance of [Hindus’] lives; and 

their deceit and avarice are unparalleled.  But the work was begun by God, and I doubt 

not but he will carry it on.”210  An experience very early in his missionary career taught 

Carey just how difficult caste would be to combat.  While traveling in Malda with his 
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munshi, Carey was in great need of a “servant-boy” to carry books and attend to his 

needs.  As Carey recorded in his journal, the men came upon “a poor boy of the 

shoemaker caste” who “came begging to Mounshi, and said that he had neither food, 

clothing, nor friends, but was an orphan.”  When Carey’s munshi asked the boy to come 

with them as Carey’s servant, promising him good care and every necessity, the boy 

refused for fear of losing caste.  “Perhaps this is one of the strongest chains with which 

the devil ever bound the children of men,” Carey reflected.  “This is my comfort, that 

God can break it.”211  The Baptists’ reading of the Bible led them to believe that caste, 

like idolatry, was an affront before God, who loved all men equally. Seeing themselves as 

God’s emissaries, the Serampore missionaries determined to do all they could to end such 

distinctions.  The fact that caste divisions in the Dutch Protestant churches on the 

Coromandel Coast had been allowed to continue and had nearly destroyed the mission 

there certainly strengthened the trio’s resolve.  Thus, when the first Brahmin received 

baptism at Serampore in 1803, “Mr. Carey and his colleagues were called to fix the rule 

of practice on this point at the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.”  In the Coast churches, 

Brahmins had received communion first, and sudras last, in keeping with the caste 

system.  Yet the Serampore missionaries “resolved to exterminate every vestige of caste 

from the Christian community they were rearing up, and the Brahmin received the bread 

and wine after the carpenter Krishnu,” who had been the mission’s first convert.212  They 

placed seniority by order of conversion before caste.  In this way, the Baptists broke 

down what they saw as a debilitating social system and strove for unity and equality 

among the members of their Christian family.   

More even than idolatry and caste, certain Hindu rituals and ceremonies aroused 

the ire of the Serampore missionaries—offending both religious and humanitarian 

feelings.  Ritual infanticide, ghat “murders,” and sati all horrified the Baptists and 

inspired them to fight against such practices, using their sermons and their press, 

throughout the lifetime of the Serampore mission.  The missionaries’ journals are 

punctuated with shuddering descriptions of festivals accompanied by ritual sacrifice and 

widow-burning, often too near their homes to shut out.  Carey noted in January 1795, 
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“This was the day for the worship of the patroness of literature.  The idol was prepared 

near the place where I live.”213  In April 1803, Ward recorded, “A horrible day—the 

Churuk poojah [ceremony], and three women burnt with their husbands on one pile, near 

our house.”214  In his account of Hinduism, Alexander Duff devoted a full ten pages to the 

“inhuman rites” or ghat “murders” associated with worship of the Ganges River, where 

the dead and dying were brought during their final hours to be given back to the river.  

This practice, common in Bengal during this time, arose from the concept of the great 

river as the mother of the people, who called her Mata Ganga, Mother Ganges,215 but the 

reality of the ritual often meant that dying men and women, taken from their beds, 

expired in the open air after days of exposure.  “Thousands are annually hurried to 

premature death; and…hundreds are made to die, who, were it not for these cruel rites, 

would, beyond all doubt, recover, and regain a perfect restoration of wonted health,” Duff 

exclaimed.  Worst of all, these acts were “reputed holy and meritorious, and 

demonstrative of the greatest possible affection and kindness.  Such is the stupefying 

power of a baleful superstition.”216  Carey addressed a similar issue in 1802 when he 

wrote a report for the British Indian government on the ritual drowning of children in the 

Ganges for the festival of Gunga Saugor.  Happily, Carey’s work—and that of other, 

secular reformers—soon led to the abolition of the practice.217  Within two years, this 

festival, which had previously been accompanied by thousands of ritual sacrifices, saw no 

deaths, thanks to the British officers and Indian sepoys who lined the river banks to 

prevent it.218  

Some practices were more difficult to eradicate, however.  Sati, the self-

immolation of Hindu widows on the funeral pyres of their husbands, persisted until 1829.  

In Hindu usage, sati usually refers not to a practice, but to a person, a truly faithful wife 

who dies with her husband in order to avoid widowhood.219  The Baptists first learned of 

the ritual in 1799, when Carey happened upon a sati ceremony in Malda.  Despite the 
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years of history and countless myths, stories, and shrines devoted to the goddess sati and 

the rite associated with her,220 the Serampore missionaries could not view the practice as 

anything but murder.  When the appalled missionary told the participants that the ritual 

“was a shocking Murder,” they replied that it was rather “a great act of Holiness, and 

added in a very surly manner that if I did not like to see it, I might go further off.”221  In 

hopes of inspiring some government action, the Serampore missionaries conducted 

extensive area surveys in 1803 and 1804 to ascertain how many women were dying as 

satis each year in the thirty miles around Calcutta, concluding between three and four 

hundred annually.  Along with a collection of the shastras on the practice which Carey 

had gathered and translated, they gave this information to a member of the Supreme 

Council, who presented it to Governor-General Wellesley as “the first official notice 

regarding female immolation which had appeared on the record of the government.”222  

The Baptists’ fight against sati would drag on for years, for religious conservatives clung 

to this rite fiercely, and the Company’s habitual fear of upsetting native religious 

prejudices kept the government from taking decisive action.   

Like many other reformers who opposed the practice, including Rammohun Roy, 

the Baptists argued that sati was, in most cases, anything but voluntary.  Having seen 

widows held down atop their pyres with bamboo poles, Carey could personally testify to 

the compulsory nature the practice had gained, in places, though contemporary 

documents show that, in many cases, sati continued to be a voluntary practice.223  To the 

chagrin of the missionaries, both Minto and Hastings “were deterred from abolishing this 

atrocious practice by the dread of a commotion,” as the Company continued its reluctance 
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to interfere with any religious ceremony, and hesitant efforts to curtail the practice 

actually increased its occurrences.224  Throughout these years of stalemate, the Baptist 

missionaries powerfully supported abolition with all the authority of men on the spot, 

striving to influence public opinion in Britain and India. Most visibly, William 

Wilberforce made free and effective use of Joshua Marshman’s descriptions of sati 

during debate in Parliament.  Finally, after consulting orientalist H.H. Wilson, 

Rammohun Roy, Carey, and John Clark Marshman, Lord William Bentinck took the 

“bold and decisive step” to make sati a criminal offense in 1829, declaring in a private 

letter that he could not have the “dreadful responsibility” for the practice on his 

conscience.  Carey himself joyfully translated the governor’s order into Bengali for 

publishing, and the Serampore Press’s periodicals praised Bentinck’s wisdom and 

decisiveness for weeks.225   

The abolition of sati provoked a mixed response from the Indian community.  

Rammohun Roy—who had opposed immediate abolition when Bentinck consulted 

him—and the reforming circle published “an address of thanks from the liberal natives of 

rank” in Calcutta.  Orthodox Hindus soon formed a society to restore sati and protect the 

interests of Hinduism, called Dhurma Subha, with the editor of the conservative 

Chundrika periodical as secretary.  The Chundrika and the Serampore weekly journal 

Durpun argued back and forth about the measure for many weeks.  Even when the 

Dhurma Subha threatened to excommunicate all who read any literature that justified 

abolition, the Durpun’s subscription list remained high, J.C. Marshman happily 

reported.226  Though most of the muscle and courage behind the new legislation was 

Bentinck’s, the Serampore missionaries had played a pivotal role, and the long sought 

abolition of sati was one of their greatest triumphs. 

Overall, William Carey, Joshua Marshman, and William Ward, like nearly every 

European in India, saw the country and its inhabitants as benighted and superstitious.  

Many British reformers believed that only Western science, education, and government 
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could regenerate what had once been a great civilization.227  The Serampore missionaries 

shared this view to an extent, but ultimately, they believed that secular education only 

dealt with surface problems.  Their program of regeneration aimed, instead, at the heart 

of the people.  The missionaries saw Indians as men and women whose souls were 

precious to God, but perishing without the truth of Christ.  “Had…longing of soul for the 

conversion of the poor natives, and an opportunity of discoursing to some of them on the 

danger of their state,” Carey inscribed in his journal in 1795, in great anxiety for the fate 

of Indian souls.228  Convictions such as these had first driven Carey, when he was just a 

shoemaker, into such an obsession with the establishment of a missionary society that “he 

could talk of little else.”229 

The missionaries’ vision of India arose from their worldview.  As Christians and 

Baptists, the trio believed that all men needed Christ for salvation, and that any who did 

not accept the Gospel and receive baptism into Christ’s church would suffer eternal 

death.  As working class men and Dissenters with deep convictions, the missionaries 

were willing to get their hands dirty to accomplish this goal, even if they incurred the 

displeasure of authority in India and at home.  Any other concerns—such as the 

Company’s fears of offending “native prejudices”—were superseded by the imperatives 

of the gospel.  As they strove to achieve their aim, the missionaries discovered social 

evils that were incompatible with their message, and, like their brethren in Jamaica, they 

fought and defeated many of these, like sati, despite government hesitance or opposition.  

Also like their counterparts in Jamaica, the Serampore missionaries grounded their 

actions in the field in the guidance of the New Testament and the example of the early 

church.  Fuller enthusiastically reiterated the Baptist reliance on Biblical primitivism in a 

letter to the missionaries in 1801:  “Through the medium of their [Indian converts’] and 

your struggles, we read the Acts and the Epistles, as it were, with new eyes, and seem to 

behold as in a mirror the Christianity of the early ages.  We can truly say of you, dear 

brethren, and both we and you of them, ‘now we live, if ye stand fast in the Lord!’”230   

Despite their deep convictions and enthusiastic hopes, it was a difficult work that 
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Carey and his colleagues had undertaken.  In many ways, it was also untried; Carey 

himself broke the path to begin modern missions.  The fledgling BMS had no national 

organization to raise money or provide moral encouragement, and Carey, Marshman, and 

Ward had to support themselves and their families with their own hands and skills once 

they arrived in India.  Too, in 1794, before the Suez Canal and steamships, India was an 

almost unimaginable distance from England, and its diseases and climate were known to 

strike down Europeans within weeks.  Many missionaries who docked in Bengal Bay, 

Carey among them, never again saw the shores of England.  Essentially, these early 

missionaries left their homes with almost no preparation for what they would face in 

India.  When Carey sailed, he did not know any Indian languages, he did not know where 

he would settle his family, and he did not know how he would keep a roof over his head.  

He simply trusted that God would provide.  Marshman impresses upon his readers the 

difficulties the trio faced in first days of modern missions:   

“It must not be overlooked that at this early period the missionary enterprise presented none of 

those attractions which are now associated with it.  It was supposed to involve an interruption of 

all social and relative ties, and a perpetual exile from all the endearing associations of England.  

The receipt of a communication from India was an event which occurred only at long intervals, 

and a period of eighteen months often elapsed between the despatch of a letter and the arrival of a 

reply…Neither could the missionary, as at the present time, look for encouragement and support 

from large and influential associations, who watched his progress with feelings of deep sympathy; 

and it required a spirit of the strongest Christian faith and devotion to face the difficulties of this 

dreary and formidable enterprise.”231 

 

Once they arrived in India, the missionaries met with more obstacles.  Carey’s struggles 

to learn Bengali have already been noted.  Even a fluency in the language could not 

guarantee the missionaries a hearing.  “There is a great deal of patience and self-denial 

required in collecting our congregations, and bearing with all their interruptions and 

wanderings,” Ward complained.  “You stand by the side of a street or lane, a man passes, 

you ask him how he does, or whither he is going.  Sometimes he replies, at other times he 

will go on, taking no notice of you…I suppose brother Carey has preached a thousand 

sermons to congregations such as these.”232  Disease and death caused discouragement, as 

well.  Robert Grant, one of the men who had studied and sailed out with Marshman and 

Ward, died just weeks after reaching India, before he could even begin any of the work 

for which he had prepared himself so diligently.  Within a year’s time in 1811-12, ten 
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members of the mission family died, most of them children.233  Of course, money was a 

constant problem, as well, especially in the latter years of the mission.  As Serampore 

expanded, many of its supporters in England were dying off, losing faith, or losing 

interest, so that the trio were forced, at times, to consider abandoning some of their 

mission stations.234     

As John Tosh has argued, “emigration concentrated the mind on one’s most 

important priorities and values, throwing into relief what really counted and what could 

be dispensed with.”235  The trials that accompanied the Serampore missionaries’ 

migration from northern England to Bengal certainly had such an effect on their resolve.  

Faced with many barriers and frustrations, the missionaries clung to their belief in the 

sovereignty of God, whose purposes were beyond the wisdom of men.  Whenever they 

mourned the loss of a child or despaired at a budget deficit well beyond their means, the 

missionaries reminded themselves that “God’s promises are true; and will, in his own 

time, be surely accomplished.”236  In this way, they maintained their determination to 

spread the gospel in the face of every obstacle, firmly believing that God himself would 

prepare the way before them.  During their years of experience at Serampore, the trio 

formulated specific means and methods for achieving God’s purpose, as they saw it, in 

India.  When Lord Moira became Governor-General of India in 1813, Andrew Fuller sent 

him a letter describing the Serampore mission and its methods:  “The means by which 

[Carey] and his colleagues disseminate Christianity, are:  circulating the Sacred 

Scriptures in the languages of the country; preaching in the same languages; distributing 

small tracts, composed principally of select parts of the Sacred Scriptures; and 
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establishing schools for the gratuitous instruction of children whose parents choose to 

send them.”  Education was also conducted in the vernacular.  “By these means,” Fuller 

continued, “upwards of four hundred within the last twelve years have cast off their 

idolatry and embraced the Christian religion, among whom are a considerable number of 

Brahmins and Mahometans.”237   

Translation and printing, preaching, and education—tasks to which the trio were 

perfectly fitted—would be the mainstays of the work at Serampore throughout the 

lifetime of the mission.  All of these were organized from individual mission stations and 

aimed at convicting the hearts of the Indian people of their sin and turning them towards 

Christ.  The Serampore missionaries affirmed these methods and goals in their 1815 

mission report for the Society, noting that “the work of planting the Gospel in any 

heathen land, required three distinct agencies.  First, the formation of stations, where the 

‘standard of the Cross shall be erected, and the Gospel preached to the people, and from 

whence ultimately spring churches.’  Secondly, the translation of the Scriptures; and, 

thirdly, the instruction of youth in the knowledge of the Bible and of the literature suited 

to the state of the country:  that thus divine knowledge may be diffused abroad, and 

teachers and pastors be raised up to make known the Gospel.”238  This latter affirmation 

of the ultimate goals of these “agencies” is significant: through these methods, the 

Serampore missionaries intentionally trained native missionaries to continue the work 

after them, laying the foundation for an indigenous national church.   

 In 1800, during the period of relative peace following their removal to the Danish 

settlement, the missionaries were overjoyed to see the first steps toward their ultimate 

goal of an Indian church, supported and propagated by Indian Christians.  After the 

disappointment of the first convert, Fukeer, who received baptism but then disappeared, a 

carpenter named Krishnu, his wife Rasu, his wife’s sister Joymooni, and his brother 

Gokul renounced their caste by eating with the missionaries.  Despite much intimidation 

from the Hindu community, Krishnu was baptized soon afterwards, and his family 

followed.239  Carey joyfully recorded, on 22 December 1800:  “Gokul and Krishnu have 
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this day thrown away their caste.  They came on purpose to eat with us, and after a few 

minutes spent in prayer by me, Krishnu, Gokul, and brother Thomas, they sat down to 

table, and ate with us in the presence of all.  They, with the two women, will come 

tonight, to give in their experience, and next Lord’s day I expect to baptize four natives, 

Mr. Fernandez, and my son Felix…I have not time now to say more than that it was a 

glorious day.”240  It is not insignificant that the confessions and baptisms of these native 

converts took place alongside the confessions and baptisms of Fernandez and Felix 

Carey, establishing, from the first, equality and brotherhood among these Christians of 

different bloods and nations.  Also importantly, the missionaries immediately began to 

train their new converts further in apostolic doctrine and practice, preparing them to teach 

the message they had accepted to others.  “I feel much concerned that they may act 

worthy of their vocation, and also, that they may be able to teach others,” Carey wrote to 

the Society, anxious about his role in the training of new evangelists.  “I think it becomes 
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will follow it.’  They have all eaten and drunk with us, have lost caste, to the astonishment of the 
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us to make the most of every one whom the Lord gives us.”241  Thus from the first joyful 

baptism of native converts, the Sereampore missionaries worked to establish community 

and, to a considerable extent, equality within the Indian church they founded, and, from 

the beginning, they worked towards an indigenous ministry and leadership.  Indeed, they 

were thinking in these terms even before the first conversions.  “It may be expected a 

moderate portion of general light will produce considerable effects, after a way has been 

opened…by the formation of a native church,” the trio wrote optimistically to the Society 

in October of 1800.242  With the baptism of Krishnu and his family just two months later, 

their hopes began to be realized.   

As gratifying and immediate as conversions were, the trio felt that they must 

focus not only on direct evangelism, but spend time translating, printing, and educating.  

They hoped to lay a foundation that future evangelists could build upon with more 

conversions.243  Because Christianity and its scriptures were so little known in India—

neither Testament had been translated into any of India’s vernacular languages until 

Carey arrived and set up his small press in Malda—, the translation and distribution of 

the scriptures were central to the mission work.244  In line with their theology, which 

stressed the individual’s responsibility to God and the Christian’s need to read and 

understand scripture for himself, the missionaries laid particular importance on 

vernacular translations.  Carey, who had finished the Bengali Bible by 1796—just two 

years after he sailed from England knowing none of the language—hoped to translate the 

Christian scriptures into every Indian language.  Though he never reached this goal, his 

progress towards it, with the assistance of his missionary colleagues and the considerable 

resources of the College of Fort William, is nothing short of astounding.245  Finding 

themselves in a favorable position for such work, the Serampore trio had, by 1804, 

already proposed a plan to translate the Bible into the Indian languages—they were aware 

of only seven at the time—and secured the financial support of the BMS for the 
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venture.246  Their progress report to the Society just five years later “presents an example 

of that ardent spirit of exertion in which great undertakings are achieved,” John Clark 

Marshman boasts. In the sixteen years since Carey had begun his work in Malda, the 

entire Bible had been printed in Bengali in five volumes, and a third, improved edition of 

the New Testament had been published.247  The missionaries had also printed translations 

of the New Testament in Oriya and Sanskrit and the Psalms in Oriya, and a Sanskrit 

Pentateuch was begun.  Telinga, Punjabi, Gujarati, and Mahratta translations of the New 

Testament were progressing apace.  Outside the languages of India, Felix Carey, William 

Carey’s eldest son, was working on Burmese Scriptures, a new missionary called 

Robinson on Bhutan, and Marshman on Chinese.248   

To achieve all of this, the mission had purchased a larger press than Carey’s old 

one from Malda, and paid to have type-fonts made for printing in Persian, Arabic, 

Bengali, and other languages.  In the making of types, as in translating, Indian specialists 

played a crucial role.  A “low-caste blacksmith” called Panchanan, who had familiarized 

himself with European printing, metallurgy, and engraving, became Ward’s “most prized 

Asian associate at Serampore,” where he labored making fonts for the mission press until 

he retired and passed his job along to his son-in law.249  Carey and Marshman oversaw 

most of the translations, and Ward edited the proof-sheets and oversaw the printing 

office.250  As previously discussed, Indian pundits or skilled workers performed much of 

this labor, while the trio employed them and proofread each translation.251  All told, by 

the end of 1822, just before Ward’s death, the trio and their colleagues and assistants had 

published the New Testament in twenty Indian languages.  Subsequent missionaries 

added eleven more translations, for a total of thirty-one translations of Scripture out of 

                                                           
246 Marshman, I, 193-4   
247 As he grew more at home in the language and its idioms, Carey was constantly making corrections.  See 

Marshman, I, 178-80 
248 Marshman, I, 419-20.  The missionaries often faced interesting challenges when translating—how to 

render words and phrases like “after the flesh,” “carnal,” and “spiritual?”  See Carey, 286. 
249 Marshman, I, 178-180.  Panchanan himself created three Bengali fonts, and his son-in-law Monohar 

Karmakar “cut type for fifteen Oriental languages.”  On Panchanan, see David Kopf, British Orientalism 

and the Bengal Renaissance:  The Dynamics of Indian Modernization, 1773-1835, (Berkeley:  University 

of California Press, 1969), 115-6, and M.S. Khan, “William Carey and the Serampore Books,” Libri, VII 

(1961), 199-280. 
250 Potts, 22 
251 Carey, 360-1 



   

 80

Serampore.252  It is small wonder, then, that the missionaries’ friend and contemporary, 

the Anglican bishop Dr. Marsh wrote of the Serampore trio:  “Such are the exertions of 

these extraordinary men, who, in the course of eleven years from the commencement of 

1800 to the latest accounts, have contributed so much to the translation and dispersion of 

the Scriptures, that the united efforts of no Society can by compared with them.”253  

Ever practical and progressive in their thinking, the Baptists did not limit the use 

of their press to their own translations, or even to strictly religious literature.  When the 

European elite of Calcutta formed an Auxiliary Bible society to circulate the Scriptures 

“among the Christians and heathen of India,” in 1811, the Serampore missionaries 

offered the use of their press for the production of various translations, including those 

produced by Catholic missionaries, since their press could print more cheaply than any 

other in Bengal.  Marshman explained to Fuller, "we know the work to be very great, and 

we have no fear of its being done too well or too soon."  Carey’s appointment to the 

College of Fort William led to even broader uses of the Serampore press.  As he prepared 

to deliver his first lecture in 1801, Carey was shocked to find that no Bengali prose 

existed in printed form.  Wanting books for his students to read in their own language, 

Carey began translating or employing a munshi to translate numerous prose works into 

Bengali and publishing them at the Serampore press.  These were the first prose works 

ever printed in the Bengali language.  A few years later, Carey and Marshman began 

translating classical Sanskrit works into English, beginning with the Ramayana, with the 

support of the Government and the Asiatic Society at 150 rupees a month.254  Though all 

of these literary efforts were very significant for Bengali culture and brought the 

Serampore missionaries great recognition, they “were entirely subservient to the 
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missionary exertions in which they were engaged.”255   The overriding imperatives of the 

Gospel dictated the uses of the missionaries’ time and resources, and the press was no 

exception.  

 The Serampore missionaries devoted as much time to education as they did to 

translation and printing, for “if the ordinary person was going to be reached by the 

Baptists writings and translations he needed to be able to read and reason.”256   Like in 

Jamaica, the missionaries in Bengal found that much of the population could not read—

indeed, as Carey discovered, print culture of any sort in Bengali was scarce.  Believing 

that conversion and relationship with God depended on an individual’s ability to read and 

understand the Christian message for themselves, and that in his own language, the 

missionaries felt compelled to provide for the Bengali community the effective, 

vernacular education that was unavailable from either indigenous or Company sources.257  

It has already been noted that, within the first year of work at Serampore, the 

missionaries had established remunerative boarding schools and a vernacular school for 

native youth.258  In 1801, Carey’s appointment to the College of Fort William as an 

instructor of Bengali and Sanskrit—he would eventually teach Marathi, as well—further 

tied the trio to educative efforts in Bengal.  The mission strongly supported Wellesley’s 

College, which taught Indian languages, laws, and customs to Company civil servants, 

particularly when the Company Directors threatened its abolition.  They lauded especially 

its emphasis on vernacular languages, which Company men needed to know to work 

effectively at their various posts throughout Britain’s widening lands in India.259      

 All of the Serampore trio’s work related to education—through Carey’s post at 

the College, the publicity of their press, and the schools under their direct supervision—

emphatically stressed instruction in the vernacular.260  The missionaries opposed both the 
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orientalist school of thought, which pressed for schooling by pundits in Sanskrit, and only 

for the upper classes, and the Anglicist position, which touted Western science and 

literature, taught in English, as the key to civilizing India.  The orientalists “maintained 

that the support of the indigenous literature of India would serve to conciliate the natives 

to our foreign rule,” while the Anglicists hoped English might “in the lapse of time 

supersede the mother tongues of India, and become the general medium of 

communication, and thus bind the people to their conquerors by the bond of a common 

language.”  Thus both orientalists and Anglicists focused on teaching India’s elite, and 

saw education as an opportunity to cement British power over the subcontinent.  The 

missionaries’ advocacy of education in the vernacular arose from different motives:  they 

wanted education for all classes of Indians, not just the elite, so that all could understand 

and accept the Gospel.  Though they were increasingly willing to meet the demand of the 

Indian elite for an English education for their children, the missionaries consistently 

argued that the people of India must be taught—and both Western science and the 

classics of Indian literature were valid subjects, in their minds—in their own languages.  

They “stood almost alone in advocating a vernacular education as the only means by 

which, the great body of the people, who had no leisure for the acquisition of a foreign 

language, could be rescued from the evils of ignorance and superstition.”261 

 Of the three, Joshua Marshman was most instrumental in establishing and 

overseeing the mission schools, of several levels and kinds, which were connected with 

Serampore.  As Carey wrote to Fuller of their first Bengali school in 1800, “the 

superintendence of it belongs to [Marshman], and he is very diligent in his attention to 

it.”262  In 1809, seeing the number of neglected, impoverished, and illiterate children in 

the streets of Calcutta, Marshman established the “Benevolent Institution.”  This school 

taught its pupils reading, writing, and arithmetic, and instilled “the principles of Christian 

truth and morals into the minds of the children, and [brought] them under the humanizing 

influences of the Gospel.”263  Marshman campaigned publicly and in the press to raise 

money for the school, and when an Anglican chaplain attacked it as an institution 

connected with Dissent, Marshman’s spirited defense in the press won nearly universal 
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support and five hundred pounds in donations.264  By the end of 1812, 310 boys and 102 

girls were receiving a free education there, and when the school struggled for funds again 

in 1826, the Company government itself came to its aid.265  

 The Benevolent Institution serves as an example of a venture the missionaries 

undertook for humanitarian and benevolent purposes more than as a means to conversion.  

As historian M.A. Laird has acknowledged, “they were evangelists with a passionate 

commitment to advancing the total well-being—spiritual, mental, and material—of the 

people among whom they were working.”266  Marshman’s writings confirm that his goals 

encompassed not only religious instruction, but education for its own sake and for the 

betterment of Indian society.  In 1813, Marshman studied and employed the then widely 

popular English Lancasterian system of education and implemented it, as far as he could, 

into the twenty schools Serampore then superintended. “For the establishment of an 

efficient system of schools,” he wrote to Fuller, “the books…should not be confined to 

religious instruction, but designed also to impart sound and valuable secular knowledge” 

including arithmetic, geography, history, Scripture history, and Christian ethics.  “The 

object of schools, though not precisely that to which the missionary was  appointed, was 

so intimately connected with it, more especially in reference to its ultimate result, the 

diffusion of Christian knowledge and principles, that it was scarcely possible for him to 

employ a portion of his time more agreeably and more profitably, than in visiting the 

schools [and] examining the progress of the children…”267  Marshman’s schools were 

most impressive in the scope of their curriculum, which he outlined in his 1816 Hints 

relative to native schools.  Following the monitorial system—Lancaster adapted to 

Bengal’s circumstances—these schools used maxims, placards, and memorization to 

teach everything from grammar to the solar system.  Arithmetic was applied to 

indigenous accounting and land surveying methods, and students learned writing and 
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grammar by studying summaries of Sanskrit classics.  As Laird notes, these schools 

encompassed a much larger horizon than did their monitorial counterparts in England., 

which “were still solely concerned with the ’three R’s’ and religious instruction.”268  The 

schools Marshman developed along these lines were so successful that they caught the 

attention of the Governor-General.  Hastings worked closely with the missionaries on 

plans for schools in Rajputana, which he subdued in 1818.269      

 The Serampore mission schools met both humanitarian needs—as with the 

Benevolent Institution, which provided education for children who could never have 

afforded it otherwise—and ever more clamorous demands from Bengali society for 

Western and English instruction.270  Always, though, their deepest purpose was 

evangelistic.  Marshman’s revolutionary vision for education in Bengal intended “to 

awaken the minds of the people so that they would think and act for themselves.”  He and 

his colleagues believed that such enlightenment would lead to emancipation from Hindu 

“superstition” and acceptance of Christian truth.271  No institution more accurately 

reflected these priorities than the missionaries’ most significant and long-standing 

educational venture, Serampore College.  Like its later counterpart at Calabar in Jamaica, 

Serampore College was designed as the training ground for indigenous missionaries, the 

incubator of the future Indian church.   

The missionaries established the College in 1818 as “an institution in which a 

higher and more complete education should be given to native students, more especially 

to those of Christian [convert] parentage, and in which native preachers and 

schoolmasters…should be efficiently trained up.”  Much to the disapproval of many of 

the younger missionaries at Calcutta and the new generation of BMS leaders back in 

England, Carey, Marshman, and Ward believed that their students, the men who would 

receive the missionary torch from them, would benefit from both Eastern and Western 

learning.  The prospectus of the College stated that its students would learn “Eastern 

literature and European science” and declared the institution to be the “handmaid of 

evangelisation.” An Indian Christian could not stand up to a Brahmin without a full 
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understanding of Hindu philosophy, the missionaries reasoned.  Thus, at Serampore 

College, “the native Christian teacher might obtain full instruction in the doctrines he was 

to combat, and the doctrines he was to teach, and acquire a complete knowledge of both 

the Sacred Scriptures, and of those philosophical and mythological dogmas which formed 

the soul of the Buddhist and Hindoo systems.”  Equally radically, the College opened its 

doors to both Christians and non-believers, so that future missionaries could, firsthand, 

“obtain that knowledge of the character, the feelings, and the prejudices of the heathen 

among whom they were designed to labour.”272  The College prospectus concluded with a 

ringing endorsement for native agency and native evangelism:  “If ever the Gospel stands 

in India, it must be by native opposed to native in demonstrating its excellence above all 

other systems.”273 

 At the close of 1819, the missionaries issued an address regarding the College, 

declaring that “the most effectual mode of diffusing divine truth through India, was that 

adopted in apostolic times, of employing, for the most part, those who were converted 

and trained up in the country itself.”  The actual state of the Serampore mission at that 

time powerfully and irrefutably proved the missionaries’ commitment to indigenous 

evangelization.  Of the sixteen missionary stations then connected with Serampore, 

fifteen were overseen by native ministers, and only one by Europeans.  Thus, as the 

Serampore trio continued their work into the 1820s and 1830s, they looked back to the 

New Testament, and ahead to their own converts, for the support of the task they had 

begun.  Translation, printing, and education, as well as preaching, all spoke to the literate, 

thinking Indian individual.  The missionaries were certain that, once the principles of 

Christian truth were carried throughout India, by Indians, the people of the subcontinent 

could not fail to turn “from darkness to light, and from dumb idols to serve the living and 

true God.”274
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THE JAMAICA MISSION, PART TWO 

 After the end of apprenticeship in August 1838, the Baptist churches of Jamaica 

experienced explosive growth.  Former slaves and apprentices by the thousands placed 

their confidence in the missionaries who, since 1832, had fought for the slave’s right to 

freedom and economic and social advancement.  Even before emancipation day came, the 

missionaries were preparing themselves and their converts to face the consequences of 

the battle they had chosen.  They knew the planter monopoly over economic power on 

the island could prove fatal to their converts’ chances at independent lives.  By July, 

though, the missionaries had already formulated a plan to subvert the schemes of the 

powerful.  In a speech before a group of apprentices that month, William Knibb confided, 

“I have had an offer of 10,000 pounds from a friend in England; and if it be necessary, 

that sum shall be appropriated toward the purchase of land on which you may locate 

yourselves, if your present employers force you to quit the properties on which you now 

live.”  As Knibb’s biographer commented in retrospect, “This was the germ of what 

subsequently became so notorious and so successful, under the name of the Free Village 

System.”275 

 As previously discussed, both missionaries and outside observers who wrote 

memoirs and accounts of their experiences in Jamaica between 1834 and 1840 believed 

that the planter class would do all they could to undermine the true intention of 

Parliament’s acts of emancipation.  The planters dramatically confirmed these suspicions 

soon after the end of apprenticeship, acting both through Spanish Town legislation and as 

the rulers of their individual estates.  After full emancipation, almost all former 

apprentices remained in the small homes they had always inhabited on their masters’ 

estates, and they continued to labor on these plantations.  For many, these were the only 

homes and occupations they had ever known, and besides, there was little other work 

available on an island whose economy was based almost exclusively on the production of 

a few luxury goods for export.  Now, as free men, they would pay rent on their small 

cottages and receive wages for their work.  The planters, knowing that their laborers had 
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little recourse, swiftly began to abuse the new system.  Some charged outrageous 

monthly rents for their workers’ small plots and grounds, but paid wages only 

sporadically.  Others combined rent and wages so that, instead of receiving cash for his 

labor, all of the worker’s toil went only to maintain a roof over his head.  Some planters 

bound their workers more firmly by offering reasonable rents to those who remained on 

their original estates to work, but doubling or tripling the rents of those who took their 

labor elsewhere.276   

By the fall of 1838, the former slaves were not only bound to their old estates and 

masters, they were often in debt and without any semblance of independence.  The 

missionaries sent agitated reports of this situation back to England.  “While the 

landowners have all the land, they can, and they will, and they do, daily oppress the 

people, by demanding abominably high rents for their houses,” Knibb wrote angrily.   

“In many cases, though the house is no better than a hog-sty, I have seen demands of eight 

shillings and four pence per week rent, and at the same time only one shilling and eight pence per 

day for wages, so that a man must work five days to pay for his house and grounds.  Even this 

does not satisfy some of them, but they try to make the man pay rent, the wife pay rent, and each 

of the children pay rent; and I have seen…the papers where a baptist has been charged at the rate 

of 150 per annum for his house and grounds, the outside value of which, if sold, was not 40.”277   

 

When the laborers refused to pay such high rents, the planters sometimes destroyed the 

small fields they had cultivated or even tore the roofs off their cottages,
278

 leaving many 

with nowhere to go.  “Homeless and houseless, great numbers, whether in health or in 

sickness, were driven into the bush for shelter,” Phillippo’s biographer wrote.279  The 

planter-dominated legislature at Spanish Town soon legalized such oppression.  Referring 

back to this period in a speech at Norwich in 1845, Knibb accused the planters of passing 

laws “which were intended to act in all their force…upon the then free inhabitants of 

Jamaica.”  The laws Knibb described were the Ejectment and Trespass Acts, which gave 

the planters leave, first, to eject laborers from “the homes in which they had been born 

and in which they had vegetated while slaves” at a week’s notice, and further, to imprison 

anyone who returned to his cottage after ejectment was served.  “This was done,” Knibb 
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declared, “with the avowed purpose of compelling the labourer to work for whatever 

wages they chose to give, and to perform as much work as they required.”280  Though 

many of the former slaves dearly loved “the places of their birth, and…the burial-places 

of their ancestors or offspring,” such that “they would rather make any sacrifice than 

leave them,” the combined persecutions of impossible rent payments, the chance of 

eviction at any moment, and the destruction of proudly cultivated gardens left many with 

little choice but to abandon their homes on the estates.281  Indeed, this was the planters’ 

intent, for the majority of the Jamaican elite believed “that cheap labour would be more 

readily obtainable on their own terms from a landless proletariat.”282  A desperate, 

homeless peasantry would be in no position to make demands.  

 James Phillippo seems to have been the first to act “to defeat the [planters’] 

exactions of avarice,”283 purchasing fifty acres in the mountains in 1835 to create what he 

hoped would become an independent African settlement.  Characteristically, Phillippo 

saw first to the erection of a chapel and schoolhouse; the missionaries would prioritize 

religion and education in this as in every endeavor.  A former slave called Henry Lunan 

bought the first freehold lot from Phillippo in 1838, and by June 1840, the settlement, 

containing one hundred families, was ready to be officially opened with appropriate 

religious services.  This township, called Sligoville after a local Marquis, was to be the 

first of many successful villages.284  Baptist colleagues across the island, as well as 

friends and abolitionist allies back in England, soon joined the effort.  Joseph Sturge, who 

had been so instrumental in securing backing for abolition in England, again played a 

major role in inspiring popular support and raising funds for the new free village system.  

Sturge corresponded regularly with William Knibb, and also with John Clark, another 

influential Baptist missionary on the island.  Sturge wrote to Clark in November 1838, 

“We are trying to form a little land company partly for the location of negro villages.”
285

  

The same month, Knibb wrote to Dr. Hoby, a Birmingham minister and associate of 
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Sturge’s, requesting a loan for land purchases.  “Last night I had offered me, in a lovely 

spot, 500 acres of land, with a good house thereon, just where we need it, for 1,000 

pounds sterling,” Knibb wrote excitedly.  “I shall buy it to-day, and I earnestly beg you to 

procure me the loan of 500 or 600 pounds, for twelve months.  Do take this to Mr. Sturge, 

and I am sure he will assist…”286  Appropriately, when Phillippo purchased the second 

settlement with money sent from England, he called the village “Sturge Town.”287 

 Phillippo’s Baptist colleagues across Jamaica followed his example in their own 

districts, purchasing land and creating independent settlements.  In November 1838, 

Knibb used the money Sturge had procured to buy the five hundred acres he had written 

to Hoby about, founding a village he called New Birmingham.  In The Voice of Jubilee, 

missionary John Clark proudly provided a brief overview of the rapid proliferation of the 

townships under the hands of the Baptist ministers:   

“On the termination of the apprenticeship, there were, on many estates, constant disputes between 

the managers and laborers respecting wages and rent. The people, therefore, applied to their 

ministers to purchase lands for them to settle upon and cultivate...The first ‘Free Village’, it is 

believed, was founded by Mr. Phillippo, about ten miles from Spanish Town, to which the name 

of Sligoville was given…Others were formed at the Alps and Calabar, in Trelawny, by Mr. 

Dexter; Victoria, in St. Thomas in the Vale, by Mr. Clarke; Bethel Town and Mount Carey, by Mr. 

Burchell; Kettering, Granville, Waldensia, and Hoby Town, by Mr. Knibb; Clark Town, by Mr. 

Abbott; Freedom, by Mr. Taylor; Thompson Town, by Mr. Reid; Clarksonville, Wilberforce, 

Buston, and Sturge Town, by Mr. Clark, where thousands of families were comfortably settled; 

and in most of them schools were established, and churches formed.”288 

 

Though they stressed black economic independence and hoped freehold status would 

greatly strengthen their converts’ political power, the missionaries did not expect the 

villages to become completely self-supporting.  Selling land in lots of not more than three 

acres, the missionaries anticipated that the freeholds would, essentially, give the black 

laborers a better bargaining position from which to secure fair wages and treatment from 

the planters.289  The villages would provide safety and security, but not all the necessities 

of life.  As historian Swithin Wilmot argues, the missionaries’ “intention from the start 
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had nothing to do with the evolution of a peasantry as an alternative to plantation 

monoculture.  Rather, villages were to provide the ex-slave with secure freeholds from 

which base they could offer their services to the nearby estates, but on terms suitable to 

him and not influenced by his tenancy at his workplace.”290   

The Baptists’ approach in this case reflects a tension in their mission and 

loyalties.  Their writings indicate that the missionaries genuinely saw small freeholds—

not self-supporting—as the best option for their converts, though this kept them laboring 

on the estates, at least part-time.  Apparently, concerns regarding the general prosperity 

of the island greatly influenced their actions.  A completely independent, self-sufficient 

peasant population would mean the end of labor for the sugar estates; and if the sugar 

estates failed, it seemed that the island and the Great Experiment would fail, too.  Indeed, 

the missionaries, in their speeches and writings about the free villages, anxiously stressed 

the prosperity the new townships would bring to Jamaica.  Phillippo wrote, “The new 

village system...by creating a feeling of mutual dependence, encouraging industrious 

habits, and increasing the cultivation of the island, not only added to its general 

prosperity, but rendered labour more available for the properties near which such 

settlements were located—an advantage which many influential proprietors and 

managers have already acknowledged.”291  Thus the missionaries were willing to go only 

so far towards African independence in this case.  Few were prepared, yet, to undermine 

the entire economy of Jamaica in the name of freedom and civilization. 

The rise of the Baptist free villages, centered around Baptist chapels and schools, 

and usually founded and laid out by Baptist ministers, marked the pinnacle of Baptist 

influence in Jamaica.  In the eyes of the missionaries, the free village system was a God-

given opportunity to infuse their idea of civilization—Christianity, education, and 

enlightenment—into the very fabric of a new society.  The emancipated Africans, given 

freedom to worship, learn, and vote, and now able to buy their own small freeholds, were 

quickly becoming the largest new class of Jamaicans.  In 1838, many of these new 

freeholders were Baptists who looked to the missionaries, a group of lower-class English 

Dissenters, for spiritual, political, and social guidance.  The villages’ neat cottages, tidy 
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gardens, and straight streets often bearing the names of the British royal family physically 

manifested the Baptist civilizing mission at its height.  Contemporary missionary and 

philanthropic accounts enthusiastically lauded the efforts of the missionaries and the hard 

work of the new villagers, often contrasting the sinful, ignorant, and degraded life of 

slavery with this new civilized independence.  Joseph John Gurney visited Sligoville with 

Phillippo in 1840, and, in his account, painted a quaint picture of the settlement “located 

on a lofty hill” and bounded by “fertile mountain land.”  He praised the laborers’ 

diligence, admiring their cottages and cleared land.  “Their gardens were cleared, or in 

the process of clearing; and, in many cases, already brought into fine cultivation,” he 

wrote.  “Not a hoe, I believe, had ever been driven into that land before.  Now, a village 

had risen up, with every promise of comfort and prosperity, and the land was likely to 

produce a vast abundance of nutritious food.”  Typically, Gurney emphasized more than 

just the Africans’ growing material prosperity; their spiritual and social welfare were also 

greatly improved.  “The people settled there were all married pairs, mostly with families, 

and the men employed the bulk of their time in working for wages on the neighboring 

estates,” he wrote with satisfaction.  “The chapel and the school were immediately at 

hand, and the religious character of the people stood high.  Never did I witness a scene of 

greater industry, or one more marked by contentment for the present, and hope for the 

future.”292  The missionaries portrayed the successful free villages as part of the 

continuing triumph of the Great Experiment, emphasizing the Africans’ work ethic and 

meekness.  “So far as steady industry, sobriety, and honesty of conduct, and mild and 

peaceable demeanour are concerned,” Phillippo wrote to Sturge in 1841, “the ‘grand 

experiment’ has in this island, not only perfectly succeeded, but has proved a universal 

and unalloyed blessing.”293  

The extraordinary amount of influence and control the Baptist missionaries 

exercised in the founding and formation of these townships is significant.  This level of 

control allowed them to inject their own values and ideals into the new society.  As they 

purchased land and parceled it into freeholds, the ministers initially chose to sell the lands 

only to certain kinds of people:  Baptist Africans who were willing to continue work on 
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the estates.  The missionaries’ administration of the Free Villages would ensure, they 

hoped, the continued success of Jamaica’s plantation economy— hingeing on the 

continued availability of affordable labor—, the advancement of the population’s 

spiritual welfare, the improvement of black society through education and civilization, 

and, finally, the laboring population’s continuing loyalty to England.  This latter purpose 

of instilling loyalty reflected aspects of the missionaries’ own worldview and the 

complexity of their circumstances in Jamaica.  As followers of the New Testament, the 

Baptists themselves obeyed, as far as they could, Christ’s and the Apostle Paul’s 

injunctions to submit to the constituted political authority, and they taught their converts 

to do the same.294  The missionaries’ tense relations with the colonial government, as well 

as their kinship and alliance with the evangelical faction in England, led them to 

emphasize Britain and the Queen as the constituted authority to be obeyed.  To this end, 

the missionaries built love and loyalty towards England into the very structure of the 

villages.  When Phillippo established Clarkson Town in 1839, he divided the village “into 

three principal streets, one of which, by an angle in its center, became two, named 

respectively Victoria and Albert.”295  Accompanied by much patriotic ceremony, 

Phillippo’s naming of the streets clearly sought to associate freedom and prosperity with 

the benevolence of England.  During the ceremony he “congratulat[ed] the peasantry on 

their loyalty to their sovereign…And on his saying aloud, “I name this street ‘Victoria,’ 

in honour of our beloved sovereign, by whose gracious will and pleasure the great boon 

of freedom was bestowed upon you and your children,” all united in loud and successive 

cheers, followed by singing in chorus two or three verses of the National Anthem.”296  

Clearly, the emancipated Africans responded positively to the missionaries’ efforts; many 

named their cottages along similarly optimistic and patriotic lines.  In a speech in 

Norwich, England in 1845, Knibb listed some of the names the laborers had given to their 

homes:  Try and See, Happy News, Stand Fast, Harmony, Long looked for come at last, 

Time and Patience, Tis Well, and five or six Victoria Towns.297  Phillippo provided a 

similar collection of names in his account, including Victoria, Albert, Adelaide, Happy 
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Home, Free Come, Fisherman’s Home, Comfort Castle, Industry, Thank God to see it, 

Canaan, Save Rent, Envy Not, and Come See.298  Such names, applied by the villagers 

themselves, reflect the extent to which the Baptists’ message of Christian gratitude, 

submission, loyalty, and industry influenced the new black communities.  

 Even more than they stressed loyalty to England, the missionaries intentionally 

wove religious life into the villages, centering each new township around a chapel that 

doubled as a schoolhouse.  Most significantly, the ministers themselves moved into these 

villages with their converts, tightening further the Baptist emphasis on identity among 

Christians, even across differences of race.299  Knibb described the new township of 

Kettering, Jamaica to a Baptist minister in Knibb’s hometown of Kettering, England in 

1844:  “My own dwelling-house stands in the centre, with a neat chapel and school-room 

adjoining, and already nearly two hundred of the members of my church have here fixed 

their abode…Thus I dwell among my own people, though in a foreign land…”300  

Christian unity, manifested in a lifestyle based on New Testament theology, was key to 

the missionaries’ plans for the villages.  Indeed, their willingness to move their families 

into the new towns set the example of such an ideal.  Concluding the opening ceremonies 

for Clarkson Town, Phillippo prayed, “May this infant township rise under the blessing 

of Almighty God; and may its inhabitants to the most distant posterity, united in bonds of 

Christian love and fellowship, be as one family, with one feeling to prompt and one 

principle to govern!”301  According to Phillippo’s estimate, between one hundred fifty and 

two hundred free villages flourished in the mountains of Jamaica by 1843, with no less 

than 100,000 acres of land having been purchased for them.302 

 In her studies of the Baptist free villages, Catherine Hall has rightly emphasized 

the extraordinary level of power and influence the missionaries exercised over every 

aspect of this new society.  She views much of their involvement as arising from a desire 

to impose middle class, English culture upon the emancipated Africans; indeed, she 

argues that the missionaries sought to make their converts into Englishmen just like 
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themselves.303  Her insights into the parallels between Baptist injunctions in Jamaica and 

middle class domestic expectations in England are impressive and reinforce the true 

connection among Evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic. However, Hall’s 

assumptions about Baptist identity and loyalty are misplaced.  Though the missionaries’ 

Englishness certainly influenced their ideas of civilization, it was their theology and 

evangelistic agenda that most dictated their administration of the free villages.  By 

assuming English and white as the missionaries’ primary identity, Hall misses the 

theological moorings of their domestic arrangements.  Both the structure of the free 

villages—set up around the chapel, school, and missionary’s house—and the family 

arrangements advocated by the Baptists reflected not only their Englishness, but their 

doctrine, which they derived not from middle class culture but, as they themselves would 

have argued, from the original, unadulterated word of God.  Indeed, the BMS founders 

and most of their missionaries were too poor to qualify as middle class, and they certainly 

never referred to themselves as such, calling themselves instead missionaries, Christians, 

Dissenters, and Baptists.304 

Most problematically, Hall dismisses missionary hopes for the independence of 

their converts, arguing that "it was no part of the missionary dream that black people 

would become independent of them."305  Hall thus disregards Baptist efforts to train 

African Christians to take over the work of evangelizing and leading the Jamaican 

churches.  These men, after learning Scripture and Baptist doctrine, would be fully 

independent of the white men who had taught them, and "thoroughly furnished unto all 

good works."306  Such efforts had already begun by 1837, and a "native ministry" would 
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become increasingly important in the years to come.  Hall's picture of the free villages, 

without giving proper weight to the working-class origins and Dissenting worldview of 

the missionaries who built them, is incomplete. 

 Although the success of the free villages inspired a new period of bitterness 

between planters and missionaries,307 the years immediately following 1838 were, on the 

whole, a time of great success for Baptists of every color.  Some of the new freeholds 

grew so productive that, in spite of the missionaries’ original intentions, many Africans 

were able to abandon the sugar plantations completely.  Though they had worried about 

the economic ramifications of a mass exodus of labor from the estates and had even taken 

measures to prevent it, the missionaries expressed very little concern when it actually 

occurred.  Enamored with the success of the villages, they simply attributed any 

economic difficulties to the mismanagement or greed of the planters.  “The true meaning 

of the outcry of the planters is not that labour is deficient,” Phillippo wrote to Sturge, “but 

that cheap labour is required…the great bulk of the planters find no difficulty in 

procuring all the labour they require, if prepared with the means of paying the regular 

market price for it.”308  Seeing the Baptists’ persistent support in spite of these economic 

changes, former apprentices continued to flock to their chapels.  Conversions increased 

steadily, and church growth never ceased.  It was, Phillippo's biographer wrote, “a spring-

time of bright hopes, and full of promise for the future.  No cloud had yet arisen in the 

horizon to threaten the glorious harvest time in view.”309   

Yet the cloud on the horizon was hovering just out of sight.  The missionaries 

later termed the 1840s a period of "progress under difficulties," and indeed, it would be a 

decade fraught with troubles of every kind.  Beginning in the 1840s and well into the 

latter half of the century, the mission in Jamaica struggled with problems of religious 

syncretism, and most of all with “pecuniary difficulties” exacerbated by the disease, 

poverty, and disillusionment brought by Jamaica’s downward-spiraling economy.  As the 

great early leaders of the mission grew old and began to die out, the Baptists ultimately 

looked to native converts to carry on the cause of Christ in Jamaica.    

 From the beginning of their work on the island, the Jamaica missionaries looked 
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with fear and loathing upon the “superstition” of African religious practice, which thrived 

in many parts of the island.  As thousands of former slaves came to Christ in the 1830s, 

the missionaries kept constant vigil against the threat of insincere conversions and 

religious syncretism.  In his account of Jamaica’s “past and present state,” Phillippo 

devoted an entire chapter to a polemic against African religion and the slave beliefs and 

practices it had inspired among the black population of Jamaica.  “Their nightly dances or 

plays, which were frequent and general, were of a character most licentious,” he wrote, 

adding that “a band of the most rude and monotonous music” usually accompanied such 

ceremonies.  When these superstitious rites were transplanted from Africa to Jamaica, the 

debauchery only increased, he asserted.  “On estates these ceremonies were generally 

performed in a manner which was, if possible, still more revolting.  They took place at 

night by the light of torches, amidst drumming, dancing, singing, drunkenness, and 

debauchery.”310  Indeed, none of the missionaries or philanthropists who described such 

rituals spoke in favorable terms, and face-to-face encounters between the African and 

English worldviews often caused friction and discomfort on both sides.   

In their travel journals, Candler and Gurney both recorded, with considerable 

horror, what appears to have been a single incident witnessed by both men:  when a 

group of philanthropists visited, with the planter and a local missionary, a sugar estate to 

observe the progress of labor there, they found that all work had ceased.  After repeated 

attempts to discern the cause for this, they discovered that the presence of a Myalist 

doctor on the property had distracted all of the laborers.  As Candler recorded, this man 

“pretended that he could chase away evil spirits and cure all diseases.”  Gurney, too, 

portrayed him as “one of those persons who hold communion, as is imagined, with 

departed spirits, and practice medicine under their direction for the cure of the living—
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the diseases themselves being ascribed to Obeah, or evil witchcraft.”  The owner of the 

estate, at the request of the philanthropists, summoned the doctor and his listeners to the 

“Great House” to discuss the work stoppage.  Candler vividly recounts this interesting 

clash of cultures: 

“The doctor, a black young man of about twenty, very fashionably attired, came in with the easy 

manners of a perfect gentleman, and taking his seat, called for a glass of water, which was brought 

him with haste and reverence by one of the company.  At first, he only professed to cure diseases 

by the administration of simple medicines…but, on being pressed further, told us that he was 

qualified to hold discourse with good spirits of the dead, who intimated to him all the secret and 

hidden evils of the human body, such as no human eye could penetrate, and that by this means he 

could effect curers which no white man could perform.  We asked the people whether they 

believed this; they said, with one voice, “We do believe it,” and seemed astonished at our 

incredulity.” 

 

Both men seem to have been rather shocked by this experience, not less because of the 

apparent intractability of the Africans’ “delusions.”  “The evidence was regarded by the 

people as resistless,” Gurney wrote, “and our plain declarations of disbelief in the myalist 

were very unwelcome to them.  They said it was ‘no good.’”  Gurney and Candler both 

trusted that, as the truth of the Gospel spread, God would remove such superstition from 

Jamaica; yet, the Africans themselves invoked God in their response to the white men.  

After one of the philanthropists had warned the myalist followers of the “folly of 

superstition…some of them, in return…hoped that God would open our eyes and make us 

see clearer.”311  Though neither Candler nor Gurney elaborated further on this incident, 

the black laborers’ willingness to pair the Christian God with myalist healing rituals is 

significant.  While their observers from England could not countenance such ideas, the 

Africans could easily reconcile the combination of the two religious worldviews.  

Encounters like these made manifest one of the missionaries’ greatest fears:  that converts 

might be tempted to mix Christianity with African spiritualism.312 

 Religious syncretism, a threat from the beginning of the mission, became a very 

real problem in the 1840s, taking many different shapes and forms.  As with any mass 

religious movement, the proliferation of Baptist churches in the 1830s led to questions 

regarding convert sincerity.  Were former slaves truly convicted of sin and willing to live 
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a new life based on the ethics of the New Testament, or were they simply following the 

lead of family and friends, or seeking the political advantages of connection with the 

church?  “Here, as in other parts of the world, tares are growing amongst the wheat, and 

there is much chaff with the corn,” Candler wrote worriedly.  “I cannot keep my own 

mind from the fear that the work of religion hitherto is but superficial, as it respects the 

great mass of the people.”  Both missionaries and outside observers feared that hearts and 

minds had not really been turned over to God.  Significantly, they also expressed concern 

about the new Christians’ intellectual independence.  Did the new converts truly read and 

understand Scripture themselves, or did they accept the teachings of the missionaries 

unthinkingly?  Candler believed that many of the black converts truly loved the Lord; yet 

“old heathenish, superstitious notions still prevail to a great extent, and many professors 

continue to live as if religion had nothing to do with mending the heart; and almost all 

who frequent the chapels of the missionaries, of whatever denomination, seem to rely 

with a sort of reverent, superstitious trust on whatever their ministers or leaders teach 

them, and place great dependence on the value of mere ceremonial rites.”313  On some 

occasions, converts applied their former beliefs in charms, talismans, and spiritualist 

rituals to their newly adopted Baptist faith.  Some viewed Christian sacraments such as 

the Lord’s Supper and baptism with reverent awe, believing, the missionaries feared, that 

such symbolic gestures alone actually effected some mystical transformation or conferred 

spiritual powers.   

Worst of all were problems and misunderstandings surrounding the Baptist 

churches’ “tickets” of membership.  The missionaries distributed these to “recognized 

inquirers and church members,” ostensibly to clarify the spiritual status of converts and 

potential converts; yet such tickets could be “regarded as passports to heaven,” 

convincing a convert with minimal commitment to the Christian life that “if they are 

baptized by the minister and have a ticket of membership, they are safe.”314  Of course, 

the very scope of the mission complicated the missionaries’ attempts to keep watch for 

syncretism, insincere conversions, and simple misunderstanding.  With thousands of 
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converts across the island and, more so, the impossibility of looking into a man’s soul, it 

was, as Candler sighed, “so difficult a matter at all times to estimate the piety of a people 

that I hardly know what to say on the subject.”315 

 Missionary fears of syncretism and convert insincerity multiplied when African 

“superstition” crossed the very thresholds of the churches themselves in the 1840s, 

creating disorder and division.  Edward Bean Underhill, an official observer for the 

Society, reported “an outbreak of wild fanaticism” in the church at Salter’s Hill in 1842.  

First spreading through the estates, where the laborers “abandon[ed] themselves to the 

terrors and practices of witchcraft,” the disturbance soon entered the churches.  “One 

Sunday it reached a most extravagant height.  The worship of God was interrupted, and 

the chapel became the scene of the most ungovernable agitation and excitement…It 

infected all classes and all ages.”316  Most of all, the Baptists feared that their flocks 

would be “led astray” by false teachers who espoused mystical teachings contrary to the 

true message.  Gurney visited a congregation that had been divided only the day before, 

“led off by an ignorant black teacher.  There are said to be many such on the island, and 

we heard a poor account of their character, and of the effect which they produce.”317  The 

audacity of such teachers who dared pair “superstition” with truth angered the Baptists 

and, at times, seriously damaged their perceptions of the black community.  Missionaries 

and philanthropists reassured themselves that such incidents would cease with time and 

enlightenment, but the most unsettling event was yet to come.  In 1844, Phillippo 

returned from two years of much needed rest in England to find that his congregation had 

been taken over by a black preacher, Reverend Dowson, who had been left to oversee 

Phillippo’s stations during his absence.  Soon after Phillippo’s return, Dowson declared 

himself pastor of the Spanish Town church.  Intentionally spreading disaffection, 

Dowson built up a personal following and claimed the rights to the chapel at Spanish 

Town.  “Legal proceedings were therefore necessarily resorted to by Mr. Phillippo for the 

protection of the property, and the securing of the position he had for more than twenty 
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years sustained,” his biographer records.  The suit was decided in Phillippo’s favor in 

November 1850, after six years of trouble and crippling expense.  The worst disorder 

occurred after this decision, when the defeated group twice attempted to seize the 

property by force, the second time seriously threatening the lives of Phillippo and his 

wife.318   

Phillippo was deeply affected by these events, both personally and in his 

“judgment of the Negro character…now he had to learn that slavery could not be 

abolished without leaving behind a legacy of evil, and that its mischievous effects were 

not to be at once removed by the righteous act of emancipation.  He had with grief to 

discover that even liberty could not by a breath of sweetness melt away the tendencies of 

barbarism and savage life, or remove habits peculiar to the ‘vile institution’ of slavery.”  

The mutual affection and trust that had once existed between Phillippo and his Spanish 

Town church had been nearly destroyed, and Phillippo’s confidence in his converts was, 

at least for a time, severely shaken.  This event ramified through the entire Baptist 

community on the island, and not always in a manner that completely exonerated 

Phillippo.  Missionaries “divided as to which party was at fault, [but] all of them 

recognized that the labour of many years had been tarnished, and that the worthiness and 

credibility of their Society had suffered a major blow.”319  Significantly, Dowson and his 

congregants were not excluded from Baptist fellowship.  Indeed, when Edward Bean 

Underhill visited Jamaica twenty years later, he was happy to report that “the depressing 

effect of the divisions which took place in Mr. Phillippo’s congregation some years ago, 

is now nearly overcome.  The congregation is not indeed so large, but it has, to a 

considerable extent, rallied, and the labours of its estimable minister and pastor are being 

blessed.”320 Thus time healed many of these wounds for the Baptist congregations, though 

Phillippo, who “was compelled to recognize with the bitterness of disappointed feeling ‘a 

state of society for which he was not prepared,’” never fully recovered, though he 

continued to labor in the mission field for the remainder of his long life.321  Sometimes, 

the realities of the cultural encounter hurt both the mission and the missionaries. 
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 Though of less import in their minds, the Baptists’ battles with the demons of the 

material world pressed them even more sharply than those with the powers of the 

spiritual one.  The emancipation of the entire labor force of Jamaica’s plantation 

economy had gone forward with little preparation for the economic dislocation and 

redistribution of labor and capital that would necessarily follow.  Despite abolitionists’ 

reassurances that “a fair arrangement with the laborers, on the ground of full and 

unrestricted freedom, answers for the pocket,”322 freedom and its ancillary social and 

economic shifts wrenched Jamaica’s rich plantation economy.323  Several years of 

droughts, bad harvests, and epidemics only worsened the situation.  Soon, planters lacked 

the capital to hire laborers, leaving most of the new Baptists to rely solely upon their 

provision grounds.324  The missionaries worried for their converts, whose health, 

livelihood, and sometimes spiritual well-being suffered cruelly, since they were usually 

the poorest and most vulnerable members of Jamaican society.  “The island is fast going 

to ruin,” Knibb wrote to Gurney in 1844.  “What with the severe drought, the heavy 

taxation, and the want of labour, I do not know what will result…Our poor people cannot 

give.”325  The next year, Burchell wrote agitatedly to England of the havoc scarlet fever 

and dysentery had wreaked on the island:  “Terrific and fatal epidemics of two 

years…followed by the unparalleled drought of last year, have suddenly plunged us, not 

only into universal, but overwhelming difficulties.”  Of course, with the greater part of 

their converts facing poverty, the missionaries themselves felt the wolf at the door.   

“Many of our people have not had food for the support of their families,” Burchell 

continued, “and consequently could have but scanty means to furnish the table of their 

missionary…I have had to provide for my family on credit, during the last year; and now 
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the accounts are coming in, to my great distress, as there is literally nothing in the coffer, 

and my credit and character will not stand good always without a little cash.”326   

The Jamaican economy’s plunge posed a serious threat to the mission, and the 

missionaries’ recent, rather unwise financial decisions compounded the danger.  In 1842, 

flushed with the success of the free villages and blossoming churches, and without any 

hint of drought or depression on the horizon, the black and white Baptist leadership had 

decided, during their annual Association at Kingston, to sever their ties with the Baptist 

Missionary Society and become entirely self-supporting.  Their resolution arose from a 

desire both for greater independence and a wish to release the frequently cash-strapped 

Society from the necessity of supporting them when, as they believed, their congregations 

were “able and willing to take that duty wholly on themselves.”327   

Considering the level of debt the mission had already contracted at the time, the 

wisdom of the Baptists’ choice was highly questionable.  Most of the congregations were 

then in the midst of chapel-building projects; also, most missionaries oversaw and paid an 

extensive network of native preachers at this time.  Worse, the mission owed 20,000 

pounds to lenders who had financed the building of earlier chapels.328  Several of the 

missionaries, including some of the most prominent, had not attended the Association and 

heartily disapproved of the measure.  They acknowledged the spiritual independence such 

a decision would bring to Jamaica’s churches, but expressed concern about the 

“pecuniary difficulties” that were sure to follow.  Phillippo initially “opposed the 

resolution as premature, and as likely to be a death-blow to the mission, proposing a 

diminution of the drafts first.  One or two of the brethren also entered their protest.  I only 

agreed on the condition of loans being granted by the Committee.”  Writing in 1876 and 

looking back on this disagreement, Phillippo added with more sadness than smugness, 
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“our mission began to decline from this day onwards to the present time.”329  Phillippo 

was right to hesitate.  When the droughts, epidemics, and unemployment hit Jamaica just 

two years after the Baptists’ declaration of independence, the churches quickly found 

themselves near bankruptcy.  “In the very large outlay required by the erection of so 

many chapels, considerable sums had been borrowed from the banks,” Knibb’s 

biographer wrote of the pecuniary difficulties of 1844.  “Commerce, however, took such 

a course, that these establishments found it necessary…to recall their advances.”330   

At the same time, taxes exacted by the Jamaican legislature, who were desperate 

to halt the island’s rapid slide, fell the most heavily upon the new black peasantry.  Such 

measures, often paired with accusations of indolence against the African population, 

struck a death-blow to the livelihood of the people, already hurting from unemployment, 

drought, and disease.  “It is the lavish wasting of public money, and the taxing of the 

necessaries of life to such an extent as to cause nearly a famine,” Knibb wrote 

despairingly to Gurney in 1844.  “The island is fast going to ruin, not because the people 

will not work, but because of the lavish expenditure of the needy adventurers in the 

assembly, who care for nothing but their own sordid gains.”331  Despite Knibb’s favorable 

bias towards his people, his judgment of the Jamaican Assembly’s tax policy was largely 

accurate.  The Assembly taxed horses, but not oxen—the draft animals used by planters, 

and taxed all wheeled vehicles belonging to small settlers, but not plantation carts.  

Duties as high as thirty or forty percent on basic foodstuffs certainly justified Knibb’s 

outrage.  “If the House of Assembly has had any policy at all in its treatment of the 

laboring classes, it has been a ‘policy of alienation,’” Underhill concluded 

retrospectively.  “Only the perpetual interposition of the British Government, has 

prevented the enfranchised negro from being reduced to the condition of a serf, by the 

selfish partisan legislation of the Jamaica planters.”332  Clearly, the missionaries and 

planters were on no friendlier terms now than twenty years before.   

By 1845, the situation in Jamaica had grown so dire that Knibb sailed to England 

to ask for help.  The speeches he made during this visit reveal just how beleaguered he 
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and the rest of the missionaries felt by this time.  Further, his often defensive stance 

suggests that the tide of public opinion in England was beginning to turn, as well.  Many 

who had supported abolition in 1833 now wondered, as they watched what had been the 

most lucrative colony in the British Empire sink into poverty and depression, whether 

they had paid too high a price for the liberty of a few black slaves.  Rumors that the 

African population in Jamaica refused to work, but rather sat all day under palm trees 

eating exotic fruits while the estates went to ruin, did not help the image of the Great 

Experiment.  Knibb clearly faced such sentiments when he spoke to evangelicals at 

Norwich in July 1845.  “We wish to establish the fact that, while liberty is right, liberty is 

cheap,” he protested.  “We wish to demonstrate the truth, that while slavery is like all 

other sin, detestable in the sight of man and offensive in the sight of God, it is much more 

expensive than liberty.”  Ten years before, Knibb would have appealed to the common 

brotherhood of men and spoken of equality and redemption; now he had to petition the 

English pocketbook, desperately trying to convince his audience that abolition had been 

not only right, but financially sound.   

Knibb went on to dispel the image of the lazy, mango-munching laborer, 

reminding his listeners that the missionaries themselves had recommended that the 

emancipated Africans leave the estates for independent cottages, supporting themselves 

by their “industry and frugality.”333  After detailing the crippling economic troubles of the 

past years, Knibb addressed the decision he and his colleagues had made to become 

independent of the Society.  His defiance is scarcely hidden; as he acknowledges the 

mission’s piling debt, he insists that their decision was right.  “Amidst these scenes, you 

will not be surprised if the effort made some…years ago to free ourselves from pecuniary 

connection with the society, has not completely answered our expectations.  At the time 

we made this resolve, a resolve which I still believe to be right, and which I hope our 

missionaries in Jamaica will try to carry out, whatever personal sacrifice it may involve, 

namely, that every Christian church should voluntarily support the minister it loves—I 

say, at that time, we were 12,000 pounds in debt, and from circumstances which I cannot 

now detail, that debt has increased to 18,000 pounds.”  The conclusion of his speech most 

strikingly underlines the missionary’s desperation, disillusionment, and even anger.  
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Though he had once appealed with confidence to England and her churches, now, it 

seems, Knibb understood that he and his beloved converts stood utterly alone: 

“Who can wonder that the peasant who sees scarcely any hope of redemption, looks with deep 

interest for the result of my visit home?  If the House of Commons do not know what the wrong is, 

it is not my fault; I have declared it to those men who ought to protect the injured, and if they do 

not, we must find some other means to do the mighty work.  The work must be done, and by the 

help of Omnipotence, the work shall be done.  We hope very soon to have a great deal more power 

in our own hands, and despite of all the charges of political action brought against us, we intend to 

use it.  My belief, Mr. Chairman, is this, that every man is accountable to God for every wrong his 

county labours under, if he can, by working out the principles of truth, get rid of that wrong; and I 

do not intend to allow any more of this guilt to rest upon my shoulders than I can possibly 

help.”334 

 

Knibb thus abandoned all pretence of political disinterestedness and blind loyalty.  

Essentially condemning the British Parliament itself for the failure to ameliorate 

Jamaica’s misery, he made clear that his loyalties lay in Jamaica, with his suffering black 

brethren, and not with England, nor even the Baptist Missionary Society.  William Knibb 

died just a few months later, in November 1845 in Jamaica.  At only forty-two years old, 

he had worn himself out for the sacred cause.335   

Despite the radical nature of some of his speeches, Knibb’s visit to England was 

not without fruit.  From 1845, the Society began to send lump sums to Jamaica on 

occasion to liquidate some of the mission debt, but regular support never resumed.  

Burchell followed Knibb in death in 1846.  These events “increased the gloom, and 

intensified the forebodings of evil which found expression in the letters of the 

sufferers.”336  The deaths of two of Jamaica’s greatest missionaries highlighted another 

issue that had arisen out of the decision for independence:  the shrinking ranks of 

qualified ministers.  Yet many of the missionaries saw the decline of white leadership as 

an opportunity, rather than a problem.  Phillippo had begun to address this as early as 
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for instance, should the Consolidated Fund of Great Britain support in complete idleness in England the 

Bishop of Jamaica? Or why should the British government pay to each of the archdeacons 600 pounds a 

year…And this in addition to the very costly ecclesiastical establishment the Legislature of the island has 

inflicted on its struggling industry.  Setting aside the injustice of taxing the people for the support of the 
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1837.  Following the example of his fellow missionaries in India, who relied heavily on 

native converts for preaching, Phillippo had “long had the service of upward of forty 

subordinate agents, each of whom has a class-house, or place of worship, in which he 

conducts the regular worship of God one or two evenings of the week,” he wrote to the 

Society.  “I refer to my leaders and deacons, being naturally the most intelligent and 

worthy members of my churches, who are in almost every sense of the word as much 

native assistants, or local preachers, as some of the converts in Hindustan.”337  A “native 

ministry,” then, played an integral role in the Jamaica mission even before the end of 

apprenticeship.  Though the role of “native ministers” at this time was subordinate to that 

of the missionary, these men were given considerable authority.  Native agents 

"instructed inquirers, visited the sick, sought after backsliders, superintended funerals, 

and reported cases of poverty and distress throughout their respective districts,” Phillippo 

reported.  “Not only did they share the duties, but in some respects the responsibilities, of 

the pastor."338  The BMS, less prepared for such a step, questioned these methods, and 

some critics in England abused the “leader-system” as the missionaries called it, as 

“fatally and willfully faulty,” claiming that “the missionaries displayed great carelessness 

in the selection and oversight of these agents, and that as a class they were ignorant, 

superstitious, and often immoral men.”  Even Burchell had reservations at first, pointing 

to the converts’ ignorance and immaturity due to their recent emergence from slavery.339  

After an inquiry by the Society, though, the leaders in England concluded that the 

situation in Jamaica demanded such a system, and admitted that the work of the native 

agents had borne good fruit.340   

In fact, the native ministers proved so effective that the missionaries began to 

discuss extending their work.  Knibb had long cherished the idea of sending African 

converts as missionaries back to that continent, and in 1840, plans were drawn up for the 

Calabar Institution, a seminary that would train promising young converts as 
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missionaries.  When the missionaries’ 1842 decision to sever ties with the BMS cut off 

the flow of not only funds, but also fresh missionaries from England, the plans for 

Calabar were expanded to include training pastors and ministers for Jamaica, as well.341  

The Calabar Institution opened under the direction of Reverend Joshua Tinson, one of the 

senior missionaries of Jamaica, in October 1843, with twelve students in its first year.  

Normal and Day schools eventually augmented the institution, with all students studying 

English grammar, history, geography, and arithmetic, and with the theological students 

adding to these church history, doctrine, reasoning, and sermon-writing.  When Underhill 

visited the schools in 1861, he discovered “a progress of the most satisfactory kind” and 

noted that an indigenous ministry was rapidly becoming vital to the continued progress of 

the mission as European ministers died off.342  Yet even this success was not complete:  he 

also noted that “the experience of the Institution has afforded a striking illustration of the 

low mental condition to which slavery reduced the population.  True, genuine piety is not 

wanting; but among the thousands of members in the churches, very few have been found 

qualified to undergo the moderate test which admission requires, or to prosecute 

successfully the course of instruction prescribed.”  Just as Phillippo had unhappily 

discovered, slavery cast a long shadow, and Calabar was only a beginning.  Jamaica still 

contained, in 1861, a nearly illiterate populace, and most potential ministers had to learn 

the most basic of skills before they could begin real training for the pastorate.343  Yet 

Underhill was able to write honestly that “the vacancies occasioned by the death, or 

departure from the island, of European ministers, have been more than supplied by the 

colored brethren who have been educated in the Institution at Calabar, so that there is 

now a slight excess beyond the greatest number of ministers the churches have had 

amongst them at any former period.  Still the number is very inadequate to the work to be 

done.”344  More ministers were always needed; the work of God was never done. 

The Baptist churches of Jamaica thus entered the latter half of the nineteenth 

century in a state of transition.  They had faced economic ruin and spiritual backsliding.  

They had removed themselves from the fold of the BMS, and their allies in England were 
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fewer and quieter than they had been in the heady days of emancipation.  Most of the 

famous missionary leaders from those times had passed on.  The dark days of the1840s 

had reduced their numbers by half; yet, the radical work that Burchell, Phillippo, Knibb, 

and their other missionary colleagues had begun in 1831 lived on in their churches.  Most 

significantly—and quite appropriately—most of the men who led those churches were 

sons of the African slaves to whom the first Baptist missionaries in Jamaica had given 

their identities, their loyalties, and their lives.    
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THE SERAMPORE MISSION, PART TWO 

  

 The place of honor which Baptist and, indeed, British history today accords to the 

Serampore trio contrasts ironically with the calumny and outright persecution the mission 

often faced during the lives of its founders.  Indeed, their prolific translation record and 

successes in education and printing were achieved largely without the support of Britain, 

its government, or, at times, its Baptist churches.  The missionaries themselves gave or 

raised most of the funds that supported their families and their work, and they prided 

themselves on their independence, feeling that the mission should rely only upon God 

Himself, not upon human governments or institutions.345  In truth, the trio achieved much 

of their success in spite of established authority, rather than with its support.  Carey, 

Marshman, and Ward faced the opposition of the British government—both in England 

and in India—almost constantly during the first years of their mission, and while their 

later years in India saw a diminution of political conflict, confrontations between the trio 

and their own parent Society during the 1820s and 1830s eventually led to the official 

separation of the two.  Such conflict inevitably created tensions within the mission and 

within the missionaries themselves.  Opposition from their government, from their 

denomination, and from the very Society that had sent them to India shook the 

missionaries’ identities and loyalties.  These experiences led them, more than ever, to put 

their trust not in king and country or even in a denomination, but in God and in each 

other, and, later, to entrust the future of their mission not to the Baptist Missionary 

Society, but to Indian converts.346     

 Despite all of these troubles, the Serampore mission and its leaders left an 

indelible mark upon Bengali society and upon British evangelicalism and missions.  In 

Bengal, their translations and printings of Indian literature and their publication of the 

first vernacular newspapers helped spark a great rebirth of indigenous literature and 
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intellectualism known as the “Bengal Renaissance.”  Too, reports of their methods and 

successes, widely followed back in England, contributed significantly to the rise of the 

modern missions movement there, and Dissenting missionaries across the world followed 

the example they set.347  Most importantly in their own eyes, Carey, Marshman, and Ward 

left behind a small but growing group of churches, schools, and presses run by native 

Christian converts.  Even after the last of the missionaries died and the fiercely 

independent Serampore mission was absorbed back into the Baptist Missionary Society, 

the indigenous ministries the trio had planted continued to grow, slowly, into the national 

church that young William Carey had dreamt of years before while laboring at his 

cobbler’s bench.   

 The political battle over missions in the Empire began even before Carey sailed 

for India.  As previously discussed, the Charter Debate of 1793 provided the first major 

forum for discussion of this question, and despite William Wilberforce’s eloquent 

advocacy of “measures…as may gradually tend to [India’s] advancement in useful 

knowledge and …religious and moral improvement,” any encouragement of missionaries 

or schoolmasters threw India House into a panic.  British India’s government, both in 

London and in Bengal, would brook no missionary interference that could offend “native 

prejudices” and jeopardize the position of the East India Company.  John Clark 

Marshman noted with disgust that “the repugnance of Government on both sides of the 

water to all missionary or educational exertions seemed to increase as British influence 

became more extended, and facilities for doing good were multiplied.”348  Eustace 

Carey’s account is even more damning of the Company government:   
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 “The conduct of the British authorities in India, upon the subject of religion, was strangely 

 anomalous and absurd; arising partly from ignorance of the true genius of Christianity, and the 

 legitimate means of diffusing it; and partly from a profane indifference to the spiritual welfare of 

 the millions they governed, and a repugnance and hostility to whatever might seem only to 

 interfere with their own secular ambition and cupidity.”349 

 

In truth, the Company’s suspicion of missionaries and particularly of Dissenters was 

neither extraordinary nor unreasonable; political disorder in England had been credited to 

the Baptists and other Dissenters for hundreds of years, and there was little reason to 

expect better behavior from them in the far more volatile environment of India.  The 

Company Government, charged with keeping order and maintaining a profit in India, 

could scarcely be expected to welcome the interference of individuals who openly viewed 

Hindu beliefs as superstition, dissented from the established English church, and held 

mildly radical political views.350  Additionally, Robert Eric Frykenberg has noted that 

fringe missionary groups such as faith societies, nondenominational believers, and 

Dissenters posed a particular threat because, often coming from the lower strata of their 

European societies, they were more difficult for government or Established church 

authorities to control.  Indeed, “opposition to the Raj tended to increase in direct 

proportion to the increase in free, non-denominational and unfettered form of 

voluntarism.”351  The Company’s suspicions of missionary work—and particularly that 

propagated by Dissent—as dangerous to British rule were, therefore, well-founded, 

despite the Serampore missionaries’ protests. 

Still, the missionaries were correct in tracing much of the government’s anti-

missionary policy to the Company pocketbook, rather than to the welfare of India and its 

people.352  All Company laws reflected the need to maintain control and keep profits high, 
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and any attempt to officially open India to European education or evangelism failed until 

1813.  A licensing system for all Europeans residing in India kept close watch upon non-

Company adventurers and their occupations, and anyone coming through Calcutta was 

closely questioned about his purposes.  These laws led Carey and Thomas to sail without 

licenses, persuaded Marshman and Ward to bypass Calcutta for Serampore, and 

prevented many other missionaries who were bold enough to declare their true vocations 

from entering the country at all.353   Of course, such regulations were not aimed 

exclusively at missionaries:  the Company was quick to “expel any European, whether 

public official or missionary, whose activities might endanger ‘public’ security or 

provoke social unrest.”354  Faced with such circumstances, the trio had no qualms about 

declaring themselves as indigo factors or manufacturers in order to keep the door open 

for missions, though some of their supporters in England felt uncomfortable about this 

partial deception.  “All Europeans…only reside here by connivance,” Carey explained to 

Fuller in 1799.  “Were a person…to return his name as a missionary, it would be putting 

government to the proof, and obliging them to come to a point on the subject whether 

missionaries should be allowed to settle in the country…and there cannot be much doubt 

it would be negatived.”  The wisest course was to grow a little indigo, register as an 

indigo factor, and keep one’s conduct above reproach, Carey concluded.355   

 More appalling to the missionaries than the Company’s policies against Christian 

missionaries was the government’s visible support of Hinduism.  In an effort to maintain 

order and conciliate opposition among the Indian population and to integrate various 

indigenous institutions under British rule, the Company had adopted, at least to some 

extent, a policy of “Hindu Raj.”  The Company thus protected Hindu pilgrimage sites and 

traffic, participated in parades and festivals, managed temples and ceremonies, and even 

                                                                                                                                                                             

strongly a common cause with mankind than holding one faith and professing the same religion?  The 

moment that event took place in India, there was an end of British supremacy.  Mr. Thornton said, in reply, 
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made public offerings to Hindu gods.356  The Baptists could not understand how the East 

India Company, representing as it did an avowedly Christian nation, could forbid the 

spreading of Christianity while encouraging the continuation of a system of “heathen 

superstition” like Hinduism.  Ward lamented in his journal in 1802, “Last week, a 

deputation from the Government went in procession to Kalee Ghat, and made a thank 

offering to this goddess of the Hindoos, in the name of the Company, for the success 

which the English have lately obtained in this country…Several thousand natives 

witnessed the English presenting their offerings to this idol.  We have been much grieved 

at this act, in which the natives exult over us.”357   

Also, the greed, debauchery, and general lack of morals exhibited by some of the 

leaders of the government and by most civil servants further alienated the missionaries 

from their countrymen.  Marshman referred to “the utter distinction of religious feeling 

among the functionaries of the Government, [resulting from] the acquisition of 

uncontrolled power and incredible wealth.  The religion of the Bible appeared to be 

entirely foreign to their minds, and they were distinguished from the heathen around them 

chiefly by their total disregard of all religious observances.”358  Similarly, Eustace Carey 

deplored that in India, “no class of persons are to be found less acquainted with the nature 

and design of Christianity, than are professedly Christian legislators and Christian 

rulers.”359  Evangelicals back in Britain shared their concerns.  Charles Grant used his seat 

on the Court of Directors to emphasize a more religious education for young Indian civil 

servants.  When he outlined his plans for Haileybury College, a new institution for 

training ICS candidates, he stipulated that “Overarching the whole curriculum…was to be 
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a concern for religion and morality, for without a full attachment to the principles and 

truths of the Christian faith…the young civil servants would not be able to fulfil [sic] 

their trust either to Great Britain or the people of India.”360  The Serampore missionaries 

were but a small faction of the many concerned Englishmen who were fighting to open 

India to Christianity and the “useful knowledge” of the West, though the Baptists 

differed, on several points, from their allies in England with regards to the methods and 

means by which Western learning and religion should be introduced.361  Overall, in spite 

of their general disillusionment with the Company, its government, and its policies, the 

Serampore trio were determined to honor and obey the government God had set above 

them, and to instruct any natives they might convert to do likewise.  Carey was convinced 

that “the Bible teaches me to act as a peaceful subject under that Govt. which is 

established” provided it “does not interfere in religious matters, or attempt to constrain 

my Conscience.”362  

 Until 1806, the Baptists had little real conflict with the government of India; 

indeed, Carey was a government employee in his post at the College of Fort William.  

With translation, printing, and educative ventures proceeding apace, as well as a slowly 

rising annual conversion rate, the trio had enjoyed six productive years in the Danish 

settlement.  Thirty-four native conversions had led, in 1805, to the official adoption, by a 

meeting of all the missionaries and converts, of a system for further evangelization by 

native Christians, to the great pleasure of the three senior missionaries.363  In March 1806, 

the Baptists opened their first chapel and preached their first service in the native tongue 

within the environs of Calcutta.  This caused a great stir in the city, especially when 

native converts spoke before the gathering crowds.  Because of the disturbance—and, 
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probably, official discomfort with such a visible missionary enterprise—the British 

government of India ordered the missionaries to shut down their Bow Bazaar chapel and, 

further, forbade them or their converts to preach, distribute pamphlets, or in any way 

induce the natives to embrace Christianity.  The missionaries, horrified by this sudden 

and unwelcome change in the government’s posture, decided to comply and hope for a 

change.364   

Unfortunately for the mission, these events were followed by the Vellore Mutiny, 

which broke out when Company sepoys in the Madras presidency rebelled against their 

white officers.  The mutiny touched off seven years of furor and debate between 

Orientalists and Evangelicals in India and in England regarding the governance of 

Britain’s Indian subjects.  In England, the battle raged in pamphlets, books, and petitions 

as well as in Parliament and in the Court of Directors.365  The anti-missionary faction of 

British and Indian politics immediately attributed the massacre to missionary work, 

which, they accused, had stirred up the native population against the British.  One 

antagonist asserted that the Bible Society, the Serampore Mission, and the Evangelicals 

in England were all conspiring to overthrow British rule in India.  Carey, in particular, 

was accused of “act[ing] in open defiance of the fixed regulations of the Company.”366  In 

India, the Company reacted by severely restricting all missionary labors, such that the 

Serampore missionaries could scarcely leave the Danish settlement.  Worse, when two 

new BMS evangelists arrived that summer, the government ordered them back to 

England immediately.  This would be only the first of a long “series of crises”  and 

confrontations between the Indian government and the Serampore mission, continuing 

until the Evangelicals triumphed over the Orientalists in the Charter Debate of 1813 and 

forced the Company to adopt a more favorable stance on missions and education.367   

 In 1807, another incident further exacerbated relations between the Company 

government and Serampore.  The government, now under Lord Minto, obtained a copy of 
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an inflammatory pamphlet that had been written by a converted Muslim munshi and 

printed, without revision by the missionaries, on the mission press.  In his tract, entitled 

“An Address to Mussulmands with an Appendix Containing Some Account of 

Mahomet,” the munshi vigorously repudiated his former faith as a “lying Religion,” and 

urged Muslims to embrace Christ.  The overzealous convert even went so far as to call 

Mohammad a tyrant.368  Minto’s government, understandably angry, confronted the 

missionaries, who apologized for their lack of vigilance, immediately turned all 

remaining copies of the offending pamphlet over to the government, and promised that 

they were not “indifferent to the public peace,” for “the Christian religion expressly 

disallowed the use of irritating expressions for its propagation.”  If any of them had seen 

the epithets inserted into the pamphlet, they would certainly not have printed it, they 

assured Minto.  An extensive government inquiry into the activities of the mission 

followed, and the Supreme Council eventually concluded that “the distribution of tracts, 

and the practice of preaching to the multitude were evidently calculated to excite among 

the native subjects of the Company a spirit of religious jealousy and alarm…and that 

Government was bound by every consideration of general safety, and national faith and 

honour, to suppress, within the limits of the Company's authority in India, treatises and 

public preachings offensive to the religious persuasions of the people."  Minto then 

forbade any preaching in Calcutta in the native language, and, further, ordered the 

breakup and removal of the mission press from Serampore to Calcutta, where it could be 

watched more carefully.369 

 Though the breakup of the press was averted thanks to the support of the Danish 

governor and several appeals and explanations by the missionaries themselves—and most 

of all, the missionaries felt, to the hand of God—the mission had been shaken, and 

relations with the government would not soon improve.370  The interdict against preaching 
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in the vernacular outside the mission settlement continued for several years, though the 

missionaries could still translate, print, and circulate the Scriptures.  During this time, the 

Serampore trio often sent their converts and younger missionaries out into the 

countryside to preach in spite of the government’s explicit order against such activity.   

In 1810, the government allowed a new missionary to enter India for the first time 

in five years and, simultaneously, gave permission for Serampore to send missionaries to 

the Punjab to work on translation.  “Now…we shall be tolerated like toads, and not 

hunted down like wild beasts," the sharp-witted Ward chronicled in his diary.371  The 

missionaries’ frustration with their position arose not only from the immediate difficulties 

they experienced at the hands of the Company government, but from the “effect produced 

on the minds of the natives and the public officers of the state, by the knowledge that 

missions were obnoxious to official men in England and in India.”372  The government’s 

clear hostility toward the mission during these years greatly lessened the credibility and 

influence that might have helped them win more souls to Christ, the missionaries felt.    

 In 1813, the Charter Debate renewed tensions surrounding the missionary 

question.  In England, William Wilberforce, supported by Charles Grant, led the charge 

as the primary Parliamentary spokesman for missions and missionary education in India, 

while Andrew Fuller worked to mobilize Baptist support in petitions and prayers across 

Britain and personally visited any influential MP or Director who would listen to him.  

Throughout the debates, the twenty years’ work of the Serampore missionaries served as 

the “example of missionary behaviour which enabled Wilberforce and others to argue 

convincingly for the right of allowing all missionaries nearly free access to the sub-

continent.”373  Serampore’s positive record (with the exception of the pamphlet affair) 

contributed greatly to the evangelical triumph. 
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While the “Pious clause” was being hammered out in England, the Baptists were 

experiencing their last real conflicts with the Indian government.  Eight American Baptist 

missionaries who arrived in 1812 were immediately threatened with deportation and had 

to sneak out of the country, some to Bombay, others to Mauritius.  Many of them were 

eventually forced to return home.  The Company government thus expelled eight 

missionaries under the shadow of the Charter debates.374  Despite the continuing hostility 

of the Company government and its Anglo-Indian interest in Parliament, the 

overwhelming weight of petitions from Evangelicals of every stripe and the oratorical 

skills of Wilberforce pushed the new Charter through on its third reading, complete with 

a clause declaring Britain’s duty to “promote the interest and happiness” of India by 

adopting “such measures…as my tend to the introduction…of useful knowledge, and of 

religious and moral improvement” and to provide aid for those wishing to go to India “for 

the purpose of accomplishing those benevolent designs.”375  Missionaries could now 

receive licenses to enter and move freely within India, and after 1813, almost all 

government opposition to the efforts of the Serampore Baptists ceased.  As John Clark 

Marshman concluded, “The sanction of the British legislature was now given to the 

introduction of Christian truth in India; and thus did the Serampore missionaries, who 

fought the battle of missions in that country alone and unaided, with a calm courage and a 

sacred resolution, find their reward in the triumph of the cause.”376 

 After the passage of the 1813 Charter, relations between the government and 

Serampore improved greatly, and remained on an amicable footing throughout the 

lifetime of the trio.  The government even assisted Serampore with monetary support for 

many of their educational ventures, particularly Serampore College, when funds from the 

BMS ceased, and the missionaries collaborated with several governors-general on plans 

for educational and humanitarian efforts.377  Much of this positive relationship was built 

upon the foundation of a deep respect, on the part of the British officials, for the 

outstanding achievements of these three men.  E. Daniel Potts argues that the trio “made 

the fame of their literary attainments afford a shelter for all of their activities,” protecting 
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their most important work, evangelization, through their secondary achievements of 

translation and printing.  In 1813, Lord Minto, the very governor who had threatened to 

destroy the mission press after the pamphlet affair, affirmed the government’s esteem for 

“the great and extraordinary labours, which constancy and energy in their numerous and 

various occupations have enabled this modest and respectable community [at Serampore] 

to accomplish” and lauded “the exemplary worth of their lives and the beneficent 

principle, which distinguishes and presides in the various useful establishments which 

they have formed, and which are conducted by themselves.”378  Clearly, the intellectual 

and literary activities of the Serampore missionaries won them the support that their 

evangelism did not, and the former continued to make the latter possible.   

Though this new, positive relationship with the government greatly benefited the 

mission in its later years, the persecution, immorality, and participation in Hindu ritual 

that the missionaries had seen from their government remained in their minds.  Already 

quite different from the many middle and upper class Englishmen running the Company, 

as working class men and Dissenters, the Serampore missionaries emerged from the 

colonial encounter with reshaped identities and loyalties.  Their clashes with their own 

government, as well as their encounter with Indian culture, changed them.  First, 

governmental persecutions and humiliations—including the need to circumvent Company 

laws by uncomfortable, often duplicitous means—alienated the missionaries from British 

authority. The Company’s overt support of Hindu religious rites and festivals, which the 

missionaries viewed as idolatrous and often inhumane, further horrified the missionaries.  

The level of morality among British civil servants and leaders in India did little to 

improve their view of their countrymen; indeed, the debauched lives of young civil 

servants must have contrasted poorly against the piety and faithfulness of individuals like 

the Hindu carpenter Krishnu, who converted to Christ in 1800 and worked as an itinerant 

preacher until his death in 1822.379   

Overall, the knowledge that they received no support—or were, in fact, 

despised—by their fellow Englishmen in India led the missionaries increasingly to place 

their identities and hopes in God alone.  Carey’s assessment of the pamphlet affair, which 
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had threatened to destroy the mission, is particularly telling: 

“Our public work will not be greatly interrupted by this occurrence, and I have reason to hope that 

the obstacles which yet remain will be gradually removed.  Perhaps our situation is now even 

better than it was before.  There are, however, many in this country who would rejoice to see 

Christianity wholly expelled from it, and particularly to see any embarrassment thrown in our 

way.  We therefore have no security but in God.”380   

 

All three of the Serampore missionaries shared this view.  When Lord Minto agreed not 

to break up the press at Serampore and put a stop to the missionaries’ translation and 

printing activities after the pamphlet debacle, the missionaries first “held a meeting of 

thanksgiving to Him who holds the hearts of princes in his hand.”381  Only after returning 

their gratitude to God, who, they believed, had turned events in their favor, did the trio go 

to Calcutta to express their appreciation to Minto, as well.  Despite their true loyalty to 

and love for their country—they never intentionally defied or troubled the British 

government unless absolutely necessary for his mission’s survival—the Serampore 

missionaries clearly viewed themselves and their work as lying in the hands of only one 

authority.   

 Almost as soon as Serampore’s relationship with the government improved, the 

bond between the Baptist Missionary Society and its agents at Serampore began to 

deteriorate.  The years-long controversy which embittered this relationship stemmed from 

several sources and eventually resulted in the official separation of the two groups of 

Baptists in 1827.  The rift, which hurt Baptist unity in Britain as well as evangelism in 

India, would not be healed until 1837, when John Clark Marshman agreed to rejoin the 

BMS the day after his father, the last of the trio, was laid to rest.  Understandably, this 

period of dispute greatly affected Carey, Marshman, and Ward personally.  Because the 

missionaries felt misunderstood and maligned by their own brethren, the way they saw 

themselves and their mission shifted still further, moving further away from “English” 

and even “BMS” as categories for self-description.  Some of their writings from this 

period suggest that, by the end of their lives, the missionaries were beginning to view 

their mission in India—as it would be carried on by native missionaries trained at 

Serampore College—as the redoubt of true evangelicalism, which, they believed, had 

been lost to the sight of the BMS leadership in London.   
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 The full details of the dispute need not be canvassed here, as the affair itself is 

less important than its results and implications.  The origins of the controversy lay in the 

principle of the Serampore mission’s independence.  As previously noted, when Carey 

sailed in 1794, and when Marshman and Ward followed in 1799, they departed with the 

understanding that they would become financially independent of the Society as soon as 

they could.  All three men combined their mission work with lucrative secular 

occupations in order to achieve and maintain Serampore’s independence; they and their 

families kept a common purse and table and channeled all of their personal funds, minus 

a “trifling allowance for personal expenses” towards the support of the mission.382  This 

arrangement proceeded successfully and harmoniously while Andrew Fuller lived, but his 

death, followed soon by the deaths of Ryland and Sutcliff, the only other men who 

remembered the first meeting at Kettering in 1792, revealed weaknesses in the 

relationship between the Society and the missionaries. 

The Society had grown tremendously since 1794, and was now a formidable 

organization with administrative apparatus throughout the British Isles, friends in 

Parliament, and considerable financial resources.  Too, the organization was now 

centered in London and run by younger Baptist leaders who did not recall the days when 

the BMS was more like a group of friends than a business venture.383  These changes were 

made abruptly obvious to the Serampore trio when they received their first letters from 

the Society following Fuller’s death.  The Society wished to obtain the titles to the 

mission premises at Serampore, which the trio had purchased themselves, with occasional 

loans from the Society, and held in trust for the Society.  The language of the Society in 

these letters was framed in such a way as to indicate that the missionaries’ property and 

actions would all fall under the Society’s control.  The mission funds would be at the 

disposal of the BMS, not to be used as the missionaries at Serampore saw fit.   Further, 

“on the question of the premises, [the Serampore trio] felt that to place them in the hands 
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of a majority of trustees in England, chosen by the committee, would deprive them of all 

control over them, endanger their continued residence on them, and expose all their 

missionary operations to the risk of interruption.”384  The trio responded that they could 

not meet such demands, and added that, “In regard to the purchase of the premises and 

the expenditure of their own funds, they had invariably acted in a spirit of unqualified 

independence, which had never been brought into question.”385  These arguments went 

back and forth, with brief interludes of respite, for ten years. 

While the argument regarding Serampore’s independence and the mission 

premises continued, the trio’s relations with their younger colleagues in India also grew 

strained.  The latter, sent by the BMS to work with Serampore after 1810, had long 

resented the authority of the three senior missionaries, whom Fuller had rather 

peremptorily placed in charge of all of their younger colleagues.  Much of this friction 

arose from the inability or unwillingness on the part of the junior missionaries to meet the 

demands of the trio’s austere lifestyle, which included devoting nearly all personal funds 

to the work.386  In 1817, four of these junior missionaries broke off from the Serampore 

community and began a new union at Calcutta, operating on the principle of full 

submission to the Society and arguing that all mission property belonged to that body.  

Among these missionaries was Eustace Carey, William Carey’s nephew and 

biographer.387  “Pecuniary difficulties” at Serampore, whose number of mission stations 
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and paid native itinerants was mushrooming, further complicated matters, for the Society 

held the power to withhold funds in exchange for concessions regarding the mission 

premises, while the trio grew understandably reluctant to turn to the Society for help, 

even when they desperately needed more resources.388   

Attacks on the missionaries’ personal character intensified the bitterness of the 

dispute and, to an extent, alienated them from their own denomination.  The missionaries 

were accused of having “amassed extensive property, and thereby enriched themselves 

and their families, while they had been unmindful of that great cause to which they had 

originally devoted themselves.”  Such an accusation was particularly hurtful in light of 

the missionaries’ collective devotion to the mission of over ₤100,000 during their 

lifetimes.389  The most vituperative attacks were directed at Joshua Marshman, whose 

bluntness and intensity had offended many of the junior missionaries.  Directing most of 

their anger at Marshman conveniently allowed accusers to avoid slandering Carey, as any 

attack on such an admired figure would have aroused popular ire.390  Despite visits to 

England by Ward in 1819 and by Marshman in 1826-7 to meet with the Committee 

personally, the two groups could never come to an agreement, for the Society demanded 

some level of control over the missionaries and their premises, while the trio would not 

give up any of their independence.  In March 1827, the Committee and Marshman drew 

up a mutual declaration announcing their separation, to which Marshman added, “Under 

these circumstances, they wish their mutual friends to understand that they feel united, of 

course, respecting the general advancement of the Redeemer’s kingdom, and only desire 

that their respective efforts may be so conducted, that the blessing of God may rest on 

them.”  At the time of the separation, William Carey and the BMS, which he himself had 

founded, had worked together for thirty-five years.391 

Following their separation from the Society, the Serampore trio—with J.C. 

Marshman having taken Ward’s place at the printing press after Ward died in 1823— 
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struggled for funds and support.  The controversy had not only removed the immediate 

means of financial aid that the Society offered, it had called into question, in England, the 

very validity and character of their enterprise.  Unfortunately, the controversy did not end 

with the separation, but continued in the form of a pamphlet war well into the 1830s, and 

many of the accusations of the Society, at least as viewed by Serampore, were 

specifically calculated to destroy support for the mission.  According to John Clark 

Marshman, by 1829, “a few staunch friends still clung to the Serampore Mission with 

unabated affection, but the great body of the denomination, ministers and laymen, was in 

a state of passive or active opposition…a great majority of the friends of the Society, 

certain members of the committee included, were exerting their influence, privately and 

publicly, in every variety of modes and expedients, to frustrate the application made in 

behalf of Serampore to the Christian public, unequivocally intent on precluding that 

Mission from all patronage in England.”392   

The friends that remained, mostly old Baptists from the north of England, created 

a “Society in Aid of the Serampore Mission” to raise funds and support for Carey and 

Marshman and their continuing work, but it was never enough, especially since the 

number of mission stations doubled between 1827 and 1837.393  Money was so tight that 

in 1837, Serampore accepted the resignations of two European missionaries and gave up 

one station.394  John Mack, a trusted Serampore college professor, and J.C. Marshman 

negotiated the reunion of the BMS and the Serampore mission in 1837, just after Joshua 

Marshman, the last of the trio, died.  In this way, “they endeavoured to save the important 

missionary labours connected with Serampore by a timely transfer”—for there were no 

funds to continue the work—and ended “a schism which was corroding the Baptist 

community.”  Eventually, Serampore College, the organization which the trio had 

founded and nursed through countless brushes with bankruptcy in order to keep open an 

institution to train Indian missionaries, was also adopted by the Baptist Missionary 

Society as its missionary training school, for both native and European evangelists.395   
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 As Brian Stanley has pointed out, the protracted controversy between the 

Serampore missionaries and their parent society arose from two different conceptions of 

the missionary project itself.  The younger leadership of the BMS who took the reins after 

Fuller and his colleagues died viewed it as a business enterprise, and they saw the 

missionaries they trained and sent out as the employees of the Society, subject in all 

things to the direction of that body.  Carey, Marshman, Ward, Fuller, and the other 

founding members of the BMS, rather understood the Society to be a useful agency for 

missionary recruitment, training, and the raising of funds and support at home.  The 

missionaries themselves were independent agents.  In their view, no other arrangement 

was practical.  The Serampore missionaries had always operated in this autonomous 

manner, as their personal financial independence of the Society reflected.  However, 

when the last of the trio died, the business venture conception of missions achieved 

primacy, and the BMS missionaries that carried on the work Carey, Marshman, and Ward 

had begun remained dependent upon the Society.   

This disagreement regarding missionary and, concomitantly, Indian church 

independence carried weighty implications for the future of Baptist Christianity in India.   

Carey, Marshman, and Ward’s demand for the autonomy of their mission and its converts 

aimed to create the strongest possible churches in India; the new procedures of the BMS, 

they feared, would undercut this crucial independence.  When he published his account of 

the controversy in 1859, John Clark Marshman clearly realized how much had been at 

stake.  “Experience has taught us, that the object of the missionary agency of 

Christendom is to plant the Gospel in heathen countries, in order that it may grow and 

flourish without aid,” he noted soberly.  “Missionary societies are successful in the exact 

proportion that their agency ceases to be necessary.  It is their duty, therefore, to foster 

every independent effort for the support either of missionaries or native pastors.”396  A 

missionary enterprise that failed to encourage the independence of its evangelists and 

churches could not succeed.  Unfortunately, as Indian missions progressed through the 

nineteenth century, Marshman’s fears were realized.  The Society’s policy of dependent 

missionaries made for even more dependent churches.  Much of the autonomy Carey, 

Marshman, and Ward had tried to build into the Indian churches they founded was lost to 
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native reliance upon European missionaries and European funding.397     

 The letters and diaries of Carey, Marshman, and Ward from the period of 

controversy, as well as the retrospective account of John Clark Marshman, reveal deep 

frustration, hurt, and inner crisis.  The people they should have been most able to trust, 

their brethren—their fellow countrymen, fellow Dissenters—were abandoning them in 

their hour of greatest need, the missionaries felt.  During the course of the dispute, the 

Serampore missionaries were called a “compact, more hostile to [the BMS] than any 

religious institution on the face of the earth;” they were accused of embezzling Society 

funds, and when they wrote pamphlets to defend themselves, the new BMS secretary 

prevented their circulation.  During Marshman’s visit to England, “from every 

denomination, except his own, he received those warm expressions of Christian 

sympathy and kindness to which he was entitled as one of the pioneers of the missionary 

enterprise,” J.C. Marshman recorded with pointed irony.398   

The missionaries’ writings indicate a great deal of hurt and confusion at this 

treatment from their own denomination.  They also eventually communicate a sense of 

resignation and a desire to simply get on with the work alone, if need be.  Of the decision 

to separate from the Society, Joshua Marshman wrote, “For my own part, though nothing 

but want stared me in the face as to Serampore, such was the impression on my mind, 

that the men who ruled in the Committee, though good men, were such as I could not 

communicate with on the cause of the mission, that this was the first moment of pleasure 

I had felt since I entered Fen Court.”399  Likewise, when the pamphlet war flared up again 

in the 1830s with two sets of remarks from the Society, Carey absolutely forbade any 

further response from Serampore:   

“He thought too much time had already been wasted in controversy.  He said, that if he had to live 

the last 25 years over again, he would scrupulously abstain from offering any reply to any 

censures which might be passed on him, and inform his opponents that they had his full 

permission to say whatever it would afford them pleasure to believe or propagate regarding his 

conduct, provided they did not encroach on his invaluable time.  He and his colleagues therefore 

determined to allow the subject to drop, and to devote their remaining days to the prosecution of 

their great work, leaving their characters to the impartial judgment of posterity.”400  
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By the end of the controversy, then, the Serampore trio had largely ceased to think of 

themselves in concert with the BMS or with the European Baptist churches, or even to 

care about the opinion of their brethren in England.  Rather, they decided to concentrate 

on what they felt what was most important:  the work they could achieve in India during 

the days left to them.  Though it is never made explicit, this lends weight to the idea that, 

after all of these negative experiences, the Serampore missionaries viewed their mission, 

which would soon belong to the native ministers they had trained for the task, as the 

redoubt of true evangelicalism and the best hope for continuing God’s work in India.   

Indeed, the trio’s last attempts at reconciliation with the Society and the 

preparations they laid for the mission to continue after their deaths reinforced such a 

position.  The trio’s final suggestion for a settlement with the Society centered on 

Serampore College, the institution they had founded to train Indian Christians as 

missionaries.  Carey and Marshman had decided that this institution was the best possible 

successor to their old mission family; thus, they offered that control of the mission 

stations should pass, after their deaths, not to the Society, but to the council of Serampore 

College.  After all, they argued, “if the College were to be the source of India’s Baptist 

missionaries, it seemed…only logical that it should also have the management of India’s 

Baptist missions.”401  Of course, the Society rejected this proposal, because only two of 

the council members were officially BMS missionaries.  The two missionary members 

were J.C. Marshman and John Mack, an able young science professor-cum-missionary 

upon whom the trio greatly depended during the last years of the mission.  In response to 

the Society’s disapproval, Carey replied, “it is not the pageantry of a form which 

constitutes a missionary:  he is one in the genuine sense of the word, who does the work 

of an evangelist,” and heartily endorsed the true missionary character and zeal of the 

College professors who made up the council.  “Considering, moreover,” he added, “the 

advantages of their locality, their intimate knowledge of the language, habits, and 

prejudices of the country in which they reside…why should they not be better fitted…to 

conduct the undertaking?”402  Without a doubt, Carey and his colleagues thought that 
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Christians in India, not BMS officials in London, were “better fitted” to oversee the 

future of the Serampore mission after their deaths.  It is enormously significant that Carey 

and Marshman placed their last hopes in the College, an institution dedicated to native 

agency and church autonomy in the propagation of the Gospel, even as the BMS 

instituted a system of church and missionary dependence on London.  As the missionaries 

finished their work and prepared to leave this life, they entrusted the future of their 

mission to Indian Christians, not to the English organization that had originally supported 

them.  

 The College itself was the most signal example of the Serampore missionaries’ 

faith in the ability of Indian Christians to take the leading role in carrying the gospel to 

their countrymen.  Yet Carey, Marshman, and Ward had emphasized the importance of 

native agency in Indian missions from the very beginning of their work.  As early 1792, 

Carey had already begun to consider the possibility of an indigenous ministry, for, as he 

wrote in his Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the Conversion 

of the Heathens, “many advantages would be derived from [native converts’] knowledge 

of the language, and customs of their countrymen; and their change of conduct 

[conversion] would give great weight to their ministrations.”403  As soon as the mission 

had its first convert, the Baptists had occasion to put Carey’s ideas into practice, and 

Krishnu, though “only a carpenter by birth and trade, possessed great natural talent, and 

considerable fluency of speech.”  Themselves of artisan stock, the Serampore trio did not 

hesitate to entrust the Gospel to a relatively untrained and uneducated minister.  The 

missionaries thus put Krishnu to work “in the vineyard” within months of his conversion, 

and his itinerant preaching with Ward in 1802 “excited great interest by the novelty of 

                                                                                                                                                                             

M.D., and the Rev. E. Carey and W. Yates. (London, Parbury, Allen, 1828), 47. It is not clear whether other 

members of the council were British or Indian, though Carey’s praise of the professors’ familiarity with 

Indian languages and beliefs suggests that some were native Christians.  It is also unclear whether, at this 

time, the council was made up entirely of Baptists.  The Serampore College Act of 1918, which required 

that “at least one-third of the members of the Council shall be members of the Baptist denomination,” 

suggests that the council certainly became an ecumenical body over its history.  See Appendix I, The 

Serampore College Act, 1918 in The Story of Serampore and Its College, ed. Wilma S. Stewart, 

(Serampore: The Council of Serampore College, 1961), 114.  Appendix II contains the original charter of 
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403 William Carey, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians, to use Means for the Conversion of the 

Heathens in which the Religious State of the Different Nations of the World, the Success of Former 

Undertakings, and the Practicability of Further Undertakings, are Considered.  (Leicester, 1792), 76, 

quoted in Potts, 32 
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[his] addresses to the heathen.”  In January 1804, Krishnu’s role as a true “minister of the 

Gospel” was further cemented when he and Petumber Singh, an elderly convert, “were 

set apart to the ministry by the laying on of hands.”  The Serampore missionaries thus 

followed the apostolic pattern by placing their hands upon their converts, investing them 

with the Holy Spirit and charging them as ministers of the Gospel.404  Even when their 

number could be counted on one hand, Indian converts were deemed valuable co-laborers 

in the work of evangelization.     

The longer the Serampore missionaries lived and worked in India, the more 

convinced they became of the necessity of indigenous ministry.  Europeans would never 

be “extensively useful in converting souls by preaching, in this country,” Ward admitted 

in November 1802.  “Paul could become a Jew to win Jews, and as a Gentile to win 

Gentiles; but, however needful, we cannot become Hindoos to win them, nor 

Mussulmans to win Mussulmans.”405  Though the Serampore Baptists worked diligently 

to learn all of the Indian languages and customs that they could, they recognized that the 

linguistic and cultural differences between them and their audience were too great to 

ignore.  The missionaries became increasingly convinced that only native Christians 

could be truly successful in winning India to Christ.  Ward wrote to Ryland on this point 

in 1803, going so far as to suggest that Indian preachers in India would be more effective 

than many Englishmen in England:  

“The reason why this work has never been done yet is, because the means have never been suited 

to the end.  It will be vain to expect that the Gospel will ever be spread widely in this country, till 

God so blesses the means as that native men shall be raised up, who will carry the despised 

doctrine…into the very teeth of the Brahmins, and prove from the Scriptures that this is indeed the 

Christ that should come into the world.  We hope we see the dawn of this.  I have constantly made 

it a point of recommending the making of native preachers as soon as possible; and I hope we may 

soon see two or three, who are at least more able and eloquent that some good men who are 

employed in England.”406  

 

As E. Daniel Potts has pointed out, the eminent Indian reformer Rammohun Roy would 

have shared the Baptists’ view of the limitations of European acculturation. As he argued 

with respect to Western education, Europeans, traveling to a country whose “language, 

literature, manners, customs, and ideas are almost entirely new and strange to them, 
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cannot easily become so intimately acquainted with their real circumstances, as the 

natives of the country are themselves.”407  Rammohun Roy believed, with the Serampore 

missionaries, that Indians must play an integral part in introducing “useful knowledge” to 

their countrymen.   

Soon, the trio were openly and insistently declaring the superiority of a native 

mission force.  “When we consider their superior acquaintance with the language, the 

circumstances, the ideas and reasonings of their fellow-countrymen, & with the snares 

which surround them, everything else being equal, how much more effectually must they 

speak to the heart, than a European can possibly do!” they wrote to the BMS in 1806.408  

The Serampore missionaries’ confidence in their Indian converts contrasts ironically with 

the then widely-held idea, among Westerners, of the “effeminate Asiatic.”  Instead of 

viewing their native brethren as incapable of exertion or true masculine vocation, the 

Baptists believed their converts would be the best possible agents of the Gospel.  Indeed, 

they felt that God commanded such a course.409  

 When the Serampore missionaries began to train their first converts as preachers 

and teachers of the Gospel, they had one long-term goal in mind:  the formation of an 

autonomous national church.  Indeed, all of their efforts to prepare Indian preachers 

pointed towards this end.  “It was mainly in reference to the establishment of native 

churches, with native pastors, that their attention was fixed on the necessity of improving 

the talents of native converts,” John Clark Marshman wrote of the Serampore 

missionaries’ work with their newly-baptized brethren.  In their 1805 declaration of 

leading principles, the Serampore missionaries themselves reiterated this emphasis on the 

formation of independent, indigenous churches:   

“Another part of our work is the forming of our native brethren to usefulness…It is only by means 

of native preachers we can hope for the universal spread of the Gospel through this immense 

continent…the different native churches will, in that case, also, naturally learn to care and provide 

for their ministers, for their church expenses, and the raising of places of worship; and the whole 
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administration will assume a native aspect, by which means the inhabitants will more readily 

identify the cause as belonging to their own nation.  If, under the divine blessing, in the course of a 

few years, a number of native churches be thus established, from them the Word of God may 

sound out even to the extremities of India…”410   

 

The Serampore missionaries clearly saw the need to build indigenous churches, with 

Indian pastorship, financial support, and administration.  They never advocated the 

importation of European forms, and they certainly hoped to keep India’s churches from 

any dependence, financial or otherwise, upon European Baptists.  Too, the trio apparently 

understood that converts and hearers must “identify the cause as belonging to their own 

nation” before Christianity could take the place of Hinduism and Islam as Indian faiths.  

Perhaps most significantly, the Serampore missionaries apparently expected, as early as 

1805, that the Word of God would “sound out even to the extremities of India” not from 

their European mission stations, but from Indian churches under Indian leadership.  It 

was to native agency that the missionaries looked for the ultimate evangelization of India.   

 Of course, in 1805, completely autonomous Indian churches were still a long-term 

goal.  Converts from Hinduism or Islam needed time to learn Christian doctrine as well as 

methods of preaching and teaching, and the Serampore missionaries knew that much 

groundwork needed to be laid before India could become the Christian nation they 

envisioned.  “Though much may be hoped for from native brethren,” Marshman wrote to 

Fuller in 1804, “yet a European brother to oversee and gently conduct their affairs, infuse 

life into their efforts, and itinerate himself, may be necessary for some time to come.”411 

Too, the absence of Christian scripture in Indian languages, illiteracy, and a general lack 

of basic education were all barriers to the propagation of the Gospel.  As the first Baptist 

missionaries in India, the trio personally converted as many Indians as they could; but 

their major contribution to the advancement of Christianity was the establishment of a 

much-needed foundation for evangelism.  The Serampore missionaries focused just as 

much, if not more, on translation, printing, and education as they did on preaching.  

                                                           
410 Marshman, I, 229-30.  The trio’s hopes for an autonomous Indian church were actually realized within 

their lifetimes, if only in one location.  The Baptist mission at Aracan, in Chittagong, was initially overseen 
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region to escape the “Aracan fever.”  Without any outside influence, these indigenous churches “continued 

to maintain their organization and all Christian ordinances, to receive and baptize converts, and to support 

their own pastors.”  Marshman, II, 153-4 
411 Marshman, I, 195-6 
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These projects, in their eyes, did not preclude or delay the spread of the Gospel; rather, 

their work in education and printing prepared India to receive Christ even as it spread 

“useful knowledge” and “civilization” throughout a land that, they believed, desperately 

needed it.  Carey, for example, “considered himself not merely a missionary, and a 

translator of the Scriptures, but also a man and a citizen of India.  Hence, he undertook 

any labor, which, in any manner, tended to the physical or intellectual benefit of the 

natives or to the advancement of the arts of peace…”412  Marshman and Ward felt 

similarly, and both used their own abilities for the betterment of India as they understood 

it—Marshman, through various education schemes and benevolent work among the 

Calcutta poor, and Ward, through printing and advocacy for Indian women.  In Carey’s 

case, such labors included turning an interest in botany towards agricultural 

improvements for Bengali farmers, as well as working extensively in Bengali language 

and literature, to great acclaim.413  The trio devoted much of their time to benevolent, 

educative, and literary labors, hoping that all of their work in various fields would be 

helpful to India and its people.  Still, they always connected these efforts to their primary 

goal of evangelization, seeing them as immediately beneficial to India’s temporal state 

but, in the long term, imperative as the groundwork for its spiritual future.  

The most undeniable evidence of Serampore’s hopes for an indigenous ministry 

and a national church was, of course, Serampore College itself.  Founded expressly to 

educate and train Indian Christians as missionaries and church leaders, the College 

represented the Serampore trio’s greatest hopes for the future of Indian missions.  As 

John Clark Marshman recorded, “Both Dr. Carey and Dr. Marshman felt that, at their 

advanced age, it would be a dereliction of duty to leave a large missionary establishment 

dependent entirely on resources and arrangements which might suddenly become extinct.  

In the college, which was a permanent institution, they might calculate with confidence 

on a succession of pious, able, and zealous men, who would be enabled to undertake the 
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superintendence of the mission after their death.”  Controversially, Carey, Marshman, 

and Ward dictated that Serampore College would be open to students of all faiths, not just 

Christians, feeling that future missionaries must “obtain that knowledge of the character, 

the feelings, and the prejudices of the heathen among whom they were designed to 

labour.”414  It would be these Indian Christians, trained alongside those they would hope 

to convert, instructed in Bengali and English, taught Christian doctrine and philosophy 

alongside the religions born in India, and tutored even in science and mathematics, who 

would “fill up the vacancies at their stations, or…form new stations” after the last of the 

Serampore trio passed on.415   

Unfortunately, the Baptists, so ahead of their time during the careers of the trio, 

fell behind in their encouragement of native agency after the deaths of the Serampore 

missionaries.  Both the Committee of the BMS and the junior missionaries at Calcutta 

were uncomfortable with the breadth of education offered at Serampore College, 

objecting particularly to the admittance of non-Christians, and Baptist churches in 

England offered so little financial support that the Company government had to bail out 

the institution.416  Also, the Calcutta missionaries never expressed the confidence in 

indigenous ministry that had so characterized the three senior evangelists.  Eustace Carey 

doubted the ability of Indians, who were “only newly awakened from heathen 

superstition,” having had “little previous mental culture” to “make known, defend, and 

exemplify the gospel.”  At best, he thought, native ministers would “be but partially 

competent.”417  Thus when the halcyon days of Serampore ended, the Baptist mission in 

India lost much of its emphasis on native missionaries.  John Clark Marshman lamented 

this fact in his 1859 recounting of the Serampore mission:   

“It was to this plan of training up Christian itinerants, retaining all the simplicity of their national 

habits, having ready access to the minds and hearts of their countrymen, and preaching in their 
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own mother tongue, that the attention of the missionaries was…directed.  It was to this agency 

they looked for the naturalising of Christianity in India.  It is lamentable to reflect that no 

systematic effort has been made by any missionary body to carry out these sound views during the 

subsequent half century of missionary labours, and that the attention of missionary societies has 

been too prominently directed to the multiplication of European laborers.  It is scarcely possible to 

estimate the impression which might have been produced in the country, if it had been made the 

primary object of solicitude to strengthen every missionary circle in India with a large body of 

native itinerants, under European superintendence.”418   

 

Overall, despite the limitations of new, relatively uneducated converts, the need for the 

missionaries to lay a foundation for more direct evangelization, and the hesitance of 

Baptist leadership after the deaths of the trio, the real presence and effectiveness of 

indigenous ministry in connection with the Serampore mission, and with any Christian 

missionary effort in India, should not be underestimated.419  “[A]mong all Christian 

missionaries who worked in India,” Robert Eric Frykenberg asserts, “it was the Indian 

Christians, those who served as ‘indigenous’ or ‘native’ missionaries—for example, 

catechists, pastors, teachers, Bible-women, and such—who did most of the work and who 

accomplished most of the truly significant results.”  Whatever the decisions of the 

European missionaries who succeeded them, Carey, Marshman, and Ward clearly 

understood that their hopes for a Christian India would be realized only through Indian 

evangelists.  The trio had begun training their converts to preach the gospel nearly as 

soon as they raised them from the waters of baptism, and, when their own work was 

finished, they entrusted their vision to Indian Christians.420   

 The Serampore missionaries and their work in Bengal from 1800 to 1837 

powerfully shaped the formation and growth of the fledgling Baptist Missionary Society 

in England and laid the path for Baptist missions in Bengal and beyond.  Yet Serampore’s 

sway reached well beyond the confines of the Baptist denomination, affecting the wider 
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Protestant world in both Europe and the United States, and altering Bengal’s cultural and 

social arenas of journalism, language, literature, and education.  These larger 

ramifications of the trio’s work are significant, for these broader ripples through the 

religious and secular worlds, East and West, won the approbation and appreciation of 

both Indian and English authorities and left a positive legacy for Christian missions that 

endured beyond well beyond the lifetimes of the trio.   

 First, it is important to note the contributions that the Serampore mission, as the 

first missionary effort of England’s first major missionary society, the BMS, made to the 

rise of the modern missions movement in Europe and in the United States.421  As 

previously discussed, most Protestant denominations suffered from a period of stagnation 

during the eighteenth century, until mid-century revival inspired a stronger emphasis on 

the individual soul and the need for evangelism.  Some denominations, particularly the 

Methodists, took this new fervor to the London poor and the Welsh and Scottish 

uneducated, harvesting converts from the lowest orders of the British Isles.  Toward the 

end of the century, several men in the Baptist denomination, most significantly William 

Carey and Andrew Fuller, began to consider the need to spread the gospel beyond the 

seas.  Their agitation and concern, supported by several other ministers in Northern 

England, none of them prominent, eventually resulted in the founding of the Baptist 

Missionary Society at Kettering in 1792 and in the dispatch of Carey and Thomas to 

Bengal in 1794.   

 Though it was “a small beginning,” the creation of the Society and Carey’s 

immediate willingness to work did not go unnoticed by other Christians.  Just three years 

after the BMS first met at Kettering, the London Missionary Society, “a large and 

comprehensive association…formed chiefly by Dissenters of various denominations and 

irregular Churchmen” was founded for the propagation of the Gospel abroad.  One of its 

founders gracefully noted that “the torch of this Society…was lighted at the missionary 

altar which the Baptists had raised” at Kettering.422  The interdenominational LMS was 

followed in 1799 by the Church Missionary Society, and in 1804 by the British Foreign 
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and Bible Society, which published translations of the Bible for distribution by 

missionaries of various denominations.  American Dissenters, likewise inspired by the 

example of the BMS, soon became involved in the new missions movement as well.  An 

English clergyman called William Staughton, who later immigrated to America and 

pastored the First Baptist Church in Philadelphia, was present at Kettering in 1792.  

Impressed with Carey’s fervor and the reports he received from the Serampore mission, 

Staughton convinced his Philadelphia congregation to support Serampore and even wrote 

a book, The Baptist Mission in India, to raise money for the mission.  As Baptist historian 

Robert G. Torbett notes, “Other associations also manifested a lively missionary interest 

in Carey’s work at Serampore by observing special season of prayer and by making 

generous contributions to its support.  Baptists from Charleston to Boston and in the 

outlying regions gave 2,500 dollars to that Mission in 1806, and shared in contributing a 

total of over 18,000 dollars…during the years 1806-14.”  In 1812, the American 

Congregationalists began the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, 

and in 1814, the General Missionary Convention of the Baptist Denomination in the 

United States for Foreign Missions also took flame from the torch that Kettering had 

lit.423  

 Missionary publications were instrumental in spreading the movement and 

securing necessary financial support.  Carey’s Enquiry—the first widely-read appeal for 

foreign missions—was alone enough to make him the “Father of the Modern Missionary 

Movement.”424  His continuing work in India with Marshman and Ward captured the 

imagination of the British evangelical community, and publications of the trio’s letters 

kept the Christian reading public interested and financially supportive.  When fire 

destroyed the Serampore printing office, including the presses and nearly all of the 

printing supplies, in 1813, Dr. Ryland printed and circulated the trio’s account of the 

event.  The Baptist churches of England and Scotland, who had assiduously followed the 

trials and successes of Carey, Marshman, and Ward in BMS circulars, printed letters, and 

the Baptist magazine Periodical Accounts, raised thousands of pounds to restore the press 
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and founts.425  Indeed, it was the publication of missionary letters and accounts that kept 

Christians dipping into their pockets.  After Serampore’s separation from the BMS, the 

mission’s traveling agent who raised money in England often had to beg Carey and his 

colleagues for more letters “to feed the voracious desires of the religious public after 

novelties with fresh excitement, which is the great stimulant to benevolent exertions in 

the present day.”426  The respect and admiration William Carey inspired throughout the 

Christian world kept the fire he had lit at Kettering burning for many years to come.  As 

E. Daniel Potts argues, “preceding and contemporary missionaries evangelized, 

translated, practised medicine, and succoured the poor—among a multitude of other 

activities—but the Baptists were the architects and builders of a richer, broader concept 

of missionary work, and they, with their bare hands or improvised tools, laid the 

foundations for the modern Christian mission.”427  Carey’s work, first to found the BMS, 

and then, with Marshman, Ward, and their colleagues, to lay the foundation for Indian 

evangelism, clearly played a vital part in the explosion of interest in and support for 

foreign missions in the nineteenth century. 

 The Serampore mission represents a significant chapter in Indian history, as well, 

and not only because of its introduction of Baptist Christianity through indigenous 

churches.  The Serampore trio’s achievements in scholarship—including literature, 

linguistics, and botany—as well as their prolific printing and publication record had a 

major impact on Bengali society.  Several scholars argue that, alongside the intellectual 

ferment of native scholars and reformers, Serampore’s prolific scholarly and popular 

work in the vernacular language helped ignite the great rebirth of cultural consciousness 
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among the Bengali intelligentsia in the early nineteenth century.428  This phenomenon, 

known as the Bengal Renaissance, arose in no small part from the Serampore 

missionaries’ work and example.  Indian social reformers, as well as Company officials, 

recognized and approved of Serampore’s contribution to Bengali culture and society in 

this way.  Keshub Chunder Sen, a leading social reformer, affirmed in 1866 that “the 

many noble deeds of philanthropy and self-denying benevolence which Christian 

missionaries have performed in India, and the various intellectual, social, and moral 

improvements which they have effected, need no flattering comment; they are treasured 

in the gratitude of the nation.”429   

Religious reformer Rammohun Roy likewise recognized Serampore’s 

contributions and, despite his disagreement with the missionaries on the subject of 

Christ’s divinity, he worked with both Serampore and the Calcutta Baptists on social 

issues, translations, and printings of scholarly works.430  The Company government also 

acknowledged the value of Serampore’s contributions to Bengal as a British territory, and 

rewarded Carey with a post at Fort William and a position as government translator.431  

Thus, though the Serampore missionaries’ overall religious agenda was by no means 

readily accepted by either the Indian literati or Company officials, the leaders of Bengal 

clearly appreciated and supported their efforts in other fields. 

 Probably the most lauded contribution from the missionaries, Serampore’s efforts 

to revive and improve the Bengali language were widely acknowledged.  As previously 

noted, as soon as he was appointed to teach Bengali and Sanskrit at the College of Fort 

William, Carey began translating or paying a munshi to translate Indian prose works into 

Bengali, as “not a single prose work was found to exist [in Bengali] when he delivered 

his first lecture in 1801.”432  This state of affairs aligns with Indian historians’ general 

                                                           
428 David Kopf, 189; Potts, 226-44.  Potts further notes that “Nirmal Kumar Bose after a study of late 
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430 Potts, 232-3 
431 See Marshman, I, 142-3; II, 427-9 
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assessment of the condition of Bengali culture at the turn of the century:  David Kopf 

notes that “it is common for scholars of Bengali literature to refer to the period between 

…1760 and the opening of the College of Fort William in 1800 as the least productive in 

the entire literary history of Bengal.”433  Carey’s position as a teacher and later a full 

professor of Bengali and Sanskrit at the College benefited both the mission and the 

college, as the Serampore press was the best in the world for printing in Sanskrit, and the 

College contracted the missionaries to do almost all of its printing.  This put Carey in a 

position to work with the best native scholars in Bengal on translation and improvement 

of Bengali language and literature, a work which he willingly undertook as useful 

groundwork for Biblical translation.434  In his first year at Fort William, the missionary 

wrote and published the Bengali Grammar and a student reader in Bengali called the 

Kathopakathan, the Dialogues and, by 1806, had “emerged…as an eminent Orientalist in 

the tradition of the legendary Sir William Jones.”435  He further used his position at the 

College to encourage the professors and pundits he worked with to do their own 

vernacular translations, and to write essays and books in Bengali, which could then be 

printed at Serampore.436  Carey’s extensive work as a Bengali linguist and literary scholar 

received wide recognition both during and after his lifetime. “I must acknowledge that 

whatever has been done towards the revival of the Bengali language, its improvement, in 

fact the establishing of it as a language,” Bengali academic Ram Camul Sen wrote in his 

1834 Dictionary of the English and Bengalee Languages, “must be attributed to that 

excellent man Dr. Carey and his colleagues, by whose liberality and great exertions, 

many works have been carried through the press and the general tone of the language of 

this province so greatly raised.”437    

 Even more directly than Carey’s work to re-establish Bengali language and 

literature, the vernacular periodicals that flowed out of the Serampore press touched off 

                                                                                                                                                                             

epic, the Mahabharta.   
433 Kopf, 57.  He cites particularly S.K. De, 5-56. 
434 See Kopf, 74-94 
435 Kopf, 91.  See also Potts, 94, especially footnotes. 
436 Potts, 97 
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cultural renewal in the province.  The missionaries began their venture into print culture 

with the monthly periodical Dig-Darshan or Magazine for Indian Youth.  This first 

journal ever published in Bengali had an educational rather than a religious impetus, and 

it attained wide circulation among both student and adult Bengalis by the end of 1818.  

The Samachar Darpan (News Mirror), a weekly vernacular newspaper, soon followed.  

While neither of these papers contained any overtly religious material, the missionaries 

saw them as educative instruments and foundational missionary work.  If Bengalis could 

learn to love reading the news in their own language, they would easily transition to 

reading scripture, the Baptists hoped.438  Despite Carey’s worries that vernacular 

periodicals would raise government suspicions, the Company heartily approved of these 

efforts.  Lord Hastings wrote personally to Joshua Marshman applauding Serampore’s 

endeavor “to excite and to gratify a spirit of inquiry in the native mind by means of a 

newspaper.”439   

After three periodicals emerged from Serampore in 1818,440 the 1820s saw an 

explosion of vernacular journals, written and published by Bengalis.  These included 

Rammohun Roy’s Brahmunnical Magazine, in Bengali and English, which Roy used to 

defend his views of Hindu monotheism against Serampore, and his Sambad kaumudi in 

1821.  The conservative periodical Samachar chandrika, which expressed the more 

traditional position of the majority of the Bengali intelligentsia, followed in 1822, under 

the editorship of Bhabanicharan Bannerji.  Often disparaged for its defense of sati, this 

newspaper also supported Rammohun Roy’s and Serampore’s position on the need for 

education, reform, and renaissance in Bengal.441  All told, the example—or challenge—

offered by Serampore’s periodicals led to the creation of a thriving print culture in a 

province that had, twenty years before, been considered intellectually dormant.  As David 

Kopf argues, “in the genesis of a developing cultural consciousness among the 

intelligentsia, there was perhaps no event more important in the transmission of new 

ideas than Serampore’s experiments in journalism.”442  The Serampore missionaries’ 

efforts to introduce “useful knowledge” and “improvements” into India had clearly 
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441 Kopf, 189-92 
442 Kopf, 189 
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succeeded, though India’s response was not always what they had hoped. 

The missionary enterprise in Bengal as begun by the Serampore missionaries 

ended in 1837, with the death of Marshman.  Carey, who had died in 1833, Marshman, 

and Ward were all buried at Serampore, alongside other members of the mission family 

and converts who had died in Christ.  J.C. Marshman’s account of Carey’s last days is 

intimately revelatory of Carey’s understanding of his own identity and loyalty at the close 

of his life.  Carey took to his couch at last a few months before he died, having worked 

on translation proofs as long as he could sit at his desk, J.C. Marshman records.  He 

received frequent reports of his garden, and Joshua Marshman, now aged, visited him 

daily.  Lady Bentinck and Dr. Wilson, the bishop of Calcutta, also visited and asked for 

his blessing.  He died quietly on June 9, 1833, at the age of 73.  He had worked forty 

years in India without returning to England.  “He was followed to the grave by all the 

native Christians, and by many of his Christian brethren of various denominations, 

anxious to pay the last token of reverence to the father of modern missions,” Marshman 

concludes.443  Carey, with his colleagues, had planted himself firmly in India and in the 

Indian church.  All of his final concerns were for the mission; he made no mention of 

England or of the BMS.  Carey instructed that his gravestone should read only thus:  

“William Carey, Born August 1761, died ___.  A wretched, poor, and helpless worm, On 

thy kind arms I fall.”444  

When the last of the trio died, the number of Christian converts hovered around 

one thousand, a tiny fraction of the total population of Bengal, much less all of India, but 

a beginning.  More significant are the numbers that describe the rising leadership of 

Indian missions:  in 1834, the Serampore mission could claim fifteen mission stations, 

with fifty individuals engaged in spreading the gospel—eleven Europeans, thirteen East 

Indians, seventeen Bengalis, two from the Northwest Provinces, six from Aracan, and 

one from the Tamil peninsula.445  Serampore College was still solvent despite several 

brushes with bankruptcy, and represented the missionaries’ greatest hope for the future of 

the mission.  The trio had laid the foundation; now they trusted Indian Christians to 

continue the work.
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CONCLUSIONS:  MISSIONS AND EMPIRE 

 

James Mursell Phillippo, nearly thirty years a missionary in Jamaica, wrote in 

1862 of the grand “object of Christian Missions—the salvation of the soul.”  “What is 

there within the whole compass of human thought that can for a moment be compared 

with such an object?” he demanded.  “Or what object so great was ever proposed for 

human co-operation?  It is the greatest and grandest purpose with which it is possible for 

a man to identify his being, or that can absorb the mightiest of minds.” To follow this 

rapturous declaration, Phillippo neatly expressed the core of his Baptist missionary 

worldview by quoting a hymn: 

 “The heathen perish! Day by day 

 Thousands on thousands pass away! 

 Oh Christians! To their rescue fly, 

 Preach Jesus to them ere they die!”446   

 

Phillippo’s dramatic words were not just a rhetorical scheme to inspire donations or 

support for missions; rather, the missionary’s paean to his work represents his most 

deeply held values and, indeed, reveals the way he understood the world and his place in 

it.  Like the first Baptist missionary to foreign soil, William Carey, and other Dissenters 

around the world, Phillippo believed that all humankind had fallen away from God and 

would perish in sin without salvation, which could be obtained only through Jesus Christ.  

Further, from the late eighteenth century forward, much of the Baptist denomination 

became convicted that anyone could hear and understand the gospel and could choose to 

accept it.  The new believer received Christ through baptism, a rite which both washed 

away sins and added the new Christian to the church—a shared community of faith that 

transcended the boundaries of nation and place.447   

 Baptist assumptions regarding the nature of man and his relationship to God were 

based upon a specific epistemology.  Like most Dissenters, Baptists claimed to draw their 

doctrine and practice strictly from New Testament scripture.  They sought to follow the 
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pattern of the first century church and the example of the apostles as they evangelized, 

performed Christian ritual, and set up church order and structure.  It was this adherence to 

scripture, to Biblical primitivism and apostolic example, that made a true church, they 

believed.  Indeed, Baptist scholars argued that “the unity of Christianity is not found by 

any visible tracing through one set of people.”  Rather, “It has been enwrapped in all who 

have followed purely apostolic principles through the ages; and thus the purity of Baptist 

life is found in the essence of their doctrines and practices by whomsoever enforced.”448  

An understanding of this epistemology, which underpinned the Baptist worldview, forms 

a crucial part of any study of Dissenting missionary practice.  In both India and Jamaica, 

Baptist missionaries adhered to the doctrine and practice they gleaned from scripture as 

“apostolic,” and brought this same worldview into the new churches they founded within 

the Empire.449 

The history, politics, and class background associated with Dissent also shaped 

the Baptist worldview.  From the 1609 baptism of John Smyth forward, with little respite, 

the story of the Baptists was one of persecution and alienation.  The Anglican 

establishment and the English monarchy actively suppressed Dissent, including the 

Baptist tradition.  Throughout much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the 

English political and religious elite suspected the Baptists, along with many other 

Dissenting groups, of involvement with radical politics and subversive plots against king 

and country.  Dissenters were often jailed or even executed for their faith during the 

Restoration period, and from the late eighteenth century the Test and Corporation Acts 

disbarred them from any participation in the English political system.  Such a relationship 

between England and her Dissenting subjects could scarcely have cultivated a purely 

patriotic identity, or, indeed, a wholly English loyalty in the Baptists who entered the 

Empire beginning in the late eighteenth century.  The British government’s treatment of 

such agents during the first years of the missions movement confirms that the 

government itself suspected that missionaries might put God’s interests before 

                                                           
448 Armitage, 1.   
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 144

Brittania’s.450 

Baptists’ lowly origins as members of the “mechanics class” also alienated them 

from many of their countrymen, both in England and, later, in the Empire.451  Indeed, the 

missionaries’ successes despite their lack of education often astonished more powerful 

men.  Robert Southey applauded the efforts of Carey, Marshman, and Ward with some 

incredulity in 1809, in the pages of the Quarterly Review:  “These low-born and low-bred 

mechanics have translated the whole bible into Bengalee [and portions into multiple other 

Asian languages],” he wrote.  “Extraordinary as this is, it will appear more so, when it is 

remembered, that of these men one was originally a shoemaker [Carey], another a printer 

at Hull [Ward], and a third the master of a charity school [Marshman]…in fourteen years 

these low-born, low-bred mechanics have done more towards spreading the knowledge of 

the Scriptures among the heathen, than has been accomplished, or even attempted by all 

the world besides.”452  The trio’s later counterparts in Jamaica, William Knibb, Thomas 

Burchell, and James Phillippo, were a Sunday school teacher, a wool-stapler’s apprentice, 

and a master builder’s son, respectively.453  Thus, the majority of Baptist missionaries, 

though respectable, would by no means have considered themselves middle class, and 

they had little in common with the highly educated, largely Tory elite who ruled the 

Empire.     

It is important, therefore, to recognize that any “Englishness” Baptist missionaries 

carried into the Empire was considerably compromised.  English Dissenters had borne 

two hundred years of persecution from their government and its church, whose leaders 

came from the propertied elite.  Even before the Baptists experienced the tensions and 

contradictions of the mission field, a wide gulf of education, wealth, and conflicting 
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interests separated them from many of their countrymen.  The tendency of recent 

historians, particularly Catherine Hall in her work on the Baptist mission in Jamaica, to 

emphasize an export of middle class “Englishness” from the metropole into the Empire 

through Baptist missionaries should, therefore, be carefully evaluated.  Further, any 

examination of missions in the British Empire must take into account the doctrine and 

epistemology which informed the missionaries’ worldview.454   

Historians cannot understand why Baptist missionaries acted as they did in the 

colonial setting without first seeking to define and comprehend their worldview.  An 

assessment which takes into account the complications Baptist history, class, and politics 

brought to their “Englishness,” as well as the religious beliefs that informed their 

missionary practice, gives the missionary enterprise a fairer and more balanced hearing.  

Too, by viewing native Christians as increasingly active leaders instead of as victims, this 

line of inquiry opens the conversation to allow more room for the story of Baptist 

converts and the indigenous churches they eventually led.  Of course, this approach does 

not exonerate any missionary project from some level of cultural imposition and racial 

bias.  The Baptist missionaries studied here were white, English men who, at least when 

they began their work, supported the spread of a particularly English brand of 

“civilization” into the Empire.  Indeed, they saw their efforts as marching hand in hand 

with the progress of education and civilization and yearned for the eradication of 

indigenous “superstition.”   

Still, a revision to the current view of the missionary enterprise is needed.  An 

approach that contextualizes the missionary project within the missionaries’ own 

worldview places less emphasis on monolithic ideas like cultural imposition and power 

and, instead, uncovers the multivalence of the Baptist mission in the British Empire.  It 

complicates the story, revealing an enterprise inherently full of tensions and 

contradictions—a project that changed and challenged those who carried the message as 

much as those who received it.  Ultimately, it was a project that created new, composite 

communities of faith which transcended racial and cultural barriers, though not without 
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frequent clashes, misunderstandings, and disillusionment.  Also significantly, it was a 

project that was finally entrusted, by its first proponents, the white missionaries, wholly 

to non-white converts.  It was a project whose goal was an independent, indigenous 

church. 

*  *  * 

In the late eighteenth century, young Baptist ministers like Andrew Fuller and 

William Carey, inspired by the revival spreading among other communities of Dissent, 

increasingly emphasized the universality of the Gospel.  This idea of Christ’s message as 

intended for all sinners led to a rising missionary zeal within the denomination, 

manifested most significantly in the founding of the Baptist Missionary Society at 

Kettering in 1792.  Two years later, William Carey sailed for India, and the first Baptist 

mission effort in the British Empire was begun.  The colonial setting often intensified the 

differences between Dissent and “Englishness.”  In both India and Jamaica, missionaries 

faced hostility and opposition from colonial governments and, further, were often 

horrified to find the morals of the local white populations woefully debased.  In both 

places, the behavior and receptivity to the Gospel of the non-white populations contrasted 

sharply with the debauchery and antagonism towards their message that missionaries 

perceived within the European populations.  As the Baptists lived and worked in their 

respective fields, these contradictions greatly influenced their identities and loyalties, 

leading them, in many cases, to identify more with their non-white converts than with 

fellow Englishmen.  Too, despite their initial determination to remain apolitical, the 

missionaries often found themselves standing between their converts and the injustices of 

colonial rule.  Of course, such situations only built upon images that had already been 

linked to Dissenters—as political and religious outsiders, troublemakers, and working 

class men.   

A reexamination of these elements of Baptist identity and loyalty in Jamaica and 

in India should, therefore, answer several questions:  Did these Baptist missionaries view 

themselves primarily as English and white, as Hall has argued, or as Christians and 

Dissenters before all else?  Where did missionary loyalty lie—with the “kingdom of 

God,” their churches, or with England?  Finally, based on these conclusions about 

missionary identity and loyalty, what effects did the missionary enterprise have upon the 
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British Empire?  Did missionaries seek to prop up empire, or to undermine it?  If the 

latter, did mission work do this with the full knowledge of its proponents, or was this an 

unintended consequence?  The answers to these questions reveal a complex, multivalent 

missionary project that will not fit easily into the standard usages of categories like 

“Englishness” and “whiteness.”   

To return first to Jamaica and the Baptists’ efforts there:  Knibb, Burchell, 

Phillippo and their colleagues arrived in Jamaica determined to act only as agents of the 

gospel, not as political players.  Certainly, they did not initially intend to campaign 

publicly for the abolition of slavery.  As they themselves asserted, “Christian 

missionaries did not come to Jamaica to abolish slavery, or to change the political 

institutions of the country.”455  Even once they decided to embrace the radical abolitionist 

stance, the missionaries and their supporters often took pains to argue that such a course 

would actually benefit Jamaica’s economy and, thus, the Empire.  “The prosperity of the 

planters is linked, by an indissoluble tie, to that course of justice, mercy, and wisdom, 

which insures the well being of the population at large,” Quaker abolitionist and Baptist 

supporter Joseph John Gurney wrote persuasively.  Based on his own observations of the 

working of the Great Experiment, he was certain that “a fair arrangement with the 

laborers, on the ground of full and unrestricted freedom, answers for the pocket.”456  

Later, the missionaries were anxious to show that the free village system brought a 

similar boon to the island and the Empire.  Speaking in Norwich, England in support of 

the villages, Knibb assured his hearers that, “while liberty is right, liberty is cheap.  We 

wish to demonstrate the truth, that while slavery is like all other sin, detestable in the 

sight of man and offensive in the sight of God, it is much more expensive than liberty.”457  

The Baptists’ protests that freedom was, indeed, affordable were not just rhetoric 

intended to soothe London (and Kingston) pocketbooks.  During the early days of the 

Great Experiment, the missionaries, did, indeed, support England’s rule of Jamaica in 

several ways, most obviously by using their influence to promote peace between an 

enormous and potentially volatile laboring community and their former masters.  Such a 
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position was not out of character for the missionaries, for their faith enjoined them to 

keep peace and to submit to constituted authority.  In both Jamaica and India, Baptist 

missionaries strove to obey Christ’s and the Apostle Paul’s instructions to this effect, and 

they taught their converts to do likewise.458  Thus the Jamaica missionaries earnestly and 

intentionally worked to prevent the slave uprising of 1831, though to little effect.459  

When unrest again threatened during the transition to full freedom in 1838, the Baptists 

did their best to smooth the path towards security and cooperation.  Knibb “lectured his 

members on their need to respect the process of the law…and to bear whatever 

provocations they faced,” traveling widely throughout the island to plead with Baptist 

congregants to keep the peace.460  After full freedom and the rise of the free villages, the 

missionaries continued to preach peace and faithfulness.  John Candler wrote in 1840 of 

speaking to a public meeting of seven hundred former slaves: “The chief topics were the 

duty of being industrious; to turn from the evil practices of the dark days of slavery...and, 

in short, to conduct themselves as a sober, honest, industrious community, as peaceable 

and loyal subjects, an honour to the colony and the parent state.”461   

Loyalty, particularly to “the parent state,” was built into the very structure of the 

Baptist free villages, which were often opened with a patriotic ceremony and boasted 

streets and homes named for England’s royal family.  Indeed, the names that black 

converts themselves proudly gave to their new homes—names like “Victoria,” “Save 

Rent,” “Albert,” and “Canaan” reflected the new Jamaican peasant population’s 

affirmation of the Baptist position.  The emancipation day parade at Spanish town, in 

which black children marched and sang hymns while carrying printed banners that lauded 

England as the “land of liberty, of light, of life,” and affirmed that “Philanthropy, 
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patriotism, and religion, have, under God, achieved for us this glorious triumph,”462  was 

another visible manifestation of the freed community’s investment in the Baptist 

missionary enterprise.  This commitment on the part of the emancipated community 

continued, among many converts, into the second half of the nineteenth century.  In 1861, 

black Baptist church leaders informed a visiting BMS observer that estate managers “do 

not like religious people, call them lazy, and speak ill of them” because the black 

Christians refused, for religious reasons, to work on the estates, where rum and 

“disreputable characters” “endangered…the morals of the young people.”  Reinforcing 

perfectly the old Baptist missionary injunctions for peace, the Jamaican church leaders 

added, speaking of the persecution of the estate managers, “but we must bear this as 

Christians.”463  Undoubtedly, the Jamaican Baptist mission played a key role in keeping 

the peace in a volatile society and, to an extent, supported England’s continued rule of the 

island.     

This tendency to stress cooperation, peacefulness, and patriotism was also 

present, though less explicit, in the Serampore mission.  Like the Jamaican Baptists, the 

Serampore missionaries were careful to avoid political conflict.  The BMS instructed 

them to “keep at the utmost distance from intermeddling with any political concern.  

Keep not only your tongues & your pens from the subject, but keep your minds as much 

as possible from being at all occupied therein.”  Eager to prove that the missionaries 

posed no threat to the Company government, Fuller wrote to Lord Moira, “I can assure 

your lordship you will find the missionaries, and the natives who have embraced 

Christianity by their means, to be men not intermeddling with politics, and cordially 

attached to the British government in India.”464  In its later years, the Serampore mission 

actively supported and collaborated with the Company government, and especially with 
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particular governors-general.  After their initial clashes with Wellesley, who had 

attempted to deport Marshman and Ward until their removal to Serampore, the trio 

professed strong support for the governor’s policies, particularly his passage of laws 

against gaming, horseracing, or printing newspapers on Sunday, and his determination to 

show that “the Christian religion was the religion of the state.”465  They likewise praised 

Bentinck to the skies for his decision to outlaw sati.466  The Company and its leaders 

returned the trio’s support in kind.  Lord and Lady Moira and Lord and Lady Bentinck 

visited Serampore and professed admiration for the trio’s accomplishments; Lady 

Bentinck visited Carey just before his death.467  Financial aid at times followed the 

Company’s verbal approbation: in 1822 and again in 1826, the government bailed 

Serampore out of a financial hole, allowing Serampore College and the Benevolent 

Institution to continue their work, which benefited the government as well as the 

mission.468  

The trio’s writings and activities provide some evidence of their support for 

British rule of India.  After Wellesley’s defeat of Mysore in 1799, Carey joined Company 

chaplains in preaching a sermon of thanksgiving for the British victory, and the trio 

defended Wellesley when critics in Britain castigated him for territorial aggrandizement 

and for his ambitious plans for the College of Fort William.469  The missionaries wrote in 

1806 of their deep regret that Calcutta remained closed to them by the government’s 

order.  They felt “thankful, however, that nothing has been found against us except in the 

matter of our God. Conscious of the most cordial attachment to the British Government, 

and of the liveliest interest in its welfare, we might well endure reproach were it cast on 

us, but the tongue of calumny itself has not been suffered to bring the slightest accusation 

against us.”470  The missionaries intentionally expressed their affinity with and loyalty to 

the British Indian government on several occasions, and often collaborated with 

governors-general on projects that benefited both missions and empire.471 
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Based on Baptist missionaries’ professions of loyalty and support for England and 

imperial rule, one might paint these evangelists, in both Jamaica and India, simply as 

accessories to imperialism, men who imported the British version of Christianity while 

their political counterparts replaced indigenous government and tradition with British rule 

of law.  Yet many of the missionaries’ nods to patriotism and to loyalty, when examined 

closely, reveal tensions and fractures.  First, the missionaries’ words are often conciliatory 

rather than blindly and devotedly loyal.  Consider a passage from The Voice of Jubilee:   

“The best interests of our country are identified with the progress of [the missionary] cause.  

Peace, commerce, and with them national prosperity and honour, follow in its train, and it 

therefore invites the sympathies of an enlightened patriotism.  Patriotism is a moral instinct…we 

may boldly say that for us to abjure patriotism would be to become the enemies of God; for 

Britain is the sanctuary of piety and the asylum of distress.  She is now among the nations what 

Jerusalem was in the zenith of her glory—the citadel of truth, and the Pharos of the world.  And 

Christianity is the true source of Britain’s greatness and glory…Christianity has made England 

what she has now become—the seat of humanity and benevolence.  It has delivered millions of its 

inhabitants from eternal misery, and placed them among the innumerable inhabitants of 

heaven.”472  

 

The Jamaica missionaries who wrote this passage invoke English prosperity and national 

honor, going so far as to call patriotism a “moral instinct.”  Yet it must be recalled that 

their appeal is for support of a religious cause, not a political one.  The authors seek to 

identify one cause with the other to gain credence for the project that is of highest 

importance in their minds:  the missionary effort.  Crucially, they argue that “Christianity 

is the true source of Britain’s greatness and glory” and that “Christianity has made 

England what she has now become.” Without faith, even Englishmen would be damnable 

to “eternal misery.”  Therefore, even a passage as patriotic as this one contains elements 

of both nationalism and faith—and faith clearly is given primacy. 

                                                                                                                                                                             

of Scotland, Alexander Duff.  With characteristic drama, he wrote from Calcutta in 1839: “Who are at this 
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In the same vein, the Serampore trio’s response to the Company government’s 

orders, in March 1806, to shut down their newly opened Calcutta chapel and to cease all 

preaching in the vernacular is likewise revealing.  "It is difficult for us to ascertain the 

present path of duty,” the missionaries wrote to the Society with consternation.  “We are 

in much the same situation as the apostles were, when commanded not to preach in His 

name.  They, it is true, replied, 'whether it be right in the sight of God to obey you rather 

than God, judge ye.'  Would it be right for us to make the same reply in the first 

instance?”  The missionaries allude here to Acts 4, in which the apostles Peter and John, 

commanded by the Jewish Sanhedrin not to teach or heal in the name of Jesus, reply with 

defiance, “Whether it be right in the sight of God to obey you rather than God, judge ye.  

For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard.”  The missionaries’ 

comparison of the apostolic situation and response to their own shows that the Serampore 

trio at least considered the possibility of refusing to obey the Company government in 

this case, since its orders were preventing the spread of the gospel.  However, as J.C. 

Marshman records, the three men decided instead to bend under the pressure and hope for 

a change in the government’s position, since open defiance would likely destroy the 

mission altogether.473  

Further insights may be gained from considering the motivations of the 

missionaries at the times and places when they did offer clear support to their 

governments.  In his study of the Baptists as the “peacemakers” of the island, Jamaica 

historian Swithin Wilmot argues that the backlash against missions after the so-called 

“Baptist War” of 1831 made the missionaries anxious “to prevent any confrontation 

between the newly freed black workers and their former white masters, lest the work of 

spreading their gospel be set back yet again.”  This was the main reason the Baptists took 

up a mediating role between former slaves and former masters—not so much to prevent 

rebellion against the plantocracy as to keep the way open for evangelism.474 In the same 

way, the missionaries did not see empire as an end in itself; rather, it was a providential 
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vehicle for carrying the gospel abroad.  “England appears fixed conspicuously in the 

moral firmament, not for her own aggrandizement, but that she may dispel the midnight 

gloom of the dark world over which her reign extends, and reflect, through her 

dependencies in every clime, the mild beneficent rays of spiritual light,” wrote the 

authors of The Voice of Jubilee.475   

The Serampore missionaries, too, made clear in their writings that they expected 

the gospel to go forward in India only as “civilization” permeated the subcontinent.  The 

trio wrote after Wellesley’s victory over Mysore that they considered “the extension of 

British power and influence” to be “essential to the spread of Divine truth in India.”476  It 

should also be borne in mind that the trio understood their role as missionaries to 

encompass the physical and intellectual amelioration of the Indian people, as well as their 

spiritual welfare.477  Thus they supported British rule in India even in the midst of their 

conflict with the government after the Vellore mutiny, for, as Marshman wrote, “I can 

answer with certainty (and I believe for every one of my brethren) that I view the British 

Government in India, I mean British sway, as the greatest temporal benefit that could 

have been conferred upon the inhabitants in general.”  Ward, too, thought that God had 

given India to Britain “to accomplish some very important moral change in the Eastern 

world.”478  At bottom, the trio thought that British rule of India was better for Indians, 

spiritually and otherwise—than Indian (or Afghan or Persian, for that matter) rule, even if 

they often disagreed with British policies.  The trio’s support of the government was 

much like their decision to start non-religious vernacular newspapers:  though the first 

impulse was not evangelistic, the hoped-for result was conversion.479  Because they 

believed that British rule—and with it British “civilization,” particularly education, which 

they viewed as a groundwork for evangelism—must accompany the gospel into India, 

and because their Christianity taught them to submit, the trio publicly avowed their 
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allegiance to the British government of India.   

Further, the tenuousness of the Serampore missionaries’ position meant that they 

could not afford to do otherwise.  Until 1813, the trio and their colleagues were 

essentially operating in British India illegally; it was only the protection of the Danish 

governor or the apathy of the British that prevented their deportation.  Indeed, each of the 

trio had to sneak into the country, and many of the men who tried to join them were 

forced to immediately return to England.480  Thus the trio were very careful to create an 

image that could give the government no cause to suspect them.  When members of the 

mission family strayed from this and endangered the mission by “republican” sentiments, 

comments, or belligerence towards the government, the trio chastised them severely.  

Junior missionaries John Fountain and John Chamberlain received such censure for 

drawing negative attention to the mission.  After Chamberlain unwisely bickered publicly 

with a British military officer regarding Chamberlain’s right to preach to his soldiers, 

Carey called his behavior “in the highest degree imprudent,” and the trio wrote to him 

cautioning that his lack of discretion would “make Govt look with a jealous eye upon all” 

of their work.481  Thus the missionaries subordinated themselves to British authority 

because they had to, and because their mission was more important to them than political 

principles or their own pride.  However, as E. Daniel Potts argues, the Baptists always 

“wished for the freedom to forward their preaching, publications, and educational designs 

as they saw best.  Familiar as they were with Indian society they felt that they were more 

competent than government officials to determine what was best for their cause, as well 

as for the maintenance of the British rule.”482 

In both Jamaica and India, then, the Baptists’ first concerns were for their mission 

work, not for the British Empire.  Often at odds with local governments, the missionaries 

bowed to established authority because their faith dictated that they should and, more 

importantly, so that the mission might continue.  As we have seen, these priorities arose 

from their worldview, which was informed by their Dissenting doctrine and by Baptist 

history, politics, and class background.  The challenges and contradictions of the mission 
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field were thus imposed over the Baptists’ already marginalized position as Dissenters 

and working class men.  Coming together in the context of the colonial mission field, all 

of these influences powerfully shaped missionary identity and loyalty.  In Jamaica and at 

Serampore, missionaries found themselves identifying with and growing close to their 

non-white converts, but defining themselves against—or actively fighting—local 

European populations.  In Jamaica, missionaries could not ignore the disparity between 

the debauched white planter community, “reserved, proud, supercilious, overbearing, and 

cruel,” as Phillippo described them,483 and the slave population, whose every fault could 

be attributed to the wretched system of slavery itself, and whose virtues surpassed all 

expectation.484  As former slaves eagerly accepted the gospel and became brothers and 

sisters in Christ, the missionaries increasingly identified with their converts instead of 

with local white planters, who were fast becoming the gospel’s greatest enemies.  The 

Jamaican church leadership, black and white, eventually chose to become independent of 

English support, and, as Knibb, Burchell, and Phillippo had envisioned, the Jamaica 

mission would be carried forward not by white missionaries, but by former slaves trained 

at the Calabar Institution.   

Likewise, in India Carey, Marshman, and Ward railed privately against a so-

called Christian government whose civil servants were “distinguished from the heathen 

around them chiefly by their total disregard of all religious observances,”485 and whose 

public support of Hinduism rankled Christian missionaries who had themselves been 

forced to resort to deception to enter the country.486  Like their later colleagues in 

Jamaica, the Serampore missionaries admired the sincerity and abilities of native 

converts.  They emphasized native agency and pushed indigenous leadership forward 

despite the doubts of Baptist leadership back in England.  The Serampore trio’s decision, 

at the end of their lives, to entrust the future of their mission to native converts being 

trained at Serampore college rather than to the leadership of the Baptist Missionary 
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Society, whom they no longer trusted, attests to the extent to which these Baptists had 

relocated their identities and loyalties.    

 It would not be inaccurate to argue that Baptists in England, in terms of theology, 

class background, and politics, already viewed themselves as different from other 

Englishmen.  Their faith, which commanded them to be “in the world” but “not of the 

world, even as [Christ is] not of the world,”487 enjoined them to feel this way.  Also, their 

theology envisioned a brotherhood of believers defined, not by nation and place, but by 

adherence to the scriptures and to the pattern of the apostles.488  However, it is certainly 

true that, for the Baptist missionaries studied here, these tensions between faith and 

nation (or race) were compounded and their implications wholly realized in the context of 

the colonial encounter.  Baptist missionaries, who were already different from many of 

their countrymen and from most imperial actors, emerged from the mission field with 

radically remade identities and loyalties.  The Serampore trio and the Jamaican Baptists, 

as should now be clear, did not view themselves primarily as English or white.  Though 

they shored up British rule in their speeches and writings, and even collaborated with 

local government on projects that benefited their work, their nation and their race were 

always secondary to their central identities as Christians and Dissenters.  Their 

identification with non-white Christian converts and their concomitant rejection of 

colonial white society, as well as their decisions, in both places, to pass the missionary 

torch to indigenous Christians, rather than to English evangelists, bears this out.  

Similarly, these missionaries’ actions in the field reveal that their first loyalty was not to 

England, or to the British Empire, but to the Kingdom of God—their churches, their 

converts, their missions.   Support of empire was corollary to spread of the gospel, and if 

empire interfered with evangelism, evangelism always triumphed.   

 Of course, the Baptists’ identification with their converts, as well as their 

allegiance to their churches, was often challenged, as much as encouraged, by the 

circumstances of the mission field.  While ready acceptance of the gospel existed among 

former slaves, obeah and myalism also encroached upon Baptist belief in a way that 

made missionaries extremely uncomfortable.  And while the Serampore trio were clearly 
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dedicated to India and its people, they did not hide their disgust at Hindu “superstition,” 

though, with experience, they did learn to approach Indian belief systems diplomatically.      

Under these circumstances, the extent to which individual missionaries moved away from 

Englishness and whiteness varied in range.  The junior missionaries at Calcutta, for 

example, did not share the Serampore trio’s confidence in indigenous church leadership 

and advocated that the mission remain in the hands of the BMS.  Carey, Marshman, and 

Ward, on the other hand, were so heavily invested in the mission in India that their 

dedication to native leadership and the independence of Indian churches caused conflict 

between the trio and the junior missionaries.  By entrusting their work, after their deaths, 

to Serampore College, defying both the Calcutta missionaries and the Society, the trio 

clearly chose to place their identities in the Indian church, and to cleave to that mission, 

rather than the English organization.489   

Often, the extent to which a specific missionary extracted himself from the bonds 

of nation and race was dictated by individual experience.  James Phillippo’s negative 

encounters with obeah and with Reverend Dowson caused him to take a step back.  His 

distaste for the African “superstition” that had split his church permanently affected his 

view of black men and women.  “There can be no doubt that the painful incidents of this 

conflict greatly affected Mr. Phillippo’s judgment of the Negro character,” Underhill 

wrote later, remarking that the old missionary “had with grief to discover that even 

liberty could not by a breath of sweetness melt away the tendencies of barbarism and 

savage life, or remove habits peculiar to the ‘vile institution’ of slavery.”490  Yet Phillippo 

continued to live and work in Jamaica as a missionary—even with Dowson administering 

a separate congregation not far away—for thirty-five more years, until his death in 1879.  

At the age of eighty-one, he was the oldest missionary of any denomination on the island, 

having served fifty-five years.491  It was Phillippo who had first begun to train African 
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Christians as preachers in 1837, and he continued to entrust the message to them after the 

conflict with Dowson.  His churches, he explained, were “essentially missionary 

churches,” in which each convert worked individually to spread the gospel, and with the 

most able and pious among them selected to lead the church and to preach outside of it.  

Though this system was “a departure from the custom of the Baptist churches in England 

and elsewhere,” Phillippo defended it as “essential to a successful prosecution of 

missionary work.”492  Phillippo’s experience provides a good example of the conflict and 

tension inherent in the missionary enterprise; however, his final place was clearly in 

Jamaica, doing the work of God as he understood it, among a people that he still clearly 

viewed as brothers, and, indeed, as leaders in Baptist churches.   

Despite the complications of cultural and racial difference, it is clear that many 

Baptist missionaries, particularly Carey, Marshman, and Ward in India, and Knibb, 

Burchell, and Phillippo in Jamaica, did, in the end, invest themselves in what was, more 

than anything, a religious project.  Their motivations and goals were missiological, and 

their religious worldview, which instructed them to see beyond nation and race, overrode 

such complications.493  How far, then, did this shift in missionary identity and loyalty 

go—and what were the ramifications for the British Empire?   A further examination of 

the missionaries’ own writings illuminates these questions.   

The words of the Jamaica missionaries, Knibb in particular, are most radical.  

Vaguely subversive statements begin to appear in Knibb’s letters and speeches as early as 

January 1839.  In a missive to Joseph Sturge regarding the success of the free villages, 

the fiery missionary wrote, “If a few sugar estates are abandoned so much the better, 

eventually it will be the making of Jamaica.  Sugar is sweet, but the liberty of man is 

much more sweet.”494  Here, at a time when the Evangelical lobby in England were doing 

all they could to allay fears that emancipation would ruin West Indian sugar, Knibb 

actually expresses hope that plantations will be abandoned!  Knibb wrote even more 
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vehemently in September 1839.  In another letter to Sturge, he rejoiced at the downfall of 

the planters and of plantation agriculture: 

“If any of the estates are ruined, the owners will richly deserve it, and their waste lands will do 

well to form new towns or villages, where food may be grown for the inhabitants instead of sugar 

for pampered absentees, a much-needed change I assure you.  Jamaica will never be truly 

prosperous or happy, while she is entirely dependent upon a foreign market for nearly all the 

necessaries of life.”495 

 

Clearly, Knibb has dispensed with any pretence of support for the planters beyond an 

interest in how former plantation lands can serve the people.  Most significantly, he 

seems more concerned for the future of Jamaica and its former-slave inhabitants than for 

the island’s continued association with Britain.  He expressed a similar, though toned-

down, position in an 1839-40 publication on “the results of freedom and the great 

experiment,” written for the British public.  “I know it is asserted, and truly asserted, that 

there had been a diminution of the cultivation of the staple produce of the island; but 

when Christians know the real state of the matter, I feel convinced they will regard this as 

a blessing, and not as  a curse,” he wrote.   

“We do not weigh liberty in pounds of sugar, or measure it in gills of rum.  WE weigh liberty in 

far higher scales than these.  WE see in that beautiful, that godlike change which has taken place 

in Jamaica, the development of the human mind, the reciprocal feelings of affection sweetly 

intermingling with each other; and while we behold a contented and delighted peasantry, it matters 

little to us from whence the sugar comes.”496  

 

Knibb’s intentional, capitalized “WE” pleads with fellow English Christians to join him 

in his deviant view of the sugar interest and imperial economy as relatively unimportant 

when compared with the amelioration of the Jamaican people.  What are sugar and rum to 

godliness, liberty, and happiness? he demands.   

 More than their criticism of an imperial economy that kept its colonies planting  

luxury crops when their people needed to eat, the missionaries’ involvement in building 

up the political clout of the black peasantry presented a threat to the existing imperial 

order in Jamaica.  After observing the free villages in 1840, John Candler wrote, “Within 

a very few years from the present time there will be a large number of small freeholders, 

coloured and black men, who, unless the franchise be altered...will be able to return a 

majority of the House of Assembly:  they are numerous enough now to greatly influence 
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the next election.”497  Knibb likewise wrote in 1839, “We have the germ of a noble free 

peasantry, and I assure you that to assist them in the attainment of their civil and religious 

liberties, is to me a source of pleasure only surpassed by the proclaiming of that mercy by 

which they are freed forever.”498  Thus the missionaries’ vision was for “a new Christian 

social order in Jamica, founded on a free peasantry able to support their own religious 

life.”499   

Did such a vision undermine British rule of Jamaica?  Emancipation certainly did 

not improve the island’s economic value, as the missionaries had initially sworn it would.  

Yet, once it became clear that the future of the island had been altered irrevocably by 

emancipation, the Baptists continued to defend their vision.  No matter the economic and 

political ramifications, the amelioration and salvation of an enslaved people was worth it.  

“Emancipation did not indeed bring wealth to the planter,” Underhill wrote, looking back 

in 1862, “it did not restore fortunes already trembling in the grasp of mortgages and 

usurers; it did not bring back the palmy days of foreign commerce to Kingston, nor assist 

in the maintenance of protective privileges in the markets of Great Britain…but it has 

brought an amount of happiness, of improvement, of material wealth, and prospective 

elevation to the enfranchised slave in which every lover of man must rejoice.”  Though 

the once rich island had been brought low by drought, disease, and economic struggles in 

the years since emancipation, the missionaries who looked back upon the heady 1830s 

could not regret the events that had passed.  The gospel, they believed, had freed the 

slaves and brought education and civilization to the island.  “The source of the 

civilization in progress is religion—the gospel which the planters tried to destroy,” 

Underhill declared.500  Knibb’s closing remarks in an 1839 letter to Sturge best represent 

where the Jamaica missionaries’ priorities lay.  He declares that he “never did...never 

shall, measure the results of freedom by the thousands of pounds that find their way to 

the pocket of the rich absentee,” and closes by rejoicing in “all that joy and peace which 

now gladdens the hearts of the beloved people of my choice.”501  
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The writings of the trio rarely become as radical as some of Knibb’s remarks, 

probably because Serampore’s position was far more vulnerable than that of the Jamaica 

mission.  Still, remarks such as Ward’s “now we shall be tolerated like toads, and not 

hunted down like wild beasts” reveal the depth of the trio’s frustration with the Company 

government.502  Likewise, J.C. Marshman’s frequent editorial comments on the 

persecutions Serampore endured at the hands of the government condemn Company and 

Parliament alike.  “It could not be said that any of the missionaries, whom it was the 

pleasure of the Government to hunt out of the country, were chargeable with any 

delinquency, real or imaginary,” he wrote of the Company’s expulsion of eight 

missionaries in 1812.  “Their only crime was that of being missionaries in India without a 

license, which it was known that the authorities at the India House would not grant under 

any consideration.... It was the “wisdom” of Parliament which invested the Government 

of India with despotic authority to treat interlopers as felons...The conduct of 

Government in Calcutta on this occasion was without precedent, without necessity, and 

without justification.”503  More than outbursts such as these, the overall tone and attitude 

of the trio’s writings and of accounts of their mission suggest that the missionaries felt 

and were very much alone in their struggle; indeed, they believed they had “no security 

but in God.”504  Despite their frustration with and alienation from English and Company 

governments who neither understood nor supported their mission, the trio never 

intentionally worked to undermine an established economic or political order in India, as 

Knibb and his colleagues did in Jamaica.505   

E. Daniel Potts argues that the Serampore trio’s work in India did contribute to 

the eventual downfall of British rule of the subcontinent, though, for the missionaries, 

this was an unintended consequence.  The trio, and other missionaries like them, “brought 

with them the ideas and different outlook which…awakened the latent ancient values of 
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[Indian reformers], bringing alive the hitherto unexpressed and unexpected leadership 

necessary for an Indian renaissance.”  This nineteenth-century awakening, of course, 

paved the way for Indian independence a century later.  Thus, Potts notes, the Serampore 

missionaries avowed allegiance to British rule “while unconsciously working to 

undermine it.”506  Some of the seeds of nationalism lay in Christian missions, and 

particularly missions like Serampore, which worked so closely with Indian reformers and 

entrusted so much to its converts.  Significantly, as Indian history marched onward, “at 

every stage during political struggle for self-determination and self-rule (swaraj), forces 

of anti-imperial nationalism within India received broad, substantial, and sympathetic 

support from Western missionaries.”  Indeed, missionaries were among the founders of 

the Indian National Congress.507 

 How, then, did Baptist mission efforts in Jamaica and in India in the first half of 

the nineteenth century affect former African slaves and Bengalis?  And, more 

importantly, once men like Knibb and Carey passed on and the flow of Europeans into 

the foreign mission field slowed to a trickle, what happened to the Baptist churches they 

had founded?  In Jamaica, missionaries had been instrumental figures in the fight for the 

abolition of slavery, and then of apprenticeship.  With thousands of converts annually 

during much of the 1830s, the integrated Baptist church community, led at first by 

English missionaries, and increasingly by African converts, became one of the most 

powerful social and political forces on the island.  Missionary education and social and 

political organization played a vital role in Jamaica’s transition from a plantation 

economy to a colony of peasant farmers.  Yet this period of change also saw economic 

and political strife, often mirrored by religious conflict, as African religious influences 

such as obeah and myalism clashed and blended with the doctrines and traditions of 

English Dissent.  The 1840s and ‘50s saw a downturn, not only in the Jamaican economy, 

but in Baptist church attendance.    

 In 1861, the secretary of the Baptist Missionary Society, Edward Bean Underhill, 

traveled to the West Indies to “investigate the religious condition of the numerous Baptist 
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Churches which have been formed in the islands of the West,” to explore the reasons 

behind the decline, and to observe the workings of the Calabar Institution.  His record of 

his visit, which included attendance at several large meetings of church leaders, black, 

brown, and white, from across the island, provides critical insight into the state of the 

island’s Baptist churches, as portrayed by their own, largely black, leaders.  These men 

admitted that “the excitement of the time of emancipation died away.  Many [converts] 

who had no root, no genuine piety, were swayed by the enthusiasm of that memorable era 

[and have now] left or have been excluded.”508  Various African, non-Christian spiritual 

influences continued to split churches.509  Yet, the Jamaican church leaders professed 

optimism for the future.  Though “respectable men [had predicted] the eminent failure of 

the notion,” Jamaica’s indigenous ministry was thriving.  Baptist preachers of African 

descent were vital to the success of the churches, and becoming increasingly necessary as 

white ministers passed on.510  The first church Underhill visited “under the care of a 

native pastor” had experienced rapid growth, with sixty converts during the previous 

year.  As well, Reverend Dowson’s congregation—the group that had broken so violently 

with Phillippo in 1844—numbered around six hundred and met regularly “in a neat brick 

building.”511   

The black church leaders that Underhill spoke with stressed that, though the 

Baptist membership rolls had shortened, religious zeal had grown.  Though their numbers 

had declined since the days of emancipation, they said, there was not “less piety, or less 

regard to the house of God, than in former times.”  Many viewed the decline as a 

cleansing, for the churches’ years of hardship had separated the truly pious and 

committed from the “enfranchised multitudes” who, during the emancipation excitement, 

with “grateful and abounding emotion…flocked to the house of God, and pressed into the 

doors of the church.  They were very ignorant, and it was difficult to distinguish the 

devout expressions of thankfulness from the overflowing love of hearts truly touched by 
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the Spirit of God.  Thus numbers were baptized, who gradually fell away as the cares of 

their new life cooled their ardour, or were separated from church fellowship through the 

outburst of unregenerate dispositions.”512  Those who remained were committed and 

steadfast.  Persuaded by the black Baptist leadership and by the evidence of his own eyes, 

Underhill concluded that, “however painful it may be to record this diminution of the 

number of persons professing godliness, genuine Christians are by no means fewer, and 

that the Churches enjoy a much healthier spiritual life.”  Even with this downturn in 

membership, Baptist churches still made up an eighth of the island’s population, and 

exercised no small influence.513 

Lastly and most triumphantly, Underhill observed that “the vacancies occasioned 

by the death, or departure from the island, of European ministers, have been more than 

supplied by the colored brethren who have been educated in the Institution at Calabar, so 

that there is now a slight excess beyond the greatest number of ministers the churches 

have had amongst them at any former period.”514  He viewed the maintenance of Calabar 

as the best provision “for the future wellbeing and elevation of the people of Jamaica.”515  

As we have seen, the Calabar Institution, set up by Knibb and his colleagues to train 

black missionaries and ministers, now held the future of the Baptist church in Jamaica.   

Just a few years after Underhill traveled to Jamaica, in June 1870, the Committee 

of the Baptist Missionary Society sent a list of sixty-seven questions to each of its 

twenty-one mission stations in India, in order “to elicit, from all reliable sources, the 

fullest information both as to operations and results [of the missions], in the belief that 

such information will tend to promote greater harmony of opinion and action among the 

friends of the Mission, both at home and abroad.”  The questionnaire indicates concerns 

regarding the usefulness of native preachers, church growth, the spending of the Society’s 

money, and native postures toward Christianity after the 1857 mutiny.516  The document 

thus provides detailed information as to the numbers of Christians in various parts of 

India, the role played by both European and native missionaries, and the changing 
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reception of the gospel in the latter half of the nineteenth century.  Most significantly, 

two of the twenty-one missionaries who received and responded to the questionnaire 

were of Indian birth, leaving written record of their ministries, which included overseeing 

multiple indigenous churches and native itinerants.  Their responses, a physical 

manifestation of William Carey’s hopes for India’s future churches and missionaries, also 

reveal the limitations of the Indian mission—two of twenty-one is, after all, a much lower 

ratio than that achieved during the lifetime of the trio.517  These Indian BMS missionaries 

were clearly understood to be on an equal footing with their European counterparts, and 

their writing style and responses differ very little from those of their white 

contemporaries.   

 Gogun Chunder Dutt, overseer of Khoolnea district in Jessore and native 

missionary employed by the BMS, gave full details of his mission station, which included 

fifteen substations, which were overseen by five native preachers under his supervision.  

He also watched over four Indian pastors—leaders of individual churches—who 

“administer[ed] the Lord’s Supper only,” he wrote, admitting that he had “always 

instructed the pastors to baptize their converts, but they won’t listen, and they will ask me 

to do it for them.  I hope, when the efficiency of the pastors shall increase, they will have 

more self-reliance, and do everything by themselves.”518  Later, he noted that “admission 

and discipline of the members are in many cases determined by me, because the pastors 

are not well up to the mark.  The burden of the superintending missionary will be 

lessened when we shall have well trained pastors.”  Dutt’s report and language here 

mirror the attitudes and concerns of his European colleagues nearly exactly, and 

throughout his report, he refers to “our churches,” “our religion,” and even “our Society,” 

carefully linking his Indian churches and mission with England’s churches and 

benevolent work.  However, he also proudly asserted that, “being a native of the country, 

I have this advantage—that I visit the distant villages in season and out of season,” 

measuring himself against the words of the Apostle Paul, who commanded Timothy to 
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“preach the word, be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all 

longsuffering and doctrine.”519 

 Most telling is Dutt’s response to the Society’s query regarding the effectiveness 

of Indian itinerant preachers and whether they should be paid by the Society: 

“It is the duty of our Churches to support their pastors, and maintain their itinerant preachers.  At 

present our Churches are so poor that they cannot support their own pastors as they should; then, 

how shall they maintain the preachers?  If India must be evangelised by the native evangelists, 

then we must have a well-trained staff of native evangelists—who shall pay them?  Our Churches 

cannot, under the present circumstances.  They themselves are poor, and if they be engaged in 

secular employment for their support, they may be pastors, but not itinerant preachers.  The 

Apostles, except St. Paul, who was not married, used to be supported by the Churches (it is 

immaterial, I should think, from what Churches, whether those Churches were planted in Europe 

or in Asia), and those Churches were the Churches of Christ.  There was no nationality among 

them to divide Christians from Christians, but it was an universal brotherhood, to unite them, and 

help each other for the great work in which they were engaged.  As long as our Churches are 

unable to support the native evangelists, you should support them.”   

 

Gogun Chunder Dutt thus writes much as an English BMS missionary would—citing 

apostolic example—to argue with his employers for the good of his national church, 

which he sees as contingent upon continued English financial support.  To secure the 

future of Indian Christianity, he seeks to reinforce the ties between the Churches of Christ 

across nationality, race, and place.   

* * *  

The picture left by Gogun Chunder Dutt and by the black Jamaican church leaders 

whose voices are recorded by Underhill is not a simple one, not a denouement that ties up 

all the contingencies and complications of the missionary project.  Clearly, after more 

than fifty years of mission efforts in both fields, Baptist churches in both Jamaica and 

India still suffered from problems of financial support and church independence, and 

racial and cultural differences continued to make themselves felt.  The number of 

converts and active congregants also fell short of the hopes of the original missionaries.   

In many ways, though, the Baptist projects in Jamaica and India had succeeded.  

Jamaica’s church leadership expressed a sanguine view of the future, believing that, 

though their membership had diminished in numbers, the level of piety and commitment 

within the congregations had been significantly raised.  Baptists still comprised an eighth 

of the island’s population.  In India, the enterprise had begun in 1794 with an 

impoverished William Carey, not knowing the language and planting indigo to avoid 
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deportation.  The enterprise had grown by 1870 to include twenty-one mission stations 

across the subcontinent, with all missionaries and itinerants having full freedom to 

preach, and with the scriptures translated into more than twenty Indian languages.  

Understood in the context of the Baptist worldview, and through the eyes of missionaries 

who viewed themselves first as Christians, not as imperialists, such gains represented not 

failure, but the blessing of Providence, a crucial groundwork for further evangelization, 

and hope for future growth.   

Both mission efforts had clearly made major contributions to colonial society 

beyond the religious realm, as well.  Jamaica missionaries had played a leading role in 

abolitionism, and, after emancipation, missionaries were instrumental in establishing a 

viable society of black peasantry through the formation of the free villages.  Missionary 

education and political organization likewise assisted the advance of the black population 

from the illiteracy and powerlessness of slavery towards independence and political 

mobilization for their own best interests.   In India, the efforts of the Serampore trio 

contributed greatly to the rise of vernacular and English education, to the regeneration of 

Bengali prose and the initiation of the Bengal Renaissance, and to the flowering of 

Bengali print culture.  The missionaries’ work to end certain practices also helped bring 

about the abolition of sati and ritual infanticide, practices which, by the end of the 

nineteenth century, most Indians opposed or denied.520 

The Jamaican and Indian men studying to become Christian missionaries, pastors, 

and preachers in the Calabar Institution and at Serampore College were, themselves, the 

most unmistakable sign that the first missionaries’ vision had not died with them.  The 

work of the Jamaica missionaries and of the Serampore trio left behind Baptist churches 

comprised, predominantly, of native Christians—churches that were neither English nor 

white.  Indigenous ministers, most of them trained at the institutions conceived and 

founded by Knibb, Burchell and Phillippo in Jamaica, and by Carey, Marshman and 

Ward in India, led these churches, as native itinerants continued to preach the gospel 

throughout the countryside.  As Robert Eric Frykenberg has argued, “The…most 

important of all reasons not to conflate or confuse Christian missions with Western 

colonialism rests, very self-evidently, in the essential participation, power, and presence 
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of [indigenous] Christians.”521  Viewing the missionary enterprise as a “discursive 

terrain” or as an accessory to empire maligns the missionaries who viewed themselves 

first as Christians and Dissenters and put church before nation, and shuts out the non-

white Christians who accepted their message and carried it to others.  The Baptist 

missionary project intentionally created and nurtured churches within the British Empire 

that would be independent, and, in turn, missiological.   Indigenous ministers and native 

churches, as first envisioned by the Jamaica missionaries and the Serampore trio, would 

continue to burn the lamp that the giants of the early missions movement had lit.

                                                           
521 Frykenberg, “Christians in India,” 61 



   

 169

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Dissent in England 

 

Primary 

 

Armitage, Thomas.  A History of the Baptists:  Traced by their Vital Principles and  

Practices:  from the Time of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ to the year 

1886.  New York:  Bryan, Taylor, 1887. 

 

Crosby, Thomas.  The History of the English Baptists, From the Reformation to the  

 Beginning of the Reign of King George I.  4 vol.  London: 1738. 

 

Secondary 

 

Himbury, D. Mervyn.  British Baptists:  A Short History.  London: The Carey Kingsgate  

 Press Limited, 1962. 

 

Hufton, Olwen.  “What is Religious History Now?” In What Is History Now?  Edited by  

 David Cannadine.  New York:  Palgrave MacMillan, 2002, 57-79.   

 

Lumpkin, William L.  Baptist Confessions of Faith.  Chicago:  Judson Press, 1959. 

 

Payne, E.A.  The First Generation:  Early Leaders of the Baptist Missionary Society in  

 England and India.  London:  Carey Press, 1936. 

 

Stanley, Brian.  The History of the Baptist Missionary Society, 1792-1992.  Edinburgh:  

 T&T Clark, 1992. 

 

Thorne, Susan.  Congregational Missions and the Making of an Imperial Culture in 

 Nineteenth-Century England.  Stanford:  Stanford University Press, 1999. 

 

Torbet, Robert G.   A History of the Baptists, 3
rd

 ed.  Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1963.  

 

Underwood, A.C., D.D.  A History of the English Baptists.  London:  The Baptist Union 

 Publication Dept. (Kingsgate Press), 1947. 

 

Whitley, W.T.  A History of British Baptists.  London:  Charles Griffin & Company, 

 1923. 



   

 170

 

 

 

 

Jamaica 

 

Primary 

 

Burchell, William Fitz-er.  Memoir of Thomas Burchell, twenty-two years a missionary in 

 Jamaica.  London:  Benjamin L. Green, Paternoster Row, 1849, Manuscripts, 

 Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University. 

 

Candler, John.  West Indies.  Extracts from the Journal of John Candler whilst travelling 

 in Jamaica, 2 parts, London:  Harvey and Denton, 1840. 

 

Clark, John, Reverend, W. Dendy, and J.M Phillippo.  The Voice of Jubilee:  A Narrative  

 of the Baptist Mission, Jamaica, from Its Commencement; with Biographical  

 Notices of Its Fathers and Founders.  London:  John Snow, Paternoster Row,  

 1865. 

 

Gurney, Joseph John.  A Winter in the West Indies, Described in Familiar Letters to 

 Henry Clay of Kentucky.  2
nd

 edition.  London:  John Murray, Albemarle Street, 

 1840. 

 

Hansard's Parliamentary Debates:  Forming a Continuation of "The Parliamentary  

 History of England, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1803."  Third Series,  

Commencing with the Accession of William IV.  Third volume of the session, 2 

April-20 May, 1833.  London:  Baldwin and Cradock; J. Booker; Longmonk, 

Rees, Orme, and Co.; J.M. Richardson; Parbury, Allen, and Co.; J. Hatchard and 

Son; J Ridgway; E. Jeffrey and Son; J. Rodwell; Calkin and Budd R.H. Evans; J. 

Booth; and T.C. Hansard, 1833. 

 

Hinton, John Howard.  Memoir of William Knibb, Missionary in Jamaica.  2
nd

 ed.  

 Houlston and Stoneman, Patternoster Row.  Bristol:  Evans and Abbott, Clare 

 Street,  1849. 

 

Phillippo, James Mursell.  Jamaica:  Its Past and Present State.  London:  Dawsom’s of  

 Pall Mall, 1969.  Originally published 1843. 

 

Sewell, William G.  The Ordeal of Free Labour in the West Indies, 2
nd

 ed.  London:  

 Sampson, Low, Son, & Co., 1862.  

 

Thome, James A. and J. Horace Kimball.  Emancipation in the West Indies.  A Six 

 Months’ Tour in Antigua, Barbadoes, and Jamaica in the Year 1837.  New York:  

 The American Anti-Slavery Society, 1838, Special Collections, Pitts Theology 

 Library, Emory University. 



   

 171

 

Underhill, Edward Bean.  Life of James Mursell Phillippo, Missionary in Jamaica.   

 London:  Yates and Alexander, 1881. 

 

___________________.  The West Indies:  Their Social and Religious Condition.  

 London:  Jackson, Walford, and Hodder, 1862.  Reprinted Westport, Connecticut:  

 Negro Universities Press, 1970.   

 

Secondary 

 

Curtin, Philip D.  The Rise and Fall of the Plantation Complex:  Essays in Atlantic  

 History, 2nd ed.  Cambridge, UK:  Cambridge University Press, 1998. 

 

_____________.  Two Jamaicas:  The Role of Ideas in a Tropical Colony, 1830-1865. 

 Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1955.   

 

Green, William A.  British Slave Emancipation:  The Sugar Colonies and the Great 

 Experiment, 1830-1865.  Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1976. 

 

Hall, Catherine.  Civilising Subjects:  Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination  

 1830-1867.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2002. 

 

____________.  “Missionary Stories:  Gender and Ethnicity in England in the 1830s 

 and 1840s.”  In White, Male, and Middle-Class:  Explorations in Feminism and 

 History.  New York:  Routledge, 1992. 

 

____________.  “White Visions, Black Lives:  The Free Villages of Jamaica.”  History  

 Workshop Journal 36, no. 36 (1993):  100-132. 

 

Paget, Hugh.  “The Free Village System in Jamaica.” Caribbean Quarterly 10, no. 1  

 (March 1964):  n. pag. 

 

Reckord, Mary.  “The Jamaica Slave Rebellion of 1831.”  Past and Present 40 (July 

 1968):  108-125. 

 

Tyrrell, Alex.  “The ‘Moral Radical Party’ and the Anglo-Jamaican Campaign for the  

 Abolition of the Negro Apprenticeship System.”  The English Historical Review   

 99, no. 392 (July 1984):  481-502. 

  

Turner, Mary.  Slaves and Missionaries:  The Disintegration of Jamaican Slave Society,  

 1787-1834.  Chicago:  University of Illinois Press, 1982.   

 

Wilmot, Swithin.  “The Peacemakers:  Baptist Missionaries and Ex-Slaves in West 

 Jamaica, 1838-40.”  Jamaica Historical Review 13 (1982):  42-55. 

 



   

 172

India 

 

Primary 

 

Carey, Eustace.  Memoir of William Carey, D.D., Late Missionary to Bengal, Professor  

 of Oriental Languages in the College of Fort William, Calcutta.  Boston:  Gould, 

 Kendall, and Lincoln, 1836. 

 

Carey, William.  Letters, Official and Private, from the Reverend Dr. Carey:  Relative to  

 Certain Statements Given in Pamphlets Lately Published by the Reverend J. Dyer, 

 Secretary to the Baptist Missionary Society, W. Johns, M.D., and the Reverend E.  

 Carey and W. Yates.  London:  Parbury, Allen, 1828. 

 

Duff, Alexander.  India, and India Missions, Including Sketches of the Gigantic System of  

 Hinduism, Both in Theory and Practice; Also Notices of Some of the Principal 

 Agencies Employed in Conducting the Process of Indian Evangelization.  

 Edinburgh:  J. Johnstone, 1839. 

 

Marshman, John Clark.  The Life and Times of Carey, Marshman, and Ward.  Embracing  

 the History of the Serampore Mission.  2 vol.  London:  Longman, Brown, Green, 

 Longmans, & Roberts, 1859. 

 

Reports and Documents on the Indian Mission, Prepared for the Use of the Committee of 

 the Baptist Missionary Society, by the Special Committee, Appointed December  

 7
th

, 1869.  London:  Baptist Mission House, 1872. 

 

Trevelyan, Sir George Otto.  "Christianity in India."  Letter X in The Competition  

 Wallah, 2nd. ed.  London:  MacMillan and Company, 1866. 

 

Secondary 

 

Courtwright, Paul B.  “The Iconographies of Sati.”  In Sati, the Blessing and the Curse: 

 the Burning of Wives in India, ed. John Stratton Hawley, 27-49.  New York: 

 Oxford University Press, 1994. 

 

Crawford, S. Cromwell.  Ram Mohan Roy:  Social, Political, and Religious Reform in  

 19
th

 Century India.  New York:  Paragon House Publishers, 1987. 

 

Frykenberg, Robert Eric.  "Christians in India:  An Historical Overview of Their  

 Complex Origins."  In Christians and Missionaries in India:  Cross-Cultural 

 Communication since 1500, with special reference to caste, conversion, and 

 colonialism, ed. Robert Eric Frykenberg, 33-61.   Grand Rapids:  W.B. Eerdmans, 

 2003.    

 



   

 173

__________________.  “Modern Education in South India, 1784-1854:  Its Roots and 

 Its Role as a Vehicle of Integration under Company Raj.”  American Historical 

 Review 91, no. 1 (1986):  37-65. 

 

Gabriel, Ruth.  Learned Communities and British Educational Experiments in North 

 India, 1780-1830.  PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1979. 

 

Harlan, Lindsey.  “Perfection and Devotion:  Sati Tradition in Rajasthan.” In Sati, the  

 Blessing and the Curse:  the Burning of Wives in India, ed. John Stratton Hawley,  

 79-91.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1994. 

 

Hawley, John Stratton.  “Introduction.”  In Sati, the Blessing and the Curse:  the Burning 

of Wives in India, ed. John Stratton Hawley.  New York:  Oxford University 

Press, 1994. 

 

Kopf, David.  British Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance:  The Dynamics of Indian 

 Modernization 1773-1835.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1969. 

 

Laird, M.A.  "The Contribution of the Serampore Missionaries to Education in Bengal, 

 1793-1837."  Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of 

 London 31, no. 1 (1968):  92-112. 

 

Potts, E. Daniel.  British Baptist Missionaries in India, 1793-1837.   Cambridge:  

 Cambridge University Press, 1967.  

 

Sinha, Mrinalini.  Colonial Masculinity:  The Manly Englishman and the Effeminate  

 Bengali in the late nineteenth century.  Manchester:  Manchester University Press, 

 1995. 

 

Sources of Indian Tradition, 2
nd

 ed., vol. II: Modern India and Pakistan, ed. Stephen Hay.  

 New York, Columbia University Press, 1988. 

 

The Story of Serampore and Its College, ed. Wilma S. Stewart.  Serampore: The Council  

 of Serampore College, 1961. 

 

Tosh, John.  “‘All the Masculine Virtues:’  English Emigration to the Colonies, 1815- 

 1852,” in John Tosh, Manliness and Masculinities in Nineteenth-Century Britain:   

 Essays on Gender, Family, and Empire, 173-91.  Harlow:  Pearson Longman,  

 2004. 

 

Tyler, Stephen A.  India: An Anthropological Perspective.  Pacific Palisades, California:   

 Goodyear Publishing Company, 1973. 

 

Wolpert, Stanley.  A New History of India.  7
th

 edition.  New York:  Oxford University   

 Press, 2004. 

 



   

 174

Zastoupil, Lynn.  “Defining Christians, Making Britons:  Rammohun Roy and the 

 Unitarians.”  Victorian Studies 44, no. 2 (2002):  215-243.  



   

 175

 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Kelly Rebecca Cross Elliott received her B.A. in history from Harding University in 

Searcy, Arkansas in 2005 and her M.A. in European history from Florida State University 

in 2007.  Her research interests include eighteenth and nineteenth century British and 

British Empire history, religious history, European intellectual history, and British India.  

Her future work will focus on Baptist missionaries in the British Empire.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


	The Florida State University
	DigiNole Commons
	3-22-2007

	Baptist Missions in the British Empire: Jamaica and Serampore in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century
	Kelly Rebecca Elliott
	Recommended Citation



