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Letter from the editor 

This first collection of three working papers presents original findings from the written records of 
colonial administrations in the Dutch Indies and Suriname. The research for all three papers was 
done as part of a MA research seminar at Leiden University supervised by Karwan Fatah-Black in 
the Fall of 2020. All three papers strive to better understand slavery in Dutch colonies, both in 
terms of its legal contours, as well as its racial and gendered dynamics. 
 
Understanding slave societies often starts by tracing the laws that governed it. These laws and 
their development is far more difficult to trace than one might expect and the legal foundations 
of enslavement were ambiguous. This in turn also complicates the definition of manumission: the 
release from slavery with the consent of the owner. The development of manumission regulations 
and practices was ad hoc and importantly reflect ideas about gender roles, race, intimate relations 
and slavery.  
 
Jessica Den Oudsten builds on the work done regarding Surinamese manumission to develop lines 
of enquiry regarding manumission in the Dutch Indies. The Surinamese work serves as a stepping 
stone but also as an interesting point of comparison. Den Oudsten finds that documents regarding 
manumission in Asia did not references race in the same way as similar documents from Suriname. 
 
In ‘The Ambiguity of Freedom’ Ramona Negrón approaches the study of manumission in a new 
way. The groundbreaking work by Rosemary Brana-Shute, Okke Ten Hove and others has given 
insight in the size and scale of the phenomenon, but left questions about the inter-human relations 
that governed the phenomenon unanswered. Negrón argues that ‘only qualitative research on 
manumission, in which the archive is approached from both the perspectives of the manumitted 
and the manumitter, can uncover the social dynamics behind manumission.’ Reading the archive 
in this way she argues for a renewed appreciation for kinship ties in understanding slavery and 
manumission. 
 
The attention to kinship also sparked the curiosity of Camilla de Koning. In her article ‘Kinship as a 
factor in manumissions in Suriname’ she offers a comparison between the figures calculated by 
Rosemary Brana-Shute and those of her sample years 1790 and 1791. Having established the 
similarities between that long-term study and her specific sample years she makes an in-depth 
analysis of the ways in which a particular family chose to manumit people. The results of the study 
point at clear gender differences in the way enslaved people were manumitted.  
 
Taken together, these working papers show that manumission was a deeply paradoxical 
phenomenon in Dutch colonial slave societies. Through manumission, the manumitter implicitly 
acknowledged the humanity and capacity for freedom of the enslaved. The act of manumitting a 
slave underlined the power of the owner class, while simultaneously complicating the racial order 
between white enslavers and people racialized as black being enslaved. 
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The manumission of enslaved people in early modern Indonesia, 1760-

1824 

 

Jessica den Oudsten  

 

Abstract  

Most research on slavery in former Dutch colonies focuses on countries in the Atlantic, such as 

Suriname and Curaçao. However, the Dutch relied on slavery and slave trade in Asia, for example 

in premodern Indonesia, on an even bigger scale than in the Atlantic. Little is known about the 

different aspects of slavery in this part of the world. As many scholars of slavery have argued, the 

process of manumission played an important role in the functioning of slave societies. Using 

previously unused data, this article compares the process of manumission in Indonesia between 

1760 and 1824 to manumission in Suriname during the same period. There are both similarities 

and differences. The most remarkable finding is that while in Suriname race and skin colour were 

important in the process of manumission, no mention of phenotypes are made in the Indonesian 

documents.   
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The manumission of enslaved people in early modern Indonesia, 1760-1824 

In September 1797, captain at sea Wilke Lange Renken died on his journey from Madras to 

Batavia, present-day Jakarta. In 1794, Renken had drafted his testament. After the notary 

Gerard Joan Runstorff had informed him about the rules of manumitting an enslaved person, 

Renken declared that upon his death, the enslaved woman ‘Theresia from Souratte’ had to be 

freed. In addition, she had to be given five hundred rijksdaalders, a Dutch monetary value. One 

rijksdaalder was equal to two and a half guilders.1 In 1798, a letter was sent from Batavia to 

Jan Lange Renken, informing him of the death of his brother Wilke and asking him to inform 

his sisters about this. A copy of the testament of Renken was included in the letter, which 

informed his siblings as the sole heirs of his belongings, of Renken’s wish to manumit Theresia 

from Souratte.2 

 Renken was originally from Hooksiel, a village in present-day Germany. In 1777, he 

joined the Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company, VOC) as a young 

sailor.3 After he repatriated in 1779, a second journey followed in 1780. This time, he was a 

bosschieter, a more qualified and experienced sailor. This second journey took longer, he 

repatriated in 1786.4 It is unknown how his career developed in the next years, but in 1794, he 

was captain lieutenant of the VOC in the East Indies and was the master of at least one enslaved 

person.5  

 Most research about slavery and slave trade in the early modern period focuses on the 

transatlantic slave trade, in which slave traders transported enslaved African people to the 

Americas. The enslaved people were traded via a triangular trade route between Europe, Africa 

and the Americas that existed between the sixteenth and the nineteenth century. The Atlantic 

and Africa were not the only parts of the world where the Dutch were involved in slave trade. 

However, research into slavery in other former Dutch colonies, like Indonesia, has been 

minimal.6 According to Matthias van Rossum this is striking, because until well into the 

eighteenth century, the part that the Dutch played in slavery and slave trade in Asia was larger 

 
1 Prize Papers, testament of Wilke Lange Renken, 12-03-1798 (HCA30-762).  
2 Prize Papers, letter to Jan Lange Renken, Batavia-Hooksiel, 24-04-1798 (HCA30-762).  
3 Nationaal Archief (NA), Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC), VOC: Opvarenden 1.04.02, inventory 
number 6647, folio number 168.  
4 Nationaal Archief (NA), Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC), VOC: Opvarenden 1.04.02, inv. nr. 
6690, fo 571.  
5 Prize Papers, testament of Wilke Lang Renken, 12-03-1798 (HCA30-762). 
6 Reggie Baay, Daar werd wat gruwelijks verricht. Slavernij in Nederlands-Indië (Amsterdam: Athenaeum, 
2015) 12-15.  



than the Dutch part in the transatlantic slave trade. Around 1750, there were around 75.500 

enslaved people in the Dutch East Indies, compared to 64.000 in the Atlantic.7 Not only did the 

VOC as an organisation own thousands of enslaved, it was also common for VOC personnel to 

‘own’ enslaved people, just like Wilke Lange Renken. It is estimated that the share of VOC 

personnel in the Dutch slave trade in Asia could have been around one third or maybe even 

half of the total.8 

According to Van Rossum, slavery in Asia should be compared to slavery in other parts 

of the world.9 Comparing the legislation about slavery and the practices of slavery and slave 

trade in different parts of the Dutch colonial empire is useful to achieve a better understanding 

of how the Dutch Republic was involved in slavery. An important part of slavery is 

manumission. Rosemary Brana-Shute defined manumission as ‘the concession of civil freedom 

by an owner to a specific slave within the continuing institution of slavery’, which was mostly 

referred to as a gift from the owner to the enslaved.10 Brana-Shute studied manumission in 

Suriname between 1760 and 1828. The results and conclusions of her research can be used to 

compare Suriname to other parts of the world, like Indonesia. In this article, the legal and social 

aspects of manumission in Indonesia between 1760 and 1824 will be compared to the process 

of manumission in Suriname. What were the differences and similarities?  

 The documents that are available in the Netherlands about the process of manumission 

in early modern Indonesia can be found at the archive of the CBG Centrum voor 

familiegeschiedenis (CBG).11 The CBG has one of the largest collections of premodern 

documents from Indonesia. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Dutch civil servant, 

genealogist and archivist Paul Constant Bloys van Treslong Prins (1873-1940) collected 

genealogical data about Dutch people living in Indonesia in the eighteenth century.12 This 

collection consists of letters, inventories, testaments and also 45 manumission deeds. In these 

45 manumission deeds, 46 people are manumitted by 36 different manumitters. The 

documents originate roughly from the period between 1760 and 1824, but there are seven 

 
7 Matthias van Rossum, Kleurrijke tragiek. De geschiedenis van slavernij in Azië onder de VOC (Hilversum: 
Verloren, 2015) 7. 
8 Idem, 9.  
9 Ibidem.   
10 Rosemary Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828 (Gainesville: University of 
Florida, 1985) xxiii.  
11 CBG is the abbreviation of Centraal Bureau voor Genealogie.  
12 CBG Centrum voor familiegeschiedenis, Oost-Indische bronnen, https://cbg.nl/bronnen/cbg-
verzamelingen/oost-indische-bronnen/ (12-11-2019). The documents are for a large part digitally available.  



deeds that date from the two decades before 1760. These earlier contracts have been included 

in this study as well because they give a valuable insight into how the legal aspects of 

manumission changed between 1740 and 1824.  

In addition to these manumission deeds, testaments from VOC personnel are also 

valuable sources in understanding the process of manumission in Indonesia. Because of the 

dangers that employees of the VOC encountered and illnesses that were always on the lure on 

their long journey to and from Asia, a lot of VOC staff members made a last will while they 

were in Asia. From all trade posts of the VOC, notaries sent copies of these testaments to the 

Netherlands. It could happen that these copies got lost on their way, but thousands of last wills 

have been preserved. The National Archives of the Netherlands has a collection of 10.707 

copies of testaments of VOC employees, that were made between 1698 and 1807.13 The last 

wills of twenty of the 36 different manumitters have been found in the collection of testaments 

and have been used in addition to the manumission deeds. These sources are by no means 

representative for the whole period under investigation or for the whole process of 

manumission, but  combined, the documents give a valuable insight into the manumission 

practises in premodern Indonesia, which has hardly been studied at all.  

This article explores the process of manumission in eighteenth century Indonesia by 

providing an overview of manumission law. To put manumission in early modern Indonesia 

into perspective, the process of manumission in Suriname is explored and compared to 

Indonesia. To strengthen the comparison, three sorts manumission documents have been 

studied: legal statutes, manumission deeds and testaments. These documents will be used to 

enlarge the knowledge there is about manumission in Indonesia in the eighteenth century. 

 

Asia and the Atlantic 

Slavery has existed for many centuries and comes in many different forms. According to Reggie 

Baay, one of the main differences between slavery in the Atlantic and slavery in Asia was the 

nature of the slavery itself. In the Atlantic, there was a plantation economy, which was ‘in need’ 

of large numbers of enslaved people. In Asia, there was no need for plantations because the 

local population cultivated crops themselves. Europeans could obtain enough products by 

 
13 Nationaal Archief, VOC: Oost-Indische testamenten, 
https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/onderzoeken/zoekhulpen/voc-oost-indische-testamenten#collapse-8232 (05-12-
2019).  



trading. In contrast to the plantation colonies that were common in the Atlantic, the former 

Dutch East Indies could be categorised as a trading colony. Enslaved people mainly helped 

building the VOC empire by working in warehouses, loading and unloading ships and by 

constructing a better infrastructure. However, most enslaved people worked in the households 

of VOC personnel. According to Baay, this caused the enslaved people in the Dutch East Indies 

to be treated more ‘mildly’ than the enslaved in the Atlantic. The slave owners would not 

benefit from treating their ‘personal slaves’ really badly, while on plantations, violence would 

be used to increase the production. He concludes that slavery in Asia ‘was not as bad as’ slavery 

in the Atlantic, where enslaved people had to work in the burning heat all day, as compared to 

making dinner in a household.14 

Baay is not the only author who has concluded this. Already at the end of the eighteenth 

century, the idea was present that slavery in the Dutch East Indies was more ‘innocent’ than 

slavery in colonies like Suriname. Dirk van Hogendorp (1761-1822) wrote in 1801 that the 

absence of plantations in the Dutch East Indies made a big difference. The fact that the ‘slaves’ 

only had to do domestic tasks made their work ‘lighter’ and more ‘gentle’.15 

In his book Kleurrijke tragiek. De geschiedenis van slavernij in Azië onder de VOC, 

Matthias van Rossum challenges the idea that slavery in the Dutch East Indies was a ‘mild’ form 

of slavery. He emphasizes that by paying attention to the contrast between slavery on 

plantations and slavery in the household, the similarities are overlooked. Both the slavery 

systems in the Atlantic and in Asia were based on moving people to an unfamiliar environment 

and selling them.16 Furthermore, the VOC made sure there were severe penalties for enslaved 

people who did not do what was expected of them, their punishment was more severe than 

punishments for Europeans.17 Also, working in households brought its own tensions. Because 

of the shortage of European women, many enslaved women became the concubines of white 

European men. These women were often not only sexually abused by their enslaver, but 

sometimes also by his friends who would ‘borrow’ the enslaved women.18 Therefore, there 

 
14 Baay, Daar werd wat gruwelijks verricht, 256-258.  
15 Dirk van Hogendorp, ‘Proeve over den Slaavenhandel en de Slavernij in Neerlands-Indië. Benevens een 
ontwerp, om dien eerloozen handel ten eersten te verbieden, en ook de slaavernij zelve in der tijd geheel 
afteschaffen’, in: Stukken, raakende den tegenwoordigen toestand der Bataafsche bezittingen in Oost-Indië en 
den handel op dezelve (’s Gravenhage/Delft 1801) 454. 
16 Van Rossum, Kleurrijke tragiek, 80-81.  
17 Baay, Daar werd wat gruwelijks verricht, 137-138.  
18 Idem, 129-131. 



existed no form of ‘mild’ domestic slavery in the Dutch East Indies.19 By focusing on the 

differences between the two parts of the world, similarities are overlooked. That there were 

similarities, becomes evident when the process of manumission in Suriname is compared to 

manumission in Indonesia. 

 

Process and patterns of manumission 

Manumission was an essential institution within slavery. The enslaver believed that the 

possibility of being freed was a motivation for enslaved people to work harder. However, until 

now, this part of slavery has been understudied. In the manumission debate, the work of 

Rosemary Brana-Shute on manumission in Suriname is of great importance. She argues that 

manumission is not a single act, but a social process which developed as enslaved people came 

into personal contact with free people.20 This meant that the individualisation of an enslaved 

person was of great importance. In the manumission deeds, all enslaved people had names, 

they were seen as individuals. For enslaved people working in a household, it must have been 

easier to come into contact with their ‘owner’ or other free people than for people working on 

plantations. The chance of being manumitted was much higher in an urban setting than on a 

plantation.21 However, the chance to be manumitted for enslaved people in general was small. 

In Suriname, between 1760 and 1827, legal manumissions freed an average of less than one 

percent of the total number of enslaved people.22 

 In the process of manumission, the owners of the enslaved people played an important 

part. Manumission was almost impossible without the consent of the owners. However, the 

owners of enslaved people were only some of the manumitters involved in the process of 

manumission. Manumitters include all free people whose roles in the process of manumission 

were instrumental and necessary in realising a legal manumission.23 A manumitter could have 

all kinds of reasons for manumission. First of all, it could be economically motivated. An 

enslaved person could pay for his or hers own manumission or  the owner could sell an 

enslaved person to a new ‘owner’ who wanted to manumit the enslaved.24 According to 

 
19 Van Rossum, Kleurrijke tragiek, 83.  
20 Rosemary Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom: The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828’, 
Slavery & Abolition 10:3 (1989) 40.  
21 Idem, 41 and 46.  
22 Brana-Shute, ‘Sex and Gender’, 180.  
23 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 290.  
24 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching freedom’, 53.  



Orlando Patterson, this is impossible. If everything the enslaved is and owns belongs to the 

master, then it is by definition not possible for the enslaved to buy back freedom. In addition, 

it is also not possible to manumit an enslaved person when a third party buys this person first. 

The problem is then simply passed on to the third party, who now owns the enslaved.25 This is 

why manumission is often seen as a gift. It is only possible when the owner decides to part 

with his or hers ‘property’.26 There were situations in which the enslaver was likely to do this. 

In Brana-Shute’s  study, the most frequently cited reason for manumission was the owners 

statement that (s)he wanted to reward the enslaved person for his or hers loyal service, or out 

of feelings of affection.27 

 Freeing an enslaved person out of feelings of affection could be part of what Orlando 

Patterson has called cohabitational manumission, meaning the release out of slavery by means 

of concubinage of marriage.28 Next to cohabitational manumission, Patterson defined several 

other modes of manumission: post-mortem manumission, political manumission, collusive 

litigation, sacral manumission and formal contractual manumission.29 Cohabitational 

manumission and post-mortem manumission are most important in this article. By post-

mortem manumission, Patterson means the release of an enslaved person at the death of his 

master, whether by written will, by verbally expressed desire or by heirs on behalf of the 

deceased master. The benefits for the enslaver were that there were no personal costs (but 

there were for the heirs) and the possibility of post-mortem manumission motivated all 

enslaved people in a large household.30 

 Post-mortem manumission is the most common form of manumission in this study. Out 

of the 45 different manumission deeds, sixteen records were a result of post-mortem 

manumission. The enslaver made in his or her testament known that it was his or her wish to 

manumit an enslaved person, or sometimes more enslaved people. The drafting of the 

manumission deed then took place after the owner had died, as was specified in the testament. 

The executor of the last will was present on behalf of the deceased. 

 
25 Orlando Patterson, ‘Manumission: its means and modes’, in: Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A 
Comparative Study (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England: Harvard University Press, 1982) 210.  
26 Idem, 211.  
27 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching freedom’, 54.  
28 Idem, 228.  
29 Patterson, ‘Manumission: its means and modes’, 220-239.  
30 Idem, 220.  



 The manumission deeds are all structured in the same way. Typically, they begin by 

noting the manumitter’s name, occupation and sometimes social status. Then, the document 

states the name and sometimes the age of the manumittee. Out of the 45 manumission deeds, 

the age of the enslaved people was mentioned in eight cases, the oldest being 42 years of age, 

the youngest being one year old. The manumission deeds then conclude with the statement 

that the manumittee would now be able to move alongside other released people and that the 

owner and his or her heirs would no longer have any rights on the now formerly enslaved 

person.31 

The reason for manumission was hardly ever given. Only Roeland Palm, senior 

merchant of the VOC, mentioned that he wanted to manumit the enslaved woman ‘Fannij from 

Maccaser’, roughly forty years of age, because she had taken good care of his son.32 Enslaved 

people that were freed by testament still had to secure the legal execution of the bequest by 

the heirs of the enslaver. There was no certainty for the enslaved people that they would 

definitely be manumitted. The will could be contested by the heirs or might fail to conform to 

all requirements that were made for a legal manumission.33 

 

Slavery in the former Dutch East Indies: the legal aspects  

The VOC was one of the biggest employers of the Dutch Republic. Not only did they employ 

crew members for the ships and soldiers who had to defend ‘their’ land, there were also 

artisans, pastors and civil servants. For the employees, travelling to and living in premodern 

Indonesia was not without danger. There was a high mortality rate both on the journey to Asia 

and in Asia itself, especially in the lower ranks. The officers and higher personnel had a seventy 

or eighty percent change of returning home safely, while for regular sailors this percentage 

dropped to ten percent at the end of the eighteenth century.34  

 
31 CBG Centrum voor familiegeschiedenis, Bloys van Treslong Prins 17e-20e eeuw, Akte van emancipatie door 
Jan Pieter Zeijller van Lauot van Batavia (1767), Image FAPA077055. Original text: ‘omme van nu af aan zijn 
volkomen vrijdom te genieten, ende zig nevens andere vrijgegevene personen te mogen erneren’ and 
‘Cederende der halven van al ’t regt, actie ende pretensie die den overledenen ooijt op de g’Emancipeerde heeft 
gehad.’ See for more examples the manumission deeds of CBG Centrum voor familiegeschiedenis. 
32 CBG Centrum voor familiegeschiedenis, Bloys van Treslong Prins 17e-20e eeuw, Akte van emancipatie door 
Roeland Palm van Fannij van Maccasser (1775), Image FAPA071506. 
33 Robin Blackburn, ‘Introduction’, in Rosemary Brana-Shute and Randy J. Sparks (eds.), Paths to Freedom: 
Manumission in the Atlantic World (Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 2009) 9.  
34 Herman Obdeijn and Marlou Schrover, Komen en gaan: immigratie en emigratie in Nederland vanaf 1550 
(Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Bert Bakker, 2008) 52-53. 



 It was not the intention of the VOC to build permanent settlements with a European 

population. However, in all regions where the VOC was active, a certain number of employees 

stayed behind and tried to build a career.35 In the eighteenth century, there were around four 

to six thousand Europeans living permanently in Batavia and three to four thousand in 

Ceylon.36 These Europeans were mainly males, there was a shortage of European women. 

Because of this, many men lived together with local or enslaved women. Marriages between 

European men and local women were allowed, but the women had to be baptised first. If 

children were born, there was the possibility for the fathers to officially acknowledge a child as 

his child and to have the child baptised. However, most concubines and their children were 

abandoned by the European men.37  

 These precarious situations asked for rules. Throughout the early modern period, the 

government of the former Dutch East Indies added legislation about European men who were 

involved with Asian women, about slavery in general, about disputes between enslaver and 

enslaved and about the manumission of enslaved people. In 1642, the only regulation that 

existed in early modern Indonesia for manumitting enslaved people was that they had to be 

able to speak the Dutch language reasonably well. 38 This changed in 1682, when the need was 

felt to set more rules. The poor relief was no longer able to take care of all the manumitted 

people. In addition, the manumitted were supposedly guilty of ‘stealing and begging’ and the 

government was afraid that the manumitted people worsened the ‘sad and contagious’ 

leprosy disease.39 In order to regulate manumission better, a few rules were introduced. First, 

it was no longer allowed to manumit an enslaved person without a notary and two witnesses. 

This meant that the act of manumission became a more formal event, in which the government 

in the form of a notary, a secretary and two schepenen, municipal officers, was involved.40  

A few years later, in 1686, legislation about testamentary manumission was added. The 

government had noted that enslaved people were manumitted via last wills, but that these 

 
35 Idem, 71.  
36 Idem, 54.  
37 Idem, 76-77. 
38 F.W. Stapel, Pieter van Dam's Beschryvinge van de Oostindische Compagnie (’s-Gravenhage: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1927) Part III, 207; J. A. van der Chijs, Nederlandsch-Indisch plakaatboek, 1602-1811 (17 parts and 
register) (Batavia/ ’s Gravenhage: Bataafsch genootschap van kunsten en wetenschappen, 1885-1900), Part I, 
460 and 575.  
39 Van der Chijs, Nederlansch-Indisch Plakaatboek, Part III, 74-75. Original tekst: ‘dieverij ende bedelarij’ en 
‘droevige ende besmettelijcke sieckte van laserije.’ 
40 Idem, 76-77.  



people could often not provide for themselves. Since the former owners were no longer alive, 

they could not help. A new law was introduced, which stated that post-mortem manumission 

was only possible when the schepenen would decide that the manumittee was able to provide 

for him- or herself for at least six years. Otherwise, the manumission would not go through and 

the enslaved person would remain the ‘property’ of the owner’s heirs.41  

The next law concerning the manumission of enslaved people followed only in 1753. It 

was found that the rule that a person could only be manumitted if he or she could provide for 

him- or herself for at least six years was not sufficient. The families of manumitted people 

expanded, which meant that they would often still need poor relief before the six years were 

over. The poor relief could not help all these people. Therefore, from 1753 onwards, all 

manumitters had to pay ten rijksdaalders for every manumitted person. This money would go 

to the poor relief. Enslaved people that were maimed or terminally ill could only be 

manumitted if the manumitter or his or her heirs would pay for their subsistence.42  In 1766, 

the amount of ten rijksdaalders was not seen as sufficient anymore and was raised to 25 

rijksdaalders. The cause of this increase was the growing number of manumitted people, which 

also increased the number of poor people. The government was hoping that by raising the 

costs of manumission, the number of people being manumitted would go down. The 25 

rijksdaalders would all go to the poor relief.43 By 1792, the legislators noted that again a lot of 

enslaved people were unlawfully manumitted and the amount of 25 rijksdaalders was not paid. 

It was mentioned that it cost 5 rijksdaalders to have a notary make a manumission deed, 

making the total costs of manumission thirty rijksdaalders.44  

Not all laws concerned the poor relief and the growing number of poor people. There 

were also situations in which an enslaved person had the right to become free. From 1775 

onwards, it was possible for enslaved people to obtain their freedom by rescuing their enslaver 

from great danger or murder. The enslaved person should then be given his or her freedom, 

either by the enslaver, the heirs or the government.45 Enslaved women could in theory obtain 

their freedom when they fell pregnant by their owner. This was not done out of a sense of 

humanity for the women, but as a means to prevent mixed relationships. Ideally, it would stop 
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owners to have relationships with enslaved women. In reality, this did not work. If it did happen 

that a woman fell pregnant, it also gave the enslaver the opportunity to get rid of the woman 

and the child by manumitting them.46 In the collection of the CBG, an example of such a case 

can be found. An enslaved woman, ‘owned’ by Bernard Daniel Terherbrugge, claimed that she 

had fallen pregnant by her previous owner, Johan Wilhelm Everhard Daniel Terherbrugge. 

When Bernard Daniel Terherbrugge, the son of Johan Terherbrugge, found out that the 

enslaved woman had given birth to his father’s child, he wanted to manumit both her and her 

child. However, he passed away and a conflict arose about the question whether the 

manumission costs had to be paid for the woman only or also for her child.47 Although it is 

unknown if the woman and her child were ever manumitted and they are also not named in 

the letter, the agency of the woman in her manumission process does become clear. She was 

obviously aware of the existing legislation and claimed her right to be freed.  

 After the first regulations regarding manumission were passed, the reasons for adding 

to the existing manumission laws were mostly related to the poor relief, which was, according 

to the government, struggling to help all manumitted people. The legislation aimed to reduce 

the pressure on the poor relief and to reduce the amount of manumitted people. In Suriname, 

there was similar legislation regarding the manumission of enslaved people. The first 

manumission legislation was issued in 1733. Enslavers who wanted to manumit enslaved 

people had to write a letter of petition to the Court of Policy and Criminal Justice. Just like in 

Indonesia, no manumission could take place unless the self-sufficiency of the enslaved person 

was guaranteed by the enslaver. The manumitted person should never have to resort to public 

charity.48 The manumission legislation in Suriname also had a gendered aspect. In 1788, a tax 

was introduced on manumission, that made a distinction between males and females. The 

rates of the tax were based on race and sex. Males had to pay on hundred florins, for females 

and children, this amount was fifty florins. If males could not pay the required amount of 

money, they could serve in the militia for three years. For women and children, no such 

opportunity existed. By 1804, sex-based differences in taxes were ended when the tax was 

raised to five hundred florins for both males and females. It is remarkable that in Suriname, for 
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a few decades at least, the court made a legal distinction between males and females. No 

evidence has been found that this happened in Indonesia as well. Although an amount of 25 

rijksdaalders had to be paid, this stayed the same for every enslaved person from 1766 

onwards.  

 

Gender  

One of Brana-Shute’s most important findings is that most manumittees in Suriname were 

females.49 In her study, there were 1340 enslaved people of which the gender was known and 

for whom manumission was petitioned. Of this total number, 837 (or 62.5 percent) were 

female and 503 (or 37.5 percent) were male. Brana-Shute claims that it is even more striking 

that more females than males were manumitted when it is taken into account that the majority 

of the plantation population in Suriname was male.50 

Not only in Suriname were most manumittees female. It was a common experience in 

New World slave societies (the Caribbean and Latin America) that more women were 

manumitted than men.51 It has also been claimed for the Cape of Good Hope in South-Africa 

and Maryland, USA.52 The explanations as to why more females than males were manumitted 

differ. Jessica Millward argues that there was a trend in Maryland, USA to manumit more 

women than men. According to her, this stemmed from the planters who appreciated the 

physical labour of enslaved men more when compared to that of enslaved women.53 Brana-

Shute describes multiple reasons for manumission, such as feelings of affection or as a reward 

for good service. Since it were mostly women who were working inside the house and taking 

care of for example ill people, their chance to be manumitted was probably higher because of 

this. They worked in the domestic ‘women’s’ sphere.54  
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It is often claimed that manumission was a reward for sexual intimacy. According to 

Brana-Shute, it cannot be seen like this because the enslavers ‘owned’ the bodies of the 

enslaved people.55 Also, not only men favoured the manumission of females over the 

manumission of males. Around 1760, most manumitters were white men. However, at the end 

of Brana-Shute’s sample, this had changed to females of all colours and coloured and black 

freedmen. Even female owners manumitted a high percentage of females. Enslaved women 

were probably perceived as less threatening which made their chances higher.56 Since it is 

known for so many regions and countries that more females than males were manumitted, it 

leaves the question whether this was true for Indonesia as well.  

The gender of the enslaved people in this study could be determined by linguistic 

evidence from both the manumission deeds and the testaments. Sometimes, words that 

clearly indicated the gender of the enslaved person were used, such as ‘boy’ or ‘man’.57 In 

addition, the Dutch word for slave has both a male and a female variant: ‘slaaf’, a male slave,  

and ‘slavinne’, a female slave. The word ‘mansslaaf’ was also sometimes used, literally meaning 

‘male slave’. Brana-Shute also used the names of the enslaved people to indicate their gender, 

when a name was for example clearly female, she assumed that the gender of the enslaved 

was female.58 This has not been done is this study, because not all names indicated a clear 

gender.  

 The 45 manumission deeds, in which 46 people were manumitted, did not show a clear 

indication that more females than males were manumitted. A total of 21 men, 19 women and 

six children were manumitted. However, since only 45 manumission deeds were available in 

the Netherlands, this is not a definite result. The testaments already show a slightly different 

pattern. More than 64 people were manumitted in only twenty testaments. Of these 64 

people, 16 were male and 23 were female. In addition, there were more than eleven children 

manumitted. The precise number is unknown, because when whole families were 

manumitted, often the name of a man, a woman ‘and their children’ was mentioned. There 

were also fourteen people of whom the gender is unknown, they were referred to as ‘the 

following slaves’ and then just their names were mentioned.  
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If only the adults of whom the gender is known are taken into account, 59 percent was 

female and 41 percent was male. This is of course a very small sample and no definite 

conclusions can be made for the period between 1760 and 1824 in Indonesia, but the sample 

does indicate that more females were manumitted than males. This would match with 

research results in Suriname, but also in other parts of the world like the Cape of Good Hope 

in South-Africa, where the VOC was also active.  

 

The importance of race and skin colour   

The skin is the largest organ of human beings and is very salient. In the Atlantic, the race and 

skin colour of people was of great importance for their position within society. It were features 

that were often written down. Colour and gender were the most frequently noted 

characteristics of the 1346 enslaved people who appeared in the manumission petitions that 

were studied by Brana-Shute.59 There was a whole system of classifying people, which was 

adopted from Spanish law. People were ranked according to the number of successive white 

fathers in their ancestry. The racial classification system existed of terms like ‘mulatto’, ‘sambo’ 

and ‘quadroon’. In everyday practice, these detailed classifications were not always used, more 

attention was paid to the appearance of somebody and the actual colour of their skin.60  

 Skin colour and race were important in everyday life and also in the process of 

manumission. In Brana-Shute’s sample, forty percent of all manumittees were of exclusively 

African ancestry, while sixty percent were of mixed race. Of this sixty percent, 54 percent were 

mulattos, meaning they had a black parent and a white parent.61 This clearly indicates that 

people with some form of European ancestry, who therefore must have had a lighter skin, 

were favoured over black people of African ancestry. Even more so because the total enslaved 

population very likely never consisted of more than seven percent of people categorized as 

mixed race.62 In Suriname, skin colour was a strong predictor of which enslaved person was 

more likely to be manumitted.  

 The former Dutch East Indies were shaped by colonial powers and racial and ethnic 

stratification, just like countries in the Atlantic. In Indonesia, the term ‘mestizo’ was used to 
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describe someone with one European parent and one Asian parent. However, the label of 

‘mestizo’ was complicated: it was not only an indicator of mixed racial origin, it was also used 

to describe a social class, a poorer social milieu. Members of the elite were seldom called 

‘mestizo’.63 In addition, Remco Raben and Ulbe Bosma found that the label ‘mestizo’ was 

almost always used in relation to women, in only a few instances was it used to describe a 

man.64 This is already a difference with the Atlantic, where terms like ‘mulatto’ were used for 

males and females, adults and children.  

 In the manumission documents that have been used in this study, no references to or 

indications of race or skin colour have been found. The term ‘mestizo’ never appeared in the 

documents. The only element that referred to the place of origin of the enslaved people was 

the surname that was given to them, like ‘Theresia from Souratte’ or ‘Laout from Batavia’. 

Especially at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the VOC had a preference for enslaved 

people from Ceylon, Malabar, Coromandel, Bengal and Suratte. There were certain 

stereotypes about the race and origin of the enslaved people. It was for example said that 

enslaved women from the island of Bali were good domestic slaves and mistresses. Enslaved 

men from Bali were seen as unreliable. The enslaved people from Makassar had a bad 

reputation as well, they were described as not loyal and vengeful.65 If these stereotypes were 

still present in the eighteenth century, the ‘surnames’ of the enslaved people meant more than 

just their place of origin, it also signalled their supposed characters, to which undoubtedly a 

certain value was ascribed. However, these ‘surnames’ do not clearly indicate the skin colour 

of the enslaved people and it is remarkable that this phenotype was absent in the sources.  

 The only category that was specifically mentioned in both the manumission deeds and 

the testaments was the word ‘huisinboorling’. The word huisinboorling, literally meaning 

‘house-native’, was used to describe certain enslaved people and it set them apart from other 

enslaved.66 The meaning of the word is not clear. It could mean that the enslaved person was 

working inside the household. However, it could also have another definition. According to the 

Cambridge Dictionary, the word native means ‘relating to or describing someone’s country or 
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place of birth or someone who was born in a particular country or place’.67 If native refers to a 

place of birth, the word huisinboorling could mean ‘born inside the house’. This is also what 

Bea Brommer states in her book. She writes that the word huisinboorling meant that someone 

was born in the house.68 This could be true, but it does not become clear what this assertion 

is based on. 

In the manumission deeds, the word huisinboorling is used eleven times, to describe 

both males, females and children. In the testaments, the word huisinboorling is used five times, 

both to describe enslaved and formerly enslaved people. The enslaved Fortuijn who was 

manumitted was for example described as a huisinboorling. In the testament of Johann 

Coenraad Fleischeldt, made in 1776, Fleischeldt declared that he wanted to manumit ‘his slave 

Fortuijn being a huisinboorling’.69 That the word huisinboorling appeared so many times in such 

a small sample indicates that it was an important element of the Indonesian slave society. It 

would be interesting to find out what the importance was of calling someone a huisinboorling 

and whether the word was only used in Indonesia, or also in other former Dutch colonies.  

 

From being enslaved to owning enslaved: Sophia from Batavia 

On the 18th of December 1754, the enslaved woman Sophia from Batavia was manumitted by 

Cornelis Oostwalt, a junior merchant of the VOC, who lived in Batavia. According to the rules, 

Oostwalt had to pay ten rijksdaalders to the poor relief of the city. The reason for manumission 

was not mentioned in the document. Four years later, on the fifteenth of January 1759, 

Oostwalt passed away. His testament, dating from the sixth of July 1756, can be found in the 

VOC: Oostindische testamenten collection.  

 Oostwalt appointed two men as the executors of his testament: his brother Dirk 

Oostwalt and Jeremias van Riemsdijk (1712-1777). Both men had high positions in the colony, 

especially Van Riemsdijk, who was raad-extraordinair (counsellor-extraordinary) and later 

became the Governor-General of the VOC.70 Apparently, Cornelis Oostwalt had a high esteem 
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of Van Riemsdijk, because he left him three thousand rijksdaalders. His brother would inherit 

a thousand rijksdaalders and all his clothes.71 Apart from leaving his belonging to his white 

European friends and family, Oostwalt also left some of his belongings to (formerly) enslaved 

people. 

In his last will, Oostwalt stated that he wanted to manumit five enslaved people: ‘Kirta 

from Balij’, ‘Siltij from Maandhaer’, ‘Cadier’, his wife ‘Ramalie from Balij’ and their son ‘Joseph 

from Batavia’. In addition to being manumitted, these people were all given a certain amount 

of money. Kirta and Siltij would receive one hundred rijksdaalders, Cadier and Ramalie would 

receive fifty rijksdaalders each and their son Joseph would receive two hundred rijksdaalders. 

Kirta had to be manumitted as soon as Oostwalt would die, the others had to work for at least 

one year for Oostwalt’s heir. Apart from manumitting enslaved people, Oostwalt was also 

giving enslaved people away. His former slave Cupido, who was baptised, received five 

hundred rijksdaalders and an slave called ‘Jeanis van Balij’ and his barber Daniel Nicolaasz 

would receive three hundred rijksdaalders and the slave ‘Felix from Boegis’.72  

Although Oostwalt’s brother was still alive, he was not his main heir. The sole heiress 

of all Oostwalt’s belongings was the formerly enslaved woman Sophia from Batavia, whom he 

had manumitted a few years earlier. When the testament was drafted, she had not been 

baptised yet, but she was being taught the Christian faith. The testament reveals that in 1756, 

Sophia had not reached the age of majority yet. Jeremias van Riemsdijk was appointed as her 

guardian and he had to look after her inheritance. Until she has reached the age of majority, 

she had to be given as much jewels, gold, silver, furniture and enslaved people as she might 

have needed.73 

The fact that Oostwalt manumitted her and made her his sole heiress, indicates a strong 

connection between the two. It could be that they were related. Brana-Shute argues that there 

are three factors that indicate whether there is ‘suspected paternity’: a (presumably) white 

male freeing the children of a black or mulatto woman, the children being lighter than the 

owner or the mother and the children carrying the owners name and/or inheriting from the 

owner.74 Although these indicators are helpful for Suriname, they are less so for Indonesia. 

Since no mentions of race or skin colour were made in the documents, it is very difficult to 
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establish the owner’s paternity. Sophia could have been Oostwalt’s daughter, especially 

because she was still a minor and his sole heiress, but no other prove of this has been found.  

Usually, little is known about what happened to people after they were manumitted. 

However, for Sophia, there are a few more documents which indicate what happened to her 

after Oostwalt had died. By 1763, she was married to junior merchant Jan Dreijer. The name 

Jan Dreijer already appeared in the last will of Oostwalt. He left the bookkeeper Jan Dreijer and 

the VOC assistant Thobias Smit one hundred rijksdaalders for taking care of his body after he 

had died.75 It is not certain that this is the same Jan Dreijer as the one who Sophia married, but 

it is possible. In 1763, Sophia still had to receive part of her inheritance of Oostwalt: 1250 

rijksdaalders which he had invested and 408 guilders, which were part of his salary.76  

The marriage between Sophia and Jan Dreijer did not last long. In 1765, Sophia was 

widowed and remarried to Abraham Matton. He was a regent of a women’s prison.77 Together, 

they made a testament in November 1764. In this first testament, Matton’s daughter Sara 

inherited the most: three thousand rijksdaalders. The testament also reveals that Sophia had 

two children with her first husband Jan Dreijer: a boy called Jan and a girl called Johanna, both 

minors. A year later, in December 1765, another testament was made. Matton was ill and 

wanted to add some elements to his prior will. Sophia would receive some jewels made of gold 

and diamonds, and an enslaved man called ‘Lutein from Boegis’. Matton had adopted a girl 

named Helena Rakels, whom he bequeathed five hundred rijksdaalders and two enslaved 

people.78 

Apparently, Matton died shortly after the making of the testament, because in 1769, 

Sophia Cornelia from Batavia already made another testament with her next husband, the 

sergeant Harmen Hendricksz. This testament reveals the ages of Sophia’s children. In 1769, her 

son Jan Dreijer was ten years old and her daughter Anna Dreijer was nine years old. This means 

that she got pregnant of Jan Dreijer shortly after Oostwalt died in 1759.79 The marriage with 

Harmen Hendricksz lasted even shorter than her other two marriages. Already in 1770, she is 
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mentioned as the widow of Harmen Hendricksz in a legal document concerning the inheritance 

of Abraham Matton, her second husband. This legal document is the result of a conflict 

between Sophia and the mother of Helena Rakels, the child that Matton had adopted. The 

mother, the free Christian woman Helena from Batavia, wanted to take care of her daughter 

herself and she wanted to receive the inheritance of her child. Sophia, who was in charge of 

the inheritance of Matton, refused to give the five hundred rijksdaalders and the enslaved 

people to Helena from Batavia, claiming that she had not received her part of the inheritance 

either, because there was not enough. To the mother’s wish to take care of her own daughter, 

she responded that this could happen if the mother could provide for herself and her daughter. 

Sophia was also not planning to take care of Helena Rakels herself, although this had been the 

wish of Matton. She threatened to bring Rakels to the orphanage of Batavia.80 In contrast to 

the other documents, the legal document about the dispute between Helena from Batavia and 

Sophia Cornelia from Batavia, showed the agency of two (possibly) formerly enslaved women 

who fought for their own rights.  

Helena from Batavia, the mother of Helena Rakels, was described as the ‘free Christian 

woman’.81 This could indicate her being formerly enslaved. This is different from Sophia. The 

testament of Oostwalt is the last document in which there is a reference to Sophia being 

formerly enslaved. In the letters and the inventory, she is called ‘miss Sophia Cornelia from 

Batavia’ and they refer to her as ‘the wife’ of Jan Dreijer, Abraham Matton and Harmen 

Hendricksz. The only element that was a reminder of her life as an enslaved person was her 

name. Her first name slightly changed, the name ‘Cornelia’ was added. In Oostwalt’s last will, 

Sophia had not been baptised yet. It is possible that she added the name ‘Cornelia’ to her name 

after she was baptised. Her surname ‘from Batavia’ was the biggest reminder of a life as a slave. 

Although it is known that European men often had relationships with of were married 

to Asian women, sometimes (formerly) enslaved82, the focus has rarely been on the agency of 

these women. The story of Sophia shows how she moved from being enslaved herself to 

owning enslaved people. She was married to several men with good positions within the 

colonial structure. By combining the different documents that have been preserved, it 

becomes clear, to a certain extent, how she moved about and fought for her rights. It is 
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remarkable that only her surname was a reminder of a life in which she herself had been 

enslaved.  

 

Conclusion 

Most research on slavery and slave trade focuses on the Atlantic. This research is of great value 

for research into slavery and manumission in Asia, which has not been studied to the same 

extent yet. Using the knowledge that historians have already gathered on countries in the 

Atlantic could give scholars studying slavery and slave trade in Asia an advantage. They do not 

have to start all over again. In this article, the practice of manumission in Indonesia has been 

compared to Rosemary Brana-Shute’s findings on manumission in Suriname. Comparing these 

two different parts of the world has immediately given new insights into how the slave society 

in Indonesia worked. 

The legislation concerning manumission in early modern Indonesia showed similarities 

with the legislation in Suriname. In both former colonies, the legislators complained that more 

and more enslaved people were manumitted and that public charity was not able to help all of 

them. The biggest difference was the gendered aspect that the legislation in Suriname had for 

a period of time, which seems to have been absent in early modern Indonesia. In addition, 

extensive research into a lot of former colonies with a slave society has shown that more 

females were manumitted than males. This was also the case in Suriname. For Indonesia, this 

research has not been done yet. The small sample of manumission deeds and testaments that 

were used in this article show it could be that in Indonesia, more females were manumitted as 

well. However, this cannot be concluded with great certainty yet.  

The biggest difference between Suriname and Indonesia concerns race. While race and 

skin colour are often mentioned in Surinamese documents, this appears not to be the case for 

Indonesia. In both the manumission deeds and the testaments, there was no mention of race 

or skin colour. However, there was a separate category of enslaved people who were called 

huisinboorling, presumably because they were born inside the household. It would be 

interesting to find out whether these people had a greater change to be manumitted than 

others.  

Also, the story of Sophia from Batavia shows that there was no mention to her being formerly 

enslaved, the only element that reminded of her enslaved life was her surname. In Suriname, 



people were often described as formerly enslaved throughout the rest of their lives. More 

research should be done into slavery in Indonesia to find out whether it was common that 

people were no longer described as formerly enslaved after they had been manumitted. The 

comparison between the practises of manumission in early modern Indonesia and 

manumission in Suriname has proven to be valuable to learn and understand more about slave 

societies in Asia.  
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The Ambiguity of Freedom: Kinship Ties in Manumission Processes in 

Eighteenth-Century Suriname 

Ramona Negrón 

 

Abstract 

The process of manumission and its consequences for the people manumitted have remained 

understudied. In this article, kinship ties in the manumission process in eighteenth-century 

Suriname are researched by means of a case study, namely the manumissions of Nicolaas van 

Enkhuijsen and his wife Sara Lemmers. Until now, research on manumission in Suriname has 

been mostly quantitative. But only qualitative research on manumission, in which the archive 

is approached from both the perspectives of the manumitted and the manumitter, can 

uncover the social dynamics behind manumission. I argue that kinship ties were just as 

important for many enslaved people as freedom itself. Kinship ties were of great importance 

in the manumission process and for women in particular maintaining kinship ties was crucial.  
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Manumission and kinship ties 

In Suriname, the first manumission legislation was issued in 1733. Owners who wanted to 

manumit their enslaved people had to petition the Court of Policy and Criminal Justice, the 

most powerful institution of the colony, for permission. The manumitted had to be able to 

provide for themselves and show respect to their former owner. In 1761, this was extended to 

all white people in the colony. Disrespect meant losing freedom. Additionally, manumitted 

people were allowed to marry but not to people in slavery. If they did, they would be punished 



with fines, corporal punishments, or re-enslavement.1 For the manumitted, then, freedom was 

vulnerable; at any given moment they could be re-enslaved. 

The conceptualization of manumission has been up for debate. Orlando Patterson 

argues that because an enslaved person is natally alienated and culturally dead, manumission 

has certain implications ‘in terms of symbolic logic.’2 According to Patterson, enslavement is 

life-taking. Thus, the release from slavery is life-giving and life-creating.3 This means that 

manumission is not just an act of creation, but: ‘it is, rather, an act of creation brought about 

by an act of negation initiated by the freely given decision on the part of the master to part 

with something – this power – for nothing.’4 This is the theory of gift exchange: even when the 

enslaved person bought his or her freedom, freedom is a gift from the master or mistress.5 

Robin Blackburn adds that the act of manumission ‘overflowed any possible price and thus had 

to be conceptualized as a gift.’6 Because manumission was conceived of as a gift, the former 

enslaved person owed ‘a debt of gratitude and respect to the former owner that could never 

be discharged.’7 Thus, the relationship was converted into a patron-client relationship.8  

  In current historiography, Brana-Shute’s work, in which she systematically analyzed 

Surinamese manumission requests of the late eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth 

century, has been groundbreaking.9 She argues that manumission in Suriname was, in fact, not 

a ‘one-sided extension of an invaluable gift of freedom’ but rather ‘a negotiated settlement.’10 

Often, the manumitted person had developed a private relationship with the master.11 

Consequently, manumission discriminated among enslaved people to be freed; ‘freedom was 

 
1 J. A. Schiltkamp and J. Th. de Smidt, West Indisch Plakaatboek: Plakaten, ordonnantiën en andere wetten, 
uitgevaardigd in Suriname, vol. I & II (Amsterdam 1973). See law: 350, 394, 597, 663, and 720 for 
manumission legislation.  
2 Orlando Patterson Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative History (Cambridge 1982; 2018) 211. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid, 217. 
6 Robin Blackburn ‘Introduction’, in: Rosemary Brana-Shute and Randy J. Sparks, Paths to Freedom: 
Manumission in the Atlantic World (Columbia 2009) 8. 
7 Ibid, 9. 
8 Ibid. 
9 See amongst others: Rosemary Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom: The Manumission of Slaves in 
Suriname, 1760-1828’, Slavery & Abolition 10:3 (1989) 40-59; Rosemary Brana-Shute, The Manumission of 
Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828 (Gainesville 1985); Rosemary Brana-Shute, ‘Sex and Gender in Surinamese 
Manumissions’, in: Rosemary Brana-Shute and Randy J. Sparks (eds.), Paths to Freedom: Manumission in the 
Atlantic World (Columbia 2009) 175-196.  
10 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom’, 53. 
11 Ibid, 58. 



only granted to specific slaves by specific people.’12 Therefore, manumission should not be 

seen as an isolated act but as a process. Enslaved people who may be manumitted knew that 

it was ‘likely to take many years and that it would require their constant and faithful service.’13  

The discrimination Brana-Shute speaks of is evident in manumission requests. In most 

slave societies in the Atlantic, the large majority of those freed were women. This was the same 

for Suriname. However, the conclusion that ‘manumission is largely a gender-related 

phenomenon’ has rarely been drawn.14 This is striking since it is generally agreed upon that 

slavery was gender related. Marisa J. Fuentes states that ‘there was something particular about 

being enslaved and female in slave societies.’15 According to Camillia Cowling, ‘slavery was a 

gendered concept – both in theory and in the practice of daily life.’16 As she rightfully argues, 

‘women of color were at the center of the practices of miscegenation and manumission. It was 

through their bodies that the violence of physical and cultural intermixture occurred.’17 Yet, 

women’s role in Surinamese manumission processes unfortunately remains understudied.  

Closely related to the role of women are kinship ties. As Blackburn argues, manumission 

not only affected the manumitted but also their family members. According to him, many 

enslaved people would rather stay with their family than be free.18 Ellen Neslo argues that in 

Suriname, manumitted people buying, owning and manumitting kin shows their willpower to 

free their family members and release them from slavery; it shows how important freedom 

was. Most importantly, Neslo argues that as a result of this “chain-manumission”, the free non-

white population kept growing, which ultimately led to the erosion of the slavery system in 

Suriname.19 Aviva Ben-Ur introduced the term “close-kin ownership” to describe masters 

owning their own family members.20 According to her, close-kin ownership was ‘an unintended 

byproduct of the extension of ownership rights, as well as the power to manumit, to free 

 
12 Ibid, 40. 
13 Blackburn, ‘Introduction’, 9. 
14 Brana-Shute, ‘Sex and Gender in Surinamese Manumissions’, 175. 
15 Maria J. Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive (Philadelphia 2016) 11. 
16 Camillia Cowling, Conceiving Freedom: Women of Color, Gender, and the Abolition of Slavery in Havana 
and Rio de Janeiro (Chapel Hill 2013) 3. 
17 Ibid, 5. 
18 Blackburn, ‘Introduction’, 10-11. 
19 Ellen Neslo, Een ongekende elite: de opkomst van een gekleurde elite in koloniaal Suriname 1800-1863 (De 
Bilt 2016) 254. 
20 Aviva Ben-Ur, ‘Relative Property: Close-Kin Ownership in American Slave Societies’, New West Indian 
Guide 89 (2015) 1-29. 



people of African ancestry.’21 Ben-Ur argues, however, that there is compelling evidence that 

these relationships were exploitative in nature.22 Karwan Fatah-Black finds himself in the 

middle of these extremes by arguing that the last wills of manumitted people in Suriname 

between 1750 and 1775 show that ‘the manumitted were not free from the callous behavior 

highlighted by Ben-Ur’23 but that ‘they also displayed the generosity that Neslo noticed in the 

nineteenth century.’24 

 In this article, I argue that kinship ties for many enslaved people were just as important 

as freedom itself, and that women in particular had prominent roles in maintaining these 

kinship ties in the manumission process. To do this, the archive has to be approached 

differently. As Cowling argues, manumission documents ‘tell us more about manumission as 

an outcome than as a process.’25 Therefore, ‘the dynamics that produced that outcome are 

often hidden from us, the owners simply arriving at a notary’s office to record the person’s 

manumission.’26 We should think about legal freedom not simply as an outcome but as a 

journey.27 Fuentes with her book Dispossessed Lives encouraged historians of slavery to 

approach the colonial archive from a different viewpoint: ‘By changing the perspective of a 

document’s author to that of an enslaved subject, questioning the archive’s veracity and filling 

out minuscule fragmentary mentions or the absence of evidence with spatial and historical 

context our historical interpretation shifts to the enslaved viewpoint in important ways.’28 

However, I think the only way to fully understand manumission as a process in eighteenth-

century Suriname is by combining the viewpoint of the enslaved with that of the enslaver. In 

this way, the social dynamics in the manumission process are revealed.  

A case study is particularly helpful in analyzing how both the manumitted and 

manumitters experienced the manumission process. Until now, research on manumission in 

Suriname has been mostly quantitative. But, as Cowling argues, ‘the numbers … have little to 

tell us about the motives, processes, or understandings of the law that brought these people 

 
21 Ibid, 3. 
22 Ibid, 4. 
23 Karwan Fatah-Black, ‘The Use of Last Wills’, Slavery & Abolition (forthcoming) 19. 
24 Ibid, 19-20. 
25 Cowling, Conceiving Freedom, 5. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid, 6. 
28 Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives, 4. 



into offices of scribes and legal representatives.’29 How did manumitted people’s lives change 

after manumission? What were the social dynamics behind their manumissions? Such 

questions can only be answered by qualitative research. In this article, I traced the lives of the 

manumitted people owned by Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen (1703-1755) and his wife Sara Lemmers 

(1703-1775) in eighteenth-century Suriname. Because the enslaved people manumitted by the 

Van Enkhuijsens had various backgrounds (black, mulatto, karboeger) and because the Van 

Enkhuijsens themselves belonged to the most prominent members of society, this case study 

gives insight into ideas about race and manumission of colonial elites, thus adding to our 

understanding of the dynamics of eighteenth-century Surinamese plantation society. 

I combined different archival materials, read from the viewpoints of the Van 

Enkhuijsens and the people they manumitted. The most important sources consulted in this 

research were last wills, plantation inventories, estate inventories, manumission requests, and 

parish registers. Especially the last wills of the manumitted are of great use. As Fatah-Black 

argues, ‘the last wills and testaments were a powerful instrument in the hands of the 

manumitted in Suriname, regardless of social standing. Using the wills, the manumitted could 

impact the future of their kin, and they did so regularly.’30 Combining the two different 

viewpoints, that of the enslaved and enslaver, and multiple archival sources, we come to know 

more about how enslaved people experienced the manumission process and freedom in 

eighteenth-century Suriname. 

 

Case I: Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen (manumissions of 1755) 

Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen (1703-1755) belonged to the upper class of Surinamese society. As 

councilor of the Court of Policy and Criminal Justice, he had a voice in the decision-making of 

the colony. Just like other councilors, he was a planter owning over a hundred enslaved people. 

His grandparents had originally bought sugar plantation Oranibo (Commewijne River) in the 

seventeenth century.31 His parents, Anthonia Wilderlandt (1667-1743) and Jacob van 

Enkhuijsen (1664-1724), and his uncle Jacob Wilderlandt had inherited the plantation. Because 

 
29 Cowling, Conceiving Freedom, 61-62. 
30 Fatah-Black, ‘The Use of Last Wills’, 19. 
31 Claes Bruinigh Wilderlandt (dates unknown) and Barbara van Spaekenburgh (dates unknown) married 
in 1671 in Amsterdam, but after the birth of their children moved to Suriname. Three children were born 
in this marriage: Jacobus (1672), Anthonia (1674-1743) and Jacob (1677). Jacobus must have died before 
Jacob was born. Amsterdam City Archives, ‘Doopregisters voor 1811,’  
https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/doopregisters_1564-1811/zoek/index.nl.html, digital index. 



of the deaths of both his uncle and his father, his mother became the sole owner of the 

plantation. Although six children were born in Anthonia’s marriage to Jacob van Enkhuijsen, 

only Nicolaas and his sister Anthonia survived both of their parents.32 However, in her last will, 

their mother asked for Anthonia’s part to be paid out in money, ‘not wishing that she would 

have any part in the plantation.’33 And so, when Anthonia Wilderlandt died in 1743, Nicolaas 

van Enkhuijsen inherited the full plantation, including the 101 enslaved people cultivating 

sugar cane on Oranibo.34  

 According to Brana-Shute, ‘almost everywhere in the New World manumission was 

largely an urban phenomenon; so too in Suriname.’35 Because they had less chance to develop 

a relationship with their owner, plantations slaves were rarely manumitted. The more curious 

it is that Van Enkhuijsen upon his death wished to manumit two of his 101 plantations slaves. 

One immediately wonders what his relationship with these two enslaved people was. By using 

multiple archival sources and approaching them differently, we come to know more about 

their lives on Oranibo. The first one manumitted was an enslaved woman called Neebie. In his 

last will, Nicolaas requested the following:  

 

‘…ook verklaren ik bij desen de vrijheijd te geven aan mijne slavin en negerin genaamt 

Neebie (zijnde een criool van dit land) gebooren van mijn slavin en negerin genaamt 

Nanoe, welke vrijheid ik haar belooft hebben in ’t jaar 1748; doen zij mij soo getrouw 

(in mijne dog swaren en langdurende siekte van beljae) heeft opgepast; en welke 

belofte ik bij desen presteren; en ook wil en begeeren dat door mijn executrice off 

executeuren van dit mijn testament sal naargecomen worden...’36 

 
32 In the marriage between Jacob van Enkhuijsen (1664-1724) and Anthonia Wilderlandt (1667-1743) at 
least six children were born, except for Jacob all in Amsterdam: Jacob (1697), Magdaleentje (1701), Claes 
Bruiningh (Nicolaas, 1703-1755), Jacoba (1706), Pieter (1708-1714), and Anthonia (1711). Amsterdam 
City Archives, ‘Doopregisters voor 1811,’  
https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/doopregisters_1564-1811/zoek/index.nl.html, digital index; 
National Archives, ‘Suriname: Gereformeerden’, 
https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/onderzoeken/index/nt00342?searchTerm=, digital index. 
33 National Archives, The Hague, Notarissen Suriname tot 1828, 1.05.11.14, Testamenten, codicillen en akten 
van opening van besloten testamenten benevens besloten testamenten, inv.nr. 13, scan 281. 
34 Ibid, Inventarissen en prisaties (taxaties), inv.nr. 175, scans 43-103. 
35 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom’, 41. 
36 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 26, scan 236. Translation: ‘Hereby I declare to give freedom to my slave and 
negress called Neebie (a creole of this country) born of my slave and negress called Nanoe, whom I have 
promised her freedom in the year of 1748; due to her faithful care of me (in my difficult and long illness of 
dry bellyache); and which promise I hereby perform; and which I also want and desire to be executed by 
the executioner or executioners of my testament.’  



 

It is important to note that these words were written down by Nicolaas himself. Unlike many, 

who draw up their last wills in the presence of a sworn clerk at the notary, Nicolaas wrote his 

testament himself, which was officially passed at the notary later.37 Thus, the words written 

down about Neebie (and Samuel, who is discussed later) were Nicolaas’ own words, not the 

words of the clerk who could change the wording. According to the document, he wrote his 

last will not on the plantation, but in Paramaribo, most likely at his and Sara’s house in the 

Gravenstraat.38   

Because of the inventories made of Oranibo, we can trace Neebie and Nanoe in time. 

In 1743, upon Athonia Wilderlandt’s death, the first inventory was made. Both Neebie and her 

mother Nanoe can be found. Both were listed under women and valued at 600 guilders, no 

other details are given.39 Considering Neebie took care of Nicolaas in his illness of dry 

bellyache, it is likely she served in the household at Oranibo. The next inventory was made in 

1755, after Nicolaas’ death. Neebie, upon her manumission, was taken off the list, but her 

mother Nanoe can still be found. Her value dropped immensely, from 600 guilders in 1743 to 

150 guilders in 1755.40 Now, she is described as vroedvrouw, or midwife.41 In the inventory of 

1758, Nanoe is described as a midwife as well.42 She probably took care of all the children on 

the plantation during the daytime. Since it were usually elderly women who were midwives, 

we can assume Nanoe was considered too old for plantation work resulting in a lower 

appraisal.  

Nicolaas was very aware of the direct consequence of Neebie’s manumission, namely 

the fact that she would be separated from her family. Thus, in his last will, he allowed Neebie 

to stay with her family on Oranibo.43 It is unclear if she did. At some point, however, she must 

have left the plantation. Because of one of the many last wills of the free Hazard, or Philip van 

Samuel Paul Pichot, her life in the city can be studied. Hazard mentioned her in 1784 as his 

 
37 Ibid, scan 231. ‘Dewelke [Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen] aan mij secretaris exhibeerde en ter hand stelde seeker 
papier door sijn eigen hand geschreeve, en door hem Heer comparant soo hij verclaarde, eigenhaendig 
geonderteekent.’ Translation: Which [Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen] exhibited and handed over a certain 
document written by his hand, and by him the appearer, as he declared, signed single-handedly.’ 
38 Ibid, scan 241. Coen Temminck-Groll and Arthur Tjin-A-Djie et al., De architectuur van Suriname 1667-
1937 (Zutphen 1970) 131. His estate inventory of 1755 did not survive. 
39 Ibid, inv.nr. 175, scans 97-98. 
40 Ibid, Register van inventarissen en prisaties (taxaties), inv.nr. 692, scan 74. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid, inv.nr. 202, scan 828. This inventory was not valued. 
43 Ibid, inv.nr. 26, scan 237. 



neighbor. His house on the Nieuwe Keizerstraat stood in between the houses of the free Cato 

van Abraham Para and the ‘free Cornelia van Enkhuijsen.’44 In Hazard’s last wills from four 

years earlier, he described her as ‘the free Cornelia, alias Nebie, van Enkhuijsen’ and ‘the free 

negress Nebie, yet now baptized as Cornelia van Enkhuijsen.’45 Neebie, after her baptism, 

apparently carried the name Cornelia from then on. In her own testament from 1781, she is 

called ‘the free negress now baptized as Cornelia van Enkhuijsen.’46 The name Neebie 

identified with enslavement, while the name Cornelia did not. And even though she was 

identified as formerly belonging to Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen by adding ‘Van Enkhuijsen’ to her 

name, going by the name Cornelia suggests a higher social class. Baptism was one way to 

accomplish that. For Neebie religion played an important role in her life. She left all of her 

belongings to the Moravian Church and chose C. Kersten to be the executioner of her will.47 

The Moravian Brethren first arrived in Suriname in 1735 and combined missionary activities 

with trades and crafts.48 C. or Christoph Kersten owned a tailor shop and was a missionary of 

the Hernhutters.49 

From this last will, it becomes clear Neebie was well-off. She bequeathed six silver 

spoons and six silver forks to the free Jan Jacob van Paramaribo as a memorial.50 In addition, 

she requested the executioner to arrange for housing for ‘the freed negress Daphina and her 

son Dossoe’ until Dossoe would reach the age of majority.51 She also bequeathed the generous 

sum of 300 guilders to him, which would be paid out to him when he would reach the age of 

majority.52 Neebie had previously owned Daphina and Dossoe. In 1779, she petitioned the 

Court to grant them freedom papers, which they got a year later in 1780.53 From the request, 

it becomes clear she also owned the enslaved boy Adam, who was also granted freedom 

papers in 1780.54 Who were Adam, Daphina and Dossoe? How did Neebie become to own 

 
44 Ibid, inv.nr. 51, scan 169. 
45 Ibid, inv.nr. 44, scan 190; 95. 
46 Ibid, inv.nr. 46, scan 275. 
47 Ibid, scans 276-277. 
48 Willem F. Buschkens, The Family System of the Paramaribo Creoles (‘s Gravenhage 1974) 83. 
49 Albert Helman, Merchant, Mission and Meditation: The Romance of a two hundred year old Suriname 
Company (Paramaribo 1968) 75-88. 
50 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 46, scan 275. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid, scans 275-276. 
53 Ibid, Raad van Politie Suriname, 1.05.10.02, Minuut-notulen van de ordinaris en extra-ordinaris 
vergadering van het Hof van Politie en Criminele Justitie betreffende politieke zaken, inv.nr. 424, scans 77-83. 
54 Ibid, scans 77-83. 



them? Reading the archival material closely may provide answers. In his last will, Nicolaas 

allowed Neebie to stay with her family. Instead of using the word mother, he used family, 

implying that her mother Nanoe was not the only family member on Oranibo she would have 

to leave behind. When we go through the plantation inventories of 1743, 1755 and 1758, 

Daphina is listed in all of them. In 1743, Daphina was listed under girls and valued at 80 guilders, 

suggesting she was still an infant or toddler.55 In 1755, she is still a girl but now valued at 300 

guilders, suggesting she was able to do plantation work of some kind.56 Lastly, in 1758, Daphina 

is listed under women.57 It is probable, therefore, that Daphina was Neebie’s daughter. 

Somewhere between 1758 and 1779, Daphina gave birth to her son Dossoe, and Neebie 

bought them both from Oranibo.  

This would be what Ben-Ur considered close-kin ownership.58 By owning Daphina and 

Dossoe, Neebie owned her own daughter and grandson. This would also explain her wishes in 

her testament concerning Daphina and Dossoe. Though Ben-Ur argues that ‘there is 

compelling evidence that many kinship relationships that straddled the legal boundary 

between slavery and freedom involved strong-armed and exploitative tactics,’59 Neebie would 

have bought Daphina and Dossoe with the intention of manumitting them. Adam’s identity 

cannot be traced, but Neebie and Adam were likely related in some way as well. This resulted 

in so-called “chain-manumission”; after her own manumission, Neebie worked to manumit her 

own family members. Though Neslo argues this was mostly a phenomenon of the nineteenth 

century, already in the eighteenth century manumitted people worked to manumit their kin.60 

All the more interesting it is that Nicolaas only chose to manumit Neebie. By promising 

her her freedom in 1748, he knew Neebie had to leave her mother and daughter behind, and 

possibly even more family members. While it was forbidden to sell mothers and children 

separately, there were no such regulations regarding manumission. Brana-Shute, however, 

argues that most colored enslaved people manumitted were children and not their parents.61 

This was the same for Samuel, a mulatto boy Nicolaas wished to manumit. Samuel was also 

 
55 Ibid, inv.nr. 175, scans 100. 
56 Ibid, inv.nr. 692, scan 76. 
57 Ibid, inv.nr. 202, scan 829. This inventory was not valued. 
58 Ben-Ur, ‘Relative Property’, 1-29. 
59 Ibid, 4. 
60 Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 124. 
61 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom’, 48. 



allowed to stay on the plantation. Because he has barely left any traces in the archives, we can 

only guess what his life was like in slavery and freedom. Nicolaas wished the following: 

 

‘…ook verklaren ik bij desen de vrijheijdt te geven aan mijn slaaff, Samuel, zijnde een 

mulatt (gebooren van mijn slavin genaamt Ceetie zijnde een criool) en versoeke mijn 

executeur off executrice van dit mijn testament; terstont naar mijn overlijden aan dese 

beijden voornoemde Neebie en Samuel haare volkomen vrijheidt te laaten genieten; 

als niet wil nog begerende dat deselven naar mijn overlijden in slavernije sal blijven, 

maar in dien staat gestelt worden als een vrije geboorne...’62 

 

There are no reasons given for Samuel’s manumission, except for Nicolaas’ wish not to let both 

Neebie and Samuel remain enslaved after his death. The only information about Samuel 

provided here is the fact that Ceetie, a creole, was his mother. Just like Neebie’s mother Nanoe, 

Ceetie can be traced in the inventories of Oranibo. In 1743, ‘grote Keetje’, or ‘big Keetje’, is 

seamstress and housemaid, valued at the rather strange sum of 712 guilders.63 In 1755, Ceetie 

is valued at 550 guilders without any further details.64 In 1758, she is still listed under women, 

 
62 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 26, scan 236. Translation: ‘I also declare to give freedom to my slave Samuel, 
a mulatto (born of my slave called Ceetie a creole) and I request the executioner of my testament; to 
immediately after my death let the aforementioned Neebie and Samuel enjoy their freedom; as I do not 
want nor desire that they will remain in slavery after my death, but that their status will be changed to that 
of a freeborn.’ 
63 Ibid., inv.nr. 175, scans 97. There is a ‘klijne Keetje’, or ‘small Keetje’ as well, but given the context, the 
Ceetie described by Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen must be ‘grote Keetje.’ 
64 Ibid., inv.nr. 692, scan 75. 

Figure 1: Family tree of Neebie and Samuel manumitted by Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen in 1755. 



again without any details.65 That she was described as a housemaid in 1743 has serious 

consequences for putting Samuel’s manumission in context. From a request sent to the Court 

by Van Enkhuijsen in 1732/1733 it becomes clear he lived on the plantation with his mother 

and sister until they died.66 He continued to live there until his marriage to Sara Lemmers in 

1750.67 He married relatively late when he was already 47 years old. However, considering the 

unbalanced sex-ratio and the scarcity of white women this is not odd. Especially in the army 

and on plantations, Suriname single white men were in the vast majority.68 This had serious 

consequences for enslaved women on plantations in Suriname, resulting in the so-called 

“Suriname-style marriage.” According to Willem F. Buschkens, due to the scarcity of white 

women, especially after the crisis of the 1770s, ‘white men on the plantation took in some 

female slave or free woman to do the housekeeping instead of a wife.’69 Consequently, these 

men often had children with these enslaved women. Because these children followed the 

status of their mothers, they became part of the slave force, unless their father (and owner) 

manumitted them. This form of concubinage, according to Buschkens, ‘developed into an 

institution with its own rules of etiquette.’70 Though Buschkens argues that before 1770, it was 

‘the rule for planters to be family men,’71 there are examples of white men that had 

relationships with enslaved women. Elisabeth Samson (1715-1771), for instance, was the 

concubine of Carl Otto Creutz, and her mother had lived in concubinage too.72 As Cynthia 

McLeod argues, often married white men had, apart from their white spouse, a black 

concubine.73 Even Governor Mauricius complained in 1746 about the relationships of white 

men with black women. According to him, even councilors of the Court of Police and Criminal 

Justice, who were deemed to know the laws, were having relationships with black women.74  

 
65 Ibid., inv.nr. 202, scan 829. This inventory was not valued. 
66 Ibid., inv.nr. 388, scans 803-809. 
67 Ibid., Microfiches DTB Suriname, 1.05.11.16, Registers van aangiften tot ondertrouw, gedaan ten 
overstaan van raden van politie, inv.nr. 1, scan 48. Nicolas van Enckhuijsen living at the Commewijne River. 
68 Rosemarijn Hoefte, ‘Free Blacks and Coloureds in Plantation Suriname’, Slavery & Abolition 17:1 (1996) 
104. 
69 Buschkens, The Family System of the Paramaribo Creoles, 69. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid., 68. 
72 Cynthia McLeod, Elisabeth Samson: Een vrije, zwarte vrouw in het 18e-eeuwse Suriname (Schoorl 1996) 
134.  
73 Ibid., 28. 
74 Ibid., 72. 



Samuel was already listed under boys in 1743, meaning he would probably be in his 

teens when he was manumitted twelve years later.75 Thus, he was already born before 

Nicolaas’ late marriage to Sara Lemmers in 1750. Since Ceetie was a household slave, she must 

have been close to Nicolaas. Because Samuel was a mulatto and Ceetie a household slave, one 

can only wonder: was Samuel the son of Ceetie and Nicolaas? Though we can only assume this 

was the case, it explains why Nicolaas did not give any reason for Samuel’s manumission. 

Ceetie could have been his concubine. And since Governor Mauricius complained about 

councilors having these kinds of relationships with enslaved women, Nicolaas would not have 

been scrutinized for having a son with an enslaved woman. He was not the exception, rather, 

Governor Mauricius was an exception for apparently not having sexual relationships with 

enslaved women.76 

Nevertheless, these relationships had important consequences for the division 

between black and white, enslaved and free. According to various laws from 1686 onwards, it 

was forbidden for whites to have sexual relationships with women of African or indigenous 

descent.77 In practice, however, as the Governor’s complain shows, these laws were constantly 

violated. Samuel was not the only mulatto child on the plantation in 1743 and 1755, at least 

four others had white fathers.78 Since men of all social classes were violating these rules, one 

could ask what white men in the colony thought of racial divisions. Furthermore, as Brana-

Shute remarks, the councilors of the Court probably knew the petitioners since the number of 

free adults was small.79 The councilors must have known Nicolaas and may have known of 

Samuel, thus approving the manumission request on the same day without further question.80 

Most importantly, manumission legislation was not designed to keep distances between black 

and white, rather it served to protect the colonial treasury. And although the manumission 

laws became stricter over the years, ‘there was never an attempt to stop the practice of 

manumission.’81   

The fact that both Neebie and Samuel were creoles, is of great importance. In her 

sample of manumissions between 1760 and 1836, Brana-Shute argues that most, if not all 

 
75 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 175, scans 99.  
76 McLeod, Elisabeth Samson: Een vrije, zwarte vrouw in het 18e-eeuwse, 72. 
77 Schiltkamp and De Smidt, West Indisch Plakaatboek. See law: 134, 240, 319, 421, and 556. 
78 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 175, scans 99-100; Ibid., inv.nr. 692, scans 75-76. 
79 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom’, 42. 
80 NL-HaNA, 1.05.10.02, inv.nr. 366, scans 387-390. 
81 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom’, 44. 



manumitted slaves were creoles.82 According to her, saltwater slaves (newly arrived slaves 

from Africa) were disadvantaged ‘linguistically and socially in European(ized) households.’83 

Consequently, they were less likely to develop a social relationship with their owners. Both 

Neebie and Samuel probably had a personal relationship with Nicolaas. Still, both 

manumissions were postmortem: ‘the release of the slave at the death of his master, whether 

by written will, or by verbally expressed desire, or by heirs on behalf of the deceased master.’84 

In this way, Nicolaas would not be responsible for Neebie or Samuel after their manumissions. 

For Neebie and Samuel this meant they had to rely on Sara’s willingness to execute the 

bequest, which fortunately for them, she did the day he died.   

Again, it is unclear for how long Samuel, if he did in the first place, stayed on Oranibo 

with his mother and possibly other family members. In 1783 he went into service with the 

Dutch East India Company (Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, VOC)  

as a sailor.85 On his second voyage to Batavia in 1787 as an assistant of the ship’s carpenter he 

died, leaving nothing behind.86  

 

Case II: Sara Lemmers (manumissions of 1774/1775)  

For Sara Lemmers (1703-1775), inheriting plantation Oranibo from her late husband was a 

burden. In a request to the Court from 1756 she complained that the plantation was of no use, 

because of its distance and the scarcity of revenues.87 The same year, she sold the plantation 

to Jan Steinmetz for 60.000 guilders, which he would pay in installments. In 1758, however, 

she petitioned the Court to grant her permission to take over the plantation again; Jan 

Steinmetz had died, and his creditors were unable to pay her.88 According to Sara, the enslaved 

people on Oranibo would not accept to be sold to satisfy the creditors.89 Apparently, Sara 

understood that selling the enslaved population would rip them of their homes and kinship 

ties, either affinal or consanguineal. What happened to Oranibo after 1758 is unclear.  

 
82 Ibid., 47. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 219-220. 
85 NL-HaNA, Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC), 1.04.02, Scheepsoldijkboeken van de opvarenden 
van voor de kamer Amsterdam uitgelopen schepen, 1633-1795, inv.nr. 6714, scan 165.  
86 Ibid., inv.nr. 6758, scan 46. 
87 Ibid., 1.05.10.02, inv.nr. 369, scan 212: ‘dat ter oorsaeke van de verre afgeleegenheid van de gemelde 
plantagie als de schaarsheid van revenuen, deselve van wijnig of geen nut zijn kan.’ 
88 Ibid., inv.nr. 377, scans 141-146. 
89 Ibid., scan 145. 



Just like her mother Johanna Sorgdragers (1678-1737), Sara was born in the colony.90 

From early on, Sara was surrounded by plantations. Sara had at least twelve  

brothers and sisters, of which seven were still alive when their mother died in 1737.91 Her 

mother owned the plantations Capoerica (Perica River) and Ephrata (Cottica River), which were 

inherited by Sara’s sister Johanna Catherina and her husband Willem Bedloo. Most of her 

family members, including her father Jacobus Lemmers (1668-<1737) held positions within the 

Court of Police and Criminal Justice and owned multiple plantations. Sara inherited her 

mother’s house and had to be provided with vessels of sugar and beans from plantation 

Ephrata for the rest of her life.92 Before she married Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen, Sara had been 

married to Abraham Bols (died 1736, secretary) and Jean Vereul (1719-1750, tax collector). 

 
90 National Archives, ‘Suriname: Gereformeerden’, 
https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/onderzoeken/index/nt00342?searchTerm=, digital index. 
91 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 16, scans 563-571. In 1737, the following children of Johanna Sorgdragers 
and Jacobus Lemmers were still alive: Abraham Lemmers, Nicolaas Lemmers, Gerard Lemmers, Jacoba 
Lemmers married to Marcellus Jacoby, Mariana Lemmers married to Andries Wossink, Johanna Catherina 
Lemmers married to Willem Bedloo, Sara Lemmers widow of Abraham Bols. Jacobus Lemmers had already 
died (date unknown). 
92 Ibid., scan 569.  

Figure 2: Marriages of Sara Lemmers (1708-1775). 



With the latter, she had two children, Abraham Vereul (1744-1777) and Nicolaas Johannes 

Vereul (1747-1793), who both inherited Vereul’s plantation Vriendsbeleid en Ouderszorg 

(Commewijne River). Abraham Vereul and his wife Maria Benelle moved to the Dutch Republic 

soon, but Nicolaas Jean Vereul and his wife Johanna Benelle stayed in Suriname until 1777.93   

 Unfortunately, Sara’s last will from 16 December 1774 has not survived, but thanks to 

the manumission requests and other archival material we can still analyze the people she 

manumitted.94 Unlike Nicolaas, Sara manumitted family members together. At the 

Gravenstraat 10-12, she lived with a total of 56 household slaves.95 Just two weeks prior to her 

last will, she had petitioned the Court to grant the mulatto boy Samuel freedom papers.96 Sara 

declared that Samuel would not be a burden to the state; she would raise Samuel herself. 

Additionally, she would teach him a craft and would raise him with the Christian faith. 

Patterson would consider this to be a form of manumission adoption: Samuel became a 

member of the master’s family.97 Sara took him under her wing and took care of him 

personally, while most manumitted people would have had to provide for themselves once 

freed. Sara’s request was approved, and Samuel was given his freedom papers on 6 February 

1775.98 Yet, Sara died a few months later, resulting in a problem: who was to raise Samuel? As 

the manumission request of 1775 reveal, Samuel was only three years old at the time of Sara’s 

death.99 In her last will, Sara wished to manumit eleven of her 56 household slaves, among 

them Samuel’s mother Johanna, his grandmother Princes, and his aunts Magdalena and 

Clasina with her son Cotto.100 Therefore, there were enough family members who could take 

care of him. In her will, Sara bequeathed a sum of 200 guilders to Samuel to be paid out every 

six months to his mother Johanna until he reached the age of 25. Sara requested her heirs to 

raise him in a Christian home and teach him a craft. Additionally, she bequeathed him the 

enslaved girl Elisabeth; their relationship remains unclear.  

 
93 Maria Benelle and Johanna Benelle were sisters. 
94 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, Register van testamenten, codicillen en superscripties op besloten testamenten en 
codicillen, inv.nr. 679, scan 261. According to the register, Sara Lemmers draw up a last will on 16 December 
1774 while sick.  
95 Ibid., inv.nr. 242, scans 81-97. Sara’s household consisted of 10 men, 22 women, 12 boys, and 12 girls.  
96 Note: this is another Samuel, not the one Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen manumitted in 1755. 
97 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 232. 
98 NL-HaNA, 1.05.10.02, inv.nr. 413, scans 81-83. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Ibid., inv.nr. 414, scans 15-19. 



However, according to Sara’s son Nicolaas Johannes Vereul, his mother’s requests were 

impossible to fulfill. He argued that Johanna and Princes were incapable of raising Samuel 

themselves for various reasons. First of all, both Johanna and Princes were ‘heathens’, 

probably referring to their unchristian way of life and the fact they spoke a creole language. 

Second of all, Nicolaas Johannes feared that the women would not use the money for Samuel’s 

Christian upbringing and to teach him a craft, rather, they would take the money for 

themselves. According to him, Johanna, while in slavery, went into debt with various skippers 

and other people in town. She even deceived them by ordering products on Sara’s name. She 

had shown her mischievous side, and Nicolaas Johannes even feared that she would sell 

Elisabeth.101 Therefore, Nicolaas Johannes requested the Court to appoint someone else as 

guardian and to take over Elisabeth.102 Even though Sara wished for the family to remain 

together, Nicolaas Johannes made sure that the family was torn apart in the end. Samuel’s new 

guardian, Everhardus Jacobus Coetsé, took Samuel to the Dutch Republic and he never 

returned.103 He became a barber in Wormerveer and married Grietje Muusz with whom he got 

two sons. He died in 1820.104 Elisabeth’s fate remains unknown.  

One wonders why Nicolaas Johannes was so concerned about Samuel’s upbringing. 

Additionally, there is doubt whether his stories about Johanna were true. Manumission was a 

process: enslaved people who may be manumitted knew that it could take many years and 

required their faithful service.105 Deceiving skippers and ordering products on Sara’s name 

definitely was not part of this required devotion. Therefore, if the stories about Johanna were 

true, it is unlikely that Sara would have wanted to manumit her. And since she drew up her last 

will only months before she died, she could have excluded Johanna from manumission. Her 

estate inventory from 1796 reveals that Johanna even lived in a house belonging to the estate 

of Sara in the Hovenstraat after her manumission.106 Most importantly, the document only 

 
101 Ibid., scans 16-17. ‘[Dat zij] reets heft getoond een ondeugende aardt te bezitten, jaa dat sij zelfs misschien 
zoo verre soude kunnen gaen van ’t gelegateerde meijsje Elisabeth onder de hand te verkoopen.’ 
102 Ibid., scans 17-18. 
103 Everardus Jacobus Coetsé was related to Sara Lemmers. He was married to Alida Wossink, daughter of 
Andries Wossink and Mariana Lemmers, who was Sara’s sister.  
104 Klaas Postma, ‘Samuel van Enkhuizen, Surinaamse barbier in Wormerveer’, Wormerveer Weleer 14:34 
(2016) 3-5. 
105 Blackburn, ‘Introduction’, 9. 
106 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 287, scans 273-276. ‘Een derde gedeelt in een klein bud huisje, staande op 
het erf, welke erf is aankomende volgens opgaave van den boedel van wijlen de weduwe van Enkhuijsen in de 
Hovestraat, bekend onder n. 538.’  



shows one side of the story, which consequently does not match with Sara’s actions. Johanna’s 

was not given any chance to tell her side of the story. Therefore, it is doubtful whether Nicolaas 

Johannes was telling the whole truth, or if he had ulterior motives. 

Johanna herself drew up a will as well in 1796, in which she is called ‘the free 

karboegerin Johanna van Enkhuijsen.’107 In the estate inventory of Sara, however, we find 

Johanna and her two sisters described as mulattoes. In her will, she bequeathed all of her 

clothing to her sisters, ‘the free karboegerinnen Clasina and Magdalena.’108 It would mean their 

father was not white, as assumed in the estate inventory of Sara, but mulatto or indigenous. 

Did Johanna describe herself and her sisters as karboegerinnen, or did the clerk decide that? 

Johanna chose her son Samuel, living in the Dutch Republic, as her universal heir. However, if 

he would die before her, her universal heir would be Adam Meesserer.109 Additionally, she 

chose him to be the executioner of her will. It is unknown what their relationship was, but he 

clearly belonged to a higher social class. According to Fatah-Black, often formerly enslaved 

people ‘tried to further ensure the wills proper executions by having someone of a higher social 

status acting as executioner.’110 Therefore, ‘the choice of the executioner reveals the 

importance that racial and other social hierarchies continued to play in the lives of the 

manumitted and in their community.’111 From the will it becomes clear as well that Johanna, 

like many other formerly enslaved people, did not speak the Dutch language. Her last will was 

read to her and translated to negerengels (today Sranan Tongo). Unlike Neebie, Johanna did 

 
107 Ibid., inv.nr. 73, scans 157-158. Karboeger(in) was used to describe people who had a black parent and 
a parent of mixed race, mulatto or indigenous.  
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid., inv.nr. 51, scans 271-275. 
110 Fatah-Black, ‘The Use of Last Wills’, 10. 
111 Ibid. 

Figure 3: Family tree of Princes and her family manumitted by Sara Lemmers in 1774/1775. 



not legate anything to the church or its poor fund.112 She was an exception in this case because 

as Fatah-Black shows, freed people almost universally legated something to the church.113  

Princes and Clasina drew up last wills as well, but there are no last wills to be found of 

Magdalena. In Princes’ last will from 1784, no mention was made of the text being translated 

to her but one of the witnesses was Abraham Sigmundus Comvalius, who acted as a translator 

in Johanna’s testament.114 She left all of her belongings to her three daughters. While in the 

previously discussed testaments race was always present, in Princes’ testament only her own 

race is described. Her universal heirs are just described as ‘her daughters called Johanna, 

Clasina, and Magdalena.’115 Like Johanna, Princes elected an executioner of higher social 

status, the aforementioned Everhardus Jacobus Coetsé.116 Both Princes and Clasina did not 

leave anything to the church.  

Clasina’s will was different from the other ones for the simple reason that it was a 

closed will. This means that neither a clerk nor notary wrote her will but someone in her 

environment; only afterward it was passed at the notary. In 1801, the free Johan Adriaan van 

Enkhuijsen requested the notary to open it. Abraham Sigmundus Comvalias was present when 

the will was drawn up, but he did not write it. He wrote down a few lines above his signature 

declaring that he had translated the text to Clasina since she did not speak Dutch.117 His 

handwriting does not match the rest of the text. Since the text is messy, not only the 

handwriting but also the structure and language, it seems the writer had not much experience 

drawing up wills. The clerks and notaries in the Dutch Republic and the colonies used the 

‘example book’ in which the profession of the notary was discussed, and which offered 

templates for notarial acts.118 Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen knew how to write a last will when he 

wrote his own but the writer of Clasina’s will clearly had not that much experience. From his 

signature, it is evident that the free Johan Adriaan van Enkhuijsen was very literate. However, 

since his name is spelled differently in the will than his signature, it is not likely he wrote 

Clasina’s last will. His identity is unknown as well. He probably was a family member since he 

 
112 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 46, scans 275. Neebie legated five guilders to the poor fund of the Reformed 
as well as the Lutheran Church.  
113 Fatah-Black, ‘The Use of Last Wills’, 13-14. 
114 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14 inv.nr. 51, scans 271-275; NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14 inv.nr. 73, scans 157-158. 
115 Ibid., scan 274. ‘Haare testatrices Dogters met name Johanna, Clasina en Magdalena.’  
116 Ibid.  
117 Ibid., inv.nr. 79, scans 494. 
118 Fatah-Black, ‘The Use of Last Wills’, 11. 



appeared in both Johanna’s and Clasina’s will and he was one of Clasina’s universal heirs. 

Perhaps Cotto, Clasina’s son, changed his name to Johan Adriaan van Enkhuijsen, but there is 

no way to prove this. 

A request sent by Clasina to the Court in 1783 reveals interesting details about her 

family life. The following sentences are important: 

 

‘…hoe dat zij bij leeven van haaren man Jemmes van La Paix met hem overwonnen heeft een 

kind met naame Coto van d’ Weduwe Enkhuisen, en hij Jemmes van La Paix hebbende gedient 

onder s’Lands vrijcorps…’119 

 

In the request, Clasina explained that Jemmes was provided with a plot of land after his service 

but that he had died before obtaining it. Clasina invoked the aasdomsregt, which meant that 

property was inherited in direct lines of succession, meaning Cotto would inherit Jemmes’ 

piece of land. The aasdomsregt required that children had to be born in officially recognized 

marriages. According to Fatah-Black, ‘this meant that inheritance law was virtually 

meaningless’ for manumitted and freeborn people.120 It is, therefore, striking that Clasina 

described Jemmes as her husband. According to Buschkens, who cites Hartsinck (1770),  ‘every 

slave is given a wife by his master who, if they prove incompatible, dismisses the partners again 

and marries them each off to some other person.’121 It was also usual, according to Buschkens, 

for an enslaved man to have a wife on another plantation or household, but masters preferred 

“marriages” between their own slaves.122  

Unfortunately, it is unknown when Jemmes, who apparently was formerly enslaved on 

plantation La Paix, joined the free corps. There must, however, have been a visiting relationship 

between Jemmes and Clasina. Sara’s role in their relationship is unknown, but she must have 

played a part. In the manumission requests of 1775, it is explicitly requested to manumit 

Clasina and her child called Cotto, ‘and all of the children she may have.’123 The fact that this is 

emphasized, namely that all of the children she may have in the future would have to be 

 
119 NL-HaNA, 1.05.10.02, inv.nr. 430, scan 497. Translation: ‘…that she and her husband Jemmes van La Paix 
together had a child called Cotto of the widow Enkhuijsen, and that he Jemmes van La Paix has served in 
the free corps of the country…’ 
120 Fatah-Black, ‘The Use of Last Wills’, 11. 
121 Buschkens, The Family System of the Paramaribo Creoles, 55. 
122 Ibid., 55-56. 
123 NL-HaNA, 1.05.10.02, inv.nr. 414, scan 15. ‘De negerin Princes met haare drie dogters Johanna, Clasina & 
Magdaleena, als meede ’t kint van Clasina genaamt Cotto, en de kinderen die deselve nog mogte krijgen.’ 



manumitted as well, signals a special relationship between Sara and Clasina. For the other 

women manumitted, such as Johanna, this was not emphasized at all. Apparently, Sara 

expected Clasina to give birth to more children fathered by Jemmes and wished for them to 

be freed with their mother, aunts, and grandmother. Because her marriage to Jemmes was not 

officially recognized, Cotto had no right to inherit his land. The Court rejected Clasina’s request 

the same day.124 

 Though Magdalena has left no documents behind, we still come to know about her life 

after slavery by Clasina’s last will. Next to Johan Adriaan van Enkhuijsen, Clasina chose 

‘Constantie, Johanna Saraatje, and Keetje Maria van Valck, children of the free Magdaleena 

van Enkhuijsen’ as her other universal heirs.125 Who their father was or why they were called 

‘van Valck’ is not known. What is clear, however, is that between 1775 and 1801 she had at 

least three children. According to Buschkens, the free population followed the white example 

of the “Suriname-style marriage” and often lived in concubinage; they rarely married.126 

Magdalena probably had a visiting relationship of some sort.  

Besides the family of Princes, Sara manumitted another family as well. She manumitted 

Jollie with her two children Dosoe and Monkie. In Sara’s estate inventory, Jollie is described as 

‘old and worn down.’127 The more interesting it is that Sara manumitted her and that the Court 

approved. In Brana-Shute’s study, very few manumitted persons were described as old.128 

Considering the manumission laws, this makes sense: the manumitted had to be able to 

provide for themselves, otherwise, their freedom would not be granted.129 The elderly were 

mostly unable to support themselves and thus barely manumitted. Thus, Jollie’s manumission 

must be regarded as an exception. Both of her children seem to have been part of this 

exceptiona as well. Monkie was listed under women and described as old.130 Dosoe was listed 

under men and described as a carpenter and old.131 The whole family was considered old, yet 

still manumitted. As Brana-Shute suggested, ‘that what was particularly important was not so 

much the age of the ‘children’ on these petitions as their kinship tie to their mothers.’132 Since 

 
124 Ibid., inv.nr. 430, scan 497. 
125 Ibid.,, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 79, scan 493. 
126 Buschkens, The Family System of the Paramaribo Creoles, 71. 
127 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 242, scan 93. ‘Jollij, oud en afgeleeft.’ 
128 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom’, 48. 
129 Schiltkamp and De Smidt, West Indisch Plakaatboek, law 350. 
130 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 242, scan 94. ‘Monkie, oud.’ 
131 Ibid., scan 93. ‘Dosoe, timmerneger, oud.’ 
132 Brana-Shute, ‘Approaching Freedom’, 49. 



there are no reasons given for the manumissions of the above-mentioned families, kinship ties 

may have been considered enough of a reason to manumit them. And even though Jollie, 

Monkie and Dosoe were old, it was likely they would take care of each other considering they 

were family. In 1781, the free Montje van Enkhuijsen was buried in her garden by her son 

Dosoe and her daughter Montje.133 It is plausible this is Jollie who was buried by Dosoe and 

Monkie. 

The last women Sara manumitted were two individuals, called Catharina and Marie. 

According to the manumission request, Catherina was black and Marie mulatto.134 Catherina 

left no traces behind. Marie, however, can be connected to another freed person, Harlequin, 

who is mentioned in Fatah-Black’s Eigendomsstrijd. His full name, the free Harlequin van de 

weduwe Enkhuijsen (of the widow Enkhuijsen), indicates he once was owned by Sara Lemmers. 

Harlequin was manumitted in a different way, namely the free corps of the manumitted. 

Because of his service, he was granted a plot of land at the Pontewerfstraat.135 The free Marie 

van Enkhuijsen was chosen as executioner and universal heir. What their relationship was in 

slavery is unknown, but Fatah-Black argues they lived together at the Pontewerfstraat, in 

freedom.136 Though manumitted at different times, they found their way back together in 

freedom.  

 

Conclusion 

Patterson’s idea of the enslaved being “socially dead”, meaning ‘alienated from all “rights” or 

claims of birth,’ simply is not right when talking about manumission processes in Suriname.137 

In order to be manumitted, a relationship with the enslaver was require, the act of 

manumission was only a moment in the process of emancipation. The kinship ties described in 

this case study reveal that these enslaved people were not socially dead in Patterson’s 

understanding. The manumitted people of the Van Enkhuijsens were not alienated from claims 

of birth and likely all committed to their families. And not only enslaved people themselves had 

a high regard for kinship ties, white female slave owners had too, as the case of Sara Lemmers 

 
133 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.16, Grootboek van de boekhouder van de kerk in Paramaribo wegens ontvangst van 
kerkegerechtigheid, o.a. voor begraven en bekendmaking van overlijden, inv.nr. 27, scan 171. 
134 Ibid., 1.05.10.02, inv.nr. 414, scan 15. 
135 Karwan Fatah-Black, Eigendomsstrijd: de geschiedenis van slavernij en emancipatie in Suriname 
(Amsterdam 2018) 110.  
136 NL-HaNA, 1.05.11.14, inv.nr. 55, scans 423-429. 
137 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 5. 



shows. Moreover, this case suggests that female manumitters found it more important to 

manumit families together than male manumitters, who manumitted individuals. It is telling 

that Nicolaas van Enkhuijsen chose to only manumit children without their mothers (or 

fathers); both Neebie’s and Samuel’s mothers remained enslaved. Similarly, by Nicolaas 

Johannes Vereul’s doing, Johanna was forbidden to raise her own son and had to watch him 

leave the colony to the Dutch Republic. The fact that she still chose her son as her universal 

heir years later shows her regard for kinship ties.  

Additionally, Sara Lemmers not only manumitted families together upon her death but 

before that manumitted the three-year-old enslaved Samuel and adopted him, complicating 

race divisions in a society that was based on racialization. In theory, race divisions were strict; 

relationships between black and white were forbidden, the order had to be maintained at any 

cost. In practice, however, the border between black and white and enslaved and enslaver was 

often blurred. Because the Van Enkhuijsens belonged to the most prominent members of 

society, their actions give insight into ideas about manumission and race in the eighteenth 

century. The fact that Sara Lemmers was willing to raise a formerly enslaved boy herself shows 

that in the highest social classes ideas about race were more complicated in practice than they 

were in theory.  

Moving forward, we should reconsider motivations for manumission. The case study of 

the Van Enkhuijsens shows that kinship ties were of great importance for the enslaved and the 

manumitted, and that women in particular were heavily involved in maintaining these kinship 

ties. Women played crucial roles in manumission processes. Only qualitative research on 

manumission in which the archive is approached from both the perspectives of the 

manumitted and the manumitter can uncover this.  
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Kinship as a factor in manumissions in Suriname, 1790-1791 

Camilla de Koning 

Abstract 

According to Rosemary Brana-Shute’s extensive research of manumission in Suriname from 

1760 to 1828 not even one percent of the slave population was manumitted in the last 

decade of the eighteenth century. For those who were manumitted the third most given 

reason for the manumission request was a bond of kinship. These bonds of kinship are often 

assumed to be mostly white planters and their mixed race offspring, but research shows that 

throughout the eighteenth century these bonds of kinship were increasingly made up of 

(freed) coloured kin. By analyzing all manumission requests in the years 1790 and 1791 this 

article shows the important role bonds of kinship played in these 62 manumission requests. 

In addition to this the position of straatvoogden is explored. Straatvoogden were important 

allies within the process of manumission and are an understudied factor. By tracing one 

straatvoogd Johannes de Bije and his family through the sources it becomes clear that 

kinship played an important part in their involvement and actions. 
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Introduction 

 

The importance of family can be seen as a universally carried notion. Families are everywhere 

and whether they are constructed by blood or affection, bonds of kinship can be traced 

throughout history as a red thread, connecting people, families and stories. Acting on behalf 

of your family, for whatever reason, can leave a trace which when followed, may grant us 

understanding of what exactly ‘the importance of family’ was in times past.  

 On the 25th of May 1790 we catch of glimpse of what the importance of family may 

have been in eighteenth-century Suriname. A request for manumission, which can be defined 

as the concession of the gift of freedom by an owner to a specific slave within the institution 



of slavery, was filed to the Court of Police by D.J. Nahar.1 This particular request petitioned the 

freedom of Nerie, baptismal name Maria Cornelia van Nahar. The reason given for this request: 

‘the love from child to mother and otherwise resolved’. The Court of Police of Suriname 

granted this request, and Nerie was manumitted and thereby no longer a slave.2  

 According to Brana-Shute’s extensive research of manumissions in Suriname from 1760 

to 1828 kinship is pervasively mentioned in these so-called manumission requests. Not only 

are bonds of kinship the third most frequent reason given when petitioning for a manumission, 

kinship is also often referred to in these documents, leading her to the conclusion that uniting 

families constituted a major motivation for manumissions.3  

The society of eighteenth-century Suriname was constructed along the lines of the 

plantation slavery system that made up most of the economy and entailed approximately fifty-

thousand slaves in that given period. These slaves were owned privately and by plantations, 

but in both cases slaves and their descendants, their status being that of property, were being 

sold and traded, but also passed on within families through inheritance. Getting out of this 

system by making the transition from one side of society: the slave population, to the other: 

the free population, was very rare. According to Brana-Shute’s research of manumissions, on 

average 0,07 per cent of the slave population was manumitted in the last decade of the 

eighteenth century, which translates to 35 people a year. 4  

One of the factors that contributed to this low number was the nature of the process 

of manumission. Before 1733 manumissions were carried out privately, as an agreement 

between master and slave, but since then manumissions shifted to government domain. From 

1733 on the process to become a freed man or women would consist of not one but two 

phases. The first phase was based on the relation the slave had built with their master. 

Together they would have to come to an agreement about the slave’s request for freedom, 

which was in itself a lengthy process. Questions such as the following had to be answered: 

What would he or she have to pay or do to be granted this gift of freedom? And how much 

time would this take? Only after completing and gaining their master’s approval could they 

 
1 Rosemary Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828 (Unpublished dissertation, 1985). 
2 Nationaal Archief (NA), Oud Archief Suriname: Raad van Politie (RvP), inv. nr. 448, doc. nr. 6, applicant: 
D.J. Nahar.  
3 Brana-Shute, 358–59; Rosemary Brana-Schute, “Approaching Freedom: The Manumission of Slaves in 
Suriname, 1760-1828,” Slavery & Abolition 10, no. 3 (1989): 56–57. 
4 Rosemary Brana-Schute, “Approaching Freedom: The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828,” 
Slavery & Abolition 10, no. 3 (1989): 40–63: 213. 



request their freedom from the Court of Police and legalize their status as free, the second 

phase of the process. But this also was easier said than done and once again the slave could 

face obstacles on their path to freedom. From taxes being put on manumission in the year 

1788 to their owner refusing to file the request for them which meant they would have to 

search for a free man or woman who would. Just because a slave found him- or herself in the 

rare occasion that manumission was a possibility, it was no guarantee that they would 

ultimately succeed.  

 The balance between the free and enslaved part of the Surinamese society in the 

eighteenth century was peculiar. Throughout the colonial rule of the Dutch in Suriname, slaves 

would greatly outnumber white citizens, but during the eighteenth century, the number of free 

black or coloured people would steadily rise. The growth of this population of free coloureds 

came from two sources: first, the manumission of slaves and second those of colour who were 

being born free, which meant that their mother had been manumitted before they were born. 

Every single free coloured person living in Suriname at the end of the eighteenth century was 

either manumitted themselves or related to someone who was before them. The fact that the 

status of being a slave or being free could be inherited gives a new layer to the importance of 

family. It would take until 1811 until half of the population of Suriname was made up by free 

coloureds and blacks. The interesting thing about this growth is that it was in part due to bonds 

of kinship influencing manumission.5 

One might assume that the most frequent bond of kinship that lead to a petition for 

manumission was that of white planters who bought free the slave women they (forcefully) 

had relations with and the children that were conceived in such relations. Brana-Shute’s 

research offered new insight on the incorrectness of this often-accepted image: women and 

free coloureds turned out to be frequent manumitters of slaves and increasingly so throughout 

the eighteenth and nineteenth century. 6  

As stated above, the process of manumission was complex and difficult and therefore 

aiding your kin in this process knew many forms, also as the circumstances of enslavement 

influenced the path to manumission. Who was the owner of the enslaved person? Was he or 

she willing to manumit the slave him/herself? Or should the slave be bought first and then 

manumitted? What was the value of the slave? Could he or she purchase themselves from 

 
5 Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 41-42; Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 14. 
6 Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 132. 



their owner? Every case was different, which explains why free people of colour do not only 

show up on manumission requests as manumitters, but also as people standing bail for the to-

be freed person or as so called straatvoogden, translated as ‘street guardians’.7 The (legal) 

process of manumission will be explained in the later part of this paper, but it is important to 

note here that this position was special, especially as free coloureds increasingly acted as such.8 

Straatvoogden approached the court on behalf of slaves, as they could not legally do so 

themselves, to petition for manumission. This was necessary when the owner of the slave was 

unwilling to do so themselves, had died, or if the slave had been freed by their master in a 

personal agreement, but now also wanted to be free officially, in which case they could or 

would not call upon their old master. As the slave trusted their straatvoogd with the 

responsibility of their freedom, this relationship is interesting in cases of direct kinship, but also 

when kinship may not be a blood relation. Who these straatvoogden were hasn’t been a 

subject of historical study, which makes it an interesting perspective to explore. 

The different circumstances of enslavement on the path to freedom may also explain 

why some free coloured persons owned their enslaved kin. As the prices for slaves and 

manumission procedures were raised by taxes through the years 1738 to 1788, some might 

have been able to purchase their kin, but not in the position to pay the taxes to legally free 

them. This may have been a less costly way to practically free kin, but it was no way to 

safeguard one’s freedom forever as the slave remained property and potential children would 

therefore also be slaves.9  

It has been the tendency to view these transactions through the lens of affectionate 

kinship. But this tendency was recently contradicted and/or criticized by Aviva Ben-Ur in her 

article ‘Relative Property: Close-Kin Ownership in American Slave Societies’, raising the 

question if all free coloureds were actually motivated to aid their kin out of slavery. These 

‘close-kin owned’ slaves are viewed as slaves in name only, while they may have remained in a 

state of what Ben-Ur calls ‘close-kin slavery’.10 Concerning this Ben-Ur states the following: 

Masters and mistresses of African origin who owned their own kin are often 

treated as an amusing or eyebrow-raising oddity, dismissed as a scribal error, 

 
7 Ellen Neslo, Een ongekende elite: de opkomst van een gekleurde elite in koloniaal Suriname 1800-1863. (The 
Netherlands 2016), 38–39. 
8 Brana-Shute, “Approaching Freedom.” 
9 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 139–48. 
10 Ben-Ur, "Relative Property.” 



or outright ignored. The handful of historians who have focused on close-kin 

ownership tend to see masters and mistresses of African descent as 

philanthropists striving to achieve family unification and set their loved ones 

free or, in states that expelled freed persons, to retain their kin in protective 

slavery.11  

Thus, the connection between kinship, slavery and manumission turns out to be a complex and 

multifaceted and has been interpreted in different ways and studied from different 

perspectives. This led us to the following question, which this paper will aim to answer based 

on analysing the manumission requests filed in the years 1790 and 1791. How do relations of 

kinship appear in the manumission requests filed in 1790-1791 in Suriname? In discussing the 

manumission requests attention will be paid to kinship in three different ways. First, how do 

kinship ties occur in the manumission requests? Secondly, who were the straatvoogden that 

helped file manumission requests? Attention will here be paid to all cases in which a 

straatvoogd was involved. Lastly, do the manumission requests point at cases of close-kin 

ownership and can we find basis of close-kin slavery? By answering the main question and 

testing the above-mentioned perspectives on the small number of manumission cases that 

occurred in these years, an image will be created of how kinship was a factor in the quest for 

manumission in the years 1790 and 1791. 

This period has been chosen as Brana-Shute in her research has worked through all 

manumission requests in the years 1790 and 1793. For her research on close-kin ownership, 

Ben-Ur systematically analysed the manumission petitions for the years 1792-1800.12 

Researching the years 1790 and 1791 will provide quantitative data for the year 1791, a year 

that Brana-Shute did not analyse. Secondly, by studying all cases in these two years, gaps will 

be filled in on account of qualitative information, while also being able to compare and contrast 

the findings of this research with that of Brana-Shute and Ben-Ur. In the means of historical 

context this period is chosen as there is a relatively high amount of free coloured citizens as 

stated earlier, but it also succeeds a recent change in manumission policy of 1788, which 

implemented a tax on manumissions.  

 
11 Ben-Ur, 3. 
12 Ben-Ur, "Relative Property", 6. 



Researching kinship grants the opportunity to direct our attention the importance of 

family in eighteenth-century Suriname. Moreover, focussing on the influence of kinship on 

manumissions will shed a light on voices that have not been heard much before: the voices of 

women, slaves and families. 13  

 The archival sources that will be used for this research are mainly the requests filed to 

the Raad van Politie all bundled in the Oud Archief Suriname. Manumission requests were not 

filed separately from other kinds of political requests. Therefore, to find manumission requests 

one has to read all requests, especially as sometimes a manumission request would be filed in 

unison with another request. For this research all requests from 1790 through 1791 were read 

and analysed which are bundled in the inventory numbers 447 to 452. The following 

information was gathered from all requests if present: document numbers, dates, names of 

applicants, names of owners, names of slaves, descriptions of the slave or their race, reasons 

for manumission, kinship or other relations described, plantations mentioned, particularities, 

references to other sources (such as testaments) and document numbers of corresponding 

notes in minutes. 

 The Oud Archief Suriname is a vast collection of documents that was digitized in the 

Netherlands and since then been returned to Paramaribo. In addition to the requests filed to 

the Raad van Politie, additional documents like minutes, baptismal records, testaments and 

wills and inventories have been consulted when necessary and to gather as much as 

information as possible. All these documents can be found in the same archive and will be cited 

using their inventory numbers. For most documents, page numbers aren’t provided, but 

document numbers are. To make sure all sources can be traced, footnotes will include not only 

the inventory and document numbers, but also the names of the applicant of the request. As 

a product of its time, the spelling in these documents can fluctuate, it often occurs that the 

same name will be spelled in three different ways in the same document. In this paper I’ve 

therefore chosen to use the most frequent spelling of the names of the people mentioned.  

 

Part I: Manumission in Suriname 

 

 
13 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 4–7. 



As this paper will analyse the manumission requests that were submitted in 1790 and 1791, it 

is important to first explain what the process of manumission implied at that time. The process 

of manumission in Suriname was customarily a private matter at the start of the eighteenth 

century. Owners had the power and right to free their own slaves when they wanted to and 

the fact that there was a relatively small group of free coloured people living in the colony 

shows that they did this in exceptional cases.14  

In 1733 the government decided to intervene in this private process by putting out 

legislation that turned manumission into a government regulated process.15 By controlling 

manumissions, the Courts gained more control over the slavery system as a whole. The process 

involved multiple groups of people and by putting this process into control of the Court they 

gained control over the slave owners, the petitioners, the slaves and after approval: the 

manumitted. Especially being able to control this last group was of importance to the Court. In 

various briefs and legislations their concern was expressed on the future behaviour and 

financial stability of the manumitted and the possibility that in the cases that the manumitted 

would fall into poverty this would be a great burden on the colony.16  

 The core of the legislation put out in 1733 was simple: without approval and permission 

from the Courts no one could be manumitted. To gain this approval a request should be 

admitted to the Court and the petitioner should promise to do two things: educate the slave 

in the ways of Christianity and a free person should sign as guarantor for the slave or proof 

should be provided that the newly manumitted person would be able to provide for him- or 

herself.17 These two obligations were clearly derived from the main concerns of the Court 

regarding the economic status and future behaviour of the manumitted.  

The approval of a manumission request also meant that the to be manumitted slave 

would agree to several obligations. Both sets of obligations for the petitioner and manumitted 

person would be tweaked and extended in the century to come, all with the purpose of further 

restrict and control the movements of those manumitted. The obligations a manumitted 

person agreed to were a way to remind them of the fact that their new status was a gift and a 

privilege, given to them by their owner and the government. The restrictions put on them 

served as a reminder that they, although now no longer a slave, differed from those born free. 

 
14 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 112. 
15 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 101, 106. 
16 Brana-Shute, 114. 
17 Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 100. 



Being born as a slave therefore meant a life of regulation and control, even if you were one of 

the very few that succeeded in being manumitted.18 

The conditions the to be manumitted person agreed to were the following: the 

manumitted and his or her children should always honour their previous master (and all 

whites). They could not strike or slander the former master. If the former master would fall 

into poverty, the manumitted was obliged to help him or her. If the manumitted died childless, 

the former master would inherit a fourth of his belongings. Manumitted persons could not 

marry or have intercourse with slaves. And last, the line of inheritance would follow that of the 

so called ‘Aasdomsregt’. Violating these obligations could lead to fines or in the worst case: the 

re-enslavement of the manumitted.19 But if one complied and didn’t violate the rules set out, 

if the request was filed with all necessary information and in the right way, if all required fees 

were paid, if no one was opposed to the manumission and if the Courts found no other 

problems, an enslaved person would gain their letters of freedom and become officially 

manumitted, no longer enslaved. 

 Even when the process is summarized in this way it becomes clear that a slave and their 

owner or petitioner had to follow a certain, lengthy path. The whole process took endurance 

and patience and the difficulty of this process didn’t lie in the legal part, which could be 

considered the second phase of the process. Most time and effort were spent on the first 

phase in which a slave had to convince their owner to manumit them.  

 The singularity of every manumission is the reason why there is no way to give a general 

timeframe for the process of manumission. Every manumission was dictated by different 

circumstances, obstacles and people. Because the first phase was a completely private and 

undocumented aspect of the process nothing can be said about the length of the process. But 

for the second phase Brana-Shute was able to deduce the average time it took for a 

manumission request to be approved.  

  The Court of Policy and Criminal Justice convened in four sessions during the year. Each 

session would ‘run’ for four to ten weeks and in this time the Court would among other things 

handle all submitted petitions. Manumission requests were typically submitted close to the 

beginning of a session or during the sessions themselves. If there were no problems or 

complications, the petitioner could expect to have a decision from the Courts in the following 

 
18 Brana-Shute, “Approaching Freedom,” 122–23. 
19 Neslo, 100–106; Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 110. 



session. This meant that a request filed in February would be resolved in May or August of that 

same year.20 In this waiting time the Courts published the intent of manumission for the public 

to see if anyone was opposed. If this was the case, they could file a letter of opposition to the 

Court, which would lead to a hearing slowing down the process. Together with the 

advertisement of the intent to manumit, the time in between sessions gave the clerks of the 

Court time to check different kinds of quitanties or ‘receipts’. These receipts contained 

statements that were submitted together with a request to manumit and could for example 

confirm if the owner of the slave had recently purchased the slave or the receipt would state 

that all fees were paid. If everything was in order, the slave would be manumitted.  

 By the time it was 1790 the manumission legislation had been adjusted six times.21 The 

most important adjustment to note within the context of this paper was made in 1788, when 

the Court turned manumissions into a taxable transaction. After a manumission request had 

been approved, to obtain the letters of freedom, a manumission tax should be paid. This tax 

meant a fee of 100 guilders for men above the age of 14 and 40 guilders for women and 

children. 22 Who would pay this fee depended on the agreements that had been made between 

slave and owner. As has been stated before, every manumission was different. In some cases, 

the owner and petitioner were the same person, but in many cases the petitioner acted on 

behalf of the slave as a straatvoogd or as executioner of a will. If the slave had purchased him 

or herself from their owner, all financial responsibilities laid with them, and this extra fee would 

be another amount they would have to save up for and pay, next to their ‘self-purchase price’ 

and clerical costs of the Court. When a slave was being manumitted by a patron or family 

member, the cost may have come down to them, or be loaned to them. No matter the situation 

surrounding the manumission, 50 or 100 guilders was a significant amount of money, and this 

provided an extra financial obstacle to overcome for many. For men another option was also 

available, they could serve the government for 3 years in which case their 100 ƒ fee would be 

remitted.23  

 Giving a general cost of a manumission is just as difficult as generating a general 

timeframe. Once again, the fact that every manumission was unique influenced the price one 

had to pay. Freeing your own slave meant that the only thing you had to pay were the Court 

 
20 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 179–80. 
21 Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 104–6. 
22 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 139. 
23 Brana-Shute, 139. 



mandated fees. But if you first had to buy the person from their owner or if the slave wanted 

to purchase themselves the cost of manumission could go up very quickly.  

If a certain price was paid for a slave, this was not represented in the manumission 

requests unless it comes to cases of self-purchase. In all the cases of self-purchase Brana-Shute 

found the prices varied from ƒ300 to ƒ2500. An owner was free to ask any price he or she 

wanted and if they knew the slave was willing to do anything, they could drive the price up. 

Sometimes an official assessor was used to estimate the market value of the slave, or the 

owner themself made a calculation according to what their slaves were worth to them. In the 

period researched 7 cases of certain self-purchase were found and in 3 of those cases a price 

is mentioned. These three cases show the different kinds of arrangements that were made. 

Mulatto girl Benine had paid her former owner ƒ800 and as her owner was unwilling to 

approach the court for her, her straatvoogd Gillis Pater requested her manumission in May 

1790.24 The black women Apollonia had been granted her manumission through the testament 

of her owner de vrije Isaac van Neijer on the condition that she had to pay the ƒ50 fee for her 

manumission letters herself, which was a relatively cheap agreement.25 In the last case the boy 

or young man Ephraïm van Amstel was bought and manumitted by de vrije Marianne de Bije 

on the condition that he would repay her the price for which she had purchased him.26 The 

price isn’t stated but paying owners back or paying in instalments was an arrangement that 

Brana-Shute found in more manumission requests. In every case the kind of agreement that 

was made was completely dependent on what the owner was willing to agree to. Whether it 

was a certain years of service, an amount of money or a slave in replacement, without a willing 

owner a slave had no hope of being manumitted. Even though the government was involved 

from 1733 on, these examples show that hope at manumission was a privilege very few slaves 

were able to attain.27 

 

 

  

 
24 NA, Raad van Politie, inv. nr. 448, doc. nr. 24, petitioner: Gillis Pater. 
25 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 448, doc. nr. 58, petitioner: Willem Hendrik Casper. 
26 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 451, doc. nr. 22 and inv. nr. 452, doc. nr. 48, petitioner in both cases: Johannes de Bije. 
27 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 122. 



Part II: Manumissions in 1790 – 1791 

 

In the years 1790 and 1791 a total of 62 manumission requests were submitted to the Court 

of Police in Paramaribo. None of these requests were denied which led to a total of 89 slaves 

being manumitted as a result.28 In both years the Court held four sessions starting in February, 

May, August and December.  

Part II of this paper will start off by comparing the quantitative information that was 

gathered for the years 1790 and 1791 with the results Brana-Shute collected for the period 

1760 to 1828. Results will be compared regarding the manumitters, the manumitted and 

motives. Thereafter the first sub question posed in the introduction will be answered: How did 

kinship ties occur in the manumission requests? The second part of this chapter will explore 

the position of straatvoogden in the manumission process. To do so I will use the person 

Johannes de Bije a guideline and example. By studying his case more closely I was able to find 

new insights on who straatvoogden were before their role in manumissions was altered at the 

start of the nineteenth century. The case of Johannes de Bije will be compared to other 

manumissions in which a straatvoogd played a part to show common denominators among 

them and uncover the special place they had within the slavery system and Suriname society. 

The chapter will close off by analysing the cases that could be classified as close kin ownership 

and the potential of close kin slavery.   

  

  

 
28 Brana-Shute, 310. 



Chapter 1: The manumission requests of 1790 and 1791 in comparison 

 

When I started reading and analysing the manumission requests submitted in 1790 and 1791, 

I decided to gather as much information as possible. Even though my main focus was kinship 

information regarding gender and race of both manumitters and manumitted was also 

gathered and this is the data that will be presented here first. These results will be compared 

with Brana-Shute’s. Most comparisons will be made in percentages to show how on the one 

hand 1790 and 1791 relate to each other as years and on the other hand to the averages that 

Brana-Shute presented in her dissertation. The averages used from Brana-Shute’s research are 

based on a total of 1,346 slaves manumitted over the course of 68 years, it will be mentioned 

any time a percentage is used from which Brana-Shute excluded a certain group. The fact that 

the sample group for this paper contains just 89 slaves and is important to keep in mind, the 

results found only represent the years 1790 and 1791. 

 The table below (Table 1) shows the amount of requests found in 1790 and 1791 

regarding manumissions and the slaves that were manumitted as a result. The first thing to 

note is that for the year 1790 Brana-Shute counted 26 manumission requests, which 

manumitted 37 slaves. In reviewing the same year, I found 28 manumission requests that 

manumitted 40 slaves. This difference can be explained by Brana-Shute’s methodology in 

which she excluded cases that weren’t adjudicated in her sample years or that she may have 

overlooked a request.29 For this sample all cases found filed in the inventory numbers 447 

through 452 were counted.30 The second thing to comment on is the number of straatvoogd 

petitions found. The subject of straatvoogden will be dealt with in the next chapter, but Table 

1 shows that in these two years 9 such requests were submitted. Out of these 9, 8 

corresponding manumission requests were also found in 1790 and 1791. Which means that 

the manumission process of that combination of petitioner and slave was fulfilled. Without 

further research it’s unclear if the two straatvoogd requests without a follow-up manumission 

request were completed in other years.  

 

 

 

 
29 Brana-Shute, 23. 
30 Nationaal Archief, Oud Archief Suriname: Raad van Politie. Inventory number 447 through 452.  



 

 

 

Table 1. Amount of Manumission Requests in 1790 -1791 

 1790  1791 Total 

Manumission 

requests 

28 34  62 

Straatvoogd 

requests 

6 3 9 

Slaves 

manumitted 

40 49 89 

 

The manumitters 

The petitioner or suppliant is the person who filed the request for manumission. In some cases 

this was the owner, but the petitioner could also be a straatvoogd, the executioner of a will or 

a representative of the owner. When someone else than the owner petitioned for the freedom 

of a slave, the request would only be granted with proof that the owner agreed to this 

manumission. In many requests the petition will include a reference to a quitantie in which the 

owner states to know about the manumission and to have agreed with it. 31 

 Apart from the names of the owners and petitioners two other sets of data could be 

derived: gender and race. But doing this isn’t without difficulties, a few obstacles can arise that 

make it hard to define race for everyone belonging to that group. This has two main reasons, 

the first is that it wasn’t customary to note the race of owners and petitioners. Defining the 

race of owners and petitioners therefore requires extra research, which then still does not 

always deliver. Guidelines for this research can also be found in the names of the petitioners, 

but this isn’t guaranteed to be accurate. Names can be preceded with de vrije or ‘the free’, 

which means this person was previously manumitted and therefore likely to be coloured or 

black. If this prefix isn’t present another hint that someone was coloured is when their name 

contains a double ‘van’, for example in Madelon van van de Balk. This ‘van’ means ‘of’ and in 

this case Madelon’s name translates to Madelon of van den Balk, which means that she or her 

 
31 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 290. 



ancestors were manumitted. On the account of gender, the biggest obstacle is the use of 

initials instead of full names which indicate gender. Difficult cases can also be solved by further 

research in other documents, but in all cases found in this sample the use of pronouns within 

the text indicated the gender of the petitioners. 

 Brana-Shute also draws attention to these uncertainties regarding gender and skin 

colour in her research. Without being able to know for sure and without clues that could lead 

to a definitive answer, most owners and petitioners are assumed to be white and male, which 

has influenced our understanding of who the manumitters were. As has been stated before, 

the image of the white plantation owner who frees his coloured children also leans on 

conclusions like this. By assuming the manumitter is a white male when uncertain, coloured 

people and females are overlooked in research.32 Therefore it’s important to keep in mind that 

these groups of people are underrepresented by the lack of data, but that their presence was 

significant and steadily increasing throughout the period 1760-1828, while that of (white) 

males was decreasing.33  

 Shown in Table 2 are the percentages of how many manumitters were male or female 

and Table 3 shows the percentages of coloured or white/undefined manumitters. Brana-Shute 

was able to definitively know the gender of 73,5 per cent of the manumitted, and the 

percentages stated below are based on the total of known genders, as all genders were known 

in this sample.34 Comparing the years 1790 and 1791 to the overall average shows that the 

amount of female manumitters would increase so much over the years that the average shows 

a completely different picture than these two isolated years. Men relatively formed the 

majority of manumitters and the researched years aren’t exceptions to the trend of the years 

surrounding them.  

 The colour of the manumitters was not known for every manumitter in 1790 and 1791, 

therefore the found results are compared with percentages of the total group of manumitters 

Brana-Shute analysed, as she also included the cases in which colour was unknown.35 The 

percentages of 1790 and 1791 are in the line of the average but also fit into the general trend 

that Brana-Shute noticed. From 1778 at least 20 per cent of the manumitters was coloured or 

 
32 Brana-Shute, 297–98. 
33 Brana-Shute, 299–300. 
34 Brana-Shute, 296. 
35 Brana-Shute, 340. 



black and in the 16 years she sampled after 1778, the average only dipped below this 20 per 

cent three times.36   

 

 

 

Table 2. Gender of Manumitters in Percentages37 

 1790  1791 1760-1828 

Male 84 % 71 % 59,4 % 

Female 16 % 29 % 40,6 % 

N= 28 34 1340 

 

Table 3. Colour of Manumitters in Percentages38 

 1790  1791 1760-1828 

Coloured or black 25 % 23 % 23,3 % 

White or undefined 75 % 78 % 76,7 % 

N= 28 34  1229 

 

The manumitted 

Data on gender and race has been collected on the slave who were manumitted. The gender 

of all 89 slaves that were freed was traceable and is presented in Table 4. The most notable 

difference is that the year 1791 stands out from the average and 1790 on account of the 

relative percentage of women freed.  

   

Table 4. Gender of Manumitted Slaves in Percentages39 

 1790  1791 1760-1828  

Male 35 % 29 %  37,5 % 

Female 65 % 71 % 62,5 % 

N= 40 49 1340 

 
36 Brana-Shute, 240. 
37 Brana-Shute, 296, 300-302, 339-342. 
38 Ibidem. 
39 Brana-Shute, 286–88. 



 

The origin of slaves was rarely mentioned in the manumission requests as slaves were defined 

by the colour of their skin. Suriname knew three general distinctions in skin colour: white, black 

and mixed or coloured. The coloured category was then divided into more categories to 

describe the race of the parent of specific offspring. In Table 5 the four of categories 

encountered in the requests of 1790 and 1791 are listed. Black or neger meant that someone 

had two black parents or came from purely African ancestry. Mulatto’s had one black and one 

white parent. Carboegers were the offspring of a black and mulatto. Mesties were children of 

a white and a mulatto parent.40 

 The averages found in the manumission requests of 1790 and 1791 correspond to the 

overall averages of 1760-1828. Brana-Shute found that darker-skinned slaves had a better 

chance at manumission in urban areas, but in plantation areas this was the other way around. 

On the plantations the principle applied that the lighter one’s skin, the greater chance he or 

she had to be manumitted. This could be because a white father was prone to manumit his 

child, but also because light skinned slaves were deemed unfit for a lot of tasks.41 The 

manumission request of mulatto Catrijntje and mesties Cornelis from February 1790 has the 

petitioner arguing that the lightness of their skin means that they will never be suited for any 

plantation work and that manumitting them will not cause a loss in productivity for the 

plantation.42 

 

Table 5. Colour of Slaves Manumitted in Percentages43 

 1790  1791  Average 

1760-1828 

Black 45 % 39 % 39,8 % 

Mulatto 40 % 44 % 39,4 % 

Carboeger 7,5 % 4 % 6,4 % 

Mesties 7,5 % 12 % 13,2 % 

N= 40 49 1,229 

 
40 Brana-Shute, 227; Neslo, Een ongekende elite, xxi. 
41 Brana-Shute, “Approaching Freedom,” 49–51. 
42 NA, RvP, inv. 447, doc. nr. 191, petitioner: Samuel Henriquez Moron. 
43 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 288–89. 



 

Motives 

In her sample Brana-Shute had 1,346 slaves and for only 310 a motive for manumission was 

stated in the requests.44 In 27 out of 62 filed petitions in 1790 and 1791 motives were stated, 

which are represented in Table 6. Where Brana-Shute grants seven categories of stated 

motivation, in this research sample only four main categories of motives were identified. 

 

Table 6. Motives counted for Manumission Requests in 1790 and 1791 

 1790  1791  

Loyal service  5 9 

Self-purchase 3 4 

Kinship 4 3 

Unknown 16 18 

 

The majority of the requests did not state a reason, which is unfortunate but as petitioners 

were not required to do so, a petitioner filing a reason was the exception not the rule.45 The 

most given reason was that of loyal service, just as Brana-Shute found in her sample.46 In these 

petitions the manumitter declared he was freeing the slave out of gratitude for years of loyal 

service or for caring for a loved one when they were ill or dying. As discussed in Part I of this 

paper, 7 out of 62 petitions stated the reason for manumission was ‘self-purchase’ in which 

the slave had purchased themselves from their owner. The third most given reason was a bond 

of kinship. Counted here are only the cases in which the bond of kinship was stated as the 

reason for manumission, and the kinship bond wasn’t part of the description of the slave. For 

example, de vrije Petronella van Goede filed a request in May 1790 in which she stated that 

she wanted to manumit two boys named Christiaan and Pieter ‘as they are my sons’.47 

  The role kinship played in manumission requests seems small if that role is limited to 

the motives stated for manumission. When the role of kinship is analysed in a broader sense, 

 
44 Brana-Shute, 349. 
45 Brana-Shute, 361. 
46 Brana-Shute, 373. 
47 NA, RvP, inv. 448, doc. nr. 8, petitioner: de vrije Petronella van Goede. 



the analysis of the manumission requests shows a different picture, which will be described in 

the paragraph below. 

 

Kinship in manumission and straatvoogd requests 

Apart from kinship being stated as a reason for manumission, kinship was frequently 

mentioned alongside aspects such as colour and gender in the manumission and straatvoogd 

requests.48 Brana-Shute also notes these persistent references to kinship in the requests in her 

dissertation. In over 53 per cent of the requests she analysed, other members of the slave’s 

family were mentioned. It wasn’t required to define bonds of kinship in the manumission 

request which means that the figures found are most likely a severe underestimate. Another 

thing Brana-Shute found on kinship was that 36 per cent of her sample was freed together with 

another family member.49  

 Kinship appears in these requests in these forms, either as a reason to manumit or a 

reference to describe a slave. Even when the description of a kinship tie wasn’t the exact 

motive for manumission, the fact that they were mentioned shows that owners and petitioners 

were aware of these bonds. The high number of slaves that was then manumitted together 

with another family member shows that this was either something slaves strived for when 

negotiating their manumission, to be manumitted together, or it was something owners took 

into account when they were manumitting slaves.50  

 In analysing the years 1790 and 1791 I found that in in 23 out of 62 requests family ties 

were mentioned, which translates to 35 per cent. This sample of two years cannot represent 

anything other than those two years, but by highlighting the different kinds of family bonds 

found, the importance of family in the lives of slaves and manumitted becomes clear. To do so 

I will explore the three things I found remarkable in investigating these kinship bonds.  

 The first thing that was noticed is that in 6 out of 7 cases in which kinship was 

mentioned as the main motive for manumission, the petitioner or owner had a consanguineal 

tie to the slave(s) they were manumitting. The seventh still concerned a consanguineal tie, as 

the black women Vinivie and her daughters Charlotta and Johanna were manumitted by the 

testament of J.B. Kraemer. Vinivie was revealed to be the mother of his son and sole heir 

 
48 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 362. 
49 Brana-Shute, 361. 
50 Brana-Shute, 360–62. 



Hermanus van Kraemer, a formerly manumitted mulatto boy.51 Because of these ties, 5 out of 

7 cases can also be seen as close kin-ownership, therefore they will be explored in more detail 

in the last chapter. 

Analysing these cases for the kind of relationships they represent gives us four different 

kinds. The first is that of a free child manumitting his still enslaved parent, D.J. Nahar 

manumitted his mother Nerie in 1790.52 The second relationship was that of siblings, 

represented by the young Anna van Salomons who freed her sister Martha.53 The third 

relationship also only occurred once: white and free David Nunes Monsanto manumitted his 

mulatto son Joseph van Monsanto. Interesting about this request is that it becomes clear that 

Joseph’s mother, Hanna is to remain enslaved.54 A number of other manumission requests 

from this sample fit into the notion of ‘suspected paternity’, in which it is likely that the man 

who is freeing a mixed race child is actually the father of this child.55 This however fell out of 

the scope of this paper as it functions the research is comprehensive enough to form a subject 

on itself, but it should be noted that these cases would tip the scales of kinship even further.  

 The only relationship that occurred multiple times was that of an already manumitted 

parent manumitting their still enslaved children and thereby (partly) reuniting their family. De 

vrije Petronella van Goede, de vrije Madelon van van Balk and de vrije Princes van Meel 

manumitted their child(ren).56 This distribution of relationships among the cases seems a 

product of its time. As Buschkens mentions in his book on the creole family system, free 

coloured families remained matrifocal and women took it upon themselves to free their still 

enslaved children when this lied within their abilities. The relationship between mothers and 

their children also seemed to be more respected by some manumitters, especially as slave 

status was passed on in a matrilineal way.57 What must have also aided this development of 

mothers as manumitters, is the fact that as shown before women were more likely to be 

manumitted and thus found themselves more likely to be in the free position to manumit 

others in the first place. 

 
51 NA, RvP, inv. 447, doc. nr. 9, petitioners: Matthijs Obregt and L. Link.  
52 NA, RvP, inv. 448, doc. nr. 6, petitioner: D.J. Nahar. 
53 NA, RvP, inv. 449, doc. nr. 41, petitioner: Hanna Isak Eliazar and Joël Gomperts. 
54 NA, RvP, inv. 447, doc. nr. 111, petitioner: David Nunes Monshanto. 
55 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 359. 
56 NA, RvP, inv. 448, doc. nr. 8, petitioner: Petronella van Goede, inv. Nr. 449, doc. nr. 11, petitioner: Madelon 
van van de Balk, inv. 452, doc. nr. 23, petitioner: Princes van van Meel.  
57 Brana-Shute, “Approaching Freedom,” 48; Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 
361–64. 



  This importance of the mother within the family also shows when focus on kinship 

among just the manumitted, not only between petitioner and manumitted. How many of the 

slaves were freed with another family member and subsequently how many of them were 

manumitted in a family unit which contained a mother? In the year 1790 17 out of 40 slaves 

were manumitted alongside a family member, in 1791 this was the case for 21 out of 49 slaves, 

representing 42 per cent of the total in both years. If we narrow it down to those being 

manumitted alongside their mother, we see that mothers and their children form the majority 

of the kinship relationships found in manumission requests, or as Brana-Shute calls it ‘the basic 

unit’.58 In 1790 5 requests manumitted a mother and her children, a total of 13 people. The 

year after that 5 requests concerned a mother and her children, manumitting 14 people. The 

importance of family as a factor in manumissions shows in these numbers. Mothers represent 

1 in 10 of every slave manumitted in the two sample years, 1 out of 5 slaves manumitted are 

children of these mothers and 1 in 3 slaves was released with another member of their family. 

 Kinship ties therefore present themselves almost as prominently in the manumission 

request such as aspects of gender and race. The difference between these aspects lies in the 

fact that remarks on kinship show us more than just an amount of occurrences that can be 

counted. The sum of all these remarks on kinship can’t be overlooked when researching 

manumission requests. It may not have been the focus of every manumission request, it may 

have been a requisite of those seeking manumission or not, but at least 1 in 3 manumissions 

was influenced by the notion of family, showing the importance it carried in the manumission 

process.  

 

Chapter 2: Straatvoogden 

 

Acting as a manumitter wasn’t the only way in which kin could help each other through the 

process of manumission. Straatvoogden were evident allies of those looking to be manumitted. 

What their position was, who they were and what kind of factor kinship played in these 

requests will be explored in this chapter. 

There were various situations a slave could find themselves in, that could result in the 

need for a straatvoogd. After negotiation their manumission, their owner was unwilling to 

 
58 Brana-Shute, “Approaching Freedom,” 49. 



approach the court for them, or their owner might have died before they could do so. The 

slave then found themselves in the situation that they could not approach the Court 

themselves as they weren’t recognised as persons in the Law. They would have to find a free 

person who was willing to act on their behalf, become their straatvoogd and thereafter 

approach the Court to request their letters of manumission.59 

To become one’s straatvoogd a person should first submit a petition to the Court asking 

to be established as such.60 Apparently the Court was able to decide on these matters quite 

quickly as in the year 1790 and 1791 a request to become one’s straatvoogd and the following 

manumission request could be submitted in one session. The only legal obligation or task a 

straatvoogd had was submitting the request for manumission. When the letters of 

manumission were granted his status dissolved and he or she had no further duties of 

guardianship over the newly manumitted slave.61 

If a slave was freed by his master without interference of the Court, he or she could 

also choose to live ‘illegally free’, a status which was named piki nyan meaning ‘to walk about 

gathering food’.62 As these people were undocumented it’s not possible to say how many 

people had the status of piki nyan, but in the first two decades of the nineteenth century the 

amount of piki nyan’s was rising due to the raising costs of manumission.63 This increase in piki 

nyan’s living in Suriname meant that many owners and slaves were bypassing the legal system and thereby the 

government missed out on taxes put on manumission and owning slaves. From 1825 to 1828 the government 

acted against piki nyan’s by first outlawing self-purchase as a valid reason for manumission and outlawing the 

status piki nyan all together. This was enforced by introducing a registration system for plantation slaves and later 

on by requiring all piki nyan’s to register with the government and find a straatvoogd or be re-enslaved.64 As a 

result of the plantation registration system and the small population size of Paramaribo it was made almost 

impossible for piki nyan’s to hide in plain sight. The years after this legislation was passed out extraordinary 

numbers of slaves were freed by both owners and with the help of straatvoogden, as to avoid the re-enslavement 

of those who had been living as piki nyan’s.65  

This connection between piki nyan’s, government interference and straatvoogden 

wasn’t present in the years analysed for this paper, but it’s an important piece of context when 

 
59 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 147; Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 85. 
60 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 147–48. 
61 Brana-Shute, 148. 
62 Brana-Shute, 151. 
63 Brana-Shute, 150. 
64 Brana-Shute, 154. 
65 Brana-Shute, 160. 



analysing these requests. The 9 cases that have been found in 1790 and 1791 only represent 

a small amount of the slaves who should or could have been freed with the assistance of a 

straatvoogd.  

 

Straatvoogden in 1790 and 1791 

The need for a straatvoogd could result from three different situations: self-purchase, the slave 

being freed by a clause put in a testament or when the owner had given verbal or written 

consent that the slave was freed during his lifetime without this requiring a payment from the 

slave.66  

In 7 out of the 9 straatvoogd petitions found in 1790 and 1791 the slaves had purchased 

themselves from their owner, showing the strong link between self-purchase and 

straatvoogden. But what’s remarkable is that in only 2 out of the 7 requests the original owners 

were alive. In these cases, it’s most likely that the owners weren’t willing to approach the 

Courts on behalf of the slaves and they were therefore in need of a straatvoogd.  

In the other 5 cases the original owner is mentioned but referred to with ‘the late’ or 

de wijlen and it is clearly stated that a transaction had previously occurred between slave and 

owner. It seems that the 6 slaves manumitted by these 5 requests had waited to make their 

manumission legal until their owner had died, suggesting that before they looked for a 

straatvoogd they lived as piki nyans. The death of their owner had sparked the need to legally 

manumit themselves as officially they still belonged to the estate of the owner and could be 

sold or inherited by another family member if their manumission wasn’t legalised. All 6 slaves 

must have seen this coming as in every request the presence of a quitantie is mentioned, 

showing that these slaves were sure to acquire physical proof of their agreement with their 

owner, if they wanted to be legally manumitted later on. Unfortunately, no dates are provided 

of when the transaction took place, which could show the amount of time these people had 

spent living as piki nyan. By investigating more straatvoogd cases from other years it could 

become clear if this was a common practice.  

The other 2 straatvoogd requests that were found in this sample provide less 

information about the circumstances of the manumission process. For both Colinette van 
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Cachelen, who’s straatvoogd was Johannes de Bije and Betje whose was aided by Gilles Pater, 

the request contained the bare minimum of information.67 

Other factors that can be noted on these requests are that all 9 straatvoogden were 

male and all of them also posed as guarantors for the slave(s) they were manumitting. The fact 

that they were willing to do this shows a bond of trust at least. How this bond was formed is 

difficult to derive from the requests, but analysing the bonds of kinship shown in these request 

is an important first step. The first bond of kinship that was discovered was the result of looking 

up each manumitted person in sources such as baptismal records and the 1828 slave registers. 

The black woman Benine van Godefroij was manumitted in August 1790 with the help of 

straatvoogd Moses Da Silva Solis.68 Why Benine asked Moses to be her straatvoogd was 

unclear at first, she was a slave and he was a clerk working for the Courts. But in 1790 Benine 

has a child which she baptises in the Reformed Church of Paramaribo, the boy is baptised 

Francois Da Silva Solis and Moses appears as a witness. Although the reason is not stated in 

the straatvoogd or manumission request, it’s likely that Benine was freed because she was 

pregnant with Moses’ child.69 By freeing her before she gave birth Francois was born free. 

According to Brana-Shute this was done frequently as it saved money, time and effort to do 

so.  

The second bond of kinship that was discovered in these requests led me to research 

that particular straatvoogd in more detail. Apart from it being the only request in which kinship 

is mentioned, this man Johannes de Bije, posed as straatvoogd not just once in 1790 and 1791, 

but 3 times, an occurrence which will be discussed in more detail later on. In this request 

Johannes de Bije asks to be appointed as the straatvoogd of a mulat Ephraïm van Amstel. 

Ephraïm was bought by Johannes’ mother, de vrije Marianna van de Bije. She had raised and 

provided for Ephraïm on the condition that he paid back his purchase price when he was able 

to, which he now had done.70 This displays that Marianna was both mother to the petitioner 

Johannes, but also a mother (figure) to Ephraïm, making the manumission of Ephraïm a case 

which is strongly influenced by kinship.  

 
67 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 448, doc. nr. 9 and 24, petitioners: Johannes de Bije and Gilles Pater. 
68 NA, RvP, inv. Nr. 448, doc. nr. 30, petitioner: Moses Da Silva Solis. 
69 Nationaal Archief, Suriname, Baptismal records Reformed Church Suriname, 1688-1792. 
(https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/onderzoeken/index/nt00342?searchTerm=benine&viewLabel=Doopregister%2
0(2202)&view=NT00342_dopen&resultsPerPage=50&page=&activeTab=nt_sub_list_legacy)  
70 NA, RvP, inv. 450 and 451, doc nr. 22 and 44, petitioner in both requests: Johannes de Bije.  



Apart from these two cases the lack of kinship bonds shows that although it was 

possible that free (coloured) kin aided those still enslaved through the process of manumission, 

this was only certainly the case in two requests in the years 1790 and 1791. Regardless of how 

many kinship bonds were uncovered, the straatvoogd requests are the manifestation of a bond 

between that free person and a slave. The seemingly personal nature of this made me wonder 

why and how a person like Johannes de Bije could be a straatvoogd for three different people 

in just one year.71  

The remarkable thing is that he wasn’t the only one who’s name occurred multiple 

times in the span of the two researched years. Among others there were mr. A.A. Halfhide, 

Mathijs Obrecht and Joël Gomperts, who all appeared in the manumission requests as both 

manumitters, straatvoogden, executioners of wills and owners and therefore manumitted 

more people than most. To find out why and how they were in the position to do this, I 

researched the life and family of Johannes de Bije.  

 

(The free?) Johannes de Bije 

By researching Johannes de Bije and his family I found a story of kinship and chain manumission 

that I had not expected to find but wanted to present as an example. Image 1 shows a family 

tree of the de Bije family, which I’ve chosen to end at Johannes although he went on to have 

children. In the family tree I’ve included manumission dates when available. As Brana-Shute 

stated in her research, petitioners are often assumed to be white, simply because the source 

gives no indication that they were in fact coloured.72 This was also the case for Johannes de 

Bije. It wasn’t until I found the above mentioned straatvoogd request for Ephraïm van Amstel, 

that I was certain that Johannes was coloured because the request referred to his mother as 

de vrije woman Marianne.73 Who was Johannes de Bije? Why wasn’t he referred to as de vrije 

Johannes and why wasn’t his last name ‘van de Bije’ like his mother’s? 

 
71 NA, RvP, inv. 450 doc nr. 22, inv. nr. 447, doc. nr. 9 and inv. nr. 452, doc. nr. 51, petitioner in all cases: 
Johannes de Bije.  
72 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 33. 
73 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 448, doc. nr. 111, petitioner: Johannes de Bije. 



 

 

The answer to this question seems simple at first, Johannes must’ve been born free. The father 

of Johannes de Bije was called Pieter Hendrik de Bije, who came to Paramaribo around 1755 

from the Netherlands. In his life he fulfilled administrative duties on the plantation de Eendragt 

and came to own his own plantation called Soribo.74 Pieter Hendrik met the then still enslaved 

Marianna on the plantation de Eendragt where he also resided. Johannes was born around 

1761 according to the age that was stated in his prenuptial agreement.75 

In trying to locate the manumission date of Marianna and perhaps Johannes, I read all 

name registers existing for the collections of requests submitted from July 1757 to December 

 
74 NA, SONA, inv. 295, doc. nr. 65. Testament Pieter Hendrik de Bije.  
75 NA, SONA, inv. Nr. 137, doc. nr. 61, Johannes de Bije and Maria Hendrietta van Huijstvliet. 

Johannes de Bije 
Geb. 1761 - † 1802 

 
Possible manumission date: 

6-5-1782 

Maria Hendrietta van 
Huijstvliet 

Geb. 1769 - †1822 
 

Born free 

Pieter Hendrik de Bije 
 

† 1789 

(de vrije) Ester van den 
Dam 

 
Manumission date: 

unknown 

Marriage 
date:  

5-3-1790  

(de vrije) Jacoba van 
Scherping 
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1789 

(de vrije) Marianna van de 
Bije 

† 1814 
 

Manumitted on: 23-02-
1789 

Family tree Johannes de Bije 

Image 1. Family tree Johannes de Bije 



1802. Within this timespan there was no request found that manumitted a Johannes de Bije. 

Pieter Hendrik did manumit a mesties boy named Jan in May 1782, but it was unclear if this 

was referring to Johannes by this common nickname.  

Confirmation that Johannes wasn’t born free was found in the manumission request of 

his mother Marianna. She was manumitted by Pieter Hendrik in February 1789, just 8 months 

before he died. In August of that same year her son Johannes manumitted his grandmother 

the old black woman Jacoba, who had belonged to the same estate as Marianna. By doing this 

Johannes created a chain of manumission in which he was most likely manumitted first and his 

grandmother last. According to the manumission requests both women were bought from this 

estate with the purpose to free them and Pieter and Johannes therefore manumitted them as 

soon as possible. This practice was common and is explained by Brana-Shute in her section on 

‘Agents and Allies for Slaves’.76  

As there aren’t any sources supporting that the 1782 manumission request is in fact 

Johannes, there is no way of knowing for certain that he was legally manumitted. From the 

different requests, the testament of Pieter Hendrik and the inventory of Johannes’ estate it 

becomes clear that the family de Bije was part of the middle class of free coloureds and blacks 

that was forming at the end of the eighteenth and start of the nineteenth century.77 And they 

even may have been a part of what Neslo identified as the (coloured) upper-class within 

Paramaribo.78  

Apart from being a plantation owner and manager Pieter Hendrik was counselor of the 

Court of Police and Justice from 1786 to 1788. Johannes would follow in his footsteps 

performing tasks on several plantations but he also acted as bookkeeper of de Compagnieën 

Vrije Burgers Mulatten en Negers, the organisation that oversaw the civilian duties of free 

coloured and black people.79 The fact that Johannes was able to fulfil several high rank 

positions shows that by the time it was 1790, the strict hierarchy and separation between 

whites and coloureds that the government wanted to uphold was being undermined by cases 

such as Johannes’. As Hoefte notes, the basis of this lied in the unbalanced sex-ratio in the 

white planter class. The scarcity of white women in the colony led to the development of 

 
76 Brana-Shute, The Manumission of Slaves in Suriname, 1760-1828, 307–16. 
77 Rosemarijn Hoefte, Free Blacks and Coloureds in Plantation Suriname (S.l.: sn, 1996), 103–4. 
78 Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 157–62. 
79 Victor Enthoven, Henk den Heijer, and Han R. Jordaan, Geweld in de West: Een Militaire Geschiedenis van 
de Nederlandse Atlantische Wereld, 1600-1800 Caribbean 33, Caribbean 1 (Brill, 2013), 59–63. 



concubinages and other forms of relationships between white men and coloured women, 

which led to many mixed-race children.80 These children were then raised and educated to be 

part of the middle and upper-class free people living in Paramaribo. By doing this the whites 

belonging to the administration broke the separation between whites and coloureds 

themselves, leading to and fuelling the construction of a well-to-do free coloured and black 

segment of society.81 

The relatively high position Johannes and Pieter Hendrik held within Paramaribo’s 

society granted them the means to be able to free slaves. Pieter Hendrik manumitted at least 

5 slaves during his lifetime. His motives were clearly motivated by bonds of kinship: he 

manumitted Marianna as his life partner and three of his children.82 The fifth slave he 

manumitted was on behalf of a deceased owner, the girl Catharina.83 

In his lifetime Johannes posed as a straatvoogd on at least 5 different occasions and 

manumitted at least 12 slaves. A definite consanguineal bond of kinship could be detected with 

one of these slaves, his grandmother. For one slave a bond of kinship was later constructed. 

Johannes manumitted the slave Colinette or Coletta van Cachelen in May 1790.84 According to 

the research Neslo has done on the coloured elite in Paramaribo from 1800 to 1863, this 

woman later lived with his son Jacques Lambertus de Bije at the Gravenstraat 60 and 61, one 

of the most expensive streets to live in Paramaribo.85 The wealth that the family had was also 

visible when Johannes manumitted 3 women on behalf of his father’s testament in 1790. Pieter 

Hendrik had manumitted the mulatto Concordia and two black women Seraphina and Santje 

upon his death, legating that Johannes should make sure they were granted their letters of 

manumission. The three women were also to inherit a house worth 2000 ƒ that was bought for 

them and in which they were to live for the rest of their lives.86 For 3 out of the 6 other slaves 

Johannes manumitted no reason was stated, nor a connection could be made. The slaves 

 
80 Willem F.L. Buschkens, The Family System of the Paramaribo Creoles, 69–73. 
81 Hoefte, Free Blacks and Coloureds in Plantation Suriname, 113. 
82 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 427, doc. nr. 115, ‘Jan’, NA, RvP, inv. nr. 436, doc. nr. 1, ‘Hermanus and Marianne’ and 
NA, RvP, inv. nr. 445, doc. nr. 55, ‘Marianne’, petitioner in all cases: Pieter Hendrik de Bije. 
83 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 439, doc. nr. 1, petitioner: Pieter Hendrik de Bije. 
84 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 448, doc. nr. 9, petitioner: Johannes de Bije.  
85 Neslo, Een ongekende elite, 297 and NA, RvP, inv. 295, doc. nr. 65, Inventory of estate Johannes de Bije. 
86 NA, RvP, inv. nr. 447, doc. nr. 15, petitioner: Johannes de Bije and NA, SONA, inv. 295, doc. nr. 65. 
Testament Pieter Hendrik de Bije. 



Premiere, Candacie and Ephraïm all bought themselves from their owner, after which 

Johannes functioned as their straatvoogd.87 

The examples of Pieter Hendrik and Johannes offer a qualitative perspective on 

manumissions and the reasoning behind them, even though they may not be representative 

for other petitioners and manumitters. This example showed that especially Johannes served 

as a node in a web of manumissions. It would be very interesting to research if the slaves he 

manumitted went on to free their kin and started their own manumission chain. Neslo stated 

that the group of coloured manumitters did not form a social unit in Paramaribo, but without 

tracing the connections between petitioners and slaves more extensively this cannot be 

excluded.88 Tracing manumission from the manumitter on out might seem like a backwards 

way to gain perspective on the lives of the free coloured and black community, but by doing 

this with more than one frequent manumitter I believe that a connection between kinship, 

petitioners and manumissions can be exposed and mapped.  

 

Chapter 3: Close-kin ownership in 1790 and 1791  

Researching close-kin ownership cannot be done properly by analysing manumission requests 

alone. The request for manumission is the end of the line in this kind of relationship, and most 

manumission request will not provide information about how long the specific kin-relation had 

owned this slave. Without information on when and how the slave came into the ownership 

of kin in the first place, general conclusions cannot be drawn. To gather this information, one 

would have to trace back the ownership details of the slaves and to do so analyse last wills and 

testaments, personal inventories and possibly also those of plantations. This kind of research 

would be very interesting but unfortunately falls outside of the scope of this particular paper. 

Even though close kin-ownership wasn’t the only and main focus of this analysis, five cases of 

certain close-kin ownership were found in the manumission requests. The fact that they were 

found shows that the kin of these slaves were working towards manumission in a time where 

manumission had recently become more expensive. General conclusions can’t be made on the 

foundation of just these five cases but exploring four of these cases does shine a light on the 

 
87 NA, RvP, inv. 443, doc. nr. 52, ‘Premiere’, NA, RvP, inv. 452, doc. nr. 51, ‘Candacie’, NA, RvP, inv. nr. 451, 
doc. nr. 48, ‘Ephraïm’, petitioner for all cases: Johannes de Bije.  
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different circumstances in which close-kin ownership could exist. Besides that, it once again 

shows the important role kinship played in the manumission process.  

 In the last half of 1790 only one case of close kin-ownership was found, and this is the 

simplest case of the four. On May 17th, 1790, D.J. Nahar requested to free his mother named 

Nerie, baptised as Maria Cornelia van Nahar. The reason given was simple: the love for his 

mother.89 No further information is given, except that D.J. Nahar himself will also be the 

guarantor for his mother and make sure that she will not become a burden on the colony.  

 The second case of close-kin ownership that occurs was submitted on the 28th of 

December 1790 but resolved in February 1791. The free Madelon van van den Balk requested 

the freedom of her two children named Trompé and Hendrik, ‘out of motherly love for them’.90 

A few interesting things can be noted on this request. First of all, the name of the petitioner 

shows not one, but two references to her status of manumitted person. The free or ‘de vrije’ 

prior to her name points to this status. But if this were left out, the double ‘van’ which means 

‘of’ in Dutch, would still show that she or her ancestors were formerly owned by someone 

named ‘van den Balk’. The second thing to be noted is that both her children are described as 

neger which means black or negro. As their mother, this means that she herself was also black. 

A noteworthy fact as most manumitted children in this sample were mulattos.  

 The case of de vrije Anna/Annaatje van Salomons provides us with the most 

complicated case of close kin-ownership encountered in these years. On March 15th in 1791 

Hanna Isak Eliazer and Joël Gomperts as executors of the will of Alexander Salomons present 

us with an intriguing manumission request in which Anna plays an important role, but doesn’t 

concern her own freedom.91 As the name ‘de vrije Anna van Salomons’ shows us that she had 

been manumitted by her owner Alexander Salomons before this date. The situation is the 

following: in April 1788 Salomons had paid 750ƒ on Anna’s behalf to buy her mother Desere, 

sister Martha and brother Verdriet. Anna was meant to take over the ownership of her three 

family members so that she could manumit them, but as she was still 13 at the time, she was 

underage and therefore wasn’t legally able to do so. This sketches a complicated situation that 

shows a peculiar bond between the manumitted Anna and her former master Salamons. The 

history of Anna’s family is also complicated in itself; Anna is not only free when the rest of her 

 
89 Nationaal Archief, Surinaams Oud Notarieel Archief, inv. nr. 448, doc. nr. 6, applicant: D.J. Nahar.  
90 NA, SONA, inv. nr. 449, doc. nr. 11, applicant: de vrije Madelon van van den Balk.  
91 NA, SONA, inv. nr. 449, doc. nr. 41, applicant: Hanna Isak Eliazer and Joël Gomperts. 



family is not, but she was also owned by a different owner. Her mother, brother and sister are 

owned by the widow Herbold, so how did she end up with Alexander Salomon? And why and 

how was she manumitted at such a young age?  

 In regard to close kin-ownership it becomes clear by reading the rest of the 

manumission request that it had always been Anna’s and Salomons intention to buy and as 

soon as possibly free Anna’s family. This plan had only been disrupted by the death of 

Alexander Salomon. The executors of his will end their request with a clear overview of three 

points, which makes this intent clear and dictates what should happen next. First of all, 

Salomons bought the slaves specifically for Anna and they are now her property. An interesting 

note is that since 1788 Desere had given birth to another son, Claas, and because Anna had 

been the owner of Desere at that time, she is to receive all four family members. The second 

point is that Salomons had been acting as Anna’s guardian, but as she is now of age, she should 

be able to manage her ownership independently. The third is the actual point of the 

manumission request, apart from cleaning up apparent confusion when it comes to the 

ownership of Anna’s family. The executors request the manumission of Anna’s sister Martha 

on behalf of Anna, which is granted by the Court. This means Anna is left in ownership of her 

enslaved mother and two brothers. Unfortunately, it’s unclear as to why Anna chose to 

manumit Martha and only her. And if she manumitted any of her other family members in the 

future. According to Alexander Salamons testament, Anna was legated nothing. Even more 

remarkable, Anna was not even mentioned in his testament. His widow, the petitioner Hana 

must have known Salomons’ wishes on this account and made sure that it was handled 

properly.92 The case of de vrije Anna shows how different kinds of relationships influenced each 

other, but most of all it shows how much respect an (ex)owner and family could have for 

kinship ties. Effort was not only put in acquiring Anna’s family for her, when this plan was 

complicated by the death of her ex-owner, his wife made sure that the agreement was kept 

and Anna would be able to manage her own affairs and free at least one family member. De 

vrije Anna and her family present an interesting case study for further research on close-kin 

ownership. 

 The last case that will be discussed is that of de vrije Princes van van Meel and her 

daughter Coba. Princes, a black female who had once belonged to the van Meel family 

 
92 NA, SONA, inv. nr. 64, 76, testament Alexander Salomons.  



petitions for the freedom of her daughter on the 6th of August 1791.93 The petition she submits 

is peculiar as it states the following: ‘the petitioner has, through legal purchase [...], become 

the owner of her family, consisting of twelve slaves, under which her daughter the negro Coba 

[...]’94 This entry seems to suggest that Princes has acquired twelve slaves in total from the 

estate E.J. Coetsee, and some or all of them are her kin. The price for which she purchased 

these slaves must’ve been a considerable amount, which makes the fact that she manumits 

just one out of twelve striking.  

 In reviewing these cases the first thing that becomes clear is the complexity of these 

cases. Only the case of D.J. Nahar and his mother seems simple, the only questions it raises is 

when did he gain his freedom and was there a time in between the purchase of his mother and 

her manumission or did he manumit her right away? The other cases raise many more 

questions, and show that to draw conclusions, more research needs to be done on cases like 

this. By also drawing information from purchase records from plantations, inventories of 

estates and testaments an image could be created that makes it possible to differentiate 

between close kin-ownership and close kin-slavery. 

Conclusion 

In the introduction of this paper the following question was formulated: How did relations of 

kinship appear in the manumission requests filed in 1790 and 1791 in Suriname? By analysing 

the 62 manumission requests and 9 straatvoogd requests that were submitted in these years, 

the significant role that kinship played became clear. Kinship was stated as a motive for 

manumission in only 7 out of 62 petitions, but in all of these cases the petitioner had a 

consanguineal tie with the slave(s) they were manumitting. Of these 7, 5 could be defined as 

close kin-ownership, but based on just the manumission requests, no cases of close kin-slavery 

could be found. Although it wasn’t required, a bond of kinship was mentioned in 23 out of 62 

petitions. Either to describe a single slave or to describe the relationship between multiple 

slaves that were being manumitted at once.  

The importance of family and the fact that this was taken into account in the process 

of manumission came forward by analysing how many slaves were manumitted alongside a 

 
93 NA, SONA, inv. nr. 452, 23, petitioner: de vrije Negerin Princes van Meel. 
94 Original: “Dat zij suppliante, door wettige koop, uyt den Boedel E.J. Coetsee, door nu wijle J.B. van 
Griethuysen (:blijkens annexe quitantie:) Eigenaresse is geworden van haare famille, bestaande in twaalf stux 
Slaaven, onder welke zig is bevindende haar Dogter zijnde de Negerin Coba [...]’  



family member in 1790 and 1791. This presented itself as 1 in every 3 slaves manumitted in 

the sample. The relationship most seen was that between child and mother, every 1 in 10 

slaves manumitted in these years was a mother, and every 1 in 5 slaves was a child manumitted 

alongside their mother. The results show that slaves likely strived to be manumitted alongside 

members of their family and owners recognised the importance of family by allowing them to 

do so.  

Kinship played a lesser role in the straatvoogd requests, only in 2 out of 9 requests a 

bond of kinship was present. Analysing these requests did lead to finding the family de Bije, 

who serves as an example of chain manumission based on kinship. Researching Johannes de 

Bije also showed that diving into the histories of names that frequently appeared in 

manumission requests can lead to finding cases of chain manumission and that analysing 

frequent manumitters before the nineteenth century can broaden our perspective on the 

relationship between kinship and manumission.  

The significant role that kinship played in the process of manumission can and should 

be researched more extensively. For the majority of the years in which manumissions were 

documented in Suriname there is no specific information on the role of kinship in the 

manumission process. By doing more research on the fairly underexposed subjects of chain 

manumission, straatvoogden and close kin-ownership in both the eighteenth and the 

nineteenth century an interesting image can be created of the importance of family in Dutch 

ruled Suriname.  
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