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Memoir tells tale of a man who 
backed settlements of free slaves 
Rare opportunity to buy contemporary account of Paul Cu�ee arises at Gloucestershire saleroom

“A vessel owned and 
commanded by a black 
man and manned by a 
crew of the same 
complexion... was 
unprecedented and 
surprising

A scarce lifetime biography of the 
renowned pan-Africanist Paul 
Cu�ee (1759-1817) found plenty of 
competition at Dominic Winter 
(20% buyer’s premium) on 
December 12.

Estimated at £300-500, Memoir 
of Captain Paul Cu�ee, A Man of 
Color, issued by Liverpool printer 
Egerton Smith in 1811, took £5000 
at the auction in South Cerney, 
Gloucestershire. 

The son of an emancipated 
African slave and a Wampanoag 
Indian, Cu�ee was a Massachusetts 
merchant, whaler and an in�uential 
�gure in the back-to-Africa 
movement.

Championing the cause of African 
colonisation in the years following 
the British abolition of the slave 
trade in 1807, he made several trips 
to Sierra Leone in an e�ort to settle 
freed slaves. 

This 12-page biographical sketch, 
priced at three pence, was reprinted 
from an article that had appeared 
in The Liverpool Mercury in 1811, its 
founding year. Beginning with two 

by Roland Arkell lines from William Cowper poem 
The Negro’s Complaint (1877) – ‘Skins 
may di�er, but a�ections Dwell in 
Blacks and Whites the same’ – it 
contains an outline of Cu�ee’s life, 
struggles and successes.

The text references the di�culties 
as a ship’s captain at a time when 
‘a vessel owned and commanded 
by a black man, and manned with a 
crew of the same complexion, was 
unprecedented and surprising…’ 
and records the creation of the 
�rst racially integrated school in 
America, established by Cu�ee 
on lands he owned in Westport, 
Massachusetts.

The account says that ‘[he] worked 
in earnest and had a suitable house 
built on his own ground, which 
he freely gave up to the use of the 
public, and the school was opened 
to all who pleased to send their 
children’.

It ends by noting that Cu�ee 
has recently been received into the 
Society of Friends (a rare event in 
America at the time). Two years 
later, in 1813, he donated half the 
money for a new Quaker meeting 
house in Westport, a building that 
still stands today. 

Most surviving copies of this 
simple stitched booklet are in 
institutional collections. Save some 
spotting and light browning, this 
example was ‘as issued’. 

In 1812, A Man of Color was 
reprinted with the addition of The 
Epistle of the Society of Sierra Leone, the 
brief mission statement of a mutual-
aid merchant group formed by 
Cu�ee and other black entrepreneurs 
in Sierra Leone in the hope of 
furthering prosperity and industry in 
the colony. ■
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Above: Memoir of Captain Paul Cuffee, A 
Man of Color..., Written expressly for, and 
originally printed in, The Liverpool Mercury, 
£5000 at Dominic Winter. 
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