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The Florence a�air.

The political actions and consequences

of pure Crown Colony Government in

Jamaica.

by Alistair Campbell�

The main political consequence of the 1865

Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica was that a

signi�cant change took place in the Govern-

ment of the Colony. The House of Assembly

agreed to surrender the various rights and

privileges it had enjoyed since the 1660s. It

dissolved itself and surrendered its power to

represent the people of the Colony, consent-

ing that Jamaica should be governed directly

by the Crown from the Colonial O�ce in

London.

The years 1865 to 1884 saw Jamaica be-

ing ruled by pure Crown Colony government.

This meant that the entire legislature was

nominated by the Crown. Government was

imposed from the top. At the centre of this

system was the governor, who was given ex-

cessive power to push through any measure.

The system guaranteed security for the rul-

ing class, made up of the white planters, as

they feared the political rise of the educated

coloureds.

One of the methods of pure Crown Colony

administration can be illustrated by what

became known in Jamaica as The Florence

A�air . In the summer of 1877, a Venezue-

lan schooner, the \Florence" under the com-

mand of one General Pulido was bound for
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St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands; it came

under stress of weather and called at Port

Royal, Jamaica, in a disabled condition. On

board were arms and ammunition that had

been bought for use in a planned Venezue-

lan revolution.1 In compliance with munic-

ipal regulations the combustibles on board

were unloaded and stored at Fort Augusta.

The ship's captain deposited 1,000 pounds

in cash so as to guarantee that the arms

would actually be delivered in St. Thomas,

the sum was lodged in the Treasury by her

consignees, and this was to be repaid on the

production of a certi�cate from the British

Consul at St. Thomas, to the e�ect that the

cargo had been landed there.2

After repairs to the schooner had been ef-

fected, release of the arms was sought by

General Pulido, but GovernorMusgrave, act-

ing upon an erroneous interpretation of the

law tendered by the Attorney General, or-

dered the detention of both the vessel and

the arms. Musgrave thought he was act-

ing in Imperial interests and in the mainte-

nance of International Law, but soon a num-

ber of actions for damages were instituted

against him along with the Collector of Cus-

toms, Richard Gillard, for the detention of

the cargo and the ship.3 General Pulido's

action was brought in order to recover dam-

ages for the delay and other contingent ex-

penses and he in due course secured a ver-

dict granting 6,700 pounds.4 This amount,

1Ronald V. Sires. The Jamaica Constitution of
1884. Social and Economic Studies, 3(1), 1954, p.74.

2Sires, p.74.
3The Daily Gleaner , May 25, 1900, p.7.
4Gleaner , p.7.
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along with the cost, was paid by Sir Anthony

Musgrave by means of an advance from the

Treasury. The Governor expressed his readi-

ness to refund the amount to the local Trea-

sury should the course pursued be disap-

proved by the Imperial authorities, and he

sent home for instructions.5

The Colonial O�ce's position was that

Musgrave should not be called upon to su�er

personal loss in consequence of acts done by

him o�cially under the advise of his consti-

tutional legal adviser, and the only question

therefore was to determine from what pub-

lic funds the amount should be provided.6

Instructions were received by a despatch di-

recting the Governor to apply to the Legisla-

tive Council for a vote to cover the amount.7

As Ronald Sires puts it, the question was at

once posed|should the people of Jamaica

be taxed to pay damages resulting from an

act of the Governor in the Imperial interest,

when there was no representative element in

the Jamaica constitution?8

In December, 1881 a select committee of

the Legislative Council was named to study

the documents in the case and report on the

question of legalizing the payment that had

already been made from the island treasury.9

The committee concluded that it could not

sanction local payment of the damages and

costs. They were of the opinion that the de-

tention of the schooner was made entirely

to protect Imperial interests, and in no way

could Jamaica have derived any bene�t there-

5Sires, p.74.
6Sires, p.74.
7Sires, p.74.
8Sires, p.74.
9Supplement to the Jamaica Gazette, 1881,

IV, Kingston, Government Printing O�ce, 1882,
pp.141-151; 8 Dec. 1881.

from.10

The committee's report was not a unan-

imous one; there was one dissenting voice,

that of the Colonial Secretary, Edward New-

ton. He claimed that he was entirely at one

with the other committee members in be-

lieving that the money should be paid out of

Imperial funds.11 The thing he felt should be

done was for the colony to ask the Secretary

of State for the Colonies to come forward and

refund the money as was done in a previous

case|of the \La Have".12 The report of the

committee was however lost by a close vote

after the Governor had privately informed

the o�cial members that they must support

the Government.13

Samuel Constantine Burke, an o�cial mem-

ber of the Legislative Council, declined to

give his support; and on the day when the

vote was taken he, along with the Auditor

General, John Charles Mackglashan, were

conveniently missing from their seats.14 Both

Burke and Mackglashan found it di�cult to

vote against their convictions, for they strong-

ly felt that, as Burke later said|`the dam-

ages and costs were incurred solely in pur-

suance of Imperial policy and objects'.15 The

two men consequently resigned their seats

December of 1881, Burke saying he would

rather do so than accept the \essential con-

ditions" and sacri�ce his convictions on such

a crucial issue16

In later years Burke said that the act of re-

signing from the Legislative Council was the

one he always reected on with the greatest

10Supplement to the Jamaica Gazette,Dec. 8,1881.
11Supplement to the Jamaica Gazette,Dec. 8,1881.
12Supplement to the Jamaica Gazette,Dec. 8,1881.
13Sires, p.74.
14Supplement to the Jamaica Gazette,Dec. 8,1881.
15Gleaner, p.7.
16The Jamaica Times, Dec. 31, 1898, p.1.
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pride.17 The resignation was indeed signi�-

cant, as it was his and Mackglashan's which

symbolically marked the beginning of the

breakdown of \pure" Crown Colony admin-

istration in Jamaica. Their action had been

the signal for widespread agitation in Ja-

maica against Crown Colony Government

which culminated in an April 1883 petition

for representative government.18

Many inuential members of the planter

and \middle class" were of the view that too

many demands were being made on the tax-

payers of Jamaica.19 Ronald Sires explains:

Public improvements and increased e�-

ciency in government required increased

expenditures and taxation in an island

that had seen more than one serious cri-

sis over \retrenchment" in the past. The

ruling class that had given up their power

in panic in 1865 did not really believe

in using the taxing power of the state

for projects that would in the long run

increase the productivity of agriculture,

while the new government, directed by

governors with Indian experience, be-

lieved in the validity of such action. The

attitude of the old ruling class led to-

ward retrenchment in government costs,

while the policies of the new government

meant increased costs ...

Critics of crown colony governments were

unanimous in saying that the costs of gov-

ernment had risen unnecessarily since 1866.

Heavy taxation was falling on the productive

classes but the proceeds were being used for

17Gleaner, p.7.
18H. A. Will. Problems of Constitutional Reform

in Jamaica, Mauritius and Trinidad, 1880-1895 ,
London: U. of London, 1966, p.694.
19Sires, p.67.

the bene�t of those who paid little|princi-

pally the Negro peasants.20

Money, that is|the taxes of Jamaican tax-

payers, had been paid from the Jamaican

treasury without legislative sanction and no

vote had been obtained to legalize it.21 The

whole \Florence" issue was in 1882 therefore

passed back to the Colonial O�ce, where

it was decided to recommend to the Trea-

sury that the Imperial Government pay one

half of the sum in question if the Legislative

Council of Jamaica would assume the other

half.22

The Colonial O�ce totally rejected that

the case of the \La Have" was a precedent

binding the Imperial Treasury to take upon

itself all liabilities of such nature.23 On the

contrary, they were of the opinion that it was

prima facie the duty of a Colony to bear its

fair share of the international obligations of

the Empire, and such a share would, in the

absence of any previous arrangement or any

exceptional circumstances, consist in defray-

ing all the expenses incidental to any action

taken by the Colonial Governor or Govern-

ment for the purpose of ful�lling such obliga-

tions when the transaction had taken place

within the neighbourhood of the Colony.24

At the same time, they claimed that they

did not exclude the recognition of possible

exceptions to the rule, but in the case of the

\Florence", they were of the opinion that

reasons existed which justi�ed them in be-

lieving that the responsibility for the matter

20Sires, p.67.
21Sires, pp.74-75.
22Sires, pp.74-75.
23Sires, pp.74-75.
24Minutes of the Legislative Council of Jamaica,

Nov. 1882 - April 1883 , Kingston: Government
Printing O�ce. app.vi.
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belonged primarily to Jamaica.25

In taking this view they were specially in-

uenced by the fact that Jamaica had not a

Representative Constitution but large pow-

ers were vested in the Crown, and that the

expenditure for which provision had to be

made was the result of a misapprehension on

the part of the Government of the Colony

as to their powers and duties in maintain-

ing neutrality.26 This Colonial O�ce deci-

sion was followed up in Jamaica in Novem-

ber, 1882. The o�cial members of the Coun-

cil, by that time were brought back to their

full compliment by the appointment of two

new members who took Burke's and Mack-

glashan's place; they voted as a body to sup-

port the Governor and pass the resolution for

paying one half of the damages.27 The re-

sponse of the uno�cial members was quick

and decisive. They all resigned the next

day.28

This action was in protest against a sys-

tem in which the Governor, by complete com-

mand over the will of each o�cial member of

the Council, could pass any bill or resolution

that he desired.29 In such a government,

they believed, debate was a mere joke and

no self-respecting person could take part in

it. The Colonial O�ce for its part decided

not to sanction the appointment of a new list

of uno�cials until the Royal Commission on

West Indian �nances, which was appointed

in December, 1882, made its report.30 So

as to have things running smoothly, special

provision was made so that legislation could

be passed by the Council whenever a quo-

25Minutes of the Legislative Council . app.VI.
26Minutes of the Legislative Council. app.VI.
27Sires, p.75.
28Sires, p.75.
29Sires, p.75.
30Sires, p.75.

rum was present, despite the absence of the

uno�cial members.31

In Jamaica, the \Florence" issue was blown

out of all proportion by those who had vested

interest in doing so. Edwin Watkins has

written of what he termed `the prickly issue':

... pregnant with material for popular

appeal, [it] sustained the energies of the

Press for the next three years in vigor-

ous and lurid assaults upon the �nan-

cial administration of government, upon

the Governor and upon the expatriate

o�cials of the Public Service. Sparks

lit by the solitary error of the Attorney

General O'Malley received generous and

timely support from the misconduct of

his expatriate colleagues of the District

Courts Bench and were dramatised in

the Falmouth Gazette as \palming o�

on this ill-starred colony ignorant and

worthless men to �ll important situa-

tions in it." Salaries paid to o�cials

were made to appear as so many \sums

wrung from the exhausted Treasury of

an unrepresented people," and whilst the

de�cit of 10,000 [pounds] received con-

stant magni�cation in the Colonial Stan-

dard, local organ of the West India Com-

mittee, the circumstances of its existence,

namely the assumption by the Govern-

ment of the Sugar Planters Immigration

debts, passed without notice. The dis-

charge of the obligations of neutrality

from local revenues, largely provided by

the negro population became the basis

of a clarion call for \elective represen-

tation in the Legislative Council," and,

contemporaneous with this agitation, the

31Sires, p.75.
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Press so intimidated public o�cials by

their villi�cations that in 1883 the Gov-

ernor confessed the impossibility he ex-

perienced \in �nding gentlemen both

quali�ed and willing to accept appoint-

ment as an uno�cial member of the

Council" for \since the resignation (in

1881) of the late members no-one wants

to take on the job and bring upon him-

self the abuse of the newspapers."32

Samuel Constantine Burke was the man

of the hour in the colony. It was he who

was perceived as having taken the �rst de-

cisive step on the road to bringing about a

change of the island's constitution. In Jan-

uary 1883, a public meeting at Falmouth in

Trelawny adopted a resolution against the

existing form of government and sketched

the outlines of a proposed constitution which

called for a legislative council with a strong

majority of elected members.33

The Colonial O�ce was slow to respond,

in December 1883 Lord Kimberley was suc-

ceeded by Lord Derby as Secretary of State

for the Colonies; before leaving o�ce Kim-

berley, supposedly inuenced by the \Flo-

rence" crisis and the Falmouth resolution,

had contemplated a possible change in the

mode of appointing uno�cial members to

the Legislative Council of Jamaica, `by mak-

ing them elective or partly elective'.34 He

had also agreed to the expediency of nomi-

nating `one or two black men' to the coun-

cil35 It was the general opinion at the Colo-

nial O�ce when Lord Derby took up o�ce,

32Edwin H. Watkins. A History of the Legal Sys-
tem of Jamaica (1661-1900), U. of She�eld, 1968,
p.606.
33Sires, p.75.
34Will, p.694.
35Will, p.694.

an opinion which Sir Anthony Musgrave had

also shared, that there was no other way of

dividing and dismantling the unity of the un-

o�cial members than to have a limited form

of elective representation:

... the not unreasonable aspirations of a

certain number of the Colonists for rep-

resentation in the legislature might be

partially satis�ed and a more vigorous

and e�cient though perhaps less man-

ageable Council would be obtained by

substituting elected for nominated un-

o�cial members|the franchise being so

wide as to prevent the plantocracy and

the Kingston Jew frommonopolizing the

seats.36

The request of the Falmouth meeting for

a large majority of elected members, was

not granted since the Colonial O�ce pre-

ferred to institute a more moderate reform.

Derby made his �nal decision on the reform

of the Legislative Council of Jamaica after

they had received in September, 1883, the

report of the Royal Commission. The Com-

mission considered that reform `tending to-

wards more representative institutions' was

`both possible and urgently desirable ...'37

And with that he decided that the new Coun-

cil was to have the same number of members

as the old, except that the uno�cial mem-

bers would be elected instead of appointed.38

On questions of �nance, the votes of the ex-

o�cio and appointed members were not to

be taken if six of the nine elected members

voted in opposition|though the Governor

was to have a reserve power to declare that

the provision in question was of paramount

36Will, p.696.
37Will, p.696.
38Will, p.696.
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importance and therefore had to be passed

in any case.39 On other matters the o�cial

members were to vote with the government

unless the Governor de�nitely freed them to

act as they pleased. The elected members

were to be told that there was no desire to

use the united vote of the o�cial members

against them unless it was absolutely neces-

sary to do so.40

Most of the local whites and coloureds, |

including Burke, who had been pressing for

political change were disappointed with the

limited nature of the reform.41 But Burke,

who had initiated the chain of events with

his resignation from the Legislative Council,

seemed su�ciently satis�ed with at least one

immediate aspect of the reform; for with this

new constitution|the white planter element

among the elected Legislative Council mem-

bers would and did give way to the `coloured

and near-white professionals'.42 Burke had

long voiced his \dislike" for the white planter

class, and this was done more on the grounds

of wanting to displace them, rather than of

wanting to challenge or change the rules of

their power.43 In 1879, Burke had shouted

in Council:

Jamaica does not belong to the planters

alone; and that is the principle I wish to

advocate at the risk of being unpopular

... I speak here on behalf of the gen-

eral body of the population. I am not a

planter and I am not interested in plant-

ing to any great extent. I do not desire

39Will, p.696.
40Will, p.696.
41Sires, pp.78-79.
42Sires, pp.78-79.
43Octavio Paz. Alternating Current , New York,

Viking Press, 1967, p.168.

to be.44

The Florence A�air's prime importance

was that it was the catalyst for a political

crisis which witnessed calls being made for

constitutional change from the pure Crown

Colony system of administration. These de-

mands eventually grew so strong that the

Colonial O�ce was left with no alternative

but to act. In 1884 a slightly advanced form

of Crown Colony constitution was put into

e�ect, with the Legislative Council consist-

ing of the governor, nine nominated mem-

bers and nine elected members. □■

44Supplement to the Jamaica Gazette, 1879 ,
Kingston, Government Printing O�ce, 1880, p.362.


