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ABSTRACT: This article analyses how the Koya Temne on the Sierra Leone peninsula 

resisted attempts by British abolitionists to assume control over their land in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Following attacks on Freetown by neighboring 

leaders in 1801 and 1802, officials of the Sierra Leone Company (a chartered trading 

company formed in 1791) claimed that the Temne recourse to war was totally unjustified, as 

well as unexpected. This assessment was disingenuous, as Temne leaders had clearly asserted 

their rights to land around Freetown in a series of palavers held over the course of more than 

a decade. During these negotiations with British officials, the Temne attempted to protect 

areas of land they regarded as sacred by requesting modifications to boundary lines. Such 

requests were dismissed. Evidence drawn from reports of successive palavers indicates that 

the behavior of Company officials towards their Temne hosts created the conditions for 

conflict. As a result of the ongoing disagreements over land rights, the Temne were displaced 

from large areas of territory on the peninsula by the first decade of the nineteenth century.  

I 

Land in West Africa was central to plans devised by British abolitionists to attack the slave 

trade on its supply side in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The directors of 

the Sierra Leone Company, a chartered trading company formed in 1791, considered that new 

forms of land use by Africans, as well as by immigrants of African descent, would free the 

continent from the evils of the transatlantic slave trade.2 They assumed that tutelage by 

Europeans would enable Africans to grow valuable crops on land they perceived to be 

hitherto unused or underutilised,3 and that this would have the effect of shifting the basis of 
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exchange from a slave trading economy to one based on the supply of agricultural 

commodities.4 In their first report to shareholders in 1791, the directors explained how they 

intended to commence experimentation on a large area of Temne land, which they maintained 

had been sold “for ever,” and vested in the British Crown, under the terms of treaties in 1787 

and 1788.5 

These ideas for reform were encapsulated in a bronze token struck at the Soho Mint in 

Birmingham in 1814, six years after the private colony in the control of the Sierra Leone 

Company had been transferred to British Crown control. The obverse depicted an imaginary 

rural idyll showing Africans tending the soil, and presumably producing the type of crops that 

would form the basis of a new “legitimate” commerce to replace the trade in human cargo.6 

The token anticipated a future in which the combined influence of the passage of the Act for 

the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807 and the deployment of Royal Navy patrols to 

intercept illicit slave ships would create the conditions in which free African laborers would 

be available to cultivate the land.7 The tokens had a hidden symbolism, as it was reported that 

they had been “made from the coppers of vessels condemned for Slave trading transmitted to 

this country by Governor Maxwell….”8  

The imagery also looked back to experimentation by the Sierra Leone Company, and 

encapsulated its vision of an African continent reformed through policies of “Commerce, 

Civilization and Christianity.”9 The depiction of a European shaking hands with an African in 

the foreground was intended to convey the idea that friendship and collaboration would bring 

about mutually beneficial forms of change in Africa. By portraying the European with his left 

hand placed on his breast, the token declared that white men were pledging themselves to the 

needs of Africa with sincerity. This propaganda mirrored ideas for the use of land and labor 

that the Company had promoted on the upper Guinea coast over a period of seventeen years. 

However, this image totally concealed the hostile relationship which had developed between 
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Company officials and neighboring Temne over land ownership and land usage. This 

fractured relationship led to the expulsion of the Temne from large areas of their territory on 

the peninsula by 1802.10 When the Temne launched an attack on Freetown in November 

1801, Company officials described it as “sudden” and “unprovoked.” This was disingenuous, 

and completely obscured the way in which Temne leaders had repeatedly made Company 

officials aware of their concerns about territorial rights, sovereignty and land usage over the 

course of more than a decade.11  

Temne land has featured extensively, albeit obliquely, in historiographical debate on 

Sierra Leone. When the black Loyalist settlers from Nova Scotia protested against the failure 

of Sierra Leone Company officials to allocate their promised plots, the land they were 

attempting to secure for their own private use was Temne land.12 This article shifts the focus 

of debate by tracing how neighboring Temne reacted to the Company’s attempts to 

appropriate and make use of land on the Sierra Leone peninsula as a means of implementing 

their agenda for reform. Opposition was not the only way the Temne responded to the 

Company’s presence on the coast. However, it is clear that from an early stage they expressed 

their resistance to European attempts to assume control over their land through a variety of 

peaceful forms of protest, threats of violence and, as a last resort, attacks on the colony.13 The 

Temne were not the first Africans to resist European attempts to claim legal ownership of 

land.14 In the seventeenth century, Fante authorities on the Gold Coast rejected Dutch and 

English claims that the land on which their forts were built had been ceded to them.15 As 

Leonard Guelke and Robert Shell have demonstrated, the Khoikhoi and San resisted Dutch 

encroachment on their land in south-western Africa in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries.16 

The exceptionally rich body of documentation surviving for Freetown makes it 

possible to reconstruct local responses in considerable detail. Temne voices, although 
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sometimes drowned out by the dominant sound of Company officials, can still be heard 

clearly in accounts of “palavers” (or conferences) contained in the journals of Lieutenant 

John Clarkson, Zachary Macaulay, and the Minutes of Governor and Council in Freetown.17 

Between 1788 and 1801, neighboring Temne leaders used palavers in their attempts to 

resolve a series of recurring issues on customary payments for land, territorial boundaries, 

land usage and the duties that they maintained the inhabitants of Freetown and Granville 

Town owed them.18 Issues of land ownership and land use in West Africa clearly intersect 

with many aspects of Lovejoy’s influential scholarship.19 As far as this article is concerned, 

however, his leadership in preserving hundreds of rare and endangered manuscripts in the 

Sierra Leone Public Archives has been of particular significance. The interpretation presented 

in this article is informed by reference to a range of sources held at Fourah Bay College, 

including eighteenth- and nineteenth-century treaties, orders issued to officials of the Sierra 

Leone Company, maps and plans, and a long series of Registers of Liberated Africans, 

among other archival sources.20  

II 

The hostile depiction of the Temne, which dominated Company accounts from at least 1802, 

does not provide an accurate reflection of their reactions to the settlement fifteen years 

earlier. Temne leaders on the Sierra Leone peninsula initially welcomed approximately four 

hundred settlers into their territory in May 1787, even though they were given no prior 

warning of their arrival, nor of their intention to establish a settlement. Negotiations that 

followed between May and June 1787, and again in August 1788, resulted in Temne leaders 

granting permission to the immigrants to establish a settlement on the northern tip of the 

Sierra Leone peninsula.21  
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Two weeks after mooring in the Sierra Leone River on Thursday 10 May 1787, 

Captain Thomas Boulden Thompson reported to the Admiralty that, “I have every Prospect of 

establishing the Black Poor at this Place in a pleasant Spot, and that I have hitherto met with 

little Difficulty from the Natives.”22 On 11 May, Thompson went ashore to meet King Tom, 

the local ruler, at his town at Ro Fransa, located about a mile to the west of the site selected 

for Granville Town. No detailed record is available for the negotiations that resulted in King 

Tom, Queen Yammacouba and Pa Bongee making their marks on a treaty accepting rum, 

tobacco, iron, muskets, hats and various manufactured goods in return for a large swathe of 

Temne territory.23 Two weeks later on 25 May, “King Naynbanna” (also “Annamboyna” in 

another version of the ship’s log and later spelled Naimbanna or Naimbana in other sources) 

came on board to “settle the purchase of the land.”24 This was a misunderstanding on the part 

of the ship’s officers, as Naimbana would not have seen the arrangement as a sale but as 

authorization for a temporary settlement.25 Naimbana, King Tom’s overlord, disembarked the 

next day, apparently without reaching agreement. It was King Tom, his subordinate, who was 

saluted with eleven guns at 2 p.m. on 12 June 1787 on the “ratification of the purchase of the 

land for the free community.”26 Thompson was under the impression that he had made a one-

off payment to King Tom in full and final settlement for the land.  

Allowing these new immigrants to settle in their territory offered a range of potential 

benefits to Temne leaders, particularly in the form of annual tribute or rent payments and 

regular gifts.27 Landlord-stranger arrangements with Europeans, whereby an African leader 

took responsibility for their guests, were very familiar on this stretch of coastline as there had 

already been more than three centuries of trading contact by the time the “Black Poor” 

arrived in 1787.28 The Temne leaders who made their marks on the treaties of 1787 and 1788 

were all slave traders from the southern shore of the Sierra Leone estuary. Naimbana, regent 

of the Koya Temne, and the most important signatory in 1788, lived only nine miles down 
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river from Bunce Island (referred to as “Benshali” by Temne in the twentieth century), but he 

had no sovereignty over the island and received no annual payment from its British 

occupants.29 Pa Samma of the Bullom Shore, on the north of the Sierra Leone estuary, 

received one hundred bars a year in payments for Bunce Island, Tasso Island, Tombo and 

Bob’s Island. In an agreement dated 3 April 1792, John and Alexander Anderson, merchants 

of London, offered Pa Samma, described as “King of the North Bulloms,” a further thirty 

bars a year to secure the use of the “several Islands of Marrabump, Caffoo, Papell, Callumbay 

and Batt Island, situate, lying and being in the River Sierra Leone.” The payments made to Pa 

Samma were described as “yearly rents” in the agreement.30 It was agreed that Pa Samma 

would receive another six bars for every vessel calling at Bunce Island, with the exception of 

the Andersons’ own craft. Pa Samma received a present of ten shillings to accompany the 

signing of this agreement, and John Tilley and John Ballingall, agents at Bunce Island, 

witnessed his mark on the document.31 

As Dorjahn and Fyfe explain, local leaders were anxious to have European traders in 

their town and to retain them there.32 King Naimbana recognised the advantages to be gained 

from having a large trading settlement under his control to rival Bunce Island. The number of 

people who disembarked in 1787 suggested that the new town would be a far larger 

commercial undertaking, offering the potential for strengthening Naimbana’s bargaining 

position by playing off different European traders against each other. Even after the losses 

from disease and desertion, those surviving in 1788 far outnumbered the resident population 

at the slave fort.33 Welcoming these strangers offered the prospect of bringing “fresh ideas, 

energy, ambition,” as well as European goods of value to the local populace.34 Temne leaders 

who signed the treaties would have expected to have preferential access to a range of material 

goods to enhance their personal appearance and homes, as noted in the case of Benguela in 

West Central Africa.35 Naimbana, as Ijagbemi points out, was convinced that his country 
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would prosper from the presence of the new settlement.36 He may well have anticipated that 

allowing the strangers to settle would have brought enhanced wealth and influence for the 

Koya Temne at a time when they had experienced considerable losses elsewhere in their 

territory. The Temne had lost control of important areas of trading at Port Loko (Bake Loko), 

which had come under Susu influence by the mid eighteenth century. The Susu built a town 

called Sendugu, which expanded rapidly, reflecting the importance of Port Loko as a trading 

area providing access to the coast and inland routes to Fuuta Jalon. In the second half of the 

eighteenth century, the Loko had forced the Temne out from profitable areas of trading on the 

Rokel River.37 

 When later Company officials attempted to negotiate for more land to establish 

plantations, it became clear that one hundred bars was the standard annual payment expected. 

Nine years later, Zachary Macaulay, acting Governor of Sierra Leone, provided some broad 

approximation of the sterling equivalent of one hundred bars, estimating that it was worth 

£13.38 As the goods given to King Tom in 1787 were worth around £58, this may have been 

seen as a generous first payment of more than four hundred bars. Similarly in 1788, Captain 

Taylor of the brig Myro estimated that he had used goods to the value of £85 1s 7d  to ratify 

the second treaty with King Naimbana.39 This later payment of more than six hundred bars 

may also have given King Naimbana and King Jimmy, King Tom’s successor at Ro Fransa, 

the impression that establishing a relationship with the new settlement would be highly 

advantageous.  

III 

At the same time as welcoming these potential trading partners, Temne leaders asserted 

clearly and repeatedly the terms on which the settlers at Granville Town, later re-developed 

as the site of Freetown, were permitted to remain in their territory. A series of major 
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conferences over land from 1788 onwards reveal growing Temne dissatisfaction about the 

behavior of their tenants.40 Payments of tribute, and hence sovereignty and control of land, 

were the source of repeated disagreements in these palavers, but issues of security and 

territorial control also emerged as prominent concerns by the late 1790s. Even so, the Temne 

were prepared to be flexible in the negotiation of the landlord-stranger relationship. They did 

not have a static view of how it should operate, and on a number of occasions offered 

concessions to Company officials.41  

The question of annual payments did not become a major point of contention in the 

first few years of settlement. The British were content that they had bought the land, while 

the Temne understood that they had received appropriate, even generous, payments in 1787 

and 1788, which duly acknowledged their sovereignty over the land. They assumed that they 

would receive future annual payments in line with usual practice on the coast. The issue 

which triggered the first major palaver with the settlement in 1788 was the invalid status of 

the first treaty signed by King Tom (also referred to as King Cojou) the previous year.42 The 

problems associated with the conduct of the treaty negotiations in 1787 have been identified 

clearly by various writers; as the fact that Thompson had initiated, and concluded, 

negotiations with King Tom, a local leader subordinate to Naimbana, meant that a further 

palaver was needed the following year to resolve the political difficulties created by 

Thompson’s diplomatic blunder.43 A new treaty signed by King Naimbana on 22 August 

1788 included a statement repudiating the previous agreement: 

This is to certify to all to whom these presents may come. That we whose names are 

hereunto subscribed, maketh Oath That the purchase of the Land &c. made by 

Captain Thompson was not (to our certain knowledge) valid, It having been 

purchased ffrom people who had no authority to sell the same.44 
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According to Lieutenant John Incledon Webber of HMS Pomona, who visited Granville 

Town in the first week of September 1788, King Naimbana insisted that the agreement was 

renewed after the death of King Tom. Webber reported how Naimbana later informed 

Governor Lucas, that, “King Cojou had no right to dispose of the ground it being part of his 

Kingdom….”45 Naimbana was given goods worth over £85 to confirm the terms of the new 

treaty, including food, wine, clothing, pistols, a “Tellascope”, two pairs of gold earrings and 

necklaces, seven muskets and a “Box of Smoaking Pipes.”46 By insisting on the signing of a 

second treaty, Naimbana was confirming his right to control settlement in Temne territory. 

A further dispute arose within a couple of weeks following the signing of the second 

treaty. On or about Monday 8 September 1788, a palaver was held regarding a 

“misunderstanding that prevail[e]d between the colony and the King of Robana [Naimbana] 

relative to the watering place.” Webber, who was there to deliver copies of the Dolben Act to 

slave traders on the coast, noted that tensions had escalated to such a level that Naimbana 

“had threatened to burn the Colony unless immediately complyed [sic] with.”47 As a result, a 

“very grand palaver” was held at the court house in Granville Town, attended by King 

Naimbana and the “young king Cojou” (also known as King Jimmy), who had succeeded 

King Tom on his death. At this palaver, attended by all the captains of merchant ships in the 

harbour, it was agreed to pay Naimbana the goods he demanded to ratify “the treaty afrish 

[sic].” The king was given a “Cask of rum, Tobaco [sic] and powder with some flints and 

slops [sic],” which Webber considered essential to maintain “tranquillity” in the colony.48  

Not all problems could be resolved by negotiation. On occasions, matters were 

sufficiently serious to justify the use of violence, a common negotiating strategy in trading 

relationships on the upper Guinea coast.49 Violence was also a feature of conflicts over land 

in West Central Africa and the Cape peninsula.50 The destruction of one of King Jimmy’s 

towns by the crew of HMS Pomana in November 1789 led him to respond in kind, and he 
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burnt down Granville Town the following month.51 Even so, his attack serves to emphasise 

how the Temne had shown considerable flexibility in their dealings with the strangers over 

the preceding two and a half years.  

After Alexander Falconbridge was sent out by the St. George’s Bay Company to 

gather the settlers dispersed in the attack, the main issue at stake in a lengthy palaver in 

February 1791 was whether Temne leaders would collectively agree to the surviving settlers 

re-establishing their town. At this palaver, held at King Naimbana’s town at Robana, 

disagreement among the gathered Temne leaders meant that negotiations stretched out over 

five or six days. After kneeling before the Naimbana and presenting him with kola, King 

Jimmy delivered a loud and lengthy address.52 The content of his speech is not recorded in 

Anna Maria Falconbridge’s account, but his views no doubt influenced the decision not to 

allow the settlers to return to the original site of Granville Town. As a result, Falconbridge re-

established the settlers on a site on Cline Bay located three or four miles to the east of the 

original Granville Town.53 Even after King Jimmy had lost patience with the behaviour of his 

near neighbors, Temne leaders were still prepared to allow the settlement to be re-founded, 

albeit in a different location. 

Land ownership emerged as an important issue of debate in the days leading up to this 

palaver at Robana. Naimbana explained in clear and unequivocal terms to Falconbridge that 

he did not have the right to sell the land, and that any agreement to “allow strangers to come 

and live among us” required the consent of all his people. After the palaver confirmed that 

the settlers could remain in Temne territory, goods worth about £30 were used to ratify the 

new agreement. This payment led Granville Sharp and other European sponsors to insist that 

the same area of Temne land had now been purchased several times over for George III.54 By 

the time John Clarkson arrived at Freetown with over eleven hundred black Loyalist settlers 

from Nova Scotia in March 1792, the directors of the Sierra Leone Company had obviously 
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briefed him on this point. As a result, he steadfastly refused to make any further payments to 

the Temne. This obdurate refusal by British officials to accept the need to make annual 

payments to their Temne “landlords,” an issue spelled out clearly to them in successive 

palavers, laid the foundations for later conflict. All that mattered to British officials was that 

they had a document, which they considered a valid legal instrument, referring to the sale of 

land and, as far as they were concerned, this superseded any local practice and negotiations at 

palavers.55  

Whatever the wording of the treaty, written out by British negotiators in 1787 and 

1788, Temne leaders understood that in line with customary practice, they had agreed to lease 

an area of land for an annual payment, and that there was no suggestion that they had 

relinquished sovereignty.56 As Renner-Thomas points out, “there is no doubt that they did not 

appreciate, or at least did not accept, the outright alienation of their lands.”57 Sharp was fully 

aware that the outright purchase of land was an abnormal arrangement. In his pamphlet 

entitled Free English Territory in Africa, first published in 1790, he recognised how forts 

established by external traders “have generally been only rented of the native Chiefs.”58 He 

argued that, in contrast, “the new District at Sierra Leona has been actually purchased, and is 

given up by the native Chiefs, (under a ratified Charter,) from themselves and their Heirs for 

ever, to the Crown of England….” He was adamant that this meant that the land was no 

longer Temne land, but had become “English Territory.”59 Based on the wording of the 

treaties, Sharp believed that they had purchased an area “nearly twice as large as the valuable 

Island of Barbadoes” for less than £150.60 As a result, officials sent out from Britain insisted 

that they should not be expected to keep paying for land that had already been purchased.  

Sharp adopted a self-congratulatory tone when he explained to one of his 

correspondents how they had managed to purchase an extensive area of fine land for a 

“trifling expense.”61 The paltry nature of the payment subsequently became clear in later 
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negotiations for the purchase of the “Island of Bananas,” located off the south-western tip of 

the Sierra Leone peninsula. In negotiations with Stephen Caulker, the Acting Governor, John 

Gray, was astonished to learn that the sum demanded for the western half of the Banana 

Islands was £10,000. He repeatedly asked Caulker to propose a lower sum, but this was 

refused. In a letter dated 16 July 1799, Caulker explained that, “as you are so desiring to 

know my price, I shall let you have half of the Bananas for £10,000 Sterling, and not under, 

that is to be the western side, the Eastern side I wish to keep….” In his response six days 

later, Gray stated that he was not prepared to pay that sum and proposed a yearly rent of 500 

bars a year for an area of “2 square miles and a half.” This acceptance of the need to make 

annual payments was out of line with the attitude of British officials to the land immediately 

around Freetown, but it reflected an understanding that if they were to obtain more land, they 

would need to conform with local practice. Gray expressed impatience with Caulker’s 

“extravagant demand,” pointing out that, “Had your land been in England, or in the West 

Indies, it might probably be worth near the money you mention; but here, you know, it is 

quite a different matter.”62 

From 1792, the question of annual payments dominated most subsequent palavers. 

The refusal by Company officials to pay an annual tribute raised wider and more fundamental 

issues about African sovereignty and the control of land on the peninsula. At his first palaver 

with King Naimbana and King Jimmy in March 1792, Clarkson ridiculed them for asking for 

payment again. He addressed King Jimmy directly and asked him why he had called a “fool 

palaver” to ask them to buy the land again. He used the hypothetical example of a king who 

had paid an agreed amount for a slave and some rice, and then the seller returned the “next 

Moon” and asked for payment again. He obviously thought he had won his point, as he noted 

the laughter which brought the palaver to an end.63 When the question of payment was raised 

again at a palaver at Harmony Hall in Freetown on 27 and 28 September 1792, Clarkson 
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produced a copy of the treaty and pointed out to King Naimbana his signature on the 

document, again emphasising that this was a “fool palaver.”64 As far as the Temne were 

concerned, this palaver left matters unresolved and King Naimbana concluded by saying that 

a further meeting was required at Signor Domingo’s town.65 

By the time Clarkson left Freetown for a period of home leave in December 1792, he 

appears to have grasped the central problem causing friction over land with neighboring 

Temne. At a meeting of the Governor and Council on 12 December 1792, he instructed 

William Dawes to re-open negotiations for all the land for the Sierra Leone Company and 

advised that he should reach an agreement based “rather on the terms of an annual rent for 

ever, then paying down the sum of purchase at once.”66  

Clarkson’s instructions went unheeded, and the issue of payment for land came to the 

fore again with the death of the regent, Naimbana, and the election of Bai Farma as king of 

the Koya Temne in January 1794. As part of the landlord-stranger relationship, it was 

expected that agreements were renewed on the election of a new king. At a palaver two 

months later, Bai Farma insisted that the land belonged to him and could not be transferred to 

anyone else. He stated that “he was determined to have his Customs for all vessels and that 

we must pay him for his country & pay him for his Customs.” He informed Governor Dawes 

that he expected to be paid 100 bars a year for the land, as well as receiving payments for the 

Company’s ships for anchoring and watering in the bay.67 Yet again, Governor Dawes 

repeated the set speech of Company officials that they would not pay twice for the land. He 

sidestepped direct confrontation, however, by agreeing to give the king one hundred bars 

annually, as the king requested, if he appointed a landlord for Freetown. Reports of the 

palaver by Macaulay, second member of Council, who was present at Robaga, indicate that 

Bai Farama was losing patience with the settlement. He complained that when the settlers 

first arrived, “we did good to the Country. Made trade & gave good price but now we did bad 
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we gave bad price. Sent our goods to other countries & every body, white men too, said we 

wished to take the Country.”68 He warned Dawes and Macaulay to be afraid of him, as “His 

Devil can kill us all.”69  

Having received assurances that he would be paid one hundred bars annually, Bai 

Farma [also King Firama] may have concluded this palaver satisfied that matters about his 

annual tribute had been resolved. However, as far as Company officials were concerned the 

payment was not for use of the land, nor was it an acknowledgement of Bai Farma’s 

sovereignty. They said they were prepared to pay for services rendered, and as such, they 

regarded the payment as conditional on the behavior of Bai Farma and King Jimmy, their 

newly appointed landlord. This arrangement broke down within less than a year. Bai Farma 

was aggrieved about various issues, including rumors that Macaulay had said he was “good 

for nothing,” and treated his messengers with contempt when they requested alcohol for 

him.70  

Bai Farma also complained that he had not been given any say in matters in the 

colony following the riot by settlers in June 1794. He expected to have been consulted as 

blood had been “spilt upon the king’s ground and he must have satisfaction for it.”71 As a 

result, he ordered the seizure of two Company vessels, the Duke of Clarence and the 

Speculator, which were being careened at Gambia Island in the mouth of the Bunce River. 

James Watt, a former plantation overseer, was sent to attend a palaver with Bai Farma and his 

leading headmen at Robaga in October 1794. Watt’s comment that Bai Farma had protected 

the settlement as well as a “Leopard take care of Goat” further inflamed tensions. The 

atmosphere deteriorated rapidly, the meeting at the Palaver House broke down without a clear 

resolution, and Bai Farma detained Watt as a prisoner for several days.72 Bai Farma’s 

exclusion from matters of justice in the colony continued to rankle. In a palaver at Ro Fransa 

in December 1796, he again complained that he had not been allowed to intervene between 
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the governor and the insurgents more than two years earlier. Macaulay rejected his right to 

intervene in colonial matters, but conceded that he could have a say in any disputes that arose 

between the Temne and settlers. This discussion broadened out into a wider complaint by Bai 

Farma that the settlement did not treat him respectfully as their “Father,” and had neglected 

him by failing to send him little presents, as children should do for their father. Macaulay 

retorted that the king had not behaved as their father and, although he did not say so directly, 

the clear implication was that he thought Bai Farma did not deserve presents.73 

Relationships deteriorated further in palavers held over the next three years. On 1 

June 1797, the second King Tom (King Jimmy’s successor) visited Freetown and again 

explained that no one had the right to alienate any part of the country to the settlement. Any 

sale of land, he explained, was unlawful and “now void.” After a long speech in which he set 

out his version of events over the previous five years, Macaulay concluded by saying that any 

private laws among the Temne were a matter of indifference and had no bearing on the 

question. Just over three weeks later, King Tom again asked for payment for the country and 

Macaulay strenuously resisted his claim. Discussions continued into early July. In response to 

further requests for payment from Bai Farma and King Tom, Macaulay stated that he would 

not pay any more money and he would not give up an inch of the land that they had bought.74 

Agreement was reached that King Tom would receive one hundred dollars each year for his 

role as landlord, but Macaulay withheld this payment in January 1798 until the dispute over 

the western boundary of the colony had been resolved.75 

The western boundary, the direction from which King Jimmy had attacked Granville 

Town in 1789, was a major point of contention between 1792 and 1801. At the palaver in 

Freetown in September 1792, attended by King Naimbana, Signor Domingo and Pa Will, 

King Jimmy insisted that the western boundary line should be altered so that the watering 

place to the west of King Jimmy’s creek (later named Sanders Brook) reverted to his 
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control.76 Clarkson refused to give up any of the land to the west, and also rejected a request 

to relinquish control of an area on their eastern boundary. Although the Temne offered other 

land in exchange, Clarkson rejected their request citing the earlier agreement made by 

Thompson. He refused on the basis that the land was unsuitable. He also pointed out that: 

when I received my orders in England for coming here, a chart was shown me, which 

determine the company’s bound[a]ries as they are described in their agreement with 

Captain Thompson, together with all the purchase documents; that I was so far 

accountable for preserving them, and that it would be descreditable [sic] in me were I 

to lessen the district after such an agreement had been ratified by all parties.77 

The western boundary was still in dispute in March 1799. King Tom was insistent that 

the Company should not attempt to use any land to the west of King Jimmy’s brook, and that 

the boundary line should follow the line of the brook. The Company insisted that the 

boundary started in St. George’s Bay and ran in a straight line to the west of the brook, giving 

the Company a greater area of land to the west of Freetown. Governor Macaulay again 

resorted to taking out the original agreements made with King Jimmy from 1792 to prove the 

Company’s right to occupy the land west of the brook, but King Tom refused to acquiesce, 

threatening them with serious consequences if they opposed him on this issue.78 

In order to settle the western boundary in 1800, the Governor and Council proposed 

evicting King Tom from his land. It was resolved that if King Tom refused to comply with 

their requests to settle the boundary, they would make an application to Bai Farma to expel 

him from his town. This was justified on the basis that King Tom lived too near Freetown, 

and was thwarting their plans.79 The agreement by the Temne to lease the Company a further 

area of land at Pirates Bay (also Cockle Bay) on 23 October 1799 had generated new areas of 

disagreement. This land, situated on the western side of Ro Fransa, meant that King Tom was 
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bounded on both sides by land occupied by the Company. Although the Minutes of the 

Governor and Council stated that Bai Farma had leased this land for two hundred bars a year 

with the consent of his deputy King Tom, disagreements flared up within two months. On 10 

December 1799, Governor Ludlam reported that, “various objections being subsequently 

started by the Natives … threatened to render the quiet possession of it doubtful.”80 Tensions 

had increased further in the lead up to settler rebellion of September 1800, as King Tom 

threatened to intervene if the Company failed to bring the trouble under control.81 

IV 

Company attempts to allocate promised plots to the Nova Scotian settlers had far-reaching 

consequences for the Temne. Frequent complaints were raised about the “strangers” using 

and altering the land in ways that interfered with their own farming and spiritual practices.82 

Schemes of land clearance around Granville Town and Freetown by Richard Pepys, 

Company surveyor, were disruptive and prompted a series of complaints by Temne leaders in 

September 1792. The programme of land clearance had begun in earnest at least six months 

earlier following the arrival of over eleven hundred Nova Scotian settlers, and Clarkson noted 

the rapid progress of labourers in cutting down woodland, keeping the valuable logs and 

burning discarded vegetation.83 In cutting roads and felling trees, Company officials showed 

no understanding of how the Temne believed that some areas of their land were sacred. Areas 

they considered to be occupied by spirits were to be left undisturbed, as in the Gambia River 

basin.84 King Jimmy pleaded in 1792 that land to the west of Freetown should be returned to 

him on the basis that it was “holy ground.” The watering place near King Jimmy’s town was 

used to “make sacrifices to a large black snake living under one of the trees, for the 

continuance of the spring, which otherwise would dry up and distress the country.” Other 

areas of holy ground were discussed, as Clarkson agreed that no more trees would be cut 

down on land regarded as sacred. These problems were not resolved, however. On 4 October 



 

18 
 

1792, some of King Jimmy’s people encountered Pepys and his working party in the woods 

and “forbad [sic] their cutting roads.”85 

In cutting roads, Pepys showed no respect for Temne villages and plantations. In a 

wood to the east of Freetown, he came across a rice plantation on the course of his intended 

route. Despite the protests of local inhabitants, the surveyor expressed his determination to 

cut through the field on the basis that the Company owned the land and could do with it as it 

pleased. In his report of proceedings, Clarkson gave the impression that he was unaware of 

Temne dissatisfaction on this issue. However, more than six weeks earlier, he had recorded in 

his diary how differences had arisen with neighbouring Temne as the work of “running our 

lines into the country” had interfered with their plantations.86 At the palaver, Clarkson offered 

reassurances that they would not interfere with the cultivated land and villages of local 

inhabitants but would go around them. This promise was not adhered to in practice. When 

Clarkson advised William Dawes about the importance of laying out the lots of lands for the 

Nova Scotian settlers in October 1792, he pointed out that if they should encounter any 

“houses of the natives” they should persuade them to relinquish their position with a “trifling 

present for their loss.” This instruction to Dawes was based on the assumption that this was 

Company land, and it was incumbent upon local people to vacate the land when required to 

do so.87 Concerns about disturbances to towns and plantations on the eastern boundary of 

land leased by the Company were raised again in January 1801, as the cutting of roads and 

boundary lines interfered with Pa Dick’s town and “cut off plantations belonging to the 

town.”88 Company officials were more concerned though with the ways in which the Temne 

disturbed their plans. When the Company leased further land at Pirates Bay in October 1799, 

they included a statement in the agreement with Bai Farma that none of his people were 

henceforth allowed within the boundaries of the land for “making their Lougars, or for any 
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other purpose whatever.”89 The reason given for this innovation in practice was to prevent 

any disturbances to the Company and its people.90 

King Jimmy and Signor Domingo were also alarmed that woodland clearance 

weakened the defensive positions of their towns and exposed them to attack. Clarkson noted 

how Signor Domingo, whose town lay approximately four miles east of Freetown, was 

“disturbed at the idea of the country being thus laid open, as it might enable us in time to 

oppress the inhabitants.”91 The cutting of roads across Temne territory raised concerns that 

the Company was planning to make war on them, and that road construction was a “prelude 

to our taking possession of the whole Cape and country.”92 Local fears that the immigrants 

intended to exert control over the territory were drawn to Clarkson’s attention in March 

1792.93 Eighteen months later, Pa Kokelly, who assumed the title of King Tom after the death 

of King Jimmy, set out his concerns to Macaulay.94 He was worried that the settlement was 

going to bring in more people, and “become too strong and take the country from them.” He 

pointed out that their neighbors laughed at them for “giving away their country, and advising 

them while it was yet time to think of recovering it.”95 

King Tom and Bai Farma both made it clear to Governor Macaulay in July 1797 that 

they were alarmed by the clearance of land in the hills above Freetown. Not only did they 

regard this as an unlawful encroachment “on the Mountain land,” but they were fearful that 

the construction of a house there would provide a commanding position over their towns. 

King Tom explained they were worried that cannon would be used to drive them out from 

their towns.96 There was some justification for this concern. In the process of negotiating for 

land between Whiteman’s Bay and Pirates Bay in October 1799, it was noted by Company 

officials that the land provided clear strategic opportunities for the “complete command” of a 

large stretch of coastline from west to east along the peninsula. On 10 December 1799, the 

Governor and Council noted how this land should be protected with a few guns, which 
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“would lay open to us the whole coast, and the native towns situate thereon, from Cape Sierra 

Leone to Sign[o]r Domingo’s.”97 

By the end of September 1801, rumors had started to spread that an attack on 

Freetown was imminent. A “body of natives armed with muskets” was reported moving 

through the town at midnight. As a result, the Governor and Council stipulated that no 

“native-strangers” were allowed to carry arms, and that this news should be communicated to 

the Temne, and especially to King Tom.98 Growing tensions over land culminated in the 

Temne attacking Freetown on 18 November 1801. In the early hours of the morning, “a Body 

of Natives drawn together by kings Firama and Tom, Prince Tom, Banna Compa and other 

headmen of the Timmany nation” attacked Fort Thornton with the support of two rebel 

settlers who had fled from Freetown after the insurrection against the Company in September 

1800.99 A number of soldiers and settlers drove back the attackers using bayonets. Governor 

Dawes was wounded in the attack, and Richard Crankapone, one of the black settlers from 

Nova Scotia, sustained mortal wounds. After the attack was repelled, the Company used a 

combined force of Jamaican Maroon settlers, soldiers, mariners from HMS Wasp, Kru and 

other Africans sympathetic to the colony to attack villages lying to the west of Freetown.100 

Within the space of two weeks, they had driven out the Temne “from the District which lies 

between the Settlement and Cape Sierra Leone….”101 Ro Fransa, formerly King Jimmy’s 

town, was destroyed together with other villages and farms.102 

After fleeing to Maligia on the Melakori River, approximately 60 miles to the north-

east of Freetown, King Tom secured additional support from his son-in-law, Fatima Foday 

(also Foudy), a headman at Maligia. With this support, King Tom attacked Freetown again on 

11 April 1802. The attack launched from the east was quickly repelled, after which King Tom 

returned to Maligia under the protection of Fatima Foday.103 When Richard Bright, a member 

of Council at Freetown, was sent to Forekaria in September 1802 to bring back King Tom 
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and the settlers who had supported the attacks, he took the opportunity to represent the 

Temne as the aggressors.104 At a palaver at Forekaria attended by more than 40 people, he 

insisted that King Tom had no cause for complaint and was interested only in plundering the 

colony. Bright also took the opportunity to emphasise that the colony, protected by King 

George III, was working in the interests of its African neighbors by introducing agricultural 

improvements and that it would be detrimental to the interests of the country if it fell into the 

hands of King Tom.105  

In a highly selective account of the long-running disagreements over land, Bright 

argued that the colony’s “love of peace” meant that they had made every effort to 

accommodate King Tom’s demands about the western boundaries of the territory. The blame 

for the conflict was placed firmly on the Temne, who Bright described as “the savages in our 

neighbourhood.”106 Reports written by Company officials emphasised that the aggression was 

“exclusively attributed to the Timmanys….” The explanation in a later Company report that 

“no subject of dispute previously existed” with the Temne was entirely false.107 Tensions 

over land had been mounting for some time, even though Temne leaders had made their 

points about land abundantly clear since 1788. Even so, it is striking just how quickly this 

process of Temne displacement occurred. 

V 

In 1792, the directors of the Sierra Leone Company issued almost three quarters of a million 

bronze and silver coins featuring an image of black and white hands clasped in friendship on 

the reverse.108 Within the space of ten years, Company officials in Freetown came to regard 

the Temne as their enemy, and took swift and aggressive measures to expel them from large 

areas of the peninsula. It was reported on 12 January 1803 how, “the conquest was made by 

the taking and destroying of every town belonging to the Enemy, and the expulsion of every 
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Timmany Inhabitant.”109 Even so, the Company continued to order batches of more coins 

with over 11,000 silver ones issued between 1802 and 1805.110 Company officials blamed the 

breakdown in their “friendship” on the hostility of the Temne, and insisted that they had been 

provoked into retaliatory action.111 Evidence drawn from reports of successive palavers 

indicates, however, that it was the behavior of Company officials towards their Temne 

landlords over the previous decade which had created the conditions for conflict. Moreover, 

Macaulay was among those who acknowledged in the early 1790s that the Temne only 

resorted to war as a last resort when all other options had failed.112 

As a result of the treaty agreed between Company officials and Bai Farma and King 

Tom on 10 July 1807, the Company took control of an even larger area of the coastline than 

had been specified in the treaty with Naimbana in August 1788. Six months before the 

settlement was transferred to British Crown control on 1 January 1808, the treaty confirmed 

that territory to the west of Freetown was surrendered to “His Majesty the King of Great 

Britain, for the use and benefit of the Sierra Leone Company.” On the east and south-east 

side, restrictions were imposed on the building of any new Temne settlements within eight 

miles of Freetown. No settlement was to be built closer than Robis, located between the 

present-day settlements of Wellington and Hastings, although exceptions were made for Salt 

Town and Ro-Cupra.113 The treaty was described as one of “Peace and Alliance,” but this 

conceals the devastation caused to the Koya Temne by the loss of their land. As the Temne, 

in common with people in the Gambia River basin, conceived of their land in “social, 

spiritual and political ways,” they were deprived of much more than an economic resource.114 

They lost access to land they regarded as sacred, including the brook and woodland 

separating Freetown from Ro Fransa, a site which various Temne leaders had tried to protect 

at palavers from 1792 onwards.115  
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Company officials admitted in a report to parliament in 1802 that their direct 

influence extended only as far as the Temne. However, after the deployment of Royal Navy 

patrols at Freetown in 1808, William Roscoe, the Liverpool abolitionist, and a subscriber to 

the African Institution, argued for a robust military intervention along the coast of West 

Africa. He prepared a thirty-four page justification of why British ships should be able to 

intercept the slaving vessels of any nation, irrespective of whether they were at war with 

Britain. His letter to William Frederick, second duke of Gloucester and Edinburgh, President 

of the African Institution, did not refer to making attacks on slave factories on land to release 

enslaved Africans, but incursions into African territory could have been easily justified using 

the ideas contained in his report.116 The annual report of the African Institution in 1814 noted 

with some satisfaction that Governor Maxwell had “proceeded up the Rio Pongas, for the 

purpose of rooting out the Slave traders in that river,” and had succeeded in destroying 

several Slave Factories” in this area located approximately 140 miles north of Freetown.117 

These types of direct interventions in African territory prompted a letter of complaint from 

Alimamy Amara (also King Amra), ruler of the Muslim state of Moria, the capital of which 

was at Forekaria, located approximately sixty miles north-east of Freetown.118 On 2 March 

1814, he pointed out that Governor Maxwell had no right to interfere with traders who came 

to their coast for slaves, as they were under his protection. In common with the points that 

Temne leaders had made repeatedly to Company officials, Amara reminded Maxwell that, 

“You are the ‘Stranger’ [guest] … we are the proprietors.”119 

The token struck in 1814, the same year that Amara wrote to Maxwell, highlights how 

suppression policies aimed to disrupt slave supply from inland areas to the coast. Without any 

direct influence in Fuuta Jalon, the main source of supply of slaves to the coast, the Colony 

tried to spread its message using written and visual forms of propaganda.120 In the annual 

report of the African Institution for 1814, it was explained that the tokens “exhibit 
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appropriate devices, and inscriptions in Arabic; and it is hoped that their distribution amongst 

the native Africans may not be without its use in promoting still further the abolition of the 

Slave Trade.”121 The Soho Mint produced 50,000 of the tokens with a collective face value of 

just over £200.122 These tokens carried an Arabic inscription on the reverse, intended to 

discourage inland traders from bringing their slave caravans to the coast:  

Wudira [sic] bay‘            [وُدِرَ ] وَرْدُ بيع 

al-‘abīd fī al-ingland               العبيد في الاِنجلند      

fi 1807 min al-sanat al-‘īsuwiyat [sic]     ية ١٨٠٧في من السَّنة  الْعِيسوَّ  

fī ‘ahd al-sultān George al-thālith     في عَهْد السٌّلْطان جَارج الثالث 

īnā kullu ikhwat         إنَّا كُلُّ إخوَة 

 

The inscription stated that, “Declaration prohibiting the sale of slaves in England in 1807 in 

the year of the al-Isawiyat [Gregorian calendar] during the reign of George III. We are all 

brethren!” The standard of Arabic on the tokens is very poor, and indicates that the person 

who provided a literal translation of the English text had very limited understanding of the 

language. There are grammatical mistakes, as well as the use of incorrect terms.123  

Such mistakes were reflective of how British abolitionists, who had mostly not seen 

Africa with their own eyes, had a partial and distorted knowledge of African cultural and 

economic systems. Officials at Freetown were typically dismissive of Temne attempts to 

resolve issues through palaver, and had little respect for the practice, seeing it as a forum for 

“jabbering,” drinking and time-wasting.124 The Temne encounter with British abolitionists 

illustrates how the latter were prepared to disregard local rights, cultural practices and beliefs 

in their attempts to advance their self-appointed mission of reform in West Africa. By the 

first decade of the nineteenth century, British abolitionists clearly regarded the removal of the 

Temne from their land as acceptable collateral damage within their wider objective of 

eradicating the slave trade.  
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